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Breaker’s Code
by
Conner Kressley



Chapter 1
Nothing in Heaven or Hell
Two days before our house blew up; I woke to the troubling smell of bacon. I had just had the dream again; the one with the sevens, but that hardly mattered now. I shot straight up in bed and took a whiff. Was that sausage too?
This was not good.
For most people, waking up to the smell of breakfast cooking on the stove probably wasn’t cause for concern. It might even be normal, but my mom wasn’t exactly the ‘normal’ sort. In addition to what I could only describe as her lifelong ‘Hatfield and McCoy-esque’ feud with all kitchen appliances, she had a pretty demanding job.
As the head of the nursing department at St. Vincent’s, she was always rocking a pair of really awesome scrubs and kept pretty weird hours. Usually, she was gone from seven ‘til seven, but three days a week, she was on call. So anytime, day or night, the phone could ring and she’d have to rush back into the hospital. And if the emergency was big enough, like if there was a bus crash or something, she’d have to go whether she was on call or not. Sometimes I didn’t see her for days at a time. So, it shouldn’t be a surprise that the last home cooked meal I got was sometime around the start of the Bush administration.
I threw the covers aside and started downstairs, combing knots of sleep from my short blond hair. I was halfway down the stairs, about to ask my mom what act of God forced the spatula into her hand, when I saw Casper. Sitting at the kitchen table with a plate of bacon and eggs lifted parallel with his face, he was shoveling the contents into his mouth with a fork.
“Hey Cresta,” he said when he saw me, mumbling through what looked like a pound of food.
I was still in my pajamas. Today they were oversized flannel pants that, while looking like, something a lumberjack would wear, were insanely comfortable and a ratty Avengers tee that I won for being the 1,000th customer at the  new Hot Topic in Newton. Usually, I would be less than excited for a guy to see me like this. My hair was a mess; I was still sporting my sleepy face, and I didn’t even have foundation on.
Casper wasn’t a regular guy though. Since I moved to Crestview a couple of years ago, Casper had been my best friend. A makeup free face was nothing for us. Besides, it wasn’t like that between us. We were friends, buddies, nothing else.
“Hey,” I said, and motioned toward my mother with a confused look on my face.
He shrugged. “You got me,” he answered, and plopped two more eggs onto his plate. “I’m not complaining though.”
“Did you sleep here?” I asked, settling beside him and grabbing a piece of bacon from his plate. I bit into it. It was salty and basically raw, exactly what you would imagine from someone who only cooked once a decade. Still, it was better than nothing.
“Yeah.” He grabbed two more pieces of bacon, apparently more in love with it than I was. “In your car. My dad was being a giant dildo.”
“Casper! Language!” Mom shouted from over her skillet, where she was salting some funky looking gray meat.
“What? Did I not conjugate?” He shrugged.
“You could have come inside,” I said, bumping his shoulder with my own. “You know the couch has always got your name on it.”
I meant that both figuratively and literally as, late last year, Casper and I carved our names into the undercarriage of my living room couch. I don’t know why we did it. It’s just; Casper never really had what you’d call a stable home life. He was with odds with his dad every other day and, even when things were good, I always got the feeling that he thought he was invisible, like he didn’t matter.
I guess I wanted to show him that he did, even if it was just at the bottom of a couch.
“I don’t want to be that weird guy who sleeps on your couch,” he said through another forkful of food, pushing wild red hair messily out of his eyes.
“You’d rather be the guy who breaks into my Jetta?” I asked.
“Absolutely not!” He said. “I would never do that. I had keys made to that thing ages ago.”
I found orange juice, apple juice, and cranberry juice cocktail (the name brands!), along with half gallons of both chocolate and regular milk. Someone had been shopping.
“What the hell is going on here?” I turned to Mom, closing the fridge door without choosing anything.
“What do you mean?” She asked, spooning the gray looking meat into an equally sketchy looking white fluff.
“Somebody took the tumble weed out of the fridge,” I answered.
She smiled. “We needed groceries.”
“Since when? You don’t cook.”
“Maybe I’ll start.” She flipped half of the white fluff over the gray meat, creating a sort of a silver storm cloud of disgusting.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Making an omelet,” she beamed, and scooped the mess onto a clean plate beside her.
I walked closer. Either it didn’t smell as bad as I imagined it would or I was so stunned by what was going on in front of me that I wasn’t thinking straight. “An omelet?” I repeated. Touching her arm, I asked, “Are you on drugs?”
She grinned, but there was darkness beneath her smile, and I knew why. “Don’t joke about that Cresta,” she said. “It’s just that, you know—“
Her phone started ringing. I sighed and backed away. Nobody ever called Mom’s phone; nobody except the hospital.
She picked it up, said “You got it,” and slid it back into the satchel across her waist, the only place she put anything when she wore her scrubs (which was all the time).
“How long have you even been home?” I asked. Not that it mattered. I already knew what she was going to say.
“There was a bus accident.” She already had her jacket on and was halfway out the door.
It was always something; a bus accident, a three car pileup, a French influenza outbreak. But Mom didn’t care. She helped people, it was her job. She always said, “If people are in trouble, I need to be at work.”
She was fierce; determined. It was the thing about her I admired the most. It was also the thing that was going to keep me from seeing her until at least tonight.
“Can you make sure the burners are off?” She called to me from the door. “There’s cash on top of the television if you need it for lunch. There’s some there for you too, Casper.”
“Thanks Mrs. Karr,” he waved and took a swig of orange juice.
“Take care of each other, and don’t forget your inhaler. I’ll see you when I see you, sweetheart.”
I smiled and she closed the door.
She called ten minutes later to remind me not to be late for school, but there was no need. Casper and I were already a quarter of a mile down the road. He drove while I stuffed Pizza boxes and Dr. Pepper cans into a trash bag, the calling card of any night Casper spent in my car. DeSoto High was ten minutes from my house, five if Casper was driving, and school didn’t start for another half hour. Still, I was in a hurry. I wanted to get there early, and not just to study for the ‘pop’ quiz everyone knew Mr. Jenkins was going to give because it was the second Thursday of the month.
Before I could bring it up though, Casper took the conversation in a different direction.
“Is Mrs. Goolsby a slut?” He asked.
“Mrs. Goolsby is eighty six and on dialysis. I don’t think she has the energy to be a slut.”
“It’s just, look at that.” He pointed to her house. I wasn’t sure what he was talking about. It seemed normal to me. Sure the paint was flaking a little; revealing specks of white under its coat of brown, and the yard was a little overgrown. But that was nothing out of the ordinary, especially for a widow whose children were grown and gone.
“What am I looking at? If Mom didn’t handcuff me to the lawnmower every other Saturday, our house would look just like that.”
“Not the house,” he said, looking out over his black rimmed glasses. “The car.”
At the edge of her yard, a black Sedan sat inches from the curb. The windows were pitch black and it idled softly.
“So she bought a car,” I said. Didn’t seem so strange to me.
“But she didn’t. That’s the thing. Whenever my dad kicks me out and I have to ‘borrow’ the inside of your car,” he put air quotes around the ‘borrow’. “ I get a clear view of Mrs. Goolsby’s house. Every night, without fail, a car pulls up and some random dude walks in.”
“Maybe she has a friend,” I said. As gross as the thought of Mrs. Goolsby having a ‘special friend’ was, it was also kind of sweet.
“You know, I saw this thing on TV the other day about gigolos. Apparently these dudes make house calls and stuff. I bet Mrs. Goolsby-“
“Ew!” I threw an empty Dr. Pepper can at Casper’s head.
Mrs. Goolsby with a gigolo? There was nothing sweet about that.
He shrinked away laughing. “What? You were thinking it too.”
“Actually, I was thinking you spend way too much time in my car.”
I looked back at Mrs. Goolsby’s house in the rearview as we were about to turn onto Maple. The black Sedan was gone.
“I’m going to tell him,” I said, tying the junk food filled garbage bag and tossing it into the backseat. I was careful not to look at Casper. I knew what he was going to say.
“Not a good idea Cress,” he squealed into the school parking lot. Wow, he made it in four minutes this time. He left skid marks across the blacktop when he jerked into a space. I shot him a harrowing look.
“I’m an excellent driver. I know.”  Casper pulled the keys from the ignition, thumped them toward me, and stepped out. I followed, but he hadn’t stopped talking so, by the time I tossed the garbage and caught up with him, all I heard was the word ‘girlfriend’.
That was enough.
“Barely,” I said. “Owen barely has a girlfriend.”
“How can you barely have a girlfriend? You either do or you don’t,” Casper said, pulling a stick of gum from his pocket. It’s like he constantly had to have something in his mouth.
It was still early enough that the parking lot was pretty much empty. In a few minutes, the morning rush would begin, and the place would fill up- Well, as much as anything filled up in Crestview. Once the other students got here though, I’d have to be more careful. I didn’t want my secret feelings for Owen going public, at least not until I got a chance to talk to him about them first.
For now though, I could be as animated as I wanted. I jerked in front of Casper. He didn’t stop, so we ended up walking toward the school face to face, with me walking backwards.
“Unless the girlfriend in question lives on the other side of the country. Hell, maybe she doesn’t exist at all. He could have made her up. I mean, have you ever seen a picture of her?”
I knew I wasn’t making any sense. Owen wouldn’t make up a girlfriend, but I wanted it to be true so badly that I figured I’d throw it out there anyway.
I had been in Crestview about a week and a half when Owen moved here. I later found out from Casper that that was the first time two families had moved into town so closely since ‘probably forever’.
Now I’m not one for kismet or anything, but you have to admit, as signs go, that’s a pretty good one. We became fast friends, not in the way Casper and I became friends. I could tell Casper anything. I could divulge my deepest secrets to him. There was no way I could talk to Owen like that, not when he had eyes that were deep blue pools and a smile that was electric.
He was so much like me. We both came her from big cities; Sacramento for him, and Chicago for me. He seemed just as out of place as I did in Crestview; a farming community with dirt roads, no red lights, and a grand total of one general store.
Maybe that was why everyone shied away from us at first. Only Casper, who himself would tell you how he stuck out in this place like’ Lindsay Lohan in an Amish church’ took a liking to us. It didn’t matter to us though. Owen and I always found things to do.
Some nights, we’d sit beside the long abandoned railroads tracks, talking about how much we missed the sounds of traffic. The third Tuesday of every month, when the Christ Methodist Church played G rated movies on their outdoor projector; we’d sit in the back and watch Pulp Fiction on his IPhone.
It never failed though. Every time we got comfortable, John Travolta’s face would disappear, replaced by those horrible words: Merrin calling.
Merrin was the undoubtedly perfect girlfriend Owen had left back in California and, probably because I had the worst luck on the entire planet, she didn’t seem to have any intention of letting him go. Anytime it looked like Owen and I were headed out of the friend zone, anytime I dared to rest my head on his shoulder, anytime we managed a deep conversation, Merrin would give him a little ‘remember me’ ring.
Not that I had any reason to believe Merrin would be threatened by me. Though I had never seen a picture of her, from the way Owen talked, she was just shy of perfect. Which was infuriating, because perfect and I, we weren’t even in the same county.
“You’re gonna back into Hernando,” Casper said, grabbing my arm and pulling me to a stop.
I pulled the inhaler from my pocket and took a whiff. I was out of breath. I must have been more nervous than I thought.
The ‘Hernando’ Casper was talking about wasn’t a teacher or student. It was a statue. Hernando DeSoto was some sort of Spanish explorer. He marched through Georgia a couple hundred years ago and set up shop here for a while. That was pretty much the only interesting that ever happened in Crestview, so they named the school after him and put up the statue.
It was probably nice when they erected it, about a thousand years ago. Now however, it was clear that, like the town itself, Hernando had seen better days.
What was presumably once the picture of a braver pioneer; a striking man with a Spanish flag in his hand, his foot propped up on a rock, and a devilish smirk on his face, was now all but gone. The bronze was dull and dingy. The statue’s sharp lines and edges had been flattened with time, and that devilish grin was barely a grin now at all.
“Forgive me Hernando,” I said, stuffing my inhaler back into my pocket. “Look,” my foot started tapping against the pavement. Yep, I was nervous. “Long distance relationships never work, not even in the movies.”
“That might be true, but it’s been working for them for about two years now,” Casper answered. The light tilt had vanished from his voice. “He has a girlfriend Cress, a girlfriend who is not you.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “I don’t want you to get hurt, and I don’t want things to get weird between you guys. Besides, if he doesn’t see how insanely awesome you are, he doesn’t deserve you.”
Okay, that was sweet, and there might even be some truth in it. But I wasn’t looking for sweet, and I wasn’t looking for anything to slow me down. It had taken me close to two years to work up the nerve to tell Owen how I felt about him. If I let Casper talk me out of it now, good intentions or not, I might never do it. And I couldn’t deal with that.
I ran a hand through my wavy blond hair, like I always did when I was trying to collect myself. “Look, I know you wanna protect me and everything.”
“It’s cause I’m a Southern gentleman,” he smiled. We both knew there were a couple freshman girls who might disagree with that, but I let it slide.
“Look at my hands, Casper.” They had traveled from my hair to the inside of my pockets.
“Hands in pockets,” he said.
“And what do hands in pockets mean?” I asked.
His mouth twisted crookedly. “Means there’s nothing in heaven or hell that’s gonna get through that thick head of yours.”
Casper knew me well enough to know that once I was set on something I was set. I looped my arm through his.
“I’ve gotta tell him. That way, either way, at least he’ll know. You know?”
“I know,” he answered, and squeezed my hand.
We walked together into the school. Pushing through the doors, I turned to give Hernando once last glance, and saw what looked like the tinted black Sedan from Mrs. Goolsby’s passing slowly by.



Chapter 2
He Died Laughing
I stood by my locker, watching the only entrance Owen could come in, and waiting for him. He was usually early, which is why I made it a point to be extra early. I wanted to have time to get my thoughts in order, to sort of feel the air around me, and come up with exactly the right thing to say.
I had been stroking these feelings for so long now, building it up in my head, that I needed to do this right. Even if he said no, even if he looked at me like some love struck idiot, I wanted to be clear.
He wasn’t early today though. I must have ran my hands through my hair a thousand time, watching the door and trying to act nonchalant as other students started to pour in.
I had never been the most popular person in DeSoto. Hell, I’m sure if you asked them, most of the other sophomores probably couldn’t tell you my name. They’d say I was the new girl, or Casper’s friend, or the chick from Chicago whose dad died. It’s not that they didn’t like me. At least, that’s not the way I took it. I always figured they sort of saw me as an outsider; an unnecessary addition that came along once they were set in their ways.
Everybody in Crestview seemed to have known each other since forever; like they made phone calls from the uterus or something. Their mothers knew each other. Their fathers hunted together. Sure, the fact that my mom was head of nursing (and pretty popular come flu season) might have got me a little attention, but that only lasted so long. And, if I’m being honest, I never did much to garner any affection.
Aside from Casper and Owen, for whom I had a different sort of affection, I never made much time for the kids in Crestview. They always seemed so silly to me; so small. They were obsessed with country music, with the DeSoto Excavators Friday night football games and, worst of all, with each other.
Every day there was a new rumor. Claire Collins dumped Randy Gentry after she caught him cheating with her sister. Wade Reynolds got suspended for sneaking peppermint schmaltz into the boys’ locker room. Susie Townser spent six months in Wyoming, but it wasn’t for a spiritual retreat. Claire Collins dumped Randy Gentry again after she found incriminating pictures of the cheerleading squad on his cellphone.
Those two were like Chris Brown and Rihanna minus the domestic abuse.
It was like none of them could see past the town limits; like there wasn’t a whole wide world out there full of amazing stuff. I couldn’t live that way. I had seen that world, I had lived in it. So, if I didn’t exactly fit in in Middle-of-Nowhere, Georgia, well I could think of worse things.
Owen wasn’t like that though. He was an outsider too. He was stuck just like me. He understood, and hopefully he would understand what I was about to tell him.
If he ever bothered to show up, that is.
“Bell’s about to ring Cress,” Casper said. He was standing next to me, his foot propped up against a locker, sucking on a bright red Tootsie Pop.
“He’ll be here,” I insisted, scratching my face. I had snuck off to the bathroom to put some makeup on for my big moment. I mustn’t have done it right though, because my face was itching like crazy. Mom had never been the sort to use a lot of makeup. I guess when you spend all your time sticking needles into sick people; there isn’t much need for it. As a result, I never really figured out how to apply the stupid stuff.
Still, I must have done it okay, because Casper hadn’t seemed to notice. Which is good because, if he did, he’d no doubt have a field day with it.
“Maybe he’s sick,” Casper suggested through a mouthful of sucker.
“Maybe,” I muttered, and ran my fingers through my hair again.
He turned to me, pulled the sucker from his mouth, and put his chin on my shoulder. He breath was cherry and chocolate when he said, “Don’t kill yourself about it Cress. You’ve always got me.”
I knew what was coming next; the same thing he said since the instant he heard my last name.
“Casper Rhodes and Cresta Karr. Karr and Rhodes,” he smiled. “See, ‘cause cars drive on roads.”
“I get it,” I said, ruffling his red hair. “You don’t have to kill the metaphor.”
He scrunched his nose and peered at me from over his glasses. “Is that rouge?”
Luckily, that was when Owen finally decided to arrive.
“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said and pulled away from him. He clanged against the lockers, catching his balance and tried to look cool in front of the freshman girls that passed.
“How you doing?” He waved at them. “I totally meant to do that, by the way.”
Not that it mattered to me, but Owen was less than his spectacular self as he drudged into the hallway. His black hair was still wet, presumably from the shower, and brushed lazily to the side, making it look like sloshed mud on his head. There were huge dark circles under his eyes, and he was pulling at his jacket, suggesting that, even now, he was still getting dressed.
I walked toward him, a super bright smile plastered across my face; the same sort of smile I imagined Merrin wore when she was picking flowers, or surfing, or whatever it is perfect California girls do in their free time.
“Hey,” I purred, and tilted my head a little to the left. I saw Angelina Jolie do that once in a movie, and the guy completely melted. She had a pistol strapped to her thigh at the time, but I figured it was worth a shot.
“Did you do the math homework?” he asked, looking past me.
Angelina Jolie, I was not.
“I-“
“I overslept. Plus, I didn’t do the math homework. Plus, I left a red shirt in the washing machine and now all my socks and underwear are pink. Plus, I think I have an inner ear infection.”
Okay, so he wasn’t exactly Brad Pitt today either. But I had made up my mind. I was doing this. I brushed off everything he had said and put my hand on his shoulder. He didn’t seem to notice.
“I wanted to talk to you about something.” I stared at him, making sure my green eyes synched up with his deep blue ones perfectly. The look in them must have been telling, because this time he did notice something was up.
“Is everything all right?” He asked, biting his lip, which he always did when he was nervous, and which I thought was just about the cutest thing ever.
“Yeah, everything’s fine. It’s just-“
The bell sounded, cutting into my words. I felt his shoulder tense.
“Can we do this later?” He asked. The rest of the student body was busy filing into their respective homerooms and I could tell from the look on his face that he didn’t want to be late.
No. This wasn’t the right time.
“Sure,” I said, and took my hand off his shoulder. He smiled that electric smile that had been front and center in my dreams since the day I met him.
“Thanks Cress. Look me up at lunch or something, okay”
“Sure thing,” I grinned.
But then, something else happened. He leaned in close, his pool blue eyes inspecting me. I caught the scent of him on the air. I felt his breath against my cheek. For a second, I thought he was going to kiss me, and my heart started pounding in my chest like a jackhammer against pavement.
“You have schmutz on your face,” he said.
Okay. Not gonna kiss me.
“Red schmutz,” he continued.
He put his hand on my face and started rubbing which, if it wasn’t the most embarrassing moment of my life, would have probably been nice.
“I don’t know. Maybe you should run to the bathroom before class.” He gave me a smile and a ‘We’re such great buddies’ pat on the shoulder, and then he was off.
I almost limped back to Casper, who wasn’t even trying to hold in his laughter.
“Not a word,” I said, but he keeled over, holding his stomach and howling in delight.
“That was the greatest thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” he said. “My tombstone’s gonna read: Here lies Casper Rhodes. He died laughing.”
I had three classes with Owen before lunch; History, where I watched him struggle to stay awake through Mrs. Gilman’s forty three minute lecture about the Cotton Tax and its effect on the Civil War, and Science, where he chewed on the end of his pencil and stared out the window. I had never wanted to be an eraser so badly in my entire life.
I almost talked to him in Math class. I stood outside the door, waiting for him after the bell rang. When he didn’t come out, I went back in. He didn’t see me. He was standing at Mr. Jacobs’ desk, holding out a sheet of paper. I could see that the paper was blank, save for a giant smiley face he had drawn in the center in red crayon.
“What’s this?” Mr. Jacobs asked, taking the paper.
“It’s my math homework,” Owen answered, without cracking a smile.
“No it’s not. This is rubbish.”
Owen folded his arms and leaned toward the desk a little, “Look again. It’s my homework, and I think you’ll see it’s all correct.”
Mr. Jacobs seemed confused but, when he turned the paper back toward him he said, “My mistake. I don’t know what I was thinking. Good job on this.”
Before Owen could come out, before I could ask him what all that was about, Margie Connor, who thought that just ‘cause she got a sash and a demerit card, she was queen of the hall monitors, shooed me toward Language Arts.
Lunch came with a caveat that I hadn’t considered. It was Thursday, which meant the meatheads that made up the DeSoto High Excavators would spend their entire lunch period going over plays and strategies for Friday night’s game. They’d flick fish sticks at each other and talk about how they were going to ‘completely own’ whatever poor team had the misfortune of having to come to this excuse of a town to play.
Owen, for all his pluses, counted himself among the meatheads. I never understood why someone like Owen; so witty, so cerebral, saw fit to join their ranks. I mean, they spent their days arguing over whether Becki Saunders or Claire Collins had the more squeezable butt (usually Claire), or who could hock the biggest loogie (Ernie Palmer, though during pollen season Dennis Johnson gave him a run for his money).
Maybe Owen saw it as a way to fit in. And, to that end, it worked. Less than a week after putting that jersey on, he was one of the most popular guys in school. People started gathering around him in the hallway, girls started flirting their way up to him (though they hit the same Merrin shaped road block I had been dealing with). Even parents in the PTA knew who he was.
It didn’t change him though. For all the new friends he had, for all the parties he got invited to, it was still rare for me to go more than a day without seeing him. I think, in a lot of ways, he still saw himself as an outsider and, because of that, thought of me as a kindred spirit. At least, I hoped he did.
He waved as he saw me walk into the cafeteria, and even stood as if to join Casper and me at our regular table. I waved him on, letting him know it was okay that he stay with the team. It was Thursday after all, and this wasn’t where I wanted to tell him how I felt anyway, not in some crowded lunchroom where we’d have to shout over the sounds of last night’s gossip worthy events to be heard.
I would see him after school. I would take him to the swing set at the elementary school next door, and I’d lay it all out. With any luck, he’d bit his lip, smile that electric smile, and tell me he felt the same way and that he had been dying waiting for me to make the first move. He’d call Merrin and break the news to her, while I planned our perfect future together. Then, he’d kiss me.
But I didn’t see him after school. He must have left before the final bell, because by the time the student body poured out into the parking lot, making plans for tonight and the coming weekend, there was no sign of him.
From the corner of my eye though, out past poor neglected Hernando, I saw the black Sedan from Mrs. Goolsby’s idling alongside the road, blacked out windows and all.
“Is that that car?” I turned to ask Casper.
By the time I turned back though, it was gone.



Chapter 3
Moon in Capricorn
I didn’t have much time to think about Owen or the black car. It was Thursday and, more importantly, the third Thursday of the month. That meant I was busy, that I would have to drive twenty three miles and through two towns to Dr. Conyers’ office.
By the time I got there, twenty minutes til five, I was already late. She didn’t mind though. Ever since my third speeding ticket going through that stupid speed trap in Cold Creek, Dr. Conyers and I had an unspoken agreement. I would drive the speed limit and get there when I could, and she wouldn’t have to spend the next forty five minutes listening to me complain about how even the cops had it in for me around here.
I shouldn’t complain though. Having the only therapist in the county live thirty minutes away could be a good thing. It meant I didn’t have to worry about the other kids in school finding out about my twice monthly visits.
Back in Chicago, it wouldn’t have been a big deal. Everyone saw shrinks there. School dances were scheduled around people’s therapy sessions. But here in Crestview, I shuddered to think what they might say if they knew I was seeing somebody, the stories they’d come up with.
I’d no doubt be a serial killer, or have nine personalities, or think birds were trying to communicate government secrets to me or something. They didn’t get it Crestview. Therapy was something for crazy people, and I wasn’t crazy.
I just-I just needed someone to talk to every once in a while.
I went through the events of the last two weeks with Dr. Conyers, just like always. And, like always, she tapped the end of her pen against her knee and listened. She was around my mom’s age and, with her curly brown hair and pointed features, even looked a bit like her. She was quieter than my mom, though I guess that goes along with the whole ‘therapist thing’.
Mom would have butted her way into the conversation at least three times if she were here, telling me what she would do if she were me or going off on some tangent that had little, if anything to do with what was going on.
Dr. Conyers, to her credit, always let me finish before giving me her two cents. Next month would mark one year that I had been seeing her. When Mom first suggested that I start biweekly sessions with somebody, I resisted. The idea of hashing out my problems in front of a complete stranger, of spilling my guts while lying on some overpriced fainting couch, seemed very ‘Lifetime movie’ to me.
But Dr. Conyers was different. For starters, she didn’t have a couch. Her office was more freeform than that. She would sit on a rounded swivel chair in the middle of the room, sort of like something you’d expect to see Dr. Evil spinning around in, and you had the choice of either sitting on a purple beanbag chair, a giant building block with the letter ‘J’ stamped across it, or a mattress on the floor, complete with down comforter and pillows.
I usually chose the mattress, but today I was in a beanbag sort of mood.
“So, you didn’t tell him? Owen, I mean,” Dr. Conyers asked when I finally stopped talking.
“No,” I admitted, punching the beanbag chair so that it bent more comfortably.
“I thought your hands were in your pockets.” She swiveled a little and wrote something on the pad in her lap.
“I took them out, I guess.” I let my eyes trace the floor’s shag carpeting. “I just want the moment to be perfect.”
“Do you?” She asked. She didn’t look up, but I could tell from her tone that there was more to the question.
“What is that supposed to mean?” The beanbag crinkled as I straightened up.
“What do you think it means?” Her pen went back to work across the pad on her lap.
“I hate it when you do that,” I crossed my arms. Seriously, is there some sort of class shrinks go to to help them perfect the noncommittal answer? How to answer questions with questions and infuriate your patients 101.
“What do we say about perfect things?” Dr. Conyers looked up at me. I didn’t like the way she asked the question, like I was a preschooler and she was teaching me proper lunchroom etiquette, but that wasn’t a battle I wanted to fight just now.
“That they’re illusions,” I recited. “That they don’t exist.”
We had talked about that sort of thing pretty regularly early on. I was so sour about moving to Crestview, so sour about everything really. My dad has just died, I had left all of my friends, and I was stranded in some ass backwards town that didn’t even have a movie theatre, much less a Starbuck’s.
Dr. Conyers helped me understand that, while your circumstances might be beyond your control, the way you react to them wasn’t. She told me that the happy peppy people I saw walking down the DeSoto High hallways everyday probably had just as much to be bummed about as I did. They just decided to make the best of things.
While I disagreed with the last part (I mean, nobody who saw the way Chloe Waite owned the 12th grade would say she had anything to worry about), she did have a point. A big part of life, I decided, was what you made it. But what did that have to do with Owen?
“I don’t get what you mean though?” I said.
“You wanted to wait for a perfect time to tell this boy about your feelings, yet you know there’s no such thing. Traditionally, it’s fear that holds us back.”
“You think I’m afraid?” I asked. Though, she might not have been completely wrong, the idea that she thought that really pissed me off.
“I don’t think you want to be rejected,” she said, and the pen went back to the pad.
“Nobody wants to be rejected. That’s pretty simple stuff.”
“True, but not everyone lets it stifle their actions.” She tapped the tip of her pen against her teeth. “Would you like to know what I think?”
“I think you’re going to tell me what you think whether I want to hear it or not, so you might as well,” I answered.
She held off a grin. “People give off cues all the time; in the way they stand, in the way the move, in how they interact with others. People’s intentions, the truths of who they are, are written all over them. They’re in their voices; the tones if not the words. And we often pick up on those cues. We interpret them subconsciously and act accordingly, whether we realize it or not.”
She moved the pen from her teeth and pointed it at me like it was a gun, or an accusation.
“I think you’ve picked up on some of these cues and they’ve given you pause.”
“So you don’t think he likes me?” I asked, shuffling uncomfortably in my seat.
“I wouldn’t have any idea. I don’t even know the boy. That’s certainly a possibility. It’s also possible that he feels the same way you do and you’re picking up on that.”
She wasn’t making any sense.
“Why would Owen liking me back make me afraid?” I asked, like it was the most ridiculous thing in the world. Cause it was.
Dr. Conyers placed her pen on her pad and then put the pad on the table beside her, which she only did when she meant business.
“Cresta, you’ve been through a very tumultuous period. In the past two years, your entire life has been uprooted, shaken around, and rearranged. I know you think you’re strong, and you are. But even the strongest of us needs time to heal properly. You’re finding your footing here, just finding it. It’s natural that, on some level, you would be apprehensive toward any changes. You can’t let that fear hold you back though. You can’t let what happened to you, what happened to your father, define you for the rest of your life.”
I shot straight up in my chair, every muscle in my body tensing, the beanbag rolled under me like waves on an angry sea.
“Can we not talk about my father,” I asked. My voice was low but terse, like a stifled cough.
“This is your session. We can talk about whatever you like,” Dr. Conyers said, but she picked her pen back up.
I hated this; the way everything seemed to come back to my dad. I didn’t want to think about him. I didn’t want to be reminded of what happened to him, of what happened to both of us.
But it was too late. Just the mention of him and I was gone. I was back on that bridge on the last night I ever saw him, the last night I would ever see him.
It was clear in my mind, as clear as a movie playing before my eyes. I was with him in the car. We were going over the Clark Street Bridge, headed toward the loop. We had just left Giordano’s, which was regardless of what anybody tells you, the best pizza place in all of Chicago. Mom was working, but we had three pieces of pepperoni in the backseat for her.
I could never remember what we were talking about, but we were laughing when his favorite song of all time ‘Don’t Worry Baby’ by the Beach Boys came on the radio. He started swaying behind the wheel, dancing along with the song.
He looked over at me; his eyes free of anything but light and said, “You know what?”
I didn’t ‘know what’, and it turned out I never would.
Later on, when everything was over, the police would tell me the driver of the semi in front of us fell asleep, causing him to skid across three lanes. I didn’t see any of that though. All I saw was my dad,the wall of the bridge coming up toward us, and then the water.
I remembered the force as we veered off the bridge, as gravity pulled all the blood to my face. And then we hit the river. It shattered against the car, splitting like we were driving through a plate glass window.
I remembered the water seeping in, slow at first and then quicker. I thought it would be a haze. I had heard stories, seen movies about car accidents, about people who go through horrible things. They all say time plays tricks on you, that it either speeds up or slows down; that’s it’s over in a flash or that it drags on forever in slow motion.
None of that happened though. It was all clear. I knew where I was. I knew what was going on. And, watching ice cold gulps of the Chicago River pouring in, I knew we were going to die.
Dad was unconscious. He must have hit his head on the driver’s side window, because blood was pouring down over his closed eyes. I pulled at my seatbelt. It whipped off. I pulled at my father, but he was heavy and the water was starting to creep up at our waists. The sounds of the Beach Boys echoed through the car’s ruined cab. They told me not to worry; that everything would be alright. They were wrong. I pulled at my father again. He barely budged. So, I screamed at him.
“Dad!”
“Dad!”
Daddy.
He didn’t respond. I grabbed for his seatbelt, but the water was everywhere now. It pooled up around my shoulders. I tried to open the door but, like my father, it wasn’t complying. The water grew higher. It invaded my mouth and then my nose, drowning my screams. I opened my eyes. We were completely submerged. My dad lifted off his seat, his blond hair, hair like mine, floated like a halo around his head.
I pulled at him again, thinking he might be lighter now that he was completely underwater. I was wrong. I pulled hard. Losing my grip, I slammed against the door. This time though, it opened. The current of the Chicago River reached for me, pulling me away from the car, pulling me away from my father.
I saw the lights of the city toward the surface, but I swam away from it, back toward the car. My eyes started burning; my lungs caught fire. The chill in the water cut through my skin, down into my bones. But I kept going. I wasn’t going to leave him here, not down in the dark all alone like this.
My father’s eyes flipped open as I got closer. His face got animated, panicked, realizing what had happened. He reached for his seat belt. It stuck. He was trapped. My fingers felt pinpricked as I jerked at his seatbelt. He pushed me away.
He screamed something. It was drowned in the river, but I didn’t need to hear him to know what he said. It was in his eyes. He wanted me to leave him.
I shook my head. There was no way in hell that was happening. We’d find a way. He reached into his pocket and pulled something out. What I hoped would be a pocket knife or nail file, anything to cut through the belt, turned out to be a little gold necklace. It was thin with a heart shaped locket at the end. It looked old, but I had never seen it before.
He gave it to me along with a look. Again, I didn’t have to wonder. I knew what it meant.
You have to leave me.
I’m your father. Do what I say.
I love you.
Now the lack of air wasn’t the only thing setting me on fire. I looked at him for another moment, for the last time. I kissed him on the cheek, and then-
“I think we’re done for today,” I said. My hand was up around my neck, stroking the locket my father gave me. Maybe our hour was up. I had no idea how long I had been sitting there, lost in the moment. It didn’t matter. I couldn’t do this anymore; not right now.
***
It was raining when I left Dr. Conyers’ office; the sort of rain I didn’t know existed before I moved out of the city; hard and driven by unbridled winds. I put my IPod on shuffle and cranked the volume way up. I didn’t care what song came on, so long as it was loud and I didn’t have to think about anything else.
Seeing Dr. Conyers always drained me. It forced my mind into a dark place. Still, she had helped me in the past. She had forced me to look at things, helped me make sense of it all, and guided me away from the bad choices I made after my dad’s death.
Five miles outside of town, and halfway through the Lumineers album I had downloaded the night before, I caught sight of a car pulled over alongside the road. The rain was beating like bullets against the windshield, but I didn’t need to see much to know who it was. I had memorized that car years ago, along with the guy who drove it.
Owen stood bent under the open hood, soaked to the bone. I pulled over beside him and lowered my window. If possible, he looked even more out of sorts than he had this morning. Water ran off him in sheets, dripping from his hair and face down to the engine below. He looked frustrated, which made sense. Not only was he stranded in the rain but, given what I knew about Owen, he’d have a better chance of cajoling that car into starting than he would of fixing whatever was wrong with it.
“Owen!” I yelled over the rainfall.
“Cresta?”  He seemed shocked to see me. He leaned into my open window, dripping all over the door. “Thank God. I’ve been here for twenty minutes. Would you believe you’re the first person who’s come by?”
In this metropolis, who’d have thought?
“Get in,” I told him.
“Are you sure? I’ll ruin the upholstery.”
“I don’t care about the upholstery. You’re gonna catch pneumonia,” I swatted at him.
I rolled my window up and he ran to the passenger side door and hopped in. He shivered and, for a second, I thought he was going to shake the water off like a dog that had just come in out of the rain. Instead, he put his hands in front of the heater and started rubbing them together.
“It’s freezing out there,” he looked at me.  Even in this state, looking like a drowned rat in his gray fleece hoodie and jeans, he was pretty cute.
“Not your day,” I smiled.
“The moon’s in Capricorn,” he said, as though it was an explanation. “Do you have a blanket or something?
“Actually,I do.” I reached into the backseat, where Casper kept all of overnight necessities and handed him the fluffy blue blanket with floral prints that Casper had owned since way before I knew him. “Keep in mind, it’s Casper’s. So . . . ”
“Noted,” he said through shivering teeth. He stripped off his gray jacket. The rain had seeped right through it and the black t-shirt he wore underneath was wet and clung to him like skin. I tried not to stare.
“What’s up with the car?” I asked, picking at my steering wheel cover. I always did that, fiddled with things when I was nervous. To date, I had ruined half a dozen sweaters, two laptops, and my grandfather’s dog tags, which made it through Korea but couldn’t survive the standardized testing jitters of ’07.
“I think it’s the fuel pump,” he answered, snuggling into Casper’s blanket.
“What makes you say that?” I asked.
“Cause the guy at the garage said it was the fuel pump,” he shrugged. “I was on my way to Cold Creek now to pick one up. But, like I said, Capricorn.” He pointed to the sky. “I’m so glad you came by. I have zero cell signal out here.”
“I know what you mean,” I glanced at my own useless phone sitting in the cup holder.
“What are you doing out here anyway?” He asked.
“I-I had to bring my mom some stuff,” I stuttered. Owen wasn’t like the other kids at DeSoto. I didn’t think he would look down on me for going to therapy or anything, but I still didn’t want him to know about it. I wanted him to think of me as a girl who had it together, who knew what she was doing, who was confident and maybe even sexy. I certainly didn’t want him thinking of me as broken.
“I can give you a ride back. You can call Triple A when you get back into coverage,” I suggested.
“You’re a saint,” he smiled. The heat was giving him a little of his color back, putting a flush in his cheeks. He turned to me as I pulled back onto the road. “What did you want to talk to me about something this morning?”
I hoped he would attribute the flush crawling up my cheeks to the heater as well. I looked at him, with his expectant blue eyes staring back at me. This was it. This is where I was going to tell him.
“Um . . . Chicken,” I said.
Yeah, that was about right.
Maybe Dr. Conyers was right. Maybe I was letting my fear get the better of me, or maybe I was waiting for a perfect moment that didn’t exist. Still, there had to be a better one than this; with Owen sopping wet, wrapped in Casper’s blanket, and the moon in Capricorn.
Besides, the idea of him rejecting me was bad enough. I didn’t want to have to drive twenty miles back into town with him after he did.
“You wanted to talk to me about chicken? Like, the bird?” He seemed confused, which was reasonable, given that, at this point, even I didn’t know what I was talking about.
“Right. Yeah. No!”  I said, trying to make it make sense. “The food. Chicken, the food. As in, my mom making chicken.”
He smiled. It was uncomfortable, but it was a smile nonetheless. “Your mom doesn’t cook,” he said.
“She does!” I said louder than I should have, realizing I had actually stumbled onto a piece of truth. “She just started.” My mind flashed to this morning and way too much bacon. “And it’s just me and her. Well, sometimes Casper, but he doesn’t eat that much.”
What? That was true, if you measured in metric tons.
“And well, I was sort of hoping you’d come over tomorrow. For chicken, I mean.”
I swallowed hard. That was better. That would be better than here, than today. I could bring Owen home, force feed him what would almost certainly be the worst chicken imaginable, and I’d tell him there. Yeah. I’d have home field advantage. I could set things up the way I wanted; get my mind right and roll it out the right way.
“That’s it?” He reared back and started laughing. “I spent the entire day thinking you were gonna tell me you had cancer or something, Yeah, sure. I’ll eat chicken with you.”
I’m not sure if it was his laugh, the heater, or the fact that I actually had a plan, but I started to feel a little better, a little warmer.
He put his hand on my shoulder and gave it a little squeeze. There it was; his fingers on me, one of those little cues Dr. Conyers was talking about. Now I knew exactly what it was that was making me warmer.
“I don’t know why you made such a big deal out of that,” he said, grinning at me. His face, dripping wet and all, took my breath away. “You know I’d do just about anything you asked me to.” He winked playfully. “I mean, how could I say no to a face like that?”
My God. Those were like cue cards. He was flirting with me. He did love me back. I could see it in those blue eyes. I could feel it in those nimble fingers. He must be dying waiting for me to say something. All I’d have to do is tell him and then, everything would be okay. We would be together.
The rest of our ride went by in a blur of jokes and music. Like me, he loved indie stuff, so we turned up the Lumineers and jammed out to Dead Sea and Charlie Boy. Before I knew it, too soon, we were back in Crestview. The rain died down, receding to a mist that left the usually boring bone dry Georgia town simply boring.
“Want me to drop you at home?” I asked reluctantly.
Or you could come to my house.
“No,” he answered. “I have a bunch of studying to do. Mr. Jacobs is killing me with homework. Can you take me to the library?”
I scoffed. “I don’t get you and the library. It’s the information ago, O. You could just study in your room.”
Or my room, if you wanted. That could be arranged.
“I can’t focus at home,” he said, throwing Casper’s blanket into the backseat. “Besides, the FFA meets there on Thursdays, and they always have the best chess squares.”
I pulled into the parking lot of the Crestview library; a small aluminum building that looked more like a double wide than a library. Its gravel parking lot was filled with the same cars I was used to seeing every day when I passed it; Mrs. Cleo, the librarian, Dr. Victors, the only ‘actual doctor’ in the entire county (a title he gave himself that always irked Dr. Conyers), and Mr. Shue, how always sat outside, telling random stories about random things to anyone who was unfortunate enough to find themselves in his crosshairs.
Owen opened the door even before I stopped the car. Closing the door, he stuck his head, this time much dryer, though the window and said, “You’re a lifesaver. What would I do without you, Cresta?”
“Let’s hope you never have to find out,” I smiled shyly. “Don’t forget about-“
“Chicken. I know. I can’t wait.”
“That’s optimistic of you,” I said, picking at my steering wheel again. “She’s not the greatest cook in the world, you know.”
“I’ll be with you. How bad could it be?”
Cues. GIANT FREAKING CUES.
“I’ll see you tomorrow.” His electric smile cut through me, and he walked away. I watched him disappear into the library, sidestepping Mr. Shue gracefully. Driving away, I took a whiff from my inhaler. Being around Owen always left me breathless, and today was no exception.
Now, assuming my mother was over the breakfast related insanity of this morning, all I had to do was convince her to cook a lavish chicken dinner with one day’s notice. That shouldn’t be so hard, right?
I looked over longingly at the water stain Owen left on the seat. He really had ruined the upholstery. I didn’t care though. He could destroy the entire car for all I cared, so long as he smiled at me while doing it.
Moisture wasn’t the only thing Owen had left though. Owen’s phone sat on the seat beside me. I picked it up. I had to bring it back to him. How else would be call Triple A or his mom, or . . . or Merrin. I thought about keeping it for a second. After all, if he couldn’t talk to her for a couple of days, then maybe he’d realize how bad an idea a long distance relationship really was.
No. I couldn’t do that. Nothing good would come from that. Knowing my luck, Owen would find out about and think I was some kind of sicko stalker. I had to bring it back to him. Of course, that didn’t mean I couldn’t at least check out the competition.
I opened up Owen’s pictures and started scrolling through them. I readied my inhaler. If Merrin was half as pretty as I figured she was, I was gonna need it. There were no pictures of Merrin though. There weren’t any pictures of his family or even of himself. The only pictures Owen had were of me.
I couldn’t believe it as I went through them; me at the county fair last November, me and my mom decorating our tree last Christmas, me reading a book on the bleachers at school.
I didn’t even know he took most of these. It was like he had been watching me, like he had been admiring me. I jumped out of the car, leaving it running right there in the parking lot. Forget tomorrow. Forget chicken. Forget all of it. This was all the proof I needed. It was right here in these pictures. Owen liked me back, and I wasn’t wasting another minute.
Mr. Shue’s eyes lit up when he saw me coming. “Cresta, did I ever tell you about the time I wrestled an alligator in the back of a moving truck?”
“Not now, Mr. Shue,” I said, and pushed past him into the library. I held Owen’s phone in my hand, like it was Exhibit A in a murder trial. He wasn’t anywhere to be found though.
There was the FFA. There were their chess squares. There was Mrs. Cleo, stacking books in giant piles on her desk. As I weaved through the aisles looking for him, my resolve began to waver. How was I going to tell him? Should I just show him the phone, present him with the incriminating pictures? Would that make him mad?
I caught sight of him. He was on the other side of the library, walking out the back door.
“Owen!” I yelled, but all I got was nasty looks from the FFA and a “Quiet please!” from Mrs. Cleo.
I rushed toward the back door, and pushed it opened. What I saw though, stopped me in my tracks. Owen hadn’t come here to study. He hadn’t even come here to stay. Owen was standing beside the black Sedan from Mrs. Goolsby’s, the one I had seen circling the school all day. He was talking to someone inside. Though, with the angle the car was parked, I couldn’t see just who.
I thought about saying something, about letting him know I was there. Whatever this was though, whoever he was talking to, he mustn’t have wanted me to know about it. Why else would he have told me he was studying?
I stood there watching as Owen climbed into the black Sedan and rode away.



Chapter 4
Cardboard Girl
The day before our house blew up; I woke up clutching the locket my father gave me. I always did that when Mom worked and I had to spend the night by myself. I didn’t mean to, mind you. I’d drift off to sleep just fine, watching Nick At Nite reruns or some old movie on the Hallmark Channel. It never failed though. Sometime during the night, my hand would creep up to my throat and settle on the locket. I guess it made me feel close to him, like he was still around in some small way.
I half expected to wake up and find that I had pried the thing open in my sleep, but I never did. In fact, I had never been able to get that open, asleep or not. Since the day my father gave it to me, the day he died, I wore it around my neck. I never took it off, even in the shower. But I had never managed to open the golden oval that hung at the end.
Whatever was in there, probably a picture, was my dad’s secret.
I crawled out of bed and into the shower, remembering that I’d had the dream again. That was two nights in a row. It had been awhile since that had happened.
It was always the same. I was being carried somewhere. I couldn’t see by whom, but I felt so safe that it had to be my father. I couldn’t see what was going on around me, but I heard screams and explosions. I smelled smoke and metal, and felt rain pounding against my face.
Whatever was going on, this was the end of it.
He turned, took seven steps, and carried me up seven stairs. He laid me in the middle of a dark gray room, in the center of a blood red circle. I tried to move, but nothing worked. My hands, my feet, no part of me responded.
He leaned down. I saw moisture glisten on his shrouded cheeks and, realized the rain I had been feeling wasn’t rain at all. It was his tears.
His voice cracked as he whispered in my ear. “Seven. It was always seven.”
I got to school early again, this time breakfast free. For once, Casper hadn’t slept in my backseat. He must have managed an entire day without pissing his dad off because when I picked him up things were quiet and he seemed relatively content.
It took me all of three seconds to tell him everything; about Owen, the pictures of me on his phone, and black Sedan that picked him up behind the library.
I didn’t know what to make of it.  Who was in that black Sedan? Why were they visiting Mrs. Goolsby in the middle of the night or circling the school all day? What did they have to do with Owen?
“Oh my God, he’s a gigolo!” Casper said.
I should have known he’d have the answer.
“This makes so much sense!”
“Casper,” I said, picking at my steering wheel.
“No, it does,” he said, holding his hands out like he had made sense of all of it and was about to lay some serious wisdom on me. “What do we know about the guy really?  He comes here from California, all super SoCal surfer boy.”
“No he’s not,” I laughed. Owen was a lot of things; cute, considerate, sometimes adorably off kilter, but he was not some blond chiseled surf god.
“Whatever Cress,” Casper waved me off. “The fact is, the dude’s weird. He’s always talking about stars, and moons, and Zodiac signs, and stuff. I mean, I don’t even know where he lives.”
“Yes you do,” I scoffed. “He lives on Abercorn. We were there last weekend.”
“Okay. Okay.” He was stretched across the seat now, sitting on his knees with his hands wide in front of him. It was very Casper. “But we were only there to pick him up. Let me ask you this; when’s the last time you were inside his house?”
“Well . . . ” My mind went blank. I didn’t know. Owen had been in my house, and we had both been in Casper’s, but I had no recollection of ever setting foot in Owen’s place. Is it possible that I had known Owen for two years, became his best friend, fell madly in love with him, and never even seen the inside of his house?
“And what about his parents?” Casper continued.  “Who even are those people? I’ve never seen them. I don’t think I’ve ever even met someone who’s seen them.”
“That’s not fair.” I was almost wrist deep in steering wheel now. “His parents don’t work in town. They’re probably almost never here.”
“Don’t be so gullible Cresta. What kind of people move here from a big metropolitan city, work outside of town, and never leave their house?”
“You literally just described my family,” I said.
He shook his head. “Don’t try to play it off just ‘cause you’ve got a thing for him. You’re boy’s a prostitute, plain and simple; a prostitute who caters to sickly old widows. Not that I’m judging. I’m sure there’s good money in it.”
“You’re insane,” I said as we pulled into DeSoto High.
“Probably,” he conceded.
I wrapped my hand around Owen’s cellphone, still in my pocket. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say to him. I didn’t take Casper seriously. Owen might be a little mysterious. He might ever be ‘weird’, like Casper said. I admit, there had been more than one time where I caught him talking to himself. But he was definitely, absolutely not a prostitute.
Was he?
No. No. He wasn’t. Definitely not.
Still, Casper did make a good point. I had never been in Owen’s house. I had seen it. I had picked him up there a hundred times, but he always met me outside. We never hung out there. I had never seen the inside of his bedroom, or even his parents’ faces. They were never at any of his football games. Bake sales, car washes, school plays; they were no shows. I’m not sure I could even tell you their names.
“Oh!” I said as a thought came to me. “Maybe his parents are in the black car. Maybe that’s why he was getting in there.”
Casper kicked a pebble toward the school, looking at me over his glasses and blowing red bangs out of his eyes.  “And his parents are hitting up Mrs. Goolsby at four o’clock in the morning for what, sugar?”         I blinked. I guess I didn’t have all the answers.
“That’s what I thought,” he smiled, kicking at another pebble. It went sailing down the sidewalk and hit the school’s glass door. “Nice try though. He’s definitely a hooker. Maybe whoever’s in the black car is his pimp. That makes sense. Look on the bright side though.”
I had one hand on Owen’s phone and the other wrapped around my father’s locket as I answered. “And what would that be?”
“Maybe he can get you a discount. You know, like a red light special or something.”
It was stupid and disgusting, but Casper’s joke wrenched a smile out of me.
“I gotta hit up the little boys’ room,” Casper nudged me with his shoulder. “I’ll see you in English.”
I waved him goodbye, took a seat next to Hernando, and waited for Owen to arrive. I was pretty much ignored by the other students as they poured into school. Every now and again, someone would break away from discussing their weekend plans or complaining about the likelihood of once again getting homework for the weekend, and shoot Hernando a glance. Me though, I might as well have been invisible.
Owen never came. I waited until literally a minute before the bell rang, sitting at Hernando’s weathered gold feet, looking for him. I thought maybe he was running late again, maybe the moon was still in Capricorn, and he would come running up at the last minute, all disheveled and adorable. But he didn’t.
Walking into homeroom, I started to wonder if anyone had seen him since he got into that black Sedan yesterday. Certainly he was okay. If he hadn’t come home last night, his mystery parents would have called the police or went looking for him or something. I’d have heard about it by now. They’d have called his phone.
I wrapped my hand around his phone again. This time, I squeezed it tight. I was being stupid. He was fine. There was a reasonable explanation about everything, and he would tell me tonight, over chicken.
School inched by. Not like the way it always did on Fridays, squeezing every ounce of torture out of the day before releasing you into the weekend. Today was even worse than that. My mind hopscotched between points of stress. Where was Owen? Why did he get into that black car? Why did he lie to me about it? And, assuming everything was okay, how was I going to tell him I was crazy about him?
By the time school finally ended, I felt like limping home and collapsing in a heap on my bed. But I couldn’t. My mind wouldn’t let me off the hook that easily. I jumped in my Jetta and drove down to Abercorn. I needed to see Owen, to make sure he was okay.
***
Dust blew up behind me as I pulled to a stop in front of Owen’s house. I pulled down the sun visor and checked myself out in the mirror.  Just because I was showing up at Owen’s house unannounced and horning in on his privacy didn’t mean I couldn’t look presentable doing it.
I straightened my hair up, wiped my face with a moist towelette, and took a hit of my inhaler. I was used to the breathlessness that came with being around Owen, and I was ready to combat it.
Owen’s house was one of the newer ones in Crestview. A two story white thing with blue shutters and a front porch, I realized that, even though I had sat out in front of this place a thousand times, I had never really looked at it. I guess I was always just too captivated by Owen. Even in the early days, before I was so into him that it was hard to breathe, there was something about him.
I could never take my eyes off him. And it wasn’t just that he was cute. Even though he was cute. Really cute. But so were a lot of guys. For a town that didn’t even have a post office, Crestview had no shortage of man meat. Even Casper, who was like my brother, had a sort of ginger-hued ruffled charm about him.
Had I managed to pull my gaze off Owen even one of those times and checked out his house, I would have noticed . . . absolutely nothing.
There was nothing about the house that stood out at all. In Chicago, that would have been normal. Back home, there was nothing but row after row of identical looking apartments. But here in Crestview, where people actually had things like front yards, people liked to use the space to express themselves.
Some people put up political signs (always Republican) out by the road. Others stuck religious statues (mostly the Virgin Mary) by the front door. Mrs. Ratcliffe cut her bushes to look like swans. Even my mom who, in Chicago, barely took the time make her bed, let alone fancy up the apartment, decorated our yard a little.
Sure, they were those stupid cardboard cutouts; a little boy peeing the horrified little girl who catches him, but Mom seemed to think they were cute. And at least she was trying. Which was more than I could say for Owen’s family.
The yard, the porch- all of it was empty. Other than Owen’s car (which must have gotten that fuel pump ‘cause sitting in the driveway), there was no evidence that anyone lived here at all. Maybe that wasn’t so weird though. Owen’s parents did work constantly. Maybe they didn’t have time for stuff like that. Yeah. That was it. It had to be. I was just letting Casper’s ridiculousness get the better of me.
I got out of my car, holding Owen’s phone out in front of me like an explanation. If he saw me, if he came running out the front door like always, I would just tell him I was coming to return it. Then, of course, I would linger around and be my relatively irresistible self. Totally. Awesome. Plan.
I waltzed up to the front door without incident and knocked on the door. There was no answer. I knocked again. Again, nothing. He must have been gone. Maybe there was some meathead football meeting he was obligated to go to.
Or maybe he’s locked inside the trunk of some black Sedan death trap.
I was just about to leave; I’d give him his phone back when I saw him tonight, when the door opened. It opened slowly, like someone had pushed it but, there was nobody on the other side. Slowly, I stuck my head through the doorway. There was no one in there at all.
“Owen?” I yelled into the living room. “Owen, are you here?”
If he was, he didn’t answer.
“Owen, I’ve got your phone.”
I looked into the house, down at the cherry wood floor. This was it; Owen’s house, and it was open. I could just walk right in. I should. I had his phone. I could just go upstairs and put it in his bedroom.
Owen’s bedroom.
I thought about the little girl in my mother’s cardboard cutout. I bet she wasn’t so horrified after all.
“Owen,” I pushed in. “Owen, are you here?”
The house had a fresh smell to it; like bleach and lemon cleaner. The doorway led into a hall which, in turn, opened up to what I assumed was the living room. I had to assume, because it was totally empty. Like the yard outside and the front porch, the main room of Owen’s house was completely barren. No television, no couch, no chairs; nothing.
Maybe they didn’t use that room though. There were only three of them; maybe they didn’t need all the room. I walked through the room and into a tiled kitchen. Though there were appliances, they were all wrapped up. The stove, the dishwasher, even the sink were wrapped in clear shipping paper, as though they had been delivered but never used.
Maybe they don’t cook, or do dishes . . . or wash things.
From the kitchen I went upstairs. There were three rooms on the top floor. Surely one of them was Owen’s room. I opened the doors, but one after one, the rooms turned out to be empty. There was nothing, not even a bed.
What was going on? I mean, they had to sleep.
I walked back to the stairs. Halfway down, I heard the front door, which I must have left open, slam shut. An alarm sounded, the word ‘Intruder’ echoing through the house.
I ran down the stairs as fast as I could, yelling.
“I’m sorry! I was just trying to bring you your phone!”
But Owen wasn’t there. Neither were his parents. No one was in the house. So, what set off the alarm? I didn’t have time to figure it out.
‘Intruder’ screamed into my ears. With an alarm system like this, it couldn’t be long before the police showed up to check it out. The last thing I needed was Owen thinking I had broken into his house. I could see the conversation now. I’d be in an orange jumpsuit and handcuffs screaming, “It’s not breaking in. The door opened up on its own.”
I pulled at the door. It wouldn’t budge. I was stuck in here and the police would be here any second. The moon must have been in Capricorn for me too.
‘Intruder!’ It screamed again.
“Yeah, I get it,” I yelled, like the security system could hear me. I pounded on the door and pulled again. It was no use. It wasn’t budging.
‘Intruder! Intruder!’
I ran out of the living room and through the kitchen. Maybe there was a back door. I found it pretty quickly and, luckily enough, when I flipped the latch and pulled, it opened.
***
By the time I got home, I figured my little break in would be the talk of the town. After all, when Mrs. Gooslby’s cat got stuck on her roof, people talked about it for days. It was that kind of place.
Mom was still at work when I got there, so I sat in my room and waited for the phone to ring or the cops to come knocking on the door. It’s not like I was stealthy or anything. I basically ran out of Owen’s house like a scared chicken, so it probably wouldn’t be too hard to follow the breadcrumbs back here.
And what would I do when they got there?
I just wanted to get a look at his bedroom. I promise I didn’t steal anything. Not that there was anything to steal.
I laughed out loud, realizing I was more afraid of Owen finding out I was in his house than I was of any legal trouble. I held his phone in my hand, balancing it in my palm. Just having it for a few hours had given me so many questions. Why did Owen have those pictures of me? What was he doing in that black Sedan, the one that came by Mrs. Goolsby’s house every night? Why was his own house completely empty?
As I was thinking about all those things; wondering how I would bring them up when Owen came over for dinner, the phone rang. I jerked; dropping it.It fell to the floor face up. I shouldn’t have been so surprised. It was a phone, after all. But, in the twenty or so hours that I’d had it, this was the first call I had gotten. Owen hadn’t even called to find out where it was.
I looked down. The screen read those horrible words, the words I knew would come when I heard it ring; Merrin Calling. I felt sick, not that I should have. Long distance or not, she was his girlfriend. It would only make sense that she would call him.
I reached down and scooped it up. I had thought so much about this girl; about what kind of person Owen would fall for. It occurred to me then that I knew absolutely nothing about her. I didn’t know what she looked like, what kind of music she liked. I didn’t know if she was right handed or left handed. I had spent so much time building this girl up in my head, painting her as this perfect blond beach girl, that being faced with her, even on the phone, put knots in my stomach.
I wondered if she knew about me; about the pictures on Owen’s phone, about the lack of pictures of her. I wondered if she could answer the questions I had about Owen. But most of all, I wondered if she was anything like me. The idea that Owen would fall for someone like me, someone like me who he met first, was exhilarating and sickening all at the same time.
I had to know, if only to put it behind me. I put the phone to my ear and answered.
“Hello.”
There was no answer.
“Look. Um, I’m Cresta. I don’t know if Owen’s told you anything about me, but I’m his-we’re friends. He left his phone in my car. That’s all.”
Why was I doing that; explaining myself? If Merrin thought some girl was answering her boyfriend’s phone-
No. I didn’t want to cause trouble, at least not that way. If Owen was going to like me, if he was going to choose me, I wanted him to do it honestly, and I wanted to be honest with her.
“Merrin, here’s the thing. Owen and I are just friends.”
I paused for a second, gathering my thoughts. She didn’t answer.
“But I don’t want to be just friends. And I know that’s a bitchy thing to say, because you’re all the way on the other side of the country and I’m here with your guy, but it is what it is.”
My hand twisted around my locket, wishing I had my steering wheel to pick.
“I don’t wanna be that girl. You know, that girl, but I want to be real with you. I’m about to tell Owen how I feel and I know you probably don’t want to hear this, but I think he might feel the same way abvout me.”
I took a shaky breath and reached for my inhaler.
“Merrin, did you hear me?”
I took a whiff.
“Merrin?”
Nothing. This girl was a wall. She hadn’t said word one since the minute I picked up the phone.
“Mer-“
A tone, like music, rang out on the other end of the phone. A long sound, like somebody was holding down a piano key. Then, while it was still going on, another tone sounded on top of it. Then another, and another. Soon I was listening to a symphony; chords layered over each other. It was like a song, only there was no melody. There was no deviation in the noise. They were different chords; probably Fs, Cs, and Ds. The piano was never my strong suit. Whatever it was though, wasn’t meant to be pleasing.
I pulled my ear away from the receiver as the noise got louder.
“Merrin?” I asked again. “Are you trying to send a fax or something?”
Do people even send faxes anymore?
The noise only grew. I scoffed and hung up. Was that her answer? Was she really that childish? Maybe not. Maybe she didn’t hear me at all. Phone service was nearly nonexistent in Crestview.  Maybe what I heard was feedback from a dropped call or something.
I huffed, my hand still on my locket. I blew a few strands of blond hair out of my eyes, realizing why I had told Merrin all that stuff, probably why I answered her in the first place. I wanted her to know everything, and not just because I wanted to be honest. Somewhere deep inside I knew that if Merrin knew then Owen would have to next. There would be no way around it. Merrin would force my hand and
I wouldn’t have the luxury of chickening out anymore. I wanted to have no choice. I wanted that safety net gone. Even with all the questions I had about him, I still wanted Owen to know how I felt.
I sighed and lay back in bed. He would be here soon enough, and I would get my chance. My chance and my answers.
I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.



Chapter 5
The Goolsby Intervention
Seven. It was always seven.
I woke with a start; a loud ringing in my ears. The sun, streaming low through my window, told me it was later evening, probably six or seven. I sat up, recognizing the ring as our smoke alarm.
Mom was back.
“What did you do?” I asked, halfway down the stairs. She was fanning smoke away from our open stove. It filled the kitchen and left her in a gray tinted haze. She had an apron on, which might as well have been a top hat and rhinestone brazier for as out of place as she looked in it. On her hands, feverishly swiping at the smoke, were over mitts; another first.
“Don’t start that! The only reason I’m doing this is to impress your little boyfriend.” She said through coughs. Having forced a temporary break in the smoke, she reached into the stove and pulled out a pan. On it, were three small black lumps that context clues told me had probably been chicken at one point.
“Well that’s sure to do it,” I said. A barrage of smells; smoke, chicken, and maybe garlic filled the air as I made my way into the kitchen.
“No,” Mom yelled and waved me away. “Your asthma. Stay back.”
“My asthma’s fine,” I ignored her, but rushed to open a window anyway. It was bad enough that the chickens were ruined. I didn’t need Owen to find me gasping for breath on the floor beside them.
“Look at this. It’s ruined,” I said, pushing at the charcoal lumps with a nearby mixing spoon.
“What did you expect?” Mom pulled the apron off and pushed down on her brown curly hair, which had whirled up into knots as she battled the smoke.
I threw the spoon down and hopped onto the counter, catching the fresh air as it came through the window. “I expected the architect of yesterday’s breakfast masterpiece to know what she was doing.”
She rolled her eyes and tossed the charcoal chicken lumps into the trash can. They hit with a leaden thud that made me glad we weren’t eating them. “That was a fluke. I was- yesterday was a special day for me, and I wanted to do something special.”
I crinkled my eyebrows, confused. “What was so special about it?”
Her eyes traced the counter where the chicken used to be, like she was searching for something. “Something from before you were born. It doesn’t matter.” She shook her head, probably trying to shake away whatever thought she was wrestling with. “What does matter is finding something to feed your little boyfriend. You know, now that the chickens are a thing of the past.”
“He’s not my boyfriend,” I hopped down from the counter. By now, enough of the smoke had left that I didn’t need to sit by the window.
“And why is that? Because I know you’d like him to be.” Her left eyebrow arched and a mischievous grin spread across her face. She was looking at me like she had found out my little secret, and she was right. But that didn’t mean I had to let her know it.
“Please. That’s just whatever.”
“Uh huh,” she shook her head smiling. “I know what a girl in love looks like Cress. I used to be one.”
I watched her there, smiling and rubbing circles into the counter. There was a weight in her smile, gravity to her words:
‘Used to’
The man she loved was gone. Maybe the only man she had ever loved, my father, had left and he was never coming back. Sure, she could move on. Maybe the idea of her daughter being in love could help her do that. But he would always be there; a ghost in the back of her mind, in the back of both our minds.
“I’m going to tell him how I feel,” I said, fingering my locket and letting go of pretense. “Tonight.  That’s what all of this is supposed to be about.”
“Oh.” Mom’s face sort of fell and her eyes shot to the trash can. “Now I feel really bad about the chicken.”
She turned around and started going through the cabinets. “ There has to be something up here .” Of course, she knew better than that. Mom never cooked. I never cooked. Unless Owen wanted a TV dinner with a side of Pringles there probably wasn’t much up there we could work with. Still, there was something else I was more concerned with.
“Mom, what do you know about cues?”
She turned to me, a can of Chef Boyardee in her hand. I read the words ‘extra chunky’ as she sat it down. Classy.
“What are you talking about?”
I twisted the locket around so that the loose part of the necklace wrapped around my fingers
“Dr. Conyers said that people are constantly giving off cues, like clues about how they feel or what they think and stuff. She said that it was possible that I was subconsciously picking them up from Owen.”
I’m not sure what I expected her to do, but when she started laughing, it took me by surprise.
“I was scared to death when I met Andrew,” she said. She only ever called him Andrew when she was talking about before I was born, otherwise it was always ‘your father’.
“He was involved with this redhead. She was drop dead gorgeous but the poor thing was so stupid she needed help tying her shoes.” She wiped what I hoped was a happy tear from her eyes. “Anyway, I was sure he wouldn’t go for somebody like me.”
“Mom, you’re a stunner,” I said.
“I must have been, because three weeks after meeting me the redhead was out the door. And a good thing too, or else I wouldn’t have you.”
She brushed blond bangs out of my eyes just as Owen’s phone started to ring in my pocket.
“Are you going to get that?” She asked when I didn’t move.
“No. It’s probably just Merrin,” I shrugged.
“Who’s Merrin?” She went back to scouring the cabinets.
“She’s Owen’s redhead.”
I figured Mom would be confused. She didn’t know I had Owen’s phone on me. But she just grinned, seemingly understanding enough.
It wasn’t until the doorbell rang that I realized the smoke alarm had quieted.  I tensed up. That was Owen. He was early. Or was he? Stupid me. I shouldn’t have gone to sleep. I should have prettied myself up instead. No telling what I looked like now. The doorbell rang again.
Mom shot me a look; a bag of Ramen noodles in her hand. “Want me to get the door?”
“No,” I’ll do it,” I said, fixing my hair in the reflection from a hanging stove pot. “Just, you know, try to find something that doesn’t have the word ‘microwavable’ in the title.”
She gave me a mock sneer as I headed into the living room. The bell rang a third time and I pulled it open, plastering a wide smile on my face.
If I thought tonight was going to be an inhaler free evening, I knew differently as soon as I caught sight of Owen.  He was standing on my front porch, dressed in a pair of blue jeans that looked like they were molded onto him, a tight blue shirt, and a matching blazer that made his deep blue eyes positively lethal.
God was definitely showing off.
He was looking at the sky, or maybe my roof, but he turned to me as soon as he realized the door had opened. He smiled at me; one of those deep electric smiles, and suddenly I was grateful I had the door to prop me up, because my knees had turned to jelly.
“I don’t want to alarm you, but I think the smog monster from Lost just escaped through your back window.”
A sharp high laugh escaped my lips and then a snort.
Smooth, Cress
“That’s what happens when my mom tries to braise something.”
“That’s adorable,” he said.
“Try telling her that. She’s in there right now, scrambling for a replacement meal.” I pulled the door completely open; my hand at its familiar place twisted around my locket.
“Not the cooking,” he said, brushing past me and into the living room. “Your little snort.”
I mustn’t have blushed near as much as I thought, because if my face got even half as fevered as it felt, he’d have immediately rushed me to the hospital. Instead, he said, “Tell your mom not to kill herself on my account. I’ll eat anything,” and reached his hand out to me. For the first time, I noticed a brown paper bag in it.
“What’s that?” I asked, grabbing it and trying to act cool.
“An eggplant. My mother always told me a good guest brings something.”
“So you brought an eggplant?” I took it. It was heavy and a deep, almost black, shade of purple.
“It’s a Scorpio food,” he shrugged. “Your mom’s a Scorpio, right?”
“I guess.” The truth was, I had never thought about it, but then again, I wasn’t nearly as into the whole Zodiac thing as Owen was. Casper thought that Owen’s interest was weird. I decided to think of it as a charming character trait.
Casper told me that the only reason I didn’t brand Owen an eccentric loon is because I thought he was cute. As he hung up his blazer, revealing the way his biceps strained against the sleeves of his shirt, I couldn’t completely disagree. But the questions I had were still rattling around in my mind. I needed to know what was up with him, with the black Sedan, and the furniture-less house.
“Owen, I-“
“Scorpios are intense and secretive,” he interrupted. “Eggplants are supposed to upturn that; make them more open and stuff.” He smiled and folded his arms.
“Thanks. I’m sure she’ll like it,” I said, even though I had never seen my mom look at, much less actually eat, an eggplant. “Even though secretive doesn’t really describe her. She’s sort of an open book.”
Unlike, let’s say, you for example
“You sure about that?” An eerie twinkle shone in his eyes. “After all, everybody has secrets.”
What was that supposed to mean? Was he trying to tell me something? I decided to play along and see where it went.
“Not my mom,” I smiled back, and sat the eggplant on the arm of our couch.
“I bet that isn’t true,” there was a playful edge to his voice that, at once, enticed me and made me a little uncomfortable. “I mean, look at this house.” He gestured around the living room.
“What about it? It’s a normal house.”
Which is more than I can say about yours
He shoved his hands into his back pockets; a stance that made his shoulders look even wider than usual. “Look at the pictures. They’re all of you.”
I scanned the walls. There was a picture of me at the carnival when I was nine, me in front of the Grand Canyon when we took our family road trip four years ago, me and Casper dressed as Sonny and Cher last Halloween.
“Is that a problem?” I asked, lifting my locket so that the cook metal pressed against my lips.
“Not even a little bit,” he answered. “In fact, I like the Halloween one so much, I was gonna ask if it came in wallet size. I’m just saying, don’t you think it’s strange that there isn’t a single picture of your mom here?”
“She . . . doesn’t like pictures,” I said, grasping for straws. Whatever. It could be true.
“She could be a spy,” he laughed. “Or maybe a criminal. Maybe she’s an alien who’s hiding from the government and pictures would reveal her true form.”
He held his index fingers over his head like antennae and started walking toward me, pointing them playfully at me. “That would make you an alien too, wouldn’t it?” He leaned down and started poking me with his finger antennae. “You are, aren’t you? You’re a secret alien, and this house is your hideout.”
I swatted him away, smiling. “Whatever. At least my house has furniture.” I knew I shouldn’t have said it as soon as it left my mouth, but the words were already out there. I couldn’t take them back.
His face lost its expression. He went pale as a sheet as he straightened himself up. “You were in my house?”
“Well, yeah. But’s it’s not a big deal,” I said. I could tell though, by the look on his face, as well as the fact that he was backing away, that it was a big deal. It was a very big deal. “I mean, if you guys don’t want to have furniture, that’s cool.”
He shook his head quickly. “Of course we have furniture. When were you there? We’ve been doing some redecorating. How did you even get in?”
He looked at me like I was a criminal, like I busted in and invaded his privacy. Which, I suppose, I had. “The door was open,” I said weakly. “I just wanted to give your phone back. You left it in my car.”
He grabbed it so quickly that I flinched back. “I tried to give it back to you at the library, but there was a black car, and you-“
“Why is it unlocked?” He asked, scanning the screen. “It’s supposed to be encrypted. How did you access it?”
“Encrypted?” His words were accusations, and they felt like slaps in the face.
“With a code, I mean,” he clarified. “I mean, it’s not a big deal. Did you go through it? What did you see?”
He tapped on the screen with one hand. The other made nervous swipes through his hair. What did I see?
Is that what this was about; the pictures?
I walked closer. This isn’t exactly how I wanted to do this. I wanted to wait until he was stuffed with chicken and laughter to tell him how I felt, but the tone of his voice, as well as the charcoal smell still wafting from the kitchen, told me that was no longer a possibility.
“I saw the pictures,” I said, sure to make eye contact.
“I can explain that,” he said frantically, his hand clutching a clump of mud black hair.
“You don’t have to. I get it.” I freed his hand from his hair and held it in my own. This was it, and hopefully things would go well. Maybe God was feeling generous. “And you don’t have to hide it either.” I took a deep breath and started rubbing the inside of his palm with my thumb. Which, when done in real life, was apparently really cheesy.
“The truth is Owen, I’ve liked you forever. Since the first time I saw you, since the first day you set foot in this backward little town, I knew there was something special about you.”
I couldn’t read his face. It was blank; like a sheet of paper, a blinking cursor waiting for a story to be written down. I squeezed his hand and pressed on.
“You’re just-You’re awesome. That’s all. You’re sweet and kind, and cute as hell. I know this is probably a shock to you, because I didn’t say anything. It’s just, with the whole Merrin thing, I wasn’t sure how you felt. But then I saw the pictures and I know I shouldn’t have went through your phone. I know that. But now I know how you feel, and you know how I feel. So, it’s sort of a good thing, you know?”
His eyes tightened and, even if I couldn’t read the furrow of his brow or the way he bit his lip, I would still be clear from his hand. It still sat in mind, but it was limp and lifeless; not the hand of a person who was touching a girl he loved.
“Cresta, I-“ He cleared his throat. “I don’t know what to-. The pictures, that’s not why I took the pictures.”
Oh. Oh God.
I tried to pull away, but he clutched my hand tighter.
“Cresta don’t. Please. You’re an amazing girl. You’re my best friend. I just.”
“I get it!” I said, much louder than I intended to. “Just let me go, okay.”
He didn’t. Now it was me that was backing away from him, still holding hands.
“Oh, this stupid moon!” He yelled. “It’s not what you think. My life’s not my own. Even if I wanted to-. Cresta, you’re my best friend.” He looked down; defeated. He flipped my hand over and ran his thumb across my palm. Somehow, when he did it, it didn’t seem so clunky.
“You’ll still be my-“ His eyes got large. He pulled my hand closer, hurriedly scanning my palm. “How . . . ”
Finally, he let go. He looked like he was going to sick all over my mother’s oriental rug.
“I have to go,” he choked out. “Tell your mom I’m sorry.”
He walked; almost stumbled to the doorway. His face had gone from white to red when he pulled the door open and looked back at me.
“I-I’ll see you tomorrow. Okay, Cresta? I will see you tomorrow, won’t I”
I didn’t answer. I wanted to. I wanted to tell him that it would be all right, that he would still have me, and we’d always be friends. But I couldn’t; not yet, not now.
“Okay . . . ” He said, and walked away.
Just then, Mom busted through the kitchen door, holding a package of frozen meat in one hand and a bunch of taco shells in a plastic bag.
“How does Mexican night sound, amigos?”
And that, that was when I started to cry.
***
A couple hours, what seemed like two liters of tears and a plate of over salted beef nachos later, I found myself staring at the ceiling. Mom had finally went to sleep, satisfied that her ‘if he doesn’t see how great you are than he’s an idiot and he’ll probably end up working at a Burger King, so you’re better off without him’ rant had salved the wound a little.
It might have been enough too, if I could just go to sleep. I’d have taken the dreams. I’d have contemplated the meaning of the sevens, the circle of blood, my father’s arms; all of it, so long as it meant I didn’t have to think about Owen.
In the end, it seemed all the questions I had compiled in my mind; the black Sedan, the empty house, the mystery parents, didn’t mean anything. They weren’t what was keeping me up tonight. It turned out the only question I cared about was the one question he had actually answered.
He didn’t love me. He didn’t want to be with me. A phone full of pictures of me aside, he didn’t think of me as anything but a friend. His best friend, but what good was that?
Why was I crying though? I was stronger than this. I was the girl who climbed out of the Chicago River after her car went headlong off a bridge. I was the girl who buried her father, and started a new life in the middle of nowhere when her mother said it was what she needed. I didn’t cry over a guy. Of course, the pile of damp Kleenex on the nightstand would disagree with me.
I thought about him standing in my doorway; his blues eyes hurt and regretful. He seemed afraid that things would change, that I wouldn’t be able to pull it together around him, and that our friendship would be over.
Right now, with the sting of his words so fresh in my ears and the mark of his boot so evident on my heart, I couldn’t say with any certainty that he was wrong.
It wasn’t his fault. He couldn’t help the way he felt, or, more aptly, didn’t feel. And I knew he had a girlfriend. That must have been what that whole ‘My life is not my own’ diatribe was about. He was being loyal to Merrin. And who’d blame him? Immature phone decorum aside, she was probably perfect. And, come to think of it, didn’t being perfect afford you some immaturity anyway?
Whatever the case, whatever his reasoning, I couldn’t imagine myself walking up to Owen and pretending everything was fine. I’d have to find a way though. If I couldn’t, then this really would be the end of our friendship, and that hurt in his eyes; I wouldn’t be able to make it better.
If possible, the idea of that hurt even more than his rejection.
***
By the time sleep found me; a deep and mercifully dreamless sleep, it was short lived.
“Cress! Cress! Wake up, dude!”
If I would have been awake, I would have recognized his voice immediately. I’d heard it every day for two years, plus he was the only person on the planet who called me dude. His hands were on my shoulders, shaking me. I jerked and instinctively pushed him away.
“What the hell?!” I said, crawling up toward the headboard.
“Dude, it’s just me.” Casper’s hair was in knotted red tufts on his head, giving him the look of a walking, talking, ‘waking-people-up-in-the-middle-of-the-night’ candle.
“Casper, you moron. You’re going to give me a heart attack.” I threw my pillow at him; the one I’d had since I was three and one of the only things that survived the move to Georgia.
“Don’t throw that bacteria trap at me,” he swatted it down. “Besides, this is important.”
I turned to the clock sitting beside the Kleenex on my nightstand. Three forty three.
“What’s so important that you thought it was a good idea to break into my house at four in the morning?” I scooted toward the center of the bed and folded my legs.
“So we’re just gonna pretend I didn’t get a key made for the house too?”
“Casper,” I growled. “It’s been a rough night.”
“Okay, okay,” he plopped down on the bed next to me.
“Easy,” I said. “You’re going to wake my mom.”
Casper or not, if my mom found a guy in my bedroom in the dead of night, she’d kill me twice before I hit the ground.
“So, I was in your car earlier, cause my dad is being an el grande super absorbent tampon, and I saw the black car pull up to Mrs. Goolsby’s. And Cress, this time I got a look at the guy as he walked inside. You’ll never guess who it was.”
My heart skipped at least three beats as the name escaped from my lips.
“Owen.”
Casper’s face scrunched into a freckled question mark. “Okay, so maybe you would guess. Can you believe-“
I grabbed Casper’s hand as I jumped up from my bed, pulling him up like a ragdoll.
“Cress, what-“
“We’re going,” I said flatly.
“We’re going—to Disneyworld?” Casper asked hopefully as I yanked him down the stairs.
This had been going on long enough. If Owen didn’t want to be with me, that was fine. But I WAS going to find out what was going on with him.
“We’re going to Goolsby. “
“Dude, I don’t wanna watch Owen bang old Mrs. Goolsby,” Casper whined, though he was quiet enough about it that I didn’t need to worry about waking Mom.
“He’s not a prostitute,” I said, opening the door, pulling Casper through it, and closing it quietly behind me.
At least, I hoped he wasn’t.
As soon as we got outside, whatever gripe Casper had seemed to melt away, because he kept up with me pretty easily and I didn’t even have to pull him anymore. It wasn’t until we got outside and I felt the squish of the grass between my bare toes that I realized I was still in my night clothes; oversized flannel pajamas, Avengers t-shirt, and all. It didn’t matter how I looked though. I could be wearing one of those barrels with the shoulder straps you always see on homeless guys in cartoons and I was still going through with this.
“Cress, wait,” Casper said, but kept running alongside me. “Are you sure you want to do this? I mean, is it any of our business?”
“It was our business just fine when you were spying on him,” I reminded him.
We settled behind a row of bushes in Mr. Colburn’s yard, which was right across the street from Mrs. Goolsby and gave us a clear look at the black Sedan sitting in front of her house. It was four in the morning, which meant that most of Crestview’s farmers, Mr. Colburn included, were already up and at J’s General store where they were probably drinking coffee and talking about how great it is to be up at the butt crack of dawn. And since Mr. Colburn lived by himself, at least we wouldn’t have to worry about anybody seeing us.
“Yeah, but it was just fun and games then. What if-“
“He might be in trouble Casper,” I turned to him. In the dark, his bright red hair shone like a beacon. “After I saw him get into the Sedan, I went by his house. There was no furniture, Cass. Like, none at all. And then, when he came over for dinner tonight-“
“Dinner?” Casper balked, “Why didn’t I get an invite?”
“Focus!” I thumped his freckly arm. He squirmed, rustling the bushes a little, but stopped talking. “At dinner, he said some things.”
One of those being that he wasn’t interested in me, but there’s no point in telling you that.
“What sort of things?” Casper inched closer, his mouth gaping open.
“He said his life wasn’t his own; like he couldn’t make his own decisions or something. I thought he was talking about Merrin, but now, piecing it all together- What if he’s in trouble? What if he’s involved in something he shouldn’t be and is in over his head?”
I twisted my locket around my fingers.
“What sort of stuff Cresta? We’re in the middle of nowhere.”
“That’s what I need to find out,” I answered, looking back at Mrs. Goolsby’s house. “I just- I need to make sure he’s okay.” I remembered what he told me earlier before he ran out. “He’s my friend.”
“It could be dangerous,” Casper said.
“I know,” I answered.
“That’s not gonna stop you, is it?”
“Not even a little,” I answered.
“And you expect me to go with you into the perilous unknown?” He crinkled his nose.
“You don’t have to. Like you said, it could be dangerous,” I answered.
“Is that gonna stop me?” He asked.
“Not even a little,” I answered.
“Cars drive on roads,” he said. “Let’s go.”
The black Sedan wasn’t idling tonight, but the windows were so dark that we couldn’t tell if anybody was in it. Not wanting to get caught, we snuck around the back and climbed the small white fence surrounding Mrs. Goolsby’s backyard. We tiptoed past the in ground pool, though why a geriatric window needed Olympic sized pool and neighboring hot tub was beyond me.
I’ll add that to my list of questions.
Luckily, Casper had spent last summer doing odd jobs for Mrs. Goolsby. Though, since she tended to pay him in nickels and always asked for ‘backrubs’, he’d probably debate you on how lucky he actually was. Still, he knew the layout of her house; including where she kept the key to the backdoor.
“Here it is, under the stupid plaster elf,” he said, lifting a creepy gnome stature and grabbing the key from underneath. He slid it in the backdoor, and opened it slowly.
We crept in to find something totally surprising.
I hadn’t been in Mrs. Goolsby’s house since last Fourth of July, when the church sponsored a street wide bb-q. But it seemed like a pretty standard ‘old lady’ house. There was furniture wrapped in plastic to preserve it’s ‘newness’, generic sunflower paintings on the walls, and pictures of family members that never seemed to actually visit in picture frames on the mantle. But now, making our way through the house, all of that seemed to be gone. In fact, everything was gone.
It was just like Owen’s house; no furniture in the living room, no beds in the bedrooms, no facilities in the kitchen or bathrooms. The house was completely empty, as though no one lived here at all.
“Cresta, “Casper whispered, his eyes wide. “What’s going on?”
“I have no idea,” I admitted. I was half expecting the door to slam shut behind us and some phantom security system to start shouting intruder like in Owen’s house. But that was not the sound I heard.
As we passed a door on our second round through the kitchen, I heard the light sounds of conversation. I froze.
“Do you hear that?” I asked.
Casper just nodded. “Can you make it out?” He asked.
“I’ll be able to in a minute,” I answered, and grabbed the handle.
His eyes got wide with alert, but before he could say anything I had already pushed the door open. It opened into a long wooden staircase winding down into what was presumably a basement.
Though he looked like he wanted to stop me, Casper just followed as I stepped onto the stairs. Mercifully, they made no noise. As I inched further down, with Casper’s hands digging into my shoulders, the voices grew clearer. There were more than two and, surprisingly, all male. Where was Mrs. Goolsby?
The walls around the staircase were stone and looked much older than the rest of the house, like the house had been built around it or something. To top it off, the path was lit by torches that hung in casings carved into the stone; adding to the old world feel.
Casper’s breathing got heavier and the voices grew clearer as we neared the mouth of the staircase. One of them was Owen’s, but I didn’t recognize the rest. As we settled at the end of the stairs, I noticed a few things about the room. Though we still couldn’t see Owen or whoever he was talking to, I could see the area was at least partially filled with computer screens. One of them showcased binary information that shot by in lighting rounds of 011011011011.
The others showed similar numbers as well as surveillance shots of Crestview. There was Main Street, with the street lamps still shining. There was J’s General and Mr. Colburn with his coffee. And there, on the far one, was a darkened office was a bright red couch and a diploma on the wall. Was that Dr. Conyers’ office?
“You’re being dramatic,” one of the voices said.
Casper tensed behind me and I put a hand on his shoulder to calm him down.
“I am not,” Owen’s voice said. He seemed tense. I pictured him pacing around the room. “It changed. I watched it change.”
“Maybe it didn’t,” a third voice added. “Maybe you were always reading it wrong.”
“I’m not some youngling,” Owen spit out. I could practically hear his teeth grinding. “I know what I’m doing. I can read just fine. Besides, it wasn’t stagnant like that. The lines moved. I held her hand and they moved!”
Her hand? Was he talking about Mrs. Goolsby?
“You need to calm down,” the first voice said. “We’re at a very sensitive point in things right now. You know that.”
“I will not calm down, Jiqui. She was in the house. She got into my phone, my encrypted phone. She’s asking questions and now, because things aren’t crappy enough already, her lines are changing,”
In his house, into his phone; he was talking about me. But what lines? I didn’t have any lines. And what did he mean by changing?
“Lines don’t just change,” Jiqui answered impatiently. “It takes time, effort, and a hell of a lot more energy than any of us are capable of expending at the present moment. You know that. Now do your job. Follow your instructions.”
“It’s hard to do that when the rules are changing,” Owen answered. “I did what you asked. For two years, I have sat here wasting away, and for what; to befriend her, to be some placeholder? I don’t know what I’m doing here.”
I looked at the stone wall hard, like maybe if I looked hard enough I might be able to see through it, to see him. Had Owen just said that he had been involved in whatever this was for two years, that the only reason he had ever looked twice at me in the first place was because of some stupid mission?
Casper noticed it too, because he tightened his grip on my shoulders, letting me know he was there. I pulled away. I didn’t need to be comforted right now. I needed to hear this.
“You are told what you need to know in order to complete your mission. That has always been the way of it. If you have a problem with that, take it up with the Masons.”
“You know that’s not what I’m saying,” Owen answered. “It’s just. I feel like I’m wasting time here. I’m supposed to be at my peak right now. Do you have any idea how out of practice I am? I had trouble convincing my teacher that a sheet of paper was my math homework yesterday. How am I supposed to be of any use in that condition?”
I flashed back to yesterday, to Owen handing that smiley face over and pretending it was homework. Had Mr. Jacobs actually believed that?
“And this girl,” Owen continued.
“Cresta,” Jiqui commended.
“Cresta,” Owen said, though the tone in his voice made me think he’d rather not say my name. “I don’t see anything special about her.”
His words threw daggers into my heart. Not only did he not want to be with me, but he thought I was nothing; that I was ordinary.
“I mean, if she was really-“
“Stop,” Jiqui said. “She’s here.”
“What?” Owen answered.
Casper grabbed at me. “Come on!” He whispered. “We gotta-“
The door at the top of the stairs flew shut, the bolt locking it closed.
I turned up to look, but Casper didn’t. His eyes were fixed forward.
“Cress . . . ”
I turned. Owen was standing in front of me. Beside him were two men. One was older with a buzz cut that made him look like he was in the military and long scar along his right cheek. The other was a little older than me with shaggy brown hair and kind eyes. Looking down though, I noticed that both his legs ended in stumps right past the knees. He had no prosthetics, but he was standing. Or, more aptly, he was floating. He was floating in midair in front of us.
“Owen,” I choked out. “What’s going on?”
“It’s okay Cress,” he said, and stretched his hand out in front of me. “It’ll be alright.”
He twisted his hand so that his fingers contorted in strange shapes, and then everything went dark.



Chapter 6
Killing Shirley Temple
The day our house blew up, I woke up in my own bed, though I had no idea how I got there. The last thing I remembered, I was crouched on the steps of Mrs. Goolsby’s basement with Casper, listening to Owen argue about me with an old military guy and kid who could fly. You know the usual. But that was- How long ago was that? I must have passed out or fell asleep because one minute I was there and it was the middle of the night, and now I was back in my room with sunlight streaming through my blinds.
I twisted up in bed, still in my flannel PJs and Avengers tee.  I might have been persuaded that the entire thing was a dream. I mean, I had been having pretty intense dreams lately and it’s not like floaty amputees and secret basement bunkers were part of my every day. Like I said, I might have been persuaded, expect that I had crouched in the wet bushes outside of Mrs. Goolsby’s and the ends of my PJs were still damp.
I pushed out of bed and raced downstairs.  My head was a mess of jumbled and confusing thoughts, but one stood out stark and clear among them: Casper.
He had been beside me; right there when everything went down. Sure, Owen and those crazy guys might put me back in my bed, but they could be doing anything to Casper. They could have him strapped to a chair somewhere. They could be slicing into him with knives or pulling his toenails out with pliers. He could be-
He could be sitting downstairs, talking to my mother.
“I always thought sunflowers would look good here,” Casper said, pointing to the curtains on the kitchen window. “I know they’re probably a little clichÉ. But hell, clichÉs become clichÉs for a reason, right?”
He could be talking to my mother about floral patterns.
My mother rubbed her chin, seeming to take his suggestion really seriously. He was just sitting there. Everything was normal, absolutely everything. There wasn’t even a sorta weird breakfast like the other day to point to.  Mom was nursing a cup of overly sweetened coffee and Casper was drawing bad imitations of anime characters on his napkin, waiting for me to get up. It was a normal Saturday. But-But why?
“Took you long enough,” Casper said, looking up from his scribble napkin.
“What?” I gaped.
“It’s almost noon. I was about to call the paramedics.”
“Noon?” I repeated, like he had started speaking in French or something. Why was he talking about what time it was? Why was he talking about anything other than what had happened last night?
“Yeah, noon,” he chuckled. “You got a headache or something?”
Mom circled the counter, her sugar laden coffee in hand. “Leave her alone. She had a rough night.”
Rough night?
Did she know? Had Casper told her and, if so, why were they both actually like nothing was going on?
“Finally told lover boy?” Casper smirked, finishing the shading on an anime character’s crescent shaped peak of hair. “I’m guessing he didn’t share your burning desires. Burning is the right word for it, right?”
Getting rejected by Owen, that’s what Mom meant by rough night. That seemed like a million years ago, and more than a little trivial now.
“You stop it!” Mom gave Casper a swat on the shoulder. “It doesn’t matter what he said, even though he obviously made the wrong decision. What matters is that Cresta was honest with herself. She did the right thing, just like I knew she would.”
Mom gave me a little wink and a smile.
Were they all insane? My absolutely embarrassing rejection at Owen’s hands was small potatoes in comparison to the secret he had been keeping all this time. He was- He was- Well, I wasn’t quite sure what he was, but it was certainly more important than my lack of a love life.
“Well I for one think it’s a good thing,” Casper said, holding up his finished work and showing it to my mom. It was horrible, but she smiled politely at him anyway.  “Now you can move on. You can focus on better things, things that deserve your attention.” Finished with his napkin masterpiece, he turned his attention to his fingernails, coloring them a bright shade of ink pen blue. “I wasn’t gonna say anything, cause he’s my friend and all, but Owen’s an idiot. And not just because he doesn’t see how awesome you are.”
How awesome I am? I was still standing at the foot of the stairs, openmouthed and confused. I was not going to stand here and listen to this, not when there were so many better questions.
I marched toward Casper, wet pants and all, and grabbed him by the shoulder. Tugging him into the living room, I looked back at Mom. “Be right back.”
She took a swig of her coffee and didn’t seem to pay too much attention.
I pushed Casper into the living room. He stumbled a little and backed into our couch.
“What the hell dude?”  Casper asked, straightened his glasses, and plopped down on the arm of the couch.
“Are you okay?” I settled in front of him and crossed my arms over the ‘A’ on my chest.
“I was doing all right until some lunatic girl threw me across her living room. How are you?”  His feet dangled from where he sat. The untied laces of his Nikes brushed the floor.
“Be serious!” My shout was more of a whisper, since I wasn’t sure if Mom knew what was going on, but I could feel the scowl growing on my face. “After last night, I’m worried about you.”
He pushed at a few strands of red hair that threatened to spill over his glasses. “Last night? I mean, yeah, your car’s uncomfortable, but I’ll survive. It’s nothing for you to get all worked up about, girlie.”
“Not that,” I was ready to punch him. I found my arms stretched out. My hands loomed with exasperation. “You know what I’m talking about.”
“Okay,” he answered, scrunching his nose. “But I really don’t.”
“With Owen and Mrs. Goolsby,” I clarified through clenched teeth.
“Who’s Mrs. Goolsby? Is that the new substitute?” He chirped. His feet twirled carelessly like propellers over the floor.
“Mrs. Goolsby,the old lady  from the house across the street.”  My eyes narrowed.
“That’s Mrs. Carpenter,” he answered.
“No! The house next to hers. Why are you acting like this?”
“The house next to her is empty Cress,” he hopped down and walked toward me.
“Of course it’s empty! We broke into it last night. You saw it was empty.”
“Why would we break into an empty house? You’re not making any sense.”
“Because we saw Owen sneak in there. He was in the black car, remember? You thought he was a gigolo. And there was the buzz cut guy and the floating kid with no legs,” I wasn’t screaming yet, but my voice was definitely louder than it had been at the beginning of the conversation.
Casper’s hands were on my shoulders now. I hadn’t realized I was shaking until he steadied me. “Cress, I don’t know what I’m supposed to say. Is this a joke or something?”
What was this? I knew Casper. I didn’t think he was the type who would joke about something like this. But even if he was, there would be a tell; a gleam his eyes or the shadow of a smirk on his lips. He was serious now.  He really didn’t know what I was talking about. And that, him looking at me like I was crazy, made me act-Well, crazy.
“You know what I’m talking about!” I pushed away from him. “Don’t look at me like that! You know who Mrs. Goolsby is. She’s a million years old and gives all the kids on the street apples for Halloween instead of candy. We were in her house.”
He just stared at me. His eyes were wide and more than a little concerned.
“We were!” Now I was screaming.
Mom pushed through the door, her coffee cup still in hand. “What’s wrong?”
“I-I’m not sure,” Casper said, and looked at my mom like I was three quarters of the way to insane.
“It’s-I-“I stuttered. How was I going to explain this? It’s not like ‘Casper is pretending the old woman whose house we broke into and were later accosted at last night’ rolls off the tongue.
I shook my head hard, like the motion might make things make sense.
“Is this about Owen?” Mom asked and sat her coffee on the dresser.
“It’s about a Mrs. Goolsby,” Casper looked at her.
My mother’s eyes narrowed.  Her fingers drummed across the dresser.
Don’t say it. Please don’t say it.
“Who’s Mrs. Goolsby?” She asked.
I bolted out of the living room and through the front door. If they were going to act this way, of they were going to pretend an entire person didn’t exist, then I was going to prove them wrong. I’d go get Mrs. Goolsby and bring her to them. Let’s see them scrunch their noses at that.
“Cresta!” Mom’s voice came booming from behind me. “Cresta, come back!”
I kept going; my feet squishing again through the still damp grass. I probably looked like a crazy person; running around barefoot in my pajamas at noon with my mother and best friend chasing after me, but I didn’t care about that now. This was the second time in a day that I had ran out of my house looking for answers, and I was more confused than ever. Things were insane, and I needed to make sense of it.
I heard Casper catching up with me as I skidded to a stop in front of Mrs. Goolsby’s house. Or, more aptly, what used to be Mrs. Goolsby’s house.
It was completely different. The house, which just yesterday was a tinted, almost dingy shade of white/yellow, was now a fresh minty blue. The yard, always a bit overgrown, was neat and trim. In front of the house, like almost every empty house in Crestview, a picture of Nelson Ennis, the only real estate agent in town, sat dug on a sign near the road. His familiar ‘Git ‘r Sold’ slogan was splashed across the brim of his oversized cowboy hat, which was an as-ridiculous-as-it-sounded trademark of his.
Casper almost slammed into me as I stood wide-eyed in front of the house. He spun me around, huffing from the run.  “Dude,” he huffed. His face was red and splotched with acne, which had settled into a nest on his forehead near his hairline. “You are seriously scaring me.”
I scanned his face for even the smallest sign that he might be joking, but again came up empty. Mom came up behind him. Over his shoulder, I could see worry lines forming above her eyes. This wasn’t right. How was I going to prove Mrs. Goolsby was real if she wasn’t here?
I met her eyes, and the look in them made me feel crazy, stupid, and powerless all at once.  I pulled away from Casper. He reached for me again, but I swatted him away.
“She was here. She was right here,” I said to Mom.
Her mud brown curls swayed in the breeze; surrounded by tiny dark twisters of hair. “I know baby,” she said. “I believe you.”
But she didn’t. How could she? I barely believed myself anymore. How could any of it be real if there was no proof and I was the only one who remembered it?
The few people that lived on our street had poured out of their homes and gathered across the street from us to check out the drama. There was no doubt that, by lunchtime, my little tantrum would be top tier salon gossip; the quiet girl from the big city with the dead daddy had finally lost it. If history was any indication, by dinner, the story would have grown arms and legs. Not that it mattered. I never cared what these backward hicks thought of me and I wasn’t going to today.
Mr. Colburn though, who was standing in his yard pretending to rake leaves as he stared at me, he was a different story; at least for the moment. He lived across from Mrs. Goolsby for like, two centuries. If anyone remembered her, it would be him.
“Colburn!” I yelled over my mother’s shoulder. “Tell them about Mrs. Goolsby! Tell them!”
He reared back, clutching his rake for dear life. “Missy, I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Liar!” I shouted and kicked the ground, which hurt like hell, since I was still barefoot. “You’re all liars! Why are you lying?”
“Cresta!” Mom grabbed my shoulders and squeezed. “Get it together!” She leaned in so that our faces were inches apart. With our noses almost touching, she whispered, “I’m going to ask you this once. Are you taking drugs?”
I didn’t answer her. I couldn’t. It was all too much. This didn’t make any sense. It had to have something to do with Owen and what we saw in the missing Mrs. Goolsby’s basement. What had he said though?
“The lines,” I muttered, remembering. “He said the lines were changing.”
Mom’s grip loosed. Her face grew pale white and stone still. She pulled away a little. “What did you just say?”
“The lines,” I repeated, though I knew I was rambling like a crazy person.
“Take her home,” Mom turned to Casper, who was biting on his nails so furiously that, for a second, I thought he was going to draw blood.
He must have assumed I was going to swing at him again because, before I could move, he whipped me off my feet and slung me over his shoulder.
Maybe it was because I was exhausted, maybe because I was defeated, or maybe because I wasn’t looking forward to walking back to the house without shoes on, but I didn’t mind it.
“Your butt is so close to my face right now,” he said as he carried me back to the house caveman style.
By the time Mom quieted the gossipy firestorm I had created outside, I had curled up on the sofa, sipping on the microwavable hot chocolate Casper made for me and not saying much. Was I crazy? I didn’t feel crazy. Unless, of course, this is what crazy felt like.
She rounded the couch and sat on the floor in front of me; her legs tucked under her. Her hair was still a mess and, while she still looked concerned, the tired sheen had washed from her eyes, replaced by a sort of manic intensity.
I swallowed hard. My throat was sore from all the screaming and the hot chocolate, while yummy, wasn’t helping. “Mom, I-“
“I believe you,” she said, her eyes pinned on mine. I knew my mom even better than I knew Casper. Her eyes weren’t joking either. She did believe me. But how could she?
The phone in the kitchen started ringing. Instinctively, I moved her get it. Mom touched my leg and motioned for me to stay still. She wasn’t taking any calls right now.
“This is very important,” she said. “I need you to tell me about Mrs. Goolsby. Tell me about the lines and absolutely everything about the world that is different than how you believe it to be.”
I tensed, sitting the hot chocolate on the couch exactly where Owen’s eggplant had been a day ago.
“It was Owen,” I choked out. “He had been sneaking into Mrs. Goolsby’s- the house across the street.  He said that he had been watching me; that some lines were changing.”
She took my hand and flipped it over. She ran her fingers across my palm and inspected it. “Changing how?”
“I don’t-“
Casper burst in from the kitchen. I had forgotten he was still in the house. “Mrs. Karr,” he said meekly as though he was sure he was interrupting something. “Dr. Conyers called.”
“Tell her I’ll call her back,” Mom said, still looking at her hand on mine.
“She already hung up,” he explained. “She said she couldn’t meet you tomorrow though.”
“Fine. Whatever,” Mom waved him off.
“She said traffic would be a pain, that there’s construction on Greene Street or something.”
Mom dropped my hand.
“Greene Street? You’re sure she said Greene Street?”
“Uh, yeah,” Casper shrugged. “I remember ‘cause I thought she said Greep Street, and I was like where’s Greep Str-“
“That’s enough,” Mom said and hopped to her feet.  “Cresta, get dressed. We’re leaving.”
I stood slowly; still lightheaded from everything that had gone on. “Where are we going?”
She didn’t answer me. Instead, she turned to Casper, who looked like he was still waiting to finish his Greep Street story.  “Casper, go home. Forget everything you saw here.” She looked back at me. There was something like regret in her eyes. “In fact, it’s probably better if you forget you ever met us at all.”
“What?!” I said before Casper had a chance to react. “Mom, what is going on? “
“Cresta, I said get dressed!” Mom was never one to raise her voice. So, the fact that she did left me a little breathless. Of course, that might have been the asthma.
“But Mom-“
“Don’t fight with me Cresta, not now!” She moved further into the living room and pressed her palms flat against the wall above the faux fireplace we got last year when she decided the space wasn’t ‘lively enough’. There was something strange about her, and not just in the weird words and odd demands she was throwing out. It was in her movements. She moved fluidly; like water. Her fingers traced incredibly straight lines on the wall, which curved into boxes.  When her hands met at one of the invisible boxes points, the area that she had traced shifted. The wall, the same wall I had looked at every day for the past two years, contorted. It moved out and then opened, revealing a hidden compartment on the other side.
“Mom . . . ” I gasped.
Mom pulled a small briefcase from the wall and, as quickly as the compartment opened, it slammed shut, reverting back to a plain old wall. She moved quickly toward me, as graceful as any dancer would.
“Mom,” I grabbed her arm. “Tell me what’s going on. Please.”
She leaned into me and brushed strands of hair out of my eyes. “There isn’t time right now. But I will baby; soon. I promise. Now go get your clothes on.”
She didn’t even look like herself. Sure, she had the same face; the same clothes on, but there was a determination in her eyes that, when coupled with the way she now moved, made her look foreign to me; like someone had lifted a veil from my mother and I was just now seeing her for the first time.
I was about to run upstairs when Casper spoke.
“Mrs. Karr . . . ” He was looking out the front door.
“Casper, son, you need to go home,” she said calmly.
“I will,” he fidgeted, still turned to the door. “It’s just, you’ve got company.”
Instantly, Mom sprinted to the door. I followed her and, looking out I saw three cars pulled up into our yard. They had bypassed the driveway and were now idling just inches from the front door. They were identical; all black Sedans.
“Get away from the door!” Mom screamed and grabbed Casper and I with either hand.
“Mom,” I said. I didn’t realize how much I was shaking until her steadied hand let go.
“Where is your necklace, Cresta?” She asked me, the determination in her eyes now tinted with something more frantic.
“It’s right-“ I reached for it, but found my throat bare. That was impossible. I never took that necklace off. Never.
“Damnit!’ She screamed. She grabbed the briefcase and shoved it into my chest. “Listen to me. There isn’t much time, so I can only say this once. I need you to do exactly as I tell you. Do you remember the weak spot in the fence that the Berkley children used to drive their four-wheelers through?”
I nodded.
“Good. I want you to sneak through there and get to my car. Once you’re there, I want you to press this sequence in the navigation system; 6,7,R,7,9,3, just like that.”
“No!” I panicked once I realized what she was asking. She was asking me to leave her. To what, I had no idea, but it was clear that my mother didn’t expect to come with me. “I’m not leaving you.” Hot tears spilled from my eyes.
“Yes you are Cresta. I promised to keep you safe no matter what the cost, and that’s what I’m going to do.   Now, once you’ve typed in that sequence, follow the directions to the destination it shows. Stop for nothing. It might say that you need gas, but that car has tricks. Trust no one. I don’t care how well you think you know them. When you get to where you’re going, I want you to find a man named Morgan Montgomery. Tell him Ash sent you.”
“Ash?” I repeated. “Mom, just let me call the police.”
“ No!”She grabbed my shoulders and squeezed them tight. “ The police can’t help you. They’ll just slow you down; get you caught. Go to Morgan. You can trust him Cresta.” Tears started to glisten in her own eyes. “You do what he tells you. He’s a good man. And Cresta,” her grip tightened. “No matter what they tell you, no matter what you hear, I do love you; very, very much.”
“Mom, I don’t want to-“
The door exploded open in a sea of wooden splinters. Mom grabbed me and pulled me behind her, shielding me from whatever just destroyed out front door. Looking over her shoulder, I saw three men in the doorway. The buzz cut army dude from last night, Jiqui, was flanked on either side by burly men that I had never seen before.
“Go Cresta,” Mom muttered, and let go of me.
“I’m not leaving you,” I said. And I didn’t. I stood, still as a statue, clutching the briefcase she gave me to my chest.
“Don’t make this all for nothing Cresta. Get out of here. I’ll hold them off.”
Jiqui walked toward us, his muscled flunkies a few steps behind. He looked Casper up and down. His nose was wrinkled, like he thought Casper smelled like fish or something. “Was it really necessary to involve the Neanderthals?” He turned to Mom.
Mom’s fingers curled up into fists and she adjusted her weight, almost like she was getting into a fighting stance. “Leave now,” she said.
“I do think so,” Jiqui said. He wore a three piece suit and a thin black tie. The men behind him were dressed identically though, while Jiqui paced around the room, they stood stalwart in the center; their hard faces unmoving, unblinking.
“It wasn’t a suggestion,” Mom said through gritted teeth. “And it’s not a luxury I’ll afford you again. Now leave, or I’ll make you wish you did. You have no idea how far I’d go to-“
“Please!” Jiqui spit, obviously disgusted. I felt Mom tense as he got closer. “We know all about you; all about what you’ve done, and the abominations you and your brethren have inflicted on this world. Do you really think you’re above the law; above destiny? He will prove you wrong. He’ll rip away your little pretenses and expose you to the sharp light of truth. And what will we see then, Mrs. Karr? Who will you be then?”
He said her name like it was a curse, like the words hurt on the way out.
“A mother,” Mom said. Mom twirled and shoved me, knocking me back. “Get her out of here!” She yelled to Casper. “I’ll see you when I see you,” she winked at me, and then turned back to Jiqui and the others.
The burly men advanced on her. I cringed. I knew she wanted to protect me, but how could she? She was five foot nothing and these guys would block out the sun if they ever stood up straight.
“Mom, no!” I yelled. She didn’t turn to me. Instead, she jumped into the air. She pulled back in midair. Her legs joined and, before he knew what she was doing, the first of the burly men got her Sketchers across his chin. He fell back, though whatever shock he felt was nothing compared to what I was feeling.  My mom wasn’t a fighter. Hell, she was a klutz. She could barely maneuver a shopping cart. How was she doing this?
The second of the burly men found himself on the receiving end of a karate chop to the throat and a kick to the shin.
“Go!” Mom screamed, and turned to me just long enough for the first man, who had composed himself, to land a jackhammer of a punch across her jaw.
“No!” I yelled and tried to go to her, but Casper had already got me. I kicked and screamed. I clawed at him, but it was no use. He tossed me over his shoulder, just like before, and started toward the door. The last thing I saw before we burst to the outside was my mom on all fours, panting for breath, about to get pummeled by one of her gorilla looking attackers.
“Casper, let me down!” My voice was hoarse, my throat hurt, and tears made salt tracks down my cheeks. The air was cool against my fevered skin. I tried to suck in air, but I couldn’t. I was having an asthma attack or a panic attack; probably both.
I must have beat bruises into Casper’s back by the time he let me down. We had ducked through the weak part of the fence and were now beside my mother’s car on the back side of the house.
My feet were Jell-O as they hit the driveway. I leaned against my knees and tried to catch my breath. My inhaler was gone; left or lost somewhere. Maybe it was with my necklace. It didn’t matter. I couldn’t think about that right now. I couldn’t think about anything but my mother.
“Just breath,” Casper put his hand on my back.
I knocked it away and laid into him with a flurry of slaps and punches. “You son of a bitch!” I yelled. “You left her! You made me leave her!”
I turned and tried to run back to the house, back to my mother, but he had me by the waist again. He wasn’t going to let me go. I struggled; pushed him, kicked at him, but it was no use. He was stronger than me and determined not to let me get away.
“What are you gonna do?” He asked and, though I was turned the other way, I could hear the tears in his voice. “You wanna save her? Well, you can’t. Neither of us can. All you’re gonna do is get yourself killed!”
I collapsed, falling to the ground in a mess of tears. His arms were still around me when I spoke. “I left my dad. I left him there in that water, all by himself. And now he’s dead. He’s dead and he’s never coming back. If I can’t save her, that’s fine. If I die, bring it on. But I can’t leave her Casper. I won’t leave my mom too.”
Casper crouched beside me. His arms were still wrapped around me, but they were looser now.
“Please Cass,” I sobbed. “Please, just let me go.”
“I . . . I can’t,” his voice trembled.
“You have to,” I pulled futilely, tasting tears that had run down to my lips.
“I can’t,” he repeated. “I can’t move.”
Turning to him, I saw that the hurt I had heard in his voice had now become sharp immediate fear.
“I can’t move an inch. “ I pushed against him and pulled as his arms, but they didn’t move at all. His body was a stone wall, and for some reason, he was trapped in it.
“What’s happening to me Cresta?” He asked.
“Sorry,” a voice sounded before I could respond. “That’s a side effect.” The amputee from the night before came floating into view. He was dressed in a suit that perfectly matched Jiqui and the other intruders, except the legs of his pants hung loosely; their edges dragging the ground. His hair was silver points and his face was colored with a menacing smile. His eyes, once kind, now danced with something darker.
“A side effect of what?” Casper asked, his arms still locked like iron bars around me, trapping us both where we sat.
“Me, of course,” the amputee winked. “I know it’s rude, taking away your motor functions and all, but my boss would be sorta upset if I let some Neanderthal stop me from retrieving what’s his.”
It was the second time in as many minutes that some weirdo called Casper a Neanderthal and, I’m sure that if we weren’t in the weirdest form of danger either of us could imagine, he’d probably be pissed about it.
The amputee’s smirk turned into a full on grin as he floated closer. “Don’t be so sensitive about it. This is far from the first time I’ve done this to you, Casper. Not that you’d remember that.”
I’m sure that if he could have, Casper would have shuddered at the sound of this guy saying his name. I know I did. It sounded intimate, personal. He had known Casper for quite some time. God knows what he had done to him, and like last night, Casper couldn’t remember any of it. I shuddered again, wondering what might have happened to me that I couldn’t remember.
He swooped closer to us, so close that his stench; copper and gasoline, took my breath away. His hands were stretched at his side; his fingers apart. His nails were bone white, like all the blood had drained from his hands, and his ring fingers on either hand twitched back and forth frantically, like flapping wings that were holding him up.
“Oh come on, don’t take the fun out of this for me. Aren’t you gonna ask me what it is that my boss is so keen on getting his hands on?”
I didn’t answer. I just pressed myself closer against Casper’s motionless body. If we were going to die, at least we’d do it together.
“Fine, I’ll tell you anyway,” his eyes gleamed and I could tell he was getting some sick pleasure from this. “My boss, he’s looking for his wife. And he’s the kinda guy who always gets what he wants. I guess you could say he’s made a career out of it.”
“We don’t have his wife!” I screamed, stuffed against Casper’s chest. “It’s just me and my mom here; nobody else. I promise!”
He hovered still over us, the stench of him thick in the air. His tongue ran disgustingly over his teeth as he responded. “Girlie, you’re not thinking near creatively enough.”
“Ezra!”
I would know that voice anywhere. I heard it in my dreams. Well, the good ones anyway. Owen stood behind the amputee, his hands balled into fists at his sides. “Leave them alone!”
The amputee, Ezra, I surmised, whipped toward him, his ring fingers wiggling wildly to accommodate the move. “Or what?” He growled.
“Or I’ll finish what the Taggers started when they took your legs.” Owen’s eyes, always deep blue pools, were now spiked with lightning; the sort of intensity I had never seen in them before.
“You don’t know what you’re up against,” Ezra said, and starting floating toward him.
“Sure I do,” Owen marched, closing the gap. ”A hapless loser who wouldn’t have a prayer of beating me even if he didn’t have to expend half his energy just to stay upright.”
“Your funeral,” Ezra grinned.
Owen stared passed him and caught my eyes for just a second. Even if things weren’t crazy, even if I wasn’t surrounded by things I didn’t understand, I wouldn’t have been able to read them. I never could. Owen wasn’t dressed like the rest of them. They wore making suits. Owen was in a blue hoodie and jeans, but that didn’t matter. He was still part of this. I heard him say it myself. But if he was a part of all this, if he and Ezra were on the same team, as they seemed to be in Mrs. Goolsby’s basement, then why was they fighting now?
Owen jumped toward Ezra, catching his jaw with a right hook so awesome it made me grin and grimace all at the same time. Ezra stumbled back in midair, but he didn’t fall. Instead, he lifted his right hand, ring finger still moving, and waved it like he was Ms. America.  Owen went flying into the air, pulled by some unseen hand. He flipped over us and landed hard on the hood of Mom’s car. He got up quickly, but I couldn’t help but notice the trail of blood coming from his forehead.
“Had enough?” Ezra asked with a laugh in his voice. “You can’t win. We both know how out of practice you are.”
“We’ll see,” Owen huffed. He ran toward Ezra again, blood trickling from his head and landing in big drops on the pavement. Ezra waved his hand again and Owen was once again slapped by the invisible hand. This time, his feet went out from under him and he fell face first onto the drive way. I heard a crack as his nose hit the ground, which was a shame ‘cause, even though he was a supreme liar, it was a cute nose.
“This is pathetic,” Ezra floated. “You’re defenseless. I feel like I’m beating on Shirley Temple.”
Owen was slower to get up this time. I was right about his nose. It was bent and covered in blood and loose pebbles from the driveway. Still, he seemed intent on continuing the fight.
“Owen, you’re gonna make me kill Shirley Temple, aren’t you?”
Owen ran full speed toward him.
“Fine,” Ezra sighed, and waved his hand for a third time.
Owen didn’t fall though. Owen wasn’t affected at all. Ezra waved his hand again, and then again, but Owen just kept coming. Ezra’s invisible hand must have been defective, cause Owen plowed into him like Casper in the lunch line on Taco Tuesday. Ezra crumpled and fell to the ground.
The instant Ezra went out, I felt Casper’s arms move again. I pulled myself free and he stood cautiously beside me.
“Watch out,” Owen said. He was standing over Ezra, who looked to be unconscious. “He’s a pretty powerful Mover. He doesn’t necessarily need to be awake to-“
Owen went flying. The invisible hand was back, and it threw him hard against our Palmetto. I ran, but not toward him. Owen might have just saved my life, but he had still lied to me, and I still didn’t know what part he played in all this. Besides, my mom was still trapped in the house, and I wasn’t about to leave her.
Casper was probably behind me, trying to stop me from getting myself killed. He was always good like that. I never found out though, because as I neared the house, I found out why Ezra smelled so much like gasoline.
The house that I had spent the last two years, the one that I cried, laughed, loved, and lost in exploded in a flash of orange horror.
And so did everyone in it.



Chapter 7
Weathersby
The next thing I knew, I was sitting straight up. My whole body ached and my eyes burned, even though, surprisingly, the rest of me didn’t. After seeing my house go up in flames; watching the red orange fireball shoot toward me, I half expected that it would swallow me up too.
The first thing I recognized was a sense of motion. I was moving forward, even though my body was completely still. Next, I noticed some sort of tether, something strapped against my body that kept me held against the seat. My mind raced. What sort of unexpected new crazy was this?
I opened my eyes to find that I was— in a car.
Well, that was anticlimactic.
As my eyes adjusted, I saw the sun sinking at the end of a seemingly endless road. On either side of that road were rows of tall trees. Traffic shot by from the passing lane pretty regularly. I leaned up. My entire body screamed, letting me know I hadn’t escaped the explosion completely scot-free. I realized the tether keeping me in place was, fittingly enough, a seat belt.
“Thank God! I thought you were in a coma.”
I jerked to the left; a gesture my neck didn’t thank me for, and found Casper behind the wheel of my mother’s car. His eyes were red and puffy; his face covered in a layer of black soot. His fingers tapped nervously along the steering wheel.
“Are you okay?” My throat felt gravely, like I had swallowed a mouthful of pebbles. “Did the fire-“
“No,” he shook his head. “I’m okay. I mean, it was a lot and everything, but I’m alright.”
I looked down at myself. My Avengers shirt was stained with blood. So were my hands. So were my arms.
“Cass, what happened to me?”
He pulled the wheel a little as he looked at me, causing the car to across two lanes. “Nothing. I mean, not nothing, but not that. What I mean is, that’s not your blood. It’s Owen’s. You were in front of me. After the house blew up, I tried to find you, but there was fire everywhere. Owen ran into the flames and, when he came back out, he had you in his arms. He must have got to you pretty quick too, because from what I can tell, you’re not burned at all.”
“And he was-he was bleeding?” I knew I shouldn’t care. Owen had lied to me for two years. Everything he had ever said to me had been orchestrated. He was a part of this horror. But he had also fought for me, and apparently he had risked his life to save mine. Plus, he was Owen, and it turned out that even after everything, the thought of him getting hurt still made me sick to my stomach.
“I think he’s okay. I mean, he looked okay. Pretty bloody, but okay. He sorta disappeared after he helped you though. He said to get you out of there and he ran off.”
“Casper,” I sat up, sore muscles be damned. I scanned the backseat and found it empty. Everything about me tensed and my voice shook as I asked the next question. “Who else came out of the fire?”
“Cresta, don’t-“
“Who else Casper?” I demanded.
“Nobody Cress. I looked, but there was so much smoke; so much fire.”
“We have to go back,” I turned to him.
“What?” His eyes narrowed. “No. We’re not going back there.”
“We have to. She could still be alive,” I grabbed at his shoulder, though I wasn’t sure why.
“She’s not,” he said quietly.
Things were quiet for what felt like a really long time. Finally, the words came to me. “How do you-did you see a body?”
“No, but-“
“Then you don’t know!” I shouted. “She might have survived. She’s probably in the hospital right now waiting for us.”
“Cress,” he tightened his grip on the steering wheel. There was a tinge in his voice that set me on edge. It was the same one I got from the police officers I asked to dive in after my father the night he died. “You didn’t see it. You didn’t see what that house became. You didn’t hear the screams. I’m sorry, Cress, but nobody survived that.”
The next few minutes became a pool of a million different emotions I hoped I would never feel again after my father died. She was gone. I was an orphan; alone. My mother had died. It had been horrible and painful, and it probably lingered on until her entire body was charred and burned. She probably prayed for death in the end.
She was never coming back. I would never see her again. I would never hear her voice. She wouldn’t take pictures of me before my senior prom. She wouldn’t tear up as she sent me off to college. She wouldn’t meet the man I marry or help me name her grandchildren. That was gone; that life, her life, my life. It was gone, and none of it made any sense.
“I left her,” I muttered. After a while, it became all I could think about. I left my father. I left my mother. I let them both die.
“Don’t do that. Don’t blame yourself,” Casper said. He reached to put a hand on my knee, but I knocked it away. “I don’t blame myself. I blame you.”
He sighed, almost like he had been expecting it. “I get that you’re upset. I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now. Just know that-“
“I told you!” My muscles screamed as I lunged forward. “I told you I couldn’t leave her. I told you I’d rather die, and you did it to me anyway. You had no right! I should have been there with her!”
He jerked the wheel. Screeching across two lanes of traffic, he skidded to a stop alongside the road. “For what?!” He was screaming now too. “So you could die with her? That might be what you want, but have you ever thought about what anybody else wants? Have you ever thought about what your mom might have wanted? You think she fought off those lunatics so that you could get yourself killed anyway? She could have ran and she would have probably been fine, but she wanted to protect you; to make sure you were safe ‘cause that’s the kind of person she was.”
His use of ‘was’ hurt more than anything he would have ever meant to say. He didn’t say ‘the kind of person she is’. My mother ‘was’.
Casper wiped fresh tears from his face. “So, why don’t you have a little bit of gratitude?”
I dropped my head in my hands. “I want you to leave,” I said. “Just go home. I’ll be fine.”
“No,” he said flatly.
“Casper,”
“Cars drive on roads,” he answered.
“That doesn’t mean anything.” My head was still in my hands, but I shook it anyway.
“Cars drive on roads,” he repeated like a mantra.
“You’re not listening,” I looked up at him. He was faced forward, looking straight at the road ahead. “Mom said for you to go to, to forget about us. If you want me to follow her wishes, then you need to-“
“No, you’re not listening,” he whirled toward me. His eyes were closed tight, like a faucet trying to shut off tears. “There is no me in Crestview, not if you’re not there. I have a dad who hates me so much I can’t even sleep at my own house and a mom who’s so drunk and beat down that she’s not even lucid half of the time. There’s nothing for me in that town if you’re gone.So, for the last time, cars drive on roads.”
He was lost too. I couldn’t see it through my grief , but he had lost the only real home he had too. He was scared, and I was so angry that he didn’t even have me to lean on.
I took off his glasses
“Open your eyes,” I told him.
The welled up tears he had been holding back spilled like a waterfall down his freckled cheeks. They matched my own as I undid my seatbelt, reached across the car, and hugged him. All we had was each other now, and we had to pray that that would be enough.
It took a few minutes for us to compose ourselves and get back on the road, and a few minutes more for me to have the wherewithal to actually ask where we were going.
“Looks like Florida,” he said, pointing to the navigation system on the dash.  “I typed in those keys your mom mentioned before . . . everything, and this is what popped up. It said we’re headed to a place called Weathersby, wherever that is.”
“273 miles,” I read our remaining distance from the screen.
“Yeah, you were asleep for a while,” Casper said. “Oh, and check this out. “ He pointed to the gas gauge. The needle was lower than I’d ever seen it, buried deep within the E. “It’s been like that for hours. I was afraid to stop at first. I thought somebody might have been following us, you know.  But it never ran out. It just keeps going and going.”
I remembered the other thing Mom said before she sent us away.
It might say that you need gas, but that car has tricks.
“Tricks,” I murmured. I wanted more than anything to talk to my mother ,to ask her what was going on. How much did she know about everything? How long had she been hiding that briefcase, and why?
The next few hours were filled with questions like that; questions about Owen, questions about Ezra, questions about myself. Unfortunately, the answers were in shorter supply.  As much as I wracked my brain, none of it made any sense. Owen lied to me. Mom lied to me, and now I was probably never going to see either of them again. I was never going to see Crestview again; never sit at Hernando’s worn feet or lay across Dr. Conyers’ couch. I would never again be forced to sit through an awkward abstinence only sex ed class or a Southern fried pep rally.
I didn’t miss it, did I? I couldn’t make sense of any of my emotions right now. And as much as I was going through, I’m sure Casper was going through just as much. He had lived his entire life in Crestview. Crappy or not it was the only home he’d ever known. And his family, I couldn’t even think about that. He may not have gotten along with them, but they were his. And, whether I meant to or not, I took him away from them.
The one thing all these questions were good for was killing time. Before I knew it, the 200 miles on the navigation had dwindled down to 100. It was at fifty when we crossed the Florida state line. Soon Weathersby, whatever the hell that was, was ten miles away. I half wanted to call the police, to report everything that happened and let them take care of it. But Mom’s words kept echoing in my ears.
No police. They’ll slow you down; get you caught.
I still didn’t know what it was that was chasing me.
We came to a stop in front of a large gate with the navigation reading zero and the stalwart fuel light shining orange. Above the curved iron gate, where the two pieces met, the word ‘Weathersby’ was written on a similarly arching sign.
This was where we were supposed to go. But where exactly was ‘this’?
Behind the gate, illuminated by a series of tall streetlamps, a large building peeked out of the darkness. I couldn’t tell its exact shape, other than that it seemed to be a series of squares and, in the dark anyway, looked a lot like Desoto High.
Great. My house blew up. I lost my mom, Owen, and probably my sanity, and I’ve basically ended up back where I started.
I got out of the car to take a closer look. Casper followed. Even though we drove south for hours, the air was chillier down here than it had been in Crestview.
“What is this place, a school?” I asked, walking up to the silver gate.
Casper pointed to a small sign halfway down the driveway on the right.
Now entering Weathersby Juvenile Correction Facility.
Visitors must report to Check-In. All outside contraband must be cleared.
“It’s a jail,” I said under my breath.
“It’s juvie,” Casper amended. “You know, I bet this is the one Janie Evans’ brother went to after he set that school bus on fire.”
He walked up beside me, putting his hands between the bars of the gate like he  was the one who was locked up. “Why would your mom send us to juvie?”
“I have no idea,” I sighed.
“Well, she must have known something like this might happen, because obviously she had a plan,” Casper looked at me. “And she programmed this address into her navigation system, so this place must be part of it. Didn’t she tell you to ask for somebody?”
“Morgan Montgomery,” I answered. I remembered Mom’s eyes as she told me that; so determined, so fearless, and also, so final. It was the last time I would ever see those eyes. “She said to tell him Ash sent us.”
“Who’s Ash?” Casper pulled his arms from the bars and stuffed his hands into his pockets. He must have been exhausted. I know I was, and I had been unconscious half the day. But he never showed it.
“I couldn’t tell you,” I admitted. “But apparently, she’s the reason we’re here.”
Well, her, my ex crush, a legless wunderkind, and an old woman who seemed to vanish from  the face of the earth. But who’s being technical?
“So, do we ring the doorbell or something?” Casper asked, looking around.
“It’s late. I’m sure everybody’s asleep. We should probably come back tomorrow,” I answered.
“First off, it’s juvie. There’s never a time when everybody’s asleep. Secondly, we don’t have any cash. It’s a good thing your mom’s car runs off teen angst, or else we have been pushing it across the state line. And C, what if those douches at your house weren’t alone? What if whoever sent them sends somebody else?
I don’t want it to be like Mrs. Goolsby’s basement.”
I tilted my head. “I thought you couldn’t remember Mrs. Goolsby.”
“I don’t,” he admitted. “But whatever it was, it ended with us almost getting blown up. So, you know, let’s not repeat it.”
He turned in a full circle, looking in every direction, before settling his sights behind me. “Ah, here it is.”
He brushed past me to a buzzer on a stand beside the gate.
“No!” I motioned for him to stop, but it was too late. He had already pushed the button.
“May I help you? And let me remind you that we are a government facility and, as such, something like playing pranks on us in the middle of the night is considered a felony.” A gruff voice saidthe instant after Casper’s finger left the buzzer.
He jumped back a little, like he hadn’t actually expected for someone to answer. “Um, right. This isn’t a prank,” he went back to the button. “We’re looking for someone; Morgan Montgomery.”
”There is no Morgan Montgomery here. Have a good night,” the voice answered.
I shuffled. “Remind him about Ash,” I suggested. Seeing as how we’d come this far, there was no point in leaving before we had exhausted our resources.
“Axe sent us,” Casper said.
“Ash!” I corrected.
“Right. Ash, Ash sent us. Sorry. I still don’t know who that is,” he said to me after he let go of the button.
“Nobody does,” I answered.
I spoke to soon. Somebody knew who Ash was, because as soon as the words left my mouth, the huge silver gate swung open.
“Please drive all the way to the main building. Stop nowhere on the grounds,” the voice said.
Two men were there to meet us at the main building. As we slowed to a stop, they opened our doors and pulled us to our feet. I had never seen either of them before. Truth be told, they weren’t anything special. They pretty much looked like cops. They even wore cop uniform, except there was a black ‘Weathersby’ across their chests.
“Watch the shirt! I ordered it from New York” Casper said as his guy pulled him toward the building.
He hadn’t.
“It’s vintage Rush. It’s worth like, a lot of money.”
It wasn’t.
To his credit, my guy was gentler. He barely touched me as he guided me into the building. Though, after the day I’d had, I don’t think I’d have cared if he set my Avengers shirt on fire.
Casper had been right about everyone not being asleep. We had barely made it through the front door before two groups of people passed us. One of them, like our guys were in ‘Weathersby’ issued uniforms. The other group consisted of two men and two woman; all of them in white trench coats. They passed us without much notice and, looking past them, I saw that Weathersby was huge, so huge in fact, that at least three Desoto Highs could fit inside there.
I had never seen the inside of a juvie before, aside from the occasion ‘Maury’ scared straight episode. In real life, the place was dank. Large, uncarpeted floors stretched out in every direction. The white tiles that covered it were, in its best places, yellowed with age and, in its worst, pulled up completely, revealing the grime, glue , and stone underneath. Rows of cells, which were made of pane glass instead of the dramatic bars I was picturing, lined either of the walls and piled atop each other for three stories.
Apparently, our arrival was big news because, as Casper and I were guided through the main area, we were met with a sea of eyes. Every prisoner (Were they considered prisoners?) was pressed up against their glass cells staring at us, all wearing matching felon type orange jumpsuits.
They weren’t exactly the hard boiled prisoner types I always envisioned would be in juvie.  Most of them were just average looking kids. There was a girl about my age with dark skin and dyed blond hair. She bit on her nails as we passed. A boy, probably in his twenties, had shaggy wet looking hair and a copy of Great Expectations dangling from his left hand. There were young kids here too, including a girl who had her red hair tied up in pigtails and couldn’t have been more than ten.
As we entered the middle of the cell area, every light in the place came on. The space was illuminated, revealing a common area in front of us; including a television, a couch, a ping pong table and, a little further ahead, a gym, complete with a treadmill, bench press, and more free weights than I ever imagined would be in one place. Not that I’d spent a lot of time thinking about free weights or anything.
“Where are we going?” Casper asked.
“Be quiet,” his guy told him, and jerked him into a brightly lit hallway that veered off in front of the gym. My guy motioned for me to follow and, though he didn’t touch me, I still felt a little pushed.
At the end of the hall, a door with the name Mr. Echo swung open.
“Is this where Morgan Montgomery is?” I asked as we approached the door.
“There is no Morgan Montgomery here,” my guy answered and ushered me through the door.
I found myself in a messy, if pretty standard office. Boxes full of files and papers were stacked so high along the walls that they looked like cardboard towers. Between the towers, sat a sandalwood desk that was covered in papers, pens, and a framed photo of a middle aged woman with sandy brown hair and a girl with dark bangs and distant eyes.
“Are these my intruders?” A man walked in behind us. As soon as I saw him, I knew we had made a mistake. It was because she was tall, muscular, and as intimidating as a shark with a mouthful of dynamite. It wasn’t the badge that glistened in his palm. No, it was the fact that he was in his pjs.
Hehe, at least I’m not the only one.
“I told you we should have come back in the morning, “I elbowed Casper in the gut. “Look-“
“Sit down,” the man interrupted me. He motioned to the pair of chairs in front of his desk, showed our guides out, and closed the door behind them.
Casper and I sat on the chairs (Well, Casper mostly slouched) as he rounded the desk and sat behind it.
“I’m Mr. Echo,” he cherry picked a few papers from his desk, straightened them, and put them through a shredder beside his chair. The buzz of the shredder made me grimace, though Mr. Echo didn’t seem to mind. “I’m the warden here at Weathersby and you- Well, I’m not quite sure who you are.”
His green eyes were sharp and felt like knives as they bore into me. His fingers made circles across his dark beard as he sat wordlessly across from us.
“This is the part where you tell me what the hell you’re doing at my detention center,” he said flatly.
Casper’s hands tightened on the arms of his chair. His face took on that pale look it got the time Principal Snyder called us in about the graffiti that had appeared across the gym wall. We hadn’t done it, but that didn’t stop Casper from confessing every bad thing he had done since kindergarten.
Just like that day, Casper started licking his lips anxiously and leaned forward in his seat. He was about to spill everything, to crack like an egg against the kitchen counter. I couldn’t let him do that though. I didn’t know enough about what was going on, and Mom hadn’t said anything about a Mr. Echo. She had said to find one person and one person only.  Regardless of the questions floating around in my head, if that was the last request my mother would ever make of me, I was going to make sure I fulfilled it.
“I’ll tell Morgan Montgomery,” I said before Casper had the chance to speak.
Mr. Echo looked irritated as his fingers drummed across the desk. “Where did you hear that name?”
“Bring me to him, and I’ll tell you.” I folded my arms. What followed was a tense stare off.  This Echo dude didn’t know who he was dealing with though. Back in Chicago, I once spent three hours with my feet in a tub of ice just to win Bears tickets. He was not beating me.
“Morgan Montgomery hasn’t worked here for over fifteen years,” he said, leaning back in his chair.
My whole body deflated. We had come so far, been through so much, all to get stuck at some juvie in Florida.
“The other name you gave; Ash. “ Mr. Echo tensed a little, bending a pen so far between his fingers that I was sure it was going to pop. “That’s a unique name. How-Who is that?”
“I have no idea,” I answered. “Look, if you can just tell me where to find Morgan Montgomery, we’ll be on our way.”
There was another stare off, but this time Mr. Echo leaned forward in his chair. He got so close to me; his green eyes connected with mine, that I could feel his breath on my cheek.
He jerked back quickly and threw his pen against desk hard. “She’s telling the truth,” he spit out angrily.
“Who are you talking to?” I asked. There was no one in the room except the three of us. Was there a camera? Where we being watched, and if so, by who?
“What?” he asked calmly, his back pressed leisurely against the chair; the pen once again between his fingers. “I was talking to you.”
“No you weren’t,” I scoffed.
I looked over at Casper. The look on his face, concerned and confused, reminded me of earlier today, of the way he looked at me over the whole ‘Mrs. Goolsby’ thing.
“He wasn’t,” I told him. “He said I was telling the truth. There’s no way he was talking to us.”
I looked back at Mr. Echo but, this time, everything was different. The cluttered normal office had changed. It was still cluttered, but instead of stacks of boxes, the walls were lined with weapons. Swords, axes, those balls on chains with the spikes sticking out of ‘em; they were behind glass all around us. It was like I had suddenly found myself in a medieval torture chamber. The walls that, just a second ago, were plain and painted gray, were now jagged stone. They looked old, and not just worn old, but ancient; like what I always imagined the inside of a castle would look like. Hanging at the four corners of the room were lit lanterns. So, the fluorescent light that had been illuminating the room was now replaced with a softer orange glow.
Mr. Echo, for his part, looked the same; same lumberjack PJs, same scruffy beard.  But behind him, where once were stacks of boxes, now two people stood. They were burly, like the people who brought us in here. They wore dark formfitting clothes and had red ‘W’s drawn in red over every inch of exposed skin. They were staring silently at Casper and me and, just to put the cherry on top of an already killer day, they had twin crossbows loaded and pointed at our heads.
I turned to Casper, terror rising in my chest. His eyes were still on me, still concerned, still much calmer than he had any right to be. Oh God. He didn’t see it. He didn’t see any of it.
“You heard me,” Mr. Echo murmured. “You can hear me now, can’t you?”
His eyes flickered up to the man and his right shoulder and then back to me. As though he was realizing for the first time that I could see them, he lifted his hands submissively.
“They won’t hurt you,” he said. “They won’t do anything I don’t tell them to.”
“Dude, what are you talking about?” Casper looked back and forth between us. “This is another one of those things I’m not gonna remember, isn’t it?”
Mr. Echo ignored Casper. “If you can see them, it means you can see all of it. And if you can see all of it, it means you’re not what you think you are.”
His voice was calm; soothing even. It was obvious he was trying to keep things under control. It wasn’t working though. What I was? What did that mean? I didn’t know a lot of things; what was going on, what Owen, my mom, or Jiqui and Ezra were up to, what the hell a fiscal cliff was. But I knew what I was.
I was me.
I stood up slowly and starting backing toward the door. Casper followed me. My eyes were still on Mr. Echo, still on the archers behind him.
“I need you to stay calm.” Mr. Echo stood now too; his voice still soothing, his hands still splayed in front of him. “I know this is a lot to take in, and I imagine this is a confusing time for you. I want you to know that I’ve been where you are now. We all have.”
He motioned to the archers. Rounding the desk, he continued. “You’ve been seeing crazy things, things that others don’t. You feel like someone’s been messing with you, like there’s a stranger in your head pulling at your memory. That’s because there is.”
I kept backing up until I could see from the corner of my eye that the door was in striking distance.
“I can help you,” Mr. Echo said. “It’s what I do, what this place is for. I just need to know who sent you here. I-“
I turned and bolted for the door. Casper followed, huffing behind me. As I twisted the handle and ran through the doorway, I heard Mr. Echo over my shoulder.
“Wait! Who’s Ash?! Where did you hear that name?! Where did you hear it?!”
Like Mr. Echo’s office, the rest of the detention center had twisted and changed. What once was a worn down but generally ordinary facility, had become something entirely different. Gone were the rotted floors with their missing tiles. There was plush carpet covering the floor now. Where cells once stood; glass boxes stacked three stories high, doors of every color lined the walls. The shape didn’t even make sense. This place, this new place, seemed to stretch on forever. It had to be twice as big as it looked when we first walked through it. The gym and ping pong tables had transformed into an indoor archery range and the hugest pool I had ever seen.  The space broke off into at least a dozen halls that weren’t there before. There was a piano and a harp sitting on a stage to the left, and the prisoners- Well, they weren’t prisoners at all.
All the kids who had watched us walk through were still there. They were still looking at us, but there were no cells to hold them. There were no orange jumpsuits to identify them. Instead, they wore all different sorts of outfits. Some were in the tight leather attire of our guides. Others were in plain old street clothes. Some of them were even stylish. The only thing, it seemed, that had stayed the same, was the copy of Great Expectations in the wet haired boy’s hand.
I guess it turned out, in any iteration, you couldn’t change Dickens.
“Cresta!” Casper yelled.
I turned to find him running repeatedly into the baby grand. He couldn’t see it. He could only see the detention center. I ran back and grabbed his hand. Mr. Echo’s voice boomed through the loudspeakers.
“Stop them!”
I pulled Casper behind me like he was blindfolded.
“I can’t see everything, can I?” He asked. He sounded scared and helpless, not that I blamed him.
“Just close your eyes. I’ve got you,” I told him.
‘W’s were etched along the walls. Sometimes they were carved crudely into the wood. In other places they were weaved decoratively into the designs.  Regardless of their nature though, I couldn’t look two feet in any direction without being met with the letter.
The onetime prisoners advanced on us. There were more than I previously thought. I wasn’t sure how I was going to get away from them, seeing as how, in seconds, they had already blocked the door, but I was going to give it my best. My joints were popping and aching as I ran faster. I could already feel my throat closing up. Realistically, there was no hope for us; an asthmatic girl and a boy who was basically blind. Still, I wouldn’t stop; not until I found Morgan Montgomery, not until I did what my mother asked.
I was almost at the door; at the sea of people who were blocking it anyway, when I felt my legs go out from under me. I knew this feeling. It was the same one I had in Mrs. Goolsby’s basement, before Owen made the world go dark.
To my left, I saw a woman. She was blond and refined looking; 35 maybe 40. Her hands were contorted in ways similar to how Owen’s were last night. The last thing I saw before everything blacked away, was the refined woman kneeling over me; her hair brushed into a tight bun.
She sighed. “I knew you’d be trouble.”
***
I half expected to wake in my bed, in my house, with my Mother downstairs talking to Casper about planting cucumbers or something random like that. Like the whole thing was a dream, like I could go back to being normal; whatever that was.
The room I did wake in was nothing like my bedroom. To start, it was gigantic. The floor was covered in thick red carpet, and the bed, softer than what I imagined a cloud would feel like, had a lace trimmed canopy; the sort you’d expect to see in a fairy tale. As I pulled myself up, my body still aching, I was acutely away that I was no Cinderella.
My flannel pajamas and Avengers tee had been replaced by a soft lavender gown. As I swung off the bed, I found a pair of slippers at my feet. Slipping them on, I got up to investigate my surroundings. Before I could though, the door swung open. A thin woman with brown lifeless hair and a gaunt face greeted me.
“Ready to face the day, dear?” She had a thick English accent and was carrying a tray full of fresh fruit, yogurt, bacon, eggs scrambled with cheese, a stack of pancakes, and orange juice, along with a single sunflower sticking out of a vase.
“Where am I?” I asked. “Where’s Casper?”
She sat the tray on a table by the door and smiled. “You’re in Weathersby, of course. And your friend is fine. I assume he’s still sleeping. It’s quite early yet.”
“Where are my clothes? I want to leave.”
She frowned. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, at least not yet. Mr. Echo will want to talk to you first. I’ll let him know you’re up. In the meantime, try and eat something, won’t you dear? I suggest the juice. There’s a splash of mango in it, and it’s just divine.”
“I want Casper and I want to leave!” I huffed, but the thin lady just smiled and left, closing the door behind her.
I was determined not to eat from the platter she had left but, as the minutes passed, it became more and more difficult to pass up. I couldn’t remember the last time I had eaten anything, and it turned out my stomach couldn’t either.
A half an hour after the thin woman left it, the smell of the food became too tempting. By the time Mr. Echo came to see me, I was finishing a fistful of bacon.
“Making yourself at home, I see. That’s good.” He was more dashing than he had been the night before; dressed in a suit. His beard even seemed to be better tended, though I’m not sure how much of that was accurate. My eyes had been playing tricks on me lately.
I pushed the platter away and folded my arms. He circled the room and sat on chair across from me.
“I do hope the color is to your liking,” he motioned to my gown. “I’m afraid we had to do away with your clothes. They were- Well, they were covered in blood.”
“It wasn’t mine,” I said. “I don’t, I’m not hurt.”
“I know. I ordered a physical on you and your friend. Aside from a few bumps and bruises, you’re perfectly fine.”
I looked down at the gown, suddenly very aware that someone had to remove my clothes in order to put it on.
“I didn’t perform the physical myself, nor did I change you. We have people better suited for that,” he answered, as though he was reading my face. “It does beg the question though, how did the blood get there, Cresta?”
“How do you know my name?” I tensed up.
“It’s on your driver’s license,” he explained. “Plus, Casper was screaming it in our general area.”
It sounded strange to hear our names coming from his mouth, like he was trespassing on what it meant to be us.
I reached for my locket, wanting to twist it up between my fingers, before I remembered that it, like everything else, was gone. “What is this place? It’s not a juvie.”
“It isn’t,” he conceded, drumming his fingers along the nearby dresser as he had his desk last night. “It’s-It’s a school of sorts.”
“What does that mean?” I folded my arms again.
He leaned forward. “I told you last night that I knew what you were. That’s because I’m one too. We’re the same, you and I.”
“And what is that?” He was starting to sound like one of those crazy evangelicals from TV, but I was sorta trapped, so I might as well listen to him.
“You’re evolved ,Cresta. “
“Evolved?” I repeated.
“Your mind,” he reached toward my head, but when I flinched away, settled his fingers on his own temples. “There are people in this world; there have always been people in this world, who are special. We are genetically superior; bred so that our minds and bodies are more advanced than the general population. Because of our genetics, we’re able to do certain things. We can make people see things, make people forget things, move objects with little more than a thought.”
Suddenly, my arms started to lift from the bed. Before I knew it, and without my consent, they stretched out straight in front of me. The smile on Mr. Echo’s face told me he was the culprit.
“Stop that!” I said, trying my best not to let my voice shake.
As suddenly as they had lifted, my arms fell.
“My apologies.”
“So, you’ve got superpowers?” I asked.
“No,” he answered. “We’ve  got superpowers; you, me, and, with the exception of your red haired friend in the next room, everyone in Weathersby.”
I relaxed a little. Even with all the crazy he was dropping on me, it was good to know Casper was in the next room.
“Though we are all capable of things like that,” he pointed to my arms.”Each of us have special abilities, things we’re more naturally inclined towards. Some of us are illusionists. They’re the ones that make sure you see or don’t see certain things. There are empaths, who control the feelings of those around them. Some of us can reach into your head and pull out a memory, or plant one there. There are even those who can read everything about you with a single touch.”
I turned my hand over. Looking at my palm, I remembered the way Owen looked when he touched me. And then, what he said in Mrs. Goolsby’s basement.
“The lines,” I muttered.
Mr. Echo’s eyes narrowed. “Cresta, tell me what happened to get you here?”
“I’m not one of you,” I said, still looking at my palm.
“You are,” he answered. “That’s why you could see through the illusions.”
His lip didn’t move as he spoke and his voice echoed as though it was inside of my head.
:That’s why you can hear me now:
“Stop it!” I clutched at my temples. “So what if I am one of you? What, am I just supposed to move in here and sit around your school all day?”
He laughed. “Is that what you think we do? Cresta, people like us have a higher calling. Have you ever heard of the Free Masons?”
I nodded. Casper had always been a fan of conspiracy theories. In addition to never ending talks about the Mayans, Shakespeare being a woman, and Kennedy’s real assassin (FBI agents who were afraid he was going to give away the secrets of Area 51), Casper also told me about the Free Masons. From what I remembered about the parts I wasn’t able to block out, the Free Masons were a secret society dating back to the founding fathers who were really powerful and who guided the world in whatever direction suited them.
“Well, we’re not the power hungry manipulators people would tell you we are.”
Great, so I listened to Casper for nothing.
“You’re a Free Mason?” I asked.
“In a way,” he stood now, and started pacing. “For hundreds of years, evolved people like us have been saving the world. How, you ask?”
I hadn’t actually, but go on.
“The most powerful of our kind have the ability to glimpse into the future. Seers, we call them. Using the intel these seers give us, we’re able to create a roadmap of the future. And, with that roadmap, we’re able to make sure the world doesn’t devolve into disaster, as it’s so prone to do. We avert disasters, whether they be natural or manmade. We are the last line of defense against the horrors of fate, the only thing standing between the world you know and constant and utter chaos. We break away from the horrible things that could be. We are the Breakers.”
He seemed really proud of himself just then.
“So you do manipulate things?” I asked.
Mr. Echo stammered. “I-I don’t think you’re listening. What we do is save the world, over and over again. There was a missile crisis. We just saved it last week.”
“Right. Whatever,” I stood.  I had had quite enough, thank you. Super evolved or not, this was getting old, and it wasn’t getting me any closer to Morgan Montgomery.
“Cresta, you’re one of us.” He grabbed my arm, as though he thought I was going to run again.
“Why, because I can see through your stupid illusions?” I jerked my hand away. “You ever think maybe you’re just not as good as you think you are?” I straightened the front of my lavender gown. “Besides, if everything you’ve said is true, wouldn’t I have powers too?”
The wide smile that appeared on his face made me uneasy.
“I have a theory about that.” He dipped to the floor and came up with a silver square. It wasn’t just any silver square though. It was mine; the suitcase Mom gave me before the house blew up. I thought I had lost in the ruckus. Casper must have picked it up when he drug me out of there.
“That’s mine!” I reached for it.
“I know,” he said, and flung it on the bed before I could grab it. Maybe it was the way the suitcase hit or maybe it was his weird evolved person- Breaker powers, either way the suitcase popped open as it hit the bed. Inside was a fresh pair of clothes (something I desperately needed), a stacked cube of hundred dollar bills, and at least two dozen inhalers, and a phone.
This was Mom’s going away present. In case we ever had to leave, God forbid in case we ever got separated, like we were now, she wanted to make sure I’d be okay.
“You’re asthmatic, I presume?” Mr. Echo said. He didn’t make a grab for anything. He didn’t even look at the money.
“You guys did the physical. You tell me,” I said bitterly.
“That’s just it. While you’re results showed effects of the symptoms of asthma. It didn’t show the actual condition. Cresta, you are one of us. You have the genetic markers. I’ve seen them.”
Now he did go for the case, but it wasn’t the money he was after. He picked up one of the inhaler and studied it.
“We did a chemical analysis on your medication. It doesn’t treat asthma. In fact, it causes your body to mimic the symptoms of asthma.”
“What? Why?” That didn’t make any sense.
“Because it also stymies a third of your neurological pathways. It negates the evolved nature of your mind, strips you of who you are. Whoever is giving you this medicine, whoever gave you this suitcase, has been drugging you.”
“No!” I yelled. “That’s not true! I don’t believe you.” Mom gave me that suitcase, that medicine. Mom always gave me my medicine. She wouldn’t drug me. She wouldn’t.
“Believe it or not Cresta. That’s your prerogative. But it’s been cleansed from your system, and I bet you haven’t felt this good in years; free of closed throat and shallow breathing. Soon, your mind will open up, and you’ll understand what I’m talking about. You’ll start to notice little things at first, but then your abilities will awaken, and the whole world will change. I can help you through that if you let me. I can teach you how to do these things. I think that’s why Ash sent you to me.”
Suddenly, I found myself sitting on the bed, going through the inhalers, money, and clothes; the last gifts my mother would ever give me. “I wasn’t sent to you. I was sent to Morgan Montgomery. But he-he’s gone.”
I felt tears, as hopeless as they were useless, well up in my eyes. Mr. Echo reached into his jacket pocket. I thought he was going to offer me a tissue, but what I saw instead was a photograph.
“I want to show you something,” he said, and handed it to me.
It was an old photo with the kind of faded color that only existed before everything went digital. A boy, about Casper’s age, with shaggy brown hair was posing for the camera, obviously trying way too hard to be cool. He wore a leather jacket and his hair was slicked back. He had his arm slung over a girl’s shoulder. She was close to my age, with dark brown ringlets and angular features that looked familiar. She almost looked like a younger version of-
No. It’s not. I couldn’t be.
“That was me,” Mr. Echo pointed to the too cool boy. “When Breakers are called out into the field, they’re given new names, new identities. We’re called to leave our old lives behind. I’m Echo now, but there, in that life, I was called Morgan Montgomery. And the girl beside me,”
He was going to say it.
“She was Ash.”
Of course. The girl in that picture; Ash, she was the one who sent me here. She was my mother.
“Oh God,” I said before I could stop myself. That was my mom; young, with a different name, in a different world, but it was my mom nonetheless.
“You said Ash sent you here Cresta, but that’s impossible. Ash, this girl, she died years ago.”
“She didn’t,” I said flatly, running my thumb over her faded image. “She died yesterday, and she was my mom.”
He seemed shocked as he sat beside me. Both of us were silent for a while, both of us looking at the picture. A few times, Mr. Echo turned and I thought he was going to ask me something. I’m glad he didn’t. I wasn’t sure where I would start or how much about my mother, about my life, was even true.
Instead, it was me who spoke first. Holding the picture tightly, like it was a lifeline to something I never knew existed but was desperate to explore, I asked, “Did you know her well?”
He scoffed, and the answer he gave shocked me so much that I almost fell off the bed.
“I should. She was my wife.”



Chapter 8
G in Chains
She was my wife.
I sat there, rolling those words around in my head. She was his wife, and not just his wife, but his dead wife.
“She was a Breaker?” I asked. My mouth was dry and the word felt strange on my tongue.
“She was a hell of a Breaker,” he said in a tone that made me think he was going to smile, though he didn’t. He looked down at the picture again, still in my hands.
My mother had a whole life before me, and not in the way all parents did. She was a different person, with different friends, a husband I never knew about, and secret superpowers.
Wonder if Hallmark makes a Mother’s Day card for that.
“How did-“
The door flung open, cutting me off. The blond woman who put me to sleep in the common area stood on the other side. From this close, I could see that her hair, still wrapped in its severe bun, had flicks of gray in it. She looked around Echo’s age, around my mother’s age; maybe a little younger. Still, there were lines on her forehead and around her mouth, the sort Mom always said stress would give you. She wore a formal looking brown dress and white blouse. A red pendent added a splash of color on her chest. It was shaped like a flower; not a rose. Maybe it was a blossom or a-
“Dahlia,” Echo identified the woman. “This girl, Cresta, she’s-”
“A handful,” Dahlia finished, making her way into the room. “I gathered that last night, while she was making a mockery of our curfew.” A proper, cold smile graced her face, accented by blood red lipstick. “Though that’s nothing that can’t be forgiven, I’m sure. I hear you’re one of us, and a late discovery at that. That is quite a rarity. I do hope we can convince you to stay with us.”
She extended her hand to me. I took it, admiring the way every one of her crimson fingernails arched perfectly.
“Now if you’ll excuse my husband, there’s some rather pressing business we need to tend to.”
“Husband?” I asked, looking from one to the other.
“Dahlia, she’s Ash’s daughter,” Mr. Echo said.
Dahlia’s hand froze, and then parted with mine. Her face glazed over, losing its smile along with what little color it had.
“I don’t-How is that possible? Ash died almost twenty years ago.”
“Apparently not,” I said.
Dahlia’s mouth hardened as she looked me over. Turning back to her husband, she said, “Be that as it may, we still have a facility to run. I need to see you in your office. Now.”
She turned and marched out of the room. Mr. Echo stood, sighing. I stood too, offering him his picture back.
“I didn’t think she liked pictures,” I said through glassy eyes.
“Apparently she had her reasons for not taking them,” he answered. “Why don’t you keep that, at least for now?”
I pulled it back in, still dazed about everything.
“Thanks, Mr. Echo,” I said.
“Echo will be fine, Cresta. I have to go. I know you have more than a few questions. I have questions myself, but there will be time to talk later. For now, you should get yourself acquainted with Weathersby. I believe your friend will be out and about by now and, if you’re so inclined, I’m sure most of our students would be thrilled to make you feel at home. As a late-to-the-party Breaker, you’re practically an oddity.”
“Lucky me,” I mumbled.
“That’s not always a bad thing,” he said, gave me a wink, and walked out.
I found a change of clothes in one of the dresser drawers. A white shirt and a pair of brown pants, it was a bit bland for my taste and looked too much like what Dahlia was wearing, but it fit and there was no caked up blood on it, so I figured it’d do.
***
The common area was bustling when I walked out into it. Kids as young as ten and as old as twenty five, of every color and ethnicity; Breakers, as I now knew them, busied themselves with all sorts of activities. A handful of them were taking advantage of the archery range.  There was girl in the corner putting green and orange abstract stripes onto an otherwise blank canvas.  Two boys worked busily on what I can only describe as a life-size virtual jigsaw puzzle. One of them grabbed a green cube made of light while the other moved a few red triangles, scrambling to make room.
I flinched when two of them shot past me jousting in full attire.
“Your left!” One of them yelled as they passed me. Which, coincidentally, was the arm she would have sliced off if I’d have been a few inches closer.
I smiled when I saw him; the first time I had smiled in hours. Casper was at a ping pong table in the distance, celebrating as he knocked the ball past his opponent (Who couldn’t have been more than eleven).
“Another point for the master,” he yelled and threw his hands up in the air.
Good to see he’s handling all this better than me.
“I’m guessing you’re the master,” I said, tapping him on the shoulder.
“Cress!” He spun around and scooped me up in a giant bear hug. ”Can you believe this place? I mean, turns out I was wrong about the Free Masons, but whatever. I mean, can you believe it?”
“They told you everything too?” I asked when he finally put me down.
“Yeah. I mean, Jackson did. Technically they’re not supposed to, ‘cause I’m not some evolved Breaker person or whatever. But Jackson said if they didn’t want me to know, they’d just mind wipe me later. Which doesn’t sound like something I should want to happen to me, but I kinda do anyway.”
He started bouncing the pin pong ball up and down against his racket, like one of those balls connected to a paddle with string.
“Oh! This is Jackson.” He pointed to the young boy beside him.
Jackson was all of four feet tall. He had dark skin, close cropped hair, and a smile that said that not only did he understand Casper’s specific brand of oddball, but that he enjoyed it.
“Sup Cresta? Sorry about your mom. Sup? Casper just taught me that. Sup?”
“Turns out they don’t get out much,” Casper explained.
“Later he’s going to teach me about something called extreme couponing,” Jackson said, and they both smiled.
Great. Now there are two of them.
The day inched by. Every once in a while, someone would approach me, introduce themselves, and asked me questions I either couldn’t or didn’t want to answer.
“I don’t understand how you couldn’t have known. How didn’t you know?”
“Do you hate your mother? I think I would hate my mother if I were you?”
“Was it weird being normal?”
My story, it seemed, was out, and it was safe to say that it was the talk of Weathersby.
“Don’t be mad at them. They’re just curious. All of our new people are old. We all grew up with each other in the Hourglass. You’re the first new new person we’ve ever seen.” Jackson told me over lunch, a feast of roasted chicken smothered in mushrooms, roast beef in gravy, mashed potatoes, crisp green beans cooked with ham, baked apples with cinnamon, and at least three different kinds of bread.
“No worries. I get it,” I said, though I wasn’t sure I did. “What’s the Hourglass?”
“Wow,” he said through a mouthful of mashed potatoes. “You really are a greenie, aren’t you? The Hourglass is our home. It’s where we all come from.”
“All the Breakers?” Casper asked, his mouth similarly full of potatoes.
“Right,” Jackson stabbed at a piece of chicken, careful to miss the mushrooms, and drug it through his mashed potatoes before shoveling it into his mouth. “We don’t leave for training until ten. Before that, we get to live with our families and friends in this huge hidden community called the Hourglass.”
“So you just got here?” I asked. Still full from breakfast, I barely picked at my food.
“Yeah,” he sighed. “Plus, most of my friends won’t go to training until next year, which is why I’m not, you know, super popular around here. I hope at least a few of them get assigned to Weathersby. That would be . . . trippin’?”
He looked to Casper for confirmation. Casper shook his head. “Not the right word dude. Don’t worry. You’ll get the hang of it.”
I looked around. There were cliques here too. I could see it from the way the tables filled out; pretty, vapid looking girls at one table; a quiet group with their heads buried in respective books; large muscular guys laughing way too loudly. It seemed even the world’s most evolved couldn’t escape the stigma of jock, geek, and everything in between.
The lights flickered overhead and, as quickly as they stopped, everyone got up from the table as one.
“Sorry, gotta get to class,” Jackson, pushed his plate to the center of our table. “I’ll see you later guys, okay? Good to meet you Cresta,” he said and, for the first time since I got here, I actually believed somebody was happy I came.
***
As soon as the students were gone, a cleaning crew filtered into the cafeteria, headed by the lady from this morning with the breakfast tray and the ‘simply divine’ OJ. Casper and I went back into the common area, afraid we’d be asked to help or something. He suggested that we explore the rest of Weathersby, calling it ‘definitely the most awesome of awesome places’, but that idea was short lived. No sooner had we walked past the archery range and toward the general couches; completely empty seeing as how everybody was in class, we were approached by Echo and Dahlia.
“I think it’s time we had a conversation,” he said. His voice was calmer, more formal than before. Dahlia, for her part, stood silently, glaring at us. “To my office, shall we?”
Echo’s office was the same as I remembered from last night, minus the then present archers. But Casper reacted as though he was seeing it for the first time, which I suppose, he was.
“This is unbelievable! It’s like an ancient Mayan cave or something, except with ‘W’s everywhere,” he said wide eyed.
“It’s good to see that your new mental cues are working. We can’t have you bumping into the furniture again,” Echo cracked a small smile.
“This room is preserved from Weathersby’s original iteration. It’s over two hundred years old. The rest of the facility has, of course, been updated. But, as the heart of the place, it’s customary that head Breaker’s office remain untouched,” Dahlia said, though she didn’t look at either of us.
“Take a seat,” Echo said. Sitting behind his desk, his fingers immediately went to drumming. Dahlia stood behind him, her arms crossed over her chest like a shield.
“It’s time you tell us exactly what brought you here,” Echo said when we were seated.
I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to relive it, not so soon anyway. But now was the time, with the details so fresh in my memory. Besides, if I was going to be in this; put my trust in Morgan Montgomery as was my mom’s wish, I might as well go in all the way.
I told him everything; about Owen, Mrs. Goolsby, the empty house, the black Sedan, all of it. When I was done, Echo handed me a tissue. I took it, not realizing that I had been crying.
“She’s telling the truth. It’s all true,” Echo looked back to Dahlia.
“What are you, like a human lie detector?” Casper shuffled in his seat.
“I’m known as a Reader.” Echo’s fingers drummed along. “When people lie there are things that instinctively happen, mostly within the left side of the brain. As a reader, my mind is attuned to picking up that activity. In some cases, I can shut down the activity, making it physically impossible for someone to lie to me.”
“That’s scary,” Casper gulped.
“Only if you’re planning on being dishonest with us,” Dahlia circled the desk, her hand tracing a large steel sword that hung on the wall.
“I rarely do it,” Echo answered. “It’s not something I enjoy.”
“That’s enough,” I said louder than I intended. “I was honest with you. Now it’s your turn to be honest with me.”
I saw Dahlia’s brows arch, but I continued anyway.  “I wanna know about my mom, why she lied to me for so long, and what you plan on doing with me now.”
“Yeah,” Casper grinned nervously. “Me too. Not to be an ingrate, but I can’t help but notice that I’m the only, you know, normal person here. No offense.”
“We exist as part of the United States government, though we don’t necessarily answer to them. Our laws and traditions are older than your country,” Dahlia said. “We are run by a tribunal of elected Breaker elders known as the Council of Masons. Your situation has been relayed to them, and we’ve been given leave to house you until more information is available. Both of you.” She looked from me to Casper.
“”The consensus is that, with the identities of your attackers still unknown, sending Casper back home  presently might put him in danger, especially considering the whitewashing that’s been done.”
“Whitewashing?” I sat up in my seat.
Echo’s hands stopped drumming long enough to press a button on the inside of the desk. The room went dark and, just when I thought classes were about to change again, the visage of a woman appeared. She was see-through, like a ghost. Except she wasn’t a ghost, she was a reporter.
Sandra Adams was Crestview’s most popular (and only) on the street reporter. She’d always go around town for Channel 6 to talk about the major news topics of the day; most notably the time Mae Warner tried (and failed) to bake the world’s largest chocolate chip cookie, or when the senior citizens on the Greenview Hills Rest Home took to the streets to protest the home’s move to glass coffee tables in the television room (How would they see them?).
Today through, streaming live from my street into the cloaked office of a Breaker somewhere in Florida, she had a darker story to tell.
“Here, at the crime site, people are livid.” Her back was straight, her face bright. It was obvious that she enjoyed actually having something to talk about.
Mr. Colburn appeared on the screen, scratching his bald head. “I just can’t believe somebody would do something like this. Drugs, I tell ya. It was drugs. Theys always makin’ good people do bad things.”
The scene changed again. This time Sandra stood in front of a smoldering pile. It didn’t take a second glance for me to know what it was. The black wreckage behind her was what was left of my house.
“Police say the arson happened sometime last night and was, as Mr. Colburn surmised, likely a drug related accident. The culprit, Casper Rhodes, is a known drug addict and is currently on the run,”
A picture of Casper replaced Sandra. It was from the photo booth session he and I took last year at the corn carnival, except I was missing from the shot.
“What?!” Casper shot up. “I’m not a drug addict. I sooo couldn’t afford drugs!”
“Crestview residents describe Casper as a loner, saying he had no friends and was always by himself,” Sandra continued.
“That’s not true!” Casper answered.
“Casper’s father, Carlton Rhodes, had this to add.”
Casper’s dad popped on the screen, in his usual trucker’s hat and lip full of Skoal. “That boy was always no good. I never liked him.”
“That part’s true,” Casper said.
“Luckily,” Sandra appeared before us again, speaking to her town wide audience of dozens. “The house in question was abandoned, so no one was hurt in the incident. If anyone has information that may lead to the arrest of Casper Rhodes, the police ask that you contact them at-“
Sandra disappeared as the lights came back.
“I’m a junkie criminal,” Casper turned to me wide eyed. “A loser junkie criminal with no friends who burned your house down. It’s like every bad thing my dad ever said about me is true.”
I stood up and hugged him. “Your dad’s an idiot. This is about me. They did that to get rid of me, right?” I turned to Echo.
“You and your mother,” Echo confirmed. “We’ve spent the morning digitally combing through town records. There’s no sign of a Cresta or Julie Karr ever living in town. What’s more, there’s no trace of your mother ever working at St. Vincent’s.”
“They’ve cleaned the planet of you, and they used your friend here as the scapegoat to cover their tracks,” Dahlia added, examining a mace that hung from the wall.
“Sorry Cass, I didn’t mean for any of this to happen to you,” I said, looking down.
“Hey, cars drive on roads, right?” He took my hand.
“Right,” I said, squeezing it.
“The problem is, we have no idea who’s behind this. I’m sending Dahlia to Crestview with a team to try and uncover answers,” Echo picked up a pen and started marking a sheet of paper.
“I’m confused,” I said, twisting a strand of hair around my fingers for lack of my necklace and my steering wheel. “If they erased me from town, what good will that do?”
“They erased you from people’s minds, from their public records,” Dahlia answered. Her voice betrayed annoyance. Her arms crossed herself again. “But the walls themselves are a different story.” She smirked. It was cold and bitter, but it was a smirk nonetheless.
“She’s a Surveyor,” Echo said. “She picks up on the mental fragments that reside in areas. Cars, houses, even streets and fields; they all have mental signatures. And she can read them”
“It’s like digging for fossils,” she added. “You break the surface, and you’d be surprised what you find.  Two hours in that lovely town of yours and all your secrets will be mine.”
“How comforting,” I said.
“In the meantime, there’s something we need to discuss,” Echo said, and his fingers started running across the desk again.
I’m really starting to hate that.
“We have something of a situation,” he added. “You didn’t come alone.”
“I know. I brought him,” I pointed to Casper.
“You remember me; the crack head firebug,” Casper waved mockingly.
“No, I mean the two of you didn’t come alone. You were followed.”
My hand tightened in Casper’s. The blood in my veins went cold like ice, thinking of one of those freakish nightmares in front of me again.
“What? Where-“
“Calm down,” Echo stood, holding his hands out in front of him. “He was caught trying to sneak passed our security systems last night and has been apprehended. It’s under control.”
I relaxed some, but just a little. Apprehended meant he was still here, in the building. If it was Jiqui or Ezra, or God forbid one of those meatheads that probably beat my mother until she couldn’t-
Ugh! I can’t think about this.
“The situation is a bit complicated though. It’s- Well, why don’t you see for yourself. Follow me.”
He walked toward the door. I didn’t follow. Neither did Casper. He must have been out of his mind, thinking I’d want to look in the face of someone who helped kill my mom.
“Cresta,” he held out his hand. “It’ll be okay. Trust me.”
So I did.
We walked out of his office and through a long hall. Students were all around us, sorted in groups dependent on age and activity. Soon, I realized that these were classes. To our right, I saw a gaggle of girls pulling at dumbbells and lifting more weight than I’d have thought possible. Jackson shot us a smile as we passed him, working his way through a class Echo called ‘An Exploration of Dead Languages’.
Sounds useful.
There were no walls or doors, leaving only empty space to stop the classes from bleeding into each other. Still, none of the students seemed to be distracted by anything going on around them. In fact, I had never seen people so focused, at least not in a classroom. There wasn’t one person, not one, who looked less than completely engrossed.
“Breakers have to be well rounded,” Echo answered a question I hadn’t asked. “We train them physically as well as mentally, so that by the time they’re ready to go out into the field, they’re able to deal with whatever comes.”
“You make it sound dangerous.” I felt like he expected me to say something.
“It can be,” he answered. We pushed out of the facility and into the outdoors. It was cold today, and I shivered as the icy breeze hit me. “As Breakers, we’re often called to a series of widely varied vocations during our careers. The future is fickle and can twist in a thousand different directions. We have to be prepared for all of them.”
“You, like, kill people?” Casper asked. He was shivering too. With his arms crossed, he rubbed along his biceps, trying to keep warm. Echo, though, seemed unaffected by the cold.
Still, he winced when Casper asked his question. “That’s not really something we like to talk about, son. I’ve been a Breaker for almost twenty years now. I’ve ate with kings and fought with killers. I’ve helped people find the greatness inside of them and I’ve beat back mudslides. Now, I teach the next generation. And yes, I’ve done things that I wish could have been avoided, but that’s rarely the way of it. We fight for the future, and do what we have to in order to preserve it.”
In front of us, crops popped up in rows as far as the eye could see. Every fifty feet or so, large planks jutted from the ground; like the sort you’d expect to see a scarecrow hanging from. Only, instead of a straw-filled man, these planks held large wooden ‘W’s painted red.  People; Breakers, I was sure, shucked corn, bailed hay, and hauled water off in the distance.
“This wasn’t here yesterday,” I muttered, my teeth chattering.
“It was, you just couldn’t see it,” Echo answered.
“Is that what the ‘W’s are for, to make people see what you want ‘em to?” Casper asked.
“You’re shrewd for a baseline, aren’t you?” Echo smiled. “Illusions as big and sustained as what we use here, or what I assume was used on you in Crestview, require anchors; something to trick the human mind into ignoring what’s in front of it. Without the stipends we put in place last night, the sight of any ‘W’ on this property would send a message to your brain telling you to see something other than what’s actually there. We have over two hundred acres of farmland here. We also raise cattle and chickens, but anyone passing by would just see a barren field within the walls of a juvenile delinquent center, and beyond that, a wildlife preserve.”
“You farm?” I asked. It hardly seemed like the   exciting life of a band of suave superspies.
“Where do you think the food we eat comes from?” He smiled. “Besides, this sort of work teaches the children about responsibility. It teaches them to work for what they have and that, even with abilities as powerful as the ones they possess, they’re like everybody else. They have to earn their way.”
I was right. They were Breakers. They were students. Apparently, when the kids here weren’t doing three hundred pound bench presses or learning how to say ‘Thank you very much’ in Klingon, they’re made to grow their own food.
This place sounds like a winner.
“You’re thinking it sounds like a lot of work,” Echo looked at me. It’s like he was reading my mind. Wait? Was he reading my mind?
“You’ll get used to it, I promise. And I think you’ll find this sort of life very fulfilling. I know I have,” he looked ahead as we weaved through the cornfields. “I want you to know I’m very excited about having you here Cresta. You’re starting late, but I firmly believe that, with the right training, you could do some real good in this world.”
He wanted to keep me here; to train me as a Breaker. But what did I want? I hadn’t even taken time to consider it.
“Of course, the extent of your abilities will become clearer after the drugs leave your system.”
The drugs.
That’s right, my mother drugged me.
“Do you have any idea who was after us?” I asked, wanting to change the subject.
“Well, it could have been any number of people. There are several sects of renegade Breakers who are known to use prophecies to further their own ends. There are also black market fate dealers; Breakers who sell their talents to the highest bidder; usually wealthy individuals who want to make sure they stay wealthy. There are even rumors of organizations that recruit wayward Breakers and bend them to nefarious means. I was hoping that our prisoner might help shed some light on the whos and whats surrounding the attack on you. But he’s proved less than helpful and, I’m afraid that, without knowing why your mother defected in the first place, it’s really a jigsaw puzzle.”
“I wanna know about her,” I said, leaning on Casper as we walked and careful not to look at Echo. “What was my mother like?”
He was quiet for a second, long enough for me to think that he didn’t want to answer. But then he spoke. “Your mother was amazing. She was kind and brave. She knew what was right, and she wasn’t afraid of anything. That’s why I’m having such a hard time making peace with what’s happened. If you’d have asked me back then, who is the last person in the world you’d ever think would run away from her responsibilities-“
His voice trailed off. I spoke quickly, afraid I was going to lose him to the memory.
“What happened? I mean, what did you think happened to her?”
“It was her third field mission. We hadn’t been married very long, but already, she was a star. She’d have been a legend, if she had sur-“
He cleared his throat and looked away.
“Sorry. I’m still not used to the fact that she actually did. She was part of a group of Breakers sent to Russia. They were tasked with stopping the illegal trade of missile codes that, if left unchecked, would have thrown the world into a third world war.  Two months into their mission, something went wrong. In their last transmission, they reported curious happenings, but before help could arrive, the facility where they had been housed blew up.”
My mind rushed back to yesterday, to our house exploding in a mess of fire, splinters, and screams.
“In the wake of it all, no survivors were found.” He took a deep breath and wiped some moisture from his eyes. “Whatever really happened, I suppose, is anyone’s guess now.”
“You loved her,” I said. It wasn’t a question, but he took it up as one.
“Our marriages have little to do with love traditionally,” he answered. Once we got through the field, we took a sharp left toward a small rounded silver building. It looked more like and outhouse that anything else but, for my part, I really hoped it wasn’t.
“Creating a Breaker is an intentional endeavor,” Echo continued. “It takes specific genetic codes in both partners and those codes have to work together in certain ways. These genes are, for the most part, hereditary. They run in families, in bloodlines. As such, when a young Breaker is of age, their genes are examined. They’re then placed with a member of the opposite sex whose genes most perfectly match their own. That ensures the best likelihood of children with potent gifts.”
I pulled back instinctively, sort of disgusted at the whole prospect. Where was the romance in that? Where was the love? To Breakers, it seemed marriage had all the joy of working at a factory. It was a meat market, and they were shoved together like chickens, bent on producing as many eggs as possible.
Casper summed up my feelings pretty perfectly when he said,” That sucks! It sounds so lonely.”
“You think so?” Echo sounded genuinely surprised. “I always thought of it as comforting actually. To know that I was going to end up with the person who, even at a biological level, was perfect for me, to take away the possibility of human error or youthful impulsiveness; it helped me through a lot of nights.”
“Maybe my mom didn’t agree,” I said. “Maybe that’s why she left; to find love.” It didn’t seem like such a mystery to me. I mean, who would want to live under some dictatorship where you couldn’t even choose who to spend the rest of your life with?
“Perhaps,” he choked out. “It’s just, I thought that we-I suppose it doesn’t matter what I thought, does it?”
Echo placed a palm on the silver outhouse. The door glowed and then opened. We stepped through.
What looked like a small oval building was huge on the inside; much bigger than it had any right to be from looking at it. I wondered if, since this was apparently the place where prisoners were held, it had some sort of special guise around it; one that even Breakers couldn’t see through. If that was the case, Echo didn’t let on as we advanced.
The walls were metal and studded with vent-like holes.  A long hall stretched straight ahead with a green stripe running along the floor that seemed to point to a door at the end. Aside from that, and twin fluorescent lights that buzzed along the ceiling, the place was bare; without the flourish that existed in the rest of Weathersby.
We headed toward the door, with only the buzz of the lights overhead to break the silence.
“Stand down,” Echo said as we settled in front of the door.
The air shimmered and solidified around us. The nothing rippled like a wave, revealing two armed guards. They, like the guards in Echo’s office the night before, held twin crossbows.
I guess Breakers aren’t really ‘gun type’ people.
Gold stars crisscrossed their skin, in absence of the ‘W’s I had gotten used to seeing.  I smirked. Turned out I was right about the extra security. That slight feeling of accomplishment grew cold when I realized I had no way of knowing what else was being hid from me.
The guards parted and, as they did, the door they did, the door behind them melted away into nothing.
Breath caught in my throat, but not because of the physics bending illusions. After a day of floating amputees, surround sound holograms, vanishing plantations, and buildings that were bigger on the inside, a melting door was nothing.
What was behind the door though, that was another story.
I had prepared myself for one of the monstrosities that barged into my house the day my mother died. Bile burned in my throat at the thought of seeing one of them again; of watching Ezra float in front of me with his gruesome smile and deceiving eyes, of watching the fluorescent lights illuminate the scar on Jiqui’s face, of looking at the bloodied knuckles of one of those brutes who very likely beat my mother to death.
But what I had not prepared myself for, what I doubt I could have ever prepared myself for, was the set of deep blue eyes that peered back at me now.
Owen sat chained to a metal chair in the center of a padded room. His face was swollen and red. His nose was bent and bruised, and his jaw was a puffed and purple marble on his cheek. His clothes; the same clothes he wore the last time I saw him, were tattered and torn. Blood had dried and clotted in his hair, sending the dark hair that I used to love up in soiled and unruly spikes.
His hands trembled, strapped against the arms of the chair. My first instinct was to run to him, to untie him, to clean him up, and take care of him.
I hated myself for that instinct. I should hate Owen. He lied to me for two years. He set all of this in motion. He was part of whatever mysterious group set out to kill me; succeeded in killing my mother.
But he also saved you.
I shook that thought from my head, and resided my weakness to old habits. They were, after all, hard to break. I had loved him for so long, or who I thought he was anyway. Even after all that had happened, it was hard to turn that off, especially now; seeing him so completely broken.
“This is the Breaker formerly known as Agent G-77,” Echo stomped over, stood behind Owen, and jerked his head back violently. Owen winced and jutted forward; his mouth clenched tight. “And he has some explaining to do.”
My heart jumped, partly because of how forcefully Echo was handling him, partly because of Owen’s pained reaction to it, and partly because of the way Echo had introduced him.
Agent G-77
The seventh letter of the alphabet followed by twin sevens.
Seven, it was always seven.



Chapter 9
Girl in the Tower
It took all I could do to hold myself back, not to rush Owen, to push Echo away, and stop him from hurting him. I hated myself for that. Of course, just because I was able to stop myself didn’t mean I was ready for what came next.
Owen started to scream; horrible, blood-curdling, heartbreaking screams that cut through whatever thin defenses I had managed to guard myself with. Tears ran down Owen’s bruised and ruined face. Look at him. He had lied to me. He had lied to the people that I love. He had caused hurt and pain and God knows what else, but hadn’t he been through enough? What was Echo hoping to accomplish by being so rough with him?
Echo pulled harder at his head. Owen jerked back; his body arched and rigid. I looked at Casper, hoping for some sort of direction, but only found a similar confusion. Looks like I wasn’t the only one who didn’t know how to feel.
Owen’s screams sharpened into a shrill guttural thing, like someone was pulling out his insides, and I couldn’t take it anymore.
“That’s enough!” I screamed, but didn’t move. No matter what was happening, and regardless of the tears that I had failed to keep from pouring past my eyes, I couldn’t make my body run to him. I just couldn’t.
Echo looked up at me, his hand still pressed to the back of Owen’s head. “Almost, but not quite yet.”
He yanked again and Owen pulled one last time. I though he was going to die or pass out or something, but as Echo inched away, Owen let out a sigh of relief.
“Extraction’s complete,” Echo said, looking at the guards. “You can let him go now.” He bent so that he was close to Owen, who was panting exhaustedly. “You did good, kid.”
The guards marched over to Owen.  Crouching, they loosened the shackles at his hands and feet. He slumped as they lifted him, letting his legs go limp as if all the life had drained from him.
Echo walked toward me. A rounded silver disc that I didn’t see in his hand before caught the light. Owen murmured as the guards pulled him forward; the tips of his feet dragging helplessly along the floor.
“I didn’t . . . I swear . . . you mother . . . I would never . . . promise.” Blood and spittle flew from his mouth and he was looking to the floor, but I knew he was talking to me.
“Promise,” he said over and over again. “Promise. I promise.”
I didn’t know what to do, except that I had to say something; but what? I certainly couldn’t tell him it was okay; that I forgave him. I didn’t. I couldn’t. I opened my mouth, still unsure of what I was going to say. Owen moaned again. His eyes fluttered and then closed. He slumped even more in the guards arms; so much so that the leftmost archer picked him up like a baby and carried him away.
“You didn’t have to be so rough with him,” I said when I was sure he couldn’t hear me, wiping my eyes. Casper rubbed my back and squeezed my shoulder. “Where are you taking him?” Casper asked.
“To the infirmary,” Echo said. “He’s exhausted and more than a little beat up. We’ll put some liquids in him and try to fix what’s broken.” He held the silver disc out to me. “And as for the roughness; I’m afraid it couldn’t be avoided, though I took no pleasure in it.”
“What is that?” I motioned to the disc.
“That is as many answers as I’m able to provide for you at the moment. When we captured your friend trying to break into Weathersby, I questioned him; fully expecting him to lie within an inch of his life. But he didn’t. He was truthful with me and, honestly, I found his answers curious.”
“Yeah, well at least you got some,” I muttered, still not taking the disc. “All I ever got from that boy was lies.”
“Why don’t you try a little truth on for size then?” He grinned. “This is a glimpsing disc. It’s used to extract thoughts. Time was, the Breakers of old used it for interrogation purposes, but we’ve since developed less intrusive measures for that.”
“So why’d you use it one Owen then?” Casper asked, the usual lightness gone from his voice.
“Glimpsing discs are the only method of recording thoughts. Your friend has found himself in a bit of hot water, and I’m afraid the Council of Masons is requiring a record of what’s gone on.”
“And what is that?” I was tired of questions. I wanted to know why Owen did what he did; why he lied to me, why he saved me, and what side he was really on.
“See for yourself,” Echo said and pressed the glimpsing disc to my palm.
“I don’t- does this go into a DVD player?”
“Not exactly,” Echo smiled. “But you’re new at this, so let me get you started.”
He made smooth circular motions above the disc in my palm. Slowly, the disc started moving, mimicking the motions of his hands. It tickled as it turned; slowly, and then faster, spinning like it was in a cd player.
“What do I do?” I asked.
“Open your mind,” Echo said. “And enjoy the show.”
I closed my eyes and let my mind go blank; purging it of the stress and questions that had lingered for days. It was easier than I thought it would be actually.
“Nothing’s happening,” I said, but when I opened my eyes, I saw that I couldn’t have been more wrong.
I wasn’t in the silver outhouse anymore. Casper and Echo were gone. I-I wasn’t even me anymore. I was Owen, standing in the bright sunshine; surrounded by people. I saw from his eyes, and more than that, I thought from his mind.
Houses stretched out around me, set in sections that looked like a bunch of villages pushed into one space. I knew it was the Hourglass, and not just from the high walls that seemed to cut off the outside world or the myriad of shops, temples, and farmlands that left it self-sustaining.  It was his memories. Owen had lived here all his life. The woman on the corner, she had run the bakery ever since he could remember. Every Sunday, before worship, Owen would walk past the bakery and the woman would sneak him a sliver of lemon cake. The man walking ahead of him, with the broad shoulders and heavy stride; that was his father.  And, more than anything in the world, Owen wanted to make him proud. The girl beside him had dark hair and a familiar touch. Her hand was wrapped in his. It was comfortable. She was-
Suddenly, I was away from there. I was Owen again, but younger, and surrounded by staunch looking men and women in strange black cloaks. A man and woman; Owen’s mother and father stood next to me.
“Please,” his mother said as tears pooled in her big brown eyes. “There has to be a way.”
One of the cloaked men raised his hand as if to stop her. “It is a fixed point; written in the stars. You know what that means.”
“There has to be something!” Owen’s mother screamed. But the cloaked crows turned and walked away.
That world disappeared around me and, the next thing I knew, I was bent over a table. I, as Owen, was shirtless and there was a searing pain in my back. It hurt like nothing I had ever felt before; like I had swallowed a flaming sword and it was fighting its way out of me.
Owen’s mother was in front of me. Her brown eyes were red and puffy, and she held my hand tight.
“It hurts so bad, Momma,” I heard Owen say in a young, tired voice. “I can’t do it.”
“You can my darling,” his mother said. She leaned up and kissed his cheek. “You have to. It’s the only way.”
I thought the pain was going to kill me; that I was going to die trapped in someone else’s body; which was a thought I had never considered before, but then I was gone.
It was night, and I was in a place like Weathersby, only larger. I had been carted out of my bed, dragged to an empty room and approached by a group of men. I didn’t know any of them, save for one. Edwin James, known as Avalanche. No, not me, I didn’t know him. But Owen did. He had taught Owen since he had got here, to Atlantia, the Weathersby-like facility. He was the man who was going to make sure Owen became every bit the Breaker he could be, every bit the Breaker his father expected of him.
Avalanche approached him and, in a voice that sounded like rumbling gravel, said, “I have a proposition for you.”
I was gone again. Now, I was in Crestview, watching a girl sit at the worn feet of a golden statue. She was picking at her nails and pulling at a locket around her neck. She was she was me.
I remembered this moment. I was bored, feeling hopeless and horribly heartbroken. I wanted, more than anything else, to be back in Chicago, with my father’s arms wrapped around me. But, at that moment, I’d have settled for Owen’s.
He didn’t know that though, just as I didn’t know he was watching me then. I could feel it, seeing the memory from his angle, from both angles. He took pictures of me, the pictures I would later find on his phone. He was focused, intent on knowing me, on learning about me. It was his mission. Avalanche had made it clear; find the girl, befriend the girl, learn all you can about her, and wait for further instructions. His fingers, my fingers, moved again and another picture snapped. He studied my movements, deciphering what they meant. The way my leg shook said I was restless, unhappy where I was.
The girl I used to be hung her head and leaned against the statue. If I remembered correctly, this is when I would start to cry. As the tears rolled down my face, Cresta’s face, Owen’s hands dropped. He wasn’t taking pictures of me anymore. He wasn’t thinking of me as a mission or a mark. I was just a girl; a girl in pain. Something other than focus tickled at the back of his mind, and I was gone again.
The next place I found myself was at my house. Fire had engulfed it. It was gone. I was back and it was the day of the explosion. I was in Owen’s arms, looking with his eyes at my unconscious body.
Owen threw me in Casper’s arms.
“How did you-“
“Get here out of here!” Owen cut him off. “Don’t stop. Just go!”
Owen turned back to the fire, wondering if anyone could have survived that; wondering if there was any way my mother was still alive. He dove back into the fire, beating through the scorching heat. His mind was a meld of rage and regret. They had lied to him. Avalanche had tricked him. These were not Breakers he was working for, not real Breakers anyway. He had been made a fool. He had done damage and, in his stupidity, hurt someone he cared about. He had hurt-He had hurt me, and it was tearing him apart.
He pushed through the flames, reaching the wreckage of my backdoor. He should have known better. He should have been better. His father would have expected better. He jumped through the backdoor and, through his eyes, I saw my mother. She was lying on the floor. Her body was a bloody and broken thing.
“Mrs. Karr! I’m coming!” Owen screamed. If she moved, I could not tell, and he could not tell. He took a step toward her, thinking that, if he could get her out, maybe he could actually fix this. But, as he knelt down to pick her up, he was hit by something unseen. It felt like knives in my chest, knives in his chest, and then I was gone again.
***
I opened my eyes and found myself back with Echo and Casper. Owen was gone, as were the guards. I felt beside myself and weak. I started to move, trying to step forward, but my legs didn’t cooperate and I fell. Casper caught me, and helped lower me to the floor.
“Is she okay?” He looked to Echo.
“She’ll be fine. It can be strange the first time; that’s all,” he answered.
He wasn’t lying. All of me tingled. It seemed to be crackling with energy; like me being in my own body was too much for it to take.
“She’ll feel a lot better after a little nap,” he said and, from the corner of my eye, I saw him contort his hands in that familiar way that could only mean one thing. I wanted to stop him, to explain to him how sick I was of people putting me to sleep against my will, but I couldn’t force my mouth to move.
As sleep settled over me, I wondered if I could get my finger to give him a different message instead.
I woke back in my room, back in the lavender gown.
They changed me again?
A covered dish sat on the dresser next to me. Delicious scents tickled at my nose and sent my stomach to growling. Apparently, there was something about being synthetically set unconscious that made me really hungry.
I sat up, half surprised that my body actually did what I asked. Uncovering my dinner, I was met with a plump pink salmon steak, steamed asparagus, garlic mashed potatoes, and the best mushroom soup I’d ever had. Okay, so it was the only mushroom soup I had ever had and I was starving, but it was still good enough that I picked the bowl up and slurped it like cereal.
When I was done licking the bowl, I noticed a letter beside the fish that I had overlooked earlier.
Opening it, I saw that it was just a bunch of gibberish. Letters smashed together with numbers and weird symbols, it didn’t make any sense. Suddenly though, things started to connect. I saw the letters as more than just nonsense. It was a pattern. It popped out in front of me, like it was written in glowing red while the rest was dull black.
The numbers after each set of letters meant something. The first number was 9. So, if I counted nine letters back, I would find the first letter of whatever message was hidden within.
I opened the drawer. Finding a pen and slip of paper, I went to work. Deciphering the code, I leaned up and looked at the finished message in front of me.
If you can read this, you’re ready. Come to the garden. Fool the dragon.
-The Girl in the Tower



Chapter 10
Fooling the Dragon
I looked at it for a second, wondering if what I wrote down was even real. Was there really a message in this letter or was it just nonsense? Was this a test and, if it was, did I pass? Who was the girl in the tower, and why on earth was there a dragon in the garden?
These questions were crazy, but my time at Weathersby told me that things like normal didn’t matter here. And, if I wanted my questions answered, I’d have to do what the letter said; at least to the point of going to the garden.
I opened the dresser beside my bed and found a whole new wardrobe. And not even the bland brown and white Dahlia-esque stuff they left for me earlier. This stuff was cool. Designer jeans, some hoodies, a couple of pairs of Sketchers; it looked like these guys were finally getting the idea. I changed into my new clothes and slipped out of the room.
I found the common area dark and empty, save for the lone lights that were also on the first time Casper and I were drug through here.  The classroom areas were barren too and, when I pushed outside, I found out why. It was pitch black outside; well into the night. I must have slept all day. But, as I made my way toward the garden in the distance, I learned that wasn’t all. It turned out that no one was inside because everybody, everyone in Weathersby, was in the garden.
The adults; teachers, custodians, and the like, lined up along the edges of the gigantic garden, watching the student body inside. But what were they doing?
The garden had been transformed into a maze; its once straight rows of daisies, sunflowers, violets, and, petunias were overgrown and had contorted themselves into massive floral walls. Hedge walls that shot up at least eight feet tall created dozens of intersecting pathways that branched off in a bunch of directions. Fountains stood at each corner of the maze; water bubbling out of stone angels that d heleither harps or arrows, depending on which side you were standing.  A stone door arched at the far end, obviously indicating an entrance. It was so rundown with its age marks and vines sprouting flowers and grapes, that it made Hernando’s worn feet look showroom ready.
Cliques of kids ran back and forth within the maze, darting between the hedge walls and rose bushes. A light mist danced along the edges but got downright thick once it reached the maze.
“What are you doing out here?” A man asked me as I neared. He was lean and long; so thin that, when he turned to look back at the crowd, I was afraid I might lose sight of him. His dark hair was streaked with gray and ended in curls that rested on his shoulders. His face was gaunt, with cheekbones that you could grate cheese with. “Shouldn’t you be in there having fun?”
As soon as the word fun left his thin lips, a bright shot of green flew up from somewhere inside the maze, bursting like fireworks as it stretched up into the sky. The crowd- Well, half of it anyway, exploded into loud rounds of applause. “Look, they’ve burst through the Bloodmoon’s defenses. You’re missing the best part,” he smiled.
His eyes narrowed and then lit up. “Wait, you’re the greenie aren’t you, or the new girl, more appropriately? I’m Dr. Static. I teach Implementation of Prophecy. You’re something of a celebrity around here. Brand new Breakers are strictly theoretical. Well, until now, I suppose.  It’s nice to meet you.”
He stuck a hand out for me to shake, though it was filled with a cinnamon sugar soft pretzel. “Oh!’ He shuffled, stuck it in his mouth, and offered me his hand again.
“I’m Cresta,” I answered, shaking it.
“A pleasure,” he said, his words muffled by the pretzel. Cinnamon sugar fell in clumps from his lips.
“What’s going on?” I asked, wiping a layer of glaze I had picked up from Dr. Static’s hand on the front of my jeans.
He smiled and ripped out a chunk of pretzel.
For somebody with a name like a super villain, he sure does seem cheerful.
“It’s the game; Fooling the Dragon. It’s the biggest night of the semester; counts for a third of your grade. You know, for those who actually go to school here,” he shuffled and made the amendment.
My mind flashed back to the letter.
Go to the garden. Fool the dragon.
Was that what all of this was about, to get me to come to some stupid game?
“I don’t get it,” I brushed blond bangs out of my eyes. “You guys do all this; turn the garden into a giant maze just for some game?”
“Who’s to say the garden doesn’t always look like this? Eyes are overrated in terms of dependability; that’s what I always say,” he grinned.
I stifled a grimace.
Stupid Breaker illusions.
Another flash of light; this one blue and shaped like a tidal wave, appeared at the center of the maze and parted, breaking apart into smaller ripples as it spread. Now, the half of the audience that didn’t applaud the last time; Dr. Static included, started laughing and cheering.
“What is that?” I asked.
“Sensory illusion; looks like a class B one to me too. Very impressive. Breakers create and modify energy known as the shade. It’s not real but, once mastered; the illusionist has the power to make his victims believe it is. My guess is, right now, that Dragon brigade is under the impression that they’re drowning in the wide open sea.”
“What the hell kind of game is this?” I asked, walking toward the edge where the grownups were standing. A bright yellow line; like glowing painter’s tape, ran in a square across the garden, separating the game from the people watching it.
“Everyone’s favorite, of course,” Dr. Static answered, still cheering.  “It’s fun and educational.” He frowned a little when he realized I still didn’t know what he was talking about. “It’s a prophecy, Greenie; one of our most important prophecies. It’s about the end of the world, and the Breaker who’s responsible for it. The prophecy states that an extremely powerful Breaker; the Bloodmoon, will one day set into motion a series of events that the Earth will never recover from. He’ll crush entire civilizations under his boot and his reign of terror will be like none that’s ever existed before.”
He pointed from one side of the maze to the other.
“It’ll only stop when the dragon comes, rips his throat out, and ends the horror once and for all.” He gave me a playful nudge. “You really need to come to my class. This is all first year stuff.”
He leaned down so that his face was level with mine and pointed toward the maze again. “There are two teams in the game; the Bloodmoons and the Dragons. The members of each team draw cards. One of the Bloodmoons is determined to be the Bloodmoon, or the Destroyer, while one of the Dragons is determined to be the Dragon, or the Redeemer. The members of each team have to keep their figurehead from falling into enemy hands while also trying to capture the opposing team’s figurehead themselves. The team that is able to do that wins the game.” He made mock air quotes and let his voice slip into a dramatic singsong . “And with it, the fate of the world.”
“And some of you guys are pulling for the Destroyer guy?” I asked when a spark of blue electricity shot down like lightning into the center of the maze and Dr. Static did a Tiger Woods-esque fist pump.
“Well, they’re not actually the Destroyer. And besides, the teachers have a betting pool.”
I smirked and shook my head. “Hey, who’s the girl in the tower?” I asked, wondering if he could help me.
“You mean like a seer’s tower? There are no seers in this game.”
“Oh, well I’m gonna go,” I answered, but Dr. Static had other ideas.
“I don’t think so, Greenie,” he said, and pushed me across the glowing yellow tape. “New Bloodmoon!” He yelled and his half of the audience started cheering again.
“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I said and walked back to the tape. When I reached it though, my feet stopped moving. I couldn’t do it. The tape wouldn’t let me pass.
“Can’t get out ‘till the game’s over,” Dr. Static chuckled. “Don’t worry. You’ll get the hang of it.”
A swirl of red energy, like exploding cherry bombs started nipping around my Sketchers. I kicked, dancing like Ashley Simpson on SNL, trying to put it out. Everybody started laughing and, through a flush of anger, I heard Dr. Static say, “Better get in there, Greenie.”
I sighed and ran into the garden maze, figuring I could at least douse my feet in one of the fountains. But as soon as I rounded the closest hedge wall, everything changed.
I tried to remind myself of Dr. Static’s words.
Sensory Illusion, it’s not real.
“It’s not real,” I murmured to myself, but it was hard. The garden maze stretched and flattened out. The flowered walls transformed into metal barriers accented with barbwire and spikes that jutted up into the air. The ground under my feet, lush and fertile from the outside, dried up and cracked. The grass, plants, vegetation, and shrubbery melted away. The scorched land heated up so much that the soles of my feet started to burn even more.  I kept moving , afraid that if I stopped for too long, the heat would work its way through the soles of my shoes.
I heard the sounds of fighting all around me; an explosion, scuffling, yells; but there was no one to be seen. I turned, thinking that I might exit the maze and just wait along the edges until the whole thing ended but, when I spun back around, the entrance I used had vanished.
Sighing, I turned back around, only to be met by a sandstorm. Well, not exactly a sandstorm. It was more like a whirling dervish made of red crackling energy.
“It’s not real,” I repeated, backing up against the now metal wall.  It felt real though. I felt grains of sand showering my face; a precursor to the storm that inched closer. It sounded real, whipping against my eardrums and drowning out my once loud surroundings. It even smelled real; like heat and the desert.
My doubts started to disappear as I continued to back up; pressing my back against the unyielding wall. This wasn’t some illusion; not when I could see, smell, and feel it. This was real, and it was going to kill me.  Unless, of course, I ran.
I darted away from the twister just as it collided with the wall, sending sheets of sand spraying in every direction. The winds were heavy and almost knocked me off my feet, but I managed to stay standing, to stay running.
I heard an echo, a voice screaming over the noise.
“Night!” It yelled.
Night, what did that mean?
Turning, I saw Jackson. He was dressed all in blue with a strip of blue paint running across his eyes. He stood on top of a hill so large that there was no way the maze could have realistically hidden it.
He cupped his hands around his mouth and screamed again.
“Nice!”
Was he giving me a compliment?
“I can’t hear you!” I yelled but, as I opened my mouth, glowing red sand flew inside, choking me. The twister was nipping at my heels now, ready to consume me.
“Ice! Ice!” Jackson yelled. ”Freeze it! Think about ice!”
The glowing twister lifted me off the ground, pulling me into its hungry red mouth. I whipped around like a stuffed animal in the washing machine.
“Ice. Ice.Ice.Ice,” I muttered over and over again, trying to bring it into the forefront of my mind. “Snowflakes, ice cubes, Frosty, a frozen lake.”
My head whipped, jiggling my brain around like a pinball in a machine.
“Damn it! Ice tea!”
The twister stopped, hardening around me. I fell immediately and smacked against the dry, but cooler, ground. Standing, I found myself in the middle of a crystal sculpture. The red energy was frozen. The ground around me was frozen. Even the air had a bite to it as it blew by. I worked my way through the openings in the sandstorm sculpture, realizing I had frozen the lot of it . . . with my mind.
“It’s not real, but it’s still really cool, right?” Jackson asked smiling. The hill he was one had faded back into the ground and he was standing level in front of me. ”Welcome to the Bloodmoons.”
I looked down. I was dressed in the same blue uniform he was wearing. Touching my face, I felt the same blue mark running over my eyes. “We’re the bad guys?” was the only thing I could manage.
“Yeah,” he grinned mischievously. “Or what’s left of them.”
I looked around. There was no one anywhere. “Just you and me?” I asked.
“On the bright side, that’s twice as many of us as there were two minutes ago.”
Though I knew, like the red sandstorm, the ice I used to stop it was just an illusion; a shade, I still shivered with its closeness.
“What about the Bloodmoon? Aren’t we supposed to protect him?”
Jackson ran his hand over his chest. The front of his uniform shimmered, revealing a red crescent at his heart. Moving his hand back, it disappeared.
“It’s you?” My brows knitted together.
“Don’t sound so shocked. I’m awesome; super great in a really dope way,” he nodded, as though he was agreeing with himself.
“Don’t let Casper teach you lingo anymore.”
A crackle of red energy, like a fireball, hurtled over one of the giant metal walls. It collided with the frozen sandstorm. Its splintered pieces flew at us like frozen daggers. Jackson and I grabbed each other and hit the floor.
“It’s not real. It’s not real,” I muttered over and over again.
“Does that work?” Jackson asked just as an ice shard landed inching from our faces.
“N-not really,” I stuttered.
We jumped to our feet once the ice stopped flying and started to run. I felt a rush of heat from behind me as well as a strange flapping sound that made my heart stop. Jackson looked back.
“Do I wanna turn around?” I asked.
“That depends. What are your feelings about lizards?”
I turned left at a crossway in the maze, with Jackson behind me and whatever was making that flapping noise right behind him. When I turned around, the sight of it took my breath away. A huge red dragon, glowing with so much energy that it lit up the entire maze, the entire sky, flew toward us. Its feet curved up into claws, scales covered its body, its wings stretched out like a bat’s, and smoke poured from its mouth.
It shot another fireball at us. It collided with the metal wall behind us and burned straight through. We ran again.
“We can’t outrun it!” Jackson yelled; his short legs trying to keep up.
The letter’s words flashed in my mind again.
Fool the dragon.
“We don’t have to,” I said.  I pulled him behind a small rose bush that sat in the center of another crossroads. “This is all shade, right?” I looked at him. “And we can control it?”
“Yeah.” His breaths were quick and heavy.
“Make this grow. Hide us. I’ve got a plan.”
Jackson closed his eyes and held his hand out. The rose bush grew and expanded. Soon It was a hedge and then a tree; a large expansive tree with limbs that sprouted roses of every color.
“Now look at me,” I said.
“What are we doing?” He opened his eyes.
“Fooling the dragon,” I smiled.
By the time the dragon reached us; the flapping of its wings so loud that it shook the ground underfoot, I walked from behind the rose tree to meet it. I wasn’t myself though. To the dragon, I looked just like Jackson, glowing red crescent and all. I had never thought about dragons smiling until the horrible red thing’s mouth twisted into a grin; its sharp teeth snapping before me. It reared back and, just as it was about to bathe me in hot red energy, Jackson jumped out from the other side of the tree. With a bright blue dagger in his hand, he threw it. Hitting the monster in the heart, it roared, convulsed, and spit fire into the air. Finally, it crumpled onto itself and disappeared. A small flag fell from where the dragon used to be. It danced around in the air until it came to rest in Jackson’s palm.
A trumpet sounded and the maze, in its entirety, melted around us. We were back in the garden, with all of the other students and teachers circling us, clapping and cheering our names.
“I told you it would be fun,” Dr. Static winked as he neared me. I looked down to find that my clothes had reverted back to normal and, touching my cheek, that the strip was no longer over my eyes.
The crowd lifted Jackson into the air and chanted “Jackson! Jackson!”
Looks like he won’t have to wait until next year for more friends.
“You slayed the dragon,” Dr. Static settled beside me, watching the crowd carry a laughing Jackson away. “Not bad for a greenie.”
“Jackson slayed the dragon. I just confused it,” I answered.
“No one ever slays the dragon,” he said.
“Cause it goes against your prophecy?” I asked.
“Because it’s a freaking dragon. And it’s your prophecy too, you know,” he grinned. “You have a lot of potential. I think you could be a hell of a Breaker one day.”
I remembered what Echo said about my mom.
She was a hell of a Breaker.
Was that even what I wanted? I looked away, staring at the wide open field that stretched between the garden and the woods and separated Weathersby from the outside world. It was dark and the moon was crescent tonight, though not red. A glimmer in the openness caught my eye. As I stared, the world seemed to shift. A wave of something rippled across my line of sight. Where once there was nothing but trees and air, a tower now stood. It was tall and thin, made of white brick with a golden cap at its top. It was bare expect for a door at the bottom and a large arched window near the cap.
A girl stood in the archway. Her hair, dark enough to match the night sky, came down in a crown of bangs and her skin was pale to the point of being almost colorless.
The girl in the tower.
“Will you excuse me? I have to . . . .” My voice trailed off as I walked away from Dr. Static.
I started out into the field toward the tower. Walking away from the rush of noise coming from the crowd, I realized I must be the only one who saw it. Otherwise, celebration or not, you’d think somebody would care about a tower appearing out of nowhere.
As I reached the door, gold to accent the top, I noticed a string of symbols etched into the brick. A vine of intertwining silver and red circled the bottom with large golden roses drawn along them.  If it was a decoration, it was a good one; as beautifully done as any painting I had ever seen.
If it was an anchor, like the large red ‘W’s that strung along the whole of Weathersby, it wasn’t quite as successful; you know, since I could see it and all.
I felt the girl’s eyes on me as I ran my hand along the drawn roses, but when I looked up, she was gone. I pushed through the unlocked door and was met with a pair of matching doors and a set of stairs that winded up in circles for what seemed like forever.
A large golden rose was drawn on both doors. As I neared them, I heard noises from the stairs. Footsteps, then two sets of footsteps, then voices. I pulled open the left rose door, not sure how I’d explain my presence in an obviously hidden tower.
The letter told me to do it?
Stuffing myself inside, I found that it was an empty closet. Or, if it wasn’t, then the stuff inside was shaded so well that I couldn’t see it. Either way, I pressed my ear against the wall and listened.
“I don’t know why you’re acting like this.” It was Echo. His words, Echo’s echo, sounded throughout the tower, but something told me that if I was even an inch outside of the building, I wouldn’t be able to hear it.
“That’s because I’m acting reasonably; the way reasonable adults do.” The other voice belonged to Dahila. It was stern, but less cold than it had ever been when she was talking to me. She breathed heavy and I could hear the exasperation in her tone. “There’s no reason she should be here.”
She?
“That wasn’t my call. If you have a problem with her placement, bring it up with the Masons. It was the Council who approved it,” Echo answered.
“And I’m sure you were completely silent on the matter,” Dahlia scoffed.
“What does that mean?” Echo balked.
“It means you fought to keep her here.”
“And why would I do that?”
“You know why.” Dahlia’s voice was quiet, almost downtrodden.
“Don’t start this again,” Echo warned.
“Ash’s daughter shows up in the middle of the night, the first unknown Breaker in 100 years, and the Council just lets you keep her here, no questions asked? Do you really expect me to believe that?”
Me. They were talking about me.
“I expect you to trust me,” Echo answered. “This is a unique situation, and as such-“
“Don’t talk to me like I’m one of your students! This has nothing to do with how rare she might be.”
“Dahlia, don’t!” His voice cut through the place like a knife, but if it affected her, she didn’t let it show.
“This is about her! Like everything else in our entire lives, this is about Ash. Go ahead, try to deny it. Tell me the fact that this girl is the daughter of your ex-wife has nothing to do with the way you’re acting. ”
Things were silent for a while. Just when I was about to push the door open and see if they’d left, Dahlia spoke again.
“We don’t know who’s after her. We don’t know what Ash had been up to for the last fifteen years. I mean, she obviously kept tabs on you. She knew just where to send her little girl once whatever trouble she was causing proved too much.”
A flash of anger rose in my gut, but I stayed silent, stayed still.
“Yes. The fact that this girl who I didn’t know existed is the daughter of my wife who I thought was dead did occur to me. Is that what you want me to say?”
“Your ex-wife,” she corrected. “Ash is your ex-wife. Though, you’ve always had trouble remembering that. And the fact of the matter is, whether you want to believe it or not, Cresta is dangerous. She’s an untrained Breaker and trouble is nipping at her heels.”
“Would you rather I turn her out, let the big bad whoever have her?” Echo asked.
“I would rather if you followed protocol and sent her to the Hourglass, where she’d be safe.”
“Please! Until two days ago she didn’t even know what she was. The Hourglass would eat her alive. This is the best place for her. The Council understands that.”
“And it doesn’t hurt that she’s a walking reminder of your first love,” Dahlia sighed.
“Dahlia, I don’t know when this is going to stop with you. You and I have done the greatest thing two people could ever do together. We gave birth to a Seer. There is no better fit for me. None. Sure, maybe I talked about Ash a little too much. Maybe she held a certain place in my heart, but that was when I thought she had died doing her job; when she was a martyr and not some turncoat. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
“Morgan, the girl is a Capricorn.”
“She isn’t!” He said it so loudly that I wondered why it mattered so much. “I accessed the records at the hospital in Chicago where she was born. Her birthday is in March.”
“Stop it. That girl drips Capricorn. Even a youngling could see that. You-“
That’s enough!” I heard a loud clanging, like Echo had punched the wall or something. Instinctively, I jerked away from the door. ”I don’t like what you’re insinuating.”
“Then maybe I should just say it.” I could hear the tears in Dahlia’s voice, even though, try as I might, I couldn’t actually picture someone like her crying. “It takes two Breakers to have a Breaker baby. Did you really think Ash just ran away and happened to find a husband who had those inherent traits; those exceedingly rare traits? You know better than that. That girl is a Capricorn. Ash was pregnant when she faked her death.”
The breath caught in my throat, and not because of asthma.
“You’re keeping Cresta here for the same reason you don’t want to have this conversation; because you know there’s a chance that she’s your daughter.”



Chapter 11
Why Nine Year Olds Don’t Get Tattoos 
Dahlia ran out of the tower after she dropped the bombshell. Echo went t after her. It was for the best because, if they hadn’t, I’m sure I would have burst out of that closet with my mouth open asking for an explanation.
Echo could be my father. The thought rolled around in my head, wrecking whatever serenity had managed to survive the last few days. I spit the idea out as I exited the closet and the tower. This wasn’t something I was even going to entertain. Sure, my whole world had upended. I was a closet freak with superpowers I still hadn’t begun to broach, and my mother was a runaway from a secret cult. But I knew my father. I knew him in my bones, in my DNA. He was there when I was born, and I was there when he died. No one was going to take him from me.
But was Dahlia right? If it took two people with Breaker DNA to give birth to a Breaker, then my dad must have had the DNA. But, if he had, why wasn’t he in the Hourglass with the other Breakers? Did my mom know my dad had special DNA? Is that why she settled down with him?
I shook my head hard, trying to clear it. There were too many questions I couldn’t answer, too many moving parts to my life that I had no idea about. I stumbled back toward the main building. Echo and Dahlia were gone, which was fine with me. If I had seen them, I’d have probably started screaming or crying or something.
I turned back to the tower, but it too had disappeared, taking the girl with the pale skin with it. She had brought me here. The thought slammed into my mind like a semi-truck. She wanted me to hear what Dahlia said about my mother, but why?
And who was she anyway? Who was the girl in the tower?
***
As I made my way back into the common area, blackened and still empty, I remembered what Dr. Static had said when I asked about her.
A seer’s tower?
Is that what that was? Was the girl watching me from the window a seer? Another piece of tonight solidified in my mind. It was what Echo said to Dahlia in the heat of their argument.
You and I have done the greatest thing two people could ever do together. We gave birth to a Seer.
The seer was their daughter. Is that why she was here, hidden away from everyone? But what kind of people kept their daughter in a tower?
A sickening thought came to me. If she was their daughter, and there was a chance that Echo was my father, did that mean I had a sister?
“Shouldn’t you be in bed?”
I jumped. Turning, I saw Owen sitting cross-legged on the couch. My mind had been running so frantically that I hadn’t noticed him there, or the Wonder Knife infomercial playing on the television in front of him.
It slices. It dices. It even cuts through stainless steel!
His face was less puffy, but still bruised. His nose was swollen and there were gashes above his left eyebrow and on his left arm. Part of me wanted to run to him, to wrap my arms around him, and tell him everything that was going on; like we were back in Crestview and he was listening to me complain about the way everything closes at 9 o’clock, even on the weekends. But we weren’t back in Crestview, and Owen wasn’t the person I could talk about stuff with anymore. Maybe he never had been.
I stopped, frozen where I stood. Careful not to meet his eyes, I said, “It’s really none of your business.”
Watch the Wonder Knife cut through a steel pipe with ease!
He stood, slowly like he was in a lot of pain, but didn’t come any closer. “I guess I deserve that.” He ran a hand through his hair and let it rest at the nape of his neck, where his dark hair curled up in ringlets. Given the position of his arm, I could see a huge bruise that had been hidden before. I tried not to bristle, but I mustn’t have done a good job, because he answered my expression. “I’m okay. Really I am.”
“I didn’t ask.” I regretted the sharpness in my tone as soon as the words came out, but the wince that settled between his eyes told me it was too late to take it back.
“I know,” he answered in a small voice. “Look, there are things we need to talk about, things I want to explain.”
It’s so sharp it even cuts through brillo pads with ease!
“There really isn’t,” I held my hands out in front of me, telling him to stop. “I saw it all. I watched that weird movie disc that Echo pulled out of your head. I know what happened.”
The news seemed to stun him. He lowered back down onto the couch and stared at me for a second with his hands wrapped around his shoulders like I had just seen him naked or something.
“Okay,” he finally said, shaking his head. “So you know now. You know that I didn’t know what was going to happen. You know that I would have never ever intentionally done something that would have hurt you.”
“Hurt me?” Now the sharpness in my voice was intentional. “You lied to me for two years. You sold yourself as someone you’re not. You passed yourself off as my friend. You made me feel things that-“
I turned my back to him, suddenly feeling like I was naked too. “Look,” I said, closing my hand into a ball. “I know you pulled me out of that fire, I know you tried to save my mother, and I appreciate that. But I don’t know you. I never really did. And, whether you meant to or not, everything that happened was your fault. If not for the things you did, my mom would still be alive.”
“Don’t you think I know that? This is killing me. If I could take it back, if I could trade places with her and bring her back to you, I swear to God, I swear on fate, that I would. You have to believe me.”
His voice grew closer now. He was off the couch, walking toward me. He touched my arm lightly, letting his fingers rest at my elbow. “Please look at me, Cress.”
There had been so many times that his touch, that those fingers had lit me up; so many times that I had lay awake at night, thinking about him accidentally grazing my shoulder or brushing the hair out of my eyes with his thumb. Those nights, in my bed, I thought that touch could fix everything. But now, now I didn’t know what to think.
“No,” I said through clenched teeth, tears flowing hot down my raw tired cheeks. “I don’t have to believe you. I don’t have to do anything for you, because I don’t know you!” I turned to him, though I don’t think the growing rage in my eyes was what he expected when he asked me to look at him. “You’re not Owen. You’re not even real. You’re some weird half person cult baby who thinks it’s okay to screw with people’s lives. I’m sick of being lied to and I’m sick of lairs. Whoever you are, I’m not interested. Whatever you think there is between us, there isn’t. “
He reared away from me, like my words were bullets or the Wonder Knife and he were that poor brillo pad, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t; not now.
“I don’t know what my life is going to look like Owen, and don’t even know what I am anymore.”
It slices!
“But I do know one thing. Whatever I do, whoever I become; you won’t be a part of it.”
It dices!
“And don’t call me Cress,” I said, turning away from him. “Only my friends get to call me Cress.”
It breaks your heart.
When I got back to my room, I found another note sitting on my bed. Opening it, I found it was in a code similar to the last one. Once again, the letters reached out to me, begging me to read them.
Destroy the clover, mourn the flicker, mind the ring .
The Girl in the Tower.
Sighing,I crumpled it up, and threw it away.
***
The next week went by as a sort of dance between the strange and mundane. I started taking classes at Weathersby. Some, like Advanced Algebra, were almost page for page the sort of thing I left back at DeSoto. Others, Dr. Static’s Implementation of Prophecy for example, were things that no one back in Crestview could have ever dreamt up.
Dr. Static taught us about seers; how they were like the top of the Breaker food chain; how, because they’re so evolved, they’re by far the rarest type of Breaker to be born, and that, without seers, the other Breakers wouldn’t be able to do their jobs and the world would sink into utter chaos.
It was a cheery class.
There had only been two times since the beginning of recorded history that the world had went without seers, Dr. Static told us. Those times became known as The Dark Ages and World War 2. So, you know, I guess he made his point.
Hearing about seers got me thinking about the one seer I had ever . . . well, seen. It was no good though. Thinking about the girl in the tower only got me thinking about Echo and the connection that the two of us might share.
To that end, I did my best to dodge him. I couldn’t bear to look at him at the moment, to think about what might  or might not be true, to wonder about why our eyes were the same color. If I didn’t ask him the question, then he couldn’t answer it. And if he couldn’t answer it, I could go on pretending the entire idea was ridiculous.
The closest I came to broaching the subject was when I worked up the nerve to ask Dr. Static if it was possible that a Breaker might go out into the world, find some random to shack up with, and get a Breaker kid out of the deal.
Though he seemed a little taken aback by my use of ‘shack up’, he conceded that it was “theoretically possible, I suppose, though the odds are infinitesimal.”
I stopped listening after possible. With possible, I could manage. With possible, I could hang on to the shredded tether of normalcy that was left to me. I could deal with possible, even if it was just theoretical.
That did mean that I had to steer clear of Echo though.  One wrong word and he’d probably know something was up. Then his weird Breaker powers would pull the truth out of me like a shiatsu with a rubber hot dog. That was pretty easy though. What with the insane amount of classes I was going to (I swear, there were like ten a day), I was busy enough that running into him was never a real problem. Besides, he wasn’t the only one I was trying to stay away from.
Since my blowup with Owen, I had done my best to try to put him out of my mind. I would just focus on my classes, focus on this crazy secret world that had just opened up at my feet, and then I wouldn’t have to think about him. I wouldn’t have to think about the deep blue pools of his eyes, or the way his lips always curled when he said my name. I wouldn’t have to think about the way his arms bulged under his shirt sleeves, or the nape of his neck, or the small of his back . . . .
No. I wasn’t thinking about any of that.
To his credit, he made it easy on me. Whenever we had to share the same space, he was always careful to keep his distance. When we were at lunch, he’d always sit by himself off to the side. Platters would be served to him, which he would barely touch, and I only caught him looking at me twice.
I, on the other hand, was routinely surrounded by friendly faces. It was like we had slipped into some kind of bizzaro DeSoto land where I was the popular one and Owen was the outcast. I couldn’t go three seconds without someone introducing themselves or offering to show me around. They were even cool about Casper, who was taking to this whole thing so much better than me.
Turned out there was a certain cache to being a human inside the Breaker world. Crazily enough, most of them had never met someone who wasn’t a Breaker before. Casper was an oddity, a rooster in the henhouse. They had countless questions for him; about the way humans thought, the things they liked to do, about what a Kardashian was. Casper was the most popular guy around, and he ate it up, especially from the girls.
The only person who was in higher demand than my ginger haired best friend was me. My story, or the pieces of my story that weren’t still shrouded in mystery, became the only thing anybody talked about. I was the Breaker from the other side of the tracks; the prodigal daughter whose secret life literally exploded when the truth came out. Everybody seemed to have a theory about why my mom kept me hidden all these years.
Teera, a large girl who introduced herself by taking half of my chicken kabob, thought Mom had grown tired of her life as a Breaker and, when her mission went south and she saw a way out, took it. She didn’t say it, but there was something in Teera’s voice that made me think she would do the same thing if given the chance.
Edison, a bookish boy with golden spiked hair, said that a lot of people thought Mom must have had an affair and, knowing that genetic testing after my birth would prove it, decided to bolt instead of staying and facing the shame. Of course, he wasn’t one of the people who thought that.
Jackson thought I was an alien. “A really pretty one, but an alien all the same.”
None of them, it seemed, thought that my dad was actually my dad. That was too out there even for them.
The one part of my story that didn’t spark any debate was Owen. Everyone, every single person I talked to, painted him as an idiot. He wasn’t malicious. He wasn’t trying to destroy me or my family. They didn’t give him enough credit for that. He was just the Breaker that got tricked, the boy who should have known better, the guy who let his ambition get the better of him and, in doing so, shamed his family. Maybe that’s why everybody kept their distance from him; they didn’t want the embarrassment to rub off on them.
I wanted to feel for him, even if I couldn’t bring myself to actually tell him so. But I still wasn’t sure how I felt about him, about everything. And besides, I had more than enough to keep me busy.
Once the ‘asthma medicine’ had worked its way out of my system, I started noticing weird things. First off, the symptoms of my asthma, the shortness of breath, the closing throat, all vanished. Then a veil seemed to lift from my mind. It was like I was waking up from a long sleep or something. Pieces of my brain I didn’t know I had clicked on, and the results were pretty huge.
On Monday, I learned French . . . the entire language. On Tuesday, I took, and completed, Beginner’s Geometry, Biology, and Physics.  On Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday, they crammed as much world history into my mind as possible. I started seeing cyclical patters in time. History really did repeat itself. I started seeing patterns in everything else too. German came easy because I already knew French. Putting what I learned to use, I cracked Russian in half an hour. I was a machine, and what was more, I enjoyed it.
It was like, since my mind had gone so long denying everything it could do, it was thirsty for the knowledge. I soaked it up like a sponge and licked the bowl when I was done. It was gratifying, like scratching a decade old itch that I had never noticed before. These connections, Dr. Static said, were only the first steps in what I would eventually become. Once my mind managed to push past the confines of what it had been trained to do my entire life, I’d start to feel the real effects of being a Breaker. Maybe I’d be able to move things with my mind, like Ezra. Maybe I’d be a human lie detector, like Echo. Or maybe I’d be a superhumanly frigid bitch, like Dahlia.
Though it took most Breakers years to fine-tune their strengths and coax out their abilities, they were much younger when they started. Dr. Static told me that my own progress would be a little trickier to gauge. I was older, which meant my mind was more set in its ways. But it also meant that I presumably had a maturity that many of Breakers didn’t when they were just learning the basics at four or five. Which was a good thing, if being told you’re probably more mature than a five year old was even a compliment.
The point was I had things to keep my mind busy; busy enough that I didn’t have to think about Owen, Echo, the girl in the tower, or that fact that nine days after she left, Dahlia still hadn’t returned. She had said it would take her two hours; that, in that time, she’d pull apart every secret hiding in Crestview. Maybe she was just bragging though. Maybe she wasn’t being literal and this sort of thing took time. Or maybe what she found in Crestview was so big that she had to stay awhile. Maybe whoever was after me was so unexpected, so impressive and intimidating, that it was taking this long just to feel them out.
It had been two weeks since Casper and I had drove up to Weathersby’s gates, and I still hadn’t really found a footing. I began to think that maybe the kids at DeSoto High hadn’t been the problem. Maybe it wasn’t that they were small town. Maybe I was just closed minded. It certainly felt that way to me, because no matter how many perfectly cool looking Breakers walked up to me and offered friendship, I just wasn’t interested. Even Jackson; a cool little kid by anyone’s standards, wasn’t someone I’d consider a friend.
So, I suppose it shouldn’t come as a surprise that, as I walked down the hall of the common area, waving at the rock-climbing, arrow-shooting, and holographic puzzle-solving Breakers that I passed, the only thing I really wanted to do was veg out with Casper in front of the TV.
Wonder if they have pay-per-view here.
“You think we can find a Criminal Minds marathon or something on?” I asked, pushing into Casper’s room without knocking, the way I used to back in Crestview when the world was normal.
Casper wasn’t there though. Instead, I was met with a very intense looking, and very shirtless, Owen. His cuts had healed over, his bruises had faded, and his face had leveled out into its natural look. Aside from a few small gashes that only served to make him look rugged, he was his old self again. And I, against my better judgment, found myself falling back into old patterns. My eyes lingered on his body, tracing the arch where his neck spilled into his shoulders, running along the peaks and valleys of his smooth arms, corded with muscle, resting on the light trail of hair that ran down from his naval.
“Sorry. He-uh, isn’t here,” Owen said, blinking hard. He had a shirt in his hands,  a plain black tee, but didn’t make any move to put it on. In fact, he didn’t move at all. It was like the sight of me, or maybe the fact that I had actually spoken, even if it wasn’t meant for him, froze him where he stood. “He-I can-I’ll tell him you came by.”
“Okay,” I answered in a small voice. I turned to leave, but stopped, not sure of anything except that I didn’t want to leave just yet. Questions or not, lies or not, Owen had been my friend once. He had been more than that once, and I missed him. “What are you doing here, in Casper’s room?” I asked, turning back to him.
“It’s my room now too,” he answered, twisting the black shirt so that it swirled into a spiraled rag in his hands. I tried not to notice the way the muscles in his chest flexed while doing it. “They moved me in with Casper until it’s time for me to go back to the Hourglass.”
“You’re leaving?” I hated the way my heart sank when I considered that.
“I have to go before the Council of Masons because of what I did to you,” he explained. His voice cracked with the last words: ‘to you’.
I forced myself to stay completely still, afraid that if I moved even an inch, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from going to him.
“Are you in trouble?” I asked, trying to sound flippant.
“Maybe. Probably.” He gave one of those closemouthed smiles people do when they’re trying to make you feel better about something bad happening. “I’m sure they’ll make me wear these for a little while longer.” He lifted his arms to reveal a pair of thin metal rings circling either forearm. It was strange that I hadn’t noticed them before, given how thoroughly I had inspected those arms.  “They bind my abilities,” he explained, reading the confusion in my face.  “I guess they want to make sure I’m trustworthy before I have access to my powers again. Or maybe it’s a way of punishing me for everything that happened. Either way-“
“You’re neutered,” I finished.
“That’s one way of putting it,” he smiled a little wider.
“When will you go?” I asked. The shirt was a ball in his hands now, which had me yearning for my lost necklace or anything to fiddle with.
“They’ll probably send for me in a few days, which is fine. Things haven’t exactly been easy here.”
“I noticed. They’re pretty hard on you.”
“It’s nothing more than what I deserve,” he straightened. “I was manipulated. I let myself be used. It was shameful behavior.”
I remembered what it was like to see Owen’s life through his own eyes, the thoughts he had about his father. What kind of father could instill that sort of need for perfection in his son? I wondered how many of Owen’s words were his own and how many belonged to his father.
“For what it’s worth, I hope things work out for you,” I said, but didn’t look at him. “I really do,” I turned again, this time intent on actually leaving.
“You were wrong,” he said, and it stopped me in my tracks. “When you said you didn’t know me, you were wrong.”
“Owen, I-“
“You’re the only person who really knows me, maybe the only person who ever has.” He scrambled toward me now, clutching at his twisted shirt like a life preserver. “You were the first real person I ever knew. The first thing I said to you, they were like my first words.”
“You asked me where the Science lab was,” I said, perplexed.
“And you told me,” he continued. “And then you made some joke about Mr. Harrison’s hairpiece, and that’s when I knew you weren’t just some mark. You’re a person. You’re-you’re amazing.”
My mouth was dry, my heart racing. But I didn’t know how to react. Turns out I didn’t have to, because he wasn’t finished.
“The point is, I don’t remember who I was before Crestview, and I don’t think I want to. That boy was lost. He was scrambling for things that other people told him were important. I’m Owen Jacobs. I’m the guy who watched Pulp Fiction with you while the rest of the sophomore class quoted scripture. I’m the guy who hates olives and doesn’t know how to dress. I’m the guy you cried in front of when your mom didn’t do anything for your dad’s birthday because it hurt too much. Council or not, Breaker or not; that’s who I am. You know me Cresta. You do.”
He turned away from me and slid on the now wrinkled tee. Before he did though, I noticed a black splotch, like one of those Rorschach tests Dr. Conyers used to give me, stretched across his back. I flashed back to another memory I saw through his eyes. His mother was in front of him when he was a child. There was a searing pain in his back. It must have been that. She must have been giving him a tattoo. But why would a kid who couldn’t have been more than nine years old need a tattoo? What was it she had said to him?
Owen turned back to me, wiping a single tear from his eye. “And the worst of it is, I lied to you when it mattered most.”
“You were tricked,” I said, my tongue betraying my quickly faltering steely persona.
“Not about that,” he walked closer. “When you said you had feelings for me, I lied to you.”
“You did?” I asked and, for the first time, took a step in his direction.
“I had a safe house across the street from you. I had viewing perches nearly everywhere in town. I didn’t need pictures of you on my phone. The reason I had them was because I have feelings for you too. I have for a long time now. “
My heart jumped as he stepped even closer.
“I know you said you didn’t want anything to do with me, and I guess I understand why.” He touched my hand. I let him. “But if anything of what you felt for me has survived this, let me know. Because I’m not sure what’s going to happen to me, and I’ve spent way too long wondering what kissing you feels like.”
I wasn’t sure what to say. I didn’t know how I felt anymore. The only thing I knew for sure, the one thing that was crystal clear to me was, that my heart was pounding and Owen was still touching my hand.
I opened my mouth, still unsure of what I was going to say. “I . . . ” was the only word that would come out.
He looked at me, his eyes hungry. “Close enough,” he said, and dove toward me. Before I knew it, he had swept me up into his arms. He lifted me off the ground and breathlessly kissed me. Maybe I should have pushed away. Maybe I should have held strong to the sheen of anger I still felt toward him, but his arms were around me, wrapping me up. His chest was pressed against mine, our hearts beating as one.  The smell of him, the heat of him, and the taste of him as his lips melted into mine, invaded me and rendered any argument useless.
I was so tired; tired of running, tired of feeling afraid and alone. I didn’t want to hurt anymore. The whole world had split open under my feet and nothing made sense. But somehow, Owen’s hands through my hair, his breath on my skin, did make sense. And for a minute, for a sweet minute, it made me forget everything else.
It may have lasted a second, maybe a minute, an hour, or a year. The world seemed to freeze on a picture of us together and, when it started spinning again, we were both flushed and panting. We parted slowly. His arms tensed as he lowered me to the floor.
“You know, don’t you?” He whispered into my ear. “What you mean to me. You must know. You have to.”
He looked at me. His eyes were bright, expectant, and, even though we had just shared the most intense kiss of my life, somehow still hungry. I opened my mouth to answer, to tell him that I did know, that now I finally knew, but the words wouldn’t come.
The door flung open, startling the both of us. I would have jumped if I hadn’t been pushed out of the way by a swirl of hands and black hair. I thought we had been ambushed when the blur jumped on Owen. Whoever blew my house up had found us, and they were going to take out Owen and then come for me. But, as the picture settled down, I realized that wasn’t what was happening at all.
This wasn’t Ezra or Jiqui. This was a girl. And she wasn’t hurting Owen. She was hugging him.
“I knew it wasn’t true,” her light voice said over and over again. “I knew you weren’t some turncoat. I knew you’d come back to me.”
He didn’t have to say who she was. I knew. She didn’t have the bleach blond hair or the tanned beach body that I had once expected from her, but I could tell who she saw by the way she looked at him. She was the one in his memories; the girl with the black hair and familiar touch, and who she was made sense now.
He pulled back from her and, looking as surprised as I’d ever seen him, said her name.
“Merrin?”



Chapter 12
Perfect. Just Perfect
 Merrin, it was Merrin. How was that even possible? Somewhere along the line, I must have added Merrin to the pile of things Owen had made up to keep his cover. His cross-country girlfriend had just been a beard to dodge questions about why he wasn’t after any of the girls in Crestview, me included. Wasn’t she?
Looking at her now, her dark shining eyes looking up at Owen, it was clear that she was decidedly not fake. Though, when she slid her hand along the small of Owen’s back, I sort of wanted her to be.  He had kissed me, actually kissed me. After what seemed like a lifetime of waiting, Owen finally told me he liked me, and that he had liked me for a long time. And now, now she was here. And she had almond shaped eyes and perfect golden skin. She had hair like black silk and a body Well, I’m not a girl’s girl or anything, but her body was sick.
And the worst part, the absolute worst part, was that she didn’t look anything like the sun kissed supermodel I had pictured in my head. No, Merrin was even more beautiful than that.
But wait. Breakers weren’t allowed to date, were they? They were shoved together based on genetics or something, with no consideration to the way they actually felt about each other. So Merrin couldn’t be his girlfriend. Owen couldn’t even have a girlfriend. She could be his sister for all I knew.
When she finally let go of him and settled beside me, I caught of glimpse of her backside in the mirror.
God, please let her be his sister.
“I don’t-Merrin, what are you doing here?” Owen’s face was a wide eyed blank slate as he looked from her to me and back to her again. She didn’t seem to notice. In fact, if she even knew I was in the room at all, she didn’t give any indication of it.
“You didn’t think I would leave you here, did you; that I’d find out you’re back and not come? “ Her voice was light and airy. Her hand slid from the small of his back and rested inside his back pocket.
Okay, she’s not his sister.
“You’re here, so this is where I belong. I’m yours. You’re mine. You haven’t forgotten that, have you?” She whipped toward me, like her words were an accusation.  Did she know? Had she seen us kiss somehow? Maybe that was her Breaker power, the ability to tell the last twenty lips you’ve touched. But her eyes didn’t hold any anger or harshness, and when she smiled, it didn’t look forced.
“I’m sorry for the impropriety. I’ve just been waiting so long to see Owen,” she reached her hand out to me. I took it. “I’m Merrin; Owen’s perfect.”
“Well, I mean, he’s pretty awesome,” I said, a blush creeping up my neck. “I’m not sure I’d say perfect though.”
“No. I’m his perfect,” she repeated in a tone that made me think I should have already known. “His genetic match. His-what’s that other word they use-fiancÉ.”
“Merrin,” Owen said, his eyes still wide. “I’ve been gone for two years. I-I figured you had, you know, found somebody else by now.”
“Oh they wanted me to,” she turned back to him, her hands planted on her narrow hips. “Everyone told me you were never coming back. They said you were a turncoat; a disgrace to your family, a siege on your bloodline, and that I was making a fool of myself for holding on to you. Well, who’s the fool now? I knew you could never turn your back on us, on me; at least not intentionally. And I was right. Here you are.”  She looked him up and down. “A little worse for wear, but’s it’s nothing I can’t work with.”
“Merrin,I allowed myself to be manipulated. I am a disgrace to my family. When Echo told my father about what had happened, he wouldn’t even talk to me. He said he never wanted to see me again.”
I watched a flash of pain run though Owen’s eyes. He had been hurt in all of this too. It took me too long to realize that.
“You’re being too hard on yourself,” she chirped. “No one expects you to be perfect. Breakers as far back as the originals have had missteps while trying to accomplish the greater good. And as for your father, leave him to me. You know he could never resist my crÈme brulee. One bite and he’ll go right back to naming grandchildren.”
CrÈme brulee? Grandchildren? She could cook and she wanted to start a family.
I think I’m gonna be sick.
“Oh my God,” I said to myself, pulling my hand away. “This isn’t happening. And you really call yourself his perfect?”
“Why wouldn’t I?” She shrugged.” We’re perfectly matched. It’s in our DNA. Shouldn’t you know this?”
“I guess there are a lot of things I should have known,” I said, shooting a pointed look in Owen’s direction.
“I thought she was gone,” he said and turned to her. “I thought you were gone. I didn’t think you’d wait for me. They told me they’d find someone else for you; someone better suited.”
“Someone better suited than my ideal match?” Merrin’s brows rose. “And who told you this, the same people who lied to you for two years?”
She took his hands in hers, something that sent a pinch of anger running up my arm.
“You know me well enough to know that I don’t settle, and I don’t give up easily,” she said, and raised his hands so that they were pressed against her chest, against her very full, well-proportioned chest.  “And I know you too. I had faith in you; faith that, whatever it was that took you away from me, would bring you back. And it did. You are the person I was born to be with, my other half in every way that matters. Why would I accept anything less than that?”
“Because life has a way of laughing at your expectations.” Dahlia’s voice, still cold, still domineering, sliced through the room like a machete. She was standing in the doorway, arms folded. She wore a black blouse and matching pants. Her dahlia pin sat in its position near her neck. If possible, she looked even more irritated with me than when she had left. “And you’d do well to remind these two to address you by your field name. Perfect or not, it’s protocol in Weathersby.”
“Your field name?” Owen asked. His hands were still in hers, still pressed against her chest. “You-you graduated? You’re a Breaker now?”
“For almost six months. The Council of Masons even sent me to Crestview with Merrin to be their proxy.” she beamed. “And it’s Shine now. My Breaker name is Shine.”
“It suits you,” he said, but didn’t look her in the face.
He was right. It was in her face, in the way she moved. There was brightness about her, a lightness that seemed to come from the inside. She shone.
“Now, if I might pull you away from your emotional reunion, we have things to do.  Let my husband know that we’ve returned and we’ll need an audience with him in his office,” Dahlia motioned to Merrin. “Owen, Cresta; Echo’s office, five minutes.”
“You’re Cresta?” Merrin’s eyes got wide as she looked me up and down, sizing me up like a piece of meat at a butcher shop. “Cresta from Crestview? That’s not possible. You’re just a girl, just a slip of a thing. There’s no way you’re the-“
“Shine! Now!” Dahlia shouted. Merrin straightened up and hurried out of the room without another word. Dahlia just stood there, examining Owen and I. Her nose crinkled up and she rolled her eyes. “Five minutes,” she repeated. “And try to get ahold of yourselves. This room reeks of hormones and yearning.”
***
Five minutes later, I found myself in Echo’s office with Owen at my side. He had spent the intervening time trying to apologize to me about kissing me and Merrin; the whole thing. But I wasn’t mad, at least not at him. The truth was, I wanted him to kiss me. I had for a while, whether I always wanted to admit it or not. And as for Merrin-Well, my monumentally bad timing wasn’t something I could blame Owen for.
Besides, the thing that really irked me about the entire situation was what Merrin had said about that ‘perfect’ crap, and the fact that part of me thought she might be right.
We found her sitting on one of the wooden chairs in Echo’s office. Casper was sitting beside her, looking at her like she was a piece of cream cheese pie.  Echo was across from them, strumming his fingers familiarly across his desk. Dahlia stood behind him with her hands on his shoulders, shooting me daggered glances. Dr. Static paced back and forth behind Casper, whispering to himself. He stopped short when he caught site of us.
“Very interesting,” he mumbled, looking at me. “Very interesting.”
“Cresta, Owen, close the door behind you please,” Echo said, and motioned to a pair of free chairs. I tried not to look at him as I sat. I was too afraid I’d find some facial similarity that would prove what I didn’t want to be true; that Echo was my father. Was that what Merrin had found out in Crestview? Is that what had taken her so long? Is that why that, even now, she was staring at me like I had kicked her puppy?
“As you know, Dahlia took a team that included Shine,” he pointed to Merrin, who was still receiving the hungry end of Casper’s eyes.” To Crestview in order to get to the bottom of what happened to you and your mother a few weeks ago,” he started, his fingers still drumming. There was a distance in his voice that worried me.
“A charming place,” Dahlia scoffed. “Maybe in a decade or two they might even get a movie theatre.”
“Hey! That’s my hometown you’re talking about,” Casper balked.
“You’re a Neanderthal?” Merrin made a face like she had just smelled rotten fish and leaned as far away from him as she could while remaining seated.
“I guess that means we’re not going to have a June wedding,” Casper quipped, but I could tell from the sting that settled in his eyes that the barb hurt.
I was about to say something. God knows I would have loved to, but Echo beat me to the punch.
“Enough!” His fingers beat heavier against his desk. “Casper is our guest. As long as you are Shine, I suggest you treat him with the same respect that you expect.”
I smirked a little, but tried to keep it to myself.
“As I was saying, when Dahlia and her team made it to Crestview, they found that cleaners had already been there,” Echo stated.
“Cleaners?” It was a good thing I wasn’t shy about asking questions, because that seemed to be all I’d done since getting to Weathersby.
“Cleaners are like mental garbage men. They purge psychic remnants from places so that people like Dahlia can’t pick up on them,” Owen answered, leaning closer so I could feel his breath on my ear.
“There are no people like me, young man,” Dahlia made her way to the front of the desk. “I’m singularly talented. It took a while longer than I expected, but I was able to gleam the truth of what happened, at least, as much as was there.”
“Wait? You know who came after me? You know who killed my mother?” My body stiffened. I rose in my chair.
“Yes and no,” Dahlia said, turning back to Echo.
He took over. “Cresta, the people you knew as your parents-”
Oh God. This was it, when he told me that he was my father, that the man I lived with my entire life, the man I watched die, was little more than a placeholder.
“You’re my dad?” The words were small and quiet, but I couldn’t stop them from coming.
He jerked back, pulling his fingers from his desk. He looked at me for a long moment; deeply, like he was reading something in my eyes. “Oh darling, if only it were that simple. I’ll admit, the possibility crossed my mind, but no Cresta, I am not your father.”
I breathed heavy, though I was unsure exactly how relieved I was. He had still said those words, ‘the people you knew as your parents’. What did that mean?
“Sir,” I said, more breathlessly than I intended. “Would someone just tell me what’s going on?”
Dahlia set herself. A flicker of something, maybe sympathy, moved across her eyes. As quickly as it came though, it left, and she started. “Given that Owen spent the most time physically in Crestview, it was his psionic energy that was most deeply embedded in town. As you know, we already got everything we could from that.”
Owen nodded, rubbing the back of his head, where his memories had been extracted.
“There were a few others though. The ones that gave us the most to go on originated from a man called Allister Leeman.”
“Allister Leeman? The Raven?” For once, Owen seemed as confused as me. “Isn’t he a lunatic; some end of days nutjob? He’s a laughing stock.”
“He may be,” Echo rubbed at his temples. “But he’s a laughing stock who’s garnered a small yet extremely loyal following since you’ve been away. We also believe that he may be the one behind your deception in the first place.”
“That’s impossible,” Owen stood now. “There’s no way the Raven did this. I’d have seen through it.”
“Yes, we’re all aware of how intuitive you are,” Dahlia motioned for him to sit back down, which he did. “That said, the fact that the Raven was there at all is very telling. And it’s not the only evidence we have.”
“Stop,” I waved my hands. “I’m sure this story’s really fascinating to you guys, but we don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” I pointed back and forth between Casper and I, comfortable enough to speak for him. His expression, as dumbfounded as my own, told me I was right.
“You’ve heard of our end of days prophecy, about the Bloodmoon and the dragon?” Echo looked at me.
“Yeah, I won that capture the flag thing you guys had the other day,” I answered.
“Really? This year’s recruits must be particularly disappointing,” Dahlia said.
Echo gave her an impatient look and continued.”Allister Leeman is a rogue Breaker. He believes that the end times are upon us, that the Bloodmoon already walks the Earth.”
“Walks?” Casper was beside me now with a hand across my shoulder. “How can a moon walk? Oh! Like moonwalk!”
He started sliding backwards across Echo’s office.
“This is what I have to treat with respect?” Merrin shook her head.
Dr. Static shot past the still moonwalking Casper. He had been shuffling through a stack of books and had apparently found what he was looking for. Slamming a tattered old red book on the desk he pointed at a passage with fingers so long and thin that the slightest wind would certainly snap them in two.
“Prophecies are rarely that straight forward, especially world changing prophecies.  How a seer sees-Well, who knows how they see actually, but you can bet it isn’t the way the rest of us do. As a result, their reports usually take a little deciphering. This is often times more true with bigger prophecies, and you don’t get much bigger than the end of the world, do you?”
A slight grin graced his painfully thin face, but it disappeared just as quickly when he saw no one else was smiling.
“Anyway,” he shook his head. “Blut and Luna.”
“Blut and Luna?” I repeated.
“Yes. Blut is the German word for blood, while Luna is the Latin term meaning moon.  That, in itself, means absolutely nothing, but when you take into consideration that they are also the surnames of two of the oldest Breaker bloodlines in existence-Well, it all makes sense doesn’t it?”
“No, it doesn’t,” Casper answered. He had stopped moonwalking and was sitting cross legged on the floor. “I know you’re really into it and everything and you were hoping it would, but it really doesn’t.”
Dr. Static blustered.  “In the prophecy, the Bloodmoon is generally thought to be the product of these two bloodlines joining. Blut and Luna; the blood and the moon. It’s so widely believed within the Breaker community that those two houses have been forbidden from ever procreating, regardless of even matching genetic testing.”
“And this Allister dude thinks he’s the Bloodmoon?” I asked, brushing blond hair out of my eyes. “What does that have to do with me?”
“No, no,” Dr. Static said, jamming his finger against the open book repeatedly. “He thinks he’s the Raven. According to the prophecies, the Raven is joined with the Bloodmoon in the bindings of matrimony. He thinks you’re  the Bloodmoon.”
Ezra’s words the day my mom died flashed through my mind.
He’s looking for his wife.
He meant-He was talking about me.
I heard Owen choke back a gasp and watched as the tips of his fingers dug into the arms of his chair.
“Me?” I balked. “Why the hell would he think that?”
“Because in all likelihood, it’s true.” Dahlia’s eyes were violet steel burning into me.
“No,” I shook my head. “That’s ridiculous.”
Echo sighed loudly, and I could tell from the way his lips curved down at the ends, that he didn’t want to say what he was about to. Oddly enough, that made me want to listen even more. “Cresta, when Ash left for her final mission, the mission we all thought she died on, she didn’t go alone.” His fingers had stopped, hovering silently above the cherry wood of his desk. “There was an entire team with her. Two of those people were Breakers whose given names were Abram Blut and Laurel Luna.”
As before, when images of the Crestview newscast appeared as big as life in front of us, the lights in Echo’s office dimmed. Two images appeared before us in stark clarity. A man and woman, or given the ages, a boy and girl walked through brick laden streets. Their clothes were plain and timeless, brown sack pants and white shirts, but their hairs dated back to what looked like the late nineties. They were surrounded by other passersby in a place that I quickly recognized from my time sifting through Owen’s memories as the Hourglass. They weren’t talking to each other though. In fact, it looked like they were taking pains not to interact with each other at all.
The man was tall and handsome, with silvery blond hair and bright blue, almost purple eyes. The woman was less striking, though still pretty in her own way. She was short but lithe and the way her brown hair curled in the breeze pricked at me familiarly.
“There were rumors that these two were lovers,” Echo said. “And, given their respective families, you can understand why that would be a problem.”
Of course. It made sense to me now. The way they were walking side by side and not talking, not even looking at each other. They were trying so hard to make sure that no one suspected them of being together. That made me sad somehow; that those two young people were so in love and, because of some ridiculous prophecies and the fears of the lunatics they were unlucky enough to be born into, they couldn’t be together like normal people. Still, what did that have to do with me?
“They were paired off and married to others,” Echo continued. “But rumors of their continued affair made their way to the Council of Masons. Of course, their perceived deaths silenced whatever concerns the Council had.”
The striking man in the hologram before us stopped to talk to someone. The girl paused and pretended to take in her surroundings, though it was clear she was waiting for him. She put her index finger in front of her lips and tapped absentmindedly.
“That’s funny,” I said without thinking. “That’s the same thing-“
Oh God. That’s why she looked so familiar. Her thin frame, her friendly face, the way her brown hair settled into soft ringlets; the girl in front of me that everyone knew as Laurel Luna was actually Dr. Conyers.
“That’s my therapist,” I said breathlessly.
“You went to therapy?” Owen looked at me, his brows scrunched.
I didn’t answer.
“I told you she was still alive,” Dahlia shot a superior look to her husband.
“It’s more than that, I’m afraid,” Echo gritted his teeth. “We found DNA samplings in our database from Laurel and Abram and ran them against the ones from your physical. They were a match.”
I stood, sure I didn’t want to hear the next words he was about to say. That didn’t stop him though.
“Cresta. These people are your biological parents.”
I stared at the moving image in front of me; at a young Dr. Conyers, at the striking man she loved. There they were. The similarities I had tried not to look for in Echo’s face were all over these two. He had my nose. She had my eyes and, when the man he was talking to told a joke, I realized he had my laugh too.
But that couldn’t be right. That meant that not only was my dad not my dad, but my mom wasn’t really my mom either.
“No. No,” I mumbled and started backing away. “It’s not true.”
“Cresta, I know this is a lot to take in,” Echo stood. “Damnit! Lights.”
With his words, the lights flared back up and the hologram disappeared.
“I promise it’ll be all right. It doesn’t mean you’re the Bloodmoon,” Echo made his way around his desk, but I was close to the door. It was just like my first night at Weathersby , with Echo telling me I’d be okay and me backing away from him, too stunned to do anything else.
He had told me the truth that night, but could I really trust him now?
“Echo, I know my parents.”
“I know you do sweetheart,” he answered. My back was against the door now, but this time, I didn’t open it. Where would I go anyway?
“Your mother was a wonderful woman, and I have little doubt she loved you with everything in her.” He reached out and wiped a tear from my face. “It doesn’t matter who gave birth to you. Julie Karr was your mother. Ash was your mother, and you were the most important thing in the world to her. So important that, when she realized she couldn’t keep you safe, she sent you to me. I would never betray a trust like that, Cresta. Your mother died so that I might keep you safe. So please, let me honor her memory by protecting you. Come, sit down, and let’s get to the bottom of this; for your mother.”
I wiped my eyes, took a deep breath, and did as he asked. I sat back down with Casper and Owen on either side of me. I could tell both of them wanted to reach out to me, but I bristled, so they didn’t.
“We went back to the explosion site, where your parents allegedly died all those years ago,” Dahlia picked back up. The fact that she was using the words parents and not talking about the people who raised me, the people I loved more than even myself, sent a dagger into my heart. And the tone she used while saying it, like an IRS agent going through a list of deductibles, twisted that dagger. “Once I knew what I was looking for, it didn’t take long to work past the shades and anchors. The mental images I picked up from the ruins led me to their mission hideout, and once there, the entire thing opened up.”
She sat atop the front of Echo’s desk and crossed her legs. “The Luna girl and the Blut boy had continued their relationship. It was selfish, it put everyone at risk, and it  broke the sacred vows they took when accepting their genetically ideal matches. But I suppose all that paled in the face of young love.” She scoffed, cleared her throat, and continued. “A few weeks before their fateful mission, the Luna girl found out she was pregnant. Since she was less than physically thrilled with her sanctioned spouse; her perfect, she had little doubt about whose child it was. This left them in quite a bind. Once the child was born, the requisite tests would prove that it belonged to the Blut boy. They would both be severely punished, and the baby-Well, the baby would be the Bloodmoon. So, the Council would have done what it had to in order to avert the apocalypse. To stop that from happening, the Luna girl concocted a plan.  She had always been friends with your mo- with Ash, so once she got her assigned to the Moscow mission, the rest wrote itself. They would set off the explosion, fake their deaths, and ensure your survival.”
I opened my mouth to respond, but Dahlia silenced me with a palm. “You couldn’t be raised by your birth parents though. That was too risky. Instead, your mother left you in the care of her best friend, my Echo’s first wife; who, it turns out, left him for you.”
She glared back at her husband. Echo gave her a look that was halfway between frustration and exhaustion.
“It doesn’t mean that you’re the Bloodmoon though,” he looked at me. “It’s possible that you’re just a girl, just the product of two Breakers’ forbidden love, and not-“
“What? Not the antichrist?” I scoffed and stood up. “Are you people even serious. I’m nothing. I’m nobody. I’m an asthmatic girl who’s barely five feet tall. I don’t weight a hundred pounds soaking wet.”
“You never had asthma,” Dahlia said. “And you’re not an ordinary girl. You’re a Breaker; a Breaker who’s had no training and whose powers have not only been suppressed for years, but have also gone unchecked. I can’t think of anything more dangerous.”
“This-this doesn’t matter,” Dr. Static said, finger pressed against his still open book. “There are other prophecies, other prerequisites that she’d have to meet before we could even entertain the idea that Cresta might be the Bloodmoon.”
“Prerequisites that we’ve already accounted for,” Dahlia said. She plucked Dr. Static’s book from his hands and started reading from it. “Consumed by the dragon and joined to the raven, her body is marked with the tears of those who will die beneath her foot.”
“Yes, I’m well aware of that stanza,” Dr. Static crossed his arms, giving him the illusion of having a bit of physical depth.
“The physical we ran on Cresta showed that she has three teardrop shaped moles along her inner thigh.” Dahlia seemed to be relishing proving her case so easily.
“The world will linger in darkness on the day of her birth. The sun will hide from her coming,” Dahlia turned to me. “That, lingering in darkness, is believed to speak of your birthday; the winter solstice, the shortest day of the year. What’s more, the winter solstice of fifteen years ago was followed by a solar eclipse that further delayed sunrise for seven extra minutes.” She closed the book triumphantly. “The sun will hide from her coming.”
“Wait a sec!” Casper stepped forward. “Cress’ birthday is in March. Is the winter solstice in March? Is winter even in March?”
Clumsily made, but it was a point nonetheless.
“Her birthday isn’t in March,” Echo said, looking at his desk.
“Yes it is,” I answered.
“They lied to you,” Dahlia said. She grabbed at a manila folder on Echo’s desk and handed me a slip of paper from inside. “This is your birth certificate, your real one. A baby Jane Doe was left on the doorstep of a hospital on the night of the winter solstice almost sixteen years ago. She was reported as being stolen from the hospital three days later. You showed up in Chicago three months after that, but all records of your birth in March are falsified. Ash led you to believe you were born in the spring because she knew your actual birthday was further proof that you are, in fact, the Bloodmoon.”
My fingers curled up into fists. Dahlia’s lips, though not quite smiling, were certainly ticking up at the ends. She loved this; proving that Ash’s daughter was nothing but trouble, proving that Ash herself was a traitor of apocalyptic proportions. “I’m not some damn moon,” I said through clenched teeth.
“None of us control fate, my dear,” Dahlia hissed at me. The forms her hands take as they wrap around our lives are of her solitary choosing.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I asked, not caring how much disdain slipped into my words.
“It means that we are what we are,” Dahlia answered. She had taken a cue from me and was now visibly upset. Her eyes flashed with anger and her mouth pursed together violently. “And like it or not, you’ll have to get used to it.”
“No it doesn’t,” Owen stood up beside me. “We are Breakers, after all. Isn’t that what we do, change what is? It’s our entire reason for being.”
“This is a fixed point. You know that,” Dahlia’s eyes shot over to him.
“A fixed point?” Casper asked when he saw I wasn’t going to.
“Some events cannot be changed regardless of how much we try,” Echo said in a surrendering voice. “They’re called fixed points because they have to come to pass. Breakers have been trying to avert the Bloodmoon for over a hundred years now, but regardless of our efforts, the prophecies never change. The Bloodmoon will come.”
“The Bloodmoon is here,” Dahlia answered defiantly.
“We don’t know that,” Dr. Static looked up from his book.
“How much proof do you need Silas?” Dahlia asked him.
Silas Static? Really?
“The events of her birth were enough to convince Ash and the two lovebirds to run away from the only lives they’d ever known. They were enough to get Allister Leeman sniffing around her very well hidden doorstep. He even manipulated this one into doing his dirty work for him,” Dahlia pointed to Owen.
“But why?” Dr. Static rubbed at his pointed chin. “We know Allister Leeman believes that Cresta is the Bloodmoon, but what purpose did he have for plucking young Owen away from the Hourglass? He has plenty of followers of his own who could have done the job just as efficiently, and whose allegiance wouldn’t have to be fabricated.”
I watched Owen’s eyes narrow into slits. Certainly he had thought about those questions as well. Though, if Dr. Static didn’t have an answer, I doubted Owen did either.
“That’s a question for the Masons,” Dahlia answered immediately. “As is the question of what to do with Cresta.”
“You can’t be serious!” Echo jumped up. The resigned lull in his voice had vanished, replaced with a hardened steel edge. “If you bring Cresta in front of those people, you know what will happen.”
“What?” I asked shakily. “What’ll happen?” This didn’t sound good.
“Those people are our superiors,” Dahlia reminded him, ignoring me. “And our protocol, the law by which we live, is very clear. We bring this to the Masons and let them tend to the matter.”
“Dahlia,” Echo looked at me, blinked hard, and then looked back at his wife. “There’s no reason to be drastic.” His voice was light and steady, like a father trying to convince his child everything would be okay. “There’s time to think this through. We don’t have to do anything we can’t take back.”
“What. Is. Going. To. Happen?” I asked again.
“The only way to avert a fixed point is to take the players off the board,” Owen said quietly.
“Stop talking like a fortune cookie,” I demanded. I was tired; tired of being jerked around, tired of questions that no one wanted to answer.
“Death!” He answered sharply. I turned to find tears shining in his eyes. “If the Council of Masons thinks you’re the Bloodmoon, they’ll kill you. “
I stumbled backward, not really sure of what to do next. I knew that they had been talking about me, about my future and their ridiculous prophecies, but it hadn’t occurred to me that there’d be these kinds of consequences. I certainly hadn’t imagined they would be debating my death.
I felt a hand on mine and a jolt ran through me. Who was it? What did they want to do to me? I turned to swat it away but found Casper beside me. His face was a stern but pale sheet.
“Come on, we’re leaving,” he said, and tugged at me. He looked back as we made our way toward the door. “Have fun with your little murder cult guys. Send us a postcard from Crazyville, mmkay.”
“Stop!” Echo shouted.
“Stop?” Casper laughed. “Why, so you can serve my girl’s head up on a silver platter. No thanks. Go find another sacrifice for your stupid Mason council.”
“No one is going to be a sacrifice, not on my watch,” Echo walked toward us. Casper didn’t stop. For my part, I was a limp noodle being pulled around. “I won’t stop you from leaving us, Cresta.” He glared back at Dahlia. “You’ve been through a lot, given a lot of information, and judging from our behavior, I can’t say I blame you. But know that if you walk out that door, Allister Leeman will most likely be waiting for you. I can keep you safe here.”
“Until when?” The words poured out of me as if someone else was saying them, as if I wasn’t connected to it at all. “Until your wife convinces you to have me put down?”
“Of course not.” His voice was light again, comforting. “There was a reason your mother sent you to me. I would never-” He huffed and shook his head, frustrated. Looking at Dahlia, he hissed, “Are you proud of yourself?”
“Don’t you dare talk to me that way!” She yelled. “This is what we do. It’s who we are. You know what this girl does. You’ve read it. You’ve been taught it since birth. It’s horrific!”
“She’s just a girl, Dahlia!” Echo’s voice matched hers now, loud, rough, and passionate. “Do you really want us to be responsible for killing a girl?”
“What about all the girls she’s going to grow up and kill, Morgan? What do we tell their parents? What do we tell ourselves when we’re watching it happen?”
“You’re being ridiculous,” Owen’s voice was a whisper among the shouts. “I know Cresta. She doesn’t have that sort of evil in her. She’s good. She’s so-“
“You’ve proven how fundamentally wrong you can be, son,” Dahlia said. “Why don’t you quit before you prove yourself even denser than we all imagined?”
“Dahlia-“ Echo started.
“Hitler was a child once too,” She cut him off. “If you had the chance to stop him, wouldn’t you?”
Hitler? Did she really just compare me to Hitler?
“You know that’s not the same thing,” Echo began marching toward his wife.
“You’re right,” she said, herself bridging the gap between them. “It’s worse. Hitler was satisfied to focus his hatred on a few choice groups. This girl will take her boot to the entire world.”
Oh, okay. I’m worse than Hitler.
“What you want; there’s no going back from that,” Echo shouted. They were in each other’s faces now. His eyes were wide and free of the surrender that had painted them just minutes ago. “If we send her to the Hourglass, she dies. That’s how that ends. Is that who you want to be, a murderer?”
“You’re a murderer!” As loud as Echo could shout, he couldn’t come close to the decibels Dahlia could reach. “If you leave her here, if you allow her to be who she’s going to become, then there’s blood on your hands as well as hers. That’s not who you are, Morgan. It’s not who I ever thought you’d be.”
“Who I am is a man who refuses to let an innocent girl be killed for something she might not ever do.” He turned from her.
“I won’t do it,” I said. “Whatever it is you think I’m going to do, I wouldn’t hurt anybody, and I damn sure wouldn’t kill anybody.” I pulled away from Casper’s hand, walking toward the others. Still, I felt Casper hovering protectively at my back.
Dahlia’s eyes softened a bit as she took me in. “I’m sure you think that.” Her voice cracked. “But you have no way of knowing where fate will take you in ten years, in five years, even in five minutes. I couldn’t count on both hands the number of people I’ve known in my life who’ve promised and sworn they would never be what prophecies have painted them as. And all of them, every single one, were changed. They all bent to fate’s will and, in the end, they became what they were always going to be.”
She pointed to Dr. Static, whose face was still planted in his book. I wondered what he was even looking for at this point. “Because when it’s all said and done, what we want doesn’t matter,” Dahlia went on. “Fate has her hands on us even before our birth. The fact that you’re here at all is proof of that. I know that you probably think I hate you Cresta, but I don’t. The truth is, you have no more control over what you are than any of us. You just happened to draw the short straw.”
She put her hand on my shoulder, but I shuddered away.
“You say you’re a good person, and I believe you. But that doesn’t mean you’ll always be. Who you’ll become has already been written. It’s already in those books, and I know you don’t want that. It’s because you’re a good person that you don’t want that.  I’m telling you that there is a way that you don’t have to become that. There’s a way you can save all of the people who are destined to be hurt by you. You can save the whole world.”
Casper read her eyes an instant before I did. He pulled me back and planted himself between us. “Get away from her, you witch,” he spit out.
“It won’t hurt Cresta,” she talked through him. “There are humane ways to end this. You’ll be comfortable. It’s the only way.”
“Those are big words,” Echo walked in front of Casper, further blocking me from Dahlia. “For someone who keeps her own daughter locked in a tower.”
I couldn’t see her face at this point, but judging from the gasp she let out, it sounded like Dahlia was pretty pissed. I figured it would have been me that spilled the beans about the secret Seer, but I hadn’t even told Casper. The fact that Echo was willing to betray what was probably the biggest secret either of them had ever kept, said a lot about how far he’d go to keep me safe.
My mo-Ash’s words came back to me then; the words she told me when she sent me away.
Morgan Montgomery. He’s a good man.
The others seemed more confused than shocked about what Echo had said. Dr. Static, actually looking up from his book, said, “She doesn’t have a daughter.”
When he saw the way they were silently staring at each other though, he added,” Does she?”
“We do,” she answered and, though I still couldn’t see her, I heard the tears in her voice. “The miscarriage I had fourteen years ago-I had the baby. She’s a Seer. The tower is here, in Weathersby. It’s hidden from you, of course, as is protocol. Then again, I suppose things like protocol don’t matter to Echo anymore; even if it means protecting our daughter.”
“You had a Seer,” Dr. Static mumbled dumbfounded. ”A Seer has lived here all these years. I don’t know what to say.”
“There’s nothing to say,” Dahlia answered. “Echo should know better than anyone why I’m acting this way. How many nights did our daughter wake up in cold sweats envisioning the horrors the Bloodmoon would do to this world? How many times did I wipe away her tears and tell her that we’d stop it? You promised her, Echo. You promised our daughter that you wouldn’t let this happen. And here it is, right in your hands.  Stop this. Stop Cresta; for the world, for our daughter.”
Echo was quiet. I could only see the back of his head, the way his ears pricked when she mentioned their daughter. What was he thinking? What was his expression like? Had Dahlia just convinced him to turn me over to the Council and, if she had, would anybody here be able to stop him?
“Here!” Dr. Static’s voice tore through the silence like a bull destroying everything in its path. “I knew it was here somewhere!”
Neither Echo nor Dahlia answered him and, though I still couldn’t see anything but the Echo and Casper barrier before me, I imagined they were still staring at each other, still thinking about how their lives had gotten to this point. They mustn’t have even looked at Dr. Static, because he shouted again. “Did you hear me? I said I found it!”
“What in fate’s hand are you screaming about?” Dahlia hissed at him.
“The answer. The piece of the prophecy that can fix all this.”
My heart jumped at those words. I broke through Casper, then Echo, and made my way toward him. His thin face bobbed up and down slightly as his read, the brittle lines of his jaw flexing as he silently mouthed the words.
“There is no way to stop this,” Dahlia persisted. “It’s a fixed point. Only death changes a fixed point.”
“Right!” He looked up, though not necessarily at her. His eyes, as well as his index finger, moved around the room like one of those blinking red eyed cameras that were everywhere in Chicago but absolutely nowhere in Crestview. “There’s no way to stop the Bloodmoon outside of killing her, but there is a way to prove Cresta isn’t her.”
“Haven’t you been listening?” Dahlia seemed more agitated than ever. “The proof is here in piles. It’s undeniable.”
“Let him talk!” Owen said in a tone that at once startled me and sent jolts of excited electricity through my chest.
“Thank you, my boy,” he grinned and then let his wandering finder fall onto one of the open pages. “Prophecies about the Bloodmoon are countless. We learn about them at birth. They’re our bedtime stories. She’ll rip apart the world. She’ll effectively end the human race. Cities, countries, entire civilizations will fall because she’s just that much of a bitch.”
“You’re not helping,” I coughed.
“Right. My point is, those are the big ones, the prophecies every Breaker knows. But there are more, many more that only the learned, like me, know of.” He brushed his shoulder in a cocky move that, if my life wasn’t on the line, would have struck me as adorable.
“What gibberish are you spouting, Silas?” If Dahlia was impressed, it didn’t come through in her voice.
That didn’t matter to Dr. Static though. He smiled and read on. “Before the sun meets her sixteenth year, she will have tasted of death’s juices. Her hands will have ceased a heart.”
“I’ve never heard that prophecy before,” Echo answered. I tried to read something into the tone of his voice, but it was a blank sheet.
“That’s why I’m the head of your Prophecy department and you’re-Well, you’re my boss.”
“Make it sound less like Shakespeare,” Casper said. His voice, the way it titled up at the end and cracked, was easy to read. He had always been there for me. The fact that he was here now, willing to stand up to, not only teachers, but super powered teachers, told me everything I needed to know.
“Have you murdered anyone Cresta?” Dr. Static turned to me.
“What?” Of all the crazy things people had asked me in the last few minutes, in the last few weeks, that may have been the craziest.
“Have you murdered anyone? Killed someone? Been responsible for the end of another’s life?”
“Of course not,” I said. “That’s ridiculous. That’s insane. That’s-“
“How we’re going to prove you’re not the Bloodmoon?” Echo smiled now too. I realized they were both in on something I didn’t understand yet. Reading my face, Echo explained it to me. “That prophecy that Dr. Static just read is in the Book of the Fates, which means it has been approved by the Council of Masons and must be abided. It also says that the Bloodmoon, whoever she may be-“He gave Dahlia a withering look. “Will have killed someone before sunrise on her sixteenth birthday. Since you say you haven’t, and you were telling the truth-“  He pointed to his temple and I remembered he was a human lie detector. “That means that, as long as you don’t kill anybody before your next birthday, you can’t be the Bloodmoon. Who your parents are won’t matter. What Allister Leeman thinks won’t matter. The birthmarks on your-er, your leg won’t matter. None of it will matter. You either are the Bloodmoon or you aren’t. There is no almost.”
“Wait,” Dahlia started. “If-“
“No, it makes sense,” Owen butted in. “And since you’ve already said that the Bloodmoon has to have been born on the winter solstice, we only have to wait until then.”
“That’s in five days,” Dr. Static’s smile was huge now. “What do you think Cresta? Can you refrain from murdering someone for the better part of a week?”



Chapter 13
Five Days
Five days; that’s how long they said I had to go without murdering someone. Seemed easy enough, seeing as how I had spent nearly the last sixteen years effectively not murdering people. And hey, I wasn’t even trying then.
Echo seemed thrilled with the idea when Dr. Static brought it up. He said that I should be sent back to my classes, monitored, and allowed to live as usual (or at least, what passed as usual these days) until after the winter solstice; my apparent birthday and the last day I’d have to spend with the spectre of the Bloodmoon hanging over me. That wasn’t good enough for Dahlia though, doll that she was. Folding her arms, she informed Echo that she wasn’t going to be responsible for teaching and training “the girl who’s going to make us all bleed one day.”
To say she wasn’t a fan would be like saying Scooby Doo liked to snack. She couldn’t get around the facts though. As much as she wanted me gone, wanted to ship me off to the Hourglass and let the Council of Masons deal with me, even if that did mean me ending up with my head on a spike, they were all slaves to their prophecies. And the prophecies said if I didn’t kill someone in the next five days, I wasn’t the Bloodmoon, plain and simple.
To satisfy her though, and to convince her not to bring her information to the Council directly, I was locked in my room.
“It’s just five days,” Echo said before he closed the door to my room. “Besides, it’s for the best. The fewer people you interact with, the less possibility of you killing one of them.”
He meant it as a joke; ‘Look how silly this is’. But it didn’t feel like a joke, especially when he slid the lock behind him. Did they think I was really capable of this, of murdering someone?
The days inched along in my room. The sun came up, went down, and came up again. The only visitors I got at all were the people that came three times a day to bring me food (not that I had much of an appetite), and the lady who came by every night to walk me to the shower.  Even though my showers were always at seven in the evening, the hallway between my room and the common area was always empty. Had they told everyone at Weathersby about what they thought I was? Did no one want to look at me? No. They were trying to keep this secret from the Council. I knew enough about high school to know that spreading a secret among a group of teenagers, evolved or not, would be counterproductive.
I tried to sleep a lot, but that wasn’t easy. My mind was constantly racing, and staring at the same four walls with nothing to distract me wasn’t helping.
My mom wasn’t my mom. She was my mom’s best friend. My dad, at least the guy I thought was my dad-Well, he could have been anybody. In reality, I was the product of an illicit affair, a union condemned, and I was surrounded by people who, whether it was a glimmer in the backs of their minds or just an outright belief, thought I was capable of destroying the world.
Not to mention the fact that I had weird superpowers that I was only now beginning to access, and a bad case of the hots for a guy who not only pretended to be someone he wasn’t for the entire length of our relationship, but was also basically engaged to a girl who belonged on the cover of  a Victoria’s Secret catalog.
Bet no one’s accusing her of destroying the world.
To top it all off, the thing that stung the most, and what really truly kept me awake at night, was how much I missed my mom. She wasn’t my blood. We weren’t even related, and it turned out she had lied to me since the day I was born (which was a full three months earlier than I had originally thought). But in all the ways that counted, in my bones if not my blood, Julie Karr was my mother. God, that hadn’t even been her real name. Ash was her name. Or maybe Ash was her Breaker name and her given name was something else altogether. Things like names didn’t matter though, not anymore. The lies didn’t matter. None of it mattered. The only thing I cared about was that I was a girl trapped in a strange place, surrounded by strange people, and I wanted my mother. I wanted to feel her hands in my hair and hear her tell me everything would be okay. I wanted to wrap my arms around her while she told me that this was all just a bad dream. I wanted her to tell me that I was good, and that there was no way in hell Julie Karr’s daughter could be anything other than whatever she wanted to be; prophecies be damned.
She was dead though, and me, I was all alone.
I asked to see Casper on the third of my five days. They said no. I asked to see Owen. They said no again. I asked to see anyone. I was going crazy looking at the walls and trying not to think abouteverything. Instead of people, they brought me a TV.
It helped for a few hours, but there are only so many Maury paternity test results shows a girl can watch before she loses interest. And it wasn’t long before the loneliness crept back in. I looked out the window a lot that day, watching as the Breakers trained, learned, and went about their routines. From my window, they looked like normal kids, like they could be from any high school in any part of the world, except for one thing. As much as I watched them, and I had a long time to watch them, I never saw any flirting. Sure, they joked, they laughed, they got mad, they got happy, and they fought and made up. But there wasn’t even a shade of anything romantic going on.
In Chicago, and then in Crestview, all people did was kiss. They hooked up, broke up, and switched up all before lunch. That was the way of it. We were teenagers, after all. But here, within the walls of Weathersby, that sort of thing seemed a world away. They didn’t kiss. They barely touched. In all the time I looked at them, I couldn’t catch even one longing glance among them.
Maybe it came with being a Breaker. Maybe, when you knew that your eventual life partner was going to be picked for you based on things you had absolutely no control over and that the way you felt or the things you wanted would mean about as much as spitting into a fire, you just didn’t think about the lovey dovey type stuff. It sure seemed like it would suck the romance out of a situation.
But what about people who did take time to nurture their romantic side? Certainly there was somebody in Weathersby who had at least thought about it? They were evolved, after all, not androids. And what about gay Breakers who didn’t procreate regardless of how potent their DNA was?
I didn’t have the answers for any of this and, judging by my unmoving locked door, I wasn’t going to get them anytime soon. I stared off into the distance, into the empty air where the seer’s tower stood. I still couldn’t see it, but I wondered if she could see me. Was she looking at me right now; one girl in the tower to another?
The sun melted behind the hills, stealing the light from my third day as a willing hostage. When seven o’clock rolled around, and the lady came to guide me to my nightly shower, I couldn’t take the silence anymore.
“So, what’s your name?” I asked.
She was older than Dahlia and Echo, probably closer to Dr. Static’s age, with dark pinned back hair, flaxen brown eyes that were too close together, and a pinched off nose that looked as though it had been turned up for about thirty years now.  She wore a plain white blouse, a long black skirt, and flat black shoes. Here lips were pressed together, turned down at the ends and, when she looked at me, it seemed as though my question pained her.
“Mulva,” she said flatly, and turned away.
“Oh, that’s a pretty name,” I lied. Scratching my head, I said,” Pretty quiet tonight.”
She didn’t respond.
“So, you been here long, Mulva?”
She sighed. “The specifics of my tenure are none of your business. And ma’am will do just fine.”
She marched through the empty hallway, her feet clapping heavy against the floor.
“Not a fan of me, are you, Mulva?” I let her name stretch on my lips. I never called my mom ma’am. I sure as hell wasn’t starting with this chick.
She stopped and turned toward me. The way she crossed herself with her arms reminded me of Dahlia. In fact, there was a lot about her that was very Dahlia-esque; the way she stood up completely straight, the holier than thou tilt in her voice, the sour expression that seemed tattooed on her face.
“It’s change that I don’t care for, young lady. Change is a mistress of the unknown; bred from a lack of discipline and dangerous at its core. You are change, Cresta Karr. And that makes you extremely dangerous.”
“You know,” I said, staring at her. “You know who I am. Or, who they think I am, I mean.” I inched a little closer, examining her. She didn’t move. She wasn’t giving me an inch. “She told you, didn’t she? What are you, Dahlia’s mother?”
Something like a smile, but colder, danced across the woman’s face. “As I’ve said, my life is none of your business. Though rest assured, Dahlia holds her word in too high a regard to ever go against it, even for the likes of you. If she told you she would keep your secret, then she will.”
“Then how do you know?” I asked. There was no denying it. The look on her face, full of anger and disgust, told me everything I needed to know.
“Because I’m no fool. I’ve been around long enough that I’ve seen it all, most things twice. Still, I have never seen the likes of you. An unknown Breaker with unknown abilities; it’s unheard of. And now you’ve been locked away just days from the solstice, anyone with a working brain stem could see what’s going on. Not to mention how much you look like your father. That Blut hair is hard to overlook.”
My fingers instinctively went to my head. Blut hair; did that mean white blond, like mine? Did everyone notice it?
“So you think I’m evil?” The words came from me softly, like a little girl.
“I think all people are evil in one way or another. You’re just a cut above the rest.”
“But I haven’t killed anybody. If I don’t kill anybody by the time the sun comes up on the solstice, I’m not the Bloodmoon. Echo said so.”
“Is that what he told you?” Mulva scoffed. “Prophecies are tricky and troublesome things. They don’t always mean what they say and, even when they do, things never happen the way you expect. Do you really think all of this, the nature of your birth, what happened to you back in that dustbowl town you called home, is just a coincidence? You are the Bloodmoon. You know that just as well as I. And every second you walk this earth is another minute closer to its end. You being here, even locked away as you are, is just tempting fate. “
“You know, back in the real world, we judge people by what they do, not by what they might do,” I said through gritted teeth. Her words had angered me again.
“Then isn’t it a pity that you’re no longer in that real world,” Mulva answered. “You’re a girl now, but one day, you’ll be a monster. If, that is, you’re allowed to live that long.”
“What are you-“
“Your head should be mounted on a spike, young lady; plain and simple. And, if by fate’s hand, I had even a wisp of the power I once did, it would be.”
“And you call me the monster!” I yelled. My words echoed, bouncing down the empty hallway. “Have you ever thought that it was people like you that make the monsters? Maybe if you showed a little compassion, maybe if you treated people like actual human beings instead of chess pieces in some game!”
“What is life if not a game, Bloodmoon? You win or you lose, but you always have to play” Her arms were still folded. Her face was still painted with that bitchy Dahlia expression.
“It’s life, you lunatic,” I said, and then ran.
I didn’t look back at Mulva. She probably thought I was going to try to make a break for it, to try and get out of Weathersby and go out on my own. She’d have loved that, me making good on all the horrible things Dahlia had said about me. I wasn’t having it though. I didn’t have anywhere to go and now, thanks to Mulva’s cutting words, I had something to prove. I slammed the door of my room. Grabbing a chair, I wedged it against the handle so that the door couldn’t be opened from the outside. I might have been trapped in here, but now everyone else was trapped out. I didn’t want anybody coming in, not if they were like Mulva.
I melted into my bed, my hands drawing up into fists at my sides. Who did she think she was? Who did any of them think they were, strutting around with their doomsday games and prophecies? Maybe I’d become a seer too. Maybe I’d close my eyes tight and, when I opened them, I’d tell them all that they were the ones who were going to destroy the world and that the only way to save it would be for them to march off a cliff like lemmings, like stupid cult member lemmings.
Bitter tears stung behind my eyes. I muttered curse words into my pillow, cursing the Breakers, cursing Allister Leeman, cursing the prophecies that they’d allowed to take away their free will, cursing fate, cursing myself, and cursing my mom for not being here and for sending me to Weathersby in the first place.
How could she lie to me? How could she let me think everything was so simple when, all the time, we were dancing on top of razor blades? My stomach started to churn. This whole thing was making me sick. I wanted to cry, to scream but I was too tired. I was sick, fed up, and exhausted.
I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew, the sun was up, peeking over the tree line and into my room. It wasn’t the morning rays that woke me though. It was something a lot more peculiar. I hadn’t heard a cell phone since the night I came to Weathersby. Though Owen had been glued to his back in Crestview, it seemed the rest of the Breakers didn’t use them, at least not in Weathersby. It made sense. Who would they have talked to? For all the conversations I had been in with them, none of the Breakers ever brought up their families or friends back home in the Hourglass. They rarely talked about the past at all. Even while I was skimming Owen’s memories, I never felt any sense of longing on his part to be back home. It was like they had been programmed not to make those sorts of lasting connections. Maybe they thought that sort of thing might make them weak. Still, as my eyes fluttered open against my soft down pillow, I recognized the unmistakable ring of a phone.
I leaned up, gathering myself. That had been the first time I had actually slept since being locked away and, it turned out, three days of sleeplessness had taken its toll. I shook my head, forcing myself to wake up. I had never been a morning person, and today was no exception. The phone rang again. It was soft and distant, but it was definitely a phone. I stood. Something tickled at the back of my mind, something the girl in the tower had wrote to me.
Mind the ring.
“Stupid seers,” I muttered. The ringing seemed to be coming from under my bed. I hit the floor and, pushing back the bed ruffle, saw the silver briefcase my mother gave me the day she died. I pulled it out. The ringing got louder. I popped it open, remembering the cell phone she had placed inside beside the huge stacks of cash and my ‘turned-out-to-be-fake’ asthma medication.
The phone rang and vibrated against the case. This was the phone my mother left for me. Who-who on earth would have the number? I grabbed it slowly, like it was a bomb about to explode or a piece of alien technology.
The phone’s screen lit up.
UNKNOWN CALLER
I flipped it open and held it wordlessly to my ear.
“Are you there?” The voice was light and flirty, but undeniably male. “Cresta, talk to me baby.”
I went through a rolodex of voices in my mind, trying to place the one on the other end of line. I was drawing a blank, but the way he addressed me; baby. There had only ever been one man in the whole world who had called me that. But it didn’t make any sense. It couldn’t be. Could it?
“D-dad?”
The laugh that came across the line, cold and relishing, gutted me like a fish on a hook.
“Oh baby, which daddy would that be, the dead one or the one you’ve never met?”
After a few beats of silence, the voice continued. “It doesn’t matter, baby. Soon enough, I’ll be your daddy. I’ll be the only man you’ll ever need.”
I thought my heart was going to explode into a thousand pain filled shards as I realized exactly who it was I was talking to.
“Oh God,” I choked out. “Allister Leeman.”



Chapter 14
The Future Becomes Her
Bile rose, burning my throat as I realized who I was talking to. Allister Leeman, the Raven; he was a fringe lunatic who even the crazies that surrounded me considered to be insane. If Dahlia, Echo, and the rest were to be believed, it was Allister  who set this whole thing in motion. He was the one who sent Owen, and God knows how many others, to spy on me. He was the ringleader who sent the men who blew my house up. He was the reason my mother was dead and, worst of all, the nutjob wanted to marry me.
“Raven.” My voice was shrill echoing over the phone.
“That’s a formal way to address one’s fiancÉ, don’t you think?” I could hear the sleazy smile spread across his face.
“Go to hell!” I said, my fingers wrapping tightly around the phone.
“I will. Haven’t you heard? You’re the one who’s going to show me the way.”
“The only thing I’d like to show you is the broad side of a bat,” I stood. Frantic, I started pacing the room.
“Good,” he answered. “Harness that anger, baby. It’s going to serve you so well in the future.”
“You wasted your time, you head case. I’m not who you think I am.”
“You’re exactly who I think you are. I can hear it in that saucy little tone. You’re a sparkplug. Though, I suppose I shouldn’t have expected anything less, given who you are.”
“I’m not the Bloodmoon! Now just leave me alone!”
“Careful,” his voice took a low, serious tone. “You don’t want to make too much noise. If you raise suspicion, your jailers might take your phone away, and you don’t want that. I promise, you’re going to want to hear what I’ve got to say.”
How did he know I was locked away? Did he have eyes here too, a traitor the Breakers didn’t know about? Did he have a secret surveillance system? Was he watching me now? No. The Breakers were smart; the smartest people in the world. There was no way some crazy loser could bypass their security. And nobody, no matter how skilled they were, could fake out Echo. That dude was a walking lie detector.
No. Allister Leeman was just using his brain. He knew that Dahlia would find out the truth behind the explosion. And from there, it’s just common sense to think they’d do everything in their power to keep me from fulfilling the prophecy, even if the idea of me killing someone was just about as likely as peanut butter falling from the sky. Still, I wasn’t going to let him paint me as a victim.
“I don’t have jailers. I chose this. I’m going to prove to everyone that I’m not some killer,” I answered.
“No darling. You’re so much more than that.” I heard the smile creep back across his face. “And I don’t appreciate the tone. If you take a moment to listen, you’ll find that I’m on your side. In fact, I think I might be the only true friend you have in all of this.”
“You killed my mother,” the words slipped from my mouth at about the same time that tears fled from my eyes. “You tried to kill me. You destroyed my life. We are not friends. We’re nothing. I hate you, and one day really soon, after I prove I’m not the stupid Bloodmoon, I’m going to make you pay.”
“Good. I love that fire in your voice. There’s a thin line between love and hate, you know. And darling, we are destined to cross it.”
“I could never love you!” I was standing on my bed now; standing on top of it like I was six years old.
“And why’s that, because you’ve fallen for my little chess piece? How is Owen; still engaged to that annoyingly perfect girl?”
He was trying to hurt me, to twist the Merrin shaped knife in my back, but I was way beyond that.
“Don’t answer that,” he laughed. “It doesn’t matter. The truth is, Owen could never love you, not the real you anyway. To him, you’re something to be changed, something to be avoided at all costs. He doesn’t understand how special you are; the real purpose behind what it is you’ll do. He wants to change you, to make you something you’re not. Though, I suppose that’s better than trying to kill you.”
“Owen and I are none of your business, you sick freak.”
“You’re right.” His laugh morphed into a loose maniacal giggle. “You’re young. I shouldn’t hold your transgressions against you. Besides, it doesn’t matter where you heart starts, I suppose, given that we both know where it’s going to end up.”
“You’re screwing with me, and I’m not going to play anymore,” I answered. Letting him egg me on was just going to lead me into trouble. He couldn’t get to me in this room. In this room, he was powerless and, in three days, it wouldn’t matter. The solstice would be over, nobody would be murdered, and the whole prophecy thing would be out the window. “This isn’t about me. You don’t care who the Bloodmoon is, so long that she actually comes. Because you know that if the Bloodmoon doesn’t come along, then you don’t get to be the Raven. And if you’re not the Raven, then what are you? You’re just a pathetic Breaker who couldn’t cut it and is trying to overcompensate. So, if you’ll excuse me, I don’t think I’m going to give you even one more minute of my time.”
I held the phone back from my ear, ready to end the call and, with any luck, be done with Allister Leeman forever. But then, I heard him speak.
“Aren’t you going to ask me how I got the number?”
“What?” I asked, exasperated.
“The number to this phone; don’t you want to know how I got it? If I was in your place, I’d be pretty curious. Though, seeing as how only one person on the planet had it, it should be an easy guess.”
My heart thumped. He wasn’t saying what I thought he was saying. He couldn’t be. I gripped the phone so tightly that I was sure it would break.
“Come on Cresta, darling. Who had the phone number? Who gave you the phone?” His voice sickened me.
“My mother couldn’t have given you this number. You killed her. She’s dead.” Tears, hot and angry, poured down my cheeks.
“Is that right? Someone should tell the woman locked in my foyer. She’s under the impression that she’s very much alive.”
“You’re lying!” I snapped. “She’s dead. I saw it happen.”
“Did you?” he asked too lightly. “Did you actually see her die? Do you have a body?”
He had me there. I hadn’t watched my mom die, but she had to be dead. She was in the house when it exploded. I saw as much from Owen’s memories. She couldn’t have survived that, could she?
“Your mother is with me, Cresta. She’s hurt, but not badly, at least not yet. I didn’t kill her. I could have, but what sort of son in law would that make me?” A creaking, like the opening or closing of a door sounded on the other end of the phone. Then sounds, the clang of chains, loud thumps like wood against walls, and a woman’s scream.
Was he telling the truth? Was it possible that my mother had survived and he was holding her hostage, torturing her? The scream came again. I listened, trying to pick up on the voice. But I had never heard my mother scream before, at least not like that; all guttural and horrific.
“I don’t believe you,” I said, trying to keep the quiver out of my voice.
“Well then let me convince you,” he said. The thumping sound came again, followed by another scream. I realized with sickening clarity that it wasn’t wood that was being pounded, it was bone. “She was delirious when she was brought here Cresta. She kept repeating the same thing over and over again; See you when I see you.”
My heart stopped thumping. In fact, it stopped altogether. How many times had my mother said those words to me? Every time I went off for school, every time I went to dinner with friends, even on the way out the night my dad died; she always told me that. But what did that prove? Wouldn’t Allister Leeman know that? He had me watched for years. It made sense that he would know something like that. The woman’s scream came through the phone again, piercing like a dagger aimed straight for my heart.
If he was telling the truth, if there was even a chance that that screaming woman, that tortured woman was actually my mother, I had to do something.
“What do you want?” I asked.
“To prove to you that I’m on your side, my dear.”
“No more bull!” I shouted. “Just tell me what I need to do to get my mother back.”
“All you have to do is come and get her. It’s that easy, Cresta. There is a catch though,” he added.
Of course there’s a catch.
“You have to come now.”
“They’re not going to let me out of here until after the Solstice. You know that,” I sank onto the bed, cursing the walls around me.
“Then I suppose you’ll have to find a way out. I’m sure my little chess piece can help you out with that. If the reports I’ve been receiving are true, it doesn’t look like there’s anything he wouldn’t do for you. But don’t worry, my little sugar dove. I’m not jealous.”
“Owen? They won’t even let me see Owen.” Another scream, louder than before, and then another came blaring into my ear. “Stop! Look, just let her go, okay. I’ll come to you. I’ll-I’ll find a way.”
“Good. You have until midnight on the solstice. A minute after that, and I’ll send your mother to you in pieces.”
That thought produced knives in my stomach that wrenched so violently that I thought I was going to die.
“Just- I don’t know where you are. I don’t know how to find you.”
“You will,” he answered flatly. “Don’t worry about that. Once I know you’re safely outside the walls of Weathersby, I’ll send you the means you need to get here. And Cresta, if you inform Echo, Dahlia, or anyone who might tell the council about this little arrangement, they will stop you from coming. They will keep you locked in that room until it’s too late, and I will make your mother suffer. Do you understand me?”
I did. If Echo or, God forbid, Dahlia found out about this, they wouldn’t let me leave. They might send a group of Breakers to save my mom, assuming they could find her, but who’s to say what Echo would do to her if he saw an army coming for him? No. I would have to do this myself, but I wasn’t about to do it without proof.
“I wanna talk to her. Put her on the phone and then I’ll come,” I demanded.
“Phones are so ineffective,” he answered. “Voices can be manipulated. What you hear can be changed, and I don’t want you to harbor any doubts about whether or not I’m serious about this. Breakers use candles, Cresta. It’s the fastest way to connect with someone. Use a candle. You’ll see where she is now, and then you won’t have any doubts.”
“No, I-“
“As much as I’ve enjoyed our little pre-wedding chit chat, if I’m not mistaken, you’ll be getting breakfast in about thirty seconds. We can’t have any eyebrows being raised, can we? You have two days, Cresta.” The horrible noises came again. “We can’t wait to see you.”  And then the line was dead.
“Wait,” I said, but the line morphed into a busy signal and then a recording of an operator who suggested I hang up and try my call again. I just sat there, melted into my bed, dumbstruck with the phone in my hand. He was lying. Wasn’t he?
Please God, he had to be lying. He just wants to get me out, to get me to him and-and who knows what sick games he’s got in store for me after that.
But what was the alternative, that my mom was dead? Wouldn’t it be better if he had her somewhere, so that I might have a chance to save her? The sickening screams echoed in my memory and suddenly I wasn’t sure anymore.
The door swung open. It was a woman with long braided hair bringing me breakfast right on cue, just like Allister said. It wasn’t Mulva. She must have had her fill of me last night and, if I hadn’t been so bowled over by what had just happened, I’m sure that would have made me happy. As it was, I hid the phone behind my back. The woman with the braids didn’t notice. She just sat the covered dish over and walked away, closing the door behind her, never looking directly at me.
Maybe she thinks I’ll melt her with my super evil Bloodmoon stare.
I threw the phone back on the bed, but when I heard the lock slide back into place, my mind went back to racing. I was never getting out of here, at least not in time to save my mom. Wait, I was being stupid. My mom wasn’t alive. He was lying to me. But what if he wasn’t?
Ugh! I was driving myself crazy. I couldn’t do this. Even the tiniest of chances that my mom might be alive was enough. This might have been a trap. Hell, it probably was, but it was one I was going to walk into willingly. Assuming, I actually got out of this damn room.
An idea came crashing into my mind. The note, the one the girl in the tower left me, the one I had thrown away; she guided me to her the first time. Maybe the mumbo jumbo that she wrote on the second one would help me out now.
I rushed over to the waste paper basket where I tossed the note. Damn, it was empty. When did they even clean this room? I threw myself back on the bed. What was it that note said, something about a flicker?
This was never going to work. How could I decipher the stupid fortune cookie speak if I couldn’t even remember it? And why did she have to talk like that anyway? Couldn’t she just write a note that said things straight out?
Hey Cresta, these idiots think you’re gonna grow up and destroy the world, so you should probably get gone before the lunatic who wants to marry you, even though you’ve never met, calls and says he has your mother, who’s not really your mother, held hostage. Oh yeah, by the way, he’s probably trying to trick you into killing someone so that you can fulfill another stupid prophecy that I probably made up because I’ve been trapped in a tower  for years and I’m  bored as hell.
See, that I could have figured out. I ran over to the slit of a window in my room, looking at the empty space where I knew a tower stood. Was she looking back at me now? Did she know what I was going through? Of course she did. She was a seer. That was her whole schtick. I narrowed my eyes. Maybe if I focused, I’d be able to see the tower like before. Maybe I’d be able to see the girl and she could tell me what to do. But it didn’t feel like before. The night the tower came into view, everything seemed to click into place. It felt natural, like pieces of me that I had always neglected were finally being put to use.
Now though, now it felt like those pieces had never existed at all, and that no matter how hard I tried, I’d never find the clarity of mind necessary to see through the shade. It was too full now, to crammed with stressful thoughts and the screams of a woman who very well could be my mother.
Suddenly, as though someone had pushed it, the silverware set that the braided woman had left beside my breakfast fell to the floor, clattering loudly. Of course, the first letter had come with my food. That must have been where this one was too. I raced over to the covered dish and threw off the lid, letting it clank against the wall where it hit.
Bacon, eggs, cheese, fruit, sausages, was that green stuff Jello? There was no letter though. I lifted the plate. Nothing underneath. There was nothing here. She hadn’t sent me anything. The only time I needed it, the only time it might actually help, and she sends nothing.
A rose of anger blossomed in my chest. I couldn’t help it; I tossed the plate against the wall. It shattered into a million loud shards of white porcelain. The food,which didn’t smell half bad, splatted everywhere. The eggs smeared against my bed. The bacon and sausage lay in chunks on the nightstand and footstool. And the green Jell-O lay against the hardwood in teardrop shaped clumps. Though, being green it looked more like a bush or a tree; some kind of plant.
A piece of my discarded letter flashed through my mind.
Destroy the clover.
That’s what it was, a clover. I dove toward the Jell-O, clawing at its pieces, and then the wooden floor underneath. A plank was loose and came up easy, like it had been pried up and set back in place. Under it, a mass was wrapped in a small white cloth. It was dusty and yellowed with age. I picked it up and, unwrapping it, saw that the treasure inside the old cloth was a similarly aged key. It was golden; dull and chipped, but it was a key all the same. Looking over at the locked door keeping me here, I smiled. Looked like a perfect fit. On the old cloth, written in what I could only guess was permanent marker were the words:
Aquarium, 5:43 P.M.
How’s that for straightforward?
The Girl in the Tower
I grimaced and slid the key and cloth into my pocket.



Chapter 15
Swimming Upstream
I cleaned up the mess I had made, sweeping the bacon, sausage, egg bits, and Jell-O chunks back onto the platter and covering it over. Someone, probably the braided girl or, God forbid, Mulva would be back to retrieve the platter and I didn’t want them suspicious. If anyone found out about my little outburst and, with that, that I now had a key for my room, they’d start asking questions. They’d probably send me to Echo, who would pull the truth out of me with all the finesse of a bulldozer at a wedding reception, and then I’d be screwed. They’d keep me here, make someone watch me at all times, and my mom (if she was, in fact, still alive) wouldn’t stand a chance.
On cue, the braided girl came in, plucked up the covered tray, and left. Again, she didn’t look at me, didn’t say anything to me. She didn’t seem to notice me at all. I would have been offended, had my mind not been racing with so many other things. As it was, I was glad to see her go. Maybe I shouldn’t have been hard on her. Maybe I was being too critical of all of them. They had, after all, heard horror stories about the person I was supposedly destined to grow up and become since they themselves were kids. Didn’t it make sense that they would hate me, be afraid of me?
No, I was thinking like them now, making excuses for them. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I wasn’t a monster, regardless of how or why I was born. And nothing they said or did was going to turn me into one. I was Cresta Karr, daughter of Adam and Julie Karr, lover of folk rock and cheesy eighties movies. If they were looking for a Bloodmoon, they were going to have to go elsewhere.
***
Five forty eight came slowly, after hours of feeling like I was going to bang my head against the wall. Would anyone actually come for me if I did? Looking at the stalwart door keeping me here, I figured, probably not. The braided woman returned with lunch ( a cold chicken and avocado sandwich with a side of wheat pasta salad) and then dinner (steak smothered in mushrooms served with mashed potatoes and a side of red wine sauce). The sandwich went untouched, but my stomach was rumbling so much by the time dinner rolled around, that I grabbed a hunk of steak, dipped a dinner roll in the wine sauce, and stuffed my face.
When the clock on the wall read five thirty, I thought about slipping the key into the door and running out, but I knew better. The girl in the tower, weird vague speak aside, was a seer. That meant she knew what was happening, what would happen, and probably what could happen given just the right series of events. So, like it or not, I was waiting until the second hand rolled around on five forty eight before I acted.
The key slid into the lock with ease. It turned without much struggle and unlocked the door. I opened it slowly, afraid that someone might be on the other side guarding me or that the aged door would creak, giving me away to anybody walking by. Instead, I found the hallway conspicuously empty and the door completely silent. This was it, my chance. The girl in the tower had given it to me somehow.
I darted out of my deluxe prison room and settled behind one of the large gothic columns that ran to the ceiling. It was uncanny. Peering out into the usually bustling common area, I found it to be empty as hell. What was going on?
I scampered through the wide open common area, my eyes darting around for signs of someone who might see me and my feet falling as softly as possible on the hardwood floor, hoping not to make too much noise. It was all clear. All I needed to do was get to the aquarium, but where was it? It’s not like there was a Weathersby map hanging on the walls.
With my eyes busily searching the area in front, it wasn’t long before I slammed into a desk. Its contents, a vase filled with roses and blue marbles, fell to the floor. I expected the vase to shatter loudly and send the Breakers, wherever they were, running back in to find me. Instead, it landed with a soft thud and stayed in one piece. Even the roses stayed in place. Everything did, with the exception of a handful of the blue marbles.
As I bent down, picking the vase up and putting it back, the marbles started to move. They shot forward, running the length of the floor, and taking a sharp right as they moved into a separate hallway.
Okay. I guess that makes as much sense as anything’s going to.
I darted out after them, following as they took a left, another right, and trickled down a staircase that ran right past Echo’s office.
When they finally came to a stop at the bottom of the stairs, I found myself in an expansive room. It was squared and lit with a soft blue glow. Large glass squares filled with empty still water lined the walls. Below them, written in the native language of their country, plaques read what I assumed were the locations where each square of water came from.
California, Deutschland, Mexico, Italia, and the like were all on display. It still rattled me that, in my new Breaker state, each language seemed as native to me as English.  Standing there, staring at the tank marked Roma intently enough that you’d think something was actually in it, was Owen. He wore a tight black shirt and blue vest that, along with the soft blue light that I now saw was a reflection of the tanks, brought out the color in his eyes brilliantly. His fingers, all but the thumbs, were stuffed into his pockets. He was standing completely still, the way you only can when you’re either trying really hard or not trying at all.
“Where are all the fish?” I asked, and stepped into view.
“Cresta?” His eyes got wide and his face lost its expression. “I thought-How did you get out?”
Before I could answer, he rushed me, scooped me up into his arms, and spun me around. The world was a daze; not just because I was spinning, but because I was with Owen again.  He was touching me, happy to see me. I could touch him, smell him, and breathe him in. He knew how I felt about him and, superhumanly perfect fiancÉs aside; I knew how he felt about me too.
“I wanted to come and see you, you know,” he said, his face buried in my hair. “I tried to. I begged Echo, but he wouldn’t let me.”
“I know. I asked to see you too,” I answered.
“Are you okay?” He asked, letting me down. The soft blue in the air made his face, always one of his best features, look even more perfect somehow.
“I am now,” I said, which brought a shy smile to his lips. His smile made me blush, and I turned away.
“No. Don’t do that.” He took my face in his hand and turned it back to him. “It’s been too long since I’ve seen that face.” He looked down, letting his eyes flicker to the floor for the briefest of seconds before pinning them back on me. “About Merrin, she’s not-“
“The Raven has my mother,” I cut him off, as much because I didn’t want to hear him explain the Merrin situation as because I knew we didn’t have much time to kill.
“What?” His eyes got wide again. His hands cupped mine, squeezing them tightly.
I explained it all to him; about the phone call, Allister Leeman, the woman’s scream, the girl in the tower’s note, the secret key, all of it. I ended my rant by telling him that I had to go, I had to chance it, and that I hoped he would understand.
“I’m coming with you,” he said flatly.
Looks like he understands and then some
“I can’t let you do that,” I answered, pulling my hands from his grip. “Your life is here, with the Breakers. You’re already in God knows how much trouble with the Council of Masons. There’s a good chance that the Raven doesn’t even have my mom. I can’t let you throw away whatever chance you might have to redeem yourself by running off with me.”
“He ruined my life, Cresta,” Owen folded his arms and looked me square in the eyes. “He manipulated me, made a fool of me. He took me away from my work; made everything I had done, every day of my life, meaningless. I want to make him pay for that.”
Though they probably shouldn’t have, his words sent spikes of doubt into my heart. He had taken him away from his work? Did he really mean that it was Merrin he had been taken away from? He had ruined his life? Hadn’t he sent him to me?
“So, the only reason you want to go with me is so you can get revenge?” I asked, and tried not to let my face scrunch.
He ran his hand through my hair, tucking a loose strand behind my ear. “I could forget about everything he did to me. I could let that all go, but if your mother is dead-Well, that’s my fault. And if she’s alive, if he has her, then that’s on me too.”
I opened my mouth, about to tell him that he was wrong, that it wasn’t his fault, but he placed his index finger over my mouth to silence me.
His fingers . . . on my lips . . . 
“And if he did anything to you-If that son of a bitch so much as laid a finger on you and I wasn’t there to stop it-“He took a deep breath as if to compose himself. Leaning in closer he asked, “Do you have any idea what you mean to me, Cresta Karr?”
I leaned in to meet him. “I’m starting to,” I said just as our lips met. The kiss was gorgeous. So much so, that it almost allowed me to forget the horrible circumstances that led to it. I wrapped my arms around him, exploring his arms, his shoulders, the arch and small of his back. He was warm, and I felt his body tense and rise beneath my touch. His lips took mine in hungrily, panting as he brushed my flushed cheeks with his thumbs.
I wanted to stay there, to live there in the soft blue glow of the aquarium and the heat of Owen’s touch, but there were other things going on, reasons why something like this(even though it might be mind-blowingly awesome) had to wait.
“Owen,” I huffed, reluctantly pulling my lips away from his. “We can’t. There’s no time.”
He looked at him, his blue eyes gleaming devilishly. “It’s okay. I’ll be quick.” His arms pulled at me again, lifting me into the air and throwing me against the Roma display. My back pressed against the cool glass. Owen’s mouth searched mine before it traveled to my cheek, then my neck, and then the arch of my collar bone. I wanted to move, to push him away. We had to go. We had to get out of here before someone saw me and the whole thing was ruined. But as much as I tried, I couldn’t get my body to cooperate. It was his now. It belonged to his lips, to his eyes, to his heart, beating so hard that I could see it under his shirt and vest.
I tossed my head back, letting it rest against the cold glass. As soon as I touched the glass, something in me began to shift. I could feel the water behind me, actually feel it, as it twisted and turned. I tore away from Owen’s grasp, slinked to the floor, and turned to look. The water had clouded. What was once clear, blue, and still, was now a dark gray and spun around like a cyclone. When it settled, the water wasn’t empty anymore. Large fish that I had never seen before swam around. Some of them were scaly. Some were transparent. Some were so large that they took up the entire space and then some.
How did they even fit them in there?
“It’s leering glass,” Owen said, before I had a chance to voice how stunned I was. “It lets you see . . . everything.”
He walked closer and put his hand on the glass, tracing the space where something that looked like a prehistoric sea horse swam. “You know that everything holds a certain amount of physic energy, that anything can retain memories.”
“That’s how Dahlia found out everything that went on in Crestview,” I added, still staring at the glass. The image shifted. The Stone Age sea creatures dissipated, replaced by a desert scene. A huge battle was going on. Burly men in gold plated armor were fighting equally burly men in black armor. They drove spears into each other and rode horses over the broken bodies of their brothers. Except, I wasn’t watching it from a direct angle like the sea horse. I was rushing down toward it, falling on them like raindrops.
“Right,” Owen answered. “Water retains more memories than anything. You see these plaques?” He motioned toward the Roma sign. “Well, they’re meant to tell you where the water came from and, as such, give you an idea of what you gleam from it. But they’re useless, given that water is recycled so much. It seeps into the ground and ascends into the sky. Every drop of water is this place has probably been over every inch of this world. There’s no telling what sort of things it could show you. Some of it probably goes back to the dawn of time.”
“Can you pick what you want to see?” I asked, putting my hand beside his on the glass.
“You have to be trained for that, and lately I’ve been out of practice,” he winced.
“Because of the Raven?” I asked.
“I used to go to the aquariums at the Hourglass with my father,” he said, ignoring my question. “I loved it. I used to stay there for hours, just touching all the different waters and travelling through time.” He ran his hand up his arm, brushing where the bands had been placed. “That was when I still had my powers though.”
“We’re gonna get your powers back,” I grabbed his hand.
“I don’t care about my powers,” he turned to me. “Let’s go get your mom back.”
“Don’t be stupid,” a voice sounded from across the room. Startled, I pulled away from Owen, ready to run. Casper came out of the doorway though, his arms folded. How long had he been there? Had he seen . . . the whole thing?
“Casper, how did you know I was gonna be here?”
“I got a letter.” He held up a white slip, much like the ones I had been receiving. “It said to come here. I thought you sent it.” He winced and ran his hand through his hair. “Well, I hoped you sent it.”
I ran to him and hugged him tightly. “Missed you,” I whispered into his ear.
“I promised to keep you safe,” he said with a break in his voice.
“I’m fine. I’m okay,” I assured him.
“Let’s get out of here, Cress. We don’t belong here. Let’s just go.”
“I thought you like it here. I thought you said it was cool,” I gave him a squeeze on the shoulder and pulled away. The blue lights made Casper’s red hair look purple, and made the freckles dotting his face resemble dark smudges. Still, he was a sight for sore eyes.
“Yeah, I sorta turned in my Breakers fan club membership card when they hauled you off like a common crook,” he huffed and stared past me at Owen. Wait, was he counting Owen among their numbers too? Did he blame Owen?
“Cass,Allister Leeman has my mom,” I said.
“I know you want to believe that Cresta, but you didn’t see the house. You didn’t see what was left of it. Your mom didn’t make it out of there. That sick bastard is just trying to lure you to him.” His voice was soft, and I could tell that losing my mom had hurt him too.
“With all due respect, Casper, Cresta’s mother was Breaker. You have no idea what we’re capable of surviving,” Owen walked toward us.
“I wasn’t talking to you, Owen. If that is your real name,” Casper hissed. Okay, so that answered the question of how Casper felt about Owen. “Just go back to your little cult, and let us go.”
“Go where?” Owen balked. Even if you’re right, and Julie Karr is dead, you wouldn’t make it half a out there. Until sunrise on the solstice, Cresta is, for all intents and purposes, the Bloodmoon. If you run, they will come find you. If you’re not going to go after Cresta’s mom, then the best thing for her to do is go back into her room until after the solstice. At least then, they’ll know she isn’t the Bloodmoon.”
“And what if they don’t?” Casper’s hands balled into fists. “What if that doesn’t convince them? What if they pull some other prophecy out of their asses? They could keep Cresta here forever.”
“I won’t let that happen,” Owen answered.
“Oh yeah, cause you’re so trustworthy.”
“Cass, I do!” I answered. “I trust him.”
“Why Cresta?” His face scrunched, as though my words had hurt him. “Look, I know you’ve got the hots for him or whatever, but he’s just like the rest of them. All he’s ever done is lie to us.”
“That wasn’t his fault,” I shook my head. “I mean-Yeah, it was his fault, but he thought he was doing it for my own good.”
Casper gritted his teeth. “And what happens when he thinks killing you is for your own good?”
“You son of a bitch!” Owen rushed toward him. I jumped between them. I was trying to sneak away without being seen. The last thing I needed was a brawl in the world’s weirdest aquarium. “You don’t know anything about me,” Owen yelled. “You don’t know my life!”
“You don’t have a life,” Casper sniped. “You people live in a holding cell. You let other people tell you what to do so you don’t have to make your own decisions. You lie to people and tell yourselves that you’re heroes. You blame people for things you say they’re going to do. What about all the crap that you people do? You make me sick.”
This was a total one eighty from the Casper I had left when they locked me in that room. Gone was the freewheeling, fun loving guy who thought this whole thing was an adventure. He wanted us gone, and he wanted us gone now. But he had forgotten about one thing.
“Casper, I’m a Breaker too.”
“You are not,” he said, his voice calming. “You’re you. You’re Cresta, and you’re amazing. Don’t you see Cress? They don’t care about us. They look at us and see a Neanderthal and a Bloodmoon; the monkey and the antichrist. That’s all we’re ever gonna be to them.”
“That’s not true,” Owen’s voice had softened to. “I care about her. I care about you too. Believe it or not, you guys were my friends, probably the only real friends I’ve ever had. I know I lied to you guys, and I know that I’m responsible for what happened back in Crestview, but I wanna make it right.”
“Forgive me if I decide not to believe a damn word that comes out of your mouth,” Casper said.
I sighed. We didn’t have time for this. I turned to him, and put on my best ‘this means business’ face. “Casper, this is happening. Whether you like it or not, I am going to save my mother.”
“He doesn’t have your mother,” Casper repeated.
“He said there was a way to prove it,” I remembered. “He said that if I lit a candle-“
“Of course!” Owen clapped his hands together. “The quickest way for Breakers to communicate is through flame. Why didn’t I think of that? If we can get the right kind of candle and something of your mom’s to focus our search, we should be able to feel her, might even be able to see her.”
The idea of seeing my mom again filled with dueling emotions. I desperately wanted her to be alive and would have given anything to be able to look into her eyes again, but if she was alive, it meant she was being tortured by Allister Leeman, and I wasn’t sure I could deal with the sight of that.
I shook my head. “Can you do it?” I asked. That was the only thing that mattered.
“No,” he answered, and rubbed at the band that bound his powers. “Not like this.”
“What about me,” desperation colored my voice. “Can I do it?”
“You have to be trained Cresta. It’s a delicate process. It takes years for a Breaker to learn it.”
That was it then. I would have to fly blind; go after my mom, proof or not.
“But there is someone who could,” Owen answered. “There’s one other person I trust enough to do it.”
“What?” I asked, but my eyes narrowed when I realized who he was talking about.
No. Not her. Anybody but her.



Chapter 16
In Plain Sight
Ten minutes later, Casper and I were hiding in the janitorial closet. It was about ten feet wide and barely had room for the mops, rakes, and buckets that had been stuffed into it, let alone the two of us. Owen had drawn ovals on the inside of the door in red marker; anchors that he said should hide us from anybody that might come in looking for cleaning supplies.
When Owen came back, Merrin behind him, I grimaced. Of all the people I didn’t want to know about this, Merrin was definitely at the top of that list. But Casper was right. There was a very good chance Allister Leeman didn’t have my mother and, if that was the case and he was just trying to get me out into the open, the whole candle thing could really shed some light on it. No pun intended. But with Owen effectively neutered and me being a Breaker newbie, we’d have to outsource. Too bad the only person Owen trusted enough for the job was his seemingly perfect and certainly beautiful (ex?) fiancÉ.
I could tell from the look on Merrin’s infuriatingly perfect symmetrical that Owen had already filled her in on what was going on. Her eyes were tightened in a way that told me she thought I was a king sized nuisance. Though they were also a touch softer than I remembered, so maybe she understood at least a little of why I was doing this.
“I have no idea why we’re doing this,” she sighed.
There goes that theory.
She glared at me, then at Owen. “You realize the position this puts me in with the Masons. They trusted me Owen, and when we get found out-“
“We won’t get found out,” Owen turned, revealing a blue backpack slung over one shoulder. He unzipped it and placed its contents on the floor in front of us; a stumpy red candle, a box of matches, and a rounded hand mirror. The room filled with the smell of apples and cinnamon.
“Is that Glade?” I asked, pointing to the candle.
“Short notice,” he explained.
“Of course we’re going to get found out,” Merrin said, rolling her eyes at me. “Do you think they’re going to notice we’re gone and just assume we went out for a picnic?”
We? I didn’t like the sound of that.
“She’s coming?” I asked, looking at Owen.
“She can speak for herself,” Merrin answered with enough venom in her voice to poison a horse. “And yes. I’ve lost Owen once already. I’m not doing it again. Unless, of course, you’d rather I stay put and, when Echo and Dahlia start asking questions, I can point them in your direction.”
“That’s enough,” Owen said, striking a match and lighting the candle’s wick. “We don’t know what we’re going to be dealing with out there, Cresta. Having a Breaker who isn’t and knows what she’s doing can only help us.”
“Unless she rats us out anyway,” Casper said, his arms folded, his voice flippant.
“Oh good, a Neanderthal; what every good suicide mission needs,” Merrin spat.
“Stop it!” Owen said, standing to meet her. “These are my friends, both of them. If you want to be part of this, you have to respect that.”
“Whatever you say, sweetheart,” she said, and ran her fingers lightly across his cheek. He flinched, but just a little.
“Just deal with the candle, okay,” he blinked.
“I need a token” she said, crouching cross legged in front of the lit candle. “A picture, a personal item; just something to tie me into Ash, hope me focus on who I’m looking for. Normally a relative would do the trick, but since there isn’t actually any blood ties between you and your mother-“
“I have something,” I cut her off. I did not need to hear the rest of that sentence.  I reached into my pocket and pulled out the old photo of Echo and my mom; the first proof I ever got that what Echo was saying was the truth. With a bit of hesitance, I handed it over to her. Merrin held it over the candle, letting the flame lick up it. As the fire consumed the picture, my heart stung. It didn’t make much sense. Before a couple of weeks ago, I had never seen that picture. But it was the only one I had of my mother, maybe the only one I would ever have. If this didn’t work out, if I never got to see my mother again, that picture would have been the only piece of her I’d have left. I didn’t even have her features. That picture would have been the only thing that reminded me of what she looked like, that kept her face fresh in my mind.
And now it was gone.
Mourn the flicker.
The burning picture produced a cloud of smoke. That smoke gathered in the air and rushed down to the hand mirror below, rendering it white and clouded.
A long second passed, and then another.
“The candle makes the connection. If your mother was alive, we would be able to see her in the mirror. I’m sorry,” Merrin said and, for a second, actually sounded as though she was sorry.
“Maybe you didn’t do it right,” I said, as she stood and flattened her pants with the palms of her hands.
“I’m quite capable. I assure you. There’s nothing in the mirror. That means-“
Look!” Casper shouted.
The white sheen on the mirror had transformed. It looked like a room now, but not the one we were in. Dark like this one, but where the janitorial closet was brown and filled with cleaning supplies, the room of the mirror was metal and completely empty aside from one glaring exception; my mother. She was sitting on the floor. Her knees were pulled up to her chest and her face was cut and bruised. Her hair was missing in chunks, and what was left of it stuck out in disheveled waves. Her eyes were rimmed in red, as thought she had been crying, but more than that, they looked tired. In fact, her whole body looked limp with exhaustion, as though somebody had put the long end of a vacuum inside of her and sucked everything out.
A murmur, horrified and pathetic, escaped my lips. There had been a piece of me who thought I should be angry with my mother. She  lied to me my entire life. She drugged me to keep the truth of who I was a secret. She, in fact, wasn’t even my mother, not biologically. But looking at her now, watching the way her empty eyes fixated forward, none of that mattered. Everything in me wanted to reach through that mirror and pull her back here, back to me, back to safety. That wasn’t possible though, and I had never felt more impotent in my entire life.
A man came walking into view, blocking my mother for a split second and then moving to kneel beside her. Barely older looking than us, he had dark wavy hair. His skin was bronze and his eyes were black. He was-Well, he was cute, actually. A black tattoo stretched across the soft skin of his neck. Unlike Owen’s, I could actually make his out. It was a raven in midflight, wings spread wide.
Allister Leeman.
“She’ll come for you,” he hissed at my mother in the same horrid playful tone he had used with me on the phone. “In fact, she’s probably on her way right now.”
“Die in a fire,” Mom said weakly, and then she spit at him. He wiped the spit off of his face with a handkerchief he pulled from his jacket pocket and smiled.
“Interesting words for someone who’s survived not one, but two, explosions in her wasted lifetime.” He leaned in closer; so close that, as he spoke, his breath must have hit her in the face. “You gave your whole life to this girl. You walked away from your family, your future, everything you ever had, would have, or could have. And you did it all to keep her safe, to stop her from becoming what nature created her to be. Well she’s coming for you Ash. Or would you prefer Julie? After all, a good son in law abides his mother in law’s preferences. How does it feel to know that all of your hard work is for nothing; that, in the end, you’re the reason she’ll become the Bloodmoon? She’s coming for you, and I’m going to make sure that our girl is every bit as fabulous as fate intended her to be.”
He whipped over, looking straight ahead, as though he could see us through the mirror. “Do you hear that, Cresta? Are you watching us now? I’m going to make it all right. I’m going to make it all better.”
He looked over at my mother as a fiendish grin crept across his face. He knew he had me; that, no matter what he said or what threats he made, he still had my hands tied. He had my mother. He could lay his plans out on the table. He knew I would come anyway.
He grabbed her hand and kissed it, sending a shudder up both my and my mother’s bodies. “Come and get her, baby. We’ll be waiting.”
With that, the fog lifted and the mirror returned to normal.
“Cresta, I’m sorry,” Owen said, his voice low.
“Don’t be,” I said, clearing my throat. “She’s alive. That’s all that matters. When do we leave?”
“I suppose it would be utter insanity for me to suggest we actually bring this up with a few of our superiors before we go marching of into what Allister Leeman already confirmed was a trap,” Merrin sighed, blowing out the candle and gathering the supplies.
“They wouldn’t let me go if I told them what was going on,” I answered. “And Allister Leeman already told me that if he caught a whiff of any of them in the area, he’d kill her. I can’t take that chance. Besides, he’s not going to hurt me. He thinks we’ve got some sort of sicko destiny.”
“I was more concerned about the safety of those of us who aren’t protected by a blanket doomsday prophecy,” Merrin said.
“This is what’s happening. You’re either in or you’re out,” I said, brushing past her toward the door.
“You’re the hottest girl I’ve ever hated,” Casper told her, following me.
“Nice friends,” she scoffed at Owen, but tossed the supplies in the backpack and followed us anyway.
“I think so,” Owen grinned as he left the supply closet and closed the door behind him.
We had to travel through three rooms and down two flights of stairs to get to the holding garage. Owen said we needed a car if we were going to get out of here and, even though back in Crestview, I had never seen him take so much as a stick of gum without asking, he said he was going to steal one. Luckily, there was some sort of student body activity outside (perfect timing, as always, from the Girl in the Tower) and the place was pretty much deserted. We only had to bypass a couple of housekeepers, an errant professor, and a cook who I was sure was stealing an entire chicken and bringing it back to his room. Before I knew it, we were at the stairs, and then, the holding garage. The garage was underground, and must have run the entire length of Weathersby. Rows of cars lined as far as the eye could see. Vans, sport cars, pickup trucks , even motorcycles filled the huge space. There were vehicles of every kind, of every size and shape. But not of every color. In fact, all the vehicles, and there were thousands of them, were either white or black.
“What’s with the chess board motif?” Casper asked, seemingly reading my mind.
“White and black are more the absence of colors than actual colors themselves. They’re easier to shade,” Owen explained, and walked into the sea of automobiles.
“What about this one?” I asked, pointing to the first car I saw; a black minivan.
“Are we picking up the Brady Bunch along the way,” Casper joked. “What about something with a little more style? You guys are supposed to be spies, right? Where’s the James Bond collection?”
“Ugh,” I loathe you,” Merrin shook her head disgustedly.
“Love you too, hot stuff,” he winked back.
“We don’t have time for this,” I said. “Whatever crap is keeping the entire student body busy will be over soon, and we need to be six different kinds of gone by then. So, I don’t care what kind of car we pick. I just want it picked.”
“What about that one?” Casper pointed to a sleek black jewel of a sports car in the distance. It had white racing stripes and was the sort of thing you’d expect Vin Diesel to pop out of instants after it skidded to a stop in front of you.
“That’s a Maserati,” Owen answered. “I think it’s also Echo’s personal ride.”
“Well, “Casper smiled. “If we’re gonna do something wrong, we might as well do it the right way.”
***
Minutes later, we were crammed into Owen’s sports car. Owen was in the driver’s seat with me beside him. Which left Casper and Merrin to share the cramped backseat; something I was sure neither of them was fond of. I didn’t see Owen pulled out a key, but he must have had one, because the engine started purring quietly, and then we were darting between the lanes of cars.
“How are we going to get this thing out of here without getting caught?” I asked.
“The only way we can,” Owen answered. “Through the front door.”
I couldn’t believe it as we scaled up the driveway and up onto the front lawn. Like, in plain sight.
“I know I’m not a super evolved extra special Breaker or anything,” Casper noted. “But this seems like a pretty messed up way not to get caught sneaking out.”
“Right. Well, as you said, you are neither special, nor evolved,” Merrin said. She reached into the front seat and put a cold finger along the back of my neck. I bristled.
“Don’t worry, you’re not my type. But if I’m going to do this, I’m going to need to draw on as much energy as possible, and you’re the only game in town, at the moment.”
“Do what?” I asked, but looked at Owen instead of Merrin.
“We’re gonna shade ourselves and the car,” he answered.
“From the entire school,” I asked.
“From the entire school,” he answered.
“Ever done that before?”
“Not exactly,” he fidgeted. “But we’re confident.”
“Just sit still and pretend we’re not where we are,” Merrin said, tightening her grip around my neck. “I’m not here. You’re not here. None of us are here. We don’t exist. The car doesn’t exist. There is only the open air.”
In the distance, beside the gates that led out of Weathersby, a bunch of people, the entire student body, circled in large groups. We were going to have to pass right by them.
“Owen, I-“
“Just believe it, Cresta. Believe we’re not here. They won’t see us, because there’s nothing to see.” He took my hand. “You can do it.”
Merrin grabbed the back of my neck harder, pinching it between her fingers. “Ow!”
“Sorry,” she said, her eyes flickering to Owen’s hand in mine. “My hand must have slipped.”
Aside from the stinging in my neck, I now felt a different sensation. I felt breathless, like I had ran five miles uphill with a boulder on my back. I started panting. As we neared the crowd, a pressure started to build in my head, like I had drank a five gallon milkshake too fast and now had to deal with the world’s worst ice cream headache.
“We’re not here,” Merrin whispered again.
To her credit, the crowds did not seem to see us. They were dressed in flowing black robes holding rocks over their heads for some reason.
Breakers, gotta love the crazy.
And there was Echo and Dahlia at the head of the largest circle. He spoke in muffled words and the circle repeated in kind. No one, it seemed, noticed the $90,000 sports car rolling slowly by them.
“How in the world . . . ” I mused.
“It’s what we do,” Owen smiled.
Owen pressed a button near the roof and the gates of Weathersby opened as we neared them. No one noticed that either.
“Who wants to dare me to moon them?” Casper grinned.
The gates closed slowly behind us; quietly to us, invisibly to everyone else. There was no siren, no flashing lights. No one had seen us. It had worked. Weathersby was fading in the rearview mirror and, other than an aching head and a red spot at the back of my neck, I was no worse for the wear. This was going to work. I was going to-
“What the hell?” Owen veered off of the road. He slammed into a ditch. I jerked forward and hit my head against the dashboard. “Is everybody okay?” He asked.
“Drive much?” Casper asked shakily.
“There was . . . something in the road,” Owen answered.
I looked up. The headlights shone vibrantly against the sprawling woods that cut Weathersby off from the rest of the world, and illuminated exactly what it was that had gotten in our way.
It wasn’t something. It was someone. Standing on front of our car, staring at us with white colorless eyes, was the Girl in the Tower
She was different than I had remembered her. Watching her from a distance as she stood in her hidden tower, the girl was a force. Here though, standing in the middle of the road, staring at us unblinkingly, she was just-Well, just a girl. She was shorter than I expected, with a thin frame and arms and legs that were more twigs than actual appendages.
“Owen, look at the eyes,” Merrin gasped. “She’s a seer.”
Her eyes were empty. Where my irises were green, Merrin’s were almost black, and Owen’s were that electric blue that took my breath away on the daily, this girl’s irises were white. That is, if they were even there at all. It was possible, I supposed, that her eyes were just black specks swimming in twin oceans of white.
“She’s Echo’s daughter,” I answered. “The Girl in the Tower.”
I stepped out of the car and walked toward her. It was the first time I had actually been outside in days and the crisp night air felt prickly against my bare arms.
“Cresta, no!” I heard Owen say and, like a flash, he was out of the car and beside me. “We don’t know what she wants,” he whispered.
“She wants me here,” I said doubtlessly. “It’s why she left me those notes. It’s why she hid the key inside the floor board. She’s been guiding me. Haven’t you?”
She tilted her head. Black bangs hung over her expressionless eyes. Her skin was so pale it hurt to look at her.
“You are mistaken Cresta Karr,” she said in a voice so light I had to strain to hear it. “The key was not my doing. It waited years for you to find it.”
I felt Casper at my side and, from the corner of my eye, saw Merrin beside Owen.  “What does she want?” Merrin asked; close enough to Owen that I flinched just a little.
“I don’t know,” he whispered back, before turning to the seer. “We just-“
“You will be captured,” the Girl in the Tower said without blinking. In fact, in the entire time I had been watching her, I couldn’t remember her blinking once. “If you continue on this path, you will soon be captured. Cresta will be confined in a cell until she is no longer deemed a threat, and her mother will die. The rest of your fates will be less desirable.”
“We have to go. I’m going to save my mom. I don’t care what you say,” I answered, sick of being told all the reasons this plan, or more aptly, lack of plan, wouldn’t work.
“Your stubbornness on this matter is as admirable as it is predictable. It is also the variable which will lead to your downfall. On the other hand, if you bring me with you-“
“You must be out of your mind,” Owen said.
“That is an integral part of any seer’s identity, yes,” the Girl in the Tower answered.”Be that as it may, my presence will greatly increase your chances of survival.”
“Survival?” Casper gulped.”Maybe we should, I don’t know, listen to her?”
“No!” Merrin threw her hands. “She’s a seer; a seer, Owen! Do you have any idea what will happen to us if we steal a seer?”
“I do,” the Girl in the Tower cocked her head again. “And it is much more lenient a future than the one you will endure if you do not take me with you. Now come. There isn’t much time before the others see through the rouse I’ve created and realize you’ve left the premises.”
“Y-you’ve created?” Merrin stammered. “I thought I-“
“Do not despair. You’re abilities are more than admirable, and they will prove useful in the road you’ve chosen to go down. But you are not up to these tasks alone.” The Girl in the Tower(who was out of the tower now, but I still didn’t know what to call her) had a way of speaking that sounded clumsy and foreign, even when compared to the rest of the Breakers. It was all too formal; no contractions. She used cannot instead of can’t, did not instead of didn’t. It was like she didn’t know how people actually talked; like she learned it from a book or an old movie or something.
“None of you can,” she finished, looking directly at me. “But we must hurry. It will not be long before Papa and the others realize what we have done. They will come for me because of what I am.” She looked to me. “They will come for you because of what you might one day become.” Then she turned to Owen. “And they will come for you for the wrong reasons entirely.”
She took a step forward and, looking at Casper, finished, “Rejoice, for you are of importance to no one.”
“Yay me,” he mumbled.
“You can’t seriously be considering this,” Merrin said to Owen, whose face had taken on a pensive tint.
“She might be right,” Owen said, without looking at her. “This is dangerous. It could go very badly.It’d be good to have a seer in our pocket.”
“As good as a noose around our necks. The Council of Masons will- If we take her with us, if we do this, then there’s no going back, not ever.”
Owen turned to her, put a hand on her cheek and, with almost enough strength to keep the crack out of his voice, said, “Oh Merrin, there never was.” Blinking, he continued. “I say we take her.”
“And I say we don’t,” Merrin answered.
“No,” I said flatly. “This isn’t a vote. My mom, my future, my plan, my decision.” The Girl in the Tower looked at me, her pale vacant eyes shining in the moonlight. In so many ways, she had brought me here. Not to Weathersby, but here, outside of it. She guided me to her tower. She warned me about the phone call, and helped me escape. I didn’t know her reasoning, or even if I could trust her. But I knew, staring into her eyes, the decision I’d have to make. “She comes with us.”
“Unbelievable!” Merrin answered. “You can’t just-“
“She can Merrin, and she did,” Owen said, already walking back to the car. “Now you heard the seer. There isn’t much time. Let’s get a move on.”
“I hate it when you use Americanized vernacular,” Merrin said, moping back toward the car.
Casper was about to follow, but the Girl in the Tower grabbed his arm. He turned to her, his eyes narrowed. “Ya need something?”
“I have waited for you. I have waited for so long.” Then she leaned onto the tips of her toes, and kissed him full on the mouth. “And now you are here,” she said. Pulling away from him, she got into the car.
Casper looked at me with the same bewildered look he had worn for weeks now.“These people are so weird.”



Chapter 17
Angel At My Back
Where are we going?” Casper asked from the backseat.  We had been driving for an hour or so, but I still couldn’t tell Owen which direction to take. Allister Leeman told me that once I got out of Weathersby, he’d give me everything I’d need to find my mother. But, so far, all I had gotten was a ninety thousand dollar sports car stuffed beyond capacity with assorted Breakers, and a headache that threatened to split my skull into about a million pieces.
“I don’t know,” I said for what felt like the hundredth time.
“Is there maybe a Burger King on the way to ‘I don’t know’, ‘cause I’m starving,” Casper asked, looking out the window.
“We had dinner an hour before we left. You’re hungry again?” Owen asked.
“I was under the impression this car was a ‘no judgment’ zone.”
The Girl in the Tower, pressed so tightly between Merrin and Casper that it was wonder the poor thing could ever move her arms, dug into her pocket, and pulled out a Hershey’s cookies and cream bar; which also happened to be Casper’s absolute favorite junk food. She handed it to him silently.
“Thanks,” he said, grabbing the candy. “I’d ask how you knew, but I’m afraid you’d tell me.”
“There is very little about you that I do not know,” she answered without looking at him.
“Well look at that. You told me anyway,” he grimaced, biting into the chocolate.
“Do you have any idea where we need to go?” I asked, looking at her through the rearview window.  It wouldn’t be long before Echo and company figured out that we were gone, if they hadn’t already. And, when that happened, we needed to be well on our way toward my mother; not driving around aimlessly in what very well might be the wrong direction.
“Mind the ring,” she answered.
“I know,” I sighed. “I remember that from your note. I already minded the ring. That’s how we got this far in the first place.”
“What is the phenomenon that occurs when a televised image is recirculated in order to save costs and stabilize revenue?”
“Um, a rerun?” Casper answered.
“Correct!” The Girl said. “This is one of those.”
My phone rang again just as the words left her mouth. I picked it up and looked back at her, not sure whether I found her habit of telling me things about thirty seconds before they happened cool or aggravating. I flipped the phone opened and answered. There was no need to check the caller I.D.. Only one person had this number.
“Hello,” my voice was met with a series of loud tones. It was like somebody was pressing down on the buttons, just like what I heard from Owen’s phone when it said Merrin was calling. The tones rang against my eardrums, and I pulled away from it.
“Mind the ring,” the Girl in the Tower said to me; her pale eyes reading me in the rearview mirror.
Reluctantly, I leaned back into the phone. The tones rang out like piercing music but, as I listened, something strange happened. Just like when my mind started opening up after my faux asthma medication had left my system, the tones seemed to be blasting through more mental walls, or at least downloading new information into my brain. When it stopped; the melody melting into a standard busy signal, I understood what Allister Leeman was talking about.
“Stop the car!” I yelled.
“Is everything-“ I jerked the wheel; which probably wasn’t Owen’s favorite thing. He cursed under his breath and pulled the car to a stop alongside the road. The highway was dark and empty as I ran out into it. We were somewhere in South Georgia or maybe Alabama. Either way, the night sky was as clear as I had ever seen it, which was exactly what we needed.
Like the letters in all the messages the Girl in the Tower sent me, the stars started to glow. They popped out in the sky, bursting with sparkling blue and red energy. It was like they were diamonds hanging in the sky.
“Cresta, what is it?” Owen was beside me, following my eyes into the sky. He couldn’t see it.
“It’s a map,” I said doubtlessly. I knew it instinctively, as though I had always known it, as though I could always see it. The stars were guiding me. They were showing me where my Mom was. “We have to go North. She’s North.”
“Cresta, are you-“  But he didn’t finish. Looking in my eyes, Owen set his jaw. “Then we go North.”
The stars called to me as we drove, like a map spread out in my head. First one would ping and, when we started going toward it, another would light up. They were breadcrumbs, and we were following them, like Jake and Jill.
***
Owen drove until the sun was almost up, following my directions as we pinballed across interstates and back highways.
“What are we going to do?” I asked. “When the sun comes up, I mean?”  Everyone else was asleep, but Owen had been behind the wheel since we left, and me- I was too worried, or wired, or something in between to even think about sleeping. That left me plenty of time to worry though. “If I can’t see the stars-“
“I know,” Owen answered. His eyes looked tired and raw; circled with dark bags.
“How will I know where-“
“I know,” he repeated. “I mean-I don’t know. We’ll figure it out okay. I promise.”
“Do you think they’re after us?” I asked; another thing that had been weighing on my mind.
“Yes,” he answered; eyes on the road.
“And do you think they’ll find us?”
“Cresta, we don’t even know where we’re going. I doubt they do.” He smiled, but there was a wave in his voice, like he wasn’t as sure about it as he wanted to be.
“Owen,” I said, looking back to make sure that the rest of them were unconscious. “Do you think they’re right?”
“Who?” He asked innocently.
My hand went to my fathom necklace again, and rested back on my lap when it came up empty. “Allister Leeman. Dahlia and the others. Do you think there’s a-“
“No.” He wouldn’t even let me finish.
“But if there’s a chance-“
“There isn’t,” he said, as sure as if I had just asked him if there was chance it would start raining syrup.
“But if there is- I don’t want to be the reason the world ends. I mean, if that’s-“
He jerked the wheel, sending the car skidding off of old route 52 and into the gravel parking lot of a fleabag motel simply called ‘SLEEP’.
“Get out of the car,” he said, pulling the gear into park.
“What? You’re kicking me out?”
“Just get out of the car,” he said, and hopped out himself. He was halfway down the gravel parking lot by the time I got my seatbelt off and had gathered myself enough to follow him.
“What the hell, Owen? I was just asking a question!”
The sun had crept out into the sky and was peeking out off in the distance, turning the still night sky an electric blue that matched Owen’s eyes perfectly.
“You can’t ask that question,” he said, with his teeth gritted. “Ask me anything else you want, but not that.”
“Why not?” I walked closer. “You said you would never lie to me again. So, unless you think that-“
“It doesn’t matter what I think! That’s not what this is about.” Owen’s hands were at his head now, grabbing handfuls of hair. “The aura of the Bloodmoon has been hanging over us since my great grandparents were in diapers. It’s the horror story we tell our little kids to stop them from acting up. It’s like the boogeyman, except it’s real, and they’re desperate to stop it.” His hands moved down from his hair, covering his face. It made his words hard to understand.
“We didn’t always know as much about it as we do now. Prophecies; they come in pieces.” He moved his hands and looked at me. There was a glint in his eyes; like he was reliving something horrible. “You’re not the first girl who’s been accused of being the Bloodmoon. Others have been-“
He cleared his throat, and broke my gaze. “It doesn’t matter. None of them survived. The point is, you are not allowed to think of yourself that way; not even for a second.  You are Cresta Karr; the most beautiful person who has ever graced my life.” He put one hand on my shoulder and the other brushed against my lips. “I would die if anything happened to you. You know that, right?”
I kissed his fingers. They tasted like leather, salt, and happiness. “Nothing’s going to happen to me. I promise. I didn’t mean to make you worry.”
“I’m always going to worry about you, baby,” he answered, taking my hands in his own and kissing my fingers too.
He called me baby. It sounds so much different coming from him than stupid Allister Leeman.
“And I’m sorry for snapping at you. It’s just-I’ll feel better after tomorrow.”
“I will too,” I said, pulling him close. Flashes of me, of Owen and Casper, and of my mother filled my head. I wanted this to be over so much. I just wanted my life back, but looking at Owen, feeling how tense his hand was in mine, I knew that could never happen. Still, it was nice to imagine.
“I would never think you could be the Bloodmoon,” he pressed his face against mine, letting his mouth rest at my ear. “You could never be anything less than perfect.”
“I’m not perfect,” I said, prickling as his warm breath tickled my earlobe.
“You are to me,” he said. “I love you Cresta.”
Oh my God.
“I love you too,” I said, and really meant it. I had loved Owen for so long that I could barely remember a time when I didn’t. He was so much a part of me that, even before I met him, it felt like a piece of me was waiting for him to show up. Hearing him actually say he felt the same way and being able to say it back was everything that I had ever wanted. I leaned up, pulled him in, and kissed him square on the lips. It was not our first kiss, but it was ur best one. It was best, because we loved each other.
“Don’t let Allister Leeman hear you say that,” I smiled, pulling away from him. “He might get jealous.”
“Allister Leeman is a lonely lunatic who had a bird tattooed on his neck so he wouldn’t have to be alone,” he answered. “And if he, or anybody else, for that matter, wants to marry you; they’re gonna have to get through me first.”
My hands explored his back, tracing the hard muscles that wrapped his shoulders. “You have a tattoo though, don’t you? I mean, it isn’t a bird, but . . . ”
“I have no idea what it is actually,” He smiled, letting his hands rest at my lower back. “When I was a kid, some prophecy said I was going to die. My parents tried everything to get around it, but it was no use. The Council of Masons said it was a fixed point; that, no matter how hard they tried, I would never grow up.”
Flashes of what I saw in Owen’s memories came back to me. He was standing with his mother, begging for help from the Council. And then, in the next flash, he was getting his tattoo, howling in pain.
“So they gave you this?” I asked, tracing circles on the spot where the tattoo was.
“They told me that it was special, that it would allow me to live.”
“And it worked?” I asked.
“Well, I’m not dead, so . . . ”
“Lucky me,” I said, kissing him again.
“I asked my dad to tell me what the stupid thing was a hundred times,” he said.
“It’s a blob, like a Rorschach thing,” I answered.
“No it isn’t,” he laughed and squeezed my hand. “Dad said I didn’t need to know. He said nobody ever needed to know, so he turned it into an anchor. Anytime anyone looks directly at it, even Breakers, all they see is that stupid blob. Believe me, I’ve tried enough to know.”
“So take a picture,” I shrugged.
“You don’t know my dad. He’s very thorough. Besides, I don’t think it matters. It’s my angel,” he said, looking over his shoulder.
“Because it saved your life?”
“Because it brought me to you,” he smiled. “And because, even though my dad is thorough, he isn’t perfect. If I look over my shoulder-Like, if I’m not looking directly at it, I can sort of make out a piece of it.”
“And what do you see?” I asked.
He grinned and kissed me on the forehead.
“Wings.”



Chapter 18
Fixed Points
“So, what’s your name anyway?” Casper asked the Girl in Tower. She was hunched in the corner of the 7-11, bracing herself against the walls with her hands. She had done this every time we stopped. At the gas station, where we stopped shortly after Owen and I had our motel parking lot moment(which was much less dirty than it sounded), the Girl in the Tower crouched under the car and stayed there until we filled up. At ‘Harvey Boy’s Used Car Emporium’, where Owen traded in Echo’s $90,000 luxury sports car for one of those Scooby Doo type vans that was probably out of date when my mom was in diapers (if Breaker babies even wore diapers. They were probably too evolved for that sort of thing), the Girl in the Tower hunched under Harvey Boy’s desk and started carving symbols into the wood. He didn’t seem to mind. Though that was probably because he was making $70,000 or so on the deal. Still, the van was roomier and Owen said we needed to drop Echo’s car to help cover our tracks.
Here, at the 7-11, where we stopped to freshen up and grab dinner (a bag of loaded baked potato flavored Lays, chocolate milk, and two sticks of beef jerky), she was mumbling something about a white dress and hiding her face from the fluorescent light. Was this what they had done to here; broken her by keeping her locked away from people, from the world, her entire life? Why would they do that? What’s to be gained?
“I do not understand the question,” The Girl in the Tower looked at him. The lights of the convenience store made her look even paler than she had before.
“Your name,” he repeated, picking up a bag of Funyuns and a peach Nehi. “Traditionally, I like to know a girl’s name before she sticks her tongue down my throat, but I guess we’re sorta past that now.”
“I apologize. I was simply trying to expedite the inevitable. Though, if the sensation was not physically pleasing to you, perhaps we can try again.”
“No,” Casper shook his head. His face turned a shade of red almost as bright as his hair. “I mean, it was-It’s just- It’s not like I-. Look, I was pleased, okay. But that’s not what I meant. I just wanted to know your name, so I wouldn’t have to call you ‘that weird girl who frenched me’.”
“Frenched?” She tilted her head.
“And what do you mean by inevitable?” Casper asked, ignoring her question.
“I have known you since before I knew myself,” she said, taking the bag of Funyons from his hands and eyeing it. “Onion flavored corn snack,” she read. “No. I will not enjoy the taste of these on your breath.” She put them back.
“Listen sister-,”
“You are the boy with hair bright like the sun.  Our love will break the anchors.”
“We’re not in love! I don’t even know your name!” Casper said, and gave me a ‘help me out here’ look. I just grinned and stayed silent.
“No, not at the same time,” she muttered. “And I do not have a name, at least not in the way in which you do.”
“What does that mean?” I asked bracing myself. Owen had gone to get supplies and Merrin was in the restroom; which sucked, given that I was pretty sure that their explanation of what the Girl had said would be simpler.
“Unlike Owen and Papa, my abilities, the whole of who I am, are contingent on living outside of your world. Seers cannot be Breakers no more than Breakers can be humans. We are different, and cannot act or live as you do. To do so would be to strip away what makes us special,” she said.
“That’s why your parents kept you locked away in that tower; because, if they didn’t, you wouldn’t be able to see the future,” I surmised.
“Do not blame them. Their ways may be foreign to you, but the segregation of the seer is an ancient necessity. No one can touch the world and continue to see it as we do. It is an impossibility.”
“They won’t even let you have a name?” Casper asked, with more than a little sadness in his voice. “That’s not cool.”
“Names are for people,” she answered.
“You are a person!” He answered her. “No. No, I’m not gonna let them get away with this. You’re not a thing. You’re not some chess piece. You’re a girl; a really weird girl with obvious boundary issues, but a girl nonetheless. And you deserve a name.” He leaned in closer to her and let that mischievous smile that I knew so well spread across his face. “I’m gonna give you a name.”
“Can it be Wendy?” She asked in a small voice. “Papa used to sneak books into my cell. I believe I read Peter Pan 137 times before the pages began to wear. Wendy was always my favorite, because she got to grow up.”
“Okay,” Casper answered, swallowing hard. “Wendy it is, I guess.”
Owen and Merrin came rushing in from the hallway. They were together? Why?
There was a worried look in Owen’s blue eyes. So, when he grabbed my arm and started pulling me toward the door, I was only sort of surprised.
“Owen, what’s wrong?” We stopped in front of the 7-11’s plate glass wall, and he pointed out into the crowded parking lot. “What am I looking at?” I asked, looking at people pumping gas and children sitting in their car seats. It looked completely normal; nothing out of the ordinary.
“Look closer,” he said breathlessly. His hand was curled tight around my arm, and it was shaking. Whatever this was, it wasn’t good. I peered out the window, looking for something, anything out of the ordinary. I was about to give up, until I saw a car at pump number two. Gas overflowed from the tank and spilled onto the ground, but the tall man pumping it didn’t seem to notice. He wasn’t moving at all. In fact, no one in the entire parking lot was moving.
“They’re here,” he said. “We have to move.”
“Who, the Breakers?” My heart slammed against my rigcage.
“Come on!” He pulled at me again.
I didn’t move though. Something was happening; the same thing that happened when I saw the Seer’s Tower , or when the stars became my guide. The entire parking lot started glowing. People pinged, the air shifted. Suddenly, the shade lifted, and they were there.
Breakers scoured the parking lot, searching through cars and trucks, looking through the surrounding woods, and even in dumpsters. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Three Breakers were seconds away from walking into the 7-11 and finding us. Even if we ran, there was no way we could get away. Amazingly, that still wasn’t the worst part, because one of the Breakers who was almost certainly going to find us, was Dahlia.
“It’s too late. She’s here,” I whispered.
“You can see it?” Owen asked.
“It’s too late,” I repeated.
“No it’s not,” he said, pulled me away from the window. We ran toward the back of the store, where Merrin was standing with Casper and the newly minted Wendy.
“Stop wasting time,” Merrin snarled. “And put that down!” She jerked the Funyuns out of Casper’s hand.
“She can see through the shade,” Owen said. The door of the 7-11 opened, though I was the only one who seemed to notice. As Dahlia and the others stepped in, the people in the store seemed to freeze.  The cashier let the change she was about to give her customer fall and change loudly on the counter, her hand standing as steady as a statue.
“Oh God,” I muttered.
“Get down!” Owen said, pulling me behind giant Miller Light pyramid. The other folded into place behind us. “If you can see through the shade, it means that you might be able to manipulate it.”
“I can’t. I don’t know how I’m evening seeing it,” I answered. “I never know how I see it.”
“We don’t have time for your bouts of little girl self-consciousness,” Merrin said, leaning in. “You’re going to have to learn to do it, or this is over. You, Owen, your mother; it’s all over.” She grabbed my hands. “It’s just like when we snuck out of Weathersby. Just think it. Believe it, and it’ll happen.”
“If it’s just like Weathersby, then you do,” I begged her.
“I can’t. That was my shade in Weathersby. I can’t change other Breakers’ shades. I didn’t think anyone could.” She squeezed my hands tighter. “Just believe it.”
Dahlia and the others were walking closer. Around the myriad of beer boxes, I could see the dahlia pin at her throat. It made me shudder.
I closed my eyes.
We’re not here. No one’s here. She can’t see us, because there’s nothing to see.
I felt her energy all around me. It was strong, like a thousand jackhammers drilling against my brain. My body jerked. I could feel Owen’s hand making calming circles on my back. “Be strong,” he whispered.
So, I was.
With each step Dahlia made, her energy got stronger. Though my eyes were closed, I could see her; like we were connected somehow. I could feel her shade, notice the changes she was making in the world around her. She came to a stop just a few feet from the beer box pyramid. But I knew, feeling the way she manipulated the world around us, that it wasn’t the pyramid that was shielding us. It was me.
Her presence hurt. It physically hurt. Tears stung my eyes and started to pour down my face in hot streams.
“Is she okay?” Casper whispered. “Are you okay?”
I shook my head. I wasn’t okay. Or, if I was, I didn’t feel okay. But I had to do this. We had come too far to stop now.
“Are you sure this is the place?” One of the Breakers asked Dahlia. He was short and stocky, but there was an air about him that made me think he knew what he was doing.
“I tracked her psychic signature here. She has to be here,” Dahlia answered.
“That’s what you said about that motel too,” the short man said.
“She was there!” Dahlia barked. “I’d bet my future on it.”
“Dahlia, I think you’re too close to this. Maybe you should let someone do this who isn’t so emotionally involved. “
“I am the best as what I do,” she answered. “If anyone is going to find her in time, it’ll be me. And of course, I’m emotionally involved in this. She’s the Bloodmoon. We should all be so involved.”
“I meant because she has your daughter,” the short man said.
Energy pulsed around me. My skull felt like it was going to crack wide open; like hot splinters were pricking at every inch of my body. I tried to focus on Owen’s hand on my back, on anything other than the pain. But it hurt so badly, and I was so tired.
“Come on,” Dahlia said after a long moment. “She isn’t here.”
Thank God. She’s leaving.
I felt the pressure of Dahlia’s presence let up just a little, and then, it was too much. I felt my body go limp with exhaustion. I felt Owen’s arms bracing me, holding me up. And then, there was nothing.
Seven. It was always seven.
***
I woke with a start. It took me a second to realize that I was in the back of the van, and another, more sickening second, to understand how much time had passed. I felt better. I felt rested, and that was not a good thing. The solstice was tomorrow; my sixteenth birthday, the day I was supposed to be cemented as the Bloodmoon. That meant we didn’t have much time; that if we didn’t make it to whatever God awful place Allister Leeman had my mother held, he was going to kill her. Now was not the time to be rested.
I felt something cool and wet on my forehead. When I reached for it, a hand slapped me.
“I’ll do it. You’ll be woozy for a while. That’s how it is after the first time.” Merrin took what I now realized was a cold compress and placed it on the floor beside me.
“The first time?” My voice was scratchy and hoarse.
“The first time you really flex your powers. It can be disorienting.”
“How long did I sleep?” I tried to sit up, but fell back down. She wasn’t kidding about the disorienting part.
“Four hours,” Merrin said, lifting a bottle of water to my mouth. “Here, drink this.”
“Four hours!” I said through choking coughs of water. “No, you should have waked me up. We don’t have time for this.” I tried to sit up again. This time, I didn’t have the chance to get dizzy. Merrin pushed me back down.
“You needed rest. We all did. Besides, we had taken your instructions as far as we could. We can’t go any further until the sun goes down.” She motioned to the window on the van’s back door. “Which won’t be long now.”
She was right. Without the stars to guide me, I’d pretty much be flying blind. Of course, that didn’t make it any easier.
“Well, what if Dahlia and the Breakers find us?” I asked.
“They won’t,” Merrin shook her head. “They’ve already been this way. They won’t circle back.”
“Because they’ll figure we’d have kept going,” I complained.
“Another reason we were right to stay. Now take another drink.” She came at me with the bottle again, but I grabbed it. Feeling a little better, I sat up slowly; letting the world spin and then settle. I pressed the bottle to my lips and took a drink.
“Thanks,” I said. Merrin didn’t answer. In fact, she didn’t even look at me. I could never tell about Merrin. She had come to Weathersby with Dahlia; seemingly convinced that I was the Bloodmoon. But she was here, helping me break the Breaker rules. It was an enigma. “I’m not what you think I am,” I said
“You’re not a girl who’s in love with my fiancÉ?”
The color drained from my face. I wasn’t sure what to say. I opened my mouth, but the words wouldn’t come.
“Let me be clear,” Merrin said flatly. “I don’t care about his time in Crestview. I’m sure that Owen has told you he loves you, and I’d even guess that part of him actually believes it. But that isn’t who he is. That’s not who we are. We were raised to put what’s best for our race, what’s best for the planet first. Sooner or later, Owen will remember that. Because deep down, he never really forget. And when that day comes, he’ll realize who he’s really meant to be with. And trust me Cresta, it won’t be some little girl who batted her eyes at him for a little while and made him forget who he was.”
She stood and turned to go.  Anger rose in my throat and reddened my face. “Why are you even here?!” I asked as loudly as my hoarse voice would allow.
She stopped with her hand on the door handle, and spun around. “Not for you,” she said. “You have no idea how much Owen’s sacrificed for this, do you? The only way this isn’t a disaster for him, the only way his father ever speaks to him again, is if we do everything just right. I’m here to make sure that happens. But if it doesn’t-Well, a fixed point can only be changed one way, and for all his good points, Owen isn’t strong enough for that. He’d let the entire world go to hell trying to prove he was right, trying to prove that you’re worth it. If this entire thing falls apart, if you end up murdering someone and it turns out that you’re the Bloodmoon after all; I’ll kill you myself. That’s why I’m here.”
With that, she left.
***
Two minutes later, after I had gathered myself a little, I stepped out of the van to find two of the members of our party who hadn’t just promised to kill me, Casper and Wendy, surrounding a makeshift trashcan fire. We were in a rest area, though obviously not a popular one, as we seemed to be the only people there. The sun was setting, and I could feel the stars starting to pull at me again. Before long, I would be able to read them again, and hopefully find my mom. Truth be told, I couldn’t get going fast enough but, as I neared the others; noticing the cheeseburgers in their hands, the rumble in my stomach told me I needed to fuel up.
“What’s going on?” I asked, sitting next Casper. The heat of the fire felt good against my hands and face, and did a lot to make me feel steadier.
“Waiting for you, Van Winkle,” Casper said, and threw a wrapped cheeseburger at me. “No tomato, cause you think they’re gross.”
“They look like sliced up organs. They are gross,” I said, unwrapping it. It smelled like heaven and, when I took a bit, it tasted even better. “But I meant, what are you talking about?” Time was when I would have made it a point not to chew with a quarter pound of burger in my mouth, but I was exhausted, starving, and way too distracted to care right now.
“You know, I don’t have a clue,” Casper grinned and motioned to Wendy. “She sorta talks and I listen. It’s a system we’ve developed in the last couple hours.”
“Sounds like good practice,” I said, taking another bite of burger. “Especially given the future the Mrs. here has in store for you.
“Shut up,” he smiled. Brushing a few stray bangs out my eyes, he asked, “How ya feeling?”
“I’ll feel better in a couple hours,” I said.
“I know. It’ll be okay, Cress.” He put his arm around me and pulled me closer.
“Do not worry Cresta Karr,” Wendy looked at me with pale Seer’s eyes. “I do not feel threatened by your close, yet platonic, relationship with my future love. I understand that many girls would see your supportive, somewhat symbiotic, companionship as threatening. Rest easy, for I do not fall into that category.”
“I . . . I’m so relieved,” I said. Wendy smiled a sweet smile; the kind of smile usually reserved for really young children who don’t know how horribly unfair a place the world is.
But she must know. She sees it all; every awful, horrific thing that ever has or could happen.
Still, it was so sweet, so refreshing at a time like this, that I couldn’t help but smile back.
“You know, you could do a lot worse than her,” I looked up at Casper.
“Yeah, yeah,” he muttered, and stood up. “I gotta go hit the head. Or something that’s more polite and gentlemanly,” he said, and walked away.
“It will be hard for him,” Wendy said when he was out of earshot. “It will be hard for everyone, but him particularly.” She folded her hands and looked deep into the fire. “When he yearns for you, do not turn him away.”
“He doesn’t yearn for me,” I scoffed. “It’s not like that with us.”
“And when he asks for me, tell him the truth.”
“You’re only gonna talk to me like that, aren’t you; like you’re a fortune cookie?” I was tired, and not up to whatever back and forth Wendy had planned for me.
“The future is a puzzle set on water. The pieces never sit still long enough to be placed together. When you touch it, it moves because you touched it. And when you refrain, it moves because you did not.”
“How much do you know,” I asked, standing.
“Both more and less than I would like,” she answered, standing herself. The fire flickered off her face, giving it the only glow I had even seen on it.
“But you knew Dahlia would find us at that store. You knew I’d have to do . . . whatever it is I did to save us.” It wasn’t a question, and she didn’t answer it as one.
“There are things you must do, places you must go. Otherwise, you will not be ready.”
“Ready for what?!” I asked more sharply than I intended.
“For what must be.”
“Are you saying that I’m the Bloodmoon?” My voice shook with the question.
“We all race toward fixed points, clinging to free will, to the myth that we have control over our lives. What must be will be; only the shape it takes lies within our grasp.”
“That’s enough of that!” Owen was behind me now; his hands rested on my shoulders. “They told me I was a fixed point too once, you know,” he glared at Wendy.
She looked back. The fire flickered in her white knowing eyes. “You still are.”
“Come on,” he pulled at me. ”Don’t listen to that.” We settled on a bench a couple hundred yards away from the van. We were far enough away from the fire that the crispness of the air cut through me. When I shivered, Owen took his jacket off and put it around my shoulders, along with his arms. “None of what she said matters,” he whispered into my ear. “You’re not that awful thing, and even if you were, fixed points can be changed. I’m supposed to be dead, remember?”
“Except I don’t have an angel to save me,” I lamented, nuzzling closer to him.
“Yes, you do. You have me,” he answered, and kissed the top of my head. “So don’t worry. It’s almost over. We’re going to get your mom. She’s gonna be okay. We’re gonna have this entire mess behind us, and then I’m going to take you out for the best birthday dinner ever.”
“And then what?” I asked more sharply than I meant to. “You gonna go back and marry Merrin, have a dozen little Breaker babies?”
I felt him tense under me. He didn’t deserve this. He had fought for me. Even up until now, he was with me. But I couldn’t help it. Merrin’s voice was swimming in my head, telling me all the reasons it wouldn’t work.
“Why would you say something like that?” Owen asked.
“Because it’s true, isn’t it?” I pulled away from him. “She’s your mate, right; your perfect? She’s who you’re supposed to be with.” I clutched at my throat, instinctively looking for my long gone necklace.
“And that’s fine”
It wasn’t.
“I mean, I get it.”
I didn’t.
“That’s the way you were raised. It’s who you are, but it isn’t who I am. Even if this all shakes out, I’m not ever going to be the type of girl who can marry someone just because our DNA syncs up, not even if that person was you. I’m sixteen, I’m not-“
“That’s who I was,” he interrupted me. “It’s not who I am anymore.”
“That’s what you say now, but what happens when you get back home, when you’re surrounded by your friends and family. They have expectations of you, Owen. I don’t wanna be the person who stops you from becoming who you want to be. I know about the calls; the ones to Merrin.”
He looked at me quizzically, with his dark eyebrows knitted together. “Oh, from when you had my phone,” he answered his own unasked question. “That wasn’t Merrin. Those were exercises; a series of tones meant to keep my mind sharp. I had been in rural Georgia for two years. I was trying to keep myself in practice.”
“You labeled it Merrin. You used her name,” I said flatly.
“I know this might be hard for you to understand Cresta, but for a long time, she was my whole world. It wasn’t that I was in love with her, or even that I knew what love was. But, when you grow up knowing that your entire future is going to rest on one person, they sort of become important to you.”
“I get that,” I answered, running fingers through my hair. “And if she’s still important to you, you should  . . . you should just-“
“What part of ‘I’m in love with you’ didn’t you understand?” Owen asked curtly. “It doesn’t mean ‘I’m in love with you when the circumstances are right, or ‘I’m in love with you so long as my parents say it’s okay’. It means we’re in this together. It means I can’t breathe without you. It means that the only way this ends is with my hand in yours.”
He cupped my hand in his. I couldn’t help it; the strain of everything rushed onto me, and I started to sob harder than I ever had before; harder than when my dad died, harder than at his funeral, harder than when I woke up to find my house had exploded with my mother inside.
Owen rushed me, burying my head in his chest. I drank in the warmth of him, and cherished the way his heartbeat felt against me. I loved that heart.
“There’s a credo that we take whenever we’re given our Breaker names. It’s like a code. It runs down all the things we believe in, all the things that are important to us. When I was a boy, I used to practice it over and over again, and dream about the day I’d stand up, in front of my father and everybody else, and say those ancient words.”
“And now you won’t get to,” I said, looking up at him. “Because of me.”
“That’s the thing,” he said, smiling down at me. “I don’t care about it anymore. None of it matters. You’re all that matters. You’re my code now.”
Suddenly, I felt the stars’ pull again. Looking around, I saw that the sun had set. It was night, and time to go. But something wasn’t right. The stars felt wrong somehow, like they were attacking me. A bloom of pain sprouted in my chest, and I jerked away from Owen.
“Something’s wrong!” I gasped.
“What is it?” He asked.
I looked up. The only star that was shining; the only one that pinged me, was the one right above us.
“It’s here,” I said breathlessly. The pain was growing by the second.  “It’s here! It’s leading us here!”
“Cresta, calm down. I’m sure it’s a lot to take in. Just breathe and let the stars talk to you.”
But they were talking to me. They were screaming, and it was lighting a fire inside of my chest.  “It doesn’t make any sense,” I said.
Then, Merrin came walking out from behind the van. Her face was pale and her steps were hurried and tense. Behind her, holding a gun to her back, was Ezra; the floating amputee.
“Does it make more sense now, Bloodmoon?” He grinned.
Owen stiffened beside me; his hands balling into fists. “Cresta, run,” he said through gritted teeth.
“That’s sort of redundant, old buddy,” Ezra grinned. Looking around, I saw how right he was. At least a dozen people had come; from the woods, from inside the rest area, from the air, it seemed. We were surrounded.
I caught Casper’s glance. He made a slight, almost imperceptible, nod of his head, and then struck off running. He wanted me to follow him, and maybe I would have, if his second and third steps hadn’t been taken in midair. One of the Breakers surrounding us, a heavyset man with black braided hair, lifted his hands. Casper lifted with them, leaving the ground. He moved his arms again, and Casper fell unconscious. His entire body went limp.
“Casper!” I screamed.
“He’s not going to hurt him, Bloodmoon. Not if you come with us.” Ezra dug the point of his pistol into Merrin’s back. She shuffled forward, but didn’t give him the satisfaction of whimpering.
“Or I could just beat you into submission,” Owen said.
“Not when I’ve this pretty little thing under my thumb,” Ezra leaned into Merrin and took a long, longing sniff of her hair.
Merrin spun. As quickly as I’ve ever seen anyone do anything, she grabbed the pistol, and took it from Ezra. “You don’t know me very well, do you?” She kicked him in the chest, sending him flying back into the van.
With that, all hell broke loose.
Things went flying. People went flying. I heard shouts and crashes. I heard the snapping of bones and the crunch of metal. It all happened so quickly. There was a flash of red, then a battling flash of blue.  I watched Ezra send Merrin shooting up into the air and, to my horror, saw Casper fall out of it. I tried to run; to get to him or Owen, but my feet went out from under me. The ground came up to meet me, and my head smacked hard against a rock. I got back up, but as soon as I stood, I was down again; facing straight up, staring at the stars.
They were playing with me now; all of them flashing and pinging. They winked at me. They sang to me. They swayed back and forth like waves in an ocean. And then I saw Wendy’s eyes.
“I’m sorry,” she said, leaning over me. “This was the only way it could happen. Remember, lie to the stars, Cresta. Lie to the sta-“
She went flying, hit by some unseen force. I tried to sit up, to gather myself and fight, but it was no use. Whatever had hit her had me by the throat now. It wasn’t letting me move. I watched the stars flicker, and then disappear.
***
The next thing I knew, I was in bed; looking up, not at the stars, but at drawn stars painted on a ceiling. But it wasn’t celling. No, my ceiling was gone; blown up with the rest of my house. My head spun, and my body ached, but I managed to sit up. The room around me was nice. Filled with flowers and paintings (of flowers), it was a bit girlie for my taste. Still, the bed was soft and it was definitely better than the ground, or the backseat of a van, for that matter.
I stood, feeling heavy and hearing a swish. The events of the day danced back into the forefront of my mind. Where was I? Where was everybody else? Were they okay? Was there any way I could get people to stop mystically putting me to sleep?
As I rubbed my eyes, nearing a mirror in front of me, those questions melted away. My mouth dropped as I realized they didn’t matter anymore.
“Oh my God,” I said to the girl in the mirror, taking in the layers of silk and lace, rubbing at the lipstick on my mouth. “Why am I wearing a wedding dress?”



Chapter 19
Who You Are
I stared at myself; half in shock, half in horror. A wedding dress, an honest to God wedding dress. It fit perfectly, hugging all the right places, and flattering all the wrong ones. I almost looked like a woman. I almost looked beautiful.
“You forgot the veil.” A man’s voice sounded from behind me. I spun, the fabric of my gown ruffling, to find Allister Leeman leaning against the doorway.  He smiled a wide, dark smile. The raven at his throat seemed to caw and move; its wings flapping against his Adam’s apple. His dark hair was slicked back, and a toothpick peeked out from between his lips. His eyes cut into me. A delicate white veil danced around in his fingers, and he was dressed in a tuxedo that, sickeningly enough, seemed designed to match my dress.
“Where are my friends?” I asked, trying to steady my voice.
“You don’t have any friends.” He plucked the toothpick from his mouth. “If you mean the people that were captured with you; they’re fine.”
“And my mother?”
“She’s fine too,” he answered, and started to make his way toward me.
I flinched away. “I want to see them. I want you to let them go. I’m here. I did what you asked.”
“You did part of it,” he thumped his toothpick onto the floor in front of him. “I’ll let them go when you do the rest. “  He reached for me, and ran his disgusting hand through my hair. I shivered and slapped it away. “Though, I don’t know why you’re so attached to them,” he grinned. “They don’t care about you, my darling. Not really.”
“They risked their lives for me,” I snorted.
“They don’t even know you. To them, you’re something to kill, something to change. Even your mother-Or, more appropriately, the woman who calls herself your mother, has only the most conditional of loves for you.  None of them accept you for what you are.  They would never try to understand you, or embrace the truth of who you are. That’s why they’re here, Cresta Karr. Not for you; it was never for you. They’re here because they can’t stand the idea that you are more than them; that we’re more than them. I’m the only one who understands you, Cresta. Because I know what it is to be called for something so monumental. I share your pain and your exhilaration in the same way that I will soon share your bed and your life, because it is mine as well.”
“We’re not sharing anything!” I couldn’t help it. I slapped his stupid face. I probably shouldn’t have done it. After all, he did have everyone I cared about in the entire world in his clutches. But he was just so smug, pushing all my buttons. “What the hell is the matter with you anyway?” I shouted. “What kind of lunatic actually wants the world to end?”
He put a hand up to his quickly reddening face. “The kind that knows it has to.” A broad dangerous smile crept across his face. His eyes glowed menacingly. “They haven’t told you all of it, have they?” He did a little shuffle with his feet, almost like he couldn’t wait for what came next. “This isn’t about the way the world ends. It’s about what comes next. The world has ended a hundred times before; with ice ages, and floods, and meteors that have purged this planet of everything it could find. But each time, the world has come out of it for the better, stronger, and more evolved.”
There it was, that word, evolved.
“Just as human replaced the dinosaurs, we will replace humans.  It’s the way of the world. The strong always replace the weak, my darling.” He held the veil out toward me. “And you are the one who will set it all in motion.”
I slapped it away too. “I would never hurt anybody.”
“Just as the wave would never hurt the mountain. Still, the mountain erodes. “He picked the veil up, folded it, and put it in his pocket. “They paint you as an antichrist, but you are a messiah.”
“I’m not,” I said. “I’m not the Bloodmoon. I’m not anything. Look, I’m not going to kill anybody. So, I can’t be the Bloodmoon. The sun will be up soon, and then everybody will know. So, just give me my mom and my friends, and let me go.”
“Still, with these friends, “he muttered. “Come here. Let me show you something.”
He extended his hand. I didn’t take it. He shrugged, and motioned for me to follow him out the door. As I followed, I found myself in a huge bunker. This place was insane. A windowless metal area, it stretched as far as I could see. Closed doors lined the walls and, looking down and up; I saw that we were on the fourth of seven identical floors.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“We’re at the end,” he answered, without looking back at me. “Or the beginning, depending on which side you’re on.”
“I meant what kind of place is this?” I asked impatiently. There were people on either side of me, lining the walls and watching us as we passed.They were all dressed in formal wear; tuxedos and evening gowns. Most of the women had flowers in their hair and hands. They had a look in their eyes that told me they definitely agreed with the Raven when it came to that whole messiah or antichrist thing. What was that about anyway? Not that I cared. I didn’t want to be a messiah or an antichrist. I didn’t wanna be a Bloodmoon or even a Breaker. I just wanted to be plain old Cresta; the girl with asthma who had way too many graphic tees, the girl who never quite fit in in Crestview. I wanted to be Casper’s best friend; Owen’s would be girlfriend, and God willing, my mother’s daughter. Walking through this crazy place though, with these crazy people watching me, I wondered if I ever could be that again. Was that girl gone? Was there any way to get her back?
No. I wasn’t going to let myself think that way. I was me; just me, nobody else, dammit! I had a life, a good one. I hadn’t realized that before, but it was true. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to let these weirdos take that away from me.
“I said where are we!”  I came to a stop.
Allister Leeman whirled around, half surprised, half elated.  “There she is. That’s my girl.”
“I’m not your anything!” I rushed him and jabbed a finger into his chest. “Now you’re going to bring me to my friends and my mother, and you’re going to do it now!”
He grabbed my hand and kissed my fingers. The whole thing made me sick. I jerked my hand away and smacked him hard on the face again.
A few of the bigger guys watching us started toward me, but Allister Leeman threw his hand up to stop them. “Anything for my bride,” he said, and they backed away.  We walked further down the metal hallway, passing countless doors on either side.
Suddenly, I remembered not only why I was here, but what Allister Leeman wanted from me. How long had I been unconscious? Maybe the sun was up. Maybe this entire thing was over. No, he wouldn’t have done that. He had this entire thing orchestrated. It wouldn’t make any sense for him to get me here just to be too late to fulfill that stupid prophecy, not when he wanted it so badly. Still, there was a chance. Wasn’t there? I looked in every direction. No windows.
“What time is it?” I asked, when I couldn’t take the suspense any longer.
“Don’t worry darling. It isn’t daylight yet,” he smiled, reading my mind. Was he actually reading my mind? Could he do that? Who could tell what Breakers could do, let alone crazy fringe cult leader Breakers who want to trap me into marrying them?
We came up to what I thought was a dead end. Allister Leeman tapped on it, like he was checking to see if it was hollow, or knocking on a door. The wall began to lower, revealing a hidden room. As the wall melted into the ground, I caught a glimpse of what was on the other side. The first thing I noticed was the floor and that every inch of it was covered in bright pink flowers. Looking up, I saw rows of white chairs filled with elegantly dressed cult members, sprouting out from a large white gazebo.   It had statues on either side, gothic stone angels that looked like they were in more pain than pleasure.  That wasn’t the worst of it though. At the center of the gazebo, which looked out onto a pane glass window, Casper stood ; his face red and swollen, his eyes raw, and his hands shackled together. He was wearing a tuxedo and, in his bound hands, sat two rings.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Allister Leeman said as I gaped. “A male Maid of Honor is so out of the box. What can I say? I’m a sucker for the unpredictable. Now come on,” he said, grabbing my hand and pulling me roughly toward what I now saw was an altar. “We’re getting hitched.”
I jerked away from him and ran to Casper. On my way, I saw that Merrin and Wendy were sitting in the front row. Their hands were also bound. While it hurt to see them like this; to see Merrin’s perfect face marred with bruises, and Wendy’s pale knowing eyes heavy with anguish, and know that it was all because of me, they weren’t Casper. They weren’t my Casper. They weren’t the boy who snuck out of his house and met me in the park on nights when I couldn’t sleep. They weren’t the guy who insisted on taking me to the ‘Ho Down’ themed homecoming dance, even though half the freshman girls in school were giving him googly eyes. They weren’t the person who singlehandedly made my early days at Crestview bearable; my rock, my best friend.
I crashed into him; wrapping my arms around him, and feeling tears come unbidden to my cheeks.
“I’m okay,” he whispered. I could hear the smile in his voice; the one meant to make me feel better. “You worry too much. Did I ever tell you that? I should have. It’s true.”
“You don’t look okay,” I said, running my fingers across the red blooms on his cheek.
“Really?” He winced. “Cause I think it’s kinda sexy.”
“Enough!” Allister Leeman spun me hard toward him.
“What the hands, lunatic!” Casper yelled. A tall man with a dyed blue mohawk got up from his chair and punched Casper in the gut.
“Stop it!” I screamed as he bowled over. “Let him go. “ The tears came again. “I’m here. Just let them all go, okay.”
“Oh sweetheart,” Allister Leeman said, brushing my tears away with a rough thumb. “Not yet. Not until you start behaving. There’s much to do and little time left.”
“I’m not marrying you,” I said shakily.
“Of course you are,” he disagreed. “And I’ll show you why.” He walked through the gazebo, to the plate glass window. Looking down, he knitted his hands behind his back. “Come and see where it all ends, Cresta.
I helped Casper to his feet. “Be careful,” he said. I nodded and hesitantly followed.  Allister Leeman’s breath had fogged up the glass in front of him by the time I got there. It turned out that I wouldn’t have the same problem because, when I looked down, it felt as though all the breath left my body.
Below us, in a large circular room, my mother paced nervously on a gridded metal floor. She looked thin and tired. Her hair seemed ratty and unkempt, and her clothes seemed worn and slept in.  “ . . . Mom,” I muttered. I beat loudly against the window, sending ripples through the glass.
“She can’t hear you,” Allister Leeman told me. “Can’t see you either. So, don’t bother.”
“I’m here!” I turned to him. “I did what you asked. What else do you want from me?”
“Right now,” he pointed to a door at the end of the circle. “I want you to keep watching.”
The door flung open. Owen, shirtless and similarly beaten, was thrown into the room. He got up, shaking his head, seemingly getting his bearings together. When he and my mom saw each other, they came together, hugging and talking. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could only imagine they were trading war stories, talking about all that had happened, all the had been through and, more than anything else, they were probably worrying about me.
“I don’t get it,” I muttered.
“You will,” the Raven grinned. “Did you ever stop to wonder why him? Why did, out of all the Breakers in the world, I chose Owen to help me? As you can see, I have hundreds of people who would gladly have given themselves to my cause, to our cause.” He brushed my cheek, which sent dinner racing back up my throat. “Many of them are young men. Many of them are handsome and, trust me, my little Bloodmoon, they would have had no trouble convincing you to open up to them. So what’s so special about Owen?”
I looked back at Merrin, thinking she might know something I didn’t. Her eyes, narrowed quizzically, told me I couldn’t have been more wrong. I knew what made Owen so special; his heart, his bravery, the way he was willing to give himself wholeheartedly to do what was right. But something told me that wasn’t what Allister Leeman had in mind.
“What?” I asked bitterly.
“That.” Allister Leeman pointed to the blurry, masked tattoo on Owen’s back.
“His angel?” I asked in a low voice.
“That’s no angel,” Allister Leeman leaned close to me. “Go ahead. Look through the shade. See for yourself.”
Sighing, I focused the way I had at the 7-11 when Dahlia almost found us, the way I had the first time I saw the Seer’s Tower.  Slowly, the shade around Owen’s tattoo started to dissipate. It came into view; first the wings that spread across his shoulders and the full of his back, and then-
“No. My God, no . . . ”
There was no angel on Owen’s back. That wasn’t what kept him safe, what changed his fate. Stretched across Owen’s body, with huge leathery wings and a forked tongue, was a dragon.
Joined to the Raven, consumed by the Dragon.
“He’s not the dragon,” I said weakly, but I knew the truth. It was obvious; obvious in the visions I had seen while swimming around Owen’s memories, obvious in the pain on his mother’s face, obvious in the words Wendy had told him.
“I used to be a fixed point,” Owen had said.
“You still are,” Wendy had answered. And she was right. Owen was supposed to die. It was a fixed point. Nothing could have changed it. So, they traded one fixed point for another. They turned him into the dragon; turned him into something else. They bought his future by giving him a destiny; a destiny that said he would kill the Bloodmoon. And that very likely meant that he would have to kill me.
“No. He’s not the dragon,” I repeated, hoping that if I said it enough, it might make it true.
“Yes, my darling. He is,” Allister Leeman circled me, his dark hair started to come loose and hang in his eyes.
“How . . . Why did you-“
“Why did I bring him to you?” He asked. “I’ll answer that question with another question. Imagine you had a puppy Cresta, and that your puppy meant more to you than anything else in the world. Now imagine you knew that, one day, someone would come along and kill your puppy. But they needed a certain knife to do it; a knife that you had, that you could get. What would you do?”
There it was; laid out in front of me. Somehow Allister Leeman knew Owen’s secret, and he brought him to Crestview to exploit it. He wanted to keep an eye on him, to make sure he didn’t hurt me? No. My stomach started to churn sickeningly again as I realized the truth. He wanted Owen to care about me, to see me as a person, to love me. He wanted Owen to love me so much that he would never kill me.
“I-I would dull the knife,” I answered, bile rising in my throat.
“No, no darling. You don’t dull it. You sharpen it, and use it on those puppy killing bastards before they can get to you.”
The man with the blue mohawk returned, handing Allister Leeman a small black square, about the size of a remote.
Do you remember the phone calls,Cresta; the calls that you thought were calls from Merrin, and that Owen thought were exercises to keep him feeble mind sharp?  In reality, they were programming sessions. I was seeping into his mind, making him ready.”
“Ready for what?” I asked, my mind running a million miles an hour.
“For now,” he said, holding up the remote. “If you look closely, you’ll see that I did away with those pesky devices that bound Owen’s powers.”
He was right. Owen’s arms were bare. With his free hand, Allister Leeman pulled a knife from his jacket pocket and held it out to me.
“The trigger in Owen’s mind is ready. If I press the sequence that he heard in those calls on this remote, it will turn Owen into a killing machine. He’ll destroy everything in sight, and he won’t stop until I enter a code telling him to.”
The people in the white chairs got on their knees, pinning their eyes on the floor, and pushing Merrin and Wendy down with them. The blue mohawk man grabbed Casper, and put him in a similar position.
“So, I’m giving you thirty seconds to kill one of these people. If you don’t, I’m going to sound the sequence and let Owen here go to town with your mother’s entrails.” He pushed the butt of the knife toward me again. “It’s your choice Cresta; kill one of these people, or watch the boy you love murder your mother.”



Chapter 20
All Fall Down
They were just standing there; my mother and Owen, talking, embracing, seemingly oblivious to what Allister Leeman had just proposed to me, or the fact that I was even watching them at all. If only I were down there with them. If only I could grab them and pull them away from all this.
“Tick tock, my darling.” The butt of that horrible knife was still pointed at me. Allister Leeman’s eyes , thin and menacing, tore at my sanity. “Your time’s almost up.”
Maybe he was lying. Maybe Owen hadn’t been brainwashed. Maybe the tones were gibberish. Maybe Owen wasn’t really the dragon after all. No. The tones opened my mind up and allowed me to follow the stars. They led to a trap, true enough, but I was affected, nonetheless. And that was after just one session. Who knew how many times Owen had listened to those sounds?
“Listen,” Allister Leeman said. Calm layered his tone. “It’s easy enough. It doesn’t have to be one of your friends.” The word came thick off his tongue. “Though, if it were me, I’d strongly consider killing the person who’s destined to kill me. That doesn’t seem likely though. So, I digress. Look at these people.” He motioned to the room full of people now on their knees. “You can choose anyone of them. Any of them would be honored to help you become who you’re meant to be.”
“By dying?” My face twisted.
“One life is a small price to pay to ensure the future,” he answered. “These people understand that. “  He took my hand, placed the knife’s handle in my palm, and closed my fingers around it. It felt foreign and heavy in my hand. It occurred to me that, while I had certainly held knives when cooking or doing other mundane things, I had never held a knife like this, not one that was meant to kill someone.
“It isn’t murder, Cresta. They want you to do it. They’ve actually fought over who gets to be the one you choose.”
My eyes, filling with tears that I refused to cry, scanned the people. They rested on Wendy, on her own pale seer’s eyes. Did she know how this was going to end, what I was going to do? And, if so, would she tell me? I thought Allister Leeman had noticed, because he marched toward her. But, instead of getting Wendy, he grabbed a handful of Merrin’s hair and pulled her toward me, still on her knees.
“What about this one?” He grinned. “Tell me you haven’t thought about it, that it wouldn’t make your life easier if Owen’s perfect little perfect was out of the picture.”
“The only thing that would make my life easier would be for you to die,” I spit at him.
“Now, now, there’s no need to be crass,” he said, yanking Merrin’s head back and exposing her neck. She flinched, but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of crying out. “Besides, I am the one person in this scenario that you cannot kill. It just doesn’t fit. Now, slit this bitch’s throat or watch your mother die.”
I stood there, my hands shaking violently. I had never thought about killing anyone, never even seriously thought about hurting anybody. Sure, there was a time when I wanted nothing more than for Merrin to be out of the picture, and it hadn’t been even a day ago when she swore she would kill me herself if need be. But the black and white of my life had gotten increasingly gray lately and, for all our differences, Merrin didn’t deserve this; to wriggle around on the ground at the mercy of a madman.
“Fine,” Allister Leeman huffed, sensing my hesitation. “We’ll see how you feel afterward.”
He began pressing buttons. The tones rang out. “No!” I yelled, but I was too late. Casper charged him, crashing into him with 165 pounds of Georgia boy. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I remembered Coach Allen saying that Casper was ‘too soft’ for the football team. Watching the way Allister Leeman flew against the plate glass window, the remote in his hand shattering, I wondered what Coach Allen would think now. The kneeling seat fillers charged us. I rushed to the window. Looking over,  I saw Owen kneeling in pain on the floor. Slowly, he got up and, watching the way he moved, like a cat circling his prey, I knew Casper had been too late. Owen pounced at my mother. Stunned, he almost got her before she darted out of the way. He was going to kill her.
I fought my way through the seat fillers, which wasn’t hard, given that it seemed they didn’t want to hurt me. I grabbed the remote, which was now in two pieces.  I crammed the pieces back together, praying it would work. But I still needed the correct tones.
“What is it?!” I lunged at Allister Leeman. “What’s the code?!”
The blue mowhawked man grabbed me. I fought him, but he was huge, and it wasn’t long before he had lifted me off the ground, my feet kicking uselessly in the air.
“Kill him Cresta,” Allister Leeman said. “It’s the way it has to be. Kill him, or he’ll kill your mother.” The crowd seemed to part, making a path for me that stretched toward the stairs. I met Casper’s eyes, looking for some sort of guidance. He was pinned under two huge people; one man and one woman. His eyes, gleaming up at me, told me all I needed to know. I darted toward the stairs.
I must have ran down a hundred steps before I knew it. The stupid dress kept getting tangled around my feet, and I was huffing like a racehorse, but none of that mattered. The only thing that mattered was that two of the people I loved most in the world were going to rip each other apart, unless I stopped them. Of course, I had no clue how I was going to stop them. Still, I ran.
When I made it to the end of the stairs, to a glistening silver door guarded by a man and woman who were dressed in a tuxedo and black evening gown (you know, for my hostage wedding), I grimaced. “Right this way,” the woman said, and flashed me a smile every bit as black as her dress.
“Don’t worry,” she added. “He won’t hurt you. He’s not programmed to.”
I wanted to pummel her, to tell her that Owen’s a person, and that he never should have been programmed in the first place. And while I was at it, I’d tell her that kidnapping someone’s mother in an attempt to force them to marry your insane cult leader, was both creepy and rude. But I didn’t have time. Owen and Mom needed me, so I shot the woman a look that would curdle milk, and ran inside.
The first thing I saw was Owen’s foot connecting with my mother’s face. It sent her spiraling to the ground. The next thing I saw was my mo0ther’s blood splattered across the metal floor. Running to my mother, it occurred to me that I had seen too much of the people I love’s blood; too much of their tears, and their anguish. For too long I had watched them thrown into horrible situations because of me, because of what people hoped I either was or wasn’t.
Never again, I swore to myself. It ends today.
I collided into Owen. Though I could never be confused with a menacing person, I had caught him by surprise and I put enough shoulder in it to knock him off his feet.
“Mom!” I yelled, as she took me into her arms. It was strange seeing her in person; really in front of me again. She looked older, more worn.  And sure, there were things she hadn’t told me, truths she had kept from me since the day I was born. But I was with her now, in her arms, and in that brief moment, nothing else mattered.
Owen did a ninja style backflip, landed on his feet, and started running toward us.
Oh. Well, there’s that.
“Come on!” Mom said, and we made a beeline for the door. As if on cue, the door swung shut, closing our only exit. “There goes that,” Mom said in the same tone she used whenever she spilled something on her blouse or misplaced the leys to the car.
“Are you okay?” She asked as we ran to the far end of the circular room.
“I’m okay,” I answered shakily, though whether that was true or not was anyone’s guess. “What about you?”
“I’m good,” she said, squeezing my hand. “Now I’m good.”
We reached the far wall and spun around. Owen was barreling toward us. Mom pushed me behind her, blocking me.
“No, Mom. He won’t hurt me.”
“You’re damn right, he won’t” She answered. “Did you know Owen was a Breaker?”
“Yes. No. I mean, I didn’t before, but I do now,” I stammered. “This isn’t his fault. Allister Leeman put a trigger in his mind. Owen is one of the good guys.”
Owen started screaming, pulled something that looked like a dagger from his pants, and threw it at it, without breaking stride. It whizzed inches past our faces, hit the wall, and fell.
“I can tell,” Mom muttered.
“I can fix him Mom,” I said, eyeing the remote in my hand.
“You can’t fix boys, honey. The sooner you learn that, the better. Now, let Mom do her job,” she said.
Mom lunged forward. I had seen a lot of strange things in the time since our house blew up, but watching my mom do a somersault, hit Owen with an uppercut, slide into a split, and then take his feet out, knocking him down, might have been the strangest. And that’s counting the glowing dragon made entirely out of energy.
She pounded against his chest with a flat palm. He jerked up, gasping for air. Okay. So, maybe Owen wouldn’t kill Mom after all. Maybe Mom would kill him. That wasn’t a good result either though. I looked up at the ceiling, grimacing at the space I had just come from. It was a two way mirror, but I was sure Allister Leeman was standing on the other side, probably laughing and watching me squirm. I would make him pay for this. I meant that.
By the time I looked back, Mom was on the ground. Owen stood over her, kicking her hard in the gut over and over again. The look in his eyes; it was like he wasn’t even there. I flashed back to the day our house blew up, to watching my mom get beat on by those bulky crazies.  Suddenly, I realized the knife Allister Leeman gave me was still in my right hand.
“Owen, stop it!” I screamed, gripping the handle. “Owen, it’s me! It’s Cresta. Just listen to me. I know you’re in there.”
He kept at her; kicking her until she yelled and grunted like a wounded puppy.
“Owen, you’re going to kill her!”
He didn’t stop. He didn’t seem to notice me at all. He was an animal; a programmed thing that was going to put an end to my mother. Suddenly, he pulled a second dagger from somewhere on his person. Sweat glistened on his chest and his face looked practically feral. There would be no getting through to him.  Mom turned toward me. She opened  her mouth to speak, and blood poured from it.
“Run,” she mouthed.
“No,” I said firmly. “I left you once. I left dad. I won’t do it again. God forgive me,” I whispered, tightened my grip on the knife’s hilt, and ran toward him.
“I love you,” I said as I slashed at his chest. A red gash appeared under his left shoulder and began weeping blood. He didn’t react. He didn’t fight me at all. He lifted the dagger, but it wasn’t aimed at me.
“Mom, go!” I yelled, and pushed Owen to the floor. I kicked the dagger out of his hand. It slid across the metal.  He pushed me with a hard hand. I went winding and landed hard on my back. But he didn’t come back at me. He had a one track mind, and it was all about my mother. He had been programmed to kill her, programmed for this moment.
Walking him step closer to my mother, who was stumbling backward across the floor, I realized this was it. I could rush him; stab him in his lower back. With my fancy new Breaker mind, I might even be able to do it with such precision that I didn’t actually kill him. But would that do any good? If I was right, Allister Leeman had programmed him so thoroughly that only death would stop his rampage. That is what he wanted, after all; for me to kill someone, for me to kill Owen.
No. I wouldn’t give him that. I wouldn’t give in to his machinations. If I did this, if I killed Owen, not only would it break my heart so completely that I was sure it could never be put back together, but it would also give every fundamentalist on either side of this crazy coin cause to believe I, folk-rock loving 115 lb. girl that I was, was going to destroy the world. But it I didn’t, he was going to kill my mom.
There had to be another way. As if it was trying to tell me something, the remote in my hand started to tingle. I lifted it. If it worked, I could reenter the code that sent Owen on this rampage. Of course, I didn’t know the code, but I figured one mountain at a time.
“Come on, I muttered, pressing the buttons feverishly. Nothing happened. It had been broken when Casper tackled Allister Leeman. Wait. The thought crashed into me like a Mack truck. If I could manipulate shade to make people see things; or more aptly, not see things, then maybe I could make use it to make them hear things too. If I could manipulate some shade, namely the blobby aura still surrounding Owen’s tattoo, then maybe I could make him hear the tones he needed to.
Owen inched closer to my mother. His dagger was still on the ground, but I was sure he wouldn’t need it. I focused hard on Owen’s tattoo, on the shade around it. Just like earlier in the 7-11, my mind latched hold of the shade. It was mine to control. Now all I needed was the correct code. I code have went through all the possible combinations; the remote only had nine numbers on it after all, but Owen was closing in on Mom, and he’d have ended her by then.
Instead, I looked at the remote, remembering Allister Leeman when he punched the code in. I thought back, remembering the way his fingers moved when he keyed it in. I mimicked him.
Six.
I focused. The shade suddenly became the tone.
Four.
It happened again.
Six again.
Nine.
Two.
Three.
And there was one more, but that was when Casper tackled him. Thinking back, I couldn’t get a clear view of what number Allister Leeman had pressed.
Owen’s hands wrapped tightly around my mother’s neck. She gurgled and flailed. I stood and ran toward him. I had to kill him. But could I? I loved him more than myself, but I loved my mother too. I ran toward him, tears running down my face. Iknew what I had to do. I would-
Seven. It was always seven.
The tone rang out like the sweetest sound I had ever heard. Owen snapped back to himself, jerking away from Mom.
“By fate’s hand,” he said trembling. “Mrs. Karr-Ash-I . . . ”
I collided with him, dropping both the knife and the remote, and using my hands instead, to hug his back and kiss his neck.
“Cresta,” he turned to me. “I . . . ”
“I know,” I said. “Mom, are you-“
“I’m fine,” she coughed. “I’m okay.” She stood, and brushed herself off. “I just- Did I miss something? I thought he wasn’t into you.”
There was still a lot to do. Allister Leeman still had Casper, Wendy, and Merrin. And Lord knows he would certainly pull every rabbit he had out of his hat in an effort to get me to kill before the sun came up. But I smiled anyway. I couldn’t help it. I had my mom back. Owen wasn’t under Allister Leeman’s control anymore. Maybe, I thought hesitantly. Maybe we can win this.
That’s when I heard the explosion.



Chapter 21
Breadcrumbs
The world shook as the sounds of thrashing metal, shattering glass, and maligned bodies erupted around us. Bits of steel and glass showered down onto us. I ducked, tucking my head between my legs. I even felt Mom overhead; shielding me from the worst of it. Still, we it was all over, I found myself covered in tiny painful cuts.
Mom was worse. Her face and neck were marked heavily with cuts, and her hands looked tattooed in red. Still, Owen had the worst of it. When Mom threw herself over me, he must have thrown himself over her; because when he turned to see what had happened, I found his back was slick with blood. Shards of glass were still dug into him.
“Owen . . . ” I gasped.
“It’s fine,” he said, without missing a beat. “It’ll heal. I’m fine.” But he winced when Mom started pulling the shards from his back.
Looking up, I saw that the two way mirror had exploded. The floor I had just left must have been ground zero for whatever just happened. A tight sickness gripped my heart. Sure, that was the floor Allister Leeman had been on, but my friends were there too. Casper was there.
The door swung open. The well-dressed pair that had ushered me in, strode toward us.  They had pistols in both their hands.
“What the hell’s going on?” I demanded.
“Come with us,” the man ignored my question.
“We’re not going anywhere with you,” I said.
“Don’t make us use these, little girl,” the well-dressed woman chimed in.
“As if you could,” I scoffed. “Your boss wouldn’t like it very much if you shot me.”
“Perhaps,” the man said. The guns parted, and now pointed at Mom and Owen instead. “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if we killed them though.”
I swallowed hard, ready to do what they said; anything, so long as they didn’t pull those triggers. But, like twin tornadoes, Mom and Owen grabbed the guns’ barrels, ripped them from their would- be assailants, and struck them across the head. They crumpled onto the ground like the discarded bride and groom from a toppled wedding cake.
“Well done,” Mom glanced at Owen.
“Thanks,” he beamed. “I love it when they get cocky.”
“Well, you’re gonna freakin’ adore me.” The voice belonged to Ezra. The amputee floated in the doorway, blocking our exit and grinning a wicked greasy smile.
“Move,” Mom said in a tone that broached no argument.
“Make me,” Ezra ran a hand through his long hair and blew a sickening kiss at Mom.
“Be careful,” Owen whispered. “He’s a Mover.”
“Is that right?” Mom answered. “Well, I’m a Shaker.” She made a gun with her hand and pointed it at Ezra. He twitched her forefinger, pulling the trigger. Ezra started to shake violently. He thrashed back and forth like someone had stuck him in a paint mixer and, when he stopped; his eyes were wide and his expression blank. He fell like a sack to the floor, and lay there unconscious.
“That’s the coolest thing I’ve ever seen,” Owen blinked.
“You’re welcome,” Mom grinned. “Come on. We’re leaving.” She grabbed my hand.
“What happened up there?” I asked again.
“It doesn’t matter,” she said, running toward the door. “Let them deal with their own mess. All I care about is making sure you’re safe.”
“Casper is up there,” I said as we entered the staircase.
“You brought Casper here?!” Mom was stunned. She stopped for a second, and then looked at Owen and back to me. “Can I trust him?” She asked.
“I do,” I said, looking at his deep blue eyes and the gash on his chest where I had cut him.
“Good,” she turned back to him. “Go find Casper. I’m getting Cresta out of here.”
“No,” I shook my head. “I got him into this. He’s here because of me. I have to make sure he gets out okay.”
“Cresta, until the sun comes up, next to you is the most dangerous place he can be,” Mom said.
“She’s right,” Owen answered. “They’re going to be looking for you. Get out of here. I’ll find him. I’ll find all of them. We’ll meet you.”
“Nobody dies for me today,” I told him.
“Understood,” he nodded.
I grabbed his hand and pulled him close, planting a soft kiss on his lips. “That includes you. Be careful.”
“Always,” he answered and, like a flash, he was gone.
We had run up three flights of stairs (which wasn’t easy in a wedding gown) and not seen anyone. The sounds of fighting, shouts, crashes, and thuds, sounded out from the other side of the wall. There was some sort of scuffle, but what?
I stopped by the door that would have led us onto one of the main floors. “Mom, I need to know what’s going on.”
“You need to keep going!” She said, as though mine was the stupidest idea she had ever heard.
“Who’s out there? If people are dying for me-“
“Then you getting yourself killed would only make their sacrifice for nothing.”
“I don’t want anybody sacrificing themselves for me.  I just- I want all of this to be over.”
“I know you do, sweetheart.” She brushed my hair back like she did when I was little. “And it will be. I promise. We just have to go.”
“You lied to me. And not just about little things; about big giant life changing stuff.” It wasn’t the best time for this, not while both of us still had bits of glass in our hair. But we were here, I didn’t know what was coming and, if I never did another thing in my entire life, I wanted to hear the truth from my mother.
She sighed, seeming to deflate. “I know I did, honey.
“And I get why you did it, I guess.  I just-“
“What do you want to know?” She asked, leaning in closer so that our eyes were level. Running seemed to take a backseat for her, at least momentarily.
“You’re not my mom,” I said, as tears streamed unbidden down my cut, tired face. It wasn’t a question, but it was the thing I wanted to say more than anything else.
“I am!” She pulled me in, batting back tears off her own. “ I’m yours and you’re mine; forever. Do you understand me?”
“But Dr. Conyers-“ I started.
“Dr. Conyers was my best friend,” Mom said. “She still is, in all the ways that matter. But she wasn’t there when you took your first steps. She wasn’t there when you had your first nightmare, or when you needed your first bra. She didn’t watch you grow up; didn’t get to see the woman you’ve become. After your dad died, I wanted to take you someplace away from things, someplace where I thought you’d be safe. And Dr. Conyers, she wanted to see you, to get to know you. And I can’t blame her, Cresta. You are the most amazing person I’ve ever known. I’m so proud of you.”
“But dad wasn’t a Breaker. Echo told me,” I said as a loud thump shook the door before us. “If he wasn’t a Breaker, then-“
“Your father was the love of my life, and a good man. He loved you more than anything. That’s all that matters.”
“But he knew about me, about what I was?”
“He did,” she nodded.
“How?”
She sighed again. “Cresta, there are people who think differently than Echo and the others; people who don’t answer to the Council of Masons or adhere to the archaic rules that they cling to. These people want to save the world too, but they want to do it the right way. These people would accept you. They wouldn’t judge you or try to change you, and they sure as hell wouldn’t try to kill you. Your father was one of these people. It’s where you belong, and it’s where I’m going to take you.”
“Like hell you will.” Ezra was at the bottom of the stairs, floating dazedly with his teeth in a snarl. “The Bloodmoon stays with us. “
Mom gunned up her hand again, pointing it at Ezra. But before she could act, Ezra threw his hand. Mom went spiraling through the door and into the fray. Looking out, I saw that we weren’t inside anymore. The door looked out onto a small town, and not just any town. We were back in Crestview. The night sky was starting to brighten. The sun would be up soon, but I saw with a start that it wouldn’t be quick enough. People dressed in formal wear, dressed for my wedding, fought against a wave of people dressed in matching black and white garb. I watched in horror as a man in a tuxedo was thrown through the air and impaled a ragged piece of sharp metal that had once been the Hernando statue.  A woman in a long peach dress swung an axe at one of the black and white clad men, striking him in the knee and taking him down.
“Mom!” I yelled, but before I could move, she was swallowed up in the crowd. Suddenly, I felt a pull at me. It grabbed me, the unseen fingers, and lifted me off my feet. Before I could react, I was floating up the stairs toward Ezra.
“Come on, pretty one,” he grinned at me. “Let’s get you to the Raven.”
I struggled, pulling against the force, but it was no use. He had me.  Ezra smiled wider and flicked his tongue at me. “You do make a scrumptious little dish, don’t you? I wonder if Allister would mind if I could a taste for myself before I delivered you. “ His tongue made a second appearance. “Just a taste.”
I cringed as I neared him; close enough that I would feel his breath on my neck. I wanted to screwam, but then his eyes got wide. He opened his mouth, trying to speak, but then fell. I fell too, no longer a prisoner of his grip. Looking up, I saw Dahlia standing over me. A sword, streaked in blood graced her hand.
“I knew you were trouble,” she muttered. “The first time I saw you, I said it.”
“How did you find us?” I choked out, rubbing my throat.
“Because, it seems, my daughter isn’t nearly as foolhardy as Ash’s,” she answered.
Wendy appeared beside her, a rare grin on her face. ”Hello Cresta Karr,” she said. “I may have left psionic breadcrumbs for Momma to follow, in case the situation became-Well, what the situation has become. Please do not be angry with me.”
“I’m not angry,” I said, thinking of Ezra’s flickering tongue.
“Take this,” Dahlia said, handing me a small black bag.
“What the hell is this?” I asked. Pulling it out, I saw a black and white suit that matched the one she was wearing. “I don’t have time for a change of clothes. My mother’s out there. I have to find her.  This’ll take too long.”
“It won’t take near as long if you stop arguing with me,” Dahlia said flatly. “Everyone out there is looking for you. The Raven’s lunatics might know what you look like, but the others don’t.”
“Who are the others?” I asked, already knowing the answer. “You called the Council of Masons didn’t you?”
“You went rogue. You stole my daughter and disobeyed direct orders from your superiors. You’ve lost the right to be indignant.”
“She didn’t steal me, Momma,” Wendy said, but Dahlia quieted her with a raised hand.
“But yes, I did. And the Council sent us reinforcements; reinforcements that have been ordered to stop the apocalypse at all cost.” She pointed out the door. “Look at that. The sun is almost up. I was never a fan of this idea, but seeing as how we’ve come this far, I won’t have the entire ordeal spoiled by a trigger happy Breaker who wants to make a name for themselves. I need you to blend in, and you can’t really do that in a wedding dress, can you. So, yes. We will save your mother, and, fate knows, all the other people you managed to convince to join you in this disaster. But first, you will strip.”
Reluctantly, I slid out of my wedding dress and into the small (and ridiculously formfitting) outfit that Dahlia gave me. Usually, I would have been shy about changing in front of someone, even if that someone is another female. But I figured after watching my house explode, getting locked up by cultist superheroes,  going on the most ill-fated road trip ever, waking up to a looney tune’s marriage proposal, and slashing the guy I love with the aforementioned looney tune’s knife, that it wouldn’t be so bad.
“There,” I said, letting the leather slap against my shoulders. “Happy?”
“Ecstatic,” Dahlia said, and marched up the stairs. “Now follow me. Stay close and, by fate’s hand, try not to get yourselves killed.”
Crestview was on fire, and only part of it was figurative. Main Street, a ghost town even on its busiest days, was now overflowing with dueling Breakers. The rush of them was unlike anything I had ever seen outside of a sci-fi movie or maybe a wartime documentary.  Blood stained the potholed road and, when I heard a crunch underfoot, I looked down to find teeth were strewn across the ground too.
Turning around, I saw the door we left, which apparently doubled for the entrance to Allister Leeman’s holdfast, was Miss Armie’s Cool Country Cupboard; a diner/ice cream parlor that had been long closed even when I moved to Crestview. How long had Allister Leeman’s men been here? Dahlia must be kicking herself for having missed it the first time she came to town.
A body; a girl around my age in a flowing black dress and matching headpiece, came whizzing by my head. When she landed, crashing against the bench where Mrs. Cartwright and her church friends always sat and gossiped about the week gone by, I saw that she was dead.
Mom was nowhere to be found. Casper, Owen, even Merrin; I didn’t see any of them. I wanted to scream “Here I am!”, but Dahlia’s words were fresh in my mind. So I crouched low and tried to blend in.  A bright flash of light stole my vision for a second and, when it came back, a line of fire raged inches away from my face.
“Come Cresta Karr!” Wendy pulled me away from the heat. We slid behind an old Cadillac, listening to the screams of burning men and women.
But where was everyone? Where were the peace (and gossip) loving citizens of Crestview? I gasped as the answer came to me. Hiding behind the Cadillac, Wendy and I faced the window of the general store.  Mr Carter, Mr Jenkins, and the rest of the early birds sat along the counting. They were drinking their coffee; just laughing, just talking. It was like they had no idea any of this was going on. My breath caught in my throat as I realized they didn’t. They couldn’t see or hear any of the chaos going on around them. To them, it was just another lazy Crestview morning.
“We have to end this,” I said standing.
“The ending comes with the sunrise,” Wendy answered.
“People are dying. That’s not quick enough!” I started to move. Wendy stood quickly.
“The path is set,” she said, and shoved me hard in the opposite direction. I went winding, collapsing into lanky familiar arms.
“Good to see you too,” Casper whispered. His face was still swollen. New bruises covered his eyes and cheeks, and a sting of pain ran through me, wondering what Allister Leeman did to him for his insolence.
“Thank God!” I wrapped my arms around him. “There was a fire. We lost Mom. We lost Dahlia. It’s just us.”
“Us?” He asked.
“Yeah, me and Wendy,” I said, but when I turned, the seer was gone. “Dammit. That girl’s gonna get herself killed.”
An explosion so loud that it shook the inside of my eardrums sounded in front of us. Mr. Carter and the early birds continued sipping their coffees, blissfully unaware.
“If I were you, I’d worry about all of us who can’t see the bullets coming before they’re shot.” Casper pulled me behind him. Pain seesawed up and down my tired legs, and I was sure Casper had no idea where he was leading me, but if we kept moving, we might have a chance of actually surviving this. Or, at least that’s how I saw it.
“We have to find my Mom,” I said loud enough for him to hear me but quiet enough to keep it from the rushing mobs surrounding us.
A man wearing a tuxedo holding a chainsaw popped out in front of us. Casper spun, pulling me away from him just as the chainsaw went past my face, sparking as the blade met the pavement.
“Kinda busy Cress,” he said without stopping.
We slid off Main Street and down an alley behind what used to be Walt’s Antique Barnyard (which was now on fire). About as loud as the freeway in Chicago during rush hour, it was still the quietest place we could find, and perhaps the only one where bullets weren’t flying.
“We’re staying here until the sun comes up, and these crazies tired themselves out.” He slid exhausted against the alley wall. “Casper has spoken.”
“You don’t get it. Mom said there was a place; a place where I would be safe. She said it’s where my dad came from, and it’s where we belong. We have to find her before this whole thing dies down. Dahlia said they wanted her for questioning and, if that happens, who knows what those crazy Masons will do to her.” I huffed. “We have to get her, find Owen, convince him to come with us and go. Now!”
“Cresta.” There was a serious look on Casper’s face. “You saw his tattoo. You know what he is. We-You can’t bring him with you, no matter where you go.”
“Why, because Allister Leeman thinks he’s the stupid dragon?”
“Because Allister Leeman thinks he’s gonna kill you one day,” he answered.
“He’s gonna kill the Bloodmoon. The sun will be up in five minutes and everybody will know that,” I folded my arms.
“Prophecies are weird. These people are weird. Some crazy person thinks they have a destiny that involves killing somebody that may or may not be you. I’m not taking the chance.” Now Casper folded his arms too.
“It’s not your chance to take. I believe in Owen, just like you believe in me.”
“Who said I believe in you? When did I say that? I believe you’re stupider than you look.”
“It’s happening Casper. Learn to love it,” I said, and took off back into the fray.
I heard Casper muttering. “Maybe I’m the friggin’ dragon, cause you’re working on my last nerve, little girl.” But, like I knew, he followed me anyway. The world spun in a rush of heat, sounds, and light. Nothing was familiar. I thought I might have saw Echo in the distance but, as quickly as he appeared, he was gone, and I couldn’t tell. Then, in a flash of horror, I thought I saw Allister Leeman. Mercifully, I was pushed away by the tide of people. The only thing that stayed constant, the only thing that kept me sane, was Casper’s hand in mine.
I felt a rush at my side, and then I was off my feet. The pavement rushed up to meet me. My head smacked against the pavement. I stood woozily. Looking up, I saw Casper. He had been knocked over too.
What was that?
He was getting to his feet slowly. The rush of people stretched out behind him until forever. Suddenly, I felt a presence at my side.
“There is but one path, Cresta Karr.” It was Wendy. She was calm and unshaken. “Do try to keep that in mind.” She touched my shoulder. “When Papa asks, tell him it was. It really was.”
“What?” I asked, but she was gone; rushing toward Casper. She whispered something quickly into his ear, and threw him back to the ground. Just as quickly, Wendy went rigid. Blood exploded onto her immaculate white shirt.
“Oh God,” I said, as she folded to the ground beside Casper. I rushed them. Casper had scooped her close to him, but the glint in his eyes when he looked at me said he had no idea what to do. Blood was soaking through Wendy’s shirt in one, two, three places. She coughed as her body tensed and jerked.
“Why did you do that?” Casper asked, as tears filled his green eyes. “You shouldn’t have done that. Why did you do that?”
Her face, always pale, grew even whiter. A smile, slow and strangely content, started to spread her lips.
“You knew,” I mumbled, leaning down to meet her. The craziness that had engulfed Crestview still raged on, but I hardly noticed it now. “You knew how this would end.”
“You knew this would happen?” Casper brushed strands of black hair out of Wendy’s pale eyes. “And you came anyway? Aww Wendy, you should have . . . ” But his voice trailed off.  “Be still,” he cleared his throat. “I’m gonna move you. I’m gonna get you to someone who can help.”
“There is no help, not for this. Help comes later, too late. Every time it is too late,” she put her hand on his forearm. “This is the way, the one path. Sacrifices must be made. Truths must be earned. There is no more for me. Do not be sad.”
“What do you know?” Casper asked. Tears flowed freely down his cheeks. “You’re just a girl. You never even got to live. You shouldn’t have done that. You shouldn’t have saved me.” He shook his head hard.
“We are not done Casper Rhodes.” Coughs marred Wendy’s words, but her eyes shone clear and intent. “I told you our love would break the anchors, and it will. But this is what must be. This is what I chose. To look but never touch, to see but never feel, to watch the pieces fall into place but never be one with them; that is no life. I choose this. I choose friends, and adventure.” She coughed hard, her body shaking and convulsing. She lifted her hand to Casper’s face. “I choose a . . .  boy with hair . . .  as bright . . .  as the-“
Her hand fell back to her chest, never reaching Casper’s face. Her expression fell away, and the light left her pale seer’s eyes.
“She never even got to live, Cress,” Casper said through gritted teeth. “She never even . . . ”
“Fate save us!” A voice pulled me from the moment. Merrin and Owen stood over us. Him, bare chested and cut; her, with her perfectly manicured hand stretched over her mouth.  “A seer is dead.”
“She had a name!” Casper looked at her with flared nostrils. Wendy’s head was still in his lap.
“We killed a seer, Owen,” Merrin said, ignoring Casper. “Maybe not with our own hands, but this is our doing. We are responsible.”  She looked sick and beyond defeat. “Do you have any idea what they’ll do to us? There’s no going back from this.”
“There was never any going back,” I said, standing and wiping fresh tears from my eyes. I was sick of crying, sick of having reasons to cry. The night sky had lightened to a thick navy blue. The sun would be up in minutes. “We’re going to find my mother.”
I marched through the crowd. I wasn’t sure who was following me, and I didn’t care. I was done with this. People had died for this. An innocent girl had died. Let these people have their crazy. Let them kill each other until the end of time looking for someone who might never come. I didn’t care.
The sky was rapidly brightening now. There was no sun yet, but the moon had dulled to a flat pale. As for the stars, there was only one left. But wouldn’t you know; it pinged to me. I struck off running, breaking through the throngs of people as quickly as my legs would allow. I made it through Main Street and past the schoolyard before I knew it. The star kept pinging; brightly and over and over. It called to me, loud and intense. This wasn’t like before, when the tones opened something inside my head. This was deeper than that. It was in my bones, in my cells, in my soul. It rang to me, it sang to me and, as I made my way to the ruined steps of where my house used to be, I saw why.
My mother stood flatly on the steps, with Allister Leeman behind her. He had a knife at her throat.
“Mom,” I screamed.
“Enough!” Allister Leeman jerked her so hard I was afraid he was going to tear her in two. “Enough of this! You will kill one of those people right now, this instant, or I will slit her throat!”
I felt people at my sides. Owen, Casper, and Merrin had followed me.
“Now!” He shouted and pressed the knife at her throat. A trickle of blood appeared on her neck.
“Cresta, go! Just run!” Mom yelled, but Allister Leeman jerked her again, shutting her up.
“If you run,she dies,” he spat. “No kill one of them!”
I didn’t know what to do, what move to make. I had done all of this for my mother, but I couldn’t kill someone, not even for her.
“You wanna play with me girl?” Allister Leeman asked, looking nervously at the sky. “Fine!”
He started to slide the knife across her throat.
“No!” I screamed. Mom spun, she hit Allister Leeman in the chest and both of them went down. I ran over to them, but it was over by then. And, when Mom stood up, Allister Leeman’s knife was buried in her chest.
She fell into my arms, blood trickling from her mouth. “Mom . . . ” I choked.
“It’s okay, love. You’re going to be okay. Everything happens for a reason, even this.” Her arms fell limply at my sides. I was the only thing holding her up, as I felt the up and down of her chest grow slighter and slighter.
“Mom, don’t leave me,” I whisperedly begged. “Please don’t go.”
“It was worth it,” she said. “I love you Cresta. I always loved y-“
The movement of her chest stopped. So did her breath. So did her heart.
“You brought this upon yourself,” Allister Leeman was in front of me, huffing and scowling. “If you would have just done your duty, none of this would have been necessary. All this destruction, all this death; it’s your fault.”
I laid my mother carefully on the ground as he marched toward me. The sun was slowly peeking in the sky, almost risen. Anger rose like a flood within me, and with it, something else. An energy, unlike any I had ever felt before took me over. Like water bursting through the walls of a damn, it filled in every inch of me. I felt everything now. The ground underfoot, the sky overhead, and everything in between; it was all a part of me now. And with it, a heartbreak so real and raw that it threatened to overtake everything else. Well, everything except the anger.
“My fault?!” I screamed. They were just words, but they seemed to have to power to throw Allister Leeman backward. “You are a monster! You . . . ”
I didn’t will my feet to move, but somehow I was moving closer to him. His eyes got large and his face colorless.
“You want me to kill! Is that what you want?!”
A strange thought occurred to me. There was shade all around here, stopping the citizens of Crestview from seeing, hearing, or otherwise experiencing what was going on around them. The shade covered them completely. They reacted because of what the shade told them. If I controlled the shade, if I told it to convince Allister Leeman that he couldn’t breathe, that there was no air around him, would his body react to it? Would his lungs burn and then shut down? Would his heart race, and then stop? Would the life drain out of him like it did with my mother?
As I thought it, it seemed to happen. I felt the shade twist and turn, shaping to my will. Allister Leeman panicked. He rose suddenly, straining his body as he struggled uselessly trying to force it to breathe. He clawed at his throat, before falling to his knees in front of me.
“It can’t be me,” he choked out with what little air remained in his lungs. “It doesn’t end like that. Anyone but me.”
His logic didn’t matter to me though. I barely heard it. All I could hear, all I could see, was my mother dying in front of me, telling me that everything would be okay. Nothing would ever be okay again. She was gone, never coming back. And it was all Allister Leeman’s fault.
I could kill him.
I will kill him.
He struggled at my feet and, in my heightened state; I could sense his heart straining for the oxygen it needed to keep pumping. It wouldn’t be long now, and then the bastard would never be able to hurt anyone again.
“Cresta.” Owen was at my side, his hands on my shoulder and back. His voice was low, as though he was very far away. “Don’t do this. We’re so close, baby.” He leaned in closer. I felt the heat of him on my neck. It was different than the heat of the anger. The anger tore me up. Owen put me back together.
“Think of your mom, Cresta.”
Anger flashed in my again, and Allister Leeman struck the ground with his fist, begging for release.
“No. Think of who she was. She loved you so much, baby. She gave her whole life for you, so you wouldn’t become this. And she died for you too. Don’t make it all for nothing, not now, not after she gave so much. Think of your mom. Think of Wendy. Think of me and Casper. We all love you so much. I love you so much. Come back to me, Cresta.”
His voice sounded closer now, calming me and beating back my rage.
“He’s not worth it, Cresta. Don’t let him take you away from us. Pick your life. Pick me. Pick yourself.”
It all broke around me. I let go of it, freeing Allister Leeman just as his heart was about to burst. He struggled and gasped for air, while I struggled to keep the tears back.
“Thank you,” I whispered to Owen, but I wasn’t done. I reached down, grabbed Allister Leeman by his greasy ridiculous hair, and pointed his ugly face toward the sky; now complete with morning sun.
“Do you see that, you arrogant son of a bitch?!  You’re nothing. You’re no one. And I’m so glad that I’m the one who gets to see your face as you realize that.”
Then I punched him.
 . . . But I didn’t kill him. The sun was up on the morning of my sixteenth birthday, and I hadn’t killed anyone. I stumbled over to my mother and lay beside her.



Chapter 22
Nothing in Heaven or Hell Part 2
(a.k.a A Reason For Everything)
The rest of it faded into a blur. I lay, pressed up against my mother, as Dahlia’s Breakers beat back Allister Leeman’s people. I barely moved as Echo picked me up from a circle of my mother’s blood, and completely zoned out as we traveled the seven hours back to Weathersby. The next few days were a haze of tears and images tinted with grief.
Images; Casper sitting quietly at my bedside, Owen brushing strands of hair out of my face, marked the days. People came in and out; some familiar, others strange, trying to get me to talk, or eat, or do anything at all. The first time I left my room, was for Wendy’s funeral. Sandwiched between Owen and Casper, I was a zombie of myself, barely able to look up, let alone stand, kneel, or do any of the hand gestures that apparently came with laying a seer to rest.
They buried her under an oak tree at the foot of the tower where she spent most of her life; now visible to everyone. One by one, Breakers would march up to her blank headstone, take hold of the white bone dagger that sat atop it, and make a mark. I couldn’t tell what it was at first; probably because I was too lost in my own mind, too busy replaying the events that got us here in the first place. As my turn came to grab the dagger, I saw what it was though. With each stroke, the Breakers had made a mural. All of their lines stitched together to create a perfect likeness of Wendy’s face, etched on the stone.
But something about that didn’t sit right with me. They didn’t know her, not really. Two weeks ago, none of them even knew she existed. And now they were content to let this; this face on stone, define who she was and how she would be remembered.
Not me.
I took the dagger, laid it on the stone, right under the picture, and carved ‘Wendy’ in large sharp letters. That’s who she was. That’s who she wanted to be. And, like it or not, that’s how she was going to be remembered.
I felt Dahlia at my back. I was sure she was going to chew me out right then and there, blame me for everything that I already blamed myself for. But when I turned to meet her, she just shook her head and walked away.
Afterward, Echo stood to say some words about his daughter. It was the only part of this entire thing that made any sense to me. He talked about how kind she was, how she loved to watch the people of Weathersby from her window and how, more than anything; she yearned for the outside world.
With tears in his eyes, he finished. “And, though my sorrow about her death could never be measured, I’m glad that, at least she got to see her beloved world before she left us. I just wonder if it was worth it.”
When it was over, and I told him what Wendy said to me-
Tell Papa it was. It really was.
Echo cried so loudly and so bitterly that it drew a crowd.
***
I didn’t see him again until the next day. He knocked lightly on the door of my room, but didn’t wait for me to answer before he walked in. The TV was on. A newscaster was talking about a tornado that ripped the small town of Crestview, Georgia apart, but curiously left the surrounding towns untouched. I turned it off.
“How are you?” He asked. He was dressed all in white; something Owen had explained was a Breaker mourning tradition. “Because white, not black, represents the absence of all things.” He also told me that the death of a seer was the greatest loss a Breaker could ever endure. Watching Echo stand before, with his slumped shoulders, drained face, and tired eyes, I figured that there might be one worse; the loss of a daughter.
“I’m okay,” I answered, not knowing whether that was even the truth. “What about you?”
“I have Weathersby to run,” he said, as though that was an answer.
“I’m so sorry,” I said.
“You’re not to apologize to me again, Cresta,” he sighed. “I’ve told you, what happened was not your fault.”
“It feels like my fault,” I said, sitting on my bed. That, I knew to be the truth.
“Well, you’re young. Your feelings are supposed to lie to you. “ He sat beside me. “I don’t want you killing yourself . What happened to your mother, what happened to Wendy- There are plenty of people to blame for that. No need to throw you on the sword as well.”
“Tell that to Dahlia,” I muttered.
He put his arm around me, as if that were answer enough. “I talked to the Council of Masons. Sometime within the next few months, you’ll have to meet with and give them an account about what happened. But I’ll be with you and there will be no punishment. They feel that since your actions led to the capture of Allister Leeman and his defectors, and since you’ve now be proven not to be the Bloodmoon-All’s well that ends well, I suppose.”
“That’s a funny way of putting it,” I said.
“Tell me about it,” he squeezed my shoulder. “I saw your mother that night. She was far away, it was just for a split second, and I don’t think she saw me, but I’m sure it was her. She was just as beautiful as ever.”
He stood. “I have something for you. It was found on Allister Leeman’s person as he was being prepped for transfer. When questioned, he admitted it was yours.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out an object, letting it dangle in front of him. It was my necklace, the one my dad gave me before he died, the one I hadn’t seen since the morning my whole life changed.
“I figured you would want to have it,” he said, placing it in my hand and closing my fingers around it. “Listen, I know that nothing can bring your mother back, and I know that I’m a poor substitute, but you always have a place here. I hope you know that.”
“Thank you,” I said. I was looking at my locket, but I meant to thank him for so much more than that. At the end of the day, my mother had been right. Morgan Montgomery was a good man.
“Dinner’s in two hours,” he said, opening the door to leave. “We’d love to see you there.”
As the door closed behind him, something I never thought possible happened. My locket opened. A small sliver of paper fell out of it, coasting like a feather to the floor. Picking it up, I saw that it was an old faded picture. Two babies lay on a white rug. One was asleep. The other stared at the camera with strange smiling eyes.
Turning the picture over, I found an inscription written on the back in large flowery letters:
Cresta and Poe- 3 Months old
“Who the hell is Poe?” I muttered, but there was no time to wonder. Suddenly, a sharp sensation flowered inside my head and, with it, a familiar voice.
:My darling Cresta,: the voice said inside my mind. I recognized it instantly. It was Dr. Conyers,my biological mother. :I truly hope you never hear these words. Because, if you’re hearing them, it means that both of your protectors are dead. If that’s the case, then the days ahead of you are going to be very perilous. I want you to know, my sweet girl, that you are not alone. Even when it seemed like no one was there, even though it may seem like that now, I am with you. I will always be with you. If you take nothing else from my words, know this. Your father and I love you more than the sum of all things. You, my darling one, my beautiful daughter, are what keeps us going. And we will not fail you. Even now, with the opening of this locket, things are in motion. We will find you, wherever you are. You will be safe. You will always be safe. It’s important though, in this perilous time, that you know everything. There are people who would use you for their own means, and to arm you with the knowledge you will need to stop them, I must open your eyes. Remember my dear, everything I have done, I did for you.:
Pictures started playing in my mind. At first, the images didn’t make any sense. My mother and Dr. Conyers running from an exploding building, a red door with a crescent moon slamming shut, a woman falling off a cliff and into the rocky sea below.
Then though, I saw myself. I was in Chicago. It was the night my father died. I was in the back of an ambulance with that horrible pink blanket wrapped around my shoulders. Mom was with me, and Dr. Conyers. But that wasn’t right. I didn’t meet Dr. Conyers until I came to Crestview. I would have remembered that.
“No one can know!” Dr. Conyers said pacing. I was a mess of tears and shivers.
“Of course not,” Mom answered, pacing in circles on the pavement. “But she’s just a girl.”
“Which is exactly why it has to be done,” Dr. Conyers answered, chancing a glance at me. “If they find out about this, that it’s already happened, there will be no stopping them.” She walked closer, putting her hand on my cheek. “We have to do it, for her.”
The thing I knew, I was in the car with my father. It was right before the accident. The Beach Boys had just started playing on the radio. But this time, I was driving. That wasn’t right. Why was I driving?
Oh God.
It all opened up to me now. I had begged him, pleaded even, to drive home that night. “I’ll have my license in a year!” I had said. “All the other dads let their daughters drive.”
He had let me. It was true. I remembered it all now. I had been driving. I, not my father, lost control of our car. I ran off the bridge that night. I killed my father.
The visions left with my revelation, replaced instead by a thick sickness in the pit of my stomach. My mom, my mothers, took the memory away from me. They didn’t want me to have to live with the memory of killing my dad. They-
“I killed my dad,” I choked out, realizing all the reasons they did what they did. They didn’t just want me not to know. They didn’t want anyone to. I had killed someone. All I had done, all everyone had done to stop the prophecy from happening, it was pointless. It was over before it started. I was the Bloodmoon. I had always been the Bloodmoon.
***
Two days later, with the rush of everything still fresh in my mind, I sprinkled my mother’s ashes off the bridge in Chicago where I had lost my dad. He was down there somewhere, and now, at least they could be together again. It was where she belonged, where she would have been happy.
I had made the trip with Owen and Casper. It was amazing how much leeway Echo and the crew at Weathersby gave me now that they thought I wasn’t the Bloodmoon. Or maybe they felt bad because of all that I had been through. Either way, for the first time since I could remember, I could ride the open road without worrying that someone was following me.
We were halfway through Tennessee, along some farming town named White House (which reminded me so strongly of Crestview that I winced a little) when Owen pulled onto a back road. Casper was asleep, as was his nature, or else he would have probably asked what was going on. I was glad for that, at least. This was going to be hard enough without having to explain it to him beforehand.
When I shook him awake, we were pulled over alongside a dirt road. There was nothing on either side of us except empty barren fields. Corn would have been there if it were a different time of year, stretching up toward the heavens. But right now, it was just vacant space.
In front of us, a cherry red Dodge Dakota sat. The keys were in the ignition and there was a bow on the top.
“What’s going on?” Casper asked, getting out of the car to join Owen and me.
“It’s yours,” I said flatly.
“Mine? You’re giving me a truck?” He asked, looking it over. He walked over to the truck and opened the door. Inside, was a suitcase full of clothes and a duffle bag full of money. Sitting beside them, splayed out so that he could see, was a driver’s license and social security card. “You’re giving me a truck full of crap to start a new life with?” His tone was anything but playful. He slammed the door and turned back to me, his teeth gritted and his eyes fierce. “What the hell is this?”
“Owen, could you give us a minute?” I asked. Owen nodded and went back to the car.
Once we were alone, I continued. “It’s the only way, Cass. This-this isn’t the place for you. You’re a good person, and you could live a good life.”
“This crap again?!” He yelled. “How many times do we have to go through this Cress? I want to be here. I do. I don’t-I’m not gonna leave you, not ever. Why can’t you understand that?”
He kicked at the dirt. Casper wasn’t the type to get mad, but I was pushing his buttons.
“Things aren’t like before, Casper,” I said, walking toward him. A breeze caught his hair, and sent it flying in flame colored curls.
“No. They’re not!” He said. “Your mom is dead; really honest to God dead. She’s not coming back. That means us, me and you-We’re all we’ve got”
“That’s exactly why I’ve got to do this,” I said. Tears ran wet down my face. “You’re the only family I have left. You’re the only piece of who I was, who I am, that’s survived this whole thing. If anything ever happened to you, I’d die.”
Another thought entered my mind, a darker one. If anything ever happened to Casper, that might just be enough to send me over the edge, to nudge me into becoming the awful thing the prophecies talked about, the awful thing that I know knew for a fact was meant to describe me.
“So you won’t let anything happen to me,” Casper suggested. “You’re a badass superhero now, in case you hadn’t noticed. Besides, you think I’d fare any better if something happened to you? And that’s exactly what I’d be thinking, Cresta.  I’d be driving this fancy truck, thinking my best friend in the world was dead in a ditch somewhere.”
Now he was crying too.
“It doesn’t matter,” he sniffed. “The scary part is over. We won,Cress.”
“I killed my dad,” I said in a low voice.
His face twisted confusedly.
“I did,” I said. “My mom, my moms , hid the truth from me. But I was the one driving. It was my fault. He died because of me.”
“I’m sorry. Cress,” he said, and walked toward me.
“No, you don’t get it!” I yelled. Casper stopped in his tracks. “I killed my dad. I killed somebody! I’m the Bloodmoon!”
“No,” Casper shook his head. “That’s not right. That’s not what that meant. You didn’t mean to hurt your dad. It’s not . . . It’s not . . . Is it?”
I didn’t answer. Casper rushed me, scooping me into his arms. They were safe and familiar and, if I not for what I had to do, they might have actually made me feel better.
“Come on. Let’s go,” he whispered. “We’ll get in this truck, and we’ll drive until they can’t find us.”
“They’d find us, Casper. We had a seer with us and they tracked us down in a day.”
“Then what are we gonna do? I’m not gonna let those bastards hurt you!”
“They won’t,” I pulled away. “They don’t even know. Nobody knows, and that’s how it’s going to stay.”
“What about Echo. That dude’ll dig the truth out of you. You can’t lie to him,” Casper answered.
“Owen thinks that, since I can manipulate the shade, I’ll be able to fake him out.”
“Owen?” Casper asked, looking back toward the car. “You told Owen?”
“Of course I did,” I answered.
“Dammit Cresta! You know who he is. You know what he is! He’s the dragon. You can’t trust him, especially not now.” Casper’s hands went to his hair nervously.
“I do trust him, Cass. He won’t hurt me.”
“Well, forgive me if I don’t have your eternal optimism, but I don’t want to see him standing over a body bag with you in it!” He started to pace. “No! I will not leave you. I don’t care what you say. I don’t care what you want. If you won’t leave, then I’m not leaving either.”
“I knew you would say that, Cass” I leaned up and gently kissed his cheek. “That’s why I’m not giving you a choice.” I turned to Owen. “Now. Do it now.”
What?” Casper seemed shaken, but he was quick to pick up on what was going on. “You’re gonna make your boyfriend mindwipe me?” He shook his head. “Cresta, no. Don’t do this.”
Owen neared and Casper’s voice took a turn for the frantic. “Cresta, please don’t do this to me! You said I was your family. Don’t take me away from you. Cress . . . ”
I didn’t answer.
“What am I gonna do without you?” He asked.
“That’s the pojnt,” I said, with my back still turned to him. “Anything you want. You can live a normal life. You can finally have everything you deserve.”
“I just want you,” he said
When he yearns for you, don’t turn him away.
I shook my head. I couldn’t think about that now. This had to happen.
“Cars drive on roads,” he told me. “Cars drive on roads!”
I turned back to him.
“Where are my hands Casper?”
A slow heartbroken smile spread across his face. “Hands in pockets,” he said.
“Hands in pockets,” I repeated.
Somehow, that seemed to settle him. He looked to the ground, gathered himself, and looked back at me. “Will I remember anything about you?” He asked, tears making his green eyes shine.
“God, I hope so,” I said, crying as fiercely as I ever had.
Owen was in front of him now, his blue eyes drilling into Casper’s.
“If you hurt her,” he started through clenched teeth.
“I love her,” Owen said. “More than I ever imagined was possible. There’s nothing in this, or any future that could make me do anything but love her. As a Breaker, as a friend, I promise you.”
Casper looked back at me. “Cress . . . ” He said, but that was all. There were no proclamations, no goodbyes; nothing except those green eyes that had become as familiar to me as my own. And they were all I needed.
“I know,” I reassured him. Because nothing we could ever say could encompass even a piece of what we were feeling. “I know.”
I couldn’t watch as Owen did it. I couldn’t bear to see Casper’s face drain of any knowledge of me, and there was no way I could have watched him look at me as though I was a stranger. I waited in the car. When Owen was finished, and we were driving away, I watched my best friend in the whole world stumble confused in my rearview window. It would be difficult for him, but he’d be okay. And maybe that was enough. Still, there was a piece of me that hurt, and a bigger piece of me that wondered what on Earth cars would drive on now.
“You did the right thing,” Owen said, as Casper faded out of view.
“I know,” I said, but there were still tears in my eyes. “It’s just gonna take some time.”
“About what he said back there,” Owen started, pursing his lips. “Everything happened so fast, and we never really got a chance to talk about it. But I would never hurt you. Nothing, nothing in heaven or hell could change that. I swear. I don’t care what some prophecy says.”
He looked at me, fire lighting his blue eyes.
“And don’t you ever start believing that garbage about you. You’re the best person I’ve ever known. You’re the love of my life. You’re the reason I’m even still alive. And you’re going to do great things; great things.”
He reached across my lap and took my hand.
“Forget the Bloodmoon and the dragon. We’re Owen and Cresta, and that’s a hell of a lot more impressive.”
I leaned in, and kissed him. He was right, of course he was. Still, there was a voice in my head that repeated Wendy’s words.
There is but one path, Cresta Karr.
“What do we do now,” I asked, squeezing his hand.
“When I was a kid, back when they thought I was going to die, my mom used to beg the Council of Masons for a way to stop it. She’d beat the ground and ask for prayers or blessings, anything that would help. But they never did anything. They kept calling me a fixed point. And they said that ‘One could sooner cut a star from the sky than change a fixed point.’ But I did, Cresta. I changed it. My mom changed it. So, we’ll do what I did all those years ago. We’ll do what my mom told me to do.”
He turned to me, a smile as loving as a kiss but as unyielding as steel graced his face.
“We’ll lie to the stars.”
The End
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Chapter One
Abriana
Blood dripped down my forehead and blurred my vision. I swallowed hard as I wiped it out of my eyes and on to my tattered dress. Trying to control my breathing, I focused on the dark alley head of me. I knew he was out there, but I didn’t know where.
The hair stood up on the back of my neck as I pressed my body against a cool brick wall. How did this go so wrong? A door slamming caused my heart to take off like a cheetah chasing a gazelle. I crouched down and frantically looked for a makeshift weapon. Finally, my hands came across a broken metal pipe. I picked it up and clutched it to my chest. 
With my fingers trembling, I took a step into the deserted alleyway. Trying to stay close to the wall, I sprinted as quietly as possible. A mixture of blood and tears dripped down my forehead as the pavement pounded under my feet. Every inch of my being wanted to scream, but I held it in. Just make it out of this alley! Then you can scream! 
A deep rumbling voice echoed off the walls and sent chills through my core, “You can run, but I’ll always find you, Abriana.” 
I couldn’t tell which direction it originated from and I didn’t stop to find out. Instead, I propelled my legs forward faster than I thought humanly possible. I chanted a one-word mantra the entire time. Survive. Survive. Survive!
A cool breeze whipped between the buildings and sent shivers down my damp neck. I could see a street in front of me. It was late, but a few people were still out and driving around. 
My chest ached and my lungs felt like they were about to burst into flames at any moment. I sucked in as much air as they would hold and pushed my body’s limits. 
You’re almost there! Just a few more feet! 
Without warning, I felt fingernails dig into my shoulder and pull my body backward. The change in momentum caused me to fall flat on my back, knocking the air out of my lungs in the process. 
A metallic taste in my mouth and an ache in the back of my head were the last things I remembered before everything went black . . . 
***
I awoke to a strange noise followed by, “Tsk, tsk, tsk.”
I tried to open my eyes, but panicked when I saw nothing but darkness. Goose bumps instantly covered my arms. Why can’t I see? Where am I? I wiggled back and forth, bumping into a low ceiling and carpeted walls.
“You shouldn’t have run away from me,” came the nefarious voice belonging to the man in the dark alleyway. He gave a wicked laugh. “You know who I am and you know what I look like. The blindfold is so you don’t know where we’re going.” 
My lips began to tremble and my eyes filled with tears, but I forced them to stay at bay. Struggling, I tried to bring my hands to my face, but couldn’t. My wrists burned as a rope rubbed against my skin. 
He let out another laugh that left me chilled to the core. “I can’t risk you trying to run away again, now, can I?” 
Fear quaked through my body and a cold sinking feeling spread through my core. “Why are you doing this to me?” 
The corners of his lips turned up into a wicked smile. “Because I love you.” 
The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Is this guy insane?
“In fact, I love you very much,” he said with a grin.
Unable to keep the look of shock off of my face, I lowered my head. “No you don’t,” I said quietly. “You don’t even—”
Before I could finish, his ice-cold hands were around my throat and pressing on my windpipe. “Yes, I do and if you ever question me again, I will punish you.” He paused and tightened his grip. “Do you understand?”
Unable to breathe or speak, I nodded. 
His voice felt thick in the darkness. “Now, that’s a good girl.” 
He released his hold on my throat. “Bye for now, my love.” 
I cringed as I felt his cold lips brush against my cheek. Then, without another word, he slammed the trunk shut and tapped on it three times before walking away.
My stomach clenched as a wave of nausea passed through me. I swallowed and forced the bile back down as hot tears stung my eyes and rolled down my cheeks.



Chapter Two
Abriana
Each bump we went over jolted my body uncomfortably in the confined space of the trunk. My head ached as I tried counting to judge how far we had gone, but lost count somewhere after seven hundred. 
I analyzed everything I knew about the man who kidnapped me. He went by the name Easton Pierce; at least, that’s what he went by online. His sandy blond hair and mesmerizing gray eyes immediately caught my attention and refused to let go. He went to school for business or marketing or something like that at the University of Wisconsin. He grew up in a small town in Minnesota and came from a big Irish Catholic family. His sisters were all married and each had between two and four children. His mother and father were happily retired in a condominium community just outside of Minneapolis. Is his name really Easton? Does he go to school at UW-Madison?
Was everything a lie?
Questions continued to race through my mind until the car came to an abrupt stop. I pushed my legs against the side of the car for support. Cocking my head, I heard the familiar click of the small door hiding the gas tank. 
I debated screaming for help, but I bit my lip in fear of the consequences. As the seconds passed by agonizingly slow, the darkness surrounding me started to suffocate me. This could be my only chance. Deciding to go for it, I began to kick the truck and yelled at the top of my lungs, “HELP! HELP ME! HELP! He kidnapped me! PLEASE! Anyone! I’m in the trunk! Please! HELP ME!” 
Easton banged on the trunk and mumbled a slew of curse words. A moment later, a car door slammed and the tires squealed. My body violently rolled into the back of the trunk, then rolled forward, and backward again. 
Did someone hear me? Will someone call 911? I held my breath and waited to hear police sirens. After several sharp turns and the sound of gravel underneath the tires, the car came to a stop. Easton got out of the car and opened the trunk.
“I should have known better, Abriana,” he fumed. “I trusted you, but now I see that I can’t.” 
The sound of tape unrolling and being ripped off by teeth made me cringe. 
“This should help,” he muttered as he placed the sticky covering over my mouth. 
“Mmmmm! Mmmmmm!” my muffled screams were no louder than my great aunt humming her favorite hymns from church.
“That’s better,” he said before shutting the trunk and enveloping me in further darkness. 
***
“Wake up,” said a gruff voice.
“Mmmm?” I responded groggily. What? Where am I? What’s happening?
I felt a hand grab my shoulder and pull me to an upright position. “We’re stopping for the night.”
The reality of the past few hours hit me like a brick. “Mmmm! Mmmmmm!”
He gave a cruel laugh and ripped the tape off my mouth. 
A hot flash of pain spread across my face where the tape had been and a cry escaped my lips.  
“No one is going to hear you scream out here,” he snarled. 
My blood turned ice cold and my hands began to shake. “Please,” I pleaded. “Just take me home. I won’t tell anyone you took me. I’ll keep it a secret. I promise!” 
“Sorry,” he said in a low voice. “Not going to happen.” Without another word, he lifted my body out of the trunk and set me down on a soft carpet of grass. 
The cloth covering my eyes left me dizzy and disoriented. Ignoring the spinning sensation, I tried to move, anything to get away from him. Before I could take a single step, I felt his fingers wrap around my arm. 
“Not so fast,” he barked. 
“Let go of me!” I shouted as I tried to shrug his hand off. 
Ignoring my request, he squeezed harder and pulled me forward. “You can either walk or I can carry you. Your choice.” 
My voice trembled as I blinked back unshed tears, “I’ll walk.” 
“Good. This way,” he said, tugging my body forward.
I stumbled as he led me through wet grass that slapped at my ankles. I need to get away. Should I run? Taking a deep breath, I decided it was useless to run while blindfolded. 
“Just a little bit further.” 
Remaining silent, I tried to listen for signs of the city. Instead, all I could hear were crickets chirping and the occasional frog croak. Where has he taken me? How far away are we from home? 
“Step up,” he commanded. 
Obeying, I stepped up and felt my foot make contact with a solid surface. 
Buzz. Buzz.
Is that his phone?
Answering my question, he mumbled, “Yeah. Uh huh.”
“HELP ME!” I screamed. 
 “No. It’s nothing. Gotta go. Bye.” 
His rough fingertips grabbed me on either side of my mouth. Tears fell as he applied pressure and my teeth cut into the sides of my cheeks. “Don’t pull anything like that again. Do you understand me?” 
I nodded as tears soaked the fabric covering my eyes and trickled down my cheeks.
Releasing my face, he let out a snarl that sent shivers down my spine. “Now be a good little girl and don’t pull anymore of this bullshit.” 



Chapter Three
Abriana
The aroma of vegetable soup cooking on the stove filled the room. My mouth watered, but I didn’t dare ask for anything. How am I going to get out of here and away from him? 
I tried to loosen the rope tied around my hands. Rubbing my wrists together and trying to pull them apart sent hot flashes of pain across my skin. 
“You’re not going anywhere.” 
I bit my lip and remained silent. 
“I’m heating up soup. Are you hungry?” he asked.
Shaking my head, I tried to ignore the empty feeling in my stomach, which growled in protest. 
“Fine, suit yourself.” 
I listened as he opened up a cabinet door. A moment later, a bowl and spoon clattered on the counter. He hummed to himself as he poured the soup into the bowl. The familiar sound of a beer bottle opening and the cap being tossed aside made my blood boil. He’s kicking back, having dinner and a beer while I sit here tied up and blindfolded? 
My stomach growled again, this time louder. 
“Are you sure you don’t want something to eat?” 
I shifted my body and looked in the direction his voice had come from. Trying to quell the sickening feeling seeping through my body, I spat, “Why do you even care?” 
He blew air loudly out of his nostrils. “I love you, Abriana. I don’t want you to go hungry just because you’re being stubborn.” 
“Well, if you weren’t hell bent on kidnapping me, we would be at a nice restaurant having dinner right now,” I fumed. “Remember that? This was supposed to be our first date. Dinner and a movie.” 
The sofa dipped slightly as he sat down next to me. “Things change,” he said. I heard him bring the spoon to his mouth and slurp the soup down. “Now we’re here. Our dinner and movie date will have to wait.” 
I turned away from Easton as my mind wandered back to the moments before I left to meet him. 
“I can’t believe you are meeting some guy for dinner who you met online!” said my roommate, Addison.
“I’ve known him for like three months,” I countered. “That’s more than the guy you brought home last night!” 
Her cheeks turned bright red. “Well, at least I didn’t meet him online. I mean, what if he’s some weirdo! Haven’t you seen that show Catfish?” 
“It will be fine, Addison. He’s totally legit. Plus, we’re going to dinner and a movie. I’m not going anywhere by myself with him. It will be safe. I promise.” 
Addison scrunched her nose. “You better text me updates throughout the date!” 
“Okay, okay,” I agreed. 
Shaking my head, I thought about Addison’s warnings and my failed promises. Why didn’t I listen to her? 
“It’s a shame we didn’t get to eat at Graze,” he said with a mouthful of soup. “I hear their Bibimbap is amazing.” 
I shifted my body further away from him as he took a loud swig of beer. 
“Abriana,” he said, touching my knee and causing me to flinch. “We’re going to be together for a long time. You’re going to have to get over the way things went tonight.” 
He can’t be serious? I stood up and took a blind step forward. “Get over the way things went tonight?” I said in a shaky voice. “You kidnapped me! I’m not going to just get over that!” 
A second later, his beer bottle hit the floor and rolled from left to right. I flinched, waiting for him to put his hands around my throat like he had earlier.
“I told you to behave,” he growled. 
He pulled on my hair, which I had expertly twisted into a long fishtail braid before our date, forcing my head to snap back. Fear spread through my body like a wildfire. 
“I’ve had enough of your lip,” he snarled. He wrapped his arms around my waist and hoisted me into the air. He carried me for several seconds before opening up a creaking door. 
He took a few more steps before throwing my body on to a bed. “Go to sleep.” 
I tried to sit up, but his hand met my shoulder and forcefully pushed me back down. “Go to sleep, or I’ll make you.” 
Giving up, I stopped fighting and held back a sob. 
“There’s a good girl,” he said before running a finger down the side of my cheek. 
Flinching, I turned my head and whispered, “I can’t sleep with my hands behind my back.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of that,” he responded. 
A moment later, he grabbed my right ankle and wrapped something around it. 
My throat caught in my chest. What is he doing to me? 
He chuckled. “I can’t have you running away. I need to make sure you are tied up safe and sound.” 
A sick feeling settled in my stomach. I wanted to fight against him, but the threat of his hands wrapping around my throat sent a chill through my core. I’ll do anything to avoid his hands on my neck again  . . . Deciding not to fight him, I allowed him to slip a rope around my left ankle. He pulled it tight and wrapped it around something at the foot of the bed. 
“You promise to behave?” he asked again. “If you don’t, I’ll just leave your hands the way they are.” 
“I promise,” I said quietly, defeated. How am I ever going to get away from this monster?
He helped me to a sitting position and tugged on the rope binding my hands. Once they were free, I gently flexed one then the other. The rope had left indentations and sore red burns across both wrists. Reaching up, I inspected the cut on my head.
The raised ridge remained tender to the touch. 
“Lay down,” he instructed. 
Resisting, my mind raced. What is he going to do to me once I’m tied up? 
“I said, LAY DOWN,” he snarled. “Or I’ll help you!” 
Please don’t let him hurt me,
I thought as I followed his directions and eased my body back down. I felt the blood drain from my face as he took my hand and ran his callused fingertips over the back of my hands. 
After he tied both of my hands and secured them to the headboard, he leaned over and brushed his lips against my ear. “I’ll see you in the morning, my love.” 



Chapter Four
Abriana
An alarm beeped somewhere off in the distance and brought with it a crashing wave of consciousness. 
Wincing, I tried to move my bound arms and legs. They barely budged. As I continued to struggle, thoughts raced through my mind. Will Addison call the police? I thought of the terrible call she would have to make to my parents. My parents  . . . I pictured their faces as they received news that I had been kidnapped. Even worse, I pictured my little sister’s face. I say little, but she’s only eighteen months younger than me. Alexa had long brown hair and chocolate colored eyes. Her eyes were set a little wider than mine, but other than that, we looked so similar, people often confused us for twins. She would cry when the police told her. My mother would drape an arm around her trembling frame. Stop! I had to force her tear-streaked face out of my mind.
Footsteps caused the floorboards in the hallway to creak loudly. My body involuntarily tensed as I waited for the bedroom door to open.
“Time to get up.” 
Not responding, I shifted my body slightly, trying to put as much space between us as possible. 
“That’s fine. You don’t need to speak to me right now. Maybe you’re just not a morning person?” 
Not a morning person, I thought in disgust. You kidnapped me you asshole!
“There’s a bathroom here. Do you need to use it?” 
I nodded. 
His footsteps got closer and I could sense him leaning over me. I held my breath as he loosened my arms and legs. 
“I’m going to trust you to follow my rules,” he said. “I’ll let you go to the bathroom with untied limbs as long as you don’t try anything stupid. I’ll give you twenty minutes. Then I’m coming in whether you are ready or not. Do you understand?” 
I nodded. 
“Also, there aren’t any windows, loose floorboards, or any other way to escape. So, don’t waste your time.” 
Swallowing, I forced myself to nod again. 
His strong fingers wrapped around my arms and pulled me to my feet. I wobbled as he led me into the hallway. 
“Last thing,” he said, “do not take off your blindfold until you are inside the bathroom.”
“Okay,” I responded. 
“Well look at that, she talks,” he exclaimed in a sarcastic tone.
He tightened his grasp around my biceps. “I’m serious though; do not take off that blindfold until you are in the bathroom. If you don’t listen, I’ll duct tape your eyes shut.” 
I nodded and bit my lower lip as it trembled.
“And when you’re done, put it back on. Understand?” 
“Yes.” 
I heard the door open and felt him lead my body forward. I stood silently with my feet on the cold tile floor until I heard the door shut behind me. 
Tentatively, I reached up to take off my blindfold. When I didn’t hear any signs of protest, I tugged on the knot and slipped it off my face. Blinding light from large eighties style light bulbs shined in my eyes, causing me to squint. When I finally managed to open my eyes, I blinked several times as I searched the wall for a mirror. Seriously? What kind of bathroom doesn’t have a mirror? 
I sighed as I sat down to pee. Next, I peeled off my clothes and turned on the tap in the small shower lined in teal tiles. It smelled like mildew. Gross. Once the water warmed up, I stepped in and let it cascade over my body.
I thought back to the blindfold threat. I already know what you look like, Easton. Well, I think I do  . . . I thought back to the previous night. I had stood waiting outside of Graze in a green summery dress. I wore flat gold sandals and had my favorite Coach clutch under my arm. My phone had buzzed twice. Easton, or whoever he was, sent me a text message saying he was lost. He described the parking lot he had parked in and I offered to meet him there so we could walk back to the restaurant together.
I shook my head. I’m such an idiot!
I remember stubbing my toe on the sidewalk. I had leaned against the side of the brick building as I inspected my manicured toes.
I pulled out my cell phone and debated texting Easton directions instead of walking to meet him. Then, before I could send him the message, my phone lit up. 
“Easton?” 
“Yeah, I figured out where I am.”
“Oh, good,” I said with a slight frown as I looked at the chipped pink polish.
“I’m cutting through the alley. See you in a minute?” 
“Okay, I’m standing in front of the alley.” 
My heart fluttered as I spotted him down the alley. I couldn’t make out his features, but he appeared tall with a muscular build and blond hair. As he got closer, he looked down at his shoes. A moment later, he clutched his chest and fell to the ground.
“Oh, my God! Easton!” I had screamed as I ran toward him.
He didn’t budge as I crouched down to check for vitals. “Easton? Easton! Can you hear me?” Before I had a chance to find his pulse, he reached up and grabbed me by the neck. In an instant, he had slammed my face into the pavement and swung his body on top of mine. 
Pure terror coursed through my blood as blood dripped down my forehead into my eyes. 
“Don’t make this harder,” growled my attacker. 
“Please! Let me go!” I cried.
He let out a sinister laugh. “Not a chance.” 
I struggled under his strong legs. “Please! I promise not to tell anyone!”
He shifted his weight, trapping my body further under his. 
“Why are you doing this to me?” I pleaded. 
Refusing to answer, he kept one hand on the middle of my back and reached for something I couldn’t see with the other. 
Sensing it might be my only chance, I quickly rolled to the left and sprang to my feet. Before he could react, I kicked him in the side and sprinted down the dark alley. 
A scream full of rage filled the growing space between us.
“Come back here!” he bellowed. 
I pulled out my cell phone and tried to unlock the screen, but my trembling hands lost control. It dropped to the ground and clattered loudly. Darting around the corner, my breathing hitched in my chest, and tears mixed with the blood dripping down my forehead. 
A door slammed, sending my heart racing. I remember reaching down and picking up a broken metal pipe. Clutching the makeshift weapon to my chest, I made a run for the street at the end of the alleyway. 
I shook my head and tried to erase the terrifying memory as I lathered a bar of soap in my hands. I only needed to make it a few more steps . . . 
Flinching as the soap made contact with the cut on my forehead, I inspected it with my fingers.  Without a mirror, I couldn’t tell if I needed stitches. All I knew was it stung badly.
A loud knock on the door startled me. 
“You’ve got five more minutes,” Easton shouted.
I closed my eyes and let the water wash his voice away. 
What seemed like a second later, I heard him bang on the door and shout, “Turn the water off. Let’s go!”
Obeying his command, I turned off the taps and wrapped my body in a ratty pink towel. I squeezed the excess water out of my hair and ran a hand towel through it.
Without a brush, I managed to comb my fingers through the tangles, put in a simple braid, and secure the end with the elastic band I had around my wrist.
“Put the blindfold back on.”
I slipped on my clothes and retied the blindfold. I didn’t have to worry about looking my attacker in the face, but the darkness terrified me. 
The doorknob squeaked as he turned it from the other side of the door. Warm humid air from the shower rushed past me and into the hallway. 
“Step forward,” he commanded.
I stepped forward, bumping my toes on a raised floorboard plank. “Ouch.” 
Easton let out a frustrated sigh. “Here,” he said, picking up my body and taking several steps in the opposite direction. 
My muscles tensed as his hands touched my bare skin. I bit my lip and waited for him to set me down. 
“You need to eat,” he grunted. 
I closed my eyes and bit my lower lip. Ignore him, my mind screamed, but my growling stomach thought otherwise. 
“Here,” he said, shoving a chilled glass into my hand. 
I cautiously raised it to my mouth and inhaled a sweet scent. 
“It’s grape juice,” he assured me. “And here’s a granola bar. I’d feed you more. But we have a long way to go today and I don’t have time to stop to let you go to the bathroom every five minutes.” 
My mouth watered and hunger overcame my senses as I took a large bite of the granola bar. I chewed quickly, swallowed, and took another bite. 
“I knew you were hungry,” he said, placing his hand on my knee. 
I pulled my leg away and took a large gulp of the juice. 
Before I could take another sip, he snatched the cup out of my hands and knocked the remainder of the granola bar on to the floor. “I’m taking care of you now,” he whispered into my ear. “If I want to touch your knee, I’m going to touch your knee. Do you understand?” 
My hands shook and my lower lip trembled. 
“Apparently, I need to show you how I plan to take care of you . . . ” 
Grabbing me by the back of my hair, he pulled my face toward his. His lips brushed against mine, causing my stomach to clench. I pushed him away with both hands, only to have him pin them down by my sides. 
“If you struggle,” he whispered into my ear. “I will kill you . . . ” 
Tears fell from my eyes as he gently bit my lower lip and ran his tongue across my teeth. His hands remained on top of mine as he moved his legs on either side of mine. 
“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured. 
A sob escaped from my lips. “Please, stop.” 
He ignored my request and tilted back my head. Trailing kisses from my mouth to my neck, he paused and ran his hands over my knees and up to my thighs.
My body began to shake and my blood turned ice cold. “Please,” I pleaded. “Please, don’t do this!” 
“It’s what we both want,” he said in a husky voice. “You just don’t know it yet.” 
Buzz. Buzz.
He let out a dejected sigh. “We’ll have to finish this later.” Shoving the glass of juice back in my hands, he let out a small laugh. “Finish this. Then I’m tying your hands back up.” 
I let the cool liquid slid down the back of my throat as I tried to process what just happened. Goose bumps crept up my neck as the thought of his lips traveling down my neck settled in.
“Now there’s a good girl,” he said in a melodic voice. He eased the glass out of my hands and set it on the floor with a clunk. 
“Give me your hands,” he said. 
Too terrified not to obey, I held out my hands and held my breath. 
“We’re leaving in five minutes. You should be asleep by then.” 
“What?” I gasped. How could I have been so stupid? Of course he put something in my drink! 
“You weren’t a very good passenger yesterday. I had to come up with a better solution,” he said, running his thumb over my top lip. 
Dizziness soon set in and my thoughts began to melt together. 
“There, there,” were the last words I remembered before falling into a world of oblivion. 
 
 
 



Three Days Later . . . 



Chapter Five
Alexa
“Where is she?” I asked between sobs. “Why can’t they find her?” 
My mother wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tightly. She ran a shaky hand through my hair as she murmured, “We’ll find her, sweetheart. Don’t worry. We’ll find her.” 
A nearby police officer lowered his gaze and shifted his weight uncomfortably. 
Pulling away, I wiped a wet strand of hair off my face. “What can we do? There must be something we can do to help?” 
A short stocky man dressed in a dark gray suit knelt down on one knee and pulled a small notebook out of his pocket. “I’m Detective Sam Lock. We have sent detectives over to your sister’s apartment. Her roommate mentioned that she was going out on a date with someone she met online. Did she tell you anything about this?”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “We got in a fight Thursday night and I haven’t talked to her since then . . . ” More sobs erupted, causing my entire body to shake.
“What about her laptop? Addison said she had one with a bright pink cover, but we can’t find it anywhere. Any idea where your sister may have kept it?” 
I sniffled and held back a fresh round of tears. “She usually kept it on her nightstand or under her bed.” 
The detective peered at her over his glasses. “Do you think she would have any reason to hide it?” 
Dabbing the skin under my eyes with a tissue, I shook my head. “She used it all of the time for school. It should be in her apartment.” 
The detective reached over and put his hand on top of mine. Giving it a light squeeze, he said, “We’re doing all we can to find your sister.”
I nodded before dropping my face into my hands. 
Detective Lock stood up and placed the notebook back in his pocket. “Thank you for your help, Alexa. If you can think of anything at all that might help us, please let me know.”
Without another word, he stood up and walked over to a group of men standing near the front door. They spoke quietly with solemn expressions on their faces. 
“Mom, I’m scared.”
Pulling me in for a tight embrace, she whispered, “I’m scared too, Lex.” 
***
The police officers and detectives continued to mill throughout the house for the next several hours. They spoke in whispers and kept looking toward my grief-stricken mother. 
“I don’t feel well. I think I’m going to take a shower and lay down,” I told my mom. 
She planted a kiss on my forehead and hugged me before I headed upstairs. 
Locking the door behind me, I turned on the taps and pulled a towel off the hook on the back of the door. I placed the towel carefully on the floor and pulled a dime out of my pocket. Lowering my body, I used the dime to open up an access vent on the side of the bathtub. 
Plunging my hand into the darkness, I felt around the floorboards. There you are  . . . Giving a slight tug, I pulled a canvas bag out of the hiding space and into the light. 
Licking my lips, I pulled out Abriana’s pink laptop and my burner phone. 
Looking over my shoulder, I double-checked that I had locked the bathroom door. Satisfied it was safe, I turned on the cheap flip phone and waited for it to come to life. 
Once the screen lit up, my fingers flew across the keys and clicked on the green phone key. 
A smile broke out on my face as his sexy voice answered the phone. 
“Easton, here. How can I be of service?” 



Chapter Six
Abriana
“Yeah, everything is fine.” 
Who is he speaking to? 
“Okay. Don’t worry,” he paused. “I love you too.” 
LOVE YOU? My blood pressure skyrocketed and anger seeped through my pores. Clearly, I’m not his only victim! What an ass!
Biting my lip, I exhaled slowly and tried to picture my family. Thinking of them was the only thing that helped me survive the past few days. Like a reel playing over and over again in a movie theater, I pictured my mother’s long brown hair falling into my face as she leaned over to kiss me on the cheek in the morning. Also on repeat, my father’s smile when he watched my sister play lacrosse. Lastly, Alexa’s eyes, filling with tears when I told her I was moving out of the house and living in the dorms my first year of college. “You can’t leave me here by myself,” she cried. “I’ll miss you too much!”
Easton’s gruff voice interrupted my thoughts. “Open up.” 
I complied and he pulled a rolled up sock out of my mouth.
“You’re disgusting,” I spat. 
“Think before you speak,” he growled. 
“I just have one question,” I asked. “Why did you kidnap me? You obviously are in a relationship or whatever that was on the phone, with someone else. Either you’re a serial liar or just a pervert!” 
A quick blow to the cheek dampened my rebellious spirit. 
I listened as Easton’s footsteps left the room. Adjusting my body, I tried to flex my wrists. They were tied up behind my back and rope burns made most movement painful. 
“You better not try to get that blindfold off again,” he shouted from another room. 
I almost had it off earlier  . . . I thought I was alone, but when Easton’s callused hands met my throat, I knew that I had made a costly mistake. His hot breath spilled across my face, causing me to cringe. As he squeezed, the air in my lungs depleted to a dangerously low level. I shuttered as I remember his tongue sliding across the side of my face. “Leave this on, or the next time, I won’t let go,” he had growled through clenched teeth. He retied the blindfold and left me gasping for air on the sofa. 
My stomach growled, reminding me of the fact that I hadn’t eaten in what felt like days. Every time Easton offered me something, I had refused. I didn’t want to give him more power of me. I controlled if I ate or not, not him. I knew that it couldn’t go on forever, but I wanted to keep it up as long as possible.
As I laid my head on a squishy sofa cushion, tears formed in my eyes. I want to go home . . . 
***
I woke to Easton shaking my shoulder. 
“Get up,” he commanded. “We’ve got company.” 
Company? My heart began to race and I struggled to take a deep breath. Who’s here? What are they going to do to me? 
“I said, GET UP!” he barked. 
Flinching, I forced my body into an upright position.
“Come on,” said Easton as he grabbed my arm and tugged me to my feet.
My body trembled as he led me through the dwelling. Should I try to run? What if he brought someone here to kill me or to help him kill me? Stricken with pure terror, I dropped to my knees and began to sob.
“What are you doing?” he growled. “Get up!” 
Through chattering teeth, I managed to whisper, “Are you going to kill me?” 
Easton made a sound I couldn’t place. Was that a sigh? Does he feel sorry for me? Is he having second thoughts? 
Deciding to go for it, I spoke up, “You don’t have to do this. You know that, right? If you take me home now, I promise I won’t tell anyone! You can get away with everything. It isn’t too late!” 
Silence.
“Look, I-” before Easton could finish his sentence, a loud thud cut him off.
Without another word, he grabbed my roughly by the arm and dragged me to my feet. “Behave,” he whispered into my ear. 



Chapter Seven
Alexa
 “What’s taking so long?” I muttered under my breath.
As I raised my hand to knock again, the door swung open. 
“Hey,” said Easton with a smile breaking out across his face. 
Nodding, I plastered on a fake smile and pushed past him. That’s when my eyes landed on her. Poor perfect Abriana. She stood slightly behind Easton with tears running down her blindfolded face. Good, at least he didn’t let her get a look at him! I’m sure he’d crack when her big brown eyes met his.
“So, ah, um. What do you want to do?” asked Easton.
I pointed to the living room and began walking. 
Easton followed behind, tugging Abriana behind him.
Reaching into my purse, I pulled out a small notebook. 
Tell her to sit down.
A frown spread across his face. “What?” 
I rolled my eyes. What an idiot. 
Just do it. 
Twisting his lips, he appeared to be debating my instructions. 
Now!
Flinching, he grabbed Abriana by the wrist and led her to the sofa. “Sit,” he snapped.
That’s better, I thought to myself. 
Digging in my purse, I pulled out a small pocketknife encased in a hard red plastic interior. 
Easton’s eyes went wide. 
I sighed and turned the page in the small notebook. 
You need to read what I write down. Do you understand?
Easton nodded.
Tell her she is going to be punished.
Easton’s beautiful gray eyes blinked slowly as he read what I had written. Sensing his hesitation, I leaned over Abriana’s lap and tugged on his collar. Pulling his body toward mine, I ran my tongue over his lower lip, then across his teeth. 
He let out a quiet moan. 
There  . . . that should do it, I thought as I pulled back, letting my hand linger on his inner thigh.
Pointing to the message, I looked into his naive eyes and batted my dark eyelashes. 
“Ah  . . . Um, you’re going to be punished,” he quavered in a shaky voice.
I gave him an encouraging nod. 
Tell her she’s selfish. 
“You’re selfish,” he stated with a little bit more confidence.
Hold her down.
“Hold-”
I grabbed Easton by the shoulder. DO it! Don’t tell her! 
With trembling hands, Eason reached behind Abriana and wrapped his fingers around Abriana’s tied wrists. He squeezed them until his knuckles turned white. 
Hold down her legs.
Shifting his body, he slid his leg over his trapped victim. 
A smile tugged at the corner of my lips. That’s better. 
Abriana began to struggle under Easton’s weight. 
Furrowing my brow, I opened the knife and ran the blade along Abriana’s exposed thigh. A scream escaped her parted lips as a thin line of blood formed under the pressure of the blade.
Lifting my hand, I scribbled a quick note. 
Tell her to SHUT UP!
Fear crossed his eyes before he mumbled. “Shut up.” 
Well this isn’t going to work! Who would have thought he would be such a pussy! 
I grabbed the pen and wrote another note. 
Enough fun for tonight  . . . Put her back in her room. I want you all to myself! 
Like a puppy waiting for a treat, Easton followed my command and immediately escorted Abriana back to a tiny bedroom off the kitchen. 
A few seconds later, he stood in the door with his elbow resting against frame. I bit my lower lip, as my eyes drifted from his face to his toned abs. 
His eyes were heavy with lust as I pulled off my shirt, exposing my hot pink bra. 
“How long are you going to make me wait?” I asked in a sultry voice.
Unable to control himself any longer, he dove across the room and threw his body on top of mine. Our mouths crashed into one another as my hands snaked up his rock hard chest. 
As Easton’s lips met my neck, I glanced over his shoulder and toward the darkened hallway. Who’s the perfect one now?



Chapter Eight
Abriana
Too terrified to scream, I shook uncontrollably on top of the thin mattress and bit my lower lip. Who’s here? What are they going to do to me? Is Easton a serial killer? 
Wincing, the bleeding cut on my thigh stuck to the lumpy comforter covering the bed. Why did he cut me? Are they going to do it again? 
I replayed the events of the night in my mind until I felt like throwing up. I’ve got to find a way to get out of here and I need to do it soon  . . . Otherwise, I’m going to die.
***
The smell of bacon floated through the air. For a brief moment, I expected to open my eyes and see the familiar sights of my bedroom. Instead, dark fabric prevented me from seeing anything, not even a shadow. 
Easton let me take the blindfold off to shower once a day. That was it. My sight and freedom had been reduced to thirty minutes in a bathroom with cracked black and white tiles and a leaky faucet. 
Suddenly, my heart began to race and my teeth started to chatter violently as I remembered being cut with a razor sharp knife. What about the other person? Are they still here? Are they going to attack me again? 
Taking a deep breath, I tried to rally any remaining courage I had left deep within my soul. Okay, I’ve got to try and escape. If I don’t, they are going to kill me. It’s only a matter of time.
Maneuvering my body, I managed to slide my tied hands under my bottom and around the front of my body. Inhaling, I lifted my hands to my face and tugged on the blindfold. The bright sunlight that flooded my room hurt my eyes. Squinting, I looked around the room and made note of all possibly escape routes. The door or the window  . . . I decided to go for the window. 
Getting up, I crept across the floor, cringing with every creak. 
Pressing my wrists together, I turned my hands so my palms were facing upward. I slide my fingertips into the grooves and tried to push up. Noooo! A voice inside my head screamed in protest as I tried to push the window up again. He nailed it shut! How am I going to get out now? 
Taking a shaky breath, I looked around the room again. There must be something in here that I can throw through the window . . . 
Deciding on the drawer from the nightstand, I pulled it out by the handle and took a practice swing. Okay  . . . It’s now or never . . . 
I swung the drawer back and chucked it forward with as much force as my weak body could muster. Shattering instantly, the glass fell in dangerous shards inside the room and outside the building. 
A loud clanging sound followed by a slew of cuss words came from outside of the bedroom door. 
I brushed the remaining glass out of the windowsill and swung one leg over and then the other. Throwing my body forward, I plunged out of the room and landed in an overgrown bush. 
Without looking back, I sprung to my feet and ran away from the house and the man who held me hostage. 
***
Propelling my body forward, I refused to stop. Tree branches snagged my hair and long grass slapped at my ankles. 
Easton’s voice boomed somewhere behind me, “Abriana! STOP! This won’t end well for you!” 
Keep running!
My body felt weak and exhaustion set in after a few minutes. Keep running! Keep running! My limbs began to fumble and I tripped on an exposed tree root. Hitting the ground hard, I felt sharp rock dig into my knee. With tears in my eyes, I struggled to my feet. I pulled at the rope binding my hands as I darted toward a thick grove of evergreens.
“Abriana! STOP running! We’re in the middle of nowhere!” shouted Easton. 
Minimal food and water over the past several days left my body running on fumes. My heart hammered in my chest and my energy dwindled to dangerously low levels. Scanning my surroundings, I looked for somewhere to hide. 
Settling on a fallen tree with thick branches covered in large oak leaves, I threw my body to the ground and held my breath. 
For a moment, all that I could hear were the birds chirping and the occasional gust of wind blowing through the leaves above. 
I looked down at my wrists and bit my lip. Even the smallest movements made noise. Holding my breath, I brought my hands to my mouth and pulled the rope with my teeth. Finally, the rope came lose and I managed to slide my hands out. I cringed as I examined my raw and bruised wrists.
Suddenly, a nearby twig snapped. Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to control the quake that threatened to shake my entire body. Count to ten, then reassess. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10. When I didn’t hear anything else, I opened my eyes and searched the forest floor. Where is he? I couldn’t see or hear him. Maybe he left? Maybe he thinks I’m somewhere else. 
The trembling temporarily subsided and I took a deep breath. I counted to ten not once or twice, but three more times. Every time I got to ten, I looked around and listened for signs of my kidnapper. Finally, convinced that I was alone, I closed my eyes and wiped a tear of joy off my cheek. I did it! I lost him! Now, all I need to do is find someone, anyone else, and call 911!
Easing my body off the forest floor, I looked down. I still had on the same dress from the night Easton captured me. My run through the forest had all but destroyed it. With an ounce of confidence, I thought to myself, the first thing I’m going to do when I get home is burn this dress!
I glanced over my shoulder and tried to decide which way to go. Every direction looked the same. Tall pines reached toward the sky and smaller oak trees huddled together in small bunches. 
Going with my gut, I decided to head forward. Anything to get further away from Easton! With a slow and steady pace, I moved as quietly as possible throughout the forest. 
***
After several hours had passed, the sun began to sink and the air turned cooler. My stomach growled loudly and my tongue felt like sandpaper. I need to find something to eat and drink; otherwise, I might not make it much further. 
Without warning, a crack of lightning streaked across the sky followed by a rumbled of thunder.
My heart skipped a beat. Shelter! I need to find shelter ASAP! 
A moment later, a large drop of rain smacked my cheek and dripped down the side of my face. Then, as if someone turned on a faucet, the skies opened and the rain came down in buckets.
I pressed my body up against a tree and held out my cupped hands. Bringing them to my mouth, I drank greedily. After my thirst had been quenched, I closed my eyes and sank down to the damp ground. Wrapping my arms around my legs, I dropped my head and tried to allow my body to relax.
That’s when I heard a terrifying click and an evil laugh. “Hands up, Abriana.” 



Chapter Nine
Alexa
I ran my hands through my hair and pulled. “What do you mean she escaped?” 
Easton paused.
“HELLO?” I snapped. “What the hell happened?” 
“Well  . . . She threw something through the window and jumped out of it. It was crazy,” explained Easton. 
“Easton,” I said in a syrupy sweet voice. “I thought we talked about the importance of keeping her in the house!” 
“I know. I’m sorry, Lex,” he apologized. “But don’t worry. She’s here now and she won’t be going anywhere any time soon.” 
“Are you sure?” I added with a little bit too much venom in my voice. Calm it, Lex! You can’t risk losing him. “I mean, are you sure you don’t need any help? I’m coming back this weekend, but I could make it sooner, if you needed me to?” 
“No, I got it.” He paused. “We’re going to let her go this weekend, right?” 
A smile crept up on the corners of my lips. “Of course.” More like of course NOT!
He exhaled a sigh of relief.
“I miss you,” I said, trying to distract him from the situation. “I can’t wait to see you again.”
His voice, full of emotion, cracked as he replied, “I miss you too, Lex.” 
***
After carefully placing the phone back under the bathtub and securing the access panel, I stood up and looked in the bathroom mirror. 
Frowning, I applied another layer of lip gloss and pressed my lips together. Who’s the pretty one now, Abriana?
“Lexi?” called my mother from outside of the bathroom door. “Are you okay?” 
I rolled my eyes and pretended to sniffle. “Yeah, I’m fine.” Insert dramatic pause, I thought with a sarcastic grin. “Just thinking about her.” 
After making various sad faces in the mirror, I found one that worked. Taking a deep breath, I plastered it on my face and opened the door. 
“Oh, honey,” cried my mother wrapping her arms around me. “It’s okay. We’ll find her. I promise!” 
Burying my head into her shoulder, I continued the fake sniffling. “What can we do? When I’m not doing something to help find her, I feel worthless.” 
“I’m going to put up more signs today. Would you like to help?” asked my mother.
I nodded. “Of course.” 
My mother pulled back and gave me a sad smile. “I’m just going get my purse and I’ll be ready.” 
I made my way down the stairs and toward the front door. 
Knock, knock, knock.
Ugh! What now? With every passing day, more people came by to drop off casseroles, flowers, and to ask what they could do to help. 
Running my hands through my hair, I sighed and tried to look distraught as I opened the door. I should win an Emmy for this . . . 
My eyes widened as Detective Lock’s stern face appeared on the other side of the door. 
“Alexa, are your parents home?” 
“Yeah, ah, just, just a second.” I turned around. “Mom, Dad! Detective Locke is here!” 
My heart raced as my parents raced down the stairs. 
“What is it?” asked my mother hopefully. “Has there been an update?” 
My father’s face turned ashen.
“Why don’t we have a seat,” the detective said with a grim expression on his face. 
My mother and father sat on the sofa and held hands. I sat next to them on the arm of the loveseat. 
“Did you find her?” my father asked in a quavering voice with tears in his eyes. 
Detective Lock clasped his fingers and exhaled a long, slow breath. “We’ve found a body.”
My jaw dropped open as a scream of anguish escaped from my mother’s lips. 
What the hell? Did Easton lie to me? Did he kill her and dump her body after she tried to run away?
Goose bumps prickled the back of my neck and my mouth went dry. 
“I need your signature to authorize the release of your daughter’s dental records,” said the detective.
My mother collapsed into my father’s arms as sobs shook her body. “No, no, no! It’s not her! It’s not our baby!”
Unable to gain my composure, I slapped my hand over my mouth and sat in stunned silence. 
“Why can’t we just see the body and tell you it’s not her?” asked my father. 
Detective Lock ran his thumb over his lower lip. “The body is no longer,” he paused, “recognizable.”
My mother sobbed uncontrollably into my father’s chest.
“It has been burned beyond recognition,” he continued. “But, we’re confident with dental records that we can identify if it is Abriana’s body or not.” 
“Give me the paper,” demanded my father. “The sooner I sign this, the sooner you’ll be able to tell that the body you have does NOT belong to our daughter.” 
After collecting my father’s signature, Detective Lock stood and nodded. “We will be in touch as soon.”
As Detective Lock stood and headed toward the door, a million thoughts raced through my mind. Could it really be her? Was Easton lying to me on the phone earlier? Did he really kill her? A wicked smile spread across my face as I pictured Abriana’s cold dead body. Shaking my head, I mentally erased the picture and closed my eyes. No, no way. He wouldn’t have the guts to do it  . . . Right?



Chapter Ten
Abriana
Easton paced nervously back and forth across the worn hardwood planks. Tapping the handgun on his thigh, he muttered, “Why did I get into this?” 
He sat down on a wooden rocking chair, got up, and began pacing again. 
“I’m going to go to jail,” he said with knitted eyebrows and a frown on his face. “That’s it. My future is gone. The rest of my life is going to be spent in a jail cell.” 
More pacing. More tapping.
He sank to his knees and placed his hands over his eyes. “Why did I ever listen to her in the first place? I mean, who pulls this kind of mess on someone?”
Buzz, buzz, buzz, buzz.
“Now isn’t a good time,” he snapped when he answered the phone. 
“Did I do WHAT?” he shouted.
He paused. “What if I did? Then what would you do? Then you wouldn’t be able to play your stupid little games anymore!” 
Suddenly, he went silent and his face turned red with rage. 
“You did WHAT,” he growled. 
“NEVER threaten me again! Do you hear me?” Then, without hesitation, he chucked the phone across the room and stomped in the opposite direction. 
A minute later, he came back with the gun tucked in his pants and two open beers.
“I’ll never understand you women,” he said, shaking his head. “Here,” he said, handing me an ice-cold beer. “Drink this.” 
I shook my head. 
“It will help you forget about your knee,” he responded gruffly. 
Looking down, the bleeding had finally stopped, but the gash left by the rock looked raw and angry.
“Fine,” I replied and reached for the beer. The glass bottle clanged against the handcuffs Easton had secured to my wrists. I guess I won’t be getting out of these any time soon. At least he let me keep the blindfold off . . . 
I took a sip and let the chilly liquid slide down my throat. Closing my eyes, I tried to ignore the painful throbbing sensation in my knee. 
“I’m sorry you got hurt,” said Easton in a quiet voice. 
I could feel his eyes burning into me, but I refused to look him in the face. 
“You didn’t have to point a gun at me.”
Easton shrugged. “You tried to run away, again. What was I supposed to do?” 
Deciding not to push it, I let the subject drop. Instead, I drank my beer quietly and scanned the room. When my eyes landed on my blindfold in the corner, I shivered. I wonder why he didn’t make me put it back on? 
“I’m going to make some dinner,” said Easton. He frowned and rubbed his strong jaw line with his thumb. “You better come with me.”
I stood up and followed him into the kitchen. 
“Here,” he pulled out two chairs, “put your leg up and I’ll clean your knee and get you some ice.” 
An uneasy feeling crept threw my body. The cut hurt, but the thought of him tending to my wounds made me nauseous. Why does he want to clean my cut anyways? I thought about my favorite movie as a little girl, The Princess Bride. Maybe he wants me better before he kills me? The thought caused goose bumps to prickle up along the back of my neck.
Opening up the cabinet, he pulled out a first aid kit, yellow with age. Easton scrunched up his nose as he flipped open the cover. He pulled out some antibiotic cream and gauze. Next, he grabbed several paper towels and wet half of them.
“I need to clean it first,” he said as he turned around. “It might sting.” 
I nodded as he picked up my leg and sat in the other chair. He gently dabbed the wet paper towel against the wound. 
Hot pain flashed across the open cut. Wincing, I raked my teeth across my lower lip and tried not to scream.
“Almost done,” reassured Easton as his striking gray eyes narrowed in on mine. They reminded me of the sky right before a torrential downpour. After drying the area with another paper towel, he applied the antibiotic cream and covered the cut with gauze. “I don’t see any tape, but if you keep your leg up, the gauze should stick for now.” 
I nodded as Easton stood up and carefully picked up my leg. He eased it back on to the other chair and went to the refrigerator. As he rummaged in the freezer, I studied his body. His arms were perfectly cut and although I couldn’t see his chest or stomach, I could almost bet that the muscles rippled into perfect formation. Too bad he’s a complete psychopath! 
Easton turned around and handed me a frozen bag of peas. “Sorry, this is all I’ve got.” 
“It’s fine,” I said. For the first time since he had taken me, I felt at ease. 
His hand lingered as he handed me the bag of frozen vegetables. Averting my eyes, I dropped his gaze and eased the peas on my knee. The makeshift icepack helped sooth the cut and swelling. I wanted desperately to thank him, but caught myself before uttering the words. Oh no! What if I’m developing Stockholm Syndrome? 
A few moments later, a sharp pain shot across my knee and anger quickly replaced any feelings of gratitude. 
Easton watched me wince. “Wait,” he said. “You need a towel.” He pulled a small white towel that had been hanging on a cabinet handle and placed it on my knee.
“Thanks,” I said as I set the frozen peas down on the towel. 
Easton went back to the fridge and pulled out a stack of cheese slices and a stick of butter. “I’m going to make grilled cheese. Want one?” 
I wanted to tell him to piss off, but the beer had already made my head feel a little fuzzy and I was starving. “Sure.” 
Easton grabbed a loaf of bread off the counter and a plastic knife out of one of the drawers. My stomach growled as he carefully coated each piece of bread in butter and then meticulously placed the cheese on top.
Finally, he grabbed a pan from the drawer under the stove. He turned the burner on and sprayed it with some cooking spray.
While he waited for the pan to heat up, he turned around and looked at me. “Are you hurt anywhere else?”
Honestly, everything hurt. My knee, my shoulder, my wrists. Instead of admitting my weaknesses, I just shrugged. 
“Want another beer?” he asked.
“Yeah.” 
Easton took the empty bottle in my hands and replaced it with a full one. 
Without another word, he went back to the stove and inspected the pan. A few minutes later, he plopped the sandwiches in the pan and took a step back.
The smell of the buttered bread and melting cheese made my mouth water. I should have run away after this, I thought to myself. At least I would have had a full stomach and some energy.
What felt like an eternity passed. Finally, Easton pulled the sandwiches out of the pan and put them on a plate. 
The aroma of the food consumed my senses and I actually got a little dizzy when he set the plate down on my lap. Confused, I looked up. “Don’t you want one?” 
“Yeah, I’m going to make two more. I figured you must be hungry. You haven’t eaten hardly anything in days.” 
Why is he being so nice to me?
Trying not to think about it, I set my beer on the counter and picked up my sandwich with cuffed hands. The first bite practically caused me to swoon. “Mmmmm,” I murmured.
Easton turned around with a slight smile on his face and a raised eyebrow. “You know you didn’t need to wait this long to eat.” 
I kept my mouth shut as angry thoughts bombarded my mind. You didn’t need to kidnap me, drug me, or cut me either, but you still did all of that! 
Taking another bite, I tried to focus on pacing myself. If Easton hadn’t been watching, I probably would have shoved the entire grilled cheese in my mouth at once. 
After a few more minutes, his sandwiches were done and he sat down next to me with a glass of water. 
“Did they taste all right?” he asked with a mouthful of bread and cheese.
“Yeah, they were good. Thanks.” Ugh! I hate thanking him!
He finished his dinner in silence, although I caught him staring at me a few times. He shoved the last bite in his mouth, and then grabbed my plate. 
“Time for bed. Do you want to clean up first?” asked Easton.
“That would be nice,” I replied.
He picked up the peas and threw them back in the freezer before he helped me up. His strong hands supported the majority of my weight as I limped to the bathroom. 
Easton pulled a key out of his pocket and unlocked my handcuffs. “Take as much time as you need,” he said. “I’ll wait for you out here.” 
I closed the door and sunk to the floor. Unshed tears welled up in my eyes and threatened to spring free. Easton’s change in demeanor worried me. Feelings of empathy swirled in my heart. He’s being so nice to me and he hasn’t tried to grab me lately  . . . Wait a minute! Shouldn’t he be pissed off that I tried to run away? Whoever had called him on the phone had made him really angry. Was it the person who cut me?
My body trembled as I picked myself up off the floor. I hobbled over to the shower and turned on the tap. 
The enormity of the night’s events crashed down on me as the water stung my fresh cuts and bruises. As the water washed away many of the physical signs of my escape, my mental state worsened. That’s when the reality hit me like a ton of bricks. If I don’t escape soon  . . . I’m going to die here.



Chapter Eleven
Alexa
My parents didn’t move for a long time after Detective Lock left. They just sat and stared at the wall. They never would have acted like this if I went missing! But heaven forbid their precious Abriana is gone for a few days and the world has to stop! Ugh . . . 
Finally, they left the living room and went to bed without saying anything to me. Typical. They only care about her! Why is everyone in this household so selfish? 
Sighing, I walked up the stairs and admired my long lean legs. These are what got Easton to do my bidding in the first place  . . . Well, my legs and five hundred dollars. Some people are so desperate!
As I made my way to the bathroom to wash up, my mind drifted to Detective Lock. I could have sworn he stared at me a minute too long. He doesn’t suspect me? Does he? I have an airtight alibi.  
I checked the burner phone. No texts or voicemails. 
Shaking my head, I put everything back in its hiding place and grabbed my toothbrush. As I brushed my teeth with mint-flavored toothpaste, the thought of Easton killing Abriana floated through my mind. No way. There’s no way. He wouldn’t have the balls to do it! And if he did, he would have already called me crying like a baby.
The corners of my lips turned up as I caught my reflection in the mirror. I might not be as pretty as you, Abriana. But don’t worry, soon you’ll be a distant memory and I’ll be the one everyone is talking about! 
***
I woke up to the doorbell ringing. Stretching my hands over my head, I yawned and rolled over. Whoever it is, can wait . . . 
A moment later, my mother shouted for my father. “Victor! Detective Lock is here!” 
I heard my father’s footsteps rushing down the stairs and toward the front door. 
Although the conversation was muffled, I heard my mother shout, “Oh thank you, Heavenly Father! Estoy tan agradecido!”
 My father joined in, “I knew it wasn’t her! Our baby is alive! She’s still out there!” 
Footsteps pounded up the stairs. “Alexa! Alexa! It isn’t Abriana’s body!”
Rolling my eyes, I jumped out of bed and met her on the landing. “Thank you, Lord! I knew it wasn’t her! God is good!” 
She pulled me in for a big embrace. “I love you, mi hija dulce!” 
“Love you too, mamÁ .” 
When she let go, the smile on her face faded. “You look so pale. Why don’t you go back to bed and try to get some sleep?”
I bit my lip and looked down at my bright pink toenails. 
“We’ll find her. Don’t worry,” my mother said before giving me another hug. 
I KNEW he didn’t have the balls to kill her, I thought as I made my way back to my room. 
Plopping down into my bed, I pulled my comforter up to my chin. Don’t worry, MamÁ . They won’t be able to find Abriana’s body once I’m done with her . . . 
I heard Detective Lock’s voice, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. The conversation became muffled again. Shut up! I grabbed a pillow and shoved it over my head and went back to sleep. 
***
I woke up several hours later to a familiar voice floating up from downstairs. My heart raced and blood rushed to my cheeks. He’s here!
Jumping out of bed, I sprinted to my closet and picked out a pair of jean shorts and a coral tank top. Hopping on one foot, I slide the shorts on and pulled off the t-shirt I had been sleeping in. After I slipped on the tank top, I went to the bathroom I used to share with Abriana.
I pulled open a drawer and reached for a brush and some mascara. After freshening up, I added a touch of lip gloss. Pressing my lips together, I smiled. What’s that, Abriana? Oh, yeah, that’s right. I’m totally stealing your ex-boyfriend. 
Forcing a grim look on my face, I walked down the stairs with slumped shoulders. I totally deserve that Emmy . . . 
“Alexa?” a voice said that brought goose bumps to my arms. 
“MatÍ as?” I asked with fake surprise in my voice. 
“Hey,” he said standing. “How are you holding up?”
My stomach fluttered as his concerned eyes met mine. As I got closer, his cologne made my knees weak. Mmmmmmmm! “It’s so hard,” I whispered, my voice full of emotion. “I miss her so much.” 
MatÍ as wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into his rock-hard chest. 
Why would Abriana ever give this up? She’s such an idiot! 
The embrace ended before I wanted it to. Stepping back, I let my eyes wander across his features. Light brown eyes that shimmered in the sunlight, dark brown hair, a strong jawline, and full lips that I needed on my neck, like yesterday!
MatÍ as sat down in an overstuffed recliner and rubbed his face. When he looked up, tears were falling from his eyes. “Are there any leads?” 
My father shook his head. “The detectives are looking into someone she was meeting out the night she disappeared. But they haven’t been able to find . . . ” he paused. “They haven’t been able to find him.” 
Pain ripped across MatÍ as’ face. “Oh . . . ” 
Don’t worry. I would NEVER leave you, MatÍ as, and once you’re mine, you’ll never want to leave me . . . 
“They did find a body,” I admitted. “But thanks heavens it wasn’t Abriana’s,” I said. 
MatÍ as wiped the back of his hand against his wet cheeks. “How can I help? What can I do to help bring Abriana home?” 
I hated listening to the way her name rolled off his tongue. Abriana, Abriana, Abriana! It made my blood boil!
“We’re going to hang more signs today near campus,” my mother said. 
“Maybe you and Alexa could stop by some stores downtown? Most businesses are allowing us to hang our posters in their front windows.”
MatÍ as nodded. “Of course!”
A small smile crossed my face. A whole day with MatÍ as? Um, yes please! “Let me go grab my purse,” I chirped. “Then I’ll be ready to go.” 
My mother nodded. “I’ll gather some posters for everyone.” 
MatÍ as blinked hard. “Thank you for allowing me to help.”
“You’re like a son to us,” my father said. 
As the two stood and embraced, I took a deep breath and tried to hold back a huge smile. Don’t worry, Dad. He’ll be your son, well, son-in-law, soon enough . . . 
***
The day with MatÍ as flew by and before I realized it, the sun had set. 
“Want to get something to eat?” I asked innocently.
MatÍ as gave me a sad smile. “Sure.” 
Taking advantage of the moment, I gave his hand a quick squeeze. “It will be okay.” 
He pulled me in for an embrace. “How can you be so sure? I mean, what if she’s gone, Lex? What if we’ve lost her forever?” 
What if? More like we HAVE lost her forever!
Rubbing his back with one hand and keeping the other firmly around his waist, I took a second to enjoy the shared moment. 
“Seriously, Lex,” MatÍ as pulled back and looked deeply into my eyes, “I don’t know what I’m going to do without her. I mean I know we broke up, but-”
Before he could say another word, I reached up and pulled his face toward mine. Our lips met for a brief second before he pulled back with a hurt look on his face.
“What are you doing?” 
My jaw dropped and anger flowed through my core. “I thought you wanted me to kiss you?” 
He held up his hands in a surrender position and took a big step back. “Why would you ever think that?” 
“The way you looked at me,” I spat. 
“What?” he gasped.
I crossed my arms across my chest. “You were looking into my eyes. You couldn’t have been any more obvious!” 
“Alexa, look, I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression,” he apologized. “Sometimes, when I look at you, all I can see is Abriana.” 
I exhaled loudly through clenched teeth. 
“It’s okay,” MatÍ as responded with crimson cheeks. “Honestly, it was just a silly mistake.” 
My brain tried to process the words tumbling out of his mouth. Mistake? It wasn’t a MISTAKE! I’m in love with you and whether you realize it or not, we WILL be together! 
I plastered a hurt on my face and shrugged. “Sorry,” I apologized. “I- I- I just,” I stammered, my voice choked with emotion, “I just miss her so much and being around you makes me feel so much better!” 
This appeared to appease MatÍ as. Taking a deep breath, he managed a smile. “It’s okay, Lex. Being around you makes me feel a lot better too. Now, let’s just pretend like it didn’t happen.” 
My cheeks burned. “Sure. I mean, okay. That’s fine.” 
“Look, I think we should just call it a night,” MatÍ as said, shifting his weight from one side to the other. “Is that okay with you?” 
I looked away to hide my crimson face. No that’s not okay with me, I thought. What’s okay with me, would be hopping into your backseat and making you forget all about stupid Abriana! Biting my tongue, I resisted the urge to blurt out my thoughts and replied,
“Yeah, that’s fine. I should get back to my parents anyways.” 
***
MatÍ as pulled his car into our driveway. “Will you please call me if you hear anything?” 
I nodded. I’ll call you once they find her dead body!
He reached over and put his hand on top of mine. “Thanks, Alexa. You’ve always been like a little sister to me.” 
I pulled my hand away, perhaps a bit too quickly, but I didn’t care. Little sister! Shut up! You’ll love me soon enough, MatÍ as, and if you don’t, I’ll kill you too!” 



Chapter Twelve
Abriana
Three days had passed since my last escape attempt. Easton hadn’t made me wear the blindfold again, but he did keep my hands cuffed. I was allowed to have them off once a day, when I took a shower. 
That all changed when his cell phone rang during the middle of the night. I strained to hear his voice, but I still managed to hear most of what he said. 
“Don’t bother coming,” snarled Easton. 
He paused. 
His voice got significantly louder, “So, you’ll go to the police and say what?” 
He paused again.
“That’s what I thought! Now tell me, when are we letting her go?” 
Does he really want to let me go? 
“You know what? You’re not the only one with evidence! I’ve got stuff on you too!”
He let out a loud laugh. 
“Yeah right.” 
Then silence.
“Wait! Don’t you dare-”
Before he could finish he cut himself off and let out a shout of frustration. A moment later, I could hear his footsteps stomping down the hallway. My door swung open, causing me to flinch. 
“Get up,” Easton demanded.
“Huh?” I murmured, trying to give him the impression that I had been asleep.
He crossed his arms and scowled. “I said, GET UP!”  
“Jeez,” I mumbled as I got out of bed and lowered my feet to the freezing cold floor.
Easton grabbed me by the arm and pulled me roughly toward him. I bounced off his chest and stumbled backward. 
“Come on,” he said firmly. “We don’t have a lot of time.” 
My heart skipped a beat. “What do you mean?” I asked in a quavering voice. Time? Time for what? 
He ran thumb over his lower lip. “Look, I can’t tell you what’s going on, just that you need to hide. Otherwise, someone is going to try to kill you.” 
My knees gave out and I hit the floor hard. 
“Get up! I need to get you out of here NOW,” he urged with panic in his eyes.
I pursed my lips and followed him out of the bedroom. 
“There’s a storage room under the cabin. It’s small and there aren’t any lights.”
Nodding, I tried to calm my breathing. I hate small spaces and I’m afraid of the dark!
“You’re going to have to stay quiet. Seriously, once you’re down there, you cannot move or try to escape. If you do, you will die. Do you understand me?” 
“Yes,” I whispered in a shaky voice. A million thoughts raced through my mind. Who is going to try to kill me? What if they hurt Easton instead? Will I be safe under the floor? 
Easton tugged me into the kitchen and pushed a small rug out of the way. He dug his fingers in to a small opening and pried open the crawl space. A musty smell filled the air as the trap door swung open.
I looked into the space and bit my lower lip. 
“It will be okay. You just have to trust me,” said Easton.
My eyes met his for a brief moment. “Trust? You really think I am going to trust you?” 
Easton reached in his pocket and pulled out a small key. “You’re right. You shouldn’t trust me. But please, promise me you’ll stay hidden. I won’t let her kill you.” 
Her? It’s a her? 
Easton unlocked my handcuffs and slipped them in his back pocket. His eyes pleaded with me. “Promise?” 
“Promise,” I replied before heading into the small, pitch black, space. 
Our eyes met one more time before he closed the door and whispered, “I’m so sorry, Abriana.” 
***
The dark enveloped my body and my heart immediately started racing. Why did he apologize? Does he care about me in some messed up way? Maybe it wasn’t his idea to kidnap me after all  . . . I tried to picture the person he had been speaking to on the phone. It’s a she  . . . That blew my mind. What type of woman would arrange a kidnapping? What did I ever do to her?  
Thoughts continued to race through my mind as I crouched down in the small dank smelling space. A moment later, I heard Easton slide the rug out of the way and walk out of the kitchen. Feeling around my surroundings, my hands brushed against something sticky. My breath caught in my chest as I yanked my hand back quickly. Gross. I eased down into a sitting position. Clasping my hands in my lap, I blinked, keeping the unshed tears in check. Stay alert! 
A few minutes passed. The silence combined with the pitch-black surroundings overwhelmed my senses. My mind went into overdrive. Should I try to run? I don’t have any handcuffs on? Was he serious about some “her” wanting to kill me? 
Before I could decide to run or stay, a door slammed shut and I heard two feet stomping across the hardwood floor. 
The voices were muffled, but I could tell Easton was shouting. 
A few moments later, a loud thud caused dust particles to fall from the floorboards and tickle my nose. Instinctively, I held my breath, terrified at the thud from upstairs. I had no idea what was happening or what the noise was, but dread pumped through my veins in anticipation. 
The shouting got louder and another loud thud shook the floor. What’s going on? Are they fighting? 
My body quaked with fear. 
“You liar! You were NEVER going to let her go!” shouted Easton.
I bit my lower lip to stop my teeth from chattering. They’re right above me! 
Easton’s voice, full of rage, rang out, “I never should have gotten involved in any of this! You’re crazy!” 
Why isn’t she talking? 
Suddenly, a scream erupted and the sound of bodies crashing to the floor.
“No! No! No!” shouted Easton. “Don’t kill me!” 
My jaw dropped open. Oh, my God, she has his gun! 
A moment later, a deafening bang followed by a painful cry, caused my hand to fly to my mouth to stifle a shriek. 
My body shook as drops of a sticky substance I could only imagine was blood made their way through the floorboards and splashed on to my face and hands. 
Everything started to spin and my mouth went dry as my body became coated in a crimson mess. Unable to cope with the sheer terror, my body shut down, and everything went black. 
***
“Abriana,” shouted an unfamiliar man’s voice.
Huh? 
“Abriana,” shouted a different voice.
Forcing open my eyes, I instantly panicked. I can’t see! I can’t see! 
Feet stomped on the floorboards above my head, forcing a warm sticky substance to drip on my face. 
Oh, my God! It’s someone’s blood! Whose blood is it? Is it Easton’s or the other person’s blood? Oh, my God! Is someone dead?
“Abriana, where are you? It’s the police,” boomed a deep male voice.
I held my breath in fear as I heard the voice again. Easton had said he wouldn’t let her kill me and the voice above me definitely belonged to a man. 
My heart slammed in my chest and my hands trembled. 
“Abriana, we’re here to help you. Please if you can hear us, say something!” 
What if it’s really the police and they leave because they can’t find me? 
The footsteps left the kitchen and headed into another part of the house. 
Deciding it might be my only chance, I stood up and pushed on the small door. As a sliver of the kitchen appeared, my eyes focused on a pair of black shiny boots.
Without warning, someone pulled the door the rest of the way open, blinding me with a beam of light focused directly on my face. “Abriana?” 
Letting out a shrill screech, I covered my eyes and crouched down back into the small space. “Please don’t kill me!” 
The light moved from my eyes to the small hole I had shrunk into. “Abriana? Is that you?” 
Knowing that this was either the end of my kidnapping or the beginning of the end of my life, I gathered enough courage to look up at the person holding the flashlight. 
“It’s her!” shouted a man with a thick southern accent. “It’s her!” 
He dropped the flashlight and offered me a hand. Extending my own, he grasped on to me tightly and helped pull me from the crawl space. 
As soon as I emerged from the darkness, my eyes immediately landed on the badge of the police officer pulling me to safety. A wave of relief crashed over me as tears filled my eyes. “You found me.” 
He nodded and gave me a warm smile. “We’ve been looking for you for quite awhile.” 
Unable to speak, my eyes scanned the room in disbelief. A small group of officers stood by the entrance to the kitchen. Looking down, my heart sank. The floorboards were covered in blood, as were my hands, arms, and my tattered dress. 
“We need a medic,” shouted one of the officers in the background. 
The detective gently placed his hand on my shoulder. “My name is Detective Lock. I’m here to help you. Are you hurt? We have another ambulance on the way.” 
Still struggling to process the situation, I repeated, “Another ambulance?” 
“Yes,” said Detective Lock with a grim face. “We took a man we believe to be your kidnapper to the hospital with a life threatening gunshot wound to the head.” 
My stomach lurched and bile crept up the back of my throat. “She shot Easton?” I asked in disbelief. “He’s dying?” 
The detective looked into my eyes. “Excuse me, but did you say, she shot Easton?” 
“Yeah,” I said slowly as the room started to spin. “The person behind my kidnapping. Didn’t you find her?” 
One of the police officers standing near the kitchen sink raised his radio to his mouth and walked out of the room. 
“Abriana, how do you know there’s another person involved and why do you think she was here?” asked the detective. 
As the room continued to sway, I swallowed and tried to fight off the nausea. “Easton told me,” I whispered. “He told me to hide in the crawl space. He even unlocked my handcuffs.” 
His jaw dropped opened and then he quickly closed it. “Abriana, are you saying that you didn’t shoot Easton?” 
“No,” I answered, shaking my head quickly. “No, the other person did it. She did it!” 
A moment later, a medic rushed in and covered me in a blanket. “She’s going into shock! You’re going to have to finish the questioning later.” 
Detective Lock nodded. “I’ll ride with her to the hospital. Her family is going to meet us there. One more thing, what does she look like, Abriana? What does your other attacker look like?” 
The unsettled feeling in my stomach worsened. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I never saw her. I had to wear a blindfold when she was here the last time.”
He pressed his lips together and inhaled.
“I’m so sorry,” I apologized. “I-”
“Now,” interrupted the medic. “We need to get her out of here now!” 
As the medic helped me out of the room, I heard Detective Lock bark out orders to the nearby police officers. “Call in the K-9 team! Search this house and the woods! If there is someone else out there, find them NOW!” 
By the time we made it outside, I collapsed into the arms of the medic. “Thank you,” I whispered. “Thank you so much!”
“It’s going to be okay,” assured the medic. “You’re safe now.”
Tears streaked down my face. “I thought she was going to kill me!”
The medic placed my arm around his shoulder and called for assistance.
It didn’t seem real as we made our way to the ambulance. Police officers rushed in and out of the house as the lights from their cars flashed in my face. I’m going to live  . . . I’m going to live! 
Unconsciousness soon overtook my body and for the second time that night, everything went black. 



Chapter Thirteen 
Alexa
“That piece of  . . . UGH!” I cursed to myself.  
What am I going to do with this stupid gun and his cell phone? Idiot! 
I shook my head and wiped a smear of blood off my cheek. He better be dead! A smile crept up on the corners of my lips as I thought back to the moment I pulled the trigger. Recalling Easton’s pure look of terror sent shivers down my spine. That felt sooo good! I took a deep breath and savored the memory.
Okay, get it together, Alexa! Where are you going to get rid of this stuff? I looked over at Easton’s burner phone and the 9 mm handgun I bought from some loser online. People will give you anything when you pay them the right price, I thought with a chuckle. 
Biting my lip, I looked in my rearview mirror. The sun threatened to peak out of the horizon at any moment. “What if someone already heard the gunshot?” I murmured. I let out a frustrated sigh and banged my hand on the steering wheel. “Isn’t there a lake around here somewhere?”
I pulled over and grabbed my cell phone. My fingers trembled with excitement. I shot someone! I actually did it! Feeling no remorse, I smiled. I can’t wait until the next time  . . . Opening Google Maps, I selected “Current Location” and zoomed out on my location until a small body of water popped up. Done! I tapped a few buttons and a few moments later, the directions loaded onto the screen.
As I drove down a small country lane, Abriana’s face floated into my mind. What did he do with you? Are you even alive? Or, I thought with an evil smile, are you locked up somewhere starving to death? Unable to decide which made me happier, I pushed her dark eyes and pouty lips out of my thoughts. 
A few minutes later, my headlights reflected off a small lake. Relief filtered through me as the calm body of water came into view. I reached over and wiped off the cell phone and the gun with an extra t-shirt balled up on the floor. Bye bye, evidence, I thought as I tossed the phone on to the damp ground. Stomping down with all of my might, I broke the phone in half and shattered the screen.
I picked up the broken phone with a t-shirt-covered hand and threw it into the lake. A quiet gulp broke the silence as the lake swallowed anything linking me with Easton. Much better. 
Cocking my head to the side, I looked at the gun one last time. Such a shame  . . . I would have loved to pull that trigger again  . . . Oh, well! Then, without another thought, I chucked the gun into the middle of the lake. Plop. 
After the rings of water made their way to the bank, I looked down on my clothing. Gross! Easton’s blood had managed to stain my shirt and shorts. At least I came prepared  . . . Stripping down, I tossed the soiled clothes into a plastic bag with a couple of heavy rocks sitting near the water. Once I had thrown the bag into the water, I knelt down next to the chilly water and washed any remaining signs of Easton off my body.
“Much better,” I proclaimed as I inspected my limbs with the flashlight on my phone. Standing up, I let the water droplets glide off my body and down toward the damp grass. 
Once I felt sufficiently dry, I leaned inside of my car door and popped the trunk. The glow of the interior light revealed a pair of running shorts and a white tank top. 
After sliding on the clean clothes, I checked the time and huffed. I needed to get home before my parents got up.
As I put my car into drive, I looked into the rearview mirror. Finally, no more Abriana! Now, it’s all going to be about me! 
***
Turning off the headlights, I pulled into a spot in front of our house. I slid the keys out of the ignition and slipped out of the car as quietly as possible. Cringing as the door shut, I looked up at the house for signs of someone being awake. Total darkness met my gaze. 
As I crept around the side of the house, my phone buzzed. I reached around and pulled it out of the waistline of my shorts. My heart started to pound as the screen lit up with a text message from my mother.
They found her! We’re on our way to the hospital! 
We couldn’t find you! Please come meet us at Meriter Hospital!
Slapping a hand to my mouth, I let out a muffled scream and dropped to my knees. I couldn’t believe Abriana was alive! All of my hard work had been for nothing! Rage exploded throughout my body like fireworks going off on the Fourth of July. No, no, NO! 
Tears of pure hatred dripped down my face as the rage continued to build up inside. Shaking, I pulled my body up from the grass and forced my legs to propel my body toward the house. 
Twisting my lips, I looked up toward Abriana’s old bedroom. Don’t worry, big sister. I can be patient and when the time finally presents itself again, I’ll finish the job once and for all. 



Chapter Fourteen 
Abriana
I awoke to a steady beeping. As my eyes fluttered open, they landed on my mother’s concerned face and her hands clasped in prayer. I must be dreaming. 
Beep, beep, beep.
“¡Mi hija!” She rushed over to me and wrapped her arms around me, squeezing tightly. “You’re awake! Victor! Victor! ¡Ven! ¡EstÁ despierta!”
“Mom?” I croaked. “Is that really you?” 
“Yes, my sweet daughter!” 
I looked around in confusion. “Where am I?” 
My father rushed into the room with two coffees sloshing around in styrofoam cups. “Abriana!” he cried as he rushed over. One of the cups spilled as he set it down hastily on the counter. 
“You’re in the hospital. The police found you!” His aftershave enveloped me and brought back memories of my childhood. Tears sprung to my eyes as he gave me a tight hug. 
“We were so worried,” he exclaimed. “Are you okay? How do you feel?” 
I nodded. “I think I’m okay,” I said. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. “Can I please have some water?” 
“Of course,” my mother answered with a relieved smile. 
As my mother filled a small plastic glass with water and wiped up the spilled coffee, a nurse dressed in white scrubs entered the small room. 
“Abriana,” she said with a warm smile. “I’m Nurse Teresa West. Do you mind if I give you a quick exam?” 
Before I could respond, Alexa burst through the door with tears in her eyes. “Bri!” she gasped. “Bri! I’m so sorry! I couldn’t sleep so I went for a walk. I rushed over here as soon as I got mom’s text! Are you okay? Are you hurt?” 
I managed a small smile. “I think I’m okay.” 
Without waiting a second later, Alexa hopped on to my small cot and threw her arms around me. Her voice cracked, “I was so worried.”
“Me too, Lex,” I admitted. 
She sat up and wiped a tear off her cheek. “They got him. You know that right?” 
My brain tried to process her statement. “What?” 
She grabbed my hand and held it. “Easton. The guy that kidnapped you! The police got him.” 
My heart started to race and my anxiety skyrocketed. I looked at my sister as she smiled broadly. “Got him? Is he alive? Wasn’t he shot?” 
The nurse came over and gently interrupted, “I think that’s enough for right now. She’s been through a lot.” 
I watched as a deep crease formed across my father’s brow and my mother blinked back tears. 
“Alexa, we mustn’t upset your sister right now,” said my father.   
The room started to spin. “Is he alive? Is Easton alive?” 
The nurse frowned and injected something into my IV. “She needs to rest.”
My father stood up. “Come here, Lex. There will be time to tell her everything later.” 
“Why won’t anyone tell me what’s going on?” I asked in a slurred voice. 
Giving me a sad smile, my mother turned to my father and whispered, “We should tell Detective Lock to stop by in the morning. She needs to rest and talking about that . . . ” she paused, “talking about him will only upset her.” 
I watched my father nod in agreement as my eyelids began to get heavy. 
“Alexa, could you stay with your sister while your father and I go talk to Detective Lock?” 
“Of course,” she vowed as she turned toward me and raised an eyebrow. “I’ll always be here to take care of my big sister.” 
***
I awoke to a pillow being held over my face. I tried to scream, but the oxygen in my lungs had depleted. 
“I’m going to kill you,” whispered a nefarious voice.
I tried to scream, but I didn’t have enough oxygen or strength. Someone please help me!
Hot breath on my neck made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. “No one can hear you. It’s just you and me,” hissed the voice. 
My heart continued to race as I tried clawing at the pillow. 
Beep, Beep, Beep, Beep. 
As my surroundings began to fade, a loud alarm went off and suddenly the pillow disappeared. 
A man in deep blue scrubs rushed in and placed an oxygen mask over my face. He rolled me over and jabbed me in the thigh with a needle. 
Before I could protest, an instant feeling of warmth and serenity overtook my body. Unable to keep my eyes open, I passed out into a deep and troubled sleep.
***
Soft warm light filled the room. My eyes fluttered open and landed on my sister’s face. Her lips were pursed and her brow furrowed. 
“Lex?” 
The look instantly faded. “Bri! You’re up!” 
A dull ache in the back of my head caused me to wince as I tried to sit up. 
“Here,” said Alexa as she rushed and grabbed two extra pillows off a nearby chair. 
A smile broke out on my face as she gently placed them behind my head. 
“Better?” 
I winced as I tried to nod. “Much.” I looked around the room and closed my eyes. “I had such a terrible dream last night.” 
Alexa stood and took a step toward the door. “I should get the-”
“Wait,” I said, reaching out for her arm. “Easton, is he still alive?” 
She bit her lower lip. “Bri, do you really want to know?” 
“Yes,” I responded. “I need to know!” I didn’t care if I sounded desperate. I had to know.
Alexa sat down on the edge of my bed and looked toward the door. “He’s alive.” 
A mixture of relief and anger crashed through my body. 
“But,” said Alexa with a grim expression on her face, “he’s in a coma.”
“A coma,” I repeated. 
“Yeah,” Alexa answered. “He had a gunshot wound to the head.” 
My lips trembled as the memories started to flood my mind. The loud boom, followed by the warm sticky substance dripping down my face.
Putting her hand on my shoulder, Alexa looked deep into my eyes. “No one blames you,” she said.
“What?” 
She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “No one blames you for shooting him. I mean, come on! The guy kidnapped you and held you hostage!” 
“Wait,” I said sitting up in the small hospital bed. “I didn’t-”
Before I could finish, my mother walked into the room carrying two large vases of flowers. 
“Abriana! You’re awake!” she exclaimed.
I smiled as she set down the flowers and pulled Alexa and I in for a big hug. 
“Listen, I know it will be difficult, but are you up for talking to the detective this morning? He really needs to take your statement.” 
“Okay, but I didn’t-”
Alexa gave me a funny look. Shhhh! She mouthed. 
“You didn’t what, sweetheart?” asked my mother with a concerned look on her face.
I shifted my weight uncomfortably. “Um  . . . I didn’t, I mean I haven’t eaten anything in a long time and I’m starving.” 
“Oh! Of course,” she said. “I’ll buzz the nurse and make sure it’s okay.” 
“Thanks, MamÁ .” 
Shortly after my mother had talked to the nurse, an orderly entered the room with a covered tray. “Scrambled eggs and oatmeal,” he said as he placed the tray on a small table next to my bed. “With a fresh orange juice.” 
My stomach growled loudly. 
“Just take it slow,” advised a voice from the door. 
I looked up and saw a tall woman wearing a white doctor’s coat with a stethoscope hanging from her neck. Her shoes clicked as she walked over to my bed. She extended her hand. “I’m Doctor Mikhaela Porter.” 
“I’m Abriana,” I said, trying to push the delicious smell out of my mind. Focus on the doctor. You can eat in a minute. 
My stomach growled again. This time everyone in the room could hear it. 
Doctor Porter let out a chuckle. “How about you eat your breakfast, talk to the detective, and then I’ll stop by after that?”
“Sounds good,” I replied as I reached for the tray. 
My mouth watered as I scooped up a heaping spoonful of oatmeal. I sighed as I swallowed my first bite of the sweet sticky substance. This is the best thing I’ve ever eaten, I thought to myself. 
“Remember,” said Alexa. “Take it slow.” 
I forced myself to stop and take a sip of orange juice. “I know,” I said, taking another sip. “It’s just, I haven’t eaten much lately, and I’m so hungry.” 
“We just don’t want you to get sick,” my mother said. She walked over and rubbed my back. “Once we’re home, I’ll make you all of your favorites! Caldo tlalpeÑo, arroz con pollo, cochinita pibil, anything your heart desires!”
“Thanks, Mom,” I said with a big smile. “Mmmmm  . . . Chicken and rice sounds so good right now!” 
My mother’s smile quickly faded and tears filled her eyes. 
I dropped the spoon on the tray. “What’s wrong, Mom? Did I say something wrong?” 
“No,” she said, rushing over to me and embracing me. “We just missed you so much! We’re just so thankful you are back safe and sound!” 
A moment later, her phone buzzed. “Yes,” she responded. “Yes, she’s awake. Okay, let me see.” She lowered the phone. “Abriana, are you ready to talk to Detective Lock now?” 
I nodded. 
“Yes,” she replied. “She’s ready. Okay, I love you too. Bye.” 
I took another bite of oatmeal and then moved on to my eggs. 
My mother slipped the phone back into her pocket. “That was your father. He said the detective is on his way up.” 
“Okay,” I said with a mouthful of fluffy eggs.
“I’m going to go get something to eat,” said Alexa. “I’ll see you in a bit?” 
“Mmmm hmmm,” I said as I chewed on a bite of dry toast. 
After finishing the last of the food and the orange juice, I sat up and tried to brush the crumbs off my hospital gown. Realizing how exposed I looked, I pulled up a scratchy blanket and held it in place with my arms across my chest. 
Knock, knock, knock. 
“May I come in?” drawled a southern voice. 
My eyes fell on a tall man standing in the doorframe. He wore a dark gray suit with a light blue shirt and a black tie. He had sandy blond hair with pale blue eyes. 
He walked over to me and shook my hand. “Abriana, I’m Detective Sam Lock. I’ve been the lead investigator on your case.” 
“Thank you,” I replied. “Thank you for finding me.”
Detective Lock turned toward my mother. “Would you mind if I spoke with your daughter alone?” 
“Abriana,” she looked at me, “is that okay with you?” 
“Of course, Mom,” I said, reassuring her. 
My mother gave me an encouraging smile before she turned and left the room. 
Detective Lock pulled up a chair next to my bed and eased himself into it. “You’ve been through quite the ordeal. How are you feeling?” 
I shrugged, immediately flinching in pain. “Last night was pretty rough. I think they gave me something to help me sleep.” 
He reached down and rubbed a spot on his worn leather shoes. “We’ve got the guy. I’m sure someone already told you that. But, we’ve got Easton.” 
Pushing my lips together, I exhaled out of my nose. 
“He’s in a coma,” continued Detective Lock, “and he hasn’t regained consciousness yet.” 
I absent-mindedly rubbed my chapped lower lip with my pointer finger. 
Detective Lock leaned forward. I caught a whiff of his cologne. He smelled like a cedar forest after a fresh rain. MatÍ as often wore something similar and the scent put me at ease. 
“Abriana, do you think you can walk me through everything that happened?” 
I chewed on my thumbnail nervously. Can I do it? Can I relive that nightmare? 
As if he read my mind, he looked into my eyes and gave me an encouraging nod. “It’s okay to be scared. If you need to take a break, just let me know.” 
“Okay,” I paused, taking a deep breath. “I met Easton online a few weeks ago  . . . He asked me out on a dinner date and I agreed to meet him at Graze. He sent me a text message to say he was cutting through the alley. I waited for him, but then he fell. I thought he was hurt, so I ran to him . . . ” I paused and blinked back the unshed tears. 
Detective Lock stood up and grabbed a box of tissues off the counter. “Here,” he said as he handed them to me. 
“Thanks.” Grabbing a tissue, I dabbed the corner of my eyes. 
“So after you ran to check on him, what happened?” 
A single tear fell. “He grabbed me and slammed me into the pavement.” I took a deep breath and then continued, “I managed to get away  . . . but then he caught me.”
The tears began to fall freely. “He had me in the trunk of a vehicle and then we stayed somewhere overnight. He drugged me and took me somewhere else. That’s where you found me.”
“Last night you said there was someone else. You asked if we found her,” he said in his thick southern accent. 
I nodded my head. “There was someone else making him do it. She came over one night and cut my leg.” 
“Cut your leg?” he asked. “With what?” 
Pulling the sheet to the side, I exposed an ugly red scar running down my thigh. “I don’t know. She used something sharp enough to do this.”
Detective Lock pulled out a small notebook and pen. He wrote notes, occasionally pausing to look up at me. 
After several minutes had passed, he studied my face. “How do you know the other person was a female?” he asked. 
“Easton told me,” I answered. 
“And you believed him?” asked Detective Lock with a frown. 
My jaw dropped. Before I could say, “Yes,” waves of doubt flooded my mind. I then continued, “He talked to her on the phone.” My voice was quiet. 
The detective ran his tongue over his teeth. “Did you ever see her or talk to her on Easton’s cell phone?” 
I shook my head. “He said he loved her . . . ” 
His brow furrowed. “Then why did he uncuff you and hide you under the floor?” 
More tears fell. “I don’t know?” 
Detective Lock leaned forward and put his hand on top of mine. “Abriana, I need to ask you a serious question.” His eyes met mine. “I need to know if you shot Easton.” 
My eyes widened. “No!” 
“You aren’t going to be in trouble, Abriana. We understand. It was self-defense. We just need to know where you hid the gun.” 
My chest rose and fell with short shallow breaths. 
Beep, beep, beep, went the heart monitor. 
Struggling to fill my lungs with the much-needed oxygen, I started to panic. “I can’t breathe! I can’t breathe! HELP me!” 
Panic spread across Detective Lock’s face. He jumped to his feet and sprinted toward the door. “We need a doctor in here!” 
Doctor Porter rushed into the room, followed by two nurses. “Detective Lock, we need you out of here NOW!” 
His eyes landed on mine for a brief minute before he turned and disappeared. 
“She’s having a panic attack.” Doctor Porter barked out commands over her shoulder as she checked my vitals. “Give her two mg of Lorazapam! Stat!”  
The nurse pulled out a syringe and injected the medicine into the IV tubing connected to my arm. The room began to spin and my throat tightened, making it difficult to breathe. Suddenly, the same warm, serene feeling from the night before overtook my body and I fell into a deep sleep.



Chapter Fifteen
Alexa
“She’s been through too much,” my mother said, shaking her head.
I shifted my weight and uncrossed my arms. “Yeah, but Mom, she needs to talk to him at some point.”
“You saw what happened last time. She had a panic attack. They had to sedate her.” 
I walked over and wrapped my arms around my mother’s fragile body. I felt her sigh and melt into my arms. Stupid Abriana! Look how much pain you’ve caused our mother! The sooner you’re gone, the better! 
 “Maybe she just needs a little bit more time . . . ” my mother whispered, trailing off as tears fell from her eyes. 
“Maybe,” I said, nodding in agreement. “But, what if that time never comes? What if she can never handle facing what happened to her?” 
Unable to respond, my mother sobbed loudly. 
Rubbing her back, I caught my reflection in the hospital bathroom mirror. My hair looked greasy and I had dark circles under my eyes. Ugh! I better get cleaned up before MatÍ as comes to visit her today. He had tried to visit her last night, but the doctor turned him away because of her meltdown. Of course, Abriana would find a way to ruin our time together! Brat! I let out a loud sigh. Soon, she’ll just be a distant memory. The only Vega girl MatÍ as will be interested in seeing is me!
Interrupting my thoughts, my mother pulled out of my embrace and took a step back. “My life would stop without you two in it.” 
No, it won’t! You’ll be much better off without Abriana. Just wait and see . . . 
Pushing the satisfying thoughts to the back of my head, I forced a sweet smile on my face. “I love you, Mom.” 
“I love you too, Alexa.” 
***
After stopping home for a few hours to clean up, I made my way back to the hospital. Instead of turning on the road that would take me back to Abriana, I got on the highway and headed toward Target. “I think I deserve a little treat first . . . .” 
As I strolled through the store, I stopped and looked at a black maxi dress. Perhaps I could wear this to Abriana’s funeral? A smile crossed my face as the thought of her casket being lowered into the ground played on repeat. 
I kept walking. As I passed the skinny jeans, I paused and held a pair up against my slim waist. Cute, but not what I wanted.  Turning down an aisle, I looked at a rack of tank tops. I thumbed through them until I found one I liked. On the next rack, I grabbed a pair of shorts. Perfect! 
After slipping into the dressing room, I tried on a dark grey tank top with white print and navy shorts. Yeah, I’m definitely buying these!
Before leaving, I picked up some waterproof mascara. There, even if I force the tears, I’ll still look good.
I paid and made it out to my car. Without hesitation, I slid out of my yoga pants and into the shorts. I grabbed the tank top, pulled the tags off and threw them on the floor. I pulled it over my head and tossed the t-shirt I had been wearing on the passenger’s seat. 
Last but not least, I thought as I applied two layers of mascara. 
A smile crossed my face as I pulled out on to the highway. Watch out, MatÍ as! You’re not going to be able to resist me for much longer!
***
It took awhile, but I finally convinced my parents that they could go home and rest. A smile tugged on the corners of my lips. I couldn’t wait to spend more time with MatÍ as! 
I sat in the wooden chair next to Abriana’s bed and watched her sleep. If it wasn’t for those alarms, I could have killed her last night. Ugh  . . . Technology! 
Looking up, I watched as her chest rose and fell. The rhythm sent me into a daze. 
“Lex?” came a familiar voice. 
Spinning around, I plastered a distressed look on my face and blinked back fake tears. “Hey, Mat.” 
He pulled me into his arms and squeezed me tightly.
Yes! 
“I’m so glad they found her,” he whispered. 
I could feel his hot tears hit my bare shoulder. 
“Me too,” I lied. 
I stuck out my lower lip as he pulled away. 
“Has she been sleeping all day?” he asked.
Nodding, I drank in his features. Those long eyelashes, dark brown eyes, and strong cheekbones  . . . Sigh  . . . To die for! I forced the smile that tried to surface back down.
“Do you mind if I have some time alone with her?”
WHAT?
“Excuse me?” I asked in disbelief. 
“I’d like to sit with Abriana for awhile, alone,” he said.
“Oh, um, o- o- okay,” I stammered. 
“I mean, if that’s okay with you?” he asked. “I know it must be hard to let her out of your sight, even if it’s only for a few minutes.” 
“No, I mean, yeah. It’s fine,” I answered in a shaky voice. 
“Thanks, Lex,” he said with a sad smile.
I watched his eyes. He only looked at me for a moment before turning back to Abriana. Seething, I forced myself to take a deep breath and exhale slowly through my nose. That’s fine, MatÍ as. She isn’t going to be around for much longer  . . . So take your time and say goodbye. 
Standing up, I made my way toward the door. “Just text me when you’re getting ready to leave. I don’t want Bri to be left alone, at all.” 
“Will do,” he said as he turned away from me and pulled a chair next to Abriana’s hospital bed. 
Thoughts bombarded my mind as I made my way out into the hallway. I needed Abriana to die  . . . But my first priority had to be killing Easton. I can’t have that man spilling any of my secrets! 



Chapter Sixteen
Abriana
“Abriana, honey, time to wake up,” a familiar voice whispered.
“Huh?” I responded groggily. 
“Doctor Porter is here and she wants to take a look at you.” 
My eyelashes fluttered open to my mother’s warm smile. Scanning the room, I took in the machines and the bright fluorescent lights secured into the ceiling. 
“Do you need help getting up?” asked Doctor Porter. 
Stretching my arms above my head, I groaned. “No, I think I can get it.” 
Dr. Porter studied my face as I eased into a sitting position. 
Why is she looking at me like that? 
“Abriana, you’ve been through an awful lot,” Dr. Porter said in an empathetic voice. 
I nodded in agreement as I pulled on a stray thread attached to the blanket covering my body.
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
I shrugged.
“Abriana,” my mother said. Her brows were bunched together and her tne was soft and low. 
Smoothing out the blanket, I looked up at Dr. Porter. “Everything is sore. I’m scared to go to sleep, and I haven’t showered in days.”
Dr. Porter took a step closer. “The soreness should subside soon and you can definitely take a shower once I’m done examining you. Why are you scared to go to sleep?” 
Averting my gaze, I mumbled, “I’m afraid someone will take me again.” 
“Abriana, we won’t let that happen again,” my mother said as she stood and wrapped her arms around my neck. She kissed me on the cheek and gave me a tight squeeze before letting go.
Dr. Porter continued to study my face. “Abriana, the detectives have released a statement. Easton Pierce is in a coma and he has two police officers outside of his hospital room at all times.”
“Sweetheart,” my mother said, reaching for my hand, “he can’t get you.” 
My chest began to rise and fall more rapidly. “No, but she can.” 
Dr. Porter pressed her lips together, but she didn’t say anything. 
My mother squeezed my hand. “The police are looking into it, Bri. They also have someone posted outside your hospital door. You’re safe. I promise.” 
Why doesn’t anyone believe me? 
I rubbed my face with both hands. Blinking back tears, I looked at Dr. Porter. “Can we please just get this exam over?” 
She nodded and walked over to the hospital bed. “Please lay back down,” she instructed. 
After several minutes of questions, poking, and prodding, she asked me to sit up. “Abriana, I’m concerned about the cut on your leg. I think it’s best if we give you a tetanus shot and a round of antibiotics.”
“Okay,” I responded.
“How did you get this cut?” asked Dr. Porter, her voice full of caution. 
“Easton’s accomplice. She cut me with a knife,” I quavered with fresh tears in my eyes.
The doctor and my mother exchanged glances.
They don’t believe me. I bit my lip and stared through the small window in the corner on the opposite side of the room. Anger and sadness swelled in my chest. 
“I’ll be right back,” said Doctor Porter. 
“Okay,” I mumbled. 
Unable to look at my mother’s face, I laid back down and closed my eyes. I pulled the blanket up around my chin. Why did Easton pick me? Why did I have to go through all of this mess?
“Oh, Abriana. sweetheart! Please don’t be upset,” said my mother. She leaned down and gave me a hug. She smelled like roses and lilacs. “Everything is going to be okay. I promise,” she said in a quiet voice full of sadness.
Tears threatened to stream down my face. “There was someone else, Mom. I’m not lying. She cut me and she shot Easton!” 
My mother ran her hand over my hair. “I’m sorry, Abriana. No one should have to go through what you did.” 
She’s avoiding the subject! If my own mother doesn’t believe me, how can I expect anyone else to? 
The tears began to fall and they didn’t stop until Doctor Porter came back into the room. She had a syringe and a package of pills. 
After giving me the shot, she handed me a plastic cup filled with water and a large pill. 
“You’ll need to take these twice a day, after a meal, with a full glass of water,” she instructed. “In the meantime, you should put antibiotic cream on your cut.”
I looked down at the jagged red line snaking up my leg.
“Sure,” I responded.
“I’ll leave some on the counter and you can apply it after you get out of the shower.”
“Thanks,” I replied quietly.
“Also,” said Doctor Porter, “after going through such a traumatic event and having residual side effects, I’d like to prescribe you some medication to help with anxiety.” 
I wiped my damp cheeks with the back of my hand. 
“It will also help you sleep,” explained the doctor. 
Nodding, I looked toward the window and watched as raindrops spattered against the glass. 
“Is it okay if I give your mother the prescription? She can fill it in the pharmacy downstairs and you can start taking it tonight.” 
I nodded again. 
After she wrote out the prescription on a small pad she dug out of her pocket, she ripped it off and handed it to my mother. “Abriana,” said Doctor Porter, “we’re planning on releasing you tomorrow. But, before you go home, we need you to talk to one of our psychologists.” 
“Why?” I asked.
“You need someone to help you process this terrible event,” said Doctor Porter. “And that someone should be a trained psychologist.” 
An uncomfortable feeling swept through my core. What if the psychologist doesn’t believe me either?
“That’s fine,” I said. 
“Wonderful,” responded Doctor Porter. “I’ll have Dr. Gillian stop down later this afternoon.” 
“Now—”
Before she could finish, Alexa burst through the doors with a frantic expression on her face. “Abriana, are you okay?” 
“What?” I asked, my brows lifting in confusion. 
Alexa rushed over to my bed and plopped down. “Wait,” she exclaimed, “didn’t you hear?” 
“Hear what, Alexa?” asked my mother.
“It’s Easton,” she responded. “A bunch of doctors just rushed into his room. It looks like he’s going to die!” 
Doctor Porter frowned. “Excuse me? Where did you hear that?” 
Alexa looked at the doctor. “They had a crash cart. I’m not an idiot!” 
My heart began to slam in my chest like a jackhammer breaking through concrete. My hands trembled as I brought them to my face. “He’s dying?” 
Alexa nodded with a smile on her face. “Bri, the guy who kidnapped you is going to die! You never have to worry about him again!” she said, wrapping her arms around me.
A mixture of guilt and relief surged through my body and shook me to the core. 



Chapter Seventeen
Alexa
Trying to appear sincere, I continued to hug Abriana. “This is a good thing, Bri! Why are you crying?” 
Pulling away from my embrace, my sister’s petite frame curled up into the fetal position and she began to rock back and forth.
“Mrs. Vega, perhaps filling that prescription now would be helpful,” suggested the doctor to my mother. “In the meantime, I’m going have one of the nurses administer a dose.” 
Our mother’s complexion turned pale. “I can’t leave Abriana right now,” she said. 
Rubbing Abriana’s back, I looked over at my mother and gave her an encouraging nod. “It’s okay, Mom. I’m here.” 
A moment later, she nodded and scurried out of the room.
“Bri, it’s okay,” I said in a soothing voice. Don’t worry, big sis; it will all be over soon. You’ll be six feet under and I’ll live happily ever after with MatÍ as. 
A nurse wearing light blue scrubs entered the room, interrupting my thoughts. 
“Abriana, I have some medication that will help you calm down. I just need to give you a quick shot. Is that okay?” 
She didn’t respond. Instead, she continued rocking back and forth, back and forth. 
The nurse walked over to the side of the bed and reached for Abriana’s shoulder. “I need you to be still for a moment.”
Instead of slowing down, Abriana’s body rocked even faster. 
The nurse looked at me, her blue eyes full of concern. “I’m going to need to get some help. I’ll be right back.” 
As she left the room, I cut my eyes at Abriana. Forever the victim, Abriana! Why do you always need SOOO many people to care and worry about you? Ugh!  
A few moments later, the nurse came back with two orderlies. 
“Please hold her down while I give her the injection,” she instructed.
I stood up as a man and a woman walked up to the bed. I wish they would hold her down while I smother her with a pillow. 
Watching Abriana fight against the orderlies sent shivers down my spine. I love seeing you suffer, I thought to myself with a smirk. 
Once she had been pinned down, the nurse quickly jabbed the needle into her backside. A few seconds later, she stopped flailing and the orderlies released her body.
“What’s going on here?” asked a familiar voice, full of disbelief. 
My heart soared. MatÍ as! Quick! Bring out the waterworks! 
Pretending to sniffle, I turned toward him and buried my face into his broad chest. “It’s all my fault,” I cried.
He stood with his hands at his sides. “What’s happening to Abriana?” 
“I told her Easton was dying and she freaked out. She started rolling back and forth and wouldn’t stop!” 
Stepping away and leaving me off balance, MatÍ as rushed to Abriana’s side.
Stop trying to rescue someone who doesn’t love you. Disgust surged through as I saw his worried frown. Hmmmm  . . . Maybe I should have faked my own kidnapping instead of this elaborate mess with Abriana? Ugh! I could have had MatÍ as all to myself by now! 
Cursing myself, I watched as MatÍ as knelt next to Abriana’s hospital bed and gently picked up her hand. Bringing it to his lips, he brushed it with a light kiss and then held it against his cheek.
I scowled as he closed his eyes and whispered a prayer. No one is going to be able to save her from me. No one! 
“I’m going to go get some coffee,” I muttered as I headed toward the door. 
MatÍ as didn’t bother responding or even turning around. 
You know what, MatÍ as? You better lay off this pity party for Abriana. If you don’t, I’m going to make you pay for it. I stomped out of the room and into the hallway of the hospital. 
***
Staring at my phone, I waited for MatÍ as to call. I pictured what the conversation would sound like and happiness I would feel inside.
“Alexa, I need to talk to you,” he would say.
“About what?” I would ask with big doe eyes.
He would pause, building the suspense that was ready to detonate deep inside my body.
“I love you,” he would whisper. 
“Pardon?” I would ask, pretending to be surprised.
“I love you,” he would repeat. “I always have and I always will.” 
“What about Abriana?” I would ask in fake disbelief. 
“I was just using her to get closer to you,” he would explain, his voice choked with shame. “I know it was wrong, but I didn’t know what else to do?” 
“MatÍ as, I have to admit something too,” I would say. “I love you, too.” 
He would demand to see me and I would give in.
A smile would cross my face as he would pull up in front of the house. When Abriana would go to open the front door, he would rush past her and scoop me up in his arms. Smothering me with a passionate kiss, Abriana’s jaw would drop and tears would fall down her cheeks. 
“Sorry, Bri,” I would say with a smirk. 
“What’s meant to be, will be,” MatÍ as would say with a smile before kissing me again.
“You okay?” Detective Lock drawled.
Shaking my head, the images of MatÍ as’ lips meeting mine faded. “Um, yeah. I’m fine. Sorry, just day dreaming.” 
“Kind of a strange place to be day dreaming,” replied the detective. 
I shrugged. How dare he question me! 
I stared into his pale blue eyes. “So, what’s up?” I asked, trying not to sound suspicious. 
“You’re mother and father told me that you witnessed a crash cart entering Easton Pierce’s room.” 
“Yeah,” I responded. “Did the bastard die?” 
Rubbing his chin slowly with his thumb and forefinger, he looked at me with a furrowed brow. “Is that what you want?” 
I frowned as I crossed my arms. “Excuse me?” 
“Do you want Easton Pierce to die?” he asked.
Is this some kind of trick question? 
“He hurt my sister. He gets whatever is coming his way,” I spat. 
Detective Lock leaned back and smoothed out his tie. “Don’t you want justice for your sister?” 
I answered his question with a question of my own, “Don’t you think Easton Pierce deserves to die for what he did to my sister?” 
“An eye for an eye kind of girl,” stated Detective Lock with a thin smile. 
Uncrossing my arms, I reached for my cup of lukewarm coffee. Taking a sip, I scrunched up my nose at the bitter, cheap coffee.  
Detective Lock cleared his throat as he watched me drink from the white ceramic mug. 
Setting the cup down, I met his gaze. “So is he dead or what?” 
“At this time, Easton Pierce is in critical condition,” said Detective Lock. 
Anger flared up and threatened to boil over. Instead of screaming out in rage, I raked my teeth over my bottom lip. Why won’t you just die already, Easton? Now I’m going to have to figure out a way to get past those police officers and into your room, all so I can kill you, because you just won’t DIE!
The detective drummed his fingers on the table. “Next time you find out information vital to the case, perhaps you should run it by us before you tell your sister.”
“Excuse me?” 
“Alexa, you have to try and understand,” Detective Lock explained, holding his hands out, fingers splayed. “Your sister is beyond traumatized and bombarding her with this kind of information is dangerous to her already fragile psyche,” Detective Lock said in a firm tone.
Great! Now she has you under her thumb too! Ugh! That little . . . 
“I thought it would help,” I said, looking down at the table. That’s right, convince him you feel terrible about hurting Abriana. “I feel really bad.”  
He nodded his head and then yawned.
“Tired?” I asked.
“I guess so,” he responded as he stared at me. 
Why is he staring at me again? 
“Strange,” he said. 
Turning my cup with my fingertips, I responded, “What?” 
“Most people yawn when they see someone else do it. You didn’t,” he said.
I frowned. “I guess I’m just not tired.” 
“Guess not,” he replied. 
An awkward silence filled the space between us. 
“Any luck on finding this elusive other attacker?” I asked with hope in my voice.
He shook his head. “We still don’t have any evidence, besides what your sister has told us, that there was another person involved.” 
“Hmmm,” I murmured. 
“Alexa, do you think your sister shot Easton?” asked Detective Lock.
“Honestly,” I paused, “I want to say no because that’s what she told me, but . . . ” 
Detective Lock leaned in closer, “But what?” 
“But, when I think about it, I always come to the same conclusion,” I said.
“Which is?” asked Detective Lock.
“That Abriana shot Easton.”



Chapter Eighteen
Abriana
In a drugged haze, I looked into MatÍ as’ chocolate brown eyes. 
“MatÍ as? Is that you?” I whispered.
“I’m here, Abriana. I’m here,” he said in a comforting voice.
My body melted as he picked up my hand, stroking it gently. 
“How are you feeling?” he asked, his eyes warm and full of concern.
I pulled the thin blanket up to my chin. “They don’t believe me.” 
MatÍ as’ brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?” 
“There was someone else,” I said. “She killed Easton and she tried to kill me.” 
He reached under the blanket and found my hand. Weaving his fingers with mine, he gave my hand a small squeeze. “I believe you, Abriana.” 
“Really?” I asked in disbelief.
“Of course,” he responded.
A weak smile crossed my face. “Thank you.” 
He brought my hand to his lips and kissed it gently. “You don’t have to thank me, Bri. I’ll always be here for you. No matter what.” 
Goose bumps snaked up my arms and down my neck. Mmmmm  . . . I inhaled his intoxicating scent. Memories of our first kiss floated through my clouded mind. We were sitting on his parents’ front porch. The moon peeked out from behind a wispy cloud and a light breeze cut through the humid air. MatÍ as reached forward and brushed a fallen lock of hair off my face. I remembered inhaling sharply as his fingertips met my skin. Abriana, you’re so beautiful, he murmured before cupping my chin and brushing his lips against mine. My first kiss  . . . It couldn’t have been any more perfect.    
“Abriana,” said MatÍ as, interrupting my trip down memory lane. 
“Yes?” I replied.
His velvet brown eyes stared intently into mine. “I know this isn’t the right time or anything . . . ” he trailed off. Taking a deep breath, he continued, “But I just want you to know that I will always love you and I want to be here for you. Not just that, I want to protect you and keep you safe from anything bad ever happening again.” 
Everything felt warm and fuzzy. “I’d like that, MatÍ as.”
“Really?” he asked in a hopeful voice. 
“Yes.”  
MatÍ as leaned over and pulled me in for an embrace. Stroking my hair, he whispered into my ear, “I love—” 
Before he could finish, someone entered the room and gasped. 
“Are you two getting back together?” fumed Alexa.
MatÍ as’ eyes went wide as he quickly pulled away from my side. 
“Lex, it isn’t—”
With her hands on her hips, she snarled, “It isn’t what it looks like?” 
Walking through the door with a white bag from the pharmacy, my mother frowned. “Whoa, what’s going on here?” 
Sticking out her lower lip, Alexa pouted, “Abriana is already jumping back into a relationship with MatÍ as. She hasn’t even left the hospital yet. I don’t think the psychologist would approve of this!”
“What?” asked my mother in a concerned voice.  
I tried to make sense of everything going on around me. The drug haze had started to lift, but still left me feeling a strange mixture of relaxed and overly alert. 
Clearing my throat, I looked at my sister. “Alexa, you’re overreacting, and Mom, you have nothing to worry about.” 
Before anyone could say anything else, a woman wearing a navy skirt and a cream sweater walked into the room. 
“I’m Dr. Gillian,” she announced. “Is it all right if I spend some time alone with Abriana?” 
“Sure,” muttered Alexa.
“Honey, are you sure you can handle this?” asked my mom. 
I gave an encouraging nod. 
MatÍ as released my hand. “I’ll be here when you’re done.” 
After the door shut, Dr. Gillian gave me an understanding smile. “Sounds like a lot is going on. Mind if I sit down?” 
“That’s fine,” I answered.
I watched as she carefully lowered her body into the worn chair across the room. Her blonde hair had been swept up into a perfect bun. Everything about her looked neat and orderly. 
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
“Out of it,” I admitted. “This medicine is really messing with my head.” 
Dr. Gillian nodded. “That’s understandable.” 
“Other than that . . . ” I trailed off.
“Other than that what?” she asked.
I inhaled deeply and exhaled. “Well, the police just found me after being kidnapped for who knows how long and the man responsible for it is apparently dying. So, I might never get any answers. Then, there’s the other person that no one seems to believe ever even existed. But she did! I swear she did!” 
My heart started to race in my chest. I tried to take a deep breath, but failed.
“I believe you,” said Dr. Gillian. 
My eyes narrowed in on her. “What?” 
Resting her chin on her hand, she repeated herself, “I believe you.” 
My anxiety melted away like snow on a warm day. 
I shifted my body nervously. “Really? Or is this just some type of trick.” 
“Why do you think I don’t believe you?” she asked.
Shrugging, I said, “Because no one else does.” 
***
After Dr. Gillian left, I collapsed into the hospital bed and closed my eyes. I thought about her recommendations. I’d like you to come in two to three times a week for the next month. We should be able to start cutting down after that, but we have a lot of work to do first. 
I shivered as I recalled asking her if she ever thought I would feel normal again. Will you ever be the same girl you were before this event? No. But that doesn’t mean that you can’t create a new normal, one that is just as fulfilling and comforting as the old normal. 
Sick of lying down, I swung my legs over the bed and stretched my arms above my head. Time for a shower!
A smile crossed my face as my eyes landed on a plastic shower caddy. My mom must have brought this for me. Next to the caddy, were two outfits, both folded up and stacked neatly. 
After turning on the shower, I slipped out of the hospital gown and stepped into the piping hot water. As it cascaded down my back, I pulled out a loofa and my vanilla body wash. 
Covering my body in the fragrant bubbles, I closed my eyes and pretended that Easton Pierce had never been born.
***
“Abriana? Are you okay in there?” my mother asked, cracking the bathroom door open.
“Yes, Mom,” I replied. “I’m almost done.” 
Standing with my eyes closed, I tried to let the hot water wash away my pain and fear. Failing miserably at both, I finally turned off the tap and wrapped a towel around my body and one in my hair. 
Looking at the two outfits, I opted for the sweatpants and t-shirt. 
Emerging from the bathroom, I found my mother sitting in the same chair as Dr. Gillian. She believes me, Mom. Why don’t you?
Shaking my head, I pulled the towel off my head and squeezed the water out of my hair. “Thanks for bringing my shower stuff,” I said. 
“I thought it might make you feel better.” She reached into her purse. “I thought this might help too,” she said, handing me a cell phone. 
My eyebrows knitted together in confusion.
“We got you a new phone,” she explained.
A broad smile spread across my face. “Thank you so much!” I exclaimed, cradling it in my hands. It seems like I haven’t used one of these in forever. 
“I do need to warn you though,” my mom said. “You have a lot of voicemails and texts. I don’t want it to overwhelm you.” 
I nodded. 
“Also,” she said, “someone made a Facebook page for you and your story is all over the news.”
I swallowed hard. “The news?” 
She nodded. “There are reporters waiting outside of the hospital. They’ve been there since you first arrived.” 
I turned on the phone and watched as the screen lit up. Wow, she wasn’t joking. I scrolled through text messages sent by friends, classmates, and some from numbers I didn’t even recognize. 
Tapping on the screen, I opened up a webpage and typed in, “Abriana Vega.” A moment later, the page filled with links to reports of my kidnapping, a page offering a $10,000 dollar reward for my safe return, and one titled, “Easton Pierce: Online Dating Gone Terribly Wrong.” Isn’t that the understatement of the year!
Suddenly feeling overwhelmed, I set the phone down and looked at my mother. “Would you mind if I had a few moments to myself?” 
Her brow furrowed. “Sweetheart, I’m not sure it’s a good idea for you to be by yourself right now?” 
“I’m fine. I just need a few moment to myself,” I reassured her.
“Okay,” she said running her thumb across her tightly pressed lips. “I’m going to go get a cup of coffee from the cafeteria. If you need anything, just call me.” 
“I will. Thanks, Mom.” 
She kissed me on top of the head. “Te amo.” 
“Love you, too,” I replied. 
Once she left, I reached over and picked up the remote to the small television hanging from the ceiling in the corner of the room. I clicked the On button and waited. Suddenly, my jaw dropped. One of my senior portraits filled the screen. 
“Welcome to the six o’clock news. If you haven’t already heard, Abriana Vega has been found,” said a man with wavy black hair and bright white teeth. 
“It’s truly wonderful,” said a woman wearing a red dress with a fitted black sweater.
“It certainly is,” said the man with a toothy smile. “We have reports that she is still in the hospital, but doing well.”
The woman nodded. “Remember, if you would like to send Abriana an encouraging message, please stop by the Facebook page her sister made for her. It is called, “Bring Abriana Home!” 
The man looked into the camera. “What a loving sister.” 
“Yes. She must be so thrilled her sister is back,” said the woman. 
The woman put her hand to her ear. “Okay, it seems as though we have breaking news from the hospital. Let’s cut to Don for an update.” 
A man stood in front of the hospital holding a microphone and an umbrella. “Thanks, Lauren.” He motioned over his shoulder. “Don Reyes here, reporting from St. Theresa’s Hospital. We have just exclusively learned that Easton Pierce had a life threatening turn earlier today. Witnesses report doctors and nurses entering his room with a crash cart. Although we haven’t received an official statement from his doctors, reports are filtering in that he has in fact recovered from today’s event, and that he is responsive.” 
“Responsive?” asked Lauren, the anchorwoman. 
“Yes,” said Don. “You’re hearing it first here on WLVS. Reports are coming in that Easton Pierce is awake and reportedly talking to detectives as we speak.”
A muted scream escaped from my lips. Anger, empathy, and a sliver of happiness bounced around inside my body. Easton is alive. He didn’t die. Now he can tell them that there was someone else! 
“Any word if he has confessed?” asked the man with the black hair. 
“No word of any confessions,” said Don. “But we’ll be here waiting for further updates. Until then, back to you at the studio.” 
I pressed the Mute button and rubbed my eyes. I couldn’t believe it  . . . Easton Pierce is alive. 



Chapter Nineteen
Alexa
I scrubbed my hands with scorching hot water until they were raw. The news headlines ran through my head on a constant reel. Easton Pierce makes a miraculous recovery! Easton Pierce is scheduled to speak with detectives later today. Will he confess? When will the infamous Easton Pierce head to jail? 
A smile tugged at the corners of my lips. He’s not going to make it to jail. I’m going to kill him first! 
Tucking my ponytail up into the navy hat I had stolen from a nearby locker, I stared at my reflection in the mirror. The image looking back at me wore a smug smile. The hat matched a one-piece dark blue jumpsuit with a nametag that read, “MarÍ a.”  
Don’t mind me, your friendly, non-English speaking janitor. 
Pulling the hat down low, I grabbed a wet floor sign and a bucket filled with warm soapy water and a mop. 
Here I come, Easton . . . 
***
Ding. A moment later, the elevator doors opened. Stepping through, I kept my gaze on the floor and pulled the cleaning supplies behind me. 
My heart started to race as I approached the two police officers guarding Easton’s door. I forced myself to take a deep breath. Calm down, Alexa! 
“Yo estoy aquÍ para limpiar el piso,” I said quietly. 
“What did she say?” asked one of the policemen loudly. 
“Yo estoy aquÍ para limpiar el piso,” I repeated. 
“Roger, I think she’s here to clean the floors,” the other policeman said. 
The man nodded and turned toward me; he spoke slowly in a very loud voice, “You may clean.”
Idiot! 
“Gracias,” I muttered as I crossed through the small space between the two uniform-clad men. 
Easton sat in the bed, staring at the ceiling. His wrists and ankles were cuffed to the bedrails. He had a large bandage covering half of his face with a few tuffs of hair matted to his forehead. 
He didn’t even look up as I reached down and turned on a song on my iPhone. 
I imagined picking up the bucket and slamming it against the side of his head. Ooh, the sickening crack it would make  . . . Mmmmm! I shivered in delight. 
Turning up the music a little louder, I started to mop in the far corner of the room. When I neared his bed, I dropped the mop and leaned over to pick it up off the floor.
“Don’t react,” I said in a low voice. 
Easton tried to sit up, but failed. “Is that you?” he whispered loudly.
“I said don’t react,” I snarled. 
Turning my back toward the door, I made eye contact with him for the first time since I pulled the trigger.
Easton opened to mouth to alert the police officers outside of his door.
“Don’t even think about it,” I growled.
His mouth snapped shut and he glared at the ceiling. “Give me one good reason.” 
The taller of the two police officers turned around and stared at me. “Is he giving you any trouble?” 
I pretended not to understand what he said and kept mopping. A few seconds later, he shrugged and turned around. 
I continued to push the mop around the room and dunked it in the water. 
“Alexa,” he spat. “Answer me!” 
Push, pull, push, pull. 
“Are you seriously ignoring me?” A moment later, he let out a quiet growl. “You tried to kill me,” he said under his breath. 
I let out a sigh as I pulled the mop over a stubborn red substance on the floor. “I should have shot you twice. Then I wouldn’t have to be here right now.” 
Easton bit his lower lip. “I’m counting to three,” he whispered. “If you haven’t told me what the hell you’re doing here, I’m going scream at the top of my lungs.” 
“No, no you won’t,” I said with a smile.
“Why not?” 
I ran my tongue over my lower lip. Reaching in my pocket, I pulled out a folded piece of paper. Carefully opening it, I held it in my palm. “This is why,” I mouthed. 
Easton’s skin turned pale and his jaw dropped. “You wouldn’t.” 
I arched an eyebrow and crumpled the piece of paper in between my fingers. “Oh, but I would.” 
Easton’s chest rose and fell rapidly. “What else do you want from me?” he whispered in a frantic voice.
I turned up the music a little bit louder. “To confess. Leave me out of it and I won’t kill your little brother,” I smirked. “Also, tell them Abriana shot you.” 
“Ma’am, you are not allowed to speak to the prisoner,” said one of the police officers. 
Plastering on an innocent look, I turned down the volume and slumped my shoulders. “¿PerdÓ n?” 
“She’s not going to understand what you just said, you moron,” the other officer said. “She doesn’t speak English.” 
Perfect, they fell for it. Idiots! 
I quickly slipped the balled up picture into my pocket. Winking at Easton, I blew a kiss before turning around and pulling the mop and dirty water behind me. 
***
My hands shook with excitment as I entered the janitor’s closet. Problem solved. I changed out of the one-piece uniform and into a pair of scrubs. I grabbed the duffel bag I had carefully placed on top of a large wire locker and shoved the uniform in.
Before walking out the door, I wiped down the mop and anything else I had touched. Satisfied I had erased any trace of evidence, I tucked up a stray strand of hair in my hat and put on a pair of aviators. Time to get out of here. I thought with a wicked smile. 
I pushed through the door and kept my head low. Looking straight ahead, I kept my eyes focused on the Exit sign at the end of the hallway. 
As I neared the doors leading outside, my thoughts drifted to MatÍ as. What does he even see in her? When she had broken up with him, he had looked like a little kid who had lost their favorite toy. I remember opening the door to his tear-stained face time and time again after she dumped him. He had never given up on her. I shook my head and rolled my eyes. I wonder how long it will take him to get over Abriana once she’s dead? I could find someone else in the mean time  . . . Seems like a waste of my time though. MatÍ as is my future, why should I have to wait to be with him? 
I shook my head as I pushed the door open. Whatever  . . . Abriana will be gone soon and everything will be perfect. Especially—”
“Ma’am,” came a voice from down the hall, interrupting my thoughts. “Ma’am!” 
My heart began to pound in my chest. Don’t stop. Just keep walking!
“Ma’am!”
I picked up my speed and slung the over-sized bag over my shoulder. 
Only a few feet from the door, my blood turned ice cold as someone’s voice boomed out, “Someone stop her!” 
 
 
 



Two Days Later . . . 



Chapter Twenty
Abriana
“Are you ready to go home, Abriana?” asked Doctor Porter.
Her sickly sweet perfume floated through the air and overwhelmed my senses. Staring at the wall, I focused on an exposed bent nail.
“Abriana?” 
“Ah, yeah,” I murmured as I shook my head out of the mental fog it had been lost in. “I mean, I think so.” 
Doctor Porter gave me a warm smile. “Have you set up your appointments with Dr. Gillian?” 
“Yes,” I answered quietly with burning cheeks. I can’t believe I have to keep reliving all of this mess with a psychologist. 
“It’s for the best,” said Doctor Porter. “Trust me.” 
I tugged at my hospital bracelet on my wrist. Yeah, right! I won’t trust anyone ever again! Well, except my family and maybe MatÍ as!
After an awkward pause, Doctor Porter shifted her weight and gave me another smile. “Remember to keep applying antibiotic cream on the cut on your forehead and your leg. They should heal up nicely in a few more days.” 
“Got it,” I replied.
Doctor Porter stepped forward and shook my hand. Her ice-cold fingers chilled me to the bone. “Good luck, Abriana.” 
“Thanks,” I replied.
Without another word, she walked out of the room, her flats sliding across the smooth floor.
“Are you riding with me, Bri?” asked Alexa from the chair in the corner.
“Sure,” I replied. “Just let me get my things.” 
Walking around the room, I filled a small canvas bag with the clothing my mother had brought from home, a hairbrush, and a bottle of my favorite face wash. 
“Okay, I think I’m ready,” I said, as I looked around the room one last time. I hope I never have to come back here again! 
Alexa slung her arm over my shoulder. “Let’s go, Bri. The sooner we get out of here the better!” 
A smile tugged at the corners of my lips. “I don’t know what I would do without you, Lex.” 
Her eyes filled with tears as she wrapped both arms around my neck. Giving me a tight squeeze, she whispered, “Love you, sis,” into my ear. 
“Love you, too, Alexa.” 
***
As we walked down the hall, I heard a familiar voice. Spinning around, a feeling of happiness washed over me. 
“Abriana,” exclaimed MatÍ as with a huge smile on his face. “Thank goodness! I thought you had already left.” 
He pulled me into his arms and sighed contently. “I’m so glad you’re going home today.” 
His cologne washed over me. “Me too,” I murmured. 
He released me and ran his fingers down my arm, causing a trail of goose bumps to erupt in their path. “Are you leaving right now?” 
“Yeah,” I said, “Lex is about to take me home.” 
His smile fell slightly, before his trademark grin reappeared. “Lex, any chance I could bring Abriana home instead?” 
I watched as her eyes went dark and a frown appeared on her face. 
“Really?” she asked in a snappy tone.
Wow,
she took that pretty hard!
“It’s okay, Lex,” I said, trying to diffuse the situation. “MatÍ as, can you just meet us at my mom and dad’s house?” 
Disappointment crossed his face. “Yeah, I guess. I mean, yeah. That’s fine.” 
I gave him an encouraging nod.
He ran his thumb along my jawline. “Okay. See you in a bit. I just need to stop by the store and grab something quick. Do you need anything?”
“I don’t think so  . . . Lex? Need anything?” I asked.
“Nope,” she responded curtly. “I’m good.” 
MatÍ as leaned down and kissed me on the cheek. “See you soon.” 
He turned around and walked down the hall in the opposite direction. 
“Ready?” I asked Alexa.
“Yeah,” she responded. “Let’s go.”
Alexa and I walked the rest of the way to the car in silence. By the time we got there, the tension in the air was thick enough to cut with a knife.
Click. I adjusted the strap on my seatbelt and nervously shifted my weight. “Lex?” 
She exhaled loudly. “Yeah?” 
“Why did you get so funny when MatÍ as offered me a ride home?” I asked.
Alexa turned the key in the ignition and the car purred to life. “I really don’t want to talk about it.” 
I frowned. “What?”
“I said I don’t want to talk about it,” she repeated.
A sick feeling spread through my core. “Alexa, what’s going on?” 
Keeping the car in park, she turned away from me and looked out the window. I watched as she raked her teeth over her lower lip. 
“Alexa, tell me what the hell is going on,” I said in a firm, but low voice. 
“I’m so sorry,” she apologized as fresh tears dropped from her eyes. “It’s all my fault.” 
My eyes went wide. “What are you talking about?” 
She covered her eyes with her hands and sobbed loudly. “Everything! It’s all my fault.”
My heart started to thump loudly and I could feel the blood pulsing in my temples. “Alexa,” I said slowly. “What are you talking about?” 
“I’m so sorry, Bri! Will you ever be able to forgive me for what I’ve done?” 
I turned and placed my hands on her shoulders. Forcing her to turn toward me, I asked her one last time, “Alexa, what did you do?” 



Chapter Twenty-One
Alexa
Looking out the window, I tried not to let a smile take over my forced somber face. Pressing my lips together, I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly.
“Lex! Talk to me!” demanded Abriana.
“Bri,” I said, pausing for a moment, letting Abriana squirm. “It’s about MatÍ as.” 
Abriana’s lips parted, but nothing came out. 
“While you were gone . . . ” I paused again. Ooooh! I love making her squirm! “While you were gone, something happened with MatÍ as.” 
Abriana bit down on her lower lip and her complexion went pale. “What do you mean something happened with MatÍ as?” 
“We were out putting up posters and  . . . well  . . . he kissed me.” 
I watched as Abriana’s face fell. “Wh-wh-what?” she stammered.
My shoulders slumped and I wiped away an imaginary tear. “Well, we were out and talking about how much we missed you, and then he just leaned over and kissed me.”
Abriana’s hands began to tremble. Come on! Start crying! You weak, selfish, little excuse for a human being! 
“Take me home, now,” she said in a quiet voice.
Blinking my long eyelashes, I brushed a stray lock of dark brown hair off her face. 
“Don’t touch me!” she snapped.
There’s the reaction I was looking for! 
“But, I’m so sorry, Bri!” I pleaded. “I had no idea he was going to try and kiss me! I swear!” 
Abriana pulled on her hospital bracelet before exhaling loudly. “I said, take me home,” she repeated.
I threw my arms around her neck and tried to give her a convincing hug. “I’m so sorry, Bri! He said he was totally over you and that he had always liked me! I guess I just got caught up in the moment.” 
A wicked grin snuck across my face as my sister’s body went rigid. 
“Lex, please just take me home.” 
I felt a hot tear hit my shoulder as I released her petite frame. 
Aw! Poor Abriana is crying! 
“I’m so sorry, Bri! I never would have let it happen if I would have known you wanted to get back together with him,” I apologized in a sugary sweet voice. 
Abriana’s body remained stiff. “We aren’t back together.” 
“Oh,” I said with a frown on my face. “I just thought when I saw you two in the hospital holding hands that you were already back together.” 
Abriana ran her hands through her hair. “Seriously, Lex?” 
I gave her my best big doe eyes. “What?” 
Her face turned a deep shade of red. “Do you not get it? Somebody kidnapped me and tried to kill me!” 
My jaw dropped open. “I was just trying to be honest . . . ” 
She balled her fists until her knuckles turned white. “So, as someone had me tied up and blindfolded, you were making out with my ex? Did you think that would help in some messed up way? I mean really, Lex? Come on!” 
Um  . . . Excuse me? This is not how this is supposed to go! She is supposed to get pissed at MatÍ as, not me! 
“I’m sorry,” I apologized quietly. 
“Whatever,” she muttered. “Just take—”
Before she could finish someone knocked on the window, sending my shoulders up to my ears. 
Abriana rolled down her window and Detective Lock’s face appeared. 
“Alexa,” he said, nodding, “Abriana,” he said, nodding again. 
“Hey, Detective Lock,” said Abriana.
He leaned forward, resting his arms on the open space the window usually occupied. “Listen, I have something I wanted to talk to you and your family about. Are you headed home?” 
Abriana reached down and grabbed the canvas bag off the floor. “Actually, could you give me a ride home?” she asked Detective Lock.
He arched an eyebrow. “Sure. I’d be happy to.” 
“Abriana, wait!” I cried. 
She turned to face me with a hurt expression washed across her face. “I’ll see you at home, Lex.” 
As she got out of the car, a small balled up piece of paper fell out and landed on the pavement in the parking garage. 
My heart went from zero to one hundred in a matter of milliseconds. Oh no! Not this again! My mind shot back two days ago when someone stopped me a few feet away from the exit door in the hospital basement. Ma’am! Ma’am! Someone stop her! When I felt the hand on my shoulder, I just knew it was all over. Ma’am! You dropped this! I spun around and came face to face with a small Hispanic woman with kind eyes and wrinkled skin. Here, she said handing me the same balled up piece of paper that had just fallen out of the car. Little did she know, it contained a picture of Easton’s brother with a thick red X over his face and the words, “My Next Victim,” written above it in bold letters.  
¡Oh, gracias! I had exclaimed as relief swept through my body. ¡Muchas gracias! I remember my hand shaking slightly as I held it out. 
De nada, she said as she dropped the paper in my outstretched hand. The corners of her eyes crinkled as she smiled. She reminded me of my abuela.
The car door slammed, bringing me back to reality. 
“See you at the house,” said Detective Lock as he banged on the top of the car twice. 
Please walk away! Please walk away! Don’t see the paper!
As he turned, I let out a sigh of relief. 
“Oh, Alexa,” said the detective turning around. “You dropped something.” 
NO! 
He leaned down and picked up the paper. “What’s this?” 
Trying to remain calm, I shook my head. “Nothing. Ah, it’s nothing.” 
My breath caught in my chest as he started to pull it apart. 
“Hey!” I exclaimed loudly. “Don’t you need a warrant to do that?” 
He ran his tongue over his bottom lip and gave me a cautious smile. “I wasn’t really going to look.” 
“Whatever,” I said in a snotty tone. “It’s private.” 
“I see that,” he said as he tossed the paper through the open window. 
Rolling my eyes, I took a deep breath and exhaled through clenched teeth. “I’ll see you at the house.” 
Putting the car into park, I pulled out of the parking space and headed toward the exit. 
That was close! Way too close! 
***
After a few minutes drive, I pulled over and pushed in the car lighter. 
Time to get rid of this evidence . . . 
When the lighter popped, I pulled it out and opened the door slightly. Touching the sortching hot metal to the paper, it caught fire within a matter of seconds. I held it as the flames licked up the sides of the paper. As the sides curled and dropped off, relief filled my core. There, that’s much better. 
***
As I pulled up to the house, I slid the gear into park and wiped my hands on the underside of my seat. 
Great, Abriana and Detective Lock are already here. 
I unbuckled my seatbelt and opened the car door. As I looked up toward the house, anger seeped through my veins. Stupid Abriana! She always finds a way to ruin everything! Ugh! I shook my head as I got out of the car. She was supposed to get pissed at MatÍ as, not me! 
As the rage continued to build, I reached in and grabbed my purse out of the backseat. She’s such an idiot! 
Slamming the car door, I heard the squeal of tires. Looking up, my eyes met MatÍ as’, which were filled with rage. 
Uh oh  . . . Looks like he talked to Abriana . . . 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Abriana
Detective Lock cleared his throat. “Abriana, Easton has confessed.” 
I inhaled sharply and raked my nails across my thighs. Studying the red marks I had left behind, I allowed my mind to wander back to the night Easton had told me, we’ve got company. I chewed on my lower lip. Who was she? Why was she helping him? Was the entire thing her idea? The same questions raced through my mind over and over again. Am I ever going to get the answers I so desperately need to hear?
My mother wrapped her arms around my shoulders. “¡Gracias a Dios!” 
 “Did he say why he did it?” asked my father. “He must have given you a reason?” 
Detective Lock exhaled and shook his head. “Easton hasn’t given us much. He confessed to kidnapping you, but he won’t give any details. He also apologized repeatedly and asked for your forgiveness.” 
Anger stirred up in my core and I felt my cheeks flush. “Forgiveness? Are you serious?” 
He arched an eyebrow. “Once they’re caught . . . ” he trailed off. “People will say just about anything.” 
Rage swirled with sadness. Closing my eyes, I pictured Easton’s gray eyes. They reminded me of a storm on a warm summer’s day. How could someone with eyes like that be so evil? 
“What does this mean for Abriana?” asked my father. “What comes next?” 
The detective stood up and smoothed out his tie. “As soon as he is well enough, we will move him to Dane County Jail, where he will stay until the trial is over.” 
Turning my head, I could hear raised voices coming from outside. My heart dropped when my eyes landed on MatÍ as storming toward the front door. 
Biting my lower lip, I excused myself for a moment and headed toward the door. I swung it open just as MatÍ as had raised his hand to knock.
“Bri,” he said with tears in his eyes. 
“What do you want?” I asked in a cold voice.
He reached forward, but I stepped back, letting his hands fall into the space between us. 
“Don’t touch me,” I hissed through clenched teeth. 
MatÍ as ran his hands through his hair. “Nothing happened! I swear!” 
I ran my tongue over my lips and let out a chuckle. “Yeah, right.” 
“Bri, I love you! I always have,” he pleaded. 
Cocking my head to the side, I studied the man I had loved since high school. Even if we weren’t together, my love for him would never completely fade. His dimples were what drew me in years ago. Seriously, he could give Mario Lopez a run for his money. Then came his dark brown eyes and long eyelashes. You could stare into them for hours and never get lost. Lastly, his body  . . . his body was beyond perfect. I remembered the first time I saw him with his shirt off. I almost fainted. He had just finished baseball practice and sweat dripped down his chest and toned abs. 
“Abriana,” came his voice, shaking me out of my flashback. 
I crossed my arms. “Did you kiss her or not?” 
“Yeah, but-”
I cut him off. “But what? Listen, MatÍ as, I’ve been through an awful lot recently and quite frankly, I don’t have time for this mess!” 
He dropped to his knees and reached forward, grabbing me behind the knees. “Please, it was a mistake. I meant what I said in the hospital! I want to be here to help you through this, not make it worse!” 
Pulling back, I felt his hands slip away. “Don’t touch me,” I spat in disgust. The only man I trust from now on is my father!
I cracked my knuckles and pressed my lips together. “Goodbye, MatÍ as,” I said, closing the door in his face. 
A moment later, it swung back open. “Look, Mat—” I started to say before stopping myself. 
“I’m so sorry, Abriana,” said Alexa with mascara running down her cheeks. “Please, please don’t be upset with me.” 
Without saying another word, I spun on my heel and walked back into the living room. Those two deserved each other.
“What in the world is going on out there?” asked my mother with wide eyes.
I tried to calm my quaking hands as I eased down on to the flower couch cushion next to my father. “It’s nothing.”
“Didn’t sound like nothing,” said Detective Lock, giving me an inquisitive look.
“It’s MatÍ as  . . . He just stopped by, but he had to leave,” I said quietly. 
My mother frowned as she clutched a small pillow in her lap. “Are you all right?” 
“I’m fine,” I lied.
Trying to ignore the awkward silence, I turned toward Detective Lock and asked, “Has there been any progress on finding Easton’s shooter?” 
He leaned forward and rubbed his chin with his forefinger and his thumb. “No,” he admitted. “And we still haven’t found the gun.” 
“Well, there’s your proof right there,” I said.
He kept a neutral expression on his face. “What do you mean, Abriana?” 
My heart skipped a beat. “There has to be a second person involved if the gun is missing!” Finally, some evidence that proves I’m not lying! 
Detective Lock shrugged. “That’s one theory.” 
Shock radiated through my core. “One theory?” 
“We’re still investigating,” he drawled. 
“And what?” I said, my voice getting louder with every syllable. “Do you still think I shot Easton?”
“Abriana—” Detective Lock started.
I stood up, cutting him off, and placed my hands firmly on my hips. “When are you going to believe me? I didn’t shoot Easton! There were two people involved!”
“Victor,” said my mother with a look that could freeze a grizzly bear in his tracks. 
“Detective Lock,” he said before clearing his throat. “I think we’ve had enough information for today.” 
“No!” I shouted. “I want to know! Why doesn’t anyone believe me?”  
My father stood up and placed his hand on my shoulder. “It’s time to leave, Detective Lock,” he said firmly. 
I let out a guttural scream before shouting, “WHY DOESN’T ANYONE BELIEVE ME?” 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Alexa
I stormed into the house and up the staircase. Stupid MatÍ as! What the hell is his problem? Why can’t he just get over her and be with me? 
“Alexa?” my mother called from downstairs. 
Shut up! 
“Alexa?” asked my mother again. “Are you okay? What’s going on?” 
Closing my eyes, I forced myself to take a deep breath and exhale slowly. “I’m fine,” I shouted. “I just need a few minutes to myself.” 
I paced back and forth, the beige carpet squishing between my toes. Congratulations, Abriana! You managed to ruin everything, again! 
My cheeks flushed, sending a warm sensation across my face, and my fingers tingled. Ugh! That’s fine  . . . Don’t worry, Abriana. I’ll fix this  . . . I’ll fix everything, once and for all . . . 
***
After a few hours passed, I ventured into the hallway. Forcing a despondent look on my face, I knocked softly on the door leading to Abriana’s childhood bedroom. “You there, Bri?” 
No response. 
“Bri?” 
I knocked one last time before reaching for the door handle. But before I could grasp it, the handle turned and the door swung open.
My insides danced with glee as tears leaked from Abriana’s eyes. Her hair lay matted against her forehead and her skin looked pale. How is it that she still looks good? I thought in disgust. After everything, she’s still beautiful. Ugh!
“Bri,” I said, trying to sound sincere, “I’m so sorry. I never meant for anything to happen with MatÍ as.” 
Abriana brought her hands to her face. “You still don’t get it . . . ” she said quietly.
Anger boiled just beneath the surface. Oh, I get it. You’re a self-obsessed, attention-seeking whore! Forcing my thoughts into the back of my mind, I reached out toward my sister. “What do you mean?” 
With her hands still on her face, Abriana’s body went rigid. “Lex, someone tried to kill me and it wasn’t Easton. Someone is out there and no one else believes me! How do I know they won’t come after me again? What if they try to hurt you? Or our parents?”
I wrapped my arms around her fragile body. “I believe you,” I said firmly. “And I’ll do whatever I can to convince Detective Lock that there is someone else out there.” 
“Really?” she asked, her voice cracking with emotion.
“Yes,” I replied. I believe you more than you’ll ever know.
Abriana dropped her hands and embraced me in a tight squeeze. “That means so much to me, Lex.” 
There we go, back on my side again, Big sister . . . 
“I’ll always believe you, Abriana,” I said with a wicked smile. “Always.” 
“Girls,” came a voice from the hallway, “is everything okay?” 
My mother entered the room a moment later, her face breaking into a soft smile when she saw me comforting Abriana. “Ah, mis niÑas.”
I returned the smile and gave her a reassuring nod. “We’ll get through this,” I said. “No matter what it takes. We’ll get through this.” 
***
Abriana slept the rest of the day. I checked on her from time to time, resisting the urge to smother her with a pillow. 
As I sat beside her, her new phone vibrated. Of course, Mom and Dad would go out and buy her a new one right away! Noooooo, they don’t have enough money to send me to college, but they can run out and spend $200 to get their favorite daughter a new iPhone! 
I reached over with a scowl on my face and grabbed her phone. Who’s checking on your now? Abriana’s phone had been ringing and buzzing with text messages all day. I’m so glad you’re okay! Can’t wait to see you! When can I come visit? I rolled my eyes as I typed in her obvious password. Abriana was nothing if not predictable. Of course everyone misses you, Abriana! The perfect daughter, the perfect friend, the perfect everything! 
I froze as my eyes landed on her most recent text message. 
Abriana, I love you!
Please forgive me. Lex kissed me, not the other way around! 
Please let me come over. I want to be with you right now! 
My insides clenched as I re-read the text over and over again. Running my tongue over my lips, I cracked my fingers and then tapped the screen. 
Leave me alone! I don’t want anything to do with you ever again!
I moved on when I dumped you. Now, it’s your turn!
As I sent the message, Abriana stirred. I shoved the phone under my legs and sat still. Waiting for her to fall back asleep, I ran through a list of ways to murder her. I could suffocate her, shoot her, hit her on the back of the head with something really heavy  . . . I sighed. All of those would raise eyebrows. This time, I wanted it to look like an accident . . . 
Or maybe even her fault? What if she overdosed? A smile tugged on the corners of my lips. An overdose is a definite possibility . . . 
When Abriana finally settled back into a restful state, I pulled her phone back out and deleted MatÍ as’ text as well as my response. I decided to stay with her a bit longer, just in case he wrote back or tried to call. 
As I leaned back in the chair, I propped my feet up on the corner of Abriana’s bed and watched her peaceful face. 
I chuckled quietly before biting my lower lip. I bet you’ll look just as peaceful resting in your casket.
 
 
 



Three Weeks Later . . . 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Abriana
“Are you sure you want to do this?” asked Addison.
I lowered my head as my roommate placed a hand on my shoulder. 
“I mean, you could try it another few days?” she added.
Shaking my head, I wiped a tear out of the corner of my eye. “I just can’t  . . . I’m so sorry, Addison.” 
“It’s okay,” said Addison. “I understand. I just wish you didn’t have to move out.” 
Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to force the tears away. The nightmares had been unbearable since I tried to move back into my college apartment. I couldn’t fall asleep without feeling the sharp blade of the knife cutting my leg or seeing Easton’s smirking face. The reality that I might never be okay started to sink in and the results were beyond terrifying. I couldn’t sleep or eat. Dark bags had developed under my eyes and now were a permanent fixture. Unable to focus on anything, the thought of going back to school seemed like an impossible act. What if I can’t go back to college? I had asked my mother. Just come home, Abriana, she had told me. We love you and we’ll help you get through this as a family. 
“I bet Alexa is excited you’re moving back home,” Addison said.
I nodded as a small smile crossed my lips. Sweet, Lex. She had really gone above and beyond the last three weeks. Everything from bringing me breakfast in bed, grape juice, oatmeal, and fresh mango slices, to staying up late and watching reruns of Gossip Girl.
“How are the nightmares?” asked Addison, her face full of concern.
I paused and exhaled slowly. “They’re pretty bad.” 
Her face fell. “I wish there was something I could do to help.” 
“Me too, Addie. Me too,” I replied. 
Addison stood up and smoothed out her plum-colored shirt over her white shorts. “I’m going to hold off on advertising for a new roommate for a few weeks, just in case you change your mind.” 
“Thanks, Addie,” I said. “I-”
A loud knock interrupted our conversation. 
“Almost ready?” asked Alexa as she burst through the door. She balanced two boxes in her hands and she had her keys hanging out of her back pocket. 
I looked around my old apartment one last time. The worn couch where Addison and I had spent hours watching movies, drinking wine, and gossiping sat in the middle of the room. My heart broke as I realized I’d probably never sit on it again. 
Alexa frowned. “Earth to Bri?” 
“Oh,” I said, slightly startled. “Um, yeah. I mean, yes. I’m ready to go.” 
Addison gave me a heartfelt embrace before picking up a box. “Maybe I can stop over some time tomorrow?” 
“We’re going camping,” said Alexa with a big smile on her face. 
A look of concern washed over Addison’s face. “Really?” 
“Well, we’re staying in a cabin, but yeah, the whole family decided to take some time off and get away,” said Alexa.
Addison frowned. “Are you sure you want to go? I mean, is it the best idea to go into the woods after everything that has happened?” 
I bit my lower lip. I had to admit, I had my doubts, but Alexa seemed so intent on spending some family time together; I couldn’t say no to her or my parents. “It will be fine,” I said, forcing a smile. “It will be good to get away from the reporters. Ever since Easton slipped back into his coma, they refuse to ask me anything without mentioning his name at least seven times. Ugh!” 
Addison nodded. “Well, call me if you need anything. Seriously, I’ll drive up to the woods to find you and bring you back to civilization.”
A genuine smile broke out across my face. “You’re the best, Addie.”   
“That’s what friends are for,” she said, returning the smile.
***
“I’m so glad you’re moving back in,” said Alexa as we pulled up in front of the house. 
My eyes drifted to the perfectly manicured hedge lining the brick walkway leading from the driveway to the front door. Begonias overfilled two large pots standing at either side of the door. 
I found myself smiling again. Maybe moving back home is what I need to get over this  . . . This moment in life  . . . I had a long way to go, but happiness was slowly seeping back into my life. 
“Hello? Earth to Abriana?” said Alexa, waving her hand in front of my face.
Shaking my head, I let out a laugh. “Sorry, I’m just zoning out!” 
“You’re such an airhead today!” Alexa said with a smile. A moment later, she swung open her car door and the smell of fresh cut grass filled the car. “Let’s go! We need to get packed for this weekend.” 
She popped the trunk and reached for a box. I slung a duffle bag over my shoulder, and then grabbed the last box. 
Alexa got to the door first. Balancing a box on one knee, she slid the key in the keyhole and turned it. 
Once the door opened, I followed her up the stairs and into my bedroom. The light purple paint and cream-colored duvet made me think of my childhood obsession with princesses. I always believed that I would study abroad in college, meet a prince, fall in love, get married, and live happily ever after in a castle. Oh, how things have changed.
“¿MamÁ ? PapÁ ?” called Alexa. “Where are you?” 
A groan came from their master bedroom. “Ohhhh,” came the groan again, this time louder.
I dropped the box and threw the bag to the ground. My heart thumped rapidly in my chest as I raced into my parents’ bedroom. “What’s wrong?”
“Abriana,” moaned my mother, “I think I caught the flu.” 
“Me too,” said my father from the bathroom. 
I studied her pale skin and wisps of dark brunette hair hanging loosely in her face. 
“Oh, no,” exclaimed Alexa. “You look terrible!” 
A wane smile crossed her face. “Thanks.” 
“I’m sorry,” she apologized, looking at me with wide eyes. “They’re super sick,” she mouthed.
“What can I get you?” I asked my mother. “How can we help?”
My mother pushed a pillow under her head. “Maybe just a glass of water? I’m so sorry that we are ruining the family weekend. I know you were both really looking forward to it.” 
“Let the girls go,” my father said from the bathroom. “They are probably better off not being home with us and all of these germs.” 
My heart sank. Even though I didn’t want to go away for the weekend, I hated the thought of leaving my parents at home with the flu. 
Nodding, my mother turned an odd shade of green. “Your father’s right. You two are better off going. Now excuse me!” She raced past me and to the bathroom down the hall. 
Alexa tugged on my shirt and pulled me back into my bedroom. Shutting the door, she exhaled loudly. “Phew! Didn’t want to catch any of those germs!” 
I crossed my arms and bit my lower lip. “Do you really think we should go?” 
“Ah, yeah! Did you see how sick they are?” Alexa proclaimed with wide eyes. 
I released my lip and uncrossed my arms. “Don’t you think we should stay here and take care of them?” 
“Um, I’m not trying to get whatever they have! Plus, they’ll probably just lay in bed and sleep all weekend anyways.” 
“Yeah  . . . I guess. You could be right. Maybe we should go to the store and buy them some Gatorade and Saltines?” 
Alexa smiled. “Good idea.” 
Feeling slightly better about leaving, I turned around and scooped the fallen bag and box off the floor. Once I had set both items on my bed, I turned toward Alexa. She had a funny expression on her face, almost like a mixture of a scowl and a grin.
“Everything okay?” I asked.
She shook her head, clearing the look. “Yeah, I’m just bummed they’re sick,” she said, motioning out the door and toward my parents’ bedroom. 
I studied her face for a moment longer. “I’m going to go get them some water. Will you run with me to the store afterward?” 
“Sure,” answered Alexa. “I’m just going to go wash my hands first.” 
“Sounds good,” I replied with a smile. Alexa had always been a germaphobe. 
Alexa headed toward the door, but before stepping through, she turned back and looked at me with the same strange expression plastered over her face. “Hey, Bri?” 
“Yeah?” 
She arched an eyebrow. “I’m really looking forward to this weekend.” 
“Ah, yeah. Um, me too,” I responded, my voice unsure. 
“See you in a few,” she said before disappearing down the hallway and toward her bedroom. Much like mine, the walls were painted light purple and she had the same matching duvet cover. My mother used to joke that we were twins. For as long as I could remember, Alexa always wanted what I had, from my wall color, to my clothes, to my friends. She used to throw temper tantrums if my parents came home with something for me and a slightly different version of the same thing for her. One time, they bought me a pink stuffed bunny with floppy ears and bright blue eyes. They picked out a white bunny with purple eyes for Lex. When they brought them home, I leapt into my mother’s arms and thanked her. Alexa got so angry that we didn’t have the same toy that she ripped the head off her bunny and threw the stuffing at my parents. That fateful day, she wore the same scowling grin that she had on her face just moments ago. I shuddered at the thought of the stuffing flying across the room and Alexa screaming at my parents. Her face turned so red I thought she might pass out. That moment always bothered me, even as a teenager, it sent my stomach into twists. I wasn’t scared of my sister, but her temper did leave me feeling queasy. I guess it impacted my parents as well, because after that day, whatever I got, Alexa got too. 
Smiling, I shook the unsettling look she had given me only moments before out of my head. Relax, Abriana. It’s nothing. Alexa is just excited about this weekend; that’s all. An uneasy feeling settled in my stomach. There’s nothing worry about  . . . Right?



Chapter Twenty-Five
Alexa
As I made my way down the stairs and toward the kitchen, I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. This is it! This is really it! I was going to kill her and no one would ever know.
Reaching into the cupboard, I grabbed some crackers. No need to wash my hands, I thought to myself. Liquid laxatives aren’t contagious. I swallowed a laugh and took a bite of the cracker. 
After finishing the snack, I washed out the two glasses I had brought up to my parents that morning. You’re so sweet, Lex, my mother said. ¡Jugo de naranja reciÉn exprimido! Mi favorito, my father had said with a weak smile. Correction, I’m the sweetest, I thought to myself with a smirk.
I threw the crumbs into the trashcan and adjusted my ponytail. Biting my lower lip, I thought about something that had been bothering me. I used my phone that night to find the lake  . . . What if Detective Lock pulls my phone records? I mean, I know he needs a warrant if he doesn’t have probable cause  . . . But what if he manages to get one? The thought of that man sending divers into the water where I had hidden the evidence made my blood boil. I’m going to have to go get everything and find a new hiding spot. Plus, I’m going to have to come up with a reason for being out there  . . . Ugh! I clenched my hands in anger. How could I have been so stupid? I thought of the rush of adrenaline coursing through my veins that night. Stupid! I’m so stupid! Why didn’t I have a plan?
Chewing on my lower lip, I closed my eyes and sighed loudly. 
“Lex?” came Abriana’s voice. “You ready to go?” 
“Yeah,” I responded in a sugary sweet voice. 
A few moments later, we got in the car and headed to Target. 
***
“Do you think we should get them some Sprite too?” asked Abriana.
“Probably a good idea,” I agreed. 
“Sprite, Gatorade, Saltines, and anti-diarrhea medicine,” said Abriana. “Anything else?” 
I twirled a piece of hair around my finger. “Do we need anything for this weekend?” 
“Maybe some snacks?” asked Abriana.
A smile spread across my face. “Good idea. There isn’t—”
Before I could finish, someone clamped their hand on my shoulder and spun me around.
“Abriana?” said a woman with long blonde hair and hazel eyes. “Oh, my God! Is that you?” 
“I’m Alexa, her sister,” I spat. “What the hell do you want?” 
The woman’s eyes went wide and her eyebrows shot up in surprise. “I  . . . I’ve  . . . I’ve  . . . I’ve . . . ” she stammered.
“You’ve what?” I growled.
The woman cowered down. “I saw her on the news. I just wanted to tell you, I mean her, that I’m on her side and that I think that Easton Pierce deserves to die.” 
I turned to look at my sister, but she had already left the shopping cart in the middle of the aisle and had disappeared.
Spinning back around, a deep scowl formed on my face. “Why do you think Easton Pierce deserves to die?” 
The woman stepped back and her eyes went even wider. “Because he kidnapped your sister and he tried to kill her.”  
I crossed my arms. “You think he’s some kind of criminal genius?” 
“I  . . . I  . . . I . . . ” she began stammering again. 
“You, you, you what?” I spat. 
Unable to speak, the woman spun on her heel and practically ran away from me. 
Licking my lips, I turned back around and grabbed the shopping cart. I hated when people gave him credit for the kidnapping. I’m the one who planned everything! I let out a frustrated sigh. Speaking of planning . . . 
I need to remember to pack my special supplies for this weekend. Deep in thought, I shook my head and forced myself back into reality. Now, where did little Miss Perfect go?
After searching the store for ten minutes and calling Abriana’s new cell phone at  six times, I finally checked out and headed toward the car. 
With bags in my hands, my eyes scanned the parking lot. Finally, they landed on our car and a small body leaning against the back left the tire. Ohhh  . . . Poor Abriana, I thought sarcastically. Someone hurt your feelings, again. Whatever will you do? Hmmm  . . . Let me guess? Cry? A nefarious smile spread across my face. I can’t wait to see what you do this weekend when I finally finish you off!
Taking my time, I approached the car and my older sister. Once I got a few feet away, I let out a fake gasp. “Bri? I’ve been looking everywhere for you!” Kneeling down next to her, I took her face in my hands. “Bri, it’s okay.” 
“No it’s not,” she sobbed. “It’s never going to be okay!” 
Dropping my hands from her face, I fought the urge to wrap my fingers around her neck. Instead, I took hold of her hands and gave them a gentle squeeze. “Yes, it will. I promise.” 
Abriana looked into my eyes. “I don’t want to go this weekend.” 
My heart almost stopped. “What?” 
“I just want to stay home and never leave again,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion.
My knees dug into the pavement as my panic grew. Oh, no! Think! Convince her she’s wrong. She has to go! 
I gave her hands another squeeze. “Bri, you can’t let anyone else decide how you live your life!” 
“Seriously, Lex?” she snapped, pulling her hands away from mine. “Easton took that decision away from me with very little effort. Who’s not to say someone else isn’t going to do it again!” 
Trying to remain calm, I took a deep breath in and slowly let it out. “Why don’t we go home and you can rest for a bit. Then, in a few hours, we’ll reassess how you’re feeling.” 
Abriana reached out and grabbed my shoulders. “I’m so sorry, Lex! I shouldn’t have taken this out on you. None of this is your fault.” 
A smile tugged at the corner of my lips. “It’s okay, Bri. I’ll always be here for you, no matter what happens.” I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her tightly. Correction, I’ll always be here for you, until I kill you.
***
After the little crybaby finally fell asleep, I checked on my parents, and then headed back to the car. 
Oops, I thought, turning around and going back through the front door. I pulled my cell phone out of my back pocket and switched it off. I opened the closet door and shoved it in an old winter boot. Good luck finding me now, I thought with a smirk.
Stepping outside for the second time that night, dusk had settled and streaks of purple and red shot across the sky. I slung the bag containing a waterproof flashlight, a pair of goggles, a fluffy towel, and several plastic bags over my shoulder.
This is going to suck!
I traced my way back to the lake and I only managed to get lost once. When I pulled up, I waited for several minutes in the car. Satisfied no one was near, I carefully stepped out of the car and slipped out of my clothes. 
As I walked over to the side of the small lake, I scrunched up my face. The dark water had hints of brown and patches of algae floating on the top. This is so disgusting! Sighing, I pulled the goggles down over my face and turned on the flashlight. 
Taking a tentative step into the lake, I slapped my hand over my mouth to muffle the scream that threatened to escape. The ice-cold water lapped at my ankles as my feet sunk into the squishy substance just below the surface. Gross! Gross! Gross!
For a moment, I debated turning around and getting back into my car. Shaking my head, I stopped and took a deep breath. I had made a mistake and now I needed to fix it. 
The colors were fading in the sky and a warm wind swept across the lake. It’s now or never. Looking at the murky water, I held my breath and took another step forward. The water rose to my knees and my breath hitched in my chest. Breathe, just keep breathing. A few steps further and the water met my slender waist. Holding my breath, I plunged under the water and into the darkness.
***
I looked down at the cracked screen and number pad. Thank God I found both pieces. Before putting the pieces in separate plastic bags, I pulled out the battery and smashed the chip in the back of the phone. There no one be able to revive this phone now. I carefully wiped off the prints and then tossed the screen in one bag and the number pad in another. 
I saved the gun for last. Shivering, I ran my fingers over the grooves of the barrel and down the handle. So smooth. So powerful. I held it in the air and pretended to shoot. I thought about going home and pulling the trigger as I watched my sister scream. Goose bumps snaked up my arms. No, no, no. Then I’d have to go to jail and I’d never see MatÍ as again. 
Sighing, I wiped off the prints and placed the gun in the last plastic bag. It was time to get rid of this evidence once and for all.
***
It took roughly twenty minutes to get to the first stop. I turned into the parking lot of an abandoned gas station and made my way to the back. The thin strip of pavement had been littered with beer bottles and cigarette butts. I better not get a flat tire, I thought to myself. A little further down, stood a stained mattress leaning against the back of a rusted dumpster. This is so gross! Stupid, Abriana! This is all her fault!
Perfect, I thought to myself as pulled the key out of the ignition. Reaching in the backseat, I hooked the bag containing the number pad and the busted chip. After sliding out of the door, I walked toward the dumpster, the bag still balancing on the end of my key. Without much effort, I tossed the bag in the dumpster and made my way back to the car. One down, two to go. 
The next stop went just as smoothly. I flung the second bag into a bear-proof trashcan at an old girl scout campground. The last time I had stepped foot on the campgrounds, Abriana and I were just girls. We had to learn how to pitch a tent and make s’mores over a campfire. Of course, perfect Abriana, won the Best Camper award and some stupid medal for being a leader. Abriana Vega has demonstrated leadership throughout the entire week. She has helped the younger campers identify plants on the scavenger hunt and she lent a helping hand during the thunderstorm warning earlier this week. I rolled my eyes. What a brat! I remembered watching Abriana shrug and smile shyly. “Ohhhh, she’s so modest,” my mother had said with a huge smile on her face. My cheeks burned as I thought back to that night. 
A little girl named Sarah, with auburn hair and blue eyes, stood with her arms crossed and asked me, “Why didn’t you get an award? Aren’t your parents going to be mad your sister got two and you didn’t even get one?”
Without thinking, I pushed her and I pushed her hard. I remembered her blue eyes going wide as she fell backward. I smiled as her arms flailed wildly. The crunch of her wrist snapping made my lips tremble with excitement. “She pushed me,”
Sarah screamed as her parents helped her up from the ground. 
Forcing crocodile tears, I shook my head and held up my hands in a defensive motion. “I would never do that!” 
Sarah’s mother shook her head. “I’m sure it was just an accident. Now, come on, we need to get you to a hospital.” I remembered meeting Sarah’s eyes as her father helped her into the backseat of the car. I had arched my eyebrow and blew her a kiss. No one messes with me!
One last trip, I thought as I clicked my seatbelt buckle into place. Any remaining sunlight had faded and the stars had started to pop out in small clusters. 
Driving down the country road, I scanned ahead for the small green sign marked HWY 21 in white reflective letters. Finally, it appeared on the right side. Without indicating, I turned, making my way down the abandoned road. 
Keeping track on my odometer, I went five miles and then turned down an unmarked country road. I thought back to the last time I had turned down this road. I needed a secluded place to practice firing my gun. There weren’t any houses, farms, or any other signs of anyone living nearby. Secluded, just what I needed, I thought as a smile played on my lips. That first day, I had set up cans and practiced shooting them off of a fat stubby tree trunk that lay sprawled out on the forest floor.   
Reaching in the backseat, I grabbed my flashlight and hooked the bag containing the gun with my car key. Flashing the light across the ground, I stepped over fallen branches as wet grass slapped at my ankles. 
After searching for a moment, I found my intended destination, an old tree that towered at least fifty feet above me. Shining the light on the trunk, I found the hole, probably one burrowed by an animal. 
I paused for a moment before taking another stop further. I wished I didn’t have to get rid of the gun. Easton’s face flashed through my mind. I should have shot him again. Raking my teeth over my lower lip, I sighed loudly. Easton won’t be your last victim. Taking a few steps forward, I carefully slipped the bag into the hole. With a flick of the wrist, I dropped the bag and pulled my hand out of the darkness. 
Problem solved, I thought to myself as I walked back to the car. Problem solved. 



Chapter Twenty-Six
Abriana
I woke up to Alexa sitting on the edge of my bed. “Hey, Lex,” I said as I rubbed my eyes. 
“How are you feeling?” she asked as she rubbed my back.
My mind wandered back to the incident at Target. I knew that the lady who approached me about Easton wouldn’t be the last. My face had been all over the news and Aunt Luciana had even told me that Nancy Grace had done a segment on me. 
“Ummm  . . . Hello? You there, Bri?” asked Alexa, waving her hand in front of my face. 
“Sorry,” I apologized. “I was just thinking about what happened at Target.” 
Alexa grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, Bri. But it’s going to be okay.” 
My eyes welled up with tears. “No, no it’s not!” 
Shifting her weight, Alexa reached over and picked up a box of tissues. She handed me one and set the box back on the nightstand. “Listen, it’s going to take time. Eventually, people will forget. But until then, jerks are going to pop up and say stupid things to you.” 
I dabbed my eyes. “I just want everyone to leave me alone.”
Alexa shook her head. “It’s not going to happen.” 
Sitting up, I looked into my sister’s eyes. “How am I ever going to get through the trial?” 
“Maybe Easton will die?” said Alexa.
Unable to hold back the tears any longer, I started to sob. “I don’t want that either.” 
Alexa frowned. “How about this,” she said. “How about we still go to the cabin this weekend, just you and me. We’ll pretend like nothing ever happened. We can talk about whatever you want to talk about, listen to music, and lay outside near the lake.” 
I sniffled. “I don’t know, Lex.” 
“Come on,” she pleaded with a smile. “We’ll have so much fun!” 
Biting my lip, I asked, “What about the nightmares?” 
Alexa smiled. “We can stay up all night!” 
A giggle escaped. “Maybe . . . ” 
“That’s a YES!” exclaimed Alexa. She pulled me up out of bed and jumped up and down. “Now come on! Let’s pack,” she squealed. 
***
The next morning, the alarm went off at eight o’clock. 
“Time to go!” shouted Alexa from down the hall. 
She sure is excited to go. 
A moment later, she came bounding into my room. “Are you ready? Our suitcases are in the car and I packed a bag full of snacks and drinks! Eek! I’m so excited!” 
Forcing myself out of bed, my feet brushed against the carpeted floor. “Okay, but first, let’s check on MamÁ y PapÁ .”
She flipped her expertly braided hair over her shoulder. “They are doing much better. They both slept through the night without any . . . um, any interruptions, if you know what I mean.” Reaching down, she inspected her perfectly polished toenails. “Plus, I’ve already brought them their morning dose of medicine, made sure they drank a glass of Gatorade, and gave them each a bowl full of crackers.” 
A smile crossed my face. “You’re the best, Lex!” 
“I know,” she said, returning the smile. “Now come on. Get dressed.” 
***
After saying goodbye to our parents, Lex and I loaded in the car and got on the road.
“Only three and a half hours till a stress free girls’ weekend,” squealed Alexa. “We’re going to have so much fun!” 
A smile tugged on the corners of my lips. My sister’s enthusiasm was contagious. “Yeah, yeah we are.” Rolling down the windows and turning up the stereo, I let the warm summer air blow across my face. This break from reality is just what I need . . . 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Alexa
We pulled up to the cabin around noon. I took a long sip of my monster-sized Coke. The sweet carbonated substance slid down my throat and quenched my thirst.
“How did you find this place?” Abriana asked as she eyed up an old wooden sign reading, Half Moon Lake.
I shrugged. “I found it online.” 
Abriana frowned and looked around. “It’s pretty secluded.” 
Hell yeah, it is, I thought with a wicked smile.
“Are there any other cabins on the lake?” Abriana asked.
Forcing a sweet smile, I looked at my sister and tugged on my long braid. “Of course there are!” 
Abriana’s brow remained furrowed as she looked around our surroundings. 
Walking around the back of the car, I opened the trunk and pulled out one of the bags. “Come on. Let’s get unpacked.” 
***
A few hours passed and we had managed to unpack, blow up two plastic floats, and set out some carrots and dip for a quick snack.
“Want to go to the lake?” I asked.
My sister twisted her ponytail as she looked out the window. “Yeah, that sounds good. We can bring our food down there. I just need to make a drink first.”  
I reached for two cups in the cupboard. “I’ll make the drinks. You go change.” 
Abriana threw her arms around my neck. “Love you, Lex!” 
I returned the embrace. “Love you, too, Bri.” 
Abriana continued to squeeze me tightly. “I think this is just what I needed.” 
“I’m glad you’re happy. It’s been too long,” I said, shooing her away. “Now, go get changed! It’s time to lay out!” 
As my sister made her way to the bedroom, I pulled a water bottle partially filled with a red liquid. I licked my lips as I dumped the antifreeze into a large cup. I quickly filled the rest with fruit punch and several ice cubs from the freezer. 
I rinsed out the water bottle, added dish soap, and rinsed it out again. That should be good. 
Without warning, a hand clamped down on my shoulder and a scream escaped my lips.
“Oops! Sorry,” apologized Abriana. “I didn’t mean to scare you!” 
My heart thumped wildly in my chest. “It’s okay.” 
“Is this mine?” she asked picking up the drink. 
“Yup,” I responded with a smile. “Just one more thing.” I pulled out a bottle of vodka. “Wasn’t sure if you’d want any of this?” 
Abriana bit her lower lip and tugged on the towel around her neck. “Hmmm  . . . I don’t know, Lex.” 
Arching an eyebrow, I gave my sister a playful smile. “Maybe just a little bit?” 
She debated it a few more seconds before finally nodded. “Okay, okay. Just a bit though.” 
Tipping the bottle, I added about two shots to her drink. 
“Whoa! That’s enough,” she said reaching for her cup. 
“Sorry,” I said, giving her an apologetic smile. 
“Where’s your drink?” she asked.
I grabbed the empty cup and filled it with ice. Nothing like a little liquid courage... I poured a shots worth in and then topped it off with fruit punch. “Perfection.” 
Abriana picked up the carrots, dip, and our drinks. “You go change, I’ll bring the drinks and food down.”
“Thanks, Bri. You’re the best.” 
***
Taking my time, I changed into a hot pink and orange bikini. I stared at my reflection in the mirror. Picking up my towel, I slung it around my neck. Why can’t I be as pretty as Abriana? Shaking my head in anger, I spun on my heel and left the bedroom. Time to take care of that brat once and for all! 
I walked out the back door and down to the sandy beach surrounding the quaint lake. What a lovely secluded place to commit a murder. Secluded seemed like an understatement. There were two cabins, both barely visible on the far end of the lake. Even if they were occupied, our fellow vacationers would never see us. 
I plopped down next to Abriana. “You look relaxed.” 
“I am,” she responded. 
“How’s your drink?” I asked.
“Super sweet,” replied Abriana. “But good.” 
I bit my lip, forcing the wicked smile to stay at bay. “I’m glad you like it.” 
Abriana took another sip and then stood up. “I think I might grab the tortilla chips. Do you want anything else?”
Yeah, to kill you! But that will have to wait just a little bit longer.
“Lex? Do you want anything else?” 
“Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “Nah, I’m good.” 
She gave me a grin. “You are such a space cadet sometimes!” 
I dipped a carrot into the dill dip. “Hey, now! At least I’m a cute space cadet.” 
Abriana grinned. “See you in a minute.” She took a step toward the house and stumbled. “Whoa.” 
“What’s wrong?” I asked, my voice dripping with concern.
“I guess that drink was stronger than I thought,” she replied. 
Standing up, I put my hand on her shoulder. “Here, you stay. I’ll go get the chips.” 
Abriana threw her arms around me for the second time that afternoon. A moment later, I felt a hot tear drop on to my shoulder. “I meant what I said earlier,” she sniffled. “I love you so much. I’m so lucky to have a sister like you!” 
I wrapped my arms around my sister’s petite frame. “Love you, too, Bri. Love you, too.” 
***
After I returned with the chips, we sat in silence and enjoyed the peaceful surroundings. The occasional fish surfaced, leaving an expanding ring in the otherwise calm water. 
“Want to get in the water?” I asked my sister.
She turned her head to look toward me. “I don’t know.” 
“Come on,” I said standing up. “Get in with me!” I walked over and pulled Abriana to a sitting position. She reluctantly stood and walked to the edge of the water. 
Abriana dripped her toe into the water. “It is pretty warm.”
“Here,” I said, picking up the two floats. “Let’s get in.” 
Holding her arms out for balance, Abriana giggled. “I feel a little tipsy.”
“It’s nice to hear you laugh.” Too bad it will be the last time you ever do . . . 
“It feels good,” she admitted.
With a fake smile on my face, I took a step into the warm lake water. “Let’s just stay near the shore. It’s pretty shallow here.” Reaching down, I splashed some water over my legs and picked up a small rock with a sharp edge. Clutching it in my hand, I kept it out of sight.
Abriana stuck her foot in the water and wiggled it around. “It is warm.” 
Pulling the float behind me, I headed deeper into the water. Once the water hit my knees, I maneuvered my body on top of the float. 
Following suit, Abriana lowered herself on top of her matching float. Paddling her hands in the water, she made her way toward me. 
“This is too nice,” I murmured. 
“It is pretty fantastic,” said Abriana. 
Reaching over, I grabbed on to the edge of the plastic on my sister’s inflatable raft. “I might never want to leave.”
“Me either,” murmured Abriana. “Me either . . . ” 
***
Twenty minutes later, Abriana had fallen asleep. I had managed to paddle us to deeper water without waking her up.
I studied my sister’s face. I bet you’ll look just like this in your casket. Without another thought, I took the rock I had clutched in my hand and began rubbing it against Abriana’s plastic float.
Finally, the hiss of escaping air became audible. I quickly pinched the rip and tossed the rock into the water behind us. 
“Abriana, wake up,” I said gently.
She didn’t respond. 
I let go of the rip for a moment and shook her shoulder. “Abriana,” I repeated. “Time to wake up.” 
“Mmmm,” she murmured. “What do you want? I’m sleepy.” 
Arching an eyebrow, I let out a giggle. “I need to tell you something important.” 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Abriana
My eyelids felt heavy. “What do you need to tell me, Lex?”
“How do you feel?” asked Alexa.
“Huh?” 
“How do you feel,” she repeated in a nefarious voice. 
My head swam as panic crept up the back of my throat. What’s wrong with me?
She giggled. “Do you feel dizzy? And perhaps a little nauseous too?” 
My chest felt tight as I tried to make eye contact and my surroundings started to swirl into a blue green blur. What’s going on? Am I sick? Did I catch the flu from my parents?
Alexa giggled, interrupting my anxious thoughts. “It should have kicked in by now.” 
I rubbed my throbbing temples. “Alexa, what the hell is going on? What should have kicked in? Did you do something to me?” 
“I did,” she responded. Her voice took on a hardness and distance that left tendrils of ice in my veins.
The air whooshed out of my chest. “Wh-wh-what?” 
Licking her lips, she growled, “Let me start at the beginning.”
My body trembled violently, allowing water to splash over the side of the float. The warm lake water settled under my body, soaking my suit. 
“First, I needed someone to help me  . . . So, I found Easton one night outside of a bar downtown. He was so cute and sooo stupid,” Alexa sneered, followed by an evil chuckle. “It didn’t take much convincing, just some cash, and a couple of hours in bed. He thought I was going to come up the next day and tell you it was all a practical joke.” 
Teeth chattering, I struggled to speak. “Wh- wh- why would you do this to me, Alexa?” My head buzzed in horror and confusion. The words pouring out her made no sense, yet looking into her icy eyes, I knew she meant every word. 
“Ohhhh, Abriana,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Don’t you get it?” 
My chest rose and fell rapidly. I tried to sit up, but Alexa slammed my body back down on the inflated raft. I must be having a nightmare! There is no way this could be happening! 
Without warning, Alexa let go of the float. 
Hissssssssssss. 
My breath caught in my chest and I spluttered, “What are you doing? Is there a hole in this thing? Alexa, stop it!” 
Alexa paddled further away as the hissing sound grew louder. “You’ve always been so perfect, Abriana. You’ve always gotten whatever you wanted.”
Confusion set in and then pure terror. Oh, my God, this isn’t a nightmare! She’s trying to kill me. My own sister is trying to kill me! I swallowed and tried to take a deep breath. “Alexa, whatever has happened, it doesn’t matter. I forgive you. I promise.” 
She threw her head back and laughed. “I don’t want your forgiveness,” she hissed. 
“Please,” I pleaded. “Please stop this!” I looked over my shoulder, desperately hoping to see someone on the shoreline. When no one appeared, I debated screaming until my lungs burst. 
“I’ll drown you if you try to scream,” said Alexa as she examined her nails. “After you die, I’ll take your place. I’ll be the prettiest and the smartest! MamÁ y PapÁ will finally love me!” 
Tears ran down my face. “They already love you!”  With my head spinning, I could barely get a grip on her words. Knowing my sister had orchestrated everything, sent a fresh wave of tears.
Alexa laughed, her body shaking the float and sending a small wave my way. 
A sharp pain spread across my chest. “Lex, I love you, too. Please, you don’t have to do this! We can fix things. Whatever you need me to do. I promise, I’ll do it!” 
As she threw her head back and continued to cackle, I could feel the air escaping beneath me at an alarming speed. As my body sunk down into the deflating float, my body continued to quake in fear.
Completely ignoring me, Alexa continued to look at her nails. “After your funeral, MatÍ as and I will finally be able to be together.” 
My arm flinched. “What?” 
“He’s too hung up on you right now. Luckily, I took care of that with a little text from your phone.” 
The fear turned to rage and adrenaline kicked in. I had to get away from her NOW! I threw my body off of the float and began to kick my legs and propel my arms forward. I needed to swim to the shore as fast as possible and call 911! 
“Abriana, are you really going to try and get away?” called Alexa. “You need to know, I’m not going to let that happen!” 
My arms and legs flailed in the water and I struggled to keep my head above surface. What did she give me? The dizziness made it difficult to focus on the shoreline.
“I’m coming to get you, big sister,” Alexa growled.
I could hear the water splashing behind me. Goose bumps snacked up my neck and terror streaked through my insides like lightning flashing across a summer night’s sky. 
“Why don’t you just die peacefully? Everyone will be so much better off,” Alexa snarled.
Gasping for air, my breathing became labored. Keep going! Just keep going! Taking a dangerous risk, I looked over my shoulder. My breath hitched in my chest as I scanned the open water. Where did she go?
Suddenly, I felt a tug and a sharp pain in my ankle. Spinning around, my eyes met Alexa’s. Her nails were digging into my ankle. 
“Let go of me!” I screamed, moments before my head went under water. Struggling, I twisted and turned, trying to break free. 
Curling into a fetal position, I grabbed Alexa’s hand and kicked at her body. I felt my foot make contact with her flesh. With my air supply running dangerously low, I forced my head above water and gasped for air. 
Before my lungs could suck in enough air, Alexa grabbed me by the hair, pushing my head under water. Scratching at her arm, I desperately tried to pull away from her. 
Bubbles escaped from my mouth as I screamed out in pain. Unable to fight, I let my body go limp. This is it  . . . This is my last chance. Pretending to be dead, I floated lifelessly until Alexa gave me one final push down toward the bottom of the lake. 
Crouching down, I let my feet touch the sandy floor of the lake and I pushed up with all my might. As I approached the surface, my eyes narrowed in on Alexa paddling back toward the shore. Steering clear of her, I surfaced about ten feet away. I sucked in gulps of air and headed to the shore.
“Why won’t you just die?” Alexa screamed as she threw her body into the water.
Desperate to get away from her, I kicked furiously. 
“Come back here, big sister,” growled Alexa. 
I continued to push my body to the limit. You’re almost there! Don’t give up! 
A moment later, my feet brushed against the bottom. Standing in knee-deep water, I sprinted toward the beach.
“Not so fast!” Alexa screamed as she pulled my shoulder and jerked my body backward. 
Hitting the water hard, I struggled to rip her hand off me. Before I could stand back up, Alexa threw her body on top of mine, placing her hands over my nose and mouth. 
“Can’t have this look like a murder,” she hissed. Her cheeks were a deep shade of red and her dark brown hair was plastered across her face. 
My arms felt like lead as I tried to shake my murderous sister off, but she refused to loosen her vise grip. Fight back or die, I repeated over and over to myself. 
“Just give up,” screeched Alexa. Her lips were pulled back in a snarl as she slowly drained the life from my body. 
“Leave me alone,” I screamed at the top of my lungs. Then, with one final surge of energy, I kicked my leg up toward my sister’s face. A sickening crack followed by a guttural scream filled the air. A moment later, everything went black. 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Abriana
A crushing sensation settled on my chest as a scream escaped my lips. 
“Abriana,” came a familiar voice, “Abriana, it’s okay.” 
My eyes fluttered open and immediately landed on a large man wearing a crisp white lab coat. “Detective Lock, is that you?” 
“Abriana, we’ve gone over this,” he pointed out patiently. “I’m not Detective Lock. I’m Doctor Lock.”
“Doctor Lock?” 
“Yes, Doctor Lock,” he responded. “I’m here to look after you until you start feeling better.” 
I tried to sit up, but couldn’t. My mouth went dry and panic wracked my body. 
“Please don’t struggle, Abriana,” soothed Doctor Lock. “We had to restrain you in order to protect you from hurting yourself.”
My jaw dropped open. “What?” 
“You attacked one of our female staff,” Doctor Lock explained, his expression grim. 
Straining against the leather straps securing my arms and legs to the bed, I broke out into a cold sweat. “I didn’t hurt anyone. It was Alexa! She was trying to kill me!” 
Doctor Lock pressed his lips together, creating a thin line. “Abriana, we’ve been over this before  . . . Alexa has been dead for over six months now.” 
“Dead for six months? What are you talking about? She just tried to kill me!” I screamed. 
Doctor Lock nodded at one of the nurses. “Abriana, you killed your sister six months ago.” 
My head started to spin and my heart began to race. “What are you talking about?” 
Doctor Lock inhaled and then slowly exhaled. “You and Alexa went to a party out at Hickory Farm together. You both were drinking. Toward the end of the night, when you found Alexa with MatÍ as, you became very upset . . . ” He trailed off for a moment before continuing, “You attacked her, and when MatÍ as tried to pull you off, you knocked him unconscious. Then, you strangled your sister.” 
My eyes went wide and rage poured through my veins. “I did not! You’re lying. You’re LYING!” I shouted. Pulling violently against the restraints, I shook the small hospital bed. 
“Hold her down,” Doctor Lock instructed two orderlies in the corner of the room.
As they approached, I continued to struggle. “LEAVE ME ALONE!” 
“Nurse Porter,” he instructed, “please prepare the Lorazapam.” 
I froze as my eyes landed upon the orderly with blond hair and gray eyes. No, no, no! It couldn’t be. I quickly scanned his uniform and let out a high pitch scream when I read his nametag, Easton.
My head fell back against the pillow as I screamed, “NOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”
“Abriana, I need you to calm down,” said Doctor Lock. “Nurse Porter is going to give you something right now to help.” 
As the orderlies held my body down, Nurse Porter jabbed me with a sharp needle. 
“There, there,” she coaxed.
“Abriana, after you calm down, we’d like you to attend your therapy session,” Doctor Lock said. “Does that sound like something you can do?” 
“Go to HELL!” I shrieked. 
“Okay then,” he said, “I’ll come back and check on you in just a bit. Hopefully, you’ll change your mind.”
I watched as he and the nurse left the room, deep in conversation. Both shook their head in agreement. 
“Abriana,” said Easton. “We’re going to let go of you now.” 
My head began to swim from the medication and I stopped fighting against the leather restraints wrapped secured to both wrists and ankles. 
Stepping away from my bed, Easton and the other orderly nodded to a small camera fixed to the corner of the room. A buzzer went off and the door to my room whooshed open. Both men walked out, the door closing only seconds later, leaving me alone with my thoughts. 
This all has to be some kind of terrible mistake. I was just with Alexa and she tried to kill me, not the other way around! 
As the medication coursed through my veins, a heavy fog settled around my head. Alexa is the crazy one, not me. 
Without warning, the temperature in the room dropped significantly, causing goose bumps to erupt over my skin and the hair on arms to stand up straight.  
Abbbbriiaaaannnnnaaaa, called a voice from the opposite side of the room. Abbbbriannnnnaaaa. 
A sick feeling settled in my stomach. “Alexa, is that you?” 
My sister stepped forward and strolled toward my bed. 
I let out a loud gasp as she got closer. The bright lights above accented her pale skin and tattered white dress. “Alexa! What are you doing here? They think I killed you!” 
Wrapping her fingers around the bedrails, she threw her head back and let out a cackle that sent shivers up my spine. 
Bile crept up the back of my throat as my gaze landed on the dark purple marks around her neck. 
“Oh, my God! What happened to you?” 
Cracking her neck to the left and then the right, she curled her lips back and gave me a wicked smile. 
Then, without moving her lips, she spoke to me. I always looked up to you, Abriana. You know that, don’t you? I wanted to grow up and be just like my big sister. You had it all! 
“Why aren’t your lips moving?” I asked, my voice trembling. 
Ignoring my question, she went on, When you threw MatÍ as to the curb, he was crushed. That’s when it happened; he realized he had feelings for me. We kept it secret, because neither of us wanted to hurt you. But the night of the party, you found us. 
She paused and ran her finger down my arm, leaving a searing pain behind. “Stop it, Alexa!” I shrieked. “You’re hurting me!” 
You couldn’t stand the fact that MatÍ as wanted me instead of you, she sneered. So, you totally lost it. You attacked me and started pulling my hair. When MatÍ as tried to stop you, you hit him in the head with a piece of wood. I tried to run away from you and scream for help, but the music was too loud  . . . I tried to fight you off, but you were just too strong. You pinned me down and wrapped your fingers around my neck. It only took a few minutes and I was gone. You killed me, Abriana. You’re a cold-blooded murder. 
“No, no, no,” I murmured. “That didn’t happen. I could never kill you!” 
Alexa shrugged as she dug her nails into her thighs. She kept eye contact as she raked them up slowly, leaving a trail of blood behind. Well, you did. 
I closed my eyes and tried to remember the party. Nothing. I didn’t remember a single thing.
Alexa took a step forward and let out a snarl. In one night, you managed kill me and ruin MamÁ and PapÁ ’s life  . . . As well as MatÍ as’!” 
I shook my head. “You’re making this up. You’re lying. Everyone is lying to me!” I shrieked. 
My sister arched an eyebrow and held out her hand, motioning to the room we were in. Do you think this is a lie? You’re in a psychiatric hospital, Abriana.
“It’s all a bad dream. It’s all a bad dream,” I repeated. I looked over at the sterile room. With pale grey walls, the room was void of furniture or anything else that could be used as a weapon; it was also completely silent. How am I going to get out of here? Deciding it was my best bet, I directed my attention toward the door and screamed, “HELP ME! Please somebody help me!” 
Alexa laughed again and tugged on the elastic band holding her hair into a ponytail. No one is going to hear you in here. They’re soundproof  . . . She spun around, letting her dark brown hair fan out and fall against her pale skin. It’s not a dream, Abriana. 
This is real.
I shook my head. “If it’s real, then how can I see you right now? 
A wicked smile tugged on the corners of Alexa’s lips. I’m a shade . . . 
“What the hell does that mean?” I asked.
Stretching her arms above her head, she released a yawn. I’m a spirit form of my former self.
I tried to let the information sink in, but I couldn’t. “If you’re a spirit, then why are you here?” 
Alexa licked her lips. You deserve to be punished.
My breath caught in my chest and a hot flash spread across my body. “P-p-punished,” I stammered. 
Yes, punished, snarled Alexa. 
Fear mixed with a tingling sensation settled in my chest. “But you’re dead,” I whispered. 
That’s not going to stop me, she snapped. Who do you think played with your mind for the last six months? Did you really think it was a coincidence that you thought you were kidnapped by Easton? Or that Doctor Lock was a detective? 
Sweat dampened my brow and fear spread through my body like a flame devouring kindling. “You didn’t,” I whispered. 
Oh, but I did, cackled Alexa. And it’s only the beginning . . . 
THE END
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Chapter 1
I caught a glimpse of my mother staring out the den window. She held her violin loosely under her chin, and the bow dangled from her fingertips. Her jaw was slack, her eyes locked on something in the trees beyond me. I knew that haunted expression. I froze. 
I swallowed hard as her eyes shifted to me. The violin fell from her chin, and I could see her bottom lip trembling. 
I should have been used to that reaction from her when she saw me during an episode. It happened every time. But I wasn’t. 
I flew into the house as fast as my feet would carry me. The screen door crashed behind me as I came to a halt outside the den. My mother clutched fistfuls of her blonde hair, garbled words spilling from her lips.
“I have to. I have to go out there,” she said. “He’s waiting for me.”
She stood in the semi-darkness, mumbling, the only other sound the hum of the ceiling fan. I clung to the doorjamb as I watched my grandmother approach carefully. She placed her hands on my mother’s shoulders, and on contact my mother’s body stopped quaking. Gram crooned, rocking her back and forth, as she pulled her into her arms and led her away from the window.
My stomach tightened, and I backed away to leave them alone. If she saw me again, who knew what would happen. 
 I cringed as the floor creaked beneath me, and she jerked her head in my direction. Her eyes widened when she saw me, and the shaking began again. Breaking away from my grandmother, she stumbled backward toward the window. She raked her fingers down her face and hair as she moaned. “Liam . . . ” Tears streamed down her cheeks, causing thick strands of hair to stick to her face.
I entered the room slowly, desperate not to step on another squeaky floorboard. Her green eyes burned into mine, and I locked my eyes on hers. No matter how many times she fought my attempts to soothe her, I had to keep trying. She was my mom.
I reached for her shoulders. “Mom,” I whispered. “It’s just me.”
She flinched. I knew she recognized me. I’d never met my father, but under my mattress I hid the only scrap I could find with his image on it. The picture—a strip of them actually—was taken before I was born in a photo booth in Ireland. I looked just like him. Considering how she often spoke his name when she was like this, my gut told me that she saw my father in me.
She writhed as I touched her and clawed at my hands. Gurgling sounds came from somewhere deep in her throat, but I knew she was still saying my father’s name. I placed my hands gently over hers, my gaze steady, as though approaching a wounded animal. I took deep, soothing breaths the way Gram had taught me. 
I could feel the weight of Gram’s stare, watching as I got closer than ever to my mother actually letting me comfort her. I focused on my mom, ignoring the panic rising in my chest.
“Shh..you’re okay,” I said. “You’re okay.” I repeated it over and over, softly, until her breathing became even, more normal. It felt like hours, but the tension in her fingers loosened eventually as she stopped trying to resist me. 
My grandmother walked out of the room as I continued to make shushing sounds, the panic in my mother’s eyes fading. I couldn’t see it, but I knew Gram was probably smiling, at least a little.
I exhaled and led my mother to the couch. The same woman who had just been in the throes of a schizophrenic episode was now completely unresponsive as she sat.
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Gram standing just outside the doorway. I released my mother’s hands—she’d stay that way for a while, and there was nothing any of us could do—and got up to follow Gram down the hallway to the kitchen. The air wafted toward me as she moved, smelling like oranges and cloves—familiar and comforting. 
I opened the refrigerator, snagged a bottle of water, and slouched down at the kitchen table. I tried to smile as I unscrewed the cap, but inside I was struggling with the gratification of being able to bring my mother down from her episode versus the pang of guilt for being the one who caused her condition in the first place. Before I was born, she’d been a bright, happy college student. Her spiral into schizophrenia didn’t start until I showed up.
She had met my father during her last year of college. She had traveled to Ireland for her final semester to study music at Trinity College in Dublin. She’d been fine when she left, I’m told, but when she came back she was heartbroken and pregnant. She’d never been the same since. 
“Have you eaten, honey?” Gram asked, nailing me in place with her eyes.
I flipped the bottle cap in my fingers. “No, but I’m fine.”
“Oh no, you don’t. We had a nice steak for supper, cooked just the way you like. You’ll have some, won’t you?”
I had to laugh. With Gram there was no choice, even if she asked. I sat down at the table while she whirled around the kitchen. In minutes I had a steak dinner in front of me, complete with steaming mashed potatoes and green beans.
“You spoil me, you know,” I said between bites. “I’m never going to be able to take care of myself if you keep this up.”
Gram smiled at me. “You’ll have plenty of time to take care of yourself. Let me spoil you while I still can.”
I swallowed down the guilt, knowing she didn’t see raising me—and Mom—for the past almost twenty-two years as the burden it felt like to me.
As I ate, my mother walked into the kitchen. She sat down at the table quietly without looking at either of us.
“Hi, Mom . . . ” I spoke as softly as I could, not wanting to alarm her.
“Hello.” Her voice was barely more than a whisper. She chewed on her fingernail and stared absently out the window. Even with the hair framing her face in knots, my mother looked lovely. Her eyes sage green, her skin flawless. She was forty-three but didn’t look a day over thirty.
“That was a beautiful tune you played earlier, Beth,” Gram said as she took my mother’s hands in her own. “I could practically smell the breeze blowing in off the Irish sea.”
“Mm hmm,” my mother answered, mostly detached, but a tiny smile lifted the corner of her mouth. 
My cell phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out quickly before it startled my mom. I opened it to find a message from my cousin, Nicole:
I need ice cream tonight
I gave a small laugh as I put my phone back into my pocket. I’d worked all afternoon at my grandfather’s hardware store, but it was Friday night—I should’ve known I wouldn’t be able to just relax with a good book. Nicole was twenty, only a year younger than me, and we were as close as sisters. But our ideas of a perfect Friday night couldn’t be more different. If only we didn’t live next door to each other maybe I could get out of this.
I glanced out the window to Nicole’s driveway. When I’d gotten home, it had been filled with cars—her friends had been taking over the place. But now I was grateful to only see her little Jetta. Hanging out with Nicole I guess I could handle. 
Her friends were a different story. Especially when Ethan Magliaro was around.



Chapter 2
Nicole and I sat down at a table on the patio with two of the biggest sundaes on the menu at DeeDee’s. The sun was hanging low in the evening sky, and the heat from earlier in the day had settled into pleasant warmth on my skin. The last fingers of golden light caused the pink and blue umbrellas to cast a glow across Nicole’s pale blonde hair. She licked a puff of whipped cream off her spoon and eyed me.
“What?” I said through a mouthful of ice cream.
“We’re going to the beach tomorrow,” she said before taking her own bite.
“Have fun,” I mumbled.
She wiped her lips with a napkin and narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re coming.” I opened my mouth to argue, but she held a slender finger up at me and pursed her lips. “It’s the first Saturday you’ve had off in months. School’s over, at least for the summer. You’re coming.”
I sighed and looked up at the pattern of our umbrella. “You really know how to ruin a perfectly good sundae.”
Her eyes shot daggers at me. “We’ll have a great time, Al.” Her expression changed as she seemed to change tactics. Her green eyes widened and her lip stuck out just the tiniest bit.
Cranky Nicole was a challenge, but pouting Nicole was impossible.
“Fine,” I sighed. “We’re going to the beach.” I looked at my sundae, which had made me so happy a minute earlier and a thought came to me. She hadn’t said anyone else was coming, but Nicole and her boyfriend Jeff were practically inseparable. “Wait, who else is going?”
Nicole grinned, clearly smelling her victory. “The usual crew: Jeff, Rachel, Sean and”—her eyebrows inched up—“Ethan.”
I nodded, trying to breathe evenly. I hated the way my pulse spiked at just the mention of his name. Handsome, cocky Ethan. His smile had the power to break down every one of my defenses. But, I didn’t have space in my life for that. I had a plan—to focus on taking care of my mom. My grandparents had done it by themselves for long enough. I needed to find a way to help, to unburden them. That was my priority. But Ethan . . . he was so hard to resist sometimes.
Just as I began to get lost in thought, a quick movement caught my eye as Jeff snuck up behind Nicole. He held his finger to his lips and planted a kiss on Nicole’s cheek.
She jumped and instinctively smacked him, but a smile overtook her face when she realized who it was.
“Hey, babe.” Jeff took the seat next to her and looked over at me. “Hey, Al.”
The chair next to mine scraped the patio, and it was my turn to jump. Ethan dropped into the seat and grinned at me, his dimples out in full force. I tried to concentrate on my sundae.
“Hey,” he said, nodding at me. A brown curl slipped down his forehead, adding to his annoying charm.
“Hi,” I muttered before shoving a glob of half-melted ice cream in my mouth to avoid conversation. Must. Not. Fall. I reminded myself.
Ethan was tall, olive-skinned with dark, messy curls. Easily the best-looking guy in Stoneville. And also the biggest player in town. He knew the effect he had on girls, and he used it to his advantage. 
“So, we’re all set for the beach tomorrow,” Nicole told them. She sounded a little too smug, and I rolled my eyes.
“Something in your eye, Allison?” Ethan asked, seemingly amused at my attempt at indifference.
I clenched my jaw and almost rolled my eyes again. “That must be it, Ethan.”
“Oh, come on. I know how bad you want to see me with my shirt off.”
I knew it didn’t warrant a response, but I could never keep my mouth shut when Ethan provoked me. And he knew it. 
“The entire female population of this town has seen you without a shirt on. Not that exciting.” 
A slow smile spread across his face—he saw through me. I really needed to work on my sarcasm. 
He turned back to Nicole and Jeff, who were debating whether to head northeast to Hampton Beach or southeast to Horseneck Beach the next day. Not a debate I had any interest in. Though, maybe it could be okay . . . it was a day off after all.
Nicole’s petite nose scrunched up. “Hampton is full of screaming kids. Horseneck is better.”
“What do you think, Ethan?” Jeff asked his brother.
Ethan stretched, raising his arms over his head so that his sleeves fell and showed off his toned biceps. His eyes darted to me before answering. “The girls wear skimpier bikinis at Hampton.”
A gagging sound escaped my mouth before I could stop it. 
Ethan grinned, obviously delighted to get another rise out of me. “But I’ll go wherever Al wants to go. I don’t want her to have any reasons to bail on us.”
He would twist anything I said, so this time I managed to stay quiet. Nicole met my eyes and I nodded.
“Horseneck it is.” 
***
Nicole left with Ethan and Jeff a little while later, all three of them excited about the band playing tonight at The Bean Counter. Ethan had made an impressive effort to convince me to come along, but going to the packed coffee house sounded horrible to me. Thank goodness I had my own car and could use needing to go get us food for the beach as an opt out.
“I’ll be over at seven-thirty a.m. sharp!” Nicole hollered from Jeff’s jeep as he pulled away.
Right. Sure, she would. 
***
I chuckled as I drove home from the grocery store, remembering Nicole’s claim that she’d be ready early. All of our lives I’d had to drag her out the door, kicking and screaming, just to get her to school on time.
I pulled into the driveway, grabbed the bags, and headed up the stairs of the front porch. Twigs snapping in the woods broke through the quiet night. As I looked around to see what might have made the noise, a shiver ran down my spine. The yard was dark, and the porch light didn’t reach more than five feet off the steps. 
I shook my head, irritated by my paranoia and walked through the front door. 
Gram sat on the couch with a crossword book on her lap, and my mother was watching a game show on TV. Pop was slouched in his chair, eyes closed under the half-moon glasses that had slid down low on his nose.
I smiled at them as I quietly set my keys on the sideboard.
At that moment, it wasn’t hard to believe that my mother was the happy, carefree girl everyone claimed she was before I was born. The glow from the lamp brightened her partially damp hair. A stranger wouldn’t think she was much older than me she looked so young. Even staring at the TV with her mouth slightly open, she was beautiful.
“What time will you be heading to the beach tomorrow?” Gram asked without looking up.
“Nicole says she’ll be here at seven-thirty. “ I sighed, pulling a cooler out of the closet. “What do you think the odds are of that happening?”
“No comment, Allie-girl,” Gram replied, a twinkle in her eye.
***
Sunlight assaulted my eyelids, and I pulled the blanket up over my head with a groan. I’d been dreaming of cloudy, rain-soaked skies, but judging from the intensity of the sun, there weren’t any ominous thunderstorms getting me out of going to the beach today. It was only six o’clock, though, so I climbed out of bed, threw on shorts and a tank top and headed out for a run. At least I’d have a little time to myself.
When I walked back in the house, my mother was already sitting on the couch watching TV. Pop sat at the table reading the Saturday paper. I didn’t see Gram anywhere—she was probably out back watering her garden before it got too hot.
“Good morning, Allison,” Pop said, folding down the corner of his paper.
“Mornin’, Pop,” I said as the smell of fresh coffee drew me into the kitchen where my favorite mug already sat on the counter waiting for me. When I returned to the living room, caffeine in hand, Pop continued.
“I hear you kids are heading to the beach today,” Pop said, his face hidden behind the newspaper. My mother glanced over at him but quickly looked back to the talk show she was watching.
“That’s right. Can’t wait.” I dropped down on the couch with my coffee. 
Pop folded down the corner of his paper again, peering at me over his reading glasses. “It’s okay to have some fun once in a while, Al.”
I snorted in response. Going to the beach with Nicole and her friends didn’t really count as fun in my book. Other than Nicole, I didn’t really feel comfortable around anyone my own age. I’d never fit in, I’d rather just be alone or sit in the backyard with a book while Gram worked in her garden.
“When Beth was a girl, she and Joanne went to the beach just about every weekend during the summer. They were inseparable.” Joanne still stopped by to visit at least once a week, so I could believe it. She also happened to be Jeff and Ethan’s mother. 
I raised an eyebrow. “Are you trying to tell me something, Pop?” I asked with a smirk.
“Nah, sweetheart. Just thinking life is too short, you know? I wouldn’t want you to miss out on your share of fun before life gets in the way.”
“I’m perfectly happy with a good book and a bowl of Double Fudge ice cream.” I grinned widely, trying to show my sincerity, though probably was pushing it toward overkill.
“It sure isn’t that you’re not pretty enough,” he said, ignoring me. “Those eyes of yours are about the bluest I’ve ever seen. I think all the boys around here are just scared off by your sharp tongue.”
“Think so?” I couldn’t help laughing as I stood up, patted Pop on the shoulder, and went upstairs to change into my bathing suit.
***
I glanced at my watch. It was seven forty-five. If Nicole didn’t show up by eight, I was grabbing my book and camping out in the backyard.
No sooner than the idea crossed my mind, the screen door slammed. Nicole burst in wearing a hot-pink terrycloth coverall and flip-flops. Her shoulder-length blonde hair was pulled up in a high ponytail.
“We’re burning daylight here, Al. Let’s go!”
“Good morning to you, too. You’re practically on time,” I teased.
“It’ll be a good morning if you have some coffee left.” She whipped open the cabinet and pulled down a travel mug. “Mom and Dad aren’t even up yet.” 
I chuckled. “When was the last time you were up at this hour? I haven’t seen you leave the house before nine-thirty since high school.” The hair salon where Nicole worked at opened at ten o’clock, and she didn’t get up earlier than she had to.
Nicole ignored me and took a long sip of her coffee, then peered out to the living room. “Whatcha watching, Aunt Beth?”
“My shows,” my mother answered quietly.
I kissed Pop on the cheek and walked over to kiss my mother on the head. She didn’t move, and I gave her a tiny smile. “Grab the cooler, Nic. I’m going to get the umbrella and we’re outta here.” 
When the trunk was packed, I slammed it shut just as Nicole’s friend Rachel pulled into the driveway in her tiny red coupe. She was dressed just like Nicole, only in turquoise, and her curly dark hair was twisted up in an artfully messy bun.
“Hey, girly,” she greeted Nicole, not even looking at me. She raised a perfectly shaped brow as she held up her beach tote.
“You’ll drive, right, Allison?” Rachel said airily as she tossed her bag into my backseat.
I clenched my teeth. “You bet!”
Jeff pulled his Jeep in behind Rachel’s car, and her attention was quickly diverted to sticking her chest out for maximum cleavage exposure.”Hey, boys!” she lilted to the three guys in the Jeep. 
Nicole caught me as I rolled my eyes. “We’re gonna have an awesome day,” she stated. “So, don’t be a grouch!” She playfully stuck her tongue out and hopped in the car.
***
I inhaled the salty ocean air, and the lingering scent of suntan lotion filled my nose. The sun was searing my legs, and it was time for a break in the shade. My skin burned easily and although I had sunscreen on, I was already looking a little pink. I put my bookmark between the pages and attempted to brush some of the sand off of my legs as I stood. Lifting my arms, I stretched before retreating to the chair under my umbrella.
Down at the water, I could see Rachel with her arms wrapped around her middle, the wind whipping strands of dark hair into her face. She kept jumping and shrieking when Sean or Ethan stumbled on their boogie boards and splashed her. Ethan caught my gaze and motioned for me to come join them. I laughed as a wave collapsed on top of him and shook my head.
Settling into my spot, I took off my sunglasses and closed my eyes, listening to the sound of the gulls. I sighed contentedly. This wasn’t so bad.
A loud cawing interrupted my tranquil moment. I pried open an eye and looked at the kids building a sand castle next to our spot. There was a crow standing a few feet away, facing my direction. Weird. I’d never seen a crow at the beach before. Maybe there was a beached seal nearby. 
I started to open my book up, but the hairs along the back of my neck stood up, and a funny feeling came over me, like I was being watched. I glanced around, and this time, the crow locked eyes with me. Something about its beady eyes made me shudder, and I turned away quickly.
On my other side, Nicole was just about done burying Jeff in the sand. All that was visible was his spiky brown hair and his Red Sox visor.
“Just stay still for one more second, Jeff. I’ve got to get a picture,” Nicole begged as she grabbed her camera from her towel. She clicked a few times before the sand started to crack and crumble around him.
“That’s it, let me out of here!” Jeff shouted. The sand broke apart around him, and he climbed out. Nicole yelped in surprise as he took off chasing her down to the water.
“Come swim with us, Al!” Nicole yelled over her shoulder as she ran.
I shook my head with a smile. “I’m good,” I called out before reopening my book.
A few minutes later, I heard a quiet thud as Ethan dropped down to his knees on the blanket by my feet. He dug around the cooler and pulled out a soda.
“Aren’t you having fun?” he asked breathlessly between gulps.
“As a matter of fact, I am,” I replied, gesturing to the umbrella and my book.
“Yeah? Whatcha reading?”
I felt a blush rise on my cheeks as I held the book out for him to see. I was reading Gone With The Wind. Again.
Ethan started laughing, nearly choking on his soda. “I imagined you up here reading The Guide to Modern Physics. I would’ve never guessed you were reading a romance novel!” He stretched himself out on the blanket and closed his eyes to the sun, his lips curved up in that mocking little smile. His dark hair was slicked back with water, and he was perfectly tanned. I couldn’t help noticing that his lashes were a thick, dark fringe. I forced myself to look away.
When I glanced back at him—I couldn’t help it—Rachel had snuck onto the blanket and gestured to me with her finger to her lips. She flopped down onto her stomach and began running a piece of ice that had fallen out of the cooler along Ethan’s chest, causing him to shout in surprise.
“You’re going down!” he yelled before hauling Rachel up over his shoulder and running down to toss her, squealing, into the ocean.
I looked down to the water, wondering how Sean felt about Rachel’s not-so-subtle display. They had one of those on-again-off-again relationships. They were all friends, but her flirting with Ethan must have bothered him. If I wanted to be honest, it even bothered me.
I pushed all of Nicole’s friends out of my thoughts and tried to enjoy the rest of the day. When it was time to leave, I walked up the old wooden steps to the parking lot with my arms full of beach gear. The others were lagging behind, but I could still hear the sounds of their laughter and teasing.
“If you’re going with Jeff, I am too,” I heard Rachel say to Nicole in her whiny voice.
“Sweet! Shotgun in Al’s car,” Ethan yelled. A smile crept onto my face—Rachel would be disappointed that she wouldn’t get to cozy up next to him in the backseat. Good thing no one could see my face. 
“Damn, man, I was just going to say that!” Sean said, a thump following. I could only imagine from Ethan’s grunt that Sean had whacked him upside the head. I laughed to myself that both guys were so desperate to stay away from Rachel. 
I opened the hatch and started loading it when Ethan gently pushed me aside. “I got this,” he said, winking at me as he hefted the cooler in.
“Yeah, I wouldn’t want to break a nail,” I muttered, placing my bag in the back.
Ethan just laughed and shook his head.
“Meet us at Nic’s!” Jeff shouted out his window before tearing out of the parking lot.
I started the car as Ethan and Sean piled in. As usual, Sean reached up front and ruffled my hair before settling in his seat. He grew up in the house on the other side of Nicole’s, and he’d always been nice to me, even if his sometimes-girlfriend was a jerk.
“You coming over tonight?” Ethan asked as he flipped through the CD’s in my case.
“Me?” I tried to swallow down the butterflies. “Are you kidding? My bed is already calling my name,” I replied, trying to keep an aloof tone.
Ethan shook his head and smirked, no doubt trying not to laugh at me. “We’re just going to be watching a movie.”
“Didn’t your mother teach you not to beg, dude?” Sean asked, teasing. “You probably have a hot date, right Allie-O?” He shook my shoulder lightly. I smiled at the old nickname from the days when we used to play hide-and-seek in our neighborhood.
“Yeah, a hot date with Rhett Butler,” Ethan said. I kept my eyes on the road, but I couldn’t help the smile that played on my lips.
“Poor Ethan,” Sean said. “I think Rachel wants to snuggle with you tonight, pal.” He was laughing, but there was an edge to his voice. The idea of Rachel and Ethan together made my chest squeeze, too.
Ethan chuckled. “No, thanks. Rachel is all yours. She’s not my type.”
“Since when do you have a type?” Sean asked, the tension lifting.
“I’m twenty-three years old, man. Time to start thinking of the future.”
I nearly snorted soda out of my nose . . . until he slung his arm around the back of my chair. Then it was all I could do to keep the car on the road.
He had to know the way he affected me, how he got under my skin. Four years ago, in one of my weaker moments, I’d fallen for his charm. I couldn’t let that happen again. But the memory of that kiss still left me breathless.
I pulled my car into the driveway, thanking the universe for getting me through the trip without too much drama.
The guys grabbed the umbrella and cooler and headed for the house. I shut the trunk and was about to scoop my bag and chair up when a raucous of caws and screeches broke out in the woods.
Startled, I grabbed my things and hurried toward the porch. I watched the tree line as I went, where a handful of large crows were swooping up and down in the yard, knocking leaves and small branches all over the place. 
I had almost reached the porch steps when I walked straight into Ethan, who was squinting at the scene the birds were making, too. I stumbled back, nearly falling, and he grabbed my elbow to steady me, sending electricity shooting through my body.
I yanked my arm back as though he’d burned me. He held his hands up, palms facing forward.
“Easy. You all right?” He laughed, and I felt my cheeks flare.
I pushed past him, embarrassed that I’d practically fallen over backward and annoyed that he had laughed at me.
“Hey! Allie . . . ”
I stopped with my hand on the screen door. I didn’t know why I was overreacting like this—it wasn’t the first time he joked around with me—and it made me even more flustered. I heard his footsteps as he climbed onto the porch behind me and tried to keep my cool. My hand dropped from the door, and I turned around.
Ethan looked at me, his warm brown eyes searching mine. “Don’t be mad.”
I took a deep breath and looked away. “I’m not mad,” I said. “I was just sort of freaked out by the birds.” I looked at the spot they’d been tearing up just seconds ago. They were nowhere to be found.
He opened his mouth to speak just as Sean appeared at the screen door. I stood aside to let him out and internally thanked him for saving me from another self-induced awkward moment.
“You sure you can’t come over tonight?” Ethan asked, his usual wry expression back in place.
Sean just snorted and gave my shoulder a squeeze as he walked by. “Later, Allie-O.”
I shook my head at Ethan. “I’m sure, but thanks for the help carrying the beach stuff inside.”
He grinned and nodded. “Well, have fun with Rhett then.” He followed Sean toward Nicole’s house.
 
“Did you have a good time today, honey?” Gram said as she pushed the door open and held it for me.
Tearing my gaze away from Ethan, I made myself smile. “Yeah, it was okay.”
***
I brought the bag up to my room and then headed back out to my car. Once I confirmed that there was nobody around, I made my way to the spot where the birds had been. I expected to see a raccoon or opossum lying dead in the woods, but other than scattered leaves and twigs, there was no sign that the birds had even been there. The entire backyard was clear, not even a squirrel in sight. 
I walked all the way around the perimeter of the yard until I was satisfied that I was just worrying over nothing. Of course nothing was out here. I rubbed my hands over my face. I couldn’t help wondering if this was how it had started for my mother—paranoid over every little sound, every strange happening.
I walked past the fence to Nicole’s yard and froze when I heard a hushed conversation on the other side.
“Obviously he wants to get with Allison because she’s like, no-man’s land. Once he gets in her pants, he’ll lose interest.” Rachel said my name like it was acid on her tongue.
“Give me a break, Rach,” Nicole replied. I could just imagine her dramatic eye roll.
“What? Isn’t she still, like, a virgin or something?” Rachel said, snickering. “She’s probably a lesbian anyway.”
“I think you need to back off my cousin.” Nicole’s voice hardened. “Got it?”
When I realized what I was doing, I hurried inside. I did not need to hear any more of that conversation. Time to take a quick shower and read for awhile. That would sort me out.
My mother was perched in her usual spot on the couch as I entered the living room, with Gram and Pop in their seats. The television was on, but when I glanced at my mother, I noticed she wasn’t watching it. She was looking out the window. Her expression was blank, but there was a tear trickling down her cheek.
***
My mother walks through an endless stretch of green forest. There is a man by her side, with big, blue eyes and wavy, caramel hair. She beams up at him. His hand gently rests on her back, steadying her as she steps over fallen branches and stones. His eyes are constantly moving, restless.
Black birds surround them. One swoops down at my mother, and its red eyes glare at her as it drags its talons across her chest. As quickly as it came, it flies off with the rest, leaving her shirt torn and streaked with blood. The man’s eyes are wild, searching the forest. He's yelling words I don’t understand as he pulls my mother toward him.
I jolted awake, my pajamas soaked in sweat, my breaths coming fast. But it was just another dream. Yet, muffled sobs came from my mother’s bedroom across the hall. I climbed out of my bed and hurried to my mother’s room. 
Her bed was empty, and my chest seized. But when I spun around I saw her in her window seat, staring out at the woods. Relief flooded through me.
“Mom,” I whispered, but she didn’t move. “Mom, please look at me,” I tried again, sitting down on the seat beside her. She turned to face me then. Tears lined her cheeks like silver rivers down her moonlit face.
“Allison,” she murmured. I shivered at the clarity in her voice. I hadn’t heard her say my name since I was six years old. 
“It’s okay, Mom.” I wiped her tears away with a tissue from the nightstand. Her eyes shone brighter than I’d ever seen them, and they burned holes into mine.
“You look...so much like him.” She didn’t have to say who she meant. I knew she was thinking about my father.
“I’m sorry if that hurts you,” I said, trying to hang onto the moment of lucidity. 
“No,” she whispered, staring back into my eyes. “Your father was beautiful, just like you.”
“Did he hurt you?” I immediately regretted my words—I knew how easy it was to push her over the edge.
My mother shuddered, and just like that, she was gone. Her eyes glazed over, completely void of recognition. She turned her head slowly and stared back out at the woods.



Chapter 3
Sunday morning, I sat at the kitchen table after my run, picking through the newspaper that Pop had already dissected. My mother sat across from me, threading and unthreading her fingers. I picked up my coffee cup and grimaced when I took a sip to find it unexpectedly cold. I walked over to get a warm-up and the doorbell rang. 
I glanced around, Gram was out in the garden, and Pop had taken a ride down to the hardware store to do paperwork. I set the coffee pot aside to answer the door. A young man stood on the other side, looking off into the woods. I didn’t think I’d ever seen him before, but there was something familiar about him.
“Hello. I’m looking for Beth O’Malley, please,” he said with a heavy Irish accent.
“Beth?” Nobody ever came over asking for Beth O’Malley. Then his eyes met mine.
Just like in a movie, when the camera zooms into someone’s face and everything else ceases to exist for that moment, my world stopped. 
Because I had seen those eyes before. 
They had gazed affectionately at my mother in my dreams. 
His light golden-brown hair was short, but I could tell that if he grew it out a few inches, it would be wavy just like mine. He looked exactly like the photos I had in my room.
“She can’t come to the door.” The words tumbled out, my heart thrumming in my chest like a thousand butterfly wings. “I’m her daughter, Allison. Can I help you with something?”
“Oh, I see.” His brow furrowed, like he didn’t actually understand at all. “No. Thank you, Allison. Good day.” He turned toward the stairs.
“Wait!” I shouted. “Liam?”
He cleared his throat, froze, and spoke over his shoulder. “Yes. Has she told you about me then?”
“Not really, no.” 
It was true. I only ever heard his name during her episodes. When I was little, she would sit in her room sometimes holding a piece of paper in her hands and cry. One day I snuck into her bedroom while she was playing her violin and stole the paper—what turned out to be pictures of her and Liam. I thought that if I took away the thing that made her cry, she would be happy with just me.
I shook my head. “She mentioned the name to my grandmother, after she came back from Ireland.”
“Right.” He turned back to face me again. “Do you suppose I might be able to speak with your mother later?”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “You haven’t spoken to her in the past twenty-two years, obviously.”
“I beg your pardon?” Liam cleared his throat again.
“I said it’s obvious you haven’t talked to my mother since she came back from Ireland twenty-two years ago.”
“Please, you must understand—”
“Oh, I think I understand perfectly. You knocked my mother up and sent her back to the US, and now . . . what? You’re in the neighborhood so you thought you’d drop by to say hello?”
“I don’t know what you’ve been told. But”—he paused, swallowing hard—“I assure you, I knew nothing of a child.”
I stepped out onto the porch, quietly shutting the door behind me. I tried to keep my expression calm and indifferent. 
I noticed his jaw muscles clenching. Something else we had in common, I guess.
“I don’t know what to say,” he whispered as he passed a hand through his hair. “I didn’t know you existed, yet... here you are.”
“Here I am,” I laughed, without humor. “I guess you’re wondering why I won’t let you see my mother?”
“I suppose I am. But I might have a bit of an idea,” he said. His blue eyes looked sad and far older than I’d originally thought.
“You think so?” I snapped. “And why might that be?” 
“Oh, Allison. I daresay I know far more than I wish to.” He sighed and ran his hands through his hair again. 
“So, you know that my mother is crazy? That she can’t even leave the house without being sedated? Do you know that most days she doesn’t say more than ten words? And on those off days, she rants and screams your name?” I took a deep breath, my chest heaving with emotion. I had been going for cool and indifferent, but, his innocent act set me off. I couldn’t even look at him. “Is that what you wish you didn’t know?”
“Won’t you let me see her?” he pleaded, his fingers still laced in his hair. “I have loved your mother all these years. I know this is my fault, believe me. There was nothing I could do, but I would have done anything...” His voice trailed off, and there was a faraway look in his eyes.
I was at a complete loss. How could he just show up twenty-two years after tearing my mother’s heart apart? How could he stand here, claiming to love her in one breath, and yet say he was helpless to do anything about it in the next?
“Let me guess—you were married, with a kid or two already. I bet the American student and her illegitimate baby didn’t fit well in the family portrait, right?” My hands clenched into fists.
Liam laughed then, but it was a cold, terrible laugh. His face clouded over, and for a moment I regretted speaking to him so harshly. I didn’t know this guy. I had no idea what he was capable of. 
For what must have been the longest two minutes of my life, he didn’t say anything. He didn’t even look at me, just stared off into space. His eyes were hard and shiny, like marbles, glistening with unshed tears. 
“No, I was never married,” he finally answered. “I wish it were so simple.”
He looked directly into my eyes then, and for a moment I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. Questions tumbled through my mind, but there were so many that I had no way of knowing where to begin. I opened my mouth to ask what he meant, but he spoke first.
“I will find a way to undo what has been done, or I will die trying.” He took two steps back. “I understand your anger. You’re completely justified. But know this—you will see me again.” He nodded curtly and strode down the front walk. Just like that.
***
I didn’t have to work on Sunday, but I almost wished I had, if only for the distraction. The sky was bright blue as I stepped back out onto the front porch, and I could hear the chords from “Drowsy Maggie” floating out from the den. My mother hadn’t played such a peppy tune on her violin in years. I sat on the top step with an ice-cold glass of lemonade, tapping my foot to the melody. Uncle David had mowed that morning, too, so the smell of freshly cut grass added to the illusion of a perfect summer day. Puffy clouds moved swiftly through the sky, matching the speed of the thoughts passing through my mind.
I couldn’t bring myself to tell Gram and Pop about Liam showing up. Every time I considered it, I pictured Liam’s face—he was so . . . young. Something about him didn’t sit right. It wasn’t just that he spoke in riddles. It was that his face hadn’t changed a bit from the photo strips my mom clung to when I just was five years old.
No. I did the right thing, I encouraged myself. They had enough to deal with, and something told me I should keep his arrival to myself.
I took a sip of my lemonade and looked around the yard. There were no signs of the fighting black birds, at least. It was actually a peaceful day. It was warm but not as hot as it had been the past week. I stretched my legs out and leaned back on my hands, letting the sun warm my face.
My mother’s music danced through my head. When I was a very little girl, she would let me choose the music she’d play. I always loved the fast tunes like “Drowsy Maggie.” I would watch her bite her bottom lip in concentration as she moved through each piece. She withdrew completely when I was around seven years old, though, and I missed turning the sheet music for her and dancing along to the reels.
I opened my eyes, and lights sparkled across my vision. I looked down, letting my eyes adjust. Once I could see normally I stood, figuring I should probably do a load of laundry before Gram had a chance to do it for me. But to my left, I saw a twinkling silver light. I turned to walk up the stairs, and sure enough, the same light caught my eye, even when I faced the house.
I remembered Gram would sometimes hang aluminum pie plates near her vegetable garden to keep the birds away. I must have not been paying attention when I walked past her gardens—surely she had put some out.
The rumbling of an engine announced Jeff’s arrival next door and jerked me away from my thoughts. I looked over to see Nicole bouncing down the driveway. She glanced over at me, her face all lit up.
“There you are! I’ve been texting you all morning.” She signaled to Jeff that she’d be just a minute and made her way over to me.
I sighed, knowing what was going to happen before she was even in front of me. Once again, I had no believable excuses.
“I’m going to a cookout at Jeff’s parents’ house. Wanna come?” No matter how many times I’d turned down her invitations in the past, she never lost hope that I would one day be happy to tag along with her and her friends.
“I have laundry to do, Nic,” I mumbled as I walked into the house, wincing when I heard her follow behind me. She would never give up so easily.
“And, it will be here tomorrow, won’t it?”
My mother was still playing her violin in the den. Her talent never faded, no matter how ill she became. As I walked past, I could see Gram coming in through the sliding door. She was wearing her gardening hat and gloves, the knees of her pants caked with soil.
“Hello, girls.” Gram smiled at us as she pulled the gloves off, wiping her brow.
“Hey, Gram,” Nicole said, grinning. “Aunt Beth is doing okay, isn’t she?”
Gram looked between the two of us, a knowing smile forming on her face. She licked her lips and laughed.
“Aunt Beth is just fine, why do you ask?”
I widened my eyes at Gram. She usually helped me fend off Nicole’s endless invitations.
“Great, so you can come, Al!”
“Are you sure I’m even invited?” I knew I was just putting off the inevitable. But I had to put up a little bit of a fight. I couldn’t let Nicole get complacent.
She glanced at me and frowned. “I just invited you.”
I breathed deeply. “If I come, will you leave me alone for the rest of the week?”
Her dismissive expression made me laugh. “Yeah, sure. Let’s go. This will be so much fun,” she said, sounding much more excited than I felt.
I made a “how could you?” face at Gram and followed after my cousin. I would never let Nicole know, but the idea of being surrounded by mindless conversation might actually be the only way I could make it through this day.
***
The Magliaro family never had small get-togethers. They were a huge Italian family with plenty of relatives and friends constantly stopping by unannounced. A cookout there meant three times as many people around as there usually were. Luckily, their house was enormous. 
It stood a mile back from the road, and I sat in the back of Jeff’s Jeep, bumping and bouncing all the way up the long, snaking driveway. Half a dozen cars were already there when we arrived. Jeff pulled right onto the front lawn and secured the parking brake. 
I followed them into the house, smiling at relatives I’d met before, even if I couldn’t remember their names. The air was thick with the smell of spicy Italian cooking. Two booming male voices were having a friendly argument about which Patriots tight end should be starting in the fall, and little kids were running around, darting under our feet. 
“Eli, what did I tell you about running inside Auntie Joanne’s house?” Jeff mock-scolded a dark-haired boy as he ran by. The boy grinned up at him, showing several missing teeth, and scooted out the front door.
In the kitchen, Joanne was putting chips into bowls and chatting with an older woman. The second she saw me and Nicole, her eyes lit up, and she excused herself before rushing for us.
“Hello, girls! So glad to see you,” she said before turning to Jeff. “Did you offer them anything to drink Jeff?”
“Uh, not yet, Ma. We just got here.”
Joanne made shooing motions to her son, and he threw up his arms before going off in search of drinks.
She leveled me with her eyes. “How’s your mom, honey?”
 “You know . . . same old.” I put on my best polite smile.
Joanne nodded, her face showing that she saw right through me. “Well, I’m sorry I haven’t stopped by in a few days. I’ll come by soon, I promise.”
I nodded. I knew she would.  
She gave my arm a gentle pat and then excused herself as Jeff came back with two bottles of water. I took one from him and caught sight of Ethan across the family room. My smile faltered a bit—he was leaning against the back of the sofa, whispering into the ear of a redhead who looked vaguely familiar.
Nicole cleared her throat. “Whatcha looking at, Al?”
I scowled at her as my cheeks heated up. “I’m not looking at anything,” I said, looking down at my flip flops.
I snuck a peek back at Ethan, who was laughing and standing inappropriately close to the girl. Then I remembered: she went to high school with us.
“Hey, man.” Sean came up, clapping his hand on Jeff’s shoulder. Behind him, Rachel stood watching Ethan talk to the redhead, too.
“Hey. We still on for some Home Run Derby?” Jeff asked, curling his arm around Nicole’s waist.
I glanced back at Ethan. Lisa, that was her name.
Sean grinned. “Of course I am. Let’s do this!”
“Hey, Ethan,” Jeff hollered across the room. “Get your hands out of Lisa’s pants, and let’s go play ball!” 
Nicole smacked him and Joanne shot him a look, but Jeff and Sean just cracked up. They weren’t the least bit sorry. 
Ethan separated himself from Lisa and walked over to where we all stood, his smile wicked. Sean punched him in the shoulder.
“What? We were just catching up.” Ethan’s teeth gleamed against his deep tan as he laughed. I stared back down at my feet again, wishing I were home doing laundry.
“Hey, Al.” Ethan said, turning his grin on me. I attempted to make my face completely unreadable. 
Dammit. Why did I always have to react to him? 
“Hey,” I said, trying for indifference but only achieving awkwardness.
“Come on, come on.” Jeff let go of Nicole and nudged Ethan toward the back door.
***
While the guys were playing ball I sat on the deck with Nicole, Rachel, and a few of their other friends, and listened to them talk about who was dating whom and who was pregnant with whose kid. I recognized the tone of Rachel’s voice every time she spoke. The same one she’d used when she’d called me no-man’s land and decided I was a lesbian.
This was the kind of the thing I avoided. Playing Home Run Derby sounded way better than listening to gossip from Nic’s snooty friends. I stood, kicked off my flip flops and headed off the deck, ignoring Nicole calling my name.
Ethan stood with a wiffle ball in his hands, his expression intrigued. “You playing?”
I glanced back at the girls on the deck watching me and shrugged. “Count me in.”
Sean jogged over with the bat and held it out for me, grinning. He knew I’d played softball and run track all through high school to pad my transcripts. And I was no slouch at either sport. “Pick your pitcher, Allie-O.”
The smirk on Ethan’s face was a challenge, and I couldn’t resist. “Ethan has the ball. He can pitch to me.”
“I hope you haven’t gotten rusty,” Ethan said. He made a big show of stretching and winding up before he finally tossed the ball to me.
I swung and smacked it over the pool house, and Sean started shouting and cheering. Ethan shook his head, but he was smiling. He clearly thought I would be an easy out.
But no. I made it all the way to the final round, kicking Sean and Jeff out of the game. 
“You gonna let her win, E?” Jeff called, winking at me from the picnic table where he sat drinking a beer.
Ethan chuckled, showing off those damn dimples. He looked down at the ball in his hands and then back up at me. “If I do, will you let me take you out?”
“What? Like on a date?” I snorted, trying to look braver than I felt. “Not a chance.”
“Wait a sec . . . I like this. Let’s make a wager,” he said.
The guys were all hooting and hollering at me, my face no doubt crimson. I bit my lip, feeling all their eyes on me. “What do I get if I win?” 
“I’m thinking, hang on.” He held up his finger, his brow furrowed in thought. His eyes widened with excitement, and I knew I would regret whatever he had to say.
“If I win, I get a kiss.” If it was possible, my cheeks flushed even more. Cue the laughter and the cat calls.
“And, if I win?” I said, setting a hand on my hip to stop the shaking.
He looked at me for a second, considering. “If you win, I won’t ever ask you out again.”
The idea earned a chorus of “Yeah, right” and “No way” from the guys.
My mouth fell open. I had not been expecting that, but his expression was serious. The laughing around us fell away for a second, and I could only stare at him, feeling the color drain from my face. His expression remained solemn, and he met my gaze head on.
I nodded stiffly and swallowed. “All right.”
His grin came back in full force. “Oh, and Al?” I raised my eyebrows at him. “I won’t lose.”
He was right. I swung at his third pitch and completely missed. And when it was his turn, he smacked the first ball I pitched a hundred yards past the mark.
I couldn’t help but laugh at his victory dance—his hips swinging, fists rotating over his head. His energy was contagious. He bounded toward me, a grin on his face.
“Told you,” he said. 
I shrugged, about to make some kind of snide remark when Joanne shouted from the deck.
“Food’s ready!” 
***
When it was time to go, the nervous feeling in my stomach intensified, and I almost regretted eating so much. This wouldn’t be the first time I’d kissed Ethan Magliaro; I knew what he was capable of. 
It’s just a stupid kiss, I repeated over and over in my head. I could get through it, and then everything would go back to normal. Then my long-lost father’s face flashed in my mind. Okay, as normal as possible. Nothing had to change because of one little kiss.
When Nicole asked Jeff to bring her home, I stood to join them, but Ethan shot me an “oh, no you don’t” look. I hadn’t really expected to get out of the bet, but I didn’t want to appear eager, either. That would only make things worse. He grabbed my hand, and pulled me toward his truck, while my cousin and his brother left us to drive back to Gram’s alone. I waved at Joanne without meeting her eyes, knowing she probably knew all about our little wager.
He opened the passenger door for me and waited until I was settled before closing it. He came around and slid in next to me. He didn’t start the engine right away, though. We sat in silence in his parents’ driveway.
Ethan finally looked over at me, his forehead crinkling in concern. “You know I’m not going to force you to do anything you don’t want to do, right?”
A nervous laugh escaped. “You won the bet.”
Ethan laughed and shook his head as he started the truck. He headed toward the road, and the silence stretched between us. We didn’t speak, but he kept looking over at me with an undefinable expression on his face.
I had spent more than my share of time watching Ethan’s face. I’d watched him play hockey, I’d watched him play baseball. I’d watched as he flirted with girls, I’d watched him stand stoically at his grandfather’s funeral. I thought I knew how to read him pretty well. But at that moment, I couldn’t figure out what was going through his mind.
My phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and checked the number. Nicole.
“Don’t freak out, but I just—”
“Nicole!” I couldn’t help raising my voice. Sometimes she could be so exasperating. I hadn’t even gotten home yet, and she was already drilling me.
“Wait, Al, listen it’s your mother. Gram and Pop had to take her to the hospital. She’ll be okay, but she needed to get stitches.”
My heart stuttered in my chest. “Stitches? What happened?” 
“I don’t really know. Mom just said she had an episode during dinner and was banging on the window...and the glass broke.”
I looked over and Ethan met my eyes curiously.
“We’re almost home, meet me there.” I clicked my phone shut and leaned my head against the back of the seat. “My mom broke a window with her hand. She needs stitches.”
I looked over at Ethan, expecting to see pity, but, thankfully he just nodded and kept driving.
“Do you want me to take you to the hospital?” he asked, his voice gentle.
“You don’t mind?”
Ethan clenched his jaw, and I looked away. “Of course I don’t mind. You should probably text Nicole and let her know, though.”
***
We drove the rest of the way in silence, a million feelings—namely guilt—running through my mind. I should have been there. I should never have gone out. But what would it have mattered if I was there? Would I have been able to help? Oh god, did Liam show up again? I was starting to hyperventilate. 
Ethan placed a hand on my knee as he parked the car, and for once, my heart rate slowed rather than raced. “She’ll be okay,” he said.
I nodded, and then we hurried into the emergency department, scanning the crowded lobby. I didn’t see my grandparents anywhere, so I headed to the Triage station where a middle-aged woman was typing something into the computer. She didn’t even look up when I arrived. I bounced on the balls of my feet for a second, waiting for her to greet me. Finally, I coughed to get her attention.
She glanced up at me. “Can I help you?” she asked, her voice nasally.
“Yes, my mother is here—Elizabeth O’Malley. I need to know where I can find her.”
“Just a minute.” She yawned and typed a few strokes into her keyboard.
I looked over at Ethan to find him watching me, his expression anxious. As I turned my attention back to the woman at the desk, I saw Pop walking toward us, carrying two coffees.
“Thanks, I’m all set,” I said to the receptionist. She returned my gaze with a bland expression.
“Allison, what are you doing here?” Pop asked, glancing between me and Ethan.
“Nic called and said you had to bring Mom in for stitches, so Ethan drove me over. How is she? Is she okay?”
He smiled tiredly. “She’ll be fine. Twelve stitches in her left hand. Those darn birds in the yard were making an awful racket. She was really upset.” Pop shook his head and motioned for us to follow him.
“Al, do you want me to take off?” Ethan asked. “I can stay if you want me to.”
I looked at him. “You can go. I’ll be fine.”
He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked out the huge glass window in the lobby. “Okay, well, let me know if you need anything.”
I smiled and nodded. “Thanks for bringing me, Ethan. I owe you.”
The corner of his mouth lifted. That was a look I recognized. “I’ll keep that in mind.”



Chapter 4
Gram was sitting at the table with a clipboard when I walked into the kitchen the next morning, remaking the chart that kept track of my mother’s medication schedule. She now had to add painkillers to the anti-psychotic drugs she already took daily.
I watched my grandmother fill in the sheet, whispering to herself about the dosages and medication names. I wondered, not for the first time, if I’d actually be able to handle the medications and care of my mother on my own.
I pulled my hair back into a ponytail. I had to work the ten o’clock shift at the hardware store. My grandfather wasn’t working that morning, but I didn’t see him around the house. Then the sight of the plastic covering the window in the living room gave me a pretty good idea where he was.
I poked my head into the den to check on my mother. The sight of the bandage on her hand wasn’t what upset me most. She just sat there in a chair, staring at the trees. Pain was written in the tight lines around her mouth and eyes. Knowing she was on pain meds, I guessed it wasn’t something physical.
I cleared my throat quietly, letting her know I was in the room. At first I didn’t think she’d look at me, but after several heartbeats she turned her head toward me. A tiny gasp escaped before I could cover my mouth with my palm. Her eyes were vacant and dull, but it didn’t mask her misery. I had never seen her so despondent.
I made my way into the room and sat on the sofa across from her. She shifted her gaze back toward the window. I wished I knew what went on in her mind when she was like this. Maybe then I could help. Was she thinking about Liam? How would she react if she actually saw him again?
The screen door creaked from the porch, and I heard my grandfather’s voice. And then Ethan’s . . . 
From where I sat I could see him walk in carrying a new window. He was dressed for work in his hunter green Magliaro Construction T-shirt. The muscles in his forearms were taut as he brought the window into the living room. The door slammed, and my grandfather followed. 
With a small sigh, I rose and tiptoed out of the den, leaving my mother still staring out into the woods. I grabbed my keys from the sideboard in the living room as Ethan measured the frame of the window with a tape measure, a pencil stuck between his lips. I smiled at how boyish he looked.
“I’m off to work.” I walked over to the table in the kitchen and placed my hand gently on Gram’s back and kissed her hair.
“Oh, honey. Did you get something to eat?” She pushed her papers away and looked up at me with a frown.
“I’ll just grab something on my break.” I smiled to reassure her, even though I knew better.
“Give me just one minute. I’ll pack you a lunch.”
“If it will make you feel better, I’ll come home for lunch?” I met her gaze, wishing she wouldn’t worry about me so much.
Gram’s frown smoothed. “That’d be good.”
 I shook my head and sighed, but I was still smiling in spite of myself. I turned to leave, and Ethan met my eyes, his expression unsure.
“How’s your mom today?”
I twisted the end of my ponytail, “She seems okay,” I said. “Thanks for helping with the window.”
Ethan looked down at the floor. For a second I thought he might be embarrassed but when he looked up his roguish smile set my cheeks on fire.
“My pleasure, Allison.” 
The look on his face spread the blush down my neck, and I hurried toward the front door. As I walked out, I could still feel Ethan watching me.
***
“Which color would you go with, Allison?”
I looked up from the ordering screen on the computer to see Gus Baker holding two strips of paint chips up for me, frown lines etched between his winged eyebrows. I took a deep breath before walking over to the counter where Gus stood waiting for me, his watery blue eyes watching me. From across the counter, I could smell the tang of dirty laundry and decaying teeth.
I tried not to be annoyed at the little old man, but Gus was in here every day. I guess he was lonely, but he spent as much time in this store as I did. And he never bought anything.
“I’d go with the eucalyptus green,” I said in my friendliest voice.
“I just don’t know. There are so many of these colors! How does anyone choose?” Gus grumbled, his eyes intent on my face.
I swallowed, forcing my smile to stay in place as I breathed through my mouth. I just wanted to get the big order that just came in all set for Pop, but Gus had been here for the past forty-five minutes comparing shades of green. I sighed inwardly. He needed to find a new hangout.
The door jingled, signaling a new arrival. I glanced at the door. Ethan. Figures.  
Seeing me, his eyes lit up and his face broke into a stomach-twisting half-smile. I shook my head at him, and he chuckled. He knew the effect that grin had on girls, obviously.
Gus’s rumbly throat-clearing brought me back to reality. He was still watching me, waiting for my reply as though his life depended on it. 
“Maybe going with green is a bad idea, after all,” Gus said. “I guess I’ll just keep it the way it is.”
I nodded and closed my eyes to hide my exasperation. When I reopened them, Ethan was standing a few aisles back, toying with the foam paintbrushes. His smirk stayed firmly in place, his dimples doing a number on my willpower.
“You know,” Gus said. “I’ve heard the lunch special down at The Pickle Barrel includes a meal for two for ten dollars. I would really like to treat you sometime. You’re such a big help to me here.”
I opened my mouth in shock, staring back at Gus without replying. I could hear snickering from the paintbrush aisle and glared in Ethan’s direction as he coughed to cover up his amusement.
I had to say something, but words wouldn’t come. Gus just looked at me with his cloudy eyes wide and hopeful.
“Hey, how’s it going Gus?” Ethan sauntered over and clapped Gus on the back. I cocked my head at him in confusion.
“Oh,” Gus sputtered. “Hey, there yourself, Ethan. How’s the family?”
Everyone knew everyone in this town. You couldn’t go anywhere without someone asking about your family.
“Doing well, thanks. I’m just popping in to bring my girl her lunch.” He grinned and held out a little brown lunch sack. My eyes widened with surprise. Now what is he doing?
“Your girl, huh?” Gus looked between Ethan and me, his expression crestfallen. “Well, that’s great.” Gus stared at me a minute longer before muttering something about seeing me later and shuffling toward the exit.
“You’re welcome,” Ethan said, waggling his eyebrows at me.
“Who said I was your girl?” I huffed, placing my hands on my hips. I tried to be serious but a laugh escaped. The relief of avoiding turning down Gus’s invitation kept my annoyance at Ethan’s remark at bay.
Ethan placed the lunch sack on the counter and leaned forward on his palms. “Just having a little fun.”
I rolled my eyes at him.
“How long have you had poor Gus smitten?” Ethan was still leaning forward, his big brown eyes glowing with humor.
“Poor Gus is just lonely. He’s in here just about every day.”
Ethan shook his head and placed a hand over his heart. “I know how he feels. The poor sap.” 
“So, what are you really doing here, besides saving Gus from heartache?” I asked, heading back to the computer and perching myself on the stool to work on the order.
“After I put in the window, your grandmother asked me to bring this down . . . .to save you having to come home for lunch.”
I snorted, keeping my eyes on the screen.
“And, I don’t intend on forgetting our little wager.” He straightened and crossed his arms, daring me to protest.
I laughed. “What, here? While I’m at work?” I avoided his eyes. Many girls had gotten lost in those eyes, but I knew better.
“What time do you get off work?” he asked.
I turned and narrowed my eyes at him. “I close at six. Then I have to balance the register, so around six thirty.”
Ethan looked down at his hands for a second, then glanced up at me through his thick lashes. “You want to get something to eat when you’re done?” 
I licked my lips, his dark brown eyes pulling me in. I tore my gaze away and tried to focus on the computer screen. He didn’t say anything for a few moments, and I fidgeted, knowing he was watching me. When I turned toward him, his expression was so intense that my stomach somersaulted.
“Just one time,” he said quietly.
“What?”
“Say yes, just one time.” Ethan slowly moved behind the counter, his eyes never leaving mine.
“If you don’t have a good time, fine. But, I’ve been trying to get you to give me a chance for years. Don’t act like you didn’t know.”
I shook my head slightly as he approached, wanting him closer but afraid of what it would mean. 
He stopped, his brow creasing. “I won’t hurt you,” he whispered.
His expression was so earnest my mind went blank for a moment.
“Ethan,” I began, my thoughts scrambled. “You know I’d like to—”
“So say yes.”
I looked up at the ceiling. I was tired of always pushing him away. If I went out with him once, maybe then I could convince him too that this was a bad idea. I covered my face with my hands.  “All right,” I mumbled through my fingers.
“What was that?” I felt the warmth of Ethan’s hands as he pulled my own away from my face.
“I said all right,” I repeated, my insides fluttering.
He gathered my hands and pulled them close to his chest. His scent, clean and fresh like sun-warmed denim, made my knees go weak.
With his head tilted back, he exclaimed in a mock reverent tone, “Yes! Thank you! Six-thirty on the dot. Be ready. I’m picking you up!”
“Cut it out. Don’t make me change my mind.” I laughed, pulling my hands away.
“Oh, no. You can’t back out now!” 
I ushered him toward the door. “Ha! Watch me!” I couldn’t believe I was flirting back—it went against everything I was trying to do. 
But it felt surprisingly good. 
I was in big trouble.
***
Even on weeknights, Inland Seafood was always packed. The smell of fried clams and french fries would be on our skin for a week, but the food was so worth it. 
Dinner was the easy part—I could sit across a table from Ethan just fine and make mundane conversation. But when Ethan and I walked to his truck, all I could feel was the heavy air between our swinging arms. Then he stopped in front of the ordering window at Dee Dee’s Ice Cream Parlor and looked over at me expectantly.   
My eyebrows shot up. “What?”
He laughed, showing his dimples. “Were you really gonna walk past ice cream without demanding some?”
I felt the warmth rise up my neck. “I do have self-control, you know.”
“So I see.” He snorted. “But I want ice cream. You don’t mind, do you?” His smile glinted in the bright lights outside the ice-cream window.
“Ice cream’s fine,” I shrugged, trying for nonchalance.
After we each had a cone in hand, we walked straight to his truck. Ethan opened the door for me, but when I moved to climb in, he put his arm across the doorway. I glanced back at him, confused.
“Actually, let’s sit on the tailgate and eat these,” he said, yanking a quilt out from behind the passenger seat. He handed me his ice cream and opened the tailgate. After he laid the quilt down, he glanced over at me, mischief clear on his face. Before I had a chance to question him, he hoisted me up onto the tailgate. I yelped in protest, but it was no use.
“It’s a perfect night,” he said, jumping up next to me and grabbing his ice cream. His arm brushed my bare shoulder, igniting my skin where he touched me. I inhaled sharply, breathing in his scent. 
“The stars are all out tonight. There’s the Big Dipper,” I said, pointing with my free hand. I had to keep talking, even if I was just babbling, so that I wouldn’t think about how close he was.
“Allison?” His voice was soft and serious, sounding warning bells in my mind.
“Mm-hmm?” I was afraid to look at him, afraid of the way he said my name, so I kept looking at the sky.
“I want to know why you never date,” he said.
I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t come up with an appropriate answer so I closed it.
“You could have anyone you wanted. Why is it you’re always alone?” I could feel his eyes on me as I stared into the star-studded night.
“Anyone I wanted? That’s a little excessive.”
“Come on, I’m being serious.”
I sighed, trying to think of the right response, one he would understand. “I guess I’m just always busy.”
He chuckled. “Everyone is busy. You have to give me a better reason than that.”
My mouth felt like cotton. Why did I have such a hard time forming coherent sentences when he was looking at me like that? I licked my lips and looked over at him. He stared directly into my eyes, the question still hanging between us.
“I want to take care of my mother. It’s all I want. So, I need to make that happen.” I curled my fingers into fists and pulled my shoulders back, looking back up at the stars. I’d had this conversation countless times with Nicole over the years.
“I know you do,” he said softly. I glanced back at him, surprised he wasn’t telling me that what I wanted was ridiculous. “But...who will take care of you?”
“I will take care of me.” I shook my head sadly. “My whole life everyone has had to take care of me. My grandparents, my aunt and uncle. They all sacrificed so much for me.”
“You act like it’s your fault, but it’s not.”
Now I was back in familiar territory. “My mother was normal before I was born, Ethan. When I came along she began her descent into schizophrenia. You don’t think that’s connected?”
He shifted in his seat. “I just know sometimes things happen, things that can’t be explained. But you still deserve to be happy.” 
I glanced over at him before looking down at my hands. I uncurled my fingers. “I am happy. I’m enrolling in grad school, working and saving the money I make at the store. It’s what I want.”
“But what about friends? What about fun?”
“My idea of fun is just different from yours, I guess. I don’t need to be with a lot of people to be happy.” I hoped he would pick up the double entendre of my answer.
Ethan sighed and turned his body to face mine. He reached up and lightly traced a finger down my cheek. A shiver ran through my body. I turned my face away and focused my attention on finishing my ice cream. There were people everywhere. I didn’t want anything that happened between me and Ethan to be the subject of town gossip.
“Thanks for coming tonight,” Ethan said, unaffected. He reached down and picked up my left hand, interlacing his strong fingers with mine. “It seems like I’ve been trying to get you to go out with me forever.”
I stared down at our joined hands, too shocked to move. “Ethan, you’ve never had a lack of dates. I’d even say you’ve had more than your fair share.”
He ducked his head and laughed. “You think I’m a jerk, don’t you?”
I looked at him and smiled. “No. I don’t, actually. What you did today, for my grandparents . . .   that was really great. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. It was no big deal.” He squeezed my hand and jumped down from the tailgate. “I’m going to take you home now, while you still think I’m so great.”
***
A girl stands in a poorly lit room. There are no windows or lights, but behind her, a flashlight beam brightens the loose dirt beneath her feet. When the girl turns in the direction of the light, it’s my face that illuminates. The man holding the flashlight is huge, wearing a tight, black T-shirt, black cargo pants, and enormous black leather boots. His head is shaved like a soldier’s, his expression grim. He looks around, and my eyes follow. Broken-down wooden shelves line the stone walls, each one holding all manner of dusty glass jars and bottles, some broken and lying on their sides. It looks like a cellar of some kind.
Liam appears, placing his hand on the wall as blinding light fills the room. I turn to look at the big man, eyes wide. He gestures for me to go after Liam, who has disappeared into the wall of light.
I walk into a large, bright room. The ceiling and walls are rounded, like they are in an enormous dome, something straight out of a fairy tale. I notice an oversized wooden table in the center of the room, where a glass ball the size of a fish bowl sits. It shimmers and glitters from within. I walk toward it, almost as if I’m under a spell. When I reach out to touch the orb Liam grabs my arm and shakes his head. I look up at him, disappointed. I can’t tell what he’s saying but his lips move as he pulls my arm away from it. Inside the glass ball, suspended in a sparkling prison is a tiny black-haired woman.
I sat up in my bed—another strange dream—and sighed in relief to find myself in bed at Gram’s. But as my heart settled, I considered how many dreams like that I’d had in the past six months. A whisper in the back of my mind taunted me. Crazy. Just like her.
I couldn’t remember if my mother’s illness began with bizarre dreams, though. The days before my mother really lost her sanity were hazy at best. Memories of her in the mirror combing my hair were outnumbered by the breakdowns and vacant stares.
I look over at my clock. It was early but there was no way I’d be able to get back to sleep. Might as well get my run in before the heat became unbearable.
***
The rhythmic thumping of my sneakers soothed me when my mind worked overtime. I had always been fast, so fast I sometimes felt like I was flying. It had won me countless medals and awards over the years, but that’s not why I did it. Running was something that was for me and only me. Things like schizophrenic mothers, reappearing fathers, and boys with dimples didn’t exist when I ran. All I felt was the wind and my heartbeat, my feet carrying me along. And the less I felt right then, the better.
I wiped the sweat from my brow as I got closer to home, my heart pumping, each beat throbbing in my ears. My body felt strong, but inside I felt weak, scared, overwhelmed. I needed to cool down—in more ways than one—so I slowed my pace, trying to match my breaths to my footsteps. Anger at Liam was sitting heavy on my chest, a cannonball filled to the brim with years of guilt and hurt threatening to implode. Why did he have to show up? My mother was sick enough already.
As I approached my grandparents’ driveway, a flash of black caught my attention. Those damn black birds had been watching me whenever I came or went. They hadn’t caused any more upsets with my mother, at least, so I tried to ignore their beady little eyes, even though I wanted to chase them all away.
I pulled my ear buds out as one flapped its wings. But it was a movement beyond the bird that startled me. 
Several yards in from the street I could just make out the figures of two men standing by a pickup truck in the clearing. They were on my grandparents’ property, so I edged closer to the tree line to see what they were up to. Through the branches I could see one of the men gesturing with his arms. I couldn’t make out their words, but I easily recognized the rich, low voice. Ethan. 
What is he doing here? I squinted to identify the man he was talking to, but Ethan’s frame obstructed my view. I moved up the path to get a better look.
And when I did my jaw just about hit the dirt. 
The man in front of Ethan was a few inches shorter, one hand rested in his light-brown hair, as if it helped him concentrate on what Ethan was saying. I’m not sure what gave me away, but those sharp blue eyes quickly shifted to where I stood. What was Liam doing here talking with Ethan?
As I began backing away, Ethan followed my father’s eyes, nailing me in place. His entire demeanor changed upon seeing me there. One minute he was all business, the next his eyes brightened like he was a man in the desert and I was a cold drink of water.
Ethan started toward me, and I was filled with dread as my father walked alongside him, both pairs of eyes trained on my face.
“Hey, Al,” Ethan said.
I did my best to smile at him, but my attention was on the man walking to his left.
“I didn’t even know your grandparents sold this plot,” Ethan said as he approached.
My eyes darted to Liam. This was news to me, too.
“This is Liam McKeown. Liam, this is Allison O’Malley—Tom and Jane’s granddaughter.”
 
I nodded politely, and Liam cleared his throat. Being around Liam and Ethan at the same time wasn’t something I’d anticipated, and obviously neither did Liam. The tension between us was palpable. When Ethan’s cell phone went off, the air in my chest heaved itself out. I couldn’t hold my tongue for much longer. He held up his finger and walked a few yards away to take the call.
“What’s going on? What are you doing here?” I hissed, glancing over at Ethan who was laughing heartily into the phone.
“Well,” Liam began, not meeting my eyes. “I’ve just bought this lovely piece of land, and I’ve hired the Magliaros to build a house for me.”
“What kind of game are you playing?” My voice was much louder than I’d meant it to be. Ethan looked over his shoulder at me, holding his index finger up.
Liam sighed. “We all have to have a home, don’t we?”
Anger licked at the base of my neck. “I won’t let you hurt my mother again.”
“Easy now, Allison.” The sad expression from the first time we met reappeared. “I’m not going to hurt your mother. In fact, I think I can help her. I just need a little more time.”
My jaw clenched as cold fear gripped my heart at the memory of mother’s tear-streaked face staring out the window. She was so beautiful, so fragile. She would shatter like hand-blown glass if Liam made an appearance in her life. I just knew it. 
Ethan hung up the phone and start back to us. “You don’t know what you’ll do to her if she sees you,” I said quickly.
Ethan looked between Liam and me, puzzled, as he stopped beside us.
“Everything okay, Al?”
“Everything is just fine, my friend,” Liam answered, his smile reappearing. “Ms. O'Malley and I have just learned we have a lot of the same interests. Isn’t that right?”
I swallowed down the first reply that came to mind and glanced down at the ground. Then, looking at Ethan, I put my mask back in place. “Yeah, it seems that way.”
Ethan cocked his eyebrow at me and turned to his new client.
“Thanks for meeting with me today, Ethan,” Liam said evenly. “I’ll be in touch with your office to make arrangements.”
Ethan and I stood quietly as Liam walked down the path toward the road.
“What just happened here? It sounded like you were arguing.”
“I was taken by surprise, that’s all.” I smiled, hoping to be convincing. “I had no idea someone had bought this plot.” I looked back down the path after Liam. The only vehicle on sight was Ethan’s pickup truck. How had Liam gotten here? And what on earth was he up to?



Chapter 5
I ran my finger over the clingy, green tank top hanging in my closet. It was a little revealing for a Fourth of July cookout. Maybe I should wear a simple T-shirt. I stood pondering my outfit, focusing on something I could control for a change. Why was I so worried about how I looked for this cookout anyway? I’d known the Magliaros forever. I’d known Ethan forever.
I sighed and reached for the green tank when a flash in the woods stole my attention. There was no way that was just the sun reflection off an aluminum pie plate. I walked over to the window and saw . . . nothing. What was wrong with me? I let out a frustrated groan, threw on my top, and jogged down the stairs. I was going to find those pie plates hanging from trees in the backyard—there was no other explanation for it. 
I walked out back, my eyes scanning the trees. I heard footsteps behind me and whipped around, my hand flying to my mouth when I saw my mother standing directly in front of me. She stared over my shoulder into the woods, her gaze intent. She must’ve seen it too. 
“Mom? What are you doing out here?” I asked, looking around for my grandparents. My mother only left the house to go to doctor’s appointments, and even then she had to be heavily medicated. She didn’t answer me, just kept looking beyond me into the woods where Liam and Ethan had met the other day.
“What is it?” I asked turning back toward the tree line. I bit my lip, hoping she hadn’t glimpsed Liam that day. 
My mother started walking toward the trees. Oh, no. Not a good idea. I rushed up beside her. “Uh, why don’t we go back inside, Mom? I think The Ellen Show is coming on.”
She stopped and turned to me. She stared into my eyes for a minute, her expression full of longing, then she nodded, the light in her eyes flickering out as she allowed me to lead her toward the deck.
As we climbed the stairs Gram opened the slider, still holding a dishrag in her hand. “There you two are,” she said, casting me a curious glance. 
“We were just listening to some animals squabbling in the woods, Gram. But we’re heading in now since we don’t want to miss Ellen.” I raised my eyebrows and hoped Gram caught my I’ll tell you later look.
“Oh, I see,” Gram said, nodding.
After I got my mother situated in front of the television, I joined Gram at the kitchen counter where she was chopping a cucumber and adding it to a salad.
“I heard something in the woods,” I explained. “I guess Mom followed me outside.”
Gram continued chopping. “Hmm . . . that’s strange. Was there anything out there?”
“Just some birds squabbling,” I said, grabbing a cucumber slice. “But that reminds me. Ethan told me he’s building a house on that empty plot?”
Gram placed the knife on the counter and wiped her hands on a towel. She looked into my eyes and smiled. It wasn’t a happy smile, but a silent plea for understanding. 
“You’re wondering why Pop and I didn’t tell you about selling the property. I understand.”
“I know it’s none of my business, but it was just a surprise.”
“No, of course, it’s your business. That land was supposed to be your mother’s, just like the property on the other side belongs to Aunt Jessie,” she said. “Pop and I talked it over, and we decided to sell it to Mr. McKeown. He paid more than twice what we asked for it, and we’re putting the profit in an account for your mother’s future.”
I nodded and smiled. They had tried to give the land to me after my high school graduation. I hadn’t wanted it then, and I didn’t want it now. Their plan was definitely a good use for it. But the fact that Liam was the one to instigate it shot off major warning bells in my mind. But I couldn’t tell her that . . . 
“Is this for me to bring to the cookout?” I asked, changing the subject.
She glanced up at me, then continued chopping. “It is.” 
“I don’t have to go, if you and Pop want to instead,” I offered. “You guys are always cooped up here.”
Gram placed the knife on the counter again and turned to look me in the eye. “Don’t be silly, Allison.” She bent to pull a box of plastic wrap out of the bottom drawer.
“I’m not!” I laughed, knowing exactly what I was doing, but continuing anyway. “I don’t mind staying home. Cookouts aren’t really my thing.”
“You’re going to that party, and you’ll have a good time. I don’t want to hear another thing about it.”
***
The driveway at the Magliaro house was twice as full as it had been for the last cookout. There were even cars parked down the street. Nicole had warned me that in addition to family and co-workers, several of the Magliaro’s clients would be there too, networking opportunity that it was. She saved a spot for me right on the lawn in front of Jeff’s Jeep, though, so I scooted past the parked cars toward the house. 
There were people of all ages everywhere I looked, kids running around the enormous yard, elderly women sitting in the shade of an ancient oak tree. As I walked by the floor-to-ceiling living room window, I could see that inside was just as crowded. Climbing the steps of the deck, I heard my name being called.
“Allison!” Joanne waved at me from one of the French doors leading inside. I smiled and went to say hello. As I approached, she opened the screen door and ushered me inside.
“Hello, sweetheart. I’m so glad you made it. Let me get that for you,” she said warmly, taking the salad out of my hands.
I followed her through the mass of people into the kitchen. She put the salad down on the center island, which was already crowded with similar dishes.
“How’s your mom?”
“Pretty good today. The nurse came yesterday to take out her stitches.” 
“Good. That’s good, honey. I really am glad you could come today.” Her expression turned mischievous. “Ethan told me you two went to DeeDee’s the other night. I always knew he had—”
“What did you always know, Mom?” Ethan appeared from nowhere, poking my side and making me jump.
“Ethan! It’s not polite to eavesdrop!” Joanne laughed as she smacked him.
“Hey, now—no hitting!” He rubbed his chest. “And I wasn’t eavesdropping, I just wanted to come greet our guest.”
“All right, all right. I get the hint,” Joanna said. “Have a good time, Allison. I’ll talk to you later.”
Ethan looked down at me then. His eyes skimmed over my tank top and then back up to my face. “Hey.”
“Hey,” I mumbled, embarrassed at the smoldering look in his eyes.
That was as much of a greeting as I would get, though, because Nicole and Jeff walked over then. 
“There you are, Al!” Nic wrapped me in a hug. “Did you have anything to eat yet?”
“Um, no. I just got here,” I said, extricating myself from her grip.
“You’ve got to try the scallops Jeff’s dad is grilling. Oh, and we made these amazing cookies, too. Come on!” She tugged my arm, leading us all out onto the back deck. As Nicole went on about the food and what I needed to try, I felt the strangest sensation in the back of my head, like someone was tickling my brain with a feather. 
Allison . . . 
A enchanting, musical voice, unlike any I’d heard before, whispered my name. I looked around. 
Allison, it said again. 
I couldn’t pinpoint who was speaking. It sounded like it was coming from inside my head. But that didn’t make any sense . . . 
“I’d just love to try some of your cookies, Jeffrey,” I heard Ethan tease. He hadn’t heard it, I guess.
“Make fun of me all you want, pal. But, I make some mean peanut butter cookies.” Jeff lightly punched Ethan in the shoulder.
Allison . . . 
There it was again. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw two people standing far away from the crowd. You’ve got to be kidding. Liam and a blonde woman I’d never seen before stood close together. I blinked, and they were gone.    
                                                                                                           
Four guys, as tall and as built as Ethan, approached us, each with a beer and a plate of food balanced in their hands. They greeted Ethan and Jeff, and it was obvious they knew each other well.
Ethan stiffened a tiny bit and put his arm around my shoulder. Surprised, I looked up at him.
“Oh, guys. This is Allison, Nicole’s cousin. Al, these are the guys on our crew—Ted, Jack, Vinny, and Rich.”
I tried to be polite and smile, but my eyes scanned the yard, trying to track down Liam and the mystery woman.
Allison.
The soda can slipped out of my hand and crashed onto the deck, fizzing all over the legs of the men I’d just met. I dropped down onto my knees to grab the offending soda, horrified.
Snippets of past conversations regarding my mother’s behavior seeped into my mind.
Aunt Jessie’s soft, concerned tone: “She’s always so tense.”
The deep, baritone of the psychologist: “It’s paranoid schizophrenia.”
Gram talking quietly with Pop: “The voices in her head.”
Hands trembling visibly, I looked up, and my eyes locked on Liam and the blonde, who were across the yard from me. Liam looked uncomfortable; the woman just looked amused.
“Let me just get some napkins,” I muttered, searching for anything to clean up the spill.
Ethan frowned at me and followed me to the table that held napkins. “It’s okay, Al. It’s just a soda, no big deal.”
I huffed out a breath, realizing what a fool I was making of myself. I pursed my lips and nodded.
“Hey, where should I put the fireworks?” Sean asked as he and Rachel joined us. I was grateful for their arrival, hoping my embarrassing overreaction would be forgotten. Sean’s arm was wrapped loosely around her waist. Apparently they were on-again today. It didn’t stop her from batting her eyelashes at the guys, though, and of course, she sneered over at me. Then as if I didn’t exist, she turned her back on me and launched into conversation with Nicole.
I tried to relax, listen to the conversations around me, and have a good time. Just before twilight, the guys went out to the fire pit to get the fireworks ready. Nicole and Rachel were at the picnic table near the pool chatting with a group of friends. I saw my chance to take a minute alone so I headed to get another drink.
“This is some party,” a familiar voice said from behind me. I turned to see Liam standing in the shadow of the pool house.
“What are you even doing here?” I asked, looking around for the blonde woman he’d been with earlier.
Liam smiled, and his eyes flickered to Ethan. “My new contractor invited me, of course.”
“Where is...where is the blonde you were with before?” I ground out. Not exactly the way to convince me he really still loved my mother as he’d claimed.
Liam looked tense and ignored my question. “You have every reason to hate me, Allison. I know that. But I’m here to help your mother, not harm her. There were circumstances that kept me away until now.”
“They must have been some circumstances.”
“I know that’s vague.” He coughed a little and looked down. “But it’s the most I can tell you at the moment.”
I laughed, surprised at how cold it sounded. “No comment.”
“I know that I’m responsible for your mother’s current state. But I really believe I can help her recover.”
I twisted to look him in the eye. “I told you I don’t want you near her.”
“Please, allow me to finish. Helping your mother isn’t the only thing I wanted to talk to you about today.”
I frowned at him.
“I believe she’s in danger.”
“My mother is schizophrenic. There is no chance she can, as you say, recover.” I shook my head in frustration. “And, as far as any danger she might be in, there is nothing more dangerous than having her see you again.”
“I’m not able to explain further right now, but I’m begging you, please try to trust that I’m telling the truth.”
“Trust you? That’s a joke, right?” I crossed my arms over my chest.
“We’ll be watching to make sure your entire family stays safe,” he continued without missing a beat. “But if I do contact you at your grandparents’ again, please understand that it's important.”
“Wait, what do you mean ‘we’?”
Liam looked away, and when he looked back at me, his eyes pleaded with me to understand. Ethan was walking across the lawn, looking from Liam to me with a concerned expression.
“Ethan, your family's home is stunning,” Liam said. “Thank you so much for inviting me today, but I’m afraid I must be going.”
“All right, man. Talk with you soon.” Ethan glanced down at me, a question still in his eyes.
“Allison, lovely to see you again,” Liam added with a nod. 
I watched him walk away, every muscle in my body thrumming with tension.
“You don’t like him much, do you?” Ethan asked, watching me as if gauging my reaction.
“I don’t even know him,” I replied. Okay, I needed a change of subject. “Are they almost ready for the fireworks?”
“I think so. Keep your fingers crossed that they know what they’re doing.”
I laughed at Jeff and Sean across the yard, fighting over a box of matches. Ethan muttered something under his breath, and I turned to see Rachel sauntering over to us.
“Such a great party, Ethan,” Rachel sputtered, taking a sip of her wine cooler.
“I’m glad you’re having a good time, Rach.”
Rachel giggled, batting her heavily made-up lashes at Ethan. “Is it just me, or is it starting to get a bit chilly?” 
“I brought a sweatshirt, so I’m fine,” I said, pointing to the sweatshirt I’d wrapped around my waist.
“Oh, you’re so smart, All-i-son,” Rachel stammered. “Do you have a sweatshirt I could borrow, Ethan? I’m getting goose bumps all over.” She held her arm up to Ethan’s face. 
She was such an annoying drunk.
“Yeah, sure. I’ll see what I can find,” he said, grabbing my hand and pulling me behind him.
“You all right?” he asked, his eyes scanning my face. “You seem upset.”
“I’m fine.” I tried to smile, but I knew my voice sounded shaky.
“I think I have one of Sean’s old sweatshirts up in my room. She can have that,” he said as he led me through the house.
“So, are they back together?” I asked him as we walked up the stairs to the second floor.
Ethan snorted. “Sean and Rach? Who knows? Who cares?”
He paused just inside his bedroom door and turned to look at me. His face was scrunched in concern. “What is it, Al?”
“Nothing. I was just thinking about something Rachel said to my cousin the other day.”
He waited for a moment. “Are you going to tell me what it was?” he asked.
“Um, no. I don’t think I will,” I whispered. I tried to keep my voice from cracking as he moved closer to me.
“Well,” he said, his gaze moving down to my lips. “How am I supposed to make you feel better if you don’t tell me what upset you?”
I inhaled sharply as he kept moving forward. I took two steps backward before I bumped into the wall.
“She might have said something about you only being interested in me because I’m no-man’s land,” I managed to squeak out.
Ethan chuckled, and I could feel it vibrate through me. “No-man’s land, huh?”
“That’s right. And she said I’m probably a lesbian, anyway.”
His face was inches from mine now. 
“You’re not a lesbian, are you, Al?” he teased, trying to meet my eyes.
“I don’t really have much to base my opinion on,” I said, the words just barely audible above the beating of my heart. “I’ll have to get back to you on that.”
“For the sake of your own peace of mind,” he whispered, leaning in so that I could feel his breath on my lips. “I’d be willing to help you figure it out.”
My pulse spiked, and I willed it to slow down so that I could form a witty reply. But, he didn’t give me a chance. His lips just brushed against mine, soft as a feather. He brought his hands up and cradled the back of my head. So gentle. His lips moved against mine—not taking, only asking.
His fingertips trailed down my arm and made me shiver. I pulled back, needing to breath. He didn’t let go of me though.
“We should go back outside, before we ruin this by fighting.” His smile was genuine, if the slightest bit wistful.
I blushed. Yeah, he was probably right. 
***
Liam walks through a room lit by tiny glowing spheres suspended in the air. The round lights cast shadows on the high-curved walls. He keeps his head bowed as he nears a woman seated on a dais against the far wall. Her hair, as black as a moonless night, is gathered at her neck by a jeweled clip, and hangs in loose waves over one shoulder. Eyes as blue and cold as ice watch him approach.
Liam kneels slowly at her feet, eyes trained on the floor. The woman smiles, and cocks her head to the side like a bird, grabbing his chin and pulling it upward until his eyes meet hers. As he speaks, the woman’s face contorts in rage. He winces and she loosens her fingers, leaving behind a bloody trail where her fingernails have cut him. The woman closes her eyes for a moment before shoving him roughly onto his back.
I sat up in my bed, my lungs screaming for air. I pulled my legs up and rested my forehead against my knees as I attempted to catch my breath. Rain beat against my window, matching the drumming of my heart. 
For the past six months I’d dreamed about Liam almost every night. Most of the dreams involved blood and fear. They’d gotten more intense now that I’d actually met him too, more foreboding.
The need to go for a run came upon me so suddenly that when I jumped from my bed, my head teetered. I counted backward from twenty as the dizziness subsided and changed into shorts and a tank top. A little rain never hurt anyone.
I inhaled the smell of wet grass as I bound down the front steps. The air was misty, and a gray cloak hung over the trees and early-morning streetlights. It took all of my self-control to force myself to warm-up when all I could think of was launching into a mind-numbing sprint.
The rain eased as I ran, leaving a dreary fog in its wake. After an hour, I looped back around to the bend in the road just before the path to what was now Liam’s property.
Allison.
The voice was the same as last night. It made my name sound like a song. But this time there was no one around.
I stopped running, forgetting about cooling down or stretching. My stomach clenched with leftover panic as I looked around in the gloom. I approached the path when Liam stepped out of the trees. His expression was the same uncomfortable one he wore when I saw him last night, as though he dreaded speaking to me.
The blonde materialized next to him, as if the mist had been hiding her body. She cocked her head to one side . . . reminding me of the woman in my dream. She looked nothing like that raven-haired woman, but she was equally beautiful. Her golden hair was sleek and smooth, cascading down past her shoulders, and her eyes were such a light gray they appeared nearly colorless.
I stopped walking. Something about this woman made me nervous. She smiled at me, her icy eyes glinting, even though the sun hadn’t yet made an appearance today.
“Allison,” she said out loud in the same voice I'd heard in my head. A shiver raced down my spine when she spoke. Why were they even here?
“Liam? What’s going on?” I asked through clenched teeth.
“I wasn’t prepared for this,” Liam said, his eyes focused on the ground. He was grinding his teeth, too.
“I’m sure you weren’t,” the blonde said. “But too much time has passed already. You should have known you couldn’t put this off forever.”
Liam looked at me then, his eyes filled with regret. My heart lurched, and I had the urge to bolt. I shouldn’t feel empathy for the man who left my mother pregnant and alone.
“I would’ve liked to...” He broke off and turned to look at the blonde woman. “She knows nothing of your kind.”
Anger and frustration instantly replaced any other emotions that may have been building. “What are you talking about?”
Liam took a deep breath and cleared his throat. “The things I didn’t think I could explain to you last night”—he exchanged a look with the woman—“well, it appears I can explain them now.”
“Okay,” I said, “So, explain.”
The woman started walking toward me, her strange diamond eyes holding me captive. “If I may?” It came out as a question, but she didn’t appear to actually be asking permission.
“Of course,” Liam replied, closing his eyes.
“Your people often use the expression, ‘Things aren’t always as they appear.’” She paused and I raised my eyebrow, waiting for her to continue. “Whether you believe it or not, your father is here to help your mother.”
“Wait.” I held my hands up to interrupt. “Who are you?”
She smirked and glanced back at Liam. “My name is Niamh. I am one of the Tuatha de Danaan.”
“What?”
“A Danaan—a descendent of the Goddess Danu. You might recognize the term ‘fairy’ or ‘the people under hill’?”
“Fairy,” I repeated, the word sounding disjointed from my lips. “Are you a fairy too, Liam?” I choked out a laugh, looking between the two of them. They just stared back at me.
Liam cleared his throat. “Ah, well. I haven’t always been...”
“Listen, I don’t know what kind of joke this is, but my mother is ill. Just stay away from her.” 
I started to turn around, but Liam held out his hand to stop me.
“Please,” he said. “Let me explain.”
I threw my hands up in exasperation.
“I was raised in County Monaghan, north of Dublin. I was born the son of a farmer”—he paused and looked me in the eye—“in 1862.”
“This just keeps getting better,” I said. Why am I even listening to this?
“My Da passed away when I was nineteen. I took on many of his responsibilities. After supper I would sneak off to a little clearing in the woods and just play my fiddle until my arms ached.”
He stopped and watched for my reaction. I just tapped my foot. “One day as I played, a lovely woman appeared. She told me she had heard the music and wanted to see where it came from. Her name was Aoife, and she was the most glorious creature I had ever seen, with raven hair and eyes like sapphires. I was completely enraptured by her. And the longer I played for her, the more I wanted to make her mine.”
Liam paused, his eyes far away, remembering.
“I soon began to long for her day and night. On the days I couldn’t slip away, I ached for her—”
“Explain how this has anything to do with my mother,” I said. He expected me to believe this?
He ignored my question and continued. “I was becoming physically addicted to her. Aoife and her folk believe that humans are their playthings. They think nothing of capturing a human and filling them with longing, only to dump them back into this world. After their encounters with the Danaan, humans are nothing but empty husks.”
Niamh cleared her throat and Liam paused.
“Not all Danaan are so callous,” she said. “Aoife is my sister, but we don’t share the same beliefs. She has been defying our laws and customs for some time now.” She motioned for Liam to go on.
“One day, I begged Aoife to come home with me. She took me to her home instead. By then, I was completely enthralled by Aoife. She was all I cared about. I forgot about my family—they were totally wiped from my mind. And as time went on, I began to come back to myself, my mind began to clear. Just by living in TÍ r na n’Ó g, I was becoming immortal.”
“Immortal?” I asked, laughing. “What? Like a vampire?”
“We are as alive as you are, Allison. But unlike your kind, we don’t grow old,” Niamh said, her lips curving into a smirk.  
“So,” Liam went on. “I started to remember my life before entering their world. I longed to see my family. I didn’t realize that decades had passed here. It seemed such a short time in TÍ r na n’Ó g, because nobody aged there, including me. Aoife would leave occasionally, with only her handmaiden Eithne to watch over me. The first time I asked if I might join Aoife in her travels was in 1979. She agreed to take me along to Dublin.
“Several years later at the Music in the Street Festival at Trinity College, I met your mother.”
I thought of the photos I had of Liam and my mother, smiling and happy. Those must have been at the music festival. If any of this were to be believed.
“I couldn’t stop thinking about her and planning ways to see her again. I hid her from Aoife. It wasn’t easy, but I had fallen hopelessly in love with your mother. It was nothing like the obsession I’d felt for Aoife—that was nothing like love.”
Niamh looked away with an uncomfortable expression. When she caught me watching her, I quickly turned back to Liam.
“By then I had become more Danaan than human. I’d stopped aging and had developed some magical ability. Nothing like a true Danaan, but magic nonetheless.” 
He frowned, and I noticed his eyes beginning to glisten.
“Your mother and I were able to continue seeing each other for about five months before Aoife suspected anything. She assumed I was involved with Eithne, her handmaiden, and began watching me closely. It was nearly impossible to meet with your mother. She didn’t understand my situation, and I was too afraid to tell her the truth. I knew I was breaking her heart by staying away, but I didn’t have a choice.
“When I returned to TÍ r na n’Ó g, Aoife was waiting for me. She’d figured out with whom I had been meeting and was infuriated I had a desire to be with another, let alone a human.”
Liam blew out a shaky breath, and Niamh took over. “Aoife’s temper is well-known among our folk. But none of us had ever seen such fury as when she felt she was betrayed by Liam,” she said shaking her head.
“What did she do to my mother?” I blurted out, anger coloring my tone.
“She didn’t do anything to your mother—not directly anyway,” Liam said, his hands balling into fists by his sides. “Aoife placed a geis, an enchantment, on me so that I was unable to touch your mother,” his voice faltered. “And then I was forbidden to leave TÍ r na n’Ó g, and your mother left Ireland, thinking I had abandoned her.”
I just stared at Liam, though he looked everywhere but at me.
Niamh spoke again, and her face softened. “That’s not the worst of it, though. Like Liam said, when humans are abandoned by one of us, they are driven crazy with longing. He experienced it firsthand when Aoife stayed away for just one week. Your mother has been kept from your father for twenty-two years. She doesn’t have schizophrenia—she has an unfulfilled addiction. Until she is able to touch him again, she’ll never be more than an empty shell of what she once was.”
I felt tears sliding down my cheeks as I listened to Niamh. If this story were true, maybe Liam really could help my mother. For that reason, I wanted it to be true. Another thought hit me hard and fast.
“Where is Aoife now?” I asked, my chest squeezing. “Is she the one who you are trying to protect us from?”
Niamh kept speaking as though she didn’t hear me. “During a recent gathering, I sensed something was very wrong with your father.” 
Niamh looked into my eyes, and I heard her voice in my mind again.
I can read and speak to minds, so I could communicate with Liam without making Aoife suspicious. 
“Liam told me everything that happened. I agreed to imprison Aoife in a fey globe. It was the only way to stop her from keeping Liam captive.”
Niamh stared into my eyes again. An image of a beautiful woman trapped in a shimmering sphere flashed into my mind.
“Aoife may not be able to cause trouble now, but there are others who would restore her to power—”
“I’ve seen her,” I interrupted. “The black-haired woman in the sphere, I’ve seen her in my dreams.”
I looked at Liam. “When I first met you, I knew who you were because I’d dreamed of you. I knew you were my father because we look...so much alike.” I paused for a beat and swallowed hard. This can’t be happening. “And last night I dreamed of the woman with black hair. Aoife.”
Niamh’s brow shot up. “I don’t understand why my mother didn’t tell me about this,” she whispered to Liam.
Liam kept his head down. The muscles in his jaw were tense, his hands clenched at his sides.
I couldn’t help wondering how her mother would know about me, but my phone rang just as I was about to ask. Ethan’s name showed on the display. I turned my back to Liam and Niamh to answer.
“I need your help,” he said, sounding distressed.
“Wh-what’s wrong?” I asked warily. I didn’t know how much more I could handle right then.
“We have way too much leftover food here. Come help me eat it...please.” 
I let out the breath I had been holding. “Oh, okay,” I said, relieved that there was no more earth-shattering news. 
“Hey, is everything all right?”
I swallowed the truth, wondering if the fact that my life had just turned into a Disney movie would be considered all right.
“Allison,” Liam said from behind me in his thick Irish brogue.
“Oh, is someone there with you?” Ethan asked.
“Uh, yeah. I just bumped into Liam while I was out for a run.”
“Okay,” he said, something off in his voice. “Just give me a call later then.”
I put the phone back into my pocket and closed my eyes, trying to reconcile the image of Ethan’s face in my mind with everything I’d just heard. What would he think if he knew about all of this?
The answer was simple: he could never know about any of it.
I turned around just as one of the giant black birds landed on a branch just over our heads.
“You have these dreams often, you said?” Liam asked, his eyes darting up to the bird.
I nodded. “Almost every night for about six months.”
Niamh’s gaze flickered between my father and me as I told them about the dreams. Liam stared at the ground, stroking the back of his neck as I recalled the different scenarios I’d witnessed.
A loud caw came from the trees, and Liam looked up at Niamh, some kind of silent conversation taking place between them.
I put my hands up. “Don’t do that. Don’t make it so I can’t tell what you’re saying. Not after all you’ve put me through already.”
Liam cleared his throat. “It was a mistake for us to have met with you out in the open like this.”
“It’s time for us to go,” Niamh said. “It’s not safe to stay here any longer.”
“So, that’s it? You’re just going to leave? What am I supposed to do now?” I asked.
“I will see you soon,” Liam said, taking one more look at the house where my mother was.
The black bird cawed again and flapped its wings in the tree above. 
Go home, Allison.
Niamh and Liam turned as if they were going to walk away, but instead they completely disappeared. 



Chapter 6
Monday evening I was at the hardware store closing out the cash register when the bells hanging over the door clanged. I looked up from the receipts to see Ethan strolling up the aisle.
“Oh, hey, Ethan.” I looked back down, ignoring the jolt in my heart. I hadn’t called him back yesterday after my run-in with Liam and Niamh.
“I was just wondering what time you get off work?”
“Well, as soon as I finish counting up these receipts.” I kept my voice casual, keeping my eyes on the papers in front of me.
“Something wrong, Al?” he asked in a low voice.
I shook my head, pretending to be confused. “Not really. I just have a headache.”
He shoved his hands in the pockets of his faded blue jeans and shrugged. “You busy tonight?”
“The only thing I’ll be doing is taking an aspirin and lying down.”
Ethan’s mouth tightened, but he nodded.
I wrapped the totals sheet around my receipts and locked them in the safe, avoiding his eyes.
“Everything else is okay though, right? You seem a little...distracted,” he said. “And you never called me back . . . ”
“Everything’s fine,” I said. “Just busy.”
I turned off the lights, grabbed my purse, and walked around the counter. He walked by my side to the door, his arm brushing mine as I reached past him to set the alarm. The air felt thick and charged. 
Ethan walked me to my car silently. I took a deep breath, and as I turned to face him, a flood of emotions washed through me. Who was I kidding? I’d loved him since before I could remember,  reputation and all. But I had a plan: get through school, get a job, and take care of my mother. Being in a relationship was not part of it. 
I knew he wouldn’t walk away without a fight, but I didn’t want to pull him any deeper into my life than he already was. If all of these things with Liam and my mother made no sense to me, how would I ever explain them to Ethan? And if they were true . . . he’d be in danger. There’d be a rogue fairy out to get me. 
“I’ll talk to you later, okay?” I said softly.
He was quiet for a minute, and I started getting even more nervous. “I took the day off Wednesday,” he said with an odd note of uncertainty. “I wanted to take you to lunch on your birthday.”
My mouth went dry, and I realized I’d been holding my breath. I let it out in a puff. “You shouldn’t have done that.”
Ethan swallowed and looked away, then cleared his throat. “I’ll...I’ll just call you Wednesday. Hope you feel better.” He tapped the hood of my car before turning and walking away.
***
Two days dragged by with no word from Liam. I kept replaying the conversation with him and Niamh over and over in my head. They had answers for so many of the questions I’d had my whole life—why I’d never known my father, why my mother lost her mind. And, why I felt like I was losing mine. Their answers sounded crazy, but they explained it all so perfectly.
They even acted like my dreams meant something, like I might not be going insane after all. Unless they were just as crazy as I was. Which was highly possible.
I typed the word Danaan into the search engine on my laptop, tapping my chin with a pen as I scanned through the results. I’d spent every spare minute the past two days looking up Irish fairies.
The Tuatha DÉ Danaan are magical descendants of the pre-Christian deities of Ireland who lived alongside the druids and Gaels. These human-like beings were forced to retreat under the hills of Ireland into another dimension of space and time with the rise of Christianity.
It was reputed that only iron weapons could injure them. They became known as the people of the Sidhe (mounds) or fairies.
Deities? As in gods? I scrolled through web pages on all manner of magic and fairy stories. Paintings of women wearing flowers in their hair with flowing gowns were on every page. Beautiful.
I jumped when the phone rang. Again. It had been ringing non-stop all day. I glanced at the caller ID, seeing that it was Nicole this time. I silenced it and tossed it back on my nightstand. 
“Allison,” Gram called from outside my bedroom door. 
I heard the worry in her voice and tried to ignore it. “Come in.”
She poked her head in, her brow creased with concern. “Supper’s ready, honey.” Gram was using her “cheerful voice.”
“Okay, I’ll be down in a sec,” I said as I shut off my laptop.
Gram smiled and tried to make her face look relaxed before nodding and heading back downstairs, leaving my bedroom door open. 
The smoky smell of grilled chicken that wafted in from the kitchen made my stomach grumble. I must have forgotten to eat lunch.
Oh my god, lunch!
Ethan had taken the day off so he could take me out for lunch on my birthday. No wonder the phone had been ringing non-stop. I groaned and rubbed my hand over my face. How could I have forgotten? I stood and smoothed my ponytail. I needed to pull myself together for Gram’s and Pop’s sakes. I was sure they had put together a nice supper while I sulked in my room all day.
I went downstairs, and started when I saw Aunt Jessie and Uncle Dave setting the table.
“Hey, birthday girl!” Aunt Jessie said as she walked by.
Pop came in off the deck carrying a plate of grilled chicken. “There she is! Finally showing her face today. Happy Birthday, young lady!” His eyes twinkled like they always did when the family was all together. As he set the plate down, he kissed my mother on the cheek.
The front door shut with a crash. Uh oh. There was only one person missing from the table.
Nicole walked into the kitchen, staring at me with her eyes wide and lips pursed, but said nothing. It might as well have been a slap for what it meant.
Gram saved me by announcing it was time to eat. Everyone loaded up their plates, the typical chatter going on across the table. I was about to take my first bite when Nicole spoke, her voice loud enough to stop all other conversation. “So, Al. I’m glad you’re okay.” 
“I’m fine, Nic,” I replied without looking up. I knew my family was looking at Nicole for an explanation.
“That’s really good, you know, because I was convinced you were in some sort of accident or that you’d been mugged...seeing that you haven’t answered your phone all day.”
“Nope, I’m all right,” I said evenly, fighting the urge to apologize. I had a secret now, something that set me apart from even Nicole, and I had to keep it that way.
“Fabulous.” Nicole said sharply.
Gram cleared her throat pointedly, and my head snapped up. My grandparents, aunt, and uncle were quietly cutting the food on their plates, and, my mother was slowly sipping her drink gazing out the back door. Finally, I raised my eyes and met Nicole’s hard stare. I shook my head and looked back down at my plate.
***
I turned on the sink and picked up the sponge. Dinner was over, and helping to clean up was the best excuse I could think of to avoid Nicole. But Gram stopped me.
“It’s a beautiful evening, and your birthday, so why don’t you go enjoy it on the deck?”
I sighed. It would be no use to argue. I nodded and gave her a kiss, then took my iced tea out back and sat in a lounge chair. Nicole inevitably followed. 
She leaned back on the railing and folded her arms. “All right, let’s hear it.”
“There’s nothing to tell.”
“I’m used to this sort of thing from you,” Nicole began, “but I’m family, I have no choice but to accept your weirdness.”
“Nic—”
“No, let me finish. You told Ethan you’d go to lunch with him. Now that I see for myself that there’s no catastrophe, I don’t understand why you would blow him off.”
“First of all, I never agreed. And besides, I haven’t been feeling well, and I just laid down for a minute and...” I trailed off, not wanting to lie but hoping Nicole would come to her own conclusions.
“This is Ethan we’re talking about, Al. You have been in love with him since you were in the first grade! So, what’s the deal?”
“It was a mistake, Nic,” I whispered.
Nicole shook her head and stalked back in the house without another word.
I closed my eyes, and let my head fall back on my chair. The sounds of the dishes clattering in the sink began to fade.
I walk into a room. I’ve seen it before . . . the curved ceiling is familiar. A man stands in the center of the space, his black hair pulled back at the base of his neck. His face is all sharp angles, and he smirks at me, a cruel and twisted smile. He looks like he’s been expecting me, but I’ve never seen him before.
The cry of bird makes me stop, my feet not wanting to enter any farther into the room. A large black bird lands on the man’s outstretched arm, and he looks into the bird’s eyes, then back at me.
His laughter is as cold and sharp as an icicle as he turns to look at me again. “Do you know where your mother is, girl?”
“Allie?” I jumped at the sound of my name, and woke to find Ethan gently shaking my shoulder.
“Where is she?” I shouted.
“Whoa, Allie, it’s okay. It was just a bad dream,” he said as I stood up. “You were kind of thrashing around.”
I gulped in the summer air and tried to catch my breath. “I’m . . . I’m fine. I’m just not feeling that great.”
His expression was hopeful. “You must be coming down with something. Nic just told me you slept all afternoon.”
I nodded and stretched my arms above my head. 
“We were thinking of doing your cake, sweetie,” Aunt Jessie said as she stuck her head out the back door and smiled sheepishly at us.
“Oh, thanks Aunt Jessie,” I said, grateful for a reason to not have to give Ethan any more explanations. I gave him a halfhearted smile as we headed inside.
My family was seating themselves back at the table with coffee, and in front of my seat was a beautiful cake with lemon icing—my favorite.
As I blew out my candles, I wished for the same thing I did every year—to be strong enough, and capable enough, to take care of my mother.
But, this year’s wish was slightly different. I hoped for a real chance at my mother getting better.  
***
When I got up the next morning to go for my run, it was already in the eighties and the sun had barely risen over the trees. The humidity made my tank top stick to my skin, but I didn’t care. My headphones blared in my ears, cares shattered into pieces by the pumping bass line. I welcomed the sweat trickling down my back and pushed harder. 
I walked the last half mile to cool down, and as I came around the corner I saw Liam standing, once more, in the path leading up to his property.
As I approached, he raised his hand in greeting, and something silver gleamed out from the short sleeve of his shirt.
“Good morning, Allison.”
“Hey,” I said, feeling awkward and not sure how to act after all he’d told me a few days before.
“They’re beginning to clear the property today.”
I looked up the path to see a group of men pulling chainsaws out of a truck. “I guess I won’t be sleeping in anytime soon.” 
Liam laughed a little, and his lips curved upward. He had a nice smile—I hadn’t seen him smile much since I’d met him.
“I had another dream last night,” I said, grabbing my ankle to stretch my leg.
“Oh?”
“Yeah,” I said, suddenly unsure if I should share it. He waited for me to continue, and I shook off the fear. “I was in that same room where I saw Aoife before. There was a man with long, black hair. He had a black bird on his shoulder.” I looked straight into Liam’s eyes. “He asked about my mother.”
I didn’t like the way his eyes widened at this. “Breanh,” he murmured.
“And that means...what?”
“Breanh is Aoife’s adviser. He’s the one who introduced her to dark magic in the first place. I’m sure he’s trying to find Aoife right now.”
The way Liam was talking now, fast and without really looking at me, filled me with dread.
“Wait a sec! That doesn’t really tell me anything. This guy is the one you think will hurt Mom?”
For a moment, Liam just looked down, his jaw working. When he finally raised his eyes, his expression was tight and reserved. 
“If Breanh discovered why I’m here, he’ll use your mother against me. In order to get Aoife back.”
“I’m guessing letting Aoife go is out of the question?”
Liam sighed. “It would just make everything worse if we released Aoife at this point.”
“Worse for who? How can I keep my mother safe if she’s now some evil fairy’s bargaining chip?”
Liam sighed again, heavier this time. He looked up at the house where my mother was probably watching the early talk shows.
“The workers will keep him away for now, I think. But the nighttime is more of a concern. Stay inside today. I think you’ll be safest there.”
“No way,” I said, raising my voice. “I can’t just stay home and hide. I need to do something, find a way to protect her.”
“I just need to speak with Niamh, We’ll figure something out.”
“No, that’s not good enough.” I was nearly shouting, but the words died in my throat as Ethan’s pickup truck pulled up next to me.
 Liam turned and walked quickly into the woods in the opposite direction of the workers.
Ethan hopped out of the truck, shutting the door with a thud. “Good day for a run,” he said with a smile.
“Oh, yeah.”
He turned to look at me then. I felt like he could see past all my secrets, so I quickly looked away.
“I just have to go over some things with these guys,” he said as he gestured toward the lot next door. “But, after that, I’m free for awhile. You wanna grab lunch?”
“Actually, I was thinking I’d like to spend a little time with my mother before I take over for Lenny at the store.”
Ethan nodded slowly, rubbing his hand across his chin. His gaze traveled in the direction where Liam had walked off. “I was hoping to talk to Liam for a minute today, too. Think he’ll be back?”
I was caught off guard. “I don’t know. He didn’t say.”
“I had thought...” He struggled to find words, but I already knew what he was going to say.
“What, Ethan?” I asked, keeping my voice low and cool. “You won a bet. What more do you want?”
“So, that’s it?” He straightened up. “I think we both know it was more than that.”
I felt backed into a corner, so, I used the only weapon I had. “I’m sure it’s hard for you to believe,” I said, adding ice to my voice. “But, it’s true.”
“Fine.” He shoved his hands into his pockets and nodded. “I guess I’ll see you around, Al.”
He narrowed his eyes and stared hard into mine, stripping me of the last of my defenses. Without another word he turned and walked away.
I headed inside. It really was a scorcher outside. As I headed up the stairs to take a shower I wiped the sweat from my forehead and the tears from my eyes.



Chapter 7
The hardware store was slow that night, and it was even harder to get through the hours than usual as I was constantly fighting back tears. When I could finally close up, I went straight home. I hadn’t heard from Liam yet and it was nearly seven, and between worrying about my mother and replaying my conversation with Ethan, I was completely exhausted and beyond emotionally drained.
Thankfully, everything was quiet when I got home. I walked into the living room to find Gram sitting on the couch folding laundry.
“Just the person I was thinking of,” Gram said as I dropped my purse on the sideboard.
“Hi, Gram. Where is everyone?”
“Your mom is upstairs lying down. Pop is down in the cellar, I think.”
I sat down in the recliner and leaned my head back for a minute.
“Are you feeling okay, honey? You look a little pale.”
I yawned and settled further into the chair, opening one eye to look at her. “Just a little tired, that’s all.” 
Gram stood and hauled the laundry basket up to her hip. “There are leftovers in the fridge, I’m just going to put this laundry away, and I’ll heat something up for you.”
“I can manage,” I said, stretching one more time before I stood.
I took the leftover pasta out and heated a bowl in the microwave. As I waited for it to cook, I sliced a piece of fresh Italian bread.
I wanted to be able to tell Gram everything, to share the weight of all I now knew with someone. But there was no way I could even tell Gram and Pop about who Liam was, let alone all the insane-sounding things he’d told me about his life. Plus, I hadn’t had a chance to come to terms with his arrival yet myself, as my father. 
I took a deep breath and watched the microwave. Now that my mother was in potential danger, I needed to take care of this myself. There could be no more distractions. But the image of Ethan staring into my eyes, his expression cold and angry, was burnt into my memory. He’d never been angry with me before. But—I reminded myself—angry was better than hopeful.
Once again, I was left waiting to hear from Liam. The hope I’d let myself feel since he’d shown up was being replaced by dread. Liam had said Breanh was dangerous. But would Breanh even know where we were if Liam hadn’t shown up here? Now he may as well hand-deliver my mother right to the bad guy.
The ceiling creaked loudly, and I looked up, wondering what Gram was doing up there. It sounded like she was scurrying in and out of the bedrooms. A second later, she bustled down the stairs. Her face was flushed, and strands of white hair escaped from her bun.
The bread knife slipped from my fingers as she approached me, landing with a clatter on the cutting board.
Mom. Something was wrong. 
“Gram?” 
She blinked at me before hurrying over to the living room window. “Your mother isn’t in her bedroom,” she said as she turned away from the window.
“Tom,” she called as she walked toward the cellar stairs and opened the door. “Tom, have you seen Beth?”
“Coming, Jane,” I heard Pop holler from the bottom of the stairs. “What is it, dear?”
“I can’t find Elizabeth. She isn’t down there with you, is she?”
“No,” Pop said, wiping sawdust off his brow.
“Maybe she wandered out into the backyard again,” I said. Before anyone could respond, I threw open the screen slider and hurried outside. I ran around the entire house shouting her name, but there was no sign of her.
I climbed the porch steps two at a time and charged upstairs to my bedroom. My hands shook as I scrolled through the numbers on my cell phone, trying to find the one Liam had called from.
I heard him pick up but was speaking before he had a chance to say anything. “My mother,” I shouted. “She’s missing.”
After a moment of silence, he finally replied. “I’ll be there in just a moment, Allison. Stay put.”
I threw the phone down on my bed. Pacing back and forth, I tried to imagine how this could have happened. How could she have left the house without my grandparents even noticing? It just didn’t make sense.
Pop was on the phone when I came back downstairs, and Gram stood by the slider, wringing her hands, looking out into the darkening backyard. My grandfather hung up and walked over to where Gram stood. He wrapped his arm around her, and she leaned her head into his shoulder. I could see she was trembling.
“She can’t be far, Jane. I told the police about Beth’s condition—they’ll be here soon. They’ll find her.”
“I just don’t know how this could have happened,” Gram said in a shaky voice.
“Mom?” Aunt Jessie walked down the front hall and froze by the side table, looking back and forth between me and my grandparents.
Gram pulled away from my grandfather and pursed her lips. At Gram’s expression, Aunt Jessie rushed over to her.
“She’s just...gone,” Gram murmured into my aunt’s shoulder as they held each other for a moment.
The sound of car doors cut through the tension then, and we were out on the front porch in seconds. A police car was parked in front of the house.
While the officers spoke with my grandparents, I caught sight of Liam standing on the sidewalk a few yards away. He had his back to me, and it wasn’t until I was just a few feet from him that he turned around.
“What’s happened?” he asked.
I inhaled. “I don’t really know. My grandparents thought she was up in her room. But when Gram went to check on her, she wasn’t there.”
Liam nodded and turned toward the house. His eyes slid over the yard and the vehicles in the driveway.
“You got here so fast,” I whispered, barely even aware that I had spoken out loud.
“That’s one advantage of being a Danaan.” He cleared his throat and glanced over at me. “Speed.”
I wasn’t sure what that meant, but it wasn’t important right now. All that mattered was finding my mom.
I heard one of the officers tell my grandparents that due to her schizophrenia, they’d be able to file a missing persons report immediately. The second officer walked to his squad car to call into the station, while the other continued speaking to Gram and Pop.
Uncle Dave stood at Aunt Jessie’s side, rubbing her back as they listened to my grandfather describe my mother’s physical appearance.
A car door slammed, and I heard the clatter of heels on tar.
“Al?” Nicole said as she and Jeff walked to the sidewalk. She glanced at Liam and then at me. “Allison? What’s going on?”
“My mother,” I said, but my voice came out like a croak and I cleared my throat. “My mother’s missing.”
Nicole’s eyes widened in alarm. “Missing? Oh my God.” Her arms came up around my shoulders, squeezing me with all her strength.
Jeff spoke from behind Nicole. “Can we form a search party? What are the police doing?”
Nicole didn’t give me a chance to answer, she half pulled me toward the rest of our family. I looked over my shoulder at Liam, and he nodded, as though he knew just what to do.
***
I hurried down the cellar stairs and over to the map of Stoneville that hung above my grandfather’s workbench. Standing on my tiptoes, I reached for the pushpins that held it in place. My fingers just barely brushed the rounded heads of the pins, and I strained to get my fingernail underneath. The frantic energy buzzing through my body wouldn’t allow me to pop each pin off the board one at a time, and I ended up tearing the map from the wall, barely keeping it in one piece.
I sprinted back to the kitchen and spread the map across the table. My grandparents sat in two chairs pushed close together. Jeff and Nicole, Joanne and her husband Frank, plus half a dozen friends and neighbors had arrived to help look for my mother. Looking down at the street names, I jabbed my finger into the spot that I knew represented our property.
“Okay, we’re here. If we divide into groups of four, we can each spread out in all directions...” I looked up to see everyone was waiting for my instructions, as if I really knew what I was doing.
As I assigned paths for everyone to follow, the front door slammed and footsteps came down the hall. Ethan walked into the living room, carrying an armload of flashlights and lanterns. His mouth was set in a grim line and fear flickered in his eyes. I breathed deeply through my nose and looked back down at the map.
I felt each step he took as he came to my side. As I spoke to Ethan’s parents and Sean’s parent’s—the Connor’s—I heard the trembling in my own voice.
“You four can take the old cart road up behind the Connor’s house. Do you have flashlights?” I grabbed the lantern Ethan held out and passed it to Sean’s father, accepting the comfort he offered me with a tight smile.
Allison.
Niamh’s voice in my head caused a shudder to ripple across my shoulders. I looked toward the door, but she wasn’t anywhere I could see.
Ethan touched my elbow. “It’ll be okay, Al. We’ll find her.”
I looked up to see his brown eyes fixed on mine. He squeezed my arm in reassurance, and I pulled back. I needed to keep my head clear, and his touch was too much. 
“Let’s go, Ethan. We’re going to look behind the old Miller farm,” Jeff said as he and Nicole walked over. Nicole’s eyebrows pulled down as she assessed the situation.
That’s when another familiar voice spoke behind me.
“Mr. and Mrs. O’Malley? I’ve heard about your daughter,” Liam said. “I’ll search the woods on the property. She’s sure to turn up soon.” 
My grandparents barely responded, they just gave him watery smiles.
I closed my eyes and sighed. Liam—in my house, talking to my grandparents. About my mother. I had to hold my tongue and remind myself that this wasn’t his fault, that he was trying to help bring her home.
I felt Ethan watching my reaction to Liam. I didn’t know what was going through his mind, but I was sure any ideas he had about my relationship with Liam were completely off the mark.
My father turned toward the door. Each assigned search party was making its own plans now, so I followed him out onto the porch. Niamh stood on the sidewalk, and she held me in her gaze as I approached.
Follow me.
I didn’t want to, but without hesitating, I followed her to the path leading up to Liam’s property. My feet felt like they were moving without my consent.
I gave my word to protect your mother, Allison. No harm will come to her.
I shook my head, not understanding how she could promise that. Or why she would even want to. I got the impression humans meant very little to the Danaans.
I swore to help your father. We will return your mother unharmed.
I sighed. This mind reading thing was already getting annoying.
Niamh smiled wryly. “I can speak aloud if you’d like.”
“Thanks,” I muttered as we walked farther up the path into the trees.
It was fully dark now, and the moon was waning. The flashlight helped a little, but I still managed to trip over a rock hidden under some leaves. I blew out a frustrated breath and felt someone grab my elbow to steady me. But when I looked over, no one was there.
“Allison, meet Tagdh.”
“What?” I asked, looking at Niamh.
“Tagdh is Niamh’s guardian,” Liam explained. “He’s wearing a glamour to stay hidden from human eyes.” 
My eyebrows shot up. “What does that even mean?”
“A glamour is an enchantment,” Niamh said. “It’s like a cloak of magic that keeps your mind from registering his presence.”
I rolled my eyes, but nodded as if I heard this kind of thing all the time. “I see.”     
                        
The air shimmered in front of me, and a young man slowly came into focus. He bowed his head, raising his solemn eyes to meet mine. Their color reminded me of the bright green buds of early spring, and his auburn hair curled around his ears.
“Tagdh was able to use glamour to keep hidden.” Liam gestured for me to stop walking now that we were away from the others. “And we have news. The birds we’ve been seeing around your house are confirmed as Breanh’s spies.”
Liam watched for my reaction, but I was determined to keep a straight face. “Breanh is able to control the minds of all creatures, including humans.”
“Your mother could have easily been coerced to walk right out the front door,” Niamh said. “Your grandmother might have seen the whole thing and not remember a bit of it if Breanh wiped her memory.”
“So what are we looking for exactly then?”
“Right now, we’re keeping up appearances, for your family. Wherever your mother truly is, she’s far, far away from here.”
Time stopped, and my mouth dropped open. “Keeping up appearances?”
“Your family would think it was strange if you weren’t taking part in the search.” Niamh shrugged, the slightest pull of her shoulder upward.
“How can you be positive it was Breanh that took my mother? How do you know she didn’t just wander off?” I glared at Niamh, but she remained unaffected.
“The chances that she is still in this world are very small,” Liam began. “We will go to TÍ r na n’Ó g and see Niamh’s mother, Saoirse. She is a Seer, able to see many paths into the future.”
I shook my head. “Okay,” I said, though I didn’t comprehend what that actually meant.
“You will stay here,” Niamh added. “Your father and I will go to my mother.”
I threw out my hands, breathing hard. “You expect me to sit around and wait?”
“Taking you would be too big of a risk,” Liam said.
I gritted my teeth and glared at him. “I need to find my mother.”
“I know you’re frustrated,” he said. “But what’s important is that we keep you and your mother safe.”
“Obviously our ideas of keeping her safe are very different,” I said, spinning on my heel and marching back down the path without sparing another glance at either of them.
I could hear Liam’s footsteps behind me as I walked up the sidewalk. I tried to ignore him for as long as possible, but when I stopped he came around to stand in front of me.
“What?” I snapped.
He chuckled a little under his breath as he shook his head. “I’ve never seen anyone talk to Niamh like that.”
I snorted. “Just wait ‘til she finds out that I’m going with you.”
“Absolutely not,” he said, his posture rigid. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t you see? Niamh doesn’t care about my mother—I don’t even understand why she’s helping you in the first place.” I walked around him, heading toward where the crowd still gathered in our front yard. “But if you care about her, you’ll take me with you,” I called over my shoulder.
Aunt Jessie was talking on the phone when I walked up. I looked around for Gram and saw her surrounded by a group of my mother’s old friends, including Joanne. I was grateful that they were there to reassure her.
When Gram saw me, she excused herself from the ladies and hurried over. “Oh sweetheart, how are you holding up?” she asked, placing her palm on my cheek.
“I’m fine. But what about you?”
“I’m terrified, Allie-girl. It’s not like your mother to wander off for this long,” Gram said, glancing over at Pop.
“We’ll find her Gram,” I said. I knew Liam could hear me from where he stood on the sidewalk. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”
***
My mother lies in a bed, swathed in gauzy fabric, her eyes closed in peaceful sleep. The room is quiet, and warm light comes from globes suspended in the air. A young woman with scarlet hair approaches her bedside, carrying a platter of fruit and a golden cup. Her blue gown looks straight out of the Middle Ages with floor-length, open sleeves and gilded embroidery on the hems. She bends to place the platter on a table by my mother’s head, her hair tumbling over her shoulder.
Another woman with mahogany curls and a similar mauve gown appears on my mother’s other side. She laughs as she smooths my mother’s hair back onto her silky pillow.
Suddenly, both women straighten up as another walks into the room. Her glistening blonde hair flows to the small of her back. She takes the golden cup in her hands and brings it to her curved mouth. After she takes a sip, she trickles a few drops of liquid onto my mother’s lips. As soon as it touches, my mother's eyes open. She stares dreamily at the women surrounding her. She doesn't look afraid—she looks content.
I opened my eyes, and rubbed my palms across my face before looking at the clock.
4:43 a.m. 
I must have fallen asleep on the couch while waiting to hear from the police. 
It took a minute to clear the cobwebs from my head. I could still almost smell the ripe fruit and hear the laughter from my dream. I reached over and patted the end table until I found my cell phone. I clicked it open and tapped a text message to Liam:
Where are you?
Not ten seconds later, my phone beeped with a message:
Right outside.
My eyebrows furrowed. Had he really waited for me?
I stood and walked to the window that looked out on the woods next to the house. A sliver of the moon still hung low in the sky, but it was too dark to see anything. 
I sent another message:
What are you still doing here?
After a brief pause, my phone beeped again:
Niamh went without me.
I looked up from my phone and out into the trees. I squinted and saw a tiny bit of movement in the woods. Slipping on my flip flops, I hurried out the sliding door. The sky was streaked with the lavender and peach light of early morning as I walked toward the spot I’d seen the movement.
“Good morning.”
I jumped as Liam appeared out of nowhere beside me. “How did you do that?”
He chuckled, the sound so quiet I barely heard it. “I told you—we’re fast. Too fast for you to see.”
I closed my eyes and inhaled. Nothing should surprise me anymore.
“Why didn’t you go with Niamh? And why are you standing in the woods at this hour?” I asked, glancing up at him.
He looked toward the sky as he rubbed the back of his neck. “It didn’t feel right,” he began, his accent thick. “Leaving you here didn’t feel right.”
My eyes widened and I swallowed hard to hold back the biting comment that came to mind. “What about my mother?”
“Allison, this is all happening so fast and I know you’re frustrated.” He swallowed, shooting me a pleading look.
“You worried about what I might do, didn’t you?” I said, the realization striking me as I spoke.
He cleared his throat and shrugged. “You’re the first daughter I’ve ever had,” he said. 
I rolled my eyes. “All right, fine. Does this mean you’re taking me to fairy land?”
Liam sighed. “I suppose it does.”
***
The screen door bounced a few times before it shut behind me as I walked back into the house. I smelled coffee brewing and heard dishes clanking in the sink. As I passed the den, I saw my mother’s violin sitting in its case, open on the coffee table. It looked like she had just been about to take it out before she’d disappeared, not up in her room at all.
Gram sat at the table, idly stirring a cup of coffee in front of her, while Pop gazed out the back window. Aunt Jessie stepped away from the sink where she was washing the dishes from the night before.
“You all couldn’t sleep either, I guess . . . . Any news?” I asked, as they all looked at me questioningly.
Aunt Jessie smoothed back my hair and smiled at me with pity in her eyes. “No, honey. Nothing yet. There were a couple calls during the night but”—she sighed—“they were all dead ends.”
It was all I could do to keep my mouth shut. I wanted to tell them they were all wasting their time, that I was going to find her and bring her home myself. 
“I’m just going to grab some breakfast, and I’ll be heading back out,” I said instead.
Uncle David walked into the room holding up his phone. “Nic said she’ll come here first, and you can go out with them. They’re about to head to the mall to see if for some reason she wandered down there.”
I shook my head. “I’d rather split up for now, cover more ground.”
Pop cleared his throat, and when I looked over at him I froze. His face was ashen, with dark circles shadowing his eyes. “Allie, please don’t go out alone. Wait for your cousin.”
***
I felt a sharp twang of guilt as I packed my duffel bag. Leaving might hurt my grandparents a little at first, but it would be worth it when I brought my mother back safely. Staying here to keep them calm now would be worse in the end. As I zipped my bag closed, my bedroom door opened slowly. 
Nicole stuck her head in, her expression worried. “You planning a trip, Al?”
“Actually...yes. And you’re just in time to help me.”
Nicole frowned. “I don’t think I like where this is going.”
“Come on, I never ask you for anything. I need you to cover for me, to keep Gram and Pop from worrying,” I said as I picked up my bag. “Now, I can’t tell you where I’m going, but you need to just trust me.”
“Are you kidding? You’re just leaving, and you expect me to cover for you without any information. Of all the times for you to lose your cool, Al.”
I put my hands on Nicole’s shoulders and looked directly into her eyes. “I need you now, more than I have ever needed anything. I am going to find my mother, and you need to have faith in me. Whatever you have to say, just cover for me.”
Shaking her head, Nicole turned away. “Fine, but don’t do anything stupid. It’s not like you to be so crazy. Please don’t do anything stupid,” she repeated
“Thanks, Nic . . . really.”
“Did I mention I don’t like how you’re acting?” Nicole said over her shoulder, walking out of my bedroom.
***
I met Liam in the clearing after I snagged a few snacks to bring with me. He looked curiously at the bag slung over my shoulder.
“You’re ready, then?”
“Yep, I’m ready.”
“And you’re sure about this?”
“Stop stalling. How are we getting there?”
“The portal is at Niamh’s house, about an hour from here.” he said, hesitating. “By car. But if we run, we’ll be there in about a minute.”
My eyebrows shot up and I gasped.
“I know, I know. But it’s true.”
I shook my head. “Maybe you can run at light speed, but I can’t.”
“Allison,” he said, as if I was being ridiculous. “I’ll carry you.”
“Whoa, I don’t think so. I’d rather drive.”
“We’re wasting time,” he said, his jaw tightening. “It’ll be over very fast. You won’t even have a chance to think about it.”
I looked at him a moment longer. “Fine.” I threw my hands out. “Carry me.”
In a flash, he had me up over his shoulder like a fireman rescuing a child, and the air was sucked straight out of my lungs like a vacuum. The change from standing still to flying through the air was so intense that I swore I left my vital organs in the wooded lot. I tried to pry open my eyelids, but the pressure kept them locked down. The only thought I had was of falling from Liam’s shoulder and exploding into a million pieces.
When Liam slowed down and I felt the pressure release, my lungs automatically gulped in air. I opened my eyes to see grass and boulders and a dirt road blurring by. Then he came to a complete stop and I wriggled off his back. My equilibrium was still in Stoneville, so I was glad he held me steady by the elbows. I might have gone down like a sack of rocks otherwise.
The trees on either side of the road towered above us, their long branches intertwining overhead to give the impression of a tunnel. The grass was wild and tall around the two indents of the road. It was obvious that no vehicles had been up this way in quite some time.
“Niamh’s house is just around that bend,” Liam said, walking along the overgrown path.
I followed closely behind, keeping underneath the green canopy where the air was cooler. The only sounds were the chirping of songbirds and our footsteps on the earth.
“It’s pretty here. But why are we in the middle of the woods?” 
“We’re backed up to a wildlife preserve in Wheelwright. We try to stay away from iron as much as possible, so this spot is perfect.”
“How can you stand being in Stoneville then? Iron and steel are everywhere.”
“We use magic,” he said, glancing at me sideways as he walked. “There is no iron in TÍ r na n’Ó g, as you can imagine. There is a mineral known as fhÁ illan, however. FhÁ illan is, in many ways, the opposite of iron.”
He lifted the sleeve of his shirt. A silver-colored band decorated with intricate swirls and triskelions encircled his upper bicep. That’s what I must’ve seen those days ago.
“This fhÁ illan band repels the effects of iron for a time. It’s not complete, but it’s bearable.” 
As we walked, I thought about the dream I’d had the night before. “I dreamed of my mother last night.” 
“Oh?” he asked, waiting for me to continue.
“She was in a room, surrounded by these women. One of them was so beautiful it practically hurt to look at her. They were all smiling and laughing.”
Liam’s eyebrow furrowed. After a moment, he asked, “What did the woman, the one you said was beautiful, what did she look like?”
“She had long, pale blonde hair. Her skin was equally pale, flawless. At first I thought it was Niamh, but Niamh’s hair is much more golden.”
“That sounds like it might be Niamh’s mother, Saoirse,” Liam didn’t seem to actually be talking to me, but rather thinking out loud.
“I hope that’s a good sign, that my mother seemed happy.”
Liam didn’t say anything, just kept walking until we came to a vast clearing. The rolling hills were dotted with purple and yellow wildflowers. Nestled between two ancient oak trees sat a pale blue shaker-style farmhouse. It appeared to be at least two hundred years old, yet impeccably maintained.
As we opened the front doors, we heard low voices. I widened my eyes as Liam gestured for me to follow him inside. 
The old wooden floorboards creaked under our feet, and the house smelled of wood and old, oiled leather. In the small foyer, a staircase led to a second floor. Doorways were at both sides of the room.
Sitting at a round wooden table to the left were two young men, one I recognized as Tagdh. He didn’t seem very surprised to see us, though. He smiled tightly and glanced across at a man with shaggy black hair. It seemed as though they were expecting us, even.
A large map lay on the table in front of them. I didn’t recognize the locations, but there were little blue beads dotted over its surface.
The black-haired man rose to his feet. “Liam. We were wondering when you’d arrive.” He spoke with a thick Irish accent. His gazed moved past Liam to rest on me.
“Allison, meet Diarmuid, Niamh’s advisor,” Liam said. 
Diarmuid looked at me curiously. His eyes were soft blue and gentle. “Lovely to meet you, Allison.”
“And, you met Tagdh in Stoneville,” Liam said.
Tagdh stood and inclined his head and looked at me with a blank expression. I tried to smile at them, but it came out more like a grimace.
“Liam.” I turned to see a young woman with wavy, ginger hair come through a swinging door.
She hurried to place the plate of fruit she was carrying on the table and turned to Liam. She grabbed his arms, and her gaze ran up and down the length of him. 
“I’d heard you were all right, but I’m so glad to see for myself.” She turned to me, confusion plain on her face. “And, who’s this?” 
The woman released Liam and tilted her head to the side as she appraised me. I felt heat creep up my neck. 
Diarmuid came to stand at the woman’s side. “This is Allison. Liam’s daughter.”
“Daughter?” The woman stood frozen, looking at Liam with utter shock.
Liam cleared his throat. “It was a surprise for me as well.”
For an awkward moment there was only silence.
“Forgive me, Allison. I’m Eithne. Come, sit.” Without meeting my eyes, she gestured to a chair across the table, and I sat down. Liam took the chair next to mine.
“Eithne was once Aoife’s handmaiden, the one I told you about,” Liam said. “She and Diarmuid are bond-mates, similar to a married couple.”
Liam waved his hand at the map, clearly done explaining. “I’m guessing Aodhan is on another mission?” 
Diarmuid leaned back in his chair. “That he is.”
Now, that I was closer, I could see that the map showed the Northern United States and Canada, most of the beads concentrated in lower Ontario.
“Who’s Aodhan?” I asked. “Does he have something to do with my mother?”
Eithne’s eyebrows shot up and her mouth formed an O.
“Aodhan, like your father, was once human,” Diarmuid said. 
The other three Danaans kept their eyes cast on the floor, and I got the impression that talking about Aodhan made them uncomfortable for some reason.
“After a time in our realm, he wished to visit his family. When he returned, they were long gone. He’d been in TÍ r na n’Ó g nearly three hundred years, but now he lives here, alone, hunting for Danaans who harm humans.”
I wished we had someone like him on our side. He sounded like just the guy to help get my mother back from Breanh.
“My brother Niall tracked him to Canada,” Tagdh continued. “There are reports of serial killings up in Thunder Bay. Humans left completely drained of blood just left on the streets.” Tagdh's voice was strangely void of emotion considering the gruesome news he shared.
“Is there a portal there that’s been left unguarded?” Liam asked.
Eithne got up and excused herself, exchanging a look with Diarmuid. Huh. What was her deal?
“There’s one just over the Canadian border. Since Aoife was imprisoned, her folk have been running wild up there. It was just a matter of time before Aodhan caught up with them.”
Liam cleared his throat and turned away, but I could see his jaw clench. Between his reaction and Eithne’s I guessed there was more to this story than I was getting. 
“Does Niamh know about the situation up there?” Liam asked, still gazing out the window.
“No, when she first came here, her father showed up in a rage. She went back to TÍ r na n’Ó g before we had a chance to tell her,” Diarmuid said.
Liam’s head swiveled in Diarmuid’s direction. “Deaghlan was here? Does he know what’s happened with Aoife?”
Diarmuid and Tagdh both hesitated. 
“He does, Liam. Breanh told the King and Queen everything.”
Liam smacked his palm on the table and muttered an oath under his breath. “Where is the fey globe now?”
“Deaghlan demanded that Niamh give it to him.”
Liam swore, louder this time. “We need to go, Allison. Deaghlan is Aoife and Niamh’s father. If he releases Aoife, she’ll go back to Breanh. Things could go very wrong if we don’t hurry.”
Butterflies as big as helicopters filled my stomach. “Why would Deaghlan let Aoife out?” I stammered. “What about all the trouble she’s caused?”
The muscles in Liam’s jaw popped under his skin. “Deaghlan doesn’t value human life. Humans are just playthings at his disposal. I’m fairly certain he doesn’t even think Aoife has done anything wrong.” 
I stared at Liam for a moment. It was like a nightmare, where no matter what you did things just got worse. How could I have lived my entire life without knowing these people existed? And now they held everything I cared about in the palms of their hands. 
“If Breanh has my mother, and Aoife goes there...” I couldn’t even finish that sentence.
“Liam?” Diarmuid asked. “What will you do?”
“We’re going to TÍ r na n’Ó g to get Allison’s mother before something terrible happens to her.”
Diarmuid and Tagdh rose gracefully from their seats. “We’ve been given specific orders not to allow you to enter the portal.”
“I don’t understand,” Liam said, looking between the two men. Both stared back blankly.
My heart plummeted at their grave expressions, and I knew that we would not get past them without a fight. They were stronger and faster, and who knew what kind of magic they were capable of. It wouldn’t be a fair fight. And judging by Liam’s frown, he knew it, too.
I stared down at the table, running my finger along the image of the Great Lakes. Why would Niamh forbid Liam to go through the portal? I’d been wary of her before, but I didn’t think she would purposely keep Liam from being able to help find my mother.
“Maybe it’s best this way,” I said, pushing up from the table.
At any other moment, I’d have paid money to see the incredulous look on Liam’s face. But the beginning of a plan had taken root in my mind. And in order for it to work we needed to hurry. 
I stood up and walked straight out the door without another word.



Chapter 8
I counted my steps as I walked away from Niamh’s house. Frustration and panic boiled inside me, but I needed to keep calm. I stopped walking when I realized Liam wasn’t with me. 
I was not going back in there. The Danaans were lovely to look at, but their behavior was not normal. It was as if they were made of stone, incapable of emotion. 
Minutes passed and Liam still hadn’t come out. I paced back and forth in the field, willing myself not to panic. When the front door slammed, I turned to see my father at my side in an instant, his expression wary.
“You’re taking all of this too well,” he said, his brow furrowed.
I sighed, knowing this would be a fight. “I’ve come up with a plan.”
He stiffened. “Oh?”
“You and I are going to go find this Aodhan guy and bring him back here,” I said, nodding toward the house. “I can tell those two are at least a little afraid of him. We need someone on our side.”
“Absolutely not,” he said.
“Niamh doesn’t care about my mother,” I said. “Who knows what she’s doing now? If you want to find my mom, you’ll come with me to ask this guy for help. Otherwise, I’ll go alone.”
“You’ve only seen a handful of the Danaans, Allison. You don’t understand what you’re dealing with. Did you hear what Tagdh said in there? They’re draining the blood of humans. Aoife’s folk are involved in all sorts of forbidden magic.”
“All I care about is getting my mother home safely. Are we supposed to just sit around until Niamh comes back before we do anything?” I put a hand on my hip, acting braver than I felt. “I get that Breanh isn’t someone I can face on my own. But maybe Aodhan will help us.” I paused. “I have to do something, and if this is all I can do, I’ve got to try.”
Liam looked away from me, past the trees to the hills in the north. After a few minutes, he exhaled and looked back at me. 
“I suppose you’re right. We need to do something and waiting on the whims of Niamh is not looking like much of a plan now.”
“I'm ready. Are we going to...run again?”
“I guess that was more uncomfortable for you than I expected.” He took a couple steps toward me, put his hands on my shoulders, and looked into my eyes. I stared back, and then everything went black.
***
A young woman with fire-truck red curls and multiple facial piercings clings tightly to a guy’s arm as they walk through a large, mirrored door. The guy is tall with black gelled spikes and tattoo-covered arms. She scans the darkness surrounding them while they walk toward an alley. He looks pleased at the way she is pressed tightly to his side.
“Tori, look, there’s nothing there. It’s okay.”
The woman pouts her full, black-painted lips and buries her face in his arm, making a low whimpering sound.
“Seriously, how many of those drinks were for you, and how many did you give Val?” he asks her, laughing.
“I’m not that drunk, Wes. I’m telling you I heard something.” She pulls away from him and smacks his arm before the heel of her black boot catches on a crack on the sidewalk, making her stumble. The guy kneels by her side as she examines the tear in her black fishnet stockings.
Without either of them noticing, two tall shapes move out of the shadow of a striped awning, heading straight toward them.
“Allison.” My eyelids fluttered open to Liam staring down at me in concern.
I took a deep breath and blinked, trying to figure out where I was. I lay in the center of a double bed, in an unfamiliar room. A motel room? 
The walls were dingy white and the bedspread smelled like fabric refresher—chemicals covering unwanted body odor. There was one large window with its floral drape pulled closed. On the bedside table, a tiny lamp cast shadows on the wall, and the alarm clock flashed 12:00 in red.
“We’re in a motel in Thunder Bay,” Liam said. He was sitting on the side of my bed, looking down at me.
I sat up and stretched my arms over my head and yawned. “Did you cast a spell on me?” I asked, moving my fingers and toes, feeling a little groggy.
“No, not exactly. Mind magic doesn’t really work like that. I was able to coerce you to go to sleep.”
“All right,” I said slowly as I stood up. A horrible possibility occurred to me. “You could coerce me to do whatever you wanted?” 
He looked aghast. “I suppose I could, Allison, but I wouldn’t. I still have my humanity.”
I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye. Did he? I sure hoped so. 
“Before we left, though, I found out a little more about the situation up here,” Liam said, changing the subject.
I raised my eyebrows as I waited for him to continue.
“Aodhan is staying at a motel adjacent to a nearby crime scene.” He pulled a slip of paper out of his pocket and glanced up at me before continuing.
“The entire area is on alert because of a suspected serial killer. There was a group of teenagers murdered on their way home from a concert Wednesday night. Then on Friday, a bartender and his girlfriend were found completely drained of blood not far from the spot where the teenagers’ bodies had been discovered.”
I sucked in a breath. “That’s awful.” The memory of the dream I'd had of the couple out walking played in my mind.
“Yes. What they’re doing, this kind of magic, it taints them. Makes them wicked. And they don’t give a damn if they leave a mess behind.”
“What do they actually use the blood for?” I asked, not positive I wanted to know the answer.
“There are two kinds of magic the Danaans can use. One is mind magic. It is all about being able to control things with ones will. For instance, Eithne is a healer. She is able to use her mind to see what it is that ails you and reverse it. Niamh is able to use her mind to hear your thoughts and share hers.
“The other is elemental magic. It involves using outside forces. Some aspects aren’t bad, but what it sounds like Aoife’s guards are doing has been forbidden by Saoirse for a very long time. They’re taking the blood of humans and harvesting the small levels of magic in it to increase their own abilities.”
“So humans have magic in them too?”
“That's right.”
“Did Diarmuid and Tagdh tell you all this?”
“After you walked out they told me that Tagdh’s brother, Niall, is one of the guards tracking Aodhan.”
I nodded and went to get a cup of water from the tap. I took a sip and then glanced at myself in the mirror hanging by the bathroom. My hair was a disaster, and I had circles rimming my eyes. No surprise there.
Once I pulled myself together, Liam took out his cell phone and opened the door. I watched him curiously but kept quiet as I followed him outside.
The motel was like the dozens of others I’d seen in my life, with the lot butted up to a highway. We walked out to the sidewalk, and I looked around. Thunder Bay was a busy place. Cars were flying past and people rushed around, talking on cell phones or yelling to their friends. Across the street was a park littered with people playing Frisbee or walking their dogs. Beyond the park, I could see a marina that edged out into Lake Superior.
Liam’s phone snapped shut, and I looked over at him. “That was Niall. He’s about three blocks away. Let’s go.”
We walked past several businesses and apartment buildings until we came to a corner where one of the murders had taken place. Two buildings down, on the side-street, were three metal doors with mirrors on their surfaces. I looked at the reflective doors, and my jaw went slack.
 
The doors from the dream I’d had on our way to Thunder Bay. 
A black sign above the door read Black Pirates Pub in curling, white letters.
Liam stopped walking, not noticing my preoccupation. His lips curved into a little smile. Following his gaze to a bench, I saw a man with shoulder-length chestnut hair reading a newspaper. He put the paper down and turned. As soon as he recognized Liam, the man stood and walked over to greet us.
“Liam,” he said, clapping him on the shoulder and glancing curiously at me.
“Allison, this is Niall. Without his help I may have never escaped Aoife in the first place.”
Niall smiled, clearly glad to see my father. “So, Liam, what news do you bring?”
“I’m afraid I don’t bring good news. We’ve come to find Aodhan to seek aid.”
“Good luck there, my friend,” Niall laughed.  
Liam made a face. “We must at least try.”
“Have you found your lady, then?” Niall asked, looking at me.
Liam cleared his throat. “Yes, but this is actually my...daughter.” The corner of his mouth lifted.
Niall pursed his lips, as if trying not to laugh. “Indeed.”
“Have you seen Aodhan today?” I asked, pushing down my embarrassment at Niall’s amused expression. We were running out of time.
Niall shook his head, still surveying me. “He usually stays inside during the day. He’ll be coming out once it gets dark. Give him a couple hours.”
“This is the pub where the couple had last been seen Friday night,” Liam cut in, looking up at the sign. 
“Yeah, I know,” I nodded.
Liam’s eyebrow quirked up. “Did you just say ‘I know’?”
“Well, yes. I had a dream about a couple walking out of there,” I said, gesturing toward the doors to the pub. I looked back at Niall as I walked toward the three metal doors at the entrance.
“BlÁ ’s watching the back exit. We'll let you know when he comes out.” Niall said as he sat back down on the bench.
“BlÁ ?” I asked Liam.
“BlÁ ithÍ n is Niall’s partner. There are always at least two guards assigned to watch Aodhan,” Liam said with a sardonic grin.
I paused before opening the door. “What?” I asked. 
Niall now wore the same wry expression as Liam. “Nothing,” he said, trying to hide his grin. “It’s just that Niamh wouldn’t risk losing track of Aodhan.”
I huffed in exasperation. “If Aodhan isn't out yet, we should get something to eat, maybe ask a few questions—let’s go.” 
***
Inside, the Black Pirate was quiet. There were a few employees setting up tables, and at the end of the long, polished bar was an easel holding a blown-up photo. I recognized them as the couple from my dream. A wreath of flowers hung on the corner, and several teddy bears and bouquets were placed nearby.
Liam and I sat at the far end of the bar. As we opened our menus, a man with a white button-down shirt approached from the other side of the mahogany.
“Good afternoon. My name’s Jack. What can I do for you?”
“I’ll just have a BLT,” I said, picking the first thing I saw on the menu. Liam ordered the same.
“Are you two here on vacation, or just passing through?” Jack asked as he took our menus.
“We’re just passing through, actually. Seems like a rough time around here, eh?” Liam said, gesturing to the easel by the bar.
Jack’s face fell. “Oh, yeah. Such a tragedy. Wes was the bartender here a couple nights a week.”
“Wow. What really happened?” Liam asked, looking hard into Jack’s eyes.
“They’re saying serial killer. Must be a real psycho,” Jack said, launching into the story of all the bodies being found drained, six altogether. 
After we ate, we walked back outside, and Niall was gone.                                                                                
“I guess Aodhan’s on the move.”
Liam opened his phone and typed a message. We sat on the bench and waited for Niall to  respond.
Minutes passed and still nothing. 
“Can we take a walk down to the water, just to look around?” I said, itching to do something.
Liam looked at me for a couple seconds, considering. “Right, let’s do that.”
We crossed over to the park and down to the marina. A light breeze blew off Lake Superior, rustling the leaves above our heads as we walked down the path. The only other sound was the occasional faint whir of traffic up on the street.
Liam walked close by my side, his eyes constantly roaming the area.
“I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me about Aodhan,” I said. 
Liam coughed, looking uncomfortable. “The situation with Aodhan is...complicated.”
“Did you know him?”
“I knew him briefly. When I first arrived in TÍ r na n’Ó g, he had just started asking about his family. He’d been there the equivalent of nearly three hundred years and had no idea. The time passes differently there, especially when you’re in thrall.”
“In thrall?” I interrupted.
“Well, yes. Aoife had me so deeply under her spell, I had no will of my own. All that mattered was her.”
“Oh, okay. Go on.”
He sighed but continued. “When I met him, he asked me about the war. As I told him, he looked at me like I was daft. The Ireland of 1602 was a far cry from the Ireland of 1888, I’m sure you can imagine.”
The park was deserted, only the long shadows of the oak trees crisscrossed the path in front of us. “We should head back, see if we can find Niall.”
I inhaled and we turned back up toward the street. “I wonder if—”
Before I had the chance to finish, a shadow moved ahead of us.
“Liam,” a tall figure said, pushing away from a tree just five yards away.
I froze on the path as the man walked down to where we stood. As he got closer, I took in his gaunt features and sunken eyes filled with malevolence.
“Stay back,” Liam hissed, pushing past me.
“Has Aoife let you off of your leash?” the stranger asked.
Something shifted in Liam’s stance, he stood straighter and tension rippled through his body.
“This is all your doing, Aengus?” Liam gestured to the city.
“How long is your mistress going to keep us locked out of TÍ r na n’Ó g?” Aengus asked, ignoring Liam’s question.
“I don’t know anything about you being locked out. Things have been”—Liam hesitated—“out of sorts in TÍ r na n’Ó g. You can probably thank Breanh for keeping you out.”
Liam looked back at me, but quickly realized his mistake when Aengus noticed me standing there. Before I could even try to move, Aengus appeared in front of me. He reached out and stroked my jaw with a long, bony finger.
“Ahh, and who do we have here?” he asked, his warm breath blowing in my face as his eyes raked over my skin.
Liam ran back to my side and grabbed Aengus’s hand to shove him away. I heard the metallic whoosh of a blade, and in a flash, Liam was on his knees. The color drained from his face, and I looked down to see the handle of a knife sticking out of Liam’s side.
Before Aengus’s sneer had a chance to fully form, he was knocked to the ground by a blur of silver light. I quickly figured out that the silver blur was actually a gigantic man, dressed all in black with a closely-shaved head. 
Without hesitation, the man yanked Aengus’s head back by his hair and put a wicked-looking dagger to his throat. Aengus grimaced as the edge of the dagger drew a thin line across his neck.
I rushed to Liam’s side as his body went limp, and I struggled to get him down to the ground without injuring him more. He tried to speak but all he could manage was a low gurgling sound. 
“Shhh,” I crooned, trying to calm him. I sat him in an upright position as I scrambled to figure out how to help him. I needed to put pressure on the wound, but the dagger was still sticking out. And I knew that if I pulled it out, it would increase the blood flow. 
“Aodhan,” I heard Aengus hiss between clenched teeth. “Another pleasant surprise.”
“You like torturing the innocent, do you?” Aodhan asked as he yanked Aengus’s head back further.
“Just kill me and get it over with,” Aengus spat.
“Oh, no. That would be much too easy,” Aodhan growled as he pulled a cord out of his pocket, the dagger still held firmly to Aengus’s throat. “How do you like being tortured?” 
Aodhan secured Aengus’s hands behind his back and lifted a length of steel chain from a cargo pocket at this thigh. He put the dagger between his teeth and wrapped the chain around Aengus’s throat.
Aengus groaned, and his knees buckled out from under him. Aodhan shoved him to the ground and looked up at me. I could only stare back in silence. There was something familiar about this guy.
His gaze flickered over my shoulder. “Take care of him,” he snarled.
I looked back and saw Niall approaching cautiously. His eyes remained on the sprawled form of Aengus lying face down on the pavement. Without a word, Aodhan approached us and gently lifted Liam up.
“Come on,” Aodhan said to me, his Irish accent thicker and harder to understand than Liam’s. “We need to take care of his wound.”
I nodded and followed Aodhan up the deserted street toward his motel. The bartender had told us the city had imposed a curfew, and there wasn’t a soul out now that dusk had fallen.
Aodhan’s room was on the second floor, but he carried Liam up the flight with no trouble at all. He pulled out a key card and unlocked the door, pushing it open and laying Liam on the bed.
Relief flooded through me that he wasn’t bleeding as much as I‘d feared, but his shirt was ruined.
“Get the towels from the bathroom and fill the basin with hot water,” Aodhan instructed. 
When I came back with the supplies, he had Liam’s shirt off, and I could see that the dagger stuck just below his rib cage on his left side. His milky-white skin was covered in a sheen of sweat and streaked with a rivulet of blood.
“I’m going to pull this out. When I do, I want you to immediately apply the towel to the wound.”
I unfolded the towel and knelt by Liam’s side. His eyes were closed, and his breathing was shallow.
“Ready?” Aodhan said.
I nodded. 
The blade made a wet, squishy sound as he pulled it out in one swift movement. 
“Now.” 
I applied the towel, holding the gaping wound together with as much pressure as I could.
“Good, it will only take a few minutes for the bleeding to stop. It’s not as bad as I thought.”
He walked over to the chair by the window and opened a duffel bag. Inside was a small first-aid kit. 
“Should we get him to a hospital?” I asked, biting my lip.
Aodhan leveled me with his gunmetal eyes. “No, he’s just unconscious. His body is trying to heal itself.” 
He walked to the window, opening the heavy drape just a crack. The muscles in his jaw were tense as he scanned the night.
“Aodhan—” I began.
Aodhan held up his hand, effectively silencing me. He turned away from the window, eyeing both me and my father thoughtfully. His gaze rested on Liam.
“I knew I recognized him . . . Aoife’s pet.”
I didn’t know how to respond to that, but Aodhan wasn’t done.
“I’ve grown accustomed to Niamh’s minions following me all these years. But,” he said narrowing his eyes, “for the life of me, I can’t imagine what Liam would want from me.”
The way he spoke, so low and empty of emotion, filled me with cold fear. I could feel my heart pounding in the tips of my toes, like flames licking at ice.
“It was me who wanted to find you,” I said, my voice taut.
He slowly turned to me, and it was all I could do to keep from shrinking back. “What is it you want from me?”
I closed my eyes and scrounged for every shred of courage I could find. “My name is Allison, I’m Liam’s daughter,” I began. 
“My mother was kidnapped by Breanh. I was hoping you could . . . could,” I stuttered. “ I was hoping you could help me get her back.”
“Breanh,” Aodhan said, but it came out as a low growl.
“Liam has Aoife imprisoned in a fey globe.” I stole a glance at Liam before launching into the full story.
Aodhan leaned against the wall as I spoke, not interrupting, only nodding occasionally. I told him about Niamh and Liam showing up in Stoneville and the black birds that were everywhere, always watching. I told him about the night my mother had gone missing and that Niamh had gone back to TÍ r na n’Ó g without us, effectively shutting us out. I even told him about the dreams I’d been having for months. There was something trustworthy about him.
When I finished talking, Aodhan straightened and walked to the tiny table in the corner of the room. In one fluid motion, he pulled the dagger he’d held to Aengus’s throat from its sheath on his hip. Then, from a wooden box, he pulled a small square of red cloth with which he began to wipe the dagger.
Without turning around, Aodhan spoke, his words clipped. “Do you know where he’s taken her?”
“We’re assuming he’s taken her to Aoife’s home in TÍ r na n’Ó g.”
There was a knock at the door, and for a second Aodhan just stared at it. He walked over to open it. Niall stood there with a tall, black-haired woman I assumed was BlÁ ithÍ n, his partner. His eyes flickered in to me and then Liam before resting on Aodhan’s massive chest.
“We wanted to see if Liam was okay,” BlÁ ithÍ n asked, running her fingers through her short, spiky hair. She, unlike Niall, obviously had no problem meeting Aodhan’s fierce look.
Aodhan stepped aside, and let them into the motel room. BlÁ ithÍ n hurried over to the bed and placed her hand on Liam’s cheek.
“Where’s Aengus’s dagger?” she asked, looking between Aodhan and me.
“There on the floor, just under the bed,” I whispered. 
Aodhan had gone back to leaning against the wall, clearly uncomfortable with all the company.
“This dagger is steel, just like I thought,” she said, toeing it with her boot. “It looks like the tip is broken off, too.”
“Come on, Allison,” Niall said. “We’ll take you and your father back to Niamh's house in Wheelwright. He needs to see a healer to get the tip of the dagger out. Hopefully Eithne is still there.”
All three Danaans looked at me expectantly. If I went with Niamh’s guards, I’d be expected to wait on Niamh’s whim. I needed Aodhan to come, too.
I looked at him, silently praying. He hadn’t agreed to help yet. 
He met my gaze. “I’ll take her,” he told the guards simply.
***
BlÁ ithÍ n walked to my motel with me to grab my bag, so that we could go back to Wheelwright. She didn’t say much; she only spoke when it couldn’t be avoided.
I caught sight of Niall and Aodhan walking toward us as we left, belongings in hand. Niall held Liam easily in his arms. They all had a silver glow to them, their glamours hiding them from the eyes of passersby. I looked over at BlÁ ithÍ n, and when I squinted I saw she had a glamour on as well.
“Should I put on a glamour, too?” I asked her quietly, scrunching my face at the strangeness of the question.
She laughed. “Allison, you are glamoured.”
“Oh,” I looked at my skin, and for the first time realized that I had the same glow as the others. How could that have happened without me even knowing it?
I sighed, trying to focus on our next move. I assumed we’d be running—that made the most sense, I guessed—but I wasn’t sure how I felt about being carried by Aodhan. He was so intimidating, and it had been awkward enough with my own father.
Liam looked so helpless lying in Niall’s arms, and I realized that somehow in the past few days I’d actually grown to trust him. Maybe even care about him.
Aodhan narrowed his eyes at me, and I tried to even out my features. I didn’t have a choice of who I went with, so I needed to just accept it.
“Liam made me go to sleep last time we...traveled. Do you know how to do that?” I asked.
Aodhan almost smiled. “I do. It would make it less harrowing for you, but I don’t have to do it.”
I gritted my teeth and held up my hands. “It’s fine,” I said.
With one last look at me, Niall disappeared into a run, BlÁ ithÍ n on his heels. 
Aodhan took a step toward me, and the last thing I knew he was staring hard into my eyes. 



Chapter 9
I’m standing at the top of the Magliaro’s driveway, watching Ethan walk out his front door. He starts toward his truck but turns around, as if someone called his name. 
I see myself walk out the door and over to where he’s waiting. He wraps his arm around me and gives me a gentle squeeze. But when his fingers make contact with my skin, my form wavers. It’s not me at all. It’s a tall, ivory-skinned girl with long, brown hair and sapphire eyes. 
Ethan hooks his finger in hers, and her features turn back into mine as they walk together toward his truck. When he turns his back to her, the corners of her mouth turn up into a grin, wicked and predatory.
I jerked awake to find myself propped up on an old wingback chair. Aodhan knelt on the wooden floor in front of me, his thick arms held out like he was about to shake me. I wasn’t sure if his expression was fear or astonishment. He raised his eyebrows at me but didn’t say a word as he rose to his feet.
The sitting room at Niamh’s house was straight out of a museum of 18th-century living. There was a huge fireplace in front of me with a mural painted directly onto the wooden paneling above the mantel. The shelves held all manner of crockery, and on the various tables sat brass oil lamps.
I stood up slowly, wringing my hands as I walked to the window that looked out onto the barn. I could feel Aodhan watching me from the sofa across the room. I ran through the dream of Ethan in my mind, trying to make sense of it. 
“What is it?” he asked, his voice gruff but not unkind.
“I had one of the dreams I told you about,” I said.
I looked down at my clasped hands before continuing, “It was of a fr-friend of mine, Ethan. I saw him walking with...with me. Only, it wasn’t me. The girl he was with was glamoured to look like me.”
“Does that mean anything to you?” Aodhan asked.
“Well, I don’t know. These dreams never really make much sense,” I said.
“The Danaans don’t think like humans. You must second-guess everything. Their actions often don’t make sense, but they always do things for a reason. And if one of them has your friend, my guess would be they are trying to get your attention.”
I pulled my phone out of my pocket. I had to call and check on Ethan. To my surprise, I actually had service. But his number went straight to voice mail. That wasn’t a good sign. 
I decided to try his parents’ house. His father picked up, and I asked if Ethan was home.
“No, I haven’t heard from him.” He paused. “But didn’t he leave with you not too long ago?”
My breath caught in my throat. He hadn’t left with me, but if my dream was turning out to be true, he thought he had. I had to think fast.
“Uh, yeah. He just dropped me off, and now his phone is going to voice mail,” I lied. “I can text him. Thanks, Mr. Magliaro.”
I hung up and looked over at Aodhan. “They think Ethan’s with me. I think Breanh really has taken him.”
“Eithne and Diarmuid went back through the portal a few hours before we arrived. Your father needs a healer immediately, so I’ve arranged to go with him to TÍ r na n’Ó g to find Eithne. We’ll find your friend and bring him home, too.” 
He stood and gestured for me to follow him. I exhaled, and swallowed back my fears. I had to be stronger than that. “And what am I supposed to do? Just sit here and wait?” 
Aodhan didn’t answer. Instead, he led me outside, where Tagdh was opening the weathered wooden door of a flat-stoned entryway. The structure was dug into a low hillside, assembled with moss-covered stones held firmly in place by the earth surrounding them. A still unconscious Liam lay in the grass just to the left of the hill. Niall was talking in a low voice to BlÁ ithÍ n just a few feet away.
Tagdh turned around as we approached. He nodded respectfully at Aodhan.
Niall bent to gather Liam in his arms again, and he and BlÁ ithÍ n joined us at the door.
“We ready?” she asked.
“Let’s go.” Aodhan said. He nodded at me. Okay, I guess that’s my answer.
BlÁ ithÍ n went in first, glancing back at us as she walked. Niall ducked through next, walking sideways to keep Liam’s limbs from hitting the frame.
Inside the door, crumbling stone steps led down to a dim root cellar. The arched ceiling was made entirely of rock, and old wooden shelves lined the stone walls. Each one held dusty glass jars and bottles, some broken and lying on their sides. 
An acute sense of dÈja vu struck me as I looked around. This room was from one of my dreams, too. The only difference was that in my dream, Liam had been leading the way.
I turned and looked at Aodhan. He also was from my dream—the gigantic man, I was positive. He looked back at me blankly.
The room was only about fifteen feet long. At the far end, BlÁ ithÍ n placed her hand on the stones and blinding light filled the space. I reflexively turned away, but Niall and BlÁ ithÍ n walked into to the light and disappeared.
Squinting and averting my eyes to the floor, I took a deep breath and followed.
The light swallowed itself, and we appeared in a gathering room of sorts. In the center of the room was a wooden table long enough to seat ten. The edges were carved with spiraling flowers that matched the scrollwork on the chairs. The whitewashed ceiling arched up, supported by thick, knobby roots. The room itself felt wild, like a part of nature. 
As I examined it, I realized that the tree that was attached had actually grown to form the room’s frame. Windows showed hints of trailing flowers in a multitude of colors just outside, and on the wall was a little alcove that held a sphere similar to the one I’d seen in my dream. I walked toward it, looking at the little shimmering ball. Inside were only bubbles that sparkled in the light. 
Niall and BlÁ ithÍ n disappeared through a hallway in search of Eithne. No one had said it in quite as many words, but it was clearly urgent to remove the iron from his body. And judging by the pallor of his skin, the sooner the better.
Aodhan ran his finger along the flowers and looked up at me. “We need to be armed.”
I laughed, not because the need for weapons was funny, but the idea of me using a weapon was ridiculous.
“I don’t really know how to use any weapons.”
My face flared at the look he gave me, as though what I said was the most preposterous thing he’d ever heard. He smoothed his hands over his buzz-cut and gestured for me to follow him.
He led me down the same hallway the others had gone through. As I walked, I felt disoriented, as if I went through too quickly and hadn’t taken enough steps. I shook my head and looked back. The length of the hallway didn’t match the amount of time it took to get through.
We entered a room similar in size and shape to the gathering room, but instead of a table, the room had couches and cushions arranged in a circle. Against the back wall, a stone staircase curved up to a second floor. As I followed Aodhan up, I lost my equilibrium and had to hold tight to the wooden railing to stay upright. He looked back at me, his eyebrows drawn together.
I laughed at myself, but it came out more like a shaky breath. “Give me a minute, I just got a little dizzy.”
“Time and space are different in this realm,” he explained. “Your body needs a chance to adjust.”
At the top of the staircase we entered a room with bronze helmets decoratively set on stone pedestals. Aodhan walked over to kneel in front of a polished stone case. He opened it to reveal three bronze swords and two bronze daggers lying on a cushion.
“This was once Deaghlan’s weapon collection. When he and Saoirse bonded he inherited the weapons of the High Court, but there hasn’t been a need for them in a very long time.”
“Which one is Deaghlan again?” I asked. My mind swirled with all the new names to remember.
Aodhan turned and looked at me, swallowing roughly. “Niamh and Aoife’s father.”
BlÁ ithÍ n appeared at the doorway then. “We need to go to the Bruidhean. Eithne isn’t here.”
Aodhan rose and handed me a scabbard before sliding one of the swords into a strap across his back. 
He cast a look at BlÁ ithÍ n. 
“In English, Bruidhean means Fairy Palace,” she said. “It’s the home of the King and Queen.”
I nodded as I flipped the dagger in my hand. I wasn’t sure what I’d be able to do with it.
“You never know what they’ll do,” Aodhan said, his voice thick with disdain. “It’s best to be prepared.”
I followed them out of the room, muttering to myself. “I guess I could poke someone just as well as anyone else.”
***
The sky in TÍ r na n’Ó g was bluer than I’d ever seen it at home. It was like stepping into Oz and I was Dorothy. Everything here was richer, more vibrant than I could have imagined. 
Niamh’s house was built into a low hill. The windows and doors were round and merry like an oversized hobbit hole. The lush flowers I’d seen through the window covered everything, making it nearly impossible to see what the actual house was built from.
I found it hard to focus on the fact that Liam’s life was in jeopardy or that my mother and Ethan had been kidnapped by a psychotic faerie. Everything in TÍ r na n’Ó g was mesmerizing.
The sound of the Danaan’s boots hitting the dirt directed my gaze to the dusty path they walked. I took a deep breath and quickened my steps to catch up. Rich, moist air filled my lungs leaving a sweet taste like honey on my tongue.
Movement on the side of the path caught my attention. The grass and bushes swayed, but with more of a natural grace than by a breeze or wind. I brushed my fingertips along a flowering vine that hung between two low tree branches. I gasped—I could actually feel life pulsing from not only the vine, but the tree it hung from.
It was enough to alert the others several yards ahead. Aodhan’s hand went immediately to the hilt of the sword at his back. He hurried over to me, and gave me a knowing look when he saw my fingers splayed across the vine.
                                                                                                                                                       “It’s a bit of a shock, no? This realm is utterly different from ours. The plants, the wild creatures, they’re all...aware.” He glanced again at where my hand had been. “They won’t harm you. They’re simply curious, I think.” He reached out his hand to stroke the delicate leaves on the vine, then titled his head toward the others. “Come on. Time to go.”
As we continued over the top of a grassy hill, I could see a valley with a sparkling river snaking through it. Beyond the river, the land was rippled with green hills, and speckled in each hill were doors and windows, similar to Niamh’s. Farther along was a steeper hill, or maybe a low, green mountain. 
“It’s always just as breathtaking,” Aodhan said, quiet enough that I could just make out his words.
“Is that the br—I can’t remember what you called it.” I could feel the flush rising to my face. “Is this where the king and queen live?” I rephrased.
“Yes, that would be the Bruidhean,” Aodhan said over his shoulder. He continued walking after the others down the hillside, leading me toward god knows what. 



Chapter 10
BlÁ ithÍ n reached the round, wooden doors of what they called the Bruidhean first. She pulled on the bronze handle and ushered us in. Inside the doorway was an impressive entry hall. Niamh’s advisor, Diarmuid, was walking up a stone staircase that curled around the room. 
At the sound of the door, he looked over his shoulder at us. He smiled, apparently not surprised to see us, until he saw Niall carrying Liam in his arms. Then he turned and hurried down to us.
“He’s been stabbed with a steel dagger,” BlÁ ithÍ n explained. “When the dagger was removed, a piece broke off and is still deep in the wound.”
“Follow me. Eithne is upstairs.” Diarmuid led Niall up the stairs in a flash. 
BlÁ ithÍ n turned and put her hand up. “We should wait here. I’m sure the queen will be here soon.”
“You are quite right,” called a lilting voice from the hallway under the staircase.
The skin tightened around Aodhan’s eyes, and I looked over BlÁ ithÍ n’s shoulder, freezing at what I saw. 
The woman from my dream. 
The memory was nothing compared to reality. Dressed in a white gown embroidered with delicate green vines along the trim and waist, the queen of TÍ r na n’Ó g was radiant. Her blonde hair was luminescent. Her skin milky white and flawless. But the most captivating thing about her was her eyes. The light made rainbows along their surfaces, like an opal.
As she came closer I started to raise my hand to touch her face, just barely stopping myself when I realized what I was doing.
“Welcome, Allison.” Saoirse’s smile drew me toward her like a flower drawn to the sun.
I couldn’t speak. 
After a moment of being trapped in her stare, Saoirse looked over my shoulder.
“It’s been a while, Aodhan.”
“Yes, my lady,” Aodhan said.
Saoirse focused her smile back on me then, causing warmth and joy to radiate through my veins again.
“You’re here to see Niamh?” she asked slowly, each syllable gliding from her lips.
After a beat, Aodhan spoke, the tension thick in his voice. “We realize Niamh already came to seek your counsel in finding Allison’s mother, but Liam has been injured and needs care.”
“Yes, Niamh has explained the situation to me,” Saoirse replied, tilting her head slightly to one side. “Aoife has caused many problems.”
I blinked at Saoirse, who smiled demurely back at me. 
“Why don’t we continue our talk in comfort?” Saoirse asked, walking out of the entryway without waiting for a response, her flowing gown and bell sleeves trailing behind her.
She led us into a gathering room with high ceilings, and like Niamh’s house, the palace was framed by thick roots from a tree above the hill. Blue fabric was draped along the walls, and although there were no windows, tiny spheres of light were suspended to illuminate intricately embroidered flowers and trees. The effect was like a summer day, even though we were deep in the hillside.
Saoirse folded herself onto one of the plush divans, gesturing for us to each do the same. She met my gaze and smiled, and I was lost in the strange beauty of her eyes once again.
“Tell me about your dreams, Allison.”
I licked my lips, trying to remember what dreams I was supposed to recall. “Well, sometimes I dream of things that might have happened in the past. But some of my dreams are of things that haven’t happened, at least not yet.”
Saoirse nodded, her sweet expression not changing. “You have the blood of my people. It isn’t potent, but you are gifted with the Sight.”
“I dreamed that my friend Ethan,” I started to say, but the sound of footsteps and low laughter stopped me.
Two figures entered the room. Niamh froze in the entryway, her eyes wide. My breath was stolen by the laughing figure behind her. 
My mother.
***
My mother was laughing. But when she stopped, her sparkling green eyes followed Niamh’s gaze to where we sat. The moment our eyes met, time froze, and everything else fell away. This woman was—and yet was not—my mother. 
“In TÍ r na n’Ó g your mother is as she should be,” Saoirse murmured.
I stood and walked to my mother, even though my whole body felt numb and tingly. She drew her lips in, just like she did when she was playing the violin. She really was my mother.
“Allison,” she whispered as tears pooled in her eyes. 
I felt my own tears welling as dozens of emotions buzzed around in my heart. Love, relief, awe.
Her arms came around me and I hugged her back, my own arms shaking. “I never thought . . . ” She sniffled and laughed into my hair. “I never thought this could happen.” 
“I don’t understand,” I said, pulling back to look at Niamh.
Her eyes flicked between mine and Aodhan’s. He sat completely still, staring straight ahead. The only thing that showed he wasn’t a statue was the trembling muscle in his jaw.
“I promised your father that your mother would be safe,” Niamh said. “But Breanh can read minds, like me. If I had told either of you that I was taking Elizabeth here, Breanh could have read it in your thoughts. He would have come after you, Allison.”
For the first time since I’d entered the Bruidhean, I felt the haze lift from my brain. It was quickly replaced by anger.
“But, you let us worry,” I said, inhaling deeply. “You locked us out and left us with Thunder Bay as our only hope . . . where Liam almost died!”
My mother gasped quietly. “Liam? He’s here?”
“He’s going to be okay, Mom,” I said, rubbing her back. “He was already healing when we brought him here.” I had no idea how true that was, but I’d spent my entire life being cautious of my mother’s fragile mental state, and it was a habit.
I took a breath and refocused on Niamh and Saoirse, Aodhan’s words sounding in my head. They don’t think like you. They’re not human.
I let it drop. “So, since both of my parents are here, can we break the geis?”
Saoirse sat calmly watching me from her perch, rubbing her finger lightly across her bottom lip. “From what I’ve seen, Aoife used a fhÁ illan amulet infused with drops of Liam’s and Elizabeth’s blood for the geis. In order to break it, we need the amulet that binds it.”
Frustration mingled with despair in my heart. The chance to bring my mother back was so close. “Do you know where the amulet is?” I asked.
Saoirse looked into my eyes. “The amulet is hidden in Aoife’s home, but her lands have become polluted with iron and chemicals—it makes it difficult for even me to see.”
I shook my head. No. There had to be a way. “But what if I—”
“Allison,” Aodhan interrupted. “What about your friend?”
Ethan. Anger licked at my mind for becoming muddled again.
“Saoirse,” I said. “That’s another reason we’re here. I dreamed of my friend Ethan the other night, and the girl he was with was glamoured to look like me. Something wasn’t right about her—she looked at him... like a predator. And I think—”
“Perhaps we could take a walk, Allison?” Saoirse asked. “I have something I’d like to show you.”
Aodhan cut in before I’d even opened my mouth to reply. “Wherever she goes, I go.”
I didn’t want to leave my mother, not when I’d just gotten her back. But I knew in my heart that Ethan was in danger—he had actually gone off with that girl, after all—and I needed to figure out a way to get to him.
“I’ll still be here when you come back, Allison.” My mother smiled at me, the way I’d been dreaming of since I was just a little girl. “And, I’d like to see your father.” 
***
Aodhan and I followed Saoirse through a door in the back of the hill. A stone path wound down to a lush garden nestled between the rises in the land. Trees heavily laden with fruit surrounded the garden walls, and the air smelled sweet like honeysuckle and apple blossoms, nearly making my mouth water.
Saoirse led us to the farthest end of the garden, where a sparkling stream flowed into a pool at the bottom of one of the hills. The water in the rocky pool was as clear as pure glass. Saoirse gestured for me to sit on a smooth, stone bench along the shore.
Saoirse sat down by my side, folding her slender fingers on her lap. “This is Danu’s Basin. It has been said that The Great Mother herself gained knowledge from this very pool before she traveled to The Land of Promise, Magh Mell.”
Aodhan stood in the shade of a giant tree, but I could see that his eyes were in constant motion as Saoirse and I spoke.
“You’re worried about your friend?” she asked.
“Yes, Ethan.”
“I am a Seer, but the future can change drastically with one simple decision. The visions I see in in the water, though, are absolute.”
She held up her hands, and the water in the pool began to move in a circle like a whirlpool. Mist rose from its surface, and I looked over to Saoirse who had closed her eyes. She dropped her hands down, and as they fell, the mist cleared away. On the smooth surface of the water I could now see Ethan, walking into a room of six beautiful women. He was wearing only his jeans, and his eyes were dull, his smile bemused.
The woman I recognized from my dream led him to a low bed where the others all sat, laughing and smiling at him. They crawled on all fours to get closer to him, their cold, bright eyes filled with lust and something else I couldn’t decipher. They reached out with greedy fingers to touch him and stroke his skin. So many voices were speaking, too fast to understand what they were saying.
I closed my eyes, trembling with hurt and shock.
“She’s seen enough,” Aodhan said from his place under the tree.
Saoirse raised her hands, and the mist reappeared. When she folded them back in her lap, we were once again looking at the clear pool.
I shook my head. “What was that?”
“That was Aoife’s home. It appears that Breanh has provided himself with a new bargaining chip. Since your mother disappeared, he must be holding Ethan in exchange for Aoife.”
“But, I can’t give him Aoife. I don’t even know where she is.”
“No, it is for the best if she remains in the fey globe for now,” Saoirse agreed.
“Who were they? And why were they doing that to him?” I asked. Despite the erotic way they touched him, there was something twisted and wrong in their eyes. Hot anger—and a bit of jealousy—shot through me. If they hurt him . . . 
Saoirse closed her eyes and sat still and silent. When she reopened them, she looked into my eyes. “You must go to Breanh. You are the one who must save Ethan.”
I looked up at Aodhan who remained impassive. My heart was forming ice crystals as I tried to understand what all of this meant. “Has what I saw already happened?”
Saoirse shook her head. “No, there is still time. But if this plays out, Ethan will become enthralled to whoever he is intimate with.” 
I ground my teeth together, trying to keep the anger at bay. 
“Don’t tell me you’re having a party without me?” an unfamiliar voice said from the path.
I looked over my shoulder to see a man walking toward us. He smiled as he approached Saoirse. Like all of the Danaans, he was stunning. His hair was glossy black, his jawline pale and chiseled. When he smiled, it was smooth and rich, like butter on freshly baked bread.
“Deaghlan, this is Allison,” Saoirse said, her lips forming an enigmatic smile.
When I met his curious blue lapis eyes, longing coursed through my veins. Somewhere deep in my mind I knew that looking into someone’s eyes shouldn’t cause me to come undone like this, but my body wasn’t listening to the tiny voice in my mind. When he reached for my hand, I only stared at it for a minute before realizing I was supposed to give it to him. When he grinned at me, it was like he had a secret and he liked it that way.
“Surely she isn’t just a human,” Deaghlan said.
Saoirse smiled. “You sense the mark of our people on her, too?” 
Deaghlan waved his hands dismissively, but didn’t take his eyes off me. Something in the way he had scoffed at my being “just a human” caused the fog in my head to clear.
“As much as I enjoy being the topic of this discussion, I need to go to find Ethan.” 
Then I noticed the way Aodhan stood, so rigid with tension he might snap. “Right. We appreciate your help, Saoirse, and we’ll return this way when our business is through.”
“Aodhan! I didn’t see you there,” Deaghlan exclaimed. “Don’t leave on my account. I meant no offense to the girl.”
Aodhan’s calm facade stayed firmly in place. “Of course not. But Allison and I really must be going.” 
Aodhan walked down the little hill and grabbed my elbow, a bit forcefully.
“Surely you aren’t leaving before the night rains? I insist you join us for food and drink and wait to leave until the first light of day,” Deaghlan said. He smirked as he looked at Aodhan, but his tone was commanding.
I opened my mouth to argue, but the look on Aodhan’s face made me shut it immediately. His expression said no one argued with the king of TÍ r na n’Ó g.



Chapter 11 
I couldn’t decide what the texture was like, exactly. It felt smooth, like silk, but it was soft and comfortable like cotton. The way it hugged my skin was something like spandex, but it was flattering in a way that spandex could never be. The dress fit me so perfectly, like it had been made just for me. The color was a glacier blue, precisely the same shade as my eyes. 
I shook my head, trying to get my thoughts to refocus. For the moment, my parents were safe. My mother had not returned from her reunion with Liam. I desperately wanted to know how he was, but no one would tell me anything.
“He’s like a wolf,” Aodhan muttered from where he sat at my side. His gaze flickered around the gathering room, constantly vigilant.
“Hmm?” I asked, wondering if he was even speaking to me.
“At one point, I worshiped Deaghlan. He seemed so strong when I first met him.”
I followed his gaze to where Deaghlan stood among a group of other Danaans.
“Don’t let him fool you. Don’t think for a second that he doesn’t see every move you make.”
“You really do hate them, don’t you?” I asked, knowing I was crossing some unspoken line but not letting it stop me.
“I won’t let myself care about them enough to hate them,” he said, leaning back. He crossed his arms and went back to scanning the room.
Beautiful men and women were scattered around, laughing and dancing, eating and drinking. The women wore dresses similar to mine, floating in flowing jewel-toned gowns of sapphire, amethyst, and emerald. The men wore embroidered tunics in earth tones of moss, bark, and sand with pants tucked into their boots.
Lights twinkled from the spheres high in the ceiling, sparkling off silver chalices and platters as the sounds of laughter and music mingled in my mind with the scent of ripe fruit and fresh cream. Plates were piled with scones topped with berries ripe enough to burst, and the silver cups were full of a shimmering golden liquid. My senses were overwhelmed—I felt dizzy trying to take in the extravagance of this world.
When a plate and cup were placed on the table in front of me, Aodhan leaned in to speak in my ear. “Eat only what you must, and drink very little. You don’t want to get a taste for their food; you’ll never want to eat human food again.”
I stared longingly at my plate, and a voice spoke from behind me.
“I hope you don’t think I’m rude, Allison,” Deaghlan said smoothly, taking the chair on my other side.
He chuckled at my startled expression. I wanted so badly to be annoyed by his smugness, but his eyes were so deep and so blue that I couldn’t look away.
“You’re my guest, and I haven’t paid you any attention,” he went on.
I pulled my eyes away and focused on the bowls of flowers in the center of the table. “No,” I answered, trying to put an edge in my voice. “I don’t even want to be here, so it doesn’t matter.”
Deaghlan laughed again, and I knew it was because rather than sounding firm, my words came out shaky.
“You’ll need to eat and get some sleep so that you’ll be of use to your friend, Allison.”
 The way he said my name caused a shiver to pass through me. I stared down at Aodhan’s fisted hands as they rested on the table. The muscles in his forearms were taut, showing how he reacted to Deaghlan’s presence.
Aodhan’s face was impassive as ever, but for a moment, I noticed how he watched Niamh across the table. The fire in his eyes skirted between hatred and longing, but as if he sensed me watching him, he went back to scanning the room.
I needed to get myself away from Deaghlan if I were to be able to think straight. He was too beautiful, painfully so. When I looked at him, every thought I had about my parents and Ethan scattered and all I could do was drown in his eyes. This attraction to Deaghlan and Saoirse, all of the Danaans, was unnatural. But I only realized what was happening when they weren’t speaking to me.
And I had more important things to worry about. I needed to come up with a way to see Liam and my mother, and save Ethan. And Aodhan was right—not just Deaghlan, but all of the Danaans were watching every single move I made.
“I need a moment,” I told no one in particular. “I need a woman’s moment,” I said hoping this was enough to keep them from asking any questions.
Deaghlan smoothed the sleeves of his tunic, only the slightest touch uncomfortable with my words. “Eithne,” he called out, and the girl I’d met in Wheelwright appeared immediately at his side.
He looked up at her charmingly. “Allison needs assistance. You’ll take care of her, won’t you?”
Eithne bowed her head at him, and I rose quickly to follow her out of the gathering room. She didn’t meet my eyes as she led me away, which made me uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I felt like she was afraid of me.
“Eithne,” I said quietly, stopping as I walked through the entryway with the stone staircase. She stopped in front of me, her sandy-colored hair forming a curtain around her face.
“Is my...is Liam going to be okay?” I asked.
She turned partially around, peeking up at me from behind her feathery lashes. “Liam is going to be fine. He had a shard of iron in his wound, which has been removed. He will sleep for another day before his body is healed. And Niall took the iron out of TÍ r na n’Ó g before it did any more damage.”
I nodded, and she led me up the stone steps and down a hallway lit with the mysterious little balls of light—fey lights, I’d learned they were called. A few doors were closed along each wall, and at the end, another set of steps curved up to another floor. As I climbed the steps, a shifting feeling stopped me. I leaned against the cool stones and squeezed my eyes shut.
Eithne was watching me warily when I opened them. I laughed quietly, trying to regain my equilibrium. Breathing through my nose, I continued to the top. I followed her into a room to the right of the landing where stone basins lined the wall on one side and three curtains covered what looked like alcoves carved into the stone of the other.
“Wait, I don’t really need to use the ladies room. I’m sorry,” I said. I should’ve said something sooner. “I really wanted to see Liam. Please take me to see him?” I asked, hoping she could see how important it was by my expression.
“Very well,” she said, and I almost asked her to repeat herself. It seemed too easy.
“Eithne?”
She continued averting her eyes. “Yes?”
“Have I done something to make you uncomfortable?”
She met my eyes. I could see that she was afraid of something, but I couldn’t tell what. 
“If Aoife finds out that I’ve helped you...” she trailed off.
“Aoife? What does Aoife have to do with me?”
Eithne’s eyebrows shot up, and a little sound escaped her lips. “I’m not sure what you know about how Liam and I met . . . ” 
“I don’t know anything about it,” I said even though Liam had mentioned something about it. My interest was piqued by what Eithne would tell me.
“Well”—she looked around nervously—“I was once Aoife’s handmaiden. When she would leave TÍ r na n’Ó g it was my duty to take care of Liam. I am her cousin, and I was the only one she felt she could trust, you see.
“I helped him when I could. He would go back into the human realm, and I would sneak him back without Aoife’s notice. But one day, she felt I’d betrayed her. I knew too many of her secrets, she said, and she banished me to the human realm.”
I gaped at her. Niamh had told me that Aoife was known for her temper, but I wasn’t sure how Aoife could hurt her now.
“Liam and Niamh have imprisoned Aoife, though,” I said.
She nodded. “Yes, but there are eyes everywhere. Deaghlan won’t allow her to stay in the sphere for much longer, and when she finds out you’re here, and that I’ve helped you...” 
“Is it because I’m Liam’s daughter that you think she’ll be angry?”
Eithne’s eyes widened in fear. “I can’t say anymore, Allison. Please.”
“Wait,” I said, holding my hands up, trying to placate her. There was something I was missing. I needed to figure out what Eithne was so afraid of.
“Why will Aoife be so angry?” I asked again, begging her to confide in me.
“Because she made me keep your existence a secret. I don’t know how Liam and Niamh tracked you, but when Aoife finds out, I know I’ll pay for it.”
“But you weren’t the one who told them about me. Everyone knows that.”
“Oh, it doesn’t matter. When I hid you for her, I was so careful. I never understood how she could give away such a beautiful creature, but she detested you. Liam didn’t even know about you, but she was seething with jealousy over a harmless baby girl—” 
“I’m not following,” I interrupted. “What do you mean you hid me? I didn’t think Aoife even knew about me. Niamh and Liam didn’t know about me when they showed up looking for my mother.”
“Your mother?” Eithne said, tilting her head to one side. 
I got the distinct feeling we were talking about two completely different scenarios, but I had no idea how to untangle the threads of the story she’d just told me.
“Yes. Liam came to my grandparents’ house looking for my mother, Elizabeth—”
If Eithne’s expression could have become more horrified, it did then. “Elizabeth is your mother?” she asked slowly, some of her confusion disappearing.
“Uh, yes.” I said, shaking my head. “You’ve lost me again.”
“Oh, Allison,” she muttered, covering her face in her hands. “Please, forget what I’ve told you. It is best for everyone if you pretend we hadn’t spoken.”
Eithne clearly thought I was someone else. From the sound of things, she thought Aoife was my mother. I shook my head. I needed to calm her down.
I put my hand on her shoulder until she uncovered her face and looked at me. “I don’t know who you think I am, Eithne, but right now I have to see my father. Can you take me to him? Please?” 
Her face relaxed a fraction and she nodded. “Follow me.”
***
Liam lay in a bed motionless, covered with soft blankets pulled up to his chest. His eyes were closed, but he’d regained his normal coloring. He looked like he was just sleeping soundly.
My mother sat in a chair that had been pulled up right next to the bed. She gazed down at him, her face a collage of different emotions. The strongest by far was love.
I sat on the arm of the chair and placed my hand slowly on her shoulder. When she looked up at me, she smiled again, her eyes reflecting the light like sea glass in the sun.
“I never dreamed we would all be in the same room, Allison. It was too much to hope for.” She lifted her hand to Liam’s face but wasn’t able to break through the geis to touch him.
“Were you aware of everything that went on around you? All of this time?” I asked, not sure if she would know what I meant.
“Yes,” she whispered, pain evident on her face. “It has been like being stuck in a room while I watched your life unfold on a television. All of this time I’ve been trapped in my own mind, screaming, but nobody could hear me.”
“Oh, Mom . . . once Ethan is safe, I’m going to figure out how to make this right.” 
“Allison, you should return before they notice you are missing,” Aodhan said, appearing in the doorway. 
I smiled at my mother and kissed her cheek. “I’ll be back soon.” 
***
Aodhan brought me back to the gathering room where most of the Danaans were now dancing in the center of the room. Deaghlan sat at the head of the table with Saoirse, both leaning back in their chairs watching the dancers.
They were dancing closer than before, more intimately. Their bodies pressed tightly together, moving with each other. As the music played on, they changed partners and entwined their bodies with no shame or self-consciousness. Liam told me that, by nature, the Danaans weren’t a monogamous race. Some had a bondmate, like Diarmuid and Eithne, but they considered intimacy something that wasn’t restricted to any one individual.
Aodhan and I went back to our seats, and I wondered how much more time I had to spend here before it was considered polite to go to the bedroom that awaited me. The morning couldn’t come soon enough. The panic was setting in, and I was forced to have faith in Saoirse’s visions that I would get to Ethan before any permanent damage was done. 
“Perhaps a dance would take your mind off of your friend?” Deaghlan appeared at my side, startling me.
I shook my head, refusing to look up into those eyes. “I think it’s time for me to get some sleep,” I said, watching the way Niamh stared at Aodhan over the shoulder of her dance partner.
For a moment, Deaghlan didn’t respond. “Would you like an escort?” he asked, his words smooth and tantalizing like honey, but with a touch of something sharper.
Aodhan snorted softly. “It’s no trouble for me to take her to her room. I’ll be going too.” 
“Very well,” Deaghlan responded.
I was more than a little afraid of the unhappiness of his tone.
***
Gram sits on the couch, her hair pulled back in a bun that’s coming undone. Her eyes are downcast, and she’s holding a picture of my mother in her hands, worrying the edges with her fingers.
I can see Pop is sitting in the kitchen, staring off into space as Aunt Jessie tries to talk to him. His eyes look sunken in, his skin so pale. His eyebrows knit together, and he closes his eyes tight. His hand flies to his chest and Aunt Jessie shouts at him, asking him what’s wrong. His eyes slacken, and his mouth opens as he starts to slip out of the chair.
I woke with a start. The bed was so comfortable, but I knew I wasn’t at home. Memories began flooding back to me. I was in TÍ r na n’Ó g. Liam had been stabbed. My mother was herself, if only temporarily. And Ethan was captured by sadistic faeries who wanted to do all kinds of bad things to him.
Then, the memory of the dream hit me: my grandfather was having a heart attack.
I jumped up out of the bed, just as Niamh walked into the room. Her expression wasn’t the typical haughty one I was used to. She looked like she had something to tell me.
“I saw your dream,” she began. 
“Oh?” I asked as grabbed my clothes off the table next to my bed.
“Not all of your visions will come true, you know.”
I froze after popping my shirt over my head. “That hasn’t happened?” I asked.
Niamh shook her head. A huge weight lifted off of my shoulders. That meant I might still have time.
“Now I just need to get Ethan away from the seductress fairies at Aoife’s brothel or whatever it is, we can figure out what is needed to break the geis, and we can all go home,” I said, yanking a sock onto my foot. Frustration was setting in—I was surprised I hadn’t snapped sooner.
“Don’t worry about your grandfather, Allison. My mother has sent decoys to take your place while you’re here.”
“What do you mean by decoys?” I asked, scrunching my face around the word.
“Two of my handmaidens and one of my guards are glamoured to pass as you, Ethan, and your mother.”
I stared at her for a second, unsure how to respond.
She huffed a little and waved dismissively. “We have to keep up appearances. I know it feels like you’ve only been in TÍ r na n’Ó g for a single day, but in your world it’s been about three weeks.”
I shook my head and stood. “Aodhan mentioned the time difference. That is so bizarre.” 
“Maybe, but it’s true.”
As she was speaking, I caught a glimpse of Aodhan standing just outside the doorway. Before last night I might not have picked up on the pinprick of emotion in his eyes as he watched Niamh. As it was, I wasn’t sure I was reading the whole situation correctly, but something was there.
“We should be going,” Aodhan said firmly. Any emotion I thought I’d seen burned away as fast as it had appeared. Niamh gave me a tiny nod and quietly slipped past him.
“We’ve been given provisions to last two days,” he said without another look at Niamh.
His face screwed up as he muttered under his breath, “However long that really is.”
***
I’d never really been able to achieve comfortable silence with anyone other than my family before. For whatever reason, people feel this innate need to fill the silence with meaningless chatter, but Aodhan led me down the hill quietly. I wasn’t sure exactly why he hadn’t offered to run, but I had a feeling it was because he needed some time to think too.
Seeing my mother the way I’d always heard her described—smiling and radiant—had been one of the best moments of my life. Leaving her so soon was hard, especially after learning that as soon as we set foot out of TÍ r na n’Ó g she’d go back to the way I’d always known her.
The memories of Ethan with all of those women and what they could do to him burned my eyelids. I couldn’t let him become like my mother. His family would be devastated, and I still had a chance to prevent it from happening. I didn’t know how, but Saoirse’s words made me hopeful that she had seen a future in which I’d saved Ethan.
I heard chattering then as I walked past a smattering of ash trees. On a low branch, a squirrel watched me with intelligent eyes. I thought of how Aodhan had said the vines were curious about me. Apparently, this critter was also. 
Aodhan walked several paces ahead, tense and alert to every sound and movement. The way he moved reminded me of a panther. I wondered if he had always been this agile, or if it was the effect of being in TÍ r na n’Ó g for so long. 
“Aodhan,” I called ahead.
He stopped and turned. “Aye?” he asked.
“I was just wondering what your gift is?” All the Danaans had some kind of ability, but he hadn’t mentioned his yet.
He snorted, turning his head away. “My gift,” he muttered as he started walking again.
“Sorry,” I said, embarrassed for having brought it up.
“I suppose the gift you speak of would be my strength. I’m stronger than most of the others, faster probably, too.” He slowed his pace so that we were walking side by side.
I nodded, but he wasn’t done.
“I can do a little of everything they can do, I think. I can use glamour to stay hidden—so that would be the mind control. And I can sometimes, but not often, move things with my thoughts. It’s sort of like singing. Anyone can sing, some just do it better than others.”
To hear him speak openly like that was surprising and wonderful. He had such a deep accent, too. I wondered what his life had been like growing up in Ireland so long ago. And what had made him decide to come with me.
“You want to know why I agreed to help you,” he said as he rubbed one hand across the fuzz growing on his chin.
I laughed nervously. “Did you read my mind?”
Enough time passed that I didn’t think he would continue, but he surprised me again.
“I had a family once,” he began, looking over at me. “Three brothers, two sisters. My father was the chieftain of our clan. I spent most of my life dreaming of ways to make the English pay for what they were doing to my country.
“We fought for our freedom, but in the end we were forced to leave our home, made to flee like thieves in the night. Once my family had made it to safety, I took one last sweep of our camp. I vaguely remember being shot in the back,” he closed his eyes, remembering. “I can still see the English scum spitting on me as I lay face-down in the mud. All I could do was lay there and wait to die.
“After the English left, I heard a voice whispering in my mind. I opened my eyes, and Niamh was there. In that moment I forgot about pain, forgot about my family. There was only her.
“By the time I met Liam, hundreds of years had passed. Everyone I’d ever known was dead and gone.” He shook his head slowly. “It hadn’t even occurred to me to care.”
I didn’t say anything in response—no words would be enough.
“There’s a stream just ahead, we should stop for a drink.” Aodhan started off the path, and I followed, my heart aching for all that he’d lost.
***
Everything in TÍ r na n’Ó g felt like it was the way nature intended: bright blue sky during the day, soft misty rain at night. The grass was a lush green carpet rolling over the hills and smoothing out over the plains. Flowers and fruit grew everywhere you looked, all bursting with color and crisp fragrance.
But when we came to a wall of twisting brambles, it didn’t feel anything like the beauty I’d seen so far. There was a sense of foreboding seeping out of the thorny vines.
“I don’t remember this being here,” Aodhan said as he paced the wall, looking for a way through. He attempted to loosen the snarled vines, but they wouldn’t budge. He pulled a dagger out of his belt and began sawing at it. 
“It’s tedious,” he said. “But these vines are immovable, and I can’t see another way through.”
I slid the dagger out of the scabbard that hung on my hip. The vines felt like dry bones rattling together as I cut them away. The thorns bit at my skin, and the smell coming out of the vines caused black dots to blur my vision, but I kept hacking away.
Aodhan cut a small path ahead, and I struggled to keep up with him. Thorns snagged my sleeves, and I wrestled the dagger through to free them. My hands were sliced and stinging, and when I looked up Aodhan was moving farther and farther away from me.
I willed my feet to move faster and stumbled forward. I landed hard on the thorny ground. My vision swam, and I squeezed my eyes closed. 
“Aodhan,” I gasped, but there was no response.
Panic blossomed in my chest. I had to keep moving forward. I needed to find Aodhan. But my joints were locking up, making it difficult to do anything more than draw ragged breaths. I tried calling out to him again, but my voice came out as little more than a croak. I couldn’t let it end like this, curled up in a web of brittle vines and thorns.
As I finished that thought, I heard a low moan come from ahead. I pushed my leaden legs up from beneath me, moving as best I could toward the sound.
When I found Aodhan, he was tangled in a mass of coiled vines. His arms and face were sliced open even worse than mine, and his bloody lips were parted. I knelt beside him, carefully cutting away the vines that ensnared him. It was like trying to cut down an oak tree with a butter knife.
I could feel him watching me as I worked, and after a few minutes, he became more coherent and wriggled his arms free. 
“Get back,” he whispered. I scrambled away as he tore himself free of the net of branches and vines.
I leaned back on my elbows and inhaled the sickly sweet air. The edge of the thorny forest was only twenty feet away.
I started to tell Aodhan how close we were, but he didn’t give me a chance. “Come on,” he said, holding out his bloody hand to help me to my feet. “It’s time.”



Chapter 12
Beyond the briars and thorns, the ground was covered in dry, brown grass that crackled when we walked over it. Trees with no leaves dotted the landscape, their limbs reaching up to the sky in a silent plea for mercy. The ground turned rockier, and the trees were replaced by stout bushes that resembled steel wool. 
The sun was hot and unforgiving in the jaundiced yellow sky, but we didn’t even stop for a drink. The scent of salty sea air mixed with sulfur got stronger the farther we walked. We came to the edge of a steep cliff before Aodhan spoke again. His voice was barely audible over the crash of waves below.
“The entrance to Aoife’s house is on the face of this cliff. The path is steep, so stay alert.”
I looked over the ledge and down the narrow path, the wind whipping strands of hair in my eyes. I saw the gaping mouth of a cave halfway down to the rocky shore. Aoife had chosen the perfect place to live if she didn’t want visitors.
I followed close on Aodhan’s heels. As I walked, I leaned my body into the rocky wall. 
When we reached the cave, I could only see about five feet inside before the path was swallowed up by darkness. Aodhan walked in, and after three steps, a chain of fey lights blinked on in a domino effect, lighting the cavern within.
I hurried after him. The cave entrance was charcoal gray and smooth, but as we walked deeper inside, we came to a corridor carved with intricate scrollwork, like trees with long curly-cue branches. The corridor came to an end with two crescent-shaped wooden doors. Aodhan opened one side with no trouble—we must be expected. I shivered at the thought.
Inside was a high-ceilinged entryway, lit by dozens of fey lights lining the walls. Beautiful spiral designs were carved into every surface. It didn’t smell like the sea in here; there wasn’t really a smell at all, just clean air. But it was quiet, and each step we took felt like the beat of an ominous drum.
Three doors led out of the entryway. I looked over at Aodhan for instruction, and he headed for the one directly in front of us. 
A gasp escaped my lips as we entered the room. I remembered this place from my dream of Liam and Aoife. A man sat casually across the room—the same one I had dreamed of standing there with a black bird on his arm, smirking at me. 
Breanh. 
“Welcome, Allison. I’m so pleased you came,” he said, a wicked grin spreading across his features. His black hair was shoulder length, framing his angular face. 
At first I couldn’t think of anything to say. I just stared at him until I sensed how much he enjoyed my discomfort. I looked up at Aodhan, but he just stared blankly at Breanh.
“Where’s Ethan?” I asked, my voice as firm as I could make it.
“Oh, Ethan is fine. More than fine, you might say.” The look of delight on his face increased as he spoke. Breanh took a step toward us, and I shrunk back, which only seemed to add to his pleasure.
“I must tell you . . . I’m impressed you made it through those nasty vines. They tend to be such a problem,” he said with mock sincerity. “It’s just too bad Aodhan wasn’t so lucky.”
Before I could say aloud that this guy was a total lunatic, Aodhan’s form wavered beside me. I came close to screaming when I realized the man by my side was not Aodhan at all, but a complete stranger wearing a glamour.
Icy cold panic ran through me as Breanh looked on with another cruel smirk. 
“What have you done with him?” I whispered.
 He leaned forward on the balls of his feet, as though he was savoring my fear. “Aodhan took a terrible fall into a pit below the vines. I do hope he’ll make it out soon. I’d love to see him.”
“You’re a monster.” I took a deep breath, forcing myself to focus on the fact that Aodhan was still alive. I needed to find Ethan before he was completely enthralled by any of those women, then I would somehow find Aodhan in the thorny vines. 
“This doesn’t have to be painful, Allison,” he said, speaking each word slowly.
“I just want to bring Ethan home,” I said, hating the way my voice sounded so small.
“Of course you do.” His words dripped with false sympathy. “And you will have him just as soon as Aoife is returned here.”
“You think I know where Aoife is? Last I knew, Liam and Niamh captured her in a fey globe and gave it to Deaghlan.” 
With a flick of Breanh’s wrist a curtain at the opposite end of the room lifted. “I believe you can be persuaded to find out more.”
Behind the curtain, my nightmare came to life. On a low bed covered with silky sheets lay Ethan. Tangled up in his limbs were the women from my dream. They all ran their hands along his naked body, making sounds of lust and longing. His eyes were closed, and his lips were parted as they kissed his arms and stroked his thighs.
The girl who had been glamoured as me ran her tongue from his navel to his clavicle and turned her head to smirk at me.
My knees went weak, and I held onto the wall to keep my balance. If he slept with one of them—I shuddered at the thought—he’d end up addicted to her, the way my mother was addicted to my father. He could end up schizophrenic, too, or worse. The room grew hotter as I struggled to breathe. 
“As you can see, Ethan is a bit preoccupied. I’m sure while we wait, you and I can come to an arrangement of some sort.”
“Ethan!” I shouted, my chest starting to heave in panic. “Ethan, look at me!”
Breanh laughed, slowly clapping his hands. Ethan didn’t open his eyes but rolled his head back as the women continued nipping and tasting his skin.
Unable to watch anymore, I ran toward the bed. “Ethan, listen to me!”
Before I made it halfway, Breanh grabbed me. He chuckled in my ear as he gripped my neck. “You actually think Ethan would prefer you?” He laughed. “I can be very patient, Allison. And you have no idea how much I will enjoy getting you to cooperate.” 
The sound of footsteps behind us surprised Breanh. He turned around, taking me with him. 
“Just what do you have in mind, Breanh?” The woman standing there had her eyebrow arched up over one of her bright azure eyes as she waited for a response. Her black hair was loose and cascaded over the shoulders of her deep navy gown. At the base of her throat was a silver amulet on a delicate silver chain. 
Breanh’s hold on me loosened, and I sucked in a deep breath.
“Aoife. You’re here at last,” he crooned to her.
“Answer the question,” she said, not moving.
“I would do anything to get you back where you belong, of course.”
“I see,” she said coldly. “Then let her go.”
Breanh’s arms fell to his sides. Without pausing to consider what was happening, I ran to Ethan. He lay alone on the bed now—the females had apparently scattered when Aoife arrived. His head was on a pillow, and his eyes were closed. Fingers trembling, I pulled the sheet up to cover his body before turning back to Breanh and Aoife.
“Aoife,” Breanh began, glancing over to where I sat. 
“Don’t,” Aoife cut him off. “How could you bring her here?” She flung her hand toward me.
Breanh’s eyes widened as he struggled to answer her. “I-I told you I would have done anything...”
“The last thing I want is for Liam to know about her,” she said.
“But . . . ” The glare she shot him silenced him.
I secretly enjoyed watching as Breanh transformed from a ruthless brute to a whimpering coward as Aoife paced in a slow circle around him.
“Every time the responsibility to take charge falls on you, you create more problems than you started with. First with Liam and the human, then with the imbeciles in Canada.” She shook her head and came to a stop directly behind him.
Breanh swallowed hard and waited for her to continue. Aoife moved in closer to him, standing flush against his back, and trailed one finger up his arm. His eyes fluttered as he inhaled a shaky breath.
“If Liam finds out he has a daughter, do you know what that means?” 
“But, I didn’t—”
She tapped his chest with her finger. “Answer the question.”
Breanh inhaled as she trailed her hand from his pectoral muscles down to his abdomen. 
“It means I lose everything,” she whispered. “Again.” 
Breanh let out a grunt and swayed on his feet for a moment before collapsing into a heap on the floor. Sticking out of his back was the jeweled hilt of a dagger.
I squeezed my eyes shut, once again grasping in my mind for a way out of my current predicament. I was within an arm’s length of Ethan, although he was still in some eerie lust-filled oblivion, and Aodhan was trapped in a forest of vines and thorns. 
Aoife sidestepped Breanh and walked over to the bed where I sat beside Ethan’s still form. She tapped her lip thoughtfully and narrowed her eyes.
“You will be easy enough to get rid of. Provided we have no more problems.” 
I didn’t think she was actually speaking to me, but rather thinking out loud. I stood, hoping that I looked braver than I felt. I clasped my hands behind my back to hide the trembling. 
“How did you get out of the fey globe?” I asked, struggling to keep my composure.  
Her eyebrow arched again. “It seems my mother doesn’t subscribe to the whole imprison Aoife plan.” 
“Saoirse let you go?” That made no sense. Why would Saoirse let Aoife just go free? She’d admitted to the trouble her daughter caused and the harm it did.
“Tell me where Liam is”—with a frustrated huff, Aoife’s eyes flickered to Ethan—“and I won’t harm a hair on this boy’s pretty little head.”
“Liam is lying in a bed unconscious right now because one of your crazy guards stabbed him with an iron blade.”
A flash of concern showed in her eyes before she rearranged her features into a coy smile.
“I must admit, Samantha . . . this is an exquisite human you’ve got here,” Aoife said as she ran her eyes down Ethan’s exposed chest.
“Samantha?” I asked. “Who’s Samantha?”
Her eyes darted to mine. “Isn’t that what the humans named you?”
“My name is Allison.”
“Hmm, no matter.” Aoife blinked. “Come, we must get you back home to Thunder Bay before Liam wakes up. I’ll deal with him then.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
“I need you out of TÍ r na n’Ó g before Liam wakes up. Breanh was a fool for bringing you here, but once you’re back in Thunder Bay I can straighten everything out.”
“Straighten what out?” I asked. “I don’t understand.” 
“I have lost the upper hand with Liam. He can’t find out about you, too. Humans are sentimental about their children. He’ll wonder why I never told him about you.” She waved her hand dismissively.
A faint buzz began in my ears at her words. I could hear Eithne sobbing that I must forget everything she had said, and then it all clicked. Aoife had given birth to Liam’s child. Another child. And, like Eithne, Aoife thought I was her.
A pinpoint of hope ignited in my heart as I looked at Aoife’s waiting expression. “I don’t live in Thunder Bay. I’m not your daughter, either. My mother is Elizabeth. And she is with Liam right now, nursing him back to health.”
Just as her lips parted in understanding, Aoife grabbed me by the throat. I struggled against her, but she had a firm grip as she pulled me to her face.
“I will enjoy killing you, then.” 
I tried to speak, but her fingers were crushing my windpipe. Frantically, I fumbled along my belt for my dagger. Stars were dancing in front of my eyes as I pulled it out of the sheath and, with all my strength, stabbed it into her side.
Aoife cried out, and let go of my throat. I coughed and gasped, my lungs desperate for air. She tilted her head to one side and laughed cruelly.
“He’ll never love you if you kill his child,” I croaked. I knew it was a stretch, but I had to use her obsession with Liam against her; it was my only chance.
Indecision played across her features. “He’ll never know it was me,” she hedged.
From somewhere close I could hear the pounding of footsteps and a deep voice calling my name.
Aoife’s eyes grew wide with panic as she scanned around the room. “Who else knows you’re here?”
“Aodhan came here with me.” I barely recognized the sound of my own voice.
Aoife grabbed a fistful of my t-shirt, pulling me toward her again. “You won’t say a word of this to anyone,” she whispered, her eyes boring into mine.
I licked my lips and nodded, feeling a little strange as I watched her pupils dilate. A word, never a word to anyone.
Then, with a glance over her shoulder, Aoife disappeared.
Seconds later, Aodhan charged into the room, looking around in alarm. When his eyes settled on me, I sunk down onto the bed. The adrenaline that had been coursing through my body had fled, leaving me drained.
Aodhan looked down at Breanh lying in a heap on the floor and back up at me. I let him draw whatever conclusions he would. It was easier at that point than trying to come up with a story of my own.
“Well,” he said, a tiny smile playing at his lips as he walked over to where I sat with Ethan. “It looks like you didn’t need me after all.” 



Chapter 13
I sat in the chair like my mother had the night before to watch my father sleep. Ethan now lay in his place. 
His eyes were closed, and his breaths even. There was a shadow on his cheeks. I’d never seen him with stubble before—if I didn’t know better I’d think he was just sleeping.
But I did know better.
Aodhan had carried him all the way back to the Bruidhean. He’d used mind magic to get Ethan to sleep, but the glazed expression on his face was still vivid in my memory. I forced myself not to think about the Danaan woman tracing her finger down his jawline.
Aodhan stood guard at the door while we waited for Deaghlan to come alter Ethan’s memories. It felt very wrong to let them tamper with his mind, but there wasn’t much of a choice. If we let him go back to Stoneville as he was, he’d think the women were just a dream, but he’d also be missing a three week chunk of memories. A day and half in TÍ r na n’Ó g meant we’d missed nearly a month back home. 
A dark brown curl fell over Ethan’s eye, and I reached out to smooth it back. 
Saoirse and Niamh had been here a little while ago. Niamh had showed me, what had happened while we were away from reality so I could play along when we returned. Saoirse’s watery basin was pretty handy when you needed to get caught up to speed on what you’d missed in your life.
The story was that I’d found my mother sitting by the Duck Pond halfway between our house and the house Joanne had grown up in. Life had gone back to normal after that, or as normal as life can be when it’s a bunch of faeries disguised as you and the people you care about. Both Ethan and I had come down with “mono” to keep our interactions with others limited. I could just imagine all the jokes about us both coming down with the kissing disease.
Pop had spent a lot of time going to the doctor. He’d been feeling some discomfort in his chest, and I watched Gram tell fake-Allison that Pop would be fine, that the doctor visits were “just to be on the safe-side.”
Aodhan cleared his throat, announcing Deaghlan’s arrival and breaking me out of my thoughts.
As soon as he entered the room, Deaghlan’s eyes found mine. He walked toward me, and I couldn’t make myself look away. I could feel each step he took in my pulse as he got closer. Aodhan had said Deaghlan was like a wolf, but to me he was more like a tiger. Every move he made was a smoldering combination of intimidating and enticing. 
His lips curved up, he knew exactly what he was capable of. I squeezed my eyes shut, pushing together the tiny threads of my mind that hadn’t come completely unglued.
“Allison,” Deaghlan said. His smug expression confirmed that, yes, he absolutely knew the effect he had on me.
My face screwed up into what I hoped passed as a pleasant smile. I drew my knees up under my chin and wrapped my arms around my legs. Tearing my eyes from Deaghlan wasn’t easy, but I managed to somehow focus on Ethan lying on the bed. 
Deaghlan stood in front of me, and with one last smirk, he leaned over the bed and placed a hand on Ethan’s forehead. He closed his eyes and bowed his head, not making a sound.
After several minutes, he opened his eyes and stood. I glanced over at Aodhan, still standing by the door. His face was completely blank, but I didn’t miss the way his jaw stood out or that his knuckles were completely white.
“He’s done,” Deaghlan said, clasping his hands in front of his waist.
I looked down at the white tips of my sneakers. “Thanks.” 
I heard the sound of footsteps as Liam walked into the room. We all watched quietly as he paced for a moment.
“Liam, what is it?” I asked, unable to keep quiet for long.
He stopped pacing and leaned against the wall. He met my eyes briefly before rubbing his hands over his face. 
“Your mother is adamant about not going home. But we don’t have the amulet yet . . . we can’t break the geis.”
“Not going home?” I said. The rest I had already had to accept. 
“She’s panicking about going back to the way she was. I can’t even talk to her.”
I dropped my feet to the floor and stood, not even looking in Deaghlan’s direction. “Where is she?”
“In the gardens,” Liam said. “But Allison, once we get her home safely, I’ll figure out how to break the geis. I will. This will all be over soon.”
Something cold trickled down my spinal cord. “To break the geis,” I said,“we need Aoife's amulet, don’t we?”
Liam shifted. “Well, yes.”
“And where is Aoife?” I looked over at Deaghlan.
I hadn’t said anything about the incident with Aoife to anyone, but Deaghlan and Saoirse must have known she’d somehow escaped the fey sphere.
“You make things so much more interesting, Allison,” Deaghlan said. He arched his brow, a slow smile spreading across his features. 
“Aoife will be dealt with,” Saoirse said from the door. “But, now it’s time for all of you to go home.”
“I’ll talk to my mom,” I said, and I slid out the door, happy to let Saoirse and Deaghlan handle the rest of that conversation.
***
My mother sat alone on a stone bench in one of the many thriving gardens. This one was filled with what smelled like herbs.
Her head hung limp as she stared at her hands folded in her lap. She lifted her chin as she heard me approach, though, and a hint of the mother I was used to stared back into my eyes. Not the Elizabeth from the stories my grandparents told, but the despondent mother I’d known most of my life.
I knew better than to be angry with her. None of this was her fault, I was well aware of that, but something snapped inside of me as I looked at her. Years of frustration and guilt bubbled up in my chest, bursting out in my words.
“You can’t stay here,” I said.
My mother nodded, looking back down at her hands. Her silence fueled my growing anger. Where was the strong, independent woman I’d heard so much about over the years? The rational part of my brain was appalled that I could feel this way, but the irrational side was much stronger at the moment.
“Do you remember my first day of kindergarten?” I said.
Her eyes jerked in my direction. “Yes,” she said. “I was still lucid back then. Sometimes, anyway.”
“I didn’t want to go. I wanted to stay home with you and Gram. Do you remember what you said to me?”
My mother pressed her lips together and for a second I didn’t think she’d answer me.
“No, not exactly. I just remember telling you that you had to go to school.”
“You told me that you’d be right there waiting for me when I got off the bus. That’s what got me through the day, knowing you’d still be there when I got home.
“No matter what happens Mom, I will be with you.”
She took a deep breath and stood, looking at me with bright green eyes. I held my hand out and together we walked back inside.



Chapter 14
I tapped the steering wheel in time with a love song on the radio as I pulled into my grandparents’ driveway. The song itself was upbeat, but the message was that two people in love were lost without each other. 
I shifted into park and climbed out into the oppressive mid-August heat, my thighs sticking to the seat. This was the kind of heat that kept my grandparents in the house all day, especially since Pop had started having the discomfort in his chest. I hadn’t had a choice, though—the graduate program I would be starting in the fall was holding orientation, and I couldn’t miss it. I reached across the seat to grab my backpack, the words to the song still echoing in my ears. 
The sound of Ethan’s laughter came through my open window from Nicole's pool area, causing my heart to hiccup in my chest. I stood, grabbing the top corner of the door, trying to ignore that sound I loved so much. I hadn’t seen him in the week we’d been back from TÍ r na n’Ó g as we’d both been laid up with “mono.” I’d only convinced Gram I was feeling better two days ago.
I shut the car door and looked over at the fence surrounding the pool area. In a split second, I made a decision. I was tired of lying to myself and to everyone else. It had been a mistake to tell Ethan I didn’t want him. That much was clear after everything that happened in TÍ r na n’Ó g. I couldn’t even remember a time in my life when I didn’t want him.
The thought of him not giving me that stomach-tightening grin every time I saw him made my chest feel like a black hole. I couldn’t be his friend, not now that I knew what it was like to be more.
I couldn’t get to the gate fast enough. I fumbled with the latch, and it creaked as it swung open. I felt a ridiculous grin spreading on my face as I imagined telling Ethan how I really felt. 
Nicole stood on the diving board, waiting to see who was coming in. Jeff was holding himself up with his arms resting over the side of the pool, and Ethan sat with his legs in the water of the shallow end. He was still laughing at something a petite blonde said as she stood gazing up at him from the water between his legs.
Dizziness flooded over me, as if all the air had been stolen from my lungs, and I froze as her hands moved suggestively up his thighs. When he turned my way, his smile fell, and for just a second we stared at each other. 
“Hey, guys,” I said, looking at Nicole and Jeff. “I just wanted to...let you know that I’m back from orientation.” I tried to back away but stumbled, and my elbow hit the gate in a way that jarred my entire body. 
Tears burned behind my eyes as I spun on my heel, and let the gate swing closed behind me. I wanted to get out of there as fast as I could but  skidded to a halt when I saw the three familiar men standing by my SUV. Liam, Aodhan, and Deaghlan watched as I made my walk of shame back from my cousin’s house.
“Liam?” My mind registered that they must be waiting for me. Immediately my thoughts went to my mother. She should be in the house; I hadn’t heard anything otherwise from Gram. “What’s wrong?”
I vaguely heard the groaning of the gate opening behind me, and a voice calling out to me, but I was caught in Deaghlan’s blue stare again, and he was pulling me toward him like a tractor beam.
“Al?” 
The trance was broken when I realized it was Ethan saying my name. 
I turned and saw him walking toward me, raking both of his hands through his damp hair. 
I couldn’t trust myself to speak, so I turned back to Liam, avoiding Deaghlan completely.
“Hello, Allison,” Deaghlan said anyway as he sauntered over and kissed my forehead. As he pulled back, he stared hard at Ethan. 
I peered back over my shoulder to see Ethan’s eyes widen with surprise. He quickly looked over at Liam, his gaze questioning. 
“What’s going on?” I asked. “Why are you here?”
Liam cleared his throat, looking down at the ground. When he raised his eyes up to mine, his face was ashen.
“Aoife has escaped.”
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1
It happens in the movie theater when I finally kiss Ethan Cooper. Her body rocks, I hear him say, except he doesn’t speak. Not out loud, anyway. At first I think it’s someone whispering behind us. Then I wonder if Miranda’s playing a joke on me until I remember she’s sitting four seats away making out with Billy Timmons.
When Ethan’s lips touch mine again and I hear his voice—she
needs a breath mint—loud and clear like a TV announcer in my brain, I yank back and stare at him. My neck prickles with fear and my heart pounds hard. What the hell is going on?
“Did you say something?” I ask. I hope he has some kind of ventriloquist powers and I’m not losing my mind.
“Uh, no. I was in the middle of kissing you.” He sort of laughs, his fingers stroking my neck. I pull away and look at the screen. Julia Roberts blathers on about something with her big horse teeth. My heart races uncontrollably, thumping so loudly I can almost hear my ribs rattling, and not because I’ve just kissed the boy who I’ve crushed on since June.
No, it’s racing because something really freaky has just happened—twice—and I can’t deny it.
“What’s wrong?” Ethan asks. I can feel him staring at me in the dark.
“You said I need a breath mint,” I mutter. I wait for him to react. After all, it was his voice I’d heard. It just happened to be inside my head when he said it. But maybe he was playing some sort of trick on me. Maybe I’m mistaken. I sure hope so.
Ethan is quiet for a long moment before speaking. “Uh, I didn’t realize I said it out loud.”
“So you did say it?”
Someone behind us shushes us.
“I must have,” he says. “How weird.”
“Well, thanks a lot for telling me I have bad breath. Makes a girl feel real special.”
“Hey, don’t be pissed. I didn’t mean it in a bad way.”
As if there’s a good way to mean it. I slump down in my seat. Inside I’m actually sort of relieved. Ethan did say it out loud. Not inside my head. Maybe I’m just tired. Or whacked out on soda. All that caffeine can mess you up, especially those huge paper tankers of soda they sell at the movies. I would hate to think I have a mental problem or am crazy or something.
Being a normal girl from Redondo Beach suits me fine, a normal girl about to enter her junior year of high school who is just enjoying her summer. I go to the beach with my best friend Miranda, talk about boys, hit the mall, eat cheese fries with ranch dressing, experiment with different kinds of make-up, and watch TV after dinner. Nothing too out-of-the-ordinary or weird has ever happened to me—unless you count the time I made a half-court throw at a RBHS game and won a hundred dollars and a wheel of Brie. See, being normal is exhausting enough. Definitely no room in my life for being psychic or reading minds!
Ethan pokes my arm. “You okay?”
“What’s good about bad breath?” I whisper, moving my body away from him. My face is hot, stinging with embarrassment. I shouldn’t have had those grilled onions on my burger before our date. What was I thinking? Dragon breath is not an accessory a girl should wear.
“Dude, it’s really no big,” he says. “Just get some gum later, okay?”
More shushing behind us, loudly.
I sit fuming in silence, not knowing if I should get up and leave or what. But then Ethan’s arm snakes slowly around my shoulders and that tingle returns—the one I’ve gotten every time I’ve seen him at the hot dog place where he works at the mall. I’ve spent all summer going there, using every cent of my allowance on corn dogs, hot dogs, fries, mozzarella sticks, and lemonades (and gaining a friggin’ five pounds because of it), just so I could see him. I finally got up my courage to give him my phone number, and he’d grinned and said he would call. He finally did, and now here we are with Miranda and her sometimes-boyfriend sitting four seats away while I try not to breathe oily onion fumes on this hot guy with spiked blonde hair and a nice laugh.
“I’m sorry,” he whispers in my ear. He leans in and kisses me again with those soft full lips that I’ve stared at for so long. His face this close feels nice. He’s so cute. If he doesn’t mind my breath, I shouldn’t either. Okay, Winter, chill, I tell myself. I’ll just go buy some mint gum the second we leave the theater.
Ethan’s lips are warm and moist on mine. I relax against his body.
What’s her problem? She’s acting so uptight. His voice reverberates through my head again. And it is definitely in my head because his mouth is still on mine!
I didn’t mean to mention the breath, but if she’s gonna be so lame about it, I’ll ditch her after the flick and go find my bros. Who needs this shit? Chicks come into Diggety Dog a dime a dozen, and I can have any of them. There’s always another ho around the corner.
I yank out of Ethan’s embrace, my body trembling. What is happening? His voice was in my brain, loud and clear and unmistakable. Am I losing my mind? I need to know.
“Why would you talk to me like that?” I ask. “It’s rude.” I hope he’ll admit he was messing with me, talking out the side of his mouth or something, joking in a lame sort of way.
“I didn’t say anything.” Ethan’s tone sounds pinched, weird.
“Yes, you did. I heard you say you’re going to ditch me to hang out with your bros, that I’m uptight, that girls are a dime a dozen, and that there’s always another ho around the corner!” Anger seizes me. “Did you just call me a ho?”
A voice behind us hisses loudly, “Quiet!”
Ethan doesn’t say anything. His silhouette is stiff, like a cardboard cutout of himself.
He jumps up. “I’m outta here!” Then he’s gone, loping up the aisle.
As Julia Roberts cackles, hyena-like, on the screen, Miranda comes over and slides into Ethan’s empty seat. “What’s going on?” she whispers.
I tell her I don’t know but we need to leave. The people behind us say “Good” as I stand. Miranda and Billy follow me up the aisle and into the lobby. Ethan is standing off to the side with a dark, strange look on his face. It’s obvious he doesn’t want to wait around but is forced to since I’m his ride home. The expression on his face says he would rather go to hell in Lucifer’s limo than get in a car with me. Or maybe it’s the same thing to him. He avoids looking at me, his posture rigid as he stands against the wall with his arms crossed.
“What’s up?” Billy asks him.
Ethan frowns. “Winter’s not normal, dude. She’s a witch or something.”
Miranda gasps and her mouth drops open. “What a horrible thing to say!”
Billy looks from Ethan to me and back again with a puzzled expression. I shrug and shake my head, trying to act calm despite the anxious clanging of my heart. Maybe they’ll think he’s the crazy one.
“What happened?” Billy asks. “Did she say something rude?”
“No. She read my mind.” Ethan glares at me with a mixture of fear and disgust.
Billy and Miranda sort of laugh. They shift uncomfortably, clearly not knowing what to make of the situation.
“I don’t understand,” says Miranda. She comes to stand close. We’ve known each other since we were toddlers and she always has my back.
Ethan’s jaw juts out. “She knew what I was thinking about her bad breath and how uptight she is and how I can have any girl at Diggety Dog and would rather hang out with my bros than her.” He stares at us defiantly, his brow line furrowed.
“Don’t forget the ‘ho’ part,” I add.
“Man, that is not cool,” Billy says with raised eyebrows. I can tell he thinks Ethan is a jerk. I’ve known Billy for six months, ever since he started dating Miranda. Usually I can’t stand him because he’s flakey and has hurt Miranda a lot with his wishy-washiness about their relationship, but it’s nice having him stick up for me.
“You just don’t say something like that to a girl,” Billy says. “Not cool. What’s up with that, bro?”
“I didn’t say it to her,” retorts Ethan. “I thought it. She read my mind. She’s a total freak!”
Billy and Miranda look from me to Ethan. It’s obvious they’re making up their minds about who to believe, and the kook-meter definitely points to Ethan.
“Uh, okay, dude. Whatever you say,” says Billy, stifling a snicker. “Let’s get going.” His expression says, this guy is twisted. Let’s drive his butt home fast.
We ride in silence, the tires humming along the asphalt. Ethan sits as far away from me as he can, pressed tightly against the passenger door and staring out the window. His body is stiff and coiled, as if he wants to leap out of the car the first chance he gets. It’s almost comical. He acts like my head’s going to start spinning or I’m going to lunge at him with a machete.
I glance at Billy and Miranda in the rear view mirror. They’re snuggled close in the back seat but look tense, their faces serious as they gaze straight ahead. I can tell they just want this Ethan guy out of the car. They must be thinking he’s a nut-job or some jacked-up woman-hater.
When we get to Ethan’s house, he pops open the door and jumps out of the car without saying goodbye. He jogs up the driveway, goes into his house, and slams the door so hard the shutters shake.
“Wow,” says Billy. “That was a trip.”
Miranda meets my eyes in the mirror and her expression says it all. Creep.
I’m bummed. Ethan definitely wasn’t the guy I thought he was. He turned out to be the lamest date in history. Not to mention that little mishap of me hearing his thoughts.
As we drive along, I turn on the radio, hoping to calm my nerves. An eerie song croons about being bewitched by a she-devil who takes over your brain.
Great.
I punch off the station.
The three of us are quiet as the car passes through dark neighborhoods with tall trees casting shadows beneath the streetlights. We don’t discuss Ethan or the oddness of the night, although I’m half-expecting Billy to grill me. Miranda and Billy must wonder how we all could have misread Ethan. He’d seemed nice and normal enough, but you can never tell about people. Sometimes they turn out to be jerks or weirdoes.
I wish I could confide in Miranda and tell her what really happened back at the theater, but I can’t make sense of it myself. All I know is that Ethan was right all along.
I did hear his thoughts when we kissed, and I don’t know what to do about it.



2
The early sun filters through the blinds, casting ribbons of light on my peace-sign bedspread. I’m leaning against my headboard, staring at my bedroom walls as I revisit what happened last night with Ethan. My head is thick with grogginess after tossing and turning all night, unable to get into a deep sleep. This morning, not even my room’s familiar walls covered with magazine cutouts of cute guys and random quotes can bring me any peace.
I heard someone’s thoughts last night. Am I going insane? What if I’m developing schizophrenia like my dad’s great-aunt Pearl who heard voices telling her to eat coffee grinds for breakfast and swim naked in the city hall fountain? Maybe all the pressure from school, grades, and friends is causing me to crack up. Or maybe I’m like that girl on the news who has ten different personalities and believes she’s a cross between Justin Bieber and Oprah’s dog.
Fear bubbles up in my throat like acid.
I need to talk to someone. But who?
Mom’s not an option. She’s still asleep after her late shift at the grocery store, and besides, she would just ask me if I’m on drugs. Any time I have a problem or am upset, she looks at me with an accusatory expression and asks what I’m on. She can’t deal with normal teenage problems. Especially mine. Her way of dealing with me—my highs and lows, my concerns about guys, my problems with school or friends—is to automatically fear I’m messing up.
I’m not even interested in drugs. I’ve seen it all, too: kids passing joints at parties, people snorting coke through rolled up dollar bills, cheerleaders tripping on X. But I like my brain cells intact. They might be useful one day. You never know when you’re going to need a brain cell. As it is, I’m sure I’ve killed enough of them downing an occasional beer or listening to the popular girls at school discuss hair products.
If I told my mom that I heard a guy’s thoughts when I kissed him, she would send me to one of those mountain boot camps. Or worse, call my dad in Orange County. The last thing I need is for him to show up with Step-Monster and take me to live down there with them and snot-nosed Caden. Not that he cares, anyway. He would just be glad to not have to pay child support anymore.
He barely acknowledges me as it is, even forgetting my birthday half the time. He equates parenting skills with an occasional stupid card and sporadic calls where we talk about his favorite sports teams. His wife would string him up by the nuts if he did more than that, and the few times I see them every year, they joke about how glad they’ll be when I turn eighteen because I drain them financially.
No, I sure-as-hell can’t talk to my dad, either.
I consider calling Miranda. I’ve known her all my life and she understands me better than anyone. But what if she thinks I’m nuts? I don’t want her looking at me differently. I can’t share this with her until I know exactly what it is. Besides, if I’m losing my mind, I would rather do so in private.
I jump up to go study myself in the mirror hanging above my dresser. I peer at my face closely, looking for signs that I’m either crazy or a witch. I haven’t grown a warty hooked nose yet, thank God. Okay, my hair might be a bit stringy (a touch witch-like) but what girl’s isn’t after a restless night of no sleep?
I assess my eyeballs. Insanity usually shows up in the eyes first. Thankfully, my eyes appear semi-lucid, if you don’t count the network of red lines running through them and the faint purple shadows that make me look like a linebacker. To my relief, I still look like the same old me on the outside—not a girl with special powers or a snapped brain.
I flop down on the bed. Okay, if I’m not certifiable, then what? ESP? I don’t believe in any of that New Age crystal-magic stuff, and there’s no sixth sense ability in my family history. None I know of anyway.
I put on my headphones, hoping music will distract me from my worries. I grab some nail polish off the nightstand and begin polishing my toenails my favorite color, “Grasshopper Green.” Then I move on to my fingernails. Against my will, I continue to ruminate about last night, going over every detail in my mind.
Was Ethan playing a trick on me? But how, when I distinctly heard his voice in my head? And why?
Is there something wrong with me?
The bottle trembles in my hand and a few drops of Grasshopper Green fall onto the bedspread. I try to wipe it up but make it worse, a big green splotch that reflects my anxious state of mind. I close the lid and lean back against the pillows, my mind racing. I can’t go on like this, not knowing what happened. I need to somehow prove to myself that I’m still normal, that I’m okay.
But how?
A song on my iPod croons about kissing bearded barley. What the hell is bearded barley?
Then it hits me, that’s it. Not bearded barley. Kissing. I need to kiss someone again. Prove I’m fine, that I don’t hear thoughts, that last night was just a figment of my imagination or lame-o Ethan yanking my chain.
But who to kiss? There’s no one I’ve been interested in this summer besides Ethan, and it took months to get him to ask me out. There is a party tomorrow night, but the last thing I want to do is kiss any of the guys from school. Maybe I need to find a stranger to kiss, a random guy who doesn’t know me. No strings attached, just so I can find out the truth.
Maybe Malone’s Pub in Manhattan Beach? I’ve seen cute guys there when I’ve passed by.
I dig through my drawer for the fake ID Miranda got me for my birthday last year. The girl in the picture has bushy platinum hair, brown eyes, and a black unibrow. I’m a green-eyed brunette, so I’m not convinced it’ll work. But it’s worth a try. I’ve heard that Malone’s doesn’t card too strictly. It shouldn’t be too hard to find a guy in there to kiss. Get it over with, prove I’m fine, get on with my life. All without anyone ever finding out.
With the right bomb outfit and enough make-up, I might be able to pass for a young twenty-one. Then, all I have to do is find a cute guy with kissable lips. Sounds simple enough.
Come to think of it, this might be kind of fun. I’m actually sort of looking forward to this experiment.
***
After Mom leaves for her night shift, I put the finishing touches on my outfit and examine myself in the mirror. My tight black top is cut just low enough to show some cleavage. Not too much to look slutty but enough to entice a guy. My flat belly peeks out between my top and low-rise jeans. Guys love a flat belly, especially if it detracts from a bubble-butt brought on by too many cheese fries.
I pull on my cute black boots, the ones that look like riding boots. They’re low-heeled with buckles on the side. My cute platforms will have to stay parked in the closet tonight. I’m tall enough already and don’t need to add any extra height. Sure, I need to stand out in the crowd but not by towering over everyone like the giant from Jack and the Beanstalk. I need to be kissable. Let’s just hope the guy who wants to kiss me isn’t some short little Tom Cruise sort of schmuck. I remind myself that I don’t need to kiss just anyone. I can choose who I kiss. I can pick a cutie, a hottie.
I give myself a final once-over in the mirror. My hair looks decent tonight, which gives me confidence. It flows around my shoulders in long brown waves, the result of an hour with the flattening iron and large rollers. My green eyes are accentuated with lots of mascara and slate colored eye shadow with a hint of shimmer. My lips are slicked with the pinky-beige color that always draws compliments. Kissable for sure.
I grab my keys and breath mints and head out to my blue Honda.
I’ve never gone out alone before. I usually have Miranda and a few friends piled in the car as we drive around looking for excitement, so it feels weird to be by myself. I crank up the music like I usually do, but it sounds pathetically loud with just me driving along solo. I turn it down, and then off.
Malone’s has a line snaking out the door and around the corner. I park in the gravel lot behind the building then get in line behind a group of blonde girls wearing too much perfume. From the outside, Malone’s looks like a run-down shack. But inside, behind the large plate glass windows, it’s crowded with attractive well-dressed guys and girls. People play pool in a back corner while others crowd around the bar doing shots or sharing pitchers of beer. The band blasts a vintage rock song and hordes are dancing, their heads bopping up and down to the muffled music that thumps through the walls and out to us in line. Everyone looks older than me, in their twenties.
Crap, how am I going to pull this off? And with this lame ID? Maybe I should just forget the whole thing. I turn to leave then stop myself. No, I need to know. Just act the part, Winter. You can do this. I take a deep breath, forcing myself to relax. I catch myself biting the polish off my nails—my usual bad habit—and stop
Okay, cute guys, where are you? I spot some in line and even more inside. There’s a few standing by the bar, talking and laughing as they look out at the line, clearly assessing it for babes. One catches my stare and half-smiles at me, raising his glass. I wave back, trying to appear confident and twenty-one. He nudges his friends and they smile approvingly in my direction. I guess the costume I put together is working. Things look promising. The guy’s eyes rove to the group of girls in front of me, then back to me. He nudges his buddies and says something. They laugh. Then he turns away, his back to the window.
I’m unnerved. Are there Grasshopper Green flecks in my teeth? Is my bra showing? Then it hits me. People must think I’m with this group of girls in front of me. Crap. They’re troll-ugly and wearing too much eye liner. Their eyebrows are plucked pencil-thin and their shoes are so high they’re teetering like strippers. They toss their bleached, over-styled hair and pop their gum, looking around with feigned disinterest as the line slowly snakes forward. They look like they belong on Hollywood Boulevard, not in Manhattan Beach. It would be bad news if people thought these chicks were with me.
As if sensing my thoughts, one of them glances over her shoulder. She looks me up and down. Her lip curls, and she turns away. I glare at her bony back. On her shoulder through the gauziness of her cheap shirt, a large tattoo peeks through. It’s the number 343 surrounded by flames. Lovely. Probably her prison number. She glances at me again, says something to her friends, and they snicker.
I shift awkwardly in my boots, hugging myself. It’s suddenly cold out. I wish Miranda were here. I almost reach into my pocket for my cell phone but stop myself. I need to find out what’s going on with me before I bring her into it.
A beefy guy with a purplish sunburned face saunters up to the girls. He’s wearing a cut-off denim shirt showing steroid muscles and chest hair, a gold chain around his thick neck. His short, gelled hair is shaved on the sides. He’s a walking stereotype. The girls welcome him with squeals and hugs. “Ricky!”
“You ain’t Long Island girls no more,” he honks in a thick accent. “Look at youse babes, all dressed up like California hotties.”
“Like our new clothes?” The girls spin to show off their fashion-challenged outfits. As Ricky high-fives his approval, he sees me standing here. He looks me up and down, a smile spreading over his thick lips.
“Who’s da babe? Come here, pretty girl, don’t stand so far away.”
Oh God.
“We don’t know her,” the tattooed girl says, glaring at me. She pulls Ricky toward her.
“Come on, let her join us. She’s standin’ here all alone,” Ricky says. He appraises me with bulging, red-rimmed orbs.
“I’m waiting for my friends,” I say, shifting uncomfortably. Through the window, I catch the cute guy and his friends laughing at Long Island Guido. I cringe. What should I do? If I move to the back of the line, it’ll take longer. At this rate I’m in for an hour wait as it is. But if I continue to stand here, I’m doomed.
What would Miranda, ever-scheming Miranda, do? I check my cell phone. There’s a text from her. She and Billy are going to the pier to walk around and want to know if I would like to join them. For a moment, I consider it. Then I turn off my phone. I need to stay the course.
I shift my weight to one hip, trying to look casual. I rub my arms. The beach air is cold. “Nipply,” Miranda would say. Guido is eyeing me again. I turn away, craning my neck toward the large bar window as though I’m looking for someone inside. The cute guys and his friends have disappeared. The bar swarms with twenty-something-year-olds milling about on scuffed hardwood floors. I spot a few high school students standing by the pool table, and they smile at me knowingly, conspiratorially. Shit! People I know.
I should leave, try a different bar.
I turn to go but Ricky grabs my arm with his paw. “Hey, where youse goin’? You just got here.” He grins, his large sunburned face resembling a barbecued pork loin.
“The line’s too long,” I say, shrugging away from him.
“You won’t notice the line if you’re hangin’ wit’ us. C’mon, stay a while.” He shrugs his hands outward. “This party’s just gettin’ started.”
I look into his watery brown eyes, wondering if I should kick him in the balls or play nice. I’m not in the mood for games, so the balls win.
Something in his countenance gets to me, though. He looks so pathetically comical, with his hands outstretched and a puppy-dog look on his face. He seems harmless enough. It’s as if he’s playing a role. He’s such a walking stereotype. What makes a guy like him tick? Doesn’t he realize how he appears? I almost feel sorry for him. He seems so desperate.
A daring, crazy thought crosses my mind. What if I kissed the dude, just a little peck? It would make his night. Probably catch him off guard, too. I could bolt fast after that. I’ll never see him again. It would be an easy way to find out if last night with Ethan was a fluke. And it would be fun to piss off the frizzy-haired girls who look like they want to scratch my eyes out. Two birds with one stone. I’m playing with fire, but what the hell.
I look into the bar for my high school classmates. No way can they see me kiss this Guido. Luckily, their backs are turned as they crowd around a short blonde waitress who’s taking their drink order. I look into Ricky’s beefy face, trying to muster up my courage. The tattooed fashion victims circle around him, trying to distract him from me. They glare at me as they pull on him, trying to get his attention. Instead he postures and puffs out his chest for my benefit, grinning. He leans in close and asks if he can buy me a Rolling Rock when we get inside.
I take a deep breath, lean forward, and peck him. Instantly, in the blink of a microsecond, I’m slapped with his thoughts. Images, sounds, and feelings jolt from his brain into mine. In the instant our lips touch, it’s as if I’m watching a rapid-fire video screen as Ricky’s mind sears into mine.
Slap, slap, slap. He’s directing people out of the burning Twin Towers, the fear squeezing so tightly in his chest that he can hardly breathe through the smoke and dust. His gear is hot and heavy, causing him to move in slow motion despite his racing heart. He has the urge to run outside with everyone else, his trembling legs begging him to move, but he stays put. People are relying on him. He’s down here in the lobby alone, following orders from his captain, while his firehouse buddies climb up into the tall buildings.
God, please let me live to see another day.
Thump, thump. What’s that on the roof? Pieces of the building falling off? No, it’s bodies. People jumping to their deaths. People are falling on the roof above him. No screams. Just thump, thump, thump then eerie silence. Followed by more dull thumps.
It’s that sound, and then the silence, that still haunts him all these years later.
I’m not ready to die yet. Be strong. Be courageous for all these helpless people.
Flash, flash, flash. The buildings crumble around him, white dust clogging his lungs. Screams, cries, and shouts intermingle with impotent sirens that do no good. Where are his friends? They’re back in the falling towers while he’s running through this Armageddon-like haze of debris, terror smashing through him like a wrecking ball.
Slap, slap. He’s at a Met’s game. The National Anthem is playing, the smell of hot dogs and popcorn wafting through the air. People take their hats off to him, calling him a hero. But he knows he’s not a hero. The ones who died, the 343 other firefighters and paramedics who gave their lives—they are the heroes. Brave to the end, they went down with the buildings while he saved himself.
People celebrate him, buy him beers, tell him he’s an honor to the country, but he feels like a fraud. He knows the truth—he’s a coward. He didn’t want to die and God listened. Isn’t that a coward, not being willing to die for your country or for what’s right? No, the dead ones are the brave. They’re the heroes. Not him.
Slap, slap. He screams out in his dreams, alone in bed now that his wife has left him. The smell of dust and bodies are here in the room, suffocating him. He gasps for breath. His pillow is wet with tears and sweat.
Flash, flash. He’s standing at Ground Zero looking at the construction, at the hole in the ground that matches the hole inside him. Maybe he should kill himself. Lie down on the ground and blow his brains out with the pistol he has hidden in his backpack. Then he would finally be with his firehouse brothers, the brave ones. But instead he turns and walks away, unable to do it. As usual, he doesn’t have the guts.
I am seared by Ricky’s thoughts. The images end as quickly as they began. I stare at him, unable to move. Our lips only touched for the briefest instant, but in that moment I saw more than I ever wanted to know.
I’m shocked that tears are streaming down my face.
Ricky stares at me with bleary brown eyes. He looks dumbfounded. He must think I’m crazy.
The fuzzyheaded blondes crowd close. They push me away. “She’s drunk,” one of them says.
“Leave our brother alone,” says the girl with the 343 tattoo. “He’s off limits to bimbos.”
I stare at the tattoo on her arm. 343 of Ricky’s comrades who died.
I can’t help myself. I lean in and hug Ricky with all of my might.
He hugs me back. “Yo, babe, this must be my lucky night.”
I don’t mind his words. I now know who he really is—the haunted man inside. His sunburned face, gold chain, and macho swaggering are all cover for a broken man. I want to take his agony away, to do something to help him. I want to tell him he’s wrong, that he’s the bravest of the brave. I saw—felt—how he walks through the pain daily, without choice. What could be braver than that?
One of his sisters yanks me away. “Get away from him!”
“She’s shit-faced out of her mind,” says another.
“What a freak,” says the tattooed girl. “Typical Californicator.”
Ricky stares at me with those eyes, and I can see that on some level he knows I’ve seen into his soul. His swaggering macho is gone.
I touch his face. He steps back, clearly unnerved. He obviously doesn’t know what to make of me. A chick with mascara running down her face is not exactly booty-call material.
“You are a hero, Ricky,” I say, “You’re a hero to me.”
I walk to my car, sobbing. Ricky’s pain is in my soul, flooding through me like a thick, black, suffocating poison.
I don’t know how he can bear it.
I drive home, trembling so hard I can hardly steer. I got the information I wanted. My fears have been confirmed. I can indeed hear the thoughts of guys who kiss me. Not only do I have a freakishly abnormal power to read minds, I can now see behind the masks people wear.
It’s my new gift.
And curse.
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Miranda and I are jogging along The Strand. The boardwalk is crowded with early morning runners and rollerbladers getting their exercise before long commutes to UCLA or downtown Los Angeles for work. The waves crash with a thunderous yet comforting sound as the sun peeks over the horizon. The lifeguard towers sit like California monuments, tall and white and demanding respect.
“This is too early for me,” Miranda gripes. “I hope it’s important.” Her blonde hair is swept back in a peppy ponytail. She’s wearing a green and red jogging suit and bright red running shoes. She looks like a Christmas ornament.
“It is important,” I say. The early morning air tingles in my lungs as my body sweats off the stress of the last few days. “I’ve discovered something about myself, something exciting and terrifying. Something hard to believe.”
“You finally discovered you’re an alien? I’ve been telling you that for years,” Miranda says, her tone playful.
“Almost,” I reply in a serious voice. “I can read minds.”
Miranda bursts into laughter. “So Ethan was right? You’re messing with me.” She shakes her head, snickering as we trot along. “C’mon, tell me what’s really going on.”
“I’m serious.” I look over and meet her eyes. “I’m not kidding.”
Miranda stops dead on the concrete path, causing a bike rider to swerve around her, cursing. “What the hell do you mean, you can read minds?”
“Shh, not so loud!” I spot a group of guys from the track team jogging toward us. “People will think we’re crazy.”
“You are crazy if you believe this.”
I grab Miranda and yank her off the boardwalk. “We need to talk in private.” I steer her toward the beach. We climb over a low concrete wall that separates the boardwalk from the sand and head toward the water. We find a place to sit, next to a pile of washed-up seaweed.
“What is going on?” Miranda leans in, studying me intently.
I take a deep breath and describe what happened with Ethan at the movies and my experiment at Malone’s. I give her every detail of Ricky and 9/11. I describe the pain I felt through his thoughts and how his memories haunt me. I tell her how I haven’t been able to sleep from fear of having this strange ability.
When I’m finished, Miranda is speechless for the first time in her life. She looks skeptical, one eyebrow lifted while she chews on her bottom lip. I know she wants to believe me, but something is obviously holding her back. Finally she says, “Do you think you should see a doctor or something?”
“I don’t need to see a doctor!” I say in exasperation. “There’s nothing wrong with me except I can hear a guy’s thoughts when I kiss him.”
“That’s all? Oh, okay.” She stares me down. “You need a doctor.”
“What good would that do? A doctor won’t believe me. He’ll send me the nuthouse or put me on anti-psychotics. Is that what you want? And by the way, this can’t get back to my mom. You know how she is. Even when I’m having my period, she thinks I’m on drugs.”
“Are you on drugs?”
“Come on!”
Miranda rolls her eyes. “Okay, fine. Don’t worry, we’ll make sure your mom doesn’t find out you’ve gone bonkers.” She grins. “Anyway, if this is true . . . ” She pauses to scrutinize me. “And I’m not saying I believe you, but if it is true, you’ll have to be careful. We can’t chance you getting confiscated by the federal government for lab experiments or something.”
I nod. It’s already crossed my mind that the government might love to get their hands on someone like me. A power like this would be coveted by presidents and gamblers alike. My life would be ruined if this secret got out. I want to remain a normal teenage girl. Miranda is the only one I can trust.
“Have you tried it on a female, or only guys?” she asks.
“I haven’t tried it on girls, no,” I say in annoyance. “I prefer to kiss guys, thank you very much. C’mon, Miranda, don’t you know me at all?”
“But how do you know it doesn’t work on everyone? Why don’t you try kissing me to find out?”
“Gross! You’re my best friend. That’s disgusting!”
Miranda bursts out laughing at my expression. “Thanks a lot.” She gives me a shove. “Trust me, I don’t want to kiss you, either. Or any girl for that matter. But how else do you plan on convincing me you haven’t lost your mind?”
“And what if I can’t hear your thoughts? Then what?”
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. But first, let’s see if you can hear what I’m thinking right now.”
Miranda grabs my neck and yanks me forward for a pursed, tightly closed peck.
I hear nothing.
She stares. “So?”
I shrug, trying not to let doubts niggle me. “Sometimes it takes a second to kick in. We’ll probably need to do it for a bit longer.”
“Okay.”
“But no open mouth or you’re dead!”
Miranda comes at me again with her pinched fish lips. I press mine to hers and hold them there for a second. We hear hoots and hollers from the boardwalk. Some guys are getting their jollies at seeing two girls kiss.
If she’s crazy, then I’ll still be there for her. I’ll visit her in the loony bin and bring her soup. I don’t know what to believe. But I’d better think of something original if she’s really going to read my mind. I wonder if I should think about the fact that Billy and I had sex for the first time the other night.
Then, images.
Billy’s face is above mine as he pants and gasps, his eyes rolled back and mouth lolling open. It’s not a pretty image.
I gasp. “Ew! Omigod! You had sex with Billy?”
Miranda looks sheepish. “I couldn’t help it.”
“I thought you were going to wait until marriage.”
“It happened so fast. After our walk on the pier the other night, we kicked back in his car listening to music. He reclined the seats and we started making out. One thing led to another and before I knew what was happening, we were doing it. The weirdest part was that Beyonce was singing the ‘Single Ladies’ song on the radio and Billy was moving in time to the beat. Not the most romantic experience.”
“Was it . . . okay besides that?” I’ve heard a lot about sex and seen it advertised everywhere, so I’m curious if it’s as great as it seems. I’m a virgin and want to wait for a very special guy or marriage, whichever comes first.
Miranda shrugs. “I guess. It was over quick. He just sat up and pulled on his pants. Totally overrated, if you ask me.” A sad look passes across her face. “He wanted to go home right after. I felt sort of used.”
We sit in silence for a moment. Then Miranda gasps. “Do you realize what we’re doing right now? We’re discussing something that you saw in my thoughts, as if it’s no big deal. Oh my God! You read my mind!” She stares at me wide-eyed, her mouth dropped open.
Seeing Miranda’s expression, the enormity of the situation hits me. I truly have a supernatural ability. I can’t explain how I got it or why, but there’s no denying I can read any person’s mind—male or female—as long as our lips touch. A kiss will never be just a kiss again.
My chest constricts at this twist of fate.
Miranda and I stare at each other for a long moment, the waves pounding behind us with a dull sound that mimics the hollow thudding in my brain. We can both read each other’s thoughts at this moment, without a kiss, as all best friends can. She’s thinking, Omigod, what does this all mean?
And I’m thinking, I’m scared.
***
As we jog back to our cars, Miranda seems lost in thought. I ask what’s on her mind.
“I was thinking how lucky you are to have this kissing power,” she says. “You’ll be able to filter out jerks. You’ll be able to discover a guy’s character before you get serious with him.” She looks sad, the edges of her rosebud mouth turned down.
“Do you regret what happened with Billy?” I ask gently.
She nods, blinking hard. “Sorta.”
“Maybe he just got freaked out,” I say. “It was probably his first time too.”
“I’d just always hoped my first time would be more romantic. It felt like wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am.”
I look at her petite, athletic body and pretty face and think Billy Timmons should feel lucky to have someone as great as Miranda. Instead, he always dismisses her. I’ve never understood what she sees in him. He might be cute in a slouchy-pants-and-backward-baseball-cap sort of way, but he always seems distracted, looking around at everything but Miranda. I wouldn’t put up with that in a guy. When I have a boyfriend, I want him to be completely into me.
“I doubt Billy used you,” I lie. “You’ve been together six months. I’m sure he cares about you. He probably just felt weird and needed time to himself. Guys have a harder time with intimacy, you know.”
“That’s what I hear.”
“I hope you . . . used protection?”
Miranda bites her lip and shakes her head. “We didn’t plan on it happening. He said he pulled out in time and that I didn’t need to worry.”
“Be careful, okay? You’re too young to have a baby.”
She nods. It’s weird to see Miranda’s usual animated self so subdued. We jog the rest of the way in silence until we reach our cars. Miranda’s red convertible BMW glistens in the sun next to my old Honda. It must be nice to be so rich.
Despite our differences, I’ve never been jealous of Miranda. How could I be? She’s such a sweet, genuine person that you can’t help but love her. We’ve known each other since preschool. Our mothers aren’t close because they’re from such different walks of life (my mother is raising me on her own and works full-time, while Miranda’s mother attends charity events and gets her nails done), but that hasn’t stopped Miranda and me from becoming lifelong friends. She’s an only child, too, so we’re like sisters. Her money—or my lack of it—has never gotten in the way of our friendship.
She stands by her car, keys in hand, looking contemplative.
I give her a hug. “Don’t worry.”
She hugs me back. “You don’t worry either, 'kay?”
I force a nod. Easier said than done. I don’t know how I’m going to come to terms with my new power.
“Hey,” Miranda says suddenly. “I have an idea.” Her eyes have that familiar mischievous glint in them.
“What?”
“Let’s have some fun before you leave.”
I assess her skeptically. She always has something up her sleeve. Whenever she gets that look, it usually means trouble. For example, there was the time we tee-peed the head cheerleader’s house with mud-smeared toilet paper and had to run down the block in our nightgowns when her father came out with a flashlight. Another time we put an egg up the tailpipe of Kirby Cahill’s truck in the school parking lot. Kirby is the cutest guy on our track team, but an arrogant jerk. The egg blasted all over Principal Lang’s car, and Kirby had some ‘splaining to do. We still laugh about it.
“What kind of fun?” I finally ask.
She points at a middle-aged man in a suit, standing by his car and talking on a cell phone. “I want to know what he’s thinking,” she says, her cornflower blue eyes twinkling.
I shake my head, suppressing a smile. “No. Absolutely not. Are you nuts? I’m not going to kiss a total stranger.”
Miranda grins. “You did at Malone’s.”
“That was different.”
“Come on, just for fun. What’s that man thinking? I want to know.”
“I won’t be used in this way,” I reply. “You can’t make me.”
“How ‘bout if I bribe you? I’ll take you to Forever 17 and buy you whatever you want.”
“Anything? A whole outfit, shoes, and accessories? I’ll need a banging outfit for the homecoming dance.” I’m giggling now, and so is she. Miranda always convinces me to do crazy stuff.
“Everything. I’ll even throw in a purse.”
“The silver one with the big flower that I’ve had my eye on?”
“Done.”
I look over at the man on the cell phone. It’ll be a trip kissing an older dude in a suit. I suppress a shudder. Little does he know what’s coming. I jog toward him with purpose, stop, and grab his head away from his conversation. I plant a big kiss on his flabbergasted, shocked face. He drops his cell phone.
Flash!
I see him shaking his boss’s hand. “Congratulations. You are now the youngest vice president of our company.” Suit-Guy is overwhelmed with joy, elated. Then he’s choosing an engagement ring for his girlfriend, a sparking solitaire set in platinum. He plans on proposing in a hot air balloon with champagne and chocolate-covered goji berries, her favorite.
The man shoves me away. “What the hell!”
Heat rushes to my face. “Sorry,” I say. “I . . . uh, thought you were someone else.”
Miranda hoots. I look over to see her shaking with laughter, her hand to her mouth. I can tell she’s shocked I actually did it. This act of bravery even puts crank calling Miranda’s prissy cousin at Berkeley to shame, when we said she was on the plagiary list. Miranda had to deal with some angry relatives over that one!
Suit-Guy’s face darkens. “Goddamn crazy teenagers.” He wipes his mouth with an angry gesture, his features twisted in disgust. He picks up his cell phone. “You’ll pay for this if it’s broken.”
I race back to Miranda and tell her what I saw in Suit-Guy’s mind. She doubles over in gales of laughter.
The man drives by, glaring at us through the open window of his SUV.
“Congratulations on your promotion and engagement and the goji berries!” Miranda shouts after him.
He brakes abruptly and backs up, sticking his head out the window. “Do I know you?” he asks, staring at us.
We shake our heads.
“No, sorry, wrong person again,” I say. Beside me, Miranda’s shoulders shake with laughter.
The man’s eyebrows furrow into a sharp V and his nostrils flare. He floors the accelerator with a roar of the engine and races out of the parking lot, sending swirls of dust in our direction.
Miranda and I dissolve into laughter. We hold on to each other, giggling so hard that it’s hard to catch our breaths.
“Did you see his face?” Miranda says, grabbing her side. Her cheeks are pink from laughter. “He’s going to be wondering about this for months.”
“He’ll probably get paranoid, wondering who put us up to it,” I say, and Miranda bursts into more giggles.
Then a sober thought crosses my mind.
“We need to be more careful with this,” I say. “We can’t let on to people that I know their thoughts. It could get us into huge trouble. As it is, Ethan from the mall knows.”
“Don’t worry about him,” Miranda says, snorting. “He’ll forget about it after his next bong hit with the bros.” She twirls a strand of hair. “But you’re right. I wasn’t thinking back there. We should be careful. We can play and have fun but not let people know.”
“Let’s make a pact. This is our secret only.”
“Deal.”
We pinky-swear, which means we’ll never break the promise. Then we hug and climb into our cars. We roll down our windows, idling side by side.
“This is so bizarre,” Miranda says, grinning. “I can’t believe you have this . . . gift. Just think of all the fun adventures we’re going to have with it.”
Right. Firefighter Ricky crosses my mind. I swallow hard as a trickle of anxiety makes its way down my spine. How am I going to handle this ability? It’s not all fun and games.
“The world is lucky it’s me with the power and not you,” I say. “Or we’d all be in trouble.”
She laughs, tosses her ponytail, and cranks up her music. She winks impishly at me as she pulls away. Normally her expression would’ve made me laugh. Instead, as I pull out of the parking lot, I’m hit with dismay. Miranda doesn’t get it. What I’m facing is so much bigger than a good time.
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School starts in a few weeks, so Miranda and I go register. We won’t have any classes together but have both signed up for track again, just like last year. While we’re standing in line, Miranda whispers, “You need to start using your power to find a good guy. What a great way to filter out dicks.”
“Shh!” I say, looking around. “Not so loud.”
She shrugs, twirling her hair. I mull over her idea. I have wanted to test this power more, to see what it’s about. Maybe experimenting with this kissing thing would take some of the scariness out of it. It would be nice to find a boyfriend. I haven’t really dated, just gone out here or there with guys as friends, if you don’t count that disastrous date with Ethan at the movie theater.
I was invited to the homecoming dance freshman year a few years back by a guy named Jason Brackmeyer, unaffectionately known as “Stumblemeyer,” but I politely declined. He was a nice enough dude, but I couldn’t get over the fact I’d seen him trip and do a face-plant in a vat of ranch dressing in the cafeteria. His head literally went ker-plat! when it hit the pasty white liquid. The dressing splashed all over him and the floor, and then he slipped and fell just like one of those movie nerds. How does someone do that? Only gangly Stumblemeyer, known as the clumsiest kid in school before he moved away, could find a way to end up with his coke-bottle glasses smeared with salad dressing while reaching for the carrots.
Even though I’d felt bad for turning Stumblemeyer down, I knew I’d made the right decision when I heard he’d stepped on his date’s size-fourteen dress on the dance floor in such a way that it had ripped clean off, exposing her granny undies and faded leopard push-up bra while everyone shrieked with laughter.
No, a dude like Brackmeyer wasn’t—and isn’t—my type. Neither is a guy like Ethan from the mall whose ego is taller than he is. There’s got to be the right guy for me out there. The trick is finding him.
Maybe Miranda is right. I should try and have fun with my new psychic ability. That would mean more kissing, but what’s wrong with that? Besides, it’s nice to bond with Miranda over my power. Because she’s so excited, I feel less alone. She sees its fun potential when all I can see is that it’s changed my life in a weird, scary way. I’m glad I have a friend to share it with.
We finish registering, and Miranda suggests we go get burgers at Fast Thru.
“There’s a guy there I want you to meet,” she says. “He’d be perfect for you. He’s tall and really sweet.”
“Okay,” I say gamely.
As we drive to the burger place, I consider what I want in a boyfriend. Someone who can walk without falling would be a start. Someone who is kind and normal and has a nice smile. A guy I can laugh with. Someone who’s in it for more than a one night fondle, who likes me for me even if I have a bubble-ass or frizzy hair when it rains. A guy who has a romantic side and gives me a flower once in a while.
Most of all, I want a guy who doesn’t mind if I’m able to see his every thought, feeling, memory, hope, dream, fantasy, and life moment when we kiss.
Is that too much to ask?
Who knows, maybe he’s at Fast Thru and I can order him up like a burger. A girl can hope, anyway.
Inside Fast Thru, there’s a short line for once. As we read the wall menu, Miranda nudges me.
“There he is,” she whispers. “The cute guy I was telling you about.”
Behind the register pouring soft drinks is a tall, black-haired boy with olive skin. He glances over at us and smiles with dazzling white teeth and two deep dimples. He’s adorable.
“He’s got good teeth,” Miranda whispers, snickering. She knows I have a thing about teeth, and she’s always ribbing me about it. “No fillings or chipped bicuspids as far as I can tell.”
“Come on, I’m not that bad.”
We place our order then wait for the cute dark guy to fill our Cokes.
“Hi, Miranda,” he says in a shy way.
“Hi, Victor,” says Miranda. “This is my friend, Winter.”
“Hi,” he says to me. “Cool name.”
“Thanks. I had nothing to do with it.”
We smile at each other.
“What time do you get off?” asks Miranda.
I nudge her. She’s being so forward! How embarrassing.
“Not for a while. But I have a break in about five minutes.”
“Want to come sit with us?” asks Miranda.
“Sure,” says Victor. He pushes our sodas toward us. “I’ll see you in a sec.”
Miranda and I go find a spot among the hordes of people sitting in plastic turquoise chairs around bright orange tables. The room is abuzz with lunchtime noise. Babies squawk, teenagers horse around, and business people shout into their cell phones. We love this place, this chaotic den of frying burgers, greasy grilled onions, and madly chowing people.
“What do you think of Victor?” Miranda asks.
“He’s cute,” I reply.
“Why don’t you kiss him to see if he’s worth going out with?”
“Are you crazy?”
Miranda’s eyes have their usual mischievous glint.
“Why not? I dare you. I’ll dare him, too. It won’t be too weird. It’ll be crazy and fun. Trust me.”
Whenever Miranda dares me to do something, I find her excitement contagious. An impulsive bubble rises up inside me that says, “What have you got to lose? Life is short. Have fun. Just do it.” With Miranda, anything seems possible.
I consider taking her dare and kissing this cute Victor guy. I know it’ll be weird because we just met. But this is my chance to practice using my power again. It would be interesting to know his character. Right away, I’ll find out what type of guy he is without all of the masks and pretenses that people always have when they first meet each other. I won’t need to waste my time getting to know him if I discover he’s already a jerk. I’m realizing what a great tool this can be. I’ve got nothing to lose but a little pride.
“Okay, I’ll do it,” I say. I’m nervous but override it. “But you have to make it silly, and I’ll protest at first. I don’t want him to think I’m desperate.”
Miranda smiles jubilantly. “This is so much fun, I can’t even tell you!” She puts her large bag next to her in a way that disinvites anyone from sitting there.
Victor makes his way to our table with a tray of cheese fries. He places it on the table and pauses a moment before sitting down next to me.
“Your burgers should be ready soon,” he says.
“Good, I’m starving,” says Miranda. “So is Winter.” She winks at me and pops a fry in her mouth.
Victor’s arm grazes mine. He’s sitting very close, almost too close. I glance over to see him staring at Miranda. He has an expression of utmost longing. Weird. Maybe he’s hungry for her fries. I’m surprised Miranda doesn’t notice, but she’s looking at me. Victor follows her gaze and glances at me too.
“So what do you like to do, Winter?” he asks, blatantly aiming to make small talk. Wow, talk about awkward. Maybe Miranda has already mentioned me to him and now he feels put on the spot. It’s hard to tell.
I shrug. “I don’t know. Just hang out, I guess. I like the beach.” I pull a long strand of cheese off a fry.
“I tried surfing once,” he replies. “It’s harder than it looks.”
“Yeah.”
An uncomfortable silence ensues. I shift in my seat, picking at my fries. I don’t know much what else to say. It’s hard to flirt with my friend sitting right across from me. Miranda looks at us with raised eyebrows.
“Winter and I have been having fun today,” she says.
“What have you guys been up to?” asks Victor.
“We’ve been daring each other to do things,” Miranda says. “Like just now, before you came to sit down with us, I dared her to give you a little kiss.”
Victor looks at me, and I look at him. He gives a nervous laugh. “That would be weird,” he says. “I don’t even know you.”
“Yeah, I agree.” I attempt a chuckle.
“I dared her so she has to do it,” says Miranda. “Or she’ll have to do a double-dare, like go eat that lady’s onion rings over there. You don’t want to put Winter through that, do you? That lady looks like she could bite a hand off. Come on, do it. Just for fun.”
Victor looks at me and shrugs. I smile. I’m nervous but also curious. What is he really thinking behind that big dimply smile? After my last few mind readings, I’m beginning to see that everyone is much different on the inside from how they present themselves to the world. Thoughts are very private things. No one thinks a stranger is going to have access to them, so they’re able to run free, unfiltered and unrestrained. I would love to know the truth behind that huge bright smile of Victor’s and if he’s really as happy-go-lucky as he seems.
And who knows? Maybe he’s boyfriend material.
“Okay, I will if you will,” I say, intrigue overcoming my discomfort. “It’s just a silly dare.”
“Okay, whatever. If Miranda wants me to,” Victor says. He seems game enough. He leans toward me. Our lips brush. Victor’s thoughts are strong and immediate, a blast from his mind to mine:
Why is Miranda doing this? She knows how much I like her. I wish she would go out with me instead of lame-ass Billy. I’m completely into her and she knows it. She must feel something for me too or she wouldn’t visit me all the time or call my cell to talk for hours. She’s torturing me by making me kiss her friend. This Winter chick is cute but she’s not Miranda. But if this is what Miranda wants, then fine, whatever. She knows I’ll do anything for her. But she’s playing me and we both know it. I hate her for it. I love her. No, I hate her.
I snap my head back. I’ve just overheard something I shouldn’t have.
“Sorry,” I say. “We shouldn’t have done that. It didn’t feel right.”
“No, it didn’t,” he says. “But it’s cool, whatever. Dares are fun sometimes. No big deal.” He gazes at Miranda with the most troubled, love-stricken look I’ve ever seen. It flashes over his face as clear as a glass-bottomed boat then is quickly gone, masked behind dimples and a friendly smile.
I’m fuming. How dare Miranda put me in this situation?
“I need to go to the bathroom. Miranda, I need to borrow your lipstick. Can you come with me?”
“But you never wear my lipstick,” Miranda replies.
“Now!”
Miranda jumps up.
“Victor, will you excuse us?” I ask. He nods. I drag Miranda into the ladies room.
The bathroom smells musty and pungent, the way public restrooms do. The blue and orange tiles on the bathroom walls give it a garish look, as though we’re standing inside of a Halloween fun ride. A soap dispenser dangles off the wall, empty, above a sign that reads, “Employees, Wash Your Hands/Lavarse Las Manos.”
I cross my arms and glare at Miranda.
“What?” she cries. “Did he think something strange or awful?”
“I think you know exactly what’s on his mind.”
She looks away shiftily. “No, I don’t. Why would I?”
“Yes, you do. You know how much he likes you.”
Her face lights up. “He does?”
“Miranda.” Exasperation floods through me. “You know he does. You talk to him all the time. You come visit him here. You call him! Why didn’t you tell me?”
She looks sheepish. “He said all that in his thoughts?”
“Yes. And he’s in love with you.”
“Really?” She’s giddy. “He is?”
I’m fuming. “What kind of game are you playing?” My voice rises, echoing off the bathroom walls. “I could kill you!”
An older, well-coiffed woman opens the bathroom stall and exits quickly, nervously. She glances at the sink but I’m blocking it. I’m too furious to move. She rushes out without rinsing her hands.
“How could you use me like that?” I shout.
“Shh, Winter, you’re screaming.”
“I don’t care! It’s not right what you did. You wanted to hear if Victor liked you, just to get an ego boost, when you knew all along he did. You used me and confused him.” I am tempted to shake her. “And what about Billy? If you like Victor so much, then you should break up with Billy. How long have you known this Victor guy? What is going on?”
Miranda’s brow crumples like a Shar-Pei’s. “I’m sorry. I really am. I was just curious to know if I was reading him right. I had no idea he’s in love with me, though.”
“Yeah, you were reading him right. But you probably blew it by having him kiss me. And what is up with you and Billy?” I drop my voice to a whisper. “You just had sex with him. I thought you were in love with him.”
“Yes, shh. But Billy confuses me sometimes. What’s wrong with talking to Victor and asking his advice? I need a guy’s opinion. He helps me a lot. Victor’s just a friend, that’s all.”
I shake my head. “You can’t play with people like this. You’re using Victor. He really cares about you. It was in his thoughts. I didn’t just hear it. I felt it. And it hurt.”
Miranda appears to contemplate this. “I won’t do it again, all right?” she says in a hangdog way. “I’m sorry.”
“You can’t use our friendship like that. We can have fun with my power but I draw the line at hurting people. And Victor’s out there hurting.”
“Okay, okay. I get it. I said it won’t happen again.” She sounds petulant, like a child who has been over-scolded.
“You’d better figure out what to do with Billy because you can’t play both guys. It will blow up in your face.” I sound like a teacher or something. Or worse, my mother. But someone needs to have common sense in this situation, and it’s pretty clear Miranda isn’t that someone.
“I know, I know!” Miranda replies. “Just stop, okay? You’ve stressed me out so much that I gotta pee.”
My own walnut-sized bladder is ready to burst so I follow her to the toilets, banging the metal door behind me louder than I intend. As we tinkle next to each other, sitting silently in our separate stalls, it crosses my mind—and not for the first time—that Miranda is a very spoiled girl. She’s used to getting what she wants in life, and getting it too easily. I suspect that one of the reasons she’s so obsessed with Billy is because he’s always emotionally holding out on her. Sometimes the people who have the most in life are the ones fixated on what they can’t have. And here she’s got two guys after her when I can’t even find one.
I rinse my hands, my eyes meeting Miranda’s in the mirror. She wrinkles her forehead at me again. “I’m not interested in Victor except as a friend. But it’s great to know he likes me. It’s flattering, you know?”
I roll my eyes, grabbing a hand towel to open the door with. “You’re so vain.”
Victor is back working the soda machine. He glances up and waves as we pass. We wave back. Our burgers are waiting for us. Beside Miranda’s food is a note that says, “Call me tonight. We need to talk. V.”
“Uh oh,” she says, and I shake my head at her. Her cell phone rings. It’s Billy. She’s immediately engrossed in conversation with him, giggling and trading jokes, her face lit up. Victor watches her. By his pained expression, it’s clear he knows who she’s talking to. When Miranda hangs up, she sighs. “Billy, Billy, what am I going to do with him?”
“You should be asking yourself what you’re going to do with Victor,” I say flatly.
“Not call him anymore,” she replies, tossing her hair in nonchalance. “You’re right; it’s not good to lead him on. Billy’s being nice again.”
I’m not hungry for my burger anymore. It’s cold and my stomach is in knots. It strikes me that maybe I really am on my own with this kissing power. Maybe Miranda isn’t the friend I thought she was.
Maybe I’m alone in a big way.
I toss the burger in the trash while Miranda gathers her things. As we walk toward the door, Miranda waves goodbye to Victor. He flashes a hopeful, high-wattage smile.
My heart hurts.



5
School has started, and Miranda and I are at the track field, warming up with the rest of the team. I’m still a little annoyed with her for what she pulled with Victor but have decided to cut her some slack for the sake of our friendship. She’s a long-time friend, after all, and we’re both learning how to deal with this new ability of mine. It’s not like it’s the easiest thing to figure out how to handle.
“Stretch!” barks Coach Ted as we sit on the grass with our legs splayed, leaning toward one knee then the other, our tight muscles protesting.
Everywhere I look, there’s a sea of white running shorts and matching maroon polyester tanks, our lovely sweat-trapping P.E. uniform. I recognize most of the kids from last year. Everyone has changed, grown up a little over the summer. There are new haircuts, more facial hair, and fewer pimples. A lot of the guys are cuter than last year, and I wonder if there’s any boyfriend material out here. There are some new people, too, including a girl I’ve never seen before. She has white-blonde hair, pale skin, and large dark eyes. Her legs are skinny and shorts too small. She looks around nervously, fidgeting with her hair and acting like a fish out of water.
“Who’s the new girl?” I ask Miranda who stretches beside me with her eyes closed in a Zen-like trance.
“I think her name is Annika,” Miranda murmurs. “Her parents are from Switzerland or Sweden or someplace like that.”
“Poor thing looks shy.”
Billy walks up grumbling about the stupid warm-up exercises, and flops down next to Miranda. He attempts to touch his toes but looks like a stiff old man trying to bend at the waist.
“This sucks,” Billy mutters. He hates track but joined because he figured it would be an easy credit. Besides, he wants to keep an eye on Miranda. There are lots of cute guys in track, including Kirby Cahill, the most popular guy in school and captain of the team. Billy, for all of his seeming disinterest in Miranda, is a jealous and possessive boyfriend.
“It’s great exercise,” says Miranda. “You’ll learn to like it.”
“Fucking doubt it,” says Billy, grunting.
“Shh,” I say. Kirby Cahill is walking around among the students, checking on their form while the coach calls out stretching exercises. I don’t want us to get in trouble.
Billy leans back and crosses his legs, clearly refusing to stretch a minute longer. He pulls his trucker hat down low so it shades his eyes from the sun.
“Hey you, Slacker Boy, get back to it!” shouts Kirby. “No losers on the track team.”
“Then what are you doing here?” Billy mutters under his breath. I know he doesn’t dare let Kirby Cahill hear him. I suspect beneath Billy’s weasely bravado lurks a coward.
Coach Ted strides over to Billy. “You heard the captain. Stretch!”
Billy begrudgingly unfolds his legs. Kirby walks through the throng of students, studying their form. He’s handsome in a square-faced, mop-of-curly-hair sort of way. He’s big, about six feet tall, with large shoulders and an even larger personality. Everyone is a little scared of him because he has the ultra-confident presence of both a star athlete and a popular student. He won the national championship in the long jump last year, and it’s rumored that top colleges are looking at him for full scholarships.
He seems even cockier this year, I note. As if reading my thoughts, he glances over and catches my eye, then arrogantly winks. He struts over and gently pushes me toward the ground so I’m maximizing my stretch. His hands on my back feel steady, almost seductive, as they press on my shoulder blades. His fingers make little circles on my shirt, as if he’s massaging me. I feel the muscles in my legs slowly giving in, painfully, as they expand against the stretch. I don’t like this guy’s hands on me and am glad when he stops.
“Good job,” says Kirby. Then he does the same thing to Miranda. She looks over and gives me a raised-eyebrow look that says, What’s the deal with this jock-ass? Jock-ass is our favorite term for Kirby and his athlete friends. Billy sits on the grass cross-legged, watching with a scowl.
Kirby gives Billy a sidelong glance and leans in closer to Miranda, pressing his lower body into her back. Billy huffs angrily but does nothing, unless he wants his head pounded against the lockers by Kirby and his jock buddies.
Kirby smirks. “Why you just sitting there, Loser Boy? We’re here to work, not groom our pussy hair. Get back into position!”
Billy reluctantly goes back to stretching while throwing dagger glares. Kirby sidles up behind Billy then pushes him abruptly down toward the ground with both hands, hard. Billy yelps in pain. Kirby grins and presses harder.
“No pain, no gain, bro. The girls can handle it, why can’t you?”
Billy’s face is purple with pain. He gasps as he reaches out with both hands, forced to stretch from Kirby’s full weight on him. Everyone on the team is watching and snickering. I’m embarrassed for Billy. He’s usually so cocky, but with Kirby straddling him he looks like a skinny little ferret with a pathetic, oversized cap.
Kirby lets off the pressure and walks off. Billy curses him under his breath. “Fuckwad!”
Miranda’s brow crinkles and her eyes flash with worry. “You okay, Billy?”
“I’m fine. Leave it,” he snaps. He glares at Kirby who is now gently pushing the new girl forward in her stretch, saying coaxing words into her ear. Annika’s big doe eyes glance up nervously at this presumptuous jock who is applying subtle pressure to her shoulder blades. His hands rove ever so slightly over her skin, just as they’d done with me and Miranda.
“Bet the prick won’t help the fat ugly chicks,” mutters Billy.
“Shh,” says Miranda. “He’ll hear you.”
“I don’t give a shit. If he touches you again, I’m going to break his face.”
Billy’s all talk. No one in their right mind would challenge Kirby Cahill. Half the football team and wrestlers are his best friends.
“Time to run laps!” calls the coach. “Five around, now.”
The team gathers itself and strolls toward the dirt track that encircles the field. As I walk with Miranda, a deep voice calls out on my left, “Sorry I’m late, Coach!”
A tall guy passes me, jogging toward the track. He’s absolutely gorgeous, about 6’4, with floppy brown hair that falls over his eyes and an athletic, tanned body. He has nice biceps and the outline of a firm, well-built chest under the team shirt. His tight round butt makes even those hideous polyester shorts look undeniably sexy.
Who is that? I don’t remember seeing him at school before, though he does look vaguely familiar. Just as I’m appraising him, he turns and says, “Hi, Winter.”
I almost fall over. I have no idea who this gorgeous guy is, but he obviously knows me. But how? He jogs ahead of us slowly on the track, conversing amiably with the new girl.
I ask Miranda who he is. She shrugs. Normally she would gush over a cute guy like that and go on about his body, but Billy is plodding along next to us in a dark funk so she keeps quiet. Even though I can’t see Miranda’s eyes behind her sunglasses, I know she’s wondering the same thing: Who is this studly guy who knows Winter?
“Dude, don’t you know?” Billy says. “That’s Stumblemeyer.” I trip over Miranda’s shoe and grab on to her to keep from falling.
“What?” I startle myself with my own shriek. People turn to look. I lower my voice. “Stumblemeyer? It can’t be. He moved away.”
There is just no possible way this gorgeous guy is the same Stumblemeyer who asked me to the homecoming dance two years ago, the nerd with the gangly grasshopper limbs and clumsy skis for feet. This stud looks like the polar opposite of the skinny, pimply dork who, when I’d said I couldn’t go to the dance with him, had seemed so crestfallen.
“Can’t you clean your grandmother’s garage another night?” he’d asked, his large orbs blinking dejectedly behind the thick lenses that were supposed to, presumably, help him see better. Unfortunately, they hadn’t much improved his balance.
I shook my head. “I’m really sorry. It can’t be helped. The garage is filled with rats and has to be cleaned right away. You know, plague and all that stuff.”
“Oh,” he replied, looking doubtful. Then he walked off, banging into the trashcans with a clatter as he went. Later, of course, he’d asked someone else to the dance and stepped on her dress . . . and the rest is nude-on-the-dance-floor history. Glad it wasn’t me.
“I heard he moved back for good,” says Billy, huffing alongside us with a grimace, barely keeping up. Pot-smoker’s lungs, I think.
“Stumblemeyer’s parents got a divorce or something,” Billy says. “Dude looks a lot different than he used to. Been working out, I guess.” There’s a whiff of jealousy in his tone. He looks pointedly at Miranda, but she keeps her eyes focused down, her ponytail bobbing as she trots along.
I stare at the guy ahead of us, this well-built hottie with the thick, floppy hair. It’s hard to believe, but he is indeed Stumblemeyer. He’s changed dramatically in two years. He used to be the biggest dork this side of town, and now he’s the most gorgeous guy I have ever seen. How is it possible?
“He doesn’t wear glasses anymore. That’s why I didn’t recognize him,” I say, half to myself.
“Didn’t you turn him down for the homecoming dance freshman year?” asks Miranda, a wisp of a smile on her lips. She knows full well I did.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say.
“Uh huh,” says Miranda. “Like you forgot the ranch dressing episode? I’m sure.”
“Oh yeah,” Billy says, chortling. “I remember that. Stumblemeyer was the clumsiest dork I’ve ever seen. He once tripped over the power cord during science class and brought Mr. Johnson’s laptop crashing to the floor. The screen cracked like a baby’s skull, and the keys went flying everywhere. The guy’s a walking disaster.”
“Well, he looks like he’s got it together now,” notes Miranda. Billy snorts, a scowl spreading across his face. Miranda looks away, subdued. She’s always a different person around Billy.
Stumblemeyer continues to converse with the new girl as they jog together in front of us. Annika looks slender and waifish beside him. I wonder if tall guys prefer small, child-like girls who bring out their protective instincts. Annika looks up at him with her big soft eyes as they run side-by-side. Smiling and laughing, she’s clearly enamored of him.
She didn’t know the old Stumblemeyer or she wouldn’t be so eager to give him the time of day, I think. Still . . . an envious flutter niggles at my heart.
On our next turn around the track, I spot Kirby Cahill standing off to the side, watching the runners. He does a few quick jumping jacks, clearly showing off, then eases onto the track and joins the pack of runners. He catches up with Stumblemeyer and Annika, jogging alongside them. His square head and torso are block-shaped next to Stumblemeyer’s lean, chiseled body, and suddenly I realize Kirby Cahill is no longer the cutest guy in school. Kirby, as if also aware of this, sprints ahead competitively, showing off. He looks like a silly fatheaded moose thundering along, all puffed up in arrogance and acting like he’s the hottest, fastest thing around. He’s obviously trying to outshine Stumblemeyer. Miranda and I exchange a look. I can tell she’s rolling her eyes behind her sunglasses, and I respond in kind.
I can’t help it; I find myself watching Stumblemeyer like a stalker for the rest of the period as the track team works through a variety of drills: jumping jacks, sit-ups, sprints, hurdles. His muscles ripple in the late afternoon light while he does pushups, and sweat glistens on his back. I find myself overcome with an urge to run over and lick him.
He stands around chatting between drills, pushing his thick hair out of his eyes with a casual hand. Girls flock near him, trying to get his attention, but he doesn’t pay attention. He treats everyone the same, in a normal way. So different than the usual high school guys. He seems so mature and together. And yet, he’s having fun, too, horsing around with the other guys and pretending to fall over the hurdles while they laugh.
I keep hoping he’ll look in my direction, just once. He did say hi to me, after all. That must mean something. But he doesn’t notice me. I try to shrug off the welling frustration that builds in my chest as Stumblemeyer talks to Annika and other people on the team, interested in everyone but me. When he starts doing sit-ups with Annika, counting in unison with her, acute pangs of jealousy stab my chest.
What is wrong with this picture? I try to shake off these stupid feelings. Just because Stumblemeyer has changed on the outside doesn’t mean he’s not still the goofy, clumsy, annoying nerd I could never see myself going to a dance with. Just wait until Annika finds out about how Stumblemeyer’s poor homecoming date ended up on the dance floor in nothing but her granny undies. That might change the new girl’s opinion of him!
They’re clearly interested in each other, though. Annika is very pretty, and I find myself swallowing waves of jealousy as I watch her interacting with him. Her blonde hair glistens in the sun as she balances on one foot and attempts to pull her other leg up behind her in a scorpion stretch. She tips forward and Stumblemeyer catches her, steadying her with his hand. Klutzy just like him.
As if reading my thoughts, Miranda sidles up to me and says, “The new girl looks like his type.” We snicker.
Secretly, though, I continue to observe Stumblemeyer. I’m intrigued. His eyes are something else: brown and warm in an intelligent, chiseled face. I wish those eyes would glance over at me, just once, but they never do.
After practice, Billy and Miranda stroll off ahead, holding hands. I follow them dejectedly to the locker room. Someone comes up next to me. It’s Stumblemeyer.
“How are you, Winter?” he asks.
My heart stops then skips a beat. Butterflies do flip-flops in my stomach. I try hard not to let on.
“Hi, Stumblemeyer,” I say. Then I realize I’ve just called him by the name he must despise.
His eyes narrow. “Jason.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean”
“Don’t worry about it,” he replies curtly. He looks straight ahead as we walk together.
I feel like an idiot.
“That was really dumb,” I say. “You must hate that name.”
“You think?” He glances over at me. I must look chagrined because his face breaks into a reluctant half-smile.
“You look like a whipped puppy dog,” he says. “Don’t worry about it. Really. But just call me Jason from now on, okay? Even if I trip over something.”
Relieved, I force a laugh.
“You’ve changed a lot,” I say.
“So have you,” he replies.
“I have?”
“Well, your hair is longer. You’re taller now and more . . . uh . . . filled out. ”
You mean my butt’s bigger. Great.
“You were a skinny stick figure the last time I saw you,” he says.
“So were you,” I say. “I guess we’ve grown up.”
“Yeah.” We smile at each other. I see a glimpse of the former Stumblemeyer in his face and wonder why I ever thought he was unattractive. It was there all along, what he was going to become. I was just too dumb to see it. I wonder what he must think of me. He probably thinks I’m a judgmental snob or something. We walk together in silence then stop in front of the locker rooms as kids smelling of grass, dirt, and sweat push past us.
“Well, good to see you,” he says, his face distant. He playfully slaps a teammate’s shoulder in passing.
“You too,” I say awkwardly. I pause, clear my throat. “Jason, I’m sorry about . . . you know. The homecoming dance freshman year. I wish I’d gone with you.” As soon as I say the words, I regret them. I sound ridiculous.
“No big. See ya’ around,” he says, and he abruptly disappears into the locker room. I’m left standing on the sidewalk, wondering what the hell just happened.
Inside the girl’s locker room, the air is thick with deodorant, perfume, and hair spray. Girls are blow-drying their hair while others apply make-up. Miranda, having already changed out of her gym clothes, is brushing her glossy blonde hair.
“Come on, let’s get going,” she says. “Hurry and change.”
I’m giving her a ride home after school since her car is in the shop getting the convertible top fixed.
I quickly splash water on my hot face, still stinging from my interaction with Stumblemeyer. Annika stands by the sink, applying lip balm. She smiles shyly at me in the mirror. She’s pretty in a Scandinavian way with a turned up nose, large dark eyes, and a full mouth. I can see why Jason is attracted to her. Jealousy pings at my chest wall, and I wonder if she likes him, too. A thought flashes across my mind: I could kiss her and find out. I instantly shrug it off in disgust. What the hell is wrong with me? This power has taken over my brain like a worm in an apple. Can’t I meet anyone now without wondering what’s in their thoughts?
“You were the only girl who wasn’t afraid of the hurdles,” Annika says in a friendly tone.
Miranda laughs. “Would you be if you had Winter’s long legs? I’m probably going to end up crotch-skewered on those things. I’m way too short to be doing hurdles.”
“Me also,” says Annika. I detect a slight accent in her voice. “I had to get up my courage to jump over the lower ones. I cannot imagine doing the tall ones. I would probably fall flat on my face.” She smiles.
“Just like Stumblemeyer,” says Miranda, giggling as she elbows me. I don’t laugh. It hurts to remember my conversation with Jason and how the nickname obviously still bothers him.
“Who?” asks Annika, a confused look on her face.
“You know, the guy you were running with,” says Miranda. “His name is Stumblemeyer because he’s the clumsiest, dorkiest guy in the school.”
“I think you must be mistaken,” Annika replies in clear, distinct foreigner’s English. “The guy I was running with is named Jason. He is new to the school like I am. He does not seem clumsy at all.”
“Trust me, he’s a klutz,” replies Miranda tartly. “And he used to go to this school freshman year. So technically he’s not new.”’
“Okay, whatever,” says Annika, looking from Miranda to me with wary eyes. I can tell she wonders what we’re up to, if we’re trying to sabotage her friendship with Jason. She turns back to the mirror and sweeps some mascara over her unfairly long eyelashes.
Miranda and I exchange a glance. I give her a look—“Cut it out”—with a slight shake of my head. I feel sorry for this new girl who seems so eager for a friend. Besides, I’m dying to know what Jason finds so interesting about her.
“Do you have a ride home?” I ask Annika. Miranda elbows me. She’s not as open to bringing friends in as I am. It’s clear she doesn’t like Annika. Then again, Miranda doesn’t like anyone who challenges or rebuffs her. Anyone who threatens her, for that matter. I’m the opposite. I would rather be friends than enemies. Or at least keep enemies close.
Annika fixes me with a dark-eyed stare. “Why, are you offering me a ride?”
I nod.
Annika sizes me up then breaks into a smile. “I’d love one. I hate taking the school bus. My parents both work full time, and I don’t have a car yet.”
Miranda sighs loudly as I go to change my clothes.
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I’m sitting on the beige-carpeted floor of Annika’s living room as we polish our nails. I’ve decided to kiss her after all. I’m not a lesbian. I simply need to find out what her deal is, where she comes from, and who she is. Most of all, I want to know if she’s interested in Jason Brackmeyer.
Luckily, a quick peck is all it’ll take. My power has been getting more efficient. When I’d kissed Victor, it was just for the briefest of seconds and yet I saw so much. Besides immediate thoughts, I now experience both feelings and memories, all in a fraction of a second. Just a mind blast from theirs to mine—with one swift peck.
Annika hovers over my fingernails with the nail polish bottle, her small face and round eyes giving her an elfin look. We’ve been carefully working on each other’s nails, trying not to spill any of the bright purple color, “Bruise,” on the carpet. She has no idea that I’m here with an ulterior motive. I have this psychic ability and might as well use it. Even if it’s for selfish reasons. Now I just have to wait for the right opportunity, although it might be hard to find one without it being too weird. I’m glad her parents are at work. It’s awkward enough without them buzzing around.
I lean back, waving my hands to dry the polish. My toes are separated by small wads of toilet paper to keep them from touching. Annika begins to work diligently on my big toenail.
On the floor beside us are empty Cool Ranch Doritos bags and Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup wrappers. I’m a little irked because the whole time we were pigging out, Annika kept skirting the subject of Jason every time I brought him up. I ate way more than I meant to, just going round and round the topic with her. Probably exactly what she wants; now my ass’ll blow up like a balloon and Jason will never look at me again.
This whole time, I’ve played it cool, making small talk about classes, teachers, and our interests so I can get to the bottom of her relationship with Jason, but my patience is wearing thin.
“Do you like it in the U.S.?” I ask.
“It is such a big country,” she says, squinting at my big toe and using her fingernail to clean a bit of extra polish away from the cuticle. From this angle, she looks exquisite, like a porcelain doll. I can see why a guy like Jason Brackmeyer would be interested in her. I feel a jealous twinge and wonder if my skin is as smooth as Annika’s. I bet she’s never had a zit in her life.
“It feels a little impersonal here,” she says. “For example, the people are friendly on the outside but are actually more reserved than where I come from.” She closes the bottle. “It must be the independence in your country. It seems like you are all really cowboys at heart.”
I hadn’t thought of the U.S. that way but I can see her point. “Yeah, we’re a pretty independent society. It must be hard for immigrants to adapt.”
“Yes, plus there’s such a lack of culture in some ways,” she says. “I loved visiting different parts of Europe during my holidays. You just drive a few hours and you’re in a completely different country.”
“That must be neat,” I reply. I haven’t traveled much. Annika seems so worldly.
“Europeans are not shy to show their affections,” she says. “They hug openly and kiss each other on both cheeks, even the men, especially in places like France, Spain, or Italy. Americans are more reserved.”
I sit up, alert. This might be my opening. Maybe I can find out once and for all if she’s after Jason.
She closes the bottle. “I don’t understand how Americans can seem so friendly but are really so . . . what is the word . . . stand-awayish?”
“Stand-offish,” I say. “But here in America, we do sometimes kiss each other lightly on the lips when we’re good friends. Usually when we’re saying hello or goodbye.”
“That’s a little odd,” replies Annika. “I have not experienced that.”
“It’s when you’re close to someone, like a family member, for example. It’s just a peck, like the kind you’d give on the cheek. Nothing sexual. Like this.” I quickly lean over and kiss her on the lips.
It hits me all at once, an instant “knowing,” faster than any normal thought pattern. It’s as though her mind is connected to mine with an umbilical cord, and her entire life—her memories, her thoughts, her feelings—are now mine.
I see her sexual abuse as a child, her grizzled uncle hovering over her small body as she whimpers in fear and pain. I see her crying alone in her room, nursing this painful secret she has carried in her heart to this day and never told a soul. I feel her deep despair over the molestation, a pain so palpable it’s like lava searing through my body, a burning fist holding me in its grip.
The images hit my mind one by one like rapid-fire slaps. The world looks like a bleak place through Annika’s eyes. I see her difficult transition to the U.S., sitting in her room alone, walking home from school by herself, and watching the other students laugh with their friends. I feel her loneliness so acutely I can taste it on my tongue like a bitter, rancid powder. I see her parents gone at work, always gone, and an empty dark house, day after day. She feels like a ship tossed in a rough sea, unmoored and unguided and unloved.
I even see myself through her eyes, as a person who could be her first American friend. She doesn’t want me to know how grateful she is to be sitting here with me doing normal teenage things. She didn’t want to get too close at first, to get her hopes up, but she desperately wants this friendship.
Flash, flash, flash.
At school she sees how I appear to know everybody on the track team, and how Miranda and I are so close. She envies our friendship. She asked Jason about me, and he told her I’m a nice person. She thought about approaching me but didn’t know how. So far, it’s been easier for her to talk to American guys than girls. Guys are easy to be with, they don’t ask personal questions. They just joke around and talk about simple things. Like Jason. They’re buddies. She’ll never think of him as anything but a brother, though, because of what happened to her as a child. Guys as boyfriends are off limits in her mind and heart. Maybe that’ll change when she gets married one day, when she can finally let down her guard and trust.
She knows she repels intimacy, fears it and despises it. She wishes she had a female friend to share things with. Maybe someone who can help her.
She hopes it can be me.
Our kiss is ever so brief, just a small peck, but the grazing of Annika’s lips against mine swiftly opens up her world to me like a tidal wave. A flood of sadness washes over my mind and heart. It’s as if her life is mine, her pain mine, downloaded into my brain in the flash of a second.
It’s too much. I can’t handle this again, not after Ricky.
I’m shaking all over, my throat tight. I fumble on the ground for my backpack. I have to get out of here.
Annika looks at me curiously. “Europeans sometimes kiss friends like that, too. It is no big deal. Don’t worry.” She studies me. “You look weird, like I might freak out or something.” She attempts a laugh. “I don’t like girls, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“I don’t either. It’s not that,” I mutter. “I just . . . don’t feel well.” I stand. “I should go.”
“Okay.” Annika sounds worried.
I avoid her gaze as I head for the door. It’s all too much. I can barely handle the burden of my own complicated life, let alone someone else’s. I can’t take on Annika’s life and problems right now. She’s so needy it scares me. This is serious stuff, not something to be messed with. If I did try to help her, I would probably just make things worse. I wouldn’t know what to do or say. I’ve got too much to deal with right now: a psychic power I don’t know how to handle, tests to study for, college to think about, Miranda’s troubles with Billy worrying me, Mom always complaining about her hard life. On top of it all, I’ve got Jason on my mind, clouding and confusing things.
It’s all just too, too much. I don’t have it in me to take on anyone else’s burdens, especially such profound ones as Annika’s.
I don’t have it in me to be her friend.
I’m deeply ashamed.
Guilt and confusion descend on me as I say goodbye. I give her a hug, feeling her wispy body hug me back with the eagerness of a longing friend. Then I get in my car and drive away.
I blink back salty tears as I drive through the streets, heading for Miranda’s. I need to talk to her about everything. I’m having serious misgivings about my power. It feels wrong to have seen so deeply into Annika’s tragic life without her permission.
Miranda opens the glass paned double doors with a tear-streaked face.
My heart clenches. “What’s wrong?” Crap. Do I even want to know?
“Billy broke up with me!” she wails.
Her mother quickly ushers us upstairs to Miranda’s room, her anxious expression marring her carefully made-up face. She must be between Botox sessions because her forehead actually has a worry crease—the same crease Miranda gets when she’s upset. She carefully closes the bedroom door behind us, leaving Miranda and me alone.
Miranda and I sit on the plush carpet since her Bratty Brothers bedspread is covered with used Kleenex. The boy-band’s fresh grinning faces peer out beneath wads of crumpled tissues, clueless to the drama unfolding as they grip their neon guitars.
“What happened?” I ask.
“He sent a text saying he doesn’t want to go out with me anymore. He’s into someone else.”
“What a jerk!” I’m fuming. How dare he? He always messes with Miranda’s head and treats her like dirt. “Who’s he dumping you for?”
“I bet it’s that bitch Annika,” she says, her voice rising. “I see how all the guys on the track team look at her.”
“I’m sure it’s not her,” I say. While guys do notice Annika because of her new-girl allure and Scandinavian good looks, I know the truth. Annika isn’t interested in anyone. I decide against revealing to Miranda what I’ve learned, though. I’ll save it for later when she’s in a more reasonable state. I can’t take the chance of Miranda, in her anger, using Annika’s secrets against her.
“She’s a sneaky bitch,” Miranda says, balling up another tissue. “Don’t you see the way she flirts with all of the guys in that shy little way of hers?”
I wish I could tell Miranda that Annika is not after Billy and that I know for a fact he’s never crossed her mind. I know because I was in Annika’s mind just fifteen minutes ago. But if I tell Miranda this, I’ll have to tell her everything else. I can’t do it right now, not with Miranda’s boiling hostility toward Annika. With what I saw in Annika’s mind, I feel a protectiveness toward her.
“Can you read Billy’s mind for me?” Miranda asks suddenly, her voice quavering.
“I hope you’re joking.” My stomach twists in revulsion. I can’t imagine kissing Billy Timmons under any circumstances.
“Please?” Miranda grabs my hands, gripping tightly. Her face is tear-stained, lips quivering. “I love him so much. I need to know what happened.”
“No. No way.”
“Winter, I love him. I need to know!”
I sigh. “Are you sure you don’t want him more because he’s leaving?”
“No!” says Miranda. “I love him, I really do. Please read his mind for me. My heart is breaking, and my world is ending. You’re my best friend. You have to do this for me. Please?”
I should tell Miranda I can’t do this for her, that it feels terribly wrong somehow. But how do I say no when she’s in such a terrible state? She would help me if the tables were turned. Why else have this power if I can’t use it to help my very best friend?
Begrudgingly, I relent. “Okay, I’ll do it.”
“Now?”
“What do you mean now? This moment?”
“Yes. I know he’s home because I called and hung up when he answered. He’s there now. Can you go do it?”
“Oh, Miranda. What are you getting us into?”
“Please help me?” she begs.
“Okay, fine. I’ll ring his doorbell and lay a quick one on him. He won’t know what the hell to think, but oh well. Then I’ll rush back here and tell you what I see.”
She jumps up to hug me. “You’re the best friend I could ever have. Thank you so much!”
“But you owe me. Double on our shopping spree,” I say, half-joking.
“Done.”
***
Billy opens the door and blinks when he sees me. “Hey, Winter. What are you doing here?”
I take a deep breath. I’ve never been gladder that my ability to read minds has become so efficient, just needing the briefest of pecks to work. I want this over with quickly. Billy Timmons royally grosses me out. I lean forward and quickly touch my lips to his.
Instead of pulling back as I expected him to, he grabs my face and forces his tongue in my mouth, kissing me hard.
It’s just like I fantasized. I knew she would come around after finding out about me and Miranda, even though she plays hard to get and pretends not to like me. I’m gonna take her back to my room and rip that little t-shirt off. I want to see those cute little titties. I’ve thought about this for weeks, especially at track seeing her jog around in those tight shorts. She’s really changed this year. She’s all filled out and way hotter than Miranda.
I yank away. “Omigod! What the hell are you doing?” I spit and gag, wiping my mouth frantically with both hands as I try to get rid of the pungent, ashy nicotine taste of Billy’s saliva.
“You’re the one here kissing me,” Billy retorts huffily. “Don’t act all innocent. You must’ve heard about me and Miranda.” He looks me up and down. “I’ve thought about this for a while. Fantasized about you, even when I was with Miranda.”
“Billy, shut your mouth! Miranda is my best friend! You shouldn’t be saying these things to me. I had no idea. God, what is happening?” I sit down on the stoop and begin to sob. “How am I going to tell her?”
Billy sits beside me. “What’s the big deal? I told Miranda I liked someone else. It’s not working out between us. She bores me. She’ll get over it.”
“But it’s me you left her for? Neither of us had any idea you liked me. Billy, you can’t. I have zero feelings for you. You can’t leave her for me. Miranda and I are best friends! You need to call her up right away and tell her this was all a mistake. We won’t tell her what happened just now or the things you said. It’ll be our secret. She doesn’t need to know.” I stop babbling. What am I doing? I don’t want Billy to get back with Miranda. He’s a royal asshole!
Billy grins. “You’re more my type. I like tall brunettes. Since you’re here, why don’t you just come in?”
Behind him, a woman’s gravelly smoker’s voice caws out, “Billy, who’s at the door?”
“Just a friend. Don’t worry about it,” he shouts back. He shrugs at me. “My mom won’t care if you come in my room. She’s piss-ass drunk, anyway.” He smirks, eyeing my chest. “She thinks I can do better than Miranda. Me too, come to think of it.”
I shake my head, choking back sobs. “Miranda loves you.”
“Whatever. I’m not interested in her anymore. I have the hots for you. I know you feel it too because of the way you look at me sometimes. Now I know it’s not in my head because you showed up here and kissed me.”
“I’ve never looked at you like that. Your imagination is running wild. And the kiss was a mistake. I don’t know what I was thinking. It was nothing but a stupid joke. I swear to you, Billy, I’ve never had any interest in you, and I never, ever will!”
Billy stares at me for a long moment with an expression that slowly turns into angry, humiliated disgust.
“Get out of here,” he says, backing into the house. “You bitches are all the same.” He slams the door in my face.
***
On the way back to Miranda’s, I ruminate over whether I should tell her. I consider saying that Billy likes a girl from another school. Knowing Miranda, though, she won’t stop until she finds out who it is. Then we’ll be back at square one. No, best to be honest. Billy is a cancer that needs to be cut out swiftly. She’ll experience the pain and then get over him. What better way for her to find out he’s an asshole than the truth? Still, it won’t be easy to break it to her. My chest squeezes tightly as I open the door to her room.
She looks at me speechless when I tell her. Her eyes well up with tears and her bottom lip quivers. Torrential sobs consume her whole body. My hands tremble as I offer her a tissue. The Bratty Brothers are completely covered in snot rags now.
I can’t believe this is happening. I hate my power. Things are turning into such a mess.
“So it wasn’t Annika who was the slut after my boyfriend,” says Miranda slowly, wiping her eyes with quick flicks of each wrist.
I shake my head. “No. She never had any interest in him. Miranda, you need to forget Billy. He’s not worth your time. You can do way better.”
“It’s not Annika who’s the slut.” Her eyes narrow. “It’s you!”
I gasp. “What?”
 She glares. “You want me to forget Billy so you can go after him! Did you enjoy kissing him? I bet you did.” Jealousy, rage, and humiliation are written all over her face.
“You don’t mean that,” I say. I know she’s taking it out on me because I’m the closest to her right now, but it doesn’t stop the tears from stinging my eyes. My stomach curls up around itself. Shock and horror rise in my throat. I feel close to barfing.
“I do mean it,” she snaps. “You’ve stolen Billy from me.”
“I would never do that.” The words are hard to get out, hot tears spilling over my cheeks. “We’re best friends. You don’t know what you’re saying—” Sobs asphyxiate my words.
“I don’t ever want to see you again,” she says icily, her arms crossed. “You had a hand in this.”
“You know I didn’t. You’re just hurt. Don’t take it out on me. You asked me to kiss him!”
“Not like that, with his tongue in your mouth. It wasn’t supposed to turn out that way. You seduced him! Get out. Don’t ever call me again. Our friendship is over!”
I’m trembling all over. Nausea rises up. I force back the bile that burns my throat. I gather my purse with shaking hands.
I turn to see Miranda’s face close to mine, inches away. Her breath is hot and angry. She grabs my face violently and plants a rough, hostile kiss on my lips.
“There,” she says, drawing back with a sneer. “Now you’ll have no doubt how I feel.”
And I don’t. In the instant our lips touched, it was like kissing an open flame. I felt all of her hatred and pain and rage blasting at me full force. It physically hurt, like a third degree burn.
No, there is no doubt how she feels. There is not a miniscule of friendship, not even a pin-speck drop, left in her heart for me.
On the way home, I sob so hard I have to pull over twice by the side of the road. My friendship with Miranda, the only sister I’ve ever known, my best and dearest friend since I was three years old, is over. All because of this horrible curse of a power.
I can’t believe it.
I also can’t believe what else I saw in Miranda’s mind.
She’s pregnant.
With Billy Timmons’ baby.
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At school, I’m in a miserable fog. I’ve seen Miranda once or twice on campus, and she’s turned and walked the other way. As I go to my classes, I feel like a ghost—unseen, unnoticed, bumped by people rushing past. I never realized how much Miranda was my anchor, the friend who buffered me from the stark feelings of loneliness that have arisen so quickly now that she’s not here.
While the teacher in class drones on, I sit playing with my pencil, not much caring if I miss important information that’ll be on tests. I try to write Miranda a note to tell her I’m sorry, but have a hard time finding the words. Besides, she would probably just throw my note in the trash unread, so what’s the point?
At lunch, she doesn’t meet me as she usually does and is nowhere to be found. I eat alone in the quad as groups chat around me, oblivious to my despair as they discuss the latest viral YouTube video or who hooked up at last weekend’s party. I spot Annika and Jason sitting together on the lawn. Instead of feeling jealous, I remember the flashes of Annika’s sad life and am glad she has someone nice like Jason to be her friend.
The rest of the day drags on like slo-mo shots in a kung-fu movie. As I get closer to last period, I dread the thought of seeing Miranda and Billy face-to-face. I almost considered ditching P.E., but it’s the day before our first track meet, and I can’t afford to miss practice.
In the locker room, I change into my shorts and lace up my track shoes as slowly as I can. Other girls are getting dressed around me, but Miranda is nowhere to be seen. Is she skipping track? I walk slowly toward the field, dragging my feet. The white and maroon uniforms of my team swarm up ahead.
I walk as slowly as possible, dreading every step, almost not caring if I’m late. Miranda crouches near the outer edge of the field, lacing up her cleats. Billy is at the far end of the warm-up area, sitting by himself with a sour expression on his face. He catches me looking at him and shoots me a nasty glare. I turn my head quickly.
“Hey Winter,” someone says. Jason passes on my right, jogging toward the field.
“Hi,” I reply, my stomach doing a little back-flip at the sight of him.
He flashes a smile that could break my heart if it wasn’t already broken, then jogs off to find a spot on the grass. I’m tempted to follow. I would love nothing more than to sit and stretch with him, but I’m too nervous. I get tongue-tied and sweaty whenever he’s around. I don’t think I can handle being near him today.
I step onto the grass as Kirby Cahill barks out stretching orders. Coach Ted looks on, arms crossed, eyes inscrutable behind his wrap-around reflector shades. I sit down alone, stretch my legs out in front of me, and reach for my toes. I catch Annika’s eye. She waves, and I wave back. Miranda glares at us with jealous, pinched eyes.
Annika motions for me to come sit with her, but I shake my head and politely wave her off. I just want to be alone.
Kirby Cahill is suddenly behind me, massaging my shoulders. “You look tense. Need a rub?”
I shrug away from him. “No thanks.”
“Whatever,” he says, walking off with that cocky swagger I so hate. He thinks he’s God’s gift, and there’s nothing more annoying.
If Miranda was next to me, we could exchange our usual glances, sharing like-minded thoughts without uttering a word. I love the way she raises her eyebrows with a suppressed snicker when Kirby’s around, rolling her eyes in a way that says, “This guy’s such a joke.”
I look over at her, hoping to catch her eye.
She’s deliberately sitting as far from me as she can, her body turned away. It’s clear she’s actively nursing her anger by the stiff way she holds her shoulders, her stony profile, and even the tilt of her blonde head. She doesn’t hide her feelings well, though I doubt she’s even trying to.
I still can’t wrap my brain around her pregnancy. That horrible Billy Timmons! The least he could have done was use protection. Miranda must be so scared and confused. I want to help her but she has completely shut me out. Every time I try to get her attention, she abruptly turns away.
It’s time to warm up, and all I can do is plod along morosely with a knot in my stomach. Miranda is running up ahead, her blonde ponytail bobbing. My legs are longer, so even at my slow pace I soon find myself alongside her. Her jaw is clenched and eyes hidden behind large sunglasses.
“Miranda,” I plead. “Please. I have no interest in Billy, you have to believe me. I was only trying to help. I’m sorry about what I saw in his thoughts.”
She halts in the middle of the track, and I almost pull a Stumblemeyer trying to stop beside her.
“I don’t believe a word you say. Stay away from me!” Her face twists in rage and pain, her expression slapping me like an open hand.
“But I want to help you with . . .” I lower my voice. “You know. The whole pregnancy thing.”
“That is none of your goddamn business,” she snaps.
I reach out to her, but she bats my hand away. I bite my lip, blinking back tears as people jog by around us.
“Move on, girls!” says Kirby in that stupid wanna-be authoritative tone as he passes. We ignore him.
Miranda crosses her arms and glares at me. “Why don’t you go find your new best friend, Annika,” she says, enunciating each word.
Kirby, jogging up ahead by a few paces, looks over his shoulder at us. He circles back and sprints over. “I said, get a move on, girls! I want to see those tight little booties in action.”
I grit my teeth in annoyance and roll my eyes at him, hoping Miranda will do the same. Maybe this can bond us again. Kirby, panting and leering, has a mean glint in his eyes, showing he’s not afraid to abuse his power. I expect a sharp retort from Miranda, but instead she runs off with a fierce stride I’ve never seen in her short legs. It’s clear she wants to be as far away from me as possible. Kirby takes off after her, presumably so he can get a good view of her back end.
I stand by the side of the track, fighting off a flood of devastation. I hope no one can see the tears welling up. Billy plods by, smirking. I hate him with a vengeance. I’m tempted to stick my foot out and trip him, imagining his scrawny smoker’s body sprawled out on the track, but I stop myself just as Annika and Jason jog up.
“Why aren’t you running?” asks Annika.
“I’m not much in the mood,” I say.
Jason looks at me quizzically. Our eyes lock for a moment, and a tingle goes down my spine. He is just too damn gorgeous. He smiles, his face warming and eyes crinkling at the corners.
My God, those eyes.
“Come on,” Annika says. “Join us.”
Jason looks at me expectantly.
“No, that’s okay. But thanks,” I say. I appreciate Annika’s kindness but would rather be left alone right now.
Jason and Annika shrug and jog away.
Then, Kirby is on me again. “It’s clear you’re not into practice today,” he says in a snide tone. “Go get dressed. I don’t tolerate slackers.”
Humiliated and numb, I trudge to the locker room. All I want is to curl up and hide away from the world.
I step into the shower, fighting back a sob. Jason’s such a nice guy. What would he think if he knew who I really am—some sort of witch?
And what about Miranda? Will she tell people my secret to get revenge? I wouldn’t put it past her. It hits me once again that I’ve really, truly lost my best friend. I doubt anything can bring her back, not even the elimination of this awful power.
A power which, unfortunately, seems here to stay.
***
After the shower, I comb my wet hair into a ponytail, forcing myself to think about something other than my crappy day. The track meet is tomorrow. I hope I do well, especially with Jason there. The last thing I need is to do a face plant in the middle of a race, but with my luck lately, it might just happen.
Annika enters the locker room and comes to stand next to me in front of the mirror. I say hi, wondering what she wants. Part of me is afraid she’s going to burst out sobbing or something because ever since I read her mind, I know what a walking bundle of raw nerves she is. It makes me anxious, especially since I’m trying to hold it together myself.
“Jason is interested in you,” she blurts out.
I continue combing my hair, feigning nonchalance and forcing myself not to react.  Jason likes me? Did I hear her right? The butterflies are starting up again, flipping around in my stomach. A tiny bright spot starts to form in my heart.
“How do you know?” I ask, meeting her eyes in the mirror.
“I can tell. It’s pretty obvious.”
It is? I want to do a happy dance but keep myself composed. “But, what about . . . you?
“What about me?”
“You guys seem close.” I know full well she’s not interested in Jason, but I still can’t be sure of his feelings toward her.
“We are close. Close friends. That’s it. He knows I’m not interested in dating right now because I’m getting adjusted to my life here. Not that it ever was an issue, anyway. All he ever does is talk about you.”
Jason talks about me all the time? To Annika? I’m flabbergasted. Jason has never shown interest in me beyond a few words of small talk. Well, we have locked eyes a couple of times, but I’ve tried not to read too much into it.
“He says you’re the ‘ungettable girl,’ whatever that means.” Annika watches me, looking waif-like with her wispy body and large dark eyes.
A flash of sadness passes through my heart because I know somewhere inside she wants a boyfriend one day but is too damaged to go there.
“I just thought you’d want to know,” Annika says. She watches as I comb and re-comb my hair like an idiot.
“Thanks,” I reply. I don’t know what else to say. I’m excited and flattered but a little nervous too. I almost wish Annika hadn’t told me because now I won’t know how to act around him. I hardly act normal as it is.
Annika twists a corner of her polyester tank, shifting awkwardly as if she wants to say something else but doesn’t know how. I remember how much I’d seen in her thoughts, how she’d wanted my friendship so desperately. It had scared me with its intensity, but now I force myself to reach out. What can it hurt, as long as I don’t get too involved? I slick on some lip gloss and gather my things.
“Want to go get a burger?” I ask.
Her face lights up. “Sure!” She rushes off to change.
As we walk to my car, I notice that her jeans are a little too short. Floods. What is she thinking? Poor thing doesn’t really know how to dress, even though she has a cute body. Maybe I could help her revamp her style.
Victor is absent from Fast Thru today. I feel a pang when I remember the last time I was here, laughing and joking with Miranda. Annika, with her hollow-eyed intensity and quiet clinginess, is a poor substitute. I’m instantly ashamed of myself and am glad she can’t read my mind. I wonder if judging a person by their thoughts is as bad as judging them by their outer masks. At any given time, I could be thinking positive thoughts or vile ones, depending on my mood.
Is it fair to judge someone on something as fleeting as a thought?  
What would Annika think if she could know how I view her—as a tragic character whose needy desperation makes me nervous—all because I read her mind in one brief moment? Based on what I saw, I know I can’t give Annika what she needs in a friend. I doubt anyone can fix the hole in her psyche. In a way, being able to read her mind was a curse because it changed our budding friendship into something I can’t help but shy away from. I’m not proud of this in me. I saw the raw pain of Annika’s past, felt the deep clawing need she hides so well, and experienced her hopes that she could lean her full weight on me.
But I’m not up to the task. I have to be honest with myself, no matter how guilty I feel.
We order and find seats. I’m checking my cell phone when Annika says, “Hi, Miranda.”
I glance up to see Miranda entering Fast Thru. She’s wearing a pink jogging suit, a pink bow in her ponytail, and Victor is holding the door open for her. He’s all teeth, glowing under his blue Fast Thru cap. Miranda looks equally happy. Her bright smile fades when her gaze meets mine.
“Hi, Annika,” she mutters, gliding past our table. Victor nods hello. At the counter, Miranda tosses her blonde hair, making a point of not looking in my direction. I can tell by the set of her shoulders that she knows I’m watching her. Victor orders a lemonade and hands it to her. He kisses her tenderly before heading around the counter to begin work.
Miranda turns to leave but glances over at me despite herself. I catch her eye, mustering up the courage to give her a thumbs-up and a nod toward Victor. I give her an enthusiastic grin: You guys are together now? I’m so excited for you!
Miranda shoots me a dark look and casts a glare at Annika. She tosses her head and stalks out.
Annika’s eyes are troubled. “Aren’t you and Miranda friends anymore?”
“Apparently not,” I say. My stomach twists in knots.
“Why?”
“Long story. She thought I liked her old boyfriend, Billy Timmons, but nothing could be further from the truth.”
“But she seems happy with her new boyfriend,” Annika replies.
“Exactly,” I say. I’m starting to get mad at Miranda for holding this grudge when I was only trying to help. She knows the truth but pride is preventing her from admitting it. She’s obviously much happier with Victor. Can’t she see she’s better off without Billy, and that I had something to do with that? She should admit that things have worked out for her, in part because of what I did! If she can’t see that, then maybe she isn’t the friend I thought she was.
“Friends are so important, don’t you think?” says Annika. “It is nice to have someone to share things with.”
Uh oh, here it comes.
“So tell me about Jason,” I say, reaching for a quick excuse to change the subject. I would rather talk about anything except my friendship with Miranda or Annika’s problems.
“What do you want to know?” Annika asks. The burgers arrive and she begins eating like a ravenous little bird pecking non-stop at its food.
“Is he as great as he seems?” I ask, swirling a fry in ketchup.
“You have known him longer,” she says.
“Yeah, but he was different a few years ago. He wasn’t called Stumblemeyer for nothing. It was hard to see past his klutzy image. Or ranch dressing all over his face.” I smile.
“He hated that time in his life,” Annika says. “He was glad to move away.”
I nod. “I feel bad for my part in it.”
“He said you turned him down for a dance, but he understood. He said he would have turned himself down, too.”
I’m quiet, thinking about him. It must’ve been hard to have been teased like that, to be the laughing stock of the school. I’m glad I never participated in any of the taunts. But I’m ashamed I didn’t give him a chance and go to the dance with him. We probably would have had a nice time, although I don’t know how I would’ve handled having my dress ripped off by his bumbling feet in the middle of the dance floor. At least I would have worn better underwear than Miss Saggy Leopard Bra!
Yes, it’s a good thing Jason has finally grown into his limbs and himself. For everyone’s sake, especially his own.
“Are you looking forward to the track meet tomorrow?” asks Annika, polishing off her chocolate shake with a noisy slurp.
I shrug. I’m a little nervous because I don’t know if I’m ready. I’m not the fastest sprinter on the girl’s team, and I’m not the best distance runner either. I’m somewhere in the middle. I just don’t want to come in last, especially with Jason watching.
“It’s an away meet, right?” I ask.
“Yes,” replies Annika. “You should try to sit with Jason on the bus.”
We smile at each other before gathering up our trash. I like her. I just hope she can keep it light and easy. Knowing what I know, though, I doubt it. It’s only a matter of time before the dam bursts and she pours out all her troubles on me and hopes I can fix them.
I already know I can’t.
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The bus lumbers along, crawling up the 405 freeway in rush hour traffic. We’re on our way to Westchester for our first track meet as a team. Jason is sitting next to me. I’d kept my gym bag beside me on the seat until he got on the bus, then moved it in a not-so-subtle way as he walked up the aisle. He took the bait and sat next to me, giving me a sidelong glance and slight smile. My heart has been doing flip-flops ever since.
Annika, who passed by shortly after, gave me such a wide, conspiratorial smile that I was flooded with embarrassment. Could she make it any more obvious? But Jason seemed oblivious as the bus started up with a rumble, his head bent as he tied his shoe. I noticed his calves, hairy and strong-looking, and felt a tingle up my spine. What a hunk of a guy, and he’s sitting next to me!
Miranda sits up ahead, chatting with the coach. She doesn’t even know that Jason is next to me—hot Jason Brackmeyer—because she’s so far away and hasn’t looked back once. I wish we were still friends so I could see her excitement for me. The old Miranda would be thrilled that I’m sitting with the cutest guy in school.
Jason smells good, some sort of pine scent, fresh. His arm, muscular and tanned, lightly grazes mine every time the bus jostles. I look out the window, too shy and nervous to attempt conversation. He’s busy with his phone, checking the news and downloading songs.
He finally puts his phone down. “So what have you been up to, Winter?”
I glance over and catch him staring at me. His eyes are a deep velvety brown with impossibly long eyelashes. His lips are full, jaw square. He half-smiles at me, and I see the flash of one perfect dimple, something I’ve never noticed before. I’m absolutely tongue-tied. He raises his eyebrows at me, waiting.
“Not much,” I say, attempting a casual tone.
“You seem distracted lately, doing your own thing. Kind of in your own world at practice.”
“Yeah.” Surreptitiously, I rub my sweaty hands on my shorts, hoping he doesn’t notice how nervous I am. “I’ve had a lot on my mind. My best friend isn’t speaking to me.” I can’t exactly tell him that I’ve also been wrestling with a newfound psychic power, this minor problem of being able to read people’s minds.
“Bummer,” he replies.
I look at the back of Miranda’s blonde head and swallow. She’s in a deep discussion with Coach Ted, moving her hands in the animated way she does whenever she’s excited about something. I wonder what they’re talking about. I don’t know Miranda anymore, it seems. A few weeks ago I would have known exactly what she was talking about with the coach because I would still be part of her life, her thoughts, her worries. But now she seems almost like a stranger. It’s hard to believe that life can change so quickly, without warning. I wish I’d never told Miranda about my power.
“Are you ready for the meet?” Jason asks.
His eyes are something else. They’re dark and soft with just a hint of mischief in them, a sexy twinkle that could make a girl lose her mind. It’s not fair his eyelashes are longer than mine. But thank God for contact lenses, the universe’s gift to the world in the form of Jason Brackmeyer’s eyes. Now those perfect eyes are no longer hidden behind two inches of scratched glass and lopsided Aviator frames (before the fad became a fad again).
Uh, where were we? Oh yeah, the meet.
“I guess I’m ready. I’m running the 100 meter dash. How about you?” I ask in a nonchalant manner, pretending I don’t want to bury my nose in his neck and cover him with kisses. I would give anything to feel his strong arms around me. My body is practically crackling with electricity at his nearness.
“I’m doing the 200 meter and the 400 relay,” he says. “I’m looking forward to it. I won some races at my old school. It’s a cool feeling.”
“Where was your other school?” I ask.
“San Diego. My parents moved there because of my dad’s job change, but then they split up and I moved back.”
“Sorry,” I reply.
He shrugs and looks away. “No biggie. It was a long time coming.”
We sit in silence as the bus bounces along. There is a buzz of excitement as people around us chat and laugh. Anticipation crackles in the air as everyone readies themselves for the meet. For me, the meet is a distant thought. All I can think about is Jason Brackmeyer’s leg touching mine.
“I’m glad I moved back, though,” Jason says. He’s fiddling with his phone, turning it over and over in his hands. I see a flash of the former awkward Stumblemeyer in his movements and, for a moment, I almost expect him to drop the phone. As if sensing my thoughts, Jason suddenly shoves the phone in his pocket.
“Why are you glad to be back?” I ask. “It doesn’t seem like a particularly special school.”
“It’s not necessarily the school that I was glad to see again but some of the people in it.” He looks at me pointedly, and my face gets hot.
“I . . . um . . . but didn’t you hate some of the people too?” I stammer stupidly. “You know, because of the Stumblemeyer thing.”
Jason’s jaw clenches briefly and he glances away. “Yeah, that sucked. People were really immature. But you were always one of the nice ones.”
“I was? But I said no to the dance,” I blurt. Crap. Why did I say that?
He meets my eyes. A tingle—no, a lightning bolt really—zaps my heart.
“I expected it, actually. But a guy can hope, you know? I always had a crush on you.”
My hands are clammy, my mouth dry. Those familiar butterflies do loop-di-loops in my stomach. “You did?” I ask, instantly mortified at the shrill hopeful tone in my voice.
Jason gazes at me, that adorable half-smile on his face. His dimple slays me. “But you’re hard to get,” he says.
“I don’t know what you mean by that.” Our eyes lock. I am lost in the brownness of his eyes, unable to speak another word. Just like in the damn movies, everything else fades away. I want to kiss him more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life, including getting back my friendship with Miranda or my boobs growing another cup size. But at the same time, I’m afraid. Terrified, in fact.
I can’t kiss Jason. Not like this, not with this power.
I sit frozen, unable to move. The air hangs thick between us.
The moment passes and Jason looks away, breaking the spell. He pulls his phone out again.
“I’m not hard to get,” I say quietly. I don’t know if Jason hears me or not. The bus has gotten noisier as we approach our destination, the chattering elevated to a mid-level roar. People are practically shouting to each other as they discuss the latest pop culture news and what events they’ll be competing in, in that order. I hear Billy call out to someone, “Dude, if we win, bong hits are on me! I’ve got Chronic, too—none of that crappy shit.”
Jason is busy checking emails. I’m stung, wondering what’s up. Then he glances at me for a brief instant, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth and an expression that says he heard.
For a moment, I’m overcome with joy. Little bubbles float from my brain down to my chest. Then my heart sinks like a stone.
I can’t kiss Jason.
Not now. Not ever.
It would ruin everything.
***
The runners line up for the men’s 200 meter race, our team in maroon, the other wearing Westchester orange. They are like a group of poised, taut cheetahs, ready to pounce. The gun goes off, and Jason sprints down the track, his long tanned legs a blur of masculine energy. I cheer on the sidelines with the rest of the team. Kirby is right on Jason’s tail, a look of angry determination darkening his features. He’s not used to having anyone beat him, and his expression says that he sure isn’t going to let effing clumsy Stumblemeyer win the race, even if they are on the same team. Billy trails the pack, his face twisted in a grimace as he desperately tries to keep up.
The guys, six of them in total, are a blur as they race around the half track toward the finish line. Jason’s arms are pumping like Ls next to his lean body, biceps flexed.
He pulls out ahead. He is the picture of sheer gorgeousness. The girls on our team cheer shrilly like a bunch of groupies. There’s no way they’re cheering for anyone else but Jason with his Abercrombie good looks. He’s two heads taller than most of the other guys he’s running with and is out in front of the pack by several feet, his stride determined and confident.
He’s clearly a natural athlete, graceful and strong at the same time. He has to win the race. It just wouldn’t seem right otherwise. Part of me prays the old Stumblemeyer won’t suddenly lose his footing over the finish line, but I shrug the thought away. Jason looks pretty damn sure-footed right now as he races toward the finish line. He’s going to get first place, and make it look easy.
He does, by a huge margin. It’s almost as if there were two races: his, and everyone else’s. Our team rushes over to Jason, congratulating him with pats on the back, whoops and cheers. His head peeks over the crowd of people surrounding him. I want to push my way through the throng so I can be with him, looking up into his triumphant, proud face. Instead I hold back, not wanting to be seen as one of the groupie girls who are now clustered around him, giggling like a bunch of cheerfully-masked, blood-thirsty hyenas.
Annika comes to stand next to me. “That was a great race.”
Jason catches my eye amid the chaos and throws his hands up with a look that says, “Help!”
I burst out laughing, just as Billy Timmons walks by muttering to himself.
He glares at me. “Fuck off, Winter. You didn’t win your race, either.”
I start to protest my innocence, but he hocks a loogie at my feet. I jump back but the slimy mucus wad hits my shoe with a nasty splat. Annika gasps.
 Billy glares from me to Annika. “Bitches.”
“We weren’t laughing at you, Billy.” I wipe the spittle off my track shoe onto the grass. “You’re such a dick.”
He storms off.
“Wow,” says Annika. “He’s so angry. What is wrong with him?”
“Some guys just hate losing, I guess. Especially losers.” I snort.
Billy’s right, I didn’t win my own race, but it’s no big deal. I came in third. Annika came in first, and Miranda second. I’d congratulated Annika, who was beaming with a luminous joy, by giving her a warm hug right after the race. When I’d gone to hug Miranda, she’d turned abruptly and stalked off.
Now Miranda stands by the edge of the field drinking from her water bottle with an aloof air. I wonder what she’s thinking behind those dark shades. Does she miss our friendship at all? It doesn’t seem like it by the stiffness of her shoulders, the firm set of her jaw and the way her rosebud mouth turns down.
She looks a touch plumper, like she’s eaten too many Krispy Kremes, and it hits me again that she’s pregnant. Growing a baby inside her. It’s too unsettling for words. I want to go talk to her, to warn her about sprinting while pregnant. I think twice when she catches me looking at her and shoots me another dagger-glare. She stalks off, to where I don’t know, but apparently as far away from me as she can. Billy intercepts her and gives her a high five and a hug, apparently to congratulate her on the race. I cringe as I watch Miranda hug him back. His face, with that grinning maw of his, gives me the heebies. I want to shout, “Run! But not in the races. Use those fast track shoes to run from Billy. Run for your life!”
But I don’t. Instead, I can only watch helplessly as Billy pretends in his fake-chivalrous way to care about Miranda. He strokes her hair while gazing at her with a faux-tenderness in his red-rimmed smoker’s eyes. She’s eating it up like she always does. I desperately hope she won’t start blowing Victor off again for this jerk-wad.
“What does she see in that guy?” Annika asks. I shake my head in frustration, about to give her an earful, but Kirby Cahill walks up. He wraps his stocky arms around Annika from behind.
“Awesome job,” he says. “Can I get a congratulations hug? Maybe a kiss?” His hands linger a little too close to her breasts as he hugs her.
Annika yanks away. “No thanks,” she snaps. “You are not my type.”
Kirby gives a harsh laugh. “I’m everyone’s type. Unless you’re a lesbian prude.”
“Come on, Annika,” I say, pulling her toward the hydration booth. I hand her a Gatorade, and she takes it with her thin, pale hands. I notice they’re shaking.
Coach Ted stands nearby embroiled in a heated conversation with a large, unattractive woman with a hairy face and a scowl.
“Don’t deny it,” the woman is saying, pointing a finger close to his face. She stops when she sees us.
Coach Ted plasters on a grin and holds up a plastic bottle of green-yellow liquid, toasting us. “Nice job on the race, ladies.”
 “Thanks,” I say. Annika manages a smile, and Ted nods approvingly at her.
“First place, Miss Annika. Well done.”
The hairy lady—parent or administrator?—huffs loudly, presumably in annoyance at having her conversation interrupted. She turns on her heel and waddles away.
Kirby strolls up and approaches Coach Ted, asking something about the next race. Ted looks at the clipboard in his hand. They walk off together. Kirby winks over his shoulder, tauntingly, at Annika.
Prick.
Annika holds her water between clenched hands. She seems small and hunched. Familiar protectiveness surges through me.
“Are you okay?” I ask.
“I don’t know why guys like Kirby always seek me out,” she says in a trembling voice. “Do I have the word ‘target’ stamped on my head? I just don’t understand it.” Tears fill her eyes.
I don’t know what to say. I pat her awkwardly on the shoulder, not knowing whether I should hug her or not. She twists at the plastic bottle cap.
“Here, let me open that for you,” I say, taking it from her and unscrewing the lid.
She smiles wanly. “Thanks.”
“Don’t worry about Kirby,” I say. “He’s just a jerk. It’s not you. He does that kind of stuff to everyone.”
“But he keeps pestering me,” she says. “He won’t leave me alone.”
“Maybe you should tell Coach Ted.”
She shakes her head. “No, he and Kirby are buddies, you know? And do you see how Coach Ted leers at the girls? He is a coach. He shouldn’t be doing that. It is gross and creepy.”
I haven’t noticed Coach Ted leering, but then, I’ve been too involved with my own concerns to pay much attention to the rest of the team.
“I’m going to the bathroom to clean up and get myself together,” Annika says. “When is the next race?”
“Any minute. It’s the men’s relay. Jason’s running in it.”
Annika’s face lights up. “Oh good, I want to see him run again.”
As I watch her rush off toward the locker room, she strikes me as skinny and rabbit-like. Maybe that’s why she appears easy to victimize. She seems so vulnerable.
The race is announced over the loud speaker, and I push my way through the masses of people crowding the field. Crowds of athletes, parents, administrators, and bystanders all mill around, making it hard to get across the grass. I weave around people, pushing toward the starting block area, but it’s too late. The gun goes off and the crowd begins cheering. I crane my neck past the bodies but can’t get a good view of the track.
I figure if I can’t see the start of the race, then maybe I can see the finish. I make my way to the other side of the track, but again, the crowds make it difficult. I push and jostle my way through the people until I’m at the finish line. Luckily, it’s the best view of the track.
Jason is racing home with the baton in his fist. As he comes barreling down the track, dust kicking up behind him and the crowd going wild, time slows for me like some dang romantic movie. All I see is his body glistening in the sun, his gorgeous face set in fierce determination, and his strong legs. Oh, those legs. They’re carrying the most amazing guy I’ve ever seen closer to me, and my blood surges so hot in my veins that I become dizzy. I could seriously pass out right here on the field.
He crosses the finish line and the noise is wild around me. Someone shouts that he’s broken the record. I’m jostled closer to him as he crouches, bent over and winded, trying to catch his breath. Teammates slap him on the back, chanting his name above the fray.
He looks up, grinning and triumphant. His eyes are dancing with excitement and victory as people shout above each other to catch his attention. He looks straight at me, into my very soul. I smile, overcome with shyness, and look away. When I look back, he’s staring at me in a way that stops my breath. He did it for me, I realize. He won that race for me. I don’t know how I know this, but I do.
As I wait for the hoopla surrounding Jason to die down, I look around for Annika. I want to share in the excitement with her. She is nowhere to be seen, though, probably lost in the crowd somewhere. After a few minutes, the “fan club” around Jason starts to disperse, and I make my way over to him.
He’s busy wiping his face off with a towel. His shoulders glisten with sweat as he towels off his damp hair. I touch his arm. Again, there’s that electric crackle between us.
“Hey,” he says. We look at each other for a long minute, smiling.
“You did great,” I say.
“Come on, let’s go somewhere less hectic.” He grabs my hand and leads me off the track. People clap him on the back, congratulating him as we go. We find a quiet place at the far end of the field, next to a chain link fence and some flowering bushes.
“It’s quieter here,” he says, leaning against the fence and pushing his damp hair back from his face. That gesture always slays me.
His eyes meet mine, and I’m tongue-tied, the butterflies flipping all the way up into my throat. He reaches down and picks a sunshine-colored daisy from a nearby bush. He hands it to me with a shy look that makes my insides melt. I take the flower, and my heart clenches in nervous excitement. The first flower a guy has ever given me! A simple, perfect daisy. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.
“How about a congratulatory hug?” he asks, and before I know it, his strong arms encircle me, pulling me close. The world drops away as it always does when I’m with him. I lean into him, his body pressing close to mine, and I breathe in his scent. I’m about to let myself become completely enveloped in him, but something stops me. Reluctantly, I pull away. The moment somehow doesn’t feel right, and it’s not because I can’t let him kiss me.
An uneasiness has been creeping into my heart, and I can’t shake it.
Annika.
I haven’t seen her since she went to the bathroom before the race. She wasn’t cheering for Jason with the rest of the team, which is strange because I know how much she’d wanted to see him run. Maybe she’s still in the bathroom, upset?
“I’m worried about Annika,” I blurt out. “Have you seen her?” I know I’m killing the moment, but I’m unable to stop myself.
A flash of disappointment crosses Jason’s face. He shakes his head. “I haven’t seen her since her race. I’ve wanted to congratulate her on her win.”
“She went to the bathroom a while ago.” Has she been in there all this time? Maybe she’s hanging out there, sitting on the benches nearby? I squint toward the large, gray locker room, hoping to catch sight of her. I don’t see her. I stand on my tiptoes and shade my eyes against the sun, trying to catch glimpse of her on the crowded field. She’s usually not hard to miss with her white-blonde hair and cute gait.
“I hope she’s okay,” I murmur.
“Why wouldn’t she be?”
“She was upset about something Kirby Cahill did.”
Jason’s jaw clenches. He, like me, clearly feels protective of Annika.
A niggling worry is building in my chest. “I think I should go check on her,” I say.
“I’ll go with you.”
We stride toward the locker rooms at the opposite end of campus. I have visions of Annika alone and crying herself sick on the toilet, or worse. I worry that after the way Kirby roughly touched her, all of her demons might surface. Maybe he triggered something and she’s in a terrible emotional state right now, unable to leave the bathroom. I vow to help her, to be a good friend, even if it means letting her unburden herself about her past. I decide then and there to help her with her troubles, even though it scares me and feels overwhelming. I need to be there for her no matter what: a shoulder to cry on, an understanding ear, whatever she needs.
That’s what good friends do.
I wish I’d done it sooner.
I pick up my pace. Jason is frowning, striding purposefully by my side. He’s probably wondering what Kirby Cahill did to make Annika run off and stay in the bathroom so long. I wonder if he feels it too, this strange sense of doom. It’s almost like an unreasonable panic, and I can’t explain it. We race toward the thick brick building at the far edge of the field.
A girl wearing the other team’s colors—pumpkin orange and black—runs toward us across the pavement. A shrill scream erupts from her O-stretched mouth as she races across the lawn, her arms flailing and eyes wild. Her face is a mask of pure terror.
“There’s a dead girl in the shower!” she screams. “Oh migod, omigod!”
More screams follow, then shouts. Mass chaos erupts. People run from the brick building. Others run toward it. Coach Ted pushes his way toward the locker room. A runner from the other team blocks the door, holding people off. Some people crane their necks around the bathroom door, trying to get a glimpse of the dead girl. Others run off in all directions, their faces stricken with fear.
A scream rises up in my throat. I stumble woodenly toward the bathroom. It seems a mile away. A shrill noise burbles out of my lungs, an otherworldly sound I hardly recognize as my own voice.
It can’t be Annika. Not Annika. It can’t be!
Jason catches me. He blocks my path. He grabs me by the shoulders and pushes me to the side. “You can’t go in there. You don’t know what you’ll see.”
The wailing of distant sirens grows louder.
“What if it’s Annika? Oh, Jason!” I’m sobbing uncontrollably, stifling the urge to scream and scream and scream. It is a completely animalistic feeling. Panic overwhelms me, closing off my throat and choking me. I collapse and Jason holds me up, my anchor
His face is grim. He holds me tightly in his arms. “I hope it’s not her. God, I hope not.” He rubs the back of his neck, a nervous gesture I’ve seen him do when he’s agitated. His hand is shaking, the only other sign that he’s upset.
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It is Annika.
She was found dead on the shower floor, soaking wet, her track shorts around her ankles and her underwear missing. She must’ve been strangled, said the girl who first discovered her, because her neck looked broken and was at a weird angle. Bruises were already forming, big black ones on her thighs and neck. And her eyes. They were wide open, staring out with the vacant, glassy look of someone whose spirit is gone. On her face, people whispered, was an awful combination of fear and sadness, etched into the skin around her grimacing mouth and those chilling, empty eyes.
The rest of the meet is immediately cancelled. I find myself shivering next to Jason in the cold, sterile gym. Both track teams are huddled on the bleachers, and no one is allowed to leave. We are all being interrogated by the police.
Jason and the others who were in the men’s relay are cleared. If people can corroborate seeing each other at the race or during the window of time before Annika’s body was found, then they are also temporarily cleared. Kirby and Billy and some of the others are corroborated by their buddies, which upsets me. Don’t the police realize some kids might cover for each other, because that’s what teenagers do? And who’s to say the killer didn’t murder Annika right before the relay, in the window of time after she left me? The police don’t seem to think so, though, because the bathroom is in use so much. They believe the killer got to Annika when everyone else was distracted by the race.
I’m not sure what to think.
I watch Kirby joking with his friends in a cavalier but subdued way—his cockiness not diminished one bit by the event—and wonder if he or one of his buddies did it. My eyes turn to Billy who is glassy-eyed as usual and huddled in the corner with his stoner friends. What if he smoked some bad stuff and snapped? Anything’s possible.
Right now, everybody looks guilty to me, cleared or not.
Each person on the team is taken to a corner of the gym and interviewed and re-interviewed separately while different police officers take notes. It’s a slow process, and soon I’m bleary-eyed and exhausted with waiting. Around me, girls sob quietly on the bleachers, hugging each other. Their muffled sounds echo through the large gym, bouncing off walls and lending an eerie sound to the quiet. Guys stand around looking confused and aimless, not knowing what to do with themselves. Everyone eyes everyone else, wondering if the killer is sitting among us.
When it’s my turn, I’m ushered to the corner of the auditorium where the interrogation center has been set up. The interviewing cop has a handlebar mustache coated with bits of food—a powdered donut?—and his partner is a worn-out looking woman with red hair pulled into a severe bun. Her hair is so tight that her ears stick out and her eyes are yanked back as though the result of a bad facelift.
“Name?” the handle-bar cop asks.
“Winter Reynolds.”
He writes it down. The female cop assesses me with intense gray eyes. She must do this to everyone, but it unnerves me. Do they know I was one of the last people to talk to Annika?
“How do you know the deceased girl?” Handlebar asks.
Deceased. The word hits me like a shovel to the face. I swallow hard, fighting back tears. “She was my friend. From the track team.”
“Did you speak to her before she died?”
“Yes.” The word catches in my throat, and Handlebar looks at me over his glasses. He and Red exchange a glance.
“What was your conversation about?”
“She was upset about something a guy on the track team did. Kirby Cahill.”
Handlebar leans back. “Ah, yes. Mr. Cahill already told us about the incident. Seems the young lady wasn’t too fond of his advances.”
“No, she wasn’t,” I say, pressing my hands against the portable table. “He was harassing her.”
“Witnesses have said they had a mild discussion which ended amicably,” says Red. “We couldn’t find one person to say a bad word about Mr. Cahill. Do you have other information?”
Anger wells up inside me. Why aren’t they taking a good look at Kirby? “He was always pestering her. He wouldn’t leave her alone!” There is a shrill urgency in my tone.
Handlebar looks at me again over his glasses, a pointed blue-eyed stare. “Young lady, are you implying something we should know about it? Don’t beat around the bush.”
“Well, he . . . he kept bothering her. And he does that to a lot of us! He’s not a nice guy.”
Handlebar chuckles. “Miss Reynolds, that is not enough to go on. And off the record, let me just say that boys will be boys. Do you blame a young male for wanting the attention of young females such as yourself and . . . the deceased?”
The deceased. Why does he have to keep referring to Annika like that, like she’s . . . dead?
A sob escapes me involuntarily. I clamp my hand over my mouth, closing my eyes against the hot, smarting tears.
I open my eyes to see Handlebar and Red looking at me sympathetically.
“Miss Reynolds,” Handlebar says, “I don’t mean to imply that your assessment of the matter isn’t valid. However, you need to know that your statement about Mr. Cahill contradicts the overall picture. He seems to be one of the best-liked athletes in your school. In fact, your coach had nothing but glowing words about him.” He jots a few things down, pushes a pen toward me, and nods toward the paper on the table.
I nod and mumble thank you. What the hell am I thanking them for? To them, Annika is just another day in the job. The deceased. Not a person anymore. I mechanically sign the form—my statement apparently—and they tell me I can go. They’ll call me if they have any other questions.
I walk back to the bleachers in a daze, my legs moving robotically like numb, rubber stumps. Jason pulls me close and wraps his sweatshirt around me.
“Are you okay?” he asks.
I shake my head.
There’s nothing else to say.
***
Afternoon turns to evening, and then it’s dark out. Finally, the police start letting some of us go to the bus. Others are picked up by parents. When the police are finished interviewing everyone, Coach Ted does a head-count, and then we’re on our way home. Our dark, somber bus ride is punctuated by muffled sobbing. Coach Ted tries to say a few words to the team, something about how we need to honor Annika in all future races, but he just ends up sounding stilted and insincere because, really, nothing can be said. Even he looks culpable to me, with his shifty eyes and fake-sounding words.
I am numb. Sobs escape me intermittently. It’s as if I’m in some horrible, twisted nightmare. Jason sits quietly next to me, lost in thought. I look around the bus at all the grim faces, and every single person appears guilty to me. The killer could be among us, sitting here on this bus after having choked the life out of my friend.
People keep saying it must be someone from the other team, but I’m not so sure. Right now, everyone looks like a suspect. Kirby Cahill is busy playing a video game. He doesn’t seem much bothered by what happened, just going about his business as usual, except with less gregariousness. He was double-cleared by Coach Ted and vice versa. Maybe they really are a team—a “bromance,” as Miranda would say—and Annika was right about their solidarity.
Coach Ted is staring out the window. He was probably a handsome guy in his younger days, but now he just looks like any other middle-aged graying man. The problem is, he acts like a teenager, joking and jostling with the jocks on the team as if he’s still seventeen. I remember his grin when he told Annika he was proud of her for winning. Did I see the hint of a perverted gleam in his eyes? It’s possible. Right now, he looks like a disgusting old man to me. I can almost picture him ripping off Annika’s shorts. I wouldn’t put it past him.
My eyes turn to Billy. He’s sitting across from Miranda, whispering with a buddy. When we got on the bus after the interrogation, Billy smelled thickly of pot. What if he, in his drugged state, followed Annika into the bathroom and killed her? He was pissed when he thought we were laughing at him. I could see him murdering someone in a rage because of his anger issues and home life.
I study Miranda, sitting by herself and looking out the window. She was jealous of Annika. What if she . . . no, it’s impossible. She would’ve had to stage the killing to look like a rape. I shake off the thoughts. I must be losing my mind. Miranda would never do something like that! I’ve known her all of my life. Or do I really know her? Anything seems possible right now.
I lean back and close my eyes. It’s late, and I’m exhausted and dizzy with grief. My mind is in overdrive, spinning in circles. I just want to get home. Mom had sounded frantic with worry when I’d called her and told her what happened.
“There’s a killer loose!” she’d shrieked. “I’ll come get you. I don’t want you riding back on that bus alone.” But I’d reassured her I would be okay because Jason was with me.
And he is. Jason is with me. He sits next to me like a friend. Like someone I can lean on.
Someone I can trust.
***
While the bus jostles me, I have weird, fragmented dreams of Annika, of her eyes staring out at me from her dead body. “Help me,” she whispers. “Help me.”
I jolt awake. It isn’t just a nightmare. She’s really dead. I’m here on this bus with Jason next to me, looking out the window. It’s dark, people are crying and whispering around me, and we’re pulling into our school parking lot. And Annika is gone.
A sob escapes me. Jason turns quickly.
“I can’t believe it,” I say, tears rolling down my cheeks.
“I know,” he says. “I can’t wrap my head around it, either.” His eyes are red, and I wonder if he’s been crying, too. “Who would want to hurt someone so sweet?”
We look at each other with the same question on our minds. Yes, who?
As I file off the bus, I see Mom outside pacing with the other hordes of parents. She grabs me and hugs me tightly, stifling a sob. We stand like this for a good long minute. Normally, I would be embarrassed by my mother hugging me in front of the whole track team, but that silliness suddenly seems unimportant right now.
Jason says goodbye and lopes off in the direction of his car. As Mom helps me with my gym bag, Miranda walks up. Her face is wet and contorted. She throws her arms around me and hugs me tightly, the way she used to when we were friends. I hug her back, and then we’re both crying uncontrollably about Annika. Her small body is wracked with sobs, and I’m sorry I ever doubted her.
“Honey, I’ll meet you at the car,” my mom says gently. She grabs my gym bag and throws a hopeful, worried look over her shoulder. She knows how much I’ve missed Miranda.
Miranda stares at me with a mascara-streaked wet face. “You have to find out who did this,” she whispers. “You’ve got to use your power.”
My heart stops. “No.” I shake my head. “No way. It ruined our friendship. It’s gotten me into trouble. It’s a dangerous thing. I’m afraid of it now.”
“Don’t you see? You could find out who did this to Annika.” She grabs my arm urgently. “She deserves justice.”
I blink. “What am I supposed to do, go around kissing everyone?”
“Yes, exactly.”
We stare at each other. I’m dumbfounded. On the one hand, she makes sense. On the other, I’m terrified. What can of worms would I be opening?
“Are we friends again?” I ask.
“Let’s see if your power still works,” she says, and pecks me on the lips. Flash! I see her remorse, her sadness, her loneliness. She really missed me and wants our friendship back. She’s forgiven me about Billy. She doesn’t like him anymore, anyway. She’s in love with Victor. And she’s still going to have the baby.
“Does Victor know about the baby?” I ask.
Miranda smiles. “Looks like your power is still working. Yep, Victor knows. He also knows it’s Billy’s. He doesn’t care. He said we can get married and raise it as our own.”
“But you’re only seventeen. Aren’t you scared? What if Victor changes his mind?”
Miranda shrugs. She looks strangely serene on the topic. “All I know is that I love Victor and want to have this baby. It’ll all work out.”
“But what about college?”
“I guess I’ll have to go to night school after the baby is born.”
“Do your parents know?”
Miranda doesn’t answer. She doesn’t have to tell me; it’s obvious by her expression that her parents don’t know. She won’t be able to keep this secret for much longer, though, not even with all of the baggy clothes she’s been wearing.
Being with Miranda like this feels comforting, familiar. For a moment, talking with her reminds me of old times. Almost. Except everything has changed. Miranda is no longer the ambitious, Ivy-league bound student but a pregnant, unwed teen. I’ve got a strange power that I don’t know what to do with. Jason Stumblemeyer is now the hottest guy in school and has eyes only for me.
And Annika, sweet doe-eyed Annika, is dead.
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Annika’s parents fly her body back to Sweden to have her buried in their hometown. There is talk of having some sort of memorial for Annika here in the States, but nothing ever materializes. In the weeks that pass, no one is arrested for Annika’s murder, although word has it that some shot-putter from Westchester is the main suspect. He missed his metal ball throwing event and was seen going into the men’s bathroom around the same time Annika went into the women’s.
The autopsy report states Annika died during an attempted sexual assault, but no DNA turned up on the rape kit. She put up a fight, apparently, due to the bruises on her legs and arms. Her panties were not found, so there’s speculation the killer took them.
Annika’s mother releases a statement saying the panties were part of a monogrammed set of custom-made silk underwear that had been sent from her grandparents in Sweden, and if anyone locates a pair of panties like that, to please contact the police immediately.
I go about my days in a funk. Life resumes without Annika in it, and it doesn’t seem fair. Within a few weeks, her name isn’t mentioned as much as before. People go about their lives, talking about the trivialities of grades, football games, homecoming, who’s having sex with whom, and which teachers suck donkey balls. Jason is on my periphery, sitting gloomily with me during practice, texting and calling after school, but we don’t spend much time together because we’re both so messed up.
I knew Annika better than anyone because I saw into her soul. I feel so alone in my singular type of grief.
All I want to do is stay in my room and sleep. My grades slip, but I don’t care. The goal of college seems trivial now that my friend is dead. I don’t even return Miranda’s calls because I can’t handle talking about anything. Nothing makes sense, and I can’t shake the doom that now follows me wherever I go. I keep coming back to the unfairness of life and how Annika didn’t deserve to die. Especially not like that. She’s just gone, and it feels so weird, so wrong. Is this all there is? Do we just go about our lives, eat our burgers, brush our teeth, worry about silly things, and then one day simply disappear? Die? Gone—poof? Just like that? Life, and all the people in it, suddenly seems so fragile.
Mom seems distracted and worried. One night while I’m buried under the covers sobbing, she comes in to check on me. She strokes my forehead then kisses me lightly on the lips. Flash! Her mind is filled with anxiety and a deep concern for me. I see how exhausted she is, how worn down by her job at the store, and how her hopes for me and my future are the only things that keep her going. I’d never realized Mom hung so much of her dreams on me. She has always seemed so practical, so unsentimental, just taking care of the necessities and doing what needs to be done. But in the kiss, I see her lifetime of disappointments and heartache flash across her mind in a montage of images. They are raw and painful, so much so that my body begins to physically ache.
Then I see myself through her eyes: a laughing, exuberant, energetic teenager. Carefree, happy, something Mom wishes she could be. I have my whole future ahead of me: college, a good job, marriage to a nice man, children, a nice home . . . all of the things Mom wished for herself at one time but has given up on. She has passed her old hopes for herself on to her future hopes for me. It’s why she works so hard every day and never looks up, just pushes ahead.
I never knew how much she had tied up in me. I’d always thought I was just a pain in her ass. Now I see there’s nothing she wants more than for me to be happy. If I’m happy, then she is at peace. If I’m sad, like now, then she’s filled with anxiety and worry. She can barely sleep. She is scared for me, hoping I’ll snap out of it, hoping I’ll move on with living a good, happy life that can both honor my friend and my own life’s purpose.
I always thought Mom’s fears caused her to believe the worst about me. Instead, in her thoughts I see love, nothing but pure love wrapped around me, her daughter.
It surprises and shakes me to the core.
“Good night, honey,” she says before closing the door to my darkened room. She has no idea I just saw into the depths of her soul, that I saw it all in one instant when she lightly brushed my lips with her own. Tears burn my eyes and throat. I lie there in the dark for what seems like hours, my mind racing. I think about how hard Mom is working for me, how much she loves me, and how I can’t let her down. I think about Annika and what she would want me to do on her behalf, if she knew I had this power. I see her dark eyes imploring me to solve her murder: “It’s unfair, so unfair. I had my whole life ahead of me.”
I remember Miranda’s words about using my power to bring Annika justice. I think about Jason, adorable, kind-eyed Jason who left a flower on my doorstep this morning. I knew it was from him, even though there hadn’t been a note. It was a bright yellow daisy with a long stem.
It’s early morning, and I haven’t slept a wink. Suddenly, though, I’m more energized than I have been in weeks. I throw back the covers and go to my closet. I pull on my jeans and warmest sweater, then grab my tennis shoes. I tiptoe into the kitchen, stuff a banana into my backpack, and sneak out the door, hoping I haven’t awakened Mom. I rush across the grass to my designated parking space, climb into my cold car and turn on the engine. I hit the wipers to clear the condensation, and back out.
Miranda’s house sits at the end of a large cul-de-sac, a regal white Colonial with a sweeping driveway and brick walkway. I turn off my headlights before I pull into her driveway. I sit in my car and type her a text: Can’t sleep. When you get this message, come outside. I’m on your driveway.
I expect to wait awhile, until Miranda wakes around her usual time of 7:00, so I’m surprised when her front door immediately opens and she appears. She’s dressed in white flannel dog-print PJs, her disheveled hair tossed up in a messy bun. She races across the wet grass in bare feet and hops into my car.
“I couldn’t sleep either,” she says. “Not for weeks now.”
“Annika?” I ask. She nods.
I notice the slight swelling of her belly under her pajama pants. “You’ve got a cute tummy,” I say.
She smiles in a distracted way. “Thanks. I’m trying to figure out how to tell my parents.”
“They still don’t know yet?”
She shakes her head. She has dark circles under her eyes. “I’m surprised they haven’t figured it out yet with how much I rush to the bathroom to throw up. They probably figure it’s bulimia or something. Which I’m sure my mother would prefer over . . . this.” She looks down as she places her hand on her swelling belly.
I don’t know what to say. It’s hard to picture fun-loving Miranda at home with a baby. I wonder what her parents are going to do when they find out.
“Does Billy know yet?” I ask.
“He wants me to have an abortion, but I refuse. I want to have this baby. It’s a life, you know? Someone to love. But Billy said if I keep it, he’ll deny it’s his. He doesn’t want any part of it.”
“Typical,” I say.
She sits quietly for a minute, then she looks over at me. “How are you? I haven’t seen much of you at school these past few weeks. You’ve been missing a lot lately. When I called yesterday, your mom sounded really worried about you. She said you’ve been depressed.”
I nod. “I can’t stop thinking about Annika. It’s nightmare I can’t wake up from.” I take a deep breath. “But it finally hit me tonight that you’re right. I need to do it—kiss people to find out what they know. If someone on our track team killed her, then I can discover who it is. It’s wrong that there’s been no progress in solving this crime. People seem to be forgetting about it.”
“They’re not forgetting. They just don’t know what to do.”
“Well, that’s been my problem, too. I’ve felt helpless. But now I realize I can do something. Or at least try.”
“So you’re really going to do it?” A glimmer of excitement springs into Miranda’s eyes.
“Yep. But I need you to help me come up with a plan.”
“Okay, but first you have to tell me about you and Stumblemeyer. I noticed you guys holding hands at the track meet. And I’ve seen the way he looks at you . . . wow.”
“You have?” I’ve been so caught up in Annika’s death and my swirling emotions I haven’t been much aware of anything outside of myself lately, not even Jason. Up until now I’ve felt guilty for even letting him cross my mind, for thinking of something positive in my own life, when I should be honoring Annika.
“He’s so gorgeous,” she says. “Everyone is talking about him. They say he’s going to break all Kirby’s records. Every girl I know has a crush on him.”
A twinge of jealousy—and alarm—pings me. What if Jason is swept away by someone else, someone who pays him more attention than I have been?
“He’s definitely cute,” I say. “Nice too. He left a daisy on my doorstep. Do you think that means he’s into me?”
“Duh! Why else?” Miranda leans in, excitement filling her voice. “Have you guys gone out yet? Have you kissed? I’m dying to know the details.”
“Well, Annika just died. I haven’t thought of much else, you know?”
She looks pained. “Of course. I just thought . . . well, anyway, you should ask him to go somewhere with you. Like on a date. Oh, and the homecoming dance is coming up. Do you think he’ll invite you?”
I hadn’t thought much about homecoming. I wonder if he’ll ask me. I doubt it, considering how I rejected him the last time he asked me to a dance.
“The dance is too far off to think about. But if we go out, I’m definitely not going to kiss him,” I say.
“Why not?” Miranda looks incredulous. Once again, I’m glad I’ve got the kissing power instead of her.
“Because I want to get to know him the normal way,” I say. “This is a pretty scary power. I’ve seen things I don’t want to see, that I shouldn’t be seeing.”
“Things I don’t know about?”
I nod.
She stares at me, eyes round. “Like what?”
I shrug, wondering how much to tell her. “Just stuff.”
“What kind of stuff?”
“Well . . . secrets. You wouldn’t believe the things people are carrying around with them.” I pause. “Like Annika.”
“Annika?” she whispers.
Should I tell her? I take a deep breath and continue on.
“I kissed her once, to find out if she liked Jason. I saw a lot of sadness. She was molested when she was a little girl. By an uncle. That’s why she wasn’t interested in Jason. She didn’t want a boyfriend at all. She was traumatized by her past. And then look what happened to her.” My throat is tight, and I swallow hard.
“Jeez,” says Miranda, exhaling. “Poor thing.”
We sit in silence for a while.
After a while, Miranda says, “We’ve got to figure out what to do. Even though Annika’s dead, we can still help her. We’ve got to find her killer.”
I shudder. “It’s going to be scary. And creepy.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll have your back. Where should we start? Should we track down that Westchester shot-putter first?” She chews her lip. “Or should we start with our track team? I heard Coach Ted was acting really weird the night after her murder. He went to a bar and got drunk and was crying about how much he loved her. Weird shit like that.”
A shiver runs down my spine. “Right now, everyone seems guilty to me. It’ll be nice to find out who’s innocent. I can’t stand this feeling of suspecting everyone.”
“I know what you mean. I’ve even wondered if Billy had a hand in it.”
I stare. “Billy?”
“I don’t know.” She shakes her blonde, tousled head. “He just has so many issues. I thought we could be friends after our breakup, but after he found out about the baby . . . well, he almost hit me.”
“Wow.” I draw in a sharp breath. “He’s certainly got a huge anger problem. He cursed at Annika and me after losing his race.”
“He’s got a screw loose. Victor has convinced me to stay far away from him.”
“Well, I’m not kissing him again, if that’s what you’re after.”
She flashes me a chagrined smile. “Don’t worry, he’ll be last on the list.”
“How are things with you and Victor, anyway?”
“He’s great.” Her eyes light up momentarily, then turn glum again. “I just wish the baby was his. It would be so cute with his dimples. I sometimes can’t stand the thought that it’s . . . you know. Billy’s. I try not to think about it.”
“Don’t worry,” I say. “You’ll love that baby more than anything when it’s here.”
She sighs. “Yeah, I know. The one good thing about all of this is that I’ve really learned about Victor’s character. He really loves me.”
I’m glad for her. I just hope Victor is in it for the long haul. I know firsthand what it’s like to be raised by a single parent, and it’s not easy.
We sit until it gets light outside. Both of us yawn. Thankfully it’s the weekend and we don’t have to go to school.
“I guess I should get in before my parents wake up,” says Miranda.
“I should go, too. If Mom finds me missing, she’ll panic.”
“Before I leave, we have to decide who you’ll kiss first. How about the Westchester shot-putter? He’s the main suspect right now.”
“Okay. We’ll have to find him.”
“And if he’s not the one, you’ll have to start kissing the others.”
It sounds daunting. Who knew that kissing could be turned into such a chore? “Okay. But what do we do when I find the killer?”
“Go to the police, duh.” Miranda twirls a loose strand of blonde hair, looking out the window. Her mind seems elsewhere.
“But what will I tell them? You know, to prove who did it. I can’t just say I read someone’s mind.”
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, the main thing is to find out who did it.” She glances toward the house. “I’d better get in.”
Sunlight glistens on the lawn, making it shimmer like a mirage. I rub my eyes. Things are starting to look hazy in the way they do when you’ve had no sleep. I suppress another yawn, putting the key in the ignition.
“So we have a plan?” Miranda asks.
I nod. “For me, anyway. We also need to work on a plan for you to tell your parents about the baby. Before they find out on their own.”
“I know.” Miranda sighs before closing the door. As she tiptoes up the walkway in her bare feet, I notice how small she looks, how young. Definitely too young to be having a baby.
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Before I have a chance to track down the Westchester shot-putter and lay a big fat wet kiss on him, word gets out that he’s been cleared. Now the police are again scrutinizing our track team, re-interviewing people and poring over evidence. Word is that the killer must be from our school, but the bumbling cops don’t appear any closer to solving the murder. This frustrates Annika’s parents and the whole town.
It’s Tuesday night, and I’m sitting with Jason in his room, listening to music. We’re supposed to be doing homework but haven’t gotten much done.
“I wonder if they’ll ever find the killer,” I say.
“Someone on our team probably did it,” Jason says, a dark expression on his face. “What a creepy thought. I haven’t been able to get it out of my mind.”
We’re quiet for a long moment, Annika’s memory between us. We’re on Jason’s bed, leaning back against pillows as vintage ‘80s music plays. His toes move to touch mine, as they’ve done a few times tonight. I tingle. I wonder if he knows how much my body craves to be touched by his. I long to kiss him, not so I can see what he’s thinking about right now (me?), but because I want to feel his lips on mine. Instead, I’m forced to be content just lying next to him with our feet touching.
“Let’s talk about something else,” he says. “I want to find out more about you.”
“You do?” I’m woozy at his words. Jason makes me so warm inside, so fluttery. The weirdest part for me is how comfortable I always feel when I’m around him. I feel I can just relax and be myself.
Jason balances his math book on his stomach which isn’t hard to do since his abs are perfect, like chiseled marble. He closes the book, casually shifting his body so he’s closer. His right arm is next to mine, the hairs touching my skin and giving me goose bumps. Our fingers lightly graze one another, and then intertwine.
“I can’t believe I’m sitting here with you,” he says.
If anything, I’m the one who should be flabbergasted that such a gorgeous guy is here with me.
“Why?” I ask, shamelessly digging for more.
He meets my eyes. My face heats up, tingles racing through my body. He averts his gaze and suddenly seems a bit awkward, like the old Stumblemeyer.
“Because you’re beautiful,” he says, still not looking at me. “And because I’ve liked you for so long. I used to watch you all the time, when we were freshmen. You seemed so sure of yourself, so confident in your own skin without being obnoxious like those popular girls. You just seemed . . . I don’t know . . . comfortable with who you are. The complete opposite of me.”
I long to stroke his face, to tell him I’m sorry for not seeing the amazing, kind-hearted guy behind Stumblemeyer’s goofiness. I wish I could turn back time. I would say yes to the dance and wouldn’t even care if I ended up humiliated in my underwear on the dance floor, because I would be with him. That’s all I want, is to be with him.
“You had the wrong image of me,” I say. “Because if I was really that confident, I would have gone to the dance with you. I’m ashamed that I didn’t. I always liked you and thought you were nice, but . . . well . . .”
“Don’t worry, I get it,” he says grimly. “I don’t hold it against you. I was going through a goofy stage. I can’t stand looking at my pictures from that time.”
“I’m just glad you gave me another chance,” I say. Our eyes meet and we smile at each other. Then he picks up his math book.
“We should probably get back to it,” he says.
I’m not feeling the calculus right now. I just want to bask in him.
I watch as he works through a few problems, the pencil moving deftly across his paper. He stops and looks quizzically at me. “Aren’t you going to study? We’ve got college applications due soon.”
“What colleges are you looking at?” I ask.
“I’d like to stay local, if possible. I’ve thought of UCLA or UC San Diego. Stanford would be awesome, but it’s up north. UCLA seems like the best bet since it’s the closest.”
“That’s the school I want to go to,” I exclaim. “I’ve always dreamed of it. I went to the campus once to visit a friend’s older sister, and it’s the most beautiful campus ever. The sculpture garden is amazing.” I don’t tell him that while I’ve hoped to go there, I can’t afford it if I do get accepted.
“Maybe we’ll go there together . . . . Who knows?” Jason says.
“Maybe,” I reply. We smile at each other and the electricity between us is palpable.
Something in me catches. I don’t want the situation to go further, to the point where we might kiss. I want our relationship to unfold naturally—a normal relationship—without my power coming into the picture. Can we even have a “normal” relationship if we don’t ever kiss? I don’t know. But somehow I’ve got to try. All I know is Jason can’t find out about my power because it would freak him out. And, learning everything about him too soon would freak me out.
Miranda would say that I just want to preserve the fantasy of him, that maybe I’m really afraid to see what’s in his mind. Maybe she’s right, but I don’t care.
I can’t kiss him.
Not now, not ever.
“What was it like living in San Diego?” I ask moving the conversation along.
“It was okay,” he says. “I liked our neighborhood. I had some cool friends on my block. My dad would drive us up to the mountains to go snowboarding. I really got into it. I think that’s where I learned how important it is to be athletic.”
“It is,” I say. “I’ve always liked exercise.”
“Yep,” he says. “Strength is everything.”
I mull this over. “You mean physical strength or all kinds of strength?”
“All kinds. Physical, mental, emotional. Without one, you’re out of balance. You need to be strong in all areas, but not the kind of kick-your-ass strength that gets guys into fights. I’m talking about something else. It comes from inside. We all know it when we see it. I’m still working on it myself.”
“You’re awfully deep for a high school guy,” I say, ribbing him.
“Pain breeds depth.”
This hits me, and I wonder if he’s right. The aftermath of Annika’s murder has been excruciating. Am I becoming a deeper person because of the pain? It’s an unsettling trade-off, because who wants to have pain in life? Being shallow seems like a worse sentence, though. I tell Jason this, and he smiles.
“You’re an interesting girl,” he says. “But I’ve always known that about you. I like how you’re always watching people, taking it all in. I’ve often wanted to ask what’s going on in that brain of yours.”
“Oh, you’d be pretty surprised,” I say.
“Would I?” He stares at me with those eyes. He’s so close that his body heat warms mine. Even the little hairs on my arms seem to be reaching toward him, begging for his touch.
Suddenly, we’re embracing. His hands move lightly over my arms, then caress my waist and hips. His lips are on my neck, and every single cell in my body is begging for him. His fingers run gently over my breasts, and I gasp. I’m a virgin but now I know what it means to want someone physically. My body is aching with desire, hurting in an unfamiliar yearning way as his legs intertwine with mine. He is on top of me, his hands running through my hair, touching my face. I stroke his muscular back, and rake my fingers through his thick brown hair, pulling him closer. I’m breathing hard, involuntarily, as if I’ve just run in a track meet. I open my eyes to see him staring down at me.
Up close, his eyes are the warmest brown velvet fringed with those impossibly long eyelashes. He has a bit of a five-o-clock shadow that gives him such a masculine edge. The funny thing is, he seems completely unaware of how good looking he is or his effect on girls. I suddenly feel terribly shy.
“You’re turning pink,” he says, his eyes showing the faintest twinkle. “Why?”
I shrug, embarrassed. “You know.”
“Do I?” he asks. His face moves imperceptibly close to mine, so close I can see the flecks of amber in his brown eyes. There is nothing I want more than for him to kiss me passionately, for our lips to join together. I gaze up at him. He stares back.
In him, I see everything I’ve ever wanted in a boyfriend. He’s kind, funny, good-looking, smart, incredibly sexy. I wonder if I could be in love with him. I’ve never felt something like this before. His mouth, his tantalizing lips, come closer to mine. I’m dying to kiss him. I almost give in. Then, at the last minute, I turn my head away. I move out from under him, pushing him off of me.
“I can’t kiss you,” I mumble.
He’s quiet. I steal a glance at him. His expression is pained, jaw clenched. He leans back against the pillow with a stiff, resigned air.
“No big,” he says, his expression stony.
“Jason, I . . .” I trip over my words, not knowing how to say I want to kiss him more than anything in the world but can’t because I care too much about him. I want to get to know him on his terms, letting him reveal himself to me in the way he wants. I don’t want to take a shortcut, to instantly find out what he’s thinking and feeling and who he is and what he wants to do in life. I want it to be a mystery.
I want it to be . . . right.
But how can I tell all this to him? Instead, I say nothing. I move close to him, stroking his arm to let him know I really do like him, that I’m not the “ungettable girl” he thinks I am. But he’s mentally gone from me, vigorously working his math problems with a furrowed expression as if I’m not in the room. When he glances up and catches me staring at him, his eyes are cold and masked—the eyes of any other distant and cocky guy.
“You should probably go,” he says. “I’ve got too much studying to do.”
“Okay,” I say hesitantly. Then, attempting a joke: “If we’re going to UCLA together, we should get cracking.” Hardy har-har. What a geek.
His expression is unreadable. He ushers me out of his room, down the stairs, and out the door. His mom is coming up the driveway with an armload of groceries. She looks startled.
“I didn’t realize you had a visitor, Jason,” she says, looking at me intently. She has a kind face, lined in the same way as my mother’s—the marks of a single mother struggling to raise a teenager. Her eyes are the same large brown ones as her son’s.
“Mom, this is Winter. We were studying together for the AP Calculus exam.”
“Nice to meet you,” his mother says, extending her hand with a smile.
“You too,” I say. Her hand is slight and warm in mine. She seems gentle.
“I’m glad Jason has a . . . friend. He’s been so lonely since moving back.”
Jason shifts uncomfortably, arms crossed. “Not lonely, Mom. Just adjusting, that’s all.”
She sighs and gazes at him. I see the same worried love in her eyes my mother has for me. Now I realize why Jason feels so familiar to me.
We both come from the same place.
When his mom goes into the house, Jason walks me to my car. We stand awkwardly for a moment. I search around in my mind for the right words, something to make it better, but don’t know what to say. He shifts his body, shoulders squared and arms still crossed, refusing to meet my eye.
“Guess I’ll see ya around,” he says, turning to leave.
“Jason, I’m sorry for—”
“Save it,” he replies curtly over his shoulder. Then he’s gone, bounding up the porch steps. The door closes behind him with a final-sounding clack.
I’m left standing on the curb, biting my lip and turning my keys over in my trembling hands. I wonder if I’ve completely blown it.
It sure feels like it.
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I’m sitting with Miranda in the quad the next day, eating tuna sandwiches—well, at least she’s eating. My stomach is in knots as we discuss what happened with Jason last night and who I should kiss first on the track team, in that order.
“It’s horrible,” I say. “I can’t kiss Jason, yet he’s the only one I want. Instead, we’re discussing which strangers I’ll be macking.”
“I know,” she says. “It sucks. But you have to do this. Our friend is dead.”
I bite my lip. She’s right, but how did I end up in this mess? Oh yeah, I can read people’s minds, the minor point being that I need to kiss them first.
Crap.
How am I going to do this without Jason finding out?
“I feel like puking,” I say, twisting the corner of my lunch bag. I do literally feel sick, my stomach rolling around like a paste-blob. It doesn’t help that I didn’t sleep last night.
“You’re doing the right thing, even if it doesn’t feel like it,” Miranda says, just as Jason walks up. He looks especially cute today in his shorts, baseball cap and athletic jacket. His legs are perfectly toned and muscular, like a Tour-de-France rider.
He sits down next to me on the bench and looks pointedly at Miranda. “Can I talk to Winter for a sec?”
“Sure,” she replies, gathering her things. She throws me a knowing glance before leaving.
Jason opens his lunch bag and pulls out a sandwich. He unwraps it slowly, peeling the plastic off the bread. I wait, watching him. He sits for a minute, staring at the sandwich, not meeting my gaze. Then he puts the sandwich down and looks directly into my eyes.
“I’m sorry.”
“You don’t need to be sorry about anything,” I say.
“I was rushing things. It wasn’t right.”
I look at his handsome face with its dimpled cheek and kind eyes. I long to tell him the truth but can’t. Instead I say, “Jason, I really like you, but I need to know you better before we kiss.”
“I want to know you, too. I’m willing to wait until you’re ready.”
“You are?” My heart does flip-flops and the butterflies start up again. I want to throw my arms around him but can’t, not with the whole school watching. As it is, I see girls throwing snarky glances my way. “What is Jason doing with her?” I can see them thinking, especially the popular ones who assume they can get any guy. One of them, Darcy Latimer, a blonde with fluffy hair and big bouncy boobs, is always staring at Jason, trying to get his attention. She’s on the cheerleading team and can’t seem to figure out why he doesn’t notice her. It seems to irk her, especially today with him paying all this attention to me. She sits on the grass nearby, whispering with her friends and staring in our direction. I try to ignore her glare, doing my best to focus on my conversation with Jason.
“It’ll be hard not to kiss you, but I can be patient,” Jason says, looking at me with those eyes. “It’ll be worth the wait. I bet your lips taste like strawberries.”
For a moment, I catch a glimpse of corny Stumblemeyer. He’s so cute, all goofy and gorgeous at the same time. A perfect, endearing combination.
“You like strawberries?” I ask, taking the bait.
“More than you know,” he replies, a gleam in his eyes. I make a mental note to buy some strawberry flavored lip gloss. Maybe I can rub it on my neck. Remembering the way it felt when he kissed me there sends tingles down my spine.
As if reading my mind, he leans in close to me. “Your skin smells good.”
I’m unable to speak, the breath squeezing out of my lungs as I resist the urge to pull his face close. It’s going to be unbearably hard to not give in to my total desire for him.
He leans closer, his lips grazing my neck. “There are other places besides your lips to explore.”
I nod, still unable to utter a word. His lips lightly brush the base of my throat, and hot bolts zap through my body. I swear I hear a collective gasp around me. The whole school must be watching. I look up to see Darcy Latimer glaring at me with a nasty, confused expression. Impulsively, I put my arms around Jason’s neck and nuzzle my face into him, giving Darcy a good dose of PDA.
Who cares if the whole school sees? He’s mine, be-otches, so back off!
“Come with me to the homecoming dance,” Jason whispers in my ear. I pull back and stare at him, my heart in my throat. I can hardly believe my ears.
“Really?” I ask, unable to hide the giddiness in my voice.
He nods, looking shy. I hope he’s not worried I’ll say no again. It’s as if he doesn’t realize how hot he is or that every girl in the school wants him. For some strange reason, he only has eyes for me. Well, I’m sure as hell not going to question it.
“I’d love to go with you,” I whisper, and tighten my arms around his neck. He pulls me close and we embrace for a long moment. We sit, smiling at each other until the bell rings and it’s time to hurriedly chow our sandwiches before rushing off to class.
In Spanish, I can feel Darcy staring at me from two seats over. I glance over and she makes a point of looking me up and down with her lip curled. Then she whispers to her cheerleader friend, loud enough for me to hear: “I don’t know what Jason Brackmeyer sees in her.”
I drop my head and pretend to be taking notes, but inside my stomach is twisted in knots. Maybe it’s only a matter of time before Jason realizes he can get someone popular like Darcy. It seems to really bother people like Darcy that Jason, who is now more popular than Kirby Cahill, is dating a “no one” like me. It messes with their heads somehow, their concept of a pecking order.
I don’t know what Darcy is so upset about anyway. After all, she’s dating Kirby Cahill. She’s got her own good-looking popular jock. Except her guy is a jock-ass, and mine is sweet with a good personality. Nice and handsome—yes, Jason has Kirby Cahill beat any day. It’s probably this realization that drives Darcy bonkers.
Darcy’s snide stage-whisper pierces my thoughts. “She’s just the flavor of the month. Probably a slut with easy-off pants.” The girls snicker.
Darcy raises her hand. “Mrs. Ramirez, what’s the Spanish word for ‘promiscuous’?” she asks, twirling a strand of hair around her finger, her eyes wide with feigned innocence.
Mrs. Ramirez doesn’t take the bait. “SeÑoritas, get back to work,” she says, frowning.
The girls pretend to obey, giggling under their breaths.
My heart thuds hard in my chest and my face grows hot. Out of the corners of my eyes, I see others staring at me. I keep my head down, pretending to study, but the page in front of me blurs.
Normally being called a slut wouldn’t bother me in the least. After all, I’m still a virgin and have hardly dated. Not exactly whore-material. But now, knowing I’ll be kissing as many guys on the track team as I can get my hands on, I wonder if Darcy is right. Maybe I am a slut. I already feel like one, since I’m planning on kissing other people besides Jason. It’s as if I’ve cheated on him already. A disgusting kissing ho.
I swallow hard, doodling in my notebook with the hope that mindless distraction will calm the roiling upset of my stomach.
When my eyes finally focus on the paper again, I realize I’ve drawn a broken heart.
***
At track, the guys give Jason a hard time. Gossip has flown around the whole school that we’re a couple. I overhear Kirby Cahill say to him, “She’s hot. Good choice, dude. Way better than Annika.” At that, Jason gets a dark, angry look on his face and says something to Kirby that I can’t hear. I’m surprised to see Kirby Cahill, the cockiest guy in school, defer to Jason and slink off with an embarrassed shrug.
The rest of the team treats me differently now, with a newfound respect. It’s as if I’m suddenly on the radar. Every time I look up from my stretches, I catch a guy looking at me appraisingly or a girl studying me, as though trying to pinpoint what attracts a guy like Jason Brackmeyer.
“You’re the It-Girl now, do you know?” says Miranda, pulling her toes toward her as we sit together on the dry grass. “Everyone is talking about you and Jason.”
“That’s crazy.”
“People have been whispering about it for a while, but now that you guys are out in the open, people are gossiping like crazy. Jason is the most coveted guy around, and you snagged him. People want to know the details. I’ve had so many people come up asking questions, it’s crazy.”
I’m flabbergasted. I knew dating a popular guy brings a certain amount of cachet to a girl, but I had no idea how much. It’s odd to know that being with Jason has suddenly made me “important” in the eyes of others, given me a certain validity. How lame. I haven’t changed. I’m still the same girl I was before. But that’s how it is in weird high-school-land. Nothing I can do about it. Might as well enjoy the perks that come with being Jason’s girl. Fortunately for me, he’s not only eye candy, but the sweetest guy ever. I’m electrified whenever I think about him, and I know I’m the luckiest girl in the universe. I vow to push nasty thoughts of Darcy and the others out of my mind. They’re just jealous.
“Back to the subject of solving Annika’s murder,” says Miranda.
My throat is dry. I swallow hard. “I don’t know about this, Miranda.”
How am I going to kiss other people without Jason finding out?
The thought of kissing anyone but him, especially since he said he’ll wait for me, makes me want to cry. I can’t imagine putting my lips on anyone else, even if it’s for a cause as important as finding Annika’s killer. My stomach is queasy, churning uneasily.
Miranda calmly stretches beside me, methodically going through the movements. “Think about Annika.”
Annika’s large eyes flash across my mind, imploring me to help her. I owe it to her, especially since I held back on our friendship, which fills me with such guilt. But what about Jason?
“I don’t know,” I say.
Miranda stops and looks at me. Her face is fuller, almost chipmunk-like. She’s wearing her usual baggy sweatshirt and to the outside world, probably looks as though she’s simply gained weight. But to me, she’s my pregnant friend, someone who is pretending to be brave when I know she must be scared shitless about her future. It dawns on me that maybe Miranda has a larger stake in my kissing power than meets the eye. It’s possible that through me, she’s trying to re-live some of her more carefree, reckless times in order to forget about her own problems for a while.
But this is my life we’re playing with.
And Jason’s.
“Don’t get cold feet,” says Miranda. “Annika deserves justice. She’s dead. And they still haven’t found her killer.”
She’s dead.
My eyes smart. I swallow a lump in my throat as I picture Annika’s sweet, doe-eyed face. If it were me in that cold ground instead of her, lying there alone in the dark coffin with my life stripped away from me—my future and dreams gone—what would I want?
I would want my life avenged. I would want justice. I would want someone to stop that son-of-a-bitch from ever hurting anyone again. I would want my life—and death—to mean something.
I meet Miranda’s eyes and force a nod. We both know what I have to do . . . but I’m not happy about it.
All I can do is hope that Jason will one day understand.
***
“Who should you kiss first?” Miranda says in a low voice as we round the bend of the track. I’m jogging at her slower pace. Even just trotting along, she’s out of breath. I don’t know if it’s okay for her to be running like this, but she insists it’s fine.
Jason is on the opposite side of the track, running with a group of guys. They’re bantering, laughing and joking, their whoops echoing across to us. Jason is so different than the shy guy he was a few years ago. He’s so confident, so sure of himself. He senses me staring at him, glances across the field, and gives me his special “look,” the one that makes my heart do somersaults. I smile and wave. He waves back. Happiness surges through me. I can’t wait until after school when I’m meeting him and Miranda at Fast Thru for free chocolate shakes, courtesy of Victor.
“I think you should kiss Coach Ted first,” Miranda says, interrupting my thoughts.
I cringe. “Please, no.” The thought of putting my lips on that leather-faced old man makes me want to hurl.
I’m almost ready to back out of the whole thing. This plan is a bad idea all the way around. I can’t risk losing Jason. Maybe I can buy some time to figure things out. More than anything, I wish the police would hurry up and find the killer so I don’t have to go around kissing people.
“Hey,” a voice says next to me. Jason has caught up with us. He’s wearing sporty sunglasses and a wisp of a smile.
I try to smile at him, but images of kissing others fill my mind.
“Why the look?” he asks.
I shake my head. “Nothing.” It’s as if I’m already betraying him with the thought of Coach Ted’s thin, scaly lips. I want to cry and gag at the same time.
“We were talking about Annika,” says Miranda.
“Oh.” Jason’s face falls. His jaw clenches as it always does when he’s gloomy or upset.
We jog along together in silence.
Then he nudges me, attempting a smile. It’s so sweet; he’s trying to make me feel better. Little does he know that I was just discussing which guys to kiss instead of him.
I blink hard and push my sunglasses closer to my face.
“Hey, I need to let you know I’ll be gone next week,” he says.
I’m caught off guard and slow my pace. “Why?”
“There was a snow dump in the mountains and my dad took some vacation time so we can go snowboarding. It’s our annual thing. I’m heading down to San Diego this weekend so we can drive up together.”
“What about school?” I ask. Miranda trots beside us, puffing as she listens to our conversation.
Jason shrugs. “I always get extra work from the teachers.”
“I’m going to miss you,” I say. Being without Jason for a week will be difficult, not to mention that it opens up the perfect opportunity to try to find the killer. I have no more excuses now.
“You’ll live,” says Miranda. “It’s only a week.” She elbows me. It’s obvious what she’s thinking. It’s time to go forward with our plan, ASAP. She’s right, of course. With Jason gone, I’ll be able to kiss more freely.
My heart sinks to my feet.
“I’m going to miss you, too,” Jason says, “but I’ll bring you back a surprise.”
Despite my melancholy, giddy bubbles rise up inside me. “You need to hurry back then.”
“Because of the surprise?”
“Of course, what else?” I say.
He elbows me, and I push him back, and then he tries to tickle me, and soon we’re laughing and horsing around as people jog by us. For a moment, it’s just Jason and me. Nothing else matters.
Miranda stands a few feet away, breathing heavily with pink cheeks. She watches us with a quizzical smile. It must be weird to see me with a boyfriend. It’s always been Miranda who gets the guys.
Billy Timmons puffs by in his too-long surfer shorts, and I’m aghast to think that I kissed that gross stoner before I kissed Jason. I’ll be kissing everyone before I kiss him. It just feels so wrong. My heart clenches.
“Come on, let’s get going before Kirby jumps all over us,” I say, swallowing a hard lump. I feel tears coming on. I’m glad I’m wearing sunglasses.
“You guys go ahead,” Miranda says. “I’ll catch up with you.”
Jason and I jog down the long, rust-colored track. He’s running so close that his elbow grazes mine lightly. He grins over at me. I force a smile, trying to hide the gloom that swirls through my heart and mind.
Jason has no idea of my thoughts.
In a way, I’ve already betrayed him.
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We’ve got a week to find out who killed Annika. With Jason gone, it’ll be easier to get people alone so I can kiss them. We decide I’ll start with Coach Ted and then work our way through the track team.
I’m worried that people will start talking about me, but Miranda assures me Jason will never listen to any rumors. She says that as long as I get people alone and kiss them without any eyewitnesses, it’ll just be hearsay.
“Jason knows your character,” she says. “He knows how much you like him. He’ll never believe a few whispers.”
I push back my feelings of trepidation, hoping she’s right.
Coach Ted is standing outside the men’s locker room on his cell phone when I race up. I look around to make sure no one else is nearby, then plant a fast kiss on him.
Flash! Immediately, I’m in his mind, flashing through rapid thoughts after an argument he’s had with his wife.
She’s nothing but a fat pain in my ass, always griping about how I act like a high-schooler instead of being a responsible husband and father. But how am I supposed to behave when she’s gained all that weight and grown a chin hair the size of pencil? Any guy would rather be stuck in high school than be reminded he’s middle-aged with a wife who looks like a gorilla.
She accuses me of having an affair with that dead girl, Annika, but nothing could be further than the truth. Sure I fantasized about that girl in her little running shorts. I fantasize about lots of the girls but that doesn’t mean I would ever follow through. Poor Annika, so beautiful. Reminds me of my first girlfriend. Wish I knew who the hell did that to her. I know people suspect me because of the way I got drunk and bawled like a baby after it happened. So shoot me. I have feelings too, and if Valerie could see past what she calls my immaturity, she might actually realize I’ve been a decent husband to her. I love her and have never left her, even with that damn long black hair poking out from her second chin no matter how many times she plucks it! Isn’t that saying a lot?
I see his wife’s face—definitely gorilla-like—rearing up as a clear image in my mind. She looks familiar, and it hits me that she’s the woman who was arguing with Coach Ted at the Westchester meet the day Annika died.
Flash, flash! In a burst of microseconds, I see Coach Ted and his wife in the early days of their marriage when they were young and happy, frolicking in the water on a Florida beach. She was chubby back then but cuter, with thick black curly hair and a big grin. Then they’re holding their newborn baby, cuddling him. Birthdays, Christmases and Little League games pass. They sit together every night around the table, talking and laughing over Valerie’s home cooking—food so good it’s enough to make him marry her all over again.
They’re happy, for the most part. Sure, they have arguments—what couple doesn’t?—but he’s content. There are moments of restlessness, but who can blame a middle-aged man who used to be a high school stud, a man whose life has settled into a predictable routine? Overall, though, things are good.
Then one morning he wakes up and there she is with a hairy face, grinning back at him with her nubby little teeth and triple chins. He wonders what happened to the cute woman he married. Okay, maybe he’s no prize himself. He’s gone gray over the years and grown a tire around his mid-section. But Valerie? She’s nothing close to the woman he married. Her curls are cropped short—a military buzz cut, really—and she’s gained all that weight, not to mention the excess body hair. He can’t help it; he starts checking out the fit young girls on the track team, much more than he used to. Every day he watches as they stretch in their little shorts and tank tops, their smooth tanned skin glistening in the afternoon sun, conflicted over his devotion to his wife and his fantasies of all the tight young things surrounding him.
Including me. I see myself through his eyes, long-legged and tanned, as I jog down the track.
Eeew! Gross!
The kiss is just a peck, lasting a fraction of a microsecond, but I see more than I ever needed to. More than I ever wanted to, that’s for sure.
Coach Ted blinks, gripping his cell phone with a large, sun-mottled hand frozen in place. He gapes at me with stunned, watery blue eyes.
“Gotta go,” he mutters into the phone, and clicks off. He raises his eyebrows, a huge, perplexed question mark on his face. He’s clearly as startled by me as I am by his thoughts.
I’m just glad to know he didn’t kill Annika. One down, twenty-nine more people to go.
I need to think fast. “Sorry Coach. I just wanted to thank you for being a good coach to all of us. That’s why I . . . you know . . . kissed you. To thank you.”
“Winter, I don’t know what to say. That was completely inappropriate.” A smile plays around his thin lips. Is it my imagination or did he just puff his chest out a bit? Sick! He’s taking it as an ego stroke.
“I meant to kiss you on the cheek but missed,” I say. “Sorry. Just wanted to say you’re a good coach. Bye!” I rush off, not wanting to stick around a moment longer.
Miranda is waiting for me in the parking lot. I hop into her Beemer, breathless.
“I kissed him. Ugh, it was so gross!” I shudder. “But he didn’t kill Annika.”
Miranda’s eyes glimmer. “It’s so cool you can do this. A lot of people are whispering about Coach Ted, suspecting him, but we’re the only ones who know the truth.”
“Not really.” I sigh. “We still don’t know who did it.”
“Yeah, but we’re getting closer.” Miranda grins, looking excited.
“If you say so,” I reply doubtfully. “I’m going to have to kiss a lot of people.”
“Well, we’d better get on it. We don’t have a lot of time to waste. There’s a killer loose out there.”
I’m quiet, ruminating about what I’m up against.
Miranda leans back, twirling her hair. “So what was on Coach Ted’s mind? I’ve always wondered what’s up with that old codger.”
“He’s married to an ugly woman but he loves her.”
Miranda raises her eyebrows. “Anything else?”
“He misses his youth.”
Miranda looks disappointed. “I could’ve told you that. What else? Anything weird or shocking?”
“Well, he did fantasize about Annika. He fantasizes about all of us. He’s always looking at our bodies.”
We stare at each other for a long moment. Then Miranda squeals, covering her mouth. “Eeeeewwww! Gross!” We shake our heads at the thought. It’s too disgusting for words.
“I’m going to wear big sweats from now on so he can’t see my body,” says Miranda.
“You already do. You’re pregnant, remember?”
“Yeah, but I’ll wear bigger ones. Double layers, maybe. Even if it’s a hundred degrees out.”
“Me too,” I say.
The idea of the two of us sitting on the field in huge sweatpants while Coach Ted looks on in perplexed, disappointed confusion is enough to send us into a fit of giggles. We laugh until our sides hurt. It feels good.
We haven’t laughed together like this since I first began trying out my power.
***
Driving home with Miranda, we spot Ben Reinhart, the weird long jumper from track who has pierced lips, greasy hair, and four metal bars through his ears. He’s walking down a side street a few blocks from the school.
“Hey, there’s someone from our team you can kiss,” says Miranda. “He sorta looks like a killer, don’t you think?”
“Miranda,” I say, rolling my eyes, “Don’t be so judgmental.”
“Come on. Let’s check him off our list.” She turns the wheel and pulls the car up next to Ben.
I wipe my sweaty hands on my jeans and take a big breath. If I’m going to find Annika’s murderer, I need to push through my reservations and get this kissing stuff over and done with.
For a minute, Jason’s face pops up in my mind . . . but then Annika’s dark eyes are there too, shimmering with sadness, begging me for justice.
I push Jason away with all my might.
“Hey, Ben,” I call out. “I need to tell you something.”
He assesses me suspiciously. We’ve never said two words to each other, and now here I am hanging out of Miranda’s red BMW, smiling at him.
“What about?” he asks. He shifts uneasily from one foot to the other.
“About Annika. You know, the girl from our track team,” I say quickly, off the top of my head. “It’s important, but I can’t say it too loud.”
He ambles over to my window.
“Well, Annika . . . ” I say, my voice low. I look around. “Shh, it’s a secret.” He leans closer to the window to hear me, and I abruptly kiss him on the lips.
His thoughts are surprisingly mild, all about longing to fit in and be liked. He’s way more insecure than he acts on the outside, even with all of his piercings. He studies the popular guys on the track team then goes home and acts out their behavior in front of the mirror, mimicking being cool.
He’s never been kissed by a girl before. He’s tried a few times, but it hasn’t worked out. Annika flashes through his mind. She was nice to him, and he was grateful to her for that. He’s sad she was killed. Who would hurt someone like her? She was the only one who recognized him as a person. All of the other girls always ignore him, including me. Now I’ve just kissed him and he thinks it’s some sort of trick or joke to embarrass him. Dark humiliation floods through his thoughts.
He’s pissed.
The peck lasts just a spit second, but I’m singed by his anger at me. I have to think quickly. I want to spare his feelings but also not lead him on.
“Annika always wanted to do that,” I say in a rush. “She liked you. I’m just passing on the message for my friend.” I figure a white lie won’t hurt in my quest to find the truth. Plus I don’t want Ben to think we’re playing a cruel trick on him.
His dark, bewildered frown lifts a bit. “Really?”
“Really,” I say, nodding. “We all miss her. I’m trying to let people know how she felt about them.”
“That’s cool,” Ben replies. “Okay, thanks.”
We drive off.
Miranda and I ride in silence. We’re both solemn.
“Will I go to hell for that?” I ask.
She shakes her head. “Nah. We’re trying to help Annika. We gotta do what we gotta do. But you should’ve seen his face when you first kissed him. He looked murderous.”
I shake my head. “It’s not him.”
“For a minute, I thought he could be the killer,” she says. “He looked like he was about to snap.” She takes a deep breath. “Wow, I can see how this power thing might be a little tricky. There’s so much weird baggage tied to a kiss. It’s just a kiss, for Christ’s sake, but people read way more into it. I guess it’s not so simple.”
She’s right, of course. A kiss is never just a kiss.
***
The next day after school, Miranda spots Kirby Cahill’s best friend, another cocky jockass named Damen, standing in front of the vending machine.
“Look,” she says, nudging me. “No one’s around.”
Damen Ratliff has always made me nervous. I watch as he slams the machine with his palm, swearing at it. He grabs the machine, shaking it until four candy bars jiggle loose. He begins unwrapping them and shoving them into his mouth, washing them down with a super-sized bottle of soda.
People say he has a dark side, probably having to do with the Grim Reaper tattoo on his bicep and rumors that he puts Roofies in girls’ drinks. The last person I want to kiss on the track team, besides Kirby Cahill, is Damen Ratliff.
“This sucks,” I say.
“Go on,” says Miranda, nudging me. “Get it over with.”
“Aw, crap.”
Damen looks like the kind of guy who’d hit me with a closed fist for trying something like this.
“Maybe it’s him and we can be done. Go on. I’ll wait for you,” urges Miranda.
I take a deep breath and approach Damen, fishing around in my jeans pocket. “Hey, do you have some quarters I can borrow? Those candy bars look good.” My voice quavers a tad nervously, sounding more high-pitched than usual. I must sound like an idiot.
Damen turns and assesses me in an arrogant way. He shakes his head in a slow, deliberate way then takes a long gulp of his Coke, literally looking down his nose at me as he drinks.
I fake a light-hearted laugh and say flirtatiously, “How ‘bout for a kiss?”
Then I just go ahead and plant one on him.
Flash, flash, flash! It all happens so fast now, quicker than a blink.
His thoughts take me all the way back to his childhood when he was in a rodeo training school in Wyoming before moving out to California. He liked the cowboy lifestyle better than this stuck-up beach community but people don’t know anything about this, especially with his surf racks and board shorts. If they saw him in his tight Wranglers, specifically how they shrink his “package” down to nothing, he would be run out of town. Cowboys are made fun of in beach communities like this. He became a surfer because it’s the thing to do here but it’s not really him. In his heart he misses ranching and riding horses. If his old man hadn’t left his mother, he would still be back in Wyoming, ripping his britches on broncos and rubbing Skoal with his friends. But things fell apart and now here he is.
He takes me, in rapid flashes, to his after-school job at a manure company where he sometimes wears his Stetson in secret, and how he got the Grim Reaper tattoo to represent his father . . . the father who’s dead to him in spirit for abandoning him. The pain of the tattoo needle had almost felt good, like he was punishing both himself and his father for their broken relationship. Then his memories flash swiftly to the track team, taking me to different people, including Annika.
Annika was just some chick whose pants Kirby was trying to get down. Damen didn’t see the big appeal, especially when Kirby had a chick like Darcy. Darcy . . . now that’s a female. She has those huge round tits and fluffy hair, just waiting to be appreciated. But a guy like Kirby is never happy with what he’s got. That’s why Damen couldn’t understand Kirby’s fixation on a scrawny little thing like Annika when he already had a hot girl like Darcy. Bummer the Swedish chick was killed, but Damen didn’t know her that well anyway.
His thoughts, a swift flash, end with the kiss.
Wow, it’s different every time. Sometimes I see thoughts, other times it’s feelings or memories.
Damen and I stare at each other. His eyes are cold and disgusted. His lip curls as he looks at me. “What’s up with that?”
“Uh, sorry. Just in a flirty mood I guess.”
He looks me up and down dismissively. “You’re not my type.”
What, my boobs aren’t the size of tractor tires?
“I was just having fun,” I say. “My friend dared me.” I gesture toward Miranda who is slinking behind the building. She peers around the corner with a look of suppressed laughter on her face.
Damen snorts, looking me up and down again. “I’m going to tell everyone what a little slut you are.”
My heart jumps and a trickle of fear crawls down my spine like a spider.
Jason!
“I hear you’re a cowboy,” I say, thinking quickly. “What a trip that is. Here you’re posing as a surfer when you’d really rather be chewing Skoal and cleaning up bull crap.”
Shock registers over Damen’s features. In his little gray pig eyes, I see a shadow of something. Fear?
“Tell you what,” I say, feigning a bravery that I don’t feel. “You don’t mention our kiss, and I won’t talk about your cowboy hat and tight-ass Wranglers, the ones that accentuate your tiny little nuts.”
Damen gapes at me, slack-jawed. Before he can retort, Miranda shows up. She grabs me, and then we’re running across campus toward our cars.
She’s laughing so hard she can barely breathe.
“That shut him up,” she says when we get to the parking lot. “What a jock-ass.” She guffaws loudly.
I laugh along but don’t feel very light-hearted. If Damen makes good on his promise, Jason will find out about my kissing. I’ve got to find the killer as quickly as I can.
Miranda is still giggling. “You should’ve seen his face. I swear, Winter, that was so funny! I didn’t know you had it in you to say something like that.”
“Yeah, well, he deserved it. He’s not the killer, but he sure is a jerk.”
“You definitely put him in his place. Jason would’ve been proud.”
Oh yeah, Jason would’ve been proud all right.
I drive home, fighting back tears. How the hell am I going to continue? I wish Jason were here so I could feel his arms around me. I also wish I could talk to Annika, just one last time, to ask her if I’m doing the right thing. She would tell me the truth.
But she’s gone, gone forever, and there’s no one else to ask.
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The next day before first period, I tell Miranda that we have to come up with a different strategy because it’s getting hard to come up with excuses to kiss people.
“I can’t take a chance of this getting back to Jason,” I say. “And it’s going to if we don’t change our approach.”
“Okay,” she says. “Any ideas?”
“I’ve been thinking,” I reply. “What if we did a kissing booth during the school carnival next week?”
“A kissing booth?”
“Yes. We could charge five bucks a kiss and set it up as a way to raise college scholarship money in Annika’s name. We could do it over both days of the carnival, having it be for just the track team the first day. If we don’t find the killer on the track team, we can open it up to the rest of the school the next day. I bet we would find out enough information to lead us to Annika’s killer. Someone out there knows something.”
“That’s a great idea.”
“But do you think it’s wrong to do it in Annika’s name?”
“How else are we going to do it?”
She’s right, and it’s the best plan I have right now. Besides, if Jason finds out, he can’t be too mad when he discovers we did it for Annika.
“I’ll need you with me,” I say. “You can handle the money and stuff like that. That way it won’t seem so weird with just me in the booth.”
She pulls a piece of paper and a pencil out of her backpack. “Let’s make a list of what we need. We’ll need a money box, a poster, maybe some flyers to pass out to the team. We’ll need to get Coach Ted on board. He likes you better than me anyway, especially now that you’ve kissed him.” She elbows me.
“Ugh, don’t remind me.” The last thing I want is to be reminded of Coach Ted’s thin lips or his hairy-faced wife.
“One of us will need to talk to the principal and get the okay,” Miranda continues. “Let’s hope it works.”
***
Later, Miranda tells me that she got approval from the school administrators to have the kissing booth during the school carnival. They liked the idea but right away suggested it be a school-wide event. Luckily, Miranda was able to talk them into starting with the track team the first day and seeing how it goes. I’m relieved. Kissing twenty-seven more people already seems like too many.
I approach Coach Ted with the idea before track practice.
He smirks when I broach the subject. “Sounds like an interesting way to honor Annika,” he remarks. He studies me with glimmering eyes, and I squelch the annoyed disgust that flits across my mind. “Seems you’re quite a passionate young girl, eh?”
I resist the urge to slap him. Go home to your howler monkey.
Later, though, I’m reluctantly grateful to him when he makes an announcement about the booth during practice, yelling into his megaphone that he’ll give extra credit to every person who participates in Annika’s memory. He seems to be trying. After all, I’d seen in his thoughts that he was distraught over Annika’s death, and doesn’t that count for something?
***
The first day of the carnival, I’m filled with nervous energy. I take my seat behind the white painted plywood decorated with pictures of Annika and the words, “Scholarship Fundraiser! Track Team Only.” The booth is covered in real kiss-marks—Miranda’s idea that she carried out with a variety of brightly colored lipsticks. I close my eyes, saying a silent prayer that all will go well, and that I’ll find the killer and get this over with.
People are starting to line up, money in hand. On the table there are the essential items: a metal money box, a jar of anti-bacterial hand wipes that I’m going to make everyone use on their mouths first, a few tubes of lipstick, a computer list of names, and a large plastic bowl of chocolate kisses that we’ll give to people afterwards. Miranda has tied a note to each one of the chocolates that says, “In memory of Annika.”
Coach Ted walks the line, reminding people that this is for a good cause and to take it seriously. “Remember, participating in charities looks good on college applications!”
Members of the track team mill about, discussing this unusual carnival stand, so different from the run-of-the-mill dunk tank or ring toss booths. Guys jostle each other, smirking and laughing. The girls look doubtful, standing with their arms crossed. They want to help, but this seems an odd way to do it. They look at me warily.
“I’d rather there was a guy in the booth,” one of them says to the coach. “I want to do something for Annika, but I really don’t want to kiss a girl.”
As if I want to kiss you, either!
A high jumper nudges her, grinning at his friends. “But we want to see it.”
The guys laugh.
I cringe. This is not going to be easy.
 “There’s a dead student and we need to honor her,” Coach Ted barks. “Do you have a problem with that?” He glances back and winks at me. God, he’s too much!
The girl mumbles something and shakes her head.
While many people are embracing the peer pressure to participate in this fundraising kissing booth experience, others act as if it’s another “to do” on their long list of high school tasks. Charity participation for their college application, check. Extra credit, check. Their fingers peck away at their phones, thumbs moving rapidly to text away the time while they wait. Some even yawn in boredom.
Some of the frosh guys, though, seem a little too giddy as they posture and horse around with a heightened energy. I cringe at the thought of kissing them, of seeing into their little dweeb-brains. Ack.
Miranda and I have decided that I’ll say, “For Annika,” before I kiss people so she’s fresh in their minds. As I look at the line snaking out in front of me, I wonder if the killer is out there, clueless. Smug and secure in his thoughts, thinking that he’s snuffed out a life and gotten away with it.
I take a deep breath, willing myself to be calm, Zen-like.
“Here goes,” I say.
“Just get it done,” Miranda says encouragingly. “Power-kiss through it. It’ll be over before you know it.”
Just like a gyno exam.
I cover my lips with thick purple lipstick—three layers in all—to protect myself from the germs of others. Still I can’t overcome the ickiness that settles over me as I look at the long line of strangers I’m about to kiss. I find myself studying their lips—large ones, small ones, fleshy ones, shiny wet ones (gross!), thin dry ones, pink ones, scaly ones, dark brown ones. I hope to God I don’t get mono. Or something worse.
I grab on to Miranda’s hand for support.
She squeezes my hand encouragingly. “People with great gifts are often given great responsibility. You know, for the common good.”
I stare. Sometimes she says the deepest things, right out of the blue.
She meets my eye and grins, shrugging. “I think Ghandi said that. Or maybe it was Kim Kardashian.”
I roll my eyes.
The first guy approaches. He’s a shy, pimply freshman. He hands a five to Miranda who checks his name off the list and puts the money in the box.
“This is for Annika,” I say, and quickly peck him. Just the usual teen boy thoughts are there: computer games, comic books, food, girls, action films, and masturbating.
Masturbating?
Gross! Definitely TMI.
The boy grins, takes his chocolate, and disappears.
Miranda looks at me, I give her a slight shake of my head—no murderer—and she marks the paper.
“Next!” she calls out authoritatively.
Kiss after kiss, I discover the private thoughts and lives of each of my teammates. I see their hopes, their worries, their pressures, their dark secrets. I learn about their crushes (surprisingly, a few guys have crushes on both Miranda and me), their difficult relationships with their parents, their childhoods, their drug use, their sex lives—or lack thereof. Some of the things I see are weird, like how Jana Ciriacks eats nothing but fermented cabbage for breakfast and dinner, or how Jake O’Brien still sleeps with his childhood teddy bear.
Mostly, though, I learn about how the murder has seeped into people’s psyches. Despite outwardly going on with their lives, everyone is unsettled by Annika’s unsolved murder. She was an enigma, but they had classes with her or saw her around campus. She was one of them, and now she’s gone. People are still stunned, but most of all, frightened.
“This is for Annika,” I repeat again and again as each student approaches. Some of the girls who peck me, amidst catcalls from our male teammates, have recurring nightmares they’re going to be murdered next. Olivia Robbins keeps her eyes open during showering—even though she gets stinging soap in her eyes—because she imagines she’ll be strangled from behind by a black twisted towel. The Cheng sisters smuggled mace cans onto campus, hidden tightly in their socks, until one of them accidentally sprayed herself in the face while tying a shoe. Most of the girls won’t go to the bathroom alone now—did they ever?—and always take a friend. Samantha Fleming is so afraid that she even urinates behind a bush behind the gym wall to avoid going in the ladies room. She even did Number Two there once when no one was around. Disgusting!
Many girls have the security guard or their boyfriends walk them to their cars, but nothing alleviates their jumpiness. Unease is palpable in their minds, as tangible as the plum-colored lipstick mark I leave on their tightly pursed lips.
The guys aren’t so much afraid as they are suspicious. They all look at each other, secretly wondering if one of them—their buddies—could have done it. They look for any strange signs in each other that could point to a murderous mind. They joke around in the locker room, prying, trying to find out if someone knows something. But so far, no one has a clue as to who did it.
At the end of the day, I’m emotionally exhausted and still no closer to finding the killer. Miranda and I close up, gathering the money box, bowl of chocolate kisses, and our backpacks. We head to my car. I walk slowly, so tired that I don’t care if I’m scuffing my shoes on the asphalt. We still have half the team left to kiss tomorrow.
“So what did you see?” Miranda pries.
I sigh, so mentally worn out that I can hardly focus. “Just the usual teenage stuff. People are complicated. Vulnerable, too.”
“Did you see anything about Annika’s murder? Even something small? Any leads or possible suspects?”
I shake my head. My brain is throbbing, an impending migraine nipping around the periphery.
It’s too much.
“I don’t know if I can do this anymore,” I say. My voice sounds distant, hoarse. I hold the chocolates in one arm and unlock the trunk. My hands tremble and I almost drop the bowl. I reach down and slowly gather up the sign and my backpack, going through the motions of loading the car. I’m drained of energy and completely wrung dry. My knees wobble, and I lean against the trunk for a moment, gathering myself.
“Don’t forget to bring the kisses into the house when you get home or they’ll melt,” says Miranda.
I nod, open my car door in slow motion, and slide slowly onto the seat. I hope I have enough energy to drive myself home. It’s as if a train has run me over, leaving me emotionally and physically flattened.
I don’t know if Miranda heard me, so I repeat myself. “I don’t think I can continue the kissing booth. It’s taking too much out of me. I literally feel sick.” Tears well up. I can’t explain how difficult it is to be in everyone’s minds, to see all of their lives flashing before me. The hardest part is that I also feel what they feel. It’s so intense that it scares me.
Miranda looks concerned. I can see the outline of her pregnant belly below her loose, billowing shirt. At this moment, she looks very maternal.
“Whatever you want to do. Maybe you just need some rest. Go home, take a break, and regroup. Maybe after a good night’s sleep, you’ll be ready to start again tomorrow. I hate to push you, but you really have a responsibility to find out who the murderer is.”
I nod, thinking of Annika. “I’ll let you know how I’m doing in the morning,” I say. “Right now, all I want to do is sleep forever.”
***
A black towel slowly twirls around my neck until I’m gasping for air. I claw at it but it tightens. Then the black towel slips from my fingers and I realize it’s not a towel at all, but pink silk underwear, embroidered with a large “W” for Winter. A hand clamps over my mouth, and as I look down, I recognize the mottled, sun-spotted hand of Coach Ted.
I jolt awake with a start, the fragment of a scream on my lips.
I look around, disoriented. I’m in my bedroom and late afternoon sun is streaming through the blinds.
What time is it?
I grasp for the clock. It’s 2:30 P.M. I’ve slept the whole day away and missed all of my classes. The only period left is track. If I rush, I can still make it to the after-school carnival and finish with the kissing booth.
I text Miranda, telling her I just woke up. The fragments of the nightmare are still with me, making me jumpy and uneasy. What if the killer is Ted? Is there something my subconscious knows that I don’t? What if the thoughts and memories I see when I kiss people are not the whole picture? Are people somehow able to filter what I see? It’s too frightening to consider.
Miranda texts back, asking if I’m doing the booth. I reply that I’m committed to seeing this thing through, even though it’s extremely difficult. I’ll finish up kissing the rest of the team. If I don’t find the killer today, then I’ll need a long break to regroup. This marathon kissing takes too much out of me.
Miranda replies that she understands. She says I’d better hurry, though, so I can set up in time. She texts that there are still a lot of people left to kiss, including Kirby Cahill and others. Miranda warns that kissing Kirby might be tricky since Darcy Latimer approached her and threatened, “If Winter Reynolds kisses my boyfriend, I’ll kick her ass.”
When I read this, I rub my head and groan. Just what I need.
Someone knocks loudly on the front door.
Who could it be in the middle of the day? Maybe it’s the UPS guy, although Mom rarely orders anything on the Internet.
I go to the front door and look through the peephole.
Jason is standing on my doorstep, his face twisted and confused.
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“I drove back because I needed to find out if it’s true,” Jason says, pushing his way past me into the living room.
Since Mom is at work, the place is quiet enough to hear the sound of my heart drop through the floor.
“What?” Blood rushes in my ears. My mouth is dry, as if stuffed with cotton wads. My mind races.
He must have heard.
“I’ve been getting texts and emails that you’re some kind of slut,” he states. “People say you’re doing some random kissing booth and you’re going around kissing guys, including Damen Ratliff. Is it true?” His brown eyes search mine. They’re spilling over with a haunted mixture of confusion, anger and pain. But I can see in them the desperate hope that I’ll prove him wrong. He’s still giving me the benefit of the doubt.
But he wants me to explain.
Now.
I open my mouth to say something—anything in my defense—but no words come out. I want to tell him about my power and trying to solve Annika’s murder, but I can’t. He’ll think I’m coming up with weird, lame excuses. He won’t believe me, I know he won’t. Besides, if there’s ever going to be any chance for an honest, normal relationship between us, it’ll be without me reading his mind. Neither of us is ready for that step yet.
“I . . . I’m sorry,” I say, stammering. “It was to raise money in honor of Annika.”
“So it’s true?” he says, his voice rising. He looks completely betrayed. His face hardens into a mask of anger. “Why, Winter? Why, when you wouldn’t even kiss me? I thought it was for moral reasons, but now I can see that’s not the case!”
“I did it for Annika,” I say, trembling. It sounds lame, even as I say it.
He stares at me with such stunned, pained eyes that it’s as if he’s been slapped. Or punched.
“Jason, please . . . ” I can’t take that look in his eyes. A tear splashes onto my sock. I didn’t even know I was crying. “We had a booth to raise money for a scholarship and . . .” I avoid his eyes, stumbling over my words, trying desperately to explain myself. When I look up, I’m stopped short by his dark expression.
It doesn’t matter to him.
The fact is, I kissed random guys before I kissed him. After I refused to kiss him.
I’m paralyzed with a stealthy, building panic. I am helpless, a deer in headlights beneath his stare. I don’t know how to make him see that none of the kissing meant a thing. The only person I want to kiss—truly kiss—is him.
Hot tears prick my eyes, stinging like a hundred wasps.
Should I tell him the truth? Would he even believe me?
“So none of it was real?” He paces the room, his voice angry and loud. “What you said you felt for me was all a fucking lie! I’m still Stumblemeyer, to you, aren’t I? Was it all some sort of joke, a trick you’re playing on me with your silly little friend Miranda?”
Anguish bubbles up inside me, threatening to yank my heart out of my body. “It’s not a lie! I do care about you. So much more than you know.” I’m crying now, uncontrollably, wet torrents of tears running down my cheeks. “I didn’t kiss you because I care about you. You need to know that and trust it. I know you don’t understand me right now, but you have to believe my feelings for you are real and that I’m doing this for Annika. For Annika!”
Jason turns his head away from me, his jaw clenched. When he turns back, his eyes are cold. “I heard you kissed Miranda’s ex-boyfriend, Billy Timmons. Is that true?”
Damn Billy. What an asshole!
“I did it for a dare, for Miranda,” I mumble. “It was nothing. You have to believe me.”
Jason fixes me with a cold stare. In all of his anger, he’s more handsome than ever. His jaw is clenched, eyes stormy. His tall frame appears even more masculine as he clenches his fists by his sides, the muscles in his arms taut. For a fleeting moment, I almost beg him to put his arms around me. I want to kiss him, to tell him the truth about my secret. But it’s clear by his face it’s too late.
“A dare!” He spits out the words. “I just realized I don’t know you at all. It’s over between us. Over! Don’t call me, don’t text, don’t email. Forget the fucking homecoming dance. We’re done.”
He slams out the door, banging it behind him with a final sound that shakes me to my core.
I fall onto the couch, my body heaving with sobs and my world closing in around me. Something on the ground catches my eye. It’s a little velvet box. It must’ve fallen out of Jason’s pocket. I pick it up and open it with numb fingers. Through a blur of tears I see a chain necklace holding a beautiful charm. It’s a small, perfect, daisy made of yellow crystals.
This must be the surprise he’d promised to bring back to me.
When we were still together.
Grief overtakes me. In the distance, I hear my wailing—high-pitched sobs that sound like a mortally wounded animal.
It’s over, I think as I hear Jason’s car tires squeal in the distance.
It’s over.
***
I don’t answer the door when Miranda comes knocking and calling my name outside the window. “Winter, I know you’re in there. What’s going on? Why didn’t you show up for the booth? Are you okay?”
I feel badly for ignoring her, but I can’t face anyone right now, least of all her.
After a while she goes away. I send her a text telling her what happened and that I need to spend time alone. She texts that she’s sorry, that she feels it’s all her fault for encouraging me to go on the kissing mission. She had no idea it would turn out like this. Gossip sucks, she writes. It’s like a virus.
Yes, I think. Except there’s no cure for what’s killing me.
***
Days pass. Mom is worried sick about me. I can’t get out of bed. I don’t shower or wash my hair. I spend my time crying, watching bad TV, eating cereal, and playing songs that remind me of Jason. I sleep fitfully. Repeated dreams cause me to jolt awake in a cold sweat: Annika’s dead body or Jason’s pained face and cold eyes saying over and over again, “It’s over, Winter. It’s over.”
I have nightmares of kissing a never-ending line of grinning, twisted-faced monsters who try to stick their tongues down my throat as I read their thoughts of blood, lust, and mutilated corpses. I awake screaming some nights and sobbing others. Mom starts sleeping in my bed, holding me close like she did when I was a child, trying to keep the nightmares at bay. But they keep coming, and still I awaken every morning with a long day stretching ahead of me with nothing but television and memories of Jason to keep me company.
Mom brings me piles of homework which I go through the motions of doing. I’m glad for busywork to occupy my mind, anything to numb the pain.
I hear Mom whispering on the phone to someone that she’s letting me stay home as long as I need in order to get over this breakup. She says she knows what it’s like and believes in taking care of emotional wounds as much as physical, but she’s worried I’m clinically depressed and might need to see someone.
One afternoon before her late shift at the store, Mom comes into my room dressed in her polyester uniform. She smells of gardenia hand cream and has a flower in her chignon, like she always does. Seeing the familiar little touches she uses to dress up her shabby, shapeless uniform makes me want to cry.
She bends down to kiss me on the cheek, and I start sobbing at the familiarity of her, the “Momness” that reminds me of the comforts of my childhood. Where has it all gone, that sense of peace? I don’t think I’ll ever feel normal again.
“There’s someone in the living room waiting to see you,” she says. “Don’t be mad at me. I’m hoping it’ll help.” She strokes my hair before she leaves, worry lines etched around her mouth and eyes.
I hide out in my room after she leaves, filled with trepidation at who might be out there. Is it some doctor my mom hired to come check on me? A shrink with a prescription for Prozac? Or could it be my father and step-monster, now suddenly wanting to play “parent” after all these years of being M.I.A.?
Or maybe . . . could it be . . . Jason?
My heart leaps at the possibility, and I rush to fix myself in the mirror. I stagger back when I see the mess looking back at me. It’s a lost cause. I look like hell. My hair is snarled and matted, my eyes sunken with dark hollows under them, and my lips pale and chapped. I don’t look lovelorn. I look like a plague victim. There’s no excuse for this horror show, not even Jason.
I attempt to pull a brush through my snarls but give up. I’ll need a year’s worth of conditioner to get rid of this nest. I climb back into bed and pull the covers up to my throat.
“Go away!” I yell as loudly as I can. I’m glad the door is locked. Jason can’t ever, ever see me this way. I would rather have my head dunked in an unflushed toilet bowl. Although, come to think of it, drowning myself in a bowl full of oozing crap seems like a good idea right now. A fitting metaphor for my life.
“No,” replies Miranda’s voice. “Let me in.”
Relief—and sadness—flood through me. Of course it’s not Jason. It’s just Miranda.
I open the door.
When she sees me, her expression says it all.
“Yeah, I know,” I say, cutting her off at the pass. “I’ve been sick over everything. I can’t sleep at all.” A ribbon of anger trickles through me. Miranda had a hand in ruining my life, although unintentionally, but I don’t want to risk our friendship again by telling her how upset I am. I can’t help but feel a sense of frustration at her self-centeredness, but instead of expressing myself to her, I do what is necessary to preserve our friendship.
I stuff it.
“I had to come by to check on you,” she says. “And it’s exactly what I was worried about. You’re not doing good.”
“I can’t believe I’ve lost Jason,” I say, my throat tight. “And my reputation.” I shake my head. “I’ll never get either of them back.” Tears well up and spill over. “How am I ever supposed to show my face at school again? And Jason, oh Jason . . .” A fresh sob erupts from my throat.
Miranda’s pixie face wrinkles with worry, her usual Shar-Pei expression. “We’ll fix it, I promise. But I have news to tell you. Something happened at track this afternoon. Something big.”
This stops me. I can tell by Miranda’s round eyes it’s something serious.
“You’re not going to believe it,” she says.
“What? Tell me!”
Miranda takes a deep breath. “Billy was arrested for Annika’s murder.”
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“Billy was arrested? Are they sure he’s the murderer?”
“Yeah, the cops came to the track field with a warrant, saying they got an anonymous tip,” says Miranda. “They forced him to open his back pack and there were silk underwear in there, monogrammed with an A.”
I draw in a sharp breath. “Annika’s underwear. Omigod. Billy did it.”
“Case closed, that’s what everyone thinks,” Miranda says. “But I’m not so sure. I saw the underwear when they put them in the evidence bag. They were from Forever 17. I could tell.”
“Forever 17?”
“Yes.” Miranda leans in closely, whispering. “They’re not the custom-made ones. Someone planted them.”
I gasp. “Are you serious?”
She nods. “The underwear looked exactly like the picture on Annika’s parents’ flyer. But remember they said her underwear were custom made in Sweden? The ones in Billy’s back pack were from Forever 17. The stitching is different. I saw them there last week when I went shopping.”
I’m dumbstruck. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “So someone is framing Billy.”
She nods.
“But who?”
“Yes, exactly. Who? It has to be someone on the track team. The killer is still out there, Winter.”
The implication of this settles on me like a dark, heavy cloud. “So that means I need to keep kissing people,” I say flatly.
Her eyes search mine. “It’s up to you. But we’re all in danger. The killer could strike again. He’s among us. It could even be Jason.”
“Jason?”
“You’ve never kissed him.”
“It’s not Jason, I can promise you that.” I’m surprised by the shrill tone in my voice. I throw the covers back. “He was with me when we found Annika, he was accounted for. You can’t just casually say something like that, Miranda!”
She looks at me with a pout. “Okay, sorry. I’m just saying. It could be anyone. We need to find out.”
“You mean I need to find out, right?” I say, my voice rising. “You’re not the one whose life is being ruined by this goddamned power! You’re not the one who just lost the best guy she’s ever known in her life. You’re just along for the ride, at my expense, getting your stupid jollies!” I cover my eyes, sobs erupting from deep within my core. I can feel her standing there, silently watching me. “You’re selfish, Miranda. Selfish, you hear? You don’t care a bit about me.” The minute I say the words, I regret them. What if it’s me who’s being selfish?
Silence.
Then the door thuds shut.
She’s gone.
***
The next morning, the front door rattles with a heavy knock. When Mom opens it, two cops are standing there. Great. Handlebar and Tight-Faced Red. Just the two I wanted to see.
“We need to ask your daughter a few questions, ma’am. Just as a follow up. Protocol.” Handlebar looks past my mother and smiles at me, except his eyes don’t.
“Sure, of course,” my mother says in a nervous way. “Is this about the Swedish girl? Annika?”
“Yes, ma’am,” says Red in an ultra-professional tone. “How ‘bout if we all take a seat over at the table?” She doesn’t wait for an answer and instead strolls into the kitchen with a jangle of handcuff-and-keys metal. She plops down and flips open a notepad.
Mom looks at me with a worried furrow. I shrug, following Handlebar to the table.
“After you,” he says, pulling out my chair. His action is more accusatory than courteous, and the scraping sound of the chair legs against the floor jars my nerves.
“Would you two like some coffee? Or tea?” Mom asks, wringing her hands. She’s never liked cops. It’s probably why she drives ten miles under the speed limit, much to my never-ending frustration.
Handlebar’s eyes light up. “Coffee would be nice. Thank you.”
No, we don’t have donuts to go with it. I remember his sugar-coated mustache during the Westchester questioning, and it brings back all of the bad memories of that nightmarish day. Munching donuts after a girl was murdered—just another day on the job.
“No coffee for me, thank you,” says Red. “I’m a Chai tea kind of gal.” She looks hopefully at my mother, who shakes her head.
Red shrugs and studies her notepad for a moment before looking at me pointedly. “Let’s get right to it, if you don’t mind.”
“Sure.” I shift in my seat. I don’t know why they’re making me so uncomfortable. It’s not like I murdered Annika.
“We need to ask you some questions about Billy Timmons.”
Billy?
Red’s gaze remains steady on me, as if studying my face will tell her all she needs to know. Maybe it will, and we can skip all the brusque formalities.
I nod. “Sure. Okay. What about?”
“Did you know that Mr. Timmons was arrested on an anonymous tip?” Red asks.
“Yes, I heard.”
“Well, you might also know that he was released because the evidence found on his person was determined to be false.”
So Miranda was right.
“Oh,” I say, as Mom pours coffee for Handlebar. Her hand trembles and brown liquid sloshes over the blue cup onto the saucer. She’s not helping things by acting so anxious.
“There’s still a murderer loose,” says Handlebar in an abrupt tone, still studying me.
“Well, it could still be Billy, right?” I say. “What if he planted the underwear on himself to throw off suspicion?”
Handlebar and Red stare across the table at me, their eyes intent and inscrutable.
“Who said the underwear was planted?” Handlebar asks.
My mouth is dry. “Well, weren’t they? How else—”
“Young lady, how well do you know Billy Timmons?”
“Not that well. He was my friend’s boyfriend.”
“Was?” asks Handlebar. He twirls his mustache, watching me with sharp blue eyes. “Do you mind telling us about that?”
I swallow. Where should I begin? How Billy broke up with Miranda because he wanted me? I can’t tell them how I learned that, by kissing Billy. I’m silent, trying to formulate my thoughts.
“Let me help you along,” Handlebar says, still watching me. “We understand that Miranda Gough broke up with her boyfriend because he started dating you, is that correct?”
“No, that’s not right. We never dated—”
“According to what Mr. Timmons has told others, your relationship with Mr. Timmons ended your friendship with Miss Gough. Is that correct?”
“No! He—”
“Just answer yes or no, please.” Handlebar assesses me sternly over his glasses. He looks down at his notes. “According to reports, around the same time you entered a relationship with Mr. Timmons, you also started dating a boy named . . . ” He checks his pad. “Jason Brackmeyer? Yes, I remember interviewing him the day the Sorens girl was killed.”
“What is this?” interrupts my mother, the coffee pot shaking in her hand. “Do we need a lawyer?”
Red puts her hand up. “No lawyer, ma’am. Just routine questioning.”
“Well, it sure sounds like you’re accusing my daughter of something,” Mom says. If she’s trying to sound brave, it doesn’t work. She just sounds shrill. “She cared about Annika, you know. They were friends. My daughter has been sick over what happened. Over the . . . death.”
“Murder,” says Handlebar, clarifying. “May I finish? I want to make sure I have the facts straight. You both can add your two cents when I’m done.”
My insides are cold and shaky. What if they think I did it? What if someone has set me up somehow? Billy?
Mom looks at me stricken, but I shake my head at her. “It’ll be okay. We have nothing to worry about,” I try to tell her with my eyes. Handlebar picks up his coffee cup and leans back. “It was a terrible thing, this murder.” His eyes probe me as he takes a sip. He grimaces then puts the cup down. Mom is not the best coffee maker, especially when stressed out.
“It’s possibly a crime of passion,” says Red. Her eyes narrow. I’m afraid they’re going to pop out of their sockets, with her hair pulled back so tightly like that. I cross my arms and glare in defiance. These cops are not going to pin this on me, even if I have to cram freaking donuts down their throats!
Handlebar lightly bats the cup back and forth in his hands like a hot potato. “Back to Mr. Brackmeyer. Is it true that he was also dating Annika Sorens at the same time he was dating you?”
I gasp. “He wasn’t dating her. They were friends!”
“Friends. Huh.” The cop exchanges a look with his partner. “Seems that’s the buzzword of your generation. A euphemism for something else. Called it swinging in my day.”
Red snickers, her lips stretching into something that resembles a smile.
Anger creeps up in me like a wily poison. “Sir, I need to clarify something. I did not date Billy Timmons, and Annika did not date Jason Brackmeyer.”
“Are you currently dating—er, friends with—Mr. Brackmeyer?” Handlebar punctuates the air with quotation marks. His fingers are thick and grubby, stained with nicotine.
My heart drops. I don’t want to be reminded of my loss. I shake my head. “No. I’m not with Jason anymore.”
Handlebar raises an eyebrow then exchanges a glance with Red. “No? May we ask why it ended? Off the record, of course.”
I gulp. “It’s personal.”
Handlebar and Red exchange another glance. Could they be any more obvious? What a pair of Keystone cops.
“At this point, we do have some more questions for Mr. Brackmeyer,” says Red, scribbling furiously. “Anything you’d like to add before we go?”
“Are you saying one of us had a hand in Annika’s death?” I blurt out. Might as well cut to it. “Is someone telling lies about us?”
“You mean Annika’s murder?” corrects Handlebar. He studies me under thick gray eyebrows. “I’ll repeat myself. Is there something more you want to tell us?”
“No. I’m just wondering where you’re getting your information.”
“Sorry, miss, we don’t divulge our sources,” Handlebar replies curtly.
“Or details of the investigation,” adds Red, narrowing her pop-eyes at me.
“Just so you know, I didn’t do it. Give me a lie detector test. I’ll pass with flying colors!” I stand up, bumping the table and sloshing the coffee onto Handlebar’s notes. He grabs the papers and shakes them off, growling under his breath.
My face is hot, my mouth dry. I steady myself by holding on to the edge of the table. Things blur for a moment then clear. I take a few deep breaths as Mom comes to stand beside me.
Red and Handlebar push back their chairs back with that god-awful screech. I want to run out of the room but force myself to stand there, holding the table, pretending to be calm despite my racing mind.
“I think we have all we need,” Handlebar says, adjusting his holster over his bulging belly.
“We’ll be in touch,” says Red.
At the door, Handlebar turns to my mother. “Thank you for the coffee, ma’am. And your time.” Once again his mouth smiles, but his eyes don’t.
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I’m standing across the street from Jason’s house. I’ve never noticed how quaint it is, like a little gingerbread house with its white picket fence and geraniums. It seems picture-perfect beautiful, just like the guy inside.
I’m trying to get my courage up to go knock on his door. Instead, I’ve been standing here on the sidewalk for the last ten minutes, staring at the house like a goddamned stalker.
I need to talk to Jason, to tell him the truth about everything—to find out the truth, too—but I don’t know where to start.
Maybe a kiss, if I can even get that close.
I’ve finally decided that I need to just do it, kiss this guy who I’m so in love with. It’s my only chance. I’ve lost him already anyway, so I’ve got nothing else to lose. I’m not worried about Jason finding out about me anymore. I just need to see what’s in his mind, to find out if he’s the guy I thought he was.
But I’m afraid.
What if I see something I can’t handle?
Like what if he doesn’t care about me anymore?
Or what if . . . ?
I won’t let myself go there.
I square my shoulders and step off the curb.
Jason’s mint-condition VW van is sitting in the driveway. He’s the only guy I know who’d rather drive a “retro” car than something new. He’d bought it himself with money from summer jobs and spent a long time fixing it up. It’s a cool light green color, just like my eyes, he always said. At the memory of his words, and of him gazing at me with his soulful expression, I want to weep. My throat constricts, and I blink back a tear that threatens to drill a path down my face.
Just do it. You have nothing to lose.
I take a deep breath and knock.
Jason’s mother opens the door. Her wary expression softens when she sees the tears pooling in my eyes despite my best efforts to force them back.
“He’s up in his room,” she says, closing the door behind us.
I climb the stairs, my chest tight and anxious. My heart races as I tap lightly on Jason’s door. I know it’s a real possibility he might turn me away. I hope I can explain things before he shuts me out completely.
There’s no answer. I tentatively open the door. Jason is sprawled on his stomach, listening to music on headphones and studying. The back of his head, with its thick brown hair, is both familiar and strange to me. It’s hard to believe I’ve run my fingers through that hair, and now here I am, looking at it as if it’s attached to someone I no longer know.
As if sensing my presence, Jason turns. His eyes take me in for a moment and then harden like glass. He bolts upright, throwing off the headphones.
“What are you doing here? Why did my mother let you in? She knows we’re through!”
Those words, spit out with such vitriol, are a knife in my stomach. It’s almost more than I can take. But I’ve got a mission to accomplish. I have to be brave. I steel myself and gather my courage. “Please listen—I can explain if you’ll let me.”
He slowly shakes his head. “No way. I know who you are now. You’re not the girl I fell for.”
Trembling, I inch toward him until I’m close to his bed. I take a breath and boldly sit down.
“You have to trust me,” I say. “It’s something you’d never guess, not in a million years, but it’ll clear your mind up about everything.”
He crosses his arms. “Try me.” His eyes are cold and hard. They look smaller when he’s angry, narrow and suspicious.
“I can read minds when I kiss people,” I say in a rush. Seeing his skeptical, frowning expression, I hurry on. “I didn’t want to ruin things with us by knowing your thoughts. That’s why I refused to kiss you. The only reason I’ve been kissing other people is to try to find out who killed Annika.”
He glares at me. “I can’t deal with this shit.” He jumps off the bed. “Leave, now!” He moves as if to push me toward the door, but I dodge him. I reach up, grab his neck with all of my might, and pull his head down. Before he can resist, I lay a kiss on him. It’s not the slow, sensual first kiss I’d imagined or hoped we would have, but instead one with a purpose, borne of desperation.
She’s beautiful, even if she’s crazy. I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful. She reminds me of the Mona Lisa sometimes, especially when she’s sad, like now. She’s shattered my heart. I wish I could be with her again, even though she’s certifiable. But there’s no going back.
He pushes me away and is at the door in one bound. “Get the hell out!”
“You think I look like the Mona Lisa when I’m sad,” I say, rushing through my words like an auctioneer. “You want to be with me but I’ve broken your heart. You think I’m completely crazy. Don’t you see, I read your mind when I kissed you! And if I kissed you again, I could probably see your whole childhood and everything that’s ever happened to you.”
Jason stares at me with a mixture of fear and suspicion. “What the fuck are you trying to pull, Winter?”
“I found out I have a power no one else has. I can read minds. But only when I kiss people.”
“I don’t believe it.”
“How did I know about the Mona Lisa? Did you tell anyone else about that?”
He shakes his head slowly, not taking his eyes off me. His face is pure skepticism.
“Want to try again?” I ask gently. “Just to prove it to you?”
“This is some weird trick. I don’t know what you’re up to, but it’s freaking me out.” Jason backs away, tripping over the corner of the dresser. He crashes to the ground, just as his mom sticks her head around the corner. He scrambles to his feet.
“Is everything okay?” she asks, worry lines etched on her brow. “I heard shouting.”
“Sorry, Mom,” Jason replies. “Just a heated discussion.” After exchanging a look and a nod with his mother, he closes the door. With me inside the room.
Promising. A flicker of hope licks at my heart.
“I don’t trust you,” he says, arms crossed and eyes boring through me.
“Just give me one chance to prove it to you. If you’re right about me, then you can throw me out and I’ll never come back. I promise.”
He assesses me for a long, drawn-out moment. His face is guarded, suspicious. Finally, he shrugs and utters a reluctant, simple “Okay.”
I step forward, but he puts his hand up.
“If you’re screwing with me, I don’t ever want to lay eyes on you again. Clear?”
I nod, trembling. Please, power, don’t fail me now. I move closer to him and look up into his eyes. I see mistrust there, doubt and anger. But I also see the faintest glimmer of possibility in them, a muted expression of hope.
That is all I need. I move closer still, so our bodies are touching. I intertwine my arms around his neck and gently offer my mouth to his. His lips are more yielding this time, not completely open to me, but not tightly closed either. I hear his thoughts and see his past. It is all there, in this moment between us.
Flash! He had a pet lizard named Zack that died when he was twelve. He buried it in the back yard and wrote a poem about grief for his eighth grade English class, which caused the kids to laugh at him. But the poem got an A.
Flash, flash! His father left the family for a waitress with a red beehive and triple D boobs (“Big-Jugs Gina,” his dad affectionately calls her) who likes to jump on the trampoline. They’re still together, which bothers Jason, although he doesn’t let on to anyone. When his parents were divorcing, he would turn up his iPod to drown out the sounds of his mother’s sobs. He still can’t listen to Nirvana because it reminds him of his parents’ split.
Flash, flash, flash. He hated being called “Coke Bottle Face” more than “Stumblemeyer.” He tries not to think about those taunts and just moves forward, working hard to get good grades and do well in sports. He knows success is the best revenge.
Flash! He wants to find out who killed Annika. Lately people have been looking at him with suspicion, and he doesn’t know how to deal with it.
Flash. He doesn’t think he’s good-looking and still sees himself as Stumblemeyer, even if people tell him otherwise.
Flash, flash! He secretly wants to study civil rights law in college even though his mother hates all attorneys (she got a terrible settlement in the divorce). He hopes that he can use the law to help people.
Flash. He is embarrassed about how much hair he has on his chest and has thought about shaving it.
Flash, flash! He thinks I’m the most beautiful girl he’s ever seen and has had a crush on me since sixth grade even though I hardly knew he existed. He loves my eyes and my smile and feels warm inside whenever I’m near.
I gently pull back, open my eyes, and tell him all of these things, these things I now know about him.
He walks slowly to the bed as if in a trance and sits down, the color completely drained from his face. He runs his fingers through his hair, shaking his head slowly from side to side in a dazed way. From his expression, it’s clear he’s unable to believe it but is forced to. He looks as though he’s been hit by an eighteen-wheeler. His skin is gray, ashen. He refuses to meet my eyes, an unreadable expression on his face.
After a long moment, he says, “I’m afraid of you.”
I place my hand on his arm. “Don’t be. I’m not a witch. I’ve just got this weird ESP power that I’m having a hard time figuring out. It only happens when I kiss, which is a royal bummer. But I’m still the same girl you fell for.”
And he’s still the guy.
I’m ashamed that Miranda’s words—or the cops’—ever put even a sliver of doubt in my head.
“Have you really been trying to solve Annika’s murder?” His face is softening and he’s starting to look like the old Jason. “Is that what all the kissing’s been about?”
I nod. “I didn’t want to ever kiss anyone ever again after some really weird experiments went wrong, but Miranda convinced me I should use my power for good. I felt I had a duty to find out who the murderer is. So I set up a kissing booth. It was pretty awful, actually. Especially since I’m not any closer to finding out who killed Annika.”
He’s silent. I can see him contemplating the situation, assessing how he feels as he mulls everything over, turning it around and around in his mind. Sifting through it, trying to reconcile himself with what he’s just learned about me.
After a long moment, he asks, “So is that why you kissed Billy?” He still won’t look at me.
“Yes,” I lie. Might as well not complicate things.
He’s silent. He stares at the floor, his jaw clenching and unclenching. Another long moment passes, and then he finally meets my eyes. There’s still a lot of pain in them, but I can see something else, too. A glimpse of—what? Understanding?
“You were the only one I ever wanted to kiss,” I say. I hope I can convince him of this truth. “But I wanted to get to know you in a natural way, not the turbo download that happens whenever I kiss someone. So that’s why I held you off. I wanted you to share yourself with me at your own pace.”
He nods once, shortly, his eyes still searching mine. I sigh, my breath coming out shaky and worried-sounding. I don’t know what else to say to reassure him.
As if suddenly recognizing and accepting my predicament, he leans back and cocks his head at me, a quizzical look on his face. A chagrined smile creeps onto his lips, flooding me with relief.
“What a trip,” he says.
“I know, this whole thing is so weird,” I say. I’m dying to put my arms around him, to kiss him again and again. Instead, I stand next to the bed, watching him. Hoping he’ll open his own arms to me. I’ve thrown myself at him enough already.
“Wow, you know about why my parents got divorced. Big-Jugs Gina. Man. I haven’t told anyone that.” He blows out a deep breath. “I also can’t believe you know about me wanting to . . . uh . . . shave my chest.” His face reddens and he covers his eyes with his hand. “Jeez, how embarrassing.”
“Compared to what I’ve seen lately, it’s nothing. And actually, I like chest hair,” I reply in a light tone.
He smiles. Our eyes lock, and the old tingle is back. He leans forward and gently lifts my chin. When we kiss this time, I don’t see any thoughts or memories. All I experience is a feeling—a warm blanket of softness in my heart that spreads throughout my body and wraps itself around my mind like a velvet vise. Then I’m soaring in an indigo-colored sky, flying with Jason as my wings. A vast, never-ending feeling envelops me in a cloud-like dream—a warm embrace that promises to never let go. Then I dip, down, down, down, until I open my eyes and Jason is here with me, staring into my soul.
“That’s how I feel about you, in case there’s any question,” he says.
I smile at him through my tears. “I wish you could see into my mind and heart, too.”
“I already do,” he says.
And I know it’s the truth.
***
We snuggle close and lie together for a long while, enjoying the warmth of our bodies nestled together. He strokes my fingers lightly with his. We’re both silent, lost in each other, in the moment, and in our thoughts. There is so much to talk about, but right now, just being together is enough.
Then, Jason sits up abruptly, interrupting the moment between us. “I just thought of something. This power of yours . . . wow. You can find out if Kirby did it.”
“Kirby Cahill?” I ask. My heart sinks.
Jason jumps up, agitated, and begins pacing the room. “He knew Billy Timmons was going to be arrested before it happened.”
“What?”
“Yeah, we were in the locker room and joking around with the other guys. Kirby was spouting off about how Billy’s a little prick and the type of pathetic loser who would kill a girl. ‘He’s just a harmless stoner,’ I said. But when the other guys walked away, Kirby said, ‘You don’t know jack-shit, Brackmeyer. Just wait and see.’ I didn’t think anything about it until later, when Billy was arrested. He was dragged off the field in cuffs, squealing and crying like a little pig. Everyone was shocked. Then I saw Kirby’s face. I swear he was gloating.”
“Do you think Kirby set Billy up?” I ask uneasily. I can see where this conversation is leading, and the last thing I want to do is kiss Kirby Cahill after just getting back together with Jason.
Jason ponders this. “I don’t know. I just can’t shake this gut feeling about him. He and Annika had that heated conversation right before she was killed. It’s worth looking into.”
“He doesn’t seem like the killing type.” I’m grasping at straws. I know damn well Kirby could be a potential suspect—as much or more so than anyone else—but I don’t want to kiss him.
“Anybody could be the killing type. You never know the truth about people,” says Jason, rubbing his jaw.
He’s right. I should know better than anyone. Being able to read people’s thoughts has given me a whole new perspective on the human race.
“So you want me to kiss him?” I ask, reluctance permeating my words.
Jason glares at me. “Of course I don’t want you to kiss him.” He runs his hands through his hair, looking flummoxed. “But maybe you should. There’s no other way to find out if Kirby did it.”
My heart squeezes tight in my chest. “I don’t know, Jason . . .”
He chews on his lip. “Man, this is so weird. I still can’t believe you have this ability. Or that I’m telling my girlfriend to kiss another guy.”
I swallow hard. “Well—”
“What the hell am I doing? This is crazy.” A look of utter confusion fills his eyes.
I sigh. “I wish I didn’t have this thing. It’s a curse.” I’m shaky and upset inside, but another part of me is exhilarated.
Jason called me his girlfriend.
He shakes his head ruefully. “A curse is right.” He pauses, as if weighing his words carefully. “But since you have this thing, you should make the best of it. You can’t change it, right? So maybe you could use it to do good in the world.”
I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You sound like Miranda.”
He shrugs. “You have the potential to change people’s lives, the world, even. How many people can say that?”
I’m silent. I want to know if he’ll be there, or if he’s going to run when it all sinks in.
“Are you going to be able to handle it?” I blurt out. “Or are you going to freak out when you see what’s involved? It’s not something simple, like a sixth toe or something.”
“I’d rather you had a sixth sense than a sixth toe,” he says. He moves closer, looking me deep in the eyes. “It’s the whole you I like, Winter. And if you’re stuck with this power, then I am, too. Because I’m stuck on you.”
Those are about the nicest words anyone has ever said to me. I hug him and let tears of relief fall. He’s mine again. He hugs me back, and we embrace for a long moment. I never want it to end.
He pulls back. “Will you go to the homecoming dance with me?”
“I thought you’d never ask . . . again,” I say, trying to joke through my tears. He uses his thumb to wipe a tear away, gently tracing a path down my cheek.
“I already did. Three times. So you better not blow it this time.” He smiles, drawing me close and kissing me. Once again I’m floating on a cloud of purple-tinged blueness.
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Miranda and I are in Forever 17, shopping for my homecoming dress. When she’d called to invite me to the mall, neither of us brought up our fight, preferring to move on as if nothing had happened. I’m grateful to not have any more emotional crap to deal with—I’ve had enough to last me a lifetime. I can tell by the way Miranda eagerly helps me shop that she feels bad about everything. She’s on a frenzied search: rummaging through sale bins, pointing out accessories, running to me with different dresses that she thinks might look good.
The store is so bright it hurts my eyes: white walls covered in shiny mirrors, glossy white and silver floors. Sales clerks bustle around, dressed head-to-toe in white and wearing large sequined hats. All of this white and silver, along with bad hip-hop blaring from overhead speakers, gives me a headache. I just want to get this dress-shopping over with. Unlike Miranda, who could spend all day in a store, I’m not much of a shopper. She’s paying, though, making good on our dare-bet, so I should spend the time and find the right outfit for homecoming. I want to knock Jason’s eyes out. In a good way.
“How about this one?” she asks, holding up a red dress with a black heart pattern.
“It’s a homecoming dance, not a Valentine’s party.”
She laughs and shoves me playfully. “I think it’s pretty.” She has more weight behind her now, so I nearly lose my footing and am forced to grab on to a chrome stand holding Capri pants.
“Miranda!”
“Sorry.” She rifles through more dresses. “What about this?” She holds up a striped yellow and black number.
“Great, a bumblebee. Is there a Halloween theme this year?”
She throws me a smirk. “You’re a tough one.” She pauses to examine a black dress, then holds it up.
I shake my head. “It’s way too short.”
She giggles at my expression. “You’re right. It’d show your cooch.” She puts it back, right next to a pile of monogrammed satin underwear. She holds up a pair of pink panties embroidered with an A, and raises her brows. “Remember what I told you?”
I shake my head and look away. I don’t want to be reminded of Annika’s unsolved murder.
“So how’s your pregnancy going?” I ask, deliberately changing the subject.
“Okay, I guess,” she says with a sigh. “I still haven’t told my parents, but I think they suspect something’s up. They’ve been acting real weird lately.”
“Miranda, you have to tell them. You can’t wait much longer.”
“I know, I know. But I’m so afraid they’re going to throw me out of the house. They’ve always said that if anything like this ever happened, they’d disown me.”
“They wouldn’t. You’re their daughter.”
She stares at me, hard. “Yes, they would. You don’t know them like I do. They have high standards. If I fail them, well . . . I don’t know what they’ll do. But it’ll be something drastic.”
I contemplate this. “Well, don’t you think it’d be better they find out before you have the baby? So you and Victor can make plans one way or another? If you have to move out, it would give you time to get everything in order. You know, find a job and an apartment, things like that.”
“Find a job? Leave school?” Miranda looks at me with stricken eyes.
Is she really that out of touch?
“You can always go back to school,” I say. “But right now you need to make sure that you’re thinking about what’s best for the baby. What are you going to do if your parents throw you out after you’ve got a newborn? Then what? How will you pay rent? I mean, I could always ask my mom if you could move in with us, but our place is small. I doubt she’d go for it. You need to think about these things, Miranda.”
She bites her lip. “I hate Billy for doing this to me.”
You did it to yourself, too. I feel bad for my friend but also want to shake some sense into her. She’s going to be a mother, for Pete’s sake!
She swipes at her eyes then starts vigorously pawing through the dresses. She holds up a deep bluish-purple velvet dress, form-fitting and simple. It’s perfect. She knows it, too, by the triumphant look in her red-rimmed eyes. She flashes me a wan smile.
“That’s the one,” I say. “I’ll go try it on.”
“Take this one, too.” She hands me the red and black heart dress. I acquiesce, rolling my eyes and nudging her in a playful way that I hope will snap her out of her funk. Instead, she follows me to the dressing room with a glum expression.
When I walk out of the room with the purple dress on, Miranda is standing by the large three-sided mirror. She is picking at her nails, looking morose. Her face changes when she sees me.
“You’re gorgeous,” she says, inhaling deeply. “Jason is going to die when he sees you.” Her face falls. “I don’t know when I’m ever going to be able to wear a dress like that again. My mom bought me a beautiful black silk for homecoming but I don’t have the heart to tell her about . . .” She falters, looking like she’s about to cry again.
“Miranda,” I say gently, “Let’s go tell your parents. Together. I’ll go with you. They need to know. You need to get this over with, to find out where you stand.”
She looks at me, biting her lip. “Will you really go with me?”
I nod, and she hugs me. We stand together in silence until she gathers herself, seeming to shrug off her melancholy. She lifts her chin and says in a brisk tone, “Good, then. Let’s do it. They can’t kill me if you’re there.”
We both attempt a half-hearted giggle at her joke, but it sounds stilted, forced.
When I exit the dressing room with the beautiful purple gown over my arm, Miranda is huddled on the ground next to the mirror, her arms around her knees. Her head is buried in the heart dress in her lap.
She’s crying.
***
Mrs. Gough sits on the dark green designer couch, her face stiff and expectant. She picks at one of her acrylic nails abstractedly—a habit she shares with her daughter—as she stares at Miranda. She knows bad news is coming; it’s obvious by her guarded, watchful expression. Miranda’s father sits next to his wife, leaning forward, tense, his face expectant and hands clenched together at his knees. Beads of sweat are popping up on his bald, pink head. His wife reaches over and grips his hand, and he shifts his gaze to her.
“It’ll be okay,” he says under his breath.
Mrs. Gough takes a deep breath and forces a nod. Her eyes move frantically from her husband to her daughter, bulging orbs in an immobile, Botoxed face.
Miranda’s parents must know. They have to. They’re acting so intense, so weird.
“What is it you have to tell us, Miranda?” asks Mrs. Gough, her words trembling slightly. “It’s clear something has been on your mind.” She twists a tissue in her lap.
Miranda clears her throat. “Um. Well . . .” She looks at me, next to her on the couch. I nod and pat her leg, trying to give her the courage she needs. You can do this, Miranda. Tell them.
“Out with it!” barks Mr. Gough abruptly “You’re torturing your mother!”
Miranda cowers, leaning into me. I grab her hand and squeeze it. She squeezes it back. She clears her throat again and takes a deep breath. Her parents are staring at her intently. Mrs. Gough’s eyes focus on my hand holding tightly on to Miranda’s.
“I knew it!” she cries, pointing at our clasped hands with a shaking finger. “See, David, I was right.” She bursts into loud sobs and buries her face in her hands, her shoulders heaving.
David Gough stands up, his face white and strained. “Impossible! Our only daughter. I don’t believe it! Didn’t believe it when our neighbor Mrs. Lischke first told us. Still can’t believe it, to tell you the truth! But what choice do I have now? It’s here, right in front of my eyes. Flaunting it in front of your mother, breaking her heart!” He gestures to his wife, who is huddled on the couch, sobbing into her hands. “You were always such a feminine girl, Miranda. You liked dolls and boys and . . . well . . . This has to be some sort of game. A mistake! We’ve never seen this side of you. Never saw this coming!” He’s pacing the floor now, his hand covering his shiny head as if to keep it from popping off.
Miranda stares at me and I stare at her in confusion. What in the hell is going on?
Mrs. Gough looks up with stricken eyes, babbling through her tears. “When the neighbor saw you kissing Winter at the beach, I didn’t want to believe it was true. That you were a . . . lesbian. But now I see if for my own eyes and—”
“Mom!” Miranda shouts. “You’ve got it all wrong!”
“Don’t worry, honey. Really,” says Mrs. Gough. “I’ve been trying to work it through in my mind.” Her hand trembles as she tries to blow her nose. “I’ve been doing a lot of reading on homosexuality lately, trying to come to terms with it. All the books said that you would come to me when you were ready . . . and now you have. I’ll learn to accept it, somehow. I’ve been watching a lot of Ellen DeGeneres. You know her mom loves and accepts her lesbian daughter. And Cher, too . . . .”
“Mom! Will you listen to me!” Miranda jumps up.
Her mother puts up a hand, cutting her off. “I told David that the part that really gets me, the part I just can’t bear to think about is . . . losing my daughter. What if you decide to become a man after this? A lot of lesbians become transsexuals, you know. Just look at Cher’s daughter. I can’t bear it if we never . . .” She covers her mouth, choking back a sob. “Never have grandchildren!” She sobs openly and loudly, with deep emotion.
Mr. Gough sits down beside his wife and gives her a hug. “Darling, there’s still hope. This is probably some silly teenage phase.” He casts a glare in our direction. “We haven’t lost our daughter to that lifestyle yet. Not until she starts taking sex hormones and gets her, ah, chest cut off. Look at her, she’s still the same, hasn’t gone anywhere. She’s just chosen to play boyfriend-girlfriend—or is it girlfriend-girlfriend?—with her friend Winter, that’s all. Probably to test us. She’s always been the perfect child. Maybe this is her way of rebelling. Teenagers do crazy things, you know.” He strokes her hand. “Remember how in our day it was crazy to smoke clove cigarettes and wear a Mohawk? We both did those kinds of things, don’t deny it. Now it’s tattoos and bisexuality.”
“Mom, Dad! I am not a lesbian. Or a pre-op tranny!” Miranda shouts, her expression incredulous. She rushes over and grabs each of them by an arm. “Are you two on crack? Omigod! What are you thinking? I’m not Winter’s lesbian lover and never would be. O-mi-god.” She throws her hands into the air and stalks over to the corner of the room. She crosses her arms, shaking her head and glaring at her parents.
“But Mrs. Lischke saw you two kissing down at the beach,” says Mrs. Gough. “How do you explain that? She said it was a long kiss, too, and that you seemed very close. She said you both were, uh, fondling each other, and that it was obvious you had a . . . relationship.”
Miranda gasps and her mouth drops open. I shake my head at her, stunned. I can’t believe what I’m hearing.
Fondling?
“Mrs. Gough,” I say, mustering my courage to speak up. “I can tell you for a fact that Miranda and I never fondled each other. Ever. Your neighbor is lying.”
“That old geezer’s mind is in the gutter,” shouts Miranda. “What do you expect from a lady who lives alone with four cats?”
“Well, what about the kissing? Is that true?” Mrs. Gough asks, her voice quavering.
I take a deep breath. “Yes, but only because—”
“It was a dare,” Miranda says. “I dared her to kiss me. But it was only for fun, to get the guys on the beach excited. You know how guys like that stuff.”
Mr. Gough narrows his eyes at his daughter. “No, I most certainly do not.”
Mrs. Gough rubs her forehead. “Mrs. Lischke said something about some boys cheering you on. She said they were laughing and talking about the pretty lesbian girls on the beach.” She sucks in her breath at the thought, clenching her tissue tighter in her manicured fingers. She looks at her daughter with stricken, heavily made-up eyes, but eyes that have a flicker of hope in them. “So you were doing it to titillate boys on the beach, then?”
I cringe. Mrs. Gough’s words sound much too eager for such a statement, especially coming from a parent. I can’t imagine my mom saying something like that in such a happy, hopeful tone. But then again, given the right circumstances, anything is possible.
“Sure, that’s the way it is these days.” Miranda waves her hand dismissively. “Guys like the idea of two girls kissing. It’s just silly, just for fun. Nothing more. Winter did it as a dare.”
The mother jumps up and runs to her daughter, nearly tripping in her green zebra print mules. She hugs Miranda tightly. “Oh honey, I’m so glad! Not that I would have minded if you were gay. Really. I’ve learned so much about that lifestyle. It’s much more common these days. But I just . . . well . . . it was a hard adjustment to make.”
Mr. Gough stands off to the side, watching his wife and daughter embrace. He catches my eye and raises an eyebrow as if to say that I’m still suspect in his eyes. It’s clear he’s still thinks I’m bad news somehow.
“Isn’t there something else you wanted to tell us, Miranda?” he asks. “The reason for this little meeting? Maybe something about the dead girl?”
Miranda steps back from her mother’s embrace and sighs. “I do need to talk to you guys, but it’s not about Annika.” She looks at me, takes a deep breath, and blurts out, “I’m pregnant.”
Her parents look pole-axed. They stare at each other, at us, and at each other again.
“You are?” Mrs. Gough, instead of sounding upset, sounds positively giddy with joy. “Did you hear that, David? Our daughter is not gay. She’s pregnant.”
“Yes, Mom,” says Miranda in a rueful tone. “You wanted grandchildren. Well, now you’ll get them early.” She looks over at me with a cautiously optimistic expression. I give her an encouraging smile. This is turning out better than we’d both expected.
“Who’s the father, honey? Is it Billy?” asks Mrs. Gough.
“Um, yes. But Billy doesn’t want it.” Miranda’s voice sounds pinched. Her hand reaches out to mine again, but then she stops herself. “But Victor does. He wants to marry me and raise the baby as his own.”
Mr. Gough and Mrs. Gough exchange a glance.
“Is Victor the nice Mexican boy we met last month?” asks the mother.
“Yes. But he’s not Mexican. He’s Guatemalan,” says Miranda.
The parents continue to nod, bright smiles plastered on their faces, still exchanging glances with each other.
“Well,” says Mrs. Gough, “I suppose that’s nice. Latinos certainly value family, don’t they?” She looks at her husband for encouragement. “And I do have such a nice Guatemalan print rug that I bought when we were first married.”
“Does this mean that you’re okay with it?” asks Miranda. “Can I still live here?”
“Of course, sweetheart.” Mrs. Gough’s eyes fill with tears. She hugs her daughter tightly again. “Did you think we were going to throw you out? Oh honey, we would never. This is our grandchild we’re discussing here. Oh my, we have adorable little baby clothes to shop for.”
“But what about college? I know you wanted me to go to a good school,” says Miranda.
“We’ll work that out later. What matters now is that we have a new little Gough to think about. Our daughter is pregnant. Let me see your belly.” The woman tugs at her daughter’s baggy track sweatshirt, and Miranda lifts it to show her mother her swelling stomach.
Mrs. Gough hovers over her daughter, touching the taut, rounded skin with gentle fingers and a wondrous expression. Seeing them together like this, I know it’s all going to work out. I’m indescribably happy for Miranda.
Mr. Gough shakes his head, wiping the droplets of sweat off of his shiny forehead. “This has been some evening. I need a drink. Ginny?”
His wife nods, and he disappears into the kitchen.
Mrs. Gough sits down with a deep sigh, blotting her tears with her ball of wadded up tissues. Miranda and I look at each other for a long moment, and then, despite ourselves, burst out laughing. We can’t help it. It’s a combination of relief and the craziness of what just happened.
Mrs. Gough looks at us with a bemused, slightly confused expression. “What’s so funny, girls?”
Miranda doubles over with giggles. “I was just picturing you and Dad with Mohawks.”
***
Later, as I’m driving home, something niggles at me. I can’t figure out what it is.
It’s not until I’m pulling into my parking space that it hits me.
Why did Miranda’s father mention Annika?
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I’m putting the finishing touches on my hair for the homecoming dance. Mom and Jason wait for me in the living room. I take a moment to look myself over in the closet mirror. If I’m going to pull off my plan with Kirby Cahill tonight, I have to look extra good. Plus I want to “wow” Jason with everything I’ve got. I’ve succeeded, knocked it out of the park. I almost don’t recognize myself.
I’m wearing the outfit Miranda bought me from Forever 17: the beautiful formfitting, above-the-knee velvet dress with the scooped top. The deep violet blue color reminds me of kissing Jason. A push-up bra gives my chest a sexily rounded appearance without being over-the-top. I’m wearing Jason’s glittering daisy necklace and sexy platform heels. My hair flows loosely around my face in soft waves, the result of an hour with the large-barreled curling iron. My makeup is dark and sultry with just a touch of shimmer. My lashes have loads of lengthening mascara on them so they frame my eyes, making the green pop.
I feel gorgeous.
When I enter the living room, Jason is sitting on the couch. He’s holding a bouquet of flowers. He stands when he sees me, looking shy. He is drop-dead handsome in his dress slacks and shirt and stylish street sneakers. His hair is gelled back from his face but a few pieces have gotten loose and fallen onto his forehead in a “men’s model” sort of way. He takes my breath away.
“Wow, you look beautiful,” he says, taking in my outfit, hair, and face.
I feel shy, too, and a bit awkward. Mom buzzes around us giddily, snapping pictures. I shoo her away, and she retreats to the kitchen to make some tea, unable to contain the smiles she sends in our direction.
Jason nervously shifts from one foot to the other. “Here,” he says, thrusting the flowers at me. They’re gorgeous white tulips but inside the bouquet, nestled in the center, is a lone daisy.
We exchange a private look. I thank him and kiss him lightly. A tingle zaps my heart.
You are drop dead gorgeous, Winter. You’re going to make me the envy of every guy there.
Our eyes meet, and a smile dances in his eyes. I smile back.
“Hey you two, just one more picture,” says Mom. We pose together with the tulips and daisy between us, smiling like any other couple going to a special dance.
A shadow passes across my heart. From the outside world, no one would know that one of us would be kissing another tonight.
We say goodbye to Mom who tells us to be safe tonight, and Jason ushers me to the car. A shiny black Mercedes sits in the Visitor section of the complex. When Jason walks over to it and opens the door, I gasp.
“I borrowed it from my dad,” Jason says, unable to hide his huge grin.
“But how? Did you drive all the way down to San Diego to get it?”
“Yep, last night. There and back in three hours. He’ll be driving my van for a few days. I’d love to see him pulling up to his law practice in my clunker.”
I squeal and jump into his arms. I’ve never been in a Mercedes before. It’s too exciting for words!
In the car, he turns on the leather seat warmers, adjusts the rear view mirror, and hits “Play” on the CD player. He’s made a playlist of our favorite vintage ‘80s songs. Thompson Twins “Hold Me Now” comes on. He leans over and kisses me.
You are my dream girl.
“And you’re my dream guy,” I reply. He laughs and starts the car. He backs out carefully, the electronic side mirrors adjusting automatically so he can see the curb properly.
“This thing could probably drive itself,” I say.
“That’d be great. Then we could sit in the back seat and make out while the car chauffeurs us.”
I laugh, giddy with excitement at being with Jason in this car, dressed up, and going to the homecoming dance together.
Soberness descends on me again, remembering that it’s not really our special night because we have a mission to accomplish. I gaze out the window into the darkness, silent.
Jason puts his hand on mine. “You’re thinking about Kirby Cahill, aren’t you?”
“I don’t want to kiss him. It’ll feel like I’m betraying you.”
Jason’s jaw clenches, that involuntary movement that happens whenever he’s thinking about something he doesn’t like. “I can’t stand the idea either. But we both know kissing people could solve Annika’s murder. Nothing more or less. We owe it to her. She should be going to this dance, too.”
We’re both quiet. Tears sting my eyes. I blink them back, willing myself not to ruin my makeup. I remember my beautiful, gentle friend. Jason’s right—she should be here. Some twisted person snuffed out her life, and my ESP power is the only chance I have of securing her justice. Jason supports me, and this gives me an inkling of peace. He gets it. As long as I know this, then I can go forward. Even if I hate it.
“Don’t worry,” says Jason. “You’re not betraying me. I know how much Kirby repulses you. Just get through it. I support you. It’s something we need to do.”
“But what if he’s not the guy? How many more people am I going to have to kiss?” I’m twisted up inside. Jason is the only person whose lips I want on mine.
“I’ve thought a lot about that,” he says. “It really bums me out on the one hand, but on the other, if you can find out who killed Annika, it’ll be worth it. We have to start somewhere. Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.”
I’m glad he’s so convinced it’s Kirby because I don’t know what the hell to think. I just want this over with.
“So as soon as I know, we’ll call the cops?” I ask.
“Yes, but be sure to look for some clear evidence in his mind. We have to be able to point to something concrete.”
“I just hope it’s him so we can call the cops and be done with it. I want to get on with our lives. After I solve Annika’s murder, I don’t plan on ever kissing anyone else again. Except you, of course.”
He takes one hand off the wheel and strokes my cheek. “But what if you can help other people? What if you can find out things that can even help our country? I know I’m looking way ahead, but think about it. If you use this thing right, it could be something invaluable to the world.”
“And you’d be fine with that? With your girlfriend kissing all sorts of random people?”
“Actors kiss each other, right? All in a day’s work. I guess I could get used to it if I had to, as long as I know your heart is always with me and that you’re using your ability to help the world.”
I contemplate this. “You’re a stronger person than I am.”
“Trust me, I don’t like the idea, either. But we have to look at the big picture.”
I gaze out the window at the passing darkness. The idea of this kissing ability becoming a regular, welcomed part of my life seems daunting. Impossible, in fact. Both Jason and Miranda are excited about my power and see the potential to do bigger things with it. I just want it to go away so I can live a normal life. No one knows what it’s like to have this thing. They’re not the ones living with it.
We pull into the school parking lot. The parking lot is mostly empty, except for a few early-arrivers. We park under a tree with a view of the auditorium. A door is propped open and light streams through. Balloons and sparkly silver streamers are visible, hanging from the ceiling of the auditorium. The band is setting up and going through a series of warm-ups. The dull thump-thump of the drum and cymbals matches the nervous jumping of my heart.
Jason gets out, opens the trunk, and comes back with a silver bucket. Inside sits a bottle of champagne and two glasses. “We might as well enjoy ourselves while we plot our takeover of Kirby Cahill’s brain.” He pops the champagne with a loud bang. It fizzes on the asphalt next to the car. He pours me a glass and hands it to me through the open window, then slides in and closes the door behind him.
The glass is cool in my sweaty hand. I’m afraid I’m going to drop it. I don’t know if Jason’s sheer gorgeousness or the stress of my mission, but either way I’m terribly nervous. I want to smile, laugh at his jokes, but my lungs are constricted, like an elephant has its big hoof—or whatever you call the damn foot—on my chest, pressing down, down, down. I take a deep breath, trying to clear my mind. I need to relax if I’m ever going to pull this thing off.
Jason lifts his glass to me.
“Here’s to the prettiest girl in school,” he says.
My heart, already jiggling from anxiety, does large flip-flops. I smile and raise my glass. “Here’s to you, too.”
We clink glasses, and I take a sip. The champagne is fizzy as soda and better-tasting than beer. It instantly warms me up. Either that or it’s Jason’s proximity.
I study his profile. With his chiseled face and champagne glass, he looks like James Bond. He’s so handsome, but now that I know his personality, all I see is kindness. I wish I could just enjoy this moment, but instead my mind roves over the possibilities of what could happen tonight.
What if my plan with Kirby fails? What if I’m ostracized at the dance because I’m known as the school slut? What if Darcy tries to beat me up? Or what about Damen Ratliff with his plate-sized belt buckle and ten-gallon hat? I know his secret, after all. He would hit a girl, I’m sure of it. But worst of all, what if Jason gets upset when he sees me kiss Kirby—even though he assures me he won’t—and I lose him . . . again?
I lean back against the leather seat, trying to relax, but can’t shake my unease. I wish Jason and I were an ordinary couple, going to the homecoming dance in a normal way. But I’m not ordinary anymore, and this is no longer an ordinary relationship. This is my new reality, like it or not.
“What are you thinking?” asks Jason. “You’re doing the Mona Lisa thing again.”
“Oh, just wondering if we should be doing this, drinking alcohol in the car,” I lie. “What if a cop comes?”
“Sometimes we need to take chances in life. We’ve got a difficult night ahead of us, not exactly the homecoming dance experience I’d hoped to have with you. So let’s enjoy our time together before we go in. Just promise me I’ll get at least one dance with you tonight.”
I’m glad to hear he also wishes we could have a normal dance experience. It makes me feel less alone.
“Absolutely,” I say. “A nice, long, slow one.”
We toast again, and I take another sip. The bubbles tickle my nose. I’m starting to get buzzed. Even though I’ve only had half a glass, my stomach is queasy. Nerves.
I hand the glass to Jason. “I’d better not have any more. I need to keep my wits about me.”
He nods and tosses my champagne out the window, then puts both empty glasses in the bucket. He looks pensive. Champagne is for another night. Not tonight, with so much on our minds and ahead of us.
“Do you know who Kirby’s date is?” I ask.
“I assume it’s Darcy, right? Aren’t they seeing each other?”
“Yeah, off and on. I hope it’s not her. She’s already threatened me.” I rub my forehead. “It seems now I’ve got a pretty bad reputation at school.” The thought of going to the dance and seeing myself through everyone’s eyes, as the school’s kissing slut, makes me feel ill.
“What do you mean, Darcy threatened you?” asks Jason.
“She told Miranda she wanted to kick my ass.”
“I’ll take care of her.”
I stare. “How?”
“She’s got a thing for me. Everyone’s been telling me. I’ll seduce her while you’re executing your plan with Kirby.”
“What?” I say, my voice rising. “Seduce her?”
“Well, not literally,” he says, laughing. “But I’ll distract her.”
I look away. I guess it’s only fair, but the thought of Jason flirting with Darcy gives me a stomachache. On top of it all, I have to go pee. Bad.
“There’s something else you need to know about me,” I say.
“What?” He looks alarmed. I can only imagine what he’s thinking. Another secret?
“I have a small bladder,” I say.
He throws his head back and laughs. “I can live with that.”
“You say that now,” I say, trying to lighten the moment and push away the sense of doom in my heart. “But just wait. Any time I drink even a drop, I have to go pee. It’s the curse of my family. My mom’s the same way.”
“Are you saying you have to go now?”
“Unfortunately.”
Jason looks around the parking lot. “If you can’t wait until we get inside, there are some bushes over there.” He winks.
“I am not hiking up this fancy dress and roughing it behind a bush!”
Jason laughs. “I’m kidding. Let’s head inside.”
I pull down the sunshade mirror and apply more gloss, stalling for time despite my aching bladder. I snap my handbag shut, close my eyes for a moment to gather my courage, then open the door.
Around us, the parking spaces are now filled with cars. People are getting ready for the dance, girls touching up their make-up and guys surreptitiously passing around bottles of liquor. Marijuana smoke sifts through cracked windows, and music thumps from woofers. The atmosphere is charged with excitement.
A large, white truck races across the parking lot. It looks like Kirby Cahill’s vehicle, lifted high on huge chrome wheels with tinted windows and bright roof lights. It’s blasting hard-core rap music that can be heard all the way down to us. It circles through the lot, kicking up dust, then jolts to a stop near the front of the building, parking at an angle and taking up two handicap spaces.
Sure enough, Kirby gets out wearing a sports coat and scarf, strutting like a peacock (emphasis on cock, Miranda would say). He stops to preen in the reflection of the window. Only Kirby Cahill would wear a sports coat to homecoming when all the other guys are wearing dress shirts. What a joke.
Jason comes to my side. “Looks like our test subject has arrived.”
Kirby saunters around to the passenger side of the truck and helps Darcy out. She’s wearing a fluffy white dress, boobs perched high on her chest. Her hair is styled into an elaborate up-do, clearly sprayed stiff by the way it sits, unmoving, like a fruit basket perched on top of her head. She looks like the Good Witch of the West. Or, based on her personality, the Wicked Witch of the East.
Jason snorts. “What’s that chick wearing? She looks like a marshmallow.”
“How else would you dress if you were dating the biggest ego in school? Wouldn’t you want to stand out, to have some glory too?” Although I’m trying to be light, my tone sounds forced.
“She needs a mirror,” Jason says. “Big time.”
“So she can ask who’s the fairest one of all?”
“I’m having second thoughts about trying to distract her. She is the distraction.”
We riff off each other a bit as we head toward the auditorium, giving Kirby and Darcy plenty of space to go in ahead of us. People are arriving in large numbers now. Everyone is dressed in their best, girls in flowing or clingy dresses in a multitude of colors, guys dressed mostly alike except for a bright embellishment here or there, such as flashy suspenders or a side-cocked hat.
Hordes of people greet Kirby and Darcy as they enter the building. The whole school is in their pocket, I think with a sinking stomach. My body is trembling. I take a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. Jason, sensing my distress, stops and takes my cold hand. He kisses it, gazing at me with his long-lashed brown eyes. He looks as apprehensive as I feel.
“Is the killer in there?” I whisper. He doesn’t answer, pulling me close. I hold on to him, not wanting to let him go.
Couples pass by us, and light shines brightly through the auditorium doors, oblong rays of gold against black. People are milling about inside. The band covers a pop song and music blares through loud speakers, echoing throughout the auditorium and out to us. Groups gather out front, and laughter wafts over.
Jason squeezes my hand. “Ready?”
I hesitate. Even though my bladder is begging me to hurry, I don’t want to go in there. Not just yet, when I have Jason here with me and the night is still simple and uncomplicated. “Ready as I’ll ever be, I guess,” I force myself to say.
“Remember, things might change and don’t be afraid to improvise. I’ll have your back.”
“Miranda is ready too,” I remind him. She’s the only other person who knows our strategy.
“Listen, no matter what happens tonight, remember this . . . ” He leans over and kisses me.
I’m yours.
I run my fingers through his thick hair, gazing into his eyes. “I feel the same about you.”
I wait a moment longer, leaning into him, gathering energy to go.
Then it’s time. At the door, I meet Jason’s eyes and take a deep breath.
“Here we go.”
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When I step into the auditorium, Miranda squeals and runs over, dragging Victor behind her. She is wearing a straight loose shift dress that obscures her belly. She’s got a feather in her hair and looks like a flapper. The look suits her. Victor is all dimples, giving me a hug like a long-lost brother. He and Jason make small talk while Miranda takes me aside.
“Kirby’s here,” she whispers. “And Darcy is throwing daggers at anyone who dares to say hi to him. She’s in rare form tonight.”
“Great.” I exhale. “She’s going to flip when I kiss her boyfriend.”
“I’ll watch out for you, don’t worry. I practiced some karate moves last night.”
I roll my eyes. “Miranda, you’re pregnant. You can’t be getting in fights. No, it should go all right. Jason is going to distract Darcy so I can get to Kirby.”
“Kirby’s over by the soda table, hanging with his buddies. You should go strut by and flirt with him, just to get him primed. You look hot tonight. Way better than Darcy. She looks like she just fell off the turnip truck.”
I laugh. “Turnip truck? That would mean she’s a country bumpkin.”
Darcy is standing by the dance floor with a group of her giggly cheerleader friends, gesticulating about something. She’s wearing too much fabric. It dwarfs her and makes her look like a lacy cow with a little over-sprayed blonde head sticking out the top.
“Who else would wear a dress like that and think it looks good?” asks Miranda. “She thinks she’s princess of the county fair or something.”
“Stop,” I say, giggling. “Don’t get started.”
My bladder is killing me, so I drag Miranda to the bathroom. On the way, I decide to take her advice and present myself to Kirby. I strut by him with my chest pushed out, feeling like a fool. I toss my hair and stare at him, with what I hope are smoldering eyes.
He notices. He stops talking to his friends and looks me up and down appraisingly.
“Hey Winter, looking hot,” he says, licking his lips. His friends nudge him.
“So do you, Kirby. Save me a dance?” I say.
Kirby waggles his eyebrows in a suggestive way. “Yeah, I’ll save you a dance. And something else.” He grabs his crotch.
His friends laugh. Instead of saying something rude back or telling him to go to hell like I normally would, I force myself to smile.
“Good. I’ll be waiting for you.” I walk away as sexily as I can muster in four-inch heels. I throw a last, come-hither smile over my shoulder at him. He watches me like a lion watches prey.
It’s all I can do not to gag.
In the bathroom, Miranda is breathless with excitement. “You were perfect.” She checks the bathroom stalls for feet. “You reeled him in, girl. You should’ve seen his face.”
I feel sick to my stomach. I hate play-acting this way.
“Was Darcy nearby?” I ask, biting my nail.
Miranda shakes her head. “Don’t think about her. She’ll get in your way if you let her. Just focus on what needs to be done. Remember Annika, eff Darcy. That should be your motto.”
I’m washing my hands when the door bangs open. Darcy, speak of the devil, struts in with her cheerleader friends. She approaches me with a sneer.
“I saw you talking to Kirby. You know, my boyfriend,” she says, glaring out of overly made-up rabbit eyes. I don’t know why everyone thinks she’s pretty. I stare down at her, realizing that with my heels I’m about foot taller. Suddenly, I’m not as afraid anymore.
“So what? I just said hi. We’re both on the track team, you know.” I have a sarcastic edge to my voice that surprises me. Miranda’s face smiles gleefully in the background.
Darcy narrows her eyes. Her frosted pink lips clench in a thin line. “Stay away from him, slut.” Her friends giggle.
“Why do you think I’m a slut, Darcy?” I ask, pretending a calmness I don’t feel. Anger rises in my throat. “From what I hear, you’re the one Kirby’s porking, not me.”
Her face darkens with rage. She clenches her fist, but she’s not so menacing with her whole body quivering like that. She looks like a frilly munchkin. I almost laugh.
“You go around kissing everyone you can get your hands on,” she snaps. “Everyone’s been talking about what a whore you are. No one knows what Jason Brackmeyer sees in you.”
I resist the urge to slap her. My heart is racing, my hands clammy. So everyone has been talking. And how dare she bring up Jason?
Without knowing what I’m doing or why, I throw my head back and laugh. Darcy and the cheerleaders stare at me. Miranda, too.
“You said it,” I say, chortling. “Yeah, I’m the kissing slut of the school. I just love kissing. It’s all I do, it’s my favorite pastime. I just kiss, kiss, kiss whoever I can get my hands on. And I even kiss girls!” Impulsively, I grab Darcy’s sprayed troll head and plant a slobbery kiss on her pink reptilian lips.
Flash! I feel her fear. She’s afraid of me because she views me as a threatening rival. She’s caught Kirby staring at me. He stares at everyone, but she hates me because I’m tall and thin and am dating the cutest guy in school. Darcy used to have the best guy but now I do, and everyone knows it.
She won’t relinquish her status to anyone, especially a nothing like me. Especially after she spent her college fund on breast implants, which nobody knows about, not even her parents. She plans on being a stripper after high school. Kirby says dancers make good money. The thought of it turns him on, which pleases her. So what if her new boobs are uneven, one bigger than the other? Kirby would recognize this if he stopped pawing her titties long enough to really look at them. But hell, it doesn’t matter. They were a good investment. No one at school has a sexier bod now, and maybe she can even pay for college with this stripping thing. She might as well, with these rocking titties that Kirby can’t keep his hands off of.
Darcy shoves me away. “Get off me, you fucking psycho slut!” She wipes her mouth. “What are you, a lesbo?”
I smile calmly. “Sure, I’m a lesbo and I want you, Darcy. I love your fake boobs that you spent your college fund on. Your poor parents. Don’t you think they should know you’re going to strip your way through college with a pair of lopsided implants?”
Darcy’s jaw drops open. A deep flush rises through the lacy bodice of her dress and spreads upward to her neck and face. It’s like watching a cartoon.
Her friends stare at her. “Did you get a boob job?” one of them asks. Another reaches out to poke her chest. Darcy bats her hand away.
“Why didn’t you tell us? Are you really a stripper?”
Darcy turns and runs out the door. Her friends cover their hands with their mouths, snickering.
“Oh my God!” says one.
“I knew they were fake,” another remarks.
“Yeah,” says another. “We all knew she’d gained weight. Now we know where.”
Their snide laughter follows them out the door.
“Wow,” Miranda says. “With friends like those . . . ” She stares at me. “What else did you see when you kissed her?”
“That she’s scared of me. She’s also jealous because I have Jason.”
“Wow,” says Miranda.
I shrug. “I’m not intimidated by her anymore. She’s a cowardly little troll.”
Miranda grins, pulling out her lip gloss. “I’d like to see her try to kick your ass. You’re like six feet tall in those shoes.”
“I doubt she’ll be coming anywhere near me now. Did you see how she looked at me after I kissed her?” I laugh. “She thinks I want her.”
Miranda giggles. It’s infectious. Soon, we’re both laughing, holding our sides. A girl comes in and glances at us curiously before heading into the stall.
“We’d better get back out there,” Miranda says. “You’ve got work to do.”
We exit, trying to suppress our giggles. The thought of Darcy’s flushed face after I kissed her, with its O-shaped frosted pink mouth and bulging eyes, has made my night. I can’t wait to tell Jason. He despises Darcy as much as I do.
A slow song is playing. I look around for Jason and spot him on the dance floor.
His arms are draped around Darcy.
He’s slow-dancing with her!
My heart drops and throat constricts. He said he was going to distract Darcy. But now, on the dance floor? During a slow song?
Darcy catches my eye. A smug smirk spreads over her face. She wraps her arms more tightly around Jason.
Blood pounds behind my eyes. Now I get it. She asked him to dance, and he said yes. Of course that’s what happened. Hot spurts of jealousy zip through my mind like crimson fingers. I watch as Jason moves in slow circles on the dance floor, a duty-bound expression on his face as Darcy hangs on to him. She gazes up at him with simpering, faux-devoted eyes, pressing her chest into him. She gives me a sly grin, and I want to rip her shellacked head off. She thinks she’s both traded up and teaching me a lesson.
Jason catches my eye and gives a half-shrug as if to say, “What could I do? It’s part of our plan, right?”
No, it’s not part of the plan. Not like this, anyway.
I make my way to the dance floor, determined to cut in. How dare that bubble-headed bitch try to steal my boyfriend! I’ll poke a heel through her eye.
Before I get to Jason, Kirby grabs my arm. “You promised me a dance.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Darcy staring at us.
“Kirby!” she calls out.
Kirby holds out his hand to me. Jason meets my eyes and nods, giving his approval. Here’s my opportunity. I give Kirby my hand and follow him to an open spot on the dance floor. Darcy yanks away from Jason and rushes in our direction but stops short when Kirby pulls me close, pressing his body against mine. Her mouth falls open and an enraged furrow appears between her high-plucked brows. Kirby’s smug grin says, “Deal with it, babe.”
Darcy slinks away. Jason has left the dance floor, nowhere to be seen.
Kirby’s arms are like a straitjacket around me. His back is strong but feels different than Jason’s. It’s as if Kirby is all coiled spring inside, taut and ready to pounce. He gives me the shivers.
We dance for a bit, then he pulls back to look at me. In his eyes I see sex. He grins, his teeth shiny, large, and white. Obviously capped. He looks like a fake Ken doll with his Burberry scarf draped around his neck, gelled black hair, and cocky half-grin. He leans close and I catch a whiff of heavy cologne. His breath is musty with stale beer. I cringe.
“You look so hot tonight,” he says. “Totally fuckable.”
Nice. A real class act. So different from Jason.
“I like to kiss before I . . . you know. Fuck,” I reply. The words sound strained, hollow, and sourness fills my stomach. I fight back waves of disgust. I need to play the part if I’m ever going to get close enough to kiss Kirby, but it gives me the heebies.
He grins. “Wow, there’s a wildcat in you. I didn’t know you had this side. You always seem so prima donna at track. But I know you’ve been getting around lately.” He nudges me suggestively. “I hear you’ve been macking everyone in sight. Quite a little slut, eh? Must be spreading your legs a lot.”
I recoil, my stomach lurching. He’s so gross, so disgusting in every way. A true woman-hater. I have to somehow find the strength to go through with this, get it over with.
“Kiss me,” I force myself to say. “Find out what it’s all about.” I grab his neck and pull his mouth to mine, my skin crawling. He kisses me back, forcing his tongue in my mouth, hard.
I’m going to drop a Roofie in her soda. She’ll be easier to handle that way. I hate stuck-up bitches like her. I’ll show her who’s king of the castle. She thinks she can control me because she’s looking good tonight, but I’m going to fuck with her. Literally in every hole. She’s asking for it. I don’t know what game she’s playing, but I’m the one in control here. She just doesn’t know it yet.
I yank back, interrupting his train of thought. My body is trembling. What I saw in his mind was pure malevolence. He could very well be capable of killing Annika, with such dark thoughts slithering through his brain. I’m shivering, cold throughout. Panic infuses my heart, making it pound so hard I’m afraid Kirby will see it pulsing through my neck. I’m tempted to run off the floor, to run out the door and as far away as I can from this barbaric Neanderthal. But I can’t. Annika’s memory haunts me. I force myself to stay, allowing Kirby to pull me close again.
Over Kirby’s shoulder I scan the crowds, hoping to catch a glimpse of Jason. If only I could see his face, knowing he was nearby and looking out for me. It would give me strength. But he’s nowhere to be seen. I spot Miranda at the drink table on the on the other side of the room, the feather in her hair bobbing. She doesn’t see me. Why isn’t she watching? She said she would have my back! I try to catch her attention. Just a look from her that says, “Don’t worry, I’m here,” would be enough.
Kirby’s hot breath is making the skin on my neck crawl. He grins at me, his eyes roving up and down my body.
“Nice,” he says.
I fidget with the top of my dress and pull it up, feeling exposed. I need to ask him about Annika, to get him thinking about her, so I can kiss him again. I didn’t see her in his first set of thoughts, and that troubles me. What if he had nothing to do with her death, and yet here I am playing with fire with this psycho? I make a mental note not to drink anything he gives me.
Kirby’s hands begin to creep up under my dress. I pull out of his grasp. He smirks.
“Are you wearing underwear?” he asks. “I bet you’re wet.”
Someone shrieks behind me, and then Darcy is in my face. She’s screaming and trying to pull me away from Kirby. She claws at me, screaming, “You fucking slut! You bitch! Stay away from my boyfriend!” She throws a soda in my face.
I stagger off the dance floor, my eyes burning. Laughter from other students echoes behind me. Through the blur of my stinging eyes, I see Darcy coming at me again. Someone intercepts her, holding her back. I look up to see Coach Ted Dannerson and a large woman with swinging chins covered in black hair. His wife. She must be one of the chaperones.
“What’s going on here, young ladies?” Mrs. Dannerson says in a deep, booming voice as she holds a writhing Darcy. Her thick face flaps jiggle like tan Jell-O.
Darcy is sniveling now, acting like the victim. “She started it,” she says in a whining, falsetto, glaring at me behind the large woman’s back with glinty-eyed hatred.
“Get over to the corner, Miss Darcy Latimer. I’ll have a word with you. If you don’t stop this, you’re outta the dance for good, homecoming queen or not! You hear?” The woman’s imposing bear-face shuts Darcy up. “Ted, take this other one here. What’s your name, young lady?” She points at me. I’m rubbing my burning eyes and trying not to cry.
“Winter Reynolds,” Coach Ted says. “She’s one of my track students. I’ll handle her.” He ushers me off the dance floor.
People murmur around me, whispers and gossip filling the air. I look up to see condemning, unkind faces surrounding the dance floor—my peers. I can see it in their eyes—I am a pariah, the girl who tried to steal the homecoming queen’s boyfriend. A kissing slut. Coach Ted holds my elbow as he steers me toward the bathroom.
Where’s Jason? Where’s Miranda? I suddenly feel very alone.
“Don’t worry about what happened back there,” says Coach Ted. “I saw the whole thing. You’ve got a right to dance with whoever you want. Flirting isn’t illegal.”
I’m surprised by his kindness. Maybe he’s not so bad after all. It’s nice to have someone on my side.
“Was that your wife back there?” I ask. I’ve already met her in his mind, but I can’t let him know that, of course.
He nods, looking embarrassed. “She likes to chaperone these things. More to keep me in line than anything, I think. She’s the jealous type.”
“You should tell her what you just told me. That flirting isn’t illegal,” I say.
He looks surprised. “Who said I flirt?”
Suddenly Miranda is here. “I’ve got her.” She grabs me and steers me away from Coach Ted and toward the bathroom. Jason is right behind her, his face a mask of worry and concern.
“Meet us out here,” Miranda says, and Jason nods. In the bathroom, she locks the door behind us. I lean on her and begin to cry. She wipes my face with a paper towel.
“Where were you?” I ask through my tears.
“It’s okay,” she says, patting my back. “Be strong. I’m so sorry I couldn’t get to you sooner. Victor and I were on the other side of the room getting drinks when I heard the commotion.” She’s wearing her Shar-pei face.
“I’m not up to this,” I say, sobbing.
“Oh, that stupid Darcy. Don’t let her get to you. She’s just a jealous wench. You showed her who’s boss, remember?”
“It’s not about Darcy. It’s everything else. You should have seen what was in Kirby’s mind. It was so awful.”
“Did he kill Annika?” she asks in a horrified tone, her eyes round.
“I didn’t see that. But I saw him hurting me.”
“You?” Her face is etched with worry and fear.
“Yes. He’s a woman-hater, and he’s not above raping a girl.”
“But he didn’t kill Annika?”
“I don’t think so,” I say, wiping my nose. “But I don’t know for sure. I wasn’t able to finish our kiss. All I know is, he’s a sick creep.”
Miranda grabs me and stares into my face. “Winter,” she says commandingly. “You need to be strong. Strong, do you hear me? Okay, so you saw Kirby’s sick thoughts! Shrug it off and keep going. We need to find out if he killed Annika. You can’t let this kind of stuff stop you. You’re going to need to grow a thick shell if you’re ever going to live with this power. You might as well start learning to deal with it now.”
“I know,” I say, gulping back tears. “But the images . . . they’re too much sometimes. It’s awful, like a nightmare. A horror show.”
“But what about the good things? Remember when you read my mind and saw our friendship? And what about you and Jason? You told me that you saw amazing things in his thoughts.”
I nod, remembering. “I saw in him something so pure and beautiful it’s impossible to put into words.”
“Think about those things. It’s not all bad.”
“You’re right.” I take a deep breath, trying to regain my composure. Annika’s soulful eyes fill my mind. I see her expression, pleading with me to help her. I can’t turn her away. I need to get back out there and finish the job. I mentally gather myself, grab the paper towel, and finish blotting my face. “This is for Annika. She deserves our help. She was a good person who didn’t deserve to die.”
Then, something crosses my mind.
“What if . . . ” I stop. I don’t know if I should say what I’m thinking aloud. It’s too frightening to even consider.
What if people are able to manipulate my thoughts through selective thinking?
The possibility has crossed my mind before, especially after Jason started clearing his mind of all thoughts so he could tell me his feelings about me. How will I ever know who’s the killer if Annika doesn’t show up in people’s minds when I kiss them? In some ways, it seems like we’re back at square one. Jason is so sure that Kirby’s the murderer—but I didn’t see Annika anywhere in Kirby’s mind. I wonder if he filtered his thoughts, only focusing on the present moment which prevented me from seeing anything else. If so, who else has held back? Sometimes I can see a person’s whole past, other times I only see snippets of their mind. It depends on the person.
“What?” Miranda is watching me.
“I don’t know.” I shake my head. “Nothing.”
Miranda hands me another paper towel. I wipe my damp forehead.
“Damn Darcy,” I say. “She ruined my chance to find out more about Kirby.”
“That’s more like it. Damn Darcy! And no, she didn’t ruin your chance. If Kirby is the sicko you say he is, he’ll love more of this drama. It’ll probably turn him on. Now get back out there and kiss him again!”
The way she says it almost makes me smile. Miranda sure is a character.
“You look like a bird with that feather on,” I say.
“A bird of prey, my friend. A bird of prey.” She exits ahead of me doing a funny little dance.
Jason is waiting for me outside the bathroom. He looks concerned. “Are you okay?”
I nod, not wanting to meet his eyes because I’m afraid I’ll be overcome with emotion. “Where were you?”
He takes my chin gently and looks me in the eyes. “I went to the bathroom. I couldn’t handle seeing you dance with that guy, let alone kiss him. It bothered me more than I thought. I figured I would let a few minutes pass so I wouldn’t have to see it, then get back out there. But before I knew it you were brawling on the dance floor.” He tries to sound jovial but is missing the mark. “Did you find anything out?”
I shake my head. “No. I was interrupted.”
“Are you going back for more?”
“I guess I have to, right?”
He nods, jaw clenching. “Okay. I’ll help with the Darcy situation. Not that I want to. She smells like nicotine-laced cotton candy.”
I smile despite myself. I want to throw my arms around him but don’t. I’m afraid my knees will buckle.
Sensing my relief, he leans close and whispers, “You’re the only one I have eyes for. Don’t ever doubt that.”
“Me too.” I lean my head against his chest, drawing strength from his good and decent essence. I long to run off, to get away from this mess so I can just be alone with him. But there’s still work to be done.
Annika is between us and always will be—until I solve her murder.
Miranda stands off to the side, watching us. She sidles over and grabs my arm. “Come on,” she says. “The set of slow songs are almost over.”
We head toward the dance floor. Kirby is slow-dancing with Darcy. She looks smug in his arms, a trussed up little doll with her prize. Kirby is looking around with a distracted expression. When his gaze lands on me, his face lights up in a wicked way. He says something to Darcy who turns and shoots daggers at me. Then Jason pushes his way out to the dance floor. He cuts in, leading Darcy away. She stares at him and Kirby in confusion. Before Kirby can react, I move into Darcy’s spot, draping my arms around his neck.
“In answer to your question, no, I’m not wearing panties,” I whisper. I suppress a shiver. He completely creeps me out in every way. But to everyone else in the room, I’m aggressively going after the homecoming king despite having a boyfriend. People must think I’m a messed up nympho.
Kirby pulls me close. “I knew it. I told Darcy I want to see you two licking each other. She got pissed but she’ll come around. She said you’re a lesbo. Is that true?”
“Maybe,” I say. “I had a thing with . . . well, it’s a secret. A girl at school. We used to . . . spend time together in the women’s locker room.” I’m grasping at straws but can see by Kirby’s expression that it’s working.
“You did? Who?” He assesses me with gleaming, titillated eyes. He licks his lips. I recoil.
“It’s a secret. Just between us, okay?”
He pulls me close. “Tell me.”
“Annika,” I whisper in his ear. I move to kiss him, but my head is abruptly yanked back with such violence I scream out in pain.
It’s Darcy again, screaming in rage, on me like a bulldog. She’s flailing her arms, trying to hit my face and grab my hair. I kick at her with my heels, trying to get her off me. Damnit, she’s messing up my hair! Her acrylic nails are digging into me something fierce. This shit has got to stop.
I elbow her hard. She lets out a high-pitched squeal. Like the pig she is. I’m not going to let her keep me from my mission. I try to kiss Kirby again but Darcy digs her heel into my foot, hard. Pain flashes red across my brain, then anger. I shove her back with all my might. My fingers catch in her acres of fabric with a loud rip, and then she is splayed out on the dance floor with shreds of fabric piled around her. A large piece of fabric is in my hand, a gauzy white mound of lace that looks like a poodle. I stare down at Darcy, unable to believe my eyes.
There, between Darcy’s pudgy splayed legs, are pale pink silk panties. They are monogrammed with the letter A.
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Before I can react, Darcy is up and coming at me again, boobs jiggling and face contorted in rage. She scratches at me with long, tapered French-manicured nails, sinking them into my skin, trying to draw blood. Kirby jumps between us. He tries to grab me while Darcy grabs at him while also trying to claw me. Other people join in, trying to break it up. A teacher pulls at Kirby, lecturing him ineffectually. Coach Ted’s wife shouts above the fray to stop, stop now! Darcy holds on to an arm as I try to wrestle loose. Miranda gets in between us and attempts to drag me away, her feather poking bystanders in the eye. Darcy is calling me every curse word in the book as I try to duck her flailing blows. Coach Ted and his wife jump in front of Darcy to intervene, but she claws at them too. A long deep scratch reddens Coach Ted’s cheek.
“Darcy, stop this shit!” yells Kirby. He wrenches her arm behind her in one swift, vicious yank. She screams and slaps him with her free hand. Coach Ted throws her in a headlock and marches her away. His furry-faced wife grabs me and marches me off the dance floor in the opposite direction, toward the back door.
“Wait, that girl killed my friend,” I babble incoherently as Mrs. Dannerson drags through the auditorium. “Didn’t you see it? She was wearing Annika’s underwear!” My mind is racing, a blur of confused thoughts. Faces blend together. People stare as if I’m crazy. Maybe I am. How could Darcy be the killer? I saw into her thoughts when I kissed her. Annika was nowhere on her mind! What if my power is wrong or defective somehow, just as I feared?
Am I losing my mind?
Jason hovers on the periphery as Ted’s wife drags me through the throngs of people toward the exit. She’s strong, like a linebacker or body-builder. She smells like Irish Spring or some other budget soap. I don’t like her hands on me. They feel aggressive, like she might forget where she is and start punching me instead.
“You spoiled little princesses are all the same,” she says under her breath. “You think you can just go take any man you want. I saw you flirting with that girl’s boyfriend in there. You deserved what you got.”
I gasp. She smirks, peering out at me through jealous-looking pinched eyes squeezed under layers of flesh. She grips me firmly, like a warden, shoving me toward the door.
“That Annika girl had it coming too,” the woman says. “She flirted with my husband—he told me she was a fine little thing. She probably would’ve put out for him, too, except she ended up dead. Poor thing.”
Her voice is heavy with sarcasm. My blood turns cold.
Outside, it’s dark and the wind has kicked up. Leaves scuttle across the pavement, racing toward a warmer place.
Mrs. Dannerson lets go of me and gives me a hostile little shove. She crosses her fleshy arms in a stern manner. “You are not allowed back in. Fighting is not tolerated at dances or on school property. You must observe rules or lose your privilege to be here.”
She sounds robotic, as if reading from a script. I nod, hoping she’ll finish her piece and be gone. I’m afraid of her, with her hundreds of pounds of flesh swaying menacingly in front of me. She could crush me like an ant.
The door bangs open. Jason and Miranda rush to my side.
“Are you okay?” Miranda asks.
“Thank you, Mrs. Dannerson. We’ll look after her,” says Jason. Ted’s wife give a curt nod, hands on her hips and chins dangling. I have to hand it to Coach Ted for staying with her. She’s an unpleasant woman, both inside and out.
“She’s not allowed back inside,” the woman says. She turns on her heel. “I’ll call the police if I have to.”
“We’ll take her straight home,” Jason assures her.
“Please, do call the police!” I say. “Darcy needs to be arrested.”
Mrs. Dannerson snorts and bangs the door behind her.
Jason and Miranda stare at me.
“Darcy killed her,” I say. “Did you see her underwear?” I’m shaking and beginning to sob, confusion overwhelming me.
Did I just hear Mrs. Dannerson say Annika deserved what she got? What the hell is going on? Everything seems all mixed up, like one of those carnival horror fun houses.
Jason pulls me close. “Everyone saw her underwear. Nice to know I’m not the only one to pull that kind of stunt on a dance floor.”
“This isn’t the time for jokes,” I say. “Her underwear had a monogrammed A. Annika’s panties haven’t been found yet. The police say the killer still has them.”
“I didn’t see an A,” says Jason. “It all happened so fast.”
“There was an A! Why would Darcy be wearing an A unless they’re Annika’s underwear? Darcy’s name starts with a D!” I’m babbling. I sound like a crazy woman. “She killed Annika!”
“An A?” asks Miranda. “Are you positive?”
“Yes, I know what I saw!” I rub my head, which is throbbing. “At least I think so.”
Jason and Miranda exchange a glance.
I take a deep breath, trying to steady myself. Is it possible I got confused? Maybe it was a D and not an A. Darcy did give me a pretty good head whack out there on the dance floor, and my brain is still spinning like a windmill.
No, I’m not crazy. I need to stick to my guns. “Maybe Darcy was wearing Annika’s underwear as a trophy,” I say. “What if she knew Kirby had a thing for Annika and snuck in the bathroom and killed her? The cops said there was no DNA found, so that would make sense if the killer was female. Maybe it started off as a jealous confrontation but then things got out of hand. Don’t you guys see? Darcy is deranged! Why would she wear A-monogrammed panties unless they were the real thing? It doesn’t make sense.”
Miranda is watching me as though I’ve lost my mind. “I can see your point. Darcy is a jealous nut bag. But you kissed her and didn’t see anything, right?”
I nod. “Yes, but—”
“Then doesn’t that mean we have to rule her out?”
Unless . . . selective thinking? Is it possible? Maybe I’ve only been seeing bits and pieces of the truth all along, but not the whole thing. What if I’ve been chasing my tail in circles this whole time?
The night air is cold in my lungs. I gulp it in, trying to steady the whirling of my thoughts. Everything is so jumbled. Dizziness, nausea threatens to overcome me. Did I see an A? Or could it have been a D?
“If you didn’t see it in her thoughts,” Jason says, “Then it’s probably not her. My money’s still on Kirby.”
I look from one to the other. I can’t believe what they’re saying. “I’m sure those were Annika’s underwear. They have to be.” My head is spinning with confusion. I don’t know what’s true anymore.
I just want this to end. I want this to be over with. The cops need to come arrest Darcy—or whoever the hell killed Annika—so I can get on with my life. I don’t want to do this anymore. It’s all running together, all of the pieces of the night, until the images blur in my mind like a river of spilled paints. There’s no way to make sense of what is happening. There are too many conflicting and confusing elements.
“You said you saw only saw fake boobs and stripper work in Darcy’s mind,” Miranda reminds me. “Nothing about her killing Annika.”
“Darcy is wearing Annika’s underwear!” I shout with a conviction I don’t entirely feel. “She’s jealous and deranged. She’s wearing Annika’s panties because she’s flaunting what she did. She killed Annika!”
Truthfully, I don’t know what to think anymore. Everything is swirling around me, a million snippets of conversation, images, and thoughts racing through my brain. I wonder if I’m beginning to confuse what I’ve seen in people’s minds with what is actually happening. It’s all becoming a blur, mixed with doubts that keep popping up like unexpected landmines. I can’t make sense of anything. I’m shaking and cold. My brain is foggy like the dark night around us. I have this kissing power, but why am I still not any closer to finding out who the killer is?
Jason comes close and wraps his jacket around my shoulders. “Just take a deep breath,” he says. “Darcy’s outside with the chaperones right now. If you want, we can call the police to investigate further. But we don’t have any evidence, and to be honest, I don’t think she’s the murderer. Annika would’ve shown up in her thoughts when you kissed her. It just doesn’t add up.”
“Maybe I should go kiss her again and mention Annika this time. Just to make sure.” I rub my forehead.
“Stay away from her,” says Jason. “She’s trouble. I can’t imagine how ballistic she’ll go if you try to kiss her again.”
I sigh, leaning into his warm arms. “Okay.” Maybe he’s right. Maybe it’s not Darcy. Then who?
I close my eyes, feeling Jason’s strong body anchor mine. I want to go home. This night is too much. My legs are numb, ready to give out.
“What about Kirby?” says Jason. “Did you see anything more when you kissed him the second time?”
I shake my head. “I didn’t get a chance to kiss him again. That little pit bull was all over me.”
My heart catches as I remember something.
Mrs. Dannerson said Annika deserved to die.
My mind is whirling. Everyone seems guilty to me, like the night on the bus after Annika died. Everything feels surreal, off-kilter, as if I’m watching a film reel backwards.
The side door bangs open and Victor is illuminated in the gray-gold light.
“There you are.” He rushes over to Miranda. He looks at the three of us with a confused expression. “That was some fight in there.”
None of us says anything. Victor doesn’t know about my power. He must wonder what the heck is going on and why Jason and I were dancing with other people.
Just then, we hear voices coming from around the corner. Hissing, arguing voices that rise and fall. I recognize one of them as Coach Ted’s. The deeper one is his wife’s. I put my finger up to silence my friends, and tiptoe to the corner of the building to listen. Jason, Miranda, and Victor follow.
“—I couldn’t help it. It just happened.”
“Well, why the hell did you admit that to Winter Reynolds?” says Coach Ted. “Now she’s going to suspect you.”
“I wasn’t thinking. I was just so pissed. She’s another one of those types you like, perky tits and thin body. I saw how you led her off the dance floor, all gentle and shit, after the Latimer girl attacked her. Gazing into her eyes.”
“What a crock! It’s in your head, woman. And why the hell did you have to bring up the dead girl? It’s bad enough everyone suspects me. Now you spout off she deserved what she got.”
“Well she did, didn’t she? Any girl who hangs around a married man, flirting with him and trying to entice him away from his wife, deserves what’s coming to her. I regret opening my mouth to the Winter girl, though, even if it’s the truth. It just came out. But that’s why I’m telling you. We need to do damage control.”
“You’d better fix this mess, Valerie. You and your damn jealousy. Poor Annika.”
“Poor Annika, my ass. Don’t get all bent out of shape. I’ll take care of the Reynolds girl. Keep your damn pecker in your pants and we won’t have these kinds of problems.”
“My pecker’s always in my pants.”
“Liar! That’s not what people said about you and Annika.”
“Shut up, woman. I’m sick of this shit. I’m going inside. Fix it.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of her.”
I turn and meet the eyes of my friends, fear pumping through my veins. Before I can say a word, all three of them pull out their cell phones.
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Valerie Dannerson is smoking a cigarette outside the building when two patrol cars screech up. Squad doors bang open, guns are drawn, and the large woman is read her rights. Then she is unceremoniously squeezed into the back of a police car and driven off into the night. The cops take our statements, and we agree to meet them down at the police station with our parents in the morning.
No one sees the arrest. Even the stragglers drinking in the parking lot ran off when they saw the cops pull up. The dance goes on, music pumping loudly through the auditorium walls. Jason, Miranda, Victor, and I stand huddled together in the cold night air that smells faintly of dank autumn leaves and car exhaust.
“What a night,” says Miranda, rubbing her arms. “I can’t believe Coach Ted’s wife killed Annika.”
“It all makes sense,” says Jason. “She had the motive. She seems like one jealous woman.”
“Mean, too,” I say, remembering her tight grip on her arm and the way she sneered when she said Annika deserved what she got.
“Do you remember seeing her at the track meet?” asks Miranda. I nod. It all makes sense now, the way Coach Ted’s wife glared at me and Annika when we walked up, the jealousy, how Annika ended up dead.
But something still doesn’t feel right.
Was Coach Ted in on it? And if so, why didn’t I see it in his thoughts?
I’m doubting my power. Most of all, myself. The night seems dreamlike, as though I’m watching a bizarre movie with myself as the lead.
“Looking back on it, I saw Mrs. Dannerson around Annika during the meet,” says Jason. “But who knew she could be capable of doing something so brutal, especially staging a rape? Although she certainly looks like a brute.”
“She must’ve been hiding in the bathroom, just waiting for poor Annika to come in,” Miranda says. “And she took the panties because of what they represented. You know, Coach Ted wanting to get in them and all.”
“So it was a D on Darcy’s panties after all,” I murmur. “Not an A.”
“Or if it was an A,” says Miranda, “the panties could be from Forever 17. It could be some sort of kinky thing between her and Kirby. She probably knew he liked Annika. Maybe she wore the panties to tease him. It could happen with those two. She and Kirby are total sick-wads.”
I consider this. I wouldn’t put it past twisted Kirby Cahill to get his kicks out of something like that.
Jason rubs my shoulders. “They’ll probably find Annika’s underwear at Mrs. Dannerson’s house when they do the search warrant. Or maybe she got rid of them.”
“She must’ve planted the fake ones on Billy, too,” I say.
“Deranged,” Jason says, shaking his head. “I wish you could read her mind to find out how it all happened.”
“Ugh.” I cringe. You couldn’t pay me enough cheese fries at Fast-Thru to kiss those fleshy flaps for lips.
“Take me home,” Miranda says to Victor. “I’ve had enough excitement for one night. I’m exhausted.”
“You don’t even know what exhaustion is,” I say.
Jason nudges me. “We’re not leaving until I get my dance. You promised me a slow one. This is our homecoming dance too, you know. The one I’ve waited years for.”
I smile. I’m tired, but I can’t resist that gorgeous smile and sexy dimple. “Okay, but we leave right after?”
“Deal.”
We say goodbye to Miranda and Victor and head back inside. I’m afraid to run into Coach Ted. He has no idea his wife has been arrested and is being driven off to jail. He’ll find out soon enough, when she makes her one phone call. I wonder again if he’s involved. If so, am I in danger? I resolve to stay as far away from him as possible.
I try to shrug off my fears as Jason leads me through the crowd of staring people toward the dance floor. I see their condemnation, their judgment. Oh well, they can stuff it. Annika’s murder has been solved, even if they don’t know it yet. Now it’s time to enjoy my night—my homecoming dance—with Jason.
On our way, we pass the refreshments table, and I grab the last bottle of water. Kirby Cahill is standing by the table with Billy Timmons. Since when did they become friends? Billy leans against the wall, watching the dance floor. His eyes are unfocused and bleary-looking. He doesn’t notice me. Stoned as usual. Kirby stares at me with dark, unreadable eyes. I ignore him, huddling closer to Jason. With Jason by my side, I feel safe, protected.
We make our way to the crowded floor filled with people gyrating to “Single Ladies.” For a minute I’m reminded of what I saw in Miranda’s thoughts when I first learned about my power. Billy Timmons took Miranda’s virginity to this song. It seems like such a long time ago. It’s hard to believe we’re even the same people anymore. We aren’t really, in a way.
Jason and I reach the edge of the dance floor but I stop. “I don’t want to dance to this.”
“I’ll go request a slow one,” he says. “I have a special one in mind.” He winks and disappears through the crowd.
I gulp down my water, glimpsing the top of Jason’s head as pushes his way toward the DJ booth on the far end of the dance floor. The DJ, a guy I recognize from my math class, is spinning records while the band is on break. Jason reaches the booth and engages him in conversation. I notice how tall my boyfriend is, so sure of himself, so impossibly handsome. And so sweet. I can’t wait for our song, to have his arms around me as we slow-dance to the music. We deserve it, especially after all we’ve been through.
A hand touches the small of my back. I turn to see Kirby’s grinning face.
“You got rid of your rival, babe. Now you’ve got me all to yourself, you juicy little skank.”
He grabs my arm and pulls me onto the dance floor. I try to yank away but he holds me tightly in his arms. He forces his tongue into my mouth. Images, one after another, go off in my mind like bombs.
Pictures form, fading from one to the next like remnants of fireworks. Flash! I remind him of Annika, always playing hard to get. Flash! There’s Annika, her face looming large in his mind, an image as clear as a picture on a TV screen. They’re at the track meet and she’s frowning angrily at him. She’s saying something that fills him with anger, embarrassing him in front of his friends. Rage builds.
She walks off, a smug little bitch with a tight ass. He watches her go, thinking how he’s going to teach her a lesson. He waits until everyone is distracted by the men’s relay, then follows her into the locker room. She’s in the stall, tinkling away. He kicks the door open. She’s sitting on the toilet with her underwear down. She screams. He slams the door closed behind them. Then he’s on top of her, yanking her by the hair. He’ll show her who’s boss, force those pink little lips near his cock, scare her a little.
He doesn’t mean for it to go any further than that, but her screams turn him on. He has an erection, the biggest fucking one he’s ever had. He tries to force it in her mouth.
She screams and throws her head to the side, kicking and writhing. He gets scared. Shit, what if someone comes in? He puts his hand over her mouth. Damn, he’s not used to this. None of the other girls ever put up a fight because they were too Roofied up. They never ratted on him, either, because they didn’t remember what happened. But this Annika, she’s a wildcat, a fighter. He’s never dealt with this before.
Flash, flash! She resists him, punching and flailing her arms. He can’t get his dick anywhere near her mouth. She fights him with everything she has, a gurgle-scream erupting from her throat. He clamps his hand down on that screaming little mouth again, so tightly that his fingers turn white. She tries to bite his hand, and he’s filled with blind rage. He’ll teach this bitch a lesson. With his full body weight on her, he tries to force his dick between her legs. She clamps her thighs together and knees him in the nuts, hard. He sees red, blood rushing to his ears.
He grabs her by the throat with both hands. He holds tightly, his fingers squeezing into her flesh. She flails, gurgling loudly. He yanks to one side, hard—anything to shut her up—and she stops moving. He stares down at her. She’s lying motionless, staring up at him like he’s evil or something.
He panics. What has he done? He’s fucking killed the girl. She’s not moving. Her eyes are staring at him, bulging and white and dead. She’s gone, and he’s responsible. He looks down and realizes he’s got cum on him. It’s trickling down his legs. A few drops land on her underwear, those hot little pink silk panties with the big cursive A monogrammed on them. Shit. DNA. He rips off her underwear and stuffs them into the waist-band of his shorts. He pulls his shirt over the waist-band. He drags her into the shower and turns it on, hoping to wash away his skin cells.
He leaves the bathroom.
No one sees him except a janitor pushing a cart of cleaning supplies. It’ll be easy to take care of this guy.
“Como estÁ ?” Kirby says.
The guy nods. “Bien.”
Kirby takes a chance. “Estoy con inmigraciÓ n.” I’m with immigration.
A look of fear passes over the janitor’s face.
Bingo.
Kirby opens his wallet and pulls out all his money. “No limpia el baÑo, por favor. Tome un dia libre. Me gusta ayudar la gente.” Don’t clean the bathroom, please. Take the day off. I like helping people.
The janitor gazes down at the wad of bills in his hand. “Gracias,” he says, flashing a silver-toothed grin. He walks off with the cart.
All of this flashes by in a series of swift, nightmarish pictures. Then I hear Kirby’s voice in my head: No one will ever know. No DNA was found. I’ve got my accomplice who planted the fake panties on Billy Timmons. I’ll make sure she takes the fall if the shit comes down the pike.
In a swift flash, I see the back of a blonde head kneeling over Billy Timmon’s backpack, but I can’t see her face. Darcy?
“Where are Annika’s underwear?” I hear myself saying. It’s as if I’m in a trance, having a conversation with Kirby’s mind. “And who’s your accomplice?”
“What?” asks Kirby, a startled expression on his face. His eyes are dark, probing. The hairs on my arms stand up.
“Nothing. Keep kissing me,” I say, trying to buy time. I grab his face and kiss him hard, the way he likes it.
She can’t know. How would she? I’d better dispose of the panties after the dance. Shit, DNA. It’s the only thing that can be traced to me. How could I be so stupid, hanging on to them for kicks? I’ll get them from Darcy and burn them. Keeping them isn’t a good idea anymore, but it’s been fun seeing Darcy wear them. Totally turns me on. Stupid bitch doesn’t know she’s wearing a dead girl’s underwear. She thinks I’m being kinky with fake ones I bought from Forever 17, totally believed me when she saw the receipt. Had no idea I’d replaced them with Annika’s. Stupid bitch. It’s hilarious seeing her wear those panties. Perfect place to hide them, too. No cop’s going to ask her to pull down her skirt. The best part is knowing that Annika, Darcy, and I are mixed together: their cooch-juice with my splooge. It’s like having a threesome. Enough to give a guy a hard-on for life.
Flash! Image after image pass by, all with Annika’s panties. I see them sitting in a box under Kirby’s bed—a box filled with a Penthouse magazine, a pot pipe, a naked picture of Darcy, and a bunch of loose change. Then I see Darcy through Kirby’s eyes, dancing in a lacy bra and the same underwear. Then, an image of Annika lying crumpled on the bathroom floor as Kirby rips the panties off her. Then, Annika crumpled and wet in the shower, staring out of her dead eyes. Then Darcy again, all dressed up in nothing but a tiara and Annika’s underwear, dancing for Kirby as her lopsided breasts quiver like bobble-heads. The images spin faster in my mind—Kirby’s titillated mind—until I’m close to vomiting.
I am in the mind of a sociopath, of someone without a conscience.
Kirby pushes me back forcefully. “Stop kissing me, bitch! What’s wrong with you?” His eyes are murderous black buttons.
I search desperately for Jason.
But he’s across the room, so very far away.
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Jason is still talking to the DJ. I try in vain to get his attention. The music is too loud and there are too many people crowding the floor. He wouldn’t hear me even if I screamed his name.
Kirby is watching me, his expression menacing.
“You killed her,” I blurt out. Fear swells in me like a balloon. My body is trembling as I look into his soulless eyes. He stares at me with utter blank darkness behind them. The room spins.
Murderer.
He killed my friend. She is no longer alive—breathing—because of this animal. As I come in and out of a fog, the realization keeps hitting me. Kirby Cahill killed Annika. KirbyCahillkilledAnnika. KilledAnnikakilledAnnikakilledAnnika.
He hurt her. Took her life. Snuffed it out as if it was nothing. He is the killer. Now I know without a doubt.
And by the look on his face, he knows I know.
I’m shaking. Bile rises in my throat. I try to leave the dance floor but he grabs me by the arm. His face blurs and morphs, the edges bleeding into each other.
He’s staring at me with a weird, dark expression. The hairs on my neck prickle.
“What game are you playing, Winter?” He yanks me close, just as a slow song, “Hold Me Now”—Jason’s and my song—comes on. Kirby smells like animal sweat. His hand creeps up beneath my hair and grips my neck. It must look like he’s romancing me, but he’s holding me like a vise. He could choke the air out of my windpipes in an instant.
Jason is making his way over to us. He stops when he sees me in Kirby’s arms. A dark, confused expression floods his face. I catch his eye and stare back in desperation, trying to tell him with my eyes that something is terribly wrong. Kirby pulls me close so my face is pressed close to his chest. It must look like we’re slow dancing together. Kirby forces his mouth on me. I want to bite his lips off but he’s holding my neck so tightly under my hair that he could snap it like a pencil. Just like Annika’s.
Kirby smiles at my fear. “Like it?” He kisses me again, violently, forcing his tongue down my throat. Images twist in his mind, except now I am the focus. He is going to hurt me. It turns him on, the thought of using my body as the brunt of his rage. I’m trembling so hard that my legs give out. He prevents me from falling, holding me tightly with his steel arms. A cage I can’t escape. A trickle of urine starts down my leg. Nonsensically, I think how it’ll ruin my beautiful violet-blue dress.
Things blur, spin. My brain is thick and fuzzy with terror.
Did Kirby put something in my water?
Over the top of Kirby’s shoulder, I see Jason glaring at us, humiliation and jealousy darkening his features.
“Help me please . . . ” I whisper, but my words slur together. Jason thinks I’m dancing with Kirby because I want to. He still believes Valerie Dannerson is the killer. He’s too far away for me to tell him the truth.
I try to tell him with my expression that he’s wrong, that I’m not dancing with Kirby to our song—not willingly anyway—but all Jason sees is Kirby’s arms wrapped around me and my body snuggled in close to him. I try to scream out for Jason to help me, but everything is thick, moving in slow motion. It’s as if I’m in a trance.
You were right, Jason. It’s Kirby. Kirby did it.
My mouth opens but only a whimper comes out. Kirby’s hand clenches tighter around my throat, a thumb on either side, keeping my body still as my feet shuffle-drag beneath my dress, mimicking a dance. His breath is hot in my hair.
Jason turns away, a disgusted look on his face. He trips over the DJ table. He stumbles, flails, and tries to catch himself by grabbing on to the microphone stand at the edge of the stage. He falls splay-legged onto the dance floor, the microphone crashing to the ground beside him with an echoing thump-thump-screech!
Everyone stares. A couple of guys from the track team help him up, but others snicker. The fallen microphone picks up someone’s voice: “Stumblemeyer.”
Jason’s face is purple with embarrassment.
Kirby sneers. “Stumblefuck.”
I want to run over to Jason but am unable to move. Kirby is holding me with arms like steel cables, wrapped around me so tightly I can barely breathe. The dance floor ripples and waves beneath my feet, threatening to swallow me up like a gelatinous tidal wave. I grip Kirby, holding myself up so I’m not trampled underfoot. I need to keep focused on Jason so I can let him know I’m in trouble. I’m drowning. Jason stares me down, meeting my eyes for a long moment. Embarrassment and confusion and pain are swimming over his features, blending the edges into a picture so painful that I want to cry—the open book of Jason Stumblemeyer.
It’s clear he’s wondering why I continue dancing with Kirby, why I don’t go to him. Kirby pulls my head down on his chest again, and tears fill my eyes as we dance in a slow, nightmarish circle.
When I’m finally able to look up again, Jason is gone.
I begin to sob out loud. Kirby stifles it with another vicious kiss, forcing me to once again see into his depraved mind. Being inside a killer’s mind is worse than the most haunting nightmare. It is an empty, evil place. Around us, people dance cozily together, oblivious to what is happening. “Hold Me Now,” the song that reminds me of Jason and his kind eyes, ends. “Time After Time” by Cindy Lauper comes on next. Jason must’ve requested that one, too.
My breath is shallow and heart thumping. Somehow, my jelly legs keep going, around and around, as Kirby torments me with our dance, his body deliberately pressed against mine so I can feel his menacing boner.
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Darcy approach. She stands alone for a moment on the edge of the dance floor, looking lost. She is disheveled with pieces of fabric hanging off her, a long sweater tied around her waist to hide her underwear. Her hair is frizzy, pieces of it sticking up in tufts. Black mascara streaks run down her cheeks. Her eyes focus on Kirby dancing with me, and her features twist. She barrels toward us, a bull in fluffy white gauze. For once, I am grateful for her jealousy and tenacity. Kirby loosens his grip on me to sidestep her. I seize the moment and wriggle out of his arms. I stagger off the dance floor, just as the band comes on stage with Coach Ted and the other adult chaperones. I stumble and fall. Someone helps me up. I look around desperately, trying to tell someone—anyone—about Kirby, but the words won’t come. They’re thick like cotton on my lips.
What’s happening to me?
Coach Ted picks up the microphone and says he has an announcement. He starts blathering on about how this is a night to remember and how the homecoming king and queen represent the best of Redondo High. The drum rolls start. Kirby and Darcy are announced as the homecoming king and queen. They are ushered on stage amidst great fanfare, clapping, and hooting. Darcy looks pathetic in her tattered ruins and gold plastic crown, but she takes the flowers proudly, her head held high. She accepts Kirby’s hand for their royal dance together on stage.
I wobble toward the bathroom and somehow make it in the door. I stand over the sink, vomit rushing up like a geyser. My teeth clench against the rush of liquid, the bile pushing its way up from my stomach into my throat and mouth, but the burning acid forces its way out.
I heave over the sink until I’m empty and shaking. I stare at myself in the bathroom mirror. My face is pale and eyes tormented. Rings of mascara make me look like the bride of Frankenstein. The walking dead. My scalp throbs from where Kirby yanked my hair. The style I’d worked so hard on is now tangled and sticking to my damp face. My makeup is smeared, clown-like, especially the lipstick around my mouth. I look as bad as Darcy—worse, because there are red bruises forming on the sides of my neck. My reflection warps before my eyes, stretching horizontally, then vertically. The room spins. “He did it,” I say out loud, slurring the words. “Kirby did it!” Saying it out loud finally confirms it, taking it from the silent thoughts of the mind to the truth of spoken word. My teeth chatter.
Poor Annika put up such a fight. She would rather die than be raped. Knowing what I saw in her past, I can understand why.
I’m sobbing for Annika and the loss of her life, her one precious life. I need to call the cops. I need to find Jason. I need to get out of here. But I’m pulling myself through thick layers of gelatin that dull my senses and obscure the clarity of the world.
I’m sick through and through, mind, body and soul. I retch in the sink again but nothing comes out but a trickle of champagne-smelling liquid. I cough and choke. I need to get out of here—now—so I can find my purse and call the police and tell them Kirby is the real killer. Where is my purse? Did I leave it in the car? On the dance floor? With Jason? My mind whirls nonsensically, grasping at obscure details, blurring the edges. My hand moves in slow motion as it turns on the faucet. The cold water rushes out, then is splashed on my face. How did it get there? I stare at the sink, wondering why the water sounds so far away.
Kirby is the murderer.
Fingers of fear zip through my veins like ice water, clearing my head for a moment. Urine starts to trickle down my leg again. My damn bladder. I wobble into the stall, grabbing the side panels for support. A gush of liquid is pouring into the toilet when I hear the door open. A blast of music comes in, and then the door closes again. Did I just hear the door lock? It’s quiet. Too quiet. No footsteps to the stall, no running water at the sink.
I flash on Annika, sitting on the toilet just like I am right now. Is this all a nightmare? Or have I become Annika?
I stand up, shakily pull my dress down. Grab the side of the metal wall to steady myself.
“Who’s there?” I say, fear distorting my words.
Silence.
Someone is waiting for me.
I wipe my sweaty hands on my dress. Maybe it’s just Darcy, ready to do me some damage. I can take care of her. I’ve got on four-inch heels. I could stick one through her eye. Or pop a boob.
I reach to open the door, but the handle, slick with my sweat, slides out of my grasp. I grab it again, gripping the cold metal in my shaking hand. I pull the door open.
I am looking into the soulless, murdering eyes of Kirby Cahill.
He smiles wickedly at me. I stagger backward. My feet slip out from under me. Kirby grabs my arm and yanks me out of the stall.
“You’ve fucked with me enough, bitch.” He grabs my hair and presses himself against me. I recoil, the fuzz momentarily clearing from my brain. I tell myself to remain calm. I’ve got to get out of this somehow.
“I didn’t mean what I said,” I say. “You know, about Annika. It was a joke.” My voice trembles, despite trying with all my might to sound composed.
“I didn’t kill her. Let’s get that straight,” Kirby snaps.
Yeah, right. The underwear in your box tells a different story. So will the silver-toothed janitor.
I need to do something. I can’t end up with the same fate as Annika. I muster up my courage and move close to him. I stroke his thick neck, hoping to calm him down. Maybe I can buy enough time to make my escape.
“You smell sexy,” I say, trying to ignore the shuddering tremors in my heart. “I’ve always had a crush on you.”
He relaxes slightly, some of the coiled up rage dissipating from his expression. He stares blankly into my eyes for a moment. “Lay down.” He pushes me onto the dirty tile floor. I struggle to get away but he shoves me down again. He yanks up my dress up, hard.
I need to think fast. My brain is like oily sludge, though, slipping slowly through my fingers. A sob catches in my throat. I’m a virgin and I want my first experience to be with Jason, not raped by this sadistic monster.
“Wait,” I say, my voice quavering. “I have something to tell you.” The roof bends above me, crawling closer as though carried by ants. It looks as though it could cave in on us. Kirby’s face looms close to mine, blurry and twisted out of shape.
“Shut up,” he says. He forces my legs apart. He’s staring down at me, breathing heavily. His eyes are black as night, his lip curled. The scruff on his face gives him a wild look, like a pirate.
“You’re the perfect homecoming king,” I say, stumbling over the words, grasping at straws. For some reason, this works. He stops for a moment, puffing up.
“All the girls want me,” he says, loosening his hold. “The crown’s a chick magnet.”
“Shiz,” I assure him. Shiz? My mind is sluggish with terror, thick like pea soup. I hear my heart racing in the distance—pump-pump, pump-pump—spurting adrenaline through my body. My brain clears for a moment, and I fumble for my dress. I grasp the velvet fabric and yank it back down over my legs. I pull myself up so I’m sitting. I run a shaking hand through my hair, attempting a smile at Kirby. I need to figure a way out of this. I don’t want to die on the floor of a bathroom like Annika.
As if reading my thoughts, Kirby sneers in a cruel way. His lips pull back to reveal his large capped teeth. He looks like a shark. Then swiftly, with one deliberate movement, he pushes me back down. His eyes never leave mine. He smirks. I struggle up again but Kirby shoves me hard, so violently that my head hits the tile with a hard, sickening crack. Everything blurs for a moment, goes dark, then slowly fades back in.
“Fucking bitch,” I hear him mutter. His hands are on my throat. Things are closing in on me again, getting fuzzy. I claw at him, trying to push him away. A hand leaves my throat and I feel him slap me, hard, across the face. Then his fingers are probing, pulling at my underwear. Somewhere in the distance, I hear my beautiful purple dress rip up the front. From the far recesses of my mind, I realize that I’m half-naked, shaking and cold with Kirby’s body weight pressing the breath out of me.
I’ve never felt more alone or vulnerable.
It can’t end like this. I can’t die here on the floor of this dirty bathroom in my beautiful shredded purple dress without ever seeing my mom or Miranda or Jason again. Suddenly, I hear a scream—a loud, animalistic sound that echoes through the bathroom. A death cry, I think, from somewhere far away. My own.
Jason. His face appears in my mind, his handsome kind face wisping in and out as if in a far-off dream. Then Mom’s, her eyes large and sad.
I can’t leave them. A burst of energy comes over me. I push and fight with everything I have, with all of my will. I hit and grab at Kirby’s hair and scratch at his face. His rough hands tighten around my throat. I struggle and fight. I struggle, to no avail. Just like Annika.
Blackness surrounds me, takes over.
Nothing.
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When I open my eyes, Jason’s face is hovering over mine with a look of deep concern in his brown eyes. Am I dreaming? Or in Heaven? I have never seen anything more beautiful in all my life. Mom is here, and Miranda, too. Victor stands in the background. He flashes a toothy smile, a sympathetic eagerness in his expression. The familiarity of these people brings tears to my eyes.
“You’re here,” I say, my voice croaking. “You’re real.”
Jason looks into my eyes and puts a finger gently to my lips. It’s all there, his concern and affection, there in his warm brown eyes. It never left.
Stifling a sob, I try to sit up. All I want is Jason to hug me. But something is holding on to my arm. For a terrified, delusional minute, I think it’s Kirby still gripping me. But then I realize it’s a blood pressure monitor, my heartbeat being measured by a nurse. I’m in a hospital room, stark and white. A police woman stands nearby, writing something. Red. I would recognize her popping eyes and severe bun anywhere.
A doctor enters the room and strides over to me. He checks a few machines next to the bed with an authoritative manner, consults with the nurse, then turns to my mother. “She should be fine now.”
My mother exhales as if she’s been holding her breath this whole time. “Thank God. Thank God.”
“Just a slight concussion,” the doctor continues. “You’ll need to monitor her over the next few days. She should be fine except for a minor headache.”
Easy for him to say. My head throbs as though someone is prying my skull open with a screwdriver.
Miranda’s pixie-face roves anxiously over my neck and face. “What about the bruises?”
How bad is it? I’m afraid to even know. The memory of Kirby’s merciless hands sends my mind into a tailspin.
“Where . . . where’s Kirby?” I croak.
The doctor gives me a sympathetic look. “Get your rest, young lady. Let the police do their job.” He hands my mother a prescription for something and leaves the room.
Mom offers me a cup of water, which I accept gratefully. My mouth feels stuffed with cotton. A jackhammer pounds away in my head.
“Could we have a moment?” Mom asks the cop.
Red rises. “Fine. But make it quick.” She leaves the room.
“What happened?” I ask, looking around at Mom, Jason, Miranda, and Victor. “I don’t remember anything after Kirby strangled me.”
“Don’t worry, he was arrested,” says Jason, placing his hand on mine.
“But how . . . ?”
Jason squeezes my hand. “I broke down the door. Kirby had his hands around your throat. You were purple. You’re lucky you didn’t die.” An expression of guilt and sadness floods his eyes. He looks close to crying. “The cops said you must’ve put up a pretty good fight before I got there, though. Kirby’s face was pretty messed up.”
“Worse than yours,” Miranda chimes in. “But you should see your neck. It’s like Jason gave you a bunch of hickeys.”
I throw her a wry glance, then turn my gaze back to Jason. “How did you know I was in there? I thought you hated me for dancing with him and left.”
“I did. I was out in the parking lot, ready to drive away. But then I remembered Kirby’s expression on the dance floor, and something about it made my blood run cold. I knew I had to get back in there fast. Something felt very wrong. I feel like an idiot for ever leaving you, for letting the old Stumblemeyer insecurities take hold.”
Miranda jumps up. “Jason kicked Kirby’s ass. You should’ve seen the dude. After Jason finished what you started, that jockass was messed
up.” She grins triumphantly.
Jason meets my eyes. “I heard you scream and broke down the door. When I saw you there on the floor like that . . . ” His voice catches.
“He saw red,” Victor says.
“That’s putting it lightly,” says Miranda, giggling. “He went crazy!”
“Thank God Jason was there,” murmurs Mom, stroking the hair back from my face. Her face is puffy from crying.
I swallow hard. It’s hard to see Mom like this. It seems I’ve been the cause of so much of her pain lately. “I don’t remember anything after Kirby . . . oh.” I stop. Did he rape me? My heart pounds. “He didn’t . . . you know . . . ?” My voice sounds tight, scared.
“No,” Jason says quickly. “He didn’t.”
I breathe a sigh of relief. At least Kirby didn’t take that from me.
“Are we correct in assuming he’s the killer?” Jason asks.
I nod, somberness overtaking me. What a horrible way to find out who killed Annika. The things I saw in Kirby’s twisted brain will haunt me forever.
“You’ll need to tell the cops what you know,” says Jason. “Do you have tangible evidence to get him arrested for Annika’s murder? Right now they’re just holding him for assault. And Valerie Dannerson is still behind bars.”
“I have enough evidence to get him locked up for good,” I say. I meet Mom’s eyes. Tears are streaming down her cheeks. She grabs my hand.
“Oh honey, I was so worried. When they called me, I thought the worst. I’m so glad you’re . . . alive . . . ” She bursts out sobbing.
I pull her thin frame close for a hug. “Don’t worry, Mom. It’s all okay. I had to solve Annika’s murder. It was worth it.”
She looks at me with red-rimmed eyes. “But why? How?”
“I’ll explain it to you later. It’s something you’ll need to hear sitting down. And it’ll take a long time to process, trust me.”
Miranda and Jason nod, agreeing. We all exchange a glance. It’s still hard to believe I have this power. Who knew something as simple as kissing could lead to . . . all this?
Mom sighs. “Okay, sweetie. But promise me you won’t put yourself in danger like this again. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you. You’re my everything.”
“I know, Mom. I know.”
And I do.
I close my eyes for a moment, thinking of Annika’s parents and what they must be feeling. I picture Annika’s sweet face with her huge, soulful eyes. I did this for you, sweet friend. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to be a good enough friend to you in life, but I hope I’ve made it up to you a bit now. I’m sorry. I wish you were here. You deserved to live a long and happy life.
Tears squeeze out of my closed eyes and roll down my cheeks. I feel someone’s lips on me, light as a feather, and then Jason is in my mind. He envelopes me in purple again, a deep violet color that carries me away to a land of beauty and peace. “You promised me a dance,” he says in my mind. Then we are alone in his thoughts, his arms around me, my head on his shoulder, slow dancing on a cloud to the music in our hearts.
The door bangs opens, interrupting our moment. Red enters the room, her cuffs and keys jangling on her hip. “Miss, it’s time to get your statement.”
I nod, pulling myself up. It’s time to tell the cops everything. Well, almost. Where do I even start?
Jason refills my water and goes to sit with Mom and the others.
Red pulls up a chair beside my bed, a notepad clenched in her bony hand. She fixes me with a pop-eyed stare. “According to witnesses, you were persistently pursuing Kirby Cahill at the dance, despite the fact that he had a girlfriend in attendance, is that correct?”
“Yes, but—”
“Miss, just yes-no questions, please. I’ll give you a chance to speak in detail after my questioning, all right?”
I nod, gripping my cup. How am I going to be able to explain everything in a way that doesn’t sound like I’m either lying or crazy?
Red checks her notes. “Did you repeatedly follow Kirby Cahill onto the dance floor and accuse him of murdering Annika Sorens, despite his assertions to the contrary and the objections of his girlfriend?”
“No, that’s not how it happened—!”
“No, you did not follow him onto the dance floor?”
“Well, yes, but—”
“Either yes or no, Miss Reynolds! Which is it?”
“Yes, I danced with Kirby but only to find out if he killed Annika.”
“So you did accuse him of murdering her?” Red stares at me, her pen poised mid-air.
I stare back, defiance flooding through me. “Yes. Because he did.”
“His girlfriend, Darcy Latimer, has stated that you were deliberately trying to provoke both of them, which led to numerous altercations throughout the night. Witnesses back up these statements.”
Miranda leans forward, her hands on her hips. “Kirby Cahill tried to kill Winter, too!” she shouts. “He almost raped her! He did the same thing to Annika. What more evidence do you need?”
Red puts her hand up. “Miss, when I need your statement, I will ask for it,” she says in a sharp tone. She turns her focus back to me. “You do understand that we have arrested Mr. Cahill for his actions against you? The doctor’s report is pending, but suffice it to say that the assault charges will likely stand.”
“Good, but he needs to be charged with Annika’s murder, too,” I say.
Red rubs her face in irritation. “According to Mr. Cahill’s best friend, Damen Ratliff, you attacked him as well.”
“Attacked?”
“Yes, Miss Reynolds. Even kissing someone is considered assault if it is against their will. Sexual assault can take many forms. Billy Timmons has stated that you sexually assaulted him also, a few months back. There seems to be a pattern here.”
“Sexual assault?”
Jason jumps up. “What is this?”
Red puts her hand up again. “Sit down, sir.”
My hand trembles and water sloshes out of my cup and onto the crisp white sheet. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I force myself to remain calm, although it takes everything I have not to scream the truth from the rafters, that damnit, I saw Kirby Cahill murder Annika Sorens in cold blood! I’m a witness but am forced to be mute on this point.
“Kirby Cahill murdered Annika Sorens,” I say as calmly as I can muster.
“And what evidence backs up such assertions?” asks Red.
The door bangs open and Handlebar enters. He gruffly acknowledges Red with a nod, then approaches Miranda. “May I have a word with you, please?”
Miranda scurries out the door after him.
Red scratches at her bun. “Where were we?”
“Evidence,” interjects Jason. “Yes, I’m sure Winter has enough evidence to file murder charges against Kirby Cahill.” He nods at me encouragingly.
I take a deep breath. “You need to test the A-monogrammed underwear that Darcy Latimer wore to the dance. They’re Annika’s.”
A collective stunned gasp goes around the room. Jason stares at me openmouthed. “Darcy killed Annika, too?”
I nod. “He had an accomplice.”
Red shakes her head in exasperation. “Not this again. We understand there are underpants similar in style to those of the deceased, sold by a local retail store. We are aware that Darcy Latimer, by her own admission, was wearing such a pair, purchased by Mr. Cahill. Granted, they had an A on them which is unusual, but their statements and evidence in the form of a receipt have checked out. Now, I’m going to have to ask everyone but Miss Reynolds to leave the room if these interruptions continue.” She casts a glare at Jason and Miranda, then turns her attention back to me. “I will repeat myself. Do you or do you not have concrete evidence against Mr. Cahill or Miss Latimer besides mass-produced monogram underwear sold by a chain store?”
My heart pounds wildly beneath my breastbone. If I can’t convince the cops, then Kirby is going to get a slap on the wrist for assault, then be free again in no time! Free to come after me. Free to kill again . . . 
“There was a Spanish-speaking janitor at the track meet the day Annika was killed,” I blurt out, sputtering over my words. I sound crazy, I know, but I press on. “He saw Kirby come out of the bathroom.”
“Everyone at the track that day was interviewed,” says Red. “No Spanish-speaking janitor.”
“He’s undocumented,” I say. “The school wouldn’t want an illegal alien interviewed, right? It’s against the law to hire undocumented workers. But he’s employed there, and you’ve got to find him!” My words are rushing over each other, tumbling out like ice from a spilled glass. Everyone in the room is staring at me, including Red, whose eyes have narrowed to slits as she clicks her pen on and off. She stares at me for a good long minute then turns to my mother.
“I think we’d better try again when she is less heavily medicated.”
The door flies open and Miranda races in. Her pixie face is contorted and streaked with tears.
“I’m sorry!” she cries out. “I’m so sorry!”
Handlebar marches up behind her and yanks her arms behind her back. He abruptly clips metal handcuffs on to her wrists. Then he tells her she has the right to remain silent because he is arresting her as an accomplice in the murder of Annika Sorens, based on a statement he received, someone with direct evidence.
Miranda’s own father turned her in.
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Two days later, Jason, Victor, and I are standing in front of the police station, waiting for Miranda to exit with her parents. I have so many questions to ask her, but mostly why?
As it turned out, Miranda didn’t kill Annika, but she did confess to planting the original pair of A-monogrammed underwear on Billy Timmons. Why would she risk it all to do such a thing? And why did she tell me about the planted panties in the first place? Confusion numbs my brain, and I wonder if I ever really knew my friend at all.
Jason holds my hand tightly as we huddle together on the stairs, waiting for the doors to open. He is wearing a red windbreaker to shield him from the chilly morning air. He looks like an Abercrombie model. My heart skips a beat. I lean into him and pull my own jacket around me before realizing I’m not cold. Just being next to Jason is enough to warm me up.
Victor looks pensive as he waits with crossed arms, his dark eyes trained on the ground. I’m glad to see him still hanging in here with Miranda, even though her character is now in question. He must really love her. It bodes well for their future.
The doors open and Miranda comes out, shrouded by her parents. She looks both tiny and obviously pregnant as she waddles down the stairs, taking them one at a time. Her parents each hold an elbow, their faces a mixture of stern resolve and concern.
Miranda sees me and stops. She turns her head away, biting her lip. I rush up the stairs and give her a hug.
“Miranda, it’s okay. I always knew you didn’t have anything to do with Annika’s death. I knew it even before you were cleared.”
“You did?” She meets my eyes, her forehead bunched up like an elastic waistband. Tears fill her eyes. “I’m so sorry about everything.”
Mrs. Gough turns to her daughter. “Shall we give you girls a moment?”
Miranda nods, and her parents trot down the steps to join Victor and Jason.
I meet Miranda’s eyes. “Why?” I ask. “I don’t understand.”
She shakes her head and her lower lip trembles. “I . . . ” She fidgets with a button on her coat.
“How about if I peck you? Would that be easier?” I say jokingly.
She gives me a wry smile. Then her face clears, and she nods. “Actually, yes. It might be easier that way.”
“Okay, if you say so.” I move to plant a quick kiss on her but am stopped by Mrs. Gough’s loud gasp.
“My lord, what are they doing?”
We look down at Miranda’s parents. The father is staring up at us, his arms crossed. The mother shakes her head in consternation.
“Not this again,” says Mrs. Gough.
“What is it with you two?” asks the father.
“They’re doing it for our sake,” jokes Jason, and Victor laughs. “Nothing like a girl-on-girl kiss.”
“Yeah, it’s for the guys,” says Miranda, and for a moment I see her old silly self back. To me she whispers, “Seriously, I want you to know everything that happened with me.”
I nod. She leans over and pecks me lightly on the lips. In one blast, I feel all her rage and hurt over Billy Timmons. Flash! I see her that day at the track meet, the day Annika died, making out with Billy next to the gym. She couldn’t help it; she still had feelings for him even though he’d just told her he wanted nothing to do with the baby. She felt so guilty after kissing him, especially since he’d just destroyed her friendship with her best friend—me. Plus she had a new boyfriend, Victor, who adored her and accepted the baby. What was she doing? She didn’t understand herself.
Then, Billy acted like he didn’t know her on the bus ride back after Annika was killed, when she needed comforting the most. The whole next week at school, he ignored her, too. It was then that Miranda decided enough was enough. She was going to forget Billy Timmons once and for all. Flash. She went up and told him that she hated him and was never going to talk to him again. She would never let him see the baby, ever!
He just grinned and told her to smoke his cock like a doobie.
It was at that moment that she decided to get revenge on him: revenge for impregnating and leaving her, revenge for every insulting word he’d ever said, revenge for ruining her best friendship, and revenge for being the royal loser that she finally realized he was.
She went out that day and bought a pair of panties at Forever 17, then typed an anonymous note to the police. During track practice, she snuck into the men’s locker room and put the underwear in Billy’s backpack (she’d recognize that hideous Rasta print anywhere). Kirby Cahill came out of the bathroom stall while she was doing it, but she just pretended she was looking for a pencil in her boyfriend’s backpack.
Flash! Kirby told the police Miranda was the real killer who planted the underwear on Billy to deflect attention from herself. Then Miranda’s father admitted to the cops he thought she had something to do with the murder. Months ago, he’d found her Forever 17 receipt and read an angry snippet in her diary where she ranted about wanting to kill Annika after Billy dumped her. These things, along with her recent secretive behavior, confirmed to her parents that she might be involved somehow. Her father and mother wrestled with their consciences, they later told Miranda, and finally came to the conclusion that they needed to do the right thing and turn her in (after hiring the best defense attorney in the country, of course). Then Miranda confessed to Handlebar, and that sealed it.
The last flash fades. I stare at Miranda. “Why did you tell me about the fake underwear in the first place? Why did you let me know they’d been planted when it was you all along?”
She sniffles, swiping at her nose with her fist. “Because I felt guilty. I knew the real killer was still out there. I knew Billy didn’t do it because he was with me at the track meet. By me planting the underwear and getting him arrested, people were going to think they had the killer, when the real one was still loose. My conscience nagged at me, which is why I told you. It’s also why I kept pushing you to find the real murderer. I knew Billy would be released eventually. He had an alibi.”
I shake my head, sighing. “Oh Miranda. You sure opened up a can of worms for yourself, didn’t you?”
She nods, looking forlorn. “I wasn’t thinking. I really wasn’t. I was just so mad at Billy. I wanted to punish him.”
“Well, you’ve made things difficult for me, too. I’ve had a hard time convincing the police to listen to me, you know.”
“I know.” Her eyes fill with tears. “I’m sorry. I’ve really screwed things up. I’m going to start being a better person.” She looks down at her stomach. “I need to set a good example for my baby.”
“You’re already a good person, Miranda.” I reach to hug her, and her thin arms encircle so tightly around my neck that she almost pulls me over. She sniffles into my shoulder.
“I’m sorry,” she mumbles again. Then she pulls back to look at me. “I heard Coach Ted’s wife was released. I’d really thought she was the killer.”
“Me, too. But nope, she didn’t have anything to do with it. She thought Ted was having an affair with Annika. When we overheard them arguing, it was because of Mrs. Dannerson’s nasty comment about Annika deserving what she got. Coach Ted was upset. He knew they would both be suspects after that, and wanted her to fix it by apologizing. She was preparing to go find me when she was arrested.”
“Man,” says Miranda, inhaling.
“Yeah.” I shake my head. “I hope this little experience will teach her to get her jealousies in check.”
“I’ll say.” Miranda looks down, picking at her nail. I wonder if she’s thinking about her own jealous nature and the trouble it has caused in her life. After a moment she looks up, a hopeful expression clearing the clouds on her face. “You do have enough evidence to get Kirby, don’t you?”
I nod. “They’re testing Darcy’s underwear right now. They’ll see that they’re the real ones. Darcy didn’t know she was wearing Annika’s underwear. Kirby told her he bought them at Forever 17, and she believed him. Horrible.”
“And the janitor? Have they found him?”
“Yep. Westchester High’s in a load of hot water for not bringing him forward from the beginning, especially since he was working without papers. But yes, they’ve got him and he’s prepared to testify.”
“Have the police asked how you knew all this?”
I shrug. “I didn’t lie. I told them that Kirby told me. He did, in a way. It just happened to be in his thoughts. I left that little part out.”
“So you’ll have to testify against him?”
“Gladly. I look forward to the day.” I rub my neck. It still hurts from where Kirby tried to squeeze the life out of me.
“Wow, that’s good to hear.” Miranda looks at me for a long moment. “I’m glad we did this, even if it was really hard.”
“Me too. Even if my face looks like it lost a prize fight.”
She giggles. “Yeah, you’re still look pretty beat-up. Purple isn’t your best color.”
“Shut up.” I elbow her. “Come on, let’s go.” I take her arm and help her down the stairs to go meet the others.
Victor rushes over and folds Miranda in his arms. She melts into him gratefully. Over his shoulder, she gives me a resigned wink tinged with sadness. I know that Miranda, with her upcoming trial for obstruction of justice, plus a new baby on the way, has a hard road ahead of her. But she’s lucky she’s got people who love and support her. And, unlike Annika, she’s alive to experience it all. Even the lows in life are better than nothing at all.
***
The day after Kirby Cahill is charged with the murder of Annika Sorens, I open my door to find Annika’s parents standing there. They look so different from the vibrant, hard-working people they were a just short time ago. They’re wearing a cloak of sadness around their shoulders, weighed down by life.
I invite them in and follow them down the short hall, noticing that Annika’s mother has the same quirky walk that her daughter did. My throat catches, remembering Annika’s essence, her aliveness that is forever gone. When Mr. Sorens sits on our worn couch, I notice he has his daughter’s same large eyes. It’s as if Annika is sitting here, looking back at me through her father’s eyes.
Even though it’s painful, I refuse to look away. I need to look at deeply at these parents, to see through their eyes what they have lost. To experience the pain with them. Maybe then, only then, can I be free from the guilt of not being a good enough friend to their daughter.
“We want you to have this,” says Mrs. Sorens, holding out a check with trembling fingers. “It’s the reward for finding Annika’s killer.” She pronounces Annika’s name with a thick Swedish accent. Through her intonation, the name sounds extraordinarily beautiful, so different than the flat way Americans pronounce it. Annika was their baby girl once, a child they thought about, dreamt about . . . named. This realization hits me hard. Tears well up and fall, wetting my face.
Annika’s parents, seeing my tears, begin crying too. I reach out to hug them, and then we are crouched on the couch together, clinging to each other as our shoulders heave.
“We loved her,” her father says through a choked voice.
“I know,” I say.
“There was everything to love about her,” says her mother. She struggles to gain composure, her voice warbling as tears flow down her narrow cheeks—cheeks obviously made thinner from lack of food and sleep.
“I can’t take the check,” I say, my words coming out in a whisper. “It doesn’t feel right.”
Mr. Sorens grabs my shoulders and looks into my soul with Annika’s eyes. “You helped find who killed our daughter. We have some peace now. Not a lot, but some. And some is everything when you’re experiencing our kind of nightmare. No, you must take this check and use it to live your life happily. For Annika.”
“Yes,” says the mother. “Our Annika wanted to go to college so much. It was a dream of hers. You must want to go to college too, no? Maybe you can use it to help pay your way. Maybe you can experience college for our daughter as well.”
She holds the check out to me with a hopeful expression. Annika’s father nods at me, encouraging me to take it.
I know to reject it would be to squash a dream for them, the dream that Annika might live on in some way.
Looking into their hearts and seeing through their eyes, it’s clear what I should do.
I can’t let them down.
Or Annika.
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Jason and I are at the beach. It’s dusk and we’re on a blanket, snuggled cozily together against the frigid evening air as the heat from the bonfire warms our faces. I’m leaning against him, a cup of hot chocolate nestled in my hands. Waves crash in the distance, and the faint twinkles of stars are beginning to dot the navy-colored sky. We are content as we stretch out together, bellies full of roasted hot dogs and marshmallows. The firelight casts dancing shadows on the sand as we sip our warm drinks. It feels good to relax after all that’s happened.
There were all of the police interviews, then the search warrant of Kirby’s house. The cops found some of Annika’s hair strands in the box where Kirby had initially kept the underwear before giving them to Darcy. The tests on the panties came back and were proven conclusively to be Annika’s and tainted with Kirby’s DNA. Darcy went into counseling over the whole thing, then emerged a few weeks later saying she wanted to be a crime reporter. She even started a channel on YouTube, in preparation for covering Kirby’s trial in detail, which we all know is her revenge.
The janitor, after being tracked down and giving his statement in Spanish, negotiated citizenship for himself and his family after promising to testify that he saw Kirby leaving the restroom before Annika’s body was discovered, and that Kirby paid him off.
After Valerie Dannerson was released from jail, she issued a statement to the community and Annika’s parents, apologizing with deep shame for the comments she’d made about Annika. She said that although she could sue for false imprisonment, she had decided against it. Her time in jail had been a positive spiritual experience for her, she said, and had caused her to do a lot of soul searching. She’d reevaluated her life and relationships and had decided she needed to make some changes. The community was convinced that Valerie Dannerson’s next step was to file for divorce from Coach Ted, but the last I’d heard, he’d taken his wife on a three-week cruise in the Mediterranean to rekindle their marriage, chin-hair and all.
Billy was finally completely cleared within the minds of the community and actually came to thank me. He stood on my doorstep, shuffling his feet, and said he felt bad for everything. He said he felt guilty for selling Kirby a joint the night of the dance and hoped it didn’t contribute to my assault. I said I didn’t hold it against him, but suggested he clean up his act, especially the pot, and maybe things would turn out all right for him. He shrugged and ambled off down the sidewalk. Something about his bearing seemed subdued, different. Maybe everything that happened has made him reevaluate things. Maybe he’ll consider being part of his child’s life now. Knowing Billy the way I do, though, I’m not holding my breath. But a person can always hope.
Kirby goes to trial in a few weeks, and I’m prepared to testify. People are saying he’ll get life in prison. Others say it’s too bad he’s a minor because he should get the death penalty. No matter what, it’s pretty certain he’ll never get out of jail again.
The TV showed Kirby exiting a police van in handcuffs and an orange jumpsuit, then being led to court for his arraignment. He looked as cocky as usual, strutting before the cameras as if being celebrated instead of condemned. He’s already got a jailhouse fan club, crazy girls who write him letters and act like he’s a movie star. Word is that he’s already adapted to his new life, making friends with other inmates and bragging about his escapades. His lawyers are having a hard time keeping his big mouth shut, and he’s already implicated himself a few times by trying to impress the other inmates in the yard.
People at school treat me a little bit like a hero. They seem to have forgotten I was considered a “kissing slut” before this whole thing. Having Jason’s support helps a lot. People are a bit in awe of our relationship, wondering what we’re all about. People debate about why I threw myself at Kirby at the dance when I had a guy like Jason, but most conclude it was to find out the truth about Annika’s murder. Everyone wants to know how I knew it was Kirby, but all I say is that he told me. It’s not a lie. He did tell me. No one needs to know how.
Everyone is saying I would make a good detective because I have a knack for getting people to “confess.”
Ha! If only they knew.
People can just keep guessing about me. So what if they can’t figure me out, or think I’m a little weird or have an unpredictable side to me? The main thing is that Jason is into me, so let them wonder. Jason and I laugh about it sometimes. Through this whole thing, we’ve both learned to stop caring so much about what people think.
I will never get over my feelings of guilt about Annika. She needed a true friend and I was too cowardly to take on her baggage. Now I know life is short and we should grab our chances of true friendship when we get them.
I’ve also learned that we should never judge a person by what’s on the outside. There’s a whole world going on inside each person, more than we can ever know. Everyone carries around some sort of pain. Secrets, too. People are much more complicated than I ever expected. My psychic abilities have given me a lot of compassion for human beings and their struggles on earth. We’re all on this life journey together. It’s not easy, but none of us are really alone even if we think we are. We all share similar feelings, hopes, dreams, and fears.
My kissing secret is safe with the only people who know about it: Miranda, Mom, and Jason. They’re the people I trust most in the world and they’ve promised to never tell a soul. I’ve been thinking that maybe I can keep using my power to help other people. I’m going to take a break for a while, but when I’m ready, I’m going to start kissing again. I never thought I would say this, but anything seems possible, especially with Jason by my side.
Life seems good again.
“You’ve got that Mona Lisa thing going on,” says Jason. The firelight outlines his features so that he looks like an Adonis sitting here with me. My body tingles, as always, as his fingers lightly caress my arm.
“I’m just thinking about everything,” I say. “Especially the future.”
“The future looks great as long as you’re in it,” he replies.
On the portable radio, Lady Antebellum sings softly about kissing in the moonlight.
Jason pulls me close. I breathe him in. He smells like strength and kindness and masculinity. His hands run through my hair, and I stroke his face. We stare at each other with all of the longing and desire that we’ve held back on for so long. He leans forward to kiss me, and then we’re one mind.
I love you, he says to me in his thoughts.
I love you, too.
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Chapter One 
"I'm not leaving with these guys," Toni said, as she followed her twin sister Sara into Wright's Last Chance Saloon, a family sports bar and local college hangout.
"Give it a freakin' rest! We're only meeting them for lunch. Order a burger—bite and nod—how hard is that?"
"If this goes south," Toni said, "you'll be a flash of oven-baked butt cheeks when I kick you into the next state!" Why did I let myself get dragged into this idea?
"Look," Sara backhanded hair the color of beach sand over her shoulder, "boys are basically Neanderthals and only think about two things: sex and food. So just work those glossy lips; smile and pout. Oh, yeah, bat your eyes and flip your hair a lot. Guys love that."
Toni pulled nervously at a tendril of curls. "Well, at least we don't look like twins."
Sara's chestnut eyes were already scanning the dining area. "Chill, they won't even see us together, or see each other. I've got a plan."
"I can't wait to hear it," Toni mumbled.
Pulling a book and a rose from her backpack, Sara said, "We'll get separate tables, preferably on either side of the room, and sit facing each other so they have to sit with their backs to each other. Oh, and if my guy's a total loser, I'll signal under the table." Sara tilted her head, lips smirking, and her finger pointing at the restroom sign. "That's when you grab your cell phone, excuse yourself and call me from the bathroom. I'll tell the looser I have some big emergency at home, rush out and call you from the car. It's perfect, right?"
It's pathetic. "Only if you promise the next time the gray matter you call your brain comes up with something as stupid as this you'll leave me out of it." Christ, I want no part of dating, anyway, and now I have to make small talk with someone who thinks I was surfing the Net for a love life.
"Come on! You know we'll laugh about this later." Sara giggled and handed Toni the book. "Put this on the corner of your table. That's how he knows you're the one he's looking for."
While Sara flipped her hair and strutted away, Toni ran a hand over the shirt she'd borrowed. Maybe I'll order something with tomato sauce on it. 
As she put the book on the corner of her table and sat down, Toni thought, sure, she gets the rose; I get J. D. Salinger. Perfect. She glanced at Sara who was already getting looks from the guys in the room. I hope her date's a toad!
Toni's table was close to the front door, and every time a guy—no matter what age—walked in alone, she held her breath, heart beating like mad, and then let it out slowly as they headed to the bar in the back where all the noise came from... until he walked in and she forgot to breathe. He stood by the entrance with a lopsided grin and sparkling eyes scanning the room. His jet-black hair brushed the shoulders of his FSU hoodie and his Levi's were so tight they made her blush. When he nervously reached up under the hem of his hoodie, she caught a glimpse of a tight tummy and felt a tingly wave roll in her lower stomach.
His eyes met Sara's hopeful ones, and Toni almost moaned. Heart hammering in her chest, she was on the verge of a panic attack when he smiled briefly at Sara and then resumed his scan of the restaurant.
Mouth spread in a wide grin, he tilted his head toward Toni, and sauntered toward the table. 
I am so gonna hurl. Her stomach clenched.
The room started spinning as he picked up the book and fanned the pages. Breathe, idiot! You're hyperventilating!
"You must be Toni, and I'm so glad you're a girl. Your name on the email freaked me a little." He laughed, and it was so perfect the corner of Toni's mouth twitched.
"It's actually short for Antoinette. I was named after my grandmother." 
He stared at her and a smile broadened his face. 
Crap,
she thought, I bet he's counting freckles.
"You don't look like an Antoinette, not with all that red hair and those freckles," he teased, and slid into the chair on the other side of the table.
The smile on her face faltered. Here comes the polite conversation followed by the 'I'll call you some time'.
"Umm, well, I..." she stammered, eyes wandering to Sara's table. Her sister was flipping a menu at a waitress while managing to look down her nose at a squatty guy with a spiky brown crew cut who seemed to be placing an order. Even sitting the boy looked at least four inches shorter than Sara.
Toni swallowed a panicky giggle when her own date cleared his throat. She whipped her head back in his direction, feeling heat on her cheeks. "I got my name from my mom's side of the family—Italian—my genes from Dad's Irish side." Great—beet red cheeks fighting tawny freckles for attention under a curtain of carrot red curls—color me Schizo-Tomato-Head.
"Did you get those killer green eyes from your dad?" he asked with a grin.
Toni mentally ranted, He's at least twenty-one—I'm not even eighteen—and he's gorgeous. "Yep, sure did, and your name is?" 
"Oh, sorry, you're blushing and it's so damned cute that I lost myself for a minute there. I'm Paul." He leaned in, offering his hand. His touch made her whole body vibrate.
"It's nice to meet you, Paul." Did he say cute? Out of the corner of her eye she saw Stout Guy talking a mile a minute with way too much finger quoting. Sara was frantically fanning her hand under the table, pointing over her shoulder in the direction of the restroom with the other.
Toni ignored her. "So I take it you go to Ferris State?" She pointed at the logo on the front of the hoodie.
"Yep, senior year, and still live with my parents near Reed City High School."
"I'm going to be a senior at Reed City in the fall." Okay, now that was stupid. It screamed jail-bait—I'm such an idiot.
The waitress walked up with a smile and a pen. Toni wanted to kiss her until she opened her mouth.
"Would you like something from the bar?" The woman made it very clear that she was asking Paul.
"I'll have a Coke; how about you, Toni?" 
Could I get any redder? "Coke's good," Toni squeaked.
Paul laughed.
"Do you know what you want to eat?" the waitress asked, a snide grin on her face.
"Just got here. Can you get the drinks and let us check out the menu?" Paul turned to Toni. "Unless you know what you want?"
"Umm, no . . .  I . . .  well . . . whatever you decide," Toni said. Where the hell is my brain? She hid behind her menu.
"Today's special is, all you can eat, fried fish strips. Comes with French fries and coleslaw for five-ninety-nine," the woman said over her shoulder as she walked away.
Burrowing further into the menu, Toni took long, deep breaths. Fried fish, like come on—that i's so not going to happen.
"So, do you always pick up guys online?"
There it is; the question I was hoping I didn't have to answer. "Nope, first time. You?"
Toni peeked around her menu at Sara. A waitress was setting plates of food on the table. Her sister looked a bit pissed. Oh yeah! Maybe she'll think twice about surfing the Internet and including me next time.
"A friend of mine talked me into it," Paul was saying. "I don't do the whole pick-up thing very well." It was his turn to hide behind the menu.
Toni's jaw dropped. "You're kidding, right?"
"I'm dying here." He peeked around the menu. "My palms are breaking out in a sweat. You're cute and well . . . "
M-freakin'-G! He just sooo didn't-say I was cute! "Excuse me?" she squawked.
Paul lowered his menu and looked her right in the eyes. "Now you're kidding, right?"
"Well . . .  um... I . . .  No! I mean, look at you!" Her eyes darted toward Sara. This time Paul's eyes followed.
The squatty guy was about to shove way too many French fries into her sister's mouth. Sara opened her mouth wide while she hooded angry eyes at Toni.
"She doesn't look happy," Paul said. "You know her?"
Toni was determined to make her sister regret she'd ever thought this brainy scheme up in the first place. "Um, not really, so anyway, what do you like to do when you're not on the Internet surfing for dates?" She grinned at him and he grinned back.
Paul started to answer, but the waitress walked up with their drinks, and Toni was able to steal another glance at Sara. The squatty guy had moved his chair to get a better view of the back bar area where several large screen televisions were blaring sports events. Sara blatantly used her hand to mimic slicing her throat, and with curled back lips, jerked a thumb toward the restroom. Squatty guy didn't even notice.
The waitress placed Toni's soda on the table. "Ready to order?"
Toni looked up at the woman. "I'll have the grilled chicken sandwich with fries." With a side glance at her sister, she added, "and a bottle of ketchup."
The waitress wrote down the order and turned to Paul.
Paul glanced apprehensively at Sara from behind his menu, shook his head, mumbled something to himself, then said, "You can bring me a burger with everything on it, and some fries." He laid his menu on the corner of the table next to the Salinger book.
The waitress picked up the menu, plucked Toni's from her hand as she turned on her heels, and headed for the grill. As she got closer to the bar, Toni noticed the waitress pause, brush her chest, look around, shake her head, and then proceed to the bar.
That was weird.
Paul dragged Toni back into their conversation. "I'm a movie freak; especially horror movies. What about you?" He looked at her with anticipation through killer, blue-gray eyes.
"I like books, but not really into horror. Do you read much?" Toni blurted. Ohmigod, that was so lame. Do you read much? Could I work any harder at sounding like a geek-freak? I really need to start thinking before I open my mouth.
"Actually I do, occasionally," he said with a coy smile. "I'm into fantasy—big fantasy, like Tolkien, or A Game of Thrones, Eragon—The Inheritance cycle? Have you read any of them?"
Toni plastered on a smile. Fantasy—just great—and I read mostly non-fiction. "No, I haven't."
As the conversation went on, Toni realized they were actually making small talk and it wasn't going half bad. She put a real smile on her face and started to mention that the waitress was on her way over with their food order, but Paul was no longer looking at her, he was intently focused on her sister's side of the room with his face dressed out in a grimace. 
Toni's eyes followed his gaze and landed right on Sara. Oh great! Now she's swinging her steak knife around! The little attention whore! Toni sighed and caught the gaze of a dark haired girl who'd been in her speech glass last year. As the girl walked toward the exit, Toni felt something flutter deep in her stomach. The dark haired girl shared a smile before stepping through the door to leave, and when Toni turned back to Paul, the flutter intensified, and she realized she'd been holding her breath. What the heck is wrong with me? It's like I'm on post-pubescent overdrive.
Paul mumbled as if he were arguing with himself, his eyes in deep concentration, mouth chewing frantically on his French fries.
A yelp broke Toni's thoughts.
Sara, looking wide eyed, held the knife with both hands and pushed it from her face. She tucked her chin and, playing quite the actress, swung the steak knife in a flurry of arcs and stabs, jerked it to her throat and feigned a struggle while emanating guttural squeals.
Her date seemed to be more interested in the football game broadcasting from a wide screen mounted on the wall over the bar. He briefly grinned at Sara, crammed a fist full of fries in his mouth, and a victory cry jerked his attention back to the bar.
Paul was totally zoned in on Sara. But with both hands placed on his cheeks he was literally fighting with himself to turn back toward Toni. It was as though Paul was play acting with Sara.
I'm gonna kill my sister when we get home!
***
Neither Paul nor Toni could see the two ghostly apparitions standing by the entrance to the bar.



Chapter Two
One of the ghosts, an old woman, looked to be in her sixties, dressed in early sixteenth century maid's clothing. Her long, rough cotton dress buttoned primly all the way up to her neck and accentuated a round face and flashing green eyes. A drab brown apron cinched her generous waist and fell to her feet over brown leather ankle boots that looked as old as the lines on her face. Her gray hair was pulled back in a bun and partially secured by a small, cream-colored cotton cap. 
The other ghost was in his twenties with slicked back blond hair. One long strand flopped in front of blue eyes that were intensely focused on a table by the door. Pale, and lanky, he was naked except for skin tight underwear which made it clear he was not from the sixteenth century.
"Are y'watchin' this, Martin?" Ruth, the older ghost, asked, gesturing to Paul. "The boy's lookin' at 'er, 'e is. Seems 'e's arguing with 'imself. And that girl, Sara? Why, I'd say she's fightin' that knife, she is. It doesn't bode well, dear."
Martin, the blond haired ghost, rolled his translucent eyes. "Oh please, the bling-chick looks like she's jerking her date around." Martin's eyes seemed to float out of his head before being pulled back by tendrils of smoke. "Will you look at that hottie bending over the table by the window? If I wasn't dead, honey, I'd be all over him."
"Godrestyerunsavorysoul, do try t'stay focused on the young man in question."
Martin and Ruth exchanged a polite but prickly look.
"I'm always focused, Ruth." Martin zeroed in on the hottie again.
"Well, of course y'are, dear." She patted his arm.
"He leans over that table one more time I'm doing a walk-through."
"Blessyeranimalurges, there's no time fer yer unsavory amusements; calamity is presentin' itself, Martin. Y'need not be causin' a kerfuffle on yer own, dear."
"Shame, I could wear him like a glove."
Ruth patted Martin's arm again. "Yes, well put it out o'yer mind, dear. Paul's studyin' 'er like an obsessed alchemist while masticatin' those fried sticks, and 'is eyes're doin' that flashin' thing we've seen many-a-time with other victims o'possession, they are. I believe we're about t'lose Sara, Martin."
Martin blew an evasive huff, but then moved his attention to Toni's table. "I feel sorry for the kid." He waved his arm at Paul and through a waitress as she stepped by. "It's not his fault he's being manipulated to use whatever supernatural skill he possesses on missy-teenster over there."
"Yes, that's true, dear, but the point is-"
"Just look at him; he looks like a poster-boy for Old Navy," Martin went on, swinging his other arm through an old man's head as he staggered back from the restroom. The man lost his step and bounced off the archway on his way back into the bar while Martin studied Paul. "He must be a sorcerer or something special for the seer-ghost to use him like that. The poor schmuck is so damn screwed, and totally adorable."
"I can see where 'is slightly regal features can attract a person such as yerself, bein' o'the sexual nature y'are, dear; 'is long black hair, and oh my, that jaw. Why 'e could slice bread with that jaw-line," Ruth said, and then yelped when one of the waiters walked right through her back and out her chest, a tray laden with food barely moved in his outstretched hand.
"Goodness, you'd think I would be used t'that by now," Ruth said, her hand halfway inside her own chest. "This century is awfully crowded, it is. We 'ad many a cold dark corner in the castles t'observe our wards." Ruth sighed. "Them were the days. And all them gowns, robes, powdered wigs, an'-"
"Okay, cut the reminiscing rant—how are we going to stop this?" Martin asked, tapping a foot in and out of the floor.
"Godrestyersoul, dear. Don't go gettin' all huffy on me now, will ya. I know it's hard bein' tied t'an old lady like me. But I do come with some healthy experience, that is, and I'd be thinkin' ya'd be needin' it soon enough if y'think y'are goin' t'exorcise that demon o' a ghost out o'that poor boy's body."
"You know we can't stop Bartholomew when he's inside a host, and I was thinking-"
"I don't mean t'interrupt, dear, but Sara's workin' that knife, and she ain't lookin' like she's gonna cut 'er salad with it. Shall we at least attempt another intervention?"
"Honey, she's screaming like this year's second place prom queen. Poor thing, shame our attempts usually end badly."
Paul squawked, "Oh God! Oh no!" eyes locked on Sara, both hands squeezing his own throat.
Totally out of the loop, Toni was so absorbed with her date's reaction to her sister's antics that she just held her breath and watched, but then he started choking. "Paul, are you okay?" Toni reached across the table, totally ignoring Sara's cries for help.
Paul jerked his eyes toward Toni. He tried to smile but his eyes did a little jiggle and they were back on Sara. He pointed to his throat and then grabbed Toni's hands. "Help me! I can't stop!"
Toni got up and ran around the table.
"God 'elp'em, we need t'try, Martin! Which one will y'be takin', dear?"
"I'll take the idiot with the knife," Martin said, and leapt at Sara's table, grabbed for the knife, and fell through the stubby boy, and Sara, and the dishes full of food, then the table, until he hit the floor underneath and lodged himself half-in and half-out of the room below.
"I told you!" Martin glared at Ruth as she bounced off Paul and evaporated.
"Yes, well, that y'did, dear, but we 'ad t'try," Ruth's voice echoed as she reformed.
Paul choked out, "No!"
Several things happened at once.
Behind Toni, Sara lost her fight with the steak knife—it sliced through her throat—and blood squirted from her jugular all over the stout guy, and then she promptly fell face first into her salad. Paul let out an anguished cry, grabbed his throat, jumped out of his chair, and staggered back several steps, choking.
The room sounded like one big gasp.
Toni pounded on Paul's back.
Sara's date jumped up, knocked over his chair, and fumbled back a few feet, wiping blood from his face and chest. He lost his footing in the mess on the floor, passed through Ruth, and landed in an ass-cracking fall at her feet.
At the same time, the knife hit the floor and slid a bloody trail a few feet before it tripped a waitress. She sent a tray laden with food and drinks flying. Two patrons in the path of the tray yelped, slid into each other, and began to do what looked like an inebriated tango as they tried to stay afoot.
Toni put her hands around Paul's torso and began to administer the Heimlich maneuver. "Will everyone calm down? You're not helping! Someone call an ambulance. He can't breathe!" Toni shouted, face against Paul's back as she made a two handed fist and squeezed his torso.
Ruth steadied herself, stepped into the stout guy's stomach, and then leaned under the table as the whole bar fell into uncontrollable chaos around her. Several patrons ran through her buttocks on the way to the front door and her rear-end looked like a fluttering sail in the wind. She asked, "Will y'be needin' some help, Martin?"
Martin growled at her and wiggled out of the floor. He floated up from under the table about the time a fragmented puff of smoke started to rise from Sara.
"Oh dear, I'm afraid we'll 'ave some explainin' t'do, Godrest'ersoul," Ruth whined, stepping through the table to stand next to the smoke forming into a cloud of mottled pink and white, looking an awful lot like Sara.
"What the hell? Where am I?" Sara's ghostly image croaked. "Is that me in my salad?" 
"Yes, dear, I'm afraid so," Ruth answered.
"Sara, help me, dammit!" Toni shouted from across the room as she tried to maneuver Paul around so she could see her sister.
"Help you?" Sara spat, floating over her dead body. "I'm the one with her face in her salad. You idiot! Let go of the stud-muffin and get your ass over here!"
"I'm afraid she can't 'ear ya, dear."
Toni caught sight of her sister and screamed, "Ohmigod! Sara! That's my sister!"
Paul grabbed Toni's shoulder, gagged, and choked out, "I'm so sorry."
"Great! Just great!" Martin spat. "Bartholomew did it again. Let's hope incredibly noisy and obnoxiously vain over here can at least give us some information about Old-Navy-Boy over there." His finger pointed from Sara to Paul.
Martin whipped to one side as Toni ran past, Paul following like a well behaved marionette.
"Is that blood on my neck?" Sara shrieked, swiping her hand through the cadaver's throat.
"We 'ave a bit o'bad news, dear," Ruth said, patting the tips of her fingers through Sara's shoulder.
"You've friggin' got to be kidding me. I'm dead? Dead as in . . .  freakin' dead? This has got to be a nightmare!" Sara lunged for her flaccid body and fell right through it.
"Oh my, now we 'ave t'get 'er out o'the cellar, we do. Come along, Martin," Ruth said, taking a nosedive into the floor.
Martin tapped his foot in and out of the floor, watching the chaos as lookey-loos congregated around the table.
Several teens, cell phones filming, were carrying on frantic conversations as Ruth burst through the floor with a screaming Sara in tow.
Sara erratically hovered over the table and glared at her sister. Toni stood beside Sara's body, with her hands over her mouth, face horror stricken, head moving back and forth.
"Give me a good shake," Sara said. "Just shake me, Toni! I know if you shake me I'll come back to life."
Toni wrapped her hands around her stomach and rocked as tears streamed down her cheeks. She gagged, retched, and then vomited all over the table in front of her sister's body.
Sara's fists streaked through Toni's torso several times as she shrieked, "Uck! Eck! She pukes? She F'n upchucks? That's just nasty! Now I not only have Bleu cheese salad dressing all over my face and a gaping hole in my neck, but puke in my hair!" She tried to grab a handful of Toni's red curls but only made them flutter like leaves in a soft breeze.
Working up some attitude, Sara slapped her hands into her hips and shook her butt; fists embed in her pelvic bone. "Just kick me—slap me—do something to get my friggin' heart beating again! I need a damn shower!"
Paul tried to hand Toni a napkin and guide her away from the table.
Sara shoved her nose halfway into Paul's face. "Oh-no-you-don't!" She turned on her sister. "Stop your blubbering! Grab the napkin! Wipe that shit off my face; I've about had it with you!" Sara kicked her smoky foot through Toni and ended up floating horizontally in front of her.
"Don't you think we should say something to her?" Martin asked.
"Godbless'er, I think we should let 'er carry on a bit, love," Ruth said from the ceiling above the table. "Won't be long, it won't. They should be draggin' 'er carcass out o' 'ere soon."
A chubby man in a white apron ushered patrons out of the dining area and into the bar as the sound of sirens filled the air. Waiters and waitresses took some of them out the front door as an ambulance and police cars pulled to the curb.
Martin joined Ruth. "She's really quite amusing."
"That's a wee-bit cruel, dear," Ruth sighed.
"Is that it?" Sara waved her hand dramatically as she spoke and it passed through Paul's head several times; Paul, none the wiser. "I just let them take my bloody puke covered body away?" She glared at Martin and Ruth. "I think not!"
"Well, might I suggest we follow Paul; that's the young man with yer sister? He's possessed by Bartholomew, who made y'cut yerself, 'e did. And it wouldn't 'urt us t'deliberate on what we can do t'keep 'im from killin' anyone else. Namely yer sister, since she seems t'be his person o'interest. So I guess y'll be taggin' along, dear?"
"What do you mean, he killed me? How's that possible? No one seems to . . .  if I remember . . .  OH my GOD, I slit my own throat!" Sara gagged and coughed up a cloud of ectoplasmic goo.
Martin, who had been hovering and listening, suddenly jumped for Paul and of course made contact with nothing but the floor. He leered at Paul. "Come on out you bastard, and fight like a ghost!"
Several police officers, and two EMTs pushing a stretcher, entered the front door and headed for Sara's body.
"Can't we do something!?" Sara squeaked.
"I'm afraid not, dear. But more important we should discuss 'ow y'met that boy standing with yer sister, we should," Ruth suggested.
"But . . . but," Sara started.
"Come on, dear, we've got some questions fer ya, we do." Ruth ushered Martin and a reluctant Sara through the wall and into the alley.
"This sucks! What the hell? I need my lip gloss—I lost my tan—my skin is friggin' gray-ass smoky as shit . . .  and . . .  and there has to be a better place than this." Sara glared at the ambulance near the end of the alley.
"Fer all intents and purposes, y'killed yerself and that gets y' a ticket into limbo fer the moment, it does. But eventually y'll move on because Bartholomew didn't make y'murder yer own... Well, never mind, dear. Suffice it t'say, 'e didn't make y'do anythin' that would keep y' 'ere fer an eternity if y'wish t'move on after y'pay yer dues."
"Back it up and hit rewind, old lady. What dues? When will I move on?—'cause you look like you've been here since the flood." Sara frowned at Ruth. 
Ruth shot Martin a look of warning and addressed Sara. "Well, as fer that, I'm from another century and way back then I committed a horrendous deed, I did. An', well, even though Bartholomew—'e's the ghost who assisted in yer demise, dear—orchestrated it; I'm the one that . . .  never mind; I'm afraid I'm 'ere fer an eternity unless I can stop Bartholomew and send 'im on t' a more acceptable place, I am. Martin is sailin' the same ship, but you-"
"I don't give a rat's ass what Martin did! I want to know what I have to do to get out of here!" Sara glared at Martin, tossing a thumb in Ruth's direction. "What's up? She isn't spelling it out."
"You'll pass on, sooner or later, but I'm a vampire, honey. Vampires aren't awarded a get out of purgatory ticket either, even though it wasn't my fault," Martin said, all huffy-like. "Bartholomew led me to the immortal that he wanted... Well hell, Ruth and I hooked up because neither of us can move on unless we find a way to get rid of-"
"Martin!" Ruth warned.
But Sara wasn't listening. "Go on! Vampire my butt! I'm not as stupid as I look." She frowned at Martin.
Ruth clucked her tongue. Martin glared at Ruth and then addressed Sara. "Look, Bartholomew jumped inside my body, just like he did with Paul, and made me meet this guy at 'Alternatives', maybe you know the place? A bar in downtown Grand Rapids? No, from the looks of you, probably not. Anyway, I met the guy as instructed, and the next thing I knew I was at his apartment and he was sucking on my neck instead of my-"
"Yes, well, that's enough, dear," Ruth interrupted. "No need t'get all graphic."
"Vampires aren't real." Sara tucked her hand inside her hip. "You are not a vamp."
"Ooo, and the dead chick, turning more transparent by the second, knows this how?" Martin flashed fangs.
"You probably bought those at Walgreens," Sara said. "How'd you really die?" 
"Well . . .  that's a bit o' a sore subject, dear, it seems Martin, Godbless'isplasmaabhorrin'soul-"
"So what!" Martin immediately got defensive. "So I couldn't suck blood! That's no crime! Is that my fault? Damn right it's not! I just didn't have the stomach for it!"
"That's such bull!" Sara tried to flip her hair over her shoulder, but her hand passed through. "I mean, if you really were a vampire you could have been-"
"What? A blood-sucker for an eternity? Over my dead body!" Martin was in a dither.
"Well, it seems so, doesn't it, dear," Ruth said, guiding them toward the street.
"Yeah, right, so, like what? Being a ghost doesn't bite the big one?" Sara asked, following Ruth, Martin beside her. "Boy, you got screwed."
Martin paused, tossed his hand in the air and said, "Oh sweetie, I wish. At least I would have gone down with his-"
"Blessyerlicentioussoul, that's enough, dear!" Ruth clucked.



Chapter Three
"Look Toni, I don't even know your last name; and, well, I'd like to check on you," Paul said, standing with Toni by the back of the ambulance. "Can I get your cell number?"
Toni whimpered an incoherent reply, eyes on the passing stretcher that held a zippered body bag. She moved aside and rummaged through her purse in a stupor. 
One of the EMTs jumped in the back of the ambulance while the other folded up a set of wheels on the front of the stretcher.
"Sorry," Paul said, "but, if I don't get it now . . .  I just . . . " Paul shifted his weight from one foot to the other.
The second EMT pushed the stretcher halfway into the ambulance, and then reached into his jacket, pulled out a pad and pen and handed it to Toni. "Here, you may need someone to talk to about all of this later. Write down your phone number."
Toni accepted the pad with a shaky hand, scribbled down her cell number and robotically handed it back to the EMT who passed it to Paul before lifting up the back wheels and sliding the stretcher the rest of the way into the ambulance.
"She's in shock," the EMT said and helped Toni into the back of the ambulance. "We're taking her to the Mecosta County Medical Center. Her mother is on her way there. She's in good hands."
Paul nodded.
"Oh, Sara . . .  my sister . . . she's . . . oh God . . . " Toni gagged and the EMT quickly handed her a small curved bowl.
Paul was staring at the scribbled number when the ambulance doors were pulled shut. "This is bullshit!" he mumbled in a hiss of breath as he turned and took long strides toward his truck. "I was only supposed to read Toni's mind, and you used me to kill her sister. You made me look at her and you pushed my mind to mesmerize her into slitting her own throat! I felt like a goddamned puppet! No one was supposed to die! You said . . .  You said . . . "
A scratchy voice echoed in Paul's mind, "Let's go over this one more time and then I am through taking your requests into consideration. Are you with me, Paul? Because there will not be any more discussion."
Paul's skin crawled when Bartholomew moved under his flesh, as the ambulance with Toni inside sped past.
"Toni is special. She has a gift to share with me," Bartholomew mentally pushed. "I know this because it is prophecy, and I have been waiting for her for years. She is very important to me, Paul. I need to know what she is and why I can't possess her body to communicate with her; that's where your mentalist skills come in. You should be able to get that information for me by reading Toni's mind, and hopefully I can strike a bargain with her."
"Like the one you struck with me?" Paul strutted across the street with his truck keys in hand, thinking of the mess he'd gotten himself into.
"I set the stakes and you accepted them."
"I had no choice," Paul growled.
"That remains to be seen, but I accepted your terms and took it slow. I think I have been very obliging, Paul. It's not my fault you felt . . . well . . .  too insecure to ask Toni to go out with you, is it?"
"I didn't want anyone to die. I . . . "
"You made the suggestion we manipulate Sara into making contact available for you and Toni."
Paul shuddered, his flesh itching as though there were ants crawling under his skin. "I can't do this anymore!"
"Yes you can. And you will. I had thought you would be able to tell me what Toni is before someone had to die. I asked nicely, several times throughout your little conversation with her to remember our arrangement, yet you didn't respond. I may be able to threaten you into compliance, but I cannot read your thoughts unless you allow me to do so. And when you don't, you anger me, Paul."
Paul fumbled the keys into the lock. "So you make me kill her sister? You punish me? She had nothing to do-"
You didn't kill her. I simply used your mind to manipulate her actions, making my point, well, because I could. She was worthless anyway, and very easy to, shall we say, influence. I think her death is enough, don't you? Now all you have to do is give me what I need and I will be done with you."
Paul opened the door to his Silverado, slid in, hammered the steering wheel and then placed his head against it. He sobbed.
"You don't even know these girls. Why should you care? Think about your little sister, Paul. Where does your loyalty-"
"If you even touch her, I'll-"
"You'll what, my dear boy? Shed more useless tears? If you can't stop me from possessing you, how will you ever stop me from possessing Paddy? You now know what I'm capable of, correct? I believe I've made ramifications for noncompliance quite clear."
"My sister doesn't . . .  isn't a psychic medium like me."
"Ahhh, and did you think I would be stupid enough not to have figured that out already? Skills like yours are usually inherited, Paul. Paddy was my first choice, and when she proved useless in regards to my immediate needs, I found another use for her.
"You will now give me the information I want, and if you don't, I will take great pleasure in helping Paddy write a suicide note. I have it all planned. Poor thing just can't live with her deviant sexual needs any longer, so she hangs herself. And, you won't be able to stop me, Paul."
"No one would believe... My sister embraces her sexuality. Our family supports-"
"ANSWER me! What special power does this girl have that she should haunt me for years? It's too late for Toni's sister, but it is not too late for yours."
"I tried to read her mind," Paul whispered, "but I couldn't."
***
"'E seems t'be talkin' t' 'imself," Ruth said, pointing toward Paul's black pick-up truck. "But we know only too well, 'e's-"
"Probably jabbering with Bartholomew," Martin huffed and flew to the curb on the other side of the street. "How exasperating is this? Bartie-boy is safe as long as he stays inside the human and he knows it."
"I wonder why 'e chose 'im?" Ruth stopped in the street on Martin's side of the yellow line and tapped her fingers through her chin. "Paul, I mean, the boy must 'ave special powers, 'e does." Two cars, an oil truck and a semi breezed right through her. After the twirling smoke formed back into the stout English woman, she bolted to the gutter, raised a brow at Martin, and then shouted at Sara's image, which was wrapped around the stoplight a few feet away. "Yer sister's got something 'e wants, but can't get 'imself, dearie. We'll be needin' t'do a bit o'figurin', we will.
"'E's been tryin' fer years t'break back in t'the real world, 'e 'as." Ruth tsked, flitted onto the curb beside Martin and aggressively motioned Sara over.
Sara's image stretched in and out of shape as she made ready to take flight, and when the light turned red, she zipped toward them and hovered close, hand inside her heaving chest. "Ohmigod! That is such a scary feeling, in an adrenaline-rushy kind of way."
Ruth eyed Sara up and down. "Yer family wouldn't be unnatural—somethin' out o'the ordinary—would they, dear? See, some 'umans can channel us spirits, but can't give us immortality, they can't. But, well, with the right body, Bartholomew can walk among the livin' again, 'e can. You'd tell ole Ruth if y'was a bit different, wouldn't y', love?"
"I'm not different, I'm popular—Toni's different." Sara ran her hands into her forehead, trying to finger-comb her hair. Sara swallowed a sob and threw her hands in the air. "Well, hell, I guess I better own it. Lord knows I've tried to help Toni—she's such a dweeb. I woke up one morning last week with a brainy idea; help my geeky twin find a boyfriend. So I surfed the Net. Toni, she had . . .  she didn't... those guys just answered my ad."
"Yer ad, dear?" Ruth asked.
Martin sighed while Sara cried like a rejected third grader. "You go to computer sites designated to help you find romance, place an advertisement, and wait for someone to contact you to set up a meeting."
"Blessyerunbeatin'eart, dear, y'sound like y've done this yerself," Ruth said. "Shame things have come t'this, it is. In my day-"
"Nix the rant, Ruth," Martin said. "Work with me here. Who cares how B did it? He's clearly using Paul. So the boy has to be a medium, a sorcerer, or both. B wants Toni for some reason. Why? That's the question."
"Well, yes, Martin, and y'don't 'ave t'shout. What say we follow Toni for a bit, and maybe it'll come t'me," Ruth mumbled. "But y'can't disagree, these newfangled contraptions are the devil's 'ands and ears, they are. No proprieties these days, that's all I'm sayin', I am. Didn't mean t'get personal, dear."
"Oh, Puh-leeeze." Martin dismissed Ruth and then turned, squealed, and whipped a path of ghostly head-smoke, followed by a trail of his pointing finger. The same guy that was in the restaurant earlier, was now climbing into a Jeep across from the parking lot.
"Blessyerlibidinousness, Martin. Get yer mind out o'the gutter, we've work t'do," Ruth said. "Shall we fly over t'the 'ospital? Mecosta Medical Center, I believe? Isn't that what the young man in the white coat said?"
"I am not going to watch my mother and sister, and some hunky doctor, crying over my salad-incrusted face, bloody neck, and puke-gelled hair. This is just too embarrassing!" Sara started bawling.
"Oh, now, now, dear. Yer dead; it's not like y'll be 'ave'n t'sip tea over yer dead remains and carryin' on a conversation with any of 'em," Ruth said, taking off toward the sky.
Martin looked at Sara with empathy. "You'll have to cut Ruth some slack. She's been dead almost four-hundred years and weird shit just pours out of her mouth. Sorry for your loss, by the way."
Sara's arms sank into her chest when she gripped her elbows. "I just want to wash my hair with my strawberry shampoo, get out of these bloody clothes, text my friends. I want-"
"Honey, you're preachin' to a corpse," Martin said, giving the man in the jeep one final look before pulling Sara up into the sky with him.
"By the way, you should put some clothes on," Sara said. "You look like an idiot in your underwear."
"I died in my thong—I haunt in my thong."
Sara looked horrified. "You mean we have to wear the same clothes—like What? ForEver? Do I have a hole in my neck, too?" She passed her hand through her throat several times, somersaulting in the air with the effort.
"Oh, give it up. It adds to your trashy ambiance, in a 'Night of the Living Dead' kind-of-way." Martin steadied her by tapping her foot down in the direction of earth as they got closer to Ruth. "You'll get the hang of it. Just don't make any sudden movements."
"I don't do trashy," Sara pouted. "I wish I would've worn my new skinny jeans and my shit-kicking, black leather knee-high-boots—and gone heavier on the makeup. I bet I look pasty, don't I? Dammit! I would've been the rage of the spirit world."
Martin sighed. "Just when I thought it couldn't get any worse. You come along; bottle-blond, bitchy, and totally the wrong sex. I'm so screwed."
"I am so not a bottle-blond! Hey, we can exchange a few fem-pointers," Sara said, whipping in circles. "Weeeeeeeeee, I can fly!"
"Oh, give me a break."



Chapter Four
The emergency room was packed with coughing, sniveling, puking, wheezing, complaining men, women, and children, impatiently waiting to see a doctor.
Fluorescent lighting buzzed overhead, bringing clarity to the inconsolable atmosphere. Industrial, slate-colored carpet, soiled from years of traffic, smelled faintly of sweat, disinfectant, and mold. The pale gray walls added to the ambiance of disparity in the room. Close examination could almost reveal a waver in the stale air when Ruth, Martin, and Sara floated through the wall and hovered over the crowd.
"Blessmytransparentbody, it's like the wailin' rooms durin' the black deaths in 'ere, it is." Ruth patted Sara's hand. "Not to worry yerself, dear, I'm sure yer carcass is in a safe place bein' attended to right properly, it is."
"What?!" Sara squeaked. "Where's the morgue in this place? I wanna be sure. Hey, I wonder if I could, like, do a possession thing and make it go all zombified?"
"Godblessyerinanity, that's not what we're 'ere fer." Ruth patted Sara's hand again. "Yer dead, Sara, plain and simple. Put yer cadaver out o'yer head. It's just a useless piece o'meat, dear."
"You have a subtle passive-aggressive way with words, Ruth." Martin ran fingers right through his hooded blue eyes, and forehead, to get to his blond hair.
"Well, it's life, Martin. Y'live—y'die—they bury y'in the ground, they do. 'Cept, I have it on good authority that now-a-days they burn yer cadaver and stuff the ashes in a jar fer the fireplace mantle, they do. Imagine that."
"Yes, imagine." Martin rolled his eyes.
"Ugh! That kid just upchucked! Ohmigod, this place is full of germs. Can we just go down and find my body? I don't like being around sick people." Sara bolted for the reception desk, wrinkling her nose when she couldn't pump the hand sanitizer bottle.
"I don't think I've ever seen a ghost with a bottle of sanitizer," Martin quipped. "We don't eat, we don't sleep, and your popular little ass is just another puff of smoke on this side." Martin flew through Sara a couple of times, her attempts to pummel him totally useless. "And we don't get sick."
Sara made a hummingbird stop and hovered in front of Martin. "Do ghosts get their period?" 
The rest of Martin's laugh strangled him. "What part of dead don't you understand?"
"Oh, hell yes, no more cotton plugs!" Sara was a bouncing, squealing ball of ectoplasm.
"Cotton plugs, dear?"
Sara clapped herself into a smoky blob. "Tampons, Ruth! No more tampons, no more cramps. No more bloody underpants." Her song echoed.
Martin rolled his eyes.
"Oh, well yes, dear. I see. How convenient. In my day, we'd rip rags and I washed 'em daily, I did. That was one of my dreaded tasks in the castle. A bloody mess; it was."
"Okay, now that's entirely too much information." Martin grimaced. "Let's just all back away from the feminine hygiene issues, shall we?"
"You are such a guy," Sara said. "I bet you even make PMS jokes. Am I right?" she asked Ruth.
Martin's form flickered. "So, Sara, you say you're a natural blond?"
"Yes! Will you get off my hair!" Sara snapped, "Now let's go find my body before they bag it and send it to some funeral home. I wanna be sure they kept all my pieces and parts. I have lots of friends that-"
"Back in my day they used pine boxes, they did. And what the rats didn't get, Godfergivethevermin, the earthly creatures made fast work o'when y'were put t'ground, they did. And then the grave robbers, shametheirgodfersakensouls, they-"
"Ohhh, I hate rats." Sara shuddered. "Sharp teeth. Beady little eyes. Oh yuck! Well, that's it! I'm going to find myself. You coming or what?" 
"No need holdin' watch in the morgue, dear. I'm sure they started 'ackin' away at yer earthly remains, autopsy and all, and . . .  well never mind, yer sister's over there, she is, and that's what we came fer." Ruth gestured toward Toni who was sitting on an aluminum and Naugahyde chair, in the back of the room, beside a television mounted over a table with complimentary coffee and condiments. "Come along, Sara. Some things are better left t'the imagination."
Sara was eyeing the double doors by the office.
"Is that yer mother hugging yer sister?" Ruth asked, pulling Sara's attention away from the doors. "The one with the orange and black hair, dear?" Ruth put a ghostly hand to her mouth, one eyebrow raised in question.
"Oh, God no," Martin clucked, his long fingers splayed across his bare chest. "Women with black hair should just say no to highlights, honey."
"I know, right?" Sara said. "It's not like I haven't tried to tell her."
"Do y'ave mirrors in yer home, dear? I would think a reflected image would say it all, I would, but then-"
"OHMIGOD, is that my BF!?!" Sara screeched.
"BF?" Ruth asked.
"Best friend, Ruth," Martin flippantly answered, still looking at Sara's mother with disgust.
Sara's lips wisped a snarl. "And that's my brand new, as of last week, X boyfriend with her! The bitch! The slut! She's got at least two months re-growth—you know she does her own color, I'd never be caught dead—I mean, look at her—showing that much nippage!"
"Now, now, blessyervanitydrivenlittle'eart, no need t'get all sketchy, dear," Ruth interrupted.
"Where?" Martin asked, reluctantly pulling his eyes off the mother's hair.
"Right there! The MF'n cheater!" Sara screamed as she floated at warp speed toward a tall blond boy with a badly put together towel sling wrapped around one arm and a bosomy young girl tucked under the other.
Martin eyed the boy with a wicked grin. "Atta girl, go get him. Nasty pants—horney toad—little MF'n, catch and release." He grabbed the waistband of his undies, tightened his butt cheeks, and snapped the thong back against his hip.
"MF? Sounds lewd, Martin," Ruth said.
"Oh, this is going to be good." With a smile that flashed a little fang, and long skinny legs working his jiggling butt, Martin strutted off after Sara.
"Martin, don't encourage a fracas," Ruth said, floating after them. "We should stay focused, we should."
Sara was whipping in and out of the young man's body, screeching, "I knew it—I just knew it, David. Bet you have that bling-ho's peppermint lipstick all over your dip-stick!" Sara's outstretched hand was waggling a finger inside Jessica's face. "You did this because I wouldn't do you unless you did me! And everybody knows she would!"
"Yes, well yes, now that's quite graphic, isn't it, Godrestyercrasslittlemouth. Clearly a wee bit too much information for one's mind t'conjure up a mental image, it is. And I'm thinkin' y'should let it go, dear, since y'really can't-"
Sara grabbed for Jessica's throat with both hands, but only managed to find her own fingers. She shook her clutched hands in and out of the girl's throat.
"Oh, that's damn skippy! Sooo dramatic! Let her have it, sweetie," Martin said, full lips in an open smile.
"That's enough, dear," Ruth tried.
Sara floated backward with clenched fists and glaring eyes. She darted up to the ceiling, looked down, dive-bombed Jessica's head, entered her body, and didn't come out.
Jessica sucked in a whopping big breath. Her eyes went big. She snarled, and started slapping her own face with both hands. Her feet swept out from under her and she fell butt first on the floor. She then wrapped her hands around her own throat, shook hard, until her face started to turn purple.
"She's inside!" Martin shrieked. "How amazing is that?"
Jessica let go of her own neck, took another huge breath, pulled her own hair toward the ceiling, and stood up. She pumped a fist in the air, let out a war-cry, and ran at David. Grabbing the collar of his t-shirt, she yanked it down, sank her teeth into his chest, shook her head while he screamed bloody murder, knocked over chairs, and fell over a table. 
Jessica snarled. "Weeell, scrrrew yoou—you pencil-dick, ass-wipe, shit-head!"
The room became very silent.
"What the hell are you talking about, Jessica?" David backed quickly away, eyes frantically searching.
Martin gasped, "Oh my!"
"Bless'erfilthylittlemouth," Ruth whispered, even though she didn't need to, "Sara's possessed that the poor girl, she has. It hardly seems possible, 'er bein' new and a mere ghost an all, but none the less, evident, and we really should assist with 'er withdrawal, we should."
Martin exchanged a testy look with Ruth before he faced Jessica and tried, "Sara, get your bleached blond head out of hers right now, you're making a scene."
"Well, yes, there is that, but y'should embellish a bit, dear. We came 'ere t'find out what Toni is, and, well, now I'm thinkin', if Sara can get inside a 'uman body-"
Jessica hissed at Martin and Ruth who stood behind David, but of course the boy didn't know that and, holding his bloody chest, he jumped back, blew through the two ghosts and plastered himself against the wall, looking like a psychopath's garish trophy.
After Ruth waddled through David, she tsked at Toni and her mother, who were both staring at Jessica with big round eyes. "Yer mother is watchin' ya, dear," Ruth tried.
"Well he's a pig!" Jessica turned to look at Toni. "And you can tell all of his friends I said so, Toni!"
Three attendants and a security guard burst through the double doors by the information desk and scanned the room.
Everyone pointed at Jessica, including David.
Jessica leapt at David and grabbed his hair with both hands. One foot against the wall, she pulled his nose to hers. "You lying, cheating, son-of-a-"
The security guards leapt at Jessica.
"What the hell's gotten into you?" David yelled, wrestling her hands from his hair as the guards pulled Jessica off.
"Now would be as good a time as any t'exorcise yerself, dear," Ruth suggested. "I believe y'put an end t' 'is intimate relations with the young, MF'n-BF in question, y'did."
Jessica, arms restrained, leered at David and opened her mouth in a silent scream and Sara erupted from the orifice in a puff of smoke that only the ghosts could see. Sara immediately started wind-milling her translucent fists into Jessica's horrified face.
Jessica teetered, blinked madly and looked around the room in a stupor.
"What's she on?" one of the security guards asked David.
"Nothing! I swear. She drove me here."
"Well I'm impressed and terribly amused," Martin commented, watching Sara, who was now hovering over Jessica, peddle kicking her face. "Just look at the little hellion."
"I don't know what the problem is," Jessica stammered, wiping at her cheeks.
"I'll tell you what the freakin' problem is!" Sara screamed into the security guard's ear, arms rigid, hands fisted. "She stole my boyfriend, the MF'n little slut!" Sara hammered Jessica's back.
"I believe you've covered that right well, dear. Blessyervindictivelittlesoul," Ruth said.
"Why don't the two of you come along with us to one of the offices where we can sort this out?" the security guard said, pulling Jessica by the arm.
Sara turned on Ruth. "Dammit, is there some way to slap the hell out of her from out here?"
With shrewd eyes, Ruth answered, "I'm afraid not, dear. Some ghosts can move inanimate objects, they can, but it takes a lot of concentration, a bit of ghostly maturity, and-"
Sara narrowed her eyes and focused on a pile of magazines on a nearby table. The magazines lifted into the air, hovered, and then turned into a maelstrom of flapping pages that ended up beating Jessica about the face.
"Or not," Martin said, as patrons, including Toni and Sara's mother, made a mad dash for the exit.
"Holy shit!" the security guard said, pulling Jessica toward the double doors near the reception desk. The other two attendants ran after them with David in tow.
"She just might come in handy," Martin said.
"If we can control 'er, and keep 'er away from 'er cadaver, dear," Ruth said.
"Yeah, well, there is that," Martin said, eyeing the pile of magazines fluttering to the floor as the security guard pulled Jessica through the double doors.
Sara floated toward them across the empty room, looking like a ghost on a bad-hair day.
"Your coif is slightly askew. Shall we give you a moment before we go out to the parking lot, Missy?" Martin asked, hands together at his chest. "I think our next move will be to see if you can enter the body of the woman with the bad highlights."
"What do you mean? Are you talking about my mother? Why would I do that?" Sara asked, fingers slicing through muddled smoke clouds around her head.
"That's what we came 'ere fer, dear. Infermation," Ruth said, "and who would've thought y'might-"
"I am not getting into my mother's body!" Sara hollered. "And neither of you are, either!"
"No need t'fear, dear. Neither I nor poor Martin can possess a 'uman," Ruth said.
"You can't? How come I can?"
"If we knew that we wouldn't be flabbergasted by not only your obsessed-obsession, but your completely bitchin' manipulative powers, now would we, princess?" Martin locked eyes with Ruth.
"Well, I won't do it!"
Martin leered at Sara. "How do you think we're going to find out why Bartholomew is so interested in your sister? Clearly he can't get inside Toni and he's using Paul to find out why. And if he can't get in, I'm thinking you can't either. In fact, I'd bet my fangs on it. So I thought we'd try to pump Broom Hilda for-"
"My sister is just a plain girl like me! I'll get inside her body, and prove it!" Sara said, heading for a wall out of the emergency room and into the parking lot.
"Oh dear, another fiasco, Godbless'ermulishtemperaments."



Chapter Five
Officer Dan Delgado stepped out of his police vehicle and headed for the emergency room doors where a nurse was pushing an old man in a wheelchair.
"Heard you got the knife victim from Wright's, over on Hawkins, Harriet—any family arrive yet?" Dan slid his fingers over his belt, tucked his hands into his pant pockets, rocked back on his heels, and gave Harriet a staggering view of a big glob of mustard, smack-dab in the middle of his portly stomach.
"The mother and sister." Harriet pulled her eyes off the only thing that remained from Officer Dan's dinner, and passed off the old man to another nurse who was ushering patients back into the emergency waiting room. "They're in the conference room. The girl's still in autopsy—severed carotid artery. What a mess." Her gaze dropped to the dollop of mustard, lashes fluttered them back to Dan's face. "They should have a report for you at the ER desk."
"What the hell happened here?" Dan fanned an arm around the parking lot of sickies and hospital personnel wandering towards the emergency room doors.
"We had an incident in the lobby," Harriet said as she started for the doors, "a couple of high school kids. It got pretty verbal, and then it got physical."
"Weapons?"
"If you wanna count a few magazines. One of the security guys, Eddie, embellished a bit, said the magazines magically flew around the lobby while assaulting the young woman about the face and body. Probably the kid tossing them at his girlfriend—I heard her all the way back in 12 where I was starting an I.V. Anyway, the fight scared the hell out of everyone in the lobby and they bolted for the doors."
"You want me to talk to the kids when I finish with the family?"
"I'll let you know if we need you. Eddie has them in the back office. He's trying to contact their parents."
"Hell, must be the full moon," Officer Dan chuckled, following Harriet into the emergency room lobby.
***
In the conference room, Sara wiggled out of her mother's body for the second time, wrinkled her brow at Ruth and Martin and then flew through Toni, only to land in a discombobulated mess on the floor.
"Will you just tell us what the lady with the horrific dye job said?" Martin huffed. "I mean, you've tried umpteen times to get inside your sister. It isn't working."
"Shut up! I don't get it! I have to talk to my mother through Toni to figure it out. Mom totally shut down."
"Can y'elaborate on the clarification you'll be needin', dear?" Ruth asked.
"No!" Sara raised her arms over her head, tucked her ears between her elbows and dive-bombed her sister's face. She did a through-and-through, prone body ricocheting across the room and through the wall behind her mother, exiting out the other side.
Officer Dan stepped through the door of the conference room with a compassionate smile, belly stretching his buttoned jacket.
"Mrs. Farrell? I'm Dan Delgado from the Reed City Police Department. I'm sorry for your loss, ma'am. I just have a few questions for your daughter." Dan nodded toward Toni.
Toni's mother turned tearful eyes on Dan. "They said my daughter killed herself. Sara wouldn't kill herself, never mind in a public place."
"I understand, Ma'am. That's why I'm here." Dan sat down across the table from Toni and pulled out a small pad and pen from his shirt pocket. He laid the pad on the table and looked at her with concerned brown eyes. "Did you see your sister cut herself?"
"She . . .  she looked . . .  I thought she was playing with the knife." Toni took a shaky breath. "We were meeting a couple of guys . . .  and I didn't . . .  I should have gotten up and followed her . . .  She didn't like her date and . . .  I, I ignored her attempts-" Toni started crying. 
Belle scooted her chair closer and put an arm around Toni. "Have you and your sister been talking to your grandmother about your eighteenth birthday?" Mrs. Farrell shot a side glance at Dan.
With a furrowed brow, Toni asked, "Why would you ask me that at a time like this?"
"What would her grandmother have to do with this?" Dan asked.
"Huh? What? Nothing!" Mrs. Farrell tugged a lock of hair out of an oversized earring and tucked it behind her ear. With a shaky voice, she said, "My mother wanted Toni to start dating after her birthday, and I was..." She patted Toni's shoulder. "You're right, honey; I'm just ranting."
Martin elbowed Ruth. "Her hair just pops doesn't it."
Ruth cocked a brow but before she could scold, Sara came back through the wall wearing a scowl.
"Why can't I do Toni like I did Jessica?" She grumbled and geared up for another pass.
Martin blew an exasperated sigh. "Will you nix the ricocheting bullet game? Why don't you pontificate away about what Mommy dearest said in the same manner you've pontificated, well, everything else!" Martin floated gracefully to the table with one hand pointing at Mrs. Farrell.
"Huh?" Sara's mouth fell open and her lower lip warped her chin.
Martin stomped a foot through the table in front of Toni. "I'm gonna do a dive through if you don't fess up, girly."
Ruth stood by the table next to Toni and clucked her tongue.
At warp speed, Martin flew at Sara's mother. His head and arms balled up against her chest in a puff of smoke that wafted through her body and down the back of her chair. His ghostly image reformed and then bombarded Toni with the same results. "Well that was terribly uncomfortable," his voice echoed.
"Blessyertediousinquisitiveness, it's not like y'aven't tried before, Martin," Ruth recapped.
Officer Dan finished jotting on his pad and turned back to Toni. "Can you tell me exactly what happened? I know this is hard, but right now it's not clear if the young man with your sister had anything to do with her death."
Toni shook her head. "The boy was barely paying attention to my sister."
Martin reformed, fangs hanging over his lower lip as he glared at the back of Toni's head.
Sara howled, "Stop sliming all over my family!"
Martin turned angry eyes on Sara. "Well then start talking!"
Sara pouted. "I couldn't communicate with my mother. She didn't even know I was inside her. I tried to talk through her like I did with Jessica, but I couldn't do that either. All I could do was listen to her thoughts. Mom was thinking about a really gross conversation she had with Gran." When Martin made angry animal noises, Sara blurted, "Gran knew I had sex—how could my grandmother know that? It's so gross!—and now I can't be . . . "
"Can't be what, dear?" Ruth shook her head at Martin, whose mouth was in a smoky pre-verbal configuration.
"Forget it!" Sara hooded her eyes and turned toward Toni who was still talking with the officer.
"He never even touched the knife. He was trying to keep his distance, and I thought she was playing around because I was ignoring her."
"So, you think your sister was play-acting with a steak knife?" Dan asked patiently.
"Yes. I thought she was just trying to get my attention." Toni hiccupped a sob. "It had to be an accident."
Sara buzzed around the table three times. "No it wasn't, you idiot! I was fighting for my life because . . . oh hell, this is so lame. It's crazier than my gran's neck fetish." Sara came to an abrupt stop in front of Dan, eyes wide and finger pointing. "Is that mustard on his shirt? Does anyone else see how disgusting that is?"
Martin's fangs dropped and he slapped a hand over them.
Ruth attempted to get Sara back on topic. "Y'say yer gran has a neck fixation, dear?"
Martin waived his arm. "Personal hygiene and sexual peccadillos aside, sweetheart, did your mother's thoughts give you any clue why Bart is stalking your sister?"
Sara's shoulders wafted up and back down. She seemed engrossed in the conversation at the table.
"My sister met these two guys on the net and set up a date for us," Toni said. "The boys didn't know we were sisters."
"What the hell do you mean, your sister set up a date from the Internet?" Mrs. Farrell asked, "I'm pulling the plug on that damn computer as soon as we get home. How could you let Sara talk you into such an idiotic idea?"
"Typical, just blame it on the dead chick," Sara spat, glaring at her mother.
"Teenagers," Martin rolled his eyes, "sooo dramatic."
"Your mother's right," Officer Dan said softly. "There are predators on the Internet. Are you sure these boys didn't have something to do with the incident?"
Toni covered tearing eyes with her palms.
Officer Dan patted the back of her hand. "It's all right. Just tell us what happened."
"I'll tell you what happened!" Sara yelled, and kept on yelling as she flashed in and out of Dan's body, "I died! That's what happened. And it didn't have a freakin' thing to do with the Internet!"
"We don't know that, dear," Ruth informed her. "Why those contraptions-"
"Look, you little pain in my flawless, gluteus extraordinaire," Martin groused, "you're dead—deal with it. Now start talking. What's up with your grandmother?"
Sara sucked in a big breath, coughed it out and coasted across the room backwards. "Hey, did you see that? I floated myself backwards with smoke rings!" She puffed her cheeks up again but when Martin dropped his fangs and hissed, Sara said, "All right! Mom was wondering if Gran told me that I'd screwed myself out of the family gift. Supposedly, Toni's still in the running 'cause she hasn't had sex yet. Satisfied?"
"And what gift would that be, dear?" Ruth encouraged her.
Unaware of the other conversation in the room, Toni choked back a sob, breathed in, and said, "That's why when she started waving the knife around and then pulling it to her neck, I just figured she was working me. Until I saw all the blood—oh, Mom, this is all my fault." Toni started bawling again.
"It's not your fault!" Sara howled. "Some possessive ghost named Bartholomew killed me, dammit! And stay the hell away from Paul because that's where he lives!"
Dan stood up and addressed Mrs. Farrell, "Do you want to see your daughter tonight, Mrs. Farrell?"
"I didn't want to see her, like..." Belle took a breath, closed her eyes, and rubbed her arms. "I've talked to the staff in the morgue. They're going to notify Golden Chapel in Reed City. I've requested an open casket and we should . . . "
"Oh, hell no! Just what I was afraid of!" Sara tried to grab her mother by the hair, but her hands kept passing through Belle's head. "Come on! Can you say, 'cremation'? Whatever happened to the ashes to ashes thing? Oh, man, this is a friggin' nightmare! Who's doing my makeup? And who's picking out my clothes? It better not be her!" Smokey fingers passed through Belle's bad color job.
"Maybe she'll pick out your skinny jeans and ass-kicking boots." Martin watched with amusement as Sara flitted around the room in a dither, mumbling incoherently.
"Now, now Martin, a girl only gets buried once, she does, and maybe Sara can make some mental suggestions, she can."
"Are you like some totally whacked-out space cadet, Ruth?" Sara wanted to know. "Did I not just say I couldn't communicate with my mother?"
"Toni, do you know the names of the boys you met?" Dan asked, pen poised over his pad.
"Who the hell cares what their names are?" Sara mumbled. "We have wardrobe issues, people!"
"My date's name was Paul, but he didn't give me a last name," Toni said. "He goes to Ferris. He's a senior. I don't know the other boy's name."
"I moved the magazines—I'll freakin' lay out my own clothes 'till they get the message!" Sara croaked. "I will not look like shit in my casket, dammit! I'll be wearing my . . . " Sara stopped her flitting and hovered in front of Martin. " . . . hey, if they do dress the cadaver in my skinny jeans, will I be able to wear them for the rest of my . . .  um-"
"I'm afraid not, dear," Ruth said. "But y'do look quite emaciated in that tight little skirt and pink sweater, y'do."
"You know," Martin barked, "you could've been in the backseat of the MF'n cheater's car, butt-ass-"
"Martin, blessyertainted'eart! Yer attention t'detail is a wee bit assaultin', and yer debauched prose adds disdainful clarity t'yer very vivid declarations, dear."
"Well, she pisses me off," Martin replied with a smug smile.
"Y'might find y'd get more from the little pisser with honey, stead-a vinegar, dear," Ruth suggested.
"Yeah, and I'd draw more flies with shit, Ruth," Martin said. "What's your point?"
"All I want is to get this clothes and makeup thing sorted out." Sara whipped around the room like a mini-tornado.
"Well o'course y'do, dear, but we should 'ead over t'Paul's 'ouse first, we should." Ruth shot Martin a raised eyebrow.
"Not going to happen, Ruth," Sara said.
Dan put the pad and pen in his jacket pocket. "All right, you two go home and get some rest." He helped Mrs. Farrell to her feet. "I'll drop by the house in a few days to see if you can remember anything else, Toni, but right now, after hearing corroborating reports from a few witnesses, I feel this was a horrible accident, but we'll know for sure when the blood report comes in. In the meantime. If you think of anything you've missed or hear from either of these young men, please call me."
Dan handed Mrs. Farrell a business card; and, staring through it, she passed it to Toni as they headed out of the conference room. Sara started after them.
"Blessyervainlittle'eart, can y'give us a minute, dear? I think it's time y'enlighten us about granny's gift," Ruth tried. "I mean, saving yer sister from Bartholomew should be a priority, it should."
Martin stared at Sara, hands on the back of his ass, foot tapping in and out of the tiled floor.
Sara shook her head into a foggy cloud. "It doesn't make sense. Mom was more worried about Toni. Here I am dead, and all my mother can think about is if Toni will get the gift. Flashes of conversations with Gran went through my mother's mind too. Gran knew I'd had sex and Toni hasn't—tell me that's not weird—but they won't know about Toni's gift until after her eighteenth birthday—Ohmigod! My birthday is in twelve days and I'm gonna miss it!"
Martin huffed. "What's the gift? You got a word, feeling, anything?"
Ruth glanced another warning.
Sara levitated three inches off the floor in front of the door, palms up. "Um, yeah, some neck fetish thing."
"Neck fetish?" Martin's eye lids were stretching, words mocking. "Your sister might develop a neck fetish on her eighteenth birthday?"
Sara warbled a mimic. "No, idiot. They used a term, like, you know, necrosomething; necrophilia, necromantic, necromancer. How lame is that?"
"Oh dear, well, that sure explains everythin', it does." Ruth's fingers passed through her ears and covered half of her distraught facial expression.
"What? What?" Sara asked.
"Great! Just great! A necromancer," Martin croaked. "It's a no brainer—Toni's up for the gift or Bart wouldn't be following her."
"Well, think positive, Martin. Ghost summonin' qualities could assist us with our own Bartholomew issues, it could." Ruth coyly nodded at Martin.
"I need some answers!" Sara yelled.
"Yeah, well, suck it up, honey," Martin groused.



Chapter Six
Bartholomew oozed out of Paul's body like a washed-out photograph and hovered in front of him. "I'm tired of being ignored! I've had enough of your mental blocking! It's time to call Toni, Paul. I want you to arrange another meeting immediately." His ominous words hung in the air.
"Yeah, well I'm tired of being your goddamned puppet." Paul paced the floor beside his bed. "I want out of this."
"You know the consequences; I will put up with your disrespect no longer. Do what I have asked or you and your family will find yourselves in my realm of existence." Bartholomew wavered, as he wafted halfway between the walls separating Paul's bedroom from his sister's, face all glaring eyes and tight lips.
He could hear Paddy's music blaring on the other side of the wall. The thought of Bartholomew entering her body made him shudder. He reluctantly pulled Toni's phone number out of his jeans and plucked the phone out of the charger next to his bed. He pushed his pillows against his headboard, sat down, and placed the phone beside him.
"Who the hell are you, and where did you come from?" Paul asked, eyes playing over the numbers on the paper in his hand.
Bartholomew floated to the edge of Paul's bed and studied him for a moment through transparent brown eyes. The ghost was dressed in only a soiled, tattered white cloth that wrapped around his waist, covering his thin legs to his knees. A pair of worn leather sandals adorned his feet. His long, brown hair hung in greasy, messy ringlets about his face and bare shoulders. The translucent skin on his body was pocked with scars and looked like dried-out leather.
"I am Hebrew and a very old soul. Some thought I was decapitated, but I was actually flayed alive, my own skin placed in my hand as I was crucified by order of Astyages over two thousand years ago."
"Well, if your actions as a ghost are any indication of what you were like when you were alive, I don't blame Astyages."
"I'm not just a ghost; I'm a seer." Bartholomew smiled through swollen, cracked lips. "Do you know what a seer is?" 
Paul ran a hand through his hair. "I don't care."
"Being a seer, I have the ability to see into the future, prophesize, and while dying, I was given a prophetic gift. Toni appeared to me dressed in the clothing of this century. Under her feet I saw a path of smooth rocks that led to me. Behind her, odd structures with small parcels of grass were fenced off. She walked away from the buildings and up the rock path to stand before me and gaze into my eyes. And in her eyes, I saw mine looking back at me. But more profoundly, I felt the pain of my own death the minute her eyes locked with mine."
"I don't get it. What the hell are you talking about?" Paul asked, glad for the reprieve.
"With my gift came a curse. During my walk on Earth as a human seer, I felt no emotions. Neither pain, sorrow, nor love. But I did see the future, and gave those visions freely to people I trusted; it was my demise."
"Oh, cut the drama, I could care less." Paul pulled his eyes away from the phone and stared at Bartholomew's smoky form. "Bottom line. What the hell do you want with Toni?"
"I want to feel again. Even the horrendous pain I experienced while dying was a gift. I want to know if I can experience fear, hate, ecstasy, love, enjoy the pleasures of an... intimate relationship. I believe Toni can give me what no other human possession has. I intend to live through her."
"How?" Paul inwardly cringed. Just the thought of Bartholomew possessing Toni made him physically sick. "You already know you can't get inside of her."
"Make the call. I want you to meet with her again. We need to find out her family secret, because we are destined to intertwine."
Paul reluctantly picked up the paper and stared at the telephone number. "I don't know if I can do what you-"
"I can see signs that demonstrate physical attraction and I'm willing to share after I gain possession of her," Bartholomew said, floating backward to the wall that led into Paddy's room.
"Excuse me?" Paul jerked to attention, glaring at the seer-ghost. "You think I can touch her knowing you're inside, enjoying . . . while I . . .  You sick bastard!"
"I will possess her with or without your help," the seer ghost said, buttocks and thighs embedded in the wall as though he were easing into a comfortable chair. "And if I have to kill you and your family, not only will you bear witness to the event, you will not be able to do anything about it. Make the call."
Paul took a deep breath.
Bartholomew smiled and crossed his boney legs.
I sure as hell can't stop this bastard if I'm dead. But how the hell can I do what he asks? Shit, I'm in way over my head. Paul picked up the phone with shaky hands and dialed the number.
"I would like to hear the other side of the conversation," Bartholomew demanded, pushing further into the wall.
Paul hammered the speaker button and a ringing noise filled the bedroom.
"Hello," a woman answered with a melancholy voice.
"Hey, hi, I was wondering if I could talk to Toni?" Paul asked, hoping the woman would say no.
"There's been . . .  Toni is . . .  Who's calling?" the woman sobbed.
"I'm Paul, the guy Toni met at Wright's on Hawkins Road. I'm just worried about her. I can call back if this isn't-"
Bartholomew gave him a warning glance.
"We were just...um . . . picking out clothes..." the woman whimpered. "The police officer that was at the hospital would like to speak with you. I'll have Toni give you his telephone number if she . . .  Just a minute, I'll see if she wants to talk."
"Thank you. I'll call him as soon as I finish talking to Toni, I promise," Paul said, swallowing hard.
"Paul . . .  do you? Did my daughter really...? Did you see it?"
"I . . .  I, yes, she-"
"It's all right," Belle choked out. "Sorry I asked. I just can't see Sara . . .  Never mind. Let me go see if Toni can come to the phone."
Paul heard her put down the receiver and a few minutes later Toni's voice filtered into his bedroom.
"Paul? We were just headed to the funeral home and I-"
"Are you okay? I'm sorry. That's a stupid question. Of course you're not all right. Can I do anything?" Paul stammered. Just the sound of her voice made his heart accelerate. He glared at his ghoulish houseguest.
"No, but I thank you for calling." Toni let out a long breath.
"Your mom said you had the phone number of a police officer who wants to talk to me."
"Set a date, Paul," Bartholomew whispered, slithering out of the wall.
"I do. It's Officer Dan Delgado. Do you have a pen?"
"Hang on." Paul hopped off the bed and walked over to his computer. He grabbed a pen and turned over the piece of paper with Toni's phone number on it. "Okay, Dan Delgado you said? And his number?"
"555-1313. Did you get that?" 
"Yep, and Toni, can I see you again?" He frowned at Bartholomew's smiling face. "I could, maybe, come over to the funeral home later. I just want to see you. I feel so bad."
The line was quiet for a few seconds. Bartholomew's milky eyes were riveted on the phone.
"I don't know. I don't have anyone I can . . . I mean, without Sara . . . there's just my mother and . . . " Toni's voice hitched and Paul heard her breathe caress the receiver. "I guess it'll be okay." She sighed. "It's the Golden Chapel Funeral Home in Reed City. We were just getting her clothes ready, and I really need someone to talk to; you were there."
"I know where it is. I'll head over in about a half an hour. Okay?" Paul could feel his pulse racing, palms sweating, body vibrating.
"Sure . . .  thanks . . .  and don't forget to call Officer Dan." Toni sounded out of breath and Paul smiled in spite of himself.
"Right now," Paul answered. "See you in about thirty minutes."
"Okay," Toni said and broke the connection.
"Well now, you did a fine job." Bartholomew said, and as he stepped into Paul's body, the boy shuddered.



Chapter Seven
Toni hung up the phone and stared at it, legs all rubbery, stomach roiling. What am I thinking? My sister is dead and I just invited Paul to the funeral home! She thought as she swiped tears off her cheeks and ran upstairs.
When she entered Sara's bedroom, the first thing she noticed was a frilly powder-blue dress with chestnut colored flowers all over it, clutched in her mother's hands. It had been a gift for Sara on their seventeenth birthday last year, and Toni had received a pale green one just like it. The Walmart tags still hanging from the collar of Sara's dress flashed a memory; Sara wearing disgusted look as she tossed the dress in the back of her closet while flippantly stating she wouldn't be caught dead in it. An unexpected burble of amusement threatened as Toni's mother laid the dress on the bed.
"Mom, I don't think that dress-" Toni grabbed her mouth and swallowed back a manic giggle. Caught dead in that dress? Right? I have to stop Mom. "Sara would die if she knew-" Ohmigod! That just fell out of my stupid mouth! What's the matter with me? Forcing a deep breath, Toni worked at being more reverent. "Sara's had that dress for a year and she's never even worn . . .  Oh God." She choked out a sob. "I can't believe our eighteenth birthday is less than two weeks away and she won't be here. Oh, Mom, I miss her."
Her mother set a pair of white patent-leather pumps on the bed beside the dress. "I bought that dress . . .  the flowers . . .  they're the same color as her, well they were before she . . . " She brought her hand to her mouth and took in three short breaths through her nose, a soft moan deep in her throat.
Toni stared at the shoes in speechless horror.
"The dress will bring out her eyes."
I hope not! They better be sewn shut. What a macabre thought.
"Sara has such beautiful eyes, doesn't she?" her mother mumbled.
"Um, Mom, Sara doesn't dress like that. I'm sure she wouldn't want her friends to see her in something . . . " Toni's voice hitched a burble of insanity. "I have an idea; how about her favorite jeans and the coffee colored blouse she just bought? And are those your shoes, Mom?" Okay, so that was more than a little insensitive.
"My daughter will not be buried in jeans!" Her mother sobbed all the way to the closet, and then wiping her nose on her wrist, pulled a green sweater off one of the hangers and held it up in front of her.
Ohhh, that is definitely not going to work with the dress. "Mom, I don't think Sara will need a sweater." Do I ever think before I speak? "Um, I mean, maybe I'll just pull out a few of Sara's favorites and you can choose from them. Okay?"
Her mother held the sweater to her nose, eyes closed she inhaled deeply, and then stared at Toni through tear glazed eyes. "I'm going to pick out the clothes my daughter will be put to rest in. I don't want to talk about it anymore! Do you hear me? No more! She's wearing that dress. Maybe it's God's will she hasn't worn it yet." She lifted a large tote bag off the floor and placed it beside the dress.
I have got to do something! Think, dammit! "Okay. What about makeup?" Toni asked, frantic now. She watched her mother toss the white pumps in the tote and take the dress off the hanger. "Why don't you go get her favorite lipstick and eye shadow while I put the clothes in the tote for you?" Toni eyed the dresser where she knew Sara's jeans were kept.
"The mortician at Golden Chapel assured me they could handle the makeup and told me I didn't need to bring anything but clothes and a picture of Sara. Can you go get the eleven-by-fourteen from the package of school pictures on the kitchen counter?"
Toni gulped. "Can you go get it? Please, Mom. I just can't... I'll finish packing the bag." I'm not going anywhere until I unpack that bag!
Fifteen minutes later, as Toni and her mother backed out of the garage, Sara, Martin, and Ruth arrived in front of the Farrell house.
"Oh! Oh hell no! Well shit! Ugh! Great! Just great! You had to head over to Paul's first, didn't you Ruth? You info-ho!" Sara spat sarcastically. "They're on their way to the funeral home already. And if I'm not wearing my skinny jeans at the viewing, you are in, oooh, so much shit!"
"Now, now dear, I'm sure yer cadaver will be dressed out properly, it will. And I'm thinkin' the conversation I overheard should take precedence, it should. We have to clarify yer sister's powers, and put a stop-"
"So Bartholomew's a seer. Big deal. I got it. We should have come here first, 'cause my mother sucks when it comes to fashion and I will not be-"
"Yes, dear, that's true by the looks o' 'er, it is, but Bartholomew is in need o'yer sister's body because-"
"This feels like Christmas morning," Martin squealed, clapping his hands which made no noise, but flapped in and out of each other. "They'll open the casket and surrrpriiise!"
Sara rolled back vaporous lips and bolted for the car as it headed down the street.
After an unpleasant flight through town, Martin and Ruth followed Sara through sheer taupe curtains hanging in front of a window in the lobby of Golden Chapel Funeral Home.
Sara immediately put her hand into her hip. "I've got to get into the clothes. I refuse to be buried in Walmart crap!"
"Well, aren't you yesterday's bling bitch," Martin quipped.
"Now, Martin, don't get 'er all worked int'a shilly-shally. We should stay focused, we should. I know why Bartholomew chose yer sister, dear, 'er being a necromancer and all. I'm thinkin' it best we leave well enough alone 'ere and head over to yer-"
"It's not like Toni's gonna go all necro on us tonight. Whatever that is. She has to have sex, remember? Ain't happening; knowing my sister, it isn't ever going to happen. So hold your water, I'm not leaving until I see the clothes."
"Hold my water, dear?"
Toni and Mrs. Farrell entered the lobby and the large tote her sister was carrying caught Sara's eye. She flew at the tote, passed her hands in and out of the zipper across the top and screeched, "I can't get the thing unzipped! Somebody do something."
"You're such a drama queen." Martin rolled his eyes.
Toni's nostrils flared and she though, Where is that God-awful smell coming from? And with no knowledge of her sister's attempts to reach into the duffle bag she held, Toni turned toward a long hallway and the tote-bag passed through Sara's face. Sara yelped and tried to fluff smoky wisps of hair around her face.
A tall, skinny man with dark brown, slicked-over hair, and coke bottle glasses that covered black eyes the size of jaw-breakers, walked into the room wearing a black suit, white shirt, black tie, and black shiny shoes, looking very funeral parlorly.
Toni wrinkled her nose. Maybe he had broccoli for dinner, sheesh. She covered her nose and tried not to act disgusted.
The man steepled long fingers in front of his jacket and plastered a look of empathy on his face. "You must be Mrs. Farrell. I'm Clarence Bean, the director." He stretched out an arm and gave Mrs. Farrell's hand a three fingered, sympathetic shake.
"Yes, and please, call me Belle, its short for Jezebel."
Martin looked amused. "Oooo, I could have a field day with that acknowledgement."
"Are those the clothes for the deceased, Mrs., um, excuse me, Belle?" Clarence pointed at the tote-bag.
"Yes." Belle squeaked a sob.
Toni pinched the bridge of her nose and handed him the tote. My eyes are watering for goodness sake. He took it with two fingers and held it away from his chest.
Sara looked livid as she tried to pull it out of his grasp.
Ruth had concern written all over her face.
"Will we be picking out my daughter's . . . " Belle paused, wiping her moist eyes.
"How ya doin' Sara?" Martin guffawed.
Sara shot him an unamused look.
"That's enough, Martin, Sara's clearly upset," Ruth said, "and that poor woman's devastated, she is. And to think Bartholomew wants to possess 'er other daughter just to feel carnal pleasures, well, it's horrid, it is." 
"Say what?" Sara said.
"Oh my, how tawdry," Martin said, placing his finger into his chin. "I meeean, can you just imagine? This is sooo good. And we get to watch."
"Godrestyervoyeuristicnature, Martin, y'just took another step closer t'Hell, y'did."
"Do you stock caskets right here?" Belle's eyes wandered around the reception area. "Oh, Toni, this is too hard," Belle whimpered, tears running mascara rivers through heavily painted cheeks.
"Of course not, we have catalogues." Bean looked appalled.
"I know it's hard, Mom." Toni stared boldly at Mr. Bean.
Sara flew into the tote and came out the other side, between the bag and Bean. "It's dark in there, and I can't feel anything." She flung her hands around as she talked and they passed in and out of Clarence's chest.
The director reached behind him, plucked a box of tissue off a table, and tilted his head to the side. A thick uni-brow crinkled on the center of his forehead. He bit his lower lip and with a plastic turned-down smile, handed the box to Mrs. Farrell.
Toni stared at her mother and then the tissue box. You can do this. Just take a tissue, Mom.
"I'm going in." Sara dive-bombed Clarence, bounced off, and then glared at Martin and Ruth. "What the hell? I can't get inside of him! What's up with that?"
"It seems our little vaporous phenomenon is not all she's cracked up to be," Martin bantered through a big smile.
Sara flew at Clarence again and wrapped him in a puff of disorganized smoke that echoed, "Oh, this is so wrong." 
"Just as well, dear. I'd think you'd've learned yer lesson anyway, what with the disorderly calamity at the hospital, and all," Ruth tried.
Toni's mother whimpered, "I just can't believe—I can't believe-"
Clarence shook the box up and down, nostrils flaring as his nose pulled in air.
I wonder if he can smell himself. How can he stand it? Toni touched her mother's elbow. Come on, Mom, take a Kleenex.
"I'd really like to wipe that fake face off his morbidly dressed shoulders." Sara leered at the director.
Belle snatched four from the box and touched the corner of her eye with a fistful of tissue. "Will we be picking out the casket tonight?"
Clarence nodded with a practiced look of bereavement. "Yes, I'll just take this downstairs and then we can look at the models we have available."
"Yessss!" Sara shouted. "Finally I get some choices! I mean, I am the one that's gotta be stuck in it for eternity."
"I'm thinking pink leopard, lots of tulle. You?" Martin said.
"And I assume you want a viewing as soon as possible?" Clarence asked.
"Whatever you think," Belle whimpered, blowing her nose.
"Sure, let's just throw the kid in the ground, ASAP!" Sara glared at Clarence.
"There's coffee in the waiting area." Mr. Bean pointed to a set of French doors covered with the same taupe curtains as the front windows, and then placed the box of tissue back on the table by the doors. "I'll only be a moment."
Toni put her arm around her mother and guided her through the doors, closing them behind them.
Sara buzzed down the hall. "I'm stickin' with Beanie-boy. You guys coming?" 
The director shook his head, furrowed his massive brows, and brushed his ears while Sara flitted around his head.
"Godrestyerinappropriatesoul," Ruth said when Sara wrapped herself around Clarence's chest, hands flapping at his comb-over. "Move away from the undertaker, dear."
"Girrrl," Martin giggled. "you do amuse me."
The director patted ten perfectly combed-over strands of hair with one hand, the tote in the other, and continued down the hall.
"Let's not encourage 'er, Martin," Ruth warned.
Martin rolled his eyes. "She's such a scandalous little pepper-pot."
"Well yes, dear, she is that, but I'm thinkin' it's time we leave, it is," Ruth said.
Sara grinned back at Ruth. "Sorry, going with the tote, dear."
Down in the morgue, Sara stood by the sheet covering her body as Clarence handed off the tote to a man dressed in a white lab coat. "Let's just pray these clothes are presentable. The mother is quite a number. Can you say, 'seventies trollop'?"
"What a jerk!" Sara said. "He can't talk about my mother like that!"
"That bad?" the man in white asked. He looked at the tote through humorous gray eyes, and then set it down. "Well, it's not our problem."
"Aren't you curious?" Clarence asked, toeing the tote.
"Yesss! Open that baby, mortician-boy!" Sara anxiously hovered in front of the blond man in white.
"No, and I won't be dressing her out until the day of the viewing when Carol gets here to do her makeup. Don't be catty, Clarence. Like I said, it's none of our business."
"Oh-hell-yes it is!" Sara said, and plummeted into the blond man only to find she wasn't able to get inside him either. "Okay, we need to talk. I should be able to get inside of these guys. I did it at the hospital with Mom and Jessica. What's the problem here?"
"I'm not sure, dear," Ruth said with a curious frown. "But I'm thinkin' yer Granny will enlighten us, 'er bein' a necromancer and all."
Sara studied the two men.
"I need to get back upstairs, anyway," Clarence said, unaware Sara could hear him. He dragged his eyes off the tote. "Shame we don't have a rhinestone-studded casket."
"The friggin, livin', breathin', Herman Munster wannabe," Sara growled. "Look at him! The man's probably only owned one suit for the last twenty years—that one. And look at me; do I look like my mother? I didn't think so."
"He's just judging the book by its cover, honey," Martin said, head tilted, skinny arm waving. "I mean, puh-leease. Your mother has orange-striped hair, huge gold hoop earrings, red lips and matching acrylic fingernails, and she's wearing a black spandex dress with three-inch stilettos. Tell me you're adopted."
Sara frowned.
The man in the white coat bagged his long blond hair in plastic and pulled on a pair of latex gloves. He walked over to another body covered with a sheet. "Time for the oven, Mr. Smith." He pushed the gurney toward a set of double doors on the other side of the morgue.
"Ya think I should hang here and see if I can possess morgue-guy, and then fry my body?" Sara asked, but she was watching Mr. Bean head toward the door.
"Come along, Sara, I think it's time we visit yer granny," Ruth said, flying behind the director.
"I'm not fond of necromancers, Ruth." Martin's eyeballs were bulging out of their smoky sockets.
"Think o'the picture as a whole, dear. We want t'stop Bartholomew, and Gran's necromancy would certainly do the trick, it would."
"We're not going anywhere until I pick out my casket," Sara said, following Clarence, "aaand ruffle this jerk's feathers, or die trying!"



Chapter Eight 
"My mother's faux pas will sooo not be the talk of the town next week—ain't happenin'—not if I have anything to do with it! I think I should just hang here until they start dressing my body; maybe I can get inside one of them, then," Sara announced as they floated over the front lawn in front of the funeral parlor.
"Blessyervanitydrivensoul, dear, I'm thinkin' that'd be a terribly bad idea, it would. Remember the last time?"
"I do," Martin said, one corner of his mouth twitching upward, "and it was definitely noteworthy."
Sara flashed him a set of angry translucent eyes.
Ruth clucked her tongue. "Y'did approve o'yer mum's choice o'casket, dear. And the lovely pearl colored lid and plush silk coverlet'll hide most o'yer clothes anyway, it will. So we shouldn't dilly-dally with things out o' our control and head right over t'yer granny's house." Ruth tried for the umpteenth time. "Where does she live, dear?"
There was a moment of perceptible unspoken words hanging in the air as Sara eyed the funeral parlor with an analytical gaze.
After careful consideration of Sara's changing facial expressions, Ruth tried another angle. "Gettin' in t'another man's body's a terrible invasion, it is, and it might make said man wonder why 'e acted as a result, so ya should pay that some mind, dear. After all a man's body is 'is castle, so let's move on t'granny's an'-"
"Shut up. Just shut up. I don't care what that jerk thinks, and-"
"Well, as I see it," Martin interrupted, puckering as he paused, "if you could get in his body, which seems unlikely at the moment, and get a look inside the tote-bag, what's the plan, Sara? You going to suggest he bury you in a snappy white mortician jacket? Maybe take him to the Mall shopping?"
Sara, looking overstatedly casual, said, "I don't know yet, but I will be prepared."
"Sh-yeah, right? And that gives you . . .  what? I'm not getting it." Martin groused.
As the spirits continued to argue on the front lawn, Toni and Belle walked out of Golden Home Funeral Parlor and down the stairs, none the wiser.
"The casket is lovely, Mom," Toni said. "Now all they need is Sara's eleven-by-fourteen senior picture for the viewing—sorry we forgot that."
"It is a beautiful casket, isn't it?" Belle sobbed.
Two buildings down from the funeral parlor, a black pickup truck pulled to the curb. After what looked like an animated conversation with himself, Paul got out. He straightened his jeans, pocketed his keys, and then smiled shyly at Toni as he walked toward them.
"What the heck is he doing here?" Sara screeched.
"Oh joy! Maybe he'll deflower your sister tonight and our troubles will be over," Martin chortled.
"Martin, blessyerluriddiscourse," Ruth scoffed, "we need to think about 'er sister and Bartholomew, we do. Therefore, we should make 'aste and move along t'granny's, we should. Perhaps Granny can explain t'Toni that she shouldn't be beddin'-"
"Sooo not going to happen." Sara flew at warp speed toward her mother's car.
Paul walked right through Ruth's vaporous form. Ruth yelped and stumbled a step or two.
"I'm so sorry for your loss, Mrs. Farrell," Paul said. "I hope you don't mind me coming over. Toni said it would be all right, and I was very concerned about her."
Belle turned to Toni, patted her hand, and then addressed Paul. "You must be the young man who called earlier. We have to go home for a picture of . . . of . . . well; maybe you would like to join us?"
"I could do that," Paul answered with a comforting smile.
"No he cannot!" Sara said, getting right in Toni's face. "Back away from the possessed guy, Toni!"
Toni blushed, and not because she heard her sisters words. "Did you call Officer Delgado?"
"I did. I answered a few questions." Paul gave Belle a bereaved glance. "The officer said he'd already talked to the other guy—evidentially someone at Wright's knew him—and I basically told him the same things Toni and the guy did. They're still waiting for a tox screen, but Delgado said he thinks it was just a freak accident, Mrs. Farrell."
"I know. I know. Sara wouldn't kill herself," Belle whimpered. "I just can't believe-"
"Damn right!" Sara said, swiping at Paul. "You did that for me, you haunted butt-wipe!"
"You seem to have a proverbial skippy cornucopia of slang, smut-words, now don't you?" Martin asked, tapping his foot on the grass with his hands inside his hips and halfway to his navel.
Sara spit a puff of smoke at him.
Ruth pontificated, "T'be forthright and truthful, Sara, Bartholomew actually executed yer demise, bless'isself-absorbednature."
Not hearing the other conversation, Toni was saying, "Of course she wouldn't, Mom," Toni's voice hitched. Paul put his arm around her. "It was just awful." 
Sara loped around Paul, slapping at his arm. "Get your paws off my sister, you . . . you . . . "
Belle mouthed a 'hurp, hurp' sound, her eyes opened wide, she gagged, and projectile barfed a stream of vomit through Sara's body.
Sara yelped. "Eck! Great! Just great! What am I, a fricken puke magnet!? Gross!" She spun a small smoky tornado, hands brushing through her body, feet kicking as she grimaced.
Paul started digging in his pockets. "Hey, you want me to—let me run inside—get you some tissue?"
Belle's arm shot through Ruth and grabbed Paul's arm. She shook her head, and pulled a wad of Kleenex out of her purse. "I just want to go home."
Knowing Sara's mother couldn't see or feel him; Martin curled his arm around Belle's head and cupped her mouth. "Do all the women in your family hurl when they get upset?" He dropped his fangs and smiled.
Sara bared her even, but semi-transparent teeth at him.
Belle made that 'hurp-hurp' sound again. She covered Martin's hand with the soiled tissue. Everyone moved back a few steps, including Martin. Toni opened the car door and Paul helped Belle inside. He smiled at Toni. "I'll be right behind you."
Toni's face turned as red as a stoplight. "Thanks, but are you sure you want to come over?"
"Yep, maybe I can run the picture back," Paul said.
"Thank you," Belle whispered from the car.
As Toni climbed into the car and Paul headed for his truck, Sara asked, "Should we follow them?"
"No, dear. We need answers, we do. Now where did y'say yer granny lives?" Ruth asked, pulling Sara into the night air.
"Florida, and you aren't going to like her."
"Oh dear," Ruth said.
"Hold up," Martin shouted and took to the air. "Maybe we should reconsider, at the very least, reconnoiter."
***
At the other end of the country, sitting on the balcony of her condo in New Smyrna Beach, Florida, Antoinette Maestro listened to the waves gently lapping at the shoreline, a frown on her face. The clouds passing across the sunset lit the horizon in a vivid display of pink and purple, but Antoinette barely noticed.
Sara's grandmother adjusted her baggy, flowered caftan over bird-like legs, the skin on her thin arms flapping with the effort. She slid her glasses up on her nose, gray eyes glaring on a face covered with wrinkles. Pushing back a chaotic mass of ashen curls, she picked up the cordless receiver from the table by her patio chair and punched in her daughter's phone number with an arthritic finger.
"Hello," Belle answered.
"It's Mom, Belle. I know that we've lost Sara, and I wish we hadn't, but there's a more immediate problem. Sara's trying to fight a battle she cannot win." Antoinette's voice was blunt and harsh.
"What do you mean? Have you spoken with Sara?" Belle asked.
"No Belle, I haven't, but my spirit guide allowed me access to her thoughts the minute she died, and the girl is just as big a mess dead as she was alive. Did you know she entered that young girl's body at the hospital—the one chastising her boyfriend? Although the display was a bit theatrical, it was amazing."
"How could that happen? No family member has ever been able to-"
"I'm well aware that none of the women in this family—be they necromancers or not—have been able to enter a human body in spirit form, but Sara did, twice. She also entered your body. And because you were daydreaming about our family secret, she knows I'm a necromancer."
"What do you mean, she knows? I didn't feel her-"
"I know you didn't and that's why I called. She didn't fully understand your thoughts, so she tried to enter Toni's body, but she couldn't. Do you know what that means, Belle? Toni is protected. She will inherit the gift. And I won't let Sara ruin it for her. When she tried to make a scene at the funeral parlor earlier, I was able to stop her from possessing the director, but I don't know how long I can hold her. I don't know what she's capable of doing. She's on her way here with two other ghosts. They seem to be on an unnecessary mission to save Toni. I intend to formally channel Sara and hopefully glean her powers. It's time to set her straight. But that isn't as important as what's happening with Toni."
"What are you talking about?" Belle shrieked. "Tell me my Toni is safe. Please tell me that, Mother!"
"She's more than safe," Antoinette said. "I've found out there's a seer ghost, Bartholomew, waiting to strike up a bargain with her. A seer, Belle. Do you know what that means for our little Toni? She will be able to predict the future, mold it, and be a part of it by letting this Bartholomew possess her. And in return, all he wants is to be able to feel the simple pleasures of the human body—a mutual agreement that would give them both so much. Our little girl can be anything she wants to be, Belle, imagine it. There will be nothing to stop her with Bartholomew guiding her."



Chapter Nine
Paul shuffled his feet on the living room carpet, played with the keys in his pocket and completely shut down his thoughts. He felt Bartholomew's disapproval and ignored it.
"Toni, I know this is a difficult time for your family. But I have big shoulders."
"I appreciate you coming by to check up on me," Toni said, her insides shaking as she ran her eyes over those broad shoulders he was offering. Now what the heck do I do? I don't even know why he's here. Oh, God, what would Sara do?
"I can see you're uncomfortable," Paul tried, his eyes downcast. "We just met and, well, maybe one of your girlfriend's shoulders would be more appro-"
"I don't really have any girlfriends." Great! I'm freakin' encouraging him. Can I just keep my mouth shut for five seconds?
"I only have one friend myself, and he . . .  Look, I don't . . .  Hell, I don't usually date, but I was just wondering..." Paul's eyes lifted and hung onto hers.
Whoa! Date? Did he just say the D word? As in with me? Alone? With him? Oh, God help me!
Belle walked out of the kitchen and Toni recognized the blue and white envelope that held photos of Sara. "That was your grandmother on the telephone. She's coming up for the funeral."
Thank you—thank you—thank you. I could kiss you right now! Nice save, Mom! "Oh that's great. I can't wait to see her," Toni said, thinking she would have someone to talk to about Paul. Gran always had the right answers. Best of all, Gran always took charge. She would be a big help with Mom, too.
Belle handed the envelope to Toni. "Why don't the two of you go? The funeral director needs the picture for tomorrow's viewing and we can't go in the morning. We have to pick your grandmother up at the airport." Belle looked at Paul. "Do you mind? I'd feel more comfortable if one of us goes. I'd like to lie down for a while."
Shit—shit—shit! Forget the kiss—I want to strangle you, Mom!
"We can do that." Paul gave Toni a look of anticipation, then his hand shot to his ear, and he scrunched his forehead as though his head hurt.
Great—just great! Alone with Mr. Big Shoulders. Swell! Say something—say something! He's smiling at you and waiting. "All right, Mom, we'll be right back," Toni said just a bit too fast. She looked down at the envelope in her hands, wishing for once in her life that her sister were standing here instead of her.
As Toni wobbled out the front door, she pushed red curls behind her ear. Paul walked beside her with a big grin frozen on his chiseled face.
You can do this. How hard can it be? It's not like you have to spend all night with him.
Paul ushered her to the car and opened the door. She climbed in, fastened her seat belt, green eyes following him around the front of the truck.
Toni stared out the passenger window the minute Paul cranked the engine. The silence lasted about three blocks.
"Were you and your sister close?" Paul coaxed while stopping for a red light.
"Uh, sort of. We were twins," Toni answered. Can you expand on that, you idiot? Con·ver·sa·tion: Casual talk. An informal talk with somebody, especially about opinions, ideas, feelings, or everyday matters. Right? Oh God, so not going to happen.
"Sorry, I thought maybe you might want to talk about her, but if not, I understand." Paul accelerated when the light turned green.
Toni took a long breath, and thought about the question. What can I tell him about Sara? That she was all about having popular friends, what she looked like, and what boys she could get to call her every night? "My sister always fit in. She's so popular. I mean, she was popular."
"I'm so sorry, Toni. I wish I could have done something. I feel really bad, but I..." Paul felt Bartholomew give a mental poke.
"It's not your fault; I mean what could you have done?" God, he's so sweet and way too cute. I know I shouldn't be thinking about him right now. I should be grieving for my sister, but Sara would totally understand; she'd jump on him like- "You didn't even know she was my sister," Toni said, trying to smile as she watched Paul's Adam's apple bob, his jaw clench.
"Did you like the same things?" Paul asked. "Did you spend a lot of time together?"
Toni noticed a dimple on his cheek when he tried for an encouraging smile as he waited for her answer. How the heck did I miss that? Why is my body shaking? Why can't I take my eyes off that dimple? A chill ran up her spine and her stomach tightened in knots.
She pulled her eyes off his face and locked them on the pavement ahead, lit by the truck's headlights, and watched it rush at them. "No, not at all. Sara loved the new chick flicks, loud music, and all the dumb reality shows. I certainly don't; they're all about who's doing who—who's got blonder hair—who's popular—who's not. It's juvenile. Come on, I mean it's so stupid, and it was all she could think about," she blurted. "It's what she lived for." Tell me all that didn't just fall out my mouth? I made my dead sister sound like . . . like... Like every other seventeen year old, but me.
"Okay, you two were as different as Rachel Berry and Quin Fabray on Glee." Paul chuckled. "So, what's a guy gotta do to get your attention?"
How do I answer that?
Crap, I don't know. Boys don't try to get my attention, nor me theirs. A good book gets my attention. Read and hide in someone else's dream; that's what I do best. I'm such a geek. "I don't know," Toni sputtered. "I've never been asked that question." Glee? He's watches Glee?
"Go on! Tell me you don't know you're attractive."
Why does it always come down to what someone looks like? "I thought you inferred that looks aren't everything. Remember? In the restaurant?" What about humanity, humor, brains? He watches Glee?
"Well sure, they're not everything, but it's a good start," Paul answered. "I mean it's all about chemistry isn't it?"
And you know he's not talking about dealing with the structure, composition, properties, and reactive characteristics of substances. No, more like a spontaneous mutual sense of attraction and understanding. I'm not quite hitting on the understanding part, but my body is sure doing the spontaneous reaction thing. "I guess."
Paul grinned. "I think we both have some chemistry going here, so how about we find something else we share. What's your favorite food?"
Perfect, sex and food. Just what Sara said—could he be any more of a primate? "I like pizza."
"Exceptional. Me too. See, we do have something in common." 
Okay, so he used a word with over ten letters and- "You watch Glee? I love Glee."
"And I thought you didn't watch teen shows." Paul arched an eyebrow.
Toni scrunched freckles on the bridge of her nose. "Glee made some great points about high school mentality and right from wrong, even with the adults on the show. It attracts everyone, not just the popular kids."
"Right? Come on. It's spot on, man."
She tossed him a coy smile. "So, what do you like best about the series?" I'm almost feeling comfortable.
Paul sent her a heart stopping grin. "It's funny; the music and dance rocks and I get a kick out of all the adults. Sue Sylvester has some great lines."
No kidding! Her character is brilliant. "Yeah, she sure does, and did you see the episode where the football players danced during a game?" 
"Yeah, laughed my ass off. You?"
"I like the gay guy, Kurt; he cracks me up. Next to Sylvester, he's my favorite character. I loved the episode where he told his father he was gay and his father already knew. It made me cry."
Paul felt a mental poke. Bartholomew was getting restless. If he screwed this up, his sister Paddy would pay for his mistakes. "Hey, not to change the subject, but tell me about your grandmother. What's she like?" 
He looks uncomfortable. "She's great—kind of quirky—but so much fun. I love Gran," Toni said in a rush, her face heating up. Surely it's not the gay thing?
"Quirky?" Paul asked, and swallowed hard, his eyes twitching toward Toni.
"Gran is all Otherworld-like. She believes in ghosts, prays to spirits, reads tarot cards, has all sorts of really cool books on the subject, and it's hard to keep up with her from one minute to the next. She has special candles and incense, so her house always smells so good. It's like she can read my thoughts and always has the right answers." Toni took a breath. I'm babbling. He looks tense. Did talking about Kurt on Glee totally freak him out? What's with guys and homosexuality?
"She sounds very interesting," Paul said, his next words spoken quickly, "I'd really like to meet her. Maybe you can introduce me to her at the viewing tomorrow? That is, if you don't mind that I come. Am I acting like a stalker?" He laughed, his hands fidgeting on the steering wheel.
Toni studied Paul. Man, he's acting weird. "I bet she would love to meet you. She's been telling me that I need to get out and date." Toni blushed. Ohmigod, did I just say that?
"Cool, maybe Granny and I can team up. Then I'll get you out on a real date." Paul laughed. "In fact, how about I take you home tomorrow after the viewing and maybe we can go for a ride, just talk?"
Oh yeah, and we've just seen how good I am at that. Not! "That sounds good. We can go to Pizza Hut and grab something to eat." What am I thinking? Am I so totally cold and callous? My sister just died, and her viewing is tomorrow. I'm starting to act like every other sex-charged kid my age. That is so not me.
Paul smiled at Toni, as he pulled up to the funeral parlor. "I was thinking of someplace a little more private."
So not ready for the private thing. "K," Toni said, heart hammering like she'd just finished a marathon run.
"Let's get inside before they lock the doors," Paul suggested, his eyes twinkling, his lips turned up in such a cute grin that it made her blush and had her tummy doing strange things.
She turned away, glancing down at the blue and white envelope lying on the car seat between them. What am I doing?



Chapter Ten
Three apparitions shot south through a starlit sky at the speed of a fast moving automobile, unseen by the earthly creatures below.
Sara gazed in awe at flickering lights whizz under her as they whipped over the small town of Bethany, West Virginia.
"Where exactly in Florida does Gran live, dear?" Ruth's voice popped the silence.
Sara yelped and whipped her head toward the older woman, creating a long drag of smoke. "Sheesh, you don't have to be so loud. You scared the crap out of me."
"Sorry, dear. I didn't mean t'frighten yer bowels int'a dither, but do y' 'ave a landmark we'll be lookin' fer in Florida?"
"Huh?" Sara lifted her upper lip and scrunched her nose. "She lives in a condo right on the beach in New Smyrna. It's by the lifeguard station near the showers. When gran wasn't around, I usually sat on her balcony and watched all the hunky guys hang out."
"Oh, honey, that sounds like my kind of place," Martin said, flitting past Sara as she picked up the pace.
"Blessyeroveractivelibido, we aren't on holiday, Martin, and I'd kindly like y't'stay focused on the matter at 'and, I would." Ruth turned to Sara. "Does Granny live alone, dear?"
"Yes, just her and her cat, Rufus," Sara answered. "She's a crotchety old bat. We don't get along—just so you know before we get there. Gran was always trying to change me, always judging me next to Toni. Hated it! Told me I was the devil's spawn. Right? Go figure?"
"Y'say the devil's spawn, dear? Now why-"
"Swell! This isn't going to end well," Martin said.
"Come on! She won't even know we're there." Sara sneered. "I can't wait to rearrange the shelves of her precious book collection—send them flying—and scare the hell out of the cat. He always hisses at me."
"Blessyerrancorous'eart, I'm thinkin' we should enlighten 'er, Martin." Ruth pushed her palm through the center of her breasts.
"You enlighten her," Martin said, suddenly lagging behind. "All I got to say, girlfriend, if you think your life was hell, just wait."
"That's enough, Martin," Ruth warned with a sympathetic face for Sara. She tapped her hand through Sara's shoulder repeatedly as she spoke. "Sara, dear, necromancers can not only see ghosts, but-"
But Ruth didn't finish her statement because the wind cranked up and blew them about in a whirl of blended ectoplasmic pieces and parts. They passed through each other several times, hands grasping, feet flailing. The air crackled, a vortex opened, and Sara was plucked from the trios echoing screams.
Martin and Ruth watched, horrified, as Sara's little, pink, transparent body spun around the hole as though she was being sucked into one of those smokeless ashtrays. The air popped, Sara disappeared, and the vortex closed.
"Blessgransnecromancin'eart, I believe she knew we were comin'."
"Shit!" Martin came to an abrupt stop. "So now what?"
"I think we should pick up our pace, dear."
***
Sara fell through the ceiling, arms and legs thrashing, and landed butt first in a circle of salt, drawn on floor in the middle of Gran's living room. Her grandmother sat in a rocking chair outside the circle, smiling around a face full of wrinkles. Her hair was combed back in a severe bun at the base of her neck; reading glasses rested on the bridge of her nose and made her eyes look large.
Candles flickered around the dimly lit room, and the heady smell of frankincense wafted in thick curls from long incense sticks, jutting out of many different ornamental holders that sat on the surrounding tables.
Rufus, a short haired Abyssinian with a richly colored tabby coat and dramatic facial markings, hissed and spat at Sara from the other side of the salt line.
"Dead, huh? Well, how special is that, Sara?" Gran pulled her spectacles off the bridge of her nose.
"Go on! You can see me?" Sara made a beeline for the chair but was stopped dead, looking very much like the preverbal bug on a windshield.
"What the hell? I can't get out?" Sara shouted as she rammed her transparent body against different parts of the shimmery layer of air around the circle.
"No, you can't, and you and I are going to have a little talk tonight, because we leave for Michigan in about six hours and I want you to understand a few things."
"How can you see me and hear me?" Sara asked, "You're not dead are you?" Sara studied the long, ornate bookshelf that lined the wall behind her grandmother, not through her.
"Hardly. I can see you and hear you because I'm a necromancer. It's what we do," Gran said. "I watched your display of aggression at the hospital. It was entertaining and quite informative. You do have some amazing powers. I didn't think I could stop you, but was pleasantly surprised to make a connection and control you quite well."
"How did you watch me from here?"
"I don't have time for trivial questions. I have a lot to do before leaving," Gran announced, picking up the cat and placing him on her lap. Abyssinians were not known for being lap cats, and Rufus squirmed under her attention.
Sara dove at her grandmother. The old woman laughed when Sara ricocheted off the warded circle again. "Settle down. As amusing as this is, I have much to discuss with you."
Sara growled. "I don't like being caged, Gran. So cut the crap and let me out of here."
"I can't do that until I make sure you will behave yourself." Her grandmother shook an arthritic finger at Sara. "Your sister is very important to me at the moment. She's-"
"What else is new?" Sara glared, leaned in and placed her palms against the shield, looking like an irritated mime.
"Your sister is now the only family member left who can carry on our legacy, and I won't have you interfering with that."
"What do you mean, interfere?" Sara hooded her eyes. 
Rufus hissed, his tail slapping Gran's chest.
"How much do you know about the gift?" Gran asked, trying to calm the cat with soft strokes across its back.
Sara answered, "I know Toni has to have sex after her eighteenth birthday and not before, or she loses her chance at becoming what you are, whatever that is. And I also know that someone is after her, Gran. And that someone killed me. I can't let him hurt Toni, and neither should you!"
Rufus jumped down and paced around the circle of salt, ears back, and tail jerking over hind quarters.
"Bartholomew doesn't want to hurt your sister," Gran informed her with a raised eyebrow. "He very much wants her to live and receive her inheritance. Evidently, you were in his way, and I'm sorry for that, but what's done is done and we move on."
"Move on! I'm dead! I want the sucker to burn in Hell! You with me or do I have to do this on my own?"
"I will not help you, nor will I let you. We'd be doing your sister a great injustice."
"How do you know this shit?" Sara huffed. "And can you stop Rufus from spitting at me. What the hell?"
Rufus hiked his back, scampering sideways, a growl deep in his throat.
"Watch your mouth, young lady, and let's not worry about Rufus. We can go over my abilities at a more appropriate time, but for now all you need to know is that Bartholomew is a seer, and a dead one, which I would have given anything to find in my youth. He can offer your sister, and this family, more than we could dream of having. And when your sister accepts her gift, she will have something to entice him to stay for years to come. The strength of our family is in Toni's hands."
"What makes you think she'd want to give him anything after she finds out he killed me?" Sara snapped.
The cat was now sitting perfectly still, watching Sara with interest.
"She will never find out he killed you. I won't let that happen, dead or alive," Gran warned, a frown adding more wrinkles to her pallid forehead.
"You-are-not! The-boss! Of-me!" Sara shouted.
Rufus leapt and landed neatly on the fifth shelf of the bookcase in a space no bigger than his body. He surveyed the silent room, then pawed his twitching tail and began to lick it.
Gran pushed back into the rocker, letting it move slowly forward. "Yes. I. Am. And should you try to communicate with your sister, I will make your existence in the spirit world very uncomfortable. I can, and will ban you to a place you will not find pleasant, Sara. On the other hand, if you work with me, you will be allowed to enjoy the spirit world. You can pop in and out of your friends' bodies, haunt as you wish. I will not stop you. Know your place, Sara."
"Why does he want her?" Sara asked, momentarily shifting her attitude with the respectful tone of her voice.
"While in human form, a seer cannot comprehend pleasure or pain, fear or love," Gran said, and gave Sara a stern set of eyes under salt and pepper brows. "However, in spirit form, a special necromancer, a channeling necromancer, could afford a seer the joys of a somewhat human existence. This does not happen often; and to think the seer prophesized his own future over a thousand years ago and then had to find the necromancer in the prophecy. I still can't believe Toni is that person."
"Oh, yeah, like I'd jump right on that shit if I were Toni. Why?" Sara laughed.
"Because, in return she will share his seer abilities; a profound knowledge of those around her, and foresight into future events. Future events she would be able to manipulate through the spirit world. Think about it. Toni would be laying a foundation for her children or their children when the family gift resurfaces."
"Toni won't go for it," Sara said with a smirk. "I know her. She's not who you think she is."
Rufus stopped paying attention to personal hygiene and locked eyes on Sara.
"True, you would have been better suited; but it wasn't you he was looking for. Sara, I also know your sister, and she can be persuaded if she thinks she could help or contribute to the welfare of mankind. Who knows, she might actually be able to do so."
"This sucks, and I'm dead. He killed me! What about that?" Sara sat on the floor glaring at the cat, her hands inside her stomach as she tried to hug herself.
"Bartholomew made a powerful statement—we can't change that—and the value of his gift certainly outweighs punishment for his course of action. I'm sorry, Sara. I will be here to help you adjust, but hear me now, I'll be your worst enemy if you challenge me."
"What the hell? You've got to be kidding me!" Sara said.
"It's not always about you, Sara. For just one time, think about your sister, the future of our family, your mother who works her knuckles to the bone at that hair salon to support you and your sister."
"Like I have a choice, right?" Sara asked. "You'll ban me, right?" Sara strutted around inside the unseen walls of her prison. "Where exactly would you ban me? I need a visual threat."
"Let's just say, if you disobey me, you'll find out what it's like to be stuck for an eternity in a place full of . . . well . . .  spirits that are not willing to accept themselves. Very angry spirits, not at all like the new friends you've made. Or I could simply make you an obedient pet." Gran turned to Rufus with an amusing grin.
"Back up! You so didn't just hint you can put me inside of Rufus, did you?"
"It's a possibility, although three spirits would not fit inside of Rufus, but I can send all three of you to-"
"Ruth and Martin? Is that who you mean?"
"Yes." Gran got up, adjusting her mint green, polyester pantsuit over her skinny frame. "They will join you with those unhappy spirits if they plan on assisting you in this crazy endeavor. And if you decide to haunt alone, you'll be the one licking Rufus's tail."
"Man, this is so not fair." Sara toed the edge of the circle. "Can I at least get out of here, now?" 
"I assume by that remark you are willing to accept my proposal. So let's get a move on, shall we?"
***
"Blessyerunbeatin'eart, y'can come in now, Martin. It looks like they're gone, dear."
Martin passed his head through the sliding glass doors on the balcony and peeked around Gran's living room. "Are you sure?"
Ruth hovered over a semi-circle drawn on the wooden floor in the center of the room. "There's only half'a salt circle. It's been breached, Martin. Don't dally, dear, they've left, they 'ave, so we can make ourselves at 'ome, we can."
Martin hesitated, his eyes jerking around the living room. "Smells like frankincense, she definitely summoned her. Poor Sara. Now what?" He floated in, flitting about the room.
Ruth wafted over to a leather-bound book lying on the coffee table. "Look, Martin, a fancy book. And it's opened, it is. Shame we can't turn the pages."
Martin strutted over, his feet three inches off the carpet. "Think she left it open to the family tree as a warning? I don't trust necromancers, Ruth."
"Maybe she was showin' it t'Sara, Martin. Let's not get all analytical, blessyeruntrustingsoul."
"Honey, she's the top-of-the-line, Hoover vacuum of the spirit world. Let's call it like it is." Martin worked his hand as though he was orchestrating the visual.
"There's many a spirit that enjoys the suckage, dear," Ruth stated.
Martin rolled his smoggy blue eyes. "What's the old biddy's name?"
"Let me see, the list goes back t'the fifteen hundreds, it does," Ruth said, studying the top of the page. "The first name in the book is Katherine Antoinette Maestro, born in Italy in 1527. And there's a star next t' 'er name."
"Look!" Martin sounded excited, his eyes bulging out over the page. "Gran's grandmother's name was Katherine, too. She never married and kept the surname Maestro, and she had a daughter named Paulette. Paulette married and had a girl named Antoinette Katherine in 1936."
Ruth frowned. "There's no star next to Paulette's name, there isn't. But there's one after Gran's name and she also never married. Hmm, it seems only the unmarried women on this family tree 'ave a star after their name. And lookey there; all o'them birthed illegitimate girls, too. The name Katherine seems to skip a generation, it does. And all bear the surname Maestro, they do."
"There was a lot of Katherine's, Ruth. One-two-three-four-five-"
Ruth interrupted, "Antoinette Katherine Maestro is Sara's grandmother's name. She never married but gave birth to one child, Jezebel, who did marry as we well know and delivered two girls to the world."
"But Toni's name isn't Katherine and neither is Sara's," Martin said all excited, "and both have the Farrell surname, right?" Martin zeroed in on the bottom of the page, his face floating inches from the book. "Ohmigod, Toni's listed here as Antoinette Katherine Farrell-Maestro."
"Yes, dear, and Sara's birth name is, Sara Katherine Farrell-Maestro." Ruth shook her head. "But-"
"Well, Shit!"
"What if Sara also 'as an ability t'summon?" Ruth said, one eyebrow reaching for her hairline, her finger pointing at the bottom of the page. "Look 'ere, Martin, a statement o'rules."
With a foreboding look, Martin placed his hand into his chin. 
Ruth clucked her tongue at him. "Blessyerapprehensivequalities, a little schoolin' never 'urts, dear, it doesn't."
They both concentrated on the last paragraph. After a few moments of silence, a perplexing sentiment passed between them.
"I'm thinkin' we should be off t'Sara's house, we should," Ruth said, heading for the sliding glass doors.
"Oh, honey, this is such a bad idea," Martin said in a dither, as he followed her through the door.
"Martin, we need to stay focused. We 'ave a mission, and this family is the answer," Ruth said, flying into the night air.
"I just know we're gonna get ourselves in some shit after this little endeavor."
"How bad could it be, dear? We're already dead."
"You ever tangled with a necromancer, Ruth?"
"Can't say as I 'ave."
"Swell."
***
On a plane bound for Michigan, Antoinette sat in first class, alternately sipping a mimosa and munching on an egg croissant. Sara sat in the empty window seat next to her grandmother, and to everyone else in first class it seemed the older woman was talking to herself.
"Do you see all ghosts, Gran?" Sara asked.
"Yes, even when I wish not too," her grandmother answered, took another bite of her croissant, wiped her lips with a paper napkin, and then placed the egg sandwich neatly on the tray in front of her. "There's three in first class, hovering over a poor man on his way to a funeral."
"Go on! I didn't see them! I'll be right back!"
"Hold on, Sara. You may not always see others; just as all humans are not able to see a spirit. It takes a combined effort, unless you're a necromancer. And even then, one could be limited."
"Nothing wrong with your necromancer skills—you see a shitload—and you don't even have to be dead. How cool is that?" Sara commented as she eyed the egg sandwich. "I miss eating."
"Yes, well, we should be landing in an hour. I wish to discuss the importance of Toni's inheritance, the rules of acceptance, and her first sexual encounter."
"Tooo much information—I really don't wanna discuss her first sexual . . .  thing, Gran." Sara bounced off the roof of the plane, back down, and right through her seat, due to a bit of turbulence. She wiggled out and glared at her grandmother.
"It's important, Sara." Gran took another sip of her mimosa. "With our gifts come a few rules that have been handed down generation after generation, and they've been strictly adhered to."
An older man, dressed in a business suit, sitting in the aisle seat across from them, cleared his throat and frowned at Antoinette.
She smiled at him as she set down her mimosa.
"You mean Toni might not get the gift?" Sara came to attention.
Her grandmother furrowed her brows. "You know perfectly well there are qualifiers. Don't play coy with me, young lady. If one of the rules is broken, the gift will die with me."
"So what are the rules?" Sara asked with the look of innocence.
Antoinette's smile seemed forced. "Before I list a few, keep in mind our bargain. If you do anything to ruin this for your sister I will personally enjoy your incarceration."
Sara burrowed into her chair. "I got it, Gran, even if I don't have any idea where the hell you'll send me if I screw up."
"And Hell it will be," Gran said. "I'm only making you aware because you now know what I am, and even though I'm not quite sure you can do anything about it, I want you to be fully conscious of not only the consequences, but of the rules that must not be broken."
"Fine—just fine and F'n dandy—no one seems to care that I'm dead. It's all about Toni and this stupid gift. I got it," Sara pouted.
The man in the aisle seat coughed loudly, shook the newspaper he was reading, and glared at Antoinette with livid gray eyes. She glared back. He tossed the paper in the empty seat next to his, got up, and strutted toward the front of the plane.
Sara floated up, eyes on the curtain between first class and coach.
Gran watched the man's back for a minute; then turned and studied Sara's face before proceeding. "You know, Sara, in your human life, you often acted before thinking of the ramifications. I'm merely pointing out that this is very serious and this time you will pay dearly for your indiscretions."
Sara took in a long breath, teeth clenched, and then let it out in a hiss. "Are you going to tell me what I can't do or what?"
"Yes, I am, because stupidity will not be an excuse for forgiveness," Antoinette softly whispered. "The first and most important rule is that no one is allowed to advise a possible recipient about the gift. Is that clear? No friends, family, spirits, bums on the street, no one, even if they believe it's untrue."
"Do you want me to write all this down?" Sara asked coyly.
"Don't be a smartass," Gran said through tight lips. "If Toni finds out, the gift is null and void; and, in this case, it's extremely important because the future generations will lose the ability to become a necromancer since your mother's uterus is drying up."
The corner of Sara's lip twitched.
The man walked by, huffed at Antoinette, sidled into his seat, picked up the newspaper, shook it out with much ado, and then buried his face behind it.
"That's it? Just don't tell her she's gonna start seeing ghosts as soon as she screws someone after she turns eighteen?"
"That brings us to the second rule: anyone who has knowledge of the gift cannot encourage the recipient either to have or not to have sex until the age of eighteen."
"So if Toni does the nasty with Paul in the next twelve days, she's shit out of luck?" Sara asked.
"That's correct. However, all past recipients have shown a demeanor of shyness, are often withdrawn, and usually do not participate in sexual promiscuity at an early age."
"So they're all geeks! Were you a geek, Gran?" Sara giggled.
"Yes, as a matter of fact, I was. I had little use for men. Unlike you, who screwed your way right out of the gift, sweetheart." Gran smiled, saluting Sara with her mimosa before taking a long sip.
Sara totally ignored the jab. "So, what you’re saying is the only way we can screw this up is if you, me, or Mom says anything to her, right?"
"No one can interfere—no one—dead or alive. And if someone does—anyone—you will be held responsible. That includes your new friends, Sara; if that's what you're thinking. Clear enough?"
"About as crystal clear as a set of Bose ear buds," Sara said. "This is between you and me."
"And am I supposed to believe that, coming from the ghost that has already tried to enter her sister's body?" Antoinette asked with a wicked smile.
"Was it you that stopped me?" Sara wanted to know.
"No, I didn't try to stop you for good reason," Gran said with a knowing smile.
A stewardess approached with a quizzical look. "Can I get you anything else, Mrs. Maestro?"
"Well, who the hell did, then?" Sara growled, eyes suspicious.
Gran put on a sad face and looked up at the stewardess. "No, just reminiscing. Sorry if I'm bothering anyone with my chatter. I'm on my way to my granddaughter's funeral. She was only seventeen."
The stewardess tilted her head and furrowed her brow. "Ohhh, I'm so sorry. And you're not bothering anyone, dear." She patted Gran's arm, frowning at the man across from them. "Are you sure you wouldn't like another?" She pointed to the empty mimosa cup on the little tray in front of Antoinette.
"No, she doesn't want another!" Sara yelled. "She's already had two!"
Gran smiled at the attendant. "Well, maybe just one more. Thank you, sweetheart."
Sara huffed, shoved her hands through the armrests of her seat, and then slid them under her butt.
The stewardess put her hand on Antoinette's shoulder. "I'll be right back." She walked away shaking her head at the man behind the newspaper.
Antoinette shot him a sweet old lady smile; then turned back to Sara and whispered, "As I was saying, I didn't stop you from trying to enter your sister because it was an opportunity to find out if she was, indeed, a recipient of the gift. The chosen are protected from any entity entering their body or mind until they receive the gift."
"Can you enter a human's body?" Sara asked.
"No, just their dreams. I can, however, summon Bartholomew, explain why I am . . .  rooting for him, and then enter Paul's dreams when Bartholomew is not inside of Paul. I can't manipulate Paul, but I can sure as hell give him some really sweet dreams about our Toni along with the repercussions of bedding a minor. And that's not against the rules."



Chapter Eleven
At the Farrell home, the smell of coffee permeated the air.
Belle eyed the steaming cup in Toni's hand as she passed her on the way into the kitchen. "Why are you still in your pajamas? Let's get a move on, Toni. You know how your grandmother hates to be kept waiting."
"I can't wait to see Gran," Toni paused in the doorway and smiled. "It's been two years! How could we go so long without seeing her?" I can't wait to hug her—tell her how much I miss Sara—and . . .  tell her about Paul. Oh God, she's going to meet him tonight and I don't even know if I really want this.
"I'm sure she'll be happy to see you, too." Belle swept a wad of well-used tissue across her nose and pulled a cup off a rack mounted over the stove. "Now, get dressed. It's a thirty minute drive to the airport."
"Sorry, Mom," Toni said, and turned on her heel. "Sara's friends have been calling to find out when the viewing is. Did you know she belonged to a club?" Toni hollered over her shoulder as she took the stairs two at a time. 'Edible Sploshers'? What the heck kind of club is that? Who knows with Sara? Maybe it's a swim team.
Belle mumbled to herself, "My little girl belonged to a club I didn't know about?" She paused, pot hovering over her cup. "Well, it doesn't matter. I'm just glad there will be a good turn out." She rubbed her nose as she poured a cup of coffee. "I hope you're watching, Sara," she whispered at the ceiling. Sniffing back a sob, she walked to the small table in the center of the kitchen, sat down and stared at the steam rising over her cup.
An hour later they looped around the Northwest baggage claim area for the third time to see if they could spot Gran waiting.
"There she is!" Toni announced, waving out the window.
Gran, suitcase beside her, large purse slung over her shoulder, waved as they pulled up to the curb. Her hair was knotted in at the base of her neck and loose tendrils of frazzled curls blew across her wrinkled face, almost hiding storm cloud eyes. She wore a pair of dark gray silk pants, white tennis shoes and a white silk hoodie.
Toni jumped out before the car came to a stop and wrapped her arms around Antoinette. "Gran, I've missed you so much. I can't wait to have one of our special talks. I need you more than ever."
"I know sweetie. I've missed you too. This is very hard for all of us," Antoinette said. Cleverly placed shades of gray eye shadow, scarcely noticeable blush and tan lipstick, accentuated the sad expression she wore across her face.
Sara floated beside Antoinette as Toni put the luggage into the trunk with a sigh. "I can't believe she's gone, Gran."
Belle put her head against the steering wheel. "I miss Sara so much, Mother."
"Oh dammit, I miss you guys too!" Sara sobbed, but only Gran heard her.
"I know you miss her, Belle," Antoinette said, climbing into the car. "I'm sure she's right here with us."
Sara floated through the back window and sat in the back seat with her hands folded in her lap.
"Do you think?" Belle stared at her mother through soggy, hopeful eyes.
"Yes," Antoinette said, settling into the back seat.
"I just want to get these next few days over with," Toni said, climbing into the front passenger seat.
"Me too," Belle sobbed, eyes checking the left hand mirror for oncoming cars.
"So the first viewing is tonight?" Antoinette asked, her eyes locked on Belle's as her daughter glanced into the rearview mirror.
With a grimace, Sara erupted, "Gran, you've got to help me. I want to make sure Mom didn't have them dress me in something stupid. Can you-"
"Yes, at seven," Belle answered, drying her eyes as she slowly guided the car into the flow of traffic, "and we need to get there thirty minutes early. I guess they want us to-" Her words cut off in another sob.
"Go on! That's not enough time!" Sara squawked, arms flailing. "Ask Toni what they picked out to dress me in."
Antoinette frowned at Sara. "I'm sure the funeral director wants to make sure everything is done the way you asked, Belle, maybe we should add another fifteen minutes. I'd like to have some time alone with Sara before anyone else gets there."
"Way to go, Gran!" Sara bounced with glee, her head popping in and out of the headliner. "I could kiss you! Now all you have to do is make sure Toni picked out my clothes."
Belle pulled onto the highway. "We can do that, Mom. Remind me to call the director to tell him we're gonna get there a little earlier."
"That's a great idea. I'd like to get there before anyone else too," Toni said, turning around in her seat with a smile.
"What did you take for her to wear, Belle?" Antoinette asked, getting a squeal out of Sara.
Toni rolled her eyes at her grandmother and shook her head.
"Shit!" Sara said. "I knew it. Mom picked out the friggin' clothes!"
"I picked out a lovely dress," Belle choked out.
"A DRESS! Ohmigod, I'm so screwed," Sara said, diving halfway through the front seat. "What dress, Mom? Ask her what dress, dammit!"
"I'm sure whatever you picked will be just fine, Jezebel," Antoinette said, a big smile on her face.
"God'll get you for that, Gran!" Sara yelled, pulling herself out of the front seat, her chestnut eyes shooting daggers at Antoinette.
***
Back at the Farrell's house, Ruth and Martin floated through the cement block wall, facing the front yard, and directly into the Farrell's living room.
"I don't believe we've asked Sara where 'er father is, we 'aven't." Ruth glanced around the living room. "An'er mother 'as made no mention o' 'im either."
Martin swaggered across the room, feet treading carpet as if it were beach sand, and stopped in front of the fireplace. He pointed to a picture on the mantle. "I'm thinking it's this very masculine man with the red hair and green eyes, dressed in a military uniform and decorated with medals."
Ruth blew across the room and hovered beside Martin. "Seems so dear, 'e looks an awful lot like Toni, and look, there's a medal o' 'onor framed 'ere on the mantle, also. It's inscribed, it is." 
Martin's eyes moved to the inscription on the metal plate attached to the picture frame. "His name is Patrick Farrell. He died in an air strike at the end of the Gulf War."
Ruth clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. "Shame, 'e looks like a nice man, 'e does, an 'e never got t'meet 'is daughters, 'e didn't."
Martin was counting off the years on the fingers of his left hand when his head whipped around at the sound of gravel crunching under tires in the front yard. "Well, they're here. Let's hope Sara is with them."
They both flew to the front windows, heads buried in the curtains.
Martin started bouncing up and down, the balls of his feet pumping in and out of the carpet. "She's here! Sara's here!" 
"Y'seem t'be gettin' quite fond o'the little pisser offer, Martin, Blessyerworrisomesoul, and just like I thought, Gran's with 'er, she is."
Martin almost blew away in a puff of smoke when he caught sight of Gran glaring at the front window. "Oh honey, Medusa's got nothin' on that old biddy; I swear those split ends hangin' in her face have teeth. I'm thinkin' we're smokin' stone. You?"
"Never mind, dear, and be respectful, Martin. We need 'er help, we do, and we should offer ours in return, we should; t'keep an eye on Bartholomew fer 'er."
Sara wafted through the front door, a look of anger on her face. She spotted Ruth and Martin and her eyes brightened. "Thank God you're both here! The witch is totally pissing me off!"
"No!" Martin slapped his hand into his chest, eyes big with exaggerated skepticism.
Toni pulled a suitcase on wheels through the door. "Come on, Gran; let's take your stuff up to the guestroom. I really need to talk to you about something."
"Go up, Gran! Maybe it's about the clothes Mom took to the funeral home!" Sara shouted.
The phone rang and Toni let out a noisy breath, set the luggage aside, and ran to get it. "Hello," she answered, watching her grandmother stare at the front window with a wrinkled forehead. "Yes, the viewing is tonight. Seven o'clock at the Golden Chapel Funeral Home in Reed City. Do you . . . "
Sara shot towards Toni.
Toni's voice faded as Antoinette said, "Belle, I need to eat something. Would you mind fixing a protein shack? All the stress from the trip has my blood sugar spiking."
"Probably the three drinks you sucked down on the plane," Sara offered from the hall. "I mean, come on! Three?"
Antoinette's brows slammed together as Sara flew out of the hall, and she clamped her mouth shut.
Ruth and Martin exchanged a look of apprehension.
Belle glanced around the room, tilted her head, and smiled at her mother. "Of course I don't mind making something, Mom. You and Toni go unpack and I'll call up when it's ready."
"I think I'll step out back for a moment," Antoinette said with a nod, her eyes directed at Ruth, Martin, and Sara, spoke volumes. "I want to see how your garden is doing, Belle. You still have the rose bushes, don't you? I thought I'd pick a few to take to the funeral home; that is, if they're in bloom."
"They are, and the russet ones are Sara's favorite. That's such a thoughtful idea." Belle set her keys on the dining room table and headed for the kitchen. "We'll talk later."
"Another one of Sara's club members," Toni announced as she walked into the room. "She'd be so pleased to hear that they're all showing up tonight." 
Toni grabbed the handle of the suitcase and headed for the stairs. "You ready, Gran?" 
"Let's go upstairs, Gran," Sara said. "I really need you to handle the clothes issue with Toni."
"Would you mind taking it up to the guest room for me, sweetheart?" Antoinette asked. "I was just saying I'd like to pick a few roses for Sara. I'll just be a minute."
"You're so thoughtful," Toni said, and then whispered, "I'll wait for you upstairs. I really need to talk to you alone."
"Like that's sooo not going to happen," Sara said.
Ruth and Martin exchanged another concerned look.
In the back yard, Antoinette walked over to a plastic work table on the patio, plucked a pair of garden shears out of a Folgers coffee can sitting on the bottom shelf, and pulled a small wicker basket off the top shelf. She put on a pair of garden gloves, and then strutted toward the rose bushes, tools in hand.
"I think I'll just wait right here," Martin said, hovering over the grass at the edge of the patio, his arms folded around his chest.
"Godblessyeroverlyconcernedsoul, come along, dear. Granny clearly wants a word, and 'er bein' a necromancer and all; if she wants a word, best it be 'ere instead of the inside of a salt circle, Martin."
"You aren't gonna like this," Sara sang.
Martin inhaled deeply. "Can you elaborate on that, honey? 
"We're screwed! Did you know that Necro-Granny can-"
"That will be enough, Sara," Antoinette said over her shoulder. "I don't have the time for your erroneous attempt at explanations." Antoinette gave them a glance as she cut a russet rose off the bush, placing it into the basket.
"You're not the boss of me!" Sara growled, hands fisted, eyes hooded.
"Oh, but I am," Antoinette said, making another snip on the rose bush. "And I think I've proved that, young lady. So take a back seat, Sara, and bring your friends over here." 
They reluctantly floated over, Ruth in the lead, Sara huffing, and Martin bringing up the rear.
Antoinette acknowledged their arrival by glaring at Ruth and Martin. "Do either of you have any powers other than the ability to observe?"
Ruth made an attempt to smooth her apron, but her hands fell somewhere inside her skirt. "No, other than influencin' other spirits and the occasional ability t', well, create some air movement, dear, I-"
"And you?" Antoinette interrupted her, eyes on Martin as she placed another russet rose in the basket.
"Must you be so unfriendly?" Martin asked; one eyebrow reaching, head joggling. "We're stuck here unless we do something about Bartholomew, and I would think his intentions for your granddaughter would-"
"I asked you a question. Do you have any special powers, Martin?" Antoinette demanded. She moved over to a yellow rose bush and clipped off two flowers, adding them to the basket.
"No," Martin answered curtly.
"Good, because I do, and one of my powers is the ability to utilize spirits," Antoinette said with a malicious grin, clipping another rose. "And do you know-"
"So what!" Sara snapped. "Big deal! What if we don't want you to use us, huh, then what?"
Antoinette laid down the gardening shears and began to chant, her words incoherent, her eyes locked on Ruth's. 
Ruth yelped and shook violently, with her eyes bulging out of their sockets.
"Give it a rest, Gran!" Sara yelled, swirling around Ruth. "She didn't do anything to you! Stop it!" 
Ruth shuddered, relaxed, and then smiled weakly at Antoinette. "That was, well, quite uncomfortable, dear, and I also feel it was quite unnecessary, I do."
Antoinette smiled, and then turned to Martin. Her lips moved as her fingers waggled in the air in front of her.
Martin gulped in a deep breath and shot ten feet into the air, turning circles, and screaming like a contestant on The Price is Right.
"What the hell? What are you trying to prove, Gran?" Sara sucked in a breath as she watched Martin fall to the ground in a heap of smoke.
"Ruth Wellington and Martin Perkins, nice to meet you," Antoinette said with a smile. "Now that I have your birth names, do you know what that means?"
Ruth's eyes widened.
"That's correct, Ruth. I can now summon you at will, take control of your spirits—as I just did—and even confine you if I wish. Do I have your attention now?"
"Go on!" Sara said. "Just by knowing their names?"
"I'm afraid so, dear," Ruth said, looking a bit tense.
"I feel so violated," Martin sputtered, reforming as he floated back about six feet, his hand over his mouth.
"Godhelpyershrewdlittlesoul, ya'ave made yer point, dear, y'did. And since y'ave so improperly made our acquaintance, I'm thinkin' we should discuss Bartholomew, we should. We only mean t'help, we do. Are y'aware 'e's abusing a young man named Paul t'find out about Toni? And 'e's used 'im t'kill yer granddaughter, dear, and I'm thinkin' maybe 'e should be stopped."
Antoinette smiled at Ruth, picked up the shears, and began to clip a few more russet roses. "I have plans for Paul and Bartholomew, and it would be in both of your best interests if you stay out of those plans from this point onward. Do I make myself clear?"
"You're such a self-centered witch, Gran," Sara said, hands inside of her hips. "It's all about passing on this gift and we don't even know if Toni wants it."
"Let's not be rude, dear," Ruth said nervously.
Martin shot Sara an 'I think you better shut up' look, and then put his fingers together in front of his face with an apologetic expression. "Antoinette, sweetie, would it be too much to ask that we work together here? See, we also have an interest in Bartholomew. I mean, we really don't want to float around here forever, ya know? So can't we make a deal? We help you, you use him for a while, then you send him to Hell where he belongs?" Martin scrunched up his face. "Please."
Antoinette raised an eyebrow. "I don't need your help and have no intentions of sending Bartholomew anywhere." She pointedly looked at Ruth. "I assume you both have been to my condominium?" 
"Blessyernecromancingsoul, we 'ave, dear; quite interestin', it was. Y'seem t'ave-"
"Then you saw the book I left opened for you?" Antoinette asked in a condescending voice. "And I'm sure you read the rules of acceptance?"
"Do you want me to go over them with you, Gran?" Martin injected, his head to the side, fingers still making a steeple in front of his face. "I would be happy-"
"If any of those rules are broken, by anyone, you will all be held accountable." Antoinette turned to Sara with a sweet, old-granny grin. "You can address the punishment I have in mind for them later, Sara. Maybe Ruth will enlighten you on spirits trapped and confused, unhappy spirits, and what it would be like to spend an eternity with them."
Ruth sucked in a breath. "Oh dear."
Antoinette picked up the basket and headed for the back patio. "Let's go, Sara. We have a viewing to attend tonight, and I'm looking forward to speaking with Toni before lunch."
"Do you mind if we tag along?" Martin asked. "I mean, I'd just like to be kept in the loop."
Ruth exchanged a forewarning look with Martin.
Antoinette put the shears back in the coffee can and headed to the French doors without a glance.
Sara bolted for the patio. "They're my friends and I need them. Especially now! Gran, please don't make them leave," Sara whimpered.
Antoinette, her hand on the doorknob, turned back with a smile. "The more the merrier; just don't interfere or there will be consequences."
She opened the door, walked into the living room, placed the basket on the coffee table in front of a floral, puffy couch, picked out the yellow roses, and then headed for the stairs, calling over her shoulder, "Belle, I'm going up to unpack, give me about twenty minutes, okay?"
"No problem, Mom," Belle's voice rang from the kitchen. "I whipped up one of those Bisquick quiches that you like. Spinach and cheddar; it should be ready in about thirty minutes." 
Outside the French doors, Ruth and Martin passed an apprehensive expression.
"This is so not going to happen!" Sara said. "I mean, come on, Gran doesn't have a chance in hell! Toni's not going to buy this Bartholomew shit. I know my sister. And even if Gran can make Paul dream about sex with her; she's not jumping in the sack with Paul anytime soon, either."
"What do you mean, make Paul dream of Toni?" Martin asked.
"She says she can influence Paul in his dreams. And she intends to make sure he doesn't come on to her until she's eighteen. Doesn't that break some of those rules?"
"Bless'ercreativemind, dreams are different, dear, they are. Just a moving image in yer head. Not actually tellin' anything, it's not. Besides, if I read the rules correctly, no one can tell Toni what she is before she receives the gift, but it said nothin'bout putting fantasies in a suitor's mind, it didn't." 
"Well, Toni still has to buy it, and she won't," Sara huffed.
"And this comes from the girl whose libido is always on overdrive?" Martin queried, an eyebrow reaching for his hairline.
"So not true!" Sara spat.
"Sexual stimulation is a powerful drug, it is," Ruth said, looking not at all happy with this new development.
"Dammit, and I can't do shit. Gran threatened to put me inside of Rufus if I try. I'd be hacking up more than hairballs every time the stupid cat licks his-"
"Y'need not go on, dear. Why, blessyerirreverent'eart, y'make feline cleanliness sound vulgar, y'do."



Chapter Twelve 
From the guest room window, Toni watched her grandmother talking to herself as she clipped roses, tossing them in a basket on the ground. I bet she's talking to Sara. "This is so hard," she said aloud, a sad smile on her face. But we'll get through it together, Gran.
Her grandmother turned, frowned, and wiggled her fingers, her lips moved as though she were angry.
"Don't be mad at her, Gran," Toni whispered. "It wasn't her fault."
When the old woman headed for the back patio, Toni turned from the window, pulled the suitcase up onto the bed, unzipped it, and began to unload the clothes. She was down to the last layer, stacking them in nice, neat piles, when Antoinette walked into the bedroom.
"You can stop unpacking, Toni," Antoinette said with a concerned look, eyeing a spell book peeking out from under her cosmetic case.
"I don't mind, Gran," Toni said, lifting a dress and holding it in front of her. "Are you wearing this to the funeral? It's lovely." Toni shook out the burgundy silk dress and walked toward the closet.
"Thank you, sweetie. Now come over here and sit on the bed next to me." Antoinette closed the lid on the suitcase and sat beside it. "I want to hear all about this young man your mother has mentioned."
How sweet, she's trying to take my mind off of Sara. I just love you, Gran. Toni pulled a hanger out, hung the dress in the closet, and turned to face her grandmother. "I feel so guilty, Gran, but he's really helped me talk about Sara, and I have all these new feelings when I'm around him. I start shaking the minute I hear his voice, act stupid around him—it's scary—and I don't know why."
"Have you ever dated, sweetheart?"
"You know I've never been interested in boys—that was Sara's thing—but Paul's different. I can't explain it. It's weird."
"It's called attraction, and you have nothing to be guilty about. I'm sure your sister is smiling up there somewhere, knowing you finally found someone who makes you all fuzzy inside." Antoinette chuckled. "It's about time."
Toni shuddered. "But that's just it, Gran. I don't know if it's attraction. Sure he makes my heart beat fast, but to think of kissing him, and... Ohmigod-"
"You're entering the unknown. Of course you're scared to take the next step. All these feelings are new to you. And there's nothing wrong with moving slow for a while. Your mother said this boy is older than you. How old is he?"
"He'll be a senior at Ferris University this year. Probably around twenty-one or two; I didn't ask."
"Then he's not a minor. You are," Gran said, raising an eyebrow.
Toni blushed bright red. She's talking about sex. Sex before I'm legal—before I'm married. Oh God, so not cool. Like I would ever. "Gran, I'm not going to do something stupid. I'm not like . . . " I almost said, like Sara; oh hell, this guy is making me stupid. I was about to chastise my dead sister, for God's sake.
Gran smiled. "Sweetheart, come here and sit down by me." Antoinette patted the bed.
Toni slunk over, head down, hands looking for a place to hide as she sat on the bed. "I almost said... Gran, I'm gonna burn in Hell." Oh, I am so going to have to go to confession for that one. I just wanna puke.
Antoinette hugged her close, kissed the top of her head, and then cupped Toni's chin with her palm, raising her face. She gave her chin a little shake and smiled when Toni opened her eyes, a tear rolling down her cheek.
"You're human, Toni. Feeling an attraction is exciting and as uncontrollable as a sneeze, even with everything that's going on—more so in fact. It's normal to look for comfort from someone your own age. It's healthy, and certainly not a sin."
"I'm just so confused. I don't know what I'm feeling. And I miss my sister," Toni said through a choked sob.
"Me too. Even if she was a pain in the butt most of the time," Antoinette said with a wicked smile.
Toni started laughing, brushing tears from her cheeks. "I love you, Gran. You always make things better."
"That's because I love you, too." Antoinette hugged her, eyes on the closed suitcase. "Now go see if your mother needs help in the kitchen while I finish unpacking."
Toni stood and looked at the clothes on the bed. "You sure you don't want me to help you?"
"Nope, I can put those away and finish in here. Besides, you should be thinking about what you're wearing tonight. I'm looking forward to meeting your fellow, and I want you to look your best." She slapped Toni on the butt. "Now scoot, young lady."
He is cute, and so sweet. And I don't have to feel guilty about noticing. But I'm still going to confession. Just in case. "Thanks, Gran. I'm so glad you're here," Toni said, walking toward the door. "How long are you staying?"
"I think maybe I'll stick around for a few weeks longer than I anticipated. I'm going to call the vet where I boarded Rufus and see if he can make arrangements to send the cat up here. I know your mother will be thrilled to have him underfoot." Antoinette laughed.
Toni grinned. "You make me smile."
"Well, your mother won't be smiling."
"We'll stop at the drugstore and get her some Claritin." Toni laughed. "And maybe a few more boxes of Kleenex."
"We're so bad," Antoinette said.
Toni walked out the door and right through Sara, Ruth and Martin as they floated in. She stopped and shuddered. "God, I swear I just smelled Sara's perfume."
"Maybe she's letting you know she approves of your new relationship." Antoinette smiled at Sara, hovering by Toni.
"The hell I am!" Sara spat, whizzing around the room.
"You think so?" Toni asked over her shoulder, totally unaware of her sister's hissy-fit.
"Definitely," Antoinette answered.
"I hope so, Gran," Toni said from the head of the stairs.
Antoinette closed the bedroom door and turned, facing the three ghosts. "Are you ready for tonight, Sara?"
Sara stood with her hands balled at her hips, eyes hooded. "What's your next move, Gran?"
The air around Ruth and Martin wavered and they exchanged an apprehensive look.
"I'm going to have lunch with my daughter and granddaughter, take a little nap, and then get ready for your viewing," Antoinette said with a look of warning.
"You know what I mean," Sara said through vaporous lips. "What's the plan?"
"I told you to stay out of this, young lady. And just to make sure you do, I'm having Rufus sent up. So unless you wish to spend the next few weeks trapped inside my cat, I suggest you be a good girl." Antoinette opened her suitcase, plucked out the cosmetic case, and walked it over to the dresser.
"Godhelpyervindictive'eart, we'll try t'keep Sara from doin' anythin' irresponsible, we will, but I'm thinkin' the girl just wants t'be clued-up, bless'erinquisitivelittlesoul, and maybe makin' yer actions known t' 'er—after all she is part o'this family—would pacify 'er intrusive nature a wee bit, it would." Ruth's eyes played over the spell book in the suitcase.
"It would also make her aware of what not to screw up," Martin added absentmindedly as he studied the dÉcor of the bedroom. He wrinkled his nose at the lace curtains, shook his head at the flowered bedspread, and clucked his tongue at a rocker with a fluffy, flowered, seat cover. When he studied the pineapples on the posts, atop the cherry-wood bed frame, he took in an exaggerated breath, while shaking his head. "Lovely, effeminate room," he said with disgust, rolling his eyes at Sara.
Ruth shot him a warning glance.
Antoinette sighed. "All right, Sara, if you must know, and purely to keep you from playing Nancy Drew, I intend to summon Bartholomew to request his intentions, and make sure he knows his place."
"Wow. And he can't be inside of Paul while you do that?" Sara looked pointedly at Ruth, and her expression showed her mind was scheming. 
Ruth sucked in a breath, got Martin's attention, and nodded at the spell book.
Martin looked at the suitcase and his eyes became big and round.
Antoinette didn't notice their silent communication as she went on, "Not if I wish to assure the gift will be passed on. I'll need to detain Bartholomew in order to invade Paul's dreams, encourage his sexual need for Toni while planting ramifications for bedding her before she turns eighteen."
"That is so not grandmotherly in an 'Over the River and through the Woods' kinda way," Sara said, quivering.
"More like a 'what big teeth you have, grandmother' kinda way?" Martin mumbled.
When Antoinette tipped a glance and clacked her dentures, Martin mewed until the old woman turned back to Sara. "And I don't bake chocolate brownies, either, Sara. I'm a necromancer who lives in a beachfront condo, in Florida. Get over it." 
"Yeah, okay, so how long are you gonna detain sucky seer?" Sara wanted to know.
Martin saw an opportunity. He swung his arm at Sara, and shook his head into a mass of smoke. "You don't intend on creating another scene like the one in the hospital with Jessica, do you, Missy?"
Antoinette ignored Martin's attempt and addressed Sara. "Bartholomew might have to wait inside Rufus unless I need the cat for someone else. But either way, you won't be entering Paul's body." Antoinette locked eyes with her spirited granddaughter until the meaning sunk in, and Sara pouted. "I intend on monitoring all of you closely, including the seer ghost, until the family gift has passed on."
"So I can't get in anyone's body? Is that what you're telling me? Because you said I could enter my friends if I didn't interfere. You promised."
"And you can. Just not Paul's body. Do I make myself clear?"
"I'd say that's fair, wouldn't you, dear?" Ruth tried, putting on a motherly smile.
"Swell, tonight's going to be another ignominy. I think you should reconsider, Antoinette," Martin sucked up. "The girl has a temper. God forbid her boyfriend is there with her old BF. All hell will break loose, again."
"Oh, that is so unfair," Sara said. "The bitch so deserved that."
"By whose standards, honey?" Martin guffawed. "Because yours are not only out of the box, but a good ten feet away from it." 
"Blessyerghostshredding'eart, Martin. I would think reverence would be in 'er best interest. I'm sure Sara wouldn't want t'create an unpleasant scene at 'er own funeral. Would y'dear?"
"A diversion might just be entertaining," Antoinette mused.
"You weren't there," Martin said, "it wasn't pretty, and magazines flying around on their own accord isn't-"
"Dead girl! Standing right here!" Sara huffed. "Don't talk around me, dammit! And I'm not stupid. I won't do the floating magazine thing again. I got it, Martin!"
"Do you?" Antoinette asked Sara, and walked out of the room. "I'm going to eat some lunch. You three coming along?"
Sara wafted after her grandmother, and Ruth signaled Martin with a raised finger at the top of the stairs. "Did y'see the book o'spells, dear?"
"Whatever you're thinking, I'm not going to be part of it," Martin whispered, "because I'm not stepping any further into that woman's bad side."
"Gran's clearly not goin' t'help us, Martin, bless'eracridsoul, but maybe Sara will." 
"Whaddaya mean?"
"Suppose she can summon spirits as well, dear? It's worth a try, is all I'm thinkin'," Ruth said. "We need answers, and there's nary a creature that can stop 'im. But we know two spirits that 'ave 'istory with the seer—the one's we killed."
"Oh, God! Oh, hell no! I am not," arm swinging, finger pointing, head rocking, "letting Sara summon that dead vamp! I slit his throat!"
"We 'ave t'do what we 'ave t'do, Martin," Ruth said, flitting down the steps. "The vampire spirit may know a way-"
"I want to go on record as saying that this is such a bad idea!" Martin flew after her.
"We don't even know if'n it's possible yet, and we don't 'ave t'do anythin' right away, dear. Tonight is Sara's night, bless'ervainlittle'eart. All I'm sayin' is we should give it some thought, we should."
"Or not," Martin groused.



Chapter Thirteen
Belle drove into the parking lot adjoining the Golden Chapel Funeral Home and coasted into a space signed: 'Immediate Family Only'.
A van pulled in behind them, hung a left, and parked next to several other vehicles along the side of the building. All the doors opened on the van at once and ten of Sara's friends poured out.
Sara blew straight up through the roof of Belle's car, and bolted across the front hood.
"This should be entertaining," Martin quipped.
"Now, now, Martin, y'shouldn't be gainin' 'umor from another's folly, dear."
"You've got to be kidding," Martin injected.
Unaware of her sister's theatrics, Toni struggled with her own reaction at the sight of Sara's friends. "Why are they here already? It's only six-thirty." Oh God, what am I going to say to them? If they're anything like Sara, they'll want details. I'm so not ready for details.
Ruth tsked."I'm thinkin' it's time for some intervention, dear," Ruth told Martin. "Bless'er'arshlittle'eart, not to mention 'er misusage o'power. Why, she's an accident waitin' t' 'appen, she is."
As Martin passed through the rear, passenger window, he caught sight of Sara's grandmother in the side-mirror. Her eyes twinkled with humor.
Ruth and Martin jetted toward Sara. Antoinette opened the front door of the car, and stepped out. She grinned when Sara came to an abrupt stop near her friend's van and the other two ghosts barreled through the back doors and into the vehicle.
Back in the Farrell car, Toni shuddered and blinked several times. I'm going to hyperventilate. "Mom, I don't have to," she panted, "um, talk to anyone right away, do I? Is there a back door?"
"You certainly do not," Belle said, getting out of the car. "How rude of them to arrive so early. And we will certainly not let those girls dictate what door we enter."
Antoinette smiled as she opened the back door for Toni. "You can just tell them you're unable to talk about your sister at the moment, and thank them for coming."
Out in the parking lot, Sara squealed as Ruth and Martin flew through the sunroof on top of the van. "Will ya look at Jessica's short skirt—the tramp." Her smoky form darting around the girls who all had their eyes on Toni as she got out of the car. "At least she's colored her hair."
"Oh, honey, her makeup is tee-rash-ee," Martin conspired, wiggling his buttocks as he air-strutted over to Sara. He linked one arm through hers and tried to give Sara's hip a conspiratorial little bump, only his ass ended up near her pelvic bone. "No one is going to notice the hole in your neck with her around."
"BlessyerMachiavelliannature, don't encourage 'er, Martin." Ruth said from the top of the van.
"Oh, cut the crap, Ruth. I'm just trying to help," Martin said, rolling his eyes.
As the threesome breezed past, Toni paused, shuddered, grabbed her grandmother's arm and pulled her toward the front door of the funeral parlor, Belle close behind.
Antoinette patted her granddaughter's hand. "Just relax, sweetheart. I'm sure the director will hustle us directly into the viewing room in case we want them to make any changes."
Sara, too busy to notice her sister's anxiety, whipped through the girls, Martin cheering her on and Ruth shaking her head.
Jessica's hair slapped her face, and then fanned up like a winded umbrella. Ursula, a tall girl with short yellow curls and a black tank top that was stretched so tight it looked like she was about to fire torpedoes, had both hands on her flying skirt, looking like a Marilyn Monroe wannabe. Carolyn yelped when Sara whipped through her body, making her trip over her own feet.
The other seven girls bolted for Toni, who was hurriedly pulling Antoinette around the front of the building. They crossed the lawn and up the front steps, Belle stumbling behind them.
Toni yanked opened the front door, stepped inside, and gasped when she saw Paul standing in the lobby with a dark haired girl. This is my worst nightmare. That must be Paul's sister. She looks familiar. Where have I seen her? School? I don't think so. With Sara? No. A picture on Sara's cell phone? Why am I rambling?
At the sound of Toni's gasp, Paul turned and gave her a shy smile while the dark haired girl straightened his tie and rolled her eyes.
He's in a suit. A suit for heaven's sake! And I'm in jeans because we're supposed to go out later. What was I thinking? With a death grip on her grandmother's arm, one side of Toni's mouth turned up and she started shaking. Belle began to whimper the minute she passed through the door behind them.
Antoinette pulled some tissue out of her pocket and passed it to her daughter, then gripped Toni's arm. "It's all right. The director is expecting us. Hang tight, honey."
Clarence Bean glided around the corner, in what looked like the same suit he'd worn yesterday, the minute the little bell over the door tinkled. "Mrs. Farrell, please come this way." He extended his arm toward the hall he'd just walked out of. "I have the room all ready for you."
"See," Antoinette soothed.
Toni let out the breath she'd been holding. Keep moving. Just smile and keep moving. She started in Clarence's direction as the group of girls pushed their way in the front door.
Clarence frowned at the noisy arrivals. "Welcome ladies," he said, with a reverent nod. "Step into the waiting room, please." His hand did a little circle thing and then waved toward the French doors. "There are refreshments and a guestbook available for you to sign. Make yourselves comfortable; the viewing is at seven." He glanced at his watch with one thick eyebrow peeking over the rim of his glasses.
"Um, Toni . . . " Jessica flipped her messy hair out of her eyes and her hand latched onto Toni's shoulder. " . . . I am so sorry about what happened, and right in front of you, it must have been just awful."
Clarence placed his fingers against Toni's lower back, gave Jessica a hard look, and guided Toni toward the hall.
Toni sucked in a whopping breath and smiled embarrassment at Paul and his sister as she walked by.
"Ohhh, I just bet you're sorry—ho-bitch!" Sara spat, circling Jessica. "It didn't take you long to wrap your purple lips around David's-"
"Blessyerfilthymouth," Ruth said, shaking a finger at Sara. "Tis' hardly a time t'get all graphic, now is it, dear?"
"Oh, give her hell, honey. I sure would," Martin encouraged, smiling at Sara.
"Martin, Godblessyerinterferin'soul, yer words embolden another melee, they do."
"Watch and learn! The bling-ho's about to make a fool out of herself again!" Sara shot Martin a saucy grin and zipped through the French doors behind Jessica.
"Oh dear, see what y'ave gone 'an done, Martin? We'd better follow 'er, and I do wish ya'd choose yer words more carefully, dear," Ruth suggested, bolting after Sara.
"Me? The bling-ho deserves whatever she gets!" Martin flitted off to join them.
"Sorry about that," Clarence apologized, but of course, he wasn't talking about the ghosts. Ushering the family down the hall, Bean said, "I understand how overwhelming a time like this can be." He stopped in front of a double set of doors and opened one, waving them in.
Clarence flipped a switch outside the door and music wafted down from the speakers overhead in the darkened room. He turned a knob inside the door and gold sconces on the walls flickered like candlelight.
"I hope the music is acceptable?" Clarence queried with a reverent smile. He slid his black rimmed glasses up the bridge of his nose, and placed his folded hands in front of his chest waiting for an answer.
"It sounds lovely," Belle answered.
"Judy Collins, Liverpool Lullaby?" Antoinette said, extending her hand. "I'm Antoinette, Sara's grandmother. Shame you couldn't play the lyrics, but the instrumental is lovely."
A lullaby, how sweet, Toni thought. Clarence was batting his eyes so hard, Toni thought he was convulsing until he shoved his hand at her grandmother.
Clarence grabbed the tip of her hand with three fingers, and gave it a little shake. "Yes, well, while I love the background music I felt the words were a bit..." He cleared his throat. "I'm the director, Clarence Bean, and I'm pleased you find it lovely."
Antoinette answered, "I do, Mr. Bean. And I feel Sara would find it quite appropriate."
Toni's breath hitched in her throat at the mention of her sister's name.
Clarence abruptly let go of her hand, steepled his fingers, brought them to his chin and nodded. "Well then, I'll be back in about ten minutes to see if you need anything before we admit Sara's guests." He turned sharply, and stepped through the door, closing it gently behind him.
Toni looked around at all the cherry-wood trim and burgundy walls. Sara would find none of this appropriate. Chairs were set in rows behind three wooden benches which were layered on each side of the room, leaving an aisle of burgundy carpet leading up to the casket. Baskets and wreathes of flowers littered the far end of the room. The eleven by fourteen picture of Sara sat on an easel at the head of the casket, circled by a wreath of burnt orange roses laced with a banner that read: Beloved daughter, sister, and granddaughter.
Lunch threatened at the back of Toni's throat and she couldn't move. My sister is up there. Waiting . . . waiting to be put in the ground. I'm never going to see her again. No more laughing at her silly escapades. No more worrying about the next mess she will get me into. No more wishing I could be as outgoing as her. No more living through her experiences. I'm on my own now.
"Belle, why don't you go on up first," Antoinette offered. "Toni and I will sit in the front row for a few minutes." She took Toni's arm and gently prodded her toward the front pew.
Belle slowly walked down the aisle and up onto the dais until she stood in front of the casket. She leaned over her daughter, face hidden behind the rim.
Sitting on the edge of the first pew Toni watched her mother's body shake with grief and quietly thanked God Sara's remains were not visible from seating area.
Antoinette patted Toni's hand and whispered, "Do you want me to walk up with you?"
I can't go up there. I don't want to remember her like this. "Gran, I don't think I can." Toni choked out an anguished sob.
Antoinette picked up a box of tissue from the end of the pew and handed it to Toni. "Then don't. It's your decision to make." She got up and smoothed Toni's red curls. "I'll be right back, sweetie."
Belle turned to Toni with glistening cheeks. "Honey, come up and say goodbye. She looks beautiful, and so happy," she dabbed at her eyes, and finished, "so content, so peaceful... so... colorful."
There's no way I'm going up there. Did she say colorful? Oh, god, I should at least make sure she looks okay in that stupid dress my mother picked out. "Maybe in a minute, Mom."
The back door opened, and Clarence walked up the aisle, his hands linked in front of his Adam's apple, a hopeful look on his face. "Doesn't she look lovely, and so peaceful?"
"Yes, she does," Belle sobbed.
Antoinette turned from the casket. "I'm quite satisfied, Mr. Bean, and please, give your mortician and makeup artist our thanks as well. She has such a sweet smile on her face."
Clarence beamed then looked at his wristwatch. "Will five more minutes be enough before I open the doors?"
Belle ran the tissue under both eyes and only managed to smear her eyeliner more. "That's fine, thank you Clarence."
Clarence walked toward the door, but paused for a minute, fingers splayed across his chest when Sara tore right through him at warp speed, heading for the casket.
"Godrest'erimpulsivesoul, stop 'er Martin!" Ruth shouted in close pursuit. "One muddle is enough fer tonight, it is. Why that poor girl Jessica's a mess, she is."
Sara let out a shrill shriek. "Son-of-a-bitch! I'm gonna kill my sister!" Sara shot up to the ceiling and passed through a rafter before dive-bombing into her body.
Martin floated over to the casket. "Oh. My. God!" He slapped his hands over his mouth and leaned over with wide eyes. "She looks like a Teletubby in drag!" he squealed. "And she's smiling. I don't think I've ever seen anyone dead . . .  smile that . . .  big. You can actually see all of her teeth."
"A Teletubby, dear?"
"It's just so . . . so awful," Martin said, a grimace of disgust on his face.
Ruth gave a look. "Oh dear, well yes, and bless the individual who patched the color on 'er face. Why, she's quite a rainbow o'delight, she is. And that smile, well it gives one the impression she's quite pleased t'be dead, it does." Ruth clucked her tongue and shook her head, fingers strumming inside her chin.
Sara floated up to the ceiling in a mass of disconnected pink smoke, reformed and shouted, "Dammit, I'm stuffed with some kind of stiff crap. I can't move my dead body!"
"Just as well, dear, y'wouldn't want . . .  well, I'm thinkin' while yer face is reminiscent o' a lovely rainbow, flyin' it around the room might be in bad taste, it would."
Antoinette brushed at her dress and smiled at Toni. "Do you want to see your sister before they open the doors, sweetie?"
"Oh, Gran. I just can't. I know I should, but-" Toni shook violently.
Antoinette gave Toni a hug while Belle sobbed into her soiled tissue.
"Dammit all to Hell, Gran!" Sara whipped around her grandmother several times, pointing at the casket. "Do something or I'm gonna create a humungous diversion!"
Antoinette looked pointedly at Sara who was hovering inches from her nose. "Belle, I forgot to mention; Rufus arrived while you were getting ready. I hope it won't be an inconvenience."
"What? No, of course not," Belle answered absentmindedly.
"Don't you dare threaten me with that damn cat!" Sara shrieked, "Do something!"
Ruth and Martin shared a moment of unspoken words that only Sara and Antoinette could see.
The door opened and Clarence walked in.
"You prick!" Sara bolted right for him. "As if a baby-shit colored dress isn't enough! I have lavender lipstick on, which so totally does not match. You march right up there, Mister, and wipe that grin off my face! Whose idea was that? Huh? What's with the friggin' blue shadow, and pink blush? I look like someone puked an Easter basket on my face! I'm so-dead when my friends see me!"
Ruth tried to help. "Actually, dear, them gold butterfly barrettes in yer 'air are quite feminine, they are, an' . . .  while those ringlets in front o'each ear are a wee bit o'an overstatement, they do add a generous amount o'distraction, they do."
"How ya doin', Sara?" Martin jibed.
"Are you ready for me to open the doors?" Clarence asked, a look of fake empathy on his face.
"Come on! Just say no! Pleeeeese somebody, say no!" Sara begged, flying over to the pew.
"Toni, are you ready?" Antoinette asked, eyeing Sara with lips that looked anus cavity.
Toni took in a deep breath and had no idea her sister was right in front of her face.
Sara backstroked as her smoky hair wafted too close to nose holes. "Get your sad excuse for an ass up out of that pew and go look at my face! You've got to fix this!" She bounced a fist off Toni's temple, unable to penetrate the surface. "Pleeeese hear me. Puh-leease get up!"
Toni took several short breaths and shook her head up and down while Sara tried to unsuccessfully move it from side to side. I can smell Sara again. I'm going to pass out before this is over with.
Belle, still sobbing, shook the rumpled tissue toward the door.
"You can let them in," Antoinette confirmed. 
"Shit! Shit! Shit!" Sara screamed.
"Godblessyervainfutility, you're dead, dear, and well, we do 'ave other more forthcomin' issues ta-"
"For once, I so totally agree with the dead girl." Martin stood in front of Ruth, eyes peeking through slits, one hand inside his bouncing hip, the other waving at the casket. "I wouldn't be caught dead in that eye-shadow, honey."
The doors swung open and twelve girls entered, followed by what looked like the whole senior class, and half the residents in Reed City, heading right for the casket.
"Oh, I just wanna die!" Sara yelled.



Chapter Fourteen
"I heard she was high on pot," Ursula said from behind Toni.
"Always high on something," Carolyn commented.
Toni's chest rose with a slow intake of breath.
"Uh-huh, and the girl sure liked the tongue action," someone else enlightened to a chorus of giggles.
"Yeah, Sara didn't fool anybody when she posted that list of guys she did," Jessica said. "She suuure wanted us to think she liked Dick better than Jane."
Toni wiggled in her seat. She could hear the laughter in Jessica's voice.
"Take your iPod back, Ursula," Crystal said. "Jessica has the best cadaver pic. Everybody agree?"
"Hitting se-end," Jessica sang, to whispers of affirmation.
Toni turned around in her pew with an appalled look on her face and scanned Jessica and her friends with a set of angry eyes.
Jessica's lips turned up. She batted her lashes and mouthed, "You wanna see?" then turned the iPhone in Toni's Direction.
Toni ground her teeth. "Why would you say things like that to me, right now? Right here. How inconsiderate and rude—you're all so-"
"What? Like your sister?" Jessica sarcastically hissed.
I can't breathe! Toni took in the smug smiles on the girls' faces, stood, and turned to find her mother and grandmother in an embrace near the casket. Not like this... I'm not going up there like this. With tears streaming down her face, she ran out of the viewing room. As the doors closed behind her, Toni frantically looked around and searched for a place to hide.
Paul burst through the doors and his arms were around her before she could move. "You wanna sit down?" He kissed her on the top of her head. "We can walk to the foyer and sit in the lounge for a few minutes. Come on."
Toni wiggled out of Paul's embrace, rubbed her hands across her damp cheeks while looking frantically up and down the hallway. "Jessica said... her friends . . .  they said Sara posted . . .  oh, where's the damn restroom?"
Paul took her firmly by the shoulders, and turned her to face him. He thumbed a tear from her cheek, grabbed a box of tissues off a small table by the doors, and handed her one. "You want to go outside for a minute?" he whispered against her cheek, rubbing her back.
Heat followed his fingers. Toni gasped, and pulled away from his touch. "I need to go to the restroom." I want to be alone. I need to think. "I'm sorry; I just can't talk about it right now." She bolted down the hall. As she pulled open the bathroom door, Toni watched Paul turn back to the viewing room, an angry scowl on his face.
In the bathroom, she held the edge of the sink, staring at the running water. Who was my sister? She took a deep breath and lifted her eyes to the reflection in the mirror. She palmed tears from her cheeks and yanked a paper towel from a dispenser next to the sink, wiped her hands and face and tossed it into the trash.
Her head jerked toward the door when someone tried to open it.
"I'll be out in a minute!" Toni shouted, running a hand through her hair and a finger under her eye liner.
"Can I come in?" a girl asked.
Great, which one of Sara's bitchy friends has to rub more shit in my face? "I don't want to talk to anyone. Just leave me alone."
"I'm Paddy; Paul's sister. He's worried about you."
"Tell him . . .  tell him . . .  Shit!" Toni paced in front of the sink for a few seconds glaring at the door, and finally walked over, unlocked it, and stepped back.
Paddy walked in, turned, and placed both hands over her head against the closed door, hip cocked, her back to Toni.
"I'm fine," Toni said, watching the muscles on Paddy's arms flex as she laid her forehead against the door.
"No you're not, dammit. Jessica and her useless friends saw to that, didn't they?" Paddy flipped around and leaned back against the door, staring at her.
Toni's eyes fell to her small breasts, nipples hard against the black spandex dress she had on. She blushed and turned back to the mirror. "You're right, I'm not fine." My heart's racing.
"I knew they were up to something when they sat right behind you. What happened?"
Toni lifted her eyes, met Paddy's in the mirror, and watched the light playing in her jet black hair as Paddy moved toward her. "I don't want to talk about it. I don't even know you. How do you know them?" She's so tiny; she looks like an animated china doll. Christ, and I care why? We're burying my sister today!
"I hung out with... Look, you ran out and Paul totally freaked. What did they say to you?" Paddy's hair was cut strikingly short, with a long thick piece covering one side of her face to her chin. She tucked it back behind her ear, releasing a set of concerned, gold-speckled green eyes.
Toni turned away from Paddy's hypnotic stare, tears threatening to pour from her eyes. "They didn't say anything to me. They were talking about Sara, and thank God my mother and grandmother were up with..." They were with Sara. I should have been too.
Paddy slapped the sink next to Toni. "They just can't let it go, not even now."
Toni abruptly turned toward her, mimicking Paddy by shoving her long red curls out of her face. "So you knew my sister? You knew she was smoking pot—marking her conquests off on a public list—advertising how many guys she did? You knew she was trying to prove something? What?"
Paddy sucked in a breath, walked to a bathroom stall, and slapped the door open so hard it banged shut again. She turned back with an angry scowl. "I knew your sister. I knew what she was doing, and I couldn't stop her. I tried." Paddy threw her palms in the air and stormed by Toni, sending a musky scent around the room.
"They blatantly blurted it out like they were talking over lunch—Sara laid out in a coffin right in front of them," Toni cried. "And they had a contest to see who could take the best picture of my sister in her casket! Jessica won; she showed me the picture! How cruel."
"I know what they're capable of," Paddy said. "I'm sorry."
"Why?" Toni asked, and tried to take her eyes off the girl's body as she paced in front of her. Why is my hair so red, my hips so big? What the hell? My sister's in a coffin in a room down the hall! Am I any better than them?
Paddy answered and broke her misplaced attention. "Because I should have put a stop to this a long time ago and now it's too late."
Toni shook her head. "No. Why? Why did Sara do it?"
Paddy took in a deep breath, puffed it out, turned, and faced Toni. "Because she didn't want to accept who she was."
"What do you mean?" Toni asked.
"Dammit," Paddy blurted, "it all started with the stupid club."
"What club?"
"The friggin' Edible Sploshers. It started out as a joke, just some sexual playin' around, until I brought Reggie along, and your sister, well, she really got into it. Tooo into it."
"What do you mean, 'sexual playing around'? And who is this guy Reggie?" Toni asked, suddenly short of breath.
"Reggie is short for Regina." Paddy turned away, giving Toni a view of a tiny waist and curvy hips. Her foot, encased in black pumps, turned to the side, her small ankle almost touching the floor. "Sploshing was Jessica's idea to lure the nonparticipating guys on the football team into screwin' around with her and her friends. It's rubbing, throwing, or pouring different edible substances on naked skin, and then... well... you know... doing a taste test. Anyway, it got out of hand. And your sister got all over Reggie. Reggie, as in 'girly-girl'—as in I'd rather do a 'Jane' than a 'Dick' kinda girl." Paddy made quote marks with her fingers. "The Bitch-Brigade coaxed her on—ran with it—then bullied her with it at school. Sara was damned and determined to prove them wrong."
Ohmigod! Sara did Jane! Ohmigod! "Oh." Toni blushed three shades of red. "Poor Sara. Oh, I wish she would have come to me. I could have-"
"You could've what? Changed who she was?" Paddy shot her a set of beautiful sad eyes. "Your sister cared about Reggie and wouldn't admit it. And it wasn't the last time Sara was with Reggie either, dammit. Reggie loved her. Your sister strung her along but when Sara started doing it with... Look, Reggie didn't want to share."
"I didn't mean . . .  I wasn't trying to . . .  I'm sorry. I could have told Sara it was okay to . . .  um . . .  feel..." Every hair on Toni's arms tingled, and her stomach did a little flip as she mentally visualized Sara and another girl in an intimate situation. Ohmigod! My sister was a lesbian!
"I don't think it would've helped. In fact, it might've made it worse if she thought you knew." Paddy placed her hand on Toni's shoulder. "I cared about Sara, too. She was just confused and it ultimately led to her..."
Toni stared at the hand on her shoulder and felt heat under Paddy's touch. Okaaay, so . . .  we . . .  are . . .  NOT going there. I'm just confused by all of this. She moved away from Paddy. "Are you gay?"
"Yes. And I hope I'm not making you uncomfortable," Paddy said, looking at the hand that was just on her shoulder.
Toni looked away. "I wouldn't pick my friends by their sexual preferences; and Sara shouldn't have done what she did."
A knock on the door had both of them staring in that direction.
"Toni, are you alright?" her mother asked.
"Fine, Mom," Toni answered. "I'll be out in a minute."
"Are you alone in there?" Antoinette asked.
The girls exchanged a smile.
"No, Paul's sister is with me. I'll be right out."
"Everyone's just about gone," her mother said.
"And Paul's waiting for you, sweetie," Antoinette interrupted.
"Shit!" Toni whispered. "I really can't do this tonight. I just want to be alone."
"How about I tell him you're whipped and you'll call him tomorrow," Paddy said with a grin. "But damn, girl, I can see what my brother sees in you. He's gonna be one disappointed pup." She shook her head. "You don't remember me do you?"
Toni felt heat in her cheeks. "No."
"I smiled at you in Wright's the night you met my brother." Paddy laughed. "I was checking up on him. He can be such a dweeb, but it looked like you two were hitting it off."
Toni's jaw dropped. Ohmigod, that's why she looked so familiar in the lobby earlier!
Paddy walked toward the door, turned back, and smiled. "Hey, I work out at the gym with Reggie in Reed City on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday nights around four. Why don't you join us? It's a good stress reliever."
"Maybe I will. Thanks, Paddy." Toni stared right into Paddy's eyes. A good workout never hurt anybody—I could use a diversion—and I think I just made a friend.
"I'll be looking for you." Paddy gripped the door knob. "You ready?"
"I'm ready," Toni said, and followed her out the door.
***
"The church service was lovely, and Sara's finally laid to rest," Belle said the next day, a wad of damp tissue clutched in her fist as she entered the front door.
"It's been a long two days," Antoinette remarked, following her in.
Toni kicked off her shoes in the foyer and headed for her bedroom. "I'm going upstairs, Mom. I just want to be alone for a while." I'm so glad the gravesite service was only for immediate family. One more snarky remark from Sara's friends would have put me over the edge.
"Honey, don't you want something to eat?" Belle called after her.
"Maybe later. I'm not hungry, want to lie down for a bit," Toni shouted over her shoulder, and closed the bedroom door.
Belle shot Antoinette a worried look and headed for the stairs.
"Leave her alone, Belle. She's been upset since the wake yesterday and it's not just because of Sara's death. I'll go up in a while and have a talk with her," Antoinette said as Sara, Ruth, and Martin passed through the French doors into the living room. 
Rufus leapt out from under the coffee table in three stiff bounces, hitched his back up, and hissed at Sara.
"What's his problem?" Belle asked, pointing at the cat. "You didn't summon Bartholomew, did-"
"Not yet," Antoinette cut her short.
Sara dive-bombed Rufus. "Stop hissing at me! Like I don't have enough shit going down!" She glared at Martin and Ruth. "They took picture of me in the casket! And you saw them, and the Reggie video, on Jessica's iPhone! They were passing it around during the church service, for crying out loud! Texting it to everyone in town!"
Rufus leapt up on the television and hissed again.
"I don't know why being a colorful, albeit dead, porn star wouldn't put a smile on your face," Martin quipped.
Sara shot him a look that would've killed him a second time if he was still undead.
"Bless'erindiscreetprowess, she did look like she was enjoyin 'erself with that lovely Negro woman, she did."
"Work that strawberry outta that girl's mouth, honey." Martin laughed.
"Shut the hell up, all of you!" Sara evaporated and reformed beside her mother.
Antoinette frowned at Sara. "Belle, I didn't mention it before because I didn't want to upset you; Sara paid me a visit at the condo Friday night, and she's been following me ever since."
"She's here?" Belle played closer attention to Rufus as the cat hissed in her direction.
"Yes, and she's brought friends."
"Oh, she's made friends!" Belle squeaked, working the tissue. "You didn't tell Toni did you?" Belle looked concerned.
"Of course not."
"Always comes back to Toni!" Sara passed through Belle, buzzed several circles around her, and huffed, "Don't ask how I'm doing. Just worry about the other kid. I mean, I'm dead, right?"
"What does she want? Why hasn't she passed over?"
"There, there, dear, bless'ershallow'eart, yer mum seems quite concerned, she does."
"She wants to assist us with Toni." Antoinette smiled at Sara.
"Like hell I do! Tell her you threatened me with the damn cat!"
Rufus growled, pulled his ears back, and twitched his tail several times.
"Why that's just wonderful. I assume you filled her in?" Belle smiled.
"I did," Antoinette answered, "and she and her friends are eager to be of help."
"Eager, my dead and six-feet-under butt-cheeks!" Sara's words pushed a puff of ectoplasmic goo out her mouth. She buzzed from Antoinette and then back to Belle. "I'll tell you what I'm eager about! Mom—getting my damn face off Jessica's iphone before the whole senior class sees it! Ohmigod! What if it goes viral?"
Antoinette grinned at Sara.
"Oh, puh-leease," Martin rebuked. "'Some women can't say the word lesbian... even when their mouth is full of one'".
"I am not—I repeat, NOT—a lesbian!" Sara shook her finger at Martin.
Martin emitted a puff of smoke and cackled, "Uh-huh, you just keep saying that honey, maybe it will go away."
"Well look at you, spouting from your place at the end of that friggin' rainbow," Sara said.
Martin laced the fingers on his hands, chest level, and pointed his index fingers at Sara. "Proudly."
"Blessyerquestionablegenderissuin'earts, I think that's enough, it is. We should be concentratin' on the issue at hand, we should."
"How ya doin', Sara?" Martin asked.
Antoinette laughed. Belle gave her an inquisitive look.
"This is the issue, Ruth! Jessica is sending pictures and a slanderous video of me to all my friends! I want her to regret the day she became such a bitch!"
"I'm hungry, Belle. What say we have a bite, and then I'm headed upstairs to summon Bartholomew," Antoinette said, pointedly staring at the three ghosts, hovering near the French doors.
An air of anxiety, thick enough to be visual, wafted around Ruth, Martin, and Sara.
Upstairs, Toni lay on her stomach in bed, her ankles crossed, as she wrote:
Sunday, 7/14/12
We buried my sister today, ten days before our eighteenth birthday. And yesterday I found out who she really was. I thought I knew her. But I didn't know her at all. I thought I wanted to be just like her; I wanted to fit in, be a part of everything, have friends, a boyfriend, and she was trying to do the same thing. We're not so different, are we, diary? I don't know who I am either. We could have shared this.
If I had been more attentive to her feelings, instead of condemning her for her lewd actions, I might have been able to save her; I might have been able to really help her understand what she was doing. How scared she must have been, being attracted to Reggie, trying to change how she felt, putting herself in situations where she didn't belong. She's gone and it's my fault. How can I think about celebrating our birth without her? I miss her so much. I feel so alone.
Toni paused and stared at the words on the page, reading them over and over, trying to comprehend just where she was going with these revelations. She sighed and began to write what she really was thinking about:
I met someone yesterday, someone I think will be a good friend, but as always, when I'm around girls, I feel out of place, self-conscious. I feel strange . . .  like I want something . . .  something I'm not supposed to want. Am I like Sara?
She paused again making circles on the page. I don't even know how to put my feelings down on paper. Maybe it's because I don't know what I feel, just like Sara. Well maybe it's time to find out. Maybe it's time to stop hiding.
She started to make a list of her own feelings in the diary:
I feel . . .  I feel . . .  What do I feel around Paul?
I like his attention, but something's missing.
Is this simply because I'm a geek and have had no experience with boys?
She scratched over the last line and replaced it with:
Is it because I'm gay?
She raked the pen across that question and wrote:
Is it because Paddy made me feel all weird inside too?
She pressed harder on the paper.
I'm so confused.
I like being alone.
I like to read.
I don't like being a virgin.
She scratched through the last line—What does that have to do with anything?—and continued writing:
Why did I feel so uncomfortable around Paddy?
Why does Paul make me smile, tingle all over, and feel uncomfortable at the same time?
Why do I want him to kiss me?
Oh God, did I actually write that? She hurriedly scratched it off the list.
Why am I just as excited about going to the gym to meet Reggie as I am about kissing Paul again?
There was a soft knock on her bedroom door.
"Toni, are you awake, sweetie?" Belle asked.
"Paul's on the phone," Antoinette added. "Will you come down and talk with him?"



Chapter Fifteen
Paul stood, phone hanging from his ear as he paced the floor of his bedroom, listening to Toni's mother.
Bartholomew wavered by the wall leading into Paddy's room, the threat evident. "No more delays, Paul. You must see her tonight. And this time..."
Paul put up a finger. "That's fine, Mrs. Farrell. I can hold on."
"I received some strange vibrations from the grandmother at the viewing, and it's a shame you were unable to speak with her. The old woman has the answers I seek. So tonight-"
"I get it." Paul turned to Bartholomew.
"No, you do not. I want you to ask if you can go over to the house."
"I got it, dammit. I'll ask, but Paddy says Toni's upset. Maybe she won't see me."
"Make her see you." Bartholomew pointedly stared at the wall over Paul's shoulder.
Paul and Bartholomew locked a glare between them and neither spoke.
Paul pulled away first. "Toni, hi, it's been a long two days, and I've been thinking about you since the viewing... since Paddy and I talked. I know how upset you must be. I just want to see you for a few minutes. Can I come over?"
"Put the phone on speaker," Bartholomew ordered.
Paul hit the button, a snarl on his face, and sent Toni's voice around the room. " . . . and well, I really want to be alone tonight. I'm fine; I just have some thinking to do."
Bartholomew leered at Paul.
"I don't want to be a pest, but I think you could use someone to talk to. I wish you'd lean on me. That's all. I'm here for you." Paul's jaw tightened as he stared into Bartholomew's vaporous eyes.
"I appreciate that, and, well, I'm just confused right now."
"I know. I know. Maybe you need a distraction. That'd be me." Paul let go of a nervous laugh.
Toni's sigh floated around the room. "Let me ask my mother if it would be okay. Can you hang on?"
"Sure," Paul said, his teeth grinding as he watched a smile form on Bartholomew's face.
"Well done," Bartholomew said.
They waited in silent dissimilarities.
"Paul?" Toni's tone hinted a bit of reluctance. "Mom said she thought it would be a good idea. And Gran agrees. But I warn you, I'm not going to be good company."
Paul smiled in spite of himself. "Maybe I can work on that."
The bedroom filled with the noise of Toni huffing a grin. "Well, I guess I'll see you in a bit then?"
"See, I bet I already have you smiling," Paul said. "I'll be over in about thirty minutes; that okay?" 
"Sure."
Paul hung up, curled back lips, and spat, "You happy now?"
"Very much so." Bartholomew flew at Paul hard enough to send him back a step as the spirit entered his body.
You might want to dress appropriately. Impressions are important. Bartholomew's scratchy voice rolled around Paul's mind, and he could feel Bartholomew's excitement while he washed up, brushed his teeth, and threw on a t-shirt and a pair of clean jeans.
As he put his cell phone in his pocket and grabbed his keys, he felt a mental tug. Paul became dizzy and staggered, his head felt like it was a suction cup being pulled from a window pane. He staggered back, grabbed his head, and heard Bartholomew scream, "Don't disregard my abilities, Paul, or your sister will die. Do you hear me?" The last words echoed, and faded to a whisper.
"What the fuck?" Paul said, a hollow ringing in his head. "Are you there? What the hell just happened?" But there was no answer.
Paul ran to Paddy's room and rapped on the door. "Funhouse" by Pink was playing at a 'blow your eardrums out' level. He knocked louder. "Paddy, open the damn door," he yelled, "and turn down the friggin' music!"
He was just about to bang harder when the music turned down and his sister yelled, "Whaddaya want? I'm relaxing here!"
"How the hell can you relax with all that racket?" he teased, relieved she was her usual bitchy self.
The door jerked open. "What's so damn important?"
Paul smiled. "I just wanted to tell you I was headed over to Toni's house for about an hour. Mom and Dad aren't back from the store, so can you tell them where I am?"
"No problem, bro. Hey, give her my best will ya? And tell her I'll be looking for her tomorrow at the gym. Four PM." With that Paddy shut the door in his face.
"Thanks and call me if you need me," Paul told the door, then heard her say, "Like that's gonna happen," before the music cranked back up.
With a smile he couldn't get rid of, Paul jogged down the stairs wondering what Bartholomew was up to.
***
Five blocks away, in the guest bedroom of the Farrell house, Bartholomew fell from the ceiling and landed in the center of a circle of salt. His eyes jutted about, taking in the lit candles, the symbols drawn in chalk on the floor, the book open on the bed, and incense sticks sending trails of smoke around the room.
He stood and brushed his hands across the loincloth wrapped around his otherwise naked body, then tested the circle. A grimace formed on his face when he was unable to penetrate it.
"You're older than I expected," Antoinette said. Rufus hiked his back, leaned against her legs, and hissed.
A narcissistic nature turned the corners of Bartholomew's lips up before he spoke. "And you are just the person I wanted to talk to."
At the sound of his voice the cat pawed the air, growled, and spat.
Bartholomew eyed Rufus with disdain.
"I'm well aware of that, so let's talk, shall we?"
Rufus hunkered down by Antoinette's feet, body swaying and ready to pounce.
Bartholomew pulled his gaze off the cat and turned to Antoinette. "I assume you know my intentions, and I would be humbled to know yours as well."
"That I do, and we share a common interest. Your seer abilities would offer Toni as many benefits as her gift would offer you; that is, when and, more importantly, if, she receives the family gift."
Bartholomew's eyes sparkled with muted silver flecks. "And what exactly is the gift, may I be so bold to ask?"
"Necromancy." Antoinette laughed at the seer's obvious pleasure. "But Toni will only receive her legacy if I orchestrate this properly, so I'm going to keep you here for a while. I intend to influence the young man myself, because, you see, he has something I need as well."
One of Bartholomew's eyebrows reached high on his forehead. "Do tell."
Rufus jumped on the bed and curled up on one of the pillows, eyes on Bartholomew.
"I see nothing wrong with letting you in on the full picture since it benefits you as well," Antoinette paused, her eyes wandered to Rufus, and back to the circle.
"Toni must engage in a sexual encounter after her eighteenth birthday, not before, and when that happens she will come to her full potential. Until then, she is useless to you and me as well. I will see to it that your young friend makes that happen."
"I would be delighted to assist you in this endeavor," Bartholomew said, eyes twinkling.
"I'm sure you would, and I will take that under consideration, but for now you'll remain here until I have further use for you."
"And where will you be keeping me?"
***
Outside the door, Sara, Ruth and Martin stood listening to the conversation in the guest room.
"She's gonna put him in Rufus," Sara said in an excited, hushed voice. "Do you think I should try getting inside of Paul to give him the scoop?"
"Definitely not!" Martin pushed a heated whisper.
Ruth furrowed her brow at Martin. "Sara, did y'notice the spell book yer Gran 'ad in the suitcase the other day?"
"Like I really care," Sara said, rolling her eyes, ear imbedded in the bedroom door. "I want to try to talk to Paul."
Martin wiggled nervously beside Ruth.
"Well dear, I 'ave somethin' else in mind," Ruth said.
"What?" Sara asked.
Ruth whispered, "I'm thinkin' we should borrow yer Gran's spell book and see if y'are capable o'executin' a summons, dear. See, that's a skill o'necromancers. They summon the dead, and well..."
"I am sooo not going to do that!" Sara mouthed. "What the hell? Like we so totally, do not need another dead person hanging around us."
"She wants to bring back one of the men we killed," Martin said, "to see if they know anything that will bring Bartholomew down. I personally think it's a bad idea."
"So not going to happen," Sara said, and leaned into the door with her finger in front of her mouth.
Ruth leered at Martin.
In the bedroom, Antoinette smiled, glanced at the bed, and began to chant, her fingers wiggling from Rufus to Bartholomew. Rufus hissed and Bartholomew evaporated. The cat jumped, his eyes glaring at Antoinette.
"I'm sorry about this, but I can't have you foil my plans; our goal is to make you understand your place." She got up from the rocking chair she was sitting in and fluffed the flowered pillows, then turned to the cat. "Come along, kitty. It's time for your dinner and we have a houseguest arriving in a few minutes. We must make a good impression."
Out in the hall, Sara warned, "They're coming out!" She high-tailed it through the wall into the hall bathroom, Ruth and Martin right behind her.



Chapter Sixteen
This is awkward. Toni smiled at Paul sitting beside her on the sofa in the living room. But it was your idea to ask Gran to join us.
Rufus jumped off the coffee table in front of the sofa and curled up in Paul's lap, purring.
"And you're a senior at Ferris University in the fall?" Gran asked, sitting in a leather recliner across from them as she smoothed her navy blue polyester pants. "I'm sure your parents have big plans for your future."
Toni didn't see Sara, Ruth and Martin hovering nearby, their vaporous heads moving from Gran to Paul as they talked.
Paul squirmed. "Yes, but as soon as I get my business degree, I plan on working for my father in the marketing division of our family business."
Is he staying here in town?
Ohmigod! Toni's green eyes jumped from her grandmother to Paul. "So you won't be leaving the state after college?"
"Nope, staying right here in Reed City." Paul's nostrils flared as he took in a patient breath and he smiled weakly.
Sara hooded her eyes and growled at the cat for the umpteenth time. Rufus pitched his chin in the air.
Paul gave the cat's neck a good scratch and Rufus closed one eye, the other on Sara. "Toni tells me you enjoy reading about ghosts?"
Great topic, Paul. Gran can go on for hours about ghosts. Toni sat back and, for the first time since Paul arrived, felt less stressed.
"I do. I believe that spirits roam the earth before passing on," Antoinette answered, giving the ghosts a big smile.
"That's interesting, have you ever seen a ghost?" Paul wanted to know.
Sara whipped around in front of Paul, her blond hair puffing out like a cloud around her face. "She just wants you to pop my sister, numb-nuts." Her hand went through the pole lamp by the couch and pointed a finger at her grandmother. "Nothing more, nothing less. You're gonna be yesterday's news the minute you do."
"As a matter of fact, I have seen many ghosts and they can be quite annoying." Antoinette looked amused. "Have you?"
"Yeah," Sara said, "go ahead and answer that one, Mister-I-Am-So-Possessed!"
Ruth clucked her tongue and Martin squirmed, shooting Antoinette an apologetic face.
Paul blushed. "Um . . . " He turned to Toni.
She smiled at him, twirling a long ringlet of red hair around her finger. And of course neither she nor Paul was aware of the spirits constant vigil.
"Answer the question, smartass," Sara said, shaking her head, lips a muddled mess of discombobulated smoke. "Let's see if you can wiggle your way out of lying through your straight, white teeth."
Antoinette sat back with delight written all over her face.
"I don't know," Martin said, his eyes slurping up Paul. "He looks like he doesn't want to lie and he really seems to be attracted to your sister—shame."
Paul cleared his throat. "Well, I . . .  once I . . .  that is . . . "
"'E looks quite uncomfortable, 'e does. Bless'isoverwrought'eart, 'e's backed 'imself into a corner, 'e 'as. Let's see if 'e fesses up." Ruth gave Sara a conspiratorial glance.
Sara rolled her eyes, threw up her arms, spun, and cut Martin in half. Martin let out a shrill giggle and his upper half finally settled back down on his lower half.
"What's your family business, Paul?" Gran asked, glaring at Martin who was now floating in front of the television set next to Ruth. Antoinette took one of the glasses of iced tea Belle was passing around.
Paul paused, stretching his long legs out in front of him as he curiously watched Antoinette glare at the television.
Sara bolted over to the couch and sat on Paul's lap, directly on top of Rufus. The cat looked like he was captive in her uterus. He licked his paw as Paul ran a hand over the cat's back.
"Rufus isn't acting normal. Is Bartholomew inside him?" Sara asked, acting coy, her hands embedded in her lower stomach as she tried to grip the cat's throat. The cat didn't seem to notice.
Paul's brows touched for a second when he followed Antoinette's eyes to his zipper. He blushed, crossed his legs, pushing Rufus higher inside of Sara. He ran his hand through his black hair and turned to Toni. "My family owns a nationwide chain of bookstores. Between the Covers."
"You never told me that," Toni said with a big smile. "You know I love to read."
Paul grinned. "I was hoping to take you to the local branch when we got to know each other better."
"Chalk one up for Paul." Martin licked his index finger and slashed the air with it. "So, how's your side doin', Sara?"
Sara zipped off Paul's lap and hovered in front of Toni. "Don't let this jerk fool ya, Toni," she said, finger floating inside Paul's nose. "I'm dead, remember? His fault!"
"Well, not so, dear. Bartholomew did the deed, he did. Poor boy got used like I did, 'e did. Shame—blesstheir'earts, they seem made fer each other, they do," Ruth baited Sara.
"Like hell!" Sara said, shooting Ruth nasty eyes.
"I've been there and it's totally awesome," Toni was saying. "And you own it?"
"This conversation is really starting to piss me off!" Sara yelled in her grandmother's direction.
"Well, not me, my dad, but he wants to groom me for taking over the business." Paul beamed.
Belle walked in from the kitchen with a plate of cookies. "The neighbors have been bringing over so much food. Somebody's got to eat some of it." Belle set the plate on the coffee table in front of Paul. "I'm going to get dinner started. Will you be joining us, Paul?"
"No ma'am, my parents are expecting me for dinner," Paul said, picking up a cookie. "But I will have one of these. Thank you." He took a big bite.
"Well don't spoil your appetite, then." Belle smiled over her shoulder on the way out of the room.
Toni shifted in her seat. Dinner? I bet. He probably wants an out. Gran's been pumping him for thirty minutes. But it's better than being alone with him... I think. She watched her mother walk toward the kitchen.
"Don't worry, Mrs. Farrell, my stomach is a bottomless pit," Paul chuckled, taking another big bite. He swallowed and turned to Toni with anticipation. "Would you like to go sit on the porch for a few minutes before I have to head out?"
"So not a great idea," Sara said, looking at Ruth. "Besides, we need to talk about all the cell phone texting crap Jessica has started. Christ, what a nightmare. I want revenge, and I need to clear my good name."
"Yeah, and how's that worked for ya so far, Sara?" Martin asked.
"Bite me!" Sara said.
Martin fanged-up his grin.
Rufus climbed up Paul's shirt, licked his chin and then curled his cat mouth up in a smile as though he'd heard the whole conversation.
"Before you go outside I'd like to address some concerns, Paul, namely the age difference between you and my granddaughter." Antoinette paused. "And my granddaughter's lack of experience."
Paul gently pushed the cat aside and stared at Antoinette. "I'm not all that exper-"
"Gran, we just met!" Toni shrieked. God, she is not headed in THAT direction? Please stop Gran! Not the sex talk. Oh please . . .  just don't go there.
"I don't mean to be blunt, but I'm well aware of teen urges; however, Toni is underage, and I just wanted to remind you of that."
Just kill me—dig a hole—lay me by my sister—toss some dirt over my face—I'm so freakin' embarrassed. "Gran, I'm very capable of making those kinds of decisions for myself. I'm not Sara."
"Dammit all to hell!" Sara shrieked. "I. Am. Not. A. Slut!"
"Oh honey, that's yesterday's news," Martin said, fanning his arm out and through Ruth.
Ruth wavered, her long tattered skirt billowing. "Blessyersexualpeccadillos, you've no room t'talk, Martin."
Paul patted Toni's knee. Everyone's eyes jerked in the direction of his hand. "She's just concerned about you, and I totally understand. I mean, I'm almost four years older than you." He turned toward Antoinette. "Look, we've just met. I don't make a habit of—I mean, I'm not going to—well, anyway, it's not like I'm all that..." He turned to Toni. "You'll be eighteen soon enough, so let's just take this one step at a time."
All three ghosts sucked in a whopping big breath.
Toni brows fought for the bridge of her nose. What the hell? Like I have no choice in this—ohmigod—we are not having this conversation.
"As long as we have an understanding," Gran said, dragging herself out of the recliner. "I'll go help Belle with dinner. Why don't you two go sit on the swing in the backyard by the rose bushes. It's lovely out there at dusk." She flipped on the porch light. "And take Rufus with you. He seems to be quite fond of you, Paul." Antoinette smiled at the cat's low, menacing growl as she walked toward the kitchen.
"You are such a witch!" Sara huffed.
"Sweetie, you better watch that tongue," Martin said. "It's gotten you in enough trouble."
"About that," Sara said, "anybody got a plan for getting Jessica to dump the cell phone video?"
"I'd bask in its glory," Martin answered, wafting through the wall into the back yard as Toni and Paul stepped through the French doors.
***
Swell, we're alone again, now what? Toni walked across the lawn and immediately thought of Sara. This is Sara's special place. Damn, I miss her. She'd know just what to do.
"Martin, blessyervoyeuristicnature; get back in 'ere."
"Not missing this, girlfriend," Martin's voice floated through the doors before Paul closed them. "It's like a rerun of 'All My Children'.
"'All My Children', dear?" Ruth asked Sara.
"A stupid television soap," Sara said, flitting after Martin.
Ruth glanced at the television and sighed. "Television soap? Imagine that? Why, a bucket o'water and a strong arm would do the trick." She shook her head, adjusting her cloth cap out of habit, and passed through the French doors.
Toni sighed and sat on the swing. "I can see why my sister loved it out here, the roses smell so beautiful."
"She came out here often?" Paul asked, taking a seat next to her and depositing Rufus beside him.
"Yeah," Toni said, looking at the rose bush with wet eyes. "She would sit here for hours. She said it was a great place to think."
"It is. But it's also romantic." Paul smiled, putting an arm around Toni's shoulder and pulling her close. As if in slow motion, he bent down, his lips headed right for hers.
Oh God—oh God—oh God—he's gonna- Toni tensed just as his mouth captured hers. She sucked in a breath through her nose as his tongue passed awkwardly between her lips.
All sorts of flags jumped to attention as she experienced a range of emotions. My skin is tingling—my heart is pumping way too fast—my body has never felt like this—I can't breathe. Breathe dammit.
She felt herself kiss him back and heard herself moan as his hand touched her stomach just above her navel. A flame of heat followed his fingers across her hip and around her lower back. He pressed her closer and her back involuntarily arched.
"Shit!" Sara bolted for the swing. "He's . . .  Ohmigod, he's Frenching her!"
"She doesn't seem to mind," Martin said, hovering right over them.
"We called it pettin' in my day. Why don't y'give 'em a bit a room, Martin," Ruth ordered as she wafted closer.
Rufus hissed and leapt off the swing, his eyes on Sara.
Paul pulled his mouth off Toni's, she followed it, her eyes closed, and Paul smiled. "Sorry, I've wanted to do that since I met you."
Toni's eyes popped open. Ohmigod, that was... that was... that wasn't half bad. She smiled back.
Paul laughed. "First kiss?"
"Umm, kind of," Toni said, tucking a cluster of curls behind her ear.
"You wanna clarify that?" Paul laughed.
"I am sooo gonna kill my grandmother!" Sara floated toward the house.
"And I 'ave made a suggestion in that area, blessyer'eart, but yer 'avin' none o'it, yer not." Ruth tried to make her point.
"No more dead people!" Sara shouted.
"Thank God," Martin said, winning a frown from Ruth as she followed them inside. 



Chapter Seventeen
Toni leaned up against her headboard and glanced at the clock by the lamp on her bedside table. Midnight, and I can't sleep, I can't even read; Paul's kiss is haunting me.
She sighed, and for the umpteenth time, picked up her flat metal bookmark, rolling it around in her hand. She stared at the words embossed on it, 'Between the Covers', sighed again, and then stuck it in between the two pages she'd just spent an hour reading over and over again.
She placed the book on the bedside table and pulled open a drawer under it, taking out her diary and pen. Leaning back, she opened it to the last entry, read it twice, and then began to write.
July 14th 2012
Ten days until my 18th birthday, and I finally had my first real kiss, and it's all I can think about.
What exactly did I feel?
Desire?
Sort of . . . 
Confusion?
Kind of? No, a lot of.
Am I gonna run like I always do? 
Toni chewed on the end of the pen while she contemplated an answer, but thoughts of her trip to the gym tomorrow pushed her concerns aside, leading her in another direction. She put her pen to the page and wrote:
Tomorrow night I get to meet Reggie. And truth be told, I'm looking forward to that more than another kiss from Paul.
And why, oh why, is that? She hurriedly scribbled:
I'm looking forward to it because Sara was attracted to her.
You know that's not true.
No, it's because Reggie loved Sara and didn't mind saying so, no matter what those jerks thought.
There I wrote it down. Toni put a definitive period at the end of the sentence and continued writing:
That scares me because...
Could I be gay? 
She fiercely scratched the last line out and then wrote:
Paul kissed me tonight and I felt . . .  desire. I felt all tingly. I felt...
I don't know what I felt.
Yes, I do—uncomfortable because the next step- The thought of sex scares me. No, not scares me, exactly.
Clacking the pen against the page, she chastised, Come on! It's first time sex! Of course it scares you, idiot?
"First kiss?" Paul's words jogged her memory, followed by her uncertain answer and his response, "You wanna clarify that?" 
No, it wasn't my first kiss. She flipped the pages back to her first entry in the diary and began to read.
"July 24th 2003
Sara and I turned nine today—four more years until we're teenagers! And James kissed me! It was awful, but Sara said she'd never been kissed, so I had to tell her what it felt like. I shrugged my shoulders and told her it was okay. I lied. Ha!
We had our first boy-girl birthday party and David and James were there. I like James because he doesn't get mad when I slam the dodge ball against his head.
Jessica was also at the party. Jessica makes me mad. She always makes me mad. She's said I don't dress like a girl and that I should've worn a dress to the party. Why do they sell girl's shorts if we're not supposed to wear them, anyway?
I wear what's comfortable. Jessica is stupid. You can't run, climb tree, or play dodge ball in a stupid dress.
David got in a fight with Sara. He told her girls don't play football. She said she was going to punch him into the next state if he didn't take it back. It made me laugh. Then she told David that she'd kick his butt in a football game. David told her she was just a stupid girl, and girls can't kick a boy's butt. She said he was a stupid boy, and boys are smelly. I laughed harder. I wish I could be more like Sara. And guess what? We decided to play football, boys vs. girls. That's when I got kissed. Uck!
Anyway, Jessica kept giggling when she got tackled by David. And she got tackled a lot by David, well, when Sara wasn't knocking David on his butt. That made me giggle, but when I got tackled, it made me mad.
Why does Jessica giggle so much? It's very annoying.
Then I got kissed. David tackled me. He put his sloppy wet lips over mine, then stood up and smiled at me like he did something great. I didn't think it was great. I kicked him in the leg, and then spit on the ground. Gross. I almost threw up! Jessica laughed at me—dumb stupid butt.
I'm not supposed to say butt, but she is a smelly—don't wipe yourself—butt. So there.
Toni laughed, closed her diary, slid it into her nightstand drawer, and then got under the covers with a smile on her face. She soon drifted off to sleep, a dream forming behind her closed lids.
She was playing football with Paul, Jessica, Sara, Paddy, James, David, and Ursula.
Only Paddy was on the boys' team and they weren't kids anymore. Every time she was passed the football, Paul and Paddy ran towards her; fighting each other for the tackle. Each time one of them tackled her, they kissed her. When Paul kissed her, she spat in the dirt and slapped him. But when Paddy kissed her, she giggled.
***
Paul was writhing in his bed a few blocks away, sweat glistening on his body, a dream playing out behind his eyelids.
He lay beside Toni in her bed as she slept, his mind protesting what he was about to do, but his body arguing with a deep desire to have her.
From Toni's bedroom door, Antoinette stared at him, her lips moved, and fingers danced around in front of her. "The 17th year passed; the gift ripened. Eliminate the barrier, the bequest accepted." Antoinette shut the door behind her words.
The minute the door shut, he was adrift in a warm blanket of lust. He leaned forward and covered Toni's mouth with his. She moaned softly; the sound encouraging him. Her heartbeat pulsed in his head as he heard it accelerate. His hand moved over her hip and up under her breast. She arched her back and leaned into his hand. Her tongue slipped between his lips. She panted into his mouth as he rolled on top of her and then it was as if they were one soul, moving together, toward-
Paul jumped up, taking short fast breaths, his heart hammering in his chest. He slapped the lamp on the table beside his bed and the room filled with light. He rubbed his stomach, and looked at his wet hand. A groan escaped his lips, "Bartholomew! Did you do this?" Paul waited. No answer.
"Don't you go putting thoughts into my head! Dammit! I refuse to use my mentalist skills on Toni. I will not force her!" He brushed his damp hair out of his blue eyes and caught his angry reflection in the mirror over his dresser. "Answer me!"
When there was no answer a smile played on his lips. "It was just a dream, my dream. Not his." Paul threw his head back and laughed. "Great, just ten friggin' days left until she's legal. I keep dreaming like this and I'm not gonna make it."
"As long as we have an understanding," Antoinette's voice resonated in his head, repeating the final words she spoke in Toni's living room, and they wiped the smile right off his face.
"Shit!" 
He slapped the base of the lamp, throwing the room into darkness, punched his pillow into submission, pulled up the damp sheets and closed his eyes, willing the dream to return. But it was gone, except for the feeling of how much he wanted her and how good she felt underneath him.



Chapter Eighteen
Monday evening, Toni walked into the gym on Main Street in Reed City and stopped short just inside the doors, sliding the strap of her duffle bag over her shoulder. Music pulsed from speakers mounted near the ceiling in all four corners of the room. 
Great, my worst nightmare; a room full of guys AND girls and nowhere to hide. Mirrors lined every wall from floor to ceiling, and Toni's eyes wandered to a long row of stationary bikes facing the mirrors; men and women pedaled away as they watched themselves, and each other, in the reflection. Paddy wasn't one of the riders. 
Crap! Where is she? Toni nervously glanced at her watch, it was four-fifteen. 
She turned to the right wall where five treadmills and three rowing machines were getting a workout, but no Paddy. A large rack with round weights, dumbbells, and long metal bars stood against the left wall. Sweaty guys flirted with scantily clad girls as they hefted weighted circles and slid them on each side of a bar, propped over benches in front of the weights, but Paddy wasn't one of them, either.
In the center of the room, eight large shiny machines with balanced weights, and eight more free-weight benches alternated to form a square. Men and women stood in line waiting for their turn as they worked the circuit. That's where she spotted Paddy, surrounded by grunting, hissing people who were pulling, pushing, or curling weights.
Paddy had her left knee and hand on a black bench, her right foot on the floor, supporting herself, as she curled and lowered a dumbbell that looked way too heavy for her small arm. She sucked in a noisy breath each time she pulled the weight up alongside her breast, her arm muscles bulging, and hissed it out each time she lowered it. 
After twelve reps, Paddy laid the dumbbell down, reaching for a towel hanging from one of the metal braces protruding from either side of the bench. She gave her neck and face a wipe and then lifted a plastic bottle off the floor and took a long swig. 
Toni took a deep breath and hesitantly headed in Paddy's direction, excusing herself as she dodged moving machine parts and sweaty people.
Paddy put the bottle on the floor and tossed the towel on the bar, walked around to the other side of the bench, kneeled, and was about to pick up the dumbbell with her other hand when she noticed Toni.
Paddy stood and grinned. "You made it—already signed you in as a guest—go get changed." She smiled as she pointed to a door with a group of women in their twenties walking out. Gym bags in hand, they headed for the front desk. "You did bring something to workout in, right?" 
"Um...well, I didn't think I had to. I'm going to the library afterwards, so I dressed down." Toni blushed as Paddy eyed her with a grin. Her gaze moved from Paddy's grubby t-shirt and Speedo shorts, to her new Dockers, spaghetti strap tank, and very white Nikes.
"What's in the gym bag?"
"Books."
Paddy shook her head, a bigger grin spreading across her face. "Well you're gonna be the smelliest chick in the library later 'cause I'm gonna work your ass."
Toni felt her face heat up as she smiled back at her. "Thanks a bunch. I love you too." Did I just tell a lesbian that I love her? Christ, I'm an idiot! Toni laughed uncomfortably, pulled her eyes away from Paddy's, and looked around the room. "Where's Reggie?"
"She didn't come—too upset—well you know."
Toni jerked her eyes in Paddy's direction. "Oh, crap! I didn't, I mean I'm not the reason she-"
"Nope, Jessica also works out here, and she didn't want to run into her, especially with the text video floating around."
"What video?"
"Shit!" Paddy grabbed her towel and sat down hard on the bench. "You haven't heard about it—great!—just great—and I had to go open my big mouth."
Toni didn't say anything, she just stared at Paddy.
"They filmed the sploshing party, the one where your sister... Christ, Jessica is such a bitch!"
Toni let out the breath she'd been holding. "Oh no! They didn't? Sara's gonna be . . . I mean she would've been . . .  Have all of her friends seen it?"
"Reggie's livid."
"Why? Why is Jessica still doing this?"
"I have no idea, probably to screw with Reggie. Come on, don't let her get to you. Go put your stuff up; we'll beat the hell out of these weights and pretend it's Jessica's face we're tossing around."
Toni tried to smile. "Yep, I'm gonna be wilted by the time I get to the library, alright."
"Damn right!"
Toni sighed. "There has to be a way to stop her. I need to do something. But I can't do it alone. Do you think Reggie will get all bent out of shape if I make some waves? Could you call her and see if she wants to help? And what about you? You up for it?" 
"I'm in," Paddy said, grinning. "It's about time for Jessica to get knocked down a peg, and Reggie is just the one to do it. She'll be all over this, especially since it's your idea. She probably would have done something already, but she wouldn't want to hurt your family any more than... well you know."
"She isn't going to hurt me," Toni said. Jessica is gonna get hers one way or the other. "We need a plan."
"No shit," Paddy said, with a nasty smile. "I'll call Reggie, I bet she can come up with something."
"I just hope this doesn't upset her more," Toni said.
"Don't worry; it won't. In fact, it'll probably put a smile back on her face. So, you ready to kick some weights around?"
"You bet! I need to get that stupid video off my mind." Toni inhaled deeply through her nose and let it out slowly. 
"You're gonna be so sore tonight." Paddy nudged Toni playfully. She leaned down and pulled a cell phone out of a small fanny-pack lying on the floor under the bench.
Toni couldn't help but smile as she strutted off toward the locker room, feeling like she belonged for the first time in her life.
***
At the Farrell house, Bartholomew, in Rufus's body, was curled up on the foot of Toni's bed. He locked intense eyes on Sara as she mentally maneuvered a pen over the diary lying in front of him. 
Sara said, "I can't concentrate with Rufus staring at me like Sylvester stalking Tweety Bird!" 
Rufus slatted his lids.
Ruth and Martin stood beside the bed, both frowning at the cat.
"'E looks almost human, 'e does."
"I don't trust him," Martin said.
Rufus favored him with sarcastic aloofness.
"Three freakin' letters left," Sara said, her brows slammed together in concentration, "And it's taken me fifteen minutes to write one sentence, dammit."
Rufus rolled on his side, flipped his tail over the diary, swishing the tip at the pen.
Sara asked, "Does that damn cat have a grin on his face, or is it just me?"
"'Is lips do seem t'be reachin' fer 'is whiskers, they do." 
Rufus curled his tail around his hindquarters, purring. Sara took a deep breath and focused on the pen floating over the page.
Ruth and Martin pulled their eyes off the cat and stared at the page as the pen lowered and scribbled the last letter of necromancer, and, painstakingly slow, added IS, followed by a big exclamation mark at the end of the sentence.
Sara spun in a circle of smoke. "I did it! I'm so good! Jessica's in for some shit and Gran won't know what hit her when Toni asks what a necromancer is! This was a brilliant idea!"
Rufus hiked up his back, hissed and then jumped off the bed.
Ruth leaned over the diary. "About the Jessica part, dear, 'Jessica did Reggie'?"
The little tornado came to a halt and reformed. "She sure did! And as soon as Toni finds out about the video, she has some ammo to make her take it off the net!"
"Well, I'm sure y'know what yer doin', dear, but it seems unfinished, it does. Blessyerimpetuous'eart, y'should embellish a bit on exactly what the girl did t'this Reggie, y'should." 
"It means the little tart was intimate with Reggie, Ruth," Martin said, his eyes rolling in Sara's direction. "Evidently Jessica hasn't stepped out of the closet yet, either." 
"Out of the closet, dear?" Ruth queried.
"Forget it! Jessica is so screwed!" Sara laughed.
Martin let out a long breath. "You do know that Gran is gonna zero right in on us when Toni asks her what a necromancer is."
"She is so not! I can't talk to Toni, and she knows it!"
"Blessyeradolescence, dear, what if yer sister shows 'er the diary? I'm thinkin' a bit o'embellishment in that area is a-"
"Are we sure we want to do this?" Martin paced, fanning his hands in front of his chest.
Rufus sounded like a rumbling storm cloud.
"Oh, hell yes! Let's see if Gran can wiggle out of this one," Sara said, clapping translucent hands that made no sound. "We only have eight days until Toni turns eighteen. We have to do something!"
"I just want to go on record as saying; I am not likin' this whole idea of yours," Martin chided. "And can you puh-leease get the diary back in the drawer before the Wicked Witch of the West walks in?"
"'Bless'erMitralValveprolapsed'eart', we wouldn't want 'er t'find it before yer sister asks the dreaded question, we wouldn't."
"She won't," Sara said. "Piece-a-cake." 
"Would that be another ill-used phrase, dear?"
"Watch and learn," Sara said, lifting her arms, eyes concentrating on the diary as it hovered over the bed, gliding toward the drawer.
Rufus sauntered over to the door, scratched the wood with both paws, and meowed. 



Chapter Nineteen
Toni walked into her bedroom, Rufus meowing at her heels. She laid her duffle bag on the bed and pulled out the three YA novels the librarian had suggested when she'd queried about lesbian protagonists. 
The trip to the gym had given Toni more questions about the choices her sister had made, which only added to her confusion about her own sexuality.
Rufus pounced on the bed and began to purr as he rubbed his face and side across Toni's stomach, his tail flitting. She lifted Annie on My Mind, by Nancy Garden, and unconsciously ran her fingers over the cat's back while her eyes played over the cover with two girls holding hands, their foreheads pressed together. 
Toni took in a deep breath, set the novel down, and picked up a bright pink one, Sugar Rush, by Julie Burchill. Rufus hiked up his backside under her fingernails as she scratched just in front of his tail. He purred his approval as Toni read:
But then Kim meets gorgeous Maria (better known as Sugar) Sweet, queen of the 'Ravers', and falls instantly under her spell. Leaving her restrained, good-girl past far behind . . . 
Toni ran her hand over Rufus's back and down his tail until she ran out of cat. "Sounds like Sara, doesn't it fella?" 
Rufus meowed as if in agreement. Toni tossed the book down and picked up the third one, Keeping You a Secret, by Julie Anne Peters, and flipped it over, reading the back. First time I saw her was in the mirror on my locker . . . 
 . . . glimpse of her T-shirt . . .  IMRU?
Toni felt a rush of adrenalin and her arms got goose bumps. She laid down the book but couldn't take her eyes off the cover. The girl looked like Sara.
"What am I getting myself into, Rufus?" she asked, rubbing her arms. 
Rufus eyed her as though he was contemplating an answer.
She picked up Sugar Rush, stuffed the other two in the duffle, zipped it up, pulled it off the bed, and tossed it into her closet.
Toni laid the book on her bedside table and pulled off her clothes, tossing them on the floor as she headed for the bathroom. She turned on the water in the tub and poured in some rose scented bubbles.
Rufus watched her every move. 
Blushing, Toni covered her breasts as she sunk into the water. Great, now I'm uncomfortable around a cat. I'm hopeless. She playfully splashed Rufus as he hung over the tub, and instead of jumping back the cat sneezed, and then licked the water off his paws.
"You're so silly. Get down before you fall in the water," Toni giggled as Rufus nimbly padded along the tub's edge, avoiding her shooing fingers.
Rufus batted at the bubbles, shook his paw, and meowed over and over again, until she finally got out of the tub, toweled dry and then dressed in a long nightshirt. She climbed onto the bed and the cat curled up beside her.
Toni pulled out her diary and pen, flipped it to the last page and stared at the messy words written under her last entry: 'Jessica did Reggie. Ask Gran what a necromancer is!'
What the heck? When did I write this? It looks scribbled. Maybe I was sleep writing. But where did the word necromancer come from? And, Jessica did Reggie? Boy, is my mind wandering. Could someone else have written it? Yeah, right? Who? Gran? Mom? Nope, it was me. I'm losing it.
Rufus tried to hop on the diary, breaking her thoughts. Toni eyed the laptop sitting on her desk. She slid the diary into the drawer, got up and headed for the computer. 
Rufus jumped off the bed and ran in between her legs, rubbing against her shins. Toni staggered and jumped over the cat. "Rufus, you're gonna get stepped on," she giggled as she fired up the laptop. 
The cat leapt up, landed gracefully on the desk near the laptop, and swatted the lid shut.
"Are you smiling at me, you little stinker? You are!" Toni laughed at the cat's antics, ruffled the fur on his head, and then pulled him onto her lap as she sat on the chair in front of her desk. She opened the laptop, typed necromancer in the search field, and clicked the go button. 
Rufus vibrated against her stomach, kneading his claws on her nightshirt. Toni yelped, "Rufus! That hurts!" She slapped at his paws; and, when he quit digging, she rubbed his neck as she waited.
Wikipedia popped up first in a long line of sites. She clicked on it and began to read, "A form of magic . . . " 
Rufus hissed, jumped from her lap, and began to claw at the bedroom door.
Toni kept her eyes on the screen and absentmindedly got up and opened the bedroom door long enough for Rufus to scamper out before she closed it. 
Returning to the computer, she read,
"A form of magic in which the practitioner seeks to summon spirits? Huh."  . . . spiritual protection and wisdom? Black magic? Demon summoning? Creatures raised . . .  unnatural . . .  decay? Shamanism? "Calls on spirits such as the ghosts of ancestors in order to gain insight? Huh?" I know Gran believes in ghosts. But surely there's no such thing. I mean . . .  could this be possible? Why would I write necromancer in my diary? Did Gran?
Toni hovered the mouse over several sites, reading the description under each. "Game sites . . .  Amazon . . .  Books, books, and more books . . .  Warcraft? A game?" Toni took a deep breath and turned off the computer, shaking her head. Sounds like a bunch of crap to me. So why did I write it? And if I didn't, who did?
A knock on the door announced Gran just before she stepped into the room, Rufus behind her.
"Did you have a good time at the gym?" Gran asked, her eyes jumping from the laptop to Toni before she picked up Rufus.
"I sure did, but I think I'm gonna be sore tomorrow." Toni laughed. "I got a good workout though, and I can't wait until Wednesday. I'm going to start going three times a week. Mom said she'd pay for the membership." Should I ask her about the diary entry?
Toni did not see Sara waft through the bedroom wall over the dresser, followed by Ruth and Martin. 
Antoinette ignored the ghosts, her attention on Toni. "I hope you didn't put too much into it your first time."
Rufus wiggled out of Antoinette's arms, landed in front of Sara, sat primly, and stared up at her. Sara growled at the cat.
"It'll be all right, Gran," Toni said with a quizzical expression as she watched Rufus staring up at the dresser. "I took a hot bath and now I'm whipped. I thought I'd read and go to bed early." Ask her. What are you afraid of?
"Paul called," Gran stated, her eyes jumping from Toni's perplexed expression to Rufus hissing at the dresser. "I think he wants to take you to the bookstore tomorrow." 
"Can't you ever let up?" Sara asked. "I mean you have more than a week left before-"
"Oh Gran, I think I just want to put that off for a while. I really don't want to start up a relationship so soon after... Sara's death." I've got too many things on my mind. I need to stop Jessica. And I want to meet Reggie. I need to know what you have to do with a necromancer.
"See! She doesn't want to, Gran!" Sara said. Rufus leapt on the dresser, batting his paw through her ghostly form. Sara yelped and swatted at the cat. 
Antoinette picked up Rufus, walked over to the door, opened it, and set Rufus in the hall. He meowed and tried to get back in as she closed the door in front of him. 
Ruth took the opportunity to toss a jab for her own cause, namely the summoning of Martin's past blunder. "Now, now, dear, I'm thinkin' some acquaintance is necessary, bless'erlittlevirginsoul, I wouldn't think she'd be jumpin' at the bit ta-"
"Will you give it up!" Martin snapped. Ruth glared at him. 
"Well, after all, it's what Gran wants, dear," Ruth said, staring pointedly at Sara.
"And it's so not going to happen!" Sara yelled.
Antoinette ignored them. "I think Paul is just what you need, sweetie."
"Maybe next week. I want to concentrate on working out and getting to know my new friend better." Toni blushed.
"Oh look, she's blushing—young love—how sweet," Martin quipped.
"What new friend?" Sara said. "Tell me she wasn't at the gym with Reggie!"
Antoinette shot Sara a smile. "That would be Paul's sister?"
"Yeah, she's really something," Toni said. "She makes me laugh and she knows a lot about Sara." And I don't think Sara's death was an accident, Gran. I think she killed herself because of what Jessica did. And I mean to find out the truth. If I could only talk to my sister. Toni studied Antoinette. Can you really see ghosts Gran? Can you see Sara?
"Shit! Same thing!" Sara buzzed around Antoinette. "She's sure to meet Reggie if she hangs with Paddy! And she's gonna see the video! Stop her, Gran!"
"Perhaps you should turn the conversation around to Paul," Antoinette said, patting Toni's leg. "I'm sure Paddy would love to talk about her brother." 
"I want to know why Sara killed herself," Toni whispered. "I want to know who she really was." Can you talk to her, Gran? Oh this is stupid. Of course she can't. There's no such thing as ghosts, or necromancers. It's fantasy.
"Great! Why won't anyone listen to me?" Sara whipped around Antoinette in a disconnected mass of pink smoke. "I'm tellin' ya, if you want her and Paul to hook up-"
"I hear ya, dear." Ruth turned the knife. "But Gran knows best, she does."
Ruth and Martin exchanged a look with undertones of perceived disagreement.
"I know, sweetie. But maybe there is no 'why'," Antoinette said, "and if you surround yourself with sadness, well, it's not good for you, honey. Paul is such a nice boy. He has a good future, and he adores you."
Sara's form turned frosty. "Ya mean Bartholomew has a good future. Paul's just the how to guy."
"It just doesn't feel right, Gran," Toni said, unaware she nipped her sister's words. She shivered, rubbing her arms while looking into her grandmother's eyes. "Did the temperature drop or is it just me?'
"You bet your ass it did!" Sara huffed smoky icicles.
"Oh, look, she has another talent," Martin wisecracked. "Can you blow rancid smells too, honey?"
Clearly brewing anger, Antoinette calmly, slowly said, "I know you're grieving for your sister, but you need to try to continue with your own life, sweetheart. I know it's hard with Sara gone, it's hard for all of us."
"I am so not gone!" Sara snapped. "And this is all about you, Gran, and the friggin' necromancer thing. What about her? Doesn't anybody care about her? Were we just conceived to keep your legacy alive? I'm so sick of this shit!"
"We all care about 'er, we do." Ruth just wouldn't let up. Martin shot her a look that could've melted ice.
"Gran, do you know what a necromancer is?" There, I've asked.
Ruth gasped. Sara grinned. Martin whipped his head in Antoinette's direction and giggled nervously. 
Antoinette smiled as Toni lowered her head, then turned angry eyes loose on the three ghosts.
Sara hiccupped a puff of smoke. "We'll just give you two some privacy, K? See ya." She wiggled her fingers as she backed through the wall over the mirror. 
Martin and Ruth, by dints of flapping their arms and legs, loped through after her.



Chapter Twenty
Upstairs in the Farrell house, later that night, shadows flickered off the walls. A soft breeze floated in through the guestroom window, tickling the flames on the black candles burning on small metal trays around the room. Small tendrils of smoke circled up from several sticks of incense, filling the evening air with the aroma of Frankincense. 
Antoinette closed the spell book in her lap and smiled at the circle of salt drawn on the planks of the pine floor in front of the rocking chair where she sat. 
Rufus, curled on the floor by her feet, hooded his eyes when a small vortex opened within the circle. A gust of wind made the candles whisper with threats of quenching until Sara, Ruth, and Martin were sucked up through the floor and the vortex closed.
Rufus got up and sauntered around the circle of salt, an almost human smile on his face.
Antoinette studied the three ghosts. "I warned you, Sara. I'm afraid you've pushed me a little too far this time." 
Sara pulled herself into a standing position, glaring at the cat. "What the heck are you talking about?" she asked, jerking a smoke trail behind her head as she whipped it in Antoinette's direction. "And I don't appreciate being dragged into this damn circle again!"
Rufus sat facing Sara and made a wheezing, hiccupping kind of noise.
"Is he laughing at me?" Sara blurted, pointing at Rufus.
"Blessyerangrylittle'eart, I'm thinkin' y'should be quiet a moment, dear. This isn't the time fer yer temper t'get the best o'ya, it isn't. Yer Granny seems quite beside 'erself, she does." Ruth hiked up her ample frame to stand beside Sara.
Rufus did the hiccupping thing again.
"I don't give a shit!" Sara yelled, and then hissed at the cat.
Martin rose in a puff of smoke, fangs hanging from a translucent snarl. "I just want to say, I had nothing to do with any of this, so if you don't mind, I'll just excuse myself." He retracted his fangs, bolted toward the open window, and ricocheted off the walls of the shield three times, sending Ruth into a dither, before landing in a heap of disconnected smoke on the floor. He shook himself together, glared at Sara, and spat, "Swell! You little pepper pot! I told you this was a bad idea!"
The cat rolled on the floor, tummy convulsing, paws paddling in the air.
Sara kicked at the shield in front of Rufus. "Come on! Give it up why don'tcha!"
"And yet neither of you did anything to stop her," Antoinette chided.
"You ever try to stop her when she has her mind set?" Martin asked all animated hands and arms, a finger dancing in Sara's direction. "I made the suggestion, she merely tossed it aside."
"Yes, well, that she did, dear. In fact, she's tossed several o' our suggestions." Ruth gave Sara an 'I told you so' glance and turned to Martin. "But blessyerspiritshreddin'eart, that's no reason t'abandon ship, it isn't. I'd like t'point out, dear, that we're in this together, we are, no matter one o'us 'as nary a brain in 'er pubescent 'ead."
Sara growled at both of them. "Don't either of you know how to shut the hell up? I mean, you didn't even give me a chance to explain!"
Gran smirked at Sara. "You can't explain this away, Sara."
"I just wanted Toni to get Jessica to-"
Antoinette raised her hand, pointing a rigid finger at Sara. "I know perfectly well what you were trying to accomplish. And I've taken care of it . . .  this time. Toni thought she had written the entry herself after a bad dream. I encouraged that by explaining a necromancer is someone capable of talking to spirits. Namely you. Since Toni is searching for reasons for your death, it made sense to her. But if your little stunt comes back to haunt me when she receives the gift, you will all pay dearly. I'm sure you remember our little agreement?"
Rufus, his head held in an air of dignity, raised one brow, and grinned at them.
"Oh please, not the cat. I hate cats," Martin whined.
"Go on! Like that's gonna happen!" Sara said, matter-of-factly. "Bartholomew's inside of Rufus; there isn't room enough for all of us in there." 
"Y'are fergetten' the other place yer Gran mentioned, y'are," Ruth reminded her, with a bit of trepidation.
Rufus purred like gravel under a car's tires.
Martin exchanged a horrified look with Ruth, and the air in the room suddenly took on an atmosphere crowded with their dread.
"What other place?" Sara asked, "I don't remember any other place."
"Godblessyerselective'earin', I'm sure yer Gran is about t'enlighten' ya, she is."
Antoinette pulled a red ribbon protruding from the bottom of the book, opening it to a pre-selected page. "That I am, Ruth, and bless your intrusive souls, I believe in a few days all of you will be thinking twice about crossing me again."
"Oh, honey," Martin shook his head, his eyes as big as saucers, "I'm already there—always have been. Can I be excused, please?"
"Why are you such a suck up?" Sara huffed.
"Your blond—and I use the word loosely—mentality is about to get a very rude, and very ugly, wake up call," Martin mocked.
"I don't see what you two are freakin' out about," Sara said.
"Blessyerinterferin'little'eart, y'are not going t'like this, dear." Ruth shuddered.
Rufus began to wheeze and hiccup again, lost control of his leg muscles, fell to the floor, his paws rubbing his tearing eyes.
Antoinette smiled and began to chant:
"Demon spirit; guard of demented souls.
Accept three spirits into your fold.
Keep them enslaved until I summon.
Yours to taunt as they ponder devotion."
"Oh dear," Ruth cried. 
"What the hell?" Sara echoed, as the vortex opened beneath them. 
"Exactly! Well shit! Just shit!" Martin's exasperated voice echoed. And, in a puff of smoke, they were gone.
***
"This isn't hell. Where's the fire? Where's the man with horns in the red suit? Where the hell are we?" Sara asked the minute they were deposited on a cold, damp marble floor. 
A deep, masculine voice reverberated around the room, "They have arrived, my children."
A strange cachinnation came from the walls surrounding them; it rent the stale air, ascending into manic glee.
"Whoa. Just . . .  Whoa!" Sara grabbed her ears, her eyes big and round. "Ohmigod! Go on! What the heck was that?"
"No sense in gettin' all hysterical and whatnot," Ruth suggested. 
"Just keep in mind, they can't kill you," Martin said, his smoky eyes swelling over his eye sockets. 
"What can't kill me?" Sara asked, as voices gibbered and wailed. 
Flickering sconces created warped and ominous silhouettes as two shapeless figures shuffled and loped from square tiles lining the walls. They took on solid forms covered in tattered clothes as they both stumbled toward them. 
"It's been so long. Let me see, now. Come on, just a little peek," a middle-aged woman cackled, a blade buried to the hilt in her chest. Her eyes were swollen, oozing; her lips split and cracked as she twisted her mouth in a snarl. She shoved Ruth and hammered fists through her chest, then opened her mouth wide.
"I 'ate this part, I do." Ruth yelped, clamping her eyes shut, as the woman sucked Ruth's translucent form in through her mouth as though she were taking a drag off a cigarette and then slumped to the floor, closing her eyes with a smile on her face. 
Sara jumped. "Spit her out! Bitch, don't make me slap her out of you!" 
The woman didn't move her lips, but Ruth's voice floated from her body like music out of a bad set of speakers. "Bless'erpoorsoul, Sara, she can't 'elp 'erself, she can't."
"What? Back it up, Ruth, what the hell is happening here?" Sara screeched.
"All right, now that's enough lovie, blessyercarnivoroussoul, ya'ave got the picture. Spit me out, dear, now will ya?"
The woman clamped her hands over her mouth and shook her head.
"Spit out the old lady, NOW!" Sara screamed, her eyes on a young boy, his face and body bloated, his eyes begging as he staggered toward Martin.
"No sense in watchin' a movin' picture over and over again, dear," Ruth's voice echoed from inside.
"Ruth! I want answers!" Sara said, hovering over the woman.
Martin sidestepped the child. "Back off, kid, not the kind of suckage I'm fond-"
"Martin! Blessyercrudemouth, it's gonna be a long haul if y'just don't deal with this." Ruth's fingers wiggled out of the woman's chest wound, followed by the rest of her body. "Well it's always a disgustin' experience, it is, but nothin' can stop 'em I'm afraid." 
The kid reached for Martin and he whipped away, heading for the ceiling. "Not soon enough!" Martin yelped as the child bolted up after him. 
The masculine voice vibrated the walls with his laughter. "Enjoy them while you can, my children, because soon they will be gone."
"Can y'show yerself, dear, so's we can 'ave a little talk," Ruth asked, her eyes wandering around the walls of the room, "before y'go draggin' anymore peacefully dead and respectable ghosts from their well-earned graves, blessyerblacksoul?"
A deep throaty cackle echoed around the room.
"Or not," Martin said as the young boy dragged him to the floor, leapt on him, and grabbed his ghostly throat. "Okay, so get off. There you go. Back up." Martin flattened himself against the marbled floor. The boy tilted his head and opened his mouth. Martin screamed like a horror flick chick as the child sucked him in through his mouth.
Sara buzzed in front of Ruth. "What's going on?"
"They're temporarily zombies, they are," Ruth said. "See, by taking us in, they get to see into our souls, absorb the world as we've traversed it."
"Come! Come and partake, all of you," the voice announced.
Whispers and manic laughter assaulted the room as the walls exploded with smoky disconnected forms.
Sara covered her ears, her eyes jutting around the large dark room, peering through ghostly apparitions circling her. Granite walls wept with moisture and mold. Withered flowers drooped and clung to sconces, dead for as many years as the creatures that began to float out of the walls by the hundreds. "Okay, you are all in my personal space! I need a good two feet of air. Back the hell up right now or I'm gonna start flinging shit at all of you!"
Sara elbowed her way through the zombie-like ghosts as they began to take on a solid form and then bolted toward a big double door at the end of the room, only to bounce off, shaking her head. She tried another wall with the same results, backed up and tried another, and then spiraled toward the ceiling, only to ricochet back to the floor.
"Although that's terribly amusing, you think we should enlighten her?" Martin asked Ruth as he corkscrewed his body out of the boy's ear.
"Give 'er a minute, dear, I'm thinkin' she needs t'blow off some steam, she does." 
"Well, shit! There isn't a way out!" Sara hit the doors again several times before floating into the center of the room, both hands inside her hips. 
A balding old man wearing a dirty black suit, a young girl holding a rag doll, her blond hair tangled about the shoulders of her dingy white dress, a woman with half her face missing, and a teenager covered in cuts and big purple bruises, an automobile windshield-wiper protruding from his chest, all plummeted Sara with their mouths open wide, driving her to the floor.
"Gran! I'm gonna kill you when you let us out of here!" Sara's echoed screams filled the room as she was sucked into the teenager.
"That might just be an option, dear," Ruth offered, "if y'care t'experiment with Gran's spell book, that is. Y'know we can't move on 'til we put Bartholomew in 'is rightful place, and if 'e gets inside o'yer sister it will be too late, dear."
"Okay! All right already! I'll try it, dammit!" Sara echoed from inside the teen's body. 
"Ruth! We summon your dead guy first," Martin squealed as he was pulled into another body, only to bolt out a second later, screeching like an overzealous maniac.
"How ya doin', Martin?" Sara asked with a snarl as she wiggled her way over the windshield-wiper blade.
The balding old man grabbed Sara, opened his mouth, and she squealed, "I am so ready to hit that book!" The zombie-like creature sucked Sara in through his nose. "Oh yuck! Nothing like a petrified nasal cavity to make a girls day!"
Ruth let out a yelp when another zombie drew in his breath and her words echoed off the walls as she disappeared. "Martin, yers is a better choice, 'e is, and well mine . . .  'E's not. Y'ave t'trust me on this one, dear," Ruth's muffled voice enlightened.
"Oh-give-me-a-break!" Martin yelled, dropping his fangs as he bounced off a wall trying to dodge another attack. 



Chapter Twenty-one
It was Wednesday afternoon and Toni stood in front of her bed with her cell phone hanging from her ear as she tossed some lip-gloss into her purse. "Reggie still on for tonight?"
"Yep," Paddy answered, "But Reggie doesn't want to talk about the Jessica shit at the gym." 
"Why?" Toni asked.
"She has something on Jessica she wants to show us and Jess and her friends go to the gym a lot in the summer. So can you meet us at the mall entrance in about two hours?"
'Jessica did Reggie' popped out at her from the open diary on the bed. Probably so not true. I mean I wrote it. "Actually, I was just headed to the library. I had a marathon read and finished three books in two days. Can you meet me at the library?" 
"The library? None of the Sploshers ever go there. Go figure, right? Oh, Reggie's gonna love that. Hold on, she just walked in," Paddy said and Toni heard her yell, "She's on her way to the library right now. You wanna meet her there before we go to the mall?" 
Toni heard a mumbled reply and then Paddy said, "Come on! How bad can it be? And it's less public than the mall. Hell, Jess could be there!" More mumbling, then Paddy said, "We'll meet ya at the library, Toni."
"You sure? Hold on . . .  crap . . .  I still have to ask if I can borrow the car. I know Mom doesn't have anything until her hair appointment later, so I'll have to be home early."
"It's cool," Paddy giggled. "See ya in a few."
Toni clicked the cell closed, opened it again, and copied Paddy's number to her contact list, then tossed the cell into her purse. She tucked the diary in the drawer of her bedside table, and headed for the stairs but stopped in front of the mirror on the back of her bedroom door. She fluffed long red curls, straightened the short tank top that matched her green eyes, turned sideways and sucked in her stomach over jean shorts that rested low on her hips. Why am I suddenly so worried about how I look? She thought as she puckered her glossed lips and batted her darkened lashes. She glared into her reflected eyes as she whispered, "You are not like Sara. You will come to terms with . . .  oh hell, with what?" She looked down at the books in her hands and sighed.
***
Antoinette walked into the kitchen and found Belle stirring a pot of tomato sauce on the stove. Her streaked hair was fashioned in a ponytail, a pair of faded jeans hugged her shapely hips, and a capped sleeved, red t-shirt snuggled her chest. 
Rufus rolled over under Belle's bare foot as she wiggled her toes in his fur. 
"I thought you didn't like that cat," Antoinette said. Rufus gave her a weary glance.
Belle turned and casually asked, "Is Bartholomew still captive inside Rufus?" 
"Yes. Why do you ask that?" Antoinette locked eyes with the cat.
Belle set the large spoon on a dish in the center of the stove, wiped her hands on a dishtowel, and turned to Antoinette. "I was just wondering if you should let him out so we have more control over Paul. Toni hasn't seen him since he came over the other day." 
Rufus turned his head away from Antoinette's gaze, flapped his tail on the tiled floor, his motor running. 
"All in due time," Antoinette said, still watching the cat.
"What's Sara up to? Has she been keeping an eye on Paul?"
"No, I gave her something else to do," Antoinette answered with a smile. She sat down at the table and adjusted her paisley silk caftan around skinny legs, and then reached up to tuck a curl of stray hair behind her ear, gray eyes locked on Rufus.
Rufus's chest rumbled as he met her gaze again.
With a look of concern, Belle said, "I'm worried about Sara. If she can possess a human, we should be thinking about her in regards to Paul now that Bartholomew is not in possession of him. That's what I'm getting at. What if she's been manipulating the boy?"
"I've been able to control her . . . manipulations, and have-"
"I know," Belle interrupted, "but lately I've been having . . .  thoughts . . .  dreams about her loyalty and unexplained abilities. Are you sure she's willing to assist us? Because I had a dream last night and-"
"Was Rufus sleeping with you last night?"
Rufus got to his feet, flipped his ears back, and glared at Antoinette.
"Yes, he was. You don't think Bartholomew..."
"I do."
They both stared at Rufus. He stiffened his tail, his snout bobbing; and, with an air of indifference, sauntered over to the door as Toni walked into the kitchen. He began to rub his side against her ankles, meowing obnoxiously, his butt hiked in the air, tail beating her legs.
Belle and Antoinette locked a glance for a second before they both turned to Toni.
"And what are you up to?" Belle asked.
Toni gave the cat a scratch behind the ear. "I'm on my way to the library to meet Paddy and Reggie." She hugged the books closer to her chest. Please don't ask me any questions. I just want to get the heck out of here.
"I'm so glad you've made some friends, sweetie," Belle said, with a directed glance at Antoinette.
Okay, that's hopeful. "Paddy's really nice and she knew Sara. I can't wait to meet Reggie, she-"
"Have you talked to Paul lately?" Antoinette asked, her eyes on the novel titles peeking out from under Toni's arms.
Great! Here it comes. I'll be stuck here forever. "He called earlier. We're going to his father's bookstore Saturday," Toni said hurriedly, and then asked, "Can I borrow the car, Mom? I'll be home early so you can get to your appointment on time."
"Sure you can," Belle said, pointing at the car keys on the kitchen counter. "Also, I wondered if you'd like to invite him to dinner, tonight. I'm making your favorite."
Shit Shit Shit! Like that's so not going to happen. No more interrogations. "Um, well, I'm . . .  ugh, well, he has plans tonight, and besides I'm going to work out later, so maybe some other time?" 
"How about your new friends? You could ask them," Antoinette suggested.
Oh hell no. Sure, like I can just see me saying, 'Nice to meet'cha Reggie and how about dinner with my mom and grandmother tonight. Like that is so not going to happen, either. How the heck would Sara handle this? She'd run and not turn back. "I haven't even met Reggie, Gran, and I just don't feel comfortable asking them to dinner yet. Okay?" Toni plucked the keys off the kitchen counter and headed for the front door. 
"Dinner will be at seven, does that give you enough time for your workout?" Belle called after her.
"Yep, that's fine," Toni shouted over her shoulder as she opened the front door. 
Belle squinted at Rufus. "Well at least we know she'll be seeing Paul Saturday. Are you sure you don't want to let Bartholomew out?"
"Not quite yet," Antoinette answered, glaring at the cat. "And, dear, I think you should go back to your natural hair color. Those orange stripes do nothing for your skin color."
***
Fifteen minutes later, Toni walked up to the doors of the library and saw Paddy and Reggie standing on the other side. She gasped, and paused. 
"First time I saw her . . . " Toni opened the door and stared at Reggie. "Her eyes met mine." She shook her head to clear her thoughts. She's beautiful. And Sara was...
"Hi." Reggie smiled. "You don't even look like your twin sister." She looked almost relieved. 
Her body was tall, lean and muscular. Her hair, raven black, cut extremely short and choppy. Jagged pieces fell randomly across her forehead, others reached for her high cheekbones, and in places it stuck up on the top of her head, making her look like she'd just jumped out of bed.
Toni's mind reeled with the soft curve of Reggie's breasts—the small ripple of flesh over the top of her low-cut jeans—her sensuous grin, but she blurted, "You're black!" Ohmigod, migod, migod, I didn't just say that! 
Reggie's cocoa-brown eyes got big and round, she hit the wall beside her with her palm, and gasped. "No shit? Goddammit, black, and gay! I'm so screwed!" 
Toni couldn't move. Say something you idiot! "I . . .  um . . .  I'm . . . "
Reggie's eyes twinkled mischievously as she stared at the books that Toni held in a death grip against her chest. "So you cramming for finals?" Reggie held her full lips in a big grin as she pointed her finger at her own t-shirt. "Cuz, I'd make a good study partner."
Toni's jaw hung inches from her chest as she absorbed the script on Reggie's black shirt: 'Nobody Knows I'm a Lesbian.' Okay, so how do I follow that? "Um, well I . . .  I mean," she mumbled, "I . . .  I was just . . . um, wanted to..." Christ, untie your tongue, will ya! 
Reggie pointed a thumb at Toni and turned to Paddy. "Does it actually talk?" 
Paddy rolled her eyes. "Will ya cut her some slack. You're scaring the hell out of her."
Toni's eyes walked down Reggie's glistening muscular arms, settling on her dangerously tight Levi SilverTabs. She raised her eyes, and found a contagious smile on Reggie's lips. 
"You look like you're hungry," Reggie said.
Toni burbled a giggle and felt heat color her cheeks. What the hell am I thinking? Sara and Reggie doing . . .  Crap! So NOT going there! 
"Come on," Paddy said, shaking her head as she headed down the hall leading into the library. "Quit giving her shit—we got business to take care of."
Toni followed, feeling awkward as Reggie fell in beside her.
Reggie tapped the books Toni held. "If you're really interested in what your sister was all about, I have some nonfiction books, brochures, and a club I can suggest."
"Um . . . okay . . .  well, that would be nice," Toni stammered. Nice? Oh man, that’s so lame. I wish I could be more like Sara. Where's my wit when it comes to actually talking? Terribly aware of Reggie's closeness, she sidled a few inches away as she deposited her books on the librarian's desk.
"Ya know it's not contagious, right?" Reggie laughed.



Chapter Twenty-two 
"So, ya want me to show you what I got on Jessica, or you wanna talk about your sister and me first?" Reggie asked, locking eyes with Toni as she slid into a chair at a table in the back of the library.
Toni pulled out the chair next to Paddy with a shaky hand and just about fell into it. This is so awkward. I want to hear about my sister, but . . . 
"I say we hop right on Jessica." Paddy tucked her long bangs behind her ear and studied both girls.
Toni glanced around nervously. An older woman adjusted her spectacles on the bridge of her nose and jerked her gaze from their table to a book as she pulled it from a shelf. A group of junior high kids huddled together and quickly turned back to the computer in front of them, whispering giggles.
The librarian checking in the novels Toni'd just returned was seated at the counter across from the computers. When Toni looked in her direction the woman quickly diverted her gaze and lowered her head.
They're all watching us. Toni stiffened and immediately chastised herself. Why am I so concerned about whose looking at us? I feel like I'm doing something wrong, that's why. How stupid is that? I mean we're just sitting in a library, for God's sake. Is Reggie supposed to hide her sexuality? Is this what Sara felt like? 
She turned to Reggie, studying the printed words on her t-shirt, 'Nobody knows I'm a Lesbian'. Is this what you get everywhere you go? Well, I won't put you under a microscope. "You know, you don't need to justify your relationship with my sister. It's really none of my business. Why don't you just tell us what you have on Jessica?"
Reggie's eyes sparkled and she gave her a saucy grin. "Chicken." She splayed her fingers on the table in front of her; the contrast of her dark brown skin against the light oak made Toni think of her sister's skin next to Reggie's. A tingle ran swiftly up her spine, a shudder following it.
"Look," Reggie said, studying her own hands, "let's get the shit with me and your sister out of the way." She lifted her head and locked eyes with Toni. "I fell in love with Sara the minute I met her, but your sister'd just turned seventeen. I was starting my freshman year at Ferris, and I knew she was too young and totally inexperienced. I mean, even though the minor sex thing in reference to lesbians doesn't apply here in Michigan, well . . .  shit, I still have my principles."
Without her consent, Toni's eyes jerked around nervously as Reggie spoke. Will you concentrate on what she's saying and stop being so . . .  so like Sara and her damn drama-queen friends!
"But your sister kept on coming back. We talked about how I knew I was a lesbian, my first sexual experience, school, her friends; hell, everything. She was attracted to me—I could feel it—but she just couldn't get past the whole, 'being accepted' thing." Reggie made quote marks with her fingers and then studied the bookshelves behind Toni. "Kinda redundant since none of those girls or guys she hangs with can accept anyone for more than an hour. High school's like the fricken 'Wild Wild West' on hormones."
Toni sighed. Poor Sara. Why didn't she talk to me about her feelings? Did she really kill herself because of all of this?
"Anyway, I stepped back—figured she'd come around . . .  and . . .  well shit, Paddy drags my ass to that damn sploshing party, next thing ya know I'm pushin' aside my morals—I lost it—and-" Reggie raked her fingers through her hair and then slapped the table. "Dammit, I screwed up; shouldn't of never let it happen. I was so wrapped up in your sister. I played right into their hands."
"We both did," Paddy said, reaching over to rub Reggie's arm.
Toni whipped her head in Paddy's direction. "Whaddaya mean?"
Paddy ran her tongue over her upper teeth, grimacing. "Jessica told me about the party, and casually mentioned that your sister was going to be there. She was baiting me and I fell for it. The brainy idea to bring Reggie along was totally my screw up."
Toni's eyebrows reached for each other. "What reason would Jessica have for messing with Sara? It must be good because she's still doing it." 
"I have no clue," Paddy answered. 
Reggie cocked a brow and snorted, shaking her head. "Girl, open yer eyes 'fore ya fall over your own feet. It's 'cause the bitch is jealous of Sara. Man, she needs some serious couch time."
"Why?" Toni asked. They've been friends since grade school. They hung out all the time.
"It's all about that prick, David," Reggie barked. "He was hitting on Sara, like all over the place—and Jessica—she just had ta have what Sara had. Then, after she found out Sara was all up on me, Jessica started comin' on to me, thinkin' maybe David'd think he was gonna get his rocks off with both of us and toss Sara to the curb."
Ohmigod, 'Jessica did Reggie', the mysterious entry in Toni's diary echoed in her mind. "Did you . . . were you . . .  with both . . . um . . . that is..." I was so not going to ask that question, was I? She felt heat rise up her neck and knew her face would be blood red in a heartbeat.
Reggie tossed a thumb in Toni's direction, a nod in Paddy's, and said, "There she goes again, soundin' like my Jeep when it's runnin' outta gas, and it looks like she's overheatin' too." 
Paddy giggled, her crystal-blue eyes sparkling.
Reggie shook her head at Toni. "Woman, the first thing you gotta grab on to if ya plan on hanging with us is, we say it like we see it and nobody gets up on anybody for it, so spit it out."
Toni's eyes got as round as quarters. Ohmigod, I just can't come out and ask her if she's had sex with both David and Jessica after her professing her love for my sister! 
Toni noticed Paddy turning red too, but it was because she was trying to hold back a laugh. Oh, come on, just ask. I 'm acting like a grammar school kid!
Reggie sucked on her top left molar, rolled her eyes, slapped the table, and gave her head a shake. "Spit it out, bitch. You wanna know—you gotta ask."
Toni filled her lungs with air and blurted, "So did you sleep with David and Jessica, or what?"
Reggie's lips turned up and she burst out laughing. "First of all, I don't do dicks, and no, I didn't do Jessica either. Would you?" 
"Of course not . . .  I . . .  um . . .  I . . .  I mean, it's not because she's a . . .  and I'm-" I just want to run and hide. I'm digging a hole here. "I mean . . .  well . . .  um . . .  it's because she's . . .  Jessica's just . . .  well . . .  not nice."
Reggie watched Toni squirm for a heartbeat and then smiled. "Have you taken any public speaking classes at school? Speech class, maybe?" 
"We had Speech together last year," Paddy chimed in, "and although we didn't know each other, I did notice that she did turn in all her homework."
Reggie grinned at Toni. "I'm thinkin' ya should take it again."
Toni grinned back, thinking, I'm beginning to feel like one of the girls. "I'm thinking by the end of the summer I won't need it."
"Okay, enough playing around—time to get down to business," Paddy giggled. "What exactly do you have on Jessica? Hope it's good because I so want to bring her smartass down."
Reggie pulled out her phone, clicked a few buttons, and handed it to Toni. 
Paddy jumped off her chair and placed her chin over Toni's shoulder and they silently stared at the screen. In unison they lifted their eyes to Reggie and both whispered, "No way!"
"Yep, LOL smiley face, Jessica texts me, says she wants to sex me. And I kept every one of them. Hit the down key. There's more."
Toni fiddled with the down arrow and they both gasped. 
"Ohmigod!" Paddy squealed, then leaned in closer and said, "Like, she's so totally naked! And is that a . . . a . . . " Paddy's eyes searched around the room, she put her delicate fingers over her mouth and added, "In her hand? Is that what I think it is? Oh God . . .  and she's . . . " 
Toni felt her pulse quickened. Her cheeks heated up, but she couldn't take her eyes off the picture. I wonder if Sara knew about these texts and this video? Is that the reason Sara—I sure can't ask Reggie, now can I? 
Paddy raised her hand up, palm facing Reggie. Reggie slapped it and they both burst into laughter. 
Toni covered her mouth. "This is very nasty." But at least we have something on her. This should even things out. Yesssssssss!
Paddy reached for the phone. 
Toni pulled it away. "Na'ah, I get to check the rest of this out first." 
Paddy giggled and tried to grab the phone again and they were off and running around the bookshelves. That lasted about two minutes before the librarian hammered the bell on her desk and shot them a look that was all dueling eyebrows. 
The boys at the computer were shaking their heads, thumbs in the air, big grins on their faces.
This is the first time in my life that I've felt like I was part of something, Toni thought as she slid back into her chair, all three of them giving the librarian a 'sorry' smile.
The boys burst into laughter—the librarian cleared her throat rather loudly—and the guys turned back to the computer with grins and side glances.
"You ain't good for her," Reggie said, as Paddy flopped back into her chair with a big grin.
"So what's the plan," Toni asked, smiling at Reggie. "We gonna forward this to every kid at school, or put it on the net?"
Reggie shook her head. "I'm not stoopin' ta her level. Her group of food sucking bimbos are planning another sploshing party before school starts, an' I thought we'd attend. You can watch me snuggle up close to her, tongue a strawberry out of her mouth, flip the cell open, and then ask her if she wants to cut the shit with Sara, or have me start textin' the clip of 'er diddlin'-"
"Okay, so we got it," Toni said, wiggling in her chair and turning red again.
"Girl, you betta have the talk with home boy," Reggie scoffed in Paddy's direction, nodding at Toni. "Does the boy know he's datin' a virgin?"
Ohmigod, she-so-did-not just go there! Toni's eyes darted around the library.
Paddy shrugged her shoulders. "I'm not telling my brother anything; I'm sure he'll figure it out." 
Are they actually just sitting here calmly talking about my lack of sexual experience?
Reggie grinned. "Yeah, well, tell him we'll break his face if he hurts her."
"Okay, so I am so not going to sit here and listen to this conversation!" Toni said.
"Hey, so what if you’re a virgin," Reggie said. "I've been there, and Paddy's still there." 
Toni's mouth dropped open and Paddy started laughing. "Just because I'm a lesbian doesn't mean I'm sexually active."
Toni blushed, and blurted, "Of course it doesn't!" Her voice escalated as she went on, "I just thought I was the only virgin going into the twelfth grade."
Typing abruptly stopped, conversations cut off, the book cart wheels stopped squeaking, and they suddenly had everyone's attention again.
As the librarian ambled their way, Toni hid her face behind her hands, and moaned, "We should've met at the mall. I'll never be able to show my face here again."
Paddy and Reggie burst out laughing. 



Chapter Twenty-three
Antoinette followed the chalk circle she'd just drawn on the floor with a trail of salt. When the circle was complete, she checked her compass, knelt, lit a light blue candle signifying understanding, and placed it outside the circle in the southern most position. She placed some rosemary next to the candle to denote loyalty.
Moving to the east she used a purple candle, accompanied with a sprinkle of fennel; it ensured a good purification of ambition, power, and family business dealings.
A dark blue candle placed north was for impulsiveness; with a dusting of dried plantain to cleanse. On the west side, she lit a yellow-green candle and added some comfrey to heal discord, jealousy, and anger.
Rufus, still housing Bartholomew, lay on the bed, tail slapping the flowered quilt, ears flat against his head.
Antoinette got up and removed a wide-mouthed jar from the dresser containing an assortment of stones: jade, bloodstone, lapis lazuli, feldspar, coral, amber, and a few others; some aiding wisdom, some protection, and others, psychic abilities or the stimulation of dormant Kundalini energy. Antoinette set the jar in her lap, one hand rolling in the rocks, the other opening her spell book as she chanted.
Understanding is my goal,
Bring back three purified souls.
Obedience will no longer be denied.
A lesson learned, the three shall abide.
Ruth Wellington, 
Martin Perkins, 
Sara Maestro-Farrell, 
I command your spirits into my circle.
The candles flickered as the air in the circle sucked like a vacuum, picking up bits of dust off the wooden floor and tossing them around.
Rufus hiked up his back and hissed, spitting and growling at the circle.
A loud pop announced the arrival of Sara, Ruth, and Martin. Their translucent forms blended in a churning sphere of smoke until they reformed into three separate entities and stood, staggering in the center of the circle.
The cat jumped from the bed and paced the circle, tail jerking over his rump.
"Welcome back," Antoinette said, "I do hope you've all learned something."
"What day is this?" Martin inquired meekly.
Antoinette smiled. "Friday, the twentieth."
"Five freakin' days Gran! What the hell?" Sara yelled. "Come on! I mean, an hour down there would've done it!"
"Now, now dear, blessGran'sbenevolentsoul, the point was well earned, it was. And I'm thinkin' y'should'ave listened t' yer-"
"Shut up, Ruth! Just shut the hell up!" Sara spat. "Look at me! I . . .  I'm . . .  I feel so . . .  defiled."
Rufus hiked up his back and bounced sideways, away from the circle.
"Sara, you're workin' me!" Martin said. "I'm not going back, so knock it down a notch!"
"Knock it down? I just spent five days in Hell! I am so NOT going to knock it down a notch!" Sara zipped in and out of Martin, drawing shrill squeaks from him, as he attempted to bat her away.
"She had no right to send us there and you know it!" Sara spat, hovering in front of Martin. She whipped around and faced her grandmother. "Just who do you think you are?"
"I could have sent you there for an eternity, Sara," Antoinette chided. "Are you ready to behave, or do I need to send you back?"
Sara puffed out her cheeks and blew a trail of smoke at her grandmother. "Fine! Just fine! I hear ya, Gran! Loud and clear!" Sara scowled at her grandmother. "So what are you going to do now?"
Antoinette smiled, raised a brow, and turned toward the cat. "I'm going to take Bartholomew out of Rufus and all four of you are going to make nice," Antoinette said, her facial expression becoming stern as she marked all of them with a nod, "because I need all of you to accomplish my plans."
Rufus sat, curled his tail to within reaching distance, pawed it to his mouth, and licked long trails to the tip.
"What exactly are your plans?" Martin asked, as he brought his hands together in front of a weak smile, fingers lightly tapping in and out of each other. "I'd like a precise list of dos and don'ts, if you don't mind."
"Let's get everyone in the circle first, shall we?" Antoinette's eyes fell on the cat as she began chanting, Her fingers drew a counterclockwise trail in the air to undo the ward she'd placed on Rufus. A puff of acrid smoke began to form and Bartholomew appeared in the center of the circle.
Rufus shook his head, sniffed the air, and began to groom his belly under his left leg.
Bartholomew smiled. "Ruth, Martin, nice to make your acquaintance again."
Ruth wafted back against the shield of protection until she couldn't go any further and appeared to be two dimensional, floating mid-air.
Martin's fangs slipped from his gums and he hissed at Bartholomew, but quickly retracted them and joined Ruth.
Sara exploded, "You freakin' made me slit my own throat! I am so gonna kick your old decrepit ass back to Hell where it belongs, even if it kills me!" She flew at him at warp speed, passed through, hit the shield, and ricocheted back through him only to bounce off the other side of the shield and land in a disorderly pile at his feet.
Bartholomew leaned over the muddle. "Hello, Sara. Sorry for your unfortunate, yet necessary, demise."
The mess formed a funnel cloud, tapered, and reshaped until Sara stood before the soothsayer. Brows slammed together, she screamed a war cry, jerked her arms straight up, and a maelstrom turned the inside of the circle into a hurricane of gale-force wind that churned the entities into a whirling cluster of turbulence and a cacophony of screams, screeches, and howls.
Antoinette jumped off the rocker. "That will be enough, young lady, or I will send all of you to Hell in a heartbeat to sort this out amongst yourselves!"
The inside of the circle settled, depositing all of them on the floor in a jumbled heap of translucent color.
"What's done is done and cannot be changed," Antoinette announced. "But the future holds reprisal for all of you if you cannot get along. Do I make myself clear?"
All four reformed and stood, none uttered a word, contempt drawn on everyone's face, except Bartholomew's. He smiled at Antoinette.
Rufus jumped on the bed and eyed them with an air of disinterest before he stretched out a hind leg, grabbed it in one paw and continued his bath.
"All right, that's much better," Antoinette said. "Toni will be eighteen Tuesday and we all have a lot to accomplish in four days." 
She turned to Bartholomew. "Tonight, you will enter Paul so he knows you are still watching him. Then tomorrow morning, you will return to me because I want to be able to enter Paul's dreams for the next two nights. The night before her birthday, you will enter him again and demand that he become intimate with her so you are able to gain the knowledge you wish to learn. Tell him you will not possess him during the intimacy."
Bartholomew rumbled.
Antoinette raised her brow. "You would not be able to experience the interlude, Bartholomew. She will not receive the gift until several hours after she has sex with Paul."
Bartholomew frowned and nodded.
Antoinette turned to the others. "Paul is taking Toni to his family's bookstore tomorrow and you three will join them and report their actions to me tomorrow night."
Antoinette bobbed her head pointedly at Sara. "Under no circumstances are you to enter the boy, try to make contact, or influence him in anyway. I could spell you, Sara—I could let Bartholomew possess Paul for the event—but I don't need to because if you do anything to stop this, you will find yourself in that crypt for the rest of your spirit life. And that's a promise."
Sara squirmed. "I'm not going back there."
"That remains to be seen," Antoinette warned.
"Well, I know I'm not," Martin said. "I'll squeal like a pig if you even look like you're gonna screw up."
"Shouldn't one o'us keep an eye on Toni when she's alone?" Ruth enquired, "Bless'erinnocentyoung'eart, I'd think ya'd want t'know what she's up t', I would."
"Yeah, let me run with Toni," Sara suggested. "I want to see if she's workin' on that video."
Antoinette tilted her head to one side, and smiled at Sara. "Let's see how you behave tomorrow and I'll give your request some consideration."
Gran got up from the chair and sliced the salt circle with her foot. Bartholomew immediately wafted out and disappeared. "You have one night to roam around town, Sara. Maybe you should use it wisely."
"I am so on it!" Sara said, and stepped though the guestroom wall. Ruth followed.
Martin's eyes played casually over the room, across the spell book on the rocking chair, and stopped on Antoinette. "What will you be doing tonight? I mean, I need to know where you are in case Sara comes up with another stupid idea."
Antoinette favored him with a smile. "Thank you for asking. It shows initiative, Martin. I will be taking in dinner and a movie with my daughter. If you need me, simply whisper my name and I will summon you. Your loyalty will not go unrewarded."
Martin nodded and left the room, his form engaged in a smoky quiver. He headed to Sara's old bedroom.
The minute Martin passed through the bedroom door, Sara whispered, "So what's she up to tonight?"
Martin rolled his eyes. "No sweat, she's going out with your mother. We can hit the spell book when they leave."
An air of uncertainty passed from Ruth to Martin. "Blessyerconnivin'nature, what're y'not tellin' us dear?"
"Nothing. She just said that if I needed her, I just have to whisper her name and she'd summon me. That's all. So nobody should whisper her name."
"Why? What made her say that?" Sara's lids dropped.
Martin squirmed. "Well I had to say something. I asked her where she'd be in case you got all stupid again."
"What the hell?" Sara said.
Martin got all huffy. "Hey, I'm the one that stuck his neck out. I had to make it believable."
"Y'know, dear, I'd like t'remind y'we need Sara, we do. Y'want t'pass on, don't cha? Only way t'do that, Martin, is t'send Bartholomew back t' 'ell. And we can't do that, dear, not without Sara."



Chapter Twenty-four
"I said it right the first time, Ruth! It's still not working," Sara ground out, hovering over the spell book on the bed in the guest room.
"Well, y'mouthed the summonin' spell quite well, y'did, but I'm thinkin' y'need t'put a little more feelin' in t' it, ya do."
"Feeling? Gimme a break. Look, I've spit out this stupid chant three times. No dead guy. Maybe I'm not a necro-whatever."
"Ya think?" Martin said. "Give it up, Ruth. The kid doesn't have what it takes."
Ruth paid Martin no mind. "Sara, y'don't have t'be a necromancer t'summon a ghost, dear. And since yer family's book clearly explains the necromancer gift passes with the first sexual encounter, and only if said sexual encounter is after the year o'eighteen, I'm thinkin' this summonin'll purely 'ave t'do with yer ghostly skills, it will."
"Which she clearly does NOT have," Martin huffed.
Sara blew out her cheeks and then ground her teeth. "Are you sure his name is Philly Sheeo?"
Martin turned bright pink and fidgeted with the only garment on his body—his undies. He ran a hand up his bare chest, over his neck, across his face, and flipped his blond bangs out of his eyes.
"Martin, I know that look," Ruth warned.
"Well, that's how he introduced himself. He walked up, licked his lips, and said, 'Philly Sheeo,' then smiled and added, 'and you?' I stuck out my hand and the rest is history."
"Oh-my-God, you did sooo not just go there?" Sara whipped across the bed so fast the pages of the spell book flapped in her wake. "And I totally missed it and used that stupid name three times! You shit! I bet you think that's funny as hell." She tried to slap Martin but her hand only buggered up the shape of his shoulder.
Martin brushed at his tightie-whities like he had no idea what Sara was talking about.
Ruth's head bounced from one to the other. "I'm thinkin' I'm missin' somethin', I am. Would one o'y'like t'enlighten me?"
"NO!" they both shouted.
Sara, her hands fanning the pages of the book, addressed Martin. "Give up the name, missy!"
"Why can't we just call your dead guy?" Martin glared at Ruth, hand on hip. "I don't want to see that horrid vamp again, ghost or no ghost! What if he's mad at me? What if he—he was very strong, Ruth, and-"
Ruth shook her head. "I've told ya, Martin, mine was just a boy, 'e was, and yers did 'ave some supernatural powers, 'e did."
Martin dropped his incisors. "So! I do too! How's that worked for ya?"
"Will one of you give me a name?" Sara snapped.
"Fine!" Martin whined. "But when he gets here, if he tries anything, I'm whispering the name of you know who!" Martin shot Ruth a timid look, flapped his arms, shook his hips and shrilly mewed, "His name is Terrence Hoyt!" 
Sara chanted the spell and, this time, when she said Terrence Hoyt's name, the air crackled and a tall man holding a head with black hair and full red lips appeared in the center of the circle. The head was disconnected from his torso, which was completely naked. Dark curly chest hair ran a path to his blatantly displayed sexuality and muscular legs led to bare feet that hovered just above the wood floor.
Martin floated backwards and cowered in a corner of the room, making little whimpering sounds.
Sara clapped her hands and jumped up and down. "I so totally did it! Who's bad? I'm bad!"
"Why, 'is 'ead seems t'be animated, it does," Ruth said, "An', my goodness, will ya look at the size o' 'is manhood. Why I never-"
"Nip it, Ruth," Sara said, shaking her head with disinterest.
Terrence's eyes glanced around the room with a curious expression on the head's face. "Why am I here?" the head asked.
Martin yelped a wobbly scream like a teen actress on the set of Wes Craven's 'Scream'.
Sara rolled her eyes at him. "He can't get out of the circle, dummy."
Martin's eyes were big and his teeth were silently chattering.
"Are y'a vampire, dear?" Ruth asked.
Martin squealed and made himself smaller.
"Not anymore," Terrence said, passing a hand through his body, while the other held the talking head like a football. "I'm a ghost."
Martin gasped.
Sara hovered closer. Ruth put herself in front of Sara and shot Martin a warning glance.
"Do y'know a seer-ghost named Bartholomew?" Ruth asked Terrence.
"No," Terrence's head said, while his frame shifted his weightless body from one leg to the other.
"Are y'sure, dear? Because 'e's the one that 'ad y'killed, 'e is."
Martin let out an effeminate squeak.
"I don't know any seer-ghosts; a doppelganger killed me," Terrence said, a confused look on the face held in front of his translucent stomach. "And as far as I know, doppelgangers have many names."
"Doppelganger, dear?"
Martin straightened up, his eyes visibly wide behind the transparent hand covering his face.
Terrence's eyes glanced in Martin's direction and his hands shook the head from side to side, then turned the face toward Ruth, and continued, "Yes, a doppelganger. I watched him shed his human guise as he choked me and then he proceeded to tell me what he was and that he was taking possession of my body, and, well, life. The last thing I remember is an ugly face with bulging eyes and gray skin wafting through my open mouth as I gasped for breath. Then I was... like this." Terrence's eyeballs bounced his forehead upward toward his chest.
Martin suddenly became animated. "You say a doppelganger killed you? What a shame. I hear they're quite ghastly," he said, hands flying, head shaking empathy.
"He was terrifying." The hands tightened their grip, blending into the ears on Terrence's head. "I thought I was immortal, but..." The eyes closed between two thumbs pressing the temples of the head, while his body shuddered. "So why am I here?"
"Blessyerravagedbody, I don't suppose y'know how t' contact said doppelganger, do ya, dear?"
"Oh, hell no!" Martin yelped.
"What's a doppelganger?" Sara asked.
"A horrid, human-body jumper!" Martin squawked. "Leaving a wake of death in its path!"
Ruth tisked. "And it'll do ya to remember, Gran's 'uman, dear." She tapped her lips. "I wonder why Bartholomew wanted the doppelganger t'shed Terrence's duplicate; 'e was evidently a threat t' 'im. And I suppose gettin' 'im t'move on t'another human by slittin' the throat o' 'is-"
"That's enough, Ruth," Martin warned.
"His duplicate! You mean there were two of them walking around?" Sara shouted.
Martin was quick to answer. "Sometimes they leave the double, which is totally unaware there is a mirror image of them walking around and talking to, even having intimate relationships with, friends, family, business associates, whomever. But mostly the doppelganger kills the human twin, disposes of the body, and carries on until the second body is of no more use to them. It kills them! Do I make myself clear, Ruth?"
"Go on! Boy, we could sure use one of those guys," Sara said, flapping her hand and flipping the pages of the book rapidly.
"Y'ave made yerself clear, Martin, and Sara's right, she is. If we could contact this creature we can offer 'im Gran, we can. And since a doppelganger's not able t'take more than the shell o'the 'uman and walk around in a duplicate o'its skin without all the memories or abilities o'said 'uman, well..."
"If you summoned me to find him . . . " Terrence's opaque eyes fell on Ruth, " . . . well, with doppelgangers jumping from body to body, I have no idea how where he is."
"Y'sound like y'ave tried, dear?" Ruth queried.
"I have," Terrence said, "and to no avail, so may I be excused, please?"
Martin emptied his lungs of the air he was holding.
"So much for that idea," Sara said, "'cause I can't find any summon spells for a doppelganger."
"Bless'issoul, send Terrence on 'is way, Sara. I'm thinkin' we need t'rethink our plan, we do," Ruth said, silently clicking a fingernail through her front teeth.
"No more plans until I find out what Toni is doing with Paddy and Reggie," Sara said, "I still have a reputation to think about."
"Oh, come on out, girl. There's gold at the end of the rainbow," Martin quipped.
Sara tightened her jaw, and hissed through her teeth, "I am not a-"
"I'm thinkin'," Ruth interrupted, eyes on the book, "maybe that demon lord in the crypt knows a doppelganger we can talk t'."
"Are you crazy?" Sara barked.
"Not you, dear. Let's see if y'can send Martin."
"Oh, hell no!" Martin screeched.
***
Upstairs in her bedroom, Toni was getting ready for her date with Paul as she pulled out clothes and laid them on the bed.
"I can't wear these! What if I meet his father?" Toni said to a pair of white short-shorts and a revealing blue tank as she plucked them off the bed and returned them to her dresser drawer.
She walked to the closet while her eyes played over Sara's skinny jeans for the umpteenth time. "Crap!" She plucked them off the bed. "Might as well wear them—all I need a nice t-shirt or blouse."
She moved hangers, pulled at shirts, and finally settled on a short sleeved, green blouse that buttoned up the front and showed off the color of her eyes.
On the desk by her laptop, her cell phone started ringing.
Hurriedly placing the clothes on a hanger and hooking it over the doorknob on the closet, she ran to her cell phone.
Toni recognized Paddy's number, and flipped it open. "Hey, what's up? Did Jessica set a date for the party?"
"Yep, it's on Wednesday night. Can you make it?"
"Sure, that's the day after my birthday, and-" Toni said, and couldn't take it back. "I mean . . .  well . . .  not like that has anything to do with anything." She laughed.
"I heard Paul telling my mother he's gonna ask you to go out for your birthday," Paddy said. "He's at the mall; bet he's getting you something."
Toni blushed. "I hope not. I usually do something here with Mom. Are you sure he's gonna ask me out?" God, I'm shaking just from the thought. What is wrong with me?
"Yeah, and you'll break his heart if you say no," Paddy said.
Toni watched her head shake back and forth in the mirror over her dresser. I don't know if I want this or not. I want to be with him, but I want to be with the girls just as much. "What are you and Reggie doing Tuesday? I mean, I wanted to . . .  I like hanging with you guys."
"I'm hearing some hidden meaning there," Paddy said as if choosing her words carefully. "What's up? You scared of Paul?"
"No. Well, yes. I really need to talk with you guys about something." Toni paused.
"You want me to come over?" Paddy asked.
Maybe this will be easier over the phone. "Paddy, I'm not sure if I'm attracted to guys or girls," Toni said in a rush. There I got it out. Pleeease, tell me you understand.
"Oo-kay . . . "
Say something! Toni turned bright red.
"What do you mean? Are you attracted to someone else?" Paddy said.
"Not exactly," Toni answered slowly. "I mean, I'm attracted to Paul, but . . .  well, I . . .  I notice . . .  I feel . . . " I look at you guys with just as much curiosity. This is crazy.
"Do you think you feel . . . whatever, just because Sara... you know?" Paddy asked.
"I don't know. I mean, if she was gay, I could . . .  I mean we're twins." Toni pulled her mouth into a tight line. "I feel funny . . . weird, when I look at girls or guys, and my stomach does stupid things. I'm so confused. Am I weird or something?"
"You sure you don't want me to come over?"
"Um, can we talk later? I'm going to your dad's bookstore with Paul tomorrow. Oh Paddy, I don't want to hurt him. Maybe I just need to figure this out for myself for a few days. Don't say anything to him okay?"
"Toni, I would never do that. I think you're just thinking about Sara. Give it a few days, and if you still feel the same way, we can talk about it. Reggie is really better at this than me. So if you want, we can all go to lunch on your birthday and talk about it . . .  well . . .  that is if you still want to."
"Thanks," Toni said, feeling very uncomfortable. "Maybe I shouldn't have laid this on you."
"Hey girl, you can say anything to us. No problems here. I won't even say anything to Reggie unless you want me to."
I am so lucky to have found this girl. "I appreciate that. Call you tomorrow?"
"I'll be here," Paddy said, "and I bet you have a good time tomorrow, with Paul."
"Yeah, I know. Maybe I'm just nervous. Every date I've had—all three of them—have ended in embarrassment." She took a deep breath. "Look, I'll call you tomorrow, Paddy," Toni said, and didn't even hear Paddy's words before hanging up. She stared at the cell in her hands. I am so-totally screwed up. I mean how many girls my age can't decide if they want to date? 



Chapter Twenty-five
"Hello, Paul. How have you been doing?"
Paul sucked in half the air in his bedroom and jerked his head in the direction of Bartholomew's voice. "Where have you been? You're not messing with my sister, are you? Because I'm doing everything you asked."
Bartholomew hovered in front of the wall leading into Paddy's bedroom, a curt grin on his face, his eyes sparkling. "I kept my promise, Paul. I haven't touched your sister; although, she is annoying me, but that is another matter."
"What do you mean, annoying you? What have you been up to?" Paul ground out.
"I've been, well, spending some time with Toni and her family, gathering information, and I've met several friends who have an interest in my possession of Toni. We are all keeping an eye on you, Paul."
"I've been over there and I didn't see you," Paul said, "or anyone else keeping an eye on me."
Bartholomew smiled, his face wavering around an abundance of wrinkles. "Nonetheless, there are three ghosts following Toni, therefore you are very outnumbered, Paul."
"If I can see you, why can't I see them? You're just bullshitting me," Paul said, moving over to his desk and taking a seat in front of his computer. 
"Have you ever seen a ghost other than me?"
"No, but that-"
"That's because I let you see me; I am a seer. Not all ghosts have that ability; but, more importantly, I now know what Toni is."
"If you have what you want, why are you here telling me all of this?"
"I still need you, Paul. I merely mentioned the ghosts because, when I'm not with you, they will be, and anything you say or do will be heard by them, and they will be reporting your actions."
"Why? What the hell do you need me for?" Paul lowered his shoulders.
"Ahh, well that brings me to another piece of information I have gathered. I may know what Toni will become, but your services are needed to enable her. You see, I have also met a conspirator with a like interest in the gift I can give Toni when she inherits . . .  well, the ability to . . .  never mind, all you need to know is that you must have sex with her on her eighteenth birthday."
"Why?" Paul asked, his eyes falling on the wrapped gift on his dresser. "What will she inherit? And who is this person helping you?"
"That is none of your concern, but I do have something that should . . .  relieve you of any sexual pressure when you consummate your relationship. I will not be there when it happens and neither will the other ghosts. In fact, I'm leaving you in the morning, but I will be back with a little reminder." Bartholomew's lips curled back in a smile. "Toni's birthday is Tuesday, and I expect you to spend Monday night with her. You will perform your duty after midnight—not before—then I will no longer need you and you can get on with your life, such as it is."
"I feel like I'm . . .  I don't want it to happen like this, Bartholomew," Paul stammered. "I like her a lot, and she's-"
"I care not for your likes, nor your wants. And there is always my threat: your sister's death."
"Just stay away from my sister. I mean it, Bartholomew!"
"Not to worry, I will keep my part of the bargain. In answer to your question concerning your sister's annoying behavior, I do need you to have a little talk with Paddy. She's putting ideas in Toni's head that may make it difficult for you to seduce her."
"What the hell are you talking about?" Paul wanted to know.
"It seems Toni is unsure of her sexuality. I want you to educate her."
"What?" Paul shook his head.
"You heard me."
Paul stood completely silent, his jaw hanging two inches from his chest.
***
In the guestroom at the Farrell house, Martin was beside himself. "This is such a bad idea. Think about it, Sara. If you do this, your grandmother could be killed. Do you really want that?"
Sara lifted her eyes from the spell book and glanced at Ruth. "Could this thing really kill her?"
"Yes dear, but remember, we don't even know if said demon knows a doppelganger, we don't, and if 'e does, well it's a sticky situation, it is. See, we still don't know if y'can summon 'im because 'e most likely'll be in possession o' a 'uman form and we may 'ave t'go lookin' fer 'im."
"This is kind of huge. I mean, I want to slap the shit out of Gran, but kill her? I'm not comfortable with that, Ruth."
"Well, I'm thinkin', purely fer yer sister's sake, we should at least see if we can get some information from the demon. Y'don't 'ave t'use the doppelganger if we find 'im, y'don't."
"I am not talking with a demon!" Martin shouted.
Ruth's brows dropped. She glared at Martin. "Well, Martin I won't force ya, I won't. I'll 'ave a talk with 'im myself. I'm hopin' the demon will know o'the doppelganger that killed Terrence, I am. Then maybe we might find out why Bartholomew 'ad y'kill 'im dear, and in turn find a way t'send Bartholomew t' 'is rightful place before 'e 'as 'is way with Toni, we might."
Martin's eyes took on the shape of two sunny-side-up eggs, yokes popping out from the whites surrounding them. "I don't ever want to see that doppelganger again! I mean I got rid of its host and I just know he's-"
"Martin, 'e can't 'urt y'anymore; y'are dead," Ruth said, and turned to Sara. "Ready, dear?"
Sara took several breaths before answering, "Okay, but if we find him, he's gonna be a last ditch effort to stop Gran. Got it?" She pointed at the circle, Ruth stepped into it, and Sara chanted the spell.
"Oh honey, this is such a bad idea," Martin muttered.
"You've said that way too many times," Sara warned, as Ruth disappeared with her fingers waggling at them. "And don't worry; I'm not lettin' this thing kill Gran unless she tries to hurt Toni."
"Sh-yeah, not like Gran's doing anything to hurt her at the moment, right?" Martin used a tad-bit too much exaggerated facial expressions.
Sara hooded her eyes and glared at Martin. "Maybe this thing can stop Bartholomew and then I'm all over Jessica's ass and that damn video!"
"We can only hope," Martin huffed. "I mean, God forbid we don't have time for your homosexual agenda, held together by rubber bands."
Two hours later, Ruth was back in the circle.
"Well, that was quite an uncomfortable experience," Ruth chirped.
"Did he know where we can find the doppelganger thingy?" Sara asked anxiously.
"Yes 'e did, but I 'ad t'bargain with 'im, I did. Demons don't give somethin' fer nothin', they don't."
"That doesn't sound good," Martin moaned.
"It isn't that bad, Martin," Ruth said, and quickly moved on to the topic at hand. "The doppelganger, e's livin' through a body not seven miles from 'ere. A Charlotte Frank, and said double is already dead, she is, but then o'course none o' 'er acquaintances knows that since she appears t'be walkin' around lookin' well and alive. I 'ave the address where the alternate identity is residin', right 'ere." Ruth tapped her fingers in and out of her temple.
"Usually they live through the double, enjoyin' the 'uman's life fer as long as a month, sometimes more, they do, so we 'ave plenty-a-time t'think about talkin' t' 'im. But we'll 'ave t'give 'im a really good reason fer droppin' a woman in 'er thirties fer Gran's tired old body since a doppelganger gains nothin' but livin' out a few months o' a mortal's life."
"This is getting out of control," Martin squawked.
"Do y'want t'move on, Martin? Do y'want t'get off this earth and reap the glory o'the ever after?" Ruth asked, floating out of the circle.
"Yes, but-"
"Look, first things first," Sara said as she began to put all her grandmother's things back the way they were. "What bargain did you make with the devil-thing for all this information?"
"Y'needn't worry yerself with that, dear."
"Spit it out, Ruth!" Martin said.
"Yes dearies, well, all 'e asked fer—let me say I was very pleased with 'is final request—was fer us t'spend one night down there."
"Aw, shit!" Martin cried.
"I am so not going to be sucked on again!" Sara said, floating the spell book back into the dresser drawer and then closing it.
"'E just wants 'is wards t'see our experience with the doppelganger, 'e does. Not such a bad bargain, I'd think, considerin' the alternatives 'e suggested."
"Well, I'm not going," Sara huffed.
"Yes y'are, dear. 'E'll be callin' us, 'e will, as soon as everythin' is resolved," Ruth said with a coy smile. 
"Perfect!" Sara said, "Well, we sure as hell are gonna use this doppelganger for something, I tell you! I'm thinkin', if not Gran, maybe Jessica'd like to meet him," her voice echoed as she passed through the bedroom wall.
Ruth and Martin exchanged a look of consternation.



Chapter Twenty-six
Toni walked down aisle after aisle of shelved books, her eyes playing over titles as Sara, Ruth, and Martin passed through the shelves following her.
"She's wearing my friggin' skinny jeans, and they're too damn tight on her!" Sara snapped.
"This coming from a girl who-"
"Now, now, Martin, Godblessyerspitefulsoul, let's not get 'er all worked int'a dither," Ruth warned.
"This is a huge store, Paul. How many others did you say your father owned?" Toni asked, favoring him with a smile. His eyes are so blue, just like Paddy's, and his hair is so black. What a beautiful contrast. 
"We have twenty stores throughout the United States." Paul grinned and Toni's heart skipped a beat when he put his hand on her back and guided her toward the back of the store. 
Sara scowled as she watched Paul's eyes play over the back of her skinny jeans. "Get your smutty eyes off my sister's ass!" Sara growled, sliding in front of Paul and putting her hands in front of his eyes.
"Oooh girl, you do know he can see right through you, right?" Martin teased.
"Wow, twenty stores," Toni said, as she walked beside him, very aware of the heat his hand was generating on her back. "That's great. Will you be working here after you graduate?" 
"We can only hope not," Martin said, floating after them.
"Like it makes a difference," Sara snorted, as she buzzed around Paul. "He's here now, isn't he?"
"Yep, I'm going to stay right here and help Dad with marketing," Paul answered, coming to a stop at the end of the aisle. He turned away from Toni and shuffled his feet. "Can I ask you something?"
Oh, please don't ask me if I want you to stay here. I am so not ready for that question. "Sure," Toni said.
"Um . . . nothing big, I just . . .  well . . .  I was wondering how you and Paddy are doing?" Paul blurted.
"Oh yea! Just what I wanna hear!" Sara screeched, hovering closer to Toni.
Martin rolled his eyes.
Ruth clicked her tongue.
Why would he ask that? "Um, just fine, I really like her and Reggie. They're so nice." 
"Ask her about the video!" Sara yelled, getting up in Paul's face.
"Will you ever give it up?" Martin shook his head into a scrambled cloud. "Own it!"
"Martin, godblessyerilliteratesoul y'ave an annoyin' 'abit o'carryin' on in incomplete sentences, y'do."
Sara curled her lips back and snarled.
"So what have you girls been up to?" Paul asked, stroking a trail up Toni's arm with the tips of his fingers.
"Um, well," Toni said, her eyes riveted on his fingers. Should I tell him about Sara? Why not? I mean, it's certainly not a secret; and, well, it's better coming from me. "Remember the night of the wake when you asked me why I was so upset?"
Sara sucked in a breath and started whipping around Toni.
"And she's off," Martin wisecracked.
"Leave 'er alone, Martin," Ruth warned.
"I do. What happened?" Paul asked, frowning as he rubbed her arms.
Oh God, here goes. How do I say this? And can he get any closer? "Well, Sara's friends put a . . .  well . . .  a . . .  they filmed something that..." This is so hard and I'm turning red again, dammit!
"Oh for Christ's sake, just spit it out!" Sara said.
Toni fidgeted with the buttons on her blouse. "Sara was with Reggie, and they were kissing and stuff, at a party. Jessica filmed them with her cell phone and texted it to all of her friends. She's still texting it." Toni lifted her eyes to Paul's. "I have to get Jessica to make this right and destroy that video."
"Yessss! You go girl!" Sara sang, doing her mini-tornado, happy-dance thing.
"See there, dear, we can leave 'er t'it and get on with the doppelganger, we can," Ruth said.
Paul sighed. "So that's what it's all about. High school can be so cruel. Poor Sara." His hand went around Toni's waist and he put his forehead against hers, a smile on his lips. "Can I help you?"
"Oh, you helped, all right," Sara mumbled. "Shit for brains. You did a fine job!"
Not able to see or hear her sister, Toni stayed focused. She shook her head. Paul pulled back, lifted her chin and tilted her face up to his. "You sure?"
He's sooo sweet, but I'm sooo not ready to get him into all of this. "No, we've got it. Jessica and her friends are having another party and Reggie has something incriminating on Jessica. I think she'll listen to reason."
"Oh yeah! The bitch is finally going down!" Sara said, pumping a fist in the air in front of Martin.
Martin let out a shrill giggle and they tried to grasp hands while both bounced a circle of connected smoke.
"And you're going to this party?" Paul asked, running his hand up and down her back.
Toni's eyes locked on Paul's. His hand feels like fire on my back. And right now, I really want him to kiss me. Maybe Paddy's right. Maybe I just... "Yes I am."
"Can I go with you?"
Oh, that is so not going to happen. "Umm . . . well, right now that would just make me uncomfortable," Toni said placing her hand on Paul's chest and snuggled closer.
"Get away from the possessed guy!" Sara screeched.
"Ohhh, sweetie, he's possessed all right, but not by Bartholomew at the moment," Martin chided.
Sara growled.
Paul smiled, his lips inches from Toni's face. "Will you at least go out with me for your birthday? I know you probably want to spend Tuesday with your mom and grandmother, so I thought maybe we can go out the night before and celebrate."
"Sooo not a good idea! Just say no, Toni," Sara screamed, floating around her sister.
"I'd like that," Toni said. And it will give me a chance to be with Paddy and Reggie on my birthday.
Sara bolted in and out of Paul. 
Ruth floated over to Sara with a warning. "Remember, dear, Gran said no possession. Y'don't want another trip t' 'ell, y'don't."
"And that's coming from the one that already got us another ticket to Hell," Martin muttered.
Paul smiled, slipped his other arm around Toni's waist, and pulled her to his chest.
He's going to kiss me again! Paul's lips covered hers, wiping away the rest of her thoughts. Toni ran her hands up his chest and around his neck.
"This is a freakin' nightmare! Three days until B-day and he's already priming her! And he can't do her the day before her birthday either. What's he up to? I'm sure B has already clued him in."
"Unless it's after midnight, dear," Ruth enlightened. "Do y'know yer sister's curfew?"
"NO! Well shit! Just shit!" Sara growled. "And I bet we're in a circle of salt and Bartholomew will probably be in the damn cat! Gran is such a bitch!"
"Bless'eruntappedhymen, I think it's gonna' happen, it is." 
"Screw that! And I better not be in no salt circle on Wednesday, 'cause I'm goin' to that party!"
"Oh joy, we get to go to a teen-bash," Martin sang. "Such fun!"
"Well, dear, if all goes well fer Paul, at least Toni'll know we're 'ere, she will," Ruth said, her eyes on Sara.
"I totally didn't think about that! Oh yeah! I can finally tell my sister everything!"
"Or not!" Martin screeched. "At least not until we take care of Antoinette and Bartholomew."
"What does he mean?" A trail of smoke followed Sara's head as she jerked it in Ruth's direction.
"Gran can still send us t'that crypt fer an eternity, she can," Ruth answered, "Maybe we should 'ead over t'Charlotte's 'ome, we should."
"Will they ever stop kissing?" Sara asked with a look of disgust as she glared at Toni and Paul.
"Just because you prefer girls, doesn't mean she does," Martin taunted.
Sara showed transparent teeth, but instead of tearing Martin a new one, her eyes lit up, and she snapped her head in Ruth's direction. "Hey, maybe Toni will be able to bring us back from the crypt! Did you ever think of that?"
"Not if Bartholomew is in possession of her," Martin educated, "because once she does the deed, honey, her mind is an open book."
"That is so not going to-" Sara started, but turned back to her sister and screeched, "His hand is up her blouse! Somebody do something!" Sara streaked toward her sister.
Martin and Ruth exchanged an apprehensive look.



Chapter Twenty-seven
It was Monday morning and Toni woke with visions from last night's dream still running through her mind. Her whole body tingled as she remembered Paul's heated passion.
She pulled out her diary and pencil and scribbled:
July 23; one day before my eighteenth birthday!
Well diary, I had another dream about Paul last night and it was so intoxicating that I've made a decision! I have a date with him tonight and I if he wants to take our relationship to the next level, namely sex, I'm going for it. I will not be the only virgin in my senior class!
Toni nibbled on the pencil eraser as she thought, Okay, so basically I'm trying to talk myself into sex based on my own stupid dreams and dumb homophobic paranoia! The way I looked at Paddy...the feelings I have when Paul kisses me... Crap, I need to find out. Is this how Sara felt?
Toni placed the pencil on the page, held it there for a minute, and then wrote:
No matter what, I will not act like Sara!
***
On the other side of town, Paul stood at the kitchen counter, pouring himself what was left of the morning coffee, while reliving the dream he'd had the night before. Heat embraced his body and a huge grin spread across his face when he remembered how good Toni had felt in his arms.
Bartholomew cleared his throat and Paul whipped around to find the seer ghost behind him. "If you're here to remind me that tonight's the big night, don't bother. I'm going to do what you've asked."
"Good boy," Bartholomew said with a snide grin, "and after your little interlude you will be rid of me and can carry on your relationship with Toni, that is, if she wishes to."
"The only way I'll be rid of you is if Toni becomes whatever the hell she's gonna become and decides she wants no part of you," Paul said.
"And you better not guide her or your sister will be six feet under the roses of guilt you lay on her grave every week." Bartholomew warned with a snarl.
"I don't have to. Toni's a smart girl, she won't need my help. I'm sure when she gets to know you; she'll make the right decision."
"That remains to be seen; but, nonetheless, it is none of your business. I have more working for me then you have, my boy. Toni will embrace what I have to offer and, in return, give me what I have been waiting for."
Paul shook his head. "I don't think so, but have at it. I'll be there to pick up the pieces."
***
Seven miles from the Farrell house, Sara and Ruth stood in front of Charlotte Frank's double, who was sitting at Charlotte's dining room table with a cup of coffee in her delicate hands and a smile on the face that was not who it appeared to be.
They'd made the doppelganger aware that they knew he was in possession of Charlotte, explained everything about Toni, Bartholomew and Gran, and now seemed to be at a standstill.
"Well, dear," Ruth said, "we know sheddin' that beautiful body fer a much older one's a bit o'an imposition, but we're willin' t'give y'somethin' in return, we are."
"And what would that be?" the doppelganger asked from Charlotte's thick rose colored lips. He bounced Charlotte's crossed leg, tiny foot flashing red toenails beneath the hem of her black silk robe.
"Look, we need your help, so just give it up," Sara said, "or we start blabbing to Charlotte's friends and relatives that she's really dead and you killed her."
Charlotte ran five, long, red acrylic fingernails through blond curls and smiled. "Do I look dead?"
"You will when we take the police to Charlotte's dead body," Sara said. "I'm sure it's lying around here somewhere. She's a ghost, we're ghosts. Whaddaya think?"
Charlotte's double ignored the remark and turned toward the kitchen door. "You can come out, Martin. I know you're there."
A squeal emanated from the other side of the door.
Charlotte took a sip of her coffee; put the cup down lightly on the oak table in front of her. "I hold nothing against you, Martin. I know Bartholomew made you do what you did."
Martin peeked around the door. "I didn't know I was going to slit your host's throat, and I didn't even know that you were inside him."
"I know," the doppelganger said. "Bartholomew's a bastard."
"Blesstheunfortunateincident, why did Bartholomew make Martin destroy yer 'ost, dear?" Ruth asked with a raised brow.
Martin cautiously floated out of the kitchen and stopped behind Sara.
Charlotte's eyes moved slowly from Martin to study Ruth. A smile formed on her lips. "After I killed Terrence and assumed his identity, I was bit by a vampire and, much to my surprise, Terrence's form was infected with the virus. I found myself in an immortal dead body, and I was so much enjoying the longevity of the visit . . . " She turned to Martin. " . . . until you cut his head off."
Martin screeched, "I did not! Bartholomew was controlling my body."
Charlotte lifted the china cup to lips that were no longer controlled by her and took a sip, eyeing Martin with a casual expression.
"Give it up," Sara squawked, "why did Bartholomew make Martin kill him? He has a right to know."
Charlotte's eyes scanned Sara. "What a small world this is."
"And can y'embellish on that a bit, dear?" Ruth queried with a look of warning in Sara's direction.
The doppelganger set down Charlotte's cup and tipped her attention in Sara's direction. "Because, my dear, I made the mistake of stalking someone that was of vital interest to Bartholomew and, after hearing your pleas, I can safely say, it's the very same girl all of you are now trying to protect."
Martin whipped around in a shrill of giggles. He slapped his transparent hand through the table and chirped, "Oh honey, what an epiphany!"
"You mean Bartholomew actually saved Toni's life?" Sara asked. "Shit! Well, that sure does change things."
"Don't get your t-back in a wad," Martin said. "He only did it so he could have her."
"Damn'isblacksoult'ell, that's true, dear, and 'e's still after 'er, 'e is."
Charlotte's face moved from Sara, to Martin, and finally landed on Ruth. "And since I have a bone to pick with Bartholomew, albeit a small one, I have a proposition for you."
"Oh, do tell," Martin said, arms all a flutter.
Charlotte smiled. "I'll help you with the old lady when the girl becomes a necromancer and agrees to send Bartholomew to Hell where he belongs."
"Blessyerwretchedlittlemind, we'll certainly try t'meet yer demands, we will," Ruth said.
"Wait just a minute! Toni has to have sex tonight, just like Gran wants—doubt that's gonna happen," Sara said, her brows touching. "And if she does, how do we know you won't hurt Toni afterwards just to get her powers?"
Charlotte's lips favored her with another smile. "I've killed witches, sorcerers, seers, necromancers, humans, and even a werewolf. I have never been able to use their gifts, nor their memories, so she is of no interest to me. Remember, the vampire bit Terrence after I was in possession of him. And I've been searching for another immortal for years. I've not seen hide nor hair of one since that night, but I will continue to search."
"Is that true, Ruth?" Sara asked.
"It is, dear. I've nary a memory o' a doppelganger takin' more than the identity o' a 'ost."
Sara studied Charlotte. "Alrighty-then, I guess we have a deal, but you better not be lying to us, because I will haunt your ass forever!"



Chapter Twenty-eight
"Are they in there?" Belle asked, nodding at the circle of salt on the floor of the guest room as she set down a cup of tea on the table beside Antoinette's rocking chair.
"Yes they are, and they're going to stay there until Toni returns from her date."
Belle didn't hear Sara ask, "Why is he in here?" She glared at her grandmother, while pointing at Bartholomew. "You could have at least put him inside Rufus so I'm not tempted to slap the shit out of him again."
"That's enough, Sara," Antoinette warned. "This is more convenient for all concerned."
"What is she saying?" Belle asked enthusiastically. Antoinette ignored her, eyes on the circle.
"You mean for you, because it's not convenient for me!" Sara spat.
Sitting on the floor on the opposite edge of the circle, Ruth and Martin scooted closer to each other after exchanging a look of alarm.
"Sara, I can't see you, but I just want you to know that I miss you, honey," Belle said, eyes moist.
"Yeah, right! That and a buck will get me jack-shit!" Sara growled as her mother's eyes wandered everywhere in the circle but where she stood.
"Bless'er'eart, dear, y'mustn't be angry with yer mum. She's clearly a pawn in all o'this, she is."
"Did she hear me?" Belle wanted to know. Antoinette nodded.
"A pawn my butt cheeks. She could've done something to help Toni."
"Like what? Slap Antoinette with her apron?" Martin chided.
Sara leered at him.
"Did she say anything?" Belle asked.
Antoinette smiled and said, "She misses you too, Belle.."
Belle plucked a tissue and dabbed the corners of her eyes.
"You've got major control issues, Gran!" Sara spat, angry eyes on Antoinette.
"Uh-huh," Martin sarcastically said, "and thank God you're nothing like her, honey."
"It's going to be a long night if we don't all try to get along," Bartholomew interjected.
After glaring at Martin, Sara curled her lips back at her grandmother. "You better be letting us out tomorrow because I want to spend some time with my sister on our birthday, and Wednesday I have plans."
Antoinette smiled. "I want to make one thing clear, Sara. If I do let you out, you will not interfere with my plans for Bartholomew by telling your sister anything in his disfavor. Do I make myself clear? Because if you do, you will find yourself-"
"You win! I get it! But Toni still has to buy into all of this; and, since I know my sister, good luck with that!" Sara glared at Bartholomew.
"We'll see about that tomorrow," Antoinette said with a smug smile, "when your ultimate test comes into play, because I plan on being in the room when she sees you for the first time, and you damn sure had better behave yourself while I explain her new gift."
***
Rails and Trails was a local park, about one mile from the town proper in Reed City, and at this time of night it was almost always very quiet. Paul's eyes jerked to his wristwatch as he set down a picnic basket and pulled the blanket off his shoulder, laying it out on the grass. He smiled at Toni, hand arcing horizontally. "Rumbling stream, wine and cheese, a sky full of stars, a whole lot of intimacy," he glanced at his watch again, "and hopefully a beautiful way to spend the eve of your eighteenth birthday. I wanted to be the first one to celebrate it with you." His lip quivered nervously into a smile.
Ohmigod! Intimate? Did he say intimate? Sex—he's blatantly offering me sex. It's really gonna happen! "What if we get caught?" Toni blurted, eyes blinking rapidly. Do I really want to do this? Sucking in a whopping big breath, she immediately chided, Come on! You know you're curious. You've been planning sex too—you're the one who wanted to find out!
"We won't. The park's closed. Don't look so scared. We don't have to do anything you don't want to do, so relax." Paul opened the basket pulling out a bottle of wine. "Would you like a drink?"
Well, hell, that might help. I should be glad he's onboard. At least it's better than seducing him in the front seat of his truck. "Sure, what a romantic idea." Did I just say that? God, how pathetic. Why don't I just write, 'I want to get laid tonight too' across my forehead? Shouldn't I act more coy?
Paul looked at his feet and let out a short nasal laugh. "Can't blame me for trying."
Toni instantly turned red and mentally thanked God for the darkness of the new moon. 
"This is lovely, Paul. I wanted to be alone with you too." Oh God, what if I hate this?
Paul smiled. "I knew you would like it."
The stream shimmered and gurgled softly as it flowed over rocks at the edge of the riverbed. Cicadas ground out a conversation only they could decipher. A dog barked in the distance while leaves whispered a caress in a soft breeze.
The sky was pitch black behind sprinkled, twinkling lights that only nature could provide. The smell of water, leaves, fresh-mowed grass, and fragrant flowers filled the warm summer night and Toni vibrated with trepidation. This is a beautiful place for doing this the first time. Too beautiful. What if I hate it with a boy and hurt Paul in the process? Hell, I don't know if I'd like it with a girl, either. That's what this is all about, right? Finding out. Better not to think about that right now, just put one foot in front of the other and hope for the best.
"I have a surprise for you," Paul said, cutting the sounds and smells of the evening, along with Toni's thoughts.
"What?" Toni asked, then remembered Paddy telling her about Paul's trip to the mall.
"First, we have a drink and then I'll show you," Paul said with a grin, extending a glass of wine.
"You told me that just to make me curious, didn't you?" she asked with a giggle. Should I be flirting? I have to do something besides giggle. Crap, that's so lame! She made an attempt to run her tongue across her upper lip but it felt like she was trying to clean it.
Paul shook the glass and Toni took it. Then he set a small wrapped present on the blanket with a smile. "Yep, and you're gonna have to wait." He laughed and fingered the gift over to her side of the blanket as she sat down.
Toni looked at the small wrapped box and prayed it wasn't a promise ring or something stupid like that, because she wasn't making any promises tonight—she was experimenting, plain and simple.
Paul poured some wine into a small fluted glass and took a few big sips.
Toni took a big gulp of hers, swallowed, and wrinkled her nose. "It's got bubbles!"
"Yep," He handed her the bottle as he took another sip from his glass. "Champagne."
"Ohmigod, this is Dom Perignon, and it costs, like, what? A hundred bucks? Are you kidding me?"
Toni stared at the bottle and then shoved it back. Did he really spend that much? Just for sex with me? No. He's really working hard to impress me.
"I . . .  I mean . . .  well . . .  I thought," Paul stammered, clutching both his empty glass and the bottle.
Idiot! You just so totally ruined it for him. Will I ever learn to think before I open my mouth and spout stupidity? "I'm so totally impressed." Toni tried a laugh, took another gulp, and attempted a coy smile that felt awkward on her lips.
Paul poured, grinned, and then gulped while he poured more into her glass.
Toni lifted her glass to her lips.
"Hold on," Paul said, refilling. "I want to make a toast." 
She jerked the glass away from her mouth, clear bubbly liquid threatening to leap over the edge. Please don't make it to our future. I don't know if we'll have one after tonight. Smiling pensively, she held the glass in front of her and waited patiently. Dammit, he's so cute.
Paul made a big deal of looking at his watch and after a few seconds, raised his glass. "To you no longer being jail-bait."
Toni blushed. What the hell? She cleared her throat, clicked her drink against his, and then sucked down half the glass.
"Whoa girl, you better slow down. I didn't mean to scare you." Paul laughed. "Hey, it was just a joke. Remember, we don't have to do anything you don't want to do."
He sounds like Paddy. Toni peered over the glass in front of her lips. "But I do want to." There it is. No turning back. I just offered him my virginity.
Paul smiled. "How 'bout you open your present first."
I want to do this. I want to do this. Toni finished the rest of her drink, picked up the present, and edited the mantra, I do want to do this, I do want to do this...
He slowly poured himself more champagne, his eyes locked on hers. "Hope you like it."
A little lightheaded, feeling like she was dreaming, Toni stared at the gift. "You didn't have to buy me a present, you know. I mean all this would have been enough," she said, fanning one arm around the blanket. I just want him to kiss me. I want to feel his hands on my skin . . .  just like in the dream.
Paul moved closer. "Open it."
She could smell his musky scent, feel his body heat; her pulse quickened. Something's definitely happening with my body. Maybe it's the wine?
Paul put an arm around her. "Go ahead."
His hand felt warm on her shoulder and her skin tingled beneath it. So not the wine. 
A mass of disconnected thoughts, Toni slowly unwrapped the present. A small black box was under the gold wrapping, and she took in a shaky breath as she slowly lifted the lid. Sitting in the center of the box was a gold, heart-shaped locket, engraved with, 'Together always' on the front.
Toni stared at the locket. I hope I'm not going to regret this night. What the hell was I thinking? What if there's a picture of him inside? What if he's hoping I will wear it next to my own heart, professing my love—or whatever—for him? Well, crap, I can't turn back now.
"Open the locket," Paul encouraged, bringing her to her senses.
She slowly opened the locket and gasped. Inside was a picture of Sara on one side and her on the other. "Where did you get these pictures? It's so . . .  so beautiful. Oh Paul, what a wonderful gift," Toni whimpered.
"Your grandmother gave them to me. I used Photoshop to make them small enough to fit in the locket. I hope you like it."
"I love it," she said, throwing her arms around his neck.
Paul took the locket from her and clipped it around her neck, his eyes on hers for a brief moment before his lips found hers.
His hands slid up her back, heat following them; and, before she could blink, he'd pulled off her shirt and was kissing her again.
I'm tingling; she thought as he slid his tongue from her mouth and pulled his t-shirt over his head. Before she could say anything, think anything, or catch her breath, his mouth covered hers again.
Hands fumbling, Paul reached around for the clasp on her bra. I'm getting naked, she disconnectedly thought as her hands robotically went to the zipper on his pants. I'm doing this. I'm unzipping the pants of a guy I barely know.
I'm really gonna have sex.
The buzz from the champagne, the sound of his accelerated breathing, the feeling of his hands on her bare skin... they all evoked the dream she kept having over the previous nights. It was swiftly becoming a reality and she seemed unable to stop it.
He fumbled with something in his hands as his tongue frantically caressed hers and then hands slid her skirt up her thighs and tugged at her panties. Fear prickled the hair on the back of her neck; she felt smothered. I'm going too far! No! I can't do this!
Paul's hand pressed a burning desire between her legs; and, when he inserted his fingers; Toni shuddered and moaned with an unfamiliar burst of heat that ran through her whole body, accompanied with a moment of total disorientation.
She quickly became aware that she was on her back, he was on top of her, and she couldn't move. Wet sloppy kisses covered her lips. The pain of penetration took her breath away, and, before she could move, it was over.
Toni lay under the weight of his body, panting the night air in and out of her lungs, her mind a piece of paper etched with jumbled questions, waiting for her to fill in the white spaces.
Paul raised himself on his elbows, looked into her eyes and smiled. "Happy birthday, Toni."



Chapter Twenty-nine
"Will y'be wakin' 'er anytime soon, dear?" Ruth asked in a barely audible voice while the three ghosts hovered over Toni's bed. ""I'm thinkin' yer gran'll be up afore y'know it, she will."
"I could howl in manic glee like the ghosts in the crypt," Martin whispered.
"Yeah, sure," Sara hissed. "Let's scare the hell out of her, why don't we?"
Toni groaned, rolled over, and pulled the covers over her face.
"Or you could use your ghostly kick-ass abilities and jerk that pillow out from under her head," Martin quipped.
"Will you just flippin' shut the hell up; I'm trying to think here," Sara heatedly whispered. "I don't want her screaming like an idiot when she sees us."
"Look, we've been hovering for fifteen minutes," Martin said, slinging trails of sallow colored flesh-clouds with his swinging arms. "Do something before the old lady with control issues gets up here and sends us all back to Hell."
Toni pulled a pillow over her head and groaned.
"Great, now she can't even hear us," Martin grunted, glaring at the pillow.
"I'm thinkin' a bit o'subtlety is 'n order, Martin," Ruth said. "Bless'ersoul, she's gonna be quite afeard when she catches sight o' 'er dead sister, she is."
Martin tossed an irritated look at Ruth. "Like anything we do is gonna change that!" He waggled a finger at Sara. "If Miss Wannabe-But-Afraid-To-Be doesn't get off her high horse and start-"
Sara let out war-whoop, bolted for Martin, fists flying, and yelled, "Well, what the hell do you suggest? Huh, Mr. Smart-Ass-I-Know-It-All? Am I supposed to just scream, 'wake up and take a gander at your dead sister? " 
Toni sat straight up in bed and yelped. She scooted away, shook her head from side to side, eyes spreading across half her face, mouth taking up the other half.
"Don't scream!" Sara snapped, raising her ashen arms, luminous palms facing Toni. "Just gimme a minute to explain!"
Toni scrambled to the head of her bed, hugging her pillow. "Sara! Ohmigod! I can see and hear you?" I'm dreaming—that's it—I'm still sleeping. She shook her head, closed her eyes, and then opened them again. "You're all still here! And . . .  and . . .  that one's not dressed!" Toni finger pointed, hand full of pillow tucked under her chin,
"Well, I think that went well," Martin scoffed and smiled at Sara. "You?"
"But . . .  but . . .  he's in his underwear!" Toni's big round eyes jumped off Martin.
Sara took a deep breath and then locked eyes with her sister. "Can ya just back off the wardrobe issues for a second? Come on! I know this is hard to believe, but hell, I'm an F'n ghost! Try dealing with that, why don't cha!"
"Must it always be about you?" Martin shook his head and snapped the waistband of his thong.
"Blessbothyerinsensitivesouls, y'are frightenin' the poor girl. I'm thinkin' now would be a good time t'give 'er some answers, it would." Ruth held concerned eyes on Toni.
"Look," Sara said, glaring at Ruth and Martin, "I was trying to get to it!" Her arm jerked in Toni's direction, finger pointing. "But she can't get off his fricken nakedness."
"Stop!" Toni closed her eyes, grabbed her ears, and howled, "This is just a dream—just a dream—I'm sleepwalking or something—I just know it."
Sara snapped her head in Toni's direction. "Whoa, whoa, whoa, bring it down a notch, sis, then open your eyes. I'm floating right here, an echo of my previous self." Sara grinned devilishly. "You can see me because you bonked Paul last night and that bought you a necromancer ticket on the family legacy bus of ghost whisperers."
Toni's eyes popped open wider, her mouth, too. How does she know I slept with Paul? Ohmigod, did she just say necromancer? "A necromancer? How can that be possible? And how do you know about Paul?" Toni blinked rapidly. Crap! I'm talking to a puff of smoke that looks and talks like my sister!
"Screw Paul!" Sara hissed, and then glowered at Martin, "Christ, first it's the F'n undies, now she's all over the guy thing." She hooded her eyes at her sister. "Will ya stay on what's important here?"
"And you do that so well," Martin chimed in.
"Martin, yer not helpin', blessyersardonicnature." Ruth shot him a pair of warring brows.
Martin let out a long, disgusted breath, rolled his eyes, and turned to Toni. "Look, missy, your grandmother wanted you to inherit the gift because Sara merrily tounged her way right out of it. So Gran pushed Bartholomew to make sure Paul popped your un-popped cork after you turned eighteen so you could carry on the family legacy. Bartholomew wants to possess your new little necromancer ass—Gran's all up on it—so let Sara get into your body before he has a chance to hop on in and take over."
Sara glared at Martin.
"What?" Martin asked, flipping a trail of his smoky hand through the air, one brow cocked. "Somebody had to say it!"
"Blessyerlooselydescriptivewords, Martin, and the only thing y'didn't embellish on, dear, is who Bartholomew is." 
Sara said, "I was gettin' to that."
"Well, get to it then," Martin chirped.
"But . . . but . . . this is so . . . crazy. It just can't be true," Toni stuttered, rubbing her eyes red.
Sara whipped her head in front Toni's face. "You can see me, right?"
Toni dropped her hands and vigorously nodded.
"And you can hear me, right?"
Toni nodded again.
"Then deal with it. We have a shit-load of stuff to warn you about and I want to know what's going on with that damn text-video shit, so-"
"Oh, for Christ's sake," Martin said, "can you just get on with the possession thing, and Bartholomew, before Antoinette gets here?"
"Get off my back!" Sara growled at Martin and then turned to Toni with an exaggerated smile. "Here's the thing. We have this plan, and I can explain everything, but right now I need to jump into your body. You bein' a necromancer, it should be a piece of cake. See, Gran wants Bartholomew to get inside you ASAP and, well, since he's the bastard that killed me, and-"
Toni gasped, "He killed you? Who is this Bartholomew guy and what does he have to do with Paul. Did you say Gran made Paul kiss me and... Ohmigod, did she...?" Toni shuddered. "No! No! No! Okay! Okay! I'm going back to sleep now and when I wake up; I know you'll be gone!" Toni snuggled down and covered her head with her pillow. "It must be the champagne," her muffled voice whispered.
"How ya doin', Sara?" Martin asked.
Sara put her hands on her hips, glowering at him.
"Bless'erincorruptlittlesoul, she doesn't seem t' 'ave it sorted out in 'er mind yet, she doesn't."
Toni peeked out from under the side of the pillow.
"Of course she doesn't." Martin shook his head. "First of all, let me introduce myself." His misty form slithered down the side of the bed until he was eye level with Toni. "I'm Martin, and I'm truly sorry for the seemingly lewd first impression. We're stuck wearing what we die in and poor Sara is beside herself. She's left her skinny jeans behind." He pointed over his shoulder. "Anyway, that's Ruth, and, well, we kind of latched on to Sara because of Bartholomew, who's a real prick, and," he flipped a finger to point somewhere inside of his navel, "as you can see we're all ghosts, and-"
"And Bartholomew's a seer-ghost and 'es the reason we're 'ere, dear," Ruth interrupted. "See 'e made Martin and myself kill . . .  well never mind dear, another story fer another time, but 'e did kill yer sister, 'e did. And now 'e wants-"
"Okay, everybody shut the hell up because we're running out of time here!" Sara glared at Toni. "Get this straight, 'cause I ain't sayin' it again! I'm here! I'm dead! Get over it! I sure have."
"Oh honey, if only that were true," Martin chided.
"You didn't kill yourself?" Toni said. "Paddy and Reggie and I thought..."
"Well, you thought wrong. Gran made sure of that," Sara said. "She's been terrorizing us and manipulating you. We wanted to tell you everything so you wouldn't inherit this stupid necromancer thingy. Bartholomew wants you and Gran wants him to have you, so open wide, because if I don't get inside, that's exactly what is going to happ-"
All eyes jerked toward the bedroom door when a boisterous knocking nipped Sara's words. "Wake up, birthday girl," Antoinette chirped loudly.
"Shit-shit-shit! Hang on Sis, I'm comin' in!" Sara dive bombed Toni's body. Toni shook violently.
Oh hell yes! I'm in! I did it! Now just chill, and act normal. Sara's words ricocheted around in Toni's mind as the bedroom door opened and Ruth and Martin zipped through the wall over the dresser.
"Gran!" Toni yelped, her eyes looking like two large green pools of shimmering water.
Don't do anything stupid and work with me here or she'll send us back to this really creepy crypt with life-sucking zombies, Sara hissed in her head.
Toni covered her chest, taking short, shallow breaths. Will you calm down! Sara said. Gran's not stupid. She's gonna know something's up.
Antoinette gave Toni a curious look as she walked in carrying a tray, Rufus at her feet. "I brought you breakfast in bed. Are you all right? Did I frighten you?"
"Um . . . sort of . . . I was dreaming and . . .  and you..." Toni wiggled up and leaned against her headboard, rigid, as Rufus leapt on the bed and growled.
Great! Just great! The F'n cat doesn't like me, do something, Sara warned. And Bartholomew may still be inside him.
Ohmigod, the guy that killed Sara may be inside of Rufus! This is all way past crazy. "Thanks for breakfast, Gran. That's . . .  that's so sweet." Toni's eyes darted around the bedroom as she pulled Rufus to her chest and scratched his rump a bit too intensely.
That-a-girl, you're doing fine, Sara said, nice save. Chalk one up for the geek. And don't worry about Bartholomew; he can't talk through the cat.
You can hear me? Toni mentally asked with a bit of attitude.
Yessss, Sara answered.
I am not a geek! Toni thought, spitting each word.
Rufus squirmed in Toni's arms. "What's gotten into you?" Toni giggled, ruffling his fur. But I am scared, Sara, and I can't believe Gran is capable of—what is she capable of?—and what about Rufus? Ohmigod, Rufus killed you!
Not Rufus, idiot! A seer-ghost in cats clothing! Just take it easy, they can't do anything to either of us as long as I stay inside your body, Sara mentally pushed.
"You probably scared Rufus as much as I scared you," Antoinette laughed. "I'm sorry for entering so abruptly, but you've slept half your birthday away. It's almost one o'clock." Antoinette laid the tray on Toni's lap, shooing Rufus off the bed.
The cat landed on the floor daintily, eyed Antoinette with an air of arrogance, twitched his tail, and, head lifted, pranced out of the room.
Toni quickly picked the coffee cup off the tray and took a nervous sip. Ohmigod—MG—MG, this is freakin' scary as hell.
You think this is scary? Try being dead—your psycho grandmother so totally F'n with you, and, shit, Bartholomew?—one scary dude, and he wants to be where I am right now. You don't want him in your head. Trust me.
Antoinette sat on the bed beside Toni. She patted her leg and asked, "So how was your date with Paul?"
Toni blushed.
She knows all about Paul. Don't let her kid you, Sara warned.
"Oh, my, you've had sex," Antoinette said with a big smile. "Well good for you."
Toni's hand fluttered over the locket at her throat. "How did you know?"
See? I told ya, Sara said.
Antoinette leaned in and read the inscription on the locket. "'Together always'. How sweet."
"How did you know I had sex with Paul?" Toni asked again, the locket in a death grip.
"It's written all over your face." Antoinette laughed.
Yeah, right, the bitch, Sara huffed. She orchestrated the whole thing. Just keep acting norm. I've got your ass covered.
"Gran, I . . . we . . . I don't know what to do now," Toni blurted out. I'm losing it here.
No you're not. Just be you, Sara mentally instructed.
"Just because you were intimate with him, doesn't mean you have to do anything, Toni. He didn't push you into it did he?" Antoinette coyly asked.
She knows perfectly well what happened. Just look at her, Sara said, smugly.
"No! I kind of wanted to, Gran." Oh, man . . .  what the hell do I say now?
"Are you telling me you experimented with Paul?"
That's just what I did. How does she know that, Sara? When Sara didn't answer, Toni said, "I really like Paul, Gran, but..." Oh Sara, I'm afraid of being sexually attracted to boys and girls. What if I'm like...?
Toni shuddered when Sara audibly sucked in a breath. Oh hell no! Please tell me you're not talking about me? I so wanna kill Jessica—that damn video—she'd better delete it!
"Physical attraction is just that, Toni. There are no set rules," Antoinette said flippantly. "But I'm sure you'll figure it out, and it's really of no importance anyway."
Like, it is so too important! It was important when she thought you wouldn't hop on Paul's dipstick! The lying bitch!
Antoinette got up with a pat to Toni's knee, and walked to the door. "I have something more significant to discuss with you. A very big surprise. In fact, a life-altering surprise, and I'm sure your silly worries about sexual matters will take a backseat as soon as I show you who you are now."
And here it comes. Just act freaked out, okay? Because if she gets wind that you already know, I'm toast. Sara's words frantically echoed in Ton's mind.
"What surprise?" Toni asked calmly. 
Antoinette smiled and glanced into the hall. "Sara, you can all come in now."
Toni put on a frown. "That's very inappropriate, Gran. You know how much I wish-"
Ruth and Martin wafted through the wall over Toni's dresser.
Toni screeched, shot from the bed; the tray hit the floor, splattering food and drink on carpet.
So totally rad, geek-girl! Sara's laughter echoed in Toni's head.
I am not a geek! Toni mentally chided, while gasping for breath, reaching for the bedside table, knocking off the lamp as she fell to the floor, fluttering her eyes closed, cranking out a moan.
Man that was so totally awesome! You go girl with your bad-self!
Toni tried not to smile. Geek-girl my ass.
"Where's Sara?" Antoinette asked, and she wasn't smiling.
Toni swallowed hard when Sara yelped and gave her what felt like a brain freeze. Shit! That hurt!
Please don't screw this up. Please don't screw this up, Sara was mentally chanting.
"I tried to tell her she had to be here," Martin squealed.
"Bless'ervain'eart, she wouldn't leave Jessica and 'er friends this mornin', she wouldn't. They were talkin' about the said video and Sara's sexual peccadilloes, while plannin' a special party fer tomorrow. Sara said y'didn't need 'er 'ere, she did, and thought it'd be better if she stayed there."
Antoinette smiled as she lifted her eyes from Toni's prone body to Ruth's. "That's the first smart thing she's done thus far. I'm sure she doesn't want to end up in that crypt for an eternity."
Antoinette didn't notice Toni's slight intake of breath, but Sara did.
Do ya hear me now? Gran's goin' down, geek-girl.



Chapter Thirty
"All right, sweetie, you now have a good understanding of your skills as a necromancer," Antoinette was saying, "and how to draw a circle and do a summoning. You're aware that if any spirits are near and they want your attention, you will immediately see them. And if you work with Bartholomew, Toni, the wealth and knowledge he would bring to our family would be well worth any inconvenience you may feel."
Right, geek-girl. What B'll bring is a little piece of Hell. He killed me! The dickwad! Toni was becoming used to Sara being a part of her. Simmer down, Sara. We can do this.
Antoinette flipped the pages of the spell book in her hands and used the crimson ribbon to mark a place, then laid the book on Toni's lap. "Now that you have an understanding of your abilities, it's time to summon Bartholomew if you want to keep your three o'clock date with your friends. Although I only expect you to meet him right now, I wouldn't object if you offered him entrance to your body for the day to get a better understanding of what he's offering."
When Toni's eyes became wide, her grandmother smiled and continued, "Fine, but I want to assure you that no one will be aware of Bartholomew's possession. Not even you or I can sense a spirit inside of a human."
Toni let out a long breath and she could feel Sara's tension melt along with hers.
Sara gave Toni a joyful mental nudge. Yessssss! And remember, Bartholomew can't get inside your body while I'm in here, so stay cool. Just do what she asks and then we can fricken' get the hell out of here and go meet Reggie and Paddy at the mall.
But what if he insists I let him inside of me today and Gran changes her mind? Then they'll know you're in there! Why can't I ask if I can summon Ruth or Martin today and make Bartholomew wait? Toni mentally asked for the umpteenth time.
Come on! She just wants you to meet Bartholomew. Deal with it. Do the summoning and then tell them you want some time to think about things, Sara instructed.
"Are you ready?" Antoinette asked.
"Yes, and I know you want me to try the possession thing, but I'm just not ready, Gran," Toni said.
"You don't have to make up your mind right now, but you should at least meet him." Antoinette said, a sweet smile on her face. "He has so much to offer us, Toni." 
Sara jumped right in. Did ya catch the defining word there? She said 'us'. It's all about control, geek-girl. Crap, tell her to let Farty-Barty ride around in her head while you think about it—the bitch!
Sara, if you call me that name again, I'll be the one sending you to that crypt! "All right, Gran, but I want to explore my gift and right now I have so much going on with the video and Sara... Maybe you can entertain the man by letting him into your body, while I-"
Sara spit a laugh that momentarily froze Toni's brain cells.
Antoinette was all furrowed her brows when she said, "Because he hasn't asked me!" She snorted frustration and glared at Toni. "Young lady, your sister is gone, and this is much more important than your childish concerns for that stupid video or your sister's sexuality."
How does she know about your sexual preferences? What the hell? Toni mentally pushed.
She is such a control monger! She knows everything. She even knew when I had sex! Sara said. God, I wish Martin and Ruth could hear this shit!
Where are they? Toni lowered her eyes and fingered a page of the book in her lap.
Ruth said they had some personal business to take care of. Look, just play along with Gran so we can get the hell out of here. Meet the bastard and I'll try not to steam out of your ears and strangle him.
"I'm trying to be patient, Toni." Antoinette encouraged with a determined scowl.
Toni tugged on the crimson ribbon marking the page and ran her hand over the summoning.
Straightening her back and raising her chin, she read from her new book of spells,
"A wandering soul I seek
One of which I wish to speak
Beckoned from slumber
You will appear to me encumbered
In my circle you will rise
For me to use without threat of reprise
Spirit of Bartholomew, crucified by order of Astyages
Arise and appear before my eyes"
The air in the circle wavered and a smoky form began to take shape. Toni shivered. Holy shit! I can actually do this. And look at him! Nothing like a shriveled up, naked old man to totally gross you out—I sooo DO NOT want this gift. 
Sara giggled with glee. I personally think it's damn spiffy! Think of all the possibilities! You can summon up the dead; I can jump inside people! Oh yeah—we're gonna be one hell of a team!
Easy for you to say. I'm the one that does the summoning, Sara.
"Well, we finally get to meet," Bartholomew said, his eyes holding Toni's. "I've waited so long for this day."
"She is well aware of your offer," Antoinette said, gauging Toni and Bartholomew. "But she isn't ready to accept your proposal at the moment. I'm sure you understand; this is all new to her. She wants to explore her new gift before making her decision."
Bartholomew did not take his eyes off Toni. "I have waited for what seems like an eternity, my dear. I can wait a little longer."
Doesn't he just make you wanna jump right out of your skin? Uck! I freakin' hate the perv. He killed me and he is so going to pay for it! No get out of Hell free card for you, death-breath! No passing go, no collecting my sister's bod, you oozing pile of carnage!
"Why can't you use another necromancer?" Toni asked, gripping her spell book.
Good question! I still say we slap his ass into Gran, Sara ground out.
Bartholomew smiled at Antoinette, sighed, and then put the tips of his transparent, weathered fingers together before enlightening them. "I have tried, hundreds of times over the years, but none could give me what I truly want. I believe only you can. As I hung crucified on a cross, I had my last mortal prophecy. You appeared before me and, in your eyes, Toni, I saw myself; and for the first time in my mortal life I felt pain—the pain of my own death. You see, as a mortal-seer, I felt nothing; neither physical, nor mental. I long to feel the sensual pleasures of your world, as well as the pain."
Great! Sara guffawed. Seer-ghost my butt-crack! What we got here's a psychopath trading up to sadist. Ain't happin', Worms-For-Brains.
"But I'm not sure I want to share those experiences with anyone," Toni said calmly.
Antoinette was swift to answer, "He will only be inside you when you allow it, Toni, and the reward of being able to use his ability to see into the future is quite a gift in exchange for a few moments of shared joy."
Tell her you want to do a little research, Sara prompted. Just to cover your ass. See how she reacts, because I think the witch is lying through her teeth. What if you let him in and you can't get him out?
"I can summon other spirits, right?" Toni asked Antoinette.
Antoinette shot a warning glance in Bartholomew's direction before answering, "Yes, but not when another ghost is inside of you. What does that have to do with Bartholomew?"
What a lying, f'n bitch! I'm inside you and you whipped him up! And Ruth said that Bartholomew can't jump in your body when I'm in here! Sara's words rolled around in Toni's head like a train careening out of control. Go ahead, lay it on her! This is so damn good!
I'm supposed to tell her I know she's lying because my dead sister is in my body at the moment? I think not. "Well, I'd like to do a little research and a few experiments," Toni said, carefully marking her words. "I want to know more about my gift before I make any pacts with anyone. I mean, I have no freakin' clue what I'm capable of, Gran, and . . .  well . . .  just how binding is a pact with a ghost? Is it . . .  like some unbreakable contract?"
Antoinette glared at her. "You have always trusted me. Why are you not doing that in this matter? Has someone instructed you differently? Have you spoken with your sister?"
Oh shit! Sara yelped.
Toni's eyes began to water as she put on a sad face. "Oh Gran, you know I love you, and I've always trusted you. Can you guys just give me a little time so I can make sure I know what I really want?" Toni wiped a crocodile tear from her cheek. "But most of all, I do want to see my sister. Right now, that's the most exciting thing about receiving this family legacy. It's all I can concentrate on. And it makes me so sad that Sara thought it was more important to be with her friends instead of me on our birthday." Ya know, maybe being a geek has its upside, Sara. At least I think before I speak.
You're good, geek-girl. Damn good. Now let's get the hell out of here.
Antoinette smiled at Bartholomew over Toni's shoulder as she hugged her. "All right, sweetie. Let's put Bartholomew back in Rufus and you go and take care of your personal problems. Meanwhile, I'll summon up Sara and have a little talk with her. She really should have been here for your special day."
Fuck me! Sara yelled. She's gonna suck me right out of your nose holes!
Toni snuggled into her grandmother's embrace. "Can I summon her Gran? I need the practice, and I really don't want you yelling at her, because I so much want her to be happy to see me. I'll do it before I go to the mall so she can come with me. Please."
Antoinette and Bartholomew exchanged a look of consternation.
Sara laughed. F'n A, geek-girl! You are so-totally not who I thought you were. 



Chapter Thirty-one
Go on! We are so totally in control! You have to be able to do everything Gran can! Sara's excited voice bounced between Toni's ears as she walked through the entrance of the mall.
"Only problem—Gran's also the source of my education," Toni whispered as she massaged the bridge of her nose behind her hand. "Not like I can advertise for a necromancer instructor in the newspaper. How do we fight something we know nothing about?"
Sara echoed, Ruth's been dead since the apostles, for Christ's sake—she knew Bartholomew couldn't get inside you with me in here—bet she knows all the other shit, too.
Toni pulled a thick corkscrew of red curls over her mouth. "When do you expect them back? We really need to have a plan," Toni asked, stepping on the escalator heading up to the second level.
Don't know—trust me—they'll be back soon.
Toni palmed the tip of her nose and whispered from behind her hand, "Okay listen—we're almost to the food court—I don't want to mention any ghost-whispering stuff to Paddy and Reggie. I'm supposed to be talking about Paul and-"
Hold on! Will you just talk to me in your head because-?
Toni tucked her chin between her shirt and her chest. "Why? It feels crazy to carry on a mental conversation when we are alone."
Well next time we do this (IN A FREAKIN' PUBLIC MALL), plug in an iPod, pout, stick your chin out, bounce your head up and down, and act like you're singing when you talk 'cause you look like some skitzo-CIA-wannabe, high on something.
Toni stuffed her hands in her pockets, felt a rush of warmth run into her cheeks, and mentally blurted, Don't change the subject; I'm supposed to be here to talk about Paul and the attraction I think I have for his sister, which is scary as hell. I might be a lesbian! So if you could please keep your comments down to a minimum, I would really appreciate it.
Sara huffed, Oh, give it up. Do you want to puke when you think about Paul all up on it? Does it make you gag?
No, sex with Paul didn't make me sick. And even though it wasn't ...well, I still kind of enjoyed... Does having sex with guys gag you?
Yes. I puked and showered six times after David and every other guy I—ugh! Tony felt Sara shudder inside her. Look, you just think you're lesbian, stupid. Nothing wrong with being curious—noticing a chick's tits—even a little kinky- Never mind. Let's stay focused! I'm here to find out about the damn party and the video thing, so you better hit on that or I'll...
Shush! There they are, behave yourself! Toni waved at Paddy as she made her way around the crowded tables.
Sara gasped. Look at her . . .  she's so . . .  Oh God . . .  I can't do this.
What you talking about? Toni mentally asked.
Reggie . . .  she's so . . .  Oh man, I so totally screwed up.
"Hey, girlfriend! Happy birthday!" Paddy said with a smile as she handed over a wrapped gift. "This is from both of us. You can open it after we hear all the dirty details. We ordered a pizza. Hope you're hungry."
Reggie hung her arm over the back of her chair and slouched, crossing her legs, a big smile on her face, and a large piece of pizza in her other hand. "So, did Paul make a new woman outta ya?" she asked, and took a bite.
"No! I mean, yes, but," Toni stammered, and then turned to Paddy. "I like your brother, a lot. But, I think about . . .  um..." Her sentence hung in the air for a second as her eyes danced across the t-shirt Reggie was wearing. It was black, tight, and expressed her sexuality blatantly: 'Heterosexuality is not "Normal" Just Common!'
"And?" Reggie coaxed, licking her lips and wiping her hands on a napkin.
Sara sniffled, audible only to Toni, and then let out a soft moan.
Toni's eyes locked on Reggie. "I think about girls, too." Her eyes jerked toward Paddy for a heartbeat. "Some girls, anyway." Toni blinked rapidly. Are you crying, Sara?
Shut up! Just shut the hell up! Sara sobbed. Oh God, what did I do?
"Like a million other heterosexual girls?" Reggie finished Toni's sentence.
"No! Like maybe... I don't know!"
"Sara?" Reggie pushed the question.
Embarrassed, Toni blurted, "Maybe! I'm like some total freak sometimes, because I don't find some girls unattractive!"
"Open your present," Paddy said with a grin, and took a bite of her slice.
Sara whimpered, I miss her so much. I so totally screwed up the best thing I ever had.
Toni's eyes fell on the gift, but she didn't move to open it.
"Go on," Reggie said, "you ain't no freak, girl. Open it before ya start melting all over the damn table."
Toni hesitantly picked up the present and began to tear it open. She held the book in her hand, eyes playing over the title: Am I Blue?: Coming Out from the Silence 
Toni lifted her face and looked from Reggie to Paddy. "So is this gonna tell me if I'm a lesbian?" 
"Look, it isn't all about sex," Paddy said. "It's about getting to know yourself, or in this case, maybe getting a handle on your sister. See, Reggie has absolutely no desire to be intimate with a guy. She's always known she was attracted to women... in that way. I've been attracted to both, and it's a heck of a lot more confusing. I watched this YouTube video and it started to make sense. I wrote down the web address on the last page of the book. But you can't change-"
"You don't change who y'are by havin' sex with someone," Reggie interrupted. "That's all we're sayin' here. That's what your sister tried to do. Don't make the same mistake. Take your time. Fall in love with a person, not a sexual experience or an idealistic set of values."
She's right, Toni, Sara whispered. I should have listened to my heart.
Toni took a deep breath. "So I could be bi-sexual too?"
"You know what? Just follow your heart," Paddy said. "When the time is right, and you find someone you want to share your life with, then share your body."
"I don't know if I'm ready for a sexual relationship, and, poor Paul; what do I tell him now? I really like him and I want to keep seeing him, but until..."
"The truth," Reggie said, "if there's an attraction, if ya have stuff in common, there's no 'until', there's no 'I'm a lesbian', there's just him and you. Tell him ya wanna take it slow, and if he really likes ya, he'll understand—be patient. You're only eighteen; do ya plan on continuin' your education or what? I know high school sucks. It's all about appearances and lookin' in-a mirror isn't exactly a study on life. But ya don't seem like the kinda person that's all up on bein' prom queen. So screw what's expected, walk to the beat of your own drum; get a grip on your own priorities."
She's so smart, Sara said softly.
"So, what time do you want us to pick you up for the party tomorrow?" Paddy asked. "I think it's time to teach Jessica a lesson. She so totally screwed up your sister."
Should I tell them you didn't kill yourself? Toni asked Sara.
It doesn't matter, because Paddy's right. I lost Reggie because of Jessica and her damn friends. If she didn't do what she did, I might have acted differently, because I really loved Reggie. I just wish I could tell her that.
"Maybe you can," Toni said aloud.
"Maybe I can what?" Paddy asked. "Tell me you aren't chickening out!"
Don't tell them about me, yet, Sara said, her voice echoing around in Toni's head. It was hard enough for you to believe all this and you can see me! Let's wait until after the party. Ha! Boy, are they in for a surprise when I hop inside Jessica and she starts layin' out the shit! 
Toni smiled at Paddy. "Nope, and I'm thinking I might just try something before you have to flash Jessica those texts she sent you."
"Tell me ya aren't gonna come on to Jessica!" Reggie laughed. "Girl! What the hell are ya thinkin'?"
"No! I really believe that when Jessica sees us she's gonna give it all up on her own, that's all."
"Yeah, right, like that is so not going to happen." Paddy laughed.
"I'm bringin' my phone," Reggie said.
"I think you both underestimate my spiritual powers," Toni said, picking up a slice of pizza. "I have family in weird places."
"Ah-huh, wha'cha gonna do? Raise Sara from the dead and let them duke it out?" Reggie scoffed.
Sara laughed. Hit that nail on the coffin, baby! I'm back, I'm bad, and Jessica's going down! 



Chapter Thirty-two
Toni sat across from her mother and grandmother at the dining room table. "Thanks for making lasagna, Mom. You know it's my favorite." Toni raised a forkful to her mouth, eyes following Ruth and Martin who were floating around the table.
"You're welcome, and we have birthday cake, so save room for it," Belle said with a smile. "I invited Paul over for dessert. I hope you don't mind. He'll be here shortly."
Toni almost dropped her fork. Just great! 
Hey, chill, you wanted to talk to him anyway, so lighten up, Sara said from inside Toni, and then giggled; I can't wait to hear that conversation.
"That was so thoughtful, Mom." Toni shoved the forkful of lasagna into her mouth.
Martin hovered over Antoinette, staring apprehensively at Ruth.
"Have you decided what you're gonna do about the seer-ghost?" Antoinette asked cheerfully, licking sauce off the underside of her fork.
Does the woman ever give up? Sara wanted to know. Can you put her off until you talk to Ruth and Martin? We have this plan and...
I've got it, Sara. Just shut up a minute. Toni locked eyes with her grandmother. "Yes, and I've decided I don't feel comfortable with someone taking possession of my body at the moment. Maybe down the line-"
Belle tore off her apron and slammed it on the table. "Toni, that seer can make a considerable difference in your financial future—our financial future."
"Put a lid on it, Belle." Antoinette's eyes sparkled. "I asked because Ruth and I have been talking, see." She waved her fork at Toni, ran a tongue over her lips, and smiled. "Bartholomew's, well, he's a first class prick."
What the hell? Sara said loud enough to make Toni shake her head.
Martin let out an audible breath.
Ruth smiled coyly, hovering by the table.
Toni set her fork down. "Excuse me? Gran, did you just use the word prick in a sentence?"
"Yeah, that's what Ruth called him and, sugar, I have to agree," Antoinette said, then woofed down a bite of lasagna, picked up her garlic bread, waved it at Belle, and, with a mouth full, added, "When Ruth was a mortal, Bartholomew took possession of her body and made her kill her own kid. That's why she's still here. Bartholomew needs to be put in his place. I'm thinkin' that crypt, for starters."
"You have got to be kidding me!" Belle said. "And you believe this ghost Ruth?"
With the back of his hand over his mouth, Martin leaned halfway inside of Ruth and conspiratorially whispered, "So that's why you didn't want to summon . . .  um . . .  I mean," his eyes jiggled in Antoinette's direction. "You know . . .  talk to your dead guy?"
"Yes, afraid so, dear," Ruth said with sad eyes.
This is a trick, Sara blurted. Gran knows I'm inside you. She's up to something!
Hang on, let's let this play out. "Gran, where is Bartholomew?" Toni glanced at Ruth. Ruth's smoky form vibrated, wavering in and out of focus.
Antoinette grabbed the table edge with two hands and slid forward, swinging her leg under the table. Rufus hissed, ran out, and leapt onto the china hutch. "Right there." She pointed at the cat.
"You can't be serious!" Belle shouted. "We both know that this is the chance of a lifetime!"
"No Belle, it's not," Antoinette said, a smile playing on her lips. "Toni has a right to make up her own mind. She can do whatever she decides. I'm finished with all of this. I've always wanted to see Paris and, by God, I'm gonna see it before this old body kicks the bucket. Not like I don't have a debit card burning a hole in my pocket and plenty of funds backin' it up."
"But she needs your help, Mother!" Belle said. "How will she figure out how to use her powers if you just up and leave?"
"Oh, honey, Mom's got an at-ti-tude," Martin said, with a look of amusement. Of course Belle was the only one who couldn't hear him, but Ruth glared at him anyway.
"Ruth can help her," Antoinette said with a flamboyant wave of dismissal. "I've set all of the tools you need in your bedroom, Toni, so have at it."
The doorbell rang, ending any rebuttal from Belle.
"I believe that's your recent conquest," Antoinette said as she got up from the table. "I'm going up to finish packing—no cake for me—I have to keep my girlish figure. Who knows, maybe I'll meet some hot Frenchy in Paris."
Toni's chin hovered over her chest as Belle stomped toward the front door.
Shit! Shit! Shit! Sara screamed in Toni's head. Ohmigod!
Toni turned to Ruth. "Why is my grandmother acting strange?"
"Blessyerapprehensivenature, Gran and I did 'ave a little chat, we did, and it seems t' 'ave enlightened 'er a bit, it 'as."
This doesn't sound right, Sara. If what you said about Gran working this whole thing is true, why would she up and leave?
Sara was very quiet.
Martin put his fingers over his lips.
Toni hooded her eyes at Ruth and whispered, "What's really going on, Ruth?"
"Bless'ermortified'eart, yer Gran showed some compassion, she did; but, moreover, I'm sure she doesn't want y'consortin' with a ghost the likes o' 'im no more, she doesn't. An', well, since 'er job is done 'ere, she asked me t'help y'along with yer necromancin' skills, she did."
"Hey, birthday girl. How'd your day with the girls go?" Paul walked into the dining room. Everyone turned in his direction. But of course he only saw Toni.
"It went well, thank you." This is a bit uncomfortable, Sara.
Come on! Sara said all excited. You know you like him! Just do what Reggie suggested. Talk to him.
Belle shouted from the kitchen, "Getting the cake ready. Paul, why don't you take Toni out to the garden? I'll call you when it's ready."
"After you," Paul said opening the French doors.
Why is mom so up on Paul? Toni mentally asked Sara as she walked onto the back patio.
Sara didn't answer.
***
Outside on the bench by the rose bushes, Toni sat with her hands folded in her lap, listening to Sara humming, Melissa Ferrick's 'I'm a Lesbian' lyrics in her head.
Sara, will you cut that out! Gimme a break, here!
You need to lighten up a little, Sis. You're attracted to him, right?
Yes, but...
No buts girl, just live in the moment, remember?
"There's something I have to tell you about the day Sara died," Paul said and nipped the twin's mental conversation.
Toni took a deep breath and said, "I want to put Sara's death behind me. I don't care what happened that day. I want to talk about us. And it's hard for me to find the right words, so just listen, okay? No more talk about Sara."
Oh, hell yess! The guy just jumped from scum to tolerable, Sara sang.
With intensity, Paul stared into Toni's eyes and took her hand in his. "Sure. Hey, I'm sorry about last night if I made you do anything you didn't feel comfortable with. I wanted to really explain, but..."
Poor guy! Like you so totally didn't want to jump his bones, too."
Sara, shut up! This is hard enough without you commentating.
Say what?
Shut up! "You didn't make me do anything I didn't want to do, Paul. And it wasn't a mistake, either. And I don't want to stop seeing you, either. But I'm only eighteen and I feel like I might've jumped in over my head."
"Huh," Paul sighed, rubbing her palm with his fingers, looking deep into her eyes. "Do you feel different today? You woke up different this morning, right?" His face got closer, eyes searching hers.
"What?" Crap, am I supposed to be like, 'oh yes, baby you moved me' or something?
Sara didn't respond. Toni frowned.
"Did you wake up to a special gift this morning?" Paul inquired.
Sara! Help me out here! Is this a guy thing, or what? "Um, well, I, uh..." Toni stammered, and then blurted, "I feel warm when I think about last night. Is that what you mean?" She tilted her head down, eyes on the grass around her feet while trying not to smile.
Paul laughed. "You mean nothing is different? You sure? Hey, I'm glad you get all warm when you think of us and... last night. I do too."
Sara, I'm gonna puke on my shoes if he asks me again. She took in a deep breath.
Sara giggled. He's talking about Bart and the possession thing, but I don't think he knows you can talk to dead people.
Oh! I forgot! Poor Paul! "I'm still the same person you took on that beautiful picnic in the park. All I'm saying is that I want to take it a little slower. That's all. Can you deal with that?"
"Oh," Paul said and squeezed her hand, "I sure can." His chest puffed out. To Toni, he almost looked pleased. "We can certainly take it a bit slower, okay? Maybe date awhile before we get... too intimate."
"BlessBartholomew'svoyeuristicnature, the boy's definitely put the seer and a few ramifications before 'is carnal urges, now 'asn't 'e?"
"Cake anyone?" Belle shouted from the French doors
Paul got up and pulled Toni with him. "Come on, I've been thinking about that ice cream cake since your mother called me earlier."
"It's an ice cream cake?" Toni laughed.
"Yep, chocolate."
Screw the cake—we need to talk to Ruth. I want to figure out how to get rid of Bartholomew so I can get out of your body. We have a party to get ready for! 



Chapter Thirty-three
It was Wednesday afternoon. Antoinette had left in a cab alone, after an amusing argument with her daughter. Belle had insisted on taking her mother to the airport and Antoinette wanted no part of it. The blast of a horn had ended the dispute. Gran had sprightly hefted her three bags, and with a wave and a smile, headed out to an impatient cabbie.
Belle had gotten into another tiff with Toni when she tried to reason with her daughter in regards to Bartholomew. That argument had ended with Belle storming out of the house, headed for the local bookstore in search of some literature on seers to further Toni's education.
Twenty minutes later, up in the guest room, another quarrel began.
"I don't think I want to summon a demon, Ruth," Toni said, looking extremely nervous as she chided her sister mentally. A demon! What is she thinking, Sara?
Rufus scratched at the door of the travel cage where he was held captive.
Oh just get over it! You got the salt circle. He can't get out. Sara's words temporarily clouded Toni's rebuttal.
"I'm thinkin' 'e's gonna be quite pleased with 'er offer, 'e is," Ruth said as she hovered over Toni, her hand tapping in and out o'Toni's shoulder. "It's not a frequent occurrence fer a demon ta'be afforded the ability t'ave a chance t'possess a seer-ghost, it's not."
Martin glared at the cat that held Bartholomew captive. "You nasty, nasty man. The proprietor of the crypt doesn't do nice. You two should get along nicely."
Rufus spat and hissed, throwing his body against the barred door.
Just do it, Toni, because you're dog-meat if ya don't and I'm not spending another night in hell, Sara's voice echoed around the chambers of her mind.
Toni looked at the circle of salt. The candles were burning, her blood spilled near each one to set the spell. She licked the small cut on her finger and her eyes played over the demon summon in the spell book on her lap. "I wish Gran were here. I don't feel comfortable doing this without her."
"I'm 'ere, dear, blessyertroubledlittle'eart; just let me do all the talkin' when 'e gets 'ere, and I feel 'e's gonna be right pleased, 'e is."
Rufus let out a horrific screech, his paws hammering at the cage door.
Toni sucked in a breath and blurted out the summons,
"From the otherworld, I call you here
My blood protects; harm brings no fear
A bargain, I wish to plea 
Azakeor, demon of lost souls 
Appear; I summon thee" 
Nothing happened. Everyone's eyes were riveted on the circle.
Dammit all to hell! Read it again, Sara screamed between Toni's ears making her jump three inches off the bed.
Toni's whole body shook as she started again, "From the otherworld-"
The air crackled. Toni yelped. The wooden floor in the circle opened, and blackness swirled inside.
The head of a man, covered in wild raven hair, over steel-gray eyes, floated from the chasm below. The creature had the massive body of a dog and when the oak planks closed under the demon, he stood upright on hooved hind quarters, like a human. Raking clawed hands through his black mane, the creature freed a snarled smile with jagged sharp teeth. "What do you wish of me?"
Rufus sounded like a muscle car revving its engine.
Shit! Ohmigod, Sara croaked, I sure hope that circle holds him.
You are so dead if he gets out! Toni wiggled on the bed.
Sh-yeah! Right? Can't get any deader, geek-girl!
Oh, yes you can! I can send you down under with him! Toni warned, and then added, If I can find the spell in this stupid book!
Martin cowered behind Toni and Ruth and waggled his fingers at the demon. "Hello again, sorry to have-"
"Blessyerdementedsoul, we 'ave a spirit that may be o'interest t'ya, demon," Ruth cut in.
Rufus let out a perfect Halloween-night wail.
"And who might that be?" the demon growled in a deep gravelly voice, then licked his lips, while eyeing the carrier.
"Bartholomew, an ancient seer ghost," Martin shrilled, his eyeballs wafting halfway through their lids.
The demon stalked the circle, testing the perimeter with the claws on its paw. "And what do you wish in return?"
Sara shuddered. Man, I'm glad I'm in here.
Yeah and what if he gets out and grabs me? Toni thought, then pointed at Ruth and Martin over her shoulder and said, "They don't want to spend another night in your crypt."
Gray eyes hooded, Azakeor snarled and lunged at the salt line only to bounce back to the center, landing on all four paws. He got up, hissed, and paced the circle. A long runner of gangrenous looking saliva rolled from his fanged snarl and pooled on the floor. "Where is the other spirit that visited my crypt?" he growled ferociously. 
I'm not coming out! Forget it! Just ain't happening, Sis. Sara's voice ricocheted around Toni's head.
"Look, I'm . . . well, a necromancer," Toni said, "and Sara's inside of me to protect me from-"
"Yes, well that's enough dear, blessyertrustin'nature, no sense in confusin' the issue," Ruth informed. "We 'ave the seer in that cat." Ruth pointed at Rufus, who hissed his disapproval. "And yer welcome t' 'im if y'promise never t'release 'im from the crypt, y'are. An since y'seem t'be gettin' the best end o'the bargain, we won't be answerin' no more questions."
Martin sucked in an audible breath that started with a little squeak.
The cat started scratching frantically on the latch of the cage.
"Bring him out and place him before me," Azakeor demanded in a loud gravelly voice that echoed off the walls.
Toni started flipping the pages of the book, looking for the crimson ribbon marking the spell that would release Bartholomew and place him in the circle. When she found it, she started the chant.
Ruth raised a hand and stopped her. "Give it a moment, will y'dear, bless'iscunnin'nature, 'e 'asn't sealed the bargain, 'e 'asn't, an', why, 'e could just make off with the seer, if'n we don't seal said bargain."
The demon threw his human head back and growled at the ceiling. He leapt to the edge of the salt line, landing on all fours in front of Ruth, and glared. "Very well, speak it; I shall seal it," he ground out.
"Go ahead, dear," Ruth coaxed. 
"What? Me?" Toni yelped.
"Since y'summoned 'im, y'need t'be the one makin' the request, y'do. Just state the pact o'the agreement that we helped y'pen out earlier, and make sure y'use all the proper names, etcetera."
Toni pulled a scrap of paper from her book with shaky hands, cleared her throat, and read, "Azakeor, demon keeper of the crypt, I offer you the seer ghost, Bartholomew. In return you will dissolve the pact that you made with Ruth Wellington, Martin Perkins, and Sara Farrell. The three spirits will never have to return to the crypt by your command and Bartholomew will be held there for an eternity."
Azakeor raised a thick black brow and asked, "And your name?"
Toni's head jerked toward Ruth.
"Go ahead dear, give 'im yer name," Ruth said with a nod of her head.
Toni tuned back to the circle. "Um . . .  it's Toni . . .  I mean, Antoinette Kathryn Farrell."
"Antoinette Kathryn Farrell, I grant your bargain and seal the pact with my blood." The demon sunk his teeth into his wrist, sucked noisily, and then spit black liquid that sizzled when it hit the floor. He sneered at Toni, lips dripping vile liquid. "Now give me the seer and dismiss me."
Rufus rumbled.
"Oh honey, I'm not cleaning that up," Martin informed with one hand over his lips, the other pointing at the smoking floor.
Oh, hurry up, I want to get out of here and wring Martin's transparent neck! Sara said.
Toni's eyes darted to Ruth, she nodded. Toni mumbled the chant, while tracing her fingers in the air like they'd practiced earlier.
As Bartholomew appeared beside the demon in the center of the circle, Rufus meowed, looked stunned for a moment, and then began licking his paws.
Bartholomew backed slowly away from the demon, his eyes locked on Toni. "You've made a terrible mistake. You don't know all that I can offer you-"
"Yeah, yeah, give it up, Barf-boy," Sara said, as she wafted out of her sister's body. "Time to say bye-bye." She waggled her transparent fingers at him.
Toni shook her head and weakly muttered, "Okay, so I guess you can leave now, Azakeor." I feel empty. Sara can you still hear me? She looked at her sister, but Sara just continued to glare at Bartholomew. Toni sighed.
"And don't forget to take him with you," Martin yelped, pointing at Bartholomew.
"You haven't heard the last of me. You can't change destiny, Toni," Bartholomew sneered as the demon raked his claws through the seer's floating form.
"Sh-yeah, right? And thanks a bunch—see ya," Sara said, blowing him a smoky kiss.
The floor opened, they fell into the blackness below, and the oak planks reformed cutting off the mingled roar of the demon and the livid shouts of Bartholomew.
"Yessssss! And it's party time," Sara sang, doing her mini tornado thing as she whipped around the room.



Chapter Thirty-four
On the way to the party, Toni frowned into the rearview mirror and said, "I'm still worried about Gran." 
She turned to Sara, who floated in the passenger seat next to her. "I don't like that she wouldn't let Mom take her to the airport."
"We shouldn't concern ourselves, we shouldn't. At least she didn't stop us from sendin' Bartholomew t'the crypt, she didn't," Ruth admonished.
"Maybe not, but she wasn't acting like herself," Toni added, flipping the blinker on to make a left turn.
Martin and Ruth, hovering in the back seat, exchanged a look of conspiratorial unease.
Toni steered onto a long drive that led to a large brick building where dozens of vehicles were parked. She tucked her mother's car in between a Jeep Wrangler and a Ford Blazer.
"Look, Sara, I don't care what your plan is for Jessica," Toni said as she stepped from the car and headed for Jessica's very impressive four-story home surrounded by acres of woodland. "But I'm not discussing any necromancer stuff with Paddy and Reggie unless I have to."
Sara wafted from the roof of the car. "I don't care what you do. I have my own agenda," she informed, darting toward the house.
Toni hurried along the driveway after her sister and spotted Paddy and Reggie standing on the porch in front of a set of huge stained-glass doors.
"Jessica's so gonna hate herself when she wakes up tomorrow," Sara snapped, buzzing up the steps past Reggie and right through the doors.
Toni hid her mouth behind her hand and spoke to the two apparitions flying beside her. "Follow Sara, and make sure she behaves until I get there."
"This is so
not going to be pretty." Martin clucked, whipping after Sara.
"I wouldn't dilly-dally," Ruth looked over her shoulder as she followed Martin up the steps. "We'll do what we can, dear, but bless'erimpulsivesoul, yer sister is quite a handful, she is."
Martin and Ruth wafted through the front doors as Toni climbed the steps.
"Reggie brought the phone," Paddy said with a big smile. "You've got about fifteen minutes to do your thing and, if it doesn't work, she's gonna be all over Jessica."
"Oh, I don't think it's gonna take that long," Toni mumbled behind a nervous frown.
Reggie opened the front door and grinned. "Awful damn sure of yourself, aren't ya?"
They stepped into a huge foyer and, before Toni could answer, a tall, thin guy, with stringy brown hair, dark eyes, cocoa colored skin and tight jeans, waved them on. "Third floor."
"Thanks, been here, done this before," Paddy said and headed toward a spiral staircase at the back of the room.
"Nice jeans," Reggie commented while eyeing the Silvertab label. The guy's eyes darted from her chest to her ass as she strode by.
"Are her parents' home?" Toni whispered as they detoured around the staircase and headed down a hall.
"They're never home," Paddy remarked as she stopped in front of a beautiful piece of grillwork etched in bronze over a metal door. She pushed a button on the wall and a grinding mechanical noise came from behind the grill work.
"They have an elevator?" Toni asked in awe.
"Yeah," Reggie said, "an' ten bedrooms, thirteen bathrooms, a huge library, an observatory, two living rooms—one just for watching movies—a den, a kitchen ta die for, and that was a ten-car garage you parked in front of."
"I've known Jessica like forever, and I've never once been to her house," Toni said. "Sara has, but didn't mention how big and beautiful it is."
The elevator opened with a soft chime and the three stepped inside.
"Uh-huh," Paddy said, "and just like Jessica—good on the eyes, but it's just one big illusion of something special. I've only been here once, said I'd never do it again."
"Yeah, the night they took that damn video," Reggie said, leaning against the far wall as the doors shut. She crossed her arms over a t-shirt that read, 'Come out, come out, wherever you are'.
They rode in silence until the elevator stopped and the doors opened into one big room and the sound of Britney Spears belting out the lyrics to '3'.
Toni's face turned bright red. She pointed and gasped at huge viewing screen suspended above the dance floor in the back of the room. "The video! Ohmigod!"
"Damn, that's a fifty-two inch screen." Reggie laughed, stepping out of the elevator. "I'm the fricken' star of the party."
Toni stepped into the room, her jaw hanging over her chest, eyes darting all over the place.
The room was huge and packed with scantily clad teens that were gyrating on the dance floor or congregating in small groups, some laughing and pointing at the television screen, others seductively accepting food fed to them.
On the far wall, a large picture of Sara, laid out in her casket, took center stage on a table piled high with eatables and wreaths of flowers.
Couples were stretched across plastic lined couches or mats on the floor lining the sides of the room, applying, or eating food off exposed flesh. A few danced provocatively on parquet squares in the middle of the room, feeding each other; everyone absorbed in someone.
"The Edible Sploshers," Paddy said with disgust, spreading her arms.
"Are you hungry?" Reggie asked, her eyes twinkling at Toni.
"My sister participated in this? It's so . . .  public," Toni said, her nose scrunched up, eyes searching for Sara, "and so totally unhygienic, never mind disgusting."
Reggie laughed. "I prefer . . .  uh . . .  some intimacy, but don't knock the food thing, till ya try it."
Toni's eyes became large with embarrassment. 
Paddy pointed across the room. "There's Jessica."
Toni followed Paddy's finger and her eyes went from embarrassment to horror.
Reggie snarled, "You've got about five minutes. Have at it."
Toni sucked in a big breath and held it. Sara was stretched out in a prone position over Jessica and David, elbow resting on the back of the couch, hand halfway inside her chin, a big smile on her face. She was calmly watching her BFF who was lying on top of her ex, mouth covering his.
Sara made eye contact with Toni, wiggled her fingers and gave her a thumb up. Then she kind of float-rolled off the back of the couch, hovered over Jessica, and, like an exhale of smoke played in reverse, slowly disappeared through one of Jessica's nose holes.
Jessica bolted upward, straddling David, a brief look of horror on her face before she broke into a wicked grin and wrapped her hands around David's throat.
"Oh shit!" Toni yelped and ducked behind Reggie.
"Chicken shit," Reggie said with a laugh, pulling Toni around to her side with a small nudge toward the couch.
Toni held her ground.
David turned red in the face, trying to wiggle out from under who—for all intent and purposes—appeared to be, Jessica.
"So you gonna do your thing?" Paddy asked. "Or do we send Reggie over?"
"How 'bout we just hang here for a minute," Toni said. With her hand at her breast, Toni watched Jessica kneel on David's chest, grab a hand full of hair, and punch him in the face, drawing a good bit of attention and a trickle of blood. Half the kids in the room turned to look.
"What the hell?" Reggie asked.
Paddy covered her mouth and started laughing.
Martin worked his wiggle as he stood in front of the couch, Ruth beside him. "Oh honey, we better back up, 'cause the shit's about to hit the fan."
"Well, yes dear, while that's quite a disturbin' visual, its clarity rings true. Bless'ervindictivesoul, she's been waiting fer this moment, she 'as."
Paddy gave Toni a slap on the shoulder. "Go on! Will you look at the manic bipolar queen!"
Jessica let go of David's hair, wiggled down between his legs and brought her knee up hard. David howled and clutched his scrotum.
The whole room was one big gasp.
Jessica leapt off the couch and yelled, "Yeah, go ahead jerk-wad, haul those babies back into first gear on your own, 'cause you know these hands ain't touchin' that shit no more!"
"You know that had to hurt," Martin said, scrunching up his face, legs forming one appendage from the knees down.
"Yes, dear, and bless'isfornicatin'soul, I'm thinkin 'e won't be usin' those babies fer a while, 'e won't."
Everyone's eyes followed Jessica as she strutted across the room toward the entertainment center. She jerked the plug from the wall and the room fell into silence. Then she yelled, "David, you scum sucking bottom feeder, you just had to ruin Sara's reputation, didn't ya? Just because she preferred Reggie to you! And you dragged me along for the ride."
"You're talkin' shit," David grunted, still holding himself. "You're the one that wanted to screw with her, wanted everyone to know how she felt about Reggie! You're the one that was jealous of her!"
The whole room sucked in a breath.
Someone dropped a glass, breaking the silence with a clatter of tinkles.
Reggie burst out in laughter. 
Toni and Paddy's eyes were riveted on Jessica.
Jessica snarled, "Who sent the video to everyone's cell phone? Huh? Go ahead, answer that one why don'tcha!" 
"What the hell are you talkin' about?" David groaned, getting into a sitting position. "You did and you know it! Just to piss off Reggie!"
Reggie took long strides toward Jessica, pumping her fist at her. "You bitch! Couldn't you just leave it alone? You got what you wanted. She's gone. I loved her and you made her kill herself!"
To everyone in the room but Toni, it looked like Jessica was crying. But Toni knew it was her sister who swiped Jessica's tear-tracked cheeks, and meant it when she howled, "I loved you, too!"
The whole room wheezed.
In control of Jessica's body, Sara flung arms around Reggie's neck and attempted a kiss, but just grazed her lips.
Reggie pushed her away and backhanded her across the face. To an array of surprised clamors and gossipy whispers, she wiped her mouth, and spit. "Yeah, and I got the text messages to prove it! But I never wanted no part of you, bitch! Still don't!"
The tears ran heavy as Jessica whimpered, "I guess I deserved that."
Toni held her tongue—knowing Sara would want her to—as Reggie whipped out her cell, fiddled with the buttons, then tossed it at David.
David caught it and the crowd moved in his direction like a cloud of swarming locust.
"Holy shit! Is that what I think it is?" someone asked.
"Gimme that!" someone else shouted.
"Move your big ass, Karen," a dark-haired boy barked, "I can't see the screen."
Jessica crumpled to the floor, smoke, only Toni could see, wafted from her body, and she looked around the room in a stupor. Everyone laughing was pointing at her, giving Reggie a thumbs up.
Sara hovered above Jessica, sniffling. "Well, my job is done here," she said, rubbing knuckles into her eye sockets. She smiled at Toni, but her eyes moved to Reggie, and she whimpered, "Let's get the hell outta here."



Chapter Thirty-five
After an uncomfortably quiet elevator ride, they walked out the front door and Reggie jogged off down the drive.
"Is she gonna be all right?" Toni asked Paddy as they headed down the front steps.
"Yeah, she's gonna wait for me at the car," Paddy said, glancing at the yellow cab coming up the drive. "Give her some time. She hates confrontations and Jessica really showed her ass tonight. That had to hurt."
"I hope she doesn't blame herself," Toni said, watching Reggie fade into the shadows beside the garage, "because it wasn't her fault."
Jessica burst through the front doors, down the stairs, past them—her face wet with tears—and around the cab slowly circling the garage.
Sara, Ruth, and Martin floated up behind Toni.
"She better not be heading for Reggie," Toni said, shooting Sara a concerned look.
"Reggie's a big girl, she can take care of herself," Paddy said as they arrived at Toni's car. "Besides I want to talk to you."
"I'm on it," Sara shouted over her shoulder, whizzing toward the far side of the garage and Reggie.
"Oh, come on!" Martin rolled his eyes so far back, that he floated backwards a few inches.
"I'm thinkin' we should strike a chord, dear," Ruth suggested. "Come along, Martin, bless'ermaliciousnature, we need t'fetch 'er, we do. With 'er job done and Bartholomew in 'is rightful place, we should be seein' that light, we should."
"She's such a drama queen," Martin said, floating after her. "Do you really think she'd head toward enlightenment?"
The spirits disappeared around the side of the garage as Paddy opened the car door and touched Toni's shoulder, taking her attention off the ghostly trio. Then it happened. As if in slow motion, Paddy leaned in with a kiss.
Toni jumped back, wide eyed.
"I'm sorry if I scared you, but I thought it was time to either open something or close it," Paddy stammered, blushing.
Toni took in a deep breath.
Paddy laughed.
Toni grinned.
"So?" Paddy teased.
"It was a nice kiss." Toni giggled. "I mean, kinda sorta." They both laughed. Toni looked at her feet. "It wasn't like all icky or anything." A giggle burbled between them. "Just the same, I think I'll give your brother a chance."
"Yea!" Paddy said, palms clapping, a bounce in her step as she backed up a bit. "It was Reggie's idea. She knew you'd say that."
Toni took up the space and threw her arms around Paddy. "You and Reggie are the best things that have happened to me and I don't intend on losing either of you as friends." She looked into Paddy's eyes.
"Yep," Paddy said, hugging her. "We kind of like you too."
Sara, Ruth, and Martin flitted toward them and Sara looked pissed. Toni smiled at Paddy. "Hey, I've got to get home. I'll call you later, okay?"
"Yeah, call me tomorrow. I need to make sure Reggie's okay tonight. Maybe we can hook up in the afternoon," Paddy said, giving her a peck on the cheek. Then she laughed. "That was cool as hell up there. Wasn't it? I wouldn't want to be Jessica right now."
"Right? It's gotta be hard to be knocked down that far. I hope she didn't get into it with Reggie again," Toni said. And I hope my sister didn't do anything stupid.
"I'm sure Reggie handled it. And I know she'll tell you all about it tomorrow," Paddy said, heading toward the side of the garage as Sara, Ruth, and Martin flew over the hoods of the cars toward Toni.
***
Across town, at the home of Charlotte Frank, Gran lugged the last two containers of cat litter into the bathroom, looking awfully spry for a woman of her age. From behind Antoinette's eyes, the doppelganger watched the cat litter fall into the bathtub covering the bodies of Antoinette Maestro and Charlotte Frank.
"That should keep the smell down for a few days," she remarked as she walked out of the room rubbing her hands on a towel. A horn blared out front. She tossed the towel on the dining room table and plucked her plane tickets up, grabbed her luggage, and headed for the front door. "Three hours until my flight leaves. Hmmm, whatever shall I do for three whole hours?" A manic laugh uncharacteristic of the old woman escaped between perfectly spaced dentures.
Gran glanced around the room, making sure she hadn't forgotten anything. With a smile on her lips, she flipped the lights off, walked out the front door, and headed down the walk, lugging her suitcases toward the taxi at the curb. Halfway there, a man jumped out of the cab.
"Here, let me help you with those ma'am," the young man said, tucking back his long black hair and smiling at her, his gray eyes sparkling.
Gran admired the muscles on his arm as he hefted the luggage into the trunk. "You look awful young to be driving a cab for a living," she said as she sized up his butt when he bent over to get the last bag.
"Just a part time job, ma'am," the young man said through luscious lips. Dimples popped out on both cheeks as he smiled up at her. "I graduate from Ferris this year and then it's off to medical school."
***
In the crypt, Bartholomew stood in front of the demon. "I know a doppelganger that would make a nice addition to your crypt. He has hundreds of memories that would feed your zombies for years. But I am in no position, at the moment, to orchestrate his capture."
"And how would you get him to me?" the demon asked.
"I know a necromancer. I believe with my help, she would be able to banish him here, but I can't do that unless you send me back."
The demon rubbed his claws across his chin. "And if you are unable to fulfill your part of the bargain?"
"If you do not remove your mark on me," Bartholomew said, eyes on the small tattoo of a hooved paw centered over his naval, "you will be able to bring me back at will. But I warn you, if I deliver him to you, the mark must be removed." 
The demon smiled. "Maybe we will talk about this in a decade or two. For now, you make a wonderful addition to my tombs. You've seen so much in your lifetime." Azakeor's cackling laugh echoed around the crypt as hundreds of creatures hobbled toward the seer. "Come my children, Bartholomew is going to feed you."
***
At the Farrell house, Belle was already in bed after having a heated argument with Toni in regards to Bartholomew, and her inability to reach her mother. Everyone else was gathered in Toni's bedroom.
"It's time, Sara," Ruth said. "Yer sister 'ere can guide us toward the light, she can."
"Huh? What about Gran?" Toni asked, climbing on her bed and tucking her feet up under her. "She might try to get Bartholomew out of the crypt."
"Blessyeruneducatedmind, no dear, Gran can't let Bartholomew outta the 'ell we put 'im in, but she can and certainly will-"
"Oo-kay, enough about Gran," Martin said, waving a hand at Ruth, his gaze jumping around the room. "How ya doin', Sara? Ready to take the plunge?"
Sara scrunched up her nose, staring at Ruth and Martin. "Why the hell are you two so-" Her eyes got big and round. "Ohhhh-mi-GOD! You did it! That's why Gran was acting so weird!"
Martin and Ruth exchanged an uneasy look.
"What?" Toni asked. "Why do I feel like you guys are hiding something?"
"We're good," Martin said, "just eager to leave."
Ruth clucked her tongue at him, and then turned to Toni. "Blessyerblameless'eart, see, we 'ave somethin' to confess, dear."
"Weee . . . are sticking around just long enough to say our goodbyes," Martin said. "That's what she's trying to say."
"Aw, hell yes! I get it! You did it! Who's bad? We're bad!" Sara said, slapping a hand through Martin's, doing her mini-tornado thing as she turned into a puff of swirling smoke.
Toni covered her chest and gasped. "Ohmigod, Sara! What did you do?"
Sara came to an abrupt stop glaring at her sister. "We got rid of Gran! So what! Come on! Somebody had to do it! And it's only for a little-"
"Not Gran! That!" Toni crab-scrambled against her headboard, pointing behind the three ghosts.
Everyone's gaze followed her finger.
Jessica floated over the dresser and sneered at Sara. "We need to talk. I ran into your grandmother, started to give her some shit about Toni, only she wasn't Gran. Do you know a doppelganger? 'Cause he sure as hell knew you, and after he shucked Gran, he sucked me up like a Macky-D's vanilla shake! I'm dead, Sara! He was wearing my skin and humping some dude in the back seat of a cab when my spirit floated out of my body!"
"That's enough!" Antoinette's ghostly form passed through the wall behind Jessica.
"Gran!" Martin yelped, "how's it goin?"
"Shit! Shit! And double shit!" Sara said, doing a little Michael Jackson backward slide right through Martin to the other side of the room.
"That's what I wanted t'discuss with ya," Ruth said, "Said doppelganger movin' on, 'cause as y'can see, 'e did just that, dear. And 'ow clever was 'e to 'elp us out with yer friend, there, Sara?"
"I want to go on record as saying," Martin echoed, his form vibrating a puddle of smoke, "I was not the one that made the deal with the doppelganger and I sure as hell did not want to summon the demon."
"Well somebody did," Antoinette growled, "and somebody is damn sure going to answer for it!"
"Screw this doppelganger shit!" Jessica screamed, heading right for Sara. "You want to see a demon, bitch? Huh? 'Cause, you're gonna see one, alright, the minute I get my hands on you!"
"I think it's time to get out the spell book," Martin squeaked, wafting out of Jessica's way as she whizzed by.
"Send her to the crypt, Toni!" Sara shrieked, flattening herself into a corner where the ceiling met two walls. Jessica threw three good punches through Sara's face before the ceiling absorbed the girls.
"Bless'is'orriddeprivedsoul, I'm thinkin' the demon might be o'some help, 'e might," Ruth suggested.
"Hold on! Back off! You had it coming!" Sara shrieked, as she whipped back through the wall, Jessica right on her ass. "Can we just talk? We've got tons of time to make this right!"
"Damn right! I got an eternity to whip your ass." Jessica cornered Sara again.
"Oh joy, now we have two of them," Martin said. "Could it get any better than this?"
"I haven't even begun to show you how good this can get," Antoinette growled.
"I'd be a little less ornery, dear. I mean, bless'ernecromanin'soul, Toni could send y'right where y'sent us, she could."
"What?" Jessica turned toward Toni.
"I was thinking, the light," Toni mumbled.
Jessica threw up her hands. "Hey, I just got here. So not going to Hell, or any light thingy."
"Works for me," Sara said, "'cause I was thinking of having a Patrick Swayze-ghost-like moment with Reggie."
"Cool," Jessica conspired, "but then we fly right through David's bedroom wall and-"
"Ain't no we, girl," Sara said. "You took the 'forever' right out of BFF."
Martin and Ruth exchanged an aura of hesitantly.
Toni sighed, her eyes passing over each transparent figure. All I really want to do is call Paul. Dammit, I just want to live a normal life.
While the apparitions argued amongst themselves, Toni picked up her book of spells, hopped off the bed, and headed for the salt circle in the guestroom. She fanned through the pages of the book as she walked down the hall. "Let's see—helping spirits pass over." She walked into the guestroom and sat in the rocking chair in front of the salt circle. "Here it is on page 364; sending unruly spirits toward the light."
Toni stood up and placed the book on the flowered bedspread by the rocker. She picked up several candles lying on the dresser and began to place them around the circle as she muttered, "And I'll need to check on Bartholomew. I'm not certain he's in a safe place. I don't trust that demon." She picked up a pointed object from the floor and started to puncture her index finger. "I wonder where Rufus is. I might need his help."
Martin floated into the room and tried to look casual as he leaned into Gran's cherry wood bedframe. "You know, with a little work the six of us could be quite the paranormal investigation team. Take it from me, sweetie, boyfriends are overrated." He yelped twice as Sara and Jessica flitted through the wall, his body, and out the bedroom window.
When Toni didn't comment, he added, "Think of all those poor souls that could use our help. You got a God given gift, girlfriend—use it." 
The phone rang beside the chair. Toni smiled at Martin as she picked it up. "Hello, Paul. I was just going to call you."
Outside, below the window, Rufus hissed, tail batting at the air above his rump, attention on the smokin' catfight in the middle of the front yard.
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Prologue
“I want to see them.” Zoe winced and a hoarse croak struggled from her lips. Hours of laboring had ravaged her throat. She fought against the urge to close her weary eyes. “I want to see them. I need to.”
Michael went to the door and spoke to a nurse outside the room. Zoe gazed at his strong features when he returned to her side. “They’re bringing them now.” Even as he said the words, three nurses entered the room rolling the carts.
Her babies.
He handed her the first baby and she cradled the infant in her arms, smoothing a hand over short raven curls. “Phoebe, my little truth teller.” The baby’s eyes opened and the deep blue twinkled as Zoe whispered, “I love you.” She knew.
“Truth teller?” Michael asked. He nuzzled Phoebe’s hand which had wrapped itself around his finger.
“She knows I’m telling her the truth. It’s her gift. To hear the truth of the words.”
Phoebe would be a challenge for Michael. Her gift was rare and a difficult one to understand. Zoe smoothed a finger along the baby’s soft, gently wrinkled face. Little Phoebe was so at peace knowing her mother spoke with love, and truth. She would be spared what was to come and Zoe was grateful that at least one of them would be. She gave Phoebe another kiss on the forehead.
“Tomorrow and always, I’ll be with you.” Zoe looked up at Michael, his face lined with worry. “Don’t worry. Everything is fine.”
Phoebe’s little face scrunched up and she gave a small whimper.
He carefully lifted her and put her back in the rolling crib, then picked up the next baby, placing her against Zoe’s chest.
“Chloe, my sweet seer.” Their eyes met and Chloe gave a cry filled with fear and sadness, her fingers clutching desperately at Zoe.
This time she ignored Michael’s questioning gaze. She couldn’t share with him what Chloe had seen. It hurt too much. She pressed a kiss to Chloe’s head and passed her to the nurse, then leaned over to take the last baby from Michael’s arms.
“Lily,” she said, placing her over her heart. Warmth flooded Zoe and she smiled weakly. “My healer.” Lily’s little heart beat fiercely and Zoe rubbed her hand along Lily’s back as she began to wail. “I’m sorry little one. You’re not strong enough yet.”
Gradually Lily’s wail subsided into a soft mewing and her eyes fluttered closed. Michael lifted her from Zoe’s arms, placing her back on her mobile bed and the nurses wheeled the babies out of the room. Zoe wanted to scream and cry for them to come back, to let her hold her girls just one more time, but there was no strength left in her. This time when her eyes closed she didn’t fight. She let them fall as a last tear slipped down her cheek. A hand gripped hers and a panicked voice began shouting. Michael. Girls. Be strong.



Chapter 1
The note sailed through the air, rushing past me on the way to its destination. I turned my head to the side, watching the perfectly formed square land on his desk. He palmed the note and glanced up. His grey eyes made contact with mine for just a moment before he leaned forward to look around me. I sighed in boredom, sinking back in my seat. Twenty minutes to go then I never had to worry about sitting through another of Mr. Mason’s lectures again. Unless, of course, he decided to teach senior level Spanish next semester.
I blinked, trying desperately to clear the haze forming before me and focused on the guy next to me. I met those steely eyes again and in spite of my lack of embarrassment, heat rose in my cheeks. Not that I let that stop me from looking. This wasn’t the first time Nathan Lauer caught me staring and considering the way he’d been bulking up at the gym, it wasn’t going to be the last time. My lips twitched as the red flush on his cheeks over shadowed my own pink face.
“Phoebe,” Tonya hissed from behind me. I ignored her, enjoying Nathan’s discomfort too much to acknowledge her.
My desk jerked, and I turned to glare at my best friend. She gave me one of those are-you-an-idiot looks and nodded to the front of the class.
“Ms. Matlin?” Mr. Mason’s voice filtered through the remaining haze. “Ms. Matlin?”
I spun around.
“Yes?” I said, hating that everyone was watching me.
He gestured to the door. “You’re needed in the office.”
I threw Tonya a smirk, knowing she was dying to leave the class as much as I was. Gathering my things, I shoved them in my backpack, making sure I took everything. Even if they only needed me for a minute, I wasn’t coming back for the rest of Mr. Mason’s lecture.
The hallway was quiet as only a few students lingered at their lockers. With it being the last day before Christmas break, I wasn’t surprised to see people leaving early. Hell, I wished I was one of them. Most of my classes were only half-full, but after Dad caught me skipping the previous week, I knew I couldn’t risk it.
I made a pit stop at my locker, which was on the way to the office. Twisting the lock, I banged the side of my fist against the orange door to loosen it enough to pull open. I unzipped my bag and pulled out my cell phone. New message flashed across the screen. I shoved my bag into the locker and, closing the door with one hand, started pressing buttons to get the message.
Where r u? C
A groan slipped out and I glanced around to see if anyone heard. Thankfully, the closest person, a guy halfway down the hall, looked more interested in his own cell than my moaning. I tried to remember what I’d obviously forgotten. Chloe might be obsessed with texting, but she only used it with me in extreme situations.
I fumbled with the buttons, trying to text her back. Walking while typing wasn’t my forte, so a jumble of letters filled the screen as I walked to the office. I paused outside the glass door and at the end of the message typed here then hit send. It was safer to imply I was where I was supposed to be than risk her asking why I wasn’t.
Chloe was the perfect one. Organized, precise, and peppy. She was enough to make me puke. How we were sisters, let alone two-thirds of a set of triplets, was beyond me. That we weren’t related was one of my greatest fantasies.
I flipped the phone closed and looked up in time to see the office door flying at me. I jerked back and my hand lashed out to stop it from smacking me in the face. Deep blue eyes, identical to my own, stared back at me.
“Where’ve you been?” Chloe demanded. Her perfectly sculpted brows arched with indignation.
“Shoveling shit.” I ignored her rolling eyes. “In class, where else?”
“You weren’t even supposed to come to school today. We’re going to be late.” Milk chocolaty waves of hair flowed around her face as she turned back into the office and waved to the secretary.
“It’ll be okay,” Lily said and stepped out from behind Chloe. At just over five feet, she always managed to find the perfect hiding spot until she was ready to speak. If it weren’t for her copper curls, she’d probably be able to disappear entirely.
“Late for what?” I asked. The two of them just stared at me, Lily with compassion, while Chloe’s face filled with horrored dismay. “What?”
“Oh, Phoebs,” Lily sighed. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think you’d be like this.”
She reached for my arm and even before she could touch me, I felt the heat radiating from her. I stepped back, evading her grasp. “Like what?”
Her head dipped and she let her hand fall. Guilt flooded me before I shook it off. Lily was a master at emotions and manipulating them. Not that she made me feel guilty, no that was my own conscience. Still, I resented her attempts at controlling me even if she was doing it with the best intentions. Her sole purpose in life seemed to be to make sure that everyone felt okay. I can’t even say good, because when she touched you it was like she sucked out all the bad stuff, and if there was nothing good to take its place it was the most bizarre feeling of emptiness.
“Get over it, Phoebe.” Chloe grabbed Lily’s hand and started dragging her down the hall, leaving me to follow. “You should have remembered.”
“Remembered what exactly?”
“Mom’s birthday.” She threw the words at me, knowing full well what it would do to me. Every muscle in me tightened and I froze mid-step. Lily stopped with me and Chloe had no choice but to do the same.
“Let’s go,” Chloe said. “Nanna is just getting there and she’s wondering where we are.” Her eyes focused on me then fluttered for a moment, looking into my future. “She has something for you. You’ll love it.”
I hated when she did that, even more than Lily trying to fix me.
“I’m not going. I never go. Why would you even think I’d go this year?” I asked.
Chloe’s face scrunched in confusion. “I saw...”
I struck while she was down. “Well, maybe there’s something wrong with you, because that’s something that’s never going to happen.”
Anger and pain burned my throat and my nose tingled. I swirled around, intent on going back to class. Anywhere but here with the two of them, or worse, there with her. I sensed Lily moving toward me and tried to twist away, but her palm fell on my back. Soothing heat flooded me, drowning the pain and anger with a numbing calm.
“Damn it, Lily, you know I hate it when you do that!” I stomped off, no longer angry with Chloe for trying to direct my future or with Nanna for wanting to use me as a substitute for my dead mother. Instead, my forced anger was with Lily for not healing what was really wrong with me - my lack of gift.
I reached Mr. Mason’s class, and yanked the door. It flew open and crashed against the wall. I stood in the doorway under the intense scrutiny of the entire class, Mr. Mason included.
“I’m back,” I said and breezed into the class, moving straight for my seat. My friend Owen chuckled and I shot him a cocky smile. I evaded Tonya’s curious look and concentrated on the swirling wood pattern of my desktop. Normally, I talked to Tonya about pretty much everything, but not this. Our family was different and even if I didn’t have a gift, Dad had drilled into me the need to protect my sisters. Even when we were younger, I was the one telling them not to freak people out. Not that they ever really listened. Chloe would constantly make her little predictions, and Lily couldn’t keep her hands to herself.
Mr. Mason droned on and I watched the second hand on the clock tick slowly around the face. Five minutes. I could have skipped out early, but the chance of getting sucked into Lily and Chloe’s plans was too great. It was safer to die of boredom.
A twitch of black cloth out of the corner of my eye drew my attention to Nathan. He was refolding a piece of wrinkled paper into its original intricate square. He looked past me and nodded to the person on my left side. Vivian, his girlfriend. I didn’t bother looking at her, mainly because the sight of her caused me to gag more than Chloe did. He tucked the last corner in and flicked his hand, letting the note fly to her.
As the note crossed in front of me, I reached out and snatched it mid-flight. I wasn’t sure what possessed me to do it, but Nathan’s shocked expression combined with Vivian’s gasp of outrage made it worth the effort.
I gave Nathan a smile and a wink, then blew him a kiss, loving the answering blush. Owen and Tonya’s snickers almost covered Vivian’s hiss. Mr. Mason shot them a look and I hid the note in the palm of my hand until he’d refocused on the board. I peeled open the note, a smirk on my face. I’d never been a note passer before and I wondered just what was so secretive that they couldn’t just whisper. Most of the time Tonya and I didn’t even bother to lower our voices when we wanted to say something.
I looked at the note. Vivian’s bubbly writing alternated with Nathan’s scrawl. Her perfect script started the note:
 
~Where were you last night?
home
~I thought you were coming over
no
~What about tonight?
no
~What the hell is wrong with you?
I need some space
~What does that mean?
I think we should break up
 
I looked up at Nathan. This time, though, he didn’t meet my gaze. His face flamed and now I understood why he’d looked so horrified when I’d nabbed the note. Vivian tried to grab it from me, but I clenched my fingers around the small square, refusing to give it to her. The bell rang and people started moving all at once.
“Give it to me,” Vivian said, making another grab for the paper. I shook my head and slid out of my seat, moving quickly to give Tonya a chance to get between us. I ran from the room, oblivious to the shrieking calls of Vivian.
“Phoebe!” Nathan raced through the hall behind me.
I turned into the art room and he followed me, closing the door behind him. The last art class of the day had already finished. Ms. Steward, the art teacher, was known for leaving early. The large space reeked of paint fumes and dust that floated in the air, highlighted by the sunlight pouring through the windows lining the wall. It had been more than a year since I’d last been in the room, but the smell took me back. Every insecurity within me rose, instantly deflating me.
“Give it to me, Phoebs.” Any embarrassment he’d felt before vanished from his face, leaving anger and frustration glaring back at me.
I lifted my hand, the note still clenched in my fist. “What is this?”
“A note,” he said.
“No shit. How can you do that?”
My heart beat frantically. What did I want him to say? It seemed that no matter what he said, it wouldn’t negate the fact that he had just dumped his girlfriend in a note. Or, he would have if I hadn’t intercepted it.
“You don’t get it.” He sank against a table, lifting one leg off the ground to kick at the air.
“Then explain it to me.” Anger forced the words from my lips and they echoed in the empty room.
“Why? Why should I have to explain it to you?”
“Because you...we...” Because you chose her over me. I didn’t need to say it. The fact was there between us and had been everyday for over a year.
“This isn’t about you,” he said, standing up. He took a step toward me, tearing the note from my hands. He was at the door when I finally got the courage to speak.
“You need to tell her to her face. Grow up and be a man.” Only the stiffening of his shoulders let me know my dig bothered him, then he was out the door, and it drifted closed with a gentle click, leaving me alone again.
With elbows on the table, I plowed my fingers into my dark curls. I wasn’t mad for Vivian. I was mad for me. That he had picked her instead of me and that a year of pretending he hadn’t broken my heart had done nothing to actually heal it. It was easier to smile and flirt than to let him know how much it had hurt. He hadn’t told me to my face either. That’s what hurt the worst. He’d chosen her, yet he was treating her even crappier than he’d treated me.
When Nathan had first moved to town two years ago, I’d fallen in lust. He was hot, smart, and best of all, he was new. He’d never dated Chloe, he didn’t know about the weird things Lily could do to a person, and he never questioned why I hated being with my sisters. Absolutely perfect. Except he’d never acted on the interest he’d shown in me. I spent weeks pursuing him, until finally I cornered him in the art room. After giving him our first kiss, my first kiss, I asked him to Homecoming.
Too bad for me he’d already asked Vivian. That he obviously told her about the kiss made it even more humiliating when she and her groupies laughed about it in front of me.
Cringing at the memory, I dropped my head onto the table, letting it roll back and forth. Reliving that incident was nearly as mortifying as this. I’d acted jealous - okay, I was jealous - but what was worse was now he knew it.
The gentle swish of the door opening brought my head up. Chloe stood framed in the doorway. Just what I needed, an overbearing sister relishing in the I-told-you-so moment, something Chloe and her all seeing eye did way too often.
“Don’t say it,” I snapped, moving past her into the hall.
“Say what?” she asked, catching up to me.
I arched a brow. “I told you so.”
“Why would I say that?” Her brow creased.
“Because you knew he’d never like me.” I wondered if she’d enjoyed bursting that bubble when she’d told me. I picked up my pace hoping she’d get lost in the rapidly thinning crowd, but I just didn’t have that kind of luck.
“I never said he didn’t like you. I only told you I saw him with Vivian.” She swerved around a couple that had stopped in the middle of the hallway then was back at my side. “Anyways, didn’t he just ask you out?”
“Yeah, right. You’ve already told me that wasn’t going to happen.” Having all of my fantasies squashed by Chloe the Fortune Teller, was just one reason why I avoided spending time with her.
 Her face paled and her mouth dropped open. “I never said it wouldn’t happen. Besides, I saw him... I mean, I saw you go back to class. Then he followed you to the art room and asked you out.”
“Uh, yeah, didn’t happen.” We reached my locker and I swung it open, throwing in my jacket and grabbing my binder for Biology class. When I glanced at her, she seemed completely unaware of anything going on around her. “Anyways, aren’t you supposed to be meeting Nanna?”
“She plans on being there for a while. Besides you’re going with us.” She gave a smirk and leaned against the neighboring locker. “I saw it.”
I gritted my teeth. “Well, it ain’t gonna happen, so maybe your vision isn’t as clear as you thought. Look at how wrong you were about Nathan. What happened in the art room was about as far from him asking me out as you can possibly get. You can’t be right all the time, Chloe.”
I slammed the locker closed and turned my back on her, walking to class. After a few steps, I stopped and glanced back. Her pale face was disturbing. She really was freaked out about her vision not happening.
“I’m sorry, Chloe, but maybe you just got the message wrong.” As much as I hated her constant knowing look, I hated the idea I’d hurt her even more.
“I’ve never been wrong before.” Her normally confident voice whispered softly through the air, trailing behind her as she walked off.
I wanted to call after her, to reassure her, but didn’t know how. I’d never had a gift, so how would I understand suddenly not having one?
Lily the Healer, Chloe the Seer, and Phoebe the Truth Teller. That’s what my mom called us minutes before she died. She’d been right about Lily and Chloe. Me on the other hand... well, it hadn’t happened yet. I couldn’t even say I knew what I was supposed to do as a truth teller. I definitely didn’t have a problem lying. Not that I was a chronic liar. Sometimes though, it was just easier.
So just what does a Truth Teller do? The only person around to ask was Nanna and I wasn’t really in the mood for her today.
I pushed thoughts of my supposed gift aside and headed for my biology class.
“Hey girl,” Bianca called as I entered the biology lab. I gave her a goofy smile, trying my best to lighten my mood. Thoughts of what had happened with Nathan were bringing me down. If I wanted to survive the boredom of the day, I definitely needed to focus on something else. I flopped into my seat next to Tonya, flinging my binder onto our table.
“God, isn’t this day over yet?” I groaned, choosing to discount the fact that I could have left with Chloe and Lily, but going with them would have been even worse than sitting through an hour of Mrs. Schaeffer’s video montage of her favorite dissections.
“Please tell me we have plans every day the next two weeks,” Bianca said, twisting in her chair to face us across the aisle. “My parents want Karin to tutor me.”
Bianca’s parents considered her a disgrace. They were a very traditional Chinese family and while her older brother was entering medical school and her younger sister was some kind of cello prodigy, Bianca was, well...Bianca. She tinged her pixie cut hair with purple streaks and she wore a bit too much eye shadow. According to her parents, she had no interests that would lead to any future employment. Apparently being able to scout out hot guys with her eyes closed wasn’t going to help her cut it in the real world.
“In what?” I asked, knowing that despite her apparent rebel look she had the highest GPA of all my friends.
“Mandarin.”
“Isn’t that, like, Chinese?” Tonya asked.
“Yes.”
“And aren’t you Chinese?”
Bianca rolled her eyes. “So? Just because I’m Chinese doesn’t mean I speak all Chinese dialects. My family speaks Cantonese, but my parents say Mandarin will be more useful in the business world and the last time Karin came over she blabbed to my mom about this Mandarin class she’s taking at the community college.”
“Hey, Karin’s not so bad,” Owen spoke up from the other side of Bianca.
Tonya made a barfing sound. Her dislike of Karin was well known to everyone including Karin, despite the fact she was part of our group of friends.
“I have family coming in, but I should be able to get away some of the time.” I rolled my pencil back and forth along the table. “I can do something tomorrow.”
“Let’s go shopping, we can have a girls’ day,” Bianca said.
“What about me?” Owen flicked her head and she gave him a gentle elbow back.
“Okay, a girls plus one day then,” she said.
“Nah, I have better things to do.” He turned back to his stack of books and pulled one out, flipping to a dog-eared page. Bianca and I rolled our eyes. Owen was just plain weird sometimes.
“I might have some time after Christmas,” Tonya said, then pulled out her cell and started punching away at some text.
I leaned over, trying to see what she was typing. She knew I didn’t do texts and the only other people I could think she’d want to message sat across the aisle from us. She shot me a dirty look, and tilted her phone away from my eyes. I stuck my tongue out at her, and settled back in my chair. She’d been acting really strange the past few months, always busy with some vague thing she had to do with her grandma. Then again, she had a grandma who wasn’t always nosing around into everything you’d done since you’d last seen her, so maybe she didn’t mind.
Mrs. Schaeffer came in, and after ten minutes of lecturing about the importance of dissection as a method of learning more about organisms and the humane treatment of the specimens, the lights dimmed and the computerized video projector started. Normally movie time was an opportunity to catch up on some of my sleep, but Tonya began kicking me under the table.
“So?” she whispered.
“What?” I looked at her and smiled at the expectant expression she wore.
“Come on, Phoebs, you know you can’t not tell me what the note said.” She leaned closer, her eyes growing wide. “You took off with it like the room was on fire. It must have been really good. Sex talk, right? I always knew Vivian was a little skanky. And Nathan has always been a bit too quiet.”
Her eyebrows wiggled and I broke out in a laugh. Mrs. Schaeffer gave a sharp cough from her desk in the front corner of the room and I stifled my chuckles. No way did I need an office referral the day before Christmas break.
“No sex talk,” I whispered. “Honest. It was just some stupid stuff. Their reaction was too much. Did you see Nathan’s face when I grabbed it?” My soft laugh sounded forced even to my ears. I opened my binder and focused on drawing a swirling flower pattern on a blank sheet of paper, avoiding her gaze.
I didn’t want her to know what the note said. Although I couldn’t figure out why it would matter, the idea of her knowing that he had tried to break up with Vivian in a note just didn’t sit right. Hell, I didn’t even want Vivian to know.
“He looked like he was gonna piss his pants. You sure it wasn’t something important?” Tonya asked.
 She eyed me suspiciously and I tried to relax my smile into something more natural. Considering I was supposed to be the one with some kind of internal lie detector, she was a lot better at finding fibs than I was.
“Can you really picture Nathan and Vivian ever having a meaningful conversation, let alone in a note?” I arched a brow and this time it wasn’t as difficult coming up with a believable expression. Until I snatched the white missile, I hadn’t thought it possible either.
“Ladies,” Mrs. Schaeffer’s voice boomed over the droning commentator from the video.
Our heads whipped up to find her glaring at us. Most of the time, a dirty look from a teacher didn’t fazed us, but Mrs. Schaeffer had a wonky eye and a husband nobody had seen in five years.
“You’re more than welcome to watch the video after class with me or you can stop your chatting and watch it now.”
Knowing from experience she was serious, our heads bobbed frantically. The dissections continued and I slouched back in my chair, tipping the hard plastic seat back on two legs. I really had no interest in biology and even less in chemistry or physics. If Dad hadn’t made two science classes mandatory, I’d have enrolled in three sessions of art. Closing my eyes, I let myself drift off, blocking out Tonya’s groan of dissatisfaction. The noises around me faded and I imagined Nathan at the beach, decked out in his surfing gear. Fantasies were so much easier than real life.
I was almost asleep when something hit the back of my head causing me to jerk up and nearly fall out of my seat as it skidded backwards with a grating screech of protest along the tiled floor. Two dozen sets of eyes focused on me and only the darkened room concealed my embarrassment. I gave a grin and waved at my gawkers, putting in a little extra smirk for Owen and Bianca, who tried so hard not to laugh.
Once everyone, other than Tonya, had diverted their attention away from me and back to the screen, I glanced behind me to see what had ended my nap. Resting inches from my black boot was a balled up piece of paper. My eyes shifted around, looking for who had decided I was the new trash can, and they came to rest on Vivian. Figured. How was it possible to have been in this class with her for an entire semester and not even realize she was there? I didn’t skip that often.
I picked up the paper and then swiveled back around to face Tonya. “When did she start coming to this class?”
“This is the first time. Maybe she’s stalking you.”
Shaking my head in denial, or maybe in defeat, I smoothed out the crumpled paper.
Leave Nathan alone.
I looked back at Vivian and she made some kind of ugly face that I guessed was supposed to be threatening, then grabbed her things and stomped out of class. Mrs. Schaffer harrumphed and someone giggled, probably Bianca. 
Vivian was such a drama queen. What did Nathan ever see in her? I rolled my eyes, then slid the note over to Tonya. Her soaring eyebrows made me wish I hadn’t. No way now would she believe me about the first note. My best chance against her questioning was a quick escape after class, before she started the interrogation.
Luck, however, deserted me. The bell rang and Tonya grabbed my bag, holding it hostage behind her as she stood with the table between us. That was the problem with having a best friend; they always knew what you were going to do. She was almost as bad, or good depending on your point of view, as Chloe sometimes, though I’d never say that to Chloe. Doing that would just open Chloe’s vision floodgates and I’d be constantly bombarded with every detail of every soon to be minute of my life.
I refused to struggle for my bag. Tonya would only take it as confirmation that I was hiding something from her. Instead, I screwed my face up in confusion and hoped she’d buy it.
“What’s wrong?” I sank back further in my chair, tipping it up on its back legs again as Mrs. Schaeffer went out the door, following the rest of the students. Owen and Bianca stopped behind Tonya, waiting, Owen looking mildly disinterested, while Bianca was completely confused.
“What are you hiding?” Tonya asked, her head tilting to the side.
“Noth-”
“Cut the crap, Phoebs. Vivian is pissed and you’ve been looking guilty all class, well at least the part where you were awake.” Her eyes narrowed, and she crossed her arms over her chest, ignoring my bag as it swung around and bumped her hip. There was no way to get out of this, but if I told her now it’d be all over campus within an hour.
“Fine, but not at school. I’ll tell you when you come over tomorrow.”
“I can’t tomorrow.” Her face shuttered and she turned around, tossing my bag to me in a quick motion. I caught it as it slammed into my chest.
“Why? I thought we were gonna go Christmas shopping? You already ditched me last weekend.” There were only six days left to shop and I needed to get, well, everything, and Tonya was one of those people that managed to find the best things the instant she walked into a store.
She shrugged and twisted a strand of her straightened hair.
“I’ve gotta go see my mom.”
Liar. It whispered through me, my stomach churning to the point I thought I’d puke. There was a moment when my brain tried to make sense of what I was hearing, what I was feeling, then it came again. Liar.
“Liar.” The word slipped out, unrestrained in its harshness, and almost instantly, my stomach settled. Until I saw the expression on Tonya’s face.
“What did you call me?” Her back stiffened and her head reared back. Shit. Owen and Bianca went bug-eyed behind her. Tonya’s lips pursed and her eyes narrowed, darkening from brown to black.
“I...I...” My voice faded, unsure if I should call her on it again, or try and fib my way out of it. This wasn’t the first time I’d called her a liar and she’d always laughed it off before. Her reaction and the flush coloring the soft brown of her cheeks told me I’d actually caught her.
“Screw you,” she snapped as I stood there with my mouth moving like a gasping fish. “I don’t need to tell you every move I make, and I don’t need my best friend calling me a liar.” She spun, shoved Owen out of her way, and took off out of the room, slamming the door behind her.
My bag thudded to the floor. Owen and Bianca stared at me, the question in their faces a reflection I was sure of my own. What the hell had just happened?



Chapter 2
I pulled up in front of the house after school and groaned, every hope of evading Nanna vanished. Her old blue Plymouth was parked in the driveway. I hesitated before putting my Sunfire into park. The urge to simply drive away overwhelmed me, pushing me to switch gears and press my foot back on the gas, but her head had already peeked out the screen door. I turned the car off and grabbed my bag. Sliding out of the front seat, I barely controlled the urge to get back in and speed off.
There’d been a time when I loved Nanna’s visits, before I realized she was using me. Every hug and smile she gave wasn’t really for me, but for who I reminded her of. Oh sure, a part of her loved me for me, but mostly I was her favorite because I was the living image of my mother.
“Phoebe dear, I missed you this afternoon.” She smiled sweetly and came out onto the front porch, as if she didn’t know how much I wanted to avoid her, which of course she did know. I tried to shake off the guilt flooding me. She hadn’t really missed me. She’d missed seeing Mom.
“Hey, Nanna,” I said, walking up the path to the house. There was a chance that if I could ignore her suffocating presence, she might just leave me alone. I didn’t need her trying to analyze me, especially when I was still confused about what had happened with Tonya.
“You really shouldn’t be out without your jacket.” She reached for me as I made it to the top of the steps, enfolding me in a hug that felt like the warm fuzzies we practiced giving in kindergarten. It was always like that with Nanna. No matter how crappy I felt seeing her or talking to her, her hugs were like magic. I used to wonder if she had a bit of Lily’s gift to make people feel better, then I’d learned she could give some nasty cold pricklies on the side, something I didn’t think Lily could ever do. “You’re shivering. Have you told your father about the heater in your car not working? What would happen if you were caught in some bad weather? You’d freeze.”
“Nanna, we live in southern California. I don’t think we really need to worry about snowstorms. Besides I’m pretty sure Chloe would see it coming.”
I pulled out of the comforting hug and then, following her through the front door, glanced around the living room for my sisters. Not surprisingly, they were nowhere around. The two of them were determined to get me to talk to Nanna. Lily probably thought it would make me feel better about ‘things’, even if she wasn’t sure what those ‘things’ were. Chloe would just want me to do it because she had to make sure her vision was still right.
Nothing about our house had changed in the seventeen years since Mom and Dad bought the place. Dad repainted every few years the exact shade of green Mom had picked out, despite it being a vile lima bean color and completely out of step with anything remotely resembling good taste by today’s standards. Even the porch swing was identical to the one Mom bought, although Dad had replaced it after I broke it doing one of my gymnastics routines back before I’d realized gymnastics actually required some discipline and just a hint of athleticism.
“I’d like to speak with you,” Nanna said, turning to face me with her business face. Her hands propped on her hips, and there was a slight tap to her right foot.
“I’m really not in the mood. Tonya and I had a fight.” I walked around her, intent on going down to my room.
“Well, what can you expect? You called her a liar,” she said, exasperated.
My head dropped back in defeat. No way would she let this slide. As annoying as it was for Chloe to always tell you your future, Nanna could always make it worse by bringing up the past.
I went to the kitchen table, pulled out a chair, and sat, my eyes following my fingers as they began tracing the intricate lace flower pattern of the tablecloth.
“Phoebe, what happened?” she asked, sitting across from me, the chair creaking in protest under her heavy frame.
Gnarled hands stretched across the table to grasp mine. The warmth of her grip was soothing, reminding me of when I was little and she would come and read my past, making me feel just a bit more secure in the knowledge that even if I didn’t know what the future held for me, I knew what the past did. I’d always loved that until she’d started calling me on things I didn’t want brought back up, like the time I stole Chloe’s favorite Barbie and tested out my hairstyling skills.
Nanna needed a connection in order for her gift to work. Touching a person could let her see all of the memories they left open, even those little forgotten ones. When she’d moved to the old folks’ home five years ago, I’d thought I was a bit safer, until I found out she’d taken one of my hairbrushes. It was far enough removed from me that it didn’t let her see everything, but what I couldn’t contain hidden behind a mental wall was enough for her to get an idea of what I was usually up to. I always felt like someone was watching over my shoulder.
She waited for an answer, but I didn’t give her one. She would see everything anyways. At my lack of response, she sighed and let my fingers slip from hers, obviously finished with my memory. She shook her head and said, “You’re just like your mother.”
I stiffened in my seat. That was not what I wanted to hear. Not because I didn’t love my mother, or at least the idea of her, or even that I didn’t want to be like her. I just didn’t want to be a replacement for her, which is exactly what Nanna wanted.
“Before she met your father she didn’t want to accept her gift either. Once she met Michael, she realized the benefits of giving hope. She never listened to her heart, how it wanted her to help the people around her, but Michael’s problems went beyond what she’d seen before. That was when she started -”
“It’s not the same, Nanna.” I pushed my chair back, intent on ending the conversation. “Mom made a choice not to use her gift. Mine hasn’t appeared.”
“It’s there, Phoebe, otherwise, why would you call Tonya a liar?”
Defeated, I sank back onto the hard seat. She wouldn’t leave me alone until I told her and if I tried not telling her she’d just watch me harder. Sometimes I wish that along with seeing the past she could hear and feel everything I did at that time as well, so I wouldn’t have to go through the process of explaining myself.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, one second she’s telling me she’s going to see her mom and the next I called her a liar.”
“There must have been something. What were you feeling?”
“My stomach cramped,” I said, and her head nodded.
“Your Aunt Ava had similar symptoms when she suspected someone was lying. But you sounded so sure when you said it, as if you really knew she was lying, not simply suspected she was.”
“I wasn’t sure. I mean, I wasn’t really calling her a liar, I was just repeating it.”
“Repeating who?” She leaned forward, the creases scoring her forehead deepening.
“I don’t know. Just some voice in my head.” My words seemed to echo through the room and I watched her eyes widen impossibly. “Is that wrong?”
I had no idea how these gifts worked, especially since Lily and Chloe both had different experiences. Chloe explained her visions as a blurry still-frame movie playing over top of what she saw in front of her, while Lily said she would get a tingling in her hands when she felt someone in pain. Neither of them had talked about voices. In fact, none of my mom’s relatives had ever mentioned voices, and considering the look Nanna was giving me, hearing them wasn’t a good sign.
“I...I’m not sure, dear. Honestly, you’re the first truth teller we’ve had in the family since before my time.”
“What about Aunt Ava?”
“Oh, she wasn’t a truth teller. She was more of an empath. She’d feel the guilt people experienced when they lied.”
“Great. So first I’m the family freak with no gift, and now I’m going to be the freak that hears voices.”
The basement door opened behind me and I spun around to see Chloe coming up. “Oh, please,” she said, and levered herself up on to the counter. “You really think anyone in this family is going to judge you because your gift is unusual?”
“Yeah, well, it’s not like I can actually do anything with it anyways. What good does it do to know that someone’s lying?” I gave her the evil eye. “You could have at least warned me I was going to get into it with Tonya.”
“You know my visions don’t work that way, Phoebs. Besides, it’s not like I want to see everything you’re going to do. I’m just glad you’re not planning on having sex anytime soon.” She shuddered and made a gagging sound. And that was the perfect example of why I could hate her so much.
“Shut up,” I snapped, turning back to Nanna. “So, what now? I’m supposed to listen to this voice and do what?”
“It not that simple, dear,” Nanna said, finally recovered from her shock. “Let me do a bit of thinking on it. We need to know how to approach this and we need to move quickly. Controlling your gift is essential.”
Chloe snorted and I spun back to her. She had a smirk on her face.
“Is that a problem?” I asked while every nerve inside of me itched to yank her long brown hair.
“For the rest of us, no. For you, yeah. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you have much control.” Chloe slid off the counter and bent her arms back to rest along the edge.
“Oh, you have no idea how much control I’m exerting right now.”
She rolled her eyes. “Phoebs, I love you, but when have you ever kept your mouth shut?”
“I can keep a frickin’ secret.” Hadn’t I kept my mouth shut about Charlie Schmidt being her first kiss way back in fourth grade? I didn’t tell anyone, well except Tonya and maybe Bianca a couple years ago.
“I’m not talking secrets,” she said. “I’m talking about your opinions. You spew words without thinking and that’s why I didn’t tell you about the fight with Tonya. I enjoy seeing you dig your own grave.”
“Chloe, that’s enough,” Nanna interrupted. “Today isn’t a day for fighting. Your mother would hate to think of you fighting on her birthday.”
“I’m sorry, Nanna.” Chloe swept to her side and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “I’m going back to the cemetery to get Lily. She’s almost ready to come home.”
“Why don’t you take Phoebe with you? She hasn’t been yet.”
As much as I relished the idea of escaping Nanna, a visit to my mother’s grave wasn’t going to happen. Especially not with the two of them pressuring me.
“No thanks.” I pushed away from the table and walked to the stairs leading down to my room.
“Why are you such a bitch?” Chloe asked as I started down the steps.
“Chloe!” Nanna’s voice clearly audible over the whack I heard her give Chloe’s arm.
I glanced back and looked from Chloe to Nanna. “Maybe I just don’t like living in the past, especially one I can’t remember.”
“That’s not fair. Mom loved you,” Chloe said. “You know that.”
“Maybe, but it doesn’t change the fact that she’s dead and everyone expects me to be just like her.”
“Phoebe Lynn, that is not true.” Nanna stood gingerly, leaning heavily on the table.
“Really? Tell me that you don’t think of her when you look at me. Tell me you don’t wish I was her.”
The slow exhale of Nanna’s breath filled the room. “I’m not going to dignify that with an answer, young lady. I loved your mother and I love you. You’re the Truth Teller, Phoebe, and unless you accept the truth within your own heart, you’ll never be able to use your gift.” 



Chapter 3
Christmas sucked. Okay, so maybe not all of Christmas, but the whole ‘we’re a happy family’ thing did. I’d managed to avoid most of the relatives as they’d descended on our home by claiming an excessive amount of homework that didn’t exist, but total escape was never possible. The gift of prophecy was the most common one among my cousins, so hiding out rarely worked for long.
“Phoebe?” Lily’s soft voice followed a knock on my door.
“Come in,” I called from my bed where I was stretched out on my stomach with a worn copy of The Hunger Games. Reading really wasn’t my thing, though occasionally I liked to surprise myself. “What’s up?” I asked as she glided into my room.
How she could be related to Chloe and me always amazed me. As loud and out there as Chloe and I were sometimes, Lily was quiet and serene. Not that she didn’t speak her mind. She just didn’t ever seem to feel the need to do it in public or for everyone to hear.
“How are you doing?” She sat on the edge of the bed and curled her fingers into the bright green duvet.
“Fine, why?”
“I...” She shifted restlessly and her fingers clenched the blanket.
Crap. She wanted to heal me. I scooted up into a sitting position as far from her as I could get without falling off the bed.
“I know you and Tonya haven’t been talking and Chloe mentioned Nathan-”
“Chloe should have kept her mouth shut,” I snapped. “Nathan is nothing to me. Besides that was almost a year ago.”
“And Tonya?” Lily was still tense, barely moving except for the constant wringing of her hands.
I shrugged. “Who knows? She’s the one who lied to me.”
“Would you call her? For me?” Her eyes turned pleading and I would swear tears gathered in them.
“Why?”
“You don’t understand what it’s like to be a healer and know that the person in pain doesn’t want your help.” Her voice trembled, making me feel guilty all over again. “If you don’t want to talk to her then at least let me-”
“Forget it, Lils. You always say you’ll just do a little bit, and then you’re digging for more.”
Her shoulders sagged and I wanted to wrap her delicate frame in my arms. I would have too, if I hadn’t learned from experience that Lily’s gift wasn’t just in her hands. Her healing energy radiated out of every pore.
“But I’ll call her,” I conceded.
“Thank you.” She smiled and the heavy air around her vanished, or at least lifted a bit.
“How’s Dylan?” I asked, trying to deflect her concern. Even though Lily’s boyfriend was an honorary member of the family, I hadn’t seen him since school let out for vacation which, considering his crappy attitude lately, wasn’t a bad thing.
“His parents took him up to Colorado to go skiing. He’s supposed to be home in time for Nadine’s New Year’s party.”
I nodded absently, not really interested in Dylan. I didn’t know of anything else to talk to her about. We’d never been close and, unlike Chloe, she never told me what went on in her head. That she’d asked me to talk to Tonya made me wonder just how bad she had it. I’d always assumed that she had the best gift. She made people feel better and if she didn’t want to, then she didn’t touch them. Now I wondered if there was more to it than she’d told us.
“Is everything okay?” I asked.
She nodded solemnly and for a moment seemed about to say something, but instead bobbed her head again and made a quick exit from my room.
I thought about my agreement to talk to Tonya. I’d avoided calling her, not because I was angry, but because she was hiding something from me. And that’s what Lily knew was really wrong with me. I rolled off the bed, grabbed my cell phone from my desk, and sank into my computer chair. I pulled up Tonya’s number and, while waiting for her to answer, booted up my laptop, knowing that conversations with Tonya could go on forever.
“Hello,” Tonya answered curtly. Guess all was not forgiven.
“Hey, what’s up?” I rolled my eyes at my own lameness. The silence on the other end told me pretending nothing had happened wasn’t going to work. “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called you a liar. I didn’t mean it.”
“Then why would you even say it?” The defensiveness was still there and even though the voice in my head hadn’t surfaced since our fight, I didn’t doubt the truth of it. Her reaction had proven I was right, but I wasn’t going to call her out on it again. Better just to shift the focus. Poor Nathan was about to become my fall guy.
“I didn’t want to talk about Nathan anymore, especially in front of Bianca and Owen. So, I just said it. I swear I didn’t mean it.”
“What’s up with that, anyways? I thought you were over him.”
The change in topic signaled the end of our fight. That was one of the things I loved most about Tonya; she got over things quickly. The only problem now was I had to ‘fess up to the note.
“I was- am. He was dumping her.”
“In a freakin’ note? That’s as lame as a text. What a prick.”
My back straightened and as pathetic as it was I rose to his defense. “Any other girl, yeah, but this was Vivian.”
“True. Still, that was pretty low. Man, I can still see her face when you grabbed it. Then in Bio, she looked like she was gonna kill you.” We laughed at the memory.
“So, how was your mom?” I wasn’t trying to catch her lying again, though even as the words left my mouth I wondered if that’s what she’d think.
“Bitch,” she said, her voice trembling with humor. “Okay, so I wasn’t going to see my mom.”
“So...? Spill.”
“Don’t freak or anything, but I’ve been seeing this guy from San Diego.” This time she couldn’t hold in her giggle.
“What!? How...? What!?” I sputtered.
“We met online over the summer, and right before school started we got together.”
“Girl, are you crazy? What if he’d been a perv or something?”
“Whatever. I’m not stupid, Phoebs. I met him at the mall the first time and we just talked.”
“The first time? You’ve seen him more than once?”
“We’ve been dating. He’s not a perv. He is so awesome.”
I contained my groan. Tonya didn’t have the greatest track record with guys and with her grandmother raising her, she got away with a lot more than I ever would. I pulled up Google on my computer. “What’s his name?”
“Trevor Sanders and oh my God, he is so hot.” She went on about him for another five minutes and I let my fingers fly across the keyboard, switching search engines, trying to find out anything about this guy. An inactive Twitter account and a private Facebook page were the only results I could find, not even an old MySpace page. But considering my lack of tech skills, missing something would have been pretty easy.
“We’ve been seeing each other on the weekends,” she said.
“So he’s why you’ve been ditching me lately. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”
“Yeah, well, sorry, but I wanted to be really sure about him, you know? I knew you’d flip, which you did, but if you met him, you would so get why I did. He’s been driving up here every day over the break.” She sighed and I resisted the urge to gag. I loved romance and all that crap, but not when I was in this kind of funk. The whole thing with Nathan and the note had only made me crabbier.
“What does Gran think about him?” Gran was the ultimate test. She’d kicked a few of Tonya’s monthly flavors to the curb.
“She doesn’t know about him yet. I wanted to see if I’d like him first, now I’m worried that she won’t and you know what she’s like,” she said.
Yeah, she’d called out every loser Tonya or her mother brought home, not that it had helped Shondra James from getting involved with a local drug dealer. She was sitting in prison, while Gran tried to keep Tonya from suffering a similar fate.
“Besides, I want you to meet him before she does. You’re going to Nadine’s party, right?” The begging in her voice was obvious.
Nadine was a friend of Chloe’s and probably the most likable of them all, other than Bianca, and she always included Lily and me, even though we rarely took her up on it. Of course, she always invited everyone to everything.
“I wasn’t planning on it, but if it means I get to meet this guy then yeah, I suppose I’ll be there.”
“Thank you! Thank you! I’ll owe you major.”
“I’ll just add it to your bill. Hey, want to go shopping tomorrow?” I asked. “Bianca and I were going to go to Town Square.”
“Is Karin going?”
I’d purposely left off mentioning Karin. Tonya couldn’t stand her, mainly because Karin was one of those ultra, annoyingly nice people.
“Yes, but if it’s the four of us, you’ll hardly notice her.”
“What? She’s not bringing her lap dog with her?”
“No, Owen isn’t coming. And he’s not her lap dog.” Okay, I had to defend him. Owen was one of those guys that couldn’t catch a break, way too laid back and never seeming to notice things going on around him, even though he pretended really well. Like how he’d seen everything that happened between Tonya and me, but he hadn’t realized until a couple days ago that we’d had a fight.
“He may not be yet, but Karin would love it if he was.”
“Yeah, well, he’s not coming. So am I picking you up, or not?”
“Yes, but you better keep that thing away from me.”
We spent another twenty minutes catching up and I’d just hung up when there was another knock on my door. Before I could even call out to see who was there, the door swung open and Chloe sauntered in.
“Finally,” she said and flopped onto my bed face first. She lifted her upper body and rested her chin on her hands. “Lily’s been cowering in her room this past week, trying to stay as far away from you as possible. I don’t know why she bothered. If I was her I’d have just done it while you were sleeping.”
Her words did make me feel a little guilty, but I squashed the feeling before Lily could pick up on it and appear beside Chloe.
“Maybe that’s why I like Lily better than you.” I swirled my chair around in circles and her angry face flashed by me again and again.
“Now who’s the liar? You spend less time with Lily than with me.”
“That’s because Lily doesn’t barge into my room uninvited, nor does she know where I’m going before I’m actually there.”
“Whatev’,” she said, rolling her eyes.
“Did you come here for a reason other than to annoy me?” I asked. The spinning chair slowed to a stop and I lifted my feet to rest them on the corner of the bed, enjoying the completely annoyed expression crinkling her face.
“Nanna said you haven’t ‘heard’ the voice again,” she said.
“Nope. So, either our family members are really honest or it was a fluke.”
“Maybe we should test it.” She flipped over onto her back, preventing me from seeing her whole face.
“Why do you care if it works or not?” My suspicion was obvious in my tone.
“Because I know you, Phoebs. You’ll start obsessing and get all upset and then Lily will be moaning about how she just needs to touch you for a second and then everything will be fine. And to top it off, you’d start doing stupid things and I can’t block them out.”
God, I hated when she was right.
“So just how am I supposed to test this? I can’t just ask a person if they’re lying to me, just look at what happened with Tonya.”
“You can ask me some questions and I’ll answer. Sometimes I’ll tell the truth and sometimes I’ll lie.” She tipped her head up so I could see her eyes. “Do it for Lily. You know how upset she gets when you’re stressed or unhappy, which considering your natural personality is pretty much all the time.”
I reached over, grabbed one of the pillows off the floor, and tossed it at her. She swatted it away before it even came near her face.
“You really thought I wouldn’t see that one coming?” she asked.
“Fine, go ahead. Test me.” There wasn’t any point in fighting it. She obviously already knew I would do it, otherwise she wouldn’t have wasted her time.
“Okay, so ask me some questions. Ones you don’t know the answer to.”
I sighed in resignation. “What did you do this morning?”
That was the first in a string of questions I asked and it proved just as useless as the next twenty. Not once did I hear or feel anything telling me she was lying, no matter how ridiculous her responses got.
“I give up,” I said. Dropping my feet to the floor, I braced my elbows on my knees and let my head drop to my hands. I was tired and irritated. The whole thing was pointless.
Chloe huffed, scooting off the bed. “I don’t get it.”
“Get what?”
“My vision showed you doing it. Using your gift.” Her words brought my head popping up in time to see her eyes narrowed slightly as she turned to the door and I wondered what she was thinking. I stared at her back as she headed into the hall.
“So you’re wrong again. Does that bother you?”
She glanced back and smiled. “Not at all,” she said and then left.
My stomach cramped. Liar.
I kept my mouth shut. Every impulse inside of me throbbed with the desire to scream the word at her departing back, but I didn’t. Having Chloe know she’d been right wasn’t something I wanted her holding over my head. It was better to savor my knowledge that I’d actually caught her in a lie she didn’t want me to know. So instead, I rose from my chair and swung the door shut, enclosing myself in my sanctuary.
What was it about that lie that had made it get called out? She’d lied about a bunch of stuff over the past half-hour, yet the one thing she really didn’t want me to know about was the only thing that called to me. I spun in a circle and let myself drop to the bed. Flinging my arms out to the side, I squeezed my eyes closed and for once in my life prayed that I didn’t really have this stupid gift. That it was all in my head.
My hand groped along the comforter until I found my iPod. I snagged the headphones and dragged it to me, then flicked my finger across the touch screen finding a song that fit my miserable mood. After putting in the ear buds, I turned the volume up, trying to drown out the stupid voice still echoing through my head.
I woke the next morning to the sound of little pitter-pattering feet in the hall, followed by giggles as my door slowly creaked open. I yanked the comforter over my head, hoping if I stayed still the little brats would think I was gone.
“Fee-Fee? Fee-Fee? Are you awake?” Tiny hands smacked down on my face and I grimaced, holding in my groan of pain as one made contact with my nose.
“Emma, I don’t fink she’s here.”
“But Ella, her feet are still here.”
Icy fingers circled my toes and I involuntarily jerked my feet away, exposing my legs. No use trying to hide now. At three years old, my cousins Ella and Emma might have believed I left my feet in bed, but they’d never believe I left my legs, too.
“Boo!” I flung the blanket off my head and sat up.
Matching green eyes widened into giant orbs before the two of them turned tail and ran. The pounding going up the stairs reassured me of some privacy to get up - for a little while.
 I climbed out of my warm bed and made a mad dash for the shower just as those little feet started their way back down the stairs. Locking the door behind me, I relished an extra minute of darkness, letting my body believe I might be going back to bed, before flicking on the lights. I needed to get ready to go shopping and those two rug rats would latch onto my legs and make it impossible.
In a town as small as Beachgrove, going to Town Center was about as exciting as going to school. It was really the only place to go and everyone I knew would be there. I contemplated talking Tonya into driving to San Diego, but since my job at the local golf course ended a few months back, I was running short on gas money and, if I wanted to buy a new outfit, I’d need the extra cash. Besides, Bianca would kill me if I ditched her with Karin.
Two hours and a game of hide-and-seek later, I pulled up to Tonya’s house. She rushed the car before I even shifted to park and swung open the door. She slid in and then slammed it shut.
“Girl, what took you so long?” she asked.
“The demon twins. They attacked me when I got out of the shower and tied me up until I played hide-and-seek.”
She gave me a skeptical look.
“Okay, so I volunteered, but in my defense you know how cute they are.”
“How much longer is your family staying for?”
“I think they’re leaving tomorrow, or the day after. It’ll be nice to have things back to normal,” I said. That Nanna had already left had been my one constant wish for the past week.
“I’m so tired of normal. I’ve been bored out of my mind. Seeing Trevor has been the only thing keeping me sane.”
“You could have come over,” I said. She gave me a nasty look and I grimaced. “Right. Sorry.”
“That’s okay. You can buy me a venti hot chocolate to make up for being so mean to me.”
“Hey, you admitted you lied.”
“Well...Damn.” We laughed and it felt good to have things right between us again. Something that, despite our call last night, I hadn’t been too sure of.
“Are we picking up Bianca and the thing?” she asked.
“No, they’re meeting us there.”
I stepped on the gas and made a u-turn for the center of town, driving slowly to take in the massive houses. Tonya lived in the damn-you’re-rich area of town and every time I drove through I liked to pretend I actually lived there. Maybe the one on the corner with the huge palm trees perfectly arranged in the yard.
My dad was a lawyer and made decent money, but I wasn’t holding out hope that we’d be moving here. It always seemed strange to think that Tonya lived in a mansion while her mom served time for selling drugs and theft, but her grandpa had been a successful artist until he’d died and her gran had been a university professor.
We turned out of her neighborhood and the home sizes shrunk. Five minutes later, we were surrounded by the masses. I found a parking spot and zipped in, cutting off another car which had its blinker flashing. I gave a careless wave and parked.
Getting out of the car, I caught a glimpse of the car I’d stolen my spot from parking a row over. The driver’s side door opened and a tall guy stepped out. He turned around, glaring at me and I nearly choked on my own spit. Nathan.
Why the hell did I have such crappy luck with him?
“You okay?” Tonya asked, coming around to my side of the car.
“What? Yeah, why?” I was barely able to pull my eyes away from Nathan to look at Tonya.
“You look totally spaced out.”
“No, I’m fine. Let’s go.” Before she could see Nathan, I grabbed her hand and dragged her in the opposite direction. Not because it had been him. No, I always avoided the people I cut in front of.
Somehow, in the two weeks since our fight, I’d forgotten how much fun shopping with Tonya was. Bianca and Karin met us outside The Gap and we went in, furiously trying on anything that looked even remotely decent before heading to the next place. By lunch, we were exhausted.
“Let’s grab something to eat,” I suggested as we left what seemed like the hundredth shop we’d been in.
“Definitely! I’m starving,” Karin said.
Tonya opened her mouth, to make some snide comment I’m sure, and I managed to stomp on her foot just in time. Karin was stick-thin despite constantly stuffing her face. Any complaints she made about eating and weight pretty much pissed off every female around her, especially Tonya who was a bit on the bootylicious side even if she did love her curves.
“Let’s dump our bags in the car first,” Bianca said to Karin, then turned to us. “We’ll meet you guys at the food court.”
The two of them took off for Karin’s car while Tonya and I followed the scent of food to the food court. Tonya and I had yet to buy anything, while Bianca had nearly bought out the last three shops we’d gone into. With my tighter budget, I wasn’t so willing to jump on the first thing I found.
“Oh! Wait a minute. I want to look in here.” She started toward the shoe store.
“I’ll meet you by the tables,” I said, knowing that if I went in with her I’d leave with another pair of shoes I didn’t need and couldn’t afford. She threw her hand up behind her and I took it for an agreement.
The beautiful weather had drawn nearly everyone in town outside to the courtyard and the tables were crowded. I searched for an empty spot, deliberately passing over that table holding Chloe and her friends. They had room, but spending quality time with her after last night held no appeal. Then again, it never appealed to me.
Wandering through the maze of tables, I spotted an elderly couple rising and I rushed forward, reaching for a chair just as someone slid in on the opposite side. Nathan.
Great. My eyes flew up to stare at the sky in disbelief. What the hell?
“Are you stalking me or something?” I asked, unwilling to believe these meetings were just coincidence and not wanting him to think I was the one doing the following.
“I could ask you the same thing. You’re the one with an interest in my love life.”
My lips pursed and I tried to think of some kind of witty come back. “Whatever. This is my table.” Oh, I could be so brilliant sometimes.
“Since I’m the one sitting, it looks like it’s mine,” he said, a little smirk tipping up his lips.
It was a side of him I rarely saw. He always seemed so passive. Like I could push him around if I really wanted. He let Vivian do just that for almost a year.
I sat, refusing to give up my table. The staring contest started. He had gorgeous eyes, a deep grey, like rolling rain clouds drifting in from over the ocean. And they twinkled, like there was some private joke going on that only he knew and he was laughing inside. Laughing at me.
“Look, Phoebe, I don’t know what your problem is with me.” He paused and then blushed. “Okay, well maybe I do. But still, that was a year ago. Do you want me to apologize or something?”
“No.” I did, but what would be the point?
“So...”
An awkward pause slid between us.
“I shouldn’t have taken the note,” I admitted reluctantly.
He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter now. I shouldn’t have written it, but she was bugging the hell out of me.”
“So you didn’t break up with her?” Hopefully I didn’t sound as disappointed as I felt.
“I did, just not in a note.” He gave me a half smile.
“Wait. Are you admitting I was right?” God, how could my heart be beating so fast?
“That I needed to man up? Yeah, guess I am, but that was a low blow. God, you sounded just like my dad whenever I try to get out of doing anything.” He shook his head, and gave me a lopsided smile. “You going to Nadine’s party tomorrow?”
“Yeah, you?”
He nodded and then glanced behind me before standing.
“I thought you were ready to fight for your table?” I said, wanting him to stay.
“I’ve seen you play dirty, and I’m not sure I wanna do that in public with you. Now privately...”
I couldn’t help the stupid grin that caused my cheeks to strain. He was definitely flirting. There was no way he wasn’t. He turned to leave, but I needed to make sure, to know if what he’d said about me being right was really the truth.
“Was I right about the rest? Was it because of...?”
“You? Us?” His brows arched and this time it was my turn to blush. “No, it had nothing to do with you.”
Liar. I clutched at my stomach, trying to control the sudden cramps. I didn’t call him on it. This was one lie I could happily live with knowing.
I stared after him as he walked away, my entire body buzzing with something unnamable.
“Hello?” A hand flashed in front of my face.
“Hey,” I said. My eyes focused on Tonya. She sat next to me, while Bianca and Karin were arriving at the table.
“Girl, you have it bad.” Tonya picked up a fry from her plate and pointed it at me. “You know Vivian will kill you, right?”
“Nothing happened, and nothing will. Remember? He had his chance and he chose her.”
“Phoebe Matlin, do we look that dumb? You were practically drooling all over him.”
“I was not! Okay, so maybe a little. But you have to admit, he’s looking fine.”
She rolled her eyes, and stuck the fry in her mouth.
“He’s okay, I guess,” Karin said and took a sip from her soda. “I prefer a leaner body, someone who looks more intelligent than beefcake.”
“Owen,” Bianca coughed into her hand. Tonya and I laughed at Karin’s blush.
“You have to admit that Nathan is getting a bit big,” she said in her defense.
“Yeah, muscle big. Strong, powerful, hot,” Bianca wiggled her eyebrows and sighed. “Too bad he’s got a thing for Phoebe. Otherwise I’d be jumping him every chance I got.”
“He doesn’t have a thing for me.” That came out sounding way too hopeful.
“Sure Phoebs, you keep telling yourself that and maybe Vivian won’t kill you,” Tonya said.
“Well, I expect you guys to have my back if she comes after me.” I glanced between their faces.
“Cat fights are beneath me,” Karin said, shaking her head.
Bianca was grinning away. “My parents would officially disown me if I got caught fighting. Unless of course it was some kind of ancient art form that would honor my ancestors.”
“Uh, you know I don’t fight anymore. Not after Melanie tore my weave out.” Tonya rubbed her scalp at the painful memory from freshman year.
I just shook my head. Melanie was an entirely different crazy than Vivian, although Tonya always said you can’t judge a girl by her talk. And Tonya had been involved in four girl fights, which was exactly four more than me.
“I’m going to grab some food.” I stood and headed to the Chinese food counter.
“Watch your back,” Tonya called after me, with Bianca and Karin laughing along with her. “I’m pretty sure I saw Viv around here earlier.”
“Whatever,” I yelled back.
Three hours later, Tonya and I waved bye to Karin and Bianca and dragged ourselves back to the car. I’d managed to find something for the party, so the sore feet had been worth it. We put our bags in the trunk and got in the car. I’d already started it when a piece of paper under the driver’s side wiper caught my eye.
I rolled down my window and, reaching through, I grabbed for it three times before managing to snag it. Thinking it was an ad, I tossed it on Tonya’s lap and started pulling out of the parking space.
“You were right,” Tonya said.
“About what?”
“I don’t know. That’s what the paper says.” She held the paper up, looking to see if she’d missed anything else. I slammed on the brakes and snatched the paper from her.
It was definitely Nathan’s handwriting. I wanted to do a happy dance, but Tonya was already giving me a strange look, and I wasn’t ready for a lecture on going boy crazy from her, especially since I was usually the one giving them to her.
I was right. The stupid grin stretched across my face lasted the entire way home and maybe a bit longer.



Chapter 4
Normally, New Year’s Eve wasn’t that big of a deal for me. I didn’t see any point in it other than a good excuse for a party. This time though, I was still riding the high from Nathan’s note and I had at least the hope of seeing him without Vivian.
“Fee-Fee, why you dwessed pwetty?” Ella asked from where she lay on my bed. Emma sat next to her and both of them watched wide-eyed as I got ready. Why they didn’t hover around Chloe or Lily was unexplainable considering how mean I could be to them. Then again, they were holy terrors in training, so maybe they felt more comfortable with one of their own.
“I’m going out to a party.” I swept the mascara across my lashes, determined not to smudge them this time.
“On a date?” Emma asked.
“No, just with a friend.” Eyes blinking, I took in my reflection satisfied with my latest attempt.
“Cwoe and Wiwy haf dates.” Ella looked at me with the pity only a three year old could give.
“Gee, thanks for pointing that out,” I said, then dove on the bed to tickle them. I might have taken offense if they actually knew what a date was.
My cell beeped and I abandoned the girls to check it. I flipped it open and saw Tonya’s name as sender.
Itz 10. Where r u? U left yet?
I spent a couple moments struggling to reply. Finally getting the word now to fill the screen, I quickly pressed send.
“Do you hafta go?” Emma tipped her head to the side, her blonde Shirley Temple curls falling across her face.
“Yes, and isn’t it past your bed time?” I lifted first one then the other girl to the floor and guided them out of my room.
“No, we stayin’ up ‘till minnite,” Ella said, a sneaky grin on her face.
“It’s midnight you little stinker and I bet Nanna’s already looking for you.”
The girls stalled on the steps until I started tickling them again, then they shrieked as they ran the rest of the way up to where Nanna stood at the door to the basement.
“I should have guessed they’d be down there with you,” she said, grasping their hands before they could take off on her. “You look nice, dear. Have a good night.”
I watched her walk down the hall with the girls until she turned the corner. Things had been more strained than usual between us since our argument and, as much as I loved her, it was nice to have a break from her constant nagging.
Earlier that morning, Owen had begged a ride for tonight since he had yet to get his license. He lived halfway between my house and Nadine’s, so it hadn’t been a big deal, although Karin probably would have spazzed. Bianca had already spilled that Karin had called him about ten times the past few days to offer a ride and he kept turning her down.
He was sitting on the front steps, his house dark behind him, when I pulled into his driveway. Despite being friends for three years, I’d never been inside his place or met his parents. When he came to my sixteenth birthday party, Nanna had met him and afterwards told me to let go of any questions I had about his family, that it wasn’t worth the loss of friendship.
Her words had driven me crazy for weeks. I wanted to know what she’d seen and why I shouldn’t ask him. Then I just kind of lost interest. Or more accurately Nathan arrived and I got a bit distracted. Besides, Owen didn’t look like a sexy, mysterious, stranger that would be hiding juicy secrets. He was more of a spaced, tree hugger.
“Hey,” he said, climbing in. His curly black hair was pulled back in a short ponytail that always made me think he should be playing soccer for some European team. “Thanks again for the ride. My dad had to work and couldn’t drop me off. I thought I was going to be stranded at home.”
“You could have always asked Karin.” I grinned as I reversed back onto the road.
“That’s not funny.”
“Oh, come on. You need to loosen up a bit.” I nudged him with my elbow. He was so weird sometimes. He went from spacey to dead serious to hilarious all in the space of minutes sometimes.
“I just don’t feel comfortable with it being a joke. Karin’s my friend. That’s all.”
 “Have you told her that? Because she spends a lot of time crushing on you.”
“I told her, which is why it’s not funny anymore.” He shot me a look. “That means no more encouraging her. Please.”
“You know, the best way to deter her would be to get yourself a girlfriend.” I ignored his groan of disgust. “We know there’s a girl you like. Who is she? Obviously it’s not Karin.” I started running through mental pictures of every girl I knew at school. “Is it that blonde who sits behind you in History? I saw you talking to her the other day.”
“No! No. Can you please just drive and leave my...life to me?” His normally olive complexion was just a hint darker and he was definitely squirming in his seat.
Nanna’s words about not questioning him came back and I gritted my teeth to hold in the next barrage of questions. I figured I could live without knowing everything about Owen, even if it was juicy gossip Tonya would kill for.
“Fine. Spoil sport. What did you do for Christmas?”
“Nothing much.” He gave a one-shoulder shrug, and when he smiled, I knew I’d managed to stop before putting my foot in my mouth. “Worked a bit at the hotel and hung out at the library.”
“Sounds exciting. Read anything interesting?” The library was the last place I was interested in going.
“Just the entire collection of The Walking Dead.” His smile grew to a full-blown grin.
“Oh, my God! You’re joking, right?” My entire body jerked upright. “I’ve been saving my money to buy it online. How did I not know they had that?”
“Maybe if you’d ever actually been to the library you’d have seen it.”
“Can I borrow it?”
“It’s at the library, Phoebe. I would hope you understand the basic workings of the place even if you’ve never been inside.”
“Shut up,” I said, rolling my eyes and turning the radio up to drown out any more possible digs.
By the time we got to Nadine’s place, cars already lined the street. I pulled around to the next block and parked under a street light. The first few houses were dark so I figured I’d gotten lucky and the owners had gone out.
Owen’s cell rang as we climbed out of the car and he glanced at the caller id. “It’s my dad. I better take it.”
“Want me to wait?” I shifted from one foot to the other, hoping he’d say no. I wanted to see Nathan, even though I wasn’t sure what I planned to say, or more importantly, what I wanted him to say to me. That he was dying of love for me and had made the biggest mistake of his life dating Vivian would be a nice start.
“Nah, go ahead.” Owen waved me on and answered his call.
Walking down the street, I glanced nervously behind me. It was silly really, being afraid of the dark. Owen was somewhere back there in the darkness. Besides, we lived in a small suburb of San Diego, not downtown LA. Of course, that hadn’t stopped my dad from doing the best possible job of instilling a fear of dark streets into my heart with tales of murder, rape, and robbery.
Seeing no one else around, I wrapped my arms around myself and walked faster, wishing I hadn’t been too vain to bring a coat. Despite the warm days we’d been having, the evenings still cooled down considerably and goose bumps covered my exposed arms. I rounded the corner and the thumping sound of music and people reached me. Even before reaching the door, I could see the windows vibrating in sync with the boom of the bass. I entered the house and a wave of human heat bombarded me.
Winding my way through the crowd, I searched for someone I’d actually want to talk to. It wasn’t that I didn’t like the other kids at school, but I just figured why waste time talking to them, because we obviously had nothing in common, otherwise we’d be friends. I guessed they didn’t take offense, because most of them never tried to talk to me either. My little group of friends was enough. Anymore than the three of them, four if I counted Karin, and I’d be too distracted. Nathan, of course, would be a complete and totally necessary exception to that, mainly because he already was a distraction.
I spotted Nathan leaning against the banister talking to his best friend Andrew. Our eyes met as I passed by and winked at him, just to see the color flood his cheeks. He was almost too easy to embarrass. Andrew gave him a knowing nudge and Nathan broke eye contact. The temptation to stop and talk was there, but I resisted. Leaving him behind, a smile stretched across my face.
 Tonya sidled up to me. She wore a short black skirt and sparkly blue tank top, making me feel a bit underdressed in my skinny jeans and retro tee shirt, but I was probably a lot more comfortable.
“What are you so happy about?” she asked me.
“Nothing.”
“Weren’t you driving Owen?” She glanced behind me in search for him.
“Yeah. He got a call when we arrived, so I left him back at the car.” I grabbed a pretzel stick from a bowl on a nearby table and started to suck all the salt off of it.
“I almost wish Karin was here to see you come with him. She would totally flip, then she’d be all over him.”
“Well, don’t tease him about it. I tried that earlier, and he wasn’t impressed.”
“You mean he was actually awake to hear what you said? That boy is so freakin’ strange.”
“Sometimes I think he just chooses what he’s aware of,” I said, trying to defend him, even if it was a feeble attempt.
“My point exactly. Freakin’ strange. He’s just lucky that he’s pretty to look at or I’d kick him out of our little circle.”
“We have a circle? And Owen’s pretty to look at?” I tried to hold back my laugh, and instead it came out as a strangled snort.
“I just made our little circle,” she said, flipping her hair over her shoulder before she joined me in laughing. “And yes, Owen’s hot. If you weren’t completely obsessed with Nathan you might actually notice these things.”
Owen was hot? I looked back into the living room, trying to spot him, finally finding him still near the entrance. He was taller than most of the people, and yeah, I could see how someone would be attracted. He had that lean body type that maybe hid some muscles underneath. Hot, but not my type. Now Nathan, I could see his muscles. I’d been fantasizing all day about touching those muscles. Waves of shivers ran through me and I forced him from my mind.
“Sooo? Where’s this Trevor?” I asked, tired of talking about Owen. He wasn’t really an interesting topic.
“Getting us drinks,” she said, motioning to the kitchen. “God, Phoebs, I really think I’m in love.”
I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “He’s that wonderful, huh?”
“You have no clue. He’s amazing! There he is,” she gushed, pointing out a tall guy with a deep brown complexion and short dreads. I could definitely see why she’d fallen for him. Three letters were all that was needed to describe him. H-O-T.
“He’s definitely cute,” I said when she looked at me with her eyebrows raised.
Grabbing my arm, she tugged me through the room toward him, and once we reached him, she dropped my arm in order to twine her fingers through his. When he turned his attention to her, she practically glowed. She was way more into him than any of the other guys she’d dated.
 “Trevor, this is my best friend Phoebe.”
“Hi,” I said, and gave a weird hand wave.
“Hey,” he said, bobbing his head while he curved an arm around Tonya’s shoulders.
There was an awkward lull as we took each other in, maybe in some kind of attempt to see what Tonya saw in the other.
“So, you live in San Diego?” I asked when I couldn’t stand it anymore.
“Yeah.” Head bobbed again.
Great, a real conversationalist. Tonya stared up at him with adoration and I had to suppress a chuckle. She obviously didn’t care about his ability to carry on a conversation. Not that I blamed her. He was gorgeous. Dark creamy skin, piercing brown eyes, broad shoulders. Hell, I could appreciate a gorgeous guy even if there wasn’t a brain attached.
“Trevor’s going to UCSD next fall,” Tonya said like a proud mama.
“Really? What’s your major gonna be?” I asked.
“Law.”
My stomach cramped and I waited for the whisper, but nothing came, or at least nothing I could hear over the music. Maybe it was just my period.
“You okay, Phoebs?” Tonya ducked out from under Trevor’s arm and stepped closer to me.
“Yeah, just not feeling well all of a sudden. I’ll be fine in a minute.”
“Why don’t we find a spot to sit?” She started to guide me to the kitchen, but Trevor grasped her arm.
“She’ll be fine. Let’s dance.” He didn’t look at me, just gazed hard at Tonya.
“But-” She glanced back and forth between us.
“I came here to be with you. I didn’t drive almost an hour to sit in a kitchen.” Trevor dropped her arm then took a step closer. “If you want to spend the night with your friend, I can find someone else to be with.”
Wow. I didn’t even know what to say. Apparently, Tonya didn’t either, because we both just stared at him.
“I’m gonna get another drink.” He headed to a table at the back of the room where a beer keg had been set up.
“What the hell’s his problem?” I asked, rubbing a hand across my stomach as the cramps eased.
Tonya glared at me. “Nothing’s his problem. He’s disappointed that he can’t be alone with me. That’s what boyfriends want.”
“Whatever,” I said. “I’m gonna go sit.”
I wasn’t really expecting her to follow me, but it still kind of hurt that she left me pretty eagerly to join Trevor on the sofa where he was working on a beer. Instead of staying in the kitchen, I wandered through and went out the back door. The yard was dark except for where the indoor lights filtered through the windows and the moon glinted off the dark water of the swimming pool. I sat on one of the pool lounge chairs and rubbed my hands along my arms.
What did the cramps mean? Was it a warning? It could have been just a false alarm. It wasn’t like before, when the whisper followed the cramps.
“You have a serious problem, you know.” Nathan’s voice came from right beside my ear. I swirled around to see him crouched beside me, thoughts of my gift completely vanishing as I met his stormy eyes.
“A problem?” Did my voice just quiver? I swear he got hotter each day.
“Yeah, you’re a terrible flirt.” He smiled and I couldn’t help myself. I smiled back and leaned in closer to him, inhaling deeply. He smelled amazing, like the ocean, or at least what the ocean should smell like. Fresh and cool, with a breeze that sent tingles up your arms. I didn’t know what cologne it was, but damn, it was worth whatever he paid for it.
“Am I really that bad at it?” I asked.
He straightened up and came around to sit in the chair beside mine.
“Oh, I wouldn’t say you’re bad at it. I’d just say you’re bad.”
Heat filled my cheeks, yet he looked entirely unfazed.
“How do you do that?” I asked.
“What?”
“Anytime someone else is around, you blush like a little girl, but the second we’re alone you have no shame.”
He laughed. “I guess it’s the same way you have no shame in public, but the second we’re alone you blush like a little girl.”
I pursed my lips in a failed attempt to stop a smile from forming.
He raised a knee to rest his arm on. “So, why are you out here? Normally, you’re joined at the hip to Tonya or Bianca.”
I shrugged a shoulder. “Bianca isn’t here and Tonya’s got a new boyfriend, and apparently he doesn’t want to share her.”
“Ah, so you’re sulking.”
“I am not sulking. I wasn’t feeling well, so I came out for some fresh air.”
He leaned his head back, looking up at the sky. He had one of those strong profiles that should only belong in marble. A year ago, he’d been a bit on the scrawny side, but now, well, I was pretty sure he hid a six-pack under his shirt.
His lips curled up; he knew I was staring. Even knowing that he was aware of my gaze, I didn’t take my eyes off him. When he was surrounded by his friends, there always seemed to be a part of him hiding, yet here alone with me, he was relaxed, like he was the real Nathan.
 “Enjoying the view?” Chloe’s voice came from behind us.
“Yes, and you’re interrupting,” I snapped and then swatted at Nathan when he gave a laugh. Both of us turned to watch her walk across the patio.
“I need to talk to you. It’s important.” She raised her eyebrows and motioned her head to the corner of the yard. She crossed her arms and I knew refusing was pointless. She’d just keep bugging me.
I pushed up out of the chair and followed her to a far corner of the yard. I turned back to see Nathan watching me. I blew him a kiss and gave a small wave. He just shook his head and looked back up at the stars.
“Have you ever considered that Nathan just doesn’t take you seriously?” Chloe asked and slapped my hand down.
“Maybe, but it’s a hell of a lot better than him not thinking about me at all.” I gave her my full attention. “You said it was important, is this it?”
“How are you getting home tonight?”
“I’m driving,” I said, confusion drawing my eyebrows low.
“Are you taking Tonya?”
“No, she came with her boyfriend, Trevor. Why? What’s this about?” I watched as she shifted her weight back and forth on her feet.
“I saw you in your car and Tonya was beside you right before it crashed.” Her voice trembled and I wondered how detailed her vision of the accident had been. A strong stomach never had been her strong point.
“Shit. You sure?”
Her head tilted to the side as she raised an eyebrow. “I saw it, Phoebs.”
“Yeah, well, you saw a few other things that never happened, didn’t you?”
“This isn’t a joke. You know how right these visions are.”
“Again, you’re batting zero with me lately.” Maybe it was a lame attempt at brushing her off, but if she was right then there was absolutely nothing I could do about it anyways, so worrying wasn’t worth the effort. We’d both learned that changing her visions wasn’t possible.
“So what? Two mistakes out of millions I’ve had? “Her voice shook.
Obviously, the vision had scared the crap out of her. I just didn’t know what to do or say. Maybe she was wrong about this. I wanted to brush it off again, but her pale face gave me pause. Taking a deep breath, I said the only thing I could.
“I promise not to give a ride to Tonya.”
“Will you go home now? I’ll follow you back.” She crossed her arms, rubbing them slightly as if she could brush away the vision she’d had.
“Chloe, I’m not going to leave early.” I looked back at Nathan where he sat pretending not to be watching us.
“Come on, Phoebs, it’s not like this thing with you and Nathan ever seems to go anywhere,” she said, letting the snarky sister I knew loose.
 “That’s not what you said a few weeks ago. You told me you had a vision of him asking me out.”
Her mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. She knew if she admitted she’d been wrong then that it was possible she was wrong now. She’d always known her visions were the future, now I had her wondering if they really were.
“Stop worrying.” I gave her a half hug then deserted her. I had better things to do, namely Nathan, than go home with Chloe because of some vision..
Walking across the yard, I went straight back to him while Chloe stomped back inside. I needed to get my thoughts focused and off Chloe’s vision. If she was right about her gift, that it was always right, then there was nothing to do. I slid onto my chair and gazed up at the stars, not really wanting to talk. Just being near Nathan was enough to get my body humming.
Finally, when my racing thoughts settled, I turned to him. His eyes were closed and I thought for a moment he was asleep, until a devilish smile bore dimples into his cheeks.
“You’re staring again,” he said so softly I almost didn’t hear it over the music carrying out to us from the house.
“Are you complaining?”
“No... -Maybe.” He sighed. “I just never know where I stand with you.”
“What do you mean?” I sat up and swung my legs over the side to face him.
“You play hot and cold, Phoebe. One minute you’re practically panting over me and the next you’re insulting me.” His eyes glanced off mine before focusing on the stars above us.
I tried to think of something witty to say, to make it easy between us again. I didn’t want him to know why I teased him. When he’d taken Vivian to that dance and then spent the next year dating her, I’d tried to salvage some dignity. That day in the art room when I asked him to Homecoming, I had thrown myself at him, kissing him and he’d rejected me. Because he thought Vivian was better. After that, I figured it was just better to make him think it was all a big joke, that I didn’t take it seriously and he shouldn’t either.
“Forget it,” he said when my silence continued.
“What do you want me to say?” I snapped. “How about I don’t know where I stand with you. When you first moved here, I did everything I could to show I liked you. I kissed you and asked you out and what did you do? You started dating Vivian. Vivian. That pretty much said it all. Vivian and I are about as different as a dog and a...an elephant.” I stood up, too angry to care that he could probably see up my nose. “What did you want me to do? Pine over you? Pout and cry every time I saw you kiss her or hold her hand. Excuse me for wanting to puke instead. Vivian. I mean the least you could have done was have some good taste.”
He rose up from the chair to stand toe to toe with me. I crossed my arms over my chest.
“There’s nothing wrong with Vivian.”
“Really? Then why break up with her? I’m surprised you had the balls to do it. You’ve spent the last year letting her tell you what to do. She probably even told you when to kiss her.”
“Gee, who else does that remind me of?” He looked pointedly at me.
“Yeah, well that’s not a mistake I’ll make again.” I suddenly regretted starting this whole argument.
“Well, maybe that’s why I broke up with her and maybe it’s why I never bothered to go out with you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Hurt was pulsing through my chest. Why the hell did I even like this guy? He obviously didn’t like me.
“It means that I don’t like being chased around and maybe if you hadn’t come on so strong last year I would have asked you to the dance myself.”
My mind had already been racing to find some attack response, but his words stopped my mouth from forming it.
“You push and push and then when I give the slightest push back you take off, or make some flip comment. I just don’t know when you’re being serious.” He threw Chloe’s words at me. God, I hated it when Chloe was right. Why didn’t she just tell me this is what she’d seen?
My shoulders sagged and my eyes dropped to focus on where the tips of our shoes met. This wasn’t Chloe’s fault. It was my own. I’d acted like a little girl with her first crush and did what I normally do. I bit my nose off to spite my face.
Nathan’s hand wrapped around one of my arms, then slid his fingers down to wrap around mine.
“Do you think we could start over? Pretend I’m the new guy again? Only this time, maybe you could leave the chasing to me?” His eyes widened in a cute attempt at puppy dog eyes.
My heart was thudding and it was difficult to draw in a deep breath. Then my nose started to tingle. What the hell?! No way was I going to cry 'cause Nathan wanted to chase me. If I’d seen this in a movie, I’d probably have fast-forwarded because I felt embarrassed for the actors forced to repeat the ridiculous lines. Thankfully, my natural instincts kicked back in.
“Does that mean I can’t flirt? I’d really miss that.” I looked up at him, for once loving that I was tall. It made it easier to see the small blue flecks mingled with the grey in his eyes.
“I think I could handle a bit of flirting, just maybe not in front of the guys.” His fingers danced across my palm before trailing up my arm.
“But that’s the best part,” I teased.
“Is it?”
He cupped the back of my head and leaned toward me.
“Hey, it’s not midnight yet!” A voice called out from the doorway, breaking us apart. The voice was followed nearly immediately by calls of “Fight! Fight!” from inside the house.



Chapter 5
Nathan and I sprinted inside. As much as I hated fights and sickened at the sound of fists pounding on flesh, the instinct to see who was fighting overrode the threat of puking. Everyone had crowded into the living room to the point where Nathan and I were trapped in the kitchen doorway. No way could we see anything.
“Who’s fighting?” I yelled at some guy next to me, hoping he could hear over the music.
He shrugged his shoulders. “Dylan and some guy I don’t know.”
“What happened?” I asked. Again, he shrugged then moved away from me, trying to get a better view.
“It’s Dylan,” I said, turning to Nathan.
“Shit.” Dylan was one of Nathan’s best friends, not to mention Lily’s boyfriend. Nathan guided me along the wall toward the dining room table then pulled out two chairs with pale suede seat covers. Climbing on top, we stood heads above the swarm of spectators.
One punch was enough for me. I’d seen the fighters. Dylan and Trevor were swinging and grappling in the center of the room. Tonya stood at one end of the circle encasing them, tears streaming down her face. Lily was nowhere to be seen.
I jumped down from my vantage point and started shoving my way through, Nathan following right behind me. The closer I got to them the louder things became. Amid the roars of ‘Fight! Fight!’, poor Nadine screamed at them to stop. Her parents didn’t mind the occasional party, but destroying their home would mean the end of the school’s party house.
I reached Tonya’s side just as Nathan burst into the circle and stepped between the two guys. Both of them kept jabbing at each other until a couple more guys helped break it up, grabbing arms and dragging them in opposite directions. The end of the fight sent a mass of people to the beer kegs.
“What happened?” I asked Tonya, wrapping an arm around her.
“I don’t know. Trevor and Dylan were talking and I went to get a drink. When I got back they were arguing about something and then they were hitting each other.” Tonya pulled away from me and ran to Trevor, where he’d wrestled himself free from the guy holding him back. I started to follow her when Lily entered the room. She was deathly pale and went straight for Dylan.
I couldn’t let her heal him here in front of everyone. I snagged her arm as she passed me, ignoring her struggles to get to her boyfriend.
“Lils, not here,” I whispered, taking in her pursed lips and glistening eyes. “Go outside and we’ll bring Dylan out.” I gave her a gentle push toward the door then went over to where Dylan and Nathan stood talking. Or at least, Nathan was talking. Dylan was sulking in a chair, cradling a bloody hand to his chest.
“Dylan, Lily’s outside waiting for you.”
“Great, even she doesn’t want to be seen with a loser.” Above Dylan’s head, Nathan rolled his eyes and made a drinking motion with his hand.
“Get your ass up or I’ll drag you out there, and then everyone’ll be talking about how not only did Trevor beat the shit out of you, but I did, too.” I spun on my heel and left.
The cool air did little to dampen my anger. Lily sat huddled on the steps, head resting on her raised knees. I smoothed a hand over her red curls and down her back. Dylan was being such an idiot and because of him, Lily was hurting. I wanted to smack him upside the head, but that would only make it worse for Lily.
“We should go to the hospital, man,” Nathan said to Dylan as they eventually made their way outside.
“I’m fine,” Dylan snapped, shrugging off Nathan’s hand from his shoulder. “Lily, let’s go.”
He pulled his keys from his pocket and started walking down the street to his car. Lily stared after him, unmoving. When he realized she wasn’t coming, he stopped to look at her.
“Let’s go,” he said, again.
 There was no way Lily would get in his car with him behind the wheel drunk, but I also knew she didn’t want to upset him.
“Forget it, bro.” Nathan walked up to Dylan and took the keys from him before Dylan even realized his intent. “You’re not driving.”
“God, you’re just like your dad.”
“Yeah, well when it’s my dad who would be putting your ass in jail for drunk driving that’s a good thing.” Nathan shoved the keys in his pocket and came back to where Lily and I now stood waiting for Dylan to react.
“So, who’s driving?” Nathan asked, giving me a sheepish smile.
“You?” I suggested.
He grimaced. “Yeah, I don’t think so. Not only would my dad kill me for driving after having a few drinks, he’d kill me if he even knew I’d been drinking. I’m crashing at Dylan’s tonight.”
I was so tempted to give him some smart remark, but Lily clutched at my hand as Dylan approached. I looked down at her, wishing I knew why she was so apprehensive about healing Dylan. Her internal struggle caused her body to practically vibrate. Odd, since Lily was usually a bit over-eager to use her gift. She gradually released my hand and went over to Dylan, but even then, I noticed she didn’t touch him.
“Guess it’s me then. I’m parked around the block,” I said, motioning with my hand. “I’ll catch up with you guys, I need to talk to Tonya for a minute and let Owen know I’m leaving.”
“Owen?” Nathan raised his eyebrows at me.
“Yeah, I picked him up on the way here, but I don’t know if he has a ride home.”
“Want me to wait?” he asked.
“Nah, I’ll just be a minute.”
I watched the three of them head off down the street, then I turned back to the house. As much as I wanted to make sure Lily was okay, I couldn’t just ditch Tonya or Owen.
Everyone inside seemed to have already forgotten the brawl and were back to full party mode. Even Tonya and Trevor had moved past it, and were grinding each other in beat to the music. Squeezing between clusters of people, I wound my way over to them.
“I’m taking off,” I yelled, hoping to be heard over the music. She stopped moving, letting go of Trevor to face me.
“What? Why?”
I stared at her in shocked realization. She really was obsessing over this guy. He’d pretty much just humiliated my sister’s boyfriend by beating the crap out of him, probably scaring the crap out of Lily, and she wondered why I was leaving? Maybe I’d have stayed if it had been one of Chloe’s flavor of the month boyfriends, but this was Lils.
“How am I supposed to get home?” Anger bit her words short. “You were supposed to drive me home.”
I cocked an eyebrow. “Since when?”
She glanced at Trevor, then back to me. “You know Gran can’t see Trevor drop me off, and you never drink, so I figured...”
“Yeah, well, maybe you should have stopped your new boyfriend from beating up Dylan. Now I have to drive him and Lily home.”
“Why can’t she just drive his car?” she asked.
Trevor moved in closer and settled an arm around her shoulder, pulling her to his side. She gave him a smile so sweet I wanted to puke. Just wait till the honeymoon phase was over and she’d be back to her bitchy self.
“I’m leaving. If you want a ride, then let’s go. Otherwise, I’ll call you tomorrow.”
“Fine,” she snapped. “Let’s go.”
“We ain’t ready to go,” Trevor said, finally opening his mouth. I rolled my eyes and groaned in frustration. “We’ll get a cab.”
“Bye,” I said and turned away, ignoring Tonya’s call of my name. I wasn’t going to spend my night listening to them argue. Owen stood over by the kitchen talking to Nadine and a couple of guys from our biology class last semester.
“Hey,” I said when I reached him. “I’ve got to take Lily home, and I’m going to drop off Nathan and Dylan, too. I can give you a ride, but we’re leaving now.”
“That’s okay,” he said. “I’ll catch one with someone.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah. Your car is freakin’ small and I don’t really want to see Lily in action.”
“I’ll see you Tuesday then. Happy New Year.”
Waving bye over my shoulder to Owen, I scanned the living room for Tonya, but she and Trevor had disappeared. I noticed a guy Tonya had dated briefly last year sitting on the couch and nudged him.
“Have you seen Tonya?” I asked.
“She just left with her latest boyfriend,” he said and took a swig of beer.
Left? After making a big stink about me leaving and she was gone before I’d even made it out of the house. I stomped towards the door.
“Phoebe!” Chloe called out, working her way to me. I stepped outside, letting her follow me. “What happened?”
“I’m taking Nathan, Dylan and Lily home.” I wrapped my arms around me, seriously debating if I should just make her follow me all the way to the car.
“What about Tonya?”
“What about her? She and Trevor already bailed.”
“But, I saw...”
“Do you realize how often you’ve been saying that? ‘But, I saw!’ Maybe you need to talk to Nanna about your vision.”
Part of me felt bad for calling out Chloe on her misguided visions again, but I squished that feeling fast. I started down the street, rubbing my hands along my arms. It was darker than I thought it’d be. Only a few of the streetlamps worked, the rest were turned off to save the town money. Tall bushes lined the sidewalk and I edged my way to the far side of the pavement, just in case. Dad always said it’s better to look stupid than to be caught actually being stupid.
“Boo!” A huge blob jumped out from the bush.
I jerked back, a scream ripped through my throat, echoing down the street. My body turned instinctively to run in the opposite direction. It took only a moment to recognize the hysterical laughs coming from the blob. Nathan. I swung my arm out, hitting him, and enjoyed seeing him struggle to cover the side of his head.
“You ass! I can’t believe you did that!” Another smack. “You scared the crap out of me.” Smack.
“Okay, I’m sorry,” he said between his continued chuckles and attempts to evade my hand.
“No, you’re not.”
“You’re right, I’m not sorry. The look on your face was priceless.” His smile was so cute I just deflated. He looked behind me, searching for someone. “Did you talk to Owen and Tonya?”
“Owen’s gonna catch a ride from someone else.”
“What about Tonya?”
Anger gnawed at my insides thinking of how rude Trevor had been, so I decided to keep it simple. “She and Trevor left while I was talking to Owen.”
A gentle breeze swept down the street and a shiver ran through me.
“Here,” Nathan said, tugging his hoodie off. He tossed it to me, momentarily blinding me as it flopped over my head before I could yank it off.
I considered tossing it back. No way did I want him to think I was one of those sissy girls. On the other hand, he gave me the shirt off his back. I pulled it over my head, instantly glad I’d taken his offer. The fleece was still warm from his body and it smelled just like him, which was completely unfair, because it totally destroyed my anger.
“Thanks,” I said. His smile grew. Damn, I was blushing. “Where’re Lily and Dylan?”
“They went ahead. I thought you might get scared walking in the dark - you know, with all the boogiemen around.”
“Boogiemen, huh? Well, I always knew there was something weird about you.” I took a step forward, closing the distance between us.
“Oh, there’s definitely something weird about me.” He came to me this time, until only an inch or two separated us.
“And what’s that?” I whispered.
“That it’s taken me a year to get up the nerve to kiss you a second time.” His hands wove through my hair and I leaned forward, glad I stood nearly eye-to-eye with him.
“That’s not entirely true, since I kissed you the first time.”
“Do you really want to fight about this?”
“No.” I didn’t move. He’d said he wanted to do the chasing this time, so here was his chance.
I gazed up at him, loving the shadows flickering across his eyes. Why wasn’t he kissing me? Was he going to? Was he chickening out? Maybe I should do it. I would do it. I inhaled and let my eyes start to drift closed.
Then he kissed me.
There were fireworks. Really. They exploded through the night sky, illuminating the street in blues and greens, followed by reds and oranges. My eyes finished closing, because as beautiful as the sparkling lights were, nothing was going to stop me from totally enjoying the feel of Nathan’s lips on mine.
It was better than I remembered, or maybe he was better, or maybe a year of waiting had simply faded the memory. His lips were soft and warm and he tasted of chocolate. My heart raced and little shivers ran up my arms. I pressed closer to him, loving the way his hard chest felt against mine. His hands dropped from my face, slid down my ribs, and wrapped around my waist until they came to rest at the base of my spine.
The flirty side of me wanted to reach back and drag his hands lower, but his words from earlier had stuck and I knew that I had to let him make the move no matter how frustrating it was to wait. I curled my fingers around the back of his neck and tangled them in his hair. Trying to catch my breath, I drew back, pulling in deep breaths that mingled with his until his lips followed mine. The tip of his tongue swept across the seam of my lips and I sighed. God, he tasted as good as he smelled. It wasn’t fair that I’d missed out on a whole year of this.
Finally, we broke apart and he leaned his forehead against mine, placing a gentle kiss at the corner of my mouth.
“Wow,” he said. “Why the hell did I wait so long?”
The words were innocent, but they stung, nonetheless. It had been his choice to wait this long. He’d chosen Vivian over this. Over me. I tried brushing it off. Wasn’t I getting him now? Wasn’t that what was really important? Brushing it off didn’t work.
I dropped my hands and stepped back so I wasn’t touching him. The feel of him was way too tempting and I knew there was something I should remember. “Lily.” She and Dylan were waiting for us. I abruptly turned and headed for my car. Behind me, I could feel Nathan watching for a moment before he sprinted after me.
“What was that about?” he asked when he caught up to me.
“What?” I gave him a sideways confused look, while somehow managing to avoid any real eye contact. No way would I admit again that I was still hurt by him turning me down. I would just play dumb. But how long could I keep it up for? It didn’t seem too hard for Vivian. Then again, I doubted she was playing.
“The taking off thing, what else?” It was hard to read his face in the darkness, but he sounded angry and more than a little confused. Another illuminating flash of purple in the sky revealed I was right. Not exactly the reaction I was going for. Dumb obviously wasn’t going to work, so flirty was my next best option.
“You wanted to do the chasing, so I’m letting you.” I smiled and found that it didn’t feel as forced as I expected.
“Don’t do this, Phoebe.” He grabbed my hand and gently pulled me to a stop. “I don’t know what I said to piss you off, but don’t start with the games again.”
I sighed. “Okay. Then let’s just say I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s go. Lily and Dylan are probably wondering where we are.”
This time when I walked away, he kept his grasp on me and we ended up walking hand in hand. There was something really sweet about that simple action that I’d never considered. I’d dated a few guys over the past year - just because I’d wanted Nathan didn’t mean I’d been a complete monk, or whatever they call female monks - but never anyone I liked as much as Nathan. Holding hands had always felt awkward and the touch of sweaty palms just didn’t do anything for me. But this was different. This was Nathan and I couldn’t feel anything other than the soft glide of his skin against mine.
Turning the corner was all it took to bring back reality. Under the streetlight, Dylan leaned against the hood of my car, Lily standing before him, his hand clutched between hers. She was working her magic.
Dylan’s face was devoid of pain, relief sagging his shoulders. Lily, though, was beyond pale. Even from three houses down I could see her shaking, the grey tinge to her complexion.
“Lily!” I cried out, rushing forward, Nathan forgotten as I watched my sister crumple. Dylan tried to hold her up, but the drinks he’d consumed showed in his lack of balance, and she hit the grass lining the roadway.
I reached her side as she struggled to sit up. I sank to my knees and lifted her head, cradling her in my arms. “Lils? Are you okay?”
She cleared her throat, somehow managing to look deathly ill and mortified at the same time. “I’m alright. Just help me up.”
Nathan took one of her arms, helping me get her on her feet. She pressed into the side of the car.
“Hold her up,” I told him and let go of her arm to take my keys from my pocket. Once the doors were unlocked, Nathan helped her into the back, while Dylan managed to get in on the other side, smiling and giving the occasional drunken giggle, having turned into a happy drunk. I wanted to shove my fist in his face, but then Lily would feel the need to heal him again.
I started the car and Taylor Swift’s voice filled the small space at an ear-splitting volume. Three cringing faces glared at me and I fumbled with the control until it was blessedly silent, making a mental note to avoid that station from now one.
“He’s gotta get his hand checked out. It looks pretty bad,” Nathan said, gesturing back to Dylan. I nodded and put the car in drive and pulled out, heading for the hospital.
“Hey, you’re going the wrong way,” Dylan complained after a few blocks. “I live the other way.”
“I’m not going the wrong way, because I’m not taking your stupid ass home,” I said. “This is the way to the hospital.”
“I don’t need to go to the hospital. I’m fine.” He waved his hand through the gap between the seats practically shoving it in my face. I caught a glimpse of his mangled fingers and nearly puked.
“Dude, your hand’s broken.” Nathan stared at the crooked digits in fascinated horror. He glanced at me and whispered, “He must be in shock.”
“Nope, Lils here just fixed me up. Right, babe?” He tried to wrap an arm around her, but she sat squished up against the door as far from him as possible, her eyes already closed in a deep sleep. I was surprised she’d lasted even that long. Her reactions to healing were erratic. Sometimes she seemed to be uplifted and energized and then there were times like this - when her body was almost drained of life. She’d probably sleep straight through till morning. I had no idea how I’d get her inside without Nanna or Dad noticing.
Nathan twisted in his seat to check on her. “You sure she’s okay? Maybe she should get checked out, too.”
“She’s fine, just dandy,” Dylan said with a slur. When he saw Nathan’s doubtful look, he laughed. “Don’t tell me you don’t know?”
“Know what?”
My hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Shut up, Dylan.”
“Oh, no way.” He laughed again. “This is too good. How could you live here for this long and not know about the freaky Matlins?”
“Shut the hell up, or you’ll walk to the hospital.” I forced the words through clenched teeth. That Nathan didn’t know about us was one of the things I liked about him.
“I already told you to take me home.” Dylan shot me a dirty look and leaned between the seats so he could talk to Nathan easier. “Ever since kindergarten they’ve done weird shit - well at least Lily and Chloe did. Phoebe’s only one of them ‘cause she’s just plain freaky.”
Nathan gave me a smile. He didn’t seem to be taking it seriously, but still, I didn’t want Dylan to tell Nathan anything else, not when I was just getting a shot with him.
“Weird, huh? Like what? Voodoo stuff?” He cocked an eyebrow at Dylan, clearly trying to play along with what I hoped he saw as Dylan’s drunken ramblings.
“No man, like Chloe can see the future and shit. She told Andrew once that his dog was gonna get hit by a car and POW! Two days later the dog’s dead.”
“You’d think he would’ve put the thing on a leash.” Eyes rolling, he obviously didn’t believe anything Dylan said.
“Whatever. Now, Lily...” He reached over and stroked her cheek with his unbroken hand. “She’s a healer. She can heal people. Like she did with me tonight.”
“Yeah, have you looked at your hand, bro? It’s still looking broken.”
“But I ain’t feeling it. I ain’t feeling it.” He waved the hand in front of Nathan’s face to prove his point. “That’s how she works. I’m tellin’ ya, a freaky Matlin.” He opened his mouth to say something else, but was cut off when I slammed on the breaks and he jerked forward, smacking his face into the back of Nathan’s seat.
“Get out.” The trembling in my hands transferred to my voice.
“What the hell, Phoebe?” Dylan rubbed the pink spot on his head from where he’d banged it.
“I said get out of my car, asswipe. My sister may not know what a prick you are, but I do. Get out.”
“Come on, Phoebe. I was just joking. You know I love Lily.”
I stared at him in the rear view mirror, refusing to respond. Finally, he got the hint, opening the door to climb out and then slamming it shut behind him.
He began his stumbling trek home, flipping me the middle finger from his good hand as he passed by the front end of the car. Anger burned my insides, and I sat there a few minutes watch him walk away. He’d been a nice guy once, but now I wished Lily could see the dick he’d become. He reached the end of the block and turned the corner, disappearing from view. Maybe I should have taken him home at least. No. He deserved to suffer.
Nathan stared at me and I was starting to feel like a freak. Pulling the car back onto the roadway, I took a quick glance back at Lily. She was seriously out of it. Whatever she’d done to Dylan had drained her.
“That was really awkward,” Nathan said in a drawn out voice. I shrugged, exaggerating my attention to the road as I drove a winding path back out of the neighborhood, hoping he’d drop it. But my luck sucked, because he kept staring at me. Waiting. I sucked at the waiting game.
“He deserves to walk,” I said, cracking under the pressure of his curious gaze. “Too bad Lily wasn’t awake to hear him. I hate it that she does this to herself for him.” I stole another look at her and was glad to see she’d slept through it.
“What do you mean?”
“Over the past couple months, every time she’s healed him, she crashes like this.”
“Heals him? You’re playing me, right? To see if I fell for his crap?”
He leaned away from me, slightly, but I saw it. Not for the first time, I wished my sisters had kept their mouths shut and hands to themselves. But no, they’d never seen the problem with helping people out, even if it meant some stupid nickname. I never wanted to be included in it.
“It’s not a big deal. Chloe’s just really good at predicting what people will do. And Lily, well, she only makes people feel better.” Down playing it always seemed to work best, and made people a little less freaked out. “You saw Dylan’s hand. It’s still broken. He just doesn’t feel it.”
“So why’d he call her a healer?” He’d relaxed a bit and wasn’t giving me strange looks anymore.
I debated on how honest to be. Having people make assumptions about us or even benefiting from us was one thing, but to actually explain it was entirely different.
“Lily’s gift is mainly emotional and sensory. She can stop pain and sometimes she can heal minor physical problems, like a little cut. But the big stuff she can’t do. If you’re dying, then you’re shit out of luck, unless you want to go with a smile on your face.”
“So, Lily heals and Chloe can guess the future, but what about you?”
I shifted in my seat, wishing for some distraction on the roads, but no other vehicles appeared to save me. “I’m supposed to be able to tell when someone is lying.”
“Supposed to?”
“Yeah, well it doesn’t seem to work right for me. I’ve only been able to catch a couple of people and it didn’t work out so well.” I flashed a wicked grin his way as we waited for a light to change. “But you really shouldn’t try lying to me anymore.”
“I haven’t lied to you,” he said, but his blush called him a liar before any voice in my head did.
“Uh huh, if you say so.”
He said something in response, but the light changed and I revved the engine, drowning out his voice. We passed by Nadine’s place again and a few blocks down, I turned at the corner, planning to take a short cut through Tonya’s neighborhood to the other side of town. There were flashing emergency vehicles ahead of us and as the lights grew closer I slowed down, initially for safety, and then because of my uncontrollable urge to rubberneck.
A silver pickup truck was curved around a tree, its entire hood bunched up. Glass sparkled on the black pavement, glinting red and blue with each turn of the emergency lights. I hit the brakes when I saw the figure sitting on the ground near the ambulance.
Tonya.
The streetlight above her shone down, highlighting the blood that matted her dark hair and trailed down her cheek, mingling with tears. I shoved the car into park and practically leapt out.
“Tonya! What happened? Are you okay?”
“Oh my God, Phoebs. I...I don’t know. Everything happened so quick.” She trembled violently, and I sank down beside her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders, ignoring the paramedic who squatted beside her making notes.
“Are you hurt? Was anyone else hurt?” I asked.
“They said I just scraped my forehead, but Trevor hurt his foot.” She lifted a hand to her head and her fingers grazed over a bandage hidden beneath her curls.
I glanced back at Nathan who had gotten out and stood watching us, his arms folded on the roof of the car. Lily still slept in the backseat, her head against the window. Even from here, I could see her restless movements. She could feel something wasn’t right. I didn’t want her to get any worse, but this was Tonya.
“Are you in pain? Lily could...”
“I’m fine now. They said it looks worse than it feels. But Trevor’s foot looked pretty bad.”
I didn’t volunteer Lily for that one. Helping my best friend was one thing. Expecting Lily to heal the guy who’d beaten the crap out of her boyfriend would be too much, even if Dylan was a dick and deserved it.
“I thought you guys were gonna call a cab?” I tried to keep the accusation from my voice, the judgment that she’d get into a vehicle with a drunk driver.
“Spare me the lecture, Phoebs. Trevor wanted to spend some time with just me, so we left right after we talked to you.”
“How could you get in the car with him?” I blurted out, unable to hold it in any longer. “You knew he’d been drinking.”
She pulled away from me, crossing her arms over her upraised knees. “He wasn’t driving. I was.”
Liar.
My stomach clenched and I fought the urge to vomit. I wanted to call her out. I couldn’t believe that she would cover for this guy. Her eyes shifted between me and one of the cops with panic I couldn’t ignore. For whatever reason, she was lying and I couldn’t betray my best friend. Not after just fixing up our last fight.
“Do you want me to drive you home?” The words choked out of me, burning my throat like acid with the lingering taste of her lie.
She shook her head. “I’m going to go with Trevor to the hospital and wait for his parents to pick him up. I’ll call a cab. Hopefully Gran will be sleeping when I get back.”
“You don’t think she’s going to notice that on your head tomorrow?” I asked, gesturing to the bandage.
“I’ll just tell her you dragged me into some girl fight over Nathan.” She cracked a smile and I tried to do the same, but it was hard with the knowledge that she’d lied to me again.
“Didn’t you blame your last fight on me?”
“Phoebe, I’ve blamed you for all of my fights.”
Did she find lying to me as easy as she did with Gran? It wasn’t a question I really wanted the answer to, so I gave her an awkward pat on the back. I didn’t know how to deal with the fact she was lying to me and the police about what had happened. We stood as the paramedics loaded Trevor into the ambulance. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
Lily was awake by the time I got back in the car. Nathan slid in to the passenger seat, and we shared a glance before putting on our seatbelts.
“Who’s hurt?” Lily asked, her normally sweet voice filled with dread.
I pulled away from the accident, peeking into my side mirror to see Tonya joining Trevor in the ambulance.
“Nobody,” I said. She snorted and I sighed with resignation. “Nobody who needs your help. We’ll drop off Nathan and then head home, okay?”
She gave a slight nod, staring out the window. I was surprised that she didn’t ask about Dylan, and possibly it was my wishful thinking, but maybe she was so glad he was gone that she didn’t want to ask about him.
“Hey, aren’t you crashing at Dylan’s?” I asked Nathan.
“Not now. He’s so smashed he’ll wake his parents up, and I don’t think I want to be around to see that. I’m safer facing my dad than worrying about Dylan’s parents calling him at the station. So, what happened back there?” Nathan asked.
“The truck they were in smashed into a tree.”
“Who was driving?” He was starting to sound like his father.
“Tonya said she was.”
Nathan raised his brows. “She said she was? Does that mean you don’t believe her?”
“I think she’s covering for Trevor because he’d been drinking.” As soon as I said it, I wanted to pull the words back into my mouth and swallow them. Why would I tell the police chief’s son that my best friend was lying to the cops and her boyfriend should be arrested for DUI?
“Chill, Phoebe. I don’t tell my dad everything. You think I would’ve been at the party if I’d told him there was going to be alcohol?” He gave me a half smile. “You may just want to head home, unless you want your dad to start asking questions about what went down tonight.”
“What? Why?”
“Lily’s asleep again and, even though she’s tiny, I doubt you can carry her all the way to her room.”
I resisted the urge to smack him. He had a way of knowing just what to say to nettle me. But he was right. Lily was out of it and, small as she was, I wouldn’t even be able to get her out of the car, let alone to her room. Waking Dad up to help wasn’t an option, at least not if the three of us wanted to have any social life for the rest of our lives.
Strange as it was, Dad would have been okay with us drinking, but using our gifts in public? No way. While Nanna and the rest of the family had no problem with using their gifts, Dad was more protective, which Lily and Chloe didn’t make easy for him. Maybe it had to do with losing Mom, but if he knew what was happening to Lily when she healed Dylan, we’d all be grounded from using our gifts for life. Not that that would really affect me.
“I know, you hate it,” he said and laughed as I sighed and made a turn, changing directions from his place to mine.
“Hate what?” I asked.
“That I’m right, but that’s okay.” He gave me a wickedly smug smile. “One day you’ll love that about me.”
I rolled my eyes. I refused to consider the idea that of all the things that I already liked about him, that him being right would be something I’d love. His cute butt and stormy eyes definitely. Being a know it all? No way.
 “Whatever.” God, was that the best I could do? But any smart remark I would have normally come up with was gone. I shot him a glance then followed it up with a smack on the arm when I saw his smug smile.
He laughed and a bit of the stress I’d been feeling ever since the fight left me. We pulled up to my house and I shut the engine off.
“This is your place?” he asked with surprise as he looked at the house and I realized that he’d never actually been over.
“Yeah, why?”
“I don’t know. I just thought with your dad being some fancy lawyer you’d live in a bigger place.”
“Nope. Dad is big on the pro bono cases. Nanna calls him a bleeding heart. Besides, Mom picked the place out and Dad said this is where Mom would have wanted us to grow up. He even let Nanna help decorate it. So be prepared to get bombarded with lace and flowers.”
We got out of the car and Nathan opened Lily’s door, catching her in his arms when she slumped out. He shifted her carefully as he lifted her out of the car and her head flopped back. Watching how gently he held her, a stab of jealousy hit me before realizing how ridiculous it was to be jealous of my sister’s ability to pass out simply by touching someone. I shut the door softly as she gave a loud snore and both of us had to muffle our laughs. As delicate as Lily was, she could pull in a snore like a linebacker.
Nathan followed me to the front door and I opened it slowly, lifting it slightly to avoid the loud shriek of protest it would let out when opened at the wrong angle. Inside was dark, the only light coming from a lamp either Dad or Nanna had left on in the living room. I didn’t want to disturb Lily or risk waking anyone, so I left the other upstairs lights off and led Nathan down the steps, flicking on the hallway light in the basement as we went, and then into Lily’s room. The light in her room revealed what a perfect reflection of her it was - perfect. Everything neatly put away and no dirty laundry piled on the floor. Even her desk was meticulously organized, three pencils sticking out of a mug in a perfect tripod.
After laying Lily on her bed, we left and closed the door behind us. I walked into the small sitting area that Dad had designated as our area and switched on the light.
“Thanks for helping me. Dad would have killed me if he’d seen her like that,” I said, turning around to face him. He nodded absently, his mind clearly somewhere else.
“That stuff Dylan was talking about...He was just joking, right? And you were only going along with it to tease me? To see if I would fall for the freaky Matlin thing, right?” He sat on the arm of the couch, crossing his arms over his chest. The doubt was there, not just in his question, but in his eyes and defensive stance. I couldn’t tell if it was because he was worried it was true, or if he was a bit put out by the idea that I would try and mess with him.
I considered telling him it was a joke, but to what end? Even if so far I was able to control my new urge to call people liars, my sisters had no problem sharing their gifts despite Dad’s and my best efforts.
“No, it’s the truth.” I tried to give a smile, but it slipped from my face too quickly to be believable. “My mom’s side of the family is all like us. My great-great-grandmother was the first as far as we know. She was a healer, like Lily.”
“Come on, Phoebe. You really expect me to believe this?” His doubtful look grew, a hint of anger slipping through. Apparently, he figured I was messing with him.
“It doesn’t matter if you believe it or not. I don’t care,” I snapped and turned on my heel to walk down the hall. Nathan caught me near the bottom of the stairs.
“I’m sor-”
“Shh!”
Light footsteps sounded overhead. I grabbed his arm, dragging him to my room. I shoved him in and closed the door before making my way to the bathroom.
“Phoebe dear, is that you?” Nanna called from the top of the stairs. 
“Yeah. Lily and I just got home. She’s crashed already and I’m just going to brush my teeth then go to bed.” 
“You’re home early. Didn’t you have a nice time?”
My eyes rolled. “It was fine, Nanna. Lily and I were just tired so we came home. G’night.” I popped my head into the stairway and gave her a brief smile and wave before disappearing behind the wall.
“Goodnight, dear,” she said, not moving. I wondered if she knew Nathan was down here with me. All she needed to do was touch something of mine and she’d see everything that had happened tonight. Eventually she moved away and I let out a deep puff of air.
I went into the bathroom and brushed my teeth, listening to her shuffling steps above me in the kitchen until finally they drifted off to her room. Once it was quiet again, I put up my toothbrush then nearly ran to my bedroom.
I flung the door open and caught Nathan doing exactly what I suspected he’d do. The ass was going through my underwear drawer. I made some kind of inarticulate sound of outrage and he looked up, eyes bugged out and a pair of hot pink panties in his hand.
 “Oh, my God!” I leapt forward, snatching the panties from his hand. I shoved them back in a drawer then slammed it shut. “I can’t believe you’d look at my-my...”
“Panties?” He laughed and I whacked him. If he didn’t watch his mouth, I was going to get arrested for assault.
“Yes!” Another whack.
“I was just playing with you. Swear. I didn’t go through your- your...stuff. I was looking at your books and they were right there in the middle.”
I waited for the voice, or at least the cramps, but nothing came. Considering the state of my room, there was a high probability his story was true. My temper settled, yet nothing could lessen the flaming heat that pulsed through my cheeks.
“Come on, Phoebs.” He gave me one of those twinkling smiles and I felt my lips twitch in return. Then his eyes turned back to serious. He moved in closer and looped his arms around my waist. I ran my hands up his arms and clasped them around his neck. I could definitely get used to this.
“I’m sorry I pissed you off before and then just now. I didn’t mean to. It’s just a bit hard to believe something like what you’re telling me.” His voice seemed softer than usual, or maybe the sound of my quickened breathing muffled the normal gruffness.
“I guess that’s understandable.” My eyelashes fluttered and I struggled to control them when I remembered how stupid I’d looked practicing in front of the mirror earlier.
“Is that how you knew Tonya was lying about driving?”
“Yeah,” I said, letting my head drop to his chest. “Until a few weeks ago, I’d never had any hint of my gift. I’d always assumed Mom had been wrong, or even lied about it. Then Tonya lied to me and it happened. My stomach started to hurt and a voice in my head said liar.”
“And was she?”
“Yeah. She finally admitted it, but she didn’t talk to me for almost two weeks. And that’s what happened again tonight when she told me she was driving, except this time I didn’t say anything to her.”
He stared at me for what seemed like the longest minute ever, before cocking his eyebrow.
“So that’s it, right? I mean, you’re not going to read my mind or anything?”
“No, that would be my cousin Kevin. Which I have to say is really disturbing, especially when he has yet to learn how to keep his ten-year-old mouth shut.”
“It may be best if I don’t meet Kevin until he’s a little older.” He flashed a sexy smile, and I laughed, rolling my eyes.
“Trust me, I avoid the kid as much as possible, so the chance of you meeting him are pretty slim. Although, I could use some dirt on you, so I might just arrange a special meeting between you guys.”
“Yeah, I don’t think so,” he said and tugged me a bit closer. “Why do you think Tonya did it? Why lie about being the driver? If she gets caught, she’ll be in even more trouble than he would have been.”
“I don’t know. It was not like her at all. Trevor’s actually what started the whole voice in my head thing. That first time I heard it was when she lied about meeting him. I don’t think she’s ever lied to me before, at least not about anything important.” I shrugged, hating the idea that Tonya could be changing so much because of some guy. “Maybe I’m wrong. She could have been driving. I mean, it’s not like this Truth Teller thing has been working all the time.”
“What do you mean?”
“Chloe tried to test me and I pretty much failed. I didn’t pick up on a single lie until she was done and I’ve only managed to pick up on a couple of lies from other people, mostly my little cousins who I’m sure are compulsive liars.”
He was quiet for a moment, as if trying to process everything, then quirked his eyebrow at me. “So apart from me not being able to lie to you, you’re basically normal right?”
“Yes.” I bugged my eyes out and then rolled them.
“Good.” He dipped his head down and brushed his lips across mine. I sucked in a deep breath and then leaned in to deepen the pressure.
“What the hell, Phoebe!”
Nathan and I broke apart, and I twisted round to see Chloe standing in my door. Her hands were on her hips in the typical holier-than-thou stance she took anytime she felt she had the upper hand on me.
“You know Dad will kill you if he catches Nathan down here,” Chloe said.
“Well, if you kept your voice down that won’t happen. I thought you were going to spend the night at Nadine’s.”
“You really think I’d stay there after what I saw?”
“Saw?” Nathan interrupted. “You mean like saw saw or saw saw?”
Chloe and I flashed him matching are-you-serious looks.
“What?” he asked, a sheepish smile creeping across his face.
Chloe shook her head and turned her attention back to me. “What happened with the accident? How are you okay?”
“I wasn’t there.”
“What do you mean you weren’t there?”
“Exactly that. After the fight, we left with Lily and Dylan in my car. Lily passed out after healing Dylan, and then I kicked him out. We were heading to Nathan’s place when we saw it.”
“It?”
“Well, Tonya really. She and her new boyfriend Trevor were the ones you saw in the accident. He-she wrapped the truck around a tree,” I said.
“Whoa-whoa. You knew about the accident before it happened?” Nathan stepped closer up, trying to get in to the conversation.
“Yeah, but it’s not right.” Chloe’s voice trembled. “Phoebe, you were supposed to be driving. I saw it.”
“So you just get flashes of the future?” Nathan asked, interrupting again.
“No, well, yes at least with Lily and Phoebe since they’re my sisters, but with others I have to be physically close to a person and then I’d need to let it happen,” she explained impatiently before addressing me again. “Why didn’t you drive Tonya home?”
“She wanted to stay with Trevor, but I couldn’t leave Lily to deal with Dylan alone. He was smashed and trying to get her in the car with him.”
“I just don’t understand.” She sank onto my bed, her pale complexion and squinted eyes giving me a glimpse of her utter confusion and it froze me. This was not typical Chloe behavior.
“I better get going,” Nathan said, looking from Chloe to me.
“Do you want me to drive you home?” I asked.
“Nah, the walk will give me time to air out before my dad gets a whiff of me. Although, I could use a bit of mouthwash.”
We left Chloe in my room and after Nathan gargled in the restroom, I led him upstairs and to the front door, making sure to keep the lights off. Caution kept us from talking, even to say goodnight. I opened the door and he passed through, pausing at the top of the steps while I tugged off his hoodie and gave it back to him. He dipped his head and gave me a peck on my cheek. Then he was gone, leaping over the porch steps, and I watched him walk down the path to the sidewalk. He glanced back once and a cocky smile flashed when he saw me watching. After that, he started doing an exaggerated swagger and I barely managed to hold in my giggle.
Back in my room, I found Chloe precisely where I’d left her. The giddy feeling Nathan had planted in me vanished. Her hands hung limp, dangling over her knees and her head drooped. I sat beside her and wrapped my arms around her.
“I’m so glad you’re okay, but I don’t get it. What’s wrong with me?” she asked as she looked up at me.
“Nothing’s wrong with you, Chloe. You saw an accident and there was an accident.”
“I didn’t just see an accident. I saw you in an accident. Something’s wrong. I’m not working right.” She shuddered and I felt a tear splash on my arm.
“Welcome to the club.” Once sarcasm would have dripped from those words, but now they were said with sympathy and fear. If Chloe’s gift, one that had worked without fail for seventeen years, wasn’t working then what hope did I have of every knowing how to use mine?



Chapter 6
A tap at the door woke me the next morning. I rolled over and gave Chloe a shove. We’d spent the night talking about little things, avoiding anything to do with our gifts, until we’d finally given in to our weariness. It was kind of nice having a reminder that Chloe didn’t annoy me all the time. I shuffled across my room, opened the door, and saw Dad.
 “Morning,” I said.
“Are you coming up to say good-bye? Nanna’s taking the twins home and I think she’d like you to be there when they leave.” His expectant look suggested I didn’t really have an option.
“Yeah, sure.” I suppressed the groan threatening to erupt. Saying bye to the twins and Nanna wasn’t the issue. It was the talk I knew Nanna would insist on giving me first. Every visit was the same. I gave up trying to avoid it years ago. Now I just let it go in one ear and out the other.
“I saw Chloe’s car outside, did she come home with you?”
“I’m here, Dad.” Chloe came up beside me. “Phoebe and I decided to have some sister time.”
“Oookay.” His surprise was probably a mirror of what mine would have been yesterday if Chloe had said the same thing. “Well, hurry up.”
He headed back upstairs and I began searching for my slippers. I could have sworn they’d been in my room a few days ago, but I’d worn them since then. I sank to my knees and began pulling junk out from under the bed.
“Are you going to talk to Nanna?” Chloe asked.
I shoved my head under the bed. Maybe she’d give up if I pretended I couldn’t hear her. “What?”
“You do this every time, you know. You stall and stall, hoping she’ll run out of time and she never does. Why don’t you just go talk to her? And for once in your life actually listen.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me up from the floor.
“Maybe because I don’t want to listen to lies.” I yanked free and started searching in a pile under my desk.
“Are they really lies? Until a few weeks ago, your gift didn’t even work. So test it out on her. See if she’s lying.”
“Well, why don’t you just tell me where I’m going to find my stinking slippers and then I won’t have an excuse?”
Chloe walked over to the closet, opened the door, and gestured to the fluffy pink slippers hanging neatly on the shoe rack Dad had put up last summer.
I glowered at her and snatched the stupid things off the rack. “Who put those there?”
“I did when I found them on my bed. If you want to leave your room a mess fine, but keep it out of mine.” She walked out to the hall and pointed to the stairs. “Now go.”
I pursed my lips and brushed past her, barely making it without giving her a shove just because.
“Fee-Fee! We leaving.” Ella charged at me with Emma close behind. I gripped the doorframe to steady myself to avoid crashing back down the stairs. A tempting idea since I’d take Chloe down with me.
“I know, girlies. That’s why I came up. I need to give some raspberries.” Despite the cries of no, they lifted their shirts for the juicy belly kisses, before giggling and shoving my head away.
“Girls, why don’t you go and check that you have all of your toys packed up. Nanna wants to say good-bye to Phoebe,” Nanna said, giving Chloe a sideways nod over their heads.
“I’ll help,” Chloe said and grabbed the girls’ hands. “Besides I give much better raspberries than Phoebe.”
“How come?” I heard Emma say as they left the kitchen.
“Oh, because I’m nicer.”
I didn’t hear a response to that, but figured they were much better judges of character than Chloe.
“I thought you two were getting along?” Dad commented, eyebrows raised.
“Yeah well, you know us.”
Dad shook his head and left Nanna and me alone. I wandered over to the table and sat in a chair. It seemed like every serious conversation Nanna and I had took place at that table.
She stepped forward, but instead of sitting, she stopped behind me and placed a hand on either side of my face, then kissed the top of my head. Once done, she dropped her hands and shifted so I could see her.
“You’re just like your mother,” she said, a half smile curving her lips. My own pursed in a sour response.
“Can’t we skip this and get to what you really want to say?”
“And what might that be, dear?” Her smile dimmed, her brow creased and eyes squinted.
“That I need to accept my gift. I need to be just like Mom. I need to go see her grave. Blah, blah, blah.” It poured from my mouth, without a single thought to how horrible it sounded until after the words had already spewed forth.
“That’s not what I was going to say.”
“Liar.” The word burst forth at the same moment it rang through my head. “It’s what you always say.”
Nanna sucked in a harsh breath, then pulled out a chair and sat heavily. “Alright, I want you to go see her, but I don’t want you to be just like her.”
My fingers dug into the delicate lace tablecloth. I waited for the voice, but it didn’t come. My heart squeezed tightly in my chest. It didn’t matter if it didn’t come. I knew she was lying. She had to be.
“Zoe was a beautiful person. She had a gift that helped many people, and once she knew how to use it, she never looked for ways to get out of it,” Nanna said. “I see that same selflessness in Lily. But Zoe was also scared of what it would do to her, how it might control her. Chloe’s been having that same fear. Yes, you have her eyes, her face, and Lord help me, you have her mouthiness. All of you remind me of her, so get off your high horse, because it’s not all about you.”
She placed both hands on the table and pushed up, leaning in close to me. My eyes widened as I took in her suddenly fiery expression. She didn’t look like a pushover anymore.
“I have asked you to go to your mother’s grave enough times, but no more. I’m tired. Tired of having an ungrateful granddaughter who won’t listen to the stories I want to tell about her mother. Tired of a snotty granddaughter who is repeatedly disrespectful to the memory of her mother. And I’m tired of the pouty granddaughter who isn’t willing to accept the God-given gift she’s been graced with and is too selfish to figure out how to use it to help anyone.”
She backed away, and her features softened into the familiar Nanna face. “Now, I’m dropping the girls off and going home. Chloe said I’ll see you in a couple weeks.” She paused in the doorway. “I love you, Phoebe, but sometimes you can be a donkey.”
I almost smiled at her refusal to cuss, but the fact she was right made my lips curl into what was anything but a smile. I somehow made it through the goodbyes with the girls and then back down to my room. The instant I hit my bed, the tears welled up.
It was stupid to be upset. Nanna had finally admitted defeat. She wouldn’t be pestering me about seeing Mom’s grave. She didn’t understand; nobody did. Going to the cemetery to stare at Mom’s grave wasn’t going to help me accept my gift, or make me feel closer to her.
Until I was twelve, going to the cemetery hadn’t bothered me, mainly because I’d thought I wasn’t alone in my lack of memories. Then on one trip for what would have been Mom’s fortieth birthday, Chloe said she could remember images of her from before she died, while she was carrying us. Chloe had seen every action our mother was going to take, had even seen her last breath. Lily had chimed in that she could remember the feel of her, the love, the warmth, and comfort. Not distinct memories, but enough that she’d smiled as she softly admitted that visiting Mom’s grave helped her remember that feeling.
Knowing they remembered while I had nothing but a nauseous ache, made it an even emptier pit inside of me. 
With Nanna and the girls gone, I spent the rest of the day watching television and avoiding Chloe’s looks of disappointment. I stayed up long past my usual bedtime, randomly flipping through the channels, trying to block out the expression that had been on Nanna’s face.
The next morning, the beep of my alarm was exceedingly annoying. I’d already pushed the snooze button twice and was tempted into hitting it a third time. Topping my list of least favorite days had to be the day after Winter Break ended. New classes always meant a whole crap load of homework. I rolled over, trying to get back into the warm comfy spot that would lull me back to sleep for another five minutes. My eyes had just drifted closed when my door banged open, bouncing off the wall.
“Get your butt moving,” Chloe said as she marched over to my closet and rummaged through the clothes hanging there.
“You do understand the concept of privacy, don’t you?” I reluctantly sat up, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed. “What are you looking for?”
“I know you borrowed my black cardigan.” She yanked out a pink top, along with a few more shirts and threw them over her arm. “I should have known you were the one taking all of my clothes.”
“Hey! That’s not yours,” I said as she added a dark blue blouse to her collection.
“No, but it’s Lily’s and she’s going to wear it this weekend.”
“Do you honestly think you’re going to find the sweater in there?” My closet was notoriously bare.
“You’re right,” she said and walked over to a pile of laundry I’d yet to put away.
I watched her dig through for a moment before dragging myself out of bed. There was no avoiding it. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee drifted into my room. Dad was awake, and any chance I had of ditching school was out the window.
“Can I ask you something?” I glanced back at her as she made her way to the door, the clothes dangling from her arm.
“Go ahead,” she said, turning around.
“Do you think it’s strange that Tonya lied to me about Trevor?”
She seemed to consider it for a moment. “No.”
“Care to elaborate?”
“Phoebs, you’re not really the best person to discuss relationships with.”
“What does that mean?”
“Come on. You and Nathan have been flirting for almost two years and, until the other night, neither of you did anything about it. And even then, you couldn’t keep your smart mouth closed.”
“Gee, I always knew you loved me.” I brushed past her and stomped out of the room.
“Phoebe,” Chloe said, following me down the hall. “Tonya has a reason for lying about it.”
That stopped me. I swirled around to face her. “Did you see something?”
“No, well...not really. I saw the two of you at the hospital. That was it, but I know it’s connected somehow.”
I wanted to ask for specifics, but knew she wouldn’t say anything else. For the longest time Chloe had basked in the joy of telling us everything that was going to happen, but over the past year or so, she’d chilled on sharing the more serious stuff. Maybe she’d realized how frustrating it was for us to know and not be able to change it.
“You’re going to be late,” she said, brushing past me to head upstairs. “Mr. Arnold’s gonna be pissed.”
“Thanks for the warning,” I grumbled at her departing back. It would have been nice to be able to do something about it, but there was no way I’d be showered, dressed and at school on time. What good was a sister who could see the future if she didn’t wake you up on time?
Forty minutes later, I wandered down the hall to Mr. Arnold’s class, refusing to run when I was already late. I neared his door and wondered about Chloe’s warning. Mr. Arnold was a pretty cool teacher, even if he was almost forty. I’d been late lots of times when I had him for chemistry during sophomore year and he’d simply seemed glad I’d shown up at all.
“Bitch.”
I spun around at the snarled word. Vivian stood a few feet away. So not what I needed. I turned back around, intent on getting to class.
“Don’t walk away from me!” she yelled.
Her heels clicked behind me, closing the distance. Crap. I felt her hand on my shoulder, and then, with a shove, she sent me flying forward. My books scattered across the hall and I slammed into Mr. Arnold’s door, bracing myself with my hands.
I wasn’t a fighter. Sure I mouthed off a lot, but somewhere inside of me hid a chicken that had managed to avoid anything resembling a catfight. But she’d attacked me first. I pushed away from the door and faced her. I didn’t even have time to think of what I was going to say. She came at me like some crazed ghetto girl, arms flying, and she got in a few whacks before I clued in enough to raise my arms in defense.
I grabbed a chunk of her hair and yanked. She screamed and her fist hit my eye. Letting her hair go, I placed both hands on her chest and pushed as hard as I could. She fell back, landing on her ass just as people poured out from the surrounding classrooms.
“Phoebe, what is going on?” Mr. Arnold asked. I didn’t need to see his face to know that Chloe had been right. He was pissed. And what’s worse was that I knew I looked guilty.
“She started it!” I pointed to Vivian who was still on the floor trying her best to look innocent.
“Everyone back to class,” he said, waving his hand around at the mass of people who had gathered in hopes of a brawl, and then waited for them to clear the hall. “Ladies, you know we have a zero tolerance policy for fighting here on campus. Would either of you like to tell me what you were arguing about?”
Nathan appeared in the door and my already hot face seemed to burst with fire. No way was I going to admit I’d been fighting over a boy. How many times had I laughed at other girls who did that? Technically, I’d only been defending myself, but still, if Nathan hadn’t dumped Vivian like he had, there’s no way she’d have come after me. Looking at him now, I wondered what he thought. I could see concern as he took in my eye, which was swelling shut, but there was also humor. He wasn’t going to let this go.
“It was nothing,” I said when Vivian remained silent. “Just a misunderstanding.”
“Well, both of you are going to the office.”
Vivian seemed to finally realize the trouble we were about to get into, because she stood up and rushed over to us.
“Mr. Arnold, please, it was just a mistake. It won’t happen again. Please!” she said, and this time when I saw the tears in her eyes, I could actually believe they were real.
“I’ll let it slide for now-”
“Thank you, thank you!” Her voice grated on my nerves.
“But after school, I expect both of you here for detention.”
I barely contained the snort of laughter as horror swept across Vivian’s face. Unlike me, I doubted she’d ever had even the threat of detention before.
“But-”
“Your other option, Ms. Winters, is to take this to Mrs. Peters and your parents.”
“We’ll be here,” I said before Vivian could say anything stupid.
“Good, now inside. Both of you are late.” Mr. Arnold turned around and looked at Nathan standing alone in the doorway. “Mr. Lauer, I trust you’re not encouraging these ladies?”
“No, sir.” He turned tail and practically ran back to his desk. Definitely not one to stand up for his girl. Then again, was I even his girl?
  Walking to my desk, I was surprised not to see Tonya. We’d compared our second semester schedules the day before, so I knew she was supposed to be there. I sank into an empty seat, ignoring a smirk from Chloe when our eyes met. As if Vivian’s presence wasn’t enough to make me hate the class already. I gave Chloe my best evil eye and winced at the pain in my right one. She could have at least warned me that I was going to get socked in the eye.
I probed gently at the tender flesh, sucking in a breath at the pain.
“Phoebe, do you need to go to the nurse?” Mr. Arnold asked.
“No, I’m fine.” The nurse meant going through the office and having to explain just how I ended up with a black eye. I preferred to suffer until I found Lily.
When the bell rang, I slid out of my desk and headed for Lily’s locker. I was almost there before realizing someone was following me. Twisting my head around, I found Nathan right behind me. I turned back, ignoring him.
“Are you really okay?” he finally asked when I stopped at Lily’s locker. I rested my back against the cool metal and he leaned his shoulder on the one beside me.
“I will be.”
“Then what’s wrong? You seem pissed about something.”
“Gee, I wonder.”
“What does that mean?”
“Well, your ex-girlfriend attempted to beat the crap out of me and you didn’t even try to defend me.”
“Seriously?” His shock seemed genuine, but could he really be that dense?
“Yes, seriously. I thought we...you...” I didn’t know what I thought we were, but still he should have done something.
“I’m sorry. I guess I should have hit her or something?”
“No.” I sighed.
“Maybe I should have told Mr. Arnold you and Vivian needed to go to the office and be suspended or even expelled.”
“No.” This time I cracked a smile.
“Oh, then I should have started yelling that you’re my new girlfriend and Vivian is a jealous bitch.”
I wanted to say yes, but I was in shock. “Am I your new girlfriend?”
“Yeah, sure. I mean you’re a girl and you’re a friend, right?” His lips twitched and I slugged his arm. “I’m kidding!”
He leaned in and pressed his lips to mine, lighter than last time, but the shivers that ran through me were the same. I could so get used to being his girlfriend.
“Is there a reason you guys are making out in front of my locker?”
We pulled apart at Lily’s words. I ran my fingers along my lips, as if I could hide the fact that my sister had caught us kissing.
“Wow, that’s a nice shiner,” Lily said.
“Yeah, I was hoping you might be able to fix that.”
Lily stepped closer and laid her fingers lightly on my eye. I watched her as the pain faded. She grew quiet and still. Her face paled slightly and I wondered what she felt as she healed me, but it was a subject she always managed to avoid talking about. After a moment, she dropped her hand. “Better?”
“Much.” I poked at it gently to check for tenderness. She swatted my hand down.
“Don’t touch. It’s still a bit pink, but if you leave it alone, it’ll probably be fine in about an hour. It’s a good thing Chloe warned me this morning, otherwise I wouldn’t have come back to my locker.”
“She told you Vivian was going to punch me?”
“No, just that you’d need me. Why did Vivian punch you? Never mind, I think I can figure that one out.” She looked pointedly at Nathan.
“I’m hoping to avoid a repeat,” I said.
Nathan chuckled. “Apparently you don’t know Vivian very well.”
I managed to put the thought of detention right out of my mind until the last bell rang. It helped that Nathan was in a couple of my classes and had eaten lunch with me. Wondering about Tonya took up a good chunk of time as well. After a series of painfully typed texts done under my desk in class had gone unanswered, I decided to call before heading to detention.
“Hello?” Tonya answered.
“Hey, where are you? You should have told me you were skipping. I so could’ve ditched today. Vivian went ape-shit on me this morning and Nathan totally flaked out.”
“I’m not skipping.”
Liar. Crap, I was getting really sick of these cramps.
“What’s wrong then?” I asked.
“I’m sick.”
Liar.
Forget about it. It didn’t matter.
“Oh. Well, I’ll talk to you later.”
“Sure.” She disconnected before I could even say bye.
She was lying again and I had no clue why. A hollow pit in my stomach formed. Maybe it had to do with her mom. The last time Shondra James was released from jail, Tonya had missed almost two weeks of school before her gran got her back when Shondra took off with her latest boyfriend. Of course, Tonya could be sick. I could be hearing things. If she truly was sick then her grand would know. I started scrolling through my phone’s contact list for Mrs. Robinson’s home number.
“Miss. Matlin, don’t you have somewhere to be?” My shoulders sagged as Mr. Arnold appeared at my side.
“I’m coming right now.” I shoved the phone into my pocket and closed my locker.
I barely remembered the last time I’d had detention. A year ago? Definitely not the daily occurrence like in elementary and middle school. Dad liked to think it was because I grew up. I thought it had more to do with the teachers in high school realizing they couldn’t really make you stay after school.
Mr. Arnold walked down the hall and I followed. As much as I wanted to skip out, I couldn’t risk him taking it to the principal if I didn’t show. Then again, if Vivian didn’t come I was definitely going to bail, because there was no point in wasting an afternoon if my Dad was just going to kill me for getting expelled.
 Walking into the room, I found Vivian already at her desk, a sheet of loose-leaf paper in front of her. On another desk was an identical paper with a pencil sitting next to it.
“Have a seat, Phoebe. The two of you are going to write an essay about what happened, why it happened, and what you’ll do to avoid a similar situation in the future.”
I sank into my seat and started.
Nathan dumped Vivian and she’s pissed at me for it. She called me a bitch then pushed me into the door. I pushed her back and she fell. From now on, I’m going to stay the hell away from her.
I wondered if he was going to give me shit for cussing in it, but really, I was just being factual. Satisfied with my paper, I placed my pencil on the desk and glanced over at Vivian. She was working on the backside of what looked like her second page. She was probably going to make me out to be the bad guy. I picked up my pencil and began writing again.
Thirty minutes later, Mr. Arnold collected our papers. I’d managed another paragraph at least. Not really my greatest work, but it at least looked like I made an effort, although compared to the novel Vivian handed in, it wasn’t much.
Mr. Arnold sat on top of a desk at the front of the class, looking back and forth between us.
“I’ve given the two of you girls an opportunity here, because I believe that both of you know better than to do something like this again. But... if I ever see one of you even speak harshly to the other, you’ll both be in Mrs. Peter’s office so fast you’ll leave skid marks of fear behind you.”
I dutifully nodded and kept my eyes averted. The best practice was to show shame and fear. Vivian, stupid as she was, smiled at him, then waltzed out the door ahead of me. Starting toward the exit, I looked over my shoulder. Mr. Arnold turned back into his classroom and tossed the papers in the trash. At least I hadn’t slaved over the thing.
I pushed through the outside door, welcoming the cool breeze. Some school district idiot figured since it was winter, the heating should be on inside, despite the mild southern Cali climate.
“Hey,” Nathan said from where he lounged on the steps.
“Hey yourself.” I bounced down the steps. “Who’re you waiting for? Me or Vivian?”
“Ha-ha.” He followed behind me and slung an arm over my shoulder when he caught up. “I don’t double back.”
“Good to know.”
“So, I was thinking, maybe we should go out on a date or something.” He shrugged, and the shy Nathan I typically saw around other people peeked out for just a moment.
“Ya think?”
He gave a crooked grin, shyness completely gone. “Yeah. What about a movie? There’s some kind of girly movie coming out this weekend.”
“I’d rather see the new Wes Craven movie.”
“Horror? God, why did I wait so long?” He pressed a kiss to my cheek.
When we arrived at my car, he reached around and hugged me close. Our lips met and my entire body tingled. The gentle sweep of his hands along my back made me press closer. Only the sound of an approaching car pulled us apart. Engine revving, Vivian’s sporty red convertible sped past us.
Laughing, I dropped my head to his chest, feeling his matching chuckles against my forehead.
“I need to go,” I said.
“Hot date?”
“Yeah, with my trig text.”
“Well, I was thinking of chasing, but I suck at math. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I gave him a quick kiss and got in my car. Through the window, I watched him walk to his own vehicle and wondered if I was dreaming. Then I almost slapped myself. There was no way I could be turning into one of those silly girls, fawning over some guy. As hot as Nathan was, no way was I going to let myself become obsessed again.
If Tonya were there, she’d be laughing her ass off at me. Tonya. The lies she told me over the phone popped back into my mind. She could really be sick. It was possible. I pulled out my cell and opened up the contact list, searching for Mrs. Robinson. When I located her, I pressed send and listened as it connected and started ringing.
“Hello?”
“Hi, Mrs. Robinson, it’s Phoebe. I was wondering if Tonya was feeling any better?”
“Better? She’s fine, or at least she was when she left for school this morning. Did she leave sick?”
“No, well, just at the end of the day she mentioned not feeling well.” Yes, I lied. What else could I do? “I guess she hasn’t made it home yet. I’ll try her cell.”
I said bye and hung up. Guilt and indignation warred inside me. I’d lied to Tonya’s grandma and doubted Tonya. But damn it, she’d lied to me again.
So, if she hadn’t been at school and she wasn’t at home sick, then where was she? And more important, why had she lied to me?
The next day at school, I slid up to Tonya as she grabbed her things for class from her locker.
“Where were you yesterday?” I asked.
“What do you mean? I was sick.”
“Tonya? Please, give me some credit. I’m not an idiot.”
“What makes you think I was lying?” She paused and looked at me.
I hadn’t mentioned the whole hearing voices thing to her yet, but it seemed like the perfect time, especially considering the fact that I’d already told Nathan. If she found out I’d told him first, she’d probably kill me.
“Well, you know how I told you about not having a gift, like Lily and Chloe?”
“Yeah, you were supposed to tell the truth or something.” This would have been so much easier if she’d at least pretended to be interested.
“A truth teller.”
“Whatever. So what, you can’t lie anymore?”
“No.” I rolled my eyes. “I can tell when someone’s lying to me.”
“How?” She looked sideways at me.
“I get cramps-”
“Come on Phoebs, isn’t that a little Buffy?” She slammed her locker shut and we started walking to class.
“Ha. Seriously. And then there’s like a voice in my head that calls the person a liar.”
“How can you be sure they really are lying?”
I tried to gauge her reaction, but her eyes were averted. She seemed to find everything and everyone around us fascinating.
“The first time it happened was right before Christmas break when I called you a liar. You even admitted that you’d lied. Remember? You told me you were going to see your mom, but really, you were meeting up with Trevor. It happened again after the accident and then yesterday when you told me you were sick.”
She stopped abruptly and turned to face me.
“So, what? I don’t have any privacy anymore? Great. Chloe was always running around telling me what I was going to do and now that she’s finally stopped you’re going to need to know everything I do or think?”
“That’s not what this is about, Tonya. I don’t need to know everything, but give me some credit and don’t lie to my face about things anymore. Tell me to mind my own business, whatever, but don’t lie. I apparently get enough of that without my best friend doing it, too.”
I stomped away, letting my feet pound the frustration from me. Part of me had thought - okay hoped - that she would think me having a gift was cool. I totally hadn’t expected her to turn on me again. Well, screw her. I had enough crap in my life without her dumping on me. 
The door to Mr. Arnold’s class swung open as I walked through. I found my seat in front of Nathan’s empty one and slumped into the chair, tossing my binder on top. I started to stew, thinking about what a crappy assed gift I had. I laid my arms on my desk and then rested my head on them. The darkness in that small space was nice, tempting me into a little catnap.
My ear twitched as a tingling sensation passed through it. I rubbed at it, only for it to happen again and again. Swatting my hand at the fly I figured it must be, I jerked my head up and twisted around, coming face to face with Nathan’s grinning face. His pencil stuck out toward me.
“Stop it,” I snapped.
“Whoa, who pissed in your cornflakes?” The pencil lowered.
“No one. I just...never mind.” I sighed and turned around. No way did I want to get into a discussion about Tonya, especially since she’d be walking through the door any minute. Gossiping about your best friend, even with your boyfriend, was never allowed.
“Is this a test?” he asked.
I glanced over my shoulder, lifting my eyebrows. “A test?”
“Yeah, one of those ‘if he really cares he’ll keep asking’ tests that I’m bound to fail, because if I do keep asking it’ll turn into a ‘can’t he tell I don’t want to talk about it’ test.”
I cracked a smile. “No, it’s not a test. I just had a crappy morning and I really don’t want to talk about it.”
“’kay.” He sat back a little, before a sly smile curled his lips and he leaned closer to me. “Hey, you want to go make out at lunch?”
“What?” I glanced around to see if anyone had heard, but everyone was engaged in their own conversations. Well, except Chloe, who was giving me a knowing smile.
“Just kidding.” He smiled and I felt my grin grow to match. “Unless you want to.”
I snorted and looked back at the front of the class. Mr. Arnold got his things ready to start and Tonya was finally making her way to her desk. I wasn’t going to get a chance to talk to her before class. I hoped she’d be a bit... I didn’t even know what I hoped, just not angry.
An hour later, I caught up with her in the hall. I grabbed her arm lightly and she flinched away, but she paused and acknowledged me with a scathing look.
“Tonya, I’m sorry. I didn’t try to use my gift, it just happened. I have no control over it, and it’s actually turning out to be a pain in the ass.” I thought of all the useless little lies I’d been picking up on. Bianca liking Karin’s new haircut. Karin going to another study group. Chloe needing money from Dad for a new bra. Well, that last one wasn’t completely useless, because Dad had immediately turned red and pulled out his wallet.
“Whatever,” she said and we started walking again. “Try not to use it on me. Seriously girl, I need some kind of privacy.”
“I promise I’ll try. Just...If you don’t want me to know something, tell me to butt out, ‘kay?” I said, and she gave me a half smile.
I so wanted to ask her where she’d been, but there was something different between us. Best friends didn’t have to tell each other everything, God knew there was a crap load of stuff I hadn’t told her, but I’d never known that she was deliberately hiding things from me before. It was a bit unnerving.
“I was with Trevor,” she said, answering the question I’d been dying to ask again.
“What? You ditched school for your boyfriend?” We reached my locker and I jammed my trig notebook inside and pulled out my English one.
“As if you wouldn’t have done it if Nathan had asked.”
“Besides the point. Nathan is, well, Nathan.” I swear I tried not to sigh.
“Yeah, well I happen to think Trevor is a lot more worthy of school skipping than Nathan.”
“So, what did you guys do?”
“He took me back to his place.” Her cheeks darkened and she gave me that kind of ‘you know’ look.
“You had sex with him?” I whispered. Not exactly a deadly sin, but not something I thought Tonya would want advertised.
“Yeah.” The blush deepened.
“And?” I asked after I was able to pull myself out of my shell shock.
“It was, I don’t know, good I guess. I mean it hurt a bit and then it was just kind of over. The second time was better though.”
“Over as in...”
“Two minutes? Maybe three.” We both laughed. Not exactly the wonderful romance novel stuff we’d read about.
“Wow. Wow.” I kept repeating it, unable to believe what Tonya was telling me.
“I know,” she said and, when our giggles drew a few eyes, we tried to control ourselves.
“Please tell me you used a condom,” I said, practicality finally winning out over lurid curiosity, although maybe it was part of it.
“Duh. Trust me, growing up as an accident, I’m not going to repeat my mother’s mistakes.”
Okay, I was a tad jealous. Out of the two of us, I’d always thought I’d be first. Of course, those daydreams had always involved Nathan and, until a few weeks ago, he’d pretty much made those dreams more of a fantasy than a possibility. But after hearing how Tonya had described the experience, I wondered if she regretted doing it. Tonya wasn’t known for her long-term relationships.
“Ready?” Nathan asked just as his arm seemed to drop out of nowhere and over my shoulder.
“What? Oh, yeah.”
Tonya and I looked at each other and burst out laughing.
“What’d I miss?” He cocked an eyebrow at us.
“Nothing,” I answered with another giggle.
“Come on, you can tell me.”
“Trust me, you don’t want to know. I’ll catch you later,” I said, then waved bye to Tonya.
Luckily, Nathan managed to distract me through my boring classes, and those he wasn’t in were interesting enough to let me make it through the rest of the day. That night, as I sat at my computer desk, was entirely different.
I wished I’d had the guts to ask Tonya more. Dad had given my sisters and me the speech when we were twelve, so I knew about sex, although it was more than he probably knew thanks to playground talk. But this was different. Until a few weeks ago, sex hadn’t been a top priority for me. Now though, Nathan was a good enough kisser to make me think of jumping his bones every time our lips touched.
Part of me wanted to do it. To have the experience and that thrill, but at the same time Nanna’s ancient lesson of why buy the cow when the milk is free was engrained in my brain. Tonya had found it pretty easy to give in. Would I be the same? It was stupid to even worry about it. Nathan and I hadn’t even been out on a real date yet, but I wondered how I would know if I was ready.
I shut down my computer and decided to go to the one person who might be able to help me.
I gave a light courtesy knock on Lily’s door before walking in.
“Hey,” I said flopping onto her bed. I grabbed a book off her nightstand and fanned the pages a few times before throwing it on the floor.
She sat in her computer chair, her short legs crossed on the seat, and when she spun around to face me, I was suddenly filled with embarrassment.
“What’s up?” she asked.
“Can’t I just come and spend some time with my favorite sister?”
“You? Without an ulterior motive?” She leaned down from her chair and picked up the book, putting it back on the nightstand in the exact position it had been in before I’d touched it.
“Whatever. You’ve been spending too much time with Chloe. You’re starting to get her snarky attitude.”
“Hmm, I could have sworn she just told me the same thing, only it was you I was around too much. So, why are you here?”
I loved that Lily said it with love and humor. From Chloe those words would have sliced through me.
“When did you know you were ready to have sex with Dylan?” I blurted it out in a mad rush.
“What?” Her entire face flushed a bright red and I wished I could have asked Chloe. Lily was one of those extra sweet people, the next Mother Teresa, which made talking sex with her even weirder.
“How did you know you were ready?”
“I didn’t. I mean- we’re not...” Every freckle on her face seemed to be glowing.
“You’re not having sex?” My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Why not? I mean, you guys have been dating, like, forever.”
“I’m not ready.”
“How do you know?”
“I don’t know. We’ve talked about it and I know he wants to, but...” Spinning back to her computer, she shrugged a shoulder and let her voice trail off.
“But?”
“It’s not something I really want to talk about, okay?” Her voice trembled.
“Is everything okay with you?” I asked. Guilt filled me as I realized that was one question I’d probably never bothered asking her before. Lily was the solid one, the one who was constantly calm and there for me when I needed to feel better.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” she answered.
“Are you sure? You sound kind of sad.”
“I’m really fine. I just need to get this paper done.”
Wow. A brush off from Lily. Well, there’s a first time for everything.
“Sure. I’ll leave you to it.”
I left her room and ran into Chloe just outside the door. She had a huge grin on her face.
“Shut up,” I said before a word even passed through her lips and shoved past her into my room.
“Did you really believe Lily would be having sex? She’s probably never even had a dirty thought cross her mind in her entire life.”
“So, I guess I should have asked you?”
“I could have at least told you it’s gonna be a long while before you need to worry about that.”
I slammed the door on her smug face. God, I hated having a sister who knew more about my future sex life than I did.



Chapter 7
The only thing better than a Friday was a Saturday, and this time it wasn’t just because there was no school. Nathan and I were going to have our first real date. He worked at the gas station until six, so we’d decided to skip dinner and just catch a movie.
The doorbell rang at just after seven and I raced to answer it.
“Wow, you look hot,” he said when I opened the door wearing my new skinny jeans and a black top.
He looked gorgeous as usual, his hair still damp and smelling absolutely delicious. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to sniff him or run my hands through his hair. Instead, I practically shoved him out the door before my dad could do some crazy interrogation.
The theater was packed when we arrived. There wasn’t a whole lot of entertainment for anyone under twenty-one in Beachgrove on a Saturday night. I talked to a couple of girls from school standing behind us in line while Nathan used the automated ticket booth.
“Ready?” he said, turning from the machine. I nodded and said bye to the girls. He slid his hand around mine. “I still can’t believe you want to see this movie.”
“Why? Because I’m a girl?”
“Maybe.” 
“Well, maybe I just realize the benefits of a scary movie.”
“And what would that be?”
“I can scream and snuggle up to you.” I gave a sassy smile and, tugging his hand, pulled him toward the concession. “Come on, I’m dying for some popcorn.”
“How do you do that?” he asked when we’d gotten in the long line.
“What?”
“Flirt like crazy and then just walk away.”
“Well, you said you wanted to do the chasing, so I can’t make it too easy for you.” I stood up on tiptoes and leaned in, but stopped an inch away from him. I waited, hoping he’d close the distance.
“You’re right, I did say that.” He smiled and stepped around me. “The line’s moving.”
My face scrunched in an angry-but-trying-not-to-laugh way. He was playing with me, and I liked it. Much better than my vain pursuit of him the past couple of years.
We ended up getting seats in the middle of the theater. Nathan tried for the back row, but it was already filled with some other people from school. The movie was as scary as I expected. Halfway through, I had my knees pulled up to my chest with one hand covering my eyes.
“Stupid bitch! Get out of the house!” I whispered frantically.
I leaned closer to Nathan and closed my eyes. No longer providing a shield, my hands moved to cover my ears. Why I always wanted to go to those movies was beyond me. It was like I was asking to get the crap scared out of me, then angry when it did.
“Sure you want to watch the rest?” Nathan asked, a huge grin on his face.
“Yes. Shh...” I shifted a bit closer to him and let myself relax as the tension in the movie lessened. My hands dropped to the armrests and I brushed one against Nathan's hand. My fingers itched to prolong the contact, but I refused to give in to temptation, knowing if I did, I would start losing our game.
About five minutes passed before I felt his hand again. He trailed his fingers along my arm so lightly that I would have missed it if I hadn’t seen him move. Once I knew what he was doing, though, it set off a race of shivers across my entire body. I kept still, knowing he was playing, maybe testing me to see if I would wait for him to make his move.
Finally, his hand slid over mine, linking our fingers together. The next time I had to cover my eyes, his hand helped block my view. Occasionally he’d squeeze my hand and set my stomach to swirling, but in between those times, I just felt...happy. Lame word to describe it, but it seemed better than content or comfortable, which I definitely wasn’t.
We sat through the credits. Not something I normally did, but Nathan made no move to get up. Once we were alone, he lifted my hand and kissed the back of it. I looked up at him and sucked in a sharp breath. In the dim light, his grey eyes resembled the slate Nanna had carried over from England when she immigrated.
He let go of my hand and cupped my face, then pressed his lips to mine. The background music faded until all I could hear was our breathing. In and out. A rhythm that picked up pace with each cycle. It was almost hypnotic, lulling me deeper into the kiss.
The sudden flare of lights pulled us apart just in time to avoid the humiliation of discovery. Dylan ambled around the corner and up the stairs with his broom, his hand wrapped in a soft cast, and I giggled. Getting caught making out in the movie theater by my sister’s boyfriend was not how I imagined ending our night.
“Hey, man,” Nathan said, nodding to Dylan. Dylan ignored the greeting, and gave me a nasty look. He was still pissed with me for making him walk home. Well tough, because I was still pissed at him for, well, for being him.
“Come on. Let’s go before we get banned from this place or something.” Nathan stood and tugged me up from my seat.
“Or something?”
“Yeah, like they call my dad.” We walked down the stairs and through the dark hall to the lobby.
“They wouldn’t do that,” I said doubtfully.
“Wanna bet? Maybe if I were just some other kid in town, but the sheriff’s kid? I get ragged on by everyone.”
“Seriously?” I’d never thought what it would be like having a cop for a parent. Maybe it was similar to having a lawyer for a dad. The constant nagging about being a model citizen and our rights and responsibilities, blah, blah, blah.
“I already got in trouble over the fight,” he said.
“Which fight?”
“Uh, hello? The one between you and Vivian.”
“What!? Why would you get in trouble for that? You stayed completely out of it,” I said.
“Yeah, well apparently it got back to my dad that you guys were fighting over me.”
So much for avoiding utter humiliation. “Oh, my God. Please tell me your dad won’t be calling mine.”
“Nah. I think you’re safe. According to my dad I was the one at fault for playing two girls at once.”
“Were you? Playing two girls at once?” I tried to make the question sound light, but the stillness that came over him told me I hadn’t quite succeeded.
“Phoebe, I swear I wasn’t trying to do anything like that. My thing with Vivian was over a long time ago, I just didn’t know how to get loose of her. Writing that note was an act of desperation.”
I laughed as I remembered his expression when I’d grabbed the note. There was no way I ever wanted to forget it. 
We wove our way through the crowd toward the arcade games. I wasn’t much for video games, but I did love the claw machines. The only one working was filled with stuffed animals on one side and a candy bin on the other. I loved that no matter what, you came out a winner, because if you didn’t get a toy it gave you chance after chance to get a piece of candy.
“Let’s play this one,” I said and chose to ignore his ‘are you crazy’ look. I pulled a dollar from my purse and fed it to the machine. Music and lights roared to live and I grabbed the stick and directed the claw over a Stewie doll jammed into the corner. I jumped up and down when it pulled Stewie from the pile, only to groan as it slipped from the claw’s grasp inches from the hole. I did manage to grab a piece of candy on my first try, and tossed it in my purse. It was one of those toffees that stuck to your teeth forever. No way was I going to eat it on a date.
“Amateur,” Nathan said and gently bumped me out of the way with his hip. He stuck in his dollar and positioned the claw, grabbing the stuffed doll that I’d lost. This time though, Stewie hung in and fell into the bin. Nathan reached in and pulled the stuffed doll out.
“Wow, just what I always wanted.” He cuddled the doll like a little girl, smiling gloatingly at me.
“You’re a cheat. No way would you have won that if I hadn’t pulled him from the corner.”
A loud, angry voice coming from the corner of the lobby broke into our conversation and both of us glanced in that direction. I started to dismiss it until I spotted a familiar face at the center of it.
Tonya stood, her back pressed to the wall with Trevor only inches away. Neither of them looked very happy, and I was tempted to go over, but I knew she’d be pissed. Was it really my place to get into their business?
“You wanna go over?” Nathan asked.
“I don’t think so. It looks like they’re arguing.”
I kept watching them. Everything about Tonya’s posture seemed off. Her arms crossed over her chest and her head dipped down trying to evade Trevor as he thrust his face toward hers. Maybe I should have gone over, but even as the thought entered my mind, the two of them moved toward the door.
“You okay?” Nathan’s voice eventually penetrated the fog in my head.
“Yeah. Sorry, it was just weird to see Tonya like that. I’ve never known her to take crap from anyone. Usually she’s one of those in your face fighters.”
“We can catch up to them, if you want.”
“Nah, I’m sure she’s fine. Besides, you promised me some ice cream.”
“Didn’t you just polish off a huge ass bucket of popcorn?”
“What can I say, you make me so hungry.” I wriggled my brows. He threw an arm around my shoulder, while keeping his grip on the Stewie doll with the other.
An hour later, I was on the front porch savoring the fact that I hadn’t foregone the ice cream as he gave me a chocolate flavored kiss goodnight. Even without the lingering taste of chocolate, he would have been delicious. How Chloe could be so sure that sex was not in my near future was beyond me.
“Chloe must be wrong,” I said, pulling back just an inch.
“About what?” His words made me realize I was talking aloud.
“Oh, nothing important,” I said sure that I blushed at even the idea of telling him my thoughts.
“Some kind of psychic stuff, huh?”
“Yeah.”
The porch light flicked on, totally dousing the mood. Nathan stepped back and we both instinctively looked toward the door. Heat filled my cheeks when I found my dad standing in the doorway.
“Hey, Mr. Matlin.”
“Nathan.” Dad nodded. “It’s getting a bit late.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll talk to you later, Phoebs. Night.”
“Night,” I said, giving a half wave as he headed to his car. Dad disappeared from the door, but I waited until Nathan backed out of the drive before going inside. Dad sat on the couch, his feet propped up on the old sewing footstool his mom had left Lily when she died.
“Thanks, Dad.” I tried to control the sarcasm, but it was hard. Having him watch over my shoulder was not the way I’d pictured ending my first date with Nathan.
“You’re welcome.” His grin told me he understood all too well the frustration I felt. “Next time tell Nathan there’s no necking on the porch.”
“Dad!”
“Phoebe, there are some things I need to know and others that I don’t. As long as you’re safe and happy, I don’t need to see things like that.” His smile faded. “You’ll always be my little girl.”
“No way do you do this to Lily.”
“Not now, but trust me, Dylan went through the same thing Nathan’s going to.”
I didn’t hear from Nathan the next day, but I knew he was working so I hadn’t expected it. Tonya on the other hand was MIA as well and that was totally not like her. I tried calling her cell, but she’d turned it off and I gave up after a couple of tries, not wanting to seem stalkerish.
The absence of both of them did give me more time to contemplate the way Tonya had acted the night before. She’d looked so meek. It reminded me of how she acted every time she went to visit her mom. Maybe her mom was back out, and she was just acting out in fear. Each time Shondra got out of jail, Tonya was in a constant state of upheaval with her mom threatening to take her to L.A. or San Diego.
I’d talk to her on Monday, I decided.
Monday morning the hallways were jam packed as I shouldered my way through the throngs to get into the chemistry lab. Tonya was already at our table and I plunked down in the chair next to her.
“Hey, I tried calling you yesterday,” I said and pulled out my experiment notes.
“Oh, sorry. Trevor took me to the San Diego zoo.”
“Sweet. I haven’t been there in years.”
“It was awesome. He kept making these silly faces at the otters and it was so cute. He is amazing. He said it was his favorite place to go and that since I’m so special to him, he wanted to share it with me.” Her eyes got a dreamy look in them.
My romantic gag reflex wasn’t as strong as it was before my date with Nathan, but this Trevor was going down a pretty sappy road.
“Wow, sounds perfect,” I forced myself to say. It was hard to keep the edge of mockery out of my voice. No reason to piss her off.
“He is. Phoebs, I really think I’m in love.” She sighed and my eyes rolled. “Don’t give me that look. I’m serious this time. Trevor’s not one of these high school boys that I can boss around. He’s strong and smart, I feel like a little dumb girl sometimes when he’s talking about the courses he’s going to be signing up for.”
Feeling dumb wasn’t what I would go for in a relationship, but I could get what she was saying about bossing guys around. Nathan had been bossing me around a bit, and it was kind of sexy, but I doubted I’d let it go on too long. I liked being in control a bit too much. Besides, I did have a mind of my own.
We began setting up our experiment. Luckily, it was a simple lab all the chemistry teachers did at the beginning of the year, because Tonya kept going on and on about Trevor. From what it seemed, he’d either been with her, talking to her, or texting her every waking minute. A little creepy, but she seemed overjoyed by the attention.
“What did you do this weekend?” she asked when she eventually ran out of Trevor stories.
“Nathan and I went to the movies.”
“Please tell me he took you to that horror movie you wanted to see, because there’s no way in hell I’m going to that with you,” she said.
“Yeah, and trust me there are benefits to watching a scary movie on a date.”
“Gross, no details. I know you and just what you would do in the dark with Nathan. You start drooling every time you even think of him, which is pretty much all the time now.”
“Ha-ha. Anyways, it was nice to go see a decent movie for once. Not those cheesy romances you always drag me to. We saw you and Trevor afterwards.” I tried to fit the last bit in casually, and wondered if, okay hoped, she would tell me what they’d been arguing about.
“Oh, I didn’t see you.” She averted her gaze back to Lily’s notes from last semester. Any interest in her voice was completely gone. I took it as her way of telling me to leave the subject alone.
“Let’s get started,” I said.
We pulled on our aprons, and I wished I’d been fast enough to get one of the few lab coats. I hated to ruin good clothing by spilling the science crap on me. Thank God, we hadn’t worked with anything actually dangerous yet. I was hoping by next year, they’d have purchased more coats, otherwise I was dropping all of my science classes.
Tonya tied my apron behind my back as I switched on a Bunsen burner and moved to the first step in our procedure. I flipped through my notes, struggling to decipher my writing, finally giving up and going to the copy of Lily’s notes she’d done for her class. Lucky for Tonya and me, Lily hadn’t decided to take physics instead. We would have been screwed without her. Although I suppose we could have asked Karin for help, but in Tonya’s words, she’d rather eat her own crap than ask Karin for help again.
“First we turn on the burner. Done,” I said and pointed to it. “Then...Hey, grab another beaker.”
Tonya reached across the table to grab the breaker, her sleeve barely missing the flame.
“Watch it,” I said, shoving her arm away from the little blue flame. “Roll up your sleeves before you set yourself on fire.”
“You know I’m already too hot,” she joked and pushed up her sleeves and then went back to work. “So, next we’re supposed to use the tongs and put the beaker over the flame.”
Tonya lifted the beaker and put it in place. I watched her hand steady it, but something further up her arm drew my eye. Her smooth brown skin was marred by five round marks. Deep, angry bruises - the exact imprints that would be left if someone had grabbed her. Grabbed her hard.
“What the hell happened to you?” I blurted the question out, letting my fingers skim the marks.
“Nothing.” She pulled her sleeve down. I didn’t need the cramps to tell me she was lying.
“It looks like someone grabbed you. Did Trevor do that?” I grabbed her wrist with one hand while the other shoved the shirt up to completely expose the purple marks.
“It’s nothing.” She tugged against my hold.
“That’s not nothing. Did he do this?”
She yanked her arm away and I let go easily not wanting to hurt her anymore. Was that why she had flinched when I’d grabbed her arm earlier?
“Drop it, Phoebe.” Her tone was flat and she refused to meet my gaze.
“How can you tell me to drop it? If he did that...” I couldn’t believe she would tell me to do that. That wasn’t the kind of thing I could just forget seeing.
“You promised you wouldn’t push.”
“This is completely different, Tonya. He hurt you.” I thought of the seemingly endless praise she had been giving him, and nearly puked with the next painful contraction of my stomach.
“My mom came home, okay? So drop it.” She snatched her pencil off the table and started writing in her notebook.
I didn’t want to drop it. Mainly because, even if the voice weren’t ringing through my head, it still wouldn’t feel right. Shondra wasn’t the greatest mom in the world, but in the ten years I’d been friends with Tonya, her mom had never laid a finger on her. Her gran wouldn’t have allowed it. She was strict, but no one hit her babies.
My hand trembled as I forced myself through the next few steps of the procedure. I wanted to shake some sense into Tonya. I wanted her to let me help.
“Stop it,” Tonya said, not even looking up from our notes.
“Stop what?”
“You’re trying to figure out how to get around your promise to back off.” She held up a hand when I started to defend myself. “If you don’t want to be left to do the rest of this experiment alone, then I suggest you keep your questions to yourself.”
My mouth opened and closed like a fish, until I gave up. “Do you want me to find Lily?”
“No.” She gave a small smile, accepting my peace offering. “I’d rather not have anyone else see. You know, in case Mom got in trouble or something.”
A bitter taste coated my mouth. In all the years I’d craved a gift, been angry at my mom, and then my sisters for having what I didn’t, I’d never dreamed there’d be a day that I’d wish I could believe a lie.
I felt sick. The image of Tonya’s arm kept flashing through my mind. Part of me wanted to keep pushing her, to say I knew she was lying, but another part knew she’d been serious about me backing off. If I questioned her more, she’d shut me out and then I’d never find out what happened. So instead, I kept quiet.
I didn’t see her for the rest of the day after chemistry class. I wasn’t sure I wanted to see her, at least until I knew what I would say.
After my last class, I found Nathan waiting at my locker, hands shoved into his pockets and leaning against the one next to mine. I went around him, giving him a slight smile. He rolled around so he was propped up by his shoulder and watched me dig around for my things.
“What was up with you today?” he asked. “And don’t say nothing, ‘cause you were bitchy to everyone, including Lily.”
Nathan wasn’t the first person I would have thought of talking to about Tonya, but there really wasn’t anyone else I trusted enough. Lily maybe, but she might say something to Dylan and then it’d be all over the school. And Chloe just had a big mouth. Last time I told her a secret I ended up with tampons hanging off my locker. Sixth grade had been pure hell after that.
Thinking about it, maybe Nathan was the person I was supposed to tell. What’s the point in having a boyfriend if you can’t talk to him? Well, besides the fun stuff.
“Tonya had bruises on her arm this morning.” I put my books in, for once taking the time to organize my stuff.
“So? Maybe they were left over from the accident. She banged herself up pretty good then. My dad said that the truck was totaled and they were lucky to walk away from it.”
“That was over a week ago. And these weren’t accident bruises.” I slammed my locker shut and finally looked at him. Even now, those deep blue-purple marks stayed with me. “They were made by someone grabbing her arm.”
“Who do you think did it?” He took my hand and we walked down the hall to the exit.
“She said her mom did.”
“And you don’t believe her?”
I thought of everything I knew about Shondra James. “Shondra’s been in and out of jail all Tonya’s life. Every time she gets out, she makes all these promises to Tonya. She’s gonna change, she’s not gonna hook up with any guys. Stuff like that. After a few weeks, she’s back on drugs again and threatens to take Tonya away. I don’t think she’s been out of jail longer than eight months straight in Tonya’s entire life.”
“So it’s possible Tonya’s telling the truth?”
“No. And not just ‘cause some voice told me. Her mom never laid a hand on her before, and when one of her boyfriends hit Tonya, she booted him. That’s probably the only time Shondra’s ever put Tonya first.” I shook my head.
“So if it wasn’t her mom, then who?”
“Trevor.”
“Her boyfriend? You asked her?” His right eyebrow raised in question.
“Yeah, and she wouldn’t answer. Just avoided saying anything.”
“So, naturally you think he did it.”
I knew he wasn’t trying to be sarcastic, but the words got my back up. I yanked my hand from his.
 “I didn’t imagine those bruises. I didn’t imagine her practically begging me to back off, and I didn’t imagine her lying about her mom doing it.”
“That’s not what I meant. It’s just... before you start accusing him and demanding answers maybe you should check him out, or something.” He grabbed my hand again, pulling me a bit closer to him. “Maybe he did it, but there’s a perfectly good reason, like she was about to be hit by a car and he grabbed her or something and she didn’t think you’d believe her.”
I shrugged a shoulder. Crap. I hated logic. “So how am I supposed to check him out?”
“We could ask my dad to do a background check. He’s got access to that kind of stuff.”
“I don’t think that would help.” I shook my head. “Besides, Tonya would freak if she knew I’d done that.”
“Well, what if you hired a private detective to watch him.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, because I’ve got a money tree growing in my closet. That’s why all my clothes are on the floor.”
“Okay, okay. I’m just trying to help.”
“I know,” I said and bumped his hip with mine. We stopped next to my car and I fished the keys from my backpack. I opened the door and leaned in to start the engine. I sat in the driver’s seat and let my legs hang out the door. Nathan stood in front of me, resting his arms on the car frame, and ducking his head down to mine.
“I don’t think this is something you can help with,” I said. Then a random idea popped into my head. “Actually, maybe you can help.”
“Am I going to like this? It’s not going to be like that Science Fair project you tricked me into helping you with last year, is it?” Nathan asked.
“No. Besides, that was only a disaster because you decided to bring Vivian along.” I stopped him with a raised hand when he started to defend himself. “Anyways, back to Tonya. You can help me by going on a double date.”
“Double date?”
“You don’t sound too excited.”
“Those are kind of middle school, don’t ya think?”
“That’s beside the point. If we go on a double date with them, then I can catch him in a lie.”
“So, say you’re right and he is hurting Tonya. How are you going to get him to lie about it? It’s not as if you can just ask him. Even I know Tonya would spaz.”
“Well, maybe he’ll lie about something else. I don’t know. Stop asking me questions. This is a good idea. I know it. Now are you going to help me or not?”
“Do you think I would have spent the last five minutes listening to you if I wasn’t willing to help?”
“Whatever,” I said, swinging my legs inside the car. He bent down and brushed a quick kiss to my lips.
“I’ll call you after work and let you know my schedule. I think I’m gonna have to work part of the weekend. Hey, don’t take off yet.”
I waited as he ran to his car, grabbed something from inside, and then came back, hiding whatever he had behind his back.
“For you,” he said and revealed the surprise. It was the stuffed Stewie. “I forgot to give him to you the other night.”
He gave me one more kiss then took off before I could even say thanks. After jogging to his car, he waved over his shoulder and climbed in. He really was sweeter than I’d thought. I wondered for a moment if he’d done things like that for Vivian, but pushed it from my head as quickly as it came. Dwelling on the time he dated her wasn’t going to change anything.
I called Tonya once I was home. It was hard to pretend that I believed her and even harder to say that I really did want to get to know Trevor. How do you face someone you think is beating up their girlfriend? I must not have been very convincing, because Tonya didn’t seem to believe me.
“Are you serious?” she asked after I brought up the double date idea.
“Yeah. Didn’t we always talk about how one day we’d be going on dates together, even have a double wedding?”
“Uh, I think we were about ten when we agreed to that,” Tonya said.
“Fine, we’ll skip the double wedding and just do the date. Come on, it’ll be fun.”
“What about today? I know what you were thinking. That Trevor...” The accusation went unvoiced, but it was there between us, a living entity that was still growing in my mind. I didn’t want it to take away this chance.
“I won’t bring it up. Promise. I talked to Nathan-”
“You told Nathan? What the hell, Phoebs!”
“I know, but he made me realize I should get to know Trevor before I...”
“Judge him? Phoebe, I swear everything is fine. I have everything under control. Trevor... really, he’s so good to me. Better than I deserve.”
“Well, you deserve the best.” Tonya had enough crap happening in her life thanks to her mom. She didn’t need Trevor adding any more.
“You’ll love him once you get to know him.”
“Sure.” Yeah, right. If he was anything like he was on New Year’s then I highly doubted it.
I buried any negative thoughts about him so I could get my plan into action. By the end of the call, Tonya and I had everything arranged. Despite my ulterior motives, it was fun setting it up, pretending we were ten again. That Ken and his twin brother Kenny weren’t going to be our dates just made us giggle even harder.
When I went to bed, I prayed. I didn’t talk to God very often, but this time I prayed that I was wrong about Trevor.



Chapter 8
 “He’s doing everything wrong,” I said, shoving my hands deep into my jacket pockets.
“Wrong, according to you,” Nathan said as we waited for Tonya and Trevor to park his truck. “Maybe this is the real Trevor, and Tonya was telling you the truth about the bruises.”
“Oh, shut up,” I said, unwilling to admit that he might be right. I’d planned everything about this double date perfectly or at least to the best of my abilities. Maybe I should have asked Chloe what was going to happen so at least I wouldn’t have been so unprepared.
“What did you expect? That he’d be foaming at the mouth?” Nathan smiled and raised a brow.
“No, but this is nothing like he was at Nadine’s party. He could barely string two civilized words together.” I hated when things didn’t work according to my plans.
“And I guess he did beat the crap out of Dylan,” Nathan pointed out.
“Yeah, well I’m not going to hold that against him. Most of the time Dylan deserves it.” I disregarded the fact Dylan was one of Nathan’s friends.
“I’ll admit Dylan’s been an ass lately, but he’s gotta still have some good qualities if Lily’s dating him. Obviously Trevor does, too, otherwise Tonya would have dropped him faster than she did that guy Derek last year.”
I shuddered at the mention of that drug dealing creep. He’d convinced Tonya he wasn’t dealing until she caught him selling to her mom.
Turning back to the truck, I watched as Tonya and Trevor got out of the vehicle and started toward us. Tonya was as enamored as she’d been the day of the party. I’d even caught her practicing a signature with his last name during one of our classes.
Tonight, though, dinner had been a disaster to my plan. Trevor had done everything my Dad said a guy should. He held the door, complimented Tonya, and completely fawned over her. Each time he spoke, I wanted to puke with the sugary sweetness of it, yet Tonya was lapping it up.
Nathan tried to distract me while we ate, but even the feel of his hand sliding up under my skirt wasn’t enough. I simply swatted him away, although I was giving serious consideration to letting him get away with it in the theater.
We were heading into the movie theater, and I was about to lose any chance of catching Trevor in a lie. I watched them walk closer, wondering how to adjust the failed plan, when Nathan turned and stepped in front of me, blocking my line of vision. I glanced up at him.
“Phoebe, can you just relax? I know what you’re trying to do, but it’s kind of boring for me, especially now that he’s proven you were wrong about him. So unless you want to have a date with me, I’m gonna leave.”
“What?!” For a moment I thought he was joking, but the serious face he wore, so unlike the Nathan I knew, told me just how fed up he was.
“I played these friggin’ games with Vivian, and I don’t really-”
“I’m nothing like Vivian.” Could there be a better insult?
He sighed. “I didn’t mean it that way. I’d just rather know that you’re here with me because you actually want to be with me, and that you’re not using me. Can’t you just accept that you might be wrong about this guy?”
Just great. A guilt trip to go along with everything I was already worried about. But he looked serious, and not the least bit manipulative. After waiting so long to be with him, was I willing to risk him walking away because I had a sudden obsession with unmasking my best friend’s boyfriend, who might not be fake at all?
“You’re right,” I said. He looked doubtful, so I stood up on my tiptoes and, wrapping my arms around his neck, kissed him lightly. “We can ditch them and go make out in the back of the theater.”
“Girl, you dragged us all on this date and we’re going to the bitter end so you learn your lesson.” Tonya’s voice came from behind Nathan, and I looked over his shoulder to see her and Trevor staring.
“My lesson?” Had she figured out I’d been trying to get dirt on Trevor?
“That the things we thought were cool seven years ago are actually extremely lame.”
If my laugh was louder and longer than the others, it came from the relief that she was totally unaware of my plotting. We started walking to the entrance and I had to make a final decision. Either I continued to doubt Trevor, or I could trust that Tonya knew what she was doing. By the time we hit the doors, I decided I would go with Tonya. Not because of anything Trevor did, but with the knowledge that she’d be pissed if I admitted I didn’t believe in her.
Both Trevor and Nathan groaned when Tonya reminded them about the romantic comedy we were going to see. Nathan even shot me a dirty look. He knew that if it hadn’t been a double, we’d have been going to see the new action flick. The romantic comedy had been Tonya’s price for this date and we were all paying for it.
After getting our tickets, we joined the endless line at the concession. Nathan headed to the restroom and Tonya followed a moment later. I smiled at Trevor, trying my best to look friendly. When he smiled back, it was hard not to be taken in. He was gorgeous, with a kind of Corbin Bleu thing going on. It was even harder to picture him hurting Tonya.
“So,” I said for the sake of filling the dead air between us. “You’re going to UCSD in the fall?”
“Yeah, but I’m not sure what for anymore.”
I clearly remembered him saying law before, a lie. Was he covering his tracks? Stop it, Phoebe.
“What were you going to do?”
“Law, but my dad is really pushing me to become an accountant.”
“Your dad wants you to be an accountant rather than a lawyer? My dad would be doing the happy dance until he died if I said I wanted to be a lawyer.” It had been an idea that a year ago I’d contemplated for about a minute before realizing that law school was really competitive and you pretty much had to have kick ass grades to make it in. Dad thought I was capable. I thought I didn’t want to spend the next ten years of my life in school.
“Both my parents are accountants and they want me to be part of the family business. I know it doesn’t sound that exciting, but I guess I wouldn’t mind it. Math was always my strong subject. Besides, it will mean a lot less students loans than law school.”
“Have your parents met Tonya yet?”
“Yeah. They love her. I keep trying to get her to introduce me to her grandma, but she freaks at the idea.”
“Mrs. Robinson can be pretty scary. None of the guys Tonya has dated ever lasted past the first meeting.”
We made it up to the counter and I bought a pack of Junior Mints for Nathan. Trevor bought a soda and then a giant tub of popcorn and had them load it with the Cheddar powder Tonya was obsessed with.
We moved over to the side and chatted about school a bit more, but when Nathan came back, I lapsed into silence, letting my mind run through what I’d learned about Trevor. What I was seeing didn’t mesh with anything I’d seen before. At the party, he’d been rude and he’d shown his violent side when he’d fought Dylan. This was a completely different Trevor. He was obviously educated and wanted to be a boring accountant. He sounded exactly like what Tonya’s gran wanted for her.
Nothing he said were lies. So, why was my gut telling me he was still wrong?
Tonya came rushing up, her eyes opened wide, and grabbed my arm to pull me to the side.
“Oh my God, you’ll never guess who’s here.” She paused. I didn’t bother asking, since a heartbeat later she told me. “Vivian and her posse.”
“Great.” My gaze flicked over Tonya’s shoulder, but I didn’t see Vivian. “Hopefully she’s going to a different movie, or better yet, maybe she’s leaving.”
“Uh, no such luck. She’s heading this way.”
I turned and sure enough, there was Vivian flanked by four friends, smiling at Nathan. She came up to us, her eyes completely focused on him. Double date night just got far worse than I’d anticipated.
“Nathan, can I talk to you? Alone?”
“Um... I’m on a date.” His hands twitched in a lame gesture to me as I moved to his side.
“Don’t you think you’re taking this a bit too far?” she asked, giving him a pitying looking.
“Taking what too far?”
“This whole pretend break up. I know you were frustrated, and I’ll change, okay? I’ll let you make some of the decisions.” Was she really that oblivious to his red face or the awkwardness we all emanated as she stood there telling him he should get back together with her? Apparently, because she kept going. “You can even take me to that new horror movie.”
“Gee thanks, but Phoebe and I already went to see it.”
She faltered and her eyes flashed over to me. “Puh-leaze. Are you really expecting me to believe that you’d rather date a Matlin freak than me?”
“I could have sworn he wrote you a note to let you know,” I said. Maybe it was a bit catty to get involved, but hey, she was insulting me.
And just as quickly as the words came from my mouth I was covered with diet coke. Vivian’s empty cup hit my chest and the sticky sweet liquid flowed down my face.
I jumped her. It was one of those instinctual, uncontrollable things. I grabbed her hair and yanked as hard as I could. She screamed, but whatever satisfaction I would have felt stalled when Nathan grabbed me around the waist and pulled me off her.
Vivian scrambled back and I lunged against Nathan’s hold.
“That’s what you get for poaching,” she said and took off with her sidekicks as I managed to get one arm free from Nathan’s hold.
“That’s right, run!” I called after her, my courage buoyed by the sight of her quickly disappearing back. I stopped struggling against Nathan’s hold and wiped my free hand across my face, flicking some of the soda off to the side. The adrenaline rushing through me caused my entire body to shake, even my fingers trembled and I curled them in, but it didn’t help.
“That is one crazy bitch,” Trevor said as we all watched Vivian and her group huddle on the other side of the lobby. He nudged Nathan with his elbow. “You really hooked up with her?”
“Please don’t go there right now,” I said before Nathan could answer and then took in a deep breath, sucking in a drip of soda that clung to my lower lip. I looked down at my dress. “Crap, Chloe’s going to kill me.”
“Chloe?” Nathan asked, letting me go.
“It’s her dress. I borrowed it.” Running my hands down the front, I tried to brush off the liquid before it stained the fabric. I glanced up when I heard a snort. Tonya and Nathan both had their eyebrows arched high. “Okay, so maybe she doesn’t know I borrowed it, but really, if it was that important to her then she should have checked out my future.”
“Checked out your future?” Trevor asked, reminding me of his presence.
“Oh, you know, the magic eight ball thing.” I gave a curt smile and looked back at Nathan. “Do you mind if we go? I don’t really want to sit around soaking wet.”
“Yeah, sure.”
“I’ll call you tomorrow,” I said to Tonya, then turned to Nathan. “Let me hit the restroom first.”
Ten minutes later, my face was soda and makeup free, and water spots covered my chest. I held my jacket in front of me, trying to hide the evidence of Vivian’s attack. Nathan was leaning on the wall next to the women’s room door. Standing beside him was Dylan, decked out in his work clothes and wearing a new black nametag with ‘assistant manager’ etched in white.
“Hey,” I said, nodding at Dylan. “What’s up?”
“He’s our personal escort,” Nathan said as Dylan shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other.
“What?” Was there anything else to add to my utter humiliation? I wanted to kick Nathan when a chuckle burst from him.
“Apparently throwing a smack down is enough to get you kicked out.”
“What about Vivian? She started it.” It felt like dÉjÀ vu.
“She’s already gone. We refunded your tickets and you guys can come back another night, but...” Dylan shrugged.
“Whatever. We were leaving anyway.” I started walking, letting them follow. I couldn’t believe that for the second time Vivian had managed to attack me, yet I was the one getting in trouble. Where’s the justice? I should get Dad to sue her or something, but that would require admitting that this time I hit her back. That would be the first thing Dad asked. Did you walk away? Two wrongs don’t make a right.
I shoved the exit door open so hard it slammed into the outer wall and then I stomped toward the parking lot.
“Hey, hey. Wait up!” Nathan jogged to catch up with me and I stopped to watch him.
“Sorry, I’m just really getting sick of her crap. And I keep getting in trouble.”
“You’re not in trouble, Phoebs.” He threw an arm over my shoulder and hugged me to his side.
“You really don’t think this is going to get back to my dad? Are you kidding me? I’m so dead when he finds out.”
“It’s not like you started it. Besides he can’t kill you if Chloe gets to you first.” He lifted his hand and let a finger flick over an exposed soda spot.
“Gee, you really know how to cheer me up.”
“I try.” He dropped a quick kiss on the tip of my nose. “Come on, let’s go. You’re getting a little sticky.”
We got in the car, and I turned the stereo on, letting the music fill the comfortable silence. When we pulled up to the house, only Lily’s light was on. Chloe probably had a date with her flavor of the month and Dad must have been working late, not an uncommon event even for a Saturday. I unlocked the front door and Nathan trailed me inside.
“Did you want to try and go back? We could make the late showing,” I said, looking over my shoulder as we went down the hall. He gave a shrug, which I wasn’t sure how to take. “Or we could just watch a movie here. Dad’s finally got us hooked up with an online subscription.”
“That sounds good. I don’t think Dylan would let us back in anyways.”
“Yeah. Having my sister’s boyfriend working at the theater should give me some perks, but with Dylan, I think we’ll be lucky if he ever lets us go back. And even then he’ll only do it to keep Lily happy.”
“You know, he’s not all that bad,” Nathan said and I remembered that they were pretty good friends. Or at least they had been until Dylan entered his asshole phase a few months back.
We went down the stairs and when we reached the bottom, I pointed through the doorway to our left. “TV’s in there. I’m gonna go change.”
“Need any help?” he asked, eyebrows wiggling up and down.
“Ha-ha. I don’t think so.”
“Just checking. I’m really good with zippers.”
“I’m pretty sure I can handle it.”
I rolled my eyes and gave him a shove in the direction of the rec room, then went to my room, making sure the door shut behind me. I pulled the dress off and flung it across my bed then tugged on a fresh pair of jeans and a shirt. I took a glance in the mirror, wondering if I should bother with makeup, but a lipstick note distorted my image.
Wash it now or I will kill you! C
A growl escaped my throat and I wished for the millionth time that my private life were actually private. I snatched the dress from my bed and went down to the laundry room. The washing machine lid stood open, a pre-poured amount of detergent sitting on the edge. Obviously, Chloe wasn’t going to take any excuse for it not being cleaned. I dumped everything in and then went to join Nathan.
He was searching through the DVDs stacked on a floating wall shelf. Normally Lily or Chloe kept the discs organized, but sometimes they surrendered to my chaos until it drove them nuts.
“I couldn’t figure out how the TV worked, so I thought we’d go old school. Any preference?” he asked.
“Zombies.” I said, sidling up to him. I pulled out a case and flashed him the cover.
“What’s that?”
“Just the best television show ever made! I can’t believe you’ve never heard of it.”
I stuck the DVD in, while Nathan sat down on the couch. When I turned back around, I hesitated, wondering where to sit. It would have been so much easier at the movie theater, but here... Was I supposed to sit right beside him? Leave a bit of space?
I chickened out. “Can you get the lights?” I asked.
I waited until he stood up and had made it to the switch before I dove for the couch. I curled my legs up to my chest and gave myself a little smile, proud of my sneaky avoidance of...well, whatever it was I was avoiding.
Nathan sat down right next to me, pressing against my side and then draped an arm behind me, along the back of the couch. It was a heady experience being alone and so close to him, and I loved how warm he was. I kept waiting for him to make another move, because necking on the couch was a heck of a lot easier than in the movie theater, but the move didn’t come and by the start of the second episode his arm was still across my shoulders and I had given up any pretense of being cool. Each ear was semi-plugged with a finger and my eyes were squinted. The show wasn’t as scary as maybe a zombie movie would be, but knowing when everything would happen made it even tenser.
The scary part passed and I relaxed enough to drop my hands, letting one rest on my knee. I snuggled a bit closer, hoping that he’d take a hint and move in for a kiss, but he didn’t, and I eventually leaned back a bit and tried to focus on the serious dialogue the characters on the screen were having.
“Did you hear something?” Nathan asked, glancing behind us.
“Ha-ha.”
“I’m serious. Listen.” He grabbed the remote and paused the show. “There.”
A rustling sound came from the laundry room. Images of flesh eating zombies filled my mind, until I forced logic to tame them.
“It’s just the washing machine. I had to put Chloe’s dress in.” A huge thump followed my words.
“That was not the washing machine,” Nathan said, one eyebrow cocked.
“Lily? Is that you? Chloe?” I called, staring back down the hallway. No answer came.
More rustling and banging. My heart picked up its pace, and my entire body was suddenly tense, with a deep shiver running through me. God, I hated zombies almost as much as I loved them.
“Aww, are you scared?” Nathan asked, all sugary sweet. “Want me to go look? You are just a girl.”
He was deliberately provoking me, but I grabbed onto the bait anyway. “No, I’ll do it.”
I got off the couch and went to the hallway, flicking on every light as I went. The noises from the laundry room kept coming, getting louder the closer I got. No light shone from under the door.
“Lil? Chloe? Are you in there?” I asked when I reached the closed door.
Everything got real quiet. I leaned in close to the door, trying to listen. I thought I could hear heavy breathing, but it must have been my own. I twisted the knob and started to pull it open, only to have it swing out full force and a body come surging toward me. I screamed, threw up my hands and did a half run, half stumble back toward Nathan.
It was the laughing that stopped me. Nathan’s and Chloe’s. Nathan was in the entrance to the rec room and Chloe was just outside the laundry room. I swatted at Nathan’s arm, making contact with a satisfying smack.
“Hey!” he said, rubbing the spot I’d hit. “I didn’t do anything.”
“No, but you’re laughing and you’re closer.” On that, I marched back to Chloe and gave her a whack on her back, succeeding despite her evasion attempts. “You’re so dead.”
Chloe held up the still stained garment I’d borrowed. “Not as dead as you.”



Chapter 9
Any hope I had of forgetting my soda shower disappeared Monday morning. Pretty much everyone at school knew, and a lot of them had no problem bringing it up either through repetitive questions or lame jokes. Yet another downfall of living in a small town.
“You’re going to take her down, right?” Tonya asked, as we headed to bio. I just rolled my eyes in response. “Phoebs, you can take her. I know you can.”
“Sure, and I’d end up spending the next year and a half living in my room grounded.” I gave a massive yawn and again wondered why I hadn’t tried to avoid scheduling a class first thing in the morning. Next year, I really had to figure out how to get a spare for first period.
“You’re no fun.” She pouted a moment and then it was back to how she and Trevor had spent the rest of the weekend. She droned on for a few minutes, then stopped mid-sentence to look at me. “Oh, when you come over tonight, I slept over at your place on Saturday and then spent Sunday with you.”
“Okay,” I drew the word out as the thought floated around my head. I didn’t like the idea of the lie, especially considering it was so she could spend the night with Trevor. “I take it you haven’t told your gran about Trevor yet?”
“Ugh, you know what she’s like. I want to make sure she won’t scare him off.” She flipped her braids back over her shoulder and gave a secret smile. “Besides things are getting good.”
“Good? Things?”
Her eyebrows wiggled up and down. “Yeah, you know...things.”
“Oh my God! I don’t need to know anymore!” I nudged her with my shoulder. Even as I said it though, I wanted to know more. It was that juicy kind of gossip that I just couldn’t turn away from.
“Please,” Tonya said, rolling her eyes. “You know you want to hear all the nasty details.”
“Nasty details?” Nathan came up on the other side of me as we reached the lab. Tonya and I burst into giggles. “You know, if you guys keep doing this every time I come up, I’m going to think you’re talking about me.”
“It’s not about you,” I chuckled.
“Yet.” Tonya gave me a huge smile, and then strutted into class.
“I think I’m better off not knowing.” Nathan shook his head and wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “Want to pair up for lab today?”
“Sure. I don’t think I can handle anymore of Tonya’s details right now.”
“Nate!” Both of us turned to see Andy flying down the hall and come to a stop a couple feet away. “Hey man, I wanted to catch you before the shit hits it.”
“Hits what?” Nathan asked.
“Viv and a few of her friends are spreading it that you guys are back on, and that if she sees Phoebe with you again she’s not going to hold back.”
“Great, just what I need.” I slipped from under Nathan’s arm and stomped into class.
“Man, think I can sign up for bio today? I can’t wait to see this ho down.”
“I heard that, Andy,” I called back to him.
Nathan mumbled something and hung back at the door talking some more. I found an empty lab table and dumped my stuff on the floor.
“Hey, I thought we were lab partners?” Tonya said from the table behind.
“I’m going with Nathan. I can’t focus on anything with you getting all raunchy on me.” I ignored the surprised snort from a guy across the aisle from us. “Besides, according to Andy, Vivian is going to beat me up if she sees me with Nathan again.”
“So what? You’re provoking her?”
“You really think she’s going to do anything? Need I remind you that she was the one that ran from the theater?” I couldn’t even believe Vivian thought simply telling everyone Nathan was dating her would make him do it. Was she truly that stupid?
“Tell me you’re going to beat her scrawny ass.” Tonya practically bounced with glee at the idea.
“No, I’m just going to do what my gift apparently calls on me to do. Call her out as the liar she is.”
“Boring,” Tonya sighed.
 “Yeah, well I like my freedom, and any hint of violence will bring the wrath of Dad down on me.”
Nathan walked over and put his stuff under the table with mine, although he took the time to fix the chaos that had erupted from my binder.
“You sure you still want to be my partner?” he asked, pulling on his lab coat.
“Yes. And how come you have a lab coat instead of an apron?” I slipped the white apron over my head and then tied it behind me.
“Uh, cause it was on the supply list.”
“There was a supply list?” I glanced over at where Chloe stood near the front of the class. Lab coat. “How did I miss that?”
“Maybe because you were late the first day of class.” Right. Another way Vivian had screwed me over.
Mr. Arnold hadn’t arrived yet, so I still had a chance to pull something off to shut Vivian up for good. An idea started to form, and I turned to Tonya, who was putting on her matching apron. “Get your cell out. We’re going to show everyone that Vivian is a liar and that she’s too chicken shit to follow through.”
“Interesting. I think this might be as good as kicking her ass.” Tonya rubbed her hands together gleefully, then pulled out her cell.
“Do I even want to know?” Nathan asked.
“Probably not. Just go with me on it, okay?”
Vivian strolled in, that smug look coating her face. Her little posse floated behind her, their eyes pinned on me.
“Oh, Vivian!” I called, motioning her over.
It seemed to give her pause, but she came like a lamb to slaughter. When she stopped in front of me, it felt as though everyone was watching us. I may not have been anybody important around school, just one of the Matlin freaks, but Vivian was one of those disgusting girls, who was only popular because of some inexplicable reason.
“I think there’s been a bit of a communication problem,” I said, giving her a sympathetic look. Nathan stood silently beside me, and over Vivian’s head, I could see Tonya holding her cell, capturing every second. “It seems that you’re under the impression that Nathan is still dating you and that you’re going to kick my ass. Well, just so you know, you’re wrong.”
I smiled and flipped her the middle finger, then turned to Nathan and gave him a lingering kiss on his startled lips. It was all so junior high, something straight out of some teenybopper movie, but it gave me a rush of adrenaline, knowing that I’d finally got Vivian. After a year of torment, watching her date Nathan, having her constantly shove it in my face, I was finally vindicated. When I glanced back at Vivian, she looked furious enough to hit me, but she didn’t. Maybe she realized that this time there’d be no way of escaping after the first attack, not with her posse blocking her only escape route.
“What?” I asked, posturing up just a bit. “Aren’t you going to hit me? Beat me up?”
She glared at me, and I swore I could see her vibrating with anger and humiliation. She had no problem with a sneak attack that would give her an advantage, but this was one she was likely to lose. I smiled as she spun on her heel, pushed through her friends, and marched for the door.
“Oh, and don’t worry Vivian, by lunch everyone in school will know you’re too chicken shit to do anything,” Tonya called, holding up her cell when Vivian looked back over her shoulder.
Vivian pushed the door open and shoved past Mr. Arnold, who was attempting to come through. He watched her leave, and then turned back to the class. He scanned the room and his gaze settled on Nathan and me.
“Is there a problem?” he asked.
“No, sir,” Nathan and I said, glancing at each other. The rest of the class flew by with no Vivian. When the bell rang, Tonya took great pleasure in telling me she’d already sent out her directorial debut.
“I think I want to be a director,” Tonya said. “I could seriously get used to this power.”
“Power?”
“Yeah. I mean, did you see Tonya’s face when she knew I’d recorded everything. Can’t you just see some snobby actress being pissed with the shot I took? I could bring Hollywood down.”
“That sounds more like an Owen plan,” I said, shaking my head.
“Ouch. Okay, so maybe I just want to make a shit load of money without starving myself to be some stick actress.” She tossed her hair, and strutted down the hall. 
Tonya’s little video didn’t quite make it to everyone in the school, but it only took one person showing it to Vivian to break her. It was actually a bit sad watching her sob dramatically into her friend’s shoulder in the cafeteria. She must have really believed Nathan would drop me just because she said so. Oh, the stupidity. And that was where my sympathy ended.
 She milked it for a few days, then seemed to finally accept reality. I could only hope it stuck, because there was something nice about not having to watch my back constantly, even if it did mean I had to listen to Tonya go on and on about missing the drama of it all.
I still didn’t trust Trevor, not that I said anything else to Tonya about it. Nathan, on the other hand, patiently listened to me vent my frustrations about not having any evidence to back up my theories.
In the three weeks after the movie date, the four of us had hung out a few times, although nothing even remotely resembling a double date, and each time Trevor had been perfect. Tonya wasn’t hiding anything from me, and Trevor never stepped wrong. It was like the guy I’d met on New Year’s was a completely different person, an evil twin or something.
“Maybe she was telling the truth,” Nathan said, interrupting my most recent rant after school one day.
“She wasn’t. I know it.” I glanced at him. He sat on the couch, while I paced the rec room. Tonya and Trevor had just left, and despite my repeated attempts to catch him on anything, Trevor had been completely honest and it drove me nuts. And knowing that Nathan didn’t totally believe me only made things worse. “I didn’t imagine those bruises, Nathan.”
“That’s not what I’m saying.” He sighed and got to his feet, grabbing his jacket from the back of the couch.
“You’re leaving? I thought you were going to stay for dinner?”
“Yeah, well, I don’t feel like listening to you talk about another guy for the next hour.” He bounded up the stairs, and I debated whether to follow him. My shoulders slumped. He was right. I was always harping on about Trevor, but I couldn’t shake the feelings I had. The guy was a certifiable creep and he was dating my best friend. But this was Nathan, and he was walking away from me.
“Nathan, wait!” I called, propelling myself up the stairs after him. I managed to catch him just as he opened the door.
“I’m sorry. Please don’t go. I promise not to say another word about you-know-who.” I reached for his hand and pulled him away from the door. “Stay. Please?”
“You promise?” he asked, arching a brow.
“Promise.” I tugged him back to the basement. “Besides, my dad isn’t gonna be home for another thirty minutes.”
Suddenly, I wasn’t pulling him. He was nudging me along. It was nice knowing that with a few words I could get him to do anything I wanted. I’d thought about us going further, but according to Chloe, I had a bit of a wait before sex was in the picture, though she wouldn’t give me the specifics. I wanted to resent her knowing before me, but I kind of liked not having the pressure of should I or shouldn’t I.
He followed me into my room and shut the door behind him. I flopped onto the bed, waiting for him to join me. When he didn’t, I flipped onto my back to look at him.
“What’s wrong?”
“Your room. It’s...”
“Clean?”
“Yeah. What happened? Are you sick or something?” He sat next to me and reached a hand for my forehead.
“Ha-ha.” I grabbed his hand and pulled him down beside me. “Lily happened. I borrowed her notes for Calculus and she needed them back, so she started looking, and voila! Clean room.”
“You are truly devious, you know that right?”
“Hey, I never said she had to find them. I would have looked.” I tried for an innocent look.
“Yeah, but she probably needed them this year.”
Any comeback I had was stopped by his lips. I pressed closer, deepening the kiss, letting any thoughts of Lily and Trevor drift away. Being with Nathan always felt so right. I never felt uncomfortable with being me. Not even my family made me feel that way. Dad tried to be accepting, but he looked at me the same way Nanna did, with the expectation that I be more like Mom. Chloe wanted me to be more like her, and Lily, well, she might be the only one who could accept me as me. It’s just that she wanted me to be happy. All the time. Not me, at all.
Thoughts of my family drifted away as the feel of Nathan, the taste of him, consumed me. Somehow I ended up lying on top of him, and his hands roamed across my back and down to my hips, pulling me against him. He tasted like chocolate and mint. He’d been snacking on the candies in the kitchen when I wasn’t looking.
My shirt crept up and his hands followed. I lifted up slightly to help him get closer, until the cloth bunched under my chin. We pulled apart and my shirt came off, along with his. I took a moment to look at him. I’d been right about the working out at the gym. He was definitely on his way to a six-pack.
He reached behind me for the clasp of my bra, but stopped when his watch beeped. It was five o’clock and my dad would be home soon. Ever since Nathan had started coming over, Dad had come up with a no boys in the bedroom rule, which I thought was unfair since Lily had been dating Dylan for almost four years and the rule had never surfaced for them.
I rolled off Nathan and lay on my stomach, my face turned to watch him. Standing he pulled his shirt back on and then adjusted his jeans, bringing a smile to my face. I loved knowing that he was so affected by me. He grabbed my shirt from the floor and tossed it over my back.
“Let’s go before I get banned from your house.”
I pushed off the bed and tugged the shirt on. He opened my bedroom door, and I trailed him down the hall. We reached the top of the stairs just as Dad walked into the house making me wonder if he was picking up on some of Chloe’s gift.
“Mr. Matlin,” Nathan said, nodding. His reddened cheeks were probably only confirming my dad’s suspicions.
“Nathan, nice to see you upstairs.”
I rolled my eyes and pulled Nathan into the kitchen. Dad hung up his coat and then joined us. It took a moment to register his empty hands.
“I thought you were picking up fried chicken from that new place downtown?”
“Nanna called and said she was feeling lonely, so I invited her over. You know how she is with fried foods. Lily is going to pick up sushi.”
Nathan gagged and I looked over to see him swallowing repeatedly.
“Maybe I should head home,” he said, ending with another gag.
“Too late,” Chloe said, coming into the kitchen. She hopped up on the counter, ignoring the look Dad gave her. “Don’t worry, Nathan, I already told Lily to pick up enough for you.”
His face paled and I swore a hint of green tinged his cheeks.
“Yes, Nathan, please stay,” Dad said, and then turned to me. “Nanna said she was looking forward to meeting the boy Phoebe has been fighting over. Which has me a bit curious as well.”
“Dad-”
“Save it for now,” he said, cutting me off. “Once will be enough for this story. Nathan, no need to look so green. Lily only gets enough sushi for the girls. She’ll pick up some cooked food for us.”
   “Dad! You spoil all the fun.” Chloe slid off the counter and went the door, opening it as Nanna reached the porch. She came in, giving Chloe a kiss on the cheek.
“Chloe dear, you look so lovely in that dress. I’m so glad Phoebe didn’t ruin it.”
So that was how it was going to be. I took in a deep, calming, breath and went over to give her a hug. The exchange felt a bit stiff, and I wasn’t sure which one of us still held the grudge. Okay, it was probably me, but Nanna was pretty stubborn, too.
“Nanna, this is Nathan.” I let go of her and motioned to Nathan across the room.
“Well, you’re certainly an improvement over the last boy Phoebe went out with.” She reached out her hand to shake his. He came toward us, extending his hand. I surged forward and grabbed his hand before Nanna could get a grasp. She chuckled behind me.
“No need to make it easy for her,” I said under my breath when he gave me a curious look. I gave Nanna a tight smile. “We’ll go lay the table.”
“Nice to meet you, ma’am.” Nathan gave a slight nod and then went with me to the dining room. “What was that about?”
I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one was listening, but the three of them had wandered into kitchen.
“Nanna can see things you’ve done, but she either needs to touch you, or something belonging to you, to do it.”
“Ah, so you were saving me. Shouldn’t I be worried that my jacket is hanging off a chair in the kitchen?”
I shrugged a shoulder. “She’ll do it anyways, but it’s better if you’re not there to see her reaction. It’s why Dylan never comes over when he knows she’s here.”
“What did she do to him?”
“Nothing, they were fine for a while, and then about six months ago she stared at him real hard, but it totally freaked him out. I thought it was because he and Lily started, you know... but it must have been something else.”
“Is there anyone in your family I’m safe around?”
“My dad and Lily.” I saw him give me a skeptical look. “Okay. Lily.”
I handed some place mats to Nathan, and while he laid them on the table, I pulled the plates and silverware from the china cabinet. We were setting the last of the silverware when Lily arrived with dinner. Chloe, Dad, and Nanna followed her into the room and she placed the carryout bag at the head of the table. Nathan, eyeing the bag with disgust, shuffled to the side until he was at the opposite end as the food.
“Don’t worry, Nathan, I ordered some teriyaki beef for you and Dad.”
“I believe it’s the smell that’s bothering him. Or at least it was the last time he was around sushi,” Nanna said as she took a seat.
 I gave a groan and rolled my eyes as I put the last of the utensils on the table, then sat down next to the chair Nathan hovered behind. Lily casually made her way behind me, and reached for something on the china cabinet. I watched as her hand darted out and touched his back. She was done in a second, moving to the empty seat beside me.
“You’re looking a bit better, Nathan,” Chloe commented when he finally sat. She opened the food containers and started passing them around.
“Actually I am.” He took the carton of sushi from me, giving it a tentative whiff.
“Lily only settled your stomach, she didn’t change your taste.” I snatched the container from him and scooped out salmon rolls.
“She what?”
“I’m sorry, Nathan. I can’t stand the sight of people gagging or getting sick.” Lily handed him the teriyaki beef, with an apologetic smile.
“No, that’s okay. I guess I just thought...”
“What?” I asked.
“That I’d feel something, you know, when she was doing it.”
Chloe gave a snorting laugh followed by a cough as she choked on a bite of food.
“Chloe, that’s enough.” Dad took the teriyaki beef from Nathan and shoveled a heap onto his plate.
The conversation ended as we all started eating. I slowly chewed my food, watching Nanna. She’d been quiet. Too quiet. I kept waiting for her to pounce on me about Vivian, or at the least going to Mom’s grave again. She glanced up at me, a knowing smile on her face.
“So Nathan, how long have you known Phoebe?” Nanna speared a small piece of tempura with her fork.
“Um, a couple years.”
“I’m surprised it’s taken this long for the two of you to start dating.”
“Uh, yeah, well...” Nathan faltered and glanced at me for help.
“Do we really have to play this game?” I asked her. “Nathan was dating Vivian. Then he decided not to date her anymore.”
“Is this the girl you’ve been fighting with?” Dad looked from Nanna to me.
“I haven’t been fighting her. She attacked me twice.”
“And you walked away?” He wore that look that said he already knew I didn’t.
“This is so unfair! I only defended myself.” Everyone was staring at me, with expressions ranging from amusement to concern to disappointment. “Okay, so I may have hit her back the first time. But I didn’t touch her the second time.”
“Then why didn’t you tell me about this?”
Because I had tried to hit her. Not that I was going to admit that to Dad.
“I just wanted to forget about it.”
“Maybe I should go,” Nathan said.
“No! We can go eat downstairs.” Holding my plate, I started to stand.
“Sit down, young lady,” Dad said. “We’ll put this to rest. For now. But if I hear about anymore fighting, there will be consequences.”
Chloe and Lily tried to fill the room with a semblance of normal conversation, chatting away about school and friends, although I noticed Lily didn’t bring up Dylan. Nanna must have wondered about it too, because she reached over and touched Lily’s hand, and followed it up with a long stare. Lily didn’t meet her gaze, which only added to my suspicions over the last few weeks that something was going on with her and Dylan.
 While Chloe and I cleaned up after dinner, Nanna made small talk with Nathan. It seemed innocent enough and Lily and Dad were there to make sure that she didn’t go too far. Although I’m not sure why she even bothered. She’d already grabbed one of his hairs from the sleeve of his shirt under the pretext of brushing it off, but I saw her slip it into her pocket. Now she’d be able to check up on him whenever she wanted. When I went back into the dining room, Nathan looked up at me, an expression of pure relief shining there.
“Ready to watch our movie?” I asked.
“Yes,” he said and practically jumped up. His chair teetered on its back legs, and he grasped it before it fell backwards into the china cabinet. “Nice meeting you, Ma’am.”
“Oh, I’m sure I’ll see you again.”
I hated the cheeky little smile she gave. Hopefully the implications of her comment would go straight over Nathan’s head. Having him realize that my grandma could use the strand of his hair to check up on him was not the best way for me to enjoy having a boyfriend.
Lily giggled as I snagged Nathan’s arm and got him away from Nanna before she could freak him out anymore than she already had.
“Is your grandma always so strange?” he asked once we were safely downstairs.
“Yeah, though she fits in pretty well with the rest of my family.”
“You included?”
“Ha ha.”
We sat on the sofa and I flicked on the television, scrolling through the menu until I found the movie we’d planned to watch, then I got up to throw a bag of popcorn into the microwave Dad had finally allowed us to put downstairs. When I ran up to get us a couple of sodas, I hoped Nanna would be gone, but luck was never on my side. She sat at the table with Dad, sipping a coffee.
“He’s a good boy,” Nanna said. Thinking she was talking to me, I looked at her from around the fridge door, but she was staring at Dad. I knew she was referring to Nathan. At least she wasn’t revealing any of his dirty laundry.
Dad coughed and stood up, holding his coffee mug with both hands. “I’ve got to make a quick call for work. I’ll be right back.” He snuck a peek at me, and I rolled my eyes.
“Nanna, if you have something to say...” I let my voice trail off. Confrontation with Nanna hadn’t been working well for me lately.
“He’s right, you know,” she said, finally turning her gaze on me.
“Dad?”
“Nathan. You spend more time talking about Tonya and her boyfriend than you do...well, enjoying him.”
Was Nanna actually telling me I should be getting it on with my boyfriend?! Thank God, Dad wasn’t around.
“Your gift is still new, Phoebe. And you lack control.”
“So, you’re saying I should just forget about the fact that Trevor is a jerk and might be hurting my best friend?”
“No, I’m not saying that, but do you trust your gift? Absolutely? Can you say that the voice you heard was the truth, beyond any doubt?”
She sipped her coffee and I watched her hand tremble slightly. She was getting old. Almost ninety.
“Of all my grandchildren and great-grandchildren, I worry about you the most. Your gift has come to you so late, and you have no experience controlling it. You hear the voice and blurt it out, not stopping to think if you have influenced it with your own ideas and desires.”
“So this voice is all in my head? I’m just making it up?”
“No, dear. But you need to listen with your heart as well as your head. I meant it when I told your father that Nathan was a good boy. But you are consumed by the certainty of what is happening with Tonya to the exclusion of everything and everyone else around you.”
The sound of machine guns rose from the basement, reminding me that Nathan was waiting for me. I didn’t say anything to Nanna as I left mainly because I didn’t know what to say.
When I got back down to the rec room, blood and gore filled the screen as zombies took over a town. I snuggled in next to Nathan, stealing some of the popcorn he’d dumped into a bowl while I’d been talking to Nanna.
I thought back to the day Chloe had tested my gift. How I hadn’t caught lie after lie, until the very last. But that one lie had been the only one she truly hadn’t wanted me to know. Everything else had been...what? Lies? Fibs? Nonessential untruths?
I glanced at Nathan. I’d heard him lie about why he’d broken up with Vivian. He’d claimed it had nothing to do with me, yet the voice had called him out. Had it been my wishful thinking that had me hearing the voice? I wasn’t sure I wanted to know if I’d been wrong about that. And without asking, there was no way to know for sure.
Nanna did have a point about one other thing though. I had been ignoring Nathan and he was fed up with it, maybe on the verge of being fed up with me.
“I’m sorry,” I said. He looked down at me, his eyes questioning. “You were right about me obsessing. No more suspicions, no more plotting. Tonya says he didn’t do anything. He seems like a great guy. From now on, you’re the only guy I’ll think about. I’m done obsessing.”
“What? I’m not worthy of obsessing over?” He cracked a smile, and some of my guilt lifted.
“Oh, I don’t know. If I did, then that wouldn’t be much work for you now would it?”
I ran my hand up under his shirt and loved the way the muscles contracted. Creaking from upstairs reminded me that Dad was home and lately he’d been prone to spontaneous runs down the stairs. I withdrew my hand and gave him a sassy smile.
“You don’t play nice, you know that?” he said, shifting to get comfortable.
“Hey, you were the one that said you wanted to do the chasing.”



Chapter 10
 “I need you to cover for me,” Tonya said, sliding up to me while I emptied the mountain of trash from my locker. The plastic bag I held was nearly full, but I still had a pile more to go.
“When? Where? And most importantly, why?”
“Trevor is taking me to the Triple Feature on Saturday and I need you to tell Gran that I’m going with you.”
Almost six months of dating and she still wouldn’t tell Gran about Trevor. Why not? I quashed the thought as soon as it came to me. For the past four weeks, I’d been really good at not thinking anything about Trevor, even the couple of times we’d all hung out together.
I pulled my mind away from Trevor and onto the Triple Feature. It was Beachgrove Cinema’s attempt at cashing in on what had once been my most hated day of the year. Prom. From six o’clock on Saturday evening until three in the morning, the drive-in theater just outside of town was converted into a rom-com haven, with three romantic-comedies playing non-stop all night.
Beachgrove High sponsored the Triple Feature as the major prom fundraiser, staffing it with volunteers and parent chaperones. It was the one time of year the town suspended curfew and was usually the highlight of the year for anyone fifteen to eighteen, since there wasn’t anywhere else to go. And under the guise of fundraising and covering costs, the school and theater managed to get away with charging a hundred bucks a ticket. I hated to think what they would be charging for drinks and food at the concession. In a less affluent community, the place would probably have been dead, but Beachgrove was one of those places where my dad’s nice law firm income placed us in the lower bracket.
Dad said the whole thing was a lawsuit waiting to happen. One kid gets hurt after normal curfew and the school and drive-in would be shelling out big bucks. Not that that deterred me or any other high school student from wanting to go. This was going to be my first year, and if he was so convinced about it ending someday, I didn’t want to miss my chance.
“So? Will you?” Tonya asked.
“Sorry, Nathan already asked me to go with him. Dad said no at first. Some lame excuse about it being too late for me to be out with my boyfriend. Not that he minded when he told Lily she could go with Dylan. So, I convinced Lily to let us make it into a group thing with Owen, Karin, and Bianca. And he couldn’t really say no to that.”
“And you didn’t invite me?!”
“I figured you would have plans with Trevor. You guys are together practically every minute you’re not at home or school. Besides, Dylan and Trevor didn’t exactly hit it off last time, and I figured it was better they didn’t meet up again.”
“Whatever. Besides, that doesn’t matter. I just need you to get me out the door. Please?”
“When are you going to tell Gran about him?” I asked.
“Soon. She’s still so wrapped up in dealing with Mom since she got out. Even though Mom’s still in San Diego, she’s been calling and asking to come home, and you know how Gran hates not letting her come. Come on, you still owe me for that double date.”
“Hey, you were the one who first mentioned that double dating stuff.”
“Yeah, back when we were ten. Come on, please?” she said, her lips in a pout.
“I don’t know. I already feel bad about lying to your gran all the other times. Maybe you guys can just come with us and then it won’t be a lie.”
“When did you turn into some goody-two-shoes?” She huffed and leaned her back against the neighboring locker. “Fine. I was going to pay for your ticket, but now you’re on your own.”
“Gee, thanks. Dylan already picked up our tickets for us. He gets them at a discount since he’s the all important assistant manager at the cinema, so we only had to pay fifty bucks a ticket.”
She perked up. “Can he get anymore? Trevor was bitching about the price.”
“No, he reached his limit. Sorry,” I said, trying to hide my satisfaction. If Trevor wanted to be with Tonya, he could pay full price. I may have promised Nathan I wouldn’t obsess over Trevor anymore, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t always in the back of my mind. 
The voice hadn’t popped up again, at least not with Trevor and Tonya, but my gut still clenched anytime he was around. Nanna said I had no control of my gift, but personally, I thought that was all the more reason to believe it. Each day I caught more and more people in lies, which occasionally still freaked me out, but at least I had the brains to keep it to myself. Well, except for the time Owen lied about not crushing on someone. That time I had to tell Tonya, and maybe I mentioned it to Bianca and Nathan.
Tonya and I headed to Mr. Arnold’s class and I kept an eye out for Nathan. Usually he met me at my locker, but I hadn’t seen him yet.
Karin caught us just before the warning bell, which was strange since I rarely saw her during school. She was on the advanced track and most of her classes were at the senior level or college credit. She always stuck out in our group of friends, and she only hung out with us because of Owen. Which, if they paired up, would be even weirder. Thank God, Owen wasn’t interested.
“Hey,” she said, gasping for a breath. “Bianca and I are planning on going to Town Center tomorrow morning, if you want to join us. Kind of a girls’ day thing before heading to the drive in.”
“Sounds spiffy,” Tonya said. I nudged her with my elbow. Sometimes she could be so rude, especially to Karin, who was totally unaware of the high level of sarcasm Tonya used with her.
“Okaaay.” Karin gave Tonya an annoyed look, and then turned to me. “Bianca’s driving, so we’ll pick you up at about ten.” She walked off and gave a little wave.
“You’re such a bitch to her,” I said, slapping Tonya’s arm lightly.
“I can’t help it. She’s one of those perfect, snotty, types. I don’t know why we always have to include her.”
“Because she’s our friend, and she’s the only reason we didn’t flunk History last year.”
“Okay, so she’s not that bad, but there’s just something about her that pushes my buttons. Guess I’ll come over to your place tomorrow morning, since she’s obviously not going to pick me up.”
Tonya opened the classroom door and we went in. I expected to see Nathan in his usual seat behind mine, but he wasn’t there. Maybe he was sick. I contemplated texting him, but it would take me too long. It would have been pointless anyways, since he walked in a few minutes later, followed by Vivian.
He winked at me, while Vivian just smiled. It was her smile that set off every suspicious bone in my body. Completely disregarding Mr. Arnold as he began his lecture, I turned in my seat to look at Nathan.
“Where were you?” I whispered.
“Vivian trapped me at my locker.” He focused on pulling his binder out of his backpack.
“And?” There had to be more to it than that. Vivian’s smile said there was more to it. His avoidance said there was more to it.
“Nothing.” He checked to see if I’d bought it. “Okay, she asked me if I could help her and her mom move some stuff this weekend.”
“This weekend? I seriously hope you told her no.”
“I told her I was busy.”
“So why was she smiling?”
“How should I know?” He looked thoroughly confused.
I huffed and swiveled back to Mr. Arnold. I knew Nathan wasn’t lying, but still, just knowing Vivian was up to her scheming ways again made me mad. And that Nathan was so passively undisturbed only pissed me off more. Didn’t he care that Vivian was most likely trying to break us up?
A few minutes later I felt a tap on my shoulder and glanced back to see Nathan holding out a folded note. It was simply folded in half then half again, nothing like the intricate fold of the note he and Vivian had been passing months ago, but my stomach still clenched in fear that the message would be the same.
I slowly unfolded it and tried to make out Nathan’s horrible chicken scratch.
I know what you’re thinking. Forget about Vivian. Know what I’m thinking about?
Quickly, I wrote back while Tonya peeked over to see what he’d written.
What?
I flicked the paper back at him, not bother with folding it. That kind of crap would have just annoyed me more. Less than a minute later, a soft brush of air swept across my neck, followed by the paper drifting over my shoulder. I snatched the paper and opened it.
You
The word was followed by an arrow to turn the page over. I flipped it over, aware of Tonya’s rapt eyes on the note.
And your hot pink panties.
I choked on my gasp, while Tonya gave a loud laugh. My face flamed and when Nathan coughed, I knew his face would be, too. He obviously didn’t realize Tonya would be able to see it.
“Is there a problem, Ms. Matlin?” Mr. Arnold asked from the board. Everyone in class followed his gaze and stared at me. Instinctively, I crumpled the paper and tried to shove it in my backpack.
“No. Sorry, I just choked on my gum.” I sat up straight in my seat and when he turned to answer a question from someone else, I glanced over at Vivian. She was watching me, some of the glee in her face diminished. I gave her a wicked grin and watched her frustration build.
Mr. Arnold coughed and surveyed the room, so I picked up my pencil and pretended to copy the notes he’d written on the board; I’d just scan Lily’s from last semester. Instead, I drew a cartoon of Vivian pulling out her hair, while her eyes melted. Maybe a bit childish, but it made me feel a bit better.
Nathan’s fingers trailed along my neck, and I wished I hadn’t pulled my hair back into a ponytail. I swatted at his hand and shot him a nasty look over my shoulder. Just because I wasn’t taking notes, or giving a hundred percent attention to the teacher, didn’t mean he could totally distract me. I needed to be able to get something out of the class. That he just blew a kiss back caused my stomach to clench. Not the painful cramps of a liar, but with the exhilarating knowledge that I loved playing his game.
The rest of the day flew by with Nathan managing to make me completely forget about Vivian. I just wish he’d been with us the next day to help me forget about Trevor.
It was impossible to relax and concentrate on shopping with Tonya’s cell phone continually ringing or buzzing. I glared at her as she smiled over another text from Trevor and waited impatiently in front of her, barely resisting the toe tapping I so wanted to do. Whatever annoyance I projected apparently wasn’t enough, because Tonya started typing away, and I finally gave up on her and wandered away.
I had a new top to find and it was already one, which meant I had three hours before I had to start getting ready for the Triple Feature. Tonya had been my best hope of finding a cute top since she had some funky radar that practically threw the best clothing at her. She already had four bags dangling from her arm, and she hadn’t even been looking to buy anything. Bianca would help, but she had some Goth cheerleader thing going on, and I wasn’t sure I wanted anything she was feeling. And there was no way I’d follow Karin’s fashion advice. Her clothes were just plain fugly. Not cheap, just outside the realm of normal taste.
Shuffling through the nearest rack, I pulled out a multicolored halter-top. Nice style, but it looked like the designer had vomited the colors onto the fabric. I hung it back up and went onto the next rack.
“Hey, why’d you leave me back there?” Tonya asked as she reached around me to pull off a black top. It had a standing half-inch collar, and short ruffles along the buttons that went from the neck to the slight empire waist. It was the best thing I’d seen all morning. Tonya passed it to me. “Here, try this one.”
“How do you do that?” I asked, taking the hanger and heading for the change rooms.
“Do what?”
“Find the best clothes without even looking.”
“It’s instinct, I guess. God didn’t give just your family gifts.”
“What did he want?” I asked as we waited for one of the staff to come and open a room for me.
“God?”
“Trevor.”
“Oh, he just wanted to know what time the first movie starts.”
Somehow, Tonya had suckered me into her plan to deceive Gran. I still felt a bit uneasy about it, but when Nathan guessed that my reluctance was due more to having it out for Trevor, I’d been forced into it.
Tonya’s phone beeped again, and I groaned. “Just ignore it,” I said. “He’s going to see you in a few hours anyways.”
She shot me an ‘are-you-crazy’ look, and flipped open her cell. I went into the change room, and pulled on the shirt. It was cute, damn it. Just once, I wanted to find the good stuff, even if I just passed it off to her. I redressed and slung the top over my arm, leaving the hanger on the floor of the small room.
Bianca was sitting on a love seat directly across from the change area, while Tonya was on her cell talking. Bianca and I shared a look. Trevor was turning into a pest and he wasn’t even in town yet.
“You find anything?” she asked, and I held up my shirt in response. “Cute. A bit tame, but cute.”
“Come on,” I said. “Help me find some earrings.”
We wandered over to the jewelry racks near the cashier and I let the shiny baubles distract me from Trevor. For a minute at least. Then Tonya giggled and I wanted to puke.
“You really don’t like this guy, do you?” Bianca asked me. She held up a pair of giant hoops to her ear.
“No way am I going anywhere with you in those. And I’m trying to like him. He seems perfect, at least everyone says he is.” Everyone but me.
“He seemed okay the one time I met him,” Bianca said.
“Maybe I should be ragging on Nathan to call me more,” I said. “Then again, it’d be kinda creepy to have him calling me every two minutes.”
Bianca shushed me with a chuckle as Tonya pocketed her phone and scanned the store for us.
“What was it this time?” I asked, doing a horrible job of hiding my irritation. This was supposed to be about enjoying a shopping trip with my best friends and instead I was battling Trevor for attention.
“He was just wondering what we were up to, and to double check what time he was meeting us.”
“The last text you sent told him that.”
“I think it’s sweet that he keeps wanting to talk to her,” Bianca said. She smiled and I knew she was enjoying stirring the pot.
“It’s annoying.”
“Ha!” Tonya nudged my shoulder, then said to Bianca, “I think Phoebe’s jealous that Trevor cares enough about me to want to know what I’m doing.”
“Jealous that my boyfriend doesn’t boarder on stalkerish? Yeah, I don’t think so.” I could tell that pushed Tonya’s buttons and knew if I kept going, we’d end up in a massive fight. Not what I’d been aiming for. “Anyways, I’m getting the shirt, and from now on you’re picking out everything I buy.”
“Hey, don’t I get to pick anything?” Bianca came over and wrapped an arm around each of us. Tonya and I glanced down at Bianca’s slightly bizarre ensemble, a tattered purple and black plaid mini skirt with a hot pink polo shirt, then looked at each other and laughed. Bianca looked at her outfit then back at us. “What?”
“Nothing,” I said, giving a lame cough to cover my slight chuckle. “Hey, what happened to Karin?”
“She went next door to try to find something for tonight,” Bianca explained.
Tonya made a gagging sound. “The only things there are penny loafers and golf shirts. I think I’d take your advice on clothing before I asked her.”
I went over to the cashier and handed her the shirt to ring up. Tonya and Bianca kept browsing, but I was completely broke. I’d considered raiding Chloe’s closet, but after the disaster with the dress I’d figured it was better to play it safe, and with Lily being almost seven inches shorter my options with her closet were pretty limited. After paying, I took my bag and headed over to the racks of skirts Bianca and Tonya were searching through.
“Oh, my God! Look at this! It would go perfect with that purple top I bought last week.” Tonya held up a deep purple mini-skirt for us to inspect. “I’m going to try it on. Here, hold this.” She thrust her purse and bags at me, then took off for the changing room.
“This is why I never like going shopping with you guys,” Bianca said with a groan. “I’m starving and we can’t even get out of the first store we go into.”
“Hey, it’s not me. I’m done. And I’m hungry, too.” I glanced toward where Tonya had disappeared into the tiny room. Tonya was a delayed shopper. If she tried on something she liked, it took forever for her to get it off. She’d probably spend the next ten minutes imagining it with every other top in her wardrobe before she came back out.
I walked over and knocked on the door to her change room. “Hey, we’re going to go and find Karin, so we can grab a bite to eat before we all starve to death.”
“Sure. Oh hey, pass me my wallet.” Her arm reached over the door and I dug through her purse to pull out the red faux snakeskin wallet.
“Thank God,” Bianca said as we left the store. “I think I’m going to die of starvation.”
My eyes rolled and I barely contained a snort. Bianca was one of those naturally ultra-thin girls that never set foot in a gym, or tried a diet. Not that she was as bad as Karin with her fake complaints about not being able to gain weight, but one day I hoped karma would catch up with her, or both of them. Not that I wanted them fat, but still a little chunkier would make me feel better. I’m sure Dad would simply tell me that I should hit the gym like Chloe if I wanted that perfect size six, but honestly, I was just too lazy. Size ten was working for me.
Tonya’s cell phone rang just as we went into the clothing store to get Karin. Both Bianca and I groaned, then laughed at the absurdity of a guy calling fifteen times in the span of two hours.
“Are you gonna to answer it?”
I pulled the cell from Tonya’s purse and saw Trevor’s name floating across the screen. Tonya would want me to answer it, even if it was just to say that she’d call him back. Before I could change my mind, I hit end and then held it down until the phone powered off.
“Nope.”
“You know she’ll just call him back as soon as you tell her he called,” Bianca said, her eyebrows raised.
“True. Or we could just not tell her he called. She won’t even know her cell is off.” I would have done the same even if it hadn’t been Trevor calling. Really. “Besides, it would add on another ten minutes until we could get to the food court.”
“You are so bad,” Bianca said, an evil grin that matched mine spreading across her face. Her stomach gave a well-timed rumble. “I never heard her phone ring. It must have been covered by the grumbles of my stomach.”
I shoved the turned off cell phone back in Tonya’s purse, and tried to arrange her junk so it made the thing hard to find. The less chance she had of coming across it, the less chance she had to think of its silence. For a brief moment, guilt assaulted me, then I thought of how annoying the calls had been, of the bruises on Tonya’s arms, of the voice that rang through my head when he lied.
I wouldn’t lie. If she asked, I’d admit he called, but otherwise I wasn’t going to tell her. Not really a lie. Just a simple, not so innocent, omission.



Chapter 11
Not so simple, really. And I have to admit, it wasn’t even close to innocent either. Not that I was about to admit that fact to Tonya as she stood at my front door four hours later.
“Did you turn off my cell when we were at the mall?” she demanded, holding the offending phone up as if presenting evidence.
“What?” That came out sounding so guilty.
“What the hell, Phoebe? Trevor called and left like fifteen messages. He thought something was wrong.”
Nothing had been wrong. After I’d turned the thing off, the four of us had enjoyed a fun, and Trevor-free, lunch and then gone home to get ready. I’d even forgotten about doing it until Tonya arrived completely pissed.
I considered lying, but despite my gift at reading other’s lies, telling them wasn’t a talent of mine, so I opted for some partial truths and possibly a bit of deflection.
“I’m sorry. I only turned it off because I wanted us all to spend some girl time together.” The truth, minus my continued distrust of Trevor. Now for deflecting. “Can you help me get Lily dressed. She’s totally flaking right now. Saying she’s too tired. And if she doesn’t go, Dad says I can’t go, which means you won’t have me as your cover.”
“What?!” Tonya marched passed me, heading for the stairs and an unsuspecting Lily. “What’s up with her lately anyways? She a bit more freaky than normal.”
“I don’t know. She’s just been tired a lot.” I knew the healings she did sometimes wiped her out, but this was more than normal. Then again, it could just be she was realizing what a prick Dylan really was.
“Well, she’s going tonight, because if you can’t go then I’ll be totally screwed if Gran calls your dad.” She stomped down the stairs, went straight to Lily’s room, and gave one short knock on the door before flinging it open.
Lily practically jumped up from her bed where she’d been laying. “Tonya! You scared me.” She gave a slight chuckle that didn’t quite make it to her eyes.
“I can’t believe you’re trying to ditch this,” Tonya said, crossing her arms over her chest. I couldn’t see her face, but I was sure she gave Lily the evil eye.
“What are you talking about?” Lily asked, completely confused.
Okay, so maybe I’d lied a bit, but hopefully Lily would at least pretend to be mildly put out about going. Behind Tonya’s back, I tried to do some kind of charades gesture that would get my point across to Lily, but I sucked at games, and this whole mess of Tonya confronting Lily perfectly demonstrated how I sucked at lying even more.
“Phoebe said you were trying to bail tonight.”
“Uh...” Lily hesitated and I got in one more chocking motion before Tonya twisted around as if sensing my frantic attempts to get Lily to cover for me. But it must have worked, because Lily said, “Oh yeah. I’m a bit tired.”
“Come on, please. I really need Phoebe to cover for me, and since she’s suddenly developed some kind of conscience and doesn’t want to lie to my gran, she has to go tonight.”
“And I have to go because...?”
“You know Dad won’t let me go with Nathan if you’re not going.” I practically crossed my eyes trying to signal Lily to keep going along with everything.
“Ah, well I suppose I could go.” Not that she had been intending to bail, but there was a reluctance in her voice that made me wonder if she really wanted to.
“Thank you, thank you!” Tonya did a little happy dance out of Lily’s room, and we went down the hall to mine. Tonya sprawled across my bed, while I sat down at my desk. I fiddled with my iPod, then plugged it into my desktop computer to charge. The computer was a relic, but unlike Lily and Chloe I wasn’t going to save up for months just to buy a laptop that I wouldn’t know how to use anyways. I was only marginally better at typing on a keyboard than texting with my cell.
“So, when is everyone coming over?” Tonya asked, grabbing a magazine from my nightstand.
“Pretty soon, I guess. We all agreed on five-thirty. God, it’s gonna be a tight fit with all of us in the truck. When is Trevor getting here?”
“Oh, he’s going to meet us there. That way we can have our own space.” She tried for a sly, sexy look, but failed miserably when we both started laughing.
“You better not have sex in there, ’cause if Karin finds out, you know she’ll rat you out.”
“God no! I don’t even really like it.”
“What? Then why are you doing it with him?” I tried to imagine not liking sex with Nathan, but it was hard when I couldn’t even say that I liked it, which kinda sucked.
“He’s a good kisser and I like, you know...” She gestured around her chest with her hands. “But I don’t know... I thought after the first time it would get better, or at least last a bit longer.”
“Oh my God, Tonya, you’re dating a minute man!” I burst out laughing and tried to avoid the playful whacks Tonya was aiming at me.
“Shut up. You and Nathan aren’t even doing it yet.” Failing to reach me with her swinging arms, she threw a pillow at me. I caught the pillow and tossed it back at her. My distraction plan had succeeded, now I just had to hold her off until the others arrived.
“Who said we weren’t?”
“Chloe. She also told Bianca you’re gonna be waiting a while.” This time she laughed louder. It sucked having a friend who was also friends with your sister. Not that Bianca and Chloe hung out a lot, but apparently it was enough that Chloe was spilling about my love life to her, and Bianca in turn was sharing with Tonya.
“Whatever.” Not my smoothest come back, but anything lamer was interrupted by the doorbell. Hoping it was Nathan, I leapt out of the chair and ran up the steps, with Tonya following at a much slower pace.
My luck with answering the door hadn’t changed. Instead of Nathan, I found Dylan. I opened the door for him to come in and tried to put on my polite face. Not the easiest task since Dylan ranked pretty low in my books, just above Vivian and Trevor, but he had gotten us the tickets half price and he’d agreed to let me turn his date with Lily into a group event, so I figured I needed to at least be polite. For a while.
“Hey, Lily’s downstairs,” I said and he nodded. I went to the top of the stairs and yelled down to let her know it was Dylan. She made some kind of response that I took for ‘be right up’ and I went back into the living room to find Dylan making himself at home, sitting in my dad’s recliner, his feet propped up on the coffee table and flipping around the channels on the TV.
“So...thanks for the tickets.” Awkward, but what else could I say? Dylan and I had had little to talk about when he was a nice guy, now that he’d turned into an ass there was even less.
“Yeah, well Lily told me your dad wouldn’t let either of you go unless it was a group thing, so it’s not like I had a choice.” He shot me a dirty look before focusing back on the television screen.
Interesting. Lily lying to Dylan. My lips tipped into a small smile. My angelic little sister was being a bad girl telling fibs to her boyfriend.
“Where is everyone?” Tonya pulled out her cell phone to check the time. “Trevor’s going to get there before us and start worrying. Especially after the whole turning off the cell thing you did earlier.”
A groan of disgust escaped before I could control it and I avoided the sharp look she sent my way. I’d been doing such a good job of distracting her, and now Dylan had broken my flow and she was right back at it.
“That creep isn’t coming, is he?” Dylan said, sitting forward and glaring at me then Tonya. Dylan got a little less jerk-ish. If he didn’t like Trevor, then how could I be wrong?
“He’s not a creep,” Tonya spit out. “He’s my boyfriend and yes he’s coming. He’s going to meet us there so he doesn’t have to look at your ugly face.”
“Really?” Lily asked softly from the entry to the living room. “Can we please not fight tonight? I seriously don’t have the energy to pick up the pieces.”
“They’re not gonna fight, Lils. And if they do they can deal with it on their own.” I sank onto the couch.
Then Dylan completely floored me. He tossed the remote onto the coffee table and stood up to look at Lily.
“You look real pretty, Lils,” he said and gave her such a sweet smile I could almost see the Dylan she must love. “I’ll be good. Promise.”
She smiled back at him, but it faded as he stepped closer to her and by the time he took hold of her hand, it was gone, replaced by a sad look that only lasted a moment before she was yawning.
“Sorry,” she said, covering her mouth. “I haven’t been sleeping very well.”
Liar. She’d been sleeping almost twelve hours a day, sometimes more, for the past couple of months.
She pulled away from him and went to the couch, sitting between Tonya and the armrest, leaving no room for Dylan to sit beside her.
The bell rang again and I went to open it. Bianca leaned on the button even after I opened the door, while Owen seemed to be trying to put as much space between him and Karin.
“Girl, took you long enough,” Bianca said, finally removing her finger from the bell and letting the constant chime echo itself to silence. “Please tell me you’re all ready.”
“Yes, I guess we’re just waiting on Nathan.”
“He’ll be here any minute. I caught a glimpse of him getting in his dad’s truck as we passed his place.”
Nathan was our designated driver, since he was the only one who could get a truck. It would be a squish fitting in for the ride to the theater, but once there, he’d be able to reverse into the spot and we’d all pile into the back of the truck.
“Hey guys, Nathan’s almost here,” I called into the living room, then got my shoes from the closet and sat on the small stool beside the door to slip them on. Dylan, Lily, and Tonya joined us at the door just as two vehicles pulled up. The first was Dad’s silver minivan, which he parked in the driveway. Nathan’s was the second and he pulled his dad’s truck up behind my Sunfire in front of the house.
“Hey, Mr. Matlin,” Bianca said as Dad made his way up the porch.
He smiled and greeted everyone as they parted to let him through. Once inside he dropped his briefcase on the floor beside me.
“What time are you expecting to be home?” he asked, looking at Lily.
I rolled my eyes at his back. God forbid I give him an honest answer.
“The last show should be done by two, so probably around two-thirty. I’ll call if it’s going to be later,” Lily answered.
“I know you will,” he said and this time he caught my rolling eyes when he turned to me suddenly and said, “No more fighting.”
“Sure, whatever.”
I wasn’t sure what I’d done to earn his distrust, but so far he’d refused to allow me on a solo date with Nathan after curfew, even after giving Lily permission, and now he was expecting me to lie about how late we’d be out. Deep inside I knew it wasn’t me he didn’t trust but Nathan. Dylan had been around for years and had proven himself over and over, even if I thought that trust was sorely misplaced. And well, there was the fact that Lily was an angel.
“I’m serious, Phoebe.” He glanced over at my friends who all seemed to be finding something interesting on their shoes or in the sky. “I’m trusting you.”
I nearly rolled my eyes again, but knew if I did, I probably wouldn’t make it out of the house for at least a month, so I gave a tight smile instead and followed Lily and the others out to Nathan’s truck.
“You look nice,” Nathan said as he got out from behind the wheel and came around to me. He grasped my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. I figured he didn’t try for a kiss because Dad still watched us.
Everyone piled into the truck, making it was a tight squeeze. Good thing Trevor was meeting us there, because even with Dylan and Lily going in his car, and the extra large cab, we were sandwiched in. Owen had managed to maneuver his way into sitting between Tonya and Bianca, while Karin sat up front with Nathan and me.
Bianca kept us entertained during the twenty-minute drive with comments about the mall and Dylan’s out-of-date Bieber hair. I even managed to relax a bit, because Tonya seemed to have let the whole cell phone thing go.
When we pulled up to the theater, Trevor’s new truck was idling just outside the ticket plaza and he followed us through the gate. Nathan handed over our tickets and then reversed into a spot beside Dylan’s car. We poured out of the vehicle and I took a deep breath, stretching my arms, glad that I had opted to bring my, well, Lily’s black cardigan.
Nathan and Owen hopped into the truck back to spread out a blanket and arrange the few pillows Lily pulled from Dylan’s trunk. I turned to talk to Tonya, but she was already standing over by Trevor. She grasped his hand and dragged him over to me. Both were smiling. There was no way either of them could be truly mad at me. I felt a bit smug, knowing my quest to have a Trevor-free shopping day and then my distraction technique had worked so well.
The drive-in theater was one of the few old relics left in town. It had been built over forty years ago and still featured the plug in radio set that hung on the window. Nathan propped it up on the side of the truck and cranked the volume up, filling the space around us with the sound of Elvis. Every time I went to the theater, the same songs played, and probably had since they’d opened.
Nathan reached out a hand to me, and I grasped it, letting him pull me up and onto the truck bed. It was already six and, despite the lack of complete darkness, the first movie would be starting soon. We snuggled down on a pillow together in the middle of the truck bed, our backs pressed against the cab, and covered our legs with a blanket. It wasn’t cold out, but I wasn’t going to pass up a chance to cuddle with him.
Owen and Bianca spread out on their stomachs in front of us, propping their chins up on their hands. Tonya and Trevor sat inside his truck, hopefully behaving, because Karin kept glancing their way from her position beside me. Lily and Dylan were still inside his car. I glanced around Nathan and could see Lily pressed against her door, with Dylan hidden on his side by the angle I looked from.
Seeing that distance between them reminded me of the assumption Dylan had made that our dad had been objecting to both Lily and I going on single dates to the Triple Feature, not just me. Something was definitely going on with Lily, but I had no clue how to ask her about it. She was so quiet, and even though she was my favorite sister, I always found it easier to talk to Chloe. Maybe because she never shut up and I got some major satisfaction by interrupting her.
“You okay?” Nathan asked, tightening his arm around me.
“Yeah,” I said and smiled up at him. “Perfect.”
He titled his head down and lightly pressed his lips to mine. I leaned into him and increased the pressure.
“Hey,” Bianca said, causing us to break apart and look at her. She’d twisted around to glare at us. “No macking on each other in front of the unattached.”
“Unattached?” Nathan asked.
“Yeah, us without a life mate. Us singles,” she clarified when he continued to draw a blank.
I laughed at her terminology and risked a peek at Karin. She was sitting with her eyes glaring daggers at the back of Owen’s head. I looked away quickly, before she could catch me staring. She didn’t want to be one of the unattached, but since getting in the car Owen had been doing his best to flirt with Bianca, something that was almost painful to watch. He definitely lacked finesse. Bianca had called before they arrived and told me she was going to take pity on him and play along with his attempt to shake Karin loose.
Karin wasn’t exactly one of my close friends. She was really more of a tag along, but I still felt bad knowing that Owen didn’t like her.
“I’m gonna go grab a drink. Wanna come with?” I asked Karin. She looked a little startled by my suggestion.
“Uh, sure.”
“Can you grab me a Coke, too?” Nathan pulled out a ten and held it out to me.
I shook my head and said, “I’ll buy the drinks and you can buy the food after the first movie.”
Karin and I slipped down from the edge of the truck and headed for the concession stand. We didn’t talk at first, maybe because we rarely spoke without Bianca or Owen around. Finally, I couldn’t stand the silence.
“So, you have plans for Spring Break?” I asked once we were in line.
She didn’t say anything for a moment and when she did, it wasn’t to answer my question.
“Owen doesn’t like me does he? As more than a friend, I mean.”
Wow. Okay, how does a person respond to that? I wasn’t the dream crusher Tonya was. I couldn’t just tell her flat out, but then again Owen would probably stop talking to me if he found out that I had encouraged her.
“Um...I don’t know. Owen and I don’t really talk about things like that.” I avoided eye contact and focused on looking around the long line in front of us.
“It’s okay. I figured out I’m not really his type.”
“His type?” Owen had a type? I tried to picture him with any kind of girl and couldn’t. He always struck me as more of a loner type. He hadn’t been dating anyone recently, although I’d heard him mention an ex-girlfriend.
“Yeah, he always seems to date really feminine girls. Super sweet and into fashion and all that.”
I was speechless. Not only did Owen date, but he apparently had a type and it was nothing like I would have guessed. Some kind of hippie, tree-hugging girl, yeah. Fashion plate, absolutely not.
“How do you know this?” I asked when my shock wore off.
“Well, he dated Nadine over the summer, and that was after he hooked up with that foreign exchange student from England last year.”
“Owen dated Jeanette? And Nadine? How did I not know this? How did Chloe not tell me?”
“It was probably due to the complete absorption you had with your devastation over Nathan and Vivian dating.”
“I just can’t believe it.” A mental picture formed and I cringed at the image of Owen and Nadine kissing. That was just plain wrong. Owen was...Owen. Weird Owen who we could tease and was oblivious to half the jokes we made about him.
The line moved and we went with it automatically. Chloe was handing sodas and tubs of popcorn to the people in front of us. She smiled and acted natural, but I could see her attempting to avoid physical contact with the people. Lily was much better at hiding her reactions when she was using her abilities. Chloe, on the other hand, froze and stared off into space. The school nurse in elementary school had told dad that he should get Chloe checked out for some type of seizure. She’d brought it up again and again, until one day, Chloe looked at her and told her that her husband was going to start sleeping with a coworker. Two months later, she was separated and never brought up the possible seizures again.
The couple ahead of us left and we approached Chloe. She was decked out in a white shirt with a pair of red lips painted in the center, the official logo of the school’s prom fundraiser. Just one more reason I was glad I wasn’t possessed by the same drive to achieve as Chloe. Spending a weekend working to raise money for a dance I wasn’t even planning on going to sounded even worse than staying at home.
She pulled a Coke and Sprite from off the soda fountain and passed them to me along with my exact change all before I could even say a word.
“Why didn’t you ever mention Owen and Nadine dating?” I asked while I pretended to survey the candy selection.
“Nadine and who?”
“Owen. Tall, skinny, long curly hair.” I would’ve been surprised by her not knowing the name of one of my best friends if I didn’t already know how self-focused she was. If they weren’t her friends, they didn’t exist.
“Oh, they dated?”
“How could you not know? Nadine is like your best friend.”
She shrugged and flipped her hair back over her shoulder. “Nadine and I didn’t talk for like three months last summer. We had that fight about Andy. Besides she’s got a new boyfriend practically every other week.”
Karin ordered some popcorn, but when Chloe passed her the loaded bucket, she froze and stared right through me, dead-eyed. A moment later, she blinked and any enjoyment she’d been feeling before I’d come up was gone.
“You okay?” I asked her. Karin gave us a curious look, completely unaware Chloe had had a vision.
“Yeah, I...I’ll talk to you when we get home tonight.” She looked way to serious and I itched to drill her with questions, but I could feel the people behind me getting antsy, slowly surging forward like a wave of zombies, so Karin and I left, wandering back to the truck. 
The first movie was right out of the 80’s. Cheesy music, big hair, and ripped jeans. It was kind of weird to think that those could have been my parents, or at least my dad. My photos of Mom were right on. Her junior high graduation pictures demonstrated her vast skill with a pick and hairspray as her bangs stuck straight up a good four inches, only to curl forward at the top and fall in a feather around her face. But imagining Dad with a mullet or even a pair of ripped jeans with a patterned sweater was just plain wrong.
Nathan and I cuddled close, trying to ignore the fact that we weren’t alone, which was not the easiest thing to do with Karin sulking in the corner of the truck bed and Owen and Bianca playfully flirting to fend her off.
Owen and Nathan went off during the break between the first and second movie and the girls and I started to gossip about some of the people we could see from our vantage point. Couples making out or fighting, Bianca even spotted a guy from our Spanish class the previous semester picking his nose. We were discussing the various other bad habits the guy had when Lily popped up at the side of the truck. She stood up on her tiptoes and rested her arms along the side to peer over at us. Being so short must really suck.
“Where’s Dylan?” Karin asked, glancing over at the empty car.
“The manager was having some computer problem. I guess since Dylan’s used the new ones downtown, they asked him to help.”
“Come sit,” I said and patted Nathan’s empty spot beside me. She looked absolutely drained and I felt bad for practically forcing her to come. Even though she hadn’t looked tired earlier, it seemed as if she were about ready to collapse. She almost fell as she climbed up, but managed to pull herself up and sat on Nathan’s side of the body pillow we’d been sharing.
“Do you mind if I watch the next movie out here?” she asked, avoiding my gaze.
“Sure. You okay?” I didn’t play the protective older sister routine often, I usually left that to Chloe, but sometimes Lily would get that lost little girl look and I wanted to just curl my arms around her. I didn’t give in very often, mainly based on my theory that two minutes didn’t make me wiser, stronger, or more daring. Chloe, however, claimed her five-minute head start on us made her much superior to us mentally, emotionally and physically.
“Yeah, I’m alright. It’s just...Dylan isn’t feeling well, so it’s a bit draining being with him right now.”
“You know you don’t have to heal him if you don’t want to,” I said.
“It’s not really a choice when you’re sitting half a foot away.”
“Well, you can chill with us and Dylan can enjoy his pity party in the car alone.” I swung an arm over her shoulders and squeezed it briefly, then scooted over a bit to give her some space, not wanting her to feel something inside of me that needed healing.
Owen and Nathan arrived with food and although Nathan quirked an eyebrow at Lily sitting in his spot, he didn’t say a word. Instead, he plopped himself on my other side and handed me a bucket of buttery popcorn.
“Hey, I thought you were getting me a hot dog?” I said, scrunching up my forehead and striving for an evil eye.
“Well, I figured you didn’t need it since I’m already-”
“Please don’t finish that,” Bianca said over her shoulder. Nathan and Owen chuckled and it occurred to me that Owen was probably more of a guy than I’d ever realized before. I elbowed Nathan lightly and rolled my eyes. Guys could be such pervs. 
The second movie was slightly better, if only fashion wise. The plot was eerily similar to the first and the acting sucked, but it had at least been filmed after I was born. Dylan reappeared shortly after it started and frowned at Lily, but kept his mouth shut. He watched the first part of the movie in his car, sulking I would guess, and then finally joined us on the truck, ending up beside Owen since I had squished Lily against the edge. She needed a healing break.
When the next intermission came, I decided to try and get Tonya to join us. It wasn’t so much that I wanted her to be with us, as I didn’t want her to be with Trevor. Nathan gave me a knowing look as I scooted over the edge and hopped to the ground. Walking around to Trevor’s truck, I knocked on Tonya’s window, glad to see that they weren’t making out.
“What’s up?” Tonya asked once her window had rolled down completely. She avoided looking at me, but I could see her eyes rimmed with red and faint tear tracks on her cheek. Getting Tonya to join us suddenly felt a lot more vital.
“I was wondering if I could talk to you. It’s really important.” 
I watched her glance at Trevor, who scowled and made some remark under his breath. It pissed me off, and suddenly my mouth was running.
“Is that a problem, Trevor?” I snapped.
“Phoebs, don’t start,” Tonya said.
“What? He can be a prick and I shouldn’t call him on it?”
Trevor leaned over, his arm extended with his finger jutting toward me. “Listen, bitch, I’m sick of taking your crap. You think I’m stupid or something? I know you turned off Tonya’s phone and you’re always talking smack about me behind my back.”
The car and Tonya between us fed my courage.
“Yeah, I turned her phone off. You were practically stalking her. I got sick of hearing how you can’t let her do anything without you.” My voice had risen and I could feel the stillness of my friends behind me. “Now if you don’t mind I’d like to talk to my friend.”
I stepped back, feeling pretty smug, even if my legs were shaking. The self-satisfaction fled instantly though when Trevor suddenly got out of the vehicle and came around to the side where I stood. Instinct propelled me backwards until I ran into a human wall that smelled of Nathan.
“Back off, Trevor,” Nathan said. I glanced back at him and although he looked calm, I could feel how tense he was. Owen and Dylan stood slightly off to our left, while Bianca, Karin, and Lily were kneeling in the back of the truck watching with widened eyes.
“Tell your bitch to shut the hell up then, and mind her own damn business.” He took another step closer. Tonya quickly got out of the truck and placed a hand on his arm. He shrugged her off the first time, but the second time she reached for him he turned and cuffed her on the chin, causing her fall back against the truck and cry out in pain.
Every bit of me froze in astonishment and horror. Had he really just hit my best friend right in front of me? In front of all of us? I waited for some reaction from Tonya, but there was no shock or anger, just a subtle shifting away, a cowering. Even as I went to make my move, Nathan was pushing me behind him and going for Trevor.
Everything happened so fast. Nathan swung his fist and connected with Trevor’s face. Trevor stumbled back, colliding with Tonya and fell when she shifted out of his way. We all just stood there, none of us really certain what to say or do.
“Get the hell out of here,” Nathan said.
“You can’t kick me out.” Trevor spat out a stream of red tinted spit, and pushed himself up to his feet.
“No, but I can,” Dylan said. He probably couldn’t, yet he spoke with an authority that convinced Trevor.
“Tonya, get in. We’re leaving.” Trevor went around to his side of his truck and finally looked at her. She was still standing there, her hand cradling her chin and tears streaming down her face. “Now!” he yelled.
“Screw you,” I snarled and went over to Tonya, curling her into a hug. “Come on, let’s go to the restroom.”
Tonya hesitated, her eyes shifting from me to Trevor, then back again.
“Tee, it’ll just get worse if you go with him,” I said.
“I just want to go home,” she whispered, keeping her head down.
 Trevor didn’t say another word, just got in his truck and pulled out of his spot, flipping us off as he drove away, maneuvering his way between the parked vehicles.
“Everybody is staring,” Tonya said softly and I shot them all a look over her head. They took the hint and scattered.
Owen, Karin, and Bianca squeezed into the back of Dylan’s little car, while Dylan got into the driver’s seat. Lily hovered just behind Tonya, her hands twitching at her sides. I gave her a slight nod, and she lifted her hand to Tonya’s back, touching her so gently I wondered if she really felt Lily at all until she spoke.
“Thanks, Lils.” Tonya pulled away from me and smiled over her shoulder at Lily, who made her way to Dylan’s car. Her immediate pain was gone, but considering the red swelling that was building along her jaw, she was going to be feeling it later.
We got into the truck and Nathan pulled out silently, trying not to hit any of the parked vehicles. He knew if he scratched the truck, he was a dead man.
Tonya didn’t say anything on the drive home and I wasn’t sure what to say. ‘I told you so’ was on the tip of my tongue, but I knew uttering those words would turn me into a horrible person. We pulled up to her house ten minutes later and I opened my mouth to speak.
“Don’t,” Tonya said, her voice quivering just a bit. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
She climbed from the truck and Nathan and I watched, not pulling away until she was safely inside with the door locked behind her.
Once she was gone, emotions flooded me. Anguish at what Tonya had suffered. Horror that I had witnessed something like that. Anger that suffocated me. I had let this happen. I knew that Trevor was a liar, that he had hurt Tonya in the past, but I hadn’t listened to my gift. I’d let Tonya, Nanna, and Nathan convince me I was wrong and that he wasn’t so bad.
Tonya had been guided by love and fear. Nanna had never met the guy, and honestly, she hadn’t told me I was wrong about him, just to not rely entirely upon my gift. Nathan, though, he had seen the bruises. He had met Trevor. And he had been the one to blackmail me into giving Trevor a chance. A chance to beat up my friend.
“Jesus, I can’t believe that happened,” he said, and flexed the hand he’d punched Trevor with.
“Really? Because I could have sworn that I told you what an ass the guy was.”
The truck lurched, and Nathan stared at me in shock. There was no way he could have missed my fury.
“What is that supposed to mean?” he asked, pulling over to the side of the road.
“It means I knew that he’d hurt Tonya and you kept telling me I was wrong.” I gazed out the side window, not wanting to look at him. Guilt was eating at my heart, creating a pain so intense that I could barely focus.
“I didn’t say you were wrong, Phoebs. I told you to give him a chance and get to know him before you passed your all mighty judgment.”
“No, you blackmailed me,” I said and brushed off the hand he rested on my arm. My stomach twisted with guilt, quickly churning it into righteous anger. “You told me you would break up with me if I didn’t stop trying to convince people about what he really was like. He never would have had a chance to hurt her again if I hadn’t given in to you.”
“You really think that’s what I meant? That I didn’t care if he was hurting her?”
“Obviously not.”
“I can’t fricking believe this!” His palm slammed the top of the steering wheel. “You’re blaming me for not knowing the guy was abusive?”
“You knew! I told you what he’d done. I told you-” I turned to face him, crossing my arms over my chest.
“You told me some voice in your head called him a liar. That the same voice in your head called Tonya a liar when she covered up some bruises. You know what my dad would do if one of his officers told him some voice in their head was telling them things? He’d have them into the department shrink before they could even blink.”
“So you don’t believe that I have this gift?”
“No. Yes. Jesus, Phoebe, I don’t know. This is seriously crazy shit.”
Crazy. He thought I was crazy. I literally felt my heart break. It squeezed tightly for just a moment and then exploded into a shower of confetti, the delicate pieces leaving a horrible hollow ache where my heart should have been. Maybe that was why I’d always tried to keep the teasing between us, tried to make things into some game. Because underneath everything, and behind the sweet kisses, I knew that he didn’t really accept me. That he thought I was crazy.
My silence must have registered with him, because he sighed deeply and put the truck back into gear. We drove the rest of the way back to my house without a word. When he pulled up, I jumped from the vehicle and practically ran for the door. I knew he was following, but I didn’t look back.
“Phoebe, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t think you’re crazy, I just can’t accept things like that without proof. Even you said that you couldn’t be sure what had happened to cause those bruises.”
 “I was sure until you planted doubts in my head. You let this happen, Nathan. You. And I don’t think I can forgive that.” My eyes flicked over him and then quickly away. I shoved the key into the lock and opened the door, letting the soft glow of the foyer lamp meld with that of the porch light.
“So... what now? That’s it? We’re done?”
“I need some time.” My voice cracked and I hated myself for showing a hint of weakness.
“Time. Sure, whatever. Time for you to decide whether or not I caused Trevor to hit Tonya. Time to figure out if maybe you should have spent some of your efforts convincing Tonya about him instead of me.” He paused and I knew he wanted me to give some kind of protest, but I couldn’t. This was his fault. Eventually, he gave up waiting. “Fine. I’m outta here.”
I watched the tail lights of the truck disappear down the road, and was still standing there ten minutes later when the lights from Dylan’s car flashed across me as he pulled into the driveway. I didn’t move until Lily began walking purposefully toward me. Then I ran. I couldn’t let Lily make this better. I needed to feel the hurt. I needed to remember why I shouldn’t want to call Nathan already.
My room was cold and empty. Even curling up under the covers didn’t help. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing them to hold in the tears that wanted so badly to fall. I’d gone to bed angry, furious with Nathan and Trevor. But in the light of the morning, I just felt alone.
I stayed huddled in bed until a soft knock at my door propelled me from my cushy haven. Lily called through, but I didn’t answer her. I knew she wanted to help, but I wasn’t ready for it. At my desk, I sifted through a piled of papers, searching for something, anything, that would take my mind off Nathan.
My cell phone was tucked under Lily’s notes that I’d borrowed and I flipped it over and over in the palm of my hand before pressing the screen. I stared as it lit up and my fingers twitched. Nathan’s name and number popped up on the screen. It had been less than twelve hours since I broke up with him, but I already wanted to hear his voice. I’d never thought I’d be so weak or needy. My thumb drifted over the send button, but at the last moment, I scrolled to the next name and kept going until Tonya’s name appeared.
Talking to Nathan right then wouldn’t do any good. I was still too angry. Tonya was really the one I needed to speak with, but I dreaded that conversation. What would I say? ‘Sorry your boyfriend punched you’ or ‘sorry I pissed Trevor off so much that he punched you instead of me’ didn’t seem quite right. ‘Sorry I was right’ sounded even worse.
A knock at my door gave me stalling time, and I gratefully dropped the cell onto my desk.
“Come in,” I said, swirling my chair around.
“Hey.” Chloe peeked around the door. “Just wanted to see how you were feeling.”
“Like crap. You may as well come in.” I spun my chair in circles as she sat on the bed. “Did you know?”
“A bit. I only had glimpses, and they didn’t fit together too well.”
“But you knew about Tonya and Trevor? And about Nathan and me?” I tried to sound blasÉ, but didn’t quite manage.
“Yes.” The word came softly yet still it pierced my chest.
“How could you not have told me?” My feet dropped to the ground and halted the nauseating spins.
“Phoebe, you know my visions are the future. They can’t be changed.”
“That’s crap! Not everything you’ve predicted lately has happened, and you know it.”
“Well, obviously I was right this time. What should I have done instead? Huh? Told you and ruined the entire night for you, while you waited for Trevor to pounce? What would the point have been?”
“I don’t know, but Tonya is hurt and you could have done something to prevent it.” I crossed my arms over my chest and gave her the evil eye.
“You know what, Phoebe? You blame Nathan and me, and I know you’re going to dump on Nanna, but what about you? And Trevor? Or even Tonya?” She mimicked my pose.
“Tonya didn’t ask to be hit!” I snapped back. “I tried to warn her, but everyone else said I was being silly.”
“I didn’t say she asked for it." She rolled her eyes. "But she knew what he was like and she stayed with him anyway. Maybe you should find out why.”
“God, I hate it when you get all smug and self-righteous.” My lips curled on one side in a sneer.
“That’s not what I’m trying to do, Phoebs.”
“Whatever." I twisted away from her and snatched up a pair of jeans from the floor. "Now if you don’t mind, I’m busy trying to decide what clothes to wash.”
She gave me a brief glare and then left. I tried to shove aside her words about my shifting blame. Blame didn’t matter nearly as much as Tonya.
Instead of calling, I fumbled through a text, asking Tonya if she’d like to get some coffee. A minute later, I got my one word answer. Yes. I grabbed my jacket and headed up stairs, purposely stomping down the hall and bumping Chloe’s door open. It was childish, but I felt a smidge of satisfaction that she’d have to get up and close it again.
Driving toward Tonya’s place, my stomach churned the entire way. The words I wanted to say jumbled in my mind with everything I knew I probably should say. Fury kept me from forming the proper ones, and it made me sick to think that when I saw her everything could come out wrong, that I wouldn’t be able to keep some of it in.
Tonya was sitting on the front steps, arms wrapped around her legs and chin resting on her knees. When she saw me pull up, she leapt up and jogged over. The curtains in the living room parted and Mrs. Robinson’s face appeared. I gave a small wave and she nodded. No friendly greeting though. She probably knew about how I’d covered for Tonya. Great. No more homemade cookies for me.
 The passenger door opened and Tonya climbed in, giving me the small smile her gran withheld.
“Hey,” I said, ignoring the fact that I was being totally lame. My hands twisted on the steering wheel as she tugged on her seatbelt. It was hard not to stare at the bruising.
“Hey. Thanks for coming to get me. I don’t think Gran would have let me leave by myself.” Her eyes rolled with annoyance.
“I take it she knows?”
“Yeah. She was still up when I got home, and flipped when she saw...” She let the sentence trail off, gesturing to the massive purple and red bruise along the left side of her jaw. Even with her darker complexion and multiple layers of make-up, it was impossible to miss. Lily’s quick healing after it happened had only relieved the immediate pain. “I’m actually surprised she didn’t ground me.”
An uncomfortable silence settled between us, and I flipped on the radio. I drove toward the town center instinctively, weaving between lanes and generally driving like my dad never wanted to know, but before we hit the parking lot, I reconsidered. There were a lot of people there, people we knew. People who would wonder and question what had happened to Tonya’s face. Would she want all of them to see her now?
“Want to hit up the new coffee shop by the park?” I tried to sound like it was based solely on my desire to go there, not to avoid people. “Lily said they have the best iced mocha latte.”
“Sure. Gran bought some muffins there the other day and they were pretty good.” She gritted her teeth, or was that a smile? It was hard to tell with each of us avoiding looking at the other.
The stilted, unimportant words continued to flow between us, but neither of us seemed able to stop pretending that everything was back to normal. The words carried us into the cafe, and then out into the park with our drinks. It wasn’t until we sat on a wrought iron bench overlooking the small pond that we gave up on the meaningless blather. We had no more empty words to keep the meaningless blather going.
The water rippled with the slight breeze, pushing it closer to shore, lapping against the rocks. Lily and I had once tried to swim there, but after braving the rocks, we took one look at the brownish-green water with its real live bugs and headed for the indoor pool instead. Trevor was like that water, real good to look at from a distance, but up close it was better to just walk away.
“Say it,” Tonya said after a minute of silence.
“Say what?” I glanced at her. There were so many things I wanted to say, that I needed to say. But what was she expecting?
“I told you so.” She stared straight ahead and I could see the glistening of tears in the corner of her eyes.
“That’s not what I wanted to say.”
“Phoebs,” she said, disbelief arching her eyebrows. “It’s true. You warned me, and I didn’t listen. It’s my own fault.”
A tear trickled down her cheek and I wrapped my arm across her shoulder, pulling her in for a hug. “It is not your fault, Tonya. Trevor made a choice to hit you. He’s the one to blame.”
“I know that. I do. But...”
“There are no buts. He did this to you. You didn’t force him to punch you.” I gave her a squeeze, wanting to push out any idea she had that she might somehow justify what happened.
“No, but...I guess I just figure... I stayed with him. That time you saw the bruises on my arm was the first time it happened. He didn’t really mean to hurt me.”
I pulled away and knelt in front of her, forcing her to look at me.
“He did mean to, Tonya. That’s what guys like him do. They convince you that it’ll never happen again. That they didn’t mean to do it, or that it was somehow your fault. There is absolutely no way you are to blame. At all.”
Her breath hitched and came out in a sob. “I just thought that maybe he really wouldn’t do it again. And then you stopped bugging me about it, and... Everyone seemed to like him, even you.”
 The indignation I had felt the night before resurfaced. Nathan and Nanna had forced me into giving Trevor a chance, to see him as a good person and that was why Tonya had kept dating him. 
Okay, so maybe they didn’t force me, but if they had just supported me, even a little, this never would have happened. I should have listened to my gift, if I hadn’t let them convince me to doubt myself, Tonya would never have been hurt. They were just as guilty as Trevor.
“And it’s not like he was like that all the time. He was always so sweet.”
“Not always.”
“No, but he really seemed to love me. I mean he always wanted to be with me, and take care of me. You saw how nice he could be.”
“That doesn’t mean he’s not an abusive prick,” I pointed out. “What did Gran say?”
 “She cried at first, and then she got all pissed. I think if Trevor had been anywhere around she’d have killed him.”
“And?” I asked when she stopped talking. There was no way Gran would have left it at that.
“No internet for six months, which includes on my iPhone, iPad, or any other device that could possibly connect me to the world. She already cut down the data plans to limited texts. And I have to start seeing my therapist again.” She sighed and gave another eye roll.
“Good.”
“Yeah, well I can handle the therapist. She’s not all that bad, and she did help with my mommy and daddy issues, but the no internet? How can I go that long without tweeting? I’ll be completely out of the loop on everything.”
“Hey, I manage fine,” I said.
She gave a sobbing chuckle. “Yeah, because I’m constantly filling you in. I may as well commit social suicide if I have to depend on you. Maybe I’ll make nice with Chloe.” We both laughed at the idea of her befriending Chloe. “Well, it’s either her or Bianca, and Bianca always posts the weirdest crap.”
The light laugh felt good, smothering the awkwardness between us.
“Are you really okay?” I asked, sliding back onto the bench.
“Yeah. I wish things had ended up different, you know, but I’m glad it’s done.” She shrugged and her lips tilted into a sheepish smile. “I kept thinking it would never happen again, that each time that was it. I didn’t even realize how sick I felt every time I was with him, wondering if he was going to snap, until this morning when I realized it was done. I’m never going to see him again.”
She noisily sucked at the last of her latte and I let her words fill me with relief. But even then, there was a niggling feeling in my stomach that the words were simply that. Words. She wasn’t lying, but she wasn’t speaking the truth either. It sounded more rehearsed, as if she’d had to convince herself of their truth.
“What about pressing charges?” I asked. “You know my dad would help-”
“No!” Her head shook violently. I’d already risked our friendship too many times to push this issue as well. She ran her hands along her cheeks, wincing when the pressure reached the bluish-purple flesh. “I just want to put it behind me.”
“Do you wanna talk about it?” I offered, but I knew that wasn’t the greatest idea. I was best known for my verbal vomit and that wasn’t going to help Tonya. But she needed to know that I was there for her.
 “I’m going to be spilling my guts to the shrink every Thursday until I’m eighteen, so I think I’ll pass. Besides you already missed your opportunity to gloat, so starting now, this whole Trevor mess is off limits.”
Putting Trevor in the past was more than fine. Now I just had to remember to put Nathan there, too.



Chapter 12
Nathan was behind me. It was where I’d been thinking and praying, of putting him for the past thirty-odd hours. Him literally sitting behind me, his soft puffs of breath fanning across my neck, was not how I’d envisioned it. It was only twenty minutes into class and I’d already had to fend off his trailing fingers along my shoulder, the whispers of my name, and even a note he’d eventually slid around me and placed on my desk.
I hadn’t even opened the note. I’d simply ignored it. But the problem with ignoring it was that ten minutes later it was still sitting in front of me, tempting me to take a peek. My pencil tapped spastically on my desk in one hand, while my other hand fiddled with the zipper of my hoodie, barely containing the urge to reach for the folded paper.
Something flicked against my head and I flinched in surprise, reaching up to rub the spot hit. A small, pink pencil tip eraser dropped from my hair onto the floor, and I glanced over my shoulder. Tonya was staring at me with one of her ‘what’s your problem’ looks, gesturing toward Nathan.
I hadn’t told her about breaking up with Nathan. It wasn’t that I was hiding it. I just didn’t know how to tell her without bringing up the whole Trevor thing and I’d promised not to bring him up again. I shrugged my shoulder at her, and turned back to Mr. Arnold. He was writing some formula on the board and I stopped my furious tapping to copy it down. Not that it made any sense to me at the moment, but it was better than obsessing over Nathan.
When class ended, I was ready to scream. Nathan had seemed determined to annoy me for the entire hour. I wasn’t sure what purpose he had in mind, but he was definitely pissing me off. I shoved my notes into my binder and snapped it shut.
“Phoebe,” Nathan’s hand skimmed my arm, “what’s wrong?”
“Seriously?” I glanced up at him before letting my eyes flicker over Tonya who was standing behind him, listening in.
“You’re still mad?” His eyebrows soared in surprise.
“Uh, yeah.”
“I can’t believe you’re still angry. I thought you just needed a breather or something. Look, I get that you’re upset, but it’s not like I knew what would happen.” He gave me one of his sexy smiles and moved close enough that I could smell the soap he’d used that morning. “I’m sorry, okay? Why don’t I come over after school, and we’ll talk.”
“I don’t have anything left to say to you.” I scooped the note from my desk and tossed it onto his. Walking away, I felt both Nathan and Tonya watching me. But my double escape was short lived. I barely made it to my locker when Tonya caught up to me.
“What the freaking hell was that?” she asked.
“What was what?” Maybe dumb would work for me this time.
“Come on, Phoebs. What was up with giving Nathan the cold shoulder? For a second I thought I was looking at Vivian. Did he cop a feel or something a bit too much for your virgin sensibilities?”
“Ha ha. No,” I said, choosing to ignore the Vivian insult. I tossed my stuff inside my locker and grabbed my next set of books. A quick peek at her told me I was wasting my time hoping that she would drop it. I slammed the locker shut. “Fine, I broke up with him Saturday night.”
“What?! Why?”
“Because...just because. All right? I don’t want to talk about it. Now if you don’t mind I have to get to class.” I tried to walk away again, but she blocked my path, practically squishing me up against my locker.
“No way are you not explaining that. We are so ditching next period. Now spill.” She placed her hands on her hips and waited.
“He’s why I stopped bugging you about Trevor.” I avoided her look, knowing she probably didn’t want to even hear his name. “I knew something was wrong with the guy. I knew that you were covering for him, but Nathan convinced me to give him a chance. Actually he blackmailed me and said that if I didn’t stop being suspicious of Trevor then he wouldn’t go out with me anymore.”
“And?”
“And what?”
“And what does that have to do with what Trevor did?” she asked, complete confusion evident on her face.
“Because if he hadn’t done that, I would have caught him in a lie...or something.”
“You can’t blame Nathan for something Trevor did. As messed up as I am right now with all this crap, even I know that. So, what’s the real reason?”
Nathan was the reason. He was why Tonya had still been with Trevor, why Trevor had had the chance to hurt her. That’s what I’d told Nathan. That was the real reason, wasn’t it? But Tonya made it sound so completely illogical, and honestly, I think I knew she was right, but still...I couldn’t let it go. I swallowed hard and closed my eyes, trying to think of how I’d felt Saturday night.
Vindicated.
It was an odd way to feel after what happened to Tonya, but it had felt like I finally had proof that I was right. Proof that my gift was real. Proof that I wasn’t broken.
 “Come on, let’s go outside,” Tonya said.
If we were going to ditch class, I didn’t want to lug around all my crap. Turning back to my locker, I opened it up and put my books back inside, then took Tonya’s stuff, and added it as well. Tonya stepped back, giving me a bit of space, and I took a deep breath, trying to stay calm. Getting angry, or worse, crying wouldn’t help me escape Tonya.
We walked to the exit, and didn’t say anything until we were sitting at a picnic table outside the cafeteria. I stalled a minute, picking at the peeling brown paint covering the table. It was a cool day out and I wished I’d worn more than just my hoodie.
“Okay, so quit stalling and explain how any of this shit is Nathan’s fault,” Tonya said, sitting across from me.
“My sisters have had their gifts forever. I mean right from conception kind of thing. Chloe and Lily always used to talk about feeling Mom or even having seen her. I had nothing. I was always the one without a gift.”
“Nothing new, Phoebe. Remember me telling you this is the whole mommy issue you’ve had since we met?”
  “Whatever. You only say that because you’ve got some serious issues with your mom.” At least that’s what her therapist said, and apparently it’s what the shrink had said about me too when Tonya had blabbed my life story once. “Besides, this isn’t about my mom."
“Yeah, well you haven’t gotten to the part where Nathan is to blame for...you know.”
“The point is that when my gift started working, I was so happy. I was finally going to be normal, or at least normal in my family, but Nathan made me doubt that. He made me feel like I couldn’t trust my gift, or myself. That’s why I’m not ready to forgive him.”
Tonya was quite for a moment then said, “Damn, if I could psychoana-whatever myself like you, I wouldn’t be suffering for two hours every week.”
The slight change in conversation was like a lifeline that I readily grasped onto. “Two hours? I thought you were only going once a week.”
“Yeah, well Gran decided that in addition to the shrink, I need to go to a counseling group, too. I’m kissing my Saturdays good-bye.”
“That sucks. Well, that it’s on Saturday I mean, not that...anyways, maybe we both need a break from boys.” Maybe I needed a break from letting Nathan make me doubt myself.
“Ha, speak for yourself. I plan to move on to the next hot thing. Did you see that new guy? I think his name is Mike or Mickey, something like that.” She flicked a piece of paint I had peeled from the table into the breeze.
“Mickey? Are you honestly saying that you would go out with a guy named after a cartoon mouse?”
“Hey, the guy is hot and he’s got a serious bad boy thing going on with a tattoo and buzz cut. I can’t believe you haven’t noticed him. I’m pretty sure I saw him heading into your civics class on Friday.”
“Huh, well if his name is really Mickey then he’s all yours.” Besides it wasn’t as if I was completely over Nathan, or even a little over him yet.
“Well, if you’re really done with Nathan, maybe I’ll go for him.” She smiled. I knew she was joking, but still my gut twisted.
“If you want to die anytime soon.”
“So, why did you break up with him again?” she asked.
“Fine. So he might not be directly at fault, but... if he hadn’t convinced me to stop distrusting Trevor maybe you would have finally listened to me. You even said that was one of the reasons you gave him another chance.”
“Girl, you could twist the words of a saint just to prove your point.”
As wind picked up and the clouds drifted in front of the sun, my arms broke out in goose bumps and I shivered. “Come on, let’s get back inside before Mother Nature decides to dump rain on us as well.”
We ran back into the school as gusts of wind blew in more storm clouds from the coast. The halls were deserted, so Tonya and I sank to the floor in front of her locker and spent the rest of the class period flipping through a Cosmo magazine and debating when a person’s butt crossed the line into fat ass territory.
After the bell rang, Tonya and I headed to my locker to grab her books. I’d just handed them to her when I spotted Nathan walking down the hall toward me. I tensed, expecting another confrontation. Or at least some response from him. Maybe even just an acknowledgement that I was still important to him, after all I’d broken up with him. His eyes settled on me before darting away to look at the person walking beside him.
Vivian.
Vivian. And I wanted to punch her face in, even more than when she’d soaked me at the theater. She was smiling. First it was up at Nathan and then at me. I knew she’d been waiting. I just hadn’t expected Nathan to go back to her. He said he didn’t double back in the dating department, so why was he with her?
I slammed my locker shut. Vivian didn’t know how lucky she was. If Dad hadn’t drilled me with the importance of not starting a fight, and if I wasn’t a bit freaked at the idea of being in an all out fight, I’d have popped her in the face so quick she wouldn’t have even seen it coming.
Later that afternoon, I was lying on my bed listening to music, trying to block out the lingering image of Nathan and Vivian together, when Chloe opened the door. I pulled out my earphones and glared at her.
“Nice of you to just barge in,” I said, sweeping strands of hair from my face.
“I didn’t barge in. I knocked and then took your silence for permission to come in.” She leaned against the doorframe. “Nathan is upstairs.”
“Tell him I’m not home.” I seethed. How dare he come here, after he’d been hanging with Vivian all day?
“Too late. He knows you’re here.”
“Then tell him I’m washing my hair or better yet, tell him I don’t want to talk to his cheating face.”
“Not cheating if you’re not dating. Besides I don’t think he was banging Vivian in the halls between classes, Phoebs.”
“I don’t want to talk to him.” My aggravation with Chloe nearly beat the anger I felt toward Nathan.
“Tell him yourself.” She disappeared from my door before I could argue anymore. Then just as quickly as she left, Nathan took her place and my heart sank to the very depths of my stomach.
“Can we talk?” God, his eyes had pure puppy begging power.
“What do you want me to say?” I asked, sitting up cross-legged.
“I just want to know that this is going to...I don’t know, get fixed.”
“It can’t be fixed.” I pulled up a mental picture of Tonya the day after the assault, and it helped the bitterness I needed to feel flare to life. “It’s not broken. It’s just done. We’re done.”
“Oh, come on. I’m sorry. It’s not like I knew Trevor was gonna do something like that.”
“But I knew!” I jabbed myself in the chest. “And when I told you, you talked me out of it. You convinced me to give him a chance. God, you blackmailed me into it.”
“I never forced you, or blackmailed you into anything, Phoebe.” He pushed away from the doorframe and stepped into my room.
“No, you just threatened to stop dating me if I didn’t give him a chance.”
“That’s not what I said. I was just sick of constantly listening to you talk about the guy. I asked you to think about me when we were together, instead of Trevor. I felt like you didn’t even know I was there half the time,” Nathan argued. “I never said you had to like him, or that you had to stop warning Tonya about him. But I was dating you, and guys don’t like their girlfriends obsessing over other guys.”
“You made me doubt myself, Nathan! I waited years for my gift, and when it finally happened you made me think I didn’t understand it, that I couldn’t trust it or myself.”
“Phoebs, I didn’t mean to make you doubt your gift. I was frustrated with constantly listening to you go on about it.”
“Yeah, because it made me such a horrible person to worry about my friend being hurt.”
“I didn’t say that,” he sighed. “It’s just that you had no real proof that anything was actually happening.”
“Maybe I didn’t have proof, but I knew it.”
“Because of your gift?”
“Yes!” I yelled. “But that wasn’t enough for you! Because you don’t believe I have a gift.”
“Whoa! That’s what this is about? You think I don’t believe you have this gift? Because I do believe you. I never thought you were making things up.”
Stay mad. Even if he wasn’t wrong, he wasn’t right either. “What does it matter now anyways? You and Vivian picked up right where you left off.” 
He rolled his eyes. “I’m not dating Vivian again, especially considering I’m still with you. She asked about borrowing my notes from last Friday. That’s all.”
“Sure. And I just imagined that she’s been stalking you for weeks. I just imagined the gloating smile she gave me in the hall today when you were walking with her.”
“I don’t really care what Vivian did.”
“Well, neither do I, because we’re not dating anymore. She’s welcome to you.” I folded my arms across my chest and glared at him.
He looked hurt. As hurt as I was at the idea of him being with someone else, especially with Vivian, but I couldn’t forget how he’d manipulated me.
“You don’t mean that, Phoebe, and you’ll regret saying it.” He took a small step back.
“I don’t think so.” I already did, but pride kept me from admitting that. Instead, I flung myself back on the bed and jabbed my headphones back on. No music flowed out, but he didn’t know that and I didn’t want to look for the iPod in the tangled sheets.
“Call me when you’re ready to talk.” He spun around and left. I heard his stomping feet on the stairs and then moving across the living room. The door slammed. He was gone.
I vibrated with anger and the urge to cry hysterically. I wanted to call him right then and apologize, beg him to come back, but I wouldn’t. He’d been the one in the wrong. Not me. He was the one that needed to keep apologizing until I was ready to forgive him.
“You okay?” Chloe asked as she came into my room.
“No, obviously.” I yanked out the ear buds and levered myself up on my elbows. “Nathan is mad at me! As if this is all my fault. I know that Vivian is trying to get back with him. God, she’s such a skank. And he’ll probably just go along with it. How can he be so stupid?”
“Can I tell you something?” she asked.
“Chloe, I’d really appreciate it if you kept my future to yourself. I’m so not in the mood for your gloating.”
She arched her eyebrows in a way that told me I was about to hear what she had to say regardless of whether I wanted to or not.
“Nathan made a choice, just like you did." She pointed a finger at me. "Maybe he wasn’t one hundred percent right, but neither were you. Something is coming. Something real bad, Phoebs, and you’re going to realize just how much of a bitch you’re being to Nathan. He’s not perfect, but he’s a hell of a lot better than Trevor, or even Dylan.”
“I’m not being a bitch. You’re acting as if I shouldn’t be mad. How would you like your boyfriend convincing you that you’re wrong to believe in yourself? Oh, that’s right you don’t have a boyfriend.”
It was a petty thing to bring up, but I felt like being petty. With Lily, I had to watch my words, but Chloe could take it. I never had to worry about hurting her feelings. Then again, I don’t think she had any.
“Oh, get over yourself.” She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say you shouldn’t be angry. Hell, I can’t believe you even let Nathan talk you into doubting yourself. But that’s the thing, Phoebs. In the end it was your choice.” She spun on her heel and left the room. Just before she vanished down the hall, she turned back. “Nanna’s coming over this weekend. The two of you will have an interesting conversation.”
I threw my pillow at her, but she was gone before it even left my hand. Not that it would have hit her, or even come close. Instead, it slammed into my laptop and caused a glass jar full of pencils, pens, popsicle sticks and some random crap to spill onto the floor.
Great. Nanna. Just what I didn’t need - something else to worry about for the next four and a half days.
Four days to prep for Nanna was not enough time. A year wouldn’t be long enough. That Saturday I’d made plans with Tonya for an afternoon of shopping and then a sleepover at her place, but Nanna, damn her, changed her plans without telling anyone and showed up while I was still asleep.
I’d pulled myself out of bed just after ten and there she was in the kitchen, making breakfast. I should have realized by the glorious smell of sausage and eggs, but I wandered in, completely oblivious to the hell that awaited me.
“I see you finally managed to pull yourself out of bed,” she said over her shoulder.
Knowing I’d be shit of out luck with breakfast if I pissed her off, I bit my tongue hard to keep back a snarky response. My chair scraped along the floor as I sat at the table and tried to muster a welcoming smile.
“Where is everyone?” I asked as she placed two plates of food on the table and then sat down opposite me. I picked up my fork and dug in while she sat silently, staring at me.
“Your father took Chloe to a doctor’s appointment and Lily is out avoiding you.” She started eating, keeping her eyes on me.
“Avoiding me?” A fork full of food hovered in the air before my mouth as I finally met Nanna’s gaze.
“Yes, avoiding you. How anyone can stand to be around you right now is beyond me, but poor Lily has to feel all of your self-pity and misery.”
“Well, I didn’t ask her to.” Okay, so that was a lame come back considering Lily couldn’t really help it. “And it’s not self-pity. I have a right to be angry at Nathan.”
“And at me?” She laid her knife and fork down and leaned forward.
“Yes.” I’d wanted to avoid this, but Nanna was a pusher and she always knew just which of my buttons to press. “The only reason Tonya kept dating Trevor was because I stopped bugging her about him. And the only reason I stopped bugging her was because you and Nathan convinced me I shouldn’t trust my gift. So, yeah, I am mad at you.”
 “It amazes me sometimes how much you’re like your mother.” She resumed eating as if she’d made an innocent observation, instead of something that was bound to get my back up.
“Really? You’re going to go there again?” Thank God, Dad wasn’t there, otherwise I’d be so dead for talking to Nanna like that. I stood and pushed my chair back. It rocked on two legs a moment before tumbling to the ground.
“You’re overly sensitive, like she was.” Nana speared another piece of sausage. “She was constantly jumping to the wrong conclusion and being completely impulsive.”
“So you think because I act on my gift I’m wrong? You’re the one that kept pressing me about it. That I should be careful trusting it. That I didn’t understand it or how to use it. So, I trusted you. And you told me to give Trevor a chance.” I bristled. “I would hope my mom was smart enough to realize you’re the one that was wrong. Then again, she was too stupid to tell anyone she was going to die, right? Maybe that’s why you didn’t want me to believe in my ability and to trust you instead, because then you’d have to face the fact that your own daughter didn’t trust you.”
The words weren’t even out of my mouth before I wanted to swallow them whole.
“Well, you told me, didn’t you?” Nanna was whiter than I’d ever seen her before.
The words were hateful and I hadn’t really meant them. But that was the problem with verbal diarrhea. Once you spew it, it’s impossible to take back. And it was impossible to erase the sickening look on Nanna’s face which matched the feeling in the pit of my stomach.



Chapter 13
 ‘Things get easier’ had officially become my most hated saying. Who the hell says that anyways? Because after two weeks of not talking to Nathan, nothing about it was easier. In fact, it was getting harder not to speak to him, to not want to run my hands along his arms or through his hair. And it was even harder watching him be all buddy-buddy with Vivian.
I tried to remember how I’d ever handled them dating, and it only made me realize how much I missed being with him. There was no way I could go back to the casual flirting I’d forced myself to do before; we’d gone past that.
Nathan had said he would be waiting when I was ready to talk and I really wanted to. Time had shown me how much of an idiot I was. I’d tried to stay angry at him, but if Tonya didn’t think he was to blame, then how could I? And I knew she was right. Nathan wasn’t to blame. Being with him had been amazing, but there was still a part of me that didn’t want him back. Did I really want to be with someone who had the power to make me question myself so absolutely that I would leave my friend in a position to be hurt?
A hand waved in front of my face and I jerked back, turning to look at the owner. Tonya was giving me a ‘WTF?’ look.
“What?” I asked.
“Exactly what I was going to ask. Last period is over, and you’ve been staring at your locker for a full five minutes, completely ignoring everything I said.”
“That’s not true. I was listening.”
“Oh, really?” She wore a skeptical look.
“Sure. There was the thing about a purple hooker shirt and something about moving to Nebraska.” I flushed as she death-stared me. No way would I let her walk around in a purple hooker shirt. “Okay, so I wasn’t really listening.”
“Girl, you are in a major funk.” She twisted her arm through mine and dragged me down the hall, away from where I could stare at Nathan’s locker.
“I’m not in a funk.” I absently rubbed my abdomen as a twinge of monthly cramps hit.
“Oh, please. You’re moping practically every minute of the day. I’m so glad I don’t live with you, girl. I would totally consider shooting you if I had to deal with you all day and night.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“You know I love you, but seriously girl, you need to get back with Nathan and get yourself some action, because I’m living through you vivaciously.”
“Vicariously. And why? I thought you were going to go for the new Mickey Mouse guy.”
She shrugged a shoulder, and made some noise under her breath. “He’s too brainy for me. Besides Gran said no dating until she talks to my therapist.”
“Well, I don’t think Nathan and I are going to happen.”
“What are you talking about, girl? You know you’re still hot for him, and unless he’s chopped his hair off since first period, he’s still cute.”
“Yeah, right, cute, like being attached to Vivian’s hip every time I see him.” Even as I said it, I caught sight of the two of them heading out the side exit to the parking lot.
“I told you. You should have taken that bitch out when you had the chance. You would have been defending your territory, but now,” she snorted, “you’d just look jealous and pathetic.”
“Wow, you really know how to make me feel good about myself, don’t you?”
“That’s what friends are for.” She laughed and tugged at my arm, dragging me toward the library.
I helped her find a few websites for a research paper she was doing for her economics class, and then logged onto my Twitter account. It had been nearly a month since I’d been on, and I scrolled down the page trying to make sense of the tweets that popped up. I didn’t follow many people, mainly because I didn’t know how to find them, but Nathan, Bianca, Chloe, and Karin were there. I tried not to read Nathan’s because I was not a sucker for punishment. I reached the bottom of the screen, the list of tweets automatically expanded, and Trevor’s screen name flashed across the screen.
My eyes flickered over to Tonya, but she was engrossed in whatever was on the page she was reading. I looked at Trevor’s tweet.
hookin up wit ma gurl 2nite
I wanted to vomit. The prick had managed to find another girl to suck into his sick world. I wanted to scourer his profile for a clue as to who she was and try to warn her, or even tweet something about what he’d done. But every tweet I’d ever posted had actually been done by either Tonya or Bianca, and I knew if I did tweet anything Tonya would find out. I closed out of the internet struggling to control my disgust for Trevor as I waited for Tonya to finish.
“Are you coming over tonight?” I asked as we headed through the parking lot toward my car fifteen minutes later.
“Can’t,” she said. We tossed our backpacks in the back seat and climbed into the front.
My stomach clenched and I let out a hiss of air. God, I hated cramps. I waited a moment for the pain to pass, and then started the car.
“I can’t believe Gran is being so strict all of a sudden,” I said. “She seemed okay at first, but she won’t even let you out except for school. What about the movies tomorrow?”
“Probably not. What are you guys going to see?” she asked.
“Some Greek god movie. Owen and Bianca have been raving about it, so now Karin wants to see it, too.”
 Tonya launched into her typical anti-Karin monologue and I pretended to listen. What I was really doing was thinking about Nathan. It was his type of movie. I could call, and invite him to come with. As a friend. Or I could ask Owen to call. He’d do that. He still owed me for covering for him in seventh grade when he lied to Mr. Stevens about his homework being stolen.
“You’re off in Nathan-dream-zone again.” Tonya’s loud comment pulled me back to reality.
“What? No, I’m listening. Karin’s so stuck up, blah, blah, blah.” Thankfully, we’d pulled up to Tonya’s house. “Are you a prisoner all weekend?”
“Don’t know yet,” she said, sliding out of the car. She grabbed her bag from the back and then slammed the door closed. “I’ll text you tomorrow.”
“Call!” I yelled after her. She turned around and kept walking backwards to the door.
“Call Nathan!”
I rolled the window up and drove off. By the time I got home, I’d decided. I would call Nathan.
Maybe.
Maybe was where I stalled. Three hours later, I was wrestling my cell from Bianca who thought it would be hilarious to call him for me. I wished I’d never told her about possibly getting Owen to call him.
“I will never drive you anywhere ever again!” I yelled, twisting around her curled up body, and attempting to snatch the phone from her.
“Okay, okay! But I am calling Tonya. Maybe she’ll talk some sense into you.”
We stopped fighting and I watched carefully as she pulled up Tonya with one push of a button.
“How did you get her number to come up so fast?” I always had to scroll through the list.
“She programmed your numbers in for you.” She said it like it should mean something and I stared in confusion. “She put herself as number one. She got hold of my phone once and redid everything. Somehow, my home phone number disappeared and I ended up stranded at the mall when I couldn’t remember it. Thankfully she left Karin on as number eight.”
We waited as the phone rang, but Tonya didn’t pick up. Instead, it clicked to her voice mail and Bianca left a quick message then hung up.
“There, you called,” I said and grabbed the phone. “Now, if you don’t mind, I want to go watch TV.”
We went into the den and found Lily and Dylan already huddled on the sofa. Lily looked like she was about to fall asleep and Dylan was flipping channels, his feet propped on the coffee table. I tossed my phone so it hit his feet, hoping he’d take a hint. He didn’t.
“Can you switch it to the on demand screen?” I asked, glancing at him as I filled a glass of soda from the side counter.
“Uh, I’m watching this,” he said, continuing to channel-surf.
“Hey, Lils, we were gonna order a movie, do you want to watch?” I stepped near her, and watched as her hands twitched. I really was a horrible person. She’d been fighting the past few weeks to respect my wishes about not ‘healing’ me, and I felt bad about causing her discomfort on purpose, but Dylan was a douche-bag and there was no way I was going to get in a power struggle with him in my own home.
“No, you go ahead. We’ll go upstairs.” She struggled to get up and guilt consumed me. I was truly despicable. She wobbled, and I went to grab her, but stopped short when I realized what would happen then. Luckily, Dylan caught her.
“Maybe you should lie down,” he said, genuine concern softening his voice. I might not have liked Dylan, but it was obvious he loved Lily.
Lily pulled away from his hold. “I’m okay. But maybe I’ll take a nap.”
Dylan followed her to her room and a few minutes later left without a word to me or Bianca. Usually, I felt required to see guests out, but not Dylan.
I settled onto the couch they had vacated and searched for a movie, nixing a few Bianca wanted to see, mainly because they were the artsy ones I had no interest in. We finally compromised on a Ben Stiller flick. Once the opening credits started, I went to check on Lily.
The knock on her door went unanswered, so I gently opened it and peeked my head in. She was lying on her stomach, her eyes open and gazing at me.
“You need anything?” I asked, not moving any closer.
She smiled and rolled onto her back and then propped herself up against the headboard.
“You can come in, Phoebs.” She laughed at my doubtful expression. “I’m serious. It’s fine.”
I moved in closer, but took a seat in her computer chair. It seemed safer than her bed.
“You feel different today,” she said, her eyes narrowing.
“Different good? Or different bad?” I spun the chair around, loving that I didn’t have to lift my feet over piles of clothing. Maybe there was a benefit to having a tidy room.
“Different good. Did you talk to Nathan?”
“Ugh! Why does everything have to be about Nathan?”
 “Maybe because you’ve been obsessing over him.”
“I haven’t been obsessing, maybe a little fixated but not obsessed.”
“So you haven’t talked to him, but you’ve made a decision.” Sometimes Lily made me wonder if she had Chloe and Nanna’s gifts for seeing the future and the past.
“I guess. Yeah, but now I don’t know what to say to him.”
“Why? Because you may not always be right, but you’re never wrong?”
“Exactly. I mean, maybe I shouldn’t have blamed him, but still, it makes me uncomfortable to think about how easily he managed to get me to doubt myself.”
“He didn’t get you to do anything, Phoebe. You did that all on your own.” Her words were so close to what Chloe had said, but it sounded much more reasonable coming from Lily.
“I know, but it’s easier to be mad at him. I mean it’s not like I can give myself the silent treatment or anything.”
“True,” she said with a soft laugh that quickly transformed into a massive yawn.
“I’ll let you get some rest. You sure you’re okay?” I asked as I rose from the chair.
“I’m sure. Just a little tired.”
I closed the door behind me and went back to the den. Bianca was on her cell and I collapsed beside her. She said bye to whoever she was talking to and hung up. I waited a moment for her to say who it was, but she shoved a handful of popcorn in her mouth.
“Who was that?” I finally asked.
“Tonya.” She popped another handful of popcorn in.
“And?”
“She’s busy doing something with her grandma.”
“She didn’t want to talk to me?”
“Nope. I guess I’m her new BFF now. Besides it sounded like they were out somewhere.”
It was a bit of a surprise that not only didn’t she ask to talk to me, but that she’d actually called Bianca instead of me. Then again, it was nice to not be harassed one more time about calling Nathan. I was going to talk to him. I just needed to find a way to do it without having to apologize. Not an easy task considering the things I’d said.
I tried calling Nathan the next morning, but he didn’t answer and I wasn’t sure what to think about that. He could have been working, or just busy. Or he could have been laughing hysterically with Vivian at his side at the sight of my name finally flashing across the screen of his phone. I ended up leaving a stalker message of heavy breathing while I frantically tried to think of what to say until I hung up, thoroughly mortified at the magnitude of my patheticness.
  Tonya was my next call, but she brushed me off with a lame excuse about being with Gran and hung up before I could tell her what a horrible idea it had been to call Nathan. Between her therapist and Gran, we’d barely had any time to talk outside of school. That she wasn’t able to go to the movies with the rest of us later brought on my pity party full force.
“Do you know anyone in San Diego?” Chloe asked, coming up behind me as I sat at the kitchen table eating jalapeÑo flavored potato chips for lunch.
“I don’t think so. Why?”
“I just had this really weird vision of you there outside an apartment building.”
“How do you know it was San Diego?”
“I got a glimpse of a street sign and it was definitely not Beachgrove.” She sat down across from me and stole one of the chips. “God, these are horrible. You’re not eating just those for lunch are you? You need to seriously start watching what you eat, or you’re going to end up...”
“Fat?”
“No.” Good to know.
“Dead?”
“No.” Also good to know.
“So?”
She rolled her eyes and swiped a second chip. “Just very unhealthy. There’s some left over avocado you can have.”
“Uh, no thanks.” Just the thought of eating that stuff made me gag. She sat there staring at me. “What do you want?”
“You should know that Nathan is going to the movies tonight with friends. He’ll want to talk to you.” Despite her complaints, she took another chip. “So, if you’ve realized you were wrong to blame him, have you realized the same about Nanna?”
My head tilting down, I glared at her from under my brows. “Don’t push it.”
She held up a hand in resignation. “Fine, I just think-”
“Shut it, Chloe.”
“Fine.”
I grabbed my bowl of chips and went into the living room to finish eating in peace and quiet, but sitting quietly and alone on the sofa didn’t mean I actually felt any peace.
Nanna was like a hangnail I couldn’t clip. Constantly poking me, rubbing me the wrong way, but if I just ripped her out it would hurt a hell of a lot more. And Nanna was constantly poking my Mom Button. For a while, I’d thought I’d gotten the whole mommy issue out of my system, but after the fight I’d had with Nanna I knew it was still there. And I finally realized why.
Chloe and Lily had always understood what was happening the day we were born. Chloe had seen it, while Lily had felt our mother’s every emotion. But I had only a sick feeling to remember.
I surged off the couch, and marched into the kitchen. The bowl of chips flew from my hand into the sink. I stood for a moment, watching it circle the silver space before tipping over and spilling the greasy snack.
“I’m going for a drive,” I stated, though not to tell Chloe. No, it had been more of a command from my brain to my body, just in case it decided to rebel and go back to the chips.
Chloe didn’t respond, other than to raise an eyebrow in... something. Probably not curiosity, because she most likely already knew where I was going, even if I wasn’t totally sure of it myself.
Thirty minutes after walking out the front door, I was standing in front of my mom’s grave. There wasn’t much, just a small headstone with her name followed by the date of her birth and then death. It had been a long time since I’d been there. The trees had grown, and there were more plot markers around. We used to come every month, flowers in hand, each of us waiting for our turn to say something. I never did. When my turn came, I would just stare at her name. Dad assumed I was talking silently. I wasn’t. I had nothing to say to her.
“You lied to me.” The words burst forth, catching me by surprise. I paused, maybe hoping that the supernatural would allow for a response. But nothing came. Mom wasn’t here. It was just a place for us to hold on to her.
“How could you have lied to me?”
It had taken my gift finally working to really understand why every time I thought of mom I had felt nauseous. My memory of my mother had been of her lying to me.
“Is that what you think she did?” Nanna stepped up beside me. Her appearance should have startled me, but it didn’t. Somehow, part of me had known she would show up once I finally made it there. Maybe that was the reason I’d avoided coming.
“It’s what I know,” I answered.
“Because your gift tells you?”
My head snapped up, and I stared at her in amazement.
“Are you really trying to get me to question myself again?”
She sighed and knelt to brush a bit of dirt from the engraving and pull a few weeds that had dared to creep above Mom. “It was a long time ago, over seventeen years. That’s a long time to hold a feeling.”
“She lied to me. I know she did.” My voice quivered and I struggled to hold my rage in. How could my mother have made her only words to me a lie?
“There’s only one way to know for sure.” She reached her hand up, asking for help to rise, seeking a memory I’d been too young to hold clear. I placed my hand in hers, wincing at the tight grip she took.
  She froze midrise, her eyes focused on some point through my chest. Her hand tightened painfully on mine, and I knew this was the first time she had seen her daughter’s last moments.
“What did she say?” I asked when her eyes fluttered and refocused although they filled with tears. Seeing what had happened could not have been an easy thing, and I was glad I didn’t have to see that part of my past.
“That she loved you.” Her tears overflowed and wove a crooked path down her deeply wrinkled face. “And that she’d always be with you.”
Neither of those brought the suffocating pain like I experienced thinking about Mom.
“Then she spoke to your father and told him everything would be fine.”
There it was. The lie. Mom knew that nothing would be fine. She died and we weren’t fine. I wasn’t fine. On the surface, it may have looked like we were, but underneath there was the hollow part in all of us that could never be filled. Dad had done his best to be normal, but he had closed himself off so his life consisted of work and us. My sisters had clung to Dad and, even now, they constantly checked up on him. And Mom’s one lie had destroyed my ability to trust not only others but myself as well.
“She lied. The last words I heard her speak were a lie.” Bitterness tinged my words, giving them a sharp edge that cut through my heart.
“You see your gift much like Chloe sees hers. Black and white. There’s no space between for what could be or may have been.” She sighed and smoothed her hand over my hair. “People lie for many reasons, Phoebe. Sometimes it is meant to deceive, or trick, or conceal, like how Tonya lied to you. But there are white lies, meant to spare someone’s feelings.”
“This was not a white lie, Nanna. She was dying, and instead of telling them what would be coming, instead of preparing Dad, she lied.”
“No, it wasn’t a white lie. But she wanted to protect you and your sisters and Michael. Maybe it wasn’t the right thing, or even the best thing, but I know my daughter, and her every thought and concern would have been for the four of you.”
“I’ve felt it every time I thought of her. The cramps, the nausea.”
“She wouldn’t have wanted you to feel that way. Your gift is unique, Phoebe. There’s no way she would have known you would feel that way, or hold on to it for so long.”
 “That’s why I stopped coming here, because being this close to her made it worse.” I dropped to my knees and stared at the puffy white clouds pushing across the sky.
“And now?”
It was gone. There was no memory of what it had felt like to hear my mom lie. There was nothing but an aching hole. I didn’t answer Nanna’s question and she eventually smiled and slowly lowered herself to sit beside me.
“When I questioned you about your gift, I didn’t want you to stop trusting it, I just wanted you to realize that the truth can have many layers, and lies are not always about deception.”
I tilted my head so it rested on Nanna’s shoulders and, for the first time in years, I cried for my mom.



Chapter 14
 “You called him, right?” Bianca asked as soon she I found her at the cinema.
“I did.”
“And what did he say?”
“He didn’t answer.” I flashed a sly smile as we got into the concession line.
“But?” She gave me an expectant look.
“Chloe said he’d be here tonight and that we’d talk.” Chloe’s vision had originally given me a lot of hope, but as I repeated it for Bianca, I started to realize that Chloe hadn’t said anything about it going the way I wanted. And that could be pretty crappy. “I guess we’ll see soon enough.”
 “There’s Owen.” She gestured to the ticket booth where Owen was waiting in line. “I think he walked here just to avoid getting a ride with Karin. He told her he wasn’t sure he was coming, so she ditched us.”
“Too bad Tonya isn’t here. She’d love a Karin free night out,” I said.
“You’re lucky she isn’t here. You know she’d be all over you about Nathan.”
“Well, lucky me that her gran has put her back on lockdown.” When Mrs. Robinson first found out about Trevor, I’d thought that I’d finally have Tonya back full time. No more bailing on us, but it was like nothing had changed. Instead of Trevor taking up her time, it was her gran.
“At least you’re looking hot tonight.” She fingered the long side braid Nanna had done for me as part of our bonding experience at Mom’s grave, something I just didn’t see happening again anytime.
“Are you implying that I normally look like crap?”
“Whatever. You know I would kill to have your hair. If my parents stopped being so fanatical about me having long hair, I might actually grow it out.” She ran her hands through her short spiky hair, which had changed from purple to blue tipped sometime in the past week.
“You could always let them think you were conforming.”
She looked at me like I was crazy. “Uh, you have met my parents, right? One small move in their direction and they’ll have my entire life mapped out before I could take a single step back. I’ll be finishing college before you’re out of high school.”
“Then I guess you’ll simply have to suffer through your jealousy of my superior hair.”
“Yeah, but your outfit balances it out.”
“What do you mean?” I glanced down at my black shirt and skinny jeans. I thought I looked good.
“It’s a bit...Chloe.”
“Bitch!”
“Here,” she said, and gripped one of the shoulders of my shirt and yanked it down. Luckily, the stretchy material didn’t rip. It gripped the side of my arm in a now off the shoulder look then she took off her extra-long silver studded necklace and put it over my head. “Chloe so wouldn’t wear this.”
“Thanks.”
“Owen!” Bianca called and waved her hand in the air to catch his eye. She spun back around, her eyes huge. “Nathan’s here.”
“Where?” I glanced in the direction she’d been facing, but I couldn’t see him in the sea of moviegoers.
“Oh, uh, he was heading through the ticket line.”
I raised a brow at her suddenly strange tone. “Do you think I should go find him?”
“No. I mean, didn’t Chloe say he was going to come and talk to you? Besides you don’t really have a great track record when you chase after him.” She paid for her order and I wished I had the spare cash to get something, but a full price movie ticket was the limit to my budget.
“You’re right. You are,” I said as Owen joined us and we entered the concession line. I glanced around again, hoping to see Nathan. Usually his height made him easily visible, but I couldn’t see him anywhere. “I just don’t want to wait any longer.”
“Wait for what?” Owen asked.
“To talk to Nathan,” I said.
“That might not be the best idea right now,” he answered, shifting from one foot to the other, while managing to avoid looking at me.
“Why?” I looked from Owen to Bianca, wondering what was going on. Bianca was close lipped, and I knew she wouldn’t spill. So I turned back to Owen, knowing that unlike Bianca, he wouldn’t try to lie. “Why not?”
He quickly cracked. “Uh, Vivian’s with him.”
God, couldn’t that bitch just fall down and die or something? Maybe that seemed mean, but it was Vivian, and ever since Nathan and I broke up, she’d been hanging off him like a dog in heat.
Owen’s comment put a pretty effective end to our conversation, and we made our way through the line. Andy ripped our tickets and pointed to the right. The theater was only half-full, and we got good seats right in the center of a row just up from the middle. I waited a few minutes before looking for Nathan, but it took me less than a minute to scan the place and find him against the back wall. He was standing at the end of the row staring at me. He lifted his hand in a wave. Rather than returning it, I looked down his row and found Vivian talking to one of her little posse.
I swiveled around, fury building inside of me, pissed at Nathan and Vivian, but mostly at myself. He was with Vivian only because I’d pushed him away. If Tonya were here, she’d be wearing her smug face, and pushing me to take Vivian down. Instead, I was going to wallow in my self-pity.
“You okay?” Bianca asked as the first previews started.
I nodded in response and then pulled out my cell phone. I didn’t want to be super annoying and call Tonya, but I did want to tell her what was going on. It took me until the third preview to get a text message typed out, and then I had Owen turn it on to vibrate so I didn’t have to turn it off.
Focusing on the movie was almost impossible, and I really did try hard. But I could feel Vivian’s spiteful gloating behind me, making me squirm in my seat with frustration. Was she why Nathan hadn’t called me back? Was this his way of telling me that he had chosen her? I twisted around and looked over my shoulder. He was hard to see, but in a few flashes of brighter screen time, I could make him out, and thankfully, Vivian wasn’t beside him. She was a few seats down, two of Nathan’s football friends separated them.
“You’re being pretty obvious,” Bianca whispered, causing me to turn back around.
“I’m going to the restroom,” I said, ignoring her comment. I needed to get some air, and maybe I hoped Nathan was as aware of me as I was of him and would follow me.
The hall was nearly empty. Only a few staff members milled about with their rolling trash bins and brooms, wasting time until another movie ended. I paused for a moment, waiting to see if Nathan had followed me, but the door stayed closed, so I headed into the restroom.
When I came out a few minutes later, he was there and I instantly felt nervous and jittery, unsure of what to say. It didn’t help that he was wearing his hot date outfit - black jeans and a vintage Green Day shirt. He’d worn the same thing on our first date.
“Hey,” I said, stopping in front of him.
“Hey. I got your message, but I was at work.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and scuffed his sneaker along the carpet. “I was gonna call you back, but I figured I’d just see you here.”
“Oh.”
“But you didn’t come over when I saw you inside.”
“Inside. When you were with Vivian.”
“Phoebe, I’m not dating Vivian. I already told you I wasn’t interested in getting back with her. It was supposed to be just the guys from the team, but a couple of them invited their girlfriends and well, somehow Vivian ended up coming. I didn’t know until we got here.”
I started to say something, but my pocket began to vibrate. Pulling it out, I saw Tonya’s name flashing on the screen and pressed decline, sending her to voice mail, then I shoved it back in my pocket.
“I know. That you’re not here with Vivian, I mean. I just really didn’t want to get to risk getting into it with her again. My dad would totally flip if I ended up in another fight. And-” My cell started up again, cutting off my words. I yanked it back out. “It’s Tonya, just let me get rid of her, or she’ll keep bugging me.”
I flipped it open, but before I could even say hi, I could hear her crying.
“Tonya? What’s wrong?”
“Phoebe. Oh God! I made a mistake. Can you come get me?”
“Where are you? What’s going on?” Panic started to set in as her sobs pulsed through me.
“I-I just want to go home.”
“Tonya, calm down. Where are you?”
“I’m-” Her words ended when the phone went dead.
“Holy shit, holy shit.” I fumbled around trying to pull up her number, until Bianca’s demonstration from earlier popped in. I jammed my finger onto the number one and held it until the line began to ring.
“What’s going on?” Nathan asked as I waited for her to pick up.
“I don’t know. She was hysterical, said she needed me to come get her then the line went dead. Shit, shit, shit.” 
“Hello?” Tonya’s voice quavered through the phone.
“Where are you? I’ll come get you right now.”
“Oh, I’m fine.”
Liar.
“Tonya, where are you?” I swallowed past the bile that crept up my throat from my churning stomach.
“I’m sorry I called you. Gran and I had a fight.”
Liar. My stomach cramped.
“Where are you?”
“Don’t worry about me. I gotta go, okay? I’ll call you later.” Again the line went dead.
I called her back, waiting while it rang twice and then went to voice mail. I tried again and this time it went directly to her mailbox. Her phone was off. And I started to panic. “Her phone’s off. I don’t know what to do. She said she had a fight with her gran and that she’s fine, but I know she’s lying. She wouldn’t tell me where she was.”
“Calm down and just takes a moment to think. Where could she be?”
“I don’t know! She was supposed to be home, but I know she’s not!”
“Okay, so let’s call there. I know you say she’s lying, but let’s just double check. Maybe she’s there, and wants to leave, or at least her gran might know where she is.” He took the phone from me and within seconds, he had it ringing. Someone must have answered, because he started talking. “Hi, can I speak to Tonya? Oh, okay. Do you know which one? Thank you.”
“She’s not there, is she?” I asked as he handed the phone back to me.
“Her grandma said she was with you at the movies. Where else would she go? If she’s not with you or at home, then where?” He guided me over to a bench where I sat and he crouched in front of me. I could see his father, and his police officer training, in Nathan, taking charge, being the calm one, thinking logically. “Is there some place she wouldn’t tell you about going?”
“Nowhere! I mean...Oh God, she wouldn’t...” My lips couldn’t form the horrible idea that came to mind.
“Wouldn’t what?”
 “Trevor.” My stomach lurched at the idea of her going to see him.
“Okay, let’s call him. If she’s there we’ll go get her.”
“I don’t have his number. I deleted everything about that asswipe after what he did.”
 “I might still have it.” Nathan pulled out his phone. “Yeah, here. Do you want me to do it?”
“Yes. No, wait! He might lie. If he lies to me I’ll know it.”
“Phoebs, you gotta be nice. If you’re rude he may just hang up.” He handed me the phone and I took a deep breath then pressed the send button.
“Hello?” The sound of Trevor’s voice drove a nasty chill down my spine.
“Hey, Trevor. This is Tonya’s friend Phoebe.”
“What do you want?” His dislike of me was obvious, and I struggled to stay pleasant. Not the easiest thing to do when my skin crawled at even the sound of his name.
“I just got a really weird call from Tonya and wondered if you’d heard from her?”
“No.”
Liar. A vicious cramp seized me and I took another deep breath, willing it to pass.
“So she didn’t come over to your place or anything?”
“No.”
This time when my stomach clenched I gagged as a massive wave of nausea hit me.
“Okay, thanks.” I hung up, threw the phone at Nathan, and then raced for the restroom. I barely made it to the toilet before emptying my stomach. Once the shaking stopped, I went to the sink and quickly rinsed my mouth out. Nathan was still waiting when I came out and Bianca and Owen were with him.
“I went and grabbed them while you were...” He motioned to the restroom and I nodded.
“She’s there. At Trevor’s,” I said.
“You’re sure?”
My instinctive response was to get angry with him for questioning me again, but it was instantly squashed by the sound of Tonya’s scream echoing through my mind. He was right. I needed to be sure. My eyes closed and I tried to think about Tonya the past few days. Her reluctance to give details about what she and Gran were doing. Her sudden lack of interest in the new Mickey guy. And then there was Trevor’s tweet. hookin up wit ma gurl 2nite. It was possible that instead of some unsuspecting girl, it had been Tonya. Who knew where she’d really been last night? The hollow pit in my stomach said she’d been with him. I was sure that’s where she was now.
“Definitely. I have to go get her,” I said.
“We can call the cops,” Nathan suggested.
“And tell them what? That my friend says she’s fine, but I know she’s lying because some voice in my head is telling me she is?” I gave a humorless laugh. “I really don’t want your dad to think I’m crazy.”
“I’ll drive then,” Nathan said. “No way should you be going anywhere near that asshole alone.”
“Do you want us to come with?” Bianca asked.
“There’s won’t be room in the truck for all of us once we pick Tonya up,” Nathan said.
“Owen and I can take my car, and we’ll follow you.”
“Fine. Let’s go.” I started moving to the door and they all fell in line behind me. Once we were in the parking lot, reality started to sink in and I stopped abruptly. Nathan skidded past me, while Owen and Bianca nearly plowed into me. “I don’t remember how to get to his place.”
“We used my dad’s GPS the time we went there. He practically never uses the thing, so it should still be stored. Come on.” Nathan grabbed my hand and propelled me forward. Owen and Bianca veered off toward her car, and Nathan and I continued straight. We climbed into his dad’s truck and a minute later, we were heading for San Diego.
“Get the GPS from the glove box,” Nathan said. I opened the compartment, grabbed the GPS, and pushed the power button. Once it had loaded itself, I handed it to Nathan. He waited until we stopped at a red light to search for Trevor’s address. “Here it is.”
I pulled out my cell and called Owen, knowing Bianca couldn’t answer hers because she was driving. I gave him the address and the basic directions to get to Trevor’s just in case we got separated.
Then the rush of adrenaline began to wane. I felt completely exhausted and consumed by the nausea Trevor had brought on with his lies. I leaned my head against the cool window and stared into the blackness. Outside of town, there were no lights to illuminate the roadside.
How could she have gone to see Trevor? How could she have lied to me about it? I wanted to yell at her, scream at her for being an idiot. I prayed that she was okay, that the call had been some complete misunderstanding, and that she was actually at home, safe and sound.
Even without my gift, I knew I was lying to myself.
“I’m sorry.”
I looked at Nathan, his words bringing me out of my thoughts.
“I shouldn’t have blackmailed you into giving Trevor a chance and I shouldn’t have brushed off your concerns.” He sounded a bit stiff, like he’d been practicing what to say and was trying to remember the exact wording.
“I’m sorry, too.” My words were as stilted as his, although mine came from a reluctance to apologize. I really hated doing that, but Nathan was worth it. “I shouldn’t have blamed you for what Trevor did.”
“But you were right about him.”
“Yeah, but I wish I hadn’t been.” I sighed and shifted closer to him in my seat so I could place my hand on his thigh. He was warm like he always was, and it made me want to snuggle closer.
Talking made me realize how badly my breath smelled. To distract myself, I rummaged in my purse for some gum.
“What are you looking for?” Nathan asked.
“Some gum. My breath is kind of funky.”
“Check the glove box. My mom is a fanatic about her teeth. She may have something.”
I opened the glove box, found a pack, and pulled out a stick of nasty tasting dental gum. The repetitive chewing had a calming effect, though my knees didn’t stop their jackrabbit thumping. The drive wasn’t long, only about thirty minutes, but each minute felt like an eternity. Each one a minute that Tonya could be in trouble. I tried calling her cell again, but there was still no answer.
“You okay?” Nathan asked.
“Yeah, I just hope Tonya is.” I rubbed my hands down my face, then placed them on my knees and tried to still my bouncing legs. “I don’t understand why she would go and see him. I would kill the guy if he’d done that to me.”
“Who knows? Maybe she was just picking up some of her stuff.”
I picked up the GPS and checked the arrival time. Four minutes. I put it back in the dashboard holder and glanced out the window. My gum popped in my mouth and I blew an awkward bubble. It was the old person type of gum meant only for chewing, not bubble blowing. I tried another bubble, but it snapped across my tongue. I looked at the GPS again. Two minutes. Bubble. Snap. One minute.
“There it is.” I sat up in my seat. The area was familiar and the GPS was announcing we’d arrived. I jumped out of the truck as soon as Nathan parked. He followed behind me, as I pushed the call button for Trevor’s apartment. He didn’t answer. I pressed it again and again. My finger bending painfully with the pressure I was using. “Answer the fucking door, asshole.”
“Maybe he’s not home.”
“He’s here. I know it.” I stepped back and looked up at his window. He was right above us on the second floor. The blinds were drawn, but backlit. He was up there. Bianca and Owen came up behind me and Nathan explained Trevor wasn’t answering. “Shh! Listen.”
They all shut up and we listened. Then I heard it. It was faint, but it was there. A cry and then something louder. Trevor yelling.
“I’m calling the cops,” Owen said, and I tried to remember why I hadn’t done that earlier.
I lunged back at the call button and did what I’d seen done on TV and the movies, pressing all the buttons, over and over again, hoping someone would just let us in. No one did. But one answered the call.
“Hello?” a man’s voice said.
“Thank God! Can you let us in? We need to get in please! My friend is hurt.” I was crying. Trevor was getting louder. I could hear him yelling clearly now. What was scaring me was that I didn’t hear Tonya.
 “Is this about that couple fighting upstairs?” the man asked.
“Yes. Please! We’ve called the police, but please let us in.”
He didn’t reply, but a moment later, there was a buzz and the door pulled open under Nathan’s tugging hand.
“I’ll wait for the cops,” Owen called behind us, and caught the door before it closed. Even as he said it, I caught a flash of blue and red lights reflecting along the road with the corner of my eye.
I ran up the stairs with Nathan and Bianca right behind me. Trevor’s door was behind the stairwell and I thumped on it with the palm of my hand. I could hear Tonya now. She was crying. Whimpering.
“Trevor! Open up. I know Tonya’s in there.” I slammed my hand against the door when there was no response, and then pounded my fist on the door repeatedly.
“The cops are here,” Bianca said from the foot of the stairs.
“Trevor, please, open the door,” I begged, trying to sound a bit less angry and scared. 
“Miss, move away from the door.”
I glanced over my shoulder and saw two police officers behind me. Nathan wrapped a hand around my arm and tugged me back, giving the officers space to move.
“My friend is in there. I know she is. Please, help her.”
“Miss, step back and let us do our job.” The female officer glared at me, causing me to take that commanded step back.
“Phoebe, just be quiet,” Nathan said. It sounded harsh, but I knew he was only trying to help. With his father being the sheriff, he knew what to do around working officers. “Let’s wait downstairs.”
“She didn’t need to be rude,” I said, my entire body shaking with fear and anger as we moved to the stairs.
“She wasn’t. That’s the way cops are when they’re on duty. They need people to be a bit intimidated.”
We walked back down to where Owen was waiting, and collapsed on the bottom step. I wanted, needed, to know what was going on. I could hear them knocking on the door, and identifying themselves as police. It seemed like forever before there was the creak of the door opening.
Once the police had gone inside it was impossible to hear anything. Then the sirens of an ambulance reached us, and my stomach dropped. Tonya must be hurt.
When Nathan gripped my arm, I thought he was preparing to stop me from going back up, but he was just moving me out of the way so the paramedics could get through. They took the stairs two at a time.
“I should have called the cops as soon as she called me,” I said, watching the paramedics disappear up the stairs.
“You didn’t know what was going on.” Nathan rubbed his arm along my arm. “Besides, what would you have said? That you thought Tonya was here, but couldn’t prove it? That you thought she was hurt, but couldn’t prove it?”
“No. I don’t know. I should have done something to stop this.”
“You’re blaming yourself again, Phoebe,” Owen said. His arms were crossed and he stared at me with an intense gaze. It was a gaze that made me wonder if maybe he was simply acting all those times when he spaced out. “You might have a gift to hear lies, but you can’t know everything, and even if you did, you can’t control everyone. Tonya would have come here if you’d known or not. And if you’d told her not to come, she would have probably broken speed records to get here.”
“Probably.” Admitting it didn’t make me feel any better.
Owen looked like he had a lot more to say, but there was movement at the top of the stairs and we all turned to watch. Trevor came down first, his arms twisted behind his back, wrists cuffed. I found it difficult to swallow, my mouth completely dry. Even now, it was easy to see why Tonya had trusted him at first. He didn’t look like a bad guy. He just hid it very well.
The paramedics came next and that’s when I nearly broke down. Tonya was on a backboard, her neck stabilized. Blood was everywhere, covering her new blue shirt, it was in her hair, and on her face. God, her face. What I could see was swollen and discolored.
“Oh God,” I sobbed, and stepped toward her. Nathan held me back so they could move her out of the lobby.
Tonya murmured something, but her lips were so swollen the words were unintelligible. I knew she had heard me. I shook Nathan’s hold off, and walked alongside her as they got her outside, managing to grasp her hand. She felt so cold.
Looking down at her from this angle, I could see the other side of her face. There was an impression of the Nike swoosh along the side of her face. I choked back the bile burning my throat.
“I’m here, Tonya. You’re gonna be fine.” I tried to keep my voice steady, but it still trembled.
Her lips moved again, and I could see tears pooling in her eyes. My hand slid from hers as she was transferred into the back of the ambulance.
“Are you family?” asked one of the paramedics.
“What? No. No, I’m her best friend.” I looked at the paramedic. My mind was completely clouded. I tried to figure out what was happening. “Is she okay? What...? Can I ride with her? Please?”
There was a pause, as if he was debating, and then he gave a short nod. I climbed up into the back of the ambulance and looked back at Nathan.
“Call Mrs. Robinson!” I yelled before the doors closed and we took off.
The ride was surreal. Nothing like I’d seen on television. There was no frantic moving about, working on her, no blaring sirens, although the lights flashed occasionally. The paramedics were calm and simply monitored her. I took it as a good sign, that maybe she just looked worse than she really was.
They asked me a few questions, about allergies, medical history, medication, and I answered as best I could.
Once at the hospital, I was directed to the nurses’ station where I simply gave them Mrs. Robinson’s phone number. After that, there was nothing to do but sit. I found a seat in the emergency room and texted the name of the hospital to Nathan and Bianca. They arrived a few minutes later.
“Any news?” Bianca asked, sinking into the chair beside me.
“No, they took her back and made me stay out here. Did you manage to get hold of her gran?” I looked up at Nathan.
“Yeah, she sounded pretty upset. I guess she thought Tonya was with you. She should be here pretty soon.”
I was going to end up banned from Tonya’s house. Mrs. Robinson still hadn’t forgiven me for covering for Tonya before, and now she’d think I was doing it again.
“I don’t get it,” Bianca said. She was slouched in the seat, staring straight ahead, a kind of deer in the headlights thing. “Why would she start seeing him again? She knew what he was like.”
I didn’t have an answer and I glanced up at Owen, curious to see if his sudden ability to understand and explain people would be able to handle this.
“Maybe she thought he wouldn’t do it again. Or maybe she thought she could change him.” Owen’s idea seemed so out there, so unbelievable, but at the same time scary and real.
“What an id-” Bianca cut herself off with a shake of her head.
We all knew what she’d been going to say. We’d all thought it. But who calls the victim of an abusive partner an idiot? They are the victim. Tonya was the victim and nothing she did asked for this. She had wanted to see the good in him, despite everything he’d already done, she’d believed in him, and maybe like Owen had said, she believed she could change him.
I knew Tonya better than anyone, but even I wondered how many times would he have to prove her wrong before she finally believed?
After what felt like hours of waiting, Mrs. Robinson came out to tell us Tonya was in the ICU and couldn’t have visitors. She didn’t go into details, but I had seen the marks on Tonya’s face and knew that it had been just a fraction of what she had endured. I arranged with Mrs. Robinson to pick up a few of Tonya’s things from the house and bring them by the next day.
 The drive home with Nathan was silent. I was completely drained, and could do nothing more than stare out the window. He seemed to realize that I needed those moments to hold myself together.
It was after two in the morning when we pulled up to my house. Every light in the place seemed to be on. I’d already talked to Dad on the phone earlier, but I’d known he would still be up to make sure I got home okay.
“Thanks for the ride,” I said, still feeling numb.
“Phoebs,” Nathan turned off the truck and twisted so he faced me as he spoke, “are we going to talk about us? Is there an us again?”
I thought over everything that had happened the past few weeks, of how miserable I’d been when we weren’t together, how crazy I’d reacted to everything. It was actually hard to believe he wanted to get back together. Before all of the Tonya stuff, being with Nathan had felt right. Easy. Like I didn’t have to work at it. I wanted that back. I wanted to know that I had something in my life that wasn’t complicated, or weird, or scary.
“I was angry with myself, not you.” I saw his eyebrow twitch. “Okay, maybe a little with you, but mostly with myself and the fact that I didn’t trust me, or my gift, enough. Besides, if Tonya really was there tonight getting back with Trevor then it just goes to show that knowing what kind of guy he was wouldn’t have been enough to stop her.”
Tonya had been so giddy when she’d been dating Trevor, loving the secret of him, loving the fact that she was hiding him from her gran. She’d even said that she’d thought his moodiness had been attractive at first, that it had shown her how passionately he loved her. Any time I’d mentioned how obsessive it was, she’d make it a joke, like I was jealous because Nathan wasn’t like that. And she’d been a bit right. But now, I didn’t want anything to do with that kind of relationship. I wanted my Nathan back.
“I want things to be simple again,” I said. It was difficult to swallow and tears pooled in my eyes. “I want us to just be us, and not a bunch of other crap. No drama. Just us together with no one else. Simple.”
“I think I could manage simple.” He moved closer and framed my face with his hands. The kiss that followed was the most gloriously uncomplicated kiss I’d ever had. It was sweet and gentle, and I felt like I’d gone back in time to New Year’s and we were really kissing for the first time again. When it ended, I pulled back and gave him a slight smile.
“So the only question left is, can Vivian handle us?” I asked.
He groaned and his head tilted back. “That’s gonna be the best thing about getting back together with you.”
“What’s that?”
“I’m not gonna have to hang around her trying to make you jealous anymore.”
“Are you serious?” I asked, giving him a gentle whack on the arm.
“God, the entire time I was dating her was hell. Did you honestly think I wanted to hang out with her again?”
“Nathan, you dated her for a year!” I felt mildly bad for Vivian, to think that her one time boyfriend hadn’t even liked her, but that sympathy died pretty quick when I remembered how she’d treated me since...well, since forever.
“Yeah, well, it’s kind of hard to break up with someone who never shuts up,” he explained. The smile he wore dimmed and he put his sexy serious face on. “I’m glad you finally called.”
“I’m glad you waited,” I said, and before I could say anything else, he leaned in for another quick kiss. It ended too soon, with him sliding back to his side.
“Your dad is peeking through the blinds,” he said, when I scooted closer to him for another kiss.
I dropped my head to his chest in frustration, then moved back and grabbed my purse from the floor. Nathan hopped out of the truck, came around to help me out and we held hands as we walked to the door. I didn’t want him to leave. For a few minutes he’d managed to consume my thoughts, and I knew once he was gone the image of Tonya’s battered face would return.
“I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said, letting go of my hand when we reached the porch. He brushed a light kiss on my cheek, then stepped back so I could go up the steps.
Dad met me at the door, and folded me into a giant bear hug, squeezing me hard, as if trying to force the sadness from me. Over my shoulder, he waved to Nathan and then walked me inside. We went into the kitchen and I sat at the table while Dad poured a mug of hot water from the kettle and then added a hot chocolate mix. 
“I see you and Nathan have made up,” he said over his shoulder.
“Yeah, we talked and...” I shrugged. As happy as I was about being back together with Nathan, it felt wrong to be in a good mood about anything. My thoughts of Nathan drifted away and those of Tonya came crashing back.
“You want to talk about what happened with Tonya?” Dad asked, setting the mug in front of me. I’d known this was coming as soon as I’d called him from the hospital. There was no way Dad would let this go undiscussed.
“No. Yes. I don’t get it.” I wrapped my hands around the mug, and watched the steam wafting up. My shock was wearing off, and in its place was anger at Trevor and at Tonya. “Why would she go back to see him? Why would she lie to me again?”
I knew it wasn’t right to blame Tonya, but part of me did. She was the one that had made the decision this time, completely aware of what kind of a person Trevor was.
“Relationships are hard to understand, especially abusive ones. Sadly for Tonya, she’s finding things out the hard way.”
“But why? If Nathan ever hit me, I’d be gone so fast. No. I’d probably kill him first.”
Dad sighed and leaned back against the counter, crossing his arms. “Tonya isn’t you. No matter how much the two of you seem alike, she has seen and experienced things in her life that have caused her to think differently about this. Ms. James hasn’t exactly been a good role model for her daughter. I know her grandmother tries, but there’s only so much she can do. Tonya’s father was never around, and her grandfather died before she was born. She hasn’t had any positive male figures in her life.”
“She had you.”
He smiled and shook his head, coming to the table and sitting across from me. “It’s not the same thing. I’m her best friend’s dad. I think you’d be surprised to know how little she cares about what I think.”
Considering Tonya was usually the driving force behind me skipping school, or sneaking out at night, I was pretty sure I knew.
The image of her on the stretcher, both eyes puffy and already circled in deep blue and purple bruises came to mind. I rotated the mug around and around, trying to erase the picture, then lifted the hot chocolate and took a small sip, burning my tongue in the process. But it was nothing compared to what Tonya must have felt. The worst part was I didn’t know how to help her then, and I knew even less how to help her now.
“I don’t know how to make her see how wrong she is about this.” My mug thumped against the table as I set it down.
“You can’t,” Dad said and laid his hand one my forearm. “All you can do is be there for her.”
Every bone in my body felt completely useless, and my eyes filled with tears. Dad got up, and wrapped me in his arms. A sob burst out and I cried. I felt totally helpless and I hated it. Helplessness was debilitating. I hated that I was crying, instead of kicking Trevor’s ass.
“There has to be something more,” I said, sniffling as the tears finally slowed.
“Be her friend. She has a lot of other people helping her, too. You don’t need to do anything other than be there for her.”
It sounded so easy. Yet it’s exactly what I thought I’d been doing these past few weeks and it obviously hadn’t been enough. My head spun at the realization of how quickly she’d gone back to him. I  squeezed my eyes shut, attempting to calm the dizziness threatening to overtake me, then pushed my chair back. “I think I’m going to crash. I’m exhausted.”
Dad nodded and gave me a kiss on the top of my head. “I’ll see you in the morning then, sweetheart.”
I carried my mug downstairs and even made it to my room before Lily and Chloe were on me. Lily kept herself from getting too close, lingering in my door and shifting from one foot to the other. Chloe on the other hand, wrapped me in her arms.
“Phoebe, I tried to call! I swear! As soon as I saw what was going to happen, I called your cell, but it kept going to voice mail. I’d been getting random flashes of things, but nothing made sense and then I was grabbing something from your room earlier and it just hit me. I was seriously freaking until Lily calmed me down.”
I tried to remember everything Chloe had mentioned over the past few days and the pieces fit right into what had happened. Nathan coming to talk to me at the theater, us in front of an apartment in San Diego, the hospital, me needing Nathan. She’d been right about everything, even if it hadn’t all made sense at the time.
“It’s okay. You warned me the best you could.” I sat on the edge of my bed, and gave Chloe an understanding smile. “I’m going to head to bed. I need to go over to Tonya’s place in the morning to pick up a few things.”
“Let me know if I can do anything. I might not be Tonya’s biggest fan, but no one deserves what happened to her.” Chloe came over to give me another hug and then left.
Lily moved to follow her and then paused, her hand shaking as it rested lightly on the edge of the door. “I’m glad you’re okay.” 
For a moment, I thought she was going to cry, her eyes were so sad and tired, but then she pulled my door closed behind her and went back to her room.
I did try to sleep. But it was impossible. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Tonya and all the rage and disbelief came back. I lost track of the number of times I threw off the covers, only to pull them on again. Anything to distract me. It was nearly four in the morning when my door creaked open. Soft footsteps padded across the room.
“I’m sorry,” Lily whispered, and I knew she didn’t realize I was awake, so I kept my eyes shut. Her hand hovered over my arm, a heat radiating from her that was a sign of her gift. Then she lightly touched her hand to my arm. It was always the oddest sensation when Lily healed. All my negative emotions vanished, sucked out of me, and there was nothing in its place, nothing but an overwhelming sense of calm.
My breath rushed out of me, and my already closed eyes grew heavier. There was a slight movement of air as Lily moved away, but I didn’t hear her leave. I was already asleep.



Chapter 15
The next morning Chloe drove me to the movie theater and I picked up my car. For once, she kept her mouth shut and let the drive pass in peace. I knew she wanted to say something about her visions. The silence in the car was unnerving and I wanted to reassure her nothing was her fault, and that I would forgive her anyways, but I couldn’t say those things. Not because I wouldn’t have meant them, but it would have made everything seem so much more real. With every passing moment it was easier to pretend that Tonya was fine and that the night before had never happened.
I drove over to Tonya’s place and used the key Mrs. Robinson gave me at the hospital. It was weird to be walking around their house alone, almost like I was snooping. Feeling awkward, I went straight to Tonya’s room. I pulled out some slippers from under her bed, and a few shirts and her jogging pants from her dresser, not sure if she’d be able to wear anything other than the hospital gown, but I wanted to fill the backpack I’d brought. Her iPad and chargers went in the bag next, and I considered taking her laptop, but she’d showed off how she could do everything she wanted on her iPad, so the computer stayed where it was.
The last thing I did was pull her diary out from behind her bookshelf. She’d always been paranoid that her gran would find it. I moved to place it on top of everything, and then faltered. Had she written about getting back together with Trevor? I wanted to know what she’d been thinking, when she’d decided to go see him, and most importantly how she could have possibly forgiven him. I wanted to read it.
The cover flipped open and I sat down on the corner of her bed, thumbing through until I reached the end of her entries. I slammed it shut. No. I couldn’t read her diary. That was a massively wrong thing to do. If it was Chloe’s then I’d do it for a laugh. But this was Tonya and she was obviously already having problems trusting me if she’d been lying to me about Trevor.
Then again, could I trust her to tell me what was going on? I opened the book and immediately slammed it shut again. I fell back onto her bed, totally frustrated. I wanted to read it, but I knew I shouldn’t.
A vibration in my pocket cut off the warring parts of my brain. I really had to figure out how to get it back on to ringing. I pulled it out. Nathan’s name flashed on the screen.
“Hey, what’s up?” I asked.
“Just seeing how you were doing.”
“Fine. I’m at Tonya’s grabbing a few things. I’m going to take them up to the hospital this afternoon. Do you want to come with me?”
“Can’t. I’m working the day shift today. Give me a call when you get home, though, and maybe I can come over to study tonight.”
I laughed at his wording. Study was his code word for making out that he used whenever his parents were within hearing distance.
“Maybe. I’ve got some really hard biology questions I need help with.” I couldn’t resist teasing him. “Are you any good with anatomy?”
He coughed and I giggled again. It was easy being with Nathan, and I had missed that more than anything. Well, maybe not as much as I’d missed our ‘study’ sessions.
“I gotta go,” he said. “I’ll talk to you later.”
We hung up and I put the cell phone back in my pocket. I glanced down at Tonya’s diary. Before I could reconsider and think of all the reasons why I should read it, I dropped it into the backpack and zipped the bag closed. Just as much as I needed Nathan and me to be simple again, I needed it with Tonya, too. Invading her privacy wasn’t going to help me do that.
Later that afternoon, I went to the hospital by myself. I’d hoped Lily would come, maybe make things a bit better for Tonya or at least Mrs. Robinson if we couldn’t see Tonya yet, but she gave me some excuse about Dylan needing her help with something. It sounded plausible, but I hadn’t been Lily’s sister for seventeen years without knowing she had an extreme aversion to hospitals.
Mrs. Robinson had called earlier and given me Tonya’s room number. When I reached the right floor, I found her in a family waiting room. She was curled up in a chair, head arching back in what looked like the most uncomfortable position ever. I gently tapped her knee. Her eyes fluttered and she gave a small smile before she seemed to realize where she was and why.
“How’s she doing?” I asked, taking a seat across from her.
“Well, they moved her out of intensive care, but they ran tests all morning, making sure...” She paused and took a deep breath. “Making sure there’s no permanent damage.”
In all my worries, I’d never considered permanent damage, but from what I’d seen of her, physical and mental damage wouldn’t be surprising. I looked down at my feet, seeing the bag full of her things. I’d packed it like she was on a sleep over, not like her life was going to change forever.
 I picked up the backpack and held it out to Mrs. Robinson. “I grabbed a few clothes and her iPad and stuff.”
“Thank you, sugar.” She took the bag, and it promptly fell to the floor. She looked old. Much older than the mid-fifties I knew she was. She stared at me intensely and I barely suppressed the urge to squirm in my seat.
“Did you know she was going to see that boy?” she asked bluntly.
“No!” I sat up straight and looked her right in the eye, something Dad had always told me to do when I told the truth. Shifty eyes made people doubt you. “I swear, Mrs. Robinson, the last time I heard Tonya mention him was the day after the movie incident. She told me she never wanted to see him again.”
“So when she told me she was going out with you and Bianca Friday night...?”
“She told me you wouldn’t let her go.”
“Lordy, these two girls of mine will be the death of me,” she whispered under her breath, then looked back at me. “I guess I knew, as soon as that Nathan boy called last night, asking if she was there.”
 “I’m really sorry. If I’d known...”
“I know that, sugar. My girl’s got a mind of her own, and when I started laying down the law about this boy, I should have known she’d do something crazy.” She shook her head. “I suppose you want to see her?”
I sat up. “Can I? I wasn’t sure, since...”
“Oh, she can have visitors. I’m just taking a break.” She handed the backpack to me and I took off for Tonya’s room.
Seeing her was almost as shocking as it had been the night before. While the blood was gone, swelling and deep bruising had settled in, making it nearly impossible to recognize her. She didn’t hear me come in, completely engrossed in something on her tray table.
“Hey,” I said, then repeated myself louder when she didn’t respond.
Her head jerked around, and her lips tilted up on one side. “Hey, I didn’t hear you come in. Were you standing there long?” she asked.
“No.”
She shrugged, “I haven’t been hearing too good out of my left ear.”
“Oh. Is it...?” I did some lame gesture toward my own ear, not wanting to say permanent.
“They think it’s just the swelling right now. Hopefully it’ll get better, but the doctor said it might not.”
“That sucks,” I pursed my lips and wandered over to the dresser to inspect a vase of flowers. It was harder than I thought it would be to look at her. Not because I was grossed out, but because I hated to think of her feeling any of the pain associated with those marks.
“What sucks is I’m gonna miss school,” she said, and I nearly fell over in shock.
“Did you really just say it sucks to miss school? As in our high school?” I stared at her as if she’d grown horns.
“Phoebs, I’m gonna be stuck in a freaking hospital and then at home, watching soaps with Gran for days. Not that I don’t mind catching up on all of them, but seriously they’re not the Real Housewives. It’s only been a day and I’m going insane watching that junk already.” She raised a hand when my mouth opened to say something. “I know. I must be crazy anyways for doing what I did.”
“I was so not going to say that!” I said.
“Really?”
“Yes. No! I mean...” I stammered to a stop. I didn’t want to lie and say it hadn’t been crazy, but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings either. Four months ago, I’d have told her she was bat shit crazy for going to see Trevor. Now she just seemed so much more fragile, as if my words could suddenly add the weight of the world to her already bruised shoulders.
“Girl, chill.” When she smiled this time, both ends of her mouth tipped up. “Just make sure you keep me filled in on all the good stuff going on. Gran still has me grounded off the computer. And apparently she had some tech geek at the computer store block pretty much any page I’d want to go to.”
“Well,” I said, dumping the contents of the bag on her lap, “Vivian is gonna go ape shit tomorrow.”
“Please tell me it’s because you got over your stupid self and are back with Nathan.”
“Ha ha. No, I didn’t get over myself, but yes, Nathan and I are back together. I think.” I sat in the chair beside her bed and slouched back. “I figured I’d let him suffer enough.”
“Please,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I think everyone was suffering along with him thanks to your sparkling personality when you’re single.”
“Gee, it’s nice to know there’s no permanent damage to your snide side.” I almost smacked myself for saying the words as soon as they left my mouth. How could I make a joke about what she’d gone through?
“It’s okay, Phoebs. Seriously.” She shifted on the bed and placed her iPad on the tray that hovered over her legs. “I’d rather have you making fun of me than listen to Gran nag me about making better choices and loving myself enough to not let someone hurt me.”
“Uh, kinda sounds like some good advice,” I said.
“Tell me that after you’ve spent hours listening to her rant. God, I am so ready to go home. Maybe then she’ll back off a bit. She, like, freaked out every time she came in here today.”
“Can you blame her?”
“No, but I really don’t need you to start on me. Trust me, this,” she gestured to her face, “is not something I’m going to repeat.”
I made some lame comment, and somehow the conversation was steered back to Vivian, which was even lamer, but at least it was safe. I didn’t have to think about how I hadn’t even realized that Tonya would do something so stupid and she didn’t have to think about how she had done something so stupid.
When there was nothing left to say about Vivian and her little posse, a heavy silence settled around us, forcing me to think and speak the words I needed to.
“Are you really okay?”
Her hand, which had been messing around with the screen of her iPad, faltered and began to tremble. Tears filled her eyes and I watched her struggled to hold them in, until I couldn’t see for the ones gathering in mine.
“No.”
Her answer was heartbreakingly honest. I got up from the chair and leaned in to hug her. She latched on to me, clawing at the back of my shirt, trying to keep me from moving away. I kept in all the other questions I had for her and just held her, rubbing her back like Nanna had always done for me.
“I thought I was going to die. Everything happened so quickly. We were arguing. Something stupid.” Her words came out in bursts, between sobs she didn’t try to hold back. “School... or something. I called you... from the bathroom. I thought I’d locked it.”
“It’s okay. You’re okay.” I whispered the words, trying to soothe her.
“But I’m not okay. Every time I close my eyes, I can see his foot coming at me. I can feel it smashing my face.”
“Your face is gonna heal. It will be okay.”
“But I’m not. Why was I such an idiot? What the fuck was I thinking, right?”
I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to say it didn’t matter, that she was safe and it was over, but I knew that wasn’t true. It wasn’t over, because according to Dad, they were going to press charges, and Tonya would have to be in court. And most importantly, it did matter why she’d done it. There’d been a time when I thought Tonya would never let herself be so disrespected by some guy. Now I knew she’d let it happen multiple times. What if she went back again? Would she survive next time?
I pulled back so I could look in her eyes and know that she was really listening to me. They were dull and defeated - so close to lifeless. “I don’t know why this happened to you, but I know that you didn’t deserve it. You are awesome, Tonya. You’re funny and everyone likes you.”
“Chloe doesn’t.”
“Yeah, well, do you really want to judge yourself based on my cheerleading sister, who has been known to hang with Vivian?”
“True.” She cracked a slight smile.
“You’re my best friend for a reason, girl, and it’s not just because you can work my cell phone for me.”
“I know, it’s 'cause I tweet for you too, right?”
“What? I have a twitter account?” I ignored the fact that I had checked it only days ago and seen Trevor’s tweet.
“Yeah, for about a year. I try to update it every few weeks.”
“Gee thanks,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “So what do I tweet about?”
“Oh the usual, how hot Nathan looks, how Vivian is a skanky bitch, how Nathan is so sexy when he’s stripping for you.”
“Yeah, but what did you tweet before we were dating?”
“That was before. Now it’s the juicy stuff about your sex life.”
“Are you serious?! No wonder Vivian tried to take me down.”
“You know it! Maybe I’ll start tweeting about our Mickey.”
“Micah,” I said.
“What?”
“That’s the guy’s name, Micah. He’s smoking hot, but has a stick up his ass or something. I haven’t seen him talk to anyone since you first pointed him out to me.”
“Oh, well. I think I’m done with dating for a while anyways.” There was another awkward pause until she spoke again. “Gran talked to my therapist, and she wants me to go to some support group.”
She lifted her iPad to show an info pamphlet and I picked it up, holding it as if it would burn me. Seeing the words domestic violence across the top made me realize just how crazy things had gotten. Tonya hadn’t been attacked by a complete stranger. She had loved Trevor. I might not understand why, but I knew she had and now there would always be a part of me that would constantly wonder if she would go back to him again.
“Will you go with me?” she asked.
I looked up, startled at the idea. “Is that allowed? I mean, isn’t it only for people who’ve been...”
“I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “I just don’t think I can go alone. Not yet. So will you?”
“Yeah, of course. I mean, if I’m allowed.” I didn’t really want to, but at the moment, I would do anything to help Tonya stay away from Trevor, including going to a support group. Including using my lie detecting skills on her whether she liked it or not.
We talked for a few more minutes and then Mrs. Robinson came in and said Tonya needed to rest again. I tried not to laugh when Tonya rolled her eyes in annoyance. But it was a relief to leave. As much as I wanted to be there for Tonya, hospitals had always kind of creeped me out. They were too white and clean, and way too organized. I loved the look of chaos. It made me feel like what was going on inside of me was actually under control.
Dad was in the living room when I got home. I flopped down beside him on the couch, needing a few father-daughter moments. I wrapped my arms around him and laid my head on his chest.
“Hey, you okay?” He smoothed a hand along my hair.
“Yeah.” I squeezed him harder and he gave me a sideways look. “What? I can’t hug my dad?”
“Of course, but it is a rare occurrence,” he said doubtfully. “You girls used to be attached to my hip, now none of you wants to spend any time with your old man.”
“Aw, Dad you’re not old. Yet.” I eyed his graying hair, and laughed as he wrapped an arm around my head and rubbed his fist on the top of it. I use to hate it when he did that, mainly because he’d follow it up by calling me ‘boy’. Now it didn’t seem so annoying.
“So, what’s up?” he asked.
“I went to see Tonya. She’s gonna be okay.” The words were slightly muffled against his chest.
“Ah. Well, I’m glad she’s doing better. She’s got a battle coming up if Mrs. Robinson gets her way.”
My head lifted. “What do you mean?”
“There are a lot of steps Tonya needs to take if she wants to keep him out of her life. Abusive relationships are difficult to get out of.”
“Do you think she’d go back to him?” That was my greatest fear.
“I don’t know. I would hope not, but she’s not only been physically abused, but mentally  and emotionally as well. And she’s already gone back once.”
I sighed and lowered my head again. “I don’t know what to do for her. She wants me to go to a support group with her. I said I would.”
“That’s a start. Be there as her friend. It will be good for her to know that she has someone who loves her enough to do the hard things like that. It might just give her the strength to break free of him. I think it would be good for you, too.”
“Me?”
“So you can learn the signs of abuse and learn how to get out of an abusive relationship.”
“Dad, Nathan would never do that to me.”
“I’m not saying that, but in a few years you might be at a different place in your life...” He cleared his throat, maybe realizing I didn’t want to think of a time when Nathan and I weren’t dating again. “And you’d learn how to talk to Tonya about what happened, and how to help her not make the same choices again.”
 I let that sink in for a minute, wondering if maybe I needed to think about more than my discomfort with hearing details of abuse. “So, you really think I should go?”
“Yes.”
“I think so, too.”
Nathan didn’t make it over that night, so he came by the next day after school. Dad had come home early so our ‘study’ session became a lot less fun. I curled up against Nathan on the couch and let myself bask in the reassuring warmth flowing from him. After weeks without him being around, it was heaven to just sit there and snuggle.
He put on one of Bruce Willis’s older movies, and even the blasts of machine guns and explosions didn’t faze me. But that was the awesome thing about action movies. I didn’t really have pay attention to the entire thing, just my favorite parts.
Lily came in at one point, and for the first time since I’d gone completely mental and broken up with Nathan, she didn’t look as if she were about to die in agony. But there was still a strain pulling at the corners of her mouth and darkening the skin around her eyes, which with her pale complexion didn’t help her out at all. Whatever she’d been going through, it was bigger than me and my love life. Something more was bothering her and I wished I had her ability to know exactly what people were feeling.
I watched her for a bit before I was distracted by the feather light touches of Nathan’s fingers along my arm. Glancing up at him, I smiled, loving how the tingling sensation he brought to life reminded me who I was with. I had Nathan back, without having to apologize -because I definitely don’t remember having to do that - and life felt like it was getting back to normal. Except for Tonya.
Lily shifted in her seat and looked over at me, her hands slowly curling into fists. I wanted to just ignore her, but she’d looked almost peaceful only moments before. I gave her a slight, though reluctant, nod.
“I don’t know how you watch this stuff.” She rose from the recliner. As she walked by us, I reached out my hand, letting hers brush across my skin. Tonya didn’t completely disappear from my thoughts, but the worry and pain I had been associating with her vanished. I took a deep, calming breath and snuggled closer to Nathan.
“You okay?” Nathan asked, staring down at me. I loved his stormy eyes. Most of the time I didn’t notice people’s eye color, but with his I couldn’t not notice. They didn’t change color spontaneously, or glow in the dark, but they definitely twinkled just a bit when he thought something was really funny, or right before he kissed me. They were twinkling now.
“I’m better than okay,” I replied and followed up by reaching behind his head and pulling him in for a short kiss. “I’m perfect.”
His eyes practically sparkled. “Oh, I don’t know about that. Perfect is pretty steep praise. I think you could use a bit more practice.”
“Oh, really?” I leaned away from him and crossed my arms over my chest.
“Just a bit. Then again, maybe I’m wrong. Let me test you out again.” He moved in quick, pressed his lips to mine, and I forgot about trying to prove myself, or about pretending offense. Instead, I let myself drown in the taste of him. He’d been in my dad’s thin mint chocolates.
“You know,” I said as we parted for air, “you really need to stay out of my dad’s candy. He doesn’t need another reason to want to kill you.”
 “Hmm, so I have to either give up the chocolates or kissing you? Wow, that’s a hard one.”
I punched his arm lightly. “I suggest you make a quick choice, before I decide you don’t get either.”
“Okay, okay, I’ll lay off his candy.” He gave me a quick peck on the cheek and then turned back to the movie.
I glanced at him, watching the way his eyes made tiny movements as they took in the action on the screen. He tugged me closer and I relaxed into his arms with a smile, thinking of how close I’d come to losing him for good. If Tonya hadn’t called, if she hadn’t gone to Trevor’s, there was a chance that I would have shoved my foot, okay feet, back in my mouth after seeing Nathan and Vivian together at the theater. I felt a nudge of guilt as Tonya came back to my mind, but it was done and I knew there was nothing I could do to change her situation.
“You know I’m sorry, right?”
He looked at me, an eyebrow cocked in surprise. “Excuse me? Did I just hear you say sorry?”
“Ha ha. This is serious. I’m sorry I blamed you.”
“What brought this on?”
“I just...” The words froze in my throat. Admitting I was terrified of how close I’d been to losing him would leave me open to that horrible vacuum of emptiness I’d been in without him.
My silence brought a smirk to his face.
“I know,” he said, “you couldn’t stand to be without this hotness again.” He flexed his biceps and then squeezed me close while we laughed.
When my giggles finally settled, I cupped his face in my hands and kissed him, trying to put everything I felt into it. I wanted him to feel everything I wasn’t ready to voice yet.
We stayed pressed to each other, taking in the other’s breaths until the sound of the door at the top of the stairs opening drew us apart. Nathan’s wandering hands came back to mine, and I slid my fingers through his.
“I’m sorry, too.”
“What for?” I asked.
“You were right that I didn’t believe you. Well, I did, but I didn’t. When it was stuff that wasn’t in my face, I didn’t have to believe it. Then when I finally saw Trevor in action, I realized that you’d been right. I hung out with the guy, and he seemed so cool.”
“He was. I just wish I’d trusted my gift enough to not have been sucked in to that side of him.”
“We all were.” He pressed his lips to my forehead, and I let my eyes drift closed, relaxing into the feel of his arms.
I woke an hour later, when Nathan shifted under me. I looked up at him and he had a decidedly guilty look on his face, and was staring over my head. I twisted around and found my dad gazing at us with an eyebrow raised. I shot to my feet, heat flooding my checks. I rarely blushed for anyone but Nathan, but having Dad catch me sleeping on top of my boyfriend was definitely a blush worthy moment.
“Hey, Dad. I...we-”
“Nathan, I think it’s time for you to be heading home. It’s a school night, and it’s getting late.”
Nathan stood and rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Yes, sir.”
I grabbed Nathan’s hand and dragged him toward the stairs. Once Dad was no longer visible, I gave a giggle, which got me a dirty look from Nathan.
“Phoebs, it’s not funny! You’re dad is going to kill me.”
I gave a full blown laugh this time. We stepped onto the porch and I turned to wrap my arms around him. “He won’t kill you. Now if we’d been naked...”
“Hmm... I think I might be willing to take that risk.” He wriggled his eyebrows and leaned down to kiss me. I met him halfway and pressed closer to him.
“That’s good,” I whispered when we pulled apart, “because Chloe said...”
“She said what?” No missing the hope in his voice.
“She said...” I paused and gave him a sweet smile. “She said, we’ll be waiting a long time.”
He groaned while I snickered at his frustration. I finally ended his wordless complaint with my lips. After a brief kiss, he moved back.
“I suppose I’ll just have to get by on my dreams of you and your hot pink panties,” he said and dodged my hand when I tried to playfully pinch him. “I’ll see you in my dreams.”
He took off for his car, and threw me a wave when he climbed in. I waited for him to drive away before I went back inside, making it to the top of the basement stairs before my dad’s voice stopped me.
“Phoebe, I’d like to have a talk with you.”
I turned back and went into the living room where Dad sat in his recliner.
“Sit down,” he said.
I barely held in my groan. This was not going to be a conversation I liked.
“Nathan is a good kid, and I know you like him a lot, but you’ve only been dating a short time.”
Oh, dear God. He was going to give me ‘The Talk’. This was going to be worse than I’d ever imagined.



Chapter 16
I swiveled my desk chair around, letting my eyes blur for a moment, the English essay I’d been writing forgotten on my computer screen.
School without Tonya was weird. She’d begged her gran to let her stay home until all of the bruising was gone, but news about what had happened had spread pretty quickly. It died just as swiftly, mainly since no one had really known Trevor, and Tonya wasn’t the most popular girl in school. Only our group of friends and my sisters knew what really happened.
With Tonya gone and Nathan and I back together, I’d almost expected Vivian to attack, but she hadn’t. For the first few days, I’d been on edge, waiting for her to strike. But nothing. I was really hoping she’d finally given up on the idea of Nathan dumping me and going back to her. I think Tonya was holding out hope that Vivian would bring back a little of the drama, although she didn’t mention fighting again.
I’d gone with her to a couple of support groups in the two weeks since she’d asked me to go with her, and I was glad I’d stuck to my word about going. It was really hard to listen to the things the people there described. I’d sat silent, simply listening and thinking about how difficult it must be to tell another person the things they were sharing, yet they did. Tonya hadn’t spoken at any of the meetings other than to introduce herself, and I was almost relieved. I didn’t really want to know everything Trevor had done, and I think me being there was one of the reasons she didn’t talk. Dad said she might be embarrassed about me knowing and that sometimes it’s easier to share those things with people who know nothing else about you.
She mentioned she’d been to another meeting on her own, and I was glad, because as much as I wanted to support her, she had to take the steps by herself. All she needed to know was that I’d be there to catch her if she needed. And I would be.
Going with her had helped me understand the cycle she’d fallen into, how she could have stayed with Trevor, and then gone back to him, even after what he’d done. And it made me appreciate Nathan’s imperfections all the more. He was late, a lot, and he didn’t call that often, and there was his obsession with chocolate, but he respected me and I thought he might actually love me.
So many times those three little words had hovered on the tip of my tongue, usually after he kissed me. But I always kept them in. I wasn’t really the touchy-feely kind of person, but Nathan always managed to make me go all gooey inside, almost to the point that I wanted to say them. 
The very idea of love had me squirming with nerves. I sprung from my chair, paced the room a few times, and then headed down to Lily’s room. I pushed her door open and flopped, stomach down, onto her bed.
“Hey?” she said, staring at me from her computer desk, clearly confused by my abrupt presence.
“Hey.” I grabbed a magazine from her nightstand and began turning pages. It was some boring thing on art news. How did they even make a magazine about art news? At least it had some pretty pictures.
“Did you need something?” she asked.
I tossed aside the magazine and grabbed another from the overly organized magazine basket on the bottom of her nightstand. “No. Just thought I’d spend some quality time with my favorite sister.” 
“Um, okay.” She turned back around and resumed her typing. She must have been working on her English paper. Even though I had English at a different time than her and Chloe, we all had Ms. Garcia, so we had pretty much the exact same assignments. Although, Lily usually didn’t leave things to the last minute and with the paper due in the morning, she was probably doing some extra credit work.
I glanced at the rapidly flipping pages before me. This one was slightly better with hot guys every few pages. My eye caught the word love, and I stopped. A love quiz. It was so stupid. Love. How do you put everything you feel for a person into one little four letter word?
It wasn’t a word I’d really thought of before Nathan. At least not in connection with me. I read the questions on the page. Favorite color? What are his dreams? Does he open the door for you? Is that really how I was supposed to define my feelings for Nathan? Did I even have to? He hadn’t said he loved me. Shouldn’t he go first? If I said it first, would he just do a pity return? Then again, what did it matter who said what first? Or even if we said it at all? It’s not like I was Lily. She was one of those emotions people, always wanting peace and love and understanding.
“Nathan asked me to junior prom,” I said. “I’m going to try and get Tonya to go shopping with me. She always finds the best stuff. It’s totally unfair.”
I looked up at her nodding head. She’d stopped typing and was gazing at a picture, which from my viewpoint looked to be of her and Dylan. I wish I could figure out what she saw in him.
“I think we’ll try and go into the city. The stuff they have in town is horrible. I saw Vivian trying on some of them, and she completely skank-tified them.” I turned a few more pages, leaving the stupid love quiz behind. “We’re probably going to go next weekend. I think it’s still too early to buy something. I mean, junior prom is over a month away, but Tonya is refusing to do last minute shopping with me. Hey, why don’t you come with us?”
At her lack of response, I sat up and scooted over to the edge of the bed. I waved my hand in front of the photo. “Yo, Lily? You still with me?” 
“Are you and Nathan in love?” she asked, still staring at the picture.
Sometimes it was scary how the twin, or I guess the triplet, thing worked. Then again, maybe she’d been reading my emotions or something and decided to make me think about it all over again.
“Yeah, I mean, I guess we are. We’ve never said it, but it’s there, you know?” I gave her one of my half smiles. I wondered if my answer seemed as lame as it sounded. Maybe I was some kind of freak for not having told him yet. “Do you think that’s strange? Should I tell him?”
“No, not unless you really want to.” She glanced at me and tried to smile back. I rolled back onto my stomach, scrunching one of her pillows under my chest, while mussing up the comforter with my legs. I could practically see her calculating how many seconds it would take her to fix the bed once I left.
I considered what she’d said. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to tell him that I loved him, it was just that it didn’t seem that important to say the words. But maybe it was. Maybe he was waiting for me to say them first. But how?
“How did you tell Dylan?” I asked.
She looked back at the photo, probably reliving the glorious moment. She would have made it sweet and all roses and puppy dog tails. As she took her time answering, I decided right then that I would tell Nathan when I really wanted to. Anything Lily had done would just be too... well, too not me. I would tell him. Soon.
I glanced at Lily. She still hadn’t answered my question and she had a freaky look on her face, like she was about to tear herself apart. She’d been acting so strange lately.
“Lils? Come on, how did you tell him?”
She put down the picture.
“I didn’t.”
“What?” I nearly fell over in shock. She’d been dating Dylan forever. How could she never have said I love you? I’d only been with Nathan a few months and I was pretty sure I loved him. No, I knew I did. So how messed up was Lily?
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Four In the Morning
by
Christi Goddard



1: Misguided Desperation Comes A-Knocking
My mom’s a liar.
What parents aren’t, right? They tell their kids lies about Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, and the Tooth Fairy. Even the Boogeyman who crouches in the shadows beneath beds has his legend whispered into the ears of young green bean-haters.
I wished my mom would use her power of deception for good. For one, I wouldn’t have to chase down people in the dark, braving the muggers and would-be rapists who lurk in the bushes on my street. 
If she’d told the boy who came knocking I was upstairs in my room, then we could have had a quick—though unlikely civil—conversation on the front porch. Instead, she told him I was out with another boy.
And she didn’t just tell this to anyone. No, of course not. She told this to Josh Colby. 
It was the equivalent of having some celebrity knock on your door after their car broke down. Except, as far as celebrities go, Josh’s status didn’t reach beyond the doors of our high school. We’d known each other for the many years of our educational careers, and mostly succeeded with our mutual effort to avoid speaking to one another.
Mocking doesn’t count.
“Josh!”
I was too lazy to run for more than a block. To scream seemed an easier solution. When a male voice called back, I smiled at my small victory of intelligence over physical prowess.
“Yeah?”
He sounded close, within a block or so, but I couldn’t see him. The sliver of moon lacked radiance as it was smothered by dark clouds, but the streetlights were enough to confirm there was no silhouette of him on the sidewalk. He must have cut through a neighbor’s yard to head back to his house on the next street over.
“What did you want?” I winced at the sudden, sharp brilliance of lightning. Spots did flip-flops against the stretched shadows on the grass as my vision tried to recover. The scent of ozone carried on the cool breeze blended with that of a fresh cut lawn.
“That you, Elchubba?”
Elchubba is not my name. Not even close. Not that many of the kids at my school cared, and several might even be shocked to discover my real name was Kathleen. Not Kathy. Definitely not Elchubba. To my eternal frustration, I won that clever little nickname in junior high. Mostly because Ryan Dixon is a jerk, but also because I was horizontally challenged and usually clad in black from hair strand-to-toenail polish. It’s to do with Elvira. Lame, I know.
I just hoped Josh hadn’t asked my mother if Elchubba was home. I wouldn’t put it past him. Instead of correcting him, I turned on my heel and headed home. I didn’t answer him on principle. 
My house was still a sadistic distance from me when I heard Josh stumble through some bushes near the sidewalk behind me. Oh, heavy black boots, how you’ve failed me again.
“Wait!”
He mumbled a curse behind me after the distinct sound of his rubber soles tripping over a crack in the sidewalk. I didn’t slow down. Maybe he would follow me all the way back to my front door so I could slam it in his face.
He outpaced me to step into my path. I considered knocking him on his boney ass. I had the weight and momentum to do it. A whiff of whatever cheap, man-scent product he used to attract girls assaulted my nose. It reminded me of dish soap and burnt popcorn.
“Please, would you just stop?” Josh said. 
“Fine. What do you want?”
A car horn blared a few blocks away, followed by the squeal of tires. Josh glanced around like a super secret spy. 
My response was an eye roll and crossed arms. If he didn’t want to be seen talking to me, then he shouldn’t have answered me. For that matter, he shouldn’t have come over.
Josh said, “I need you to do me a favor.”
The laugh that escaped me sounded more maniacal than I expected. “You’re high.”
Great. I wound up chasing a boy I hated down the street to do a favor for him. It was not the pinnacle of my existence. At least I hope not.
“No, I’m serious.” Josh leaned closer and dropped his voice. “I’ll pay you.”
“Then it’s not a favor. It’s a business proposition,” I said. “If you’re going to pay me for services—of the non-prostitutional variety—then it’s a business arrangement, not a favor. A favor I’d do for free.”
The hopeful look that passed his face prompted me to add, “For friends, not for you.”
“Okay, whatever.” Josh fished in a pocket of his too-baggy jeans and pulled out a folded bill. It was too dark for me to see which president. He smiled, his teeth a perfect picket fence of glaring white. “I want you to write a letter for me.”
My eyebrows lifted without my permission. “A letter? To who?” I didn’t ask why me. I was editor for the school paper and wrote for the quarterly lit magazine. 
“I’m not telling you unless you agree to do it.”
My eyes narrowed. “I’m not going to be suckered into writing a bomb threat or some stalker letter to a model you masturbate to.”
“No, no. It’s nothing like that.” Josh slouched and lowered the hand which held the bill to his side. “I was watching some old movie on TV tonight, and it got me thinking—”
I snorted.
“I’m serious, stop it. Well, this guy writes letters for a girl, but they’re from another guy who likes her.”
“You watched Cyrano de Bergerac?”
“Who? No, it was Roxy or Roseanne or something.”
“Roxanne?” I shook my head. “You were inspired by Steve Martin. Of course. You noticed that didn’t end well for the one guy, right?”
“Well, yeah. But that’s because the guy writing the letters steals her away. That won’t happen with us because you’re a girl. I mean, unless you’re a lezbo.”
My frown was so deep, my brows nearly touched. “How politically correct of you.”
“Oh . . . you mean you are?” He stepped away as if he’d just realized I was Typhoid Mary. 
I was offended on behalf of sexual libertines everywhere. “Yes, and we’re highly contagious. You better leave before you start wanting love letters for Ryan instead of whichever girl gets your mangina tingling.” 
For the record, I’m not a lesbian, but I didn’t care what he thought.
 “Well, she’s not,” Josh said. “So it wouldn’t matter if you liked her or not.” He lifted up the bill again. “I’ll give you twenty dollars to write a letter that a girl would like, and make it sound like me.”
I chuckled. “Those two concepts don’t mesh.”
“Just take it, all right?”
“No, I’m pretty sure my morals exclude this . . . escapade of falsehood.”
“What? Jesus, why can’t you talk like other people?”
“My intellect prevents it, sadly.” My wry smile belied any regret.
“No, you just like being freaky little Elchubba,” he shot back. “Only not so little.” He glared at me as he stuffed the money back in his pocket, and then strode away in a huff. 
He couldn’t have been more wrong. I didn’t like being Elchubba at all. I didn’t like being called that, I didn’t like being overweight, and I didn’t like that I had to go back into my house and explain to Darth Mother who Josh was and why I chased him down the street.
Sometimes, I feel like life is trying to swallow me whole. I do my best to flail about and get caught in its throat. More than once I’ve been sure I was hanging onto life’s uvula by my fingernails. Which, of course, just tickles life’s throat until it coughs me back out.
God, I’m tired of being coated in life’s phlegm. 
But my curiosity was piqued. What girl could Josh possibly think was worth all this trouble?



2: Arbitrary Principles
“And Dad’s okay with this?”
“We’ve discussed it, and decided it’s for the best.” Mom’s eyes betrayed the truth. At some point in their marriage, Dad’s balls dropped off. Instead of arguing with her, he always just let her have her way. He was gone a lot for work, so it was easier to let her make the decisions. If at any time he didn’t agree, he obviously kept it to himself. He hates confrontation. He’s pretty much a coward.
It wasn’t a total shock to learn he hadn’t fought for my right to consume snack food. 
“So, nothing? Even cereal?” I couldn’t believe it. I had come down for breakfast and found the cereal shelf empty. Our once-welcoming blue kitchen had become a room of horrors. 
“It’s not healthy.” Mom stood at the counter and stirred her coffee slowly. The discarded spoon clattered in the sink before she added, “We’ve been bad parents for letting you continue on this way.”
No, she was a bad parent for a lot of reasons, but letting me eat was not one of them.
“So what am I supposed to eat?” I said. 
“There’s fruit in the fridge.” Mom opened the door and pointed towards the bottom drawers. “There’s also healthy food in the freezer. You just microwave them.”
“Where’d everything else go?” Cereal had not been the only sacrifice to the cellulite gods. The chocolate syrup was gone, and the ice cream toppings. Not to mention pretty much anything else I would eat on purpose. 
I tried to keep my glaring to a minimum.
“In the trash.” She closed the fridge door. The suction sound of the seal heralded my impending death by starvation. “It’s for the best. You’ll see. No more of this ‘Elchubba’ nonsense.”
My heart drop-kicked my intestines so hard, I thought I was going to throw up.
“You . . . you heard that?”
“Honey, the whole neighborhood heard that.” Her patronizing smile prepared me for what she said next. I heard it so often. “Heaven knows what the neighbors think of us now, allowing our youngest daughter to continue on this way. No, we’re putting a stop to this right now. I vow you will be slim before you go off to college and gain weight again. The Freshmen Ten, you know. Every girl does, and with you . . . well, let’s not think about that.”
I speak Mom-ese fluently, as what she said is not actually what she meant. It never is. What she really said was, Embarrassingly fat child, I won’t be laughed at behind my back because of you, and until I can get rid of you, I’ll crush you under my overpriced pumps until you submit.
Which is moderately unfair when you think about it. It’s not like I’m enormous. I can walk through the mall without being stared at. For the most part. I guess it depends on how much makeup I’m wearing. But I’m sure it’s not because I’m a wee bit over Standard American Lingerie Model size.
A hundred years ago, this wouldn’t be an issue. I would be a frickin’ catch a hundred years ago.
“Some girls become lesbians in college, too,” I said. Forget survival. I do this far too often for my own safety. “Any plans to keep that from happening?” 
Her blue eyes narrowed, and the terrified voice of reason that normally fed my survival instinct in the back of my head stopped screaming and fainted dead away.
“Those girls were lesbians before they got there,” Mom said. “A higher education had nothing to do with it. In your case . . . well, let’s just say I’m not sure breeding is such a good idea for you, anyway.”
Oh, Mom. Your love for me doth bring a blush to mine cheek.
I shook my head and walked out. It was pointless to argue. “I’m not hungry,” was the last thing I said to her that morning. It was a total lie. I was starving. But I wasn’t in the mood to let her win, so I stomped upstairs to my room and boycotted breakfast.
All things being equal . . . but they never are, are they? Ice cream doesn’t equal broccoli any more than a broken fingernail equals capital punishment. If she had grounded me from food because she loved me, it still would have pissed me off, but at least it might have meant something. Depriving me of chocolate just because she summoned a half teaspoon of shame from the possibility of what others might think—well, that’s just being a self-involved cow.
***
“Report her for neglect.”
“I don’t think sugar deprivation will hold up, Aka.”
Aka Floyd was one of the few people in existence who knew about the unorthodox relationship my mother and I had. As expected, I found him sitting in the lunchroom. He was compulsively early for school, even though he held a part-time job in the evenings at the local grocery store. 
“Still,” Aka said, settling his dark green eyes on me for a beat before dropping his gaze again. “She’s been consumed by the Dark Side. I don’t understand why you put up with it.”
Yes, he did. I told him plenty of times. It’s that whole ‘freedom isn’t cheap’ thing. Or free. Whatever. There’s a price for freedom. I got that. I didn’t want any government-funded program pit bull sniffing around my life. If they knew everything she put me through over the years, they would take me away and put me into The System. She would get to keep my dad and the house, and I would be living in some hellhole with a bunch of strangers, sharing a bunk bed with a bed-wetter that snores. Like in the movies.
“I’ll make do,” I said. “It’s not like she grounded me from the internet or took away my cell phone, right?”
Those were hellish weeks that made me question the very purpose of my existence.
“I guess.” Aka closed his spiral notebook and tucked it into his bag. He wrote for the school paper, too. If the subject ever came up, I’d tell him he was my best friend. But why pull out the label maker now? “Things to do,” were his parting words as he left me to stew in my own bad luck.
He reminded me of an old, fat cat. Sometimes a sloth. Not because he was lazy or stupid—far from it, in fact—but because he was just never in a hurry and so completely laid back. He spoke his mind in his deep monotone, then discussed things no further. It was a beautiful blend of disinterest and stoicism. Almost an aloof apathy.
It often made me wonder who he was trying to impress.
Determined to avoid my stomach growling in class, I pulled an apple from my bag. I didn’t have much of a choice. The woman had left me a sack lunch instead of lunch money on the kitchen counter. I planned to eat it in our small newspaper office during lunch for the rest of the year. No way was I going to be teased by the other kids for the rabbit food the sack contained. To choose to diet was one thing. To have a diet foisted on me was another. 
The scent of baked goods drifted about the lunchroom, and I was tempted to go beg a lunch lady to let me do dishes or something in exchange for anything with a sinful amount of calories.
A wall of windows separated the lunchroom from a major artery of the school’s pedestrian traffic. I spotted Josh walking with Ryan and dropped my eyes quickly before we could make eye-contact. 
Ryan Dixon and I loathed each other with equal fire, though I doubted either one of us could single out the event or conversation that had spurned the malice between us. There probably wasn’t even a real reason. We weren’t oil and water. We were oil tossed atop a flame, and took turns being the fire.
An idea struck me, and my back straightened abruptly. It was a colossal, epiphagasmic idea. Anyone paying attention would have seen a bulb above my head similar to that of the Grinch when he decided to steal Christmas.
I pulled out my notebook and scribbled down a note for Josh to meet me at lunch in the newspaper office, then followed him and Ryan down the hall. Ryan headed for the restroom, and I jumped at the opportunity to approach Josh alone at his locker.
The contents of his locker were no surprise. Various band publicity shots, stickers with guitars or music notes on the inside of the door, and a miniature plastic human skeleton hanging from his coat hook. He was in a band. I think he played bass. I never cared enough to check.
Josh didn’t see me standing there, which meant he must have zero peripheral vision. To get his attention, I extended the note out and tapped him on the nose with it.
“Hey, what the . . .” His pale green eyes went wide when he saw me, then he did the nervous spy thing again and pushed his bushy blond hair out of his eyes. He was so twitchy. He would make a terrible drug dealer.
“Just read it,” I shoved the note in his hand and walked away.



3: A Deal Is Struck
I didn’t get why Josh wanted me to write the letter. He was in a band, so therefore had easy access to at least one person who fancied themself a good writer. That is, assuming one of them wrote the band’s lyrics. 
At first it made sense enough, but as the morning wore on, it seemed more likely he would have asked one of his friends instead. Especially considering the degree to which we disliked each other.
I worried about who it would be for. There were several girls in my school who I didn’t like at all.
I don’t know why I agreed to do what he asked. I guess the price of my morals might be weighed in calories. But I didn’t think so. It wasn’t for the food. Not really. I loved me some chocolate, but I did have a few drops of pride swimming in my veins. 
It had a lot more to do with principles. It was against my principles to forge a document for someone I didn’t like, and probably to someone I didn’t like. 
But it was more against my principles to let my mother win.
Fourth period was my school paper elective. The assignments were due the previous Friday, so I eagerly dipped into them to distract myself until Josh arrived during fifth period lunch. Aka’s piece was of the usual embellishments. “. . . agglomerate my thoughts . . . hedonistic throttles . . . cicatrix of euphony . . . idiosyncratic illuminations . . .”
The boy seriously forgot the demographic of our readership.
Josh didn’t knock, but he did close the door behind him. Sort of like a criminal on the run from an angry mob. It smelled like he had just reapplied whatever man-scent he wore. The chemical haze assaulted my mouth and tasted like hairspray.
“What is wrong with you?” I dropped Aka’s latest masterpiece on my desk. “You go to my house in the middle of the night, you twitch more than a ferret on crack in the hall earlier, and now you come barreling in here like you’re . . . I don’t know . . . afraid to be seen in here.”
Which was just stupid. We were the school paper. He could have been there for any sort of reason at all: birthday notice for a friend, dropping off a photo, putting in an ad for his band, anything.
“I just don’t want to be caught, all right?” His shoes squeaked against the speckled linoleum squares as he edged himself sideways so he could not be seen through the slender window in the beige door.
“Caught what? Speaking to the editor of the school paper?”
“You know what I mean. It’s gotta be a secret.”
“That your own writing is unintelligible? Josh, that’s not a secret.” I tapped the papers on my desk to straighten them into a neat stack. “In fact, I don’t even see how this little idea of yours will work. My writing is nothing at all like your speaking. This girl must be an idiot, or you are for thinking you’ll fool her. Either way, it’ll never work out. One of you doesn’t deserve the other.”
“It’s Macey Trindle.”
I laughed. “I stand corrected. You totally deserve each other.”
Macey, the daughter of a minister, was a Bible-thumper by day and desperate-for-Daddy’s-attention-bad-girl by night. She was so clichÉ that even clichÉ tried to disown her in embarrassment. 
“Do you want the money or not?”
“That depends on the difficulty,” I said. “I mean, are we talking sonnets or just how much you like her hair?”
“Not sonnets, no. That’s lame.”
“Why don’t you just write her a song? Or have one of your buddies do it?”
“I don’t want them to know. They don’t like her.”
“They don’t like anybody.”
“Neither do you.”
“That’s not true.” It really wasn’t. I might’ve been a bit rough around the edges or judgmental at times or a little impatient . . . well, it still wasn’t true. “I have plenty of friends.”
“Who are just like you.” His tone was accusatory. What was wrong with being like me? Okay, probably a lot of things.
“I beg to differ. Aka is nothing like me.” No truer words ever spoken. “Besides, your friends are just like you. So what? People tend to hang out with people like themselves.”
“Yeah, well. She’s not like me or you or my friends. She’s special.”
Wow. I really had to work to keep my clever remarks to myself on that one. “So, what do you want? You’ve got to give me an idea.”
“Just something . . . nice. A hello letter sort of thing.”
“Hello letter?” I’m pretty sure hello letters were not covered in Creative Writing. “Can’t you just write down what you want to say and I’ll edit it to where you don’t sound like the illiterate jerk you are?”
“Who’s paying you.”
“Fine. The illiterate jerk who’s paying me.” Maybe this wouldn’t work out after all. Josh clearly had no idea what he wanted, and I certainly didn’t want to write nice things about Macey. Or to Macey. Or even near Macey for that matter. The girl could have an unsavory disease.
“No, I’ve tried.” He had looked uncomfortable, but now he looked worried. His green eyes kept glancing over his shoulder out the window. He tucked his wavy blond hair behind his left ear. “Don’t you think I tried? It just comes out all stupid. How about you write something and I take out all the parts that don’t sound like me?”
“That would be a blank piece of paper.”
“You know what I mean.”
No.
Not
really. My editing him was a way better idea than him editing me. Boys could be so stupid sometimes.
“All right. I’ll give it a try, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” I held out my hand in anticipation of payment. I wasn’t going to go through a lot of work without being paid first.
He shook his head. “No, not until you do it.”
“You were going to pay me last night.” Did I mention boys are stupid? “So give it here.”
“Well, that was my first offer, and you turned it down. Now we have a new deal. This time you don’t get paid until you write it.”
My brows arched. Either he was cleverer than I thought, or he was imitating a mobster movie he had seen.
“Payment for services rendered, right? Not to
be rendered.” He had a very pleased smile. It might have taken him hours to come up with the idea. It would be cruel to burst his bubble.
“Half.” Cruel, but not unlike me. “It’s called a down payment, Mr. Economics.”
“I don’t have half.” He withdrew his twenty-dollar bill again and showed it to me. “I’ll get change in the lunchroom. Back in a sec.”
His exit was an abrupt fail. Josh turned too quick and hit his nose on the opened door. 
Macey Trindle. I didn’t get it. She was the poster child for hypocrisy. She was teacher’s pet: the school staff all loved her, even the janitors. She was the Treasurer of the student council. She wasn’t popular—her clothes weren’t trendy enough for that, nor her family important enough—but she had a circle of friends. Do-gooders. People who hadn’t seen what she was really like when they weren’t around. Apparently Josh knew this as well as I did. Probably saw her at one of his band’s gigs.
If they were even good enough to have gigs. Hell if I knew. For a writer of a school newspaper, I started to feel pretty uninformed regarding the goings-on of my fellow classmates. I’d have to do some research on Josh and his band. Asking would have been too easy. 



4: The Stalking of Macey Trindle
I didn’t know enough about Macey to write a letter to her. I didn’t want to know much, but I needed to know eye color, facial scars, if she smelled funny—that sort of thing. I never paid enough attention to her to know these things. I was more interested in behavior and social habits. Since it was supposed to be a letter from a guy, it needed something flattering about the way she looked. 
There is a thin line between observing and stalking. I’ve never seen it, but it’s only logical it exists.
Macey wasn’t at all exciting to watch. I would see her in the halls, but she kept her eyes on her feet. I lingered near her in the library, but she didn’t do or say anything. She just read her book while her friends whispered and giggled softly amongst themselves at her table.
At the end of the day, when the yellow herd of kid-carriers stampeded out into the world, I spotted Macey at the back of one of them. She gazed out the window with the expression of someone who wasn’t looking at anything in particular.
What Josh saw in her was a total mystery. Then again, most things about the guy were, so I didn’t sweat it too much. I’d have to take another approach with Macey. Check online and see if she had a blog or something. With any luck, there would be a picture so I could at least know her eye color. It shouldn’t have been as important as it felt, but after hours of trying to find out, it had become a quest of greatness. I had to know; not because I cared, but because I wanted the answer.
My house was in walking distance from school. It was red brick on the first floor and had dark green siding around the second floor. The brick chimney on the east side lent to the illusion it was a giant Christmas present. There were wide concrete steps that led up to the dark wooden porch, and a swing hung on thin chains from the ceiling.
Unlike a lot of kids who tore out of school and ran home eagerly, I sort of meandered. Strolled. Lollygagged. There was nothing at home worth pulling a muscle over.
My older sister, Karen, had left for college a year before. She and I didn’t always see eye-to-eye, but we loved each other. Our mom, however, loved her more. More than she loved me anyway. And Karen wasn’t thrilled that both our parents didn’t swing their favoritism toward her, as Dad and I were close. We got over it. I don’t know if age really leads to maturity or a slowly acquired apathy towards what used to be important.
When I was little, I was sure my mom hated me. I must have been a really bad baby or broke a lot of her stuff when I learned to walk.
Dad would tell me I was being a goofy little girl for saying such things. Mama loved me. She just had a strange way of showing it. She scolded me to teach me, he said; wanted me to learn and never forget. If I forgot, then she didn’t teach me proper. Mama didn’t like to fail. She made sure I learned good.
Thank God I don’t talk like Dad.
It was pretty clear why Mom preferred Karen. She was beautiful, smart, had a lot of friends, and cared about the same things our mom did that I never could. I didn’t like most magazines, didn’t watch reality television, and if there was a negative give-a-crap-scale regarding celebrities and their fashions, I would win some sort of ribbon of excellence.
When I got home, the house was empty. That was normal. Dad worked a lot of hours, and I strongly suspected it was his way of avoiding Mom. She worked a full-time job and got home a couple of hours after I did.
The kitchen was usually my first stop after school. Now I dreaded what new discoveries I would make in there. I already knew the cereal was gone, and it only took a moment to find my beloved macaroni and cheese had vanished as well. In its place was a box of whole grain nutrition bars. Nasty. My mom’s plan for me to lose weight would work, if for no other reason I would starve to death before eating the flavorless cardboard substitutes she’d bought.
My computer called to me, so I headed upstairs to my room. I slung my bag from my shoulder and leaned it against my desk, then pulled out a bag of chips I bought with the money Josh gave me. My mom didn’t believe in giving an allowance, so when I spent whatever I would get from Josh in the end, I’d be screwed. I considered putting an ad in the school paper for writing services, but then I would just get students who wanted me to do their homework.
The storm from the previous night had cleared before the sun peeked over the horizon. I opened my drapes and lifted my window to let in the light and fresh air. One of the bulbous clouds looked like God giving me the finger.
From my window I could see several backyards of the houses on the adjacent street which made a slow curve to meet mine two blocks down. The screen had been knocked out long ago so I could sit on the roof of the den which had been an addition to the house years before.
I searched the internet for Macey and found her blog. It was pretty much all I anticipated. A small number of followers, posts about her dad’s church or thoughts on the Bible or being a good Christian. Her terrible grammar was unexpected. I thought her grades supported a better understanding of the English language.
There was a small picture, but it was useless. I still couldn’t tell if her eyes were green, hazel, or blue. They weren’t dark enough to be brown. Her thick blonde hair wasn’t styled and rested against her chest like a golden scarf. She wore a pink t-shirt that emphasized her blemishes. I was at a loss as to what guys saw in her at all. Namely Josh.
Josh hadn’t given me a time frame, so I wasn’t in a hurry to get started on his letter. I wasted some time browsing the internet, then rolled up the chip bag and stuck it back into my school bag beside my desk. Must destroy all evidence, after all.
“Hello.”
I jumped at the unexpected male voice behind me. For a brief moment, I thought it was my dad, but when I turned, my bedroom door was still closed. My eyes scanned the room and found nothing out of place. I checked my private bathroom. It was empty. My bed squeaked and I spun around.
A pure white skunk with reddish eyes sat on my black velvet bedspread, looking up at me.
I froze—all but my eyes, which darted to the open window. Before I could give much contemplation as to how or even why a skunk would climb to the second story of a house, it stood up on its hind legs and said with an unmistakably British accent, “It is very rude to not return a greeting.”
Up to that point, I had been worried about getting sprayed and having to call in sick to school for a week. Now I was certain I was having a stroke or an embolism or something. 
“Shoo!” It was the best I could come up with. There was a frickin’ talking skunk on my bed. Call it panic.
“Shoo?” it said. “I expected something more lucid such as ‘hello’ or ‘good evening’ from you, to be honest.”
I can only imagine the look on my face.
“Get out!” I grabbed a dirty towel from the floor and swatted at it.
“Desist at once,” it said, dropping to all fours and rolling across my bed towards my pillows. “I am not rabid, for pity’s sake.”
In an attempt to escape my sudden dip into insanity, I ran for the door. Sugar withdrawal. That was it. My body created hallucinations to compensate for my low blood sugar.
The door wouldn’t open. I beat on it like an idiot who didn’t know how to turn a knob. An idiot who insisted on having the door opened immediately.
“Perhaps I should have rung first. Or sent you a note detailing my impending arrival.”
Oh, shut up! You’re a frickin’ skunk!
 Tossing any hope for my sanity out the window, I engaged in conversation with the albino woodland creature.
“What? Why? What are you doing here? You’re not here. No, of course you’re not. I am just having some sort of breakdown. Maybe I have a chemical imbalance or something. Or I’m sleeping. Yeah, that’s it. I fell asleep at my desk. Or passed out. Maybe I passed out from lack of sugar . . . .” I began to babble in my head instead of aloud, which was an improvement, but still not very productive.
“If you are trying to sound more lucid, you are failing spectacularly.”
“Oh, my God, shut up!” I grabbed a stuffed Eeyore from my bookshelf and threw it at my furry hallucination. It fell short. 
“Or you shall what? Pelt me with more toys?”
His British accent was really starting to grate on me. Like he was the reincarnation of Shakespeare or one of the Beatles. I tried the door again, but it wouldn’t budge.
“Let me out!” Why I thought the skunk had any control over my ability to open a door is beyond me, but it seemed a good thing to demand at the time.
“Not until you calm down and behave like a rational being.”
“What?” I leaned my back against the door, my hand still on the knob.
“I will explain everything if you take a seat and cease your caterwauling.”
The seat I chose was the carpet at my door. I didn’t know what else to do, except wake up.
“There now. That is much better, is it not?”
Not really.
The little beast hopped off my bed and waddled over to me in his skunk gait. He stopped moving when I pulled my legs up to my chest.
“Well, I hope you are comfortable. This may take a while, depending on your ability to listen without interruption.”
That wouldn’t be a problem. I’d run out of things to say.



5: A Test of Sanity
The skunk greatly overestimated how long it would take to explain why he was in my room. It helped that I had no questions. This was because I didn’t believe he was there. I did not have a talking British albino skunk in my bedroom. I was either a) asleep or b) hallucinating. Nothing my delusion said could convince me otherwise. 
“So, Rigel is it?” I said when he was done. “You’re on a mission to prevent something tragic? On a scale from the-return-of-disco to the-end-of-the-world, how serious is this tragedy?”
“You are mocking me.” He frowned at me. I didn’t know skunks could do that. Granted, I didn’t know they could talk, either. 
“A little,” I said. “But the question remains.”
“There is a balance I must preserve.”
“What balance?”
“You would not understand.”
“Because I’m a human?”
“Well, there is that,” he said. He sauntered over to one of my large pillows which I tended to toss on the floor when I slept. With his body stretched out like a player on a chaise lounge, it was easy to imagine him with a pimp hat and some bling around his neck. “But also because you are a female.”
I snorted so hard, I almost injured myself. “Wow. Just . . . wow. I thought you couldn’t be any more of a corporeal acid trip, and you go and toss ‘chauvinistic douche bag’ on top of it all. We’re done here.” 
My body lacked any real muscle mass so it was not an easy thing to lift from the floor, but I managed it and headed for the window. “Feel free to not stop back by. Have a nice hell.” I gestured toward the awaiting evening outside.
He didn’t move. Big surprise. Perhaps he was one of those unfortunate loner types I heard of that don't normally mingle with other people and eventually become serial killers. Or hermits.
The slam of the front door heralded my mom’s return home. I panicked for a beat, but it wasn’t like she’d see my hallucination. 
It was a short leap to anger when I realized it was all her fault. If she just left me alone, I would not have to write Josh a stupid letter, and I would not have to endure a chauvinistic mammal delusion shedding all over my black bedding.
“Don’t move,” I said to the skunk with a commanding finger. “Or better yet, go away.”
I headed for the door, and this time it opened without protest. 
My boots clomped as I headed down the stairs. About halfway there, I wondered why on earth I was looking for my mom on purpose. Other than an excuse to get out of my Rigel-infested room.
She was in the kitchen, sorting through the mail at the breakfast bar. As I strode in, I realized there was nothing I wanted to say. Nothing that wouldn’t get me grounded, anyway.
Her eyes didn’t lift from her postal perusal. “Finish your homework?”
“I didn’t have any.” 
My mom grunted her dismissal, which was Mom-ese for, ‘I’ve faked interest in you, now go away.’ At least that was my loose translation for years.
Usually I took the hint and wandered off, but I wanted an adult’s opinion on my current predicament, and she was the only one around. I didn’t want her to think I was crazy or even let her know I was in the middle of some sort of psychological breakdown, so I chose my words carefully. The last thing I needed was her thinking I needed a shrink. Or to give her yet another thing to complain to her friends about. If I was legitimately mentally ill, she would play the Mom-the-martyr card for attention. I didn’t want to know the hell my life could become if she suddenly adopted Münchausen by Proxy.
 “So,” I said. “Aka says diabetes can make a person crazy. How long do you think that takes?”
“If you’re trying to make me reconsider your new diet, this is a bad argument.”
“I wasn’t.” I slid into a chair at the table as I mumbled, “You never change your mind.”
She ignored me. I didn’t mind. I was used to it.
“But what about it?” I tried again. “Is it true?”
“How should I know?” My mom scooped the ripped envelopes up and tossed them into the trash can at the end of the bar. “Isn’t this something you can look up online?”
Well, it was worth a shot. Maybe it was better I drop the subject before my mom faked interest and started to ask me questions. “Yeah, probably. Just thought I’d ask, sheesh.”
Mom looked at me for a long moment. “This new diet of yours, it’s for your own good. I just want you to be happy.”
“Pretty doesn’t equal happy, Mom. Look at you.” I had no idea what possessed me to say that. Death wish, perhaps. 
She must have been in a gracious mood. Instead of screaming at me or insulting me in her usual fashion, she narrowed her eyes at me for about two heartbeats, then grabbed the coffee pot to fill with water, not bothering to address my outburst.
I pretended to be hurt by her disinterest, complete with slouched shoulders and a dramatic exit from the kitchen. I stomped up the stairs deliberately, but paused at my door. I was right back where I started, unless the aberration had vanished while I was downstairs.
After a deep breath, I entered. A quick glance told me my visitor was gone. I hurried over to close the window and drew the drapes shut. The act was pointless if it was all in my head, but if I wasn’t crazy then I had actually met a magical talking skunk. 
A rude, obnoxious, snarky, smart-ass, cocky, conceited . . . Well, anyway, he was a skunk I didn’t want to come back. 



6: Friends and Frenemies
By the time lunch rolled around the next day, Rigel the cracktastic skunk was barely a memory. I tossed around a myriad of possibilities, everything from dozing off (benign) to a failed poisoning attempt by my mom (not so far-fetched, I decided).
I tossed the rabbit food my mom gave me for lunch in the trash. I would rather starve. Aka sat with me, as usual. Best friend that he was, he shared his lunch with me. He had more food than usual, and I suspected he took pity on me and packed for two. Not that he would admit it. It wasn’t his way.
The lunchroom was a game of territories, each clique divided into factions with impenetrable, invisible borders. It was a status battle zone surrounded by cinderblocks painted white and large windows. The smell of over-cooked hamburgers and something the staff passed off as taco meat lingered in every corner. Aka and I were in Quadrant Freak.
Sarah sat with us. She was one of those super-skinny girls who earned glares from other girls when backs were turned. I may have been guilty of it myself a time or two. It was incredibly unfair for someone who eats twice as much as I do to weigh about the same as my thigh. At least I had better hair. Hers was thin and mousey brown.
A loud thump of books on the table turned our casual slouches into straight backs. Erin was given to theatrics. She slinked into a seat and tossed her long, white hair onto her back.
“If tedium was a disease,” she said, “I’d need an immunization just to be around you people.”
That was Erin’s way of greeting us most days. She had a wit I envied and was scary sexy. I don’t mean she was a wondrous beauty. More like she was one of those people who dripped sex with every head turn and hip sway, but was also a bit frightening. Her ice-blue evil eye could shut most anyone up.
Sarah, tearing her sandwich in half, rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you need shots, but not from being around us.” 
Erin ignored her. She tossed a pencil at me and said, “So, I read your article for next run. Not bad.”
 I threw it back at her. “My genius is epileptic. It comes and goes.”
“Well, something about you screams, ‘seizure!’ but I don’t think it’s your IQ.”
I snorted. That was just Erin’s way of coping with whatever it is she never talked about. People aren’t that offensive on accident. Take me, for example. Other kids didn’t get her, but they didn’t get any of us. It’s why we gravitated to each other, even when we had little in common besides our social leprosy.
Aka spoke for the first time since he joined me at the table. “You know, IQ doesn’t have as much to do with intelligence as people seem to think.”
“I know,” Erin said. “I judge by the size of someone’s forehead. Pretty sure you’re just marginally smarter than a troglodyte.”
Sarah leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Why are you such a bitch?”
“Bitch?” Erin echoed with a broad, plum-colored grin. “This is me on congeniality drugs. I thought I was doing pretty good.”
Erin was my hero. I wanted to be her when I grew up. For all my witticisms and posturing, I was a pale shadow to Erin. She hadn’t a care in the world, especially when it came to other people’s feelings. I wanted that. I wanted a numb heart and an impenetrable ego shield.
“Hey, Aka,” Sarah said. “I need help in History. Interested?”
“In work? Hardly,” Aka said. “Ask Dylan.”
Dylan was Sarah’s latest boyfriend. He wasn’t one of us. When Sarah wasn’t around, we referred to him as Dumbass. Aka knew he’d be useless.
“Where is he anyway?” Erin said.
“Off campus having a cigarette,” I said. “You know, since lung cancer makes him such a sexy rebel.”
“God, what do you see in that guy?” Erin said.
Sarah shrugged. “You guys just don’t know him like I do.”
The irritating, high pitch of Dylan’s voice appeared behind me. “Know who?” 
“No one,” Sarah said. “Hey, Aka can’t help me with History. Can you?”
I was a little stunned Sarah had actually asked. Dylan would lose a spelling bee contest against a drunken platypus. She would get a better grade if she just set her homework on fire and handed in the smoldering ruins. 
“Can’t help, huh?” Dylan said. He strolled around the table to stand behind Sarah. “What kind of name is Aka, anyway? You don’t look foreign. Isn’t your last name Floyd?”
“We’re all foreign,” Aka said, not lifting his eyes from his small bag of chips.
“What?” Dylan’s confusion didn’t surprise me. I doubt it surprised anyone at the table.
“He just means we’re all from somewhere else,” Sarah said.
“Aka is what my parents called me once they were lucid,” Aka said. “A. K. A. is what’s on my birth certificate, as in ‘also known as.’”
I’m sure my eyebrows were far closer to my hairline than usual. Aka never told me that, and a glance around the table suggested it was news to everyone else as well.
Erin asked what we all wanted to know. “So . . . why?” 
“Pink,” Aka said. “My middle name is Pink.”
“So you’re named after a band,” I said. I grimaced on the inside. I hate it when I state the obvious like that.
“Parents are cruel, sadistic bastards,” Aka said. “I suspect heavy drug use. Or Mom lost a bet.”
“But,” Erin said, her head cocked and brow raised, “if you’re ‘also known as’ . . .”
“Right? It’s not like I’ve got another name,” Aka said. “Parents were high. I’m sure I mentioned this. Totally changing my name to Bob Smith or something when I’m eighteen.”
Erin laughed. “I insist on calling you Pink from now on.”
“I’d really prefer you didn’t.”
“That’s just stupid,” Dylan said. “Named after a band? I’d never have admitted that, dude. Not in a million years. Especially with such a girly middle name.”
 “He can’t help his name,” I said. “People of small minds mock others for things they can’t change. I don’t mock you for your stupidity, do I?”
Dylan looked at Sarah. “What did she just say?”
“I don’t know,” Sarah lied, “but I’m sure it was fabulous.”
“No, you’re fabulous,” Dylan said. He wrapped his arms around her in a sickening display of public affection. “I love you.”
Right about there is when I would have run screaming out the door. Sarah had been seeing Dylan for about three weeks. I’m not even sure he could spell ‘love,’ much less be lost in a fog of its dazzling splendor (assuming love exists and that’s what it feels like).
Sarah had the clarity of mind to question it. “You love me? That’s a bit much, don’t you think? I mean, it’s sweet and all, but it’s—”
“Ridiculous and juvenile?” Erin said. I agreed. I could tell by Aka’s expression he agreed. Sarah probably agreed, too, but frowned at Erin.
Dylan ignored the sane people at the table and said, “I’ve loved you since I saw you. No. No, that’s not true. It was the eye-roll. Your eyes rolled, and it rocked my heart. Yeah, that’s it. Together we rock and roll.”
Erin grabbed her books and stood. She rested a hand on Sarah’s shoulder. “My condolences,” she said before she walked away.
I couldn’t help myself. What Dylan said was the dumbest thing I ever heard. “You realize that’s the lamest love declaration in like . . . ever, right?”
Dylan sneered. “You’re just jealous no one wants you, Elchubba.” 
I glared as I rose from the table. “Yeah, that must be it.” 
Sarah disappointed me by not taking my side, but people have their priorities and it’s no big shock to discover I’m not one of them. Except for Aka. As dependable as the tide, he was at my side before I made it to the door.
***
Chemistry was as enjoyable as having my eyebrows waxed. I maintained I would never use any of what I learned in half my classes once I entered the real world. If, by some freak occurrence, a need arose for me to know an element number on the Periodic Table, I’d just find it online. 
I wasn’t going to work for a beauty products laboratory and test mascara on rabbits or work for the government to create the latest fad in biochemical warfare. I failed to see why Chemistry was required for someone who had every intention of being a journalist someday. 
My attention level during such a class dictated I sit in the back. My happy place was next to a window. The teacher sat at his desk and droned on about fusion and fission while I counted branches on a nearby tree. Trees aren’t especially fascinating, but anything was more entertaining than Mr. Moyer. 
A flash of something pale caught my eye, and I thought a squirrel poked his head out from a hole in the tree. I was wrong. How he fit or managed to climb twenty feet inside a tree, I had no idea, but Rigel’s little muzzle was sticking out of the shadows of a squirrel’s hole. 
I coughed. My gum shot into the hair of the girl in front of me, but was too damp with saliva to stick. It fell to the floor. She turned around with a brow raised in suspicion, but I shrugged and shook my pencil. It was my way of lying without actually having to lie. I would rather have her think I spasmed and hit her with my pencil than know I spit gum in her hair. I would never hear the end of it. 
“Mr. Moyer?” I said. “Can I go to the bathroom?” Which was, of course, student-speak for, ‘I’m bored. I won’t be back.’ 
He gave me a dismissive wave. I grabbed my bag and headed outside. One of the perks of being a girl was that a teacher can assume your feminine products are carried with you, so it’s usually safe to leave with your bag.
The sun’s harsh rays were a severe contrast to the flickering, synthetic light in the school. I slipped on my red-lensed sunglasses and marched across the lawn. Rigel was supposed to be imaginary; a transgression of my sugar-deprived psyche. It was unacceptable for him to be real. But, imagination or not, it was definitely more unacceptable for him to be stalking me. He could have been seen by anyone who looked out a window.
I sat at the base of the tree, my legs crossed in front of me at the ankle. My thighs were too thick to be comfortable any other way. I was not in the mood to get caught talking to a skunk on school property (or anywhere), so I held a book in front of my face and didn’t look down at the tree’s hole near my ass.
“So. You’re real.” It wasn’t a question. It didn’t need to be.
“Yes, I know.” Rigel did not come out of the hole, but I could hear him easily enough. I was glad he was smart enough to stay out of sight. “Did you doubt it?”
“Well, you’re not something a person sees every day, you know? I don’t even know what you are. You're not like . . . Satan, are you?" It was the first thing to pop into my head. Smarter questions exist, but they eluded me.
“If I were, would I tell you?”
I turned a page, still trying to feign reading under a tree. “I have no idea what the devil would do.”
“Do you want me to be?” 
“What? No. I was just checking.” 
“Then I am not.” 
I turned and leaned down on one arm to look into the hole. Rigel was somehow upside-down against the interior of the trunk. I lowered my sunglasses and narrowed my eyes. “That's not very convincing.” 
“I am not, with sugar on top?” 
The penitent expression on his furry face was far too human. I threw dirt at him and sat back up. I frowned at the pages of the book I reopened and straightened my sunglasses. “You’re not helping.”
“You are not asking questions worth answering.”
The night before he’d said he was there to prevent a tragedy. It was no great leap of deduction to guess he meant one that involved me, seeing as how it was my room he invaded. So I went with an obvious question. “Are you supposed to help me?”
“You could say that.”
“I could?” I slapped my book closed. “Is that doublespeak or what?”
“What.”
“What, what?”
“You gave me two choices, so I chose one.”
“You’re not exactly instilling me with confidence here.”
“That is not my job.”
He infuriated me. It figures my fairy godskunk would be a total asshole. Fate couldn’t be nice and send me something with a sense of humor and a personality I could tolerate. 
I shoved my book into my bag, then laid my head down on it, facing the hole. The dust and dirt my bag stirred up danced on the chilly breeze into my mouth. I pulled the hood of my jacket over my face as best I could so no one could see me argue with a tree. “So, what is your job?”
“I cannot tell you.”
“You can’t or you won’t?”
“Yes.”
“Which one?”
“Does it matter?”
“I hate you.” I rolled over on my side to face the street. Sick of his games and sick of hearing his flat British accent, I said, “Go away,” just loud enough for him to hear.
“That is not possible.”
“I think it is.”
“You are not informed enough to know. I am.”
I grabbed a nearby stick and rolled back over. I thrust it into the tree and fished around with it angrily. “I know I can toss you on your ass.”
Rigel’s voice echoed down from high in the tree. “You could try. You would fail.”
“Damn it. You are Satan, aren’t you?”
“Would that make it easier for you?”
The stick got tossed into the short grass. Screw it. Obviously I wasn’t getting rid of Rigel any time soon. I sat back up and leaned against the tree, debating between skipping my last class or not. I really wanted to go home. 
“You know what?” I said to the ground. "Satan would be better at corrupting my soul. You suck. All you do is piss me off.”
Tired of the game, I dragged my flabby carcass off the ground. My decision to go home was made, punishment be damned. 
If I got caught. 
I didn’t look back. I didn’t care if Rigel followed me. I figured he would eventually. 
But follow he did not. Half a block from my house, I spotted him as he waited for me on the porch. Creepy little thing. If he were a boy, I could report him for stalking. That said, the cops would probably ignore frantic calls about talking albino skunks.
“So, what are you?” I said as I climbed the porch steps. “A furry Rumpledforeskin? Come to rescue me from the greedy prince who will kill me if I don't make his stupid love letter perfect?" 
"Would that explanation suit you?" 
"Not really." 
"Then what would?" 
"The truth." 
"Sorry, that is not something I can give you." 
"Why not?" I said as I fished around in my bag for my house key.
"I cannot help you if I tell you the truth." 
"That's stupid." 
"You are writing love letters to someone you hate to be bartered for food you know is not good for you. You are in no position to judge the intelligence of anything right now."
“Whatever.” I left the door open when I unlocked it so he could follow. I could have closed it in his face, but he would just pop in the same way he popped about everywhere else. He took the hint and sauntered in.
“Do you have anything to eat?” He didn’t look back, just made a beeline for the kitchen.
“Are you trying to be ironic?” I said as I followed his scampering backside. “Lack of food is what got me into the mess to begin with.”
“Tish, tosh.” Rigel sat in front of the fridge, and it seemed to open of its own accord. “I see fruit and vegetables. That qualifies as food to most creatures.” 
An apple jumped into his waiting paws and the fridge door closed.
“I’m not cutting it up for you,” I said. “You’re not my pet.”
He ignored me. In a blink, he was atop the counter. My mom would’ve had a stroke. The faucet turned on and he dropped the apple into the sink.
I shook my head as I walked out. “Well, knock yourself out. I’m going to my room.”
“I will be up in a minute.”
“I figured.”



7: Conversations with an Unwelcome Guest
I didn’t know what my mom did for a living. She left for work before I left for school and got home after I already had a bowl of cereal or macaroni and cheese for dinner. At least, back before she began her campaign to kill me. 
She wore those pseudo-suit dresses with shoulder pads. I think they stopped mass-producing them in the eighties, but she still managed to find them somewhere. Why do women want big, fake shoulders? Is it some psychological thing a woman needs broad shoulders to make it in a man’s world? Maybe it was for protection in case she ever broke through the glass ceiling of middle-management. 
I assumed she was management. She made good money, and I doubt she would make those wages in those clothes being a stripper or prostitute. She didn’t look half bad with makeup, but every time she spackled it on I mentally wiped it off again. I imagined her with no face paint, a drab dress, and one of those stupid white bonnets women used to wear. 
Her skin was blotchy, and her beady eyes were too close to the large nose that divided her un-plucked unibrow. It helped to remember she wasn’t truly pretty either. She was just a good artist who could slap paint on a mediocre canvas and call it beautiful with the hope no one noticed.
I did. It was as average as a painting in a cheap hotel room—nice in its own way, but a dime a dozen.
By the time she got home that night, I’d suffered the company of Rigel long enough to grow immune to his cryptic conversation. At first I was so curious, I couldn’t stand it. But once I calmed down and realized I was an amusing toy, I became unresponsive to his bait. 
“What are you doing now?” Rigel said.
I sat with my back against my pillows, scribbling down words in my notebook with my lucky red gel pen. He had made himself a bed in my closet. He had tried to get my attention with dramatic sighs and rustling my belongings in places I couldn’t see him, but I refused to ask him another question he would just give a useless answer to.
“Writing,” I said. “It’s the opposite of reading, which is what I’d rather be doing.”
“What do you read?”
“Well, I lost my copy of skunk banishing spells, so I’d settle for Rowling right now.”
“Ho ho, so amusing,” he said, then pounced up on my bed. “Is that homework?”
“No, it’s a list of ideas for Josh’s stupid letter. I like to jot down thoughts before I forget them, then go back to them later and decide which road to take.”
“Why not just write the letter and cross out what you don’t like?” He made a circle like a dog before spreading out near my knees, his fluffy tail flicking up and down slowly. “It seems an exorbitant amount of trouble for so simple a thing as a letter.”
He would be sort of cute if I didn’t have the urge to kick him in the head.
“I don’t know much about her, so I’m trying to be vague and specific at the same time,” I said. I scrunched up my nose as I read one of my thoughts and crossed it out. “I’m too anal to just write any old thing.”
“Why not ask me? I know all about Macey Trindle.”
“How?”
“The same way I know about you. It is what I do.”
“Stalk young girls?” I said. “That’s called being a perv.”
“It is not stalking. It is knowing. Knowledge is powerful.”
“So is a cattle prod.” I could tell Rigel was trying to bait me again, so I attempted to shut him down. “I never wanted one until now.”
“You are not inducing me to help you.”
“I never asked you to.”
“You need me.”
I laughed. I needed him like I needed a bikini in winter. Or any time for that matter. “I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone. What I need are things; cash, a car, a place to live. People, on the other hand, I can do without. You talk, so you’re almost people-fied.”
“You have a strange way of speaking.”
“If you were a real skunk and not Pepe le Pew’s inbred British cousin six times removed on his father’s side, you’d never notice,” I said, rather proud of myself for creating such a lengthy insult. “Besides, I don’t speak funny. I speak like everyone else. You’re the one with the allergy to contractions.”
“Contractions are for the lazy speaker,” Rigel said imperiously. “And I did not say you were funny. I said you were strange.”
Right about then I realized it wasn’t actually murder to kill a talking animal. I could hang his pelt in my window as a warning to any other talking animals that thought my room was a cool place to lounge.
I kicked at him. “Get off my bed. I’m going to sleep.”
“What am I supposed to do?”
“I don’t care. Go outside and find something to spray.”
***
I woke the next morning to an empty room. Maybe Rigel followed my advice and went outside to torment the neighborhood pets. Either way, I was glad to be rid of him while I went about my morning routine.
My mom was in the kitchen. The microwave dinged and I wondered if she’d made herself something to eat that I was no longer allowed. Possibly a honey bun covered in hot, melted butter or a bowl of brown sugar oatmeal. I climbed into the shower instead of heading downstairs to sulk in front of her. Pouting got me nowhere. The woman had no sympathy.
My morning routine included my towel-wrapped body and scrutinizing eyes in front of the mirror. Who knew why I tortured myself? I let the mirror defog while I brushed my teeth, then pulled my black makeup bag from the drawer. 
When Rigel appeared on the countertop, I nearly poked an eye out with the eyeliner.
“Why do you wear all that?” he said.
“Oh, my God! Get out of here!” I tugged at the top of my towel to make sure I was completely covered up.
“There is no need for modesty. I am a skunk. Nothing about you is sexual to me.”
“Great,” I said. I waved my hand at him to move, but he didn’t budge. “So you’re just like every other guy.”
“You did not answer my question.”
“Why should I? You don’t answer mine.”
“I do. You just do not like my answers.”
“Because they’re not answers,” I said. I opened my silver eye shadow and tried to put my makeup on with an audience. “They’re words you say in response.”
“I do not see the difference.”
“Well, I’m not explaining it to you.”
“Which?” He sat down on his haunches and watched me, his face mimicking mine as I applied the powder. “The unnecessary face colors or the difference between an answer and words?”
“There’s not a reason, other than I like it,” I said.
“But it does not make you more attractive.”
“Thank you, Casanova.” If that’s how he talked to females, then the odds were looking good he would remain a single skunk forever. “That’s not the point. I told you, I wear it because I like it.”
“But you cannot see it. If it is for you, and you cannot see it, how do you enjoy it? Is it comfortable?” He reached for my bottle of foundation and scooted it towards himself. With no thumbs, he couldn’t pick it up. Instead, he rolled it around like a toy. “Does it keep your face warm?”
“I just like it,” I said. “I like dark things, so I like dark makeup.”
“Yet your skin is painted white.”
“Not white. Pale. White is you. Porcelain is me.”
“Porcelain is white.”
I fought the urge to frown. I didn’t want to smudge my eye shadow before I was done putting it on. “It’s for contrast, all right? The skin is pale so the eyeliner looks darker.”
“The eyeliner can look darker than black?”
I almost sprayed him in the eyes with my perfume. But then he’d just spray me back, which would be bad.
“Go away,” I said, then kicked open the door to my adjoining room. “I’ll be out in a minute.” 
He leaned back against the mirror that covered the wall. His tail swished and wiped away some of the remaining fog that still lingered. “What color is your real hair?”
“This is my real hair.” The style was Bettie Page. My face was too round for it, but I didn’t care. Mom wanted me to grow it out so I could wear a more ‘slimming’ style that framed my face better.
“Before it was black, what color was it?”
“Brown.” And not even a pretty brown with highlights. Flat, turd brown.
“And black is better?” When I didn’t answer him, he asked, “Do you wish to be perceived as evil, or are you trying to attract an evil mate?”
“Neither, shit.” Why couldn’t he just leave? I didn’t ask for this, I didn’t want him in my house, and I damn sure didn’t want to play twenty questions with him again. “Why do people always think dark means evil? I just like dark. It’s prettier to me. It’s familiar. I hate bright light and pastels and puppies and kittens and hearts and all that crap.”
Rigel regarded me with a contrite expression. He must have practiced to make it look that cute. It almost made him less annoying.
“You hate puppies?”
“Most days. Look, are you going to let me get dressed or what? You’re distracting me.”
“My presence does not hinder your ability to do anything you need to do.”
“I’m serious. Get out.”
“As you wish.”
With his accent, I could almost imagine Westley replying to me, the man in black, in all his beauty, stepping from film to reality. But unlike Buttercup, I knew Rigel was not secretly telling me he loved me. In fact, if I told him to fetch me a pitcher, he would probably bring back a hog-tied baseball player just to be obstinate. 
Clothes on and hair dried, I emerged from my bathroom to discover Rigel sitting inside my open bag on the bed. “What are you doing?”
“I want you to take me with you.” 
I laughed. “That’s not happening, Pepe.”
“I could just follow you.”
“I’d scream you have rabies.”
“For all you know, that may be true.”
“It wouldn’t surprise me.”
I tried to stand there and look angry, my arms crossed against my chest and my foot tapping impatiently on the carpet. He was unmoved.
“We can do this the easy way or the embarrassing way,” he said, “but I am going.”
“Why do you want to go? School is boring. And full of assholes.”
“And your friends.”
“Who are mostly assholes.”
“If you do not like them, why are you friends with them?”
“Because I’m an asshole, too.” I threw my arms into the air and added with flair, “We’re all a bunch of assholes. We thrive in Assholia. We’re teenagers. Didn’t you get the memo? You should probably stay here so you don’t get trampled on. Or, better yet, why don’t you go do what you’re supposed to be doing? Preventing a tragedy or whatever.” 
“I need you for that.”
“And yet, you won’t tell me who, what, where, when, why, or how.”
“Do you need to know all of those?”
“It’s the rundown. You know—the five Ws and the H? The top six questions? Never mind. At least one or two would be nice.”
I sat down next to him to tug my boots on. I would be late if I kept arguing with him.
“In time,” he said, looking up at me. “I cannot tell you anything too soon.”
“If this is date sensitive, maybe you should have held off until the time to do whatever it is was closer. You’re not holing up in my room for too long. I need my space.”
“It will not be for long. I swear.”
“I’d ask for a pinky promise, but I guess that’s out.”
He hunkered down into my bag with a hopeful expression on his little mammal face.
“Okay, fine.” I zipped my bag closed. “Try not to piss all over my stuff.”
“I shall give it my best effort.”



8: Encounter with the Holy Roller
Rigel was a heavier carry than I expected. I made him get out and hide in my locker. He had his own way of popping around wherever he wanted to be, so it’s not like he’d be trapped. In fact, I didn’t see any reason I needed to carry him to school. He probably only asked to see if I would.
My stomach pitched a hissy fit. I hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before. The remnants of the money Josh had given me were snug in my pocket, so I headed to the lunchroom to buy a baked good from the lunch ladies. 
I joined Aka at his usual table. There were several sketches in disarray, his notebook open in front of him with stanzas scribbled down, and a short stack of schoolbooks. Aka was a writer, musician, photographer, artist, and lyricist. He reserved his unspoken words and spilled them all over the page. Whatever emotions he wished to convey, he did so with his acoustic guitar or paint brush. He excelled in school, and would probably have his pick of colleges. At times I envied him.
“What do you want to be when you grow up?” I said.
“Awesome.”
“Well, you don’t have far to go.” I reached forward and pulled a charcoal sketch from the mess. It was a person lounging under a tree with a book. “But career-wise, what do you want to do?”
“Hunt vampires.” Sometimes it was hard to tell whether Aka was joking. He never smiled when he teased, nor delivered a punch line with a change in pitch from his deep monotone. Many thought he was never kidding because of this, but he actually cracked jokes all the time. 
“There’s not a lot of money in that.”
“Unless you kill the rich ones and take their stuff.”
“TouchÉ,” I said. I held off saying any more because Macey Trindle approached our table. I thought she was headed for a table behind us, but she stopped at ours.
“Good morning,” she said, then put two pamphlets on our table. “Do you believe in God?”
I hate Bible-thumpers. I don’t wander around trying to save them from their religion. They should have the common decency to do the same. It’s insulting to be perfectly content with your own faith and have someone come up and tell you it’s wrong. If I want to pray to the Great and Noble Bunny of Necrosis, I should be able to without people trying to ‘save’ me.
“I guess so,” I said. I doubted God’s existence most days, unless I felt bitter—then I assumed the Divine used me as a plaything. 
“You guess so?” Macey said. The unhappy expression she wore didn’t surprise me. “Belief isn’t guessing. Faith is knowing in your heart.”
“Oh. Well, I don’t have one of those,” I said, then added to Aka, “Maybe that’s my problem.”
Macey’s scowl of displeasure was one I was long accustomed to among my so-called peers. “You always have a clever remark.”
“Better than a dumb one.”
I should have gotten up and walked away, being the better person. To argue with an imbecile is to be imbecilic yourself.
“Is it?” She studied me with the same unease someone might show a scorpion under glass at the zoo. “You might try laughing at yourself more often than at other people.”
“Don’t Yoda Master me,” I said. I sat back and crossed my arms. “I don’t tell you to stop sucking up to teachers by day and sucking up dicks by night, do I?”
Perhaps that crossed the line—the forever elusive one that I could never see until I turned around and spotted it a mile behind me. But sometimes my internal editor’s on a coffee break, and my thoughts just pop right out of my mouth. 
Macey looked so furious I thought she was going to hit me, but she pranced off instead. Though I regretted my words the very instant I said them, I did not have the common sense to try to retract them.
“Bit harsh,” Aka said, his pencil still composing stanzas in his tidy scrawl.
“Eh, she pissed me off.” I hesitated, then shot Aka a wry smile. “Obviously I need you at my side at all times or else I would destroy all around me like a monsoon of ill fate.”
“Oh, depth,” Aka said without looking up from his writing. “Don’t drown.”
“Unlikely.” 
There was a voice inside my head that told me I should follow Macey and apologize, but there was a bigger voice in my head named Self-Preservation that refused to let my legs move.
***
The rest of my day pretty much sucked. One class bled into the other with my only break from the masses being my short sanctuary in the newspaper room during fourth period, followed by lunch in the same room. I considered tracking down Aka to see if he brought me any food again, but he knew where to find me if he felt like sharing. Since he didn’t pop in, I was free to assume the lunch-for-twos would be sporadic. 
I sat with the lights off. The sun invaded through the energy conservation-challenged panes, which was more than enough light for my gloomy mood. Sometimes I wanted to hide away from everything and pretend I was the only living thing in the vicinity. No, that wasn’t quite it. I wanted to sit there and not care about the things in my life that were wrong. It got harder every time. 
No matter how hard I tried not to, I did care. The kids in my school, my mom and dad, boys, teachers, internet acquaintances, my sister, and everything else that riled me up and convinced me I would be gray by twenty-five; I didn’t want it to matter. 
I tucked it into my chest, burying it way down deep where the verbal jabs and tactless indifference couldn’t cut me anymore. I was sick of holding it all in. I wasn’t Buddha. I wasn’t sitting on some mountaintop. I was just a girl trying to suck it up and stamp it down.
God, Aka. Where are you? 
I needed someone to vent to about stupid boys, evil mothers, crappy love notes, and irritating British skunks. Not that I could tell Aka about any of that anyway. He would think I was nuts for making deals with Josh or just for writing something against my principles. Aka would never do that. He knew who he was and what he wanted. He was complex and incredibly simple, and I think he did it on purpose. 
No, I couldn’t really vent to Aka. But he could at least distract me from thinking about these things. I knew he would believe me about Rigel, but I hesitated telling him. The contrary critter was a pain in the ass, but he was my pain in the ass. Rigel chose me, for whatever reason, and I was intrigued by the covert mystery of it all. To share the secret of him would spoil the magic. Or maybe I was just being a selfish bitch. 
I hadn’t seen Rigel for hours. What could a skunk possibly find to do in a place he had to hide constantly? He would have been better off lounging in my backyard, enjoying nature like a regular little beast. 
Instead of Aka coming to rescue me from my own self-appointed gloom, I got Josh. Dressed in his usual denim, leather, and t-shirt, he was a carbon copy of every other teenage boy in a band. It’s hard to be original in an ocean of social monochromatic whirlpools that suck you under. I’m honest enough with myself to know there’s nothing original about me.
“You write it yet?” Josh said as soon as the door clicked shut.
“I’m working on it.” I gestured towards the notebook on the large teacher’s desk I sat at. I left all my scribbles regarding Macey piled on my bed at home, so I hoped he didn’t want to see what I’d written so far. If he opened my notebook, he would find nothing but my Aka sketches. My friend had a nice symmetry that begged to be duplicated. 
“It’s been a couple of days already,” he said. He leaned against the door, blocking the little window in it with his back. “What’s taking so long?”
I arched a brow. “You in a hurry, Romeo?”
“No. I just don’t want you to forget.”
“Well, I won’t.” So maybe I was procrastinating, but I didn’t want to do it anymore. Especially after my encounter with Macey. If I still had Josh’s money, I would just give it back. It was the dumbest idea ever, and I couldn’t believe I agreed to it.
“She’s giving out pamphlets today.” 
I don’t know why Josh thought I would want to talk about Macey. I didn’t have a positive thing to say at all, so he was pretty much setting himself up for anger if he was trying to bait me into an isn’t-she-so-cute banter.
“I know.” I hoped he would take a hint from my short answer and realize I didn’t find Macey an interesting conversation topic.
“Her dad’s church is in trouble, I think.”
“It’s probably too boring.” All churches were boring. I’d never been in one, but in movies it looked like a crappy way to pass the time. “Maybe your band could play there. Liven the place up a bit. Draw a younger crowd. One that’s less jaded and more naÏve.”
Josh snorted. “I don’t think that’d fly.”
“Never know until you ask,” I said. “Or are you afraid it’ll ruin your bad boy image?”
“I don’t have an image. I’m just me.”
“Yeah. Okay.”
“What about you, Gothica?” The glower I was most familiar with during our talks arrived. “It’s not like you’re original or anything. You’re trying to be something you’re not, too.”
Too? I smirked. The only thing I ever wanted to be was rich. Everything else was just frivolous surface matter. I didn’t want fame or even notoriety. I just wanted money. With enough money, I could afford to be a hermit and escape the spiraling death march of society. My hermit cabin must have internet, though. And be in easy distance to fast food or delivery.
 “I am?” I said, playing along. “What do you think I’m trying to be?”
“A vampire or zombie or whatever.” It was kind of sad how serious he looked when he said that. I almost felt sorry for him.
“That’s . . . pretty stupid,” I said. “I’m no more imitating a creature of the night than you are a knock off of the latest boy band.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means people assume too much about each other.” We also make quick judgments and are biased against those unlike us, but I kept it simple. Josh had already used his brain cell allowance for the day. “I’m not saying I’m perfect. I do it, too. We’re a hypercritical species.”
“Well, whatever.” His last word must be about the only large word he knew, hence his need to repeatedly use it. It was very annoying. “I’m gone.”
When he turned and walked out of the room, I figured it was safe to assume that was awkward-guy-speak for, “Goodbye.”
 “There's no cupcake in the world that justifies this sort of aggravation," I mumbled to myself. My eyes dropped to my notebook. I needed to finish the letter, if for no other reason than to stop the uncomfortable conversations with people I didn’t like.
***
It's funny how you can be so sure of something for a very long time, as if nothing in the world would convince you that things are otherwise. Then a simple gesture—or a simple word—can completely undermine everything you believed. 
I believed, for example, that words have power. Words are how we communicate, after all. How can we know what someone is thinking without having an exchange of words? But the absence of words is just as powerful as too many of them. Plus there’s deception, omission, avoidance, and hesitation. These all hinder communication—hinder the power of words. 
I don’t think words have power. The true power lies in our ability to believe them. I may say I like someone’s hat, but it’s meaningless if they think I’m lying. Someone may say they’re my friend, but then their actions—that I interpret through the inaccurate resource that it is—may make me think they lied to me.
So, as important as I always thought words to be, I think it boils down to three simple concepts: belief, trust, and faith. Do I believe the other person? Do I trust the other person? Do I have faith in them? Words are meaningless without these conditions. 
But the written word is different. It’s not speaking to me personally, but merely expressing a thought, an opinion, or an idea. That has power. They are there for my interpretation, to have as much power over me as I am willing to let them have.
Which was part of the reason I was loathe to write a letter to a girl I didn’t like on behalf of a boy I didn’t like either. It was speaking to her personally, and it was so deceitful. But it wouldn’t hurt anyone. That’s what I kept telling myself as I worked on the stupid letter. Josh liked her. If she liked him, then she’d write him back or something. If not, no harm done.
I was at my desk when I heard the rattle of keys, then the door close. It was probably Mom, but it could have been Dad. With a small amount of hope I headed downstairs, but it was dashed as soon as I saw Mom at the coffee pot.
“Dad coming home tonight?” I said.
“He’s in Milwaukee.”
That didn’t answer my question. They had planes there. Planes were fast. I turned to walk out, but paused when I saw three black roses wrapped in baby’s breath and cellophane in the trash can. “What’s with the flowers?”
“They were on the porch.”
“So why are they in the trash?”
“They’re ugly.”
“I think they’re pretty,” I said, fishing them out and shaking the damp coffee grounds off the cellophane. It didn’t work that great, so I went to the sink to run water over it. “Who left them? Was there a note?”
“No note.” Mom turned and frowned at me when she saw what I was doing. “What are you doing that for?”
“I like them. But no note? That’s weird. Who do you think they were for?” There was no reason for someone to give Mom flowers, especially black ones. Dad would have gotten her white lilies, if anything. But there wasn’t a reason for someone to give me flowers, either, and Karen was off at college.
“I imagine they’re for you,” Mom said. “Funeral flowers, though? I would take it as an insult, if I were you.”
“Well, I don’t. I think they’re cool.”
“So who would give you flowers, then?” 
“I don’t know.” Which was the honest-to-God’s truth. Flowers from a secret admirer? It was kind of lame and sort of adorable at the same time. Too bad there wasn’t chocolate to go with them. Maybe there had been and she hid them.
“No boyfriend still?” Mom said. “Not that I’m surprised. Boys tend to give flowers when they want something. Or already got something. Payment for services rendered, perhaps?”
“Yeah, ‘cause I’m a big fat ho.” I grabbed a vase off one of the shelves in the curio and headed upstairs, stomping the whole way just to hear my footsteps reverberate through the house.
Rigel appeared on my bed as soon as I slammed the door. “Your mother is a piece of work, Kathleen.”
“Preaching to the choir, Jeeves.”



9: A Tale of Aubergine Mortification
Rigel’s way of pulling me into a conversation was beyond aggravating. There were things about my life that took me ages to work up the nerve to share with Aka, but by the third night of cohabitation with Rigel, he knew almost as much about me as Aka did. 
It wasn’t that he was sympathetic and I succumbed to his dashing charm. A more accurate description would be to replace “sympathetic” with “relentlessly persistent” and “dashing charm” with “exasperating single-mindedness.”
He must have been sent to drive me the short stretch between sanity and lunacy. 
Questions came at me with almost no pause after I answered. If there was a game show where you got no points, the rounds took forever, no one applauded, and the quizmaster was more random than a cracked-out spider’s web, it would look a lot like the exhausting hours I spent with Rigel. Only it wouldn’t take as long since no one would watch a game show that has no climax; just questions that drone on and on.
I lounged on my bed, my eyes on the ceiling. He was in my closet, stretched out on the nest he made himself of my things.
“So, tell me . . . what is the worst thing she ever did?”
Rigel had no tact. He gave no sign he was empathetic or compassionate regarding my plight. He asked questions but gave nothing back. It wasn’t a conversation. It was an interrogation. I felt like I was a test subject for a college study. It wasn’t like confiding to an understanding friend. 
“Look,” I said. “I don’t have a bullshit-parenting-skills measuring scale. I can’t quantify what ‘worst’ is.”
“Well, what sticks out the most in your mind?”
“Eggplant.”
I hated myself for admitting it, for even mentioning it, but it was a simple enough answer to an easy question. When I thought about my mother and considered how black her soul truly was, there was never a time I didn’t think of eggplant.
He stirred in the closet, then my mattress shifted as he pounced atop my bed. “Come again?”
“Eggplant.” I scooted up against my headboard. Nerves nibbled at me because I’d never spoken of it to anyone. Not my sister. Not to Aka. I was seriously considering telling the most annoying mammal on the planet the weapon which gouged my deepest scar. “What she did to me with eggplant.”
He sat near my knees. “So, what did she do, throw it at you?”
There was something rather pathetic about my life that I would much prefer she had. Being pelted with purple vegetables wouldn’t have scarred me near as much. Probably not at all. It wouldn’t have been at all worse than any of her other fits of psychotic rage. 
If she’d had a whole basket of them and used me for target practice, it would have been something my young mind could have accepted. I would have recognized the danger, ducked when I could, and taken a hit on occasion until she got tired or felt like she’d gotten her point across. My younger years were filled with so many of those moments, I can’t remember them all.
But I remember the eggplant. If I live to a hundred, however unlikely that might be, I’ll remember the eggplant.
“She made me take a bath in it.” I hated to remember. I wanted to look away. I wanted to change the subject. It would have been easier to pick up the nosy thing and toss him out the window than turn my memory to a time ten years prior.
Rigel tilted his head at me, clearly confused. He must have expected me to say she force-fed me, or constructed a rudimentary weapon from its flesh and stabbed me in the eye.
“Like a health spa method of ridiculousness?”
I snorted. “Yeah, for my health. She’s always so concerned about that, isn’t she?”
Rigel’s beady little eyes narrowed. “You are being sardonic again, are you not?”
I swayed my leg against him to shove him off the bed. “Aren’t you tired yet? Go to bed.” I rolled away from him and frowned at the wall.
His front paws pressed against my hip and he pushed at me. “No, you have to tell me of this bizarre eggplant bath ritual.” He walked around me, against the headboard, then settled in front of my face on my pillow. One of his paws patted my bangs against my forehead.
I let out a small breath. “It wasn’t a ritual.”
It was a punishment. Mom punished me for embarrassing her in front of other people in their home. I was an ungracious guest, a spoiled child who thought she could misbehave away from home and not get in trouble. At least that was how she colored it when she told Dad. He hadn’t been there. I like to think he would have stopped it, that he would have told her—for once in his life—she took things too far.
But no one there cared enough about me to stop her. No one ever wanted to get involved.
My mom’s dad was the marrying kind. That is, the kind that married a new person every few years and we were to call her some variation of “Grandmother.” Some were okay and some were just lunatics.
The one I called Nonna divorced Grampa before I was old enough to ever remember them being married. Unfortunately, Mom had taken a liking to that temporary stepmother and wanted her to stay in my sister’s life and mine.
Nonna had remarried. Her new husband was a tyrannical man who thought it was his personal mission from God to save the sinful souls of this world. We were not to call him any variation of “Grandfather.” He was Reverend, though I don’t know if he had any credentials to back up his proclaimed status as shepherd to his weak-willed flock. Mom was one of his devoted sheep. I was a sacrificial lamb.
We spent many evenings with sweet Nonna and Reverend who wanted to save us from eternal damnation. We would gather in their finished basement. He would give his sermon, then she would play the organ while the sheep spread out on the furniture and floor and tried to communicate with the Holy Spirit. Much of what they did scared me. Some of the adults would begin to talk nonsense. They said they were channeling the Spirit and speaking in tongues. As a little kid, I had no idea what that meant. I just thought they were all weird.
To be honest, I still do.
 One night, one of the taste bud-deprived sheep brought what might be the most disgusting creation ever conceived by man: eggplant casserole. I was seated at the kid table in the kitchen with other kids who were just as reluctant to eat it as I was. It looked like vomit had vomited on my plate. 
I begged not to eat the scary mound of sauce-covered rat guts and pickled elephant eyeballs. My seven-year-old mind was convinced it was an attempt on my life.
Mom was embarrassed, which inevitably led to furious. She apologized to everyone for my adamant refusal to eat dinner, and my upper arm soon felt the familiar grip of sharp fingernails pressed between my small muscle and bone. I’m certain she aimed for the same spot every time she was pissed at me. I had perpetual fingertip bruises and little half moon cuts most of my childhood.
Reverend said I was sinful. I was a disobedient, ungrateful child. He read to me from his black, tattered-leather book with gold embossing. He said God was too benevolent to punish children. He trusted his righteous worshippers to set naughty children on the path to Heaven.
My path, apparently, was the short distance to their guest bathroom. Reverend told Mom I must bathe in my sin. In retrospect, I think the man wasn’t entirely chaste in his thoughts when it came to little girls. I say this because a decent man wouldn’t have insisted on what followed.
Mom drew me a bath. When the tub was about three inches deep in cold water, she turned it off. I was made to fetch my plate from the table. She took it and scraped the nasty, clumpy muck into the middle of the tub.
I stripped on command, my body trembling at first in fear, then at the chilled water I slowly lowered myself into. My soft, young skin became gooseflesh as the water cooled my body. I turned pinkish except for the fingertip bruises on my arm. 
The food beneath me squished between my split parts. The sensation made me gag a little. I was told to vomit in the bathtub if I had to, but if I did, I would have to sit in there longer and then clean up the mess when I was done. I held the gorge in.
Other members of Reverend’s flock were brought in to stare at me. I tried to cover myself with my little arms. Adults looked down their noses and whispered to each other. The other kids were the worst. They snickered or made faces, but some took one look at me and their eyes went round with terror. They knew it could happen to them. The Reverend was making an example of me. With my mom’s help. I bet none of those kids ever complained about dinner again. 
My sister was the only one with any decency in her. She was brought in, and the first thing she did was ask Mom to let me out. It was useless, but appreciated.
Mom sat on the closed toilet lid, glaring at me as if I just ripped the head off a kitten and gotten the blood all over her favorite shoes. My teeth chattered and my fingernails turned blue as I sat there, a naked mockery of Christian parenting.
And people wonder why I don’t believe in God.
“That is it?” Rigel said.
I was lost in memories of staring eyes and chattering teeth when he spoke. It was a sharp contrast to focus again on the warmth and comfort of my room. “What do you mean?”
“I expected violence. At least a little bloodshed.” He rose and stretched his body lazily, turning around like a puppy to stamp a comfortable place to again settle down. “All you did was sit on some food in cold water.”
“It was humiliating!” I shoved Rigel off the bed with one hand. “The single most humiliating thing in my entire life. Thirty years from now when someone says, ‘Wow, that guy was humiliated,’ no matter who they are talking about, they won’t have been more humiliated than me.”
“That is . . . unverifiable,” Rigel said as he flounced back to the closet to nest in my things. “Humiliation is not something which can be measured.”
“That’s not the point.”
How did he not understand? I was a wet, naked child on display like some horribly disfigured carnival freak. I was laughed at and ridiculed for weeks.
I rolled away from him to frown at the wall. “Maybe since you parade around naked twenty-four-seven, you don’t get it. But any other naked mammal would understand.”
Well, maybe not a naked mole rat or those hairless cats, but I’m pretty sure even the bald monkey at that one zoo would have understood my humiliation.
“Do not blame me for humanity’s unnatural desire to cover themselves,” Rigel said with all the pompousness he could muster. “I daresay it is not the only unnatural thing about your species.”
“And a talking skunk is not unnatural at all,” I shot back.
“Sarcasm is the blunt instrument of a dull mind.”
“Is that a quote or something?” I didn’t care, but I wanted to call him on his inability to use his own words if it was.
“I am not sure. It should be.” His rustling in my closet was louder than normal, but I didn’t turn to investigate. I assumed he was throwing a hissy fit. “It is something everyone should be told.”
“You are a snooty little prim, aren’t you? What are you, the reincarnation of the world’s most virginized librarian?”
“‘Virginized’ is not a word.” Rigel’s voice grew shrill, which only increased my amusement. “And it would have nothing to do with my opinions if it were.”
“You know what I mean.” I was surprised at how easy it was to upset him, especially considering how he’d been egging me on for days. Apparently, he was better at giving than he was at receiving.
“I am afraid I do not,” Rigel huffed. “Your argument is that I am deficient in some way because I have class and higher expectations of human behavior than you do.”
“First of all, that is not my argument,” I said as I slinked under my covers and reached to turn off the lamp. “Secondly, you’re not deficient. You’re delusional. Having expectations just leads to disappointment.”
“Bitter. That fruit will ferment in your gut until it blinds you to all reason.”
“Eggplant is a vegetable,” I said in the darkness.
“Goodnight, Kathleen.”
“Piss off, Jeeves.”
***
“Here.”
Josh stood alone at his locker and I took the opportunity to finally hand over the letter which had been a stone around my neck for days.
He unfolded it and scanned it before asking, “This is it?”
“I’m not Shakespeare.” Or a miracle worker. “Don’t like it, write your own.”
“It’s just . . . I expected bigger words,” Josh said as he folded it again and stuffed it into his back pocket.
“Seriously?” I said. I wondered if he’d forgotten our previous discussion in regard to believability. “It’s from you, dumbass. It can’t sound too educated. It’s not like you have layers.”
“Hey, I have layers.” He closed his locker, then cocked his head at me and lowered his voice so only I could hear him. “Why are you such a bitch? Do you even think about what you’re saying, or does it just pop out unfiltered?”
I wanted to be insulted, but couldn’t quite summon the emotion. I have to admit, it was more insightful than I thought him capable. 
“It depends on who it is.” Pure honesty. It was a trait many lacked. “If you and your friends never gave a shit about how I feel, why should I worry about you?”
“My mistake,” Josh said, then shrugged his bag to a better perch on his shoulder. “I thought you wanted to be better than us.”
Whoa. What was that? Something that left me to blink stupidly with my mouth agape. It felt like a morality lesson from King Self-Involved. It wasn’t the sort of thing allowed in my universe. I felt awkward and abruptly exposed, like a hippo out of water—with slightly better teeth.
The petulant retort of, “But I am better than you,” died in my throat. “Whatever.” 
I was reduced to the ultimate lame comeback for any comment that had no intelligent response. In short, I had temporarily adopted Josh’s catchphrase, except it didn’t belong to him alone. It belonged to the masses. I was reduced to being one of the masses. Yes, I was having a mild inner freak-out.
Josh smiled faintly and walked away.
I watched him. The bounce of his blond hair told me nothing, and his narrow hips only whispered against his too-tight skinny jeans. So much for body language.
The rest of the day, my mind wandered back to the exchange I had with Josh. He seemed almost perceptive, which chipped at my long assumption he was as plastic as the giant belt buckles he wore. Perhaps he, like those gaudy adornments, had a rarely seen strong metal core.
Or I read too much into one random instance of depth. I thought his psyche might normally be a puddle, but on occasion a heavy rain turned it into a lake. A small lake. Maybe a pond.
After a few hours, I realized I gave too much thought to Josh. Who he was and what he did never mattered before, and there was no reason for that to change. He was a jerk unless he wanted something. Besides, he liked Macey.
Not that it mattered to me.
By the end of the day, I was resolute to never write another letter for Josh or anyone. I felt a little ill at the thought of Macey reading words I’d written and Josh getting all the benefits of her appreciation. I decided it was my principles that felt like drunk mice dancing in my gut. 
In the end, I was just glad to be rid of the stupid letter. It took too long to do, and it felt wrong. For all I cared, Josh could keep the remaining ten bucks he owed me. 
Just the idea I might have helped him get laid would haunt me for weeks.
 



10: Planting Seeds of Doubt
 
Rigel was out and about in the school again. I didn’t know what he did all day. He would never tell me, so I stopped asking. I decided he was the reincarnation of some prissy clergyman and now dwelled in the ductwork of the girls’ locker room, lamenting how he couldn’t choke the chicken without an opposable thumb and a reachable penis. 
I assumed. I hadn’t seen it (not that I ever actively looked for it), so it had to be small. Maybe like a cat’s. I knew nothing of skunk genitalia, and had no plans to look it up. Some mysteries weren’t important enough to solve. 
What was worth doing was spending time with Aka. We lounged in the grass as far from the school as we could while still being on school property. Large bushes lined the edge of the property and we protected our lily-white skin by lingering in the cool shade the trees provided. It was my free period, but Aka was skipping a literature class.
“Nothing more,” he said, his hand gesturing skyward. “What if?”
His economical word usage was at times more annoying than actually clever. He was capable of complete sentences, and saying less sometimes gave the impression he was less intelligent than he really was.
“Then I’m screwed as usual,” I said, “if I have maybe eighty-five years in me, and I wasted the first twenty-percent of my life being an idiot.”
“Idiot?”
“Well, yeah. We’re all idiots,” I said without a trace of mockery. “We think we know better than adults and pull our clichÉ rebellion shit. But the truth is, most of us are idiots. We read about things, see stuff on TV, and accept it if we want to. If we don’t, we just blow it off. We’re entirely too fickle.”
“Kathleen,” Aka said with a weary sigh I seldom heard from him. “You are not ‘we’ ever.”
“I’m a lot more like the masses than you are.” There were some definite sheepified tendencies in my thought processes, and I reluctantly accepted it. “You are a necessary aberration.”
“Compliment acceptable.” Aka nudged my knee with his boot. “Still, the bitter color? Unattractive.”
I thumped his boot with my fist lightly. “I’m not bitter.” That might have been a tiny lie. It did not escape my notice that he was the second person to accuse me of it. Maybe it was a guy thing. “I’m realistic. I see the world as it is.” Okay, so I was a little bitter about my life, but refused to give up all hope for surely this was not permanent. It just felt that way sometimes.
“Through bile-colored glasses.”
“Not . . . entirely. I just think being an adult is not something to fear if it means I’ll stop being an idiot. I’ll have responsibilities and stuff, but at least I’ll be smarter.” And out of my mother’s house. That was the important point I didn’t want to voice.
“NaÏve and cynical,” Aka said. “Strange bedfellows. You usually think you’re pretty clever.”
“No, I’m usually just a smartass. Not the same thing.” Not by a mile. I might be witty and have a larger vocabulary than most, but I already proved to myself I could make some pretty stupid decisions. Hopefully, age and maturity would cure that.
“Are you having some sort of crisis?” The genuine concern on Aka’s face touched me.
“Probably.” 
It was Rigel’s fault. He made me question so many things about myself, and his mere existence made me question everything else. There was also the nagging thought he wasn’t even real. It was possible I suffered some sort of personality disorder and he was a manifestation of my diseased mind. I had no tangible proof he even existed. I had no idea why I would create a small creature that would irritate me so much, but I wouldn’t put it past me.
“Well, get over it,” Aka said, lifting himself from the ground. “You’re better than this.”
“I’ll try,” I said. “Going back already? We’ve got fifteen minutes or so.”
“Things to do.”
“Okay.”
I watched him retreat to the school building full of people who were utterly unaware of his genius and depth. Aka would make it out of our stifling burg. He was going to be someone important. I was certain.
He had not been gone a full minute when I heard Rigel behind me in the bushes.
“What are you afraid of?” he said without preamble.
“Fire. And sharks.” I wasn’t in the mood for another quiz round with Rigel. I would have preferred to have a few minutes alone to dwell on my own shortcomings and question my worth. “Being on fire in a pool of sharks.”
“Unlikely. And irrational. You are miles from the ocean. Do you even like to swim?”
“Not where there are sharks.” Or even where there aren’t. I hated being in water. I didn’t like feeling self-conscious in front of judgmental people because my size fourteen thighs were the color of cauliflower. I also didn’t appreciate the emotional scarring I received at the age of four when my babysitter made me watch Jaws with her. I still couldn’t be in a mere pool without hearing the infamous theme music.
I glanced at my bag and debated packing my notebook and things back into it. I tried to ignore Rigel’s eyes boring a hole into the back of my head.
“Why do you spend your time with that boy?” Rigel said after about ten seconds of silence.
“Who, Aka?”
“Is it Aka who is too thin to be healthy, dresses like a ragamuffin, and has his dark hair in his face at all times?”
“You pretty much just described the majority of the male population of my school.” I bit back any comment that sprang to mind at Rigel’s use of the word “ragamuffin” in the twenty-first century.
“Is Aka the one who feeds you?” Rigel said.
“How do you see that?” Aka only gave me food in the lunchroom; a place Rigel had no business being. “Creepy little stalker.”
“But that is Aka?”
“Yes, shit.” I grabbed my bag and stuffed my things into it angrily. “Why does it matter so much to you?”
“No reason.”
The sound that escaped my throat was somewhere between a frustrated sigh and a furious growl. Rigel only wanted attention. He learned enough about me to know what buttons to push, and now, on occasion, he tried to play with me.
That was fine by me. My retaliation was ignoring him. I wouldn’t rise to the bait. 
I deliberated over my belongings in my bag with intense focus, shoving around one thing or another. A few minutes passed before Rigel spoke again.
“He is not a good person.”
I lifted my eyes and searched the area, but the only person I saw was Beth Dwillis. A beat later I realized Rigel was referring to Aka. Bullshit. I wasn’t going to let him rile me up, no matter how hard he tried or what crap he spewed.
“That’s a girl,” I said as I zipped my bag shut. “You need to work on telling the difference between human breasts and penises. Granted, Beth can pass for either one at a distance, I’ll give you that.”
“What?” If Rigel had eyebrows, I think he would have raised one. “Are you being deliberately dull-witted?”
“No. I’m not-so-subtly hinting for you to give up your little game.” I stood and slung my bag over my shoulder. “I trust Aka more than I trust you. I trust him more than anyone. He is . . .” Exasperating. Voluntarily obtuse. Selectively blind. “Difficult to define. He surprises me at times, when I think he may do or say a thing and he doesn’t. It’s part of his charm.”
Which was a weird thing to never realize until I said it aloud. It must have been festering in me, the knowledge of my faith in Aka, but I couldn’t recall ever forming the thought and deliberating it with the voices in my head.
Not to worry. My voices all sounded like me.
“It is misplaced,” Rigel said. “Someday, he will betray you.”
“Drop it,” I said. 
I didn’t know or care what Rigel was up to, but whatever it was, he would fail. Screw trying to discern any of Rigel’s motivations or trying to figure out what his end game even was. I couldn’t get rid of him, but that didn’t mean I had to put up with all of his bullshit. I stepped into the sunshine to head back to the school.
“What has he done to warrant such devotion?” Rigel called out.
Oooh. “Devotion” was a bit strong. The word made me uncomfortable in any context.
I turned around and peered into the shadows. “What have you done that proves you are so much better? That you’re honest? Kind? Not a douche bag? Nothing. No offense, but all you do is hang around and annoy me.”
“No offense?” Rigel perched up on his hind legs and almost looked like an indignant old man who happened to be covered in fur. “Why does that phrase even exist? It is incredibly rude to be so insulting yet disregard the offense with so flippant a remark.”
I barely contained my amusement. Maybe next he would stomp a foot or put his front paws on his hips and huff. “Wow. You’re really not from around here, are you?”
He clucked his tongue and said, “Of course I am not.”
“That was rhetorical, Jeeves.”
“Rigel,” he promptly corrected. “Ri. Gel. How you can misinterpret or distort my name in so ghastly a manner, I really am at a loss.”
“You are far too easy to rile up, Gellypants.” The laughter I at last allowed myself almost drowned out his response.
“You are purposefully antagonizing me?” Rigel asked it with so innocent an expression, guilt crept in on me for teasing him, but then I remembered how much he loved to annoy me and I got over it pretty quick.
“Why not? You do it to me all the time, you little hypocrite.” 
A class dismissal bell rang in the distance. Only a few minutes to get to my next class. “Look, I gotta go. I’ll see you later.” I took only a few steps before I paused to say over my shoulder, “And stop talking to me at school. You’ll get me shipped off to a nuthouse if anyone sees me.”
“No one said you had to say anything back,” was his reply.



11: Accusations and Revelations
“Kathleen!” my mother bellowed from downstairs. “Can you come here a minute?”
It was the sort of thing that never ended well. When she just wanted to know something, she didn’t use my name. My name was reserved for those multiple moments in my life I was in trouble for something. 
Reluctant to answer, but having no choice, I said, “Yes, ma’am.”
That was the required response. Anything other than that was considered disrespectful. She deserved respect, I took it, based on no other achievement than expelling me from her womb. Frankly, I had nothing to do with that, and she hadn’t done much to earn my respect since then.
When I got to the top of the stairs, I looked down at her in the foyer and gave her an expectant look. Her response was to wave me down the stairs. That wasn’t a good sign either. It meant we were going to have a discussion, which was always worse than her just yelling at me from afar then letting me retreat to my room. 
I was tense from the awareness of being in trouble, but more was the belief I had done nothing wrong and she had invented something to scold me about. This was also not uncommon, but that didn’t make enduring her scoldings any easier. I entered the kitchen a bundle of nerves, and her silent indication for me to sit at the table didn’t help. It was always worse when she didn’t yell straight away. If it had been building up in her, then it was going to be ten times as bad. Possibly no longer a matter based in reality at all, but something her broken brain had fabricated as a truth I must apologize for or make amends.
My life was not an enviable one.
“Before we begin, is there anything you’d like to say?”
She was nothing if not consistent. Okay, that’s a stupid clichÉ. Mom was a whole lot of things, including consistent. Her tactic was to give me the standard if-you-confess pre-emptive get-out-of-jail-free card that existed only in her imagination. I know this, because she never actually gave me one. I was stupid enough once to confess before I was accused. I was five or six at the time, and it was the last time I was naÏve enough to think Mom was ever on my side. After that, she had to pretty much convince me I did something wrong, even when we both already knew I had.
This time I was at a complete loss. I just hoped Rigel hadn’t shit somewhere because I had no explanation for something like that. 
“Nothing comes to mind,” I said without a smile. It wasn’t true. There were a lot of things that popped into my mind, just nothing I was brave enough to say right then. Or ever, to be honest.
She sighed dramatically and shook her head.
I braced myself for one of her martyr speeches. How many hours of my life had been wasted suffering through her hyperbole about how hard she tried to be . . . something? It changed each time.
“It’s hard to raise a child right,” Mom said.
Not laughing was incredibly difficult. She wasn’t raising me; she was enduring me between opportunities to torture me. We cohabitated a house, with the occasional pop in of Dad. Other than that, little could be said that was not negative about our interactions, aside from them being as rare as humanly possible.
I spotted Rigel as he peeked around the corner. He wore a curious expression, as always. I resented him for being a spectator in my life when he was capable of doing something on my behalf. I didn’t have anything specific in mind, and I didn’t know what powers he had. He could teleport, speak, and see into the future (he knew something was going to happen, after all. Then again, if he wasn’t saying what, it could be anything). I was certain he could have been more proactive than just sitting there, watching me suffer. 
“An item has turned up missing from my nightstand,” Mom said. Her eyes scrutinized every inch of me, no doubt in a search for something to reinforce my guilt in her mind. “Does that jog your memory at all?” 
“No.” To say anything more was a calculated risk, and I calculated it was not a good idea to embellish my innocence. 
Her eyes . . . shifted. Crap. My math must have been way off. There’s an easily perceivable change in someone’s eyes when they are about to lose their mind, although the changes are so small it would be impossible to see if you were more than twenty feet away. Eyelids curve back, eyes widen. Pupils shrink and brows lift slightly. 
With Mom, tiny little demons danced in the striations of her irises and were a dead giveaway.
Okay, that last part might be an embellishment. Unfortunately, I had no frickin’ clue what she was talking about. If I did, maybe I could have defended myself. Oh, who was I kidding? I didn’t have a shot in hell.
“It was a tube of personal lubricant,” Mom said.
“Oh, my God!” I shot backwards so fast, I almost toppled out of my chair. I don’t know which emotion was stronger; indignant anger or profound horror. “Are you serious? First off: ew. I’d never touch anything that might have your or Dad’s . . . grody on it. Secondly: ew. I’m in denial you guys even do that, okay? I’m pretty grossed-out just having this conversation.”
“Stop the dramatics,” Mom said, her eyes never wavering and her expression frozen. “There are only three people in this house at the moment. It didn’t simply vanish. It was moved or taken.”
My eyes returned to where Rigel had been. He was gone. Part of me wanted to accuse him, but what the hell would he use it for? Mom was just nuts. More so than usual. I figured she’d stopped putting out a long time ago since Dad hadn’t bought her anything shiny for a while. My mother, the prostitute. She must have wanted something and was pissed she didn’t get a chance to soften Dad up first.
To ponder that led to repeated tramping down of images in my mind again, so I stopped trying to figure out why she was so pissed. Lube costs a couple bucks. She could have easily replaced it.
I was tempted to suggest Dad had some ho stashed somewhere, some young thing that treated him good and laughed at his stupid jokes, but I preferred to live to see the next sunrise. I used to hope they’d get divorced. I’d daydream about it sometimes, having it be just me and Dad. I’d do his laundry and take care of things while he was gone. A bit domestic for my taste, but it was preferable to having these sorts of conversations with Mom.
“Well, I didn’t take it,” I said. I sat back and crossed my arms against my chest. It’s not like she was going to believe me, so our conversation was going to take a while. Once she got it in her head something was true, she never let it go. Evidence was a useless commodity in my family.
“Someone did.” Mom probably thought that proved something, but it would be laughed at in a court of law.
“Wasn’t me.” I shrugged and looked away. I hated looking at her most days, and that hatred increased during these moments. “Did you ask Karen?”
“She’s been gone for weeks. I’ve used it since—”
“Whoa! Don’t tell me!” I scooted my chair further backwards and turned sideways. “Way too much info.” 
For me, the conversation was over. I was innocent. She was nasty.
“Your little pouts won’t save you this time.”
“This time? When has pouting about something ever made a bit of difference?” I truly wanted to know. She was completely insane if she deluded herself into believing she’d ever shown me an ounce of leniency just because I stuck my lip out.
Besides, I wasn’t pouting.
“I don’t want to have another of these conversations—”
“Oh, you and me both.”
“Stop interrupting me!” 
I tensed at her shrill voice and the crazed look in her eyes. It’s seriously fucked up my defense mechanism is to drip sarcasm and run my mouth when cornered by a rabid beast. 
My fear of her had diminished a little over time, I suppose. When I was smaller, she had no qualms with shoving me, hitting me, throwing things, or any other act of violence that popped into her head. That stopped when I gained some inches in height. I figured she didn’t want to find out if I could kick her ass if I snapped one day and retaliated.
In this regard, I am both a coward and a pacifist. I turn the other cheek because I am not a violent person. But if I was a violent person, I would be too scared to hit back. She was crazy. To engage in battle with her would be like taking a knife to a gunfight. I lack both the skill and the desire to harm other people with brute force. Words are my only weapon.
Mom came complete with an alarm to let a person know when logic and reason had abandoned her cerebellum: her foot. I could hear it tapping under the table, possibly counting down the seconds left in my life should I not cooperate. 
It was like her madness was tenuously contained in the center of her body most of the time, but in moments of stress it rocketed to the polar ends of her body to spout insanity while simultaneously driving me crazy with the incessant tap-tap-tap-tap-tap against the tile.
Seconds had ticked by since her outburst. It was part of her torture; to scare me then say nothing for long moments. I preferred the yelling. 
“You’re grounded.” She said it with the simplicity one would use to remark on the weather or the color of a car.
“For what?”
“Theft and deceit. Until you own up to what you did, you’ll not leave this house except to go to school. No phone, no television, no internet; nothing.”
“How is that fair?” I don’t know why I bothered asking. Nothing was ever fair. “I didn’t do anything. Dad probably moved it, or you used it all and forgot or something. But it wasn’t me. I never even go in your room, and I definitely wouldn’t need any of that stuff anyway. Remember, Mom? I’m too fat for boys to like me.”
“And I’m sure your personality doesn’t help.” She stood up, which meant the conversation was over, and there was nothing I was going to be able to say that would sway her.
“Probably not. So clearly I don’t need it so I didn’t take it.” I was willing to agree with her if it meant I could keep my internet. I needed the internet like I needed air and chocolate.
“Just because you don’t need something, that doesn’t mean you wouldn’t take it. Just like your thieving mother.”
I don’t know whose eyes were wider at that moment. Time stopped, and I’m not sure I remembered how to breathe. I felt dizzy and suddenly nauseous as I stood there, my hand lifting to my stomach as if to quell the heavy butterflies that bumped about inside it.
“What did you say?” I barely managed in a squeak. I thought I should get to the bottom of the mystery before my heart exploded from the anxious tension.
Mom straightened herself to her full height and said, “Well, your father was going to tell you eventually anyway. You and Karen are not sisters, and I am not your mother. Your father and I married when you were a year old, and Karen was two. He adopted Karen, and we became a family. Any other questions will just have to wait until your father gets home. He was supposed to tell you last weekend. I forgot he hadn’t.”
Which was Mom’s way of apologizing for telling me something so important while remaining in full bitch mode. I don’t think I ever heard her tell me she was sorry even once in my life, not with any sincerity.
“But—”
“I mean it. Now go to your room.”
I stood up and opened my mouth to speak, but she silenced me with a withering look and a pointed finger. I walked out and headed upstairs. Part of me felt vindicated and relieved: she was not my real mother. She was an incompetent fraud. But another part of me was devastated. I had a real mother who didn’t want me and abandoned me to be raised by a psychopath.
My whole life was a lie.



12: Just When I Thought It Couldn’t Get Any Worse
Were I less tired, I would have thought of something less prosaic than a rating system, but as it was, I was exhausted. As such, I stared at the ceiling and reflected on the evening, and if I had to rate it on a scale of one to ten—one being achingly gruesome and ten being utter rapture—I would have rated it at about negative three hundred and twenty-six. 
For some reason, my melancholic brain latched onto that number as being the most appropriate, as it was—without a doubt—the worst evening of my short life. I had been having some pretty bad ones of late, that was true, but this had taken the cake—then tossed it onto the ground, stomped it, picked up the debris, and began slinging it at people.
My world without television, internet, or telephone was full of sleep. I spent the evening flat on my bed, staring at the ceiling. I ignored Rigel to the point he actually gave up and went away. I didn’t see him the rest of the night. My thoughts swam in my head, a jumbled cyclone of faces and names and places and memories. I fell asleep before ten o’clock.
I didn’t cry. I refused to on principle. How on earth had I gotten to this point, and what else could possibly go wrong? I wasn’t depressed or emotionally injured. I was pissed. I lay there and plotted my eventual escape to college, preferably one very far away.
Few people are special. I hate the way that term gets tossed around. I was a chubby Goth chick with a shitty home life. Talk about a dime a dozen. I was smart enough to know that. Smart, but no brainiac. I loved to write, but so did thousands—if not millions—of people. The only special thing about me was my furry little stalker, and I would get rid of him if I could.
Mom was special in her ability to disappoint people. In fact, I would go so far as to say she was gifted. The revelation she was not my mother provoked disappointment and relief to battle each other in my head. No victor emerged.
In the morning, I didn’t hear her leave the house. It was kind of weird, but I didn’t care at all so I didn’t think on it too much. Dad hadn’t come home, but I expected him home by the time school was out. Although I was anxious for answers, I didn’t want to call him in Des Moines while he was at some meeting for work. Besides, I didn’t know if I was grounded from calling anyone on the planet or just my friends. Mom hadn’t been especially specific.
Deprived of both food and entertainment, I trudged to school a hollow shell of what I once was. Okay, I actually hauled ass to school so I could snag some breakfast off Aka before using the computer in the newspaper office. 
“Rushed?” Aka said as he watched me cram a biscuit into my mouth.
I nodded, chewing as fast as the soggy dough would allow. “Things to do,” I said clumsily through breaths. “Gotta run.”
With twenty minutes before my first class, I needed to get to a computer to email Karen. I had to know if she knew about our parents—if she was in on it, if she was part of the great charade. Sure, it meant dropping a bomb on her via email if she didn’t know, but I suspected she already did.
I darted down the hall, all my focus on an imaginary timer in my head. I didn’t see the foot jut out to trip me.
My bag swung from my shoulder and caught most of my weight, but my knee made painful contact with the linoleum-covered concrete. Juvenile cackling from other students in the hall was expected, so I ignored it. I pushed myself up and spun around to face the prankster. I was not surprised to see Ryan. Josh was at his side.
“Tripping the nerd?” I said, straightening my skirt. “What, are we trapped in an eighties movie?”
“I didn’t trip you.” Ryan shrugged and attempted to look innocent in that way which was so over-the-top, it was actually a confession of guilt. “Maybe your ass wobbled so much, it knocked you over.”
Josh put a hand on Ryan’s shoulder. “Come on. We’ll be late for first period.”
Ryan tugged away from him. “No, we won’t.”
I didn’t have the time for an argument with the resident asshole, so I turned to walk away. Ryan was a degenerate, small-minded, chauvinistic bully, and not worth the effort of trying to put him on the path towards enlightenment. Plus, it wasn’t my job, and I didn’t give a shit.
“Stop shaking the floor, Elchubba,” Ryan called out in a mocking, sing-song voice.
Normally, I would ignore him. Normally, I didn’t care about him, his opinions, or his stupid face. Normally, I had a dysfunctional family I could call my own and the world made sense—in a sort of quixotic way.
Besides, I wasn’t that fat. I was chubby. Well-padded. Curvy, even.
But since I was having a spectacularly bad week, my tempter got the best of me. I was fed up with Ryan, his friends, spectators who never intervened, my school, my family, Hollywood, the government, leprechauns, and God. I don’t know why the little Irish men popped into my head, but I do know I’d had it with them, too. Them and their stupid pots of gold.
I turned back and marched over to Ryan. I tapped his chest with my finger and looked straight into his hazel eyes as I spoke in a slow, deliberate rhythm reserved for conversing with the mentally challenged. “I don’t give a fuck about you, your opinions, or your Oedipus hang-ups, Ryan Dixon. You are a mediocre boy who will live a mediocre life.”
It wasn’t my best insult ever, but I was pressed for time and stressed out. I’m sure I could have come up with something better on a different day.
He said nothing in return. Our eyes played chicken, but it was I that looked away first. I still had to get to the newspaper office, and time slipped away while I was stalled with Fucktard. It was my private name for him. I adjusted my bag and strode down the hall.
“Who or what is Eddy Puss?” Ryan said behind me.
I was impressed Josh knew enough to say, “It means you want to fuck your mom.”
“Hey, fuck you!” I assumed Ryan said it to me. I didn’t bother to look back or reply.
When I entered the newspaper office, I glanced at the clock. I had twelve minutes to boot the system and send my sister an email. I dropped my bag beside the desk and hit the power button. While it booted, I turned to open the window behind the desk. I would be back in a few hours for my fourth period, and I hated the stifling atmosphere produced by the school’s central air system.
Plus, it wasn’t my electric bill.
The computer beeped and I turned back around. Ryan stood on the other side of the desk. My eyes darted to the door. How the hell did he get in so quietly? And why? Stealth practiced by one’s enemies was a bad sign. He’d also slid the window panel shut, which was a trick Josh never tried to do when he attempted to be sly.
“Yeah?” I said. I saw no reason to let on how worried I was to be cornered and alone in a room with someone who hated me as much as I hated them. Someone who had proven over the years to be ten thousand percent more violent than me, I might add.
“You’ve got a big mouth,” Ryan said. “It matches your big ass.”
“Is that some sort of weird compliment? I’m anatomically coordinated?” I knew it wasn’t, but it was impossible for me to zip the lip.
“You’d like me to, wouldn’t you?” Ryan stepped slowly around the desk in that super-creepy way the aggressive stalker character does in movies. “Compliment you? Tell you how awesome you are? How much better you are than other girls?”
“Hardly.” Intimidated by Ryan’s chosen path around the only barrier between us, I tried to act casual as I stepped around the desk in the opposite direction. “I’d prefer we never saw or spoke to one another again until the day after the end of time.”
“I don’t believe you.” Ryan’s voice dropped in a disturbing way, slightly louder than a whisper and as husky as a lifetime four-pack-a-day smoker. He pulled his hood over his light brown hair. “You’ve wanted me for years.”
“A crush in second grade doesn’t mean I still want you, Fucktard.” I didn’t care I’d just verbalized my secret name for him, the one I used when complaining about him to my friends.
I was tempted to run for the door, but my rational mind overrode my instincts with the assumption of safety at school. Not from guns or knives, granted, but surely from being murdered bare-handed by a boy I’d known for years. I’d succumbed to the sort of daft logic that was best portrayed in horror movies by lesser characters. You know, the ones who died in the first twenty minutes.
I wished I could stop comparing it to cinematic drama in my mind. I was so stupid, and if anything could ever be said of me, at the very least I was consistent in my ability to fail at life.
His steps halted. “You know what I’m sick of?” Ryan said. 
“Being an asshole?” 
“You thinking you’re better than everyone else when no one likes you.”
Not like me? That was true for the most part. But who cared if I didn’t like them either?
“Why should you care?” I stepped towards the door. The email to my sister was no longer a priority. “If you hate me so much, ignore me. Pretend I don’t exist. Easy solution, Dixon. That’s what I try to do with you. You’re about as much fun as driving dull spikes into one's eyes.”
Ryan bolted around the desk to the door, blocking my way out. Not to be so easily defeated, I pushed at him to get past. His slender fingers wrapped around both my wrists as he pushed me backwards.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I kicked at his shins, but it didn’t seem to faze him. “You’re acting like a creepy rapist, Ryan. Let me go.”
“Creepy rapist?” Ryan repeated with a scornful chuckle. “I thought you death-loving Goths need a bit of danger. All a bunch of S&M freaks, I bet. You know you want it. It ain’t rape if you just go with it.”
“Get. The fuck. Away from me,” I said with all the ferocity I could muster. I tried to knee him in the boy bits, but could barely reach. I’d never paid attention to how the boy was ninety-five percent limbs—that were far longer than mine. My chance to escape had come and gone. I never wanted to be anywhere else in the world more than I did right at that moment: Guam, Iraq, Mom’s pedicure appointment—I wasn’t picky.
My attempt on his tenders pissed him off enough to backhand my jaw. Shocked tears that hovered at the corners of my eyes were set free by the abrupt pain.
I went for his face with my claws. It was ridiculously more pathetic than it sounds. My nails were chewed down to the quick due to my life of high anxiety. Mostly I just pushed at his face with my fingertips.
A lot of what happened next is an adrenaline-fueled blur. He had me bent backwards over the desk at one point, but I never stopped squirming and struggling until his knee landed hard on my back when we hit the floor together. Facedown with the wind knocked out of me and my terror level somewhere around a bajillion, I did my best bunny impression.
In other words, I just lay there wide-eyed and trembled. I couldn’t think. I forgot how. I think my brain overloaded from the spectacularly shitty week which culminated in the private assault perpetrated by my worst enemy in my inner sanctum.
I remember a sense of self-pity. Would Ryan brag to his friends about taking me down a peg? Did guys actually think beating up a girl deserved bragging rights? I decided all guys were sick, twisted fucks if that sort of thing got them off.
Right about then, I remembered I had a mouth. I used it to scream so loud, police sirens turned sickly green with envy. For about one-point-five seconds, anyway. That’s how long it took Ryan to smother my mouth with his hand.
“God, I’ve wanted to do that for ages,” he said into my ear as he pressed his knee harder into my back. I didn’t know why he kept it up. We were at school, and he would be in deep shit any second. Someone was bound to find us soon.
But life with my mother taught me there were no such things as heroes.
I squirmed beneath him and tried to crawl away. He stayed close at my side, pulling at my legs and skirt as I tried to get off the floor. He lunged for the hair at the crown of my head and twisted it in his fist. I toppled down again, my descent halted by my nose when it invaded the wall’s territorial bubble. 
We collapsed together in our ungainly dance. My legs were splayed across his lap and my chest was pressed against the wall by his body. He had not released my hair. 
Blood took a shortcut to my mouth via my nose instead of my veins. I exhaled sharply from the pressure of Ryan’s body against mine and created a small crimson work of art against the dingy plaster.
“Get off me!” It was so surreal. Ryan Dixon was kicking my ass. I never expected it would escalate to that. I thought we would continue our verbal sparring until we graduated high school and never saw each other again. I was certain there would never be groping of any kind, but now I wasn’t entirely sure the asshole wasn’t going to rape me in my sanctuary.
Ryan released my hair, but there was not time to feel relief before his arm snaked around my neck and squeezed. My hands flew up to pull at the arm.
“I think you’re all talk,” Ryan said, his mouth near my ear. “I think you’re just a bitter, hateful bitch who thinks too fucking much of herself.” 
His free hand grabbed at my skirt. I bucked and thrashed, but he was stronger than me. Fingertips found the bare flesh of my inner thigh. I tried to call out, but no sound came. Dizziness set in, and the fight was leaving me. He slipped his fingers beneath my underwear and I nearly vomited with revulsion. I tried to head-butt him, to squirm away, but his grip grew stronger as I grew weak.
“I think,” Ryan whispered, “you’ve never had a bit of real fun in your life.”
His fingers began to touch and rub me in a way no one else ever had before. I was repulsed by the violation, by the audacity of the boy I hated so much to think he could do this to me and get away with it. But I was sickened the most by my traitorous body that tingled and pulsed at the unwanted arousal. I felt him stiffen beneath me, and he pushed it against my center in a pathetic mockery of sex.
The door to the office thumped. Muffled words accompanied the jiggled handle while a key breached the lock. Ryan released me and stood as the door opened while I fell onto my side.
“What the hell are you doing?” 
Josh asked the question, but it was Aka who didn’t wait for an answer. He lunged at Ryan, toppling them both over the top of the desk. I could hear them scuffle, but I was more concerned about getting to my feet and straightening my skirt.
Josh ran around the desk and pulled the two boys apart. Ryan swatted angrily at him and bolted out the door. Aka looked like he contemplated attacking Josh as a proxy. 
“You okay?” Josh said as he stepped towards me.
I shrugged. Of course I wasn’t okay. I just had the crap beat out of me by his best friend, coupled with the enviable bonus of being violated and humiliated. It would take me more than thirty seconds to get my shit together.
“Nurse,” Aka said, sliding an arm around my waist. He tugged gently at me to get me to walk, and I let myself be led like an obedient dog. 
My mind fogged with memories and sensations. I knew I needed to turn Ryan’s ass in. Somewhere in my mind I knew he would go to jail and it pleased me immensely. But all I could handle was putting one foot in front of the other as Aka helped me to the school nurse.



13: Those Who Cared the Most
An ambulance took me to the hospital. Aka said they couldn’t reach either of my parents, and I guess there were some school guidelines against faculty transporting kids without permission. The nurse wanted to make sure I wasn’t injured more than I let on, especially since I didn’t want to speak. My half of the conversation was primarily a nod or a shake of my head when needed.
The nurse told Aka to go to class. Instead, he beat me to the hospital and waited near the ambulance entrance. They wheeled me out of the vehicle, and he joined the group that took me inside the building.
Great. I was on display, as if I wanted people looking at me. I was sick of strangers asking me questions. I was fine. All I needed was a washcloth and my dignity. The doctors seemed to think I needed x-rays. It wasn’t long before there were cops who wanted a statement.
Light and sound melded in my mind to a blur of activity I couldn’t focus on. I turned inward and relived the terror again and again like a movie on repeat. It was unbelievable. I couldn’t reconcile what Ryan had done. It was like he was possessed. He was an asshole, sure, but he wouldn’t have been in my yearbook as Voted Most Likely to Rape and Murder.
I knew because I was on the yearbook committee, and we’d already tagged him as Most Likely to Marry Into Wealth.
The absence of my phone was a blessing. I imagined I had a message from half the kids at school. I wasn’t stupid enough to assume they would all be well wishes. Ryan was popular and I wasn’t. Justice was about status, not right and wrong.
Aka turned his phone off after Erin called. He told her to go ahead and update any concerned friends. The emphasis he put on it made it clear he didn’t want my friends dropping idle gossip with the information he gave them. It confirmed he trusted our friends as much as I did.
He didn’t speak to me, and I didn’t know what to say to him. We spoke to the adults who came and went from the curtained pseudo-room, but no more than necessary. When we were alone, silence echoed off the disinfected wall in reply to the beeps of machinery behind other cloth barriers.
My hand was clenched tightly between his two, but he would not look at me. His chair faced my rollaway bed, but his deliberate gaze at the floor tiles looked like an attempt to count the little color flecks and glitter in the white. His bowed head did not obscure the sight of his swollen eye or split lip, no matter how he tilted it or willed his long, dark brown bangs across his face. Gravity and wishes did not make hair grow.
 I wanted to tell him how grateful I was to have him as my friend, but I didn’t know how to say it without sounding pathetic. Every word I formed in my mind was dismissed. No words held the weight of my sincerity. 
“You’re my favorite person.” I glanced at my IV with suspicion. Those were not the words I intended to use. Must’ve been a hell of a drug taking a tour through my veins.
“Same.” He did not lift his dark green eyes up from the floor.
“I left the newspaper office window open.” There was no reason in the world for that to be a concern.
“It’s my fault,” Aka said.
I frowned at the top of Aka’s head. He had no guilt in the condition of the window. It was a very strange thing to say. “I’m the one that opened it.”
“No,” Aka said. He lifted his head, but fixed his eyes on my flimsy hospital sheet. “Ryan. It shouldn’t have happened.”
“Oh! Pssh.” I dismissed his words with a less than lucid wave. “He’s an ass. It’s in no way your fault. You saved me. You’re my hero.”
Technically, he and Josh saved me. To be fair, Aka had the key and he attacked Ryan, plus he helped me to the school nurse then skipped school to be with me in the hospital, so he was far more my savior than Josh the verbal spectator.
Aka shook his head. Tears gathered at his jaw line before dropping to the floor. I had never seen him cry before. I had rarely seen him express anything other than artificial militant apathy. His attack on Ryan had been the first time I’d seen his anger. Two bouts of emoting in one day must have been a private torture for him. I hoped his personality didn’t suffer an irreversible crack. 
He opened and closed his mouth enough to be mistaken for a gasping fish. I waited for him to say whatever he was having difficulty with. His mouth closed a final time, then he shook his head. “I am nothing more than what I am," he said quietly.
His hands released mine and he got up. The hand he ran through his shaggy hair did nothing to tame the mess. I didn’t understand what he mumbled before he marched out, slapping the curtain out of his path. Maybe he had to go to work, but didn’t want to leave me there.
The drugs kicked in and I nodded off. It was a side-effect from being high and bored out of my mind. I awoke to see my father standing by my bed, talking to a doctor. It was so unexpected, I assumed I was still asleep. 
“You’re in so much trouble,” I said. My throat hurt and my voice sounded funny. “Mom’s not Mom and I’m not me anymore.”
He and the doctor exchanged a glance. “Hey, kiddo. Reckon it’s time to get you home. You feeling better?”
“I hurt now. Drugs are bad. Can I have some more?” I pawed at my throat and winced. It was tender to the touch. My mouth tasted like pennies and window cleaner. “Bruised?”
“You’re still beautiful to me,” Dad said. He gave me a smile I interpreted as patronizing.
“Oh, God. I’m horribly disfigured now, aren’t I?” It was the only explanation for his insincere proclamation of my beauty. Dads did that to make their little girls feel better, right?
He chuckled at me. I didn’t find the situation the least bit amusing. Then again, Dad found a lot of things funny that I didn’t. Mom, for example. Clearly my sense of humor came from my egg donor. My hips probably did, too.
“C’mon, kiddo. Let’s get you tucked into your own bed.” Dad reached out his hand and I obediently took it. I was in no condition to have a lengthy discussion with him about my origins, and I definitely didn’t want to talk to him about what happened at school.
“Can I have ice cream?” I thought I deserved compensation for my super-shitty day.
“Anything you want.”
 
***
I awoke in darkness. The harmony of the cricket song was the rhythm of my small universe. The tick-tock of their rubbed legs mirrored the thrum of my heart against my ribs. A glance at my clock told me it was almost two in the morning.
My body was stiff from the day I spent in bed. I was probably still grounded from everything, so I stared at the ceiling for hours on end. I replayed the morning over and over in my mind, determined to pinpoint at what moment it all went horribly awry.
The day of my birth, I decided.
Rigel was curious about what happened, but he took pity on me and didn’t question me much. He curled up like a cat at the foot of my mattress, until footsteps approaching my door drove him under my bed. It was always Dad. Mom never came, and I didn’t care why. She would probably just blame me for the whole thing anyway.
My black roses had already begun to wilt, but it was hard to tell unless you got close. They still smelled good, and my room was awash in their scent. No one had yet come forward to claim them. Like half the things in my life, they were a damned mystery. 
I sat up against my headboard and debated fetching a snack. Dad took pity on me and bought me some ice cream sandwiches. I was sore, but the effort to go up and down the stairs would be worth it if the reward was mint chocolate ice cream.
My bedside lamp sprang to life on its own, and I jumped. But as my eyes adjusted to the unexpected light, Aka came into focus. He looked tired. The skin beneath his eyes was purple and sunken, as if he’d not slept for days. It was a sharp contrast to the boy I’d seen only a few hours ago.
He sat on my red beanbag chair between my bed and the window. I assumed he snuck in my window since I doubted my parents would let a teenage boy in my room overnight.
“I won’t let anything happen to you again,” he said, mindful to keep his voice low to avoid waking my parents.
I had to purse my lips tightly together to keep from grinning like an idiot. Aka was the best friend a person could ever have, if a bit unconventional in his ways. It was as if his presence brought fresh air itself to my room, created light where there was none. Or my painkillers were still working really good at altering my perception.
“So you’re going to stand guard?” I whispered back. “My parents will freak if they find you in here. You need to get out of here before one of them pops in. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I didn’t know if that was true. My neck still ached and even whispering hurt my throat.
“Check a mirror yet?” Aka said. His face was set in a frown and his jaw kept clenching. Everything about him told me he was angry, and part of me worried he was somehow pissed at me. I hadn’t done anything wrong that I was aware of, but boys were a mystery to me sometimes. They just decided things were true on occasion. At least that was how it felt.
The bags beneath his eyes hinted at lack of sleep, but the way his skin clung to his high cheekbones suggested too many missed meals, and the boy really could not afford to miss a meal at all to begin with. But I knew he hadn’t. I’d seen him eating at school.
“No. Why? Dad said I’m pretty, so that means I’m seriously fucked up, right?” I hadn’t thought to check. I was in bed on painkillers all day. My conscious thoughts had mostly consisted of dragging my mind through the trauma again and imagining what new traumas awaited me at school the next day. My unconscious thoughts had been about Batman, only his true identity was not Bruce Wayne, but Severus Snape. It actually made a strange sort of sense. Remembering a dream had been a not unwelcome surprise. Didn’t happen often.
Aka stood and held out his hand. I tossed aside my covers and put my hand into his. There was no one I trusted more, and I knew no one with a more complex thought process. I was curious as to what point he wanted to make, but nervous to see what I looked like. Frankly, he was starting to creep me out more than a little.
He led me into my bathroom and turned on the light. “Please do not have some sort of anxiety attack. Please.” 
I winced and blinked, then allowed my eyes to focus on my reflection. Aka stood behind me and pulled my long hair from my face and neck to rest at my back.
“Oh, my God,” I said too loud, then glanced worriedly at my bedroom door. I hoped I didn’t wake my parents.
My left eye had a ring of blue on black beneath it, and my cheek was swollen and red. Fingerprint bruises dotted my face in a trail that led down to a large bruise covering my neck like a tie-dyed turtleneck of purple and yellow.
I was too shocked by the bruises that covered my arms to care I stood before Aka in nothing but the tight, black tank top and baggy Jack Skellington boxers I slept in. Scratches crisscrossed my chest, bruises cuffed my wrists, and what looked like a bite was on my shoulder near my neck. My makeup looked like it was applied by the Joker during his Impressionist Period. 
Aka watched me assess the damage. He still looked angry. I tried to hope he was irate on my behalf and not actually at me. Compassion had been a stranger to me my entire life, and it was hard to clinch the idea someone cared enough to be angered by a crime against me. I wished my dad would be as angry as Aka looked. Just once.
“Death was possible.” Aka did not meet my eyes in the mirror. His gaze travelled over my wounds.
“Aka, sweetie, death is possible walking to school or eating Chinese food too fast,” I said. “Although my take-out doesn’t usually attack me without warning. Save for indigestion.”
He did not smile.
“Look, I seriously doubt Ryan would have killed me,” I said. “I’m not defending him or anything, but I don’t think he had murder on his mind.” It was a lie, but the rational part of me had trouble truly believing Ryan would have murdered me at school with his bare hands. It just didn’t make any sense.
The furious look he shot the mirror was surreal on his normally placid face.
“Fate worse than death?” I said. “Probably. I’d have Ryan cooties for the rest of my life. I’d probably swallow a bullet or give a tailpipe a blowjob.”
“Stop it,” Aka said. His eyes met mine at last. “Your humor? Inappropriate.”
“Your limited word use isn’t exactly awesome right now, either,” I shot back. “Your consonant carving fetish brings the blood to my cheeks.” Sometimes I impressed myself when I was able to wax poetic as he did.
I turned around and looked up at him. In the confined space of my bathroom, he seemed far taller than I remembered him. “I’d really prefer full sentences right now, Aka. I’m in no mood to mentally fill in the blanks for all the words you’re not using. I know you can do it; you’ve done it before.”
He bent his head close enough to almost touch noses with me. His eyes searched mine for an uncomfortably long time. “The words I should say? Not tonight.”
Aka gently cupped my jaw with his palm then walked out. He grabbed my window ledge like a caged animal set free and disappeared into the silent night as if a faded dream. I stood there like an idiot until I yelped at Rigel’s voice behind me on my bathroom counter.
“I thought he would never leave.”
“He’s more welcome here than you are.” I headed back to bed with the decision a late night snack would not make me feel any better. Rigel bounced along at my heels.
“That could change.”
“I doubt it. Go away, I’m tired.”
Rigel hopped up on the window ledge and bowed dramatically. “As you wish.”
“Stop doing that.” I rolled over and gazed at my alarm clock. At nine minutes past two o’clock, it would be a long time until morning since I doubted sleep would come again.
I was wrong.



14: The Day After
The aftermath of the incident would be over faster if I bit the bullet and went to school. I knew the longer I put it off, the worse it would be. To minimize gossip as much as possible, I wore long sleeves and a striped scarf around my neck. One small mercy was the heavy makeup I usually wore would not be out of place. A glance in the mirror confirmed I looked almost perfectly normal. For me.
I wobbled down the stairs, far more sore than I had been the day before. With a pound of dread and an ounce of wisdom, I headed for the door.
“Hey, Kathleen, honey?” Dad said from the kitchen. “Could you come here a second?”
I could. I didn’t want to. I feared a “talk” about “things” a girl doesn’t want to talk to her dad about. Or anyone. That’s what the internet is for. Without a reply, I walked to the kitchen.
Dad sat at the table in a rumpled shirt with a cup of coffee in front of him. A glance at the coffee maker told me he was not on his first cup. His bedhead made him look a bit like a windblown Jesus with patches of gray in a receding hairline.
“Where’s your mama?” he said.
“Beats me. Never met her.” My voice scratched and was husky in a surprisingly sexy way.
He gave me the disappointed dad face. “We’ll discuss that later. But your mama . . . she’s not answering her phone and she didn’t come home last night.”
“Maybe she left us,” I said with far more enthusiasm than I should have shown in front of the man who actually seemed to like her. No accounting for taste.
“That’s not amusing, little missy,” Dad said. He ran a hand through his hair, and I was surprised that was all it took to make it behave. “I’m worried. When did you see her last?”
“The day before yesterday.” Which was a little weird, but a blessing. I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.
It was one of the stupidest idioms in the English language. What is a gift horse? Why look in its mouth? Is it a hygiene thing? Is it because the Trojans would not have been fooled by the Greeks if they had looked in the Trojan Horse’s mouth and seen soldiers? If so, wouldn’t it be wise to look a gift horse in the mouth? Yet it’s an implication of stupidity if you do. It’s illogical.
 And why is it the Trojan Horse and not the Greek Horse? The Trojans didn’t make it.
“Did she mention a trip for work or anything like that?” Dad said, pulling me from my thoughts.
That was a strange question. Mom never had to leave town for work before. I would sooner believe she ran away with some guy who was more interesting and willing to tolerate her, plus was more her equal in temperament and morality. I pictured a guy who looked a lot like Satan.
“Trust me, I’d remember if she said she would be gone a few days.” That was an understatement. I would have marked big X’s on my calendar with a glittery gel pen, counting down the days to when she left and made a big sad face in permanent marker on the day she was due back.
“I think I need to report her missing, honey.” He looked worried. Not the usual worried face he made when he had to scold me on Mom’s behalf, or the one he wore when he occasionally wanted to help with my homework and found he knew nothing about the subject. Points for trying, though. It was a different kind of worried that bunched up his brows in an unattractive way and made his shoulders slouch noticeably.
I failed to summon any concern. In fact, I had a brief flash of life without her and I got a little happy. I couldn’t tell Dad that, though. Not when he was making that face.
“Maybe she just needed a break,” I said. “We’ve not been getting along.”
The coffee in front of him seemed to mesmerize him for a long moment, then he said, “You can stay home today, you know. I’ll call you in.”
It tempted me. I doubted he would call me in every day until I graduated, however, so one day’s reprieve was worthless. The sooner I got back to normal, the better. I envisioned a rumor of my death if I missed a day, and the sore disappointment in many of my classmates’ eyes when I showed up the next. The more rumors I could cut off at the pass, the sooner it would be a dead topic. At least Ryan probably wouldn’t be there.
“No, I’d rather go in. Thanks, though,” I said with a false smile.
“Well, if you change your mind, just leave,” he said. “I’ll excuse it. If you need me to get you, just call.”
“Mom took my phone,” I said. 
“Why?” Dad looked sincerely confused.
I paused in mid-thought as it occurred to me: this was all her fault. If she hadn’t made me so angry, I wouldn’t have antagonized Ryan to the point I did. Had Ryan decided to do that no matter my mood, I could have called for help before it got as bad as it did if I’d had my phone.
The fact Mom hadn’t told Dad I was grounded was strange. She seemed to revel in outlining my faults in an attempt to make me look like the worst kid who ever lived. It surprised me he had no idea I’d been labeled a thief, a liar, and a sexual deviant who gets off on going through her parents’ sex accessories.
“I’m grounded from technology,” I said. “I’ll tell you about it later.”
Dad mulled it over before he said, “If I knew where she put it, I’d give it back to you. I’m sure your mama would approve.”
It was the use of “approve” that narrowed my eyes at my father. His need for her permission and endorsement in his parenting rights was frustrating at a minimum on a normal day and downright enraging at a time like this. The knowledge she wasn’t my real mother only increased my resentment of his pussification. 
The words I wanted to say were inappropriate, so I shrugged his gesture off. I gave him a half-assed wave before I turned to leave. 
“Have a good day, kiddo,” he called out when I opened the front door.
I almost laughed at how ridiculous the idea was. “I’ll try.”
***
I hate it when I’m right about people. I wish I could be pleasantly surprised every day at the actions of others. I wish I was a terrible judge of character or more cynical than my experience supported. 
My first day back at school proved my experience not only supported my reasonable level of cynicism, but confirmed the surprises I could expect from people would rarely be pleasant. I knew when I entered the building my day would suck, but I had no idea how much.
Each face I saw on the way in was directed at me. The kids in the hallways watched me walk past them. Some of them seemed ashamed when I caught them staring. Others would turn away and whisper to another kid who stood nearby.
Erin popped from the girl’s bathroom like a moray eel and dragged me by the elbow back into it. Sarah waited in there as well, and when two other girls at the sinks saw me, they scuttled out as if I had leprosy. 
“Haven’t you gotten any of my messages?” Erin demanded with a shake of her head and crossed arms. “You should’ve stayed home. The whole school is buzzing since Ryan got arrested yesterday.”
I was defensive in an instant. “Why should I stay home? I didn’t do anything wrong.”
When Erin and Sarah heard my new and unimproved voice, they glanced at each other.
“Kids are saying you made it up,” Sarah said. “You know, since you and Ryan hate each other so much.”
“I made it up?” I knew kids would have trouble comprehending Ryan Dixon: Sexual Predator, but I hadn’t expected them to go into full denial he was involved. I pulled my scarf from my neck to display my purple and yellow skin. “Does this look like I made it up?”
“Well, of course we don’t think that,” Erin said. “You know the kids in this school are sheeptastic. It’s just . . . Ryan’s never been that way before. A lot of girls are defending him. They say he’s always been good to them and would never hurt a fly. Guys are saying he didn’t do it because if he was looking for action, why would he, you know, not pick a hot girl.”
I snorted. It hurt. “Seriously? I’m too ugly for sexual assault? That’s fantastic. I guess it didn’t happen then. I guess I dreamed it all because I’ve secretly wanted him so bad all this time, and I beat the shit out of myself in a violent rant of despair.”
“Look, we know it’s stupid,” Sarah said. “And we’re trying to help. I spent half the night on the phone with people. But it’s not like we’re the pillars of the school, you know? We’re your friends, so they think we’re helping you spread lies about Ryan.”
“But Josh,” I said with more desperation than I expected. “He was there. He saw. He knows I’m not making it up.” It crossed my mind to bring up Aka, but he was my best friend. No one would listen to him, either. Besides, I didn’t need to convince Erin and Sarah. They believed me.
“Josh left yesterday and he’s not talked to anyone. Ryan, either,” Erin said. “Ryan can rot in hell for all I care, but until Josh fesses up and corroborates what we’ve been saying, I don’t know if you should be here.”
“I have every right to be here,” I said. I had no idea why staying at school was so important to me. I didn’t like it there most of the time. But I refused to be bullied out of there by ignorant kids when I hadn’t done anything wrong. “Thanks you guys, but I’m staying.”
First bell rang, and I tossed my scarf back around my neck.
“Come on. We’ll be late,” I said. I knew my friends weren’t happy I was ignoring their advice, but I was determined to not let other people’s opinions keep me from doing anything, whether it was something I really wanted to do or not. My stubborn streak is one of my many curses.
By third period, I had cursed my stubborn streak numerous times. I hid in the bathroom, feet tucked up so no one could see my red plaid flats. My second period was Biology and was in the same room as my seventh period Chemistry class. The teacher asked me to leave. Probably because the room was filled with lit Bunsen burners and hostile teenagers. More specifically, I was a hostile teenager, and I used a Bunsen burner to melt a girl’s gel pen.
Before the bell rang to dismiss third period, I slinked over to the newspaper office. On impulse, it seemed the most natural thing to do. It was where I always went to get away from people. Few people had a key, and I trusted those that did. I had not been exactly hiding from Aka. I just made no real effort to be in his presence. I figured he knew where to find me if he felt the impulse to track me down. 
I closed the door and turned around. The place seemed tainted now. Someone had picked up the mess on the floor from when Aka tackled Ryan over the desk. My blood remained on the wall like a smeared crimson spider web which was turning brown in spots. The window was closed. I double-checked the door was locked behind me and closed the panel over its tiny window.
A knock on the door within seconds made me jump. I ignored it. They knocked again, and I heard my name spoken quietly and muffled through the metal. I slid the panel aside. Josh stood there peering in at me. 
“What do you want?” I said. I made no move to open the door. My day would have sucked a lot less if Josh had bothered to stick up for me and tell people what happened. Ever since I started talking to him, he brought me nothing but grief. And I was sick of grief.
He pursed his lips before wetting them, then said, “Let me in.” He kept his voice down. To know he wanted a secret discussion with me did not encourage me to do as he asked.
“I don’t think so.” I stepped back and shook my head. “Go away.”
“Please, Kathy? Just for a minute.” He put his fingertips to the glass. I suppose it was an attempt to seem more pathetic and vulnerable, but his words angered me.
“I’m not Kathy.” My teeth clenched together as I tried to keep from losing my cool in a way that would get me admitted to the psych ward for a few days. “I’ve never been called that, and any friend of mine would know that. We’re not friends; have never been. I don’t trust you, and I damn sure don’t trust your friends.”
I snapped the panel shut. I heard footsteps disappear down the hall and sighed with relief. I was in no mood for an angry, whispered conversation with a stubborn boy.
The computer called to me, so I headed over to boot it up and finally email my sister. I had a whole lot more to ask her about and tell her than I did the day before. I planned to hide in the office until school let out and all the kids went home, so I had plenty of time to compose a very lengthy message.
There was a tap at the window behind me. I spun around and saw Josh.
“Jesus Christ!” I threw a pen at the window. “You scared the shit out of me.”
“I didn’t mean to. Please, can we talk?”
He seemed more than usually determined to do something, and I admitted to myself that he helped me the day before so he might not be dangerous. But he was Ryan’s friend, so one can never be too sure.
I didn’t remove the anti-burglar bar and opened the window the mere three inches the device allowed. Josh frowned at the window frame before lifting his eyes to me.
“Seriously?” he said. “I’m not going to do anything. I just wanted to check on you.”
“You can see I’m fine.”
“I mean . . . I just . . . he didn’t . . .” Josh was not a stellar example of articulation. He hunkered down closer to the open part of the window and said in a near whisper, “He didn’t do the thing, did he? Not all the way?”
“Do the thing?” I said. “Is that some kind of dance or some new hazing ritual?”
“You know what I mean,” Josh said.
I did. It amused me he put it in such a fifth-grader way, and I couldn’t pass an opportunity to mock him. I’m not perfect.
“No, he did not ‘do the thing,’ Josh,” I said. “My flower remains intact.” Referring to a vagina as a flower is antiquated and ridiculous, but I’ve always liked the sentiment. It’s illogical, of course. I’m sure a vagina smells nothing like a rose or gardenia unless a girl uses far too much body spray.
He gave me a very strange look. “So . . . you’ve never?”
“Never what?” I arched my brows, both amused by his seeming surprise as well as insulted by it. “Let a guy get all sweaty on me and never call? Decide my dignity wasn’t important? Been curious enough about the mysterious power of the penis to risk pregnancy or disease?”
Josh rolled his eyes. “I meant cared about someone like that.”
That was one of the most naÏve things I’d ever heard. Save for anything that ever came out of the mouth of Sarah’s current significant idiot. 
“Josh, that’s not caring. That’s called ‘fucking.’ Do you care about all the girls you’ve ever been with?”
He looked at me like I was stupid. “No.”
“There you go. To you, they’re forgettable. I’d never settle for being forgettable. I’d never decide I just had to know what it’s like to have some guy wriggling between my legs and making his ‘O’ face, consequences be damned. I don’t know a single girl who’s happy she let some asshole into her pants.” Myself especially included, if fingers counted. Well, counted as something other than literally used for counting. 
“I figured you and that Floyd freak—”
“He’s not a freak!” I stood up and slammed the window shut. I said through the glass, “We’re done. If you can’t be considerate enough to avoid insulting my friends for the first few minutes of speaking, I’d probably want to stab you in the face after fifteen.”
Josh stepped back and glared at me briefly, then walked away with a shake of his head.
I didn’t need his sympathy. I didn’t need his understanding. I needed him to tell people Ryan was a jackass. 



15: Police, Parents, Parks, and Pests
For the second day in a row, I was interviewed by police. My father reported my mother missing, and they needed to determine how long she had been gone. I began to worry for the first time. I carried so much resentment for the woman, it was hard to care when Dad first mentioned she was missing. All I could think of was how much I hated her.
New revelations aside, she was my mother. Or at least, the only mother I had ever known. I spent years trying to please her, trying to be good enough for her to love. Her determination to treat me as something to be endured instead of one of her own children had jabbed my heart my entire life. 
The knowledge I was not hers freed me in a small way. I had not severed a bond between us through my behavior or personality as a child. There had never been a bond to break, only the illusion of a bond I spent my life trying to mend. The failed attempts blossomed into resentment, but under that was pain. I’d wondered why I was never good enough for her, and it crippled me with self-doubt in almost every other thing I tried to do. Writing was my only reprieve, the one thing I knew I could do well because of the praise I received from others.
I think that’s why she hated it so much. When I was about thirteen, I had written some love stories, based on what I knew of love through television and movies. She rummaged through my room and threw them all away. She called them porn. She made me throw my diary in the fire because I had entries about how she used to hit me and bully me. She had the gall to say it was my imagination run wild and she couldn’t bear it if my dad accidentally found my diary and read the lies I wrote about her. 
To my mind, she had been far too paranoid. Dad didn’t listen to me when I spoke. I didn’t see why he would believe me more if I wrote it down.
My mom’s crazy. I’m sure I’ve mentioned that at least once. When she was a member of that religious group, I was punished many strange ways. I was grounded from food for three days, allowed only water and chewing gum. I was made to wear my clothes backwards. I was made to watch others eat while I was denied meals. 
Punishment was often because I was inquisitive. I wanted to know where people came from if there was only Cain and Abel. I wanted to know why there were so many stars, but God liked only our planet. I wanted to know why the dinosaurs weren’t in the Bible. I wanted to know how Jonah held his breath in the whale. If we became spirits and went to Hell, then why would we care how hot it was if we had no bodies? No one could tell me anything, except that I was destined for Hell for my lack of faith. 
When Mom had a falling out with Reverend, she seemed regretful for a short time. I remember her being a little nicer for a while. It had been a few years, and she deluded herself into thinking she was all better. I knew different. I knew she was a horrible mother before she ever met Reverend, she was downright diabolical when she was in his flock, and she simmered down to being only spiteful, negligent, and cruel afterwards.
But she was the only mother I’d ever known. For all her faults, she was mine. She was part of my family. Though I prayed daily for Dad to divorce her and take me with him, I didn’t actually want anything bad to happen to her. 
I hoped she would run off with a coworker or something, but Dad said Karen also hadn’t heard from her and would catch a flight home the next day. Between my email and Dad’s phone call, my sister knew she was needed at home. 
Dad found my phone and gave it back. I spent the rest of the night going through my messages and lingering in cyberspace. Dad wouldn’t enforce my grounding. He even went the extra mile and had pizza delivered. 
Rigel did not show up until I climbed into bed.
“Where’ve you been?” I said. I didn’t really care, but I was a little curious.
“Out and about,” Rigel said.
“Doing what?”
“Nothing that concerns you.” He went straight to my closet and nestled into my dirty clothes. “Goodnight, Kathleen.”
“’Night, Jeeves.”
***
I couldn’t remember ever being more grateful for a Saturday. They were always a double-edged sword of no classes but more Mom. Now, there was a lot less Mom and it was an act of mercy to not be in school another day.
My friends and I met up at the park. We weren’t mall kids, and none of us liked being in our own homes. The park was pretty much our only option if we all wanted to get together with no parents around. We had a favorite gazebo we stretched out in because we were not big fans of sunlight and skin cancer. We were pale, and we liked it that way.
No one mentioned Ryan. They were probably avoiding the topic so I could relax and feel normal. Dylan had tagged along with Sarah. It didn’t take long for me to get sick of him and wander off alone to the small manmade pond. 
I didn’t tell them about my mom’s vanishing act. They were worried about me enough already. Gestures of concern or sympathy made me uncomfortable. It was awkward, and I felt like an attention whore. My problems were mine to deal with. Aka was the only one I let in, but I wasn’t ready yet.
A smooth rock at my feet grabbed my attention. I picked it up and tossed it in the water.
“Do you know how long it took that rock to get out of the water?” Aka said behind me. “Now it has to start its journey all over again.”
“How thoughtless of me.”
He stepped closer to stand beside me. The ducks slid along the surface of the water. A small fish jumped. Little bugs danced on the still water near the reeds. 
“I’m standing on a wharf at the ocean of knowledge, and I can’t reach to get my feet wet,” I said, my eyes fixed on a boy playing with his dog on the other side of the pond. “Karen is coming home today.”
“So soon?” Aka said.
I glanced back at our friends in the gazebo. “My mom is missing.”
Aka’s eyes widened almost imperceptibly. “Since when?”
“Thursday. Maybe Wednesday. I haven’t seen her since I went to bed Wednesday night.”
There were no more questions beyond that. Aka knew if I wanted to say anything more, I would. It lessened my burden to share it with him, but there was nothing more to tell. I didn’t know anything. 
The police weren’t even that interested yet. They said she had scheduled the rest of the week off from work, which was news to me. They would open a file, but had nothing to go on, and it was possible she might have just needed a brief getaway. It happened a lot, they said. 
“Did Ryan rape you?” Aka said. The question was a sucker punch to my gut.
“Did it look like it?” I said. I really wanted to know. Both he and Josh had asked the same thing, and they had both been there. They saw Ryan and I had clothes on. Did they even know what “rape” meant?
Our friends laughed loudly in the background. I turned around, craning my head toward them. I could use a good laugh.
“It looked like a possible scenario,” Aka said. His jaw visibly tightened, and he kept his eyes focused on the pond.
“Do you really want to know everything he did?” As a friend he might, but as a boy, he probably didn’t want all the details.
His fingers formed tight fists and relaxed, then repeated. He turned towards me and looked down into my face, his dark green eyes losing a battle with anger to appear calm.
“I have to know.”
He thought he had to know, but I didn’t have to tell him because it wasn’t fatal to withhold the truth. I opted for a halfway point. There was no way I would tell Aka that Ryan put his hand down my pants. And I doubted I would ever tell anyone how my body reacted. Part of me liked it, and it disgusted me. I disgusted myself.
“He hit me and pushed me around,” I said. “I think he touched my boobs. That’s about it.”
“So it was sexual,” Aka said softly.
“I guess. But they’re just boobs, right? Everyone has them in various shapes and sizes. It’s not like the moment was fuckilicious or anything.”
“Kathleen, don’t downplay.”
Dammit Aka. Tears stung my eyes, but I blinked them back. I’d have given anything for a friend who didn’t know me so well. I could deny all I liked, but Aka would know I was holding back. Fucking Aka. But I held back anyway.
“It was a grope. Big deal. No one cares. Look, I can touch them, too.” I grabbed my breasts with both hands and bounced them. I was pissed and possibly irrational.
Aka’s gaze dropped to my chest, but only for a moment. “Your defense shields are up.” 
“I’m not a starship,” I said.
“You can tell me anything.” He reached for my hand, but I took a small step back and tucked my hands into my jacket pockets.
“Topic over.” I turned away from him to walk back to our friends. 
I reached the stairs and heard Erin say, “ . . . which is why I know God’s a woman.”
“God’s definitely not a woman,” I said. “Periods, childbirth, all those years of oppression, seriously?” I sat down on the picnic table in the middle of the gazebo. “Think about boys for a second. They burn ants with magnifying glasses. They pull the wings off flies to watch them writhe around. This sounds a lot more like God to me than a girl does.”
“Got your man hate on today, I see,” Erin said. “It goes lovely with your shoes.”
“I just don’t think a man could make anything to his ideal,” I said. “They’re always changing their minds about what they like. Same with a woman, really. I don’t think God is either one, honestly. It’s androgynous, I think. Not both.”
“Yeah, I doubt God’s a hermaphrodite,” Erin said. “And the constant pursuit of such concepts as perfection or idealism can drive a person mad since such words are objective to each psyche. If there was such a thing as perfection, then its true form is chaos.”
I opened my mouth to reply to the odd madness of Erin, but then Rigel hopped up on the table. My reaction was to swat him away. What the hell was he doing? He was a secret. He was supposed to remain separate from everything else in my life. He was definitely not allowed to come socialize with my friends.
“No, don’t chase him away,” Sarah said. “He’s so cute. I think he’s tame.” She pet him and he arched his back under her fingers like a cat. 
I glared at him. “He could have rabies. Skunks carry rabies.”
“He’s not acting rabid,” Dylan said. “He’s probably someone’s escaped pet. I mean, they breed skunks to be white. They don’t happen in nature, I don’t think.”
“I’ll agree he seems unnatural,” I said. My eyes narrowed at Rigel and mentally I told him to go the hell away. If he could read my mind, he pretended he couldn’t. I breathed out a sigh. He was real. Rigel was real—and not some imaginary creature of my slowly deteriorating mind.
“Who does?” Aka said. He had not followed me immediately from the pond and now he stood at the bottom of the gazebo stairs.
“Our new skunk,” Sarah said. “I think I’ll call him Lily. He’s white and the skunk on Bambi was named Flower. Besides, he’s an animal. He won’t know he’s got a girl name.”
“You can’t keep him,” Erin said. “He belongs to someone. We should probably take him to a shelter or something.”
“He definitely needs to be in a cage,” I said.
Rigel hopped down from the table and headed straight for Aka. He wound around his legs like a cat, which was just stupid. Cats did that to rub scent on their masters. If a skunk wanted to put scent on something, it would spray.
Then again, if Rigel sprayed Aka, I’d have to kill him. I didn’t know precisely what I would do to him, but it would include pain.
The next hour was a display of douche baggery never before displayed by an animal. Rigel would cuddle up into different girls’ laps, nuzzle at Aka, roll onto his back for petting; and each minute that passed sent my blood pressure soaring into the danger zone. He took a special interest in Aka, and I swear he wore a smug smile every time he looked at me.
“I need to get home, guys,” I said when I couldn’t take it any longer. “I’ll catch up with you later online or whatever.”
They all said goodbye in their different ways. Rigel sat up on his back feet to watch me go, an act Sarah apparently found adorable enough to squeal over. I didn’t know what he was up to, but the little pest had just crossed the line. No, more than that. He had jumped over it with a pole and done a dance of mockery.



16: Late Night Phone Calls
Karen looked like a queen at her throne. She sat at the end of the kitchen table in a high-back chair. Her makeup was perfect, her hair luxurious, her skin flawless, and her smile warm and inviting.
Wow. Some idiot I’d been, thinking all those years we were related by blood. I used to tell myself she used up all the good genes being born first. Now it was clear I probably looked like someone I’d never met.
When we were still in school at the same time, I used to watch her during lunch hour. As she stepped from the shadows of the building into the afternoon sun, she appeared to be a radiant goddess. Her long, thick hair was aglow with golden light, as if it was set ablaze. The breeze seemed to pull gently at it, playing with it lightly and tossing it around her head in slow motion. That ever-present grin on her face seemed to emit tangible mirth, and her eyes were alight with a merry mischief as she’d wave at friends. She was like a graceful, delicate swan, and I always wondered how I’d been trapped in my short, round body when she was perfection incarnate. Life was monumentally unfair. Situation normal.
“When did you get in?” I said.
“About an hour ago.” Karen stood and opened her arms for a hug. I went to her, but kept my arms down and leaned against her. I didn’t like to hug.
“Where’s Dad?” I said.
“He’s upstairs on the phone with Aunt Cheryl.”
Aunt Cheryl was Mom’s younger sister. She was a coach at a high school over in Springfield. She drove a Camaro, loved beer, and I never knew her to have a boyfriend. She was my favorite relative. I long suspected she was a lesbian, but no one ever said so. I didn’t know if it was because she was in the closet or if everyone else was in denial.
“So, how’s college?” I tried to replace the awkward silence my sister and I shared with fake interest. I didn’t care if she had a good time. I didn’t care if she did well in class. I only cared that I wasn’t there with her and was stranded back home without her.
“It’s okay,” Karen said. She sat back down and tossed one slender leg over the other as she leaned back into the chair. “I’d rather win the lottery and not worry about things.”
We might not have been related by blood, but we definitely shared some interests. “I promise I’ll share my winnings if I strike it rich. That is, when I’m old enough to buy a ticket.”
“I’m sure,” she said, smiling. “In the meantime, I’ll muddle through.”
Karen didn’t “muddle” through anything. She was intelligent, ambitious, and a hundred other things that guaranteed she would succeed in life. I leaned towards creativity where she was far more technical. I liked to think if I failed at journalism and needed a full-time job, she would be a CEO somewhere and could get me in the door. Possibly in the mailroom.
I believed in a good backup plan.
“I hear you got grounded,” Karen said.
“Yeah.” I didn’t want to elaborate. Discussing either Mom’s insanity or personal lubricant seemed inappropriate under the circumstances.
“For what?”
“Mom thought I stole from her. I didn’t,” I said. Not that I needed to convince Karen. I wasn’t a thief. Even when we were kids, I was quite belligerent about personal property and which fashion doll belonged to which girl. Mine were clearly marked with my initials both front and back. Most of mine were also missing their heads or had mysteriously lost all of their hair.
Karen waved it off. “She probably just forgot where she put it.”
Which might be true, but it didn’t make me any less grounded. Her disappearance made me less grounded, so that part worked out. If Mom was to reappear with a personality transplant, then life would be roses indeed.
“Dad’s pretty worried.” Okay. So maybe I was a little worried, too. But I wasn’t going to admit it, not when I wasn’t even sure how far that worry extended. Certainly not to the point that I wanted to give back the pizza and my cell phone. Since it wasn’t Mom I was worried for, my degree of anxiety was hard to categorize.
I worried for Dad and Karen, but also the future of everything in my life. What if we had to sit through a trial if she was murdered? What if she was kidnapped and a call from the kidnappers came at any moment? What if she ran away with some young stud and Dad killed himself in despair? What if she lost her mind and drove to Canada to “find herself” at some religious cult’s Communist-sex-orgy-child-sacrifice-vegetarian complex? These were points to ponder.
Especially the religious angle. She’d fallen down that rabbit hole before.
“Nice scarf,” Karen said. 
It was her way of mentioning what I really didn’t want to talk about. I ignored the bait. We could read each other well enough after a lifetime. She knew my boundaries.
“Got it at Goodwill,” I said. “Christmas cash.”
Which was true. I found many a treasure there. Instead of discarded belongings, I preferred to think of the items on the shelves as homeless companions of the recently deceased. Sort of like pets that just need a good home because their home had been sold off by the relatives of their dead master. In a way, I supposed that would make it the Humane Inanimate Objects Society. 
But only to people like me who didn’t like things with eyes to feel abandoned, even if they are only buttons or glass. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t shake the feeling the eyes plead with me to take them home. That, or they sat in silent judgment of me.
Funny I didn’t feel that same empathy for living things with beady little eyes. Rigel, for example.
“It suits you,” Karen said.
The small talk was too much. I could always just explode into an angry rant about everything that had gone wrong that week. The pressure I put on myself to be stoic compressed my soul in a vise of false indifference. I wanted to scream and throw things.
“Look, I’m going to my room,” I said. “Let me know if anything comes up.”
“Okay,” Karen said. She did not budge. Her countenance remained benevolent. “I love you, kid sister.”
“Same here,” I said. I hesitated, then turned to go upstairs to hide in my room.
***
I fell asleep in my clothes across the bottom of my bed. I had waited for Rigel to come to my room, but I dozed off before he arrived. I might have slept that way all night if my phone hadn’t rang.
The phone rang again. I didn’t recognize the number. I debated ignoring it and checking messages in the morning, but curiosity got the better of me.
“Hello?”
“It was you, wasn’t it?” The hostility in the voice caught me off guard. It took me a couple of breaths before I realized it was an enraged Josh.
“What?” Not my best comeback. “What did I do now?”
“You know.” His heavy breathing freaked me out. I pulled back the phone to look at it, as if I feared Josh was about to jump out of the display like a ghost in the machine.
I chose to assume he hung up, though I wouldn’t be surprised to read in the paper the next day he suffered spontaneous combustion and nuked his phone.
“Who was that?” Rigel said from the windowsill.
“The Josh Hulk,” I said, gazing at my phone with a growing sense of unease. I could picture him as his muscles lumped up and skin turned greener than his eyes, only to lose his fury when his tight pants refused to shred properly and his boy bulges became boy pancakes.
“I do not understand what you mean by that.” Rigel’s flat tone and disinterested expression were unusual, given he was always so inquisitive. He hopped down from the sill and headed to my closet, which was perfectly normal behavior for him.
“Never mind,” I said. “It was a joke. Hey, where’ve you been? I waited around forever to chew you out for that crap you pulled at the park today.”
“It did not sound like a humorous exchange,” Rigel said. He stood on his back legs while he seemed to survey his clothing nest with the eye of an interior decorator. He bent and began to scatter my clothing around in what seemed like an effort to make it more comfortable. Or just bigger and more obnoxious—it was hard to know without asking.
“It wasn’t,” I said. In fact, it scared me. Josh was super-pissed about something, and had convinced himself I had done whatever it was, or—to judge by his words—I knew what it was.
Yet, clueless was I.
“Move it.” I swatted Rigel out of the way so I could rescue a pair of shoes before they disappeared under his new nest.
I turned to close the window, and that was when I spotted the circus of emergency lights down a nearby street. One or two vehicles would have been remarkable, but the whole area was awash in blue and red. Numerous white spotlights turned night into day.
My curiosity demanded I go check it out. It was late—late enough that Dad and Karen would surely be asleep at that time of night—so I tip-toed the edge of each stair as quietly as possible, clinging to the banister. To tread down the middle would normally have meant the shrill screech of Mom’s voice, but tonight I didn’t have to worry.
I slinked out the back door and headed across the yard. Rigel waited near the back gate. Why did he even bother with climbing in through my window if he could easily pop from place-to-place? If I were him, I would just appear somewhere rather than heave my large carcass through a window. Or, in his case, furry carcass.
“Where are you going?” he said.
“Are you blind?” I opened the gate and gestured towards the public servant carnival. “I wanna see what’s going on.”
“It is a macabre spectacle,” Rigel said with a shake of his head. “Are you entertained by the misfortune of others?”
The honest answer to that was “yes.” My conscience assured me it was not a personal failing, but a common impulse in my fellow humans. Not to revel in the bad luck of others, of course. We do it to take a thankful breath and be grateful we’re not them. We shrug softly, and for a short moment are perfectly content to be ourselves instead of someone else. This envy-less period ends pretty quick.
But I wouldn’t call the habit of doing this “entertainment” exactly.
“No,” I said. “I want to make sure it’s no one I know.”
The excuse sounded pretty lame, but I had just received a call from a furious Josh about something and the commotion of emergency vehicles was too near Josh’s house for me to ignore.
People gathered across the street from the spider web of yellow police tape that encased a modest one-story brick house. They gawked at whatever had happened. I scanned nervously, looking for Josh’s face.
He appeared from the backyard, surrounded by police officers. His wrists lacked handcuffs, so whatever happened either wasn’t his fault or the police didn’t suspect him. His eyes found mine. Grief or shock burdened them.
Guilt swallowed me, and I didn’t even know what I’d done yet. My eyes broke contact and I turned away, like a voyeur caught in the act. I wasn’t as curious anymore. 
“Hey!” It was guttural and savage, a cavernous timbre I would never expect from Josh.
A deer in headlights, I turned to face my accuser. 
He charged across the front yard in a swift march which broke into a mad sprint when his shoes hit asphalt. He was less than ten yards away when a white streak named Rigel threw himself in front of Josh’s feet. The running boy became the falling down boy.
I imitated a statue. It was the most useful tactic I could summon at that moment.
It took all my wits to refrain from speaking to Rigel in front of other people. The effort was short-lived as he dashed off into the bushes across the street. I didn’t know if I should offer to help Josh up. It would be the polite thing to do, but not one minute prior he looked like he wanted to kill me. Decisions, decisions.
The debate between politeness versus survival had not manifested a victor when Josh lifted himself from the street. All around us—neighbors, the lights, the police, dogs barking at the commotion—it all dimmed. My entire scope of awareness was reduced to a slow motion tunnel which ended at Josh. More specifically, his enraged eyes.
My heart threw itself against my sternum like a panicked beast trying to destroy its cage in order to escape an approaching storm. The tempest lurked in Josh, and through his soul windows I saw lightning crash and thunderheads swelling the horizon.
“I’ll get you.” His voice again was so unfamiliar to his mouth. It was like watching a foreign film dubbed in English by Clint Eastwood and Barry White’s lovechild. 
My inner smartass begged me to ask if he’d get my little dog, too. I managed to control it. Sarcasm was my crutch when I was . . . breathing. I’ll admit I didn’t know how to exist without it. But I knew it was best to control it at the time. I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about or why he quite clearly hated me with every cell of his being, but I was sure I didn’t want to ask. Not yet.
A pair of officers flanked Josh, and one of them grabbed him by the elbow to lead him back to their patrol car. Under their direction, he remained noticeably more placid and was obedient and silent as they ducked his head to seat him in the back.
The car pulled out of the driveway. Josh’s window was near me for a brief moment. He looked out at me, fury still smoldering in his eyes. The car drove away. I watched it go. Neighbors whispered among themselves, and Josh’s property remained awash with public servants and officials.
I stepped into the street and watched the taillights vanish around a corner several blocks away.



17: Interrogations and Suspicion
I can’t recall ever being excited about sunrise. Not even on Christmas mornings. I simply wasn’t a morning person. Sunday came too soon, and I tried my best to cocoon myself under my covers. It was warm, I was alone, and I could pretend my world was peaceful and carefree.
The night before was the first thing my tired mind wandered to. I fell asleep without answers, though I did try to investigate. The first thing I discovered was my phone’s disappearance. I thought I left it on the end of my bed, but a quick search proved me wrong. I backtracked and tried to find it along the path I took to Josh’s house, but it was dark and the grass was deep. The search for it would be my top priority for the day.
I tried to use the house phone to get in touch with friends. It’s kind of sad how I knew no one’s number without my handy contact list. It was too late to reach them on their home phones. Parents don’t like calls in the middle of the night which wake them up or interrupt their not-so-sneaky middle-of-the-night uglies bumping. I used my email to text Aka and Erin, but got no response. I assumed Sarah was in bed. She wasn’t a night person.
Rigel was useless. He had no interest in what happened, and nothing I said could persuade him to go check it out. He crawled into his laundry nest, and, I presumed, willed the door shut. No sound came from the closet as I lay awake and dreaded the day.
When a knock broke my procrastination, I frowned through the covers.
“Honey?” Dad said. “Are you awake?”
I rolled the covers off my head and they bunched under my chin. “Yeah.”
Dad opened the door and peeked in, then stepped across the threshold. He looked like he hadn’t slept. His snores through the night told me otherwise.
“You need to get dressed. There’s some people here to see you.”
“People?” I said. It was an odd turn of phrase for my friends.
“Yes,” Dad said. He looked uncertain. “A couple of police officers have a few questions for you. No reason to worry,” he added as my eyes flew wide and I tossed my covers aside. “They said it shouldn’t take but a minute.”
“Okay.”
He seemed satisfied and turned to leave, closing the door behind him. I heard his muffled voice as he walked away. Probably telling them I would be down soon.
I was tired of the police. I had to deal with their questions after the Ryan incident. I had to answer a bunch more about my mom skipping out. Now they interrupted my Sunday sleep in.
Dressed in black sweat pants and an old Rob Zombie concert shirt, I headed downstairs. I didn’t bother with my hair or cleaning my makeup off from the day before. If they weren’t polite enough to see me at a decent hour, I wouldn’t be polite enough to come down looking like a caffeinated human.
“Are you Kathleen Hayson?” one of them said. He was squat with beady eyes. I doubted he was the sort of cop that chased down bad guys.
“Yeah.” I thought it was self-evident, but I guessed they were a by-the-book lot.
“A young man’s body was recovered last night,” said the other, much taller one. “We found this in his possession. Does this look familiar to you?”
He held up a large plastic bag with a label and red zip close. Inside it was a piece of paper. 
I didn’t believe it, so I snatched it from his hand without permission. I held it with both hands and stared at it. It was the letter I gave Josh. It was mangled and spotted with blood, but my handwriting was easily discernible.
“Josh?” My voice cracked, barely audible.
One officer glanced at the other, and their gazes locked for a brief moment. It was all the confirmation I needed.
The earth stopped spinning. A vacuum appeared within my chest and sucked all my guts into it. The floor was going to open me up and swallow me whole, or maybe it was just my legs shaking like a newborn giraffe. A chubby one, of course. I held my stomach against the threat of vomit.
Josh was dead, and I was blown away by how much I cared. I didn’t roll it off. I didn’t crack a tasteless or inappropriate joke. I couldn’t. I could barely breathe.
“How?” No, I didn’t want to know. It might have been suicide. It might be my fault. Somehow the finger could be pointed at me. In something I did or said, or all of what I did or said. It might have been because of whatever it was he thought I did. I hated ambiguity in my guilt. It left me discombobulated. 
“When?” I said before they could answer my first unintentional question. I was not ready to hear the details of Josh’s fate, but curious enough to want to know how long after I’d last seen him he’d died. He’d been so angry. I knew his eyes would haunt me always.
“We are not at liberty to discuss the case,” the short officer said. He held out his hand for the evidence bag. I gave it to him.
Numb disbelief renewed and I turned away, dropping my head to gaze at tile and grout, and I wished for nothing more than to just go upstairs and go back to sleep. There were worse ways to take such news than I had shown. At least I didn’t start screaming and jumping about like some do.
“There are some questions, however,” the taller one said. “We’re going to need you and your parents to accompany us back to the station.”
My dad already had his jacket on and his keys in his hand. A twinge of betrayal twisted my gut at the knowledge he didn’t warn me. I looked like half-nuked death and would be forced to go out into public.
They waited while I got my shoes from upstairs. I entered my room and wanted nothing more than to crawl into my bed and pull the covers over my head. Rigel sat in my closet, anxious to learn what was happening. He had been listening at the bedroom door.
“I don’t know,” I said after repeated questions. “Josh is dead. They want to talk to me. You probably gave him internal bleeding when you tripped him last night. I’m totally ratting you out. You’ll hang from the skunk gallows.”
He ignored my threat. “Josh? The twitchy one?”
“Yeah,” I said, impressed with the economical accuracy of the description. “Look, I gotta go. I’ll tell you more when I get back.”
“Be careful what you say.”
“What? Why?”
“They are police. Just be careful.”
I thought that was a little paranoid, but I said, “I will. See ya, Jeeves.”
***
The police station smelled like gym socks and the strange mystery casserole at school Aka had written a scathing article about weeks before.
Dad and I were led to a small room with a large table and four metal folding chairs. He was offered coffee. They left us there for several minutes. I didn’t speak. I knew people might be behind the large pane of glass to my left.
Dust swirled in the sunlight. Hopefully I wasn’t inhaling tiny particles from convicted sociopaths or grody child perverts who had been in the drab green room before me.
I wasn’t scared. Why should I be? I’d done nothing wrong. I grieved for Josh, and even managed a little pity for Ryan. I would be a mess if I lost my best friend.
Curiosity got the best of me after a few minutes and I whispered to my dad, “Do you know what they want?”
He shook his head as the door opened to our right. A man in a white shirt, slacks, and a tie sat down across from us. He put a notepad and pen on the table.
“Thank you for coming in, Mr. Hayson,” he said. “Miss Hayson. I’m Detective Richards. We just have a few questions.”
“Okay,” I said. What else could I say? No?
“When was the last time you saw or spoke to Ryan Dixon?”
“Thursday morning.” I glanced at Dad. What did Ryan have to do with this?
“Was that during the reported altercation which allegedly took place at your school?”
I hated the use of “allegedly.” It implied an incident didn’t happen until some official document made it real. In the meantime, I was a liar.
“During and right after,” I said. “I saw his back as he ran out.”
I might have been a little defensive. I hadn’t wanted to push the matter. I wanted to sweep it under the rug and forget it. On my terms. I resented anyone else trying to do it.
“You recognized the letter you were shown earlier,” Detective Richards said. “When was the last time you saw it?”
“When I gave it to Josh,” I said. “A few days ago. I don’t remember which.”
“Joshua Colby?”
“Yeah.”
“And you have no idea how it wound up in the possession of Ryan Dixon?”
“Uh, no.” I looked at Dad again, then back to the detective. “I didn’t know he had it.”
“Not until this morning?” the detective said.
“Not ‘til right now, yeah,” I said. “I thought Josh had it. The cops . . . um, policemen earlier said it was on Josh when they found him.”
“Joshua Colby?” 
“Yeah, Josh Colby.” Was this some kind of sick game? Maybe they wanted to make me keep saying his name as some kind of test of my guilt. Or maybe it was just some new legalized form of torture.
He gave me a strange look and was silent for too long.
“There seems to be a misunderstanding, Miss Hayson,” Detective Richards said. “The letter was found in the possession of the deceased, Ryan Dixon.”
“Ryan’s dead?” My guts flip-flopped again. “I thought . . . Ryan? It was Ryan?” I didn’t know why I kept asking the same question without waiting for an answer. 
“What was Ryan, Miss Hayson?”
I didn’t like the way the detective worded his question. It had more weight to it than I thought the situation warranted.
“The cops at the house earlier,” I said. “They said the note I wrote for Josh was found on a body. I assumed it was Josh since, you know, he’s the one I gave it to. How’d Ryan get it?”
“That is what we are trying to ascertain, Miss Hayson,” Detective Richards said.
“Well, did you ask Josh?” I said.
“He stated it was stolen from his residence.”
That was the lamest thing I’d ever heard. Someone stole a note to some girl from a boy’s house? What kind of burglars go on crime sprees for (admittedly well-written) notes between teenagers? 
“Why would anyone do that?” I said.
“We are not at liberty to discuss—”
“The case. Yeah, the other guys said that, too,” I said. “But you already are, right? You’re asking me questions about it. But it’s just some stupid note. Why does it matter?”
“Mrs. Hayson was reported missing, I understand.” He said this to Dad. I resented that he’d ignored me completely.
“Yes,” Dad said. “Friday.”
“It says in the report that she had been missing since Thursday,” Detective Richards said. “Is there a reason it took so long to report it?”
It was Dad’s turn to shoot me a quick glance. “We didn’t know for sure if she was missing. We just thought she might have forgotten to tell us she had business, or that she needed a break.”
“A break from what?”
“Her and Kathleen have been having some disagreements,” Dad said. “The officers who took the report are the ones who suggested a break might have been the case. They didn’t even want to look into it.” 
I did not miss the hard look the detective gave me.
“She grounded me for something I didn’t do,” I said, sure I needed to defend myself.
“Which was what?”
“Stealing.”
“I see.”
“No, you don’t see,” I said. “I can tell by the way you’re looking at me. You don’t know my mom. She always thinks I’m doing things that I don’t do. She grounds me all the time. It’s not strange. It’s not unusual.” I gave Dad a very nasty look. “And it’s not a recent development. Mom and I have always had problems, but this is the first time she ever left because of them.”
“So, you believe she left?” Detective Richards said.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I just wouldn’t be surprised to find out she hoarded a bunch of money and ran off to Cancun, is all I’m saying.”
“What does this have to do with this Ryan boy?” my dad said.
“We are just trying to get the full picture,” the detective said.
“Full picture?” I said. “Of what? Mom and Ryan don’t have anything . . . oh.”
It felt like a punch to the throat. Mom and Ryan had one very unfortunate link: me. There was also the other rather damning complication: I admitted to having a bad relationship with both of them, neatly documented on police records. Awesome. Prison, here I come.
“So, Ryan being dead—it’s not an accident, huh?” I said.
“He appears to be a victim of foul play,” Detective Richards said.
Foul play. Who even came up with that term? A foul is when you behave badly in sports. Play is something you do to have fun. If you are playing sports and someone does something considered a foul, there’s usually not a body count.
“Kathleen, don’t say another word,” Dad said. He rose from his chair and motioned me to do the same. “I think we’re done here, Detective. I assume you have no evidence and my daughter is not under arrest?”
“Not at this time,” the detective said. His eyes told me he regretted that.
“Then we’ll be going. Any further questions will have to wait until we’ve retained a lawyer.” 
“A lawyer?” I said. “But I didn’t do—”
“Not now, honey. Let’s just go home.” 
He motioned toward the door, and I obeyed. I glanced back at the detective. He wrote on his notepad. I wondered what it said. I wondered if it was a cartoon of me in a hangman’s noose. 



18: The Unexpected Visitor
I curled up in my bed with my phone off, which Karen had found in the backyard. I didn’t want to talk to anyone, and I damn sure didn’t want to deal with texts every three minutes. My door was shut and my light was off. Only the sun intruded. Rigel scampered off after I threw a boot at him. It was just me and my stuffed Eeyore clutched against my chest.
The people who most made my life miserable were either dead or missing, and I was never more scared in my life. There was nothing to rejoice, no sigh of relief, no cause for celebration; my world crashed about my ears and all I could feel was despair. 
Well, that and a deep, nausea-inducing fear of prison. The world was full of stories with people who had been wrongfully incarcerated long enough to be someone’s unwilling prison bitch. Just because I was innocent didn’t mean I was safe from a life of forced lesbianism or invasive broomsticks. 
My sister and Dad could be heard talking for a while, but soon the television echoed up the stairs. I was glad they left me alone. I wasn’t glad reality television was more interesting to them than my very real impending breakdown. Maybe they just found the mind-numbing shows enough to help them momentarily forget our situation, so I couldn’t fault them if that was the case.
The doorbell rang. I recognized Dad’s voice when he answered the door, but not who he spoke to. The only thing I could discern was that it was male. It could have been the pizza delivery guy again for all I knew, so I didn’t bother to move. The door clicked shut soon after. Must not have been anyone important.
“Hey, psst.”
The hushed voice came from outside my window a few minutes later. I turned and saw Josh crouched on the roof shingles, his hands using the sill for balance.
I hesitated to open the window. He wanted to kill me, after all. Instead I remained where I was, a blank expression on my face to disguise my anxious sense of self-preservation.
“Come on, Kathleen,” he tried again with a deep frown. “I’m sorry, okay?”
Reluctant bare feet planted on the shaggy carpet. I stepped closer and locked the window, then knelt in front of it. A girl could never be too cautious.
“What do you want?” I said. It was a fair question. I should have been the last person he wanted to talk to. That is unless, of course, he was there to harass me some more.
“I wanted to say I’m sorry,” Josh said.
“You did that already. Good night.” I stood up and reached for the curtains.
“No, wait!” He stood up as well and pressed one hand against the glass. “Can’t we talk for a minute?”
“About what?”
Josh shrugged. “Ryan?”
“No.” I closed the curtains.
“Oh, come on.” Josh groaned and tapped on the glass. “Just for a minute.”
I glared at the shadow on the other side of my curtains. If I didn’t want to speak with anyone else about pretty much anything, why would I talk to Josh about the most sensitive subject imaginable? He had some nerve. My bruises had yet to fade and Ryan’s corpse might just be reaching room temperature, and Josh thought we should have a heart-to-heart about it. I wasn’t interested, to put it mildly.
“I know you didn’t do it,” he said. His shadow looked kind of pathetic with both hands on the glass like a trapped mime.
“I know that, too.” Part of me was a little relieved, but I didn’t entirely trust it. He had seemed pretty sure of my guilt not twenty-four hours prior. 
“Please? I’m sorry.”
I opened the curtains and greeted him with a suspicious look. “Why me, Josh? Go find a friend or something.”
“We’re friends.”
Laughter escaped me, but I pulled it back in when he looked more offended than usual. “You’re serious? You do know what a friend is, right?”
Josh’s brows nearly met in the middle. “I’m not stupid, Kathleen.”
I was less willing to make any hasty dismissal of the possibility. I’d known him for years, and the words “clever” or “smart” never entered my mind when I considered his cranial prowess.
“This had better not be a trick.” I unlocked the window but didn’t open it.
Josh knelt down and pushed up the window. He started to climb in, then hesitated. “Can I come inside, or is this just to keep from yelling through the window?”
I wasn’t sure. I didn’t think he would enter until he started to, then I wasn’t sure if I should tell him to stop. Now that he asked, I didn’t know what the right answer was. I waved him in and sat down on my bed. He clambered in and sat next to me. I scooted away. There was no reason for me to feel his body heat during the impending discussion. 
“So,” I said. “What was so urgent you couldn’t wait to tell me later?”
The silent wringing of his hands lacked the proactive response I expected. I was about to prod him again when he said, “It’s not that it’s urgent, really. I just . . . wanted to make sure you were okay.”
“And you couldn’t see that from stalking me outside my window?” I said. I crossed my arms against my chest and let my eyes meander lazily around the room, not pausing to focus on anything in particular. “So, here you are. Inside my room. For no reason.”
“Do you really want to be alone that bad?” Josh said.
It wasn’t that I wanted to be alone. It was that I didn’t want Josh to be in my room. It didn’t make sense. In one week we’d gone from loathing classmates to business partners to victim/hero to mortal enemies to awkward friends. And I was highly skeptical about the “friends” part.
“No, I just . . .” I wasn’t sure how to say it in a way that wasn’t blunt. Too impatient to wait for the right words, I said, “Last night you thought I killed Ryan. You really seemed absolutely positive I was capable of murdering someone. Why are you here now? I mean, what changed?”
“I, um . . . I found out when he died,” Josh said. 
“Yeah, and?”
“It was sometime late in the afternoon.”
I didn’t see how that proved anything. I was with my friends in the park in the afternoon, then went home and stayed in my room until I fell asleep. To a cop, that was a good four hours or so for me to track down Ryan and murder the crap out of him with . . . whatever I used.
“So, what does that prove?” I said. “It’s not like you know how I spend my days.”
He said nothing. Josh leaned over with his elbows on his thighs and kept his eyes on the carpet. His face made a few expression changes. Honestly, it sort of looked like he was silently arguing with himself and was oblivious of an audience. It was kind of creepy.
“Josh? Hello?” 
“Well . . . not all your days,” he said to the floor. “I can see in your window from my house.”
I looked at the window then back at Josh. “Bullshit. You’re too far away.”
“I got a . . . got a telescope for my birthday.”
“Oh my God, you stalker!” If I was at all a violent person, I would have hit him. I don’t know how I didn’t. I wanted to. “I’m seriously creeped-out right now, you have no idea. I think you should go. No, I know you should go. Get out.”
I scooted back against my headboard and pointed a demanding finger at my window.
Josh lifted his head and looked at me. “It’s not like that.”
“Oh, how is it, then?” I said. “No, you know what? I probably don’t want to know.”
“I don’t do it all the time, damn,” Josh said. He scooted away a little and turned sideways to put a bent knee atop my bed. “It’s just . . . I was checking on you is all. To make sure you were all right.”
My eyes narrowed at him. I pulled Eeyore against my chest and tucked my knees up between me and Josh. “Why?”
“Because we’re friends,” he said. 
His expression suggested his feelings were hurt, but I had no idea why. In fact, a little voice popped into my head that sounded a great deal like Inigo Montoya, and it said, how come you keep using that word? I do not think it means what you think it means.
“You were “checking” on me all afternoon?” I said. If Eeyore was real, he would have bit my arm in protest of how tight my anxious squeeze was. “Josh, that’s creepy. And possibly illegal.”
“I didn’t sit there and watch you, damn,” Josh said. “I just saw you were okay. I went back to what I was doing for a while, then checked again. You hadn’t moved. You were napping, I think. Either that or meditating for a very long time.”
“Yeah, because meditation brings me serenity and balance,” I said with an eye-roll. “It works best when I’m laying on my side, snoring.”
“I wasn’t being serious,” Josh said.
“I know,” I said. “And if we were friends, you would have known I was kidding.”
He exhaled with far more drama than a boy should and stood up. I thought he was going to leave, but he took a slow stroll around my room instead. Maybe he was looking for a souvenir. Stalkers liked souvenirs, so I’d heard.
“So, if now you know I didn’t do it,” I said. “Why did you think I did in the first place? I mean, sure I was pretty pissed off at him, but not mad enough to murder anybody.”
Josh didn’t answer right away. He crossed over to the window and was silent for so long, I got annoyed rather than intrigued.
“Well?”
“Because of the note you wrote for me.” Josh didn’t turn away from the window.
“Yeah, the cops said he had it,” I said. “They said you told them it got stolen, of all things.”
“It did.” He looked at me then, and his eyes let me know Josh had something to tell me, something he didn’t quite know how to say. “It disappeared off my desk in my room a couple days ago.”
“So? Ryan took it, obviously.” I didn’t see where the big mystery was there. He was found with it, after all.
“No, he didn’t,” Josh said. “He hadn’t been to my house all week. We always go to his place, to practice in the garage or hang out in the basement.”
“Well, you didn’t leave it where you thought you did then,” I said. “Because he found it.”
“He didn’t find it.” Josh tucked his hands in his pockets. I was surprised they fit in the far-too-tight jeans he wore. “It was stuffed in his mouth.”
“Stuffed in . . . you mean, when he was killed?” I didn’t need the clarification because I understood the words and what they implied. But I did. I really needed clarification because that was a more horrifying image in my mind than I wanted and I needed him to correct it, to tell me my vision was wrong.
Josh nodded and found eye-contact impossible. I didn’t blame him. “I found him that way. In my tree house. On his b-back, and it was jammed into his mouth. Jammed so hard one of his front teeth broke off.”
I remembered the tree house. There was a time in our lives we were just neighborhood kids without a worry about classmates and cliques. Once upon a time, Josh and I were—for all intents and purposes—friends. But those days had been gone for so long, I never thought about them anymore. Only once in a while, on the rare occasion I caught sight of the tree house in his backyard. 
“I want to take it down,” Josh said, his anger evident and unexpected when he had seemed on the verge of tears not a full minute before. “Tear it down, set it on fire, erase any hint it ever existed. But they won’t let me yet. Cops need it for evidence or something.”
Words failed me. I sat in verbal impotence without a single thought I could share with Josh. It didn’t seem safe. He didn’t strike me as emotionally stable. I was afraid anything, even the most benign remark, would set him off. 
I tensed as he charged at me without warning, and before I’d drawn a full breath, his arms were around me. His breath hitched and was hot against my neck as his tears fell to wet my hair and exposed skin, much of which was still purple and a sickly sort of yellow-green. 
Part of me wanted to shove him away. Contrary to what he may have deluded himself into believing, we were not friends. Still, I wasn’t a heartless monster and he needed to be comforted, so I did the best I could. His angle against me as I sat on the bed would make a contortionist proud, but I managed to wrap my arms loosely around him to pat him on the back. 
That was a mistake, as he only pulled me tighter against him and knelt painfully against my leg. But I let him. He needed a friend, and since his friend was dead, I’d have to do.



19: Three’s a Crowd
It was a strange thing to be in my bed with Josh Colby until sunset. After he stopped clinging to me, he’d settled against the headboard at first, one leg on the bed and one hanging over the edge of the mattress. I did the same thing. I needed the space.
We reminisced about those long ago days when we played together as children. Sometimes he would bring up events in the not-so-distant past, which were less amusing. As I grew uncomfortable discussing how our friendship dissolved over time, I turned the conversation towards other kids in our school.
The persistent hum of the surreal echoed in the back of my mind. If even three days prior someone told me I’d be in bed with Josh avoiding the topic of Ryan’s murder, I’d have to ask them what they’d been smoking. 
As the afternoon stretched toward evening, Josh and I took more comfortable positions on my bed. I sat cross-legged with Eeyore in my lap. Josh stretched out almost the full length of my bed, his head propped up by the palm of his hand.
“It’s getting late,” I said.
Josh’s eyes flicked to the darkening sky outside my window then back to me. “Yeah, I should get home. My parents are kind of . . . freaked out by the whole thing.”
That was a given. Just about anyone would be unsettled if a murder took place on their property, much less the murder of a child’s friend.
“I imagine so,” I said. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Right.” 
He started to get up, then reached out and placed a hand atop mine. He smiled at me. I didn’t like it, but I smiled back to be polite. There was no reason to end the evening with an argument.
That was an error on my part. Josh must have mistaken politeness for something else entirely. He leaned in closer to me, and I was horrified to belatedly realize he intended to kiss me. My instinct rescued me, and my head leaned away.
I searched for the words to relay my revulsion without being too insulting, but was startled when my door opened abruptly after a short, impatient knock. Unwarranted guilt slapped me in the face when Aka walked in. Josh rolled off the bed.
“I . . . uh,” Aka said, his usual eloquence abandoned in favor of shocked inarticulateness. His expression was a lost Kodak moment.
“Hey, Aka,” Josh said with a small wave. “I was just heading out.” He tossed a nervous glance my way, then exited through the window, not closing it behind himself.
Awkward silence followed. It was my least favorite social interaction time so it didn’t take me long to blurt out, “We weren’t doing anything. He was just getting up to leave. I think you spooked him. He might’ve thought you were Dad.”
“You aren’t answering your phone,” Aka said. He didn’t look at me. He walked over to the window and closed it. The drapes remained open while Aka stared out into the darkness.
“I didn’t want to be harassed by people,” I said.
“Does that make Josh not ‘people’?” Aka said. “Or does that mean I’m lumped in with ‘people’?”
“I didn’t invite him over,” I said. I was defensive, but Aka seemed angry so it was my natural reaction to the negativity directed my way. “He kept banging on the glass ‘til I let him in.”
“But you did,” Aka said.
A frown creased my forehead. It sounded like an accusation of some kind. “So?”
Aka said nothing.
“What do you care?” 
I regretted my question instantly. The best friend I had in the entire cosmos turned and walked out. Great. I was getting more idiotic by the hour. I shouldn’t have been defensive. I shouldn’t have been a jerk. I should have just told him the truth: Josh tried to kiss me, but I hadn’t let him.
But I feared saying that to Aka. He wouldn’t care if some guy put the moves on me, and he’d wonder why I thought he might. It would just add a whole level of awkwardness I didn’t want in our friendship. It was twisted logic, but the thought persisted. Besides, Aka’s annoyance with me seemed to be about my recently acquired phone allergy. Josh’s presence had surprised him was all.
I considered chasing after him to apologize. I didn’t want Aka mad at me, and the reason he’d shown up in the first place was because he was worried about me. At least, that’s what I assumed. I didn’t think he came all the way over to my house just to tell me to turn my phone on. 
The front door slammed shut. I was torn between following him and causing a scene Dad would see or calling him on his phone and asking him to come back. I chose the more proactive of the two and ran barefoot down the stairs and outside, the door again slamming in my wake. I was out of breath by the time I caught up to Aka over a block away. He must have sprinted. Then again, I was barefoot and out of shape so my “run” was more of a “jiggle-hobble.”
“Aka, wait,” I said as I grasped for his arm. “I’m sorry, okay? I was just . . . being a defensive bitch.”
He didn’t turn around, but he stopped. “What were you defending?”
My hands curled into fists against my hips as I tried to stop panting. He stopped where a streetlight went out, so it was dark except for the headlights of the occasional motorist. There was a chilled breeze I had not accounted for, so my hands soon went to my upper arms to provide some warmth.
“I don’t know,” I said. “Myself? You looked mad at me. Are you?” Clarification, yes. The key to any productive conversation.
Aka remained silent for too long and would not turn around to face me, so I stepped around him into his path. He didn’t meet my eyes. He looked over my shoulder, down at the grass, over at a house, up at the tree, but he wouldn’t let his gaze fall on me.
“Well?” I said, unable to take the silent treatment any longer. I thought his avoidance was pretty childish, but I knew better than to say so or he’d just walk off again.
“The night hosts such potential for bitter word balloons which rise from hot breath,” he said in a slow cadence, as if reciting from a play. “I ought not tempt such malicious winds.”
“Okay, first of all; what the hell are you talking about?” I paused then added, “I don’t really have a second thing.”
He frowned down at me, but I was grateful to at last have eye-contact. It was brief, and his eyes returned to the grass.
“Please use plain English,” I said with great drama, grabbing the front of his jacket with both hands. I hung from him with my fingers curled into the material. “I have seriously had way too surreal a week to . . . attempt interpretation of your rhetoric or to detect any nuance of phrase in what you have attempted to relay.” 
Aka smiled at my theatrics, but did not look at me. “You used ‘rhetoric’ incorrectly.”
“You like it when I do,” I said with a waggle of my brows. I didn’t think I had, but I was willing to let it go if insulting me would make him feel better.
“Look, I’m going to claim irrational anger, and you’re going to go back inside,” Aka said. His eyes were cast over my shoulder, which annoyed me to no end, but I let it go since he was my best friend and I understood him. He wanted the situation ended, so he offered a truce in his own weird way: bossing me around and vaguely insulting himself in the process. Dramatic petulance was a specialty of his, and I’d indulge him for the sake of peace.
“I’ll go back inside if you call me when you get home,” I said.
“Deal.”
I gave him a light hug, but he did not hug me back. The boy was all sharp angles and points while I was much shorter and rounder. Against the designs of geometry, his square pegness fit in the round hole of my embrace.
“Okay, see you,” I said when I pulled away, at last allowing myself to feel a little embarrassed for standing on the sidewalk barefoot and barely dressed in what passed for my pajamas. Luckily, no one was about.
He did not reply, but gave me a small smile and walked away. Everything about his body language screamed his discomfort, from the bowed head to the tightness of his shoulders and brisk walk. It was a side of Aka I didn’t like to see, and I wished he’d just tell me what was wrong. I’ve always sucked at guessing since I immediately assume the most horrible scenario.
With Mom missing, Ryan dead, Aka angry, and Josh being . . . well, I wasn’t sure yet, it was without a doubt the single, most unusual and worst day I ever had in my entire life. And that included the eggplant bath. 
I took my insecurities back to my room to smother them with a pillow.
***
The darkness thrummed softly in my ears, radiating a pressure in my sinus cavity that grew exponentially until I realized it was just the blood pounding in my brain, furiously pumped there by my heart because I had let my thoughts stray to Aka. Stupid thoughts. I wanted to be more like a Zen master who could control thought and emotion, or simply take down the person who haunted my mind with a swift roundhouse kick to the head.
Or maybe that’s Chuck Norris. Close enough.
Headlights danced across my ceiling as a car sped by. I pulled my pillow closer and buried my face in it, pretending that it smelled like him. His head had never rested there, but I’ve got a pretty good imagination. He smelled like willow trees, the ocean at dawn, and those little cinnamon bits that cover the top of a canned Pillsbury roll. Sometimes he smelled like fingernail polish remover, but that was probably my hand beneath the pillow. Aka doesn’t paint his nails.
A horn blew in the distance, the deep cry of the freight train which told people to get the hell out of the way because they were too big to stop for just anyone. Hancock, obviously, or Superman, but that’s about it. It’s said the sound of a train’s horn is the saddest sound in the world, but what’s sad about telling people to get out of the way? Not to mention the train has been in common usage only since the 1800s, so what was the most mournful sound before that? Who came up with the Mournful Scale, anyway? Whale song is pretty mournful. Howling wolves and steady rain on a dreary day are downright depressing. 
So was the sound my phone made when Aka didn’t call.



20: Conversations with Dad
I rarely remembered my dreams. Many times I wondered why and lamented the loss. Surely my dreams were worth remembering, weren’t they? I could never recall more than vague impressions or hazy faces of strangers, while other people got to remember all sorts of cool stuff like flying or going to exotic places. I read somewhere that some Native Americans kept track of their dreams with fierce accuracy, believing it to be their other life and imperative to remember. I often wished I had their discipline for remembrance. If what they believed were true, it would probably do me a world of good to remember some concurrent life I was living. It had to be better than the one I had.
Monday morning I awoke and lay in bed, silently debating with the ceiling as to whether I should go to school or not. Could I do it? Of course not. It would be horrible. But every ninety-seven seconds or so, a rush of bravery coursed through me, and I’d momentarily entertain the idea.
It’d been bad enough on Friday when the kids thought I’d been lying about Ryan attacking me. There was no telling what would happen to me if they thought I killed him. I wanted to move, change schools, or do something else that was the equivalent of escape. 
When I threw the covers back to get out of bed, Rigel sauntered out of my closet. He bounded up atop my covers and turned around to look at me, his head cocked to the side like a curious bird.
“You are up late,” he said as he settled on his haunches. “You are going to be late for school, unless you planned not to shower. I do hope that is not the case. You have an unpleasant odor on those days you forego bathing.”
“You mean those days when I am recovering from injuries and am high on pain meds?” I said with a shake of my head before tossing a shoe at him. “Stay off my bed. You’re shedding white fur all over my stuff.”
He ducked, but did not move. “Yes, those days. Are you going to bathe?”
“Eventually,” I said, then headed to the bathroom as I said over my shoulder, “But I’m not going to school today. I’m in no mood to deal with people’s shit.” 
I closed the door for a modicum of privacy as I did my morning business, and Rigel had learned to leave me alone when I went to do it. Granted, it took a couple times of yelling and swatting at him with my feet as I sat on the toilet, but he eventually understood I wasn’t the sort of person who liked to talk and pee at the same time.
When I emerged, Rigel said, “So, what are we going to do today?”
“I don’t know,” I said. My robe hung over my desk chair and I pulled it on. “Why don’t you go prevent that tragedy of yours, then skedaddle. You sure as hell haven’t bothered to prevent any of the tragedies happening in my life.”
“You do not know that,” Rigel said primly. “For all you know, I averted a great disaster and saved your life.”
“Something worse than what I’ve already been through?” I said, my brows furrowed almost painfully together. “I doubt it. If you had, you’re the sort of bloke who’d crow about it.”
“I am a bloke?” Rigel said, and I was sure his little skunk mouth managed a smile.
“You know what I mean,” I said with a dismissive wave. “And your stupid accent brought out the British in me. It’s what I get for watching the BBC channel.” Particularly anything that contained Stephen Fry.
“You have not been watching television,” Rigel said.
“Yeah, well lately I’ve been a bit busy and temporarily grounded, remember?” I said. “Look, I’m going downstairs. Don’t follow me. I don’t know who’s up or even home.”
My father waited for me downstairs, nursing a cup of coffee and looking like he’d hardly slept. Our tattered phone book lay on the table near his mug. I didn’t know where to begin or what to say to him. I vaguely noted this was often par for norm for us. My usual topic was Mom’s insanity, and his usual reaction was to defend her in his self-delusional way. But that day I didn’t feel like complaining about Mom. I wanted to know where she was. I also wanted to know where I came from. 
“I’m staying home today,” I said. I tilted my chin slightly, not with defiance but conviction of my decision. I felt confident enough to state it instead of ask permission. The chair across from him welcomed my sturdy behind. I wanted breakfast, but I knew there was no cereal and didn’t feel ambitious enough to cook. Hopefully Karen would whenever she made it downstairs. 
Dad’s eyes remained on his coffee mug and his lip trembled in a way that made his chin shake as he tried to keep it in check with his teeth. I was certain he was about to cry, and it had nothing to do with the prospect of spending the day with his smart-mouthed daughter. Watching him struggle made my heart drop into my stomach, but I could think of no words of consolation. 
“Your mama’s car was found,” Dad said, not lifting his eyes to meet mine. “At the grocery parking lot. They reviewed security tapes and it shows her leaving the car to go inside, but she never went back to it. They said there’s no sign of her leaving the store, but she had to, right? I mean, it’s not like she’s still in there.”
“I don’t know,” I said. I knew he was being rhetorical, but I had to say something.
“The cameras inside show her going into the bathroom, but not coming out,” Dad said. “There’s no other way for her to get out of there. I don’t get it. She didn’t just walk through a wall or fall into a hole.”
I wanted to offer that she might have flushed herself, but I doubted he was in the mood for my brand of humor. I agreed with him, though. That was really weird. It was selfish to think it, but I was relieved it meant I wasn’t a suspect anymore. The cameras would have seen me.
“You have a friend that works there, don’t you?” Dad said, his brown eyes finally lifting to look at me.
“Yeah, Aka does,” I said. “He’s a night stocker. Not to be confused with night stalker.” I gave Dad a small smile, but he did not return one.
“So maybe he saw something and doesn’t know it,” Dad said, then sat up straighter in his chair. “It was Wednesday night when she was there. Did he work Wednesday?”
“I don’t know his schedule, Dad,” I said, leaning back. “But if he saw her or anything weird, he’d have told me about it.”
“You should ask him anyway,” Dad said, an anxious edge to his voice.
I had an overwhelming urge to bury my face in my hands and just groan. Dad was grasping for answers, and I got that, but Aka knew what was going on in my life, and I trusted him to be smart enough to tell me if he knew anything.
“I will,” I said. By ‘I will’ I only meant that I might tell Aka Mom was last seen at the store, but I wasn’t about to ask him if he was being forgetful or deliberately withholding information since that would be pretty rude, no matter how much Dad might be trying to imply that just now.
“I suppose from your comments in the hospital Friday afternoon, your mama told you about your biological mother,” Dad said.
It blindsided me that he wanted to talk about that now. Sure, I did, but I didn’t have the heart to bring it up, especially since it would seem disrespectful to Mom if I did. It was okay for him to do it, though. 
I nodded my head, not yet trusting my voice. Mom had told me, and it was the last conversation we had. I hadn’t worked out how I felt about it yet. At first it’d been numb shock, and really that had not gone away. Idly, I began to pick at imaginary lint on my robe. 
Perhaps I had dwelled on it too much. Perhaps I had not thought on it enough. For whatever reason, I had been meandering through the past days in a fog of confusion whenever I turned my mind to the idea of some other woman in the world being responsible for my existence. Presumably a woman who wanted me in her life even less than Mom did. It was confusing, heartbreaking, and relieving all at the same time, and when I tried to think on it too much, my head began to pound furiously.
“So . . .” I regretted speaking immediately, for I had nothing to follow up with that didn’t sound utterly ridiculous or selfish under the circumstances.
Dad’s hand trembled as he fiddled with the knappy-paged phonebook, his thumb worrying a tear at the edge of the pages as he rubbed it back and forth in an anxious fidget. My uncertainty again took over, and being that was my most common condition of late, I was really getting tired of never having a frickin’ clue of what I should do.
“What’s her name? Do you know where she is?” I said at last, since that was more important to me than anything else. I didn’t care about their courtship or divorce or what went wrong with them. I wanted to know where she was. 
“We haven’t spoken in almost fifteen years, honey,” Dad said. “Her name is Anna. I have no idea where she is. We divorced before you were a year old. Then I met your mama, and when we married we raised you and Karen as sisters. Your biological mother was . . . not a responsible woman. She signed away her rights to you, and your mama chose your new name while I adopted Karen and gave her my last name. So we could be a happy, well-adjusted family.”
I snorted. Well-adjusted, my ass. Then my thoughts skidded to a halt. “This is quite the surrealization, Dad. My new name? You mean I used to have a different one?”
“Yeah, she’d named you Diamond, after that Pink Floyd song ‘Shine On You Crazy Diamond’ since she loved it so much.”
My mouth dropped open and I felt a whole new kinship to Aka in that moment. “What is it with you old people and that band? They’re just people, jeez.” Thank goodness Mom changed my name. She’d managed to do at least one thing right in my life. My life would have taken on a whole new level of craptacular had I been forced to endure the name Diamond instead of Kathleen. Granted, it was also stupid to be saddled with a name chosen merely for the first initial. Dad was Kevin, Mom was Katelyn, and then there was me and Karen. I’d never do that to my kids if I bothered to have any.
“What do you mean?” Dad said, his brows crinkling. “And I’m not that old, thanks.”
“Aka’s parents did that to him, too,” I said. “His middle name is Pink and his last is Floyd. Why don’t people care about how hard their kids’ lives are when they give them stupid names? I think it borders on child abuse.”
He smiled faintly and shrugged. “I just let her have her way. I didn’t think it was important enough to argue over.”
“You never think anything is important enough to argue over,” I said, crossing my arms against my chest. “You never stick up for me or yourself. It’s pretty pathetic, Dad. Like you ran out of fucks to give, and didn’t have all that many to begin with.”
His eyes narrowed. Sure I was being disrespectful as hell, but I didn’t care. I was sick to death of him being the way he was. It was like he got married and said farewell to masculinity.
“I’ve just always understood that blood is thicker than water,” Dad said.
I arched a brow. How did that have anything to do with . . . well, anything? Especially this. That little gem meant family was more important than friends and the like, but it didn’t mean “husbands should never argue with their wives” or else where’s the fun in being married? I’d hate to be married to a guy who never spoke his mind or had an opinion on anything.
“So what?” I said after I’d finished my brief inner-dialogue. “Llamas are bigger than bedbugs. Roses smell better than farts. What’s your point?”
“A peaceful family is a happy family,” Dad said.
Peaceful? He thought my life was peaceful?
“Yeah, well so is a medicated one,” I shot back, then stood up. 
Dad remained a mystery to me, and I figured he always would be. How he could honestly believe our family was happy when Mom’s greatest pleasure in life seemed to be making me suffer, I had no idea. Didn’t he think for a second that maybe—just maybe—life would’ve been more peaceful if he had stood up for me? But years of dealing with his self-imposed version of reality taught me something important: everyone has reasons, just not always reason.



21: Windows Versus Doors
I sat on my bed in my silent room, contemplating the weight of the world and absolutely nothing at the same time. I tried writing in my journal. I had so many things to work out in my head and I thought that maybe if I simply put them down in black and white then I could make sense of it all. It didn’t help.
Rigel was gone. He claimed he had some errand to go on, and said it didn’t concern me, as usual. I was glad of his absence so didn’t care at all what he was up to.
A moment alone. That was all I needed. The last several days had just been one thing after another. No doubt about it, I was having a really rough go of everything. I should have been handling it better than I was. I was being incredibly weak and far too emotional. If Erin was in my place, she probably would have rolled everything off with a joke. 
Every once in a while, Karen checked on me, and I appreciated it. I wasn’t good company, and she never stayed long. She couldn’t understand. Her life had always been so much easier than mine.
My phone rang after four o’clock. It was Josh. I wasn’t in the mood to talk to him, either. Of all the people in the world, the only person I wanted to talk to was Aka, but I hadn’t heard from him since the night before. He had not called as he’d promised.
“You didn’t come to school today,” Josh said.
I hunkered down into my pillows. “I noticed that, too.”
“You doing okay?” Josh said. “You’re not sick or anything?”
“Sick of school. Sick of life, of people, of the Greenhouse Effect and canned meat products being sold as edible wares, but no, I’m not ill.”
“Life, school, and people, huh?” Josh said. “That includes just about everything. Not feeling suicidal, are you?”
“If only I had that kind of ambition,” I said with a faux sigh. “Alas, I am too indolent for such things. I’d rather just lay here and pray for a magic genie to fix everything.”
“What’s indolent?”
“Means lazy.”
“Ah,” Josh said. 
“So, how’s Macey?” I said, glad he couldn’t see my eyes roll.
“No idea. I don’t . . . well, I don’t really like her.”
“Then why’d you have me write that stupid letter?”
He was silent for a moment, then said, “Promise not to get angry?”
“No. I can’t predict my reaction to something without knowing what it is.”
“Promise to try to not be angry?”
“Fine. I promise to hesitate before yelling at you.”
“Okay, close enough,” Josh said. “I wasn’t ever going to give it to her.”
“Why would that make me angry? I don’t care what you were going to do with it.”
That wasn’t really true. I cared that words I wrote would get the boy laid, but that had more to do with my seducing an unsuspecting girl than Josh’s sex life.
“Really? Um, okay,” Josh said, and he sounded far too pleased by that. “I used it to show Ryan I could get you to do favors for people. To show you aren’t as bitchy as he said you were.”
“What?” I said. “You mean, like a bet?”
“Sort of, I guess,” Josh said slowly. “But I did it to help you. Since you guys were fighting all the time. I was sick of it.”
“I didn’t need your help,” I said. “I never really cared what he thought of me. I was fine to avoid him. And I don’t appreciate being the subject of a bet, Josh. Especially since you still owe me ten bucks. Remember you paid me, so it wasn’t a favor anyway. I was pretty clear about that, actually.” I was sort of kidding, although I would have liked to be ten dollars richer. I probably should have been angry or at least bothered by the whole thing, but I couldn’t care less. There were other things in my life going on that were way more mind-bending. 
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m going to pay you. I just sort of forgot, you know?”
I understood. What was a ten dollar debt compared to dealing with the murder of his best friend in his own backyard? 
We talked for a while, and I was beginning to wonder at the fact he hadn’t annoyed me yet. Perhaps he was just lonely now that Ryan was gone, but I thought it was pretty strange he’d latched onto me as a replacement.
“Wait a second,” I said, interrupting him as he droned on about a song he had tried to write. Something on the other end of the line sounded suspiciously like rapid, quiet clapping. “What’s that noise?”
The strange sound stopped.
“What noise?” Josh said. 
“What are you doing?” 
He didn’t answer right away, then said, “Nothing.”
“Oh, my God!” I said. I got up and closed my curtains, just in case he was using more than just his ears to arouse himself. “You’re . . . being gross, aren’t you? I’m not talking to you while you’re doing that, Josh Colby. Or maybe ever again. Nasty.” I hung up and tossed my phone towards the end of my bed, staring at it in disgust. Boys could be so revolting.
***
Aka slipped in my window around five o’clock. Maybe I should get a ladder and make a little porch if that was the way people were going to keep coming into my room. It seemed far more unsafe to brave the architecture than it would be to just knock on the door and take the stairs. 
“You didn’t call me,” I said over my shoulder. I sat at my desk to surf the web for any news from the outside world. I was swiftly distracted by watching videos of clumsy animals and babies who had destroyed a room while their parents napped. 
“Battery died,” Aka said, taking a seat behind me on my bed. “Forgot it on the charger this morning. Just thought I’d come over.”
“How was school?”
“The same.”
“Got work tonight?”
“Nope.”
My stomach did flip-flops beneath his beautiful gaze. And since when had I noticed? I had the strangest compulsion to flee, but it was my room.
“They found Mom’s car at your work,” I said. “She vanished in the bathroom Wednesday night according to the security cameras. I don’t suppose anyone’s reported toilet goblins or anything lately?” I tried to make light of it so it didn’t feel like an interrogation. Aka always hated people asking him too many questions. Another of his weird quirks.
I turned around when he didn’t say anything, rocking in my black computer desk chair. He was giving me a very strange look. “I take it that’s a no?”
“No goblins,” he said. “At the store? She vanished at the store? I didn’t see her.”
“So you worked Wednesday?”
“Yeah, every Wednesday,” he said. “I thought you knew that.”
“I don’t keep track,” I said. “I barely keep track of myself.”
My computer beeped and an email from Erin popped up. 
“Erin wonders if I plan to deal with this shit in a curled up ball of angst all alone,” I said with a small smile. “Probably. I’m always alone.”
Aka looked like a kicked puppy. “No, you aren’t.”
“I didn’t mean it that way, Aka,” I said. “I just mean . . . I don’t like to bug other people with my crap. It’s no one’s business, anyway.”
“It’s mine,” Aka said, his tone angrier than I thought it should be. “We’re best friends. You’re supposed to burden me, then I burden you.”
“You never tell me anything,” I said, gripping the arms of my chair and swaying back and forth in a nervous need to do something with my body. “I didn’t even know your middle name ‘til a few days ago. I never know what’s going on in that head of yours. You write all the time, draw and sketch, but never share it with me. What’s that all about?”
“You,” Aka said. He got up and walked over to the window he’d left open, but did not leave. The sky darkened in the vanishing sunlight, and his pale reflection was a ghost upon my window pane. “It’s all about you.”
My question had been rhetorical so I was caught completely off guard by Aka’s admission. My mind doubled back and I tried to remember glimpses of things he’d done that I’d been allowed to see. I remembered a sketch he’d drawn the week before of a person sitting under a tree. It must have been me from that afternoon I’d argued with Rigel. Where had Aka been that he’d been able to see me there? His seventh period was on the other side of the school. 
“Why didn’t you say something?” I demanded of Aka’s profile.
“Because you didn’t see me,” Aka said with shut eyes.
I frowned at that and stood up. He wasn’t being poetic or deep. Judging by the inflection he used, he was referencing another frickin’ movie. I did it all the time in my head, but I at least made an effort to keep it out of my conversations with people. Why did half the conversations I had with Aka have to have some sort of movie or television reference? If my life movie had a soundtrack, it’d have songs ripped off from other movie soundtracks because half the conversations and emotions that surfaced from them came from someone else.
“We’re not the Na’vi, Aka,” I said. “We’re not part of the Rebel Alliance, members of Starfleet, or trying to save Middle Earth. The real world; give it a try.”
Aka turned and gave me a hateful look. “As if reality has nestled you in its bosom.”
“I’m not being a hypocrite,” I said. “I don’t enjoy reality half the time, either. I just want to have a normal conversation with you that doesn’t include dialogue someone else wrote. My previous request for complete sentences still stands.”
“Fine.” Aka rounded on me and said, “You’re blind to everything, not just me. You sit around in your self-pity parties of one and don’t take a good look at everything else you have. You think it’s you against the world, but you have Sarah and Erin who would be there for you if you just let them. You let me in a little, but not enough. I know what your mom puts you through, but you recite it like a badly written play instead of telling me anything substantial—about how you feel or any of the things that bring you pain. I’ve seen your family in action, Kathleen. I know it’s got to bother the shit out of you, but the only thing you ever complain about is your mom. Do you ever cry? I don’t think I’ve ever seen it, and after everything you’ve been through lately, it’s not good for you to just keep it all in chains against your chest. It’s weighing you down, and you’re going to drown in it someday.”
“What good would crying do me?” I shot back. “It ruins my makeup and makes my eyes burn. It doesn’t solve anything, and it definitely doesn’t make anything better. Tears won’t bring back Mom or make Ryan any less dead.”
Aka stepped away from the window and sat on the end of my bed. “You’re missing the point. Not just that, everything. You’re clever and talented and responsible. You’re not in charge of the newspaper for no reason. And you’re beautiful. You don’t see it, I know. Fucking Ryan had you brainwashed into believing otherwise. You were chubby when we were younger, but you’re not anymore. You look in the mirror and still see what you were. No, you’re not a stick figure like Sarah or an hourglass underwear model like Erin, but you’re not fat.”
“Aka, sweetie. I’m a size fourteen,” I said with a shake of my head. I appreciated what he was trying to do, but I didn’t have visual impairment when it came to reading sizes on my jeans.
“So what?” he said. “I don’t even know what that means. I just know how you look, and you’re beautiful to me. And I’m not the only one who thinks so. But my opinion is like wind in your hair for all the notice you give it.”
I put up my hands defensively. “That’s so not true. And if this is some weird argument about what Ryan tried to do—”
“No, I didn’t mean that,” Aka said. “I meant Josh.”
“He’s an emotional cripple,” I said. “He doesn’t know what he wants. I’m just chalking up his weirdness to being in a grieving period.”
“He’s been coming around since before Ryan died,” Aka said. “It’s not that.”
“How do you know that?” I said, peering at him with suspicion. “How could you possibly know about that?” 
“I saw him at school,” Aka said. “Creeping around the newspaper office all the time. I didn’t know what to think until I found him with you in your room last night.”
“It wasn’t like that,” I said. “He was having me write something for him. It’s stupid. I’m not telling you about it. It’s too embarrassing. Okay, no. You know what? Fuck it. He paid me to write a letter for Macey Trindle. Only he never gave it to her because Ryan took it and someone shoved it down his throat when they killed him. There, you know all the sordid details of my relationship with Josh. He thought I killed Ryan and had the police interrogate me. Happy now?”
“So you were so pissed at him you brought him to your room and macked on him?” Aka said angrily.
“I didn’t . . .” I began, then determined to calm myself before I said anything more. People who cared about each other should not make each other miserable. “Josh was upset about Ryan and tried to kiss me. I didn’t let him. You walked in at the worst possible moment, that’s all. I think I told you this already.”
“I’ve gotta pee,” Aka said, then walked into my bathroom.
I stood there and stared at the monochrome sugar skull poster on the back of the door. It was so random for him to do that in the middle of a conversation, much less a heated argument. Inside, I was a little excited. Aka liked me. Actually liked me, like I liked him. 
He’d been so unattainable before. At least that’s what I told myself. I adored most everything about him, but there were boundaries. I thought I couldn’t have him, so I didn’t let my thoughts linger too long on what it would be like to kiss him or hold him. So many times I stopped myself from slipping my fingers into his, to feel that connection. Now it might be okay if I did. I was almost giddy. Which would be a first for me. 
It felt good to like someone like this. Scary. But good. I didn’t have time to think about it for too long, however. Josh’s head popped through my open window and startled the crap out of me.
“Hey, Kathleen,” he said. “I wanted to say I’m sorry about earlier. I don’t want you mad at me or anything. I’m not thinking straight these days.” He didn’t bother asking if he could enter before he climbed into my room.
“Oh, my God. Can’t you two use the door?” I said, barely keeping myself from stomping a foot in a tantrum fit. “Seriously, my dad’s about the unscariest guy in the world.”
“Two?” Josh said.
I didn’t have a chance to reply before Aka came back out into my room. He took one look at Josh, then looked at me. “Right. Bye.” He stepped past Josh and headed for the window. Monosyllabic was never a good sign.
“Aka, wait,” I said, grabbing for his arm. “I didn’t ask him over. Please don’t go. He can go. He just wanted to apologize for being a skeazy self-tantalizer earlier since I hung up on him, and I was going to tell him to go away because you’re already here, and we have things we need to work out between us, and then I thought we could go get some ice cream or something. Do you want ice cream?”
I felt like doing a bit of a facepalm in frustration of my shining example of extroverted marvelousness. Aka used nothing more than his presence and his eyes, trying to let his thoughts be known to me through some sort of Jedi mind trick or something. It didn’t work. I had no idea what he was thinking.
Behind me, Josh said, “Yeah, thanks a lot.” I ignored him.
“Come over later,” Aka said. He didn’t wait for me to reply before he disappeared through the window and walked across the roof.
“I didn’t mean to interrupt anything,” Josh said. A polite person would have left. Josh took a seat in my desk chair.
“Well, you did,” I said with a flounce onto my bed. “Pretty much the most important conversation in the history of me. Look, I get that you’re a boy and are therefore prone to do things that are disgusting and rude. There’s no need to apologize. I’d really rather be alone right now, if you don’t mind.”
“I do mind,” Josh said. “That’s not an easy climb.”
“I was faking politeness,” I said. “And no one asked you to climb my house or even come over. That’s all on you. I’d rather you scampered off. You’re cutting into my brooding time.”
“Fine.” Josh popped up from my chair and shoved it too hard against my desk. “I can see you’ve got your bitch back on.”
“Indeed I do.” I gave him a bright smile lined with sarcasm.
“See you,” he said, then climbed back out my window.
“See you.” I got up and closed the window, watching him as I locked it. He took the same path Aka had. Maybe I should’ve gone downstairs to figure out how they kept doing that. My house was a security risk for burglars, clearly.



22: When Worlds Come Crashing Down
I didn’t spend a lot of time at Aka’s house. I didn’t spend a lot of time anywhere that wasn’t school or home. It was far more common for him to come to my house and hang out before Mom got home than it was for me to walk all those extra blocks to his place. Much of our friendship occurred through texting or the web since we pined for our computers if kept from them too long. He preferred internet gaming. I preferred researching on various informational websites. It would be a strength when I made it as a journalist someday.
His parents had converted their attached one-car garage into his bedroom and built a detached two-car garage in the backyard with alley access. He had his own door to come and go through, and the door into the house led straight into the kitchen through a short corridor that had a bathroom and the laundry pantry. I doubted he saw much of his parents since he had no reason to go further than the refrigerator and microwave.
His father’s old aquarium had been filled with saltwater fish until he got bored with the upkeep and stashed it in the garage. Aka kept it when the garage was remodeled and put it up on end to where it stood six feet-tall. He put a male mannequin dressed as Alex DeLarge from A Clockwork Orange inside it with some multi-color rope lights. He said Alex was his muse and preferred the ultra-colorful lights since he had to give up the ultra-violence. I’m sure Aka’s parents thought he was crazy, but I considered him pre-rich eccentric.
I knocked on the door, but Aka didn’t answer. I tried the knob and it was unlocked, so I stepped through the door. Nothing could have prepared me for what I saw.
Alex was tossed onto the floor, his plastic body in disjointed pieces that tried to escape his white clothes, and his black bowler hat lay at my feet. The aquarium was upside down on the floor atop what looked like half of a sliding glass door. Aka was draped over the top like a discarded wooden puppet, his legs and arms hanging to the floor. He was splattered with blood, and the only thing that kept me from screaming in horror was the fact he was looking at me, blinking and still alive.
“This isn’t what it looks like,” Aka said slowly, but did not attempt to lift himself up and give me some sort of proof he wasn’t seriously injured.
Then I spotted what was underneath him, trapped in the glass. Rigel lay on his side, covered in blood. His breath was labored, but when my eyes met his, he lifted a tiny paw to the glass as if begging to be let out.
“Oh, my God!” I said, running over to kneel next to the glass. I put my hand against it to shove it over, then pushed at Aka instead. “Let him out! What the hell are you doing?”
“It’s the only way to trap him,” Aka said as he held tightly to the tank. “We can’t let him out. Trust me on this.”
“Kathleen.” Rigel’s voice was ragged and I could barely hear him through the glass. “Do not trust him. Remember, I told you. Do not trust him.”
I was torn. I trusted Aka with my life, but the situation was too fantastic, and not in a good way. More in a way that really, really sucked.
“Don’t listen to him,” Aka said, pounding his fist against the glass where Rigel held his paw against it. “He’s a liar. He’s just playing games with you. Wait a minute and you’ll see. When he dies, you’ll see for yourself.”
“What? No way. That’s crazy.” I tried to push him again, but he held fast. “I’m not going to just let him die, Aka. Get the hell off.”
“He’s a demon, Kathleen,” Aka said. He reached for my hand, but I snatched it away. “If you just wait, I’ll prove it to you. He’s the one that’s been doing everything to you. I don’t know what he’s told you, but he’s a liar. You can’t trust him.”
I shook my head and pawed uselessly at the glass with my fingertips as Rigel’s eyes closed. A few seconds later, he drew his last breath. 
“Rigel!”
I threw myself at Aka, ferocious for the first time in my life. I beat at his chest and smacked at his face, but he fended me off easily and didn’t budge.
“Stop it,” he said as he pushed at my arms. “Watch. Just watch.”
Below him in the tank, the sight of Rigel’s body became obscured by thick smoke. I pulled back onto my knees to gaze in as the smoke solidified into something person-shaped. The shape became a young man with pale skin, long white hair, silver eyes, and the most perfect features I’d ever seen. He was, for lack of a better word, beautiful. He was clad in a long white robe, like an angel made flesh before my eyes.
“Rigel?” I said, my eyes wide and disbelieving.
He nodded and put his hand against the glass.
“Don’t believe it, Kathleen,” Aka said. “It’s a trick. He’s a liar. His name’s not even Rigel.”
“I am not lying,” Rigel said. “He is. He is the one that did everything. I swear to you.”
“Did what?” I said. I honestly had no idea. The only one who did anything to me was Ryan.
“What is my name, Aka?” Rigel said. 
I was irrationally annoyed it was not an answer to my question. I didn’t see what his name had to do with anything. He could have been Rubber Ducky for all I cared.
Aka frowned. “He said it’s Gabriel, but don’t believe that, either. Nothing he says is true. He’s been lying to both of us.”
“Look, I don’t understand what the hell is going on,” I said at last, getting to my feet. “Why is he in the tank, and how come you know who he is?”
“He’s been coming around for about a week,” Aka said. “He said he was going to help me.”
“He had Ryan attack you,” Rigel said. His expression was so serene and his voice so calm. It was entirely different from conversing with him when he was a skunk. He spoke as if he was patiently giving me information, not like he was throwing wild accusations. It gave me pause.
“How do you mean?” I said.
“Don’t listen to him,” Aka said and pounded on the glass with his fist. “It’s not like that.”
“It’s not like what?” I said. My trust in Aka faltered further. He didn’t say it wasn’t true. He said it was something different. “Were you involved in that, Aka? Were you in any way a part of what Ryan did to me?”
“Sort of,” Aka said, but then shook his head. “But not really. I didn’t know it was going to be like that. Honestly, I didn’t.”
I stared at him in disbelief. What the fuck? Did I even know him at all? Aka, my best friend in the whole world had played a part in the assault against me. It was too much to take.
“He killed Ryan,” Rigel said. “He killed your mother.”
“What?” Aka said, then shook his head vehemently. “No, I didn’t. I didn’t have anything to do with wherever your mom is.”
I looked between Aka and Rigel. I didn’t know who to believe. I had always believed my friend to be everything that was noble and worthy, the supporting pillar of my world. But that conviction evaporated like water droplets upon a hot skillet when I realized Aka hadn’t denied killing Ryan. He only denied killing my mom. I had fooled myself. My comfort with Aka was an illusion, the friendship I thought we had nothing but a mirage. His words were but an epitaph of our dead friendship. My trust shifted to Rigel. Or Gabriel. I didn’t care at the moment what his name really was.
“Think about it, Kathleen,” Rigel said. “Where was she last seen? He said he had not seen her, but she was there with him. There at his job.”
That was all it took. I snapped. I threw myself at Aka again, pushing at the glass with my legs as hard as I could to try to topple it. I must have lifted it enough as I struggled with Aka because Rigel reverted to smoke and spooled out onto the floor before forming into a person again.
“Oh, shit,” Aka said. He fell backwards over the tank and crawled backwards away from us. “What’d you do, Kathleen?”
“The right thing,” Rigel said before I could reply. He waved his hand and Aka crumpled flat against the floor.
I rushed over to him, afraid he was dead, but he was still breathing. As sick as he made me feel inside, I didn’t wish him to die. My anger ebbed to a numb state of uncertainty. I brushed his dark hair back from his face, then rose to my feet. I needed an explanation.
“I don’t understand,” I said. “What the hell is going on?”
“Hell,” Rigel said. “That is precisely what is going on. Or one of them, anyway.”
Before I could ask what that latest cryptic remark was about, Rigel wrapped his arms around me, but I felt nothing. His body again turned to smoke, and Aka’s bedroom vanished. For a couple seconds, there was a great nothing; no sound, no light, no senses at all, as if my body ceased to exist.
The next moment I stood alone in a dark room. My first breath pulled a foul odor into my mouth and I almost choked. There was a tiny window high in one wall, and the haze of a streetlamp formed a small box of light on the floor. Something hummed softly in the darkness beyond the meager vapor where illuminated dust particles danced. 
Smoke roiled in the light until it became Rigel, once more in his human shape. He was so magnificent in the soft light, I couldn’t stop looking at him.
“Where are we?” I said.
“Someplace you need to be.”
The stench of the place almost overpowered me. I gagged a little and covered my mouth and nose. “What the fuck is that smell?”
“Your mother,” he said. “Or what is left of her, at any rate.”
***
I looked around, confused. The room looked more like a cellar, and it was so dark I could not see three of the walls. Then Rigel’s words sank in and the truth hit me like an anvil, almost stealing the air from my lungs. It couldn’t be. I let out the breath I held, though so slowly I shuddered at the strain my chest suffered from trying to hold it in.
“Where is she?” I said.
Rigel held up his hand and warm light bathed the room. In the farthest corner of the room sat my mother’s corpse. Hundreds of flies took turns scavenging her. She was covered in blood and bloated. Once-blonde hair looked wet and was matted like anorexic worms that refused to eat her bruised flesh. Her open eyes stared into Hell. There was no way she’d gone anywhere else.
She waited for me there and would punish me for all eternity for this. This was my fault. Something I’d done or said brought her to this. I’d complained too much to the wrong person, trusted them with my secrets. This wouldn’t have happened if I’d just kept my mouth shut, therefore I was just as guilty. My purgatory was to be whatever days or years I had left in this world. There would be no pearly gates for me. St. Peter would roll his eyes and give me the silent treatment if I dared show my face within a hundred feet of Heaven.
The only way to avoid it was to live forever. There had to be a way, and I decided Rigel had to know what it was. He was magic, damn it. What got to live forever?
“Are there really vampires?” I said. My eyes did not leave my mother’s corpse. Her fingernails were still perfectly manicured. That was kind of odd.
“What?” Rigel’s voice echoed behind me in the small chamber. “That is your reaction? I have handed you peace and freedom and your response is to ask about vampires?”
I hated it when people couldn’t follow my train of thought. If I had spoken to myself aloud, it might have helped. Maybe that was what crazy people were really doing; giving others an easy view of their cerebral locomotive. They got tired of the eyebrow tango of confusion other people suffered from trying to keep up.
“Never mind,” I said without glancing back over my shoulder. My eyes had trouble diverting themselves from my mother, though there were several small dark piles of something in her vicinity that piqued my curiosity. “What are those?”
“Eggplants, of course,” Rigel said. “I thought it was fitting.”
They were smashed and barely recognizable, scattered around Mom’s corpse. Flies feasted in small swarms upon each rotting mound.
“So it was you?” I said. I had been in so much shock, I failed to comprehend why we were there. I was under the assumption Rigel simply knew where Mom was. But then the truth hit me like a brick to the face. I turned to look at him. “You said . . . Aka.”
“I lied.” He looked quite pleased with himself about it, too.
“And Ryan?”
“Oh, yes.”
“Which part?”
“All of it.”
I shook my head. I couldn’t believe I’d fallen for the little bastard’s game. Aka warned me, but Rigel managed to sucker me into believing him over my best friend. It just proved all people were capable of great treachery no matter their size.
“How?” I stepped away from him, but had nowhere to go. “How did you get Aka to think it was his fault?”
“He wanted you to form a romantic attachment to him,” Rigel said. “So I suggested he rescue you since young ladies like that manner of heroic behavior. I refrained from telling him what I planned to do, however.” He crossed his arms lazily and gave me a wry smile. “He was seriously displeased with me after that.”
I wanted to claw out Rigel’s eyes to stop him from smirking at me.
“But how did you get Ryan to do that?”
“I put his mind on vacation while I did the steering,” Rigel said. “I had to kill him afterwards, of course. I could not have him yammer on about suffering a possession. It would raise eyebrows in certain circles, you see.”
“So that was you?” My stomach lurched at the memory of hot breath on my neck and carnal hands against my flesh. I closed my eyes and took another step away. “You did that to me? You . . . touched me like that?”
“I had to hurt you to save you. Besides, I could not help myself,” Rigel said with a wicked grin. “It had been too long since I held a woman.”
“Well, no wonder, you freak!” God, I was so angry, but also afraid. I didn’t know what he was. Aka said a demon, but I didn’t know why he thought that. He could have been wrong. I only knew Rigel was more than he seemed. He was dangerous and arrogant, two things I did not admire in anyone, and they were a lethal combination. Clearly, since two people were dead.
The smell was too much. I walked across the room as far as I could to get away from my mother’s body. It didn’t help. I wanted to go home. I wanted to be Dorothy and wake up to find this had all been some whacked-out nightmare. Why didn’t I cry? Aka was right—I didn’t even know how to anymore. I hated myself a little for that. It made me less human somehow.
“But why me?” I said. “Of all the people in the world, why me?”
“You can blame that on Ryan and Josh, if you like,” Rigel said with a shrug. “They summoned me. They did not realize it. Well, Ryan did in the end because I told him. I do not know how they did it or why, but I do know who. They did a very poor job of it, though. As you see, I am not whole. I am not half as powerful as I should be. I had to bind myself to that ridiculous creature, the first one I came upon, to remain here.”
“That doesn’t explain the “me” part,” I said. If anything, it suggested he should have been harassing them every day instead of me.
“Well, I lingered around them and listened,” Rigel said. “And Ryan disliked you very much. You piqued my interest, and Aka was your friend. I thought I would have a merry game with the both of you. It is my nature. I will not apologize. I am sure you understand. A creature can only do what is in their nature to do. But I grew fond of you. I did not expect that. I wanted to keep you, so I found a way.”
“Keep me?” I didn’t like the sound of that. “What for? I’m not a pet. No one gets to ‘keep’ me.”
Rigel smiled again. I hated his smile. It was not half so beautiful as it had been before. Though his appearance was striking, it was deceptive in its radiance and innocence. I suspected his true form was very different than he appeared.
“Can you not see how powerful you are?” he said. “Your mother, those ingrates in your school, your father . . . you take it all in and remain confident and strong.”
“That’s called self-preservation, not strength,” I said.
“No, you are my match,” Rigel said. “You are dark in countenance and soul. We are kindred, do you not see it? I love you.”
It was too preposterous to be amused. If anyone else had said that, I would have laughed in their face. “The hell you do.”
“I have proven my love for you, Kathleen.”
“What?” I said. “How have you proven anything to me, other than being a total psycho?”
“I need you,” Rigel said. “I took away those things that caused you the most pain. Need and sacrifice, yes. Those are the same as love.” His wide, silver eyes searched mine, and his mouth softened into a pout as if wounded. I did not believe it in the slightest. “I have freed you.”
“Freed me?” By my count, he had trapped me in a cellar with Mom’s dead body. I didn’t feel the slightest bit free. “I’m probably going to prison. Who else can they blame for all this? What’s my defense? My alibi? Oh, yeah. I was kickin’ it with my magic skunk. Airtight, that.”
“You are being childish,” he said. “I can make all of it go away. I can give you anything you want. I can be any person you want. All you have to do is say yes.”
“Well, that won’t happen,” I said. “I don’t want to have anything to do with you.”
“What if I was Aka?” he said. Before I could reply, his form altered to be my best friend. Aka’s dark hair obscured one of his eyes. Rigel tucked it behind his ear with slender fingers in a way Aka never would. “Would you want me then?”
“You’re not Aka,” I said. “Looking like him does not make you him. Besides, you’re nothing but smoke, loser.”
“You misunderstand,” he said. “I can return right now and become Aka, as I became that skunk. All I need to do is push his body close enough to death.”
There was a clench in my chest, a sudden constricting of my heart at the thought of losing Aka. It terrified me and infuriated me at the same time.
“Don’t you dare,” I said. I stepped towards him and wanted to hit him, but I could do nothing. “I’ll kill you if you do.”
“No, you would kill Aka,” he said. “I will remain. But I cannot linger in this world unless I am whole. My time is running out. If you do not agree to bind yourself to me in whatever form you choose, I will kill him. I do not want to go back to the hell I came from, and you do not want to lose your friend.”
 “The one you came from?” I said. “There’s more than one?”
“I do not have time to instruct you on the realities of your world and all others,” Rigel said. “But I will say humans have yet to find the truth. I am not a demon. I am something more.”
He was right about one thing—I didn’t care about the divine or the afterlife or my immortal soul in that moment. I’d always had a hard time believing what most believed, so I didn’t feel compelled to defend anyone’s faith. I only wanted Rigel to go away and for my friend to be safe.
“But if you become Aka, he will die anyway,” I said. “You have a serious flaw in your bargain, Rigel. If that’s even your name.”
“My name is unimportant,” he said with a dismissive wave. He looked bored, and it only pissed me off more. “And if Aka is not the form you wish me to have, choose another and he will live.”
“Why do I have to agree to anything?” I shook my head. It was so unfair. I refused to choose the next person he would kill. “What do you care what I think? You’ll just do whatever the hell you want, just like you always have.”
“Trust me, I have not been able to do what I wish,” Rigel said darkly. I really hated that he looked like Aka. “I am bound by laws. All creatures are. Sacrifices are to be made, and I made two. A virgin is needed, which is you. And you have to choose me.”
“Oh, my God. That is so clichÉ,” I said. “Virgins and sacrifices? What’s the deal with that? Why does everyone who turns to the Dark Side think they need to start killing people and punish a girl for never spreading her legs?”
“Blood, Kathleen. Great magic requires blood,” Rigel said. “Whomever you choose, they will be the third sacrifice.” 



23: A Choice of Evils
To draw breath became difficult, and I could already feel the pressure against my chest, the heavy weight of the years to come. I couldn’t live with the guilt of losing Aka, but I also couldn’t live with the guilt of being responsible for someone else’s death. Although I did not do it, I knew I was to blame for Mom and Ryan. I didn’t ask for it or want it, but Rigel had killed them in my name. I could barely wrap my mind around the thought of it.
And in the epicenter of my fractured heart was the fear I’d already lost Aka. I’d believed Rigel over him, and I was sure he’d never forgive me.
“Can we go back to Aka’s now?” I said at last. “I want to see him before I make up my mind and make sure he’s okay. And change back. I hate looking at you when you look like him.”
“As you wish,” Rigel said. 
His smoke roiled and shimmered, then he looked like the beautiful young man again. He held out his arms and I stepped into them. We disappeared into the hollowness without echoes, then we were back in Aka’s room. He was still unconscious on the floor.
I ran to him and patted lightly at his face to try to wake him up. He stirred, and opened bleary eyes at me. I saw accusation in his gaze and guilt stung me anew. When he smiled, I couldn’t help but smile back with relief that I was wrong.
“Death never tasted so good,” he said. “Except that time with honey.”
A nervous chuckle escaped me. “You’re either high or concussed.”
“Your word-sword impales my entropy,” Aka said. His eyes were too unfocused for my liking, but at least he was alive. His hand lifted towards my face, but paused and dropped to the floor. “You know what I miss? Sporks.”
“This is a person you would wish to save?” Rigel said behind me.
“He’s usually more coherent,” I said. I didn’t lift my eyes to look at him since I’d much rather look at Aka. Everything from his unsteady voice to the less than fluid motion of his normally graceful body sent winter through my veins. The room could have been crawling with vipers. It could have housed a pack of werewolves. There could have been a myriad of other dangerous things lurking in the shadows or blatantly howling and thrashing at us in his ruined room, but nothing could have scared me more than the hollow look in Aka’s eyes.
“I fell to the clouds with dirt in my eyes,” Aka said. He lifted himself up onto his elbows. “I passed through their liquid silver linings. Love so absolute, yet empty was my accomplice.”
“Aka, I think you should stop trying to think,” I said. “You really suck at it at the moment. Do you feel okay otherwise? Headache, broken bones, anything?”
He looked past me to fix his gaze on Rigel. “You’re as poisoned in mind as your acid stained words. Your lies were but footsteps on my crown.”
I shook my head and tried to push him to lie back down. “What are you trying to do, poetry him to death?” Normally, I would have loved to hear him speak more since he had a bad habit of using sentence fragments. But a delirious Aka was both frightening and kind of pathetic. I wanted to apologize, but I couldn’t find the words for how badly everything had gone wrong.
“I’m addicted to your wry smile and gentle fingers that tug my hair,” Aka said with a strange smile, then his brows knit together, suddenly somber. “I am afraid I am all I have to offer you.”
“Which is more than enough,” I said. “Now lay down.”
 He let his body fall flat on the floor again. It was a relief to have him settled again. When he closed his eyes, I turned on Rigel.
“What did you do to him?” I stood and softened my voice. “He’s talking like a lunatic.”
“It is not serious. It will pass,” Rigel said. “He will rouse when I wish him to. We have more important matters to discuss, do you not agree?”
“There’s nothing more important than Aka.” I was surprised by how quickly that came out of my mouth. A wide grin appeared on Rigel’s face, which only incensed me more.
“You know you can never have him, yes?” Rigel said.
“What do you mean?” I hadn’t given much thought to it in quite those words. Aka was my best friend, and we were never anything more. Earlier it had been enough for me to learn he liked me as well. Now it scared me to be so close to having what I wanted so badly and have Rigel threaten to take it away.
“If you choose him as my vessel, he will cease to be,” Rigel said. “But if you choose someone else, you will belong to me and never see him again.”
“But he will live,” I said. “That’s enough for me.”
“Very well,” Rigel said. “So who shall die?”
“I don’t know!” I threw one of Aka’s shoes at Rigel, perhaps out of habit. For someone so averse to violence, I was too fond of the occasional shoe-chuck. It passed through him to thud against Alex’s bowler hat near the door. “You’re asking a hell of a lot from me, you know? I don’t want anyone to die. I just want you to go away. I could never love you, don’t you get it? No matter what you give me or what you look like, you’re just an evil bastard that sickens me.”
“I do not believe that,” Rigel said. “You found my form quite pleasing not ten minutes ago. I doubt that has changed.”
“Seriously?” I said. “How crazy are you? You’ve murdered my mother and Ryan. That changes absolutely any ideas I had about you. I trusted you, confided in you, and let you into my home. You’re just a sick fuck wearing an angel’s face.”
It gave me a great deal of pleasure to see his face twist into something resembling anger. “An angel?” he spat. “Loathsome, self-righteous creatures. A pox upon them all. Again you speak of things you do not understand. You would not say such things if you did. Harps and wings and joyful songs; rubbish, the lot of it. How small the world is which you humans create. I could show you things you have never imagined, things which would make you question everything you have ever been told.”
“Yeah?” I said. “Well, I already do that. The only question I have left is why the hell you won’t go away. I don’t need any great mysteries of the universe resolved. I just need you to go ‘poof’ and never come back.”
“I grow weary of your insolence,” Rigel said. His scowl deepened and he pointed at Aka. “Do not tempt me to remove his spark for the mere pleasure it would give me.”
So, Plan A didn’t work. I thought I might piss him off enough, or reject him hard enough that he would leave, realizing I was a foul-tempered, willful bitch.
“Then you’d remove one of my choices,” I said.
“There are billions of others to choose from,” Rigel said. “I require only one. I like my odds.”
“I won’t choose anyone at all if you hurt him,” I said. “You do that, and you’ll just disappear, like you said.”
“No, I said I will go back where I came from if I do not have permission from you to inhabit a vessel,” Rigel said. “But do not think for one moment I will not make everyone you love suffer endless torment until that hour arrives.”
“And it can be anyone?”
“Anyone you choose.”
“And there’s some kind of laws you have to follow?” I said. 
“Yes, I am bound by the choice of the virgin I have chosen,” Rigel said. “I have to obey or I must return to my home. If I do not obey, there are consequences your small mind could never fathom. You have my word I will adhere to those laws.”
“Then I choose me,” I said. It seemed reasonable enough. I couldn’t live with myself if I ordered yet a third murder in my name, so I might as well not live at all. I refused to risk Aka’s life in case Rigel wasn’t being honest with me. He’d proven himself deceitful enough.
“You cannot,” Rigel said. “You are the one who chooses, and you cannot choose yourself.”
“Where is that written?” I said. It was meant to be rhetorical at first, but then I actually wanted to see it in black and white. “I mean, how do I know that? You said I have to choose a person, and I’m a person, so I choose me. You can infest me or mind-meld or whatever it is you do. I’m serious, come on. You said you have to obey.”
“Yes, well what I meant . . .” Rigel began, but was interrupted by the appearance of a billowing cloud of smoke that formed into another rather gorgeous young man who might have been his twin.
“Now you are cheating,” the newcomer said with an amused smile. “It is most uncivilized.”
Rigel smiled back at him. “Come now, Xolyn. I was merely verifying she meant what she said.”
“She said it twice, old man,” Xolyn said. “You know what that means.”
Rigel’s eyes returned to me, then he shrugged. “Very well. Here.” It seemed from thin air that Rigel pulled a bag of something, then he handed it to Xolyn.
“What is that?” I asked. It didn’t look magical at all. It looked like a plastic bag with writing and a bright logo or two.
Xolyn gave me a bright smile. “Beef jerky.”
It took me a moment to comprehend the words, and my gaze returned to the bag to confirm what I suspected he said. I was at a loss. Rigel stood before me and demanded the life of someone, forcing me to make the most difficult decision I’d ever made in my life, and now there was beef jerky?
I looked at Rigel. “Okay . . . why?”
“Those were the terms of the wager,” Rigel said. “He said you had a martyr’s heart, yet I believed you would never sacrifice yourself for a stranger. I was mistaken, therefore he is rewarded for his discernment.”
“You bet on me?” I said. I’m sure I looked like I was about to spontaneously combust. What was it about me that compelled people to place bets on what I would do? Sure, I’d made an odd comment once in a while and predicted one thing or another about someone, just about everyone did. But I didn’t whip out my wallet and lay money down. 
Or dead animal pieces. 
“This was all about a fucking bag of beef jerky?” I screamed my question, and came close to stomping my foot in protest.
“Teriyaki flavor,” Rigel said. “Xolyn was quite specific.”
His friend’s grin was broad. “Indeed, I was. Eleven ounces, teriyaki flavor.”
“And you?” I turned on Rigel. “What did you wager?”
“I expected to receive a snow globe of London. Well, Big Ben to be exact,” Rigel said. “Alas, I was arrogant in my assumption of victory.”
“A snow globe?” 
“London is quite beautiful in the snow,” Rigel said.
“A fucking snow
globe?”
“They are rather whimsical,” Xolyn said. His smile was really starting to irritate me.
“You killed people over a bag of jerky and a stupid souvenir?” I said. It was ludicrous. No, there was no word for it. Even “preposterous” didn’t cover it. They played with my life as if it were a game and killed my mother and Ryan just to win things I would have bought them myself just to make it all stop. 
“I may have been a little overzealous,” said the architect of my breakdown.
Xolyn nodded and gave me a playful wink. “He does so hate to lose.”
Though I was furious as I’ve ever been, I was also powerless. They were two beings of incredible abilities and I was just some girl. My greatest powers were of observation and mockery. They were twisted, evil sociopaths, but they could probably squash me with their minds if they wanted to.
“Well, you did lose,” I said to Rigel. “So what now? Are you at least able to fix what you did?”
“Fix?” Rigel said. He glanced at Xolyn, then gave me a very perplexed look. “Fix what?”
“My mom, shit,” I said. “And Ryan. Can you make it go back like it was?”
“Kathleen, dearest,” Rigel said with a simpering smile. “We both know you would never want things to go back the way they were.”
He had a point.
“You know what I mean,” I said. “Can you bring them back from the grave or whatever? Make it like they didn’t die?”
“I am afraid not,” Xolyn said. “That sort of thing is beyond our repertoire.”
“So you’re just going to leave and that’s it?” I said.
They shared a look and Xolyn shrugged at Rigel.
“That was our intent,” Rigel said. “You seemed quite sincere in your wish for me to leave.”
“That ain’t no lie,” I grumbled to myself. “So, all that crap about sacrifices and virgins wasn’t real? You were just fucking with me that whole time?”
“I can say with deepest sincerity I would rather drink crushed glass than bind myself to you,” Rigel said. “And I mean that in the kindest way possible.”
Before I could retort with my own insult, they both vanished like the great illusionists they were. I startled when Aka suddenly sprang to life like a marionette pulled up from the floor by its strings.
“Where is he?” Aka said, breathless. “What happened?”
“You composed some really bad poetry, and he left,” I said. “In that order.”
Aka looked around the room, then back at me. His eyes narrowed.
“There was some other stuff in between,” I said. “I don’t think he left because of you.”
“Stuff like?” Aka said.
“You know what? I don’t even know where to begin.”
With a wrenching sob that burst from somewhere deep within me, I lunged forward and wrapped both of my arms around him, burying my wet face in Aka’s neck. His slender arms wrapped around me and held me tight. 
If he’d asked me in that very moment what had brought me to tears, I wouldn’t have been able to give a coherent answer. It was not a specific thought or worry. It was not a specific guilt or a sense of remorse. Hell, it wasn't even that I missed, loved, grieved, or regretted. A terrible pressure like a vise beneath my sternum bore down on my heart and forced my pain out through my eyes. Yes, that was almost precisely what it felt like, as if I were a dishrag that was being wrung until all of the moisture was drawn from my body.
My fingers curled into Aka’s clothing at his back. I clutched for handfuls of anything tangible that might be salve for my pain. There was a small voice in the back of my head begging me to not do it. I told it to go fuck itself.
***
I didn’t know how to pick up the pieces of my life. I knew who killed Ryan, but I couldn’t say anything about it to anyone but Aka. I knew my mother was dead, but I didn’t know where her body was. Rigel had taken me to a cellar that could have been anyone’s. Mom might never be found. Dad still hung onto the expectation she would turn up. I avoided his eyes for a long time. It was too hard to see that spark of hope.
The police either gave up trying to pin anything on me or found another suspect. I didn’t hear from them again in regards to Ryan. I went with Dad sometimes when he went to the station to ask if there were any new developments with Mom. He asked me to, and I didn’t have the heart to refuse him.
Things with Aka were a little strange. We were still best friends. He forgave me, and I forgave him. We knew we were just pawns in some game, and, being human, we made mistakes. I helped him put Alex back together, and he held my hand to give me strength when the kids at school were too cruel. I was never arrested, but my peers had tried me and found me guilty of murder in the court of high school. Josh intervened on occasion.
Rigel said so many things, and I didn’t know if any of it was true. He’d said Josh and Ryan summoned him, but I came to doubt it. There wasn’t a reasonable way to ask Josh about it, anyway. I didn’t know how Rigel found me, or if anything he said about being a skunk were true. It might have just been part of the game, some theatrics worthy of an Academy Award.
It had been two weeks and there’d been no sign of him. I’d been so anxious he would turn up again, just to irritate me some more if nothing else. I locked my window, and never opened it. It was a useless act. Rigel could do anything he pleased. 
Aka sat with me on my front porch steps. That Monday was a teacher’s meeting day which meant a three day weekend for us kids. We spoke little as we watched cars drive by, but it was not an uncomfortable silence. I knew how he felt about me, and I planned to tell him soon what was in my own heart. The time hadn’t seemed right yet. I was choosing my moment.
I doubted I really needed to. Sometimes words were overrated. 
We both watched a delivery truck slow to a stop in front of my house. A man hopped out, dressed in the usual uniform. He walked with a hunch, and I wondered if that was what years of manual labor would do to my own back if the journalism thing didn’t pan out.
“Package for Kathleen Hayson.” He spoke like he was actively sticking his own shit in his mouth. I only knew what he said from experience and deduction.
“Yeah, that’s me,” I said. He handed me the package, and I didn’t start to open it until he was climbing back into the truck.
“Pronunciation challenged,” Aka said.
“To say the least,” I said. “About as useful as a wickless candle.”
“He the usual guy?”
“I have the ass of an elephant, not the memory of one.”
It felt good to be our catty selves again. It was familiar and normal. If Aka and I ever exalted what we had into something more intimate, I was sure it would be free of saccharine sentiments and overt displays of affection. That sort of thing would make me uncomfortable.
When I peeled back the top of the box, I had to dig through some bubble wrap and packing paper. Finally, my hand found the prize within, and I pulled it out with a smile of anticipation that swiftly morphed into shock.
“An eggplant?” Aka said.
I nodded mutely. There was a string tied around the stem, and within the loop was my mother’s wedding ring set.
“It’s from him?” Aka said. I’d told him about my mother’s body as well as why Rigel felt it was an appropriate pelting weapon, so my friend knew the significance of the dark purple vegetable in my hand. He didn’t wait for an answer before he plucked something else from the box and handed it to me. It was an envelope.
There was no name addressed on the outside, and I didn’t want to know what I would find on the inside. 
“Staring at it won’t solve the mystery,” Aka said.
I nodded again. Nervous fingers tore apart the seal. It was a standard sized piece of paper folded twice, and centered where the folds met were four words, one in each quarter.
Miss
me?
Miss
you.
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Chapter 1
Starting Over
Two months, four days and twelve hours ago, my life was perfect, whole. But now? Now it’s shattered and missing some important pieces.
These are the thoughts running through my mind as I stare at my alarm clock. I’m awake ten minutes before it’s set to go off. It was set for two hours before school starts anyway. My new school.
It’s April, and my brother and I had to move to Lupiterra to live with our uncle. Nine weeks away from the end of the year. But this isn’t just any school, though. This is Lupiterra High School, our old school’s rival.
At our old school, Penn Wood, I was on the volleyball team and my brother was on the football team.
We used to be the Warriors.
Now we’ll be the Trojans.
At Penn Wood, Lupiterra is known as Birth Control High or Condomville.
I roll my eyes as I get out of bed.
A rhythmic tapping on my door lets me know my uncle is done in the shower, and if I want to beat my brother, I should probably hustle.
I grab undies and a bra from my dresser drawer before reaching in my closet for my sister’s favorite band tee and some skinny jeans. Then I run to the bathroom.
After blow drying my hair, I check over my appearance in the mirror and tuck the front of my shirt into my jeans. Checking my hair once more, I run my fingers through and pull it up. “Looks like a damn blonde rat’s nest,” I growl and leave it down.
As I look over my face, I sigh at the bags under my eyes. Grabbing my foundation, I apply enough to hide the bags then put the rest of my make-up away and leave the bathroom.
“Mornin’,” my brother Henry mumbles as he sneaks past me to get in the bathroom.
I go back into my room and grab my schoolbag, iPod and phone. Before leaving my room again, I pause at last year’s family photo on my desk.
My family was whole then.
The doorbell pulls me from my thoughts, and I glance at the clock. That would be my cousin Alex’s nanny, Miss Jaynie.
I run down the steps to let her in. She’s in her forties, has the most amazing southern twang, and makes the best chocolate chip cookies I’ve ever had.
I smile as I open the door.
“Mornin’, Sugar!” she grins and kisses my cheek.
“Good morning,” I smile and follow her into the kitchen.
The smell of coffee brewing makes my mouth water and Leland, my NHL superstar uncle, hands me my favorite cup. I grin at him.
Leland had this girlfriend almost two years ago, “Psycho Sammy.” She hated my mom, and no one knew why. She ended up telling Leland that he and his sister were “freaks of nature” and siblings shouldn’t be that close, twins or not. After she left my uncle, we thought we’d never see her again. Turns out, Leland got her pregnant. After she had Alex, she dropped him off, and we haven’t seen her since. Leland said he saw her a few times for legal things, but she never once asked about her child.
“Are you excited for today?” Miss Jaynie asks. I snort.
“She and Henry have some not-so-nice things to say about this school,” Leland says, shooting me a look.
“Yea, well . . . ” I shrug.
Miss Jaynie laughs, but doesn’t say a word.
Henry comes running into the kitchen and grabs an apple.
“You ready?”
“I guess,” I shrug and we say our goodbyes.
“I’m sure you’ll have a great day!” Miss Jaynie winks. I smile and close the front door.
We walk to Henry’s Dodge Charger in silence but as soon as we get in, he starts talking.
“Jazzy, if today sucks, well we know it will. But if it’s too much for you, find me and we’ll leave,” he says.
“I know. I love you, too.” I grin, and he laughs as he backs out of the drive. Only Prettier by Miranda Lambert comes on the radio and reminds me of “Psycho Sammy.” She used to say Miranda Lambert was her soul sister. “Hey, bud?”
“Hmmm?”
“Do you think we’re weird?” I ask, fiddling with a loose string on the strap of my bag.
“Well, I’m not sure what you mean, but you know you’re strange and you know I’m awesome. Does that help?”
“That doesn’t really help at all,” I deadpan.
“Fine, what do you mean then?” He gives me a sideways glance and raises a brow.
“Well, you remember Psycho Sammy? She said Mom and Leland were weird and . . . ”
He interrupts me. “We are not discussing that crazy lady again. Why are you thinking about her anyway?”
I suddenly feel stupid for even thinking about it and bringing it up. I never thought we were weird, but we’re going to Lupiterra now, where no one knows the real us. They only know the Williams’ on the field and on the court.
“I was just thinking, you and I are a lot like Mom and Leland, even if we’re not twins like them,” I rush to explain. “We’re always together, run with the same circle of friends. You know when I’m about to freak and I know you. We have the same relationship Mom and Leland do. You know - the ‘ungenetic twin’ thing. Is it weird that we’re like this?” I held my breath, waiting for his answer as he drives.
He finally speaks after what felt like hours.
“Sophie always said we were freaks. She couldn’t figure out why we finished each other’s sentences and never really fought. Well, nowhere near as bad as you and her, or me and her.” I nod slightly, remembering how our sister used to tease us. Remembering her.
‘Please Sophie, make it. You’re strong, just hang on. They’ve got you now.’ Memories from that night begin to swim in my mind, as if it were happening all over again.
I pinch my leg to clear my head and refocus on Henry.
“I don’t know why we are the way we are, but I don’t want to change it.” He smiles at me quickly. “I think that if Mom and Dad wouldn’t have adopted me, I would’ve found you somehow, a hockey game, maybe.” He grins. “But you’d still be my best friend.” He shrugs. “When we find the person we fall in love with, they aren’t gonna act like Sammy. They’ll be more like Dad, and be okay with it. Accept the fact that we’re siblings, and we’re very close, ‘freaky close’ even. But no, I don’t think we are weird. This is our normal. Who cares what anyone else thinks?” He shoves my arm with his elbow and grins.
I shake away memories of Dad putting his hands on our shoulders to keep us in our seats at our uncle’s hockey games. We’d be so into the game that we would argue with the refs and other players.
I can’t think about them right now.
“You know what, Stud?” I hold in my laughter from using the nickname. “For a teenage boy, you are rather wise, sometimes.” I smile and wink. “You can also be kind of girly.”
“Shut up, Beautiful.” He laughs.
A little more than two years ago, Henry and I were fighting over something. We were being incredibly mean and calling each other nasty names. Mom got wind of it and told us to compliment each other. Then we had to hug it out on the couch for half an hour as punishment.
We just stared at each other for a long time. I couldn’t think of anything nice, since I was still mad at him. He finally said, “You’re a beautiful sister.” Not to be outdone, I responded with, “You’re a studly brother.” Mom laughed first, and Henry and I joined her almost immediately. Since then, I am Beautiful and he is Stud.
He drives through the student lot and finds an empty spot.
Great. We are now on birth control premises.
After checking in at the main office, Henry and I part ways.
The halls are plastered with pep-squad paraphernalia, posters reading “We Are The Trojans!”, “Mighty, Mighty Trojans!” and the like. I would love to stop by the drugstore, spend a good chunk of change on that brand of birth control, and glue them to the posters. But I won’t mess up my education and get into trouble for a stupid prank.
Besides, what’s high school without ‘peppy’ posters and school spirit?
With a sigh, I walk into my first class of the day.
First and second hour are fairly boring, and I get loaded with work because my old school and this school don’t follow the same curriculum. My favorite class is up next: Acrylics. I talk to the teacher, Mr. Becker, first and he says that everyone is finishing up the last project but I can get started on the next one.
My seat is between a jock type guy and a goth girl. I glance at what they’re working on as I set up my canvas. The girl is painting a rose bush, and the guy is painting something that looks diseased.
The next assignment is landscape. I tap my pencil to my chin. I could do a beach, a forest . . .  I’ll do the lake behind my uncle’s! It’s beautiful back there, and I can do it from memory.
Class is about halfway over when I hear the girl say, “Hey, that’s the back of my house, but the roof has more of a slope to the right from that angle.” I still my hand and look at what I’ve drawn so far. Trees on the other side of the lake and the backs of four houses were on the canvas. She’s right. The third house to the left, the roof needs adjusting.
“Hi, my name is Delilah, but don’t call me that. I’m not a valley girl. Call me Skeeter.” She smiles. “You’re the new girl, Jasmine, right?”
“It’s Jaz. Nice to meet you.” I smile at her and I go back to working on my sketch. Maybe I came off as rude because she makes an annoyed noise. Jock Boy starts chuckling.
“Don’t let Skeeter get to ya, Jaz. She doesn’t understand people when they’re in a creative zone,” he says when I glance his way.
Okay then. Jock-boy looks like he forgot his ‘creative zone’ at home, but who am I to judge?
“At least I have a creative bone in my body, to get it into a zone, Derik. Your lilies look like they have the flu,” Skeeter says. This actually makes me laugh, outside of my head. I think Skeeter and I will be great friends.
The silence in the room ceases to exist when Jock Boy, aka Derik, says, “Do you know that from how you’re drawing that, it looks like you’re looking from Leland Jefferies’ backyard?”
I inwardly groan. Why didn’t I just do a beach or a river? I should’ve known someone would recognize this. Skeeter figured it out earlier, too.
“Do you know who Leland Jefferies is?” One of Derik’s friends yell from across the room.
“He plays for the NHL! Oh, that’s hockey, sweetheart.” Derik explains.
I roll my eyes. What an idiot!
I put my canvas and pencil away. Having heard Derik, several of his friends come over and start talking to him about my uncle and his stats. Apparently, they know he has a twin sister and say she’s a “hottie”. But thank goodness they don’t remember his nieces and nephew.
“So, how did you get to see where Leland Jefferies lives if you’re the new girl?” one of Derik’s buddies asks.
I ignore them and go talk to Mr. Becker, who allows me to leave early to run to the nurse. Of course, I’m not actually going to the nurse. I just need to escape. I notice everyone staring at me as I grab my bag and head for the door with a flame-red face.
I’m about half way down the hall when I hear footsteps behind me. When I look over my shoulder, no one is there. Maybe I just hear the echo of my own footsteps. But the whole way to the locker room, I can feel eyes on my back and hear footsteps behind me. I just need to get through this next hour and I’ll have a whole sane hour with my brother.
After gym, I go to the cafeteria hallway and find a bunch of people standing around. I search the sea of faces for my brother. He’s surrounded by a bunch of girls. Go figure, new school equals new ‘fan club.’
Someone grabs my arm and halts my progress towards my brother, and I let out a very girly scream. It’s Derik. I put an annoyed mask on my face, look at his hand and back up to his face, hoping he’ll get the message to let go. But luck is not on my side today, and he pulls me close to him.
“Sweetheart,” I cringe at the use of a term of endearment in reference to me. “I’m sorry if I embarrassed you in art. Would you allow me to make it up to you?” He smiles, puts his other arm around my shoulders and moves his other hand from my arm down to my hands.
“How exactly are you planning on doing that?” I resist the urge to roll my eyes.
“I’m about to make you very happy,” he says with a smug look on his face.
“By letting go of me, right?”
“No, I’m gonna let you sit with me at lunch. You can be my new girl. You’re so beautiful. You deserve to sit with me, the star-quarterback. We’d be a power couple.” He squeezes me closer to him, letting his hand roam a bit.
I roll my eyes this time. “No thanks, but I’d be forever grateful if you removed your hands,” I snap.
He shoves me away from him.
“Do you know . . . ” he says through his teeth. He pauses then restarts. “You had your chance. Now you get to choose from all the parasites, losers, and players that are around here. I bet you’ll be going after the new guy now, too. I know his type. Just look at him.” He points to Henry. “All those girls think he’s perfect, but he wouldn’t know how to treat a girl unless she was wrapped in pig skin. Go on sweetheart, beg me. I’ll save you the heartache and you can sit with me.” He finishes his speech with a look, like he actually expects me to drop to my knees and beg.
Looking around, we now have an audience, so whatever I say won’t go unnoticed.
I fake smile. “Derik, you’re not God, and I really do feel bad for anyone who chooses to listen to the verbal diarrhea you spout off. You know nothing about me or the ‘new player.’ The only begging that will be heard will be from you, if you ever choose to touch me again. Are we clear?”
I can hear a few gasps and snickers as I turn to leave, but slam right into Henry’s chest. Seeing the anger on his face, I’d guess he heard me.
This should be interesting.
“Is there a problem here, Jazzy?” Henry asks me as he stares Derik down.
“Don’t think so anymore. I may have taken care of this one on my own, but you’re more than welcome to check for yourself.” I smile, as he gives Derik a glare that would make the devil duck for cover. Derik backs away and goes into the cafeteria.
“Come on, let’s go get lunch.” Henry puts his arm over my shoulder and leads me out to his car. On the way out, I notice his little ‘fan club’ giving me the stink eye.
We get out to the car, and Henry grabs my arm and starts inspecting it.
“Henry, I’m fine. He was just being a jerk.” I pull my arm away.
“If he touches you again Jazzy, let me know. I’m talking a bump in the hall, a tap on the shoulder, I don’t care. I don’t like him. Stay away from him.”
“No worries, brother dear. I only have one class with him so far, so outside of that I can’t imagine spending any real time with him.” I smile. “Oh, I do know something that will make you happy, though,” I say, as he drives down the road to the McDonald’s.
He laughs a little. “What’s that look all about? You’re not going ‘Evil Twin’ on me, are ya?”
“I just happen to know that Derik is on the football team. That’s all,” I say around a fake yawn.
“I hope he goes to the early training camp.” He’s grinning like a hyena. I wish I could see what he does to him.
At least this school is closer to civilization than our old school. The break there wasn’t long enough to try and get food outside of the cafeteria.
We finish our lunch from McDonald’s and head back inside for our last two classes. The whole way to my math class, I feel the strange sensation that I’m being stalked. I shake off the feeling. It’s probably just Derik following me, anyway.
Skeeter smiles and waggles her eyebrows at me when I take the empty seat behind her. I shrug, causing her to roll her eyes.
“You’re hopeless, Jaz.” She rolls her eyes, dramatically. “Who’s the hottie that you left with at lunch?”
“Oh, you mean my brother? His name is Henry.”
Her eyes nearly pop out of her head. Am I really that bad looking that my brother being ‘hot’ is so strange and shocking? I mean, I know I didn’t apply much make-up today or do anything special with my hair. But I thought I was at least pretty.
“Can I hang out at your place before school? I’d love to see that, freshly showered,” she says, while fanning herself.
“Oh wow, gross.” I scrunch my face, but then I laugh because Skeeter wants to be one of the ‘fan club’ girls.
A few minutes into class, the door swings wide open with a bang. I slowly look over and talk about a “hottie,” standing there is an extremely handsome boy, if you can even classify him as a “boy.” He has short, curly, dark brown hair, eyes as green as grass, a strong chiseled jaw, and the body of an NFL football player.
The kind of guy that makes your eyes bug out, your mouth water, your heart beat out of your chest, and your brain turn to mush. And I have all of those symptoms.
I look down at my desk as my cheeks heat. I wish I’d taken the time to dress to impress instead of comfort. It’s my sister’s favorite band t-shirt. I wanted to feel close to her. I missed our traditional first day of school breakfast, chocolate chip pancakes and preparatory first-day insults.
I ignore those thoughts and try focusing on the next problem.
“Making an entrance, Mr. Neill? Take your seat and begin with the problems on the board,” Mr. Wolfe says.
Mr. Neill makes his way towards my side of the room silently and sits in the empty seat behind me. I stiffen, and might even be holding my breath.
I wonder if he’s looking at the back of my head instead of working on the problems Mr. Wolfe listed. I wonder if my hair is sticking up all demented looking or with a French fry sticking out of my hair. I fidget throughout the class, run my hands through my hair, straighten my shirt, and shift in my seat.
When Mr. Wolfe announces the end of the lesson, Skeeter turns in her seat to face me. “So, Jaz, I’m curious. How do you know Leland Jefferies?”
That’s one question I’m not ready to answer, maybe not ever.
Leland’s a local celebrity and was active in the community with my mom, well, before the accident. If Skeeter figures out he’s my uncle, she’ll know exactly who I am and what happened to my family.
“Skeeter, it’s Jasmine’s first day. Can’t you wait for her second or third day to get her life story?” It’s the distractingly hot guy behind me who says it.
I turn in my seat and openly stare at him.
He knows my name.
Oh God, he knows my freaking name.
He smiles, “I didn’t mean to startle you. My name is Seth. I’ve been hearing your name a lot today.” Crap. It’s probably my runaway act or because of the argument with Derik before lunch.
He has a gorgeous smile, and I find myself smiling back at him.
What else am I supposed to do?
The green of his eyes is so beautiful, incredible even. It’s like I’m hypnotized by them. I can’t seem to look away. I just hope I remember to breathe.
“What class do you have next?” he asks me.
“Uhh . . . ” Damn! Why didn’t I take the time to memorize my schedule?
“She’s got study hall with Mrs. Kling,” Skeeter answers for me and breaks the spell. I look at her with surprise written all over my face. “Sweetie, your schedule is in your hand, and close your mouth. You don’t wanna drool,” she whispers before walking over to the group of kids standing by the door, leaving me with Mr. Brain-Freeze-Inducer, himself.
“Could I walk you to class? I have study hall with Mrs. Kling too.”
Think Jazzy . . . work your puddle-brain and your mouth to form a sentence already!
“Yeah, su-su-sure.” Oh my God! I can’t believe I actually stuttered.
When the bell rings, he points me in the correct direction to get to our class.
“So, how do you like it here so far?”
“It’s um . . . great?” That really came out sounding like a question.
I’m pretty sure my cheeks are going to be stained red for eternity.
He laughs at my answer. “That good, huh? Well I have to say, Derik Little isn’t the best person to bring out the welcome wagon. Good thing you stopped his advances.”
He heard about that. My face is probably plaid by now.
My foot catches on something and I lose my balance and start falling. I close my eyes just as my arm starts tingling.
“Woah, there,” Seth says.
He caught my arm and stopped me from falling.
“Thank you.” I smile to him.
I didn’t think it was possible, but I feel my cheeks get redder.
I turn to see what I tripped on and a short little redhead is glaring at me. I recognize her from the volleyball team. Pretty sure she was the one that tried to use her face to block my spike.
I smile at the memory and to her. She huffs and walks away.
Seth removes his hand from my arm.
My smile falls and my mood plummets again.
Weird. I feel just like I have been feeling all day.
I shiver and cross my arms over my chest. I was just truly happy. Something I haven’t actually felt in months now.
Henry suddenly storms over to us. He takes in my stance and I’m sure, the confused look on my face, and glares at Seth.
Seth holds out his hand to shake. “Hey man, I’m Seth.”
Henry glances at his hand, then looks back up to his face. “I’m Henry, and I’m getting sick of punks messin’ with my sister.” I stare at him horrified, and he grabs my arm and starts pulling me towards my class. “Let’s get you to class Jazzy.”
“Henry, I’m fine, just embarrassed.” I try shaking him off me. “Some girl tripped me and Seth caught me,” I whisper harshly. I wish he could read my mind so he can see that Seth isn’t being rude.
“Just lookin’ out for ya, Jazzy. I’m a little on edge since lunch.” He shrugs one shoulder. I know he thinks he’s being a good big brother, but he’s really embarrassing me.
“I know,” I sigh.
“Okay.” He grins. “See ya at the car, Jazzy!” He calls over his shoulder as he walks away again.
I smile apologetically at Seth and he returns a smile of his own.
“I have a question for you,” Seth asks as we head to the door. “Do you prefer Jasmine or Jazzy?”
Oh thank God! This I can answer! “I prefer Jaz, actually.”
I go talk to the teacher and she tells me there’s no set seating chart so I can sit wherever I’d like.
I choose the seat next to Seth, and he smiles at me.
All I can seem to think about is that smile of his and those lips. What would it feel like to have those lips on . . .  Stop it Jaz!
I pull out my English book and force myself to think of anything else besides the strange, gorgeous boy sitting next to me.



Chapter 2
The Giants
I fall into an easy routine with Skeeter in the morning, Henry at lunch and Seth for the last two hours of school.
Skeeter’s fourth hour class is near the gym, so we walk together from art.
“What are you doing this weekend?” She asks me as we round the corner.
“I don’t know yet. What do you have in mind?”
“I don’t know.” She shrugs. “I’m thinking, maybe, Friday night going to that senior party. I need to get away this weekend.”
“Have fun at the party.” I smile. “What’s goin’ on that you want to get away?” I ask.
“My parents are having a get-together on Saturday. Bunch of old fogeys blabbing about the weather or some shit.” She shudders. “You won’t come with me Friday?”
“No,” I say emphatically. “Parties aren’t my thing.”
What I don’t say, is “anymore.” I don’t enjoy being around people so much, not since the accident.
“Okay, okay. No party for you.” She nods and stops next to her classroom. “Where do you live? I should be able to get out before people show up, I can come get you, and we can go to the movies or paint our nails pink.” She giggles.
The thought of pink puts me back in my sister’s room. She always tried to paint my nails and do my hair like I was some kind of Barbie.
I swallow the lump in my throat. If I would’ve known she wouldn’t be here now, I probably would’ve let her. “Uhh . . .  I’m actually not going to be home this weekend,” I lie. “I’m sorry.” I rush off to gym.
I can’t believe I just told a bald-faced lie.
The gym hall is empty. Shit! I’m late. About halfway to the locker room doors I hear footsteps behind me. I glance over my shoulder and no one is there. Shrugging, I continue on my way. The footsteps get louder, faster. The hair on my arms and the back of my neck stand on end, and I jog to the girls’ locker room.
The rest of the day quickly goes by, and soon I find myself walking with Seth to study hall. He tells me about his mom’s birthday, and how he took her to see the latest tearjerker.
“No way!” I laugh at Seth. “I can’t believe you watched that movie!”
“Well, she wanted to see it for her birthday.” He shrugs. “I didn’t really have a choice.”
That’s sweet. He took his mom to see a chick flick.
“Don’t,” he groans. “She gave me that look, too. ‘Seth, you’re so sweet!’” he mimicked a woman’s voice.
“It’s not a bad thing.” I tell him, while sidestepping another student.
“So,” he puts an arm on my shoulder to steady me from being jostled. “What did you do last night?”
“Nothing really, finished my homework and listened to music until dinner was ready.” I shrug. I don’t tell him that my uncle and I watched a really bad movie just for laughs.
“Your parents make you do the ‘family meals’, too?”
My heart squeezes almost painfully and my breathing picks up. “Yea . . . ” I trail off and fish for something else to talk about. “So, do you play any sports for the school?” I blurt out my thought.
“No.” He shakes his head and gives me a look that says he’s confused.
When we take our seats, I release a quiet sigh, thankful for this hour of silence.
It’s hard talking to Skeeter and Seth sometimes. I’m just not ready to talk about my family.
***
It’s Friday, and Gemma, a senior, is having a party. Henry is going with his football buddies and doesn’t want me to go. That’s fine with me, since I had no intention of going.
After the bell for fourth, I head to the lunch hall and find my brother standing near the doors with three giants. I’m not kidding. My brother stands at six foot and these guys have, at least, six inches on him. They also have, I’d say, anywhere from fifty to eighty pounds of muscle larger than Henry’s.
They. Are. Huge. Like, steroid-filled, pro-wrestlers on TV.
Henry spots me and points. Four loud voices boom through the masses, “Jazzy!”
I’m not exactly sure who to look at because all four of them are grinning like hyenas.
What does Henry have up his sleeve now and who are the Giant Triplets?
“Come on, Jazzy, the guys are joining us today,” Henry says.
“And probably every day,” the one in the red shirt says around his fist.
The blonde and the one in green lead the way to a lifted, dirty Jeep. Whoever the owner is could be pretty awesome to hang with.
Henry introduces us before we climb in. “Jaz, this is Barry.” The blonde. “Flynn.” The one in the green shirt. “And this is Tony.” The red shirt. “Guys, this is, obviously, my sister.”
Barry, the blonde, is in front of me and begins to look me over. I raise a brow, wondering if I pass his pop quiz.
Henry smacks the back of Barry’s head hard. “Dude! That’s my sister!”
“Sorry man, no worries! I’ll protect her . . . ” he pauses dramatically. “From myself, I promise.” He rolls his eyes then gives Henry a shove toward the back door of the Jeep.
Before Henry gets in, I grab his arm and pull him away from the guys.
“Who are they?” I whisper and throw my thumb over my shoulder.
“Well, Barry is the . . . ”
“Seriously?” I interrupt him and raise my eyebrow. “I remember their names. Just tell me who they are.”
“They’re guys on the football team.” He shrugs. “They’re cool. You’ll like them.” He shakes his head and jogs over to the passenger door. Not really having much of a choice, I follow him.
We head to the pizza pub down the road from the school and get a table near the back. Between the jokes, snarky comments, and the way Tony charms our waitress, I’m laughing so hard I can hardly breathe, let alone eat.
There’s a pause in the conversation and suddenly, all eyes are on me.
“What?” I swipe my napkin over my face, thinking I’ve got a ketchup smudge.
Tony turns to me and takes a deep breath. “So . . .  When do we get to meet this boyfriend of yours?”
What boyfriend? I look at Henry and raise a brow.
“Guys, they’re not dating. At least, not yet anyway, but his name is Seth Neill. He just looks at her like she’s his next notch,” Henry answers on my behalf.
I throw one of Barry’s fries at Henry. “He does not, you moron! What’s it matter anyway? I. Don’t. Date. End of discussion.” I don’t get it. How did Seth get brought up in this conversation - and who are these guys to ask about who I’m dating?
Flynn is kinda flushed, Tony looks pissed, and Barry is laughing hysterically - like I just said I was going on a freak-show tour wearing a fruit hat, a muumuu and fuzzy bunny slippers. I’d hate to see the reaction if I was actually dating someone. Maybe Flynn would hide, Tony would crap himself, and Barry would choke on a French fry.
“Jaz, he’s kinda strange,” Flynn says.
“He’s the only kid we know that can beat us at almost anything,” Tony adds, without looking at anyone.
“Jaz, you hooked yourself a pretty boy, but you better let us figure out if he’s good enough for you,” Barry finishes.
“I say, until Leland meets him, you stay away from him.” Henry practically orders.
I just stare at him. My face probably resembles a fish with the way my mouth is opening and closing. I’m trying to wrap my brain around this conversation, but it’s all so confusing, and frustrating. How is Leland meeting him going to change anything? How is it that three guys I just met get to be the deciding factor for who my friends are?
“So, what do you know?” Henry addresses the guys, before I can add my two cents to the conversation, and decision.
“Let’s discuss Pretty Boy later. We should get back,” he says, glancing at his phone. “We’ll figure out a game plan for this weekend, maybe Flynn can pencil in some interrogation time,” Barry says, while tossing some cash on the table.
As we walk to the exit, I slowly regain control of my thought process and function of my voice.
I hear the door swing shut behind me and snap. “Guys!” I yell. The four of them look at me in various expressions, ranging from stoic to amusement. “You three have absolutely...”
Barry interrupts me. “Dude, Jaz, chill out. We grew up here, so we know what kind of sticky situation you got yourself into. Let the men handle this. Just sit back and relax.”
Henry smiles crookedly and mouths, “He means well.”
I roll my eyes and growl. Yeah right!
They’re the strange ones, not Seth.
The guys go back to joking and goofing off, the whole way back to school like nothing happened. I, on the other hand, am getting angrier by the second and chewing at my cuticles to keep from blowing up on them.
Who do those giants think they are? They have no right to tell me what to do or who I should spend my time with.
I can kind of see where Henry feels he should be heard, but honestly, he has no right either.
By the time we get back to the school, I’m so mad I can’t even see straight. I slam the back door in Flynn’s face as I exit the Jeep.
And who else would be standing by the doors to the lunch hall?
Seth.
He frowns slightly at my approach. “Hey, Jaz, you okay?”
“Uh, no,” I admit. I glance over my shoulder and see the guys coming our way, and they aren’t looking all that friendly. “Let me just apologize now,” I groan and tug on my hair as my brother and his three annoying friends surround us. I give Seth an apologetic smile, but he doesn’t notice.
“Hey there, Pretty Boy,” Barry says through his teeth.
Oh, crap. This is going to go over like a wet fart in church.
Seth’s jaw is already clenching, and his eyes are vibrant with anger. On my other side, Tony’s left eye is twitching, Henry’s teeth are grinding, Flynn is visibly shaking, and Barry is looking awfully cocky with his arms crossed over his enormous chest.
My temper flares. “What is wrong with you? Is this a stupid vampire versus werewolf joke that I’m not getting?” I look at each one of them. Not getting a response from any of them, I stamp my foot and growl. “Stuff you! I’m going to class!”
I leave them standing at the doors, staring at each other like idiots.
I don’t see Seth the rest of the day, and I wonder why I even care.
***
By Sunday afternoon, I’m ready to tear Henry’s head off.
He’s ignoring me and I’m sick of it.
How does making new friends at school cause your brother to ignore you? It’s not like Skeeter’s a hooker and Seth’s her pimp.
I barge into Henry’s room to find him sitting at his desk with his face glued to the computer screen. He doesn’t even look up when I come in, and I was not exactly quiet about it.
I’ve had enough. “Henry, what is going on?”
“Not really sure, Jazzy. Leland and I are on it though,” he mumbles.
I stare at him. “What are you talking about?”
“Your new friends are weird. Something isn’t right.” He still hasn’t looked away from his computer.
“My friends are weird? What about your giants?”
His face stays glued to the screen.
This ends now.
“Henry, Skeeter and Seth are normal compared to you and your friends. My friends don’t question my relationship with you, my need for music, or ask why the color pink makes me nauseous.” He looks at me now, but I can tell he really isn’t looking at me. “Why is it such a problem for me to have friends?”
Henry says nothing and turns back at the computer screen.
I stomp back to my room and crank up my music. An angry rock song flows from the speakers. It soothes my anger as I dive headfirst into my pillows and scream out frustration that seems to be boiling over. Tears threaten to burst through an invisible dam as I pull my body into a sitting position.
Dammit!
We never fight like this.
We get each other.
It’s got to be those damn giants.
I snatch up my pillow and press it to my face as I scream again.
In the past, when Henry thought someone was bad news or not good for me, he was right. I trust his judgment.
Not this time.
There’s just something inside of me that won’t give into Henry on this. I can’t let Seth go, for a reason I can’t name.
After a few songs, my door cracks open, and from the corner of my eye, I see Henry’s head float in. I toss my pillow back to the head of my bed.
“Can I come in?” he yells over the music.
Knowing that I can’t stay mad at him and I somehow have to get him to trust me where Seth is concerned, I nod to him and turn down my music so it’s just background noise. When I sit on my bed, I bring my knees up to hug them to my chest.
Henry sits on my desk chair and takes a deep breath before beginning. “Look, the guys remember when he moved here, three or so years ago. They said he was a scrawny little twerp. When school ended, they didn’t see him until the first day of school. It was like, in the two months of summer he grew to be the size of an eighteen year old.
“Jaz, that’s not normal, no matter how normal you think he is. It’s like he was a band geek before summer, and then after summer he was a star athlete.” He rakes his fingers through his hair and gives me a pleading look.
“You just described a growth spurt,” I point out.
“What he did, was more than a growth spurt, Jaz.” He glares at me. “He grew too much in too little time.” He grinds his teeth. “There’s something not right with him, and I’m going to figure it out.”
My eyes are wide. “Henry, you’re scaring me.”
“I’m sorry, Jaz. I didn’t tell you this to scare you.” He reaches out for me, and I brush him off lightly. “Just stay away from Seth. Let us take care of everything, okay?”
Every time he says to me, “stay away from Seth,” my heart clenches and I feel weird, like I’m panicking or coming undone. It’s completely irrational to feel that way. I’m not attached to him, I can’t be.
I sigh and shake my head. “You sound like some crazed stalker or something! So what if he’s strange?” I shrug. “He’s a nice guy, and he’s my friend. Maybe Seth needs a friend as badly as I do.” I begin to run out of steam and pause. “I’m not going to stop being friends with him just because you find him weird. Just like, you won’t stop bringing the giants around, because I find them annoying.”
Henry releases a sharp breath. “I get it, okay. I just get a weird vibe from him.” He groans when he sees the look of steel in my eyes. “I’m not letting it go, but I’ll try not to let it come between us. Just promise me one thing please?”
“What?”
“Don’t, well, just don’t. If you . . . ” he sighs.
“Don’t swallow your tongue, out with it already!” I snap.
“Warn me before you start dating him, please?” He asks quietly.
I shake my head. “I don’t think that’s going to happen. He and I are just friends,” I shrug. On a whim I ask, “Think you could get the guys to back off, too? They’re making me crazy.”
When he shrugs, I flop onto my back and stare at the ceiling again while he softly closes my door.
He can be the best brother and friend sometimes, but other times, he can be an overprotective butt.
A switch flips in my brain and I find myself wondering what exactly he meant by Seth’s change. Maybe I should check out a yearbook or the trophy case.
Actually, it doesn’t matter what he looks like now or what he looked like in the past.
I will stay friends with him.



Chapter 3
Bad Day
Seth was absent on Monday, and Skeeter wasn’t acting herself being extra quiet and nervous. She seemed like she wanted to say something to me a few times but just couldn’t form the words, so it was a fairly boring day. But today is Tuesday, and I get to see my mom this afternoon, so today has to be a good day.
“So, Jaz,” Derik says, as he flops in the chair next to mine. “How are things goin’ for ya?”
I roll my eyes. “Just dandy Derik, what do you want?” It’s coming . . .  I know it’s coming. Whatever he has to say will surely ruin my good day goal.
He smiles. “I was just wondering if you’d like to join me for lunch today.”
And there it is. He’s like a broken record.
There must be a sign on my back saying “This girl needs a good day! Bet you can’t ruin it for her!”
“No,” I tell him and go back to working on my lake.
“I guess what they’re saying is true,” he says with a sigh. “You do like them older.”
I have no idea what he’s talking about, but I’m a little curious, so I shift in my seat to look at him.
“Alright. I’ll bite. What are you talking about, Derik?”
“Ignore him, Jaz. He’s trying to get under your skin,” Skeeter warns.
Derik smiles, but the smile doesn’t bring out the warm and fuzzies. “No. That’s not true, Skeeter. Some of the guys have noticed who she chills with. There’s a line of guys waiting to have their turn, and I’m next, after she’s done with Seth.”
My breath whooshes out of my lungs as I process his innuendos. This is insane.
He’s insane.
“You’re such a jagoff! If I was the type of girl you assume I am, you’d still be waiting on the sidelines.” I glare at him and fist my free hand.
“Touchy subject?” He grins. “We can talk about something else then. Say, you and me . . . ” He stares into my eyes and does this weird thing with his fingers.
I ignore him completely and go back to my painting, finding a zone and am completely absorbed in what I’m doing until Skeeter breaks the spell by touching my arm.
“Welcome back to Earth. It’s time to pack up,” she grins.
What? Oh right, time to go to gym.
In gym, we’re playing volleyball, my sport, but I’m in my head too much to keep focus on the ball, my serve is off and I’m having a hard time with the set up for another girl to spike.
The ‘My Daughter Spiked Your Daughter’s Face Off’ bumper sticker on the back of the crushed Mazda flashes in my mind.
I grit my teeth and focus on the sting in my hand as I hit the ball, trying to escape the memories threatening to overtake my mind. The ball comes sailing my way again. I bend my knees and push off the floor. My hand connects with the ball and I smile at the familiar sting spreading across my palm. This is what I need, except for the images of my last game beginning to flow my mind.
It was the Championship game, and Dad, Mom, and Henry were decked out in our school colors. Mom was in charge of recording it for Sophie, and Dad was cheering louder than anyone. When we won, he was the first parent out on the court, hugging me, and shouting with my teammates and friends.
My hit lands on the floor between two girls - who look at the ball like it’s diseased. The girls on my gym team laugh and give me high fives. I choke back the pain from the memory and try to laugh with them.
Coach Jaymes blows her whistle, and we all hustle to get dressed before the bell.
Thankfully, it’s just Henry and me for lunch today. I don’t think being around all the guys would be beneficial for my good day wish.
We find a seat outside in the courtyard, and he gives me this look that says he isn’t going to let me try to enjoy my food in peace. Well, it’s what the school passes off as food. “Beautiful,” he starts, voice full of concern. “Skeeter found me before lunch. She told me, you and Derik had some words. So, spill it. What did the jagoff say today?”
“Oh, you know. He just wanted me to do lunch with him.” I smirk, and unwrap my fork.
“This again?” He rolls his eyes.
“Yeah, again.” My brows pinch together. “He seems to think that there’s a line of guys waiting for me, and he’s next. See what I get for hangin’ out with the giant triplets?”
His expression changes as his emotions flit across his face, confusion, comprehension, and disgust, before finally settling on fury. From the look in his eyes, I’d have to say I would hate to be Derik.
“I’ll be back.” He drops his burger onto the tray and cracks his knuckles.
I shouldn’t let him go. But I want to. Dammit.
I place my hand on his arm to stop him. “You’ll have your chance at football to pound on him. Sit back and eat.”
“That’s still gonna happen but right now I need to introduce his face to the floor.” His voice reminds me of Dad when he found out why Sophie’s one boyfriend dumped her. Protective anger.
I bite down on my tongue, hard, to keep the memories back and keep me in the present. I have to stop Henry from getting expelled.
“Not on school grounds. He’s not worth the suspension,” I remind him.
“Fine.” He flashes me a huge, creepy grin. “But I’m telling the guys to make sure we end up at the same party he goes to this weekend.”
“Whatever you’re thinking, I do not want to know.” I giggle.
He chuckles a bit. “Hey, before I forget, I wanna stop at the house before we head to Leland’s. I wanna grab some of Dad’s books.”
“Okay.” I shrug.
We finish our lunch and head back inside. Math is boring as usual, but at least Seth is here today. I hope he’s feeling better; he doesn’t look quite right to me though, like he’s in a bad mood. After class, I try talking to him.
I turn around in my seat. “Hey, Seth. How ya feelin’?”
“I’m good.” He doesn’t look up from the worksheet the teacher passed out at the beginning of class. He didn’t even write his name on it.
“I don’t think those problems will solve themselves. Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I said I’m good, Jasmine. Drop it,” he snaps and stands with his bag in his hand. He looks like he’s in pain as he walks away from me, or maybe that’s what I wanted to see.
But I just watch him go, I don’t press further, or try to stop him.
“I don’t want to take sides,” Skeeter says. My eyes snap to hers. Take sides? “He just wanted to get to know you.”
“Skeeter, he still can,” I say to her.
“You don’t let him,” she shrugs.
“Come on, Skeeter. It’s hopeless,” Seth calls over as she was about to say something else. She offers me a sad smile before walking over to Seth.
Stupidly, I stare after the both of them, wondering what just happened and why I want to cry.
I walk to study hall, alone, and think about what just happened. I’m not ready to open up. But still, it’s actually painful to think about not being able to talk to Seth, or Skeeter, for that matter.
This is crazy - how is it possible to be attached to someone after a week?!
In study hall, I ignore the empty seat next to Seth and take a seat on the opposite side of the room in the back. I pull out my iPod, pop in my ear buds, and try to focus on my English assignment. The tune that starts means I must’ve accidentally hit the “shuffle all” button when I pulled it out of my bag. It’s an old song, Copperhead Road by Steve Earle.
Dad’s favorite song.
Dad and Henry used to shout the lyrics whenever it would come on.
I feel a hand on my cheek, accompanied by a tingling sensation. My eyes pop open and I look up into the warmest green eyes I’ve ever seen.
Seth.
I wipe the tears from my cheek, turn off my iPod and drop it in my bag.
“I’m sorry Jaz. I’m just having a bad day,” he whispers.
“You’re not the only one who has bad days,” I snap, grab my bag and stand.
“Where are you going?”
“Trying not to make your day any worse,” I say, with pain and sadness thick in my throat.
I tell the teacher that my brother and I need to leave early. Happily, she writes me a pass without questions.
It wouldn’t surprise me if Leland informed the school that we were visiting my mother and might leave early.
I grab Henry from his class, and in the empty hallway, I hear those strange footsteps and feel eyes on my back. I stiffen and begin to walk a little faster.
“You okay Jaz?” he frowns.
“Yea, I’m f-fine.” I’m so not fine. “Do you hear footsteps?”
His frown deepens. “No. Why?”
“Don’t worry about it,” I sigh. I guess I’m being paranoid.
“It’s nothing.”
***
We get to Lupiterra Hospital and go to the mental health wing, where Mom’s room is.
Three months ago, I never would’ve believed I’d be coming here once a week for as long as it takes, to visit my mom. Mom admitted herself, with encouragement from Leland. This is our third visit, and I hope we see the changes that Leland says he sees in her.
The nurse smiles to us before we enter her room. I hope that means we’ll find her somewhat happy to see us.
Henry opens the door, and we see her sitting in the chair with a steady stream of tears running down her face. I run over, wipe her face, and wrap my arms around her. Henry comes over and hugs her from the other side.
I still don’t know what to do for her. Everyone grieves differently.
The remains of my family confirm that statement.
Mom wouldn’t leave the house, actually, wouldn’t leave the couch. She wasn’t eating, bathing, or anything, which is why she’s now in the hospital.
I shut myself off from everyone. At one point, I wouldn’t even talk to Henry. People say to lean on your friends and family during hard times. I disagree. Every day it was, “Jazzy, I’m so sorry for your loss. Anything I can do?” or “How are you feeling today?” in that I-feel-sorry-for-you voice. Or “Jazzy, when my friend or family member passed away I  . . . ” and try giving me some advice, or share their coping method. I get it. My life is tragic. I have enough reminders every day. I don’t need it pointed out all the time.
Leland hit the ice harder and works out more often.
And Henry, well, he’s probably the most normal. He cried, and he visits their graves frequently.
Every day is a new challenge of coping with the reminders, the memories, and the changes, but I’m trying to be okay, for my family.
It breaks my heart even more to see Mom like this every time we come. I feel tears prick in my eyes and I bite my cheek to keep from crying. I have to hold it together and stay strong for Mom.
After a bit, I feel her shift. She wraps an arm around each of us, which is better than the last time we saw her - she didn’t look at us and only responded to yes or no questions.
She takes the tissue from me and blows her nose.
“You guys are so . . . good to me,” she chokes out. She takes a deep breath and looks at us again. “How’s the new school?”
“Great,” Henry says, at the same time I say, “It’s school.”
I’d rather not talk about school. In fact, I’d rather just forget today even happened.
“Come on guys, give me somethin’. Henry, are you makin’ friends okay? Jazzy, Le said you’re takin’ another art class?”
Henry looks uncomfortable at the mention of art class. But if he knows what’s good for him, he won’t bring up Derik. Mom doesn’t need to worry about some idiot at school.
She looks at me expectantly, and I stop myself from rolling my eyes.
“I’m painting the lake at Leland’s.” I smile, and she tries to return it. Another step forward.
She looks to Henry and waits for him to answer her.
“We both have a few new friends.” He shrugs. “It’s just different now, Mom. Football and volleyball are big at this school, too, and Lupiterra is Penn Wood’s biggest rival. It’s almost like we’re on enemy territory.” He shrugs again.
I actually haven’t encountered this problem yet, but I’m not about to correct him.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t even think about what I’d be forcing y’ins to go through,” Mom says, using her Pittsbughese as she looks away from us. Dad used to try to make her say “ya’ll” instead of “y’ins,” but it never stuck. “I really hope you two can forgive me.” She takes a deep breath and looks back to the two of us. “I can’t afford to keep our house anymore. I’ve talked to Le already, and he agrees with me. We’re movin’ in with him and sellin’ our old house.” She eyes the both of us, probably trying to judge our reactions. Henry walks over to the window while I stare at my feet.
I don’t want her to sell it. That’s our home! I bite my lip to stop from crying or yelling, or both.
It’s not that I don’t love my uncle or Alex, but my home is where all the memories are. It’s the perfect house. The doorjamb in the dining room still has the color coded notches - showing our height since the three of us were toddlers.
“Will one of you say something, please?” Mom asks, sounding tired.
“Would it help if I got a job?” Henry asks. He doesn’t want to give up our home either, but his wanting a job surprises me.
“Sweetie, if you want a job, the money you make will be yours. But it won’t change the decision to sell the house.” She sighs. “My therapist said I’m allowed to help this weekend for four hours on Saturday, and if I’m up for it, Sunday too. I can help decide what gets sold and what goes to storage,” she says quietly.
My head snaps in her direction. “You’re selling things?”
“Well, yeah, Sweetie. We’re going to have an auction. Some of the wives on Le’s team and colleagues from your father’s firm have offered to help out. Whatever money we make, I’ll split between y’ins. I want to make sure you still have the opportunities you had before . . . ” her voice trails as she wipes at her eyes again.
“We don’t care about the money, Mom,” Henry groans.
She sits taller in her seat. “I need to make sure you’re going to be all right and this helps me to ensure that. I’m sorry guys. I know this is hard for you, but it’s hard for me, too. There are things I don’t want to part with, like the house. It was my dream home, but without your father, it felt like a prison. Living with your uncle will be great, and it will help him, too.”
I know I should try to focus on the positives as well, but I can’t get past the fact that she’s just getting rid of everything that reminds her of what we lost.
“I’m sorry, Mom. I know this is hard for you,” Henry says and hugs her.
“You’re awfully quiet, Princess. Are you okay?”
I suck in a quick breath. She used Dad’s nickname for me.
“Love you, Princess,” he used to say those words to me every single day, like he thought I’d forget. I’ll never forget.
I bite my cheek and take a deep breath.
“I’m f-fine Mama,” I say to my feet. I’ll lose my control over my emotions if I look at her, so I don’t.
We stay for another half hour, and Henry does his best to keep the conversation light by telling her about the giant triplets and she seems to approve of them. Thankfully, Henry talks so much we don’t have time to talk about anything going on with me.
The ride to our house is too quiet, even with the music up. I can’t keep the memories from crushing me. All the Christmases, birthday parties, sibling wars with Sophie, game nights with Uncle Leland and his teammates, and backyard barbeques play in my head like a movie reel. When I was younger, I always imagined bringing my future husband and kids back to this house for a weekend at Grammy & Grampy’s house.
I blink rapidly to clear the tears from my vision and grip the arm rest, knuckles turning white while I work to rein in my emotions. I focus on the song that’s playing on the radio and sing it in my head.
Focusing on the words and the beat from the bass, I slowly begin to breathe easier.
***
When we pull up to the house, I sit and stare at the house I’ve always called home.
I take a deep breath before exiting the car. Henry’s already standing by the door waiting for me and gives me a look that says he sees through my mask. I look away from him and refuse to make eye contact.
Once we’re inside, Henry heads for Dad’s office while I take in the scent of home. A hint of cinnamon potpourri, pine, and a slight hint of saw dust and cleaning products.
Home.
I close my eyes and focus on my breathing, while trying to swallow the clawing emotions that are trying to escape. I walk through the living room to the kitchen, trying to ignore the visions of family movie nights.
There’s a window above the sink that looks out over the back yard. I walk to it in a daze. Our old swing set is still back there. It’s rusty, but it still works. A smile spreads across my face as I remember when I was little, Dad would push me, and I could swear my feet were touching the sky.
I quickly look away from the swings. I’m trying to stay detached because I can’t handle these memories or emotions yet. I don’t know where to put them, or how to process them.
Scanning my eyes across the backyard, I pause at the white gazebo. Last spring, Mom had me help her plant flowers around it. She always picks out the ones that die off, never the ones that come back yearly. I smile, remembering how Sophie called me a “dirt merchant” because I, somehow, was covered in dirt. “You know you’re supposed to keep the dirt in the ground, not bathe in it,” she had teased me.
Tears prick my eyes but I smile at the memory.
I turn away from the window and kick the linoleum a few times before walking towards the dining room. I pause at the doorjamb, inspecting the notches. Mom would mark our heights with a pencil and Dad would use his pocket knife to score the wood. I trail my finger along marked wood, pausing on each colored notch, green for Henry, yellow for me, and pink for Sophie.
I choke back a sob as I linger on a pink notch and my heart begins to crack again. I scrub my hands over my face and breathe through burying the emotions again.
“Hey, you ready?” Henry asks.
I square my shoulders and nod with my back still to him. I turn away from him and head out to the car.
Thankfully, Henry doesn’t say a word on the ride home, and gives me the space I need to clear my head. I watch the trees and houses go by, and concentrate on my breathing until I feel the numb calm again.
When we pull into Leland’s driveway, we see him and Alex waiting for us on the porch.
“Hey kids! How’s your mom today?” Leland yells, as we exit the car.
“She’s okay.” Henry shrugs. “She told us we’re staying here permanently and selling our house. I understand why, but I just don’t like it.”
Leland’s smile falters. “Oh, I’m sorry you feel that way, Henry.”
“That didn’t come out right, Leland. I’m sorry.” Henry shakes his head. “I meant that I don’t like that we’re selling our house. Not the living with you part.” He shrugs. “All of our memories are in that house.”
“You’re wrong, Henry. Your memories are in here.” He taps Henry’s temple. “And in here.” Then he taps Henry’s chest. Before either of us can comment, Leland enters the house with Alex in tow.
I poke Henry’s side to get him to move. He looks my way and shakes his head, then disappears into the house.
Heading to my room, I smile. Leland can be so cheesy sometimes. He sounded like a Hallmark card just now. But, I needed to hear it, and I’m sure it’ll help Henry, too.
Luckily, there isn’t a lot of homework tonight, and I can relax for a while before dinner.
I plug my iPod into the speakers and turn the volume up. Copperhead Road blasts through the speakers. I can’t believe I forgot what happened in study hall.
I collapse to the floor, like the memories crashing into me have physical weight. The memories slam through every barrier I’ve formed, pressing into me, choking me.
Flashing lights suddenly filled the dark car, the ambulances, patrol cars, and fire trucks being the reason. I could see a shiny red sports car with a crunched-up front end. This S-turn is so dangerous, which is why Mom refuses to take this road. Even though they posted the speed limit down to 25, people don’t listen and there are accidents here all the time.
Henry pulled off to the side of the road and a bumper sticker caught my attention. It’s on the back of a dark colored Mazda and read, “Pittsburgh’s Biggest Fan!” with the symbols for NHL, NFL, and MLB. The “Pitt U” sticker in the back window froze my lungs. The “My Son Tackled Your Son” and “My Daughter Spiked Your Daughter’s Face Off” stickers, broke my heart to a thousand pieces.
 I jumped out of the car and took off running.
 “Dad!”
I gasp for air and curl into myself on the hard floor. The tears leave hot tracks down my face pooling on the floor as my heart breaks again.
I looked back over to the EMTs and watched in horror as an officer came walking back over with his head hung. With tears in his eyes and his head shaking, he said something that I couldn’t register. Mom started to fall to the ground screaming, but Henry caught her and just held on.
 I slowly walked over to the gurneys carrying my dad and sister. Grabbing a mangled hand of each, I stared at the stars.
 Why? Why now? Why tonight?
 “I love you . . . ”
Sobs rack my body as I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to cut off the flow of tears. I hug my knees in a small effort to stay grounded in the present.
My sister’s smiling face and her tinkling laughter fill my mind.
Who will sit up with me all night eating ice cream when I’m upset? Who will I talk to about boys? Sophie was supposed to tell me all about what to expect in college.
We were supposed to go shopping for girly things, talk about boys, and do all the things I can’t do with Henry.
I was never very close with her, but now I’ll never have the chance to rectify that.
Dad’s handsome face pops into my mind. His kind blue eyes that lit up when he smiled, his contagious laughter, and graying goatee.
I’ll never again walk into the kitchen and see my dad drinking coffee and reading the paper.
He’ll never take me car shopping, meet my first boyfriend, or chase him away. He won’t get to walk me down the aisle at my wedding, if I ever get married.
No more snowball fights with Sophie, screaming and running into the house because she hates snow. But she cheats, she would throw ice cubes from the windows and they hurt, especially when you’re pelted in the head with one.
I’ll never again hear Dad sing his and Mom’s song to her in the middle of the grocery store.
No more wrestling matches in the backyard or contests to see who can catch the most popcorn in their mouths.
It hits me like a ton of bricks. Mom is selling our home. The house we grew up in. The place I learned to walk, ride a bike, draw, and paint. Everything about who I am, is in that house. That house is a part of me, like an extra limb.
The house Mom and Dad were supposed to have until they died, at a very old age. The house we were supposed to visit when we grew up and moved out.
Now, it’s just gone.
Suddenly, the song shuts off, my uncle is yelling and someone is screaming. I think it’s Alex. He must be hurt.
It dawns on me then. It’s not Alex, it’s me.
I feel arms around me. I’m not sure who they belong to, but I don’t care at the moment.
When my sobs turn into hiccups, I hear sniffling that isn’t me. Looking up to them both, I see they’re crying, too.
Oh hell, looks like my breakdown broke them, too.



Chapter 4
Trust and the Wall
Henry and I walk into the house Thursday after school, the delicious smell of chocolate chip cookies fill my senses.
“If she keeps this up, I won’t be able to fit through the door,” I tell Henry.
He smiles. “I’m glad she made them. I was beginning to worry about you.”
I take in his appearance and notice the dark circles under his eyes. I frown, trying to calculate how much sleep he’s lost.
I needed some time to come off of my waterworks display on Tuesday. I did it again. I shut everyone out.
I sigh. “I’m sorry, Henry.”
He puts an arm over my shoulder. “Do you need to talk?”
I shake my head. “I need to go get some cookies,” I grin.
He laughs and heads down to the weight room.
Hearing Alex’s giggle and the scraping and clanging of dishes, I guess Miss Jaynie has Alex in his highchair while she’s doing dishes.
I pause before entering. Maybe Miss Jaynie can help me.
Skeeter and Seth want me to stop dodging questions, and I keep flip-flopping my decision. I want to tell them, if only for the reason of understanding. I don’t want to tell them if they’ll just tell everyone at school, or if they just want to use me to meet my uncle. I also fear they’ll continue talking to me out of pity.
Who wants people to only talk to them because they feel bad for them? I wish I knew the right thing to do.
I wonder if Seth and Skeeter will even talk to me now.
Today and yesterday, I had my ear buds in all day. I wore my oversized hoodie and had my iPod hidden in my sleeve. I didn’t participate in classes. I didn’t talk to anyone, even Henry.
Seth tried talking to me, but I didn’t turn the music down on my iPod to hear him. He touched my hand and it tingled again, but I pulled my hand into my sleeve and looked at him with my eyebrow raised. He walked away after a few minutes.
He and Skeeter both asked me questions, too. I only heard a few because they were asked between songs. I didn’t answer them at all. They basically wanted to know why I was ignoring everyone. I wasn’t trying. I’m struggling and didn’t want to tell any of them why I was upset.
I take a deep breath and walk into the kitchen.
Alex spots me and squeals. Miss Jaynie startles, and I laugh.
She smiles. “Hi, Sugar! Sit, have a cookie while I finish up these dishes.”
I slide Alex’s highchair over to the bar and have a seat so I can talk to her while she’s loading the dishwasher.
“Miss Jaynie, may I ask you a question?” I ask her, while grabbing a cookie for Alex and myself.
“Sure, Sugar, what’s goin’ on in that pretty little head of yours?”
I wipe some crumbs off the cookie. “How do you know if telling someone something is the right thing to do?” I ask, then take a bite of the cookie.
She looks at me with a raised brow. “What do you mean?”
I look at my cookie for a second. “Well, you know everything that’s happened, with my mom, my dad and sister, and you know exactly who my uncle is.” I look up to her, and she nods before placing a bowl on the top shelf of the dishwasher.
“Is this the something you’re unsure about telling?” She asks, and I nod. “Who’s the someone?”
“Two of the friends I’ve made at school,” I say quietly. “I haven’t told them anything.” I shrug. “They ask, but I don’t answer. And now they’re mad at me, I think.”
She finishes loading the dishes and comes to sit across from me. “In order to find out who is trustworthy, you gotta trust them, until they give you a reason not to.” She moves Alex’s sippy closer to him. “When I was in my twenties, my parents passed away. I’m an only child and I thought to myself, ‘what am I to do without my family?’ The only things that kept me goin’ were my faith and my friends. No one will know when to hold you up, if you don’t let them in.” She looks at me for a minute. “Listen to your heart.” She pats my arm before wiping milk from Alex’s chin.
I frown. “How will I know if telling them is the right thing to do?”
“Sugar, your uncle told me about the other night. Now don’t get embarrassed, he’s just worried about you.” She smiles. “When you and your friends fought, did it hurt your heart?”
I think back and wince. “Yes, more than I care to admit.”
“I think you need them. It’s your decision, but if you’re honest and you apologize, they’ll forgive you.” She winks. Alex throws part of his cookie at me, causing us to laugh. “Just turn the situation around. If they wouldn’t talk to you about their family, or something that bothered them, or dodged your questions, wouldn’t you feel bad, too?”
I do what she says and turn the situation around. I imagine Seth in my shoes, and I can sort of see how they’re annoyed. Maybe it’s just me, but if someone doesn’t want to talk about it, then that’s their business.
“Thank you, Miss Jaynie.” I smile. After helping her sweep up Alex’s crumbs, I head up to my room.
“Hope for the best but plan for the worst,” I repeat Mom’s words. Maybe telling Seth and Skeeter won’t be so bad. Maybe they’ll think it’s cool that my uncle is who he is, understand my grief for my family, and it’ll bring us closer as friends.
If it’s terrible, I’ll just have to deal with it as it happens, like I’ve dealt with it in the past.
I am going to tell my friends tomorrow about my crazy life, if they’ll still talk to me.
***
On the way to school, I ask Henry if it would be all right if Skeeter and Seth joined us for lunch, without the giants. He isn’t thrilled but he says he understands and he’ll be there for support.
Now, I just have to find Seth before lunch, and get him and Skeeter to agree to it.
Skeeter doesn’t look up when I walk into art, or when I set my stuff down.
On my way to get my canvas from the back of the room, I take a deep breath and focus on why I want to tell her. I’m still hoping that being honest with her is the right thing to do.
Someone bumps my shoulder as I turn to go to my seat. When I look up, it’s Derik.
He smirks. “Jaz, be careful, I might think you’re tryin’ to cop a feel.” He winks, disgustingly, and does that weird thing with his fingers again, like a lab experiment gone wrong, between a drunken monkey playing the tuba and a baton twirler.
I roll my eyes and walk around him. I need to talk to Skeeter. I take a deep breath. “Hey . . . Skeeter?” I start when I get back to my seat, and as I sit, I cross my fingers.
“Oh, you’re talking to me today. To what do I owe the pleasure?” She still isn’t looking at me, but she is talking, so that has to count for something.
“I was just wondering if you and Seth would join me for lunch today. I need to talk to both of you.” I wring my clammy hands in my lap.
When she finally looks at me, she smiles. “Do I need anything?”
I release a breath and feel my shoulders sag in relief. Just like that, she’s forgiving me. There’s hope for my plan yet. “Just meet me at the doors outside the cafeteria. I’ll buy your lunch, and Seth’s, too.” I tap my fingers on the desk lightly. “Speaking of, do you know where I can find him before lunch?”
She starts laughing.
Is it really that funny that I have no clue where to find him?
“You can always find him,” she says so quietly, I almost miss it. “He has this class next. So if you don’t mind being late to fourth, just wait for him here.” She shrugs. “He is kind of upset with you. You know, for the last two days, but he’ll always forgive you, Jaz.”
I’m not sure what she means by that. But that gives me hope that he and I can remain friends. Maybe we can agree that over the last few days, we were both wrong and just start over.
I collect the appropriate paints and focus on the lake for the rest of class.
When class ends, I wait in the hallway just outside the door. I’m not sure which direction he’ll come from, so I look like an idiot, checking left and right. When I look to the left for the twelfth time, my breath catches in my throat.
Seth.
My heart turns spastic, my hands are sweating and shaking, and my mind turns into a puddle with each step that brings him closer to me.
Come on, Jasmine! Pull yourself together!
Seth pauses in front of me and leans against the wall.
“Hey,” I breathe out.
“You do realize that you’re going to be late, right?” He purses his lips, and I find myself wondering what those lips would feel like if . . .  Stop it!
I rush out a response so he doesn’t walk away. “Skeeter told me that you had art next, so I waited for you. Please don’t get mad or walk away, I just have a quick question for you. Please?”
He slowly takes in a deep breath and closes his eyes. “Ask away, I suppose.”
“Would you please join Skeeter, my brother and me for lunch today? I’m buying. I just need to talk to you and Skeeter about something.” I squeeze my eyes shut and hold my breath.
Lord, I thought waiting for Skeeter to answer was hard. Waiting for Seth’s response is borderline painful.
He laughs.
I open one eye, and see that he’s staring at me and laughing.
Well, this changes things.
“All you had to do was say, ‘no thanks’,” I mumble, turning away to walk to Gym.
I make it two steps before a hand clamps onto my arm. Last time that happened, I had it out with Derik, so my response is automatic. I spin and throw my elbow to the offender, but my elbow smashes into the wall.
As the pain races up my arm, I yell out. “Holy mother of . . . !”
“Jaz! What the hell did you elbow me for?”
Of course, it’s Seth this time, not Derik. At least he stopped laughing.
Wait a minute . . .  “Did you just say I elbowed you?” He nods slowly. “Well, holy hell, Seth. Your side gives like a brick wall. I think I need to get some ice.”
Holding my arm, I sidestep around him in the direction of the nurse’s office. But he jumps in front of me and places his hands on my shoulders.
“I wasn’t laughing at you,” he says, giving me a smile that causes my heart to flutter annoyingly. “I just . . . ” he pauses and shakes his head. “Yes, I’ll have lunch with you guys. I’ll meet you by the cafeteria. I am truly sorry about your elbow. Let me walk you to the nurse.” He grabs my bag and moves beside me.
“Do you constantly lift weights or something? Underneath the pretty exterior you got goin’ on, you’re built like a brick-shithouse.” Oh my . . .  I cannot believe I said that out loud!
Apparently, my mind-filter is in my right elbow.
He chuckles. “So, you think I’m a pretty brick-shithouse, huh?”
“I knew I couldn’t get lucky enough for you to leave that one alone.” I smirk and stick out my tongue.
He full out laughs. His laugh is as inviting and warm as his smile, and equally distracting. It warms me to know I caused that sound, even though he’s technically laughing at me.
What the hell is wrong with me? Why does his laughing make me mushy?
I shake my head and glance over to him. I wish he wasn’t so fit, “I feel squishy.” Oh shit! “My elbow, it’s squishy, feel it!” I thrust my elbow in his direction.
I’m such an idiot!
He stops us just outside the nurse’s office and places a hand on my shoulder. “I would, but I’m pretty sure that would cause you more pain. I won’t ever intentionally do that.”
I can feel the words ring true. It’s like his words found a direct path to my heart.
I swallow and nod before opening the door.
“What happened? Gym class accident?” the nurse asks as we enter.
“No, I’m the klutz that gets hurt before gym even starts.” I keep myself from glancing at Seth. “My elbow met a wall outside the art room.”
“Let me see, dear.”
After examining my elbow, she tells me that Tylenol and ice will hold me over until I can visit the family doctor. I don’t think I’ll need to go see my doctor, but I guess she has to say that.
She writes out some passes for us and sends us to our next class.
Seth is awfully quiet on our way back.
“Hey, you okay?” I ask.
Why am I asking him that? He’s the damn wall.
“Yeah, I’m good. I just thought . . . I don’t know what I thought.” He hands me my bag and goes to class before I can respond.
What the hell just happened?
I shake off my confusion and head to gym.
Getting through gym is torture. Since I can’t participate, I don’t get a break from my thoughts.
What happened with Seth just now? Did I say or do something wrong? Is he still going to meet me for lunch?
What if he takes what I say badly? What if he thinks of me as a charity case?
As soon as I think it, I know that fear can be dismissed. I don’t know why. I just know that telling Seth will do nothing except bring us closer together.
But, what if I break down when I try to tell them about my family? Henry will be there, so he can finish for me. But I don’t want to cry anymore.
It feels like a whole day is crammed into this one hour. Every time I look at the clock, the minute hand seems to move backwards. I tap my feet against the steps on the bleachers and pick at the plastic on the corner of the icepack that’s poking out of the paper towels.
I glance up, and watch my classmates serve volleyball after volleyball. I’d rather be out there, even with a bum elbow.
When the bell finally rings, I practically run to the cafeteria doors. Henry is already there, so we have to wait for Skeeter and Seth. I’m just starting to worry when Seth comes up to us.
“Hey, Jaz.” He gives me a smile, then turns to Henry. “Hey, man,” he says and shakes Henry’s hand.
“How’s it goin’?” Henry asks.
Before anyone can say anything, Henry zeroes in on the ice pack attached to my elbow. His eyes go wide and his mouth opens, when Skeeter suddenly pops up.
“Oh my gosh! Are you okay?” she winks. “Seth told me about your smashed up elbow! What were you thinking?”
“Oh, you know. The wall said my butt looked big.” I shrug. “I tried to defend myself.” I hold in my laughter. “As it turns out, walls can offend me all they want. I’m physically no match.” I eye Seth.
That does the trick. The three of them laugh.
Henry and Seth say at the same time, “I’ll protect you.”
They both stop laughing and stare at each other. I roll my eyes.
Oh, goodie! Another staring contest.
Skeeter reacts first to save the day. “Alright, boys. We know where you stand. Jaz won’t fight walls anymore, tone it down a notch.”
Henry eyes Skeeter for a breath and chuckles again.
“Let’s go, guys.” I smile. All I can think is, ‘let’s do this before I chicken out!’
After paying for everyone’s lunches, I lead them outside to a picnic table far enough away from any ears. I sit next to Henry and across from Seth.
“So, I want to start off by apologizing for the last two days. I was wrong to ignore you,”
Skeeter interrupts me. “All is forgiven, you bought me food.” she grins and digs in.
I can’t return her smile but I continue on anyway. “Apologizing, right... Tuesday,” I wince and glance to Henry. He bumps my knee with his and nods. “Tuesday was bad, and I’m sorry for what happened in study hall, Seth. I’m also sorry for ignoring you guys the past two days.” I take a deep breath and stare at the food on my tray. “You two deserve some answers to questions I’ve avoided.” I glance up to see they’re both staring at me. “First, ‘why did we move here?’” I take a deep breath, drop my fork, and look down at my lap. “On February 9th our dad and sister were killed by a drunk driver.” Henry squeezes my hand as I continue. “Our mom . . .  She didn’t take it so well and is at an inpatient treatment facility, now. So we had to move in with our uncle.” I take a deep breath.
“The next question I tend to avoid is, ‘how do we know Leland Jefferies?’ He’s the uncle, our mom’s twin, and we moved in with him. Next question, Seth. ‘Why did I start to cry in study hall on Tuesday?’ Our dad’s favorite song started playing on my iPod.” I feel the tears prick my eyes just thinking about that song. I push the pain away again and move on. “The last question is from yesterday, ‘Why are you avoiding everyone?’ It wasn’t intentional, but Tuesday night was the first time I really cried . . . since the-,” I squeeze Henry’s hand to silently tell him I can’t continue.
Memories of the day we buried them cloud my mind. I see flashes of sad faces, flower arrangements, our uncle standing at the podium giving his eulogy, and two caskets being lowered into the dirt.
I feel the tears stream down my face and land on my hands.
“Tuesday night was bad and she needed a few mental days. Don’t take the last two days personally,” Henry says. He wipes my tears off my face and hugs me.
I squeeze my brother, thankful that he’s here, and bring myself back to the present.
Everyone is so quiet. I look at Seth, and he has his face in his hands. When I look to Skeeter, she runs around the table, squeezes in to sit next to me as she wraps her arms around me for a tight hug.
“Skeeter . . . air . . . ” I gasp. She chuckles and loosens her grip on me.
“Oops, sorry,” she releases me. “Jaz, I forgive you, but I am so jealous! You have the hottest brother and uncle! No wonder you won’t let me come over in the mornings! I’d have a heart attack!” she laughs. Henry and I join her.
Seth peeks out from his hands.
“Delilah, you’re kidding right?” he glares. “Out of everything she told us, you choose to focus on that?” his voice booms.
Skeeter looks away from me and grabs a fry from my plate. She dips it in ketchup and slowly brings it to her mouth but at the last minute, she flings the ketchup fry at Seth. It lands with a wet plop on his cheek, and Henry and I start laughing, again.
“You know better than to call me that, Seth Francis Neill! I wasn’t done!” She fumes.
As funny as this is, I should stop them. We don’t need a food fight. “Hey, look at the time! We gotta go or we’ll be late. Come on!” I stand.
“What do you guys say we just skip the rest of the day?” Henry suggests.
Skeeter bounces on the balls of her feet. “Please, Jaz? We have loads to talk about! I don’t think I can concentrate on math problems! Please?”
“Fine,” I agree, and Skeeter starts squealing.
Seth says his parents are at work, Miss Jaynie is at our house and Skeeter says her mom works from home. Seth’s it is.
“We’ll follow you,” Henry says as we head for the student lot.
I hope he behaves at Seth’s. None of that macho-big-brother crap.
As it turns out, we have fun at Seth’s place, even Henry. We play pool, watch a bad movie from the eighties, and goof off. It was definitely an afternoon worth skipping school for.
I feel light and happy, more like myself than I have been.
Seth pulls me aside just as we’re leaving.
“I’m sorry again about your elbow.” He sounds a bit nervous.
“No problem, Wall,” I say and grin.
He swallows. “Are you free tomorrow? Say around ten A.M.?”
“Yes, I believe so. Why?” my voice shakes a little.
He looks at me and smiles. “I’ll pick you up. It’s my turn to talk.”
I nod rigidly.
Why am I suddenly petrified for morning to come? He wants to talk to me about something. We’ll be alone. I gulp as I climb into the car.
I’ll be alone with Seth.
My heart kicks up speed like a race horse and my palms start sweating.
Is this a panic attack?
Henry and Skeeter’s laugh pull me out of my head. I join in with the jokes to escape my panicked and overexcited thoughts.



Chapter 5
Kissing the Voice inside My Head
I wake up at eight, shower, and get dressed. After changing five times, I settle for jeans and a t-shirt. I think that’ll be safe for almost any location.
I’m not sure what he wants to talk about, and I have no idea how I’ll be able to focus on what he wants to talk about.
With shaking hands, I struggle to put my hair up in a ponytail.
I grumble as I head downstairs for coffee. Hopefully if I drink enough, it will clear some of the fog.
“What are you up so early for?” Leland’s voice sounds like a drum in an empty auditorium, causing me to scream like a little girl and nearly jump out of my skin.
“Leland!” I pat my chest, willing my heartbeat to slow. “Don’t do that!”
“Sorry, Squirt, I thought you heard Alex yammering away,” he laughs. “You okay?”
“Yeah, I’m just nervous about today,” I admit, with a shaky laugh.
“And what time is Seth coming?” he grins.
“In like.” I glance at the clock on the stove. “Ten minutes!” I nearly shout when I notice the time.
“Where you guys going?”
“I have no clue. I’ll text you the address of wherever we end up, and let Henry know, too.” Hopefully, this will be enough to get the parental tone out of Leland’s voice.
“Have fun, but not too much fun.” He winks.
“Whatever,” I snort. “Thank you,” I say as I bump his shoulder.
He raises a brow. “For what?”
I smile. “For not grabbing my phone to make sure I had your number pre-programmed, like Henry did,” I say, with a much less nervous laugh.
He laughs too, just as the doorbell rings.
I run to the door and yank it open. My nervousness fades entirely when I see Seth’s bright green eyes and warm smile.
“Let’s go, preferably before my uncle tries to talk to us about the birds and the bees,” I say. I’m surprised I can even keep my face straight.
“Hey!” Leland shouts, as he enters the living room with an unmistakable look of mischief on his face. “Invite your friend in for a minute. I promise I won’t say a word about the diapered years, or how you used to-” he’s cut off. “Oomph!”
I look over to see Henry laughing in the corner, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out he tossed his football and hit Leland in the gut.
I laugh. “Thanks, Henry!” I look at Seth. “Come in, I guess. Welcome to the nut house,” I say loud enough for Leland and Henry to hear. “This is Leland, and the munchkin is Alex. And you already know Henry. Leland, this is my friend, Seth.”
“Pleasure to meet you, sir,” Seth says to Leland. He shakes his hand and squats down to Alex’s level. He tickles Alex, making him giggle. I can’t help smiling at their interaction.
Leland sets us free after a few minutes. He just wanted to remind Seth to do the speed limit and that I have a curfew. He also slipped in a “I know people, you can’t hide,” warning.
“Where are we off to?” I ask.
He opens the passenger door for me. “I thought we could head out to Lake Arthur. Maybe rent a boat,” he tells me, before shutting my door. I watch him walk around the car and get in. “I know you like water, and it’ll be quiet enough for privacy. We’ll have plenty of time for you to ask all the questions I’m sure you’ll have.” He winks at me as we travel down the road.
A bundle of nerves seems to lodge in my throat, preventing me from saying a word in response. He and I . . .  Alone . . .  Privacy . . .  The words swirl in my head, making me grateful that I’m already sitting.
To give me time to collect myself, I pull out my phone and let Leland and Henry know where we are headed.
NO! Come back, that’s too far! from Henry.
Have a good time at the lake Jaz, ignore your brother.  from Leland.
Swallowing my panic and giddiness, I decide to lighten the mood. “Do you really want to talk or are you just using this as an excuse to get me to go on a date with you?”
“I do have some fairly important things to discuss with you, but if you’d like, we can save it for another day and make this a date,” he answers, while not taking his eyes from the road.
“Fine, talk first. If you’re lucky, I might give you my number.” I laugh.
“I don’t need your number,” he says quietly.
I’m confused. He didn’t say want. He said need.
He glances my way. “Get that frown off your face. Just because I don’t need your number, doesn’t mean I don’t want it.” He reaches over and pats my hand before going back to the gear shifter.
His touch was warm and left a tingling sensation on my skin. For all of two seconds I felt whole again and now I feel like I’m aching. I pinch my thigh through my jeans.
What kind of girly little crush do I have?
“Why wouldn’t you need my number?” I ask, trying to shake off the strange ache.
“I’ll explain that when we get to the lake. I think I’m going to start this conversation where you can’t run away from me.”
“I can’t run anywhere now,” I point out.
He sighs. “This is going to be difficult for me to tell you, like it was difficult for you to tell Skeeter and me yesterday.” He glances my way and then looks back to the road. “It has several consequences and outcomes. In fact, I had to travel to get permission to tell you to begin with.” He turns the radio on, leaving me with my thoughts.
Now I’m starting to worry on top of being nervous as hell.
Why do I need to be on a boat in the middle of a large lake before he sheds any light on this? Who did he need permission from and why did he need it?
God, I hope he’s not a serial killer.
Maybe his mom was abducted by aliens or his dad kidnapped some king’s son. Maybe I should’ve insisted we stay closer to home, closer to Henry. Maybe he . . . 
I’m going to give myself a migraine by the time we get to the damn lake! Then he’ll have to take me back home, and I’ll never find out what’s going on in his head.
I glare over at Seth, and he’s chuckling. I turn down the radio and ask him what’s so funny.
“Just a random thought, that’s all.” He turns the radio back up.
Fine then, no talking.
I watch him as he drives. Seeing the veins in his arm pop out as he turns the wheel and the muscles ripple when he shifts a gear, I wonder what those arms would feel like wrapped around . . .  Stop it!
Every damn time I’m around him, I think like a pervert! I inwardly growl and press my head back onto the headrest. I’ll just look out the window then.
Trees are in no way erotic, or sensual, or perverted.
Focusing on the trees is easy, but I can still smell him. His amazing smelling cologne mixed with his clean, spicy scent assaults my nose and begs me to lean in close. This car ride is taking forever.
The longer it takes, the more nervous I get. I shift in my seat, cross and uncross my legs, and bite my lip as I stare at endless trees.
‘The way she bites her lip makes me want to pull the car over and . . . ’
I gasp, and choke on my breath or saliva.
What was that?!
Who was that?
“Jaz, are you okay? Do I need to pull the car over?”
I stare at him with saucer-like eyes. Oh, my God, “pull the car over.” It was him, he was in my head.
His voice, in my freaking head!
“Stop the car! Stop the car, now!”
He glances in my direction looking concerned. “We’re about five minutes to the lake. Can’t you . . . ”
“Stop. The. Car. Seth.” I demand between rasping breaths.
He pulls over alongside the road. There’s a fallen tree next to the car on my side, but there’s enough room for me to open the door. I wrench that sucker open and stumble out.
I need a minute to myself. Or twenty.
I walk towards the back of the car, step over the log and sit on it so I’m facing the trees, and away from him.
Good Lord, I just heard his voice in my head.
Was that really his thought? Can I hear thoughts now? Wouldn’t that be mind reading?
Wow, maybe I am crazy.
Mind readers don’t exist.
Henry will have to admit me to the hospital, and I’ll share a room with Mom. Maybe I’ll have my own room, and the walls will be padded. I’ll get a straightjacket, and they’ll have to give some really strong medicine to knock me out.
Was I really biting my lip at the time?
Should I ask him if he thought that?
Oh, my God! No, I cannot ask him that!
He’ll think I’m a loon for sure! Maybe I should test it first. I’ll bite my lip and see if that voice pops in my head again.
I lean on my knees and put my head in my hands.
This is ridiculous! Just get back in the car you’re being a jagoff!
I resist the urge to pull my hair out, and with a sigh, I stand. When I step back over the log, I look up to see Seth leaning against his back bumper, watching me.
“Is everything okay?” he asks me slowly, like if he talks too fast I might run away. He has his arms crossed over his chest.
His muscular arms, over that perfect... Stop it already!
I squeeze my eyes shut. “Umm . . . well . . . ” I take a deep breath, open my eyes, and look at him. Gathering whatever courage I can conjure up, I bite my lip on purpose.
He shifts a tiny bit and licks his lips.
It really was him in my head! I wasn’t hearing things! I was hearing him!
He takes a step towards me, and I take one back. But I forget about the log and end up landing on my ass with my legs draped over the log. I burst out laughing, and Seth laughs, too.
He reaches out his hand to help me up. With him laughing this hard, it’s easy to knock him off balance and pull him down to me. So I do.
It feels nice having him like this, the pressure of his body on mine. I have one hand on his chest, the other grips his bicep.
Suddenly, we aren’t laughing anymore. We’re just staring into each other’s eyes. He leans down towards me, and I bite my lip again. He groans and closes his eyes as he gets closer to my mouth.
“I heard you, Seth,” I whisper against his lips.
Because I’m an idiot, I had to ruin this amazing moment.
His eyes pop open. “What?” he whispers back, his eyes searching mine.
“In the car, the reason I had you pull over.” I sigh and wiggle out from under him. I sit up, and he sits on the log in front of me. He looks as confused as I feel.
“I said a lot of things in the car, Jaz,” he says.
I nod. “Yeah, but what I heard, you didn’t say. Seth I heard you when you didn’t speak!” I stare into his widened eyes, and he swallows loudly.
“What exactly did you hear?”
“Well, I’m nervous, and I was biting my lip. And I heard a voice, in my mind. But not just any voice, Seth. It was your voice, in my head. You said, ‘The way she bites her lip makes me want to pull the car over and . . . ’” I’m stopped by his lips crushing to mine.
His lips are firm, yet soft, and he tastes like honey. He snakes an arm around my back and moves a tingling hand to my jaw, angling my face how he wants it. I kiss him back as I press myself closer to him, one hand on his chest, the other going into his soft hair.
My entire body is tingling.
I sigh, a little girly-like, and he moans into my mouth. When he pulls back, we’re both breathless.
“Wow,” I say, breathlessly and press my face to his chest. “I really have gone crazy.” It comes out like a mumble, which is totally fine because I’m talking to myself.
“No, you’re not crazy. You’re completely sane,” he says, with conviction in his voice, then grabs my chin and tilts my head back so I’m looking at him. He gives me another tingly kiss. “Let’s head to the lake.”
He stands, and pulls me to my feet. I stand on my tippy toes and give him a quick peck.
I enjoy the tingling sensation on my skin.
“Sorry, I just wanted one more,” I half-heartedly apologize. I swear I can hear him growl as I climb back into the car. I like that I can affect him like that, too.
After we park in the gravel lot, he reaches over and slowly moves his hand down my arm to lace his fingers with mine. My whole arm, and now my hand, is tingling. It feels strange, yet incredible at the same time. It’s like when a limb falls asleep and starts waking up, just without the pain or stiffness, like a buzz.
“I shouldn’t be doing this. At least, not until you know everything,” he sighs. “But I can’t seem to help myself.” He leans over and kisses my neck and then my cheek. My heart and breathing are embarrassingly loud. I huff through my nose and my cheeks heat.
“Please, help yourself all you want,” I struggle to say.
He laughs and gets out of the car.
While he rents a boat, I take a peek at my reflection in the visor mirror and see twigs and other debris in my hair.
I can’t believe he didn’t tell me I had this crap in my hair!
As I make my way to the dock to meet Seth, I pull out the gum-band and shake out my hair, before pulling it back up.
‘I hope she takes all this well, I need her.’ Seth’s voice in my head startles me. I trip over my own two feet, ending up on my ass, again.
I put my head to my knees. He needs me? Why would he need me? What does he need me for? He just met me, for crying out loud!
“You know, it would probably be more comfortable on the bench, or even on the boat.” I look up to see Seth standing over me. He actually spoke those words this time.
“Don’t you worry, I’m f-fine right here,” I lie. I’m not fine. I’m hearing voices that aren’t mine. I have officially landed myself in Looneyland. I need that straightjacket, those padded walls, and some extra strong drugs.
Seth laughs as he pulls me to stand. “You’re not crazy, you don’t need a straightjacket, padded walls, or tranquilizers, and you are far from Looneyland. The only voice you hear is mine, and that’s a good thing,” he smiles.
I freeze a second before narrowing my eyes. “Oh, my God! How did you . . .  Are you a mind reader? How is hearing any voice in my head a good thing?” I feel like I’m going to have a panic attack.
This day was supposed to be about him talking to me, not about my mental state!
“I will explain everything. I’m sorry for making you feel mental. I’m surprised this is happening, too. It usually doesn’t happen this soon,” he states as he steers us toward the water, and I suck in a startled breath.
“You knew this would happen to me?” I shouldn’t have left my phone in the car, I’d be able to call Henry and have him here.
“Come on, please? Let’s go talk on the boat. You need to know the truth, before I can let you leave, or take you home,” he’s looking at me so sweetly. “Please, I think this is a good thing, a really good thing. And I hope you see it that way, too.”
I stare at him for a full minute. He gives me a small smile, and I remember, this is Seth. He won’t hurt me. “Fine, but you do realize I can swim. So it’s not like you can trap me out there.”
“I know,” he replies.
I roll my eyes.
The saying my dad used to say, “Curiosity killed the cat,” is thrumming through my mind as we climb onto the boat. He rows us out, but we don’t go to the middle of the lake. He steers us to the far side, near some trees with pink and white blossoms. Birds are flying, and we can even hear fish jumping out of the water in the distance.
I take in the peacefulness surrounding us and feel myself breathing easier.
“Well, what do you have to say?” I ask him.
He carefully moves to sit on the bench next to me. He takes a deep breath and looks directly into my eyes. “The reason I say you’re not crazy is, I’m an Amaranthine, a descendant of the Greek Immortals.”
I’m speechless as I stare at him with wide eyes.



Chapter 6
The Town Loon Speaks the Truth
“My family comes from a long line of Amaranthine and Ancients. You’ve heard of the Greek gods, right?”
I almost laugh. “You’re kidding, right?” I really expect him to start laughing and say “gotcha!” “What are you smoking that you think I’ll believe you’re some kind of demi god?” I can feel the panic rising again.
I cross my arms over my chest. I knew he had a flaw. He’s got some kind of a mental illness! What the hell do you say to a psycho to get them to take you back to dry freaking land?
“Are you done?” he asks quietly. I raise an eyebrow but say nothing else. “I know how this all sounds, trust me.” I work to hold in my snort at his words. “I’m not a demi god. Amaranthines are relatives to demi gods.” He takes a breath and clasps his hands. “My mother is Amaranthine, and my father was human. Amaranthines are technically human, too. We just grow at a slower rate than other humans do. We can do things that normal humans can’t.”
My heart stutters and I see him in a whole new light. This is his way of coping with his father’s death. I feel sorry for him for making up such things. He needs help that I can’t give him. “Seth, I’m sorry,” I reach out for his hand, lightly. “There are people that can help you with grieving,” I shake my head. “I’m not the best person to help with that, but I’m willing to try.”
His brows furrow. “What the hell are you talking about?”
I frown, “Your dad. I’m sorry to hear he passed.”
He pauses and just stares at me for a full minute, looking more confused than I thought possible. Then he laughs. He actually laughs. My temper flares and I’m seconds away from flipping his ass off the boat. “I’m so sorry, Jaz! I didn’t mean my father died when I said “was human.” I meant that he’s Amaranthine, too.”
My mouth falls open and I drop my face to my hands. No wonder he sat there and laughed. I just made a fool of myself. “Jumping the gun” as my uncle would say.
“Since my mom was born Amaranthine and my dad was born human, he went through a similar transformation that the kids go through. It just takes longer than a month, and not necessarily over anyone’s birthday. It’s a much slower process.”
I raise my head to look at him. “You really believe this?”
He grins. “If you elbow your brother, does it break your elbow?”
“No, I can sometimes bruise him. And my elbow is not broken!”
“Not bruised.” He lifts his shirt and reveals his sculpted, bruise-free abdomen, while I’m trying to control my reaction to seeing his body. “I’m basically made of a soft stone, for lack of better words.” He lowers his shirt, and I look back into his eyes. I can tell he believes he’s telling me the truth.
“Boys change into their adult body at thirteen, and girls at sixteen. It happens over the span of a month, starting two weeks before their birthday. I’m basically done growing now. My features will mature over time, my muscles will become more defined, and if I lift weights, they’ll get bigger, like a human’s. Amaranthine live longer than humans and we’re stronger and faster, too.”
“How are you different then?”
“The way we form relationships, how long we actually live . . . ” he trails off, so I move on.
“Why do males change sooner than females?” I raise a brow at him.
“My mom said that it had something to do with certain internal organs.” He blushes slightly.
I blow out a breath and try not to focus on his pinked cheeks. “All right, say for arguments sake, that I believe you. What does this have to do with me?” I’m missing something huge and I’m betting I’m going to smack myself for it, too.
“Do you remember your first day here?” he asks me.
I snort. “Of course, how could I forget? Derik is a moron.”
He chuckles at my answer. “I saw you on your way to third hour,” he says quietly, as he looks down to his hands. “That was the first time I saw you. It was also the first time I felt another person’s emotions.” He looks up to my face. “You were nervous, depressed, worried, and annoyed.”
I remember the day perfectly, and I’m pretty sure I was all of those things.
He goes on. “I was so shocked that I skipped third hour and stayed in the hallway outside the door to your class, just so I could feel you. I felt everything you felt, and I didn’t want to lose that.”
I feel my chest moving, but I can’t feel the air moving in or out of my lungs.
He gives me a long look before continuing. “When an Amaranthine finds their soul mate, we have a true connection with them. Physical, emotional, mental, it runs bone deep.”
My eyes narrow as a vise squeezes my heart. He can’t be implying that I have some kind of connection with him, true or otherwise.
“My mom told me that there were other things that needed to happen, to know if we make that connection for sure. We feel the other’s emotions, hear their thoughts, there’s physical attraction, and when our skin touches, it tingles.” He reaches over and places a finger on the back of my hand. I just stare wide-eyed at him as I feel the tingles, again.
With a mask of uncertainty on his face, he continues. “But all of those things need to happen to you, too. She said that since you’re human, it could take a while for some of those things to happen.”
I feel the tingling when he touches me, but I stay silent, because I don’t understand what this means.
He clears his throat. “I heard a thought of yours that first day, too. When I came in late to math, your voice was like an angel’s song in my head. I’ll never forget it,” he shakes his head. “You thought about how you were wearing your sister’s favorite band tee, and how you dressed for comfort. I could feel your attraction and depression.”
Okay, I did not tell anyone that was my sister’s shirt.
Maybe this isn’t as much insane, mumbo-jumbo as I thought.
His voice breaks my train of thought. “I know we’re attracted to each other, I feel what you feel, and if you haven’t figured it out yet, you will. You’ll be able to feel my emotions. Maybe when or if our relationship gets stronger.”
I’m startled as realization dawns on me.
I would very much like to kick myself for not realizing what he’s been saying.
Panic has completely taken over as I process the information he’s given so far. “Back up. Are you trying to say that, that you, you’re, um . . . that I don’t have a choice anymore? You’re it for me? We’re soul mates? The man I am supposed to marry one day, way down the freaking road, is you?” I shriek. How is he not freaking out? He looks amazingly calm given what we’re talking about.
He reaches out like he’s going to touch me but falls short, like he thought better of it. “If you accept us, then one day down the road, we can take our relationship to that level. For now, I just want to get to know you.”
“So, we’re it for each other? Look no further, the ride stops here. No college parties gone crazy?” I muse to myself more than to him. “Well, that could be a good thing. But it’s like you’re saying my options are being taken away from me, and I’m forced to be with you.” I cringe. “That came out wrong! Don’t get me wrong, you’re great and all, well other than this crap, but . . .  Okay, I’m just going to shut up now.” I mash my lips shut before I choke on my toes.
What the hell is wrong with me?!
“I’m sorry you feel I took away your options, or your possibilities,” he says quietly. He looks into my eyes. “I know you still think I’m the town lunatic, but I am telling you the truth.”
I stay silent. No point in beating a dead horse, I need answers.
He shrugs. “Anyway. I told you I had to travel to get permission to tell you any of this. I left on Friday with my parents to speak to the Elders about you. See, this is rather uncommon. Usually, our soul mates are of our own,” he shakes his head. “It’s not totally uncommon, look at my parents. It just doesn’t happen as often.” He shrugs.
I look away from him again, trying to make sense of what he’s telling me. But he doesn’t give me a minute to process any of it, he just continues on.
“After talking to my parents and the local Elder in our area, I had to travel to an island near Greece to get permission from the Ancients. They said I couldn’t tell you any of this, without meeting all of the ‘Soul Signs’ full term. It was determined that we met them, when you trusted me enough to let me in your world.” He pauses. “That’s why I was in such a bad mood on Tuesday. I thought I’d never get you to trust me with your brother and his friends hating me the way they do. When you came to me yesterday, I laughed because I finally knew I had a chance.” He looks back to my eyes. “I don’t want you to have another breakdown. I wasn’t even near you and I felt your utter devastation. It was awful just feeling that, and even worse, knowing I couldn’t do a thing about it, or even offer you comfort. The Elder in our area told me that you had some tragedies in your family and are very choosy with who you trust and for good reason.”
He’s sort of rambling now, and I wonder if it’s because he’s anxious. Whatever the reason, it’s kind of cute.
I need to make sense of this information swirling in my head. “What’s the difference between an Elder and an Ancient?”
He clears his throat. “An Elder is the oldest Amaranthine in a specific location. They’re like a counselor for a group, so to speak. The Ancients are a group of nine Amaranthines, the absolute oldest of our race.”
I nod. Then remember he said an Elder told him stuff about me. I frown. “How did your Elder know that stuff about me?” I think I should just make a mental list of questions to ask him when he’s done talking, might save time.
“She knows you. Jaynie Gill, Alex’s nanny.”
My eyes might fall out of my head with as wide as they keep getting. How many non-human humans are hiding out in my life?
He ignores my shock. “After you finally trusted me enough to let me in, I started picking up more of your thoughts.” He smiles. “One day we will be able to have an entire conversation in our minds. For now, it’s only a thought with a lot of emotion, not volume. It’s like thinking of someone important to you.”
Suddenly, it feels like someone is caressing my mind. The sensation makes my eyelids flutter and close, and I see a picture of a beautiful woman. She has long straight red hair, brilliant green eyes, and a familiar smile.
Shock takes place and my eyelids pop open. “Oh!”
I close my eyes again but the picture of the woman is no longer there.
“That’s my mom. Thinking about something that you love can do it, too.”
The same sensation overcomes me and this time, when my eyelids close I see the inside of a library.
I struggle to find my voice. “You love to read?”
“Yes, I do.” He smiles. “Your turn.”
I have no idea how this works, or if it’s even real, but I guess I might as well attempt. “Okay, someone important to me.” I think about Henry, and peek at Seth, he nods. I guess it worked. I shrug. “Something I love.” I think about the lake scene I turned in yesterday. It’s a combination of two things I really love: drawing/painting and water.
He nods again. “Henry is important to you, but I already knew that.” He winks. “Did you paint that?”
I feel a real smile form. “Yeah, it’s the lake behind Leland’s house. I’ve always loved to draw and paint. And I love water, too.”
I feel strange. There’s so much information and what we were just able to show each other, by thinking of it, it’s bizarre.
I begin to feel something else. The more I focus on it, the stronger it gets. Its happiness, but it’s not mine.
I look to Seth, and he has a gorgeous smile on his face.
“You’re happy?” I ask.
“Yeah, I am. We just did all of that in our minds, and you didn’t think either one of us were crazy. Thank you.”
I think about that and figure I should be honest with him. “Well, this is starting to become more believable, because I feel your emotions and hear and see some of your thoughts. By the way, your mom is beautiful. You have her eyes and smile.” I look away from him and look out over the water.
He laughs. “I get that a lot. I’m thankful for my dad’s dark hair. I could’ve done without the curls, though.”
“I like the curls,” I whisper. After a few minutes of silence, a thought hits me. “How does Skeeter fit into all of this?”
“She’s Jaynie’s granddaughter,” he says carefully.
I ignore my first reaction, and move onto sorting out my next thought. “Jaynie told me her parents died when she was in her twenties. If she’s Amaranthine, wouldn’t they have been Amaranthine and lived longer than that?”
“It’s not impossible to die from natural causes. Her father was military and her mother went where he was stationed, that’s how it is for soul mates, they need each other. A bomb was dropped on their camp, they were killed in their sleep.”
I nod slowly, and understand Miss Jaynie more.
Another thought crosses my mind. “So, Skeeter will be changing soon? Is it going to be a dramatic difference?”
He shakes his head. “No one knows how dramatic the change will be until it happens. Her parents are thinking of home-schooling her until senior year, depending on how much she changes.”
I think I’ve been overloaded with information. My train of thought keeps crossing wires with stray questions.
It makes me want to cross my eyes.
“This is what the giant triplets were referring to when they told Henry about your first year at Lupiterra. They said how scrawny you were, and when you came back to school the next year, you were practically a man.”
“The giant triplets, that’s a good name for them,” he snorts. “But yes, I didn’t exactly practice secrecy at first. After my body changed, I did all the things I’ve wanted to do, because I could finally do it. It was fun, but my mom was furious with me,” he snorts again.
“Do you have more to tell me? Or can I ask some more questions?”
“Actually, I was thinking we could go somewhere and get lunch if that’s okay. We’ve been out here for a while,” he suggests.
My stomach answers for me, and we both laugh. He starts to row the boat back to shore.
I take the time to get my thoughts straight.
He’s Amaranthine, not human. Well, not really. He ages slower than humans, but how much slower? How big of a difference will it be? When we get older, will we look like a twenty-something with a sixty-something? Ew. Why am I even thinking about this?
Duh, because you want him!
Proof that I have in fact gone crazy, I’m having a conversation with myself!
I just need to think of something else before I have a panic attack!
There’s a clan of Ancient Amaranthine, or whatever, somewhere in Greece, who know all about me. That’s fabulous, I snort at myself. At least, they demand secrecy.
Do the Amaranthine have special powers? Probably not, but what the hell, maybe one of them can fly. That would be kind of cool.
How are Amaranthine not demi gods, and how are they related to the Greek gods?
Do the Amaranthine have enemies?
I wonder if there are such things as wizards, zombies, giants, or vampires. Are there any conventions for such creatures? Like, a magical retreat, support groups for ogres, a blood convention, or maybe a ‘Brains ‘R’ Us’.
My thoughts are becoming a tad condescending. Maybe I shouldn’t ask some of these.
“Where to?” Seth interrupts my thoughts.
“Say what now?” I look up to him, and then glance around.
How did I get to the car already?
“Where should we go to eat?” he asks slowly.
“Oh, right. I’m game for almost anything, you pick.”
This may be the most torturous car ride, ever. Not only are my thoughts a mess from this weirdness, but now I’m trapped in the car with him and he smells so good, and my thoughts are going to go in the wrong direction, again.
I crack the window.
“How about we get something closer to town,” he suggests. “On the drive, you can ask me any of those questions you’re thinking so hard about, and I’ll answer to the best of my ability.” He smiles.
Uh oh. I wonder how much of my thoughts he’s gotten so far today.
“I’ll start with what I consider the easiest. Just promise not to laugh at me, please.”
“I’ll try not to laugh, but you are a funny girl, even when you’re not trying to be. Ask away.” He flashes me a knee-knocking smile before looking back to the road, and I thank my lucky stars I’m sitting.
“Do the Amaranthine have any special powers or abilities?” I manage to ask, but it sounds so ridiculous that I laugh. Thankfully, he does too.
“While it’s true we are faster and stronger, no, we have no powers or abilities. If we want fire, we light a match, and if we want to fly, we buy a plane ticket.”
I nod in response and decide on my next question. “Are there other creatures? Like fairies, werewolves, zombies, or vampires?” I never thought I would be asking these questions, and actually expect a serious answer in return.
He doesn’t laugh like I almost expected, he just smiles. “I’ll start with the easiest, too. Zombies. Made up by someone in Hollywood, probably just to give kids nightmares. I’ve met a sorcerer before. He’s slightly weird, but you wouldn’t ever want to piss him off,” he grimaces. “There are witches everywhere, but they’re not how Hollywood portrays them. They don’t do actual magic. It’s more like herbs and spices and nature,” he taps his fingers on the steering wheel. “Trolls exist. They dislike everyone equally, and try to keep to themselves. Fairies and nymphs like Ireland and Scotland best. As far as I know, vampires are extinct,” he blows out a breath. “There are devuxen. They hate everyone and think they’re royalty. There are elves, but not like Santa’s helpers or anything. They’re much smaller. Pixies and merpeople are Hollywood creations. Shape-shifters are everywhere. Most common is wolves and cats. Cats like heat, so you’d find them the further south you go. And wolves love the colder climates of the mountains. Werewolves linked to the moon were created from someone’s imagination. If you’re really interested in this, you should talk to my father,” he shrugs.
I’m pretty sure my face is a white as a ghost right now. I’m really trying not to freak out.
“So, do the Amaranthine have enemies?” My voice comes out as a whisper.
“Devuxen are the worst.” He sighs and shakes his head slightly. “They don’t like anyone at all and think the world should be rid of every other species. But they won’t go and kill everyone, they need souls to survive. Other than that, everyone sort of stays out of each other’s way. There really isn’t much to worry about.”
I begin to stammer at his words. “What is a Devux, er, Devuxen?” I’ve heard of everything else, but not that. Not that I knew any of this shit existed.
He glances at me from the corner of his eye. “They look like you and me,” he lifts a shoulder in a slight shrug. “The only time they show their true form is when they feed. I’ve never seen it personally, but I’ve heard that their skin turns leathery and looks like charcoal, their eyes glow red and their teeth elongate.” He shutters slightly, and I can tell this topic isn’t something he’s comfortable with.
My breath becomes shallow and I can feel myself losing control of everything. If these creatures scare him, they must be terrible. My panic rises sky high. He reaches over and squeezes my hand. His touch is comforting, and my skin is tingling again. I feel complete with his touch, but as usual, the feeling leaves when he removes his hand.
It feels like a calm breeze has washed over me, like a soothing warm bath that leaves me feeling relaxed and at peace.
Weird.
“Those Ancients in Greece, are they like Amaranthine police, or something?” I ask when I find my voice again.
“Sort of, they do enforce our rules. We really don’t have many,” he taps his finger on the steering wheel again. “The Ancients are like a group of advisors. They help us relocate every few years and help us secure jobs. As I said earlier, they’re the oldest of our kind, and the oldest one I know, is Andrew. He’s a direct descendant of Apollo,” he looks at me with excitement in his eyes. “He’s pretty ancient, more Immortal, than Amaranthine, but he’s really cool. He told me once that he lost count of his age, somewhere around four thousand.”
I choke again, but instead of having him pull over, I put the window down the whole way and try to take a deep breath. “Four freakin’ thousand?” Now I need more answers, and we’re coming into town. “Can we grab something from a drive-thru and just park somewhere?”
“Sure. How about the park around the corner?” Seth asks, pointing to Casa-Taco Drive-In.
What if Seth lives to be four thousand, like that Andrew guy? If he’s right, and I am truly his soul mate, he won’t have me for long. Grandma passed away eight months after Grandpa died. Dad said she died of a broken heart. Is that what it’ll be like for him when I go?
He’ll just whittle to nothing after a few thousand years? Would he be able to find someone else to be happy with?
The next thing I know, the car is off, and he’s grabbing our food and drinks from the back.
When did we get the food?
I’m in my head too much today, all thanks to Seth and his mind-blowing bomb he dropped today.
“There’s a table over by the trees that’s empty. As long as you’re not going to yell at me, we should have privacy.” He offers a small smile.
I guess it’s the look on my face that has him worried about my reaction, but I won’t yell. Hell, I’m not even sure I’ll be able to get my voice over a whisper.
We head over to the table and start eating. I’m just picking at my taco. I can’t even taste the cheese I just put in my mouth. It would seem that my appetite is still sitting at the lake.
This is so not how I imagined today going, at all.
I mean, I had no idea what he wanted to talk about, but this was definitely not it.
How am I supposed to word any of these other questions?
“You could just ask me, like you ask yourself,” Seth says.
I raise my eyes to his. “Will I ever get used to you answering my head?” I sigh, and he laughs.
“Probably, but what do you really want to ask? You’re so anxious that it’s making me anxious, too.”
Just then my phone beeps, and I jump and pull it out of my pocket.
I ignore the messages glaring at me and turn my phone off.
No more distractions.
I take a deep breath and let it out before starting. “I’m worried about a few things. You said the oldest guy is over four thousand years old. Do all of the Amaranthine live that long?”
“Andrew is over four thousand, but he’s lucky, and he really doesn’t do much of anything. On average, Amaranthine can live to be around four to six hundred years old. Mostly because of the things that do kill us, like beheading and some diseases,” he pauses to crumple a wrapper before continuing. “When an Amaranthine passes, if he or she is mated, the survivor soon passes, too.”
I shiver and swallow a few times. “That being said, what does it mean for us?” I shift uncomfortable with this topic, and my wording. Us. “I don’t know what to think, honestly. But I can’t help but notice an obvious problem,” I pause and he raises an eyebrow. “I’m human. I won’t live to be four or six hundred. You will. Doesn’t that scare you at all?”
“That part doesn’t scare me.” He shakes his head. “Long ago, the Immortals found that mated Immortals lived longer than those who never found their mate. It has something to do with the Ichor in their veins. When they found their soul mate, they lived almost double the life span than the unmated. Combined quantities of Ichor helped sustain them much longer. When the first Immortal found that his soul mate was human, he lived fairly close to that of an average life-span, which is much older than Andrew. But they were nervous about how long his mate would live, until after five thousand years.” He smiles. “Turns out the stronger or undiluted the Ichor is in the Immortal, the more it helps to sustain the mate, too. Those types of pairs helped create the Amaranthine race.”
My mind is literally spinning. As if there wasn’t enough information, he has to add more confusion and crazy to the towering stack I’m already overwhelmed with.
“And how did Amaranthines come to exist?” I ask, through the fog of information.
“Immortal and demi god couplings,” he says.
“Okay, what is Ichor? How do we get it, and what does it do? When will it run out, and what happens then? Being an Immortal doesn’t mean immortal?” I may have just asked too many questions.
He smiles before explaining. “Ichor is an ethereal fluid that was gifted to the first Immortals. It mixes in our blood and body tissues. It’s what preserves our body for longer than the average human, or any human. It’s passed between mates and to any child the mates may have. The way you and I would share it would be skin to skin contact, or any intimacy we partake in.”
I gasp and sit up straighter on the bench. I open my mouth, to tell him where he can shove that thought, but he doesn’t seem to notice.
“But if I shake hands with your brother or anyone else, they won’t receive any Ichor. But touching you, my soul mate, skin-to-skin, your body will absorb it. And no, I guess it doesn’t really mean being immortal. We can be killed.”
He keeps saying that I’m his soul mate. I can’t wrap my head around that completely.
I ignore my reaction to a lot of things and focus on getting answers. “Can I feel or see Ichor?”
He shakes his head slightly. “You can’t see it. My dad described it as static electricity almost, on top of the tingling.”
“Oh . . . ” That’s what I felt before we went out on the lake. I almost feel sick to my stomach now. This is too much. “How will my body react to that stuff? I mean, am I going to look like this,” I wave my hand in front of my face, “For the next ten years or something?”
“It’ll slow your aging process, heal some things, and strengthen your body. You won’t be as fast or as strong as a true Immortal, but faster and stronger than a human, like the Amaranthine.”
Why is it that every time he answers one question, I think of twenty more questions to ask him?
“Will I age faster than you?” I ask shyly. I don’t really want him to know that I’ve even thought about that. I don’t want to give him false hope that I’ve accepted this fate he seems to think is mine.
“Not really. My parents look about the same age and she’s thirty years older than him,” he says.
Bits of information float in my head, spelling out something terrible. “You aren’t expecting me to leave my family, are you?!” My voice rises. I know I should be quieter, but I don’t care at this point. “No! I’m sorry. I can’t be your anything, Seth. I will not give up my family.” I stand and start to back away.
Seth jumps up and pulls me back to the table. I try to shake his grip, but it’s a useless attempt. “Jaz, please listen,” he sits next to me on the bench. “I’ve already thought about that, and Jaynie suggests we tell them when it’s noticeable that you’re not aging very much. They’ll be held to our rules of secrecy, and no one else will know they know. You won’t have to leave them, but we do move every couple years. So you’ll have to move away from them, eventually. They can come with us if they want to, or we can always come back and visit as often as you’d like.”
I throw my arms around his neck and hug him tight. He chuckles into my hair then he slides one hand to the back of my head and moves the other to my waist. He leans into me and presses his tingling lips to mine.
It dawns on me that we haven’t kissed since this morning.
What a waste.
His tongue lightly touches my bottom lip causing me to gasp from the sensation. While the kiss deepens, I feel his emotions swirling around me, and I can easily pick them out, joy, attraction and worry.
I may not agree with the title of soul mate, but I have to admit that we are something. I’ve never been able to feel someone like this, or hear their thoughts.
“Seth?” I end the kiss all too soon.
“Yeah, Jaz?” he sounds as breathless as I do.
“I absolutely hate to say this, but you should probably take me home. Before the bears come after me, and before they call the giants for help.”
He laughs until he realizes I’m serious. Yes, Leland and Henry would ask Barry, Flynn and Tony for help, and maybe even some of the guys on Leland’s team if I don’t get home soon.
“All right, Goldilocks, let’s get you home,” he stands slowly, and we gather up our trash then head to the car.
As I’m getting in, I remember a comment that Skeeter made about always being able to find Seth, and what Seth was saying about not needing my number. It has to have something to do with our weird mental connection.
I ask, and he confirms my suspicions. “We’re connected. That’s how I found your uncle’s house without asking for directions. I can follow your emotions or thoughts. I do want to trade numbers because we can’t control what we share with the other just yet. It gets easier with time.” he looks over to me and smiles sweetly as we get closer to my uncle’s.
“Wait, are you trying to say that my emotions are like a friggin’ GPS?”
“Not exactly,” he says with a laugh. “It’s more like playing a game of ‘hot and cold,’” he smiles.
I nod, distractedly. At least, it’s not like if I get pissed off at something, a blinking red dot will sit over my location just for him.
I don’t really know what it is that connects us. Maybe it’s a tether, or a chain. I snort to myself as the ‘ol’ ball and chain’ saying pops in my mind. I shake off my mental dialog and move onto my next question.
“Is distance a problem? Like, if I go on vacation with my family somewhere, maybe out of state, would we still be able to feel and hear each other?”
He shakes his head. “I’m not sure if that theory has ever been truly tested. Mated pairs need the physical contact to keep the Ichor flowing. The longer one is apart from the other, the less potency of Ichor they receive. With the lessening of Ichor, the mates suffer from illness and mental problems as their minds and bodies start aging to their true age. Take Jaynie and her husband, for example. Jaynie is in her hundreds, and so is her husband. If one of them died, the other’s body and mind would revert to its true age. Most couples if they separate, it’s only for a handful of days. That’s what they’re willing to risk by being apart.”
“Theoretically, would two weeks apart hurt us this summer?” I ask quietly.
When he pulls into the driveway, he uses his finger to tilt my head in his direction.
“We’ll make it work, I promise.” He gives me a quick peck, and I can’t take it. I want more. I wrap my arm around his neck and pull him closer as my lips assault his mouth.
We both freeze and begin laughing a second later.
I’m not sure which of us is more shocked. I just know that I had no intention of attacking his mouth.
We exchange numbers, and he walks me to the door.
“Do you want to hang out tomorrow? We can get Skeeter, she’ll love it,” he says.
“She’s already coming over tomorrow,” I inform him. “And you can come, too.”
“Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” He winks and leans down to kiss me. Just as he’s a whisper away, the door flings open. From the corner of my eye, I see Barry.
“Would ya look at that,” Barry says. “Seems I messed up Pretty Boy’s moves.” He chuckles.
I glare at him. If Seth doesn’t smack him, I will. Who does he think he is?
“What are you doing here, Barry?” I demand.
“Well, I wanted to go hunt you down at the lake, but Leland said to give you guys some time,” he glares at Seth, then refocuses his gaze on me. “Jaz, I cannot believe you were gonna let him kiss you, that’s just gross.”
With that comment, Henry, Tony, and Flynn, are behind him in a flash.
“Oh, do not start this again!” I roll my eyes. “Just go away!” Thankfully, Leland pulls the guys away from the door.
“You have two minutes,” he warns before shutting the door.
I groan, and Seth chuckles lightly.
“So um, what do I call you?” I ask him quietly. I hope it’s something less dramatic than soul mate.
He looks skyward with a smirk and rubs his chin.
“You could call me your boyfriend,” he suggests with a smile.
“Of course, why didn’t I think of that?” I laugh and lean up to give him a kiss. “See you tomorrow.”
“Good luck with the bears and giants,” he chuckles as he walks towards his car.
“Thanks,” I take a deep breath and open the door.
There might be a blood bath this fine evening.



Chapter 7
More Questions
As I twist the doorknob, I remember the promise I made to Henry. I never thought I’d actually date Seth, but I still promised I’d talk to him before it got this far. Shit! He’s so going to hate me for this. I groan as I open the door and step in.
I’m in the house long enough to take off my shoes, before getting bombarded with questions from the annoying brutes standing in my living room. I do manage to hear a few of the questions, although I can’t tell who’s asking them.
“Did he come onto you?”
“Did you have a good time?”
“Why did he take you to that lake?”
I fold my arms over my chest, tap my foot, and check out the polish on my nails. No sense in trying to get them to shut up, they don’t listen to me anyway. Leland finally manages to quiet the guys.
“Thank you all so much for the very lovely welcome home,” I say sarcastically. “It would be nice to use the restroom, maybe even sit down for a minute.”
I take three steps towards the bathroom when Tony blocks my path. “We have questions for you.”
Oh, you have got to be kidding me! I never would’ve guessed that, without him pointing it out. I roll my eyes. “I’ll answer your questions, just as soon as I use the bathroom,” I snap. “Or would you rather I pretend to be a dog, like you, and pee on your foot?”
With a second of hesitation, he moves, and I pass.
I have a boyfriend, and I think I’m happy about that development, despite the strangeness. I’d at least like a few hours to enjoy reliving my first kiss.
I take a deep breath, and enter the room again.
“I’ll answer your questions, at least the ones I want to answer. I know two of you are only looking out for me and the other three, well, you need to back off.”
I look to Leland, who’s playing with Alex on the floor. “What are your questions, Leland?” Tony rolls his eyes and forces a breath out his nose.
“Did you have fun today? That’s my first question.”
“There was some fun moments, yes, but mostly we talked, and some of that wasn’t really fun,” I answer honestly.
“Barry said he interrupted Seth putting a move on you. Was it against your will, and has he tried it before?” As he says the words, the tension in the room increases to something tangible.
I knew this would come up.
“Yes, Barry did interrupt our goodbye kiss,” I swallow and find Henry’s eyes, trying to convey my apologies first. “It’s appropriate for a boyfriend to kiss his girlfriend goodbye.”
The room explodes.
Leland’s having a rough reaction. Henry looks like he’s about to punch something, and the other three . . .  I’d like to know why it’s a big deal them. Technically, to them I’m nobody.
After a few minutes of shouting, and some light shoving between Tony and Henry, Leland whistles and gets them to settle.
Henry’s eyes fly back to mine. “When were you gonna tell me, Jaz,” he says, looking awfully pissed off, like I betrayed him. It hurts, but I expected this.
“When did I have the chance to?” I counter. “I just got home, Henry. I’m not even sure what the big damn deal is anyway!” I growl and turn to leave. “Henry, I need my brother back,” I call over my shoulder.
“Sorry,” he says flatly, as I climb the stairs.
I wonder what exactly he’s apologizing for, but I’m not curious enough to turn around and ask.
***
On Sunday, Skeeter and Seth come over as planned, and Henry decides to chill with us. He surprises me even more, by not acting like a jacknut.
When Leland gets back from his teammate’s house, he asks them to stay for burgers on the grill. Leland does question Seth a little bit, just like I knew he would. You know, “what are your intentions,” and all that. I think Seth passed the test, because Leland tells him he’s welcome back anytime.
After Seth and Skeeter leave, I put away the leftovers and begin loading the dishwasher. Leland comes in and watches me from his stool by the bar.
“Are you going to stare, or help?” I ask with a wink.
“I think I’ll just supervise. You look in control of the situation,” he laughs at himself, which makes me laugh.
When I finish, I take the seat across from him. “How’s it goin’?” I ask.
“I could always be better,” he tells me. “I’m not ready for this.” He shakes his head and looks me in the eye. “You’re growing up, and all I keep thinking is, “What happened to the girl who thought boys had cooties and I was her favorite person, other than her dad,” he smiles sadly. “Jazzy, I knew this would happen one day. You’re a beautiful girl, kind, caring, funny. I thought I’d be ready when it happened. But I’m really not, and this feels almost permanent. This doesn’t feel like it’s just some boy that caught your eye.”
“Leland,” I sigh. “You’re still my favorite uncle.”
“I’m your only uncle,” he deadpans, and I laugh.
“I’m not goin’ anywhere, Leland. I just have a boyfriend now.”
He smirks, “Call me a tyrant or overprotective brute, but he’s not good enough for you. No boy will ever be good enough for you.” He gives me a look that says his word is final, I can’t change his mind.
“In your eyes, no one will ever be good enough,” he smiles at me. “Can you accept him though?” I ask shyly, secretly wanting and needing his approval. I don’t have anyone else’s approval and it kind of hurts.
“I won’t tell you that you can’t see him,” he shakes his head. “The heart wants what the heart wants. I can’t stop you from growing up and falling in love. And believe me, I’ll take care of him if he hurts you.” I laugh. “I will never be ready for you to grow up, but I can’t stop it. So my compromise is to tell you that I’ll never truly like whoever you end up with, but I won’t purposefully chase them away. Any boy has his hands full with just your brother,” he laughs, and I join him. “I promised your parents that I’d always have your back and take care of you. I’m trying. This isn’t something I expected to have to handle so soon.”
I get up and hug him. “I love you Unky, you’re doin’ great.” Tears come to my eyes as I squeeze him, and he squeezes back just as hard. “I’m goin’ to bed, this day has been exhausting.”
We say goodnights, and I head up to my room. I’m so done with emotional conversations. I just want to sleep. When I open my door, Henry is sitting on my bed.
“What’s up?” I ask cautiously.
His eyes plead with me before he even opens his mouth. “I know you’re upset with me, and I can’t stand it. Anyway that you can forgive me?”
“You’re forgiven,” I say immediately. “Can you forgive me for breaking my promise?”
He nods and laughs. “Yea.”
“Can you also try to give Seth a real chance? He’s pretty cool, once you look past the weirdness.” The weirdness I’m referring to, he won’t know about for a long, long time.
He smirks. “Hey, I didn’t hit him today, did I? I am trying.”
I laugh at his response. Honestly, there were a few moments today when I thought he was going to do just that.
“Okay I need some sleep. We’ll finish this tomorrow.” I hug him and shoo him out my door.
I can already hear my pillow singing me a lullaby as I put my pajamas on.
***
Colors flash, heat radiates against my face, and giggling crackles in my eardrums. My eyelids flutter and the bright light causes me to squint. I’m in the backyard, Henry is chasing Alex. I smile, and chase after the two of them. Henry stops in front of me, hiding himself from Alex behind a tree. I notice he looks different. I wonder if he finally got a haircut.
Henry darts out from behind the tree and around the swing set. I run to the right to form a trap for Alex, but the backyard abruptly becomes shadowed. A spike of terror runs through me, as sweet little Alex sputters and falls to the ground. I turn to Henry for help, but his face is frozen, and I watch helplessly as the life slowly leaves his eyes.
I scream at the top of my lungs, yelling for Henry to get up, for Leland, Seth, Miss Jaynie, anyone.
Someone has to help me.
Something grabs hold of my face. It feels like someone’s placed a plastic bag over my head. Breathing becomes impossible. I’m being suffocated by an invisible attacker. Panic fills me causing me to gasp for non-existent air.
My eyes lock on the bodies of my baby cousin and my brother. Tears stream down my face and I’m quickly becoming hysterical.
This is how I die.
Five huge wolves with enormous teeth and claws come charging from around the house. The sight of them sends another surge of terror through me. But their arrival chases the shadow, and suffocating feeling, away. My fear is quickly replaced with relief as my lungs receive the air it desperately needs.
As I choke and gasp, I crawl over to Henry and Alex, and beg for them to wake up and come back to me, I pray for it. I’m shaking violently. Arms come around me, and someone shouts my name.
I realize that I’m not shaking; someone is shaking me.
I open my eyes to see my uncle’s face. Henry is holding my legs, and I’m still choking and crying. I must’ve really been screaming.
When my sobs slow, Leland tells me he loves me and leaves me with Henry.
Henry crawls up next to me on the bed and hugs me to his chest.
“It was . . . horrible, Henry. I couldn’t warn you . . . or save you or . . . Alex. You wouldn’t wake back up . . .  They were so huge, but they saved me. It was horrible.”
“I’m here and I’m not going anywhere. You can hear my heart beating, can’t you?” I nod against his chest. It sounds heavenly after that nightmare. “Alex is fine, and surprisingly, he slept through the screaming. I love you. Now go to sleep. You won’t be alone.”
I fall asleep quickly in Henry’s arms. I must admit, I have the best brother in the world.
***
In the morning, Seth meets me in the student lot. Because of the dream from last night, I stick close to Henry until he allows himself to be swallowed up by the fan club and the giants. When I finally make it to Seth, he puts his arms around me. I sigh and feel the tension leave me.
He bends down to whisper in my ear, “Are you okay?” I can hear the concern in his voice.
Tears fill my eyes as I look into his. I bite the inside of my cheek and nod.
Before he can say anything else, Barry comes over and shoves him away, as their posse of catty girls follow him over.
“Enough of the PDA,” he sneers. “Some of us would like to keep our breakfast down.” A few girls giggle.
“Barry, why don’t you take the “ass” hat off and put on a “nice guy” hat for once?” I shoot back.
“It’s too early for nice, too late for sleepy, and I just don’t have the energy for charming at the moment. So unless you find me another monster,” he says, looking pointedly at Seth, “You’re stuck with plain old me. Take it or leave it.”
“Leave it.” I grab Seth’s hand and head for the doors.
“Bye, Jazzy!” Barry, Tony and Flynn yell in girly voices. I’m not sure which I find more annoying, them being confrontational to Seth or them when they thought Seth being near me meant they had to mark their territory.
Seth snorts. I guess he caught my thought. We part ways to head to our classes.
By the time Acrylics starts, I’m ready for a nap. That nightmare last night really took a toll on me.
“You look like you could use an energy drink.” Skeeter smiles at me as we take the last few steps into the class.
I nod. “I didn’t sleep very well last night.”
“I’m sorry,” she tells me. “Can I ride with you and Henry this afternoon?”
“Yea, I don’t see why not.” I nod.
“Awesome, thanks. My grandma wants me to meet her at your place,” she groans.
It’s so weird hearing her call Miss Jaynie “grandma.”
“Speaking of, I have some questions for her,” I tell her.
“Like what?” she asks me.
“Like . . . ” I lean close to her to whisper. “This mind talking stuff.”
Skeeter giggles. “I’m sure she’d be able to answer that. Ask her when we get there.”
We walk over to our seats, and my lake painting is lying on my desk. I snatch it up and flip it to check my grade. 100%.
Excellently done, Miss Williams, if I hadn’t watched your progress with your beautiful scenery, I would’ve thought you bought it somewhere. I want to grab a blanket and a book, and step into the canvas. Keep up the good work!
I smile, and show Skeeter. She’s just about to say something when Mr. Becker comes over.
“Jasmine, close to the end of every year I invite the students who have impressed me, along with artists, college scouts, and designers, to attend an event here at the school. Some of the students in the past have been offered scholarships, and even career opportunities, sometimes critiques. I was wondering if you’d be willing to attend. You just need to put together a portfolio. I’ll give you until Friday to decide. The event is in five weeks,” he smiles and heads back to his desk.
I’m stunned and just stare at my canvas.
“Is something going to jump out of the lake or did you fail?” Derik smirks as he waltzes over.
“Perfect marks,” I grin. I’m not telling him about the offer for the show, he wouldn’t appreciate it for what it is. It would just give him another reason to throw his annoying attitude at me.
Skeeter comes back over and pushes Derik out of the way. She starts squealing. “This is wonderful!” Thankfully, Derik walks away.
After class, I walk over to Mr. Becker’s desk. “I have my answer,” I tell him when he looks at me. “I want to do the event, but will I be able to keep this piece?”
“Certainly, you may want to include it in your portfolio one day.” He smiles at me. “Do you have other paintings or drawings you’d like my opinion on, for the event?”
“Yes, I can bring some in tomorrow. I have one in particular I’d like your opinion on, but I’ll bring a few.” I give him a nervous glance.
This drawing I have never shown to anyone. I worked on it while I locked myself in my room after we lost Dad and Sophie. I haven’t even shown Henry, yet.
I focus on the laugh lines around Mr. Becker’s brown eyes to stay in the present.
“I’m looking forward to it. Have a good day,” he says with a smile.
When the bell rings I stand outside the door and wait for Seth. I’m bouncing on the balls of my feet. I’m excited to do the exhibit Mr. Becker holds at the end of the year.
I watch Seth walk towards me with a smile on his face. My heart is doing that crazy flutter and butterflies seem to be making a home in my belly.
Will this feeling ever stop?
“You’re making a habit of being late for fourth,” he chuckles and leans on the wall next to me.
“Yea, Coach Jaymes will probably write me up,” I smirk.
“Not that I’m not glad you wanted to see me, but why are you making yourself late again?” he asks and leans closer to me.
“Mr. Becker offered me a spot in his exhibit at the end of the year.” My smile is so large that my cheeks already hurt.
“That’s great!” His grin is nearly as wide as mine.
“I know! I just had to tell someone, other than Skeeter.” I dance a little. “Okay, I should probably get going before Coach Jaymes makes me do laps or something.”
Instantly I’m nervous, I’ve never had a boyfriend. Are you supposed to kiss them, or something, in the halls? My cheeks heat as I remember this boyfriend can hear my thoughts.
He leans down and kisses my pinked cheeks. “Get to class,” he whispers. I giggle a little and walk away from him.
With every step that brings me closer to the locker room, the colder I feel. I’ve got that same feeling again, someone is following me. I hear the thunking of footsteps behind me, gooseflesh covers my arms, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I try to block it out best I can, but I can hear the steps behind me picking up speed. I run, flat out, the last few feet to the locker room.
I press my back to the wall behind the door and work on slowing my breathing.
“Jaz, are you okay?” Hanna, one of the girls in my gym class, asks.
“Yea, I just ran here, that’s all.” I smile. I hope it’s as reassuring as I want it to be.
I walk over to an empty locker and begin to change for class. As I’m pulling my blue shirt with “LHS Trojans” logo on it over my head, a locker slams behind me, I scream and jump.
I hear a giggle. “You screamed like a little girl!” Heidi says.
I fix my shirt and shrug to her. “It startled me.” I finish getting dressed and walk out to the gymnasium to begin stretching. A tap on my back startles me, again.
“Jeez! You’re jumpy today. You okay?” Ashleigh asks.
“I’m fine, Ashleigh,” I smile, and we start jogging up the bleacher steps together.
Coach Jaymes blows her whistle, and I startle again and trip on my way back down.
“Williams, you okay?” Coach asks. I nod and blush, as everyone stares at me. “Do you need a pass to the guidance counselor or nurse?” she whispers.
My eyes go wide. “No, I’m okay, thanks Coach,” I assure her.
I may have accepted the pass, if I didn’t have to be alone in that hallway again. It’s strange to be in a school filled with hundreds people, and feel stalked.
If I talk to Henry about it, he’ll worry that I have gone off the deep end, if he doesn’t die of laughter first. I guess I can ask Miss Jaynie what to do about it, maybe she knows if ghosts are real.
When the bell rings, I make sure to leave with a large group of girls to avoid being alone. I spot Henry on the opposite side of the hall outside the cafeteria, and take off running. When I’m close enough, I jump onto his back and cover his eyes.
“Guess what?!” I say into my brother’s ear.
He teeters slightly. “I thought this usually starts off with guess who?” he chuckles.
I laugh. “I have good news!” I shout as I climb off his back.
“Ok, I’ll bite,” he says through his laugh.
“My art teacher was very impressed with my painting and wants to put it in his event in five weeks, for professionals and colleges to look at. I have to put a portfolio together, but I could get career placement, or a scholarship, or something, if they like my stuff.” We have another year until graduation, but I honestly have no clue what I want to do after high school. I wouldn’t complain if it had something to do with art.
“That’s great, Jazzy!” Henry beams. “Do I get to see this painting?”
“Henry, you’ll love it!” Skeeter says, appearing out of thin air. “It looks just like you’re sitting in your backyard.”
“Yea, but I need to get some of my other paintings from the old house tonight. And Skeeter is coming with us,” I tell Henry. He nods and walks away as Seth comes over to Skeeter and me.
I hope Henry gets over, whatever this is, soon. It’d be nice to not have to force him to be near my friends.
***
Seth walks with me out to the student lot after study hall. I lean into him and close my eyes, just letting him guide me.
“That nightmare last night has drained my energy,” I mumble to Seth.
“If there’s ever a next time, I’ll bring you some energy drinks and coffee,” he says quietly.
“Hey, Jaz, which one is . . . ” Skeeter trails off. “I guess the shiny black Charger that’s surrounded by the ditzy queens is your brother’s car?”
Seth snorts, and I crack one eye open.
“Yep,” I snort.
She groans. “You deal with this every day?”
I nod. “I don’t get the dirty looks anymore since Henry mentioned I was his sister,” I chuckle. “They used to give me the death stare, now they’re sickly sweet.” I roll my eyes.
Skeeter grins. “Think I’ll get the death stare?”
“I know that look,” Seth rolls his eyes.
“Don’t be such a downer,” she snaps at him.
She skips over and squeezes past two of the girls surrounding Henry and leans into him. Curiosity gets me and I sneak closer to them.
“Thank you for the ride,” she smiles sweetly. Two girls storm away from the group, and the rest give her the death stare.
“Take your rank breath and get out of here, nerd,” one of the girls snaps at her.
“Oh sweetie, I think that’s you. That perfume could peel the paint off a bulldozer,” she quips.
Just as a blonde opens her mouth, Henry steps up. “Enough!” he barks. “Let’s get goin’.”
“I call shotgun!” Skeeter laughs and jumps in the front seat.
I smile and turn to Seth, he smiles at me before pulling me close to him. My arms snake around his neck as my lips meet his. His hands tighten on my waist and his emotions flood my senses. He’s amused and happy.
The blare of a car horn behind me causes me to jump and shriek. I spin around and see Henry smirking.
I shoot him a dirty look. “Annoying buffoon . . . ”
“Hey, call me when Skeeter leaves,” Seth tells me, before kissing my forehead.
I nod and say goodbye before climbing into the backseat.
“Really funny,” I say and smack the back of Henry’s head.
He just laughs at me and starts driving towards our old house. I let them chat while I try to remember where all of my artwork is, and figure out which ones I want to bring in for Mr. Becker.
Once we get to the old house, I rush through gathering the pieces I want to take tomorrow. I ask Henry to grab the quill and ink bottle drawing I made for Dad. It’s in his office and I’m not ready to go in there yet.
When we get home, Miss Jaynie and Alex are waiting for us on the porch. Henry grabs my stuff and heads inside.
Miss Jaynie stops him. “Henry, can you take Alex out back and wear him out for me?”
“Sure. Come on, little dude. Let’s go on the slide!” Henry says excitedly, and Alex squeals.
I’m jealous. I want to play, too. But, I need some answers first.
“Miss Jaynie, can I ask you something about the mental communication thing?” I ask feeling a bit silly, but knowing she understands so I’m not worried about sounding like an idiot.
“Go ahead,” she says.
I sit in the wooden chair next to her, and Skeeter sits in front of us, on the floor.
“How do I respond to something mentally?” I look to my lap as my cheeks heat. She might understand, but it’s still strange.
“It gets easier to share things when you want to as the relationship strengthens. Intimacy will strengthen your relationship, and that makes it easier to hold a conversation.” I stare at her wide eyed with, I’m guessing, flame-red cheeks, but she ignores me. “You’ll never be able to control everything that gets shared. And you can’t go snooping around in his thoughts or him in yours. It’s just what crosses your mind currently, even after you two have been with each other for a hundred years, you still won’t know every thought.
“The Ancients thought it perfect to have no secrets at all or close enough. I find that it’s a pain in the you-know-what,” she huffs. “If there’s a way to block it, we haven’t found it.”
I never thought about telepathy being a burden, but I can definitely see where it would be a problem.
“Strengthening doesn’t happen overnight. Ya’ll just need to be patient,” Miss Jaynie says with a smile.
“So for now, we just work on strengthening our relationship?” I ask for clarification.
She nods. “Ya’ll are old enough to know about ‘being careful’ in a relationship, and to wait until you’re ready. Don’t you dare let him pressure you into anything,” she says sternly.
My jaw drops, and Skeeter starts laughing.
Miss Jaynie continues. “Just think of something that has a powerful emotion associated with it. Love, hate, fear. Those are some strong emotions, so think of things that link with those for now.”
“Uh, I . . . ” I stutter like a fool. Skeeter is still laughing. I guess if I could see the look on my face right about now, I’d laugh, too.
“Sugar, calm down. You can wait as long as you want. Make me a happy woman, and tell him “no” until you’re fifty,” she pats my leg and laughs. “Don’t think of him as a life sentence, or even as your soul mate. Just think of him as your boyfriend,” she shrugs. “Go on dates, sneak kisses, and surprise each other while you can!”
I give her a one armed hug. “You’re the best, Miss Jaynie. Thanks!”
She just gave me permission to not think of Seth as my soul mate, I could kiss her! I’m still not comfortable with that title.
“Jazzy! Your face just now was priceless!” Skeeter giggles.
Miss Jaynie shoots her a look, and she struggles to quiet her laughter. “Anything else on your mind?” Miss Jaynie asks, looking at me now.
I nod. “It’s probably just me being paranoid.” I blow out a quick breath. “When I’m at school, I keep hearing footsteps, but when I look, no one’s there. I can feel eyes on my back, and I hear the footsteps, and it’s really creepy. It’s crazy, I know. But I feel like I’m being stalked. Do you think the school’s haunted?”
I brace myself for their laughter, but that’s not the reaction I get.
I look at Miss Jaynie, she looks furious. Skeeter looks almost terrified.
What the hell is going on?



Chapter 8
Protection
“You’re going to meet a few Elders tonight, dear,” Miss Jaynie says as the three of us pile in her car.
“Okay,” I squeak.
“They’re not bad. Just old and boring,” Skeeter says.
“Delilah,” Miss Jaynie scolds, and Skeeter rolls her eyes. “Jazzy, they’re going to help. You don’t need to be afraid of them.”
I take a deep breath. “Okay,” I say sounding closer to calm. “Why do I have to meet them?”
“Because this is a situation where you need help, more help than I can offer,” Miss Jaynie says, with concern.
When we park, I spot Seth’s car, along with a few other cars parked along the road. I take a deep breath and try to ignore the growing anxiety.
As soon as the front door opens, I want to turn around and run to the other side of the lake. There are more people in there than I originally thought. Miss Jaynie said a few Elders. Not ten people! And that’s only who I can see in the front room!
I start backing my way to the door. My chest is heaving and my palms are sweaty. I really hate meeting new people.
I need Henry.
Realization hits me and my vision starts getting cloudy as tears come to my eyes.
It has to be really bad for this many people to be here! Is this more than a whacked out ghost?
Scratch that! I do not want to know! My back hits the door. I turn around and reach for the doorknob. My movement is frozen abruptly by a hand clamping on my shoulder. My hand flies to my mouth and I bite my tongue to halt my scream.
“Calm down, Jaz,” I hear Seth’s soft voice in my ear.
“I’m f-fine,” I lie.
“No, you’re not.” He gives me a pointed look, reminding me that he receives my thoughts and feelings.
I take a deep breath. “I . . . ”
“I know,” he whispers.
I was going to say that I’m afraid. I don’t do well in large groups anymore, and I really don’t like that in this large group, I’ll be center of attention. It’s like being under a microscope.
I suddenly feel really bad for bugs and parasites.
Seth hugs me to his chest, and my arms instantly go to his waist as I listen to his heartbeat and breathe in his cologne.
After a minute or two, Seth rubs my shoulders lightly. “Come on, there’s a few people I’d like for you to meet.” I nod and grab hold of his hand with a vise grip.
He tugs me into the kitchen and we stop in front of a woman, who looks remarkably like Miss Jaynie, with less gray hair, and a man with jet black hair and ice blue eyes.
“This is Joe and Becca, Skeeter’s parents. This is Jasmine Williams, my soul mate.” He beams, and my stomach flip-flops. Joe and Becca each give me a hug, and as I peer over Becca’s shoulder, I spy Seth’s mom.
My stomach drops to the floor and my mind starts spinning out of control. What if she doesn’t like me? What if she thinks I’m not good enough for her son?
She comes over and gives me a big hug that quashes my fears.
“Jasmine, I’ve heard so much about you! I’m Claire, Seth’s mom. This is my husband, Luke.” He hugs me, too.
“It’s wonderful to meet you. I wish it were under better circumstances.” He pats my arm, and before I can do more than nod at either of them, Miss Jaynie rushes over.
“Sugar, this is my husband Gregory. Gregory, this is Jazzy.”
She’s the only one who uses my nickname, and she doesn’t even use her own granddaughter’s nickname. I shake hands with Gregory.
“Well, there, that wasn’t so bad now was it? You’ve met all the important ones formally. The rest of them, well, you don’t need to worry about who they are. They’re stuffy,” Gregory says with a smile. I giggle.
“Hey you old coot, I’m important too!” A young man walks over. He has brown eyes, brown hair, and an oddly familiar smile. “You must be the girl I keep hearing about, Jaz. I’m Sam, Seth’s older brother.”
Seth’s what?
I look over to Seth, and he’s glaring at Sam.
“Hi, Sam. It’s nice meet you,” I say uncertainly.
The tension is thickening around me again.
He smirks. “I’m not surprised Seth didn’t mention me yet, no worries, I’m sure you’re going to be seeing a good bit of me now. What, with this devux after you and all.”
There’s a what after me?
“Umm . . . ” I start.
Then I remember what Seth said about the devuxen. A devux has been stalking me, and it wants my soul.
My lungs seem to be shrinking because I’m not getting enough air.
What started out as simple introductions is ending with me freaking out.
“Jaz, calm down. Nothing is going to happen to you,” Seth wraps his arms around me.
I’m not going to lie, I usually feel safe being in his arms. But right now, it does absolutely nothing to chase away the fear for my soul.
“Thanks, Sam. I didn’t tell her yet,” Seth spits out.
“You didn’t tell her a lot from what I’m hearing,” Sam fires back.
“I’m sorry, Jaz. I was getting ready to tell you, but I wanted to get the introductions out of the way, and I’m sorry for not bringing up my brother before.”
I just nod. I don’t trust my voice.
How do you stop a devux from eating your soul? Is it possible?
I numbly follow everyone into another room, where Seth’s mom is yelling.
“She’s new to all of this, Vanessa! How did a devux single her out on her first day of school? How is there one in that school, and no one knows about it?!”
I wasn’t introduced to Vanessa. I wonder what her part in all of this is. There are three other men in the room, too. One of them stands and addresses Claire.
“We need to keep a level head to help her with this,” the man says, with a hint of a southern accent. Claire sits down stiffly. “I’ve contacted the alpha of the pack of shifters here. They’re having a pack meeting as we speak. The alpha has agreed to help us because this affects everyone, including them. They are going to be a part of the protection for the girl, and helping us figure out exactly who is after her.” He pauses and looks at me for a second before speaking again. “The last devux problem any of us had was nearly eighteen years ago. Some of you will remember, they asked us for help, and we gladly helped them.”
“Is that necessary, Athan? Does she need more protection than we can give her?” Skeeter asks.
“It would be suspicious to her family, as well as the general public, to have us surrounding her at all times. The protection the shifters are offering will allow us to find out the answers to the questions, why, who, how many, and where. Then get rid of them,” Athan replies.
“Do ya’ll think her family will be in danger?” Gregory asks.
My eyes go wide and I feel bile rise in the back of my throat.
I put my family in danger?
A short, gray haired man with wire rimmed glasses begins speaking. “Kiron, Phil, and Ped are on her uncle’s team, Jaynie’s with the boy, and her brother is at the same school, he’ll have her protectors near him. Is there anyone else?”
“Yes, my mother,” I squeak.
A tall man with bright, almost orange hair speaks to me. “That’s right. Yolie and Sandy are her nurses. They’ll watch out for her. I will inform them as soon as the meeting is over, don’t worry about a thing.”
My panic escalates as I shrink into Seth more. He squeezes me tighter.
I breathe in a lungful of Seth’s clean, spicy scent, and after a few minutes, start feeling myself calming down.
The Elders are discussing various tactics on figuring out who the devux is. From following me to seeing what happens if I’m pulled out of school for a week.
I can tell you what would happen if I missed that much school. My uncle would freak, my brother would go ape shit on everyone, and I’d end up losing my A-B average. I like my GPA at 3.2, I’d prefer it higher, but sometimes History kicks my ass.
The doorbell rings, and Sam gets up to answer the door.
I hear someone shout, and my eyes go wide. I know that voice!
What are they doing here?
“I knew there was something off about you!” Tony yells at Seth, and then turns his glare towards me. “Why didn’t you listen to us, Jaz?”
“Don’t worry, Pretty Boy. We can handle this and protect her,” Barry says.
“You okay, Jazzy?” Flynn asks me.
I stare at them dumbly. “What are you doing here? And why are you making a scene?”
“Alpha sent us here to hash out this devuxen problem. We’re your protection,” Barry explains.
What? The giants, my brother’s friends, are Shape-Shifters.
“Oh, my God,” I whisper, and then everything goes black.
***
I wake up alone in a dark room.
Being alone is the last thing I want right now. I feel the panic rising, bringing bile up with it, again.
I try to sit up, but my spinning head forces me to lie back down.
“It’s been ten minutes, Jaynie,” Flynn says.
“She’ll be fine once her mind protects itself. Just be patient,” Jaynie says.
“She’s had a lot to process lately. She needs time.” I can’t be sure but that sounds like Sam, Seth’s brother.
This is definitely not a dream.
It was all real.
Barry, Flynn, and Tony all turn into some kind of animal, my boyfriend is my Amaranthine soul mate, and I’m going to die at the hands of a demon.
My breathing is shallow again and the dizziness is making me feel like I’m on a boat, even though I’m lying on a stationary bed.
“She’s awake. Jaynie, let me through,” Seth says.
The door pops open.
“Shield your eyes. I’m turning the light on,” he says softly.
I cover my eyes, and he turns it on. I feel the bed dip, and slowly test my eyes against the light.
I blink rapidly. “Did you know? About the guys?”
“I had my suspicions about them, like they had of me, but I wasn’t certain.” I’m not sure if I like this not being told things and having a giant shock all at once. I hope this doesn’t continue.
“Were you going to tell me?”
“It’s not my information to share but I would have, had I known they would show up here tonight. If they would’ve known for sure I was an Amaranthine, they would’ve tried harder to keep us apart. It’s not that the shifters don’t like the Amaranthines, or any other being. They just understand how dangerous our world can be. They’re protectors. It’s in their nature to protect themselves, our world, humans, and other beings as well.”
Protectors. Well, they are protective, that’s for sure, but they’re also giant asses.
“So, they won’t hurt me, or you, or my family?” my lips tremble. Seth scoots closer to me and wraps his arms around me. I move to sit on his lap.
“They’re protectors, they protect and defend. They won’t hurt you or anyone that’s not a threat.”
“What do they change into?” I ask quietly.
“Their other form is a wolf. I know you’ve seen movies with werewolves, and have seen the wolves in zoos, but they’re much larger.”
This makes me gulp. Wolves aren’t the friendliest animals. Especially if they’re as large and terrifying looking as the wolves in my dream. I shiver and duck my face into Seth’s chest.
“I’m not ready to see them like that, yet,” I say, but it sounds muffled even to my own ears.
“Do you want me to ask them to leave?”
“No, they can stay. I’m just not ready to see the wolf part,” I explain, and he nods in understanding.
“Do you want to stay in here until your uncle comes?” he asks quietly, as he rubs circles into my back.
“I don’t know. I need more answers, but I’m afraid of what I might hear. Does that make sense?” I half smile.
He grins. “I won’t let anything happen to you, I promise.” He seals his promise with a kiss to the top of my head.
“I know, but I’m still scared,” I shiver.
I know deep down Seth is right, but this is weird.
Someone knocks on the door, and Seth leaves me to answer. When he pulls open the door, I see Flynn’s bulking figure in the doorway. I instantly picture him as one of the wolves from my dream, a larger than life wolf, dagger-looking teeth, and talons for claws. I shiver and shake the image away.
“I don’t think this is a good time Flynn, she’s kind of . . . ”
“Seth, I’m fine,” I say, sitting a little straighter.
“Can I have a few minutes with her, alone?” Flynn asks.
Seth’s anger skyrockets. I try my best to let him know that I’m okay and he needs to calm down, without speaking.
“I’ll be fine, you’ll know if something isn’t right,” I say. He nods, tight lipped and glares at Flynn before leaving the room.
I scooch to the foot of the bed and hug my knees, while I wait for Flynn to begin.
“I’m sorry, Jazzy. I didn’t want you to find out, especially not like this. None of us wanted this,” he says nervously.
I nod. “Does Henry know?”
“Not yet, but Barry is planning on telling him soon, because of this soul-eating prick,” he responds.
“I hope he takes it better than I did,” I mumble.
“You would’ve taken it better with some warning. From what I understand, no one really answered your questions until you got here, and, well, I don’t blame them. I can’t say I would’ve done anything differently. I am sorry. We didn’t mean to overload you.”
“No worries, it was probably coming anyway, or another breakdown,” I shrug. “I should be used to crap happening by now. My life was never really normal, and it’s gone off the deep end since March.” I’m trying to play it off like it doesn’t matter, but I’m sure he can see through me.
“I should warn you about a certain part of our protection plan,” he says and fiddles with the carpet. “Barry is going to ask your uncle if he can stay with you until the end of the year. The story is his parents are moving out of state, and he graduates in a few weeks, so he wants to stay until he graduates. The truth is his dad, our Alpha, will never leave our territory, and neither will he.”
“Why can’t you stay instead?” I groan. “Barry is so . . . Barry.”
He laughs. “He’s not all bad. Besides, he’s stronger than us, he’s the Alpha’s son, and Alpha ordered it. We don’t argue with the Alpha,” he pauses and taps his finger on his shoe, while giving me a once over. “You’ll be in good hands with him there, and with Jaynie, and I’m sure Seth will be around you more now.”
I purse my lips. “I guess I have to be okay with this arrangement then, huh?”
“At least it’s not permanent,” his face becomes a mask of seriousness and concern. “The guys and I are rearranging our schedule, so we have classes near you now. You’ll have one of us within yelling distance at all times. You’ll never walk to class without one of us, except when you have Seth.”
That’s wonderful. I roll my eyes. “Oh, well that’s going to be cozy, more time with you guys. I appreciate having you guys as protectors, but you guys can go a little, wait that’s a lie, a lot overboard.”
“Your being safe is worth more than rearranging a schedule,” he counters. “Who wouldn’t want a sweet girl like you to be safe?”
I let out a hollow laugh. “Who wouldn’t want me safe?” I repeat. “Uh, the jerk that’s stalking me?”
“We’ll get that demon,” he says icily.
It chills me and reminds me that he’s not just a human, like I once thought. “I have a question,” I say quietly.
“Fire away.”
“Will I have to see you guys in your other forms?” I cringe.
He appraises me again before answering. “You’re not ready for it yet. I’d probably send you into a coma if I shifted now. We aren’t that bad, I promise,” he laughs. “Just think of us as overgrown guard dogs.”
I nod. I don’t find any of this funny at all, in fact I’m feeling extremely overwhelmed. Tears prick my eyes, but I blink them away.
Knuckles tap on the door before Seth pokes his head in.
“Jaz, your uncle will be here soon,” he says calmly. I can feel his inner turmoil, so I know he’s trying to curb himself.
I nod and slowly stand so I don’t trigger any lingering dizziness. I step out the door and am met with a smirking Barry.
He gives me the once over and snorts. “Dang Jaz, it won’t be that bad living with me.”
I roll my eyes and sidestep around him.
He continues talking, obviously ignoring my reaction. “It’s for the protection of you and your family, Princess. I think we’re gonna have fun,” he bumps my shoulder, knocking me off kilter and stumbling into Seth. “Come on, I promise not to show you my kills,” he laughs.
I choke a little.
“Dude! She’s freaked, don’t be an ass!” Flynn pounds him.
He deserves it for that comment.
***
Once we get home, I take a long hot shower to try to wash away some of the craziness from the evening.
I wrap my towel around my head after I toss my pajamas on, and grab my ear buds and iPod, before sitting at my desk. I fish out my sketchpad and a pencil, and stare at them. Breathing deeply, I focus on the song to get a mental image of what I feel I should draw.
I envision a soldier sitting in the sand, holding a picture of his family, so I begin sketching.
Not much time passes before I’m startled by someone tapping on my shoulder.
I whip around and see Henry smirking. “Damn it! Don’t do that!” I pat my chest and yank out my ear buds.
“Sorry, for a minute there I thought you were sleeping. Whatcha working on?” he asks.
“I knew I wasn’t going to fall asleep yet, so I figured I’d just draw something. When it’s done, it’ll be a soldier.” I shoot him a small smile.
He nods. “You okay? You’ve been kinda . . . off, today.”
“Yeah, I’m just nervous for tomorrow.” Not a total lie. I cross the room to the tote bag with the paintings and drawings I’m taking in tomorrow. I dig out the one I’m looking for, and without looking at it, I cross back over to where Henry is sitting on my bed.
“Do you remember, when I wouldn’t leave my room for a while after the accident?” I ask him.
“Yeah, Leland and I thought you’d have to be admitted with Mom,” he looks away from my eyes.
I know it’s still painful. It is for me.
He moves to stand and I hold my hand up to stop him.
“Don’t freak out, okay? I’m not a masochist. I just had an image stuck in my head, and it was driving me insane. Every time I closed my eyes, there it was. I couldn’t get away from it. So I did what I always do, I drew it out.” I hold up the protective sleeve. “I never looked at it again. I never really planned to, but I decided to take it in for Mr. Becker to see. Since you’re going to be there with me, I don’t want this to be a shock. I’m sorry I kept this from you.”
I take a deep breath before handing him the drawing. He takes it from me and slouches against my headboard. His breathing is uneven, but his eyes never leave the paper.
I know what’s going through his head, because it’s going through mine, too.
Mom’s shriek woke me up just before the slam of her brakes slid me to the floor of the car.
 As I collected myself, Mom and Henry swapped seats and the car started moving again. But Henry was driving faster than he would, given that Mom was in the car. I still didn’t know what happened, or when I even fell asleep. I reach up and pat Mom’s shoulder.
 “You okay, Mom?” I asked her quietly. She shook her head and said something that sounded like, “It can’t be them,” but I couldn’t be sure.
 Flashing lights suddenly filled the dark car, the ambulances, patrol cars, and fire truck being the reason. I could see a shiny red sports car with a crunched up front end. This S-turn is so dangerous, which is why Mom refuses to take this road. Even though they posted the speed limit down to 25mph, people don’t listen, and there are accidents here all the time.
Henry pulled off to the side of the road and a bumper sticker caught my attention. It’s on the back of a dark colored Mazda and read, “Pittsburgh’s Biggest Fan!” with the symbols for NHL, NFL, and MLB. The “Pitt U” sticker in the back window froze my lungs. The “My Son Tackled Your Son” and “My Daughter Spiked Your Daughter’s Face Off” stickers broke my heart to a thousand pieces.
 I jumped out of the car and took off running.
 “Dad!” I screamed as strong arms caught me.
 “I’m sorry. I can’t let you go over there,” A comforting, familiar voice said.
 “That’s my Dad’s car!” I shouted through tears, “Sophie!!” I clawed and smacked at the arms as I struggled to get free.
 “Jaz!” he yelled. “Stop right now! I can’t let you go over there. It’s too dangerous. Let them get ‘em out safely.”
 “Are they . . . ” My question fell flat and hung in the air around us. John is a friend of my Dad’s, a police officer.
 “I . . . ” He sighed and looked away for a minute. “It’s not lookin’ good, Sweetheart.” I let him walk me to the side of the road, where Henry was on the phone, and Mom was yelling at another officer.
 I ignored the conversations going on around me, and watch as the firemen began to cut into the car to remove my sister. I couldn’t believe how big of a bitch I was to her earlier. She only wanted a daddy-daughter dinner. I’ll do her laundry, cook for her, help her recover, I’ll do anything.
 I reach over and hold Mom and Henry’s hands as they remove my sister from the car and EMTs surround her. The firemen began cutting to get my dad out.
 “Please Sophie, make it. You’re strong, just hang on. They’ve got you now,” I whispered, as I wiped tears from my face.
 They retrieved my father from the car and one of the EMTs waved John to come over to them.
 Movement on my right caught my attention. There was a guy in cuffs being led to the waiting police car. His head was hung over hunched shoulders and he was crying. It was also plain as day that he was stumbling drunk. He survived the crash with barely a scratch.
I looked back over to the EMTs and watched in horror as John came walking back over with his head also hung. With tears in his eyes and his head shaking, he said something that I couldn’t register. Mom started to fall to the ground screaming, but Henry caught her and just held on.
 I slowly walked over to the gurneys carrying my dad and sister. Grabbing a mangled hand of each, I stared at the stars.
 Why? Why now? Why tonight?
 “I love you . . . ” I said to them, as an EMT escorted me back to Henry and Mom. Leland ran over and hugged me tightly.
The drawing is that night.
There’s a boy holding onto a woman to keep her from collapsing to the ground. Police officers, fire fighters, and paramedics all busy attempting to clear the road and do their jobs. Two crushed vehicles, a young man being led to a police car in handcuffs, with his head hung in shame. There’s a girl standing between two gurneys, holding a hand in each of hers. She’s looking up at the sky, with tears rolling down her cheek. In the sky are two faces, Dad and Sophie’s.
With tears in my eyes, I glance at him to see how he’s holding up.
“This is . . . ” He clears his throat a few times. “This is what wouldn’t leave your head?” he looks at me, and I nod. He looks back to the drawing and sucks in his bottom lip as his chin quivers. “This is amazing. I love how you made Dad and Soph angels,” he starts to cry then.
I push the drawing aside, hug him to me and cry with him.
“It’s perfect, Jazzy,” he says into my shoulder. “One day, can I frame it and keep it?”
“We’ll see, Stud. I won’t promise, but if I end up keeping it, I’ll make another one just for you.” I smile at him. He wipes his face on his sleeve.
I spend the next half hour with him, reminiscing and enjoying the time together. Wiping my face again, the corners of my eyes feel as chapped as my nose. We say our goodnights, and I try to get some sleep.
***
Sleeping is useless, after trying for twenty minutes, I give up. Every time I close my eyes, I see bits of last night’s nightmare or bits from the night my life crumbled.
I turn on my desk lamp, pop in my ear buds and start working on the soldier again. My phone starts ringing around midnight. I glance at the screen and see that it’s Seth.
“Shouldn’t you be asleep?” he asks me, sounding very groggy.
I frown. “If you thought I was asleep, why’d you call?”
“I’m just worried about you,” he murmurs.
“I’m fine, just drawing, go to sleep,” I assure him.
“Babe, do me a favor,” he speaks a little louder into the phone.
I smile at the warm feeling that comes over me when he calls me babe. “Okay, what’s that?”
“Put your drawing, pencil, and iPod away.”
“How did you . . . ?” I begin to ask but he interrupts.
“Well, for one, you just told me you were drawing, and two, the last song you listened to was Flannigan’s Ball. When they sang the part about kicking some guy in the spleen, you imagined doing that to Derik, and the idiot who chose to drink and drive. I must say, you have an interesting taste in music.”
I have to laugh. “Okay,” I say, still smiling. “I did what you asked.”
“Now turn off your light and climb into bed,” he says.
“Okay,” I whisper.
“Are you comfy?”
“I am,” I say as I lean back into my pillows. “Are you?”
“I could be comfier, but this’ll do for now.”
My mind races, thinking of how he’s lying down now, what his room looks like, his house, and how he could be comfier.
“Close your eyes and just listen to my voice for a minute, okay,” he says quietly.
“What, are you gonna do, sing to me to sleep?” I chuckle.
“I don’t think you’d be able to sleep if I did,” he laughs. “Just do it, please.”
“Okay, my eyes are closed.”
“Jasmine, when I saw you on your first day, I couldn’t look away from you. You were beautiful and I wanted to unlock all of your secrets. Then I felt your emotions, and I knew right there in the east hallway, that my life, as I knew it, was over. I was more than happy about that, and I still am. I have my soul mate, I’m complete. Just the fact that I can call you mine...” he trails off. “I don’t care how we spend our time, if we’re together, I’m happy. We have this connection that binds us together, but if that wasn’t there? I’d still want it to be you.”
By the time he finishes his speech, I’m sitting up holding my hand to my heart. If he were here, I would probably kiss him.
“I know you’re not asleep, but you’re awfully quiet, babe.”
“I’m here,” I whisper.
“Would you do me one more favor tonight?”
I nod but realize that he can’t see me. “Sure.”
“Would you mind, going on a date with me Friday? We have a half-day.”
Good lord, he sounds like he thinks I’m going to say no after everything that’s happened between us so far.
“Of course, Seth. What are we doing?”
“I was thinking we could go to the city and have lunch. Then go to the art museum.”
That sounds exactly perfect! “And Miss Jaynie said you couldn’t dig through all of my thoughts,” I laugh. A perfect date. The only way it could get better would be a beach trip and a carnival all in one day.
“Well, I may not know you very well, but I have gotten to know some things about you. I hope it’ll be as perfect as you hope our first date will be.”
“Our first date,” I repeat. It sounds almost unbelievable to my own ears. “I can’t wait!”
“Alright babe, I’m going back to sleep. Sweet dreams.”
After hanging up with Seth, I breathe a sigh of relief. He would want me, even if we didn’t have this strange connection.
I lie back and close my eyes. Sleep finds me quickly.



Chapter 9
Speechless
Seth walks me to my homeroom, and Tony meets me at the door when the bell rings.
“You look better this morning,” he smiles brightly.
I roll my eyes. “Well, I’ve had some time to wrap my head around the fur,” I raise an eyebrow, and he laughs.
“I’ll meet you here to walk you to second,” he bats at my pony tail before darting away. Swallowing my growl, I walk into class.
As I look through my bag, I realize I left my English book on my desk. Shit! I have English next!
I move my bag to my lap and sneakily text my uncle to see if he can run my book to school quickly.
Mr. Hare starts his lesson on the nuclear era, and try as I might, I just can’t focus on it today. My mind drifts back to last night. Seth said that I made him complete.
I’m his soul mate.
When I’m around him, everything feels right, and even if we don’t talk, I still find myself smiling. It’s honestly a bit weird for me. He’s my first boyfriend. Er, soul mate?
Why do those words fit with him? And why do they scare the shit out of me?
The class phone rings, shattering my thoughts.
“Jasmine?” Mr. Hare calls as he hangs up the phone. “You’re needed in the office.”
I stiffly nod and try to keep my fear of the empty hallways at bay. He smiles and hands me a pass as I walk to the front of the room.
Whoever built this school must’ve been a demon’s best friend.
I’m currently on the second floor of the school in the South hall. The office is on the first floor in the North hall. I groan, and briskly walk to the stairwell.
I make it to the office just fine and grab my English book from the secretary. Choosing the closest set of stairs, I run up the flight of steps and push open the door to the second floor. Footsteps echo behind me, thundering down the hall towards me. My breathing kicks up as I push myself into a faster jog and try unsuccessfully to swallow my panicked fear.
The footsteps get faster and sound closer, threatening to catch me. Hairs on my arm begin to rise as my panic rises.
I turn the corner and take off in a sprint to get to the other end of the hall to my class.
The footsteps are running after me and I feel eyes on my back. I glance over my shoulder, and nearly scream when I see an empty hallway. My body chills, goosebumps spread over me like wildfire, and the temperature around me drops significantly. It’s like I’m sitting in an ice bath. Seeing my classroom, I pant as I slow my run and slide into a locker just before the door to my class, feeling my skin crawl. I bite my cheek in a vain effort to calm down and yank the door open to the safety of my class.
Everyone stares at me.
Casting my eyes to the floor, I hand Mr. Hare the pass, before returning to my seat.
This is going to be a long day.
When the bell rings, I meet Tony just outside the door. He takes one look at me, sniffs and growls.
“What happened?” he spits, as his eyes start darting around the hallway.
“I had to go to the office,” I say quietly and push him, so he doesn’t make me late.
He rolls his head on his shoulder and cracks his knuckles one at a time.
“You could’ve waved me out to walk with you.”
“Like you told me which classroom you’d be in?” I shrug. “It doesn’t matter now, it’s over, in the past already. Let’s get moving before we’re late.” I start walking away from him, and hear him grumble something about Alpha and a tail. I ignore him as we walk in silence to my class.
What does he expect me to do when it’s in the middle of class? I can’t very well whip my phone out before responding to the teacher, or play peek-a-boo waiting for him to notice me in the hallway. I get they’re supposed to be protecting me from this type of thing. I just don’t get what I’m supposed to do when it’s a situation like that.
Do I tell the teacher they’re protecting me from a soul-eating-demon?
Not likely.
***
When school ends for the day, Seth walks me to Henry’s car to get my tote bag, in silence so that I can prepare myself for what I’m about to do alone. Henry, Tony, Barry and Flynn meet us at the doors when we enter the school again.
“What are you guys doin’ here?” I ask in confusion.
Barry takes the lead and starts walking towards the art room, seeming to ignore my question. I glance to my brother and silently ask him the same question, with just a look.
Henry sighs, “It’s not a big deal, Jazzy.”
“Really? I thought you’d just wait outside the door, but you brought these guys, too.” I’m not really that angry about it. I don’t care, since I really need all the support I could manage, but I was thinking support from my brother. Not everyone and their brother.
“We heard about what happened this morning,” he begins to explain.
“And because of the latest attack, you’re not getting rid of us,” Flynn finishes for Henry, who nods his agreement.
“Well, you can’t come in with me!” I shout to them. Seth squeezes my hand.
“Tough shit, Jaz, we already talked to Mr. B. I had him last semester,” Tony says with a grin. “He’s cool with it.”
“As long as we don’t interrupt the session,” Flynn adds.
I pinch the bridge of my nose as I stare at the floor. “There’s really no getting away from you is there?” I mutter.
Barry snorts. “You’d think someone would appreciate this kind of protection. Not everyone is so lucky to have body guards to ward off demons.”
My mouth pops open as guilt washes over me and I want to apologize, but Barry opens Mr. Becker’s door and silently enters. I watch as the guys silently file in and take seats. Seth glances over his shoulder and nods his head for me to come in with him. I’d rather the floor just swallow me up and eat me whole.
I enter the extremely silent room and wait for instruction from Mr. Becker. Everyone is so quiet, that when Mr. Becker speaks, it’s nearly a shock to my ears and causes a slight flinch, that doesn’t go unnoticed from my protection detail.
“Afternoon,” he says, “Jasmine, what do you have for me?”
“Where’s the lake painting?” Henry whispers.
I glare at him and pull a painting out of my tote. “I didn’t bring many paintings, mostly drawings.” I shrug, and hand Mr. Becker my watercolor garden, while Seth goes to the back of the room.
Seth comes back with my lake and hands it to Henry, while Mr. Becker looks over my watercolor.
He examines my painting for so long, that I begin chewing on my thumb. Seth walks over to me and runs a hand down my arm. Through the tingles, I feel a sense of calm. He’s trying to tell me to relax, I realize almost belatedly. I smile to him, and he smiles my favorite smile.
“This piece is good for a beginner in watercolor. It’s warm and light, and feels like spring,” he smiles, and my heart sinks just a little bit. “You could put this in your portfolio, but if your strength isn’t in watercolor, then I suggest we stick with your strengths.”
I nod. He makes sense. It still stings that my watercolor isn’t up to par with my lake scene, but he’s right. Watercolor isn’t something I do a lot of, or am very strong in.
Next we go through a few of my acrylic paintings, a dragon, a beach sunset, and an under the sea painting.
The giants and Henry have grouped on the other end of Mr. Becker’s desk, making my piles for me. I smile watching them. They look at each one, point, and whisper about it, before Flynn puts them into the “yes” or “no” pile. Barry catches my eye, points to the dragon and gives me a thumbs-up. I cover my mouth with my hand to contain my giggle.
He’s such a guy.
I pull out my folder of drawings, hesitating on the protective sheath that hides the physical image of memory that’s forever ingrained in my mind, and tugging the ink sketch out instead.
Before I know it, I’m tugging out the protective sheath and slipping out the drawing that’s closest to my perpetual ache, and handing it to Mr. Becker.
Seth slides a chair over and forces me to sit while Mr. Becker starts to ask detailed questions. Feeling like I’m on auto-pilot, I answer all of his questions. Seth places his hand on the top of my shoulder and lets his thumb graze the bare skin on my neck, giving me a welcomed feeling of peace.
Mr. Becker clears his throat a few times. “It’s not very often a student creates a piece that affects me like this,” he pushes his glasses higher up his nose. “This is real, it’s life. And life isn’t all sunshine and daisies.” I blow out a harsh breath and blink away tears. “Yes pile,” he says to the guys.
I stay rooted to my seat, while I watch the giants form a circle around the drawing.
“Let me just get something for you, quick,” Mr. Becker says and walks to the closet. When he comes back he hands me a black portfolio and a piece of rolled up fabric.
“What’s this?” I ask, and begin unrolling the fabric.
“A means of carrying your paintings,” he smiles brightly. “More professional than the neon green tote bag,” he points to said bag and chuckles.
“Thanks!” I smile, and roll up the carrier again. “How much do I owe you?”
“You don’t owe me a thing,” he waves his hand at me. “Now it’s time for this old man to call his sister. Run along,” he says, and shoos us out the door.
The silence allows my mind to travel back in time once again. When my grandpa died a few years ago, I was upset and refused to go to our family Easter dinner. I didn’t want to go without Grandpa. Dad told me that if I want to make new memories, I have to do things, sometimes without the very people that have my heart. Grandpa wouldn’t want me to spend my life missing opportunities, because he couldn’t be there to physically share them with me.
I know Dad and Soph would want me to enjoy life.
I smile at Seth, who’s walking beside me holding my hand.
I can start by accepting him as my soul mate.
His eyes widen and he looks at me startled, then slowly, a grin spreads across his face and squeezes my hand.
***
I turn on my iPod and just let the music melt into me.
Today was another one of those days.
I did my homework and Leland called a “family meeting” to discuss Barry moving in with us for the remainder of the school year. I know it’s for my protection or whatever. I just don’t understand what he’ll be protecting me from. I haven’t had any problems here.
But, Leland agrees with Barry’s dad, who called before we got home, that it would be good for Barry to be able to stay here. Since he and Henry are friends, and Tony and Flynn’s homes are too full, staying here makes sense.
They forget to mention the fact that Barry is protecting me from a demon, who thinks my soul is dinner.
I ignore the fact that Barry will be here all the time, and just breathe and listen to the soothing beat of the reggae tune.
Remembering what Miss Jaynie said, to focus inwardly and think of something important to me or something that’s linked with a powerful emotion.
I sit on my knees in the middle of my bed and take a few deep breaths. I start by thinking of Seth. The way his brown hair has a hint of red to it in the sunlight, the way his green eyes practically light up when he sees me. The way our hands fit together.
As I think, tingles behind my eyelids seem to guide me to a section of my brain devoted to him.
I can feel his emotions. He’s curious and annoyed.
I wish I could just tap into his brain and figure out what has him feeling those emotions. But Jaynie said that’s not a possibility.
I think about kissing him, and how I feel all wrapped up in his arms. I can picture it, too.
I feel his emotions spike, he’s shocked, and then happiness and desire take over.
My eyelids flutter shut as tingles caress my mind again. Seth and I are tangled together, his hand on my jaw, the other on the small of my back, pulling me flush with his body.
In response, I imagine running my hands through his hair, tugging lightly on the ends, and nibbling his bottom lip.
His emotions spike again, but before I can pay attention to anything, my phone rings. The name flashing on the screen makes me think I’m in trouble.
“I just thought we could do some practicing,” I rush to explain.
“Uh, Sweetheart, just what kind of practicing did you have in mind exactly?” His voice is breathy, and deeper.
“I didn’t really think about that part, it was a little on the steamy side, wasn’t it? I’m sorry. I only wanted to get the hang of this mind thing.”
“Don’t apologize. You’re fine, and I have to agree with you, we should practice,” he says.
“Okay,” I smile. “I suppose we should stick to safe topics then, huh?”
“That would be a good idea,” he laughs.
“Can I at least send you a goodnight kiss?”
“Mhmmm . . . always,” he whispers.
“I’m sorry I got you worked up.”
“No worries,” he assures. “More practice?”
We resume our sharing, and I picture the soldier I’m drawing and the image I want it to look like when it’s complete. I know he got it, his emotions read pride.
We go back and forth for about half an hour when my phone buzzes beside me. It’s a text from Seth, telling me he has to pause the practicing for now, but he’ll let me know when he’s ready again.
I glance at the time and see it’s near dinner time, might as well go down and see if Leland needs any help. When I arrive in the kitchen, Henry is there, already starting to set the table, so I join him. We’re having fried chicken, mashed potatoes, gravy, and some kind of corn casserole. It smells so good, that I can’t wait to dig in.
We’re about halfway done with dinner, I take a bite of my chicken and an image suddenly appears in my head that makes me gasp, causing me to choke. Seth sent me a picture of him pinching my butt, a “goose.” My face goes flame-red for two reasons, first being that I swallowed the chicken wrong, and second, that image.
He goosed me - in my mind - and I choked on my chicken!
Of course, my brother and uncle panic a bit. Henry taps my back, and Leland goes to get me a glass of water. When I can get words out, I explain that it went down the wrong hole, but my face is still redder than it should be, and I’m positive Henry can see through my lie. They keep giving me strange looks through the rest of dinner, and I do my best to avoid eye contact.
I am getting a hold of Skeeter to help me out with revenge for that one!
Crap! I hope Seth didn’t get that thought!
Barry shows up just after we were done eating. I ignore him and put the leftovers in the fridge. Henry takes Barry upstairs, while I put the dishes in the dishwasher. As soon as I’m done, I text Skeeter, explaining what happened, and that I’d like her help coming up with a way to get him back.
While I wait for her response, I wipe down the stove and counter. When she texts back, it’s easy to tell that she had been laughing and is still laughing. But she agrees to help, so her laughter is forgiven at the moment.
Hanging the rag over the faucet in the sink, I start up the steps. I’m about halfway when I hear a rustling noise, and freeze.
What the heck is that?
Now it sounds like grunting, and it’s coming from the top of the steps.
The first room is Barry’s, what the hell is he doing?
I sneak up two more steps and hit the squeaky one I always forget about.
“Henry? Jaz?” Barry yells.
I don’t want to answer. But I guess it’s the nice thing to do.
“It’s me,” I say as I’m standing in front of his door.
I hear more rustling and grunting from Barry.
“Um, Jazzy, can you come in here and help me out please?” He sounds out of breath, and I’m not really sure if I want to open this door. “Come on Jaz, I need some help.” He sounds a little desperate.
Fine, this’ll be my good deed for the day.
I push open the door and what I see shocks the hell out of me. The cushions are in a stack on the floor, and then there’s Barry, wedged in the couch bed.
It seems he didn’t lock it into position before climbing in. Now all that’s visible of him is a foot and his head down to the tops of his shoulders.
He obviously does need help, but he certainly isn’t getting it from me anytime soon. Tears stream down my face as I hold my side. My laughter roars louder than Barry’s helpless complaints. Just because it’s Barry, I pull my phone out, turn on the camera, and snap a few pictures of him.
He starts wiggling. “What the hell, Jaz! Put that thing down and help me out.”
My laughter gets louder, I can barely breathe, and I snort like pig, making me laugh even more.
Henry needs to see this. I run out of the room and stuff my phone in my pocket.
Barry starts yelling even louder. “Jazzy! Get back here!”
I’m hysterically laughing as I pound on Henry’s door.
“What’s so funny?” Henry asks, with a raised brow.
“Bar . . . he . . . .” I can’t get any words out so I just grab his arm and start pulling Henry back to a yelling Barry.
Big, bad, macho Barry lost a battle with a pullout couch!
I stop with Henry in Barry’s doorway, Henry sees what I couldn’t say, and he loses it, too.
“That’s right, get it all out now!” he shouts at us. “As soon as I get unstuck, you both are going down! And Jaz? Your phone is gonna land in the shitter!”
This causes me to laugh even harder.
There is no way he will get his hands on my phone. At least, not until I send a picture or two.
We finally calm down enough to get him out. It wasn’t hard to free him, but it took a lot to keep myself from laughing out loud.
When he’s free, he stands and glares at the couch bed. “I think I’ll just sleep on the couch part.”
I lose the thin grasp on my control and start giggling. Luckily, I see the look on Barry’s face change, and I know what’s coming.
He’s coming for my phone. I dart out into the hall, slip into my room and lock the door.
“You’re lucky, Princess! I’ll get you back. Tomorrow, you won’t be laughing quite so hard.” I’m still laughing too hard to respond.
He kind of reminded me of a turtle stuck on his back, but this turtle is a wolf, and was stuck in a fold-out bed. I still don’t see how that worked, but I am so glad it happened.
Focusing on Seth, I check his emotions. He’s bored. I grin evilly. He’s about to be highly entertained. I think about Barry stuck in the couch bed while focusing on Seth and hope he sees the image. Then send one of the pictures to Leland.
I could send it to Flynn and Tony, but I think I will wait to see how Barry exacts his revenge. When he does, I’ll send it then.
The Alpha’s son stuck in a couch!
Seth calls me. When I answer, his laughter flows through the speaker on my phone, and that starts my next giggle fit.
When we catch our breath, we joke about Barry a little before I notice the time. We say our goodnights, and I successfully sneak out to get a shower, without interruption. I guess he’s already passed out.
Once I’m back in my room, I do a quick check for any sign that Barry might have snuck in. All clear, so I shut and lock my door, again.
I send Seth a mental kiss, and he sends one back, along with another of us snuggling. I smile and get comfy under the covers with thoughts of Seth’s arms lingering around my waist.



Chapter 10
Sleeping Arrangements
My ears are ringing and everything is blurry. I blink a few times and rub at my face. Looking around, I recognize I’m in downtown Lupiterra. But it’s off. This street is abandoned, not full of shoppers and commuters. I also notice belatedly that I’m holding Seth’s hand, but there are no tingles.
Someone pokes my arm, and I spin around to see Skeeter. Her mouth is moving but there’s no sound.
Hmm . . . 
I shake my head and stick my finger in my ear. If I can force it to pop, maybe I’ll be able to hear her.
I look between the two of them, their mouths are moving but it’s like someone hit the mute button. I try speaking but I can’t hear my own voice either. I don’t understand what is going on.
I shrug, and try to motion to them that I can’t hear anything, when I spy a huge shadow heading our way from the opposite side of the street. I grab Skeeter’s hand and try to pull them into a faster speed, but they dawdle. It’s like they can’t see that huge shadowed blob that’s getting closer by the second.
Everything goes dark, like the clouds blocking the sun on a bright summer day. But the sun doesn’t return with the wind. The wind blows, and kicks up road dust, creating tiny swirls in the street as pieces of trash dance along the sidewalk like they’re living and breathing. The wind picks up more speed with enough force to sway the three of us off balance, and suddenly I can hear.
“That wind came out of nowhere,” Seth mumbles. His voice sounds off. It’s usually a smooth baritone, but now it’s scratchy. Before I can ask what’s wrong with his voice, a gargled scream and thump echoes off the empty buildings. I spin in the direction the scream came from to see Skeeter lying face down on the sidewalk.
I scream and fall to my knees beside her. I yell at Seth to help her, and he starts to move towards us as I check her pulse.
Nothing.
I start to roll her over, but hear a tearing sound. It sounds off, not like the tearing of clothes or paper, it’s something wet.
“Seth? What was that?” I ask, and look up just in time to see Seth’s head fall off his shoulders to the sidewalk right in front of me.
I do the crab walk and scramble away from the carnage. I scream, cry, and beg for help. Someone has to hear me. There has to be one other person in these damn buildings that can help us.
I feel pressure on my face. I can’t breathe.
I fight back, trying to get this crap off my face, but it’s hard to fight something you can’t see. I touch my face and that’s it. All that’s there is my face.
One lone wolf howls and charges down the middle of the road.
I can breathe again.
While gasping for air, I crawl over to Seth’s broken body. Touching his cheek with my finger, the texture of his skin is the same, without the tell-tale tingles. I look into his lifeless dull-green eyes, and feel my heart rip out of my chest.
With tears flowing, I kiss his cold lips for the last time and swear to myself I will end whoever did this. Even with his death, I still feel him in my mind. I guess that’s what it’s like to have a soul mate. The bond doesn’t die when one passes.
A gut-wrenching sob rips out of my chest.
Skeeter. I should’ve let her in sooner. I should have gone to that stupid party with her, just to hear her laugh or make fun of the fan club again.
I feel hands on my shoulders, like someone is shaking me, but all I see around me is the lifeless bodies.
“Jazzy!” Someone yells for me, but I can’t find them. I stand up and look down the street. I hear my name being called again and again.
Something snaps in my head and my eyes pop open. It was a dream?
I look into Henry’s eyes and know it was just a dream. But I can’t shake the effects. I gasp for air through my sobs.
These dreams feel so real, I don’t know how I’ll prevent any of it, but I will find a way.
I latch onto Henry like he’s my life preserver.
“I, I’m sor . . . ry,” I stutter. Henry is rocking with me, and Leland tries to calm me down with kind words.
Finally, my breathing gets close to normal and Leland goes back to bed, a very pale Barry sits on the foot of my bed.
“This one was worse than last night, was it the same one or different?” Henry asks me.
“Both. I couldn’t save Skeeter or Seth, then the suffocating feeling again. Everywhere I looked, it was like they multiplied, I saw Skeeter’s body, and Seth had been decapitated. The shadow thing was coming back,” I start sobbing again.
“Shhh. Jazzy, calm down. No one is broken or dead. It was just a dream. Do you want me to stay again?” he rubs my back in a comforting way.
“No, I think I’ll be okay this time,” I tell him, and lay back down.
Barry clears his throat. “I’m just, uh . . .  Gonna leave your door open. I’ll buy you a new door and lock this weekend. I kinda had to kick it in so we could get to you.”
I look over to my door and sure enough, it is definitely broken. At least it can still mostly close if I need it to.
“Are you sure you don’t need me to stay?” Henry asks again.
“I’ll yell if I need you,” I try to smile.
“Not funny,” he glares at me. “You scared the shit out of us.” He shakes his head slowly and squeezes me. “I love you, sweet dreams this time, okay.”
“Love you too, I’ll try to tell the sandman that when he stops for his next visit,” I mumble.
When he leaves, I grab my phone from the stand and tap out a quick message.
I know it’s late but I need to know that you’re okay - I send to Seth and Skeeter.
I fall asleep with my phone in my hand.
***
After having a second nightmare in one night, and waking everyone up again, I have banned sleep from my life. Completely.
That’s the reason I’m standing in my kitchen, after midnight, waiting for the coffee to finish brewing. I’m so freaked out and paranoid that these morbid nightmares are a premonition, that I’ve triple checked the locks and have every single light on.
I’m so tired I could fall asleep standing. I force my eyelids open and walk over to the sink and splash some cold water on my face.
As I’m pat drying my face, I hear footsteps behind me. I grab the first thing my hand touches and spin around to face whoever is intruding.
“A spoon?” Barry chuckles. “Sorry for sneaking up on you, please don’t spoon me!” he teases.
I roll my eyes. “Shut up and go back to bed.” I turn back to the pot.
“We need to talk,” he takes a deep breath. I glance over my shoulder at him, and he motions me to the bar. As I climb onto a barstool, he continues. “I just got off the phone with my father. I’m disturbed by the nature of the dreams you’re having.”
I interrupt him. “And you think a shifter alpha can help me with dreams. How?”
“He’s been around a lot longer than either of us, and he’s dealt with devuxen more than once.”
“What the hell does a demon have to do with my dreams? Obviously the explanation is that since I’ve dealt with death and loss, I’m now afraid to lose anyone else,” I glare at him and jump off the barstool. “They’re just dreams. They aren’t coming true,” I say the last part mostly for myself.
The coffee pot stops gurgling so I walk to the counter and reach for a cup.
Barry sighs. “They’re still impor . . . ”
“Go to bed Barry. I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” I cut him off and add cream to my coffee.
Something outside thumps on the deck, right outside the sliding glass door. Faster than I thought possible, Barry’s hand clamps over my mouth before I can let out a scream.
“It’s just my dad. You’re okay, I promise,” he whispers in my ear as the door slides open.
A large man steps into my kitchen. He’s maybe an inch or two taller than Barry but he’s thicker and wider, that alone is intimidating. He really reminds me of one those humungous wrestlers you see on TV, you know, all hopped up on steroids.
Something tells me this is far from steroids.
Looking at the man’s features closer, he and Barry look so similar, it’s almost creepy. Barry’s hair is a bit longer, and his dad’s has a touch of gray to it, but otherwise the same. The biggest difference is the man’s eyes. He has kind eyes.
“I’m Fane, Barry’s father,” he says, and motions for us to sit at the table.
“It’s nice to meet you, sir,” I whisper and grab my coffee and head over to sit across from Fane.
Fane’s chair protests. It wouldn’t surprise me if the thing collapses, but it doesn’t. Fane looks at Barry for a moment, then turns his gaze to me. He smiles gently and with his smile, I find myself relaxing for the first time in hours.
“Did Barry tell you he called me?” Fane asks.
I nod. “Yes. I still don’t see why,” I say and glare at Barry.
“I was trying to tell you, if you’d just listen,” Barry grumbles.
“I know this isn’t going to be easy, but I need you tell me a few things,” I look to Fane in confusion. “I need you to tell me every detail of these nightmares you’ve been having and when they started.”
I sit up a little straighter and feel the tension move back into my muscles. I don’t want to. “What’s the point? They’re just dreams,” I whisper.
“It will determine how to better protect you,” Fane says, without missing a beat.
Confusion weighs over me in a heavy blanket. Judging by the look on Fane and Barry’s faces, I’m not going to get out of this.
With a heavy sigh, I start at the beginning. “Well, the first one was two nights ago. And . . . ” Fane interrupts me, his features scream surprise.
“They only started the other night?” he repeats and looks from me to Barry, like Barry would freaking know. I just nod. “Go on,” he says, and I do. I tell him and Barry every single detail of the dreams.
Fane stills in his seat and the look on his face turns to something resembling fury, when I describe the shadow and the suffocation inflicted.
Barry winces when I describe the wolves in my dreams. They were huge, and frightening. The look of pride on Fane’s face, and the “I told you so,” look Barry gives me when he realizes, they were the only things saving me in each dream, was clear.
They both go pale with my description on how Seth was killed in the dream. I have no clue how to connect their reactions to something tangible.
Once everything is all on the table, so to speak, I’m in tears. Retelling those dreams was almost like reliving them. I felt like I was suffocating, the fear and relief the wolves provided, and saw Henry, Alex, Skeeter, Seth, Mom, and Leland, in the most recent dream, die all over again. Barry moves into the chair next to me and rubs circles on my back.
Fane pulls out his phone and tells someone to come to my deck, before returning the phone to his pocket again. He then refreshes my coffee, and gets some for himself. By the time he comes back, there are thumps and footsteps on my deck. From where I’m sitting, I can see who’s arrived.
As soon as he’s through the door, I jump up and launch myself into his open arms. I fling my arms and legs around him, and squeeze him, as I continue to feel the effects of his murder in that damn nightmare.
He chuckles as he unwinds my legs from his waist and cradles me like you would a small child. He sits in the seat I vacated next to Barry, as Luke and Athan find seats as well.
“It’s okay, I’m here with you now,” he says with a kiss to the top of my head.
I listen to Seth’s breathing, while I work on calming my tears. Seth breathes in, I hiccup as tears stream down my face. Seth breathes out, and I try timing my breathing with his.
I feel so stupid for crying over a few dreams. I chide myself for showing weakness to my own subconscious. Stupid dreams, stupid tears that show no sign of stopping, stupid nightmares for depriving me of sleep that I clearly need.
Fane fills them in on every detail of my nightmares. He speaks without leaving anything out and with emotion seeping into his voice. It’s so strong that it causes me to shiver.
It’s not like reliving them. It’s like watching them on a movie reel in a theater for all to see.
***
Fane, Athan, Luke, and Barry dissect and digest as much information about my nightmares as they can, and what happened to my body during the nightmares was brought up by Barry.
I ignored them and mentally went to a happy place. I picture myself at the beach, soaking up the rays, and I can practically smell the saltwater. With tingles surrounding my body, it’s easy to imagine Seth beside me in my happy place.
Seth pats my arm, bringing me back to reality.
“This demon is certainly determined, but now that we know what’s going on, we can stall or prevent certain things from happening.” Athan drums his fingers on the table for a short time. “The dreams you’re having, aren’t dreams. A devux is attacking you.” I gasp and sit straighter. “They’re like nightmares to an extent, but if he were to mark your skin, or break your bones during these attacks, you’d wake up with those injuries.” I squeeze Seth’s fingers. “If he were to succeed in killing you, you regrettably, would not awaken.”
I stop breathing and war, internally, with the urge to hug Barry and thank him for waking me, and protecting me. I’d probably do that, and wake my brother, and uncle for the same thing, if I could move and breathe.
“These are three very real attacks. There are a few ways to stop these attacks. One is to kill the attacker. You wouldn’t be able to do that in the nightmares, even if you knew who the attacker was. That’s how they are designed. But there are two options available to you that are the most convenient,” Athan says.
That statement thaws me out. I’m so grateful for those words, I could kiss the man! “Anything! Tell me, please. I love sleep and I love coffee. I’m afraid if I give up on sleep and drink coffee all the time, I’ll end up hating it.” Under different circumstances, I’m sure the room would’ve been bursting with laughter from my desperate outburst.
“You must sleep in the same bed with someone who has pure intentions. Someone who wants to protect you, keep you from harm. Anyone in this house would be a perfect candidate for that job,” he responds.
Sleeping with me is a job, what a lovely way of putting it. “I can’t always sleep with Henry. He’d begin to ask questions. There is no way I’ll allow Barry in my bed,” I turn to him and mouth “no offense,” he shrugs. “And I’ll be grounded for life, if Seth is caught in my bed.”
“There is another way for you to have a decent night’s sleep.” Athan shifts a little and looks me square in the eyes and says exactly what I don’t want to hear. “It involves a shifter while in their other form.”
I’m still not ready to see that, not after those nightmares, er, attacks. After seeing that, I’d end up with nightmares just as bad as the attacks, with my imagination. Seth gently squeezes my hand and smiles at me, reassuringly.
***
I close the door behind us and pause before turning around. I can’t believe Luke, Seth’s father, encouraged me to allow his son to sleep in my bed. I don’t see how any parent would willingly allow this behavior. My uncle will blow a gasket if he finds out. I’m not even going to think about what Henry would say or do should he find out this bit of information.
I’m not prepared for this. I can’t do this. I can’t share a bed with my boyfriend. That has bad news written all over it, like an invite to be the next teen mom.
What am I talking about? We’re just sleeping. He wouldn’t take advantage of me.
A tingling and warm caress in my mind tells me that Seth agrees, he wouldn’t take advantage of me, ever.
I take a deep breath and turn around, only to see him sitting on my bed with his shoes kicked off.
I gulp.
“Come ‘ere.” He opens his arms. I go to him and sit on his lap. He gives me a few pecks and then pulls back. “Hey, we’re just taking a nap. Okay? Just some cuddling and some sleep.”
I nod and breathe a sigh of relief.
He lifts me like I weigh nothing and shifts on my bed, so his head is on my pillows and my head is on his chest, tucking me tightly in his arms.
I feel like I’m in a bubble, a protective bubble to be exact, and it smells like heaven. He runs his fingers through my hair, and sleep finds me quickly.
***
Seth wakes me up forty-five minutes before I usually get up. He captures my lips with his before I can even wipe away the sleep dust from my eyes.
“Good morning,” he whispers.
He looks so awake, so perfectly refreshed. I really hope he doesn’t wake up looking that perfect and rested, that doesn’t seem fair. I probably resemble a twisted blonde version of Cousin It crossed with The Mad Hatter.
“Drink plenty of coffee so you don’t doze off before school. I’ll bring some Red Bull for you,” he promises.
I smile. How he knows me so well, while not actually knowing me, is beyond me. I just nod at him.
He gives me another kiss and then walks over to my window. He looks back, winks and holds his finger to his mouth, indicating I should be quiet, and leaps out my window. I gasp and race over to the window, and see him running through my yard.
He’s insane!
***
I’m starting on my fourth cup of coffee already, and I’m so ready for the day to actually begin, that I’m dancing around the kitchen like a fool with my ear buds blaring in my ears. I twirl around and shimmy to beat, and freeze, when I feel eyes on my back. Someone is watching me. I slowly turn to find Leland standing in the doorway with Alex on his hip.
I smile. “Morning, guys!” I say and pull out one of my earbuds so I can hear.
“How much coffee have you had?” he asks slowly, and it’s easy to hear just how tired he is.
I messed up his sleep. No, those attacks messed up his sleep, but still, it’s my fault, indirectly. Guilt hits me like a ton of bricks. I push away my guilt for the time being, I can’t explain it to him anyway. “About half a pot last night. Er, earlier this morning. I had a two-hour nap, a blissful two hours of nightmare-free sleep! And right now, I’m working on cup number four,” I beam a large smile at him.
I resume my goofy dancing and dance towards the pantry to get Cheerios for Alex.
“You’ve either had coffee and plenty of it, or you scored concert tickets.” I hear Henry laugh from behind me.
“Yes to the first and I wish to the second.”
I dance around to the other side of the room to get a bowl and dance my way back over to Alex. I sing to Alex, and he giggles in between bites of his cereal.
“Breakfast and a show? I think I’ll stay here permanently,” Barry says around a yawn.
“You could really use some of the secret magic I discovered,” I grin.
“Um, Pretty Boy isn’t my type,” he spits out.
I ignore him and pull down a coffee cup from the cabinet, and proceed to pour him some coffee. “I made it extra strong this morning. Have some. You’ll be chipper in no time.” The next song interrupts my thoughts and I continue being a goofball, loving the giggles Alex sings out.
“If this makes me do that, will one of you please hit me over the head with a frying pan?” Barry says to Leland and Henry.
“I promise to take a video before anyone takes you out. Personally, I don’t think a frying pan’ll work. We’ll just pull out the couch and give you a shove,” I say, and laugh so hard I begin to snort. Henry and Leland join me with their laughter.
“Did you show Leland the picture you took?” Henry asks me.
Leland then proceeds to pull out his phone and show us all his background. Barry jumps up from his chair and charges towards me. I squeal but find myself cornered near the coffee pot.
“Who else got that photo?!” he shouts.
“Only Leland,” I giggle harder. “I swear!” Because I’m still laughing he doesn’t believe me. He crouches and begins to stalk me, like a panther that just found his next meal.
Crap, my only options are attempting to hop the bar or run straight into his arms.
“Where ya gonna go, Princess?” he taunts.
I stop laughing and turn away from him. I take a sip of my coffee and put my iPod on the counter, pretending I’m not playing anymore. It works out in my advantage. He straightens and crosses his arms over his chest, leaving his feet about shoulder width apart.
If I time it just right, I can slip right under him. I set my cup down, lean my hip on the counter and mimic his expression while waiting for the right moment to make my move.
He opens his mouth, probably to say something stupid, and I dart right for him. His eyes widen in surprise. He readies himself, waiting for me to go left or right. Just outside of the reach of his arms, I drop into a baseball slide and slide right between his legs. Then hop up into a run and dart into the bathroom.
“We’ll finish this after school, Princess . . . ” Barry yells through the door.
Since he lives here now, I don’t get a break from him at all. Protector or not, Barry is still Barry, and I don’t see him letting this go.



Chapter 11
The Demon Is Outted
In art, Skeeter and I giggle about Barry and the couch while we work on our paintings. She gave me a list of options to get Seth back for him making me choke on my chicken. The list consists of four options to exact my revenge. One will not be used, ever, one involves a bathing suit, one involves a dirty diaper, and one involves a glass of water.
Derik slides his chair over when Skeeter goes to the back for different paints. “You seem better today, but you still look like shit,” he laughs. “How ya sleepin’ these days?”
“Thanks for the compliment, you’re so incredibly sweet. Maybe I will sit with you at lunch after all,” I say, dripping with sarcasm. I give him a fake, sickly sweet smile and bat my eyelashes. I really wish he would just ignore me. My days go fabulously when he does.
“Sure you will,” he snorts. “Sweet dreams tonight,” he sneers as he shoves the chair back.
I look at him, really look at him. He looks exhausted, like he hasn’t slept in weeks. He’s got deep purple bags under his eyes, his skin is almost an ashy gray color, and his hair looks oily and flat. He looks like he’s lost some weight in some places, and gained it in others.
And he thinks I look like crap?
I wonder if he’s okay, health-wise. He’s never been my favorite person, but I wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to him.
On a whim, I quickly ask him about it. “Derik, are you okay? Is something wrong?”
He half smiles and I can see a hint of surprise in his eyes. It’s gone as quickly as it came. He has now reverted back to jerk face.
“I’m fine,” he says with a sneer. He walks away mumbling and goes over to some guys in the corner.
Luckily, he takes an empty seat with his friends and starts working on the assignment Mr. Becker has given us.
“Alrighty then, sorry I asked,” I mumble to myself.
“Don’t worry about him. He’s been snippy with everyone for a few days now,” Skeeter says, sitting in her seat again.
Well, whatever’s bothering him, I hope he figures it out soon. I won’t let Derik ruin my day. I swallow my odd worry for him and look to Skeeter and smile.
“Revenge Option Three,” I say, and she starts laughing.
“Yes!” She gives me a fist bump. “I so cannot wait for lunch now!”
As we work on our paintings, I hear some snickering from behind us. I glance over my shoulder, and see that Derik has fallen asleep, face down on his canvas and one of his friends is painting something on his face. I shake my head.
When the bell rings, I find Barry just outside the door, like usual. Maybe he knows what’s going on with Derik. There has to be a reason. Maybe he has a terrible home life.
I yank on Barry’s shirtsleeve to get him to lean down to me.
“Look at Derik. Is he having problems at home or something? Do you think he’s sick?” I ask him.
He twists his head around to find Derik, and does a double take. His biceps flex and the veins on the side of his neck bulge. He grabs my arm and yanks me through the halls, until we arrive at the locker room.
I assumed he would let go and tell me what’s gotten into him.
Leland always says never to assume anything. You tend to make an ass out of yourself.
In this case? I think the ass is Barry.
He throws open the door to the locker room and drags me in with him.
Here we stand, in the girl’s locker room, with him gripping my arm like I’m an escaped convict.
I glance around, and see a few girls stare at Barry and me, with surprise written all over their faces.
I huff. “Barry! Get . . . ”
“You will wait here for Flynn,” he cuts me off. “You will not leave alone, and whatever you do, don’t be alone at all, period.”
I’m confused. I only asked him what was wrong with Derik. What, is he contagious?
I open my mouth and he glares at me. So I swallow my questions and just nod. He turns for the door and gives me one last look before leaving.
As I change into my uniform, I think about what just happened. That look he speared me with before he left, I can’t figure it out. It was worry, or maybe regret. But what would he be worried about? Or regret?
I glance around and notice the class is filing out to the gym. Shit! “Hey, Heidi!” I shout. “Wait up!”
She smiles and waits near the door as I jog towards her.
“What’s up with you and Barry? I thought you were with Seth?” She asks, when I reach her.
“Barry is my brother’s best friend. They just think I need to be escorted everywhere. Losers,” I say in annoyance. It’s not the whole truth, but it’s not a lie either.
“Your brother and his friends are as hot as they are weird,” she laughs.
“You can say that again,” I say distractedly. “The weird part,” I wave my hand when she laughs.
All through gym, I try to ignore the nagging feeling that something is happening and something is wrong. Barry wouldn’t react that way, if it wasn’t in my best interest.
I stay close to Heidi and her friends, something I don’t usually do. I’m polite to them, but I tend to stick to myself. A few of the girls seem to not mind that I’m normally a loner, and just ramble about this and that. Favorite make-up products, who they’re crushing, gossip about other classmates, all kinds of girly stuff. I’d tune them out, but they’re providing me with a perfect escape from my worries.
“Did you hear about that senior girl, Gretchen?” Sarah asks. I shake my head.
“That red head that was all over Henry?” another girl asks.
“Henry who?” I ask.
Sarah rolls her eyes. “Your brother, silly. Keep up.”
I nod. “I don’t keep track of his fan club, so I have no idea which one she is, or was,” I raise an eyebrow.
“Well, word has it, that they’re going on a date,” she giggles.
What? My brother is dating? “News to me,” I shrug.
I don’t know what’s worse. Listening to the worries inside my head, or these girls gossiping about how hot my brother is. I glance up to the clock on the wall after helping set up equipment. Only forty more minutes of listening to them.
I groan and move with the group.
***
When the bell rings, I make sure to walk out of the locker room with a group of girls, and meet Flynn at the end of the hall. He ushers me to the cafeteria door, where we always meet up for lunch. I get an ominous feeling as I see everyone there, waiting. The guys look pissed, and Skeeter looks like she might cry. I yank my arm away from Flynn, and go to Skeeter.
Just as I open my mouth to ask her what happened, we’re both ushered out the door towards the student lot.
“Follow me,” Barry says to Seth, as he unlocks his Jeep.
“Can I ride with you?” I whisper to Seth. He nods.
“It doesn’t matter who you ride with,” Barry glares at me. “Let’s just go, now!”
What crawled up his butt?
I climb into the passenger seat of Seth’s car, and we follow Barry away from the school. I look out the windshield and notice the guys in the Jeep seem to be having an animated conversation. I’m kind of enjoying the quiet ride in Seth’s car.
Well, mostly quiet. Skeeter is sighing and making agitated noises, like the car just isn’t going fast enough. And Seth is tapping his fingers on the gearshift.
“Will one of you tell me what’s going on that everyone’s in some kind of frenzy?” I finally ask.
“We figured out the answer to who and why,” Seth says, absently.
I wait for him to continue, because I’m lost and I have no clue what he’s talking about. After a bit, I can tell he isn’t going to elaborate unless I ask. “What do you mean who and why?” As soon as I say it, it dawns on me. The attacks in the forms of dreams and the stalker!
“Oh! Well, tell me! Who? Why?”
“I can’t believe we never guessed. It’s Derik,” Skeeter informs me.
I suck in a breath and turn in my seat to look at her and Seth both.
“The why, is obviously your first day here. You embarrassed him, turned him down, and then chose myself and shape-shifters over him,” Seth says.
Well, I suppose I really did bring this all on myself. I’m endangering and inconveniencing my friends, my boyfriend, and my family, too.
Perfect.
I turn back in my seat and look out the window. “Is he working alone?” I ask.
Who knows, Derik could’ve gotten a whole fleet of them to go after me. All I did was tell him no and put him in his place. I don’t think I was even that rude to him. It couldn’t have damaged his image in school or even with any of his buddies. There has to be something more to it than this.
“Two of his friends in school are Devuxen. That’s all we got so far,” Seth says.
The more I think about it, the more I don’t understand it.
I can see being rude or spreading rumors around school because of what I said. He’s immature that way. But what I don’t understand is why he would actually want to hurt me because of this.
Those dreams, yes they’re scary, but he could’ve done worse from what Athan said about them. Yea, I did feel like I was actually choking . . .  I don’t even know anymore.
I growl and tug on my hair. “I don’t get it,” I say, and turn in my seat. “I’m Devuxen enemy number one, because I wouldn’t sit with him at lunch and I won’t be his fling for a day. That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard, and I live with Barry now!” I nearly shout in my confusion. “According to Fane and Athan, he’s basically saying that I’m not safe with anyone, and he’ll take out everyone I’m near, just so he can what, eat my soul because I said no?” I blow out an annoyed breath and wait for one of them to attempt to enlighten me.
“Devuxen can compel humans. Most humans can’t turn down a devux for anything they ask. That’s why he is doing this, and I’m honestly surprised he hasn’t tried taking it further, yet. You, a human, told him no and embarrassed him in front of his buddies and other peers. He’s the known ladies’ man. Just ask Skeeter,” Seth says.
“I had no idea he was a demon, I mean a real demon,” she huffs. “The girls that hang around Derik are all . . .  Well, honestly they’re dip shits,” she pulls at her seatbelt and looks over to me. “I don’t have any girl friends for this reason, except for you, Jazzy. Now I understand why they’re all about Derik, and follow him everywhere. They can’t help it,” she says sadly.
“Half the school’s female population is soulless then?” I ask in surprise.
“Not exactly,” he mumbles as he flips his turn signal to follow Barry. “They survive a few weeks to a month by taking little pieces of a soul at a time, sometimes from several,” I gasp, and he reaches his hand over to pat mine for a second. “If they took a whole soul each time they fed, there would be a large amount of deaths and it would cause too many problems,” he scowls and takes a deep breath before continuing. “When they take small portions of a soul, it slowly changes the victim. It’s like losing a piece of who you truly are and not getting it back or knowing it was taken.”
The blood drains from my head as I process this information. I’ll be one of the soulless morons, if Derik doesn’t drain me. I won’t even know if he’s taken anything from me.
“But he has to be physically there for it to happen, so he can’t take your soul in a dream attack,” Seth explains, which calms my fears almost instantly.
“When he figures out that I can sleep without his interference, he’ll probably be pissed, right? Will he try something more than the dreams?”
“He’ll figure it out soon enough, but he won’t have the chance to do anything else,” he white-knuckles the steering wheel. “He won’t be able to get to you. I’ll make sure of it,” he growls, and I swallow. Derik wouldn’t stand a chance against him. Why is he provoking Seth by coming after me? He has to have help. He can’t be that stupid to go at it alone.
Skeeter interrupts my thoughts. “He was the one who turned Steven, didn’t he?” Seth nods his answer.
“How can he change a human into a devux? What, you bite someone like a vampire?” I snort.
“I don’t know. It has something to do with the soul of the victim,” he shrugs. “The process kills the victim, but somehow, some change. They aren’t exactly the same person after that,” he answers.
I nod and stare out the window. The landscape is unfamiliar to me. “Uh, where are we going?”
“Pack House. The Elders are meeting us there, too. It’s easier to get the whole Pack together on their turf,” he says.
“Okay,” I squeak. More new people, yippy.
He reaches over and rubs my leg for a minute. I focus on the tingles, trying to calm my growing anxiety. I understand our bond better now, but it still amazes me that it’s real and not just some strange emotion conjured up in a fantasy section of my brain.
We turn down a bumpy, twisting, dirt lane, lined with trees.
No wonder Barry has a Jeep. Seth’s Mustang is not built for this type of road.
A large white house comes into view. It’s huge. The front door is French doors, and the porch stretches the length of the house. It’s a beautiful house, just extra large. I wonder how many rooms there are. My uncle’s six-bedroom home pales in comparison to the size.
As we get closer, a few A-frame houses, and some sheds, or maybe they’re shacks, come into view. There’re two large fire pits a few yards from the first A-frame house. It’s like community living. I wonder how much of the pack live here, Tony and Flynn don’t. Actually, I have no idea, but this isn’t where we picked them up this morning.
Barry motions us to park near a weeping willow on the left side of the pack house. When we walk towards the house, Henry pierces me with a furious stare. He literally looks like he’s having a hard time containing his anger. He’s ready for a fight.
I feel like I’m forgetting something, something important. But Barry and Flynn seem to be about two seconds away from shoving us into the house. I don’t have the time to think about anything other than not tripping over my own two feet.
As the giants hustle us through the room, passing dozens of angry, concerned and worried faces, I try my best to become invisible.
I caused this.
We stop moving, I peek around Seth’s shoulder, and see Fane and Athan in deep conversation near the corner of the room, both looking worried.
It’s like Fane felt me watching him. He turns to face me and instantly my heart aches, he reminds me of my father. Not his appearance, but the way he looks at me, like I’m important to him and he cares.
I can’t hold his stare, so I look past him and spot Seth’s parents, Claire and Luke, talking with another shifter and Bastian. Sam, Seth’s brother, is to their left talking to someone I don’t recognize.
Fane shakes Athan’s hand and walks over to where Barry stopped, about three feet away from me. “Son, where’s the Coven location?”
“I don’t know that yet, I haven’t had enough time to get that information.” He drops to one knee and turns his head to the left. I’ve never seen anyone do that. Maybe it’s a pack thing?
“Stand,” Fane says in a stern, authoritative tone.
It makes me want to cower.
“Could I please have everyone’s attention?” Fane’s voice booms. Immediately, silence fills the room. “Devuxen have made themselves known in this area, again. For whatever reason, they have targeted Miss Williams here.” He points me out, and a few gasps fill the silence. I slink into Seth’s side in an attempt to hide. “Whoever the attacker is, he has made it perfectly clear that he will hurt anyone to get to her. There have been three attacks against her. Fortunately, someone was around to wake her. Our night patrolling is helping as well, but it does not stop these types of attacks. Barry has witnessed two attacks just last night.”
Henry bristles beside me. Holy shit! I can’t believe it took me this long! I’m such a fool. Henry doesn’t know anything! I bring my hand to my mouth and start chewing the cuticles.
I want to groan or smack my head into a wall a few times. I have a lot of explaining to do.
Glancing at Henry from the corner of my eye, he still looks furious, but I’m pretty sure a lot of that anger is towards me.
Fane gave the floor to Barry, who filled every single person in on the name of the devux that’s after me, and why I am being attacked. It’s Barry, funny, sarcastic Barry, the fact that he’s not cracking jokes or swearing and is being completely respectful, has me slack jawed.
A question from somewhere in the back, pulls me from my thoughts. “How did a devux attack her, if we were patrolling?”
Sam steps forward. “The devuxen doesn’t fear anyone, but they do not like to be hunted or threatened. With shifters or amaranthine around, they tend to stay away from this particular form of attack, because they can be easily found. He’s attacking Jasmine in the forms of shadow stalking and nightmares.”
I think shadow stalking is what happens when I’m alone in the halls at school, but I could be wrong. My theory makes sense, so that’s what I’m going with.
“She should always have someone with her, even when she’s awake, too,” someone hollers from the back.
I want to shout, I already have someone with me as much as possible! Do I need supervision in the bathroom, too? But I don’t think it would be wise to speak right now.
“How is the nightmare attack different from any other bad dream?” someone else shouts out another question.
I don’t blame her for asking. I didn’t know there was a difference. Hell, I didn’t know that I was being attacked, or hunted. The dreams felt real, looked real, and left me feeling like I was knocking on Death’s door, but I just thought they were dreams.
Barry answers by explaining what the attacks can do to my physical body in dream state. Fane suggests he tell everyone what happened when I was attacked the night before. Barry catches my gaze, looking apprehensive about it. I nod to tell him that it’s okay. He takes a few deep breaths and nods.
“Last night she had two attacks, almost back to back.” He pauses. “A bloodcurdling scream woke me. I could hear her screaming, crying, and gasping for air through her door. Henry and I tried the knob and Leland tried pounding on the door, but it was locked, and she couldn’t hear us. I kicked it in and when I saw her, I just froze. Her skin lacked color except for her cheeks. At one point she stopped breathing, and tried to fight off something, which ended up being Leland on one occasion.” He takes a deep breath. “In the attacks, she’s always with someone, and whoever it is, gets killed in front of her. So far that has been, her cousin, brother, mother, uncle, best friend and her soul mate,” he says in a solemn voice.
Fane puts a hand on Barry’s shoulder. “I don’t believe Derik is working alone. He has guidance. In the attack, Seth, her soul mate, was decapitated and later torn to pieces.” He nods to us as Seth squeezes my side, offering me comfort. “We weren’t positive he was Amaranthine,” he shakes his head, like he should’ve known from the start that Seth was different. “So, for Delilah’s safety, we must keep her secret. The less Derik knows, the better things will turn out.”
The Elders and shifters all start discussing my protection schedule and hunts for finding Derik’s coven, or whoever it is that’s helping him. Seth is still holding onto me, but he’s listening intently to what people are saying around us, especially Athan and Fane. Henry has his arms crossed over his chest, glaring towards Barry and Flynn.
Sam comes over just as I’m about to try talking to Henry.
“You know, for someone so little, you sure stir up a lot of trouble,” he winks. I nod, showing I agree with that statement. “Hey, I’m joking.”
“Sam, it’s been a long few days, or even months for her. Leave her be,” Seth comes to my aid, unneeded.
“He’s fine, Seth,” I say, but they pretend not to hear me.
“Hey, I’m not the enemy here little brother,” Sam growls. “I just want to see her smile. You two are too young to be dealing with this. Right now is a happy time for the two of you. You should be smiling and sneaking off into the woods.”
Seth’s jaw clenches and he glares at Sam. “I can’t. I won’t allow her to be put in danger,” he says, his expression changing to almost a plea. “This devux is messing with everything inside of me.”
I try to project to him that I’m okay, and he’s not doing anything wrong as I rub my thumb across his knuckles.
Seth looks down into my eyes. “Jazzy, why don’t you go talk to Henry for a few minutes?”
I nod and turn my head to where I saw Henry last. He gives me a dirty look and squeezes through the throng of bodies, towards the door.
I groan. “Do me a favor. Please?” I ask him.
“What’s that?”
“Go easy on your brother. Sam was just being nice. He’s trying, so maybe this is your chance to help strengthen your relationship with him,” I give him a pointed look.
“Fine, I’ll agree, if you wouldn’t mind me sending a shifter out to keep an eye on you guys, just in case.”
My eyes bulge and my mouth pops open. He wants me to be okay with having a shifter up my ass, while having a private conversation with my brother, who just found out way too much about the supernatural world?
I glare at him. “No matter what you think, my brother would never hurt me. I don’t need a bodyguard for a conversation with him!”
“No, Sweetheart. Not protection from him, protection for the both of you. Please?” his hands cup my face and he stares into my eyes.
I mull his words over and feel him through our bond. His honesty and worry for not just me, but my brother as well, shines. I regret jumping to conclusions. “I guess that’s okay. Tell Flynn or Tony to back off, and not to listen,” I say, knowing it will be one of the two he sends for guard duty.
“I . . .  I’ll see you in a few,” he says with a small sigh.
I wink and turn towards Sam. “Behave.”
“Me?” he feigns hurt. “I’ll be good,” he winks and leans towards me. “Your boyfriend might be in a headlock in a few minutes though.”
I laugh and start walking towards the door, shaking my head. Brothers. Speaking of, after a few minutes of searching, I spot mine through the window, sitting on the hood of the Jeep.
I might as well get this over with.
Flynn comes around the corner. “I’ll stay up here on the porch,” he smiles.
“Thanks.” I walk outside and up to the Jeep. Henry doesn’t look at me. “Hey, Stud. How you holdin’ up?”
“Dunno,” he shrugs. Then he takes a deep breath and pins me with his intense gray-green eyes. “Actually, pissed off.”
I nod. “You can talk to me. Ask me anything, I’ll answer what I can, and what I can’t answer, I’m sure someone inside can.” I lean over the hood and rest on my elbows.
“I really don’t wanna talk to you right now, Jaz,” he says.
With a sigh, I hop up on the hood next to him. I grab his chin in my hand and force him to look at me. It’s now or never, and he needs to understand that I couldn’t tell him or I would have.



Chapter 12
Kitty or Turtle?
“You don’t have to talk, you just have to listen.” I wait for him to acknowledge me. He gives a slight nod, and I let go of his chin. “I’m sorry, okay? I know I usually don’t keep things from you. I’m actually kind of glad the guys told you, now I can tell you everything,” I sigh and start again.
“I had no idea anything like this existed, at least, not until Saturday, when Seth took me to the lake.” I tell him everything, what happened at the lake, the footsteps that had me paranoid enough to talk to Miss Jaynie, and I told him about how I fainted when I found out the giants were shifters. It felt so good, freeing almost, to have no secrets with him again. Through it all, Henry’s face is like stone, leaving no indication that he’s actually listening.
As I try stressing why I couldn’t tell him and that he can’t tell anyone the truth about any of this, I get panicky trying to explain it all. He’s not dense, I know he understands me, I just wish he would respond to me.
Henry starts smirking as I ramble on. Finally, he interrupts me. “I get it, okay.” He offers a small smile and bumps into my shoulder. “I understand. You weren’t in the position to tell me,” his words relax me some. “I do understand things now, like your insane need for Seth, those dreams, the guys and their craziness,” he pauses and glances towards the porch, where Flynn is sitting. “Seth is alright, I guess. I just couldn’t understand why he was so important to you, even before you guys were dating,” he shrugs. “I do feel like beating the shit out of him for getting you involved with a demon. I know he doesn’t want you to get hurt or be in any danger, but he had to know this would happen,” Henry says, disgust and rage masking his features.
I grab his hand. “You can’t blame Seth for this. It’s not his fault I mouthed off to a demon in disguise, and then associated myself with Seth and three shifters.” I laugh a little at myself. “Seth said devuxen hunt anyone and everyone, for little or no reason. No one is truly safe from them,” I shrug. “Fane assured me that even in those attacks, their pack is protection. In every single one, once the wolves show up, the shadow goes away. Derik twists their image somehow though. I’m not sure what the guys actually look like in their other form,” I glance away from Henry nervously, and try to think of something to change the subject. “Did you hear what they were all saying about the shadow stalking thing?”
“Yeah, what is that anyway?” he asks.
“I’m not positive, but I think that it’s what I feel when I’m alone in the halls at school,” I shrug. “I thought it was a ghost at first,” I snort. “The night I told Miss Jaynie, they had a meeting with the Elders, Skeeter’s family, and Seth’s family.” I go back to my original point, and repeat, “You can’t blame Seth for this. I pissed off the wrong person on our first day at the Birth Control Academy.” I try to laugh to lighten the mood, but my joke falls flat.
Henry pins me with a hard stare. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t ask to be put into supernatural, demonic danger,” he spits and stares at the trees for a few minutes. “I don’t blame you and I am still proud of you for putting Derik in his place.” He glances at me, and when I smile at him, his eyes travel back to the trees. “So are you really not going to change your looks at all? Did you stop aging?”
I feel self-conscious, it’s weird but I don’t want Henry to look at me any differently just because of the Ichor. “I’ll age, my body will grow, and my looks will change like they’re supposed to,” I say quietly. “It’ll just be a slower rate than you or any of your little fan club members.” That reminds me to ask about Gretchen, but now isn’t the time. “I don’t really know how it’ll be for me. I don’t know if I’ll look this way for fifteen years or something,” I shake my head. I still hate not knowing, but there’s nothing I can do to solve that mystery. “Did you know Miss Jaynie is one hundred and twenty years old?”
Henry flips his head around to stare at me with huge eyes, and his jaw nearly on the hood. I chuckle.
“I never would have guessed that.”
“Yep,” I say, and emphasize the p. “There’s an Amaranthine in Greece, one of the Ancients, who’s over four thousand years old.”
He looks at me like I just told him the grass is purple, complete disbelief and shock. “So . . .  You’re gonna live for like . . .  Ever, basically,” he stutters and glares at me. “All because you’re with that freak? How does this shit even work?” he practically yells.
“It’s unlikely I’ll live forever, so don’t worry about that,” I say. I also tell him what Seth told me about the lifespan for Amaranthine.
He sighs, “Okay, so how is that even possible?”
I tell him everything I know about Ichor and how I would receive it, and the lesson and example Seth gave me of immortals with immortals, and immortals with humans. I also tell him that I will never be invincible. “It’s kind of like having a shelf life. I have the same worries as you, and any other human. I just have a longer shelf life, but I’m still me, your sister and best friend.” I glance at him wearily, while lightly tugging the ends of my hair.
He’s clenching and unclenching his fists, and his jaw is locked tight. I sigh and look away. He asked and I answered. Maybe I shouldn’t have told him right away. The whole, your-baby-sister-has-a-supernatural-soul-mate, and she’ll-live-longer-than-you-by-two-hundred-years, must be too much for him.
He blows out a breath and hops off the Jeep. “I’m kinda hungry,” he glances to his watch. “We should probably go get Barry and grab food.”
I nod slowly and worry my lip as I slide off the Jeep. He obviously needs time.
What if he never accepts the fact that I’m different? What if our relationship just sputters and dies, right here and now? Tears pool in my eyes and I suck in a deep breath through my nose to try and calm down.
Henry slows his walk and waits for me catch up. When I do, he puts his arm around my shoulders. I smile and squeeze his side.
Henry stops in front of Flynn. “Can I see your wolf?” he blurts.
I gasp and stare up at him with wide eyes.
“What? I’m curious.” He shrugs.
“Jazzy, you got about a minute before I shift, you ready for this?” Flynn says, with a challenging smile.
“Rain check,” I squeak and shake my head before darting into the house.
I search the faces until spotting Skeeter leaning against the far wall, and weave through the crowd to get to her.
“You and Henry okay?” she asks.
“I think so,” I shrug. “He’s outside, with a wolfy Flynn at the moment.” I pull a face, and she laughs.
“They aren’t that bad, kind of cuddly in a wild way,” she laughs and bumps my shoulder.
“One day, when I know for sure I won’t pass out, I’ll find out.” I laugh this time.
I look around and see Seth with Sam, Barry, and Tony, so I pull Skeeter in that direction. We’re almost to the little group when Seth looks at me questioningly and meets us a few feet away.
He looks around, “Umm . . .  I thought you and Henry were good?”
“He’s with Flynn, being curious, like a cat,” I shrug. Skeeter elbows me and grins wickedly.
She walks to the window and opens it. “Here kitty, kitty, kitty!” she yells before nearly falling over in a fit of laughter.
Several people give her dirty looks.
Barry comes over to us, looking mighty evil himself. “Ya know, Skeeter, making us dinner won’t strain your voice,” he laughs. “And contrary to popular belief, I don’t eat that kind of kitty,” he winks.
Pervert number one has made his presence known. Henry and Flynn walk in bumping fists.
“I’m glad to be surrounded by self-appointed, standup comedians but seriously, I am kind of hungry,” I say.
“Princess,” Tony says coming over to us. “Would you want to eat with all of us or would you rather some alone time with Pretty Boy?” Tony asks with a grin.
“Ya know what, my furry friend? I don’t really care where I eat or who I am eating with, I just want food,” I pin him with a glare. “And if you ever call me “Princess” again, I will figure out that whole neutering thing, and you’ll be my guinea mutt,” I can’t hold onto my glare and end up laughing with the rest of our group.
“Don’t get your panties in a bunch, Princess. He was just messin’,” Barry says, and crosses his thick arms over his chest.
He wants to play like that?
“Turtle, you don’t get to discuss my panties,” I copy his stance and raise my eyebrow.
Seth, Henry, and Skeeter lose it and start laughing hysterically. Barry’s face is red with anger.
“Uh, Jaz? Wrong animal . . .  He’s a bit too big to be considered a turtle. Are you feeling okay?” Sam asks in concern.
“You told Skeeter?!” Barry shouts.
“I may have mentioned it to her, by accident,” I bite my cheek to stop my laughter.
“Whoa, what did we miss?” Tony asks in confusion.
“If you tell anyone else, I’ll . . . ” Barry starts.
Fane comes over and interrupts. “You’ll do nothing, isn’t that right, Barry?” Fane says as he claps Barry’s shoulder.
“Dad, you don’t know what happened,” Barry glares at me.
“You’re right. I don’t know, and frankly, I don’t care. Now, why don’t you all go get yourselves some grub and head home?” Fane says, dismissing all of us.
We all say our goodbyes and then head outside to the cars.
“I’ll come over around 9:30 or so,” Seth whispers in my ear as he wraps his arms around my waist. I hook my fingers into the collar of his shirt, and pull his face closer to mine. He leans down and kisses me on the lips. I throw my arms around his neck and hold on tight, not wanting this kiss to end.
Just then Barry honks the horn. I startle and lean around Seth to give Barry the nastiest glare I can manage, which makes Seth laugh.
These next few hours had better go quickly.
***
When we get home, we find Leland in the kitchen. It looks like a flour bomb went off in here. There’s flour everywhere, including all over Alex.
“You do know that the flour is supposed to go into the bowl, right?” Barry laughs.
“I know that, but Alex doesn’t. Baking with munchkins is never a clean experience, as you can see,” he smiles, and I notice he even has a bit of flour in his eyelashes.
I giggle, “Sure, blame the one-year-old.” I kneel down to Alex on the flour dusted floor. “Mean Daddy,” I say and wipe some flour off his cheek.
“Hey! No teaching him new phrases!” he laughs as he points his whisk at me.
“Why are you making a cake?” Henry asks.
“Your mother wants real chocolate cake. So, that’s what I’m doing, making her a real chocolate cake,” he says as he checks the recipe. “According to her, the hospital only serves fake chocolate.”
“Fake chocolate?” Barry repeats, and Leland shrugs.
“Do you need any help here?” I ask.
“Bathe Alex?” he laughs.
***
Filling the hours until Seth arrives is my goal, but as it turns out, I miscalculated by about an hour. I bathed Alex, cleaned the kitchen, helped with dinner, did my homework, and took a shower.
I decide to sit at my desk and work on my soldier sketch, but my eyelids are so heavy. It’s an epic battle to keep them open. I keep trying to talk to myself and move my feet around, to stay awake.
I give up. I should go bug Henry and Barry,
they’re entertaining enough.
I lean back in my chair to stretch and I freeze.
My walls have gone from white to baby blue, like my old room. I look down at my desk, seeing my planner and a textbook in the place of my soldier drawing.
What the hell?
Someone starts knocking on my door. A constant rapping of knuckles, it echoes through the room and pounds in my eardrums.
I can’t deal with this room, or that noise.
I growl as I open the door.
My mouth pops open.
Standing in my doorway is my dead sister, Sophie, light brown, wavy hair that hugs her shoulders, slim pink cheeks, wide stormy grey eyes, and a small round nose. Exactly how I remember her.
She raises a perfectly plucked eyebrow and taps her foot.
I reach out and poke her arm, when my finger meets the resistance of skin and I gasp, she’s really here! I launch myself into her arms and can’t hold back my sobs.
It’s a miracle!
I saw them pull her mangled body out of Dad’s car.
She can’t be here.
“Jazzy? Honey, what’s wrong?” she asks as she pats my back.
I blubber and stutter. “I don’t understand! How . . .  When... How are you standing here?”
“Silly, what’s gotten into you? You knew I was coming home this week for break!” she laughs.
Then everything goes black.
No! Not now! I just got her back!
“Sophie, you have to run!” I yell.
She screams and goes limp in my arms.
“No!” I scream, as we fall to the floor in a heap.
I roll her to her back and check her pulse. My heart breaks for her all over again.
“You have to wake up! I need you!” I yell. “I just got you back. I can’t do this without you Sophie! Come back!”
When I stand back up to find help, something invisible knocks me backwards. My head cracks off the corner of my nightstand, on the opposite side of the room.
I try to roll over when invisible hands grab my throat and squeeze. I fight the invisible person but there’s nothing there to fight.
Something scratches at the door, but I don’t remember it being closed. My vision starts spotting as a wolf finally bursts through the door, and I’m able to breathe again.
My body starts shaking, the demented looking wolf, with two heads, trying to fight off something invisible sends me screaming all over again.
“Jazzy, can you hear me?”
I hear him, but I can’t find him. I can’t even tell who it is. The words sound garbled, like a bad cellular connection.
“Wake up, dammit!” someone yells.
“Squirt, I need you to open your eyes.” That’s my uncle. Where is he?
“Nap time is over, Princess!” I hear Barry yell.
My eyes open wide, everything looks clearer, sounds clearer and I’m looking up into three scared, and alive, faces.
Yep, Barry looks scared, too.
“Oh, thank God.” My uncle’s shoulders sag with relief.
Henry and Barry are going to rip me a new one in about two minutes.
I hold my breath and wait for them to shout.
Henry leans towards me, puts his arm under my neck and the other under my legs, and stands.
Holy shit!
He lifted me off the floor! I was in my chair!
My hand flies up to latch onto Henry, but seeing red I freeze.
“You’re the only one that knows what happened,” he whispers. “Barry is calling Fane, Seth, and Athan.” He sits me down on the counter in the bathroom and starts feeling through my hair for where the cut is. “They’re going to have to tell Leland, he’s really worried about you,” he sighs. I wince as he presses a washcloth to the back of my head. “It’s just a small scratch. Keep pressure on it and clean up. We’ll take care of your room, and I’ll bring you something comfy to wear,” he says with a sigh and shuts the door behind him.
I hop off the counter, take a deep breath, and face the mirror.
One stupid scratch on the back of my head produced gallons of blood? My blonde hair doesn’t look blonde anymore. Blood is streaked and smeared on my face and shirt. Damn, did I walk out of a horror flick or something?
I set the washcloth down and begin to strip down, tossing my bra and shirt into the garbage can. There’s no saving the shirt and I wasn’t a fan of that bra anyway. Turning the shower on full-blast hot is not the best temperature for a head wound, but I need warmth right now.
I step into the steam and spray and feel the heat cascade over my skin like a hot blanket. Here I can cry.
So I do.
I push as much of my devastation, hurt and grief down the drain as I watch the water swirl down - red, pink, clear - and wash my face and body.
With a heavy, tired sigh, I shut off the water and pat myself dry. There’s no point in hiding out in the bathroom. I’ll have to face the music at some point, and sooner will probably be better.
I dress in the clothes Henry hung off the knob for me and press the washcloth back to my head.
I desperately try to ignore that attack. I’m not strong enough to deal with the details of what happened in this one.
I’m so frustrated with having to rely on someone else just to sleep, that I chew on the inside of my cheek. This is ridiculous! Oh, hey, stop what you’re doing I need a nap. Yea, right.
The guys left my light on, I notice as I walk down the hall. I push open my door to flick the switch, but instead I freeze.
Barry is sitting on his knees on my floor with his back to me.
“I know it was stupid to fall asleep on my own.” I might as well get this out of the way. “By the time I thought to go get you or Henry, it was too late.”
He slowly lifts his head from his hands and shifts his body so that he can look at me. I gasp and rush over to him, dropping the washcloth in the process. I thump to my knees on the floor and throw my arms around his wide shoulders.
Barry’s freaking crying!
“Barry? What happened? Are you okay?” I trip over my words.
He laughs hollowly. “You don’t get to ask that,” He leans away from me and wipes his eyes as I drop my hands to my lap. “We thought you were keeping yourself up. I kept telling myself that you needed help staying awake, and then I’d think about it and tell myself that you’d be mad at me even more if I did,” he sniffs and wipes his nose on his sleeve.
I grimace and grab the box of tissues from my nightstand. I even take one for myself.
“We didn’t know anything was wrong until we heard the crash,” he swallows. “When we came in, there was blood,” he laughs weakly. “One little head wound.” He shakes his head and closes his eyes. “I’ve never seen that look on Henry’s face, and I never want to see it again.”
I look down and trail my fingernail in the crack of the wood flooring. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.
“What did he do this time?” He reaches over and grabs both of my hands. “I have to know, Jaz.”
I take a deep breath and look up at him. “Umm . . . ” I was about to say it’s none of his business and that I don’t want to talk about it. But what if these attacks have hidden messages in them? Or even some kind of purpose.
I calmly tell him about the attack, up to the part where Sophie was gone again. “It was a sick joke he just pulled,” anger thrums through my veins like acid. “He gave me my sister back, and then snatched her away a minute or two later!” I brush away the tears staining my cheeks. “I tried to get her to run, I tried to wake her up, but I couldn’t. Then I was flyin’ across the friggin’ room and hit my head on my nightstand.” I reach across the floor and grab the washcloth again. “I could feel hands on my neck.” I touch my throat and Barry’s eyes follow my hand. The tears I thought gone, have started again, like a rushing river rapid. “Barry, I can’t keep doing this! I can’t take it anymore! I just want it to be over with!” I take a deep breath because I’m pretty sure he can’t translate sob-speak. “I can’t see any more death,” I stand and turn away from him. “How can I end this so that none of those dreams come true? I don’t want to lose anyone else. I’d rather be . . . ” I stop myself and roughly chuck the washcloth away from me.
He comes over and wraps an arm around my shoulders. “I will end this, Princess, I promise. You won’t go through this alone,” he says quietly. “And if you tell me that you’d rather it be your death than anyone else’s, I’ll tell Leland to buy a ton of that fake chocolate cake from the hospital, and force you to eat it.” I smile at his words and fight the urge to gag at the thought of fake hospital chocolate as he leads me down the stairs.
We walk into the living room, and Barry pushes me towards Henry and walks away. I can feel Henry shaking as I sit next to him. He reaches over and hugs me to him. I hug him back, with everything in me.
Leland comes over and runs his fingers along my scalp, looking for the cut. I wince as he prods on the tender area.
“Can you tell me about this one?” Henry asks while he grabs a paper towel from Leland and wipes his face.
Barry answers from the kitchen. “You’ll hear it in a minute. You’re really not gonna like this one.”
Just as Leland finishes with the glue, someone knocks on the door, and he goes to answer.
I watch as Athan, Fane, Miss Jaynie, Flynn, and Seth walk through the door. I close my eyes and take a deep breath in attempts to calm my fear and anxiety.
Leland really isn’t going to like any of this.



Chapter 13
Tiny Turtle
I sit next to Seth at the table and lean into his side while Athan and Fane explain to Leland that the supernatural world is present and attended for in his kitchen.
I lace my fingers with Seth’s and try to figure out exactly how we share things mentally. We’re connected, I feel that much, but I don’t know how the connection works.
I wonder if I focus on him, if I can get a thought on command. I close my eyes and focus on the special place in my mind devoted to him. I can feel his emotions, like a secondary feeling, it’s not so foreign anymore. But his thoughts are silent.
Blowing out an annoyed breath, I give up trying to force his thoughts through the invisible mind barrier. At least he’s a nice pillow.
‘I know she’s not sleeping, but why isn’t she paying attention to her uncle?’
My eyes fly open and I survey the faces around me. Fane and Athan look annoyed or frustrated, Henry’s smirking, and Miss Jaynie and Flynn seem amused. I see movement from the corner of my eye, and turn to see what’s going on.
Barry jumps up, and the stool falls backwards. In a matter of seconds, Barry falls to the floor, limbs seeming to pop out of joint, he looks like something possessed. My eyes are so wide I fear they’ll fall out, and I’m pretty sure I’ve stopped breathing.
I squeeze Seth’s fingers, and he uses his other hand to rub my back.
My eyes tear away from the freaky mass that was Barry, to my uncle. Who is now standing, mouth moving with no sound coming out and arms flailing.
“What the hell! Why aren’t you doing anything to help him?” He finally manages.
My eyes travel back to Barry, a huge wolf stands in his place. It walks over to my uncle and stares him in the face.
No really, my uncle is just over six feet tall, and this wolf can look in his eye while on all fours.
Leland’s gone pale as he falls into his chair.
I’m not sure if I’m more scared or shocked, and I don’t remember the last time I took a breath.
The six-foot wolf turns away from Leland, towards me, and cocks his head to the side. This wolf doesn’t look near as vicious as the ones from the nightmare attacks. I breathe in and let it out. He takes slow steps towards me until he’s standing right in front of me. I hold my breath and strain my neck as I stare wide-eyed. He sits and lowers his lap sized head to my legs.
What the heck am I supposed to do pet him like a dog?
He looks like a regular wolf, but on steroids and maybe Miracle Gro. He’s black, with a hint of silvery gray.
This wolf is terrifying but absolutely gorgeous.
His nose bumps my hand, until I lightly touch his snout. He has thick, soft fur on his snout, but the fur along his body looks wiry.
I vaguely hear the others start talking again as Barry’s wolf continues to nuzzle my hand. A few minutes go by and the wolf trots off towards the living room. I stare after him until Barry emerges from the living room.
He stops behind Seth and I, and leans down so I feel his breath on my ear, “Did you like my wolf?”
I laugh a little. “As much as I’d like pink poodles stitched to my clothes,” I joke.
He and Seth laugh, and Barry walks over to his stool, rights it and sits. Leland stares at him with huge eyes, which causes Barry to smirk in that “I told you so,” way.
Leland steps out onto the deck then, and Miss Jaynie goes out to talk to him. We all just stare towards the door. Waiting for him to either, burst back in and kick everyone out, call the cops, or run his own interrogation.
When they come back inside, Leland spits out a million questions for Fane and Athan. I relax back into my seat and patiently wait for them to finish.
Leland jumps out of his chair and starts pacing as Athan explains what a devux does, the attacks and how they affect me, and what they’re doing as protection, prevention, and plans for ending it all.
Barry explains what the attacks were in the past and what it was tonight. I add my two cents and anything he left out. Henry and Leland both look at me with sadness and pity in their eyes, they understand, but I’m tired of seeing it.
“And her sleeping with him will stop that?” Leland asks in disbelief.
“Anyone who wants her safe could protect her at night. There has to be some kind of skin-to-skin contact throughout the night or an attack can happen,” Athan says.
“So, as long as they . . . hold hands . . . ” Leland’s words drift off, and he gives Seth and me a quick pointed glare, “She’ll be fine?”
“Yes,” Athan nods.
Leland leans back in his chair and blows out a breath. He raps his knuckles on the face of the table a few times before looking at me.
“I trust you, and because I trust you, I’m allowing this,” he says, wagging a finger between Seth and me and points upstairs. “Don’t make me regret this.”
I swallow. “You won’t,” I answer.
Seth nods in agreement, “I would never disrespect her or you . . . ”
Barry snorts. “You’re just petrified of what we’d do to you.”
“Enough, Jaz looks dead on her feet,” Flynn says. His eyes go wide and he reaches across the table to grab my hand. “I am so sorry, Jaz. I didn’t mean it! I . . . ”
I chuckle. “Flynn, relax,” I wave him off, “It’s fine.”
Seth begins asking questions to see if anyone’s gotten any further with finding more about Derik and his coven. I place my hand on top of Seth’s and get comfy in my seat.
I open my eyes to see Seth’s staring back at me. He grins and brushes some hair from my face. “Come on,” he says, pulling me to my feet. We get to the doorway and as an afterthought, I turn and say goodnight to everyone.
“Are you okay?” he asks as I fall onto my bed and crawl to the pillow.
“I guess. That dream, er attack, it just screwed me up. How did he know about Sophie?” I ask him.
“I’m not sure. I wish I had all the answers,” he shakes his head. “All I can do is be here for you,” he tells me and opens his arms. I slide into his arms without hesitation.
“You know what I could go for right now?” I smile.
“Maybe.” He smiles back.
He leans in and places his lips to mine. My hands travel his chest and rest on his shoulders. He rests his hands on my hips as he deepens the kiss. His fingertips slip under my shirt, sending tingles through me.
This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, but it’s better than what I was thinking. He rolls so that I’m lying on top of him.
My mind travels to the open door, then to our position.
This can get out of hand pretty quickly, and anyone could peek in.
I end the kiss, pressing my forehead to his chest and shift off of him. He lifts me so that our heads are on the same pillow.
“I honestly just wanted to talk a little bit,” I laugh breathlessly.
“Eh, my idea was more fun,” he shrugs a shoulder and smiles. “What do you want to talk about?”
“I want to get to know you, the real you. So, everything I guess,” I shrug.
“Alright, why don’t we do a twenty-question thing? I ask a question, you ask a question. I have nothing to hide from you, so don’t hesitate with anything,” he suggests.
I chuckle. “I guess. But only if I can go first.”
He grins. “Go for it.”
I think about what I want to ask. I have so many questions for him, about him, that I don’t really know where to start.
“What did you and Sam talk about after I left to talk to Henry?” Good a place as any to start I suppose.
He raises an eyebrow. “Well . . .  We talked about you and me for the most part,” he shrugs. “He’s worried that we’re moving too fast in our relationship. He knows that my protectiveness is coming out full-blown and way early, but it’s to be expected with this situation.” He smirks then gives me a tender smile. “He said that you seem to be taking everything fairly well.”
“Hah! I fainted maybe twenty minutes after I met him because of the shifters, and I feel like I’m mental because of these attacks! How is that taking it well?”
“Babe, this is new for you,” he lifts a shoulder. “You thought all this stuff was only in movies and books until a few days ago. I was shocked you didn’t faint on Sunday when I was telling you all of this, or issue a restraining order,” he smiles. “You’re trying to get to know everyone, and trying to be happy, regardless of what Derik is putting you through,” he kisses my temple.
I smile. “Thanks. It’s your question by the way,” I whisper.
“When’s your birthday?”
I grimace, “April twenty second, it’s next Saturday.” I’m not really looking forward to my birthday this year. My dad and sister aren’t here, and who knows if my mom will be home.
“That gives me enough time to plan something for you,” he says in amusement.
“Ugh,” I groan. “Just to let you know, if you want to plan a surprise party or something, don’t tell Leland any details. He’s as terrible as my mom at hiding that sort of thing,” I tell him, remembering that I have yet to have a successful surprise anything that has involved my mom or uncle.
“Do you not like surprises?” he asks.
“That’s not it. I love surprises. It’s just, I’ve never had a successful surprise party. My mom was always involved, along with my uncle, and they’re terrible at that. They’re the most amazing secret keepers, until it comes to a surprise of any kind. They’re too obvious,” I laugh.
“Maybe I’ll be able to remedy that one day,” he smiles, tilts my head back and gives me a sweet peck on the lips.
I trace shapes onto his chest and trace the patterns of his abs absent mindedly while I think of a question.
He stills my hand and crushes his mouth to mine for a steamy kiss.
“That wasn’t very nice, Jazzy,” he says breathlessly, as he trails kisses down my neck.
“I’m sorry . . .  Uh . . . ” Wow, think!  “Okay, I, uh, have my question now,” I stutter. He smiles against my neck.
“Ask away,” he mutters around kisses.
“What’s the most embarrassing thing that’s ever happened to you?” I rush to ask.
He groans into my shoulder. “Aren’t you tired?” he asks as he rolls to his back.
“Oh, come on.” I pout.
“Fine,” he says. “I won’t bother asking you not to laugh, I know you will,” he smirks. “When I was in the fifth grade, I got bored in class one day and thought it would be brilliant to glue my eraser in the braid of the girl that sat in front of me. As revenge, she thought it would be brilliant to pants me,” he grimaces. “It wouldn’t have been too bad, if I hadn’t been wearing my favorite underwear that day,” he sighs dramatically. “Tighty whities, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. They were kinda old and looked like it, and there was this hole,” he pauses. “In a really bad spot. I was ‘Tiny Turtle’ until Stephan O’Hare pushed Madeline Lurz off the monkey bars,” he mumbles, and I burst out laughing.
“Tiny Turtle, really?” I laugh until I snort.
“Okay, yes it was funny,” he groans. “My turn, what’s your favorite flower?” he smiles at me and intertwines our fingers.
I work on controlling my breathing and squelching my giggles. “Lilies,” I answer. “Any kind of lily,” I blow out a breath. “What’s your favorite snack?”
“French fries dipped in a chocolate milkshake,” he says without hesitation. I laugh again. “Don’t knock it ‘til you try it!” he protests.
“I have, I just didn’t think that would’ve been your answer.”
“What’s your favorite childhood memory?” he whispers.
“Probably every Christmas Eve night until I was nine, we always waited up for Santa, and watched as he placed our presents under the tree around midnight,” I smile remembering how we would sneak around at the top of the stairs and wait. “We never knew it was Dad until I was nine, when I saw the Santa suit in the closet. You should’ve seen my dad trying to stutter his way out of that one.” My heart clenches and I feel a tremor of grief and pain course through me. “What do you want to do when you get out of school?” I ask hoping to take the focus off.
“I’ve always wanted to be a lawyer, fight for justice and help people who need help,” he shrugs, and I can tell he’s embarrassed, without even checking his emotions.
I prop my elbows on his chest and lean on them so I can look in his eyes. “That’s admirable,” I smile. “The world needs more people who aren’t just in it to make money,” I shrug.
He smiles, with a hint of a blush. I haven’t seen him like this. It makes him more attractive.
He raises a brow. “I think we need to get some sleep,” he says.
I nod. “G’nite.”
“Night, sleep well,” he whispers.
I snuggle closer to him and rest my head on his chest, so I can hear his heartbeat. My eyelids get heavier as his heart sings me a lullaby, and he runs his fingers through my hair.
I feel at peace, comfortable, and relaxed. Three things I truly haven’t experienced for a while now, in fact, I’m not sure that I’ve ever felt just like this.
As I start to drift off, I think I hear him whisper something, but I’m too far gone to focus on anything but the vibrations in his chest.
My final thought before sleep wraps around me like a snuggie, is falling asleep in his arms is my new favorite feeling.
***
As I get dressed, the scent of brewing coffee filters up the stairs, forcing me to hurry and drags me down to the kitchen.
“Good morning, Beautiful!” Henry greets me with a bagel slathered in cream cheese.
I greedily accept and walk over to the coffee pot. “Hey, Stud! How’d you sleep?” Leland comes over and steals a bite of my bagel. I smack at him, and he winks.
“Pretty poorly but don’t worry, I’m on my second pot of coffee. Barry, too.” Henry laughs.
“It’s a half day today. Does Miss Jaynie need to show?” Leland asks, sounding sleepy.
“I have a date with Seth after school,” I say, and can’t stop the goofy grin that splits across my face.
Henry glares at me for a second before responding to Leland. “Barry and I will be here right after school, so we can watch him.”
Barry puts his phone down on the table. “Athan said not to worry about the classes you share with Derik.”
“It’s just art and lunch. You all are with me at lunch so it doesn’t matter, and Skeeter is with me in Art,” I remind him.
“Yes, Skeeter is Amaranthine. But she’s not sixteen yet,” he retorts. I hadn’t thought about that. “Sam will be attending your art class for a few weeks. If he has to, he said he can drag it out ‘til the end of the school year. Don’t let anyone know that you know him or recognize him,” Henry laughs at the face I make, and Barry ignores it completely. How am I supposed to pull off not knowing who he is? “What are you and Pretty Boy up to this afternoon?”
“You know, I think you can start using his name now. I know he’s pretty, well, hot, but I’m beginning to think, you think he’s pretty. I don’t want to be a jealous girlfriend or anything . . . ” I leave my comment hanging as Henry chokes on his cereal.
“Fine,” Barry grumbles. “What do you and Seth have planned?”
“Hmmm . . . who is asking, the protector wolf, the body guard, the friend, or my brother’s jerk friend?”
Barry shrugs. “A little of each I guess. Honestly Jaz, just put me and my wolf at ease and give me a location,” he says in annoyance.
“Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania,” I say without missing a beat.
Barry throws a crumpled napkin at me. “Not funny.”
“Oh, fine. We’re gonna stop some place for lunch, then go to the Carnegie Museum of Art. I should be home before dinner,” I smile.
Barry blows out a breath and grins. “Thanks,” he says, and ruffles my hair.
I growl at him as he laughs and jogs out of the room.
***
“So, where would you like to eat?” Seth asks while we walk to his car.
“Since we’re going to the Carnegie, why don’t we eat at Apollo’s?” I suggest.
“Sounds good,” he says with a smile. “How did Sam do today? He didn’t out you, did he?”
I laugh. “No, he didn’t out me. He gained a few admirers, which Skeeter pretended to be one.” I giggle, thinking of her pissing off the other girls by batting her lashes and keeping him near our table with all her fake questions. “She’s really good at pretending to not know him.”
Seth nods as we climb into his car. “She likes to try to embarrass him.”
I figure I may as well start up our little question game. “Do you have any crazy ex-girlfriends I should know about?” I know we’re young, but we are in high school, and he’s gorgeous.
“No, I’ve had a crush on a girl before and girls have made it known they are interested in me, but I never dated anyone,” he says.
I wonder who his first kiss was, but it’s not my turn. So I just smile and wait for him to ask me a question.
He taps the steering while he asks, “What are some of your favorite things?”
“Uh . . . ” I mumble as my mind turns in circles. I tell him as many favorites I can think of - coffee, summer rain, reading, and fleece blankets in the winter. We continue asking each other questions along the way.
It’s nice getting to know him like this. He had a good idea with this version of twenty questions. If I were to try to tell him about myself, it would be like grasping for straws. Some of the questions he asked me, I actually had to think hard about.
After a delicious lunch at Apollo’s, we head to the museum.
As soon as we walk through the door, I feel like I’ve walked into heaven. This place is one of my favorite places.
“I can see your work being in here one day,” Seth whispers, as we pass some paintings.
“I wish,” I mumble.
I let my imagination run a bit wild, despite my doubts. To have my artwork loved and cherished enough to have any of it in here, or another museum for that matter, would be an amazing accomplishment.
We pass an oddly shaped sculpture and I stop to examine and admire it. It almost reminds me of an angel’s wings shielding a child. But it’s all lines and angles. It could be a strange design for an elevator for all I know.
I’ll stick with the protection idea.
Protection.
Maybe I don’t give Barry and the guys enough credit. They are protecting me. I don’t have to like everything they say or do, but I suppose I should give them all the same chance.
“What are you thinking about?” Seth asks, interrupting my epiphany.
“That I need to thank a few people,” I answer shyly.
He releases my hand to put his arm around my shoulders and pulls me close to his side. I lean into him and put my arm around his waist.
We continue walking through the museum, and pass an elderly couple holding hands, and looking happy to be in each other’s company. They smile to us as we cross their path, and the old man winks. I blush and drop my hand from Seth’s waist, embarrassed. Seth looks down to me and smiles, before picking up my hand and lacing our fingers.
Sooner than I wanted, we are exiting the museum and slowly walking to the car.
“What was your favorite piece?”
“I really love that sculpture of the angel, but I enjoyed the Egyptian sculpture, too. Oh, and that painting of the fall trees, too,” I giggle. “I could go on and on. It was perfect Seth.”
“I . . . ” he starts but hesitates. “Thank you for making this a special experience for me. It was my first time here.”
My jaw drops. After a second, I swallow my surprise. “If I would’ve known it was your first time, I would’ve insisted we take the tour. I love this place.” I smile up to him and look into his eyes.
“Next time,” he says. “I enjoyed watching your amazement,” he whispers and pulls me into his embrace.
He gives me a quick peck that leaves me pouting and opens my door. By the time we get back on the interstate, we pick up the questioning. I had just asked him about the places he’s lived and visited, when my phone starts ringing.
I glance to the screen and see it’s my brother. “One sec,” I say to Seth, and answer my phone. “Hey, Stud!”
Henry laughs. “Hey, Beautiful! Where you guys at?”
“On our way back, why?” I answer.
“Skeeter and the guys are here, and we wanted to know if Seth wanted to hang out, instead of just dropping you off. He’s gonna be comin’ back anyway. We’re gonna watch a movie or something, and Barry ordered a couple pizzas.”
I can see how his logic makes sense, so I relay the message to Seth.
“Sure, we’ll swing by my house real quick. Tell him we should be there in about twenty minutes,” Seth says with a smile.
I nod to Seth. “Sure Henry. We’ll see you in about twenty.”
“’K. Love ya.”
“Love you, too,” I say, and I put my phone back in my pocket.
Seth chuckles.
“What?” I ask him.
“You and Henry are so weird,” he says through his laughter.
Those words put a dose of ice through my veins. Psycho Sammy, Alex’s mom, used those words to describe my mom and uncle. My foot starts shaking as I bite my tongue, in an attempt to quash the growing unpleasant feelings.
“Where I’ve visited and lived,” he says, reminding me of my question before Henry called. “You already know I’ve been to Greece.” He looks at me sideways before continuing. “My family vacations mostly along the East Coast. We went to Colorado before, but Mom wasn’t real thrilled about being in the middle of nowhere for long. We lived in New York when I was little, and before we moved here, we lived in Virginia.” I just nod. I don’t really trust my voice at the moment. “Do you go to all of your uncle’s games?”
“Just home games, mostly,” I say flatly.
I’m trying desperately to curb my emotions, but I’m certain it’s a failed attempt.
We pull into the driveway of a brick rancher. “Do you want to come in and say hi? I just need a few things,” Seth says quietly.
“No thanks,” I say, without looking at him.
I can feel him hesitate, but after a bit he gives up and walks into the house, leaving me with my grim thoughts.



Chapter 14
Seriously?
I punch my thigh in frustration.
I know Henry and I are weird. It’s just how we are, who we are.
Why am I acting like a brat towards Seth, just because he said we’re weird?
I’m pretty sure he didn’t mean anything other than simply, we are weird. We just are who we are.
He hasn’t tried, or asked me, to change anything.
I groan and slam my head backwards into the headrest. I’m just going to ignore that moment of stupidity. I need to talk to him as soon as he comes out.
I stare at the door and wish I would’ve just gone in with him.
The door pulls inward and Seth emerges with a duffle bag in hand. He jogs to the car and turns the radio on after depositing his bag on the backseat.
The music isn’t so loud it hurts your head, but it’s loud enough to indicate there will be no talking.
We arrive at my house quick enough and walk silently to the porch. Just before the porch steps, he drops our bags on the ground, grabs my hand and tugs me around the side of the house. We walk down to the lake and sit on the bank, silently.
I’m ashamed with myself. I did this. My stupid brain creates messes on its own. I keep my eyes fixated on the water and wait.
After a few minutes, he sighs. “Jazzy, look at me,” he pleads. I raise my eyes to meet his. “Are you mad at me?” he asks, and scrutinizes my face.
I shake my head, “No.”
“Did I do something wrong?”
I slouch and let my shoulders sag. “No,” I answer honestly. By the look on his face, my reaction earlier affected him. I miss seeing his confident smile.
“What happened? You’re trying to shut me out,” He shakes his head.
I open and shut my mouth a few times, unsure of how to start. “It was stupid,” I shift my gaze back to the water. “It was something you said, and I got lost in my head for a bit,” I chew my bottom lip.
“What was it? What did I say?”
I sigh. “You said Henry and I are weird,” I whisper.
He snorts. “It’s the truth,” I glance at him and see he looks confused. As soon as I notice his confusion, he suddenly has that light-bulb look. “You do know that even though I think you guys are weird, I wouldn’t want you to change your relationship with him. Is that what you’re worried about?”
I look down at our linked hands, ashamed. “I know it’s stupid, but in my defense, while you were in your house, at I made the decision to forget about it.” I glance towards his eyes again. “At first, I thought about how Leland’s ex said that about him and Mom,” I look out over the water with a scowl. “But the more I thought about it, the stupider I felt,” I shake my head and gaze into his crystal green eyes. “You’re not nasty, and you haven’t said anything that would make me think you wanted to distance Henry and me.” I try to form an apology, but words fail me. I didn’t mean to lump him with my uncle’s ex. Just, his words brought back the anger she evoked.
He smiles and touches his thumb to my cheek. “I know,” he whispers. “Do me a favor?”
I lean into his touch and smile. “What’s that?”
“Don’t keep anything from me,” he sighs. “I know eventually it’ll be next to impossible, but please don’t shut me out,” he pleads. “I like that you’re weird. I like that you and your brother are strange, and almost inseparable. I wouldn’t change a single thing about you.” He smiles my favorite, knee-knocking smile that lights the gold flecks in his eyes and makes it seem like they’re glowing.
“Okay,” I whisper.
He leans toward me, and I meet him half way. His hand stays on my cheek, enticing tingles, as his lips move against mine. Our kiss is cut off, again, by the sound of the sliding glass door banging open. Simultaneously, we turn to see my brother, Tony, and Flynn jump off the deck and run towards us, each sporting a super soaker.
We jump to standing position, and I look for an escape path. A shiver crawls through me as I realize the only escape is jumping in the lake or running directly to the boys with squirt guns.
“The jig is up fool!” Henry shouts, trying to sound like a “gangsta.” “Hand off my sista and no one gets hurt!” He points his super soaker at Seth, and I roll my eyes.
“Nevuh! I’ll nevuh let her go!” Seth shouts, sounding equally lame.
“Why don’t you let her make that decision, punk? Or are you scared she won’t choose you?” Flynn asks.
“She can make her decision, but what will you do when she chooses me over you?” Seth fires back.
I groan. I’m surrounded by cheese heads.
“What’ll it be, Princess?” Tony puts me on the spot with his gun aimed at me. “Come with us, or watch your boy toy go down in a puddle?” He scrunches his face, and I have to bite the inside of my lip to keep from laughing hysterically, because his face resembles Alex’s poop face.
I swallow my laughter. If I play along, maybe I can come out unscathed. “Oh, what ever shall I do?” I ask dramatically, in my best “damsel in distress” voice.
“Just to help make your decision, these guns are locked and loaded with the most lethal pop on the planet,” Henry pauses for dramatic effect. “Diet cola,” he says, and pumps the soaker for good measure.
“Why didn’t you say that to begin with?” Seth shouts and shoves me toward Henry, the traitor! At the same time Seth shoves me, Henry pulls the trigger, spraying me right in the face with, yup, diet pop.
Tony and Flynn let loose on Seth, who runs towards me and yanks us both behind Henry, making them squirt each other.
Seth and I just look at each before backing away from them, heading towards the deck. They don’t seem to notice so we turn and run.
I glance over my shoulder in time to see Tony notice our escape, and they chase us, squirting at our backs. I get up the steps first and run through the door, shoes squeaking towards the bathroom.
If I’m going to get them back, I have to do this right.
Thinking on my toes like my dad taught me, I grab five towels, one for each of us, and the baby powder bottle from the shelf. I dump baby powder on three of the five towels and then wrap a clean one around my neck.
I peek out through the door to see them laughing and talking on the deck. So I sneak down the hallway without being seen, to find Barry and Skeeter.
Hearing Alex giggling from the rec room, I yell down to them. “Hey!”
A few seconds tick by and Barry and Skeeter holding Alex, come to the bottom of the steps. They both smile, which falters a little at the sight of me. Yeah, I know, I look horrible. I already feel sticky.
“Uh, what happened to you?” Barry asks with a wolfish grin on his face.
“The drowned-rat look? Definitely out,” Skeeter says with a laugh.
“We were hit with soda soakers, but I have powder towels,” I raise the three towels. “Grab a camera!” I holler, then dart towards the deck. Skeeter and Alex come out as I quietly hand Seth the clean towel, and the guys grab the others from my arm.
“Who was the mastermind?” Skeeter laughs.
“Me.” Flynn whoops out with a huge shit-eating-grin on his face. He swipes the towel across his face, leaving behind streaks of white powder. I’ve no clue how they can’t smell the baby powder.
Skeeter sets Alex on the floor of the deck and nearly doubles over in laughter. “You all are . . . ” she pauses for a breath. “Bee food!” she shakes her head.
I look around to the guys. They each have streaks of white powder on their faces or in their hair. I have to bury my face in my towel to hide most of my giggles.
Skeeter pulls herself together and whips out her phone. “Alright guys, bunch together. I want a picture before you bring the bees down on us!” she pinches her lips together as her shoulders shake again.
I stand between Henry and Seth, as Flynn and Tony stand behind us. After she clicks a few pictures, Barry comes trotting out the door, camcorder in hand.
“Hey, Flynn!” Barry announces. “You got shit on your face,” he laughs.
Flynn groans and swipes the side of his face with the towel, leaving behind more white powder.
Tony points and laughs. That’s when he notices a streak of white on his arm. “She got us back!”
“You powdered my towel, too, didn’t cha?” Henry asks. I nod. “Did I not tell you she’d get us back?” He laughs and hangs the towel over the banister.
“I knew coming over here would be better than sittin’ at home, watchin’ the tube,” Skeeter says.
Seth tilts his head my way. “How’s my towel?”
“Clean,” I smile and kiss his sticky cheek.
After we all clean up, we watch movies and play games in the living room until we all just crash out on the floor or couch.
***
Standing in the driveway, staring at my old house, the memories bombard me, making it impossible to shut my brain off.
One day, very soon, I won’t be able to walk through this door and smell the scent of home.
Henry walks the three steps to my side, puts his arm around me and kisses the top of my head as I lean on him.
Flynn coughs.
Pulling away from Henry, I take a deep breath and go unlock the door.
I breathe in the scent of home and make my way to the kitchen, not paying attention to knick-knacks, photos, or anything at all.
Skeeter and I start the coffee and prepare Gatorade and iced tea. We hear the guys thump up and down the stairs to the basement. Skeeter’s eyebrows rise with how much noise they are making.
“Henry’s weight bench is down there,” I say, as I stir the last jug of Gatorade.
She nods. “Is that going to your uncle’s or getting sold?”
“Leland said they can add it to his weight room,” I say.
“Gotcha,” she says. She puts the jugs in the fridge and starts pulling out the condiments from the shelves, checking the expiration dates. “Hey, Henry said you haven’t been in your dad’s office since they passed away,” she says, as she chucks the jar of mayo in the trash. I nod. “I’m here if you need me. I’ll go with you if you want.” She shoots me a small smile, and I nod and smile back.
I grab some bags and boxes, and Skeeter follows me up to my room. There really isn’t much left in there, since I took most of it when we left for Leland’s, but it needs to be done.
Skeeter and I start pulling my books from the bookcase and load up four boxes. Yep, nerd, that’s me.
Seth comes in and grabs a box already labeled to go to Leland’s. On his way out, he blows me a kiss and then goes cross eyed before nodding at Skeeter. I giggle, I can’t help it.
Skeeter sits on my rocking chair and chuckles at me before shaking her head. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Jazzy, but I always thought I’d feel bad for the girl that got stuck with Seth.” My mouth pops open, and she rolls her eyes. “I’ve known Seth since we were little. Our parents are close. We vacationed together and stayed close through moves. Seth was always chill, but he rarely got worked up or excited. He’s always been dull, usually just seemed bored with everything while keeping his hotness and sweetness.” I put down the stack of CDs I was going to sort and give her my full attention. “He’s weird,” she raps her knuckles on the arm of the rocker as she glides back and forth. “You bring out the best in that boy,” she smiles. “I have never seen him smile so much, and he gets so worked up over you. It’s amazing to watch. It’s like,” she pauses. “Getting to know a whole new Seth,” she says with a grin.
I take a minute to process this.
From the moment I met Seth, he was far from dull. He was mysterious, strange even.
I plunk a CD case into the empty box in front of me.
He is definitely sweet, totally hot, but never dull.
I crack open a CD case, it’s empty so I toss it in the trash bag.
He is how he is today, because of me? Adventurous, fierce, fun.
No, it’s not me. It’s our bond. Being connected just polished what was already there.
The last three CD’s I toss into the box and face Skeeter with a smile. “Thanks.” I remember a few of the comments regarding Skeeter and her joking ways. “No wonder you are the way you are! If Seth was that boring, I’d have to stir up trouble, too!” I laugh and toss a stuffed animal at her.
She catches it and throws it in the box with the CDs. “The stories I could tell you . . . ”
She’s interrupted by Henry shouting that Mom’s finally arrived.
We make quick work of the introductions, so that Leland could give everyone a quick rundown of which vehicles will deliver what, and to where.
I can’t keep my giggle quiet when Leland uses his pep-talk-voice. Are we supposed to huddle up, slap hands and yell “Go Team!”?
Mom clears her throat to get my attention and shoots me a dirty look. I work on trying to hide my smile.
When Leland shoos us all away, Seth and Skeeter help me finish up my room.
The next room I’m to tackle today is Sophie’s room.
I scrub my palms over my eyes and swallow my growl. I really do not want to go in there.
Will the privacy agreement she made me sign when I was six still hold true? If I enter her room without her permission, will I turn into moldy cheese, with broccoli for legs, and spaghetti squash for hair? Will my Prince Charming want to kiss moldy cheese?
I peek from my hands to Seth, and see him flash me my favorite smile.
The image of him giving me a kiss flashes into my mind.
I guess those thoughts he heard. At least, that’s something I don’t have to explain.
Seth comes over and runs a hand up my arm, igniting the buzzing tingles along the way. “Coffee?” he asks and nods his head towards the kitchen.
I nod, and let him pull me to heaven-in-a-cup land.
He pours me a cup of coffee, and I add my cream and sugar.
“You’ll be fine,” he says, as he pours himself some Gatorade.
“I know.”
He looks at me sideways and smiles. “Did I ever tell you about my first concert?”
I shake my head. “Nope.”
“It was Alan Jackson, and the girl beside us was so excited when he came on stage that she wet her pants,” he laughs.
I almost choke on my coffee. “No way!” he nods. “Alan Jackson?” he nods again, and I laugh. “Did that really happen, or are you just trying to make me laugh?”
He grins. “It happened, but I did only tell you to get you to laugh,” he wraps an arm around my waist.
We finish our drinks and climb the stairs again. I reach Sophie’s door and freeze, with my hand on the knob. I half expect her to yank open the door and ask what I want. But I know that won’t happen, ever again.
I take a deep breath and glance to Henry, holding up the wall and looking as apprehensive as I feel. We lock eyes for a minute. He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. He reaches over, grabs my hand, and together we open the door.
I freeze just inside the doorway.
Pink.
My stomach rolls. And the coffee I just finished? Churns.
Sophie’s, very pink, room is pink and black animal print.
Dad used to say I hated pink because Soph loved it so much.
I don’t think she loved that color all the time. She probably just kept up with pink to keep me away from it.
I imagine my memories and emotions as clothes and knick-knacks, and mentally stuff everything into boxes.
I need to get through this room. Preferably, tear-free.
I grab a box that says ‘Leland’s’ on it, and stuff in pictures and scrapbooks. Next, I toss the magazines and research notes in the trash, sort her jewelry box, and move to her night stand. Clearing it off is the easy part. I grab a sticky note, pre-marked ‘Sell’, and slap it on. Now, I have to sift through the junk in these drawers.
I slide over two empty boxes and the garbage bag. Who knows what I’ll find in these drawers. I open the top drawer and just before I grab the pink fuzzy item I see, I stop and actually look at it.
Gasping, I slam the drawer shut.
Of course, I just caught everyone’s attention, and now they’re waiting for an explanation.
“What’s in there?” Henry asks when I don’t say anything.
“Nothing,” I squeak, and he rolls his eyes. He reaches for the drawer, and I stop him quickly. “It’s just . . .  It’s not exactly what I was expecting,” this isn’t something he should know about! “It’s nothing really, just finish taking the boxes out, I’ll be fine.” I smile.
He crosses his arms defiantly. “Tell me what’s in the drawer, Jasmine.”
Aw shit, he never calls me Jasmine. I sigh. “Henry, please. Just trust me. You do not want to know,” I say, trying to put authority into my voice. Judging from the look on his face, I’m not very convincing.
Skeeter starts chuckling and sits on the bed, watching the two of us. I glance to Seth for help. His eyes are twinkling with amusement and he’s fighting a smile.
Gah!
Henry’s jaw ticks. He’s getting frustrated. “Just tell me,” he snaps. “It can’t be that bad, Jaz.”
“Henry, the items in that drawer . . .  It’s something no sibling should ever find, especially a brother.”
I can only imagine the threats she would make, if she knew either of us found the things in that drawer.
“Seriously, it’s Sophie! What could it possibly be?” he demands at a near shout.
I grumble out a curse. “Let’s just say that she was safe,” I hope he catches the innuendo. Please just leave it alone!
Skeeter snorts in her laughter.
Henry gives her a dirty look before focusing on me again. “Jasmine, what’s in the damn drawer?”
“Oh, for shit’s sake!” I shout. “Did you drink a cup of stupid this morning? Our sister has a drawer full of fuzzy handcuffs, lube, and some other “entertainment” items. Are you happy with that mental image I tried to spare you?!”
Henry’s face goes pale and his wide eyes fall to the floor. He clears his throat, stands and walks out silently. Seth smiles, but holds back his laughter.
“You help out downstairs. I’ll bring these boxes down in a few!” Seth shouts after Henry, who mumbles something in return.
My heart squeezes. Right there, he had the opportunity to tease Henry, much like the other guys would do, but he didn’t.
He’s amazing.
‘Poor Henry, I wouldn’t want that image of my sister, if I had one.’
I smile at him, and refocus on the task at hand. I try to keep the memories at bay, but it’s tricky. I have to pause every few minutes to focus on my breathing. I ignore my surroundings, and sing in my head. Skeeter’s almost endless chatter helps, too.
Opening Sophie’s closet, seeing her clothes, shoes, and bags, the mental box decides to dump out all those memories I boxed up.
I remember her and Mom flitting around me, in this room, the night of my first dance in the seventh grade. Sophie was so excited, because I would never let her dress me up like a “girl.”
I remember sitting on her bed with her all cuddled up, the night Marcus Jones dumped her for her best friend, Sarah Wallace. I tried so hard to cheer her up. I was eleven then. So I didn’t really understand much, but she liked that I stayed with her until she fell asleep from an ice cream overdose.
We fought a lot. Usually over stupid things like, who had better taste in clothes, music, movies, or chores. One time, I think we even fought over birthmarks.
I wipe the tears from my face, and force myself to remove the clothes from the hangers.
As I box the last item, Mom yells for Henry and me. I hand the tape to Skeeter and let her tape up the last box, and head down the stairs.
“Guys, I have about an hour and a half until Leland takes me back. I’d like to start on the office, if y’ins are ready.”
We start walking towards Dad’s office, but I freeze just before the door and start backing away.
“I’ll just . . . ” I back up a few steps. “Grab a few boxes,” I say and slink back down the hallway into the living room, grabbing a few bags and boxes.
I make my way back to the office, slowly. Seth and Barry join me just before I reach the door. I put on a brave face just for them and push the door open.
The three of us freeze just inside the door.
Mom’s at the desk crying, and Henry is sitting on the floor, next to the desk with his head in his hands.
What the hell happened now?



Chapter 15
The Halfling
“Mom? Henry?” I ask hesitantly.
Mom looks up and motions me to come over to her.
Holding my breath and squeezing my hands behind my back, I slowly walk to her.  I can feel myself coming undone at the sight of her tears. But before the tears can leak out, I concentrate on Seth, our bond, and feel the warm brush of calm wash over me.
My mom wipes her face and addresses the guys. “We need a family moment guys, Jazzy will come get you when we’re done,” she says.
Barry and Seth nod and leave. I feel like half of me walked out the door with them.
Hopefully, that half contains my tear ducts.
“Sweetie, the reason for this is . . . ,” she blows out a breath and grabs a tissue. “Wow, there’s really no easy way to say this, is there?” I raise my brow at her when she looks at me. “I showed . . .  Well, I gave Henry the adoption papers, the letter from his birth mother, and any information on his parents that Dad could find,” she pauses, and scratches her head. “Henry, I know this is hard, but would you share all this with your sister?” I look away from my mother to Henry.
Henry finally stands up, after what felt like hours. He clears his throat a few times, but his gaze won’t meet my eyes. “Jaz, after Mom leaves, will you take a walk with me?” he asks.
I nod, but he doesn’t see me because he’s still looking to the floor. I get asked a question to go for a walk, in a little more than an hour. Not a, “Don’t be worried,” or an “Everything’s okay.” Pinching my arm, I squeak out a yes, and he turns to Mom. “We’ll hang out until you leave, Ma.”
Mom wipes her face. “Thank you,” she sighs. “I don’t know how to help you, Henry. I don’t understand it or what it means,” she frowns. “But I promise you, we will work through this, baby boy,” she places her hand on his cheek and reaches out to me. “I love you both more than words can say.”
We both hug her, and that’s when Henry locks eyes with me.
I love my brother, and seeing the fear, confusion, and shock in his eyes makes me want to turn into a warrior, and defeat whatever is troubling him.
He’s my warrior, too. I’m not stupid enough that I never knew this, but I’ve been so wrapped up in my own stuff and grief, that I forgot. Henry is my warrior. He’s always been there.
I reach over and squeeze his hand. I want to tell him that we’ll get through this. That I’ll help him with whatever this is.
He closes his eyes as the corners of his mouth turn up into a slight smile.
I hope he knows I’m his warrior, too.
***
Seth pours me a cup of coffee, and I turn down sugar and cream, grab my cup and hold it to my face.
“He said nothing?” Seth asks for the tenth time.
“Nothing,” I shrug. “Just asked me to take a walk after Mom leaves.”
“Are you okay with that?”
I laugh. “I have to be. There’s no other option,” I sigh. “The look on his face, just . . . ,” I groan and inhale some coffee. “I can’t take it Seth. It’s driving me nuts!”
“We don’t know what the letters say, so it could be anything,” he says and rubs his hand up my arm.
“But it’s my brother. What bothers him, bothers me,” I counter.
He gives me a crooked smile. “Come on, let’s go box up some books.”
I chug the last bit of my coffee and set the cup on the counter, before following him back to the office.
“This whole, “distract Jazzy with work,” thing you’re trying? Better work,” I mumble, and he laughs.
Skeeter and I work on the massive bookshelves, half of which I’ve no clue what to do with. Dad’s personal collection of westerns and mythology related books are easy to sift and determine where they go, especially since Henry has laid claim to the mythology books. The others? That’s where I’m stumped. Architecture books, construction works, college books, and even some in other languages. I just look at them and my head screams.
“Maybe Kiron will know?” Skeeter shrugs. Kiron is an Amaranthine on Leland’s team, and helping move big items.
“It’s worth a shot,” I say and begin to turn for the door.
“Hey, Jazzy,” Mom says, and I freeze.
“Yea?” I respond.
“I’m gonna head out, okay?” she nods to Leland, who is standing in the doorway.
“Okay, Mom,” I hug her. “See you Tuesday.”
“Y’ins take care and behave!” Mom warns to us all after she hugs Henry.
Skeeter walks over next to me. “How about I go talk to Kiron?” she suggests, as she nods to Henry fidgeting near the door. I smile and nod to her, before walking to Henry.
“Ready for that walk?” he asks.
I chew my lip and nod. As I pass through the door to leave the office, I hear Henry yell for Barry to come with us.
Why does he want Barry to come along? I guess he’s got a reason. I shrug off my hurt and lead the way to the driveway.
Henry silently takes the lead at the end of the drive, and we begin to walk along the sidewalk.
After we pass a few houses, I feel like I’m going to burst. “Henry, what’s going on?”
He clicks his tongue twice. “There was a lot of information in only a few pages,” he says quietly. “My biological father killed my biological mother, shortly after she signed the adoption papers.”
Barry’s mouth drops with a pop, and I stop walking.
“He’s in jail then?” I ask, in my shock.
“Come on. Keep walking,” he holds out his hand for me, and I take it. “No, my father is not in jail,” I open my mouth to shout, but he silences me with a nudge. “Barry, I need to ask you some questions.”
“Okay . . . ” Barry says slowly, drawing it out.
“Did those papers say who your dad was?” I ask.
“I’ll get to that,” he says. I huff in response.
“Barry, I’m not real sure if you’ll be able to answer or not, but what happens to the child when a shifter and a human procreate?”
Barry stumbles a bit, taken aback by the question. “I haven’t personally met a Halfling before. Sometimes they can shift, sometimes they can’t,” he says.
“Okay. And how would a Halfling know if they’re able to shift?”
How is that relevant to who his parents are?
“That’s sorta tough for me to explain.” He scratches his head. “Halflings and Shifters are alike. It depends on the power from which they were created.” Henry and I both look at Barry dumbly. He sighs. “My father is a Royal Alpha, and my mother, his mate, also came from an alpha coupling as well. So, this led me to shift by the time I was eight. The wolf guides the body through the shift,” he shrugs. “It can happen because of an intense rage, usually around puberty.”
Henry walks us to the end if the street silently. “If you haven’t been able to feel your wolf, by say age eighteen, you’re not getting angry enough or you don’t have a wolf?”
Oh, my god!
I want to smack myself. He must come from a shifter family.
“Even if a Halfling hasn’t felt their wolf yet, they have one,” he says, with a bounce in his step. “The wolves are felt in intense situations. If the Halfling is able to shift, when they feel their wolf for the first time, they shift automatically like a shifter would. If the Halfling can’t shift, the wolf guides them through whatever the issue is. Dad says when it happens, and the Halfling can’t shift, it’s said it feels like an out of body experience. They aren’t in control, their wolf is. Why?”
“I’ll explain I promise,” he says.
I take a deep breath and swallow my knee-jerk reaction to yell at him and make him tell me what the flip is going on. I can already guess part of it, but I want more details.
What made Mom cry? Why couldn’t he talk about it right away?
We stop walking, and Henry leans against the telephone pole. “What happens to a shifter when a devux changes them?” he asks quietly.
I take a seat on the curb and wait for Barry to answer. Depending on his response, I might need the seat anyway. I have a devux after me, and shifters are protecting me.
I look up to Barry, who is scratching the paint off the pole of a speed limit sign. “When a devux bites its human prey, they do it for one of two reasons,” he says, without taking his eyes from the pole. “The most common reason is that it’s faster to feed on the prey’s soul when the victim is bled out,” he winces and glances at me before continuing. “The other reason is to force another soul in, changing them into a soul-eating demon. Vampires, Elves, and Amaranthine can’t be killed that way, but they can be changed,” he pauses, and I suck in a breath. I stare at him until he continues. “We’re told the stories at young ages. How dangerous our world can be, and how demons endanger it more. The story I remember enough to retell, is about a turned alpha,” he sighs. “When his mate was threatened by the devuxen, who wanted her and their first born, he did all he could to protect his family and pack. Devuxen attacked the pack. There were so many, that the devux took the pack down with little problem. Alpha went nuts at the thought of his mate and son in the hands of demons, so he gave himself over. The pack grieved and continued on, for one month exactly. At the exact same time their alpha left, he showed up again. When he saw his mate in the yard, he called to her. She knew immediately he was different, but she was happy to see him. He got closer, and her delight turned to fright as she saw his eyes. The devuxen had changed him. His human form and wolf form remained intact, though he was feral,” my fingernails bite into the sidewalk. “Only the quick and lucky got away from him. His human form was a serial killing psychopath, with the accuracy of a well-trained assassin, and his wolf form was an uncontrollable, rabid beast. It’s said that he murdered all but four members of his original pack. Of those four members were one of his children, his Beta, and two younger pack members,” he sits down next to me. “I’ve heard other stories about that sort of thing, but that one always stuck with me for some reason,” he leans down and draws designs in the road dust with his finger. “He murdered his wife, two of his kids, and most of his pack. I don’t think I’d ever have it in me to kill an innocent,” he shrugs, and I shiver.
That could happen to any one of them. They could be turned and never be the same. I really hope there’s little to no truth to that.
“I can tell you right now, Barry, that story has a lot of truth to it,” Henry says, as if he could hear my thoughts.
I need to talk to Seth and Athan. The shifters need protection, or we need to make them leave town!
I take a deep breath as Barry stares at the gravel. “How do you know that?” I need to keep calm mostly, or Seth will likely come running. I breathe deep while Henry leans back and fishes in his pocket. He holds a torn cream envelope in his hands and taps it on his knee before opening it.
“That’s the letter,” he says, as I delicately unfold the paper inside.
My Sweet Baby,
 I hope you are well, healthy, happy, and strong. I never wanted any of this to happen. I know I made the right choice by offering you a place to grow up, but it breaks my heart to lose my baby.
 I love you so much and want nothing more for you, than to live. I know you will not be given that chance if I kept you with me. I found a lovely couple with a beautiful little girl to care for you. With them, you will have a wonderful, healthy life.
It was my dream to watch you grow from a beautiful child, to handsome man. That dream is just what it is, a dream. I’m so very sorry, but I promise you, your brothers and I will watch you from the heavens. My world is far too dangerous now, and I know I will not survive. I don’t know what kind of life you will have with the human family, but I know that it will be better than anything I can offer.
 This might come as a shock to you, but you are not human. You’re a Halfling. I am human, and your father is a shifter.
 When I met your father, he was a handsome, strong, and caring man. We fell in love, and after he told me he was a shifter and I accepted him, we got married. He was Alpha of our pack in Virginia. Everything was fine, we were happy. I have learned since then, that those peaceful years were just the calm before the storm.
One day, while I was out shopping for baby items for your older brother, I was attacked. I did not know that it was a devux, but I knew enough self-defense to surprise him, and get away. I never went alone anywhere after that and it’s been six years.
 A month before you were born, a messenger was sent to us. The message was for me and your oldest brother, Gary, to be turned in to the devuxen clan. Your father wouldn’t allow this and sent the messenger away. Two months after you were born, the messenger came back and said that Gary and I had to come, or the clan would be forced to murder all of my children in front of me, before taking me away. Your father sent him away again. I thought about just turning myself in and telling the pack to move. But that was our territory, and they didn’t want to leave just because a clan of devuxen decided to make me a target. I figured if I gave myself over and the pack left, they would leave my children and family alone. Your father wasn’t on board with that idea either.
 A week later, while the pack was patrolling, ten devuxen stormed our territory to the main house. Your father went with them in the end, in a last ditch effort to save our children, our pack, and myself the fate of death or life as a devux. I knew then that I would never see him again. One month later, your father came back, but he was no longer your father. They turned him. His wolf was intact still. He was vicious and terrifying, not many of us could get away. You and I got away by sheer luck. I tried to protect your brothers. We had a plan and would meet in a secret spot only the three of us knew of. But your father got to them first. Gary was supposed to go with Beset north. And Alek was supposed to go with Kellan to the west.
You’re nearly four months old now, and I am leaving you in the care of the Williams’. I will talk to the surrounding packs and let only Alpha’s know of your presence. You must remain hidden from your father. He must believe that you did not survive traveling, or I fear he will come after you and possibly harm your human family. I am sorry, my little love, I wish things could be different for us, all of us. Please know that I love you with all of my heart, and I want you to be happy and healthy.
 All My Love,
 Mom (Monica Blackwell)
I wipe the tears from my eyes, hand the letter to Barry, and throw my arms around Henry’s neck. “I am so sorry.”
“There is some good news. Before Dad passed away, he found some things for me, articles and death certificates. Apparently, my biological father was found dismembered not too far from here in the woods. I’m gonna go out on a limb and say a pack or two got a hold of him,” he eyes Barry.
“Wow,” I blow out a worried breath. “At least he isn’t going to come after you,” I shrug. “You’re safe, just like she said you would be,” I sigh and decide a slight change in subject is needed. “So, you’re like Barry, then? Can you change forms? Do you feel your wolf?”
“I don’t know if I can change forms, and I don’t know if I’ve felt my wolf or not. It sort of explains why I am the way I am, I guess. But, Jazzy, I’m still me,” he says with half a smile.
I said those words to him not so long ago. I nod. “I know. You’ll always be the stud.”
Barry hands the paper back to Henry. “I believe my father might be able to help you out with some more details. You should definitely show this to him.”
“I planned on talking to him, I just wanted you to know, and I needed those answers,” Henry responds.
I watch Henry’s expressions and eyes, for signs that he’s not as okay as he tries to portray. He seems to be sort of calm, and I can’t figure out if that’s good or bad.
Barry taps my knee to get my attention. “Jaz, I’ve gotten to know you fairly well, I think. And I think you’ve got some plan worked out in your head, and knowing you, you’re probably planning to talk with the Amaranthine Elders, aren’t you?” I groan inwardly. Do my thoughts actually form words on my forehead? “We’ll keep Henry in the human world, unless he changes forms. And you’ll be happy to hear that he will live longer than the average human as well, probably not as long as you or even me. But he will be around for a while,” he pauses. “You have nothing to worry about. The little punks after you aren’t part of a clan,” he grins.
“That you know of,” Henry interrupts.
“They won’t even have a chance to change us,” Barry continues on, and tosses an arm over my shoulder. “We protect you, not the other way around.”
My gut says to let him have this, let him know that I do want to protect him and his pack. I’m so grateful for them and what they’re doing. But it’s Barry. For some reason, I just can’t let him know he was right. “Are you kidding? I didn’t even think about trying to protect you. Tell me more about this Henry living longer thing.”
“Yeah, right,” he snorts and shakes his head. “Shifters are closer to humans, but we live closer to two hundred years,” he shrugs.
My mind races and my heart gallops just as fast. “I’ll still be without him . . . ” I swallow. “For a few hundred years.”
Henry nudges me. “It’s better than only having me around for seventy years or so,” he shrugs a shoulder and smiles.
I don’t want to think about any of it.
Life without Henry.
No. I just can’t.
I jump up and head back to the house without a word. I need to not see Henry right now. The longer I do, the longer I’ll think of what happens when he leaves me for good.
I get closer to the house and see Seth waiting for me at the end of the drive. I go over to him while trying to remove the panic from my system.
“What happened?” he asks in concern. I tell him everything. I couldn’t lie to him if I tried. He pulls me into his arms. My skin tingles against him and the smell of his clean, spicy scent seems to relax me.
I can breathe again.
He puts his mouth next to my ear, lips brushing my skin. “You need to not over think things. Focus on one thing at a time,” he turns us slightly. “Don’t think of life without him, like he’s already gone. Look,” he ticks his head to the left. “He’s right here and he’s not going anywhere.”
I watch Henry laugh with Barry, Flynn, and Tony.
In comparison, he’s really not that much smaller than them. He’s not hulked out like they are, but he could probably keep up with them.
At least he will be safe, and Mom . . . 
“Oh, shit!” I exhale and step away from Seth. “Henry!” I shriek.
Everyone comes running, even Kiron and Skeeter from inside.
“What happened?” Kiron asks me.
“Are you okay?” Barry asks.
“Er, we have a problem,” I say, and glance at Henry. “Mom read that whole letter and the articles and all of that?”
“Yeah, so?” He asks, bewildered.
I just stare and wait.
“Oh, shit,” Barry says flatly.
“What letter?” Flynn and Tony ask at the same time.
I ignore them. “Did Mom ask questions about the contents of that letter?” I ask Henry.
“Yeah, she didn’t understand the whole not human thing, and Shifter, and Devuxen. I didn’t know the safest way to answer, so I just continued to sit there, and not say anything,” he shrugs.
I breathe a little easier, but think of something else groan-worthy. “I really hope she doesn’t question Leland.”
“He knows to keep her in the dark,” Kiron says.
“Have you ever known Leland to lie?” I glare at him.
He shakes his head, “No.”
“He has a hard time lying to anyone. Let alone my mother, his twin. They shared everything, from clothes and toys to a womb. She may be temporarily insane, but she’s not stupid . . . ” My phone starts blaring, effectively interrupting my rant.
I check the screen and see that it’s Leland.
“Speak of the devil,” I mutter as I answer. “What’s up?”
“Your mother’s curiosity,” he spits. “I told her she’ll get more answers when she’s home. She’s afraid for you and Henry, and doesn’t want anything to happen to either of you,” he sighs. “She’s pissed that I know and I’m not telling her. Be prepared when you visit her Tuesday,” I groan. “I’ll be there in twenty to help finish up. It’s been a long day, so start wrapping things up. See you soon,” he ends the call before I can respond.
“Well that’s fabulous,” I say, and stuff my phone in my pocket.
“What is?” Henry asks.
“Mom knows something isn’t right. She’s pissed at Leland for not telling her, and she is planning to interrogate us on Tuesday,” I say, and Henry looks to the sky.
***
Lying next to Seth with my head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat, is exactly what I need after today. He’s running his fingers through my hair, and I’m drawing circles on his chest. I feel safe, and warm. Just being with him like this, it feels right. I don’t want to fall asleep just yet, so I send him a mental kiss.
His chest vibrates with laughter. “Come ‘ere,” he whispers.
I lift my head and look into his eyes, green eyes as bright and brilliant as a grassy field on a sunny day. I could gaze into his eyes forever, hypnotized.
His fingers guide my face to his and he kisses my mouth softly. The tingles on my lips and cheek work their magic, and I just feel, not think.
I deepen the kiss as he rolls me to my back. I sigh but I want to whimper. I want to be closer to him, if that’s even possible. He lets out a chuckle, and I pull away and smile innocently. He grins, and lowers his lips to mine again.
I’m just about to tell him we should slow down, when Alex screams at the top of his lungs. Seth and I scramble off my bed and race to Alex’s room.
Seth enters first, turns on the light and starts to check around the room.
Poor little guy. His face is red and he has tears dripping off his chubby little cheeks. I lift him out of the crib and start to sing him a lullaby. His tiny little arms squeeze my neck and he buries his face in my hair. By the time I’m done with the chorus, he’s back asleep.
I go to lay him back down, and someone touches my back. Glancing over my shoulder, I see that it’s Leland, arms opened for his son, so I gently pass him off.
Seth pushes off the wall. “Maybe you should let him sleep with you tonight Leland, just uh, to be sure,” Seth whispers.
My blood boils. That had better have been just a nightmare.
Several expressions flit across Leland’s face before settling on pissed. “Okay,” he says and carries Alex off to his room.
I take a relaxing breath and turn to Henry. “Maybe you should bunk with Barry tonight.”
He cracks a small smile. “I can’t be attacked like that.” I raise an eyebrow in disbelief. “Halfling, remember?”
“Oh, right,” I whisper and step out to the hallway. That’s when I realize Barry isn’t here. There’s no way he slept through that. “Where is Barry?”
“I’ll be in your room, don’t be afraid of him,” Seth says. What’s that supposed to mean? Seth kisses my cheek and walks down the hall to my room.
“He’s in his room. He couldn’t control himself, and didn’t want to scare Alex anymore than he already was,” Henry responds.
I nod in understanding and slowly walk to Barry’s room.
Barry’s door is cracked, I knock lightly, and it pushes open further revealing fur. Wolfy Barry is pacing, the tap of his nails hitting the hardwood floor, heavy breathing and occasional grunting, amplified in the silence of night.
I slip in and shut the door behind me.
Barry won’t hurt me, no matter his form. I repeat this mantra as I get closer the overgrown wolf.
I’m almost to the couch when the beast swivels his head piercing me with a look that no normal animal could possess. I halt my movements as my breathing picks up. This is Barry, he won’t hurt me.
Barry shakes his giant wolf head, as if saying “no.” He aims his nose to the door.
Message received. I raise a brow and swallow my fear. There’s no way I’m leaving until he’s calm enough to sleep.
I cautiously sit on the couch, and take a deep breath. “Alex is sleeping again, he’s okay,” I assure him.
Air huffs from his snout as he stalks closer. He sits in front of me and bows his head so I can look in his eyes.
I ignore my brain screaming at me to bust a move out the door, and slowly reach my hand out to him. “Barry, it’s okay,” I pet his face and sigh. “He just had a nightmare,” I say, voice laced in anger. That has to be true. I scratch his ear a little, like you would with a dog. He makes a strange grumbling noise. “I know your job is to protect us all, but you need to be level headed and well rested to manage that.” The wolf shakes his head and snorts. He’s probably thinking that he needs more help just to deal with me. I roll my eyes at the thought.
When did I get to know Barry so well I can carry on a conversation with him, without the need for his voice?
“You shouldn’t worry so much, Barry. Soon enough you’ll be off “Princess Watch” and you can go back to your carefree, perverted life.” He pins me with a glare. “Don’t give me any shit, Barry. You know as well as I, that your time here puts a damper on the “strange” you crave,” I snap, and he rams his wet nose into my forehead with a grunt.
I grab the edge of his pillowcase and wipe my forehead. “What? I’m tired Barry. I’m not really thrilled about having a one-sided conversation,” I shrug, and he pads to his closet.
I get up and shut it behind him. After a minute, he comes out wearing basketball shorts and a beater.
He glares at me and folds his arms over his chest. “You’re one brave little girl, Princess.” My mouth opens, and he shuts me down by continuing. “You just placed yourself in a very dangerous situation!” he shouts, pinches the bridge of his nose, and closes his eyes. “How am I supposed to protect you if you don’t think?” he asks, tiredly.
I huff. “I was trying to make sure you were okay!” He snaps his eyes back to mine. “If you weren’t calm enough to sleep, you’d have stewed all night and you’d be a miserable ass tomorrow,” I glare.
His jaw ticks. “I could’ve attacked you,” he says through clenched teeth.
“You won’t hurt me, and neither will your wolf,” I fire back before sighing. “No matter how angry you are, you and your wolf love me. So shut your pie hole.”
He stares at me for a full minute. You can literally see the wheels turning behind his eyes, weighing his options for a comeback. “You’re right,” he sighs. “If it would’ve been almost anyone else to walk through that door, there may have been some bloodshed.” I grimace at the thought. He sits next to me on the couch, putting his arm around me. “You make it easy to care,” he grins. “You’re like the sister I don’t have, but always wanted.” Pain flashes through his expression before returning to his usual grin. “I’m seriously jealous of Henry.” I raise a brow, and his face flushes slightly. “He’s the only one who can actually claim the brother title,” he says carefully.
I set aside my shock of seeing Barry even slightly vulnerable and instead smile. “You big lug,” I lightly elbow his side. “You aren’t so bad, and my heart has lots of love to give. I hereby claim you as my second big brother.” This might be a mistake, I think belatedly. “You already kind of act like one anyway,” I shrug.
A slow smile creeps on his face, and he squeezes me in a sideways hug. “Thank you, for, you know . . .  calming me down and giving me permission to harass you like I have been. You know it’s just gonna get better from here,” he gives me a devilish smile.
“I think your definition to that word is slightly different than mine,” I laugh lightly. “By the way, when this crap with Derik is over, we will have to revisit the ‘territorial-protective-b.s.’ conversation again, you know that right?” I shoot him a pointed look.
“I hate to break it to ya, but I’m fairly certain nothin’ will change, Princess.”
“Don’t be so sure, buddy-man,” I say, and bump his side.
“As a brother, I approve of Pretty Boy . . . ”
I interrupt him. “And as a sister, it wouldn’t matter if you approve or not, just ask Henry,” I snort. “By the way, if you really do approve, you might try his name,” I raise an eyebrow in challenge.
He rolls his eyes. “Just as Henry will never stop trying to protect you, I won’t either. That’s a fact,” he says with a challenge of his own.
I purse my lips. “I have a feeling I’ll be able to stay mad at you, a lot longer than Henry.”
“Duh,” he chuckles, and I yawn. “Go to bed, Princess,” he stands and pulls me up. “Thank Seth for me, for letting you come to me. He knew it was dangerous,” he says.
“You’ve already helped me so much. It was the least I could do. I mean, you did save my life, after all.”
He swallows audibly and nods. “Just get some sleep, Princess.” He lightly pushes me towards the door.
Maybe I shouldn’t have brought that up. I mentally kick myself. “Will the Princess thing ever end?”
“You could live to be ten thousand years old, and if I was still around, I’d call you Princess,” he shrugs.
“Yeah, let’s hope I don’t see what I look like at ten thousand. That’s like, definitely older than dirt.” I mock shiver, and we laugh. “Night Barry, I’m gonna come up with an annoying nickname just for you. I can’t always call you Turtle.” He throws his sock at me as I dart out the door with a laugh.
***
“How’s Barry?” Seth asks from his perch on my bed as I shut the door.
I walk over and climb in bed with a nod. “He’s back to Barry form, and heading to bed. He, stupidly, told me to tell you thanks, for allowing me to go to him regardless of the danger.” I snort and roll my eyes as he pulls my back against his chest. I rest my arms on his thighs and intertwine our fingers.
He looks down at me and chuckles. “You were never in any danger, Jaz.” I nod my agreement. “Do you remember when I said I would never hurt you? My body and my mind won’t let anything happen to you.” He pauses and clears his throat. “Barry worries too much about you to let anything happen to you. He wouldn’t hurt you, and neither would his wolf. I know that just from watching him.” He tilts his head slightly, as I narrow my eyes. He watches him? “Today I was aware of where you were at all times, and so was he. A couple times an hour, if you weren’t in his sight he would find you.” He smiles slightly. “It’s his nature to protect and you are his charge, so to speak.”
I look away from him to my window. Here we are again, I’m a job, a charge, an object, when am I ever just me?
His voice nearly startles me as he starts again. “I was worried when he first started coming around. He always protected you, and was more vocal than even Henry at times. I was worried that maybe his wolf thought you were his mate. But it seems that’s not the case.” He stops and tilts my face so I’m looking at him again. “You two share a strong connection.” My mind focuses on his choice of words. Connection. “Barry was right when he said that it was a dangerous situation. No one else could have walked in there and did what you did. And no matter how annoying he gets, there’s no getting rid of him,” he laughs.
My mind is still focusing on “connection.” It’s odd that he chose the same word he uses for us. “Is this another supernatural bond?” I ask in my confusion.
“No.” He shakes his head. “Did you ever get that feeling that you’re exactly where you need to be? Or maybe you meet someone, and feel like it was a meant-to-be situation?”
I laugh lightly. “You think I’m destined to be annoyed by Barry for . . .  forever?”
He snorts. “No, just that Barry is meant to be a figure in your life. Whether that’s for entertainment or protection remains to be seen.” He smiles. “If you think about it, you know you care for him.”
“So, it’s okay that I love him? Like a brother?”
He presses his lips to my temple. “I’m okay with whoever you love. Your heart is too big to not care for people.” He grins. “Or creatures.” He kisses my cheek.
I extract myself from him and crawl under the covers. Falling asleep in his arms is definitely something I can get used to.
I know these moments will cease as soon as Derik is stopped, but it’s these moments of peace that I will miss the most.
I telepathically kiss Seth and he returns it as I fall into a soundless sleep.



Chapter 16
Birthday Madness
Tuesday afternoon, Barry, Henry, and I walk into Mom’s room. She’s sitting in the chair reading a book and humming to herself. She looks like a normal person, again. I smile. Maybe she’s soon ready to come home.
Henry’s shoe squeaks as he follows me further inside. Mom looks up. “Hey kids!” She squeals in her usual excitement as she jumps from the chair to hug us.
Her actions pull a memory to the surface. She reacted this way pretty much every day after school. It was always a hug, a kiss on the cheek followed by questionings of our day, our friends, our school work.
She spots Barry behind us and hugs him, too. “Barry, how are you doing?” She smiles.
“Just fine, ma’am, you?” He smiles back respectfully.
With a small smile, she closes her eyes and breathes deeply. “It’s a good day. It’s nice to smile.” Henry and Barry smile, and I can’t help but think they’ve slipped something new in her apple juice. “Thanks for coming, I miss y’ins so much.” She waltzes to her bed and sits at the foot.
Henry follows and sits next to her. “We can’t wait for you to come home, Mom. Do you know when you can?” Henry asks. I smile at them and sit in the chair Mom vacated.
“Well, I actually wanted to talk to y’ins about that. I have really good news!” She’s practically bouncing on the bed. “Leland is picking me up and bringing me home tomorrow! I’m ready. I’ve had enough of this place. I’ve learned new coping skills, and I’ll probably be on anti-depressants for, maybe the rest of my life, but at least I know how to be me and grieve at the same time.” She pulls Henry’s hand to hers.
“That’s wonderful, Mom!” I say, and the guys say similar things.
Her face changes from excited to serious in two seconds flat. “Now, we can get down to business.” She clears her throat and gives each one of us a slow, challenging look.
In an effort to not infuriate mama bear, I sit up straight in my seat. Henry sits tall and puts his hands in his lap, even Barry noticed the change and is staring wide eyed at her.
Mom stands and walks towards Barry. “I understand you are staying with us at Leland’s until graduation?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he nods.
She tilts her head to the side, and Barry gulps. “You do know that the room is welcome to you, should you need it longer.”
He nods again. “Yes, ma’am. Leland told me that.”
She turns away from him, and Barry relaxes, until she starts pacing between the three of us. “Which one of you would care to tell me about what Leland is keeping from me?” She stops, and stares at me.
I gulp. “I can’t, Mom,” I say, and force my eyes to my lap like a coward.
She huffs and her feet shuffle away from me, presumably, heading towards Henry.
After she realizes that she isn’t going to get the answer she wants, she stops pacing. “You three know what’s going on, and you’re not going to tell me?” Mama bear asks in an icy tone.
Barry clears his throat. “Mrs. Williams, ma’am, I promise if I could tell you I would, but at the moment I can’t, and neither can your children.” He swallows audibly, and I raise my eyes from my lap to peek at their exchange. “You’ll probably find out once you get home,” Barry offers with a small smile.
“I suppose I can wait until tomorrow,” she blows out a breath and her shoulders sag slightly.
I make a mental note to do something with Skeeter tomorrow afternoon.
“I wouldn’t try to find out all of it right away, Mom,” Henry says with concern. “I’m not even ready for it and I know it all.”
“I’ll be the judge of that,” she snaps, then takes a deep breath and closes her eyes. “Anyway,” she opens her eyes. “Let’s talk about something else. Like, Jazzy’s birthday?” She focuses her attention on me.
I groan and drop my posture to a slouch. “Do we have to?”
Barry looks between Mom and me. “When’s her birthday?”
“This Saturday,” Henry says with a wide smile.
“We should have a party!” Barry suggests.
“No,” I shout and nearly fly out of the seat. “No party!”
Mom looks at me and pouts. “Come on, Honey. What better way for your dear Mama to meet all of your friends, than to have a party at the house?”
“Mom, you’ve met my friends,” I point out.
“Surely you, my little social butterfly, have everyone jumping to be your friend.”
I let out a tired sigh. “I’m not the same person,” I shrug. “I’m not really looking to add any more people to my list of friends. I have good friends, and I love and enjoy them and their company.” I glance to Barry, who smiles and winks in return.
“Fine,” she mumbles. “What about a small party then? We can invite y’ins’ friends and some of your friends from your old school? I’m sure Susie, Jess, and Beck would come in a heartbeat.” She starts searching for something. “Have you talked to them since we moved?” she asks distractedly, so she doesn’t see me roll my eyes.
I haven’t, but with good reason. “I don’t know, Mom. It’s only a few days away. It’s almost last minute.” I shrug off her idea.
“Come on Jazzy, it could be fun,” Henry says.
I stare at him with wide eyes. He just made it to my “shit-list.”
“I think it would be fun,” Barry interjects, and stops me from blasting my attitude towards Henry. “Maybe rent some place down town, get a DJ or at least play some music. We could dress up all fancy or something, and just dance the night away,” he suggests.
I glare at him and mentally place him above Henry, and below Logan from Gilmore Girls re-runs.
Mom claps. “That’s perfect Barry! I’ll call Leland when y’ins leave, and we’ll figure it out.”
I could understand if she wanted to start planning this last month, or even last week. “You do realize that it’s only four days away, right?” I remind them.
“Don’t underestimate me,” Mom deadpans. “I can do much more in a shorter amount of time.”
The remainder of our visit was spent with me reading Mom’s book that she abandoned, and the guys helping her come up with ideas for location, food, drinks, and decorations. If I didn’t know any better, you’d think those two were the teenage girls, not me.
***
The rest of the school week is pretty boring. Derik hasn’t been in at all, thankfully.
Skeeter’s all kinds of excited about my party tomorrow night, at Kingston Hall. Mom informed us that a friend of hers has a son in a band, and they will be performing at my party. I’m starting to get a little excited myself. If anything, at least I get to see a mini concert on my birthday. Seth’s voice punches through my thoughts. “Hey, you ready for tomorrow?”
I shrug. “I guess. Skeeter is coming over in the morning so we can get ready.” A slow smile creeps across my face. “I think you’re going to like my dress,” I say saucily.
“I like the sound of that, but I don’t really care what you wear. You’d be gorgeous in overalls,” he winks.
“Right,” I drawl. “Anywho, I really hope you listened and didn’t get me anything,” I lean up and kiss his cheek.
He rolls his eyes. “Aren’t you excited?”
“Sorta kinda. My birthday parties and I don’t really agree all the time,” I shudder, and he laughs at me. “They’re embarrassing,” I insist. I won’t tell him about the Strawberry Shortcake undies incident or the puke party at the roller rink.
He swallows the rest of his laughter. “You’ll have so much fun at your party this year.”
Jabin Daniels, one of our classmates that I never really tried to talk to, jumps over the desk beside me and sits on it. “You’re having a party this weekend,” he says.
I take in his strange attire. He’s wearing baggy jeans, and fitted blue tee that shows off his sort-of-there muscles. He wears silver-framed thick glasses and a pin on his chest, every day. It’s silver, and in the shape of a triangle with a ring around it. Someone said it’s from Star Trek, but I still find it weird. I’m not entirely sure how he’s so popular, but he is.
I roll my eyes, “Yes, Jabin, a birthday party.” Of course, he heard “party,” and that’s his favorite thing. He loves having them, going to them, and crashing them.
His eyes travel from my face, to Seth’s, and back again. “It’s at Kingston Hall right? That’s all Skeeter’s been talking about. A bunch of us were thinking about crashin’,” he winks.
I bite back my growl. That’s the last thing I need. A bunch of kids I’m not really friends with, showing up at my party and seeing my uncle. Especially kids of the “popular” variety, they all gossip and then I’ll deal with everything I left behind at Penn Wood. The pity, the whispers, some thinking I’m a charity case, and they can all stuff it.
Seth feels my distaste of the idea and jumps in. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Sorry man, you might scare some people, but not me. I’ll see y’ins tomorrow,” he says, and walks backwards between the desks while doing some weird thing with his hand, making a V between his ring and middle finger. It’s kind of weird hearing someone my age talking like my mom, but for some it’s just natural.
“We can put Kiron at the door with a guest list and make sure they don’t come in,” Seth offers.
I blow out a breath. “Don’t worry about it. Just more people to see me do something really stupid.” And see my famous uncle, and probably figure out who I really am, and what I’ve lost. It was bound to happen at some point. I’ll just have to deal with it.
Seth nods. “Okay.”
When the bell rings, we walk out of the classroom. “I don’t want any devuxen there though,” I say, just loud enough for him to hear me.
Seth grunts his agreement and walks me out to the student lot.
Leland’s been keeping Mom fairly busy, and so far, she hasn’t interrogated us, I can only hope he’s kept her busy enough today, too.
When Henry, Barry, and I get home. we find Mom arguing with Leland.
“Are you kidding me?” She yells. “You’ve “entertained” me for days! I am their mother! I deserve to know what the hell is going on!”
“Come on, Lil. Just calm down,” Leland says, sounding annoyed.
“I’ll calm down when you tell me what the hell you know!”
Henry tugs me closer to the kitchen. “We’re home!” He yells, alerting our arrival. I’d rather just turn around right now. She’s going to go all Mama Bear on me, and I’ll spill everything.
“There, they’re home. Now you can’t take me shopping for the tenth time in two days!” she huffs at Leland. “Afternoon kids!” she smiles widely as we enter the kitchen.
“Does everything always need to happen in the kitchen?” I mutter, thinking of every time we’ve had family talks, get-togethers, my meeting with Fane, and when we told Leland everything.
Barry snorts behind me.
“How was school?” Mom asks us.
“Fine,” I say with a smile as I take a seat, knowing this isn’t going to end anytime soon.
“It was great! Thanks for asking, Mrs. Williams,” Barry says and smiles in a way that makes me want to roll my eyes. He’s such a kiss ass.
“It was fine, Mom. What about you? How was your day?” Henry asks, and takes a seat next to me.
“Oh, it was fabulous. I got a lot of things done for Jazzy’s party. Leland took me to pick up the dresses and suits, and he was lovely enough to take me to see an old friend.” She might be smiling, but that twitch above her left eye and the dimple on the right side of her cheek that’s showing, proves to me exactly how annoyed she is at the moment.
“Oh! That’s great, Mom,” Henry says.
“Oh, it is,” she says and smiles evilly at Leland, who leans back against the counter.
“Lily-bean, be nice. Scarlet Jones has been bugging the shit outta me for ages to bring you by,” he says and adds his own annoyed look that almost imitates hers, minus the dimple on her cheek. His is on his chin.
“Oh no,” Henry says and slowly drops his head to the table.
“Who’s that?” Barry asks and looks between the four of us.
Scarlet Jones was our neighbor at one point. The most annoying person on the planet, and Mom literally threw a block party the day she was totally moved out of the house across the street.
“She’s sweet,” Leland starts, his long-time defense. He thinks she’s sweet because she’s one of his biggest fans and always made him homemade granola bars and diet friendly treats for him to travel with.
“She might be sweet, but lord have mercy, her mouth never stops and she laughs out her nose.” Mom sniffs.
I work to keep my laughter under control. “So, Mom, what were you two arguing about when we got home?” I ask, hoping to end this sometime soon.
She looks at each of us for a minute and rests her eyes on Barry, who straightens his posture and folds his hands in front of him. “I would like to know what my son’s letter was about. I’m guessing he showed you it?”
Barry nods. “Yes, Ma’am. It explained that he isn’t human. He’s a Halfling, part human, part shifter.”
She nods but her brows furrow in confusion. “And what does this mean for him? Was his biological mother an addict of some kind? Henry seems well enough, but should I make an appointment with a psychiatrist for him?”
I bite the inside of my lips together to keep from laughing.
“Lil, don’t make Barry show you. Dear god, stop,” Leland pleads with her.
She looks between him and Barry for a second. “I need to know.”
Henry sighs. “It’s real, Mom. This isn’t a prank, I’m supernatural.”
She snorts and opens her mouth to respond when Barry takes off his shirt.
“Oh, no,” Leland mutters. I look away, not knowing how much clothes he’s taking off.
“This is not a strip club! Put your clothes back on! Especially in front of my daugh . . . ” she stops in mid-scold. I look over to see Barry transforming. Mom stumbles backwards, and Leland jumps to her side to steady her. I look away so I don’t have to watch again.
“Mom, relax,” Henry yells, trying to keep her calm, “he’s fine.”
I glance over again and see Barry’s wolf standing in our kitchen, swallowing up the empty floor space.
“Wha . . .  bu . . .  he . . .  I . . . ” Mom stutters. I smile and try to think of the many things she could be thinking. She looks from the wolf to Henry and back again. “Barry?” She asks and the wolf nods its head. She looks back over to Henry. “You do this?”
He purses his lips. “Not yet, but I might not ever be able to.”
Mom pushes Leland away and comes over to sit at the table. “Barry, can you uh, come back?” she asks cautiously, and the wolf trots out of the kitchen. Mom stares at Henry silently, for a long time. The anticipation of her thoughts is getting to the both of us. Henry’s finger is tapping against the table, and my knee is bouncing. She finally cocks her head to the side. “It actually makes sense now,” she says, and surprises not only me, but Leland and Henry, too.
“How does this make sense?” Leland asks.
“Well, think about it,” she says and points to Henry. “He’s protective, but still kind. He’d rather be outside running or hiking than playing video games. He likes hunting and fishing but hates the grocery store. When the moon is full, he’s got more energy than you on game day when you make the series.”
I laugh so loud and hard, I begin to snort. “I’m sorry,” I say around my laughter. Henry laughs, too, and Barry finally comes in the room.
“Mrs. Williams,” he starts.
“Lil,” she corrects him.
He nods. “Lil, we’re not linked to the moon.”
She smiles. “Maybe not for shifting, but animals are in fact linked to the moon. It’s the way of nature.”
“I never actually noticed my energy being at a higher level,” Henry shakes his head.
Mom smiles and reaches across the table to pat his arm. “I noticed because I’m Mom. I raised you, and I see everything.”
Barry slowly backs away from the table. When I look at his face, I see what I interpret as pain.
“Why can’t you shift?” Mom asks and looks between Henry, Barry, and Leland.
“Hey, I remember this one! He’s part human, so it takes longer for his wolf to come around,” Leland explains.
“What the hell does that mean? Barry has a wolf . . . ” she pauses and stares at him, “inside of him?”
Barry smirks. “That’s one way of putting it.”
“If the wolf isn’t inside of you, then how do you shift?” she asks in disbelief.
“The wolf isn’t so much inside me, but more like my wolf is part of me.” Mom looks at him like he’s crazy. “It’s like some people can dance as though they are part of the music, and others can’t for lack of rhythm. For shifters, our spirit animal is part of us.”
“Why can’t Henry shift? Where’s his wolf? I’m assuming he has one because of his biological father,” Mom asks.
“I haven’t felt any different yet.” Henry shrugs. “I might not shift, but when I need my wolf, he’ll make his presence known somehow.”
“Okay, what about the Deva-thingy-majigger mentioned in that note? What’s that? What do they do? Who are they? Will the thingers . . . ”
“Slow down, Mom!” I interrupt her. “Don’t have an aneurism.” I roll my eyes. “Devux, they’re Devux.”
Mom looks at me, wide eyed. “How do you know what they are?”
I swallow my initial reaction, because they’re hunting me! “Because I ask questions.” I shrug.
Leland glares at me, and I duck my head. “From what I understand, they’re demons,” Leland growls and takes a deep breath. He doesn’t want to tell Mom about this entire situation either.
“Okay, so these demon devux thingies are where? Will they harm my boy?” she questions and glares at all of us.
“Not likely,” Barry interjects. “He’s like a dirty little secret right now.” He smirks and taps Henry in the back of the head. “He’ll stay a hidden Halfling until we know if he can shift. If he shifts, he’ll need to join a pack. If not, he’ll be protected by my father’s pack like . . . ” he trails off and clears his throat. “Like all humans and creatures in the area.”
Mom shakes her head. “I think Jazzy’s right,” she sighs. “I don’t need a mental explosion, no more questions.” She’s quiet for a long time, just staring at Henry. Barry goes back over to hold up the wall again, and Leland and I just watch Mom. “I knew you were special.”
Henry smiles. “Thanks for not thinking of me as a freak.” He gets up and walks around the table.
I stand and head for the stairs to go to my room. I don’t think anyone should tell her about my issues yet. One mind-blowing experience a day is enough for now.
“Are we free to leave?” Barry whispers, as I walk past him. I nod.
***
Skeeter barges into my room carrying two duffel bags and a dress bag. “Jazzy, why are you not super stoked for tonight?” She drops the bags on my bed and spins around to face me. “Dancing with our guys, showing off awesome dresses, and killer dance moves,” she says and twirls in a circle. “A friggin’ band is gonna be there! Come on! Get up! Turn on some tunes and wiggle with me!” she laughs, and pulls me up.
“Alright!” I laugh. “I’ll put on some awesome music to ‘wiggle’ to.” I laugh as I find my ‘dancin’ playlist and hit shuffle. Skeeter squeals when the music flows from the speakers. She grabs my hands, and we dance around like idiots while singing along to a Mutemath song.
After our showers, we paint our nails, and Mom comes in to help with hair and make-up.
Mom and I have a small argument while Skeeter laughs at us, because I think she’s salon quality. She thinks my opinion doesn’t count because I don’t get this kind of thing done regularly. We agree to disagree.
I look at myself in the mirror. My blonde hair is swept off my neck in a half up-do with the ends curled. Mom also hair-sprayed the crap out of it, I hope she doesn’t plan on lighting any candles or I might go up in flames.
She did a smoky eye with grays and a hint of blue to compliment my ice blue eyes. Then she added pink shimmer gloss to my lips and a light dusting of blush. I won’t need it. I’ll be blushing like a fool once we get there.
I grab my dress bag and head to the bathroom to allow Skeeter to change in my room. My chiffon cocktail-length dress is light blue with spaghetti straps. A layer of fabric crisscrosses over my chest and gives the illusion that my “girls” are fuller than they really are. The dress flows with the breeze, I’ll have to be careful outside and while dancing.
Entering my room, I look at Skeeter, she has her short, black hair done in a spiky do. Purple and white shadow her electric blue eyes. She added a touch of shimmer powder to her chest and neck, and topped it off with a clear glittery gloss.
Her A-line, strapless dress is violet and black, mid-thigh short, and hugs her body like a latex glove. It has a bubble-shaped ruffle at the bottom.
She blabs excitedly as I tie up the corset back for her, and then we slide on our heels.
I grab a small purse, and throw in my phone and a pair of ballet flats.
Mom knocks and comes in. She has a camera in her hands. “I forgot to get pictures of us getting ready!” She shouts as she rushes towards us, her teal floor length dress licking at her heels.
She starts taking pictures of me, then Skeeter, then both of us doing silly poses. She yells for Leland, and he takes a picture of the three of us and leaves red faced and silent. I raise a brow at Mom to see if she understands what just happened.
“He’s okay,” she promises. “He’s choked up. You look gorgeous tonight.” Her eyes glisten with unshed tears. “He’s proud, and remembering and missing Dad and Soph,” she rambles, and fans at her face before squeezing my arm and leaving the room.
I just watch, frozen, as she leaves. I can’t believe I haven’t given myself time to think about my birthday being celebrated without Dad and Sophie.
Skeeter takes one look at me and drags me out of my room. “Let’s go see if the boys are ready, shall we?” She giggles.
The guys.
I groan. Henry hasn’t seen this dress, neither has Barry. “Do you think I’ll get yelled at?” I whine.
She raises a brow. “For what?”
I sigh and point to my dress with one hand on my hip.
“If any of them say anything other than how amazingly gorgeous you look, I have a four inch heel with all of their names on it,” she promises.
I smile and link arms with her again. She’s right. She would kick them or throw a shoe at them if they started their protective-wolf-crap.
While I enter the living room like a normal person, Skeeter trips over her heel-clad feet and bursts into a loud laugh, effectively announcing our arrival. I use my hand to shield my laugh before noticing there are way too many pairs of eyes looking our way.
My palms moisten, my chest tightens, and I have that wild urge to run as fast as my heart, away from my family and friends.
I fist my hands and focus on my breathing, while staring at Henry, who hasn’t noticed my presence yet. I follow his entranced eyes, and see him watching Skeeter, who is fixing the strap to her heel.
That’s all the distraction I need. My breathing has returned to normal and I’m fighting off giggles.
Mom enters the room and claps her hands loudly. “Is everyone ready?”
Everyone responds, except me.
My eyes are glued to Seth like a moth to a flame. My mouth pops open and all breathing has stopped.
The entire length of the room is between us. It feels like miles and at the same time, it feels like I’m already wrapped in his embrace.
His green eyes seem to simmer and pop against his black tux. He definitely should be off to some fancy dinner with a client, on the red carpet, or even a runway. He’s far too gorgeous to be going to a seventeen-year-old’s birthday party.
Right at this very moment, Skeeter should be reminding me to breathe and close my fly catcher before I drool on my dress.
Seth crosses the room, eyes locked on mine, at too slow of a pace. “You look amazing,” Seth says huskily.
I audibly swallow and take in every inch of him. “Handsome seems too blasÉ a compliment,” I choke out.
He grabs my hand and places it in the crook of his arm. “Are we ready?”
I nod, and we head out to his car to follow a convoy of vehicles to Kingston Hall, in a comfortable silence.
The inside of the hall has been decorated black, white and blue. I scan the room for anything that might harm me. Seeing nothing too hazardous, I make my way into the room with Seth holding my hand.
Seth’s parents flock to us like seagulls in a parking lot, and Claire fawns over my dress. I’ve just thanked them for coming when Sam comes over wearing his own tux and a smirk.
“Will you three quit hogging the Birthday Girl?” He jokes.
Seth rolls his eyes. “I’m allowed to hog her.”
“Save a dance for me?” He pouts, and I nod, fighting off laughter. “By the way, Happy Birthday.” He does a Prince Charming bow, winks, and walks away, leaving me giggling.
We find our table, the one closest to the stage. That takes care of small talk, I snort.
I watch as more guests arrive, and drop off a bag, box, or envelope at the gift table, then find their place cards.
Soon enough, it’s time to eat and we figure out who our table mates are. I’m glad the guys are all together, but it is my party. What are they going to do except rag on me? We could’ve used another girl or two at our table. Skeeter and I are totally out numbered.
After we eat, the band opens the curtains, and wishes me a happy birthday. When they start playing the first song, I’m Here, I grab Skeeter, and we beeline to the dance floor, not caring that we’re the only ones. We stand right in front and dance and shout. Soon the guys join us, as well as most of the other guests, including Seth’s mom, who yells just as loud as Skeeter and me.
Someone touches my elbow. I spin around to see my old friend, Susie, smiling at me. I quickly give her a hug, and go back to watching the band.
After a few songs, I grab Seth, and we weave our way back to the table for a drink.
Susie follows us.
I take a gulp of my water and turn to find Susie ogling Seth. I clear my throat to get her attention. “Susie, this is my boyfriend, Seth. Seth, this is my old friend, Susie.” They shake hands but Susie’s eyes seem to travel back to Seth.
She finally gets her bearings and stays focused on me. “Henry is letting you date now?” Her eyes go wide. “Since when?”
I grin and shrug. “Since Seth.”
Her eyes travel the length of him, and I fight the urge to stand in front of him as a shield. “He could make anyone say yes,” she says, while fanning herself.
Seth, the gentleman that he is, smiles to Susie. “It’s been a pleasure.” Then he leans to my ear and whispers, “I’ll be over with Henry.”
I nod and discretely check his emotions. Uncomfortable. I fight a smirk.
She watches him walk away and sashays next to me and shakes her head. “He sure is easy on the eyes,” she grins and clears her throat. “I haven’t heard from you since the funeral,” she frowns. “You don’t answer my texts anymore so I was a little surprised to hear from your mom.” I flinch slightly. “Hey, I’m glad she’s home again.” She smiles.
I sigh and blow out a breath. “To be honest, I was fed up with everyone.” I shrug. “I miss you all, but the pity, and hushed conversations that you all thought I didn’t hear was just too much for me.” Her frown returns and guilt shines in her eyes. “Mom is selling the house, and we’re staying with Leland for a while.” I don’t offer an apology or any promises of a friendship like we had before.
She sputters. “No flippin’ way!” She shouts over the music. “Jazzy, no!” She growls. “You were supposed to come back to our school. How can you stand that place? And why sell that house?!”
I frown. “I don’t want to sell it either, but Henry and I have no say in the matter.” I feel the caress on my mind and close my eyes to see an image of me in Seth’s embrace flash behind my eyes. I smile and open my eyes again. “It’s not all that bad. I mean, I did meet Seth my first day.”
Her look softens slightly. “That’s cute.” She looks out to the crowd. “Happy birthday, Jaz. I’m gonna go find the girls in that mess. I see some cuties out there,” she says with a wink. “Aside from your man, your brother, and your hot-ass uncle, I mean.” I laugh, as she weaves her way through the crowd like a cheetah stalking her prey. My guess is she’ll end up barking up Barry’s tree.
Before I head back into the pond of people and creatures on the dance floor, I figure it’d be good idea to run to the ladies room first.
I wash my hands and take three steps into the hallway before looking up. A feeling of dread washes over me. I dart into the bathroom again and lock the door. “Oh yea, ‘cause that’ll stop Derik and whoever he brought with him,” I mutter to myself, looking around to see if there’s a vent I can crawl through or something random to use as a weapon.
Multiple fists bang on the door, startling me from my search and a short squeal escapes me. Derik’s horrible laugh thunders through the door, washing me in the creepy crawlies.
I rub my arms as I put some more distance between me and the door.
“Open the door gorgeous, come out and play,” Derik says. “I want to get you out of that dress!” He starts to laugh again. “It’ll be so much nicer if you just open the door.”
His voice and threats sink in, and make me want to lose my dinner.
I focus on Seth, and picture Derik and the bathroom. I can only hope he receives both images and doesn’t come alone.
“I promise not to bite,” someone threatens, and I stagger back to the far wall.
“Seth is on his way!” I shout. “Leave!” My voice trembles slightly, giving away that I am scared. His screeching laughter breaks through the door, and smacks into me like a weapon.
“You stupid, little bitch!” He seethes, and I flinch. “Lover Boy is out on the dance floor. By the time he notices you’re gone, there won’t be anything left but an empty shell!” He screams through the door and jiggles the knob.
I shiver and bite my knuckles to keep from screaming out.
“You have five seconds to unlock the door or I’ll break it open. I’m done messin’ around.” He pauses. “Fine, have it your way, the boys and I will enjoy this.”
I curl into myself on the floor, squeeze my eyes shut, and wait.
I can’t fight back. He’s supernatural, and I’m human.
I’m going to die on my birthday.
What happens to the dead when your soul is eaten by a demon? Can I be reunited with my family?
“Dude!” The pounding and screeching stops. “Ten of them are coming this way. Move now! Just leave her!” someone else shouts.
“You won’t be with him for much longer. I wouldn’t get comfortable if I were you. You can’t always be near them, and neither can your precious family,” Derik threatens. “Things would be so much better if you’d finally cooperate. You’d be my queen, gorgeous.”
Silence.
I can’t breathe. My heart clenches painfully. This needs to stop. He can’t hurt my family. I won’t allow it!
How does he always find me when I’m alone? Will this ever stop? Will I be forever stalked?
There’s a knock on the door, and this time my scream escapes my throat.
“It’s me,” Seth shouts over my scream. “Please open the door,” he pleads.
But I can’t move, I can hardly breathe.
There’s a thump, then a crack, and a grunt.
I scream again, and a second later someone’s arms go around me. I flinch away, and then I feel the tell-tale tingles, and sink into Seth.
Beyond Seth’s soothing murmurs, the faucet is turned on and someone dabs my face with a cool damp paper towel.
I open my eyes and see Henry, paper towel in hand and the broken door just behind him.
I wipe the tears from my face angrily, and try taking a calming breath.
Barry walks over when my eyes open again. “They’re gone. You’re safe,” Barry says. But I can feel the words he doesn’t say, for now. I nod, it’s the only thing I can do.
“Did he say what he wanted? A message?” Luke asks.
There won’t be anything left but an empty shell! You can’t always be near them, and neither can your precious family! Derik’s voice echoes in my head, and I scrub my face with the paper towel, trying to remove the voice, the threat, the panic. “Argh . . . ” I growl.
“Hey,” Seth whispers. “Just think about everything that happened since I left you with Susie.”
I look into his eyes, searching for anything to give me a reason not to share this telepathically. I don’t want to relive this moment. I just want it to end.
His vibrant green eyes pierce into me, and I know. I know I have to show him. I can’t sit on the threats alone. But it’s not going to make him feel happy, that’s for sure.
I close my eyes and think back to my satisfaction over the fact that Seth was uncomfortable with Susie, and just let every moment play out, until I ended up back in Seth’s arms just minutes ago.
Seth swears.
Luke tells him to mind his tongue, and Seth grinds his teeth in response.
“Fane, you still got Athan on the phone?” Seth asks through his teeth.
Fane pokes his head in beside the broken door. “He’s now on speaker, go ahead.”
“First, there’s more than just Derik,” Seth growls. As he gives them the rundown on what happened, I watch Henry and Barry. Henry’s body language is easy for me to read. His jaw is clenched and his hands are fisted. He’s clearly angry and knowing him, he’s probably thinking of all the ways he wants to end Derik or coming up with some plan to remove me from the situation. Barry, on the other hand, keeps his face a clean canvas. The only indication that it’s affecting him at all is the series of tremors visibly running through his skin. He’s going to shift and by the looks of it, it’ll be soon.
I pat his arm, and he turns to me. I try smiling, but he frowns, squeezes my arm lightly, and walks out of the crowded bathroom.
Slowly, everyone else files out of the bathroom, discussing the issues with protection, someone paying for the door so my uncle gets his deposit back, and how close they are to locating where the coven is hiding.
I shove off the far wall and fix my face and hair in the mirror. “Come,” I turn to Seth when I’m satisfied. “Let’s go party,” I say flatly.
He laughs at my lack of enthusiasm and follows me out into the hallway. Fane’s second, Silas - I overheard his name - squeezes by us with yellow tape in his hand. I guess he’s going to block the door off for now.
***
“I can’t believe Jabin and his friends showed up tonight!” Skeeter laughs as we remove our make-up in the bathroom.
“I wonder if he’ll want the metal cooler back . . . ” I trail off thinking of the metal bin they turned into a cooler for cola bottles.
Skeeter snorts. “I don’t know. But I’d gladly fill it up just to watch Jabin and Mike carrying it, without sloshing the pop.” She giggles. “No Jabin! Not like that! You’re sloshing my pop, ya jagoff!” She imitates Mike.
“I was surprised about something though,” I say getting serious.
She swipes the cotton ball over her lips. “What’s that?”
“They noticed Leland, and didn’t fuss.” I feel my face screw up.
She tosses a fluff of cotton at me. “On what planet would Jabin know who Leland is? Not like Leland played Spock or somethin’.” She shrugs. “Some of them put the pieces together, but I’m guessing they didn’t want to stomp on your day.”
“I guess we’ll see on Monday.” I sigh.
“Mmmm . . . ” she mumbles as she brushes her teeth. “What time is Seth coming tonight?” Her topic change doesn’t go unnoticed, but I let her have it.
I tap the home button on my phone to light it up. “Nine minutes.”
“He’s not staying right?” She glares at me. “It’s just you and me tonight.”
“Of course, as long as you don’t fall asleep watching that dumb show with the guys,” I say and return the glare.
“Hey! Grave Stalkers is amazing Jaz, don’t let the brains freak you out,” she giggles.
“Right, let me jump on that band wagon,” I snort. “I’m going down to wait,” I say with an excited smile.
“Tell Barry and Henry not to start without me!” She hollers to me as I skip down the stairs.
I poke my head into the living room to see Henry and Barry tossing popcorn and gummy bears at each other.
“You know, if you lick it before you flick it, it sticks,” I say.
They both face me and burst out laughing.
Then my words replay in my mind, and my face fills with heat. “I, um. I did not mean it that way!” I shout over their laughter. “Gah! See if I ever share secrets with you!” Their laughter roars.
“You just . . . ” Henry’s laughter swallows his words.
I purse my lips. “Shut up,” then I giggle, too. “Skeeter will be down soon, so uh, this never happened,” I wink, and Barry blows a raspberry.
I walk into the kitchen and wait by the sink for Seth, while trying to calm the rolling giggle fit.
***
I stare out the window at the darkened backyard lit by the moonlight that shines off the lake. Just looking out at it seems to release the tension and soothe my worry.
A dark figure moves towards the house, and my heart skips a beat.
I dart out the door, run down the deck stairs, and launch myself into his arms, causing him to stumble back a step.
He chuckles in my ear. “Miss me?” He asks.
I kiss his cheek and wrap my legs around his waist. “Just trying to make the most of the time we have. If you’d like, I can walk by myself.”
He chuckles again as he walks us in the direction he came from. “It’s your birthday for another hour and twenty minutes, I think I can handle walking for you until then.” He winks, and I giggle. “You didn’t embarrass yourself tonight like you thought you would. Is this a new record?”
“Oh yeah, it’s one for the books,” I deadpan.
He chuckles and sits down behind the huge oak tree next to the lake. I slide off his lap and scan the area.
He’s laid out a soft quilt, which we’re currently sitting on, and next to him is a small box with a silver bow, a small blue gift bag, a cupcake, and two cans of my favorite pop.
I smile at his thoughtfulness. “This is a cozy little spot you found for us. Was that cupcake there long? Did you check for ants?” I tease.
He smirks. “Ha, ha, Jazzy. Happy birthday,” he smiles. “Do you want to open gifts? Or would you rather have the cupcake?” His hand floats between the bag and the cupcake. “It’s your favorite,” he taunts with a wolfish grin.
My breath halts. “No way,” I say. “You got me a Chocolate Beer cupcake from Bombtastic Cupcakery in New Haven?” He nods and hands it to me.
I split it in half, my half might be larger, but he has to try it.
“So good,” I say around my last bite. He smiles and nods. I smile when I see icing at the corner of his mouth and kiss the spot. Cupcake kisses, yum. “This is perfect, Seth.”
“I’m not done yet,” he says with a grin, as he hands me the small gift bag.
I sigh and take it from him. “You could’ve stopped with the pop and cupcake.”
He grins as he leans on his side in front of me. “Shut up and open it.”
I roll my eyes and do as he says. Beneath the tissue paper is a small box. It rattles slightly as I lift it from the bag. I raise a brow at him and he motions for me to open it. So I lift the corner of the box and out slides an SD card. “Wha . . . ”
He interrupts me. “That, you’ll look at on your computer. You’ll find . . . ” he pauses and looks to the sky for a second. “Stuff on there, just for you.” He smiles crookedly.
I nod, placing the SD card back in the box, and drop it in the bag. What in the world could be on that thing? There’s no way he could’ve gotten a camera from Mom yet. I watch him as he spins the small box in his hands. Could he have been sneaky with a camera before tonight?
He interrupts my musings. “Here,” he says as he hands me the box.
I pop the lid off, and inside is a black velvet jewelry box.
Jewelry?
My shocked eyes find his. The love shining in his eyes back at me almost overwhelms me. I swallow and go back to the jewelry box. As I lift the lid, a small gasp escapes my lips and I stare at him, again, with wide eyes.
I shake my head. “Wha . . . But?”
“Pull it out,” he says with a grin.
I pull my eyes away from his, down to the necklace. It’s a thin silver box chain with a circle pendant. On the pendant is the outline of a heart in crushed diamonds and emeralds. Carefully, I lift the necklace out and hold it in my hands. A strange urge fills me and I turn the pendant over. Symbols are engraved on the back, I have no idea what they mean or stand for, but as I run the pad of my pointer finger over them, I feel their importance. I find Seth’s eyes again and get lost in a sea of emerald and gold.
“It says Soul Mate,” he whispers, breaking my short trance. I turn to let him clasp the necklace around my neck. When he’s finished, I launch myself into his arms and just breathe him in. I smile when I feel him smile against my hair.
I lean back a little to talk to him. “Seth, this necklace, it’s beautiful. The cupcake and pop were perfect. I just . . . ” I smile. “Thank you.”
He pecks my lips lightly and smiles back. “I’m glad you like it. I chose white gold for the chain and pendant because Skeeter mentioned your sensitivity to jewelry.” He looks away sheepishly before clearing his throat and starting again. “I chose the circle pendant, because you are my other half, together we are whole. You are my heart and my soul mate.” His eyes pin to mine, and my lungs fail me again.
I would’ve worn this if it turned my skin green or gave me hives. I lean into him and kiss him. His hands rest on my hips and squeeze lightly.
The sliding glass door opens and shuts. I groan. “Jazzy? Seth?” Barry yells. Seth raises a finger to his lips to indicate we should stay silent. We sit perfectly still, neither of us breathing, hoping he goes back inside.
With his rotten wolfy senses working, he pokes his head around the tree in a matter of seconds.
“What Barry?” I snap at him.
He frowns slightly. “Sorry, I’m just nervous with you guys out here.” He shakes his head.
“We’re fine Barry. I’ll be coming in shortly. I promise,” I say.
Barry glances at our position and everything on the blanket and winces. “I didn’t interrupt anything, did I?”
Seth shrugs, “Just making out.” My cheeks heat slightly at his honesty.
Barry gives Seth a hard look. “Don’t let her be alone. Not even for a minute,” Barry says before walking away.
Seth snorts rudely, and I lift a brow at him.
“What?” he says defensively. “He says that like I’d really allow anything to happen to you,” he spits out. I frown, and his features soften some. “It’s an instinct. He understands the bond because they’re taught about it and it’s similar to the claim the shifters have with their mates.” He shakes his head.
“Explain it to me. I still don’t understand entirely.”
He smiles. “The bond that connects us is natural for our kind. It influences and intensifies our own emotions. So, it’s your emotion no matter what you think of the bond.” My brow furrows slightly. “If I was human and we met how we did, we would have formed a relationship. Our relationship would’ve formed and feelings would’ve grown at a pace that humans are comfortable with. The feeling of love would have happened gradually, not at first sight.”
I gasp. Was it really love at first sight? I think back to the moment I saw him walk into math class. “What?” I whisper. The feel of his love washes through me. My eyes close lazily with the caress on my mind. I see myself through his eyes, and feel his love, his joy, and contentment. My eyes widen.
“You’re the only one in color, my love. The only one that holds my heart, touches my soul, and awakens my spirit,” Seth whispers, as my mind screams and turns in circles.
He loves me. Love not like, not lust, but love.
He scoops up the trash and pushes it to the side then hands me my pop and gift bag. “Let’s get you in the house before Barry comes back out.”
I almost have a sissy-la-la moment and want to stomp my feet and cry, so I won’t have to leave his side. But I have a lot to think about now.
“I’ll see you tomorrow?” He asks, as he pulls me to stand.
I grin. “How early can you come over?”
“Eager are we?” He laughs, “How about I pick you up around lunch time and we can chill at my house?”
“Sounds perfect,” I say as we walk hand in hand through the yard.
I lightly swing our joined hands back and forth as I look up to the sky. I imagine that the clear night is a gift from my dad, and the waning gibbous moon is a gift from my sister. I smile sadly to the stars before walking with Seth up the steps to the deck.
He stops me just before the door.
When I turn, he kisses me square on the mouth. I pause before relaxing my lips against his and linking my arms around his neck. His hand presses on my lower back, pushing me closer to him. I run my fingers through his hair and tug. He releases a quieted growl and presses me into the wall. Acting of their own accord, my legs hug his waist, and the feelings running between both of us cause my entire body to heat. Hearts racing, hands roaming, and . . .  I don’t ever want this to end.
All too soon, he pulls back, lightly dotting my lips and cheeks with unsatisfying pecks.
“Happy birthday,” he whispers against my cheek.
My cheeks burn hotter. “If I get those kisses every year on my birthday, I might think you’re trying to cook me.”
He grins cockily. “I can do it every day if you’d like.” His eyes sparkle, and there’s a hint of want in his tone.
Just as I’m about to comment, the light flicks on. I drop my legs and hide my face in his chest.
“Shit!” A startled gasp comes from the door. I tilt my head and see Barry. “I wasn’t expecting you to be right there,” Barry says.
It doesn’t take me long to figure out what he’s really saying. “Yes!” I say excitedly and throw a fist in the air. The guys look at me funny. “It’s not every day you can startle a shifter. Give me this and back off.”
Seth laughs, and Barry scowls. “Goodnight,” Seth says, and presses a light peck on my lips. I sigh as he walks away.
I move past Barry and step into the kitchen. “Where are Skeeter and Henry?”
“Asleep.” He responds. I spin on my heel to face him. He holds his hands up, innocently. “Don’t worry, Skeeter is with Henry. I’ll keep you safe.”
“So I can use your wolf as a pillow and crash on the floor in front of Mom’s door? No thanks,” I say.
“Actually, we can use my couch, or your bed, or I can take the floor in wolf form. Flynn’s crashing by your mom’s door,” he says, puffing his chest proudly.
I roll my eyes. “Fine, my room.” I glare. “But stay off my bed.” I don’t need to be worrying about rolling over and having wolf butt in my face, or something else equally gross. I groan, picturing my bedside rug covered with stray Barry fur. I hope it isn’t as bad to clean as cat hair.
We go up to my room, I lob the gift bag to my desk lightly, and flop, face down, on my bed.
“You okay?” Barry asks.
“Yes,” I try to say, although, I’m sure it sounded more like “mwemph.” So I tilt my head to the side and smile. “I’m fine. Goodnight, Barry.”
I roll over, and pull my blanket up to my chin.
Barry sighs before killing the lights. Shortly after, I hear claws click against my floor. His claws go silent when he reaches my rug, and I grimace hearing him get comfortable. Freaking hairy beasts.
I need to thank Barry tomorrow or just not be so negative. He’s protecting me, regardless of how annoying he is, he has my best interest in mind and deserves to be treated better. I push my annoyance out of my head and close my eyes, praying for an easy sleep.
“It was love at first sight.” Seth’s words replay in my mind.
Doesn’t look like I’ll be sleeping anytime soon.



Chapter 17
Bigger Problems
I can’t sleep. The second I close my eyes, my brain takes me back to the bathroom with Derik screaming threats through the door.
Your precious family.
He threatened my family. I can’t lose anyone else. Derik will not take a single person from me. I refuse to allow that to happen!
But am I strong enough to stop him?
How do you kill a devux or at least stop one? Would it be easier to give myself to him? Would that stop him from harming everyone I love and care about?
Dammit. If I did that, everyone trying to protect me would feel the pain of loss because of me and for me. My family has been through so much already. And Seth . . .  I can’t think about what it would do to him.
I really miss my dad right now. He was pretty good at knowing what to say to calm me down or help me sleep.
I close my eyes and try forcing the worry, tension, and turmoil out of my body.
My mind has other plans.
What will happen next time I run into Derik? What if he catches me alone again, like he said would happen? I shudder and tears form in my eyes. No, I cannot think like that. I won’t let him get me.
My eyes pop open just as the room lights up from a lightning strike. Thunder rumbles outside and soon the pattering of raindrops dripping on the window, fill the silence.
I move to the foot of my bed and pull the blinds on my window. Watching the lightning streak through the sky, stirs up a memory of when I was little and afraid of storms. My dad used to tell me that thunderstorms were the result of the Greek Gods’ bowling matches. Thunder was a strike and lightning was a spare. Thunderstorms are meant as a celebration and to be happy, not afraid.
Right now, I feel closer to my dad than I have felt since he passed away. I can almost feel him next to me counting off the scores.
With a smile, I lean against the wall and close my eyes while listening to the sounds of the storm and Barry’s wolfy snores.
Boom. That’s a strike, Dad.
***
I wake up in my bed with a blinding pain in my side. My mouth tastes like blood, it hurts to breathe, and my back is on fire.
In a panic, I close my eyes and focus on my bond with Seth. When I sense him sleeping, I want to scream with joy. But the pain cuts off any shout or scream I may have. I clutch my pillow and chuck it at the wolf snoring on my floor.
He huffs and sniffs me before growling. I can’t see him, but I hear his claws clicking away from my bed, and I choke out a painful sob. It’s too dark. I don’t want to be alone!
My light flicks on and Barry grabs my phone from my nightstand and punches in some numbers.
“We’ve got a problem,” he says. “Yea, bring Fionn.” He hangs up and dials another number. He repeats that we have a problem here, but says to send Seth now. He looks me over. “What happened? I didn’t leave your bedside.” He frowns as he sits lightly on the edge of my bed. “I don’t...” He stops himself and looks away.
“I just had a dream,” I say painfully. My brow furrows. It was a nightmare, with Derik and some witch with flame red hair.
His eyebrows nearly reach his hairline. “You know as well as I do that this wasn’t just a dream.”
I wipe the tears from my cheeks and wince when I feel the sting and welt on my cheek. “But, no,” I stutter. “I saw them . . . ” I rasp. “It was a dream.” A dream that has given me broken ribs and a hand-sized welt on my cheek, I would huff if I could. It doesn’t make sense.
“It had to have been another attack,” Barry says as my window slides open.
“What happened?” Seth asks as he climbs in. He comes over and lifts me into his arms and motions for Barry to follow.
I wince with his movements and wish he would’ve just left me lay.
Barry tells him what he knows as we head for the stairs.
I focus on Seth, ignoring his emotions that are trying to flood me, and I show him a picture of Henry.
“Hey Barry, can you run back and get Henry and Skeeter?” Barry nods and goes back to get them. “This is probably going to hurt,” he grimaces. I nod. We have to go down the stairs, I know this. But I’m so tired. All I want to do is just cuddle with Seth and sleep, no more experimenting with a wolf.
By the time we reach the bottom of the steps, I’m panting. It wasn’t as bad as I was expecting, but still enough to cause discomfort.
He sits me on the couch and then sits next to me. “I should have stayed tonight,” he says and closes his eyes.
“Stop,” I rasp. I don’t want him feeling guilty. It wasn’t his fault. Hell, we can’t even blame this on Derik. I saw him, them, it wasn’t an attack. I don’t know why I’ve got the same injuries, but there’s got to be a logical explanation.
He opens his eyes and searches my face, eyes resting on my cheek. I bring my hand up to feel for any marks left. It still stings and throbs, even before I touch it.
“I am so sorry.” He reaches over and brushes my hand away. “I will get him for this,” he says vehemently.
I scowl. “It wasn’t an . . . ”
He interrupts me. “Fionn and Fane are on their way,” he says like they hold all the answers. I resist the urge to roll my eyes and just focus on the tingling sensation his touch brings. I close my eyes and try to relax. It’s not the easiest task in the world when you can hardly breathe but Seth’s touch is helping.
Feet thunder down the steps, jolting my eyes open. Henry, Barry, and Skeeter appear in the living room.
Henry is in front of me in a matter of seconds, Barry trailing slightly, and Skeeter, still as a statue at the entryway.
“Are you okay?” Henry asks while grinding his teeth. I nod. He closes his eyes and squeezes my hand. I can tell it was a controlled effort to not squeeze hard. I squeeze back in an effort to let him know he can calm down, but it doesn’t seem to work. He leaves the room and heads for the kitchen with a wide eyed Barry following.
The front door opens quietly, and Fane, Seth’s parent’s, Skeeter’s grandpa Gregory, and a man I’ve never met walk into my house, all eyes on me.
If I could get up and run, I might just do that.
My heart picks up speed like a galloping horse as the stranger kneels beside me. His eyes darken and his frown deepens as he looks me over. “Reverie,” he growls.
A collective gasp and growls tear through the room. A belated growl from not too far away echoes, I shiver in response, then clutch my side and pant.
The man shakes his head, Fane storms out of the room, and Luke sends Claire to get some ice and a washcloth. I’d rather have an aspirin or maybe even morphine.
“My name is Fionn, girseach,” the man says with an Irish accent and starts poking at my ribs. I pinch my tongue between my teeth and dig my nails into Seth’s palm as I focus on the Irish man’s mumbles.
What did he call me? What’s a reverie?
Fionn pulls a stethoscope from somewhere and listens to my breathing and heartbeat. “No puncture. I’ll jus wrap yer ribs.” My mouth opens with a pop. I’ve had broken ribs before, I do not want to ditch my shirt right now.
“Seth, bring her to the bathroom, Skeeter and I will wrap her ribs, if you don’t mind Fionn.” Claire, ice in hand, saves the day.
He nods, and walks out to the kitchen. I guess he’s checking on Fane.
Seth moves to pick me up, and I shake my head, I’m not incapable of walking. He helps me stand but doesn’t allow me to walk by myself. Probably for my own good, but it’s still annoying to have him fawning like this. He helps me sit on the edge of the bathtub, and steps out when his mom comes in.
Claire and Skeeter wrap my chest and abdomen. When they’re done, Claire looks at my face, nods to herself, and begins searching through her bag for something as Skeeter helps pull my shirt down.
Claire turns, producing a mason jar of a tan colored cream. “I want you to apply this cream to the welt every few hours. A gypsy friend of mine made it. It’ll heal and conceal the welt and bruise. There isn’t much I can do for the lip, just ice it tonight.”
She sets the jar on the sink and helps me stand. When I look in the mirror my eyes focus on the pinkish replica of Derik’s hand, and watch the slap replay in my mind. Tears fill my eyes as I open the jar. The smell hits me and reminds me of the sage rubs when Dad took me to Indian Blessings at the reservation in southern Pennsylvania.
I apply some to my face, as Claire rambles off some instructions. A little goes a long way, it’s not instant relief, and do not wash it off for at least twenty minutes after applying.
I wonder if it’s only for facial bruising. Would I be able to rub it into a bruise on my shin?
We exit the bathroom, and find everyone gathered in the kitchen.
I spot Seth staring out the window near the coffee pot, and go to him. I wrap my arms around his waist, and he lifts his hands from the counter to grip mine. I peek around him and look out the window, the sky is clear again and the stars are visible, like twinkling lights winking down at us.
I loosen my grip on his waist and slink around to his front. “That dream,”
“Attack,” he interrupts.
I nod. “I couldn’t feel you,” I whisper. “Our bond was like, cut off. I tried a few times.” I wince, remembering the numbing pain and ice that ran through my veins. “It was like you were gone,” I whisper and press my tear-filled face into his chest.
He lightly squeezes me and plays with a few strands of hair that fell from my messy bun. “I’m right here,” he says into my hair, and I squeeze his waist.
I hear the sliding glass door open gently. “Avan will be here momentarily,” Fionn announces. Barry, Fane, and a tired Henry follow Fionn into the kitchen.
“Who is Avan?” I whisper to Seth, glad to have a distraction from the mess in my head.
Seth ignores my question and asks one of his own. “Why would Avan help us? He doesn’t know Jaz.”
“Rhenata,” Fane answers.
One name. That’s this Avan guy’s reason for helping us. Rhenata. Who is she?
My brow furrows in confusion. I glance up to Seth, and take in his shocked expression. He’s heard the name before.
“Are you sure?” Luke asks.
“She’s left her mark,” Fane shrugs.
“What mark?” Claire demands as she stands over me, inspecting my skin.
“A scent,” Fionn says, looking out the glass door.
Silence blankets the room. I look up to Seth, and he looks down at me with a pained expression.
“Seth?” I whisper and touch my hand to his cheek.
“I . . . ” he starts.
“Did you see Rhenata in the reverie?” Claire asks. Seth groans and closes his eyes.
I frown. “Who is Rhenata?”
“The unwanted-redheaded-demon-bitch,” Barry spits out, and Skeeter flings a cork coaster at his head.
“She was Avan’s sister,” she says. “But she had a run-in with some devuxen . . . ”
“They turned her, and she chose it,” Fionn says, still not taking his eyes away from the lake.
“How did she mark me? Why would I have seen her? I don’t know her,” I stammer in my confusion.
“She had to have been present in the reverie,” Claire says.
“So she’s the one who . . . ” I trail off. I don’t say how she tossed me against the door, how she hit me while being across the room, or how Derik seemed to be able to control her to an extent.
Seth stiffens beside me. I don’t look at him or seek out the bond. I know he picked up those thoughts.
“We picked up her mark, because she used to be a Sorceress,” Fane says. “She and Avan were a powerful duo. When he met his lifemate, Rhenata went off the grid. When she surfaced, she was into dark dealings, and when Avan got to her, she was already turned.”
I swallow. Avan is a Sorcerer. Rhenata, the evil woman from that attack, the one who wants to make me part of her “family,” is a devux and sorceress.
Fane sits at the table with his head in his hands. He looks tired. Barry stands with his arms crossed over his chest, watching Fionn and me. Seth walks over to Fane and Barry, and begins talking to them.
Henry comes over, grabbing my attention. “Things are getting weirder right? It’s not just me?” he whispers.
I let out a painful chuckle and hold my side. “Don’t make me laugh,” I wheeze. “I have to agree with you on the weird scale. We’re going to meet a Sorcerer,” I whisper. “Behave yourself around that Avan guy when he gets here. I’ve heard you shouldn’t piss off a sorcerer.”
He looks at me with a wounded expression. “Behaving is what I do best,” he says in mock innocence.
I can’t hold my laugh and it makes me want to smack him.
“Are you okay?” I ask, remembering how furious he was and how he took off.
He slowly nods. “Er . . .  Yea. I’m just worried about you and shocked I found my wolf.”
My eyes go wide. “You . . .  What?” I stutter.
“Yeah.” He nods. “I couldn’t stay. It would’ve been bad, and no good for you. I’m surprised my growling and howling didn’t wake everyone up,” he shrugs.
“You can shift?”
He nods again. “My wolf isn’t as big as Barry’s, but I can bulk out some.” He beams. “I can’t control when I shift yet, that’s going to take some time to get used to.” He shakes his head. “Barry and Fane helped me a lot.” We both glance over to the other side of the kitchen, where Seth is still talking with them. I sigh, and Henry grunts like he agrees with what they’re saying. I can tell they’re talking, but I can’t make it out.
I squint at Henry, “You have super-ears, too, don’t you?”
He grins and winks. I’ll take that as a yes.
His smile falters as his eyes focus on my cheek again. “Are you okay?” He asks me. I nod. “You need anything? Talk?” he asks through clenched teeth. I’m not sure if he’s more affected by me not talking about it, or what Derik actually did. I shake my head. I’m not ready to talk yet.
I can’t remember everything that was said and done, but what I do remember, I’d rather forget.
Sing-song taunts filter through the halls. Following me, stalking me, and teasing me. I escape through a door and get knocked down. I recover from the redhead’s kick and stand. I have to escape this hell. As soon as I’m free from these walls, I can get a hold of Henry, or Seth, or Barry. With traitor tears making tracks down my face, I shove past the redhead in a last ditch effort of escaping. She shoves me into the cement wall, and Derik, with his shrieking laugh, stops the redhead and helps me up. He grabs me by the face and licks the tears from my cheeks as he releases a pleasure-filled moan.
Henry bumps my shoulder, bringing me back to the present. I wipe my face. “So, Skeeter crashed with you tonight? How’d that go?”
His eyes travel to the floor and he shrugs. “She fell asleep on the couch waiting for you, I couldn’t just leave her. So, I told Barry to wait for you, and I took her to my room,” he looks back up to my face. “Before you say anything, I was a complete gentleman. She was under the covers, I wasn’t, and I made sure our hands were touching,” he yawns. “I actually kept waking up to make sure my hand didn’t slip,” he grins. “She talks in her sleep though,” he says, and looks over at Skeeter with a smile.
I wonder what she said. “You like her, don’t you?”
He shoots me a dirty look. “She’s our friend. Of course, I like her.”
“Uh, huh.” I fight a smile. I know when my brother is hiding something from me.
A white light flashes through the room. I use my hand to shield my eyes, but it lasts barely longer than a camera flash, but a whole lot brighter. When I move my hand away from my eyes, a man and a woman are standing on the deck, and Fionn is sliding the door open.
The man is on the shorter side. Well, he’s shorter than the guys here, and he has olive toned skin with shaggy black hair that falls into his face. He wears form-fitting clothes that show off his muscle. Not at all what I expected. I suppose it’s stereotyping on my part, but honestly, the only exposure I’ve had was in books and movies.
This guy is not an old wrinkly man with a long white beard and a staff that could be used as a cane. Or is that a wizard? What’s the difference?
Fionn steps out of the way and they enter my house, allowing me to see the woman that the sorcerer guy brought with him.
She’s my height with strawberry-blonde hair that hangs to her hips, a rainbow hippy wrap on part of her bangs that just reach her jaw. Her long sleeved white dress with gold accents fits her body like a glove.
They each bow to Fane, and the woman’s eyes fly to mine.
I take a step back and bump into someone. I can’t look away from the woman’s eyes to see who it is.
Her amber eyes begin to glow, and I watch, in fascination, as her eyes change to a lovely shade of blue.
My blue.
My dad’s blue.
Memories break through an imaginary barrier in my mind.
The first day of school, meeting Skeeter, Seth, and Derik, and the argument with Derik in the lunch hall.
I take a shallow breath.
Every nasty look, snide remark or argument I’ve had with Derik in school run rampant in my mind like a raging bull.
I try to look away but I’m paralyzed.
Every tingly touch with Seth, every sweet word, every moment we’ve shared rolls through my mind like a twister in a valley.
I clutch my side.
Every joke, tease, and annoyance from the guys, dance and wiggle in the front of my mind.
I begin to panic, I can’t move and I know what’s coming and I don’t want to relive it.
Every attack that I thought were just dreams, replays in my mind, and I can almost feel every gut wrenching second.
I pant and feel tears stream down my face.
I’m locked in the bathroom at my party again. I can hear him pounding on the door. I hear every threat all over again.
I want it to end.
I’m standing in the empty school, alone and afraid. I run through the halls only to have voices sing eerily, and lead me to the brightly lit gym with Derik and Rhenata. I hear every blood curdling laugh, every word that grates against nerves like nails to a chalkboard. I feel every slap, punch, and kick. I feel Derik’s tongue on my cheek as he licked the tears from face. I feel the cold pain and loss of Seth. I hear them repeat that I’m special, that I need to be in their family. And I feel the despair and acceptance when I stopped reacting. I laid there on the hard floor and waited for them to end me or change me. That’s when I woke up.
I gasp, clutching my side and the person behind me, so I don’t fall. The woman’s eyes stop glowing and have gone back to normal.
“I am so sorry,” she breathes out as she clutches her gut and leans into the man.
A tingling sensation travels up my arm. I turn to him, and he lightly wraps his arms around me. I breathe in his spicy scent and rest my head against his chest.
That woman with the freaky eyes can leave me the hell the alone. What was that? What is she? Who are these people?
I glare over to a very irritated looking Fane and Fionn. Damn them for “helping.” That so did not help.
The couple starts moving towards me, and I can’t help but cringe. If the woman did that to me, I can’t imagine what the guy is going to do.
Seth rubs my arms lightly, in a calming way. “Avan,” he says, and I feel him nod.
“I’m not going to do anything, Jasmine. I come bearing gifts,” he says, and then they both bow to me. I’m not royalty. Why bow to me?
“It’s a customary greeting,” Avan says looking directly into my eyes.
My breathing and heart completely stop, as my eyes bulge and mouth pops open.
“Please forgive me, my name is Avan, and this is my lifemate, Charlotte. We haven’t been around new people in so long, that it seems I have forgotten my manners.”
I recover on the slow side. “Please call me Jaz. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I say calmer than I feel.
Fane gets their attention, and they walk to him.
“He’s a mind reader,” Seth whispers after they’re across the room. My eyes fly to Avan, steering away from Charlotte’s. No wonder he answered a question that I didn’t ask out loud.
I stay silent, standing in my bubble of comfort in Seth’s arms, and next to my brother. The beating of Seth’s heart is all I care to listen to at the moment, so it’s easy to block everything else out. Unfortunately, the reprieve wasn’t long enough, as Avan moves to stand in front of me again.
“Jasmine, I have something for you,” Avan says, as he reaches in the pocket of his jacket. “This is a Painite stone, embedded in silver,” he says spinning the cuff bracelet so I can see it. “You must wear this, at all times. Do not take it off for any reason. The symbols are a protection spell,” he points to etchings marked along the silver. “You will be safe to sleep, even on your own, but the added protection of your mate will be beneficial,” his eyes shift between Seth and I before placing the bracelet on my wrist. It heats with contact to my skin. At first, the warmth feels nice, but soon the warmth turns into a searing burn that I feel into my bones. The cuff glows, and I squeal.
Barry and Henry both growl.
Seth bristles. “What’s that thing doing to her?” He demands.
I glance around in shock.
“It’s recognizing her, so it knows what to protect from. It has recognized that she has a mate, so it will not protect her from your connection. It does not allow me to rummage through her mind. I can only receive current thoughts from her. It is protecting her already,” Avan says calmly.
I grab Seth’s hand. “I’m okay,” I say. He only nods as he eyes the bracelet. I look down to it as well. The gem is a reddish brown. It’s pretty but not something I would have picked on my own. “This will prevent the attacks?” I ask, skeptically.
“Yes. This will protect you from any attack from the devuxen, the exception being physical,” he glances to Fane and Seth before continuing. “You should practice defensive moves. They will be useless on the supernatural, until the Ichor develops you, but it might help you to deflect another hit to your face,” he says eyeing my cheek.
I suck in a breath and turn away from Avan. I glance to Henry and see him watching Skeeter. She’s been awfully quiet all night. She’s sitting next to her grandpa, eyeing Avan and Charlotte. She doesn’t seem to trust them.
Charlotte moves to the spot that Avan has vacated. “Would it be alright if we meet tomorrow? I’d like to have the opportunity to talk with you,” she smiles shyly.
My brows furrow. “Um, okay?” I blow out a breath. “I’ll probably be with Seth, where would you like to talk?”
“If you guys will be at the house, Avan, Charlotte, you are more than welcome in our home,” Luke offers.
She smiles brightly. “I will see you there.”
I have no clue what we will talk about. I hope she has something in particular to say to me, or else we might just be listening to crickets.
I yawn, and Seth tells Fane he’s taking me up to bed.
Fionn comes over to me. “Feelin’ okay, girseach?” He asks and motions to my ribs.
I nod. “Fionn, what do you keep calling me?”
He smiles. “Girseach? Jus some Gaelic dat’s tuck wit me. It means girl.” He nods when I smile, and then walks away.
Seth waits in my room while I take a shower. It feels good to scrub myself clean, but I still feel grimy. No way to scrub your memories though. Skeeter comes in when I shut off the water to help rewrap my ribs. She doesn’t say much, other than telling me that we’ll talk in the morning. I give her a hug and thank her for everything before retreating to my room.
Sleep would be nice, but I have a feeling Seth wants to talk. I just don’t know what he’ll want to talk about now. Love or demon attacks? I’m not sure which one I feel like talking about. I’ll go with neither, and talk to him about Henry.
With a plan formed, I push my door open, and suck in a breath when I see the shirtless, perfectly sculpted body lying on my bed. My eyes linger on his sun kissed abs, all six of them. There’s six alright, I know this because even from across the room, I can see and count them. I peel my eyes from his body to his face, and feel my cheeks heat. He caught me ogling him.
I gulp and climb in bed beside him. He opens his arms to me, and I sink into his light embrace.



Chapter 18
Elementary Style
I begin to doze off, listening to the beat of Seth’s heart, and his breathing. He sighs heavily, pulling me from almost sleep. I raise my head to see his face, and raise my brow when he glances my way.
“What were you thinking before the reverie?” He finally asks me.
I grimace. “Did you see Henry watching Skeeter all night?” I ask, changing the subject.
He smirks. “I did notice. No, I don’t think anything will happen between them. You’re not getting out of this by switching topics.”
“Fine,” I glare at him. “I thought about you, my dad, what happened in the bathroom, and tried to figure out a way to end this, without anyone getting hurt.” He nods and looks away, lost in thought I assume. I don’t want him to be so inside his head. “When you think about the future, what do you see?”
His eyes find mine and he smiles. “You,” he says and kisses my nose. “I see us, getting through college, and finding careers . . . ” he drifts off. “What do you see when you think about the future?”
“Oh, well, I see going to college, and joining a sorority, finding frat brothers to have a little fun with at some wild parties,” he starts to tickle me, and I laugh through the pain. “Ow! I give! Uncle! Uncle!”
He glares. “I know it’s cheating since you’re handicapped,” he says, amusement dancing in his eyes. “I won’t tickle anymore if you tell me,” he says with twitchy fingers that make me squirm. “Tell me,” he whispers.
I gaze into his eyes, fighting the giggle from his light tickling, and unsure if I should tell him all my hopes for our future. I settle on telling him part of it. “Okay, I see us staying in a crappy apartment because we can’t find our perfect house.” I close my eyes. “We love that little apartment though. It has everything we need, and it’s decorated just how we like it. I can see moving to a new area, a new state, and having our variety of companions follow. I can see going to our niece and nephew’s Christenings. I can see disagreements and bickering, romantic evenings, and lazy days.” I keep my eyes closed and rest my head on his chest, with a small smile.
“Look at me please,” he whispers. Slowly, I tilt my head and open my eyes to his smiling face. “A crappy apartment?” He laughs and kisses my lips. Just as I’m relaxing into him, he pulls back suddenly.
“So, is it Sam or Henry that make us Aunt and Uncle first?” He laughs, and I try desperately not to.
***
In the morning, Seth sneaks out the window, again, so Skeeter and I can get our girl time in.
Skeeter and I sit at the table and look at the mini-mountain of gifts. I have no energy to open them, let alone write “thank you” more than a dozen times.
“Hey! Starbucks gift card!” Skeeter shouts as she opens an envelope.
“Score!” I snatch it from her and slip it in my pocket. “How was Grave Stalkers last night with the guys?”
She groans. “Don’t ask.”
“You know I’m going to, just tell me,” I say, as I write thank you inside the card with a short message.
“Things were fine, at first. I sat between Henry and Barry, and I was surrounded with warmth and junk food and pop,” she spits like that’s the worst fate anyone could have. I chew on my cheek to keep from smiling or laughing, as she dumps the contents of a gift bag on the table. “I was overstuffed and totally warm and comfy, I passed out on Henry’s shoulder.”
“That part I know. What’s so bad about falling asleep with the guys?” I shrug. It’s nothing really. I mean yea, Henry’s my brother and Barry is Barry, but they’re nice sometimes so it’s not like they’re write on her face or anything.
She shakes her head and tosses the tissue paper in a growing trash pile on the floor. “It’s Henry,” she whispers. “He was so sweet.”
I smile. “I’m not sure I understand the problem here.”
Her electric blue eyes fly to mine. “I’m Amaranthine, I have a soul mate, just like Seth has you,” she points at me. “This is a problem because not only do I have a soul mate, but Henry has a mate. He might be Halfling, but he’s still got a mate somewhere out there.”
I frown. “So, you can’t have a crush on someone because you have a mate that might take a hundred years to find?”
She looks at me sadly. “He’s too hot, dammit,” she mutters, ignoring my question.
I burst out laughing, then stop when pain radiates from my side. “I’ll just go tell him to be less hot.”
She flips a gift card at me. “Shut up.”
“I’m sorry,” I offer.
“It’s not your fault.” She waves me off. “He can shift. Did you see his wolf?”
“Not yet, I was sort of . . . ” I trail off, and she nods.
“His wolf is even hot,” she mutters and addresses the finished thank you card.
I drop my pen. “Explain that one.” She looks up to me shocked. “No really, how the hell is an animal hot?”
“Jesus, Jaz, it’s a figure of speech.” She rolls her eyes. “Shut up and get back to work before I leave you and make you do all this by yourself,” she threatens.
I glare at her. “You wouldn’t dare. You’d have to pass the guys to get to my room.”
She sniffs. “Can I throw shit at them?”
I wrinkle my nose. “Ew.”
She sighs. “Trash?” she holds up a balled up piece of tissue paper.
I laugh and gently palm my aching side. “I’d go for something harder.” We laugh and fill out a few more cards. The guys move from video games upstairs to the kitchen with us.
“Mornin’,” Henry says, as he grabs an apple from the basket on the counter. “How’s it goin’?” He asks, coming over and looking over my shoulder.
“Oh, just dandy, wanna help?” I ask hopefully.
“Er, um, I’ve got someplace to be,” he mumbles and pushes Barry towards the stairway to the weight room. “See ya!”
“Figures,” I mutter and sign my name for the tenth time.
Skeeter presses her palms into her eyes and growls. “That image of him will forever be branded in my head.”
I pause, mid-word. “What image?”
“Of course you hadn’t noticed.” She shakes her head. “Your brother just waltzed in here, shirtless!”
“Fuel for your dreams,” I tease and finish filling out the card. “It could’ve been worse,” I say.
“How?” She shouts with rounded eyes.
“It could’ve been Barry shirtless.” I wrinkle my nose and slide the card in the envelope.
“He’s got rock hard abs,” she says like it’s nothing.
“Who?” I ask.
“Well, both of them, but I was talking about Barry. He’s a football player and after practice he’s notorious for walking around shirtless,” she explains. When she looks up at my blank face, she smiles. “You hadn’t noticed?”
I shake my head. “I don’t see him like that.” I frown. “To be honest, I don’t think I’ve really noticed much of anyone since I started here,” I mutter and glare at the mountain of gifts.
“Wait for it, I’m going to text bomb you with hundreds of hot-ass half-naked pictures of guys.” She laughs.
My eyes widen. “I do not want half-naked pictures of my brother!”
She snorts. “Not him, just, you know, some fitness models or something.”
I shrug.
She describes a few of her favorite fitness models she’s found on Pinterest as we finish up the thank you cards. When we’re done, Skeeter and I retreat to the backyard to enjoy some sun and we talk more about last night. She was scared for me, then angry and worried. That’s why she didn’t really talk much.
“Henry says you talk in your sleep,” I say raising my head from the blanket to look at her.
She snorts. “There’s nothing new there. I wonder what I said this time.”
“I’m not sure. He wouldn’t say, but he smiled,” I shrug a shoulder.
“Aw, man,” she groans and drops her head to blanket. “That can’t be good,” I laugh. “What do you think Charlotte wants to talk to you about?”
“I have no idea,” I admit. “Think this bracelet means more than just protection?”
“Sure, you’re now his slave,” she deadpans. “Avan isn’t like that. At least, not when it comes to protection from devuxen,” she says.
I nod and look at the silver on my wrist. “How do we know it’s actually working?”
“Don’t doubt Avan’s mad skills. He might pop in and hear you,” she giggles. “Avan isn’t a deceiver,” she says, getting serious again. “He may be a rat sorcerer, but he’s a damn good one and won’t be swayed like his sister. He’s lost so much, so he tries to save others from that fate,” she pauses and rolls to her stomach. “He can only do so much, and can’t be everywhere at once. He literally dropped what he was doing to be involved,” she shakes her head. “He’s been after Rhenata for nearly a century.” My eyes widen. “Don’t give me your shocked face, shit.” She rolls her eyes at me. “Did Seth explain nothing to you?” She groans and hops up to sit on her knees.
“He explained some,” I defend.
“Obviously not enough.” She picks at the thread on her shorts. “Sorcerers are humans, but they’re magic. As long as they keep their magic, they live. When they feel they’ve served their purpose, they stop using their magic, and eventually die. Having that kind of power comes with responsibility, obviously.”
“So, basically they control how long they live?” I clarify.
“Yep.” She nods. “That’s the short version.” She snorts. “I wish my grandma would’ve given me the short version when I asked.”
I laugh and check the time on my phone. “Crap, I’ve gotta get dressed.” I jump up and grab my stuff.
“You hungry?” She asks, and I nod. “I’ll go get the boys, and have them make us some sandwiches.” She winks and gathers her stuff and the blanket.
After lunch, which Henry and Barry did indeed make us sandwiches, Seth shows up, and Henry offers to take Skeeter home, so that Seth and I could go straight to his house.
At his house, we hang out with his parents for a little bit, and Claire gives me some really good medicine for pain. Then, we head up to Seth’s room to get a bit of privacy.
“I have my first question,” I blurt, as I sit on his bed.
“Spit it out.”
“It’ll come out as more than one question,” I warn him. “I’m having a hard time with wording.” I shake my head and smile. “Do you remember the first night you stayed with me?”
He nods. “Yeah, that’s when we found out your nightmares were attacks.”
I nod. “When you woke me up from our little nap, you looked so amazingly awake, and happy. My question is what did you do that morning?”
His cheeks flush adorably as he looks away from me. When he looks back, his face is composed. “I watched you sleep,” he says, a bit uncertain. “You held onto me for those two hours and didn’t have the urge to roll away or anything.” He shrugs, and I feel my face heat slightly.
His eyes darken as he focuses on my pinked cheeks. “My question is . . . ” Sam chooses this moment to yell for us to come down. “Fine, we’ll finish this later,” Seth groans and helps me stand. We walk down the steps, following voices into the living room to see Avan and Charlotte.
“Hello, Jasmine!” Charlotte practically squeals as she bounces on the balls of her feet. They both bow again. I’m still unsure if I’m supposed to bow back or do a little dance. I don’t know, so I just smile.
“Sam, Seth, would you care to join us while the girls talk?” Luke asks, motioning to himself and Avan.
They shrug and find a seat while Charlotte grabs my hand and pulls me out the back door to sit on the patio.
She looks me over for a moment, and I’m careful not to look into her eyes. “Avan told me that you’re nervous to talk to me,” she blurts.
I jolt slightly and fight a wince. “Well, yeah,” I admit.
She smiles gently. “I guess no one told you about me.” I shake my head in a silent answer. “Well, I am Avan’s lifemate, a sorceress. Avan’s extra gift is that he can read minds, and mine is I see relationships.”
I nod. “So, that was the freaky vortex eye thing?” I question, then wish I could gobble the words back up. That was rude.
She blushes. “Yes. Sorry about that. It’s not that I can’t control it, but your pain was fresh and Rhenata’s mark drew my power to its greatest. You and Seth have a beautiful bond.” She smiles, and it’s my turn to blush. It sounds almost dirty the way she says it. Our bond is just that, ours. I’m not sure I like that she sees it, but there’s nothing I can do about that.
“Is this why you wanted to talk to me?”
“Not exactly, I wanted to talk to you because you and I have a friendship bond. You also have one with Avan. I’m sorry for throwing myself at you. I don’t mean to, we just haven’t been around new people in such a long time . . . ,” she trails off.
After I get over the awkwardness, we just talk. She tells me that Fane and Barry are permanent fixtures in my life, definitely no getting rid of Barry. We talk about her and Avan’s adventures, they like hiking and rock climbing, very outdoorsy people. She was right. I really do like her, and want to keep contact with her.
Two hours later, Seth, Sam, and Avan come out with water for us all and we talk some more. It’s really nice to just be. I’m pretty sure it’s a first that our main discussion wasn’t something about my protection or the demons after me.
“You two are lifemates?” I ask, and Charlotte nods with a smile. “How is that different from a soul mate or a wolf’s mate?”
Seth snorts. “That’s not a fair question for the Bond Seer.”
I raise a brow. “You have a title?”
Charlotte’s cheeks flush. “Yes,” she nods. “But it’s a fine question, boy.” She jokingly glares at Seth. He grins and nods back to her.
“A lifemate is pretty much the same thing as a soul mate,” she says. “Different species have different terms for their destined,” she shrugs a shoulder. “If we were human, Avan would be my husband and if we were Amaranthine, Avan would be my soul mate.” She pauses for a sip of water. “It’s all relative to destiny. I could guess that there’s a scroll with the Ancients that have you and Seth paired, and it’s been there for centuries, if not longer.”
‘We don’t have future scrolls. That’s a crack-pot.’
I snort at Seth’s thought. Charlotte looks at me, then to Seth and back again. “Do that again,” she breathes out. “I really wish you could see that.”
I frown. “Do what? See what?”
A wave of calm washes over me and my eyes flutter with the mental caress. The image of him and me, staring into each other’s eyes dances behind my lids. I open them and look to the faces surrounding us. I still don’t get it.
“The way you two communicate through your bond is beautiful,” Charlotte says.
I blush. “I . . . ” I stop talking when I feel Seth’s triumph at her words. He’s been trying to tell me that very thing for a while now. I glare at him playfully, and he smirks in return.
As he reaches for his water, I remember the abandoned revenge list and my plan. He takes a drink, and I project the image of Turtle Barry. He snorts and water shoots out his nose. Avan and I laugh at the same time, and Sam and Charlotte look at us like we’ve all reached a new level of insanity.
Avan delicately explains what I just did as I help Seth wipe off the table, then Avan surprises us all by magically drying Seth’s shirt.
Charlotte and I exchange phone numbers before they leave. She said she’s addicted to texting, and if she annoys me I’m to tell her to “shut up.”
“I’m going to shower and grab a few things for the night,” Seth says after Avan and Charlotte leave.
“Okay, I’ll read or something.” I smile. He looks unconvinced. “I’ll be fine, don’t rush,” I promise and seal it with a kiss. I enter the living room as he heads up the stairs, and spy a book shelf. They’ve got to have something. I scan the shelf that’s eyelevel.
“Hey, Jasmine,” Sam says and sits in the arm chair near the book shelf I’m standing in front of.
I nod. “Hey.”
“How are you adjusting?”
“As good as I can, I guess.” I shrug and go back to looking at the books. “I’m still skeptical about this bracelet,” I say absent-mindedly. I rush to explain. “Skeeter told me as much as I need to know, and I know Avan is powerful, but I just don’t see how a bracelet can protect me.” I shrug and glance back at the bookshelf in hopes of something interesting.
“I can see how you’d be skeptical,” he agrees.
In shock, I ignore the books on the shelf, in favor of Sam. Usually, someone tries to explain to me how I’m being ignorant of the situation, or at least that’s how most explanations make me feel.
“Can we talk for a minute?” He asks. I nod and walk to the couch to sit. He follows and sits a cushion away. “I think it would be a good idea to start your self-defense training soon.”
I frown, wondering how he knew, but then I guess Seth, Avan or Luke probably mentioned it. “I want to, but I don’t know who would teach me,” I shrug.
He smiles. “I could.”
My eyebrows have probably vanished into my hair. “Is this one of those times where I should discuss this with Seth first?”
He shrugs. “We can tell him when he comes down.” He smiles brightly.
It feels almost awkward talking to Sam like this. There’s always been someone around. As the silence stretches, I begin to fidget.
“Hey. You’re safe here,” he says. I nod. “If you don’t want to train with me, Athan and Fane can find someone else,” he offers.
I shake my head. “No, no, it’s not that. That’s fine. I’m just, I don’t know. I think I’m messed up, is all,” I say carefully.
He looks at me thoughtfully. “Can you talk to me about last night?”
My chest heaves, heart clenches, and ribs burn. “Uh . . .  No. I don’t really want to talk about it,” I tell him and look back over to the books.
He nods and gives me an understanding look. “Judging from the bruises I believe . . . ,” he stops at seeing my icy glare. He sighs and looks away from me. “When I was in middle school, before thirteen, I was bullied terribly.” His eyes find mine. I have no idea where he’s going with this, but I can only hope there’s a purpose. “The jocks gave me swirlies, the punks would glue my books together, and the nerds gave me wedgies.” My mouth falls open. I never would’ve guessed that. He chuckles at my expression. “I had one friend, my science teacher.” He smiles. “She told me that everything happens for a reason, and one day things will fall into place and make sense. She said not to let my heart turn cold, not to shut down, because not everything in life is terrible, hurtful or evil.” He gives me a meaningful look. “Don’t take everything Derik is doing to heart. Things will be right one day, and you’ll be a stronger person for surviving this. The purpose doesn’t matter. It’s how you continue on that matters.”
I sigh. “I get what you’re saying. I just don’t know how I can’t take this to heart.” I shrug and take a deep breath. “It seems like he’s either trying to wear me down or prepare me for what’s to come.” I look into Sam’s face. “I don’t care how we stop him. I just want it done, soon.”
He stares past me for a bit, eyes unfocused, looking like he’s in a trance.
A huge smile begins to form, a smile that reaches his eyes, making the resemblance between him and Seth even stronger. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re a genius?”
He jumps up from the couch and begins to jog away. He comes to a sudden stop and darts back to kneel in front of me. “Jazzy, stay strong, and talk to Seth about everything. Allow him the chance to heal you the way only your soul mate can.” He smiles sadly, and I’m not sure if it’s because he doesn’t have his other half, or if it’s because of what I’m going through. “I have to go see a few people. Thank you so much. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He stands up, kisses the top of my head, and runs out the door.
I’m too bewildered to resume looking for a book. I just stare at the spot Sam just vacated. What did I say to make him run off? All I said was I wasn’t sure I couldn’t stop myself from taking this bull shit to heart.
Is there a reason for me being in this game of cat and mouse with a soul sucking demon? How can there be?
“What’s all the confusion for?” Seth says as he sets down his bag.
I jump slightly at his sudden appearance. “I was just having a conversation with your brother.” I must’ve paused too long because he pokes my arm. “It was kind of, I don’t know, a deep conversation. But then he just up and leaves without a reason. Like mid-conversation left... I don’t know what I said,” I shrug, and he chuckles.
“He does that a lot,” he explains. “It’s the detective in him, I think. We’ll be talking about the weather and then, bam, he’s gone. It’s like, sometimes he’s working on something and can’t quite get it. A phrase, or a word, or a thought causes the missing puzzle piece to fall into place, and he has to take care of it right away.” He smiles.
I sigh again and lean into his side. “Are you ready? I could use some relaxation and sleep.”
“Let’s go get you some beauty rest,” he says with a smile.
***
The cream works well enough that by Monday morning the bruise on my cheek is barely visible. Henry helped me explain to Mom that we were rough housing and reinjured my ribs, so she wrote me a note to get me out of gym. Luckily, she didn’t question it, but my guilt for lying is starting to skyrocket.
Henry must be having a difficult time figuring out his wolf senses or something. He’s being abnormally overprotective of not only me but Skeeter, Seth, and Mom, too. So much so, that by Wednesday, I’m ready to scream.
Mom wanted to go to the grocery store last night, and he had to drive her. Before he left, he practically yelled at me to not leave Seth and Skeeter’s sides.
“What do you think is going on with Henry?” I ask Seth as we lay down.
“I don’t know. Did Barry have anything to say about it?”
“Not really. Just said that this kind of reaction is normal when a wolf’s mate is in danger,” I say and gauge Seth’s reaction. He doesn’t say anything, so I continue. “But Charlotte says that his wolf could be telling him something big is about to happen.”
We talk about things we’d like to do or try, like bungee jumping, sky diving, and rock climbing. As well as, things we don’t like, snakes, deep water, liver and onions.
Just as I start to doze off, I’m startled by a rustling noise from outside my door. Seth quietly sneaks over to the door and slowly cracks it to peek out. Then he opens it wide enough for me to see out. Henry’s wolf is curled up in front of my door. He lifts his head and huffs a breath out through his nose, then drops his head to his paws again.
What is he doing that for?
Seth shuts the door and comes back to bed. I snuggle close to him and lay my head on his chest again.
In the morning, Henry decides he’s driving Skeeter, Seth, and me to school. I really don’t understand why he’s being so paranoid.
Henry looks at Seth through the rear view mirror for the hundredth time before backing out of the driveway. “You swear to me that Miss Jaynie will stay until we get home, and she won’t let my mom leave the house at all?”
Seth’s jaw ticks. “Yes,” he grinds out. “I promise. All will be well.”
Henry nods and quickly gets us to the student lot. Then he walks each of us to our homerooms.
I’m surprised he didn’t go to the office and have his schedule changed to follow us around all day.
My morning classes whiz by, and before I even realize it I’m walking into the art room. Sitting in the seat next to mine, is Derik. I stop dead in my tracks just inside the door and ice fills my veins again. The person behind me slams into my back, shoving me forward, and out of my trance.
I glance to Sam, and find him watching me. I look to Derik purposefully and back to Sam. I hope he gets what I’m trying to say, that’s Derik, demon boy.
When he glares at Derik, I know he understands.
Slowly, I walk to the back of the room to retrieve my painting, and sneak my phone out of my bag at the same time. I send a text to Seth, Henry, Barry, Tony, and Flynn to let them know that Derik is in class.
I go to my seat, put my belongings between Skeeter’s and my chair, and sit as close to her as I can.
A throat clears. “Hey, Jazzy. Long time no see,” Derik says with a snort.
My hand stills on my canvas and I lock eyes with Sam.
“Hi Derik, how are you?” I whisper.
“I could be better,” he says in a tone so sincere, I make the mistake of looking at him. “You could take off whatever Avan gave to you.” My breath gets caught in my chest and my hands fall to my lap.
He knows Avan is helping me. This can’t be good.
Derik smirks and glares at me again. Mr. Becker calls for everyone’s attention, something he rarely does, and tells us that he needs the rest of the class to be held in silence.
I breathe easier and I quickly look to Skeeter and offer a small smile. She smiles nervously, and both of us, shakily, return to our paintings.
Ten minutes to the bell, Skeeter and I rise and take our canvases to an easel in the back. When I return to my seat, I find an up-side-down canvas on my desk. I glance out of the corner of my eye at Derik, he’s grinning.
I will not look at this canvas.
When the bell rings, I grab my belongings, and leave the canvas.
Just as I get to the door I hear Steve, Derik’s best friend, the one Skeeter said he turned recently. “Mr. Becker, Jasmine didn’t put her project away.”
I just got tattled on!
I turn as Mr. Becker tells me to grab the canvas.
I grab the damned canvas and walk out of the room.
Barry is so close to the door I nearly smack right into him. He grabs my hand and yanks me through the halls, carefully but quickly. He leads me to the student lot silently.
“Everyone’s here, let’s go,” Flynn says.
“Where are we going now and why can’t we finish out the school day?” I ask as I follow the guys with my hand still in Barry’s.
“Pack house,” Flynn grunts. Barry pulls me to the Jeep as Tony grabs my stuff and tosses it in the back. Then he jogs to Henry’s car. “I call shot gun!” he yells, and Skeeter tries to trip him as he darts past her. We climb into Barry’s Jeep and set off in our mini convoy to the pack house.
“Did Steve really just tattle on you?” Barry asks and looks into the review mirror.
I roll my eyes. “Yes he did, and it wasn’t even my canvas,” I shrug.
“Is he five?” Flynn chuckles from the front seat.
I grin. “It would seem.”
The laughing rises to hyena levels. “Mr. Becker, Jazzy didn’t put her stuff away!” Barry mocks, in a girly voice that has us all laughing.
“Whose canvas is it?” Flynn asks me.
“I don’t know. I didn’t look.” I shrug. Not mentioning the hunch I have that it’s from Derik.
“Did you look at it?” Barry asks.
“No, I didn’t, and I didn’t exactly have time to either,” I remind him.
“Where’s that canvas at now?” Flynn asks.
“In the back, wherever Tony tossed it to.” I shrug.
Seth turns around and grabs it. He holds it so I can’t see it.
I feel his disgust and rage through the bond as I watch his complexion whiten.
“What? What is it?” I ask him. His knuckles whiten on the edges of the canvas and he won’t look at me. “Seth!”
Flynn turns in his seat. “Dude!”
Seth tears his eyes away from the canvas. “Barry. Turn the car around, and go to Jazzy’s house, now!”
“Should I tell Henry to go ahead or what?” Barry asks calmly as he whips into a random driveway.
“No you better have everyone get to Jazzy’s now. I’ll help make calls.”
I pull my phone out and explain to Henry we’ve decided to meet at home and to get there as soon as he can. I watch him whip into the same driveway we just backed out of. It doesn’t take us long to get home with as fast as Henry was pushing Barry to go.
I don’t know what’s happening, but I know something’s going on, something, or rather someone, is stirring up trouble. An ominous cloud seems to be hanging over us, seeping into the air and into me.



Chapter 19
Hostage Situation
Leland’s truck in the drive alerts me that there is definitely something wrong. I run into the house just as a white flash filters through the house, announcing Avan and Charlotte’s arrival. I wonder what’s going on. I reach the living room, hearing glass shatter and a roar from the kitchen.
That’s my uncle.
I sprint to the kitchen with Henry hot on my heels.
Miss Jaynie is sitting at the table, crying, with Charlotte consoling her. Avan has a hand resting on my uncle’s shoulder, and Kiron is cleaning up a mess of shattered glasses and plates.
“What happened?” I ask shakily. I look back and forth between Miss Jaynie and my uncle. Whatever news this is, Henry will probably shift as soon as we’re told, I can feel the heat rolling off of him. Where’s Mom and Alex?
“You two should sit,” Charlotte says calmly.
I slide my feet to an empty chair, and Skeeter flops into the one beside me.
“Just tell me now,” Henry says through his teeth, as he grips the back of my chair.
“I’m so sorry,” Miss Jaynie says through her tears.
My chair trembles. “What. Happened?” Henry seethes.
He’s about to shift. I can feel his power rolling into my back. It’s weird.
Miss Jaynie sniffs and wipes her face again. “We were outside playing with Alex when I heard the phone ring. I was only gone two minutes. I don’t know where they are or who has them,” Miss Jaynie says.
“What do you mean they’re gone?!” I scream as I hop out of my chair. Henry growls, Tony tugs my arm, pulling me back towards the entrance, and Barry shoves Henry towards the sliding glass door. Miss Jaynie apologizes again, and I can’t take it. This has to be some kind of joke. They’re here, just hiding.
I shove Tony’s hand off my arm and run out of the kitchen. I hear Leland shout again and more glass shatters as growls tear through the house.
Where am I going? I stop in the living room and fall to my knees.
Someone touches my back. I feel tingles along my spine, even through my shirt. “Are you okay?” Seth asks as he kneels in front of me and searches my eyes.
“I . . . ” I whisper and pause, remembering the canvas. “What’s on that canvas?”
“It’s not good.” He sighs and pulls me up to sit on the couch. When he leaves the room, Sam and Tony sit on either side of me. I purposefully ignore their questioning glances and sighs.
A minute passes and Seth is back, handing me the canvas facedown. I slowly flip it over.
The image is just horrible, and the words leave a chill over me that I can’t seem to shake. When my brain processes what I’m seeing, I’m grateful for Tony’s arm being around me, until it starts to shake as bad as Henry was in the kitchen.
A photo has been taped to the canvas. The photo is of my cousin and mom, sitting in a chair with tape over their mouths. Mom’s hands were taped in front of Alex so he can’t get off her lap. They both have tears streaming down their faces but seem otherwise unharmed.
What would possess them to take a baby?
The words painted on the canvas, “Come with me and they will live.”
“Tony, check on Henry,” Seth says sternly. Tony nods, and jogs out of the room.
Seth and Sam begin rubbing my shoulders, my arm, telling me that things will work out and we will get them back, don’t worry.
Don’t. Worry.
How can I not worry?
Demons have my mother and baby cousin.
Not just any demons. The soul sucking demons have my family.
I push them both off of me and stand. Seth starts to get up, too.
“No!” I shout, and he falls back to the couch. “Don’t sit there and tell me not to worry and that everything will work out!” I yell.
The chattering from everyone has stopped. All attention on my outburst, but I don’t care.
“My mother and my cousin have been kidnapped. Not yours! Do they look fine to you?” I yell and toss the canvas back to the couch. Seth and Sam’s eyes are huge and they both slouch back into the couch at the same time. “That jerk took my family, and wants me in exchange. How is that okay?” My body trembles and quakes, my knees give out before anyone has a chance to move.
My mom, Alex. They’re just . . .  They’re in danger.
I can’t deal with this.
They’re in danger and it’s my fault.
“It’s her fault. You know that’s what she’s thinking,” my brother whispers harshly.
My body is numb, my mind is fuzzy, and my vision is dark. I can’t find my voice, I don’t know what I feel, I just don’t want to sit here and wait.
“We can’t let her go to them,” Leland whispers. “I can’t trade her life for theirs. I won’t lose them, or her,” he says, painfully. “We need a plan.”
Tingles run down my side and I know Seth is close.
A plan would be a very good start. Now, if I can get my limbs and brain to cooperate, we’d be golden.
“We need Fane,” someone responds.
“This means we fight. We have to be smart,” Seth says close to me.
“I’ll call Fane. Come get me when she’s able to talk,” Henry says as and I hear his footsteps fade away.
Silence fills the living room.
And not the comfortable silence either.
It’s the kind of silence that you can peel away, like the cheap polish on my nails.
The room comes into focus and I find Leland, Seth, and Flynn watching me, waiting to see if I’m going to fall apart again. Or maybe they’re waiting for another outburst.
I need answers, we need answers. A plan needs formed, and we need it now.
I need to know exactly what I have to do to get them back, and how I won’t die in the process.
That’s the only way we can get them. Me.
I rise from the floor on shaky legs and lock eyes with Seth. “Let’s talk this out,” I say.
Seth guides me outside to sit on the porch while we wait for everyone to arrive. I sit next to him on the back steps, and hug his arm.
He rests his cheek on the top of my head. “You okay now?” He asks.
I sigh. “I’m sorry for freaking out on you and Sam.”
“Apology accepted,” he whispers. “Let’s talk this through.” He sighs and picks up my hand, rubbing his thumb over my knuckles.
I glance up. “What exactly would you like to talk about?”
“The fact that in your head the only option we have is for you to go to Derik,” he says flatly.
“I don’t intend to sneak off and try to save them myself,” I say pulling away from him. “I know everyone would go insane and try to rescue me. Including you,” I grumble. “We’ll come up with a plan to save my mother and my cousin,” I say, determined. “They will live, and not be demons. I will survive this. We all will.” He sighs, but I don’t let him respond. “I have to do this,” I say quietly. “Skeeter needs a few people with her to protect her, maybe Henry will stay with her.”
“I don’t think he’ll be very happy with leaving either one of you,” he responds.
“He doesn’t have a choice.” I shrug and go back to my original thoughts. “I think Derik and ‘friends’ have to think I’m alone. Of course, I won’t be, but they won’t know that until it’s too late. Derik wants me. I was the human who he couldn’t persuade with compulsion, right?” He nods, so I continue. “Obviously that pissed him off more than just me turning him down.”
“I’m not happy about this.” He looks away from me. “There has to be another way,” he says quietly.
I don’t have to seek out our bond to know that he’s freaking out inside, near as much as I am. It’s visible. His knee is bouncing, he won’t let go of my hand, his jaw is clenched shut, and the expression on his face and in his eyes is torn.
“Do you know of a shape shifter that can take the form of my clone?” I nearly wheeze. My ribs still hurt, and the yelling and panic I just did, hasn’t helped one bit.
“I wish that was even a possibility,” he murmurs and pulls me to him gently. I feel the emotions running through him. Rage. Concern. Worry. Fear. And acceptance. “Promise me that . . . ” he pauses and lightly traces the freckles on my cheeks with the pad of his finger. “Promise me that you’ll protect yourself,” his breath fans across my cheek. “Promise me that you’ll listen to every option first. Don’t just let this be the only way.”
My free hand travels up to rest on his shoulder, lightly grazing the bare skin at the collar of his shirt. “I promise,” I whisper. “We don’t have a plan, yet.”
He gives me a small smile and then kisses my lips.
‘I love you,’ he says telepathically. My eyes pop open the same time my lips stop moving.
He notices the change in me and opens his eyes just as the door slams behind us.
“Are you freaking kidding me right now? You choose now to play “suck face” with your boyfriend? What is wrong with your head?” Henry yells. My eyes open wider and my mouth falls open in shock. “Whatever,” he spits and turns to go back inside.
Quickly finding my voice, I become defensive. “I don’t have to justify my actions to you, Henry.” His back stiffens and his eyes pierce me in a way that makes me feel gutted. “I’m sorry,” I say and take a step towards him. He glares at me harsher. “I promised Seth that I’d protect myself as much as possible. Sealed it with a kiss,” I say quietly.
He glances to Seth and back to me. “And why would you have to promise that?”
“When I go, I’m not going to be able to take any of you. If I don’t protect myself, can you really trust Derik not to hurt me?”
Henry starts trembling, not just a little, but earthquake trembles that shake the candle on the banister. He’s going to shift.
I take a step backwards, closer to Seth.
Abruptly, everything stops, and Henry starts laughing. “You almost got me, Beautiful.” He blows out a breath and runs his fingers through his hair. “Like Fane would let that fly. Not in a million years,” he laughs. “By the way, everyone’s here in case you want to pitch your plan to them, too,” he snorts and pushes the door open.
“Hey,” Seth says as he hugs me. “I’ll be right here the whole time.”
I can tell he believes in me, but wants Fane and Athan to come up with something better. “You know I’ll need your help. Up until the moment we make our move. Don’t leave me, please,” I whisper.
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he says into my hair.
We head into the house and follow the sounds of voices to the living room, again.
I lean against the wall and just watch and listen for a few minutes. Henry is trying to stay close to Skeeter. Skeeter is trying to put some distance between them. Charlotte catches my attention with a wave, and crosses her eyes and sticks out her tongue while pointing to the back of Avan’s head. I snort and grip my side again.
I spot Fane, talking to Athan and Leland closer to the front door, so I tug Seth’s arm and we begin weaving through people to get close enough to hear.
Leland nods to something they said and turns around, glances at me and gives me a torn smile. He looks like a broken man. I have to fix this. My uncle is fun, free spirited, happy, and energetic. This is not him.
I return with a sad smile of my own, and he hugs me to him, a little too tightly for my ribs but not tight enough for me.
“Seth, can I see the canvas?” Fane asks.
Seth nods and twists through some bodies to get to where he set the canvas down earlier.
I might as well just jump in headfirst and figure out as much as I can. “Do we know where they’re located yet?”
“No. I will not hear an argument on this. You’re not coming along, so go get comfy on the couch,” Fane says quickly. Leland’s eyes widen, but before he can say anything Seth appears with the canvas.
“We need better light for this,” Athan mumbles, and I watch as they head to the kitchen. Seth tugs me out of the way as Sam, Luke, Avan, Charlotte, and a few others follow Fane and Athan.
I check to see if anyone else is coming, and my eyes meet Barry’s. My panic starts to simmer as I think of what Henry could’ve told him, and how he’s going to react. I squeeze Seth’s hand as I suppress the urge to run far away from Barry.
“You okay?” Barry asks me.
I swallow my immediate snarky remark, and take as deep a breath as my broken ribs will allow. “I’ll be better when this is over.” I failed at keeping the attitude from lacing my response.
He nods. “I understand.” Then he looks towards the kitchen. “You wanna go see what they’re coming up with, plan-wise?”
If he knew that I plan on being involved one hundred percent, and plan on being semi-alone, this would not be how the conversation goes.
I nod, and we sneak into the kitchen unnoticed.
“I’m telling you,” a man, with almost orange hair, says gruffly. “We should check these locations first.” He pokes a skinny finger to the map on the table. “They’re more likely to be partially secluded. I think the old warehouse here, or the abandoned buildings here and here would be more likely.” I recognize him, he was there the night we found out that I had a demon problem, and I found out the giants are actually shifters.
Avan grunts. “I know my sister, she might be a demon, but some things I doubt have changed. She wouldn’t stay in a place where she would get dirty, or mold on her designer shoes, or even break a nail. The place should be in a five mile radius of a high class hotel. We need a location before night fall,” Avan says to Athan, who seems to be taking notes.
I elbow past Barry. “What’s going on?”
“We’re checking locations to find your family members. No, you may not come,” Fane says without looking up from whatever he’s looking at. He puffs his cheeks and blows out a quick breath. “There’s lighting here,” he says to Avan, pointing to the photo on the canvas. “A recently abandoned place?” He questions absent mindedly and grabs a folder to his left. “Maybe a generator,” he mutters.
Why won’t he let me be involved at all? I glare at Fane and huff as I turn away.
A heavy hand lands on my shoulder, but I don’t startle. “Girseach,” Fionn says. “He’s only lookin’ out for ya, no one wants ya gettin’ hurt more than ya ha’ been.”
Some of my anger leaves me. “Fionn, this is my fight. It has to be me,” I shrug a shoulder.
“You won’t go alone.” He raises a brow at me. “I’ll work on’m while we hunt.”
Barry clears his throat, and my eyes widen with fear. Fionn chuckles huskily and walks away. Seth takes a step towards me.
“What was that, Jaz?” Barry asks in a way, that I know I’m in trouble whether I answer or not.
Still, I roll my eyes and pretend I don’t know what he’s talking about. “What, Barry?”
His movements are rigid as he closes the gap to stand about a foot away. “What you just said to Fionn, that’s what I’m talking about.”
“We were just discussing something that, realistically, needs to happen,” I say with confidence.
Poor choice of words.
Barry snatches up my wrist and pulls me out the glass doors before slamming it shut. He pushes me down to the patio chair and begins to pace as Seth quietly slips out to stand in the corner of the deck.
Barry fists his hands at his sides and rolls his head on his shoulder. “I don’t know if I should be mad at you now, or later,” he says and begins pacing again. “I don’t know if I should just let you go and know that kind of fear and pain, or if I should chain your ass to the entire weight bench and lock you in!” He nearly shouts.
I flinch slightly before clearing my throat. “It has to be me. He’ll have them killed if I don’t go,” I say in the strongest voice I can manage.
“It does not!” He roars, then takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. “We can save them. We can get them before they get hurt,” He opens his eyes and pins me to my seat with the weight of his stare. “We can’t have you there trying to be hero! We’d all be too distracted, and someone will get hurt then!”
Rebellion seeps into my mind. “How do you know that, Barry? How do you know they aren’t torturing them right now?” My imagination produces unwanted images. “Threatening my cousin to get my mom to panic and tell them whatever they want to hear or have her do!” I shake away the images. “How do you know they aren’t telling her what they would like to do with me? How do you know they are safe?” I rise from my chair. “Are you in their heads? Do you know something about a hostage situation with devuxen that no one has told me yet?” I yell, while slowly making my way to stand toe to toe with a still pissed off Barry. “I don’t care if I do go alone. I know Seth has my back and he’ll know the exact moment I need him, and he’ll come.” A wave of calm from Seth washes over me. “If I’m not in on the plan I’ll probably blow it for everyone.” I shrug, and his jaw ticks as his body begins to quake. “As soon as I know where they are, that’s where I will be. I don’t care what you do, Barry.” I toss my hands in the air. “But I will save my family.”
Barry stands there, glaring at me, and holding his breath. He takes a minute to either process what I’ve said, or get better control of his wolf. Whatever it is, the silence from him is unnerving. “You’re right,” he says numbly, the tone of his voice is off and his eyes, the gleam is dim, he seems broken without tears, and incredibly pissed off. “I don’t know what’s happening to them at the moment. I’ll talk to my dad with Fionn,” he nods to Seth as he heads back inside.
I stare at the vacant spot on the deck. He just agreed and walked away. But, he seemed defeated and not the Barry I know.
Seth walks over and pulls me into a strong embrace. My body sags against his. I let him hold me up and hold me together. Tears come to my eyes just as a loud, long howl slices through the warm breeze. It doesn’t sound like a battle cry or a warning, this howl sounds like a heartbroken cry. It nudges me over the precipice and tears fall from my eyes.
I know that’s Barry. I don’t know how but I know it’s him.
I cry for my mom and Alex. I cry for Henry and Leland. I cry for Barry. And I cry for everyone who I put in danger with Derik and his coven of soul suckers.
Henry comes running out and just hugs me, without question.
***
I stop just inside the door in the kitchen. “She needs to stay behind,” Fane growls. “We have to have more than just Seth with her and Delilah.”
“I think that’s a bad idea, she needs to go with us,” Athan says.
Fane jerks his head to stare at him.
Charlotte locks eyes with me but the glowing doesn’t happen so I take in her expression. She’s worried, the lines on her forehead and the frown tells me that much. I just wish I could climb inside her head to figure out what’s going on.
“She’s the key,” Sam says suddenly. “She needs to be able to fool Derik that she is alone and came to free her family. She needs to be the one to do it and make them believe that she has no intentions of escaping.”
Fane flies out of his chair. “No!”
“She has to go Fane,” Fionn says.
Fane turns to him. “You don’t care about her, or her family! Why are you even here?”
“Fane, Jasmine is not Cait or Maggie. Yer outta line here!” Fionn growls. A heavy silence hangs over the room.
Fane looks like he’s in pain, like Fionn just stabbed him.
Who are Cait and Maggie?
Fane closes his eyes and takes a visible breath.
“I miss ‘em, too,” Fionn says sadly. “Jasmine is a sweet child. Easy to love, an hard to keep safe. But she is not dem. Dis is sometin’ she has to do, Fane,” he says, accent growing thicker.
Fane shakes his head. “She is Seth’s Cait, and Henry’s Maggie, and Barry’s now, too. I refuse to send her off to her death! You already heard what Charlotte said if that happens! I will not allow it!” He booms.
Every single shifter in the room, except Fionn, kneels. I look behind me, and Henry is kneeling, too. I guess he’s part of the pack.
“You don’t have a choice. Fane, it’s her choice,” Avan says and points to me.
Suddenly, all eyes are on me.
I back up and bump into Seth.
Fane pierces me with a look that sends chills down my spine, and makes me remember getting in trouble with Dad as a kid. “You will not leave this house until we have the situation under control and your family is safely home,” Fane says so sternly, that I just want to say okay and go to my room, but I know I can’t.
I pinch my thighs through my jeans. “I’m sorry. I have to get them,” I whisper.
“I can’t allow it,” he says through his teeth, as his eyes fill with tears.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper then launch myself into his arms for a hug. His thick arms swallow me.
“I can’t let you do this. It’s a fate worse than death,” he whispers.
I close my eyes. “Seth won’t let that happen.”
“He won’t be able to do a thing about it.” His chest rumbles with a growl.
“With fierce friends, I think I can be saved. We just need the right plan.”
“It has to be a very well thought out plan. I can’t let you go alone.”
“I have to be alone to get them to safety.”
“We’ll find another way,” he says and squeezes me tighter.
I squeak from pain, and he loosens his arms, but doesn’t let go.
“Is Barry back yet?” I ask him.
“He’ll be back in a few minutes,” Fane promises.
“Are we in agreement then?” Avan interrupts. “Jazzy goes with us when we know the location, and she will be the only one seen.”
Charlotte stands then, and doesn’t give anyone a chance to respond. She says her no and pulls Seth and I back outside.
“This night will end one of two ways.” She doesn’t beat around the bush, just jumps right in and spits it out. “One happily, but the other . . . ” She trails off, and my spine stiffens. Seth grabs my hand and squeezes. “I see your relationship line fading, not disappearing as it would with a death.” Her eyes shimmer quickly, but don’t glow. “It means they change you tonight. The coven is planning to change you into one of them, not kill you. Not torture you. And not let you go freely. You always thought Derik wanted you for another reason, that’s his reason. He wants to keep you as his pet.”
The acid in my empty stomach churns.
“That will not happen. I will not let that happen to her!” Seth growls.
“You need to keep that anger right there. You will need it!” She shouts at him.
When they fall silent, I ask a burning question. “Should I stay behind then?”
“They die if you do,” she whispers and clutches my other hand.
“Then I go,” I say confidently. I can’t be scared for any “what if” scenario. This needs to be done and I’ll deal with the rest later.
“And if they turn you?” She questions.
“I pray someone kills me. I don’t want that life,” I tell her.
Seth tightens his hold on my hand.
The only thing physically keeping me on this porch is their hands holding mine. I just want to run. But I can’t run from this. I have to face this.
Leaves rustle behind us, and I turn to look. Barry is slowly walking up the walk.
“Go, he needs you, I’ll be right inside,” Seth whispers.
“But you need me too.”
“I’ll always need you, but Barry looks like he needs a hug, and I don’t think he wants one from me,” he says with a crooked smile.
I just want to curl up with him and listen to music like everything in the world is right. With a sigh, I give him a quick peck on the cheek and squeeze his fingers once more before walking over to Barry.



Chapter 20
What’s Buggin’ Barry?
“Hey,” I say quietly as I reach the part of the yard where he stopped. He doesn’t take his eyes off the grass, but responds with a nod. “You okay?”
“I’ll be okay,” he says, sadness lacing his words.
“You missed the blow up in the kitchen,” I say, trying to coax him into talking or at least looking at me.
“Yeah?” He snorts. “Did Charlotte tell Leland his relationship lines?”
“No, um, your dad and Fionn,” I whisper.
He stiffens then sighs. “I should’ve guessed.” He shakes his head. “What was it this time? Those two don’t always agree, and Fionn doesn’t kneel to my dad’s Power because his is stronger.” That explains the whole kneeling thing.
“Actually, it was about me. Sort of,” I say with a frown. “Then it evolved to Cait and Maggie.” I shrug, and his eyes snap to mine. “I don’t know who they are, or were?” I pause, waiting for a new reaction from Barry. “Charlotte just explained something to me and Seth, that helps me understand part of the argument.”
With a heavy sigh, he tugs me towards the house. “They were . . . wow . . . ” He scrubs his face as he sits on the bottom step. “I need to ask you something.”
“Okay,” I shrug and sit next to him.
“Has Charlotte said anything . . . ” he looks into my eyes. “About tonight?”
I look away from him and take a deep breath. Honesty is the best policy right? “Well, my relationship line with Seth waivers,” I say to my shoes. “If I don’t go, my mom and cousin’s lives end tonight,” I say and look back to him. “If I go, I save them. That’s what I want, them to live, be healthy, and to be safe at home.”
He nods and looks down to his clasped hands resting on his knees. “How does your line waiver?”
I start peeling some paint off the step. “I don’t die tonight,” I whisper.
“Are you okay with that outcome?” He whispers.
Tears fill my eyes. “No,” I say and look back into his eyes. “I’m not okay with that at all.” I blink rapidly to erase the unrelenting tears. “No matter my choice, there’s a possibility someone I love will either die, get injured, or be turned. I can’t live with that,” I shake my head. “I want a Happily Ever After miracle,” I whisper and wipe my face.
He wraps his arms around my shoulders and pulls me to him. “Shh . . . ” he soothes. “Seth will know when you need us, and we will be there. I won’t leave his side for a minute.” he rubs my back lightly.
It’s comforting knowing that he’s got my back and not running away again. I take a deep breath and pull away from him. “Alright, I’m okay. I think.”
“Do you have a few minutes?” he asks. I nod. “I’d like to tell you a story,” he says, looking off to the yard.
“Like a bedtime story or campfire scary?” I joke.
“Non-fiction and far from funny,” he says and scratches his head. I shift sideways on the step and lean against the rail. “I heard this story many times growing up. But until recently, the story had a different ending.” He cracks his knuckles before tugging the ends of his blond hair and turns on the step to face me, transforming into the serious version of himself, the version I’ve only seen a handful of times.
“Roughly a hundred years ago, there was a young male shifter that was the prince of the Italian Regal Shifters. The prince wanted to leave Italy and go to the States, find his own territory and run it his way. His father, the king, told him if he could beat the pack’s omega, he would allow him to leave the country and start his own pack in the territory of his choosing. If he was the victor, he’d leave with two defenders. The prince thought it was a good deal, so he fought the omega and was victorious. He chose two defenders, also friends, and they began their journey.” The corner of Barry’s lip twitches. “The prince decided to make a short visit to Ireland, as he was always drawn to the Celtic culture.” He takes a deep breath before continuing. “There, they introduced themselves to two packs so everyone knew they were there as tourists, and meant no harm.
“On the third day, as they headed towards their cabin, in wolf form, the prince froze. Then bee-lined in the opposite direction of the cabin.” His voice raises some, soaking into the story. “The defenders, not knowing what happened, follow after him. They found their alpha, the prince, by a small pond. He found his mate and his wolf completely took over,” he smiles sadly. “The prince’s mate was a member of a pack in Northern Ireland. This meant, as long as she accepted him, she would join them in their journey to the States.” He pauses to clear his throat. “They went with the girl to her alpha, to present them as mates. But the prince was challenged, for a Mate Challenge. It’s a challenge to the death, and whoever the victor is, is who the mate belongs to.”
I hold up my hand to pause him. “So, it would be like Tony challenging Seth, right?” I ask for clarification.
“Yes, and if Tony were to win, you’d belong to Tony, not Seth. No matter how much it hurts, your new mate would be Tony.”
My mouth pops open and I flounder for a bit. “That’s horrible,” I say. “Please tell me that challenge is banned now. I mean this is roughly a hundred years ago.”
“Depending on the area you’re in, yes, the Mate Challenge has ceased.”
“What is the point in that?” I ask, dumbfounded.
He shakes his head and shrugs. “I don’t know, but if you think about it, the true mate will have a stronger drive to win. I would think so anyway. I don’t know my mate yet, so I can’t say for sure, but what lengths would you go to, to keep another woman off of your Seth?” He raises a brow.
“What a terrible thing to ask, Barry!” I smack his arm. “I see your point though. I would fight her to the death and make damn sure, I won.” My reaction startles me, but I push those thoughts and images out of my head.
“That’s my point.” He smirks. “Anyway, the prince was outraged by the challenge. He fought the challenger and tore him to pieces within minutes. Everyone felt his power.” His voice gains strength again, feeling the story. My heart starts to race, soaking in his words. “His power was stronger than the pack’s alpha.” He grins. “The prince, his mate, and defenders left to finish the journey and form the new pack. Along their journey, they acquired a few shifters who heard the story from Ireland or Italy. The newcomers were rogues that had no pack and wanted to belong to someone with legendary power. They made it to the States and after a year of searching, they found a territory perfect for what they needed. For many years, their pack grew and developed into a strong front for the territory. They gained allies with neighboring territories, and befriended the other beings and humans.
“After decades of trying, the prince and his mate finally had their first child. His mate called her brother from Ireland to come and meet his niece. Her brother arrived a few weeks later. He loved the little girl and missed his sister so much that he denounced his position from his pack in Ireland. He was planning to join the pack of his sister’s mate, but decided that he would travel, and maybe find a mate of his own. Every couple of months, the brother would leave and then return within weeks. This went on for a few decades until the prince’s mate announced she was pregnant again. He decided that his travels could wait, and he tended to his niece’s training, as the prince cared for his wife. This time, she had a boy.” His smile slips. “A few months after the boy’s first birthday, an injured woman stumbled onto their territory.” His eyes flash with sadness before he looks away from me again. “She asked to speak to the alpha in private, only the alpha, unless he’s mated. Then she will speak to the couple. She told them her story, and they, as a couple, agree to help her and protect her child. The woman, happy with that decision, left to finish taking care of her business and find a safe place to rest her head as she wouldn’t seek shelter with them. The daughter, not knowing it was a secretive meeting, was in the adjoining room and heard every word. She thought the woman needed more protection than she claimed. She snuck out after the woman left and followed her.” I fist my hands together and hold my breath. I don’t think I like where this is going.
“She protected the woman for two days, before they were found by a group of devuxen. After the struggle, the daughter carried the woman, who was near death, back to her territory. They ran into her father while he was out searching for her. The woman explained as much as she could before the daughter shifted and explained herself. The prince led them back to the pack house to tend to their wounds. When they reached the inner limits, a warning howl ripped through the field. They all raced to the pack house, finding the rest of the clan and a new threat attacking the prince’s pack.” A small gasp escapes my lips as I lean towards him slightly. “The prince and his pack eliminated the entire clan, but not without cost.” Barry looks at me sadly. “Loss surrounded the prince. His mate and daughter were among the handful of casualties, as well as the woman he promised to protect.” He stops talking and stares at the sky.
“Did the prince survive the loss? What about his son?” The questions flow out of my mouth without thought. Barry says nothing, just continues to stare at the sky, which allows the story to sink in.
A woman came to the prince’s pack. She needed protection of some sort, for her child and her. That woman had to be Henry’s birth mother. I feel it in my gut.
If it was Henry’s birth mother, then that means Fane is the prince of the story. I suck in a breath and tears come to my eyes. It was Barry’s mom and sister. I stare wide eyed at Barry.
He glances at me from the corner of his eye. “Didn’t take as long as I thought it would.”
My mouth opens and then closes. “Your m . . . ” my mouth just won’t form the words.
“Now you know why my father and I react the way we do.”
“That’s not all I understand,” I mumble. Then remember Fionn and Fane’s argument. “What’s Fionn to you? He seems equally affected by the discussion.”
“He’s my uncle on my mom’s side,” he says quietly. “Was it bad? Their fight?”
“Well, it wasn’t good.” I shake my head. “I guess it all happened right after Charlotte told them what she saw with my relationship lines. But your dad said that he wouldn’t let me go without a perfect plan.”
“Is there anything I can say or do to stop you?” His eyes are so intense and filled with so much emotion. I just want to hold him. So I offer what comfort I can and reach over and grab his hand with both of mine.
He has to know that I have to do this. “In a way, I wish everyone would chain me up and throw away the key,” I tell him honestly. “But how could I live with myself if I agreed to stay behind? I know for a fact it’s me who has to save them.” I purse my lips.
“I understand,” he nods and squeezes my fingers. “I promise not to leave Seth for a minute.” He grins, and I have an eerie feeling that he’s about say something questionable. “If I have to crap, he’ll come with me. I will know the minute you are in trouble, and we will get you out of there.”
I start laughing. “Oh, poor Seth.” I tug a hand away from him and place it on my side. “Way to ruin a potentially sweet moment by Barry-ing it up!”
“Hey, someone’s gotta do it.” He gives me a cheesy smile.
I grin and bump his shoulder. “We should probably get back in there,” I say and stand.
“Yea. I should see when we’re leaving,” he agrees, and follows me up the three steps to the porch.
The door flings open just as I reach the “Welcome” mat. “Y’ins done?” Leland asks and I nod. “Good. Fane’s lookin’ for you Barry. Jaz, Skeeter wants to talk with you,” Leland tells us, and Barry squeezes past to head for the kitchen. Seth walks over and grabs my hand.
I pull Seth along with me towards the kitchen, in hopes of hearing this master plan or even part of it. Instead, Skeeter grabs my hand away from Seth’s and yanks me into the bathroom.
“You need to shower, and I’m to help you dress,” she blurts out as I’m about to question her.
“Can this be done in my bathroom upstairs? And why do I need help getting dressed?”
“Because you don’t have the right pants, but I checked and we’re the same size, so I sent my grandpa for the cargo pants. I always need help tying the straps,” she explains in a rush. “You can shower upstairs but right now I’m just trying to get away from your brother,” she blushes and fiddles with her pinky ring.
“What’s he doing?” I ask and reach for the door to see exactly what he’s doing.
She grabs my arm and stops me from opening the door. “He’s annoying as hell! Following me around like a puppy,” she whispers harshly. “I know he’s a shifter and his purpose is protection, but dear lord,” she glances to the door almost paranoid. “When you’re not around, he’s stuck up my ass!” She whispers again.
“Hey, calm down. Why don’t you talk to him?”
“I don’t want to do that!” She smacks her hand to her mouth. “What if he tells me he’s into me?” She gasps then waves her hand towards the door. “You have things to do, and more important things to worry about than my nonexistent love life.” Her face turns bright red as she pushes me back out the door.
I walk into the kitchen in a confused daze. I spot Barry and Fane near the counter and head towards them. “So, what’s the plan?”
“We will call you when we find the location. Be ready to leave at any time. You will have Seth as a link and Avan is working on something extra,” Fane answers almost absent mindedly.
“My job is to make sure my phone doesn’t die?” I couldn’t stop my eyes from rolling.
“I know it sounds like we are babying you, but seriously, you need to stay here until we know for sure where they’re being held. Let us do our jobs, then you can do yours,” Sam says from the table.
“Alright, I’ll stay here and keep my phone charged. Are we doing this all tonight?” Please, it’s already been two hours since they’ve been taken.
I need them home.
“Yes, if that’s okay with you?” Sam shrugs.
“Of course it is!” I yell. How stupid of a question is that?
“The hunting parties will leave in fifteen minutes,” Fane says. Hunting parties? That sounds like they’re scavenging for food, not people!
“Fionn, have you heard from the Aerial’s?” Avan shouts over the separate conversations. Aerial’s? I poke my head around Seth to see Fionn.
“Five will be ‘ere soon,” he says in his thick accent.
Just hearing it makes me think back to Barry’s story, and Fionn’s sister. This whole situation...
Memories can be just as painful as current events.
“What are Aerial’s?” I whisper to Seth.
“They’re shifters,” he whispers back. “Their other forms are birds.”
“Oh, like a parrot or a robin?” I ask.
“No. Firebirds,” he says.
I’ve heard that before, in stories or a movie. “Phoenix?”
“There’s only one. He’s like an alpha in a way. But he’s also the guardian of all supernatural beings.”
I mull the new information over. Aside from my growing unease of everything going on, I get to meet more strangers, strange strangers at that. But, we need all the help we can get.
Why didn’t Derik just include an address or directions on the canvas? That would’ve been a novel idea.
Leland and five guys I’ve never seen, saunter into the kitchen, each of the new guys have different shades of red or red/brown hair with golden-flame-colored eyes. You can tell through their tanks, they’re fit, not overly muscular like the wolves, but more slender like Avan.
The one wearing a black top steps forward. “I’m Kass. This is my brother Bo, our flock-mates Tristan, Chase, and Caine,” he says, voice deeper than I expected.
As Fane talks to Kass, I survey the four he brought with him. His brother, Bo, is slightly chubbier than the others, and has orange-red hair with brown streaks, identical to Kass’. I notice Bo’s cheeks are pink, shoulders hunched, and he’s staring at the floor. I think he’s embarrassed but I can’t even guess why. Maybe he’s just shy.
To Bo’s right is Tristan, his red hair, even in the ponytail, reaches the middle of his back. He’s joking with Sam. Just watching him in their conversation, he reminds me of Barry.
I glance around and find one of them, Chase I think, talking to Barry and Barry doesn’t look impressed. Chase kind of reminds me of the skateboarders at my old school, spiked hair, saggy pants, and DC shoes.
My eyes scan the room. There was another guy, Caine, I think.
My eyes pass over the stranger named Caine and a chill runs down my spine. He’s leaning against the counter with his arms crossed over his chest. The dark tribal tattoos on his arms give the illusion that he’s wearing a long sleeve tee. Swirling lines, a skull, and feathers, camouflage his tanned skin. One tattoo travels up the side of his neck and disappears into his hair. My eyes slowly travel to his face. Square jaw, defined cheekbones, and a pointed nose.
His dark golden eyes trap mine.
My pulse quickens, heart beating a terrified drum, and breathing has stopped.
Derik doesn’t even give me this hateful of a look, and this guy is supposed to be on my side. Helping me.
I swallow and sink into Seth to focus on the tingling sensation that only his skin brings. It doesn’t work.
I try to close my eyes or look elsewhere but it’s not working. Nothing is working. I’m trapped. I swear this guy wants to cut me up and eat me for dinner.
Warm breath fans across my cheek. “Hey, you’re okay,” Seth whispers and kisses my neck.
I shiver for a totally different reason. That’s one way of distracting me. “I think so,” I say, just as Barry shoves away from Chase and slams the sliding glass door behind him.
“What’s buggin’ Barry?” Henry asks.
I startle and spin around to look at him with a hand on my chest, willing my heart to slow. “You’ve got the shifter sneak attack, down pat! Give me some warning or something.”
“Not my fault you don’t pay attention when you’re with Seth. He shrugs. “You know what’s goin’ on with Barry? He’s been acting a little strange today.”
My mind whirrs. “Um, you don’t really have any room to talk there buddy-man.”
“I have a perfectly good excuse . . .  I just haven’t figured out what it is yet,” he says and then looks away distractedly.
“I bet you haven’t,” I snort when I catch him eyeing Skeeter again.
“Team up,” Fane yells. “Roll out in five.”
Kass whistles and his flock-mates join him by the fridge. Tristan nods then comes over to Seth, Henry, and me.
“Looks like I’m with you guys,” he says and winks. I roll my eyes, but I’m literally jumping for joy inside. I’m not stuck with Caine!



Chapter 21
Did Not See That Coming
As everyone begins leaving in their groups, I make my leave to go upstairs. I need a shower, my charger, and the cargo pants Skeeter’s loaning me.
Someone clears their throat behind me. “Jasmine,” the voice says.
My eyes close and my heart sinks as dread fills my veins. I turn and open my eyes to see Caine.
“You and I are training,” he says without explanation.
My breath whooshes from my lungs. “Wha?”
“When you’re done, Tristan will deliver you to where we’ll train while we wait,” he states and walks away.
I numbly walk up the stairs to my room and pace the floor.
I’m training with Caine. What am I training for? Why Caine?
My door pops open. “You’re not showering?” Skeeter asks.
I stop pacing and stare at her. “Did you hear?”
“Training with Caine when you’re done?” She questions, and I nod. “Well yea, you need to know some sort of defense. I thought you knew that was going to happen?”
Self-defense? Caine? “But . . . ” my brows furrow. “I thought Sam was training me?” I ask weakly and wring my hands.
“Training with Caine will be fine, silly.” She waves me off and steps past me to my dresser and begins digging through the drawers.
“He hates me,” I whisper, and she chuckles.
A minute later she’s produced an entire outfit, including her special fatigue style cargo pants. “I’ll be right here, reading,” she waves a magazine. “When you’re done in the shower, yell, and I’ll come help you tie off the pants,” she says and shoves me towards the door.
***
My mind keeps traveling to Mom and Alex, then to the pending training with Caine as Skeeter ties off the straps at the waist and ankles.
He’s going to eat me. Just cut me up in tiny bite-sized pieces and have me for dinner.
“You’re panicking,” Seth says as he enters the room.
“Ya think?” I roll my eyes, and Skeeter snorts.
Skeeter backs out of my room after she finishes the last tie, and Seth walks to stand in front of me. “I’ll be with you the whole time,” he whispers and wraps my hands in his.
I let him calm me. “Thank you,” I smile.
“C’mon, let’s go tell Henry he has to stay here.”
My heart quickens and my palms instantly become sweaty. “He can’t come?” My lip trembles. “And I have to tell him this?”
Seth chuckles and tugs me out to the hallway. “It’ll be fine,” he grins.
As we reach the top of the stairs, there’s a loud crash. “No way am I staying!” Henry shouts.
Seth and I look to each other and dart down the stairs.
“If it was up to me, I’d send your ass just to get away from you!” Skeeter shouts back to him, red faced and trembling. “But you’re stuck with me here!”
“I’m just supposed to sit here and play fiddlesticks with you, like everything’s cool?” He shouts back to her, and Tristan starts laughing.
“Yes!” She screams. “If you didn’t notice, your sister is petrified, you’re an overprotective ass, and that kind of combination will cause more problems than what it’s worth! Not to mention the fact that your uncle and I need some help here for when Lil and Alex return.” She folds her arms over her chest. “Think about that.” She turns away from him and freezes when she sees me. “Jazzy,” she whispers. “Fane called.” She blushes slightly. “I suppose you heard all that?” I nod, and she does, too, then looks back to Henry and darts past me towards the living room.
“You ready?” Tristan asks me.
“One minute?” I ask hopeful.
He looks past me, head tilted. He rolls his eyes and sighs. “You’ve got exactly one minute or Caine says to drag you out the door,” he says and leaves Henry, Seth, and me in the kitchen. Seth nods to Henry and follows Tristan out.
“Don’t waste your breath tryin’ to tell me things are gonna be fine,” he says thickly and walks over to me. “Learn everything you can from Caine, then kick Tristan’s ass before you get Mom and Alex and . . . ” he trails off, and I throw my arms around his neck.
“I love you,” I say, tears coming to my eyes.
“I love you, too. Don’t . . . ” he sighs. “Just go.” He drops his arms and gives me a hard look. “I’ll see you soon,” he says through clenched teeth.
I nod and bite my cheek to stop the tears from falling. I certainly hope he’s right.
Tristan, Seth, and Barry are already in Tristan’s Jetta, waiting for me. I hustle and climb in the back with Seth. He smiles and laces our fingers together.
“There’s an empty lot on Sycamore Drive,” Tristan says as he backs the car out. “Caine, Avan, and a few others have already set up there. It’s mostly secluded so there’s that.” I tune the rest of it out and focus on the tingles Seth provokes. He projects his love in a calming way.
I stare out the window, watching trees and houses whiz by. I know I should be listening to Tristan and Barry, but I need to focus on the most important thing.
As long as I’m calm, I can learn everything Caine teaches me. If I learn that, I should be able to defend myself some and hopefully make any small difference in my favor.
I glance to Seth. He’s worried, but trying to hide it. I project a calm sensation to him. At least, I hope it was calming. He glances to me and smiles.
I suck in a quick breath at seeing his smile and turn back to the window. He squeezes my hand.
I have to survive this.
***
Tristan parks behind some bushes and we exit the car. The clearing is on our right and Caine is in the middle, doing some kind of warm-up I guess.
He’s quick, precise, graceful, and looks incredibly deadly.
His stance, fluid movements, and the deadly look on his face reminds of the old Karate Kid movie. Only this trainer is really just one Zen bird, and the “grasshopper,” or lunch, is me.
“He’s just warming up,” Tristan says. “Wait ‘til he really gets goin’.”
I stare wide eyed at Tristan. “It gets worse than that?” I whisper.
“You’re seriously afraid of him?” He chuckles.
“Shut up,” I say and walk past him. I’ve no idea where I’m going or who I’m supposed to talk to.
Flynn jogs over and gives me a quick hug. “Avan’s over there, come on,” he says.
I start to head towards Avan when I feel eyes on my back. Glancing over my shoulder, Caine is watching me like a hawk. I gulp and continue pressing my feet towards Avan.
We approach Avan, who is hunched over a makeshift table, a cardboard box on top of a tree stump. “I need you to place the mirror here,” Avan says.
Bo moves the mirror to the left and when he steps back, I can see what Avan’s doing. He’s etching a pattern onto a small metal disc, about the size of a penny.
“Do we need the grass yet?” Bo asks. It’s the first time I’ve heard Bo speak, and I do a double take. His voice is much smoother than his brother’s. It just seems out of place for him.
“Start a small fire between a pine and a maple. I’ll meet you there in three minutes,” he tells Bo. Bo turns to leave, catches sight of us, and blushes a bright red before nodding and darting through the trees.
“One minute, Jaz,” Avan says without looking up. He chants a few words so quietly that I can’t tell if it’s English or another language. I look up to Seth to see if he understands but his eyes are locked on something a few feet away from Avan. I follow his gaze and see a black blade glittering in the sun.
“Alright,” Avan claps, pulling my eyes from the sparkling blade and to his eyes. “By the time you complete your training, this’ll be set.” He smiles then looks at my face and his eyes widen slightly. “Don’t look at me like that,” he rubs his hand over his face.
I shake my head and furrow my brow in confusion. “Like what?”
He sighs. “Nothing, it’s nothing.” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “That is yours,” he points to the knife with his eyes closed.
I still don’t understand what look I gave him. He’s awfully confusing today. “Mine to do what with, exactly?”
He stands and walks over to where the knife is sitting. “To protect yourself, for starters,” he says picking it up. “It’s exactly the right tool to get the job done,” he smiles.
Barry bristles beside me. Just as Avan turns the sharp edge down and moves to hand it to me, Barry pulls me behind him and stands closer to Seth.
“Barry! What the hell!” I shout.
I look to Seth, then to Flynn, and they both seem just as confused as I am. Seth, not knowing what to do, reaches back, and tugs me close to him.
“Why does she need that knife?” Barry spits.
“How else do you expect her to fight off a demon, Barry?” Avan replies in exasperation.
“You expect to her to actually use it and slice someone up?”
“Jeez, it’s not like I’m back here drooling over it. I don’t want that thing,” I say to the back of his head.
“You’re damn right you don’t want that knife!” He shouts over his shoulder at me.
Just then, a smooth baritone voice calls out from behind me, a voice that extinguishes the fire from my irritation with Barry, and replaces it with ice and dread. “We don’t have time for this, just give her the knife.”
“I’m trying, but this petulant child seems to think that Jasmine should not bear weapon,” Avan says.
Barry stiffens. “You have no idea what you’re doing!”
“Would you deny her the right to defend herself or her family? Would you not allow her to have everything in her power, her grasp, to end this tonight?” Caine shouts at Barry.
Avan sighs. “We are trying to help her. Let us,” he says softly.
“I’ve seen weapons enchanted by sorcerers before and I’ve seen what they can do! You expect me to trust giving her, not only a knife to inflict pain or death on someone, but an enchanted knife?” Barry fires back.
I step around Barry. “Don’t hate me. I have to do this, alone,” I whisper to him then take the damned knife from Avan.
Flynn drops to his knees at my feet. He tugs at my pant leg, undoing the tie, and something cool and smooth presses against my shin.
Barry growls and takes off through the trees. I know he won’t go far. He promised not to run.
Seth reaches over and rubs my arm. I look up to his face and get lost in his green eyes amongst this chaos.
When I feel Flynn tug my pant leg back down, I close my eyes, breaking my trance.
“You’ll be okay,” Seth says. “I’ll be a few feet away, watching the whole time.” He’ll have some excellent blackmail after this, watching my demise at the hands of a bird, a frightening bird at that.
I look at Caine from the corner of my eye. He’s standing in the clearing with his arms across his chest, glaring my way. I shiver and look down at the knife in my hand. What the hell am I supposed to do with this?
The blade is double edged and black, about as long as my hand, and in the sunlight, it glitters. I lift it closer to my face, and there’re crystals imbedded in the blade that would cause the glittering effect. I also see a skull with odd shaped teeth etched into the blade near the handle. My eyes travel down to the handle, it’s black wood with smoothed symbols carved into it.
“This is a very effective weapon against devuxen. If given the opportunity, it’ll be the only way you can kill one,” Avan says as Caine approaches us.
I swallow and disregard some of his words. “It’s very pretty...”
“It’s not meant to be pretty,” Caine snaps. I flinch and look away.
“I had to transform it, but it will work,” Avan says. “You just need to keep your hands firmly on the Mpingo hilt. Do not allow yourself to be cut by it.” Oh sure, no pressure or anything. He turns to Caine. “She’s all yours,” he says and walks back to his makeshift table.
“Come,” Caine says and motions with two of his fingers for me to follow him. He stops us in the clearing, turns on his heel, and walks straight at me silently. Between his movements and the look on his face, I take a step back, shying away from him. He makes a strange noise in the back of his throat and grabs my hand that’s holding the knife. “Like this,” he says with an annoyed sigh and repositions the knife. “Feet shoulder width apart,” he commands. My mind reels with sarcastic remarks but I did as I was told.
He is helping me, he is teaching me. I repeat these words to myself silently, trying to tamp out the rebellious and frightened parts of me.
“Arms like this, at the ready.” He takes a step back and holds his arms how he’d like me to.
I mimic him. At least, I think I do. He drops his arms and walks over to me inspecting my position. He circles behind me and presses his palm between my shoulder blades, forcing me to straighten my posture. Next, he presses the backs of my knees, and I bend them. It’s not comfortable, but not uncomfortable to stand this way.
“For now, I will show you movements, I want you to copy. Once you have them down, we’ll interact together,” he says, moving diagonal to me, but still face to face.
I drop my hands and straighten my knees. He glares at me.
“Interact together?” I repeat. “You mean you want me to fight y-you?” I stutter. “I could hurt you with this thing!” I wave the knife.
“You won’t have the chance for that,” he says harshly and motions me to move back into my position. “I have trained many warriors and not been harmed in training,” he says.
My mind reels again as I shift my body back into the position he put me in a moment ago. It’s easy enough to see his movements and copy them. It reminds me of the time, Mom and Sophie dragged me along to some dance class last year. It wasn’t hard, especially with the mirrored wall behind the instructor, you caught every movement. I just didn’t have time to go often.
This, I have to get it and get it all the first time. I won’t have a redo next week.
I push the memories away and focus on Caine’s movements.
He takes me through a series of movements that I think are defensive. It mostly involves the arms, but he’s incorporated the legs in an artful manner. After the third time repeating the same movements, I stop watching his body and move my eyes to his face.
Mistake.
He’s still glaring at me with hatred. I must totally suck at this.
How am I supposed to rescue my family effectively, if I can’t even follow simple moves like this?
I try to mimic his exact movement for a side kick and trip over myself. As my face nears the ground, arms flailing, I release the knife and brace myself for impact. An arm catches me a moment before I touch the ground.
“If I were you, I’d focus. You’ll be killed in two minutes or less the way you are now. If I was your attacker just now... You’d never even make it to your family,” Caine spits through a clenched jaw.
My body goes rigid but I swallow all the building emotions, fear, sadness, confusion, and panic. I pick up my dagger, as he calls it, and stand in position.
“Do you need help with focusing or can we continue,” he speaks down to me in a scolding manner.
A part small part of me wants to throw the dagger at him to shut him up. But I ignore it and breathe through my nose. “Continue,” I say through my teeth as tears burn my eyes.
“Emotion is a positive thing. Turn it into anger and unleash it,” he says icily as he begins where he left off, but at a faster pace.
After twenty minutes, I’m a gross sweaty mess, my ribs are screaming at me, and Seth’s emotions are influencing me more than I’d care to admit.
Seth must’ve felt my need as he brings two bottles of water over to us. Caine stops and grabs the bottle Seth hands to him. I fix the gum band in my hair so that all my sweaty locks are off my skin again and chug some water.
Seth smirks. “This is kickin’ your ass, think you should slow down?”
I glare at him but before I can say anything Caine tosses Seth his empty bottle and claps to get my attention. “Back to it, then,” Caine says. Seth squeezes my arm and kisses my cheek.
I wonder where that comment came from. Sure it’s kicking my ass some, but this isn’t remotely close to dancing, volleyball, football, or track and field.
“I think you’re ready for the next step,” Caine says.
“And what would that be?”
“Defending yourself,” he says.
My eyes widen. “You’re flat out insane. I am so not ready for that!”
“I’ll walk you through it the first time. Just remember the moves you practiced.” He shrugs and stands directly in front of me.
I sigh and ready myself in the stance he taught me. He does as he promised and tells me which way he’s striking from, left or right, and punch or kick. The routine he started me off with is pretty much what we’re doing, just together.
I panic each time I have to block a hit with both or my right arm. This knife makes everything tricky. Right now, I’m not afraid he’s going to hurt me, I’m afraid I’ll cut him or myself.
He backs away, and I take a deep breath to ready myself. I lock eyes with him for just a second, what I see scares me yet again. What is it with this guy? I lower my gaze in time to see his foot lifting. Instead of being smart and preparing for the block, I lock my entire body, squeeze my eyes shut, and brace for a blow that I’m sure will be painful.
Snapping fingers ring in my ears. “Concentrate. Focus,” he growls in a tone that makes me shiver.
Right, focusing and not on the hate and disgust in his eyes. I nod, and he backs away again.
This time I don’t lock eyes with him, I watch his hands and shoulders. I block two hits in a row but forget to glance at his feet. I land on my ass with a jarring thump. Gasping and griping my side, I curse at myself for forgetting his lower movements.
When I catch my breath, I stand ready and remind myself to watch his feet as well.
I block three hits, side step a kick, and walk straight into a semi-clothesline move. I stumble but catch my balance.
“You are weak, even for a human,” he spits and sneers as he comes at me again, causing me to panic. I block a hit, sidestep a kick, and quickly duck the same clothesline attempt as last time. We circle each other, and he comes at me again with a little more force. I block his hit and hiss painfully through my teeth.
“You will have no chance against the demons!”
Anger spikes through me at his words, and I engage the circling this time.
I block hits, duck and sidestep, but somehow I manage to land on my rear. I grunt and get up, again.
“You should just ask Fane to put you in a safe house far away from here,” he taunts.
It’s damn time for me to try and land a hit or kick. I see him shift a little in his left shoulder and I quickly bring my knee up. Hit. His eyes widen in surprise and then quickly form into evil slits. In my excitement, I don’t see his kick coming and it has some force behind it, too. I end up face down in the grass. My ribs are protesting, begging me to stay down. I’m half tempted to listen to them as I huff and try catching my breath.
“Fighting like that will get your family killed! Get up!” He yells at me.
I feel Seth’s rage, and try harnessing it to add it to my own anger.
I push myself up and turn to meet his gaze. I shiver when his gaze unleashes hate again. But I remember what he said. I’ll get my family killed.
I glare at him. That will not happen!
We circle each other again. After a few successful maneuvers on my part, he picks up a little more speed and flattens me again. I groan in frustration and jump up to my feet from my back, in a move I’ve seen Henry make a thousand times.
“Again!” I demand, ignoring my screaming injuries.
The corners of his mouth twitch and amusement dances in his eyes. This frustrates me even more. I attack on his left side with a kick that he easily deflects as his fist comes towards my face from the right. I was lucky enough to notice just in time to block and continue on. This time, I try incorporating the knife and as I concentrate on not landing a stab, he grabs my throat.
I hold my breath and lock my muscles, and he slowly backs away, smirking.
We circle again, he moves first, but I see it coming and duck his kick. He sees my knife heading towards him and deflects, again. My knife goes sailing to the dirt as I hit the ground. Not only does it cause me to cry out painfully, something in my mind snaps, causing my vision to completely whiteout. I squeeze my eyes shut, rub my temples, and press my forehead into the grass.
Strength builds, anger rises, and determination to knock Caine on his ass, renews. I hold onto those feelings like an arachnophobic holds tight to a shoe. Grabbing my knife, I jump into the ready position and circle Caine, feeling more like a predator than ever before.
I let him make the first move and block his shots. He deflects most of mine, but I’m able to land a kick to his side, thigh, and one to his jaw. A few quick maneuvers and I manage to get behind him with my knife to his throat.
“Nicely done,” he says as he lowers my arm and turns to look at me.
I’m breathing heavily, and he looks like a proud papa. Full blown smile, proud look in his eyes, and he even claps.
Shock overflows my senses. My maneuvers worked, and he’s surprisingly normal looking, handsome even, when he smiles.
He leans in a little. “Did you feel the snap?”
“What?” My brows furrow in confusion.
“Like something snapped in your mind.” He grins widely.
To mask my confusion and accusation, I kneel down to slip my knife in the holster thingy on my leg. “Yes. How would you know?”
“It happens when you’re mated, for shifters and amaranthine, alike. You can tap into any training that your mate has had,” he nudges me.
I look up and glare at him. To be honest, it would make sense that I borrowed someone else’s knowledge as I have no idea how I managed to get around him so fast. I glance at Seth. Barry and Flynn are holding his arms, restraining him. I forget about being irritated at Caine, and run over to them.
“What’s going on?” I demand trying to remove the brutes. They both grunt instead of answering me. I focus on our bond, pure rage. Wow. “Seth?” I whisper and touch his cheek.
He opens his eyes and starts stringing out a few curses, immediately stopping when he notices me.
“Oh, thank God, you’re okay,” he blows out a heavy breath and sags against the guys.
“If I let you go, will you go after him?” Barry asks gruffly.
Seth shakes his head. “No, I’m good. Promise,” Seth says in sincerity.
Flynn and Barry both look at me waiting for confirmation. Since I can feel that his rage has turned to mostly relief, I nod to the guys. They release him, and his arms immediately go around me. He kisses me, one hand in my sweaty hair, and the other on the small of my back holding me tightly to him. My arms snake up around his neck, but I pull away from him. Why were Barry and Flynn holding him back?
‘I went nuts.’ I hear in my head. ‘I’m surprised I didn’t distract you the entire time.’
I knew if I sought you out I’d land on my ass, again. I think the response to myself. Just as I’m about to open my mouth to respond, his eyes widen and he kisses me square on the lips.
‘We reached it! True connection,’ he says excitedly in my head.
‘What is true connection? And what does this mean for us?’ I ask telepathically, I hope, at least, I think he can hear all this.
He chuckles and his eyes twinkle. ‘We are connected completely now.’
“I’d know that look anywhere,” Athan smiles brightly and stands beside us. I duck my head a little as my cheeks turn red.
“It’s all Caine’s fault,” I say quietly. Seth tenses beside me.
“No, he triggered you both into an intense emotion. If I’m mistaken, it was because Seth was entirely focused on you and the bond. He felt everything you felt,” he says still smiling.
I glance around and see Caine talking to Fane. Just like that, ice fills my veins again. “You’re here,” I whisper to Athan. “Where are they? You found them, right?”
The look in his eyes isn’t promising, but I haven’t lost hope.
I swallow and squeeze Seth’s hand to prepare for Athan’s words.



Chapter 22
The Rescue
The last twenty minutes rush through me with every step I take closer to the abandoned warehouse.
Yes, my mom and cousin have been found.
No, there’s no way to tell how safe they are.
Yes, they’re alive.
I suppose that’s all that matters, they’re alive. But they couldn’t guess if they’re still human or what condition they’re in.
Tears well in my eyes and my lip quivers.
‘Calm down, sweetheart.’ Seth’s voice rings through my mind.
Avan made some kind of communication transmitter, magically of course. I have no idea how a tiny metal disc attached to my gum band will help anyone hear what’s going on, but apparently he’s linked everyone to it. But that little useless disc is apparently useful and a huge part of the plan. Everyone that’s linked will know the minute I need help.
They’re all banking on me to get the demons to release my family, with a magically enhanced dollar bill. It’s charmed to reveal directions to the lot, only to Mom, when she exits the warehouse. Avan said it also has a spell on it that will allow her to be okay with me not leaving with her. I’m still not sure how it’ll actually work, but Avan said his magic never fails. I don’t know how he did it, just some funny foreign chant and some liquid he and Bo cooked up. He also warned that the charm that my mom will be placed under will wear off when she sees Henry and Leland, together. That’ll be a fun moment for the two of them. After Mom and Alex leave, it’s all on me to keep myself safe until the moment when the others can spring me loose.
The caw of a bird pulls my attention to the sky. I can only see one bird, directly over my head. It makes me curious if it’s one of the firebirds or if it’s just a bird. Kass explained what it is to be a firebird, and they have the ability to shape shift into any bird, except a Phoenix, that is their leader’s form. When he dies, his oldest son will inherit the Phoenix, through fire.
The form of a firebird is too amazing to blend in around here naturally, so their true forms are rarely flown. Chase showed us his just before I left. Stunning, but there is no way that bird could ever fit in unnoticed around here. Literally, a golden bird with reds and browns mingled into the feathers. Like the other shifters, they are huge, but they also have a prehistoric quality that I can’t nail down. Maybe it’s their talons or massive beak, could just be that it’s a human sized bird.
I stumble over a loose chunk of sidewalk and swear. I wonder if they all heard me. ‘Ask Avan if the communicator is working. Please?’ I ask Seth telepathically.
There’s a short silence. ‘He said it sounds like it, but hum to yourself real quick.’
We probably should’ve tested this before I left, but whatever. I begin humming one of my favorite songs. I wonder who will know it.
I hear Seth’s husky laughter ring through my head as I make the next left. ‘My dad asked if Henry sings that to you.’
I want to laugh, but I can’t, in case the demons are watching me. ‘He doesn’t sing it to me. Well, he has, when he’s being a dork.’
‘By the way, my dad knew the song was Sister by Dave Matthews Band. On the sibling note, yours had Charlotte call Avan, again. He wants to be kept in the loop. Avan promised to keep him on speaker, he doesn’t have to talk to him the whole time, but he wants to know everything as it happens.’
I cross the last street and approach the abandoned wallpaper warehouse on the right. I hear another caw and look up. One of the Aerials sits on the roof with his head bobbing up and down. This is it.
‘Wish me luck,’ I say telepathically.
‘You got this,’ he responds.
I take a deep breath for strength and walk up to a broken, vandalized door. I push it open and step through as I release my breath. Cockroaches scurry across the floor as light from the sun seeps in. Goosebumps rise on my arms, my skin crawls, and I bite back a scream.
Inside smells terrible, mostly of mold and mustiness, but also a tang of death is thickly hanging in the air. I’d bet there are rats or something in here, too. Only the light from the clouded windows, close to the ceiling, let any light in. Barely enough to make my way across the litter filled floor.
“Hello?” I say in a normal voice but with the echo, it sounds like I yelled. Something shuffles against garbage on my right. I freeze and snap my eyes that way.
“Well, well, well,” a cold voice says. “What do we have here?” I recognize that voice.
That voice was the creepy, sing-song voice in the reverie. I shiver and hear the words echo in my mind. “I can feel your soul. Come ‘ere pretty thang. You’ll be a great addition to our family.”
The man stops about two feet away from me. I fist my clammy hands at my side and quell the urge to run. “He said you’d show up,” he smirks and looks past me. “But he thought you’d bring your dogs, and we would all get to have some fun.” He flashes a toothy grin, and I swallow the rising bile.
“I’m here to send my family home,” I say as confidently as I can.
He frowns. “I’d much rather keep them here,” he shrugs.
“Dax, bring her back,” a hidden woman says in a commanding voice. I recognize that voice from the reverie. A shiver runs through me as I remember how she hit me, and looked at me like I was a snack.
Dax, the creepy guy, grabs my arm and pulls me to where Rhenata’s voice came from. His hand is so cold, like he just walked out of a walk-in freezer. I gag as my skin crawls again, like thousands of spiders crawling over me.
I do my best to ignore Seth’s anger and the press of leather attached to my leg. I can’t use it yet. I need to play the part to free my family.
Rhenata comes into view as we turn the corner to a hidden hallway. Her curly red hair contrasts against the porcelain-like tone of her skin and the darkness of the hallway. She turns to me and smiles. I see the resemblance between her and Avan now, their faces are the same shape, same smile, but the difference is in the eyes, I notice as Dax pulls me to stand directly in front of her. Avan has a rich chocolate color that’s near black, but he has kind eyes. Rhenata has honey colored eyes, with a hint of red and black flecks, making her look as evil as I know she is.
I swallow and try clearing my throat. “May I see them?”
“You may,” she says and points to the door to her left.
Dax re-grips my arm and tugs me through the door as Rhenata’s eyes follow my movement. The door leads into an empty room that has two doors. He takes a deep breath and winks at me before shoving me through a door and slamming it behind me.
Its pitch black and something, or someone, whimpers. My mouth goes dry and I try to back up, but I’m too afraid to move. The light flickers on and I see them, still taped in the same position as in the photo. Tears of relief gather in my eyes, and Seth reminds me to stay on task as he brushes my mind like a healing balm. I run over and hug them both before carefully peeling back the tape on their mouths.
“I love you, I’m so sorry,” I say, as my tears leak down my face.
“What happened? How are you here?” My mom rushes. “Where are we?”
I ignore her questions and untie them. Then I pick up Alex, he looks fine, a little scared, but he’s happy to see me. I feel his pants, they’re completely dry.
“A redhead came in every hour, she took care of us, but didn’t at the same time,” she mumbles noticing my inspection of Alex. “It’s always the same woman,” she whispers and bites her lip as she rubs at her wrist. “What is going on?”
I ignore her and give her a one-armed hug. “I’m just so glad you’re okay. I feared the worst,” I say as I squeeze her. I lean in real close to her head. “Henry and Leland will probably explain everything to you. There’s something that I have to take care of. I’m giving you something that’ll take you to Fane. I’ll be just f-fine, Mom.” I give Alex back to her and kiss Alex’s adorably chubby cheeks. I pull out the money for her from my pocket. “I had to take a taxi here, so since you don’t have anything, use this.” I enforce my words slightly as I press a small wad of cash into her hand.
She stuffs it in the top of her bra and nods. “What is this all about? Why aren’t you leaving with me?”
“I’ll be back shortly. I just gotta take care of something first,” I say and pray with all my might that it’s not a lie. Seth’s presence in my mind is reassuring, I’ll bank on that.
The door swings open. “They are allowed to leave, but you need to come with me,” Rhenata says, pointing at me.
I nod, hug my mom and Alex one more time as I say a silent prayer that the charmed money works and they can leave safely. The next thing I know. Mom walks away, Dax follows like a good little pet, and Rhenata is filing her nails with an emery board she pulls out of thin air. ‘Kass and Fionn will follow them until they’re safe before returning to you,’ Seth says. I mentally glare at him for speaking in Rhenata’s presence. We’re not supposed to let on that we can freely communicate, and Rhenata is sensitive since she’s sorceress and devuxen.
I wait until I hear the outer door creak before speaking to Rhenata. “Thank you for treating them decently.”
“It isn’t them we want.” She shrugs. “No sense in dragging innocents into all this. They were a pawn to get you and it worked.” She smiles evilly. “Tell my brother I do miss his tricks.” She slants her eyes at me and presses her pointer finger on the gemstone on my bracelet.
Icy tentacles enter my bloodstream from my wrist. I yell out as my body begins to shake uncontrollably and my bracelet clangs to the floor. My breath comes in short bursts as I slowly feel warmth travel back into me.
She laughs. “Much better,” she says then she touches my forehead. My vision gets cloudy as black tentacles swim in my eyes.
“I wouldn’t do that Rhenata. She’s mine,” Derik growls. My vision returns to normal, and Seth swears. I bite my tongue to keep from releasing my sarcastic comment.
She rolls her eyes and steps away from me. “She’s no longer protected by my brother, do as you wish,” she says flatly and shoves me in his direction. “Tell your father to come see me when he’s done here,” she looks in my direction with disgust. “He better not keep me waiting.” She turns heel and walks out.
‘Tell Avan she just left,’ I tell Seth.
‘Done. Bo is with him, and Caine is following until they catch up.’

‘But, I need him here!’

‘He’ll circle back. Don’t worry about a thing.’
“I’m glad you followed my instructions but you see my father and our Clan wanted more of a fight,” he taps his chin, and my eyes widen. “Don’t worry.” He waves my expression off. “You’re mine, they won’t have you . . .  At least, not until I’m done,” he says and laughs an ear grating laugh, and I ignore Seth’s threats as much as I can.
“I am not your anything,” I say laced with hatred.
He smirks, and walks across the room to open another hidden door. Two guys walk in, and I recognize one of them from school, Steve.
“You remember Steve, don’t you?” Derik laughs for some unknown reason. “This is Justin.” He claps the shoulder of a tall sickly-looking guy. “They’re just gonna hang out with you while I run out for a bite.” He winks at me, and my stomach begins to climb my esophagus. “I don’t want to accidentally drain a certain someone.” His eyes travel up and down my body, and my stomach inches higher. “Don’t let her leave, you know she’s mine.” Derik glares at his buddies before walking out the door.
I look between the two and my mouth goes dry, my stomach bottoms out, and I have that instant urge to run again. But I have nowhere to go. I’m trapped in a small room, with one exit, and two demons that are staring at me and practically drooling. You can see it in their eyes, the hunger, the want, and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.
“Relax, Jaz. Since Derik staked his claim on you, we can’t touch you,” Steve’s eyes rake over my body, and Seth swears again. “No matter how bad we want to,” he says and gives me a toothy grin with a wink.
I literally bite my tongue to keep the bile and string of sarcasm at bay. I decide ignoring the comment is best and take a calming breath. “Could one of you guys grab me a chair?”
“We aren’t your slaves,” Justin sneers. “You want to sit? Then sit on the floor.” I look down to the floor. Dust, trash, and what looks like mouse droppings litter the floor. I’m sure they can plainly see the disgust all over my face.
“So, you guys are what? My babysitters?” I snort and glance around the room. There’s a table along the far wall and boxes are strewn across the floor. My stomach flutters at the sight of two windows to my left, unfortunately they’re too high for me to reach them if I wanted to and are so filmy I can’t see out of them.
“Being devuxen isn’t as bad as you think,” Steve says as he walks over to me. I just look at him like he’s crazy, and wonder if all demons are just as delusional.
‘In a way, they’re the same as humans. Some are crazier than others.’ Seth chuckles. ‘If they had some mental issues as a human, I’d guess they’d have mental issues as a demon, too.’
“I just don’t see how anyone would choose that lifestyle,” I shrug. “Did you know what you needed to do in order to survive when Derik turned you?” My lip curls in disgust.
He shrugs. “No different than killing a cow to make burgers and steaks.”
Disgust and outrage fills me, and it’s more than likely plain to see on my face.
He just compared someone’s sweet old grandma to a happy meal!?
Justin moves and in a blur, he’s standing right in front of me, closer than close. He’s so close I can feel the chill radiating off his body, crashing into me like icy ocean waves, smothering around me.
He presses his middle to my chest. “I believe Derik was right when he said how stupid you were,” he glares down at me.
“Dude, she’s Derik’s,” Steve moves to stand next to us. “Back off.”
Justin grins at Steve. “He’s not here. What do you say we have some fun?”
“What do you mean?” I choke a little.
“We can’t damage your soul,” he says and strokes my cheek. I flinch away from him. “But we can still have some fun.”
I cringe, and Seth growls out another string of interesting curses. “Won’t Derik be back soon?” I ask shakily, and try to back away. Too bad I’m already standing against the wall.
Steve’s lips are moving, but all I hear is Seth.
I close my eyes and take a deep breath. ‘Seth, I need you to calm down,’ I plead. Just as I open my eyes, a cold hand lands on my hip, and Justin’s fingers dig into my skin through my clothes. The growling and swearing continue, and it takes everything in me to not wince or scream. I bring my knee up quickly, and it bangs into Justin’s crotch. He backs away from me, thankfully. Steve starts laughing at Justin, who gives me the death stare.
“You like it rough, huh?” He spits.
The door bangs open, and I jump.
“Thanks fellas, I’m good to go. You can leave, now,” Derik says and crosses his arms over his chest.
Justin straightens his stance and glares at me before turning to leave.
“See ya later, Jaz. You’re gonna be great,” Steve says with a smile.
It’s strange to feel relief with Derik’s arrival, but honestly he couldn’t have shown up at a better time. My breathing comes slightly easier, but I’m too panicked to breathe easy.
“Did you miss me?” Derik asks as he closes the door.
I bite back my snort. “No,” I say honestly. “But I am glad you came back when you did,” I say. “Your friends are a little too welcoming.”
I push off the wall and accidently close some of the distance between us, but staying against the wall is not an option.
He nods. “Their actions won’t go unpunished. After the ceremony, you can deal with that how you wish.”
“What ceremony?” I ask stupidly.
He laughs. “You’re mine. There’s only one thing left to do now.”
“I’ll never be yours, Derik. Don’t you understand that?” I ask in exasperation. I’m so tired of repeating myself to him. Seth brushes my mind gently, warning me to be careful now.
‘Be careful, love.’
Derik closes the distance between us quicker than I thought possible. “Sweet, stupid, Jasmine,” he says in a way that contradicts his words. “Once you walked through those doors, you became mine,” he strokes my cheek. “I know exactly what to do, don’t worry, this won’t hurt at all.” He leans forward as if to kiss me. I bring my knee up and hit him in the groin. He hunches and falls to the floor.
I dart towards the door after he drops, but as soon as I open it, I see four sets of hungry eyes. Shit.
 ‘Caine is back, waiting for the signal.’
“That’s not playing nice.” Derik grabs my arms and pulls me back into the room, while kicking the door shut. This is not good. I have nowhere to go. ‘What do I do?’
‘Don’t let him touch you,’ he growls.
“Your little boyfriend won’t know what happened to you.” Little does he know, Seth already knows.
“Your guard dogs can’t even save you here.”
‘My mom is taking your mom and Alex home right now. They’re safe and were not followed. Also, she seems pretty relaxed. But she hasn’t seen Leland or Henry, yet.’
I let out a sigh of relief. “They don’t know where I am,” I lie. “I was supposed to be in my room.” Make him believe I snuck out, and that there’s no chance he won’t be disturbed. That’s the plan. But all I want to do is get out of here, leave and hope he just goes away.
“That’s a good girl,” he croons and strokes my cheek with his cold hand again.
I want to gag.
As a last ditch effort to get out of here without the fight I feel is coming, I decide to plead sense with him. “If you let me go, I won’t tell anyone,” I whisper. “I’ll do whatever you want, just let me go home.” I let the locked away tears flow. He drops his hand from my cheek and closes his fist.
“You won’t leave here, human,” he says through his teeth.
The tears are real tears of panic now. “Please,” I plead one more time. He punches me in the jaw, and I fall back. I ignore Seth’s outrage, and stand.
“You are mine!” He yells.
‘Fane says to just agree for now. He seems crazier than normal. Who knows what he’s capable of?’ Seth warns me.
I mentally groan. Fine, placate the psycho.
“Okay.” I answer both of them. “What do I have to do?” I ask Derik, when all I really want is to call him a deranged lunatic or a psychotic moron.



Chapter 23
Demonic Playground
His eyes flash with something I can’t name. Want? Lust? “I can make you happy. I know I can,” he says, and licks his lips. “I’ve never gotten a complaint before.”
I shift nervously. “What’s so special about me? Why’d you go to such lengths to get me?”
He sighs. “Don’t you know how special you are?” He whispers and strokes my cheek again.
“I’ve been told that before, but what I don’t understand is that I’ve never shown interest in you, and you really haven’t either.” I shrug, mostly to try and bump his hand away from me.
“You’re the savior of our race. You’re my savior from being damned to hell. You’re the start of a war with deeper meaning than you’ll ever know. You’re the one to end the world. Do we need to name exactly how special you are? What’s important is that you’re finally mine,” he rolls his eyes.
‘They’re demons. They’re all going to be sitting next to Hades, trying to make friends.’
I mentally laugh and try to keep a smile on my face, to show I’m playing along. “What do I need to do?”
“You need to accept your fate. As long as you truly want me, you’ll live,” he pets my hair.
My eyes widen. “And if I don’t?” I whisper.
“Don’t what?” He raises a brow as he looks down to me.
I swallow and force the words out my closing throat. “What happens if I don’t want you?”
“You’ll die,” he smiles.
This is the situation Charlotte was talking about. If this goes much further, we’ll be walking on thinner ice to keep me from that fading and confused line. It’s going to take a fight, I know that. But it’s more than just a fight for my life. It’s a fight for my soul and my soul mate.
He clears his throat. “I used the wraiths against you to try and flush you to my side sooner. Had I known I only needed to take your mom and cousin, I would’ve done it sooner,” he shrugs.
I suck in a quick breath and my ribs scream for the thousandth time today. “The dreams,” I say quietly. He nods. They actually have a name? Of course they do, everything has a name, a place, a fate destiny.
‘The shifters are almost in position,’ Seth yells.
I just need to reach my dagger. If I can, I can hopefully take care of Derik once and for all. The only thing I can think to do to get to my dagger is to piss him off.
‘Be careful,’ Seth says.
‘Careful won’t get the results I need,’ I respond.
“Are you ready to stand at my side?” He asks and holds his elbow out in a gentlemanly fashion.
I take a deep breath and tense up in preparation for pain. “I will never be ready for that,” I spit.
He growls and his face becomes a vicious mask of the Derik I saw in the reverie. His movement is so fast, I don’t see it. His hand connects with my face, and I crash into the wall behind me. I slide down the wall, holding my cheek, trying to catch my breath, and his foot connects with my side. I buckle over and scream out. He’s hit the same damn side again. From this position, I can reach my dagger without him seeing, but my vision is spotty, so I hesitate.
‘Do it, I’ll push the Aerial’s forward,’ Seth shouts into my mind. I slide out my dagger, holding it behind my thigh, and slowly stand, using the wall for support.
Derik laughs at my weak attempt to stand. “If you wanted to die, why didn’t you just say so?” He screeches then reaches for my hair.
In a kneejerk reaction, my hand rises to stop him, and that sends the blade into his side. He gasps, and the putrid smell of burnt flesh fills my nostrils. It’s like he’s burning from the inside out. He opens his mouth in a silent scream. Pain and rage mar his features as he stumbles away from me.
I killed him?
I choke on a sob and bring my free hand up to my nose and mouth to shield the smell. I’m a murderer.

‘Calm down. He was a demon. He wasn’t just anyone.’ Seth sends me peace with his words.
Derik’s body collapses to the floor as smoke and light fill the room.
I killed a person. My breath comes in rasps, harsher than normal. He’s dead.
‘Jaz, listen to me.’ I hear faintly in my mind.
Derik’s eyes are dim, lifeless. I feel nothing.
‘Jasmine!’ Seth shouts.
I swallow. “I did it,” I say out loud.
‘I know, but please calm down.’
The smoke acts like an alarm, two of Derik’s buddies barge into the room, looking murderously at me.
‘Um, Seth, can you tell the Aerial’s I could use some help right about now?’ I screech through my mind to his.
‘Already on it,’ he answers.
The two devuxen circle me. Not
good, I don’t know which one to focus on. These two had training, they had to have. Their moves and the wickedness on their faces temporarily root me to the floor.
The shorter one makes the first move, but luckily I thaw and deflect his hit, and throw a punch of my own. But he blocks me. Shuffling behind me pulls my attention away from the short one. I quickly duck and sidestep, sending the taller one into the shorter one. I release the breath I’ve been holding and hear a door busting, not the door to this room, unfortunately.
The taller one notices my attention on something else and attacks me. In a moment of panic, I throw both my arms out and end up slashing the shorter one in the face.
The man screams and swears at me. And agonizingly slower than Derik, he releases smoke and light before collapsing in the same lifeless fashion.
I just watch it all in slow motion.
Completely forgetting where I am, what I’m doing, and nearly forgetting who I am.
All I see is this strange man falling to a lifeless heap. Does he have family? Children? Siblings? Who did I hurt by taking this life?
Cold hands grab hold of me, smashing my back into a freezing wall of flesh, yanking my arm towards my throat. I scream at the top of my lungs, realizing that the enchanted blade of Avan’s dagger is descending towards my throat.
Seth screams in my mind as my vision becomes spotty.
Glass breaks, among the debris flying around, two giant birds burst into the room, commanding attention, respect, and authority.
I don’t think I’ve ever been happier to see birds in my whole life.
In mid-flight, the bird’s forms begin to shimmer, shift, and change, until Kass and Chase are visible and completely pissed off. The devux shoves me aside and engages in a hand to hand with both the Aerials. I fix my grip on the dagger and crawl past them as quietly and quickly as I can. When I’m clear, I jump to my feet and run for the door.
I pass through the door that the attackers came in through, and see Dax, the creepy voiced devux, in a fight with Barry’s wolf. I simultaneously panic and smile before slinking away to get to the main hall that I came in through. I twist the last doorknob blocking my path, and a cold hand grabs my arm, yanking me through a hidden door. I scream, and another hand covers my mouth. ‘Seth!’ I shout through our bond as I get slammed into a chair, knocking the wind right out of me.
The devux moves so fast I can’t see his face as he ties me to the chair and slaps a piece of tape over my mouth. He grabs my dagger and lobs it over his shoulder, where it lands in the wall, down to the hilt. As he walks behind the chair, I notice he left my legs untied. I’ll kick him when he’s close enough.
But then what’ll I do?
I’ve got no weapon and I’m stuck to this damn chair!
Idiot! You’re screwed! I think to myself. A kick isn’t going to hurt a devux for long, if at all.
He finally stands in front of me. He’s an older man, graying hair, black eyes, and wide beak-like nose. “You’ll pay for what you took from me.” He sounds like a chain smoker, without a cough. “Don’t worry. I’ll be quicker than Derik.”
My scream comes out a muffled whimper as the man inches towards me. He leans in close to the side of my face and uses a hand to move my hair. I don’t want him to touch me. I thrash in the chair as much as I can. ‘Seth, help me!’
“Don’t worry, you won’t feel a thing,” he mutters unconvincingly. I ignore him and continue to thrash.
“I’m not turnin’ you, idiot girl!” He hollers in my ear and raises a hand as if to hit me. I squeeze my eyes shut and brace myself for the pain.
“You killed my son,” he says, and my eyes pop open in surprise. “Now it’s your turn to die,” he says, spraying my face with spittle. His eyes are nearly glowing, rage marring his features. Twisting them and turning them into an evil mask of hate. Tears leak from my eyes and leave a hot trail down my cheeks. I have so much left to do, and so much unsaid. This can’t end now. But I deserve this fate.
The door bursts open. Seth enters the room and for a moment, he looks like an angel, before the wings behind him shimmer and fade, and Caine emerges. Derik’s father swings at Seth, and my heart leaps into my throat. Caine snatches the dagger from the wall with ease. He cuts the ropes to free me and tosses Seth the knife. Then he peels the tape from my mouth, luckily it’s not duct tape or else it would’ve hurt as much as waxing.
Caine pulls me out of the room. I want to go with him, I do. But something won’t let me leave, and that something is my soul mate, who is now six feet away fighting the man who just lost his son. Caine tugs me again. I stumble sideways but refuse to leave, watching a fight that’s moving too fast for my human eyes to catch every move.
“He’ll be fine,” Caine says hoisting me on his shoulder, minding my injured ribs. We pass through another room, and I watch as wolves and amaranthine fight off members of the clan. It almost reminds me of a playground, jumping, ducking, running, rolling and laughing. But what reminds me that it’s not a playground, is that it’s a demon’s funhouse, the blood, swearing, and the putrid odor of the light and smoke as another devux falls.
Movement on my left catches my attention, Cory and Steve sneak up behind one of the wolves, and I scream out in an effort to warn the protector. Caine shifts me into a cradling position and presses my face into his chest. When he releases me, we’re in the front room. He sits me on an overturned desk and begins to check me over.
I brush his hands away and take as deep a breath I can. “I’m f-fine,” I stutter, and he raises a brow, giving him that intimidating look from earlier today. I look to my lap, hiding from his gaze.
“This was too easy,” he says distractedly.
My eyes snap to his as I worry a hole in my borrowed pants. “What do you mean?”
“They seem to be going down like they haven’t fed properly in years. I don’t know what’s going on,” he frowns.
“I wouldn’t know. I’m not experienced in this department,” I say and look away from him again.
“You did fine,” he nudges my arm. “You should train more, but I’m hoping you won’t have use for it,” he says glaring towards the door we just exited. “This kind of stuff doesn’t always happen, but it’s good to be prepared.”
“Thanks, I think,” I nod.
His eyes come back to mine. “Your brother is a good fighter. He needs to bulk up a bit, but he’s good, nonetheless.”
My eyes go wide. “How would you know?” My chest tightens as worry and fear constricts around my heart like a boa constrictor. Henry better not be here!
“He’s in there,” he says and throws a thumb towards the door. “Don’t worry, he’s fine, he’s holding his own,” he shrugs.
My stomach rolls and churns, stirring up unwanted acid. “Why isn’t he with our mom?” I whisper.
“From what I understand, your mom sent him to find you,” he shrugs.
I can’t. I just can’t deal with the thoughts. So I change gears, “Is the whole clan in there?”
He shakes his head. “I don’t think so. And if it is, it’s a very small one.”
I nod in response but before I can say anything else, a wolf comes straight over to us, and nuzzles my hair.
Caine smiles, and I watch him watch the wolf. His expression changes to grimace before nodding. “Tony says Derik’s father escaped and that Seth is helping Barry finish off the ones that didn’t run. Athan is sending over a team for cleaning up. And Tony said to tell you . . . ” he pauses and stares at Tony. “I will not say that,” he glares at Tony. The wolf’s chest rumbles against my hand and a strange bark came out of his muzzle.
“Has anyone heard from Avan?” I ask.
Tony shakes his head back and forth. I look over to Caine.
He shakes his head slightly, too. “Not that I’ve heard.”
I hope Avan is okay. Rhenata is his sister, but she’s evil.
I feel Seth before I actually see him. I run over to him as he enters and throw my arms around his middle. I’m so thankful he’s okay, my eyes well up again.
He chuckles lightly. “It’s time for us to go.”
I put the brakes on and back away from him. “Are you okay? You’re not hurt at all, are you?” I tug his hands away from my sides and inspect the visible skin before looking up to his handsome face.
“I’m fine,” he smiles. “Let’s get you home.” He leans down and kisses my forehead.
Tony rubs against my side before heading back toward the carnage.
“I’ll follow you,” Caine says and gets up from his crouch.
“Thank you.” Seth tells him and shakes his hand.
Caine nods and runs out the door.
I smile to Seth, and let him tug me towards the exit. Part of me wants to stay to make sure Henry gets out of here okay, but I don’t think I’m allowed to.
By the time Seth and I walk out the door, there’s a hawk waiting just ahead.
I smile as I watch him take flight into the evening sky.



Chapter 24
Fight Night
“How are we getting home?” I ask Seth, as we walk hand in hand down the sidewalk.
“We’re walking to the lot and then waiting on your brother,” he tells me and looks up to the sky. I follow his line of sight and see Caine as a hawk above us. “I know you think you did something wrong back there.”
I swallow the lump in my throat. “Seth, don’t,” I say and squeeze his hand. “Not yet.”
He squeezes my fingers and lets me have the peace, even if it’s just for a moment. It’s nice to breathe and not have to think. When I’m with him, this is how it is. I don’t have to think of the shit that surrounds me. I just focus on the tingles he sparks on my skin and my mind clears. I know I should think about it, I just can’t.
‘I know,’ he whispers in my mind. ‘For what it’s worth, I’m proud of you.’
“So, Derik’s dad,” I swallow the new lump forming in my throat. “He got away?”
He nods once. “I’m not really sure how it happened,” he pauses and looks back up to Caine. “I don’t know. The fight was fast. I’m no expert fighter, but I should’ve been able to get him immobilized.” He shakes his head in confusion. “I can’t pinpoint what it was, but he’s different somehow.”
“What do you mean different?” I frown.
He shrugs a shoulder as we cross the street to the lot. “I don’t know. He was faster than I thought he’d be and that knife did nothing to him,” he explains.
I raise a brow at his words. “How’s that even . . . ”
“We gotta go!” Caine yells, appearing in human form out of nowhere.
“What?” I scream, startled, as Seth pulls me towards Fane’s Expedition.
“Bo sent the distress. He and Avan need help, now!”
“Oh, my god!” I release Seth’s hand and run for the back door. Caine starts the engine and no sooner does Seth close the passenger door, the Expedition is spitting gravel.
“Jazzy, this is extremely important. You do not leave that seat for whatever reason,” Caine shouts to the review mirror, eyes turning into that icy steel again.
I shiver. “Okay.”
“That’s it?” He asks in disbelief. “You won’t fight me on this? You understand the importance of your safety and you’re not in fact working out some stupid plan to get yourself killed?”
Seth snorts, and I shoot him a dirty look. “I promise Caine. Rhenata is out of my league. I don’t want to be near her, but I need to know Avan and Bo are okay. And I’ll be damned if you two leave my sight while she’s running rampant!”
Caine rolls his eyes. It’s only a second, but it’s still a glimpse into who he is as a person. He might have all this intimidation going on, but he’s still a person. And he’s a person that I care about. I’m not sure why, considering he still scares the crap out of me.
‘He’s a good guy,’ Seth agrees.
“Jasmine, I don’t think you understand. I’m not leaving this car anywhere near where they’re fighting. It’s too dangerous.”
“Caine, I swear to everything you’ve taught me. If you leave me miles from where you’re going, I will catch you, pluck your pretty little feathers, and cook you like a Thanksgiving feast,” I threaten.
He snorts. “I’d like to see you try. Don’t make me call Charlotte to seal the doors. Fane wouldn’t appreciate it,” he mutters as he speeds down the highway.
“I’ll stay out of the way, I’ll stay hidden. I just want to see,” I beg.
Caine looks to Seth for help, and they frown at each other. “Dammit,” Caine growls and slams his fist on the steering wheel.
***
A fireball whizzes past the window.
“How is all this going unnoticed?” I ask in complete shock. We’re in downtown Lupiterra and people are walking and driving by like nothing’s going on. I don’t see how it’s possible.
“That’s what Charlotte’s taking care of,” Caine says and points to the left. I twist around to see Charlotte sitting Indian-Style on top of a tow truck along the street. “Magic.”
“Weird,” I mutter. I can’t see Avan or Rhenata anywhere. I see the random fireball, light streak, and whatever else, but I don’t see them. Caine parks behind a Hummer and cuts the engine.
“Seth, ready?”
He nods. “Let’s do this,” he says, and turns around in the seat to face me. “If anything happens down here, just let me know.” He leans forward and kisses my forehead before jumping out and following Caine.
I watch in amazement as Caine takes the form of his Firebird, a brilliant orange, gold, and completely huge bird. Seth hops on his back and then Caine flaps his large wings. They fly up, to the roof of the several story high buildings and vanish.
“Well, this is just dandy,” I mutter to myself. “You’ll be able to see it, he said. Sure I will.”
‘It’s okay Goldilocks. You’ll have front row seats in a minute.’ Seth laughs in my head. What the hell does that mean?
I look out the window and up as far as I can see. There’s nothing. Just the damn ledge of the roofs. I growl and look out the windshield. Why couldn’t I have gone up with them? Oh, right, Rhenata would likely kill me.
Something red falls into the roof of the Hummer in front of me. It only takes a minute for me to see that it’s Rhenata. She slowly stands, rigidly. Her mouth opens and a loud screech blasts my ears.
‘Duck!’ Seth and Caine scream into my mind. I’m completely confused how I can hear Caine, but I do as I say and put my head between my legs. The windows of the Expedition shatter over me. I scream.
“You can’t end me Avan!” Rhenata laughs maniacally. I crouch to the floor behind the driver’s seat. She can’t know I’m here. Caine will kick my ass.
I hear a thump on top of the Expedition and clamp my teeth on my tongue to stop my scream.
‘It’s Avan,’ Seth informs me. It makes me feel somewhat better, but also panics me more knowing that I’m literally sitting in the middle of a magical demonic fight.
“You need to be put to rest, and you belong sitting beside Hades,” Avan screams. Footsteps jostle the vehicle and suddenly it feels like an explosion.
‘Jazzy! Jazzy!’ Seth screams in my mind.
‘What?’
‘You’re okay!’ he shouts, panicked.
‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ I ask confused.
‘Because Rhenata just bombed the Expedition!’
This has to be a joke. I lift my head and see that I’m sitting next to Charlotte on the roof of the tow truck. She’s got her eyes closed but she’s chanting something intelligible.
‘I’m with Charlotte on the tow truck,’ I tell him and look around to see Fane’s Expedition up-side-down in the middle of the road. I have no idea what the drivers see, but it’s obviously not the torched Expedition.
I find the Hummer, completely unharmed, but Avan and Rhenata are in a fist fight on top of it. I watch in horror as Rhenata forms a blade of some sort in her hand and it flies towards Avan’s head.
My scream is paused by a hand. “Don’t, you’ll draw attention to yourself and Charlotte,” Bo says. I nod slowly and look at him. He immediately blushes and ducks his head.
My eyes fly back to the fight and I see Seth jump off the roof of the Hummer. My heart stutters and my mouth goes dry. What is he doing so close to them?!
Rhenata turns on her heel and points a finger at him. Seth freezes mid-step. I stand and prepare to lunge off the roof, but two hands grab me. Avan swings his arm and blood flies. Seth drops to the grassy patch below his feet. I scream at the top of my lungs and search our bond.
“He’s fine,” a voice I can’t place says.
‘Seth!’ I shriek. I feel pain, his pain.
‘I’m okay, she didn’t do much,’ he heaves. His head lifts from the ground and my shoulders sag in relief.
I glance back the Hummer and see Avan hunched over, holding his knees. Rhenata’s bloody body lying in front of him and a red trail leading to the street. My eyes follow the trail until I see her head.
“Oh, my god,” I whisper, and turn my entire body towards Bo.
“Are you okay?” He asks slowly.
My head spins and my stomach churns for what feels like the hundredth time. I shake my head and cover my mouth with my hand. My eyes glance around wildly looking for an escape from this carnage and I choke on a sob.
Bo pulls me into his side and shuffles us off the tow truck. He pushes me to sit on the bench and gently shoves my head forward to rest between my knees again.
“Just breathe for a minute. It should help,” he says, and I faintly hear his footsteps walking away.
***
“Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask Seth, again.
“I’m fine,” he whispers and kisses my head. I squeeze him tighter.
“Good,” I whisper.
We’re sitting in the lot waiting for everyone to show up so we can go home. Fane isn’t going to be too happy about his Expedition. I shiver.
“You kicked ass!” I hear Tony laugh from somewhere in the trees.
“Shut up, I was sloppy and that slippery demon got away,” Henry growls back to him.
“You did great for havin’ no training,” Flynn yells.
“Shut up!” Barry screams. The crunching of leaves and twigs fills the silence. “Caine!” Barry hollers. “What the hell?”
Caine stands and crosses his arms. “What’s your problem?”
“Do you realize how stupid you are for taking Jazzy with you?” Barry screams as he walks right up to tower over him. “That was . . . ”
“Sit down and wait for your father,” Caine growls, not giving Barry a chance to finish his sentence.
“No! You’ve got some explaining to do!”
Caine sighs, but before he can respond Barry is raising his fist.
“Barry!” Flynn and Tony both yell and rush to catch his arms.
“Stop!” Flynn yells in his ear.
“He could’ve caused Jazzy to be killed!” Barry freaks and spittle sprays over Caine.
“Why are you freaking out? You’re not her mate!” Caine yells.
Barry freezes and closes his eyes, chest heaving. “You think I don’t know that?” he says in an icy calm. “This isn’t about being her mate, or having a bond. This is about you doing stupid shit, not thinking, and almost causing harm to someone I care about.”
‘Don’t,’ Seth says in my mind. I look at him, confused. ‘You want to say something, don’t. Let them work it out.’
‘But it’s not Caine’s fault,’ I defend.
‘Barry has replaced the emptiness he feels from loss of his sister with you.’
I smile sadly and watch Barry. He’s a great person, and I don’t like seeing him this way.
“Just because she’s not blood doesn’t mean he’s got feelings for her if he cares about her,” Tony defends.
“Her brother isn’t flipping out, and her mate was there. I’m trying to figure out what his problem is,” Caine explains.
“You trained her with a charmed knife, that she killed two demons with, and then took her to watch Rhenata get beheaded,” Barry says flatly.
“Look, I’m not happy about a single thing that’s been happening. I’m concerned with getting Jazzy home, now,” Henry growls at all of them and walks over to me.
“She’s going to be screwed up in the head. She’s got too much on her plate. Forgive me for worrying,” Barry shouts sarcastically.
“Barry, calm down. You and I will be there for her, just like Seth will. We don’t need to fight amongst allies.” Henry, the odd-ball voice of reason.
Barry takes a deep breath. “Sorry. Today just . . . ”
“I know,” Caine cuts him off. “Me too.” He nods. “Listen, she wanted to come.” He shakes his head. “I failed in that I should not have allowed her to come, but there was no way to leave her behind with no protection.”
Barry blows out a breath. “I understand. But dammit, next time tell Chase to explain his shit before he blurts things out. Jackass,” he mutters.
Caine laughs. “That’s Chase for ya. He’s young.”
Henry pulls me away from Seth and hugs me tightly. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.” I squeeze him back and ignore the pain swallowing my body. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”
He sniffs. “Me, too.”
Right there, in the midst of a stupid argument, I let loose the tears that I’ve been fighting off all day.
“Come on, let’s go home,” Henry says and helps me to his car.



Chapter 25
New Normal
‘I’ll see you in thirty minutes,’ Seth says telepathically as I walk to the park.
He knows I want to write for a little bit, and then he’ll come hang out with me.
It’s been four weeks since the fight with the devuxen. Four weeks since I murdered a classmate and one of his buddies. Four weeks since I killed demons, who snacked on humans like they were Pringles.
A whole month.
I went from victim to murderer.
I try not to focus on that so much, with Avan helping me, and so has Seth. I guess everyone helps me cope in their own ways. Henry’s there all the time, checking on me, being the annoying big brother and best friend he is, and making sure I don’t shut everyone out, again. Barry and the guys are there to always make me smile. Miss Jaynie was right. Your friends and family only know when to hold you up if they know they should. Lately, I haven’t had to say anything, because they’re just there.
Barry moved back home but he’s with us every day, so there’s really no difference there.
Henry joined Fane’s pack officially. Until he graduates he will live at home, but he must be available if and when the Alpha needs him. He also has duties defending the territory, plus, football and school. He seemed overwhelmed at first, but he said, “Hey, if Barry, Tony, and Flynn can do it, why can’t I?” I had to agree with him on that one.
Caine and Sam decided I need to train more, so that’s usually what Caine and I do two times a week, plus Sundays.
I finally took my driver’s license exam. I passed, but was docked points for a “stale green light.” Whatever, I can drive legally. My mom and Leland got me a car, not as fancy as Henry’s but I love my Focus. I would’ve already had my license by now, but I wasn’t in any hurry, and then the accident, move, and just everything else seemed to get in the way.
Since I’m no longer being hunted, I finally took a look at the SD card Seth gave me for my birthday. The sneak got a few good pictures of me and I found out something else about him. He’s very talented with words. He wrote four poems for me. He claims they’re not very lyrical or good, but I don’t care. I love them.
I sit down under my favorite tree in the park and watch the kids playing on the playground for a while. My mom gave me a thick blue journal for my birthday. I remember tossing the journal aside. Mom had walked in just then and saw my actions.
“You don’t like it?”
“Mom, I’m not the kind of girl who keeps a diary. I don’t know what I’ll do with it. Maybe I’ll just use it for school, take notes and what not,” I shrug.
“That’s fine. I didn’t give it to you to have it be used as a diary. I have one of these. In group, at the hospital, they gave us these little notebooks.” She picks up the journal and holds it delicately in her soft hands. “The counselor told us that those booklets were whatever we wanted them to be. It could be a diary, a dream journal, the start of a bucket list, or something more personal. It’s the place where you can write out what you can’t say. You can write to someone, and you don’t ever have to show it to them. You only show it to who you want, when you want. I write to your dad. That’s what helped me. I thought, maybe if you had something like that, then you would be ok. I know you don’t like admitting when you need help. So much like your father...” She looks away and hugs the journal to her. “I’ll tell you, the journal they gave us, I filled it pretty quickly. I was angry, but I had to get it out. I couldn’t take it out on anyone else. So I wrote it all down. I will go to their graves when I’m ready, and when I do, I’ll talk to them. For now, I have my journal.”
I understand what she means now. I don’t know how to express certain things or who to tell them to. I guess I’ll start with what happened with the crash. I will forever miss Dad and Sophie. I know that nothing will bring them back, but I can’t dwell on what has been lost any longer, or I’ll miss what’s here and now.
I’ll move forward and keep them in my heart always.
***
“We have a whole eight hours all to ourselves. What should we do with them?” Seth asks me on Saturday as we pull away from my house. Mom allows Saturdays for Seth and I to do as we wish, without leaving the county, state, or country.
“How about we start with food?”
I smile, “I think that’s doable.”
He smiles back, heading in the direction of my favorite little diner, Grandma Benny’s. They have the most amazing French toast I’ve ever had in my life.
“So, has your mom mentioned the vacation you guys are taking this summer yet?” He asks casually.
I peer at him. “Yes, she brought it up last night. Why?”
He smiles. “It just so happens that my mom brought up our vacation as well.”
My stomach flips. “When is yours?”
“The end of July, for two weeks.” I can see the amusement in his eyes at the same time I’m assaulted with his thoughts, too. It only takes me a minute to catch up.
“Oh, I see. Our moms talked and thought it would be best to vacation together.” Then I remember the dates. “Oh! We’ll miss Skeeter’s transformation!”
He glides a finger over my knuckles before returning to the gear shift. “Not completely. Remember it doesn’t happen overnight. You’ll get to see it start and finish. You won’t miss much.”
I pout. “But I want to see it all. When will I have this opportunity again?”
I feel warmth and love through our bond, desire following closely.
“When we have a child, you’ll see everything and more,” he says sweetly, and I suck in a breath.
A child?
What?!
I haven’t even officially said the “L” word yet!
My hands tighten on my seat. He strokes my knuckles again. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. We can talk about that another time,” he says.
I assess him through our bond. I’m worried I’ve offended him with my overreaction, again. He isn’t offended or upset at my reaction. My heart silently sings his name.
I take a deep breath and decide the conversation needs a topic change. So I blurt out the first question I can think of. “Do you like video games?”
He laughs. “Yes, actually I do, mostly war games.” He glances my way. “Before you say it, no, I am not obsessed with Call of Duty.”
“Good,” I nod. “I think I’d have to call all this,” I say, wagging my finger between us, “off, if that were the case.”
He shrugs. “At least I know how to get rid of you when I get bored.”
I widen my eyes and school my features. “When you get bored? Gee, thanks!” I feign insult, put my hand on my chest, and stick out my lower lip like a child. The look on his face at seeing me in such a state makes me burst out with laughter.
We play our question game while we eat. Mostly random things but at the same time we also learn other things. Like, the fact that every time someone would scrape their fork or knife against their plate, he would cringe. He learned that I hated sitting within spitting distance of the bathroom, so he asked for us to be seated by the windows on the far side.
After we eat, we walk around downtown for a couple hours. Wandering through the streets, looking in shop windows, and going into a few stores, then we play mini golf. When I beat him, Seth chooses what we do next, meeting up with our shifter friends for lunch.
It was a really good day. I’m not ready for it to be over yet, so I just stay still in his arms and try to shut everything out except the sound of his heart and breath.
“I don’t want you to leave,” I mumble.
“I know,” he says.
I groan. “Can’t you sneak in later?”
I feel his chest rumble with laughter. “No, Goldilocks. That would get us both in trouble.”
I grumble silently about him following rules. I pout. “But I miss your heartbeat putting me to sleep.”
He sighs and cups my face with his hands and kisses me sweetly on the lips. “I miss holding you,” he whispers and places his lips on my forehead. “I miss hearing your sigh when you fall asleep,” he murmurs against my forehead. “But we’ll have plenty of time for that,” he says pulling away slightly. “Remember,” he grins and waggles his brows, “We are teenagers.”
I laugh. “Why can’t you just be sneaky?”
He makes a noncommittal noise and shrugs. “I’ll see you early tomorrow for training,” he says and moves his left hand to the back of my neck to pull me in for a kiss. I sigh, and he chuckles.
“Tomorrow,” he whispers against my lips.
“Can I react like the rebellious teen that I am?” I mope a little.
“Would you throw a temper tantrum like Alex?” He grins.
I giggle. “Maybe.”
“Tell Henry to record it for me. It sounds rather amusing.”
I snort.
“I love when you do that,” he says and wiggles his fingers against my side, effectively turning me into a laugh-snorting puddle of goo.
When he stops, I lean against him and sigh. “I love you.” His arms tense around me. I become as stiff as a board. Why did I just say that? What the hell is wrong with me?
My breathing comes faster and my palms moisten. Why isn’t he saying anything? I’m too much of a sissy-la-la to look at him or check our bond.
Ever so slowly, his fingers travel up my arm, lightly touching my shoulder, neck and cheek, before resting on my chin and forcing me to look up.
“Jasmine?” He whispers. A full blast of love washes over me just as his breath fans across my face. “I love you, too.”
Tears fill my eyes, so I close them and press my lips to his.
Flashing lights strobe behind my closed eyes, popping them open quickly I see the porch light flickering.
Seth chuckles. “Your mom?”
I smile. “Probably.”
“See you tomorrow?” He questions. I nod before squeezing him once more and walking to the door.
Shutting the door, I giggle and jog up the steps. I just told my soul mate I love him. And he loves me! I mean I already knew it, but it’s been said.
My phone rings, pulling me out of my head.
“Hello?” I answer without looking, still giggling.
“Why won’t your extremely gorgeous, hunky brother just leave me the hell alone?” Skeeter screeches into the phone.
“What did he do now?”
She growls. “He sent me another text today!”
I sigh. He should still be out with Barry and Tristan. “What did he say?” I’m hoping that he’s actually done something offensive this time. Last time the text that pushed her over the edge was him asking her if she thought bringing ingredients for S’mores would be alright for the cookout her parents were having.
“What he said was that he thought it would be fun if I joined him and the guys at the bowling alley! I hate bowling!” She shrieks.
I snort. “Are you kidding me?”
“Look, I’m not you,” she sighs. “I can’t just join a bunch of guys for a fun outing by myself! If you went, then yeah, of course I’d go! But I can’t be alone with him, Jazzy! Ever!”
“Sweetie, you wouldn’t have been alone with him. Tristan, Barry, Tony, and Flynn would’ve been there, too. I’m sure it would have been highly entertaining.”
She growls again. “Jazzy, you don’t get it!”
We spend the next half hour arguing the fact that just because I’m not in the group at all times, doesn’t mean that she is alone with one person, while four to seven other people could be around.
With Seth chuckling and making jokes telepathically, during this conversation, Skeeter gets mad at me because I’d laugh at the wrong times.
I take a deep breath. “Okay, honestly, I’ll be good now.”
‘I’ll leave you to the lovers quarrel, I’m sorry,’ Seth says, and I have to bite back my giggle again.
She huffs, “Are you seriously done laughing at my expense?”
“I hope so,” I say half seriously.
“I don’t know why I bother talking to you about this. Some best friend you are.”
I roll to my back on my bed. “I really am sorry. It’s just . . . ” How do I put this? “I don’t . . . ”
“Right, you don’t care,” she says interrupting me. “Because you have your soul mate, you don’t have boy troubles anymore!”
“I do care about you and your boy troubles. I am sorry.”
She sighs. “I don’t know why I let him bother me so much. I wish he would just chase after his fan club for a while and leave me alone,” she whispers.
“He only wants to be your friend,” I offer.
“I don’t think I can do that, Jaz.”
“You’ll be fine. It’ll all work out in the end. I promise.”
“How can you promise that? What if he finds his mate? I don’t think I can see that happen!” She nearly shrieks her panic.
‘Maybe it’s that time of the month.’ I ignore Seth. Every time a girl gets emotionally out of character, it’s always PMS, according to the male gender.
“Don’t worry about it,” I try to reassure her.
“I’m thinking I should take my parents up on the moving offer. I don’t want to, but it’s better than seeing him find a mate or deal with him.”
I sit straight up. “Just hold on! You can’t do that!” I nearly shout as my lungs shrink. “Don’t think so negatively. Besides, he does have your number, so I’m not so sure that moving will stop him from contacting you.” I smile at my genius moment.
“Ugh! Alright, I’ll take your word on it for now.” She sighs. “I don’t want to move away from you just yet.” I can hear the smile in her voice.
“I love you, too, Skeeter,” I laugh.
“Yeah, yeah, I’m the best and we know it,” she laughs, finally.
“As interesting as this has been, I’m going to get off of here and go talk to my mom and Leland. Leland gave me the eye when I walked in,” I lie.
She laughs. “You’re in big trouble, missy!”
After dinner, I start my homework so I won’t have to do it tomorrow after training with floppy arms and Jell-o legs. I’m sitting at my desk preparing my math assignment, when I hear Henry, Leland, and Mom in the hall talking.
“I’m sure she’s just fine,” my uncle says in a hushed tone.
“I just worry about her. She’s so young and has a mate, or whatever, now. She’s seventeen and doesn’t act like it! I don’t want her running off with that boy. She’s gotten letters of recommendations from artists and professors for art school, her dream. I don’t want anything to mess that up,” Mom says. The art show was a success. She’s right about that, and my dream of art school. But, Seth wouldn’t mess any of that up.
“That boy is very responsible for his age as well,” Henry says.
I feel Seth pick up on this conversation, too.
“Both of them act older than they are, Lil. You have to trust at least Jasmine,” Leland says.
“I just don’t want her getting pregnant before she graduates! Imagine what Curt would say to that!”
Someone sighs heavily.
“Mom, no one knows what Dad would truly feel about any of this,” Henry snaps. “I highly doubt Jazzy will let that happen. And even still, heightened senses remember? I’m like a walking, talking, chastity belt. But they aren’t intimate that way anyway, they both stop before it gets too far.” Henry nearly growls.
I put my pencil down soundlessly and stare at the door with wide eyes.
‘He heard us!’ I practically scream to Seth at the same time my cheeks heat.
“What if she’s snuck him in? Or snuck out? Even tonight! Right now!” I hear her stamp her foot in exclamation.
I can’t listen to this anymore. I walk to my door and open it.
“Hey. What’s up?” I look each one in the face. Mom blushes and looks down. Henry shifts on his feet, knowing that I heard them. Leland just stares at me.
“We were just talking about you,” Leland says.
“Want to do a bed check while I finish up this last math problem?” I open my door wider and walk back to my desk.
“No,” Henry says harshly. “You get back to work. I’ll be back in a few minutes, Jazzy,” Henry says and closes the door.
‘That was . . .  Um, informative.’
‘No kidding.’ I can’t believe this. ‘Did he really just call himself a walking, talking chastity belt?’ I groan.
Seth laughs. ‘That was a good one on his part. But I thought your mom trusted us.’
‘Maybe we should spend some more time here, around her. Maybe she hasn’t seen us together as a couple enough.’
I feel him agree as he brushes my mind with a calming balm again. ‘I love you.’
‘I love you, too.’ I sigh.
This is normal.
This is what I wanted.
Seth is my forever. I have no doubts about that. I know it won’t be normal forever. I just have to enjoy it while it lasts. My forever is mine to control and I will do that with Seth’s help, always.
One day my wounded heart will heal and I will claim the “happiest girl alive” title.
‘I’ll fix you.’ His husky voice fills my mind. I’ll never grow tired of hearing it.
Henry . . . 
Running always helps me calm down.
Right now, I’m going to run off the weird-ass conversation I had with my mom and uncle.
Did I really just refer to myself as a walking, talking chastity belt? I wish I had some freaky ability to know when they were going to bring up unpleasant conversations, such as my sister’s virginity status.
I shrug out of my clothes behind the trees near the lake, grateful for mostly elderly neighbors. Not many people will be able to notice my wolf in the dark.
I take a deep breath and let my wolf take over. Barry was right. The pain does ease with time, though it never fully goes away.
I set off on my usual path, sticking close to the lake where the trees are the thickest. This route brings me through Skeeter’s back yard. My wolf rumbles with the thought of seeing her. I sigh, as much as she pleases me and my wolf, she won’t even talk to me. I can’t pinpoint when that happened really, probably after my wolf showed up. Everything is just a big confusing mess.
I sigh and ease into my surroundings.
Running will clear my head.
Rustling to my left halts me in my tracks. A brown owl lands on my back the minute I stop. I shake my coat, but he doesn’t depart.
Tristan.
I growl and drop to my left side. The movement launches him from his perch on my back. His bird makes a strange noise that my wolf ears recognize as a laugh. He isn’t supposed to be this far out from the flock at night. I hope there isn’t a problem. Knowing Tristan, he’s just messin’ around and being a rule breaker. As always, he’ll get away with it. The perks of being the Phoenix’s son.
I reach the farm where I can run full speed without worries.
A hoot-screech above makes me look up. ‘Hey man, I’m just doin’ some flyin’ tonight. You can dodge air-bombs another time.’ Tristan says in my head. It’s weird how the firebirds do that. Tristan said they have to really focus or be touching someone else to receive a response, unless it’s a flock-mate. All members of the flock communicate telepathically, no matter what. That has to be annoying.
After a twenty minute run, I head back to the house and retrieve my clothes.
Barry said that our wolves know when we find our mates. If she was my mate, I would’ve known by now, right? But if she’s not, why do I have this desire, need, and want? It’s all for her.
The day my mom and cousin were taken, my wolf kept telling me to protect Skeeter. Me and my human brain, kept saying “Jazzy needs me.” I couldn’t do anything for Skeeter, except keep her in the house, and even that wasn’t needed. She said she wasn’t going anywhere until Jazzy was home. She seemed relieved when I left to help the guys get Jazzy back.
That was a scary thought, not knowing what I would find when I arrived, or if we could even get her.
“Jazzy, I need your help,” I say as I walk through her bedroom door without knocking.
“I know, but you need to trust me on this. Just give her time.” She knows exactly what I need to talk about. I don’t know how, but she always does that.
Having just relived the night I almost lost her, I pull her into a much needed hug. Smelling her peach shampoo that’s been somewhat of a security blanket for me since that night, my chest doesn’t feel as tight. I can still smell the spicy, wooded musk that I know is Seth. Her scent is more of a warm cinnamon, and with her shampoo, she’s like a walking peach cobbler.
I smirk at my thought. I’ll never tell her that. She would freak. I’m surprised Tristan or Barry hasn’t mentioned it yet. They love messin’ with her.
“Everything will work out, Henry. I promise.” She smiles up to me, then covers her mouth and yawns.
“I’m sorry I kept you waiting. Get some sleep, Beautiful.”
“Goodnight Stud, er, my walking chastity belt,” she sniggers to herself.
I groan. I’m not going to hear the end of that one.
I ruffle her hair a bit, and head to my room, preparing myself for another long night of arguing with myself. One day my head, heart, and wolf, will all be on the same page. Maybe then I’ll be able to sleep.
As I fight sleep, my wolf stirs but I push him away. Whispering fills my room.
Something huge is coming. This is the calm before the storm.
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Chapter 1
Invisible
(Olivia)
 
My best friend is not imaginary. He’s not a ghost, either. And I’m pretty sure he isn’t a hallucination. He’s just Mason.
He is, however, invisible.
Zipping up my jeans as I stumble into my tennis shoes, I shuffle out of my room. By the time I reach the bathroom, I have both feet solidly in my shoes, even if the laces remain untied. One jiggle of the doorknob sets me to growling. Locked. My eyes dash to my sister, Evie’s, door, only to find her making her way down the hall herself. Her hair is sticking up in all sorts of wild ways, so it’s pretty safe to assume she hasn’t seen the inside of the bathroom yet, either.
“Mason?” she asks, stifling a yawn.
“Who else?” I grouch.
Evie giggles. “You know, for someone who’s invisible, he sure does worry a lot about how he looks.”
My little sister was the first person in my family to admit Mason was real. My mom and dad passed off my new friend as typical five-year-old stuff. Mom thought it was cute when I asked for extra snacks to share with Mason. Dad didn’t even hesitate when I asked if Mason could sleep in my room with me. Evie was only three when Mason first showed up, but she took to him right away. She thought it was great fun to watch him move things and make the cat fly. Really, he was just carrying the cat around in his arms, but since Evie can’t see Mason, to her it looked like everything he touched could float.
I’ve always wondered why Mason’s clothes disappear when he puts them on, but the cat never did. He can put something in his pocket and it vanishes, but if he just holds it, it floats. Mason doesn’t know either. I think it must be something he’s doing without realizing, but Mason disagrees. As far as he knows, that’s just how it’s meant to work. Since he’s the invisible one and I’m not, it’s hard to argue with him.
“Mason!” I yell as I pound on the door. “Hurry up!”
I hear a muffled response, that I’m sure was not an apology for hogging the bathroom. I sigh and reach for the key. My fingers brush along the door frame for the simple metal shaft that acts as a rather low-tech key. Finally finding it, I shove the key into the lock and poke around until the door finally opens. Evie stalks in dutifully.
Five seconds later, Mason howls as the shower water turns ice cold. Evie pops her head back out. “Did I get him?” she asks.
Evie can’t hear Mason, either. Nobody but me can, not unless he’s touching them. And even then, they have to have accepted his presence as reality in order to hear him. I don’t know why that works, but it does. I learned a while ago to just accept the bizarreness that comes with Mason.
Laughing, I nod. “Yeah, you got him.”
Evie jumps out of the doorway, and just in time. Mason stalks out soon after with a towel slung around his waist. His eyes fasten onto me. The snarly expression on his face doesn’t faze me. “That was low, Olivia Lynn Mallory.”
Ooh, he used my full name. I’m so not scared. “Quit hogging the bathroom.”
“I was in the shower!” Mason snaps. “Naked!”
I try not to laugh. I fail. “It’s not like she saw anything!”
Mason bristles. “So! It’s the principle of the thing. I deserve some privacy!”
“You have all the privacy in the world,” I laugh. “What you don’t have is the bathroom to yourself.”
Evie and I both push past him and grab for our toothbrushes. I’m the only one who can hear Mason muttering under his breath as he storms away, but Evie can imagine his response well enough and giggles along with me.
When our toothbrushes are both back in the holder, I turn to Evie and say, “Don’t mention that to Dad, okay?”
“Wasn’t planning on it,” Evie says.
My little sister moves on to curling her hair as I fish around for my makeup. We may look alike with matching blonde hair and green eyes, but our tastes in hairstyles are vastly different. Evie’s locks turn into gorgeous spirals while I spray on a leave in conditioner to get mine straight and frizz free. As we get ready, I can’t help but think about how much my dad has changed when it comes to Mason.
He was the last one to admit Mason was real. I had been out in the backyard when I was about eight years old, tossing a Frisbee back and forth with Mason. I’m not sure how long Dad stood there watching, trying to figure out how the Frisbee was stopping in midair and flinging itself back to me. It must have been long enough for him to see the implications. The good and the bad.
The good included Dad getting to have a son. Not that he didn’t love his two daughters, but I think all dads want a son no matter what they say. There is something strangely fulfilling in playing catch—which is something Dad and Mason do on a regular basis now.
The bad had to do with Dad realizing that when I asked three years earlier if Mason could sleep in my room with me, and he had said yes, he hadn’t just been playing pretend with me. Not that anyone worried about what Mason and I were doing at night at eight years old, but well . . .  we wouldn’t be eight forever. The spare bedroom got cleaned out the next day.
Now, eight years later, we’re all sitting down at the breakfast table. Mom dishes out five, rather than four, plates of fried eggs and sliced cantaloupe like normal. Nobody bats an eye when it looks like a fork is spearing fruit pieces all by itself. This is totally normal for us, but we don’t have people over for dinner very often.
“Evie, did you finish your algebra homework?” Mom asks.
“Yeah, Mason helped me with the last few problems.”
Mom smiles at Mason—well in his general direction, anyway. “What about you two?” she asks Mason and I. “Did you finish your reports on The Federalist Papers?”
“Mason’s is on your desk, and mine is in my backpack,” I answer for the both of us.
You would think being invisible would get you out of homework. Not so. Once Mom quit freaking out about seeing Mason toss Evie in the air, she decided that if he was real, he was going to be treated just like her other children. He is required to sit through all my classes and turn in assignments. The only difference is, Mom grades his homework instead of my teachers.
Dad looks up from his phone, where he was reading the morning’s most urgent emails, and says, “I have a couple of clients coming over this evening for dinner.”
Mason’s body tenses in response to this news. I’m the only one who notices. I reach over to pat Mason’s knee reassuringly, but he pulls away. Frowning at his response, I turn back to Dad.
“Mason, you’re excused from dinner tonight.”
That only causes him to become even more glum.
“Olivia, you’re excused as well.” Dad says, surprising both me and Mason. Dad hands over two crisp twenty dollar bills. “Have fun tonight, but please stay out of trouble.”
Evie chuckles along with us at the memory of the incident Dad is referring to. We really didn’t think anyone else would be at the driving range that late. Mason just wanted to hit a few balls. None of us realized the attendant could see what we were doing. Poor guy.
“Thanks, Dad. We’ll be good. I promise.” I take the cash and stuff it in my back pocket.
Evie screws her face up in annoyance. “Why can’t I be excused too? Your dinner meetings are boring.”
“Because little girls who ditch class don’t get to go anywhere,” Mom reminds her.
That sets Evie to scowling. It’s just a good thing Mom and Dad didn’t discover that the reason Evie skipped out on history was so she could make out with her boyfriend. At fourteen, Evie is not supposed to have a boyfriend. At seventeen, I’ve been allowed for a while now, but that doesn’t mean Dad is all that keen on the idea. Luckily for him, I’m not all that social. I have Mason.
I drop my dishes off in the sink and tug on Evie’s hair as I pass back by. “Come on, grouchy. We better get going or we’ll be late. Mason  . . . ” I say, turning to ask him a question. My voice drops off as I see his backside retreating out of the kitchen without a word. Huh.
A few minutes later, Evie and I head for my grumbly, creaky Cherokee. My parents can afford better, but Dad is an insurance executive, and he knows all the statistics of teenager drivers by heart. Not to mention the premiums. I get a safe, but not very cool car. He gets peace of mind and decent rates. I pull my door open and find Mason in the passenger’s seat, which is actually kind of weird. He usually tries to talk me into letting him drive.
Not sure what to make of that, I climb in and pull out of the driveway. The drive to school is only about fifteen minutes. It passes in silence. Another oddity. Mason is a total chatterbox on normal days. When I pull into a parking space, Evie hops out and heads for Aaron Chaplin, her not-so-secret boyfriend. Mason makes a move to leave, but I grab his arm before he can.
“Hey, what’s with you this morning?”
Mason shakes me off and reaches for the door handle. I grab for him again, missing his arm, but snagging his hand instead. Mason stops trying to get away, but he doesn’t look at me.
“Mason, what’s wrong?”
For a moment, I don’t think he’s going to answer me, then, his eyes snap up to mine. “Stop treating me like a freak, Olivia.”
The heat of his accusation startles me. So do his words. “What?”
“I’m tired of being less than everyone else,” he snaps.
“Mason, what are you talking about?” The anger that flashes in his eyes is reflected in how he tosses my hand away from him.
He’s really angry, I realize in shock. Mason never gets mad. Taking advantage of my surprise, he bails. He’s out of the Cherokee and slamming the door shut before I can move. It takes some effort to come out of my stupor and follow him. My brain catches up with him along with my feet a few seconds later.
“Mason, wait,” I say as I catch his arm. “Is this about this morning in the bathroom?”
He doesn’t answer, but the way his shoulders bunch up is answer enough. “Don’t do that again.”
“I won’t,” I say quickly. “I was just playing around. I didn’t mean to make you mad.”
“Well, how would you like it if someone barged in on you in the shower?”
It takes me a few minutes to answer. “But, she couldn’t see you, Mason. I wouldn’t have done it if she could.”
“Exactly,” he snaps.
Shaking my head, I try to make sense of his anger. “Are you mad about her turning the shower cold, or bursting in on you?”
“I was naked! As in no clothes on. I don’t care that she can’t see me. It’s no different than if she could.”
“Uh, yeah it is, Mason. I never would have sent Evie in if she could see you.”
Mason’s hands shove deep down into his jeans pockets. “I don’t want it to be different,” he growls.
Suddenly, things start making sense. Mason doesn’t pull away when I step closer to him and take his hand in mine. He has always been so good natured about being who he is. He was always willing to play a part in a well devised practical joke. He loves freaking people out. Halloween is his favorite time of year. But there have been times when I wondered if any of it bothered him.
“It wasn’t just this morning,” Mason says more quietly. “It’s dinner, too.”
“We get a pass on a boring business dinner,” I say, trying to sound chipper. “There’s this movie  . . . ”
Mason interrupts, saying, “It’s the reason behind everything, okay? No, I don’t want to sit through a discussion about insurance premiums. I know Evie didn’t see anything this morning. But both happened because I’m different.”
I don’t want to sound accusing, or obnoxious, but I don’t get why this is all boiling to the surface right now. “Mason, what’s going on? None of this kind of stuff has ever bothered you before.”
“I know,” he says with a sigh. “I love you and Evie and your parents, but  . . . ”
“But what?” I ask.
“Sometimes I get tired of being the guy nobody can see.”
Whatever I might have said to that, it gets stuffed back down my throat as we’re both ran into from behind. Mason catches me when I stumble, and we both turn around to find the culprit. A tall, lanky girl with wispy brown hair and bright, red-framed glasses is stumbling back to her feet as well.
“I’m so sorry!” she gasps. “I’m totally lost. Can you tell me where the office is?”
“Uh, it’s the first building on the right. It’s not attached to the rest of the school.”
“Thanks a bunch,” she says with a laugh. A small shift in posture sends her bag sliding off her shoulder, which nearly sends the books in her arms scattering. It takes her a moment to get everything back under control. She clutches her belongings a little more tightly and looks back up, still smiling. “I’ve been wandering the halls for twenty minutes. Then someone told me to go back outside. I’m a mess.”
At least I wasn’t the one who said it. I glance at Mason sideways. The way he’s trying not to laugh makes it even harder for me to keep a straight face. I turn back to the girl, who immediately sticks her hand out to me.
“I’m Robin Montgomery, by the way,” she says happily.
“Olivia Mallory,” I say as we shake hands.
Our hands part ways, and then she does something completely unexpected.
Robin sticks her hand out directly in front of Mason and says, “And you are?”
Stunned is not a strong enough word to describe the look on Mason’s face. I’m pretty sure my jaw is sitting on my shoes.
My, “You can see him?” is compounded with Mason’s, “You can see me?”
Robin’s grin freezes. Her extended hand drops away slowly. She glances between us looking confused. “Uh, yeah.”
“You can see me?” Mason repeats, clearly doubtful.
Hugging her books a little tighter, Robin shrugs. “Is this some kind of new kid trick? If it is, at least it’s original. I’ve got plenty of experience with being the new kid, but I’ve never had anyone pretend I’m seeing things before.”
“What do I look like?” Mason demands.
Robin shrugs, apparently willing to play along. “Okay, you’ve got reddish-gold hair that’s longish, but not too long. You’re eyes are blue, but super dark, and they have this awesome silver color right around the pupil. That’s really neat! Do you wear special contacts?”
Neither of us answers, too surprised by her accuracy and detail.
Continuing, Robin says, “You’re pretty tall, well taller than me, anyway. You look like you might play soccer . . . or maybe baseball, judging by your build. And you’re totally hot, just in case you didn’t already know that.”
That last comment breaks Mason out of his stupor, bringing on a grin. “I like this girl. Can we keep her?”
“Does that mean I passed the test . . .  or game? Whatever this thing was?” Robin asks.
“Yeah,” I say, still a little shaken, “you passed.”
Robin’s giggle brings another smile to Mason’s lips. He extends his hand again. “I’m Mason, by the way.”
They shake hands, their eyes glued to each other in a way I find myself just a bit irritated by. The feeling only intensifies when Robin looks over at me and says, “Please tell me Mason isn’t your boyfriend.”
“Boyfriend?” I say, nearly laughing. “No, he’s my  . . . ”
I struggle to find a word that explains what Mason is to me. Robin waits patiently for me to finish confirming Mason is single and up for grabs. Mason, oddly enough, has stopped ogling Robin, and is now staring at me rather intently. The sudden pressure to define Mason’s role in my life makes me falter and stumble through a rather incoherent answer.
“Mason’s my brother, well, kind of . . .  I mean he’s not really, but he’s my, um, best friend. You know what I mean?”
“Uh, sure?” Robin says. No way she understood my rambling, but I think she gathered enough to determine Mason isn’t my boyfriend, so she seems happy enough.
I glance over at Mason for help. The sadness echoed in his eyes startles me. He turns away to listen to whatever Robin is now saying, leaving me confused and hurt. Did I not give the right answer? I wasn’t trying to hurt his feelings, but I’ve never had to explain Mason to anyone outside my family before. I think of him as my brother, but I know he’s really not. I stand there feeling like a jerk as understanding hits me. Right after he confessed his frustration about being different, I have to point out that he is the odd man out in our family. Why didn’t I just say he was my brother and leave it at that?
Robin’s sudden gasp brings me out of my thoughts. I’m surprised to see her hands pawing at Mason’s neck. I step forward, wondering what has her so worked up, but all I see is the weird birthmark Mason has always had. The trail of pigment that looks something like a meandering stream isn’t your typical blotchy birthmark, but it’s certainly not worth practically crawling up Mason’s body to get a better look!
I step forward to get this strange girl off Mason, but she finally snaps her hands away and gapes at him.
“Oh my gosh! You weren’t kidding, were you? You really were surprised I could see Mason!” she squeaks. “I had no idea! Why didn’t you just tell me Mason is an Aerling?”



Chapter 2
Caretakers
(Mason)
 
The final bell rings as Olivia and I stare at Robin. We are both too stunned to react, but Robin jumps at the sound. “Oh my goodness! I am never going to make it to class today. Can we meet up at lunch? I don’t know anyone else, and I have like a zillion questions to ask you! Where do you two usually sit? Oh never mind, I better run. I’ll just look for you, okay? See you at lunch!”
She whirls away, nearly dropping her books again, and starts jogging toward the office. I’m still having trouble wrapping my head around Robin. The rambling monologue she just threw at us certainly didn’t help. Olivia is the first to break the silence.
“Mason, what did she just call you?” Olivia asks.
I shake my head. I have a million questions, but I’m also terrified. I try to play it off as nothing, hoping Olivia won’t notice my fear. “I think she said Air-ling. Maybe? Either that or she called me an earring.”
Olivia smacks my arm. “She did not say earring.”
The fact that the bell rang, and we are both now tardy, finally sinks in. We start toward our class, but that hardly means our minds are on school. Fear tried to hold my curiosity hostage, but it isn’t strong enough. “What the heck was she talking about? And why could she see me?”
“I have no idea. She was beyond weird,” Olivia says. She bites the corner of her lip. “I mean, she was nice, but strange.”
“She said I was hot.” I grin as Olivia rolls her eyes. “What? It’s nice to know! No one has ever told me that before.”
“That’s because no one but me has ever seen you before,” Olivia says as we approach the door to the classroom.
I smirk at her. “So are you saying I’m not hot?”
Her answering glare isn’t very encouraging. “Really?” she snaps. “We just met the only other person who has ever been able to see you, and she seems to know something about what you are, and all you can think about is whether or not you’re hot?”
“So? I’m curious. You know you’re beautiful. Everyone thinks so. Guys stare at you all the time. I don’t have the benefit of external validation of my appearance. I’ve got you, that’s it. You’ve never said a word about my looks. So, yes, I’m curious. Am I attractive?”
Olivia shrugs, annoyed that I am not taking this as seriously as she is. “I don’t know. I guess? I’ve never really thought about it, okay?”
Her hand reaches out for the door, but before she pushes it open, she turns around to glare at me. “When you decide to take this Robin chick seriously, let me know. Her seeing you may not be a good thing. Think about that,” she snaps.
She yanks the door open and stalks to her desk. I follow at a more leisurely pace. In truth, Robin’s words did freak me out. I think it’s awesome that she can see me. Her having a name for me . . .  there’s a good chance Olivia is right. It could change things. One thing I know from experience is that change is not good.
Lately, living under a separate set of rules because of who I am has been getting to me, but I still wouldn’t trade my life for anything. The idea of not being with Olivia, or Evie and their parents, scares me more than I care to admit. They are my whole world.
Slipping into an empty seat at the back of the room, my mind continues to whirl. For a long time, I am stuck thinking about the word Aerling and what that might mean. I try to contemplate the impact Robin might have on my life, but after a while, I decide to give up because I know too little to figure anything out and I’m too scared to try. I resign myself to three more hours of confusion before I can ask Robin a few questions. In an effort to distract myself, my thoughts turn back to Olivia and the answers she gave today.
My eyes slip over to her. Quietly staring at the board, pretending to be interested in a lecture on the Napoleonic Wars, Olivia takes no notice of me. As I watch her, my jumbled thoughts slow. I wasn’t kidding when I told her she was beautiful. Her strawberry blonde hair makes me think of summer days playing outside. Her lips are only a shade darker than her hair, and her dark green eyes border on evergreen.
What makes her even more attractive is that she doesn’t seem to care. She’s not one of those girls who doesn’t understand how pretty she is or pretends not to know in order to tease. Olivia knows she’s attractive, but she doesn’t see why that matters. Guys hit on her and she shrugs them off without another thought. I wish I could shrug it off when guys hit on her that easily. Nothing irritates me more.
Having said that, I have perfected the art of pretending not to notice other guys’ interest in her. Although, that ability is tested when Hayden Benton tugs on a strand of Olivia’s hair in order to get her attention. The annoyed expression Olivia has been holding all class slips away as she turns to face a guy most girls would go all gooey-eyed over in a second. Something to do with his dark hair and equally dark eyes, not to mention the fact that he spends more time working out than studying. I don’t get it.
Curiosity lifts Olivia’s eyebrows as she comes face to face with Hayden’s all-too-charming smile. Somehow he makes asking to borrow a pencil a seductive encounter. Not that Olivia seems to notice. She shrugs and hands him a spare pencil before turning her attention back to being irritated at me. Hayden keeps staring at the back of her head.
The whole encounter takes me back to the parking lot, to Olivia’s answer to Robin’s question. I guess I can understand being caught off guard when Robin abruptly asked about our relationship. She’s never had to explain that to anyone before. I slump into a sulk as I remember her answer. Brother? Kind of? Best friend?
Are we best friends? Of course.
But her brother?
I am not her brother.
The bell rings and the class files out. Olivia ignores me, and I know she will continue to ignore me until I prove I’m ready to be serious. On principle, I’m not terribly fond of serious. Today is different. I’m not just being flippant. I’m afraid. I have no desire to start up another conversation about Robin right now. We step into the hall in silence. I’m prepared to spend the next three class periods the same way. Too bad other people aren’t on the same page.
“Hey, Olivia!” Hayden calls out. “Wait up!”
Startled, Olivia turns around. “Yeah?”
Hayden trots up to her with another obnoxious smile. He slips a pencil out of his pocket and offers it up. “Thanks for letting me borrow this.”
Olivia takes the pencil back with a shrug. “Sure, no problem.”
For a moment, I worry that Hayden is about to attempt a full out conversation. The thought of standing here listening to his inane drivel has zero appeal. There is something about his dark hair and athletic build that I find offensive. Or maybe it’s his casual ability to capture just about anyone’s attention. Although, it might be the way his hand brushes Olivia’s arm like it’s nothing as he asks her a question about the lecture we just sat through.
Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s it.
Not interested in hanging around for Hayden’s charm, I head for our next class. I’m surprised when I see Robin plow around a corner at breakneck speed. She catches sight of me just before knocking into a couple too busy making out as they walk to notice the collision. Their obliviousness doesn’t keep Robin from getting her feet tangled and pitching forward.
Two quick steps brings me close enough to catch her elbow and save her from nose diving. Robin beams up at me . . .  once she makes it back up to standing. “You okay?” I ask.
Laughing off the incident, Robin says, “I’m not normally this klutzy.”
“Sure, sure.”
“Really! It’s just first day jitters. Not to mention the fact that this school is a maze! I can’t find anything.”
Feeling suddenly like taking a break, I lean against a row of lockers. “What exactly are you trying to find this time?”
“Room 217? I’m supposed to be taking AP English with Mrs. Hamilton.”
“AP?” I ask.
Robin rolls her eyes. “Why do people always sound surprised when they find out I’m smart?”
It’s hard not to laugh. “It might be the tripping and dropping things and bumping into people.” I shrug jokingly. “Just a guess.”
Her huff of irritation is downplayed by her smile. “Whatever,” she says. Then she holds out a stack of books. “Can you hold this? I think my phone is buzzing at me.”
“Uh, not to be unchivalrous, but I think the other students might find floating books to be a bit strange,” I say, holding my hands up in apology. “Your class is around the corner to the right, though.”
The blush that spreads though Robin’s cheeks is kind of cute. “Sorry! I keep forgetting you’re an Aerling, not a human. I’m such a mess today.”
Robin does some shifting, and snatches her phone out of a side pocket on her backpack. She mumbles something about overprotective parents as she reads the text she just got. Thankfully, she doesn’t notice that I have checked out of the conversation. What did she mean when she said I wasn’t human? She’s not serious, is she?
I mean, it’s always been pretty obvious that I’m different, but I just figured it was some kind of genetic thing, or radiation, maybe even a super power. Not human? I never actually considered the possibility. The idea is somewhat disturbing, but at the same time, kind of cool. What if I’m like Superman?
“Anyway,” Robin says, bursting into my thoughts, “thanks for helping me find my class. Where are you off to?”
It only takes me a moment to decide, my curiosity getting the better of my fear again. “Actually, I thought I might check out what an AP class is like. Mind if I join you?”
Robin beams at me again. “Not at all!”
We file through the door and Robin finds a seat next to the wall of windows. It’s perfect because I can park myself on the sill and still be within “chatting” distance. Of course, Robin probably isn’t familiar with my version of note passing, so I take a moment to explain before the teacher gets class started.
“If you pretend you’re taking notes, I can read whatever you write from here.”
Robin’s eyes dart toward me for a brief second before settling forward as if I weren’t there. She neatly places two sheets of loose leaf paper on the desk. I wonder why she has two. On one she writes, Cool, I have tons of questions for you! On the other she writes the date and AP English. I stifle a laugh when I realize she’s actually taking real notes along with the fake ones. Robin is an interesting girl.
Mrs. Hamilton launches right into her lecture, not even bothering to take notice that she has a new student in her room. Robin doesn’t seem put out. Instead, she turns her attention back to her papers. For me, she writes, Do you remember how you came here?
I shake my head. There wasn’t any coming here. I’ve always been here. Robin sighs, clearly frustrated.
Why is that the one thing Aerlings can never remember? They remember everything else.
Her comment piques my interest. I do have a very good memory, eidetic even, but I can’t remember everything. There are big sections of my early childhood that are nothing more than fragments, fragments that I don’t really like to think about. Even now, I shy away from the bits of memory that try to surface. The flash of pain, the terror of a hand clamping down around my arm.
A nudge from Robin send images like that back into the recesses of my mind. I glance down at her notebook, eager for a new question. What she writes surprises me.
Tell me about your name.
If she were asking Olivia that same question, she would get a pretty basic answer, something like how Olivia comes from olive tree which is a symbol of peace in Latin, or that she was named after her maternal grandmother. I was surprised when I realized naming a child didn’t hold the same significance in most families as it did in mine. In my first family, that is.
“When I was named, everyone in the family was gathered around me. Everyone placed one hand on me, and I remember feeling strange in this new place, but it was okay because I knew how much everyone loved me. I remember seeing my mom smiling at me. My dad was crying. It was the only time I ever saw him cry, except  . . . ”
My hands ball into fists as I try to ward off the image of his face contorted in pain. Robin has been staring at the board, listening both to me and the teacher, but after a few minutes she glances over at me in concern. Afraid she’ll start asking questions, I force myself to continue.
“My mom said each of my names would mean something. Each one was special, and would help me remember who I am,” I say slowly, still trying to shake off the pain talking about this sparks. “My first name, Mason, meant I would be strong, physically and mentally, but more importantly, I would be the kind of person people could rely on. Someone who would stand up for what I knew was right.”
Wow, Robin writes, that’s a lot to live up to.
I laugh. “And that’s only my first name!”
Robin smiles, barely stopping herself from giggling. Tell me about the other two.
Shaking my head, I say, “Maybe later. My turn.”
I watch as Robin sits up straighter with her pencil poised to answer. She’s an interesting girl.
“How do you know so much about Aerlings?”
Robin looks over at me with an expression that clearly says I’m completely nuts. She starts scratching out a hurried answer. I had one of my own, of course! My family has been Caretakers for generations. Hasn’t Olivia’s family?
Part of me wants to explain how Olivia found me, tell her about my other family. Maybe she could help me make sense of everything. But if she knows how this is all supposed to work, she’ll realize that somehow my life got screwed up. What if she tries to change things, or take me away from Olivia? I make a snap decision, not willing to risk losing Olivia, not even for answers that have plagued me my entire life.
“Yeah, of course they have,” I lie. “It’s just that we’ve never met anyone else who is, uh, a Caretaker. I didn’t want to assume.”
Robin nods as if that makes perfect sense. Okay, my turn again. When did you realize you were an Aerling? Or did your parents tell you right away? 
This question brings back another round of painful memories as well. One of the few clear memories I have before meeting Olivia is of wandering around the city crying and begging for help, confused why no one would look at me, let alone help me.
“No,” I say, “they didn’t tell me. I figured it out when I was five.”
Robin shakes her head. I don’t understand why Caretakers don’t tell Aerlings who they are. It only hurts them later to realize they’ve been lied to. I mean, I get that they don’t want to make them feel like they’re different, but it’s the truth. 
“Yeah, I’m with you on that one.” Maybe if they had told me, I would have known what to do. Instead, I was alone and terrified.



Chapter 3
Sentinel
(Olivia)
 
I don’t know where Mason has been, but when he pops up near the cafeteria, I latch onto his arm and refuse to let go. “Where have you been all morning?”
“Getting to know our new friend,” Mason says.
“What?”
Mason shrugs, as if my question barely fazes him, but I can see the tension in his shoulders.
“I decided to go to class with Robin.”
“Why?”
“Why?” Mason asks. “Because she can see me and talk to me. That’s reason enough.”
I can certainly understand the appeal, but I’m still miffed. “You could have at least told me where you were going. I turned around and you were gone.”
Mason rolls his eyes. “And interrupt your fascinating conversation with Hayden Benton?”
“Fascinating?” What on earth is he talking about? Hayden returned my pencil and asked me if I knew when our next test was.
I shake off Mason’s weirdness and say, “Look, I know you’re excited that someone other than me can see and hear you, but we know nothing about this Robin chick. What if she uses something you tell her against you?”
“What’s she going to do? Tell people you have an invisible guy living at your house? I’m sure that will go over well.”
“Would you please be serious about this for five seconds?” I snap.
Mason’s body bristles. He takes a step away from me and turns the corner. Knowing the drill, I follow him to the abandoned drinking fountains and pull out my phone. I hold it to my ear, so if anyone walks by they’ll assume I’m arguing with whoever is on the other end of the call and not that I’m totally insane, yelling at a wall.
Usually we can manage to talk without anyone else noticing, thanks to the crowds and noise. Pulling a stunt like this means if we continue this conversation, people will notice. I don’t like these kinds of conversations.
Locking eyes with Mason, I ask, “What is going on?”
For a moment, Mason doesn’t respond. He seems to be considering his words very carefully. That’s never a good sign, either.
“Robin knows stuff,” Mason says slowly.
“Like what kind of stuff?”
After a minute of shuffling, Mason responds. “Stuff like naming ceremonies, Caretakers, how good my memory is.”
“What do you mean? How much does she know?” Everything he’s saying is only making me more anxious.
“Well, she knew enough to ask me questions about my name, for starters. She knew what a big deal it was to my family, and she acted like that was totally normal.”
I can feel my nose crinkle. Evie tells me every time she sees me doing it that I’m wrecking my skin with all the scrunching and I’ll end up with wrinkles like cat whiskers. I’m not vain, or at least I don’t think I am, but that does concern me a little. I try to unwrinkle my nose and think.
“Okay, so what does that mean?” This time my forehead wrinkles. “When she called you an Aerling and acted like it was no big deal, I guess I figured that meant there are more people like you out there somewhere. How does she know this stuff?”
Mason fidgets again, folding his arms across his chest. “She said something about Caretakers, people who watch over Aerlings. She said her and her ancestors have been Caretakers for a long time, and get this . . .  she used to have an Aerling.”
“She used to have one? That sounds like she’s talking about a toy car. What is a Caretaker, anyway? Like some kind of foster family?”
“I guess,” Mason says with a shrug. Now he really starts getting antsy. His feet shuffle and eyes go to his shoes. I know that look as well.
Sighing, I ask, “What did you tell her?”
“I may have told her that you and your family are Caretakers, too,” he admits. Mason looks up, searching my expression for a reaction. He seems shocked when he gets one.
“What?” I demand. “Why would you do that? What if she asks me some kind of Caretaker question, or wants to compare notes, or has some kind of secret handshake?”
Mason snorts, only maddening me even more. “Really? A secret handshake?” His laugh is incredibly annoying.
“Well, it isn’t any weirder than living with an invisible person!” I defend.
His head shakes back and forth. “What else did you expect me to tell her? Was I supposed to admit that my real family  . . . ”
Suddenly, Mason looks away. When I realize his hands are balled into fists and his jaw is quivering, I reach out to him. I can hardly stand here hugging a bunch of thin air, but I slide my hand around one of his fists. I know thinking about his family is never easy. His reaction right now is more intense than usual, though. Worry that Robin dredged up memories he’d rather forget makes me edge away from concern about her and toward dislike.
It takes another minute before Mason continues. “I couldn’t explain all of that to her.”
“I know.” My hand tightens around his. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”
Mason shakes off my apology. “It’s more than that, too. She obviously knows what’s supposed to happen with Aerlings. If I tell her what really happened, what would she do? Maybe there’s some kind of Aerling Child Services, or something. What if she told someone and they tried to take me away from you?”
“Mason, Mom and Dad would never let anyone take you from us. I wouldn’t let that happen.”
“Who knows what people might be involved, or what they’re capable of?” Mason says.
The worry that has been niggling at my mind worsens. Mason has never shared the exact details of what happened to his real family, but I know enough to understand it was bad. It had to be for a five year old to end up wandering the streets alone. If that wasn’t proof enough, Mason’s nightmares are more than enough to convince me.
The first night he stayed with me, we were huddled together on my bed, sleeping after a full afternoon of playing in the backyard. It was the shaking that woke me first. I tried to ask him what was happening, but he wouldn’t wake up. Then he started screaming. I was so freaked out that I ran into my parents’ room crying, begging them to help me. They thought I was the one having bad dreams, because, of course, they thought Mason was imaginary, but it did the trick. Mom took me back to my room and sang songs to me while I held Mason’s hand. I wouldn’t let her leave until he stopped crying.
“Mason, what if what happened to your family  . . . ” I pause as his hand cinches around mine. “What if Robin has something to do with them?”
“I don’t know, Olivia. I know we just met her, but she seems so genuine. She’s pretty stoked about finding me. Whatever she knows, I don’t think she, herself, is dangerous,” he says, “but if she tells people about me, and word gets back to the wrong people, it could be bad.”
No kidding, I think, as I turn and lean against the wall. I can admit that I have always been curious about Mason’s past. If it means risking his safety or not having him in my life, I will happily leave those questions unanswered forever. I push away from the wall and meet his eyes. My seriousness is hard for him to dodge. He straightens up as well.
“So, how do we handle this?” I ask.
Mason shrugs. “We go to lunch, I guess.”
Okay, so maybe he isn’t going to be serious. My narrowing eyes have no effect on him. “Mason,” I growl. “We need a plan.”
“I already told you my plan. You pretend you’re my Caretaker and we find out as much as we can from Robin at lunch.”
“Your plan sucks,” I grouch. Even still, my shoulders slouch because I don’t have a better one. “Fine. Let’s go to lunch.”
I don’t realize Mason is still holding my hand until he starts toward the cafeteria and my arm is yanked after him. Apparently he didn’t realize either, because he stops and looks down at our hands. He smiles sheepishly, no doubt embarrassed that his earlier anxiety affected him so much.
His hand slides out of mine as he says, “Sorry.”
I bump against Mason’s shoulder with a smile before continuing on to the cafeteria. As soon as we walk through the double doors, I spot her. It’s hard to miss her sitting all by herself at a table meant for eight. Her bright red glasses stick out just as much as her big, goofy grin. I can’t help cringing when she sees us and starts waving enthusiastically. People already think I’m kind of weird. Robin certainly isn’t going to improve my reputation.
Mason is already five steps ahead of me before I commit myself to sitting down next to Robin. By the time I actually sit down, I am convinced she is about to explode. The mental image of her head bursting like a party balloon does nothing to improve my mood. Normally, I don’t mind perky people. Perky and question hungry, possibly a threat . . . that, I’m not so keen on.
“How was your morning, Olivia? I had so much fun with Mason! He hung out in my classes with me and we talked about all kinds of stuff. I love the name your family picked out for him! He only told me about his first name, though. I can’t wait to hear about the other names. I was too little when my parents chose the name for our Aerling, but I loved hearing the meanings. I am so excited to get to talk about this stuff again! It’s been forever since I’ve had Caretaker friends to chat with. Aren’t you excited?” Robin says, the words bulleting out of her mouth.
A quick glance over at Mason almost makes me laugh. With one eyebrow cocked and his mouth hanging half open, he looks a little surprised by Robin’s free flowing enthusiasm. He hasn’t had to spend nearly as many hours listening to Evie prattle on about everything under the sun as I have. Needless to say, I recover first.
“Excited might be a little strong,” I say simply.
Now Robin looks shocked. “What? How can you not be excited? I always hated keeping secrets. It feels so awesome to be able to talk about this stuff with someone who understands.”
Regardless of the fact that Robin is acting completely clueless, I’m not buying it just yet. I lean back in my chair and eye her carefully. “We prefer keeping to ourselves, actually. Having other Caretakers around, well, it feels a little claustrophobic.”
“Hmm,” Robin says, tilting her head to one side. “I guess I might be a little out of the loop since it’s been a while since we’ve had much contact with the others, but I didn’t think the conflict was still going on. Grandma said it had been bad when she was younger, but she made it sound like most of it had resolved. Mom and Dad never really talked about it. Has it gotten worse? Was there an actual split? Oh wow, if there was . . .  maybe I should call my grandma when I get home and ask her about it.”
Sure that Robin will continue to ramble without stopping, I step in and shut her up before she totally loses me. “Look, I have no idea what you’re talking about  . . . ”
Mason’s eyes widened, thinking I am about to bail on his not-so-carefully laid plan. I roll my eyes and refocus on Robin.
“I never said anything about a conflict or splitting. All I said was that my family prefers to keep things private. We don’t have much contact with the other Caretakers or anyone else involved in all this, for that matter.”
“Why not?” Robin all but demands.
“Why should we?” I counter. Not my best comeback, but I am grasping at straws here.
Robin’s shoulders drop in defeat. “Because . . . because other Caretakers are the only ones who understand. We help each other and give each other support when we need it. It’s not easy walking around with secrets all the time.”
For some reason, Robin’s chin dips down. I can’t say for sure, but I think I see a hint of tears in her eyes. Is she hiding something? Guilt would be my guess, but guilt for what? I’m suddenly so fixated on what mistakes she might have made, or secrets she might have let her runaway mouth spit out, that when she speaks again I jump.
“What about Mason? Staying in contact with the other Caretakers gives all the Aerlings a chance to socialize and help each other,” Robin says, just a touch indignant.
Her tone gets under my skin. Is she judging my family for our choices? In the back of my mind, I know she has the whole situation screwed up because we’re lying to her, but all the same, what right does she have to judge?
“Mason has me,” I snap, “and Evie and Mom and Dad. Why would he need anyone else?”
Again, I look over at Mason, expecting him to back me up. The expression on his face makes me falter. There is longing and guilt reflected in his eyes. I don’t understand. He would never want to leave us, right? There’s no way he would ever want other Aerlings more than us. It hurts to think he would even consider it. I am stunned . . . until Robin starts talking again.
“Why would he want to be around other Aerlings?” Robin asks in disbelief. She shakes her head at me, like I’m the crazy one. “Olivia, you seriously can’t imagine what it’s like to be like Mason? His world consists of his family, only his family. Even though I’m sure you all love him a lot, that’s a totally tiny world!
“Sure, he can go anywhere, do anything, and no one will ever see him. Nobody else sees the talents he has or gets to experience his personality and sense of humor. The only people who hear and see him are obligated to love him because they’re his family. It makes it pretty hard to ever feel truly accepted!
“And they’re so different. They experience life here in a way we can never understand. They have to be hidden, kept secret, lied about. It hurts to always be viewed as a potential problem, don’t you get that? Being around other Aerlings is the only time they’re actually free to be themselves! Why would you want to take that away from him?”
Her accusing stare pins me. I am too shocked to say anything. My eyes dart to Mason, hoping he will stand up for me, for my family. I am stunned all over again when I see his defeated posture, his glassy eyes downcast. Suddenly, it doesn’t matter that everything Robin is judging my family for is all ridiculous because we never actually made choices to keep Mason away from people like him. We didn’t even know they existed. We did the best we could, but it doesn’t make any difference.
I realize as I watch Robin’s hand slide comfortingly over Mason’s that it’s all true, regardless of reality. Mason has felt isolated. He hates being our secret . . .  our problem. Practical jokes aside, it kills him to be locked inside the little box that is my family. I know he loves us, but Robin is right, he will never have the opportunity to experience life in a way that truly gives it meaning.
Mason’s funk this morning seemed so strange to me at the time. Now, I am astounded that I have been so blind not to see how much he has been struggling lately. I sniff against the inevitability of tears, tilting my head up just enough to keep them from falling.
“Olivia,” Robin says, sounding rather far away.
When I don’t respond right away, she says my name again. Eventually, I turn in her direction, but don’t actually look up at her. Only Mason’s hand closing over mine gives me enough strength to meet her gaze. When I do, Robin looks embarrassed.
“Olivia, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to be so awful to you. I wasn’t thinking, something my mom says happens all the time when I start talking.” She rolls her eyes. “It’s just that the other Caretakers we knew were so supportive through everything and it made such a difference to know them. I didn’t think that maybe your family had experienced something different until Mason explained.” Robin shakes her head, chastising herself. “I know, that’s not an excuse. I shouldn’t have judged, either way. Sometimes my mouth just gets the better of me. Friends?”
I stare at her, completely dumbfounded. I turn and stare at Mason. “You told her?” I squeak.
Mason meets my eyes directly, speaking slowly when he begins. “I told her about the other Caretakers your parents knew. I told them how they betrayed some of the families in our area and told their secrets, and the harm they caused. Robin understands now that your mom and dad were just trying to protect me by distancing us from the others.”
His gaze doesn’t waver until I nod slowly.
Where did he come up with that? I am amazed that he was able to fabricate a convincing lie so easily, and deliver it so calmly. More importantly, I am so relieved that he stuck up for our family, no matter how much Robin’s words rang true with him.
Both of Mason’s hands are on the table, but I pat his leg gently in thanks. Mason’s eyes dart over to mine at the feel of my hand on his thigh. I feel badly for startling him and pull my hand back, but suddenly his hand is gripping mine, holding it tightly in place.
Knowing that he is probably still hurting from what Robin said earlier, I don’t try to pull away again. Instead, I turn back to Robin. I am no longer in the mood for a question and answer session, but I do have one thought scampering around in my mind that won’t be put off for later.
“Robin, you mentioned the Aerling your family used to take care of, but obviously he or she isn’t with you anymore. What happened?”
Robin’s already pale face turns ghostly. “Her name was Eliana, and she isn’t with us anymore because the Sentinels killed her.”



Chapter 4
Nightmares
(Olivia)
 
Screaming wakes me from an already troubled sleep. The sound of Mason’s voice calling out in fear and pain jolts me out of bed and sends me running down the hall. Pushing through his door, the yelling doubles in volume. Mason lays on the bed thrashing. I hurry over to him, unfortunately all too familiar with this routine.
“Mason,” I call out as loudly as I dare. I don’t want to wake the rest of the house. “Mason!”
With his eyes squeezed shut, he continues to thrash and mumble words I can’t pick out of the chaos. I try calling his name several more times, but he won’t respond. Worry begins building in my heart. It’s never been this hard to wake him before. With all the new revelations and stress he’s had to deal with today, I am concerned this is more than just nightmares.
Dodging his flailing arms, I reach in and grip his shoulder hard. My plan was to give him a quick shake, but before I have the chance, Mason’s eyes snap open wide and terrified. His whole body freezes, his eyes not seeing anything but the horrible memories I know are replaying in his mind.
“Mason,” I whisper. My fingers tighten on his shoulder, but I am afraid to move him. “Mason,” I try again.
When his whole body starts shaking, I panic.
“Mason. Mason! Wake up. Please, you’re scaring me!” I grab his other shoulder and hold on tight as he continues to shake. I am half a second away from calling out for my dad when Mason suddenly wakes up.
For a moment he seems confused, then his eyes find mine and his arms practically strangle me as he yanks me into his lap. His face is buried in my hair, hiding from everything before I can even react.
“Ollie,” he whispers. “Ollie, you’re here. Don’t leave, Ollie. Don’t leave.”
The torture in his voice breaks my heart. My arms tighten around him. “I’m not going anywhere, Mason.”
We hold each other until Mason’s body stops trembling, until my heartbeat climbs the ladder back down from rabbit-speed to normal. Even once the night no longer feels like it is collapsing in on us, we stay in each other’s arms. I am afraid to let go. The irrational fear that the nightmares will start again if we slip apart keeps me from doing anything. I don’t know if Mason feels the same fear, but he makes no move to push me aside either.
Time is indeterminable in this moment. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is Mason.
“Thank you,” Mason whispers in the darkness. “Thank you for staying with me.”
Gently, I push back just enough so we can see each other. “Are you okay now?”
There is indecision in his eyes before finally saying, “Yeah, I guess.”
“Liar,” I say. I start to stand up, but Mason latches onto my arm before I can get more than a few inches away, proving my point. Instead of saying so, I press my hand against his cheek. “Hey, I’m not going anywhere. I’m just moving so I can rub your shoulders. It always helps you calm down after a nightmare, so scoot up.”
Mason does as he is told and I settle on the bed behind him. I have to stack a couple of pillows beneath me so I can comfortably reach his shoulders, but as soon as my fingers start kneading away at his knotted up muscles, I hear him sigh in relief. As I work at his stress, my mind works at puzzling out tonight’s odd events.
Most nights, Mason has nightmares about what happened to his family. They are always scary and leave him feeling the loss all over again, but tonight was different. I have never heard him screaming like he did tonight. It scared me half to death when he woke me. Not being able to wake him for so long was even worse. Something about his nightmare tonight was different. I want to ask him about it, but usually all asking questions gets me is silence and a sour mood. Still, I am worried enough to risk it.
“Mason, what happened tonight?”
His shoulders shrug under my fingers. “Nightmares,” he mumbles.
“The same as usual?” I question. “Because you haven’t called me Ollie since we were little. And even then, you only called me that when you were really upset.”
When Mason hesitates, I know I am right. Maybe pushing him to talk is selfish, but this feels important and I am not willing to let it go. My silence is enough of a push after several minutes.
“It started out the same,” he says slowly.
“It was about your family at first?”
Mason nods. “Every night it’s the same. Screaming, crying. Watching them come, watching them hurt my family . . .  my sister.”
Sister? My hands slow as I falter. Mason has never said anything about a sister before. I knew he wasn’t an only child, but he’s never shared any specifics with me. Just talking about them is too much. It is a struggle to continue massaging his shoulders with my shaking hands as I realize Mason may have witnessed his sister’s death.
“Everything was the same until I got away,” Mason says quietly.
When Mason doesn’t continue right away, my mind is taken back to the day I saw Mason standing in our front yard. He was filthy, but I barely noticed. His tears were what captured my attention. I had never seen him in the neighborhood before, but I quietly went out the front door even though I knew I wasn’t supposed to go in the front yard without my mom. When I sat down on the front steps beside him, he nearly jumped right out of his shoes.
For a moment, I thought he was going to run away. Then, suddenly, he stopped crying. He looked at me as if he was confused about something. When he reached out and touched my cheek, I didn’t flinch away. Wanting to make him feel better, I asked him if he wanted to play with me.
I was too young to question where his parents were. Later that night when he asked if he could stay the night at my house, I was more than happy to say yes. I had no idea at the time that his entire family had been murdered and he had nowhere else to go. I was just happy to have made a new friend and I wanted to do everything I could to make sure he was happy and didn’t cry anymore.
“Mason, how did the nightmare change?” I ask.
“I found you,” he says slowly, “which I usually don’t. It always ends with me running away, scared and alone. This time, I made it to your house, and then all of the sudden we were older, the same age we are now. I thought everything was fine until they came back. Then it started happening all over again.”
“What started?”
Mason shudders. “The killing.”
“The . . .  what?”
“They found me. They wanted to hurt me again, but they couldn’t get to me. They hurt your mom and dad instead. I tried to protect Evie, but no matter what I did, it wasn’t enough. And then  . . . ” Mason’s voice breaks. His head drops and his hands come up to press against his head. “ . . .  then they came after you. I couldn’t stop them. They hurt you. They took you away from me.”
It isn’t just his nightmare that shocks me. I haven’t seen Mason cry since the day we met, but I can feel his body shuddering now as he tries to hold back sobs. When I slide one of my hands to his face, he presses against it and the tears tumble over my fingers. Words come slowly, yet my breathing is rapid as fear sets in.
“Mason, it was just a dream. No one is going to hurt us,” I say, more of a prayer than a statement.
“What if it’s not?” Mason asks when his body begins to calm.
More frightened by that statement than I let on, I say, “What do you mean?”
Mason reaches up and stops my hands from rubbing his back. Gentle pressure pulls my arms over his shoulders. I quickly fold them around him in a hug, resting my chin on his shoulder. His own arms follow suit.
When Mason doesn’t answer my question, I say, “Mason, as scary as it was, it’s just a dream. All that stuff with Robin today has you freaked out. No one is going to hurt us or take you away.”
“Why did it happen the first time?” Mason demands.
“You mean to your family?”
I can feel all my hard work getting reversed as Mason’s body begins to tense back up. His voice is rough when he says, “Why did they die? Who killed them?”
He knows I have no clue what even happened, let alone who was responsible. But after talking to Robin today, I know what he is really asking. “Do you think those Sentinels Robin mentioned had something to do with what happened to your family?”
As if having someone other them him voice his thoughts makes them easier to deal with, Mason’s shoulders relax slightly. “I don’t know. Maybe.” Leaning his head against mine, Mason sighs. “If they killed Eliana, maybe that’s what they were trying to do to me.”
“But, why would they hurt your family? Robin’s family wasn’t harmed.”
“My family would never let anyone hurt me,” Mason says almost angrily.
“And Robin’s would?” I ask. I don’t question his family’s commitment, but I wonder why he doubts Robin’s.
Mason doesn’t answer right away. His jaw works back and forth as he chooses his words. “She feels guilty about something.”
His words remind me of the way she teared up when she talked about secrets. I doubted her then, and I find myself siding with Mason now, as well. Robin is hiding something.
“Besides,” Mason interrupts, “they couldn’t find me when they showed up. My mom was making pancakes that morning. When she went to the pantry to look for syrup, I hid under the sink. I loved to surprise her. It made her laugh, and I loved the sound of her laugh.”
I sit absolutely still and perfectly quiet as Mason talks about his mother, afraid that the slightest sound or movement will end his sharing. I wait as Mason swipes at a stray tear. He sniffs before continuing.
“I was under the sink when I heard a loud bang. My mom screamed. I tried to get out of the cupboard, but she pushed the door back shut. They didn’t know I was there, but I remember an unfamiliar voice calling out for me. Whoever they were, they wanted me.”
Without warning, catching my breath seems impossible. I don’t know if I can handle the thought that someone might actively be trying to hurt Mason. Before I can stop myself, I feel tears begin sliding down my cheeks. I’m not the only one who feels them. Mason reaches up and touches my face, seeming startled when he realizes I am crying. Not that I can blame him. I’m about as much of a crier as he is.
“Oh, Ollie,” he says softly. His strong, but gentle arms easily pull me out from behind him and nestle me against his body. I curl against him as I try to shut out the fear that is quickly swallowing me up.
“Mason, I can’t bear the thought of losing you,” I whisper against his chest.
His arms press me against him so tightly there is no space left between us. “I’ve already lost one family. I won’t lose you, too.”
The night quiets as we lay in each other’s arms. Slowly, Mason’s breathing calms. As he relaxes, my own fears begin to calm as well. They don’t disappear, but they come down to a manageable enough level that I can think and ask the question lingering in both of our minds.
“Mason, what do we do now?”
He sighs. His fingers stroke my hair softly. “I don’t know. I’m not sure how to get more information out of Robin without telling her the truth.”
“We can’t tell her the truth. We have no idea who she’s really involved with. It’s too big of a risk.”
“I know, but we have to stay close to her, too. If she is a threat, we can’t be blind to it.”
I know he’s right, but I don’t like to think about Mason being so close to someone who could potentially hurt him. But what choice do we have? I look up at Mason and find him already staring down at me with a look of concern. Something about the moment makes my heart lurch. It takes me a few seconds to gather my thoughts.
“Mason, we’ll figure this out,” I promise.
As his fingers brush against my cheek, that strange sensation flashes again, but I am too anxious to pay it much attention.
“Out of everything Robin told us today, do you know what hurt the most?” Mason asks, surprising me by his change in topic. He doesn’t wait for me to answer. “Robin said something like sometimes it’s hard to remember ‘I wasn’t human,’ that I was sent here to be raised by Caretakers. Do you realize what that means? Not only am I not human, my family isn’t even my real family. All of the sudden, I’ve lost another family, one I never knew, maybe one that didn’t even want me to begin with.”
“We’ll find answers, Mason.”
I know it’s not much as far as comfort goes, but I don’t know what else to say. I have no idea why anyone would give up someone as wonderful as Mason. If his biological parents didn’t want him, their stupidity was our gain. I can’t imagine my life without Mason.
I have no idea what time it is, but weariness begins to creep over me. My eyes are starting to close when Mason asks one last question.
“Do you think Robin is right about me not being human?”
A yawn stretches my jaw before I can answer. “I don’t know. Maybe. You are invisible.”
“Does that bother you?” he asks quietly.
My shrug is more of a twitch as sleeps tries to steal me away. “Why would it? I love you no matter where you came from.”



Chapter 5
Separation
(Mason)
 
I am exhausted, but having Olivia’s body tangled up with mine makes it impossible for sleep to claim me. Both my body and mind are begging me to give in and rest, but I know this is a rare opportunity I would be a fool to squander. So I hold her quietly, breathing in her scent as I contemplate her last words.
Denying that what she said sent a rush through my body would be a lie. I know she didn’t mean it like I want her to, but hearing her say that she will love me even if I am some kind of freak . . .  alien . . .  whatever I am, means more to me than she will ever understand.
I freeze as Olivia shifts, crossing her leg over mine and snuggling even closer. It takes a moment for my heart to stop racing. The desire to turn my head enough to press my lips against her forehead is very nearly too much. Lying in my bed with her is pure torture, anything more and I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from waking her and admitting how much I want her.
But I know how that would go over. Seeing an expression of disbelief or disgust on Olivia’s face as she tries to comprehend her “brother” telling her he’s in love with her is not something I want to experience.
That thought alone is depressing enough to make me reconsider sleep. My eyes close, but a sound in the hallway snaps them back open. Memories spring up uncontrollably, flashing back to that day. My arms tighten around Olivia’s body. I am ready to scoop her up and run if my fears prove true.
The sight of Olivia’s dad shuffling down the hallway sends a shot of relief through me. I laugh at myself for being so paranoid and relax my grip on Olivia. A second later, panic sets in that he will realize Olivia isn’t in her room and is in fact sleeping with me. Olivia may only see me as a brother, but her dad saw the potential for something more from the first day. Before I can wake Olivia and warn her, her dad appears in the doorway calling Olivia’s name softly.
It takes me a moment to remember that he can’t see me. All he can see is Olivia sprawled awkwardly across my bed. In a moment of desperation, I opt for rolling away from her and pretending I am still asleep. I quickly decide to let Olivia figure a way out of this.
“Olivia,” Olivia’s dad calls again as he crosses the room, more awake now. “Olivia.”
She doesn’t stir until he reaches down and gently shakes her. Slowly, her eyes blink open. “Dad?”
She pulls away from me as her dad sits down on the edge of the bed. I am working hard at pretending to be asleep, yet I can’t help but notice that Olivia doesn’t even seem embarrassed at being found in my bed. Grimacing, I realize that the thought probably never crossed her mind that something more than her comforting me was going on.
“Olivia, what are you doing in here? Is everything okay?” her dad asks.
Rubbing her eyes, Olivia mumbles, “Yeah, Mason was having nightmares again. They were pretty bad. He woke me out of a deep sleep.”
Olivia’s dad puts an arm around his daughter, ruffling her already mussed hair. “Sorry, kiddo. I wish I could hear him. I feel bad that you’re always the one who has to get up in the middle of the night to help Mason. That should be mine and your mom’s job, not yours.”
“I don’t mind,” Olivia says, and I know she means it. Not smiling in response to her kindness is a challenge.
“Is Mason okay?”
Olivia shrugs. “I don’t know, Dad. I’m worried about him. Tonight’s nightmares were really bad. I’m scared that Mason thinks something terrible is going to happen.”
Rather than brushing off her fears as nothing, her dad considers what she said. His nose scrunches just like Olivia’s always does. “Mason has nightmares all the time. What made these different?”
One of the things I love about Olivia most is her honesty. She knows how to keep a secret when it’s absolutely necessary, but she prefers to be open and up front about what is going on in her life. She tried to tell her whole family about me the day we met. No one believed her, but she kept trying. She knew she needed help, and she doesn’t believe in prolonging a difficult situation by being stubborn or keeping secrets. Olivia handles my nightmares in the same way.
The concern in her voice is clear as she tells her dad not only about my nightmare tonight, but about Robin and everything we learned from her today. Her dad listens thoughtfully, carefully considering everything. As I quietly eavesdrop on their conversation, I marvel at their closeness. They are so alike, it’s no wonder they have always turned to each other when they needed support or someone to laugh with.
I listen raptly, waiting for one of them to come up with a solution. When Olivia speaks next, I am not prepared for her question.
“Dad, do you think Mason’s nightmares could be more than dreams? Premonitions?”
When Olivia’s dad doesn’t immediately discount the idea, my breathing stops.
“What makes you think they aren’t just dreams?”
Olivia shrugs. “I don’t know. Nothing, I guess. It’s just that, well, Mason is special. He’s amazing and unique. He’s invisible. Obviously there’s something we don’t understand about him. What if he has abilities we don’t know about?”
Silently, I hope that he’ll just brush off her theory. I can’t stand the thought of anything I saw tonight being even mildly close to reality. Sweat begins to bead on my forehead. Please, I beg, tell her it’s a ridiculous idea.
“I can’t say whether his dreams are more than that or not, but I think you’re smart to be wary. Mason is very special, and it wouldn’t surprise me at all to find out he has abilities beyond the average person.”
Clearly, that wasn’t the answer Olivia wanted to hear, either. The way her shoulders bunch up and her arms tighten around her slender body prove the idea terrifies her.
“Dad, I don’t want Mason’s dreams to come true. I don’t want to lose him.” A quick sniff and brush at her eyes makes my chest constrict. She leans her head against her dad’s shoulder and he pulls her in tightly.
“Olivia, I’m not saying that his dreams are real. Most likely, they’re just dreams brought on by meeting Robin. But even if they are real, don’t you think that if Mason has one special talent, he may very well have others, too? I don’t think you need to start worrying yet.”
Turning just enough that I can see her profile, Olivia smiles weakly up at her dad. “I’ll try not to.”
He kisses her forehead. Having reassured her, he moves as if to leave, but stops and settles back onto the bed. The turning of his head toward me forces me to shut my eyes and feign sleep just in case Olivia’s gaze follows. My ears, however, stay open and ready. Olivia senses something has changed. The feel of her shifting to a more wary posture on the bed makes me even more nervous. Maybe she wasn’t as unconcerned about being found in here as I thought.
“Olivia, since we’re talking about the future, I need to ask you a question. I’ve been meaning to talk to you for a while, but we’ve both been so busy I can’t ever seem to find the time,” her dad says.
“A question about what?”
Olivia’s dad shifts for a moment, not speaking right away. Eventually, he says, “Olivia, this is your last year of high school. I know we’ve talked about colleges and majors, but  . . . ”
“Dad, do we really need to talk about this right now? I’m still thinking about what I want to do. I won’t even apply anywhere until next semester, and even once I start college, I can take all my Gen Ed classes if I’m still not sure about a major.”
Patting her leg, her dad waves off anymore arguments. “That’s not what I was going to ask you. Take a breath. You have plenty of time to decide all that.”
Confused, Olivia asks, “Then what?”
“What about Mason? Has he talked to you at all about what he wants to do after high school?”
It is an innocent enough question, but it makes me go cold. Not only does Olivia seem stumped by the question, I am floored. I have to admit that I haven’t thought about it for even a second. It never occurred to me that Olivia graduating might change things. Being separated simply isn’t an option.
The sound of Olivia’s voice startles me. Suddenly, I am hanging on every syllable.
“I guess I really haven’t thought about it, and I don’t think Mason has either. He hasn’t said anything to me, anyway,” Olivia says. She fiddles nervously with the bedspread. “I just figured he would come with me. He could study whatever he wanted, but we would still be together. That’s what’s important, right?”
Her dad doesn’t answer right away. He glances back at me again before turning back and speaking. “I know you and Mason are very close, but this is something you both need to talk about, something we all need to talk about. It won’t be as simple as you and Mason just going off to college.”
No, it won’t be that simple, I suddenly realize. Where would we live? If Olivia decides on a college away from home, she’ll be housed either in a dorm or an apartment. Either option would require a roommate. Roommates will be a problem. How would Olivia explain her live-in invisible friend? I don’t think either of us could stand having to pretend I didn’t exist that often.
The other obvious problem is that even though I am invisible to the majority of the world, I still need a bed, food, and the occasional shower. Explaining an empty room that definitely looks lived in, but never has an actual tenant would definitely be a problem.
The only real option would be sharing Olivia’s room. That thought is staggering as I consider the unlikely possibility of having Olivia in my arms every night. Olivia’s dad’s voice seems distant as he spells out all the same problems that just ran through my mind. Paying attention seems too difficult. I can feel my skin flushing as fantasy takes over. There is no way that Olivia would remain oblivious to how deep our connection could go if we spent that much time together being that physically close. I have no delusions of my limits. It wouldn’t take many nights for me to breakdown and admit everything. It is a thought that both terrifies and excites me.
I think I might have spent the rest of the night entertaining such thoughts, but Olivia’s voice pulls me back to reality.
“Dad, none of that stuff matters. All that matters is that me and Mason stay together.”
The thrill her words send through me is hard to describe. Her dad doesn’t seem to appreciate the sentiment.
“Olivia,” he says wearily, “you’re not being realistic. It’s one thing to have you both living here, but the two of you going out and living together is completely different.”
“Why is it so different?” she argues. “We manage well enough now.”
“Because we have rules here. You have separate rooms, boundaries. Plus, we all know about Mason. He can come home and he doesn’t have to hide. You won’t have that at college in the dorms.”
Folding her arms stubbornly, Olivia stares her dad down. “Then I won’t live in the dorms. I’ll get an apartment off campus.”
Olivia’s dad raises a finger to interrupt, but Olivia powers over him.
“I know the budget. I’ll get a job to pay the difference not having a roommate leaves me with.” She refuses to back down. “I’m not leaving Mason behind, and I’m not letting money stop me. Mason deserves to have as normal of a life as he can possibly have.”
If anyone had inexplicably asked me for my thoughts in that moment there is no way I would have been able to express how much Olivia standing up for me meant. After Robin’s comments today about not having other Aerlings around and the companionship I was missing out on, my frustration at being the family “problem” has been weighing on my mind even more. Clearly it has been bothering Olivia as well.
Her dad has other problems on his mind. “Olivia, I appreciate your willingness to make sure Mason has a place to feel at home. I’m glad you’re thinking about his feelings, but that isn’t really the main problem.”
When Olivia’s nose crinkles in confusion, it manages to deflate my mood quite a bit.
“Olivia  . . . ” Her dad rubs his forehead, obviously not sure how to proceed. “Honey, I know you and Mason have been together for a long time. You’re closer that a lot of siblings are, but the fact is . . .  well, Mason isn’t your brother. It wouldn’t be appropriate for the two of you to live together.”
“It’s not like anyone would know,” Olivia says quietly.
Her dad sighs. For once I don’t want to join him. The slightly guilty quality of Olivia’s voice gives me hope that she at least thought of where living together might lead.
“Honey, your mom and I would know. We’re not comfortable with you and Mason living together on your own.”
“Why not? We’ve never done anything to warrant you not trusting us,” Olivia argues. “I’m trying to make sure Mason has an opportunity to get on with his life. You can’t possibly expect him to stay here at home forever.”
Olivia’s dad pats her shoulder in an effort to calm her down. He shushes her quietly, glancing in my direction. Once he’s sure his daughter won’t start yelling at him again, he continues. “I am not saying that I don’t trust you and Mason. You are two of the best kids I know. It’s just that . . .  well, things could change when you’re off on your own.”
“Dad,” Olivia whines, embarrassment creeping into her voice. “Mason is my best friend. Can’t we just leave it at that?”
“I’m afraid not.” Her dad’s hint of a smile lingers for a moment. “Look, I’m not saying we have to figure this out tonight. But I do want you to think about it. Ask Mason what he wants to do. He may have a completely different idea of what he wants out of life after high school. I just want the two of you to think about it.”
Olivia flops back against the headboard. I am once again forced to pretend total unawareness. That isn’t easy considering that Olivia’s knee is pressed against my shoulder.
Sighing, Olivia gives in. “Ugh, fine. I’ll ask him later, okay?”
“Thank you,” her dad says.
Ready to head back to bed, Olivia’s dad stands and holds his hand out to Olivia. “Come on, let’s get some sleep.”
Olivia’s dad and I are both surprised when Olivia hesitates. I can’t stop myself from flinching when her hand brushes over my shoulder. My breathing is stalled as I wait for her answer.
“Dad,” she asks, her breathing quicker than it was a second ago, “would it be okay if I stayed in here tonight?”
I don’t have to open my eyes to know the look on her dad’s face. After the conversation he just had with Olivia, concern and just a bit of disapproval are a foregone conclusion. The agitated sigh only confirms it. I am sure he’s about to order Olivia back to her bed, but she speaks up before he can speak the command.
“This isn’t about relationships or whatever,” she argues. Her hand strokes back and forth across my shoulder. “Dad, Mason really scared me earlier, and he was pretty freaked out, too. I’m afraid that if I leave, he’ll have another nightmare. You said you trust us. Let me prove I can live up to that. I just want to make sure he’s okay.”
As much as I hate to believe that is Olivia’s only reason for wanting to stay with me, I know her dad can hear the sincerity in her voice as much as I can. When I hear him sigh, I know she has won.
“Fine, but  . . . ” He doesn’t finish the thought. Instead, he kisses Olivia’s forehead. A second later I can hear his slippers shuffling out of the room.
I start to relax, knowing he has left the room, but right after his departure I feel Olivia lie back down next to me. I don’t expect much other than having the comfort of knowing she is so close by. When her hand slides across my body and closes around my hand, I am too stunned to react. I don’t know how long I lay there frozen. Olivia’s breathing slows to the regular pattern of sleep before I regain control and tighten my fingers around hers.
“Mason,” Olivia whispers, startling me into gripping her even tighter.
“Yeah?” I say, knowing it is a risk to admit I am still awake.
Olivia’s quiet chuckle surprises me. “I knew you were awake.”
Embarrassed, I mumble a quick apology.
“You heard everything Dad said?”
“Uh, yeah.”
There is a moment of quiet as Olivia gathers her thoughts. “Don’t worry about what he said,” Olivia says softly. “I’m not saying you have to go to college with me . . .  I mean, I want you to, but whatever you want to do after high school, I’ll make sure Mom and Dad go along with it.”
“Thanks.” It’s a simple answer despite the complex mixture of emotions swirling around inside of me.
“Um, so, do you know what you want to do?” Olivia asks.
There is so much that begs to spill out of my mouth. I have to bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself in check. It takes me a minute to give her an answer. “I want to go to college with you.”
Again, Olivia is quiet for a while. After several long minutes, she says, “We could make it work, right?”
Whether Olivia has any inclination of ever looking at me as more than her brother or not, I have no intention of discouraging her. “Yeah, we can make it work.”
This time Olivia is the one to pull closer to me. Her head rests against my back, and suddenly everything else takes a backseat to the simple pleasure of having Olivia pressed against me. I want to take the peace she inspires into my dreams, but as sleep begins to claim me, fear of returning nightmares threatens to overpower. Even more, fear that my dreams are more than what they seem, that Robin’s arrival has set off a series of events I have no control over, tightens every muscle in my body. Olivia backed me up with her dad, but I can’t shake the feeling that sometime soon, I will be the one protecting her from a separation more permanent than college.



Chapter 6
Anything but Horror
(Olivia)
 
I slide into the chair next to Mason and fix my stare on Robin. She remains as perky as usual and chomps on a carrot stick. I have a zillion questions firing around in my mind, but the annoying sound of her crunching scrambles my thoughts. I already have my doubts about Robin. Getting very little sleep last night is not helping me play nice. Not that I blame Mason, of course, but I’m still pretty beat.
I take a long swig of Coke and hope the caffeine will help clear out the ache behind my eyes as well as my short temper. I’m halfway through my meal before I can focus, be nice, and form a question all at the same time. Having to wait for Mason and Robin to stop chitchatting almost pushes me back toward grumpy, but I hold onto my pleasantness by sheer force of will.
Finally, there is a lull in the conversation and I break in.
“So, Robin, that split you mentioned, I tried asking my parents about it, but they didn’t really want to tell me anything. I’ve never really been in contact with any other Caretakers to hear about it, but I was curious about what you said,” I say casually. “If there’s something going on that might put Mason in danger  . . . ”
Robin shakes her head quickly. “Oh no, nothing’s going on that’s dangerous. Not anymore anyway. At least, not that I know of. We’re not really involved in Caretaker business so much anymore, but we still get news of anything major happening. I’m sure my parents would have heard about anything dangerous.”
I take a deep breath. Her rambling may be more than I can take today. “So the split,” I say, bringing her back to the point, “what exactly happened?”
“Well,” Robin says, putting her fork down and getting serious, “a long time ago, like when my parents were kids, the network of Caretakers used to be really connected, like downright glued together at the hip kind of connected. There were organized groups, a database, geographical boundaries that separated everyone into units, leaders who controlled each unit. Crazy! Everyone knew where everyone else was and who had Aerlings, you know like Big Brother almost.”
“Sounds a little spooky,” Mason says.
Robin’s eyes get big. “I know, right?” She shakes her head at the idea. “I guess some other people started thinking the same thing. The leaders were getting really controlling and it was making Caretakers nervous. Then it got even worse when rumors started going around that there were spies or traitors or something. I’m not really sure about all the details, but they thought someone was getting information about where Aerlings were and using it to track them down and kill them.”
“What made them think that?” I ask.
Robin gives me a “wow, you really are a blonde” look, and turns to look at Mason. “They thought that because Aerlings were disappearing.”
“Disappearing like  . . . ”
“Like gone, dead, most likely. Sentinels aren’t known for their mercy. They have no use for Aerlings anyway. They just want to kill them.”
“Why?” I demand.
Again, Robin gives me a look that says I am asking really obvious questions. “Because, they’re like Nazi’s. Aerlings aren’t human. They think they don’t belong here. They think they’re bad news and they want to get rid of them. That’s what my parents told me, anyway. Sentinels are certified psychos, though, no doubt about that.”
Robin shudders, and I wonder if she has personal experience with Sentinels. I know she said they killed Eliana, but I hope that doesn’t mean she saw it happen. I turn to look at Mason, thinking about what he said about his sister. The sad expression on his face makes me think the same thoughts are running through his mind. I pat his knee gently and he smiles a bit.
“So, what happened once people realized their information wasn’t safe?” I ask.
Shrugging, Robin says, “Exactly what you’d expect to happen. A bunch of people wanted out. Not from being Caretakers, just out of the Caretaker network of death. Aerlings might not be their biological children, but they love them fiercely. No one was going to stand by and watch their kids die if they could stop it. People went into hiding. The leaders tried to stop them, even tried to force people to stay by threatening them, but it didn’t work.”
“How do you all stay in contact now?” Mason asks.
After pushing her tray away and parking her elbows on the table, Robin continues. “Now, everyone is organized in groups of three. The three families in the group help each other and take care of each other. We have the contact info for one person outside of our group that can contact another group if we need reinforcements. There’s still a possibility of someone betraying us, but it’s a lot smaller.”
“Then how did Eliana die?” Mason asks, his voice sharper than usual. When I look over at him, his eyes are fixed on Robin. I remember his concern that Robin felt guilty about something and is hiding the truth about Eliana. My eyes turn to spear her as well.
“Nobody betrayed us, if that’s what you’re asking,” Robin says. Her hands start fidgeting and she stands abruptly. “Sometimes the Sentinels find us all on their own.”
Robin picks up her tray and makes a hasty exit. Mason and I watch her go without saying a word. I think we both need a few minutes to process everything. It’s not just about Sentinels infiltrating the Caretakers, or possibly one of their own betraying everyone. We both realize that Mason was right. Whatever happened to Eliana, Robin carries a lot of guilt for her death.
“I wish I could remember,” Mason says suddenly.
“Remember what?”
He rubs his head with his hand. “My real . . .  I mean, my first family. My Caretakers.” He looks up, but his expression is pained. “There’s so much I can’t remember about them. Did they ever take me to play with other Aerlings? Did they keep me secluded? I don’t know. I can barely remember anything good about them anymore. Only the bad memories stay at the top.”
“I’m sorry, Mason.”
Smiling at my words, Mason still seems bothered. “I’m going to go find Robin. I didn’t mean to upset her. I’ll catch up with you later, okay?”
I nod and he hurries off in the same direction Robin just went. Maybe he can get her to tell him a little more about the Sentinels and Eliana. They definitely have a few things they could bond over. A shiver runs down my spine thinking about the things Mason most likely witnessed. Even if he didn’t see the actual deaths, whatever he did experience was enough to scar him. The nightmares are proof of that.
No longer in the mood to eat, I dump my tray and head for my next class. My feet tread the familiar halls easily. We’re only a month into the school year, but I’ve been wandering these halls for over three years now. It’s weird to think this is my last year in high school. Thoughts about graduating inevitably lead to college, and from there, to my conversation with Dad last night.
My cheeks flush slightly thinking about it. I was shocked when Dad said he thought it was inappropriate for me and Mason to live together. I’ve never thought about Mason like that before. He’s my best friend and I’ve never done anything that would give Dad the impression that living with Mason would lead to us sharing a bed.
The whole argument seems ridiculous, but as I stop off at my locker, thoughts of lying next to Mason last night creep into my mind. How did it feel? I struggle to define it. There is no question that I feel safe and happy with Mason. I love being with him. Nothing will keep me from always being with him. But as I move books around, I remember that moment when he squeezed my hand and my heart jumped. I don’t know why I pulled him closer after that. It just felt right. I wanted him near me. What does that mean?
“I have never seen anyone think so hard about what books to take to class before,” Hayden says, making me jump.
The book I was holding tumbles out of my hands and I pull my foot back just in time to keep it from getting smashed. I can feel my face turning red as I stoop to pick up my book. Standing back up, I shove it in my locker and swing the door closed.
“Lost in thought, I guess.” It’s the only response I can think to say.
Hayden laughs and smiles at me. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.”
“It’s okay,” I say, smiling back.
I turn away from my locker and toward class. I don’t know why Hayden stopped in the first place, and I don’t know why he starts walking with me, either. I look over at him with a curious expression and find him watching me. He smiles again and laughs at being caught staring. I know Mason thinks Hayden is an idiot, but he’s always been nice to me, and he has a nice smile.
I don’t really know what to say to him, though.
“So, I noticed you sitting with that new girl, Robin, at lunch. I have her in a few of my classes. She seems nice,” Hayden says finally.
Glad he spoke first, I nod. “Yeah, she’s a little odd, but she’s nice.”
Hayden laughs. “She’s kinda quirky, and man can she talk. We have AP chemistry together and I happened to ask her about ionic bonds and she went off for ten straight minutes. Nice girl, though, and really smart.”
I don’t know about the smart part since we’ve never talked about classes, but I can definitely sympathize on the talking. She makes it even worse by speeding through what she has to say without breathing. It’s hard to focus on her words when she does that.
“She says pretty much whatever she’s thinking,” I agree.
Hayden shakes his head, but he’s still smiling. I try to figure out why we’re talking about Robin. We’ve never really had a conversation that didn’t revolve around assignment due dates or what chapter we’re supposed to read. Mason’s fascination with Robin from day one was partly due to her being able to see him, but I do have to admit that Robin is a cute girl. Maybe that’s it?
“Are you interested in Robin?” I ask, realizing how blunt that sounds after it leaves my mouth. I try to follow it up with something a little more smooth. “Because if you are, I’m sure she’d want to go out with you.”
“Really?” Hayden asks, a smile creeping onto his lips as he steps in front of me and forces me to stop. “What makes you think that?”
I shrug. “You’re a nice guy. Good looking. Sweet.” I shrug again. I’m sure any girl would be happy to have Hayden ask them out.
Hayden’s smile turns into a grin. “You think I’m good looking?”
“Sure, but you’re nice too.” That’s more important. I may not know Robin very well, and I’m not totally convinced she’s safe for Mason to be around, but that doesn’t mean I’d want her get involved with some dirtbag either.
I’m startled when Hayden suddenly moves closer to me. He’s taller than me, forcing me to look up to meet his eyes. He’s still smiling, but it’s different than before, more sultry. I feel my heartbeat pick up involuntarily.
“I appreciate your blessing to ask Robin out,” he says, “but she’s not really the reason I wanted to talk to you.”
“She’s not?” I ask. The scent of his aftershave seems to be filling the space between us. My hands suddenly feel clammy.
Hayden picks up a strand of my hair and gently pushes it back over my shoulder. “No, I wanted to ask you what kind of movies you like to watch.”
“Why?” I gulp.
“Because I was hoping you’d like to see one with me sometime.”
“Oh.” My brain seems to be having trouble working right now. He’s standing too close and his aftershave is making me dizzy. “Um, anything but horror,” I manage to mumble.
Hayden must think I’m a total idiot. The corner of his smile is twitching, like he wants to laugh. “Is that a yes then?”
“I don’t know. Maybe?”
He seems to find that funny. I’m not sure why.
The touch of his thumb gliding across my cheekbone startles me, but not in a bad way. He smiles again. “Well, when you decide, let me know. I’d love to take you to a movie, one that’s not horror.”
“Okay.”
Before I can manage to embarrass myself any further, Hayden steps back and continues on his way to class. I have a hard time doing anything. I’ve known Hayden for years and I have never reacted to him like that before. As I remember how to breathe and walk, I try to figure out whether what just happened was a good thing or a bad thing.



Chapter 7
Up to Something
(Olivia)
 
Walking up to Mason after my last class, I scan the crowd for Robin. Mason didn’t say much after lunch about how his conversation with her went. I’m curious to know if he got any more details out of her.
“So, you never really told me what Robin said,” I start. “You were pretty quiet this afternoon. Was everything okay?”
Mason looks over at me with a strange expression. “Things are fine with Robin. I just apologized for making her feel bad. She said it was okay. We went our separate ways.”
“So what’s wrong?”
His shrug doesn’t say much, but he is clearly upset about something. I try not to be obnoxious and pry it out of him. It’s not easy. With everything he’s been going through lately, I worry that it will become too much at some point.
When we get to the Jeep, I try again. “Are you worried that Robin will cause problems for you?”
Like she apparently did for Eliana.
“Why were you talking to Hayden?” Mason asks, dodging my question.
The strange sense of embarrassment that spreads through my chest catches me off guard. “I don’t know,” I say with a shrug.
“What did he want?”
“He asked me if I wanted to see a movie sometime.”
I look over at Mason and am surprised by his sour expression. I didn’t even realize he had seen me with Hayden. I know he doesn’t like him much, but the way his fingers curl into fists seems a little intense. What is going on with him?
“What did you tell him?” Mason demands.
Shaking my head, I say, “I said maybe.”
Mason’s shoulders drop. I don’t know what I expect him to do, but I’m startled when he jumps out of the Jeep and announces he’s going to walk home. The door slams shut before I can say anything. That doesn’t stop me from jumping back out of the Jeep and trying to get his attention without looking like a total wacko in front of the whole school. Mason knows I’m limited on what I can do without drawing too much attention and keeps walking.
I intend to get back in the Jeep and follow him home, but Robin catches me when I turn around.
“Where’s Mason going?” she asks.
All I can do is shrug. “I don’t know. He’s in a weird mood.”
I start to brush past Robin, but a thought occurs to me. I’m still not convinced Robin isn’t bad news, but I’m leaning toward her not being a direct threat to Mason’s safety. She’s got such a big mouth and no social filter to stop her from saying whatever’s on her mind, so I doubt she could really carry out a complicated, underhanded mission without giving herself away. I’m hoping, though, that her big mouth can be put to use in a more helpful way.
“Hey, do you want to come over and hang out?” I ask Robin.
Surprised by my offer, it doesn’t stop her from accepting. “Sure! I can’t wait to meet the rest of your family.”
Her enthusiasm gives me a moment’s hesitation, but I figure Mom and Dad will both be at work for a while still, so it shouldn’t be a problem. “Hop in,” I say with a smile I’m not sure is completely honest.
The ride to my house is short and filled with Robin talking nonstop about her day. I’m glad when we finally pull into the driveway and I have an excuse to jump out. Robin goes right back to her story about the guy who sits behind her in French when she comes around the Jeep and I have to stop myself from groaning.
“Hey,” Robin says, grabbing my arm as I reach for the front door, “what’s with the creepy car over there?”
My eyebrows scrunch together in confusion. “What creepy  . . . ?”
My words trail off as I turn toward the street and spot a black sedan. The guy sitting in the front seat looks to be intently checking email on his phone, or maybe playing Angry Birds. He’s got a t-shirt and sunglasses on, which seems normal enough. But I think that’s what he was trying for.
I live on a street where it’s fairly rare to see a For Sale sign. Most of my neighbors have been here my whole life. The newest family moved in five years ago. This guy, I’ve never seen him before. His car doesn’t look familiar, either. Even more suspicious is the fact that the house he’s parked in front of belongs to a widow whose only family is her middle-aged daughter.
“Uh, let’s go inside.” I grab Robin’s arm and shove her into the house.
Both of our backpacks get ditched next to the door and we move in concert over to the window where we push back the curtains just enough to peek through. Mr. Casual’s phone has disappeared. His eyes are now focused on the house, watching, clearly waiting for something to happen. Or someone to show up. Immediately, I think of Mason, but that doesn’t make sense, does it?
“Can Sentinels see Aerlings?” I blurt out before thinking.
“What?” Robin asks. “No, of course not. Only Caretakers can see Aerlings.”
I notice that she doesn’t brush off my concern about who might be in the sedan. In fact, her lip is tucked firmly between her teeth to keep it from trembling and her hands are clenched into fists. She’s thinking the same thing I am.
“Is it one of them?” I ask quietly.
“I . . .  I don’t know. It’s not like they look any different than normal people.”
My eyes narrow at her. “Normal people don’t sit around in parked cars watching people’s houses.”
Before Robin can respond, Evie plops onto the couch next to us. “What’re we looking at?”
“The creeper watching our house,” I say without looking away from the window.
Evie crowds in next to me. “What?”
I don’t relish the idea of taking my eyes off this weirdo, but Evie shoves me out of the way. With her eyes peeking just over the window sill, she glares at the guy in the car. “What’s he waiting for? He’s giving me the creeps.”
My thoughts exactly.
“Maybe his car broke down,” Robin says weakly. She cringes when Evie and I both pierce her with a fierce glare.
“Is this guy looking for Mason?” Evie demands. “One of those Sentinel nutjobs you told Olivia about? Did you bring them here?”
Robin’s eyes fly wide in a panic. “What? No! Of course not! Why would you even think that?”
“We never had fishy looking guys staring at our house before you showed up,” Evie counters with her usual sassy flare. “We really don’t know that much about you. How are we supposed to know what you’re really after?”
“After?” Robin asks. “Who says I’m after anything?”
As Evie stands, hands on hips, Robin hops up and stumbles back. Evie matches her step for step. Usually, my little sister’s knack for speaking her mind and getting in people’s faces makes me want to disown her, but I’m perfectly happy to let her back Robin into a corner.
“Is that guy a Sentinel?” Evie demands.
“I don’t know!” Robin counters, finding her footing and stopping her retreat.
I step forward, eyeing Robin. “Take your best guess.”
“Probably,” she mutters. “He looks the type.”
“Why would he be here? How did he find Mason?” Evie demands.
Robin shakes her head. “He may not be here for Mason. Did either of you think he might be watching me? The Sentinels know my family. They tend to pop up every once in a while to make sure we’re not up to something.”
“So it is your fault he’s here,” Evie says with narrowed eyes.
The beginnings of panic start showing in Robin’s eyes and I decide to step in and give her a break. After all, she might be right about why the Sentinels are here. If it even is a Sentinel. It’s not too farfetched to think we may not have noticed it following us and parking before we got to the front door.
“Robin may be right,” I say, mainly to Evie so she’ll back down, “but even if she is, Sentinels poking around still puts Mason in danger.”
“Where is Mason?” Evie asks.
For the first time, I wonder the same thing. With him walking and me driving, it wouldn’t be surprising for us to get home first, but I never saw Mason walking on the way. Earlier, I assumed he had wanted to go hole himself up in his room and ran home like he usually did when he was upset. Clearly, that didn’t happen.
“He isn’t here?”
Evie shakes her head. “He usually rides home with you. You didn’t see him after school?”
“Well, yeah, but he said he was walking home. He was in a bad mood.”
Robin takes a hesitant step forward. “You didn’t see him come home?” she asks Evie.
“See him?” Evie asks. She gives Robin one of those “you’re so stupid” looks that Robin is always giving me. “No. I didn’t hear the door either. He isn’t here.”
Anxiety blossoms on Robin’s pale face. My thoughts are heading down the same path. Where could Mason be? Surely the Sentinels don’t have a clue about him. Robin has to be right that they’re only here for her, checking up. They wouldn’t be sitting around watching the house if they already had him, right?
“Where’s Mason?” Evie demands.
“Is there somewhere he might have gone?” Robin asks.
The concern in her expression seems genuine, but part of me still fears that she isn’t the innocent girl she appears to be. Regardless, I try to focus on her question. Where else would Mason have gone? We live in the middle of a big subdivision. Escaping would mean driving somewhere a good distance away. Mason has no way of getting that far on his own.
“Robin, please,” I beg, “you have to be honest. Could the Sentinels possibly know about Mason?”
Dropping back down to the couch, Robin presses her hands to her face. “Of course it’s possible, but you guys have been cut off for so long, who would want to betray Mason?”
Robin’s words actually calm me down a tiny bit. What did the other Caretakers think had happened to Mason? Did they think he was dead with the rest of his foster family? Did anyone even know he still existed? There was no way to know for sure, but surely it was a slim chance anyone would know enough to tell anyone anything about Mason.
Evie opens her mouth to say something, and judging by the scowl on her face it won’t be pretty. I slip my hand over her arm and pull her out of Robin’s face. After reigning Evie in, I turn back to Robin.
“Look, whether this guy is here for you or Mason, he’s bad news. We need to find Mason and tell him what’s going on.”
“Tell me what?” Mason demands as he walks into the room.
Immediately, I spin around and sigh in relief to see him whole and unharmed. I can’t seem to say or do anything for a moment. The huge dose of fear I had been holding at bay slithers off of me and I want nothing more than to wrap my arms around him and not let go. Robin seems to be having a similar reaction, which kind of irritates me. Evie seems to be the only one still at a loss.
“What’s going on?” she asks worriedly.
Robin glances over at Evie with another one of those looks. She seems dumbfounded that Evie would ask such a stupid question when Mason was standing right in front of her. Her expression and her earlier question about whether or not Evie had “seen” Mason makes my mind whirl.
I stand back as Mason touches Evie’s shoulder and tells her that he’s home and everything is okay. Knowing where he is now, Evie throws herself around him in a hug. I don’t miss how Robin’s curious eyes follow the both of them. Something isn’t right here. She can sense that. Realization that Robin wasn’t the only one in her family that could see her Aerling hits me square in the face.
Of course her parents had to be able to see Eliana! Robin was a baby when Eliana arrived. She couldn’t have taken care of an infant when she was one herself. Mason’s Caretakers could see him as well. All of them.
If Robin realizes that I’m the only one who can see Mason, the jig will be up. I don’t know what that will mean. Will she tell someone? Will they try to take Mason away from me and give him to a real Caretaker family? I can’t let that happen. I refuse to let that happen.



Chapter 8
In This Together
(Mason)
 
A little unsure of why Evie is hugging me like she didn’t talk to me in the halls just an hour ago, I look over her head at Robin and Olivia. My curious expression does nothing to inspire an answer.
“What is going on?”
Robin’s head dips for some reason. Olivia folds her arm across her chest. Their reactions tell me I’m not going to like whatever they’re about to tell me.
“There’s some guy out front watching the house,” Olivia says calmly.
The tremble in her hands makes a liar out of her, though. She’s clearly pretty worried. Given the way she’s been freaking out about every little thing lately, that shouldn’t surprise me, but this feels different. She’s scared and doesn’t want to show it. That makes me worried.
“What do you mean ‘watching the house?’”
Robin’s voice makes a reappearance as she tells me about seeing the car when they got home and how he’s still sitting there watching the house. At some point during the explanation, Evie stops trying to strangle me, but keeps a hand on my arm to make sure she can hear anything I say. She stumbles when I dart away from her and head for the window. She stays close, though, and discretely touches my arm so she can hear me.
I don’t worry about anyone seeing me standing in front of the window where the curtains are pulled apart. My eyes zero in on the man sitting in his car with his eyes glued to the front of the house. Medium brown hair, average build, youngish but not too young, he’s completely nondescript. The perfect guy to act as a one-man surveillance team.
Spinning around, I spear Robin with a glare. “This guy is a Sentinel?”
“I don’t know. Maybe,” she says. “He might be here to watch me, though. Sometimes they check up on known Caretakers to see if they contact anyone else.”
“Isn’t that what you’re doing,” Evie snaps.
Robin’s eyes water. “I . . .  It’s not . . .  You were never part of our group. There’s no reason to think I would even know any Caretakers in this area. They can’t suspect  . . . ”
The usual life and vibrancy that follows Robin around breaks down. Her whole body deflates. Afraid she’ll collapse, I grab her arm and pull her against me. Her weight leans on me heavily as she turns her face into my chest. Caught off guard, I look to Olivia for help. The prickly nature of her stance doesn’t offer much and I figure it’s better to handle this myself.
Walking Robin over to the couch, I gently sit her down with me. “Robin,” I say quietly, “what is going on?”
“I’m so sorry,” she wails. “I should have known better. That’s why we move around so often, to protect the other Caretakers. I never should have talked to you guys at school. What was I thinking?”
Olivia and Evie look like they have a million questions buzzing around in their heads. I can tell that they’re both itching to lay into Robin after that admission. Neither one of them has been terribly keen on her from the start, though. Waving them off before they attack and run Robin off, I gently push Robin to look at me.
“Robin, I’m not following what you’re saying. Why weren’t you supposed to talk to us at school?”
“Because my family is marked!”
We all stare at her, not sure what she means. Our confused expressions make her eyes widen and I get the impression that if Olivia’s family were real Caretakers, they would know exactly what she is talking about.
“Eliana died,” Robin says, as if that should clue us in.
Trying to preserve our lie, I take a guess at what she’s telling us. “So, after Eliana died, it meant the Sentinels knew you and your family were Caretakers, right? And you aren’t supposed to talk to other Caretakers in case the Sentinels are keeping an eye on you?”
Robin nods. “I just got so excited to see another Aerling that I couldn’t resist.”
My eyes glance up to Olivia, and I am surprised to see the glint of anger in her expression. I grimace at the sight. I know Robin didn’t mean any harm, but Olivia is clearly seeing the implications. Robin may have just outed me to the Sentinels.
“You guys weren’t supposed to be here,” Robin says in her defense.
“What do you mean?” Olivia asks.
Shaking her head in confusion, Robin looks at Olivia. “We move every few years to keep the Sentinels from bothering us too much. We go where there are no other Caretakers, so even if the Sentinels follow us, there’s no chance of us leading them to anyone. There weren’t supposed to be any active Caretakers in the area. I don’t know how they got it wrong.”
I do. As far as whoever does the Caretaker organizing and assigning knows, my family, and me, died twelve years ago. There’s no way Robin’s family could have known I was still alive and living with Olivia’s family. When I glance back at Olivia to confirm that she has come to the same conclusion, I’m glad to see that her hostile stance has softened a bit.
“Olivia’s mom and dad may not have reported where they were,” I say in an effort to comfort Robin.
“But still, I should have known to walk away so I didn’t put you at risk.” Robin sniffs, her face splotchy and red from crying. “It’s just that it’s been so lonely on our own. I was so excited to meet you both. I didn’t think.”
As tears start welling in her eyes again, I slip my arm around her shoulders. It’s a strange sensation to have Robin turn into my shoulder as she cries. I’ve never had to comfort a crying girl before. Olivia almost never cries, and she’s usually so together that I rarely have to comfort her. It feels oddly natural to hold Robin, not romantic, but nice.
When Robin stops crying, I ask, “What’s going to happen if the Sentinels figure out I’m here?”
“You know what will happen,” Robin whispers. “They’ll take you. They’ll . . .  kill you.”
Evie and Olivia both tense at her words and start forward as if attacking Robin is going to change anything. I wave them off, glaring at them until they back off.
“When the Sentinels came after Eliana,” I begin slowly, “did they try to hurt your family?”
Confused by the question, Robin sits up and cocks her head to one side. “No. Why would they? It’s just the Aerlings they’re after.”
“Did your family try to stop them?”
I know mine did. Maybe that wasn’t how it usually happens, though.
“We never got the chance,” Robin admits. “They came for Eliana at night. Everyone was asleep. We only woke up when she screamed, but by then it was too late.”
“What if  . . . ” I scrub my hand through my hair in frustration. I’m not sure how much I can say without rousing Robin’s suspicions. “What would the Sentinels do if they couldn’t find the Aerling they were looking for? Would they hurt the Caretakers?”
Robin shakes her head as if my question makes no sense. “I’ve never heard of that happening before. They would just wait and try to find the Aerling later.”
I don’t understand. What made my family so different? If I was the only thing the Sentinels wanted, why kill my entire family? Something isn’t fitting, but I have no idea what it is. Fear and confusion fill my mind. What if it happens again? Is there something about me that makes things different? I can feel my body rising toward panic, but I can’t stop it.
The feel of Olivia’s fingers slipping onto my shoulder and squeezing it lightly feel more like a warm embrace. Everything I am feeling takes a back seat to her touch. I want to reach up and take her hand, press it to my lips and pull her to me. Her voice breaking the silence scatters such thoughts.
“How do the Sentinels find Aerlings?”
Robin shrugs. “Short of someone betraying a family, they stalk families like mine, haunt places Aerlings have been known to be housed, watch for suspicious occurrences.”
“Like what?” Evie asks looking more than a little nervous. No doubt she’s thinking of the myriad of pranks we have pulled over the years that could definitely be categorized as suspicious.
“I’ve heard that they pay a lot of attention to claims of hauntings, rescues no one can explain, things that just don’t make sense. I’m sure that has gotten easier with everything people post on the internet these days.” Robin looks down at the ground. “They’ve been doing this for centuries. If you give them even a small chance to find you, they will.”
“How do they usually come after Aerlings?” I ask.
I want to believe that it will never happen, but I have to be realistic. We may have given them dozens of chances to figure out who I am. Robin showing up with a troop of Sentinels watching her probably hasn’t helped, either. I have to know what to expect.
Robin doesn’t seem overly fond of talking about this subject, but we all wait, refusing to let her get out of answering. Sighing, Robin starts talking.
“They operate like any other sicko trying to take a kid, wait until the right opportunity presents itself.” Robin swipes at another tear before continuing. “Getting them at night is fairly common. Or public places when one of the parents looks away for a second. Crowded areas, walking home from school, all the usual techniques.”
So it could be anywhere at any time. Great. That doesn’t help me know where to focus.
“It’s easier when the Aerlings are young,” Robin says quietly. “They can’t resist or put up much of a fight.”
“How old was Eliana?” Olivia asks.
Sniffing and batting at tears again, Robin says, “Seven.”
“So you’ve been moving around the country for ten years with these freaks following you?” Evie asks.
Robin nods. “I thought they had given up. No one in my family has seen anyone that looked like a Sentinel in years. I guess I just got too complacent. I wasn’t careful enough.”
“Robin, it’s not your fault,” I say. Olivia and Evie seem to disagree with me on that point, but I ignore them.
Somehow, I think this has more to do with my first family than it does with Robin. I want to ask Robin, see if she could find out more about the Caretakers I first lived with, but that would require telling her the reason behind the request, the truth. I may not think she’s in league with the Sentinels, but that doesn’t mean I trust her with my secrets.
Olivia fires out a few more questions about the Sentinels, but Robin doesn’t know enough to lend any more insight. She offers to ask her parents, but that only causes a round of silence. I can see the fear shining in Olivia’s eyes. I feel the fear as well, but the burning desire to know the truth tries to overwhelm it. Unable to determine the best course, I stay silent.
“My parents are going to be expecting me home soon,” Robin says.
“I’ll drive you home,” Olivia offers unexpectedly. When no one says anything, Olivia shrugs. “If they think we’re hiding something, we just have to prove them wrong. We’re just two friends hanging out. Nothing weird about that.”
Robin nods, a small smile tentatively turning her lips up. I feel bad knowing she wishes that were true, that Olivia was her friend. She may not want to hold her breath on that one. Olivia clearly blames her for the Sentinels’ presence. Someone putting her family in danger isn’t something Olivia will forgive easily.
When Robin stands and waits for Olivia to get her keys, her hands twist together, knuckles white. Knowing that Olivia will think I’m not taking this threat seriously keeps me from offering Robin any more comfort. I do, however, catch Olivia’s arm before she makes it past me. She looks up at me expectantly, almost daring me to say something to defend Robin.
“Be careful,” I say instead.
A flash of surprise lights on her face before mellowing into a warm smile. “I will. Keep an eye on Evie.”
“I won’t let anything happen to her.”
My promise brings Olivia’s arms around me in a quick hug. “I’ll be right back.”
She hustles Robin out the door and I watch them pretend to be natural and carefree as they walk to the Jeep. It’s not very convincing. Hopefully the guy in the car buys it. From here, it’s difficult to catch any facial expressions. Watching his head turn to follow the girls is easy enough. I expect him to take off after them, or maybe approach the house. He surprises me by driving away in the opposite direction.
I stay at the window with Evie parked on the couch, watching for more strange vehicles, until the familiar rumble of the Jeep rolls back into the driveway and shuts off. Olivia hustles up to the house and bursts through the door a few seconds later.
“Where’d the car go?” she demands.
I shrug. “Drove off in the opposite direction after you left. Maybe he really is just watching Robin.”
“We can’t assume that,” Olivia argues.
“Yeah, I don’t trust Robin,” Evie pipes in.
I know arguing with them won’t help. “Evie, don’t you have homework to do?” I ask after placing two fingers on her forearm.
Groaning and rolling her eyes, she starts for the stairs.
“Wait a minute,” Olivia says. Evie is all too happy to obey. She immediately puts a hand on my shoulder so as not to miss a single word.
Curious, I ask, “What’s wrong?”
“I think Robin’s whole family could see her Aerling. I think that’s how it’s supposed to work, not just one person like it is with me.” She turns and looks at me with a searching expression. “Can you remember? Did everyone in your first family see and hear you?”
Olivia knows how hard it is for me to think about my family. She wouldn’t ask me to dredge up those kinds of memories without a good reason. That is the only reason I try. Did they all see me? Hear me? I know my mom did. Flashes of my dad trying to teach me how to say the alphabet flicker through my mind, as do memories of my sister drawing on my face with a marker as I laughed at how it tickled me. I remember my older brother getting mad at me for taking his drumsticks without asking. He looked right at me as he lectured me.
It’s all just bits and fragments, but it’s enough. “Yeah, I think they could.”
Olivia sighs. “That’s what I thought. We have to be more careful around her. She’ll realize we’re lying if she figures out I’m the only one who can see you.”
Evie cringes. “I didn’t even think about that.”
“It’s alright,” Olivia says. “I’ll mention it to Mom and Dad too, just in case she’s over again.”
The expression on her face as she says that makes it clear Olivia hopes that won’t happen again. Evie shares her opinion.
A few minutes later after Evie has disappeared upstairs to do her homework, I flop onto the couch feeling suddenly worn out. Olivia follows me, leaning her head against my shoulder. Neither one of us speaks for a while. I’m too lost in my own thoughts to attempt conversation.
What Robin said about how the Sentinels hunt keeps scratching at my mind, making me obsess over why my family had to die when hers didn’t.
“I would have gone with the Sentinels willingly if it meant my family wouldn’t be hurt,” I say quietly.
Olivia sits up and faces me solemnly. “I know you would have.”
“If it comes to that again  . . . ”
She doesn’t let me finish. Olivia’s hands grasp my face firmly. “I’m not letting anyone take you away from me.”
“I won’t let them hurt you just to save myself.”
My heart rate jumps up a few notches as Olivia’s hands slide down my neck to rest on my shoulders. My own hands come up to grip her arms. I barely stop myself from pulling her in, from kissing her until she understands how much I love her and that I would give up anything to make sure she is safe. The fierce seriousness in her eyes is the only thing that makes me hold back.
“Mason,” she says almost angrily, “whatever happens, we’re in this together. Do you understand me? If I ever hear you talk about leaving again, I’ll duct tape you to a chair. You aren’t going anywhere. I won’t let you.”
Olivia’s forehead rests gently against mine. The temptation is almost too much to bear. My fingers tighten around her shoulders. I want to tell her that she’s right, that I’ll never leave and we’ll always be together. She wants me to say it. Her expression, her eyes beg me to speak the words. I almost give in to the delusion.
I don’t want to lie to her. Leaving Olivia is a crippling thought. Imagining my life without her breaks down my restraint and I pull her into my arms, squeezing her almost to the point of hurting her. Only one thought causes me more pain than leaving Olivia, and that is seeing her hurt. I want to tell her I’ll never leave, but if that’s what it takes to keep her safe, I’ll have no other choice.



Chapter 9
Golden Waterfalls
(Olivia)
 
“I’m starting to regret telling Dad about the creepy guy in the car,” Evie moans as she folds a pair of jeans. “It’s like being in prison, only worse.”
Rolling my eyes, I toss a pair of balled up socks at her. “And you would know what prison is like how?”
“I watch TV.”
The socks come flying back at my head. It’s not too hard to bat down her weak throw. “You’re not even supposed to be dating Aaron, and you still get to see him at school all day. What exactly are you missing out on?”
“Hello  . . . ” Evie says, “getting a ride home from Aaron. It’s like the only time we actually get to be alone. Now I have to ride home with you every day. This sucks.”
“Being kidnapped or dead sucks even more.”
Evie sticks her tongue out at me and sloppily folds another pair of jeans.
It’s only been three days since the weird guy in the car parked his suspicious self in front of our house. Nobody has seen him since, but I’m still on edge. Evie acts like it’s been years since she’s seen Aaron. It’s not like he’s that amazing of a catch anyway. He has a super annoying laugh and the only thing he seems capable of having a conversation about is video games. Personally, I think Dad did Evie a favor.
Myself, I’m feeling rather grateful for the lack of freedom. It gave me a good reason to get out of going to the movies with Hayden when he asked yesterday. I was a little offended that he laughed when I told him I was grounded—which is basically true. He didn’t believe it for a second and I was forced to explain that some creepy guy had been hanging around the neighborhood and my dad was being overly cautious for the foreseeable future.
That he believed.
He also promised to check back with me next week and see if the ban on outings had been lifted.
I don’t know why his invitation to see a movie with him causes me so much turmoil. He’s a nice guy, pretty hot, and seems genuinely interested in me. So why not go out with him?
Why not?
Because every time I think of going out with Hayden, my conversation with Dad that night creeps back into my head and starts taking me down strange paths. It’s really starting to get on my nerves. Eyeing Evie, I wonder if her talent for chatter can talk me out of my funk.
“Dad asked me about college a while ago . . .  about what Mason plans to do after graduation, too,” I say.
Evie glances over at me with a crooked eyebrow. My tone has definitely alerted her that I don’t want to talk about majors. “Mason? What does he want to do?”
“Come to college with me,” I mumble as I straighten the collar of the shirt I just hung up.
Going from bent over the dryer to standing hipshot with her eyebrow climbing even higher, Evie watches me. “What do you mean with you? Like go to the same college, or live with you? ‘Cause that’s not gonna be the easiest thing to explain to a roommate.”
“That’s what Dad said . . .  among other things.”
The clothes are abandoned as Evie jumps up to sit on the dryer. His eyes are fastened on me. “So he does want to live with you?”
“Well, where else is he supposed to live?” I snap, suddenly defensive. I ditch the waiting clothes as well and lean against the washer.
Evie laughs, one of those high, quick laughs that is clearly meant to mock. “And you thought Dad was going to go for that?”
“I hadn’t really thought about it before then. I just assumed Mason would come with me. I wasn’t thinking about roommates and all that,” I say. “Besides, what’s so weird about living with Mason. Siblings share apartments.”
The glare Evie sends my way is scathing. “Are you really that oblivious, or are you just trying to be dense?”
“What?”
“Mason is not your brother,” Evie says, emphasizing each word. “Of course Dad is going to freak if you tell him you and Mason want to move in together. It’s not too hard to figure out where that might lead, and Dad is not ready to think about that. Geez, Olivia, he just about died when Mom was out of town last month and my period started! You expect him to think about you and Mason shacking up and not have a problem with that?”
My whole body flames red with embarrassment. “Shacking up? Who said anything about that? I’m talking about living with Mason, like we do now!”
Evie snorts. Prissy, prim Evie actually snorts at me! “You are delusional. Are you actually trying to make me believe that the thought of you and Mason tangled up in the sheets has never crossed your mind?”
“No!” I snap. “Not until Dad brought it up, anyway.”
The silence that fills the basement minute after minute is unnerving. Evie is never this quiet. She’s never stopped talking for this long. Ever. Each excruciatingly long moment peels away a layer of confidence. I start to wonder if she’s right, if I’ve really been deluding myself this whole time. But, it honestly hadn’t even occurred to me that living with Mason would be a problem before that night. Why would I?
“How could you not have thought about Mason like that?” Evie asks finally. The disbelief in her voice makes me feel foolish without really knowing why.
“I don’t know. I’ve always thought of him as my brother.”
“What is wrong with you?” Evie demands.
Shocked by the strength behind her words, I struggle to form a coherent response. “Are you saying that you’ve thought of him like that?” My nose wrinkles. “What’s wrong with you?”
Evie’s Sketcher-clad feet slap on the concrete floor as she jumps down from the dryer and glares at me. “For one, Mason is not and has never been our brother. Do I love him? Absolutely. But is he my brother? No.”
“How can you say that?” I demand.
“It’s not some personal attack on him! It’s just the truth. He’s not our brother.” Evie shakes her head at me. “I care about Mason just as much as anyone else in the family. It has nothing to do with that. I’m just being honest here.”
I don’t understand her, but I know I have no right to criticize her for not thinking about Mason the same as a blood brother. Am I the one that’s seeing this situation abnormally? I thought everyone in the family viewed Mason like I did.
“Secondly,” Evie continues, “Mason is just about the most awesome person I’ve ever met. He’s completely hot! How could I not think about him like that? Not that I fantasize about him or anything, but the possibility of you two being together has certainly crossed my mind.”
“How would you know whether or not Mason is hot?” I snap, regretting very much ever starting this conversation. Evie has thought about Mason like that? Eew!
Evie starts chucking mismatched socks at me, startling me into tripping over a basket and landing hard on my hip. When she runs out of socks, she stares me down. “You have got to be the most hypocritical person I have ever met if you think I was talking about Mason’s looks.”
I scrunch up my face in confusion, wondering if she has lost it.
“You of all people,” Evie snaps, “Miss I’m Gorgeous But It Doesn’t Matter. Miss Every Guy Practically Drools Over Me As I Walk Down The Hall! Who cares what Mason looks like? He is the most caring, loving, sweet, doting, selfless guy I know. He’s practically perfect and you act like he’s just some run of the mill average Joe. Is he unattractive? Is he? Because if that’s your problem with him, you don’t deserve him!”
Completely stunned, I have no idea how to respond to any of that.
“Well?” Evie demands.
“Well what?” I ask. Was there actually a question somewhere in her tirade she expected me to answer?
“Is Mason ugly? Is that why you don’t like him?”
Is she serious? This whole conversation has turned into a nightmare!
“I never said I didn’t like Mason,” I snap. “I just said I hadn’t considered our relationship going in that direction until Dad brought it up because I’ve always thought of Mason as a brother—which I’m apparently alone in! And no, he isn’t ugly. That has nothing to do with it. Why would you even say something like that?”
Folding her arms across her chest smugly, Evie says, “Well, I honestly can’t figure out why you wouldn’t be jumping at the chance to be with Mason. The only thing I can come up with was that you’re way shallower than I expected.”
“Thanks. Thanks very much! This is the last time I ever try to talk to you about something like this.”
Throwing the loose socks off my body and pushing myself up off the floor, I wince when a sharp pain shoots through my thigh. Yeah, this is definitely the last time I ever go to Evie for advice! She can finish the laundry by herself. I’m done!
Pushing past Evie, I try to shake her off when she grabs my arm. Getting away from Evie has never been easy, though.
“Olivia, wait. I’m sorry. Don’t storm off all mad, please?”
“When have I ever judged someone based on how they look?” I demand angrily.
Her head falls, ashamed. “Never. I shouldn’t have said that. I know you wouldn’t turn Mason down just because he was unattractive. I just don’t get it.”
“I don’t get why you don’t think of him as your brother. He’s been here since you were three!”
Evie shrugs. “I don’t know. I just don’t think of him that way. He’s always been more like this amazing friend who gets to stay over every night. It doesn’t mean I love him any less.”
Sighing, I sit down on the bottom stair, grimacing again when my hip aches. “I know. It just surprised me. I didn’t realize everyone saw him differently than I do. It’s confusing.”
“No kidding!” Evie laughs and nudges me with her elbow when she sits down.
For a while, we just sit there. The thought crosses my mind that we better clean up the clothes now scattered on the floor before Mom sees them, but I don’t get up to do anything about the mess. I feel really drained all of a sudden.
Evie elbows me again. “So, is Mason hot? I’ve always wondered what he looks like.”
I can’t help but smile when I picture Mason’s face. Until Robin showed up, I had never thought about whether or not Mason was hot in the sense of whether or not I was personally attracted to him. I always knew he was gorgeous, though.
“You already know Mason is tall,” I say, “but he has this athletic build that seems so effortless. He’s not all muscle-y, bursting out of his t-shirt or anything, but you know he’s strong just by looking at him. His strength is quiet, like it’s waiting for just the right moment to jump into action and do something amazing.
“The color of his hair depends on whether he’s inside or outside,” I say. “When he’s inside, it’s almost red. When he’s outside, though, it turns the color of those really neat fireworks on the Fourth of July that look like golden waterfalls. His hair usually looks a bit like those fireworks too, especially lately because it’s a little too long.”
I laugh thinking about the first time I tried to help him cut his hair. It was a good thing no one else could see him. Now he does it on his own, but it still makes him nervous.
“The way Mason smiles . . .  it’s something that would catch every girl’s attention if they could see him. He always seems like he’s about to laugh when he smiles, but not in a mean or hurtful way. It’s more like he’s excited about something. It’s infectious, and he could always cheer me up with his smiles when we were little.”
My hand bumps against Evie’s and I smile. “His eyes are the best, though. They’re so unique, it’s hard not to stare.”
“What do they look like?”
“I’ve never seen blue eyes as dark as his. When he gets mad, they almost turn black, all but the silver ring around his pupil. It’s the coolest thing I’ve ever seen, well, aside from when Mason is really happy.”
“What happens when he’s happy?” Evie asks quietly.
Grinning is inevitable when I think of Mason being that happy. “The silver almost seems to take over his eyes. You’ve heard people say someone’s eyes sparkle? Well, Mason’s really do. It’s amazing.”
It’s something I realize I haven’t seen very often lately. The thought saddens me until Evie leans her head against my shoulder and asks, “Are you sure you aren’t in love with Mason, because it sure sounds like you are.”



Chapter 10
Every Bloody Memory
(Mason)
 
Leaning against Olivia’s locker, I watch her for a moment. It’s kind of weird how obsessive she is about trading books between every class. A lot of the other students only stop by their lockers once a day. Maybe she doesn’t like carrying very much weight in her backpack. Or . . .  my mouth turns down . . .  maybe she thinks Hayden will stop by.
“Hey,” Olivia says. “Sorry, I couldn’t find my math notebook. What’s up?”
Shaking off thoughts of Hayden, I say, “Don’t wait for me after school today. I think I’m going to hang with Robin for a while.”
“Why?”
The way she nearly snaps at me makes me pause. Is it just because she thinks Robin is a danger, or is it something else? Jealousy? I can only hope.
“Why?” I repeat. “Because you tend to be a little intense and judgmental when Robin says anything about Aerlings and Caretakers. I think she’ll open up a bit more if it’s just the two of us.”
Olivia’s nose wrinkles. I don’t care what Evie says, I love it when she does that.
“Just the two of you?” She bites the corner of her lip nervously. “Mason, I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”
“It’ll be fine. I want to know more about the Sentinels and Eliana. If that guy in the car really was a Sentinel, we need to be prepared. Robin knows more than she’s told us.” It’s hard to decide whether Robin is lying, scared, or something else, but I know she’s hiding something.
Olivia sighs. “You’re going to go whether I say it’s okay or not, aren’t you?” My expression is answer enough. She sighs again, her lips frowning anxiously. “Please be careful. Don’t go too far away, okay?”
“Just the park down the street from the house.”
She frowns again, then does something unexpected. Her fingers curl around mine for just a moment before sliding away. “Fine, but . . .  just watch yourself around her, okay?”
It takes me a moment to respond. “I will.”
As she turns and heads for her next class, I follow, wondering about Olivia taking my hand.
***
When I slip up next to Robin, I startle her so badly she drops the books she’s carrying and stumbles over the mess. I can’t help laughing as she kneels down to pick them all back up. I’d help her if I could, but that would only make more people stare than are already watching and shaking their heads. Robin doesn’t seem to notice and stands up with a smile.
“So, did you come by just to scare me half to death, or was there some other reason?” Robin asks as we walk toward her car.
“What are you doing right now?” I ask.
She shrugs. “Homework. Why?”
“Just wanted to see if you’d wanna hang out for a while.” I’m sure that didn’t sound nearly as casual as I meant it to, but Robin doesn’t notice. She grins at me in response.
“Sure!” Her eyes dart around the parking lot. “Just us, or should we wait for Olivia?”
“Just us,” I say. “I thought we could head over to the park near my house. Olivia’s dad still doesn’t want us wandering around too much since that guy in the car showed up, but I thought it’d be nice to get out for a while.”
Robin skips the last few steps to her car and unceremoniously dumps everything she’s carrying into the backseat. “I’d love to! Let’s go!”
Pretending to look at something on her phone, Robin lets me slide in through the driver’s door, so no one asks questions about the passenger’s door opening on its own. Once I’m across, she climbs in and throws the car into reverse. A few seconds and one near collision with a group of teens trying to get past Robin later, we pull onto the street and make the short trip to the park.
We repeat the same process getting out of the car just in case anyone is watching, and I start to walk away. Robin doesn’t follow, instead grabbing her backpack out of the backseat.
When I give her a questioning look, she says, “I can pretend I’m doing homework if anyone walks by.”
Knowing her, she really will be doing homework. I shake my head, smiling all the same, and head toward the back of the park where a stand of trees provides a little more privacy. I flop down and stretch out on the grass. Robin pulls out a couple of books and organizes her notebooks and pencils next to them.
“You are a nerd,” I tease.
Robin grins. “Yeah, and what of it?”
“Nothing,” I laugh. “Just thought it needed to be said.”
“Anything else you need to get off your chest?”
I can see the teasing glint in her eyes, but I can also see that she is honestly curious about why I asked to hang out with her today. “I’ve never had a friend that wasn’t family before. I’m not sure family even counts as friends, since they’re family. If they don’t, I guess you’re the only friend I’ve ever had,” I admit. “Which is kinda weird.”
“Weird?” Robin leans back against the tree. “How so?”
Shrugging, I look up at the sky. “It feels strange not to have Olivia or Evie with me. Like I’m exposed without them here as a barrier to protect me.”
“You don’t think I’ll keep you safe?” Robin asks quietly.
“It’s not that.” To be honest, I don’t know if Robin will keep me safe, or not. I don’t really need anyone to keep me safe. I’m invisible, after all. It’s more  . . .  “Protect isn’t the right word. It feels good to have them close by, familiar, comfortable. I don’t like being away from them.”
Robin moves away from the tree and lies down on the grass next to me. Her nearness makes my body tense. As she props herself up on her elbow, she smiles. “They’re all you’ve ever had . . .  up ‘til now.”
Part of me wants to pull away from Robin. The anxiety her smile and closeness inspires is intimidating. I’m not sure what to do with it. She’s probably waiting for a response, but I’m not sure what she expects me to say.
“I know I’m kind of a spaz,” Robin says, lowering her eyes, “and I blurt out things I shouldn’t, so I can understand if hanging out with me feels weird  . . . ”
“Robin, it’s not any of that. I mean, you are a spaz and you talk a lot,” I say, pausing and smiling so she knows I don’t hold any of that against her. “You don’t make me feel weird about being here. It’s just strange to think that you can see me.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t know you that well. Seeing me has always felt like such an intimate thing, something personal and private. No offense, but you’re still kind of a stranger, and even though I love that you can see me, it takes some getting used to.”
I look over at her, hoping I haven’t hurt her feelings and wondering if what I just told her makes sense. She grins back at me and pokes me lightly.
“There’s a simple solution to this.”
Raising one eyebrow at her, I wait for an explanation.
Laughing, she says, “You just have to get to know me better. Starting now. Ask me whatever you want.”
Not nearly distracted enough by the unique situation to miss an opportunity for answers, I know jumping into the big questions right away will only scare her off. So I start small.
“Where did you grow up?”
“Pennsylvania.”
“Did you like it there?”
Robin nods. “It was so pretty and we had all this land to explore. I loved it there.”
“Why did you move?”
The cheeriness drops out of Robin’s expression immediately. “We had no choice,” she whispers.
For a moment, I hesitate asking a new question. Robin turns to look up at the clouds, but I know what she’s really doing is trying to keep the tears brimming in her eyes from falling down her cheeks. I don’t doubt that Robin’s guilt has something to do with Eliana’s death. Suspecting her of being the deliberate cause . . .  I seriously doubt it.
Scooting closer to Robin, I set my hand on her forearm. “What happened?”
“After  . . . ” Robin sniffs, but turns to look at me. “After Eliana died we couldn’t stay where we were anymore. The Sentinels knew where we lived. We had to cut off all contact with other Caretakers for over a year.”
“Why?” I ask. “Aside from hoping you’d lead them to other Caretakers, I mean. Did they think you might take in another Aerling?”
The expression on Robin’s face is quizzical for a moment. Then, for some reason it turns into frustration. She doesn’t let me wonder why. “Mason, I know I don’t know your Caretakers, but I don’t understand why they’ve kept you in the dark about so much. They’ve kept you from making friends, from exploring your abilities, from knowing who you are. Why would they want to limit you so much?”
“What do you mean exploring my abilities? Olivia’s parents have never held me back from learning and developing skills.”
I watch as Robin’s eyes go from mild frustration to full on anger. “They never told you?”
“Uh, told me what?”
“About your talents!”
“What talents?”
Robin sits up on the grass with her feet crossed and yanks me up next to her. “Haven’t you ever been able to do something unusual, out of the ordinary?”
“You mean aside from being invisible?” I drawl.
Rolling her eyes, Robin slaps my knee. “I mean something more than that. It could be knowing what someone is about to say before they say it, guessing the weather, sensing someone’s emotions, strange dreams  . . . ”
“Dreams?” I practically demand.
Robin stares at me. “Do you have dreams that don’t seem like dreams?”
“I . . .  maybe, I’m not sure.”
“What are they like?”
A shiver runs through my body. “Terrifying. I have nightmares all the time. They feel so real. I wake up screaming sometimes.”
“What are the dreams about?” Robin asks.
I freeze, suddenly wanting to kick myself for bringing it up. “I, uh, they’re just . . .  nightmares. Bad things happening to me or my family.”
“Have any of your dreams ever come true before?”
“What?” I snap. “No, and I hope they never do.”
Robin holds up her hands. “It was just a question, Mason. I didn’t mean anything bad by it. I’m just surprised you haven’t had any other talents manifest that you’re aware of.”
“Why? Do all Aerlings have talents?”
“Well, yeah, and they usually show up pretty early, like by three or four years old.”
Feeling more than just uncomfortable, I try to shrug off the conversation. “Maybe I’m just not all that talented.”
Or maybe watching my family die killed that part of me.
Pouting, Robin folds her arms. “This doesn’t make sense. You have to have a talent.”
“What was Eliana’s talent?” Anything to get the focus of the conversation off of me.
“She could talk to me without speaking,” Robin says, a bit of her smile reappearing. “She couldn’t talk to anyone who wasn’t a Caretaker, but it was a fun talent.”
Why couldn’t I have had that talent? Maybe I could have figured out how to talk to Olivia’s mom and dad and Evie without having to touch them every time I needed to say something. No, I get nightmares instead. That’s not even a talent. It just sucks.
“Robin,” I ask slowly, “how did Eliana die? How did the Sentinels find her?”
Her smile drops away immediately. “That’s not something I want to talk about, Mason.”
And to really make her point, she starts tossing her books and papers back into her backpack. I panic, knowing I should have been more subtle, but just not having the patience for it. I grab Robin’s arm and pull her away from her bag. For a moment, fear flashes through her eyes. Guilt for being so rough with her loosens my grip, but not enough for her to get away.
“Robin, please. I need to know if I’m putting Olivia and everyone else in danger.”
“You aren’t,” she says as she tries to pull away from me.
“How do you know?” I demand.
Her struggle to get away from me falters. Whatever the source of the pain Robin is holding onto, she recognizes the same in me and stops fighting. Her frantic expression softens into one of understanding. I don’t realize I’m still gripping her arm until she brings her hand up to rest on my face.
“Mason, I can’t promise you that the Sentinels will never find you. I wish I could,” she says, “but you’re doing everything you can to keep your family safe. You don’t make scenes that cause suspicion or draw attention. Olivia and Evie are just as careful, protecting you every second. I can see how much you love each other. You would never do anything to put them in danger, and neither would they. It’s the best anyone can do.”
A tear slips past Robin’s control. I don’t know why, but I release my grip on her arm and brush away her tears. When Robin’s head drops, I push her chin back up. As if she thinks I can see something more than her pain-filled expression, her body convulses in a sob. Instinct pulls her into my lap and I hold her as she cries.
“You and Olivia are so blessed to have each other,” Robin says through her tears. “I wish . . .  I wish Eliana had been so lucky. Instead, she ended up with me.”
“Robin, what happened?” I ask.
Pushing away from me, Robin swipes at her tears. “I have to go, Mason.”
She reaches for her backpack and stumbles to her feet. I am right behind her. I don’t want to scare her or hurt her, but I need to know everything. I need to be sure that Olivia will be safe. My hand reaches for her arm again. She’s too quick, and I end up hooking her waist instead. She gasps when I pull her back to me.
“Please,” I beg.
Robin’s palms press against my chest, as if she’s trying to get away again, but there is no force behind it. Finally, her head falls against my shoulder. She doesn’t look at me when she begins to speak.
“Everyone was telling secrets. It was my first sleepover. I was seven and I wanted everyone to like me. I waited my turn, listening to the other girls tell about watching a movie they weren’t supposed to or getting into their sister’s makeup. It all sounded so silly when I was keeping a secret like Eliana. I knew I had the best secret, but the others got bored of the game before it was my turn. They all started to turn away and I was forgotten. It was the first time I had been invited to someone’s party. No one ever paid attention to me or even liked me. I just wanted them to think I was interesting . . .  so I told them about Eliana.”
“What did they say?” I ask.
“Everyone laughed at me,” Robin whispers, “except for one girl I didn’t know very well. She just stared at me. She stared at me all night. I should have realized.”
Robin sobs again and I hold her more tightly.
“The Sentinels came for Eliana the next night while we were in bed. Nobody knew they were in our house until Eliana screamed, but by then it was already over.” Robin’s body starts shaking. “There was so much blood. She was right next to me in bed and I didn’t protect her. I told her secret and I slept while they murdered her.”
I can’t speak, or move. I can’t respond at all. I want to tell Robin that I understand what she’s feeling, that I carry similar guilt and horrible memories. I want to tell her that my mom and sister were murdered right in front of me as I cried in the corner because I didn’t know what to do. I want to tell her everything and cry until every bloody memory is washed away. I want to share my pain with her and share hers, but I can’t. I don’t say anything. I keep the agony I hold close deep inside my heart and stroke her hair as I struggle to keep my own secrets.
“I’m sorry,” Robin mumbles against my shirt when her tears finally calm.
“Sorry for what? You were only seven, Robin.”
She shakes her head. “No, I can never be forgiven for that. I meant that I’m sorry for ever coming into your life. If that guy was a Sentinel, it has to be my fault that he’s here.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Nobody else even knows you’re here.”
“There’s nothing to say that anything has changed,” I argue, praying I’m right. “More likely than not, with your family having just moved, the Sentinels are just checking up on you.”
Robin is quiet for a moment. She wants to believe that as much as I do. Bringing her gaze up to meet mine, Robin says, “I won’t make the same mistake twice, but if you don’t want me to hang around you and Olivia anymore, I understand.”
Olivia and I might have different opinions on this, but I smile down at Robin. “I don’t want to lose my only non-family friend just yet.”
“Are you sure?” The expression on her face makes it apparent she thinks I might be making a mistake. Despite Olivia’s misgivings, I trust Robin.
“I’m sure.”
Robin has a knack for catching people off guard, but I’m shocked when she lifts onto her toes, kisses my cheek, and spins out of my arms. She has her backpack and is halfway to her car before I snap out of it. I watch her drive away wondering what just happened.



Chapter 11
Breaking Glass
(Mason)
 
I know I’m dreaming. I know this is another nightmare, but the panic and fear racing through my body feels too real to ignore. Images flash through my mind. Dark hallways, glass breaking, footsteps. The roar of blood rushing through my body makes it hard to hear the intruder. My head whips back and forth as I search for him, as I search for Olivia. I don’t know where she is!
Not running is painful. I want to barrel through the house screaming her name until I find her.
All of a sudden, I’m outside, standing in the street, staring at a nondescript sedan filled with shadows. My feet carry me closer, against my will. The shadows start writhing. I fear they are going to come after me. Sweaty hands reach for the car and it takes me a moment to realize they are mine. I try to pull them back. Get away from the car. Run.
Olivia’s face breaks through the haze of shadows.
My fingers are tearing at the handle, beating against the glass. I scream her name, no longer caring if I am quiet. She reaches for me. I can’t get through the door! I scream her name again as her face begins to disappear. I can’t stop screaming. I can’t stop her from disappearing!
“Mason!” someone shouts at me. Their hands claw at me, trying to keep me from saving Olivia.
“Mason!” the voice hisses again. I can’t see them, but I strike out, desperate to get away and reach Olivia.
“Mason, please,” a gentle voice whispers in my ear. The ache in the voice breaks through my panic, making me listen, recognize.
The dream’s power dissolves. My eyes snap open to find Olivia hovering over me . . .  no sitting on top of me. Confusion sets in as I realize she has my arms pinned to the bed and is sitting on my chest with her knees on either side of me. I’m too disoriented to really enjoy the moment.
“Olivia?”
“Are you awake?” she asks.
My eyebrows knit together. Am I? Would I be in this position with Olivia in real life? It takes me a moment to answer. “I think so?”
Olivia collapses on top of me. “Thank goodness!”
“I’m sorry I woke you again.”
“It’s okay,” she says. “It just scared me. What were you dreaming about?”
“Someone had broken into the house. They took you, I think. It was confusing and frightening.”
Olivia blows out a shaky breath. “You’re telling me. I thought you were never going to wake up. You were scaring the living daylights out of me, Mason!”
That last part comes out a little angry and she follows it up with a punch to my shoulder. She rolls off of me and sinks into the bed looking exhausted. I’m about to ask her what exactly happened, but when I turn to face her, my mind goes completely blank at the site of a bruise forming on her cheek.
“Olivia, what happened?” I demand.
She sighs. “You were having another nightmare. Don’t you remember? It was awful. You were screaming for me and thrashing around like a crazy person. I couldn’t get through to you at all.”
“No,” I say angrily, “what happened to your face?”
Olivia turns to scowl at me. “You whacked me when I tried to wake you up and knocked me off the bed. Thanks for that.”
The blood drains from my fingers, leaving them cold as I gently touch Olivia’s face. She winces, but doesn’t pull away. “Ollie, I’m so sorry.”
She smiles up at me. “I know. It’s okay. I’m just sorry you were having such a rough night.”
“Does it hurt?”
“Stings a little, but I’ll be fine. Really, Mason. It was just an accident.”
Before I can think about it rationally, I press my lips to her cheek just above the bruise. I hear the sharp intake of her breath and freeze. I should pull back, pretend it didn’t happen, spontaneously fall asleep. I don’t do any of that. I can’t.
Olivia turns to face me, her eyes wide. The expression on her face is unreadable. I can feel my heart rate speeding up as panic sets in. What have I done?
Olivia’s lips part to say something, but she never gets the chance. The sound of breaking glass yanks us both up to sitting as everything but fear leaves our minds completely.
“Mason!” Olivia squeaks. “There’s someone in the house!”
“I know,” I whisper back.
I start to swing my feet over the side of the bed, but Olivia clamps down on my arm with strength born of terror. “Don’t go.”
“Stay here.”
“No!”
Prying her hands off of me proves nearly impossible. “Olivia, let go, I’m just going to scare him off. He won’t see me.”
“What if it’s a Sentinel?”
“It’s not a Sentinel,” I say, though I hardly believe it myself.
“Who else would it be?” she demands.
“A criminal,” I hiss at her. She’s wasting time! He could be halfway up the stairs and on his way to Olivia! “Olivia let go!”
Her hands clamp down tighter and she screams.
As the shrill, piercing noise of Olivia’s scream dies, everything happens at once. I finally break out of her grip, Olivia’s dad’s bedroom door crashes open, and the noises from downstairs intensify as the intruder makes a run for it.
Olivia’s dad and I crash into each other as I come barreling out of my room. Confusion and panic grips him because he doesn’t immediately understand what just happened. Grabbing his shoulder, I steady him and say, “It’s just me, sorry.”
Relief droops his shoulders, but it’s short-lived. “What is going on?”
“Someone is downstairs,” I say, “or was. I think Olivia’s screaming scared him off.”
The downstairs area seems abnormally quiet now.
“Still,” he says, “get me your bat.”
It only takes me a few seconds to dash back to my room and grab the bat. Olivia’s dad takes it and brings it over his shoulder, ready to swing. I’ve seen him hit a ball, and I know he can do damage, but I still step in front of him and start down the stairs. Olivia hisses at me from the top of the stairs, telling me to get back, but I don’t listen. I do spare a moment to hope her dad doesn’t realize she just came out of my room again.
My heart speeds up with every step, but I make it to the bottom of the staircase without having a heart attack, so I figure things are going pretty well so far. Part of me wants to stop and take a few deep breaths. Olivia’s dad won’t know I stopped, though, and will probably end up running into me, so I keep going.
From playing hide and seek outside on summer nights, I know my night vision is quite a bit better than anyone else’s. I can see the living room and dining area as I slip quietly into the foyer. Nothing. The dining room has some vicious rose bushes beneath each window, so I take a logical guess and move toward the living room. Still nothing.
When we reach the kitchen, I can hear Olivia’s dad stop behind me at the same time my feet come to a halt. Glass from the open back door sparkles in the moonlight. He curses and the bat falls from his shoulder. He brings it back up right away.
“We should check the rest of the house just to be sure,” he says.
Feeling more secure, we split up and make sure the rest of the rooms are empty and undisturbed. Ten minutes later, we’re back in the foyer empty handed.
“Is he gone?” Olivia asks from where she’s huddled on the stairs.
Her dad nods. “Go call the police and tell your Mom everything’s okay.”
Olivia darts back up the stairs.
“Is this the work of those Sentinels you told me about?” he asks.
“I don’t know, but it’s possible,” I admit. I wanted what I said to Robin earlier today to be true. I wanted it so badly.
“The police are on their way,” Olivia says as she comes back down the stairs. Her dad pulls her into a hug, but she wiggles out of his embrace after a moment and wraps herself around me.
Olivia’s dad doesn’t say anything about the way Olivia holds me, but he watches her carefully, no doubt picturing my arms locked around her body as well. I’m beginning to think he saw Olivia come out of my room.
“Mason, was this the dream you were having?” Olivia asks. “Did it come true?”
“What?” Olivia’s dad demands.
I shake my head, trying to reject the idea.
“You said you dreamed about someone breaking into the house and taking me,” Olivia pushes.
“Nobody took you,” I say fiercely. “I would never let that happen.”
Olivia pulls against me more tightly. “I know, but you dreamed about this . . .  and it came true.”
“It was just a coincidence,” I say desperately.
My nightmares can’t come true. They can’t. Olivia has to stay safe. No one can hurt her. Nothing bad can ever happen to her. My hands press Olivia against me. My fingers tangle in her hair and cradle her against my heart. Breathing . . .  it’s not working right. I can’t get enough air suddenly. My chest starts heaving.
“Mason?” Olivia asks as she tries to pull back. “Mason, calm down!”
“Mason?” It’s her dad’s voice now. His hand grips my shoulder. “Son, what’s wrong?”
Olivia stops trying to pull away from me and starts whispering. “It’s okay, Mason. Nobody took me. Everything is okay. Please calm down. It’s okay.”
I struggle to control my breathing as red and blue lights start flashing through the living room windows. Olivia’s dad walks to the front door, leaving Olivia to calm me down. She pulls me out of the foyer and into the living room. We’re huddled on the couch before I finally begin to relax.
“You called me Ollie again,” Olivia says quietly as her dad talks to the officers.
“Did I?” I can’t remember. Everything seemed too chaotic when I first woke up.
She rests her head against my shoulder. “Yeah, you did.”
“Does it bother you when I call you that?” I ask.
Her hand slips into mine. “No.”
The conversation between Olivia’s dad and the officers quiets as he leads them to the broken windows in the back door. Olivia’s mom makes it down the stairs with a wide-eyed Evie in tow. Neither of them notices us on the couch and they walk toward the noise, leaving us in the quiet of an interrupted night.
“Would it bother you if I called you Ollie more often?” I ask, not really sure why I’m making the request.
Olivia is quiet for a moment before saying, “I would like that.”
I pull her against me even more, and we hold each other until the police and the fear leave.



Chapter 12
Selfish Choices
(Olivia)
 
“Someone broke into our house last night,” I snap at Robin when I finally corner her.
“What?” she squeaks.
My eyes bore into her. “Someone. Broke. Into. Our. House. Last. Night.”
Robin fumbles with her backpack and almost drops it. “Olivia, that’s terrible! Is everyone okay?”
“We’re fine, but I want some answers.”
I watch as Robin’s eyes dart around for help or reassurance that I’m not crazy. She doesn’t find any. “Answers about what?” she asks.
“I think it was a Sentinel that broke into our house last night.”
“And you think I had something to do with it?” Robin asks, clearly confused.
“No,” I snap, although the thought had crossed my mind many times. Mason talked me out of the idea, but I’m still not completely convinced. “But I want to know how Sentinels find Aerlings. The truth this time.”
“What do you mean? I told you how they find them.”
Robin tries to back away, but I won’t let her get away from me. “After the police finally left, all I could think about was how there had to be some other way for the Sentinels to find Aerlings. It couldn’t just be luck and tabloid stories. There has to be something else that draws them to Aerlings. I simply can’t believe there isn’t something more.”
“Don’t . . .  don’t you, um, have to get to class?” Robin asks.
“Mason will let me know what I miss. You, on the other hand, have a free period right now, so don’t think you’re going to escape answering,” I say.
Robin’s mouth opens. It closes right after. Something seems to go out of her as her head drops. “Can we go somewhere else to talk?”
The practice gym is empty this hour, so I turn on my heel and head in that direction, knowing Robin will follow. I don’t look back to make sure. The shuffle and squeak of her sneakers dragging her after me is confirmation. I don’t really need it, though, because I know she understands that if she doesn’t tell me, her friendship with Mason will be over. It’s obvious that she cares about him and doesn’t want that to happen. So she follows.
My nose wrinkles as the smell of old sweat that always seems to permeate the practice gym hits my nose. I toss my backpack down. Robin slumps to the first bleacher, her own backpack landing at her feet with a thud.
On the way over here, a dozen questions about Sentinels were running through my mind. When I open my mouth, none of those questions come out.
“Mason told me about Eliana,” I say quietly.
Robin’s head pops up. The surprise on her face doesn’t make sense to me. “He did?”
I nod. “We don’t keep secrets from each other.”
“He told you everything?” Robin asks, her hands trembling.
“He told me how you told your friends about Eliana and the Sentinels killed her the next night. It was clear how much it affected you. He was pretty upset himself just telling me about it. I know he believes you.” I take a deep breath, trying to keep my opinions from overruling everything else. “Mason told me that you offered to step back and stay away from him in order to protect him and he told you no.”
Robin shudders and wraps her arms around her body. “You disagree with him.”
It’s not a question. The temptation is there to agree, to tell her to back off and get out of our lives. I’m not sure that sparing Mason’s feelings is worth the risk, but he asked me to try. Being wrapped up in his arms last night as we waited for the police to leave made it impossible to deny him anything.
“I don’t trust you like he does,” I admit. Robin holds her breath. “But I don’t think you’ll hurt him either.”
Robin’s breath stutters out haltingly.
“That may change, though, if you don’t tell me how Sentinels really track Aerlings.”
Her posture makes it obvious that she isn’t any more keen on telling me now than she was in the beginning, but she squares her shoulders and opens her mouth. “They can feel them,” she says simply.
Goosebumps pop up all over body. “What do you mean they can feel them?”
“It’s not something I really understand,” Robin says with a shake of her head. “Sentinels look like anyone else, but there’s something about them that lets them sense when an Aerling is near them. I don’t know if it’s something they’re born with or a talent they develop, but it’s their biggest tool in finding Aerlings.”
“Why didn’t you tell us this when we first asked?” I demand.
“All it was going to do was scare you both. It doesn’t help you keep him safer,” Robin argues. “Unless you plan on locking him up in your house so no one can ever come in contact with him, but given how you’ve practically done that already, maybe you will.”
I tried to give her some latitude because Mason wants her around, but she just hit my last nerve. My palm knocks into her shoulder angrily. There’s no guilt when she falls back between the two bleachers, scraping her back on the one above her.
“How dare you judge us!”
Robin winces as she pushes herself back up to sitting. “Do you know what Mason told me yesterday?”
I don’t answer.
“He told me that I was his only friend,” Robin says, shocking me.
“What? Why would he say that?” I ask. “Mason is my best friend.”
Robin folds her arms across her chest. “He said he wasn’t sure if you could count family as friends, and since the only friends he’s ever had were his family, I was his first friend.”
I don’t count?
Grabbing her backpack up off the ground, Robin stands stiffly. “You claim you’re trying to protect Mason, but I wonder if it isn’t just selfishness fueling your choices. Seems to me like you’re afraid that if he actually has the chance to live his life, it won’t be with you.”
“That’s not true,” I whisper, but in the deepest, most honest part of my heart, I like Mason being my secret. I don’t want him to be friends with Robin because that may mean he won’t have room for me.
Robin shoulders her backpack and starts walking toward the door. A small amount of guilt plagues me as she rubs her back. Some of what she said might have a kernel of truth to it, but she doesn’t understand as much as she thinks she does. It kills me that I can’t fix that. Maybe I can at least try to make her see more.
“Robin,” I say before she reaches the door, “I love Mason.”
She stops and sighs. “I know you do.”
“It does scare me to think of Mason being away from me and finding something better. He’s my best friend, the person I can’t imagine living without.” My breath catches at the thought of not seeing him every day. “But if Mason did want to leave, I wouldn’t stop him. I would miss him like you could never understand, but I want him to be happy more than anything else.”
Slowly, Robin turns back around and faces me. She looks tired, sad.
“I do understand what it’s like to miss someone so much it physically hurts.” She pushes her glasses up on her nose, brushes her hair back, anything to keep her mind off what she’s saying. “Eliana was my Mason. My best friend. My only friend. It was my fault she died. I’ll never forgive myself, and I’ll never stop missing her. My selfish choices cost her everything. I worry that you’re going to fall into the same trap.”
Shaking my head, I say, “I would never tell anyone about Mason.”
The pain that flashes through her eyes makes me cringe. I didn’t mean it as a judgment of her. I try to apologize, but Robin waves me off.
“That’s not what I meant. I know you won’t tell anyone about Mason, but there are other ways you might betray him to the Sentinels.”
“What?”
“Why hasn’t your family helped Mason develop his abilities?”
Abilities?
“The dreams he has, you can’t tell me no one in your family recognized them as an ability he needed to develop. Most Aerlings are fully trained by now. Mason acted like he’d never heard of such a thing. His abilities are meant to keep him safe from the Sentinels and your family has done nothing to help him develop them.” Robin glares at me, watching my expression carefully.
I’m not sure how to respond to her. Of course, no one in my family had any idea we were supposed to be looking for something. It was only when Mason brought it up himself that I began to wonder if his dreams were something more than simple nightmares. I don’t want to give away that we are clueless about this, but I struggle to find an answer for Robin.
“We . . .  Mason’s dreams, they, uh, until just recently they were nothing but nightmares. The same thing every night. We didn’t realize they meant anything.”
Robin’s eyes narrow. “Until recently?”
My head bobs slowly. “He had a nightmare about someone breaking into our house last night, before it actually happened.”
A strange sense of excitement builds around Robin. “He’s never dreamt something that came true before? He said his dreams are always very real. What about those?”
“He doesn’t tell me much about his nightmares usually. They’ve never come true before, thankfully. They’re bad, really bad. And most of them are about stuff that already happened.”
“What kind of stuff?” Robin demands.
Now I’m the one folding my arms. “The kind that’s very personal and Mason wouldn’t want me talking about.”
“Does Mason have any other abilities?” Robin asks. Well, it’s more of a demand, but I can tell she’s trying to be patient.
I shrug. “I don’t know. There are things Mason is better at than other people, but maybe he’s just stronger or whatever.”
“Like what?”
“He seems stronger than a normal guy of his height and build. His endurance is really good. He outlasts everyone else when we go running, including my dad who was All American in cross country when he was in college. He sees better than us, especially at night. His hearing is better.” I shrug again, not sure whether his edge over us is enough to qualify as special abilities.
Robin doesn’t seem impressed. “No, that’s all just regular Aerling stuff. He’s got to have something more,” Robin says. Her fingers curls around her backpack strap as if suddenly nervous. “He should have had an ability that manifested much earlier.”
“What if he doesn’t?”
She shakes her head worriedly. “I don’t know. It’s not supposed to be like that. He should have shown signs of some kind of ability as a toddler. I don’t know what that means if he didn’t.”
“You don’t think the dreams are enough?”
Robin chews on her lip. “I don’t think so. Many Aerlings start developing secondary abilities in their late teen years. They usually aren’t as strong as the primary ability, though.”
Neither of us says anything for a moment. Fear builds in my mind that I missed something in Mason that could make the difference between staying hidden from the Sentinels and being killed. What escaped our notice? Could he possibly have hidden some ability out of fear that we wouldn’t understand?
I push that thought away quickly. Mason wouldn’t keep secrets from me. He knows I would never turn away from him just because he was different. No, Mason must not have seen anything unusual in himself either. He would have told me, wouldn’t he have?
“Maybe . . .  maybe you should come over this afternoon and we can talk about it with Mason,” I say dejectedly.
Spending more time with Robin isn’t my idea of a nice time, but despite her baseless accusations, she has me scared.
“Sure,” Robin says. “I know you don’t trust me, Olivia, and I know I haven’t known either of you that long, but I care about Mason and I don’t want to see him hurt. You don’t have to like me, but I hope you can at least believe me.”
“I do believe you,” I say, surprising us both.
Robin nods. “See you after school then.”
I watch her walk away and slump down to the bleachers. My head drops into my hands. I feel like every time I turn around lately, Robin is dropping some kind of bomb on me. Mason is an Aerling. Mason isn’t human. There are Sentinels trying to kill him. You and your family screwed up his chances of surviving. Mason only loves you because he has no one else.
Okay, maybe she didn’t say that last one quite like that, but it’s what she meant.
I don’t want to doubt how Mason feels about me, about my family, but he’s been different since Robin showed up. To be honest, it started before she showed up. Everything Mason was already feeling, everything I had been blind to, is now being validated by Robin. I want to believe that he’ll always stay with me, but I’m not so sure anymore, and it breaks my heart to admit that.



Chapter 13
Meltdown
(Mason)
 
The weird vibe between Robin and Olivia, when I find them standing together at Olivia’s locker after school, doesn’t make sense with the polite way they’re treating each other. I suspect something happened between them earlier. Neither one seems interested in explaining, though, so I leave it alone for now.
Olivia announces that Robin is coming over to hang out, and we head for the Jeep. Evie is already waiting for us there, with Aaron making a hasty retreat. He’s well aware that Olivia thinks he’s an idiot and tries to make himself scarce when she’s around. Since I don’t like him either, I’m glad to see him go.
Evie stops staring after Aaron in time to turn and hear Robin say she’ll meet us at the house. Evie’s hands snap to her hips as she fixes a glare on Olivia. “Am I the only one who remembers what happened last time she came over?”
“We need her help,” Olivia admits.
Now, I am more curious than ever to know what she and Robin talked about.
The drive home is quiet and sullen. For some reason, Olivia keeps looking over at me with a sad expression I don’t understand. As we approach the house, everyone’s eyes are scanning the streets for suspicious cars, but everything seems perfectly average. Evie is hardly appeased.
As soon as Olivia puts the Jeep in park, Evie jumps out, slamming the door behind her. I’m shocked Evie is being so dramatic about this. When I turn to Olivia, she puts a hand on my arm and says, “This has more to do with her not being able to see Aaron than with you or Robin. I’ll go talk to her.”
Olivia gets out and holds the door open long enough for me to slide out after her. I want to ask her what’s going on between her and Robin, but she walks away before I get the chance. Sighing, I head for the house, hoping Robin will have some answers.
As my body flops onto the couch next to Robin, she looks over at me and smiles. It’s the first pleasant expression I’ve seen all afternoon. There is something infectious about Robin’s grin. I can’t help smiling back.
“Hey.”
“Hey,” she says. Robin sets the notebook she was flipping through down on the coffee table and turns sideways to look at me. She tries to maintain her smile, but it falters and slips away. “Olivia said you told her about Eliana.”
I nod, hoping she doesn’t expect me to apologize. Olivia was struggling to trust Robin. She needed to know that what happened to Eliana was the mistake of a naÏve little girl and not a vicious betrayal.
“She said you don’t keep secrets from each other.”
“No, we don’t.”
Robin fidgets with one of her dangly earrings. “You didn’t tell her everything.”
She doesn’t have to explain for me to know what she’s talking about. I look away, not sure whether I’m embarrassed when I think about Robin kissing me, or glad she did it. “No,” I admit, “I didn’t tell her.”
“Why not?”
I shrug. I don’t want to admit that I didn’t know how to tell Olivia, because I couldn’t figure out how she would react. Would she be glad I had found someone that I might have a real chance at a relationship with? Would she be angry? Jealous? Would it affect her at all? Without knowing the consequences, I couldn’t tell her.
A thought suddenly occurs to me. I turn to Robin, hoping I didn’t just figure out why Olivia seemed so down on the way home. “Did you tell her?”
Robin laughs. “Olivia dislikes me enough without me adding fuel to the fire. No, I didn’t tell her.”
I start to ask what she did tell Olivia that upset her so much when I hear the front door open. Assuming it’s Olivia’s mom, but not wanting to be caught off guard, I check the driveway for her car and relax when I hear her voice calling out that she’s home. Her head peeks around the corner a few seconds later.
“Robin, how nice to see you,” Olivia’s mom says. “Where are the kids? Did they all abandon you?”
Realizing my mistake right away, I jump up from the couch and try to reach her before Robin makes the connection. I’m not fast enough.
Robin cocks her head to one side. “Evie and Olivia are upstairs, but Mason’s right in front of you.”
My hand lands on Olivia’s mom’s shoulder. Her eyes widen, knowing we’re both in trouble. “I . . .  I meant to ask where the girls were. Of course Mason is right here.”
She reaches out and gives me a quick hug before dashing off to the kitchen. I want to follow her, but Robin grabs my shoulder. My head drops to my chest. She’s way too smart of a girl not to have connected all the dots.
“What just happened?” Robin demands. “Olivia’s mom acted like she didn’t even see you.”
“Sure she saw me,” I answer lamely.
Folding her arms across her chest like she so often does, Robin glares at me. “You’re lying.”
That’s right about when Olivia bounds down the stairs. She slows to a stop at the sight of Robin facing me down. “What happened now?”
“Your mom walked into the room and asked why I was sitting there all alone when Mason was right there! Add that to the way Evie was acting the other day, and something is clearly not right here!” Robin yells. “What is going on?”
Olivia tries to brush off the outburst. She’d have to be invisible for Robin not to notice her shifting feet and darting eyes. Still, she tries. “What are you going on about, Robin. Mom just didn’t see him. I don’t know why you’re having a meltdown about it.”
“He was standing right in front of her!” Robin’s eyes are darting back and forth.
Olivia’s mom walks back into the room slowly, her eyes on Robin. I remember her approaching an injured cat the same way once, when it wandered into our yard. In the weeks we have known Robin, Olivia’s mom has never expressed an opinion one way or the other about whether she believes Robin is a threat. Now, there is fear in her eyes.
“Robin,” she says calmly, “I’m sorry if I upset you earlier.”
The cautious approach doesn’t fool Robin. She backs away slowly.
The clomp-clomp of Evie clambering down the stairs momentarily distracts everyone. Her hand appears first, gripping the hand rail and swinging herself around the landing to start down the last half flight. She skids to stop when she realizes everyone is staring at her.
“What is all the yelling about down here? And where’s Mason? I need him to help me with my math homework,” Evie says. Her eyes dart around expectantly. Olivia and her mom groan.
Robin’s eyes double in size. One hand covers her mouth while the other starts pointing at Evie. “See? See?”
Evie’s hand drops from the rail. Her face falls as she realizes her mistake. “He’s standing right here, isn’t he?”
I reach over and touch Evie’s shoulder. “Sorry, right here.”
“Mason, I’m so sorry,” she says.
“Your mom blew our cover first,” I say with a laugh.
Olivia’s mom can’t hear me because she’s not touching me, but Evie looks over at her and grimaces. They both feel terrible. Really, I’m not sure how long we were going to be able to keep this up anyway. I’m not even sure why we’re keeping the truth from Robin anymore. I trust her, so I take the lead.
Taking Robin’s hand like I might a frightened child, I wait until she looks at me. From the corner of my eye, I can see Olivia clenching her fists. I still don’t know what happened earlier today, but Robin deserves an explanation. She doesn’t resist when I pull her over to the couch and make her sit down. Evie and her mom crowd around us, each making an effort to touch my shoulder or arm so they can hear me.
“Mason, what is going on? You guys are really freaking me out!”
I don’t quite know where to begin, so I start with the first thing that comes to mind. “Olivia is the only one who can see me.”
“What? Why?”
The only response I can give is to shrug.
“That’s not an answer!”
“I’m sorry, Robin, but we don’t know.”
“This doesn’t make any sense. If you’re all Caretakers, why is Olivia the only one that can see you?”
Everyone starts squirming except me. “Um, it’s probably because they aren’t Caretakers. Not even Olivia.”
For a moment, I think Robin might faint. Just in case she pitches forward and smacks her head on the table, I put my arm around her shoulder and keep her upright. The hand Robin never let go of when I led her to the couch clamps down on mine, but she stays conscious.
“How . . . did you . . . this doesn’t make sense!” Robin cries. “How did you get an Aerling if you aren’t Caretakers?”
Her hand slaps over her mouth as her eyes grow larger than I would have thought possible. The way her breathing spikes to near hyperventilation puts everyone on edge, including me. “Robin? Calm down. It’s okay. You’re freaking me out now!”
Robin isn’t paying attention to me. Her eyes snap over to Olivia’s mom. “Did you steal Mason from his Caretakers?” she demands.
“Whoa!” Olivia jumps in. “Is that what you’re having a conniption fit about? Good grief, Robin! We’re not kidnappers!”
“How . . . how?” Robin stutters.
Before this turns into a fight, which it looks like it’s about to, given Olivia’s and Evie’s outrage, I force Robin to look at me. “Robin, no one stole me. Olivia saved me, and she’s been protecting me ever since.”
I’m not sure my words have made any impact. Robin seems intent on going into freak out mode. I’ve stayed pretty calm up to this point, but panic starts to creep in. If Robin starts telling people someone kidnapped me, who knows what the real Caretakers will do. I’m ready to start shaking Robin when she finally takes a deep breath. Everyone holds very, very still.
Robin breathes out slowly and says, “Someone needs to tell me what on earth is going on. Right. Now.”
“Do you remember how I told you that I figured out I was an Aerling when I was five?” I ask.
Robin nods slowly.
“Well, that wasn’t completely true. I hadn’t heard the word Aerling until the day you ran into us in the parking lot. The only thing I figured out when I was five was that no one could see me. I was alone, wandering the city trying to find someone to help me, but no one heard or saw me.”
“Why . . .  were you alone?”
Talking about this has never been easy, but for some reason a tenuous calm settles over me as I begin telling Robin my story.
“I don’t remember very much about my life before I found Olivia. I know you said something about how Aerlings remember everything, but watching my family die took most of those memories away.”
Robin gasps. “What?”
“I can’t tell you what happened for sure. I was hiding in a kitchen cabinet when it started,” I say. “I tried to come out when my mom screamed, but she held the cabinet door shut so they couldn’t find me. When the screaming stopped, I thought it was over, but it wasn’t. She fell in front of the cabinets. I didn’t see the blood at first. Not until I pushed the door open a little further. Then I saw it spreading across the tile.”
Evie reaches over and takes her mom’s hand. She curls her fingers around her daughter’s hand with tears in her eyes. Olivia sits down next to me on the couch. She just sits, letting her nearness give me strength. Facing the returning memories of my family’s deaths, I need more. My fingers slip around hers and she squeezes my hand tightly.
“I could hear whoever had hurt my mom moving through the house. My dad started yelling. There was noise everywhere. I had no idea what was going on and I panicked. All I wanted was to get to my dad. I didn’t want to hurt my mom, but I had to push the cabinet door against her to get it open far enough so I could get out. She wouldn’t answer when I tried to talk to her. When I got out, I slipped in the blood and fell beside her. I think I might have just stayed there next to her if Dad and Cami hadn’t come running down the hall.”
My eyes close as images start flooding back in. I’m back on the floor, kneeling in my mother’s blood, crying, when my dad comes sprinting down the hallway with little Cami in his arms.
“I had never seen such a wild look in his eyes. Cami was bawling, terrified out of her mind. The knife flashed through the air so fast I only saw it once it stopped moving. My dad fell to his knees, dropping Cami to the floor.”
I can’t tell Robin about what happened next. Just thinking about it hurts my heart, squeezes it until it seems ready to split in two. The ache spreads through my body, pulling me inward as I try to fight off the memories and pain. I don’t want to remember my dad looking over at me, his lips mouthing the word “run” on his dying breath. I don’t want to remember the new puddle of blood forming and creeping toward me as I screamed.
More than anything, I beg myself not to remember the man snatching Cami up off the floor and adding her to the dead. I couldn’t stop myself from disobeying my dad and crawling over to her. I picked up her hand and held it. That’s when they realized I was in the room.
“I watched them die,” I whisper. “I tried to hold my little sister. They must have seen her arm move. One of them grabbed me. I thought I was next.”
“Oh, Mason,” Olivia whispers.
“I’m not even sure how I got away,” I continue. “One second they had me, and then suddenly I was free, running to find my older brother and sister.”
The room is silent as I struggle to find my will to continue. Olivia leans her head against my shoulder. Her hand rubs back and forth across my back slowly. Every stroke lends me some of her strength.
“They were already gone by the time I found them. I didn’t know what to do, so I hid under my brother’s bed when I heard the men coming again.” The images keep coming, but I push them away. “I don’t know how long I stayed under there. It felt like days as the men searched the house for me. Even after the noises stopped and I was sure they were gone, I stayed under the bed, too terrified to come out.”
“How did you end up on our front porch?” Olivia asks quietly.
I shake my head. “Someone must have called the police. A neighbor, maybe.”
How long did I lay curled up under Brian’s bed? I remember the knocking, the door swinging open slowly, the gasps as the officers saw the blood and bodies. I had no idea who they were. Already terrified, I didn’t even have a word to describe how I felt in that moment.
I think it was the walkie-talkies that finally started to calm me down. Even at the time I knew it was a strange thing to focus on, but Brian and I had played with our own set just the day before. Every time one of the officers spoke into his walkie-talkie, I felt another bit of terror drop away. It was a long time later that I forced myself to crawl out from under the bed.
My eyes were closed as I stepped carefully around Brian’s body, only opening once I got to the hall. All I saw were my dad’s shoes before snapping them closed again. The tears streaming down my face didn’t garner any more attention than my crying. Officers walked up and down the hall, but nobody saw me.
“None of the officers knew I was there, but I had no idea why. Out of desperation, I ran out of the house to the neighbor’s houses. I banged on doors. Most stayed closed, but even when someone answered the door no one helped me. They just stared into the empty space looking confused.”
“So you just kept going?” Robin asks.
“I kept thinking someone would finally see me. Maybe it was all just a nightmare.” I shake my head. “I just kept walking until something made me stop.”
“What made you stop?” Robin asks.
Finally, a good memory. “It was Olivia.”
I turn to face her and all the bad clawing at me slips away. “I saw her sitting in the living room window. She was breathing on the glass and drawing pictures in the fog. For a moment, I thought she saw me. It was the first glint of recognition in two days, but I wasn’t sure so I sat down on the porch. I was so tired and hungry.”
“I did see you,” Olivia whispers. “You looked so sad. All I wanted to do was make you feel better.”
My arms tighten around Olivia. I am so overwhelmed in this moment that I can’t even begin to find the words to tell her how much I love and appreciate her. One thought keeps repeating in my mind and it slips past my lips as a whisper. “I love you, Ollie.”



Chapter 14
On Our Own
(Olivia)
 
When I finally start to pull out of Mason’s arm, he pulls me back in tight against his chest. No one says anything as he holds me a few more minutes. Slowly, his arms begin to loosen from around me. Now I am the one trying to hold onto him. We pause, halfway between pulling closer and letting go. A sound from somewhere in the room tips the balance and we lean back. Our hands stay fastened together.
“Mason,” Robin says quietly, “I’m so sorry about what happened to your family, but I don’t understand any of this.”
“What’s to understand,” Evie snaps. “Those Sentinel freaks found his family, probably because some other supposedly trustworthy Caretaker betrayed them, and they killed Mason’s family. Seems pretty straightforward to me.”
Mom puts a hand on Evie’s shoulder and pats her gently. It’s obvious Evie wants to continue harassing Robin, but Mom’s soothing presence is hard to ignore. Evie eventually sits down on the coffee table with an annoyed thud. She lets her gaze slip from Evie to Robin.
“Not that I want to start an argument, but it would appear that Evie is right. What happened to Mason sounds like it happens fairly often.” Mom glances in Mason’s direction with a sad expression, so deep you can almost feel the weight of it on your skin.
Robin shakes her head vehemently. “That’s just the thing, though. What happened to Mason does not happen regularly. Or ever. Like never ever. Sentinels don’t kill Caretakers. It’s never happened before. It just isn’t done.”
“You said yourself that they’re complete psychos,” I remind her.
“Complete psychos when it comes to killing Aerlings. I have never once heard of Sentinels killing Caretakers.” She shakes her head and rubs at her temples. “I mean, why would they? Caretakers are potentially very useful. They can lead them to other Caretakers, but even if that doesn’t happen, they know that family will get another Aerling eventually.”
“Really?” Seems like leading a lamb to the slaughter. If the Sentinels already know that family is a Caretaker, all they have to do is wait for the next one to show up.
Everyone else seems to be thinking the same thing. Robin waves us off, explaining quickly. “Not right away, of course. That would be stupid. It usually takes generations before that family is allowed to have a new Aerling, along with name changes, relocation, the works. Because of what happened to Eliana  . . . ” Robin pauses for a moment, taking a deep breath. “Because of her death, I’ll never raise my own Aerling. Not unless they’re really desperate and have no one else. Even if that happened, I’d have to leave my life, start over somewhere new, as someone new, in order to protect the Aerling.”
“You would do that?” Mason asks.
Robin doesn’t even hesitate. “Of course I would. I know I screwed up with Eliana, but this is my family’s heritage. It’s what I’ve been raised to do, to believe in. It’s my purpose.”
“So, why did the Sentinels kill Mason’s Caretakers?” I ask.
Shaking her head, Robin says, “I have no idea.”
Evie’s hackles start twitching again, so I beat her to the next question. “There has to be a reason. How can we find out what they wanted with Mason’s family? Surely there must be some kind of records we can look at that might give us a clue.”
“Records?” Robin shakes her head. “Maybe at some point there were. You know, before the whole split thing happened. Nobody keeps records like that now because it would be too easy to get into.”
“What about his real family, where he came from?” I demand, exasperation thick in my voice.
Robin stares at me with the infuriating look that says I have once again asked the world’s stupidest question. “We have no idea where Aerlings come from or who their real families are.”
“What?” Mason asks. “But you have to know something.”
“So, what? Aerlings just pop up out of thin air and drop on Caretakers’ doorsteps?” Evie asks. The sarcasm is hard to miss.
“They must come from somewhere,” Mom adds softly. “Someone must deliver them to the Caretakers, Robin. Surely someone will know something that might help Mason.”
Confusion is plastered across Robin’s face. For all her snotty looks, it’s pretty plain that this is the first time she’s actually tried to answer these questions. Apparently, she’s coming up blank. Her eyes dart back and forth to each of us. “I . . .  I don’t know.”
“Is there someone who could help us find out?” Mason asks.
Before Robin can answer, I start shaking my head. “No way. We’re not telling anyone else about this. Robin knowing the truth is bad enough.”
Looking wounded, Robin doesn’t jump to her immediate defense. She takes a few moments to gather herself before speaking. “Olivia, I’m not going to hurt Mason. I feel like I have been given a second chance to prove myself and there’s no way I’m going to squander it. Even more, I care about Mason a great deal. I would never do anything to hurt him. Please, you can trust me.”
A great deal? My mind seems stuck on those few words. What right does she have to say that? She’s known him for a couple of weeks. I’ve known Mason for twelve years. I’ve been the one protecting him! Shouldn’t I know how best to keep him safe?
“You can’t tell anyone about Mason,” I say through gritted teeth. “We’ve already got Sentinels sniffing around and breaking into our house. It’s too much of a risk.”
“What if you can’t protect him from this on your own?” Robin asks.
What if? What if Robin had never stumbled into us? What if we continued living our lives just as they were? What if she hadn’t led Sentinels to us, on purpose or not? What if Mason could have just stayed with us forever, safe and lost to this other world Robin claims he belongs in?
The rant continues in my head. It might have continued forever if Mason squeezing my hand didn’t draw my eyes up to his. The blue of his irises are so dark, they’re almost black. The pain filling them makes my heart ache, but what really stops my runaway thoughts is the glint of hope sparkling in the silver ring, turning my thoughts in a new direction.
What if Mason had been forced to continue his life in the background? What if his unhappiness at being the guy no one can see burdened him to the point of misery? What if his true identity had never been revealed and he spent his life feeling like a mistake? What if Robin hadn’t shown up and warned us about Sentinels? What if there is a way to give Mason the life he deserves?
I look over at Mom for help. I don’t know what to do. What if Robin isn’t being honest? If she trusts the wrong person or speaks too candidly and Mason is taken or harmed, I’ll never forgive her. I think Mom sees every thought running through my mind. Her expression is thoughtful as she says, “The choice is yours, Olivia.”
“What? Why?” I need help. I want to cry. I want someone to tell me what to do!
Mom smiles, small and thin. “I love Mason like my own flesh and blood, but he belongs to you more than anyone else. You took him in, took care of him when no one else believed you, protected him. The two of you share a bond more powerful than I can understand. I trust whatever decision you make because I know you would never do anything to put Mason in danger.”
A shaky breath pours out of me as I fall back against the couch. I feel like the weight of the world has just been laid on my shoulders. Or maybe just the weight of Mason’s life. It presses down on me, making me unsure, afraid. Everyone seems to be looking to me for answers, but I don’t have them. I just don’t know.
“What would the other Caretakers do if they found out Mason was living with us?” I ask quietly.
Robin’s mouth pops open, at first eager to fill the silence, but it snaps shut immediately after. Her eyes drop to her lap. “They would insist on taking him to a new Caretaker family.”
The tension in the room triples.
“Not because you guys haven’t done a great job,” Robin hurriedly says, “but just because we have rules, laws. Caretakers make very serious covenants to protect Aerlings with their lives.”
Evie’s face screws up in disgust. “Some people must take those promises more seriously than others.” She sneers at Robin. “We’ve done well enough on our own, no promises needed. For us, it’s enough that we love Mason.”
“Evie!” Mom snaps. The harsh tone surprises everyone. It’s such a rare thing to hear coming out of her mouth. She seems a little surprised herself. After taking a deep breath, Mom continues. “It is not your place to doubt Robin’s love for her Aerling or her devotion to protecting her.”
“But  . . . ” Evie begins. Another sharp look from Mom cuts her off.
Mom looks over at Robin. “I apologize for Evie’s attitude. We’re grateful that you’re willing to help us, but I think we all agree that we have no intention of handing Mason over to anyone, Caretaker or Sentinel.”
“Absolutely not,” I agree. My hand tightens around Mason’s. He smiles at me appreciatively and echoes my words.
“I . . .  I wasn’t suggesting that,” Robin says. “I don’t want Mason taken away either.”
“Then what?” I ask.
Robin looks up nervously. “I could ask a few questions without mentioning Mason. Find out what I can about where Aerlings come from . . .  if anyone even knows.”
“Someone knows,” Mason says, his voice low and very nearly menacing.
“Who would you ask?” I demand. From what she said earlier, they’re cut off from most of the other Caretakers.
The way her shoulders square up gives me hope. “I could ask my parents.”
The hope fades. “No.”
Everyone looks at me with a questioning glance. Really? Am I the only one that sees what a terrible idea that would be? I shake my head, refusing to relent.
“Robin, your parents move you around every few years to protect you from the Sentinels. What do you think they’d do if you started asking questions about Aerlings when you just admitted that you’ll never have one of your own? There’s no way they wouldn’t be suspicious.”
“I would be careful,” Robin says. The defensiveness in her voice in no way changes my mind.
I’m not trying to hurt her feelings, but the snort escapes my lips before I can stop it. “Robin, you’re not subtle. At all. I know you would try, but more likely than not, your first question will tell them something is up. What do you think they would do if you told them you found an orphaned Aerling hanging out with some random family?”
She doesn’t answer.
“They’d freak out, haul you off to who knows where, and send someone to collect Mason.”
I want information, but I will only risk so much to get it. Making sure that Mason is safe is my top priority. Going to the Caretakers is too dangerous. No matter how good of a job we’ve done hiding and caring for Mason, they’ll want him back. As far as I can figure, they must assume he was killed by the Sentinels that murdered his family. I think it should stay that way.
“I’m sorry, Robin, but we’re going to have to figure this out on our own.”
Surprisingly enough, no one argues with me.
Mom pats my arm gently and nods while Evie continues to glare at Robin. I wasn’t really expecting Evie to side with Robin on anything, so that’s not surprising. I look over at Mason to make sure he’s okay with this plan. He isn’t looking at me, though. A look passes between him and Robin. When they both turn to face me, they nod in agreement, but that wasn’t what their look said a minute ago.



Chapter 15
But Not Everything
(Mason)
 
I question the wisdom of this plan the farther I get from the house. The light breeze causes a piece of hair to fall in my eyes. I brush it away distractedly as I walk past the green grass and sand of the park Robin and I met at a few days ago. Every step makes me doubt myself and I almost turn back. The sight of Robin waiting for me at the corner spurs me on. I need answers.
I don’t blame Olivia for not wanting to take the risk. I know her main concern is keeping me safe. Once, that would have been enough. Not anymore. It started before Robin ever showed up, this feeling of need, need to know why my family had to die. Why I am different? Would it ever be different for me? Would I ever live a normal life?
When Olivia’s dad started the conversation about college and living arrangements, it was the first time I had thought of those kinds of details. It wasn’t the first time I thought about my future with Olivia.
Robin waits, leaning against the car, pretending to be busy on her phone as she watches my approach. She smiles when I reach her and opens her car door for me. I slip in without a word. Once we’re both settled, Robin turns to me with a concerned expression.
“Are you sure about this?”
I nod wordlessly.
“We can tell Olivia if you want.” She chews on her bottom lip. We both know how that conversation will go. She breathes a sigh of relief when I shake my head no.
“Okay. To grandma’s house we go.” Robin smiles in an attempt to lighten the mood. As usual, it’s hard to resist smiling back.
“Thanks, Robin, for bringing me with you.”
“Thanks for trusting me,” she says.
The next few minutes are quiet. I watch the houses go by, feeling a sense of loss as we leave the neighborhood I have spent the last twelve years in and venture into a new part of town. This is a chance for answers that have plagued me since the night my family died. I almost expect the air to change as we get farther from Olivia. It seems like the world should be different so far from her side, but block after block appears to be perfectly average, mundane.
Robin signals for a left turn. The sound startles me, and I look over at the building unable to breathe. Plain in its appearance, with cream colored walls and light pink trim, the nursing home seems to emanate a sense of foreboding. It isn’t about trust. It’s fear.
“Mason?” Robin says softly.
I don’t answer. I can’t.
The touch of Robin’s fingers sliding into mine startles me into looking at her. Her breathing catches at the sight of my panic. “Do you want to go home? We don’t have to do this.”
“We do,” I croak. “I need to know. I have to find out why my family was murdered.”
“Why?” Robin asks.
Her hand tightens on mine as if she fears the answer. She should. “Because I think it’s going to happen again.”
Robin’s head dips down. “The dreams?”
I nod. “They’re too real. After the break in, it’s hard to deny they’re more than just nightmares.” I shake my head. “Not that they’re prophetic or anything—the dreams didn’t play out exactly how I saw them—but it’s clear they’re a warning. There’s something more behind this than me being an Aerling.”
“I think you’re right,” Robin says quietly.
“You do?” I ask, not surprised she agrees with me, but curious about her reasoning.
Leaning back against her seat, Robin sighs. “Aside from what happened to your Caretakers, which seems like proof enough, there’s Olivia. She shouldn’t be able to see you. Nobody can see Aerlings but Caretakers.”
“Why? What makes you guys so special?”
Robin tucks her bottom lip between her teeth as she considers her words. “It’s an ability we’re born with. There are stories about the origins. They sound ridiculous, things like eating an apple from wherever Aerlings come from, some kind of god-given blessing, intermixing of species, stuff like that. I have no idea whether any of them are true. I don’t know if anyone does. I just know that this is how we were meant to be.
“And as much as the Sentinels don’t want to admit it, they’re in the same boat. It wasn’t just luck that they were born with the ability to feel Aerlings. Someone or something wanted it that way. They hate Aerlings because they aren’t human and they don’t think they belong here, but it’s not like they’re pure either.”
Shaking her head and sinking down in her seat, she stares at the doors of the nursing home. “If you’re right about the Sentinels coming after Olivia and the others, we need to find out why.”
“I know,” I say, “but I’m afraid of what she’s going to tell us.”
Robin snorts. “Well, there’s no guarantee she’s going to tell us anything, but if she knows something that could help  . . . ”
“That’s not why I’m scared,” I blurt out, regretting it almost instantly.
As Robin turns in her seat to face me, my head dips in shame. Her fingers press lightly against my cheek. She tries to make me look at her, but I can’t. “Why then?” she asks.
“What if it’s my fault?” I demand. “What if there is something about me that isn’t good, that has to be killed? Who knows who my real family is or why they sent me here. What if I’m dangerous or . . .  or I’ll hurt people . . .  Olivia. What if your grandma tells me that I’m the problem? What if Olivia finds out who and what I really am and it changes the way she looks at me?”
This time, when Robin pushes me to look at her, I don’t resist. Her smile is warm and kind, confident. “Nothing my grandma might tell us will change the way anyone feels about you. I think you’re getting a little ahead of yourself. Why don’t we just go see what she has to say and then figure out how to deal with it?”
My head starts shaking, but Robin releases me and steps out of the car. She waits, holding it open for me. I get the impression she will wait as long as it takes and I sigh. When I slide out of the car, her pleased expression is more kind than gloating.
I trail behind her through the parking lot, focusing on the patches and lines of tar as we walk. Looking up at the building is too daunting. Coming here seemed like a good idea when Robin first mentioned it. I try to remind myself of that now. Robin is right. Nothing will change the way Olivia feels about me. I came here as a baby. What could I have possibly done in my first home that would be so terrible?
Robin reaches for the door, but it swings outward at the same moment and slams into her forearm. The guy that comes barreling out barely pauses when he sees Robin stumble and rub her elbow. His muttered “sorry” draws an annoyed huff from Robin. She isn’t one to hold a grudge, though, so a few seconds later she’s back to smiling when we approach the surprisingly classy looking reception desk. I feel like I’m about to check into an expensive hotel.
“Good morning, Robin,” a middle aged woman says with a friendly smile.
“Hi, Lola. Would you happen to know where my grandma might be right now?”
Lola gestures down the stately hall. “Resting in her room. She just finished a game of checkers with Arnold. You know that always tires them both out.”
For some reason, Robin cracks up. She thanks Lola, still laughing, and heads down the hall. Hurrying up next to her, I ask, “What’s with the checkers?”
“Grandma is very competitive, and she’s also not all there half the time, so it usually gets pretty interesting. Last time I watched her play, halfway through the game she thought she was shelling peas with her mom, and every time Arnold tried to pick up a checker she’d slap his hand and tell him to keep his mitts off the peas. He didn’t appreciate that and started swearing at her.”
And Robin really thinks her grandma will be able to help us? I groan inwardly thinking this may turn out to be a huge waste of time, but what other option do we have?
Robin slows next to a half open door and calls out rather loudly, “Knock, knock!”
The sound of shuffling echoes around the room. “Robin, dear? Is that you?”
Grinning, Robin pushes into the room. Her grandma is half up from her plush arm chair and sits back down heavily when she sees her granddaughter. Her face lights up with joy. “Robin! I’m so glad you came today! How are you, dear?”
“I’m just fine. How are you?”
Her grandma shrugs and makes a few noncommittal gestures. She looks to be on the verge of speaking when her eyes land on me. The recognition in them startles me even though I knew she would be able to see me. Even more than that, I’m shocked when her face screws up in fear.
“Close the door!” she demands. Robin seems startled as well, but jumps to do as her grandma asked.
Closing the door, but finding no lock, Robin turns anxiously back to her grandma. She doesn’t even get a second to explain anything. Her grandma points a trembling hand at her. “What are you doing with him?”
The way she says “him” sets me on edge. Does she know me? Is everything I feared about to be revealed? The sudden weakness in my knees begs me to sit down. Aside from the floor, the only option is the bed. I grip the lip of the pale pink wainscoting surrounding the room instead.
“Grandma, do you know him?” Robin asks with wide eyes made even bigger by her glasses.
“Of course not!” her grandma snaps, “but I know what he is. Where did he come from? And why would you bring him here? You know better than to contact Aerlings after having been marked, child. You are putting him at risk!”
Robin stumbles to explain. “But, it’s not like you’re thinking! I bumped into him, literally, and I . . .  he needs help. Answers. He needs someone to tell him. Explain. And I don’t know enough. Please, Grandma. Just let me explain before you freak out or tell Mom and Dad.”
That may not have been the best thing to say. Her grandma’s eyes become big and fearful. “Your parents don’t know about this Aerling?”
“I couldn’t tell them. Please, Grandma, just listen. Please, I’m begging you.”
“Please,” I beg, startling them both.
Robin’s grandma stares at me, piercing everything and scouring me from the inside out. I don’t know what she sees. Desperation, maybe? Hope? Whatever it is, her menacing glare softens just a bit. Her eyes slide away from me and fasten onto Robin. She waggles a finger at her with a frown.
“This story had better be worth the heart attack you nearly gave me.”
“It will be,” Robin says, “I promise.”
Her grandma still seems rather unconvinced, but Robin’s smile is slowly creeping back onto her face. At least she’s confident. I’m beginning to think Olivia was right about this. Robin walks across the tile and pulls me toward the bed, which appears to be a regular bed until I see the controls hidden away on the side. We both sit on the edge of the mattress and face the old woman glaring at us.
Not sure how to approach her grandma, I’m happy to let Robin take the lead. As she speaks, I’m not the only one drawn in by her words. I knew Robin was smart, incredibly intelligent even, but I had no idea she had an artistic side as well. My story flows from her lips as if she lived it herself, capturing fear in the beginning, hope at the sight of Olivia, and the turmoil the past few weeks have inspired. No one utters a word as she spins the story of my life into a tapestry that seems to envelope the whole room.
“His dreams seem to be warning him that the Sentinels will try again and will hurt his family in the process,” Robin says as she begins to wrap up her tale. “We need to know why so we can stop it from happening.”
Robin’s grandma unfolds her arms from across her chest, and I notice for the first time that she is quivering. Given her strength when we first arrived, I worry that it is fear and not age causing the tremors. Seeing her tremble sends a sharp stab of fear straight to my center.
“They aren’t his family,” her grandma says.
Robin and I look at each other, confused. “Huh?” Robin asks.
“The people you live with, they aren’t your family,” she repeats.
“They’ve loved and protected me for twelve years,” I say, trying very hard to keep my tone polite. “I don’t care whether they’re Caretakers or not. They’re family.”
“Caretakers weren’t your family either.”
A rigid anger spreads through my body. “Then where is my real family? Why am I not with them? Why am I here?”
“Your real family is where they are supposed to be, in their own world. You are here because they had no choice. They sent you here to be protected,” she says calmly.
“Didn’t work out so well, now did it?” I snap.
She shakes her head slowly, the trembling increasing. “Too often, no, it does not work out as we would want. There are too few Caretakers left, too many Aerlings to protect.”
“How would the Sentinels have found Mason?” Robin asks. “It sounds like his Caretakers kept him pretty secluded.”
“There is no way to know,” her grandma answers sadly.
“Why would they kill my fam . . .  my Caretakers?”
This is something that Robin is absolutely certain is out of character for the Sentinels. I’m not sure if I want to hear her grandma tell me that it happens all the time, and my story is not nearly as unique as I might think, or if confirmation that there is indeed something about me that inspires such violence is the real truth.
Robin’s grandma clasps her hands together. “I don’t know why they would do such a thing. As vicious as the Sentinels are, they do not harm Caretakers. The Sentinels rarely do something without a good reason, though. If they attacked your Caretakers, there would have been justification for the decision.”
“Justification?” I snap. “What could possibly justify them killing a loving mother and father and three children?”
“They justify killing innocent Aerling children every day,” she says with equal heat behind her voice. “I’m sure it wasn’t as hard as you think for them.”
Smoothing her hands along the material of her housecoat, Robin’s grandma breathes in and out slowly. “On occasion,” she says, “an Aerling will come to this world that is considered unique. Special. He or she may possess abilities that would be considered very important to their kind. I have no way of knowing, but I could imagine that if the Sentinels found one of these Aerlings they might push the limits of their usual laws in order to see that Aerling dead.”
“But, I barely have any abilities at all,” I argue.
She shrugs. I expect her to continue . . .  but a strange glassiness fills her eyes. Her lips turn up in a sweet smile that hardly seems to fit the tenor of our current conversation. I hear Robin sigh next to me. About to ask her what is going on, I jump when a set of cold fingers land on my wrist.
“Rodney,” she croons, “I’m so glad you stopped by today. It’s been weeks since we’ve seen each other and I was beginning to think you had forgotten me here.”
Not sure what to do and thoroughly creeped out, I turn to Robin for help. She looks severely deflated, but offers no help other than to mouth, play along. I don’t know what else to do.
“Uh, no . . .  Um, of course I didn’t forget you  . . . ” What’s her name? I have no idea. I glance back at Robin again, but my eyes aren’t a good enough communicator to tell her what I need. She stares at me with a crooked eyebrow, her shoulders shrugging helplessly.
“Rodney, you missed the social last week. Where were you? I looked everywhere for you, but I couldn’t find you.”
“I, uh, was out of town? For work?”
Thankfully she doesn’t seem to hear the uncertainty in my voice. Her grip tugs gently on my hands. Feeling extremely uncomfortable, I step closer. She tugs again and again until I am standing at her side. When her head leans against me, I’m begging Robin for help.
Without any explanation or warning, Robin’s grandma straightens up, her hands falling back into her lap. She stares at Robin curiously. Me, she pulls away from as if I might be contagious. I need no further encouragement to go back to my seat.
“What were you saying?” she asks Robin.
“We were talking about Mason and why the Sentinels killed his Caretakers.”
Her grandma’s head bobs seriously. “Yes, that’s right, but that’s not really the most important question, now is it?”
“It’s not?” I ask.
She shakes her head. Her expression is firm, but I swear I can almost make out the hint of a smile. “No, what you should be asking me is why Olivia can see Mason.”
When silence falls over the room, Robin rolls her eyes. “So why can she see him?”
Her grandma startles, taking a moment to come back to herself. “She can see him because she is his Escort.”
Robin laughs, covering her mouth immediately after. “His what?”
Yeah. My what? I stare at Robin’s grandma impatiently. The smile I thought I saw earlier widens.
“It is rare to find an Escort so young. The two of you must be quite special indeed to have been led to each other as children.”
I turn to Robin. “Do you know what she’s talking about?”
Robin shakes her head. “I’ve never heard of an Escort before, but my training pretty much stopped after Eliana died. I know there’s a ton I didn’t learn.”
She turns back to her grandma. “What is an Escort? What do they do?”
“Do?” Robin’s grandma stares at her like she has just asked a very foolish question. I almost laugh, realizing that’s where Robin got that look from. She shakes her head at Robin. “Escorts take Aerlings home.”
“Home like  . . . ” Robin leaves the question unfinished, hoping her grandma will continue.
“Home to their own world, of course.”
The wave of nauseating fear that sweeps through me nearly doubles me over. Digging my fingers into the edge of the bed is the only thing that keeps me upright. “What? I have to go home? Will Olivia come with me? Will I ever come back?”
The questions shoot out of my mouth rapid-fire, but the glassy expression is back in her eyes. Her serious mood melts back into an innocent smile. “Can you please pass me the syrup, Clarence?”
Too unbalanced to move, Robin steps in and hands her a bottle of lotion. I stare blankly at her as she dribbles lotion onto a piece of paper Robin stuck in her lap at the last second. The minutes tick by as Robin’s grandma remains lost in some memory of breakfast with her family. Fear and desperation sink in as she continues to live in her memories with no sign of coming back to reality.
“Robin,” a voice calls from behind us, making Robin and I both jump. Robin lets go of the throw pillow her grandma is convinced is her infant son, Albert, and lets her rock it back and forth. She stands and turns to the nurse watching the scene with sad eyes.
“Do you need her?” Robin asks.
The nurse nods. “It’s time for her physical therapy session. I’m sorry, but I need to take her.”
Robin nods, looking half relieved. Part of me feels the same. I have never had to deal with this before, but I’m desperate for answers as well. Robin must sense my turmoil. Her hand clasps mine briefly as she nods toward the door. Her goodbyes to her grandma are short, and then we are hurrying out of the room and back to Robin’s car.
She handled her grandma so well, I didn’t realize how much she was struggling until she falls against the car and breathes out shakily. “She wasn’t going to come out of it any time soon, anyway,” she says.
Her arms wrap around her body protectively. Approaching Robin slowly, I’m not sure what to do until she looks up at me with tears in her eyes. A moment later, my arms are around her, holding her.
“I’m so sorry, Robin. I had no idea how hard that would be for you.”
I was so worried about myself, my answers. She stayed so calm in the room when her grandma slipped back into her memories, but it was clearly just an act. My arms tighten around her protectively. Robin’s arms unfold from around her body and cinch around mine. She doesn’t cry, but she doesn’t let go either.
The sun travels slowly across the sky, dipping toward evening. Blue becomes orange as day gives way to night. I don’t pressure Robin. Thoughts of Olivia push me to untangle myself from her grip, but Robin’s body pressed against mine feels oddly natural. It’s a strange feeling, not exactly one that urges me to turn it into something more, but one that makes me reluctant to let go.
Robin is the one to finally pull back. “I’m sorry,” she whispers.
“You don’t have to be sorry. You handled it better than I did.”
“I’ve had practice,” she says. Her bottom lip quivers and she tucks it between her teeth. “I keep thinking it will get easier to see her like that, but it doesn’t.”
“You two were close?” I ask, stroking her back slowly, though I don’t know why.
Robin nods. Her eyes close, but this time not out of fear. “She was the only one who didn’t treat me like a criminal after Eliana died. Everyone knew it was my fault. I felt so horrible, I confessed right away. No one in my family has ever looked at me the same since that night. Only Grandma held me when I cried for Eliana. She loved me even after what I did. Maybe she shouldn’t have, but I’m glad she did.”
Disbelief pauses my hands. She was seven! A child who, yes, had been taught to keep Eliana a secret, but a child who craved acceptance and made a mistake. I can’t believe her family would turn on her like that. “Robin, I’m sorry.”
Shaking her head, Robin turns away from me but remains in my arms. I get the hint that we are done talking about her family when she changes the subject. “Are you going to tell Olivia about coming here?”
“Yes.” The plan was never to hide what I found out, only to take a risk she wouldn’t blame herself for if it turned out badly.
Robin nods slowly. “But not everything.”
I look down, not sure what she means by that, and find her staring up at me. One hand curls behind my neck gently. The slight pressure of her hand bends me as she lifts onto her toes and presses her lips against my cheek. My eyes close as the feeling of her lips on my skin sends a strange sensation through me.
She pulls away slowly. Our eyes meet and I am startled to see tears in her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispers.
“For what?” I reach up and brush away a tear that has fallen.
Robin smiles shakily. “For being my friend. I haven’t had one in a very long time.”
She doesn’t need to tell me that the last friend she had was Eliana, that every day without her is torture, and that the guilt she feels over her death will never leave her. She doesn’t need to tell me, because I understand already. Pulling her back against my chest, I don’t say anything. I don’t need to.



Chapter 16
Last Conscious Thought
(Olivia)
 
The door knob twists slowly. My shoulders tense, waiting for him to see me. He’s halfway across the room before his eyes are drawn to me sitting cross-legged in the center of his bed. Jumping back, Mason bumps into his dresser.
“What are you doing in my room?” Mason gasps.
“What are you doing not in your room?” I ask. My mouth turns down in a frown. “You told me you were coming up here to read, that you needed some time alone.”
His mouth opens. I can see the excuses running through his mind. None of them make it past his lips. His shoulders fall.
The corner of my mouth twitches. “You were out with Robin, weren’t you?”
“Yes,” Mason says quietly.
“Getting answers, or just hanging out?” I ask, though I have to force the words out of my mouth.
I don’t know which one is worse. Would I feel better about him spending time with Robin if it were only to find more information, even though that meant going behind my back? Does the lie hurt less if he just needed a break and turned to Robin instead of me? Tricking me, cutting me out should be the worse option, but it’s the one I can bear more than the other.
“We went to ask her grandma some questions,” Mason admits. He sits lightly on the edge of the bed.
Despite the relief that washes through me, I hold onto my stern expression. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“You know why.”
Frustration tears at me. I look over at him with a scowl. “So you went behind my back instead? If you didn’t agree with me, you could have just said so. We could have talked about it.”
“You were done talking,” Mason argues.
“I’m just trying to keep you safe!” How could he risk himself like that? Robin said the Caretakers would try to take him back. Doesn’t that matter to him?
Mason looks down at his hands. The passive posture doesn’t match the clench of his jaw and I am more confused than ever. “Safe, or to yourself?”
“What?”
“Which one are you more angry about, that I lied to you, or that I was with Robin?” When his eyes come up to meet mine, the mixture of pain and anger behind them hits me like a physical blow.
Stunned, confused, I slide off the bed and take a step back. What is going on with him? Why is he treating me like this? We’ve always been careful. He’s my main concern no matter what, yet now he’s acting like all the times I’ve looked out for him were out of some selfish desire to keep him from experiencing some bigger, magical life. My head starts shaking, hurt and angry myself now.
I turn away. I have no intention of standing here and being treated like some cruel captor, but before I can take a step Mason is towering over me. “You’re not going to answer?” he demands.
Shaking my head angrily, I try to push past him. He moves again, blocking me. Never, in the twelve years I have known him have I been so angry with him! My hands push against his chest. “Get out of my way, Mason!”
“Answer the question,” he growls back.
Knowing I have no chance of escaping him, my frustration boils over. “Fine! You want to know?” I shove him once more, bouncing back rather than moving him, which only makes me angrier. “I can’t believe you would lie to me! You want to hang out with Robin, fine. Go ahead. I was actually kinda glad you and her were becoming friends because I know being around her made you feel more normal, happy.
“Is it hard for me to share you? Of course it is, Mason. You’ve been everything to me since I found you on my porch. You’re the first thought on my mind when I wake up. I can’t imagine my life without you, but I would never want to force you stay with me if you didn’t want to.”
Throwing a pillow from the bed at Mason, I stare straight at him. “I thought we didn’t keep secrets from each other? I thought we could trust each other no matter what. Did all of that disappear because you have someone else to talk to now?”
“Olivia, please,” Mason begs.
“Please what? You’re the one accusing me of being selfish and jealous!”
“I’m sorry!” Mason exclaims. He flops down on the bed and presses his palms against his eyes. “I’m sorry, okay? Sorry I lied, sorry I said those things, sorry I didn’t just tell you in the first place.”
Sitting down on the bed next to him, I keep my distance. “You’re just saying that so I’ll stop yelling at you.”
“Partly,” Mason mumbles from under his hands.
Sighing, I flop down next to him. There’s still a good bit of distance between our bodies, but much of my anger has disappeared. I look up at the ceiling as I ask, “Why did you lie?”
Mason drags his hands down his face slowly. “I knew you would think it was too risky.”
“Mason, it was. What if her grandma tells her parents, and they tell someone else? I can’t stand the idea of someone taking you away from me.”
“She won’t tell,” Mason says quietly. “She probably doesn’t even remember we visited her.”
When I look over at him, he is watching me already. “Her grandma has Alzheimer’s. It was touch and go while we were there. Most of her new memories don’t stick around very long.”
Shaking my head and looking back up at the ceiling, I say, “You could have told me that. I would have understood. I want answers too, you know. I just care about having you more.”
“I know you do,” Mason says, “but it’s different for me.”
I look over at him feeling suddenly afraid. Different how? I wonder, but don’t ask. Different because answers mean more to him than I do? Different because the lure of finding out who he really is beats out a surrogate family? I see the weight of his thoughts reflected in his eyes, but I am too scared to ask.
Mason stares back at me, the silence eating away at him. “Why are you looking at me like that?” he asks with fear in his voice.
“Like what?” The ache in my voice makes it thin.
“Like you’re getting ready to say goodbye.”
My breath catches in my chest. Pain I cannot begin to describe floods through my heart. “Maybe because I’m terrified that’s what you’re going to ask me to do.”
Suddenly, I am being swallowed up by Mason’s arms, cradled in his embrace. “Ollie, oh Ollie,” he says softly. “I don’t want you to say goodbye. I never want to leave you, Ollie.”
“But?” I whisper. He can’t tell me that’s it because I can hear it in his voice. He wants to promise we’ll always be together, but something is stopping him. “But what?” I beg.
Slowly, achingly, Mason tells me about his conversation with Robin’s grandmother. I listen, nestled in his arms, as he talks about special Aerlings that might attract more Sentinels than usual. He seems doubtful, but I have no problem believing Mason could be one of these unique children.
It kills me to hear the guilt speaking these words inspires in his voice. He doesn’t seem to understand that even if he was sought after more than other Aerlings, it wasn’t his fault. Nothing he could have done would have preserved his family. Thoughts of his family send him to a new topic, to his real family, his Aerling family. He can say little, only that Robin’s grandmother claimed they had no choice but to send him here. It is a bright moment in his retelling as he takes a second to believe, to hope that his birth family stills loves him.
“I know why you can see me,” Mason says.
That pulls me out of my thoughts quickly. I lift my head from his shoulder with an expectant expression. “Why?”
“Apparently, you’re my Escort.”
My nose crinkles. “Your what?”
“Escort.”
“What is that?”
Mason widens his eyes mockingly. “How do you not know what an escort is? Surely you know how guys can call an agency when they need companionship.”
Slapping at Mason’s shoulder, I scowl at him. “Somehow I doubt I’m meant to be your call girl! Stop being an idiot and tell me what she really said.”
I turn my nose up at him like he’s being utterly ridiculous, but the word “escort” keeps bouncing around in my head. Could it be something similar? Am I really meant to be with Mason that way? Suddenly my head on his shoulder, my hand on his chest, our feet crisscrossed, every point of contact seems to grow warm. My fingers curl up, afraid of touching him too much.
“It means you’re supposed to take me home,” Mason says, startling me back to the conversation.
“What? Home?” I ask. Reeling my brain back in seems harder than usual.
“My . . .  real home. Wherever Aerlings come from, I guess.”
My hand digs into Mason’s chest as I push myself back up to sitting. “What?” I shriek.
Mason sits up slowly. “That’s what she said. Nothing more. She was completely out of it by then, so I have no idea when or how, just that you’re supposed to take me home.”
“I don’t know how to take you home! I’m not sure I would even want to,” I blurt out. The way Mason cringes scales back my panic. Swallowing my own desires takes a great deal of effort, but I force myself to think of him first. “I mean, of course I would take you if that’s what you wanted.”
“I don’t know what I want,” Mason says. The agony in his voice kills me.
Tears threaten to betray me, but I hold them back as best I can. “Could I go with you?” I ask quietly.
“Would you want to?” Mason stares at me so intently it’s impossible to look away. “Would you leave your mom and dad and Evie?”
The quivering starts in my chin and quickly spreads to my fingertips. “I don’t know,” I admit, “but I would want the option. I couldn’t just leave you somewhere not knowing if you were safe or happy. I couldn’t . . .  I couldn’t leave you at all, I don’t think.”
Mason grabs me and pulls me against his chest. “I don’t think I can leave you either.”
I don’t know if it is Mason that moves first, or me, but somehow we end up lying on the bed, foreheads pressed together and arms around each other. Neither of us speaks. We just lie there blinking at each other until our eye lids start opening more and more slowly. Mason’s stop moving first, but mine aren’t far behind. My last conscious thought is that I never want to move from this place.



Chapter 17
Pinchy
(Mason)
 
A sharp pain that stabs at me yanks me out of sleep. Disoriented, I reach for my lamp only to have my hand fall through empty air. Another crack makes me wince, but forces my senses to wake up. That’s when I realize the thrashing body next to me is Mason. Responding takes a moment as I try to figure out how I ended up in bed with him. Memory flashes back quickly and a second later I am trying desperately to wake him up.
Getting my hands past his flailing arms is a challenge. I get whacked a few more times before getting a hold on his shoulders. His arms, though, are still trying to fend off the nightmare. Letting go of his shoulders for a moment, I grab one arm and pin it to his side. It takes a feat of near-acrobatic talent to keep one arm pinned with my knee while I throw my other leg across his chest to catch the other arm before he hurts one of us.
Straddling his chest as I keep his arms in check, I grip his shoulders again and try to shake him awake as gently as I can. “Mason!” I whisper harshly.
The last thing I want to do is wake up Mom. She’ll realize I’m still wearing my clothes from earlier and it will be a quick leap from that to figuring out I’ve been in here all night. I have enough to deal with right now without getting another lecture.
“Mason, wake up!”
A particularly violent bout of thrashing nearly knocks me off of him. I have to practically throw myself on top of his body to keep myself from being tossed onto the floor. Either the weight of me landing on him heavily, or my voice calling out right next to his ear, snaps him out of his nightmare.
His eyes fly wide in a panic. “Ollie!” he calls out.
His chest is heaving as he tries to clamber out of bed. I realize he hasn’t even noticed me sprawled on top of him and try to slip off before he dumps me on the ground. I get one knee back on the bed before he realizes it’s me squashing him and stops moving. Neither of us says or does anything for a full minute. I’m not totally sure he’s awake. I’m not sure what he’s waiting for.
The feel of his hands suddenly gripping my waist makes me jump, especially when his fingers slide up my body as he attempts to lift me up. I feel like a ragdoll as he pushes me gently back to sitting. He stops when I am back to my original position from when I first tried to restrain him, one knee on either side of his chest. Only this time, instead of my hands trying to shake him awake, they are held in his. All he can do for a moment is stare at me.
“You’re safe,” he whispers in relief.
“Is that what your nightmare was about?”
Mason’s shoulders roll forward, dropping his head. “They took you, snuck up behind you at night and just took you. I couldn’t stop them.”
“No one took me,” I reassure him. “I’m not stupid enough to walk around at night alone, anyway. Not with Sentinels hanging around.”
I smile when Mason chuckles. He falls back against his pillow, still holding onto my hands. “Are you okay?” I ask.
He shakes his head all around, neither a yes nor a no. “I wish I could make these nightmares stop,” he groans.
“I wish I could make them stop too, especially since I seem to take the brunt of the flailing and thrashing.”
Mason uncovers his eyes looking pained. “Did I hit you?”
Shaking my head, I pat his cheek playfully. “I was just kidding. I’m fine. Just a few nudges here and there.”
He doesn’t seem convinced, but I smile and refuse to let him worry about it. Getting knocked around a bit won’t keep me from rescuing him from those horrible images. I slide my foot off the bed to the floor and shift my weight so I can get off of Mason’s chest. I’m not all that eager to leave, but he grabs my wrist with a look of panic in his eyes.
“Where are you going?”
I can’t deny the shot of warmth that shoots through me. Placing my free hand on his chest gently, I smile. “I’m not going anywhere. I just realized I’m sleeping in my jeans.”
“So?” He gestures at his legs, now uncovered since the blankets are dangling off the end of the bed in a tangled mess. “I am too.”
“Yeah,” I argue, “but guys’ jeans are all loose and comfy. Mine are tight and pinchy.”
“Pinchy?”
Laughing, I push off of him. “Yes, pinchy. They’re really uncomfortable to sleep in.”
I turn and start toward my room. I only get a few steps away before Mason crowds in front of me. I don’t realize he’s holding anything until he presses it toward me. I stare down at the plaid, drawstring pajama bottoms, not sure what to say. When I look up, Mason’s expression is tortured.
“Don’t go, please.” His eyes close against the possibility of me denying him.
“I was going to come back,” I whisper.
Mason breathes in slowly, then out just as carefully before speaking. “You were?”
“Yes.” I hold my breath, silently begging him not to ask me why. I don’t know if I can answer that question coherently.
My fingers tighten around the pajama bottoms just as Mason releases his hold on them. His hands fall away, but he hesitates a moment before turning back. I watch him walk to his dresser. When he is intent on finding another pair of pajamas, I quickly wriggle out of my jeans and tug on the pj bottoms.
I want to turn around, for just a minute, but fear keeps me rooted to the floor. Blocking out the sound of him undressing is impossible. I could describe every movement. My breathing stops entirely when I hear him pull on the pajama bottoms and take a step toward me. Even knowing he is coming, I still jump when his hand touches my shoulder.
“Why are you just standing here?” he whispers.
My whole body floods scarlet. I cannot even express how grateful I am that this room is dark. Any answer I could give would sound completely idiotic. So I don’t say anything. I turn away and head to the bed, dropping onto it graceless and awkward. I just want to pull the blankets over my head, but when I reach for them and find nothing, I remember the tangled heap on the floor.
A second later, Mason settles a light blanket around my shoulders. His hand lingers. The recollection of how to breathe escapes me entirely. The way his fingers slide down my arm sends a shiver through my body. The ability to breath returns, but now I can’t seem to stop breathing! My chest pumps in and out at a manic pace.
The mattress shifts as Mason’s weight distorts the surface. I feel absolutely paralyzed as he lies down next to me. His hand still rests tentatively on my shoulder, his body keeping its distance. The air in the room freezes. Sound melts away. All either of us can hear is my breathing, rapid and frantic.
“Are you okay?” Mason asks worriedly.
Am I okay? I wonder. Am I losing it completely? How many times have I ended up in bed with Mason over the years? Dozens, but this is different. This isn’t just two friends talking or comforting each other. I can’t lie next to him without wanting more. When did this happen? Does it matter? Do I want it to be any different?
“Ollie, are you okay?”
No, I don’t want it to be any different. That admission slows everything back down.
“Yes,” I say, finally gaining control of my breathing. “I’m fine.”
Reaching up for Mason’s hand on my shoulder, I pull it around me. Never one to waste an opportunity, Mason scoots in closer. For the second time tonight, I fall asleep in Mason’s arms.



Chapter 18
Traitorous Jeans
(Olivia)
 
Waking up feels like trying to peel wallpaper off the wall. My eyes simply refuse to open when the morning sunlight attacks me from the window. Why are the curtains open, anyway? I always close them at night ever since I caught our neighbor, Timothy Dugger, staring at me one day. Intent on getting up, closing the curtains, and falling back into bed, I finally force my eyes open. The sight of navy blue curtains, instead of the deep purple ones in my room that block out light so well, freezes thought and movement alike.
The reason for why I’m so tired comes back to me when I realize my arm is draped across Mason’s chest. Even better, my head is on his shoulder with his arm around me and my leg is crossed over his, putting my knee in a very delicate place.
My first thought is to close my eyes and pretend I’m still asleep. My second, more realistic thought, is that if someone finds me in here, we are both going to be grounded for the rest of our lives. Self-preservation beats out self-indulgence. It kills me to do it, but I wriggle out of Mason’s arms and make a break for the hallway.
I feel like I just ran a marathon as I pull the door closed behind me. My eyes dart up and down the hallway. It’s a miracle that it’s empty at this time of day. Usually everyone is scurrying around getting ready for work and school. I’m halfway down the stairs before I remember Dad is out of town until late tonight. That takes care of one person.
One look at the old pendulum clock hanging in the hallway tells me it’s barely six in the morning. That takes care of Evie, who never crawls out of bed a minute before she has to. Mom is always up at the crack of dawn, so it’s not surprising when I stumble into the kitchen and am welcomed by eggs and pancakes.
“You’re up early,” she says with a smile.
“Long night,” I grumble.
Mom puts an arm around my shoulder. “Mason’s nightmares again?” When I nod, she frowns. “I really wish you’d come and get one of us. You shouldn’t have to deal with that every time.”
I nearly choke on my orange juice at her suggestion. She looks over at me curiously. “It’s fine,” I say after a coughing fit. “I don’t mind handling it.”
If she has the same doubts Dad does about Mason and I—which apparently are well grounded—she doesn’t express them. She only smiles and goes back to flipping pancakes. Fifteen blessedly quiet minutes later, Evie ruins the moment when she plops into the chair next to me, looking like she rolled down the stairs.
I doubt I look much better, though, so I save any snappy comments for later. If only my dear sister would be so kind.
“Are those Mason’s pants?” she asks through sleepy eyes.
The spatula Mom was just holding clatters to the pan. She picks it back up quickly, but I can tell from the tension in her shoulders that she’s listening very closely.
“I borrowed them. So what?” I ask, glaring at Evie.
“Why? They’re way too big.”
“I couldn’t find mine.”
Evie looks over at me, no longer half asleep. “Not a single pair?”
As a smile creeps onto her face, I have no doubt her big mouth is about to get me in serious trouble. So I run. I push away from the table and my half-eaten breakfast, all but running for the stairs. I am cursing Evie as I grab for the bathroom door knob. One quick twist and the hope of a few minutes alone evaporates at the sight of Mason.
Standing in the middle of the bathroom with nothing but a towel around his waist, one hand on the door knob as if he were in the middle of opening it, he stares at me looking as caught off guard as I feel.
“Mason, I . . .  I’m sorry,  I . . . ”
Red as a cherry tomato, I turn for the door. Mason is faster, pushing it closed before I can escape. I spin around as if caught in a trap. My heart rate spikes at the sight of him only inches away from me. I stumble back against the counter.
“You were gone when I woke up,” Mason says softly.
I try to say something, I do. I can’t stop hyperventilating long enough to form an actual word. My fingers begin strangling the lip of the counter out of fear that I might faint. I don’t know what to do when Mason’s hands slide over my cheeks. His fingertips brush my eyelids, closing them with a feather touch. His breath washes over my skin softly. Slowly, my own breathing calms to match his.
“Why did you leave?” he asks.
“Someone might have seen me.” Do I really have to explain that? Dad would freak out!
Mason’s fingers slide up over my cheeks to nestle in my hair, opening my eyes as they go. The smile on his face is like nothing I have ever seen on him before. Mischievous, eager . . .  my breathing stutters . . .  sexy and full of desire.
“So what if they saw you. Blame it on my nightmares. No one would doubt you, and it wouldn’t be a lie,” Mason says as he closes a little more of the distance between us.
“They would doubt if they saw how we were laying,” I mutter.
Mason’s hearing is too good to miss it. His lips curve up a little more and I add devilish to the list. “You’re the only one that can see me. To anyone else it would just look like you were sprawled out awkwardly.”
I try not to admit he’s right, but I can’t lie to myself. No one would have realized. I panicked and ran. That’s why I really left.
“Mason, I don’t know what’s happening,” I say in a moment of complete honesty.
His grin turns suddenly serious. “What do you think is happening?”
My mouth opens. It closes. My eyes close, just to pretend for a moment this isn’t happening. I open them again and truly see Mason. Not only is he absolutely gorgeous, he is the best friend I have always treasured, the companion I want to share my life with, the one person I would trust with every secret, my first and last thought, the man I am undeniably in love with.
“You’re not my brother,” I whisper.
Mason’s entire being lights up. “I’m so glad you finally realized that.”
He leans in before I can think to do anything at all, crushing his lips against mine, spilling out love and passion like I have never experienced. My hands reach up to his neck, pulling him to me hungrily. Mason groans and yanks me away from the counter to press against his chest. His lips drink mine in as if he needs me to live. My body sinks against his in complete surrender.
Thought completely disappears from my mind until the bathroom door cracks into the back of my head. “Olivia,” Evie snaps, “why are you standing right in front of the door?”
Her eyes widen as she stares at us . . .  well, at me. I must look completely crazy with my arms seemingly sticking out strangely, pressed up against an invisible wall. I hastily yank myself away from Mason, but the damage is already done. Evie’s hand slaps over her mouth.
“Are you freaking kidding me?” She laughs and reaches out a hand to locate Mason. She isn’t disappointed. “This is so awesome! Dad’s totally going to kill you both, though.”
“Shut up, Evie,” I snap. Spinning away from her, I shove the door against her.
Mason grabs my arm before I can escape. “Your jeans are still in my room. I didn’t think to grab them before.”
I’m thankful for the warning, knowing that if Mom tries to straighten up and finds them in there, we’ll have to face a whole slew of inquisition-like questions.
“No!” Evie says with bulging eyes.
It’s only then that both Mason and I realize Evie was still touching his arm and heard what he just said. Mason shakes her off and runs his hands through his hair in frustration. Furious at Evie, I snap, “That’s not what happened.”
“Sure,” Evie drawls.
“It’s not,” Mason says evenly.
“Don’t say a word about this,” I say to them both. Red with embarrassment, I slam the door behind me and go off in search of my traitorous jeans.



Chapter 19
Quietly, Painfully
(Mason)
 
It’s a good thing we only live half a mile from the school, because after Olivia took off without either of us, I dreaded the idea of asking for a ride. After Olivia’s blow up, I have no doubt her mom has a pretty good idea about what happened. Olivia’s dad is not going to be happy when he gets home tonight.
As Evie stalks along behind me, it’s hard not to be pissed at her. I know it wasn’t her fault. I should have locked the door, for one, but I can’t help tossing away my anger when I think of how excited she was at the idea of Olivia and I being together. It was the reaction I wanted from Olivia, but now I’m afraid it’s been jeopardized.
Evie and I part ways without a word when we reach the school grounds. She heads for Aaron while I go in search of Olivia. Her obsessive nature leads me to her locker. My palms immediately turn sweaty as I spot her. She pushes the locker closed and leans her head against it.
My body responds immediately, carrying me toward her. I only get within five feet before she senses my presence and looks up. The deer-in-the-headlights look she sports stops me cold. I don’t know what to do when she turns and bolts for her first class.
I want to run after her, talk to her, something! Falling back against the locker, I force myself to take a deep breath and think.
Of course Olivia is freaking out! Before Dad brought up living arrangements after high school, Olivia had never looked at me as more than her brother. Romance, kissing, sex, those had never before crossed her mind. It kills me to admit it, but kissing her may not have been the best plan. What was I thinking?
Banging my head against the locker, the sound draws a few strange looks, but I ignore them. I need someone to tell me what to do. Should I back off, let her process the fact that I’m in love with her? Will she freak out again if I hold her hand or try to get close? I don’t know what to do!
A scuffle in the middle of the hall draws my attention, even more so when Robin pops back up to her feet after probably tripping on something. Her bright red glasses draw my gaze and I freeze. She’s the only other one who can see and hear me, but how do I talk to her about this? I’m not as blind as Olivia. Robin clearly has feelings for me. I have no idea what to do about that either. I like her, a lot, but I’m in love with Olivia.
I am on the verge of ditching school entirely and taking a mental health day, but Robin catches sight of me first and ping pongs off the other students milling in the hallway to reach me. This is the first time her grin doesn’t rub off on me.
“I kissed Olivia!” I blurt out, independent of thought.
Robin blinks. Her eyes widen. The delicate arch of her eyebrows flies up. Her lips part as she stares at me. “Uh, what?”
“I kissed her.” My breathing takes a vacation, leaving me staring at Robin like a fish.
Robin closes her mouth and fiddles with her glasses. “Okay.” She breathes out slowly. “How did Olivia react?”
“Uh, great, at first.” I drag my hands down my face wanting to shake myself violently. “Until Evie walked in on us and figured out what was going on. That’s when Olivia freaked out, took off without us, and now she practically ran away from me.”
Covering her mouth with her hand as she thinks, Robin looks like she trying not to laugh. “So, it could have gone better, then?”
The final bell blares through the hall saving me from having to say anything in response. This was a mistake. I turn toward the outer doors. Robin snatches at my hand and refuses to let me go.
“Uh-uh,” she says. “You’re coming to class with me.”
I could break free if I wanted to, but I let Robin drag me down the hall to her first class. As soon as she drops into her seat and releases my hand, I slide down the wall to the floor and hang my head. I want to stay here for the rest of the day. Robin nudges me with her shoe. I ignore her. So, she kicks me, hard enough to make me yelp.
Glaring up at her, she glares right back and points to one of the two notebooks on her desk. I groan. Talking about this was a really, really stupid plan. Still, Robin won’t give up. She gets me in the shin with the next kick and I pull myself up off the ground so I can see whatever she wrote.
Look, I know you’re in love with Olivia. That was pretty obvious the second we met, but it’s also been pretty obvious that she thinks of you as her brother. What were you thinking kissing her? 
“It wasn’t like that,” I argue. “She’s been different the last few weeks. I knew the way she thought about me was starting to change. Then last night, we got in this fight after she found out I went with you to your grandma’s. She was mad at me for lying, but I thought she was more jealous than anything.”
Was she?
“That was definitely part of it, but she was pretty mad about the lying, too.” I sit on the top of an empty desk in front of Robin feeling exhausted. “Anyway, we worked it out and we ended up falling asleep on my bed.”
Robin peers up at me with a quizzical expression. I roll my eyes at her. “Nothing happened. If it had, I probably would have blurted out that I had sex with Olivia rather than that I kissed her if it had.”
Nodding, Robin looks back down at her notebook and writes, Okay, no sex, but something obviously happened.
“I had another nightmare. Olivia was kidnapped. It was pretty bad and Olivia had to wake me up. I thought she’d leave after that, but  . . . ”
She didn’t?
I shake my head. She didn’t even want to. She wanted to stay with me.
You spent the night together? Robin asks.
Nodding, I continue. “When I woke up, though, she was gone. I took a shower, but when I went to leave, Olivia walked in on me and it just happened.” I scrub my hands through my hair and look at the ceiling.
For a long time, Robin doesn’t write anything else. I look down, thinking perhaps she is taking real notes, but her pencil sits between her fingers unmoving. When my eyes travel up to her face, her expression makes me want to kick myself. The quiver in her chin is faint, but it’s only accentuated by the way her bottom lip is being held between her teeth. She blinks her eyes rapidly. I am such a jerk.
“Robin,” I say, reaching down and covering her hand with mine. The touch seems to startle her and she looks up with a tortured expression. What was I thinking?
Standing, I let my hand slide away from hers. “Robin, I’m so sorry. I know you don’t want to hear any of this.”
I turn to leave but Robin sticks her leg out in front of me. I could just step over her, but I look back. Her notebook is tilted up so I can see it.
SIT! DOWN!
My face screws up in confusion. She taps the same message and glares at the seat in front of her. Not sure what I’m doing, I sit back down on the edge of the desk. Her pencil starts flying over the paper.
I can’t do this through notes. I have a free period next. Do. Not. Go. Anywhere!
For some reason, I listen to her. The last thing I want to do is hurt Robin. It was an idiot thing to do going to her with this problem in the first place. I can’t figure out why she’s so intent on making me stick close by, but her intensity pushes me to do as she says. I slink down in the empty seat and try to focus on the lecture, on anything other than Robin and Olivia.
The ring of the bell startles me nearly right out of my chair half an hour later. I stumble to my feet. Before I can take a step, I feel Robin’s grip latch onto my hand. She’s not letting me get away. Once again, I am drug through the halls to the parking lot. Robin yanks me over to an empty bench and unloads her stuff on ground.
“Sit,” she demands.
I sit.
She looks over at me with an expression I can’t puzzle out. Guilt spreads through me like a sickness. “Robin, I’m so sorry for coming to you with this. I wasn’t going to. It just kind of slipped out. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“Why?” Robin asks. “We’re friends. You can talk to me about anything.”
“Yeah, but  . . . ”
I seem to have developed a talent for getting myself into stupid situations. She’s acting like this has nothing to do with her, but it does, doesn’t it? I can’t have possibly misread the way she acts when we’re alone. Feeling incredibly lost, I figure I can’t make this any worse by telling the truth.
“Robin, I shouldn’t have said anything, because I know you like me.” I look over at her with a pained expression. “Don’t you?”
Robin’s infectious grin returns. “Of course I do. As you well know, you usually don’t kiss people if you hate them, and I’ve kissed you twice.”
“But  . . . ?”
My head shakes back and forth. Did I lose part of my brain at some point during the night? What is going on?
“Mason,” Robin says, sliding her hand into mine, “I like you a lot, but like I said, I know you’re in love with Olivia.”
“Then why did you kiss me? Twice?”
She grins again. “I knew how Olivia saw you, and I just thought that if you ever got tired of waiting around for her, you’d know I was here.”
I can only stare, still feeling rather off center. Robin smiles sadly and leans her head against my shoulder. “You kissing Olivia, yeah, that threw me for a minute, but I knew my chances from the start. I’m still your friend first and this was obviously tearing you up.”
“You looked pretty upset in class,” I say quietly, afraid she’s just being nice now.
Robin’s body goes unnaturally still. When she speaks, her voice is strained. “Yeah, but not about what you think.”
Her words send a chill down my spine. Gently, I push her up to look at me. “Robin, what’s wrong?”
“It’s not about Olivia,” she says, her chin beginning to quiver again. “It’s about you.”
“What do you mean?”
The tears I thought she was trying to hold back in class spring to her eyes in a glassy sheet. “After I dropped you off, I went home and asked my mom about the Escort thing.”
I suck in a breath as fear stabs straight into my chest.
Robin hurriedly tries to reassure me. “I didn’t say anything about you. I told her Grandma had been rambling on about Escorts and I wasn’t sure what they were.”
Scaling back my panic is a slow process. “Did she know?” I ask shakily.
“Some,” Robin admits. “She didn’t know how Escorts are able to take Aerlings home. She said it’s not something Escorts really talk about. She did know when it’s supposed to happen, though.”
Robin’s voice catches on that last point and I know whatever she says next is not going to be good. Her fingers cinch around mine more tightly. I don’t want her to say it, but I need to know. “When?”
“Your . . .  on your eighteenth birthday. I tried to ask her if there was any way to avoid it, stay here, but she said there wasn’t. Aerlings have to go home when they turn eighteen.” She tucks her lip between her teeth, biting down almost to the point of drawing blood as she attempts to stop trembling. “I’m so sorry. You only have a few more weeks here before you’ll have to go back, Mason.”
“Three,” I whisper mournfully.
Robin looks up at me. “What?”
“Three weeks. My birthday is October 16th. That’s only three weeks away.”
A tear slips down Robin’s cheek. “I’m so sorry, Mason.”
Leaning back against the bench, I breathe out slowly. “This changes everything.”
“I know.”
I shake my head back and forth in frustration. Anger sets in so strongly, I can’t contain it. My fist slams down against the bench, leaving a sizable dent. Robin jumps next to me, but isn’t scared away. Her hand tightens around mine. Both our knuckles are pale from the strength of our grips.
In three weeks, the only life I’ve ever known will be over. Somehow I’ll be sent back to a world that is completely alien to me. Olivia’s parents, Evie, Olivia, I’ll never see them again. No more playing catch in the backyard. No more cooking next to Mom, listening to her laugh as ingredients and utensils float through the kitchen. Evie will never laugh at my antics again. And Olivia . . .  my heart convulses in on itself.
I never could have imagined a time when kissing Olivia would be something I considered a mistake, but now that is the only thought running through my head. I would never have been so cruel had I known.
“I can’t be with Olivia,” I say in amazement.
“You still have a few weeks,” Robin says.
Shaking my head, I know where that would lead. Three weeks to be together, love each other, only to be torn apart. It could never be casual between us. I felt the passion behind her kiss this morning. She’s scared right now because this is new an unexpected, but I know Olivia.
Giving someone her love isn’t something she would take lightly. Olivia’s love is fierce. It’s what has kept me safe all these years. Loving me as a brother kept her focused, made me her first concern. Giving herself to me with a deeper love isn’t something that could ever be broken. When I am forced to leave . . .  that isn’t something I could ever put her through.
“Robin,” I say quietly, painfully, “I need you to do something for me.”



Chapter 20
What. Just. Happened?
(Olivia)
 
After I ran away like a scared little girl this morning, I wasn’t surprised when Mason didn’t show up in class that first hour. When he didn’t reappear for second hour, or lunch, or any class at all, I started to panic. It was stupid to take off like that, I chide myself as I race for the Jeep. I have to explain that I was just overwhelmed, confused. Between last night and this morning, I needed some time to think and sort out the jumble of emotions I was feeling.
Mason will understand that, right?
I stumble to a stop when I get to the Jeep and find it empty. Evie comes up behind me with a scowl.
“Thanks for making me walk to school this morning.”
Her prissy, snotty schoolgirl attitude doesn’t have the effect on me she was hoping for. “Where’s Mason?” I demand.
Evie stares at me like I’m crazy. “How would I know? You two usually head out here together. What, you haven’t seen him?”
“No! He’s been gone all day. He didn’t come to any classes.”
“Serves you right,” Evie snaps. “Next time the guy of your dreams kisses you, you might want to try for excited rather than running off like a lunatic.”
Scowling back at her, I say, “It was kind of a lot to take in at once, and you barging in and sticking your nose in our business certainly didn’t help.”
Evie cocks one eyebrow at me and puts her hands on her hips. “Look, it’s your own fault that you’re way too dense to figure out that Mason was in love with you all these years. I think everyone else realized it! It’s your own fault, too, that instead of falling into his arms when you finally woke up, you ran away like a rabbit from an angry farmer.”
Spinning on her heel, Evie waves at Aaron and tells him to wait for her, even though she knows Dad would be pissed. Before bailing, she turns back around and says, “You know, I was really happy for you this morning, but now maybe I’m thinking that Mason could do better if this is how you’re going to act about it.”
Evie flips her hair over her shoulder and stomps over to the waiting Aaron. I am left staring at her backside in shock. She acts like I just doomed myself to being alone for the rest of my life! I just needed some time to think, for crying out loud! Is that so shocking? I certainly wasn’t expecting to find myself making out with Mason in the bathroom this morning. My whole world feels like it’s been stood on its head. It’s felt like that since the day Robin showed up, but this morning was the real kicker.
She’s wrong, I tell myself as I climb into the Jeep. What does she know about something like this? Panic sets in as I realize my little sister knows way more about relationships than I do. I think just about everyone knows more about relationships than I do. The Jeep barrels down the street to the house.
I can’t even begin to describe the strange feeling that settles over me when I pull into the driveway and spot Robin’s sedan next to the curb. What is she doing here? I tear my seatbelt off and scurry into the house. As I round the corner, I almost collide with Mom on her way out of the kitchen.
“Olivia!” she gasps. “Slow down! What on earth are you in such a hurry about?”
“Have you seen Mason?”
Mom chuckles, “Technically, no, but he just let me know he was home.”
I start to run off, up the stairs to his room. My mom’s voice stops me.
“He’s only going to be here for a few minutes, though. He said he and Robin were going out.”
“Where?”
Mom shrugs. “He just said they wanted to hang out for a while.”
I try to take off again, but Mom grabs my arm. “Olivia, I hope you don’t think I was completely blind to whatever was going on this morning between the three of you.”
“Mom,” I groan.
“I’m serious, Olivia. I know your Dad talked to you about life after high school with Mason, but don’t think those same issues don’t exist right now.” She looks at me sharply. “Don’t think that because your father isn’t here right now you can get away with things. We will all be having a serious discussion about this when he gets home.”
“Fine,” I say, more intent on finding Mason right now than worrying about a lecture from Dad.
This time when I stalk away from her, she doesn’t stop me. I hurry up the stairs to Mason’s room. I try not to burst in like a lunatic, but the door still swings open rather abruptly. I’m caught off guard when I find myself in an empty room. Where is he?
I head back down the stairs, wondering if they went out back for some reason. Before I make it to the bottom, Mason and Robin emerge from the basement. “Mason,” I call out.
He looks up at me, but instead of excitement in his eyes, I am startled by the pain etched into his features. I reach the bottom of the stairs and slow down. Did something happen? Why wouldn’t Mom tell me?
“Mason, what’s wrong?”
His jaw clenches. “Sorry, Olivia. Robin and I were just on our way out.”
“But, wait! We need to talk.”
“I can’t. Not right now. I’ll be back later,” he says as if the words are hurting him.
“If something’s wrong  . . . ” I say, reaching for him.
Mason pulls away from me slowly. “Everything’s fine,” he lies and turns away.
I start to say something more, but I choke on my words when Mason reaches for Robin’s hand. She slips her hand into his without looking at me, but I can see the corner of her mouth twitch. Robin’s eyes travel up to Mason’s. Something seems to pass between them, but I can only see half of Robin’s face and it makes no sense.
As the door closes behind them, I sink down to the stairs. My head thunks against the railing painfully, but I barely notice it. What. Just. Happened?
Mom walks out of the kitchen, but slows when she sees me. “Olivia, is everything okay?”
All I can do is shake my head back and forth slowly. Mom’s mouth turns down in concern. “What happened?”
“I don’t know.” Tears begin welling at the back of my eyes. I don’t want to cry in front of my mom, but I don’t know if I can help it.
“Olivia, honey, you’re making me worry. Why are you so upset?”
She tries to take my hand, but it makes me think of Mason holding Robin’s and I snatch it away from her and stand up. “I don’t think we’ll be needing that talk with Dad anymore,” I say slowly.
“Why not?” Mom asks.
“Because Mason just walked out the door holding Robin’s hand.”
Mom stares at me, confused. Well, she can join the club. Pushing past her, I mumble something about needing to leave and bolt for the Jeep. I don’t know if she follows me. I don’t look back. If I look back I’ll want to curl up in her arms like I used to when I was little and tell her everything, tell how I finally admitted to myself how much I love Mason, how I ran because I was scared, how I may have lost him for good.
I can’t tell her all of that, so I drive.
And drive.
I’m not even sure when I stop driving. At some point I just realize that the Jeep is no longer running and take my hands off the wheel. The last time I cried was after Mason told me he thought the Sentinels were going to come back for him and kill him. The last time before that, I can’t even remember.
The thought of Mason dying was terrifying. The thought of losing him because I was too scared to love him cuts deep into my heart. Tears start running down my cheeks in sheets. My shoulders shake uncontrollably as I feel my heart breaking.
A sharp rapping on my window yanks my face out of my hands in fear. I look up, tearstained, broken, right into the startled gaze of Hayden Benton.



Chapter 21
Dark Shadow
(Olivia)
 
My door flies open as Hayden suddenly crowds in on me. “Olivia? Are you okay?”
“Hayden?”
Embarrassed, and more than a little confused, I start wiping away tears frantically. It’s no use, though, because they just keep falling. Hayden doesn’t say anything when I flop back against the seat and cover my face with my hands. I try to breathe, to get control of myself, but it seems impossible. Every passing second I expect to hear the door shut as Hayden walks away.
It would be the absolute cap on today if he bailed on the obviously crazy girl he had previously been nice to. He’s probably better off making a quick exit. I wait for the sound, but it never comes.
When my tears finally wear themselves out, Hayden’s hand slips over mine and gently uncovers my face. The concern written on his face seems so genuine, but I know he must be thinking that I’m a total nutcase at this point. I try to turn away from him, but he won’t let me.
“Olivia, what’s going on?”
Sniffing and wiping away tears, I say, “I’m just having a really horrible day.”
“That was pretty much a given.” Hayden smiles. “Do you want to talk about it?”
I shake my head violently. Not only can I not talk about it, I don’t want to. Not with Hayden. Not with anyone.
Hayden nods. “You wanna take your mind off whatever’s bothering you?”
Surprised that he moved on from me crying so quickly, I just stare at him for a moment. “What?”
He gestures past me to a basketball court. I look at the court in confusion. “Where am I?”
Laughing, Hayden looks at me curiously. “Really? You don’t know where you are?”
I rub my hand across my forehead wishing this day would just end. “Sorry, I just needed to get away from my house and started driving. I don’t even remember pulling over.”
“No worries,” Hayden says. He nudges me softly. “And here I thought you came to watch me play ball.”
“I didn’t even know you played basketball,” I admit sheepishly.
Hayden laughs out loud. “Wow. You really know how to keep a guy’s pride in check, don’t you? I’ve been on the basketball team at school for four years.”
“I’ve never been to a game.”
“Never?”
I shake my head. Hayden shakes his head right back. I’ve just admitted to him, that even though I’ve known him since junior high, I know almost nothing about him. Why he doesn’t say goodbye and look for a girl who hasn’t gone through her life completely oblivious to . . .  well, apparently to just about everything, I have no idea.
Instead of running for the hills, he asks, “Have you ever played?”
“Basketball?”
“Yeah,” he laughs. “Unless there’s some other sport you’re actually interested in.”
I shake my head. The closest I’ve ever been to a sport is watching Dad and Mason play catch in the backyard. Instantly, my lips turn down and tears threaten. I try to shake thoughts of Mason away, but that has never been easy.
“Come on,” Hayden says softly.
He tries to take my hand and get me to leave the Jeep, but I pull away and cross my arms over my chest protectively. “I should probably just go home. Go to bed or something. You don’t want to hang out with me right now. Nobody does.”
“I absolutely do want to hang out with you. I’ve been trying to talk you into hanging out with me for weeks, remember?” He tugs on me again.
“But, I’m a mess. I just want to go home.”
He shakes his head. “You’re fine for a little one on one, and home is where you were trying to get away from, remember?”
But Mason left. He was the one I was running away from. The idea of curling up in my bed and never coming out again seems awfully appealing. He’ll come home eventually, though. Maybe he’s already home. I have no idea how long I’ve been gone. My chest constricts thinking that Mason might already be home and I would have to face him.
“Okay,” I say weakly.
Hayden grins and pulls me from the Jeep before I can change my mind. I’m glad he has the presence of mind to lock it up, because I didn’t even think of it. I also notice that he thought to take my keys out of the ignition first. I sigh, embarrassed to be such a train wreck. Dad would have killed me if I had walked away from the Jeep with it unlocked and the keys still in the ignition. No doubt it would have been stolen.
“Thanks,” I say, gesturing at the Jeep.
Hayden smiles and pockets my keys.
“Are you going to give those back?” I ask.
“Eventually.” He smiles again and heads around the Jeep toward the courts.
I really have no other choice than to follow him. Shaking my head, I trudge through the grass a few steps behind him. It seems like an incredibly long walk. I’m exhausted by the time we finally reach the court. When I look back at the Jeep sitting lonely by the curb, I sigh. Resigned to spending the foreseeable future watching Hayden shoot baskets, I collapse on the grass like an egg dropped on cement.
Hayden walks over with a basketball in his hands and shakes his head at me. “Nope. Not gonna happen. Get up.”
“What?”
“How do you expect to play sitting on the grass?”
“Play?”
“Yes, play.”
My face scrunches at him. “But, I don’t know how to play.”
“Lucky for you, I do. Get up here,” he demands.
When I show no intention of moving, he drops the ball and comes to get me. My frown stays firmly in place as he hauls me up from the ground. He practically has to drag me out to the center of the court. I feel like crying again, but he just laughs.
“Stubborn, huh?”
“Depressed,” I counter.
Hayden picks the ball back up and approaches me slowly. “I know exactly how to cure that.”
“I highly doubt it.”
Pulling off a perfect imitation of me wrinkling up my nose at him, Hayden laughs and starts dribbling the ball. “You clearly don’t watch basketball,” he says, “but you must know at least some of the basics.”
“You’d probably be surprised.”
Hayden catches the ball and holds it up like Vanna White. “Ball,” he says sarcastically. Then he points at the hoop. “Hoop. Are you following so far?”
My scowl is ruined a bit by me laughing.
“The ball  . . . ” He points again. “ . . .  goes in the hoop.” Again, he points.
“Thanks,” I say in a snotty voice. I wait for him to continue mocking me, but he offers nothing more. “And?”
“And what? Those are the basics. I wouldn’t want to overwhelm you on your first try.”
“First try? That implies there will be a second attempt.”
Hayden stalks up to me. “There will definitely be a second go at this.”
I shake my head and take a step back. I have zero interest in basketball, and my interest in spending time with Hayden isn’t much better at this point. I can tell by the grin that springs onto his lips that getting him to back off isn’t going to be easy. I sigh, feeling awkward.
As Hayden tries to fill the empty court with real instructions on how to play basketball, I only half-listen. After a few minutes, he warns me that he’s going to pass me the ball. That should probably mean I am ready for it, but I flinch away from the ball and it goes sailing past me. Hayden stares, looking somewhat amused and just a little surprised.
“Wow, you really aren’t athletic, are you?”
“I tried to warn you.”
He grins back at me. “You’re not getting out of this that easily. Go get the ball.”
I look over my shoulder distastefully. Turning back, I say, “You get it.”
Hayden marches toward me, in what I’m sure is meant to be an intimidating way. His laughing at me ruins it. He grabs my hand as he marches by and tows me along with him. When we reach the ball, he scoops it up and presses it against my middle until I relent and take it. The ball slips, and that’s when I realize Hayden still has a hold of my other hand. Flushing pink, I yank my hand away from his and head for the court.
I start doing what Hayden says, mainly out of desperation to keep him from getting too close to me or having an opportunity to touch me again. Half my attention stays on what he’s telling me to do. The other half struggles to figure Hayden out. I don’t do very well on either account.
Hayden stands to the side when I try to shoot the ball for the first time. We both watch as it goes about half the distance to the basket and sinks like a rock. Hayden busts up laughing, and I can’t help but join him. That was pretty sad.
“I can honestly say,” Hayden says through his laughter, “that I have never met anyone as terrible at this sport as you are.”
“I tried to warn you.”
He laughs again and scoops up the ball on his way to me. “Yes, yes you did. I didn’t believe you, but you have done a magnificent job of proving me wrong.”
I can’t help it. The corner of my mouth turns up. Hayden doesn’t miss it. He shoves the ball back into my hands and slides around behind me. I jump when his hands touch my shoulders. He presses down lightly, and when I resist, starts wiggling me around until I begin to loosen up.
“There,” he says finally, “you’re like a stick figure, all stiff and awkward.”
“Your chances of their being a second basketball session are sinking fast,” I say.
Hayden peeks around my shoulder looking thoroughly shocked. “Signs of a sense of humor? Wow, we are making progress.”
I roll my eyes and shove him away from me. He goes back to showing what form is supposed to look like. I feel like a manikin as he scoots my feet into position and shows me how to hold the ball properly.
After an interminable amount of prodding and shifting, Haden says, “Try it again.”
My hands feel awkward as I push the ball up and away from me. My confidence is pretty low, but I watch hopeful it will go somewhere this time. It goes maybe two feet further that my first try and sails back to the court with a smack-smack-smack as it bounces into the grass. Hayden puts his hands on top of his head and tries really, really hard not to laugh at me.
“I suck at this.”
Hayden reaches his limit and busts up. “You do. You suck at this pretty bad.”
He runs off after ball and tosses it back to me. I flinch again, but somehow still manage to catch it. “What?” I whine, “I have to do it again?”
“Uh, yeah. Again and again and again.”
Groaning dramatically, I raise the ball and look at the rim. Hayden groans as well, mumbling about how he just showed me how to hold the ball correctly! He hardly seems put out about having to come back and reposition me again. Every touch seems to linger a little longer. I try not to squirm, for the sake of not messing up my position again, but having Hayden touch me brings up more miserable emotions than pleasure right now.
When Hayden finally stands back, I shoot again. He groans as it falls way short of the hoop. He’s still smiling, though. He tries over and over again to turn me into an only halfway terrible basketball player, but he’s going to have to get used to failure because not a single shot makes it anywhere near the rim.
We try one on one next, and it’s no surprise that Hayden beats me soundly. The really sad thing is, I don’t think he was even trying. At some point, I actually start having fun. Not the kind of laugh out loud, never want to leave fun. Just less miserable.
As the sun fades, even Hayden starts missing shots. After one bounces off the backboard and nearly hits me in the head, I grab the ball off the ground and refuse to give it back. “We’re done!”
“Ah, come on. There’s still enough light!”
“No!”
Holding the ball behind my back, I sneak away from him and make a run for the grass. It’s not very hard for Hayden to catch up to me. He snatches the ball out of my hands. The force spins me just enough that I stumble over Hayden’s gym back. My foot tangles in the strap and I topple over and land on my backside.
“Olivia,” Hayden laughs, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to knock you down.”
“It’s okay,” I say.
Hayden extends his hand in an offer to help me up. I take it, but right away my hand goes clammy. I can’t seem to hold onto Hayden. My hand slips, but he drops the ball and grabs my forearm with his other hand. There’s no chance of me getting away from him now. He pulls me up with hardly any effort, but doesn’t let go.
I start to pull away, afraid he wants to do something other than basketball. Hayden’s gentle voice stops me.
“Olivia, thank you for staying.”
“Why are you thanking me?” I ask shakily. “I’m terrible at basketball. I’m sure you had better things to do with your afternoon, uh, and evening.”
Hayden smiles. “Not at all. I had a lot of fun. I’m just sorry it took you having the worst day possible to get you to spend time with me.” Hayden reaches down and untangles my foot from the strap of his gym bag. When he stands back up, he says, “I know you didn’t really want to stay. If you don’t want to talk about what made you run away from your house, that’s okay, but if you do ever want to talk, about today or anything else, you can call me any time.”
“I don’t even have your number,” I remind him. The thought slips out before I can think better of it. When Hayden starts smiling mischievously, I know I just painted myself into a corner.
“I can fix that pretty easily.”
He snatches up my phone from where I left it on a bench near the court and as he walks back to me I see his fingers flying over the keyboard. He hands me my phone, open to the contacts screen, his number right there to wipe away any excuses.
“Thank you,” I say, not entirely sure whether I am grateful or not.
Hayden holds his phone out to me, but I just stare at him in confusion. He uncurls my fingers and sets the phone on my palm. “Now, I want your number.”
“Why?”
“So I can call you the next time I need a self-esteem boost when it comes to basketball.” He grins when I laugh.
The thin piece of metal and plastic feels heavy in my hands. I don’t move right away to enter my number. Hayden doesn’t push me, but he waits. In some ways, it feels like a betrayal to give him my number. Just as that thought pops into my head, the image of Mason’s hand slipping into Robin’s slaps me right across the face.
My fingers start typing furiously, tapping out my anger. If Mason wants to kiss me like he did and then run off with Robin, fine! Screw him. He may not think I’m worth waiting a few hours for, but Hayden just spent his entire afternoon and evening trying to cheer me up. At the least, he deserves my phone number.
I hand the phone back with shaking hands. Satisfaction and regret mingle in my heart, but I refuse to turn back. I manage a small smile when Hayden takes the phone. “Thank you,” I say, “for putting up with me today. I know I was lousy company.”
“You were great,” he says softly.
The sun has fully set now, and the park has taken on a decidedly creepy vibe. I dread actually going home. Avoiding Mason forever is hardly a plan, though. Sighing, I shove my phone in my pocket and ask for my keys. Hayden hands them over reluctantly.
“I better get home. My parents are probably freaking out about now.”
The way Haden’s hand touches my arm, hesitant, almost afraid, keeps me from moving away. He stares at his hand on my arm for a moment before looking up at me with an equally concerned look in his eyes.
“Olivia, when you first got here, you said you had to get away from your house. I know you don’t want to talk about it  . . . ” He pauses and takes a step closer. “If you’re scared  . . . ”
“Hayden,” I interrupt, “it’s nothing like that.”
I don’t think he believes me totally, but he doesn’t pressure me for more. “I hope you know I was serious when I said you could call me if you needed me. Any time. For any reason.”
It’s impossible for me to doubt him. The honest worry in his eyes melts away my lingering fear. “Thank you,” I whisper, my voice raw.
Unable to stand there any longer without breaking down again, I turn and start for the Jeep. Hayden calls for me to wait up and offers to walk me to my car, but I feel guilty for having already taken up his night and tell him I’ll be fine. I can hear him hurriedly shoving things back in his gym bag so he can catch up, but I don’t stop.
I’ve covered half the distance when a dark shadow jumps out at me, stopping my heart and tearing a scream from my throat.



Chapter 22
Indescribable
(Olivia)
 
I am falling to the ground as my scream dies in my throat. My breath blasts out of me as my attacker’s body falls against mine. Terror races through my veins as I try to kick out at him, hit him, knee him, anything! My elbow connects with something hard. The attacker groans, but his grip only tightens.
Suddenly his weight shifts on top of me. He rolls to the side and yanks me up to my knees. I try to scream again, but he shoves a hand over my mouth and yanks me upright. Desperate, my foot crashes down on his instep.
The pain loosens his grip just enough that I can turn myself in his grip and wedge my hands between us. The fierce fury in his green eyes stabs at me viciously. A lock of blonde hair falls out from his hood, across his forehead and scarred cheek.
Even that seems terrifying, sending my panic into overdrive. I shove against him, trying to break his grip. A surge of relief shoots through me when I gain a little separation. I bring my knee up hard into his groin, hoping it will be enough. He doubles over, groaning in pain, and I spin out of his arms.
The two steps I take are fueled by panic before his hand snaps down on my ankle and my feet jerk out from beneath me. Screaming and kicking out with my free foot, I connect with his shoulder. He growls as he launches himself forward, crashing down on top of me. His fist follows, right into the side of my head.
Spots of light wink in and out as my head falls back to the ground. Pain throbs through my skull as a dark shape flies in from the side and crashes into my attacker. The sudden loss of crushing weight on top of me makes me roll onto my side. Trying to get up only sends me sprawling.
Shaking my head, I try to clear the spots away. The pain of moving sends a wave of nausea coursing through me and I collapse back to the grass. Breathe. Breathe. It’s all I can manage. The seconds that pass feel like hours, but when I finally manage to look up and see Hayden grappling with the attacker my head suddenly clears.
“Hayden!” I call out in panic.
I scream when the attacker’s fist pummels Hayden. He fights back, landing a punch to the guy’s chin, but takes one to his side right after. A million thoughts race through my mind as I try to reach Hayden. I don’t know how to fight. My phone is nowhere to be seen. I have no idea what to do, but I have to help Hayden!
Blue and red lights flash through the neighborhood, pulling the attacker up off Hayden in an instant and sending him running for the opposite street. Hayden scrambles back up to his feet and tries to take off after him, but I grab his arm and hold him back.
“Don’t!” I cry. “Please!”
“Olivia,” Hayden calls out as he folds me into his arms, “are you okay?”
I don’t have time to respond. An officer rushes up to us, but Hayden hurriedly points him in the direction of the fleeing attacker. Just as he takes off after him, another officer comes running up.
“Are you two alright?” he demands.
Hayden pushes me back and takes a look at me. “Are you?”
I don’t know, but as I stare at him my heart breaks to see the blood running down his lip, the bruises springing up on his arm and face, and I know the hits to his side have got to be agonizing. “I’m fine,” I say, “but you  . . . ”
“I’m okay,” he says as he pulls me against his chest. “It’s okay. Everything’s alright now.”
The officer puts a hand gently on my shoulder. I flinch at his touch, but his calm and reassuring voice keeps me from freaking out. “My name is Officer Kimball. You both look like you’re going to need some medical attention. Stay put for a minute while I call this in, then we’ll figure out what happened.”
We both nod, but I don’t think either of us was planning on going anywhere anyway. I lay my head against Hayden’s chest and close my eyes. I start to curse my luck, wondering why some idiot would try to attack me like that when Hayden was still nearby. My body goes completely numb when I remember Mason’s nightmare from last night.
That lunatic wasn’t trying to rob me, he was trying to abduct me! This wasn’t some random mugging in a park! I know without a doubt that this was a Sentinel attack. They’ve probably been watching me since the day we saw the car. This is just the first time I’ve been away from the house without Mason or Evie for a significant length of time since then. They saw their chance and took it. Dread fills me as I realize this won’t be the only attempt to find out where Mason is.
“Paramedics are on their way to check you both out,” Officer Kimball says. “Now, can you two tell me what happened?”
Hayden takes the lead, thankfully. He starts off by giving the officer our names and explains me heading for my car after we finished playing basketball.
“I should have just waited for you,” I whisper, feeling like an idiot. Mason had even tried to warn me about walking around at night alone. I told him I wasn’t that stupid, but here I was being exactly that stupid.
“It’s okay,” Hayden says as he strokes my hair. He finishes telling the officer about seeing the guy jump out and attack me, calling the police as he ran over to me, and launching himself at the attacker.
Officer Kimball doesn’t say anything for a moment while he finishes his notes. When his pen goes still, he turns to me. “Is there anything else you want to add, Olivia?”
I shake my head.
“What about a description?” he prods.
“He was blonde, with green eyes.”
“Taller than me by a few inches,” Hayden adds, “and pretty well built. The guy was strong.”
I close my eyes and force myself to picture him again. It makes me cringe to think of his horrible eyes and twisted sneer, but as I picture his mouth screwing into disgust I say, “He had a scar that ran from his cheek to his lip.”
I draw my finger across my own face to show him what I mean, starting at the height of my cheekbone and moving down to the section of my lip just below the corner of my nose. The officer notes it down in his notebook and thanks us for our help. About that time, the first officer comes back, panting and empty handed. I’m not surprised.
“I couldn’t catch up to him,” he says apologetically. “He jumped into a waiting car a few blocks away and they took off. No license plates on the vehicle, but I got the make and model.”
Not that that will help us, I think. Unless it just happens to be an exotic, rare vintage, we’ll never find it. And let’s face it, that only happens in shows like CSI. In real life, the getaway car is something plain and common, impossible to track.
As the two officers confer with each other and talk into the walkie-talkies on their shoulders, the paramedics arrive, sans flashing lights and sirens. The officer must have told them it wasn’t life threatening, because they walk over to us with just a portable medical kit.
After giving us both an initial once over, the two paramedics lead us over to a picnic table and start cleaning up our cuts and bruises. It doesn’t take too long, and the paramedic working on me announces that I’ll live.
“Just keep a bottle of pain reliever on hand for the next few days, okay?” one of the paramedics tells me. I nod, but my attention is on Hayden as the second paramedic lifts his shirt to examine his abdomen. I cringe at the red and purple blotches dotting his side.
Hayden winces a few times as the paramedic presses on his abdomen, but he toughs it out for the most part. The paramedic finally lowers his shirt and says, “I don’t think there are any internal injuries, but if the pain worsens or you have any unusual bruising you need to go to the hospital for further examination, okay?”
When the paramedics step back, the officer who took our statements, Officer Kimball, moves back in and asks for our contact information. That leads to questions about parents. I don’t think he realized we were both seventeen at first.
“I’ll need phone numbers for your parents as well. We need to call them and let them know you’re both okay and let them know we’ll be bringing you home.”
“I can drive home. I’m fine,” I argue.
The officer shakes his head. “Someone can come pick up your car later. Now both of you follow Officer Carl over to the cruiser, please.”
“Can you ask my parents to meet me at Olivia’s house?” Hayden asks. “It’ll be more convenient that way.”
Officer Kimball nods that he can do that and clears us to go gather up our belongings strewn all over the grass.
It takes a few minutes for Hayden to gather up everything he abandoned when he saw me getting attacked and for me to figure out where I dropped my keys and phone. Once we finally have everything, Officer Carl ushers us over to the cruiser and shuts the door behind us once we’re seated. Hayden automatically wraps his arm around my shoulders and leans his head against mine.
“Boy, when you say you’re having a really bad day, you meant it.”
“It’s enough to make a person want to steer clear of me, right?” I ask, not sure whether I want him to agree or not.
Hayden smiles and pulls me closer. “Not a chance.”
It seems to take a really long time for the paramedics to shove off and the officers to join us in the car. I can feel the weariness settling into my bones by the time we finally get moving. The officers mainly just talk to each other as we drive. They find my house without any problem and pull into the driveway. Seconds later, my parents come barreling out of the house. Evie is close on their heels. It doesn’t escape me that Mason is nowhere to be seen, but I refuse to dwell on that.
I want to throw myself into my dad’s arms, but I can’t open the stupid car door on my own. Locked in like a criminal, I have to wait for Officer Carl to let me out. When he does, my dad snatches me up before I have the chance to say or do anything else.
“Olivia, sweetheart, are you okay? We were so worried when the police called!”
“I’m fine, Dad, I promise. Just a few bruises and a black eye.”
Hayden comes around the side of the cruiser and Dad surprises me by releasing me and wrapping Hayden up in an almost violent hug. “Thank you!” he says to Hayden.
Right away I am smothered my Mom and Evie, but I watch Hayden as my dad nearly strangles him with his hug.
Dad holds Hayden out at arm’s length and thanks him again. Hayden looks a bit embarrassed and mumbles a quick your welcome. He seems relieved when his parents’ car screeches to a stop in front of my house. They come hurrying up the driveway and wrap him up in fierce hugs as well.
After that, the questions start flying. The officers fill in both our parents on everything we told them, give them their cards, and let them know that they’ll be in touch to follow up and possibly have Hayden and I sit down with a sketch artist. I nod willingly, but I know they’ll never catch the guy. Not with him being a Sentinel, which I am positive he is now.
It’s kind of a relief to watch the officer’s drive away. In the back of my mind I know this is far from over, but I want it to be over for tonight at least. I want to crawl into bed, carefully, and sleep for the next two days. Instead of granting my wish, Dad invites everyone inside for a few minutes to calm down and decompress.
Mom refuses to let go of me as we head into the house. Someone’s hand slips into mine on the way, and I half expect to see Evie clinging to me when I look over. I see Hayden instead, and look away immediately. But I don’t pull my hand from his.
As soon as we reach the living room, Mom finally lets go of me. She introduces herself to Hayden’s parents and leaves me to escape to the couch. Since Hayden is determined to keep a hold of me, I tow him along behind me and collapse. Neither of us says anything. I don’t want to lean on Hayden, but exhaustion drops my head against his shoulder eventually. As my eyes start to close, I think I hear a noise from the back of the house, but I’m too tired to care.
Only a few minutes later, Mason steps into the chaos. My whole body goes rigid as I watch his eyes fill with confusion as he surveys the crowd. I shrink in on myself as his eyes find mine and sees me sitting with Hayden, sporting a bloody lip and black eye. The expression on his face is indescribable.



Chapter 23
Make it Right
(Mason)
 
Panic. It screams through my veins as I stare at Olivia. Anger and disbelief chase it down as my body goes white hot with rage. What happened to her? My first instinct is to throw my arms around her and never let go. I only get one step into that plan before the crowd of random bodies in front of me ruins it.
I want to scream at them to get out of my way! It infuriates me that none of them can hear me. All I want is to get to Olivia! I stare at the faces of the people standing in my way in confusion. Who are they? What are they doing in our house?
Blonde, middle-aged, I nearly push them out of my way until I hear the name Hayden slip tearfully past the woman’s lips. Hayden? What does he have to do with anything? I look toward Olivia for answers, for help, and am stunned when I realize she’s not sitting there alone. What in the hell is Hayden doing with his arm around her!
Absolutely desperate, I start to push my way through. Evie is the first to get knocked into. Her eyes spring open in recognition even though she can’t see me and her hands grope for my arm. She isn’t strong enough to stop me, but her nails dig into my skin painfully enough that I stop and look down at her.
She shakes her head violently and starts pushing me away, out of the living room and into the hallway. She doesn’t let go of my arm, though, and listens carefully.
“What is going on?” I demand angrily.
“I don’t know,” Evie snaps. “All I know is that Olivia got attacked at some park across town.”
“What? By who?”
Evie glares at me. “How am I supposed to know? They didn’t catch the guy!”
“Why is Hayden Benton here? And why does he have his arm around Olivia?” I shriek.
Throwing up the hand that isn’t latched onto me, Evie growls in frustration. “She was with him, I guess. I. Don’t. Know! And as for why he’s getting all cozy with her, I suspect you know more about that than I do.” The glare she fixes on me is deadly.
“What? Why would I know?”
“All I can tell you is that when Aaron dropped me off, I saw Olivia come tearing out of the house looking like someone just stomped all over her heart and drive off nearly in tears. You were already gone. Mom was calling Dad with her voice sounding all weird and worried and she spent the next hour on the phone with him talking about you and Olivia.”
Evie puts her free hand on her hip and stares me down. “Care to explain?”
“This is none of your business, Evie,” I snap.
The look on her face turns absolutely murderous. “My sister just got attacked! She could have been killed or kidnapped. It is my business! And it’s your fault she was out there!”
Evie whirls around on her heel and stomps away from me. I try to call after her, but she can’t hear me, of course. I don’t think she would have stopped even if she could.
My feet feel like lead as I trudge back to the living room. Everyone is sitting down now. Evie is parked right next to Olivia, holding her hand and leaning on her shoulder. Hayden no longer has his arm around Olivia’s shoulders, but nausea sweeps over at me as I see his hand curled around hers protectively.
My whole body feels numb as I listen to the pair of them explain what happened. When Olivia describes “running into” Hayden at the basketball park, a look passes between them that says there was much more to it than that. Right then, I realize that Evie is right and it buckles my knees.
Olivia glances over at me as I slump to the ground, but she tears her eyes away right after. I look away, ashamed and furious at myself for putting her in this situation. If I hadn’t ditched her to hang out with Robin . . .  if I hadn’t been so stupid to think backing off would protect her from pain, I would have been with her this afternoon like always. She wouldn’t have run from the house, scared and broken. She never would have set foot in that park.
I am sure I can’t feel any more agony than I do already, but when Olivia talks about walking back to her Jeep in the dark and having a man jump out at her, my head falls into my hands. Images from my nightmare flash into my mind like gunshots, each one piercing and wounding me.
I knew this was going to happen. I was warned that I needed to protect Olivia, to keep her by me so she was never alone to be attacked. I could have kept her from this pain, yet I wasn’t there. I walked away and let her be attacked and hurt.
The sudden, seemingly orchestrated movement of everyone in the room startles me. I cringe back against the wall as everyone stands before I realize they’re just ready to call it a night. Hayden’s parents shake hands with Olivia’s parents as they are thanked again for their son’s help. He deserves every word of their praise, but my stomach sours listening to it.
My ears tune them out as I focus on Hayden standing up stiffly and gently pulling Olivia up after him. She hesitates a moment before wrapping her arms around him and leaning her head against his chest. My heart shatters as he strokes her hair softly. He whispers something in her ear and kisses her cheek so lightly I don’t know if she even feels it.
They walk past me to the front door, Olivia’s hand still in his. They hug again. It’s feels like someone is stabbing me repeatedly as I watch them. I expect relief when the door finally closes on Hayden and his parents, but the misery only deepens when Olivia walks past me without a word.
She probably would have continued up the stairs if her dad’s voice hadn’t stopped her. “Olivia, is Mason here?”
“I thought he’d be home by now,” Mom says worriedly.
Olivia’s feet drag tiredly as she walks back toward the living room. She stops in the doorway and points at me sitting on the floor. “He’s right there.”
That’s it. She doesn’t even look at me. Her mom and dad look at each other worriedly when Olivia simply turns and heads for the stairs again. Olivia’s mom is the first to approach me. Her hand reaches out, questioning. I touch her fingers so she knows where I’m at, but don’t say anything.
“Mason,” she says as she kneels down next to me, “are you okay?”
No. And I don’t know if I ever will be again, but I know that’s not what she’s asking. I can see the fear in her eyes that what happened to Olivia wasn’t an isolated incident.
“I’m fine,” I choke out.
“Are you sure? You sound like you’re hurt. Did anyone try to come after you?”
I shake my head slowly. “No. Robin and I were fine.”
Olivia’s dad crouches down next to me and lays a hand on my shoulder. “Mason, what’s going on?”
“I had a nightmare about Olivia getting attacked last night.”
“What?” they both ask.
“I should have protected her. It wasn’t a mugger. It was a Sentinel. I should have been there.”
Olivia’s parents look at each other. I can tell they aren’t sure whether to believe me or not. They’re fools if they don’t.
“Mason,” Olivia’s mom asks gently, “what happened between you and Olivia?”
Standing up suddenly and knocking them back a step, but not so far that they let go of me, I say, “I ruined everything, that’s what happened.”
Neither one of them tries to stop me as I march out of the room and up the stairs. I intend to head straight for my bedroom, but stumble when Olivia steps out of the bathroom and right into my path. Her hands grip the bathroom door frame. For a moment I think she is scared of me for some reason. When I see her knees shaking and the pain in her eyes, I realize she’s trying to keep herself from falling. It kills me to see her in so much pain. I can’t stop myself from crossing the distance between us and reaching for her.
“Don’t touch me!” she snaps.
Shocked, hurt, I stumble to a stop inches away from her.
“Get away from me,” she says with tears in her eyes.
I take a step back. My breathing escalates as I look into her angry eyes. I have never seen her so hurt and afraid before. Every cell in my body screams at me to make it right, hold her, fix this between us. Thinking I could step back after what happened this morning and not hurt her was the stupidest thing I could have done. I want to tell her I’m sorry, beg for her forgiveness.
Olivia pushes away from the door frame and marches to her room. The door slams and I sink to my knees in agony.



Chapter 24
Confess
(Olivia)
 
Driving to school with Mason and Evie is torture. Mason at least had the decency to sit in the back today. Evie tried to come talk to me last night about everything that happened, but I couldn’t stand the idea of reliving it one more time and refused to let her in. She sits beside me quietly as we pull into the parking lot.
As I kill the engine, Evie looks over at me as says, “Come find me if you need me today, okay?”
All I can do is nod. She slips out of the car, and I follow quickly, desperate to get away from Mason. He keeps his distance as I make my way to my locker. Mom offered to let me skip school today and rest up, but I have a research paper to turn in. In all honesty, though, I didn’t want to stay because I knew Mason would stay as well and the idea of being trapped in the house with him all day is a million times worse than showing up at school looking like I got in a bar fight.
As I step into the building, it’s acutely obvious that my makeup isn’t doing nearly enough to hide the black eye or split lip. Furtive glances dart at me as I walk down the hallway. I’m sure they’re all wondering, but I don’t care to fill them in. I spot my locker and make a beeline for it. I’m yanking open the door when Hayden slides up next to me.
“Hey,” I say.
He smiles. “That’s all I get? A hey?”
“Sorry,” I say with a half-smile—the half that doesn’t hurt to move. “Not feeling like my usual peppy self today.”
“You have a usual peppy self?” Hayden asks. “Why have I never seen it?”
I roll my eyes, amazed at his ability to cheer me up. “Okay, I may not have a peppy side, but I’m certainly feeling worse than my usual quiet, loner self. How’s that?”
“Much more accurate,” he laughs.
Hayden’s fingers brush along my cheek carefully. I try not to wince, but even breathing on that side of my face hurts. His fingers slide down to my chin. Thankfully he doesn’t get too close to my lip. His mouth turns down. “You look even worse than last night.”
“Thanks, that makes me feel better,” I grouch. “You do too, by the way.”
He grins. “I know.”
“How’s your side?” I ask. I remember the attacker punching him repeatedly in that area.
Hayden lifts the edge of his shirt and I gasp at the mottled bruises covering nearly half his stomach. Several of the students around us stop and stare. “Oh my gosh, Hayden! That looks terrible!”
“Yeah, I won’t be playing basketball for a few weeks, which I’m sure you’re devastated about, but I’ll be fine.” He drops his shirt back down and leans against the lockers. I can see him wince at the movement.
“I feel so terrible about last night. It was my fault you were there so late. If you hadn’t been there trying to make me feel better  . . . ”
“If I hadn’t been there you may have gotten hurt a lot worse, or taken, or . . .  or other things I’d rather not think about,” Hayden finishes. He grabs my hand and pulls me over to him. “But if you’re feeling guilty, you can always make it up to me by having lunch with me today, and every day.”
“Lunch?” I stare at him. How is he being so calm about all of this? “Uh, sure. Okay.”
Hayden grins and pushes away from the lockers carefully. “See you at lunch then.”
The final bell rings a moment later and the hallways begin to clear. I shuffle off to my first class in a daze. I hold the door open for Mason out of habit when I reach class, and nearly jump out of my shoes when I feel him slip in past me. I don’t look at him, though.
I keep my eyes squarely in front of me as I walk to my desk. I can still see Mason parking himself on the window sill like he usually does from the corner of my eye, but I refuse to acknowledge him. I’m relieved when he doesn’t try to talk to me.
All morning he follows me around like a ghost. We don’t speak to each other. I pretend I can’t see him anymore than anyone else, but his eyes never leave me. It’s honestly the first time I can say having Mason near me makes me uncomfortable. And that’s underneath the anger and hostility I’m still carrying around against him, too. Needless to say, I am completely drained by the time lunch finally arrives.
I dump everything in my locker and practically run for the cafeteria in an effort to escape Mason. I know he’s not far behind, but halfway there he backs off a bit and gives me some space. As I round the corner to the cafeteria, I spot Robin approaching the door as well. She freezes, eyes wide before walking over to me.
The last thing I want to do right now is talk to Robin. I do my best to make that obvious by turning away from her, but she isn’t deterred. “Olivia, are you okay?” she asks. “I heard about what happened.”
Spinning around to face her, I say, “I have nothing to say to you after what you’ve done.”
“What I’ve done?” Robin asks. “Look, Olivia, it wasn’t my idea. I told Mason  . . . ”
“I don’t care what you told him or who’s idea it was. I don’t want to see either of you. Keep him away from me. That’s what you’re good at.”
Stalking away from her, I’m so angry I am tempted to pick up a chair and throw it at a wall. Luckily, I spot Hayden sitting at a table on the opposite side of the cafeteria from where I usually sit with Mason and head in that direction. I collapse into a chair next to him with no food and a scowl that seems to be on its way to becoming permanent.
“Everything okay?” Hayden asks.
I want to snap at him for asking such a stupid question, but I don’t. I watch as Mason and Robin sit down at our usual table. My eyes narrow. I want to scream when Robin puts her hand in Mason’s. They start talking a few minutes later and I look away.
“I’m sorry, Hayden,” I say, “I’m not very good company again today.”
“Well, it would be hard to have a worse day than yesterday, so you can at least feel good about that.” He pops a fry into his mouth and looks at me with a knowing expression.
Tired of feeling like crap, I decide to ignore Robin and Mason completely and focus on Hayden, who has been nothing but nice to me—pretty heroic actually—and force myself to be in a better mood.
“Not all of yesterday was horrible,” I say. “I was having fun before that psycho tried to grab me.”
“So was I,” Hayden says. “I think we should do it again.”
Cocking an eyebrow at him, I say, “I thought you were grounded from basketball for the time being.”
“True. I guess we should go see a movie then.”
Hayden is so sweet, but the idea of going out on a date with him makes me feel . . .  weird. I don’t know what to think. Being furious at Mason doesn’t change the fact that he has been my best friend for twelve years or that I am in love with him. I want him more than anything in this world or his.
But no one has ever hurt me as badly as he did.
“Sure,” I say quietly. “When?”
“Friday night?”
“Um, okay.” Given my glaring lack of extracurricular activities—sports especially—I’m pretty sure I’m free. “Do you have a movie in mind?”
Hayden shakes his head. He leans closer to me, his hand coming up to brush against my uninjured cheek. My heart stutters a moment, but whether in fear or something else I don’t know. He smiles as he says, “Why don’t you choose?”
I really couldn’t even tell him a single movie at the theaters right now. Needing some space and a moment to think, I turn to grab my phone so I can check the movie listings. Without meaning to, I elbow Hayden in the side. I don’t get him very hard, but it’s on his injured side and he groans. I gasp and spin back around more carefully.
“Hayden, I’m so sorry!”
“It’s okay,” he says after taking a deep breath. He looks anything but fine.
Gently, my hand presses to his abdomen where I elbowed him, as if it does any good to protect that area now. His heart is beating so rapidly, I can feel it echoing through his whole body. Did I hurt him that bad?
I look up and find him staring down at me with a look that is not filled with pain, but with something else entirely. His hand covers mine gently and slowly pulls it north to his chest where he curls his fingers around mine and simply holds onto me.
“Can I confess something?” he asks.
“You lied about how bad I hurt you?” I guess.
He shakes his head with a chuckle.
“Then what?”
“I’ve wanted to ask you out since sixth grade.”
Honestly surprised, I ask, “Really?”
He nods.
“Then why didn’t you?” I ask not so much because I would have jumped at the chance anymore more back then than I did today, but more out of curiosity.
“I wasn’t sure you even knew who I was. I didn’t think you were interested. You always seemed to be, I don’t know . . .  like you were happy just being on your own. You never talked to me unless I asked you a question about one of our classes.”
I always knew people thought I was a little strange, but it’s embarrassing to hear how out of it I have been. “It wasn’t anything personal,” I say. “I did know who you were. I was like that with everyone, though.”
“Well, I hope that won’t be the case anymore, because I actually enjoy talking to you.”
Smiling, I say, “I like talking to you, too.”
And surprisingly enough, it’s true.
Hayden finally releases my hand and pulls out his phone so he can bring up the movie listings for the nearest theater. I steal a French fry from his tray while he scans the movies. I don’t really care what we watch. I’m not even totally sure if I want to go to a movie with Hayden. I do know that he makes me feel better about my life and the lousy turns it has taken recently, and for now that is enough.
“Comedy?” Hayden asks.
“Sure.”
“Seven o’clock?”
I nod.
“Is it okay if I pick you up, or would you rather drive separately?”
I don’t answer right away. Driving separately would give me a getaway car if I got desperate and wanted to bail. Letting him pick me up will force me to sit through the entire movie, ride to and from the theater with him, rely on him. The idea of that scares me at first, but then I think it might be nice to rely on someone else . . .  for a little while.
“You can pick me up, if you don’t mind.”
Hayden attempts to put his arm around my shoulders, but only moves his arm a few inches before thinking better of it and takes my hand instead. “I don’t mind at all,” he says.



Chapter 25
Nothing in Between
(Mason)
 
My hands are pressed flat against the table as I watch Hayden and Olivia. Why is he so close to her? Why does he have to touch her so often? What is with his stupid smile? My fingers curl under into fists. Why is she letting him act like this?
“Mason.”
“Mason.”
“Mason!” Robin snaps.
I can’t bring myself to look away from Olivia, but I snap right back at her. “What?”
“Stop staring at them. It’s not going to do you any good.”
“It might,” I argue.
She shakes her head. “It won’t. Now stop it.” She gives me a moment to comply on my own, but when I don’t she kicks my shin from under the table.
“Ow!” I rub my leg angrily.
Robin just shrugs. “I told you to knock it off.”
“I bet he was involved,” I grumble.
Looking over at me with a confused expression, Robin asks, “Involved in what?”
“The attack last night. I bet Hayden lured her out into the open  . . . ”
“Give it a rest!” Robin snaps. She’d probably yell if she could, but that would draw a lot of attention. “Hayden had nothing to do with Olivia getting attacked last night and you know it.”
“He could have. He could be a Sentinel.”
Robin rolls her eyes. “If he is, he’s a pretty lousy one. You said you’ve known him since sixth grade. If he were really a Sentinel he’d have figured you out by now. They may not be able to see you, but they can feel it when you’re nearby, remember?”
“He could still  . . . ”
“Mason,” Robin says firmly, “he’s not a Sentinel. Drop it.”
Sinking into my chair, I fold my arms over my chest and continue to glare at Hayden. I knew he was interested in Olivia. He has been for a long time. It’s a miracle Olivia remained completely oblivious to his advances as long as she did. How can my luck be so lousy that the second I try to step back from Olivia, Hayden is right there to sweep her off her feet like some kind of freaking fairytale hero?
“Hey, Angry Boy,” Robin calls out to me.
I sneer at the nickname, but still look over at her.
“So, what are we going to do about these Sentinels running amuck through your neighborhood?”
“What can we do?” I ask. If I get too close to one of them, they’ll recognize me for what I am.
Robin shrugs. “I don’t know, but moping certainly isn’t useful.”
“Shut up,” I growl.
Tossing down her fork, Robin glares at me. “Look, for the record, I told you the whole pretending to date me thing was a stupid idea. I told you Olivia would be hurt. I told you to just tell her the truth about leaving.”
“I couldn’t tell her.”
“Haven’t you ever heard that whole ‘tis better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all’ saying?”
Rolling my eyes at her, I say, “It’s not that simple. As far as you know, once I leave, I’ll never come back. I’d be holding Olivia back when she could be finding someone she has an actual future with.”
“Isn’t that what she’s doing with Hayden?”
Hunching my shoulders, I refuse to answer that question. Why did it have to be Hayden? I can’t stand him!
“So you thought pissing her off and making her think you’re a total dirtbag would be a better way to spend the next three weeks?” Robin shakes her head at me when I don’t answer.
Of course it isn’t better. I hate it. I am furious with myself that Olivia got hurt because I wasn’t there to protect her. Then again, if I had been there, the Sentinel would have found me and then I’d be dead.
“I didn’t think she’d hate me,” I mumble.
“Well, you’re an idiot.”
My eyes snap up to Robin angrily.
She shrugs. “You spent the night with her, kissed her that morning, all but outright told her you are so head over in heels in love with her that you can barely stand it . . .  and then you hooked up with another girl. You really thought she’d still want to be friends after that?”
My chin drops to my chest. Yes, I did, and Robin is right that I’m an idiot. I just didn’t think Olivia could ever look at me like she did last night. Then again, I’m sure she never thought I would do something so horrible to her, either.
“Mason, maybe if you explained to Olivia  . . . ”
“No,” I say automatically.
She tries to say something else, but I cut her off. “What are you complaining about, anyway? You got what you wanted out of this deal.”
Robin stares at me, wounded. “I went along with this because you begged me to. I didn’t do this because I wanted to date you at the expense of Olivia.”
She starts gathering her trash and slamming it back onto her tray. I sit up quickly and grab at her wrist. I catch her before she can bolt. Forcing her to look at me, I say, “Robin, I’m sorry. I never should have said that. I didn’t mean it, and I know you didn’t want to hurt Olivia. It was a terrible thing to say.”
Robin stops trying to escape my grip and calms back down. She doesn’t push me away when I turn my restraining grip into a gentler one. She pulls her hand back slowly until my palm falls into her hand.
“What are we going to do about the Sentinels?” she asks again.
This time I have an answer. “We’re going to find them.”
“And do what?”
“I don’t know. I just know I won’t let them hurt Olivia again.”
Robin looks down at the table. “They’ll never give up, Mason. There’s no way to stop them from feeling your presence. The only way to make sure they don’t kill you is to kill them.”
“Then that’s what I’ll have to do.”
“How?”
I shake my head. I have no idea. I’ve never killed anyone before, let alone some kind of super hunter. I’ll figure it out as I go along.
“Even if you kill them,” Robin says, “the other Sentinels will realize they’re missing. They’ll send more to figure out what happened and look for you.”
“I don’t have to keep this up forever,” I remind her, “only until my birthday. Then they should be safe.”
My hopeful words linger between us. I want to believe they are true, but I have no way of knowing. I won’t even be here to find out. How can they expect me to leave not knowing whether or not my family is safe? They. I don’t even know who they are. My biological parents? Someone else? I have no idea.
“What if  . . . ” Robin begins. She takes a deep breath and starts over. “What if the same thing that happened to your Caretakers happens again?”
“It won’t. I won’t let it.”
Robin’s other hand comes up and presses over our already joined hands. “Mason, you can’t promise that. We need to find the Sentinels. What if we could capture one and figure out why they’re so keen on you?”
“If we capture one, he could never be let go. He would know I’m an Aerling and where to find me.”
Fighting back fear, Robin says, “I know.”
It brings me a sick sense of relief to hear her say that. “Okay. This afternoon, then, we need to find out where they’re watching us from.”
“Then what?”
“Then we find out how many of them there are, what their weaknesses are, and how to get rid of them. What happened to Olivia last night won’t be their last attempt.”
“No,” Robin agrees, “it won’t.”
I want to ask Robin to do one more thing, but fear keeps me quiet for a moment. I know Olivia was right when she said talking to other Caretakers was too dangerous, but I can feel the clock ticking now and I don’t think we can afford to be in the dark for too much longer.
“Robin, without telling your parents about me, do you think you could try to find out more about all of this?”
Robin nods carefully. “I can talk to my grandma more, and I’m sure I can ask my parents about a few things without raising their suspicions. I’ll find out as much as I can.”
“Thank you, Robin.”
The bell rings, but Robin doesn’t move right away. Instead, she looks up at me with a sad expression. “Can you do something for me?”
“What?” I ask warily.
“Quit hounding Olivia and Hayden.” I start to react right away, but she cuts me off. “Look, I still think you should tell her the truth, but if you’re really set on this stupid plan, you have to back off and actually let her move on. It’s either one way or the other, nothing in between, do you understand me?”
I hate knowing that she’s right. Being with Robin so Olivia can move on won’t work if I’m constantly hovering over her shoulder reminding her of what might have been. I would only be hurting her more. Despair crashes over me as I say, “Fine, I’ll back off.”



Chapter 26
Jealous Much?
(Mason)
 
The drive home from school is just as miserable as the drive to school was this morning. No one speaks. Even Evie is quiet, which is a small miracle. It’s a not so pleasant reminder that she is still pissed at me, though. As soon as we pile out of the Jeep and into the house, everyone goes their separate ways. For Olivia and Evie, that means up to their bedrooms. Me, I crash on the couch waiting for Robin to text me.
I wanted to get started on our Sentinel hunt right after school, but Robin had an eye appointment. She promised to text me as soon as she was done. Realizing now how incredibly horrible it was for me to show Olivia that we couldn’t be together by moving onto Robin right in front of her, I told Robin I’d meet her at the park instead of having her pick me up.
Flipping through channels on TV quickly gets boring. I settle on a favorite, but even that has trouble keeping me occupied. The minutes tick by slowly as I watch reruns of Uncle Si and Willie getting into one crazy situation after another.
The house is so quiet with Mom at work for the afternoon. The mental and emotional exhaustion of the past few days starts to catch up with me and my eyes slowly drift closed.
Images start flickering through my mind, all of Olivia. Her on the phone, opening the front door. She takes a plate out of the dishwasher. Suddenly she’s on the kitchen floor, the broken plate lying next to her.
Buzzz! Buzzz!
My phone vibrating against my hand jerks me awake. The images fall away as I blink and try to open my text messages. Robin’s number pops up with a new message.
Finished. Meet U @ the park in 10. 
It only takes a few minutes to walk to the park, but I don’t wait. Eager to get out of the house, I shove my phone in my pocket and head for the front door. Evie’s hand on my arm stops me before I can escape. I’m not sure how she knew I was there, but I suspect she’s been watching me.
“Where are you going?” she demands.
“I just need to get out for a while, okay?”
“With who? Robin?”
The way my body goes still must give me away because Evie’s face screws up in disgust. I sigh, wishing I could explain. “Evie, I know you’re mad, and you have every right to be, but please believe me when I say that this is the only way I know how to protect Olivia.”
Confusion spreads across her features, but I don’t wait for her to respond. I slip away from her and out the front door, trying not to look back. I only last until I reach the front sidewalk before my eyes dart back at the house. It isn’t the front door or Evie that trips me up. I only see Olivia’s curtain swish closed, but it’s enough to know that she saw me leave, and just like Evie, she can probably guess who I’m going to see.
There’s nothing I can do about it now, so I keep walking. The park is empty when I arrive. To the rest of the world, it still looks empty even after I sit down. Five minutes later, Robin pulls up to the curb and gets out of her car. She looks completely casual as she sits down next to me, keeping her phone in her hands.
“Do we have a plan?” she asks.
Not much of one. But to her I say, “They’ve got to be watching the house from somewhere nearby. It wasn’t by chance they found Olivia in a basketball park across town. Someone followed her and waited for the right opportunity.”
“So if we find their lookout spot, we can watch them.”
“Exactly.”
“Great,” Robin says, “then let’s get started.”
She pulls a pair of earbuds out of a black case strapped to her arm and pops them into the top of her phone. I watch her turn on the music, wondering what she’s doing. Robin sticks one earbud into her ear and slides her phone into the case on her arm. She stands up, and I realize she isn’t wearing the same clothes she had on at school.
It catches me off guard to look up and see her tight running shorts and a green tank top. I think it’s the first time I’ve ever noticed how slender and athletic Robin is. I feel like a creep staring at her, but I can’t seem to look away. She starts jogging in place, which only distracts me more.
“Okay, so you’ll have to lead me because I’m not very familiar with this neighborhood yet and I’m bound to get us lost,” Robin says.
I try to come up with a response to that. “Um, yeah, sure.”
Robin looks over at me with a curious expression. I shake myself and try to focus. “Ready?” she asks.
“Yeah, sorry.”
Glad that I had been feeling like crap this morning and didn’t feel like dressing up beyond gym shorts and a t-shirt, I start leading Robin around the neighborhood slowly. She does her best to keep an eye out without looking like a peeping Tom or tripping herself. Scanning the area is much easier for me.
While Robin stays on the sidewalks, I look over plants and bushes to peek in windows looking for anything suspicious. We make it to the corner and past my house before anything catches my eye. Across the street sits a dark blue sedan with medium tinted windows. That’s not so odd in and of itself, but the guy sitting in the driver’s seat with his eyes glued to our house is definitely suspicious.
“Robin, blue car across the street.”
She peers over at it with a critical eye. “It’s not the same car we saw last time, but it definitely looks creepy. Let’s check it out on our way back around.”
I lead Robin on a circuitous route that gets us over on the opposite side of the road. We’re two blocks behind the car in question when we cut across. I’m about to ask Robin if she has a plan when she suddenly slows and tugs her phone out of its arm band holder.
“What are you doing?” I ask when she shuts the phone off and messes with the back of it.
She smiles slyly and says, “Don’t worry. When he’s distracted, crawl under the car and mess it up. He shouldn’t be able to sense you from under the car. You normally have to be within a few feet of them for them to feel you.”
“I know nothing about cars.”
“Me neither, but I suppose all those hoses and things are supposed to be hooked up for it to run. So just pull something apart. Anything that’ll make him have to call for help.”
I’m not sure about this, but I don’t have anything better. “Fine.”
Robin keeps her phone in her hand as she walks up to the car. I almost yank her back when her hand comes up to knock in the window. Trust I’m not totally sure is warranted holds me back. Her knuckles wrap on the tinted window and I wait anxiously for something to happen. A few seconds later, the window rolls down halfway.
“Can I help you?” a male voice asks.
Robin beams at him. “Do you know what time it is? I was supposed to meet a friend in a little while. I had an alarm on my phone, but it died a few blocks back.”
She wiggles the phone at him as proof.
“It’s a quarter to five,” the voice says.
Robin cringes convincingly. “Oh shoot. I’m supposed to meet him in five minutes, but I’ll never make it time. He’s going to be so mad at me.” Robin sniffs and makes her bottom lip tremble. “I don’t know what’s wrong with this stupid phone. It keeps turning off on me for no reason.”
“Did you try holding the power button down?” the voice asks.
The confused expression on Robin’s face makes me chuckle. “Huh?”
I hear the seal of the driver’s door pop and I drop down to the ground. He steps out a moment later and beckons Robin over so he can look at her phone. My heart is racing as Robin motions for me to get busy before walking around the car. The asphalt digs into my back as I squirm under the car and start looking for something to tamper with.
“You are so sweet,” Robin croons. “Thank you for looking at it.”
“It’s no problem,” the guy says.
I can hear a few clicks and “hmms” as he attempts to fix Robin’s phone. Eventually he realizes Robin loosened the back and made sure the battery wasn’t making full contact before putting it back in the case.
I have no idea what I’m looking at as I stare up at the underside of the car. Most of the parts don’t look like I’ll be able to do anything to without some serious tools. There are a few hoses here and there, but I have no idea whether unhooking them will keep the car from starting.
A few years ago Olivia’s dad had to fix something on her mom’s car. I sat out there and watched him, but there wasn’t a lot that stuck. I know the problem was something electrical, a wire coming off a round metal piece. I think it was the starter. I look for something similar on this car. It takes some shifting and digging around, but I think I find what I’m looking for. It’s round and has wires coming off of it, anyway.
Fearing that Robin may be running out of ideas to keep that guy busy, I grab a fistful of wires and yank them away from the starter. The force of my pull is a bit much and my hand bangs into something sharp. Pain slices through my hand as I jerk it away. I grunt in frustration as blood drips down my arm.
Getting out from under the car takes some maneuvering, thanks to my throbbing and bleeding hand, but I make it out without any other incidences. I stay down and keep my distance, just in case. I drop to the pavement across the street from the car and wave at Robin so she knows I’m done.
A quick nod in my direction lets me know she saw me, but she continues to listen to the phone genius as he shows her something on her now-working phone.
“Oh, wow! I didn’t know there was an app to track my running.” She touches his arm and smiles like the app is the most amazing thing in the world.
The guy grins back like an idiot. He turns and leans against the car. I roll my eyes as he hands the phone back to Robin. His fingers trail down her hand. Mr. Smooth doesn’t stop there. The elbow he has propped on the roof of his car drops down and his hand brushes against Robin’s face.
My hand tightens into a fist at his touch. Robin giggles and slaps a hand lightly against his chest, effectively pushing him back enough that his hand falls from her face.
“I think you missed your date,” the guy says, stepping closer.
Robin shrugs, but somehow makes it incredibly sexy. “I guess I did.”
“Maybe I could make it up to you sometime.”
I have the sudden urge to punch him.
Robin shakes a finger at him. “I don’t accept dates from strangers.” She sidesteps gracefully out of his reach. “Maybe I’ll see you around, though. I run here fairly often.”
“I’ll definitely keep an eye out.” He grins at her.
When he tries to step closer and touch her again, Robin spins out of his grip and takes off jogging down across the street. The guy calls after her that he’ll see her around. Robin answers with a flirty wave. When she jogs past me, she makes a gagging noise and motions for me to get up and follow her. I’m more than happy to oblige.
We run to the end of the block, me trailing blood along the way and Robin trying to shake off that creep’s touch. Robin makes a graceful turn at the corner. I follow, grimacing as my hand throbs incessantly. We collapse on the lawn of a house halfway down the block and recoup.
“Ugh,” Robin says with a shiver, “that guy was such a creep. I mean really? Picking up on some random runner while he’s supposed to be doing surveillance?”
In his defense, Robin looks really good in her running clothes. I don’t say that, though. “My thoughts exactly. What was with all the touching?”
Robin turns her chin up. “Well, I had to keep him distracted, and it worked pretty well.”
“You’re actually pretty good at that.”
“Yes I am,” she says with a grin. “Thanks for sounding so surprised.” She rolls her eyes at me.
“That’s not what I meant, though, about the touching.”
“No?” she asks.
“I meant, why was he touching you so much?” I grumble.
Robin looks over at me with a curious smile. “Jealous much?”
I try to turn away, but Robin stops me with a light touch to my shoulder. She waits until I turn back to look at her. When I meet her gaze, her smile is warm and soft.
I want to look away, but I can’t. “It bothered me . . .  to see him touching you like that.”
“It bothered me to have him touch me like that,” Robin says. Her fingers spread out over my chest. “I would have preferred it was someone else.”
My hand comes up, but before I can do anything with it I groan in pain as the throbbing intensifies. Robin gasps.
“Mason, what on earth happened to your hand?” she squeaks.
“Scraped it on something under the car. It’s fine,” I insist. “Already stopped bleeding. It just won’t stop throbbing.”
Robin hops up and slips her hands under my biceps to help me stand. “We need to get you home,” she says as she helps me up.
“No, we need to keep an eye on that car and see who comes to help him.”
“But, Mason  . . . ”
“No, Robin. I’m fine.”
She huffs at me and lets go of my arm. “Fine, lead on.”
I do. Robin can’t risk that guy seeing her again, so she stays back behind a scarlet bush while I watch from the front yard. I’m disappointed to see that nothing has happened. He’s back behind the wheel staring at my house.
“Anything happening?” Robin whispers.
“Not a thing.”
She grumbles, annoyed that she can’t watch as well. After that she lapses into silence, only telling me what time it is occasionally. It isn’t until five o’clock that Mr. Handsy tries to start his car. He seems perplexed when the engine doesn’t turn over. I can see him looking around the dashboard and panel. Eventually he gets out of the car.
I hear Robin sneak up behind me. She pulls out her phone and snaps a few pictures of the guy as he kicks the tire—like that’s going to help. It only takes the genius ten more minutes to figure out he can’t fix the car. Fear and excitement are stirred up as he pulls out his phone and calls for help.
The car driving up behind him twenty minutes later is expected, but the guy walking out of the house across the street from mine is a shock. At first, I think maybe it’s just a coincidence. I’ve never seen him before, though, and I know Mr. and Mrs. Dewalt’s only child is a woman, and she lives in New Jersey. Worry fills my mind as he approaches the car we’re watching and starts poking around. Where are the Dewalts?
Robin keeps taking pictures as we watch the Sentinels mess around for half an hour before finally giving in and calling a tow truck. Neither of us moves until the street is empty. Even then, we fall back on the grass in silence. My mind is swimming with a million questions.
“I think it’s safe to say,” Robin eventually says, “that the Sentinels weren’t watching me like I thought in the beginning.”
“Apparently not.”
“They’re watching your house every second.” Robin shivers.
Rubbing my hand against my forehead, I say, “Olivia’s mom and dad are going to freak out when I tell them.”
“I’ll send all these pics to you so you can show them who to look out for. I’d come with you, but  . . . ”
“Yeah, I know. Sorry, Robin.”
She shrugs and stands up. Robin slips her hands under my arm to help me up again. My hand stopped throbbing so bad a while ago, but it still hurts. Once we’re both up, Robin puts her ear buds back in, but doesn’t turn on any music. We start back toward my house. Robin only mumbles a quick goodbye when we reach my house so as not to draw attention, but promises to call me later and check on me. I skirt around to the back of the house and go in through the back door where no one will see a door open seemingly by itself.
On my way to the stairs, Olivia comes out of the kitchen. She stops cold when she sees me, and I can tell by the expression on her face that she wants nothing to do with me. An ache settles into my chest. I turn away, not wanting to force my presence on her. I try to hide my hand from her, but she catches sight of the blood and gasps.



Chapter 27
Sick Satisfaction
(Olivia)
 
I stare at the blood caked all over Mason’s hand, angry and concerned at the same time. I’m not sure what the black gunk is smeared in patches across his arms, but it’s pretty apparent Mason was out doing something he wasn’t supposed to be doing. I want to walk away, make him deal with his cut up hand on his own, but I just can’t do it.
“What happened?” I demand.
“Uh  . . . ” He looks down at his hand. I can tell he is choosing his words carefully, which only makes me madder.
“Where were you?” I snap.
Mason finally looks up at me. “Spying on the Sentinels.”
“What?”
How did he figure out where the Sentinels were in order to spy on them? Why didn’t he tell me? Why would he do something so stupid and risky? A dozen other questions start flying through my mind. They jumble and stick, keeping me from uttering a single one of them.
My hand rubs across my forehead slowly. The desire to walk away is compelling. I know he’d never be able to bandage up his hand on his own, and as angry as I am with him right now, I still can’t bear to leave him in pain.
Shoving him toward the stairs, I say, “You talk, I’ll bandage. And you better tell me everything.”
“I will,” Mason says quietly.
At the top of the stairs, we both freeze. Suddenly, I can’t stand the thought of being in the bathroom with him again. I could barely handle coming in here this morning on my own. I reach for the door handle, but I can’t do it, not with him standing next to me.
“Go down to the kitchen,” I command. “I’ll get the first aid kit.”
Mason nods wordlessly and makes a beeline for the stairs. My breath shudders out of me shakily, painfully. Determined to not be a wimp, I reach for the door knob. That’s as far as I get for a few minutes. I feel like an idiot. Tears sting the backs of my eyes, but I refuse to cry over Mason again. Fighting back every emotion, I shove the door open and dig through the cabinet desperately. I’m not even sure I got everything I need when I dart back down the stairs, but I don’t care.
When I round the corner to the kitchen Mason is standing at the sink trying to rinse off his injured hand. He winces as he gently rubs away the clotted blood around the cut. Not running over to him kills me. At the same time, seeing him in pain gives me a kind of sick satisfaction. I don’t help him.
As he finishes washing his hand, I open the kit and sort through the bottles and ointments I grabbed for some hydrogen peroxide and antibacterial cream. I’m so focused on not thinking about Mason, I jump when he sits down next to me. He doesn’t say a word as he lays his hand palm-down on a towel. I grimace at the cut running from his middle knuckle across his hand to just below where his thumb connects with his wrist. The flesh around the cut is red and swollen.
“How long ago did you cut this?” If it had just happened it wouldn’t look so agitated yet.
“About an hour ago,” Mason mumbles.
Staring at him angrily, I say, “Then why didn’t you come clean it up?”
“I couldn’t. I had to wait for the other Sentinels to show up.”
“What?” I demand. Then shaking my head, I hold up a hand. “Start from the beginning.”
The clippity-clop of Evie bounding down the stairs momentarily distracts us both. She skids to a stop just inside the kitchen door. Her eyes pop open wide at the scene before her. “What’s with all the bandages? Is Mason hurt?”
“Cut his hand,” I say curtly.
Evie plops down on the stool behind Mason. “How?”
“That’s what he was just about to tell me,” I snap.
Evie shuts her mouth and places a hand on Mason’s shoulder—once she finds it. She jabs him in the ear first, which almost makes me laugh.
I dump hydrogen peroxide over Mason’s cut, making him groan, and say, “Start talking.”
“After you were attacked in the park, I suspected the Sentinels were watching you more closely than we realized. They must have followed you to the park that night. I didn’t remember seeing any cars lurking around, so I wondered if they were using something else, a house maybe, or a camera somewhere.”
“So you decided to go hunt them down?” I ask.
Evie frowns. “Mason, that wasn’t safe. What if they spotted you, or felt you or whatever?”
“I kept my distance,” Mason argues. He glances down at his hand. The guilt in his expression warns me that he’s hiding something.
“Well, did you find them?” Evie asks.
Mason nods. “There was a car parked down the street. He was far enough away not to be noticeable right away, but he was definitely watching the house.” Mason pauses and takes a deep breath. “He wasn’t the only one, though.”
As I smear antibiotic ointment over Mason’s cut, my whole body tenses up. Whatever he’s about to say is not going to be good. I want to slap Mason every time I see him, but that still doesn’t mean I want to lose him.
“I messed around under the lookout car and pulled out some wires so it wouldn’t start. That’s how I cut up my hand,” Mason says gesturing at his now goo-covered hand. “I figured when he tried to start it he’d have to call someone when it didn’t work. Who better to call than another Sentinel.”
“Did it work?” Evie asks anxiously.
Mason nods slowly. “Yeah. Some other guy drove up and tried to help him. I have pictures, but that wasn’t what really freaked me out.” Mason flinches as I set a large piece of gauze over his cut. “Have either of you seen the Dewalts in a while?” Mason asks.
Evie and I both stare at him, confused by this sudden change in topics. We both shake our heads. I haven’t seen them in a few weeks. They’re fairly homebound because of their poor health, so it’s not like anyone would really notice if they weren’t seen for a few days at a time.
“I haven’t either,” Mason says looking pained. “When the first guy couldn’t fix the car, they called someone else . . .  and he came out of the Dewalt’s house.”
“What?” I demand.
Mason nods. “I think they’re keeping tabs on us from the Dewalt’s house.”
“What happened to the Dewalts?” Evie asks. His pale skin looks a bit green.
“I don’t know,” Mason says, “but I’m afraid it might not be good.”
“We have to tell Mom and Dad.”
Evie nods. “Maybe Mom can call their daughter and ask her if they’re alright. Say we hadn’t seen them in a little while and were worried.
“That’s a good idea,” I say. Walking over and knocking on their door is out of the question, even for Mom or Dad. A phone call could at least give us an idea whether or not they’re alive still. I don‘t know them very well, but it makes me sick to think they might have been hurt by these disgusting Sentinels.
Looking up at Mason, I ask, “You said you had pictures. Where are they?”
Now Mason is the one who looks green. “I, uh . . .  check my phone, but I’m not sure if they’re on their yet.”
“Yet?” Evie asks. Her forehead wrinkles, because that makes no sense at all. If he took pictures, why wouldn’t they be on there already?
Evie holds out her hand for Mason’s phone. He won’t look at her as he hands it over. I watch, suspicious, as she taps through several screens in search of pictures. “There’s nothing here,” she complains.
The sudden buzzing of the phone nearly makes her drop it. The bizarre thing is, it keeps buzzing, and buzzing, and buzzing. Mason’s head drops to his chest. “Check the text messages,” he mumbles.
Still confused, Evie taps again. I don’t understand why her face screws up in disgust. She looks ready to either throw the phone or hit Mason. She does neither, although depending on what she says, I may not have stopped her from doing the latter.
“Texts from Robin,” Evie says with a sour expression. “They’re pictures of the Sentinels you were watching, I’m guessing.”
“Yeah,” Mason says.
From Robin? The tape I was holding snaps down on Mason’s hand painfully. He hisses, but doesn’t say anything. I yank my hands away from him and hold my hand out for the phone. Evie hands it over dutifully. I don’t look at Mason as I flip through the pictures.
The blue sedan isn’t the same one we saw watching the house that first time. The guy sitting in it means nothing to me. His average brown hair and eyes match his rather average physique and looks. He wouldn’t stand out in a crowd, which I suppose is the point. I keep jabbing at the pictures, moving on to the next one.
The next guy who shows up in another car is only slightly more memorable. His dark hair is cut stylishly and his blue eyes are something that would catch a girl’s eye. Other than that, I don’t think I’d remember him five minutes after I saw him. His car doesn’t look familiar either. That makes me a little sick, because it means there are more of these creeps somewhere.
When I scroll down to the next picture, I gasp and drop the phone on the counter. The blond hair and green eyes staring up at me knock the breath right out of my body. Flashbacks of the night I was attacked skitter through my mind. I wouldn’t have even needed to see the scar to know it was him. I don’t realize Evie and Mason are crowding around me until Evie reaches in and snatches the phone up off the counter.
“No way!” she shrieks. “I know this guy!”
“You do?” Mason and I both demand.
Evie nods frantically. “He was here last week. He fixed the dishwasher. Remember it wasn’t draining and Mom called the repair place? This is the guy that showed up to fix it!”
“Are you sure?” Mason asks.
“Positive,” Evie says, still shaking her head. “He gave me the willies, and that scar isn’t something you forget.”
She drops the phone like it’s contagious when I hold out my hand for it. I set the phone down in front of Mason. “That’s the guy that attacked me in the park.”
Mason looks up at me, his face ashen. He doesn’t question me. His head falls into his hands. “That’s the guy that came out of the Dewalt’s house,” he says. The agony dripping off each word makes my hands shake. “He’s over there right now.”



Chapter 28
Forming Plans
(Olivia)
 
Walking back up to my room after a tense conversation with Mom and Dad, I find it impossible to think of anything but the repair guy turned stalker and attacker. I wholeheartedly agree with Dad instituting the buddy system for the foreseeable future. Knowing those guys are across the street spying on us twenty-four-seven makes me feel sick to my stomach.
I hate walking around scared. I want them gone, but I have no idea how to make that happen. Knowing how close they are to catching Mason might be helpful. Figuring out why they want him so bad would be even more of a bonus. Admitting I agree with Robin that they seem to have a special interest in Mason makes me want to throw something, but I fear it’s true.
Mason’s presence crowds behind me and my whole body tenses. He doesn’t say anything. There was a moment when I was bandaging his hand that my anger at him started to calm, but then Robin’s texts came through and stirred it back up.
“Why did you have to go with her?” I ask quietly. No doubt he can hear the hurt in my voice.
Mason sighs. “Who else was I supposed to ask? No one was talking to me.”
Clenching my jaw, I fight with myself on how to answer that. It doesn’t matter that he’s right, that I would sooner poke my eyes out than listen to him. He still should have asked. I deserved the chance to know what he was planning, didn’t I?
“We could call him,” I say, changing the subject.
“Call who?”
I twist my hands together anxiously. “The repair guy. I’m sure he left his card. We could tell him the dishwasher is broken again  . . . ”
“No!” Mason snaps, yanking me around to face him. “Absolutely not. It’s too dangerous, Olivia.”
“And what you did today wasn’t?”
“Robin kept me safe. She kept the Sentinel distracted while I worked.”
Shoving away from him, I say, “Robin! I don’t care what Robin can do. I want those freaks gone! How long are we supposed to live with them next door?”
Mason blanches and turns away. He shakes his head slowly. “It’s too dangerous. We’ll find another way.”
“What way?” I demand.
He doesn’t have an answer. I storm away from him and slam my door behind me. Sleep seems like a distant possibility when I fall onto my bed, but exhaustion sneaks up on me quickly. I wake the next morning face down on my pillow still wearing my clothes from yesterday. Stiff and grouchy, and I drag myself through getting ready for school and skip breakfast entirely.
I’m up so late and take such a long time getting ready, the kitchen is empty when I wander by. I almost walk right past, but a thought stops me and pulls me over to the drawer where Mom keeps important papers. I pull it open quietly and fish through a container filled with various business cards. I find the plumber, the electrician, the guy that replaced a window a few years back, even Mom’s hairdresser.
Frustration threatens to boil over when I reach the last business card. Tossing them back down, the force knocks the container to the side. The corner of a green business card peers up at me from under the container. I move it aside carefully, scared and hopeful at the same time, and pick the card up.
Reliable Appliance Repair
I palm the card right away and push the drawer shut. Seconds later, sounds of Evie coming down the stairs send me scurrying for the hall. I step out a few seconds before she hits the last step. Mason trails behind her morosely. I grab my keys off the side table and head for the car, forming plans as I go.
***
As I wait for Hayden to show up for lunch, I pull the card out of my pocket and start dialing before I can talk myself out of it. A man picks up on the third ring.
“Reliable Appliance Repair, how can I help you?”
“Hi, this is Karen Mallory. One of your repairman fixed my dishwasher last week. I can’t remember his name, but the dishwasher isn’t draining again.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Mrs. Mallory. I can send a technician out this afternoon at no charge to rectify the problem. What time will you be available?”
I gulp, terrified of going through with this. “Any time after three o’clock would be fine, but the closer to three, the better.”
Sounds of computer keys being tapped echo over the line. “I could have someone there at three-thirty.”
“That would be great,” I say, “but could you make sure you send someone different. The last guy obviously didn’t solve the problem. I’d rather not have him come again.”
“No problem, Mrs. Mallory. Alex will meet you at your house at three-thirty this afternoon.”
“Thank you,” I say quickly and hang up.
Breathing hard, I struggle to calm myself back down. I wasn’t exactly sure what I was going to do with the card when I first stuck it in my pocket this morning, but when I overheard Robin asking Mason if they were going to get together to watch the Sentinels again this afternoon, all I had to do was hint at Evie that she should go over to her friend Allison’s house after school in order to have the house to myself.
Mason’s angry refusal to help me only served to make me more determined to follow through. He did make me reconsider how wise it was to invite my attacker back into the house, though. Requesting someone different still gets me a Sentinel, but one that won’t know I recognize him for what he is. Now I just have to figure out what to say to him in order to get some answers.
Before I can think on it too much, Hayden slips into the seat next to me.
“I love that I didn’t have to beg you to sit with me today,” he says with a grin.
“I’m a girl who keeps her promises.” My smile is small and timid, but Hayden grins even wider.
Hayden bites into his burger, but his attention is still mainly on me. He eyes my salad suspiciously. “Please don’t tell me you’re a vegetarian.”
“Huh? No, I just wasn’t very hungry today.”
He looks unconvinced and pushes his tray closer to me, French fries first. I laugh and take a fry off his plate. He really is a sweet guy.
“How’s your side feeling?” I ask.
“Better.” He shrugs the question off. “How’s your face?”
“Sore, but less puffy at least. These bruises are so gross looking and I keep biting my lip,” I say grumpily.
Hayden looks over at me . . .  at my lips specifically. His lips turn up slowly. “You look beautiful, even with a split lip and bruises.”
He’s lying, but I appreciate the compliment. When I smile at him he sets his burger down and looks over at me. His fingers twitch, as if they want something, but instead he says, “You should see my side. It looks like my little sister spilled watercolors all over me.”
“You have siblings?” I ask. I assumed he was an only child after his parents showed up at our house the other night on their own.
Hayden nods. “Two brothers and one sister. I’m the oldest.”
“I didn’t know that. I only have one sister, Evie.”
“I know. I’ve met her. My brother, Matt, is friends with Aaron.”
“I’m sorry,” I say without thinking.
Hayden laughs. “Aaron’s actually not that bad. A little immature, but a nice kid.”
I crinkle my nose in response.
“My brothers thought the bruises and stuff were pretty cool. Lydia, who’s five, told me I looked like a zombie,” Hayden says.
“You don’t look that bad.” I chuckle, though, imagining his little sister.
We go back to eating our lunches then. As I munch on lettuce and French fries, I’m surprised to realize that being around Hayden isn’t nearly as confusing and awkward as it was only a few days ago. It’s actually kind of . . .  nice.
When the bell rings, Hayden grabs both of our trays and carries them to the trash. I wait for him to return before heading out. It’s strange to not have Mason by my side as we stalk through the hallways. I know he’s never far away, but it’s weird to feel so alone. I realize that since I was five I have spent almost every waking minute of my life with Mason. It’s a sobering thought I’m not really sure what to do with.
As we approach my class, a goodbye forms on my lips, but Hayden isn’t ready to let me go just yet. His hand slips into mine and he pulls me to a stop. Something pushes me to take a step closer to him.
His fingers come up and brush my hair back. Worry creases his forehead. “Are you doing okay?” he asks. “You seemed kind of distracted or upset.”
“Just some stuff at home,” I say quietly. “I’ll be fine.”
“Can I call you later?” he asks.
“Um, sure.”
Hayden chuckles. “Don’t sound so excited.”
“No, it’s not that,” I laugh, “but you don’t have to ask permission. You can just call if you want.”
He seems surprised by this, but nods his head in acceptance. “Good to know. I’ll talk to you later then.”
“Okay.”
With that, we go our separate ways. I turn toward my next class, but catch sight of Mason watching me from across the hall. He looks positively sick, but I can’t let myself be drawn in by him. Not only do I hope he is sick, I have no intention of talking to him before I follow through on my plan for this afternoon. Knowing him, he’d somehow guess, and wring all the details out of me.
I yank the door to the classroom open and step inside. The door swings closed behind me, but that hardly means it shuts Mason or the Sentinels out of my mind. I spend the rest of the afternoon distracted by them both.
After the final bell, I take my time at my locker. I want to avoid watching Mason and Robin head off together, but they pass by me in the hall on their way out. I turn away as soon as I see them, but not fast enough for Robin not to catch my eye. I hate the sad look in her eyes, like I’m the one hurting them.
I shove my locker door closed and stalk out to the Jeep. Intent on getting a step closer to ridding ourselves of Sentinels, I drive the short trip back to the house. The house seems unnaturally quiet when I walk in. I’m sure that’s just my imagination, but it creeps me out all the same. I busy myself trying to figure out how to make it look like the dishwasher isn’t draining.
Given how little I know about the workings of dishwashers, in the end I settle for dumping a pitcher full of water into the bottom of the dishwasher and hope it doesn’t disappear before the guy gets here.
The buzz of a text message distracts me for a moment. I check Evie’s message saying she made it to her friend’s house safely and set my phone down on the counter. A moment later, my heart jumps out of my chest when the sound of harsh knocking shatters the silence.
Walking toward the door, I try to calm my racing heart, but that proves impossible. The pounding only gets worse the nearer I get. I feel like I am about to faint by the time my hand touches the door knob. I stand there quaking for probably a full minute before finally turning the handle and opening the door.
“Hi, can I help you?” I ask. I recognize the guy from the pictures of the Sentinel in the second car. His blue eyes are even more striking in person. They kind of freak me out, to be honest.
“I’m Alex, from Reliable Appliance Repair. We got a call saying your dishwasher was having trouble again.”
“Uh, yeah. My mom is running a few minutes late, but she told me to let you in when you got here. The kitchen is right through there,” I say, pointing.
I’m not about to turn my back to this guy. I wait for him to step inside and start toward the kitchen before closing the door and following him. He doesn’t say much as he walks, but his eyes take in absolutely everything. It’s more than a little disturbing.
Heart still racing, I sit down on one of the kitchen chairs and watch him get his tools ready. A few minutes later, I have no idea whether he’s fixing the dishwasher or making things worse, but I’ve had enough of waiting.
“You look familiar,” I say. “I feel like I’ve seen you recently.”
Alex—or whoever he really is—shrugs casually. “Can’t think of any time we’ve met before.”
“Are you sure?” I decide to push a little harder. “I think it’s your eyes. They’re so blue. I’m sure I’ve seen them somewhere before.”
Alex turns to look at me. Something seems to be going on inside his head. I have no idea what, but it makes me want to cringe. He sets his tools down and dusts off his hands. When he sits back on his heels, I begin to wonder if this was a really bad idea.
“I think I would have remembered meeting you,” he says. “You’re a very pretty girl.”
“Uh, thanks.”
He stands slowly and I begin to know this was a really bad idea. I try not to show any signs of fear, even though I want to bolt. Alex steps around the open dishwasher and approaches me slowly. The smile on his face is playing at being seductive. I’m pretty repelled by it, knowing this guy is a killer, but I do my best to pretend I find him appealing.
“When did you say your mom was going to be home?” Alex asks as he leans against the table right in front of me.
“Soon,” I say shakily. “She got held up at work.”
His hand slides over my cheek, making me want to hurl. I don’t move a muscle. This was a really, really bad idea. I try to think of something to say that will help me, but before I can, Alex’s hand snaps away from my face and around my throat. I lash out immediately, scared out of my mind.
“Next time, don’t try to flirt information out of someone, Olivia. You’re really quite terrible at it,” he laughs.
Choking, terrified, desperate, I still have enough presence of mind to take offense. I slap at his hands even more fiercely. He yanks me off the chair and throws me to the ground. My head rebounds off the tile painfully. Before I can react, Alex has one knee on my chest. Nothing I do budges him. Tears start rolling down my cheeks.
“Why did you call me here?” Alex demands.
“I wanted to know why you’re watching my house,” I say.
Alex leans down, his face hovering above mine. “You know why we’re watching your house.”
I shake my head in a panic.
“Yes, you do,” he counters. “You know we’re looking for your invisible friend, your Aerling.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Get off of me!”
Alex jerks his knee up and smacks it down on top of me. Every spec of air in my body blasts out and I gasp frantically for a breath I can’t catch. Panic grabs hold of me, pouring terror over me like a waterfall.
“Where is the Aerling?” he demands. “We know you have one.”
“We don’t!”
Alex presses down on me, his lips practically touching my skin. “I want the Aerling, Olivia. Tell me where he is and we’ll never bother you again.”
“You’re a liar,” I croak. “You’ll kill us after you have what you want.”
“No,” he snaps, “we’ll kill you if we don’t find what we want!”
My fingers tear at his hands, desperate to get him off of me. I scratch and claw, throw my knees at him, but nothing works. I hear a noise from the other room and panic, thinking more of his friends have come to find Mason. I nearly lose it when I see Mason scrambling into the kitchen doorway instead.
Fear stronger that I have ever felt in my life grips my heart. My mind races to know what to do. If I warn him, the Sentinel will know he’s here and go after him. I would rather let this psycho strangle me than give up Mason.
Mason seems paralyzed as well. He knows what will happen if he tries to help me. Suddenly, his eyes narrow and he takes a step forward.
“No!” I scream. Mason freezes. The Sentinel’s hand tightens around my neck, thinking I am talking to him. I try to keep it up. “Leave us alone, please! We don’t know anything about an Aerling.”
The Sentinel intensifies his control over me. His knee slips off my chest, and for a moment I think I have a chance to escape, but it falls to the side of me so he is straddling me, pinning me helplessly under his grip. I gasp as his weight threatens to crush me. Mason tries to take another step, but I shake my head violently. I can see the panic in his eyes, though. I won’t be able to stop him for long.
“Tell me where the Aerling is!” the Sentinel screams.
“I don’t know.” I gasp again, trying to gain enough breath to mount some kind of attack or escape. I try to buck him off of me, but it barely moves him. The only advantage I gain is that I see my phone on the table. My eyes jerk from Mason to the phone, praying he gets the point.
“How long do you think you’ll be able to hide him, Olivia?” Alex says. “You’re not a Caretaker. I know what you are. You’re the only one that can hear him, talk to him, see him. You won’t last. We’ll find him, and then we’ll kill you both.”
Shaking my head, I claw at his face, kick, and try to force him away from me. He fights back. My head slams into the ground as I see Mason skirting around the far side of the kitchen. He’ll get me the phone. He’ll get me the phone. I repeat that over and over in my mind as Alex and I struggle.
Desperation claws at me as I catch sight of Mason reaching over the table for my phone. I get one hand wedged between me and the Sentinel. My nails dig into the exposed flesh of his chest. My other hand reaches out, praying Mason can get me the phone. Twisting, yanking, I do everything I can to distract him. He grabs a chunk of my hair and yanks my head back until I cry out in pain.
Another shot of agony darts through my right hand as something hits it. The sting of nearly having my hair ripped out almost keeps me from realizing what just happened. My hand slaps frantically across the tile looking for my phone. Alex yanks my head back again, drawing a strangled yelp from me.
The cool, trembling feel of Mason’s fingers dropping the phone into my hand almost makes me snatch my hand away. Fear snaps my fingers around the case instead. I don’t think. I can’t spare a second. The phone slams against my ear desperately.
“Help!” I screech into the phone. “There’s a man in my house trying to kill me!”
The Sentinel’s eyes whip up to my face. Panic drenches him. His body lurches toward the phone. His fingers tear at me, scratching my face and hands. My free hand slaps at his face. I wedge the phone between my ear and floor so he can’t get it.
“I’m at 367 Sycamore!” I yell. “Hurry! Please! He’s going to kill me!”
My words freeze the Sentinel. He jumps back as if I just burned him. Scrambling to his feet, he stumbles away from me. “The police can’t stop us,” he says, but the fear in his eyes calls him a liar.
He backs toward the hall when I lurch up to my feet. I hold the phone against my ear as I stare him down. “They’ll be here in two minutes,” I say calmly.
His eyes widen. I expect him to attack me again, but he runs, throwing the door against the wall as he bolts into the street. I don’t move a single muscle until the sound of his truck has disappeared completely. I am so baffled I can barely even think. Mason throwing his arms around me is barely enough to break through the shock.
“Are you okay?” he demands. His hands start wandering over me, checking for serious injuries. When his hands come back up to my shoulders, he shakes me roughly. “Olivia, are you alright?”
“Yeah,” I say slowly.
Mason stares at me, his concern deepening. “Olivia, the police are going to be here any second. We need to figure out  . . . ”
“No they aren’t,” I say numbly.
“What?” Mason asks.
Shaking myself, I hold the phone out to him. Its blank screen confuses him. “Why didn’t you call the police?”
“There was no way I could see the phone to dial or even get it to turn on. I couldn’t do anything. Pretending was all I had. I didn’t even think it would work, but he bought it . . .  and ran away.” My face screws up in confusion again. “Why did he run?”
Mason stares at the phone. He looks as confused as I feel. An uneasy feeling settles over the room. “I have no idea,” Mason says, “but I doubt it means anything good.”



Chapter 29
The Reason
(Mason)
 
Sitting on Olivia’s bedroom floor instead of lying next to her is torture. Torture I deserve for being such an idiot, but torture nonetheless. After the attack, we spent an hour cleaning up the kitchen in silence. I watched her every move, my stomach twisting as new bruises joined the ones already there from the last attack. The urge to storm across the street and tear every Sentinel hiding in there apart was nearly impossible to resist.
Realizing that I would have to leave Olivia to accomplish that—along with the fact that I have no idea how to fight—kept me at bay. When the kitchen was clean, Olivia finally spoke to me, but it was only about what happened. Anything personal got ignored. She tried to pretend my refusal to be more than a few feet away from her annoyed her, but the way her body relaxed when I got closer gave her away.
Thinking about her makes it impossible to resist being next to her. I scoot closer to her bed and curl my hand around hers. She sighs in her exhausted sleep, but doesn’t wake up. We spent the rest of the afternoon arguing about the attack. I still thought she should have called the police. Olivia argued that they would start to think something was wrong with us after the break in, her being attacked, and now being attacked again. It would attract attention, something we can’t really afford. Plus, neither of us really thought they could do any good against the Sentinels.
Olivia didn’t even want to tell her mom and dad, which surprised me, but I agreed. All it will do is make them worry even more. Neither of them has any idea about how to get rid of the Sentinels, either. This whole situation is beginning to feel hopeless.
Every day I hold out hope that I won’t get Olivia and her family hurt or killed. I hope that I’ll figure out how to stay here past my eighteenth birthday, how to fix what I broke with Olivia. I cling to my hope, but reality edges in closer and closer. Tonight, I feel as if it is about to win. There’s only one person left to turn to for answers and hope.
I pull out my phone and open a message to Robin. Any new info from your parents or grandma? 
It’s one in the morning, so I don’t hold my breath for a text. I just need something to distract myself with and answers seem like a good distraction. My foot starts tapping after five seconds.
Not much, comes Robin’s reply ten minutes later. Followed by, Sorry.
My fingers start tapping madly. Nothing about how I can stay here or why I have 2 go back?
It’s not easy 2 get answers without them figuring it out. It’s hard to tell through texts, but I swear she just snapped at me.
I’m not feeling all that polite either. I need answers, Robin. 
Her response seems to take an eternity. I start to think she must have fallen asleep before I finally get another text.
Something happened, didn’t it?
I don’t respond right away. It’s not about trust. Not exactly. Robin wants answers. She knows she can get them if she pushes hard enough. Pushing could reveal me, though. We both know that’s a risk. Olivia would never take a risk like that, but I know I could push Robin far enough if I really wanted to. I just wish I knew what would happen if I did.
Olivia lured a Sentinel 2 the house & he almost killed her.
What!? Robin replies instantly.
Trying to explain that I wasn’t in on the plan and Olivia’s motivations will take too long through texting. I can tell her more tomorrow. For now, back to the answers.
Can I leave before my eighteenth birthday? I ask.
The pause between my text and her response makes me think my question has rattled her. I can picture her thumbs poised over her phone as her thoughts race.
Why? she finally asks.
Because it may be the only way to protect Olivia. 
She has to take you there, remember? Robin responds. I think I detect a bit a bite hidden in her words.
Answer the question Robin!
I half expect a huffy response, but instead her words feel weighted. No, U can’t leave early, but Olivia may be able to go with you when it’s time.
I nearly drop my phone when I finish reading her text. The breath I just inhaled feels impossibly heavy and incredibly light at the same time. What does that mean? Has Olivia changed her mind about coming with me? That’s an all too real possibility. Would I want to take her away from her family like that? She may never be able to come back.
Another question hits me.
I thought U said U hadn’t learned anything. I hope the accusing tone travels across the signal.
I didn’t want 2 get UR hopes up B4 I knew 4 sure. 
I think I believe her. Maybe. Well, I don’t disbelieve her enough comment on it. She’s the only one still talking to me on a regular basis, so I have to be careful. Tomorrow we’ll have plenty of time to talk.
After Olivia pretended 2 call the police, the Sentinel ran off. Any idea why? 
Another slow response makes me hope she’s tapping out a long explanation that makes sense. Nope. All I get is a suspicious, No clue. Let’s talk tomorrow. Going 2 bed now. Really tired. Sorry. 
That, I definitely don’t believe. I try texting her again, but after twenty minutes I give in and become very annoyed. She’s obviously hiding something from me. Tomorrow is not going to be fun for her if she doesn’t start talking as soon as I see her.
I stew over my annoyance for hours, until my mind is eventually drawn back to the attack. I think maybe there are some answers there, something he said perhaps. I replay everything I witnessed over and over again, begging for some kind of clue. My eyes are drifting closed before I latch onto something he said to Olivia.
He tried to convince Olivia that keeping me a secret was too hard because she’s the only one who could see or hear me. He’d said earlier that he knew exactly what Olivia was . . .  that she wasn’t a Caretaker. He must have been referring to her being my Escort, but that doesn’t make sense because Olivia isn’t the only one that can hear me.
Exhaustion is begging me to climb up in bed next to Olivia and fall asleep. There’s no way that’s happening now. This one thought keeps nagging at me. Why would he say that no one else could hear me? As much as I hate the guy for hurting Olivia, he should know about this stuff, right? But he’s wrong.
I don’t know how long I sit staring at the wall before my wondering changes directions. Myself, Robin, her grandma, we all agreed that Olivia can see and hear me because she’s my Escort. I think Robin’s grandma was right about that. That hardly explains what I can do with Olivia’s parents and Evie. Why can they hear me? It isn’t about Olivia being the reason. I think . . .  I think I might be the reason.
Maybe it’s like my clothes, how they disappear when I put them on, or my phone when I put it in my pocket. It’s not about me touching them. Evie used to love it when I would carry the cat around because it looked like it was flying. The cat didn’t disappear like my clothes. I’ve wondered about this for years, but without Caretakers to explain everything to me, I always just assumed it would never make sense. That’s just how it was.
Now, I wonder if my clothes and the things I put in my pockets disappear because I want them to . . .  because I make them disappear. I never wanted the cat to disappear because it made Evie laugh. What if I’m the one controlling this? What if I’m responsible for more than I ever thought I was capable of?
The theory forms slowly, but as it takes hold there is a certain weight that seems to follow it. Yes, Olivia is my Escort. I’ve never had to try to make her see or hear me. She didn’t have to accept me in order to see me. Even though I might enjoy having to touch her every time we talk, she hears me from clear across the room.
This thing that makes Olivia special, it didn’t transfer to the rest of the house. I think I did something to make them hear me. Something that isn’t supposed to happen. My conversation with Robin about abilities I should have already developed comes charging to the front of my mind. Could this possibly be what she was talking about?
If I made Olivia’s parents and Evie hear me . . .  can I make them see me too?



Chapter 30
A Wonderful Gift
(Mason)
 
Riding to school with Olivia and Evie this morning, I consider my next words and actions very carefully. I can now freely admit that lying to Olivia was the absolute stupidest thing I could ever have done. Doesn’t do me a lot of good at this point since she pretty much ignores everything I say. I tried a dozen times yesterday to explain, but she refuses to give me even a second to speak. I have no intention of giving up, but I have to be very careful.
Olivia pulls into a parking space and reaches for her door handle. I grab her arm gently, but firmly. Her body stiffens at the contact. The sick feeling in my stomach has to be ignored for now. She won’t look at me, and doesn’t say a word.
“I won’t be in class this morning,” I say slowly.
Olivia tries to jerk away from me, but I hold on tightly. She continues to struggle for a few seconds with Evie staring silently. I feel her fingers land on my shoulder so she can listen in. I don’t shake her off.
“I need to get some answers  . . . ”
“From Robin?” Olivia snaps, still refusing to look at me.
I wish I had any other answer for her, but I don’t. “Yes.”
Olivia tries to yank her arm away from me, but I won’t let go.
“This isn’t about Robin,” I say, “or me and Robin. There isn’t even a me and Robin. I just need answers from her.”
I watch as Olivia’s eyes turn molten. “It sure as hell looked like there’s a you and Robin,” she seethes.
“I was just  . . . ”
With strength I’m not prepared for, Olivia wrenches her arm away from me and nearly throws herself out of the car. Her eyes drill into me. “I don’t care what you do with Robin, or what answers she has. I’ll never trust a word that comes out of her mouth. Not after  . . . ” Olivia swipes at her eyes angrily. “She proven more than once that she’ll betray her friends if it gets her what she wants.”
She slams the door and storms toward the school. Evie gets out of the backseat slowly. She opens my door and pretends to rummage around, giving me time to get out without rousing suspicion. I start to turn away, expecting Evie to ignore me as well. Her gentle touch on my arm stops me.
“What did you mean about you and Robin?” she whispers.
I want to tell Evie everything, hope she’ll tell Olivia for me. Not only do I doubt Olivia would believe her, but it’s the coward’s way to do this. I need to tell Olivia what an idiot I am and beg for her forgiveness myself.
“I made a very bad decision, but I never meant to hurt Olivia. I was trying to protect her. I just went about it in the most idiotic way possible,” I admit.
Evie zips up her backpack slowly. “Why would dating Robin protect Olivia? You had to know it would kill her.”
Running my hands through my hair, I sigh heavily as my shoulders slump. “I guess I didn’t realize how much it would hurt her. I’ve spent so much time knowing she doesn’t love me like I love her that I thought it would be easy for her to forget one kiss and move on, be safe. I never expected . . .  this.”
Evie squeezes my hand softly. “I don’t think she realized how much she loved you until she saw you with Robin, either.” Her voice is sad. It adds to the weight in my heart. She looks up at where she estimates my head to be. “You need to explain to Olivia. This is killing her, thinking she’s lost you.”
“I’ve tried, but the second I start talking to her she runs or yells at me. I don’t want to drag you into the middle of this, Evie, but . . .  could you try . . .  I mean, just try to convince her that I still love her, and if she ever stops hating me long enough to listen, I’ll explain everything?”
“I’ll try,” Evie says, “but it may take a while.”
I cringe inwardly. Time isn’t something I have a lot of. If nothing else, I’ll sit on Olivia. I’ll force her to listen to me. I have to try.
But first, I need to deal with Robin. She is the worst liar I’ve ever met, and last night is not something I’m going to forget. I march toward her first hour class. By the time I get there, class has already started and there’s no way for me to get inside without causing a stir, so I stand in front of the window staring at her.
There’s no way she doesn’t see me, but she keeps her eyes trained neatly on the whiteboard. Her fingers move precisely as she takes notes. I watch every stroke, waiting for her to run out of words. She’s so focused, she jumps when the bell rings and knocks her water bottle off her desk. Some kid I don’t know sets it back on her desk and moves on without speaking. Robin fumbles through getting her things back in her bag, moving slowly toward the door.
She tries to pretend me latching onto her arm and dragging her through the halls doesn’t affect her. Nobody finds it odd that she’s tripping over her own feet and bumping into people. It’s Robin, after all. I yank her out to the empty football field and gesture harshly for her to take a seat on the bleachers. She does.
Sitting down next to her, I try to limit my frustration to only the portion she deserves and not everything simmering inside of me. I’m not terribly successful.
“You lied to me last night.” The heat in my voice makes her shrink in on herself.
Robin squirms a minute before answering. “I know.”
“Why?” I demand.
Her bottom lip quivers. “Because . . .  I couldn’t tell you how I knew about Olivia going with you, maybe, or why mentioning the police scared away the Sentinel.” She drops her head into her hands.
I don’t give her an easy way out. The weight of my body sitting down next to her makes the old bleachers creak. My presence seems to have a similar effect on Robin. She groans as she squeezes her head.
“I told my parents . . .  about you.”
Every cell in my body becomes electric. Energy sizzles across my skin as panic begins flooding through my veins. I am almost too freaked out to speak. Somehow, my voice erupts of its own free will. “You what?” I scream.
“I had to, Mason. It was the only way to find out what you needed to know, and it’s okay. They promised not to tell anyone. None of the other Caretakers know. Only my mom and dad, I promise.”
Robin sits trembling at my feet, her eyes wide and fearful as she waits for me to respond. Her words jumble in my head. I can’t seem to figure out what they mean. The pounding need to act, to run, is overpowering everything else. I have to force myself to breathe and think in order to respond.
“What?”
Okay, not much of a response, but it’s all I can manage at the moment. I feel like I am on the verge of losing it completely.
“I tried asking my grandma more, but she hasn’t been well the past few days. I tried asking my parents, but they got suspicious right away. I had to tell them or they were going to pack up and make me move again. I couldn’t leave not knowing if you were okay.” Robin’s voice is pleading, begging me to understand.
I don’t know if I understand. I don’t know if I can forgive her for breaking her promise, shattering my trust. Right now, I don’t even want to speak with her, but I have to know.
“Why didn’t they tell anyone? How do you know they didn’t? What if they’ve sent someone to come get me already?”
More questions roll through my mind, but Robin speaks before I can ask them. “I told them about what happened to your Caretakers, about you being special, about Olivia being your Escort. I told them that you would never leave Olivia.” She looks down at her hands. “I told them I’d leave if they told anyone else.”
Her shoulders shrug. “I don’t think me threatening to leave made half as much impact as your story. They got really scared, but they agreed that being with Olivia is probably the safest place you can be right now. Being with her protects you somehow. My mom wasn’t sure on the specifics, but she said she’d find out more. So long as the Sentinels only have suspicions, and don’t actually try to take you, they’ll leave you alone.”
“But if something changes, they’ll swoop in and abduct me?” I growl.
“It was the best deal I could make,” she says quietly.
I am furious with her. The anger pouring off of me feels hot enough to scorch. Stuffing it away in favor of answers . . .  I can’t find a word to describe how impossible that seems. Somehow, I do it, enough to unclench my jaw and speak, anyway.
“What does this have to do with the police scaring away the Sentinels?”
Robin’s pale skin turns green. “Well, when I said my parents agreed not to tell anyone, that wasn’t exactly, technically true.” She holds up her hands when I take an angry step toward her. “There are specially trained policemen all over the country, all over the world. They’re Caretakers by birth, but they are chosen to protect all Aerlings rather than one in particular.”
“Chosen?” I demand.
She nods slowly. “They’re Caretakers who are more sensitive to differences in people. They can identify Sentinels, and when it comes to Sentinels, Caretaker law supersedes everything else. They’ll kill them without a second thought, and once they ID them, they never forget. They’ll hunt them down relentlessly. My parents told them about the guys watching your house.”
I sit back down silently, struggling to process everything.
“Was the Sentinel that came to your house young?” Robin asks.
I nod mutely.
“They’re usually more scared of the police than the older Sentinels. The older ones are better at getting away.”
Shaking my head, I try to get my scrambled thoughts in order. It doesn’t work. I’m going to have to sort all of this out later. Right now, I need another answer.
“What about Olivia going with me?” I demand.
Robin all but sulks at this question. “It was my dad who found out about it. He said Escorts have the ability to cross the barrier between our world and yours. There wasn’t a lot of information, but he knew stories of Escorts disappearing along with their Aerling. It may be that they can stay there if they want, or it could mean  . . . ”
“It could mean they died trying to get some poor, confused Aerling like me through the barrier.”
Robin nods grimly.
“You have no idea which one it is?” I ask, feeling the panic creeping back in.
“Not yet,” Robin responds.
With nothing else to offer me by way of answers, and me too angry and confused to think, we part ways. I go through the rest of the day in a haze. Olivia still isn’t interested in talking to me, but a concerned expression graces her face every time she looks at me.
The ride home from school is only slightly less pleasant as I tell Olivia everything Robin told me. The news about Escorts being able to cross the barrier between worlds brings a spark of hope to her eyes no matter how hard she tries to hide it.
Finding out that Robin told her parents . . .  I have to say I have never seen Olivia turn that shade of purplish red before. I don’t say a word as she storms through the house, marches up to her room and shuts the door quietly. I wait by her door, listening to her vent her frustration. I had no idea Olivia knew that many swear words. I’d laugh if I weren’t afraid she was going to kill me for trusting Robin.
Eventually, Olivia’s bedroom door reopens. I step back, not eager to be in her path. She looks up at me and says, “We will discuss this after dinner with Mom and Dad. Until then, if I hear her name, I think I might punch you in the face.”
The other thing that has been consuming my mind today—what little was left idle after talking to Robin—has been latched firmly onto the theory I came up with last night. I need to test it. I have to test it. Not alone, though.
“I have something I want to try,” I say slowly, “and I want you to see it if it works.”
Olivia looks at me, confused with the sudden change in direction. One eyebrow crooks up at me, but she nods her head sharply. She may hate me right now, but she’s never been able to turn down witnessing me do something interesting.
Olivia follows me down toward the kitchen in silence. I heard Olivia’s mom come in a few moments ago. The sound of bags rustling is a sure sign that she’s in there putting away groceries. When I stop at the entrance to the kitchen, Olivia stops as well.
I really have no idea how to go about this. I try to understand how I make my clothes disappear, but not the cat. It’s my choice what becomes invisible and what doesn’t. Even the rest of the family being able to hear me—I don’t think there was some preset rule saying that they had to accept my existence as fact before they could hear me. I think I made that rule, because I was scared.
There is no guidebook for this. All I can think to do is focus. My thoughts zero in on Olivia’s mom, on her being able to hear me. She’s already accepted me. I have no fear of being revealed to her because I know she loves me. I want her to hear me, to break the need to have a physical link that protects me from her. I don’t need to be protected from her.
“Karen.”
Her movements stop. Her head quirks to one side as if she’s not sure what just happened.
“Karen, can you hear me?” I ask.
She jumps. Her eyes dart to her shoulders. Her hands brush along her arms, up to her shoulders, but she feels nothing. Spinning around, she spots Olivia. She looks vaguely alarmed as she tries to guess where I might be.
“Mason?” she asks quietly. “Where are you?”
“I’m standing next to Olivia,” I say.
Her eyes widen, but they begin to fill with excitement. “You are? But how can I hear you?”
“I think I could have let you hear me this whole time, I just didn’t realize it.”
Slowly, her feet carry her across the kitchen to stand right in front of me. There are tears gathering in her eyes. “Can I  . . . ?”
My eyes close. I know what she wants to ask. Can she see me too? It’s the same question on my mind. I want to know the answer as badly as she does. Closing my eyes, I try again to focus. It seems harder to do this time until Olivia slips her hand into mine. For a moment, I don’t feel her hostility. I feel her love and encouragement, and it gives me the strength to allow myself to be vulnerable in a way I never thought I could be.
I watched the first family I knew be murdered in front of my eyes. Being invisible was the only thing that saved me. It protected me. I’ve used it as a shield all these years, not knowing I could let it down, not trusting anyone but Olivia enough to even want to. Knowing that my time here is so limited pushes me even further. I want the woman who has raised me, protected me, loved me, to finally see me and know me.
Peace settles over me as I let go of the fear of being hurt, of losing those I love. My fingers tighten around Olivia’s. She responds in kind and I hear her mom gasp. My eyes snap open to see her crying. A second later, her arms reach out and wrap me in a massive hug.
“Mason!” she cries out joyfully. She pulls back enough to look at me. “Look at you! You look just how I imagined you would!”
Surprised, I ask, “I do?”
She smiles and presses her hands against my cheeks. “Of course you do. Look at your kind eyes. This is the smile I pictured every time you pulled a prank. The way you hold yourself, so strong and ready to protect. This is such a wonderful gift,” she says tearfully.
Her arms wrap around me again. I smile as she laughs and cries at the same time. My eyes drift over to Olivia in wonder. The smile she wears sinks through me to my core. It’s the first time she’s looked at me with something other than anger in days. I am desperate to hold onto the moment, but Evie comes bounding down the stairs, drawing everyone’s eyes.
“What’s going on?” she asks. “And who on earth is Mom hugging?”



Chapter 31
Any Hint
(Olivia)
 
I am completely drained. The emotional ups and downs of today have sapped my strength. Sitting on the back porch watching Dad throw baseballs to Mason, actually knowing where to throw them for once since he can see him now, makes me smile tiredly. It’s a small smile, though, as I try to sort through everything that has happened today.
By far, the biggest hurdle today has been not driving over to Robin’s house and beating the living daylight out of her. My fingers clench over the armrests of the deck chair. I breathe in slowly as Dad throws the ball back to Mason with a laugh. It hits smack in the middle of the glove. I smile again and relax my hands.
This . . .  watching Mason interact with my family like he’s no different than us . . .  it’s the only thing that has stopped me from killing Robin. I never knew playing catch could be so beautiful.
“Pretty awesome, right?” Evie asks as she plops down next to me.
“Amazing,” I say.
Evie grins as Dad throws a wild pitch and teases Mason for not catching it. Yesterday, he would have had no idea whether or not Mason was near enough to attempt catching the ball. They both laugh and Dad throws an arm around Mason before they step back and resume their game of catch.
“You were right about Mason,” Evie says. “He’s gorgeous.”
A few days ago, I would have been happy to gush over Mason. Today, my body tenses up. Hurt, confusion, and uncertainty swim through my mind. He said there was nothing going on between him and Robin, but he held her hand! He walked away from me. Why would he do that?
Noticing my reaction, Evie’s body stills. She sits quietly for a moment. I watch her bite the corner of her lip. Her fingers wind together. “Have you talked to Mason about it?” she asks.
I stare at her incredulously. “Why would I?”
“He might . . .  he might have a reason for what he did.” Her head dips, as if she’s not convinced of what she’s saying. Well, neither am I!
“Nothing Mason can say will erase what he did.”
I expect anger to fill my voice, but I’m surprised to hear the words come out sounding defeated. An ache builds in my chest. I don’t want to be angry with Mason. I want him to take me in his arms and hold me, tell me all the insane events of the last few weeks will disappear if I just wish it hard enough. I don’t want to feel such intense pain every time I look at him, but I can’t let go of the hurt.
Evie shifts in her chair. Her eyes dart up to me before dropping again. “I think you should talk to him.”
“Yesterday, you were as pissed at him as I am. Why the change of heart? Just because you can see him now, it doesn’t change anything,” I argue. Maybe this is too overwhelming for her to hold onto her anger, but it isn’t for me.
“It’s not about seeing him,” Evie says sadly. “It’s about the truth.”
Part of me argues that I should just brush her off. I want to walk away and not let myself feel any sympathy for Mason. A much smaller, infinitely more fragile part of me is begging for any shred of hope I can find.
“The truth?” My voice is weak and trembling.
Nodding, Evie looks up at me. “He said . . .  he said he was trying to protect you the only way he knew how. I don’t know what he meant by that. He seemed to think it would be better if he told you himself.”
Evie touches my arm gently. “He told me it was the worst mistake he’s ever made and when you’re ready, he’ll explain everything.”
“Protect me?” I choke out. My lungs constrict, refusing to take in air. “But he . . .  he kissed me, and not just a peck on the cheek. He kissed me. The kind of kiss I will never, ever forget. The kind that spawns an addiction with one touch. It was a kiss that I can’t get out of my mind no matter how hard I try!”
My hands press against my face, holding hostage emotions and tears alike. I refuse to cry over Mason again. I refuse!
“And then he walked away like it never happened, like it meant nothing,” I whisper. “Does he not understand how much that hurt?”
“He does now,” Evie says, “but I don’t think he did at the time.”
The fire I felt in that instant reignites as I think about Mason’s lips pressing hungrily to mine. Terrible heat spreads through my body. I know he felt it too. It wasn’t just me.
“How could he not know?” I ask quietly.
Evie’s eyes slip past me to Dad and Mason. I don’t know what she’s thinking, but her expression flashes between a smile and a frown. Her face echoes the turmoil she must be feeling. When she looks up at me, her eyes are filled with careful determination.
“You know Mason is in love with you, right?” she asks.
My face scrunches. “He was, maybe.”
Evie shakes her head. “There’s no maybe, no was. He is in love with you. Desperately.”
I don’t say anything. I don’t want to contradict her, because I want it to be true so badly, but I just don’t know if it is anymore.
“Are you in love with Mason?” Evie asks.
Maybe saying no out loud will make this less painful. Maybe it will make it true. It’s a foolish hope. “Yes,” I say, almost a whisper.
“Does Mason know that?” Evie asks.
I wrinkle my nose at her, not because I think she’s being a snot, but because I realize I don’t know the answer to that question. Evie shakes her head slowly.
“Mason said something to me today. He said he’s spent so much time knowing you don’t love him the way he loves you that he thought it would be easy for you to forget one kiss and move on so you could be safe.” She holds up her hands apologetically. “I don’t know what he meant about being safe, but you’re lying to yourself if you think the rest of it isn’t true.”
“But  . . . ” My voice trails off.
“Maybe things between you two have been inching closer to something more physical, but you’ve never given him reason to think he’d break your heart if he backed off. Sure you guys kissed, and even if it was as amazing as you make it sound, you ran away from him, Olivia.”
My throat tightens painfully. I look over at Mason feeling like I suddenly can’t breathe. My eyes dart back to Evie.
“I don’t know what Mason found out, but whatever it was, it convinced him that you’d be better off without him. The way you’ve acted toward him made him believe you’d be able to brush it off and get on with life. With Hayden, apparently,” Evie says, grumbling that last part.
“I just . . .  things just started to change and I . . .  he didn’t give me time, I mean  . . . ” A million thoughts jumble in my head and only gibberish comes out.
Sitting back in her chair, Evie reaches out a hand and takes mine in hers. “I know you’re hurt, but you know Mason better than anyone else. Does all but confessing his love for you and then skipping off into the sunset with Robin really sound like something he would do?”
“But he did,” I argue.
Evie gives me a stern look.
“No,” I say, “it doesn’t sound like Mason.”
Squeezing my hand, Evie says, “Then I think you should talk to Mason and find out what’s really been going on.”
The anger and pain I have been keeping close company with the last few days begins to fade. Slowly, it is replaced by concern. “Did he give you any hint about why he did this?”
Evie shakes her head. “All he said was that he was trying to protect you.”
A terrible thought occurs to me and my fingers strangle Evie’s. “What if he knows something bad is going to happen to him? What if he’s trying to distance himself from me?” Dread sinks into the very deepest parts of my soul. “Evie, what if he dreamed something?”
“Has he had any nightmares the past few nights? I know you’re the only one that can hear him, and I know you usually end up in his room when they come. Has he mentioned anything?”
Guilt like I have never known assaults me. I nearly break down right there on the porch. “Yes,” I whisper, “he’s had nightmares the past few nights, but I don’t know what they were about. Oh, Evie, I heard him yelling, but I refused to go to him. I made him suffer because I was so angry with him. How could I be so cruel?”
Evie grimaces, but pats my arm. “Well, under the circumstances, I think you’d have to be a saint to be willing to get up in the middle of the night and go comfort the guy who stomped on your heart.” She shrugs apologetically.
Mason would have done it for me if the situation were reversed. I know he would have, but I was too stubborn and vindictive. As I laid awake the past few nights listening to him cry out, part of me was glad he was scared and alone. Don’t get me wrong, I had to nearly tie myself to the bed to stop myself from going to him, but a small part of me felt like he deserved it.
I close my eyes and focus for just a moment on what a horrible person I have been the last few days. The ache I feel when I think of Mason settles in deep, chastising me for ever taking any enjoyment from his pain. I should have seen that something was wrong, that the Mason I knew would never do something so horrible to a person just because he could. I was too wound up in my own pain to realize something had him so scared he was willing to lie to me and hurt me.
Taking a deep breath in, I resolve to set things right.
“Hey, everyone,” Mom says cheerfully as she steps out onto the porch. “Dinner is ready.”
I watch with a small smile as her eyes find Mason and watch him all the way to the door. The grin on her face is infectious. She’s so happy just to watch him walk! She and Dad clasp hands briefly as he walks by, but Mom slides an arm around Mason’s shoulders and ushers him into the house. I look over at Evie and notice she too can’t seem to stop staring at Mason.
“I’ll talk to him after dinner,” I say to her.
Her expression brightens. “Thank goodness.” She turns to me and grins. “I already thought he was pretty darn near perfect when he was invisible. Add in actually being able to see his gorgeous self . . .  you better snatch him up before somebody else does.”
That’s exactly what I intend to do. Smiling, I don’t say that to Evie. Instead, I say, “Come on, let’s get some dinner.”
We both head back into the house and make our way to the kitchen. Everyone else is already seated and Mom is dishing out chicken cordon bleu. There is a seat next to Mason, and one on the opposite side. Lately, I have taken to sitting as far away from Mason as I can get. Evie doesn’t even ask me where I want to sit. She just heads around the table, leaving the seat next to Mason open.
When I sit down next to him, he freezes. His chest stops moving, no air going in or out. It takes a few seconds before he looks over at me with a strained expression. It takes a little effort for me to smile at him, but I manage it half-convincingly. He stares at me for a moment before the corner of his mouth twitches up.
That’s about as much as I can handle at the moment, so I turn to grab a plate from Mom and stick a piece of chicken in my mouth. We’re halfway through dinner—a meal filled with chatter mainly directed at Mason—when the sound of a car nearing the house steals all the life out of the room. With everything that’s happened lately, and the fact that Mom hasn’t been able to get a hold of the DeWalt’s daughter to find out if they’re alright, anyone approaching the house unexpectedly makes us very wary.
All eyes go to the window above the kitchen sink. Fears of Sentinels coming to kill Mason stiffen my body. The blue four door truck doesn’t look familiar, but I choke on my food when I see Hayden step out on the sidewalk.



Chapter 32
Everything Winks Out
(Olivia)
 
“What day is it?” I demand of everyone at the table once the hunk of chicken stuck in my throat gets washed down with water.
“Friday,” Evie says with a confused expression. “Why?”
How could I forget? My heart rate skyrockets as I realize Hayden is here to pick me up for our date! My eyes dart over to Mason. His tight expression kills me!
I watch Hayden start walking up the driveway. My stomach twists painfully.
Dad looks over at me and says, “Were you expecting Hayden tonight?”
“Uh, yeah  . . . ”
“For?” Mom prompts.
“For our date,” I say quietly.
Everyone freezes. Dad looks rather shocked. Mom scrunches her nose. Evie’s eyes bug. None of their reactions draw my attention as much as Mason’s. I cringe as his head drops. Hayden’s knock sounds on the door, bringing Mason’s eyes up to mine. The agony holding his body tight kills me.
I turn to Mom and ask, “Can you get the door?”
Then grab Mason’s hand and yank him up from his chair. “I need to talk to you.”
Mason doesn’t object as I tow him through the hall to the kitchen. When we’re safely away from the front door, I drop his hand. It’s not that I don’t want to touch him right now. I just can’t think being so close to him. I take a step back and look up at Mason.
Clearly confused, Mason doesn’t say anything. He just waits.
“Mason, I’m sorry. I forgot Hayden was coming tonight.”
He shakes his head. “You don’t have to be sorry. I’m the one that screwed up. I have no right to hold you back.”
“No, Mason, I think I screwed up too. Evie told me you wanted to talk, and I want to hear everything, but I think I need to go with Hayden right now.”
“Olivia?” Mom calls from the hall, her voice questioning.
I glance at the hall, but my eyes are pulled back to Mason. “Just a minute,” I yell to Mom.
Turning back to Mason, I sigh in frustration. “I don’t want to go, but . . .  I feel bad being mean to Hayden when he’s been so nice to me, and I’m pretty sure he still thinks I’m being abused, and ditching out at the last minute might make him more suspicious.”
“What? Why would Hayden think you’re being abused?” he demands.
“Uh . . .  it’s a long story.” I shake my head and grab Mason’s hand. “Just, um, wait for me, okay?”
“Of course,” Mason says.
I throw my arms around him quickly. “Thanks, and sorry.”
As I pull away, it’s hard to make my eyes leave him. It feels good to let go of my anger at him, but there’s still something he’s hiding from me. Anxiety prickles around me as I finally exit the kitchen. What made Mason lie to me in the first place? I approach the hallway afraid to find out.
The smile that spreads across Hayden’s lips makes me stumble. Mom looks over at me curiously, not sure what’s going on.
“There you are,” she says with one eyebrow raised. Her head tilts to one side as if she’s waiting for an explanation.
“Thanks for keeping Hayden company, Mom. Sorry I took so long.” That last part is directed toward both of them.
Hayden is the first to answer. “It’s no problem, but we better get going if we’re going to make it to the movie on time.”
“Oh, of course.”
“What time will you be back?” Dad asks as he comes up behind Mom. I see Evie leaning against the kitchen doorframe, her face pinched as she stares at me.
Hayden puts his arm around my shoulder casually. “I’ll have her back before ten, if that’s okay.”
Mom glances up at Dad, the corner of her mouth twitching a bit. “We’re supposed to be over at the Harpers by 9, but that should be okay, don’t you think?”
“Uh, yes, that should be fine.”
Hayden seems to catch onto the fact that something is a little off. “If you’re worried about Evie being here alone, she can always come with us,” he offers.
“Oh no,” Mom says quickly, “Evie can come with us. The Harpers have a daughter her age. You two have fun.”
Her smile seems a little tight, but it’s convincing enough for Hayden. He smiles. “Well, you guys enjoy your evening. I promise I’ll look after Olivia.”
With that, he takes my hand and leads me out the front door before I can say anything. He’s opening the passenger door for me before I shake myself and wake up. I don’t know what else to do but climb up into the truck and buckle myself in. Half a dozen thoughts run through my mind as I watch him walk around to the driver’s side.
Hayden has been the one bright spot in my life the last few days. He is a decent, sweet guy. And I have to admit that he is very handsome. My interest in Hayden was more survival instinct than actual romance, but I know it’s real for him.
As he climbs in with a smile, I’m not sure if I’ve used him the last few days, or just leaned on him. To be honest, I have so little experience with relationships or even friends that I have no idea what I’m doing. Hayden is a great guy, and I don’t want to hurt him, but I know I would never choose him over Mason. Whatever Mason is lying about  . . . 
Nothing could be bad enough that it would break us apart. I can’t let Hayden think there is a future between us when I know there isn’t. I may be nearly clueless about relationship etiquette, but I know that one at least. I have to tell him.
“Hayden,” I start.
He looks over at me with a smile so sweet and kind that I can’t go on. My chest hurts as I look at him. He waits expectantly. My willpower caves to his warmth. I’ll tell him after the movie.
Forcing a smile, I say, “Thanks for picking me up.”
Hayden grins. “No problem.” His hand squeezes mine, but doesn’t linger. “I’m glad you came. I was almost sure you were going to back out.”
If he only knew.
“It’s, uh, nice to get out of the house,” I say.
“Yeah,” Hayden says, “it sounded like you’re parents are still pretty worried about you and Evie being on your own. I’m sure the mugging really rattled them.”
“Uh huh.”
Sure, let’s go with that. It’s better than him thinking my parents are abusive and controlling. By the sideways look he gives me, I get the impression that concerns about them hurting me are still swimming around in his head.
I breathe a sigh of relief when we pull into the parking lot of the theater a moment later. It feels like I am suffocating in the truck. I jump out and breathe in a steadying breath. The tips of my fingers twitch as I walk slowly to the back of the truck to meet Hayden. He, on the other hand, is grinning.
Quickly, I fold my arms across my chest. I don’t want to hurt his feelings and pull away if he tries to hold my hand. Better to take away the option. Or so I think. His arm settles easily around my shoulders. He keeps it casual, like he might sling an arm around a buddy. I’m not that easily fooled, though. I’m pretty sure that if I give him any signs that I could handle more, he’d pull me against him like I have seen so many other couples do. Like Mason has done with me, but I was too blind to realize what it meant.
Hayden doesn’t seem to feel the awkwardness I do as we walk up to the ticket window. I shiver when his arm falls away to pay for our tickets. Thinking quick, I step away from him and pretend to look at the “Coming Soon” posters lining the wall. When he turns away from the counter with tickets in hand, I pull the door open and wave him through.
All the way through the concession line and to our seats, I manage to keep a small buffer between us. The previews are already rolling by the time we sit down, and I hope that rules out conversation. Just like the rest of this night, luck is just not in my favor.
“Are things any better at home?” he asks quietly.
“What?” I try to sound casual, but the anxiety in my voice is hard to miss.
“Since we ran into each other at the basketball park, I mean. I know you didn’t want to talk about it, but I . . .  I’ve been worried about you, Olivia.” He looks over at me seriously. If I was a normal girl, I’m sure the look would melt me to the core. “Things seemed really tense at your house when I picked you up.”
My mouth opens, but what am I supposed to tell him? My invisible friend, who has been living with us for twelve years, is being hunted by a group of wackos who may have killed our neighbors and want to kill Mason as well? I want to bang my head against something. When did everything get so screwed up?
Hayden’s brow furrows at my lack of reassurance. He looks away for a moment, then surprises me by reaching up and pushing down the high collar of the shirt I’m wearing. Blood drains from my body, turning my fingers icy.
“I noticed these yesterday,” he says. The pain in his eyes tears at me. “They aren’t from the mugging. I know because I memorized every bruise that creep gave you. These . . .  Olivia, it looks like someone had their hands around your neck.”
I push his hand away from my throat. I tried to cover them up. When did he see them? Panic whirls through my mind as I try to come up with some kind of believable excuse for the strangulation marks on my neck. Nothing comes to mind and my stomach plummets to my shoes.
The movie starts. I stare straight ahead. Can this night get any worse? Now if I tell Hayden that I can’t see him anymore, he’ll think it’s because of this. He’ll become even more suspicious, and even though he hasn’t moved on his suspicions yet doesn’t mean he won’t. He’s a good guy, an honest guy. The type of guy who would tell someone what he thinks is happening to me in order to protect me.
I can’t let him tell anyone that my parents are abusing me. Not only is it not true, it would draw attention, it would mean letting people into our house to investigate. How would we know if they were real social workers or Sentinels in disguise? The Caretakers have people working in law enforcement. Social services would be a perfect place to hide a bunch of Sentinels.
My head falls back against the seat as all my energy abandons me. Everything is such a huge mess right now and I have no idea how to fix things! My gut tells me it’s only going to get worse, too. Mason is still hiding secrets. More than the threat of Hayden making false claims against my parents, I am terrified of what he is going to tell me.
Hayden stays silent through the entire movie. What feels like forever later, the credits begin to roll. I have no idea what we just watched. I just want to get out of here. I jump up from my seat and power past Hayden. The doors loom in front of me like an escape hatch, but as soon as I push through them, Hayden grabs my arm and yanks me to a stop.
“Olivia, what is going on?” he demands.
I shake my head, scared and frustrated.
When I try to pull away from him, he grabs my other arm and pins me against the wall. He isn’t rough, just firm. There is no anger in his eyes. The depths of his concern for me would be bliss if the situation were as simple as he thought it was. Part of me wants to blurt everything out, the real truth, and dump my problems on him, but I know I could never do that.
“Olivia,” Hayden says more softly, “please tell me what’s going on. It’s been killing me not to say anything, not confronting you about this. I want to respect the fact that you don’t want to talk about it, but I’m scared that someone is hurting you and I can’t stand by and let it keep happening. Please just tell me the truth. Are your parents hurting you?”
I slump against the wall. “No, Hayden, my parents are not abusing me. This has nothing to do with them.”
His face wrinkles. I can tell he wants to believe me, but he just can’t bring himself to do it. “Someone gave you those bruises. I want to know who.”
“The same guy who gave me these bruises,” I say, pointing at the lingering yellow-brown stain on my cheek.”
“What?” Hayden asks. He shakes his head, confused or maybe angry because he thinks I’m lying to him.
I am, but I can’t help it. The only idea I can come up with rolls off my tongue with abandon.
“The guy from the park, he attacked me again, at my house this time. He must have followed me home, or maybe he was following me from the beginning, I don’t know. He knocked on the door and I was stupid and didn’t look to see who it was first. I thought maybe it was Robin because she said she might come by. He pushed the door into me and grabbed me. I couldn’t get away. I don’t know what he was planning to do, but my mom pulled into the driveway and he ran out the back.”
“Did you call the police? Are they watching your house? No wonder your parents were so freaked about you going out tonight and leaving Evie at home.” Hayden’s grip on my arms becomes less restraining and more of a caress. He steps closer to me and looks down at me worriedly. “What did the police say? Do they have any idea who this guy is?”
“I . . .  didn’t call the police.”
I’m not sure why I admit that to him. When his eyes fly wide, I wish I could take it back.
“What? Why not?”
“Because, he said he’d hurt my family if I did,” I say quietly. While not exactly what happened, the threat is there all the same. I reach up and touch Hayden’s shoulder softly. “I don’t know who this guy is, or what he wants, but he knows my name, knows where I live, and I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t know how to get him to leave me alone, but I’m scared he’ll come back.”
Hayden draws me against his chest. His heavy breaths pulse against my cheek. “Olivia, I’m so sorry. I know you’re scared, but you have to tell the police. They can have someone watch your house. You won’t be able to watch for him every second.”
“He meant it when he said he’d hurt them, Hayden. I can’t tell anyone.”
Pain etches his features. I can tell he wants to argue with me until I give in, but I won’t. To be honest, I don’t know if we can trust the police now that we know Caretakers are hiding out in their ranks, loyal to Caretaker law over anything else. What if they find out about the second attack and decide Mason is in too much danger? They’ll take him away from me.
My shoulders start to shake. I can’t let them take him away. I can’t lose Mason. I just can’t. Hayden’s arms tighten around me painfully. He isn’t the one I want to have his arms around me right now, but I just want this all to be over. I want my life back, my friend back. I want to stop living under a cloud of fear. I want to be with Mason always.
“Olivia,” Hayden croons as he sweeps tears from my cheeks, “everything is going to be okay. I won’t let anyone hurt you, okay? We’ll figure this out.”
I pull out of thoughts of Mason and feel the weight of guilt settle on my shoulders. I shouldn’t be dumping this on him. It will only put him in danger if the Sentinels think he has some idea of who they are. I try to shake my head at him, but he won’t have anything to do with it. His hands press against my cheeks to stop my head from shaking away his promise.
“I won’t let anything happen to you, Olivia.”
Before I can change his mind, his mouth presses against mine. Without warning, every thought drains from my head. The gentle pressure of his lips eases away my fear. I start to respond, moving my mouth with his, but reality slaps me in the face a moment later and I pull away from him wide eyed.
Hayden stands back, startled and breathing heavy. The question in his eyes haunts me.
“I’m sorry,” I blurt out.
His hands fall to his side. “I didn’t . . .  I mean.” Seemingly at a loss, he scrubs his hands through his hair and groans. “Olivia, I’m so sorry. I thought . . .  I didn’t mean to upset you.”
“You didn’t,” I start. No. I start over. “It’s not that, Hayden. I’m not mad or anything. You’re an amazing guy  . . . ”
“But?”
“But,” I say, feeling sick to my stomach, “I should tell you why I ended up at the basketball park that day.”
Hayden leans against the wall. The way his body sags against the bricks makes it obvious he knows this won’t be good news. I feel horrible for making him feel like this, but I know what I want, who I want. I won’t string him along and hurt him like that.
“I have this friend,” I begin. Hayden grimaces. I struggle to continue. “We’ve been friends almost all our lives, and things had started to change between us lately. Well, I guess things changed for him a while ago, but I didn’t realize it at first. I waited too long, and when he told me how he felt, I freaked out. I didn’t understand how much I cared about him in time. Not until . . .  not until I saw him with another girl and realized I was in love with him. I ran away, and that’s how I ended up at the park.”
“And you’re still in love with him,” Hayden finishes, sounding defeated.
I nod quietly. “I’m so sorry, Hayden. I never meant to lead you on or use you. I just needed a friend, and I didn’t have anyone else.” I bite my bottom lip as tears start to threaten. “For a while, I thought maybe I could . . .  maybe moving on was possible, but I can’t. Not yet. I’m so sorry.”
“Who is he?” Hayden asks. “I’ve never even seen you eat with anyone at lunch before Robin showed up.” His eyebrows inch up slowly. Something seems to click in his mind, but I can’t imagine what it is. “Is your friend, is it Robin?”
My eyes widen. “What? No! You think I’m into girls?”
Hayden looks trapped. “No, I mean, I didn’t . . .  no. It’s just that she’s the only person I’ve ever seen you hang out with. I didn’t mean to suggest . . .  I’m just a little lost right now.”
“Robin has nothing to do with this. We’re not even that good of friends, for crying out loud. The guy I’m talking about, he doesn’t live here,” I lie. “His parents are good friends with mine, but they’re a military family. They live overseas right now. They came to visit, and all of this just kind of blew up in my face. I’m so sorry you got caught in the middle of it.”
“So, the guy who attacked you, does he have something to do with this guy you like?” Hayden pinches the bridge of his nose.
I nearly choke on his question. “No,” I lie again. “Too completely separate pieces of insanity.”
A pained expression squeezes his features as he tries to piece together the lies and bits of truth I have just dumped on him. I say nothing as he attempts to process everything, not entirely sure how he’s going to come out of it at the end.
“So, some lunatic stalker has attacked you twice, and your best friend turned almost boyfriend broke your heart?” he says. “Is that the main gist of all this?”
“Uh, basically.”
Hayden pushes away from the wall and stares at me looking oddly determined. He takes a deep breath. “Okay. The stalker first. I still think you should go to the police, but regardless, I’m glued to your side for the foreseeable future at school and any other time I can manage. You have to tell your parents so they can watch for him, maybe get a security system if you don’t already have one. Don’t go anywhere by yourself,” he demands.
“Secondly, whoever this guy is that chose someone else over you, he’s an idiot. I get that you’re not ready to start dating someone else, but that doesn’t mean I’m going anywhere. You need a friend right now, and it’s going to be awfully hard to stop me from being one.”
Evidently out of words, he stares at me and waits for a response. My lips part, but I fear he may be standing there for a long while. It seems to take hours for my brain to kick start itself to life.
Finally, I say, “Hayden, I don’t know what to say. None of this is your problem.”
“I want it to be my problem,” he says. “I want to know you’re safe, and hopefully happy again.”
How do I say no to that? I have no idea how to deal with this situation. Nothing comes to me before Hayden gently guides me back toward his truck. Before I know it, we’re pulling into my driveway. I reach for the door handle, desperate for some quiet so I can think. Hayden is at my door by the time my feet touch the driveway. He walks me to the front door as his eyes scan the street for anything suspicious.
I unlock the door on autopilot and turn the handle. Before I step inside, I turn to Hayden.
“Hayden, I, um, thank you.” It’s all I can think to say.
He squeezes my shoulder gently. “I’m here, whatever you need.”
I nod, because it’s all I can manage, and step inside. I watch him turn away through the window and sigh. Maybe Evie can help me figure out what to do. I reach for the light switch, wondering for the first time why it’s so dark. No way Evie went with Mom and Dad instead of staying here with Mason. She can’t stand Ava Harper. I flick it up, but nothing happens. I start to call out for Evie and Mason, but something collides with the back of my head and everything winks out.



Chapter 33
Shatters
(Olivia)
 
The sound of a familiar, yet repulsive voice echoes in my ears as I struggle to open my eyes. It’s hard to focus with the awful pain pounding through my head. I try to reach up and touch the spot on the back of my head that seems to be the source of the pain, but my hand won’t move. I try again, my head lolling to the side when the small, unsuccessful movement causes another wave of pain.
“The longer you wait, the worse their punishment will be,” taunts the voice.
That voice. It isn’t just familiar, I know it.
My eyes snap open to the sight of Alex the Sentinel pacing in front of me with a knife in his hand and a gun tucked into the waistband of his black cargo pants. Rage outweighs the fear and I lurch at him.
Except I don’t leave the chair.
Ropes dig into my skin as I strain against them. My eyes burn as I take in his slinking form, walking back and forth with the knife held out menacingly.
“I know you’re here, Mason. Come out and play or your friends are going to regret ever meeting you.”
My body goes cold. He knows Mason’s name! Weakness slides under my skin and wraps itself around my insides. They know who he is. They know he escaped them last time. I know they will not let him get away a second time. My eyes sweep the room for Mason, sure he is somewhere nearby.
Halfway through my sweep, I see Evie next to me. Seeing her trussed up next to me makes me want to cry. The thin stream of dried blood running down from behind her ear makes me furious. She had to have been attacked before I was, but she isn’t awake yet. Why? I search her face desperately, trying to evaluate her coloring, see her chest rising and falling. Panic rises from the pit of my stomach because I’m not sure. I don’t know.
I can’t stand the idea of looking away from her, but I need to know where Mason is. I need to know he is safe. Maybe he can get to Evie and check to see if she’s okay without the Sentinel knowing. The way my chest pulses in and out so rapidly brings black to the edges of my vision, but I can’t slow it down.
“This is your last chance to save them,” the Sentinel says. “I won’t make the same mistake my predecessors made, Mason. You will die here tonight. That is already decided. What is still to be seen is whether or not your pretty little girlfriend and her sister will die too.”
It’s so dark, it’s nearly impossible to see anything more than three feet away, but the Sentinel’s words do the trick. Mason stands up from behind the couch. The expression on his face is murderous. I can see it in his eyes that he has every intention of attacking the man holding Evie and me hostage.
My head starts shaking frantically, silently. He can’t! The Sentinel will kill him if he reveals himself! I shake my head harder, trying to catch his attention, but the Sentinel is all he can see. I don’t want to draw the Sentinel’s attention to me and Evie any more than I want it drawn to Mason, but I have no choice.
“What do you want from us?” I scream at the Sentinel.
The quick turn he executes to face me is startling. I press myself into the chair, but refuse to look away. I have to keep his attention on me. I can’t let him realize Mason is in the room. He stalks over to me. The knife stays held out in front of his body. It stops inches away from my throat as he towers over me. His amused expression makes me hate him even more than I already do, something I thought was impossible.
“Olivia, you’re awake. How nice. It’ll be more effective this way.”
I only get a second to wonder what will be more effective before the knife digs into my arm. I don’t want to cry out, but I have never felt pain like this. A scream tears out of my mouth. I can’t smother it. I can’t be strong and brave and silent even though it might mean keeping Mason safe. Tears pour down my cheeks as he yanks the blade from my shoulder. I bite my lip, drawing blood, and groan in agony.
Gulping in air, I try to fend off the pain and show Mason I can handle it. When I look up, Mason is barreling toward the Sentinel. The look in his eyes is utter chaos.
“No!” I scream at him.
But he doesn’t hear me.
I watch as Mason’s hands clamp onto the Sentinel’s shoulders. There is no look of surprise in the Sentinel’s eyes, only the triumph of success. Everything is stolen from me—air, speech, hearing—as the Sentinel’s blade arcs through the air toward Mason. I am helpless, forced to watch the silent tableau, tied to a chair with no hope of saving him.
Evie’s eyes flutter open slowly. The scene before her snaps her out of her haze. We both stare in horror as the blade jerks downward. Mason doesn’t even seem to see it. His hands clamp around the Sentinel’s neck as the knife touches his skin. I gasp in a breath, and everything happens at once.
Mason’s body turns in the blink of an eye, wedging his elbow under the Sentinel’s ribcage as the blade slides across his collar bone, drawing blood along its way. Another blink and the Sentinel’s body launches into the air. I am stunned by Mason’s strength as he flips the Sentinel over his shoulder and slams his back into the ground. The Sentinel wheezes out a painful breath, but Mason does not give him even half a second’s break before he spins and rams his knees into the Sentinel’s chest.
“Nothing is decided,” Mason growls, “except that you will be the one to die tonight.”
The world inside the living room changes into something unfamiliar, something frightening and beautiful at the same time. There is no sound as the air in the room changes. What felt close and hot a moment ago now feels icy and swift, like air is being swept into the room at amazing speeds. But nothing moves. Not a single hair on my head is disturbed as the air compacts itself around Mason.
Evie whispers something to me, or maybe it just sounds like a whisper because I can’t spare even a tiny portion of my attention to listen. I don’t know what she says. All I can do is watch in amazement as the air solidifies around Mason’s hand. It turns cloudy, then a brilliant white, flaring and becoming like glass.
What is even more startling is the shape it takes. A terrible mixture of fear and excitement rushes through me at the sight of a glassy dagger in Mason’s hand. It points at the ceiling. Mason turns, his eyes drawn up to the blade. I expect surprise, unease, something, but he doesn’t seem shaken at all to see what he has created. I watch in fascination as his fingers loosen and the knife begins to fall. For a moment, I think the shock has set in and he’s going to drop the knife.
Then the tip of the blade spins downward. Mason’s fingers tighten around the hilt when it is pointing at the Sentinel. His hand plunges down with the knife. It slams into the Sentinel’s chest, sinking in to the hilt. Light flares as the blade shatters and throws everyone to the ground.



Chapter 34
The Line
(Mason)
 
Exhaustion fills my body. My mind stirs, telling me to wake up, but my body has no intention of doing as it says. Underneath my exhaustion is a sense of satisfaction, of rightness. Something feels different, like I have discovered something important. I can’t pinpoint what it is, though, and my thoughts transfer to something more concrete. To Olivia.
The memory of her pressing herself against me in a desperate, apologetic hug before she left tonight stirs more memories. I remember Hayden then, and her leaving with him . . .  her asking me to wait for her. The delight that request brings to mind is shoved away as images of what happened next assaults me.
Sitting with Evie on the couch, watching a movie, I should have known the volume was too loud to let me hear anyone approaching. We were too absorbed in the show to notice the quiet shuffle of his steps. I saw the butt of the gun too late to do anything to stop it.
Instinct I am not proud of sent me jumping away from her, protecting myself from being discovered instead of catching her as she slumped sideways to the cushions of the couch. I did no better in preventing Olivia from being hurt. The curtains were closed, opening one to signal her would have revealed myself to the Sentinel. Pain wells up inside my chest, tightening it nearly to the point of breaking as I relive my selfish actions.
“Olivia! I think he’s waking up!” Evie yells.
I feel hands press on my face and arms, but I don’t want to open my eyes. I don’t know how to face them after failing them so blatantly.
“Mason,” Olivia whispers, “please wake up. Please wake up.”
It’s her sob that finally pulls my eyes open. The pain in her eyes is overwhelming as she hovers over me. She is all I can see, all I can feel as her fingertips press gently against my cheek.
“Are you okay?”
I just stare up at her. No. My chest constricts as I bring my failure to the surface. “I didn’t protect you,” I say through the pain. “I’m so sorry, Olivia.”
Her face scrunches as if she’s confused about something. “What are you talking about? You saved me and Evie. We would be dead if it wasn’t for you.”
My head starts shaking back and forth. No, I let them both get hurt. I wasn’t careful enough and he snuck up on Evie. I wasn’t selfless enough to warn Olivia. I stood by and watched them both be attacked. My eyes dart over to Evie and see the evidence of my betrayal, a trail of blood running own the side of her neck. I push myself up to sitting and shove Olivia’s hands away from me.
“I should have stopped him from hurting you, but I protected myself instead,” I argue.
Evie and Olivia share a look. They both shake their heads. Evie turns to look at me and asks, “Don’t you remember what happened?”
“He snuck up on us and hit you, and then  . . . ”
“No,” Evie interrupts, “after all that. After we woke up and he cut Olivia.”
“What?” I demand.
Olivia turns away from me, just slightly. She speaks before I can do anything. “Mason, you attacked the Sentinel.”
“I did?”
Evie nods. “Yeah. He’s over there if you don’t believe us.”
I turn, not sure what I expect to see. The body of the Sentinel lies on the floor of the hallway. The dull sheen in his eyes makes it clear that he’s dead. Confusion sets in as I scour his body for signs of what happened. There are no bruises or cuts on his exposed skin, no blood pooling under his body.
The front door slams open, stealing everyone’s attention. My eyes widen as Robin comes barreling into the room with a frantic look in her eyes. She skids to a stop. Her mouth falls open at the sight of us on the floor next to the body of the Sentinel. Her already pale skin turns even whiter. Nobody says anything as she backtracks a few steps and shuts the front door. Her fingers turn the deadbolt as if acting independently from her brain.
“What happened?” she squeaks.
“What are you doing here?” I counter.
Robin swallows hard. “Olivia called me. She said you’d all been attacked and you weren’t waking up after you did some crazy thing with the air and killed the Sentinel. She told me to get over here and I came.”
There’s more than one surprising bit of information in all of that, but I latch onto only one. “I did what?”
Olivia’s fingers wrap around mine, something Robin notices. Olivia’s other hand presses against my cheek and turns me to look at her. “Mason, you killed the Sentinel. You saved Evie and me from him.”
“How?”
She shrugs. “I’m not sure I can explain it. You did something to the air. It got cold and the air in the room got all . . .  dagger-like.”
“What?” Robin and I ask at the same time.
Evie tries to explain. “Yeah. All the air swished over to your hand. It turned white at first, then it looked like glass, and it turned into a knife. A big knife. You held up in your hand like this.” She pauses to demonstrate. “Then we both thought you were going to drop it, but you didn’t. You stabbed it right into that guy’s heart, and when you did, the knife thing exploded, or turned back into air. I don’t know. But it did the trick. That guy’s totally dead. We checked.”
My body slumps. I did what? I try to bring up the memories, to understand what Evie is talking about, but I come up blank. I remember him taunting me, telling me that if I didn’t reveal myself to him he’d kill Olivia and Evie. I was on the verge of giving him what he wanted. I was so terrified of them being hurt, but I knew Olivia wanted me to stay put and wait it out as long as I could. I knew she would die to protect me, but I could never let her do that.
The memory of her scream shoots through my mind. My skin hums. The sound is etched into my mind. It wasn’t a scream of fear. It was a sound of agony so rich it went straight to my bones. I remember standing, Olivia yelling at me, and me stepping forward.
My mind starts to twitch, an attempt to scatter my memories, but I refuse to surrender.
The air suddenly felt different after she screamed, like it wasn’t just atoms and particles. It felt alive. It felt sentient. I can’t explain how it happened, but my fury called the air too me once I had the Sentinel under my control. It pressed in close, like a second skin, familiar and right. I wanted to hurt him and the air gave me a way to do it.
As the memories crowd back into my mind, a strange sensation settles over me. The feeling that I have discovered something important returns, yet the why behind the feeling still escapes me.
“I . . .  I don’t know how I did that,” I say quietly. My eyes are drawn to the body lying next to us. I half expect to shiver or feel something, but I don’t.
Olivia turns to Robin. “Do you know how Mason did this?”
“I have no idea,” Robin admits. She bites her bottom lip. Her eyes drop to the side.
That’s all I need to see to know she’s hiding something. My free hand grips her arm tightly. She doesn’t look up until I yank her closer to me. Her eyes are wide behind her glasses, worn and scared. Robin licks her lips and takes a deep breath.
“You know . . . the special Aerlings I mentioned . . .  I’ve been,” she stammers, “uh, learning more about them.”
“And?” Evie demands. “Spit it out Robin!”
“It’s not just that their especially talented. They’re important. More important than I realized. They’re part of the ruling class of Aerlings.” She gulps. “I’ve tried to find out more, but even Caretakers don’t know very much about the Aerling world. I have no idea what it means to be a part of the ruling class, but I know it means that the Sentinels will do everything they can to kill those Aerlings. This won’t stop. Another Sentinel will come. They’ll keep coming until Mason is dead.”
Nobody says anything. Olivia’s fingers tighten around mine until our fingertips are beet red and throbbing with pain. “It won’t happen,” she finally whispers. “I won’t let them take you away from me.”
I squeeze her hand tighter, but I don’t say anything. I can’t. She’s hiding what the Sentinel did to her, but it won’t leave my mind. I can’t shake off the guilt of knowing she was hurt because I am in her life. Robin’s words echo in my mind. This won’t be the last time we’re attacked. How many more times can we escape the Sentinels’ fury?
“What do we do about him?” Evie asks, pointing at the body.
Olivia’s eyes drift over to the man who attacked her twice. “Maybe we should call Mom and Dad.”
“No!” Robin yelps. “They can’t tell the police. If the Caretakers in the police force find out, there’s nothing my parents will be able to do to keep Mason here. They’ll take him away. We have to take care of this ourselves.”
“How?” Olivia asks. “What on earth are we supposed to do with a dead body?”
Robin’s shoulders bob up and down in defeat. “I . . .  don’t know.”
“I do,” Evie says, surprising everyone.
All eyes turn to her expectantly. She doesn’t disappoint.
“The new addition to the library,” she says, “they’re pouring the foundation tomorrow morning. Elizabeth’s mom is the director and they have this big to-do planned tomorrow and Elizabeth has been trying to convince all her friends to volunteer. All we have to do is dig a hole big enough to fit him in and cover him up with dirt, and tomorrow he’ll be gone. Forever.”
Slowly, everyone else’s heads begin to nod. I don’t move. Not because I don’t see the wisdom in Evie’s plan, but because I can sense the line we are about to cross. Disposing of the body irrevocably draws Olivia and Evie into this world of Sentinels and Aerlings, Caretakers and laws we don’t fully understand. There will be no going back. They were not born to this life, but it is about to become theirs.
I look into Evie’s eyes. Her firm devotion won’t back down no matter what I say. She nods when our eyes meet, and I turn to Olivia.
It isn’t just strength I see in her eyes. It isn’t determination alone. It’s what I have spent twelve years hoping I would one day see in her eyes. Her unconditional love wraps around me and I know that if given the choice of safety over being with me, she wouldn’t even have to consider her answer. Olivia will walk with me to the end, no matter what.
The breath in my chest stutters, the depth of her love almost frightening because I understand what this may cost her. “Olivia  . . . ”
She shakes her head and pulls my forehead to hers. “Don’t even think it,” she whispers. There are tears in her eyes as she holds me. “Nothing will stop me from being with you. Nothing.” She gasps in a breath and presses her lips forcefully to mine. “I love you, Mason. I love you and I’m not going anywhere.”
Emotion renders me speechless. I could forget the air dagger, the body, the blood, everything in that moment. The strength it takes not to scoop her into my arms and run is almost more than I possess. Evie’s quiet voice is the only thing that stops me.
“Mom and Dad will be home in an hour. We need to get rid of him now.”



Chapter 35
Helpless
(Mason)
 
I am covered in dirt and sweat by the time I finish digging the hole. The girls wanted to help, so it would get done faster, but I didn’t want to risk anyone seeing them. If someone spots a shovel hovering in the air, they’d likely just pass it off as a trick of the light or the late hour.
Exhausted, I toss the shovel aside and head back to the Jeep. Time to get the body.
Robin jumps out of the driver’s side and rushes over to me. Olivia is a little slower, needing Evie’s help. Is it just the moonlight that is making her look so pale? A tightness in my chest jolts me toward her. She said she was fine before we left the house, that the cut wasn’t that bad. I stumble over to her, afraid she was lying.
“Are you okay? You look pale.”
“I’m fine,” she says.
Evie let’s go of Olivia’s elbow and crosses her arms over her chest as if daring me to contradict her sister. I want to, but I don’t want to be caught standing around the construction site for too long. I grit my teeth and promise myself I will not let Olivia slip away from me later. Whatever that psychopath did to her, I will make it right.
“Mason,” Robin says, “you’re going to need help lugging this guy over there. He weighs a ton.”
She says this as she tries to drag the plastic wrapped-taped up-heap toward the edge of the Jeep. The yellowish dome light casts heavy shadows across her face. For a moment, the effect gives me pause, because in the harsh light she looks more like a corpse than herself. I shake off the disturbing image and step up next to her.
“You guys stay here.”
Robin and Olivia both try to object, claiming I’ll need their help. No offense to them, but neither one would be much help right now. Olivia looks ready to pass out and Robin’s slender arms don’t give me much hope of her being able to heft this guy. Gripping the body under the shoulders, I yank him out of the bed and sling him over my shoulder.
Again, this would look really bizarre if someone spotted me, but I’m not as worried about that as I am getting this done and over with. I want Olivia back home and resting as soon as possible. All three girls troop back into the Jeep obediently as I carry the body over to the hole. There is no ceremony as I drop him into the ground. My aim isn’t quite on and he lands half in and half out of the shallow grave.
I want to get out of here, but a sudden wave of white hot anger stabs at me. He is the reason Olivia is hurt. He’s the reason Evie was tied to a chair. He’s the reason my life is in danger. I can’t contain my fury in that moment. My foot crashes into the body, kicking, shoving it toward the hole, hoping it will somehow take all the other Sentinels with him.
I already lost one family to these sickos. My heel snaps down on his skull. I don’t care that one push would have been enough to get him into the grave. I don’t care that he can’t feel anything anymore. I don’t care that none of this will stop the next Sentinel from coming after me. Every furious, pent up emotion clambering around inside of my head explodes out of me. My foot crashes down again and again. A primal scream rips out of my chest.
The body is in the hole, has been for a while, but I stomp on its chest one more time, letting everything go. Covering the body takes no time at all, but it steals what little strength I have left. I slump to the ground next to the grave and bury my head in my hands. How did our lives come to this? Why couldn’t they just leave me alone?
“Mason,” Robin says softly from behind me, “are you okay?”
I don’t look up. My face stays buried in my hands. “I don’t know how to fix this, stop this from happening again.”
The night is quiet for a moment. A breeze rolls through the site and I notice for the first time that it is beginning to get cold.
“There is no way to stop it,” Robin finally says, “not if you stay here with them.”
My eyes spear her angrily. She holds her hands up in her defense, but doesn’t back down.
“I know what I said earlier, but you aren’t being realistic, Mason. Nothing is going to stop them from coming after you again. This douche bag disappearing will be all the confirmation the Sentinels need. They’ll come after you, kill whoever they need to in order to make sure they get you this time.” She touches my shoulder softly. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but you know it’s true.”
I press the palms of my hands into my eye sockets. The pain does nothing to block out the truth of her words. Still, I can’t bring myself to admit it. “I just have to be more careful. I can hide. I can protect them. Whatever I did tonight, I’ll do it again.”
“You don’t even know how you did it!” Robin argues. “You’re going to bank on your ability to miraculously create some sort of air dagger the next time Olivia is in danger? We’re talking about her life, Mason. You can’t do that. There’s only one way to protect her, and you know it.”
“I’m not leaving!” I growl angrily.
Robin stares at me like I’ve lost it, which maybe I have. She stands up and crosses her arms over her chest. “You are leaving her, Mason, or did you forget that little tidbit of information. When October rolls around, you won’t have a choice. Your birthday means going home, and yeah, maybe she’ll get to go with you, but maybe she’ll die trying. I have no idea. What are the chances of her making it to your birthday to get you home if you stay with her? If she’s not there when the time comes, bad things happen, Mason. You have to go home, or you die. Do you understand me?”
Her words pull me to my feet in a flash. My hands grip her shoulders and pin her against the edge of the temporary construction office. She winces as her head slams into the metal wall.
“What did you just say?” I demand. “I’ll die?”
“If Olivia’s not there to take you home on your birthday, you don’t go home. You can’t stay here either. You’ll die, Mason.”
My fingers dig into her shoulders. “When were you going to tell me this?” I yell angrily. “How many other answers are you hiding from me? What else have you lied about?”
“I haven’t lied about anything!” Robin snaps. “I just found out about you dying if you don’t go home. My grandma told me this afternoon when I went to see her. I was planning to tell you tomorrow.”
She wedges her hands against my chest and shoves me back a step. Her glare matches mine. “I’m trying to help you, Mason, so how about you stop being such an idiot and listen to me.”
“I’m not leaving Olivia,” I snap.
Her eyes narrow. “Then you’re going to watch her die.”
Half a dozen angry retorts are waiting on the tip of my tongue, but none of them make it over the brink. The idea of walking away from Olivia makes me physically sick, but I don’t know what else to do. Anger falls away from my body slowly. My shoulders sag. My stomach twists as I summon up the courage to form new words, frightening words.
“Maybe you’re right.”
Robin sighs, a certain level of satisfaction reflected in her eyes. I stare at her, not sure if there’s something else, but before I can figure it out, Olivia steps out from behind the office. Wide, terrified eyes pierce me.
“What?” she shrieks. “What? You’re leaving? What is she talking about? Your birthday? Dying? How long have you known? When  . . . ” Her voice trails off, ending the string of half-formed thoughts. Her eyes turn glassy, reflecting the moonlight and intensifying the pain in her eyes. “Mason, you can’t leave me, please.”
The ache in my chest that has been tormenting me since Robin first explained what had to happen doubles, triples, until it nearly drops me under its terrible weight. I stumble over to Olivia and throw my arms around her. I expect her to do the same, but she yelps in pain and pulls back, tucking her left shoulder out of sight. She tries to hide the pain, but her left hand is trembling and a fresh trail of blood leaks out from under her sweatshirt.
Her hands try to fight me off as I yank at the zipper. Her one good arm bats at my hand, but I shove it away easily. She groans in agony as I slide her arm out of the black fabric. Weakness like I have never before experienced saps my energy entirely. One knee buckles at the sight of her torn flesh. Cut in no way describes what happened to Olivia. Her gaping biceps is swollen and inflamed, blood still seeping out from a nasty clot of half dried blood.
A sickening image forms in my mind as I picture the Sentinel stabbing his knife into her arm without remorse. My hands fall away in shock. My fingers look black in the moonlight with Olivia’s blood covering them. Only then do I realize her sweatshirt is soaked through. How much blood has she lost? I knew she looked pale. I knew she was in pain, but I wanted to believe her when she said she was fine. Getting rid of the body blinded me to the truth.
“We need to get you to a hospital,” I say shakily.
My whole body feels as cold as stone. Olivia is shaking her head. The way her pink lips stand out so starkly against her skin tightens my resolve. Olivia tries to protest as I scoop her into my arms and demand everyone get back in the Jeep. I ignore her voice and focus instead on her breathing. It seems too shallow, too labored as I get us both into the Jeep.
Robin speeds through town to the nearest hospital as Evie calls her parents and tries not to sound hysterical. We’re halfway to the hospital when Olivia stops trying to change my mind. For the first five seconds, I feel relieved that she isn’t arguing. It only takes that long before I understand that it wasn’t her choice to stop arguing.
“Olivia!” My voice is high and tight as panic takes over every thought.
Evie snaps around from the passenger’s seat, her wide eyes scouring her sister’s body. “What happened? Why isn’t she moving? Is she breathing?”
My head starts shaking back and forth. I don’t know! Hastily, I lay her down on the seat with trembling hands. My blood is pounding in my ears as I lay my cheek next to her nose. I hold my breath, terrified.
Short, warm puffs of air pulse hesitantly out of her body and fall against my skin. I want to scream in relief, but they are too shallow and weak. Shaking so badly I can barely control my movements, I try to touch her face gently. My hand looks so dark against her skin!
“She’s breathing,” I manage to say, “but it’s weak. Oh, Olivia, please hang on. It’s going to be okay. Everything is going to be alright. Please, please.”
Everyone lurches forward as Robin screeches to a halt in front of the Emergency Room. She and Evie leap out of the Jeep and rush around to my door. I try to push them back, unwilling to let Olivia out of my arms, but Robin yanks my hand away.
“You can’t carry her in, Mason! What will that look like?” she demands.
I know she is right, but my hands stay clamped around Olivia’s body.
“Please, Mason. Let us take her inside. You have to trust me. I’ll keep her safe.”
“Trust you?” I ask. How can I? I have no idea what else Robin has lied to me about. Can I really trust her?
Do I have any other choice?
Robin and Evie pull Olivia carefully out of my arms. I stumble out after them, leaving the Jeep door open. Together they lug Olivia into the ER while I trail behind, helpless, left alone to watch the blood drip from her fingertips.



Chapter 36
Stupid, Stupid Boy
(Olivia)
 
Everything feels fuzzy. Opening my eyes seems more difficult than usual. There’s a strange pressure around my arm. My fingers twitch as I try to reach the spot, but my arms don’t want to move. A tired breath slips between my lips.
“Olivia?” Mason calls out. A second later his hands are pressed against my cheeks. “Olivia, are you awake?”
If I hadn’t been already, I am now. My lips curl into a smile as I finally open my eyes and find him hovering over me. “Mason,” I say softly.
I reach up and wrap my fingers around his shirt, pulling him closer. I can’t pinpoint why, but I feel a strange longing for him, as if we’ve been apart for ages. As I look into his eyes, confusion plagues me. Why does he look so sad, so anguished?
“Mason, what’s wrong?”
His shoulders jump as a pained breath shudders out of him. “I was so scared. I thought you were going to die, Olivia. I thought I had lost you.”
Mason buries his face in my hair, squeezing me. His arm tightens around my shoulder and sends a sharp pain shooting down to my fingertips. I gasp. The fuzziness disappears. My eyes travel past Mason’s shoulders to sterile looking walls that can only belong in a hospital. The sharp scent of antiseptic reaches my nose and the events that led me to this moment swim back into my mind.
Roughly, I shove Mason away from me. “Lost me!” I shriek. “Apparently that’s what was going to happen all along! How could you not tell me that you had to go home on your birthday? How could you  . . . ”
My voice weakens and disappears as I realize I already know the answers to most of the questions running through my mind.
When did he find out? I clench my bottom lip between my teeth. He found out the morning he kissed me. After the kiss. Only something like this could have convinced him to do what he did.
Why didn’t he tell me? Because he was afraid I’d spend the rest of our time together clinging to him, ignoring everything else, planning a way to get him home even if it meant my life was the price.
Why did he leave me for Robin? My chin starts to tremble. He didn’t, not really. It was an act, a ploy to make me forget him, to move on so his leaving wouldn’t be so hard.
Was he really going to let me date Hayden when he knows I’m in love with him? Tears roll down my cheeks and my shoulders start shaking, because I know the answer to that question too. Yes. If he thought it would protect me, he would have stood by and pushed me toward someone else.
“You stupid, stupid boy,” I say through my tears. “What were you thinking?”
Mason’s face crumbles. “I just . . .  I didn’t know how to protect you from everything. You’ve kept me safe for twelve years and I couldn’t manage to do the same for you for even a few weeks!”
“No,” I interrupt, “that’s not what I’m talking about and you know it!”
“It was never about Robin,” Mason says. His eyes drop, and his fingers find mine. “I love you, Olivia. That never changed. I’m so sorry I hurt you. It killed me to do it, but I honestly thought it was the right thing to do, at least until . . .  until I saw the look on your face when I took Robin’s hand. I didn’t know  . . . ”
“You didn’t know how much I loved you?”
Mason shakes his head slowly. “I didn’t know you were in love with me.”
It breaks my heart to hear him say that because it’s my fault. Even after the kiss, despite the intoxicating passion we shared in that moment, I did nothing to make sure he knew. I don’t make the same mistake twice.
The hands that shoved him away a moment ago curl around the fabric of his shirt. I pull his mouth down to mine. It hurts to strain my shoulder, but it’s a hazy thought in the back of my mind as Mason’s lips press hesitantly against mine. One of my hands releases his shirt and slips to the back of his neck. His hesitancy disappears with the tiniest amount of pressure.
Suddenly, Mason is pulling me into his arms. His lips crush against mine as his fingers burrow into my hair. I gasp at the force behind his grip, my breathing coming faster. My hand presses against his chest, but not to push him away, just to feel his heart racing beneath my touch. Mine easily matches his.
I can’t breathe when Mason’s lips leave mine and trail down the curve of my neck. His one hand slides down my body, tightening around my waist as he pulls me even closer. I feel dizzy as his mouth comes back up to meet mine, but that hardly stops me from lying back and pulling him along with me. The weight of his upper body pressing down on me is strangely reassuring. My breath sticks in my chest as I pull to close every last space between us.
Mason kisses me again, but this time it is less frantic. His mouth moves against mine slowly. His fingers which are nearly digging into my side soften and glide up my body slowly. Every inch they travel draws a strangled gasp from my lips. I didn’t think my heart could beat any faster than it was a moment ago, but it is pounding so frantic it’s the only sound I can hear.
A whimper escapes my lips as Mason pulls back slightly. My fingers curl around his shirt, begging him not to leave. “Mason, I love you,” I whisper. “I love you so much and I can’t stand the thought of being away from you. Not even for a moment.”
I nearly groan in pain as Mason crushes me against him, but I bite my lip and hold it inside. Mason’s hands slowly begin stroking my back. “I love you more than I can even tell you, Ollie, but  . . . ”
I push him back roughly, shaking my head. “No buts, Mason, please. I can’t lose you.”
“You aren’t safe with me here.”
“I don’t care. This,” I say, gesturing at my bandaged arm, “is worth having you with me. I won’t let them tear you away from me.”
“I don’t want to leave,” Mason says, “but it’s not just about us. It kills me to think of leaving you, but I can’t stay here and watch the people I love get killed.”
I shake my head at him. I won’t accept this. “Nobody’s going to kill us, Mason. We’ll protect ourselves. I’ll protect you, like I always have. You can’t leave. I won’t let you. Please, Mason.”
“I know you would do anything in your power to protect me, Ollie,” Mason says softly. “I have no doubts that you would sacrifice everything for me, but I won’t let you.”
“It’s not your decision,” I argue. He can’t tell me what I can and can’t sacrifice for him.
He shakes his head. “You’re not thinking this through, Olivia.” His voice is strained, almost harsh. “It’s not just about what we want. Do you think I would ever choose to leave you if I had any other choice?”
My bottom lip begins to tremble. “You do have a choice. Stay with me.”
“And watch Evie get hit and tied up again? Watch your blood soak into my jeans as I hold you, praying you aren’t about to die? How can I stay when it might mean watching the only parents I have ever really known die at the hands of the Sentinels? I can stop all of this. I can make you all safe.” Mason’s jaw firms as his eyes turn glassy with unshed tears. “I can protect you, Olivia, all of you. All I have to do is leave.”
“No!” I say it angrily, even though I know he is right. I know it’s the only way to guarantee my family won’t be killed. The guilt my selfishness inspires within me hurts almost as much as the Sentinel’s blade slicing into my arm, but I can’t let go of Mason. I can’t give him up just to save myself.
“I’ll come with you,” I whisper, “wherever you have to go. I’ll come with you.”
Mason’s stony stance melts. He falls back into the chair he must have been sitting in earlier. His head falls to his chest. “And leave your family? Leave school? Who will protect them in case the Sentinels come back, or don’t believe I’ve really gone?”
His hands scrub against his face in frustration. “And it still leaves you with a bull’s eye on your back,” he growls. “If you leave, they’ll know you came with me. They’ll search for you . . .  and they’ll find you. You know they will.”
“I  . . . ” My voice falters. I want so badly to have the answer, to tell him it will be okay because I have a plan that will keep us safe and together. I want to believe that everything we have been through the past twelve years won’t dwindle down to a goodbye that may last forever.
My brain scrambles to come up with something. I latch onto the only thought that gives me any hope. “What about being your Escort?” I demand. “I have to be with you when it’s time for you to go home. Robin said so. We have to be together or you’ll die here.”
Mason’s body goes strangely still. His hand crushes mine painfully. I’m not even sure he’s breathing for a moment, until a breath lurches into his lungs like he’s just come up from drowning.
“Didn’t you listen to the rest of what she said?” Mason asks. His voice is heavy, harsh. The sound of it presses in on me. “She said helping me might kill you. The chance that you’ll come with me may be nothing but fantasy!”
“It may be real!” I counter. “It may be the only way we can be together, Mason.”
“Are you listening at all? Helping me get home could kill you!”
It hurts like hell for my shoulder to cross my arms over my chest, but I do it anyway. “Do you really think that will stop me?”
I expect Mason to admit defeat, but I am sorely disappointed. He stands next to my hospital bed and leans in with a deadly serious expression. “I will not put you in harm’s way again, Olivia. I love you too much to watch you die. All I have to do to stop you is leave.”
The pain in my arm is forgotten entirely. The dead body we just buried disappears from my mind. Everything but the sickening thought of living without Mason vanishes. All of the air is sucked out of my lungs like I have just been punched in the stomach. My shoulders curl in as my arms squeeze my body nearly in half.
“You can’t!” I cry. “You can’t leave me, Mason. Please. Please don’t go. I can’t stay here without you, not knowing whether you’re safe. I can’t. You can’t. Please, Mason, please.”
My body is jostled as Mason climbs up on the bed and sits next to me, his arms encircling me in an instant. His lips press against my temple, but he doesn’t say what I need him to say. I sag in defeat as Mason cradles me against his chest. The gentle stroke of his hands along my back as he whispers that everything will be okay are not enough to break through the agony building up inside of me.
“Please don’t leave,” I beg.
His tears splash down on my skin as he says, “I can’t stay, Olivia. I have to go.”
“Where? Where can you go that will be safer than staying with me?”
The sound of a door opening sends me cringing against Mason’s chest. I don’t know what I expect. Sentinels? Police come to arrest us? Some new threat I haven’t even considered? I would have welcomed any of those over what I really see.



Chapter 37
This Gift of Joy
(Olivia)
 
I have never met Robin’s parents, but I know who they are the moment they step into the room. Her mother has the same wispy brown hair that is constantly escaping clips and bobby pins. Her father has her same pale skin and bright eyes. Robin stands between them, with my own family a step behind.
They already know, I realize. Evie’s red eyes betray her. Mom and Dad share a look half relieved that I am awake, half agonized because they too have already agreed to let Mason slip out of our lives, maybe for good. Robin and her family are the worst. Her parents’ calm, pleased expressions make me want to scream.
I don’t want to show them any weakness. I want to prove that I am strong enough to protect Mason, better suited to keep him safe than they are. Every ounce of strength I have goes into not breaking down. I pull my head up off Mason’s shoulder and meet eyes with Robin’s mother.
“You’re taking Mason?” I ask.
“He asked us to help him hide,” she corrects, “until his birthday when . . .  if you take him home.”
Gritting my teeth, I stare her and Mason down. “When. When I take him home. That’s not up for debate.”
Mason’s mouth opens, but a scathing glare from me shuts him up. I turn back to Robin’s mom. “How exactly do you intend to keep him safe? We’ve been protecting him for twelve years, and we were doing a pretty good job of it until your daughter stumbled into our lives and set the Sentinels on our trail.”
I don’t even try to hide the vile look I shoot directly at Robin’s head. The look of shame I see in Robin’s eyes is only a tiny spark compared to what I think it should be. She’s the one who knew all the rules. She broke them once and it cost Eliana her life. Why didn’t she learn? Why did she egg on her relationship with Mason, putting him in danger and nearly getting us killed? It is almost painful to tear my eyes away from her and put aside my anger.
Looking back to Robin’s parents, I see my own anger reflected in their eyes. At first, I expect them to lash out at me for blaming their daughter, but they don’t. Robin’s father glances down at his daughter in disgust before looking back at me with a tight expression.
“Robin’s actions will be dealt with at a later time, and I can promise they will be appropriately harsh. Right now, Mason is our main concern. If he is indeed one of the Aerling ruling class as Robin has speculated—which we are inclined to agree with—it is imperative that we send him into hiding as soon as possible. Tonight, in fact. Arrangements have already been made.”
He stares down at me as if every word that just came out of his mouth didn’t stab me in the heart. “Tonight?” I squeak.
Robin’s mom nods. “You were smart to get rid of the body of the Sentinel that attacked you, but it won’t be long before he’s missed. They’ll come back for Mason if they believe he is still with you, and they won’t stop with just his life.”
“How  . . . ” I gulp in a painful breath. “How will they know he won’t be there? They can’t see him. They won’t be able to tell he’s gone. Won’t they just come looking regardless and . . .  and kill us?”
Mom and Dad glance at each other worriedly. Mom pulls Evie in under her arm and tries to squeeze away the fear in her eyes. I feel weak and wobbly as Mason’s arm tightens around my shoulder. Is this all for nothing? Will we die no matter what we do? A flash of selfishness says that if we’re all going to die, I’d rather spend my last few hours in Mason’s arms than waiting alone for news that the Sentinels have found him.
The cruelty of such a thought slaps against my love for him. I told Mason already that I was ready to give my life in exchange for his, that I could never stand by and let him die when I could have prevented it no matter what the cost might be. Was I lying when I said that?
An ache starts deep in my chest and quickly swells to my fingertips and toes. I want so much to be with Mason. I want to be swallowed in his love and lose myself completely in his touch. I want my world to begin and end with him, but I can’t lie to myself. I have to face reality, and that means giving in when it’s the last thing I want to do.
I look back up at Robin’s mom and she sees the acceptance in my eyes. It spurs her to answer my question. “Robin has mentioned to you that we have Caretakers serving in the police force. They will be stationed outside your house. Not only will this protect your family from the Sentinels, it serves as a message to them. They will understand that we are aware of their interest in Mason. The Sentinels know we would never leave an Aerling within their reach. It should be enough to turn their search elsewhere.”
“Should be?” I snap. Maybe she doesn’t care all that much about my family given that they aren’t Caretakers, but I am not about to kick up my heels on maybe.
“We have every confidence that they will back off,” Robin’s dad says, “but if they continue their interest, the Caretaker officers will be there to protect you.”
“And my family, right?” My eyes narrow at the both of them. “I may be Mason’s Escort, but you all are going to protect every member of my family.”
It’s not a question. In the back of my mind I admit that I have absolutely nothing to bargain with, but either they don’t realize that, or they think I have some way of thwarting their plans. They share a look that doesn’t seem entirely pleased, and then nod curtly.
“Of course your entire family will be protected.”
My eyes bounce between theirs and I get the twisted feeling that making a deal with them is something akin to selling my soul. I don’t know what else to do, though. Hiding the growing sense of panic, I fix my gaze on Robin’s mother.
“You never answered my original question. How exactly are you planning to keep Mason safe?”
Her lips stretch tight into a smug smile. “You act like this is the first time Caretakers have ever had to hide an Aerling. We know how to protect them better than anyone.”
“Is that why Mason’s in danger now?” I snap. “Because you’re all so great at keeping secrets and protecting people?”
The skin around her eyes crinkles as she narrows her glare.
“Answer the question,” I demand.
“Mason will be moved every week from one Caretaker family to the next. Only the Caretakers he is with will know his location. He will be kept indoors at all times once he is transferred so there is no chance of a Sentinel spotting a door opening by itself or other strange occurrences. He will be monitored closely and allowed no contact with anyone outside the family he is with, ensuring he remains safe,” she says. “This will continue until his eighteenth birthday when the Caretakers he is with will contact us and make arrangements for you to join Mason and escort him home.”
My family has been silent throughout this exchange, but now my dad unravels himself from Mom and Evie and storms up next to my bed. His hand slips into mine as his gaze travels to Robin’s parents. “What exactly happens then?” he demands. “You expect Olivia to waltz in to be Mason’s Escort, but no one has bothered to explain what will happen when she does. We need to know that our daughter will be safe before we agree to any of this.”
Robin’s father, who should understand better than anyone a father’s love for his daughter, tightens his jaw angrily. The expression on his face makes me shiver. “Your daughter was born into this world to serve a purpose. What right do you have to deny her the opportunity to fulfill her purpose? If she is destined to die helping Mason return to his world, then she will die knowing she has done the right thing. It is not your place to determine her future.”
Dad goes rigid next to me. “Not my place?” he growls. “I am her father! It is my purpose to love and protect her, from the Caretakers if necessary. You are fooling yourselves if you think we’ll hand her over to you blindly.”
It is like an old western showdown between them. Robin’s parents look furious that my dad would question them, let alone threaten them. Dad looks ready to throw a punch. I love him for standing up for me, for loving me enough to stand up to these nutjobs, but he’s wrong about this. Robin’s parents are right about one thing. It isn’t his choice whether or not I will help Mason and possibly die in the process. I will save Mason’s life and take him home. That is not up for debate.
“Dad,” I say quietly as I touch his arm, “it’s okay.”
He peers down at me, confused.
“Nothing has to be decided right now,” I lie. “Let’s just hear them out, okay?”
Dad clenches his jaw. Mom looks like she is on the verge of tears while I fear Evie is about to tear into Robin and her parents. The room stays quiet, neither agreement nor dissent passing between us. It’s the best I can hope for right now. I look back at Robin’s parents and study them for a moment.
I’m sure they are very dedicated Caretakers. Clearly, that’s their main priority, even over their own daughter. I get the impression that they only had a child to pass on their purpose. And she stripped them of that. Robin’s head dips down when her father deigns to glance in her direction. The look in his eyes echoes my own anger and frustration I feel toward Robin because of the problems she has caused us, but there is something even more intense in his expression. Hatred.
I never thought I would pity Robin. I’ve been too busy despising her for that, but in this moment I feel sorry for her. My parents are standing beside me, protecting me because they love me. Robin’s parents would throw her to the wolves if they thought it would win them another chance to care for an Aerling and fulfill their purpose.
A strange mixture of emotions crowds in on me, but I push them all back and refocus on Robin’s scary mother. “What happens to Escorts after they help their Aerlings return home?”
“Their fate is . . .  uncertain.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Mason demands, speaking up for the first time. His body is tight beside me and his fingers are strangling mine.
“It means we don’t know,” she snaps. “Most Escorts never return. We have no idea whether they are able to cross into the Aerling world with their charge, or if their lives are the cost of sending the Aerling home. There is no way for us to know for sure.”
“What about the ones who do return?” Dad asks. “Surely they have given the Caretakers some insight.”
Robin’s father shakes his head. “The ones who do come back . . .  they aren’t the same.”
“What do you mean?” Evie demands, nearly yelling out her question. “Like she’ll be crazy? What kind of jacked up system is this?”
Neither of Robin’s parents seems interested in answering. Their hard expressions stay fixed on me. I suppose to their minds, it shouldn’t matter what might happen to me. It’s my purpose. Surprisingly, it is Robin who answers.
“The Escorts that have come back, they aren’t crazy, but there’s something wrong with them. Guilt maybe. None of them will ever talk about what happened. Most Caretakers believe they either failed to return their Aerlings and witnessed their deaths, or were too cowardly to follow through and abandoned their Aerling.” Robin twists her fingers around each other. “Not fulfilling our purpose is like treason to Caretakers. Escorts who come home are ostracized.”
“Wait,” I say, “are most Escorts Caretakers?”
The look that passes between Robin’s parents is irritating, like they’re debating whether or not I am worthy enough to receive whatever information they’re hoarding. Robin’s mother tilts her chin up snobbishly before speaking, “Yes, most Escorts are Caretakers. Only rarely do we find an Escort among the lay people.”
Evie snorts, and I have the urge to do the same. Lay people? Like they’re better than everyone else just because they’re Caretakers? Mason shakes his head, which only serves to irritate Robin’s parents. Like I care at this point.
“Escorts who are not Caretakers,” Robin’s mom continues, “are rare, and usually a sign of  . . . ”
When her voice trails off, it’s not easy to resist the urge to grab her and shake the answer, all the answers, out of her skinny little body.
“It means,” Robin says as she steps forward, “that Mason is very important.”
Evie laughs out loud. The mocking lilt to her laughter grates on Robin’s parents. My own smile is vicious as well, because I know why Evie is laughing. “So, the most important Aerlings can’t be trusted to the Caretakers.”
“That’s not true,” Robin’s mother snaps.
“Of course it’s true, yet you still want us to trust you to protect Mason until his birthday.” If both of my hands weren’t occupied holding onto Mason and my dad, I would throw something at her.
Mason’s hand tightens around mine, and at first I think he is doing it to show his agreement. When he looks down at me I know I am wrong. My heart aches because it is the same look I gave my dad just a few minutes ago. Mason’s thumb grazes my knuckles lightly.
“I know you don’t want to agree, Olivia, but it’s the only way I can be sure you’ll be safe. I have to go with them.”
“No,” I beg. Tears spring to my eyes and begin rolling down my cheeks. The pain in my chest spreads to every part of me. “Please don’t go.”
The agony in his expression kills me. His head shakes back and forth, breaking my heart. “I can’t stay. I have to leave. You know this is the only way.”
“I don’t know, and neither do you! Please, Mason, don’t go,” I beg.
His fingers brush away my tears. Dad’s hand slips out of mine as he steps back and let’s Mason take me in his arms. Everyone else disappears from my mind as I look up at Mason through tear-filled eyes. He blinks away tears, but they roll down his cheeks anyway. I shake my head back and forth, refusing to believe our time together is over. I can’t do this without him. I can’t sit back wondering and waiting, not knowing where he is or if he’s safe. I can’t wake up every morning knowing he won’t be there.
“Let me come with you,” I beg one last time.
Mason crushes me against his chest. The pain in my shoulder flares, but I only grip him tighter. My frightened tears explode into a torrent. I only cry harder when Mason’s tears splash down on my skin.
“I love you, Ollie,” Mason whispers. “This won’t be forever, I promise. We’ll be together again soon.”
Squeezing my eyes shut tightly, I press my forehead into his chest. I can’t face him. I can’t say goodbye, even if it’s only for a few weeks. I can’t, because I don’t trust Robin’s parents. I am terrified that this will be the last time I ever see him. My head shakes back and forth until Mason forces my chin up so I have no choice but to meet his gaze. His red, swollen eyes send another shot of agony through me.
“Ollie, please. Don’t make me leave you like this. You know I don’t want to go. I would never leave you if I had any choice.” His expression is pleading, begging me to tell him this is okay.
I don’t want to, because it’s not. It’s not okay! But the pain in his eyes is too much. “I know,” I whisper hoarsely. “I know you don’t want to leave. I’m sorry, Mason. I want to be strong for you, but I don’t know if I can. I love you so much. I can’t imagine not being with you every day.”
“I know,” he whispers, “I know.”
His arms curl around me and we hold each other in silence. There is so much to say, but I am out of words. I lean up and pull Mason’s lips to mine. I don’t care who is watching or what my dad may think. Every ounce of my love flows into this one kiss. My fingers slide back into Mason’s hair as he cradles me against him. Heat grows between our bodies as our souls irrevocably connect, mixing in a way that will never let us drift apart. In the midst of this terrible pain, we are sheltered by this gift of joy. Mason is mine, and I am his, no matter what we are forced to face.



Chapter 38
Join the Club
(Olivia)
 
Sitting on Mason’s bed, alone, I stare out the window at the Caretaker cop parked outside our house. The Dewalts give it a strange look as they carry their luggage back into their house. One corner of my mouth turns up faintly at the sight of them. It’s the best I can manage, even though I am extremely relieved that they were in Florida visiting their daughter while the Sentinels invaded their house and are not actually dead, rotting in the basement.
My phone buzzes, but I ignore it. No doubt it’s Haden again. It didn’t take long for him to hear the story Evie spread about what happened to me. Not the truth, of course, but part of our plan to make sure the Sentinels know Mason is gone. Evie told a few of her most gossip hungry friends about a creepy guy with a scar who has been stalking me. We blamed him for the knife attack and made sure everyone knew what he looked like. The school is even going to post pictures of the sketch the police did all around the school.
It’s a good plan, but I refuse to give Robin’s parents any credit. They took Mason away from me, and I will never forgive them for that.
A knock sounds at my door, and I look up expecting Evie, but finding Robin instead. A heavy breath flows out of me. I think this is the first time I have ever been relieved to see Robin. Not that I will admit it, but I turn around eagerly to face her.
“He’s safe?” I ask desperately.
She nods as she sits down on the bed with me. Part of me wants to push her off, but the other part clings to the pity I felt when I realized how badly her parents treat her. I know she’s made mistakes, but she doesn’t deserve to be hated by her own family.
“How much can you tell me?” I ask.
“Not much.” Her eyes stare at the blanket beneath her legs. She bites at her bottom lip as she squeezes her hands together. “All I know is that a Caretaker family met us out in the middle of nowhere late last night and hustled him into their car. They told my parents they’d pass my mom and dad’s contact info onto the next family so whoever has him on his birthday will be able to get in touch with us and set up the meeting.”
I nod, treasuring even this tiny amount of information. At this point, I think I hate the Caretakers just as much as I hate the Sentinels, but I know they’ll protect Mason. From what Robin managed to tell me before they left last night, her parents aren’t even the worst of the Caretakers when it comes to their fanaticism with fulfilling their purpose. They’ll keep him safe.
“Did Mason say anything before . . .  before they took him?” I ask quietly.
Robin’s mouth turns down at the corners. “He said he’d find a way to let you know he’s safe.”
“How?” I ask.
She shakes her head. “I don’t know, but I’ve learned not to doubt him.”
I don’t doubt Mason either, but I don’t know how long it will take him to find a way to contact me. I don’t know how long I can bear waiting. The air in Mason’s bedroom seems thick. It’s almost claustrophobic, but I can’t bring myself to get up and leave it. An irrational part of me fears it will all disappear if I step out of his room, that every reminder I have of him will be stolen away like he was.
“I hate your parents.”
The words slip out of my mouth before I can stop them. I wasn’t planning to say them, but once they are out, I don’t regret them even a little.
Robin snorts. “Join the club.”
“It’s not just about Mason,” I say. “Whatever you’ve done, it isn’t right that they treated you the way they did.”
She shrugs slowly. “I don’t know. Maybe they’re right. I should have been able to live up to their expectations, but I haven’t.”
“They shouldn’t hate you for that.”
“But they do,” she says stiffly.
A strange silence falls over us. It’s not awkward, because we are beyond that, but it isn’t comfortable. It feels charged, like we are both on the edge of doing something drastic, but don’t know where to start. We need each other’s help, I realize. I know what I want. I want to save Mason’s life, hopefully without losing mine if at all possible. To do that, I need to know as much about being an Escort as I can. I need Robin’s help.
But what does she want? And why does she need my help? I stare at her, trying to figure it out, but everything about her is closed down right now. Robin is a Caretaker, and I have already decided that they are a group I should be wary to trust. I have no one else, though. Whatever Robin is after, I have no choice but to hope it is the same thing I want, or at the very least, that it won’t stop me from saving Mason.
“Robin,” I say hesitantly, “how would you like to know the truth?”
“The truth?” she asks. She voices the question, but I can see in her eyes that she knows exactly what I’m talking about. Her feigned ignorance only lasts a second longer before her hands tighten into fists. “You don’t believe them either?”
I shake my head. “If there’s one thing Caretakers are good at, it’s keeping secrets.”
“I knew they were lying when they said they didn’t know what happens to Escorts,” Robin says, “but I don’t know how to prove it. I know they’re lying about other things too, but where do I start trying to find the truth?”
It’s a good question, one I don’t really have the answer to. I can only choose a direction and hope it is the right one. “They said that some Escorts have returned, right?”
Robin nods.
“Then we need to locate one of them and find out what really happened.”
“How?” Robin asks.
Another good question. Another answer I don’t have. “We’ll find a way.”
For a moment, Robin looks skeptical, but then her resolve tightens. She nods, and the beaten down look in her eyes disappears. Robin might be the last person I want to form a secret alliance with, but Mason’s life is worth putting aside petty jealousy and anger. She’s my only way into the secretive world of the Caretakers. Trusting her is still a huge risk, but doing nothing will cost Mason his life.
Robin and I turn when Evie walks into the room. I know she has taken Mason’s leaving hard, but there is no evidence of weakness in her stance as she stops in front of the bed. Her hard eyes dart between the two of us. For a moment, I wonder where my silly, girly, jabbering little sister has gone. It’s a fleeting thought, though, because I have always known that under her prissy exterior is the kind of strength you never have to doubt.
“So, have you two come up with a plan yet, or what?” Evie asks.
“Are you offering to help?” Robin asks skeptically.
I stand up and put my arm around Evie’s shoulder. “Did you ever doubt she would?”
Robin doesn’t look entirely convinced of Evie, but she sighs and shakes her head. “We can start with my grandma. I don’t know if she’ll know where we can find an Escort who returned, but I don’t know who else to turn to. My parents are obviously out.”
“Obviously,” Evie snaps.
Gently, I push Evie back before she starts clawing Robin’s eyes out. “Why are you doing this?” I ask Robin.
“Because I care about Mason,” she says, as if the answer should be obvious.
I shake my head at her. “It’s more than that. If you want us to trust you, I want the real answer.”
Robin pushes herself up from the bed slowly. Every movement is hard and jerky. There is a flame of determination in her eyes that startles me. “The real answer?” Her teeth grind together. “If you had to live every day with two people who despise you, wouldn’t you want to escape? Wouldn’t you do anything to get out from under their hateful eyes? I can’t spend the rest of my life with them.”
“The rest of your life?” Evie snorts. “You’re almost eighteen. You’ll get to move out soon, and then you never have to see them again if you don’t want to.”
Robin’s head starts shaking halfway through Evie’s comment. “I can never leave. It’s my punishment for breaking my covenants to protect Eliana. Among Caretakers, I am a prisoner. Even if I try to run, they’ll find me. Believe me, I’ve tried.”
“What?” I ask slowly. “You’ve run away before?”
“And they drug me back, every time.”
Evie stares at Robin as if seeing her for the first time. “How many times have you run away?”
“At least ten, maybe more. I’ve lost track.”
Pressing my hand to my forehead, I try to understand what she’s telling me. “So, you want Mason to . . .  take you with him?”
Her bottom lip begins to tremble. “It’s the only place they won’t be able to find me.”
“Is that even possible?” I ask.
Robin shrugs. “Probably not, but I have to try.” She wipes away a tear before it can slither down her cheek. “I know you have every reason not to trust me, but I’m begging you to give me a chance.”
Evie and I look over at each other with the same question in our eyes. She could be lying. She’s a Caretaker after all. But if she is, I can’t figure out what benefit she would get out of it. Even if she reported everything to her parents, they want the same thing we do—to see Mason get home safely.
I look away from my sister and turn back to Robin, still unsure. It’s clear from Robin’s expression that she knows we are not convinced. A strange look of resolve mixed with shame settles over her. I watch as her fingers grip the bottom of her t-shirt. She only has to lift it an inch or two before Evie and I both gasp, but she pulls her shirt up to just beneath her bra so we can see the full extent of what living with her parents has cost her. The collection of mottled bruises covering her abdomen is staggering.
“I am well aware that trying to cross into the Aerling world might kill me,” Robin says, “but at this point, it’s a risk I’m willing to take.”
Evie and I don’t need to look at each other. We both nod, accepting Robin’s help and making the decision to trust her. There is still no guarantee that we are making the right choice, but when does life ever guarantee anything?
The three of us sit back down on Mason’s bed. The room is quiet until I speak. “If I’m supposed to be able to take Mason home, it must mean that either I have some kind of power capable of doing that, or something about me is inherently different. We need to find out everything we can about Escorts and how they cross between worlds. Whatever the Caretakers are lying about, we need to be prepared for it.”
“We will be,” Evie says. Her hand slips into mine and squeezes. “We aren’t going to let anything bad happen to Mason, or to you. We’ll figure this out, Olivia.”
We spend the next hour tossing out ideas and brainstorming for even the most outrageous possibilities. I think all three of us could have gone on for hours longer, but a call from Robin’s parents cuts it short. It is an odd experience to hug Robin before she leaves. I am careful not to hurt her, but I am not prepared for the feeling of responsibility I feel toward her when I pull back.
“Thank you,” she says quietly, before turning and walking out to her car.
Evie asks me if I want to talk, but I am too exhausted to do anything but collapse into bed. Night is still hours away, but I can’t keep my eyes open more than twenty seconds after my head touches the pillow. I wake hours later to my phone vibrating under my face.
My first instinct is to push it aside and go back to sleep, but the preview of a text message from a number I don’t recognize flashes on the screen and yanks me up to sitting. I slide my finger across the screen in a panic, an irrational fear that it will disappear before I can read it plaguing me. I bring up the message, holding my breath.
I am safe. I love U, Ollie. We’ll be 2gether soon. I promise.
 
The End
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Chapter 1
A Dangerous Idea
(Mason)
 
Being invisible once seemed like a curse. After the last few days of constant, invading supervision, I wish I could go back to being the guy nobody even knew existed. I never realized how much I valued my privacy until it was gone. Losing it to complete strangers makes it even worse. Losing it because there is a whole society of killers out to murder me makes it unbearable.
“Mason, please,” Molly, my seven year old instructor, begs.
Small, fingers wrap around my larger hand. Molly squeezes, but I can feel a slight tremble in her hand. It surprises me and causes me to look at her. The pleading look in her eyes captures my attention.
“Mason, you have to focus. You have to learn to access your power and control it. You have to try harder,” she pleads. “There can’t be any mistakes. They have to do it right this time.”
“What do you mean this time?”
“Failing is . . .  it’s just not an option,” Molly says before dropping her eyes.
“What happens if I fail?” I ask.
Molly shakes her head, brunette ringlets bouncing into her eyes.  “I  . . . ,” she says. “I’m not supposed to talk about it. Mrs. Britton will be angry with me if I do.”
Feeling the trembling in her hands increase, a surge of protectiveness bunches my shoulder. I’ve only known Molly for three days, but the instant kinship I felt toward her refuses to let me stand by and watch the Brittons mistreat her. The Brittons are not Molly’s biological family, of course. She’s an Aerling like I am. They are the only family she has ever known, though, and she can’t hide how much they scare her.
I don’t want to put Molly in danger of being punished, but I have to know the consequences of failing, so I ask, “What happened the last time there was a ruling Aerling, like me?”
Still visibly upset, Molly relaxes somewhat and answers the question. “Usually, ruling Aerlings are identified at a young age. They show special talents right away. As soon as they’re identified, they start intensive training. The Caretakers are afraid of failing.”
Turning so I can put one arm around her small shoulders, I hug her against my side. “Why are they afraid?”
“The last time the Caretakers found someone like you, their training didn’t work. They blamed the Aerling, I guess. They said he wasn’t quite right and couldn’t learn to control his power. Every time he tried to use his talents, things got scary. When he turned eighteen, they were more than happy to send him on his way, but the bad things didn’t stop when he left.”
“What happened?”
Molly doesn’t answer right away. Her lips press together, probably to stop them from trembling. She tucks her body more tightly against mine. “The first time it happened was the day he went home, not an hour after the Aerling boy and his escort vanished. It was one of the Caretaker children, the one closest to his age that was first. Nobody could explain why she just stopped breathing. Nobody connected the dots at first. It took two more of the family members dying for them to realize what was happening. And it didn’t stop with the family. Everyone who tried to teach the Aerling was dead within weeks of him leaving.”
Finding a response to that is impossible. If I don’t learn to control my power before my eighteenth birthday, it could kill everyone who has tried to train me.
I am supposed to be moved every week until my birthday. That’s barely more than a month away, but that is still too many people put in danger because of me. “Molly, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”
She shakes her head, almost angrily. “I’m not trying to blame you,” she says. “It won’t hurt me. I’m an Aerling. And even if it hurts the Brittons  . . . ”
Molly doesn’t finish her thought, but she really doesn’t need to. I felt the coldness of this house the moment I stepped through the door.
“You’re scared, though,” I say quietly.
She nods.
“Why?”
It takes a moment before Molly pulls away from me enough to meet my gaze. Her tiny frame looks so small sitting in front of me, vulnerable and fragile. I stay silent as she gathers her courage.
“What will happen to me if there isn’t enough time to train you?”
Before Robin’s parents handed me over to the Brittons, they gave me strict instructions not to discuss any of the details that brought me to that moment. I was forbidden to tell anyone that my original Caretakers were murdered in front of me when I was five years old. I was definitely not allowed to tell anyone that Olivia found me a few days later, wandering lost and alone, and I have been living with her family for the last twelve years.
The only information exchanged between Robin’s family and the Brittons was that the Sentinels had found me and I had to be kept on the move until my birthday.
To myself, I added that I should never tell anyone that Olivia is my Escort. I also didn’t need to be told that I should keep to myself the fact that I can choose to reveal myself to people, both visually an audibly. That is not something Aerlings are supposed to be able to do. Robin’s parents don’t know about that certain ability, and I intend to keep it that way.
I pull Molly into my lap. She is so light, it takes hardly any effort. She snuggles against me immediately, and I can guess that she rarely gets this much affection. It saddens me and makes me wonder if my memories of my Caretakers those first five years of life are tinted as if being seen through rose colored glasses. I remember being happy with them, but the only other Caretakers I have met have not been like that at all.
“Molly,” I say, “how good are you at memorizing?”
Not prepared for this seemingly random question, Molly looks up at me oddly for a moment before answering. “Good. It’s one of the things I’m best at.”
I nod, pleased. “I want you to remember what I’m about to tell you. If you’re ever in trouble, I know someone who will help you and take care of you.”
Molly’s eyes widen. “Other Caretakers?”
When I shake my head, her eyes widen even more. “No, they aren’t Caretakers, Molly. This is the first time I’ve lived with Caretakers since I was five years old.”
The way Molly’s eyes dart around fearfully puts me on edge as well. I scan the living room carefully. When we are both convinced that we’re truly alone, I lower my voice and tell Molly what I was told to never tell anyone. I repeat Olivia’s address and her home phone number until Molly has it memorized. She proves her superior memorization abilities when she has the information stowed away in only a few minutes.
I can see the hope filling her eyes, but she isn’t convinced yet. “But, how will they know I’m there? They won’t be able to see or hear me.”
“Don’t worry, they’ll find a way to make it work.” I hesitate, not sure how much I can tell her. No doubt it is a risk, but I feel connected to Molly and I refuse to leave her alone and scared. “Maybe . . .  maybe I can teach you a few things before I leave, too.”
Molly looks at me sideways, not sure if I’m playing with her. Her eyes glint with the desire to believe me. The corner of my mouth turns up, and suddenly I want to teach her. I don’t even know if I can, but I am determined to try.
Mrs. Britton walks in from the front yard where she was preparing flower beds for the quickly approaching winter months. Her eyes narrow at the sight of me holding Molly on my lap. She stops in the hallway. “Are you two working?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Molly says quickly as she scoots away from me and crosses her legs.
“I should hope so,” Mrs. Britton says. “You have very little time, Molly. Don’t waste it.”
“I won’t,” Molly says quietly.
Mrs. Britton nods and continues on her way.
Disturbed by Mrs. Britton’s words, I turn to Molly and say, “Olivia’s family will take you in, no matter why you show up on their doorstep.”
Molly blinks quickly, but a tear escapes and rolls down her cheek. “Is it scary,” she asks, “knowing you have to leave Olivia when you go home?”
I begin to nod, but stop. “Do you know what happens to Escorts when we go home?”
Shaking her head, Molly’s eyes drop. “No one knows for sure, but they don’t come back. Mrs. Britton says it’s their duty to sacrifice for us.”
“Why?”
“Because we’re more important, for some reason, like something bad might happen if the Aerlings disappeared. She says sacrificing the people we love most is the only way to make sure we survive.”
Her words punch through me, leaving me hollow. “Sacrifice Olivia?” I shake my head in defiance. “I won’t do it, Molly.”
Frightened eyes snap up to mine. “You have to, Mason. You’re the most important Aerling the Caretakers have seen in . . .  maybe ever. You’re more powerful than they even realize.”
“What does that matter?” I demand. I won’t sacrifice Olivia just to save myself.
For once, Molly doesn’t shy away from my question. She looks up at me squarely, and says, “If you have power, you have a responsibility to use it. Mrs. Britton tells me that all the time, but for you . . .  I think it’s even more important. I think the Aerlings are in trouble, and you’re the only one who can help them. You may not have a choice about Olivia.”
“I still have a choice, no matter what.”
Molly’s nose crinkles in thought, the deep kind of pondering you wouldn’t expect to see on someone so young. She looks up at me, serious and scared. “Would you choose Olivia over the lives of every other Aerling?”
My shoulders fall as I contemplate her question. Could I really be some kind of answer to saving the Aerlings? Is saving them worth losing Olivia? I sit back, not sure I can make that kind of choice.
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Prelude
Alexandria Nicolette Reed
August 3, 1996 August 25, 2012
Loving Daughter and Sister
Mental Patient,
Shy, Quiet, Reserved
Weird, Insane, and Invisible
May You Rest In Peace
And Never Return
You Will Not Be Remembered
I remembered that day in the park. I remembered writing the eulogy into my journal, tearing it out and shredding it. The pieces floated away on the wind like dandelion wisps. I remembered how I’d felt that day—excited, scared, determined.
Looking back now, I realize how innocent I had been. I’d thought The Event had changed me all those years ago, but I was wrong. It had been those words I’d written on that piece of paper which had truly sealed my fate.
I am Alexandria Nicolette Deveraux and this is my story.



Chapter 1
I taste blood as I stare into hell.  
My hands shake. I can do this. I won’t be locked up again.
Just calm down, I mutter and force myself to open the car door and get out. My tongue flicks over the small cut in my mouth, the tinny taste blanketing my tongue. Adam’s High School looms in front of me. The very sight of the four story brick building terrifies me almost as much as going back to Compton does. It’s not your standard brick and mortar high school, but has touches of wood and stone built into the brick, giving it a charming appearance that blends into the mountain scenery around it. Looks are deceiving, though. I learned that lesson the hard way and it’s not one I will forget.
Thunder booms overhead and I look up to see black storm clouds rolling across the sky. The teens still outside start to scurry into the building, the threat of a storm puts a little speed into their pace.
Would any of them still remember me? 
A raindrop hits my hand where it still rests against the car. I should go in, but still I linger, the threat of what is waiting for me behind those doors almost as bad as the storm approaching. Another crash of thunder rumbles overheard. 
 It has been five years since I’ve seen any of them. Would they remember the twelve year old girl who’d run crying from the halls of Brendon Junior High school? Would they let me forget her?
But that person is gone, I remind myself forcefully. Dead and buried.
More raindrops land in my hair. 
It’s either go inside or get soaked. Bookbag in hand, I lock my car and make a run for the school. I step inside just as the rain lets loose full force. Everyone is talking and laughing, some on their phone, others just hanging out by the lockers. Excited chatter surrounds me. People prattle about their summer and cat calls shout out amongst the laughter. They all look so normal. It’s my turn to try normal.
Please, I pray, please just help me get through today. Help me find the people I need to make it through the next two years. I hope God is listening as I make my way to homeroom which is short this morning, only fifteen minutes before first period. All our classes are short today as it’s a half day. The desks are filling up quickly by the time I find the room, so I plop into the first one I come to. People stare at me. I expect this. It is a small town and everyone knows everyone else. Panic creeps up my spine and I force it away. I can do this.
“Hi.”
I jump, startled. I turn around to say hello. The first thing that comes to mind is the bright warmth of the sun. Her blonde hair blazes around her face, making her petite frame seem taller. Cheerleader is my initial guess. She just looks way to perky. Except for her eyes. Her storm colored gray eyes hold a hint of my own panic. Relief sweeps through me. I’m not the only one having trouble today.
“Hey,” I smile, or at least hope it resembles a smile. “I’m Alex Reed.”
“Saidie Walker,” she grins back, her gamine features lighting up. “Can I see your schedule?”
“Sure.” I hand it over. I keep trying to place her, but can’t remember her from before. Maybe she’d gone to one of the other local junior high schools? The school district did some rezoning a couple years back and consolidated a lot of area schools.
“I can’t believe it,” she laughs. “It’s almost identical to mine.”
“Really?”
“You’ve got French first and study hall seventh,” she nods. “Mine is opposite.”
“So which school are you from?” I ask, testing my theory.
“I just moved here a few weeks ago. My mom took the Sheriff’s job that opened up.”
I’d forgotten about that. Jacob’s Fork is a small town nestled into the southern mountains of West Virginia and nothing ever changes here. The old Sherriff passed away from a heart attack a few months back. They’ve been interviewing people for his position for a while now, but I guess Dad forgot to tell me they filled it. Strange that they would give it to someone not local to the area. It’s never happened in the past.
“Did you say your name is Alex Reed?” 
I turn around to see a tall girl with ebony colored hair and caramel skin staring at me. She’s frowning just a bit. I know her. Janna Davis. Former tormentor and current reigning Queen Bee of Adam’s High.
I also know why she’s frowning. I don’t look anything like I used to. Gone is the skinny, knobby kneed twelve-year old and in her place stands someone way better at hiding her insecurities. The braces are gone as well as the ratty hair. Now, my shoulder length sable hair frames my heart shaped face. My eyes are a deep, midnight blue that flares with an odd color no one can ever quite define. I have my mom’s eyes. So does my brother, Jason, for that matter.
“Yes, and you are?”
A grin breaks out across her face. She recognizes me. Damn.
“Now, Alley cat, don’t tell me you don’t remember me? You and I had so much fun together before you went away. Where was that exactly? The fourth floor?”
My muscles clench up tighter than before. I knew coming here might be bad, but I want a normal life. I have to face these people to get that.
“Sorry, no, I don’t remember you, and I went to a private school.”
“That’s what they’re calling the psycho ward these days?” she laughs, her brown eyes alight with malice.
Several laugh behind her. I’m mortified, but I refuse to let them do this to me again. I am a fighter. I won’t crawl back into a corner and let them beat me this time.
“No, it’s called having a rich father,” I grin back. “But you wouldn’t know anything about that, now would you?”
The laughter turns into outraged gasps.
The bell rings and I stand up. “Then again, if I had been in a psycho ward all these years, making me angry might not be the brightest idea either.”
I walk out the door.
My hands shake so badly I can barely pay attention to anything in French. I take the mass of books the teacher gives out and write down the homework assignment, but I keep remembering all the taunts and jeers I suffered from Janna Davis growing up. She made my life a nightmare as a kid all because I was too shy and quiet for her taste.
The bell rings and pulls me out of my silent misery.
Now how do I get back to the auditorium? I’m not paying too much attention and walk out of the French room and smack into someone.
“Oh, I’m so sorry . . . ” I look up into the greenest eyes I’ve ever seen. They are strikingly beautiful, but so . . . cold. They make me think of ice cubes burning wet fingers. I can’t help but to stare into them. They look straight through me, however.
“That’s okay,” he says impatiently. “Is this the French room?”
“Yeah,” I frown at his tone, ignoring the shiver his voice causes to shudder down my spine. 
He nods curtly and moves around me into the room.
I blink. Did he just dismiss me? I shake my head and retrace my steps back to the auditorium, thankful we are meeting in there until Monday for gym class. The gym is on the other side of the parking lot—a two minute walk at least. No way do I want to run to class today in the downpour going on outside.
Finding the auditorium proves easier than I expect. It isn’t far from the French room. I sit down and wait, very aware of everyone else in the room. The hairs on the back of my neck prickle and I get the strangest sensation of someone watching me. The faint smell of honeysuckle surrounds me. Very weird. I want to turn and look, but courage fails me.
People around me glance my way and I lower my eyes. I want to smile and talk, but I can’t. What if they treat me the same way Janna did? Is it stupid to try and have a normal life? I should have just stayed at Compton Prep. At least there no one bothered me. Everyone knew they were screwed up and we all accepted that. We were psychoanalyzed every minute of every day and made to feel more of a freak than we knew we were, but at least it had been familiar.
No, I tell myself firmly. It will be different. You’re different. That same sense of the walls closing in on me tries to smother me again. Panic is not good, Alex. Think of something else.
Green eyes come to mind and I realize how irritated I still am with that boy. I can’t shake it. His rude behavior irks me. Really, did he have to be so arrogant? I’d said I was sorry after all. It’s not like I purposefully walked into him. And besides, he’d bumped into me too. Would it have been so hard for him to step out of the way or to apologize? No. Instead, he’d stared through me like I wasn’t even there. The more I think about it the madder I get. Stupid boy.
I laugh silently then. Here I am terrified of the people in my past and someone I’ve never met before is getting me riled up. Very bizarre.
“Hi,” Saidie mumbles and falls into the seat beside me. “I almost never got back down here. I had to go all the way up to the fourth floor and guess what? It’s a freshman study hall!”
I stare at her, not sure what to say. She’s still talking to me after the whole scene she’d seen this morning?
She looks up and laughs at my nonplussed expression. “Mental hospital, huh?”
“No,” I smile hesitantly. “I really was in a private school.”
“So why are you here if you were in a private school?”
“Facing my demons,” I sigh.
She quirks an eyebrow at me.
“Long story.” I shift in my seat. It isn’t something I want to go into. I don’t know Saidie well enough to spill my secrets. It’s a miracle she’s still talking to me, so no way am I dumping my past on her. “Freshman study hall?”
“Oh My God,” she sighs dramatically. “I have to get out of there by tomorrow. One guy just stared at me the whole time, totally creeped me out.”
The teacher interrupts us and starts in with his rules. I zone out momentarily as a strange feeling overcomes me. My back stiffens up and the hair on my arms stands on end. I feel the nerve endings in my body come to attention. I have the need to stretch, to run, to move closer to some unknown force that keeps pulling at me to turn and search it out. I’ve never felt like this and it scares me.
“So what’s next?” Saidie’s question brings me back to reality. I take a deep breath and try to focus.
“American history for me,” the boy behind us drawls. His low, rough voice is full of country charm.
My muscles stiffen at the sound. His voice . . . I know it.
“Us too,” Saidie said. “I’m Saidie and this is Alex.”
“Morgan Chandler.”
I turn to look at him as he checks the messages on his phone. Toffee colored hair frames a face given to smiling. He peeks up at me and winks, his cobalt blue eyes sparkling with laughter. I’m a bit taken aback, not used to anyone winking at me and I can’t help but to grin back—a reflex response maybe?
His easy smile makes a sort of peace settle over me and some of the panic I’ve felt all morning washes away in its glow. He feels . . . familiar to me, like I have known him forever, but that doesn’t make sense. His smile fades as we look at each other. He seems as caught in my gaze as I am in his. Does he have the same strange feeling he knows me too?
The urge to reach out and take his hand grips me. I have this sudden and insane need to touch him. He stares at me, his gaze uncertain and I swear I can smell wet grass after a fresh rain. His own eyes widen and we both come out of some weird kind of stupor when Saidie mumbles something about needing her phone.
I blink. That’s it. I have officially cracked. The stress has finally gotten to me. No one smells like wet grass. Get a grip, Alex.
“Where did all of those come from?” he asks, pointing to my small mountain of books. His smile is back in place, if a little forced.
“French class.”
He frowns. “I have it fourth.”
“What school are you from?” I ask abruptly. Where do I know him from?
“Cleeton Junior High,” he says and reaches up to cover my mouth with his hand. “Don’t you dare laugh!”
“What?” Saidie looks from one to the other of us.
He pulls his hand away and I laugh. I can’t help it. “War.”
“Hey, don’t knock the name. It comes in handy during football season. Think about the banners—You’re at WAR with the Fighting Eagles.”
“I don’t get it.” Saidie looks confused.
“He’s from the town of War,” I tell her.
“And just where are you from?” he fires back.
“Rosewood,” I answer promptly.
“HA! Rosewood is a tiny community. It’s not even a town, darlin’. You have no room to talk.”
Saidie shakes her head and laughs at us. Morgan and I join in. She has such an open, honest laugh it’s hard not to laugh with her.
We all jump at the sound of the bell.
“I’m going to hate that thing before the end of the day,” Saidie grumbles.
“I already do,” Morgan and I answer in unison.
Laughing, Morgan takes two of my books, easy as you please, and leads us out the door. I frown at his back.
Why does he feel so familiar to me?



Chapter 2
The next two classes fly by and I go with Saidie to the guidance office during our half hour lunch to see if she can get her study hall changed. By the time we leave Mr. Moore’s office, her schedule is identical to mine, and she can start it tomorrow. I am amazed at how quickly the time is passing. It’s a short day and being around Saidie seems to be relaxing me. The stares and whispers have started already, though. I’ve caught bits and snatches of conversation as we walk through the halls. Saidie pays it no mind, for which I’m grateful. It’s nice to have at least one person who doesn’t think I am some kind of nut case even if I am.
Fifth period Calculus is the worst class so far. Our teacher, Mr. Rawlings, who has to be channeling the ghost of Hitler, is terrible. He reminds me of that teacher in the cartoon about the kid with the fairies. He looks just like him, right down to the black, wide framed glasses and is just as unpleasant. He goes on and on about rules and if there is a violation of those rules, especially tardiness to his class, we can march ourselves to the office and explain to Mr. Crouse why we can’t get to class on time. I had some strict teachers at Compton Prep, but none quite this bad. Plus I caught him staring at me twice. Creepy little man. 
Morgan is in the desk across from me. He keeps watching me with an odd expression on his face. Strangely, I am not unnerved by his stare, it feels comforting. What bothers me is the stare from the green eyed boy I’d run into this morning. I’d noticed him as soon as he came in and sat down behind me. Seriously, how could a person not notice him? He defines the word gorgeous. He’s sin walking. His hair is even blacker than the coal McDowell County is famous for and when the light hits it, blue highlights peek out from the obsidian depths.
“Hello,” he says quietly.
His voice wraps around me, causing little shivers to run down my spine. I turn to look at him. It’s not like I can avoid it anymore since he is speaking to me. It’s bizarre, but there’s something in his voice that compels me to turn and look at him. It feels like I have no choice. My gaze comes to rest on his face and my mouth goes dry. Good Lord, those eyes.
I hate to admit it, even to myself, but his eyes fascinate me. Problem is, he stares at me with an intensity that more than unnerves me. It scares me a little bit. 
“I’m Devon Cameron,” he says, a slight accent in his voice, his eyes fixed on mine. I glance away first, nervous. I can feel my face start to flood with heat. I try to focus on anything but him.
Saidie makes introductions, but I don’t pay attention. I can hear him tell her he has English and study hall next, same as us, but it takes all of my concentration just to keep from squirming under Devon’s unwavering gaze. Why is he staring at me? The old urge to fade away and be invisible almost overwhelms me.
Almost.
This is ridiculous. He’s just a boy. A gorgeous boy, mind you, but still just a boy. I glance up to see Saidie grinning in obvious enjoyment over my discomfort. I glare at her. She smiles wider.
Devon follows us to English.
I spend the rest of the class trying to ignore him which proves to be impossible since he claims the seat behind me and I can feel him staring at me. I sigh and swear I hear him laugh, but when I look, the same bored expression is on his face as when we entered the room.
I should find his attention creepy, but I don’t. His stares are a bit unnerving, but only because it makes my heart jump wildly and my stomach flutter. It’s something I’ve never felt before and it makes me nervous.
I get no relief in study hall either. The tables are round and he takes a seat directly across from me. Morgan takes the seat next to me. A boy parks himself beside Devon and grins rakishly at me. His hair is as black as Devon’s but his violet eyes are a stark contrast to his raven locks. They are not some off shade of blue, but a deep, pure shade of purple. I can’t help but to stare at them. I’ve never seen eyes that color.
“His eyes are pretty freaky,” Morgan laughs at my expression. “What’s up, man?”
“Well, you seem to have found an absolutely gorgeous creature, Morgan, so I had to come introduce myself. I didn’t get the chance earlier.”
He thinks I’m gorgeous? No one has ever told me this before. It makes me smile.
Devon glares at him. The boy pays him no mind. “I’m Connor McCullough.”
“I’m Alex.” My eyes are on Devon as I speak, he is staring at me again. His eyes lock on mine. I am powerless to pull away and I don’t really want to. Good Lord, a person could drown in those emerald depths.
He smiles, a slow insolent smile that causes my heart to speed up.
There is a little tittering of laughter from the left side of the room and I glance over to see Janna and two of her cohorts engrossed in whatever they are looking at on her phone. She looks up and gives me that slow smile of hers that promises pain. Why does she have to be here now?
She stands up and saunters to our table. “Hello, Alley Cat. Still having memory loss or is that a side effect of the meds?”
“Meds?” Connor frowns.
“Alley Cat didn’t tell you, Connor?” she purrs. “She just got released from the psychiatric hospital up in Morgantown.”
Morgan throws an arm around my shoulders and hauls me closer. His warmth spreads through me, chasing away the panic, the dread, and the fear. I feel calm and relaxed, almost instantly. He has the strangest effect on me.
Instead of running, I lean into Morgan and smile up at her. “You know the thing about meds, Janna, is that if you forget to take even one dose, they stop working. Since you’re so convinced I’m on them, I wonder what would happen if I just skipped a dose? I did hear someone say I had severe anger issues. I guess I could snap if someone got in my face, might even hurt them.”
“She’s got a point,” Connor agrees. “If it were me, I know I’d not be doing anything to upset her.”
Janna frowns, aware her tactics don’t seem to be working. None of the people sitting at the table are running away from me like they have a fire chasing their heels.
“Run along now,” Connor tells her. “We have better things to talk about than gossip.”
She glares at him. He grins back, his smile so cocky I laugh. Janna’s eyes narrow and I know she’ll redouble her efforts to make me look bad, but for the moment she stalks back to her own table.
“So you were in a mental institute?” Connor leans forward. “Cool. You’ll have to tell me all about it.”
His eyes are full of laughter and warmth. He honestly doesn’t care if I am insane. I think he actually thinks it is kind of cool.
“Sorry to disappoint you, but I was in a private school for the last five years.”
He pouts. “Really? No crazy insane stories to tell me about the psycho ward?”
“Nope, not a one.”
He seems very put out with me over that and I find myself laughing. It feels so good to laugh. I haven’t laughed this much since before The Event.
 The bell rings a few minutes later and Morgan walks me to my car and then jumps into his own Ford pickup. I can feel someone watching me. I look up and my breath freezes.
Devon is staring at me from where he stands by his own car. His gaze sweeps over me and I feel the blush start at the tips of my toes and burn its way up to the roots of my hair. His eyes burn with an emotion I don’t even want to define. It scares me more than even Janna does.
I do the one thing I swore I’d never do again. I run. I jump into my car and leave Devon and his gorgeous green eyes behind me.



Chapter 3
My dad and our live-in housekeeper, Emma Mae Ransom, square off across the kitchen island, a plate of freshly baked peanut butter chocolate chip cookies cooling on the counter between them. Dad’s expression says he’s calculating his chances. Emma’s dares him to try. She stands, her fly swat at the ready, and glares him down. Or rather glares up at him. John Reed stands a full head taller than the little bit of Irish fluff that is Emma. Her red hair gives testament to her temper and if Dad so much as tries to snatch a cookie, she’ll lay him into him.
His chances? Slim to none. Jason and I have been on the receiving end of that fly swat more times than I can count growing up. Emma is faster than Speedy Gonzalez when it comes to protecting her baked goods.
I have to grin watching the two of them. It really is funny. Secretly, Jason and I both believe the two of them love each other, but neither will admit it. Its times like now, that you can see it, when they are playful and think no one is watching. I wish they’d just fess up and admit how they feel about each other openly.
“Give it up, Dad, you’re not getting one,” I tell him, coming into the kitchen. “Emma will defend those cookies with her last breathe.”
“Alex!” The front door slams shut.
I close my eyes and wince at the distress in my brother’s voice. I’d hoped to avoid this until later. He must have skipped football practice to check on me. I know he’d heard the rumors because he’d texted me nonstop all day.
“Are you okay?” he demands, his concerned filled blue eyes search my face.
“I’m fine, Jase,” I assure him, shaking my head ever so slightly to warn him to shut up.
“What?” Emma’s eagle eyes zero in on us. “Did something happen at school?”
Both Emma and my dad look worried. They’re afraid I’ll crack again. I’m a little afraid I will too, but thanks to Saidie and Morgan, I survived my first day. I didn’t crack. Mostly. And I refuse to go back to Compton Prepatory Academy. I refuse. I’d had a bad moment earlier at school and thought about going back, but I’m better now. I don’t need to be there. I want to be normal.
“Yeah, actually something did happen at school,” I tell them and warn my brother with my eyes not to say a word. “I met some really nice people and one girl is actually in all my classes. I had a good day.”
“But Jason sounded so worried . . . ”
“Only because I didn’t get to check on her today, Dad,” Jason interrupts him. “It’s cool.” He frowns slightly, but he doesn’t want to see me go back to Compton any more than I do. He knows Emma and Dad will ship me off in a heartbeat if they think I can’t handle this.
Both of them stare at us, not sure whether to believe us or not. Emma’s eyes are sharper than Dad’s. She raised me and Jason and knows us better than anyone. She sees through me. I can tell by the look in her eyes. I plead silently with her to not say anything. My eyes beg her. She purses her lips, but nods faintly. I let out a sigh of relief. I also know I am going to get the third degree later.
“Aren’t you supposed to be at practice?” I ask pointedly. Jason is the quarterback of our football team.
“Yeah, well, Coach’ll deal. I wanted to make sure you were okay . . . OUCH!!!!!”
I laugh. He’d tried to take advantage of the fact Emma was distracted and sneak a cookie. The fly swat was faster.
“You’ll ruin your supper, boyo. Now go clean up. Since you skipped practice you can help me with supper.”
He groans.
I laugh and go to move around Dad, who is reaching for the cookies. Emma’s fly swatter comes down full force. I reach around him and snag two cookies and run.
“Alexandria Nicolette Reed!”
 Jason and I tear up the stairs, laughing at Emma’s cries of outrage. We come to a halt in front of my bedroom door and I hand over a cookie. His eyes close when he bites into it. Emma’s cookies taste so delicious. I waste no time devouring my own.
He turns serious. “Alex . . . ”
“I promise you I’m fine, Jason.”
“I heard the rumors, you can’t be fine.”
“Honest, I had a good day. I met some people and it made it easier. I’m not twelve anymore. I can handle it.”
“You made some friends today?” His eyes hold a glimmer of hope.
“They didn’t seem to mind the rumors and stayed by my side all day, so yeah, I think maybe I did.”
Relief floods his features. His biggest fear is that I will revert back to the way I used to be and it’ll be a repeat of junior high. I’d heard him pacing all night. Then this morning, he’d barged into my room at the crack of dawn to tell me to call if I needed him and he’d be there. Just call and he’d take care of everything.
“Don’t worry so much,” I smile. “You’d best go change before Emma comes looking for you.”
He rolls his eyes, but moves quickly to his own door. Emma rules our house with an iron fist and you do not mess with her. Even Dad stays out of her way. Jason knows better than to make her come looking for him. I give him one more quick smile of reassurance and then go into my own room and collapse into my favorite, over stuffed cushy chair, exhausted.
I’m not fine, though, not really. I’d started to get a little shaky on the ride home. I felt drained. The stares, the whispers, they’d all come back to me as I drove. That old familiar sense of the walls closing in surfaced and I’d nearly choked from the panic it caused. It had taken everything I’d learned in the last five years to find the courage to sit through those classes and keep my emotions under control. I’d lost control in the car. There was no way Emma and Dad could see me like that, so I’d sat in the car when I got home until I could breathe normally.
Janna hadn’t been too far off in her claims of a mental institute, I think bitterly. Compton Academy is a private school that caters to kids with “instability challenges” as they liked to put it. The politically correct way of saying we are all nuts in some fashion or other. I’d ended up there after my breakdown in middle school.
And I blame it all on Janna Davis.
In fourth grade, she’d moved to town. From the very first moment I’d met her, I’d seen the mean, malicious look in her eyes. The fact that I wouldn’t talk to her made me her prime target. The other kids had pretty much left me alone before Janna. Under her persuasion, they’d set out to make my life torture. I’d become the brunt of jokes, was constantly made fun of, and they’d even made up songs to sing about me. All at Janna’s urging.
I’d been miserable.
It wasn’t just school though. School only added to what was already seriously wrong. I’d started having nightmares when I was little, right after The Event, really awful, terrifying ones. I could never remember anything but flashes from my dreams, but they’d been enough to scare me silly.
As I’d gotten older, the nightmares worsened. The doctors had diagnosed me with having Night Terrors, not uncommon in a child who’d gone through what I had, they’d assured my Dad. Their solution was to send me to a child psychologist. It hadn’t helped, but I’d dutifully gone every week.
By the time I hit middle school, I barely slept. I’d started to panic all the time and I couldn’t understand why. Between the constant panic and the nightmares, I’d developed insomnia. When I did manage to nod off, I’d wake up screaming. Emma and Dad had been at a loss as to how to help me and even Dr. Sayer, my psychiatrist, started to worry about my condition. Nothing seemed to help.
I still vaguely remember the day I’d cracked. Not the events, at least not clearly, but I can recall the emotions: the fear, the pain, the panic, and the rage. Mostly I remember the rage.
I’d been running to my locker for some reason or other, but I’d stopped short on seeing Janna and her cronies waiting there. Janna had been turned away from me, but she was motioning people over and showing them something. People had been laughing. One of her friends had seen me standing behind them and alerted her. She’d turned, that hateful smile on her face I’d come to dread.
“Alley Cat, did you lose something?”
She was holding up my school planner and instantly the panic I’d barely kept at bay surfaced. She knew. She knew about my shrink. Not only did she know, but she was showing anyone who’d stop and look. I’d kept the appointments scribbled in my planner so I wouldn’t forget. Everyone had been staring and laughing at me. Before the end of the day, I’d known it would be all over school. The panic had hit hard, forcing the air from my lungs.
Janna had leaned close to me and whispered something in my ear. To this day, I still can’t remember what she said. The doctors said I’d blocked it. Whatever it was though, it had caused me to snap. Fear and panic were replaced by a blind rage unlike anything I’ve ever known. I’d almost reached out and grabbed her. The urge to hurt her had burned like a desperate need. Images from my nightmares had crashed into me like an ocean wave hitting the rocks at high tide. Flashes of sharp, snarling teeth had overwhelmed me. All I’d felt was the need to hurt her, to do something really terrible to her. It had scared me so badly, I’d flung myself away from her and ran out of the school, unaware I was crying.
Jason had found me a few hours later in the park below our house. He’d gotten me home, but I’d been hysterical with fear at what I’d almost done. The images from my nightmares wouldn’t go away. They were all I’d been able to see at that point and were so real to me that everyone and everything else had been a vague dream. Emma had taken me to the hospital where they’d sedated me to calm me down. When I woke up a few days later, it was all I could do to just breathe. I’d been in a constant state of panic. I couldn’t get past the thought that I’d almost hurt someone.
Compton Prepatory Academy had been Dr. Sayer’s solution. It was essentially a high class mental institute masquerading as a school I hadn’t put up a fuss about going. Even I’d known something was wrong with me and I needed help. I’d spent the next five years learning ways to calm my panic and act normal. I’d learned a lot at Compton, yes, but I won’t go back there. It had been like a prison, my every move watched and analyzed. In order for them to let me out, I’d needed to prove to them I was getting better. I forced myself to learn to stay calm. It worked and they’d told Dad I could come home.
I’m home now and I will never, ever go back there, no matter what I have to do.
Never.



Chapter 4
I ran through the woods, the sunlight warm on my face.
The sounds of the forest blended into the wind that tore at my fur. The ground gave way beneath my paws as I launched myself through the trees. Never had I felt so free, so exhilarated. I owned these woods. Branches tugged, trying to slow me down as I bounded through the maze of trunks and undergrowth. The cold autumn air smelled of dying leaves—their moldy, decaying odor signaling the birth of fall.
I was home.
I slowed, catching the scent of a deer and wove between the trees until I saw it. A doe stood before me drinking from the stream that wound its way down through the mountains. I admired the beauty of the animal. I found the deer's gentle eyes rather expressive. They glowed with a shy innocence. 
I inched closer, testing the wind. It blew towards me. My scent wouldn't reach her and I wanted a chase, a more challenging kill. As I eased forward, I made no attempt to hide the sound of the leaves crunching beneath me. I wanted her to hear me. 
Turning toward the noise, she saw me and went completely still for a heartbeat. Her eyes reflected her fear, her sudden panic. 
Her tail twitched and she bolted.
Growling, I barreled after her, letting her think she could be fast enough to get away. Silly creature. As if she could ever be faster than me. I lived to run.
She streaked through the trees and I let her have her way for a bit. I enjoyed the chase. The sound of her deep, labored breathing drove me on, the smell of her fear driving me a little crazy. The thrill of the hunt wormed through me, building the sense of anticipation of the kill. I could almost taste all that hot blood gushing into my mouth. Her fear smelled sweet to my senses and made my hunger increase. I howled a challenge at her. She turned to start up the mountainside. I snarled and jumped, taking her down in one leap.
My teeth bit into her neck even as she bucked beneath me, trying to free herself. Adrenaline surged through me—the exhilaration of the hunt flooded my senses with her futile struggles. I had taken her down. She was mine. Victory made my snarl all the more fierce in the face of her soft whimpers. Mine. All mine.
As I had no wish to make her suffer I killed her quickly. Then I set to enjoying my kill. Her warm blood filled my mouth, coated my muzzle. I ripped and tore at the flesh until my stomach became full and sated. I left the carcass for the smaller animals. I was done and there were others that were hungry.
Running softly, I splashed into the creek to enjoy the feel of the cold water as I rinsed the blood from my coat. The water always soothed me. I blinked my eyes, more than a little sleepy now and thought I might find a quiet place to rest. I stepped out of the water and the unfamiliar scent hit me. 
I tasted the air around me. A sweetly bitter scent, not one I recognized teased my senses. It did not belong in these woods. I started to track the smell, listening for sounds. I heard nothing, but the smell became stronger the farther out I searched.
He jumped in front of me and shook his head, warning me to go no further. Rage filled me. Who was he to tell me what I could or could not do in my own forest? I growled a warning low in my throat.
He snarled at me in reply.
His head whipped around as he too caught the scent I’d been tracking. I stared past him. 
 A new hunter had arrived.
He stood silently watching us, an indulgent smile on his lips. I felt fear gazing into that smiling face.
The hunter started forward.



Chapter 5
I claw my way out of sleep, my breath coming hard and fast, my body drenched in sweat. I gaze around at the familiar confines of my room and the walls seem to shrink in upon themselves, becoming constrictive, oppressive.
Every inch of my skin hums with an unfamiliar energy, pulses with one basic desire. The need overwhelms me, overrides every other thought.
RUN.
I spring up, throw the covers off, and dash downstairs. The kitchen door doesn’t even creak when I open it. My bare feet touch the dirt and I almost weep with relief. Every nerve in my body snaps to attention and an unknown force takes over. I run.
It doesn’t register when I jump the four foot high fence in the back yard. The familiar smell of the woods surrounds me, comforts me. The wind sings its ancient song in my ears and I cry out with delight as I run headfirst into the night. I can hear the startled sounds of the small animals and laugh when they scurry out of my path.
Alive. For the first time in ten years, I feel alive. Joy fills me as I run. There is no dark cloud hovering. It’s just me, the wind, and the dirt beneath my feet. My skin is hot and the breeze only fans the flames and I burn hotter from the inside out. My skin is stretching, twisting, screaming for release. It doesn’t scare me. I know it should, but I welcome it. I’m free. There’s no fear, no guilt, only joy.
A howl sounds to my right and I shift in that direction. The cells in my body explode with the need to find that lonely howl. The fire intensifies in my blood, driving me towards the sound of the howl. I run harder, faster.
I’m not sure how long I run, but I stumble at last, exhausted. The howl is still reverberating in my head and I can’t stop, can’t rest until I find it.
“Alexandria?”
That voice. I know it, I will always know it. I skid to a stop and fall. My eyes focus on the dark angel coming out of the woods in front of me.
A chorus of howls rise up into the silence of the night. I stand, ignoring the pain from my bloody knees. Everything in me is screaming to run, to flee. Danger.
“Alexandria.”
My body freezes at the soft command and my head snaps back to where Devon Cameron is standing. He’s no more than thirty feet from me. I can see every detail about him with perfect clarity. He is wearing a plain black tee shirt and a pair of worn, faded jeans. A hole is starting wear through the right knee. It’s tiny, almost unnoticeable, but not to me. His hair glistens with blue streaks in the soft moonlight, but it is his eyes that hold me captive. They glow in the moon’s soft light, their emerald color so brilliant, it almost hurts to look at them. I can no more look away then I can stop breathing.
“Are you hurt?”
I can only shake my head, words escape me. I try to say no, but what comes out sounds like a growl. It should bother me, but it doesn’t. It feels too good. I feel good. The fire inside blazes higher, igniting every nerve, every cell within. I welcome the heat. It chases away the dark, the nightmares, the panic and the fear. I embrace the fire.
Devon approaches slowly. His eyes glow brighter and I shiver under that intense gaze. A cold wind surrounds me, envelopes me in an icy cloak. The wind beats at me, slowly cooling the fire inside. I fight it. I need the heat. It eats the darkness.
The cold intensifies and I whimper, afraid as the fire dims and the darkness reclaims me.
Devon moves closer, each step slow and measured until he is standing in front of me. The fire inside burns out, leaving me cold and empty. His eyes soften, their glow diminishing, and he looks away, breaking the hold he has on me. I stagger away from him until my back comes to rest against a tree trunk. My sanity starts to return in slow degrees. With each second, I come back to the reality that is mine. The cool wind remains, but it is only a gentle breeze.
I close my eyes and lower my head and die a slow death inside as I realize where I am and what I must look like. I’ve been running through the woods in the middle of the night in nothing but my night shirt which barely covers my bottom. I’m a mess, filthy and bleeding. Oh, God, what must he think of me?
“Alexandria?”
He moves closer. I can feel the heat coming off his body.
No, no, no, no, no! This can’t be happening. What is wrong with me? He has to be thinking I’m as loony as everyone says I am.
Strong fingers grips my chin and forces my head up. My eyes open and all I see is the blazing green of his eyes. The ice is gone. They aren’t cold or hard or even mocking as I’d feared. Instead, they’re full of concern.
“Are you okay?”
“Cold,” I manage to get out. With the heat gone, I’m freezing. His fingers are the exception. They are hot against my skin, almost like a brand.
“I can see why,” he grins and stares down at my bare legs. “What are you doing out here at this time of night? It’s almost 3am.”
“Running.”
“With no shoes on?”
“Apparently.”
“Do that often do you?”
I sigh and then my eyes widen with a sudden revelation. The dream. It was the dream of the wolf that had driven me out here. All the emotions in the dream had still been with me when I’d woken up. They’d morphed into the insane urge to run, hard and fast, through the night.
A small gasp escapes with another realization. I remember my dream! I never remember more than a few flashes and hazy images, but I remember the wolf. A smile spreads across my face and then another thought slams into me.
“Why are you out here at this time of night?” His face closes off faster than I can blink and his eyes harden again.
“I couldn’t sleep so I took a walk.”
He’s lying.
I start at the sound of the voice in my head. That is definitely not my voice.
Calm down.
Oh, damn, there it is again.
“Alexandria?”
Don’t trust him.
“You’re as white as a sheet, Cara. What’s wrong?”
What’s wrong? Besides the fact that I’ve lost my mind and am hearing voices? I’m just peachy.
“I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not fine,” Devon snaps. “You’re injured.” He points to my bloody knees.
I frown at the accusation in his tone. It’s as if my getting hurt has offended him. Well, excuse me for falling.
“I said I’m fine.”
He snorts. “Come, I’ll see you home. It’s not safe out here by yourself.”
Safer than with him.
This is so very not good. Schizophrenia maybe? I think hearing voices is one of the early signs of the disease.
“It’s getting late, Alexandria.” Devon says, impatience clear in his voice. “You need to get home.”
My eyes narrow. There is just something about this boy that grates on my last nerve. He’s gorgeous mind you, but he’s also irritating beyond belief and very, very bossy.
“I can get home by myself, thank you very much.”
He reaches for my arm and I slap his hands away. Slipping around him, I start walking. It only takes him a few strides to catch up to me.
“You’re going the wrong way,” he tells me.
I swing around and start walking the other way.
“Are you always this stubborn?”
“Are you always this arrogant?”
“Yes,” he nods. “I am always this arrogant.”
I burst out laughing. I can’t help it. It’s such an outrageous statement, but he says it so matter-of-factly. At least he admits his flaws.
“How did you know we were going the wrong way?” I ask after a while. I don’t remember telling him where I live.
“I moved into the house below yours.”
“Oh.”
Great, just great. He lives below me. Hmm . . . I wonder if I can see his bedroom from mine?
We walk in silence until we reach my house. My foot catches on the top step of the back porch and I stumble again. He reaches out to steady me and his scent invades my senses. He smells of the night, of dark things, and there is a spicy undertone I can’t identify. He smells familiar to me, too. Not in the same way Morgan does, but familiar just the same.
“Good night, Cara,” he whispers against my ear. Cara means beloved I think. Why would he call me that? I barely know him.
I turn around to ask him and his eyes are glowing again. I can drown in those eyes if I let myself. Honeysuckle and the smell of freshly mown grass fill me and I’m able to break away from those eyes. He chuckles and before I can say anything, he’s gone, leaving me with bloody knees and voices in my head. What else could go wrong?



Chapter 6
I have this fear that is always in the back of my mind. It never goes away, just lessens or worsens by degrees. Insanity. I’m afraid that I truly am insane. It would explain everything that has happened to me the last ten years or so. There are books on the subject and I’ve read them all to appease my own need to believe that I’m normal, that I shouldn’t be locked up in a padded room so I can’t hurt myself or anyone else. Most days, I can convince myself that I’m not crazy.
But not today.
Today, my deepest, darkest fear is bubbling over. I want to lie to myself, to pretend last night was just another dream, but the pain in my scraped and bandaged knees shatters that illusion. I’d gotten up out of my bed, hit the door running, and had not stopped until I was close to collapse. I’d been barefoot in a ratty nightshirt. The feelings from last night try to swim to the surface of my mind and I push them back down into their box and padlock it.
I’m not crazy, I’m not.
That phrase is a running lyric in my mind, but it’s hard to believe it. Honestly, I think I am losing my mind. Hearing voices is not a good thing. Coming back here might have been a very bad idea. I’d come back to the place where all my fears and nightmares were centered. Everything from school to The Event. Vague images tease the edges of my memory and I want so very much to remember them. I need to know why I am the way I am. What happened to me that day?
My mind turns unerringly to the second half of the night and I frown. I’d been rattled last night, but now in the light of day, questions ramble through my mind. What was Devon doing out at that time of night? Me, I’m possibly crazy, but why had he been out walking through the woods? He should have been sound asleep like everyone else.
I’m not sure what to make of Devon. He fascinates me and I can’t really say why. I’d never really been interested in guys at Compton. The school didn’t foster that kind of relationship either. It had been all we could do to just get through the day without losing it. They were trying to help us, and I did learn a lot, but being constantly watched, poked, prodded and psychoanalyzed does things to a person that most can never understand. It makes you question your own reality and I think that’s part of why I’m a little crazy. I was treated like I was crazy person at Compton. Things like that just don’t go away overnight and they leave a mark.
I shake my head. Thoughts of Compton always manage to put me in a dark mood. My thoughts stray back to the green eyes I can’t get out of my head. This is new territory for me. He makes me feel things I’ve never felt before. He also infuriates me, but he makes me laugh too. Jason used to email me about his newest crush and all the crazy things he’d felt. What I’m feeling now is kinda like that, but more intense. He invades my mind at the oddest of times.
Then again, it could just be another symptom of my insanity.
A sharp rap on my driver’s side window startles me. Saidie is standing outside with a two cups and a paper bag. My stomach rumbles at the thought of food. I’d run out of the house this morning practically before the crack of dawn. I’m starving.
With great care, I get out. Both my knees are swollen and sore. Saidie hands me a cup and says, “I hope you like hazelnut.”
“It’s my favorite,” I tell her and savor the taste of the nutty coffee. It’s from Pop’s Diner down on main. I love that place. Best food around for three counties. My stomach growls loudly when she pulls out one of their apple cinnamon turnovers.
Saidie laughs and hands one over. I’m shocked at how tiny she looks today. I must not have paid too much attention yesterday. She might be two inches over five feet if she’s lucky. She looks almost fragile, but then her smile gets in the way and she looks like she is bigger than life. It’s an odd contrast.
“Where’s mine?” Morgan demands as he slides to a stop beside me. His arm wraps around me and all the nervous panic and dark thoughts of just a few minutes ago vanish. Just like that. He touches me and I’m no longer afraid. What is wrong with me?
“You’re fretting about something, Bessie Mae.”
Saidie chokes on her coffee and spews it everywhere, laughing so hard she looks ready to fall down. Bessie Mae?
He grins at me.
I don’t think so.
“I’ll be the only person who can call you that, okay?”
I continue to glare up at him.
“Ah, come on, Bess,” he wheedles. “Have some fun.”
“Does it really matter if I say no?”
“Nope.”
I sigh in resignation and settle into his side. I know how bizarre this is. I am standing here with a boy I barely know, letting him put his arm around me. I don’t do so well with people, especially boys, but Morgan is different. I feel at ease in his presence, confident. But why? My reaction to him frustrates me to no end because I can’t explain it. He’s as much an enigma to me as Devon is.
“You know, Bess, I have a feeling you and I are going to be best friends.” He stretches out. “We should make some rules.”
“Rules?”
What is this nonsense?
“Rules,” he nods, his face serious.
“What sort of rules?”
“Hmm, let’s see. First we should agree to never let anyone or anything come between us.”
Does his smiling face hide some kind of crazy obsessive person?
“We should agree to always be there for each other no matter what. If one of us calls, the other will drop everything and come running.”
I frown. This really is quite ridiculous.
“What else?” he muses, his eyes coming to rest on something across the parking lot. “One more I think. Let’s agree not to date anyone the other hasn’t approved of.”
“What?!”
“Work with me, Bessie Mae.”
I look up at him. He looks so serious. I’ve never seen Morgan without a permanent smile plastered on his face. Then again, I have only known him for a day.
What do I really know about Morgan? Absolutely nothing. His rules are insane. Why does he think I’d agree to such nonsense? Why would he ask me to? My luck would be the one of the few boys who seems to take any interest in me at all turns out to be a lunatic in need of a padded cell.
He snorts and I frown. I guess my face is easy to read.
His thumb rubs slow circles into my hand and that same feeling of peace I’d experienced yesterday when he was around washes over me. He gives me a confidence I’ve never known just being next to him. How?
“And just why should I agree to this foolishness?” I ask at last.
“Cause you want to,” he grins at me.
Inevitably, I find myself agreeing when he smiles down at me. It is just so easy to be around Morgan, more so than even Saidie. I instinctively know he’s right. Rules or not, we are going to be best friends. And he has a point. I do want to agree to his nonsense and that terrifies me just a bit. I can’t explain my reaction to him and it gives more credence to the crazy theory, but for once, I don’t over analyze and just give in. I want to.
“Agreed.”
He lets out a breath I didn’t know he’d been holding. Why does my agreement matter so much to him? It is obvious from the relief on his face that it does, but why? I start to ask but then I smell him. He smells of trees and grass and honeysuckle. His scent surrounds me in a warm cocoon of the remembered smells of lazy summer days hiking in the woods. I smell dirt and rocks and moss.
“What kind of cologne are you wearing?” I ask him suddenly.
“I’m not,” he frowns.
“But I smell . . . ” 
“You smell what, Bess?” he stares down at me surprised, his eyes wide.
The first bell rings and I look across the parking lot. Devon is walking towards us. His eyes catch and hold mine. They burn into me. His eyes are blazing with something close to fury. What is his deal?
Morgan’s hand grabs mine and he drags me inside. He pushes me and Saidie toward the French room, but I can’t get the image of those burning eyes out of my mind. My knees are killing me. I’d had to run to keep up with Morgan and now they hurt like the devil. Saidie noticed me limping as soon as we started out of the French room.
“That pup needs to pay more attention,” Devon mutters as he comes to a halt beside us just outside the door. “He shouldn’t have forced you to run this morning.”
“Morgan?” I frown up at him.
He turns cold eyes on Saidie. “Alexandria is injured. Make sure she does no further damage.” Just like that he dismisses us and goes into the room.
She lights into me as soon as we reach the auditorium demanding to know how I hurt myself and how exactly Devon knows about it. Morgan overhears her questions and his gaze zeros in on my limp. He looks a bit chagrined.
“I went for a run yesterday,” I tell them. “I tripped and fell. Both my knees are pretty scraped and bruised. Devon was in the park when I finally got there and he helped me home.”
“He lives close to you?” Morgan asks.
I nod. “Yes, his family bought the house right below ours.”
Morgan’s face blanches and then he yanks out his phone and goes into super text mode. What in the world? He looks like I’ve just told him Hannibal Lector moved in.
“Morgan?”
“Sorry I made you run this morning, Bess,” he says once he’s done texting. “I didn’t know you’d hurt yourself.”
My eyes narrow. He had made me run this morning and he’d been staring across the parking lot when he came up with that last rule about dating. Had he seen Devon when he’d come up with that utterly preposterous rule?
“You don’t like Devon much do you?” I ask.
“No.”
“Why?”
“There’s something off about him.”
I snort. Something off about Devon? I’m the mental girl.
“You really should . . . ”
“I really hope you’re not going to tell me to . . . ”
“Stay away from him,” we finish the sentence together.
“Uh-oh,” Saidie chuckles. “Your first fight, so cute.”
There is nothing but concern in Morgan’s eyes and I can almost feel the unease rolling off his skin. There really is something about Devon that bothers him, enough so that he’s actually trying to warn me away from him. I’ll agree that Devon comes off a bit dangerous, but at the same time, that’s what makes him all the more alluring. I can sense the violence just under the surface. And I don’t care.
“Morgan, you can’t tell me who to talk to. If we are going to be epic friends, you need to understand that right off the bat.”
He sighs heavily. “It was worth a shot.”
I grin at him and he gives me a smile full of that southern charm I’d seen yesterday. He doesn’t mention it anymore and I hope that he’s at least going to deal with my being friends with Devon. Lunch proves me wrong.
The lunchroom is crowded and as soon as Saidie and I step in, chatter ceases for a moment. I know they are all looking at me, at the girl from the mental institute. I can see the curiosity in their faces and some are snickering, but most are just curious. I ignore them. Kudos to me. We sit down at an empty table and I am glad of Saidie’s incessant chatter. It’s one of the reasons I like her so much. She is constantly talking about something and I don’t have to fill up awkward silences with mundane nonsense.
I can feel the hostility the minute they both step into the room about ten minutes later. I don’t even have to turn around to know that Morgan and Devon have come in. I can feel it like a weight that slams into me. They come over and slump down on the other side of the table, barely keeping a civil expression.
“How are your knees, Alexandria?” Devon’s eyes turn to me and soften for a fraction of a second and then turn back into the ice chips I’ve come to expect from him. “The pup didn’t do too much damage did he?”
Morgan snarls at him. So maybe he hasn’t decided to accept the fact I want Devon around. His blue eyes, normally full of laughter, are snapping blue flames of fire.
“Be nice, Devon,” I tell him. Morgan was fine with him yesterday. What changed?
“Whatever for?” He gives me a look that is both offended and shocked I would even ask him to do such a thing. I’m surprised I can so easily forget how arrogant he is.
“Fine, you two can sit here and snap and snarl at each other all day, but I don’t have to sit here and listen to it.”
I carefully stand up, grab my lunch tray and make my way over to where my brother is sitting. It’s hard to make myself go over there. Jason is very popular. He’s the quarterback and captain of the football team and as such, is sitting with several members of his team, but I trudge over there. They can snicker all they want. I’d rather deal with that then those two.
I’m tired, my knees are killing me, and the two of them going at each other like two dogs circling a bone is more than my frayed nerves can take. The fact that I’m pretty sure I’m the bone in question doesn’t help matters either. I don’t understand my relationship with either of them. I feel things around them both that make no sense to me. The thought of losing either of them also causes some panic. It’s too weird to try to deal with and I don’t want to. At least not right now.
“Move over,” I grouch.
Jason’s eyes are full of worry. It makes them even darker. His hair, a soft russet color, makes them stand out even more in the harsh fluorescent lighting.
“This is your sister?” one of his friends ask incredulously.
“Yeah.” Jason glowers at all the boys staring at me. “Don’t get any ideas either. I don’t let just anyone talk to her.”
I roll my eyes.
“Problems, Blue?”
Jason’s best friend, Tom Wallace, grins at me from the other side of the table. The old nickname makes me smile. He’s called me that since I was about four. Tawny locks fall into his brown eyes as he smiles at me. Like Jason, he has a football physique. Tall and muscular. Built to do some damage on the field. He and my brother have been best friends since pre-school.
“You mean aside from being the most talked about person at Adam’s High?”
“Aside from that,” he laughs at the sarcasm in my voice. “Why are you limping?”
“Banged up my knees while I was running,” I tell him, trying not to look at him. Tom has always made me nervous. There’s an intensity in his eyes I’ve only ever seen in one other person’s when he stares at me. The insane urge to stand up and bolt from the room grips me. Somewhere in the back of my mind something stirs to life and I wonder if he will give chase. Do I want him to? Then my eyes focus on Devon’s raven locks in front of me and that same part of me wants Devon to give chase. But who did I want to catch me though?
Devon or Tom?
Hmm . . . 
“When did you do that?” Jason demands.
“Yesterday.” My tone leaves no room for questions. Jason knows I was fine when I went to bed. He nods, but his eyes promise that I’m going to get grilled when he gets home.
“So what’s up with those two?” Tom waves in the general direction of the table I’d just left.
“They’re idiots.”
Tom laughs at my disgruntled tone, but he says no more and lets me eat in peace and then is nice enough to dump my tray for me. Jason’s eyes narrow. When the bell rings, the both of them escort me to my next class. Jason is starting to look murderous by the time they drop me off. He’s not blind. Neither am I. I can see the appreciation in Tom’s eyes.
I sigh and go into Calculus. My head is pounding, my knees throbbing, and there sits Devon and Morgan still glowering at each other. Saidie is amused by it all.
I just want to get through the end of the day and go home.
Mr. Rawlings announces a pop quiz. Could this day get any worse?



Chapter 7
There is a note from Emma on the kitchen table to say she will be out for the evening and that Dad is going to be out with friends as well. Ha! If they expect either Jason or I to believe that hogwash they really are naïve. It’s Friday. We know they go to the movies on Friday night. They just go to the cinema three towns over to be less conspicuous. I so wish they’d come out of the closet and just fess up. It’d make their lives easier, but then again, maybe the sneaking around is part of the charm of their relationship.
I have the house to myself. Jason will take a shower at the gym after practice and then go meet up with his latest girlfriend. He’ll be out for hours. A grin spreads over my face and I bolt upstairs to change into my penguin pajamas and pull my hair into a ponytail. I’m going to veg out and relax. My mom forgot to take her collection of old Dorris Day movies when she left and I have a fondness for them, especially Pillow Talk. It’s my all time favorite movie. Rock Hudson and Dorris Day are not the typical teen movie, I know, but it’s the one thing I have left of my mom and I watched them incessantly growing up.
I wonder if I can wheedle someone into delivering a pizza to me. Pop’s Diner makes great pizza’s, but I’m in my jammies and I don’t want to change clothes or drive back into town. My stomach is craving pizza though. Maybe Emma has one in the freezer I can pop into the oven. The fridge yields no pizza, but I do grab a can of Coke and snag a bag of chips from the pantry to tide me over. Dad has a home theater couch in the media room and I take full advantage of the reclining end after I push play on the DVD player. I just need to spend a little me time after the trauma of the last two days.
The doorbell rings.
GRRRRRR.
So much for me time. Maybe I can ignore it. I’m in my favorite pj’s and answering the door dressed like this could be a bit embarrassing. Could be my new neighbor . . . hmm. Oh God, definitely embarrassing and so not gonna happen.
Answer the door, the voice in my head laughs.
Crap, not again. The panic starts to creep back in. Why do I have to start hearing voices now, after all this time? It’s not fair. 
The doorbell rings again followed by a loud knock.
No way am I answering the door. It could be something I’m hearing in response to the voices. I’ve read about this. I’m not giving into the delusions. I refuse to be crazy.
“Bess, you home?”
That shout I recognize—Morgan. I jump up and when I get to the door, I look through the peephole and sure enough, Morgan is standing on my porch holding a pizza box.
I unlock the door and crack it open just a bit.
“Hey,” he grins at me, that perpetual laugh in his eyes. “I wanted to apologize for earlier and figured I’d bring pizza and some pop to make it up to you.”
I frown at him and listen hard for any sign of voices in my head, but they are silent. It’s only me and Morgan and . . . pizza. I can smell the divine aroma wafting from the box. My stomach growls and he laughs.
“So, can I come in or not?”
The pizza makes up my mind for me. I step back and let him in. “Shoe’s off. You track up Emma’s floors and she’ll hide you.”  
He puts the box on the coffee table and sets the two liter of Coke in the floor. “Plates?”
“I’ll get them.”
I snag two plates and two of Emma’s plastic oversized glasses we use on pizza nights and then go back to find Morgan propped in the middle section of the couch. He’s actually grinning at the phone conversation taking place on the screen.
“Here,” I hand him a plate and a glass before diving into the box. It has all my favorite toppings and my stomach growls again. Morgan is pouring drinks so I dump two slices on the plate he’s got balanced on his lap.
“What’s this?” He nods towards the screen.
“Pillow Talk,” I say and then bite into the cheesy mess and sigh out loud.
“It’s funny,” he says around a mouthful of pizza.
I laugh at the obvious surprise in his voice. Most kids our age have never even heard of these old movies from the sixties. “It’s pretty old.”
“This is a nice place.” His eyes are transfixed to the PS3 and the mountain of games beside it. Dad, Jason, and I are all video game junkies. We have everything from Call of Duty to Rock Band.
“So you like old movies?”
“Not all of them. This one is from my mom’s collection. I grew up watching a lot of the old Dorris Day movies. Weird, I know.”
“Nah, not weird, just different. Your parents not home?”
“Dad’s out for the night.”
“And your mom?”
I sigh. I hate it when people ask me about my mother. It’s a touchy subject.
“My mom left us a long time ago.”
“I’m sorry.”
“No worries, I got over it.”
“You don’t sound over it, Bess.” His eyes are full of concern and questions. “What happened?”
My eyes close and I try to find the words to tell him to bugger off. He did bring me pizza and I don’t want to be a jerk, but I don’t really know him well enough to tell him about my mom.
“My mom and dad died when I was six,” he tells me suddenly. My eyes snap open and back to him. “They were in a plane crash. My grandfather raised me.”
“I’m sorry.”
“No worries,” he winks at me. “I’m okay. Granddad made sure I was loved and it’s not so bad anymore. I still miss them, though. I was only six when they died, but I remember them. It really does helps to talk about it. Promise.”
“That’s what everyone always says, just talk about it, it’ll get better.” Even to me, I sound bitter. It isn’t as simple as telling him about my mom. My mom leaving is what screwed me up. It broke something inside that I’m not sure can ever be fixed. I hate her.
Morgan tucks his feet under him and waits.
Honeysuckle surrounds me. The faint scent of dirt, leaves, and the musty smell of the forest invades my senses and I relax. Morgan has such a calming effect on me. It’s bizarre, bur I find myself curling up on the couch and nodding. I want to tell him about my mom, about me, about everything. I need to.
“I call it The Event, but to be honest I don’t remember much about it.” My eyes drift close and I let myself go back there, to that day and I start to tell him about it. “I’d just turned seven a few days before. I remember I wore my brand new blue sundress and my white sandals. Mama had just taken me to get my hair cut. I used to hate long hair. We’d stopped in the park and I was playing on the swing. The sun was bright, but it wasn’t hot. It wasn’t even noon yet, so it felt really nice out. The birds were singing and I could hear the wind in the trees. My favorite thing about the park was the swings. I loved them and I made Mama push me. She laughed every time I squealed when I went too high, but I loved to go higher and higher. It never scared me, I could fly. One minute I was up in the air and the next is just a jumbled mess of images and sounds.”
I shudder at the memory, but I’m not terrified like I normally am. Something’s different this time. “Dad said a bunch of wild dogs attacked us and that I fell and hit my head when Mom and I were running, but I’m not sure I believe him. I didn’t see what attacked us, or at least I don’t think I did, but somehow, I just get the impression they were bigger than dogs, maybe not even dogs at all. I can still see images of snapping, snarling teeth and I can almost hear something, but I don’t know what.”
“You hit your head?”
I nodded. I’d had a goose egg the size of a baseball. It’d hurt like the devil. “Yeah, I did.”
“And your mom left after that?”
“I hate her.” The words pop out, but they’re true.
Again, Morgan just waits patiently for me to continue. He doesn’t push or prod, just sits there, sipping his pop and waiting.
“She left us the day after the attack. It’s a little odd I can remember that, but not what happened in the park.” I sigh with old frustration. “She put her bags in the car and kissed us all good-bye like she was going on a trip. Jason stood stone-faced and Dad worked hard to keep a smile plastered on his face for us. I cried and begged my mom to take me with her, not to leave me. I remember running after the car as it pulled away until I fell down so hard I bloodied both knees, all the while screaming for her to come back. It was my brother who picked me up and brushed the dirt off my clothes. He told me not to cry anymore, that he loved me and would never leave me. I’d always have him and no one could ever take that away from us.”
Morgan’s hand finds mine as a tear slips free. I haven’t cried over my mom in ten years. I’m more than a little shocked.
“I never really recovered,” I tell him. “Something broke inside that day and it’s been broken since. I guess I just shut down. I stopped talking and my friends left when I wouldn’t play with them anymore. I’ve had nightmares since then too. Really awful nightmares. The doctors diagnosed me with Night Terrors. I started to feel afraid all the time, even when I knew there was nothing to be afraid of. I couldn’t sleep and by the time I hit junior high, you could say I was a real basket case.”
“I’ll bet Janna didn’t help.”
I laugh bitterly. “She’s the reason I was in Compton Academy.” 
“The private school you went to?”
His blue eyes are so warm, so kind. They sucker me into confessing it all.
“The mental institute rumors aren’t too far off base,” I sigh. “Janna found out I was seeing a shrink and I walked up on her telling everyone just that and I . . . snapped. I wanted to hurt her, Morgan. Physically hurt her. The images from the park flooded back to me and I could feel myself reaching out to grab her. I scared myself and ran to keep from putting my hands around her neck. My nightmares were all I could see. Next thing I remember, I woke up in the hospital. Compton Academy was my shrink’s idea. It was a school that helped the mentally unstable.”
“So you were in the loony bin.”
“It was a real school,” I sigh. “We had all the normal classes a regular school would have, but we also had therapy and we spent every moment there being watched, poked, and prodded. I hated it, but I stayed because I knew I needed help.”
“So, you’re better now?”
“God, I hope so,” I mutter. The voices in my head make me wonder if I really am better or not.
He smiles at me. “You are better, Bess, you’re just worrying too much. It’s time to loosen up a bit and have some fun.”
“It doesn’t bother you I’ve been in a mental institute or that I could still be just as crazy as I was then?”
“Nope,” he grins. “Speaking of fun, think we can turn off the movie and power up that PS3?”
“Sure.”
He flies to the cabinet housing the games and is drooling by the time I turn the TV to the right input channel. He’s pulls out all the shooter games, my personal favorites. He’s like a kid on Christmas. I’m awed by the fact that I’ve told him most of my secrets and he’s still here. He’s not running away. He throws me a handle and before I know it, we are laughing. He doesn’t mention my mom again.
Maybe I do have a shot at normal.



Chapter 8
I whined low in my throat.
This was not my forest. How had I gotten here?
The unfamiliar smell of the sea burned my nose. I could hear the sound of the waves as they crashed against the cliffs. Seagulls screamed their challenge from above.
I saw an opening in the trees ahead. Going down, I crept forward on my belly, careful to stay hidden in what little shelter the trees offered. 
A lone wolf sat on her hunches, staring out over the cliffs at the sea beyond. Her profile was proud, arrogant even. The wind was blowing towards me and I sniffed at the smell of the other wolf it carried my way.
Her scent was familiar to me. 
Confused, I whimpered.
She must have heard me somehow because now she stared straight at me. Impossible. Her hearing couldn't be that good.
The scent hit us both then, quickly and unexpectedly.
This was a scent I knew, one I’d been tracking. This scent screamed danger to me. I scanned the area quickly, seeing nothing.
My head whipped around quickly, hearing the challenge the other wolf howled. She wasn’t staring at an unnamed threat as I expected, though.
No, she was stalking towards me, her teeth bared, snarling in rage.
My ears flattened against my head and I stood to meet the challenge.
She leapt.
I wake up clawing at the empty air.
I can’t breathe, fear chokes me.
It’s only a nightmare, I tell myself.
Only a nightmare.



Chapter 9
Despite the nightmare of the night before, I wake up refreshed and excited. Spending the evening with Morgan had done more for my own personal peace of mind than anything else I’d tried. Now, I’m ready to take on the world. I feel good. In fact, I feel better than good. I feel a little fabulous.
At least until I look in the mirror and grimace at my reflection.
The girl staring back at me is boring. I have on old faded jeans, a purple tee-shirt, and my hair’s pulled back in the inevitable ponytail. I’d purposefully done that to myself so no one would notice me. Now I want to be noticed. I buried the old Alex and now it’s time for me, the new and improved Alex, to shine. I’m not plain or boring.
My teeth worry my bottom lip. The real problem is I’m not good with change, but I’m determined to do just that. I want a fresh start, I need and deserve one. A make-over could be the first giant step toward that. It can’t hurt anything really. Unless of course they mangle my hair. Then it could be really bad.
No. Positive thoughts.
I need help so I grab my phone and scroll through my numbers until I find Saidie’s. I recognize her voice as soon as she answers.
“Hey, it’s Alex. Do you have any plans for today?”
“Mom and I are going to the mall to get the rest of the stuff I need for school. You want to come? We can swing by and pick you up in say half an hour?”
“That’s perfect, but I am going to need some help when we get there.”
“With what?”
“A make-over.” My voice comes out hesitant.
“Are you SERIOUS?” she squeals into the phone. I can practically see her jumping up and down. “Oh My Gosh! You have so come to the right person. No one will recognize you when I’m done.”
Kinda what I’m afraid of, but kinda what I need.
“I’ll see you in a bit.”
Really, how bad could it be?
Decision made, I bound downstairs and find my dad in his office. He writes science fiction and does very well. Two of his books have been made into movies. Not Hollywood flicks mind you, but they were on TV. He’s currently bent over his laptop, muttering and frowning at the screen.
“Dad, can I ask you something?”
“Hmm?” He doesn’t look up from his computer.
“Can I borrow your credit card? I was thinking about buying some new clothes and maybe getting a haircut.”
That gets his attention.
He smiles.
I wince.
“I was wondering when you’d start wanting makeovers. Your mother’s notorious for them.”
I ignore the mention of my mother.
“You don’t mind?”
“Of course not. Besides, it would be good for you, Alex. Everyone needs a change once in a while. Keeps life interesting.” He hands me his card. “Spend as much as you need.”
“I’ll try to keep the cost down.”
“Nonsense.” He shakes his head, turning back to his laptop. “It’s been ages since you asked for anything and besides money is made for spending. Just ask your brother.”
I don’t think I am supposed to hear the last part seeing as how he muttered it. I know for a fact my brother is shameless in asking for money. Money burns a hole in his pocket faster than a lit match.
An hour later, I’m having second thoughts. It’s my hair that has me nervous.
“I don’t know about this, Saidie.”
I eye the scissors in the stylist’s hands with trepidation.
“Trust me, Alex.”
“But to cut my hair that short?”
“I promise, it will be perfect,” Jon, the stylist, tries to soothe me. “Your hair will be cut to here, just below your shoulders and allow all that natural curl to come out of hiding. All of this hair, it hides your face. We want everyone to be able to see you.”
No, we don’t, the panic inside screams.
I force my hands to unclench from around the chair arms. My hair is my shield. Whenever I needed to hide, down came the ponytail and my hair swung forward to keep prying eyes away. I’ve hidden behind it for years, my own personal security blanket. To take it away is like cutting off an arm. This is going to hurt.
“Just do it.” I grimace and keep my eyes firmly shut, cringing with each snip of the scissors.
Change. Change is good. At least that’s what I tell myself as I drag myself kicking and screaming into it.
Major brownie points to me.
“As soon as you’re done here we’ll find someplace for you to change into these new clothes,” Saidie chats away. “Then we can scope the mall for boys.”
Two hours later, hair and makeup done, Jon turns me to face the mirror.
“Wow,” I hear Saidie whisper.
Truth time.
I crack an eye and almost fall out of the chair.
No, it can’t be me. I stare at my reflection in open disbelief.
The girl who stares at me is . . . wow.
“Here,” Saidie thrusts a bag into my hands, not giving me time to freak too badly. “Go change.”
“Short shorts?” I ask timidly, looking in the bag.
Saidie sighs in exasperation. “Alex, you have a figure most girls would sell their own mothers for. Show it off.”
I’m embarrassed and uneasy as I stare at the stranger in the bathroom mirror. I’ve never in my life worn clothes like these. The shorts cover my bottom, but just barely. These clothes definitely show off my figure, but I’m not sure I want to show this much of it off.
Be a little daring came the whisper soft voice in my mind.
I blink. It sounds so real, like someone talking to me. Again, I catch that faint smell of musty leaves and fresh dirt. What is wrong with me?
I look up and see the stranger staring back at me. This girl is not the old Alex. She’s daring, gorgeous, and not afraid of anything.
The stranger is going to take some getting used to. It’s still me after all and I’m done hiding. I go back out to join Saidie with a smile plastered on my face.
That has to be worth triple brownie points.
Sadie grins from ear to ear. "Look at you! You're such a hottie and that hair! Do you know what I'd do for curls like that?"
I touch my hair self-consciously. It’s so short.
"Wait until everybody sees you tomorrow. They are going to so totally freak. I mean you were pretty before, but now, you’re just . . . wow." 
“No joke.”
We both jump at the sound of Connor’s voice. He is standing a couple yards from us, looking a bit bug eyed. He waves off his friends and strolls over to us. “Good Lord, girl, what did you do?”
Saidie beams at me.
“She looks beautiful,” Devon’s voice wraps around me. I whirl to see him behind us. He glances at Saidie. “I take it you are responsible for this?”
“Guilty. Isn’t she just fabulous?”
He gives me a thorough once over, from head to toe. I feel the blush flame my face under his close inspection. “Yes, she is.”
I start to squirm. Devon’s smile is lazy. His eyes hold a hint of laughter, aware of how uncomfortable I am.
“So what are you guys up to?” Connor asks.
“Well, we’ve got at least a couple hours or so before Mom’s done window shopping, so we’re just going to hang out.”
Connor slaps Devon on the back and grins at the glare he gets. “Come on old man, let’s take these girls to the movies. I want to see that new horror movie.”
“Which one?” Saidie asks him as they turn and head in the direction of the theater at the other end of the mall. That leaves me standing with Devon, alone. I swallow hard. My hands start to sweat and I squirm even more under his emerald gaze.
“Do you want to see a movie, Cara?”
Not particularly, but I’m so not gonna pass up on the opportunity to sit close to Devon in the dark where I can stare at him while he’s busy watching a movie. My mouth waters just thinking about it.
“Sure, why not?”
His eyes darken and I have the distinct feeling he knows exactly what I’m thinking. My mouth goes dry and I want very much to hide from what I see in those eyes.
I almost jump out of my skin when he takes my hand and starts pulling me toward the retreating backs of Saidie and Connor. His hand is like a live electrical circuit in mine. Electricity runs through it into mine.
We never make it to the theater. Saidie waves us down in front of the ice cream shop. She and Connor decided to stop and get ice cream. The movie they want to see doesn’t start for another forty-five minutes. Connor settles himself into the booth beside Devon and Saidie slides in next to me. Devon devours his ice cream in a minute flat. Even Connor is impressed with that. Saidie and I eat slower than both of them. I am not getting brain freeze.
Janna strolls in and comes to a halt beside our table. Her eyes are narrowed and there is a fury in her eyes I’ve never seen before. She simply stares at me, mouth slightly open, brown eyes blazing with rage.
“Blue?”
My eyes skid past her to Tom. He’s right behind her. Janna reaches out and grabs his hand. My own eyes narrow. Are they on a date? Janna is practically biting her tongue in two. She knows Tom and Jason are friends and so she can’t say what she wants to. It’s killing her. It’s the small things in life that make me happy. At least until I see Tom’s hand clutched in hers.
“Hi.”
Even I hear the frigid tone in my voice. Something in the back of my mind stirs to life again and I have the need to pull him away from her clutching grasp. He doesn’t belong to her.
His eyebrows shoot up and he grins. “What are you guys up to?”
“We’re waiting on our movie to start,” Saidie tells him. Her eyes are darting from me to Tom, to Devon, and then back to me repeatedly.
“You guys going to watch the new slasher flick? Janna and I are heading over there. We can all go together if you want.”
When hell froze over and pigs sing halleluiah.
“I’m sure they don’t want to join us, Tommy,” Janna smiles at him and he winces at the name. He hates to be called Tommy. “Besides, that kind of movie might be bad for Alex’s health.”
“My health is just fine,” I say through clenched teeth.
“I’m not sure Janna’s is going to be fine much longer,” Connor laughs. “You guys go on. We’ll head over in a bit.”
“He’s seriously going out with her?” I burst out the minute they are out of sight.
“Jealous?” Connor laughs at my disgusted look.
“Of course not.”
“Sure you’re not,” he grins.
Okay, so maybe I am. Just a little. Tom has been a permanent fixture in my life since I was four years old, the only person to treat me like I was sane after everything happened. I’ve had a crush on him since I was ten, but never had the nerve to say anything to him before. When I saw him with Janna just now, I realized how much I didn’t like him out on a date with another girl, especially Janna. He’s too good for that little mongrel, that scrawny little she-bitch.
“I guess watching the movie is out, huh?” Connor laughs.
“Oh, no way are we missing that movie,” I grind out between clenched teeth and slide out of the booth. “Let’s go.”
Devon grabs my arm and an electric current runs through me from head to toe and I snap out of my semi-rage. I remember why I wanted to go to the movies in the first place, to drool over him in the dark where he can’t see me do it. Well, I can still do that and spy on Tom and Janna too.
“Why don’t you let me drive you home, Alexandria?”
“What?”
My eyes swing up to his face. It’s unreadable.
“I want to talk to you. Will you let me take you home?”
Tom. If I go home with Devon, then I might not be able to stop Tom. Stop him from doing what though? My mind is whirling with all sorts of emotions and I’m confused. I’m furious with Tom and hurt. How can he be going out with that mangy little mongrel? But then here is Devon staring down at me with those gorgeous green eyes and I want to melt into them. Where is Morgan when I need some of that calm he can usually inspire?
“We can go to the movies if you like, but I really, really want to talk to you, Cara.”
I swallow. Cara. He’s only ever called me that once before. His eyes are all liquid heat and my stomach flutters with a horde of butterflies. 
“So which is it, Cara?”
Tom or Devon?
His voice is velvet and I can’t resist it, not really. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to resist its soft, warm timbre.
“You can take me home.”
A grin so wicked, it belonged on the face of a fallen angel appears. It makes him look even more dangerous and my knees go a little weak. All that keeps me steady is the burning weight of his hand on my arm.
I mumble good-bye to Saidie and Connor as Devon leads me away from the crowd and to the quiet confines of his car.
Oh, God. What have I gotten myself into?



Chapter 10
Devon owns a Lexus. Comfort beyond comfort, but then again, the sleek black car seems to be an extension of his personality. Its interior is as black as the car itself. There is no color except for the display on the stereo system. It’s nice and cool and I’m surprised at how comfy it is despite its classy, expensive look.
We drive in silence for a while, the radio a low hum. Devon looks preoccupied and I can’t believe I let him take me home. Am I nuts? He could do very bad things to my poor mental health, but then again, so could Tom. Either could end up hurting me and it wouldn’t even be their fault. I know Tom thinks of me as a little sister even if he does appreciate the new look. He might have no other feelings for me. Then there’s Devon. He throws off so many mixed signals, it’s hard to keep up with him. One minute he’s all intense and steamy, the next cold and dismissive.
How in God’s name did I land myself in this mess? I am not a girl given to flighty nonsense, but here I am, sitting in the car with one boy and worrying about what the other might think of me. I almost prefer the comfort of the mental institute to all the chaotic thoughts Tom and Devon inspire in me. It’s terrifying. I am trying to cope with hearing voices, mad dashes through the woods in the middle of the night, and now I have mixed feelings for two different boys to deal with. Being normal is turning out to be a lot harder than I thought it would be.
“Are you always this quiet?”
Devon’s question startles me out of my internal rant.
“Does that bother you?” I ask him.
He laughs. “No, it doesn’t. It’s quite refreshing actually. I get bored with girls very easily who natter on and on incessantly.”
Natter on? Who uses words like that?
“What did you want to talk to me about?”
“Nothing, really.”
My head snaps around. “What? Then why did you tell me you wanted to talk to me? We could have gone to see the movie.”
“You mean we could have gone to spy on the jock.”
“So? What do you care?”
He smiles wickedly, but asks something else. “Why does Janna dislike you so much?”
I sigh. It’s a long story and requires giving away more about myself than I want to. “Because she does.”
“That’s not an answer, Cara.”
“Nope, it’s not,” I agree.
“He’s not at all your type.”
“How would you know what my type is?”
“I know it’s not him. You’d be bored in a month.”
“You don’t know anything about him. I’ve known him since I was little. He’s one of the nicest guys I know and he’s never treated me like I was . . . ” Oops, too much information.
“Like you were what?”
“Like I was just Jason’s kid sister.” I wince. A good liar I am not.
He snorts. I think he knows I almost said something else, but he doesn’t push. Smart boy.
“Why were you really in the woods the other night?” I ask him, hoping to catch him off guard.
“Taking a walk.”
“At three in the morning?”
“You were out running at three in the morning in a very short I can see your undies nightshirt.”
It’s my turn to snort and he laughs. My favorite BTR song is playing and I reach to turn the stereo up. He groans at my choice of song, but I ignore him and do something that shocks even me. I start singing along to the song. I am extremely comfortable with Devon and I don’t even worry about singing in front of him. That has never happened to me before.
“Tell me about Compton Academy.”
“What do you want to know?” I ask cautiously. If he thinks to lull me into telling him all my secrets, he’s got another thing coming.
“What do you want to tell me?”
“It’s a school.”
He sighs and I get the distinct feeling he hopes I’ll confide in him. He can hope on. Not gonna happen, buster. I am not telling my own personal fallen angel lookalike I’m the crazy girl just released from the psycho ward.
“You need to trust me, Alexandria.”
“I don’t know you.”
“But you will.”
“I’m not sure I want to.”
That outrageously dangerous smile is back in place. “Yes, you do.”
I manage not to drool, but just barely. Kudos to me.
“Says you.”
“Says me.”
I shake my head at the arrogance in his voice. “You are very cocky too, aren’t you?
“No,” he denies. “I just know what I want.”
“And what do you want?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
“You just said you knew what you wanted.”
He glances at me and his eyes are swirling with questions. “I mostly know what I want.”
“Care to share?”
“Care to tell me more about Compton?”
“Nope.”
“I’ll share when you do.”
“This is a ridiculous conversation,” I tell him, frustrated.
“No more ridiculous than you thinking Mr. Football is someone you want to go out with.”
“Are you jealous?”
“No,” he denies. “I’m simply trying to save you some trouble.” He parks the car and I look up to see that we are now sitting in front of my house.
“I will go out with Tom if I want to.”
“Will you now, Cara?”
His voice has gone all soft and deep. It slides over me like warm velvet and I shudder. He leans closer to me and my pulse speeds up and the butterflies in my stomach flutter so hard, it feels like they are in a mad dash for freedom. His breath is soft and warm against my cheek and it drives my hormones a little mad.
I manage to get out some kind of noise that counts as an answer, at least I hope so.
He chuckles and pulls back. It takes me a minute to get my breathing and my heart rate under some sort of control. I’d thought there for a minute he was going to kiss me. No such luck.
“You really are a stubborn wench aren’t you?” he laughs and then peers at the curtains moving in the front windows. “Who is that trying very hard not to look like they are spying on us?”
I smile. I’d seen Emma’s red curls. “That’s Emma.”
“I guess you’d best go in before she does permanent damage to the curtains.”
“Will you pop the trunk so I can get my bags?”
He gets out before the words are out of my mouth and is opening my door. He finds my hand and pulls me up, his body momentarily pressed to mine. My blood pressure shoots sky high in that brief minute and then he leaves me to gather the multitude of shopping bags and carries them to the porch. I follow and am shocked when he drops them and plants a quick kiss on my forehead. His lips burn like a brand against my skin.
“I will see you soon, Cara.”
Then he’s gone and Emma all but rips the door open which makes me laugh. She is full of questions as she helps me carry everything upstairs. For the first time in years, her eyes are full of hope when she looks at me. That doesn’t stop her from giving me the third degree, though. I settle in to answer her questions, happy and content for the first time since I came home, and all because of one very arrogant green-eyed boy.



Chapter 11
It seemed like the even the elements had turned against me. 
The wind wailed around me while the salt from the fog stung my eyes. Branches tore at me cutting into my skin, trying to slow me but I refused to let up. I couldn’t. They were behind me.
I ran hard and fast. My breath came out shallow and labored as I struggled to pull air into my lungs, trying to ignore the fire slowly expanding in my chest. The stitch in my sides turned into a burning agony. 
They were so close.
I could hear them all around me. Whispered laughter taunted me.
I knew it was useless to run. They were faster than me, but I forced myself forward. If I stopped for even a second they would have me.
I broke through the line of trees and fled towards the cliffs. Looking over my shoulder, I screamed in helpless rage. Their laughter washed over me and I stumbled. And still I ran.
Fingers trailed along my arms and blood welled up from the shallow cuts left by the razor-sharp fingernails that ripped my tender flesh open.
God, no, please no.
Terror gave my feet wings and I pushed on, trying to escape. It was hopeless, but I forced myself run. 
Fingers caught my hair, pulling me backwards. They stroked the exposed skin of my throat. A nose buried itself into my hair. Icy breath tickled my ear. His breath so sweet, so intoxicating.
No. 
Panic overwhelmed me.
I ripped myself free, crying out in pain as my hair was torn from my scalp. Ignoring the pain, I veered left, closer to the edge of the cliffs.
I’d never had a chance. I knew this.
Still, I screamed in fury when they overtook me. There were just too many of them. They threw me to the ground and I struggled, using my hands and feet to hit at bodies hard as marble. I scratched, bucked the hands holding me down. I fought them as they tore into me, their teeth ripping and tearing into my flesh. Blood gushed out of the wounds. I heard them laugh softly and then the sounds of their suckling as they fed from me. Pain cracked like a whip through my body with each new bite. I grew weaker, my life slipping away with every drop of blood spilled.
No, I would not die like this.
Saying a prayer for strength, I twisted to the right and managed to break free one last time. I forced myself to roll and stand up, evading the hands that reached for me.
Then I jumped.



Chapter 12
The next few days fly by and I settle into a routine. Connor has become a permanent fixture in our little group of me, Morgan, Saidie and Devon. I’m not sure how that happened really, because he had a huge group of friends to begin with, but he waves to them and continues to sit with us in classes, at lunch, and outside of school. Not that I mind, I like my new friends very much.
Even as happy as I’ve been, I’m exhausted. The nightmares are back. Not your average, ordinary ones, but ones where I wake up terrified. I woke up screaming a few times and that has my family really worried. I’m no longer taking the meds to keep me from dreaming, and the nightmares are coming back full force. I actually dread going to sleep. I couldn’t remember my dreams before, but now they are vivid memories. The one where I was attacked is a recurring one and I can’t shake it even when I’m awake. I die in that dream, over and over, almost every night. No way am I telling Dad about that. Morgan knows though. It’s helping just a bit to talk to him about it. He’s the only one who knows about my mental challenges. I even told him about the voices, which I haven’t heard since. He tells me I worry too much and that is part of my problem. Maybe he’s right. I don’t know.
Laura Webb catches my eye as I look around. She’s staring dreamily into space. No scratch that, she’s staring all doe-eyed at Devon. He, of course, is either unaware of her attention or simply ignores her. I’m betting on the latter. Devon pretty much ignores everyone. He can get away with it though. His arrogant attitude just makes the girls all the more determined to catch him. I’d even seem some of the seniors salivating at the mouth when they looked at him, Janna included. I can’t blame them really. I can stare at him for hours myself. He is gorgeous. But for me it’s more than that.
To say I have a crush on him is sorta putting it mildly. I’m aware of him the minute he steps into a room. My heart speeds up and my stomach knots. He can make me blush with just a look. It’s so embarrassing to have my face fairly glowing scarlet all the time. And his voice. Dear Lord, the smallest whisper has me shivering. I’ve never reacted to someone’s voice like this. He knows how his voice affects me too. His insolent smile taunts me with that little fact. Stupid boy.
Devon confuses me too. I can’t quite figure him out no matter how much I try. Normally, he keeps a careful mask of cold arrogance in place. He hardly deigns to talk to anyone. While he is a part of our group, I have a feeling he doesn’t care one way or the other if he ever speaks to any us. He’s always polite, but very aloof. I snort. Aloof isn’t the word I’d use to describe him. No, Devon Cameron is the most arrogant person I’ve ever met. Plus he’s bossy. I hate people trying to tell me what to do.
And that confuses me even more. He doesn’t treat me like he does everyone else. I don’t know why. There are times when he looks at me and I see the frost in eyes melt just a little. His eyes grow warm with some emotion I don’t have a name for. When I see it, my stomach does little flip flops. Then it’s gone quick as it came and the bored expression he usually wears slips back in place. Sometimes I wonder if it’s my own imagination showing me what I want to see. Who knows?
I’ve taken to watching Devon as closely as he watches me. Fair is fair right? Why shouldn’t I watch him? That’s why I’ve noticed he’s started acting a might strange of late. Wherever we are, he hunts the area with his eyes like he’s searching for something or someone. I even mentioned his behavior to Saidie and she just brushed it aside. She hasn’t noticed anything weird. Maybe I’m over-analyzing. I tend to do that from time to time, but I don’t think so. In a way, I know him as well as I do Morgan. Something is definitely up with him. I just have to figure out what.
Devon turns around in his seat just then and catches me staring. He always catches me staring. I, of course, blush and turn my attention back to my books. I peek at him from underneath lowered lashes. Well, crap, he’s getting up from the other table and coming over. He takes the empty seat Morgan vacated a few minutes ago. He had to leave early to take his grandfather somewhere.
“You look horrible, Cara,” he tells me matter-of-factly.
All of my nervousness disappears with that statement. He came over her just to insult me? Horrible? Sometimes I really have to wander why I like him.
“A gentleman isn’t supposed to point things like that out,” I tell him shortly.
“Did I ever say I was a gentleman?” His voice is low and rough.
I look up, compelled to do so. His eyes are glowing again with that emotion I have no name for. I swallow. What’s he up to?
“Was that all you wanted, Devon?” I ask. “To insult me?”
“Perhaps,” he nods.
Oh-h-h no, he did not. The urge to strangle him nearly overwhelms me. “Well, then you can just march yourself back over to your seat,” I say instead.
He laughs and it flows over my skin like warm velvet. I grit my teeth, refusing to let him see how much he affects me.
“You need a nap,” he decides. “Go to bed when you get home.”
“I do not need to sleep,” I lie. Truth is I did need sleep, but know I won’t get any. Too many nightmares.
“Why are you always so argumentative?” he asks, exasperated.
“Why are you always so bossy?” I counter.
“Bossy?” he looks startled. Does he not realize how bossy he is?
“Yes, bossy,” I tell him. “You are forever trying to tell me what to do and I don’t like it one bit.”
His smile turns devilish. “But I like telling you what to do.”
“Well, you can’t,” I tell him and lock eyes with him. His are open and warm, a rare occurrence.
“Oh, but I can, Alexandria.”
A shudder goes through me at the softness in his tone.
The bell rings and saves me from answering. I am up and out the door before he can say anything. He catches me three steps out the door. When his fingers wrap around my hand, it feels like a flash fire burns across my skin, heating the blood underneath. He looks shocked when he touches me, but doesn’t let go.
“I am sorry if I insulted you, Cara.”
“Its fine,” I mumble, trying to pull my hand away. He refuses to let go.
“Do you forgive me?” he asks, his voice almost a purr.
Why does he do things like this to me? I want to shout the question at him and demand an answer. Most of the time he leaves me with little doubt he doesn’t return my feelings, but at moments like this when he looks at me with his eyes all warm and gooey, I wonder. Could it be possible?
“Sure,” I whisper. He smiles, letting my hand go and then walks away.
“What was that all about?” Saidie demands the minute he was out of sight. “Is there something you’re not telling me, Alex?”
“God help me if I know,” I mutter darkly. “And you know I’d definitely spill if there was something to tell. I’ll call you tonight, okay?” I just want to get home. I really am tired and grumpy. Lack of sleep is doing me in.
The ride home is short and I spend it trying to figure out if Devon likes me or not. Whenever I pay any attention to Tom, Devon gets a bit more attentive, but there are days like today, when he gets flirty for no reason. The boy is giving me serious whiplash with his mixed signals. Add to the fact that I am horrible at the whole boy/girl relationship thing and it just stresses me out more.
Tom, on the other hand, has kept his distance too. I think that has more to do with Jason than Devon, though. My brother is extremely protective and I think he told Tom to stay away. Tom knows about my past and he’s never treated me like I was some kind of lunatic, but then again, he might be keeping his distance because he knows I like him. Maybe he doesn’t want to encourage the attention of the insane asylum reject.
Why are boys so hard to figure out? Why do they have to do stupid things like giving off mixed signals or ignoring a girl or flirting and then pretending that said girl is invisible? GRRRRRRRRRRR.
I frown as I pull into the drive. There is a car parked behind Dad’s I don’t recognize. It’s expensive too. I know his agent was supposed to be by the house this week. Could be a rental car. Well, only one way to find out.



Chapter 13
I hear voices as soon as I come through the door. My dad’s study is just ahead, right off the entry. The sounds are muffled, but I can make out snatches of conversation. I know that voice but I can’t place it. Deciding to play Nancy Drew, I knock on the door.
“Come in.”
The man standing by the fireplace is the first thing I see. He’s darkly handsome with copper tinged black hair that frames a strong face. My own eyes stare back at me. They are the same shade of midnight blue, faintly tinged with another color no one has ever been able to identify.
There’s no mistaking who this man is.
“Hello, Alexandria. I’m your uncle . . . ”
“Sabien,” I finish for him.
“You remember me?”
“No, not really. There are pictures of you in the family album though.”
He smiles sadly. “I wish I were here under happier circumstances.”
A strangled sound draws my attention. My dad sits hunched over his desk, his face buried in his hands.
“What’s wrong?” I ask, concerned. Dad’s . . . crying.
“It’s your mother, Alexandria,” Sabien’s voice is quiet, gentle. “She died a few days ago in Paris. There was a car accident.”
A deep, wrenching sob is torn from my father. I stand staring at him, wanting to go to him, to try and help him, but I can’t.
Dead? She’s dead? She can’t be dead. Not yet.
“I’m sorry, John,” Sabien’s voice is soothing. “The hospital assured me she didn’t suffer. They said she died instantly.”
Dad mutters something, his shoulders heaving.
Sabien turns to look at me, his eyes full of sadness.
“Look at you.” His smile is off. “The last time I saw you, Alexandria, you were all of five years old. Alecia told me you and I looked alike, but I just never realized. You do favor our side of the family, the Deveraux’s. Judging by his picture, I have to agree with your mother that Jason is the image of his father. He has our eyes, though. There wasn’t a day that went by she didn’t talk about all of you.”
“My mom talked to you a lot?” How dare she?
“Yes, almost every day. Her family was very important to her. You were all she ever talked about.”
Yeah, right.
His next question is directed to my father.
“John, I brought her back with me from Paris. I knew she would want to be put to rest here with her family,” he pauses. “Would you like to me help with the arrangements?”
“I . . . I . . . I . . . ” 
“Don’t worry, Dad. Jason and I will help Uncle Sabien make the arrangements.”
Sabien looks at me curiously.
“Where’s Emma?” I ask.
“She’s at Marion’s,” Dad whispers, his voice hoarse. He still loves my mom, even after all these years. I know he loves Emma, too, I just never realized how much he still loves my mother. She left us and he still loves her. He needs Emma right now, though. She’ll be able to help him get through this.
“If you’ll excuse me, I need to go fetch Emma.”
“Alexandria?” Sabien stops me.
“Yeah?”
“Are you alright?”
I can hear the concern in his voice.
“Sure, I’m fine,” I shrug. “If you’re worried because I’m not crying hysterically, don’t. I decided the day my mom left that crying wasn’t going to change anything. It was true then and it’s true now. I’ve shed all the tears over her I’m going to.”
“Despite what you may think, Alexandria, she loved you.”
“Really?” I ask in a mocking tone that could rival Devon’s best. “Doesn’t matter. That won’t bring her back either. Now, I need to get Emma.”
Closing the study door, I leave the house.  
My mother.
God, how I hate her.
It has been eight years since I’d seen her. Eight years since she left us. Pain turned to anger, anger to hate, and hate to rage.
I’m supposed to cry over the woman who so callously abandoned her family, her children. Not in this lifetime.
I open the door to Marion’s house without knocking. Marion is seven months pregnant and Emma always goes over and lends a hand with the chores that requires a lot of heavy lifting.
“Emma?”
“I’m in the kitchen, Alex!”
She’s standing on a chair pulling everything out of the kitchen cabinets. The table is covered in a mixture of plates and papers. Marion is nowhere to be seen. She’s probably resting.
“What are you doing?”
"Mark didn't have time to deposit his paycheck yesterday. Why he doesn't use direct deposit I'll never understand. He said he tossed it in the cabinet. He failed to tell Marion which cabinet. This is the second time, I've gone through them and I still can't....Aha! The little rascal was hiding behind a bowl." She steps down off the stool and turns to look at me.
I wonder what my expression looks like as I watch the concern start to grow on her face.
“What’s wrong, honey?”
 “I’m fine. It’s Dad who needs you.”
Even I hear how cold and empty my voice sounds.
“Why would your father need me?”
“Uncle Sabien’s up at the house. Mom died a couple days ago in Paris. There was a car accident or something.”
“Sweetheart, I’m so sorry.”
I shrug. I’m not.
“It’s okay to be upset,” she tells me in a gentle tone.
“Upset?” I cock my head. “Why would you think I’m upset?”
“Because your mother just died, sweetheart,” she frowns, staring at my eyes, unsure of what I am thinking.
I decide to tell her.
“I really don’t care.”
“Alexandria Reed!”
“What?” I ask. “She left us, Emma. She left Us. We didn’t leave her. She made her choice a long time ago. So why should I care now when she didn’t care about what happened to any of us?”
“That’s not true, Alex. Your mother loved you.”
“No, she didn’t.”
“Yes, she did. No matter what choices she had to make in her life, she loved you.”
I sigh. I can see from the look on her face that she will never understand.
“Don’t worry about me, Emma. I’m okay. I always am. It’s Dad I’m worried about.”
 “Of course I’m worried about you. You’re standing here telling me your mother is dead and acting as if nothing’s wrong. Something is wrong. Don’t you feel anything?”
Oh yeah, I feel something. My voice burns with the force of my rage. “Yeah, I’m disappointed I’ll never get the chance to tell her how much I hate her.”
Emma steps back, responding to the anger in my voice and on my face. I don’t think she’s ever realized the full extent of my feelings towards my mother, but she’s seeing it now.
“You’re wrong,” she says at last. “You don’t hate her. If you did, you wouldn’t be so angry.”
I turn, seeing my reflection in the shiny silver of the toaster. My face wears a harsh expression and my eyes flare with that strange color. I watch, fascinated, as they almost glow.
“Alex?”
Emma distracts me from my reflection. She can’t understand. It’s too hard of a concept for her to grasp because she’s such a good mother. I’m not going to try and explain it to her. No way am I up for that.
“I just wanted to come and get you. Like I said, Dad needs you. He’s a mess.”
Emma’s lips thin into a straight line.
“I suppose you’re right,” she nods. “Alecia probably didn’t love you.”
I flinch, not expecting that.
It’s hard to hear someone else say what I’ve always known.
“But what if you’re wrong, honey? What if she really had no choice? What if leaving broke her as badly as it did you?”
I frown. What is she getting at?
Emma forces me to sit down and she takes a seat opposite me.
“I knew Alecia was leaving even before she told John.”
Well now, what is this? I’d forgotten Emma and my mother were friends.
 “She asked me to come over to help plan your father’s birthday party. It was supposed to be a surprise. I found her in the kitchen crying hysterically and thought at first something had happened to John or you kids. She wasn’t making much sense. Once I’d gotten her calmed down, she told me she had to leave. I didn’t understand and tried to make her explain. She wouldn’t tell me very much, only that her past caught up with her. She said she had no choice but to leave.”
“No choice?” I laugh bitterly. “There’s always a choice.”
“Yes, Alex, there is always a choice but sometimes the right choice isn’t the easy one. In your mother’s case, the right choice cost her everything, including her family. She told me it tore her apart, but she had to go. Leaving would keep her family safe.”
“Safe? Safe from what?”
“I don’t know. She wouldn’t explain it, but she was terrified. That much I could see. She made me promise to never say anything about it, that it might put everyone in danger. I’ve kept that promise all these years, but now it’s time you knew the truth. It wasn’t easy for her. She loved all of you so much and knew her decision would hurt her children and that not being able to explain would make it worse. I know how deeply it hurt her to go. I saw the pain in her eyes and held her while she cried. Hate her if you must, Alex, but never doubt for a moment that she loved you or that she wanted to leave.”
I look at her uncertainly. If all of this is true, why had Emma never said anything before? I am confused. I had thought for so long that she’d left us because it was something she’d wanted to do. Now, Emma is painting a different picture. Could it be true?
“Alex, you’ve been angry with her for so long. Don’t you remember anything besides the anger?”
I remember everything. That’s the problem. It’s why I’d hurt so much in the beginning. Compton helped me realize that. My mother had been wonderful. She was kind and loving, with never a hurtful word for her children even when she scolded us. She would read to me every night and listen with patience as I told her of all the grand adventures I was going to go on. She always knew just what to say when I was afraid or hurt to make everything better.
I had felt like the most loved little girl in the world until the day she left me crying and broken in the middle of the street.
Tears prick my eyes at the remembered pain. It washes over me with a force I don’t expect. It crashes into me as fresh and real as the day it happened.
It’s too much.
It hurt too much and I can’t stop the tears once they start.
“Shh, honey,” Emma pulls me up and wraps her arms around me. “It’s okay. You can let yourself feel grief and pain and still be angry.”
“Why did she leave me?” the words tumble out, unbidden. “Why?”
“Shh,” she croons, crying herself.
I don’t know how long we stand there like that. It doesn’t matter really. She accomplished what she’d set out to do—making me remember my mother as she used to be. She eventually leads me home and settles me into my bed.
I hear her mumble something about having to tackle Jason. Emma is well aware of the fact that he feels the same way about our mother as I do.
God help him when she gets a hold of him.
My eyes close and for once, I fall asleep to blessed silence. The nightmares leave me alone.



Chapter 14
I blink at the clock with bleary eyes, surprised to see its nine fifteen. I’d slept for hours and Lord how I hurt. I feel like that same little girl again from all those years ago. All I want to do is crawl under my covers with my teddy bear and cry.
I hate feeling like this. Anger flares hot and hard. My mother—how, how could she leave us? How could she leave me? I’ll never get the chance to confront her now, to scream and yell. That is what my therapist at Compton was adamant about, that I need to confront her to deal with some of my abandonment issues. She’s gone and that chance is gone with her.
Do I love her? Yeah, I guess I do, but it doesn’t change the fact that I still hate her. Letting myself feel the pain I’ve bottled up for years doesn’t change that. I can’t forgive all the pain she’s caused. Maybe I never will.
I clean myself up in the bathroom. The girl in the mirror shocks me. I’m a mess—my face pale and tired. Black hollow eyes stare back at me. I pull out my phone, feeling it vibrate-Devon. It shut off before I can answer it. Three text messages from Morgan demand to know what is wrong.
How could he know something’s wrong? He always seems to know when I need him. How? I still have no answer to the puzzle that is Morgan Chandler. With a sigh, I go downstairs. 
I find my way down to Dad’s office. I start a fire in the hearth. I’m cold. My eyes find the picture of Alecia Reed over the mantle. Always smiling. Every time I look at this picture I have the insane urge to smash it, to destroy her smile like she had mine. I still want to despite everything Emma told me. She is the reason I’m crazy, the reason for my going to Compton.
Everything bad that has ever happened to me centers around the day my mom left us. The nightmares started the night she left and gradually got worse and then when I cracked, I remember seeing her face flash in and out of the glimpses of snarling, snapping teeth. When I first checked into Compton, they put me in the “infirmary.” It’s the smell that stays with me. It smells of antiseptic and sterile cleaning fluids. I almost choked on that smell for the first few days. The doctors couldn’t understand it. The scent overpowered everything else. They had to move me to a room that was free of the cloying scents. I started to breathe a bit normally after that.
They strapped me to the bed, to keep me from hurting myself they said, but it was more to keep them safe from me. I was only twelve and apparently I’d done some kind of damage to a few orderlies when they’d tried to help the nurses calm me down during my Night Terrors my first night there. I’d been strapped down every night for the first two years I was there. It wasn’t until they’d found the proper blend of meds to keep the nightmares away that they’d stopped with the restraints.
That is one of the most horrible feelings in the world, to wake up immobile, to not be able to move. It’s terrifying in and of itself, but if you added my fear into the equation, it was almost debilitating. I was so scared all the time, I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t concentrate, I felt abandoned by everyone. They hadn’t allowed me visitors for over a year. I needed to have time for my therapy to work.
It was during therapy that the doctor had determined that all my issues stemmed from what happened to me that day in the park and my mother leaving me the next day only compounded the issue. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to remember what happened and she is, was the only person who can tell me what happened. Now, I will never know, so does that mean I’ll never get better? Will I always live with this constant fear, this feeling of the walls closing in on me? Will I ever really be normal?
My worst fear is that I’ll end up back in the mental hospital. The kids I met, the ones I got to know, the few I’d called friends shared the same fear. We used to talk about it outside of group. We knew we were messed up, and the real question always was, can we be fixed? I still have no answer to that one, but deep down, I don’t think we can. Once you break as badly as we did, I’m not sure anyone can put the pieces back together.
My mother had caused me to end up the mess I am. I can’t forgive her for that. I can’t.
“Hey,” Jason says from behind me and then falls on the rug in front of the fireplace.
I take a seat beside him.
“You okay?” he asks, his eyes wary and concerned.
“You know me, Jase. I’m always fine.” I hold my hands out to the heat. “Did Emma tell you?”
“About why she left?” he nods. “Yeah, but . . . ”
“It doesn’t matter,” I finish for him. “I do love her, Jase, but I can’t forgive her.”
“I know,” he whispers. “I love her too, but I can’t stop hating her either, and it hurts, Sis. It hurts so much. She’s our mama and she’s gone.”
Tears trail wet paths down his cheeks and I start crying myself. He pulls me close and we sit there for the longest time like that wrapped up in our memories. My brother and I are close, made so by the mother who walked out and left us. It made us harder, more determined to protect each other. No matter what, we will always have each other. She can’t take that from us.
Some people’s memories of their loved ones fade as time goes by. Mine don’t. I can still remember the sound of her voice as she sang me to sleep or hear her laughter as she listened to a joke only a six year old would find funny. She always smelled like apples and cinnamon, claiming it was Dad’s fault for making her bake so many apple pies. The feel of her arms are imprinted into my skin. She used to crawl into bed with me when I’d had bad dreams and hold me until I went to sleep. She told me everyday how much she loved me. It hurts to remember those things. I locked them away in a box for so long, but now that they’re out, they eat at me.
She’s my mama and she’s gone. Just . . . gone. I’ll never hear her tell me she loves me or feel her hug me again. I’ll never get the chance to tell her good-bye. No matter what she’s done to us, I love her and losing her hurts. I can’t seem to breathe past this crushing pain in my chest. It just hurts.
A few hours later I crawl under my own covers. My bear, Gingi, is firmly grasped in my clutches. The poor little thing has seen so much wear and tear over the years. Dad said Uncle Sabien gave him to me for my third birthday. My rag tag little bear is my woobie. Always has been, always will be.
Jason and I talked for a long time. We both agreed on one thing. Even if she did leave because she thought she had no choice, how were we supposed to forgive her?
I don't think it's the leaving part that hurt so much. No, we could have lived with that, but she ignored us for years. Did we get so much as a birthday card or a phone call? No. Yet she found the time to talk to her own brother almost every day. What are we supposed to think? Parents put their children first and Alecia hadn't done that whether she meant to or not. Forgiveness isn't in the cards right now. The anger burns too hot, too fresh.
I pull Gingi close and go to sleep.



Chapter 15
I stood on the cliffs overlooking the beach. The cold air made me shiver. I smelled the salt and heard the wind as it sighed over the waves. A light drizzle was falling and the dampness seeped through my thin nightgown, causing goose bumps to break out over my bare arms. 
My mother sprinted towards me, her long legs eating up the distance between us. Good Lord, but she was fast. Faster than anyone I’d ever seen. Her long sable hair swung as she kept looking over her shoulder. She stopped a foot away from me. Her face was as pale as ivory and showed her sadness, but it was her eyes that held my attention. They glowed with a soft amber color.
“I’m so sorry, baby,” she whispered, looking back once more. “You’ll be safe now. Even if they find you, you’ll be safe.”
She stepped off the cliff.
I wake, barely able to breathe.
No. It can’t be.
I recognize those cliffs. I’ve been dreaming about them for days. It was there I’d run from them in my dreams just as my mother ran towards me.
It can’t be.
Just a dream, I tell myself.
God, please let it be just a dream.
I climb out of bed and make my way to Jason’s room. He’s tossing and turning, the cover’s thrown into the floor.
“Jase?” I shake him and jump back when I see his eyes. They seem to be . . . glowing. I blink hard and when I look again, they’re normal.
“What, what is it?” he asks groggily and sits up.
“I had a nightmare . . . ” My eyes zero in on his feet. They’re dirty. No, they’re filthy. My hand finds the lamp, turning it on.
“Al,” he gripes and rubs a hand over his eyes.
“Jason, why do you have mud on your feet?”
“What?”
I point to his feet. They are caked in mud. It’s almost like he’s been running through the muddy woods. It’s rained for two day straight and the ground is a sodden mess.
He frowns and examines them more closely. “What the . . . I haven’t gotten up since I went to bed.”
“Could you have been sleepwalking maybe?”
His frown deepens and then I see a small spark of panic brighten his eyes. He can’t remember getting up and walking anywhere. He stares at me in horror for a heartbeat and then forces himself to relax, to calm down. I know what has just gone through that head of his. He’s afraid. He’s afraid that my mental illness might be taking hold of him. I never remembered anything that I did while I was in one my fits, my night terrors. I lost chunks of time.
“It’s probably just you being overly tired and stressed, Jase,” I try to reassure him. I hope that is all it is. “Go get cleaned up and I’ll throw these sheets in the washer before Emma sees them.”
He nods and does as I tell him. I grab a pair of new sheets from the linen closet and change his bed after throwing the sheets in the washer. He’s fine, I tell myself forcefully. He is. Worry about my brother drives the memory of the dream I’d had to the back of my mind. When Jase comes back, he looks tired. I put him back to bed and then grab a throw and curl up in his cushy chair. It’s a long time before I fall asleep, worry keeping me awake until almost morning. Jase is asleep almost as soon as his head hits the pillow. He’s exhausted and I have to wonder if he hadn’t had a mad, 3am run through the woods himself. God I hope we’re not both crazy.
What more can happen to us?



Chapter 16
When tragedy strikes it is swift, brutal, and leaves a trail of broken bodies in its wake. There is no mercy, it takes no prisoners. I came to understand that over the next few days—some of the hardest I’ve ever faced. Jason and I helped with the arrangements for our mother’s funeral just like I’d promised Dad, but neither of us realized how hard it would be. We’d done more than was expected of us, though. We owed Dad that much. At least Uncle Sabien, someone who’d known our mother, could make sure her wishes were honored.
I stand next to my brother and my father, listening to the minister and tears gather in my eyes. Reality is catching up. She’s gone. My mother is being put to rest today and I’ll never see her again. I still love her no matter how much she hurt me. I always will.
Emma gives my shoulder a squeeze. God knows what we would have done without her. No one made it past her unless she deemed them necessary.
I feel my father stiffen and turn my attention back to the graveside service. They are beginning to lower the coffin into the ground.
“She’s afraid of the dark,” he whispers hoarsely and Emma wraps her arms around him. My hand flies to my mouth. There is so much raw pain in his voice that it makes me hurt for him. Emma is standing strong. I don’t know how she can, but she is his strength.
Morgan wraps his arms around me, staring grimly at the scene. I lean into him, grateful for his strength. I feel like I am going to collapse at any minute from sheer exhaustion myself.
Morgan has become my lifeline. He’s been with me every day, always knowing exactly what I need. The weird thing is, the more time I spend with him, the more aware I become of him. Even now I can sense his growing worry.
The minister concludes his final prayer and everyone files up to the grave to throw in the customary flowers. My mother loved carnations and that’s what accompanied her down into the cold, dark ground.
Jason has already fled the scene, no more able to bear Dad’s grief than me. He stands at the bottom of the hill accepting condolences. Everyone thinks our tears were for our mother. They are, but only just a little. Our tears are mostly for our father. We hate seeing him like this, watching him go through this, not knowing how to help him.
John stands above his wife’s open grave, Emma’s hand clutched tight. It hurts to watch him. I turn away when Morgan’s grandfather collects him and then I start toward Jason.
Uncle Sabien spots me and waves me over. There are several people with him. I so do not want to hear any more condolences right now.
“Alex, I would like you to meet some very dear friends of your mother’s. This is George, Helen, and Phillip.”
The rage surfaces unexpectedly. Friends?
“Hello, honey,” Helen smiles at me. “I just wanted to let you know how sorry I am. You’re mother was a special woman and close friend. We’ll miss her very much.”
My expression freezes and my eyes harden. Good for you, I think bitterly. “You were close?” I ask.
“Yes.”
I nod and tramp down the urge to scream. 
Seriously major brownie points that.
Sabien’s eyes narrow at my expression, but he says nothing. 
Smart man.
We pile into the car and remain silent on the ride home.
Mourners flood the house. Whispers banter back and forth while they eat from the buffet Emma and I spent most of the morning on. It all seems too bizarre to me and more than a little depressing.
Emma finds me where I am standing by the window overlooking the backyard.
“Why don’t you go upstairs for a while, Alex? You look ready to drop.”
“Thanks, I think I will.”
Morgan leans against my bedroom door, waiting for me. He looks as worn out as I feel.
“Need some company?” he asks.
“Yeah.”
I follow him inside and curl up on my bed, staring at nothing. Morgan stretches out in my cushy chair. We stay like that for the longest time, content to say nothing. It’s a comfortable silence and neither of us have the need for idle chit chat. He surrounds me in the smell of crisp clean air and freshly turned dirt. I’ve gotten used to his woodsy scent over the last couple of weeks. It helps to keep me calm and steady somehow. Bizarre, I know.
Not only that, but Morgan understands me on a level that goes beyond simple friendship. It should be weird, but it doesn’t feel weird. It feels natural. He and I forged some kind of deep connection. Morgan managed to ingrain himself so thoroughly in my life, he’s become a living, breathing part of me. The last few days have shown me that simple fact. I need him. He keeps me sane.
“Are you ready to scream yet?” he asks, finally breaking the silence.
My eyes flicker to him. He looks worried.
“Your eyes are burning with rage, Bess. What happened?”
“My uncle introduced me to some of my mother’s friends.”
“And?”
“Strangers, Morgan, strangers knew her better than we did. She chose to spend her time with them instead of us, her family.”
He sighs.
I close my eyes in frustration. Morgan knows all about my mother. I told him, not suspecting he’d be another Emma in sheep’s clothing. He told me I needed to let go of the anger, that it couldn’t be healthy for me. He has a valid point, yeah, but I don’t care. Not now, maybe not ever.
“Bess, I’m not going to pretend to understand what you went through or what you’re going through, but I wanna help.”
I so do not want to have this conversation.
“I know how much you hurt, Bessie Mae. You’ve been angry for a long time, but isn’t it time to start to let go of it? She’s the only mother you’ll ever have. You need to try and get past it, to at least think about forgiving her.”
“That’s not fair, Morgan. You’re making me feel guilty and I don’t . . . ”
“You do not have to do anything you do not want to, Cara,” Devon’s voice purrs, whisper soft.
Morgan and I both look up. We hadn’t heard him come in.
“No one invited you in, Devon,” Morgan glares.
“Its fine, Morgan,” I tell him, frowning at the anger in his voice.
“See?” Devon smiles coldly. “She wants me here.”
“She doesn’t know what . . . ”
“And she knows about . . . ”
“You know she doesn’t . . . ”
“Afraid to tell her?”
“Are you?” Morgan dares.
“What are you two talking about?” I demand, unsure where this hostility of theirs stems from. One thing is certain though. I am not going to put up with their bickering, not today. I need them both right now. God knows why, but I do.
“Nothing you need concern yourself with, Cara,” Devon soothes. His voice wraps around me and I shiver. Morgan, I note, has much the same reaction. Does Devon’s voice affect him too?
“I think it does concern me,” I reply, sitting up and swinging my legs over the bed. One of those little flashes of intuition tells me it has everything to do with me and it puts heat into my words. “What’s going on with you two?”
Morgan and Devon take an involuntary step backwards.
“We may not have a choice in telling her,” Morgan whispers.
“You may be right,” Devon agrees, “but that is not why I came in.”
“Why did you?” I ask.
“Something I think you should hear. Come, we must hurry.”
We follow him down the hall and into one of the guest bedrooms. Voices filter through the vent. I go closer. Uncle Sabien?
“No.” Sabien argues.
“They need to know, Sabien.”
“They’re dealing with too much as it is. I don’t think either of them can handle the truth.”
“How can you expect to keep them safe, Sabien?”
“I’m staying here. I promised my sister I’d keep her kids safe. They’re the only family I have left. Besides, we may be jumping the gun here. I haven’t seen any evidence . . . ”
Someone snorts. “Didn’t you listen to what Mark Ashton said? That boy is extremely fast and strong on the field and sometimes, the things he does defies the laws of gravity.”
“That doesn’t mean anything,” Sabien’s denies. “He’s been playing the sport since he was a small child. Of course he’s good at it.”
“What about Alexandria?” a woman asks.
 I realize it’s the people he introduced me to at the funeral. 
“What about her?”
“You can’t tell me you didn’t notice her eyes, Sabien.”
My eyes? What about my eyes?
“It doesn’t matter,” he says obstinately. “I’m here and I will keep them safe just as I promised.”
“It would be easier if you just told them the truth.”
“NO.”
“There’s no use arguing when he gets like this,” the woman sighs. “We should get back downstairs before we’re missed.”
I stare blankly at the wall. What the heck is going on?
“Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?” Morgan asks Devon.
He shakes his head. “I saw them sneak away and come upstairs. I followed them. When I heard them begin to speak of Alexandria and her brother, I came to collect her.”
He turns to look at me. “Your uncle said that your mother died in a car accident, but I do not believe that is true.”
“But why would he lie?”
“Sometimes a lie is better than the truth, Cara.”
Emma said Mom left to keep us safe. Now Sabien is here to do the same thing? What is going on? So many questions. My head starts to pound and my stomach gets a little queasy. I haven’t eaten all day and the stress is making it worse. I need food in order to think.
I hear someone calling my name.
“Emma,” Devon tells me. How can he know it’s her?
I open the door and poke my head out. Sure enough she’s standing at my bedroom door. “Yeah, Emma?”
“Oh, there you are. I just wanted to check on you.”
“I’m fine. I just really wanted a few minutes by myself so I ducked in here where no one would look for me.”
She nods sympathetically. “You should come down and eat something.”
“I will,” I promise. “Just give me a few minutes.”
I close the door and lean against it. 
“You do need to eat, Alexandria,” Devon tells me. “You’re far too pale.”
“I’m fine,” I lie. I did need food, but Devon’s pushy manner keeps me from agreeing. It irritates me instead.
“No, you are not fine. You need food.”
I glare at his high handed tone. Devon always assumes he know what is best for me. Arrogance at its worst. All he ever accomplishes is to make me so mad I want to hit something, preferably him. My hands itch to wrap around his neck and wring it.
“Mind your own business, Devon,” I say instead.
“You are my business, Alexandria.” He steps closer, his eyes narrowed.
“Says who?”
“Says me.”
“Now is not the time for this conversation, Devon,” Morgan steps between us. “I don’t think she necessarily even needs to be present for it.”
“What?” I demand, trying to push Morgan out of the way.
“You are right, of course,” Devon agrees. “We should get back downstairs before anyone else comes looking for her.”
“Ah, no, we’re not going anywhere until you two explain that little comment to me.”
They ignore me.
Morgan opens the door.
They aren’t going to say a word.
“Shall we?” Devon gestures for me to lead the way.
Glaring furiously at them both, I walk stiffly downstairs, feeling their eyes bore into me.
They will tell me what’s going on.
Even if I have to commit an act of extreme violence.



Chapter 17
I stood on the cliffs again.
My mother ran towards me, not stopping until she was inches from me this time. She trembled, her eyes screaming with fear as she looked behind her.
“What is it?” I whispered. “What is it you want from me?”
She looked at me, her face full of sadness and regret. She started to reach out, but let her hand fall back to her side.
“What I have always wanted for you,” she whispered in the sing-song voice I remembered from when I was little girl. Tears welled up in my eyes. She looked so sad. I reached out to take her hand, but stopped as a rush of wind came at us. I thought I heard voices whispering in it.
“I want you to be safe,” she said softly, pulling my attention back to her.
“Safe from what?”
Her eyes flared amber again. “He will keep you safe.” Then her eyes darkened to black pools. Red rings encircled the irises. They blazed with a dark fury. “You should be afraid of him, but you’re not.”
She sounded confused.
Me too.
“I don’t understand . . . NO!”
She stepped away from me and over the cliffs.
This time when I wake up, I’m not screaming.
I’m too terrified to scream.



Chapter 18
Dad and Emma keep staring at me, afraid of my withdrawn mood and my screams in the middle of the night. Jason is having issues as well. He keeps waking up with dirt on his feet and he can’t remember how it got there. Everything is falling apart. Only one thing really terrifies me and that is the fact that I’m truly crazy. The last week has made me admit to myself I might be crazy and my brother could be heading in that direction too. I’m scared for both of us.
I don’t want to go back to Compton. The only thing that my family ever saw was the dorms, the school, and the doctor’s offices. They didn’t see the actual hospital past that first initial visit when I was admitted. The rooms are barren, stark, and colorless. The only sounds you hear are the screams, the rants, and the cries from the other patients. The feel of the safety straps are embedded into the surface memories of my skin. I can feel them digging into my arms even now.
The silence is what bothered me the most. Late at night when everyone was asleep or at least medicated, it would get utterly quiet, the only sounds the ticking of the clock and the beating of my heart. I used to get lost in that rhythm—the sound of the clock and the sound of the pulsing of my blood in heartbeats. It was soothing sometimes and scared the hell out of me other times. It fascinated me. The sound of life, of blood flowing through a vessel, made me almost dizzy with awareness in those moments. It was as if I could hear the whole of the hospital in the sound of its heartbeats. That was when I knew I had to get out of there, when I started to make a conscious effort to look like I was getting better. If I’d stayed there, I’d never get better, I’d get lost in that cadence of blood.
Crazy right?
Uncle Sabien still occupies our guest room. He’s looking for a house to buy, says he’s decided to stay in Jacob’s Fork so that he can get to know his family.
I know better.
I’ve tried several times to question him about my mom’s death, but he always comes up with some sort of reason to leave without telling me anything. Frustration gnaws at me. I want to confront him about the conversation I’d overheard, but he goes out of his way to avoid me.
I am in a foul mood because of this when Connor and I walk into Morgan and Devon’s argument in the second floor hallway. I stop, shocked.
“You have no right,” Morgan hisses.
“Yes, I do,” Devon snarls at him.
Their faces are inches apart and they look like they’re going to start swinging any minute.
“Hey, hey,” Connor tries to get between them. “What’s going on here?”
“It’s none of your business,” Morgan spits out, glaring at Devon.
“Both of you stop it right now!” I whisper, aware of everyone watching. It won’t be long before one of the teachers comes out to break it up.
“Stay out of this, Alexandria,” Devon snaps, his eyes never leaving Morgan’s face.
“Don’t yell at her,” Morgan growls.
“What is wrong with you two?” I demand.
Morgan’s fists clench.
“You want to refuse to tell me what’s going on? Fine. If you want to be . . . guys . . . about it, fine, but you need to stop. You’re both going to get in trouble for being stupid.”
“Mrs. Blaire is coming,” Connor whispers. “Just go.”
Morgan and Devon give each other a final glare and break apart, each headed in different directions.
Janna of course has to say something.
“What’s wrong, Alley Cat, dissention among the ranks?” she laughs. The rest of her little hags smirk at me.
I ignore Janna and go into the classroom. I so do not need this today.
“What’s up with those two?” Connor asks. “They’ve been like this for days. This is the third time this morning I’ve had to break up a fight between them.”
“I wish I knew,” I mutter. Why are they acting so stupid? I can’t shake the feeling it has something to do with me, but what? Argh—I want to scream. Stupid, stupid boys. 
“Saidie not here today?” Connor asks, trying to change the subject.
Smart boy.
“No, her family’s going out of town for the weekend. She left yesterday.”
 “How are you?” he asks me and eyes me shrewdly. “You look kinda tired.”
“I am,” I sigh. “I haven’t been sleeping very well. Nightmares.”
He raises an eyebrow.
“Weird and scary,” I tell him. “I can’t seem to make myself go back to sleep after I wake up. They scare me.”
“Dreams can be like that. My Gran always says that we should listen to them though. They tell us things, help us figure stuff out. We see so much that our minds can’t always process it, but when we dream, we make sense of the things we already know, but just can’t quite grasp.”
“That sounds very . . . ”
“Superstitious, I know,” he interrupts me. “Nonsense stuff, but Gran believes it.”
Mrs. Blaire starts class so I’m unable to question him further. When class is over, Connor rushes out before I can ask anything else either. Runs is more like it, I snort.
I can’t stop thinking about Connor’s dream theory. By the time I get home from school, I am obsessing about it. Can my dreams be trying to tell me something? They’re not just strange, they’re nightmares. Every night. My mother plays a starring role in them these days. Is there a question in those dreams?
It has to be the eyes I decide, focusing all of my attention on the last couple of dreams. I do not want to think about the others. My mother’s eyes flashed amber then black. What do I already know about those eyes that I just can’t make myself understand? Something I don’t want to understand maybe?
I give up on wearing a hole in my carpet and escape the house. I end up in the park below our house—my favorite thinking spot, especially this late in the day when everyone has gone home.
The cold air smells of snow, but it doesn’t bother me. The cold never has. My brother and I both agree we’d rather be cold than hot. It’s easier to warm up than to cool down.
I plop down on one of the swings with a sigh and let the rocking motion soothe me. Connor has to be right. I know it. According to his theory, I already know the answer to some unnamed question. I just need to figure out the right one to ask.
Two sets of eyes, two different reactions.
Safety in one, fear in the other.
Two people I care about?
Amber eyes and black eyes.
Devon and Morgan? Their recent fights come to mind.
But Morgan’s eyes are blue and Devon’s green. Then again why would I be afraid of either one of them? It doesn’t make any sense.
A low, menacing growl interrupts my thoughts and I look up.
Good Lord Almighty.
Not more than fifty feet away from me stands the biggest black cat I have ever seen. It has to be a panther. The only ones I’d ever seen were in books, but I don’t think they are supposed to get this big. This thing is Huge. They aren’t supposed to come into populated areas either and yet here it is.
Its size doesn’t alarm me as much as the way kitty is looking at me though.
Kitty’s eyes say I am dinner.
So, so not good.
“Easy, kitty,” I whisper and stand up.
The cat crouches into a pouncing stance.
This is very, very bad. There’s no where I can run.
It snarls at me, low and deep.
“Alexandria, do not move.”
Devon comes toward me out of the woods. His clothes are dirty and streaked with . . . blood? He keeps his eyes on the big cat as he approaches.
The cat screams, shifting to face him.
“You need to stay very still,” he says softly.
As if I’m going to move a muscle with that thing ready to jump?
Definitely not.
“I hope you have a plan,” I whisper.
“I do.”
The cat launches itself at us.
Devon shoves me out of its way.



Chapter 19
The cat hits Devon square in the chest with such force it sends them both rolling backwards into the woods. I see claws sink into him before they disappear.
I can’t see them and panic.
Please, God, no. I start to chase after them but the low, snarling growls behind me puts a stop to that plan. I whirl and come face to face with three more of the big cats, all stalking me with deadly intent in their eyes.
This cannot be happening.
“Alex, move, get out of the way!”
Uncle Sabien barrels down the path taking aim with the rifle he carries.
The first shot brings down the cat closest to me. It yowls in pain as it falls not more than a foot from me.
More shots ring out, but I pay them no mind. My attention focuses on the animal at my feet. It’s . . . changing.
I don’t understand at first what I see. It isn’t until the paw begins to shift into the form of a human hand that the reality hits me.
I close my eyes, refusing to believe what I’m seeing.
Snap . . . crackle . . . pop. Muscles tear, cartilage pops, bones snap and shift.
No, no, no, no . . . 
It’s not real. I’m dreaming.
Oh, God, please don’t let it be real.
I force my eyes open.
A woman is lying at my feet where the cat had fallen.
No, no, no, no . . . 
A dream, just another one of my nightmares.
I will wake up any second now.
Sabien lays a hand on my shoulder, trying to turn me away from the scene.
I flinch away from him.
“Alexandria, you’re safe now.”
A dog howls in the distance, its cry full of rage.
Sabien looks up, startled, his eyes sweeping the area carefully.
“We need to get you inside, honey,” Sabien tells me softly. “It’s not safe out here.”
He takes hold of my arm and pulls me towards the path leading home. I can’t help but to stare at the cats now turned humans until they are out of sight.
Please, please be dreaming.
Sabien leaves me at the house with orders to stay inside and lock the doors until he gets back.
I try to lock the door behind him, but can’t. My body shakes so hard I can hear my teeth rattle. Someone starts to pound forcefully on the door. I jump away from it, unable to hold in the scream that tears out of my throat.
“Alex, open up!”
Morgan.
I yank the door open and throw myself at him, unaware I’ve been crying until the wetness soaks his shirt. The fear begins to subside just feeling his arms around me. His woodsy smell wraps around me, calming the panic.
“Shh,” he soothes, stroking my hair. “It’s okay.”
“No,” I whisper hoarsely. “It’s not okay, Morgan. You don’t know . . . ”
“It’s fine Bess. You’re fine. No one is going to hurt you, I promise. They won’t get near you again.”
I go still in his arms. He can’t know what I’d seen.
“Yes,” he tells me. “I do know.”
“How?”
“Look at me, Bess.”
His voice comes out hesitant, afraid.
“Why?” I don’t want to look.
“Alex, please.”
I raise my head and meet a pair of glowing amber eyes.
No.
I jerk away from him so hard I stumble backwards and hit the stairs, falling. It’s too much for me and I stay down.
“I’m sorry, Bess,” he says miserably and curls up in front of the door.
“Are you one of them?”
“No,” he denies vehemently. “I go a bit furry, but I’m not a cat.”
“A wolf,” I whisper. “You’re a wolf.”
“How can you know that?” he asks, eyes wide with shock.
“I dream about being a wolf,” I tell him, my voice shaking. “I have for as long as I can remember.”
He stares at me, his eyes full of emotions I can’t understand. Everything makes so much sense now. Why he smells of the trees and the soft dirt that cover the forest floor. He’s a wolf. He smells of the woods because he’s a part of the woods.
Morgan stands and starts forward.
I shrink away from him.
“I won’t hurt you, Bessie Mae,” he promises. “Your uncle is coming and I need to leave.”
“NO!”
Panic hits me full force. I’m scared, terrified really, even of Morgan, but the thought of him leaving me sends me tumbling over the edge. I need him. I don’t know why, but be holds back the fear, keeps it from eating me alive.
“Your uncle . . . ”
“Please don’t leave me.” Tears well up, threatening to overflow again.
“Hush, Bess, I won’t leave. I promise.”
He approaches me warily, his steps careful and measured. He squats in front of me and reaches out to grip my hands. He speaks softly, slowly.
“I know you’re afraid of me right now. You don’t understand why you need me so close, why I help to lessen the fear. I’ll explain everything to you. I’m going to wait on you upstairs in your room. Your uncle’s coming. You need to listen to him. Try to focus. I think this is what he was keeping you safe from.”
A shudder goes through him and he bows his head. “If he hadn’t been here today . . . I hate to think what might have happened.”
“Oh my God, Devon!” I jump up, knocking Morgan over. Oh God, how could I have forgotten Devon?
“Devon?”
“He was there, he pushed me out of the way. Oh, God, Morgan, it hit him and they went flying backwards into the trees and I couldn’t see them. I wanted to go after them but then . . . then . . . then the others came.” Tears stream down my face at the remembered horror.
“It’s okay Bess,” he tries to soothe me.
“No, it’s not okay. You have to find him!” I shout, my voice frantic.
He nods. “I’ll find him, but you can’t tell your uncle. If he needs help, I’ll make sure he gets it.”
I frown. Devon would need an ambulance. I’d seen the claws tear into him.
“Trust me, Bessie Mae.”
“But . . . ”
He stares at me. “Please, Alex.”
I nod at last, not understanding, but willing to trust him. I always trust Morgan.
“I’m going out the back. Are you okay?
Panic grips me. He’s leaving me.
“I have to leave if I am going to find Devon.”
I nod, unable to speak past the tears choking me.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He gives my hand a quick squeeze. “Your uncle’s here now. I have to go.”
Morgan’s gone before the doorknob starts to turn.



Chapter 20
Sabien frowns and mutters something about my not locking the door and didn’t I know what kind of danger I was in when he comes in.
Then he sees me.
I’m still sitting on the stairs with my arms locked around my knees. He looks worried.
I can see why. My reflection in the hall mirror tells me why his eyes widen and his face pales. My own eyes glitter with shock and fear in a face the color of chalk. I look terrible, I look a bit insane truth be told. Then again maybe I really am crazy and all this is just another one of my night terrors.
“Honey, you’re safe now.”
Safe? I want to scream and rant and beat at him. Safe? My world is . . . just . . . gone and he has the nerve to stand there and tell me I’m safe?
Instead of doing any of the things I want to do, I tighten my hold around my knees, hoping it will help with the tremors that wrack my body. No such luck.
“Alexandria?”
I finally look up at him. He cringes back at the fear, the pain, and the anguish that lashes out at him from my eyes.
“I’m so sorry,” he whispers.
Sorry? That’s all he has to say to me? He’s sorry?
“What . . . what were they?” I croak out, trying to keep calm, but close to cracking. I honestly don’t know how much more I can take right now.
“Trackers.”
“They . . . changed.”
“They’re shifters, able to go from one form to another.”
I stare, unable to ask what I wanted to know.
He sees the question in my eyes. “They were looking for you and Jason.”
“What . . . why?”
“It’s a long story, honey. Let’s go to the kitchen and I’ll make you something hot to drink. It’ll help with the shivers.”
I realize how cold I am. God’s truth, but I’m freezing. Shock, I guess. I get slowly to my feet and my uncle catches me before I fell on my face. He leads me to a chair at the kitchen table and then sets about making me a cup of hot chocolate. That done, he takes a seat across from me.
“Explain.” My voice comes out almost calm which surprises me considering it feels like I’m going to fall apart at any second.
“It’s not so easy to explain,” he sighs wearily.
“Uncle Sabien?” Jason’s panicked voice reaches us, the front door slamming.
“In the kitchen, Jason.”
He rushes in and sees me. Relief floods his face. “Are you okay, Sis?” he asks, falling down in the chair beside me.
I nod woodenly.
“Uncle Sabien called,” his eyes flicker to him. “He said you‘d been in an accident?”
I laugh harshly, the anger I’ve been trying to hold back shimmering to the surface violently. An accident? HA!
“She’s still in shock,” Sabien tells him. “She saw something today that severely shook her.”
HA!
“What happened?”
“Yes, Uncle,” I seethe. “Tell Jason what happened.”
I can’t help the anger that bubbles up. Sabien knew these things were hunting us and he didn’t tell us. If he had, then Devon might not be hurt right now. God, is he even alive?
“I hoped I would have more time,” he murmurs and stands up. He walks over to the window and looks out, his face tired and worn. “The trackers have taken that from us I’m afraid.”
“Trackers?” Jason asks in confusion.
“They found your sister today. She was nearly killed.”
“Killed?” Jason whispers, turning to stare at me. Fear makes his eyes almost as dark as my own panicked ones.
“If Uncle Sabien hadn’t been there, I’d be dead.”
Some of the anger fizzles out of me. As mad as I am, he had saved my life at the risk of his own. I owe him something for that. The anger had stomped out the fear now blazing like wildfire through me for just a moment.
Breathe, I tell myself and try to think happy thoughts. Bunnies. Nice, soft, happy little bunnies . . . bunnies morphing into mutant sized . . . .NO.
I take a sip of my hot chocolate. I need to understand this. “Will you tell us what is going on? All of it?”
He gives me a shrewd look that says my calm tone doesn’t fool him, but he nods. “The animals that attacked you are what we call trackers. They follow a scent until they find who or what they’re searching for. They never fail. No matter how far or how fast you run, they always find you.”
“And then they kill you?” I guess.
“Not necessarily,” he disagrees. “It would depend on their orders. In you and your brother’s situation, a kill on sight order has been issued.”
“WHAT!?” Jason explodes.
Sabien runs a hand through his hair. “I promised your mother I would take care of you and keep you safe if something ever happened to her. I’m doing a bang of job of it aren’t I?”
The mention of our mother causes us both to tense up and our eyes to harden. Uncle Sabien frowns, noticing our reaction. He’s become aware of our feelings towards Alecia over the last few weeks. How could he not? He’d tried repeatedly to talk to us about her in the beginning, but we’d blown him off. Except for my questions about her death. He wouldn’t talk about that.
I think he saw some of the rage we felt. Very few people ever see it. Usually we’re very good at hiding it. We have to be. Dad practically worshiped her. We love him and didn’t want to upset him, so we just pretended everything was fine.
Sabien sighs and ignores our reactions. 
“Did your mother ever tell you anything about her family?” he asks Jason.
Jason shrugs. “Not that I remember.”
“She had good reason not to,” Sabien laughs bitterly.
Jason and I frown. Now what does that mean?
“Alecia and I were to be the last of the Deveraux bloodline,” he tells us. “We promised each other ages ago that we would never have children. We didn’t want to pass this curse on to anyone else.”
“Curse?” The truth creeps up on me with the force of a Mack truck.
No. It can’t be.
“You’re one of them?” I whisper, barely able to make myself ask the question.
Sabien’s eyes widen. “You’re more perceptive than I thought.”
I am so totally freaking out. Calm . . . mutant bunnies . . .   
STOP thinking about it!
“We carry the gene, yes, but I’ve never shifted.”
“Our . . . mother?” I ask him.
“She did, yes.”
The mug I’m clutching in my hand shatters. The pieces fall to the floor, dark liquid running in rivulets across the white tile. Some of it sloshes down my pants. I ignore it.
“Will Jason and I?”
“Wait!” Jason stands up and glares at us in frustration. “What are you two talking about?”
Sabien ignores his nephew and focuses his attention on me. “I don’t know, Alexandria. Jason is already showing signs, but until this moment, I hadn’t seen any in you.”
“Me?”
“That mug you just shattered was hard pewter. A normal person wouldn’t have been able to do it.”
Majorly Beyond Freaked.
Crap!
“Somebody is going to tell me what’s going on NOW!” Jason slams his fist down onto the solid oak table. It cracks.
Jason looks down at it, a fascinated horror on his face.
Too much, too much, my poor tired mind screams at me.
“Jase,” I giggle, the horror of it all washing over me. “Dad just bought that table.”
Shh, Bess. You’re fine.
Morgan? When had he come back? I look up expecting to see him.
No, I’m not back. He sounds tired. I’m helping Devon.
But I can HEAR you, I think to myself
I hear him laugh.
YOU can hear me, Bess.
No. No. No. No . . .  
Calm down, he soothes. You need to pay attention.
“Alexandria?”
“Yes, Uncle?”
“Do you need to take a break for a bit? Lie down?”
“No,” I shake my head, forcing back the insane giggles. “I need to understand.”
“You’re pretty shaken up, honey . . . ”
“No.” The word comes out more sharply than I intend, but hey, I am freaked out in the worst possible way. I’m hearing Morgan’s flippin voice in my head for cripes sake. What more can happen? “I’m fine.”
“Al, you don’t look so good,” Jason eyes me worriedly. I must look pretty messed up for him to forget his anger so quickly. I’d seriously started to worry about him. He seems to stay angry all the time and could lose his temper at the drop of a hat these days. Coach even had to talk to him about his anger on the football field.
The worry is plain on both of their faces as they watch me. I feel a hundred times worse than I look. My mind has seen and heard way too much and now I’m asking it to endure more. I bite back a hysterical bout of giggles. I need to focus.
“Just get on with it.”
Thankfully nobody decides to argue the point.
“Our family is very old. We can trace our ancestors back to the early days before France was even a country. The Deveraux family was unique even then. We had certain . . . gifts that many coveted. Our ancestors used those gifts to gain power and influence. When the monarchy came to power, a Deveraux was always at the king or queen’s side, whispering in their ear.”
“What sort of gifts?” Jason asks, sitting back down.
“Magical gifts.”
“Magic?” Derision colors his tone.
“Let him finish, Jase.”
“But, Al . . . ”
“No, Jason,” I wrap my arms around myself, trying to still the shivers that go through me. I let out another high pitched giggle. “You didn’t see what I saw.”
Jason’s face shows his concern. I can’t help it. I giggle again and his frown deepens. He nods slowly, unable to look away from me. What did I look like? Worse than when I’d seen my reflection earlier?
“With each generation our gifts have become stronger, more varied. In 1642, Gerard Deveraux was riding with Baron Jacques Dutille on the king’s business. Their carriage was attacked by wolves, but these were not ordinary beasts. They were huge, larger than any animal they’d ever encountered before. In defending themselves, Gerard was bitten. He didn’t let the baron see the bite, however. He would have been killed on the spot.”
“Why?” Jason asks curiously, keeping an eye turned on me.
“Because they shifted,” I answer around another giggle.
Extreme shock? Who me?
“That’s true. The ones they managed to kill shifted back to their human form in death.”
“Werewolves?” Jason asks scornfully.
“Jason . . . ”
“No, Alex, this is beyond ridiculous.”
“Tell that to the ones who attacked me.”
“What?” That got his attention.
“I saw them, Jason.” I shudder at the memory. “I saw them change.”
“You saw someone change?”
“It was awful.”
“I’m so sorry about that, ma petite chou,” Sabien mutters. “You and your brother should never have had to go through this.”
I so totally agree with that.
“Once Gerard changed, he knew what he had become,” Sabien continues. “When in human form, he still kept the instincts of the animal and vice versa. Gerard did not see it for the curse that it was. He saw it as a way to gain even more power. It gave him an edge, especially with the ruling powers. He could eliminate the competition without anyone ever suspecting him. Who would think that a human had planned an animal attack? The monarchy never knew he was actually the animal.”
“The gene is passed to the children?” I ask shakily.
“Yes, but when it passed from parent to child, it works differently. It takes time to mature. It wasn’t instantaneous as with Gerard.”
“You and our . . . mother,” I spit the word out, “were the last of the Deveraux’s. It would have died with you.”
Sabien sighs in frustration. “Through the generations, our family became more and more selective, only bearing one or two children. At least that is what Alecia and I thought. There have been a multitude of children born into our family over the last two centuries, but only those with either the lupine gene or ones showing signs of magical gifts were allowed to live. Our family became so obsessed in their pursuit of ultimate power they took to murdering their own children.”
“That’s sick,” Jason’s horrified.
“I completely agree,” Sabien grinds out. “But it did serve one purpose. They limited themselves. Fewer and fewer were kept alive until there was only a handful left of the once mighty Deveraux family. They caused their own demise.”
Sabien starts to pace.
“Your mother and I discovered the family’s little secret when we were about your ages. There had been three others born to our father before us. He kept a careful record of his success and failures as did the people before him. We found the family tree that he usually kept under lock and key. You can imagine our horror. We knew our father was a terrible man capable of great evil. He’d done things that were abominable in his pursuit of power, but we never imagined him capable of killing his own flesh and blood. It was too much for either of us. We swore that day to never have children.”
He’s quiet, stopping to stare out the window, lost in his own thoughts for the longest time. Jason and I watch him. He looks so alone.
“We kept that promise for so long,” he whispers. “It was hard. We had to watch our family die one by one. Our grandfather begged and our father threatened. Alecia was afraid of what he might do to make sure she bore a child. It was easier to force her to carry than it was me. We both knew he was capable of making sure she became pregnant so I helped her run. She hid from him and from what we are.
“You’ve no idea of how hard it was for us. The need to reproduce is embedded in our blood. How were we to know the need to murder our children was not there as well? We couldn’t risk it. There were times it was a physical torture to resist our very nature, but we endured.”
“What changed?” Jason asks him.
“Alecia met John,” Sabien smiles bitterly. “She fought hard, but there was never really a choice. Your father didn’t make it easy for her either. He pursued her with a vengeance. He knew he loved her and real love is not something that can be easily defeated.”
“You make it sound like that’s a bad thing,” I take a deep breath, holding back the giggles.
“For our family it is,” Sabien sighs. “We were to be the last, never to force what we are upon anyone else.”
“Did she leave because she wanted to kill us?” Jason asks softly. The same question bounces back and forth in my head now that he’s voiced it.
“No,” Sabien tells us adamantly. “Never. She would have hurt herself first. All she ever wanted was to keep you safe and happy.”
“Safe from what?” It is the one question that haunts me. It’s the same question I asked I my mother in my dreams.
“From others of our kind. Alecia thought that if she changed her name, didn’t use her magic, and didn’t shift, it would be fine,” he sighs heavily. “We may be the last of the Deveraux’s but we are not the only ones with gifts. There are many who would seek us out to kill us.”
“Why would they want to kill us?”
“Power is always in the blood, Jason, and the magic that courses in our blood is more ancient than most. Many would sell their souls to gain even a taste of the power we have.”
“But not me or Jason,” I laugh hysterically. I can’t help it. It’s just all too much—magic, werewolves, and the murdering of children. The thought that my mind has really snapped occurs to me and that I’m trapped in some kind of delusion. “Kill on sight, remember?”
“They’re afraid,” Sabien eyes me carefully. “You don’t understand the strength of will it took for your mother to resist her very nature for over two hundred years. They’re afraid of what you and Jason will be capable of. Our gifts get stronger, more pronounced with each generation. Considering what your mother was capable of, the two of you will be extraordinary.”
“So our blood is chocked full of . . . power,” Jason’s words come out strangled. “But because they are afraid of what we might become, they’re willing to waste that power by killing us?”
“Yes.”
“You keep saying our kind. What exactly are we?” Jason asks hesitantly.
“Witches,” Sabien smiles at him. “Not the kind of witches you read about or see on TV, but real witches with magical abilities. Our family also carries the lupine gene. No one else in the magical community knows this. It is a well guarded secret.”
"How did she die?" I ask abruptly. I need to know how my mother died. It’s a burning need that has melted the hysteria away for a moment.
"She jumped from a cliff to keep them from gaining her blood."
Sweet Jesus...NO...I saw....
Bessie Mae, you're fine!
Jason and Uncle Sabien stare at me.
Calm down, I'm here, Bess. You're fine.
 No, I’m not.
"Why did she leave us?" Jason asks, his eyes on my face.
“They found her, the trackers. She left to pull her scent away from her family. She didn’t want to go, but she had to. By leaving, she kept all of you safe. They would have killed you.”
“She could have taken us with her,” Jason says.
“No, she couldn’t have.”
“Why not?” he demanded.
“It wouldn’t have been fair. You would always be running. You and Alex were just children and she loved you too much to do that to you. Alecia wanted you to have a normal home with family and friends, something she’d never had until she met John.”
“Do you honestly think any of that ever mattered to us?” Jason asks quietly. “All we ever wanted was our mother. When she left, it broke us in more ways than we can ever possibly tell you. Do you know what it’s like to pick your baby sister up off the ground crying, trying to find a way to make it better when you feel the same way yourself?”
“Jason . . . ”
“No, Uncle,” his voice is hard. “She made a choice and it was the wrong choice.”
I squeeze my brother’s hand. Mine is still shaking from shock, his from years of anger and rage. I understand his rage. I feel it, but we have each other. We will always have each other.
“I’m sorry,” Sabien tells us, “so sorry.”
“It would seem that they have found us anyway,” I change the subject. Best to leave some hurts good and buried. I will deal with my dreams later. Sweet Jesus, but I’d seen her die . . . 
Bess!
“They’ll keep coming?” I ask, ignoring the mad giggles once more.
“Yes.”
“What do we do then?” Jason asks.
“You haven’t come into your powers yet.” He starts to pace again. “The lupine gene can take up to a hundred years or so to mature enough to allow you to shift . . . ”
“A hundred years?” I interrupt him. Holy crap! Did he just say a hundred years?
“You will live a very long time, honey,” he smiles.
A hundred years? Morgan is a shifter. Just how old is he?
I hear him laugh in my mind. How is he doing that?
“The two of you shouldn’t be showing any signs of the gene for at least another fifty or sixty years.”
“Wait, you said the children were murdered who didn’t have the gene. How could they tell if they didn’t show any signs?” Jason questions.
“On the inside of your left wrist there should be a birthmark. It’s very faint, but it is a bite mark.”
We both look at our wrists. Sure enough, if you look closely, there it is.
Well, crap. It’s true, all of it.
This majorly sucks.
“You are showing signs of the gene now, both of you,” Sabien laughs harshly. “Jason, you’re faster and stronger than anyone you know. I’ve seen you play football. You have an agility that defies logic. It’s amazing. I had thought the gene was dormant in you, Alex, but I’m not so sure now.”
We both look at the broken mug on the floor.
Freak show, coming soon to theaters near you.
“Does that help us?”
“I don’t know, Jason.”
“What now?” I ask.
“The immediate threat is gone. I took care of it. There won’t be a scent for whomever comes looking for them to find.”
“But more will come?” my voice shakes. I already know the answer.
“They always do, Alexandria, but I promise you, I will find a way to keep you safe.”
“You won’t leave us?”
Sabien takes my face in his hands. “I swear to you upon my own life, I will never leave you.”
Why should I believe him? Mom left us.
“Believe me, honey,” he tells me, reading my face.
I try to nod, to say something, but another bout of giggles strikes me.
“Maintenant sommeil,” he whispers and catches me as I fall forward.
“What did you do to her?” I hear Jason bite out.
“I put her to sleep . . . ”
My mind goes dark. Blessed silent sleep.



Chapter 21
I wake up to the sound of a whispered argument and  . . . growling.
Growling?
Images flood my mind and the sounds of shifting, breaking bones haunt me. Please, no more, I think, trying to push the memories away. 
“Shh, Bess, everything is fine. You’re safe.” He strokes the back of my hand in slow soothing circles.
Morgan’s here. He’s one of  . . . them. It has to be him growling, but at what?
Light blinds me as a bedside lamp flares to life. Once my eyes refocus, I see Devon is the culprit. So that’s who Morgan has been arguing and growling at. I should have guessed it, but I’m so tired. Wait . . . Devon? He should be in the hospital. There’s no way he could have managed to escape injuries.
“Devon?” I rub the sleep out of my eyes. “What . . . how?”
“I’m fine, Cara,” Devon soothes.
“You can’t be fine, Devon.” I push myself up into a sitting position, fighting the dizziness that threatens. “I saw the cat sink claws into you. You should be in a hospital.”
“Go ahead, Devon,” Morgan’s voice is grim. “Tell her why you don’t have a scratch on you.”
“Do you not think she has been through enough already?” Devon asks through clenched teeth.
I am so over this bickering. It’s making my head pound worse.
“Both of you will stop fighting right now. I’m sick to death of it.” I look from one to the other. “I need you both, so please, just please stop arguing.”
“You don’t know . . . ”
“Leave it be, Morgan,” Devon interrupts him, his voice low and hard.
“Why don’t you just tell me, Devon?” My voice sounds tired. “I don’t think there’s anything else that could shock me today.”
“Tell her,” Morgan taunts.
Devon snarls at him.
Whoa.
“Are you a shifter too, Devon?”
“Not in the sense you are thinking.”
“But you are something?”
He nods, looking down at clenched fists.
“Well?”
“I do not wish to frighten you, Alexandria.”
I’m already so scared he’s lucky I’m not screaming. Really, how bad can it be?
He lifts his head and meets my gaze.
Red ringed onyx eyes stare into my own.
Too much, too much! My mind shudders back from what I see and I pull my hand away from Morgan.
“I told you it was too soon,” Devon snaps at Morgan.
I feel the force of my fear, coupled with the pain and anger I’d felt all day, course through me, looking for an outlet. A buzzing starts in my ears. It won’t stop. My skin begins to crawl like thousands of tiny insects are covering me.
“Bess?” Morgan’s voice is wary.
Devon glares at him, accusation in his glowing black eyes.
“Alex?” Morgan reaches out a hand to me.
“Don’t,” I flinch away from him, my eyes never leaving Devon. What is he? The buzzing grows louder, demanding an outlet.
“What . . . are  . . . you?” I manage to ask.
He shoots a concerned look at Morgan before answering. “It’s complicated. Even I’m not quite sure what I am. I was cursed three hundred years ago and I’ve yet to find another like me.”
Three hundred years? It really is just too much. The buzzing overwhelms me and I snap, just like that day in junior high school, only this time I have nowhere to run. My vision blurs, heat blazes to life inside of me and I see a tinge of red. The scream comes out of nowhere. I can’t hold it back. The force that has been running wildly under my skin escapes with that scream. I feel it flow out of me. The windows in the room shatter, spilling glass outward.
Morgan and Devon dive out the broken windows. Seconds later the door slams open. Jason scrambles in, baseball bat in hand, looking over every inch of the room. Sabien is behind him and Dad follows. He pulls me into his arms.
“What?” he asks, the fear and concern make his voice hard almost. “What happened?”
“Make it stop, Daddy, please make it stop,” I whisper into his shirt.
“Make what stop, honey?” 
“The buzzing.”
“Buzzing?” Sabien is instantly beside of us. “Do you hear it or feel it?”
“Both. It feels like my skin is crawling.”
Sabien smiles at me. “It’s alright, honey. It’s normal. You’re waking up. I know it’s scary, but the buzzing will lessen soon.”
“Normal?” John snaps. “There’s nothing normal about hearing a buzzing noise.” 
“Of course there is, John,” Sabien tells him, his voice clear and sharp. “She simply has an ear infection. That’s what’s causing the buzzing.”
“An ear infection,” John nods. “Of course.”
“You should go to bed now, John,” Sabien continues in the same tone.
“Bed, yes, that’s a good idea.” He kisses the top of my head and then strides out of the room. We all hear his bedroom door shut.
“What did you just do to Dad?” Jason growls.
“I simply made him forget. He’ll wake up in the morning thinking he had a strange dream.”
“I don’t think he can forget the windows,” Jason snaps.
Sabien frowns and closes his eyes. The glass begins to flow back into place and becomes whole once again. He repairs both windows before arching a brow at his nephew. Jason’s mouth hangs open.
“Alex,” his voice is soft and soothing. “I’m going to put you back to sleep. You need to rest. Your body needs to adjust to the changes taking place. Okay?”
Changes? My skin is crawling like thousands of bugs are running through an all expense paid trip to Walt Disney bug land. My body aches. My head throbs and the buzzing swarms through my ears. Changes? It feels more like I’m being ripped apart by gale force hurricane winds.
“Maintenant sommeil.”
I barely feel the pillow under my head before I black out. Again.
Bright sunlight assaults my eyes when I wake up. I snap them shut. I do not like waking up to the sun. My eyes are very sensitive to bright sunlight. It actually hurts, especially when I first wake up. Dad had special curtains made to block out the light for my room years ago. Even at Compton, I’d had the black-out shades because of my eyes.
Cracking my eyelids, I look around and find myself in Jason’s room. My brother is asleep on the floor, his baseball bat clutched in one hand and his old stuffed dog, Pup-Pup in the other. He told me he got rid of the old toy years ago. Such a liar.
The next thing I notice is the massive headache. It feels like my head is going to crack open. Yesterday comes flooding back and I am wracked by a bad case of the shakes. Memories hound my mind, tormenting me.
My head feels like its imploding as image after image rushes back and I remember, not just yesterday, but all of it. Dear God, please, I don’t want to remember, but either God isn’t listening or doesn’t care that I can’t take much more.
The itsty bitsy spider climbed up the waterfall, I hummed to myself as I ran to the swings. I loved the swings. The air was cool as it bathed my legs and I shouted for Mommy to swing me. We were in matching yellow dresses and Mommy laughed as I told her to swing me higher and I screamed when I went up higher than ever before.
I saw it when I was up in the air. It was a big, black cat. I tell Mommy to look at the kitty. I heard her breath catch in her throat and she pulled me off the swing. Then she put me in the yellow bubble slide and told me not to come out until she came to get me. 
Mommy looked scared. I’d never seen her scared before and I started to cry when she left me. The big cat walked toward her growling and snarling, its teeth gleamed in the sunlight. I didn’t hear what Mommy said, but then she let out a big roar and then she . . . she . . . she changed. My mommy was gone and where she was now stood a big wolf. It growled at the cat and snapped its teeth. 
The big cat launched itself at the wolf and the wolf jumped to meet it. They clashed mid air and fall, their bodies twisting and rolling as they fought. I saw their teeth tearing into each other, saw them snap and snarl as they tried to kill each other. I cried louder. Where did my mommy go?
The cat let out a cry and I heard something snap. The wolf had the cat pinned down and was tearing its throat out. Then the wolf looked up at me and I shrank back. Was it going to eat me too? It turned and grabbed the big cat and pulled it into the woods.
I don’t know how long I waited in the slide, but Mommy came out of the woods. Her clothes were torn and she was limping. She came over and it took her a long time to get me to come out of the slide. I was so scared, but she promised me it would be okay. I just cried harder and then I stopped. The fear went away and I couldn’t remember anything. Everything was okay.
My mother must have caused me to forget. I’d been hysterical, crying, and unable to move out of fear. She’d done the only thing she could to calm me down, she must have used some kind of magic. In doing so, she’d relieved the fear in that moment, but those memories have haunted me all my life, they’ve made me think I’m insane, that I was destined to be committed to a mental hospital. All these years, I’ve thought I was crazy, but I’m not. Everything I’ve ever dreamed about is real. Those vague memories that have haunted me day and night are awful and they’re as real as the sunlight pouring into my brother’s window. I’m not crazy. I’m just really, really messed up.
How can this have happened? It isn’t fair. Everything about me has all been lies. Even now I feel it, this alien force running through me, laughing at me. I don’t want to be a freak of nature. Isn’t it enough that I’ve grown up feeling out of place, like I don’t belong, thinking I’m crazy? HA! I guess I’ve been right all along. I don’t belong. I am different. A freak show.
 I should have known what little happiness I’ve found over the last few weeks wouldn’t last. How could it? Eventually, everything I love is always taken from me. Why? Why can’t I just be a normal person with a normal life and normal friends?
My thoughts flash to Morgan and Devon. A shifter and a self-proclaimed monster. Which is worse? What am I supposed to do? How can I be friends with them anymore? How can I not? No matter how scared I am, I need them. The thought of never seeing them or speaking to them again terrifies me more than the knowledge of what they are.
That very fact alone makes me wonder if they haven’t done something to me. I’ve never needed someone so badly that being separated from them actually causes me physical pain. That’s how I feel about Morgan. He’s become a part of me. No, he’s always been a part of me. I’ve been dreaming of being a wolf since I can remember. Even though I hadn’t met him, deep down I’d felt him. From the beginning, I felt at ease, at peace around him. All of those things that had defined me before simply melt away in his presence. I’m not shy, embarrassed, or self-conscious around him. He makes me whole.
And Devon? Rude, arrogant beyond a fault, and very mysterious. At least the mystery is solved. Well, sort of. He’d managed to ingrain himself into my life too, worked his way into it. Why? Why is he so important to me? My mother said in the dream that I should be afraid of those glowing red-rimmed black eyes, but I’m not. He shocked me, yeah, but afraid? No, I’m not afraid. He could have hurt me at any time he wanted over the last few weeks. Instead, he’s been my friend. A friend, who at times, I wanted to strangle with my bare hands, but a friend nonetheless. Plus, I still like him. A lot.
So where does that leave me?
In a hell of a mess, that’s where.



Chapter 22
Yawning, I curl up in the comfort of my bed. It has been an extremely long day and I’m tired. Emma had decided we needed a family night and made a huge dinner. She’d made everyone’s favorite food, including Uncle Sabien’s. I’d been so nervous I was barely able to sit still and Sabien spent the entire meal casing the windows while Emma tried to pretend everything was normal. Dad just ignored it all. Interesting dinner to say the least.
Jason made it look so easy to pretend everything was normal. I know it was just as hard for him as it was for me, but he made it look easy. Then again he doesn’t constantly feel like a freak show with his skin crawling either. Nor does he have friends that are monsters. I laugh harshly. Who am I kidding? I’m just as much a monster as they are. That’s why I’m freaking out so much. I am a monster. The gene is in my blood, dormant for now, but it can one day wake up with a vengeance.
Morgan and Devon both plagued my phone all day. I’d ended up turning it off. I can feel Morgan’s anxiety. I think maybe before the truth came out, he’d shielded me from being able to feel or hear him. Not anymore. It’s the weirdest thing ever. I actually feel him. He worries about how I’m taking all this. He’s afraid he’s lost me.
Then there’s Devon. I keep seeing his eyes right before he’d dived out my window. He knew he’d scared me. I’d seen the same fear in his eyes that I’d seen in Morgan’s—the fear of losing me.
Sighing, I try to get comfortable. I need time to get used to me before I can talk to them. How am I supposed to face them when I can’t face myself? I don’t know what to do just yet. It’s not like I’m afraid of them. I’m afraid of me.
I think back to the dreams of my mother and her changing eyes. One will keep me safe while the other I should fear but don’t. Connor told me that dreams tell us what we already know and help us to understand and process those truths. The truth? I trust them both, but I need time.
Something at my window distracts me. I bolt up, fear overshadowing everything else for a second. More trackers? No. Trackers wouldn’t announce their arrival. Getting out of bed, I creep over to the window and pull back the heavy drapes. Pebbles hit the window and make me blink. Looking down, I see Morgan and Devon whispering to each other. Morgan scoops up more pebbles.
I sigh. Neither of them does the whole patient thing very well. They probably got tired of my ignoring them all day. Devon sees me staring down at them, a frustrated look on his face, and crooks his finger at me. Then he points down, a silent command to come out. Oh, He Did Not!
I take a sheet of paper out of my notebook and with a bright red sharpie write the word NO. I tape it to the window and pull the curtains closed.
So there!
A sharp knock at my window startles me. Now how did they get up here? I know for a fact the ladder is locked up in the storage building out back. I pull the drapes open and gape.
Devon is floating outside my window! Floating! Come on!
He also looks irritated with me.
Wait. Irritated? What right does he have to be irritated? He isn’t the one who’s literally just had their life torn to little tiny pieces and left strewn over the floor. Irritated? If anyone has the right to be irritated it’s me.
I hear Morgan laugh.
You shut up too, I fume.
We need to talk, Bess.
We are talking.
Devon can’t hear us.
What, are you talking to each other now?
We decided to pool our resources to protect you.
I snort.
Please, Bess? There’s something you should know.
Sigh.
Fine. Tell Devon to stop floating before the neighbors see him.
I’m going to be in so much trouble if I get busted, I think as I pull on my jeans and my favorite WVU sweatshirt. Creeping downstairs, I jerk on my coat and shoes and let myself out. I put a finger to my lips and lead them out back to the gazebo.
We sit for a minute, no one speaking, just staring. How to start? Where to start? It’s a bizarre mess to sort through, but unfortunately, I don’t have all night. Jason or Uncle Sabien will check on me at some point.
“So talk,” I tell them crossly. I miss the warmth of my bed as a cold wind blows around us.
“I’m sorry, Bess. I know you want time to get used to all this stuff, but there’s something you need to know. We should have told you sooner, but . . . ”
“What?” I whisper, afraid of the answer.
“The one that attacked me escaped,” Devon tells me.
Well crap.
My nostrils flare, panic creeping up my spine. That’s what I thought they were going to say. The possibility haunted me all day. The what if it scenario. They know where we are.
“Don’t freak, Alex,” Morgan says, his eyes sincere. “We’ll keep you safe. I promise.”
Don’t freak? I’m well past that point. Hysterical induced madness.
Yup, that’s me.
Stay calm, I tell myself. Don’t freak. Breathe. Focus.
“How did you get away?”
 “The cats are unable to kill me, but they can hurt me.”
“There’s not a scratch on you, Devon. How did you manage that?”
“He healed,” Morgan tells me softly.
“Healed?” I turn my attention to Morgan. “Is he like you?”
“No, not exactly.”
“Wait, why can’t they kill you?”
Devon and Morgan share a shuttered looked.
“Oh, no you don’t,” I glare at them both. “No way are you getting all secretive on me now.”
Devon smiles. Actually smiles. It’s a smile I’ve never seen before.
“No, Cara,” he says. “No more secrets. You need to know. I was born over three hundred years ago in Italy. My father was Italian and my mother was Romani.”
“A Gypsy?” I ask.
“Si, a Gypsy. She and my father lived in Italy for most of my human life. She owed someone a debt among the Romani people and when she refused to pay that debt, they killed her, my father, my sister, and my brother. The debt fell to my shoulders. I refused, thinking that I would suffer the same fate as my parents. They decided to curse me instead. I haven’t been the same since. There is a darkness in me, Alexandria, a darkness that drives me to do terrible things.”
“Terrible things?”
His eyes glow brighter. “The beast within requires blood, fresh blood or it won’t let me rest until I go just a little insane with need.”
“A vampire?”
He laughs harshly. “If it were only that simple. No, I am not a vampire. I am a . . . beast for lack of a better term. I can shift into a monstrosity that’s only goal is to kill.”
“Kill?”
“My mother owed them a blood payment, a life for a life. I refused to kill, so they made sure all I ever do is kill.”
I swallow, hard. Kill?
“And yes, Cara, I’ve taken many human lives, both innocent and guilty. When I was first cursed, the curse was stronger than me, it brought out my dark side. I enjoyed killing. I still do.”
He said it so coldly, so matter-of-factly.
“I am not a nice person, Alexandria. I have done and will do many bad things. I enjoy the rush of the kill, but know this, I will never hurt you or let anyone else hurt you. Ever.”
I nod, really the only thing I can do. He admits to enjoying killing people? And despite that, a part of me doesn’t care. I see the Devon I’ve come to know and it doesn’t matter what he’s done or what he’ll do, all that matters is the guy in front of me. How messed up is that?
“As the years passed, I learned how to tap into my own magic, the magic I inherited from my mother. I also learned I had a lot of extra gifts, such as having an affinity for animals. I can compel them to do things.”
Morgan snorts.
“So, you like told the cat to let you go?” I ask, grabbing onto something I can deal with.
“I ordered it not to kill me,” Devon says sheepishly. “I should have told the animal not to harm me.”
A thought occurs to me suddenly and I have an idea as to why the two of them have been at each other’s throats for so long.
“You have control over the wolves?”
Devon sighed. “Yes.”
“I knew it!” I crow. “That’s why you two have been acting like such morons.”
“Morons?” Morgan is definitely offended.
“That is part of the reason Morgan and I were in disagreement,” Devon says. His way doesn’t make them sound like morons—his point I think. Too bad I still think they’re complete and utter morons.
“Mostly, Morgan is afraid that I might hurt you.”
“What?” That wipes the smirk off my face. Hurt me?
“No,” I shake my head, the truth of my own words stealing over me. “You would never hurt me.”
“Alex, you don’t know that,” Morgan argues.
“Morgan, don’t be ridiculous. He won’t hurt me.”
“It’s in his very nature to harm, to destroy.”
“And it’s not yours, in wolf form at least?” I ask.
He glares. Truths are truths.
“You know I don’t believe that, Morgan,” I soften my tone. “I admit, at first I was afraid. Your eyes are pretty freaky, Devon.”
“Thank you,” he grins, his eyes sparkling.
I roll my eyes.
“I truly did not mean to frighten you,” he tells me, his eyes soft for a change, almost gentle. Wow.
I take a shaky breath and try to steady myself. When he looks at me like that sometimes, I can literally melt on the floor in front of him.
“It wasn’t so much that you scared me as it was the straw that broke the camel’s back,” I whisper, my eyes falling to my lap. “I’d seen so much already and it was just too much and I flipped. I’m still flipping out.”
“Of course you are,” he soothes.
“Yeah, I’ve heard you trying not to think about it all day,” Morgan sighs.
“And what’s with that?” I glare at him. “Why can we hear each other all of a sudden? I’ve felt you worrying all day.” My eyes widen as something snaps into place. “YOU! You were the person I kept hearing in my head! I THOUGHT I WAS GOING CRAZY, THAT I HAD SCHITZOPHRENIA!” I’d spoken to him earlier in my mind and it hadn’t registered then that’s what I was doing. My mind is a muddle and taking its time putting thoughts together.
He sighs and shifts his position. “I’m sorry, Bess. I couldn’t come out and tell you. I never meant for you to think that.”
“I told you about Compton, Morgan. I TOLD you everything. Don’t you think that my hearing voices all of a sudden would worry me, considering where I’m from?”
He hangs his head and I can feel his remorse roll through me. It hits me hard and I struggle to stay upright. Devon reaches for my hand and I can feel a cold wind settle around me and Morgan’s connection to me is muted, buffered and I can bear it.
“I’m sorry.”
I sigh heavily. I can’t even be mad at him. I can feel how sorry he is.
“Just please next time, tell me and don’t just let me think something is wrong with me, okay?”
“I promise.”
Devon shifts closer to me, pulling me into his side. He smells of the night, of the dark, of wild things I can’t explain. I can sit here forever and just breathe in his scent and be content for all my life.
“It’s not something to be scared of, Alex,” Morgan interrupts my thoughts. “It’s something wonderful. There hasn’t been anything like this among my pack in over a thousand years.”
“But what exactly is IT?”
“Among my kind, my pack, there are two types of mates. One is a heart mate. They are the missing pieces of our hearts. Once our hearts meet, there’s no turning back. The love that spirals out of that meeting is instant and earth shattering. If defies logic, time, and sometimes even death.”
Oh, crap.
“Morgan,” I say hesitantly, “I don’t feel that way about you.” That’s how I feel about Devon.
“Good,” Devon lets out a breath I wasn’t aware he’d been holding and he relaxes. Now what is that about? I feel the blush flood my face. Can he maybe like me too? Please . . . 
“No, Bess, you wouldn’t,” Morgan laughs. “You and I share a different kind of mate bond. We are what my pack calls soul mates—we share the same soul. That’s why we are so attuned to each other. In some ways it’s even more powerful than a heart mate bond.”
“But doesn’t soul mate mean the person you love with all your heart?” I ask, confused. Everything I’ve ever read about soul mates clearly states it ended up being the greatest love story of all kind.
“It’s a broad misconception,” he tells me, sounding very grown up. “Sometimes they can be one in the same, but that’s only ever happened once that I know of thousands of years ago. We believe that when a soul is created, it’s torn into two halves in the spirit world before being sent out into this plane. Those two halves will wonder the earth, always looking for, but usually never finding, it’s other half.”
Morgan takes my hands into his. “I know you’re afraid, but you don’t have to be. We share the same soul, Alexandria. You are a part of me and I am a part of you. What you feel, I feel. When I hurt, you’ll hurt. The bond we have goes so deep that nothing and no one will ever be able separate us, not even death. Once a soul is rejoined it shall never be separated again.”
“Not even death?”
“It is told that if one of us dies, so shall the other, to spend eternity together. It’s just a legend though,” he hastily adds. “As I said, there hasn’t been a soul pairing in over a thousand years in any culture I know of.”
“When I first met you, I freaked out big time. I saw you sitting there all alone in the auditorium. You looked so scared. I don’t know, I had this sudden urge to just . . . touch you, but then Saidie came in. I remember how relieved you looked. I left my friends to come talk to you. When I looked into your eyes something . . . happened. I still can’t explain it. I smelled the woods and the pack, but you weren’t pack. Then when you started to flip out because you could smell the woods and I realized I could hear you, I almost got up right then and there and ran, but I couldn’t leave you. I thought I was seriously going nuts,” he laughs. “I told my Grandpa about it as soon as I got home. I honestly don’t think I’ve ever seen the old man so excited. He explained it to me. I didn’t say anything before because, well, I was afraid it might freak you out worse than it did me. I didn’t want to lose you. You and I have been connected for a long time. You dreamed of wolves and I had a make believe friend named Bessie Mae when I was kid. She was you, I just didn’t realize I’d been trying to find you even then.”
I smile. So that’s where the name Bessie Mae came from. I can’t believe he was worried about my freaking out. Being freaked out is normal for me. How can I not stay in a total state of freak-out when it feels like thousands of tiny bugs are crawling over every inch of my skin? Sabien promised it would ease up as my power settles itself. Yeah, r-i-i-ight.
Morgan worries he’s scared me with all this talk of soul mates and stuff. He has no idea of how completely wrong he is. I’ve been all alone growing up. Jason, Emma and Dad were great, but there was always something missing. I felt it more deeply when my mother left. It was a hole that ate at me all the time. Now Morgan is telling me that I will never be truly alone again. He would always be with me—mind, body and soul. He would help to fill the hole.
The downside? I’m betting I can’t hide anything from the little eavesdropper.
“Nope, you can’t,” he laughs at my aggravated expression, before turning serious again. “You’re right about the other thing that keeps drowning out every other thought you have. You’re not afraid of me or Devon. You’re afraid of yourself.”
“But why would you fear yourself, Cara?” Devon frowns at me.
“Because I’m the monster, Devon,” I whisper. “The lupine gene is in my blood like a ticking time bomb. And my . . . magic . . . is waking up. It scares me.”
“Do not fear what you are, Alexandria. Your power is a part of you. The gifts were born to you through your blood.”
“It feels more like a curse than a gift.”
Even I hear how pathetic I sound.
“No, this is a curse.” His eyes flare with his own power, red rings encircling onyx jewels. “You are special. The power that runs through your veins is uniquely yours. There are not many in this world who can claim to be what you are, what you will be.”
“You don’t understand, Devon,” I cry. “You don’t know what this drove my family to do, the horrors they inflicted to gain more power. I don’t want any part of it.”
“You were not raised as your ancestors were,” he tells me softly, his black eyes burning into mine. “You are not them. You could never do the things they have done.”
He looks so adamant, so sincere I have to wonder how much he knows.
Morgan apparently either hears me or the same thought occurs to him.
“And you sound like you know way too much,” his lips thin. “Why are you here, Devon? Why come to this little town in the middle of nowhere?”
Devon’s face closes off faster than I can blink. It becomes the cold stone mask I know so well. I instantly miss the warmth of his smile.
“I have my reasons.”
“What reasons?” Morgan presses, ignoring the forbidding look on Devon’s face.
“ALEX!”
I knew it wouldn’t last. Why, oh why does my brother have to interrupt us now? My shoulders slump in resignation.
“Over here.”
Jason carries his baseball bat. He eyes the three of us with suspicion. “What are you doing out here, Alexandria?”
Never a good sign when he uses my full name. I can see the wheels turning in his head. Oh. As if.
“Not what you’re thinking.”
“It’s not safe to be out alone, Alex.”
“I’m not alone, now am I, Jase?”
“I can see that,” he grinds out.
I stare him down.
“You know you’re not supposed to come out without telling either me or Uncle Sabien,” he says at last, breaking the stare. “It’s not safe.”
I always win our staring contests.
“He’s right,” Morgan agrees. “That’s why we came to talk to you if you remember.”
“I’m trying not to,” I grumble.
“It’ll be fine,” Morgan squeezes my hand. “The pack knows that there are trackers in our territory now. We’ll be watching next time. They won’t slip by us.”
“As will I,” Devon assures me. “You’ll be safe, Alexandria.”
“What exactly is going on here?” Jason demands.
Morgan grins and flashes amber eyes at him.
“Alex, get back!” He lifts the bat, preparing to swing. Before he’s raised it more than an inch, Devon is up off the ground and throws him back across the yard several feet.
“Show off,” Morgan grins.
Devon shrugs.
“Jase, are you okay?” I glare at Morgan and Devon and go to check on my brother.
“Alex, you have to get Uncle Sabien.” He struggles to sit up.
“No, Jason, everything’s cool. Morgan and Devon are friends. They want to help.”
“But . . . ”
“No buts, Jason. Calm down and listen. I think Morgan can help you.”
“Help me? Did you see his eyes, Alex?”
“That’s why I think he can help you, Jase. He’s like you.”
“She’s right,” Morgan approaches him just as carefully as he had me the other day. “My pack can help you. All that anger is getting harder to control isn’t it? You’re almost ready to change. You’ll be lucky if you make it to the next full moon.”
Jason stares at him with open hostility. “I don’t need any help.”
I sigh. Boys.
“Do you want to change where there are humans around?” Devon asks him bluntly, cutting off any argument I might have made. “You would kill one of them. A newborn is not coherent. He has no control. All he can think about is the hunt, the smells, the feel of all that hot blood pouring down his throat. Is that what you want? Do you want to kill some innocent human because you are too proud to let anyone help you? What if that person is your sister? How would it feel if you killed her?”
“I won’t hurt her,” he replies hotly. “I’m not a monster.”
Oh, but he is. It seems I’m not the only one having trouble coming to grips with that particular fact.
“You will not be able to stop yourself,” Devon tells him grimly. “The first shift is like nothing you will ever experience. There will be nothing of you left. The instincts of the wolf will take over everything. You will be the animal that you have turned into. It takes time and practice to learn to control the wolf. You cannot do this by yourself. Let Morgan and his pack help you.”
“No,” Jason snarls at him.
“You bloody little fool.” Devon jerks him to his feet.
Jason growls, I mean really growls as in a doggy growl. His eyes begin to glow with an amber light.
“Devon, maybe you should let go of him,” I whisper.
Devon smiles.
“You will not harm me and you will calm yourself this instant.”
Power pours off of Devon in icy cold waves. Morgan staggers back under its weight. It hits me hard and I fall to my knees. I want to fight, I try to, but it’s useless. I have no will of my own anymore. Devon’s will controls me. I can’t deny him anything that he wants.
Lord, give me strength.
“Devon,” I manage to choke out. “Stop.”
Instantly, I am free of whatever weird control he holds over me. Heat pours back into my frozen mind. Morgan floods me with heat. Devon doesn’t look at me. He focuses entirely upon my brother.
“Who are you?” Jason breathes, his eyes back to their normal blue.
“Someone who plans on keeping your sister safe.”
“Devon, will you put him down please?” I ask, getting to my feet and notice my brother has somehow become suspended. Devon holds him easily.
Devon lets go and Jason falls flat on his back.
“Did you have to do that?” I glare at him.
He shrugs.
“Alex, who is he?” Jason is staring at us from the ground.
“He’s my friend and he’s . . . something I can’t explain. He was cursed by a gypsy and now there’s something in him that is as much a beast as we are.”
“You need to stay away from her.” Jason tells him softly.
“I cannot do that,” Devon tells him. “My first priority is to keep your sister safe, even from you.”
“I wouldn’t . . . ”
“Yes, you would,” Devon’s voice softens. “You wouldn’t mean to, but if she was the first thing you saw when you shifted, your instincts would take over and then you would tear her to pieces.”
I shudder at the image.
Jason looks at me with growing horror. I feel so bad for him. It’s exactly what I’ve been feeling the last couple of days.
“I’ll take you tomorrow to meet the pack,” Morgan offers. “We’ll help you get through this.”
He nods, never looking away from me. “I don’t want to hurt her.”
“I would never let you,” Devon promises, an almost feral look in his eyes.
Jason looks at him sharply. Whatever he sees in Devon’s face makes his own drain of color, but he nods and takes a shaky breath. “Thank you.”
“Now,” Devon turns his attention back to Morgan and me. “I think you and your brother should get inside before you freeze to death, Alexandria. You need to sleep.”
He’s back to sounding arrogant and ordering me around again.
I open my mouth to tell him what he can do with that little bit of advice when Jason stands up.
“Let’s go, Sis.”
I glare at Devon and indulge in a childish urge. I stick my tongue out at him and he laughs. So not my intention.
Jason pushes me ahead of him and into the house. He really isn’t taking things as well as I thought. He’s just as freaked out and messed up as I am. Maybe being with the pack will help him.
I hope so.



Chapter 23
Rain. I could feel it wash over my skin, cleansing me. The thick paste of wet earth squished between my bare toes. The smell of the wet leaves and damp earth mingled around me, comforting me. Even though it was a cold rain, I felt warm. The wind gently blew at me, a reassuring caress. I was at peace as I walked through the darkness around me. 
Whispers. They were everywhere, calling to me. I kept putting one foot in front of the other and ignored the need to turn and run to them. Eyes waited for me in the trees ahead and I walked on, aware of their watchful presence. They gave me the strength I needed to move forward.
I stepped out of the trees and into a meadow. It was neither raining nor cloudy in this little haven. The moon shone full and bright in its glory upon my bare flesh. I held out my hands and raised them upward.
The howls surrounded me, urging me on.
I started to shift my stance to do what I needed to do when I caught the scent. My nose flared at the familiar wrongness of it. It stole through me and shattered my peace.
He was standing at the edge of the meadow watching me.
Angry chocolate eyes stared at me in an accusing expression.
The wolves raised their voices in challenge.
Power flowed out from him and silenced them.
I felt it pour over me, trying to force me down onto my knees.
Pain lashed my body, my mind filled with images of blood and death. I started to shake with the effort it cost me to hold my stance.
“You will not taint your blood.” His voice cracked over my sensitive flesh, tearing at it. Blood flowed from the lacerations that he’d inflicted with just his voice. 
No, he would not do this to me in my woods. He was not supposed to be here.
I snarled a low warning as he pushed more power into me.
He smiled at the challenge and whispered one word.
“Mine.”
His power cut through me into my wolf. She screamed in pain and howled with rage. He did something to her, to us. I cried out, feeling it.
He reached for me.
My head hits the floor and I wake up gasping for air. I’m breathing hard and the old familiar fear steals over me. Who is this man stalking my dreams?
It’s just a dream, I remind myself.
But are they really just dreams?
Have they ever been just dreams?
I don’t know.



Chapter 24
Saidie stares wistfully at the banners announcing the fall masquerade, a Senior’s only event. The lower classmen can’t go unless invited and Saidie desperately wants to go. How do I know this? It’s all she talks about.
“Give it up, Saidie,” Connor laughs, his raven locks falling in his eyes. “I don’t think even you can manage this one.”
“Bite your tongue,” she smirks. “I still have two days.”
“I’ll see you two later,” he shakes his head. “I promised Jenny I’d have lunch with her.”
“Jenny Arnold?” Saidie looks impressed. Jenny was a senior.
“Yup,” he drawls and saunters away.
“What do you think, Alex?” she asks. “Do we have a shot at getting dates?”
“Sure,” I reply half-heartedly. There is only one boy I want to ask me out and he doesn’t seem inclined to do so. Stupid boy.
Saidie sighs. “It’s no fun when you don’t plot with me, Alex. Has he even said anything?”
Yeah, Saidie knows I like Devon. Seeing as how he’s only a junior and can’t take me to the dance, I don’t really care about it one way or the other. No, all I want is Devon.
“I swear Saidie that boy gives out more mixed signals than a student driver on crack.”
“What?” she laughs.
“It’s true. I can’t figure him out. One minute he’s all cold and the next he’ll look at me with those eyes and I melt. Or at least he used to. Have you noticed how distant he’s been the last couple of days?”
“You mean the fact that he’s all but ignored you?” she asks dryly.
I wince. It sounds so much better my way.
“Well, why don’t you ask him out?”
“What?” I chirp, not expecting that. “Are you crazy?”
“Nope.”
“I . . . I can’t do that.” No freakin way. Even I’m not that brave. What if he looks at me like I’ve lost my mind? Just the thought makes my stomach knot.
Another sigh erupts from Saidie. She still has to push me into things I don’t want to do. The old me still rears her head occasionally. This is one of those times.
“Alex . . . ”
I don’t hear the rest of what she has to say. My eyes focus on two people walking our way. His hand rests on the small of her back and she is smiling up at him. Devon grins down at Felicia Roberts, one of Janna’s little hoe-hags.
I. Do. Not. Understand.
They stop a few feet from us at Felicia’s locker. Then he leans down and kisses her.



Chapter 25
Time freezes and I hang suspended, frozen as the world beneath me drops away. A slow burning sensation begins in my chest. My heart, I realize. It hurts. Fingers grab it and yank. Pain explodes and I can’t breathe. No, he wouldn’t. But he is.
Saidie grabs my arm and jerks me into the Home Ec room. I faintly hear the door slam. I can still see them. The image burns behind my eyelids. Breathing becomes difficult.
“Alex,” Saidie shakes me. “Alex, you have to pull yourself together.”
Bess?
I feel the feather-light touch of Morgan’s mind. Worry laces his thoughts.
Go away, Morgan.
What’s wrong?
My mind flashes back to Devon kissing Felicia.
Oh, he sounds unsure.
GO AWAY! I do not want him here right now. All I want to do is cry. My heart has been ripped out of me and tossed into the garbage disposal. I hurt. 
Morgan leaves.
“Alex,” Saidie speaks softly. “Alex, it’ll be okay. I know you like him, but . . . ”
But he doesn’t like me. That much is apparent. How stupid am I to think he actually might like me?
How much more can my life suck than right now?
“Alex, Janna saw your face.”
Why did I have to ask? Crap and double crap.
“You know she’s waiting on us,” Saidie tells me. She sounds so worried.
I close my eyes and force myself to take slow deep breaths. Three more hours—only three hours and I can go crawl in my bed and cry. I can do this. I plaster what I hope is a serene expression on my face and turn to look at Saidie. I don’t know how well I pull it off, but she nods and we walk out. I keep my eyes straight ahead, refusing to look at anyone. Devon’s eyes bore into me. I don’t give into the urge to look. Kudos to me.
Three more hours.
The longest three hours ever. I sit quietly through the rest of my classes and try not to be aware of Devon sitting behind me. How can I not though? My heart is broken into a thousand tiny little pieces and it’s all his fault! I want to turn around and strangle him. How dare he? He is Mine dammit. How dare he kiss someone else? I recognize how insane I sound. He isn’t mine and he doesn’t belong to me. That doesn’t keep me from feeling like I want to kill him for doing this to me, though.
I sure as certain am not going stick around for him to try and talk to me after school. Morgan has my keys and promised earlier to bring my car home. I bolt as soon as the bell sounds and find Jason. I make my brother take me home. He takes one look at my face and leaves his friends staring after him. Jason asks if I want to talk about it and I shake my head no. Everyone probably knows, I realize. Janna will have made sure of it. Humiliated, I trudge to my room and curl up and go to sleep, my chest heaving and my mind dizzy with the image of that kiss. 
School the next day is unpleasant to say the least. Morgan watches me but doesn’t say anything. I know he feels what I’m feeling, but what can I do about that? Saidie keeps up a constant string of chatter and Devon, well Devon just pretty much ignores me as is his way these days. He doesn’t say one word to me. He doesn’t even have the decency to look at all sorry. He’d done everything in his power to convince me he would never hurt me, that he’d protect me and then goes and does this. He knows I like him. Morgan told me as much. Hateful, stupid . . . boy!
At least I won’t have to deal with him at lunch. I heard him tell Morgan earlier he was having lunch with Felicia. Saidie and Connor keep trying to draw me into conversation and I hope I make all the right responses. Small talk is beyond me right now. I’ve never felt this alone. It feels like a piece of me is missing without Devon. I am cold, bereft. I’ve never in all my life felt like this. Not even when I was in my darkest days at Compton did I feel this hurt, scared, and alone. Morgan is there in the background and his warmth is all that is holding me together at the minute, all that stands between me and having a complete breakdown.
If this is what being a normal girl who gets her heart broken feels like, I’ll never wish for normalcy again.
I need to drop my books and grab my jacket out of my locker so I make my way over to it after science. Janna stands in front of it. Flippin Fantastic. Just what I need.
“Excuse me,” I say. “Can you move please?”
“Well if it isn’t our little Alley Cat,” she smiles.
“Janna, I need to get in my locker so will you please move?”
“I’m not through talking yet, Alley Cat. We’ll move when we’re done.”
“Look, all you need to do is move two inches. It’s not that hard,” I try to keep my voice calm, but the anger building makes it hard to do.
She turns her back on me, dismissing me.
Anger and hurt bleed to rage. Blind fury explodes and with it something else. Something stirs, stretches under my skin. We become one being, one mind. We look at Janna with curiosity. This little patch of ground is Ours. She dares to challenge us?
Bess, no . . . 
“Janna.”
She turns, a brow arched in question. Then she frowns.
We smile at her. “Move.”
Her eyes narrow. “You still haven’t learned your lesson have you, Alley Cat? Did my having Felicia take Devon from you not teach you anything?”
We want to spring, to snap, to tear. We want to sink our teeth into her throat and shake her until her bones turn to dust. We want . . . ”
ALEXANDRIA! Morgan screams in our head as Jason steps between Janna and us. His beast rolls behind his eyes. “Alex.”
His eyes bore into ours. Jason may have six inches on us and a good hundred pounds, but in this, he is no match for us. Something shimmers around us. Warmth, like the heat of a summer’s day, flows off our skin and into him. He whimpers and bows his head. Foolish to think he is any match for us. We crow at the triumph.
That’s when it hits us. A cold sheet of ice crashes into us, dulling the heat. No, he can’t do this. He will not stop us from taking down our prey. We try to take a step forward and the cold winter wind beats us back. His power pours into us with the rush of a gale force wind.
My mind becomes my own again. The wolf whines in my head, unable to disobey. Devon speaks no words, but neither of us needs words. We both understand. NO. He tells us no and she shrinks back, leaving me alone, exposed to the hurt that fills me with his presence.
“Is something wrong, Janna?” I hear Jason ask as my mind orients itself back into its human reality. What just happened? I blink and try to focus. Janna—Janna said she has taken Devon from me. The fury roars back, but the icy wind cools the fire. Some of my better sense surfaces and I close my eyes. Good God, what had I just done? Did anyone see? I focus my attention on Janna. She’d seen something, but I hope she passed it off as my being pissed at her.
“Jason,” Janna purrs. “There’s nothing wrong. Your sister and I were just having a little chit-chat.”
The wolf stirs. She is still challenging us. We know Devon will never let us do what we want to. We look up and see our answer to her challenge staring at us out of curious brown eyes. The wolf is satisfied and retreats.
“That’s right, Jason,” I say, surprised at how calm my voice comes out. “We were just having a chit-chat.”
Her head snaps up and she looks at me out of narrowed eyes.
I walk over to where Tom Wallace stands watching our little drama play out. Janna has been trying to get Tom to ask to the dance. I know from Jason that Tom plans on asking her to the dance. So what does little ol’ moi do?
“Hi, Tom,” I smile up at him.
“Hey,” he smiles back, uncertain. He’s used to me bolting for an exit whenever he tries to talk to me these days so I don’t blame him for sounding unsure.
“I was wondering if you’d ask me to the Masquerade?”
The entire herd of hoe-hags gasps behind me. I pay them no mind. I look at Tom expectantly, a smile plastered to my face. There are two things that I know. One: Janna wants Tom. Two: Tom likes me. How do I know this? My brother told me about Janna and I know how much Tom likes me. I see it on his face every time he looks at me. I’ve run from him long enough. Time to let Tom Wallace catch me. My wolf almost purrs.
“Sure,” he breathes, eyes gone huge.
I laugh softly. “Is that an invite?”
“Oh . . . uhh . . . ,” he stammers. One of his friends gives him a shove and says something I can’t catch. “Will you go to the dance with me?” he tries again.
“I’d love to, Tom. Thank you.”
I turn and see the hatred on Janna’s face. Her mossy eyes blaze with anger. Her face is a strange mottled shade of red and her lips are screwed up in a half-snarl. That’ll teach the little viper to challenge me. Jason’s mouth is hanging slightly ajar.
“I’ll ruin you,” she promises in a deathly quiet voice.
“Nah,” I tell her. “I don’t think you will.”
“You little . . . ”
“Do you really want to say it, Janna?” I ask softly. “I’m off my meds. God knows what might happen if you say One. More. Word.”
I have no idea what my eyes look like, but her face pales slightly and she backs away. I laugh and then turn and start walking in the opposite direction.
“Oh no, girlfriend did not just start a war with the Queen herself,” one person says.
I guess maybe I did just declared war.



Chapter 26
I go looking for a quiet place to try and get control of the emotions running riot in me.
I end up in the auditorium. I need time to think, to adjust to the new sensation of something stretching under my skin. Going to class like this is out of the question
When Janna told me she was responsible for the hoe-hag, I snapped. It amounted to waving a red flag in front of bull. The wolf broke free of her prison and our minds melded until I couldn’t find my own voice separate from hers. In that moment, all I knew was this trespasser challenged me, dared to confront me . . . STOP IT!
My hands shake. I know I have to stop, to gain control, but all I can feel is the urge to sink my teeth into her and shake . . . NO. For cripes sake, Alex, get a grip.
Morgan hovers at the edge of my consciousness, but he’s smart enough to leave me alone right now. He’s there if I need him and that’s all that matters.
How had I missed the signs? I’d seen the change in Jason when his wolf started waking up. I should have realized all the rage I’ve been feeling lately was more than simple anger. I seem to stay angry anymore, same as Jason had. I’d dismissed it. Stupid move that. I’d almost lost it right there in the hallway. If it hadn’t been for Devon . . . 
A weary sigh escapes. Going back to the nut house was sounding more and more like a possibility. It was safe and I’d never have to worry about hurting anyone again. They’d keep me locked up in the padded cell and heavily medicated. No more worries about the wolf getting out or of my hurting someone.
How did my life manage to get so screwed up that the place I’d worked to escape sounds more and more like my salvation? All I wanted was to fit in, to make some friends, and to maybe learn how to have some fun. What do I end up with? Shifters and freaky magic. I want to scream at the unfairness of it all. It’s just plain wrong.
All I really want is to be normal, but is that what I get? No. Instead, I’m sitting here trying to deal with a creature stretching her limbs under my skin. How is that even remotely fair? 
I never hear the door open, but I am aware of him the moment he steps into the auditorium. He sinks down into a seat in the row behind me.
“Leave me alone, Devon.”
“I cannot, Cara.”
Why, oh why must he call me that? My heart does a little flip-flop of pain.
“You almost shifted in a hallway full of children, Alexandria. I had to push a lot of power into you to stop the shift. I need to make sure you are well.”
“I know,” I whisper. Like I could forget something like that?
“What happened?”
“I really don’t want to talk it about it.”
“Are you alright?” he asks.
“What do you care?” 
“Alexandria.”
“I’m fine, Devon,” I sigh. “I’m always fine. Please, just go and leave me alone.”
He sighs. “Cara, I cannot leave you like this. Please tell me what happened. I need to understand.”
He’s as bad as Saidie when he starts worrying a bone. “It was Janna.”
“Obviously.”
“She told me she put Felicia up to making you go out with her and I just . . . I don’t know . . . I snapped.”
“Alexandria, no one can make me do what I don’t want to.”
I know that. It’s why it hurts so much.
“Why?” I ask, staring at my clenched hands. “Why her and not me?”
He curses. “Alexandria . . . ”
“No, I want to know, Devon.” I turn around and stare into his beautiful emerald eyes. “Why?”
It takes me only seconds to realize he isn’t going to answer. I face forward again, unable to bear to look at the stone mask of his face. Even his eyes have gone expressionless.
“I did not mean to hurt you, bellisima . . . ”
“Don’t call me that,” I bite out. “Just go away.”
“No, I will not just go away,” he sighs. “You are angry and hurt. I care about you . . . ”
“You care?” I snap.
“Yes, of course I care,” he snaps back, beginning to get angry himself.
“Go away!” my voice cracks and tears threaten. Why won’t he go away and just leave me alone? Stupid, stupid boy.
“No, I will not, Alexandria,” his voice softens. “You do not understand what you mean to me, do you? You are my . . . friend and I haven’t had a friend in centuries. When you look at me, you don’t see the monster. You see me. That is more precious to me than anything in this world.”
Stupid, stupid boy, please go away.
“Do you remember that day in the car when you asked me if I knew what I wanted? I thought about it for a long time and decided that I would, for once, do what was best for someone besides myself. What I want is you, but that means I might lose you, that I might not be able to keep you safe. You are in pain and I’m sorry, but getting you killed is not an option. I know you don’t understand my choices, but don’t doubt that I care about you.” He leans forward and his voice whispers softly against my ear, sending shivers down my spine. “Never doubt for a moment that I care, my Cara.”
With that he leaves. I smash my hand into the back of the seat in front of me needing to hit something. It splinters.
My head falls into my hands and I cry until the tears will no longer fall.
Stupid, stupid boy.



Chapter 27
I try to concentrate on what Saidie prattles on about, but can’t seem to focus. I’m too nervous. I’ve alternated between trying to deal with the wolf, who seems to want to let her presence be known at the oddest of times, and hyperventilating over the Masquerade Ball. I still can’t believe what I’d done. Since I’d basically forced Tom to ask me to the dance, I’ve been forced to stop fidgeting and running whenever he comes within speaking distance—mostly. I spend as little time as possible with him because he still makes me nervous. He doesn’t push the issue, though. I think he knows better. Smart boy.
Tom, however, just isn’t Devon. My heart still feels ripped open and bloody, but I’m getting a grip on it. No matter how much Devon hurt me, I don’t want to lose him. He means too much to me. He told me I was his first friend in centuries. No way can I take that from him. I can see the loneliness on his face sometimes when he doesn’t think anyone is looking. I know that look, know that feeling intimately. I’ve felt like that my entire life. I can’t hurt him like that, no matter how much I’m hurting.
Plus I still haven’t given up on him. Devon is mine. I just need to figure out a way to get him to understand that. Felicia “Hoe-hag” Roberts won’t be around for long. I’ll make sure of that. Every time I see her though, I have the urge to rip her bleach blonde hair out by the roots.
Do I sound like a jealous twit or what? Yup. No brownie points for me today.
I’ve read a lot of romance novels over the years thanks to the girl that was down the hall from me at Compton. Her sister used to sneak them in for her and she’d let me read them when she was done. The one thing I never understood was how the female heroine could fall so in love with the guy almost from the beginning. It used to irritate me, but now I find myself in the same position. I love Devon Cameron. I have maybe since the very beginning. It just sort of creeped up on me. Does it make sense? No, it makes absolutely zero sense. Dad always told me, though, that love never makes sense and that anything worth a grain of salt is hard and you have to fight for it. So, I will regroup and figure out how to sneak up on Mr. Devon Cameron.
My thoughts come back around to me—the freak show. Morgan hates it when I refer to myself like that, but truth is truth. What else can you call a shape-shifting witch? I don’t feel normal anymore. My ears always buzz with a low hum and my skin constantly crawls. Sabien says it’s my power trying to settle into my skin. He’d also promised that it would become less noticeable. It wouldn’t go away, but it would ease up. I think he lied through his teeth as I still have the urge to scratch like every second of the day.
Let’s not forget my wolf stretching under my skin either. I work hard to keep our minds separate. She tends to assert herself whenever I get upset or angry. Morgan says it’s a protective instinct that’s hotwired into all shifters. They’d taken me to meet the rest of the pack, afraid I’d shift at any minute, but so far the old girl has been content to stay put. Please, please stay put, I whisper to her. No way can I deal with shifting right now. I have too many other things to worry about.
My friends are at the top of the list. They’re in constant danger around me and don’t even know it. They deserve to know that much of the truth at least. It isn’t fair not to tell them.
Morgan and Devon vehemently disagree with me. Apparently it’s like breaking some kind of supernatural law to let normal humans in on the big secret. Neither of them want to spill their secrets. I can understand that. I don’t really want to tell everyone I’m a monster either, but their safety is more important to me than my feelings.
“Alex, have you heard one word I’ve said?” Saidie demands, exasperated.
“Nope, not really.”
“Thank God you pay more attention in class or we’d all fail,” she grouches.
“Sorry,” I mutter. “I was thinking about the hoe-hag.”
“Evil skank,” she agrees, causing me to smile.
God, I love Saidie. I had still been sniveling in my bed, feeling betrayed on Saturday when she came over and pulled me out my misery. She refused to let me feel sorry for myself and threatened to beat Devon to within an inch of his life. As if. I bet she’d try though. I don’t know what I’d do without her.
“I really am sorry I’m such lousy company today,” I tell her.
“Alex, something’s been bothering you for a while now and it’s not just the hoe-hag. Do you want to talk about it?”
More than anything.
“I’m fine, Saidie,” I lie. “Just an off day, I guess.”
“More like an off couple of weeks,” she says wryly. “You’ve been, I dunno, different since your mom died. Not a bad different, just different. You know you can talk to me, right? About anything.”
I so can’t talk to her about this.
“I know, Saidie.”
But I want to.
I hear him sigh.
Bessie Mae.
“Alex, you’re off in la-la land again,” Saidie snaps.
“Wait.” I hold up a hand, still listening to Morgan.
Go ahead and tell her, Bess.
Really?
Yeah, really, he sighs again. You’re right. They are in danger and should know the truth. Devon and I will just have to deal.
Both of them?
He hesitates before saying, yeah.
Indecision halts my excitement. What if we lose them, Morgan?
Then they were never really our friends to begin with.
And I have you, I remind both of us, feeling his own anxiety at the prospect of losing our friends. It bothers him as much as it does me. Connor and Saidie have become as much a part of our little pack as me, Morgan and Devon are.
Yeah, you’re stuck with me and Devon whether you like it or not, Bess.
I can hear the grin in his voice and I smile in reaction.
He’d included Devon in his little proclamation. They are back to being buddies again. Just like that. Boys. Who would ever understand them? Certainly not me.
He’s right, though. I do have Devon. It’s weird, but I know he will never leave me. He’s mine. That thought echoes in my mind suddenly and I know it’s true. The wolf snarls in agreement. Hoe-hag or not, Devon Cameron belongs to me as much as Morgan does.
Bess, Morgan sighs in exasperation. Hoe-hag? Is that really necessary?
Sure is.
He laughs at my cheerful tone and I feel him fade out of my awareness. Morgan is one of the really good things that have come out of this whole nightmare. I’ll never be alone again. He is always just a thought away.
I’d been a little freaked at first thinking he was way old, but he explained that he was only seventeen same as me. Our Lupine genes are different. His had been born into his family. Mine had been forced there by a bite. Mine is a mutated version of his brand of fur-face. He matures into a wolf naturally. I won’t. Maybe.
“Hello?” Saidie waves a hand in front of my face.
My smile fades as I look at her. She needs to know the truth. She and Connor both do, but now I’ve gotten Morgan to agree, I’m afraid. It will hurt to lose my friends, but losing Saidie will be the worst. She was the first friend I’d made since I was seven and she’d become my best friend. What will I do without her?
“You’re right, Saidie,” I say at last. “There is something I need to tell you and Connor, but I don’t want to.”
“Why not?”
“Because it might cost me your friendship.”
“Never happen.”
“Don’t be so sure of that,” I warn her. “Can you help me call everyone to meet us here in about an hour or so?”
“Sure thing,” she tells me, her frown worried.
An hour and a half later, we are all seated in the gazebo.
“So why are we sitting out here freezing our butts off?” Connor demands with a frown.
“I need to tell you guys some things,” I tell him. “First I need to confess that all those rumors of a mental institute weren’t rumors. I really was in one.”
“Wicked cool,” Connor grins from ear to ear. “You owe me stories.”
“It wasn’t that kind of place, Connor,” I shake my head. “It was a school that catered to the emotionally challenged. Compton Academy. I went there when I was twelve and got out right before school started.”
“Are you okay?” Saidie asks me, her eyes worried.
“I’m fine,” I assure her. “Mostly. Let me tell you why I was there. I used to have these awful night terrors. When I was in junior high there was an incident with Janna that caused me to snap. All I could see, even when I was awake, were the images from my nightmares. I couldn’t tell reality from dreams for a while and I needed help. I’m better now.”
“Don’t be all better,” Connor winks. “We all need to be a little crazy.”
I smile gratefully at him. I remember thinking that first day I met him that it didn’t matter to him if I was crazy or not and that still holds true. He doesn’t care.
“When I came back to Jacob’s Fork, I started having the dreams again and hearing voices,” I explain softly. “Then I found out that my dreams weren’t just dreams. They were memories and that . . . that . . . because of me . . . you’re all . . . ”
“Alexandria wants to warn you that you’re in danger around her,” Devon finishes for me.
Leave it to Devon not to understand the art of being subtle.
“Danger?” Saidie frowns. “What kind of danger?”
“Alex has been put on a supernatural hit list,” Morgan pipes in. “She’s special and because people are afraid of what she and her brother might eventually become, they want them dead.”
I wince. Morgan is definitely picking up bad habits from Devon.
He flashes me a grin.
 “What are you talking about?” Saidie frowns.
 “Just what I said, she’s been put on a supernatural hit list,” Morgan tells her.
“Supernatural?”
“Morgan’s right.” I make myself stop wringing my hands. “I know it sounds ridiculous, but it’s true. As long as I’m breathing, they’ll never leave me alone. Every second you’re with me, you’re in danger.”
“How are you different?” Saidie asks curiously.
“I inherited certain gifts from my mother’s family,” I tell her cautiously.
“Gifts?” she prompts.
I hesitate.
This is what you wanted, Bess, Morgan reminds me.
I know, I sigh. They are going to think I’m more insane than I already am.
Well, here goes nothing.
“Magical gifts.”
“Magical?” 
 “There’s more. I also carry the lupine gene in my blood.”
“Wait,” Saidie looks puzzled. “Do you mean like werewolves?”
“Yeah, I mean werewolves.”
“You could actually turn into a werewolf?” Connor cracks a smile. “Awesome.”
“Only you would think it’s cool.” I roll my eyes at him.
“You’re really serious, aren’t you?” Saidie asks me quietly.
“Yeah,” I said, watching with a sick feeling as her face goes from confused to wary. “Trackers found us. If it hadn’t been for Devon and my uncle, they would’ve killed me.”
“Trackers?”
I hear Connor ask the question, but can’t take my eyes off Saidie. Her eyes are going wide, fear making them round. I’m going to lose her.
“Werecats,” Devon supplies, his head tilted. I see out of the corner of my eye that he too is watching Saidie, a curious expression on his face.
“They were panthers, but they changed back to their human form when they died,” I explain absently. All I want right now is my bed and my bear and then I want to curl up into a ball and cry my eyes out. I really am going to lose my best friend. How can I expect her to accept this when I still can’t? Crap, crap and crap.
“Did you see them change?” Connor frowns.
“Yes,” I close my eyes at the remembered horror. “It was awful.”
“I’ll bet,” he agrees. “How did Devon and your uncle save you?”
I hesitate, looking Devon. It really isn’t my secret to tell. Morgan agreed to this, but Devon hadn’t.
 “It matters little to me what any of them think,” Devon shrugs.
Does he always have to be so rude? Sighing, I nod and then pause, catching sight of Connor. His violet eyes are dilated and unfocused.
“Connor?”
“Totally cool,” he murmurs. “Here I was all worried about you and you have some of the best bodyguards imaginable.”
Devon and Morgan’s attention snap to him. I watched Devon’s face slide back into its usual stone mask.
“You’re not the only ones keeping secrets,” Connor laughs.
“Apparently,” comes Devon’s clipped reply.
“Hey, I’m cool with it as long as nobody starts looking at me like I’m lunch.”
Devon frowns at him, a perplexed look crossing his face for the barest hint of a second. It’s a look he gives Connor regularly.
“Loosen up, old man,” Connor grins at him. “My secret’s harmless.”
“I know,” Devon tells him.
“So, what can you like read minds or something?”
“Or something,” Devon agrees.
“Way cool.”
WHAT?! He can read minds? So very, very not good.
His green gaze slides to me and he actually laughs.
I blush violently from head to toe. Can’t help it.
“Care to clue the rest of us in?” Morgan asks, irritated. He’s picking up on some of my sudden irritation at being caught unawares by Devon’s so called mind reading skills. Seriously, if he knew half the stuff . . . .DON’T THINK ABOUT IT! 
“I have the sight.”
“The sight?”
“No, man. The. Sight. It’s something I inherited from my Gran, part of our Celtic heritage or something. I see things, mostly in dreams, but sometimes when I’m awake too. I knew Alex was in some kind of trouble, but I just didn’t know what exactly. I tried to keep a close watch on her when I could. I kept dreaming about amber and red rimmed black eyes.”
My own eyes widen and I gasp. No Freakin Way.
“If you are truly a Wise One, or Seer as some call them, then why did you not detect me before now?” Devon asks.
“Hey, I’m still new at all this,” he admits with a shrug. “I didn’t start having dreams or whatever until I met you guys.”
“Or until you met Alex?” Devon asks.
“Who knows? I met all you guys the same day.”
Devon frowns at me thoughtfully. “Could her awakening energy flow have triggered his gift?”
Connor shrugs. “But I do have a theory, sorta.”
“Theory?” Devon frowns.
“Yeah. I keep thinking about how weird it was that we all just sort of clicked that first day, ya know? Usually when you meet someone new there’s awkward conversation and it takes time to get to know people, but not with you guys. It was natural, instinct maybe. I don’t even hang out with half my old friends anymore. I think maybe it’s because of Alex.”
“Me?” I ask, startled.
“Yeah, what if your . . . magic pulled the people you needed to you? We all have some kind of weird connection, have since that first day. I think it’s you.”
“You could be onto something there,” Devon nods thoughtfully. “You must be learning to control your visions since you were able to force one earlier.” 
“Not really,” Connor sighs. “I think you’re right about Alex being some kind of catalyst, though. The visions,” I see him wince at the word, “seem to get stronger when she’s around. It’s like I can focus better or something when she’s near.”
I feel just a tad bit dazed. Then my gaze catches sight of Saidie. She looks so small and quiet, sitting there in the corner—her face pensive, afraid. That familiar gut wrenching feeling hits me again. It’s going to hurt to lose her. What am I going to do?
Morgan puts an arm around me and pulls me close, offering what comfort he can. I smile gratefully up at him.
Now that got Saidie’s attention. She arches a brow in question.
I roll my eyes at her. “No.”
Morgan looks at us curiously. “Did I miss a question?”
Saidie shakes her head and focuses her attention on Morgan and Devon. “What are you two?” she asks bluntly.
Devon and Morgan sigh together. Neither of them wants to do a tell-all exposé.
I catch a hint of Morgan’s thoughts. Oh no he didn’t.
“Don’t you dare show them,” I warn him. “Just tell them.”
“Ah, Bess, there’s no fun in that,” he pouts.
I glare.
He sighs dramatically. “Fine. I’m a shifter, a wolf specifically and no, we absolutely hate the word werewolf. Devon’s a cursed Gypsy that turns into a man eating monster.”
There’s no screaming, no shouting, no nothing. Total and utter silence greets Morgan’s bald statement.
Then I see Devon’s face. His eyes are huge, unbelieving. He stares holes into Saidie. She looks more than a little shell-shocked, something I can understand.
“Saidie?”
She shakes her head at me.
Devon hisses.
That’s when it all goes to hell.



Chapter 28
It’s the scariest thing I’ve ever seen and I’ve seen some pretty scary stuff since my mom’s death. We all cringe away from Devon. His eyes bleed to black, red fire blazing to life. His face turns savage, no longer quite human. The beast that hides behind his cloak of humanity takes control. His hate filled eyes lock onto Saidie.
“Devon, get a grip,” Morgan tries to calm him.
Devon snarls at him, a guttural sound.
Morgan and I move to stand in front of Saidie. What made Devon flip out so fast? He usually has more control over himself than this.
 “To get to her you would have to go through me and Alex,” Morgan says softly. Devon’s eyes are glowing, the red rings becoming more prominent as his power rolls off of him and crashed into Morgan, knocking him off his feet.
I gasp as Devon’s power flows through me, calls to me. This wasn’t anything like I’d ever felt before. This was different. It felt familiar, like it was . . . mine.
“You don’t know what she is,” Devon’s enraged cry startles me back to the scene at hand.
“Just what is she?” Connor interrupts, leaning forward, fascinated.
“She is a necromancer,” Devon snarls.
“NO!” Saidie shakes her head in denial.
“A necromancer has dominion over all forms of the dead,” Devon’s accent is heavy and thick with rage. “As a rule among my people they are killed on sight, some even in their cradles. I have seen what their kind are capable of. That is why she has to die.”
“Devon you can’t kill her,” I tell him softly.
“You don’t understand what they did to my brother!”
“Your brother?” I ask. He’d told me his brother had been killed by the people who killed his parents.
“They sold my brother to a necromancer to pay a part of the debt they owed. She did unspeakable things to him before I found him. I sacrificed so much, but I couldn’t save him from her and he died at her hands.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“You have to let me kill her before she comes into her full power or she could kill us all.”
“Devon, none of us are dead,” Connor tells him reasonably. “You just said they only have dominion over the dead, so how can she hurt us?”
“They are evil, more so than even I am. Their magic is black, blacker than anything I’ve ever seen. She won’t be able to help herself. Its better we end it now, before she can harm us,” he cries, his beast pulsing out from his eyes. They glow with hatred and hunger.
“Nobody is killing anybody,” Connor barks. “If we can accept you, then you sure as certain can accept Saidie.”
“You do not understand,” Devon howls in frustration. “You have not seen what they can do, what they are capable of.”
“I understand, Devon,” I tell him, “but you can’t kill her.” There is steel in my voice this time and I can feel it pulse out and into him. His eyes dilate with the force of my own power flowing into him for once and he seems to calm a bit.
“No one is going to let me do what must be done.” His voice is flat. “I will reserve judgment until I am proven right and you let me kill her.”
“That’s big of you,” Connor says sarcastically.
Devon snarls at him, showing a mouth full of very sharp teeth, but he sits down in the corner and doesn’t say anything else, just glares hatefully at us.
 “Any more dramatic secrets?” Connor’s voice was cautious.
No. Thank God.
Devon is staring through me, as if he can actually see Saidie behind me. A look of intense concentration is on his face. Is he trying to read her mind? Huh. That could be either a good thing or a very bad thing right now, depending on what’s going on in her head.
“Saidie, are you okay?” I turn to look at her. She wears my familiar wide eyed look of horror.
“I never believed any of it,” she whispers. “I thought it was all just some crazy story my Gran made up when I was little.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
She takes a shaky breath and peaked around my knees at Devon. He glares at her.
“No, not yet.”
I can so relate.
“So, how old are you anyway?” Connor leans back and stretches out.
“Does it matter?” Devon snaps.
“Nope, just curious.”
Does nothing ever faze Connor, I wonder.
“I am over three hundred years old,” Devon answers at last.
It never fails to amaze me that I have the hots for a guy that is ancient almost. He snorts and I glare. Stay out of my head, I think at him.
Make me, he says, a hint of warmth coming back into face.
 “So what did Morgan mean, man eating beast?” Connor looks at Devon like’s he a new toy he’s gotten for Christmas. The boy has to be nearly as insane as me if he doesn’t think all this is weird and impossibly crazy.
“I am Romani, Gypsy,” he says. “My family owed a blood debt and when my mother refused to pay it, she was killed along with everyone but me. Since I wouldn’t kill for them, they cursed me instead and I turn into a beast of sorts that enjoys killing. I refused to take a life and they made sure that I’d spend eternity doing just that.”
“So you have to kill to satisfy the curse?”
“No,” he says, “but the beast enjoys it and so do I. I could rip you all to shreds with the exception of Alexandria and never blink.”
“Dude.” Connor stares at him wide-eyed after that little speech.
 “Dude?” a ghost of a smile graces Devon’s face. I think he actually likes Connor. He pretends cold indifference most of the time, but Connor seems to strike a chord in him that no one else does. It’s not often someone can make him smile. Then again, it’s hard not to smile around Connor.
 “Deal with modern language, old man. So how about you, Morgan?” Connor turns his attention to Morgan. “You’re a werewolf?”
“Shifter,” Morgan corrected.
“Can you only turn when the moon is full?” Connor asks, his voice full of excitement. Leave it to Connor to think hanging out with monsters is the coolest thing in the world.
“Myth,” he replies. “We can shift pretty much anytime we want. Young shifters, though, are ruled by our lady the moon in that they are forced to shift the first night of the full moon. It’s not something we can control.”
“How young are you?”
“I’ve been shifting for over a year,” he says. “And yes, the moon still forces me to shift.” He gives us all a martyred look.
I know Connor is trying to shift the focus off Saidie and I’m grateful. Today pretty much blew up in my face. Staring into Devon’s stony face, I realize something. I’m selfish. I did this to us. Me. I didn’t think about anyone else when I forced this. I owe him so much and all I’d managed to do was cause him pain. I’d been so worried about what everyone would think of me, I neglected to consider their reactions to Devon or even Morgan.
What had I cost Devon and Morgan today? Devon glares holes into Saidie. He’s given up a lot today. He hides behind his masks and I forced him to take it off, to show everyone what he is. I hadn’t planned on the showing part, but still, this is my fault. I’d cost him what little normalcy he’s managed to gain.
Do I royally suck or what?
“I’m sorry, Devon,” I tell him and sit down beside him.
“This is not your fault, Alexandria. How could you have known the spawn of Satan was amongst us?”
Ouch, I wince, sneaking a glance at Saidie.
Her gray eyes are narrowed and full of fire. She glares at Devon just as fiercely as he does her. Yup, she’s definitely getting her gumption back. Good for her. I grin at the sight. Saidie might be short and as delicate looking as a porcelain doll, but when she gets good and mad, she’s something to see.
“Look here, buddy boy,” she puts her hands on her hips. “One more remark like that . . . ”
“And you will do what, little girl?” he taunts, standing himself.
She smiles ever so sweetly at him.
Devon is instantly on his guard. It’s a smile we all recognized.
“I’ll put you on Facebook.”
“What is this . . . Facebook?” he frowns.
“It’s an online community where people have their own web pages so they can keep in touch with family and friends,” Connor grins, realizing where Saidie is going with this.
“I’ll have your page live within the hour announcing to everyone that you’re single and looking to hook up. Then I’ll post the link on the school bulletin board.”
“Sadie, that is so very wrong on so many levels,” I laugh, secretly threatening to throttle her if she dares to try it.
“This is a bad thing, yes?” Devon asks.
“Most guys wouldn’t think so,” Connor chuckles at Devon’s obvious confusion.
“What Saidie is trying to say is she’s gonna tell everybody that you’re looking for a girlfriend,” I explain, trying so hard not to laugh. “You’ll be bombarded from all sides in a matter of minutes of her putting the link to your new website on the school bulletin board. People can access the internet from their phones these days, ya know? God knows, Devon, most of the girls at school would do just about anything for you to ask them out.”
He looks appalled.
“You would not dare to do this vile thing.”
“Try me!”
“Devon, you know yourself that our Saidie never makes idle threats,” Connor reminds him with a wicked smile.
Devon and Saidie glare at each other, neither willing to back down from their staring contest.
Morgan puts an end to it by stepping between them. “I think we’ve all had enough for one day. We’ve got a lot to think about and decisions to make. We should all just go home.”
And that is that.
I might very well have ruined everything.



Chapter 29
Why in God’s name did I do it? How stupid can I be? I am going to be all alone at the Masquerade a dance I hadn’t even wanted to go to in the first place—with Tom Wallace. Every time he looks at me I usually bolt for the nearest exit. Now I am going to have to spend the next several hours with him.
Tom makes me nervous. I always have this insane notion he’s stalking me like a hunter does its prey. My instincts tell me to run, to flee. The wolf I think. I think she started stirring that first day when I saw him in the lunchroom. I’d always wondered what would happen if I let him catch me. Now I guess I get to find out.
He looks at me the way I wish Devon would. But no, Devon is with the ho-hag . . . just please, why does my life suck so much? What sin did I commit in my past life that warrants the mess I’m in now?
I finger the lace on the bodice of my blue evening gown. It’s very soft and demure. The sleeveless gown hangs in straight shimmering lines down my body, ending at about a half-inch off the floor. The blue mask was done in the same shade and there were feathers outlining the ends, making it almost exotic. Emma took me to the mall and helped me pick it out. She is almost as excited as Saidie. Poor Saidie, she’d wanted to go so badly. That didn’t stop her from cheering me on, though. She also said it would serve Devon right to see exactly what he’d given up.
She could be right. I hope so.
Jason is pacing back and forth in the kitchen when I come down. I frown. He should have already left to pick up his date.
“Jase, you’re gonna be late to pick up Suzie.”
His head snaps up when he hears me. His eyes widen and I think for a minute he might choke as he tries to pull air into his lungs. “You are not wearing that, Alexandria Nicolette Reed!”
 “Jase, get a grip. There’s nothing wrong with this dress. Emma picked it out.”
“He’s too old for you.” Jason starts pacing again. “I warned him to leave you alone and you just had to go and ask him out, didn’t you?”
“Tom’s your age, Jason,” I remind him. “He’s only a year older than me.”
“He’s also my best friend, Alex,” he grouches. “Do you have any idea how weird it is thinking about the two of you together? And what happens when you two break up and he hurts you? I’ll have to say something, do something . . . ”
“Jason, you’re jumping the gun. It’s only one date and besides, you can’t tell me who to date.”
“Yes, I can, Alexandria Nicolette Reed. You’re my sister and  . . . .”
“And nothing,” I interrupt. He’s used my full name twice. Not a good sign. The boy is getting good and riled. “I can take care of myself. You taught me how remember?”
He stops pacing and sighs. “It’s just that you’ve been through so much already, Alex, and I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“Been there, done that,” I mutter, thinking about how much Devon hurt me.
“Do you want me to break Devon’s face, Sis?” he asks me. “Just say the word.”
I smile at my brother. He looks so serious and I have no doubt he’d try to hit Devon, but I think Jason would end up as the bloody, beaten one. “Thanks for offering, but no, don’t break his face,” I say.
“Thank God,” he sighs. “Devon would have kicked my butt from one end of the parking lot to the other, but I’d try.”
“I know, Jase, and that’s what counts.”
The doorbell rings.
Dad answers it, glowering down at Tom.
“Mr. Reed, sir,” Tom greets him.
Dad stares at him, not saying anything. It’s the same look he gives Jason every time Jason asks to borrow money. O-h-h, best to get him out of here quick.
“Hi.” I slide between him and Dad. “Ready?”
“Not so fast, Alexandria,” Dad puts a hand on my shoulder. “I want to speak with Tom while you go get something to put on. You’ll freeze to death in that sleeveless thing.”
“Dad . . . ”
He gives me the Jason look and I fly upstairs to grab my black sweater. It’s in my closet which cost extra seconds and by the time I run back downstairs, Tom is fidgeting, his face a nervous mask. God, what did Dad say to him? Jason is grinning so I know it can’t have been good. Emma is glaring holes into my dad. She must have come in from the kitchen while I was upstairs. Why do parents have to be sooooo embarrassing?
Dad and Emma do the whole parent thing and take pictures. It’s my first official high school dance and they want to commemorate it. Tom stands dutifully by my side, giving Dad nervous looks. Jason looks smug. What did Dad say to him?
Tom holds my sweater while he waits for me to put on my coat and then escorts me out to his car. It’s a green 2008 Chevy Cobalt. He’d gotten the car as a present for his sixteenth birthday. Jason had gone on and on about it in hopes Dad would take the not so subtle hint that he too needed a ride. Dad of course had eventually gotten Jason a car a blue 1997 Chevy Cavalier. It was a little beat up, but seeing as how it was his first car, he treated it like it was a Porsche instead of an OLD second-hand car.
I study Tom’s profile as he drives. He’s a handsome boy with milk chocolaty brown eyes and brown hair streaked with blonde highlights. He looks about as nervous as I feel. What did Dad say to him?
“So,” I say. “Dad didn’t give you too hard of a time did he?”
“No,” he shakes his head. “You look really nice.”
“Thanks,” I stammer. “So do you.”
“I wondered how long it would take you to stop running so I could ask you out.”
My face burns scarlet. So he had noticed my mad dashes for escape. “Was I that obvious?”
“Yeah, but don’t worry, it just made you look cute. Anyway, Jason told me you were off limits, but I’d already decided to ask you out if I could get you to stand still long enough to do it.”
I look up at that confession to see him smiling at me. He really is cute when he smiles.
“I . . . uhh . . . ”
“I know you’re probably still pretty upset over Cameron and I know you only asked me to the dance ‘cause you were mad at Janna, but I don’t care. I’m glad you did it. Saved me the trouble of trying to corner you,” he winks. “I promise if you just relax, you’ll have a good time. I’m not so bad.”
I smile tentavely at him. Maybe he’s right. Devon has made his intentions clear. He cares, but not enough. Tom really likes me and he seems like a genuinely nice guy. I’ll give it a try, I guess. I really love to dance anyway, so why not enjoy myself?
He parks the car and leads me into the gym. I see Devon almost as soon as I come through the doors. Felicia has dragged him over to get pictures made. He looks perfectly happy to be there. Tom’s grip on my arm tightens and I force my eyes away from Devon’s face. Tom stares down at me with concern and I feel the first stirring of anger. Am I going to let Devon ruin my first real high school dance? So what if I’m here with Tom instead of him? I can ignore him just as easily as he does me. Maybe.
Tom had been right. Once I stopped thinking about everything and let myself relax, I started to have fun. Tom is really funny and I find myself laughing at his inane jokes. He seems so shocked that I know about football. My brother lives and breathes the sport so of course I know football. I get bonus brownie points for that
It’s a couple hours later when I spot Devon again. I’m just coming back to the dance floor when I see him. He’s dancing with Felicia—a slow song. He has her pulled close and she looks ecstatic. Jealousy roars to life. Vile hateful old hag. Then he whispers something in her ear and she giggles. Stupid, hateful Gypsy.
He kisses her and I want to run. Tears blur my vision at the pain in my heart just watching them. I need to get out of here before Tom sees me. He’s been so nice and I don’t want him to feel worse about my asking him out as a knee jerk reaction.
I escape outside and run around to the back of the building where no one can see me. I lean against the wall and try to catch my breath. The wolf stretches beneath my skin and I force myself to calm down. It won’t do to lose control here. My wolf seems to come out and play when I’m upset or angry. She’s been quiet the last few days, but I’ve felt her there, just waiting.
A cool breeze flows over me and I shiver as Devon’s power strokes my skin. “Go back inside, Devon.”
“Are you alright, Cara?” he asks, coming to lean against the building beside of me. “Your wolf is stretching.”
“I’ll deal with it,” I tell him shortly. 
“You need help to “deal” with it, Alexandria,” he replies just as shortly.
“It’s not your problem, Devon,” I snap.
He sighs. “You are my problem, bellisima.”
“So I’m a problem now?” I turn and glare up at him. “If I’m such a problem why don’t you leave me alone?”
“I have never in all my born days encountered such a stubborn girl as you,” he glares back.
I gasp. “Oh you look here  . . . ”
“I’m only speaking the truth, Alexandria.” He gives me one of his patented bored looks. I so want to hit him. “You cannot control the wolf. I can.”
My hands ache to slap his beautiful face. “Leave Me Alone!” 
Instead he pulls off his jacket and holds it out for me. I want to tell him where he can shove it, but I’m freezing. It’s about forty degrees outside and I’d fled the gym without my sweater or coat. I take the jacket.
“Sometimes I wonder if I made a mistake,” he says at last, his voice low and rough. My heart leaps with hope. “Should I have just stayed away, kept watch over you from a distance?” He dashes my hopes and my shoulders slump. “It would have been so much easier.”
“Devon, I’m sorry I’m such a bother. I don’t know why you don’t just leave...”
Like my mother. She left. Yeah, she had a reason, but she still left.
“I will never leave you, my Cara,” he whispers. His power ghosts across my skin, sending shivers through me. He has no right to do this to me, to make me feel like this.
I look up into his eyes and forget to breathe. A deep and aching loneliness is hidden in their emerald depths, an ageless wound. It is a reflection of my own soul or at least what it had once been. Morgan healed so much of that old wound with his presence as had Devon. As much pain as I feel right now, I owe him for helping to heal the old scars my mother left behind. But that doesn’t mean I’m not pissed.
“Why do you say things like that to me?” I demand. “I know you don’t want me. You made that clear. Sure you say you care, but not enough, not like I want you to care! So why?”
He lets out one of those long suffering sighs he usually reserves for Connor.
“Cara . . . ”
“No, don’t you ever call me that again,” I snarl, fighting tears. “I am not your beloved.”
His face softens and he reaches out a hand towards my face, but lets it fall back to his side. “I am sorry. This is my fault.”
You got that right buster.
“Just go back inside and dance with the hohag,” I tell him and slouch against the wall, sniffing his jacket. God, but it smells good. I don’t know what kind of cologne he wears, but it should be labeled as a lethal weapon in regards to women.
A smile flirts with his lips. “Hohag, Alexandria?”
“It’s not funny, Devon,” I glare and he laughs. The sound of his laughter wraps around me like a glove. “Please, just go back inside and leave me alone.”
Another sigh. “You were not mistaken, Alexandria, when you thought I cared about you the way you wanted me to. I do.”
What kind of game is this? “Devon, I’m not in the mood.”
“No, I need you to understand. I did not want to hurt you, but it was necessary. I cannot be with you as you wish me to.”
“Why the hell not?” I demand. Crap, he made me cuss.
He purses his lips. “There are things that I cannot explain to you.”
“That’s not good enough, Devon,” I growl. “I’m sick to death of all these little cryptic remarks you make. It’s not fair!”
“Life is not fair, Alexandria.”
“Fine, don’t tell me anything,” I glower at him. “If you won’t go and leave me the hell alone, then I’ll do it for you.” I push away from the wall and try to leave. He reaches out and catches my arm and yanks me back.
“We’re not done, Cara.”
“Oh, but we are,” I fume and yank my arm. It’s like trying to pry out a rock embedded in concrete. Impossible. “Let go of me.”
“No,” he whispers and pulls me closer. “I will never let you go.”
 “I don’t belong to you. You made that choice already. Remember the hohag?”
“Yes, I remember the hohag,” his smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. Those beautiful emerald orbs are sleepy with another emotion. My stomach tightens and the magic in my blood begins to tingle, to flare. The buzzing in my ears hums louder as I stare up at him. My magic calls to him, begs him to touch, to taste. It scares me.
“Devon . . . ”
“If you only knew how badly I want to let myself do what I really want to,” he whispers and pushes me back against the wall, his body pressing into mine, trapping me.
“What do you want to do?” I ask him softly.
“This.”
He kisses me.



Chapter 30
Fire roars to life inside of me, my blood sings with a primitive power that I’ve never known. I can feel the heat of that fire against the cool lips pressed to mine. I whimper, afraid of the emotions overwhelming me. Devon takes complete possession of me like some invading conqueror and I am helpless to stop him. Not that I want to, mind you. This is what I have wanted, dreamed about since the first day I’d met him. And boy can he kiss. It’s the kind of kiss little girls dream about and the kind big girls decide only exist on the pages of a book. It makes me forget everything. 
His hand catches my hair at the base of my scalp and pulls it, tilting my head. He sweeps his lips over mine again and again. A low moan slides from me and I wrap my hands around his neck, urging him closer. I can feel his power coarse over my skin, through it. My own power flares to meet his and strokes it.
Then I am free and he is standing ten feet away, cursing violently. I slide down the wall, unable to stand. My breathing is hard and ragged like I’ve just run a ten mile marathon. I want to scratch every inch of my skin and the buzzing in my ears sounds like an angry swarm of hornets. And I want him to kiss me again.
He walks slowly back over to me and I see that he’s in much the same state. “I am sorry, Cara. That was a mistake.”
A mistake? Kissing me had been a mistake? I can’t stop the tears this time. It’s my first kiss, the one I will remember to my dying day, and he calls it a mistake.
“No, bellisima, don’t cry.” He squats down in front of me and takes my hands. “I did not mean it the way it sounded.”
“Then what did you mean?” I ask through a hiccup.
“No, Cara, I would not take back that kiss for all the world, but it can never happen again. I . . . ”
“What is wrong with you, you stupid boy?” I cry.
“I am not good for you, Alexandria.”
“But why?” I ask, my voice ragged with tears.
Gravel crunched behind us.
“Get your hands off her.”
We both swivel our heads around to see Tom staring at us. He takes one look at my tears and lets out a bellow. He reaches Devon in about two seconds and hauls him up, his fist rearing back for the first punch. It never lands. Tom goes sailing backwards. Devon stalks towards him.
“Devon, don’t!” I push up run after him.
“Stay out of this, Alex.” Tom is on his feet and swinging. Devon ducks and his fist lands in Tom’s face. Tom curses and goes at him again.
I see Morgan sprinting towards us. Thank God. Morgan will put a stop to this. He reaches them the same time I do. Tom takes another dive backwards and into me. I go down, my hands scraping over the loose gravel that litters the ground.
“Ouch!” A sharp rock slices into my hand and a long jagged cut runs across the palm.
Morgan grabs Devon and tells him something to low for me to hear. Morgan gives me a worried look and drags Devon back inside.
Tom shakes his head and pulls himself up. “You’re bleeding.”
“It’s a scratch,” I tell him.
“No,” he takes my hand. “It’s more than a scratch. Let’s get you inside and cleaned up.”
Cleaned up? It’s only then that I realize what I must look like. My hair is mussed, my lips swollen from Devon’s kisses and I’m bleeding. What must Tom think of me?
“Tom . . . ”
“No, Alex, don’t say anything.” He steers me around the building. “I tried to keep an eye on Cameron all night. I saw the way he looked at you when we came in and I didn’t want something like this to happen. I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner.”
“Tom it’s not your fault . . . your eye!” His eye is already swelling and bruising.
“I’ve had worse,” he dismisses and tries to take me back into the gym.
No way is that gonna happen. Janna will have a field day with this. “Will you please just take me home?”
He looks at me and nods. I crawl in his car and he goes back inside to get my sweater and coat. We are silent all the way home and I jump out of his car before it’s even pulled to a complete stop in front of my house.
“I’m sorry,” I mutter and run up the steps and into the house. I make it to the upstairs hall bathroom. Dad pounds on the door less than a minute later.
“Alex?”
“Yeah, Dad?”
“Are you okay, honey? You came tearing up here.”
“No, no, I’m fine, Dad. Just had to pee really bad.”
“You don’t sound like you’re . . . ”
“Dad!”
“Okay, okay,” he mutters. “I’m going to bed so if you need me . . . ”
“I’m fine, Dad, honest. Just tired.”
I hear him walk down the hall and his bedroom door shuts. I heave a sigh of relief. I glimpse my red, tear streaked face in the mirror and shudder to think about trying to explain to my dad why I’m crying.
I wash my face and clean the cut on my hand. My lips still throb with the force of Devon’s kiss and I brush them softly with my fingers. A mistake. Why did he think it was a mistake?
I creep back to my room and change into my pj’s. I think about going to bed but know I’ll just lay there tossing and turning. Instead, I go downstairs intending to get a glass of something, but find myself in my dad’s office staring at the picture of my mom on the mantle of the fireplace.
Alecia Reed was beautiful. Long sable colored hair framed a heart shaped face. Her eyes, my eyes, laugh out at me from the frame. She had always been laughing. She should be here. I need her. She should be sitting with me in the kitchen and listening to me tell her about how stupid Devon Cameron is. But no, she’d left, went and died on me and I had no one. I need my mamma right now more than I’ve ever needed her and she isn’t here.
“Why aren’t you here?” I ask the picture. Her laughing eyes are my only answer.
“I know you left us because you thought it was the right thing to do, but it wasn’t. Why couldn’t you see that?” I rail at the picture. “I need you, Mamma.”
“Shh, Sis, it’s okay,” Jason puts an arm around me. I didn’t hear him come in. He’s either getting better at being quiet or I am too upset for my heightened senses to work. “I’m here and you can talk to Emma in the morning.”
“It’s not the same, Jason,” I whisper. “I . . . ”
“I know,” he soothes. “I need her too.”
I lean into my brother and stare at the picture of my mother. Maybe this is how it starts, I think, maybe forgiving her starts with letting out the anger. It is a start, I decide as we head upstairs. That’s all I’m willing to give her right now.



Chapter 31
The banging on the door wakes me up. I sit up and look at the clock through blood shot eyes. 7:30 am. No way am I getting up right now.
“Go away!” I call. “It’s too early!”
More pounding.
I am seriously going to kill my brother. I throw the covers back and storm over to the door, yanking it open.
“Jason, I swear to God . . . ” I stop mid-sentence, my mouth falling open. Tom Wallace quirks an eyebrow at me. My hands fly to my hair. Oh God. I slam the door closed.
“I thought you were through hiding from me,” he calls through the door.
“What are you doing here?” I ask, frantically trying to calm my bed head hair. Curls refuse to take kindly to finger combing.
“I wanted to talk to you. Will you open the door?”
Why me? Why does this always happen to me?
“Please, Alex?”
I open the door and try to pretend my face isn’t beet red. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to slam the door in your face. You just startled me and . . . ”
“You bolted,” he smiles. “I’m used to that so I figured if I talked to you up here you couldn’t go very far if you tried to run.”
“How did you get up here?” I ask. No way would Dad let him up.
“Jase let me up. The black eye impressed him, I think. I get the feeling he’s a little afraid of Cameron.”
Yeah, Devon scares the bejeezes out of Jason, but in about ten minutes, I’m figuring he is gonna be more scared of me. What was he thinking letting Tom up here before I’m even awake? Oh, he’s so gonna get it.
“I wanted to come by and make sure you were all right. You flew out of the car so fast last night I didn’t get a chance to ask.”
“I’m fine.”
“How’s your hand?”
“Fine.”
“You’re not very talkative in the mornings are you?” He leans against the doorframe. I step further back. He looks at me like I’m something good to eat and I want to hide.
“I . . . uh . . . ”
“So, I was thinking, maybe we could give the whole date thing another go, somewhere without Cameron.”
“Uh . . . ” Date? He still wants to go out with me? After everything that happened last night, I figured he’d wash his hands of me for sure.
“Look, I know you’re still pretty hung up on Cameron. That’s fine. I know what I’m getting into. But, I thought it might be fun just to hang for a while and see where it goes. I really like you, Alex, and I’m willing to try if you are.”
“I don’t know . . . .” I need Saidie. What to do?
“There’s a romantic comedy playing or we could watch that scary Christmas flick they released early for Halloween,” he suggests. “It’d match your pajamas.”
My pajamas? Oh no! My face flames even brighter. I’m wearing my reindeer flannel pajamas. How much more embarrassing can this get?
“Sorry, I couldn’t resist,” he chuckles. “You look absolutely adorable when you blush.”
So not fair.
“What d’ya say? Can I pick you up at around six or so? We can grab a bite to eat and head over to the movies.”
Do it, Bess.
Morgan? Morgan is listening? Ohhhh . . . .
Don’t be mad, he pleads. I know how you feel about Devon, but I don’t think it’s going to work out. Devon won’t let it. You know that. Tom’s a good guy and he likes you. Just try, okay? Give him a chance. 
Fine, but Morgan if you ever listen in on something like this again, I promise I will beat you to within an inch of your life! Do you understand me?
Sure, sure.
Like I believe that. Morgan is nosier than Emma.
“Six sounds great,” I tell him cautiously.
He beams at me and winces. His eye must hurt when he smiles too big, I realize. “Does it hurt a lot?”
“Nah. Besides, it was worth it. It gave me a reason to come over this morning. I planned on using it to guilt you into going to the movies if you said no.”
“What?” I laugh.
“I had my battle plan mapped out. My Pops told me to resort to blackmail or guilt if I had to. I’m glad I didn’t.”
“Pops?”
“My grandpa,” he says. “The old man likes you.”
I frown. Do I know his grandpa?
“He and Mr. Earls play chess all day over at Nell’s diner.”
Oh, I do know his grandpa! Jason and I have gotten in the habit of stopping in there for a burger when Emma’s not home. Those two old coots are constantly arguing that one or the other cheated. I’m usually their referee when in there. Who knew Mr. Moore was his grandpa?
“Your grampa is hilarious,” I grin.
“Yup, and he told me I’d be a bigger fool than Cameron if I let you get away. Said if I had to sit on you to hold you still, to do it.”
“He did not!”
“Uh-huh and I thought there for a second I might have to resort to it.”
Morgan laughs.
OUT!
No way, Bess. This is good.
You are so going to die a thousand deaths, Morgan Chandler.
You’d have to catch me first.
“Well, I’m gonna go.” Tom pulls my attention back to him. “I would stay for breakfast, but I think I’ve pushed you far enough for one day or am I wrong in thinking you’ll hide out up here until I’m gone?”
“Uh . . . no . . . you’re not wrong.”
He leans forward and kisses me on the forehead. “See ya tonight.”
I close the door and fall into bed.
I actually agreed to go out with Tom Wallace. Again. Oye . . . I need to talk to Saidie.
I roll over looking for my phone and see the note. It’s lying on the floor. I recognize the handwriting at once. Devon. I pick it up and just look at it, afraid to open it. What could it say? My heart can’t take much more. But what if it says what I want to hear?
I sit up in bed and open it. Thick, heavy parchment paper slides out. Unfolding it, I begin to read.
Cara,
I am sorry I cannot talk to you in person, but I could not leave things as they were, though. I want you to understand.
Kissing you was Not a mistake. It was just a poor choice of words on my part. I made you cry, and that was not my intention. That kiss is something that I will treasure for eternity. It was amazing and beautiful. You are amazing and beautiful, the most beautiful creature I have ever had the pleasure of knowing. You shine like the sun on a cold winters day and chase away some of the biting darkness that lives within me. Your smile makes me smile. You are everything to me.
But I will not let my feelings for you keep me from doing what I came here to do to keep you safe.
There are things about me, about my past that you do not know and I hope you never will. It is for this reason I cannot give into both of our desires and claim you for my own. It is too dangerous. I’m too dangerous. In all my years I have never denied myself anything, but I will deny myself in this. You are too important to me to give in and do as I wish. Your safety comes first. I love you too much to risk your life. 
I wanted you to understand my reasons even though I cannot fully explain them to you. I do not want to hurt you, but I must keep you safe. Please, Cara, please say you will still be my friend. If I lost you, I do not know what I would do. I know I am asking a lot, but please, bellisima, I need you. I cannot bear the thought of never seeing you smile at me again or threaten to throttle me when I irritate you. 
I am so sorry, my Cara, my beloved. Forgive me for doing this.
Yours always, 
Devon C. Cameron
I let the note fall from my numb fingers. He loves me? I feel the wetness of my tears as they forge wet trails down my cheeks. How can he ask me to give him up when he says he loves me? Why would he? My heart stutters and shatters all over again. Pain grips me. He loves me, but he wouldn’t...why?
Stupid, stupid, boy! He has no right to tell me this and then expect me to go on as if nothing happened. I fell in love with him that first day when he dismissed me so easily. He’d gotten under my skin and stayed there. And now he’s telling me he loves me too, but that we can’t be together? How is that remotely fair?
He wants to be my friend? My friend? I want so much more from him, but he won’t give it to me. He means it too. He will never let himself do what he wants. Can I be his friend after everything that has happened between us? My fingers find their way to my lips. I can still feel his bruising kiss this morning. I honestly don’t know, but the thought of losing him nearly kills me. I need him probably as much as he needs me. How can I take that from him, from me?
God, it hurts so much. A sob breaks free and I curl up in my bed, burying my face in my pillow so no one will hear. I’m alone and the pain very nearly cripples me. Memories of being alone in a dark room, of having my hands tied so that I can’t hurt myself or anyone else tears through me and I start to panic. I can feel the weight of the restraints on my wrists. The fear and pain from that part of my life almost mirrors the pain I’m feeling now. Together, they are my undoing.
Warmth floods me. The smell of spring leaves invade my senses. Morgan surrounds me with thoughts and feelings of home, of pack. He is here and I’m not alone. The memories of solitary confinement recede and I can breathe again. I can get through this. I have to. For all of us.
Please, God, let me get through this.



Chapter 32
We never made it to the movies. I think Tom took one look at my face and decided a romantic comedy was not the best idea. I know I looked bad. My face is chalky and my eyes are gaunt and hollow. Devon’s letter had really done a number on me. I feel broken, beaten, and bruised. The only reason I didn’t cancel on Tom is because I did feel guilty about the black eye.
I don’t know if coming was the right decision, though. Devon has done serious damage to my heart. Can I spend the next couple of hours pretending everything is peachy king? How can I smile when I’m bleeding on the inside? It hurts so much, worse even than the first time I saw him kiss the hohag. And I’m mad. How dare he tell me he loves me and then declare we can never be together? I want to strangle Devon for doing this to me, to us. Stupid Gypsy Boy.
“Are you up for this?” Tom asks, breaking into my internal rampage. I look up, startled to see we were at Nell’s diner.
“Sure,” I nod woodenly.
“You’re awfully quiet,” he says. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“Nope.”
“Cameron’s an idiot,” he says in disgust.
“Yup,” I agree and immediately feel bad. Tom already knows how I feel about Devon. No need to rub his face in it.
“I’m sorry, Tom,” I sigh. “I shouldn’t have come.”
“No, I’m glad you did,” he tells me. “I know what I’m getting into here, Alex, and I think you’re worth it.”
“But why?” I turn to look at him.
“Why not?” he quirks a brow.
“That’s not an answer, Tom.”
He sighs. “Because I like you, Alex. I always have.”
“Not always,” I frown. Not when I was locked up at Compton.
“You’re forgetting something, Alex. I’ve known you since I was five years old. Did you know I still remember the first day I met you?”
“You do?” I can’t remember it.
“I think you were all of four years old. You gave me and Jason hell for being late to your tea party.”
“I can’t believe you remember that,” I smile a little.
“Yup,” he nods and opens his car door. “You always were the cutest little thing I’ve ever seen—ponytail, baggy clothes and all.”
What? He’s out of the car before I can say anything. He liked me way back then? He couldn’t have, could he?
Tom opens my door and offers me a hand. I stare at it and then up at him.
“Just a chance, Alex,” he says softly. “That’s all I’m asking for. Just a chance.”
A chance? My heart aches. I need someone to help heal it. Maybe Tom can do that. I can handle a chance. Maybe.
I take his hand and let him pull me out of the car. The strength in the hand that holds mine feels wonderful. I want to lean into it and see if he really can take some of the pain away.
“Common, let’s get you something to eat.” He leads me inside the diner.
I love this old retro diner. Nell had opened it back in the late seventies and hadn’t bothered to upgrade the décor since. It still has the same booths, counter tops, and tables all done in ugly yellows and oranges. It’s perfect.
“Pops wants to talk to you,” Tom whispers. “Says he’s never seen you all gussied up.”
Gussied up? I grimace, looking down at my faded jeans and black sweater. Gussied up I am not.
“Com’mere, girl,” Mr. Moore waves at us from where he sits at one of the middle tables. His checker’s partner is nowhere to be seen but the board and all the pieces are laid out in front of him.
“Hurry up, girl,” he grouches. “I ain’t got all day.”
“How are you tonight, Mr. Moore?” I ask him.
“Better’n you,” he laughs. “You look terrible, girl.”
My eyes widen. I’d forgotten how blunt the old man can be.
“Pops,” Tom warns.
“Shush. I ain’t sayin’ nothin’ the girl don’t already know,” he snorts. “Did the boy have to sit on you?”
“No, sir, I did not,” Tom grins at his grandfather. “Of course, there for a minute I thought I might have to go upstairs and get her. She made me wait for twenty minutes before coming down.”
“You know it takes girls forever to get ready,” I tease. “You’re lucky it was only twenty minutes.”
“If it was any other girl, I’d agree with you,” he says, his eyes turning to pools of warm chocolate.
“What do you mean?” I ask him.
“You’ve been running from me since that day in the lunchroom,” he leans closer. “But I’m glad you finally stopped running and let me catch you.”
“Who says I’ve stopped running or that you’ve caught me?” I ask softly, gazing into his eyes. The wolf stirs inside and approves. No, he hasn’t caught us yet, but we might be willing to let him try.
“Woo-hoo, girlie! You tell him,” Mr. Moore slaps his hand down on the table, breaking the strange moment between Tom and me. “Give that boy of mine a run for his money.”
Whoa, what? I’m going to have to do something about these crazy insane thoughts my inner-wolf puts into my head. I don’t want him to catch me. I want Devon. The wolf growls in defiance. If we can’t have Devon, why not Tom?
“We’ll see you later, Pops,” Tom laughs and steers me over to a booth. “Feeling a little better?” he asks after the waitress takes our orders.
Strangely enough I am. Somehow Tom’s gentle teasing has helped ease the ache inside. I still hurt, but it isn’t a crushing weight anymore. I can breathe. Maybe the wolf knows what she’s talking about.
No. Don’t even go there, I warn myself. One boy is enough trouble, but two? No way.
“Yeah,” I answer ruefully. “Thanks.”
He gives me a lop-sided grin and asks, “So tell me, how much do you really hate football?”
I laugh. I’m shocked to find that I can. Tom’s light-hearted banter keeps me laughing for the next three hours. We talk about any and everything. By the time we pull into my driveway, I am feeling almost normal. Oh, I’m still broken, bruised and bleeding, but Tom took the edge off the pain.
“There see, that wasn’t so bad now was it?” he asks me as he walks me to the door. “You look like you’re feeling much better.”
“Yes, thank you,” I tell him and mean it. Tom has taken one of the worst days of my life and made it bearable. Kudos to him.
“Well, I can be quite charming when I want to be,” he smiles down at me.
Good Lord, he has dimples. How did I miss that before? Because I hadn’t paid attention before, I admit to myself. He’d asked for a chance and I might give it to him. I need to know something first, though.
“Did you mean what you said earlier?” I ask hesitantly. “About liking me before with the ponytail and baggy clothes? Even when I was at . . . Compton?”
His face becomes serious as he studies me. “Yeah, I meant it,” he says.
“But how could you like me before?” I ask. “You know what kind of place Compton is. Doesn’t it bother you to think that I might really be that crazy?”
“Alex, you are not crazy,” he tells me. “You went through a lot when you were a kid, you got messed up from it. Sometimes we all need help. You hid away from the world, but I saw you. Sweet, kind, loyal to a fault, stubborn, and absolutely beautiful just the way you are. That’s what I saw when I always looked at you, not the girl from the nut house.”
“Really?” He looks so serious. The truth shines from his eyes.
“Uh-huh,” he nods. “And you know what else? You’ve got the most gorgeous eyes I’ve ever seen, especially right now.”
“Why now?”
“Because they’re as black as the clouds above us and now they’re wide with anticipation.”
“Anticipation?” I whisper, the wolf spurring me to lean in closer to him. “Of what?”
“That I’m going to kiss you,” he whispers back, moving closer.
“Are you going to kiss me?” I ask softly.
“Yes.” His head lowers toward mine.
The door flies open and Jason stands glaring at us. “About time you got home.”
“Jason, what are you doing?” I demand, glaring holes into him.
“Opening the door,” he replies.
Tom snorts.
“I’ll be there in just a minute,” I slam the door closed. Oh, he is so gonna get it when I get my hands on him. No, better yet, I’ll hide the HDMI cable to his PS3.
Tom chuckles at the murderous expression on my face.
“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “Jason . . . ”
“Will deal with it,” he interrupts me.
“Well, goodnight,” I tell him nervously and reach for the door handle, every instinct screaming to run from the expression in his eyes. I might be plotting my brother’s death, but I am glad he’d interrupted us. My mind keeps going back to the burger and onion rings I’d scarfed down. My breath smells like onions and now that I think about it, no way do I want him smelling rancid onion breath. No, it’s better to escape and rethink the whole kissing thing later.
“Not so fast,” Tom’s hand reaches out and grabs my arm mid-flight.
My eyes widen at the look in his eyes. They glow with intent. I pull on my arm. He pulls me closer. 
Before I can do anything, he leans down and kisses me. His kiss is soft and gentle and very, very nice. I, however, feel totally inept. I’ve only kissed one other person and am not sure of what I’m doing. I mostly just let him move his lips over mine. He doesn’t seem to mind my not helping and when he finally raises his head, I feel a little overwhelmed, shy, and self-conscious. This is all new to me and I’m pretty sure I’m not that good at it.
“You look ready to bolt again,” he smiles ruefully. “I’ll take that as my cue to leave. Goodnight, Alex.” He brushes his lips across mine once more and then starts back down the driveway, whistling.
I watch him until his car turns the corner and I can’t see it. I sigh, confused. I don’t want to feel anything for Tom Wallace, but I do. His kisses don’t cause the riptide of sensations and emotions Devon’s do, but I definitely feel something. The heat from a warm fire as it thaws out the cold, I think. That’s what Tom’s kisses remind me of. I feel cold inside and he’s slowly melting the freezing ice away.
I love Devon, need him like air and water, but I can’t have him. Would it be so wrong to let myself feel something for someone else? Especially when Devon is doing just that?
Turning I start to go inside when I catch movement out of the corner of my eye. I stop and look out into the darkness surrounding the porch. Is there something out there? I listen, noticing for the first time how quiet it is. I take a deep breath, letting the wolf take in the various smells that filter through my nose. Something smells . . . off. A strange smell. I move closer to the steps leading off the porch. Where is it coming from?
A figure jumps at me and I scream, falling backwards. The door busts open and Jason comes running out, his eyes searching every shadow.
“What, what is it?”
I laugh. I can’t help it. Not more than five feet away from us sits Mrs. Miller’s tabby housecat. She must have let it out for the night. I’d gotten paranoid over a cat.
Jason sees the cat and then hauls me up. He grins as I brushed the dirt off my pants.
“What’s going on out here?” Dad asks, staring from one to the other of us.
“Sorry, Dad,” I tell him. “The cat spooked me.”
He shakes his head at both of us. “Well come on inside before you two freeze to death.”
“Sure thing, Dad.” Jason makes a beeline for the door and then the living room. They must have been watching ESPN because Dad is just as quick to run back to the living room.
The hair on the back of my neck prickles and I pause before going in. I glance over my shoulder one more time at the shadows surrounding the house. I get the creepy feeling someone is watching me, but the only thing looking at me is the cat.
Get a grip, Alex, I tell myself. There’s nothing out here but a cat.
Just a cat.



Chapter 33
I sit on the school steps and absently listen to Saidie ramble. We’d had a freak snow storm the night before and the snow finally stopped about mid-morning and most everyone outside is involved in some kind of snowball war. Saidie and I dodged more than we could count and managed to flee to the steps with minor damage. Jason, Tom and some of the other players on the football team are still engaged in the battle of the century. Watching them makes me smile. Jason still doesn’t like that I’m dating Tom, but he’s dealing with it. And Tom. I had been right to give him a chance. He made the pain of losing Devon easier to bear. I can laugh with him. He watches me for signs of running and bolting, though. There had been plenty, but he always gives chase. The more time I spend with him, the more I like him.
If only he could distract me from what’s been going on with my friends. I sigh. Since our little powwow in the gazebo, things feel strained between everyone. Our little group has not spent more than five minutes together as a whole in days. Janna ate it up. Rumors spread and gossip mongers crowded in to watch. We all seem to be avoiding each other which only fed the rumors. We talk, but never together. Saidie and Devon avoided each other like the plague.
Connor appears to be immune, though. He really doesn’t care. In fact, he seems excited about hanging out with monsters. God help us all.
“Alex,” Saidie nudges me. “Did you finish this problem?”
We are trying to finish our algebra homework but neither of us seems to be making too much headway. We enjoy being outside in the snow and laughing at all the antics going on among the makeshift snow forts.
“No,” I frown, suddenly feeling anxious. I automatically look for Morgan and catch my breath. He’s arguing with another boy. The boy holds my attention. He’s tall with blonde hair like Morgan’s, but that’s where the similarities ended. He looks older, more dangerous somehow.
“Who’s that with Morgan?” I ask Saidie.
“Don’t know . . . what?” she frowns.
The boy pushes past Morgan and starts toward Devon.
We have trouble, Bessie Mae.
I am up and running before the words are finished. I see everything he’s seen in a flash. The boy means to hurt Devon.
“Alex?” Saidie calls, getting up and running after me.
“You’re not supposed to be here,” I can hear the boy’s voice, low and full of anger.
I come to a stop directly in front of Devon and Saidie settles herself beside of me.
“Hi,” I say brightly. “Is there a problem?”
His eyes, a deep blue, stare at me, startled. His tone is cold, though, when he speaks.
“This is none of your business.”
“Yeah, it kinda is my business,” I tell him, smiling. “Devon’s a friend of mine.”
“Friend?” he laughs harshly. “You have no idea who he is.”
“I know exactly what he is, what you are.” I can feel the energy pulsing off of him. Definitely a were. His scent smells like Morgan’s and Jason’s. It’s an earthy smell, like the woods after a fresh rain. My wolf tells me he smells of pack. He’s a wolf.
His eyes narrow. “You can’t know . . . ”
“We know everything we need to know,” Saidie tells him, her own voice hard and unbending.
His lips thin in anger. “This is ridiculous. You two need to move out of my way.”
“Nope, sorry,” I say. “Can’t do that.”
“Yeah, you will.”
Devon snarls, his warning low but clear.
“If you so much as touch a hair on his head, you will answer to me,” I tell him, anger creeping up on me. I can see the intent to hurt in his eyes. He isn’t going to touch Devon. Devon is Mine. My wolf snarls in my head. The boy’s eyes go wide, sensing the wolf in me maybe.
“And me,” Saidie agrees.
“And me,” Connor chimes in.
I glanced behind me to see that Connor has joined us. Devon is surrounded once Morgan comes to stand beside of me.
“Morgan.” There is a definite tone of warning in the boy’s voice.
“You will have to go through all of us,” Morgan’s voice comes out like the crack of a whip, full of steel and determination. “He’s staying. Accept it.”
The boy growls in frustration. A real doggy growl. He nods grudgingly.
“Let’s go, Bess.” Morgan moves to herd us away. It isn’t until then we notice that everyone who’d been outside is staring at us. People had moved closer to see what was going on.
“Wonderful,” I mutter. 
“Remember, even bad publicity is good publicity,” Saidie whispers.
Leave it to Saidie to remind me of the little war I’d started with Janna. Like I need reminding. She and the hohags haven’t made a move yet and I’m nervous. Just what are the hags up to?
“Care to tell us what that was all about?” I ask once we are all seated back at our usual spot on the school steps.
“That was Paul Richards,” Morgan sighs. “He just moved here. When he caught Devon’s smell, he flipped. I tried to calm him down, but he wouldn’t listen.”
“There are other shifters in school?” Connor’s eyes are growing brighter.
“Of course,” Morgan grins at him, his eyes flashing amber for a second.
Morgan.
What? 
“Why haven’t any of them flipped out before now?” Connor asks.
“Oh, they did at first. The pack decided to watch before taking any action. You remember for a while there Devon and I were practically ready to kill each other?” he laughs. “Anyway, once I figured out he wasn’t here to cause any harm I managed to convince the rest of the pack he isn’t a threat to us. My pack trusts me not to put them in danger, so they agreed to leave him be. Paul’s new here. He doesn’t know me and he has no reason to trust me. He’s only been running with us for a week or so.”
“Shouldn’t he have noticed them before now?”
“Today is his first day of school. He wouldn’t have seen Devon before.”
“It’s bad enough that we have to worry about Alex, now we have to make sure you don’t get torn apart,” Saidie shoots Devon a disgruntled look.
Devon stares at her for a long minute, and then nods in acceptance and gives her a half smile.
I let out a breath I’m not aware I’ve been holding. The last couple days have been hard with the rift that formed between all of us. It appears that we are still loyal to each other, though. Loyalty is something that cannot be so easily broken once given and can forgive much. It ties us together more tightly than even friendship. The pressure crushing my chest eases. It’s going to be alright. 
We all hear the bell and Connor groans.
“I forgot to finish my homework,” he sighs heavily.
Saidie and I look at each other sheepishly. We haven’t finished ours either. No brownie points for either of us.
“Come on, Connor,” Morgan grins devilishly. “We’d best get along. We wouldn’t want to be late now would we?”
“Of course not,” Connor grins wickedly. “Devon?”
He smiles that slow mischievous smile of his that has me melting. Again. Sigh. “I would not think of missing it.”
Saidie and I exchange worried looks. Just what are those three up to?
“Come on, Alex, let’s go. I for one am not going to the office.”
I completely agree with her.
“What are they up to?” Saidie whispers a little while later. Class started twenty minutes ago and there is still no sign of the boys.
“Miss Reed, Miss Walker, where are those boys?” Mr. Rawlings demands, noticing the time too. “I saw them with you at lunch.”
“We don’t know, Mr. Rawlings,” Saidie answers truthfully.
There is a knock on the door just then and Mr. Crouse comes in, followed by all three boys.
“Mr. Rawlings, I’m sorry the boys are late. They were helping Mrs. King move some things in her classroom and then came by the office. I gave them a note, but they seemed a little concerned about returning to class. I wondered why?”
“I do have very strict rules about tardiness, Mr. Crouse.”
“Did you tell them that you wouldn’t accept any excuse?”
“Yes, I did. They have more than enough time to get to class before the bell rings.”
“So, what you’re telling me is that you won’t accept an excuse from the office then?” Mr. Crouse asks sharply.
Morgan winks at us.
We roll our eyes at him.
Dork.
Don’t you know it!
“No, I said no such thing . . . ” Mr. Rawlings flounders.
“Please come see me after class, Mr. Rawlings.”
“Take your seats,” Mr. Rawlings says angrily after the vice principal leaves. “You’ll have to get your notes later. I’m putting a pop quiz up on the board!”
“Was it worth it?” Saidie whispers.
All three nod with huge toothy grins.
Boys.



Chapter 34
The first week of October brought the first official dance that everyone could attend. So of course I got roped into attending another dance with Tom. I am beginning to think that me and dances are so not gonna mesh. Bad things happen. Saidie, however, is all bubbly and giddy. She got a senior to ask her and she can’t wait.
Rain forced us into the gym at lunch today. I’d rather be outside, but Saidie refuses to get wet. No one else seems to mind being inside either. Talk of the school dance fills the gymnasium. My hearing has definitely improved since the wolf woke up. I can hear a pen drop all the way on the other side of the gym now. Freak show strikes again.
I can see Jason laughing with Tom whom had stopped by for a few minutes and then ambled off towards my brother. Tom doesn’t crowd me and I’m grateful. He respects our group’s little unspoken rule that we spend most of our lunch together separate from our latest crushes. Jason still is a wee bit upset with my dating his best friend. He needs to get over it.
At least Jason is doing better, though. Spending time with the Morgan’s pack has really helped him. He shifted about a week after his first visit. Since then he’s become confident and even more arrogant than usual. Hence why he thinks he can dictate to me who I can and cannot go out with. Big brother learned quickly not to try that again. My wolf is bigger and badder than his even though I still haven’t shifted. Kinda glad about that since Jase says it hurts—a lot. Then again, at least Jason isn’t helpless if we get attacked.
“You do have your dress, right?” Saidie waves a hand in front of my face.
I blink. Dress? “OHMYGOD!”
“YOU DID FORGET!” Saidie looks horrified.
Of course I forgot it. I didn’t want to go to the stupid dance to begin with. My last one had been a disaster. So why would I want to repeat the experience? My eyes find Tom and I soften. He is so excited about actually taking me as his date and not as a revenge date. He really is good for me. He makes me laugh and that is not an easy thing to do these days. Morgan helps with the loneliness, but it’s been pressing in on me, making me remember my days at Compton more and more.
The nightmares are getting worse too, I wake up screaming every single night, scaring my dad half to death. I could never remember more than bits and pieces of them before, but now they are as clear and vibrant as if I’m actually there. Knowing the things I see in them are real makes them that much more terrifying. Uncle Sabien’s trying to find a way to block them without making me forget everything this time like Mom did before.
I’ve heard Dad and Emma talking. They want to call my psychiatrist at Compton for advice. They’re concerned I’m a little too overwhelmed. My life has gone through a lot of changes the last month with Mom dying, me getting a real boyfriend, and just the normal day to day stuff that I wasn’t exposed to at Compton. They don’t want a repeat of last time and the nightmares were a big part of my childhood. They drove me to insomnia which in turn caused me to really go a little nuts. The thought of going back there is enough to make me forget anything. Another reason I forgot my dress.
I won’t disappoint Tom. He deserves better than that, especially with all the crap he put up with from me in the very beginning. He’s a good guy and he’s never once judged me. Making him happy honestly makes me happy. I have the feeling that he’s becoming more important to me than I wanted him to. I care about him. A lot.
He and Jason were always together growing up, so I’ve always been around him. He was like a second brother to me in the beginning, but then as we got older, he started looking at me differently and that always made me nervous. I avoided him and then I got committed to Compton for five years. When I came back, I understood the way he looked at me and I liked it, but the wolf in me ran to make him chase me. I understand that now too. The urge to run from him was our way of testing his worthiness in seeing if he would follow and conquer and he did. The wolf and I both smile in response to that thought.
OHHHHHHNOOOOOO!!!!!!
I close my eyes when the realization strikes me. Am I actually falling for Tom Wallace? This is different than what I feel for Devon, but it’s strong too. Do I love Tom? My heart warms at the thought. I don’t think love is the right word, at least not yet, but I definitely care a lot. It’s why I won’t disappoint him and why I beg Saidie to help me find a dress with absolutely no time to do so. 
Honest to God, I hate shopping and the mall makes me frustrated when I have to shop. I know as a girl, I’m supposed to be a shopaholic, but I absolutely abhor it. Don’t get me wrong, I can sit and hang out all day, but put me in a store where I have to buy something and I get crabby. Retail therapy so does not work for me. Saidie, however, can live in Macy’s. Jason brought us and then fled to Best Buy the minute Saidie started talking about the different dresses we should try on. Yeah, my brother hates shopping as much as me.
I did, however, find a dress in less than an hour. Yeah me. I love the short little cocktail dress. The simple black concoction molds to my curves and makes my eyes look even darker than usual. Perfection.
I step off the escalator and look up in time to see a man coming towards me. Hazel eyes stare at me from a face framed by auburn hair. I try to step out of his way, but he just keeps coming. I know he sees me because I can see his eyes.
The wolf stirs to life inside of me. We sniff the air. This is not a scent we know. It smells of danger. I want to panic, but her presence keeps me calm. I take a step to the side and am not surprised when he steps with me. A tracker. The thought hits us with a violent shock.
“Hello, little one,” he smiles at me. His voice, low and deep, hold a hint of a southern drawl.
“Who are you?” we ask cautiously.
He frowns. “We didn’t expect this,” he says to himself.
“What?”
“Your wolf is awake,” he replies.
“How do you know that?” Uncle Sabien said it was a well kept secret.
“I can see the amber circles in your eyes, little one.”
Our eyes are amber? So cool. We wish we could see them.
Two more men approach slowly from both sides, trying to corner us. We can sense something above us, waiting. No escape there.
Help, we need help. Morgan . . . we think, our mind reaching out to find him.
Bess? Morgan’s voice is alert. We open our mind to him and let him see what we see, hear what we hear.
We need to buy time. “Are you a tracker?” we ask.
“No,” he shakes his head. “I’m a witch like you.”
“What do you want?”
“Your magic.”
We snarl at him and leap.
Someone hits us from behind, causing us to fall forward. Our hair gets caught on something and it tears when w pulled away. When we look up they are gone. Oh no, they don’t. No one threatens us. We sniff, looking for the trail their scent leaves behind.
No, Alex, you can’t track them by yourself, Morgan whispers. Saidie and Jason are coming, Go to the food court and stay there. 
Morgan . . . 
No, Alexandria. Not alone. His tone leaves little room for argument. We stalk to the food court, trying to find the scent of our attackers. We are calming down a bit and I am able to separate my mind from hers, at least a little.
Jason finds us first. “Are you okay?” he demands, his eyes searching every corner.
“We’re fine,” I say. I scratch my arms furiously. The crawling seems to have gotten a hundred times worse since meeting the stranger. Maybe the fear caused it. My magic does seem to act up more when I’m afraid or angry. Either way the itching is killing me.
“I swear I can’t leave you alone for five minutes, Sis, without you finding some kind of trouble.”
So not my fault.
“Oh, God, are you okay?” Saidie grabs me up for a hug. Jason rolls his eyes.
The wolf surges forward again as we catch a distinct smell.
“We’re fine.”
There. The scent . . . we can smell it. We dart left.
“Oh no you don’t,” Jason grabs us. We snarl at him.
“NO.” He grabs the bags and shoves us ahead of him and out of the mall. “No way am I explaining to Devon how I let you get yourself killed on my watch.”
“What’s wrong with her?” Saidie asks once we are all in the car and on our way home. “Why is she saying “we”?”
“Her wolf took over,” he explains quietly. “The wolf seems to come out when Al is afraid. She helps Alex to stay calm, but she also causes problems. Their minds sync up and Alex hasn’t learned enough control yet to fight the instincts of the wolf. Alex doesn’t think in terms of I or she. Instead she thinks in terms of ‘we’—she and the wolf, one mind, separate, but together. So when they caught the scent of the tracker who found her, the wolf wanted to follow it. Common sense says to run, but the predator inside of us says to fight. If I had let her do that, it could have gotten her killed.”
“You know you’re going to suffer for this,” we growl.
“Oh, what are you gonna do, Al?” he asks sarcastically.
We smile our cattiest smile. “You’ll find out soon enough.”
He frowns.
Yup, Jason knows he is gonna get it but good.



Chapter 35
The room was aglow in candlelight. A lone woman stood in the center of the room, drawing a circle around her. Her soft sable hair shone in the candlelight. She placed four candles around the circle. She turned, facing the first candle. She began to speak, lighting each candle with the invocation she gave.
“Wind, I need thy swiftness. I call thee to my circle.
 
Fire, I need thy cleansing purity to burn away the ties that bind.
I call thee to my circle.
Water, I need thee to wash away the bonds of connections.
I call thee to my circle.
Earth, I need thy regenerative spirit to aid my quest.
I call thee to my circle.”
 
A light snap could be heard and felt as the circle closed. She smiled in triumph. She opened a package on the floor and placed it in the palm of her hand. She spoke again.
 
“Sister of Power, I summon thee.
Sister of Heart, I summon thee.
Sister of Mind, I summon thee.
Hear my plea, hear my cry.
When he calls, you will follow.
You will come to me!”
She fell to her knees on the floor, the power flowing outward from her. 
“It is done,” she whispered with a smile, her obsidian eyes glowed with red fire.
 
I blink my eyes open and sit up, trying to remember. What had I just dreamed? It is important to remember, but the more I try the fuzzier it gets.
What do I need to remember? The urge to remember fades and my eyes flutter close. I am sound asleep soon, the strange dream forgotten.



Chapter 36
Thousands of twinkling lights are aglow in the gym. Purple and yellow balloons decorate the walls amongst streamers of the same colors strung artistically throughout. Saidie and I have just come in. Emma dropped us off. I’d asked Tom not to pick me up so that Saidie had an excuse not to ride in the car with her date. He’d gotten a little to over-eager on their date last night and she is a bit wary of getting back into a car with him.
“Hello, ladies,” Tom greets us. He looks a little stunned. 
 “You look great,” Tom tells me, taking my hand.
“Thanks.” I smile up at him. I do look good. Alright, I’m not vain by any means but I worked hard on my appearance tonight. I wanted to look good in case I saw the hohag. My little black dress with its rounded neckline only hints at what is underneath. Trust me, revealing too much isn’t what a girl wants. It just makes you look either desperate or hoey. Emma insisted I let my natural curls come out and play. I have to admit she was right. They do look really nice even for Shirley Temple like curls.
“Saidie, you look amazing as always,” her date, Andrew, grabs her hand. “Come on, let’s dance.”
“Shall we?” Tom motions towards the dance floor.
“I’d love to.”
I spend the next two hours dancing and having the time of my life. Devon and the hohag are here somewhere. She looks amazing. I’d give her that much. But so did I, I remind myself. I don’t look as sophisticated and grown up as she does, but I don’t let that bother me. Not much anyway (liar).
Dancing is something I absolutely love. I enjoy every second on the dance floor and have to admit that despite running into Devon and the hohag, the night is turning out to be fantastic. Why had I been so worried?
My feet start to hurt so I plead my way off the floor and send Tom to get us something to drink. Plopping down at an empty table, I jump a little when Saidie slides into a seat across from me.
“Having fun?” she grins at me.
“Totally, you?”
“Yeah, but my feet are killing me.”
Connor is there a second later, looking a little relieved.
“Where’s Amber?” Saidie looks around for Connor’s date.
“Somewhere,” he waves the question off.
“You’re hiding from her aren’t you?” I grin at him.
“I am not,” he denies.
“Did we or did we not tell you, Connor, not to ask her out?” Saidie shakes her head sadly at him. “All the girl can do is giggle.”
“She’s pretty,” he says defensively.
Devon slaps him on the back as he joins us.
Connor winces.
“Some lessons are best learned the hard way. Hello, Amber.”
Connor sighs.
“Here you are, Connor,” she giggles.
Connor’s expression becomes pained. 
“Can we dance, Connor?” Amber asks in a near whine.
“Sure,” he agrees, standing. “Let’s go.”
Tom appears then, holding a drink in his hand. “Sorry it took so long. I got waylaid by some friends.”
“Not a problem,” I tell him and take a long drink of the pop he’d brought me. I frown and set the cup down. It tastes a little bitter.
“Ready to go again?” he asks.
“Sure thing,” I nod and let Tom lead me back to the floor.
Five minutes later I stumble, feeling hot and more than a little dizzy. I blink, trying to clear my head.
“Are you okay?” Tom asks, concerned.
“Yeah, it’s just really hot in here.”
“Do you want to sit down?”
“No,” I shake my head, the need for clean fresh air overwhelming me. “I just need some air.”
“I’ll come with you.”
“No,” I say quickly. I don’t want Tom to come with me. I don’t know why, but I need to be by myself for a few minutes. “That’s okay, Tom. I’ll just be a second.”
I turn and walked quickly toward the gymnasium doors, leaving Tom frowning after me. As soon as the cool air hits my face, I immediately feel better. Everything stops spinning.
Hearing the slam of a car door I look up and see a man standing by a black Lexus. I can see him clearly as he’s standing under a light. Dark auburn hair and hazel eyes smile at me from a face that looks to be about twenty five or so. He has a strong jaw line and a slightly crooked nose like it’s been broken before.
He smiles at me.
I frown. Do I know him? Oh my God! Yes, I know him—the guy from the mall. That is the last sane thought that enters my head. When he speaks my mind sorta just freezes up.
“Are you ready to go, little one?” he asks, opening the passenger door.
“Yes, of course,” I hear myself answer.
Odd, but I’m not afraid of him. I feel like I know him and it is most natural thing in the world to follow him. I don’t know him, though, and I know I should run back into the gym screaming, but that doesn’t stop me from moving towards the car. Something is very wrong here, but I can’t for the life of me say what. I don’t really care either.
“Alex!”
I hear my name being called, but I ignore it. Instead, I settle myself into the front seat of the car. The door closes and a moment later he slides into the driver’s side.
“Hot?” he asks, noticing my flushed face.
“A little.”
He turns the air up to high and then we are moving. Closing my eyes, I lean back, content to let the cool air soothe my heated skin as he drives. There is no need to worry. Right?



Chapter 37
I blink, feeling the car stop. I must have dozed off. The car door opens and I look up to see the man holding out a hand to me.
“Careful of the gravel,” he warns, grasping my hand and pulling me out of the car.
I gasp. The moment he touches me, the buzzing in my ears stops and the crawly feeling on my skin disappears. I haven’t felt like this since my magic awoke. His touch soothes it away.
He smiles down at me, his eyes full of shock and wonder.
“How?” I whisper.
“I’ll explain later. We must go inside now, but your friend must wait out here.”
“My . . . friend?”
He nods behind me and I turn to see Connor standing by his brother’s car. I frown. What is Connor doing here? Wait. What am I doing here?
“Alex, are you okay?” Connor asks, taking a step closer. “I followed you guys here when you wouldn’t answer me. I thought you might be in trouble.”
“No,” the man holds up his hand, halting Connor’s steps. “You will stay here.” Power radiates from his voice. Connor blinks and nods. It is similar to what Uncle Sabien had done to my father the night my magic came roaring to life. He’d told him to go to bed. Now this man has kept Connor from moving.
“I . . . ” What’s going on? How did I get here? Why am I with the psycho guy from the mall? Ohh, this can’t be at all good.
“Do not be afraid, little one,” the man soothes. “All is well.”
“Who are you?”
“I am Nathaniel Winters.”
I don’t understand what is going on. My head is all fuzzy.
“Alex, Devon is on his way,” Connor tells me softly, the strain evident in his voice. He must be fighting whatever hold Nathaniel has on him. “I called him on the way here.”
“Devon?” I whisper. I look around and recognize the house. We are at the old Monroe House. It had been abandoned in the early 1920’s.
“It will do him no good to come here,” I hear Nathaniel say and try to focus on what he is talking about. “She belongs to us—to me. Come, little one, we must hurry. Let’s go inside.”
I nod. Yes, we should go inside. He pulls me along up the porch steps and I vaguely hear him order Connor not to come inside.
He leads me into the foyer and then to the right. It looks to be a large room, maybe a sitting area. There are other people there as well, watching me. Their faces are full of some emotion I can’t define. They almost look . . . hungry. It scares me. I take an instinctive step closer to Nathaniel. I feel safe with him. Why I don’t know. But I do. Crap. What is it with me feeling safe with the most dangerous people? I must be more screwed up in the head than even I realize.
“You have done well, little brother.”
The woman who spoke looks young as well. She can’t have been more than twenty-five or so. Long red hair frames a lovely face with beautiful ivory skin and blue eyes. She looks like an angel. Her smile, meant to be welcoming, puts me on edge. There is something almost feral about her. Her eyes, I decide. Predatory eyes. They remind me of the look in the werecats eyes right before they attacked me.
Attack! Oh no! My mind clears enough to remember that Nathaniel came to the mall yesterday with some friends to attack me. And what did little ol’ moi do? I let him lead me, pretty as you please, into a trap. Stupid, stupid, stupid. I need Morgan. He’d take care of everything. I just need to stay alive until he got here.
Morgan?
There is no answer. I can’t find him, can’t feel him. Panic hits me hard. My stomach knots up and bile rises in my throat as fear races along my veins. The wolf in me tries to surface, but something keeps her at bay, sleeping. This is bad. Very, very, bad.
“No,” the woman smiles at me. “There will be no help coming for you. I made sure of that. You have been cut off from your mate, your compagnon d'âme. The potion you drank at the dance did the trick. You made it so easy for us, sweetling. So trusting you are. A true lamb to the slaughter.”
Potion? I didn’t drink any . . . .oh, crap! The drink Tom brought me. I remember how bitter it tasted. Right after that I got sick and went outside and found Nathaniel waiting for me. Crap, crap, crap!
“No,” Nathaniel shakes his head at his sister. “There will be no slaughter this night, Lorelye.”
“We need her power, Nathaniel. There is only one way to get it.”
“I’ll never let you harm her, Lorelye,” Nathaniel says, his voice hard and full of power. It lashes out at his sister.
“What is this, little brother? How do you think we are to gain her power? It lies in her blood. In order for us to absorb it, we need her blood.”
“She’ll become one of us, but we won’t harm her.”
Lorelye narrows her eyes at her brother before smiling at him. “You always were the weakest of us, Nathaniel. It is of no matter. I will have her power.”
“I won’t let you hurt her.” He pushes me behind his back. “She is my compliment.”
“What?” Lorelye shrieks. “It’s not possible!”
“But it is. Her touch soothes the burning in my blood as mine does hers. It’s a sacred bond protected by the ancient laws.”
“You’re lying!”
He takes up a defensive position in front of me, his feet braced apart.
What the crap? Why does he want to protect me now? And what is all this nonsense about compliments?
Lorelye’s eyes burn with rage as she stares at her brother.
“It doesn’t matter,” she tells him calmly. “Her power will be mine. If I have to kill you to get it, so be it. Mother will be disappointed, of course, but she’ll understand.”
“I’m sure she’ll understand that you tried to kill me once I explain to her that you wanted to destroy my compliment.”
“You’re assuming you’re going to live that long.”
“Aye.”
Lorelye smiles wickedly. “Let’s see what you have, little brother.”
“You first.”
My eyes widen at the power levels rising in the room. I can feel it burst over my skin and I’m standing directly in its path. Oh, crap. Devon’s coming, I remind myself. Connor said Devon is coming. He’ll have Morgan with him. I feel myself panic again as I reach out to Morgan and feel only emptiness. They will be here soon.
But would it be before these two crazies destroy each other or me?



Chapter 38
Where to go, where to go? There is nowhere I can go. The minute I step away from Nathaniel any one of the people standing in the room can grab me. They want my power and even as fuzzy as I feel, I know they’ll do whatever it takes to get it. No help there.
Another energy ball flies at us, bouncing off Nathaniel’s shield—an invisible wall of sorts that surrounds us in a circle. When I say energy ball, I mean an actual ball of glowing blue fire. Just like the ones I’d seen demons hurling at the sisters on Charmed. And who says TV can’t teach you anything?
Good Lord, how do I manage to get myself into these kinds of messes?
I jump at the sound of Lorelye’s magic bouncing off Nathaniel’s shield. The crazy banshee is relentless. It seems to be all Nathaniel can do just to shield us from her attacks. As far as I can tell he hasn’t even got off one good shot of his own. I want to help him, but don’t know how. I’d refused to let Uncle Sabien teach me anything. Now I feel plain stupid. Death watches, waiting for his chance to take me, and there is nothing I can do to defend myself. Stupid, stupid me.
I’ll sure as certain rectify that if I get out of here alive.
The enraged cry of a wolf catches my attention. Relief sweeps through me. Nathaniel tenses in front of me, hearing it as well. Morgan. If Morgan is here, that means Devon is here.
Thank you, God.
The doors behind us burst open and a wolf the size of a small car bursts through snarling in fury. He leaps, taking down the first guard by the door. His teeth tear into him, ripping his throat out before he can even defend himself. The others come in more slowly, assessing the situation before attacking.
Devon dives into the group of people hovering close to the west wall. Jason takes the second guard down. Connor hurls himself into the fray after Devon. Morgan snarls, throwing bodies as he plows his way to me. I couldn’t take my eyes off the wolf. I gulped air. Even though I know what he is, knowing and really seeing are two completely different things. It’s a little overwhelming. Then his eyes find and hold mine. They are panic stricken too. He can’t feel me either.
I step away from Nathaniel, breaking the circle. I fall to my knees and wrap my arms around him, letting him drown out the sounds of the fight. In that instant my mind clears. The clean, fresh smell of maple and pine trees washes away the fog clouding my thoughts. My wolf stretches lazily under my skin, awake now that Morgan is with us. We close our eyes and let ourselves get lost in the feel of warm fur, of dirt beneath our paws, and of the smell of honeysuckle. We are pack. We are home.
It has gone quiet, I realize after a moment. Opening my eyes, I see everyone watching us. Except Nathaniel. He watches his sister.
“Alexandria?” Devon asks, pulling my attention to him.
I’ve never heard him sound so cold, so empty. His is the voice of death. He and Jason have forced Lorelye’s cohorts into a corner. Jason’s eyes glow with his beast rolling behind them. Blood runs from a cut on his face. He looks dangerous. I don’t ever remember seeing him like this before—strong, powerful, an alpha in the making. My wolf growls with pride. Our brother, our pack.
“Alexandria?” Devon asks again, his voice growling with irritation.
“I’m fine, Devon.” 
I feel Morgan’s muscles bunch beneath my fingers, preparing to spring at Nathaniel.
“Morgan, no!” I tighten my hold on him.
His growl turns hair-raising.
I grab his head and force him to look at me.
You will not hurt him.
Bessie Mae . . . 
No. He is protecting me from them.
HE brought you here!
I don’t understand it either, Morgan, but he is protecting me. You can’t hurt him. Do you understand?
But I can hurt the others?
 Let’s try to get out of here without hurting anyone else, okay?
He growls his frustration at me.
I get up, really seeing the room for the first time. Lorelye stands a few feet from us, her face flushed in rage as she glares out of eyes the color of the sea after a storm. A table is placed about foot from her. On it rests a long dagger and a silver goblet.
Taking a shaky breath, I remember my uncle and Lorelye’s words—the power is in the blood. To consume the power, you have to consume the blood. She’d planned to drain me dry.
Uh, no. So not gonna happen.
The buzzing gets louder and my skin crawls with the force of a thousand insects. My magic starts to react to my fear and anger. I need to calm down. If my magic forces its way out again as it had last time, I might really hurt someone. I haven’t learned any kind of control. Idiot, I berate myself. I will learn to control it. I just have to make it out of here first.
Taking a deep breath, I step out from behind Nathaniel.
He reaches out and grasps my hand, his eyes never leaving his sister.
Instant blessed calm. I can still feel my power flowing through me, but it no longer feels like I’m a freak show in the making. I am calm and confident. I shouldn’t be, but I am.
“Alex?”
My brother’s voice is questioning. He doesn’t understand why I’m standing here letting the man who brought me into this nightmare hold my hand. What can I say? I don’t understand it myself. What I do know is that I trust him, at least enough not to kill me.
“Decided to stop hiding, sweetling?” Lorelye asks.
“I wasn’t hiding to begin with.”
“Really? You seemed to be doing an excellent imitation of it.”
“But I wasn’t thinking very clearly now was I? I don’t suppose you had something to do with that?”
Lorelye smiles. “As I said before, it was very easy to do.”
“It won’t be so easy next time.”
“You’re not leaving this house alive, sweetling,” Lorelye barks. “Your power is mine!”
There is no warning. She lashes out, the force of her anger making her magic that much stronger. Nathaniel mutters something I can’t make out and the spell that hurtles toward us bounces off an invisible wall. He is quick on his feet, I’ll give him that.
Devon is simply faster. He lands behind Lorelye before the last word leaves her lips. He fists one hand in her hair, the other wraps around her neck. I swallow, watching Devon’s beast take over. Again, knowing and seeing, are two very different things. He is in complete control of the beast within him. His red ringed onyx eyes, full of death, glint black fire. His mask of civility slips away and the monster stares back at me now. He is truly frightening to behold and I am not the least bit afraid of him.
Really, how stupid am I?
Lorelye laughs and whispers a single word.
Devon goes down.



Chapter 39
Smoke. I smell . . . smoke.
And then I understand.
Oh Jesus. Devon is being burned from the inside out.
Morgan howls in rage. My wolf answers him. The snarl rips from my throat as blind rage blurs my vision. I jerk my hand away from Nathaniel, embracing the feel of the power rushing over me, through me. I feel my blood begin to boil as my power builds. The buzzing becomes a dim echo in my ears. All I can see is Devon in agony on the floor and the glee on Lorelye’s face at the pain she’s inflicted. She stands there, laughing over his body. Crazy psycho lady.
I don’t know any spells or have any potions to aid me, but I truly don’t need them in that moment. My rage is all I need. It compels me, takes over and allows me to do what needs to be done. Holding my hands out, palms facing outward, I focus on Lorelye and let my power rush towards the witch, imagining the fire that slowly burns away at my Devon.
She tries to block my attack as Nathaniel had hers, but it is a useless attempt. There is no stopping the force of the rage coming for her. She screams as the wall of fire hits, wrapping itself around her in a cocoon. She can’t escape its touch.
I watch her burn, the fire in my blood cooling as the fire I’d let loose slowly destroys Lorelye Winters. Only when there is nothing left of the woman but ashes, do I turn my attention to everything else. I see the ashes and a shudder goes through me. Oh God, what have I done? I killed her. I Killed Her.
Bess, get a grip, Morgan says sharply. Devon needs us.
“Devon,” I whisper, tears pouring down my cheeks. Morgan is right. Now is not the time to fall apart. I look at Devon, my Devon. He is lying there on the floor, so still. His body twitches every couple of seconds. Connor is already there, kneeling beside of him.
“Stay back, Alex,” he warns. “He’s too dangerous right now.”
I have every intention of ignoring that nonsense. “Connor . . . ”
Nathaniel stops me.
He lopes an arm around me and pulls me close. Blessed calm once more.
“How do you do that?” I whisper.
“Our magic compliments each other,” he explains, his voice close to my ear. “We soothe the forces burning in each other’s blood.”
“I’m not sure . . . Connor what are you doing?”
Connor rolls up his shirtsleeve.
“He needs to feed so he can heal,” Connor shrugs.
“Connor you just said . . . ”
“I know what I said!” he snaps. “I’ll take care of this. You watch that lot.”
I’d forgotten ‘that lot’. What is left of Lorelye’s cohorts huddle in one corner of the room with Jason standing guard. Their expressions have gone from hungry to fearful. They stay still, watching. The sudden demise of their fearless leader seems to have turned them into spineless cowards. They hide from us now. When I get my hands on them . . . 
Connor grunts.
My eyes snap back to him. Connor’s wrist is pressed against Devon’s mouth, held there by an iron grip. Devon sits up after a minute or two, still locked onto Connor’s arm. We can hear the sounds of his suckling as he feeds. It isn’t anything like what you see in the movies. It is loud and it’s messy.
“Devon, he’s looking a little gray,” I worry aloud. “You need to stop now.”
“He needs more,” Connor grinds out through clenched teeth.
“I’ll do it,” Jason volunteers, coming forward. His hands shake.
“How do we know this is even going to work?” I ask. “He’s not a vampire, so how is feeding him blood helping?”
“He told us that if he was hurt in the attack that it’s either shift into his monster or drink warm, fresh blood to start his healing process,” Jason says. “His monster is not something he wanted to unleash unless he had to, so this is our only other option.”
“But how does blood help?”
“The blood is the essence of life,” Nathaniel tells us. “That is why it is used in so many dark rituals. It has healing powers all its own.”
 “Devon let go of Connor,” Jason yells. “You’re taking too much. You can . . . feed . . . from me.”
Red ringed black eyes swiveled to look up at him. Jason cringes, but keeps his arm extended. Devon’s nostrils flare, smelling his fear. Faster than you can blink, he latches onto Jason’s arm. My brother isn’t nearly as brave as Connor. He cries out and swears as Devon’s teeth tear into him. It has to hurt like the devil. Devon’s not a vampire, so he doesn’t have two long pointy teeth. He bites into Jason’s flesh and I can smell the blood as it flows.
“Dear God, how much damage did she do?” I whisper, watching Devon feed.
“He’s lucky to be alive,” Nathaniel tells me. “Lorelye was attacked about a hundred years or so ago by a vampire. She created a spell that would incinerate someone from the inside out. In truth, he should be dead. That spell is lethal. I’ve seen people explode seconds after she cast it.”
Morgan leaves my side and makes his way over to Devon. He lets out a whine to offer up his blood. Devon reaches out and strokes his head gently. He lets go of Jason and takes several deep breaths, one hand still stroking Morgan’s soft fur.
I close my eyes feeling Devon’s touch wash over and through me. It feels amazing. God’s truth, I can feel it in places I shouldn’t have. I can’t stop the shudder that goes through me.
Nathaniel sighs. “This could be a complication.”
I open my eyes and see Devon staring at me with those red-ringed onyxed ones. They glow with a dark light, the red rings all the more prominent because of it. His flushed face looks healthy now. His expression is one of a very sated fat cat after it’s gorged on warm milk.
“Too much?” he quirks an eyebrow at me.
“No,” I smile widely at him. “Thank you.”
“I do not deserve your thanks, Cara,” he sighs. “I could not save you. I am sorry.”
“There’s nothing to be sorry about. It wasn’t your fault she was a psycho crazy witch.” Catching sight of the people huddling in the corner again, I pull away from Nathaniel so I can turn and look up at him. “What do we do with that lot?”
“They belong to the Winters’ clan. I’ll deal with them.”
His voice comes out hard, clipped.
“I don’t understand,” Jason frowns. “Why are you helping us? You brought her here. You knew what they were going to do.”
Nathaniel nods. “That’s true.”
“But?” Jason prompts.
“But then I touched her,” Nathaniel speaks solemnly, looking directly at me.
“So?” 
“The buzzing stopped,” he says simply. “For the first time since I was sixteen, I didn’t feel like my skin was crawling with insects. Our magic compliments each other, creating a calming peace within. Her magic soothes mine as mine does hers. It is a sacred bond among our kind. Some of us wait hundreds of years to find the person that compliments our magic while others never do. I am lucky enough to have found mine after only eighty years.”
My eyes widen. I think I understand what he’s saying. Oh no. Not in a million gazillion years.
“Most compliments mate for life, don’t they?” Jason asks, eyeing me speculatively. I know I look ready to bolt. Oh Lord, Jason is going to come up with so many ways to torture me from this little tidbit of information.
“Yes.”
“NO!” I shout in denial. “Look I’m grateful you saved my life and all, but that doesn’t mean we’re mates. I don’t even know you!”
“But you trust me.”
That catches me off guard. His eyes are full of tenderness as he waits for me to answer him. I do trust him. I can’t deny that.
“Yeah, I trust you,” I nod slowly. “But I had to trust someone until Devon and Morgan found me.”
His eyes narrow, staring past me to Devon.
“A complication,” he says at last. He smiles then. “You are young yet, little one, and have much growing up to do. I can wait.”
“How did you find us?” Jason asks him.
Good question.
“We heard of Alecia’s death and sent trackers to find Sabien. Where he went, we knew we would find you.”
“But those trackers tried to kill me,” I frown.
“Those were not ours, little one. Ours were looking for your uncle and reported back to us. I came for you and your brother yesterday.”
“Then who did the others belong to?” Jason frets.
I know just how he feels. Here I thought we’d answered the million dollar question and could relax, but no. We still have to worry about being attacked. Crap, crap, and crap.
 “I will do my best to stop the brunt of the attacks against your family,” Nathaniel tells us. “I will let everyone in the magical community know that she is my compliment and therefore under the protection of the Winters’ family. An attack against you will mean a war with us.”
“But it won’t stop everyone?” Jason sighs heavily.
“No,” Nathaniel agrees. “Your sister is an Elementalist. She doesn’t have need for spells or potions to utilize her magic. Her power lies in the elements themselves and can be called upon at will. It’s the rarest and most ancient form of magic there is. There hasn’t been a true Elementalist born on this world in over two thousand years.”
“This is bad isn’t it?” Jason’s voice drips with worry.
“There is a kill on sight order right now for both of you. No one knew what type of magic you would possess. Now that we do, it could very well get bloody. Many will covet your sister’s gifts as my own sister did. There isn’t a price to high to pay to possess that kind of power. She has to die in order for them to possess it.”
“That will never happen,” Devon speaks up from directly behind me. “We understand now how you lot fight. We will be better prepared to deal with you from now on.”
It turns into a staring contest. Devon wins. My wolf snarls in approval. Not now, I scold her.
Nathaniel sighs deeply. “When you are ready to learn to use your gifts, little one, call and I will teach you.”
“My uncle can teach me what I need to know,” I reply stiffly.
“No, he cannot,” Nathaniel counters. “His power is not steeped in elemental magic.”
“But yours is?” I ask sourly.
“Yes. I am more sensitive to the powers of the wind element. I must use potions and spells, but they always work better when utilized with the wind element.”
Kudos to you, I think nastily.
“You do not have to do anything you do not wish to, Alexandria,” Devon tells me softly, his voice a whisper against my ear, eliciting another shudder. He wraps his arms around me, causing my heart to beat rapidly. “I will keep you safe.”
“I know,” I whisper, leaning into him.
Nathaniel sighs again, his face resigned. He can hear the conviction in my voice.
“I am here whenever you have need of me, little one.” He hands me a business card. “Call me when you are ready.”
“Why do you want to help me?” I ask. “I killed your sister.”
“She tried to kill you,” he shrugs. “You are my compliment and that bond means more to us than anyone or anything else.”
Jason and I look at each other, glad we haven’t been raised in this crazy psycho world of magic. If someone had dared to harm either of us, the other would have moved mountains to exact vengeance. These people are nuts.
“We should leave, Alex,” Jason grimaces, standing up slowly.
“You’re right,” I agree, pulling away from Devon to help Connor. I instantly miss the feel of his arms.
Connor takes my arm and leads me outside or rather I lead him. He leans heavily on me, apparently sill woozy. Devon really had taken too much blood. Granted, he didn’t know that anyone else would be willing to offer themselves up as dinner, but still, he should have known better.
Devon helps Jason down the steps and to the cars. He loads him into Connor’s brother’s car and frowns. “I can drive everyone back to the dance, but we can’t leave your brother’s car here. Someone might see it and ask questions.”
“I’ll drive,” I offer.
“In that dress?” Devon quirks an eyebrow. “Jason’s car is a stick shift, Alexandria. I’m not sure your dress can . . . .handle the needed movements. You might go flying out in places.”
“There is nothing wrong with my dress,” I reply. “It covers me.”
“Really?” he gives me one of those slow looks from head to toe that makes my insides go all gooey. “I think you need to cover up a bit more, Cara. That dress if far too revealing.”
“Well, Tom likes it just fine,” I shoot back, flustered.
Devon’s lips thin a bit. “Alexandria, you need a coat.”
“And you don’t get the right to tell me what I can and can’t wear, Devon Cameron. You didn’t want that right, remember? You wanted the hohag instead.” He really burns me up when he starts in on that high and mighty crutch of his. “Come on, Morgan, let’s go.”
Bess, the dress is a bit revealing . . . bet that’s why Tom likes it!
“I’ll make you walk back,” I threaten him.
He grins a wolfy grin. At least I think he grinned. Kinda hard to tell. Can dogs grin?
“He knows I will not leave him to walk back, Cara,” Devon laughs.
“Good,” I grouch at them as I help Connor into the front seat and buckle his seat belt. “You two can ride together.”
Morgan trots over to stand beside of Devon who promptly scratches him behind the ears.
I feel it. Devon and Morgan both know I can feel it. Stupid boys.
“Not fair,” I snarl, refusing to look at either of them. I hear Devon chuckle as I get in the driver’s seat and start the car. Jason left his keys in the ignition. I’m thankful for that. Grumbling about rude people, I put the car in gear and head back to the dance. To Tom.
How am I going to explain this?



Chapter 40
I can see Tom pacing in front of the gym when we pull into the parking lot. His head swivels in our direction as soon as he hears the engines. Thanks to my improved night vision, I can see his face clearly even in the dark. And boy does he look pissed.
“You up for this?” Connor asks.
“No, not really,” I sigh and get out of the car, trying to remember the story we came up with on the way back.
“Where the hell have you been?” Tom shouts as soon as he reaches me. “Do you know how worried I’ve been?”
I wince. Yup, he’s good and mad.
“She came to get me,” Connor drags himself out of the car.
Good Lord, Connor looked awful. His lip’s busted, he has a black eye, and a small cut on his left cheek. He’s a mess, but then again, so is everyone else. They’d had to fight their way inside to get to me. They are all bloodied and bruised, including Devon. He doesn’t look nearly as bad as the rest of them thanks to the blood he’d ingested, but there is still some bruising visible.
“When I came out to get some air I saw some of the guys from the Ieager team fighting with Connor,” I said. “They threw him in a car and I jumped into his brother’s car to follow them.”
“You did what?” Tom explodes. “Do you have any idea how dangerous that was?” 
“Jason and Devon have already yelled at me, Tom,” I glare, getting angry. Yeah, I know he’s mad, but still, he has no right to yell at me. I’ve been through enough tonight. “Can I finish?”
He nods, tight-lipped.
“I called . . . ”
“You called Cameron?” he bites out, glaring at Devon and me both.
I so do not need this. 
“No, I didn’t call Devon. I called my brother.”
“Then how the hell did he end up with you, Alex?” Tom stalks closer, pressing me backwards into the car. Devon lets out a low snarl, but I see Jason put a restraining hand on him.
“He was standing next to Jason when I called,” I snap. “He came with Jason.” He doesn’t look like he believes me.
“Why didn’t you call me, Alex?” he demands, leaning closer.
The wolf rises up and growls in response to the challenge. He blinks. I close my eyes and force her back. No way can he see my eyes glowing amber.
“My phone died.” 
“Don’t lie to me, Alex,” he yells. “You charge that thing religiously.”
Thank you God for small miracles, I breathe a prayer of thanks. I really had forgotten to charge my phone last night. I push Tom away from me and fish my phone out of my dress. Yeah, I know, not the best of places to put a phone, but hey. There had been no way I was leaving it in my purse after the incident at the mall with Nathaniel. Uh-uh.
“Here, look.” I throw the phone at him. “It’s dead.”
He catches it and looks down. The first looks of uncertainty cross his face. “I thought you . . . ”
“That I’d what? Run off with Devon or something?” I yell at him. Make him out to be the one in the wrong, my wolf growls in agreement. Jason always says the best defense was a good offensive. “Do you really think so little of me?” I ask. “How could you believe I’d do that to you?”
“Alex . . . I,” he pauses and takes another look at the boys. It’s plain as day they’ve been in a fight. He can’t doubt that. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. It’s just that when both of you went missing . . . ”
“You know, Tom, I’m really not in the mood for your jealousy.” I storm around to the driver’s side of the car. “Jason, find your own way home.”
As soon as I am out of sight of the school, the panic I’ve been keeping at bay by focusing on everything else hits full force. My mind whirls with images of the fight, of Devon dying on the ground, of Lorelye being consumed by fire. Thankfully, I only live ten minutes away. Any longer than that and I might not have made it before I broke down. As it is, I barely make it to the bathroom.
Locking the door, I turn on the shower. I pull off the dress and step under the hot water. It scalds me, but I pay it no mind. I keep seeing Lorelye’s face as the fire came at her, hearing her screams as she was burned alive. I had done that to her. Me. I killed her. No matter how much I scrub my hands, I can’t seem to get them clean. The fire that killed her came from me, from my hands. They will never be clean.
When the water runs cold, I step out and pull on my robe.
“Sis?” Jason knocks softly on the door. “Are you okay?”
“Fine, Jason,” I whisper back. Neither of us wants to wake Dad. I’d seen him asleep on the couch when I came in.
“I know you’re fine,” he whispers, “but are you okay?”
Jason knows me well enough to know I’m not fine no matter what I say.
“No,” I sigh, “but I will be. I just need to be alone for a while, ‘kay?”
“I’ll be in my room if you need me,” he calls and I hear him move away from the door down to his own room. When his door closes, I look at myself in the mirror. I sure as certain don’t look fine.
My eyes are black and hollow, filled with the horror of what I’ve done. Her face torments me. I can still see her fear, her pain as she burned. Nausea overtakes me and I barely make it to the toilet before I start throwing up. Hot bile burns my throat just as I’d burned her to death. I . . . killed . . . her.
Bess, I’m coming. Get to your room. 
I creep to my bedroom and change into my pajamas. I’m shaking so hard by the time I crawl into the bed I think I’ll literally break into pieces. I killed her. Dear God, I killed her.
Morgan let himself in through the window. He piles onto the bed and wraps his body around mine. I’m not alone anymore. I’ll never be alone again as long as I have Morgan. Turning over, I bury my face in his chest and cry until there’s nothing left.
“Shh, shh,” he whispers, stroking my hair. “It’s okay, Bessie Mae. I’m here.”
I killed her, Morgan. I killed her. Oh God . . . 
You had to, Bess. She would have killed Devon and maybe all of us. You didn’t have a choice.
I can see her face, Morgan. Every time I close my eyes I see it.
I know, Bess. I see it too.
He pulls me closer, his warmth melting some of the chill that I can’t seem to shake. What would I do without Morgan?
You’ll never have to know, Bess. He starts to rub slow circles into my back. I was so scared earlier when I couldn’t feel you. 
It felt like I couldn’t breathe, I tell him, remembering the panic. When I couldn’t find you . . . 
You’re okay now, you’re safe. 
Lorelye’s face swims up in front of my eyes. Her eyes glare at me, in accusation. I can smell her skin as it burns, hear her screams.
Her face, Morgan...Sweet Jesus, I killed her.
I’m here, Bess. It’s okay. We’ll get through this, I promise. Just try and sleep. 
Tears well up again. Please, God, I beg. Help me get through this. Please.
I fall asleep breathing in the scent of wet dirt and honeysuckle and the sound of Lorelye’s screams.
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The room glowed in a bath of candles. No furniture graced its floors. Just the windows and the candles. I stood in the center of the room and heard the door open. I knew this scent. We snarled, my wolf leaping to life inside of me. This was the scent we tracked. Now he’d trapped us here alone with him. Danger, my wolf screamed. We need to tear, to rip, to run. 
“Shh,” he said. “You are safe here.”
Safe? No, we weren’t safe. He scared us. 
“I have waited a long time for you, my love,” his voice whispered against my ear, his fingers trailing a path down my arms. I shivered at the touch and my wolf whined low in my throat. His power stroked us, calmed us.
“You belong to me, love,” his lips ghosted across my shoulder to settle at the pulse point at the base of my throat. “Your blood, your wolf, your heart, your mind, it all belongs to me.” His teeth scraped the skin of my throat and I shuddered. 
Danger, my wolf cried, trying to break free of his calming grasp.
How could we defy him? We belonged to him.
No, she screamed at me. We do not belong to him.
Green eyes danced in front of me.
No, I shook my head. We belonged to Devon, not to this outsider.
He hissed. “Mine.”
“No.” I stepped away from him and turned around. His brown eyes pooled with anger. “We don’t belong to you.”
“Mine!” he roared and reached for me.
I come awake with a shriek, my body sweating and my breath too fast.
Who is he? Who is this man stalking my dreams?
Who?
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Tom is waiting for me at the kitchen table when I come downstairs the next day. Much to my surprise, I’d slept until noon. Morgan is still sound asleep upstairs. Now wouldn’t Tom like that little bit of information. I take a seat across from him.
“Hey,” I greet him warily. He still doesn’t look happy with me.
He just stares at me, his eyes shuttered.
“Have you been here long?” I try again, beginning to get alarmed at the growing look of unease on his face.
“A while,” he says finally. “Why is Morgan Chandler in your bed?”
Crap. He’d probably come upstairs to check on me and seen Morgan. How in God’s name am I supposed to explain that?
“At least it’s him and not Cameron,” he says bitterly and stands up.
“No, Tom, wait!” I jump up and grab his arm. “It’s not what you think . . . ”
“Isn’t it?” he challenges. “Then what’s going on, Alex?”
“I . . . ”
“Look . . . ”
“No, you look,” I yell. “I swear to you nothing is going on between me and Morgan. He’s just a friend.”
“A friend you sleep with!”
“I didn’t sleep with him!”
He just gives me a ‘yeah right’ look.
“Look, Morgan knew how upset I was last night and came to check on me. He found me crying and stayed with me until I went to sleep. He must have fallen asleep too. He was there when I woke up. Please believe me. I . . . I don’t want to lose you. I need you.”
“You have a funny way of showing it, Alex.”
I flinch, wishing I could tell him the truth, but knowing I can’t.
“She’s telling you the truth,” Morgan tells him in a hard, flat tone of voice. I didn’t see him come downstairs. “Alex is my best friend and I came over to make sure she was alright. The whole thing with Connor had her upset and then you started throwing accusations at her about Devon. She was a mess when I got here last night. It took me hours to get her calm enough to go to sleep. I didn’t want to see her end back up at Compton, so I came over to make sure she was coping. And she’s right. I did fall asleep, but that’s all.”
Tom glares at Morgan. I can see the war in his eyes. He wants to believe him, but he’d seen Morgan curled around me. I don’t blame him. What would I think if I saw him with some girl in his bed? Just the thought sets my teeth to grinding. Without realizing it, I’d somehow become so attached to Tom and the thought of losing him hurt. The thought of him with another girl . . . well that makes me just plain jealous.
“Tom, I know you’re mad, but . . . ”
He sighs and holds up a hand. “I need time to think, Alex. I’ll call you later, okay?”
No, he can’t leave like this. I chase him out the door and catch him on the porch.
“Alex,” he growls.
I don’t give him time to say anything else. I kiss him instead. I put everything I can’t say into that kiss and hope it’s enough.
He pulls back and stares down at me, a little shocked. Usually it’s him chasing me and now I’m the one that’s cornered him. He looks a bit shell-shocked.
“I’m sorry,” I tell him softly. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. Please, I can’t lose you. I . . . ”
“You what?” he asks softly, leaning into me, forcing me back against the wall. My wolf almost purrs if that’s possible for a dog. He surrounds us in warmth and strength. We like it. We like him, more than like him. We . . . 
“I . . . I . . . love you.” 
There I said it.
He smiles down at me and kisses me. I feel the tingle of his kiss all the way to my toes. He wraps me in his arms and hugs me tight.
“I never thought I’d hear you say it,” he whispers against my ear. “I thought . . . never mind.”
A flash of movement catches my eye and I look up to see Devon’s stricken face feet from me. Pain lashes at me. His eyes are full of hurt and acceptance. He disappears around the corner of the house. No, no, no . . . 
“I love you too,” Tom whispers. “And I’m sorry. I know you’d never do something like that to me, but seeing him there after last night, I don’t know. I just snapped I guess.”
“It’s okay,” I choke back a sob.
“Hey, hey, don’t cry, Blue. I didn’t mean to make you cry.”
A tear slides down my cheek. Devon, I need to get to Devon.
“Shh, it’s okay,” he pulls me tight. “Don’t cry.”
“I’m sorry,” I tell him. And I am sorry; sorry I don’t love him nearly as much as I do Devon, sorry I can’t give him my whole heart. He deserves better than me.
He brushes his lips across mine once more. “I need to go, Alex. I’ll be back later, okay?”
I nod and force a smile to my lips. He really does deserve so much better than me. I watch him get into his car and drive away before scurrying down the porch and around the house. Devon is waiting for me in the gazebo.
He reaches up and pulls me into his lap. I wrap my arms around him and let myself drown in the smell of him. He smells like lilacs and the frost of a winter morning.
“Do you really love him?” he asks me, his voice hoarse.
“Yes,” I answer, tears streaming down my face.
He tightens his hold on me and it become almost painful.
“I didn’t expect this,” he says against my hair. “I never thought . . . ”
“You were the one who told me Tom would be good for me.”
“I know,” he whispers. “I just never expected to feel like this.”
“How do you feel?” I ask, letting him rock me back and forth.
“I want to tear him limb from bloody limb,” Devon snarls. I can feel the fury tightening the muscles in his body. “I don’t want him anywhere near you.”
“Devon, does that mean . . . ”
“No,” he cuts me off. “I meant what I said, Alexandria. We cannot be together. I was right about Tom. He is good for you and you love him.”
“You’re the one that I want.”
“No.”
“But why?” I ask. “You say you love me, but you won’t do anything about it. Why not? Why would you give up on me, on us? Tom fought for me, Devon, but why won’t you?”
He refuses to answer.
“Devon, please . . . ”
“No, Alexandria. Leave it be.”
Tears slip free and start to soak the front of his shirt.
“I’m sorry, Cara,” he whispers. “So sorry.”
So am I.
We sit there for the longest time. He rocks me back and forth as I cry. My tears are for him, for me, for us. After what seems like hours, he stands up and pulls me to my feet. He smiles softly, his eyes warm.
“I came to check on you after last night. I wanted to make sure you were well.”
“I’m fine.”
“Yes, I know, bellisima, you are always fine, but are you alright?”
How does he know me so well?
I give him the same answer I gave Jason. “I will be.”
He nods. “I should go.”
Please don’t go, I beg silently. Don’t leave me.
He cups my cheek, hearing my thoughts. “I will never leave you, Cara. I am always here.”
And he always will be. I know that even as I watch him walk away. He’s mine. The problem is making him see that. But I will, somehow, someway.
Devon Cameron will be mine.
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WHAT TRULY KNOWS
by
Louise Caiola



One
Mama said that eighteen years ago I was plucked from her belly with the Magical Knowing right there waiting for me. She said it was like somehow I knew there’d been a cord wound tight as an ole’ clock spring ‘round my neck, keeping me from my rightful first breath of life. And yet, I wasn’t bothering with fussing over it, ‘cause as soon as those doctors wrestled me free, the story goes, I looked Mama square in the eye and winked. Much as it sounded like a whole mess of hogwash, Mama swore on the Holy Book that it was true. I reckon she oughta know for real. Though some said Mama did her fair share of fibbing, when it came to the Magical Knowing, Mama didn’t lie.
It was on account of this that I had a horrible feeling someone was due to be dying on Skinners Bridge that night. With the Magical Knowing a person could sense beginnings and endings real clear, the way some folks could tell if it was planning to rain by the way their joints started up with aching. I was hoping it wouldn’t be so. Really hoping.
But then there was that moon hung over our heads, all crimson-colored, and with a
mean look on its face. If that wasn’t a deadly moon I don’t know what was.
Locals in Madison County, Alabama say that Skinners had seen its equal split of love and
tragedies. Seeing as how it was situated at the butt end of nothing more than some silly little lake, a chunk of trees, and practically no light, kids for years saw fit to visit and do the things nature led ‘em to. Mama said most girls ‘round these parts had babies brewing in their britches from the time they could toddle across the kitchen floor. Lots of those young’uns was shot from their daddy’s lustful limbs right down under those wide oak, only yards from the mouth of that bridge.
As for the tragic part, well that was a tale for unfolding like a linen hanky in a dainty lady’s lap. This was how the Magical Knowing grew into more than Mama or I had ever imagined it could—into a calamity that intended to be much, much more.
On the night in question, Ridley Fisher and I was set to meet Jayden Collins at Skinners to square matters. Jayden had been all bowed up over the very notion that Ridley, who’d arrived in my universe all the way from South Africa if you can imagine that, was fixing to steal my heart and all that went along with it. Not that Jayden and I was a thing. At best we was the very closest a boy and girl could be without ever having locked lips. Our houses was so near you could lie down in between them and have your head in his garden, your toes in mine. Suppose that was one of the reasons Jayden felt like he had some ownership of me, since we’d been next-door neighbors for six years and counting.
Didn’t matter none that when it came to my affection, it wasn’t a lick of Jayden’s concern. Didn’t matter none that Jayden could have practically had me a hundred times over if he really tried. Which he never had up till then, and thusly my heart was officially up for the taking.
The sky floating over Skinners that night had set itself tight and black ‘round the moon, and soon enough started throwing spiky, cold raindrops at us. We had to duck ‘em so Ridley could get his cigarette lit.
He clutched a lighter in his left hand and tipped it back, scoring the small metal wheel with the tip of his thumb, igniting enough of a flame so that I could see his eyes, sweet and pale grey. Mama said Ridley reminded her of a young Johnny Depp. But my Ridley was no silver-screen Hollywood boy. He was the real in-the flesh-McCoy. The smoke from his cigarette floated like a ghost ‘round my head, and I stepped away slowly, hoping he wouldn’t notice.
“I love you, Truly,” he said, so low I had to wonder if that was really what I’d heard.
Now, I’m guessing I ought to explain that Ridley wasn’t making his statement bolder by emphasizing his honesty. Truly is who I am. Truly Ann Kaye. It was unintentional, which is how some baby girls came to be named in this part of the country. They’d given Mama a heaping helping of morphine to manage her pain right after I was born. Made her loopy as a cat in a room full of canaries. All she kept repeating was how I was really truly here.
She’s here. Truly she’s here. My baby. She’s truly my baby.
Some dopey nurse asked, “So that’s your baby girl there? Truly?”
“Yup,” my drugged-out Mama had replied, then she’d clean passed out. It wasn’t till the next day Mama come to and saw that name plastered to my hospital crib. Truly Kaye. She thought to argue some, seeing as how she’d planned on calling me Ann in honor of her Nana on her daddy’s side. But, as she tells it, there was already so many Anns running ‘round this world, she thought it might be nicer to leave things as they was, slipping Ann in the middle of the pact to be right respectful and all.
Anyhow while Ridley was busy with professing his eternal devotion, all I could think about was that Jayden would be along any minute and how he was fixing to change all of that eternal stuff.
The footsteps sounded before I could pass another thought. Jayden Collins was treading with heavy boots along the gravel path leading up to the pavement. As the crunching beneath his soles got louder and louder, the Magical Knowing started banging on the inside of my chest.
“That’s Jayden,” I remarked, as if Ridley didn’t know.
Ridley took one more drag and then flicked his cigarette into the stream below. It was referred to as the Pacachi River, a narrow, five mile stretch of waterway leading from nowhere to nowhere, as useless as a tepid bath, as annoying as a puddle that refused to evaporate in the light of day. A couple hundred years ago, the early settlers that came to Madison County maneuvered their canoes and rafts along this so-called river - only to discover that it was little more of an exercise in frustration than an excursion to a better place - flanked on either end by a patch of sand, flat rocks, and some dried-up old white birch.
Jayden hadn’t yet come into view, and I waited still and steady as stone. A pinch formed in my throat, threatening to steal my breath. They was meeting here because of me. Because country boys didn’t take to sharing the things they cared most about.
My feet was begging to take off and meet him halfway, yet I stayed where I was, planted firmly at Ridley’s side, closer now that he was done with his cigarette.
I wanted to call out. Jay! But I kept my mouth sewed up tight as a new button. I wanted to turn back time, rewind six years till Jayden and I was twelve years old again, and we believed we was happy. I couldn’t. We thought we knew it all. We didn’t. I pulled a sentence up from someplace deep in my gut. My voice came out all church-mouse timid.
“Don’t fight him, Ridley. Okay? Let’s talk it all out.”
Ridley squared his shoulders. “He’s not coming here to talk, Truly.”
I laid a meek hand on Ridley’s arm. “Be the bigger man.”
Truth was I knew Jayden could easily take Ridley. He could do some serious damage. Jayden Collins wasn’t homegrown Alabama stock. He’d showed up here, like a new weed popping through the thick southern soil, from up north—Massachusetts or thereabouts—after his folks got divorced. Even still, Jayden used his strength, his power, to get what he wanted, the way most real country boys did. Fists of justice, Mama always said.
I watched as the top of Jayden’s head made its way into my sights, the fair hair lopped off in no particular style, waves crimping randomly ‘round his face. Soon I saw the rest of him; six-foot-two-inch frame, broad-backed, natural muscles encased in his clothes. Jayden. My scoundrel.
Way back when, I’d fallen for him, not hard and fast, but slow, the way honey drips off a spoon. “Jay,” I whispered. Once upon a time I would have rushed him, tossed my arms ‘round his neck, dangle from him like a heart locket on a gold chain.
He nodded to me. “Tru.” Jayden always had a smile reserved specially for me. Yet on this night it was someplace else.
Without looking I could sense Ridley stretching his spine far as it could reach. He was about five-foot-ten if he tried real hard, all legs and very little middle, wispy and light, though strong enough when it was called for. They was polar opposites—Ridley with his poetry and art, his long brown hair grown straggly and wild over his ears and down his neck stopping just shy of his shoulders, and his muddled accent carried here all the way from Johannesburg. And Jayden, with his All-American, defensive linemen, rough and tumble, never-heard-a-poem-he-didn’t-despise good looks. They was Davey and Goliath. I was hoping not to witness a biblical slaughter.
That sky was growing testier by the second. A nasty wind chimed in and kicked up such a fuss I could hardly figure which was meaning to bring more harm. I pulled the hood of my sweatshirt up over my eggplant-colored head and drew the strings tight under my chin. See, I’d once had hair so blonde folks said I was a towhead. But Ridley told me about the girls back in his country and how they used this deep purple rinse on their hair and it how it looked real sophisticated. So we got us a hold of some and tried it and Mama said it made me look pretty dang smart so I left it at that. Figure ain’t nothing wrong with a girl looking like she’s got a halfway decent brain clunking ‘round in her head.
Jayden hated it though. He hated most everything to do with Ridley Fisher ever since he got this foolish idea that Ridley was feeding me drugs. It wasn’t so. I told Jayden over and over it wasn’t true. But he wasn’t buying it.
The wind hollered and howled and Jayden lifted his voice so as he could be heard.
“I warned you to keep away from her, dude. Truly don’t need a guy like you in her life.
I’m not gonna sit back and watch you destroy her.”
Ridley tipped and swayed in the force of the air. He shoved his hands into his front pockets. “Face it, man, she’s in love with me. You can’t change that.”
“Bullshit.” Jayden moved in closer to Ridley, and I felt an icy set of invisible fingers scaling my spine.
Ridley took a slight step back. “If it’s a lie then tell me why she’s agreed to come back to South Africa with me?”
Jayden snapped his neck in my direction. “Is this right, Tru?”
“I—I been meaning to talk to you ‘bout that, Jay, I just..”
Jayden didn’t wait on me to finish. Instead he grabbed a hold of Ridley by the scruff of his neck. “You won’t take her! I’ll kill you first!”
That hog-wild boy lifted Ridley clear off the ground and then let go, dropping him on the glassy roadway. I blinked my eyes for what amounted to ten measly seconds and all at once Jayden was on top of him, his hands wrapped ‘round Ridley’s throat.
I shouted Jayden’s name, loud as my will would have it.
I tried to pretend they was only two silly ole’ hound dogs scrapping over a bone, but the Magical Knowing was telling me otherwise. I watched as they was tussling real hard, rolling ‘round on that wet bridge, getting so near to the edge I could have peed my pants outta fright.
Damn Skinners never did have a decent rail.
I couldn’t take it. Not another minute. Blood was oozing out of Ridley’s nose, and Jayden was going plum crazy. I gathered up all the might I had inside of me and dove right toward the eye of that storm, aiming for the center of those two beasts.
See that’s the thing about having a streak of anger running under your skin. It makes you forget about slick surfaces and how a driving rain makes ‘em like a sheet of thin ice. And it distracts your direction something awful.
Down I went, slipping and sliding like a greased pig. Felt my skull smash into something, couldn’t tell what, then over the side I tumbled, fast and forever, plunging headfirst, my legs splayed out behind me. That eerie black water lapped up ‘round me and quick coaxed me to sleep.
So that’s how it came to be that the Pacachi tried to take my life on that wet, cruel night in late April under one deadly mean moon. The Magical Knowing had been right all along.



Two
A girl with no lips wanted to know why it was that I was on Skinners Bridge to begin with. Actually she had a mouth, but it didn’t really move, yet I’d heard her right clear all the same. She had a shock of bright red hair, tied up in a hundred little braids all over her head, like cornrows or something. Her skin was snowy white and damp. She asked me twice.
“What were you doing on the bridge?”
I answered almost without thinking, without recognizing that anyone was listening, least of all a strange woman with strange hair. As if I was simply recalling a fond memory. “Ridley likes to go there since it’s quiet at night. He likes to sit so our feet dangle over the edge, and we let ‘em swing back and forth while we toss pebbles into the water and talk about our dreams.”
“I was always scared of that bridge,” she said. “Somehow I knew I’d end up dying there.”
I looked behind her. She was wrapped in nothing but pale blue sky. I couldn’t tell what she was wearing. “Are you dead?” I asked. “Am I? Who are you?”
She smiled, or so it seemed, even though her lips wasn’t there.
“I’m Bee,” she said. Or was it Bea? Or B? She took a step back. “You’ll be okay. They’re waiting for you. Go home.”
“Go home?” I squinted and looked down. My feet was as invisible as the bottom portion of her face. “Where am I?”
“Will you do me a favor when you get back? Will you tell my mother that it was an accident? Tell her I didn’t mean to go.”
My mind began to shift gears, almost like I was asleep and preparing to wake. As though I was in the front seat of a roller coaster and the motor had just starting running. I knew I was going to speed away, dip, spin, turn upside down.
Bee or Bea waved me off. “Hurry now. They’re expecting you.”
I squeezed my eyes shut. I never did enjoy them coaster rides. Nevertheless, off I went. I felt my body heave and tumble. Heard my name again and again.
“Truly, Truly. TRULY!”
My lids fluttered and opened reluctantly. Everything was out of focus. Hazy white lights bathed my vision. Words, all waxy and distant, floated through my ears.
“She’s coming to! Quick, fetch the nurse!”
I recognized the sound. My mother. Her voice was raspy and unsteady. Wherever I’d been, I could already tell I had put the blessed fear of Jesus in her while I was gone.
She called to me once more, and I narrowed my gaze to meet her face. She had lines etched into either side of her cheeks. Tracks of her tears.
“Truly, darlin’? Can you hear me?”
I nodded. It felt as if every muscle was brand spanking new and wobbly as a freshly hatched foal.
“Thank you Jesus and Franklin Roosevelt. I thought it was the scoundrels. Thank the sweet Lord,” she said and then she lowered her head until it rested on my chest and she sobbed, so loud and with such force I felt it clear through to my spine.
Another female voice filled the air ‘round me. This one was crisp and controlled. “We’ve paged Dr. Everton. She’s in the building. Mrs. Kaye, would you mind stepping back?”
My mother lifted herself up leaving a trail of snot behind. The other female voice bent into view—the nurse, I assumed. She had short black hair and bushy black brows.
“Truly, do you remember what happened to you?”
I nodded again, though I really wasn’t all that certain.
“Can you tell us?”
The way she said “us.” It made me aware that it wasn’t only my mother hovering in the room. I looked ‘round without moving my head. Ridley stood in the far corner, closest to the window, and Jayden was at the opposite side nearest the hallway, the full weight of him holding up the doorframe. They each was crying, in their own way. Ridley was blinking his lids in rapid succession and running his hands through his hair. Jayden swiped at his nose with the back of his palm. “Can you tell us what happened, Truly?” the woman repeated.
I searched for my thoughts. It seemed they wasn’t right there waiting. It took me a minute to gather ‘em up during which time I looked back and forth from Ridley to Jayden. They was worried, and not only about me. They was worried I might say something that would implicate them.  At last I opened my mouth. Squeaky, tight words dribbled out.
“We was, we was having a walk is all and . . . it started to rain and . . . I slipped and fell. That’s all I remember.”
Deceit wasn’t any easier when you was lying flat on your back, half-dead or half-alive.
Ridley took a small step toward me and then Jayden did the same. But another woman blasted through the door and both boys held back. She introduced herself to me quickly, with a strained grin. She was Dr. Everton. She was glad to see I was awake. I’d had her concerned, she wasn’t going to lie.
Dr. Everton shined a miniature flashlight into my pupils while she hung over me. She smelled soapy and clean, sterile. She didn’t look very old, maybe thirty at best. My mother followed each step the doctor took, sizing her up along the way until the kind Dr. Everton requested that everyone wait out in the hall for a few minutes while she completed her exam.
Jayden and Ridley complied right away.
“Mrs. Kaye? Do you mind?” Dr. Everton had a scary sweet voice.
“Oh! Well, she’s my little girl. Surely you don’t need me to leave the room, do you?”
“It’s okay, Mama,” I said.
“It’ll only be for a couple of minutes, Mrs. Kaye. Thank you.”
Mrs. Kaye. My mother never bothered to correct anyone. Even though she was nobody’s wife. Never had been.
Mama was born Marilyn Loretta McKaye. A long time ago she’d changed her name to Mari Kaye, as an ode to that famous makeup lady. Mama was fixated with coloring her face in all sorts of shades of pink. (There was over thirty of them, so she claimed.)There was only one way to describe my mother, only two words that fit the bill. She was the Other Woman. The Side Lady, as she preferred to say. She didn’t mean to be. Always said it wasn’t her fault. Always said that most men was no better than common scoundrels, especially the married ones. Mama never stayed with these men for very long; only till it became real clear that they wasn’t fixing to leave their happy little homes on account of her. Then she’d be on her merry way—swearing off men in general and scoundrels in particular.
But it wasn’t long before she’d be with another one, another creep with another string of promises he’d surely break soon enough.
“Don’t learn from me, Tru,” she would say. “If anything let this serve to teach you what you shouldn’t do.”
Mama always feared that she’d be punished, by the universe or the powers that be, for carrying on with the husbands of other ladies. “Those scoundrels! They’ll bring me bad fortune one day. They will secure me a spot in hell,” she’d say. The bigger problem, as I saw it, was that Mari Kaye believed herself to be something of a scoundrel too. She wasn’t though. My mother tripped over herself to make sure I was happy. She worked hard being a cleaning woman and a waitress when I was little to keep a decent roof over my head. Until the day she began keeping company with ole’ Franklin Roosevelt, her last married boyfriend who’d been named for the president of the United States. Franklin bought us the house we live in now, the one right next door to Jayden. Papa Roosevelt (which is what he insisted I call him) was about a hundred years old when Mama met him. He had lots of money on account of he was real good at investing it, and he was cute in a wrinkly sharpei puppy way. And did I mention he had lots of money? His wife was real old too, and Franklin told Mama his missus didn’t care for sex much anymore. It gave me the willies to think of my mother having to sleep with Franklin and all of his accordion skin. Though it didn’t seem to offend her any. So Mari Kaye became Franklin’s Side Lady up until the day he died one year ago. He left us the house, free and clear, which Mama said was the kindest thing a man had ever done for her in her entire life. Besides that, there was a whole mess of cash tucked away in her name so that my sweet Mama never had to worry about washing rich ladies floors or slinging hash ever again in her life.
Dr. Everton took my vitals and called out the stats so the nurse with the bushy brows could jot them down. She clicked the top of her pen twice after each thing she wrote.
“Truly, you are one lucky girl. That’s quite a bump on your head. From what I understand those two young men jumped to your rescue.” The doctor was smiling as she touched my wrists, my neck and places where my pulse was hiding.
“I reckon . . . ”
“Well, if it wasn’t for their quick response you might have drowned. They reported that you passed out before you hit the water.”
“Doctor? Did I—did I . . . die?”
Dr. Everton and her nurse passed a quick look between them. Then she smiled. “No! No, you didn’t die!”
“Because it was so strange. I saw this light and there was this young woman with crazy hair talking to me . . . ”
The nurse reached behind my head and carefully propped my pillows. The doctor laid her hand on the bottom of my leg. “In my professional opinion, you’re going to be fine. You can go on with your life. I imagine at your age you’ve got college plans in the works.”
I didn’t. I had South African plans in the works. Yet nobody knew except for Ridley and me, and now, Jayden.
I would have to tell Mama, and real soon. High School graduation was a few short weeks away and then we was gonna be off and running. I kept telling Ridley that Mama’d surely understand. After all, she was exactly my age when she left the small, sleepy South Carolina hills under her parent’s rooftop to have me. She had to. They made her go. Yet, she liked to tell it that she’d followed her dreams, to be a mother, and keep the baby that was rightfully hers, even if it was given to her by someone else’s husband. He wasn’t my father Mama always said, since when she told him that she was pregnant his exact words was, “I already have a family, Mari. Here’s a couple hundred bucks. Take care of it, will ya?”
I’d asked her a thousand times. “Mama what was his name?”
The reply was always the same. “Don’t recall. Isn’t important anyhow, Tru.”
She’d used the money to buy a car seat and a few tank fulls of gas, and off she went to stay with Aunt Joan in Butler County, Alabama. Aunt Joan was Mama’s father’s sister and she was the only other person in the family we knew of who had a touch of the Magical Knowing too, so we was common with her in that. She was about as sweet as she could be to offer Mama and me a place to call our own for a while. And we did. Until Aunt Joan started to do things that made Mama real worried, like forgetting to turn off the stove or leaving the bathwater running until it flooded the bathroom floor. Even though Aunt Joan wasn’t even sixty years old, she was getting right close to losing her marbles the way some old folks did. Since she was the one taking care of me when Mama went out to work, it came to be that my mother started to imagine she might come home one day and Aunt Joan would forget where she’d put me. It never did happen that way, though we moved out all the same. Hardly got ‘round to seeing much of Aunt Joan after that.
Dr. Everton headed for the door. “You rest up tonight and keep getting better and I’ll spring you for good behavior tomorrow.”
I wanted to leave right then. With Ridley. But my head felt as if it was still filled with the Pacachi River. And when I closed my eyes I saw her there, behind my lids. Bee or Bea.
She gave me a chilly feeling all over.
As soon as the door opened, Mama, Jayden and Ridley poured in as if I was a house on fire and they had to hurry and douse me before I burnt to a crisp. Mama rushed me.
“I have my little girl back!” She whispered into my right ear.
Perhaps I’d been putting off telling my mother about my plans to go to Johannesburg because deep down I knew she might not be happy as a lark about it. It had been her and me all these years, through all the scoundrels that had come and gone. I was the one constant in her life.
Being somebody’s constant was a really huge thing.
“Truly,” Mama said softly. “The boys . . . they’d each like to have a word with you, alone. Are you feeling up to it?” She had spearmint-coated breath. When my mother was nervous she chewed gum, two pieces at a clip.
I wasn’t. All at once, looking from Ridley to Jayden and back again, I was dizzy. I was hot and cold. I was like one of them cookies with the black frosting on one end and white on the other. I was cheerful. I was angry. I wanted to scream: Go
ahead and kill each other! See if I care! I wanted to hug them both, hold them tight and never let go.
I stared at my mother. One thing about her, she could tell what I was thinking by the look in my eye. I would sure miss that when I was setting down brand new roots in South Africa.
Mari Kaye turned toward Ridley and Jayden. “Truly is so tired, boys. Tomorrow she’ll be ours to keep. Let’s let her rest till then.”
Those brutal boys, those beautiful beasts, they each looked me over with the hungriest gaze I’d ever seen. Their appetites would have to keep. Mama was right. I was so, so tired.



Three
My brush with death in the Pacachi had left me so tuckered out that I’d slept for two-and-three quarter days in a row. During that time the cornrow girl slipped in and out of my dreams as if she had God-given liberty to do so. Mama always said that when folks come calling without proper invitation they wasn’t raised right. I wasn’t sure if that same rule applied to dead people whose acquaintance you made at the bottom of the river.
Bee or Bea told me she was sure glad I’d made it out of the water okay. She told me I was plain lucky to have such loyal and brave friends. Said Ridley and Jayden was like heroes. Most times she would come and go before I had a chance to utter much as a single word which also seemed a little rude but, hell, I wasn’t one to complain about matters of etiquette.
Once I got home Mama wanted to fuss over me something fierce. I refused most special treatment, except for the peach ice cream she brought to my bed in a pink bowl shaped like a heart that she’d picked up at the Walmart. Didn’t matter much that Papa Roosevelt had left Mama enough money so that she could afford to shop at finer establishments. Mama said she preferred the company of the hard working folks who wore them hideous blue smocks and big, gaudy nametags on account of she had been employed there as a young’un’ and it brought her some sweet memories.
On the first full day that I’d managed to wrestle from my exhaustion enough to make it down to the kitchen, it seemed Mari Kaye had stored up nearly a dozen things to talk over with me, and she was hankering to spill ‘em all at once. It was while I was indulging in my third bowl of ice cream when she set down beside me and began blathering on.
“First off, I been thinking, Truly, we ought to throw a big ole’ fancy supper in honor of the fact that you didn’t die. We’ll invite Jay and Ridley seeing as how they was responsible for bringing you to safety. I figure I’ll give those ladies at the catering house a jingle, ya’ know, the place where they make that real fine chicken gumbo with the baby onions you love. I’ll be sure they send lots of them buttermilk biscuits too. We’ll use the fine china and those napkins made from cloth.”
When Mama paused to gather a breath I spoke out, “That sounds special Mama, but Ridley and Jayden . . . they don’t get on real well.”
“Nonsense, Truly. Whatever differences them boys have they was able to put ‘em aside the whole time you was sleeping in the hospital.”
“It’s not the same, Mama. Then they was scared I wasn’t gonna live out my natural days. Now they ain’t got reason to worry.” I hopped up and planted myself on the countertop, grabbing another dollop of ice cream, and letting it linger all peachy and sweet on my tongue. I wondered if in heaven they had peach ice cream. I thought maybe I’d ask Bee or Bea next time we caught up.
“Fiddlesticks, Tru! Don’t be a sourpuss! Besides there’s another motive for us having ourselves a little party,” she said, her lips drawing up into a smile.
I ought to have known. Mama only wore a grin like that for one reason, and usually one reason only.
“Who is it now, Mama?” I did my best not to sound impatient or anything seeing as how she was beaming.
“Oh Tru! I been itching to tell ‘ya, like a hound with a bad case of fleas. His name is Calvin. Calvin Alistair DuPont. Ya’ ever hear a name sound so regal, in all your days, well next to Franklin Roosevelt, I mean? We met at the club. He’s gainfully employed in the pharmaceutical game, and I’ll tell ya, sweetheart, he ain’t like the rest of ‘em. Not at all.”
“How’s that?”
“This one ain’t married!”
“For real?”
“Yes ma’am! I kid you not. Certified true. Mr. Calvin A. DuPont is a single as the day he come into this world! And here’s something else, Truly, he’s super handsome. And young, like me. Ain’t got one foot dangling in the graveyard like my dear, sweet Franklin, may he rest at peace.”
I put down my spoon and let her have a smile. Mama deserved that much, with a heart like hers that was always looking for love. “Sounds great, Mama.”
“Oh, he is. And I want you to meet him. That’s the other reason we need to have us this celebration. My little girl is alive and her mama got herself a new man!”
I stared at Mari Kaye as she popped off the chair and twirled ‘round the kitchen. She was wearing her early spring dress, the blue one with the teeny white daisies all over it. Her hair was baby fine and blonde too, like my given color before the eggplant dye, so she took to having it teased into a head full of shoulder length waves that she slathered with spray to keep from misbehaving.  She wore her pink makeup everywhere, even to bed at night, since she said that three a.m. was no excuse for not looking your best. She kept up her figure, even if it meant sometimes skipping those jelly doughnuts she was right crazy about. It was Mama’s eyes mostly that made her as attractive as she was; green as a new pea pinched fresh off the vine.
“I’m happy for you, Mama,” I said, though something inside me tugged at my honesty. I’d seen plenty of men fib to my mother about being unencumbered by a spouse of their own. Certified true and all that. What made her believe this guy would be different than any of the rest of ‘em?
“So then it’s all set! Ya’ll wanna let the boys know, and I’ll tell Calvin. Tomorrow night at seven p.m. Right here in our humble abode. Ya’ oughta wear something special, Tru. Maybe that new pantsuit I bought ya’ for Christmas from the Walmart. It looks so cute with them gold buttons and all. And I’m gonna do my makeup in the latest shades of watermelon. Won’t that be something, Truly? I mean, really now?”
I got up and dropped the bowl into the sink, letting it fall a little harder than I intended to.
“I reckon. But I ain’t gonna wear that outfit, Mama. Nobody wears pantsuits anymore.”
I began to walk away and my mother grabbed hold of my elbow. I turned back and she nodded toward the drain.
“When’d you get to thinking we hired us a cleaning lady?”
I washed the last of the peach ice cream down the pipes and made sure to put the bowl, real careful, into the dish rack. I hadn’t seen Jay or Ridley since the hospital and something gnawed at me about having them over to supper, both at once along with Mama’s latest love interest. But it was the least I could do seeing as how I was planning to leave her soon and run off to an entire new continent.
Before she left the room, Mari Kaye laid a cool hand on my shoulder. “I know Calvin’s gonna love you to pieces, Tru and what’s more, you’re gonna love him, too, just like Papa Roosevelt.”
I never did tell Mama that I felt such particular affection for Papa Roosevelt. As much as I was real grateful for all he done for us, he was still, for all intents and purposes, a scoundrel.
And for all I knew, this Calvin Whoever Whatever was nothing more than a scoundrel too.
I figured the Magical Knowing would be along any time to clear it up once and for all. Then we could all get on with our lives fine and dandy.
#
“All that glitters is not gold, Truly.”
On the night before Mama’s special supper party, Bee or Bea visited me once again. It was only for a minute or two and this time she seemed to be in a pinch about one thing or another. I’d never thought that dead people had much to fret themselves over. And maybe she wasn’t right worried as she was passing me some sort of message. All that glitters is not gold. It wasn’t so much the way she said it as it was the look in her eyes. They was real dark and troubled.
“Are you trying to warn me of something?” I asked her.
But she must have had someplace important to be ‘cause she left in a big hurry and never did reply. On account of this I found myself feeling wary on the day of the party. Wary of what, I didn’t know. My Magical Knowing was keeping still so I had no help far as that was concerned.
I figured it wasn’t fair of me to make presumptions about Mama’s new beau, Mr. Calvin. A. DuPont. If my mother believed he was actually an unmarried man then I ought to believe it too. For her sake.
When I told Ridley to come on over and that Jayden was gonna be here too, he didn’t react the way I imagined he would. He wasn’t nervous or prickly over it. In fact he was downright excited for the chance to be sharing a meal with us.
Odd.
Jayden also agreed much more quickly that I’da bet he would.
I spent thirty whole minutes debating on wearing the pantsuit. In the end, even hard as I tried, I couldn’t bring myself to dress up like some gold-buttoned fool. I wore my white jeans and a black short-sleeved sweater top. Mama always said black looked real good with my light blonde hair. But now with the eggplant—I suppose I had to wing it.
Mari Kaye had spent the majority of the day out of the house in preparation for the evening’s festivities. First thing she had to have her usual tennis lesson at the club. Papa Roosevelt used to tell her that society ladies spend an indecent amount of time and money learning the right way to strike a tiny rubber ball with a racket. Mama figured if it was good enough for those women it was good enough for her. Mostly I think she secretly had the hot jollies for them instructors in their tight white shorts. Second thing, Mama had to have her nails done up in a fresh coat of paint to match her makeup. Then she was off to the caterers to pick up the food. By the time Jayden arrived, and I knew he’d be first what with him being right next door and all, Mama was having herself a well-deserved bath complete with candles and sherbet- scented bubbles. I called to her before I answered the bell to warn her about prancing through the house in the altogether which had been known to happen on occasion.
“Mama, Jayden’s here!” And I hung a thick towel over the doorknob to play on the safe side.
It was the first time I’d seen him since I woke up from the Pacachi. I reckon part of me forgot that when it came down to handsome, Jayden had that particular trait all sewed up right. I offered him a small smile.
“Hey, Jay. Come on in,” I said and stepped aside.
While he’d never been inclined toward spontaneous displays of emotion, Jayden Collins tossed his arms ‘round my neck and pulled me in tight. “It’s great to see you, Tru,” he spoke into my left ear. “Really, really great.”
I waited for him to let go and back away, the way an ordinary hug would end over the course of a minute or two. But he held on so tight I felt the muscles in his chest heave and ho with his breathing.
I had pretty much forgot that once upon a time Jayden had been my fairy tale, that being this close to him was the thing I wanted more than the sun, the rain, the summer, and my birthday.
I also forgot that Ridley was fixing to be along early, too.
“Truly, Jayden.”
Our arms fell apart right then, at the sound of Ridley’s voice in the air behind Jayden’s head. But our eyes kept up the embrace, only for a minute longer, until Ridley moved alongside me and pressed a soft kiss on my cheek.
“Oh heavens me! Looks like we got us some guests and here I am still covered in bath salts! Come on in, boys. I best be slipping into my shiny and brightest before my gentleman calls.”
With that Mari Kaye sped by us in nothing but that thick towel. You had to love Mama for her faulty modesty.
We stood there, the three of us, the way we’d done that night on Skinners, six arms and six legs and six hundred thoughts flying ‘round inside our heads. There wasn’t nothing else we could do in that moment. Nothing at all. So we laughed. At Mari Kaye. At everything and nothing at the same time.



Four
Calvin A. DuPont had a natural part sliced way over on the left side of his scalp. Then his pitch black, wiry hair went on to follow a crooked road till it dropped off at his forehead, which was deeper by far than the average forehead. When he smiled, his eyes didn’t wrinkle up at the edges the way most folks’ did. Mama didn’t seem to observe these strange attributes, but I did. Shortly after I started to take notice, I begun to jot ‘em down, in mental note style, so I could fill her in later when she wasn’t busy being all bubbly and impressed.
Was Mr. DuPont attractive? I suppose there was something in his physique, something else in the strong cut of his chin, his steely blue eyes. If I was squinting and if I was in the mood to be real generous, which for Mama’s sake, I tried to be.
Mari Kaye looked about as pretty as I’d ever seen her, all sparkly and poofy and colorful. I referred to that as her Look of Hope. She wore it every time there was a new scoundrel come sniffing ‘round like a stray hound in heat. The Hope told her maybe this one would turn out to be different from the rest of ‘em. Usually didn’t take long ‘for that look started to fade. A lie or two or three’s all there was to it. Then she didn’t fret over fixing up so much.
It gave me a good case of the warm tingles when Mama wore the Look of Hope.
I had no blessed idea what Mr. Calvin A. DuPont’s look was called. But I’d never known a man to see fit to dress his feet in closed-toed sandals in April—or ever. That fashion faux-pau surely had to go on the list of offenses.
“It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Truly Kaye,” he said to me, exactly like such. Not a Southern man. In fact I could barely detect any trace of an accent in his voice which in and of itself made the little hairs on the back of my neck spike up short and straight. That’s the typical way the Magical Knowing had of showing up on my skin with a signal. Right it was, too. What sort of a person had no dialect, no hint at all of where their roots was sprung?
I asked him, flat out, during our very first course, when Mama set out the tossed green salad complete with bacon flavored croutons cut into perfect half-by-half-inch squares and green olives stuffed with tiny red peppers. I said,
“Mr. DuPont, where was it you say you was born?”
And Mama stopped chewing like a lady long enough to spare me one quick eyeball as if she was fixing to blurt out a warning to the effect of “Truly, now don’t you be so nosy.”
Ridley, who was seated to my left, was passing pleasant grins with Mr. DuPont right easy, like it didn’t matter none that they was complete strangers. Mr. DuPont used his thumb to dab at the collar of his pressed canary-yellow polo shirt. “I come from Rhode Island originally, Truly, but my family relocated to New York for a while, then to Jersey, then to Pennsylvania. My father was employed in management with a major courier service, and they sent him wherever they needed him to be.”
Mama arched her back and spoke out, “Well that musta been simply awful for you as a young child, having to leave your friends behind so often.”
Mr. DuPont beamed at my mother. “Yes, Mari, yes it was difficult to keep friendships alive. I read a lot. And I always had a pet. Cats mostly.”
Seeing as how Mama knew I had a soft spot for animals she piped up loud. “Oh! You see that, Tru! Calvin loves kitties!”
“I don’t recall hearing him say he loved them,” I said, and my mother let me know, using only her brow, that she didn’t appreciate my tone.
“But I do, Truly. I had three cats I grew up with. We were quite close.”
I checked Jayden, who was sitting directly across from me, for a read of what he thought of this piece of information. Yet all he did was shift in his chair and give me little shoulder shrug which wasn’t real helpful.
For an hour or so this type of thing went on, with Mr. DuPont doing his best to be sweet as shoo-fly pie, saying “please call me Calvin,” which I did not, and Mama giggling like a schoolgirl, and Ridley keeping his deepest thoughts under wraps, and Jayden looking as if he was sitting on a keg of dynamite.
But I was alive and Mama had a new man-scoundrel and it was all worth celebrating. I decided to ease up on the suspicious thoughts I’d been entertaining if only long enough to enjoy the fruit punch, in Passion Pink to match Mama’s makeup palette. It was just like Mari Kaye to spike our beverages with a hint of rum, to “put the life back into the living,” she always said.
Didn’t matter none that we wasn’t of age to be partaking. Mama never cared much for rules.
Ridley helped himself to two glasses, and right ‘round then he begun to relax, allowing his arm to find its way over my shoulder which made Jayden’s eyes grow bigger and rounder and meaner.
Even still, I didn’t see it coming. Even knowing how a little taste of alcohol brought out the slippery tongue in Jayden. Still, I was blindsided.
“So Mrs. Kaye, isn’t it cool about Truly moving to South Africa with Ridley?”
You coulda heard a gnat take a nibble out of a horse’s ass. Mama, who’d been busy laughing at one thing or another that Mr. DuPont was saying, dropped her fork, which was loaded up with a fresh load of chicken gumbo, right onto her lap. An onion rolled to the floor and planted itself under the table. Ridley pulled his arm back to his side.
“Goodness!” Mama said, and Mr. DuPont collected as many free napkins as he could gather to lend a hand. “Well, look at me, ole’ butter-fingers.” My mother proceeded to clean herself off while Jayden’s sentence lay out there, waiting on her to pitch a proper fit.
I passed a steamed look at Jayden, but he kept his eyes pinned on his plate.
The clock in the corner of the room was ticking rhythmically, slow and steady as though the very movement of time saw fit to dawdle some.
At long last, as soon as Mama got her dress fixed up, she turned to me. Our eyes met and I don’t know if it was the Magical Knowing or just knowing Mari Kaye as good as I did, but I fully expected what came next.
Mama smiled, real soft and light. Yet her eyes didn’t match her lips. She looked over at Jayden and spoke.
“I think it’s right wonderful about Truly going off to South Africa with Ridley. Right wonderful indeed.”
Jayden nodded and plunged his fork into a piece of meat on his dish. I could feel Ridley settle back into his chair.
You see, Mama always said there was only one place to wave your dirty bloomers ‘round in the air and that was at the laundromat. She was real big on stuff like that. And she wasn’t keen on letting her true feelings known, specially if she suspected straight out that they was sprung from manipulation. If any man set about getting a rise outta my mother they ought to get up right early in the day and hatch a fool-proof plan.
When Jayden could no longer avoid my gaze, I smiled at him too. I didn’t lift up the edges of my eyes. I opened my mouth and without using any words I said, “fool.”
Later on, when Ridley and I got caught up in a quiet moment, just us two, he lowered his voice and aimed for my ear. “When did you tell your mother?”
“I haven’t yet,” I answered, and that made him more confused than ever.
I went about giving Jayden the fake kindness act until such time as he went on home. Much as deep down inside I suppose I loved Jayden more than I ever ought to, he was some sort of scoundrel, toting fireworks in his trousers, and Mama said there was no honest future in store with a man like that.
Hours later, when Mr. DuPont had bid us a good evening, and Ridley and Jayden was long gone, I found Mama standing over the kitchen basin, staring down at her Look of Hope Dress, a big oily stain smack dab in the center of it. She had her back to me.
“Mama?”
“Yes, Truly.”
“I wanted to tell you that Mr. Du - I mean . . . Calvin seems real nice. He sure is sweet on you, too. It’s plain as day. And I think you’re right about him not being some other woman’s husband.”
She kept looking straight ahead. “That’s nice of you to mention. Ya’ll want to grab me the seltzer water from the broom closet, please?”
I did as she requested and placed the bottle down beside her. I watched the flipside of my mama as her shoulder blades swayed left and right while she worked that stain with her special paste trickled over with the seltzer, brushing the fabric with a small bristled brush.
What that woman wouldn’t do in the name of hope.
Damn Jayden and that fool tongue of his!
I lingered there waiting to find the precise way to say it. Mama, I’m sorry, but I’m leaving with Ridley. As soon as I receive my high school diploma. I love him and I want to see the world, Mama. And more than anything else, I don’t want to end up stuck here in this pork-belly of a town, bedding down scoundrels for the sake of love or money. Just like you did.
There was no precise way to say it. None that wouldn’t break her in two.
I crept on my tippy toes down the hall and up the stairs and into my bedroom. It wasn’t real late, yet staying up with Mama and them hideous, unspoken words was more than I could bear. I took out a notepad and began to jot down my list of Calvin’s offenses, though I didn’t get very far. The silence from down below was crawling up my neck, like a turtleneck sweater made of steel wool. Knowing that Mama was down there waiting on me to explain, to set things right, to say thank you, to say I’m sorry. Waiting on me with her soiled dress soaking in the sink. It had to be done. I retraced my steps, passed the darkened kitchen that still smelled like onion, and returned to find her sitting up on the side of her bed, legs crossed at the ankle, flipping through the pages of one of those Hollywood magazines.
“Mama?”
She looked straight at me this time. My eyes begged to scan the room, her paisley printed curtains, her double dresser with the feather boa slung over the mirror. I forced them to keep contact with hers. I pulled up my breath.
“I was fixing to tell you about South Africa. Nearly a dozen times. I was just afraid that you’d think...you’d think I was leaving on account of it being something you did wrong. And it isn’t that, Mama. It isn’t that at all. The thing of it is, I love Ridley. He’s the type of guy who makes me see my life turning out the exact right way. There’s something special about a boy who gives a girl them kinda feelings, Mama.”
Mari Kaye let her magazine fall at her side. “I sure bet there is, Truly. I sure bet there is.” “I’m sorry for not saying something sooner. Real sorry, Mama.”
Mama smiled, and this time her eyes went soft all around. “So then I’m supposin’ you got your mind made, haven’t you?”
I nodded.
“Well, it’s a long way from here, Tru, a real long way but . . . ”
“But,” I said, gently edging her along.
“But Ridley don’t strike me as a scoundrel, and if your heart’s calling the shots, ya’ll owe it to yourself to follow.”
My pulse picked up speed. “Really, Mama?”
She puckered her lips and squared her sights with mine. “I won’t say that it ain’t gonna be lonely ‘round the house without ya, Tru, but far be it for me to stand in the way of a girl with a full heart and a dream.”
“Oh, Mama! Thank you!” I rushed her and threw my arms ‘round her neck, nearly toppling her over. Then I dropped to my knees and stared up at her. In that rare instant my mother wasn’t wearing any of her usual makeup. Golly if she didn’t look much older than a big kid herself, her skin all naturally rosy and fair, her cheeks pudgy and freckled. I imagined I might miss her more than my full heart wanted to let on. I rested my hands on her knees. “Ain’t like I won’t be back to see ya’ll, like for Christmas maybe. Or maybe you can come and visit us. It’s exciting, isn’t it Mama?”
“It’s a golden opportunity, Tru. A golden opportunity, I’d say.”
In that instant my pulse nearly stopped cold dead. Mama mentioned gold. So had Bee or Bea. All that glitters. The Magical Knowing, which had been real still up till then, began to nibble on my insides.
I pushed it away.
Mama was smiling.  The wheels was in motion. My dream was within reach, there for the grabbing. And my heart, hands and soul was itching to take it.



Five
The student body at Richter Field High School was sixty-eight percent female.  One percent of that population was girls I could loosely consider friends. Such a measly figure didn’t right matter much since Mama and I was always about as close as two girls could ever be, even with eighteen years of life spread out between us. So it made perfect sense that, as my friend, Mari Kaye would be knocked clear outta her shorts with glee over my plans to move away with Ridley and create a new life for myself.
Yet for a full week straight, after the night of our celebration supper when we’d met in her room and she smiled and told me about golden opportunities, Mama had been tossing and turning in her bed at nightfall, so loud I could hardly manage a decent minute of shut eye. Was that squeaky ole’ mattress that gave her away. I didn’t need the Magical Knowing to figure she might have had some secret thoughts about my plans she was keeping safe under her bonnet.
Still, I was real busy at school trying to catch up and stuff, and Gwendoleen, from my homeroom, (among the one percent) said she was glad to see I wasn’t dead and gone after my unfortunate river accident. Somehow or another a good chunk of the senior class at RFHS managed to find out about how I’d bumped my head and tumbled off Skinners Bridge almost choking to death on the Pacachi. Near-tragic news made its way ‘round our town right easy.
Even though Gwendoleen and I wasn’t the type of friends that spent a whole mess of time together, I’d known her for four years and she was always kind. As coincidence would have it, Gwendoleen’s mama worked at the corporate office of Papa Roosevelt’s investment corporation. This gave us a mutual bond or something like that. Twice she loaned me a tampon, and she gave me a lift home every now and again. Gwendoleen was the kind of person made you feel you could tell ‘em most anything and they wasn’t gonna stand in judgment of you. She was born on the island of Barbados, but lived in Alabama for most of the seventeen years of her life. Mama referred to Gwendoleen as my colored friend. Mama was half-wrong on both counts. Gwendoleen was dark-skinned but nobody ever used the word colored anymore, and I already mentioned that she and I wasn’t really friends. I always meant to invite her to spend time at the house, though it never did seem to be the right thing.
So are you okay, Truly? Gwendoleen asked, via a note she’d folded in half vertically.
I read it quick and nodded at her. We was in homeroom meditation. Our teacher, Ms. Tripper, required us to sit in forced silence for ten minutes at the start of each day. Said it would clear the cobwebs outta our brains and leave room for the day’s learning. Gwendoleen was never real comfortable with meditation time. She motioned for me to send the note back and I did, sliding it across the desk and letting it dangle on the edge. She took it and began scribbling then returned it to me.
They say you died and then came back again. Gwendoleen liked to put bubble circles over her I’s.
NOT true, I wrote back. Passed out is all!
They say Jayden Collins rescued you, she added next.
“No, not Jayden,” I whispered quickly. Ms. Tripper opened her eyes and looked over the glasses riding on the tip of her nose. When she found the origin of the disruption she glared at me. I clamped my lids down real tight.
In this neck of the woods, “they” was the utmost authority on near about every single topic under the sun. But this time they was half-wrong, too. Nobody hardly knew about Ridley, how I loved him like mad crazy, how he’d been the other hero to pull me out of the cold icy waters, how he was gonna be the boy to save my life for real, forever. Even Gwendoleen didn’t know nothing about Ridley and she knew more about me than anyone else in all of RFHS. For example she knew that I’d missed two whole years of formal education, once when I was eight and again when I was eleven on account of Mama having had misplaced herself. We kept on moving here and there so that Mari Kaye could gather up her bits and pieces and be whole again.
All that motion didn’t much matter. During that time Mama read me at least a half-dozen books, like stuff that rhymed from that Doctor with the Cat, and real life mysteries starring the Hardy brothers who Mama said was good ole’ Southern boys. And she bought me a set of times-table flash cards, and I memorized them all. Mari Kaye would sooner let herself be caught out of the house without makeup than allow her only child be declared a dumb hick.
Anyhow, one day Gwendoleen mentioned how she noticed I didn’t talk like most of the other kids round here and how she wasn’t trying to imply that was a bad thing, it was just an observation. I believed her because out of all the sixty-eight percent of the female population of RFHS, Gwendoleen Lambardeaux was the least critical.
That was when I told her about how I’d been taught lots by my mother, and I reckon those lessons was the ones that sunk in most of all. Anyhow, I worked harder than a worker bee for his Queen trying to catch up, and I done it alright. I mean, I did it alright.
So I was right ready to graduate, with Gwendoleen and all the rest of them. Then I’d go on and fly right outta here with my perfect love Ridley, and the sixty-eight percent would probably stick ‘round here and become gainfully employed at the Gas ‘n Sip or the Wash ‘n Fluff or the Clip ‘n Cutz or someplace linked to another place equally dead end. If it sounded something snobby, really it wasn’t nothing more than fact.
With my eyelids still sewed up tight, I sensed Gwendoleen wiggling in her seat, dying to know if it wasn’t Jayden, then who, WHO was the boy who rescued me? I played her a little, not opening my eyes to as much as a slit, keeping her in suspense. Truth was, I knew I’d probably end up telling her. About Ridley. About how I was merely a handful of weeks from a brand new universe. I couldn’t very well pack up and leave Gwendoleen without an official goodbye. After a few minutes she forgot to wonder. That was the thing about Gwendoleen. She had the attention span of a house fly. But she always smelled like coconut cream, the kind you slathered on yourself when you lied under the sun vying for one of those tropical tans. There was something about that kind of consistency that I envied. The willingness to commit to one scent for life. To commit to one anything for life.
I wondered if I was doing that very thing. I wondered if by high-tailing it ‘round the world with Ridley, I was making a choice that would last me for the rest of my natural born days.
It wasn’t till way after homeroom, when I bumped into Gwendoleen again, in the hallway between art class and metal shop that she remembered to ask.
“Hey, Truly. You never did say. If it wasn’t Jayden then who was it that rescued you?”
“You don’t know him. Name is Ridley and he ain’t from round here.”
“So is he, like, your boyfriend or something?”
“He’s something, alright. Something else. I never known a boy like him before, and if things go accordingly, reckon I won’t know nobody after him.” Admitting it out loud gave me a high running through my bloodstream. It was either that or the paint fumes coming outta the art classroom. Whichever. I liked it all the same.
Gwendoleen wrapped her long fingers ‘round my wrist and tugged me closer to her side.
“Are you implying that you’re gonna marry this Ridley person?”
“Not tomorrow or nothing like that! But one day . . . one day, maybe.”
Gwendoleen nodded. Her neck was slender and long, too, like her fingers. She’d had her hair cut into one of those short bobs all the girls was trying out now. It made her neck look like it stretched clear down to her toes. “I always kind of figured you’d end up marrying Jayden.”
“Me and Jayden? Hitched? No way. We’re friends is all. Never been nothing more. He’s almost like a brother to me. Or a cousin. No blessed way.”
Once upon a time, and the good Lord knows this more than anyone else, I’d imagined that very thing. Once I’d even tried it on for size. Truly Ann Collins. I might have admitted it then, to Gwendoleen in the hallway with the stench of budding artists slithering up my nose. If I’d ever bothered to have her over, to hang out with her in my room and talk about boys and stuff or to have her share in one of Mama’s catered suppers. Maybe then we’d have become girlfriends on those terms. Girls that kept each other’s deepest secrets.
She released my arm.
“Anyhow, I’m happy to hear you didn’t die up there, falling off that bridge like that. My mother said about twenty-five years ago a young woman fell into the Pacachi River in the middle of January. Water was so cold, she froze to death. They say she committed suicide but it was never proven. Either way, that place is bad luck, Truly. You ought to stay away from there, from now on.”
With that warning she was off and I watched her go, the back of Gwendoleen, rounding the bend and heading away. The Magical Knowing began gnawing and all at once Bee or Bea’s watery white face flashed before my eyes. Her voice chimed between my ears.
“Will you tell my mother that it was an accident? Tell her I didn’t mean to go.” “They” didn’t know beans about beans. That girl didn’t take her own life. She’d told me so herself. Maybe if I’d ever bothered to make Gwendoleen my best friend, I could have told her that very thing.
Later that day, I arrived home to find Mama smiling ear to ear at a tremendous bouquet of wildflowers sitting in the center of our kitchen table. It was a sight to see—not them flowers—my mother, with a big ole’ grin slapped across her face.
“Calvin?” I asked. Honestly, with Mama you never could tell.
She nodded and dabbed at the edges of her eyes with a dishtowel. “Ya’ll probably don’t recall this, Tru, but Franklin used to have a dozen pink roses delivered to me every Friday.”
I slipped into the chair beside hers, letting my knapsack fall softly to the floor. “I remember,” I said. And I did, mostly ‘cause the whole house had smelled so pretty on those days.
“Really makes a girl feel special when a man thinks enough to do a thing like that.”
I wondered what kind of flowers grew wild and free in South Africa. I wondered if Ridley would bring them home to me wrapped in a big yellow bow.
“Mama, you are special.”
“It’s right kind of ya to say so, Truly.” My mother stood and placed her hand on top of my head, only for a minute, as if she was readying herself to say something kind in return. But then she pulled in her breath and let it out, without any words attached. She turned like she was gonna leave me there, alone with her beautiful flowers.
“Hey, Mama . . . you know much about the tragedy that happened way back when, on Skinners Bridge? The one where the woman drowned in the Pacachi?”
My mother kept her back to me. “What you wanna know about that for?”
“Well, see, when I was under the water, I think I had this visitation—”
“No. You didn’t. You was just dreaming or hallucinating or something.”
“I don’t think so, Mama.”
My mother gave me a real hard look, like she’d caught me cussing out in church or something.
“Truly Ann, don’t you remember what I told you about them visitations?”
I shook my head. I didn’t recall ever discussing anything of the sort with her before. And as if Mama using my full name wasn’t serious business enough, she bent down close to me and kept her voice real low, as if she was afraid the universe might overhear.
“They bring bad luck to folks with the Magical Knowing. Aunt Joan was the one who warned me of that. I was right lucky that I ain’t never had me one of them visitations and you ain’t had one neither. It was a dream you had. Just a ridiculous dream, is all.” With that Mama left and went straight to her room, closing the door behind her. We didn’t have any other talk between us all evening. And when at last I laid my head down for some sleep, from below I could hear Mama’s mattress squeaking up one hell of a holy ruckus.



Six
Ridley and I was ambling along, down by the part of town where the paved streets gave way to the dry, dusty dirt roads. We was holding hands, with our fingers all locked up tight together. It was something he liked to do, traipse ‘round here and there looking at how the roads of Richter bent and curved into one another. We’d walk for hours sometimes, till the soles of my feet felt about ready to peel off the bone. And we’d talk over the plans we had to leave this place behind, which now had a whole new feel to it.
Reality.
I didn’t let on that laying there quiet, behind my words I was doing my best to memorize these roadways, each twist and turn, even though it had hardly mattered to me much up till then. Home had been wherever Mama and I had set our belongings. Four walls and a roof and a plot of land loosely known as a neighborhood.
Yet, I reckon ever since Papa Roosevelt gave us the house we’d lived in for these past years, it hadn’t occurred to me that we did have us a place we could think of as a hometown—walls and a roof and a plot of land where we sorta fit.  It was a might strange time to realize it now. Mama always said that the mind was a squirrelly creature, hiding nuts and berries then digging them up when you least expected it.
Ridley kept saying how I was gonna adore the lay of things in Johannesburg. How I was gonna feel right at home. Every time he said so I tightened my grip on his fingers, though I don’t think he noticed or minded much. Partly I was excited with the prospect of starting fresh, like a brand new batch of dough. I could become anything I wanted to be—a fancy croissant, if I so desired. Yet I was certain that if I stayed here with Mama, there was no doubt that before long I’d be an old loaf of white bread, moldy and stale and ready to crumble.
“Tell me again, Ridley. Tell me about your place in South Africa.”
He smiled and hung his arm over my shoulder. “It’s a great big apartment, on the tenth floor, the very highest one in the building, with a rooftop balcony overlooking the gorgeous city, only eight blocks from the art gallery and the park.”
When I first found out where Ridley came from, I figured it was like a jungle, with lions and elephants running loose and wild, and folks getting trampled and chewed to death on a daily basis. But clearly this wasn’t the case.
“It sounds so urban cheek.”
Ridley chuckled. “You mean chic.”
“Like a croissant,” I said, and he gave me a funny look but not in a bad way. “Promise me, Ridley. Promise me you’ll tell me something special about Johannesburg every day.”
“I promise.”
“Because Mama’s making me about as nervous as a termite in a wood chipper.”
We stopped walking and Ridley stepped directly in front of me. He placed his palms on my shoulders and looked me square in the eyes. “Don’t be worried, Bug. It’s going to be wonderful.”
Bug. That was Ridley’s tender name for me. As words go, it sounded gross, but it wasn’t so much the word as it was the way he said it, with the softest, gentlest tone in his voice. Made you forget all about creepy critters and termites and wood.
“I hope so ‘cause I don’t think Mama’s all that crazy about the notion.”
And partly I was worried. About Mari Kaye. About me. About me and Ridley. About Jayden.
“Your mother strikes me as a strong lady. She’ll be fine.”
Night was fixing to fall and all the colors of the sky would be slipping on outta sight. Soon I’d look up and if I was lucky, I’d see the stars and they’d see me. When I was real little Mama used to tell me that they was up there to keep tabs on me while I slept, to chase away the bad dreams and be sure I woke up happy. On the evenings when the nightmares came calling, I’d wonder why and she’d say,
“That’s cause the clouds choked those pretty bright stars, Truly. Don’t fret none. Them nasty clouds are just passing through.”
“What is it, Bug?” Ridley took hold of a strand of my hair and gently pushed it behind my ear.
“I’m wondering if the stars in South Africa are the same ones floating ‘round right up above here in Richter.”
Ridley smiled. There was something comforting in the way his lips curled ‘round the bottom of his face. “There are millions of stars. Plenty to go around. Now, you know what I think?”
“No.”
“I think you need something to help you relax a little.” Ridley reached down into the front pocket of his jeans and retrieved a small wadded tissue. He unwrapped it slow and careful, to reveal two little blue pills.
“What are they?” I asked.
“They’re herbs from back home, called Pulsatilla. They will make it easier for you to rest without all this anxiety. Take them with some water when you get home.”
He rolled the tissue back over the pills and placed them in my hand.
“Thanks,” I said. Ridley always had one thing or another from his country made special to ward off the evils of the mind. But they was all herbal, grown in nature. They wasn’t illegal substances or nothing of the sort. Once I made the mistake of telling Jayden about them, and that’s how he got to thinking that Ridley was pushing drugs on me. Even though I told him he was dead to wrong, Jayden found himself something negative to hang on to and that was all it took for his hatred of Ridley to start growing big and strong.
Ridley pulled me in close to his chest and I inhaled real deep. I loved how his clothes had that line-fresh scent even though I don’t reckon he was one to hang his things out in the breeze. Then he kissed me on top of my head, letting his mouth linger there as if he was being sure the kiss sunk way into my troubled brain.
That there’s part of what made him such a great guy. The fact that he cared enough to wanna see me get my head on straight and all. I imagined us laying down together up there on that rooftop balcony, me snuggling right in the space between Ridley’s arm and chest, smack dab in the center of Johannesburg with a million stars lit up over us. Maybe if we was fortunate one of ‘em might even fall right down on us, which Mama believed meant you’d have good luck forever and ever, amen.
“It’s going to be the beginning of a great new life, Truly.”
We didn’t do no more talking. We walked on home, quiet thoughts strung out like a silky web between us, bugs of a feather, me and Ridley. It was right. It was good. He was right and good. And already twenty years old. A real man with a real job. Ridley worked for his uncle in a plant where they manufactured auto parts. He had plans and goals and a clear future. Was fixing to train in his trade here till I was done with school, then work for his papa back home. And here I was, wedged all up in his goals like a poppy seed caught in your teeth. Would I be the girl for him, the one he’d be linked to forever? When I was thirty, would he still wanna call me his Bug? What about when I was forty or seventy-two?
Two hours later I undressed clear down to my bra and panties, and stood in the middle of my bedroom, staring at myself in the mirror on the back of my closet door.
“Truly Ann Kaye,” I said, in a tone about as serious as a heart attack, “you need to do something with this body of yours. Linguine arms and pipe cleaner legs and that soft doughy center! And don’t even get me started on those bosoms. You got a man plum crazy over you. Might even be wanting to make you his wife and here you are looking a fright.” I shook my hair and waited for it to fall into place again. Ridley said it looked thicker this color, instead of my natural white-blonde. He was correct. He was correct about most things. “You ain’t got just any man, neither. You got ya’ a smart man. So shape up!”
I decided right then to adopt an exercise plan that I vowed to stick to like quills on a cactus. How could I expect to begin a whole new life as Mrs. Ridley Fisher with this raggedy old body? I spun. That’s when I saw him there.
Jayden.
At his bedroom window which was exactly in line with mine. And he was gaping at me in all my near-naked splendor. I snatched my robe from the closet and wrapped it ‘round myself quick as I could. Then I pushed for the window and opened the sash with a testy snap of my wrist. I rested my hands on my hips.
“Are you like some kinda peeping Tim or something now?”
Jayden took his time leaning down and speaking into his open screen. “It’s Tom.”
“What?”
“Peeping Tom, not Tim, silly.”
“Don’t matter. Perverted either way. So’d you like what you seen?”
“I wasn’t really looking, Tru.”
“’Cause I’m going to the gym one day real soon, ya’ know. Joining an aerobics class or whatever.”
Jayden smiled. I’d near forgot how sweet he looked when he gave me one of those sideways grins. “You about to go to bed?”
“Reckon.”
“I uh, I haven’t seen much of you lately.”
“Well now ya’ll seen every bit of me. Happy?”
“Hey Tru?”
“Yeah?”
“Feel like hanging out for a while tomorrow?”
“Maybe. I’ll call you.”
Jayden nodded and straightened up. I turned away until he said my name once more.
“Tru?”
“What?” I said, looking halfway over my shoulder.
“You look perfect just the way you are.”
I pulled my robe in tighter. “I thought you said you wasn’t looking?”
Jayden shrugged. Then he smiled again and so did I. ‘Cause there was one thing about Jayden that was undisputable. He didn’t talk no crap. If he said perfect, he meant it.
“Thanks,” I said.
When it came time for me to chase down some sleep, I lay there, my nose aimed at the ceiling, my toes pointed due north, my brain about as scrambled as a plate of diner eggs. Seemed that attached to every warm thought of Ridley was a sneaky little thought of Jayden tagging along for the ride. I kept thinking of that song Mama used to sing all the time. I love you just the way you are.
But he hadn’t said that. He hadn’t said love. He’d said I looked perfect the way I was. Perfect and love was two totally different things.
Wasn’t they?
After an hour or so of twisting and spinning in my sheets, I got up and went over to my desk. I took hold of those two little blue pills that Ridley gave me, unfolded that tissue paper and placed them on the back of my tongue, washing them down with what was left of some water in a bottle next to my dresser.
I needed to put all this unrest to rest. Once and for all.



Seven
This time when she came to me, she wasn’t all dewy and wet. Those crazy cornrows was framing her face in a stiff frizzled crown, like she’d recently been anointed Queen of the Dead and then swiftly electrocuted. Bee or Bea had a look of minor irritation on her face, especially so when I told her what Mama had said. And then she argued with me. Wasn’t like she was hollering or nothing like that. She just had her brow all scrunched up above her eyes and a straight line where her mouth was supposed to be.
“Well, your mother’s wrong. You aren’t dreaming.”
If I wasn’t lying down in bed, my feet otherwise occupied with being prone, I’d a’tapped my toes in annoyance. “Well, I beg your pardon, Bee or whatever, but I do believe I’m asleep. I mean, I said my prayers, took my relaxation pills and tucked myself under the covers. That’s about as asleep as I know how to be.”
Bee or Bea sighed. “I’m just saying . . . this isn’t a dream. I’M not a dream. And I’m counting on you to set the record straight for me.”
“Okay, but how exactly do you expect me to do that? I don’t even know who you are and I don’t know your mama. Do you expect me to go door to door asking complete strangers if they once had a daughter who died in the Pacachi River? No offense or nothing . . . I mean you do know you’re dead right?”
The white haze that surrounded her suddenly went gray. Her image began to fade into nothingness. It was as if I’d hurt her or something, which was not my intention. Well, maybe a little. Maybe beneath my words I was worried about how Mama had said this visitation thing would be bringing me bad luck. Maybe I really wanted this lady to go away and never come back.
“Truly, if I didn’t think you could do it, I wouldn’t have come to meet you. Besides, don’t you realize that’s another reason you’re still alive? If you had nothing left to accomplish in your life, that river would have swallowed you up and spit you out for good. Forever.”
For a woman without a mouth, she sure did have a lot to say for herself. I closed my eyes up tight and pressed the heels of my palms to my lids. If this wasn’t a visitation I didn’t know what it was. I felt a tangle start in the pit of my belly, as if someone was beginning to tug on a string attached to every troublesome emotion I owned, starting a knot that I feared might never come undone. Dreams didn’t have physical sensations. In dreams, dead people didn’t know your name. Did they? That’s when I hatched a plan to help this Bee or Bea. So that perhaps she could make her peace with stuff as it was and be high-tailing it on outta my sleep, hopefully before launching all that rotten luck Mama was always worried sick over.
“Okay,” I said, with my eyes still clamped shut. “I’ll try. But can you tell me where your mama is?”
I waited her for to reply. And waited. I removed my hands from my face and looked ‘round. She was gone. Without even so much as a goodbye or a thank you. Whoever this woman’s mother was, she surely hadn’t raised her daughter up with much in the way of manners.
All at once my bedroom came back into view. If I had been sleeping, I was wide awake now. I slowly crept from my bed and over to my dresser drawer, the one where I kept my panties and such personal effects. I opened it quiet as a whisper and reached my arm all the way to the back. When my fingers grazed the matted, furry hair, I snatched it and pulled it out. My lucky troll doll. Papa Roosevelt had given it to me for my birthday one year, instead of a rabbit’s foot cause he’d said he thought a child keeping hold of an animal’s foot was sorta disturbing. He said this ugly little doll would ward off evil in my and Mama’s life. I kept it hidden on account of every time Mama looked at it she seemed to wanna start crying.
I brought that troll, with its big ole’ popping eyeballs, over to my bed, and tucked it under my pillow. In the event Bee or Bea decided to come on back and wish me a lovely evening, I would be armed and ready.
#
The very next day Mr. DuPont picked Mama up real early and took her out for a Day of Surprises. That’s how she kept on saying it, as if it was some sort of spectacular occasion, like the Olympics or something. So first thing out the gate, while I was still dressed in my jammies, I grabbed the laptop and hunkered down at the kitchen table, and did me some honest to goodness sleuthing. I looked up the history of fatalities that had taken place on Skinners Bridge. There wasn’t many - three in all, the first being a man who’d been hired as a member of the original construction crew and he had a bit of a drinking problem. Got liquored up on his lunch hour one day and toppled over the measly rail. Smashed his head on a large boulder and died instantly. Seems a crying shame, not to be capable of controlling one’s urge for alcohol. Mama’d had a couple of scoundrels like that in her life, who loved the bottle more than anything else. She called that lot the Liquid Losers.
The second death came about ten years after that, and this time it was an eighty-ish year-old homeless woman they called Jane Doe since no one had stepped up to claim her. She’d apparently wandered too close to the edge and lost her footing, or so it was reckoned. Folks figured if that poor lady had had a family that would have kicked up a fuss; the town might have bothered erecting a halfway decent guardrail. But since nobody saw fit to complain, nothing got done about it. People simply went on with their living, thinking it best to take extra care when crossing the bridge, walking right down the center, real gingerly-like.
I knew straight away I’d find her story next, that red-haired ghost or whatever she was. I pushed in closer to the screen and read real slow, so as not to miss one word.
 “The third and most recent life claimed by the Pacachi River was that of twenty-seven year old Vivienne R. (victim’s last name has been withheld at the request of her family.) It is rumored that Ms. R committed suicide by jumping off Skinners Bridge into the icy cold river water in the middle of a particularly raw, February winter. Friends of Vivienne claim that she’d been despondent over the break-up of a long-term romance and had spoken of being unable to deal with it. Ms. R’s mother fell ill sometime after her daughter’s death and it is believed that her own health failed considerably as a result of losing her only child.”
I relaxed my spine into the chair. So her name wasn’t Bee or Bea at all.
She was Vivienne.
She musta said V or Vee and I’d heard her wrong. Right then it was as if her cold, wet hand scaled my spine. It was like I knew her inside and out—like we was one and the same. I knew all about what she felt, how her heart was broken clean in two. How she thought she’d never find another man she could love so deeply, so purely. I knew how she’d walked aimlessly on that frigid evening, her skin soggy from her own tears. She’d ended up on that bridge without even really thinking, draped in a long suede shawl, fighting against a mean wind spitting hail in her face.
I knew that her heart didn’t want to go on, not one more hour, one more second without that man’s love wrapped ‘round it.
I knew she’d ambled over to the rail. She’d sized it up. Real puny, she decided. Hardly worthy of keeping anyone safe. Vivienne R. fixed a set of bloodshot eyes on that black water below. She couldn’t swim. And darkness scared her. She’d moved in closer, tighter. Her teeth was clenched. Her fists, too. Her ribs was clamped up against her chest.
The Magical Knowing was pinned on high, tuned in to her every move, her every sentiment. She loved her mama. If she let herself fall, her mother might never get over it.
She took a step back.
And yet, that’s where it left me. With that woman perched on the verge of right and evil. Of going on or not. The pain of life or the solace of death.
She’d said she hadn’t meant to die. She’d told me that she surely had not taken her own life. Vivienne wanted me to set the record straight. It was so important to her that she barged right into my sleep at will. Was she lying? For certain there was an important chunk of her story that had gone missing. I heaved a sigh. Without her last name, how would I ever be able to find her family?
I looked over at Mama’s flowers, the ones Mr. DuPont had given to her. They was hung over like they’d been partying hard on some of Papa Roosevelt’s homemade moonshine (‘cause even though he was a wealthy man, Franklin D. Roosevelt was a hayseed, country boy at heart.) Little yellow petals was framed in dark brown edges. Once-green leaves was now wrinkled and crunchy and gray, kind of like old Franklin himself.
I thought perhaps I ought to toss them in the trash, as a sort of public service to dear, sweet Mari Kaye. But I knew that woman. Only too well. I knew she was fixing to take hold of one of them pathetic petals and press it between the pages of one of her books of love poems. If Mama was so inclined she’d write her very own—Mari’s Sonnet of the Scoundrels. I’d tried consulting with the Magical Knowing as far as Mr. DuPont was concerned. Was he just another loser who would only end up hurting my mother, the way all the others had? Yet, anyone with the Knowing can tell you. You don’t ask. It tells. What it wants. When it wants. It wouldn’t give up anything more on Calvin A. DuPont till it was damn good and ready. Same rule applied to Vee.
I had one final look at the computer screen. Miss Vivienne R.’s words rang out between my ears.
“ . . . don’t you realize that’s another reason you’re still alive? If you had nothing left to accomplish in your life, that river would have swallowed you up and spit you out for good. Forever.”
I closed the lid quickly. She was right. That nasty ole’ Pacachi had ate her up, but it didn’t take me. I vowed to find her mama if it was the last thing I did.



Eight
I’d been effectively abandoned. Left flat. I suppose I had it coming to me. It was a good old fashioned game of tit for tat. Frankly I’d never known Mama to be so petty. I had to presume it was the influence of one persnickety Mr. Calvin A. DuPont.
Sure there was some that might say by my going off with Ridley all the way to the opposite end of the universe, I was abandoning my mother. Some people of the most critical, analytical and cynical in nature. Those folks would say, “Truly,” they’d say, “what’s your mama gonna do by her lonesome in Alabama while her baby girl is traipsing willy-nilly all over Johannesburg?”
My answer would be that she wouldn’t be by her lonesome. She had Mr. DuPont and he had her. And this morning he whisked her off to some lovey-dovey motel by Lake Arrowhead, two hours from home, where they was planning to stay for the entire weekend. Up till now, through all the scoundrels that had come before, Mama had never seen fit to leave me to my own devices for even one night. Yet off she went with her pink paisley print Wal-Mart luggage at her feet. She’d kissed me once on each side of my face, like we was actors in one of them kitschy foreign films, and she tucked her matching silk pink paisley scarf behind her shoulders as she trailed Mr. DuPont out to his car. He’d carried her bag, as if he was her personal chauffeur.  I don’t think I’d ever seen Mama looking happier or pinker in all her born days. She’d stalled by the door, waiting for her fancy beau to open it for her, in true gentlemanly fashion. In that minute she’d brought her hand to her mouth and smooched her palm, then sent an air-kiss off to meet me. I reckon I was supposed to reach up into the invisibleness and catch it before it went sailing off into the wide blue yonder.
I didn’t. Mostly because I wasn’t crazy about the look on Mr. DuPont’s face, the way his lids hooded the whites of his eyes. The way his smile seemed as if it was drawn on in light red marker. The way his hair shined with the artificial products of vanity.
It wasn’t the Magical Knowing that was bugging me. This time it was only him.
“Have a lovely weekend, Truly,” he said, calling out to me with a wave.
“And the very same to you,” I spoke out in return. My voice playacted as if it didn’t positively despise the likes of him, for Mama’s sake. ‘Cause that’s what good daughters did.
I closed the door, shutting away the sight of the happy couple in all their glee. What made this particular abandonment all the more troubling was that Ridley had to work. Said he wouldn’t be ‘round for the entire day Saturday, well into the evening hours.
I considered calling Gwendoleen and finally having some girlfriend bonding time. But, damned if I even knew her number. I climbed the steps toward my room, counting them as I went along. Mama always said she could solve most of her daily dilemmas by the time she got to the twelfth one. And so I pondered as I went along. What was I to do with this day all to myself? What to do? WHAT TO DO?
Vee’s face popped into my head between the sixth and seventh step. I knew she was waiting on me to help her find some everlasting peace. By the ninth step Mama’s warning was back, ringing through my ears, trying its best to creep me out about the dangers of visitations from the dead.  As soon as I set foot on the twelfth step it hit me. Just like that. As if by some stroke of divine intervention. I knew what I was gonna do with this day. I knew exactly what I HAD to do.
I aimed for my bedroom and to my closet, collected my white denim jacket and my handbag where I had stored some cash. I reached in and counted it out. Twenty . . . thirty six dollars and fifty three cents. That oughta cover a tank of gas right fine. I looked over toward the window.
What I needed now was a personal chauffeur of my own.
#
Jayden slipped a Motorhead CD into the slot and pumped the volume, blasting the stillness that had been waiting on the music to fill it. He was always saying, “There’s only one way to travel and that’s with a little Motor in tow.” He was wearing his aviator sunshades, the ones that made him look like a movie star. Jayden could have been as popular as any of them teen idols, like the ones that graced those magazine covers at the supermarket check-out stands. He could have gone off to Los Angeles, California and signed up with one of those agencies where they take lots of pictures of you and put you in commercials and stuff. He was all that, Jayden was.
I kept Mama’s address book opened on my lap while I flipped through the pages. Jayden had this little bow on his lips which seemed to say he was glad to be along with me today, even if he hadn’t said so outright. His fingers was cupped loosely ‘round the steering wheel of his pickup truck whose engine rippled beneath my feet.
“Butler County?” he asked.
“Butler County.”
About a year or so ago, Jayden had traded his old stick shift in for this newer automatic model. I remember when he tried to teach me about how the gears worked, when to slip from second to third and such. We’d had us a whole mess of laughs that day, with me making his truck buck ‘round like an ornery bull. Back then there was nothing between us we couldn’t talk about. There was nothing we passed before the censors in our brains before letting fly off our tongues.
But now.
Now we kinda kept this block of unspoken sentences between us, sitting right there in the middle of that front seat, brushing up against Jayden’s thigh. And we smiled it away whenever we could, pretending it was nothing more than thin air, pretending there was no Ridley, no South Africa. Nothing but two friends and the open Alabama roadway at their beckon call.  Yet deep down we knew it wasn’t so. Deep down we felt the way our lives had shifted gears in the past few months. There was no escaping the truth. We’d changed. We’d become automatic. Yeses and no’s and polite grins and topics of avoidance.
Jayden slipped me a glance from the corner of his right eye. “You really dig that hair color, huh?”
I pushed the loose ends behind my ears, more than once. “I don’t know. Sorta.”
The Motorhead singer was bellyachin’ about how he wasn’t a nice guy after all—like he was in Sunday confession or visiting his therapist. After a while it gave me a hacking pain between my eyeballs. “You really dig this album, huh?”
“No good?”
“Well . . . if the mood strikes, I guess.”
Jayden leaned forward and pressed the “off” button, plunging us into a sudden ear-piercing silence. I wasn’t sure which was worse. All at once I was feeling right conscious of myself, as though everything about me fit like a pair of shoes two sizes too small. My elbows pinched, my knees puckered, my nose twitched. I ran a pair of shaky hands over my hair once again. “No good?” I asked softly.
Jayden turned and looked at me dead-on. His gaze was soft at the corners and I knew he wouldn’t say it. Even if he positively hated the eggplant. He’d never say so out loud.
“Well . . . you know. I think you’re good the way your Mama made you.”
I nodded.
“Great, really . . . ” he said quietly, as if he hardly wanted me to hear.
Though I did.
I sat back and closed my eyes. Off I went. Time traveling, the calendar set to rewind. In that by-gone moment Ridley wasn’t as of yet in my life. Neither was Mr. Calvin A. DuPont. I had never fallen off Skinners Bridge and I’d never met that odd woman, Vivienne R. The Magical Knowing was responsible for sweet, simple things like making sure to warn me against ditching school for the mall, since it turned out the assistant principal was shopping there that day. And Jayden was the too-cute boy-next-door who might still become the man I would marry one day.
“Talk to me, Tru.”
I straightened up and looked his way. In the spirit of all things that was once great between us, I started babbling and babbling, spilling my guts about the Pacachi River and the coy Ms. Vee and how Mama said I was aiming for a boat load of bad luck any time now what with the visitations coming, and about lots and lots of things in between. I’d talked so much that my throat went dry and scratchy as sand paper. Finally I paused for a breath and Jayden jumped in.
“So that’s why you’re really going to Butler County. To find out for yourself about that bad luck.”
“I have to know for sure, Jay. I mean, it’ll be the reason I help Vee . . . or not.”
“But, what if she keeps coming to you anyway? Even if you refuse to try and locate her family?”
“I—I don’t know. I honestly don’t. That’s why I have to go today.”
Jayden tipped his neck in agreement. That’s what made him so special. He got me. He got everything. I watched him as he watched the road. Those dark green eyes. Mama said they had scoundrel written all over ‘em. Yet from where I sat they looked like perfectly fine, perfectly wonderful eyes. I blinked and turned away. If I wasn’t careful I mighta started wishing . . . wishing that I didn’t have to time travel again, and come back. To now. To where Ridley was somewhere waiting for me.
#
The exterior of the nursing home was covered over in a thick layer of sweeping, twirling spider vines that crept up the wall as though they could defy gravity, so murky you could barely see the windows behind them. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting. Maybe some perky flower boxes lined in sunny yellow daisies. Maybe an American flag flapping off a tall metal pole in the center of a neatly mowed lawn. I hesitated at the door, pausing for who knows what. Jayden kept tight in my shadow, edging me along. If the Magical Knowing was trying to pass some sort of warning my way, I ignored it, twisting the door handle and stepping into the small lobby. It smelled of ammonia which tickled my nose and summoned a sneeze.
“Gesundheit,” Jayden whispered.
A woman sitting at a huge mahogany-colored desk looked up and took stock of me, real quick, then she looked down again. I was expecting she might smile, offer me a friendly welcome, inquire if I needed some help, as though she was there for the explicit purpose of making my life easier.
Not so.
Off to the right a set of French style double doors was propped open by two cherry-red milk crates loaded down with books. Beyond that was a room dimly washed in a sickly gray light filtering in from beneath a row of dusty window shades. Old people of all shapes and sizes was crumpled over in chairs with and without wheels. A big TV hovered in one corner. It was blaring out loud like one of those carnival barkers, yet nobody seemed to notice.
“Is there something I can do for you?” The woman at the desk finally asked, with a tone in her voice that said she’d sucked a dozen fresh lemons for breakfast. Her face was round and bright red which made the whites of her eyes appear like they was about to pop clear out of her skull. Her bright silver hair was wrapped up snug in a librarian bun and she was wearing a knitted sweater set, the kind that hangs off your shoulders from a small chain attached to the top buttons.
“Yes, I, uh, I’m here to visit my Aunt. Aunt Joan.”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“An appointment? No, I didn’t know I needed one.” I stepped back. Felt Jayden’s breath against the nape of my neck. The lady squinted. I saw her trying to make sense of my hair for a minute or two before she gave up.
“We request advance notice so that we can be sure our residents are ready to receive company.” From the looks of things I thought the residents seemed about ready to receive oxygen.
“Well, I didn’t know. I was sorta hoping to surprise her.”
She heaved a sigh that said “We don’t do surprises here, you strange, annoying girl, now be gone with you, and take that young man-child attached to your back with you.”
“We’ve come so far,” I said. Now I was pleading as if she was the gatekeeper to heaven and there wasn’t a shot of me meeting Jesus without her crepe-papered hand waving me thorough.
“Well . . . ” she said, her voice all stretched out weighing the options. Banish me or present the key to the kingdom. Just then Jayden floated out from behind me and beamed down at her. He used his cocoa-butter, velvety-lined words that spilled like melted sugar off his lips.
“I hope you don’t mind my asking, but has anyone ever told you that you look exactly like that actress, oh, what’s her name? Katherine Hepburn, I think.”
“It has been mentioned a time or two . . . ” At once the lady wielded a smile.
“See that? It’s uncanny, really. Say, if it isn’t too much trouble maybe you could see if Aunt Joan is available? We would so appreciate it.” Jayden dropped a small wink at the end of his request.
The library lady gave up a greased smile to prove that she appreciated his efforts. She wasn’t nearly as ornery with the rooster as with the hen. Mama said lots of women was like that—said it had to do with their own petty jealousies ‘round females who was more attractive than they was. I highly doubted this woman had any solid, good reason to be envious of me, especially without my God-given hair color. Still, Mama did have a knack for spotting the frailties of human nature as they was.
“Well then, I suppose it would be alright. Now what is Joan’s last name? We have several Joans here.”
Jayden turned and nudged me with the top of his shoulder, giving me back the lead.
“McKaye,” I said.
The library lady lowered her neck and gazed at a small computer screen. “Hmm. That doesn’t ring a bell, I’m afraid.” Her bony fingers began clacking away on the keyboard. “No. I’m sorry. There’s no Joan McKaye here.”
I felt the back of my knees starting to bubble up with sweat. “How about Kaye then? Like without the MC?”
After a minute or two she shook her head, real slow like she was scared her bun might unravel. “No ma’am. No Joan Kaye, either, I’m afraid.”
“I don’t understand. I know this is the place. It’s right here in my mother’s address book, see?” I held it up to the woman’s face.
Ms. Katharine Hepburn adjusted her glasses. “Perhaps she was moved to another location?”
“No!” I said, because right then more than anything in the world, I didn’t want to be wrong, and even more than that, I didn’t want this library lady to be right. Jayden reached for my wrist and tugged me off to the far side of the room, near the double French style doors. He talked low and into the side of my face. His breath was both minty and stale at once.
“Maybe she doesn’t live here anymore, Tru. Isn’t that a possibility?”
“But then we’ve come all this way for nothing.”
Jayden tipped his head and stared into the center of my eyes. “Not for nothing, really. We got to spend some time together. Us two. Like we used to.”
It was just like Jayden to make me forget and remember precisely who I was.
I was Truly Ann Kaye. Girl-Next-Door.
I was Ridley’s bug.
Ridley’s bug, set to depart for my own happily-ever after in a land a bazillion miles from home. To leave Mama with her newest scoundrel in sheep’s clothing. Nowhere in this plan was there time for kicking ‘round an old romance. One that was and wasn’t real at the same time.
“I guess we should head back.” I started for the door, my shoulders and chin hung in defeat when a crashing sound broke through the air. Something or someone had fallen, and the entire room of old folks erupted in a hearty commotion.
One nurse called over to another. “It’s Mrs. Redmond. She’s tipped out of her chair again.”
Her voice was relatively calm in spite of all the hustling.
Several orderlies flocked to the side of the woman on the floor. Mrs. Redmond. I squinted into the fray. The hair on my neck snapped at attention. The Magical Knowing was chiming in.
“That’s her. That’s Aunt Joan.”
Jayden turned. “You’re kidding?”
I directed my voice back at the receptionist. “That lady who fell. Mrs. Redmond. Joan Redmond. That’s her. I reckon she musta been married once. I don’t know. But that’s my aunt. I know it is. Please. Can we go see her? We won’t stay for long.”
Jayden extracted another salty sly grin and leveled it in her direction. She expelled a sigh. “Go on in. But if anyone asks, you did so of your own accord.”
In that moment, as we started away, the Magical Knowing now drawing pin pricks at the base of my spine. I knew it. Here we was at a beginning of something. Something big.
Or it might have been an ending. Thing was - I couldn’t be certain which.



Nine
I wore a sloppy ole’ smirk as we came upon her. She was a frail wafer of a biddy, her cheeks all pinched. Her hair a fine layer of fuzz. Still, I saw her in my mind, how she was way back when her belly was round and jiggly and her eyes wasn’t so sunk back in their sockets. Passing out cookies to me from a giant ceramic jar shaped like an elephant. Goofy grin smeared ear to ear. Telling me what a sweet child I was.
Aunt Joan was propped upright again by the time we reached her side.
I felt inclined toward hugging her though I held back. “Aunt Joan? It’s me. Truly Ann Kaye. Mari’s girl. Do you remember me?”
Aunt Joan looked right past me and over at Jayden. “Who are you? You got some reason for being here besides to stand there looking pretty?”
Before Jayden could reply I spoke up again. “He’s with me. That’s Jayden. We’re friends.”
“Well, I don’t know nothing about no friends and nothing about no Mari neither. But if ya’ll could help me find my daughter, I’d be most obliged.”
My heart felt weighted down. I angled myself so that I was directly in front of her and then lowered my body so that we was eye level. “Aunt Joan, you mean to say you don’t remember my Mama? Marilyn McKaye?”
In that instant I saw her brow twitch. Her gaze tightened on my face. The muscles eased and her mouth leaned into a grin. “Why a ‘course I know Marilyn. You mean to tell me you’re Marilyn’s child?”
“Yes! I am. I’m Truly Kaye. You put us up for some time when I was a little girl, remember? I’m right sorry we haven’t seen fit to visit much since then, but I’m here now and I was hoping we could, I dunno, sit and talk over some things.”
Aunt Joan wasn’t much for attention spans ‘cause smack dab in the middle of my little speech she turned away and focused her attention on Jayden, leading her question his way.
“You gonna marry this fine young woman?”
Jayden smiled. “She’s too smart to have anything like that to do with me.”
I reached for a chair, pulled it over and eased into it. There wasn’t gonna be no other way to do this than to barrel straight ahead. “You see, Aunt Joan, I’ve been wondering a bit about the—uh—the Magical Knowing. Mama said it was in your family, too. She said you was the one who told her about the visitations and how they was bad luck and all.”
Aunt Joan shifted in her chair. Her fingers was like fine braided twine and she studied them carefully for a minute. “My, oh my. It’s been an awful long time since I gave any thought to the Magical Knowing. And my mind, well it ain’t near what it used to be. That’s for sure. But I will say this. There ain’t nothing wrong with a visitation if you respect the messages. Nothing wrong at all.”
“Well ain’t that a whole mess of relief right there! Whew!” I turned for a quick read of Jayden who was trying his darndest to keep up. “Anyhow, I’m right glad ‘cause, you see, I been hearing from this woman, I mean, she’s been coming to me in my sleep and such.”
Aunt Joan nodded. “The Knowing ain’t happened to me in years and years. Starts to wane some as age creeps up.” She began rocking in her seat, though I wasn’t sure if she realized the chair wasn’t of the rocking variety. “Yep. No harm in a visitation from the afterlife—long as it ain’t from kin.”
“From kin? Why is that?”
Aunt Joan turned and looked out the bank of windows behind her. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen my Lilly. I don’t reckon ya’ll have happened on her, have you?”
Her Lilly? As far as I knew, Aunt Joan never had any kids of her own. In that instant I feared that this wasn’t actually her. Maybe this was simply some kooky ole’ crank having some fun with a couple of kids from out of town.
“No. I’m sorry, Aunt Joan. I didn’t even know you had a daughter.”
She spun ‘round again and slipped her hand inside the deep mouth of an embroidered bag set up next to her chair. Seconds later she flashed a photo before my eyes. Jayden slid over to have a peek. The girl in the picture was no more than a year old, maybe less. A strawberry blonde, staring shyly into the lens. “My lovely Lilly. Had to leave her go early on. Left her with a family who could raise her up right better than I could. Then, what do ya know? She comes back to me years later. And we got on real good. But after a bit she up and vanished. I ain’t seen her since. Just ain’t right.”
I took the photo from her grip and stared into the frame.
The tingling in my shoulders started up for no apparent reason and I shrugged it away. “She’s a real cute little thing.”
Aunt Joan took the picture and returned it to her bag. “She’s all growed up now. Shame how that happens so dang fast.”
Jayden coughed and shuffled in place. He was surely growing bored of all this reminiscing. I thought it best we got on.
“Aunt Joan, you said if a visitation is from kin it’s bad. Why is that?”
“’Cause usually a visitation from kin means a date with death.”
Right then the Magical Knowing made me stand and search for my breath. Don’t know why. Just happened that way sometimes.
I thanked Aunt Joan for sparing us her time and promised her that I’d be ‘round to see her again right soon.
On the drive back Jayden was quieter than before. I knew it was ‘cause things was ending. This day. Us. And I knew more than anything he was itching to tell me again what a jerk he thought Ridley was.
So I thanked him for being my ride and for being my friend and it got so that the air inside the car got real stale from all my gratitude. Before long he had to say it.
“Really, Tru, it wasn’t such a big deal. I mean, you know I would do anything for you. Come on.”
“Anyhow if I can ever return the favor. I mean—do something special for you . . . ”
Jayden kept his eyes on the road. “You can stay.”
I edged over to be closer to him. Spoke from the softest place in my throat. “There’s no exceptional life here for me, Jay. I mean, Mama has Calvin now and, and Ridley, he really is fixing to take good care of me. Show me a brand new way of living. Don’t you want that for me, Jay?”
The skin around Jayden’s mouth tightened. His jaw seemed tense as it was that night on Skinners Bridge.
“I want the best for you, Truly. You deserve nothing less. But that dude, he ain’t it.”
I fiddled with the ends of my hair where the purple was lightest. I could almost see the blonde that lay hidden beneath. Evidence of the me that had once waited for Jayden to ask me to be his girl.
I could have argued and tussled the rest of the way, till we was each blue in the gills from trying to make a point.
But it seemed enough had happened today. And most of it was real good.
Seemed a waste to tarnish it all. Like a pretty little memory that deserved to stay that way forever.
#
When Calvin brought Mama home late on Sunday I had no idea he was fixing on sticking ‘round for good.
But there they was, two gleeful peas in a pod, with Mama sporting a brand new afterglow.
“We had us the time of our lives, Truly,” she gushed and then to be sure I was paying attention she jutted her left hand under my nose. “And that ain’t all.”
My mother, Mari Kaye, the long-time Other Woman, was carrying a shiny gold band on her ring finger. I grabbed hold of her hand. Wasn’t sure if she was trembling or I was.
“Mama, does this mean what I think it does?”
“That’s right, baby girl! Calvin here is your brand new daddy! We got hitched! Can you get over that? I mean, picture it. Your mama finally becoming an honest married woman.”
Calvin DuPont shoved his fists down into the front pockets of his trousers. He rocked on his heels and spat me a satisfied wink.
I dropped Mama’s hand like a hot potato. “Well then, I reckon congratulations and all that.”
My tone surely wasn’t lined up in place with my words, and Mama took notice straight away.
“Ain’t ya’ happy for your ole’ mama, Tru?”
“Course I am, Mama. It’s just, I wasn’t expecting something like this, so quick out the gate I guess.”
My mother took herself a stroll through the parlor, trying on the weight of her new status. It made her walk a little titled over to one side, as if that teeny ring had the heft of an anchor. Maybe it did. Maybe now that she was a missus and all, Mama finally felt as if she wasn’t gonna float ‘round endlessly lost in the Sea of Scoundrels.
A look of contentment was plastered across her face like I never before seen. For that alone she deserved my joy. I mustered up a hug with a smile attached to it. Laying my arms ‘round her reminded me of how small she really was. Almost helpless.
The Magical Knowing nibbled at the base of my spine.
“Thank you, Truly. Now go on and give your daddy a squeeze, too.”
Calvin DuPont's breath smelled like pickles. He waited 'till I was smack up against him to
tell me how he "simply adored" Mama. It felt confessional and dirty, as if I suddenly required a bath.
Yet, I couldn't protest. I couldn't even try.
Mama followed me halfway to my room, her mouth on full-speed chatter. Telling me how Calvin would be moving in right away. How it was something of a pity I would be leaving for Africa so soon. How we'd hardly have time to become a real family. My ears and chest and heart seemed to miss Papa Roosevelt right then more than I ever had in my life.
"Now you have your prince and I have mine," Mama said, fluttering behind me.
I only wanted to sleep. To shut my eyes and pretend it away. I was feeling bratty and resentful and curious with suspicion. Not at all what Mama deserved.
I sat on the edge of my bed and she sat too. Mama's thigh pressed mine, and I felt the current beneath her skin.
It was her hope.
In an instant I was tucked up inside the excitement flowing within my mother- in a pool of her pure faith, connected by the invisible threads of the Magical Knowing. Everything from that vantage point was looking about as fit and fabulous as could be.
Mama leaned in close and rested her forehead on mine.
"When you and Ridley get married one day, you'll have a daddy to give you away. Won't that be special, Tru?"
I nodded and smiled. "Yes, it will. It’ll be real special." I tried with all my might to believe myself.
Mama started off, but I took hold of her arm, keeping her from going. "I'm just curious. Did Aunt Joan ever have any kids?"
I had no intention of telling either Mama or Ridley about my road trip with Jayden. But for entirely different reasons. I figured that it was merely a lie of omission which, according to my mother herself, wasn't an out and out lie, but more like truth's shady step sister.
Mama expelled her breath. Seemed she wasn’t wanting to say much at first. Could tell by the way her lips got snugger across. "Well now, she did, in fact. A little girl. Believe she called her Lilly. But see, Joan wasn't wed or nothing at the time, and she didn't have the means to keep the child. So she gave her up to a family from the other side of town. Why you wanna know this stuff anyhow, Tru? It’s over and done."
I hitched my shoulders. "Just filling in the blanks in my mind, I guess. So does anyone know where she is now? This Lilly girl?"
"That's the thing of it. The child grew up and had a falling out with her parents. She showed up on Joan's doorstep one day, every bit a young woman, looking for her rightful mama. I was only a young’un at the time. Not a smidge older than ten or so. Didn’t have no clue ‘about matters of this kind. By then Joan had married a lovely man, Charles Redmond.”
“I never realized she even had a husband. Always thought she was a McKaye, like us.”
“No, she wound up hitched, and seeing’s how Charles was never able to have kids a his own, they took the girl in for a while. Was all getting on real fine. The girl even took Charles’ last name as her own.”
"That was good, wasn't it?"
"It was good right up until Charles fell ill and passed. Vee started acting out. Seems she had some trouble of the mind--"
"Wait. You said Vee. You mean Lilly, don't you?"
"Well, the folks that adopted her had changed her name. To Vivienne."
The skin over every inch of my body puckered. I tried to keep my face from dropping to the floor.
“Mama, I ” I couldn’t get another word to fall out before Mama snapped ‘round real quick so as to change the subject.
"I oughta get back to Calvin. Rude to keep him waiting on me.”
In that instant the rosy ran out of Mari Kaye’s glow. She started for the door, trying to look light as air, surely hoping I didn’t know.
But I did.
Clear as day.
Lilly was Vee.
Vee was Lilly.
That meant I'd been entertaining visitations from kin. If Mrs. Mari Kaye DuPont and Aunt Joan was correct . . . 
I had a date with death.



Ten
Gwendoleen said that when we finally graduated it would feel like we’d been sprung from the pen. Emancipation. Sweet as crystal. That girl sure knew a thing or two about feelings. The “big day” as Mama was calling it, had arrived at long last, and that was surely how it felt. Sweet.
Even with that big ole’ royal blue robe all wrinkled and swimming over my best cotton dress. Even with the sun beating down on my head decorated with that dumb cardboard cap. And even with Mama and Calvin and Ridley setting all lopsided in small metal folding chairs sunk part ways into the dirt. Sweet freedom. It didn’t even matter that Ms. Tripper had led the entire football-field-turned-graduation-arena in a silly meditation to invoke a peaceful departure.
Mama, who hadn’t been promoted beyond the tenth grade, was saucy with glee over having a child who owned a diploma. She had fashioned a mini-stack of Kleenex beneath her watchband so as to have the convenience of dabbing her eyes or blowing her nose whenever necessary. With her brand new husband at her side, Mari Kaye DuPont was the picture of a proud mama. Ridley kept a steady smile so that any time I managed a look back, I was certain he was happy. Happy that last week I had received my passport in the mail. And that in only five days we was bidding farewell to the likes of this bowlegged, weary and stagnant little town.
My armpits was damp and I had to pee. The Magical Knowing had been sending me flashes of heat and I wondered if it had anything to do with Vee, who hadn’t bothered to show up recently to wish me congratulations or good luck or goodbye or anything of the sort.
Might have been for the best. Seeing as how I had stumbled upon her true identity and with that, it meant that her and I conversing was deadly dangerous. Jayden was seated one row in front of me, all the way at the end of the aisle. He and I didn’t have much goings-on the past week since our trip to see Aunt Joan. I knew, from the Magical Knowing and from plain ole’ common sense that Jayden was trying to figure out how not to hate me for leaving. It was one of those sticky situations, the kind that could potentially take years to fix. Still, I was certain that some girl would come along soon enough, one with the wherewithal to slip into Jayden’s heart and stay there forever. That would surely be enough for him to forgive me, or forget why my moving off with Ridley ever mattered to him in the first place.
Gwendoleen, whose chair was only a few feet from mine, caught my eye and hitched a thumb over her shoulder. She mouthed “He’s cute,” then waggled her brow. I knew she’d spy Ridley as soon as she was able. I paid her a smile. Two grueling hours later, when we had officially been branded “graduates” I grabbed hold of Gwendoleen before she high-tailed it out of there. I kept Mama and Calvin and Ridley waiting on me long enough to say a fitting goodbye and leave her with one small request.
“When I’m gone, would it be too much trouble for you to drop by and check on Mama now and then? I know ya’ll don’t know each other that well, but she’s real neighborly and kind.”
Gwendoleen nodded. “Of course. Here.” She lifted my hand and turned it over, then slid a marker out of her pants pocket. “My new cell. When you get where you’re going, shoot me a text with how to reach you.”
“Thanks. I will. For sure.”
Gwendoleen, with her lovely cherry-wood skin and her coconut smell, folded me into a squeeze I wasn’t expecting.
There was something in that moment, a new sensation. Lasted a couple seconds and then it was gone. Like a hairline crack in a perfect sheet of glass. And in that moment the entire day felt more bittersweet than I ever could have imagined.
#
Two suitcases.
I’d told Ridley that I was the type that traveled light.
Truth was, I was the type that didn’t have much more than two suitcases worth of stuff worth dragging from one continent to another.
I stared at the entire likes of me, contained in my brand new graduation luggage from Mama and Calvin. These, she said, hadn’t come from the Walmart, the way hers had. She and her husband—and I was still trying to get comfy with the sound of that one—had gone all the way to the mall where wealthy folks shopped and sipped expensive coffee with whipped cream clouds swirled on top. Mama reported that she had plunked down a whole mess of hundreds to see me off to my new life in the very finest style.
I didn’t wanna tell her that I would have been just as happy to borrow her crappy Walmart luggage. Mari Kaye DuPont was suddenly doing all sorts of things she hadn’t done back when she was the Other Woman. Like spend money on stuff that ought not cost so dang much. Like fuss over Calvin as if he was the Pope or the President or somebody regal like that. Mama hadn’t ever made such a huge deal over Papa Roosevelt, though I reckon that was a distinction reserved for men who provided fourteen karat gold wedding bands. I opened my dresser drawers, rifling through to be sure I hadn’t forgotten anything urgent. Temptation dared me to take that ugly ole’ troll doll. I picked it up fast then dropped it. That was part of this Alabama world and for sure I’d be needing to let go of it.  Of it all. Beside that doll was the note I’d started writing the night I first met Calvin DuPont. It was a right stupid notion to believe that Mama would ditch a man based on anything I could fabricate and record on a sheet of loose leaf. I tore it in two and tossed it in the trash.
The back of my neck was sticky with sweat. My bedroom window was opened up wide but the curtain was still. No breeze. Humidity creeping. I stepped up close to it, lifted the screen. Jutted my head outside. But I wasn’t really looking for the wind.
I was looking for him.
Jayden’s bedroom light was off. I assumed he’d gone off to one of the many parties celebrating the end of our high school experience. I breathed in and then left a sigh behind me as I turned away.
A minute later I heard the whine of the window track across the way. And then,
“Tru?”
I returned to that space, still open and waiting. “Jay. Thought you mighta been out kicking it up.”
He kept his head behind the screen so that his face was scribbled over in a wiry checkerboard pattern. “Just got home from a couple house parties. Pretty lame stuff actually. Whatcha up to?”
“Packing.”
Jayden shifted. “You really gonna do this, then? I mean, you’re gonna let that guy take you away from . . . from home?”
I scratched at an inch on the back of my knee. My skin started pinching the way it did when the Magical Knowing was about to start in. “Can’t you be excited for me? Even just a little?”
“I shoulda killed that guy when I had the chance. That night at Skinners.”
“Right, Jay. So then you woulda been some sort of murderer and they’da took you off to jail. That makes perfect sense. You surely should have done that very thing.”
I couldn’t contain my sarcasm. This was Jayden. The exact reason things between us would have never worked out. Fists of justice wasn’t the way to go about matters in this world.
“You have no clue of the mistake you’re making, Truly. That guy stinks of trouble. You of all people should be able to tell. With all the things you supposedly know.” Jayden’s tone said that he wasn’t ready to concede, not even on this night meant for tender goodbyes, that maybe he was wrong about Ridley.
I edged back. “I guess I don’t know all that much about some stuff, Jay. But I know enough to realize when someone is hating on me. And I know something else.”
Jayden Collins, my boy next door, squared his eyes up with mine, and I went on without bothering for a breath.
“I know that I will always love you in my own way. In spite of it all.”
He didn’t say nothing else, just shook his head and closed his shade.
And just like that, Jay and I was over.
#
“You’re ready to go, aren’t you?”
It was smack dab in the middle of the night, in the gut of a string of dreams about the twinkling stars of what was going to be my new home. And there she was. Vee stood before me, her wild red hair flowing like it was floating on water. I rubbed my eyes. Found my voice.
“Where have you been? There’s something you should know about us. If you don’t already. Your mama—”
“I sure miss Reggie. That was his name was. Reggie. Met him at a dance in Richter. He was the only guy I saw myself sharing my life with.  Had one of those strong chins, the kind with the dimple in the middle. You know?”
I didn’t want to hear about her boyfriend. The one with the dimple in his chin who had sent her over the edge of that skimpy rail and into the Pacachi. Not now. “I know who you are. I know who your mama is.”
Vee went on. “Did you tell her that it was an accident?”
“No! And I don’t even think you and me are supposed to be talking to each other. They tell me it’s bad luck. No offense or anything.”
Vee was wrapped in a long white gown that seemed to suspend her weightlessly. She retreated so that it was harder for me to find her.
“We all need to follow our hearts, Truly. It’s what people were designed to do.”
“Does that mean I’m right in leaving? Is Mama right, too? Is it a bad omen that you and I speak?”
Before she could reply, my cell phone rang. At once the trance was broken and Vee was gone.
I grabbed the phone from my night stand. Ridley’s face smiled up at me. I pressed the button.
“Rid? You alright?”
“Baby, there’s a problem. I just found out that there’s been a terrible fire back home. My apartment building has been completely destroyed. Completely.” I hadn’t ever heard Ridley sound so panicked in all the time I’d known him.
I sat up in bed, clutching the sheet to my chest. “My God. How did this happen? What does this mean?”
Horrible thoughts flew ‘round in my head. And words I didn’t want to think.
Homeless. Omens. Bad luck. Death.
The Magical Knowing that had been gnawing at me today, with its flashes of heat. Perhaps it was that South African fire brewing. Perhaps it was a sign. The curse of the visitation was underway.
Mama was right.
I could barely collect a decent sentence. How could I possibly tell Ridley that it was my fault, indirectly? “I’m, I’m so sorry, Rid. What are we gonna do now?”
“We’ll simply have to change the plan a little. My family owns this small bungalow on the outskirts of Johannesburg. We will move in there until the insurance pays. Then we’ll find ourselves another place.”
A bungalow. That sounded nice. Quaint. Kinda sweet, in fact. Wouldn’t make a difference anyway as long as Ridley and I was together. I told him that I was sorry. The way people do when they’re passing out condolences for something they had no hand in creating. I told him that I loved him and that everything would be fine.
“I love you too, Truly.”
Emancipation. Sweet freedom wasn’t nothing of the sort. I was every bit a haunted prisoner of fate.



Eleven
Two days before we boarded the plane, the engine in Mama’s car seized. One day prior to that Calvin tripped down the stairs and broke three toes. And Ridley’s papa had suddenly been stricken with a nasty virus, so contagious he'd been quarantined for a month. That meant I wouldn't be meeting his folks anytime soon. It also meant that the bad luck streak was officially at hand.
I stared out the window of the airport taxi as it steered us through the streets of Johannesburg. Ridley pointed out this thing or that and promised to take me here and there. Everywhere. This strange foreign land didn’t look all that strange. In fact it looked like any other metropolis to me. Square brown buildings and grey sidewalks, red and green traffic snags and people of all colors scurrying ‘round like they meant it.
I had to shut my eyes to find her. The pink Mari Kaye. Still dressed up in her favorite polyester pant suit and a frosted smile. She'd snapped about twenty pictures before we was set to go. Me and her. Just me. Me and Ridley. Yada. Yada. I had taken just one. Of Mama all by herself. And now my phone was in need of charging and the only way I could see her again was if I focused on the flipside of my eyelids. Focus real hard.
There she was. Puttering from room to room of the house gifted to us by dear Papa Roosevelt. I could hear her, too. In spite of the rumbling engine and Ridley running on at the mouth like a tour guide. And in spite of the two little blue pills Ridley had given me so I wouldn't be scared to fly; them pills which tended to make me see things all hazy and slanted. I could hear Mama blabbering on about this being an adventure when inside of herself her heart had a brand new ache. Was as if her parting words was caught up between my ears.
"You go on now and see this ole' world, Truly. Just don't you never forget your way back to Richter, Alabama. And be sure you bring me something pretty when you visit!"
She'd been creepy-slap happy. I reckon she didn't remember that I knew her thoughts. The ones deep down and not so deep down. They said, "It'll be you and me first and forever, Tru."
"Tru? Bug?" Ridley had his palm on my knee. I hadn’t even noticed that the cab had stopped moving. “We’re home, Bug.”
Ridley jumped out the door on the other side and sailed ‘round to help me out, too.
We had arrived at a place clearly outside the city limits. Bryanstown, he’d said, or something of the sort. Resembled the shanty towns at home except the rooftops here was made of orange clay. I stepped out into the sun as the driver popped the trunk to get our bags.
Trees and paved roadways. Front doors and fenced-in yards. If this is what an adventure looked like, I surely had some more learning to do.
Ridley paused in his rummaging to loop his arms ‘round my waist. “I’m so excited that you’re here with me. It’s like living a dream.”
It was things like that which gave me cause to forget the scent of Mama and Richter and everyone I’d left behind. Ridley laid one hand against the middle of my back.
“Shall we?”
#
Here in South Africa, Ridley had to go to work at his papa’s shop where they mass-produced auto parts, same as Ridley’s uncle did in the States. I’m not sure when it was I had convinced myself that by coming here Rid and I would be spending every waking hour together as if we was snapped at the hip, ‘cause clearly this wasn’t so. I tried my best not to be resentful or real bitchy about the hours I spent on my own. Even went as far as to entertain myself any way that I could. I planted an herb garden. Rode a bicycle that I dug up in the shed behind the bungalow, and brushed up on the words folks in this part of the world used most frequently. Seems they was quick to point out that I wasn’t from ‘round here originally based solely on my manner of speech. I figured I ought to try to mold my mouth into different shapes so as to produce different sounds.
I was all about the acclimating. Was doing alright with it for the most part even though at night I almost always needed help with falling asleep, so Ridley was sure I had plenty of blue pills at the ready.
I was also all about letting two and then three days go by before I called Mama, practicing not being so needy or homesick. She seemed to be right as rain, ‘cept for a new cough she was nursing away with over-the-counter suppressant. She insisted I speak with Calvin too, so that he and I could continue to bond the way a daddy and daughter ought. For some reason I found it harder than ever to refer to Calvin as Papa. Was as though that title had come and gone for good with Papa Roosevelt.
The days stumbled into weeks and before I knew it Ridley and I was having our one-month anniversary dinner, roasted chicken complete with basil from our very own garden. At first I had kept on him about what was happening with the money from the fire insurance. Wasn’t that I didn’t like the bungalow none, even though it was barely big enough for Rid and me to pass one another without knocking bodies.
“The money is coming any day now, Bug. Then we can shop for a new apartment in the city,” he would say.
He had taken me into downtown Johannesburg and it felt exactly like the kind of place I hoped to live one day. Yet, in a weird twist, the more time I spent at the bungalow the less I felt like getting accustomed to somewhere else. I mentioned this very thing to Ridley one night thinking he might find it more ironic than contrary. Instead, he got angry. Right in the middle of my presuming that the bad luck streak I had left Alabama with was good and done. At once, the energy between Ridley and me felt “off.” The Magical Knowing had been eerily quiet up until then and Vee hadn’t been by at all. I began to wonder if the Knowing had been attached somehow to Mama and Alabama.
“Here I’ve been busy making plans for us to move into a beautiful place in the heart of the action. I mean, damn it, Truly! Make up your mind!”
“I didn't mean nothing by it, Rid. I'm only saying if it's too expensive to go there I'm okay with being here in the bungalow. It’s sorta homey, is all."
Then Ridley’s eyes got stormy and he slapped his hand on the table. "Everything is expensive, Tru! And I'm the only one contributing any funds to this household. Besides, my parents own this place and they want to put it up for rent, so we either pay them or we move out."
I felt my eyes go damp at the edges. "I can get a job and help out with finances."
Ridley sighed and came over to me. Rested his palms on my shoulders. "Sorry, Tru. I am. It's just that I'm a little stressed out. The bills pile up so fast and I don't wanna work more hours since then you'll be alone."
I turned and pressed a kiss on his knuckles. "I could call Mama and ask her to wire us a bit. Till we get on our feet. Sure she won't mind. And I could find employment too. Might be fun."
Ridley paced a line back and forth till I thought he would trudge a hole through the floorboards. "I hate to do that, Bug. To have to rely on your mama."
"Could be a loan. Sides Mama don't mind none. Papa Roosevelt left her so much money
she barely knows what to do with it!"
"You sure? Just a loan. Maybe a thousand would cover it.” Ridley’s voice went back to being cool and kind.
"She'll be happy to help us. I’m sure."
So it was that things turned softer between us again. Mama sent one thousand dollars. Then a couple weeks later she took it on herself to send another thousand, in spite of Calvin saying how we kids ought to be trying harder to stand up on our own feet. I tried not to be real worried that each time we spoke Mama’s cough acted up worse and plus she said she’d been suffering with fevers too. I waited for some sign from the Magical Knowing that would tell me if things was badder than she was letting on. But none came.
It was nearing eight weeks in the Bryanstown home of Ridley and me when I thought it might be nice to have his folks by. I hadn't met them yet, and some nagging voice in my head seemed to want to make an issue of that.
"They'd love to come, Bug, but my pop still isn't well enough,” Ridley reported and that put an end to that. Five hours later, as I lay twisted up in the bed sheets staring up at the ceiling, I heard her voice. At last.
“Truly.”
Vee. This time it sounded as though she wasn’t right near me, so I slipped out of bed and tiptoed to the window glass quiet as I was able so as not to rile up Ridley.
I was full out expecting to see nothing besides my own worn reflection against a backdrop of Bryanstown clouds, but Vee was there instead. Where my own face ought to have been.
“You came. I was thinking I might have hurt your feelings or maybe you couldn’t find me.” I whispered. Her hair wasn’t blowing. Her eyes was drawn open wide with concern. She spoke in that way she had of doing so without her mouth.
“You need to go to her.”
I understood straight out who she meant. “Mama. She isn’t well. I knew it. I knew it.”
“Go to her, Truly. Time is wasting.”
Ridley stirred in place. I spun for a check of him and then spun back, but Vee had disappeared. I grabbed hold of my cell and composed a text message to Gwendoleen.
“If you can go by Mama’s place and check on her I would surely appreciate it. Many thanks. Tru”
I crept into bed. Laid my head down on the pillow next to Ridley’s. I wasn’t sure how he would feel about going back to Richter. We’d been planning to surprise everyone by going home for Christmas. But now . . . time was wasting. I would go to Mama, with or without Ridley.
#
If it hadn’t been for the blue pills I never would have slept a wink. And if it hadn’t been for the ding of my cell phone I never woulda woken up.
Ridley’s spot was vacant and the scent of coffee was airborne. I grabbed my phone and stared at the screen.
“I went by your Mama’s house first thing. It looks like she isn’t there. Fact, it looks like she hasn’t been there for days. Mail’s piled up. Newspapers too. Hope everything is okay. G”
My heart was thudding on the wall of my chest. Every nerve in my body was lit up like the sky on Independence Day. Vee had warned me, and now the Magical Knowing was insisting:
Mrs. Mari Kaye DuPont was in trouble.



Twelve
I ain’t never had a heart attack before, but I was near enough to it when it took ten calls before Calvin answered the phone. The morning sky was foggy and so was my mind. All I knew was what Gwendoleen had said about the house being left haphazard and how Vee had made that serious warning dressed up as advice. Go to her.
“Where’s Mama? Where is she, Calvin?”
“Sorry, Truly, we didn’t want to worry you, but your Mama is in the hospital.”
“She’s what?” I grabbed hold of the jar with the blue pills in it and flung it across the room. Ridley jumped up from his chair at the kitchen table and came to me, his face drawn over with creases of concern. I put the phone on speaker and held it up in the palm of my hand which was trembling something awful. “What’s happened to her? Is it serious?”
“The doctors don’t know for sure yet. But it isn’t going well. Perhaps you and Ridley should come back to Alabama.”
Ridley nodded along.
“We’ll leave right away. Calvin, tell her I’m coming, won’t you? And tell her I love her.”
I had done many things since I arrived in South Africa. Ate new foods and saw new animals and grew things and made love under the South African stars.
But I hadn’t cried until right then. Ridley folded me into his chest and I stayed there enough to feel sorry for myself - for my bad luck, and sorry for Mama who had surely suffered the biggest brunt of it.
“We’ll go. Right away,” Ridley said. “Right away, Bug.”
My legs was quivering. My throat was tight as a wet woolen sweater. I wanted the blue pills. Those same ones I had thrown across the room. I needed them to help me be calm. Didn’t I?
For the first time in what felt like weeks, I saw Jayden’s face in my mind’s eye. He wanted to say I told you so. To gloat over how Ridley had turned me on to some fancy foreign herbs and now I was hooked. I pushed out of Ridley’s arms. I didn’t want him. Or his pills. Or anything here. Not anymore.
I wanted to go home.
#
“All that glitters is not gold.”
Vee was back, and like a broken record she repeated this same message to me again.
Ridley and I had just set down on American soil, Alabama dirt to be precise. Calvin insisted on collecting us from the airport and, naturally he was late to arrive. Ridley stood outside in the passenger pick-up area watching for Calvin’s car while I hovered inside the terminal, keeping out of the rain.
This time she appeared in the mist just beyond the glass doors. I wanted to speak to her, tell her how Mama was sick now and see if this news came as any shock to her. Yet I turned away. If Vee’s visits was responsible for the troubles all ‘round me lately, then I would avoid her, if that was even possible.
Ridley and I had mended fences while we was mid-air. I forgave him for introducing me to those pills and he forgave me for imagining that his motives was anything less than pure. It was stress and shock over Mama that had brought it on. Jayden was wrong about Ridley and I aimed to be sure he knew it.
Calvin pulled up behind the steering wheel of a black satiny-painted Cadillac with rims that had eight bright silver spokes in each. After the engine in Mama’s Dodge bit it, they’d purchased this car. Their first “together-mobile” as Mama had said. Sure didn’t seem like anything my mother would have ever picked out on her own, what with all that manly-looking chrome. I left the front seat to Ridley and I rode in back. Calvin was delivering us straight to Mama’s bedside.
There was something in how he said it. Real cryptic and finite.
I was closer than ever to losing her and the Magical Knowing was stamping that hunch as valid. Even so, I refused to believe that the Visitation Death was going to be Mama. If anyone was supposed to meet with an untimely passing, it shoulda been me.
We caught every red light. Got behind every slowpoke who seemed to forget where the gas pedal was.
While Calvin and Ridley passed idle chatter between themselves, I silently willed our journey to come to an end before Mama’s did.
Thirty minutes later I sped down the slick tile corridors of the very same hospital I’d been in after the Pacachi nearly drowned me. No amount of Knowing in the world could have got me geared up for what I seen. Mari Kaye DuPont looked to be every bit of ninety years old. Her cheeks was hollowed out and colorless. Her eyes was like dried out prunes balanced carefully in their sockets and she had a thin tube shoved up her nose. She’d lost at least twenty pounds, if I was to venture a guess.
“Mama, I’m here.”
My mother dragged a smile out across what once was her face. How could this have gotten so bad, in such a short span of time?
“What’s going on with you, Mama? What are the doctors saying?”
Calvin had told me that they didn’t know much, but there had to be something they was missing.
Mama motioned for me to lean in close. “It’s them scoundrels, Truly. All those years of doing what I shouldn’t. Brung me bad karma, at last.” Her shell of a voice blew into my ear.
I shook my head. “Can’t be so. Just can’t be.”
Mama wasn’t scared of nothing in this whole world ‘cept for that wicked karma. That’s why she didn’t want to tell me about Vee. Didn’t want me to make the connection. ‘Cause she feared the bad luck that would come of it.
I looked behind me at Ridley and Calvin as they filed in real quietly. Something was missing. The how. The why. I took hold of Mama’s left hand, soft as I was able. Her fingers was like dried-up twigs.
And they was bare. In that instant it caught my eye. Mama’s gold wedding ring in a glass on the rolling table beside her bed. And laid right next to it was Calvin’s.
My head began to throb so heavy it near knocked me down.
Three words paraded through my brain.
All that glitters.
#
I’m at County General with Mama. She’s fallen ill. 
I texted Gwendoleen from my position, square at Mama’s bedside. That was where I planned to stay, at least until the moment things began to look up. And they would. They simply HAD to. Ridley and Calvin stayed till they was too tuckered out and then they headed for home.
If it didn’t seem right that Mama’s brand new husband wasn’t the one glued beside her, I didn’t right care. It was her and me first and forever. Mama had said so herself.
I watched her sleep, watched her limp little chest rise and fall. Something had gone very wrong in these couple months and the Magical Knowing was fixing to tell me what that was. I rested my hand on Mama’s belly, closed my eyes and focused real hard. I felt her excitement at being a married lady, her sorrow at having her body turn on her. In her heart I felt her love for Calvin mixed up with her love for me. And in Mama’s mind, bits and pieces of confusion and doubt misfired with the notion that she had finally gotten what she wanted outta this world.
Confusion and doubt.
There it was. My mama had been courting doubt right along with her super-sized new-bride happiness. Tears bit at my lashes till I set ‘em free.
I removed my hand and stared at my phone. There was one more text I had to send.
I’m here with Mama, at County General Care. Something has gone terribly wrong. I miss you. T
I sent that one to Jayden.
I kept vigil till six a.m., not bothering to chase down sleep or any such nonsense. Long as that machine kept beeping and Mama’s pulse kept pumping I was okay. Nurses floated in and out of the room and I ignored them for the most part. But right ‘round sun-up a testy old nurse’s aide dropped in to inform me that it was fine I had stayed all night, but other visitors wasn’t yet allowed.
“Other visitors?” I asked, and right then Jayden Collins stood in the doorframe. Ain’t built a nurse yet who could keep Jayden from being where he wanted to be.
“Please,” I whispered.
Jayden didn’t wait for permission. He was at my side, his arms snatching me up in a half-second flat.
“What happened?” he asked.
“Damn if I know. She started out with a cough and a fever. And now . . . this.”
Jayden let me go and for an instant I wished he hadn’t. It scared me the way my heart had of reserving room for him in spite of my deep affection for Ridley. Jayden cleared his throat.
“I’m sorry, Tru. I feel like somehow I let you down.”
I shook my head. “You didn’t. Not at all. I’m thankful you’re here, Jay. I am.” And we held hands for a while without saying anything else that might feel right or wrong. He hung out long enough to see Mama wake up and spare him a smile and then he left, saying he was still “just next door” if we needed him.
“Go on home, Tru.” Mama’s voice was wrung out as a wet dishcloth.
“To South Africa?”
Mama shook her head. “To our place. I ain’t fixing to leave this earth without a helluva dang fight.”
I stayed until Calvin showed up at seven and then I went back home, to my old bedroom where Ridley was still snuggled in my bed. I lay down and he cinched an arm over me, so as to keep me close. “I love you, Tru.” Sleep didn’t bother waiting on me to invite it along. It steamrolled right over me before I could even reply, and off I went.
Seven thick and dreamless hours had passed before my mind saw fit to rouse me. And at that it took the knocking on the front door to do so.
I tumbled from the mattress, still groggy from pure exhaustion and worry, still dressed in my traveling clothes from yesterday. I had a quick glance in the mirror. My hair color was fading. My face was covered in red blotches and smeared mascara. Mama would say I was a fright-sight at that. The house was quiet, except for the knocking. I spied a note tucked under a picture frame on my dresser. From Ridley.
I’ve gone to see your mom and then to spend a few hours with my uncle. What say we meet tonight at Skinners after visiting hours? For ole times’ sake. See you there around nine. X - Rid
I smiled and headed downstairs. He was ever the romantic, my sweet Rid. The knocking got faster and I thought maybe Jayden had come calling, but when I pulled the front door back Gwendoleen was standing there.
“Well, I’ll be. Come on in.”
And we hugged and caught up for a few and it felt like slipping into your favorite pair of sneakers after hobbling ‘round all day in platform heels. I asked her in to stay a while even though I was anxious to shower and head back to be with Mama.
“I was over at the hospital,” she said. “Your mother seems pretty sick, but she was kind just the same. You know, it’s funny. When I saw Mr. DuPont at graduation I thought he looked familiar. When I saw him again now in passing as I was leaving the hospital, it dawned on me.”
“What did? What dawned on you?”
Gwendoleen lingered there in the doorway. “I remembered where I knew him from. He worked at Franklin Roosevelt’s company. I recall seeing him there once when I went to visit my mother at her office.”
“I don’t think so, Gwen. I mean. Calvin never mentioned having worked for Franklin. He does something with pharmaceuticals. That’s what he’s always done.”
Gwendoleen shrugged. “I could be wrong, but it sure does look like him.”
“I appreciate you coming by. And for looking after Mama, too.”
Gwendoleen and I chatted for a few and then she said she ought to let me get on. I was sure gonna miss her when and if I got back to Bryanstown. I hadn’t made a single friend there yet and it was something that hadn’t really nibbled at me much till now.
Soon as she was gone I bolted for the bathroom and spent ten minutes letting the water rush over my body. I kept thinking about how Gwendoleen said that Calvin worked for Papa Roosevelt. I reckoned it could be true, but then, why wouldn’t Calvin have ever mentioned it?
Mama had surely told him how she was Franklin’s side-lady and how he had left her the house and all that money, over a million dollars. It would have seen fit to come up right then. In conversation.
Wouldn’t it?



Thirteen
“Your Mama is doing much better today, Tru. I think it was your coming home that helped heal her.” Calvin placed his hand on top of my shoulder. It was nearly five in the evening by the time I made my way back to County Care. Ridley was still out and about, so I had to call a cab to get here since I didn’t see any sign of Jayden being home.
Mama’s husband and I was in the lobby. He was going as I was coming in.
“Where are you heading?” I asked.
“Got some business to tend to for a few hours. I’ll be back to kiss her goodnight, though. You can bet on it.” Calvin’s fingers trailed my arm and it was there—in that touch - that the Magical Knowing started in. I felt the jumpiness beneath Calvin’s words. Like he was trying his best to walk steady on burning hot coals.
He left before I could feel anything else. Before I could ask him about having worked for Papa Roosevelt. I aimed for Mama’s room with a head full of questions.
“Look who is here, at last!” Mama beamed at the sight of me. It did my heart good to see her mouth testing out a big ole’ grin.
“Mama, you’re looking like a bit of something sweet today. I suppose things ain’t so bad as they seemed, after all.” I pressed a kiss on her forehead.
“Told ya’ I wasn’t ready to give in, Tru. The doctor says I might be able to go home again in a few days if things keep up good.”
“Can I speak to the doctor myself, Mama?”
“If ya’ can wrestle him down. He was in here a few minutes ago. Right before Calvin left.”
I started for the hallway.
“It’s the darndest thing, Tru. But he said that my blood work showed that there was traces of poison in my system. I reckon I got hold of some bad Chinese or something. Ain’t that crazy?”
I turned back. The hair on my neck jutted straight up. My spine began to tingle. No. It wasn’t crazy. It was Calvin and all that glitters. Perhaps he had known Papa Roosevelt. Perhaps somehow he had got wind about Mama, and all the wealth that had been bestowed on her on account of Papa’s passing. Could pure greed have set off a sinister plan? Would that be enough to turn a scoundrel into something much more deadly?
“Tru? Ya’ aright darlin’?”
I pushed it all down, all the suspicion turned to near-fact. All the hysteria in my head that all at once pointed to Calvin potentially trying to kill Mama. I couldn’t tell her now. Not with her just starting to heal. That alone would kill her for certain.
When she wasn’t looking I texted Ridley.
Call me, soon as you can. It’s important. Love you.
The reply came in a minute later. Is Mama okay? I’m tied up with my uncle at the moment.
She is. I suppose it’ll keep for a bit.
This wasn’t the sort of thing I wanted to blurt out over the phone anyway. Ridley’s message popped up again.
We still on for Skinners tonight? I’ll bring a bottle of wine. 
I told him it sounded perfect. It was what we liked to do back when we first fell in love. It would be nice to feel that fresh and new again.
#
It was tough as ever to linger with Mama for hours, fluffing her pillows and fetching her juice and situating the television without mentioning what I thought about Calvin. Without letting on that he could be a possible murderer.
I expected him back long before I had to leave to meet up with Ridley. But as it was, Mama and I ate supper alone, me mostly nibbling off her food tray, and there was no Calvin Alistair DuPont anywhere in sight. Somehow this didn’t shock me.
By eight p.m. I called for another taxi. Mama was dog-tired and needed her rest so it was just as well. I directed the driver to bring me directly to Skinners for my date with Ridley.
I was dying to tell him what I was thinking about Calvin. More than once he had said how he thought something about Mama’s fancy husband didn’t quite add up. Ridley was smarter than I ever realized.
The cab driver said it was a might strange that I wanted to be left off here. But I told him things wasn’t always what they seemed. He twisted his lips, took my money and drove off even though it was pitch dark and I didn’t see that Ridley was here as of yet.
I walked up to the railing and rested my elbows down, staring off into the water. I wondered where Vee was right now. She had been trying to tell me about Calvin too.
Hadn’t she?
A soft wind blew through my hair, seeming like it was telling me to calm down. In an instant I wondered if maybe all the circles of suspicion in my mind was nothing more than circumstantial. Maybe it was all merely coincidence. Maybe Mama hadn’t been poisoned at all. By Calvin or anyone else. The waters of the Pacachi River was lulling me, carrying my mind off somewhere else so I didn’t notice when Ridley’s footsteps started. Hadn’t even heard him drive up.
“Truly.”
I spun. “Rid! There you are. I was starting to worry.”
Ridley kept a slow pace, one hand in his pocket, the other was empty.
“Thought you was gonna bring us some wine,” I said, moving toward him. “You won’t believe it, but Mama’s getting better.”
Next step I took brought the knots in my stomach, the twisting in my chest. Ridley’s face was like stone. His eyes darker than that river. When he spoke it was another man’s voice come out. Like somebody I didn’t know.
“She wasn’t supposed to live.”
“What?”
“Your mama. He was supposed to have given her enough to kill her before we even got back.”
My thoughts was racing. “You mean, you know about Calvin trying to poison Mama?”
Ridley smiled. “Never should have left it up to Uncle Cal in the first place.”
My pulse took off. This wasn’t happening. I edged back. “No. You’re lying.”
Ridley tightened the space between us, cornering me up against that railing. “It wasn’t anything personal, Bug. But a million dollars is a lot of money and it was going to be half mine. No matter. Just a shift in the plan. First you, then I’ll help Uncle Cal finish what he started.”
“First me?”
In one swift motion Ridley lifted his hand from his pocket and placed it over my nose and mouth. It was damp with something that smelled like chlorine. Within seconds my entire body fell weak. My knees buckled. Ridley brought his mouth up close to my ear. I felt his breath as he spoke.
“This will be sure you drown before you have a chance to wake up. People will think you came here alone. Maybe they will wonder if you was despondent enough to end your own life. After all, I’ll be telling them how I was planning to break up with you very soon.”
The last thing I remember was him hoisting me enough to shove me into the river.
This time when I hit the water gravity yanked me, and down I sank.
I had no idea of time. Of facts. Of reason. I hadn’t had a date with Ridley. I had a date with death. Yes, I was dying. My mind was like a match about to blow out. Little flickers of memory. Faces. Love. It was all burning out.
The last thing I saw was a white light. Not like in heaven. But right there in the water. A spark that seemed to explode on impact. At that same moment I felt her arms ‘round me, lifting me so that my head was no longer submerged.
Vee.
Within a minute I was able to open my eyes. Look into her face, and speak.
“Am I dead now?”
“No, Truly. You are alive and you was lucky”
“You saved me?”
Vee shook her head. “Not me. That star.”
She pointed toward the bottom of the river where the white light was just beginning to fade. Then she went on. “You got caught beneath a falling star.”
I treaded toward the shore and Vee came along with me. I pulled myself up onto the land. My body was still shaky. My head slowly spinning. “Thank you, Vee. For being here.”
I should’ve been dead by now. Felt it in my bones. But I wasn’t, and it was clear I had a different fate to fulfill. Vee sailed further away till I could barely see her.
“You’re safe now. He’s gone,” she said. “We all need to follow our hearts, Truly. It’s what we was designed to do.”
She left me without another word. In that moment the light from that star went out. I laid my head on the dirt and let the tears fall.



Fourteen
"I honestly think you look prettier this way."
Gwendoleen stood back surveying the likes of me. She'd took me to the place where she gets her hair done. One hour later the last remains of purple dye went rushing down the drain, and I was Truly Ann Kaye again - natural born blonde.
I was all about setting things straight now. Getting back to basics. No more hiding behind colors and styles and people and places that wasn’t really me. Ever since I got mama back home from the hospital and myself back from the brink of a tragic ending, I was committed to keeping it all real as can be.
That meant building up the bones of a friendship. It meant drawing out a new plan for my future.  But first it meant having a good long visit with the Richter Police. They was real interested in the confession that Ridley gave me when he was certain I was gonna die.
Also turns out they was keen to see them little blue pills, too. They wasn't the least bit amazed to find that those pills wasn't really all herbal. In fact, they had some of that very same poison in ‘em that was found in mamas system. Not enough to kill me outright. But enough to get the yarn spinning. Gave me the chills thinking about how close I came to not living out my given days.
Anyways, seeing as how the police department didn’t dabble much in coincidences, they saw fit to arrest Ridley and his Uncle Calvin.  Gwendoleen was right about him too. Before Calvin earned his wages selling and stealing prescription drugs, he had been an employee of Roosevelt Investments. Seems he snooped around in Papa Roosevelt's personal affairs (‘scuse the pun) and when he found out that Mama had inherited all that money he saw fit to try and charm her right out of it. Only, I reckon that wasn't enough. He told the detectives that it had been Ridley’s idea to get rid of Mama all together. And then eventually to be rid of me. Naturally, Ridley in turn, pointed a finger of blame at Calvin. And that wasn’t all the fibbing that went on.
There had never been any big, beautiful apartment in Johannesburg. At least none that belonged to Ridley. And no fire to misplace him. Ridley Fisher was a bad seed who hadn’t seen or spoken to his folks in years. The only one who wanted anything to do with him was his mother’s brother, Calvin, and only on account of they was cut from the same rotten cloth.
I reckon neither one of them fools was counting on good fortune to intervene. If I had to bet on it, I wouldn’t have done so either.
Gwendoleen and I was heading off for the shopping mall. It was Mama’s birthday next week, and I had something real special in mind for her.
She was a newly divorced woman now. Another title she probably never imagined she would own.
I slid into the passenger seat of Gwendoleen’s car and flipped down the visor mirror.
This girl had done herself some real hard learning about trust and love and greed and honesty. In a flash I thought I saw something else there, floating ‘round my pupils. A shock of red cornrows and a wisp of a smile. Vee was with me. She almost always was now. And she had herself a set of lips she was right proud of showing off. They formed an easy smile. Whatever curse or bad luck had been broken. In some strange and unexplainable way, Vee and I was becoming friends, too.
#
Jayden was blasting Motorhead in his room. Even with his window closed I could hear it plain as day. The autumn months and cooler temps meant that he and I would be less inclined to randomly gab beside open screens. So I picked up my phone, pressed his name and began to type.
You trying to serenade the entire neighborhood with that stuff?
His reply began with a frown face. Yo, T. Sorry.
No worries. Meet me?
At the window? He asked.
No. Out back.
K. With that I saw his bedroom light go out. I ran down the steps and out the door. Jayden had every right to say ‘I told you so’. Lord knows I had it coming to me. Yet he’d only told me how happy he was that I was okay, and how much more he wished he had choked that “weasly son-of-a-bitch” back when he had the chance.
He was already at the fence when I got there. Jayden had a fresh crop of facial grub that made him look more like a man than the eighteen and three-quarters he was. His sweatshirt was on crooked and his hair wasn’t hardly combed. And yet.
I’d never seen him look better.
“How’s Mama?”
I smiled. “Back to wearing her makeup to bed. She’s turning another year older on Wednesday and we’re fixing to have cake and stuff. Just me and Gwen and Mama and this new guy she’s seeing . . . unless, maybe you aren’t doing nothing.”
Jayden nodded. “That’s why you wanted me to come outside? To invite me to a birthday thing?”
It would have been easier to lie. To tell him yes when the answer was clearly no. But I was standing here because of what Vee told me. Because she was exactly right. Following our hearts was what we was designed to do in our lifetimes. I sighed and fiddled with the words in my head.
“Not really, Jay. I mean, not at all. I guess I wanted to tell you that I know you was clearly right about Ridley being a closet creep. I shoulda paid you mind.”
Jayden didn’t seem like he was listening that well. He was staring at me with this half-smile on his face.
“What?” I said.
“Your blonde hair. It’s back.”
I shrugged. Kicked a pebble with the toe of my sneaker. Jayden reached his hand over the top of the fence and touched my cheek.
“I’ll be glad to come to your Mama’s birthday,” he said.
The Magical Knowing set in, and right there in Jayden’s touch I felt an affection that had surely been brewing for the better part of six years. I laid my hand on top of his and stared into his eyes. He may have been a challenge, maybe not the easiest guy in town. But Jayden was no scoundrel.
I moved in close as I could and brought my mouth to his. “If I kiss you Jayden Collins, that means I’ll always be able to say that I made the first move.”
And just like that, before I had a chance to do so, Jayden wrapped his hands ‘round my head and pressed his lips on mine.
#
It was all Jay’s idea. And this time I’d gone and called ahead. On Wednesday morning, Mama awoke wearing her very pinkest birthday face.
“Not looking half-bad for a lady approaching the anniversary of her twenty-ninth year alive,” she said.
“Again,” I added.
Mama was traipsing ‘round the house in nothing but a towel she seen fit to remove and snap at me for my freshness.
“Mama! Jayden will be along any minute. We have a few things to do before the party tonight. Be gone a few hours. Can we borrow the Caddy?”
“Sure thing. Ya’ll kids have fun.”  Even though Mari Kaye had promised to steer clear of scoundrels, she was back to dating them again. Her latest was as married as she could find. When it came to men and lessons, reckon Mama needed some extra-help.
Jayden and I cruised at a steady pace and made it to the nursing home faster this time ‘round. We had to get permission to take Aunt Joan out for the whole day. Specially since we was planning to keep her overnight and bring her back the next morning. But ole’ Katharine Hepburn was quick to agree.
I had no intention of reminding Aunt Joan that her dear Lilly was dead and gone. Thought it best that her memories filled in the gaps with a sweeter story of her choosing. If one day, she remembered on her own, I would be there to deliver Vee’s message.
Aunt Joan was tickled to be having herself a road trip. We got her loaded into Mama’s car and I held up outside long enough to give Jay a tight hug.
“Ya’ll are much softer ‘round the edges than you let on, Jayden Collins.”
“And you are much smarter, Truly Kaye.”
Mama was giddy at the sight of her Daddy’s sister. So much so that she nearly wet herself. I left them all so as to change into my new white dress. I’d bought it to signal everything new and right and near perfect in my life. Jayden was the first to notice it. He paid me a wink and a broad grin.
“You’re the best looking girl in the room, Tru. Damn, you’re the best looking girl in any room.”
We had strawberry shortcake and coffee with cream, and we sang and celebrated ourselves silly.
Deep down Mama and me both knew.
There was more to this party than the eye could see. Lust and envy and gluttony had almost claimed our lives. We was living proof that sometimes goodness prevails.
Mama grabbed me ‘round the waist. “Thank you, my child. I did alright by you, didn’t I?” That was her way of asking if she had succeeded at the whole mothering thing. I nodded and gave her a small kiss on the cheek.
“Oh, dang! I nearly forgot. I have a present for you.”
I raced up to my room, snatched the little box off my dresser. I’d wrapped it in pink paper and topped it with a silver bow.
For as long as I’d known her, Mari Kaye had been a hopeless romantic with a bad case of superstition, frightened that fate would someday find her, and punish her with an unkind hand.  I never wanted her to forget that she was wrong.
Mama tore off the paper and opened the small velvet box.
“Truly girl, this is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen!”
Gwendoleen helped to hang the thin gold chain ‘round Mama’s neck. Dangling from the middle was a tiny star. Figured we each needed a new “all that glitters.”
I hadn’t told her about how on the night I almost died that bright white light had tumbled out of heaven and fell into the Pacachi River just in time to save me. And how Vee had carried me to safety.
I imagined it might be something she woulda enjoyed hearing about. And yet, it felt like a story for another day. All she knew was that I had made it out of that river alive. Not once but twice. And that we had each other.
That was all that mattered.
My mama had spent her whole life waiting for some dang star to fall outta the sky and change our destiny.
And what do you know.
It finally had.
END
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Chapter 1
I dislike having to murder someone. Kidnapping is worse. At least when I setup a kill, I know what's coming. No connections, no honesty, no surprises. Everything I say and do are just steps to luring in my victim. Once the victim falls right into the trap, the next move is swift: crushed windpipe, fatal concussion, or a good ol' fashioned headshot.
Kidnapping, on the other hand, is a little trickier. First, the victim has an opportunity to respond. I don't like this. Sometimes they cry. Sometimes they manage to alert the authorities. And sometimes they escape, usually by inflicting bodily harm on me.
Dead people don't retaliate.
The second major difference between killing and kidnapping is my conscience. I get in and out with a kill. We have no chance to bond.
Abductees require a little more one-on-one. As much as I try to keep the switch turned off, I can't help but listen to their pleas and demands. And I usually realize I'm a jerk.
That's exactly where I find myself one late afternoon in June. I prefer doing this at night, but moreover, I would prefer not doing this at all.
Instead, I have a belligerent nine year old girl sitting in the passenger seat of my Honda Accord, shackles on her wrists and ankles and a small stuffed bunny on her lap. She's eying me in a way that makes me self-conscious. Like I'm the bad guy.
Probably because I am the bad guy.
“My dad will shoot you!” She glares at me. “He has lots of guns and knows how to use them good. He'll shoot you.”
Right now, that feels more like a mercy than a threat. I focus on the road and say nothing.
“But you won't die, and he'll call the police, and you'll go to jail!” She rattles her chains like a new specter trying out the haunting thing.
And she keeps rattling them.
I clamp my jaw and tighten my hold on the steering wheel. 
The clanking grows louder. From the corner of my eye, I catch she is shaking the chains at me. She's nine. She's angry. This is all she's got.
It's annoying as shit.
“Okay! Stop it!” I reach for the middle chain to still her.
She shrieks. High pitched, icepick to the eardrum shrieks.
I snap my hand back to the steering wheel. “Please stop.”
She shrieks louder. Dear God.
“Enough!” 
She silences. Her eyes are fixed on me though.
I'm supposed to be the bad guy here. Probably a good idea to say something bad guy-ish.
I got nothing.
My conscience sneaks in, whispering questions about what is going to happen to her after delivery. 
Ransom, I decide. She will be held for ransom.
Truth is, I will never know. 
I bet she is in a lot of extracurricular activities. Star of her class, ringleader of her friends, exasperation to her parents.
They don't know she's missing yet. She was heading home from school when I cut her off at a crosswalk, slapped the chains on her in the backseat, and peeled away. I am a pro at this. 
Unfortunately.
If I didn't know better, I would think she was too. She sang. In the backseat. At the top of her lungs. The Song That Never Ends.
Come to find out, that song never ends.
Ever.
So we struck a deal. She would stop singing, and I would let her ride in the passenger seat.
It was a compromise. Her first offer was that I let her go.
Nice try, kid.
She juts her chin. “Where are you taking me?”
“A big house.” I bat my hair out of my eyes. “A mansion. With lots of expensive things. There's maids and cooks. Huge yard with a pool that might as well be a lake. Has a waterfall and everything.”
“Is there a pony?”
“Well, there's—” I stop and glance at her.
She's fuckin' with me.
I groan and slouch in my seat. Not very bad guy-ish, but I think she's already figured out I'm a poser.
“Look, just be quiet, will ya?” 
She starts screaming again.
Mental note: bring a gag next time.
The thing is, I'm not afraid of the cops. They're more of a nuisance than anything.
Want to scan my record? Go for it. Leo Hartz is clean.
And my real name, Dimitri Hayes? I do not exist.
I don't have fingerprints—they were seared off—and any of my DNA in the federal system links to long discarded aliases. 
Thanks to me, cold cases litter the desks of investigators across the nation. 
I frown. Hopefully another file isn't going to be added soon.
The city gives way to desert: packed dirt, patches of dry brush, and a few tall cacti. Purple mountains stand against the empty sky.
After ten minutes or so, I roll down her window a quarter of the way. We could both use some fresh air. 
The drive isn't over yet.
Despite her shackles, she manages to push herself up on the door and wedge a hand in the crack. The stuffed bunny rolls to the floorboard. She ignores it and tries to force the window down farther. Probably thinks she can leap out. Wouldn't surprise me if she tried.
“You need to sit,” I say, voice even.
“I'm planning my escape,” she says, matter-of-fact.
“I see that. Can you stop?”
“If you kill me, my dad will track you down.” She drops back into her seat and looks at me again. “He'll track you down and kill you back.”
Great, I picked up Liam Neeson's daughter.
“Yeah, I'm not worried about your dad, 'kay? Just be quiet.”
“What's your name?”
In the eight years I've been doing this, I've never had such an inquisitive victim. Normal kids freak out. I just drug the adults. They're too difficult to move otherwise.
I'm not exactly built for hauling around people against their will. When I learned what I would spend the rest of my life doing, I tried to pack on a few pounds. I was fifteen, and the job description didn't make pumping iron a thrill.
So I traded in the weights for a couple of guns and a supply of benzodiazepines. I won't use the benzos on the kiddies, though. Too dangerous.
I turn onto a dirt road, and the car bounces along. Hondas get great mileage, but they aren't designed with this terrain in mind. 
Not a big deal. When the Accord finally gives out, Karl will have another vehicle waiting for me. Whatever I need, I get. It's not as exciting as it sounds, especially since I can't draw attention to myself.  
No fancy rides, no fawning ladies. Just a nondescript car and all the ammo and tranqs a guy could want.
Up ahead looms solid metal gates set in a twenty-foot high brick wall. 
My passenger goes quiet. I have stopped making sense of her words a while ago. The gates roll to either side, and she sits forward into the dash.
“Wow.” Her voice is a soft breath. 
For a moment, she has forgotten she's going to die.
Wait, held for ransom. That's the story, and I'm sticking to it. I might believe it with enough whiskey. As soon as this delivery is over, I'm heading straight to the bar. The trip back from the mansion is the worst part, though. The silence. The thinking.
I press on the gas and drive up the long carport. On either side, the landscaping is like a mirage. Tall arching trees. Manicured hedges whose maintenance alone cost more than the upkeep on my car. A pond that would look impressive if I didn't know there really is a pool with a waterfall on the other side of the estate. And the pool is nothing compared to the tennis court, the ten-car garage, and the empty horse stable. 
The mansion itself stands three stories high and sprawls so far I sometimes wonder if anyone has ever walked it end to end. There's at least a dozen covered patios with stone archways. I can't even guess how many balconies. 
Uniformed men bust through one of the four sets of double-doors and head straight for my car. My passenger screams. This time, it is real terror.
The men yank open the side door and drag her out. Not so much as a nod at me. They carry her back the direction they had come, disappearing into the mansion. 
Silence.
I will never see her again. 
The stuffed bunny is still on the floorboard. I lean over to pick it up and toss it into the glove compartment.
During the drive back to the city, I sing The Song That Never Ends to drown out my thoughts. 
***
Kocktail Kittens sits right off the freeway. It's a dive bar, and it really should have been named Kocktail Kougars. Not my thing, but I'm not exactly looking for takeout, anyway. Just enough booze 'til I need a cab and assistance remembering how my front door opens.
I slide up to the bar and throw Leo Hartz's credit card on the counter. “Tab, whiskey shot and a Jägerbomb to start.”
The bartender—a wrinkled woman with fading dark hair pulled into a bun and thin red lips—snags the card with Freddy Krueger nails. She winks. 
“Sure thing, hon.” Her voice is phlegmy. 
She sashays off to pour the drinks.
I turn and scope out the room. A few small tables sit to one side, and a neglected karaoke machine to the other. Next to the karaoke machine is a pool table, where the handful of other patrons are gathered around. 
They all look like they have been living this lifestyle for a few centuries. Probably regulars. I wouldn't know for sure, because I'm not. The last thing I need is someone to notice how often I switch names on credit cards. Or to be able to identify me. 
Like my car, I'm rather nondescript. Average height, brown eyes, dirty-blond hair that usually could do for a trim. Sometimes I shave. Today is not one of those days.
Maude leans forward as she pushes my drinks toward me. Her neckline plunges so low it looks like she forgot to button up. 
I drop the Jäger into the beer and chug it. Does anyone with taste buds actually like this crap? The whiskey chases after, burning my throat.
I thud the shot glass back to the bar. “Another, please.”
“Long day?” Her claws tap on the counter. Those things should be registered weapons. “You seem tense.”
I hope this routine is a bucket list entry for her. She's terrible at it.
“Nah, won the lottery and cured cancer.” I nudge the empty glasses toward her. “Please.”
She huffs and stalks away to pour another round.
The exterior door behind me creaks open with a rush of warm air and the click of heels. I turn to see who has entered.
Why, hello there.
Straight, chin-length, bleach-blonde hair, dark eyes, and a body that is better acquainted with the gym than mine. I might be dining after all. Would be stupid of me to turn down the chance.
The problem with my job—besides making me an unwilling criminal—is the sporadic schedule. I have a lot of me-time, but when he calls, I have minutes to respond. That poses a problem when it comes to other aspects of my life, like women. 
The only reprieve is that tasks are never back-to-back. Since I just finished one, I should have a day or so before I have to be on guard again, and probably months before anything comes of it. I only need an hour with blonde and beautiful, who is currently glancing around the room like she is lost.
She obviously needs directions to my house. It's just right down the street.
I slam back my next round of drinks, confidence warming my insides, and slide off the stool.
As I approach, her eyes catch mine, and a hesitant smile twitches on her lips.  
She ducks her head a little. “My friend said to meet her here, but . . . well, you know how that goes.”
“Your friend has terrible taste.” I step back and gesture at an empty table. “Wanna have a drink while you wait?”
She glances up at me, her hand fingering the industrial piercing in her right ear. “Yeah, I can do that.” 
I pull out the chair because I'm a damn gentleman, and she places her purse to the ground and slides her cellphone onto the table as she sits. She's wearing tight blue jeans, a white top, and this little dark half-jacket thing. Her eyes are heavy with black makeup. She's pimped out like a rockstar. Haven't had the bad girl special in a while. The night is promising.
I force my attention back to the conversation. “What you like to drink?”
“Just a coke,” she says.
I halt. “What is this, an A.A. meeting?”
“Ha.” She quirks her lips. “I don't know if I'm the D.D. Not sure what my friend is up to.”
“There's this cool thing called cabs,” I say. “Someone picks you up and drives you home. You should check it out.”
She gives a tight smile, but her eyes are laughing. I'm golden. 
“You sure you just want a coke?”
“Yeah, positive.” She cracks a grin and shoos me away with one hand.
I stroll up to the bar and lean over it. “Hey, Maude?”
The gallivanting grandma turns around, face flashing with anger. “You better not been calling me that, boy.”
I shrug.
Her gaze darts to my lovely lady, then back at me. The frown lines pull down her mouth. I try to think of a joke about preferring eggs with breakfast, but I'm a bit tipsy. Didn't realize it until now that my brain won't jumpstart.
Whatever. 
“Regular coke and one with rum, please,” I say.
After she fills the glasses, she sets them in front of me and smirks. “At least you won't be the only virgin at that table now.”
She saunters away.
Hater.
I grin and carry the drinks back to my pending main course. Somehow, I manage not to slosh them. A killer's hand is a steady hand.
I laugh, even though it's really not funny, and place the glasses on the table.
Miss Rockstar looks up from her cellphone and then sets it down. “What you got?”
I slide into the seat opposite of her. “Rum and coke.”
“Where's the straws?” She peers down into her cup. “You sure you didn't accidentally switch the cups?”
“Is your sponsor here or something?”
She rolls her eyes and takes a careful sip. After a moment, she nods and drinks longer. Alright, so maybe she isn't a party-animal, but she looks like a bad ass and I bet she's awesome in bed.
“So, what's your name?” I sit straight in my chair, hoping I don't look too intoxicated.
Which I am, of course. Probably a good idea to lay off the alcohol for a bit.
“Syd.” Her phone buzzes, and she picks it back up.
Her nails are painted different colors and designs. A small black star is tattooed on the knuckle of her ring finger. Wonder if she would let me play scavenger hunt for the rest of the ink on her body. I promise to be thorough.
She frowns at her phone. 
“Stood up?” 
“Yeah. Hey, look, I'm gonna go pay for my drink and head out.” She reaches down for her purse as she stands.
I sit forward. “Why? Where you gonna go?”
She shrugs one shoulder, her gaze scanning the bar and her frown deepening. “A club, probably.”
“People still go to those?” I shake my head.
She lowers her gaze to me. “Well, people who can't stand all the excitement here, I guess.”
I laugh. “Okay, fair enough. Finish your coke first?”
She glances at her drink, then settles into her chair again.
“I'm Dimitri.” I lean back and continue to ignore my drink. “And, for the record, I rarely come here. Just glad someone else who doesn't have great-grandchildren found their way to this crap hole.”
Her expression and shoulders relax. She takes a drink. “Dimitri. That's Russian, right?”
“Nah, Greek. I think.”
“You're Greek?”
“Not that I'm aware of.” I give in and chug my rum and coke.
“Ah, well, my family is Irish and some Arabic,” she says.
Comparing ancestry reports is not what I have in mind.
She continues. “So, what do you do for a living?”
“Private armed security,” I say. My usual answer. It's not entirely dishonest, and it also helps explain my arsenal if a woman happens to see it between the front door and bedroom. I try to guide the conversation back in the right direction. “You live in Phoenix or just passing through?”
“Live here,” she says. 
Damn. Tourists are easier to convince into a wild night.
She glances at her phone and frowns again. She isn't impressed with me whatsoever. I probably should just let her go, but I only have twenty-four hours to catch and release.
And now parts of me are riled up. I really would like to find the rest of her tattoos.
Might as well go all-in. 
“Yeah, I live here too,” I say, “and I think it's very important to know thy neighbor.”
She sizes me up. “Don't you mean, 'love thy neighbor'?”
I smile at her. “I'm willing if you are.”
Her eyes glint as she leans forward. “Oh, thank god. I thought we were going to talk about our family history all night or some shit.”
And just like that, it is time to go tattoo hunting.
***
I'm far too drunk to be behind the wheel, so we take Syd's white Chevy Impala. I give directions and admire what's going to be wrapped around me in a few minutes. The more I look, the more I like. I'm sure she's smart and has a great personality and all that, but I don't intend to ever know.
When we pull into my carport, I get out and come around to open the driver side. Syd chuckles as she pulls her purse out of the back seat and follows me to the front door. Come to find out, I can still manage the lock. I push the door open and stand aside. The lights are already on.
Syd steps inside, scoping out the place but pretending she isn't. The house looks far more inconspicuous on the outside.
“Not bad, right?” I shut the door behind us and head toward the kitchen, though I'm sure I'm staggering a little. “Want a drink?”
“No, thanks.” She drops her purse by the couch. “But that answer might change soon.”
I lean back. Her face is dancing with mischief. It's a good look for her. I grab a couple of water bottles from the fridge and nod for her to follow me down the hall.
When I halt in the doorway, she is right behind and nearly bumps into me. I place the bottles on the nightstand and unload my pockets before sitting on the edge of the bed.
I rub a hand over my face. “You sure you good with this?”
She tips back her head a little and runs a finger up and down her slender neck. I would like to pin her against the wall and start from her jaw and work down. But I'm opposed to mauling a woman until she has settled herself on my bed. Seems less pushy that way.
She straightens. “So, let's get the responsible out of the way. You clean?”
“What?” I tear my focus from her neck and meet her gaze. “Me? Yeah.”
“Me, too,” she says, though I could have guessed that since she started the conversation. 
“What about the getting knocked up bit?”
“Got that covered,” she says.
I inhale a deep breath and survey her again. She's so tight and made up and fresh. I, on the other hand, just came in from a kidnapping. 
“Since we're taking the less passionate route, I'm going to go wash up. Been on the road all day.” I pat the mattress and stand. “Come relax.”
She smiles and crosses my path as I head into the bathroom. A quick splash-bath, some body spray, good to go. I leave my jacket and shirt on the vanity and step back into the bedroom. 
Syd is sitting on the mattress, feet planted on the floor, hands on her lap. She smiles up at me, and I'm pretty sure this isn't a typical night for her. I'll do my best to make it memorable. 
I lift her chin as I sit next to her and bring her mouth to mine. She tenses, and I keep the urge to strip her down in check. This needs to be on her terms, even if parts of me disagree. After a moment, she relaxes into the kiss. Her arm drapes over my shoulder, and she urges me forward as she lies back on the bed. 
My hand slides under her shirt and works its way up to massage her breast. She gives a soft moan, sparking all sorts of ill-mannered thoughts. 
I break from the kiss, my lips lingering near hers, and whisper, “I really want to fuck you.”
“You make my girly bits tingle.” She smiles up at me. “But you're pretty drunk. Sure I'm not taking advantage of you?”
“I wish you would,” I say. “That would require you to be on top, though.”
She grins and wedges her hand under my chest to nudge me back. I lift up, and her eyes and hands trail down my chest. She makes a small approving noise.
I reach for the bottom of her shirt and tug it up as she peels out of the jacket. The shirt comes off next. I unhook her bra, and she scrambles out of it then latches her lips back to mine. Her tongue slides into my mouth, warm and delicious. I catch the back of her head with one hand, pulling her closer until her breasts are tight against me. 
My other arm wraps around her waist as I guide her onto my lap facing me.  I work down her collarbone then go for the lovely, soft mounds. They perk right to attention. Parts of me are perked too, straining to find a nice warm place.
I trail my lips down her chest bone as she arches back. Her abdomen flutters a little, and her breath hitches. Something tells me there won't be a long wait for an invitation inside.
My arms tighten around her to brace her as I maul down her stomach. I give a small bite under her navel, right before the waist of her pants. Her hips rock toward me. I lower my mouth to her crotch and tease her with firm nibbling. Her body clenches, her pelvis tilting.
With a grin, I bring her back in for another long, deep kiss. As much as I would like to yank off her pants and see if she can remember my name, I kind of enjoy prolonging it. She's definitely a finer entree, and not just physically. She's somehow coy and bold at the same time. I never realized before how great of a combination that could be.
It's such a shame I'm going to have to throw her out later in a way that guarantees she will never bother to contact me again.
I lie back on the bed so she is straddling my waist. The position isn't by accident. She rubs her hips against me, and my mind fixates on one thought: how fast her jeans need to come off.
I'm already undoing the button and zipper. So much for prolonging. She raises to her feet, towering above me. As she works her pants down, a glimpse of a tattoo peeks from the top of her panties. The further she undresses, the more the ink is revealed until she steps out of her jeans and tosses them to the floor.
Two enormous roses spread across her toned right thigh. Leaves poke just over her hip bone. The entire image is a stunning display. She begins to lower back down to me, but I motion for her to stay in place for a moment longer.
She smiles, but looks away. I might be too drunk and tired to keep her up the rest of the night, but I'll give it a go.
I reach up and grab her hand, tugging her back down. Her hair falls forward as she plants her hands on either side of me. In one motion, I hook my arm around her waist and flip her to her back, reversing roles.
She squeaks in surprise, but I cut off any words with my tongue in her mouth. I deepen the kiss as I wedge between her legs and push against her. I'm so damn hard. She rocks her hips, and it's on. I pull back, yank off her panties and toss them aside, then spread her thighs and French kiss between them. She sounds surprised, then her fists clutch the blankets. I move in deeper.
“Oh, God,” she gasps. “Oh, my god, Dimitri.”
Look at that. She does remember my name.
My tongue prods so many delicious places, some with better responses than others, my hands pinning her thighs wide apart against the bed. Intoxication swirls my brain, but I can't tell if it's the alcohol or the fact this gorgeous woman is nearing the point of breaking already.
When I pull away, her thighs come together, and she squirms as I strip the rest of the way down. She lifts her head with a gasp, then her eyes focus somewhere that is not my face.
She lays her head back against the mattress with a soft moan. I crawl over her, hook one of her legs on my hip, and slide in. Her breathing quickens. All sorts of wonderful contractions spread through her and transfer to me.
My fingers go to the areas my tongue mapped out and caresses the soft folds. She moans and squirms a little. I thrust into her harder even though I can't take much more of it. The intoxication in all its forms is getting the best of me. I spread her apart and make circular motions, growing faster as her gasps become more desperate. 
I consider pulling away, just to watch her reaction, but the game is about over. Instead, I give her what she's wanting, and she gives me a spectacular show of arched back and beautiful spasms in return. 
I lean over her and wrap her body against mine. Her lips are soft but demanding as she kisses me, her hands on my shoulders. I fuck her until the intoxication takes over, and I find myself gasping into her neck.
Heart thudding, but body relaxing, I roll off and settle beside her. We are quiet for a while, staring at the ceiling fan.
Then, she looks over at me. “I'm gonna go wash up, okay?”
I nod and indicate the bathroom door, like she couldn't figure that out on her own. As soon as she's up, I stand and pull back the covers, then drop onto the sheet.
Water runs, a cabinet door opens, and a few minutes later, she re-emerges. She's naked and ruffled. I had planned for round two, but it has been a long day. She also looks ready to collapse.
With a hesitant glance at me, she starts gathering her clothes. 
My heart sinks a little. The truth is, I did something horrible today. I didn't want to, but I still did it. If she leaves, I'm going to think about it.
I hate the silence.
And she's so damn adorable.
“Hey, Syd?” 
She looks up, shirt in one hand. 
I smile and tilt my head. “Wanna nap before you hit the road?”
She pauses, then shrugs and lays her shirt over the foot board. She comes around to the other side of the bed and crawls up next to me.
We exchange uncertain, but amused, looks. Then I grab one of the water bottles from the night stand and offer it to her.
She wraps her hand around it, but doesn't take it. I don't let go either. We just study each other's faces, grinning. I'm not sure why, but I don't care. 
I lean in and kiss her before I realize what I'm doing. She buries her face in my neck. I think, for a moment, that she's ready for another go. But her head lays heavy on my shoulder. She takes a deep breath.
With a small shrug, I move her off from me and bring her face back to mine. 
I kiss her lips, her nipples in turn, and then her forehead. “You're beautiful. Thank you. Now get some rest.”
She smiles, then cuddles down under the covers and turns away to sleep.
***
I wake in the morning to a buzzing noise punctuated with thumping.
Then there's silence.
To my right, Syd says in a hoarse voice, “Hello?”
I'm lying flat on my back, naked, with one leg stuck out from under the blankets. The ceiling fan is blowing a small breeze over me. I couldn't be more relaxed even if I'd shot up some of those  benzos myself.
“Oh, God,” Syd says, in an entirely different tone than she had used last night.
I turn my head to look at her. She scrambles out from under the covers, ass naked, and begins hopping into her pants. Her phone is wedged between her head and shoulder.
“I'll be right there. I just—I, uh, I stayed over at a friend's house, but I'm heading out right now. Don't do anything. Just stay right there.” She drops the phone, zips up her pants, then grabs her shirt and pulls it over her head. “I'm sorry, Dimitri, it was great knowing you, but I got to go.”
She grabs her purse and phone and shoes, then runs, barefoot, out of the room. A moment later, the front door slams.
At least I don't have to get up to throw her out.
***
When I wake again, the afternoon sun is shining through my window. My bladder is screaming to get my lazy ass out of bed, or else. 
With a groan, I pull to my feet and stagger to the bathroom. Might as well get on with the day. That usually includes a long hot shower, food at a random restaurant, and then either frivolous hours gaming online or more serious time at the private shooting range.
After eight years, I'm a little bored of both forms of first-person shooters. Bored enough I would get a job if I could. Being summoned in the middle of the afternoon might be difficult to explain to the office manager, though. Not sure PTO covers my situation.
On the other hand, I'm not exactly a puzzles and model planes type of guy. Sometimes I request tutors, usually in combat skills or language, but I haven't had any private instructions in over two years. Not entirely sure I ever want to again, either. Those one-on-one studies get pretty intense.
My days are squandered waiting for Karl to need me. That is my full time occupation. No weekends, no vacations, and no conflicting interests. I live in this world, but I'm not a part of it. Never have been, never will be. That's just how my life is. I don't spend much time contemplating it.
Except when I'm hungover in the shower.
After I'm certain I have caused a water crisis, I towel off and dress, thinking about Syd's deliciously tight body. Too bad I have a rule against keeping in touch. She would definitely be on speed dial.
I whistle a little tune as I unlock the safe bolted to the wall in my walk-in closet. Inside the safe are dozens of wallets, each labeled with the name of the setup.
I return Leo Hartz, since no one busted him during the last assignment. Alan O'Neill is going out to eat today. I cram the wallet into my pants pocket with my phone, pluck my keys off the nightstand, and head out. 
The neighborhood is quiet, and that's how I like it to be. No one around here knows I work for Karl. No one around here knows me at all.
I unlock my Corolla and slide in as the house cleaners turn in. I pull down the sun visor and then remember I need to have someone pick up the Accord and swap out the license plate. Safety measure. That and maybe a new coat of paint. I like to keep things mixed up. Throws the proverbial dogs off the scent. I'm not worried about authorities, but if they do sniff me out, I will have to uproot. I'm kind of partial to this house, since my father raised me here and all.
Something tells me if I screw up and get people nosing around the operation, my next place will make a Medieval dungeon look like the Marriott.
My stomach growls, returning me to the task at hand. I start the engine, then decide to head to a cafe across town. Laziness has been getting the best of me lately. Time to start circling wider before I become a regular to some waitress.
Thirty minutes later, I pull into a cafe parking lot. My brain is pulsing. Damn hangover. 
Inside the cafe, the scent of hot coffee and grease greets me. I take a seat at an empty table near the door. A small check-out counter sits in front of the pass bar. Only two people are in sight, and one—an older guy—is adding up pennies. He uses a finger to jerk them aside, his mouth moving as he counts.
The woman, about the same age, spots me, grabs a menu from a rack on the side of the counter, and crosses the small room. 
“Can I get you something to drink?” She lays the menu on the table. “Coffee? Orange juice?”
“Yes, both.” I don't open the menu. “Blueberry pancakes, bacon well-done, hash browns.” I think of the cougar bartender and grin. “And eggs, over easy.”
The waitress nods, takes back the menu, and strolls away.
My pocket vibrates. I dig out my phone and touch the screen. I have a text message.
Just wanted to apologize for leaving in a rush this morning. -Syd

What the shit?
I scowl and type back. How the hell did you get my number?
After pressing send, I realize it's not the smoothest way to handle the situation, but a terrible feeling is brewing in my stomach. And it's not just the lack of food anymore.
My phone vibrates again.
Oh. When you were freshening up, I grabbed your number off your settings. Sorry if that bothers you.
If that bothers me? Why the fuck was she snooping around my phone?
Another message comes in from her. Sorry. I know it sounds terrible.
I reply. It's fine.
Nothing a call to the phone company won't fix. Change of number, and goodbye Syd.
Hopefully she isn't bold enough to show up to my place uninvited, since I didn't get to be the morning-after asshole. God dammit.
The waitress brings coffee, creamer, and a glass of orange juice. She leaves without a word. I stare at my phone, trying to understand how Syd had deemed it appropriate to lift my info.
I text her again. Why did you take my number?
A moment later, she replies. I thought you said it was fine.
 I lied.

The text messages stop coming in. I probably upset her, but I don't feel bad about it. She rifled through my shit. 
No more house guests. I knew better, but I have no idea how to explain a hotel charge to Karl. Time to figure that out.
The waitress brings the plates of food, and my attention focuses on the meal. Fluffy blueberry pancakes topped with a swirl of whip cream. Bacon cooked to a crisp. Hash browns...Well, they aren't really hash browns. Country potatoes, but it's all good with a little Tabasco.
I pick up my fork to dive in, and my phone vibrates. So Syd decided to reply after all. With an irritated sigh, I poke the screen to read the message.
I can explain it better in person. Want to meet for lunch?

No, I do not. I want her to stop ruining the fun reel of last night replaying in the back of my head.
I text without even picking up the phone, I'm over it. Have a good life.

If she doesn't take the hint soon, I actually will have to change my phone number—and come up with an excuse to tell Karl. Dammit.

I pull my plate closer and cut into the pancakes. They really are magnificent. 
The phone vibrates again.
I drop my fork, snatch up the phone, and press the dial button. The line rings once.
“Dimitri?” Syd sounds taken aback.
“For fuck's sake, woman, what in the name of Beelzebub do you want?”
She makes an “uh” sound. Then she seems to collect herself. 
“I'm not trying to be that girl. I know it was a one-night stand. But, I do feel bad for taking your number, and—”
“So stop using it,” I snap. 
I hang up and go back to eating.
The phone vibrates with an incoming call.
I growl and answer it. “Go away, Syd.”
“Now you're just being a jerk.” She sounds angry, but her voice quivers. “A lot of shit has gone down in the last twenty-four hours, and I just wanted to apologize to you. Go to hell.”
She hangs up.
My eggs are getting cold. 
I hate cold eggs, but I hate being the bad guy more so. This is one of the few times I'm not forced to be, even though I would really like for her to get lost.
I finish my pancakes, then resign to calling her back.
She answers on the third ring. “What now?” 
She sniffles.
“Have you been crying?” My mouth slams shut.
I don't want to know. I don't want to know if she was crying, or why she made off with my phone number, or anything else about her or her life. She has taken all the fun out of our drunken shaboink. 
“Why are you calling me, Dimitri?”
“I'm going to text you the address to the cafe I'm at. You have thirty minutes to get down here if we really have to do this.” I punch the disconnect button and text her the address, 'cause I'm a man of my word.
Or whatever.
I finish my food, except the eggs. The waitress clears my plates and refills my coffee. In ten minutes, Syd is standing at the cafe entrance, staring at me.
I wave her over.
She drops into the opposite seat, purse thudding to the floor in unison. She's wearing a long t-shirt that has been cut and tied until it's not really a t-shirt anymore and skin-tight black pants. Her cheeks have this glittery dust on them, but she looks way too pissed off to be a fairy.
“Fuck you, Dimitri.”
“No do-overs,” I say. 
She lifts her arm to beckon the waitress, but keeps her eyes on me. When the waitress comes over, Syd says in a gentle tone, “Coffee, black, please.”
The waitress walks away.
Syd's voice darkens again. “You don't have to be a prick. I just wanted to explain what happened with the phone number.”
I shrug. “Explain.”
She glowers, then she leans back in her chair. “I had a one-night stand at a hotel once, and later I couldn't find the guy when I thought I was pregnant.”
“Hold up. You said you had that taken care of.”
“Well, I do, now.”
The waitress sets a coffee mug in front of Syd and leaves.
I narrow my eyes. “That thought hadn't crossed your mind?”
Syd picks up her coffee but doesn't drink any. 
“Well, if you're all responsible now,” I say, “then you didn't need my number.”
 “Things happen.” She shrugs. “I try to always be prepared.”
“Pretty sure that's not what the Girl Scouts had in mind.”
“You were drunk and horny, so I figured it was easier just to grab it off your phone.” She sighs and drinks her coffee, then wrinkles her nose. “This is really bitter.”
I push the bowl of creamer toward her.
She plucks out one of the tubs and pulls back the top. “You know, there's a coffee made from monkey shit. It's like the most expensive coffee in the world or something.”
“Sounds like the high-life to me,” I reply, deadpan.
She smiles, but it only serves to emphasize the bleakness in her eyes.
I could ask why she's sad, and she would probably tell me. I do not like this idea.
She leans forward and lowers her voice. “Since we've got everything out in the open, want me to stop by this evening?”
My first inclination is to say yes, then I remember there is the off-chance Karl might summon me. Unlikely for at least a few months, though.
But I do have that rule against bringing home the same girl twice. The rule isn't usually difficult to keep. Syd, however, is terribly tempting. Even as annoyed as I am with her right now, she just might become the first exception. Something tells me she's burying her troubles, and I'm more than willing to help a good cause.
I drink my coffee, mulling over the presented opportunity. “You got a lot of guys spitting game, I'd imagine?”
She looks stunned, then her cheeks flush. “Yeah, there's a few, I guess.”
“Well, that makes things easier,” I say.
She laughs. “I'm not going to demand an engagement ring for Christmas, if that's what you're worried about.”
“Smart lady,” I say.
“No offense, but I didn't expect to find my Prince Charming at a bar.” She shrugs. “It's just for fun. What about it? You on board?”
I really should tell her to take a hike, but clearly my self-control is on hiatus.
I grin. “Hell yeah.”
***
Eight o'clock that evening, someone knocks on my front door. It's Syd, of course. I don't have many visitors. Any, actually. Except the house cleaners, and they are long gone.
I open the door, but lean against the jamb. “Funny, they don't usually send the same girl twice.”
“I'm the only one who would deal with your stupid ass.” She pushes past me and invites herself into the living room.
I lock the door and turn toward her. “Make yourself at home. All my important documents are in the top dresser drawer.”
“Are you really gonna be a jerk about it?” She puts her hands on her hips. “I thought we were going to fuck.”
“That's what the advertisement said.” I nod toward the hallway, then head for it. 
She follows right behind. “You sure you single? This place is way too clean and organized for a bachelor.”
“Positive.” I push open the bedroom door and step back with a gesture. “Ladies first.”
She enters, flipping the light switch on the wall. “Do you live with your mom?”
“Yes, she's downstairs watching Jeopardy. I told her I was having a sleep over.” 
I halt in the doorway, taking in Syd's body. Unbelievably, she is back for round two. More unbelievably, I let the little crook into my house again. I still have no idea what I would tell Karl about a hotel charge, though. I will just have to keep an eye on her this time.
“You're lying.” She turns to face me. “There's no downstairs. Is your mom that type who shows up every week to do the cooking and cleaning?
“Can you stop asking stupid questions?”
She blows air through her teeth. “You suck.”
“Oh, be quiet.” I fold my arms. “Want some wine?”
She drops her purse on the floor next to my bed. “That's more like it.” 
“Red or white?” 
“Didn't realize I was in the presence of Dionysus.” She perches on the edge of the mattress. “Red, please.”
I consider skipping the drinks altogether and just taking her right there. So many beautiful things await under those clothes, ready to be explored all over again.
Instead, I turn around and cross the house to the kitchen. A half bottle of Malbec waits in the fridge. I pour a glass, think better of it, and pour one for myself too. Then I return to the bedroom.
She has her shoes off, sitting cross-legged on the bed, but hasn't removed anything else. Thankfully. That's part of the fun.
I knock the door shut with my foot and hand her a glass.
She sips her wine, looking oddly sophisticated for someone with Ozzy Osbourne eye makeup and enough silver in her ears to take down a werewolf.
She peers up at me. “Is it a celebrity?”
I stare at her, dumbly.
“The person you protect, is it a celebrity?” Her eyes light up. “Oh! Is it Stevie Nicks?”
“What? No.”
“Linda Ronstadt?”
“No.”
She bounces a little on the mattress. “Is it Jenna Jameson?”
“Good god, Syd.” I move forward and take her glass, then place it with mine on the nightstand.
She says, “You didn't drink any of your wine. Did you—”
I interrupt the chatter mouth with a kiss. I like kissing. For a moment, I can pretend the person knows everything about me and doesn't mind. It's a nice fantasy. The fact she has been in my bed before makes the lie that much easier to believe.
My hand slides under the back of her intentionally shredded shirt. Her skin is soft, and she tips her head back with a little moan. The familiarity of the sound is tantalizing. I lean in and kiss her neck. Her breathing quickens as I make my way down to her collarbone.
Even knowing what waits for me, I want to take my time. Kiss every part of her from her lips to her knees. Never thought revisiting could be so rousing.
My fingertips follow up the length of her spine until reaching fabric. She's wearing a sports bra. Seriously?
I pull back, lifting her t-shirt over her head and tossing it aside. 
My gaze settles over the plump rises. The sports bra isn't that bad. Still, like a liquidation, everything must go.
I reach for her, then halt. Something is wrong. Not with her.
With me.
My vision tunnels. I know this sensation all too well. I start grabbing at the floor, trying to find her shirt. 
“You have to leave,” I say, but my voice sounds distant.
Minutes. I have minutes. Goddammit.
My fingers grasp her discarded shirt. I stand upright and struggle to see. All I can make out is her hazy form.
“Dimitri?”
I hook her under one armpit and fumble with the doorknob, her shirt still in my hand.
“Dimitri, what are you doing?”
Her body tenses. I march her down the hallway, my consciousness waning. That's how it feels, anyway. I'm not actually going to pass out.
Much worse.
The doorknob on the front door jingles as I fight with the lock. Syd is yelling at me, struggling from my hold. She says something about me hurting her arm. 
I finally tug the door open, then shove her outside. I chuck her shirt in her general direction. She turns to step inside, but I slam the door shut in her face. She yells my name. My back meets the door, and I slide partway down. Waiting.
She kicks at the door. “My purse is still in there! What the hell is wrong with you?”
I open my eyes.
I'm standing in a large chamber with an arched ceiling and elaborate metal chandeliers. The walls are painted arabesque designs in shades of teal. Persian rugs, showing age but not wear, hang like tapestries. Etched lamps, tall hookahs with dozens of hoses, lanterns with colored glass, leather floor cushions, and silver trays propped on wooden legs spread across the floor.  
Down the length of the room hang sheer fabrics in jewel tones, barely obscuring the stage at the far end. The stage stands about three feet high, draped in thick rugs. On the stage rests a throne of hammered silver. Intricate designs wrap across the legs and base, up the high back, and down the arms. The cushion is red and gold.
I have been in this room more times than I can count. I'm sure the room has been here for a hundred years, even if the mansion has not, and the decor must be ten times as old. The air smells deep and musky with the scent of argan oil.
“Dimitri.”
I settle my gaze on the man sitting on the throne. He is tall and wiry, with fair skin, hooked nose, and thin hair. He seems pleased with himself. Then again, he has no reason not to be.
His name is Karl Walker, and I have known him my whole life.
“There's a new wish,” he says. 
He nods, and a man standing at his side, but barely noticeable, steps forward and offers me a manila envelope. The man wears a dark blue and tan uniform, one of the six men who make up Karl's actual personal armed security.
I take the envelope, because in minutes I won't have a choice anyway. I want to ask why he needs me again so soon after the last orders, but I know my place; I keep my mouth shut.
“I request you hunt down that man and kill him,” he says
I close my eyes. At least it's not another kidnapping. 
“Dimitri?”
I hesitate, then I force my eyes open. The smirk on his face never fails to make my heart drop into my stomach. To make me think that for one day, just one time, I would love to be able to tell him no. To deny his request.
But I can't.
“Seek and kill that man, Dimitri.” Karl smiles, because his next words guarantee he will get his request. “This . . . I . . . wish.”
 A dull hum fills my head. It's a subtle noise, but it won't stay that way forever. The further I am from fulfilling the order—the wish—the more obtrusive the sound will become. And that's just the beginning.
Like it or not, I have to obey his command. 
That's right. Karl is my Aladdin and I'm the fuckin' genie. 
There are a few caveats though:
I don't have any magical powers.
Wishes are unlimited.
And Karl is an asshole.



Chapter 2
The target's name is Phil. He lives in a big house in Scottsdale. Rich guy. Typical of Karl. I'm not entirely sure what Karl's industry is, but he is one hell of a competitor. I mean, I haven't met any other suit who has a hired-gun at his command—literally.
I asked my father once how this came to be. He said the deal happened so long ago, no one really remembers what transpired. We've been passed down generation after generation, serving Karl's family line as they see fit.
While I have no proof, I do have a strong suspicion this is exactly how they have all used their upper-hand. I can't imagine any other use for us. It would be a waste just to have us cooking up soufflés in the kitchen or some shit.
My boots clunk down the stone floor of the mansion hallway. I have my head down, sorting through the papers. My intel does a good job. They have provided a picture, an address, everything except the target's baby book. Hell, I could probably get that too, if I asked.
But I have all the information I need. The trickiest part will be getting him alone. I could try to find an in with the guy and lure him off somewhere. Click of the trigger and problem solved. Or, I could use brute force and break into his house. Unfortunately, that increases the chances of the first shot fired being at me. Not a big fan of that idea.
See, most people won't shoot to kill. They'll take out a knee or something. Personally, I would rather die than what happens if I don't fulfill a wish. 
Failure isn't an option. Not for as long as I'm still breathing.
A familiar voice says my name.
I look up from the papers in my hand and stop short.
Silvia is standing at the hall doorway, twirling her crimped black locks and eying me up and down. She does that a lot. It's unnerving.
“Daddy sending you on another mission?”
“Yeah. Wanna take this one?” I offer the papers and envelope as I head toward her.
She laughs, but it's also unnerving. Everything about her is unsettling, ever since we were kids.
She pops her gum. “Afraid not.”
I push past her into the foyer, passing underneath one of the two massive white staircases, and head toward a set of exit doors.
“Dimitri?”
I glance back. She has her head tilted, still running her eyes up and down like she's grooming me in her head. She probably is.
She smiles. “Don't waste my inheritance, okay?”
I scoff, repressing the shudder, then let myself out. I expect Silvia to follow, but she remains inside where she belongs. 
A white Honda Civic is waiting in the carport, engine idling. Low key. That's how I roll.
I slide in, drop the file into the passenger seat, and pull out to head toward Phoenix.
Her inheritance. That's what Silvia calls me. 
If Karl thinks of me as his guard dog, then Silvia considers me her puppy.
And she's just itching to get her hands on me.
***
On the drive home, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I fumble with one hand to pull it out without swerving lanes, then tap the accept button and put it to my ear.
“Dim's Mortuary, you slice 'em, we ice 'em.”
“You're gonna need ice after I finish beating the crap out of you.”
It's Syd.
“Yeah, about that . . . ” I flip the blinker and exit the freeway. “Work called.”
“What the fuck, Dim? Did you go out the window?”
I slow to a red light. “Wait a second, you went back inside?”
“No shit. I needed my purse. Keys, driver license, you know, those minor things.”
“Ah,” I say, because how else am I supposed to respond? Next time I will have to remember to lock the door.
“You're a jerk,” she says. “I'm coming over tomorrow, and you're making this up to me.”
“Can't, sorry. Gonna be out of town for a few days.”
“Doing what?” She sounds unamused. “Is the celebrity traveling?”
“That's one way to look at it.”
She huffs. “What happened, anyway? First off, I didn't hear a phone. Second, you were gone when I went back inside. What's up with that?”
“What's up with what, Syd?”
“Were you hiding? You weren't hiding, were you?”
I raise my voice. “You're breaking up! I'm approaching a tunnel!”
She growls. “You're a terrible liar. Are you going to tell me what the hell happened?”
“What happened when?” 
I turn into my neighborhood. Almost home. Thank you, Flying Spaghetti Monster. I can't wait to get in a few hours of shut eye before I start this wish. Before the dull hum in my brain grows too loud to sleep.
“This evening, Dimitri! What happened this evening?”
“No hablo ingles,” I say, then hang up the phone as I pull into my driveway.
I expect to see Syd standing on my front porch, but she's not. Chances are high my tires will be slashed in the morning. She's that kind of girl.
I grab the case file, lock the car, and strode up to the front door. My phone vibrates again as I step into my living room. I glance at the screen and sigh. It's Syd.
Of course.
I answer. “Comprate un bosque y pierdete.”
“Yeah, I took high school Spanish, too,” she says. “Get lost in your own damn forest, jerk. I'm coming over.”
“No, you're not. I told you, I'm heading out of town.”
“Well, let me send you off right.”
I glance around the living room. Nothing seems to be out of place. Maybe Syd kept her paws to herself this time.
I push open the door to my bedroom and flop down on the bed, facing the ceiling. Truth is, I won't be summoned while I'm on a kill. Not to mention, I have a few hours to piss around before the hum starts demanding action.
I can totally handle the hum for another round with Syd.
“You have fifteen minutes to get here,” I say.
“I'm already pulling in.”
She hangs up.
I look at my phone, then drop it to the bed. This woman is unbelievable. I can't decide if her shenanigans are thinly veiled clinginess or if she's just a mental case. Either way, I have to admit, I kind of like it. Crazy and hot is one thing, but now she's ticked off and assertive. The next woman has a lot to live up to after this.
The doorbell rings. I trudge down the hall and across the living room, stopping to toss Phil's case under a couch cushion before answering the door.
Syd is wearing a tight black dress that I could probably wad up and fit in my pocket. She has returned with a vengeance.
I pull her inside and latch my mouth onto hers before she can start prattling again. She drops her purse to the ground with a thud. I close the door with one hand and then bump her up against it. Her breath is heavy, her breasts pressing into my chest with each gasp.
The skirt slinks up her thigh. My hand follows right after. She turns her head, breaking the kiss, and shoves me back.
“You ever throw me out again like you did earlier,” she says, “and I'll take a brick to all the windows in your house, got it?”
“I was betting on slashed tires, personally.”
“That too.” She juts her chin.
I grin because she means every word and put up my hands in surrender. “Got it.” 
I move in again, and this time, she doesn't resist. I pin her against the wall, my hands capturing her wrists at either side and my legs locking hers. She squirms and arches into me. I think I'm going to like this side of her.
She tries to slip me her tongue, but I push it back with mine and trap it. Like the rest of her. 
Her pelvis rubs against mine. I shove against her until I know she can feel the desire, then rock a little to remind her what I'm going to do.
“Let's fuck,” she says, breathless.
“Mm, I'll tell you when. My house, my rules,” I say, and then demand her mouth again. She gives. She has so much more to give, and I want it all.
Then she takes my tongue with her teeth. Her arms twist free. Her hands go to my shirt, and I scramble out of it while she undoes my pants. In the next instance, we're naked on the floor. She's on top. She shoves down harder onto me, warming me inside and out. 
I grapple at the fact she reversed roles so quickly. She rides hard, pressing a palm into each of my shoulders. Yeah, like that would keep me from flipping her to her back. The display of dominance is oddly arousing, so I don't interfere.
She tucks her head next to mine, our faces brushing together as she bears down harder and faster. My heart thuds, my body straining not to break her rhythm. Her breathing turns to soft gasps in my ear. Her hands press heavier.
I grab her hips and grind her against me. In seconds, shudders roll through her and her hands slip off my shoulders, her body resigning onto mine. I wrap my arms around her and slowly slide in and out as she makes small noises against my chest.
I give her a minute, growing harder every time she trembles. Just before I flip positions, she pushes back up and rocks her pelvis. Slow. Agonizingly slow. My hands go to her hips again, but she braces herself—and smiles. Mischievously.
When I let my hands slide down her thighs, she relaxes and resumes the teasing, exaggerated undulations until I'm a twitch away. Then she stops. Again.
I grit my teeth. My fingers press into her thighs. I want so badly to make her finish me, but she's enjoying this way too much. And so am I.
She smiles, and all demure is gone. “Your house, huh?”
“Syd,” I say with clenched jaw, and no other words find their way out.
She jerks her hips. I'm blinded for a moment. I grab her waist so she has to keep going until I can see again. My eyes are heavy, and so is the rest of my body. 
She lies down on me, her head under my chin. One of my hands rests on the small of her back and the other on her ass.
After my breathing steadies, I say, “So, that's what happens when I tick you off.”
“Very funny.”
“Hmm,” I say, “I'll have to keep this in mind.”
She turns her head into my chest, muffling her voice. “I would still smash your windows and slit your tires.”
“But I get this?” I laugh. “Small price to pay.”
We lie together on the living room floor, bodies warm and tight against each other. 
At length, she lifts her head and looks at me. “Does this mean I get to come back?”
I study her face. She has such amazing features: dark eyes set against pale skin and hair, straight nose, and a soft, rounded jaw. I like it. And she's fun. And she knows a thing or two about scromping.
But maybe greater than all of that is the fact she wants to see me again. She likes being here, and I like having her here. 
“Hmm,” I say. “I can probably allow that.”
***
I sit with a start. I'd fallen asleep naked on the living room floor. Fantastic. I scramble for my clothes and phone. The phone clock reads 2 A.M. The hum in my brain says I need to get rolling.
I pull on my boxers and stumble toward the hallway. “Syd?”
She enters the living room from the kitchen, wearing a camouflage t-shirt hanging halfway to her knees. My camouflage t-shirt.
I point at her. “Take that off.”
Admittedly, she looks good in it, but this can't happen. None of this wearing my clothes shit. One night stands shouldn't wear my clothes, not even on the second night.
The fact the one-nighter is on round deux might indicate I have a problem. I don't have time to deal with it right now. Phil needs to die.
She frowns and looks down at herself. “I thought we could squeeze in one—”
“No. No time for anything else.”
She glances at me. “Want me to take you to the airport?”
“No, thank you,” I say, sharper than I intended, but I know what's coming. Of course, Syd doesn't, and I'm just being a jerk and insensitive to her feelings or whatever. She isn't supposed to have feelings, though. Not about me. Not about this. “Get out.”
She quirks her lips, and then stalks into the living room and changes. She seems to have to bend over a lot for someone replacing a single item of clothing with another.
Tease.
She catches me staring as she straightens her dress and gives a taunting smile. I force a scowl, turning for the hallway. No time for her nonsense. Even if I wanted—which I do.
She comes up and slides her arm over my shoulder.
I start to protest, but she steps around to my front and presses her lips against mine. Her hand goes to the back of my head, and her tongue slips into my mouth. I deepen the kiss. My hand slides under her dress.
The hum kicks up. A reminder.
I pull away and nod toward the front door. She rolls her eyes, pushing past me. My gaze follows her as she crosses the living room and plucks up her purse. 
“Stop calling me, Syd.”
With a sly glance over her shoulder, she says, “Let me know when you get back.”
She blows me a kiss and leaves.
I consider going after her. Maybe I could drag one more hour out of my brain. 
Thirty minutes?
I shake my head. Time to focus.
Time to kill.
***
I sit on my couch, still just in my boxers, and read through Phil's file again. The guy has written three non-fiction books and a list of magazine articles so long I crumple the bibliography print out and toss them aside. Couldn't care less about his writings. 
I do, however, care that he's a speaker. Finding out he's away on business after I've already sneaked into his house can make for a bad night.
I peruse the list of conferences he has attended, prepared to do a little research on the Holy Internet to see if he's a guest anywhere in the near future. At the bottom of the page in my hand, a list of his upcoming destinations.
My intel are bad ass.
His profile goes on to show he's married with one child, a son. Six years ago, the police had come to his house for a domestic violence dispute which was later thrown out. Of course it was; he's rich. The guy is a dirt bag. I can tell just by glancing at his photo.
Wife beater, I decide.
Besides using his wife as a heavy bag, Phil also likes to play golf. Everyone in Scottsdale plays golf. Waste of ink.
I put his picture on top of the stack of papers again and stare at it. He is bald with big ears. Bet he got picked on a lot about his ears growing up, and now he takes it out on his family. Buddy needs some therapy.
Or a bullet between the eyes. That's faster and cheaper, anyway.
Since I have no feasible in with this guy, I settle on tracking him at a conference. He will be speaking in New Orleans in three days. I search online for maps and information to print out, and call Karl to finalize the arrangements.
***
Ralf Foster's plane is ready to board. I make my way across the terminal toward the loading bridge, bag slung over my shoulder. The attendant scans my ticket and wishes me a good flight. I push a smile and head up the tunnel into the plane. 
Some of my IDs show my real picture, and others do not. When flying, it's a good idea to match. It's also a good idea to act friendly. Airport security might get up close and intimate otherwise.
I glance at the seat number on my ticket and sigh. It's always a crap shoot if I get to fly first class or not. Today, it's coach.
After one particularly harrowing flight—stuck between a man who had never been introduced to a toothbrush and kept laughing his rancid breath over me, and a woman who invaded personal space so thoroughly I'm pretty sure a prostate exam was involved—I stormed into the accountant's office to demand he always approve first class. 
Unfortunately, the accountant could not help me. As it turned out, this jackassery with the ticket classes has nothing to do with making a pretty budget report for the boss. Karl himself was handling my arrangements. All of them.
I'm not sure why that surprised me. I guess, for a moment, I had thought of myself as a real person.
I can only conclude Karl likes to pull the choke collar every now and then. 
The aisle seat is already occupied by a middle-age woman with a pleasant vibe. She's flipping through a magazine. She glances up at me, startled, and then stares. 
Sometimes I wonder if people can tell that I'm not like them. Chances are they are just unnerved by the black duster jacket and the fact I look like I've been awake for over twenty-four hours. Probably because I have been.
Kills always make me a little nervous.
“You can take the window, if you like,” I say in my best church-going personality. 
Her shoulders relax. “I would be fine with that.” 
She scoots over. I stuff my bag into the overhead and drop into the aisle seat.
“Going to Houston?” She's staring at me again. 
“No, just a layover to New Orleans.” I lean forward, grab the Sky Mall magazine, and page through it. “Does anyone buy this crap?”
She chuckles, holding up her magazine. Also a copy of Sky Mall. “After a few hours of staring at it, some of it will look pretty useful.” She turns the magazine around so the pages face me and points to an item. “Like this. An alarm clock that flings a little propeller across the room so you have to get it to turn the alarm off.”
“I think I'd just bash the thing until it stops making noise,” I say.
“No kidding.” She smiles and goes back to reading.
Ralf is good with people. I'm not sure if Dimitri is, though
Then again, I'm not even sure who Dimitri is.
***
The trip from Phoenix to Houston is uneventful. On the Houston to New Orleans flight, I sit next to a guy who has in a pair of earbuds and doesn't deem me worthy of striking up a conversation. My favorite sort of travel companion.
After we are in the air, I escape to an empty back row and stretch out to sleep. A few hours later, the flight attendant wakes me to tell me to buckle for landing. I rub my face as I sit and then fasten in. Once unboarded and in the terminal, I bee-line for the car rental. I have no luggage to claim, and I've already reserved a vehicle.
Ralf signs in, and the clerk hands me the keys. I've never been to New Orleans before. I dig the drawl some of the people have. It's like in the movies. And this one guy I game with online, but he's kind of a dick.
That's gamer code for someone who is better.
I step out into the lot, bag over my shoulder, and stare straight up. Gray sky with darker gray clouds. I can't decide if it feels moody or quaint. I decide on the latter and follow the clerk to my car.
It's a Yaris.
My hand had twitched over the red Lincoln MKZ on the online reservation form. Not exactly a Pagani, but I wouldn't mind road testing it for a few days. Despite the temptation, I inevitably clicked on the Yaris hatchback. Low key.
I sign off on the scratch and dent form, throw my bag into the back of the Yaris, and settle into my new ride. Thank Jeebus there's a GPS.
 If I were smart, I would go scout out the conference area, but I just want to get to my hotel. I finagle with the GPS for a few minutes until I manage to map what appears to be the right address Karl had sent me, then pull out onto the road.
New Orleans feels small compared to Phoenix, though it's still a decent sized city. The hotel isn't far, and before long, Ralf has checked in.
I flip on the light in the room. Apparently, Karl thinks I'm ungrateful or something, because a cell in Alcatraz would be more interesting—and inviting—than this room. He should just let me book my own flight and stay. I think the only reason I get to choose the car is because he has no idea what I actually do on my assignments. He would likely approve renting a tank if I sent him the bill for one.
Maybe I should try.
I shut the door behind me and cross to one of the two beds to drop my bag. With a sigh, I flop onto the other bed and stare at the ceiling. 
Sleep. I need sleep. 
In a few hours, I'll be gunning down a man who probably doesn't want to die just yet. They never do. 
I kick off my shoes, remove the jacket and shirt and pants, and crawl under the covers. I should have showered first, but now I'm too comfortable to move.
My eyes close, my brain drifting toward unconsciousness, the undeniable hum in the background.
***
I try to open my eyes, but the overhead light catches me in the face. Blinking, I struggle to clear my brain. Something woke me.
My phone. I un-bury myself from under the covers, feeling like the bastard child of the Tin Man and Scarecrow, and lean over the foot of the bed. My phone is still in the pocket of my pants lying on the floor. I fish it out and, with a grunt, fall back into the pillows. I squint as the screen lights up.
A text message.
I grin and tap the icon.
It's a picture: a boob shot from Syd. Underneath it says, You back?

I reply, Not yet.

My eyes start to close when another text message comes in. 
I miss you.

I'm not sure what to reply, so I lay the phone on the mattress next to me and try to go back to sleep. Still, I can't help but smile.
***
I wake in the late morning to a thrumming in my head. That's the hum. It's gaining. I sit on the edge of the bed, feet planted on the floor, and rub my eyes with my palms. The hum is like a hangover, a caffeine headache, and what I imagine that noise people claim to hear in Taos, New Mexico sounds like—all rolled into a big wad of misery and crammed into my skull.
Mostly, though, I hate what it will become. Hate it enough that my thoughts go right to Phil's imminent death. His speech is this evening. I have a plan. 
Not a very good one. But a plan.
I trudge to the bathroom, smacking my palm to my head and muttering, “Quiet, already. I'm working on it.”
Since I packed next to nothing, I grab the little courtesy bottles from the vanity and leave my phone in their place. Traveling light makes the situation feel like it will be over faster. Plus, less potential of leaving clues behind.
 I flip on the shower and hop in. I could piss better water pressure.
Thank you, Karl. Your generosity overwhelms me. 
Multimillionaires don't get that way by being frivolous, I guess. 
Half way through my shower-coma, my phone vibrates on the vanity.
“Dammit, Syd.” I splash off the last of the soap. 
Then I realize it's probably not Syd.
I fumble from behind the curtain and grab my phone on the last ring.
Before I can speak, a man on the other side says, “I am looking for Dimitri Hayes.”
He sounds so formal, I feel like I should be in a suit and tie just to answer his call. I recognize the routine. He's one of Karl's men. Karl has them all over the country, and possibly the globe.
“Dimitri Hayes, that's me.” I unfold a towel from the wall rack and wrap it around my waist. “And yes, it's room two-eleven.”
“Thank you.” He hangs up.
These guys move fast. I barely slip on my pants before there's a knock on the door. I don't even bother to peek out. I'm the most dangerous thing in this hotel, and maybe the whole damn city. If I'm told to be, anyway.
A man is standing at the door, wearing jeans and a Saints jersey and holding a large brown envelope with one hand. He stares at me.
I put up my hands and wiggle my fingers. His frown deepens. He grabs my wrist and narrows his eyes.
“No fingerprints,” I say.
He concludes for himself, then hands me the envelope. I shut the door in his face and walk to my bed.
At least he won't be calling me later to discuss his feelings.
I rip open the envelope and start packing the gun, ammo, and silencer into my jacket. After I shave and finish dressing, I grab my jacket, phone, and keys and head out. Time to get some coffee and grub. I have an entertaining night ahead.
***
New Orleans seems like a nice place. Small cafes and bars. Not as many big chain restaurants as Phoenix. More trees and standing water. The sky is still overcast with gray clouds, but not in a dreary way. 
The hours pass too quickly and soon I'm driving toward the convention center. As I roll through the parking lot, looking for a space, I pass nothing but Cadillacs and BMWs. That red Lincoln would have been perfect. God dammit.
I park and sort through my papers. On the printout maps of the convention center, I've highlighted the conference room where Phil will be giving his speech. It's on the third level, to the right of the elevators. 
I look up through the windshield at the people in business suits trickling in and out of the building.
Security is going to be creeping all over this place.
Not like I was going to headshot Phil while he's on stage, anyway. This is just a scope out. Get a feel for the guy. 
I shrug out of my jacket, grab my phone and Ralf's wallet, and step out. The weather is fantastic here. The sun doesn't smack upside the head like in the desert, yet there's no threat of snow. 
My boots clunk against the asphalt of the parking lot. If I had to do any of this by stealth, I would have been dead a long time ago. I am not a ninja.
The lobby is well lit, both with natural light through the glass walls and artificial lights mounted in the high ceiling.
Visitors come and go in small groups. I head into their midst, into pre-functions. There are doors and hallways everywhere. I'm already feeling lost, even though the exit is only a few yards back.
Ever onward. I spot the elevators and make my way through the crowd gathering around tables of coffee and donuts.
An elevator opens. A few people get off, and I get on. Two women in business attire join me right before the doors close. The women gab at each other in that loud, self-assured office voice. Maybe it's a job requirement.
They exit on the second floor. I exit on the third. The hallways ahead and to the side are empty. Just more doors. I follow along until I find my room, take a deep breath, and step in.
The room is long and carpeted, with theater style seats. A few people are already waiting. Most of the chairs are empty. I sit in the front row, but to the far side. I want to see more of Phil than he sees of me.
That's the idea, anyway. 
Within a few minutes, the room starts to fill up. The constant chattering doesn't even touch the hum in my head. Granted, the hum has maintained an even level, but I'm beginning to think I could make out more of what is being said around me if I could clear my brain.
But I can only clear it by killing Phil. So here I am.
A podium rests on the stage, and behind it, a projector screen.
I have no idea what this damn conference is even about. His profile must have stated his industry at least a hundred times, but I don't actually care. All I know is, his industry is about to be less one brilliant mind. 
Phil enters the room, smiling and talking with a woman. I recognize him from the picture. The woman hands him some notes and departs into the aisle to take a seat. My gaze follows him to the podium. 
I pretend I'm the Terminator. Locked onto my target. Ready to go Arnold Schwarzenegger on this douche-bag. 
He smiles at the audience. It looks so fake, I want to throat punch him. People start pulling legal pads and pens from their bags. I'm probably the only one not taking notes. The audience better listen closely, because this is the last time they will ever hear his sage words.
A smirk sets on my lips. 
He begins to speak. My phone vibrates in my pocket.
I glance at the people seated nearby. No one is paying any attention to me, even though I'm wearing casual clothes—dark jeans and a black t-shirt—because I never think this shit through. Sometimes I'm too low key.
I pull the phone from my pocket.
The message is from Syd: I take it back. I don't actually miss you. 

I swallow a laugh and text, I should be home tomorrow. Send me another photo.
She shoots back: Why don't you send me one?

I am so glad everyone is fixated on Phil's animated carcass, because I am positive I'm turning red. Who knew that was even possible?
I reply, I'm in public.

She wastes no time responding, That makes it even hotter.
I grin as I type, Is there a name for your condition?

A woman beside me clears her throat, pulling my attention away from the phone. “Would you like some paper?”
I look at her. She's offering me a fresh legal pad and a ballpoint pen. 
Resistance is futile.
I accept it, smiling and trying to appear pleasant and not like I want to stab her in the eye with said ballpoint pen. I set the items on my lap and refocus on my text conversation. 
Syd has sent another message. I remember what Christmas morning used to be like when I was young and my father was alive. That's the same feeling I get every time I see the little glowing icon now. 
The woman next to me says, “Is this your first time at one of Doctor Ballantyne's conferences?”
My head snaps up to her. She jumps, and a small line forms in her forehead. 
“Oh,” she whispers, “I'm sorry for bothering you.”
She turns back to the podium.
Crap. I need to focus on the job. 
With a stifled sigh, I silence my phone and stuff it back in my pocket. I take a moment to collect myself, then size up the woman.
She has short hair and oval, wire-framed glasses. She's wearing a blue suit and a scarf with purple splotches. 
I have seconds to make her real and likable, so I can pretend to be the same. 
She's a single mom to two children, I decide. No, three. Balancing a career and a family. Terrible divorce left her emotionally fragmented. Her children are everything to her. The reason she puts in the long hours. The reason she attends these lectures.
“No,” I say. “I've never been to . . . Doctor Ballantyne's . . . conferences before.”
Doctor Phillip Ballantyne. Hope he doesn't have a middle name, because I don't know if it will all fit on his tombstone.
She glances at me and gives a polite, but uninterested, smile. I try to focus on what Dr. Phil is saying.
“ . . . were the original inhabitants of the Canary Islands, the Berber said to have migrated to the islands between one-thousand B.C. and one-hundred B.C. Now, the Guanches have since died out, primarily through intermingling, but many cultural aspects alive today on the Canary Islands are attributed to them. For example, the Silbo Gomero, or el silbo. Silbo is more commonly referred to as the whistling language. It developed as a means to communicate long distances . . . ”
The projector screen behind him reads: The Polytheistic Beliefs of Pre-Islam Arabia.
Maybe I should have paid more attention to my studies because I have no idea how any of this relates to each other.
I pick up the pen and legal pad to take notes and nod along . . . for about three minutes. Then I can't pretend to care about blending in anymore, and I pull out my phone again.
I read Syd's message: No name for my condition, but the doctor orders a firm fucking every twelve hours.

Grinning like a dork, I type, I'll fill your prescription when I get back.

I wait for her reply, but she has apparently moved on to something else. I imagine she has an active social life, between her band and the fact she has a personality. Those aspects tend to attract attention, especially from guys.
The thought turns to despair and sinks from my chest to my stomach. Syd is, in reality, a player. That's why I let her stick around. One day, she will run off with her opening band and live the life of a B-list celebrity. Her fans will adore her. Maybe I'll get lucky and see her on YouTube sometimes. 
The despair morphs into something resembling contentment. Syd is going to leave one day, but she'll never be completely gone from my life. I'm good with that.
At least, I can pretend I am.
***
Doctor Phillip Ballantyne prattles on for a quarter past forever, but the clock lies and shows it has only been two hours. My ass is numb. These conference seats could get a confession from the innocent. 
I head for the door, then realize I'm a moron. No going back to my hotel yet. I pat my pockets like I lost something, though most people are busy politely shoving through the crowd out the exit, and make my way back to my Guantanamo special edition chair.
Phil—I hope I can call him Phil—is standing to the side of the podium conversing with some women from the audience. They are talking in rapid excitement, even giggling. My boy here is a regular Tommy Lee.
He glances up and his gaze lands on me. His grin is so wide he looks like a damn Jack-o'-lantern. 
“Hello, hello!” He comes toward me, arm outstretched.
I pull to my feet and shake his hand, squeezing a little too hard accidentally on purpose. His flinch is quickly subdued.
He talks like every sentence ends with an exclamation mark. “I hope you found my conference enlightening! I haven't seen you at the others! If you enjoyed it, I will be holding another one next month in Houston!”
I give my temple a short rub with my palm and try to vomit up some sunshine right back. “It was excellent, uh, Phil.”
“Doctor,” he says, with a reprimanding raised eyebrow.
“Doctor. Yes, Doctor.” I struggle to find the next words. “Your piece on the Canary Islands was quite . . .  brilliant.”
The women have gathered around us, and they nod and move in until we're all such close buddies. Wouldn't be surprised if we started holding hands and singing Kumbaya.
“Have you read my work?” He's still grinning at me.
 I have an urge to shove the barrel of my gun into his mouth. 
“Uh, no, I have not,” I say, then add, “but I have been meaning to.” 
If I worked the conversations with ladies at the bars this well, I really would be a virgin still. 
“Oh, there's a table out in pre-function. I'll let the nice lady out there know to send you home with a copy of my books. Here, let me give you my info.” He slips out his wallet, grabs a business card, and hands it to me. “It has my email and phone number.”
His tone is like he just gave me directions to Jesus' tomb. The women are not-so-discreetly trying to sneak a peek. Just to be a jerk, I fold the card in half and stuff it in my front pocket.
“Thank you,” I say. “I'll let you know how I enjoy the books.”
“Yes, please do.” He clasps my shoulder and leads me away from Team Phil. He lowers his voice. “We are opening up internships this summer, and I would be delighted if you would apply. It's a marvelous opportunity to get first-hand experience and network.”
I still don't even know what Phil does, besides talk about people who whistle like canaries or something.
But I play along by nodding and saying, “I'll do that. Should I email you for details when I get home?”
“Yes, yes. At your first chance,” he says. “Let me know, and I'll put in a personal recommendation for you.”
If I didn't already hate Phil for being a wife beater, I would be happy to off him just because he oozes so much goodwill he must keep the heads of children in his basement. Yin and yang.
“Great, thank you.” I nonchalantly pull away from his grasp, then add in a casual tone, “So, you headed home now?”
He chuckles, though he sounds tired. I have a solution for this. A permanent one.
“Not heading home until tomorrow. Drinks with some of the other professors first, then back to my hotel for the night.” He shakes my hand again. “It was good meeting you, um, what was your name?”
“Ralf,” I say, and it amuses me that a guy named Ralf is going to have a gun to his forehead in a few hours.
I would like to ask him what bar he will be visiting or what hotel he is staying at, but both questions pose a risk of sounding alarming. I'll do it the traditional way then. 
We have a long night of hanging out—Phil.
***
Phil drives a silver Lexus. The guy keeps adding to my reasons I want to pop one in his brain. I trail him in my rented Yaris to a place that claims to be a bar, but is more like a big restaurant that happens to have liquor.
Phil crosses the parking lot, meeting with a group of old men. They talk and laugh so loud I can hear them like they are in the backseat. And that's with the hum still giving a private one-note audition in my skull. Finally, they turn and head inside.
Time to move. 
I grab my jacket and slide out of the car. The papers from my file on him are still in the passenger seat. I'm such an amateur.
I lean back in and shove the papers next to the console, then lock the car and slip on my jacket. The gun weighs down one side and the silencer the other. Interior pockets rule.
I do a quick Google search on my cellphone for the number to the restaurant and give them a call. 
A pleasant female voice answers “Hello,” on the third ring. 
“Yeah, how long is the wait?”
“For how many?” She's all southern honey. It's kind of hot.
“A party,” I say. “Five or six.”
“About fifteen minutes. Can I get a name?”
“No, thanks,” I say. “That's all I needed.” 
I hang up, then step over the curb and onto a grassy knoll. 
On the other side lays another parking lot. It's dimly lit. Perfect for hanging out until I'm certain Phil and friends have been seated. I can't stay in my car. My nerves are twitching. 
The breeze sweeps through, messing up my hair and causing a small shudder.
I pull my jacket close and keep walking. People make their way between cars and buildings, chatting and being loud, the New Orleans nightlife well underway. Of all the cities I've been in, which, to be fair, number less than a dozen, New Orleans is definitely a favorite. If I get lucky, Karl will want to off a lot more people around here. I could roll with that.
I pull my phone from my pants pocket. It has been on silent this whole time. Maybe Syd has texted me. Maybe many times. She might be angry. The idea gets me a little riled up, and I tap the screen to see what I'm in for with the crazy woman.
There are no new messages.
***
Fifteen minutes passes incredibly slowly when standing in the middle of a poorly lit parking lot with nothing to do. It also passes incredibly fast when preparing to kill someone. I feel like I'm going to implode. 
But now is the most nerve-wrecking part. I cross over the knoll and back to the Yaris, then hasten around the side of the restaurant. Collar up and head down, eyes slanted to look into the windows as I stroll by. If all goes well, I will see where Phil is seated but he won't see me. That's the idea.
Being spotted wouldn't be a big deal if I hadn't engaged my target already. Since Phil and I are all but blood brothers now, I have to be careful. I need the element of “Oh, shit.”
His group is occupying two tables near the back of the restaurant. I pick up my pace and complete my loop to the front door.
Inside, the lobby is warm and filled with people. The clattering of dishes, the scent of onions and garlic. A group of waitstaff are clapping and singing a birthday song.
A woman asks, “Table or booth?”
It's southern honey. I turn to where she stands at a counter. She has smooth, dark skin and gorgeous brown eyes. God damn. Maybe I can delay my return trip and take my twenty-four hour me-time here in the south. 
She straightens. I'm busted. Stealth isn't my thing in any situation. 
“Uh, no, thanks.” I snag a menu. “Just looking for my party.”
I hurry into the dining area before she can reply. The restaurant is busy, but there are a few seats to choose from. I slide into a booth and slouch down. I can see Phil, but he won't see me as long as he doesn't stand up.
A waiter brings me water and offers an appetizer. I say yes and wave him away. Not a clue what I just ordered. Don't care.
Actually, I kind of do. The menu is all sorts of southern goodies—the hostess excluded—but I can't kill on a full stomach. I did that once. It ended poorly.
Lucky for the guy he was already dead.
The waiter comes back with a soda. Apparently I ordered that. 
He pulls out his notepad. “Have you decided what you would like?”
I glance down at the menu. This isn't the type of place that will let me sit around sucking down drinks and not order food.
“The manager's special,” I say, assuming there is one.
He nods and tries to take the menu.
I slap my hand on it. “I'd like to keep it. Please.”
“Sure.” He shrugs and walks off.
Halfway across the restaurant, Phil is living it up with pints of beer and platters of food. I would be envious that he gets to eat without worrying about emptying his stomach on a fresh corpse later, except he's going to be that corpse. It's sort of a fair trade.
My appetizer, as it turns out, is fried artichokes, which is about as exciting as a garden hose. The manager's special is surf and turf. Too bad I shouldn't eat it. What a waste of a perfectly good artery-clogging meal.
So I just sit here watching a bunch of old guys violate doctor's orders. Phil is having a good time for someone who is going to have a bullet for an after dinner mint.
With a small groan of irritation, I slump in my seat. The shrimp on my plate are taunting me, so I cave and snack on them with the cocktail sauce. Phil continues with his merriment. I've had more exciting visits to the dentist. Less painful, too.
I consider checking my phone, but I need to stay focused. Plus, I'll probably do something stupid if Syd hasn't texted yet. Like call her.
So much for learning about southern hospitality. That hostess up front is gorgeous, but I'm ready to get back to jumping my claim in the southwest.
After I've gone ahead and eaten all the shrimp, fried cheese sticks, and half of the steak, Phil is finally ready to leave. I scramble for the menu buried under my plates and hold it up. I'm not James Bond. I have no nifty moves. I just do what works. And a menu shield works pretty damn well.
It works well enough that Phil leaves the restaurant without seeing me, though he didn't have to get too close, anyway. I tune pass the hum as best as possible and listen for his voice. A moment later, the sound of the front door, and then his talking fades out.
That's my cue. 
Dining and dashing is a dick move. I wouldn't do it in a normal situation.
This does not count as a normal situation.
I dined, and now I dash. Through the dining area, out the double front doors, and across the parking lot. I skid to a halt at my Yaris, unlock the door, and peel out.
The silver Lexus is on the move.
And I have had more than enough of this stupid game of Duck, Duck, Dead.
Half of the stupidity is my fault, though. I had a plan—and this was it. Follow him until the opportunity to pull the trigger arises. 
I never said I was good at killing people. I just have to keep the damn hum from evolving. Once that happens, life becomes unpleasant.
The Lexus, a few cars lengths ahead, swerves a little. For all his brilliance, Doctor Phillip Ballantyne is a jerk waffle. He won't be a problem for much longer. I hope.
I trail him no more than five minutes. Then he pulls into a hotel parking lot. Decent place. I should be staying here. Bet the showers have better water pressure.
I brake in the parking lot entrance and slouch down until I can just see over the dash. Phil gets out of his car, fumbles with his briefcase and the door lock, then stumbles toward the hotel. I swing my car around the other direction without headlights, park, and get out. 
He enters through a glass back door. I dart up the steps, a few yards behind him. He's too drunk to notice me. Just as I reach the door, it falls shut. I yank the handle, but it won't budge.
Shit. 
Something jingles behind me. I turn as a woman comes up the walk. 
“Hey, I left my key in my room.” I wave her over. “Can you swipe this for me?”
“Sure, of course,” she says. 
People are just too helpful sometimes.
She opens her purse, peers inside, shifts around the contents, pulls out her hotel key card, flips it over, and—two seconds before I snatch it from her—finally swipes it across the reader.
The door clicks unlocked.
I burst through, into the bright hallway, and take off, jacket thudding against the back of my legs. The hum bounces in my brain. I round the corner, muscles tensed for a fight, and stop short.
No one is there. At all. 
I've lost Phil. 
My heart pounds in my chest. The gun and silencer are heavy in my coat. And this persistent little hum is going to be a raging bitch in the morning.
I smack my palm against my head and mutter, “I'm trying, I'm trying, god dammit.”
Not like it helps. Never has. The hum knows my intentions. It knows I'm hunting Phil. But the hum gets pushy after a while. Grows a little louder, pulses a little deeper. 
Then it gets wicked.
Murmuring catches my attention. I listen around the hum. One of the voices sounds familiar. 
Phil is talking with someone.
I try to soften my footsteps as I hurry toward the next turn. I peer down the corridor. Phil is standing with another old man outside a room. The other guy is wearing dark pajama pants and nothing to cover his gut. They chat away like they're at a barbeque.
Looks like Phil knows everyone in this damn city. Their conversations carries, but I can't make out their words. Mainly because I don't care. I need Phil to say goodnight so I can put him to rest.
I crouch down and dare another peek. The two men shake hands. Phil trips over himself to another door, then fumbles with his key card until the lock opens. The door thuds closed behind him.
I check my phone, trying to ignore the fact I still don't have any new messages from Syd, and start the countdown. Five minutes. That will give Phil enough time to take off his shoes, have a piss, generally get comfortable. Relaxed. Unsuspecting.
My leg goes numb, so I stand up and shake it out. A few more minutes. I'm so close to fulfilling this wish. Then the madness in my head will be silent again, and I can go home. 
I miss my bed. My house. Even my Accord, though the Yaris is kind of cool for the short term.
Tick, tock. After three minutes, I lose patience. The hum won't shut up and seems louder while I stand in the empty corridor. Phil is drunk, so he's probably already passed out anyway.
I stride down the hall, stop at his door, and knock. I might be nervous, but I'm focusing on the hum. Home in on it.
I knock again.
I can't hear anything but the hum. I don't want to hear anything else. This is when I need the insanity it brings.
The door opens. Phil looks . . . surprised.
I shove him back and slam the door shut with my foot.
He stumbles into the luggage rack. It goes over, and he lands ass to the floor.
His mouth is moving.
All I hear is the hum, but I nudge it back. Just enough to make out his words.
He's stuttering. “Ralf? Why are you here? Ralf?”
I grin a little. I'd forgotten about that: Ralf is going to kill him.
“Please, whatever you want, just take it.” His eyes dart about. “Are you needing a fix?”
I suppose I do look like a druggy. I pull the gun from my jacket with one hand and the silencer with the other and screw them together. 
I should have done that already, but who cares? What is Phil going to do? Whistle at me?
He skitters back a few feet. “Please, Ralf. You don't want to do this. Let me help you.”
Little does he know, he is helping me. 
He reaches up to the desk, pulls to his feet. I don't try to stop him. He's not going anywhere. 
I hold up the gun to inspect it. Looks like everything is sitting right. I lower the weapon and meet Phil's gaze.
“Please, don't. Please, please, don't.” His voice shakes.
I fuckin' hate when they plead.
“You don't want to do this,” he says. “You don't want to do this, Ralf. You do not want to do this.”
I clock him in the face. 
The hum should be happy. It should just disappear now that I'm here, but it won't. Not until I'm done. Not until Phil is dead. Otherwise, the hum will continue to fill up my brain. I swear if someone were to touch my head, they would feel my skull vibrating. 
And this isn't the worst. It has not even started yet. 
I do not want it to evolve. I will do anything to keep that from ever happening again.
“Please, Ralf,” Phil says, blood running from his bashed up nose. “Please, think about this.”
I raise my gun and pull the trigger. And then Phil, like the hum, is finally silent.
***
I hurry down the Riverwalk, a long mall with stores to my left and the gray Mississippi River to my right. The mall is mostly clear of shoppers, though the air is filled with the smell of fish and popcorn. I would puke if I hadn't already in the hotel parking lot, right after leaving Wife Beater Phil's room.
My left hand is clutching the Go-Phone I picked up on my way to the Riverwalk, and my bag is slung over my shoulder. I step onto the balcony, letting the cool breeze wafting over the Mississippi sneak across my neck and face, chilling the sweat.
I always sweat after a kill. Profusely. 
I pull my cellphone out of my pocket. I have a text message, but right now, I don't care. I just want to go home.
I look up Karl's number in my contact list and stab it into the Go-Phone. I press send and lift it to my ear.
Karl answers on the second ring. “Dimitri?”
“It's done.” I hang up and toss the Go-Phone over the railing, into the river. 
The balcony is empty. I move to the side, just out of sight of the doors, and use my duster jacket to shield as I drop the gun, silencer, and Ralf's wallet after the phone.
My vision begins to tunnel. I lean back into the wall and close my eyes.
***
In the grand summoning chamber, I stand face-to-face with Karl. The only time I'm relieved to see his skin-stretched skull is after dumping the murder evidence and fleeing town. Better than spending another six hours on a plane. And once he knows the request has been fulfilled, there is no risk of the hum coming back. At least, until the next wish.
“All done?” He smiles at me in his stupid, repulsive way.
I tap my temple with a finger and turn to leave.
A familiar woman's voice says, “Dimitri? May I see you in the other room?”
I halt, then roll my eyes and face the lady of the house. I use this term loosely. Eileena, the demon womb. I trust nothing that spawned the likes of Silvia. Probably from an egg sac laid in some poor sucker's chest.
She ticks up the corner of her mouth. I think it's meant to be a friendly gesture. She might want to practice in the mirror. 
She nods for me to follow. I clomp across the chamber after her. Her long blue dress with elaborate gold trim swishes on the floor as she walks. Her dark hair is twisted on top of her head, revealing her slender tan neck. No one could deny the likeness between her and Silvia.
We exit out the side door and follow down a hallway into one of the libraries. The main area of my house would fit into this one room.
As soon as she closes the door behind us, her attempt at angelic falls off like a snake skin. “Silvia wants to go out.”
My stomach twists, but I play it cool and shrug. “She need some bar recommendations?”
Eileena's eyes narrow. “You will take her, Dimitri. Else I might need you to do some runs in South America for me. Deep in the jungle. No air conditioning, no hot water. One little wish from Karl. Don't think I can't convince him to do it.”
“I would go with 'nag like the bride of Satan,'” I say, “but 'convince' is a good word too.”
She takes a step toward me.
I put up my hands. “Okay, I got it. I'll take Silvia out.” 
“Now,” Eileena says.
I push past her, out of the library, and head to Silvia's suite. I knock on her door. 
She answers, and her eyes flash but not with surprise. It's that unsettling look she always gives me.
She clasps her hands in front of her and says, “Oh, Dim! I wasn't expecting you!”
I size her up. Her hair is pulled back in some ponytail thing and she's loaded down with jewelry.
“Yes, you were,” I say. “So shut up and let's get this over with.”
I stalk down the hallway. She follows after, jingling behind me as we exit out one of the front doors. I don't slow as I cross the yard to my Accord, which is waiting unlocked with the keys on the dash.
I drop inside and start the engine. Silvia crawls into the passenger seat, then stares at me as I back out of the estate and onto the dirt road.
She lights up a cigarette. “Why do you drive these piece of shit cars?” 
“Tell your dad to get me a new Bugatti.” I roll down the windows because cigarette smoke lingers in upholstery forever. It's disgusting.
“I'll buy one for you.” She taps ashes out the window.
I scoff. “You really have no idea how this operation works, do you?”
“Yes, I do, and that's why I'm going to change shit around here once my old man keels over.”
“The way you smoke, he's going to outlive you.”
“Hmm, I don't think so.” She flicks the barely-used cigarette out the window. 
She picks up my hand lying on the console. I resist pulling away because, in truth, I am her inheritance. The thought always makes me a little dead inside.
She rubs her thumb over each of my fingertips in turn. I don't think they feel any different than normal ones—the morsels from the bar never seem to notice—but Silvia has a strange fascination with the fact I don't have fingerprints. 
She puts my hand back down like it's a porcelain ornament and then lights up another cigarette. 
“Your mother might have a son before Karl drops from a heart attack,” I say, trying to get our conversation back on track before she takes to touching me again. “The oldest male gets the master bond first, then his heirs. Then the next male and his heirs, until there are no more men and heirs. Then it moves over to the women.”
“Preference to boys, I know. Don't you think that would have happened already?” She jettisons her cigarette. She is the most wasteful person I've ever met. Can't wait to see what wishes she has in store for me. “My mother took care of that problem long ago. It's about time the women get a turn with the genie.”
I glance at her from the corner of my eyes. “I don't sing or dance or juggle.”
“I'm sure we can find other things to do.” She props her head on her hand, elbow on the console, and sighs like a lovesick princess. I swear she's stuck at thirteen years old. “What do you think would happen to our first born? Genie or master?”
I fight down a shudder. “Doesn't matter, because the world would end the day we ever . . . ” 
The shudder finds its way out.
“Unless I wish it,” she says.
I slam on the brake. “Get out.”
Her mouth twitches up like her mother's little venomous smile. “What?”
“Out.” I point at her and then the door. “You. Now.”
She leans back in the seat and blows her hair out of her face. “Oh, Dim.”
“I'm serious,” I say, because I mean it.
She looks at me, and her smile falters. “Daddy wouldn't be happy with your disrespect, Dimitri.”
“Go fuckin' tell him.” I clutch the steering wheel. “I'm sure he would love to know you plan to mix up the bloodlines.”
She flutters her eyes in that way that makes me want to smack her in the face with a ball peen hammer. “I don't see what the big deal is.”
“Get out, Silvia.” 
She does, but she walks around the front of the car and comes up to the driver side window. She leans in, her arms folded over the door. 
“Don't forget who's next in line for you to serve, Dimitri.”
I look at her. “If there's a God, I'll have an aneurysm first.”
Then I step on the gas.
The drive back into Phoenix is straight through the desert. I blast MP3's on the radio, speeding the whole way. There's no cops out here. No highway patrol. Just me and the cacti and a few shrubs that are probably cursing where they decided to take root.
When Nine Inch Nails comes on, I turn the radio up louder. I like him. Not sure he really knows what he's talking about, though. He fails to take in account that sometimes you can't die instead of giving up control. But it's great driving music, and I'm back in Phoenix before my eyes completely close. 
Phoenix never looks so inviting as when returning from a kill. The best part of being home is the fact I'm not Ralf, I'm not Alan, and I'm not Leo. I'm me and sometimes, for a few hours, I can pretend I'm never going to bow down again.



Chapter 3
Thudding from the front of the house jerks me from sleep. I rub a hand over my eyes as I sit. More knocking. If that gorilla-pounding can be called a knock.
I grab my phone from the nightstand. I have somewhere in the ballpark of one million new text messages.
Shouts carry through the house, muffled by the front door.
“Jesus, Mary, and the Easter Bunny,” I mutter, heading toward the living room. I flip on the light and blink a few times, eyes stinging, then yank open the door. “The dead are awake, so you can stop now!”
Syd lifts an eyebrow. “I thought you were going to call me when you returned?”
“I just got home.” I step back as she pushes inside. “Some people sleep, Syd.”
She clunks her purse onto the coffee table. “I can't. Do something about it.”
I shut the door and lock it behind me as I check her out. Her skirt is basically streamers. She's wearing fishnets, ass-kicking boots, and so many layers hoisting up her cleavage, I can't even begin to guess how many wrappings I'll be undoing. Thank you, Santa Clause.
I cross the room and snag her around the waist. My hand goes to the back of the head, pulling her in for a hard, heavy kiss. 
By some act of auto-navigation, we wind up on my bed. I'm on top of her, both of us still clothed because we can't seem to unlatch our mouths. She wraps her legs around my waist, and I realize just how little her skirt actually covers. My pajama pants and her panties are the only thing between us. 
I reach down with one hand and fix both problems. Her kiss deepens as I slide into her. She's already primed and waiting. Good girl.
She tilts her head away just long enough to gasp my name. I could do a whole year's worth of daily positions with her tonight. Leap Day too, and a Thanksgiving bonus.
The boots, however, have to go. Come to find out, they have little spikes on the back. 
I pull out and bring her legs around to the front, setting her heels on the bed. “Unless there's handcuffs to follow, these things need to disappear.”
She sits up with her legs spread, wiping her mouth, and unties her boots. I take a seat on the mattress next to her. Her shoes clunk to the floor, one after the other. Then she leans over and starts sucking on my neck. As much as I would like for her to do anything she wants, I can't let her leave behind evidence. The last thing I need is Silvia seeing marks on her inheritance. 
So I sit Syd up on her knees and kiss the small area of her belly peeking between the tight shirts and the waist of her skirt. Her hands slide through my hair, and she gives a soft moan.
Maybe she does have a slew of men at her disposal, but I haven't been home even a full night and she's already back in my bed. That has to count for something.
I slip out of my pants as she more gracefully slides off her skirt and panties. I lean back on the bed, guiding her over me. She sits down slow, deliberate, and right on target.
Her hands go behind her back, and then her shirts loosen. She tosses the shirts onto the bed, and she's wearing nothing but the two roses tattooed on her thigh and hip. I fight back the urge to make her hyperventilate.
She leans in, her naked breasts pressing against the front of my shirt. Her head settles next to my ear. 
She whispers, “Take what you want, Dimitri.”
Has she memorized a book of all the right lines to say?
I push into her harder, pulling her hips down. She rocks slowly, her wetness pressing against me, and then deepens the motion as her body clenches. I urge her faster, and she gives me everything I want. My hand caresses down her breasts as my heart rate increases, then linger on her hips. The intensity builds, tightening my muscles. My fingers clamp onto her back, shoving her body close to me, as I fill her. I bury my face into the top of her head, and she keeps riding until it's over.
She lifts her head to look up at me, eyes devious. “Again.”
“Easy, tiger.” I grin and guide her mouth back to mine. 
Her lips are always so warm and soft, like the rest of her body sprawled across mine. Nothing has ever felt so amazing.
She backs away, lifting to her hands and knees. I sit up just enough to remove my shirt and toss it aside, then cup her jaw to bring her in again. She plants a kiss on my lips, across my chest, down stomach, and then keeps going. I lie back on the bed. 
Her lips graze over me and I'm at attention again. Her tongue swirls over the head, then she takes me into her mouth.
Oh, yeah. Syd is a rockstar.
Her mouth continues to slide up and down, her hands following after. As much as I would like to find out how far she will go with this, I want her skin on mine, her body close.
“C'mere.” I lift onto my elbows and use one hand to brush back her hair.
She glances up at me, and I doubt she realizes how that makes me want her even more. With a final stroke and a parting kiss, she sidles against my side. I roll her a little to her back and crawl over her. She pulls my face close for another kiss, and it's so rough and hungry her whole body gets into it.
God. Damn.
I spread her legs apart with a hand on the inside of each of her thighs and pull away to sit back and take in the view. Un-fuckin-believable. I slide a finger into her warmth. She shudders and pushes her hips down. I want more of that. Against me. Caused by other parts of me.
I reposition between her legs. When I sink inside, her hands clench the blanket. I thrust until she's a gasping, squirming, beautiful mess who can barely say my name. Her legs wrap around my waist, pull me in and lock me there. Her hips undulate, then she lets out a sound that's a moan and a sigh and a something else entirely.
Her breasts heave a few times. Then she lifts her head to look at me. I have no idea what that look means, but it makes me want to keep her here, right next to me, forever.
That can't happen. 
I lie beside to her, panting, and pull her back against my chest. She cuddles into my arms.
I brush her hair out of the way and kiss the silver-studded ear, then whisper, “Can you sleep now?”
She gives a small noise of affirmation, barely nodding. In a few minutes, she's comatose. 
My eyes are heavy and aching, but I'm not ready to sleep yet. I just want to enjoy her being here.
In the morning, I will have to figure out how to tell her the truth: she can't come back.
***
Breakfast makes me nervous. I resent the fact this is the first time I've eaten with Syd, and yet I have to analyze everything she says to find a way to tell her we're over. Whatever we were, it no longer is. 
She's going to be pissed. I should be flattered that someone like her wants to hang around, but I knew better than to let her think we might have a future together. We don't. Not even as long-term bang buddies.
She places a bagel on a paper towel in front of me at the breakfast bar, then turns to the counter to prepare hers. Who knew the rockstar was domesticated?
She has her back to me. “Do you work today?” 
I take a bite of my breakfast. “Not that I'm aware of.”
She brings her bagel around to my side of the bar and claims the next stool, turning sideways to face me. Her pale bare legs intertwine with the legs of the stool. She's wearing just panties and one of the small, tight shirts. Her hair and makeup are a tamed mess. I would do her again in a nanosecond. But she has to go. My brain can't wrap around any other feasible option. I have two major issues. Problem numero
uno: Silvia will go postal if she finds out about my escapades. I've kept them hidden so far, but it's really just a matter of time before she crosses paths with my guest. Problem numero
dos: Syd is only going to tolerate my jerk off behavior for so long.
I would tell her the truth, but I can't. Literally. I never would have guessed how much of a problem that would become. This life is always full of unpleasant surprises.
When I was growing up, I spent a lot of time in the Walker household. Karl treated me as well as his own offspring, but differently. He would routinely ask my father what I weighed and how I was doing in my studies, like he kept track.
He probably was keeping track. Making sure I was good stock. Decent stock, anyway.
At the time, I didn't know any different. My father would leave me in the care of the mansion staff, sometimes for a week. Silvia and I have sparred since birth. I had no idea. Otherwise, I might have reconsidered busting a Lego USS Enterprise over her head when we were six. Or gluing the used pages of her journal shut when we were nine. 
I knew my father had a “secret special job” but I didn't know what any of it entailed until I was ten or eleven. Then my father laid it out. He told me what my future would be like. What I had to do. I thought I understood. Thought I was prepared.
I was fifteen when that day came. My father took me to the mansion, a place that had once been a second home. That day was different. 
He led me to the summoning chamber. I hadn't even known such a room existed. I would have been taken in by the exoticness of it, but the argan infused air was tense. My father clutched my wrist, something he hadn't done since I was a small boy.
We stood facing Karl. Everything was off. Karl sitting in a big chair, like a throne. Looking down at us from a stage, a strange look on his face. I tried to rationalize to myself that the man was still just Silvia's father, but I couldn't quite believe it.
Standing there, ready to assume my new role, I realized I didn't understand anything at all.
My heart was pounding. I was sweaty, lightheaded. My father had told me not to show weakness, so I choked down the fear. 
Two of Karl's house staff—men who had shown me how to fly balsa planes and throw darts when I was little—pushed a cart toward me. On it, two flat burners.
Swallowing hard, I glanced over my shoulder at my father. His face was set so deeply in a scowl I thought he might never show another expression again. Maybe he didn't.
My words were tight. “What are they—”
The two men grabbed my hands and shoved my fingers against the silver disc. Hot pain shot through my fingers, across the front and back of my hands, and up to my elbows. The agony settled in my joints. I tried to pull away, but they kept my hands in place until my fingers went numb. Then they let go. 
In hindsight, it was all kind of superficial. The burns healed with a week of aloe gel and not using chopsticks. Now Karl and I revisit our little ritual once a year or so. Doesn't really bother me anymore, but at the time, I felt violated. Little did I know then how much the Walkers would invade my life. Just like they had done to father, and his father before, as far back as anyone can remember.
My bloodline is born with the genie bond, and the Walkers are born with the master bond. We have no way of preventing it. As soon as the current genie or master takes his last breath, the role auto-magically switches to the next in line. One master, one genie. 
The genie bond does a pretty good job at keeping us under control. The hum, for example. But the master bloodline likes to take an extra step. A precaution.
After searing off my fingerprints so I could be a better criminal, Karl stated the rules. They are commandments, given to each genie by his master, generation after generation. The fine print. The no escape clause.
We cannot harm our master.
We cannot take our own lives.
We cannot tell anyone our secret.
The master can retract those orders, like Karl had done so my father could prepare me. Otherwise, we are bound to them, like it or not.
No harming our master. No taking our own lives. No telling our secrets.
Until today, I never realized that those are perhaps the darkest wishes of all.
Syd interrupts my thoughts. “You got plans for this afternoon?”
I blink back to reality, then shrug and glance down at my half-eaten bagel. I'm no longer hungry.
She unwraps her legs from the bar stool and twines them around my calf. “I was thinking we could go have coffee with Coleen. She's been wanting to meet you.”
“No, let's not,” I mutter, without looking up. “I think you should just leave.”
Syd's legs let go of mine and pull back to her stool. “Um, okay.”
She hops down and heads to my bedroom. I turn to watch her saunter down the hallway, because she has a great body and I'll never see it again.
Except for her concerts on YouTube.
A few minutes later, she emerges dressed. With a frown, she pauses in the living room and stares at me, then she collects her purse from the coffee table and meanders toward the door.
She's not really fazed by me anymore. I'm sort of impressed with her, but I'm more disappointed with myself. Judging by how my heart feels like it's squirming, I got attached. Idiot.
I step down and cross the living room. She turns to look up at me, like she's expecting a kiss. I reach behind her and open the door. 
“Later, Syd,” I say, flat as Kansas. 
My insides feel steamrolled.
She doesn't seem angry or hurt. Not even confused. Just . . . resigned. Like she knew it was coming. 
Well, she should have, because I told her this wasn't going to become anything serious.
Somehow, I think it's crushing me more than it is her. I don't want her to go. She fills a void, and I wouldn't want anyone else to take her place even if they could. I can tolerate being Karl's guard dog if I have Syd to look forward to every day.
But problem numero tres—the one I've avoided thinking about—might be the worst issue. Karl is going to want me to breed my replacement any day now. He'll wish it, and there won't be a damn thing I can do about it.
Even if Syd somehow found out the truth, I can't make her watch her child grow into the genie bond. That's just cruel. At least my father had the decency to spirit me off in the night when I was an infant. I doubt any mother would want to know her son grew up to be, well, me.
Syd presses her lips against mine. It's not the usual desperate, lustful spit-swapping. 
I stroke a thumb over her cheek and kiss her again, barely more than a soft bump. I think we're saying good-bye. 
This blows. A lot.
I glance past her, out the open front door, then halt. I can't help but grin.
There is a frickin' black and red Audi parked in my carport.
“What?” Syd looks over her shoulder, then laughs. “It's my brother's car. He doesn't need it right now, so I took it.”
“Dammit, Syd,” I say, but I'm laughing too. 
She looks at me with a sexy little smile. “Reconsidering that break up?” 
The words sting and tingle at the same time. I have no idea what to say.
She pulls the keys from her purse and dangles them in front of my face. “How about that coffee, Dim?”
***
Syd and I sit at a bar-height table in a cafe she had picked for us to meet with Coleen. The cafe happened to be way across town. I'm certain she chose it as an excuse to take that bad ass car on the freeway.
“Let me drive the Audi back,” I say, nearly pleading.
She shakes her head. “Not a chance. My brother would smother me in my sleep if it got a dent.”
“I have a perfect driving record!”
She bounces the straw in her plastic cup. “I don't believe you.”
“So you believe me about my medical record, but not about my driving?”
Her jaw drops. “Dimitri!”
I grab my drink concoction and take a sip. With all the chocolate and whip cream, it's not really even coffee anymore. Syd had insisted I try it. It might not be coffee, but it is pretty damn good.
“No,” she says with resolution. “No driving the Audi.”
A woman behind me says in a tone like she should be wiggling with excitement, “You got the Audi?”
Syd stands up and goes around behind me. I turn on my bar stool. The woman has ridiculously long brown hair and huge eyes, like she's the prototype for a female anime character.
“Oh, is this Dimitri?” She has a happy bounce to her voice that would be irritating if I wasn't contemplating how to convince Syd to fork over the keys to the Audi.
“Yeah, that's me.” I put up one hand in greeting and then drop it back to the table. 
“I'm Coleen.” She pulls up a bar stool and sits across from me. “Sydney and I met at the university a couple of years ago.”
I look at Syd with a grin. “Sorority sisters?”
Syd kicks me under the table. Her jaw is clamped, but her eyes glint. She's cute when she's irritated.
“No, not a sorority.” Coleen brushes her hand through her hair. “She was my unofficial math tutor. So, Dimitri, what are you studying?”
Syd perks up. We haven't talked much about our lives outside of the bedroom. 
“No college. Just work,” I say.
That might make me lose points with Syd.
Wait, doesn't matter.
Coleen looks surprised, then she nods. “Sydney says you do personal security, right? How is that?”
“It's . . . a job,” I say.
I want to be nice to Coleen, but I can already tell this is turning into the New Boyfriend Inquisition. Seen shit like this on TV. She should have brought one of those conference room chairs.
“How did you get involved in it?”
“Um, family business,” I say. 
There's the truth if I ever told it.
“Very cool.” Coleen nods again. “Did you grow up here in Phoenix?”
“Yeah,” I say, but it's time to turn this inquisition around. “How about you?”
“No, I'm from Connecticut, but I came out here to go to ASU.”
Syd looks between us with a small smile. “Coleen, I'm going to go get your coffee, okay?” 
She glances at me and pushes the smile a little more, then lowers off her stool and heads to the counter.
I turn back to Coleen. “Have you driven the Audi?”
“No way.” She leans over to grab a newspaper off a vacant table. “Syd doesn't let anyone touch it. I'm surprised we're even allowed to breathe near it.”
She flops the newspaper down in front of her. I pick up my drink, but my eyes catch a headline. My brain stalls for a moment. Then I slide the section toward me. Coleen isn't bothered, busy reading away at the political pages.
I turn the paper to face me.
Local Multimillionaire Karl Walker Donates 1.5 Million Dollars to Hospital.
I have to focus to read, because my head is swimming. I never see Karl in the news. Ever. This can't be good. According to the article, he made the donation stating he wanted to see his money put to good use while he is still alive.
Yeah, that's not Karl. He's up to something.
“That guy is a bag of ass,” Syd says, reading over my shoulder. 
She returns to her stool and puts another one of the same concoctions in front of Coleen. It's like she's a foofy coffee drink pusher. 
“Yeah, I imagine most millionaires are snatch-monkies.” I can't keep my eyes off the headline. “Why would he donate that much to a hospital?”
Syd shrugs. “Purchasing his way through the Pearly Gates, most likely.”
I force myself to put the newspaper aside. Karl isn't buying his way into the afterlife, but he's certainly buying his way into something. I try to act causal. Try to act like the news isn't brewing a certified panic attack in my chest.
Syd can't know how much this bothers me. Otherwise, she'll start asking questions.
Aren't I supposed to be breaking up with her?
“So, Dimitri.” Coleen puts aside her pages. “How long have you been doing personal security?”
My vision tunnels.
Oh, shit.
I fumble from my seat. My hand bumps my coffee.
“Since I was, uh . . . ” 
I can't remember her question. 
I have to get out of here. Have to go do—personal security.
“Since I was fifteen.” My voice is detached. “I have to take this call.”
I stagger across the cafe, barely making out the hallway to the restrooms. I push open the door, fumble into a stall, and slam the door behind me.
When I open my eyes, I'm standing in the summoning chamber. Karl looks me up and down. I'm sure I appear as stunned as I feel.
This is why I don't go anywhere. This is why a normal life is out of the question. 
“Did I interrupt?” His tone sounds like he hopes he did.
I swallow hard, but don't reply.
He nods to his guards, and a man steps forward to hand me a manila envelope.
Just once, I would like for it to contain tickets to Disneyland.
“I want you to break into that office and steal a safe, Dimitri.”
I'm torn between relief and worry. No kidnapping or killing this time, but I'm not exactly winning awards for my cat burglary skills. 
Then he says his favorite words: “This . . . I . . . wish.”
My head fills up with the roar like water flooding into my skull. I cringe even though I wish I wouldn't. No showing weakness. 
I used to think it would anger Karl. That he considered the genies to be a type of mercenary and expected us to be as unflinching as his guards. Over the years, I've learned more about people. I don't like what I concluded, but I suspect my father already knew.
Showing pain or fear doesn't upset Karl. It delights him.
“You will bring me that safe, Dimitri,” he says.
I clamp my jaw to resist commenting. I don't have a fuckin' choice but to bring him the safe. His little power trips make me want to stomp his windpipe. 
I turn to leave, but another guard moves forward. He offers me a new wallet. 
Still on his throne, Karl says, “The badge will get you into the office.”
I grab the wallet, stuff it into my pocket, and then exit the chamber. As I head to a front door, I shuffle through the papers from the envelope. The safe is barely more than a private lock box, like the ones sold at Wal-Mart for home use. 
All I have to do is scan a badge into the office, grab the safe, and leave. Nothing to it.
I hope.
***
My current vehicle is a silver Corolla, since I left my Accord in the cafe parking lot. Some of mansion staff will swing by and grab it. Makes no difference to me. Karl buys economy vehicles like normal people buy oranges. They sit around the estate to be claimed as I need them.
None of the Walkers ever use any of these “piece of crap” cars. Silvia has a Porsche. Eileena has two Ferraris, because kisses might begin with K but better things begin with F. 
Karl drives a 1967 Mustang Shelby Venom. My servitude isn't the only thing we don't see eye-to-eye about. I have no use for classics.
I drive back to Phoenix and swing through downtown. The office building is five stories. According to the case file, my target is on the fourth floor. My alias is Kevin Wodderspoon. 
I decide to come back at night. Less people means less risk someone will realize I'm not the name on the badge. That could be disastrous. 
I have to admit, Karl is getting good at this game. Fake IDs are a dime a dozen, but not specific access to facilities. This is a new development. I like it.
When I reach home, I have to park the Corolla on the curb because my carport is already full with an Accord, a Civic, and an Audi.
Oh, boy. I'm in for it.
Syd storms down the front porch and across the yard. She's a foot from me as I step out of the Corolla.
“Dimitri! You couldn't—”
I grab her arm and tug her toward the house, muttering, “Not out here. Don't make a scene.”
I let go of her and unlock the front door.
She follows in behind me. “If you wanted to leave, you could have just told me, you know.”
“I had work,” I say, heading to my bedroom. I stuff the case file into the top dresser drawer and turn to find her standing in the doorway. “When work needs me, I have to respond.”
“You go into the bathroom to take calls from celebrities?” She puts her hands on her hips. “Doesn't that sound just a little bit odd to you?”
“Look, Syd, this is my job. You either deal with it or you don't.” 
After I say the words, I can't believe how simple of a solution it is. She either stays or goes. There is no third option.
She glares at me. I fold my arms over my chest and wait. Even though I'm sure she's going to blow up and leave, then text me later, my job simply isn't negotiable.
Finally, her shoulders relax, and she lets out a breath. “Okay.”
I scowl. “What?”
“Okay.” She throws her hands in the air. “You're right. I'll deal.”
We stand in awkward silence.
Then, true to Syd, she grins. “Wanna fuck?”
“I gotta work tonight.” I sit on the bed to take off my shoes. I'm not tired, but I probably should rest up before setting out to steal office supplies while a demon plays a bongo drum in my head. Someone needs to start a workers' union for genies. “I'm gonna get some sleep.”
I set my phone alarm, then crawl down into my covers and close my eyes. The bed bounces a little as Syd climbs up next to me. She settles her head on my shoulder, her body draped along my side and her hand on my chest. Within a few minutes, her breathing turns slow and deep. 
She is in my life to stay. I have no idea what I'm going to do.
***
My phone rings. I smack at it with my eyes closed until it stops. I would like to press snooze, but the droning noise in my head is quite effective at keeping me awake. Probably even better than the strange propeller alarm. 
I pull my arm from under Syd without waking her and head to the bathroom. Time to shower and get ready to rock. In and out. Then, if there's any mercy in the universe, Karl will stop making requests for a long while.
If wishes were horses, I would be in a stampede.
When I return to the bedroom, Syd is awake but lying on the bed facing the door. She gives a half-awake smile.
“Can I stay here while you're at work?” Her voice is small.
The thought makes me tingly. She would be here when I come back. Waiting for me. And tonight, I won't be returning with literal blood on my hands.
But there's always the risk Karl will send someone over, whether to clean the house or to collect the gaggle of cars. I don't know what sort of agreement his staff signed, but I can't imagine anyone keeps secrets from him. 
Maybe that's because I can't. Mostly.
“No, sorry,” I say and shuffle through the drawers.
The mattress groans a little as Syd climbs out of bed. She comes up behind me, wraps her arms around my bare stomach, and slips a hand under the fold in the towel at my waist.
If I wasn't awake before, I certainly am now.
I still and close my eyes, but it only serves to emphasize the humming in my head.
Just need to grab the safe. Once I transport it from the downtown office to the mansion, I can have a little Syd-time and make good on all the ways I've had to screw up lately.
She kisses my neck, her breast against my back as she leans into me. Her other arm slides over my shoulder.
She takes a deep breath and says in nearly a moan, “You smell so good.”
I turn around, pull her closer and nestle her pelvis against mine. I slip my tongue into her mouth. Her body relaxes. My hand sneaks under the streamers of her skirt and squeezes her bare ass peeking from her tight panties.
The hum in my head revs up. A warning. I have to get moving.
I pat her ass and then relinquish my hold on her. “Work calls, babe.”
***
When I pull the Corolla into the office center, my phone clock reads a quarter till nine. A few other vehicles sit in the parking lot, and a little security cart trudges the perimeter. Security would normally be a problem, but I have Kevin Wodderspoon's badge on a lanyard around my neck. I now work here.
I don't like leaving my gun under the passenger seat, but I don't know what the security check points are like inside. Since Karl gave me a free pass into this building, I'm going to roll with it. No weapons. No breaking windows. 
Instead, I'm playing dress-up. I'm wearing work pants, a black polo shirt, and dress shoes. A briefcase might have completed the look, but I didn't have one handy and couldn't be bothered going to the store. I doubt everyone in the entire building carries a briefcase at all times.
I cross the parking lot, heading toward the glowing glass front doors. Inside, the lobby is wide, with tile floors and turnstiles. The security desk is vacant.
Just as I think I'm in luck, a woman enters from a door behind the desk. I halt, unsure if I've already given myself away somehow. She nods at me and takes a seat at the station, then stares down in front of her at something I can't see. Monitors, I assume.
Lingering is a bad idea. People who work here wouldn't linger. So I move forward, grasping the badge. I'm already sweating. 
This is the easiest wish I've ever had, and I'm going to screw it up by being nervous. 
Just scan the fuckin' badge, Dim.
I do. The turnstile clicks and lets me pass through.
Into Bowser's lair.
I let out a silent breath in relief as I head to the elevators on my right. One of the cars is already descending, so I wait. The doors slide open with a ding. A woman steps out and makes her way toward the turnstiles. She doesn't even glance at me.
I press the elevator button for the fourth floor. My mind reels for what could go wrong so I can try to head it off. Maybe the elevator will get stuck. Maybe someone who knows the real Kevin Wodderspoon is going to cross my path.
If there even is a real Kevin Wodderspoon. My picture is on the badge. Maybe Kevin is just another fabricated persona. 
A slightly less sane guy would have an identity crisis.
The elevator lets me off. I'm already into the next level of the castle.
The hallways are empty except for a janitor pushing a large trash bin in the opposite direction. As I wander farther, checking the office numbers for my destination, I pass a break room. Inside, a television is blaring and coffee is filling the air with its warm, bitter scent. Someone's heels are clicking around. I don't look. Head down, keep walking.
I follow the turn in the hallway. The office numbers, punctuated by the occasional open conference room, are counting down to my door. I spot my target and focus my attention on the scanner mounted on the wall next to it.
One swipe, and I'm halfway through this dungeon. 
I scan the badge and—nothing.
Can't be.
I scan it again. Nothing.
My gaze is fixed onto the scanner. Is the badge reader broken? Can I ask security to let me in? If they run my badge, will they find a problem—like I don't belong here?
Oddly enough, my heart isn't pounding. I'm not even sweating anymore. I think I'm in shock. I have no backup plan. 
What could I do, anyway? Shoot up an entire office building? That sort of goes against the low key policy.
One or two cops I can handle. An entire SWAT team, not so much.
This genie has no superpowers. Just a persistent little hum that makes him do stupid shit. And he needs an answer—now. 
I'm by no means a guru at locks, but I have jimmied one or two open in the past. I walk back the way I came and flip on the switch in an open conference room. The fluorescent bulb lights up. I lean into the hall, verify both directions are clear, and then investigate the lock. The knob is lever style, and the front of it looks identical to the ones on the office doors.
I might be able to break in, after all, but that's going to require a jaunt.
The security guard pays little attention to me as I exit the building. Back in my Corolla, I use my phone to search for a nearby hardware store. It closes in less than an hour. I floor it all the way, squeal tires as I pull in, and jog across the lot.
I slow my pace as I enter the store, then scan the aisles. I have no idea where the hell anything is. The hum gives me a nudge to start looking.
I take the aisles one at a time, going down one and up the next. Now my heart is racing. Even if I get what I need here, I still have to find a way to sneak it past security and use it before someone wanders into the hallway.
Maybe Karl could have his sources double check shit before handing it off. 
I find it in the hardware aisle: a length of thick, but pliable, wire.
At least Kevin's credit card works. In minutes, I'm back in the car, the long piece of wire jammed into the backseat. I cruise toward the office, my brain running as fast as the hum will let it.
I can't just walk past security with a big ol' wire. I need something to hide it in. Something that wouldn't stand out. 
Something like a briefcase.
I hit the steering wheel. “Son-of-a-slut!”
To the big box store I go. I spend ten minutes rushing through the aisles, becoming lost in camping supplies and treadmills, and finally finding the damn briefcases next to the luggage. 
Back at the Corolla, I cram the wire into the briefcase like a lethal jack-in-the-box and snap the locks shut. Now if I can remember to look away when I open it again, I might avoid losing an eye.
I try to take deep breaths and tell myself all sorts of far-fetched hopes that this is going to end well.
When I pull into the office building parking lot, I start shaking. Hard enough I'm surprised my teeth aren't chattering.
Ridiculous. I have killed. I can pick a damn lock. 
I make it halfway to the office before I remember the Briefcase of Certain Doom. Cursing under my breath, I hurry back to the car, grab the damn thing, and burst inside the lobby.
I use the badge to unlock the turnstile. Just as I push through, the security woman speaks, without even looking up.
“Forgot something?”
I halt, muscles tense ready to flee. Then I look down at the briefcase in my hand.
“Oh. Yeah,” I say. “Can't work without it.”
She nods and takes a bite of Ramen, eyes fixed downward. 
Monitors.
This whole place has closed-circuit television. How long do I have before she spots me playing surgeon with the office lock?
I get off on the fourth floor, hoping no one is around. So far, so good. Even the janitor has moved on to better trash-emptying grounds.
I round the corner and grimace at the door. Why couldn't the badge just work? 
Why can't Karl just take a dirt nap?
Wait, no. That would leave Silvia in charge. My nights would be spent swapping bodily fluids with her or cracking the necks of all the people who have ever pissed her off.
I look both directions in the hallway, then drop the briefcase to the ground and open it like a bomb tech cutting the cable he's not quite sure is the correct one. The contents don't explode from the case, after all.
I crouch down and set to work shaping the length of wire, because doing this before returning would have made too much sense. My hands are sweaty, so I wipe them on my pants. Footsteps thud from one direction then the other, but when I halt to listen more closely, the hallway is silent. Or maybe the noise is drowned out by the hum-hum-hum.
I duck-waddle forward with my Scepter of Lock Defying Evil and wedge it under the door. The wire has a few sharp angles in it now, but I work it underneath so that the tall piece is flush with the other side of the door. The hook at the end scratches and knocks around, looking for the latch.
The hook catches. I hear a click. The door opens. 
I am golden.
I look up. A man is staring down at me, his fist clenched around the top of the wire. 
I am dead.
I lunge at him, hitting the side of my hand into his throat. He stumbles back. I slam the door shut with my foot, but the hinges glide it close with a solid click.
I grab his hair and smash his head into the desk.
His body drops to the ground, but he's still breathing. I haven't killed anyone, and I would like to keep it that way. I have no idea how far the ruckus has traveled though. If security is on their way, I have minutes to get out of here.
I look under the desk, check behind the chair, and open the cabinet standing against wall. 
No safe. 
I turn back to the room, eyes darting for any other place it could be hiding. The office isn't that big. 
I tear open the desk drawers and dump them out, knock the lamp to the floor, pull stacks of files from the cabinet. It's impossible—physically impossible—for the safe to be here.
My lungs choke for air as I continue to claw my way through the files.
I feel setup. 
Maybe it's paranoia. 
Maybe it's this goddamn hum in my skull. I smack my head a few times with my palm, but my brain doesn't start running properly again. Just humming. Growing. It knows I failed.
The safe is gone. I can't fulfill the request. And I've made a hell of a lot of noise. 
I take off through the door and down the hall, but every step is more painful than the last. 
The princess is in another castle.
I have failed.
***
I don't know how I made it out of the building without security stopping me. Even though they apparently did not hear the scuffle in the office, I'm sure I was running. I'm sure I looked psychotic. I certainly felt that way on the inside. Sometimes my body flips to auto pilot, though. Sometimes it gets me through those last few seconds when my brain is starting to surrender to the hum.
I can barely concentrate on the road as I stomp the gas. If anyone pulls me over, I will likely kill them. I won't have a choice. Nothing can stop me from getting back to Karl. To make him recant the wish before things get out of hand. 
Karl has recanted his wishes a few times before, due to his own change of plans. So I know it can be done. The question always is if he will.
He has to, I tell myself, over and over. This wasn't my fault. The safe wasn't there.
My fingers grip the steering wheel until they hurt, but I don't let go. My vision tunnels, but not because I'm being summoned. 
The hum is evolving. I'm moving farther and farther away from what I was told to do, even though I tried. I didn't succeed. I know I can't succeed. But the hum will make sure I figure something out.
I have no idea where the safe could be.
The Corolla's tires squeal up the mansion carport. I jump out of the car, engine still running, and race—stumbling—across the lawn. 
I shout Karl's name, and I can't stop shouting it. I know what's going to happen.
The hum is a monster. 
I burst through a set of front doors and don't slow down as I head for the summoning chamber. Karl won't be there, but I can't think of where else to go, where else he could be. How can I reach him?
I stuff my hand into my pocket and fumble for my phone. He has to recant the wish. I slow just enough to find his name among the few contacts and press dial, shaking my head like it will quiet the hum. 
The line rings once.
“Dimitri?”
I have never been so relieved to hear him say my name.
“Karl!” I gasp, my lungs straining against my ribs. “The safe wasn't there!”
“Where are you?” His voice has a hard edge.
“Recant it!” I know I shouldn't yell at him. I know I'm showing fear, but it's growing with the hum. “Recant the wish! Take it back!”
“I'll meet you in the chamber.” He hangs up.
I jam the phone into my pocket and run. I think I knock into a table, sending a few things to the ground. Neither my vision or mind are working so well at the moment.
I shove open the chamber door, the scent of argan oil spreading through my head.
“Dimitri,” Karl says. “Come here.” 
I squint to see. He is at the throne.
I hurry to him, then stop, hands on knees, struggling to breathe. “Recant . . . ”
“Where is the safe, Dimitri?” His voice is reprimanding. I can tell even through the noise in my skull.
“It wasn't there. I got in, but it wasn't there. I looked. I swear, I looked. It wasn't—” I can't finish my words because my abdomen clenches from the agony in my brain. 
“You know you have to bring it back,” he says. “Why would you let me down?”
I'm still hunched over, unable to find enough air. “I tried. It wasn't there. Recant the wish. Please.”
My father would be angry if he knew I was begging, but I bet he begged a few times himself. No one can handle the hum once it evolves. That's the entire point.
Karl just sits there, staring at me. The look on his face would make anyone else fear he was going to hit them. But Karl has never raised a fist at me, ever. He doesn't need to. My punishment is encoded in my DNA.
Shadows move toward me. The guards. Something pricks my arm. Warmth flows through my skin. I drop to the ground and black out. 
***
As soon as I wake, I know Karl has recanted the wish. Nothing else makes the hum stop: sex, weed, benzos. My head is silent now. Besides a few sore muscles, I feel fine.
I sit up. I'm on a hospital bed in a small room. To the side is a sink and counter. Opposite, a locker, a trash bin, and a computer-on-wheels. 
The infirmary. Since I don't actually exist on paper, I always wind up here for medical care. I suspect Karl wouldn't let any other doctors touch the prized pet anyway.
The medical staff who work in the infirmary must have a massive non-disclosure agreement.
A man enters, wearing a white lab coat and a stethoscope. I've never met him before, but I rarely visit this part of the mansion. Thankfully.
He stands next to my bed. “How are you feeling, champ?” 
I shrug, feet planted on the floor. “Ready to go.”
I begin to stand, but he touches my shoulder. 
“They gave you a sedative,” he says, “so you can't drive for another two hours.”
I groan as I sit back down. Two more hours of this place. Chances are, Karl's going to want to discuss the missing safe before I leave. Not like I have anything else to say. I broke in to the office, and the safe wasn't there. 
He needs to fire whoever was in charge of last night's intel.
The infirmary door opens.
“Dimitri!” Silvia hurries to my side. “Daddy said you had a breakdown!”
I lie back on the bed with an exasperated sigh. “It wasn't a—”
I don't bother explaining. A breakdown is as good of a term as any. 
She pulls up a stool I hadn't noticed. “Did you get shot?”
Her tone sounds giddy with hope.
I turn my head to her. “I thought you didn't want anything to hurt your inheritance.”
“No,” she says, “I don't want anything to kill my inheritance.”
“Well, then, I stand corrected.” I stare at the ceiling. “No, not shot.”
The doctor steps closer. “Miss Walker, would you like me to bring you a chair?”
Silvia looks up at him, a twinkle on her face. “That would be lovely.”
The doctor bustles away like he's her personal servant. When he returns, he's struggling with a chair that belongs in a formal living room, not an infirmary.
Silvia accepts it, patting his hand on the arm of the chair. “Thank you, dear.”
He smiles. I know that look. He's giving her a thorough exam in his head.
“Let me know if I can get you anything else,” he says, then waits for her reply.
She waves a hand to dismiss him. He steps out of the room, and she turns back to me. 
“Why don't you spend the night here?” She shakes her head. “You look horrible.”
“No, thanks,” I snap. “I'm afraid what you would do to me in my sleep.”
She giggles. “Nothing you wouldn't like.”
This is all a fuckin' joke to her.
I stand, expecting to be woozy, but the doctor has no idea what he's talking about. I squeeze around Silvia's chair to head for the door. She snags the bottom of my shirt. I brush her off and get the hell out of there before I say something I will regret.
***
Once I'm on the road back to Phoenix, I call Syd. The line rings at least a thousand times, but she finally picks up.
“Dim?” She sounds groggy. “How's work?”
“Come over,” I say, foot heavy on the gas pedal.
“Mm, okay.” She had definitely been sleeping. “Give me thirty?”
“I won't be home for a couple of hours. Please be there.” 
I hang up.
I don't know what I expect her to do. Nothing, I guess. Or maybe everything. My brain is too jumbled to make sense. 
I sigh. A few hours with Syd will get me back on track. We can just play checkers for all I care.
When I pull in to my carport, Syd is sitting on the edge of the porch, feet on the steps, staring down at her phone. Probably playing a game. Her purse and a large paper sack sit beside her.
She looks up and then waves as I cross the yard.
I pull her to her feet and kiss her. It's not sensual, and it's not a goodbye kiss either. It just is, and I've never been more thankful for anything.
When we break apart, she smiles at me with a mischievous glint. “I brought you a gift.”
I have nothing to say. My brain is lagging with too many thoughts that I can't sort out yet. So I unlock the door and stand aside as she enters.
“Long shift?” She steps out of her shoes. The heels are so thin, she might as well have been balancing on toothpicks. 
“Yeah,” I say, dumbly.
She sits on the floor, cross-legged, facing the coffee table, and begins to pull little boxes and tins out of her purse.
I take a spot next to her, our knees touching. She produces a small blue glass hookah from the paper bag and loads it up. I don't miss that she adds a little something extra. In a few minutes, she's puffing on a hose.
Then she passes the hose to me. “You need this.”
I hesitate. If my night had been a success, I wouldn't think twice about hitting with her. But I have no idea how Karl is going to react in the next few hours. If he summons me to chit-chat about the missing safe, I will have to move fast to get Syd out the door.
Screw it. I take the hose and inhale from it. After a few minutes, I have a pleasant high. I could probably shake it off if Karl comes a-calling, but, for now, I embrace it.
Syd inhales another puff, then leans back on the floor as she breathes out the smoke. She's wearing cut-up black leggings and a short green dress. Her legs are spread un-ladylike. I crawl on top of her and lower to kiss her mouth. Her expression is mild. I suspect she had a trial run with the whacky tobacky before heading over.
I lie down next to her, and we stare at the ceiling like we're watching the stars. 
“My grandma is relocating to Europe next week,” Syd says out of nowhere.
“That's nice.” I don't bother to move, not even to look at her. “Where to?”
“Italy. She tried to go to France, but I asked her not to. I hate Paris.”
I laugh, still watching the ceiling. “Who hates Paris?”
“Have you been?” Her tone is accusatory.
“No, can't say I have.”
“I like Italy more.” After a few silent moments, she sighs. “When I was little and she lived in Phoenix, sometimes I would get upset and runaway to her house. I guess my parents knew where I went, but she would let me stay there as long as I wanted. 
“She eventually ran away herself. She went to New Mexico and opened a restaurant so she could bake pies all day. When I got my first car, I started running away again. Every time I was upset or scared, I'd drive to her house. 
“But now she says New Mexico isn't far enough from the rest of the family, so she's moving to Italy. She left me the keys to her place, so I can still runaway.” Syd turns her head to look at me again. “The house is vacant.”
At this moment, so is my brain. I don't respond. I have no idea what we're talking about.
Syd seems to figure this out. 
She props herself on her elbows. “Let's go to New Mexico for a weekend.”
I have an urge to pack right then. We could leave now and arrive before breakfast tomorrow. That includes stopping for a backseat romp along the way.
The trip can't happen. I wouldn't be able to explain to her if I have to leave for work, or to Karl if he notices any charges on the cards.
I've never had to admit just how trapped I am. It's obvious now that my world involves more than just waiting for Karl to figure out the next move in the chess game that is my life.
Maybe I shouldn't have accepted change, but I'm not about to give it back. 
“We'll go,” I say, but I doubt the words are even mine. “Write down the address, and I'll figure something out.”
She has no idea what I've just agreed to.
***
We lie on the floor watching TV, stirring only to refill the hookah and smoke it down. When evening fades in, we gather enough energy to put on our shoes and walk to the taco shop at the end of the block. 
We eat carne asada tacos without speaking. It's a pleasant silence, where we are both just content with our food and our high and the fact we're going to screw like rabbits on Viagra after we  stop being so damn lazy.
Syd looks up at me, taco in hand. “Did you know it used to be illegal to import avocados into the U.S. from Mexico?”
I'm certain I missed the first half of this conversation. “Um, why?”
“Flies,” she says. “The U.S. government thought the avocados were infested with fruit flies.”
“So, there was a shortage of guacamole and it had to be rationed?” I give her a dubious look then laugh. “Was there an underground guacamole trade? You could buy it in half pints, but it's going to cost you?”
She shrugs. “No one went to look. They just thought they had flies and wouldn't import them. The Mexican government tried to barter, but they didn't get anywhere. So they put restrictions on importing from us.”
Syd's brain must be a strange place.
Her face looks serious, and she's no longer eating. Just drifting on her thoughts about produce and insects. 
“Finally, they sent someone to Mexico and they checked thousands of avocados. There weren't any flies. Never had been.” She drops her taco to her Styrofoam plate and frowns at it. “Can we go back now?”
I glance at my last taco, then at Syd. Her eyes are red. She has been hitting for a while, but I don't remember her eyes being that way when we left the house.
“Yeah, we can go,” I say, scooping up our plates and plastic ramekins. I dump them in the trash bin, and we head back to my place. 
Syd is quiet on the walk and after we arrive. It's not the pleasant sort anymore. I think I'm supposed to be upset about the history of avocados. She doesn't seem angry that I'm not, but maybe disappointed.
We lie on the floor to watch TV and doze. We don't even have sex, but I'm content with the warmth of her body against mine. Around midnight, she kisses me goodbye before leaving. And I still can't figure out why we were talking about avocados.



Chapter 4
Late in the morning, Karl summons me. I expect he just wants to talk about what happened with the safe. Calling on the phone would be too mundane.
Instead, a guard passes me a manila envelope. I could probably wallpaper my bedroom from floor to ceiling with as many of these damn things I've been given.
“I need you to bring me that person, Dimitri,” Karl says.
I hate how he says my name. It has the distinct tone like he's commanding a Doberman to fetch.
“I need him alive.”
Great, another kidnapping. I want to ask if he's certain the target isn't deceased already, but I keep my mouth closed. As bitter as I am over the last misadventure, I haven't forgotten who wields the power around here.
Karl leans back in his chair. “This . . . I . . . wish.”
Satan starts humming a tune in my head again. I wait for Karl to begin our super fun version of Twenty Questions. No way he's letting go of the missing safe that easily.
He raises his eyebrows at me.
That's my signal to get fetching. Maybe he is over the safe, after all. 
I don't even bother going through the case file on my way out. If I see my abductee is another minor, I'm going to lose it. 
Dimitri Hayes, the cause of lifetime therapy bills across the nation.
Silvia appears out of nowhere. “Taking down another bad guy?”
“Yeah, Silv,” I say, without slowing. “I'm a regular Vin Diesel.”
She catches up to me. “Can I go with you?”
I scoff. “Lay off the blow.”
She matches my pace as we cross the yard and says, “Come on, Dim. Daddy won't let me go into the city alone.”
“Take the infirmary doctor and bring some mouthwash,” I say.
She wrinkles her nose. “You're nasty.”
“You have no idea.” I glance at her, then sigh. She's just going to whine until I either cave to shut her up, or Eileena goes Amazonian on me. “Get in.”
She claps, then bustles into the passenger seat.
“Don't smoke.” I back the car out and turn to head toward the big city.
She pulls down the visor, flips up the mirror, and starts messing with her hair. “Why aren't you ever any fun?” 
“Oh, I'm loads of fun when I don't have the drums of hell in my head.”
She gives me a contemplating look. “That kind of sucks, doesn't it?”
“Nah, it makes for an interesting online dating profile.” I shrug because her concern is a few years too late. “Where do you want to go, Your Majesty?”
She sits straight, though I doubt the reaction was even conscious. She knows who she is; she is multimillionaire Karl Walker's only thriving sperm. 
Mother Nature let her guard down on this one.
“McDonald's,” she says.
“What the actual fuck?”
She smiles, her perky expression matching her tone. “I've never been.”
“Wow, look how neglected you are,” I say. “You want the real drive-thru experience? You know, McDonald's is a delicacy in Japan.”
Her eyes widen. “It is?”
“How the fuck would I know?”
She frowns and stares out the window.
I start to feel bad for being prickish to her. Then I remember she's checking off days on her Hello Kitty calendar until I'm her personal servant, boy-toy, and henchman all in one. The guilt evaporates.
I turn on the radio and blast the usual music so neither of us feel obligated to speak. 
When I pull into McDonald's, Silvia scopes out the exterior like she's considering buying the place. Then again, maybe it is on her to-do list after Karl gets hit by a train.
At the register, she stands like she's part of the Royal Guard while stating her order. The girl would be an embarrassment if I wasn't pressed for time.
I need to hurry through this stupid whim so I can return her to the mansion and get on with the wish before the ticking bomb in my head takes out my brain like Hiroshima.
I order, pay, and hand Silvia the cup. “This is for drinks.”
She narrows her eyes, then flips her hair and stalks to the fountains.
“Hey,” I call after her and follow right behind. “I wasn't sure you had seen one made of paper us common folk use.”
She doesn't look amused as she fills her cup with ice and soda, then takes it upon herself to claim a table. 
I fill my own cup and join her, tossing down straws. “You'll need one of these, princess.”
She snatches up the straw, tears off the paper, and then stabs it through the lid like she's plunging a knife.
“Oh, knock it off.” I slide into the booth. “Stop getting butt hurt over everything.”
She purses her lips and looks across the restaurant, away from me, without speaking. I would appreciate the silence, except she is just stewing. Never know where that will lead.
I shuffle my feet. “Hey, did you know that it used to be illegal to import avocados?”
She meets my gaze, scowling. “What are you talking about?”
“I don't know,” I say with a shrug. “Something I heard. So why won't your dad let you come into Phoenix anymore?”
“He says the crime rate has spiked.”
I resist commenting that it would help if he stopped using murder as his upper hand.
Our order comes up. I go get the tray and set it down on the table.
Silvia takes her food, but her expression is still sullen. I slide back into my seat and unwrap my hamburger.
She says, “I can't wait for you to come live at the mansion.”
“I don't want to live at the mansion,” I say, doing my best not to sound horrified.
“So you plan to drive out to see me every day?” She flutters her eyes. “That's stupid.” 
She sets to work on her chicken nuggets and fries.
I stare at her, dumbfounded. As many times as I tell myself Silvia is driving with the engine off, she knows exactly where this vehicle is headed. Her father gets everything he wants, and her parents have been grooming her for next-in-line. Her wish is going to be my command.
A strange feeling settles over me as I realize mixing bloodlines just might negate them once and for all.
***
My head is playing a solid little ditty by the time I get back home from dropping Silvia off at the mansion. I wish she would pick better times to want to hang out, but it's not like I swing by when I haven't been summoned. Those days ended as soon as Karl made me his pet.
I swap out wallets and, with a resigned sigh, drop into my computer chair. I swivel back and forth as I browse through the case file and acquaint myself with my latest target.
His name is Robert. He's twenty-eight, lives local, and is working on his PhD in archeology. He likes spelunking, scuba diving, and skydiving. I bet he also likes alliterations.
No wife, no girlfriend, no offspring. Volunteers three weeks over the summer at a kids camp for underprivileged youth. 
I study his picture and the accompanying description. Brown hair, brown eyes, large front teeth, six-foot-two, one-hundred and eighty pounds.
“Well, gonna need benzos for this one.” I toss the papers onto my desk and head to my on-suite bathroom. I pull open the medicine chest. It's empty. 
When the hell did that happen? Who knows. The days kind of blur together sometimes.
I slam the door shut, grab my loaded jacket and the case file, and head out to my car. 
Time to replenish my supply.
***
I knock on Jesse's apartment door, unable to tell which sound is my fist and which sound is the bam-bam-bam in my brain. My vision wavers in and out. 
Entertaining Silvia has put me behind schedule as it is. Now I have this detour, and I'm already anticipating Jesse wanting to talk about Call of Duty and Warcraft and whatever else he does during his limited time spent conscious. 
He finally opens the door. “Dimitri, my man! Come in!”
I step into his living room. Fast food containers are spread across every table. Someone has been sleeping on the couch, and a cat has been using a pile of laundry as a litterbox.
Looks like he cleaned up the place.
He disappears into the kitchen, then returns and hands me a Pepsi. “The usual?”
“Yeah,” I say, but the word barely escape. 
My stomach is churning. I have to get going. Stocking up on benzos doesn't count as enough intention, not after this long. I need to start the hunt so I can get some relief.
He exits down the hallway. I stay rooted where I am. If I move, I'll probably fall over.
He returns a few minutes later.
“Cool, now I can get my X-Box out of pawn,” he says, messing with some vials and syringes and why the hell won't he hurry up?
“Jesse . . . ” I put out my hand, but my arm is twitching.
He doesn't seem to notice, still busy screwing around with the benzos and talking about some game with explosions and a naked lady. I can't follow the conversation.
I growl. “Can you just give them the fuck to me already?”
His head snaps up. I think he looks surprised. That's what I make out through the haze settling over my sight, anyway.
He's quiet, and then says, “Dude, you're fiending hard.”
“No shit,” I say, because I am fiending. Painfully so. Just not for the benzos.
He shakes his head. “I told you, this shit is mixed way too strong.”
For one moment, I think he's going to pull the sale. Like he suddenly had a change of heart, and he's going to become my fuckin' sponsor to get clean.
For that one moment, I know I would kill him.
Then he hands over the vials and syringes. I pay, place the unopened Pepsi on the end table, and leave.
Time to catch me a wabbit.
***
Once I'm on the road, the hum in my head lightens. I have every intention to track this endorsement for humanity and bring him back to Karl. The hum is pleased. 
I don't know what Karl does with these people. Sometimes, I wish I cared more but I'm either too busy tracking or too busy forgetting. Besides, caring makes me do stupid things, like convince myself I can do something about this madness. Then I remember who is in control, and it's certainly not me.
This Robert guy is probably a dinglefondler, anyway. I have strong reservations about this “kids camp” past time of his.
At a red light, I shuffle through the case file and find the address. He lives in Surprise. I'm there in twenty-five minutes.
The neighborhood is quiet for a late afternoon. Robert's house is on a corner lot, built in the last five years, cookie cutter style. Phoenix suburban planning is overseen by the Borg. I park to the side on the curb, head up the walk to the front door, and ring the doorbell. 
My plan is simple: force him back with the gun, give him a round of benzos on the house, and wait for him to slump over. I'll bring my car into the garage, drag his ass out, and handcuff him. Then we will be on our merry way.
No one answers the door, so I ring again and follow up with a knock. 
Nothing.
Maybe he's at the park, pretending to feed the ducks. That's where all the perverts hang out, I imagine.
I turn to my car, then stop. A newspaper is laying in the carport. I jog over and pick it up. The Sunday paper.
I'm fairly certain today is Thursday.
The hum's second cousin, Panic, becomes a squatter in my chest. 
I don't have days to wait for his return. My luck, he's on a mission in India or something.
Dammit.
I throw down the paper and storm back to my car. Muttering half-formed sentences, I yank the door shut and slam the car into reverse. I'm back on the freeway, racking my brain for a way to find this guy. Nothing comes to mind. I don't even know his last name.
I need a vacation. Maybe I can convince Karl to give me a guaranteed week off every summer. I would go somewhere with more than a dozen trees and maybe water that isn't a glorified swimming pool. Any place that doesn't feel like Hell's picnic grounds would be fine with me.
That's probably where my jackalope is—escaping the heat. Where would someone like him go? Mexico, maybe. So he can get his spelunking and snorkeling on. Or maybe to that camp.
I nearly hit the brake.
The youth camp Robert volunteers at occurs every summer. 
Looks like I'm getting a working vacation.
***
A little time spent on the Internet turns up everything I need to know. Robert is a counselor at a science and art program in northern Arizona. The camp is in session right now. 
From the website gallery, I gather the camp has a few cabins and not much else. The hardest part will be sneaking around without being caught. Camp clearings don't offer a lot of places to hide.
I'll figure it out when I get there. I always do.
I punch the address into my phone GPS, double check I still have the benzo, and hit the road. Evening will have fallen by the time I arrive. Add on a few hours cursing the woodland trails until I find the camp, and Robert should be nestling down into his sleeping bag by the time I make an entrance.
Except for a pit stop at a convenience store for coffee, I drive straight through. My GPS is better than my intel lately and even guides me along the backwoods dirt roads. I park right before turning into the camp, then trek up the hill and scope out the situation.
Four cabins sit side by side. At either end of the camp stands a building. In the middle, a campfire surrounded by a dozen preteens wearing shorts and t-shirts. They're talking, laughing, bumping each other in the legs. A few nearby counselors put away skewers and hotdog buns, then gather in front of the kids.
“Time for songs,” a man says. 
He's not Robert. I haven't even seen Robert yet, but he has to be here.
I can't fail twice in a row. That's just not going to happen.
Since I have nothing to do until the happy campers are nestled into bed, I sprawl out in the pine needles on the ground and stare up at the dark sky. Stars are much brighter outside of the city. Syd probably knows why.
The kids begin singing. I tuck my hands behind my head and close my eyes. The voices sound so young. When I was this age, I found out my life belonged to Karl. I didn't even know what that meant, but I was scared of him for all of two weeks. Then life went back to normal.
When my turn came, I wanted to tell someone, talk to someone. There wasn't anyone. Not even Silvia—especially Silvia—could relate.
I grew to resent the loneliness. 
That changed when I experienced first-hand what a wish does to our brains. Now I'm just thankful no one else is like me. The world has enough monsters.
After the campers finish up their songs, they trail their way to the four cabins and disappear inside. Another thirty minutes or so passes, and a counselor goes by and makes sure all the cabin indoor lights are off. Then the counselors sit around the campfire like it's the office water cooler.
I roll onto my stomach, use my arm as a pillow, and wait.
The counselors talk. They eat. They talk some more.
Then they pour dirt on the campfire and head toward one of the larger buildings. I push up to my knees.
Robert. He is among them. He's a pretty tall dude. Easy to keep track of now that I've spotted him.
I'm vewy, vewy quiet as I pull to a crouch and fix my sight on my prey. My hands are itching to stab a needle into his veins. Maybe he'll like the benzos. Jesse sure does. 
They just make me sleep. I don't really see the point, considering I can do that without treating my arm like a pin cushion.
My brain catches up with what I'm watching, and my heart slams. 
I have a problem.
All five counselors share a single cabin. 
I have no idea how to get to Robert.
Another twenty minutes passes before I'm convinced everyone is inside for the night. I make my way down the hill and come up behind the staff cabin. A window sits high on the side and another sits at the same height on the back. I stretch to peer through them, but I can't see anything.
If Robert is near the front, I might be able to stab a needle into his arm and lug him out without anyone noticing, but I doubt it. Doesn't matter, because I have no idea which bed is his. It's too dark to see inside, and the angle isn't helping.
I could take hostages, but that goes against the low key thing. The only other option rattling around my brain is convincing one of the kiddies to lure out Robert. That kind of goes against the whole not wanting to be a douche canoe thing though.
So I'm screwed.
The hum kicks up, the ever present reminder that my morals have no place in this life.
A door bangs closed. I slink around the side of the counselor cabin. Two kids head toward the building on the opposite side of the camp.
I trail them from a distance, thankful for the lamps on the front of each cabin since I didn't bring a flashlight. 
My foresight is outstanding.
The kids enter the building, the door slamming behind them. I pick up my pace and go around the back. The only window is frosted. This must be the bathrooms.
A plan crops up in my head. It's a little devious, but I think that ship has sailed for me. Hell, I doubt that ship was ever in the harbor.
I rap on the window. Loudly.
A second of silence. Then the kids scream like something right out of a B-rated horror movie.
I expect the kids to go charging out of the bathroom, but they don't. They're just screaming. And screaming.
Good thing I'm not a serial killer out here with a chainsaw. These counselors are worthless.
I rap again. The screams sharpen.
The staff cabin erupts into chaos. The numbnuts have finally heard their charges wailing in terror.
Three of the counselors make a run toward the bathroom facilities. The other two break off and head for the sleeping cabins. 
I squint. Robert is one of the two. He's making his way toward the far end. I bolt for the row. My lungs struggle with the thin air. I push forward, arching wide and coming up behind the cabin.  Robert is inside. His voice carries, asking the kids if they are alright.
I crouch behind the building, then reach up and tap my knuckle against the window.
More screams. 
I have to make this worth my effort. Make sure Robert reacts the way I want him to. So I beat my fist against the wall.
Robert yells, “Stay right here!”
The door slams at the front.
He bounces around the corner. I lunge up and sock him in the gut. He doubles over. 
I grab the syringe from my jacket pocket, yank off the cap, and plunge it into his neck. He tries to rear up, but I swing my knee to his shoulder and shove down. He falters, then collapses.
I clench the back of his shirt and run. My God, I have never run so fast in my life. Uphill. Dragging all one-hundred and eighty thousand convulsing pounds. I think he's trying to struggle, but the drugs are swarming his veins.
At the top of the hill, panting and unable to breathe, I shove him hard. He tumbles down the other side. I hurry after him, my soles sliding on the pine needles.
His form is laying at the bottom of the hill. Just as I reach him, he jerks upright. Then he takes off.
“No, no, no! You're not supposed to run away!” I growl and charge after him. 
He is obviously disoriented, because he's running from the camp and farther into the woods. Here's all the damn trees I wanted.
My hand goes to another syringe in my pocket. I have a brand new set, and I will use every last one to take this pissant down if I have to.
He stumbles on a log and falls into a tree. His head must be spinning. Mine is, and not just from the choir hum. The forest has that effect.
He glances at me. I leap on his back, knocking him to the ground. He tries to push up. I stab the syringe into his arm, followed by one more for good measure.
He falls flat on his face. Hopefully I didn't just kill the guy.
I crawl off and check that his chest is still moving. He's breathing, but his brain is offline. I drag him the rest of the way to my car and struggle to shove his limp body into the backseat.
This is a better workout than the gym.
Once he's shackled, I dodge around the car to the driver seat and floor it.
***
Robert is groaning and making generally unwell sounds in the back of the car by the time we reach the desert. His head rests against the passenger seat.
He mumbles something I can't make out. I suspect he's cursing me and all of my heirs. 
Too late, buddy. Someone else got to that first.
He sits straight. 
I jump, then glance at him in the rear view mirror. “How you feeling?”
His face is a little bloody. Some parcels are damaged during shipping. That's just how it goes.
“Fuck you,” he says, quite clearly.
“That's not a very camp-friendly mouth,” I say.
His eyes lower to his lap. He's just noticed the shackles.
He's either going to try break them like he thinks he's King Kong—some of my victims give an applause-worthy performance—or he's going to sink into despair. I have no preference. It's all reruns.
He clears his throat. “What the hell is going on?”
“You'll find out in a few minutes,” I say.
Something clunks me on the back of my head. My face hits the steering wheel. The car swerves and then slides down a shallow embankment.
I slam on the brakes, burst out of the car, and throw open the backseat. He tries to dodge out, but I shove him back and jab another needle into his arm. He twitches. I yank out the syringe from his flesh and stand, waiting.
He sinks back into slumber.
When I deliver him to the mansion, it's not even sunrise. The guards are ready and waiting.
I have no idea what daylight is going to bring for him. For me, though, the hum is gone. 
For now.
***
The sun is up by the time I pull into my carport. There are no other vehicles. I grab the case file and trudge across the yard.
My muscles ache. My eyes burn. I just want to pass out on my bed for a few hours. Dirt and pine needles fall to the carpet as I step inside. I stop and look down, then sigh.
My fingers have blood dried on them. My hair is stiff with sweat. My arms have scratches from scuffling with Counselor Robert.
I probably should clean up.
I detour to the kitchen to cram the case file into the trash, then force myself through a shower before dropping onto my bed. My whole body protests, from my neck and shoulders down to my knees and calves. Even my knuckles hurt.
With a final effort, I crawl under the blankets and fall into blissful unconsciousness.
A vibrating bang jolts me upright. Someone is knocking on the window.
How the hell did Robert find me? I scramble for the gun in my nightstand.
Then Syd yells, “Hurry up, Dim! It's hot out here!”
I stare at the curtains. She is a raging lunatic. 
“Coming,” I say, though I don't know if loud enough for her to hear. 
I put the gun back in the nightstand, slip on pants, and meet her at the front door.
She tilts her head. “Did I wake you?”
“No, Syd, we were playing hide-and-seek. Congrats, you won.” I step aside.
She leans in for a kiss, then stops. Her eyes fix on my arms. “Rough night?”
“It's always a rough night,” I mutter and head into the kitchen.
She follows and slides up to the breakfast bar. “Do you have to work today?”
“God, I hope not.” I offer her a bottled water from the refrigerator.
She takes the bottle. “I was thinking we should go out and do something. See a movie, maybe?”
My head throbs, but at least it's not the hum. 
“I'm really tired,” I say.
That's an understatement. Zombies look more alive than I do right now. Or at least feel.
She turns her lips up then shrugs. “I kind of figured. That's why I brought these.”
She reaches into her purse and pulls out a stack of DVD's. 
I smile a little as I lumber past her toward the hall. “Come on, we'll watch them on the computer.”
In my room, she boots up the computer and pops in a movie. I sit on the bed, back to the headboard, and drink down another bottle of water. I feel like I spent days wandering the Sahara.
Syd crawls onto the bed next to me.
I hold up the blanket. “Naked and under the covers.”
She grins, and then wiggles out of the black top and long pants with slits up the side. Next goes the red lacy bra and matching panties. They are nice, but what's underneath is nicer. When she slinks next to me, her skin pressing against mine. She's warm and soft and smells like coconut. It's rejuvenating. 
I put the water aside and slide my hand under the blanket to cup one of her breasts. She squirms closer to me, her leg over mine, her pelvis turned against my thigh.
“What are we watching?” My eyes are heavy, and I'm focused on the smoothness of her skin as I trail my fingers around and under one breast then another.
“Aladdin,” she says. “Aren't you paying attention?”
Fantastic. Just what I wanted: a cartoon about a genie. At least Robin William's genie doesn't stuff ball gags in the mouths of businessmen before stabbing them in the throat. If I recall. That doesn't sound Disney to me, anyway.
I move my hand down her stomach. “I'm more interested in the show on my bed.” 
“It's not a show—yet.” She looks up at me and grins, then turns back to her movie.
My hand slides between her legs, and she clamps her thighs, nestling her warmth against my fingers. 
I want this, every day, but my mind is too tired to contemplate how that might happen. 
After a few minutes, she repositions herself so her head and breast are on my lap, the curve of her spine facing me. 
She says, “You know, the word 'genie' comes from the word 'jinn'.”
“I didn't know that,” I say, and I resist adding that I don't care, either. 
She doesn't realize this is an awkward conversation.
“People often confuse them for demons, but it's not the same thing. Not entirely.” Her voice is muffled, but I can hear her well enough. “You know how the Bible says humans were made from dirt or clay? Well, the jinn were made from fire or smoke, or smokeless fire. They had genders and free will, and some were good and some were bad. It's actually still part of the Islamic faith.”
Syd is a walking encyclopedia.
“It started before them, though. Maybe as far back as Zoroastrianism or Sumer. Some people think part of the Islamic beliefs were adopted from pagan traditions that developed long before, in pre-Islamic Arabia. Belief in the jinn even migrated with people to the Canary Islands.”
“Isn't that where those people talk by whistling?”
Look at that, I might have learned something from Phil after all.
She pauses. “Yeah, I think so. Anyway, it's said the jinn lived in a different dimension than ours, but they could travel back and forth. In our dimension, they could take forms of animals and even look like humans. Once Islam took hold, contact between the two races was forbidden. But one of the last pre-Islam poets to write about the jinn was Al-Nabigha, who lived between five-hundred and six-hundred B.C.” 
I stare at her rounded shoulders, my brain only absorbing a small fraction of what she is saying. “I don't think I know what we're talking about, Syd.”
She turns onto her back to look at me, still half sprawled in my lap. “It's just strange how much the story has changed over the years. The jinn date back to probably even A.D. They were considered a separate but equal race to humans.
“Eventually, we started smooshing up the story. So many things impact it. Translation, motive, perspective, and all these other little factors. Then one day we have a blue cartoon character dancing and singing. But there's little bits of the truth in all of it, right? Even this.” She gestures at the movie playing on the monitor. “This has truth in it, too.”
She stares at the ceiling for a long moment, then turns to the monitor across the room again. Her head is propped on her hand, elbow on my lap. It's kind of jabbing into me, but she looks delicate and beautiful laid out like that: her upper half naked and exposed, and her bottom half hidden under the blankets like she's a mermaid.
A genie and a mermaid. We're the start of a bad joke.
I lean forward and press my lips against her shoulder. She stretches to expose her neck, and I move up, one kiss at a time. She turns and catches my mouth with hers, leaning back. I work from underneath her, then wedge between her legs.
Her hand goes to the waist of my pants. My tongue grazes over hers, and she returns the gesture. I press against her so she can feel how badly I want her. Then I slip my arms under her shoulders and neck, and make my way down her chest, lingering on each nipple in turn. Kiss down her stomach, past her belly button, and work my way up the hill.
She tenses. I halt, letting her anticipation build. Then I graze my tongue over her folds. She shudders a breath. Another flick of my tongue, and she gasps my name.
It's so fucking hot.
I push back her thighs and delve in. I want to claim every part of her. Show her just how much I like being this way with her.
Her fingers run through my hair. I slide my hands under her hips and pull her closer, taking fuller access.
Her body twists and trembles.
She says, breathless, “Dim, up here.”
I give a gentle bite. I want her to grant me control, just for a few minutes, and then I will follow her anywhere.
She relaxes, melting into the bed. I glide my hand up and use two fingers to spread her apart. Every lick sends a spasm and soft moan through her.
Then she grows warmer, her body writhing, the soft moans louder and punctuated with my name. When her body falls still against the bed, I work out of my pants and crawl on top of her. She's always so available to me.
I take her with her legs wrapped around my waist, her head lulled back. She tightens her hold as I give a final thrust and groan into her neck.
All the tension from the day disappears.
Breathing heavily, I lie stomach-down next to her. Her eyes are closed, and she gives a little shudder. I work my arm over her and pull her close, then rest my head next to hers.
“Syd,” I say, though it comes out a whisper. “Are there . . . others?”
I already hate myself for asking. These are things not meant to be discussed, but I need the truth before I run away with her to New Mexico or wherever it is she wanted to go. That's not going to be a simple trip to pull off.
This entire relationship is not going to be simple.
She is quiet for a long while. Maybe she isn't even going to answer.
Then she says, “No. Not since we met.”
I raise my head. “You told me you had guys chasing after you.”
“Yes.” She speaks slowly, like she's not sure she wants to tell me the truth. “There were others, but that doesn't mean I wanted them.”
I am warmed and terrified in the same moment. 
She looks at me. “You?” 
I meet her gaze. Her dark eyes glimmer with so many thoughts I can't decipher.
Even though I shouldn't let this happen, I can't stop myself from telling her the truth. “No. There's no one else.”
Her expression relaxes. 
Then she scoots closer to me and mutters, “Keep it that way.”
I nuzzle my face next to hers. She intertwines her legs with mine and drifts off to sleep.
I might be the genie, but one of my wishes was granted for a change. Now I just have to figure out how to keep it.
***
Syd sleeps next to me until late morning. I want to spend the day lazing around together, but I can't rely on not being summoned again soon. Karl is up to something.
I used to think spending months at a time waiting for a wish was short of maddening. Now I know it was better than the alternative. These back-to-back tasks are exhausting.
And they're interfering. I never let women back for round two because my life is not conducive to relationships of any kind. But I think Syd and I could have found a balance the way my life was up until a week ago. Or maybe I just want the opportunity to give it a chance. 
Now everything has changed, and I have no idea why. Something to do with that donation. It has to be. If I could find out why he dropped one and a half million dollars on a hospital charity, then I could probably figure out the motive behind all of his wishes lately.
The real question is: Do I want to know? Karl is not a nice man, and I'm a firm believer that ignorance is bliss.
Silvia seems pretty damn happy, for example.
Syd lingers a while, kissing my chest and snuggling against my shoulder. I don't have it in me to kick her out of the house, but I can't really enjoy the moment either. I want to lay out the whole situation for her, but the thought alone sends a figurative dagger of disobedience into my skull.
I'm afraid to push the thought, because words said can never be unspoken. I have no idea what happens if I break a wish that can't be undone.
I have zero interest in finding out.
“You seem preoccupied,” Syd says, her hands planted on either side of me as I lie facing up on the bed.
“Yeah, sorry.” I raise up, and she sits back on her heels.
I really am a jerk of a boyfriend. 
She presses a kiss onto my lips and then climbs out of bed. “I should get home, anyway. Text me later?”
I prop up on my elbows and take in the length of her naked body. No other guys are allowed to do what I did to her last night. She's my own private rockstar.
“I'll text only if you send me pics.”
She bends down for her clothes and starts dressing. “Sure. How about a butterfly?”
“If that's what the kids are calling it these days.”
She grins as she pulls on the last of her clothes, then nudges my foot. “See ya later, captain.”
She blows me a kiss over her shoulder and leaves.
Syd is all mine. I don't know where this bus will wind up, but I've already strapped in. I'm going to ride it out to the end.



Chapter 5
A manila envelope is already in my hands before my sight clears. I have been called to Ye Ol' Summoning Chamber. The scent of argan oil will never have a positive association to me.
“There is a box of books in that facility,” Karl says, leaning forward in his throne. “Bring it to me, then reduce the building to ash.”
My brain takes a minute to catch up. 
Ash.
“Arson?” I stare at him dumbly.
This is new.
“You're lucky we found the contents of the safe, Dimitri. Don't mess this one up.”
It takes an incredible amount of willpower not to point out that his intel screwed up, not me. Doesn't matter. All Karl cares about is the end result.
“Bring me the books and burn the facility,” he says. “And, Dimitri, the books are not for your perusal. This . . . I . . . wish.”
Let the humming commence.
I turn on my heels and head for the door leading to the foyer. The summoning chamber gives me the creeps, and I have an arson to plan. 
The envelope contains several sheets of information—descriptions, addresses, schedules—but no pictures. Nothing that will make this task easy.
Of course.
I flip back to the address: it's an anthropology center in San Diego, California.
Looks like I'm in for another road trip. I was hoping for some local crime, but Karl is circling wide. Something definitely has him in a tizzy, but I have no idea what an anthropology center has to do with a hospital.
I would ask the accountant what the donation check was made out for, but I don't like speaking with him. Not since that day when I demanded first class flights. When he had replied that Karl controlled every dealing with me, his expression had been . . . disquieting.
He seemed confused. Maybe afraid.
It occurred to me then that the mansion staff doesn't know who or what I am. They see me come and go, but my vehicles are never in the place they should be. They see the guards carrying off my prisoners. They see me leave from a room no one else but the family and the guards are allowed to enter.
Some of the staff worked here when my father was employed by Karl. Then one day he disappeared. No doubt they have stories. I wonder what their stories are, and if they're worse than the truth.
Even if the staff didn't regard me as an apparition, I wouldn't approach them anyway. They all work for Karl, not me. And if Karl wanted me to know what's going on, he would have told me himself.
I shouldn't be snooping, but I have a stake in this: my life. It might not be much of one, but I would prefer if it didn't end with any unnecessary drawn out agony.
I'm kind of a coward that way.
But that is only part of my interest. I can't shake the thought that if I could get my life back to normal—with less wishes to fulfill—I could figure out how to keep Syd. I've never wanted something so much. Not enough to throw all my previous self-imposed rules out the window. 
I can't keep this relationship with Syd while I'm hopping from one brutal crime to another, though. She isn't going to tolerate my antics forever. I need to find out how long this situation is going to last, and if I can hurry it along. Yet anyone who would know what's happening isn't going to tell me.
Except . . . 
I halt in my step then lean back and peer down the hallway.
There is one option. 
I stalk to Silvia's door and knock.
After a moment, the door opens. 
Her eyes widen. “Dimitri? Daddy summoned you?”
“Yeah, he didn't want to wait to tee off.” I push past her and close the door. “What's going on with him?”
She lets down her dark hair and ties it back up. I'm sure it is for my benefit, but I don't see any difference.
“Going on with what? I don't play golf, Dim,” she says. “You know that.”
I roll my eyes. “We weren't really playing golf. I'm asking about the one and a half million dollar donation to the hospital.”
She groans and flops down on her bed. “Don't even get me started on that.”
I cross the room and sit in a chair opposite of her. “So you do know?”
“That he's an idiot?” She gestures toward the ceiling. “Why doesn't he just leave my money alone?”
“It's not yours yet,” I say, mostly to annoy her.
“It's my inheritance. Everything in this house is my inheritance.” Her eyes dart to me. “He needs to fall on a spike.”
“Calm down. You'll get your puppy soon enough, Cruella.” I lean forward, my hair falling into my eyes. “What was the transaction a cover for?”
She shrugs, then her gaze locks onto me. I smile a little. Her tan cheeks turn pink. Then she grabs a pillow off her bed and chucks it at me.
“Get out of my room, Dimitri.” She looks at the ceiling again.
I catch the pillow and hold it on my lap. “Just tell me what you know.”
“I don't know anything!” She growls. “I have no idea what's going on.”
“Well, you can find out.”
She scrambles to sit. “Yeah? How? Tell me, Oh, Wise Oracle.”
“Genie, not Oracle. Though if the position is open . . . ”
“Seriously, Dim.” She frowns, staring down at her blankets. “What do you expect me to do?”
“Ask the accountant.”
“He's not going to know.” Her eyes land on the manila envelope in my hand. “What is Daddy having you do this time?”
“Just some work in San Diego.”
“I want to go too.” She looks at me with pleading eyes.
“Not a chance.” I push to my feet. “It's awful just driving to Phoenix with you.”
She falls back onto her bed. “Get used to it. I plan to travel a lot.”
And here we go, subtly making wedding plans. Why isn't this weird for her? It is for me.
Then again, I'm not a Walker. I have morals. At least, when their lack of conscience isn't being forced onto me.
I cross the room to drop the pillow onto her head. “See what you can find out for me, okay?”
I turn for the door. She doesn't say anything, but the pillow hits me square in the back on my way out.
Life under Silvia is going to be that slow death I had hoped to avoid.
***
Intel has provided me next to nothing for this assignment. In a way, I'm relieved. After the disaster at the downtown office, I will never fully trust their hookups again. 
Still, a little more information to go on would be great. All I have is the address, shift schedule, and the description of the books. They have gold colored spines, and they should be sitting in a box together.
The “should be” is unsettling. I “should be” in bed with Syd, but I'm stomping the gas pedal between Phoenix and San Diego.
I've only visited San Diego once, and that was to break into a home and steal some business plans. As it turned out, the owners had been on vacation. No alarm had been engaged. I miss the easy wishes.
When I arrive into San Diego, the clock shows nearly nine at night. According to the schedule, the lab is used during business hours as a research and teaching facility. At night, it's rented out to a college class and some independent groups.
This means that at no time will the facility be completely empty. It also means I'm better off going during the second shift. The day researchers are more likely to notice someone who doesn't belong than the tenants at night. 
The real problem is finding those books. The case file managed to leave out that tidbit. This will be like treasure hunting without a treasure map.
Oh, and then I get to burn down everything when I'm done. Hopefully the people inside will escape unscathed.
I scratch my head as I shuffle through the papers again. The night is about to get interesting. This wish shouldn't take too long—I won't even need to stay overnight—but I'm going to need supplies.
***
I've never burned down a building before. 
Hell, I haven't even started a campfire. Maybe I should have asked Counselor Robert to teach me.
Luckily, Internet access is available everywhere. I have no idea how the other suckers stuck in this role managed without Google. They must have been smarter, because my first inclination to ignite a building was gasoline and a match.
Come to find out, this is not the most realistic idea. It would have been about as efficient as lighting a bunch of candles on a birthday cake and throwing it. Sure, it would catch the place on fire, but probably just make a sizable hole in one wall and do some smoke damage before the fire department put it out.
Karl said he wanted the place to be ash. Gasoline isn't going to cut it.
No, the Internet tells me I need to make thermite. So that is what I am going to make. 
This wish is going to take longer than anticipated.
My GPS and I find ourselves at a home improvement store right before closing. The staff are not amused when I ask for iron oxide.
The Internet has led me astray.
I have no choice but to make the ingredients myself. 
I am not Mister Wizard. I might be the first genie to blow himself up.
After spending more than two hours at a big box store, I leave with a plastic bin, mason jars, coffee filters, convertors, a car battery, cables, rubber bands, a package of balloons, salt, a gram scale, all of the Etch-A-Sketch toys, and gum.
The gum is for my nerves. Everything else is going to make an enormous mess and, possibly, a bomb.
***
The more my mind wraps around what I'm up against, the more I realize this is going to take at least a solid day of prep work. 
I check into the first hotel that has an available room, unload my car, and setup a lab right there between the coffee maker with Wolfgang Puck coffee grounds and the the little card asking me to re-use towels to save water.
On second thought, I hang the Do Not Disturb sign on the door. Last thing I need is the maid walking in while I have nails rusting at super-speed and video streaming to my phone on repeat about how to make my own thermite.
I brew and drink the Wolfgang Puck coffee while I strain mixtures and lay the results out to dry. I bash open the front of the Etch-A-Sketch toys and pour the contents into a clean jar. 
The night passes, the sun rises. I've gone through the entire package of gum, all the coffee provided by the hotel, and at least a quarter of my sanity.
Before I resign to sleep for a few hours, I run through the scenario one more time. Measure the ingredients, combine in the balloons, light, and run. 
Light . . . and run.
How the hell do I light this?
I plug in my phone because it has another long hour ahead of it, and so do I. As it turns out, I need magnesium ribbon, and there are only two places to buy it:
The Internet, but I find no one who can overnight it. Plus, I can't exactly have it delivered to the hotel.
Or, a local lab store. I bet the bastards have iron oxide too.
The catch is, I have to be a student to make a purchase.
It is seven in the morning in Arizona. I call Karl.
He picks up on the second ring. “Dimitri?”
Doesn't he ever sleep?
“Hey, yeah,” I say. “I need a student ID pronto, pendejo.”
He hesitates.
Ah, shit. I hope he hasn't picked up any Spanish recently. Probably not in my best interest to call him an idiot in any language, even if he is one.
He finally speaks. “What do you need a student ID for?”
“To study classical music.” I cringe at my words. Maybe I shouldn't call him when I'm damn near delirious with nerves and exhaustion. “For supplies. Please just send one over.”
“What wallet do you have?”
I make an “uh” sound because I have no idea who I am today. 
I work the wallet out of my pocket and flip through it. “Alex Parker.”
“This is very last minute, Dimitri,” he says.
Great. He's pissed.
“Learning curve.” I fight back a yawn. “Can you make sure they set me up as a science major?”
He says, with some hesitation, “The student badge doesn't state your program. Send me your hotel, and I'll get a delivery to you this afternoon.”
He hangs up. I text over the information, pick up my empty paper cup, frown at the lack of coffee, then kick off my shoes.
I need to sleep. My eyes feel like I've been shining them with sandpaper.
From the bed, I survey my work area and let reality sink in: I'm building a bomb.
No one should try this at home. Or at a hotel room. Ever.
Especially me.
But I kind of don't have a choice.
***
A knock on the hotel door jars me from sleep. I'm not ready to get up, but chances are, it's one of Karl's men. I need that student ID so I can buy magnesium ribbon from the lab store. Otherwise, my bomb has no fuse. And, I'm going to need quite a bit of ribbon, considering it burns at a rate of about thirty seconds per foot.
I jerk back the sheets and stumble to the door. The moment I pull it open, I realize it could be hotel staff. 
Lucky for me, it's a man in casual clothes, clutching an envelope.
I hold up my hands. He thrusts the package at me and walks away.
“Good morning to you too,” I call after him and slam the door shut.
The package contains the student ID for Alex Parker, just as requested. I now attend the University of California. I should check my classes online and stop by one, just for the hell of it.
No time. I have an anthropology center to destroy.
I pull the sheet from the bed and drape it over my science experiment, then make my way out of the hotel. The sky is partially overcast, but with big white clouds that seem harmless. 
I head toward the lab supply store. The GPS takes me the long route, but I eventually arrive. Then I grow nervous again.
What if they ask what I'm using the supplies for?
“Just making a bomb, ma'am,” is probably the wrong answer.
Maybe I should find out what normal people use magnesium ribbon for before venturing inside. I glance at my phone. The day staff should be leaving the archeology center soon.
Tonight is the night.
I will be setting it off, without a doubt.
***
The supply store doesn't ask, not even in passing, why I'm buying magnesium ribbon. They don't even request to see my student ID.
I will file away that tidbit of information for the next time Karl wants me to make soot out of a building. Also, I won't mention to him that I called in an unnecessary request.
Back in my hotel room, I run through the how-to videos one more time because I feel like I have missed something. Bomb making should not be quite this simple. Granted I've been creating, scraping, and drying rust for half a day, but the Internet has provided everything I need.
Everything I need to take down a relatively large building.
If I was still in Arizona, I would drive to the middle of the desert and test out one of these Balloons of Mass Destruction, but I don't know my way around California enough to risk it. Time is short. I want to finish tonight. 
According to the bomb directions, I will need either a super hot flame or a way to flatten the magnesium ribbon. I opt for both and swing by the store for a hammer, a small blowtorch, and a backpack. Then I pull behind a shopping center, roll out the magnesium ribbon, and start pounding away.
Each echoing thud is like a sucker punch to my brain. Aspirin isn't going to touch this headache, because the driving power is the hum. 
I need to hurry up and blow up the lab. But first I have to take the loot.
Back in my car, I frown and shuffle through the case file again. No indication of where the books could be. I don't even have a map of either of the two floors in the facility. The Internet has let me down.
I don't know what books I'm looking for. They're in a box and they have gold colored spines. Other than that, I'm clueless.
Pretty sure Karl won't appreciate if I bring back copies of The Poky Little Puppy.
Somehow, I will need to get into the lab, find the books, set the bombs, and escape.
And if I plan to do this before the hum goes Emeril Lagasse on me and kicks it up a notch, I have to clean up the hotel room and get moving.
***
I carry the backpack at my side as I enter the anthropology center. My interior jacket pockets hold my phone, my gun, and the blowtorch. 
The lobby contains a curved reception desk and a badge-activated door. The receptionist looks up. She has a pleasant face. A mother, a wife. She has had an easy shift. Too bad it's her last day—on Earth.
The thought sinks to the pit of my stomach. 
“Can I help you?” She smiles, and her question sounds genuine.
I stare dumbly, as I usually do when I have no idea what the hell I'm doing.
“Yeah, I . . . ” My brain dies. Like a junk car. Why don't I ever work out my script before I show up? “I have a class here tonight. I think. For school.”
The phone on her desk rings. She puts up a finger to signal me to wait, then answers the phone. As she engages into the conversation, I remind myself to keep the backpack low. No need to draw attention to it, since I can't risk being searched. I'm loaded up like Bomberman.
She tilts the phone away from her mouth. “Can I see your student badge, please?”
She's talking to me. 
I start to reply. “I don't . . . ”
Then I stop. I do have one. I am not sure if it will check out, but my next move is scaling the back wall and busting out a window. Pretending to be Spiderman is not on the list of things I wanted to do tonight.
“Yes, of course,” I say, with the smile that makes Silvia's demonic face flush and that landed Syd in my bed. I pull my wallet and hold up Alex Parker's student ID.
She nods, then presses a button under her desk and turns back to her phone conversation.
The door clicks unlocked.
I wave my free hand in gratitude, hoping she doesn't decide to validate my claims, and let myself through the door.
Straight ahead is the emergency exit. To my immediate left is a break room, a closed lab, and an open office with no one inside. To the right, the library and media center. I dip into the room, trying to act casual as I pass the small computer lab where a girl is watching anime and head into the rows of shelves.
Intel said the books were together in a box. What sort of a box? A shipping box? How likely is it they have been unpacked already?  
Someone should educate intel on the Dewey Decimal System.
I walk up and down the aisles, scanning each level of the shelves. Nothing. The reading area to the side doesn't offer anything of interest, either. No boxed up books. No gold-colored spines. 
I exit the library and head across the hall to another lab. This one is open, and a sign outside the room says the bathrooms are through here. A half-dozen people are working at the long steel tables standing parallel to each other in the center of the room. Against the far wall, a counter filled with microscopes and gadgets with dials. In the corner, a floor to ceiling cabinet. 
No one seems to notice me. They're too busy fussing with slides and talking amongst themselves. I turn and head down the hallway. Three small labs and the stairwell to the left, and a museum to the right. I turn into the museum.
Glass cases house pottery dishes, old rugs that might have once been brightly colored, and a tablet with what appears to be ancient text. 
I can't believe I have to burn down this place.
At the end of the room is another case, with something about the size of a coconut held up on a stand. I approach, leaning in to get a better view.
It's part of a skull. I squint at the display card but it just gives an exhibit number. No name, no details.
On the wall beside it, a mounted display contains oblong items—stone or clay, I can't tell—with thick spikes jabbing out at intervals. Another card with an exhibit number, nothing else.
As much as I would like to hang out and try to decipher what I'm seeing, there are no books here. The hum says I have to keep moving.
The backpack is starting to grow heavy, so I switch it to the other hand. I return to the hall and push open the door to the stairwell. My boots thud up the metal steps, rattling the railing.
I enter onto the second level. Straight ahead are bathrooms and a few vending machines. I turn and follow down the hallway. To the right is a closed office and then a large, but unoccupied, room labeled “Teaching Lab”. Inside are high desks with cabinets, sinks, and several large windows revealing the night sky. 
Across from the teaching lab is a closed off area labeled “Wet Dirt Lab”. I'm not entirely sure what that is, but it doesn't sound like a place to keep books.
Outside of the apparently messy lab are laptop stations. 
That is the anthropology center in its entirety.
I have no idea where the books can be. Time to start digging. 
I begin with the teaching lab, making my way through the rows of desks, opening drawers and cabinets. A stack of textbooks sit on a wall mounted shelf, but they don't have gold colored spines. I'm also pretty sure Karl could order them on Amazon. 
Nothing stands out to me, so I try the office next door. A desk and computer, some file cabinets. Nothing.
Now I'm worried. Now I'm grinding my teeth. 
Anger wells inside me. Why the hell does he send me on these doomed-from-the-start missions? What is the point of assigning impossible tasks?
What is he going to do if I fail—again?
I have knocked off a handful of businessmen and pulled a few kidnappings. Now a quest for a stack of books is going to be my downfall.
I don't want to do this anymore. I want to get in my car, drive back to Phoenix, and ask Syd to run away with me. We can disappear in the night and never be heard from again.
But I have this fuckin' hum in my head that's starting to get violent. It's beating at the back of my eyes. A little longer, and I'm taking this damn place hostage.
Except . . . I don't know what to tell them to hand over. I don't know what I'm actually looking for.
If I were back in Arizona, I would storm into the summoning chamber and cap Karl in the chest. 
A sharp pain pierces my skull. I drop the backpack. My hand goes to my head, and I hunch forward as the dagger of disobedience jabs through my brain. 
I take a few long, steady breaths, trying to convince myself I would never harm Karl. I can't just say it, though. I have to mean it, but my new years' resolutions to do five-hundred pushups a day are more genuine. 
I settle on the thought that I wouldn't hurt him because I can't stand the agony it would cause my head. My brain and I seem to agree on this. The stabbing lessens until I'm back to just a persistent hum.
I stoop to pick up my backpack and halt. Underneath one of the computer stations is an open box—with books. 
The game is on.
I sling the backup over my shoulder and pull out the box. 
A thud sounds from the stairwell.
Footsteps. Talking.
People are heading up to the second floor. 
I try to still my racing thoughts. No one is going to bother me. They don't know who belongs here. 
Except I have no idea if that's actually true.
With a groan, I lift the box and lug it toward the stairwell. Two men open the door just as I approach. My heart kicks up. I've been seen. Moment of truth.
One of the men is holding the door open for me. 
“Thanks,” I say, sounding winded, because I am. Then I hurry as fast as I can down the stairs to the first floor. 
The main lab is still in use.
 I drop the box near the emergency exit, then stroll into the lab. I try to act like I belong here. I don't know how that is, though, so I just duck my head and enter the bathrooms.
Empty.
I toss the backpack in the sink and unzip it. Each balloon contains measured amounts of the ingredients and an attached length of magnesium ribbon. A long piece of ribbon, at that. 
I drop one of the balloons in the wastebasket, trailing the ribbon toward the exit. Then I yank a forest-worth of towels from the dispenser and spread them over the floor. The camouflage is half-assed. 
I have to move quick.
I yank up the backpack and stroll out of the lab and over to the small office. The door is unlocked. I dart inside, plant another balloon bomb, and cross to the library. 
The girl who had been watching anime is gone.
I jog into the reading area. At least I can work without being caught. As long as no one stops by the library, anyway.
I tuck a balloon on a bottom shelf, roll out the ribbon across the entire length of the room, and exit toward the hall. I deliver to each of the three small labs and one to the museum. I just toss that one on the floor.
No more stealth.
The plan is to light two ribbons and then run. The subsequent explosion should reach the rest of the bombs in no time, causing a chain reaction. Since this is on the ground floor, the whole building should collapse.
I bolt for the emergency exit. Just as I'm about to slam through it, I notice the fire alarm on the wall.
Bingo. My moral compass can point north again.
I pull the alarm. Blaring fills the building. It does nothing to the hum in my head.
Sprinklers turn on. They are not going to cause a problem for my build-a-bomb explosions. Ah, the power of magnesium.
People start yelling.
I yank up the box of books and kick open the emergency doors. My car is straight ahead. I run for it, pull open the door, and throw the box into the backseat.
The blowtorch is in my hand before I'm even back in the building. People are scurrying about, trying to find the fire.
I race to the lab bathrooms, sliding on wet tile, and throw open the door. The paper towels flutter away. I catch myself on the jamb with one hand and lean down to light the ribbon.
It catches. I haul ass to the library, swing inside the reading area, and light another ribbon.
That should do it. 
I toss the blowtorch aside and scramble out the emergency exit, the blaring sound finally louder than the hum. People are still yelling and carrying on.
Well, I gave the idiots a warning.
I fumble with the keys in the ignition and slam the car in reverse. Hand on the back of the passenger seat, I turn as I pull out. 
My gaze lands on the books.
They have black spines.
These are the wrong books.
“Oh, sweet Mary.” I throw the car into park and scramble out. 
The hum is back with an attitude.
Where the hell are those books? Where in that whole place could they possibly be?
I smack the side of my head once as if that has ever helped and run toward the building. I can't leave without the books, but they weren't in the library. They weren't in the teaching lab. I checked everywhere. 
Except the wet dirt lab.
I dodge through the crowd in the exit and head into the stairwell, taking the steps three at a time. The hum vibrates along with the railing. I think people are still yelling, but I can't hear them.
I burst onto the second floor and lunge for the wet dirt lab. The door is unlocked. 
There they are. Right on a table in the middle of the goddamned room.
I lug up the crate of books with gold colored spines and turn for the door.
An explosion blasts downstairs. Another follows right after.
Sirens approach from outside.
I lug the crate into the teaching lab and toss it on the counter next to the window. Downstairs sounds like a stampede. I shove open the pane and lean out. It's a long ways down.
The container of books go first. The crate crashes and breaks on the asphalt.
It's an unsettling demonstration of what might happen to my bones. I crawl up on the sill and leap anyway.
So much for not playing Spiderman.
I tuck and roll into the landing, then skitter across the parking after the crate. Smoke billows out the emergency exit doors.
I grab the broken crate, shove it into my car, and peel out.
***
As I'm flooring it down I-8 into Arizona, my phone rings. I fumble for it in my pocket and answer without checking the caller ID. 
“Dimitri, I'm coming over. I'm heading toward Phoenix now.”
I stare out the windshield, dumbfounded. I have no idea what just happened. 
I think I blew up a lab.
“Dimitri, can you hear me?”
Silvia is on the line. 
“Silv, what? What are you doing?”
She huffs. “I'm swinging by your place in about an hour.”
“What?”
I can't think of anything else to say. 
“Are you drunk?” Her tone is admonishing.
“No, but I would like to be,” I say. “Why are you coming by?”
Sometimes I forget she knows where I live.
“I have stuff for you,” she says. “I'll show you when I get there.”
“Okay . . . ” My brain is still trying to catch up. “Silvia, I'm not going to be home for a few hours.”
“Why not?” She sounds irritated.
“Because I'm . . . Look, just go hang out at McDonald's 'til I call you.”
She groans. “Fine.”
I hang up.
Dealing with Silvia is not in the top hundred things I want to do when I reach home. To make matters worse, she's apparently sneaking out of the mansion now. 
I wonder what she is up to, and how it's going to cause new problems.



Chapter 6
Once I see there's no Audi in my carport, I call Silvia to tell her I'm home. I would rather just meet her at McDonald's, but the Walkers do whatever they want. Especially Silvia. I need to get her headed back to the mansion before I can take the books to Karl. Otherwise, she might become bored and decide to wait for me here—and then run into Syd.
I lug the broken crate of books up the front porch. My muscles throb and burn with every movement. Unfortunately, I still have a ways to go before I can crash.
With numb arms, I work the key into the lock and let myself into the living room. I try to kick the door shut behind me. My balance slips. I turn to catch my fall and knock the crate into the end table. The crate finishes breaking in half. The books scatter across the floor and couch.
I stare down at the books because I'm too tired to move. Then I take a deep breath, gather them up, and stack them on the coffee table. 
The doorbell rings. 
Silvia is already here. Lucky me.
I trudge to the door and pull it open.
Silvia looks up at me expectantly, like I'm supposed to be happy to see her. Instead, I gaze over her to the carport.
“Where's your car, Silv?”
“Oh, I left that at McDonald's. I like walking.” She pushes past me into the living room and turns in a half circle. “This place hasn't been redecorated since I was here three years ago. I'll send someone out tomorrow.”
“Please don't.” I shut the door. “And you left your car where?”
“It's two blocks. Good exercise.” She plops down into the chair.
I rub my hand down my face. As much as I would like to be angry, my brain just can't handle anymore stupidity.
“Give me your keys,” I say.
She raises her eyebrows. “My keys for what?”
“Silvia, you clodpoll, you don't leave a Porsche unattended in a McDonald's parking lot.”
Her expression drops.
I sigh. “Come on.”
We load up in my car and head to the McDonald's.
“Aren't you going to do something about all that?” Silvia points her finger up and down me.
“About what?”
“You look like you fell off a mountain,” she says.
I glance at my arms. They are gashed up, bruised, and dirty. My face probably doesn't look any better.
“I'll deal with it when we get back.” I pull into the McDonald's parking lot. “Go get your car and follow me.”
She shifts in her seat, somehow moving closer even though she was already against the center console.
“You always look after me.” She caresses my hand on the console. “I think Daddy would be happy if he knew.”
I groan and loll my head back on the seat. “God, Silvia, it's not a good time for this.”
“Well, when?” She draws back, her expression darkening. “When is a good time?”
“It's never going to be a good time,” I say, even though I shouldn't.
“You don't have a choice in this, Dim,” she replies with an edge.
I glare at her. “The fact you'll have to order someone to be with you should speak volumes.”
Her mouth gapes. Then she composes herself and bursts out of the car. She stomps halfway toward her vehicle, spins around, and storms back to my open passenger window. 
“I brought this for you. I thought it would help with your research about the hospital donation. I thought it would make you happy.” She flings a folder I didn't even notice she was holding onto the seat and stalks away. 
In a few seconds, her Porsche squeals past my car, zips out of the parking lot, and disappears from sight.
I pick up the folder and shuffle through the papers. It's a print out of everyone who has worked at the mansion in the last thirty years, their role, their dates of employment, and their salary.
Typical of Silvia, her power to acquire anything is both impressive and useless.
***
My wounds are numerous but superficial. Considering I jumped two stories from an exploding building, I'm surprised all I need is some rubbing alcohol.
The hum is so light it might as well be gone, but it won't fully shut off until I deliver the books. As much as I would like to sleep first, I never really rest until I've completed the wish. It seems too risky.
Plus, I probably should make sure Silvia arrived safely. Karl will pin it on me if something bad happened to her.
The drive to the mansion is quiet. The desert offers no noise, and I'm too tired to bother with the radio. I don't like the thoughts creeping around my mind, but they're always there. I might as well let them get their say in eventually.
I have no idea what will happen when Silvia inherits the master bond and takes our situation to a new level. I'm not looking forward to finding out either. The worst part is, I have no idea how this is going to impact the future with Syd. My hopes and my reality are not meshing, and I don't know how to fix either.
At the mansion, I let myself inside and lug the books to the summoning chamber. I swear these damn things are enchanted to grow heavier with each step.
I drop them on the floor, and then jump.
Karl is already sitting on this throne.
Good god, it's after midnight.
“Bring them to me,” he says.
My shoulders slump with exhaustion, but I scoop them up and leave them next to the throne. I step back and wait, because I'm sure he has plenty left to talk about.
That's just how this night is going.
“I would be upset,” he says.
Yep, here it comes.
“It turned out well in the end, however.” He leans forward. “You got lucky. Orders are orders.”
I scowl. “What are you talking about? I found the books and blew up the lab.”
The hum has vanished, so I know I fulfilled the wish. 
I have no idea what is happening anymore.
“I had asked for the lab to be in ashes, but I only wanted to send a message,” he says. “What you did sent one, loud and clear.” 
I would almost swear he is praising me. I must be so tired I'm hallucinating.
“I'm pretty sure it's in ashes,” I say. “I used thermite. Lots of thermite.”
He puts his hand to his chin. “Smart move, but it didn't collapse the building. Left sizable damage. Possibly weakened the structure.” He smiles and settles back in his throne. “They got the idea. Good work.”
I stare at him. If he's ever complimented me on anything since I became the genie, it has been so long I don't remember.
“There is one thing,” he says.
Crap. I should have left when I had the chance.
“You're playing in a big world now, Dimitri,” he says. “Cameras are everywhere.”
My heart stops. Then it kicks up. Of course I'm on camera. I saw security watching monitors at the downtown office building. The anthropology lab would have had them too.
I stutter trying to formulate an answer, but I have nothing. 
He holds up his hand. “I took care of them. Just be mindful next time. I can't always swoop in to fix things, but I know this is new to you. We're no longer hunting down businessmen, where the only cleanup needed is paying someone to take the fall. I understand everything has changed. But soon, Dimitri. Soon it will be over.”
I study Karl in silence. For the first time since I took over this role, I see the man who had brought me gifts for Christmas and my birthday when I was young. The man whose daughter I had built forts with in their enormous backyard. The man who used to tell the house staff that I was to be treated as his son.
Back then, I had considered us family. Finding out that wasn't the case for him might have been the second worst thing he has ever done to me. 
The first was killing my father.
***
A good night's sleep can improve almost anything. In the morning, I'm able to shove down the disaster of the last few days. 
I try calling Silvia, but she doesn't pick up. I'm not worried. I saw her car in the garage before I left the mansion last night. She is just mad at me.
Nothing new there.
I text Syd to let her know I'm back. She wastes no time showing up at my front door wearing tight black shorts over fishnets, another pair of wicked boots, and a shirt that shows a peek at her stomach every time she moves. She damn near jingles with jewelry.
Being re-invited to the party was arousing on its own. Now that I know I have an exclusive pass, I don't want to waste a moment of it. I lead her to the couch and pull her onto my lap.
“How's it going?” She leans in for a kiss and straddles my lap without moving her head. 
I'm already straining against my zipper. Her arms slip under my shirt and lift it over my head. Then her head lowers to my chest and her teeth sink in. 
Wasn't expecting that, but damn.
She lets go, moves down a few inches, and does it again. My body flinches, but I kind of like it. Her hands slide down my abdomen and massage through the crotch of my pants.
My head tips back on the couch, and I close my eyes, praying she's not going to leave me hanging. Not like she ever has, but I want no one else. Ever.
Her fingers undo the button, and then the zipper. She reaches inside, freeing me. The warmth of her hand makes me want to wrap her legs around my waist and nail her against the wall. I nudge her shoulder with my knee and give her a little motion to stand.
She resists, smiling up at me with the most amazing pair of eyes that have ever been in this position. 
“I want to watch you,” she says.
The request makes me nervous and harder at the same time. She continues to stroke me, but with a slow, leisurely motion. 
“My God, Syd.” I clench my jaw and dig my fingers into the couch arm.
She says, “I want to know every part of you, Dim.”
The fading logic in my brain tells me this is bedroom talk, but that lingering desire aches in my chest. I really do want her to know me, but we mean different things.
Her tongue trailing up me puts a sudden halt on those thoughts. She swirls her tongue around, then goes back to using her hand.
“On the couch.” I lean forward to start unwrapping her.
She shimmies out of her clothes. I expect her to straddle my lap, but instead she settles on the couch on all fours.
I scramble out of my pants and crawl over her from behind. As always, there's no waiting. I reach my hand around her waist and touch her in the way that makes her gasp until she shudders. Her hand clenches the back of the couch at her side, bracing herself up until the end. Her body relaxes, but I slip my arm around her, holding her up. On the last thrust, I fall against her and pull her down next to me.
Our naked bodies fit tight together. My face rests against the back of her head. She smells of coconut and I-can't-wait-to-do-that-again.
We doze until sometime in the afternoon, when we fumble toward the bedroom and take to the bed for round two. She is on top and acts like we have been apart for a year. The rest of the day is spent like that: sleeping and taking turns rousing the other into raging lust, and then satisfying it in every direction.
I've never been so enthralled with someone, or so terrified of the power they have over me.
***
In the evening, Syd says goodbye, leaving a trail of kisses from head to head. I lie under the covers for a while after the front door closes, gazing though the darkness at the ceiling. I could sneak in so many more days like this with her, if only I could loosen Karl's hold on me lately. Maybe I'm not supposed to have my own life, but that doesn't keep me from wanting one.
I just don't understand what has changed.
The first in the series of subsequent asshattery was kidnapping an opinionated little girl. Hopefully she is back with her family again. After that was my good pal, Phil Ballantyne. There's putting a bullet to good use if ever. Then Karl sent me on that dungeon quest through the downtown office, which ended in defeat.
Next up, I chased Counselor Robert through the northern Arizona forests. And now I just returned from blowing up a lab. 
I have no idea how these fit together with each other or the one and a half million dollar donation to the hospital. Maybe I'm wrong. Maybe Karl is just doing some spring cleaning, a few months late.
My phone vibrates. I pick it up from the nightstand and check the text message.
It's from Syd. I lost my ring over there. Can you keep an eye out for it? It has a big blue square stone. 
I reply, Okay, good, I won't confuse it with my ring with the big purple stone.

Her response is a tongue-out emoticon.
I grin and put the phone aside. Her ring could be anywhere between the living room and bedroom. And the sooner I find it, the sooner I have an excuse to meet up with her again.
That's motivation enough to drag my ass out of bed. I check around the mattress and pull the blankets. Nada. 
I amble out to the living room, ignoring the burning cuts and scrapes on my arms and shoulders from my high-dive out of the lab. The couch cushions are hiding a few quarters, nothing else. So I yank the couch from the wall and peer behind it.
The corner of a book pokes from underneath. I reach down and pull it up.
The book has a gold colored spine. It must have slid under the couch when I hit the crate into the end table. 
Intention is everything and the hum is gone, so screw Karl. He obviously didn't care about this particular volume.
I cross to the bookshelf and wedge it between some novels I've never read and probably never will. Interior decorators love filling up space with crap.
If Karl asks for the rest of the golden-spined series, I'll drop it off, but I'm in no rush until then. He didn't spend quality time with asphalt obtaining it.
I turn around and spot Syd's ring on the coffee table. She must have taken it off when she stripped down. My eyes hadn't been exactly on her hands at that moment.
I shower and dress, then text her to tell her I found the ring.
She replies, I'm with Coleen at a cafe. Wanna swing by?
My last encounter with Coleen didn't end so well. Maybe Karl will hold off on the summonings long enough for me not to look like a donkey hole this time. 
Sure, where is it?

She sends me the address.
Be there in twenty, I reply, then grab her ring and head out.
When I pull into the cafe parking lot, Syd and Coleen are sitting together at a table outside. Syd waves as I approach.
I lean over the rail to hand her the ring and kiss her forehead. 
“Gonna grab some coffee,” I say.
She kisses me on the cheek. “I was going to get a refill. What do you want?”
“Whatever you're having is fine.” I hop over the railing and take the third seat at the table.
Coleen is busy poking away on a tablet. Syd scoots out her chair, and Coleen glances up like she had forgotten other people exist.
“Oh, hey, Dimitri.” She smiles and goes back to her digital world.
Syd trails her hand across my shoulders as she heads inside the cafe.
Coleen takes a sip of her coffee, then locks the tablet screen and leans back. “How's the personal security business going?”
“Secure,” I say with a grin.
She nods, and her serious expression doesn't break even the slightest. “So, you've been working out of town?”
I shrug. “Same ol', same ol'.”
Life as a normal person must be boring. There would be nothing worth hiding.
“Yeah, I guess.” She glances through the tall cafe windows.
I turn to see Syd standing in line. She is texting in rapid fire with a scowl creasing her forehead.
I turn back to Coleen. “She okay?”
Coleen takes another sip of her iced coffee before replying. “Not really. She's been having a hard time with her family.”
I glance at Syd again. She doesn't see me watching, her eyes fixed on the phone in her hand. The unabashed anger and sadness on her face leaves me grappling for a reaction.
“It's out of my jurisdiction to talk about,” Coleen says, “but Syd is my best friend. She's stubborn, but I'll just say, you make her happy.” She pauses, like I'm supposed to comment, but I can't figure out what. So she adds, “Please don't let her down.”
I look away to nothing. How am I supposed to answer that? At the rate I'm going, being with me is a series of disappointments waiting to happen.
Syd returns with our drinks, her usual mild expression plastered back on her face. My insides cringe. Coleen knows what Syd is hiding, so this facade is for my benefit. 
I have no idea how to approach the situation. If I ask what's wrong, she might tell me the truth. I can't help her. My time belongs to Karl. 
But Coleen thinks I make Syd happy, and maybe I do. I like the thought. So Syd can continue to pretend nothing is wrong, and I can continue to pretend I don't know any different. For now. 
Syd looks at me as she takes her seat. “What are your plans for today?”
I shrug. “Hope work leaves me alone. That's about it.”
“Don't you ever get a day off?”
I scoff, but manage to keep my thoughts on the matter to myself. Instead, I drink my coffee.
“We should get going.” Coleen glances up from her tablet. “We have ten minutes to get to Larry's house. Where does he live?”
Syd nods, sipping on her straw. “He's just right around the corner. Like, right around. As soon as you exit the parking lot, take a left and just follow the street. It's like four houses down.”
Coleen locks her tablet and places it in the bag at her feet. 
Syd turns to me and gives an exaggerated frown. 
“Sorry. We did tell my uncle we were coming by, and he hates when people are late.” She leans over the table and pecks my lips. “I'll call you later, okay?”
I bring her face in for a heavier, coffee-flavored kiss then push to my feet. Syd and Coleen gather their bags and head into the parking lot. They stop next to Syd's car to talk, then part ways and disappear out of sight.
It's hot out, and I have nowhere to be so I head home.
Silvia calls just as I let myself through the front door. The only assurance I have she isn't actually spying on me is that she hasn't found out about Syd. 
I sigh into the phone. “What do you want, Annie Wilkes?”
Silence. 
Then she says, “I don't know who that is.”
“It's from a book. Never mind.” I shove the couch back into place. “Does your dad know you keep calling me?”
“Yes, actually,” she says. “I told him I'm going to start having you protect me when you're not on assignments. That way I can spend time in Phoenix.”
I drop onto the couch. “Ugh. You don't actually mean that. Right?” 
“I don't know. Anyway, I have more information about the donation.”
I roll my eyes and lay my head back. “Just forget I asked.”
I should have known better than to involve Silvia. She's as useful as a bag of ice on a sinking ship, and now she's apparently deemed researching the donation our quality time. 
“I'm almost to your house,” she says.
I groan. “Why don't you ever give me more than a five minute warning on anything?” 
“Fifteen,” she says, unbothered. “Can you be presentable this time?”
“I'll pick up my suit from the dry cleaner,” I say and then hang up. My hand falls to the couch, clutching the phone.
I'm still sitting on the couch when a vehicle pulls into my carport. A car door slams, and footsteps thud on the porch.
I make no effort to get up, but raise my voice before she hits the doorbell. “It's unlocked!”
Silvia pushes open the door and peers inside, then steps over the threshold. “What are you doing?”
“Trying to spontaneously combust.”
She shuts the door like she's late for church and takes a seat in the chair across from me. 
I don't know what she's expecting. Probably for me to be angry. I would be, but it's not worth the energy. Besides, I just want her gone before Syd shows up unannounced.
Silvia has her knees together and places her hands on them. “I talked to Glenn.”
“I had coffee.”
She scowls. 
“Oh, I thought we were sharing random things about our day.” I sit forward. “Who the hell is Glenn?”
“The infirmary doctor.”
“It's not talking if he's sticking an eight-inch tongue depressor down your throat, Silv.”
She purses her lips. “I asked him about the donation. He said he didn't know anything about it, but then Mattie overheard us. You remember Mattie, right? She's been there since we were kids.”
“I don't think I was ever on first name bases with any of the infirmary, but continue.”
“Mattie said the doctor before Glenn, she had gotten in a fight with my dad. Bad enough to have her escorted out.” Silvia looks down at her hands and frowns. “Mattie said the infirmary has been scared of Daddy since.”
“Hate to break it to you, Princess,” I say, “but everyone is scared of your dad. I don't see what this has to do with the price of rice.”
“Think, Dimitri. Doctors work at hospitals.”
“No shit? So, what's this doctor's name?”
She frowns, still not looking at me. “Glenn didn't know, and Mattie wouldn't tell me.”
“Alright.” I shove to my feet. “We'll just check the Internet and call everyone in Arizona with an M.D. after their name.”
“I think it was bad, Dim.” Her voice is small. “They seemed really scared.”
“It wasn't that bad, or I would have been sent to whack her already.” 
She looks up at me. “How do you know you haven't?”
I halt—she has a valid point—then I shrug. “If that's the case, then the doctor is useless. I'm pretty thorough with the making-dead thing.”
I head toward the kitchen. 
She follows behind me. “What's it like killing someone?”
My stomach plummets. She becomes a little more strange every day.
I pull open the fridge door and pass her a root beer. 
She takes it, sliding onto the stool at the breakfast bar, and watches me as I uncap a water bottle.
“It's nothing like the movies.” I take a drink to give me a chance to figure out what to tell her. “It's messy and smells terrible.”
She continues to stare up at me, hand on her soda. “Do you ever think about them afterward?”
My insides churn. “Can we talk about something else?”
She shrugs and opens the can. 
“I got an idea.” I sit the water bottle on the counter on my way to my bedroom.
The file Silvia had brought during our last encounter is on my computer desk. I grab it and bring it back to the kitchen. Her eyes trail me as I round the bar opposite of her, lay down the folder, and lean over it to sort through the papers.
Since the names are organized by department, and then by date of employment, finding what I need takes all of about two minutes. 
Doctor Patricia Kerr had been employed by the mansion for nearly a year before being replaced by Doctor Glenn Flounder. 
Silvia props herself up on the counter, head near mine, and reads down the list. 
I tap my finger on Kerr's name. “That's her. Too bad it doesn't say the cause of termination.”
“I can try to find out,” Silvia says.
I pick up my water bottle and step back, loosening the lid. “Doesn't really matter. We don't know if she's even connected to this donation, or the hospital.”
“Can't you look online to see if she ever worked for that hospital?”
“Probably only if she's still employed there.” I down the water then shrug. “I'll go check.”
Silvia sits quietly on the edge of the bed behind me while I blast music and scrounge the Internet. After two hours, I know a few more facts about Doctor Kerr.
She was a primary care physician, surrendered her license two years ago, and now lives in Danville, Virginia.
I swivel the chair to face Silvia. “No record of what hospitals she worked at, that I can find.” 
Silvia is still just sitting on the mattress, feet on the floor, staring at me.
“Do you ever blink?”
She looks down. “So go find her.”
“Not interested.”
Silvia's eyes dart back to me. “Well, I am.”
“Look, you don't get to summon me for this shit 'til someone suffocates your father in his sleep.” I rub my eyes and glance at the clock. Late afternoon. Maybe Syd will stop by tonight. “We've hit a roadblock, so just let it go. You should head home.”
“Call her, at least.”
“No phone number. I already checked.” I tap the monitor. “Just a home address. I can write her a letter.”
Silvia cracks a smile. “I think you're more persuasive in person.”
She's got me there. 
I gather the papers back into the file and toss it into the desk drawer. 
“Let's just entertain this idea.” I turn back to her. “Let's say I show up at her door in Danville, Virginia. Then what?”
“Find out why she left the mansion,” she says, her tone simple. “Find out why she lost her license.”
I stand and gesture for Silvia to lead the way to the living room. “What does it matter? Honestly?”
“That was my money, Dim.” She plants herself into the chair across from the couch. So much for nudging her out the door. “I want to know what he's doing with it.”
Even though I would like to disagree with her, she has a lot at stake here. An entire fortune, to be exact.
Her head snaps up to me. “I can make him stop summoning you.”
“What?” 
I don't think I heard her right. 
“I'll tell him I want to go to Virginia, and that I'm taking you to protect me.” Her voice grows excited, and so does her expression. “He won't bother you while we're gone. A whole week without being summoned, Dim.”
“A week? Two days, tops.” I still don't sit down. I don't want her to think we're settling in for an evening chat. “Fly there, drive to her house, fly back.”
“Oh, no.” She shakes her head. “I won't get on a plane. Metal isn't meant to fly.”
I narrow my eyes. “There is no way I'm driving from Arizona to Virginia with you. We'll just not go then.”
“Even though the answer might give us a way to make Daddy stop sending you on back-to-back wishes?”
“Fine,” I say, annoyed that she homed in on a more vulnerable spot than she realized. “I'll do this alone.”
She stands, eyebrows raised. “And just how are you going to afford the trip, Dimitri?”
“I have a few credit cards,” I say, straightening. 
No way she is winning this one.
“Yeah, credit cards Daddy checks every month.” She smirks. “How are you going to explain being in Virginia without me?”
Our gazes lock. Fiery arrogance roars in her eyes. She is a Walker, and she eventually gets everything she wants—especially from me.
I unclench my teeth just enough to say, “Well played.”
Even before the inheritance, she already owns me.
She gives a small smile. “I'll go pack and let Daddy know. We'll take my car.”
“Uh, no.” I shake my head. “Low key, Silvia. I'll come pick you up.”
She shrugs and then leaves.
I flop down onto the couch. A week on the road with Silvia was not what I had in mind for a vacation. But if we really do find a way to put an end to Karl's neediness as of late, I might be able to sneak in a real trip—with Syd. 
I'm not sure how all that will work out. For now, I just have to get to Doctor Kerr and hope she has something useful to share.
***
Syd picks up on the first ring. 
“It's after eleven.” Her voice is low and sexy. “Do you need me to come comfort you?”
I repress a moan and slide down in the seat of my car. “I wish. Got kinda bad news.”
She says, “You've reached the wrong extension for bad news. Please hang up and try again.”
I chuckle. I should just cancel this expedition and sign up for the exclusive Syd tour again. But I really do need to find out what's going on with Karl. It's my only chance at figuring out how to handle these insane missions—and not lose Syd over them.
“I gotta go out of town. For a week.”
“A week?” Her voice carries her surprise. “Like, seven days?”
“That's how the calendar shows it, yeah.” I push on the seat to sit upright. “I'm sorry. I'll try to hurry.”
“Well, just be safe . . . ” The disappointment in her tone causes guilt to settle in my stomach.
“I will,” I say, uncertain what else to add. 
I'm sure Syd can survive a few days without me, but the thought makes me feel like a jackass anyway.
“I know.” She hesitates. “Where you going?”
“Virginia,” I say, because I won't be killing anyone there. Not even blowing up a building.
“Huh.” It's not a question. I'm not sure what it was, but she doesn't say anything else.
I'm not sure how to proceed. I already apologized, but I don't want to hang up yet either. So I don't do anything.
After a few long minutes, she breaks the silence. Thankfully. “Hey, can you do me a favor?”
“Is it that thing with my tongue again?”
She giggles, and my guilt eases a little. 
“That too,” she says. “But while you're in Virginia, can you pick me up a golden ginger?”
I give a low whistle. “Damn, Syd, is it my birthday already?”
“It's an apple, you perv,” she says. “They're from the east coast. Always wanted to try one.”
“Is that a euphemism? I'm not following, but it sounds hot.”
She laughs. “No, Dimitri, it's an actual apple.”
I say, “I gotta admit, I'm not really thinking about apples anymore.”
“Please,” she says in a cute little begging tone that makes me want to invite her over and have her beg for something else. “Just swing by a grocery store and grab me a golden ginger, okay?”
“You're a very strange person,” I say, even though we both know I like it. “I can bring you back an apple, if you really want one, but I gotta get rolling. See ya in a few days.”
“Thanks, sweetie,” she says and then hangs up.
I stare at my phone. An apple? I haven't yet figured out what goes on in her brain, but I wouldn't mind appeasing it for the rest of my life.
***
I pull the Civic into the mansion and call Silvia.
“I just finished packing,” she says, breathless.
“You mean, having your stuff packed,” I reply. “Why do you sound like you've been jogging?”
“Whatever.” 
I can picture her fluttering her eyes.
  “Are you coming inside?”
“Rather not,” I say.
“Why?”
“I don't want to deal with Karl.”
I probably should make sure he's good with this plan, but Silvia has no reason to get me in trouble with him. It would be like framing the family dog.
“It's almost midnight. He's asleep,” she says, then speaks to someone else in the room, her voice muffled.
“He's never asleep. Just quit making me wait.” I hang up the phone.
Within minutes, she bustles out one set of front doors. A maid follows right behind, carrying her luggage. Silvia is a toy dog away from her own reality show.
When she approaches the car, I roll down my window. 
“Hey, Silv?” I gesture at the maid. “You know we can't bring them with us, right?”
Silvia shrugs and rounds to the passenger side.
I glance at her as she climbs in. She lights up a cigarette, takes a puff, and throws it out the window. Then she gives me that unsettling look.
This trip is going to be a disaster.



Chapter 7
The only way Silvia and I are going to survive this trip is if we don't talk. I blast the radio, and she smokes. We're good until we pass through Phoenix.
Then she turns down the radio. “Where are the hotels?”
I glance at her. “Which hotels?”
“That you reserved.” She taps ashes out the window.
 I grin, because I know where this conversation is headed. “I didn't reserve anything. We'll find places as we need.”
She wrinkles her nose as she tosses out the cigarette. “That's . . . barbaric.”
“You've forgotten who you're traveling with.” I resume blaring the speakers.
She turns the radio down. Again. “Do you at least know which city?”
“I'm not a travel agent. And the next time you touch that dial, I'm taking it as a sign you want to go home.”
I crank the volume back up. She scowls at me, then lights another cigarette and turns away.
***
We drive for nearly two hours, heading north. The landscape is desert brush, something Silvia has spent her whole life among, yet she continues to stare at it. I'm pretty sure she's ignoring me. With any luck, she won't do more than blink until we reach the first stop. 
The trip just starts to become optimistic when there's a break between songs.
“I want to shower and change my clothes,” she says.
And here we go.
I turn down the radio. “We're not even out of Arizona yet.”
“How much longer?”
“'Til New Mexico?” I focus on the road. “About five or six hours.”
“I mean to Virginia.”
“Like, three days. Once we cross the New Mexico border, I'm not turning around. You have 'til then to decide if you really want to do this.”
“I do,” she replies, without hesitation.
“Yeah, we'll see.” I glance at the road sign. “We're heading into Winslow now.” Then I start singing, “I'm standing on the corner in Winslow, Arizona—”
She taps her hand to my mouth. “Stop. Please.”
“Told you,” I say with a laugh. “I'm not that kind of genie.”
She rolls her eyes.
“Well, I'm not. Hey, look, a stop up here has showers.”
She sits forward. “Let's go there.”
“It's a truck stop, Silv.”
She glances at me with a concerned look.
“Not the Hilton,” I say.
“Is it gross?”
“Yeah, kinda gross.”
She sighs and throws herself back against the seat.
She's quiet for a while before speaking again. “Have you ever had sex?”
My foot slips off the gas pedal. “What? Mother of God, Silvia, can we never talk about this, ever?”
“I'm just curious.” 
“That isn't something you just ask people.” I choke back the disgust rising in my throat.
She turns in her seat to face me. “I should be able to ask you anything.”
“No. No, you should not.” 
Silence fills the car. I hope that we don't have to speak again until this trip is over.
But after a while Silvia opens her mouth. “Do you think it's better with someone you care about?”
I know she means me. I know she means us. But my thoughts go to Syd. The way her hands feel working me over. Her gasps and shudders, and the look afterward, like she will never leave my side.
“Yes,” I say, “it's definitely better with someone you care about.”
***
We roll into Albuquerque around five in the morning. The sun is starting to peek up, and I've had enough of Silvia's just-about-to-ask-something expression. She's brainstorming hard, and I rarely like the aftermath.
I turn off the highway and pull into the parking lot of a hotel. 
Silvia blinks. “What are we doing here?”
“We're going to sleep,” I say. “You'll be able to take that shower, too.”
She gazes at the hotel, one of those places that probably doesn't even have a name. “It looks haunted.”
“Just because it doesn't have valet parking doesn't mean it has poltergeist.” I laugh as she continues to stare at the windows. “Let's go see what they have available.”
I step out, and she follows me into the lobby and to the front desk.
“Need two rooms.” I start to pull out my wallet.
Silvia slaps her J.P. Morgan Palladium credit card onto the counter. “One room.”
I look at her. 
“Two beds,” she says, as if assuring me. Then she raises her eyebrow at the clerk.
He glances at me, and I shrug. “The princess has spoken.”
He gives an appreciative laugh, because he thinks I'm joking. He checks us in, and then we return to car for our luggage. At least she didn't ask for a bellhop.
 She grabs up two of her bags and wanders toward the back of the hotel. She takes in everything as she goes, like we're in freakin' Wonderland.
I grab her other bag and my own, slam the trunk, and follow after her. Our room is on the second floor. She unlocks the door and props it open for me with her foot.
It is self-aware, after all.
As I drop the luggage between the beds, she crosses the room to the balcony doors.
“It looks like Phoenix,” she says with a hint of disappointment, gazing at the purple mountain skyline.
I take the bags from her and add them to the pile. “We're still in the desert, and will be for some time. Why don't you go wash up?”
She turns and heads to the bathroom without a word.
I get the feeling this road trip isn't all her excitable little mind had anticipated.
A while later, I'm staring blankly at something on the TV, and she emerges from the bathroom showered and dressed in loose pajamas. She crawls into bed under the covers. Her gaze fixes on me. Again. I've never been able to figure out what she's thinking when she does that. I probably don't want to know.
I toss my bag onto my bed and unpack clean clothes. We have a full day of driving ahead of us when we wake, and I don't intend to make any more stops than necessary.
Silvia speaks out of nowhere. “Can we have pancakes before we leave?”
I glance at her. “Uh, sure?” 
“Thanks, Dim.” A little smile slides onto her lips.
Her eyes close, and she's asleep before I even head for the shower. I expect her to be awake when I get out, but she doesn't stir as I turn off the lights and settle into my bed. My body melts against the mattress. I consider texting Syd, but my phone is in my jeans pocket across the room and I'm too tired to get back up.
I'm not sure what to say to her anyway.
***
My eyes flutter open. Sunlight oozes around the edges of the curtains drawn over the balcony door, but does little to fill the room.
Silvia is sitting on the floor next to my bed, resting her head against her arm on the mattress. 
I nudge her shoulder. “Silv?”
She looks up, blinking, and settles her chin on her wrist. 
“What's up?” I prop myself on my elbows, trying to clear my head. “Bad dream?”
She doesn't reply, but pushes up onto the mattress.
She's naked.
“Holy shit.” I put my arm out to block her as she crawls up next to me. “What the hell are you doing?”
She gazes down at me, a small contemplative frown on her lips. “I don't want our first time to be like that.”
 “Like what?” I choke on my words.
“I don't want you to have been . . .  summoned,” she says. “I want it to be because we—you—want to.”
“Uh, that's never, ever going to happen.” My hand tries to figure out an appropriate place so I can push her back. 
Touching her anywhere seems . . . wrong.
“We grew up together, Dim. I don't want anyone else.” Her frown deepens, as if this is all an inconvenience to her.
The money for personal trainers and nutritionist apparently went to good use, but there is absolutely nothing erotic about Silvia the Succubus naked on all fours next to me.  
She sits back on her knees, unabashed. 
“I know you've been with other girls,” she says in a tone like she's giving the weather report. “You're my inheritance. It's not . . . fair.”
My eyes are as confused as my hand.
Then her expression seems to settle on the realization that I'm not giving in to her weird little fantasy. 
 “It is going to happen.” Her tone sounds more like the normal Silvia.
She relinquishes off the bed and shuffles through her luggage. Her figure is stunning. Her mind is frightening.
She looks up at me. “I gave you a choice.”
I scramble out of bed, standing on the side opposite of her. Shock morphs into anger.
“Don't ever fuckin' do that again.”
She shrugs and starts dressing for the day.
“I mean it,” I snap. “It's not acceptable.”
She ignores me as she pulls on her clothes, slips on her shoes, and then shoulders two of her bags. She heads for the front door.
I cross the room and block the exit with my arm, hand against the wall. 
“Get out of my way, Dim,” she says, voice cracking on a whine.
I reply through gritted teeth, “Stop acting like I didn't ask you to the prom.”
She stabs me with an unamused look. “Well, you didn't.”
“We didn't have a prom!” I throw my hands in the air. 
She ducks past me and lets herself out. The door clicks shut behind her. I scramble for my things, then head to the parking lot.
She is standing by the car, bags at her feet. I unlock the trunk, drop in the rest of the luggage, and slide in behind the steering wheel. She struggles with her bags then closes the trunk so softly I pop it and get out to shut it properly.
She settles into the passenger seat and lights a cigarette. 
I roll down the windows. Just because she wants to smell like a crematory, doesn't mean I have to.
While she puffs away, I search on my phone GPS for a place to eat and then head around the front of the hotel to drop off the keys. Then we're on the road.
She says nothing, but flicks a half-used cigarette out the window and lights another one as we pull into IHOP.
She looks up, surprised. “What's this?”
“Pancakes.” I twist the key from the ignition. “I assume you still want those?”
She nods, then steps out and crushes her cigarette before following me into the lobby. A hostess shows us to our booth. 
My phone vibrates in my pocket.
“Hey, order me some coffee.” I lean over to pat her shoulder. “I'll be right back.”
I try not to seem in a hurry as I head toward the hall. The last thing I need is for Silvia to try to get her claws on my phone. I duck inside the bathroom and pull the phone from my pocket.
It's Syd.
I don't know why she would be calling me. I haven't been away an entire twenty-four hours yet.
I answer, my voice low. “Hey, everything okay?”
“Yeah.” She sounds tired. “I just wanted to see what time your flight leaves.”
“Uh. I'm driving,” I say, which sounds even more ridiculous spoken aloud. “Long story.”
“Oh.” She pauses. “When are we going to New Mexico?”
“Why would we go to New Mexico?” My attempt to sound casual falls flat, but at least I'm properly confused. 
She doesn't reply.
Then my brain switches on. I really do need coffee.
“Oh! Your grandmother's place.” I take a deep breath. “I'm working on that, I promise.”
That's not entirely a lie. The only real reason I'm on this stupid trip is to find out what Karl is up to so I can plan the other parts of my life accordingly.
“Okay, sounds good.” Her voice is distant. 
There's more to this conversation, but I'm not privileged to know. Just like she doesn't tell me anything else. I despise this situation more every time I think about it.
The silence between us lingers.
“All right, I gotta get rolling,” I say. “Just about to grab breakfast then get back on the road.”
She hesitates. “Be careful, okay?”
“I always am.” I try to sound reassuring. “Go have coffee with Coleen, and I'll be home before you know it.”
“Okay.” She pauses again, and then hangs up.
I wish she had insisted on talking longer, but it's probably for the best. Don't want to upset royalty waiting for her pancakes.
With a sigh, I cram the phone into my pocket and return to the booth. Silvia is waiting, back straight and hands folded on her lap. My gaze wanders over the plates.
“I see you took liberties and ordered breakfast.” I slide into the booth and frown.
Welcome to the rest of my life.
Silvia picks up her fork. “Blueberry pancakes, hash browns, eggs over easy, and the bacon well-done.”
I stare down at my food. I can't even recall the last time Silvia and I shared a breakfast table, but she nailed it. 
She doesn't seem to notice my surprise, and continues to talk between bites.
“Do you remember when we were eleven, and you wanted to see if you could play baseball with the angel statue? It was posed like this.” She extends her arm above her and cups her fingers. “So you batted the ball at it, and it hit the hand so hard it broke?”
I look at her . . . and then laugh. “I'd totally forgotten about that.”
She smiles. “You were so scared about my dad finding out. Like, you'd never been scared of him before, but that day you just panicked and ran away. Remember?”
“Yeah, I remember,” I say, feeling less embarrassed than I should.
That was right after my father had given me the low-down, and I had no idea what to expect from Karl.
“I tried to fix the statue with modeling clay.” She cuts into her pancakes. “My mother caught me, so I told her I had been trying to make an impression of the statue's hand and it broke.”
“That's some pretty weird excuse-making.” I shovel in a bite.
“I guess so, but I still have it.”
I look up from my food. “Have what?”
“The impression of the hand.” She grins. “Just a big block of modeling clay with a statue's hand imprinted in it.”
“Why would you keep that?”
She shrugs. “I flipped it over and use it as an ashtray now.”
I shake my head and go back to eating. 
I get it. Silvia and I spent more than a decade of our lives side-by-side. Then they began grooming us for our roles. As I was taught I would have to obey, she was taught she owned me. As I was sent out to take on the world, she was kept sheltered in the mansion oasis. And as I met people and learned to pickup women at the bar, Silvia never expanded her horizons. I am the only guy her age she has ever known.
Now her teenage crush has welled into possessiveness. It's tearing her up that she can't yet claim what is rightfully hers.
In her own twisted way, Silvia loves me. 
***
Between Albuquerque and Oklahoma City, the desert starts to roll and turn green. We're not exactly in the thickets yet, but it's nice to see grass that isn't a golf course.
Silvia sits forward in her seat, taking three or four puffs on a cigarette before discarding it, eyes wide to note each detail of the hills and towns. “I want to travel every continent. See Europe, Africa, Australia—”
“Yeah,” I say, cutting her off, “and how do you intend to do that without getting on a plane?”
Her hand freezes halfway to bringing the cigarette to her mouth. She shrugs. “Private jet. I think I could handle that.”
“That's expensive, Silv.”
“We can afford it.” She flicks her cigarette out the window.
Just once I would like to see what happens if she finished one. It's like she thinks they're fuses.
“What would you do if you weren't a genie?”
I still, but my heart speeds up. Nervous, unsettled energy. 
What would I do if I wasn't forced into servitude? I must have had goals once, before I knew my life had been planned already, but I don't remember what they were. I don't want to remember, either. They won't happen.
Even if Karl died tomorrow, his little swimmer made sure that I had no chance of escaping. I'll go out the same way all of the genies before me: bullet to the head when I'm no longer useful.
I turn on the radio and crank it so we don't have to talk anymore. I just want to get to Doctor Kerr's house so I can go home.
***
We arrive in Oklahoma City in the middle of the night. My legs are numb, my shoulders and back are stiff, and my eyes hurt. My brain is in worse shape. I haven't stopped thinking about Silvia's question the whole damn trip. 
What would I do if I weren't a genie?
Anything other than what I have been doing the last eight years. I resent she would even ask, as if it was a dream equally denied to everyone. Like vacationing in the solar system. Instead, I'm the only one who has to stay on this god forsaken planet.
I clomp out of the car and follow Silvia into the hotel lobby. 
“One room, please,” she says with a tired sigh.
The clerk punches into his computer.
“Two.” I give Silvia a look, goading her to challenge me.
Her eyes light. How dare the pet defy her.
When the clerk glances at her for confirmation, she purses her lips, then gives a tight nod.
He hands us our hotel key cards. I storm back to the car, yank out our luggage, and stalk to our ground level rooms. I stop at Silvia's door and wait for her to unlock it. As soon as the door clicks, I push past, drop her luggage on the floor, and turn to her.
“Stay in your own fuckin' room.” I point at her. “Got it?”
“I don't have your key,” she snaps.
Tears threaten to break through her face. I do not care.
“I'm sure you would find a way to sneak in. So don't. Just leave me the fuck alone.” I storm toward the door.
“Dimitri!” Her voice is shrill. “Why do you hate me?” 
I spin around to face her. 
“I'm not like my father!”
The anger welling in my chest all day erupts.
“You're exactly the same! I once choked a man with a belt. With a belt, Silvia! His face, his eyes. Feeling his body grow limp while he strangled against me. It was the most horrific thing I had ever felt. I've snatched children—small children—from their own backyard. I don't even know if they ever get to go home! I'm afraid to check!”
I'm in her face, and she looks terrified. She should be. No one has made me promise not to harm her yet. Her only saving grace is that I know Karl would take enormous pleasure in making me regret offing his daughter. 
“I've hunted and killed, all because that's what is asked of me. It doesn't matter what the request is. I'm denied the right to say no. I'm denied the right to have a life. I just sit in a damn house all day waiting for my next orders and hoping, fuckin' praying, that I can find a way to forget what I've done when I get home. That's what your family has been doing to mine. Generation after goddamned generation.”
I back toward the door, my gaze fixed on her. “You're just another Walker, Silvia. When you make that wish, that one you can't wait for, pretend whatever you want. Pretend you actually gave me a choice. Pretend it somehow matters we were raised together. But know that it would never, ever happen if I had anything to say about it.”
I slam the door, leaving her to cry. And I don't feel any guilt whatsoever.
***
I lie on my hotel bed, staring at the ceiling. I would like to go home, but as soon as Karl knows we're back, he will start summoning me again. There is no lesser evil in this choice. 
 I don't want to live like this anymore. I don't want to kill people or burn down buildings. I don't want to be in a stranglehold because every dollar I spend is tracked, so I can't even go with Syd to her grandmother's house. If I do, Karl will see the charges.
Despite what I would like to believe, I'm not free on this trip either. I need Silvia to lead the leash. 
I have no idea how my father lived this way for decades. There is only one escape from the bleakness.
The figurative dagger of disobedience rams into my head. Pain splinters through my skull, and I squeeze my eyes shut.
My hand goes for the phone in my pocket. As I think of seeing Syd again, the pain in my head fades. 
I dial her number.
When she answers, I say, “Talk to me, sexy.”
She does, whispering in my ear as my eyes grow heavy. She sounds happy that I called. And I can't think of a better reason to want to keep trying.
***
 Silvia and I leave Oklahoma City around ten in the morning. Breakfast is McDonald's, the only drive-thru my sovereign guest deems worthy of consumption. 
My phone vibrates in my pocket. I glance at Silvia, then decide to ignore the call.
She looks at me. “I think I hear your phone, Dimitri.”
I grind my teeth and pull out the phone. Missed call from Syd.
I text one-handed that I'm driving and can't talk, then place the phone on my lap.
Silvia eyes the phone before speaking. “Who was that?”
Only three people call me. One is occupying space in my car. Another is her father. The third is my dark little secret. 
“Wrong number,” I say.
Silvia studies me before turning back to the window.
***
A little after nine that night, we reach Nashville. The scenery has changed to tall green plants and large blue bodies of water, the antithesis of the desert. I am too tired to appreciate it. Silvia is dragging her feet and acting a lot less spirited too.
We try to check into two rooms—Silvia doesn't even bat an eye at the suggestion this time—but the hotel is booked up. I can either share a room with the Exorcist, or drive to another hotel. I refuse to climb back into that car without a slumber to rival the dead first.
I wave my hand to proceed, expecting a reflection-of-Satan smile to glimmer on Silvia's face. Instead, her eyes droop and she fumbles to pocket her credit card.
We stumble to our rooms, drop the bags, and each fall face-first into a bed. Sometime in the night, I wake up to strip down to boxers and crawl under the covers. 
In the morning, my muscles are stiff and sore. I need a hot shower and strong coffee. I also need for this trip to be over. Unfortunately, I have to do all this in reverse after we find Doctor Kerr. 
I would love to just dump the car, and Silvia, and fly home. I doubt that would go over well with Karl, though.
The bathroom sink is running. I turn to my side, joints aching. Silvia is missing from bed. She must be washing up.
I doze back off. When my eyes open again, the bathroom sink is still running. I sit up and squint, ruffling my hair. 
The sound isn't running water. It's splashing.
What the hell is she doing? Ridiculous woman.
I fall back against my pillows and fade toward sleep. Then my eyes pop open again. Something is wrong.
I pull to my feet and stumble toward the bathroom door. 
I knock. “Silvia?”
She says, “Hang on, Dimitri.”
The sound never ceases. I swear it's splashing.
I reach for the knob. It's unlocked. I push it open.
Silvia is standing at the bathroom vanity, fist around a black rag submerged in the filled sink. Wet black rags at her feet.
She stares at me, horror-struck.
“What are you—” I still. Then my stomach heaves a little. “Oh, good god, Silvia.” 
I shove her away from the sink. 
She stumbles back into the wall, still gaping at me. I gaze down at the rags on the floor.
Not rags. Puppies. Kittens. I don't know what they are, but they're not alive anymore.
One is limp in the plugged sink.
I can't formulate a coherent sentence to say. 
Did Silvia really just drown a litter of animals in the hotel bathroom?
“We gotta get out of here,” I say. “Put them in a bag, and we'll toss them.”
I walk away before I can hear myself speak. Before I fully comprehend what just happened.
***
I dump the plastic bag of soggy dead furry things in a ditch, fill the gas tank, then floor it toward Danville, Virginia. If we weren't already so close, I would turn around. I can only hope Doctor Kerr makes this trip worthwhile. I can't imagine anything she can say that will make me feel it was, though. Not anymore.
I have now seen first-hand what sort of mental health case Silvia is, and that does nothing for my enthusiasm about our future arrangement. 
Karl is about money. His daughter is something else entirely. And I have no idea what.
I blast the radio. We drive straight through all eight hours. Silvia never asks to stop, and it's for the best. I'm hard-pressed not to shove her out of the moving vehicle as it is. Leaving her at a convenience store wouldn't make me even break a sweat.
Danville is a small, humid town but with rich scenery. I would appreciate it more if my mind wasn't still flashing with Silvia's failed swimming lessons.
Even though the sun is just starting to set, I have no desire to show up at Patricia Kerr's door. I haven't even showered in nearly two days.
I still don't have a clue what to do with Silvia. I'm concerned if I turn away for a few minutes, she'll submerge something else. Maybe a child. Nothing seems beyond her.
I book the hotel room on my credit card—well, Ralf's credit card—because I really couldn't give a fuck what Karl thinks right now. He knows I'm here with Silvia, so it doesn't matter whose card we use. I don't want anything that has touched her claws.
Key cards in hand, I storm to the car, grab my own bag and wait as she struggles with two of hers. Then I nod toward the hotel and fall behind her as she unlocks the door.
I sling my bag onto one of the beds and turn to Silvia. 
“Sit.” I point at the other bed. “Sit there and do not move.”
She drops to the mattress, feet planted on the floor, and stares at me. I bet that's how she looked at those kittens before she snatched them up for their eternal bath.
I unpack clean clothes from my bag and head for the shower.
“I don't see what the big deal is,” Silvia says.
She hasn't spoken since Nashville, nearly ten hours ago. I was hoping she had forgotten how.
I face her, eyes narrowed.
Her gaze meets mine. “Explain yourself.”
I snap straight. “Explain myself? I have to explain myself? I think you're a little fuckin' confused on what happened. Let me recap. You drowned a litter of kittens in the hotel sink. Drowned. A litter. Of Kittens.”
She flutters her eyes. “You kill all the time.”
My jaw drops.
“Because I have to!” I growl. “What part of this whole thing don't you get? Your father orders the kills, not me!”
She shrugs. “You would do it, anyway.”
I want to scream at her. But when I speak, my voice is surprisingly even.
“No, I wouldn't. If I could have anything, Silvia, it would be to not have to obey another command again.”
I head into the bathroom and lock the door behind me. If she's smart, she won't speak to me for a long time.
I had been wrong about her. Completely wrong. I'm not just the boy she grew up with. 
I'm everything she can't wait to experience: travel, sex, and gratuitous killing.
***
When I wake in the morning, Silvia is still asleep in her bed. Thankfully. I pick up my phone from the nightstand and check my text messages.
Syd had left one around midnight, but I must have been out cold. I tap the icon.
I don't mean to sound needy, but are you going to be home soon?

I give a weak smile and type, Didn't see your message last night. You can be needy all you want. Just arrived in Virginia. I'll be home as soon as I can.

She replies, Sorry, had a rough night. It's good now.

I resent the fact that she needed me, and I wasn't even in the same state. Instead, I'm stuck on a road trip with Bathory. I'm sick of everything. As soon as we meet Patricia Kerr, I'm flying back to Phoenix. Screw the car. And screw Silvia.
I use my phone to find the nearest airport and give them a call. Twenty minutes later, I have two tickets booked for the morning. 
Silvia stirs.
“Get up,” I snap. “We have to meet with Patricia then drive to Greensboro.”
“What's Greensboro?” Her reply is muffled by her pillow.
I lean down to slip on my shoes. “Even commoners have access to maps. Why don't you try getting one?”
She sits up and stares at me with those creepy eyes of hers. Then she stands and undresses from her pajamas and puts on her day clothes. Unabashed. Ignoring that I'm in the same room.
I have a feeling it's not meant to be sexual. I've been demoted back to the household pet.
As soon as she dresses, we gather our things and head outside. The morning is cool, the sky overcast. The air is crisper than in Phoenix. Danville is a great little place. I still can't wait to leave.
We load our bags into the car in silence, then hit the road. I punch in Patricia's address. Ten minutes away. 
The neighborhoods are old but kept. The buildings have bright paint or red brick, and everyone has a small, green lawn. A clean river cuts through the town.
Patricia's house is long and white with black shutters. The yard has patches of grass. Low key. She's definitely hiding something.
Silvia follows me to the front porch. Wrought iron trellis is holding up the canopy. A bench swing sits to one side. 
I knock on the screen door. Silvia reaches around me to ring the bell. The sound fills the interior, and then silence settles over us.
Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I turn to survey the area. No vehicle. Patricia either doesn't live here, or she isn't home.
I knock again to be sure.
The door pulls open. A woman with short dark curls and a few deep lines in her face stares from the other side of the screen door. Her gaze travels from me to Silvia and then settles back on me.
“Can I help you?”
I don't recognize her, and Silvia gives no indication if she does.
I clear my throat. “I'm looking for Patricia Kerr.”
The woman sizes me up, slow and deliberate. She opens her mouth, then her eyes dart to the ogress at my side.
“Silvia Walker?” The woman's expression widens. She visibly swallows and takes a step back, though the screen door is still closed. Her voice is steady, but she isn't fooling anyone. “What do you want?”
“I came on my own accord, Miss Kerr.” Silvia doesn't sound at all like someone who intentionally over-Baptized fluffy kittens just days ago.
Patricia's head snaps back to me. 
“It's you,” she says, as if formulating the thought as she speaks. “It was you, wasn't it?”
Then she's crying like she found Jesus, except her eyes are fixed on me. 
I have no idea what to do. Silvia just stands there, but she's rarely any help.
“You were at the mansion.” Patricia looks at me with a strange, wild expression. The surprise and fear has been replaced by an emotion I don't understand. And she's still crying. “We passed each other in the halls. Several times.”
I have no idea what I did, but I've obviously left an impression on the woman.
“I never knew it was you.” She pulls her eyes from me and turns to Silvia. “Did Karl send him to . . . ”
“No, Miss Kerr,” Silvia says.
That's when I realize Doctor Patricia Kerr knows exactly who—and what—I am.
She hesitates, and then leans forward to unlatch the screen door and steps back. 
“Come in.” She struggles to regain some composure though her throat is tight. “Come in, please.”
She borders on excitement. It's like I should be offering her an autograph or something.
My life gets weirder every day. And that's saying a lot, considering I kill people because of a hum in my head.
Patricia looks back at Silvia. “How does it work?” 
“Daddy has to order it.” Silvia perks up. “Then he goes all crazy.”
Thanks, wench. 
“But no magic.” Patricia looks me over, her brow pinched.
Silvia shakes her head. “He's clever, though.”
“I even learned to speak.” My tone is sharp. “You could ask me the questions.”
Patricia looks startled. Then she smiles and gestures into the living room. The room is rectangular, with closed in walls, wood floors, and a low ceiling. An arched doorway leads to the kitchen and another leads to a hallway. 
Silvia strides past me and takes her place in a vintage chair at the far end of the room. Somehow, it's like she's at the head of the table.
I drop onto the couch, my aching muscles grateful. This road trip is brutal.
Patricia hesitates, like she's not sure how to handle me being in her house. “Would you like something . . . to drink?” 
I tilt my head. “Just the tears of children.” 
Silvia shoots me a dirty look. “Water for us, please, Miss Kerr.”
Patricia nods and disappears through the arched doorway into the kitchen.
“This wasn't meant to be a tea party, Silv.” I can't hide my irritation, and I don't want to. Everyone knows more about me than I do.
She rolls her eyes and flips her hair off her shoulder. 
Patricia returns with two glasses of water and passes them to me and the shrew. Then she takes a seat on the couch opposite of me.
“You probably want to ask why we're here,” I say to get the ball rolling.
Patricia looks between us, eyebrows arched. The question must have slipped her mind. To be fair, she thought I was going to kill her so that probably took priority.
“Silvia and I figured you would know why Karl donated one and a half million dollars to a hospital.
Patricia's mouth pulls into a frown on one side. “That . . . was the payoff.”
“Now we're getting somewhere.” I settle back against the couch. “What was he paying off?”
She sighs and meets my gaze.
“Karl and I . . . disagreed. He paid off the hospital to file false reports so my license would be revoked.” Her frown deepens. “It worked, of course.”
Silvia scoffs. “That's not how Daddy handles disagreements.”
“She has a point. I would know.” I grimace at all that implies.
“For so long, I thought he was going to send . . . ” Patricia looks down at her hands.
“Me,” I say for her.
She nods but doesn't raise her head. “It's been almost two years, and I've concluded he either hasn't reached me on the list . . . metaphorically. Maybe literally. Or, he's afraid.”
Silvia straightens. I'm sure implying Karl fears anything is highly offensive to the Walker clan. She is daddy's little demon, after all.
Patricia's lips tighten. “When I applied for the job at the mansion, I thought it was a great opportunity. Private care for a rich family. That's unusual for a doctor. I thought I would be taking care of elderly relatives. Things like that. But that's not what it was like at all. I wasn't taking care of the family so much. I was taking care of . . . others.”
“Hostages,” Silvia says without any emotion at all.
I look at her, and my stomach churns. She elicits that response more and more from me.
Patricia shudders. “There was so much blood sometimes.”
I shove down the images because I had a hand in that mess. Still do. Guess that answers what happens to my prisoners. At least some of them.
  “I don't understand how the infirmary works,” I say. “You just stayed at the mansion for when Karl needed you to stitch back up his prisoners?”
“Not exactly. It was me and another doctor. We rotated the on-call schedule. I worked in a hospital ER to fill in when I wasn't on-call for Karl.” She looks at me. “But sometimes we had to stay at the mansion, for days or even weeks at a time. Either when a . . . hostage . . . was being interrogated. Or when you were . . . away.”
“So, you're saying Karl kept a doctor on site during a wish. That way, if I got capped, he could summon me back to the mansion and get me fixed up?”
She nods.
“Considering what he sends me out to do, that's not a surprise.” I shift in my seat, both anticipating where this conversation is going to lead, and worried. “So, what was the fight about?”
“The vault,” she says.
“Karl has a vault?”
I must know next to nothing about the Walker estate. Then again, the Tent City jail is probably a more inviting place to hang out.
“Yes, a vault. About the size of a beer fridge.” Patricia starts picking at her nails. “It contains . . . uh, DNA.”
“My DNA,” I say, though I'm not entirely sure what this all means yet.
“Well, not really your DNA . . . ” Patricia doesn't look up from her nails. “Your father's, technically.”
I study her, trying to make sense of her words.
“Karl wanted to bring the jinn story into the twenty-first century. If something happens to you, the blood line is lost.” She finally looks at me. “He kept backup.”
“Like, stem cells?”
“No . . . ” She glances around the room, at nothing particular, just to avoid looking at me. “Stems cells wouldn't exactly work. He wanted to. . grow a test tube genie baby, if something happened to you before you . . . ”
My brain tries to wrap around what she is saying, but every angle seems perverted and overall kind of gross. Well, now I know where Silvia gets it from.
I say it outright, because Patricia isn't going to and I can't believe I fully grasp the situation: “Karl Walker is storing a mini-vault of genie baby batter because he's pretty sure I'm not going to survive long enough to procreate.”
She tightens her expression, then settles her gaze on me and nods.
“He does realize I'm twenty-three, right?”
She just stares at me.
“That aside, would a test tube genie even work?”
She shrugs. “He's the first to try it. Guess he feels like he didn't have much of a choice.”
Anger wells until my fingers are scratching the arm of the couch. “Well, if I'm so fuckin' incompetent he could just not send me to do his dirty errands.”
How many people have I killed? How many hostages have I delivered? How many impossible tasks has he sent me on, and I've still completed them? I may not be my father, but I have never needed the damn backup doctors, either.
I'm insulted. 
He wasn't praising me in the summoning chamber when I returned from blowing up the lab. He was mourning that his genie is the weakest link.
Fuck him.
“Six months after I started work at the mansion, a group of men visited my home.” Patricia goes back to her nails. “They told me about the genie and offered a substantial amount of money in return for a couple of vials.”
My head lolls back on the couch, and I groan. “Okay, I know that one won't work. There needs to be a master bond.”
“They were doctors, scientists, researchers. They had heard about the vault, somehow. They were curious.” Patricia stares at me. “They wanted to see what . . . ”
“I am,” I say for her, because I know exactly what she's talking about now. Patricia and I might as well be married. “They want to know what I am.”
She nods. “Normally, I wouldn't violate a job like that, but I had seen so many terrible things at the mansion. If I turned Karl in, he would come after me. I thought if I snuck out the DNA, something good might come of my horrible contract there. So, one night after fixing up a particularly . . . unhealthy . . . hostage, I grabbed three vials from the vault and stuffed them in my pocket. I dropped one, so I cleaned it up and disposed of it.
“Karl caught me on the way out.” She sighs, sounding exhausted. “We fought, but he managed to pry the vials from me. Of course, he didn't know I had broken one, and I didn't tell him. He thought it was already out of the mansion.”
I stare at her, but she continues to avoid me. “I still don't get why I wasn't sent to kill you.”
“He has no idea where that vial is. What research has been done. What reports have been written.” She shakes her head. “I think he fears if we start turning up dead, someone will blow it all open. So he's looking to discredit us instead. I mean, how hard would it be to make researchers claiming the jinn are alive today look off their rocker?”
“Did they find anything?” I turn my attention to my cup of water, still clutched in my hand and resting on my knee. For some reason, I can't look up as I ask, “Is the genie DNA different?”
“There are no reports. No tests. They never got a hold of the DNA. I broke one vial by accident before Karl discovered what I was doing, and then he confiscated the other two. He kicked me out of the mansion. I was terrified for the next months, trying to figure out what to do.” She inhales a deep breath. “Then ER patients began accusing me of malpractice, one case after another, and my hospital did nothing to defend me. The records had clearly been altered. 
“It didn't take long for me to realize someone was screwing with me. Eventually I had to face the board, but what was I supposed to say? That a millionaire in the desert is framing me because he doesn't want anyone to know he has a jinn? They wound up revoking my license, and I ran here to Virginia. Looks like he finally paid up his end of the deal with them.” 
“He goes to great lengths to protect the incompetent pet,” I say.
I'm just bitter now. 
“I don't see the point.” Silvia flutters her eyes. “Why do they care what his DNA looks like?”
I frown, mulling over the situation.
“It's not so much about why they care, but who?” I look up at Patricia again. “Who was bribing you to steal from the vault?”
Patricia tilts her head, studying me at length. I get it. I look human. And an apparently un-intimidating one at that.
“I'd never heard of him before. His name is Phil Ballantyne.”
I jerk forward, nearly spilling the glass of water. “Speech conference Phil?”
Patrica scowls. Then she looks like someone pulled a plug and all her color is swirling down the drain. She must have figured out Phil and I had our rendezvous.
“Yeah, I don't think Karl is as scared as you think he is,” I say. 
“Did you kill him?” Silvia sounds a little too excited by the prospect. “Which assignment was that?”
I hold up my hand. “It doesn't matter, Silv.”
The room grows silent. We all just stare at each other. 
Finally, I set the glass of water on the end table and pull to my feet. “I think we should get going.”
Silvia is at my side in an instant.
Patricia stares up at me, awe and fear vying for her expression.  
“Good luck.” I try to smile.
She nods, but we both know that when Karl sends me for her, I will snap her neck.



Chapter 8
Silvia lights a cigarette, takes a puff, then taps ashes out the car window. “I don't understand something.”
I focus on the road ahead. “Why your dad couldn't afford a lock for the vault?”
“Hmm. No.” She takes another puff. “I don't understand why we're going to Greensboro. I checked the map. It's south, and we should be going west.”
“Congrats on learning how to use your phone. We're flying back to Phoenix.”
She turns in her seat, arm out the window. “I don't fly, Dim.”
“I don't dump dead kittens on the side of the road, either, Silv. We're both doing new things on this trip.”
She glares at me, but I pretend to ignore her. 
Eventually, she flicks her cigarette out the window and settles back into her seat. “I want a soda.”
I glance at the dash clock and do a quick calculation. “We have fourteen hours before our flight boards, and we're heading into Greensboro now. We'll stop at the first gas station.”
She doesn't reply, but lights up again. 
Greensboro is another green and clear place, like Danville. Just much larger. 
I pull into a convenience store parking lot. “Get me a Mountain Dew.”
She nods and slides out of the car. I watch as she trots into the store, then I lean back in my seat and close my eyes.
My phone vibrates, and I pull it out of my pocket to read the text message.
I want to move to Italy.

I stare at the message, trying to decipher if Syd is joking, serious, or just trying to get a reaction. I'll bite.
I text, You won't miss me?

She replies, You could come with me. I hear the Mafia is hiring.

I grin. Working for the mob would be better than my current gig, and I've seen The Godfather and all of The Sopranos.
I type, I have a better idea. Stay put, and we'll talk about it over wine tomorrow evening.

In a few minutes, she replies, You're coming home?
Yes, flight leaves in the morning. 

She replies, I'll wait for you then, Dionysus.
Who the hell is this Dionysus? I do a quick search on my phone, then grin. Dionysus. Greek god of wine. I'm pretty sure there were cooler gods, but I'll take it. 
I put my phone down and lean back to close my eyes again. Syd is waiting for me at home. I can't imagine a better feeling. It lulls me into sleep.
I jar awake, grabbing the wheel. Then I realize I'm still parked. Silvia isn't back yet.
“What the frack?” I grumble, stepping out of the car. 
She is going to be the death of me, sooner or later.
I rub my hand over my face as I head into the convenience store. The door chimes my entrance, and I gaze over the room.
No Silvia.
I stab her name on my phone contact list and scowl as I listen to the rings.
She picks up on the fifth. “Go away, Dim.”
“What the hell are you doing?” I sound angry, because I am.
“I'm not flying,” she says with that tone reserved for the Walkers.
“Where are you?”
She hangs up. 
I stare down at my phone, then growl and storm back out to my car. If I know Silvia, she's heading west with some vague notion that she will, eventually, wind up in Phoenix.
I am correct. She's three blocks away, strolling like her destination is a corner cafe.
Karl should have left her to the coyotes.
I slow the car to follow next to her and roll down the window. “You know maps are to scale, right?”
“Shut up, Dimitri.” 
“So you gonna rent a car and drive back to Phoenix?”
She shrugs and keeps walking.
“Get in.” I take a glance at my surroundings. “Last warning.”
She juts her chin and doesn't slow as she steps into the crosswalk.
I swing the car around, burst out, and have her down and shackled in the backseat before her scream even finishes. She chokes in surprise.
I slide into the car, slamming the door shut, and hit the gas.
“Let me out of these!” She beats her fists against the back of the driver seat.
“Not a chance. I don't care so much about bringing you home in one piece, but your dad probably does.”
She says with the edge of a growl, “That's all you ever care about.”
“That's all I'm allowed to care about.” I tap my finger to my temple. “He's a very demanding boss.”
She huffs and throws herself back into the seat. “I know he is, but you always take it out on me. None of this is my fault.” 
“That's a typical—” I catch myself and close my mouth. Maybe it is a typical thing for a Walker to say, but it might also be true. At least this time. Silvia didn't have any more say being born into the master bond than I did getting the less coveted role. Neither of us did anything, and that is the whole problem. I sigh. “No, this wasn't your doing, but you could acknowledge you were dealt the better cards.”
She remains silent. I glance at her in the rear view mirror. She's sulking, but I hope, at least for a minute, she's trying to wrap her brain around what I'm telling her.
At length, I say, “You've made it loud and clear I will still be property. I get it. I'm just asking for you to stop acting like you earned this, because you didn't. We both were born into a weird situation, and you got the better deal. You don't have to pretend to regret it. Just don't pretend like you're entitled to it.”
We reach the airport. I find a secluded place to unlock her shackles before parking. Inside the terminal, I print the tickets, check our luggage, and lead her to our gate. The whole time, she remains quiet, but there's a strange look on her face. I think it's humility.
***
For the first thirty minutes on the plane, Silvia acts like a bird hiding from a cat. Then she nestles down and flips through the Sky Mall magazine.
I bump her elbow. “There's an alarm clock in there you need.”
“You're dumb,” she says.
“Coming from the girl I had to shackle to get on a plane.”
I have so many more comments, but now is not the time. The last thing I need is for her to make a scene. So we won't talk about the bathroom horror show.
She slants a glare at me, then turns a page.
I settle back in my seat and close my eyes. Then I realize I'm an idiot. I booked coach.
God dammit.
At least Silvia is too ignorant to notice. Like I want to hear that complaint for the next six hours.
Six hours. Then I'll be back in Phoenix. Back with Syd.
I don't know if this trip was even worth the effort. In the end, all I really learned was that Karl takes his genie secret pretty damn serious, and Silvia should never have any pets, ever. Not even a fish. She would probably find a way to drown that too.
As we claim our luggage in Phoenix and head out to find a taxi, I contemplate what Patricia Kerr had said. Her story explains the charity donation and offing Phil Ballantyne, but I still don't know what the rest of the back-to-back wishes have to do with anything.
***
Thankfully, my Accord is still in my carport. I return Silvia to the mansion by evening and text Syd as soon as I'm on the road back to Phoenix.
In town, tired as hell, but I'll be home in a couple of hours.

Syd doesn't reply. I figure I'll shower and sleep, then try again in the morning.
That plan goes out the window when I near my house and see a black and red Audi claiming the carport.
Syd is sitting on my porch in a long, off the shoulder shirt and black pants. I'm not sure there's a hotter sight in the world. Then she looks up and beams like she's been waiting all week for my return. Somehow, that takes everything up a notch.
There's no way I'm sleeping until I am reacquainted with her, inside and out.
She crosses the lawn as I step out of the car. “You sure that was only a week?”
I wrap her in a tight hug and lift her up, catching her mouth with mine. She sinks into me. I never want to leave town without her again.
As if homing in on the thought, she breaks apart and meets my gaze. “Run away with me. Please.”
I stare at her. Circuits overload. Something inside snaps. I can't reply. I can't really do anything.
The hope fades from her face. She looks away, her cheeks flushed. I want to tell her the issue is me, that I'm trapped here. But I already feel the figurative dagger wedging in the top of my head.
Can't tell her. 
Won't tell her.
The developing pain recedes. 
I follow her to the porch and unlock the door. She plucks up her purse from the steps, and we head straight to my bedroom without even exchanging a glance. I drop my bag inside the door and sit on the edge of the mattress. She's on my lap, facing me, before I blink.
“I missed you, Dim.” She brings me in for a kiss that awakens every part of me. And I do mean every.
I slide my arms around her shoulders and pull her toward me as I lie back on the bed. Our mouths kind of meld together, and I'm not sure whose tongue is doing what, but it's all freakin' fantastic.
She tries to pull away, but I grin and take her mouth again. Any resistance gives.
I don't know when Syd became mine. I'm not even entirely sure how that development happened, but it's forever. There is no other possibility. At least, not one I'm willing to consider right now.
She pushes herself up, and I let go. She's straddling my stomach. I can't decide if I want her to stay in this position or if I should flip her to the bed and ravish her body. 
She pulls her shirt up over her head, revealing a black bra.
I tug the front of it a little. “That needs to do a vanishing act.”
With a flurry of her fingers, it does. “Ta-da!”
“Hey, I got a trick for you.” My hands find their place on her hips. “I can take a rabbit out of your hat, and put it back in, and take it back out . . . ”
She grins, then tips her head back and arches her breasts out. She is so smooth and curvy and beautiful.
My goddamn rockstar.
I rub my hands over her nipples, eliciting soft moans from her, and trail my fingers down her stomach to the waist of her pants.
She straightens, lifting one leg over me and sits on her knees on the mattress. I tuck my hands behind my head and watch as she works off the rest of her clothes. The best thing about Syd's body is the fact it's mine. The thought of sharing her does something to my brain not too unlike the hum.
She crawls over me, naked and gorgeous, and massages me through my jeans. My eyes close. I want to urge her to bypass all this and get to rockin' but god damn. I missed the attention.
She undoes the button and zipper, but like the tease she is, she goes straight to taking off my shirt instead of where I want her to focus. The warmth of her breasts brushing my side and chest sends me into overdrive.
I yank off the rest of my clothes. Then I pick her up as I stand and push her back against the wall. She gives a surprised gasp. Her legs wrap around my waist. Her fingers dig into my back as I slide inside. She tenses like she thinks I'm going to drop her. I've got her wedged between me and the wall, though. She isn't going anywhere.
After a minute, she relaxes into the thrusting. Her head lulls forward and rests on top of mine. She grows wetter and warmer.
I want to bang her until one of us is unconscious.
 Her grip on me tightens, her body clenching in all sorts of places. I lean against her, struggling to hold her up as I finish deep inside her.
Then I turn and place her back on the bed, her legs draped over the edge. I kneel between her thighs and kiss down her stomach until the twinges dissipate. Her fingers slide through my hair then trail over the back of my neck. A pleasant chill winds down my spine.
With a solid kiss on her belly button, I raise to my feet then scoot her up the bed a little as I crawl over her. My mouth takes her neck, her jaw, her breasts. I want to taste every part of her.
I nestle between her legs. She wraps around my waist again and rocks, slow and steady.
My lips linger over hers, and I whisper, “I'm not done with you yet.”
She smirks and grinds deeper. 
I take her again on the bed. Despite the exhaustion, my body is raging to be a part of hers. She cries into my neck, and I revel in the feel of her shuddering and gasping against me.
We kiss until calm takes over. Then I pull her close, and we nestle together in silence. I like that we don't have to talk about anything. We can just be.
I fade in and out of sleep, aware of her deep breathing and the way we fit together. And it's pretty damn awesome.
After a moment, Syd lifts her head. “Hey, where's my apple?”
I smile and use my hand to press her back to my shoulder. We are going to lie here forever.
She props onto her elbows. “Dimitri. Where's the apple?”
I glance at her, my eyes heavy. “It was a really . . . chaotic . . . trip. I forgot it.”
“You forgot it?” Her voice is sharp.
Sharp enough I open my eyes again. She is scowling, lines in her neck tense.
“Syd, it really was a crazy trip. I'm sorry.”
She scrambles off the bed.
I squint, mind groggy. “Are you . . . getting dressed?”
“No, Dimitri,” she says with a jab of anger. “I'm leaving.”
I sit, mind spinning. What the hell happened?
She turns to me, fully clothed. “Screw you.”
Then she's out the bedroom door, slamming it behind her. 
I pull on pants and stumble after her. “Syd, wait! What's going on?”
We come to a halt in the living room. She stands by the front door, her eyes and nose red from fighting back tears.
I try to understand what I missed, but I feel like I didn't get the memo. “What I do?”
“Nothing.” She yanks open the front door.
There is no way this is happening. Just minutes ago, we were content. More than content—happy. 
Now she's ready to walk out the door.
I go numb in a detached kind of way. I don't know what I did. I don't know why she's leaving. So I just stand there.
She glances over her shoulder at me. Tears stream down her face, and her expression is like she is being made to go. Like she wants to stay, but can't.
I find I'm speaking, though I'm not really thinking. “It wasn't going to happen, was it?”
She swallows hard, visibly. “What?”
“I can't keep up with everything.” The words just come, the ones I've been stomping down. “I can't be here when you need me. I can't runaway to Italy. I can't even go to New Mexico for a weekend.”
She stares at me, door still wide open revealing the night. If she steps out into it, she will never return. 
“I can't change anything, no matter how angry it makes me.” I lower my head. “If you stayed, you would have to give up everything. Your life, your band, your freedom.”
“My what?” Her eyes narrow, but it's like she's trying to see inside my head because my words aren't making any sense.
I wish she could to read my mind. It's the only way she'll ever know the entire truth.
“I don't have a band.” She takes a step back indoors, but there's no reconciliation in it. “Why would you think I have a band?”
I hesitate. “You told me. At the bar, when we met. You told me you were in a small band or something.” 
“No, I did not.” She halts. Then she laughs but it's bitter. “You think I'm . . . in a band? What on Earth gave you that idea? My clothes?”
I'm back to just staring at her. My mind reels, trying to recall the exact moment, the exact verbiage, when she told me about her music.
She never did. Nothing even close. What the hell is wrong with me?
“You can't judge people by how they look, Dimitri. A band—are you serious?” She shakes her head. “My father is the second oldest of four brothers, and everyone holds at least one PhD. They all try to outdo the other. I just finished my bachelors in mythology, and I'm getting ready to start a dual masters in sociology. When I finish, I'm going for my doctorate. 
“This is all my family cares about. My grandmother can't stand the way her sons treat each other. She's disgusted by it, so she left for New Mexico. It wasn't far enough, Dim. That's how awful they are. Their own mother moved to Italy to get away from them. I wanted to go too . . . but I stayed.”
She looks at the floor, lost in thought.
I want to tell her that I'll take her to Italy. Or at least tell her why I can't. I would settle with anything at this point except what is happening.
Syd is leaving.
And I can't stop her.
She finally looks up. She's not angry anymore, but the disappointment is undeniable.
“You don't know anything about me.” A frown pulls at her face. “Nothing at all.”
“I do now,” I say, lamely. 
It doesn't matter if I do know her. She will never know me. The only fair thing to do is let her leave. She'll cry, and then she'll rationalize that I'm a loser. Then she'll move on.
At least one of us will. I'm not sure I can, or that I even want to.
“It doesn't matter anymore.” Her voice is barely more than a whisper. “All I wanted was an apple.”
I grit my teeth, my hair falling in my face, willing her to understand why I'm silent. If I can be trapped in a genie bond then it can't be too much to hope for one spark of telepathy before this situation shatters completely. 
Whether it's too much or not, the spark doesn't happen.
She continues to stare at the floor. “Aphrodite had many suitors. People claim it's because she was beautiful, but I always thought there was more to her than that. Whatever the reason, she had a long history of being courted. Dionysus fell in love with her, and to prove it, he created the golden apple and gave it to her.” 
Syd uses her hand to wipe away a few tears lingering on her cheeks. “It wasn't about the apple, Dim. I just wanted to know that you thought of me outside of the bedroom. And you don't.”
With that, she leaves. I continue to stand there long after the front door closes behind her. 
***
The urge to call Syd has me tapping my fingers over my phone. Maybe I should let her go, but I can't. I don't actually press any buttons though because calling her right now will just make her angry. 
If I don't push my luck, I might be able to work out something before she starts to hate me.
I can't blame her. I would hate me, too. I never acted like anything more than the one-night stand who kept her on speed dial.
I sit on my couch—it's not even my couch; it belongs to Karl, like every aspect of my life—staring at my phone. My leg bounces as I debate when I should call her and what I should say. Then I pull to my feet and pace the living room, back and forth, resentment and despair growing with each step.
If I call her, I have to give her an explanation.
If I don't call her, she will believe that I really don't care. That I only think of her when I want to go spelunking in her caves.
I grind my teeth as I continue to stalk across the room. There was always so much more to her. If I was just after easy parking, I could get with Silvia Strange. Hell, if I was smart, I would have done so and gained an upper hand in the future arrangement.
With a sigh, I collapse onto the couch again. I don't want Silvia. I don't want anyone else, just Syd. She gives me a little slice of another existence and makes me think it could be mine someday too.
She really is my rockstar.
Or was.
I don't text her, because I don't know what to say to bring her back.



Chapter 9
I dress and sit on the couch. I'm not really awake, but I'm not asleep either. Somewhere in the zone, I think: This is it. This is the rest of my life. I will sit here until I am called to action. 
Maybe killing and kidnapping won't be so bad now. I don't care anymore.
When my vision tunnels, I'm not surprised. Not even worried. 
I open my eyes to Karl. His smirk does nothing to me. No more fear, and no more hatred. Apathy might be the answer. Maybe that's how all the other genies did it. Maybe Syd's purpose in my life was to numb me so I could survive the next twenty years. Everything makes sense now, in a screwed up kind of way.
Karl says, “I need you to kill this man, Dimitri.”
The guard hands me a manila envelope. My life is packaged in these. Delivered one piece at a time. At least I don't have any worries. I don't have to get a degree, or pay bills, or deal with volatile family. All I have to do is follow orders.
The words come next: “This . . . I . . . wish.”
The hum is sort of comforting. Maybe if I let it grow loud enough, it will drown out any thought I ever had about Syd. Then I will be able to focus on the wish. I can't keep the monster locked out anymore, so I'll let it in. 
Why not? Syd had said it herself: the jinn aren't even human.
I have been relieved of my moral compass.
As I exit the summoning chamber, I slip the papers from the envelope to meet my latest lucky contestant. His name is Mark. He has his Masters in Biological Anthropology. He lives local, but just returned from staying abroad for a year. 
I study his picture. He's not much older than me. Clean cut. Beaming smile. Bet it's hiding a lot of terrible deeds. Those kind of smiles always do.
It won't be for long though. Welcome back to the wild, wild west, asshole.
***
I sit in the Civic in the mansion carport and sort through the case file more thoroughly. Mark lives in Tempe, which one of those cities that pretends not to be part of Phoenix, but no one really cares. It's all one big sprawl of buildings and people.
I punch his address into my phone GPS.
Someone taps on the driver window. I jump and look up.
Silvia is staring at me, her eyes lifeless enough she might be a possessed doll.
I roll down the window. Before I can get a word out, she bursts into tears. Then she hurries around the front of the car and drops into the passenger seat. Her hair is frazzled, and black makeup streams from her eyes. 
Yeah, this is exactly what I want to deal with right now.
“I'm not going back in there,” she says around her sobs.
“Well, you're not staying at my place.” 
She glares at me. “My father owns that house.”
“Gee, thanks for the reminder, Silv.” I back the car onto the road. “What's got your hormones in a twist this time?”
Her tone is bitter: “My father has been sleeping around.”
Somehow, that doesn't faze me.
“Got tired of the Venus Flytrap, eh?”
Her head snaps up so fast I think she might actually strike. If she were in her natural form, she would be rattling her tail.
“These things happen.” I try to sound like I give a shit. “They'll probably go to counseling and fall back in love with each other's deplorable personalities. Or, your mom could get a boob job. That'll work too.”
Silvia replies, indignant, “He wants a son.”
“Ouch,” I say, without any emphasis.
“And you know what that means.” She lights a cigarette.
I shrug. “Maybe he just wants a son so they can go to Little League.”
“I wouldn't be laughing.” She puffs out smoke. “He could turn out more demanding than my father.”
“Maybe it'll be another girl, and then you won't have to worry.” I stare at the desert stretching before us, my mind a hazy mixture of nothingness.
Silvia scoffs. “He'll just keep trying.”
“That Doctor Glenn must've hooked him up. Maybe his heart will give out.” I grin at the thought. “They do always warn about it on the commercials.”
A little smile plays on her lips before she scowls and takes another puff. “Can't fertility doctors make sure it's a boy these days?”
I shrug. “Probably, but once Mistress Darkness—I mean, your mother—finds out, she'll castrate him. Problem solved.”
“She's already aware.” Silvia tosses her cigarette out the window. “She told me herself. He doesn't know she's onto him.”
“And the wholesome Walker family comes to an end.” I mentally wander through the different possible scenarios. 
If Eileena takes half of the Walker wealth and runs, Karl is going to work me overtime to recuperate his loss. If Karl does produce a son, the kid might not delight in drowning kittens, but he will still be a Walker—and he will still own me.
Basically, I fold. 
“My mother leaving or not has no impact on where the inheritance goes, anyway,” Sylvia says, interrupting my thoughts. “It's all about blood. If he does have a son, I hope it gets eaten by a bear.”
“All right, Queen Bavmorda, take a deep breath. You can stay the night at my place if you promise to keep your clothes on and not steal any of the neighbors' pets.” I glance at her. “Got it?”
She lights another cigarette and flutters her eyes. “Whatever, Dim.”
“No, not 'whatever'. I have to get rollin' as soon as we're in Phoenix. I'll take you back to the mansion after I'm done.”
“What is there to do around your place?”
“What do you mean? You're wanting to go out?” I frown, because Silvia running amok on her own does not sound like a good idea. 
“No, Dim, I'm going to watch Wheel of Fortune while you're away.”
I sigh. “Just go get something from McDonald's and chill for a bit. This wish shouldn't take too long. Maybe you'll be calmed down by the time I get back. Maybe you'll be ready to talk to your father by then.”
She takes a puff. “Maybe he'll be dead by then.”
***
I swing through Tempe to case Mark's house. Tonight, I plan to break in and shoot him in his sleep. Simple. The neighbors are best not to investigate noises until morning. I'm not in the mood to give anyone a head start.
When I reach Mark's place, my enthusiasm sinks. He lives in a condo, on the fourth floor. It's upscale, with rounded balconies and glass walls. 
I head for home. Silvia sits quietly in the passenger seat, chain-smoking half a cigarette after another. 
While she's scheming how to Cain her Abel, I try to figure out how to get into that condo. The windows are likely damn near shatterproof, and bashing them in would be too loud anyway.
So I'm left with outwitting Mark. I don't want to put a significant amount of thought into this—I just want the guy dead before the hum evolves—but I can't risk showing up on camera again. I've gotten lazy over the years. All I worry about anymore is getting rid of the hum. Fear, worry, and guilt all come in second. 
My first kill wasn't like that, though.
I had been under Karl's command for a year, fulfilling petty requests. He summoned me one afternoon, and I expected to have to lift from a store again. Instead, the envelope had contained the profile of a man he wanted dead.
The man had been the owner of commercial real estate. Karl had wanted several of the man's properties, but the man wouldn't sell. Since the properties were still under mortgage, Karl decided to put an end to his existence and then pick up the buildings at auction.
He isn't one for noble causes.
But something had glimmered on Karl's face when he made his wish. A look I have tried to forget, but without much luck.
As soon as he had spoken, I knew all the prior requests—the ones that I had decided I could live with—had been tests. Nothing more. He had been building his confidence in me before ordering the crux of the operation: kidnappings and murders.
I didn't want to kill the man. In fact, I told Karl straight up I wouldn't.
Karl shrugged. I thought I got away easy.
I was wrong.
I tried to deny the truth, that the hum was growing because I wasn't obeying. It made me angry, realizing that I had to do what I was ordered. And I was scared that the situation was completely out of my control.
Somewhere near the twenty-fourth hour, nearly blinded by a migraine unlike any other, I caved.
I found the man.
And I killed him.
His body crumpled to the floor, and the pain vanished.
I told myself I would resist next time, but the only thing that changed was how much easier it became with each wish. Death was just an arrangement between me and my victim, one they didn't know about and had no say in. 
I didn't have a say either.
So I hunted and killed. I became secure in my false identities, assured that if I was tracked down for a crime, Karl would just move me. Not like I need to live nearby. All he has to do is summon me, and I will come crawling out of my spider hole.
But now I have to be careful. 
Something has changed. He isn't telling me the truth, but I have no reason to try to stop him anymore. 
So I'll figure out a way to take down Mark. I could lure him out somewhere, but that is time consuming and requires energy I just don't have. I need to get inside his condo. That's the only reasonable solution. And I know only one way that isn't going to get the cops called before I finish the job, won't land me on camera, and won't take months of bro-bonding.
I know exactly how I'm going to kill Mark. 
It's going to be just like my first time.
***
Back at my house, Silvia amuses herself on my computer. Not like I have to worry about Syd showing up anymore.
  I roam between the bedroom, the closet, and the living room, but I'm not really doing anything. 
By the time the sun sets, I'm already feeling worn out. Since I won't be able to sleep, I put coffee to brew before heading into the shower. The hot water does nothing for my state of mind. Doesn't invigorate me, and doesn't relax me. I'm not sure anything can right now.
When I step out of the bathroom, I find Silvia asleep in my bed. Under the covers. 
As much as I would like to shove her to the floor, I would rather not wake the beast. 
Instead, I check my guns, load up my jacket, and leave the house. I blast the car radio, but more from habit than anything else.
Maybe after the hum is gone, I'll take a benzo and sleep for a day. Otherwise, I will just sit around contemplating what to say to Syd and eventually acting on it. 
She doesn't want to hear from me. 
I refocus my thoughts on the kill. I will ring the doorbell. He will answer the door. I will shove it open and pop a bullet into his brain. He will die.
He only has two parts. I'm confident he will see them through to the end. Literally.
I park my car outside of the condo building and take the stairs even though the elevators are closer. I like charging up the steps, like I'm building momentum. The climactic scene in a movie.
I'm not even winded when I reach the fourth floor, and I follow around the balcony to his unit. I knock with my left hand, my right grasping the gun in my pocket.
He opens the door.
My gaze lands on the child at his side. My right hand stills on the hidden gun. The girl is maybe four, with red hair and freckles. She's eating a blue Popsicle. 
Mark's voice interrupts my shock. “Can I help you?”
My gaze snaps back to him. He's wearing a polo shirt and cargo shorts—in pastel. The dude has sunglasses resting on top of his head, even though it's almost ten at night and he is indoors. 
First time I've ever been sent to whack a frat boy.
“Oh, um, yeah,” I say, my brain clamoring for an actual reply. “I'm new to the area. I was wondering if you knew what there was to do around here?”
Mark shrugs. “Well, it's a university town, so there's plenty. What do you like to do?”
I stare at him, lamely. 
I can't even give an honest answer to that one. Not have a hum in my head? Not have the Walker family argue over their ownership of me? Not have the most amazing woman I've ever met mad at me for forgetting to buy an apple?
“Drink,” I say. “I like to drink.”
A goofy grin forms on Mark's face. “Listen, I just got back in town, and my buddies and I are going out tomorrow for a few beers. Why don't you swing by?”
I nod, trying to regain my composure and put on a good front. He doesn't look like someone who would normally hang with a guy in a trench coat, so I have to play this right. My plan has been totally screwed up. I wasn't expecting a kid to be here with him. Intel has let me down again.
Mark continues talking, and I try to pay attention.
“If you turn south out of the parking lot and take a left at the light, you'll see the bar on the corner. Around seven tomorrow night, okay?” 
“Sure, thanks, man.” I shrug and walk away.
The hum mellows out a little. I'm sure Mark was just trying to get the weirdo off his porch and doesn't expect me to actually show up at the bar. The hum, however, knows I will. It knows Mark's death is imminent. 
I have no idea how I'm going to bait the trap, but I'll figure it out. I always do.
***
When I arrive home, Silvia is sitting in the living room chair with a glass of water on the end table next to her.
“At least your clothes are still on,” I say as I lock the front door behind me. “Did you kill anything?”
“Did you?” 
I halt in my steps. The semblance to an after-work conversation between a married couple is uncanny. And terrifying.
Please, Karl, have a son.
I head to the kitchen.
“Not yet.” I grab a coke from the fridge and return to the living room. “Met him, though. He's a douche nozzle. Got some serious frat boy shit going on.” 
She lights up from the pack sitting on her lap. “How are you going to do it?”
“Why? You want video?” I yank the cigarette from her hand and lean over her to submerge it into her glass of water. “No smoking in the house.”
She flutters her eyes. “I was thinking we should do something tonight.”
I cross the room and drop onto the couch. “Oh, god, here comes the we-don't-spend-enough-time-together talk.”
She gives me a blank stare. “Well, we don't.”
“Let's spend the next two hours side-by-side, then.” I drink my soda, waiting for her response, but she doesn't give me one. “Two hours in a car driving you back to the mansion.”
She frowns, but still doesn't say anything. Then she picks up her pack of cigarettes and heads for the door. 
I spend the trip between the mansion and back trying to figure out what to do about Syd. Even though I want to convince myself letting her go is the right thing, my mind keeps switching back to the conversation with Coleen. I made Syd happy. 
Somehow, that derailed, and the longer Syd and I go without speaking, the further into the distance I will become. Yet I don't know what to say to her. Something tells me there is only one right answer, and I only get one guess.
Back home, the house is silent. The way it used to be. I had never realized just how lonely this place is. Now I can't stop noticing it. No text messages going off on my phone. No anticipating the sound of an engine in the carport. No beautiful woman to undress and slather with devotion.
I can't believe I let her think it was just about sex.
After I crawl into bed, I text her the only thing I can:
I'm sorry, Syd. 

I settle down to sleep, pretending she will wake me with a reply. My phone, however, remains silent.
***
I don't notice until I'm actually inside that the meeting place with Mark and his pals is a strip club. On the stage across the room, women grind up against poles and perform maneuvers I'm pretty sure were not the intentions of gymnastic class. 
All of the dancers look hot in the purple and blue light. Any last bit of cognitive skill is drowned by the thudding music.
Lucky for me, the hum in my head returns me to task. I would wager the anchor with Syd's name on it in my chest helps, too.
I spot Mark at a table about the same time he sees me.
He stands to shake my hand and pat my shoulder. “Hey, glad you made it. Some of the guys are playing pool.”
I grit my teeth, trying to slink out of his hold without putting him off. 
Focus. Need to find my in with this guy. I already know we have nothing in common, so I have to figure out a way to fake it.
“So, catch the game?”
Mark flags a cocktail waitress. “Hm, which one?”
Shit. I have no idea. 
“Doesn't matter.” I pull up a bar stool. “It sucked, anyway.”
The cocktail waitress is wearing a bra and small, tight shorts that have ridden up so much they're practically just underwear.
“What can I get you guys?”
Her gaze lingers over me. She's actually pretty, in the sort of way she should be wearing something modest with a lot less makeup. I bet she made all A's in school. Got along well with her mother. How the hell do people wind up in these situations?
Says the killer genie.
I shrug. “Just a coke.” 
She nods and turns to one of the other guys in the group.
Mark looks at me. “I thought you said you drink?”
“Oh, I do. Driving. Ya know.”
It's almost amazing how many things I lie about in any given day.
“One of the cab services will pick you up for free.” He reaches over to hit one of his buddies in the arm. “You remember that taxi?”
The guy—also decked out in pastels and a pair of sunglasses—shakes his head. “Nah, just ask the bartender. She has it.”
Somehow, these guys are less of a dick about taxi jab than I ever am. Thankfully, the waitress is already gone. I have a policy against drinking and killing. 
The guy goes back to his conversation with another frat brother at the table. I don't even try to follow what they're talking about, but I bet one of them will discover Mark's corpse tomorrow.
The waitress delivers our drinks. 
Mark takes a sip of his beer. “Where are you from?”
“San Diego,” I say, because it's the first city that comes to mind.
Apparently blowing up an anthropology lab left an impression in my brain.
“Great city. I just came back from spending a year in the Middle East.”
I halt, my glass mid-raise. That's the last place I would expect the frat boy to have been spending time. Not much slaying going on there, I would imagine.
I try to act casual. “You in the army?”
“Nah, studying.” He takes another gulp of his beer. “Good to be home. You think it can't get hotter than Phoenix, but it can.”
“Yeah, I don't see any point trading one desert for another.” I stare down at my drink.
I'm at a lost on how to steer this conversation. Should I talk about roofying girls, or the political situation in Afghanistan? Nothing I've gleaned about him so far makes sense. I don't know who to pretend to be. 
Agitation creeps under my skin. The longer I have to spend on this wish, the greater the chance Syd slips away forever. I don't know when the numbness disappeared, but it didn't last long. I would like to have it back.
I just need to kill this guy. I can't exactly ask when his schedule has an opening for being murdered, but I can try to find out when he will be alone again.
I drink my rum-less coke and plot my next words. Time to get real.
“So, you have kids?”
He laughs. “Yes, kind of. That was my girlfriend's little girl. She takes classes as ASU during the day and works at a nearby pharmacy at night. The babysitter called out, so I was watching her. Plus, you know, make up for the time I was away.”
“Well, at least you can send that one home,” I say, acting like I know something about raising children.
Mark shrugs and drinks his beer before replying. “No big deal. The father is a vag-rocket.”
I smirk. Vag-rocket. Got to add that one to the repertoire.
“Kids need a dad, though,” he continues. “She's awesome. I taught her to death growl.”
“Put her on the Internet. She'll go viral.” I laugh despite myself, picturing that pale redheaded little kid imitating George Oosthoek. 
This guy just gets stranger every time he opens his mouth.
“Yeah, don't think I want my three year old on the Internet.” He beckons over the waitress for another beer, then turns back to me. “You got kids?”
I shake my head. “Hell no.”
I try to laugh, but falter. There are so many things wrong with this situation. Mark isn't a bad guy. He's no more frat boy than Syd was ever in a rock band. Just like I pretended Counselor Robert was a pedophile, Phil was a wife abuser, and all the other stories all the way back. Stories that make my world keep spinning, because otherwise I would do nothing but stare at a wall between orders.
I don't want to take Mark from that kid.
I don't want to take anyone from anyone again.
I push off from my stool. 
“It was great meeting you, but I should leave.” I put out my arm and ignore the growing hum in my brain. “Good luck—with everything.”
“You, too.” He shakes my hand. “Hey, we're going to the casino in a few days. What's your number? I'll text you the address.”
I don't care to become buddies with the guy I was supposed to kill, but it will seem odd if I don't accept. So I give him my phone number and make my escape.
On my way home, my phone vibrates.
My lungs stop altogether as I work the phone from my pocket. I pull over into a residential street and park on the curb to read the message.
Dimitri, it was dumb of me to be metaphoric, and I apologize. -Syd

My fingers hover over the screen. I itch to press the call button and hear the tone of her voice. Is she angry? Is she grieving?
Is this my karma for saving Mark?
Does karma even exist?
I don't really care. Syd is back. Somehow.
Because I have absolutely no idea what stupid words will come out of my mouth if I call her, I decide to text.
I shouldn't have let you down. I'm sorry. Do you want to come over to discuss it?
That sounds way calmer than I feel.
I wait, car still idling outside some unlit house. People are settling in for the night. Mark will soon be home with his kid. And, if there's anything just in this universe, Syd will soon be next to me again.
Time passes. I have to check the time stamps just to assure myself it has been minutes, not hours. Finally, the phone vibrates again.
It's Mark with the information about the casino. I grit my teeth. Maybe I should have offed the idiot.
I go back to waiting, despite how badly I want to call her and make her give me an answer.
At length, she replies, Okay. I can do that. I'll head out in ten.

I type, Perfect.

Then I floor it the whole way home.
***
I reach home with time to spare, so I try to straighten up the living room. That doesn't last long because the house cleaners keep it in shape. Instead, I check the wine bottle. A few glasses left. She might take it wrong if I have it waiting, though. 
So I pace. Back and forth.
I glance at the clock every ten minutes to find it has only been two minutes instead. The urge to call her makes my fingers restless. She could put her phone on speaker and talk to me during her drive over. I just want to know she's there. That she's really on her way.
Then a car door thuds in my carport.
I still and wait. After a moment, footsteps on the porch. I force myself to stay put. Wait for the doorbell. If I'm at her too soon, she might take it wrong.
Then the bell rings. I cross the living room, silently count to three, and pull open the door.
Syd is wearing a long sheer top and tight, torn-up jeans. I somehow thought she would fall right into me, devastated and crying, but I know her better than that. She's not even in tears.
She does look tired, and the side of her mouth twitches in a sad smile.
I step back. She enters, dropping her purse next to the couch like she always did before. But I can't wrap her tight and meld into her like we used to.
So I just stand there.
“Hey, Dim,” she says, breathy, and touches her hand to my cheek.
My chest fills with hope. If I can lure dozens of people to their death, maybe I can—just once—use that people skill for good. 
She studies me before speaking. 
“You doing okay?” She sounds earnest. 
I don't know what to say, so I just give a tight nod. I'm not alright, but she might take that wrong. She might take any of this wrong.
She sighs. “Look, I didn't mean to set you up like that. It wasn't cool of me.”
“I could've gotten you an apple.” After I say the words, I feel even worse.
In hindsight, I had a hundred opportunities to stop by a store in Virginia. But I didn't. It didn't occur to me then. I would have never guessed an apple could cause so many problems.
A chick named Eve had a similar realization, I hear.
“You're just gone so much.” Syd's voice sounds so empty and hollow. “I never really know when you'll be back, what you're doing, or anything at all. I don't want to be that needy girlfriend, but it's so frustrating. I know it was meant to be casual, but I thought it could be . . . more. I just wanted some way to believe you thought of me.”
She rubs her temple with one hand. “I had the story of Aphrodite and Dionysus stuck in my head since we met. Probably a little vain of me, but whatever.”
She drops onto the couch. 
I remain silent, letting her guide the conversation. I'm no longer worried she might tell me the truth. If I'm going to fail, I want the chance to at least try first.
“I'm so overwhelmed, Dim,” she says, and I can tell she wants to cry but won't. “My uncle, he has me helping him on a . . . project. Sometimes, I just hate it. I really hate it. But he's the reason I chose this degree. To help him out. So I keep plugging away.”
She goes quiet. I don't want her to stop, not now. If she stops talking, she'll start thinking and remember all the ways I screwed up.
I find my voice. “What project?”
She rolls her eyes, but there's such exasperation on her face, I think she might not answer just because of the effort. “My uncle, he focuses on the religion, science, and culture of pre-Islam Arabia.”
“I thought Aphrodite and Dionysus were Greek myths.”
She chuckles, but she seems bitter. “Yeah, they are. I had to study different myths to get my degree, and the Greek and Roman ones were the most popular. But my uncle and I, we're mostly interested in Arabian tales.” 
“So he's doing what?” I try to follow what she's telling me, but I'm not sure what she's getting at. “Is he writing a thesis or something?”
She laughs again, but her mood is darkening. “He believes . . . Well, he has some strong theories and—” She hesitates. “ —evidence that it's possible . . . ”
“That what's possible, Syd?”
Her words are kind of strangled, like she's wrestling each one and forcing them out of her mouth: “Well, you know that multimillionaire who lives out the desert? Karl Walker?”
My brain halts. 
Syd continues. “He thinks . . . that Karl has, uh, a jinn.”
The world tips. 
“A what?”
“Well, in modern day, a . . . ” She cringes. “He thinks Karl Walker is keeping a genie.”
Whatever brain power I had dissipates. “Why—Why would he think that?”
This is one of those times I switch to auto pilot, because my mind is fixated on a single thought:
How the hell does Syd's uncle know about me?
“He has a lot of reasons. Just a look at the Walker family history would show you they seem to have a lot of good luck.”
I swallow hard. “So what did you say your uncle's name is again?”
“Larry.” She frowns. “Look, I know it sounds . . . dumb. I never tell anyone. But it's there, Dim. Karl has something up his sleeve, and we really think it's a jinn.”
I think I might pass out. 
Who the fuck is this Larry?
“Hey, I meant to change clothes,” I say, distant. “I'll be right back, okay? Help yourself to the fridge.”
I hurry across the room and down the hallway to my bedroom. I shut the door behind me without flipping on the light and set to work pawing through any documents I have saved from the manila envelopes as of late.
I have no idea how this all fits together, but Phil lectured on Pre-Islam Arabia. If I'm right that the back-to-back wishes are related, then Larry might tie into the fraudulent claims against Doctor Patricia Kerr and her association with Phil Ballantyne. 
For my whole life, I had thought I didn't exist. 
Come to find out, people have been looking for me.
I stop myself from exiting the room before swapping clothes, then try to act like my entire universe didn't just become reorganized. I take a seat in the chair across from the couch. Syd seems to be in deep thought. Probably about the jinn.
Syd had been lying naked across my lap that day on the bed, watching Aladdin and going off on a tangent about the evolution of the jinn folklore. My skin pricks with goosebumps. Neither of us had realized she had been talking about me.
I'm not allowed to tell her the truth. I also refuse to lie to her. This situation just became more complicated.
I try to sound properly intrigued, but not panicked. “So, what do you guys know about this . . . jinn?”
Syd props her head on her hand, her elbow on the arm of the couch. “Some things, but not a lot. We know he's bonded to a master.”
“Sucks to be him,” I say, keeping the ball in her court.
“Yeah.” She has a weird sort of smile. “There's not much the jinn can do about his situation. As a sort of fail switch, the master bond keeps the jinn . . . alive.”
I sit forward. This is news to me.
“The what—How?”
Syd's tone is like we're talking about the lineage of racehorses and not my hypothetical death. “Well, simply put, if the master dies and there's no one to take over the bond, then the jinn dies.”
The hum whirrs right along with my thoughts. 
How is this connection possible? How the hell is any of this possible?
First, I'm not even the same species I had, foolishly, thought I was. Now, I'm magically linked to the heartbeat of the Walker next-of-kin. Essentially, if Karl and Silvia died at the same time, so would I. Maybe it's for the best Silvia refuses to fly anywhere.
Syd continues. “The story of Solomon says he bonded with some jinn and used them to build his temple. I've always wondered how the jinn felt about that. I mean, if you read back through the literature, the jinn were not demons. They were just . . . different . . . than us. Some good, some bad. 
“It's like they were being enslaved. I mean, that's what it is, right? If you discard the fact they aren't human. Isn't this slavery?”
I shrug, but the sadness on her face annoys me. Whether she realizes it or not, she's pitying me. If anyone has earned being pitied, it's all the jinn before me. Their chance at ever finding happiness has already ended. They were forced to turn over their child to the genie bond. They served and then were forgotten.
Relatively speaking, I'm just getting started.
“I guess they don't know any different,” I say, because I have to reply with something.
“That doesn't make it right, Dim.” She frowns.
I frown too. I would like to ask her more questions, not just to see what she knows, but also to see what I don't. I might give myself away, though. It's a long shot she would connect the dots that show I'm Karl's jinn, but Syd is smart. I can't risk it.
So I don't speak. Instead, I dwell on how many ways this could have gone better. Then I realize Syd is sitting on my couch. 
The resentment fades a little.
“If he does have a jinn, there's not much you can do about it, Syd.”
She seems thoughtful, then nods. 
“That's true.” She sighs, pushing off from the couch, and plucks up her purse. “I should get going.”
I bolt to my feet. “Wait a sec, you could—Want some wine?”
She gives me a sad little half-smile. “No wine, Dim.”
“But, I thought you didn't care about the apple?” Panic takes my chest hostage. “I thought you said it was just because of the classes?”
Her gaze me crawls up and down. “The metaphorical bullshit was wrong. I was wrong to do that to you. But this . . . We let it get out of hand. It was supposed to be one night.”
“I missed you,” I say, throat tight. “I thought of you every time I had to leave.”
“I know,” she says, and I can tell by her tone that she believes me. Still, somehow, it's not enough. “But in reality, I'm going back to school in the fall. Between that and Uncle Larry, and your schedule . . . and then I might have to transfer out. It's not going to work, Dim.”
I want to argue that it could work. We would find time. Other couples do the long-distant thing. I would figure out how to handle the situation. I always do.
But there are other issues, ones she doesn't even know about yet. Like that our future will never improve. This drudgery is all we will ever have. 
Every single aspect of my existence in Syd's life is going to cause her pain.
Still, I have to know her intentions. I need to hear it from her, or I will never believe it.
I can barely get the words out. “Syd . . . are you ever coming back?”
She glances over her shoulder at me. “No. I'm sorry.”
I want to cross the room and pull her close. Kiss her mouth until her body sinks against mine. Undress her as we head to the bedroom, even if all we do is just lie together.
There are so many things I want to say and do, but it would be selfish of me to act on any of them. 
So I let her go.
***
I wake in the middle of the night because a semi-truck is idling outside my bedroom window. Except it's not outside. It's in my brain. 
I roll over to the edge of my mattress and hang my head off the side. Like that will help. 
The hum revs up. I sit, disoriented. My eyes burn, but from inside my skull. I might have a fever. I can't really tell anything, because the hum is hindering my ability to rationalize.
I don't realize I'm even standing or walking until I stumble into the living room chair. Not a clue where I'm going. But through the humming trapped in my skull, I recall what happened the first—and last—time I tried to spare someone's life. It didn't end well.
Stomach acid is already burning my throat. While standing beside the fridge, I down a bottle of water. I vomit in the sink so quickly the water is still cold coming back up. My arms brace against the counter, and I lay my head on them and close my eyes.
The hum intensifies. So I straighten, and the hum deepens again. Even breathing makes it worse. 
My sight blurs as I stumble back into the living room. 
Then I'm loading up my jacket, slipping on my shoes. My stomach clenches in dry heaves. 
“I'm doing it,” I whisper, though the words scrape at my brain. 
I'm in the Accord, heading down the road, before the hum clears enough for me to remember I don't want to kill Mark. Then the hum revs. Just for a moment. A warning.
I cringe, swerving between lanes. “Okay, got it. Kill Mark.”
The hum backs off because it knows I'm going to do it. It knew I would all along, so it has been biding its time. Bastard.
The previous plan returns to me. I can't break in because of the neighbors. Befriending him backfired. My only remaining option is to knock, kick, kill.
I just have to be sure the little metal-head isn't there. If the hum starts badgering again, I will shoot him, regardless of witnesses. But for the moment, I have a weak grip on sanity. I have to use that to my advantage. To his daughter's advantage.
I call him. He answers on the third ring.  
It's not difficult for me to sound sick. 
“Hey, Mark, sorry for calling so late.” I pause, trying to hear if the kid is in the background. Maybe she's with her mother tonight. “I need to fill a prescription, but everywhere seems to be closed. Do you know any twenty-four hour pharmacies?” 
Mark hesitates. I know what he's thinking: use the goddamn Internet.
But Mark is nice. Mark is helpful. Mark is falling into my trap like many before him.
He says, “Yeah, of course. There's one about a block from my condo. I can text you the address.”
Just as I think I'm in the clear, a voice rings out in the background: “Daddy! Can I have Popsicle?”
Shit.
Mark sounds distant, moving the phone away. 
“No, honey. You're going to bed in five minutes.” Then he returns to our conversation. “Okay, I'll text you the address. Anything else?”
“No,” I say, numbly. “That's all. Thanks.”
I hang up the phone. Maybe the hum will give me a few hours of reprieve because I tried. As if to remind me it's listening and not amused, the hum speeds up. I cringe until it evens out again.
Time to think fast. The kid is with Mark. I will need to break in, gag and shackle Mark without the kid hearing us, and then take her to her mother's pharmacy—whose address is now in my text messages. Mark had said his girlfriend worked overnight at a nearby pharmacy. Her location would be the first one to come to mind when asked. 
Once I drop the kid off there, I will return to the condo to end Mark . . . and the hum.
The fact I already know so many things about this small family and have conjured a plan to fit my needs is disturbing. But it's what I do.
The hum would make Mother Teresa pop a bullet into the Pope's brain.
I park a block away from Mark's condo, verify the guns are in my pocket, and set out down the sidewalk. The neighborhood is dark, lit by only a few porch lights and a couple of street lamps. The world is quiet. Across the street, a woman is walking a small dog. She doesn't seem to notice me.
I take the stairs. I'm going to do this right this time. I'm going to kill Mark. 
I reach the fourth floor and round the balcony. My heart stops, followed by my feet. A door is ajar. Mark's door.
I swallow hard and creep closer, placing my right hand on the gun in my pocket. 
Maybe he's enjoying the summer night air. Even I don't believe that, though. Something feels amiss. 
I'm somehow terrified and completely in control at the same time. Without hesitation, I slide through the open door, ready to kick it close and have my gun at Mark's temple.
Mark is lying on the living room floor. His head is turned away from me, but the carpet around him is black. A strange instrument is jutting from his neck. 
I draw my gun and take a quick scan of the room, expecting the other killer to be lurking nearby. The room is empty. I tune my hearing toward the back rooms as I inch closer to Mark.
The instrument seems to be stone, oblong with spikes sticking out from the sides. 
I head for the hallway, doing big sweeps of each room, but I find nothing. Not even the kid.
The house is silent.
I stand in the living room, turning in a slow circle. The room must contain a clue, but I don't find any. All I know is the hum is gone, Mark is dead, and I didn't do it.



Chapter 10
I stand at my bathroom sink, staring into the mirror. My eyes are dark and sunken. I can't remember the last time I slept without the hum or the incessant subconscious reminder that Syd is gone.
Not all that long ago, I had this life down. It wasn't a great existence, but it worked. I made up stories to justify the murders, but now I can't believe them. I had a system for picking up temporary female companionship. Now all I want is Syd, but she is done with me.
I used to believe I could somehow live independently of the Walkers if given a chance, but now I know my life is dependent on them. I used to believe I had some outline of a normal life, even if the details were a bit skewed.
Now, I know I'm not even human.
I am the Walkers' jinn, one in a long line of many before and many to come. Everything else is just a game to see how long I can keep my sanity.
I am losing.
I glance at the gun on the vanity counter. Even the notion that I could stick the barrel in my mouth and pull the trigger causes the dagger of disobedience to jab in my skull. Hard. My fingers grip the bathroom sink until the pain recedes.
I tried this escape already, anyway. Right before my first kill. Before I had even lifted the gun to my head, I was on the floor, convulsing. The gun had slipped from my grasp, and I didn't have the dexterity or strength to pick it back up until I knew I wouldn't harm myself. 
Pounding echoes on the front door.
I sigh and head down the hallway, toward the living room.
The pounding increases. 
I open the door.
Syd is before me, her eyes red.
“Where the fuck did you get this, Dimitri?” She holds up something, but I can't tell what it is. “I found it in your car! Where did you get it?”
“What were you doing in my car?” I scowl, trying to recall if I had locked it before coming inside. I have been in a stupor since the drive home from Mark's condo.
Syd storms through the doorway, like she's going to bust out a gun and do her own version of knock, kick, kill.
“You work for Karl Walker.” Her tone is angry and accusatory. “Is that who you protect?”
“Yeah,” I say, still not quite sure what is happening. My brain is not all there right now. 
Then I realize she's holding a small stuffed bunny.
She shakes the toy at me. “Where the hell is Zoe?”
I stare at her, dumbly.
“Zoe is my little sister.” Her voice—and face—cracks into the flood of emotion dammed up since the day we met. She flips the rabbit over to reveal a name in marker on the underside. “This is my handwriting, Dim. What happened to her?”
I can't respond, because I never know what happens to my prisoners. But now I understand why Syd hadn't left to Italy with her grandmother. She has a younger sister.
Syd screams at me. I can't make out the words. My brain is struggling to understand how I managed to kidnap Syd's sister. Why did Karl want her? He must know Larry is onto him.
This whole situation has slipped through my fingers, and I can't seem to catch it.
“Fuck you, Dimitri.” Syd leaves, slamming the door behind her.
I stand with my back against the wall, trying to think. Larry knows Karl has a jinn. Syd works with Larry, but she doesn't know everything they're looking for is right here. It's me.
How would she feel knowing all those nights had been spent with a creature from folklore depicted thousands of years ago?
And that's all I am. A creature. I lived among humans, watched them, participated with them in my own way. I was always different, but I thought it was circumstantial. I thought that, fundamentally, I was like them. But I'm not.
This is why Doctor Patricia Kerr was paid off for my DNA. Why Karl went to such extremes to conceal it. 
I have to protect Karl. Protect Silvia. Before, I just wasn't allowed to kill them. Now I have to keep them alive. Something tells me if they die before me, that fail switch will make my death long and drawn out. That's how this curse works. It screws with me every step of the way.
I need to tell Karl what has happened. I just don't know how. I can't tell him about Syd, or that I met Patricia. Or that I waited so long to kill Mark that someone else got to him first.
How am I supposed to let him know they're gaining on us without admitting what I've done?
Car doors slam outside. I tilt my head and listen.
Sirens.
I cross to the door and pull it open. The sirens grow louder. Approaching.
Syd reported me.
Panic floods through me, driving my actions, yet I don't really feel it. Like it doesn't reach my brain. I grab my jacket, verify the guns and ammo are still in the pockets, and head outside. I don't bother to lock the door behind me.
Two cop cars swing into the street outside my front yard. The officers start to unload. I'm behind the steering wheel of the Accord. The engine turns over. I pull out, barely missing one of the Crown Victorias. The officers shout something I don't catch. I turn my car and take off.
Lights flash behind me. Sirens kick on. I glance in the rear view mirror, expecting to see one or two police cars behind me. There are too many to count. 
I stomp the gas pedal.
Just like that, I'm in a high speed chase.
The speedometer creeps toward sixty miles per hour. I turn out of the residential street and onto the main road. Traffic is sparse. I can do this.
I lock my gaze out the windshield, ignoring the urge to look behind at the pursuing cops. I know they're there. The sirens are steady.
The truck ahead of me doesn't see me coming. I swerve around it and back into the lane. The light is yellow, so I accelerate and breeze through it. 
I think I have a destination in mind. My brain is too focused on not getting jiggy with the vehicles around me to acknowledge it though.
Seventy-five miles per hour.
A woman is crossing the street. Jay walker. I arc around her, nearly swipe an SUV, and then swing back into my lane. 
The on-ramp is coming up. If I miss it, I'm screwed. I don't have the capacity to reroute my path right now. Not while maintaining eighty miles an hour.
As I approach, a Volkswagen trudging along changes into my lane. A goddamn Beetle is preventing my escape.  
I honk the horn. The bastard doesn't seem to realize there's a damn chase happening around him. He doesn't accelerate or slow down or move out of my freakin' path.
I say, “Slug bug red!” and skid my car in front of him and onto the ramp, then punch it.
My car is pushing one hundred now. At this rate, I will be through the desert in about an hour. I can't imagine driving like a madman for that long, but at the same time, I can't imagine stopping either. 
To make matters worse, I have to figure out a way to ditch the police at some point. Not a clue how that subterfuge is going to pan out.
Freeway traffic is moderate. Not enough vehicles to force me to slow down, but too many for me to stay in one lane. So begins a skewed version of Frogger.
I slide between cars, one after the other, somehow not even clipping them. I can't believe I have this much control over the Accord.
A killer's hand is a steady hand.
The speedometer climbs to one-hundred and ten.
Who needs a damn Pagani? The Accord might as well be an F1 at this point.
A helicopter thuds overhead. 
Well, shit. Now I have to ditch a gaggle of police cars and a chopper. Probably at least two or three, since both the police and the news will be in on this.
One-hundred and twenty miles per hour.
Somehow, I don't feel any sort of rush from the speed at all. Maybe because my brain is still not processing anything except when to move over and when to move back. 
I join onto the I-10, westbound, riding through the gore point. The police cars hold back. It's just me and the helicopter. The damn bird moves effortlessly to keep up.
Yep, I'm probably on the news. Karl is going to be pissed.
One-hundred and twenty-five.
I could be a goddamn jet pilot.
Up ahead, a semi-truck. I swing around him, only to find another. 
Arizona, land of the semis. This will be interesting.
I find my rhythm. Swing out, speed up, swing in, speed up. It's almost better than sex. Almost.
Traffic builds. Don't these people know a lunatic is on the road? Turn on the damn news.
With that, I flip on my radio. Nine Inch Nails.
I crank it. Madness always needs a soundtrack. 
The city gives way to desert, and traffic thins. Hallelujah. The bird is still above me, but screw him. Screw everyone. Maybe I won't stop until I reach San Diego, then do it Thelma and Louise style right over the edge of a cliff.
Glorious.
The dagger of disobedience stabs my brain. 
Fine, I won't test gravity, but I'm not stopping anytime soon. I still have more than a half a tank of gas, and I'm not even tired yet.
Let's do this.
I race the car down the open desert of I-10, the shadow of a helicopter above and industrial music pounding around me. 
Life is pretty much awesome.
Traffic picks up again. I do my thing to get around them, but I'm forced to drop back to one-hundred. I swerve from lane to lane. The squeeze becomes tighter, even for my little car. I jump onto the shoulder and slam to one-hundred and thirty.
I've done a lot of stupid shit in my life, but this is by far the worst. I'm putting a lot of people in danger. I'm being irresponsible. And no one is making me do it.
The last point is why I never want to stop. Whether he can or not, it doesn't even seem possible Karl could summon me right now. As long as I keep driving, I'm free.
I pass the traffic congestion and drop off the shoulder and back into the right lane. 
One-hundred and forty.
I have no idea how much more the Accord can take. If I wreck, this vehicle is going to disintegrate and take me with it.
So I just won't wreck.
Open desert whizzes by on either side. I will need to turn soon, but I should be able to maintain speed. Still not sure how I'm going to ditch the aerial hunter, though.
I pass another car, then slide through the off-ramp. The Accord hauls ass through a pit stop town, then careens through a gas station and back into the desert.
I am golden.
A dozen cop cars surround me.
I am fucked.
The Accord kicks up dirt as it squeals tires toward one of the Crown Victorias. I realize my foot is on the brake. I'm aiming for a space between two cop cars. A very small space.
The Accord slides through, scraping metal and cracking the side mirrors. The seat belt tightens. I hit the gas again.
The tires spin out, then rocket forward. The helicopter is still above me. Maybe two or three. The cops are behind me. Right behind me.
The Accord stutters. I punch it again. It shudders and dies. Just like that.
I still don't feel anything but the urge to keep moving. I scramble out of the car and run. Sirens are still behind me. The sound is mostly drowned out by my pulse in my head. But it's my own pulse, not the demon hum.
I leap off the road into the desert brush and make like the Scarlet Speedster. My hand goes to my pocket, but not for the gun.
My phone.
I have it dialed and at my ear before I realize what I'm doing.
“Karl,” I gasp, without slowing down. “Summon me. Good god, man, summon me.”
I drop the phone into my pocket and press forward.
Then I'm surrounded again. This time by a dozen cars and two dozen men with face plates and guns.
I skid to a halt, knee touching ground and dirt billowing around me. 
My gaze travels the circle. I see their eyes. Their worry lines. Their lives and families and humanity painted on their faces.
They see mine too. But we both know the truth:
I would kill without thinking. I just need the order.
They are no different.
I put up my hands and close my eyes.
Guns cock in a full circle around me.
“Dimitri!”
It takes me a minute to realize Karl is speaking to me. I force my eyes open. 
I'm in the summoning chamber. I didn't even notice when he called me. My arms drop to my side.
He sits on his throne. His face is tense, and so is his voice. “What is going on?”
The panic hits my brain. “They found out about Zoe!”
Karl grimaces. I shouldn't know Zoe's name. I shouldn't know anything about her.
I shake my head. I don't care anymore. It's all falling apart.
“They came to my house and surrounded me in the desert.” I try to reel in my panic, but without success. “They saw you summon me.”
He gestures to a nearby guard. The guard leans down, and Karl speaks to him in a low voice. Then the guard nods and marches out of the chamber.
Karl turns back to me. “I'll handle it. For now, you are to stay at the mansion. Do you understand?”
I nod. I'm sure in a few days, I'll be angry and bulldoze my way back into the world. But for now I can't think of a better place to be. I might despise the Walkers, but I'm safe with them.
The side door bursts open. Karl sits straight.
Guards enter, someone twisting in their grasp.
My heart and jaw drop.
“I told you!” Syd says, breaking free from the guards and shooting them a glare. “I told you I knew someone here.” She looks at me. She's stunning. She's always stunning. Even when she's pissed. “Tell them they have to let Zoe go!”
Who the fuck does she think I am?
She growls. “Come on, Dimitri!”
“Syd,” I say, and then I can't find any other words.
Karl's stare nails onto her. Then he narrows his eyes at me.
Clattering erupts from the side. I jerk around. Five guards have guns trained on Syd's head. She stands so still I doubt she's breathing.
My fist clenches, but I resist lunging at them.
From the corner of my eye, I catch Karl make a discreet move with one hand resting on the arm of his throne.
All five guns lower.
Syd blinks. She's digesting what just happened. 
Then she finds her anger again and storms toward Karl. “If you hurt Zoe, I swear to god, I will string you up myself and perform surgery on your testicles with—“
I spin around to face her. “Syd, stop talking!”
She doesn't shut up. Doesn't even pause.
“Syd! Stop talking! Stop talking! Stop! Talking!”
“Dimitri,” Karl says.
I have never known true icy dread until this moment. I can't bring myself to look at him. I know I shouldn't ignore him, but I am unable to respond. My body is frozen.
Syd quiets down, but she's glancing between me and Karl. Scowling. She's confused, but not afraid. Not yet.
“Dimitri,” Karl says again. “Look at me.”
I force myself to turn to him, but I can't see him. I can't feel anything, either, not my hands or legs. My mind fixates on willing him from speaking.
“Dimitri, I have a request.”
I shove my hands to my ears, stumbling back a few steps. I shout. Just shout. Not words.
My arms are grabbed, forced down. Two guards hold me up. My knees are weak.
Karl says, “I want you to kill her.”
I tip my head to the ceiling and yell at the top of my lungs.
I can still hear the bastard. His words are clear, like they're coming from within my own brain.
“This . . . I . . . wish.”
The roar fills my skull.
I turn my head just enough to see Syd a few yards away, her eyes wide. 
I want to scream at her, but I can barely speak: “Run.”
She glances between me and Karl. Realization—and then terror—registers on her face. She turns on her heels and flees.
A guard reaches for her, but Karl puts up his hand. 
“No, let her go.” He glances at me and smirks. “All yours.”
I look in the direction she ran, her footsteps thudding down the hallway.
The hunt has begun.



Chapter 11
I take the Corolla and head toward Phoenix.
The roar in my head isn't any louder than when it normally starts, but I can't tune it out even for a moment. It's no longer just my personal time bomb. It's Syd's, too.
I am still rational. For the moment. I grapple for an idea, an angle, something to work toward. Some way to stop this before it evolves.
I got nothing.
Unfortunately, contrary to what Karl might think, I'm a pretty heavy opponent. 
In a sick way, I'm sort of relieved Syd knows the truth now, since I wasn't allowed to tell her. She knows I'm the Walker's jinn. She knows I have murdered and kidnapped. She knows I'm going to kill her.
I shake my head.
No. Not kill her. I have to find the loophole. 
My brain goes two directions at once. Half of it tries to come up with a plan for Syd to use against me. The other half is that default part, the one that hears the hum and stars whirling. It drives the wishes. It plots the kills. It is terrified of failure.
I pull into my carport and get out before realizing that the place should be under investigation. It's quiet. Like nothing had ever happened.
Karl's connections are awesome and unsettling.
As I step into the living room, my phone buzzes in my pocket.
I pull out the phone, prepared to tell Karl off.
Syd is calling me
I let it ring a few more times, staring at the screen. There's no way she is that crazy.
I answer it.
“Dimitri,” she says, on the verge of tears.
I stand corrected. She is that crazy. 
I don't reply. What am I supposed to tell her? 
Her voice is soft. “How do we stop this?”
I flip on the light to my bedroom, then remove my jacket and toss it over the computer chair. Her breath shudders in my ear. I know she's crying, but nothing I can say will make any difference. I really can't help her, just like I always feared about finding out her truth.
I sit on the edge of the mattress and work off my shoes.
Syd used to lie in this bed with me. We have done so many amazing things here. It wasn't just about the sex though. It was the fact someone as amazing as her would want to spend so much time with me. Would want to know me.
Well, here I am.
This is me: Dimitri Hayes.
I really am a monster.
“Dimitri.” Her voice quivers. “I'm scared.”
I lie on the bed, staring at the ceiling.
“Me too, Syd,” I say at last. “Me too.”
I hang up the phone and drop it onto the bed next to me. Part of me thinks she will call back. The other part of me knows she won't. 
She doesn't.
I close my eyes against the overhead light shining in my face. It is time to sleep. Just like I do before any kill. 
God, I hope Syd has a plan. I sure as hell don't.
***
I wake because my head is throbbing. As soon as I open my eyes, nausea spreads through me. I take a few deep breaths until it passes, then push to a sit. 
The windows are dark, and the hum is demanding action. I have to get rolling. Despite how much I would like to linger—linger until I never leave—the hum knows me better than that. It knows my intentions. If I'm not actively hunting Syd, the monster will rattle its cage.
Its cage being my skull.
My phone beeps. I pick it up. The battery is low.
I lean over to the nightstand and plug the phone into the wall charger and set it down. A piece of paper catches my attention. 
I pick it up and unfold it.
Scrawled across it is an address. Underneath the address, a heart and the words, “Runaway with me”.
Santa Fe, New Mexico. One of the many promises I made to Syd and never fulfilled.
I frown and place it under the phone again. Time to get ready. Not like I feel safe hanging around here anyway. I assume Karl took care of law enforcement, but I don't know that for sure. I don't know if they will be back.
I shower and shave, then spend more time picking out clothes than I have in my entire life. A jab in my brain makes me wince. The beast inside is telling me to get with it.
I dress, grab a random wallet, add some benzos to the jacket pocket with the guns, and contemplate making a cup of coffee.
The delay tactics are only going to make things worse in the long run. The longer I wait, the more insistent the hum will grow. There's only ever been one way to stop it: fulfill the wish.
Why Syd this time? What sort of sadistic streak made Karl think this was a good idea?
Two feathered fowl with one chunk of mineral matter. He can rid of the girl who was obviously becoming a pest, while showing his greatest display of power over me: forcing me to hunt the one person I care about. I know he figured it out. I saw the expression on his face.
Even if I wanted to find Syd, I wouldn't know where to look. I have never been to her house. She goes to ASU, but I can't exactly storm the campus. I don't even know Coleen's last name to track her down for information.
But not knowing how to complete the task has never excused me from it. 
I start for the door, then halt and pat my pockets. No phone. Left it charging on the night stand. I trudge back to the room, unhook it from the adapter, and stuff it in my pant pocket.
The paper flutters to the floor. I reach down and pick it up, then unfold it again.
Santa Fe, New Mexico. Her grandmother's house. The place she always ran away to when she upset. Or scared.
I'm torn. Part of me wants to un-think the realization. But the other part of me is gloating.
I always figure it out.
***
I head east on I-10. Santa Fe is about an eight hour drive, and I have no intentions of flooring it. Not if I can help it. 
I contemplate dialing Syd, but I know myself better than that. For fuck's sake, I located Mark's kid and girlfriend in a two minute phone call. Any communication between Syd and I will be lethal. For her.
I blast the radio and maintain speed. 
I like Phoenix at night. The air is warm, but pleasant. Not like the grueling daylight sun. Traffic is light, but the roads are not vacant. Even a few stores are still open. Just the ones needed for a midnight snack run or box of condoms. The important things.
The hum remains in the background. It's pleased that I'm on my way. 
I'm still trying to find the loophole though. Maybe I'll just chase her around this damn country for a few days, then rationalize with Karl to call it off.
Except that would require Karl to be a rational man. A rational man wouldn't have made this wish to begin with.
Forty-five minutes of cyclic thoughts later, I'm out of the city and into the desert. Dark brush, a few semi-trucks. I keep a steady pace.
Before long, the desert grows into a forest. My eyes burn with a heat inside my skull, so I roll down the window in hopes of catching a cool breeze. The air is clean, crisp. 
I lean forward to glimpse the sky. The stars are big, bright dots in the black. I could lie with Syd out here. If I wasn't going to kill her and all.
The burning doesn't lessen. My vision wanders, not fading out but not really focusing on anything either. The car swerves. My hand jerks the wheel, and my attention snaps back to the road. Then my mind trails away again.
The car thuds over something, jarring my head. My brain squirms behind my eyes. I blink a few times and then squint, but I can't make out much. I think I'm on the side of the road, so I flounder for the emergency brake and climb out.
A cool breeze sneaks under my jacket, down my arms. It should be refreshing, but I'm burning up on the inside. The heat is radiating from my within my head, traveling down my spine, and flaring out.
I push myself up onto the hood of the car and tap my shoes against the tire. Payson shouldn't be much farther. Maybe I can rest there.
The hum growls in protest. I smack my palm to my head. The hum doesn't respond.
I wipe the sleeve of my jacket over my forehead and run my fingers through my hair. Ice water would be fantastic, but I wouldn't be able to keep it down anyway. I've already progressed too far.
The hum knows my brain is still warring between how to help Syd when I catch up with her and the quickest way to end this problem. 
Headshot.
The thought makes my stomach sick, but makes that devious piece of my brain giddy with excitement. Like Silvia going to McDonald's. Or drowning kittens.
I still don't understand how she could do that. Even at my most demented moments, the thrill is in keeping the hum away, not in taking a life. It's a fiending. The hit makes things normal again. I'll do anything for it.
Or, I thought I would do anything for it. I will find out for sure within the next twenty-four hours.
***
I stop at a gas station in Payson to fill the tank and buy a few ice cold bottles of water. Even if I can't drink them, clenching them is some relief against the fire inside.
I hold one of the bottles over my eyes, my head lying against the back of the seat. The window is rolled down. The temperature outside isn't even seventy degrees, but I feel like a dog stuck in a car in a desert summer.  
With a resigned sigh, I toss the bottle onto the passenger seat and pull out. I still have another five hours on the road. Probably longer because I'm driving below speed limit. I can't concentrate. Not with the sweat trickling into my eyes and the fever burning my brain.
I tell myself I'm going to kill Syd. As soon as I catch her, I'll put a permanent dot between her eyes. But each time I think that, I become more resistant to the idea. And each time I become more resistant to the idea, the fire inside burns a little hotter.
I pass through Heber. It's nice, with tall pine trees and flowing water. The type of place where people rent cabins. 
I pull over on the side of the road and step out. My soles crunch against the pine needles. Hot blades jab into my skull. I drop to my knees. My body leans forward, my head resting against the ground. I think I'm whispering, but I don't know what I'm saying. 
The blood rushing to my brain seems to make the pain worse, so I force myself to stand. I can barely see as I stumble forward. I have no idea where I'm going. I just want to escape the hum. It follows me. Everywhere.
I realize I'm shaking my head. I try to stop, but all I'm thinking is:
I can't do it. I won't hurt her.
And the hum punishes accordingly. It's not even a hum anymore. It's the crackling of fire, growing as it burns deeper into my mind.
My arm braces against a thick tree. I lean forward and dry heave. Each gag sends a jolt through my head, which in turn makes the pain—and heaving—worse. 
I open my eyes to the black sky. I'm lying on my back, throat burning and stomach smoldering. I know I didn't pass out though. The hum would never allow such reprieve.
With effort, I scramble to my feet and stumble toward the car still parked on the side of the road. Barely. Even the emergency brake isn't on.
I slide back inside and try to relax into the seat. I might as well be sitting on embers.
Coughing on stomach acid, I pull the car out and head down the road again.
This has to end eventually. I just have no idea how.
***
The next town I am coherent enough to catch the name of is Holbrook. It is nothing like the last two towns with their trees and water. Holbrook is flat dirt. 
I pull to the curb. My throat is so dry it hurts to swallow, like it's infected. I need water. Even if it doesn't stay down, any water has to help.
I grab one of the bottles. It still feels cool to the touch, though it's probably room temperature by now. I'm burning like a whore in hell.
The chilled air outside of the car does little for me except contrast how warm I am on the inside. I'm stiff as though I've had a fever and been at the gym all day.
My fingers are weak as I twist off the bottle cap and chug the water. My stomach churns. I close my eyes and take slow, deep breaths. It doesn't help.
The hum could switch things up any time now. Freeze me for a while. Stab at my head. Just knock off this burning.
But it knows how intensely I don't want to do what I'm being sent to do. This isn't like the first kill, when I felt morally obligated to resist. This isn't like Mark, either, when I was just tired of being the bad guy.
This is deeper. Profound. I would rather the genie bond kill me than for me to ever harm Syd. The bond is going to keep pushing me to that cliff. I don't know what happens if I fall over the edge.
When I find Syd, I will tell her to run. She's a smart woman. She'll stay ahead of me. We will do this forever, even if the burning never lets up.
Someone is speaking to me. I lift my head from the ground. I'm on my knees again, though I don't remember falling.
I squint to see. A tall, fit Native American man is staring down at me. He's scowling. I think he's worried.
I'm fuckin' worried.
“Do you need help?” His voice is stern, genuine. 
I try to shake my head, but the motion just stirs the flames. 
He says more, maybe asking me questions. All I can do is shake my head, then wince and grind my teeth and rock until the searing ebbs. Just a little.
He reaches down to help me up. I can't stand on my own, so he takes all the weight and holds me upright. He's still talking. I have no idea what he's saying. 
I think if he is in contact with me too long, he will start to burn too. He doesn't know. He doesn't deserve that.
My thoughts are getting jumbled.
I shake him off and stagger back to the car. He waves his arms at me, flagging me to stop. I swallow hard despite how my throat is scorched, then pull the car out and blow by him. 
Time has become irrelevant, but I will be in New Mexico sooner rather than later.
I hope I'm wrong about Syd. That I read too much into her stories. But I know she's in Santa Fe. And I'm positive she knows I'm coming.
***
Flat land stretches before me. I don't even know if it's desert. I can barely see. 
My sweaty fingers fumble for the radio. The speakers blare. I'm sure it's the usual music but I don't recognize any of it. Sounds like static. After a few minutes or a few hours, I turn off the radio.
Pressure builds in my sinuses. I touch a hand under my eye and wince. I feel like I shouldn't be able to breathe, but I can. It just causes sharp little pains to shoot through my face. So I try not to inhale, and wind up gasping instead.
The pressure grows, filling my head. Pushes against my skull from the inside. My eyes water, but I can't see much anyway so it doesn't even matter. I keep driving, though I doubt I'm going the speed limit at this point. Or maybe I am. Hard to tell.
I'm isolated in my little bubble of misery.
Ever onward.
Lights blare into my eyes. I'm unable to make out where it's coming from, but I know Arizona and I know that's a semi. So I try to change lanes, the tires thumping over something. I have no idea where I am. Not entirely sure I'm even going the right direction.
 The lights fade. I step on the gas. Terrible idea since I'm driving mostly blind, but I make out the curves enough to stay somewhere on the asphalt.
A sign looms up ahead. I struggle to read the words, partly because I can't see and partly because I forget how letters work. Then I put it together. 
The sign is New Mexico welcoming me to their state.
If they only knew.
I force a quick calculation from my smoldering brain. Three or four hours before I reach Santa Fe. Not a clue what I'm going to do when I get there though.
I will not kill Syd.
The burning, the pressure, none of it is even close to the pain of waking up with Syd's blood on my hands.
Screw the genie bond.
More jolts race down my limbs until they are weak.
Screw Karl.
The jolts converge in my spine with white-hot pain.
If I could, I would kill the Walkers. Every last one of them.
The jolt shoots straight up. My head hits the steering wheel. The car swerves. I force myself upright and yank the car back into what I assume is the correct lane.
I'm still gasping because breathing hurts. My clothes are drenched in sweat and clinging to my skin. My eyes are burning, my vision blurred. My muscles are tightening into painful knots. The pressure in my skull is building even though I can't imagine it getting worse until it does.
Every disobedient thought—about saving Syd, about murdering Karl and Silvia, about driving off a ravine and ending this—jolts my brain. Yet the zaps just piss me off, make me convinced that I won't bow down this time.
I can barely keep my head up. My eyelids struggle to stay open.
I slow the car as I enter Gallup, New Mexico because the last thing I need is to be pulled over. I'll pass the sobriety test, but I might be unfriendly if they try to detain me.
My logic is slippery.
I turn into a parking lot and attempt not to clip any of the other vehicles as I slide into a space. Pretty sure this is a hotel. My hand goes to my eyes, but the contact is searing. I'm smoldering to the point I can't even touch my own skin. 
Maybe I'm coming into my super powers. I am the goddamn Human Torch. 
I step out of the car and head for the lobby. If I can get a room, sleep for a few hours, maybe I can take this on again. Maybe I can formulate a plan to help Syd escape me.
Inside the lobby, I lay my wallet on the counter and fumble for the credit card and driver's license. 
The clerk asks something.
“One,” I say, assuming he wanted to know how many people were staying or how many beds I needed.
He studies me, then shrugs and takes the cards. I don't know who I am today.
After a moment, he hands back my cards along with the door key. And a map. He hands me a freakin' map. Like I can read the damn thing.
I amble back to the parking lot. In the lamp glow, I squint until I make out the walkways. Then I stagger down the path, though I have no idea where I'm going.
Each step rattles my brain. I clench my teeth and clomp onward.
Someone speaks behind me. I halt, because turning too fast is going to cost me a few hit points.
A man comes around to my front. “Sir, can I help you?”
I thrust the map at him. I've forgotten how to speak.
“Would you like me to take you to the hospital?”
I shake my head. My neck stiffens, my brain tilts.
He rests his hand on my shoulder and guides me down the walk. I set into a pace of step-cringe-step-grimace. Then he presses me back. We stand in silence.
I don't know what we're doing.
The door lock clicks.
A light flicks on. The glow shines through the blurriness. I trudge toward the illumination into my room. My brain feels hot and stirred. I halt before I wind up on the ground in convulsions. 
Deep breath.
The man is in the doorway still. Earning his karma points.
“Can I bring you anything at all?”
I shake my head again, despite how it shifts around all the terrible things locked in my skull. 
He hesitates, then says, “Just dial zero if you need anything, okay? That'll take you to the front desk.”
He closes the door as he leaves.
I fall to my knees again, head to the ground. My eyes close, but there's no relief. My eyelids burn. My hands go to the back of my neck and start clawing. My fingernails are hot little pokers but I keep digging. Nothing is helping. The fever just grows and grows. 
I've never been bent this far by the genie bond. Something is going to snap. 
And that something is going to be me.
***
I lie on the hotel bed, on top of the covers, but the bedding is too hot. Even with them just underneath me, I am suffocating. So I try the floor, but my head continues feel like it is being pumped full of molten cement.
I force myself to my knees, but I can't sit straight. My forehead hits the carpet again. My jacket is heavy, but I don't have the dexterity or strength to remove any clothes. Not that it matters. The heat is inside of me.
If I could just sleep. But I can't. It won't let me. Not until I assure it that I'm going to kill Syd. And mean it.
I never will. 
A jolt has me twitching again.
I don't care. Nothing can convince me to harm her. So I'm stuck with this.
I hold up my hand and tilt my head to peer at it. My skin should be bright red, like I've been submerged in boiling water, but I only see a layer of sweat. No other indication that I'm on fire inside.
My hand drops next to me. The thump is followed by several thuds as I knock my head into the floor.
“Please, please, stop,” I say through gritted teeth.
The first words I've spoken since Holbrook, hours ago. I work my legs from under me and collapse on my side. My eyes are open. I try to zone out. Try to remove myself mentally from what is happening physically.
Doesn't work. I am not allowed to escape.
Next thing I know, I'm pacing. Sweating and grinding my teeth. I try to envision how to get me and Syd out of this, but I can't formulate a coherent thought, let alone a plan.
Warmth touches the top of my lips. I bring my hand to my face. 
My nose is bleeding. 
I can't stay here. The genie bond is destroying me from the inside. I have to find Syd. We have to figure this out.
I leave my key cards on the dresser and head back into the night. My vision has cleared enough for me to find my car, figure out which direction I need to go, and set out down the road. Within ten minutes, I pass the Gallup city limits, eastbound.  
By the time I reach Albuquerque, the sky is glowing orange against the sloping silhouettes of low mountains. The daylight should be rejuvenating, but it glares into my eyes until I can barely keep them open. I want to hole up somewhere until night, but I can't wait that long to end this.
The muscles in my legs seize. I cringe and try to stretch them out. The car swerves. I can't get away with driving like a drunk now that I'm among civilization, so I turn into the first parking lot and step out. 
The air is cool, but Hot Lake Springs would feel like the Bering Strait to me now. 
The parking lot belongs to a shopping center. Most of the stores are closed and, besides two vacant cars, I'm alone.
My skin prickles with another bout of heat. I start walking, head down, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other. Maybe I can distract myself from the burn spreading through my body. Doubt it. But I'll try.
I follow the sidewalk. A car passes by. I don't know what I look like at the moment, but if it's even a glimpse of how I feel, people are going to notice me as soon as they have had their first cup of coffee. 
I touch the tip of my tongue onto my lips. My tongue is dry, and my lips are cracked and salty. 
The burning cranks up the dial, even though it seems impossible it could go any higher. I stumble, but press forward. Maybe I will walk to Santa Fe. Buy Syd some time. 
A jolt rocks me on my feet. I grind my teeth harder and force myself onward. My soles barely leave the ground. Each step sends hot pains through my legs. My joints crackle like sticks rubbed together to start a fire.
Another car zooms by.
My head snaps up. I turn to see the car round the corner.
It's a black and red Audi.
I take off the direction the car disappeared. The fire, the pressure, the torment lets up a little. Just enough for me to gain speed.
The Audi parks on the curb in front of a small restaurant. I crouch behind a car on the other side of the street to watch. 
Syd steps out of the Audi. Her face is tense. I shift to see around the front of the car, my gaze following her as she shoulders her purse and heads into the restaurant.
I push myself up and use my hand to hop over the hood. I charge toward the glass door, shove it open, and latch my sight onto the back of Syd's head.
She turns where she sits. Her mouth opens a little.
The patrons stare at me as I storm toward her. I have no concrete plan, but the pain has let up. 
The hum knows my intentions.
So does Syd. She scrambles out of her chair and faces me, but she doesn't say anything. I'm not sure she can. The whole time, I thought she knew. I thought she would anticipate me showing up in New Mexico.
Judging by her wide expression, this is the last place she expected to find me.
She takes a step back.
My head lowers as I snarl at her. I can see it now: my hand clutching her throat, applying pressure, slowly but surely. She will be too stunned, too afraid to resist. I will crush her windpipe with my bare hands. Feel her throat give. Watch her last struggling breaths before she suffocates.
She will be beautiful dead, and I will be at peace again.
Syd rushes me, throwing her shoulder into my chest. I hunch over, lungs seizing. The front door slams behind me. 
I take off after her. She has her purse on the hood of the Audi, pawing around. Probably looking for her keys.
She glances over her shoulder at me. Then she flees across the street into a parking lot between the back of a complex and two small buildings. I'm right behind her.
Normal people would be screaming for help. Not my Syd. She knows no one can stop me. 
She darts into the street on the other side, cars squealing to a halt, and doesn't slow as she heads for a park. I follow her across the grass, weaving through the trees. My breathing is heavy in my head. I like it.
She angles across the park, toward the houses opposite of it. We are in broad daylight, yet we're entirely alone. 
The world will be coherent soon. I have to reach her before then. I pick up my pace.
She cuts across the road and darts into a narrow lot between houses, disappearing into the trees. I charge after her, putting up one arm to shield my face from the backlash of branches. Her footsteps fall just out of time with mine.
We used to be so in sync.
The lot opens to asphalt. My boots clomp against the ground. Stealth was never my thing. I think I like them to know I'm coming.
I certainly do this time. It's tantalizing. 
She uses her arm to propel herself over a white fence. I follow suit, landing in the gravel on the opposite side. She's climbing over the next fence. I'm at her just as she clears it. She drops heavy. I land on my haunches on cement, right behind her. 
Syd is already down the carport. I dive after her. All the agony of the last hours falls off as I run. Just me and the hum again. As long as I catch Syd, it will let me go.
And I will catch Syd.
I have to.
The residential street is empty. Few people collect the morning newspaper anymore. She cuts across another empty street, heading right, then rounds the corner.
She's slowing. I am not.
I'm fuckin' golden.
She turns left and crosses in front of an apartment complex. A few people are standing around in the common area, smoking and talking. They don't even glance up as she races by, and I charge right after.
Way to be observant, assholes.
She catches her second wind and skids around the corner. The bottom of my jacket beats against the back of my legs as I pursue her across a three way intersection. Up ahead, a parking lot with a few vendor stands and a couple of patio tables and a handful of people.
Syd barrels through, shoving chairs behind her as she goes. I leave overturned tables and broken umbrellas in my wake. I think someone shouts at us. 
I just hear humming. Pleasant, happy humming.
Syd is struggling to get over another fence. I gain on her. She's shaking, her breathing sharp, but she scrambles over. I follow after and drop right behind. My fist grabs the back of her shirt.
She throws an elbow and clenches her jaw as she pulls away. I go down, clutching my stomach. Then my head snaps up. She's already across the yard and over the wooden fence. My eyes narrow.
We can do this as long as she wants.
I bolt after her. The fence digs up my hands as I scramble over. Down a side yard and into the street. Syd turns the corner into a long alley. Dirt kicks up as I chase after.
Her silhouette is stunning. She's the pretty girl from a horror movie. No one wants her to die. But she has to. The story can't move forward without it. 
The alley opens onto a boulevard. Syd weaves through the traffic without slowing. I lunge forward. Cars slam on their brakes, swerve, barely recover from a pile up. I reach the median as she reaches the other side.
A narrow strip connects two parking lots. She heads around the back. Another fence. She halts for a second, hesitating. She doesn't look back at me, but I can see her body tensing as I gain on her. Then she's off, scrambling onto the dumpster and over the fence.
I take the easy route—up and over—and lean low to charge her. All I have to do is knock her off her feet. As soon as she's down, it's over. 
She takes a sharp turn into another alley. 
She doesn't have anywhere to go, I realize. Her hide out is in Santa Fe. She is just running, trying to stay ahead of me. Yet she's so damn stoic about the whole thing. Her fear obvious in the gasping and trembling, but she's battling it down. 
The school girl has got some grit. But I'm the monster here.
We pass by trash cans, discarded furniture, piles of rocks. We exit into a road, spring for the next alley. My boots splash through shallow puddles.
The alley opens into a lot. Syd dives around the parked cars, like she thinks she's going to lose me. 
Good run, but she's not getting away.
She steals a glance. Her eyes spark. She had no idea just how close I am. She's barely out of my reach. A few more minutes.
We clear another street, into another parking lot, and over another wooden fence. My soles crunch the gravel right behind her. The ground slopes, and I brace for balance as I skid to the bottom.
The lot is piled with rusted cars, towers of plastic crates, and piles of junk I can't even discern. Metal clatters as we barrel past. A landslide of garbage breaks free. I stomp through it. Syd's over the next fence.
The other side is another yard. I expect Syd to do her thing and swing over the next fence. Instead, she turns and heads for the back door.
I halt. Maybe she did have a destination in mind. 
I charge for the door, yank it open, and dart inside after her. My soles slip on the tile, leaving behind mud and a trail of trash. A woman is yelling in the other room.
A door slams. I barrel into a living room. A woman comes at me, swinging a baseball bat. I don't know if I duck in some move channeling Bruce Lee or if she's just a lousy batter.
I'm out the front door before she hits a home run. Syd and I are back on the streets. 
The chase never goes on this long in the movies, dammit. But Lara Croft here is still running for her life. Literally.
 She dives through a crosswalk despite the oncoming traffic. The city has come alive during our morning run. Someone is going to be coherent enough to realize there is no camera crew. Someone is going to call the police. Then things will get messy.
We dart across another intersection, turn right, turn left, and follow the curve of the street. 
She's not far ahead. A few yards from a chain link fence. Without even a hesitation, she pulls herself onto it and climbs over. I follow after.
We're in a dirt lot with buildings. An open gate leads out to a road. We follow a long path between two buildings. Stacks of giant shipping boxes and parked semi-trucks make an obstacle course. 
The next lot holds train cars. Syd is either planning something horrific, or she's really fuckin' lost. I'm betting on the latter. 
She scrambles up a pile of wooden pallets and drops over another fence. I climb straight up and land on the other side. We cross another lot. Another fence. Another lot.
Train tracks cut in the path ahead, intersecting with a road. Syd makes a sharp turn and bolts with a sudden burst of energy toward the road.
Vehicles zoom by. She waves her arms and shouts. A car skids next to her. She yanks open the door and crawls inside. She urges the driver on. He steps on the gas.
Dirt billows up around me as I come to a halt at the side of the road. 
The car is already gone.
Syd got away.
***
By the time I find my Corolla, I'm shaking. I can't remember when I last ate, drank, or slept. But I have to keep moving. The hum is already taking over my brain again. The fire is welling inside. 
It's not going to let me rest. Not even for a few minutes. Every time it lets up, the urge to chase Syd fades away. Then the hum reminds me who is charge.
It's a cyclic beast. So I slide into my car and head for Santa Fe.
I want to call Syd to explain to her what happened. And what will continue to happen. I can't imagine what I would say though. That not fulfilling a wish drives me to the edge, pushes me over, and watches me tumble into madness? That I can only find reprieve if I obey?
She had told me the jinn were their own race, with both good and bad, but eventually they were considered demons. Maybe this is why. Maybe humans saw them—us—snap. What else could they possibly conclude after witnessing something like that?
Syd probably thinks I'm greatly in need of an exorcist now too. But I'm not possessed. No demon actually lives in my body. Just a genie bond in my blood.
My legs cramp again. Sweat is sliding down my face. I'm going to be right back to where I was before the hunt in a much shorter time. Something about my revulsion for what I have to do is encouraging the hum to push me harder. Break me faster.
I'm going to do everything I can to help Syd, though.
A jolt runs straight through the top of my head and down my spine. I twitch, head jerking.
I don't care. Despite how close I came to catching her earlier, I can't believe I would have actually killed her. I certainly believed at that time I would. Otherwise, the hum wouldn't have backed off. But when it came down to it, would I be able to look her in the face and watch the spark flicker and die?
I cared too much about that spark. She was my rockstar.
Still is, even if I can never have her again.
The jolt hits hard. I shudder, then clamp my jaw and settle in for a long trip. The thoughts aren't going to stop, and I don't want to control them anyway. Each time the hum sends me twitching and jerking with punishment, I'm more determined it will not win.
I will tip Syd off at every chance I get.
A bolt of electricity lights up every nerve in my body. I rock in my seat.
Maybe I can survive this until Karl has a more pressing matter. He can't send me on two wishes at once, can he? God, I hope not.
Eventually, he will need me to whack another businessman or scientist. Hell, maybe he will decide to finish off Patricia Kerr.
Then he will recant this wish. Syd will live.
I want Syd to live.
Another jolt. My teeth gnash. My head jerks then lolls forward. 
I force myself upright and try to focus on the road.
My vision goes in and out. This time light flashes among the darkness. I strain to see the road.
Less than an hour, and I will be in Santa Fe. I will be near Syd again. I just have to keep it together long enough to tell her I want to help her.
Another jolt. My leg jerks, slamming into the brake. I step on the gas again.
I don't know how I'm going to approach her. Not after what happened in Albuquerque. But I think she will see me. God, I hope she will see me under this twitching, sopping, dirty mess. 
The jolts come, one after the other, ripping through me. Singeing every pain receptor. Forcing a succession of twitching, shaking convulsions.
I taste metallic on my lips. I struggle against shuddering muscles to look in the rear view mirror. Blood is running down my face. From my nose. From my eyes. From my ears.
With great effort, I open my mouth. My teeth and tongue are coated in blood. I swallow hard, surprised I can swallow at all, and settle back into my seat.
I twitch with every jolt, but my foot stays planted on the gas pedal.
***
The Santa Fe city limits come into view. I grapple with one hand for the paper in the passenger seat and flip it open to read the address once more. Syd's hide out.
Maybe she changed course when she realized I was tracking her. I have no other leads, though. So I pull over to the curb, fish out my phone, and punch in the address.
I twitch and place the phone on my lap. Ten minutes. I will be in Syd's front lawn in ten minutes. A jolt racks down my spine. I try to hold my breath against it, but find I'm twisting in my seat. My arm shakes. 
I reach to put the car into drive, but my hand won't close. I grit my teeth and shove, hard. The car shifts into gear. 
My vision wanes. More flashes of light. I struggle to see as I inch the car along. 
Another jolt. I growl and pound my fist into the side of the door. The thuds are weak. Before the electrical burn subsides, another one follows. It's like something corrosive is poured into my veins along with it.
Everything flares, from the muscles in my arms to each little organ in my abdomen. I gasp while trying to find the gas pedal again. I need to keep moving.
The next jolt rides through my bones. Even my teeth hurt. 
If the hum has anything else up its sleeve, I don't want to know. I can't wrap my mind around what could be worse. 
Twisting and twitching, I force the car back onto the road and try to keep in the right lane. I push through every jolt, barely swerving despite the jerking of my hands.
Then the phone GPS says, “Your destination will be on your right.”
My foot hits the brake. I throw myself back in the seat, panting. 
I'm here.
With an agony that makes me want to curl up and never move again, I step out of the car. I stumble my way to a tall bush on the other side of the street and drop to my knees because I have no strength to crouch. Another jerk. Then I lean forward and squint to clear my vision.
The black and red Audi pulls into the driveway. 
She went back and got the car before leaving Santa Fe. That's my Syd.
Another jolt forged by Zeus himself. Goddammit.  
She bursts out of the car and jogs around to the side of the house. I lick my cracked lips, though it doesn't do anything. My body is drying up.
I need to find a way to approach her. Do I break in and make her listen? 
I'm afraid to use force, though. It will be too easy to slip. Too easy to forget I'm here on my own agenda.
I expect the next jolt, but it doesn't make it any less agonizing. 
Syd reappears from around the house. She slides back into the Audi and speeds away.
As soon as she's out of sight, I'm in the Corolla and heading right behind. I don't have a plan. I just can't lose track of her.
I round the corner. The Audi pulls into a small parking lot on the other side of the street, near the end of the block. I park and step out. I try to keep my head down as I walk, but my neck jerks. I grit my teeth and fight back the twitch in my arm.
She crosses the parking lot and approaches a small building. I pick up my pace. She unlocks the front door and disappears inside.
I break into a run, somehow, heading for the store. The urge is growing. Her beautiful face, lifeless. This madness, over.
The pretty girl always dies in the horror movies. And if my life hasn't become a horror movie, I don't know what is.
No more heartache for Syd. She was always so sad. I saw it in her eyes, but never asked. I should have, though. I would have known about Zoe. I would have known this was coming.
Now it's too late.
I have to kill Syd. There's no other way out for either of us.
I dart across the street, bring up my arms, and lunge. Glass shatters around me, slicing my hands. My soles slip on the shards, but I catch my balance.
My head snaps up. I blink a few times.
Syd is staring at me. She's just standing a few feet in front of me. Staring.
I sweep my gaze over the room. We're in a restaurant lobby. Her grandmother's restaurant. It hasn't been abandoned: there are fresh pies in the case to my right, displayed with gleaming fruits. But the restaurant is empty.
Just me and Syd.
My head jerks, my arm twitches. I can't make this stop. I can't make any of this stop.
“Dimitri,” she says on a breath. Her eyes shimmer with tears, and she puts a hand to her mouth. “What did they do to you?”
I swallow, but it's just a motion. No moisture. Can't speak. Otherwise, I would tell her to run.
Another round of jolts.
She makes a small sobbing noise. 
“It was you . . .  I had no idea . . . You aren't what we thought you would be,” she says, gesturing her hand over me. “We expected you would be . . . broad. Tan. Powerful. But . . . ”
I don't reply. I can't.
She bites her lips together, her gaze traveling up and down me. “How can they make you live like this?”
Her tears break free, dripping in rapid succession off her jaw. 
“I'm so sorry, Dimitri,” she says, and she means it. I can hear it in her voice. But all I can do is twitch and clench my fist against the warring urges to pull her close or pull her apart.
She takes a shuddering breath and drops her arm to her side. 
“I know what you want,” she says. “I know what you have to do. That's the only way it's going to stop. So . . . I'm not going to fight. We dedicated our life to the jinn. To you. I won't . . . I won't . . . ”
Even in my convoluted, jolt-racking mind, I understand her:
Her family searched for me, and now they have found me. She won't let me die even though I want to kill her.
I wish I could explain to her that I didn't come here to hurt her. That if she stays, I will have to, but it's not what I want.
I should have told her what she meant to me. If I had told her, then she would know, standing now before a convulsing, bloody monster, that I would never choose to harm her. She would know that I need her.
I came to her for help.
But I can't speak. I try, but the only sound that comes out is a low growl. 
She steels for impact.
Another jolt. My brain shakes this time. My vision wanes. 
If only she knew . . . 
I turn and swing, shattering the glass case at my side. My fingers clutch something. I can't see as I hold up my hand.
There is silence.
My sight clears.
My eyes lower to my hand.
I'm holding an apple. A golden apple.
I look at Syd. My Aphrodite.
Realization settles on her face. She cries harder, but dares to reach forward. I don't move, don't even breathe, as she plucks it from my fingers.
She cups the bloodstained apple in her hands, studying it. Then her gaze raises to me, and I know she can see me beyond the monster.
Even though she is still crying, her voice is steady and determined: “I'm going back to Phoenix, Dim. I'm making Karl take back his wish.”



Chapter 12
I can't get out of the car until I reach Phoenix. If I do, I will not get back in. I'll just lie on the ground and succumb. Either the bleeding from my head will finish me, or the dehydration will. Yet somehow I don't believe the hum will let me off that easily. I'm not sure it's going to let me off at all.
But Syd seems to think she can find a way out. Maybe she has dirt on Karl. Maybe that's why he wanted her dead, and not just a sadistic power trip over me.
I don't understand who anyone is anymore. Everything has unraveled. My brain being slowly electrocuted can't tie the ends together.
So I just keep driving.
***
I pass over the New Mexico-Arizona border. Before long, I'm back in the trees. I don't let up on the gas as the forest resigns to desert. Then the lights of Phoenix are ahead, glowing against the dusk. The sight that always brought a sense of home is now just another stop. I don't want to be here anymore.
At least my jerky-twitchy driving won't stand out.
My phone vibrates in my pocket. I try to work the phone out, but it slips to the floorboard. I lean forward, head against the steering wheel, and feel around for it. With a groan, I throw myself back in the seat and bring it to my ear.
Everything takes so much effort. 
“Dimitri, can you hear me?”
It's Syd.
She's insane. I love that about her.
“Look, you have to listen closely.” Her voice sounds tight. “Karl is sending someone else besides you. My dad . . . ” She takes a deep breath. “He . . . and my brother . . . they're both . . . dead.”
I give a small cough. It's the only noise I can manage that doesn't sound like I want to rip out her throat.
She continues, “My dad had this . . . thing . . . in his neck. Like a spiked spearhead. It's so bizarre, Dim. I can't stay here. I'm afraid Karl is . . . Karl is going to send someone for me. Besides you. I'm going to Uncle Larry's house.”
I think I have questions for her, but I can't formulate them in my head, let alone ask. I just hope she gives me all the information I need. 
“I suspect Uncle Larry will want to get out of Dodge. He's been considering it since his San Diego lab was blown up, but I'll let you know where we are. Probably one of his labs in Vegas or L.A. Keep your phone with you. You can still read, right?” She tries to laugh, but fear darkens it. Then she adds in a reassuring tone, “I'm still working on it. Don't give up yet, Dim.”
She goes silent, maybe contemplating the polite way to end a phone call with a monster. After a minute, she hangs up.
I drop the phone to the passenger seat. My arm aches. 
Uncle Larry is smart to run to Bat Country or farther. Karl is coming after them, and it's only going to get uglier. Uglier than when I blew up his anthropology lab in San Diego.
I slam on the brake, right there on the highway. 
He owned the anthropology lab.
My heart jumps into my throat. 
Syd just walked into a trap.
***
With effort, I text Syd asking her to call me—the only time I have ever been thankful for autocorrect—but I know she's already on the road. By the time she sees my message, it will be too late.
Scanning through a month of text messages while shaking from the Jolts of Damnation is not an easy task. Finally, I find an old message with the address to the cafe where I had met her and Coleen to return the ring. They had left to hang out with Larry. Help with his research, no doubt. Looking for me.
Some of the threads are matching up. I can't make sense of it yet, but I know Larry is not the good uncle. That spiked spearhead came from the anthropology lab in San Diego. Larry's anthropology lab. 
I don't know why Larry is killing his own family, but something tells me he isn't going to make an exception for Syd.
Come to find out, the Corolla can fly nearly as well as the Accord. I focus every sizzling brain cell on the road, weaving among traffic, reminiscent of a high speed chase that didn't end so well.
I have no doubt my license plate will show up in a dozen speed cameras, but I dare anyone to pull me over right now. There will be some serious Hulk smashing going down if they try.
I whip off the freeway, run a few red lights, and speed by the cafe. They had turned left. I don't know why I remember that, but I do. The Corolla’s tires squeal as I force a sharp turn and floor it down the street.
The red and black Audi is parked on the curb in front of a house. At least she kept the car. I can pick her out while cruising one hundred miles per hour. 
The Corolla drags belly as it comes to a halt.
I storm across the lawn and up the porch, then kick out the front window. I'm over the sill before all the glass has landed. 
The living room is empty.
I tilt my head and listen around the hum. Noises from the back of the house. Never one for stealth, I clomp through the kitchen and round the corner.
The barrel of a gun touches my face. Holding the pistol, a middle-aged man with thinning dark hair and fair skin. I hit low, in his gut. He doubles over. I pull my gun. He reaches up and grabs my arm and shoves. 
I stumble back, clawing at furniture to break my fall. I only manage to pull over a table as I hit the ground. He lunges at me. I roll out of the way and scramble to stand. His foot catches me in the chest. My sternum and heart seem to collide. I fall face first into the carpet.
He yanks me up. I swing, miss. My back hits the window. Glass shatters, and I thud to the ground outside. He leaps down. I kick his leg, knocking him to his knees. He scurries for me, but he's obviously missed the memo on who the monster is around here.
I launch to my feet and catch him in the face with my elbow, crunching his nose. I smash him in the back of his head. Blood dribbles to the trampled grass. His hand goes to his face. Then he raises his head to me.
I tense, waiting for him to make the next move. He stares at me. I think for a minute that he might realize who I am. But he doesn't. He spent his life looking for the jinn, and he doesn't even recognize that the jinn is kicking his ass.
Syd did say I wasn't what they had thought I would be. Not exactly a compliment.
Larry scuttles to his feet and darts past me. I spin around as he swings a brick. I try to dodge, but fail to channel Bruce Lee this time. The brick lands solidly against my shoulder. I stumble, think I caught my balance, then fall straight into the bushes. 
Larry clomps over me and raises the brick like he's playing the High Striker game at a carnival. I pull my knee to my chest and slam my heel right under his chest bone. The brick drops. I twist out of the way. The brick catches me in the hip. 
I curl up as the pain from my hip bolts through my body. Larry is still hovering around me somewhere. I reach out blindly and grab at him. My fingers latch his wrist. I pull him around as I kick upward. Another solid strike below the chest bone. 
He gasps, then wheezes. I'm on my feet, pushing my way through the bushes. His hand shoves against his chest. Blood is still running down his lips and falling from his chin. I'm covered in blood too, but he can't take credit for much of it.
He swings, but it's weak. I step out of the way. There's so much anger on his face, so much hatred, that I wish I could tell him who I am—right before I kill him.
He swings again. I catch his fist and shove him back. He stumbles, and I take a step toward him. I clench my hand and slam my elbow into the side of his head. He staggers forward, hunched over. Then I realize he found a gun on the ground—my gun. The one I had dropped when he heaved me through the window.
He raises the gun. Satisfaction settles over his face.
I pull a Syd and rush him, slamming my shoulder into his chest. As he falls, I grab my gun and twist it from his grasp. He jerks forward. I bash the butt of the gun into the back of his head. He drops to his knees. I flip the gun around, shove it against his temple, and look up.
Syd is standing on the other side of the broken window, her face swollen and bruised. Her arms are bleeding. 
Her eyes fall to the man kneeling at my feet, then she meets my gaze. She gives a tight nod.
I have taken so much from her. Probably more than I even realize yet. With a sigh, I reach my other hand into my pocket, yank out a few benzo syringes, and drug the bastard up 'til he's going to need a twelve-step program. 
Syd hops down to the ground and takes a step toward me. I want to touch her, tell her how much I love her. Another jolt hits. She halts. I try to give her a reassuring look, but that's hard to do when hooked to a cosmic jumper cable. 
We don't have to speak though. We're on the same side again.
But I'm still under the wish, so she's not safe near me.
I take off through the yard, over the fence, and drive the Corolla as fast as I can toward the desert mansion. 
When I hit the freeway, my phone vibrates. I pull it out, my hand and arm shaking, and jab the screen.
Text message from Syd.
I don't know how you knew, but thank you. See ya at Karl's.

I clench my teeth against the next jolt. 
I haven't ate, drank, or slept in days. I'm covered in dirt and sweat and blood. Zaps of electricity keep running through my body because I won't kill the most important person in my life. I have no idea how much longer before the hum evolves into something even more horrific and manages to push me over the edge again.
Yet, somehow, I don't feel like a monster anymore.
***
The gates to the mansion are open when I arrive. This can't be a good sign. I pull into the driveway and shove the car keys into my pocket. Once Karl knows I'm in the building, I suspect he will send his men to confiscate my cars.
I decide to ignore the fact he can summon me anytime he wants, and I can do jack shit about it. If I give the thought too much time, I might realize how hopeless this situation is, because I have no out. Even if Syd does perform a miracle akin to turning water into wine, I still belong to Karl. I can't imagine serving him knowing what I do now.
Which, to be fair, still isn't much. I know Phillip Ballantyne paid off an infirmary doctor to steal some genie juice, and the whole plan backfired. I know Karl ordered me to kidnap Syd's little sister and blow up her uncle's research lab. 
I get the lab situation. Karl didn't like Larry poking around his dark secrets. But I don't understand why Zoe and Syd were brought into this. Maybe as retaliation against Larry.
I also don't understand why Larry killed Syd's father. Or her brother.
Mark had been stabbed by the same weapon Syd described was used on her father. Either Larry had come after Mark too, or Mark is . . . Syd's brother. He had been overseas studying. That's why Syd had taken his Audi.
Holy shit, I really have been destroying Syd's family without either of us realizing it.
I make my way across the yard illuminated with lanterns and through the mansion without being disturbed. No guards. No house staff. Not even Silvia.
Outside the chamber door, I halt and try to listen over the hum. 
Silence.
I take a deep breath and, with shaking arms, push open the door. The scent of argan greets me, a reminder that I belong to this house. I will until the day I die.
The fabrics wave in a breeze, revealing a glimpse of Karl on his throne.
I close the door behind me and cross the long room, head lowered, until I'm in front of him. To his side, Syd stands with a half-dozen armed guards at her back. Her jaw is set firm.
“I thought I would have to summon you.” Karl looks vaguely amused. “You kept us waiting.”
I stare up at him without raising my head. My hair falls into my eyes.
He gestures toward Syd. “It seems your friend here has a request.”
My stomach feels sick. I remind myself he has already done his worst to her. To both of us.
“Just let him out of the wish, Karl,” Syd says, anger coloring her voice. “Look what you've done to him.” 
“Oh, I haven't done anything to him. He knows the rules.” Karl's gaze meets mine. “Tell her you understood your choice.”
“He can't talk.” Syd shifts the purse on her shoulder.
I try to swallow, but my throat still burns.
Karl sits forward on his throne. “This operation was built by your ancestors, Dimitri. Your father, your grandfather, your great-grandfather. All the way back. Generation after generation gave their lives so we could be what we are now.
“Her family wants to take it away. They want to destroy it. No one has rights to what we have done.” His voice is even. “Fulfill the wish, Dimitri.”
I give a tight shake of my head. Another jolt. Goddammit. My face tilts to the ceiling. My muscles tighten and convulse. 
Karl raises to his feet and steps down from the stage. I remain in my spot, forcing deep breaths and trying to keep my mind clear. His influence over me is never good. Syd won't be able to run far if I tumble back into insanity.
He glowers at me. “Your father worked for my father for decades. They increased the account tenfold. Then he was passed down to me, and we had a good few years, until he became sick. We knew his time as our genie was running out.”
I straighten. No one has ever told me why my father was replaced.
“He tried.” Karl sounds remorseful, but for all the wrong reasons. “His body was giving out, but he was excellent right up to the end. The only time he ever let us down was when he gave us you.”
I should be offended. I have done so many terrible things for Karl, and all he ever remembers are the failures. Yet I no longer care what he thinks. I might be bonded to him for life, but any loyalty I had has disappeared.
He continues. “I have my backup plan, though. I had to have one. Imagine my disappointment. So many great things we could be doing, but I always have to clean up your mess. Now you have the chance to live up to the men before you. Stop the Ballantynes once and for all.”
I glance at Syd. 
Sydney Ballantyne. 
I never knew her last name.
More threads tie together.
Karl smiles, and it's perverse but entirely sane. “You can end this.”
I clamp my jaw. 
His smile twists into a smirk. “If you don't, the hum will tear you apart from the inside. Slow. Deliberate. Just do what is asked of you, and it will let you go. You know this, Dimitri. You have been terrified of the hum since the first time you tried to resist.
“Morals aren't for your kind to decide. The master tells you what you believe, and you follow the orders. We've been doing this for such a very long time.” He leans closer and whispers in my ear, “I will never retract the wish. You will give in, eventually. You will kill her. And I'll finally have a worthy jinn.”
His words are a sucker punch to the gut. Despite everything, I really am worthless to him. No wonder he never requested for me to carry on the bloodline. He has some big idea on how to replace me.
He steps back, then turns and heads for his throne. 
He says louder, “No, Dimitri, I would rather let this run its course. Maybe you will find reprieve at the end. Maybe in days or weeks or months, maybe it will kill you.” He settles down in his throne again. “I am prepared to let that happen.”
Chaos erupts to my right. I turn as Syd swings her purse like a flail. It catches a guard upside the head. The other guards grapple for her, but she keeps swinging.
I lunge into their midst, dodging her weapon, and start throwing elbows into their stomachs. I grab a guard's head and introduce it to my knee. He slumps next to the guard Syd has on the ground. She's still whaling on him.
A guard goes for her, but I slug him in the face. I shove him down and plant my foot into his throat. He chokes on his final breath. I pull the gun from my pocket.
A succession of clicks issue behind me. I halt, my gun still raised.
A guard snaps, “Drop the weapon!”
I hesitate. There's nothing else to do. Nothing that won't risk hurting Syd. I place the gun on the floor next to one of the two guards I killed. Syd's guard might be alive, but he will have a headache from hell if he comes to. 
A barrel nudges me in the side, urging me over to Karl. Syd is right beside me, captured by another guard.
Karl sizes me up, then her. He turns back to me.
The gun in my side jabs harder.
Karl's hand flicks up. Just for a second.
My eyes narrow. 
He made the same motion the first time Syd wound up at gunpoint in the summoning chamber. He just ordered the guards not to shoot. 
Of course. He's not ready to kill me yet, not until he can grow my replacement. And he's not going to let them kill Syd, either. He's too desperate to make me the savage jinn he has in mind to let that to happen.
The guards are bluffing. I think.
I throw my elbow into the guard behind me. He shoves back. I spin around and catch my fist into his temple. He swings, lands solid in my chest. I struggle for air as I dive after him. My fingers dig into his face. I will take down every one of these jerkwads before letting them near Syd. Another jolt hits. I channel the intensity into shoving him to the ground. 
Clamoring picks up behind me. I don't dare look, but I know Syd is on the move again. She's a bad ass like that.
The guard thrusts his arm up and clenches my throat. I try to shake him off, try to pull away without losing my hold on him. He pushes into it, doesn't let up.
My chest seizes until my vision darkens. I continue to jerk and pull. His hold slips. I stumble a few steps, then crash side first into the floor. My teeth jar together. A searing tear rips through my shoulder.
I scramble to my feet, hunching over and choking on my burning throat. My eyes lock on the guard as he clamors upright. He swings wide. I put up my arm to block him and duck in the same motion.
“I did it,” Silvia says from behind me. “Dimitri! I did it!”
I shove the guard back as I turn, the bottom of my jacket thudding against my legs.
Silvia is standing on the stage. She's gripping a knife, blade and fingers covered in red.
Karl is slumped over in his seat, his lap filling with the blood running from his throat.
The room is silent. My head more so.
I stare at her. The kittens at the hotel had been preparation. She'd had it out for her father for years.
“He was going to let you die,” she says. “I couldn't allow that. You are my inheritance. He had no right.”
Even though the pain is subsiding from my mind and body, I don't know what to say. Part of me can't believe I'm out of the wish. The hum is gone. I don't have to kill Syd.
 Another part of me is terrified to see Silvia basking over her bloody hands. 
She smiles at me. Her smile has never been more unsettling.
I glance at Syd. She's breathing hard, looking between me and Lizzie Borden over there. 
My throat burns from the lack of water. The choking session didn't help either. I swallow hard a few times, and it takes a minute for my throat to start working. I try that speaking thing again. 
My voice is raspy. “Good work, Silv.”
I start inching for the side door. Now would be an excellent time for Syd to learn to read minds. 
Her eyes dart to me, then she shuffles a little.
Silvia holds the blade up to the light as if scrying in the dripping blood. I have no idea what the guards are doing. I can't take my eyes of Silvia. It might break her spell, and then she'll give the commandments and start making wishes. If the guards have any intelligence, they're backing out the other way. She's almost as much of a threat to them as she is to me.
Syd and I are shoulder-to-shoulder, nearly to the side exit. Another few inches, and we can bolt. 
The door swings open. Silvia looks up. Her knife clatters to the floor.
I spin around. 
Eileena gazes over me to her spawn.
“It's done,” Silvia says, with no less passion. “The master bond is mine.”
Eileena pushes past me and Syd, heading into the chamber. She yanks down several of the sheer fabric curtains and toss them over Karl's body like she's hiding dirty furniture.
She brushes her hands together. “Are you ready to give the commandments, Silvia?”
Fuck.
I would make a run for it, but I'm sure Silvia has seen Karl summon me enough times to know how to do it. I've spent the last twenty-three years pissing off my new master. I'm in enough trouble as it is.
“Dimitri, come here, please.” Sylvia's tone is firm. Like she's speaking to a child.
This is going to get ugly. I already kind of miss Karl. At least his evil was predictable.
I take a deep breath and trudge toward the stage. My head is down. I don't want to look at her. For our whole lives, we were on the same field. Now she owns everything. Including me.
“Eyes one me, Dim.” 
I grimace, but I do what I'm told. How the hell did I think I had won? She's going to wish Syd dead and then I will be right back where I started. Or she will come up with something crazier, because she could make the Mad Hatter flee.
The fact her hands are still bloody and her father's corpse is rotting behind her doesn't seem to bother her. She's all smiles.
“Dimitri, you may never tell anyone who or what you are.” Her voice never waivers. She must have practiced the big moment every day for years. “This . . . I . . . wish.”
The hum fades in then right back out. I know the drill. It will hang out, silent but waiting for me to screw up. This is how the commandments work.
Silvia claps her hands. “Dimitri, you may never kill yourself. This . . . I . . . wish.”
Another little jab from the hum. Letting me know it's got this one too.
Syd rushes from the side, swooping to the floor. “Hands up. Now.”
I turn as she points a gun at Silvia. My gun. Why is everyone taking my gun lately?
Silvia looks at her. I know Silvia. She doesn't think Syd is serious. I also know Syd, and Silvia probably should tread carefully. She doesn't excel at that, though. 
Syd growls. “I told you to put them the fuck up!” 
If I wasn't in love before, game over.
Silvia glances at her mother, who is standing just to the side of me. Then she rolls her eyes and raises her arms. I have never seen a lazier resignation.
I steal a glance behind me. The guards are gone. Smart boys. Run fast.
Syd creeps closer to Silvia. “You're going to let me and Dim walk out of here, got it?”
I grimace. Doesn't Syd realize Silvia already has the master bond? She can summon me from anywhere in the world.
I swallow hard.
“Syd, that's not going to help much.” My voice is gravelly, not quite recovered.
Syd scowls but doesn't look away from Silvia.
“This is dumb,” Silvia says with a tone like we're discussing the plot of a cheesy TV show. Then a flash of devious intelligence crosses her face. “You can't kill me. I'm the master now. If I die, my genie dies. There's no one left to inherit the bond.”
She lowers her arms, slow and casual, mocking Syd.
Syd keeps the gun steady, but her scowl deepens. 
“You didn't know that?” Silvia grins at Syd. All she is missing are the devil horns and hooves. “Or did you think I didn't know that?”
I wave my hand at Syd to back off. She is only getting me in more trouble. And probably herself, too. If Silvia hadn't wanted Syd dead before, she will now. She might even want to watch. Or help.
Syd glances at me, then points the barrel at the ground. Her body is still tense though. She's just waiting for Silvia to make a wrong move.
“My father might have thought I was an idiot, but I understand the genie bond better than he ever did.” Sylvia smiles, satisfied and far more demonic than I took her for. “At least, better than he does now.”
“This was a long time coming,” Eileena says from behind me.
I start and then turn to face her. I had forgotten Madame X was overseeing.
She glowers at me. “It's about time our people take back what's ours.”
I shake my head and struggle to speak. “You're not even a Walker by blood. You married into the family.”
She narrows her eyes and moves in. “The jinn belong to my people.”
I open my mouth to reply, then halt. For the first time, I note Eileena's heritage: Arabic. That's where Silvia gets her tan skin and dark hair. 
“The Arab blood was so diluted in the Walker line,” Eileena says with distaste. “Until Silvia. We will take back the jinn. All of them.”
“Not like he's a real jinn, anyway.”
I snap around to look at Sylvia. She flutters her eyes in the way that always makes me want to throw a chair at her face.
I choke on my dry throat. “What does that mean?”
“You're not a real jinn,” she says in a tone that should end with “duh”.
I stare at her. Dumbly. It's my specialty. 
Silvia blinks. “Did no one tell you the story?”
“No, no one told me the fuckin' story.” My irritation is highlighted by my already raspy voice. “Do you think your father and I went out for Taco Tuesday?”
“It's a good story, though,” she says.
“Thanks, Silv. That solves everything.”
She shrugs. “I thought you knew. I don't see why they would keep it from you. Back in Arabia, when it was all still pagan tribes, the jinn visited our world. They were welcomed. Even worshiped in some areas. The jinn appeared as animals, and sometimes they appeared in human form.
“But then men discovered how to summon the jinn and bind them into servitude. Some masters were nice, but some were not. There was a jinn, a woman. They called her Al-Jamila. She spent most of her time around a particular tribe, because she and one of the men had fallen in love.
“The man walked in on his other tribe members preparing a ritual. He demanded to know what was going on, and they admitted they were going to summon their own jinn. It was a growing practice then, for a tribe to summon a jinn to work for their greater good. The man wanted to know which jinn they had chosen, but they wouldn't even look at him. He knew it was Al-Jamila.
“They summoned her, but as they set to bind her to them, he pushed her out of the way and took her place. He thought the bond would die with him, but it was passed down to his son, and so it was with the master too.”
My exhausted brain reels to make sense of what she said. “So, that man who saved Al-Jamila, he's my ancestor?”
“Yes, he sacrificed not only himself but every generation onward forever so that Al-Jamila could be free.” She sighs. “I told you, it's a good story. Romantic.”
“Yeah, um, Silvia. I'm not sure if you noticed this . . . ” I gaze down at myself. “I don't look very Arabic.”
“Oh, Dim, if your family didn't mind other species, I'm sure they were on board early with interracial marriages too.”
Eileena scoffs. “Not unlike the Walkers.”
I don't reply. I had just come to terms with the fact I wasn't human, that I was barely more than a monster, and now everything is flipped around again. Not like it matters. I might be human, but I'm still cursed with the genie bond. 
Syd says, “What I don't get is—”
The door at the far end of the chamber bursts open. I spin around. Larry staggers in, struggling with two large burlap sacks in each hand.
He sees me and halts.
I stare at him, incredulous. “Good god, how are you even standing?” 
Then my eyes trail down to the sacks. They have small slits on the bottom, leaving a grainy trail in their wake.
I would recognize thermite anywhere. He has the hookups to make it properly—in enormous quantities.
“You.” He storms toward me. “Get Karl, now.”
I point behind me to the throne.
Larry squints. Then he drops the sacks at his feet and has a gun pointed across the room at Silvia's head. 
Eileena makes an indignant noise.
“I've had enough of this bullshit!” His finger twitches on the trigger. “Where is the goddamn jinn?”
I clear my throat. 
He hesitates. Just a little. Just enough for me to catch his arm and twist. I shove him to the floor, arm behind his back and his knees against the bags of thermite. A small blowtorch drops out of his pocket and rolls a few feet.
He was serious. He was going to blow this place up. 
His cry sounds strangled as I twist further and apply more pressure. “Did you kill Mark?”
Syd's head shoots up, eyes wide. 
“Yes, I killed Mark,” Larry says between sharp breaths. “Stop fuckin' around and get me the jinn.”
I lean down. “You're not in any place to be giving orders, are you?”
He sneers, but another little twist has him rethinking his attitude.
“Dim, we need to get out of here. Now.” 
Syd sounds panicky, but she's been solid all the way through. What changed?
I look up.
“Please, let's just go.” She makes a move for the door.
Silvia bends down, grabs her knife, and lunges at Syd.
I yell a warning, but Silvia is on Syd's back. She raises the knife. I let go of Larry and charge across the room.
Syd spins in a half-circle, dropping the gun. She throws her elbow, repeatedly, into Silvia's side. I hook Silvia's arm and yank her off. The knife clatters to the floor. Silvia and I both dive for it. She grabs it from under me and swings at Syd's face.
Syd blocks with her arm. The knife slices through her sleeve and gashes her open. Blood streams to the floor. She takes a retreating step. Silvia swings again and again, like she's in a David Carradine movie. 
Syd backs into the wall. Silvia swings low and up, aiming for Syd's gut. Syd drops down. I scramble for the gun and pull the trigger.
The explosion fills the room. Then there is silence.
Syd peers up at me from behind her bleeding arm. I follow her gaze to Silvia's body on the floor. Headshot.
She should have given the last commandment first. Until then, my master is at my mercy. No hum to stop me from making a split-second decision.
A thud sounds on the far end of the chamber. I turn to see Eileena tearing out of the door. The world feels surreal. I scan the room. It is just me and Syd separated by Silvia's limp body, with Larry off to the side. He is nursing his arm. I think I broke it.
I reach down and help up Syd. She steps over Silvia, and then falls into my shoulder—and cries. Deep, long sobs, her whole body shuddering. I wrap my arms around her.
God, I've missed her.
I squeeze a little tighter and touch my face to the top of her hair. She reigns in her emotions and breaks free, though my arms are still around her waist.
She looks into my eyes. My hand goes to her face, cupping her jaw. I lean in to kiss her.
She puts her hand over mine and moves it away, shaking her head. 
She steps back. “No, Dim. No, you killed Silvia.”
“I know.” I swallow hard, trying to find my voice. “I know what it means. It was worth it.”
I've never said anything more honest in my life.
She takes another step back, pulling away from me. The lines of her throat are taut. She keeps shaking her head.
I'm hurting her again. I'm killing someone she loves. But this time, it's for the right reason. Maybe I can be redeemed.
“Dimitri,” she says, as if speaking pains her. “Do you know Karl Walker's real name?”
I halt. “What do you mean, real name?”
She runs her hand through her hair, her gaze flicking past me. “His real name is Franklin Ballantyne.” 
“Ballantyne?” I stare at her. “You mean, he's . . . ”
She nods once. “One of the four brothers. The oldest. That's why my family was looking for the jinn.” Her frown deepens. “The master bond was passed down from the oldest son to the oldest son. The others . . . wanted a turn. They wanted you.
“That's why Larry killed my father.” She turns to her uncle. He is still huddled on the floor with his arm cradled against his chest. Her expression sparks with rage. “We were supposed to be doing this together! We were supposed to be a family! You drove Grandma away! She couldn't stand it anymore. All anyone talked about was the master bond. All anyone did with their life was study ways they could take it. Mythology, anthropology, sociology. That's all you guys ever cared about!” 
She turns back to me, tears breaking free again. She forces them back. “My father was the second oldest. He would have inherited the master bond if Karl and Silvia died. Silvia didn't know we were related, though. Karl sent you for Zoe, and he told my dad to call Larry off or we would never see Zoe again. I begged for them to do what he asked, but they didn't. They just became more determined.
“Then Phil died when he was away on business. Karl said it was a warning that he would kill us all if he had to. But they still didn't stop, Dim. Larry thought Karl would try to infiltrate his work, so he hid the research books. Then Robbie—Phil's son who interned at the labs—was kidnapped. His body was found by some teens camping in the desert. By that time, the books had been stolen from the lab, before it was blown up . . . sort of. We assumed Karl had taken Robbie for information, then killed him.
“Even the doctor who Phil paid off to get the inside scoop was being terrorized. We knew Karl was using the jinn, but we could never get ahead of him—of you. We couldn't anticipate your targets or how you would execute them.”
She lowers her voice. “I never would have guessed it was you. Not even when I found the book from Larry's lab on your living room shelf. The book just outlined who the master bond is handed off to. I knew it had been with the batch of stolen books, so I realized you were involved with Karl, but . . . ” 
She shakes her head. “So I started going through your car and found Zoe's stuffed animal. I still didn't put it together. I figured he had sent his personal security for her, instead of sending the jinn.”
She turns back to Larry. “You wanted me to think the jinn had come for my father, but Dimitri was in New Mexico with me when it happened. I never thought—I never thought you would betray us like that.”
Larry grimaces, but says nothing. I have an urge to introduce his face to the back of his skull.
Instead, I turn to Syd. “Where is Zoe?”
She shrugs one shoulder, and her voice quivers. “I don't know. We haven't found her. Oh, god, Dim, if he hurt her . . . ”
I have no comforting words. Karl's record so far isn't encouraging.
I say, “So, Silvia killed Karl to claim her inheritance. I killed Silvia, which would have killed me except . . . there are more Walkers, well, Ballantynes. Who has the master bond now?” I scowl, feeling lost. Then my heart plummets. “Oh, shit. It's not—” I point at Larry. “Oh, fuck, it's not you, is it?”
He sneers. 
I am so screwed.
“No, Dim, Larry is the third oldest,” Syd says. “Phil was the fourth.”
I force myself to turn away from Larry, to look back at Syd. I'm not following this game of hot potato. “So, your father is the second oldest?”
She nods.
“But he's dead. And so is Mark. That's your brother, right?”
She nods again, her face turning red with suppressed tears.
“So, the master bond belongs to—” I stop breathing for a moment.
Syd bursts into sobs, nodding and backing away. She can't get much farther without tripping over Silvia. 
“No, no, Syd.” I move toward her to comfort her, but I'm shaking. I think it's with excitement. “This is a good thing.”
She shakes her head. “It's me, Dim. It's . . . me.”
“Syd, Syd, it's alright.” I want to squeeze her body and kiss her face all over. “You have the master bond. I'm good with this.” 
She's still crying. “I don't want the master bond. Not if it's you.”
“Syd, no. Don't give it away.” My excitement shifts to panic. “Don't do anything rash, please. I don't know how that part works, but if you can give it away, please, oh my god, please, don't.”
“I don't want it,” she whispers, lips trembling.
“Do not give it to Larry. Bad idea. Very bad idea.” I'm waving my hands wildly, unable to portray just how much I do not want her to do anything with that bond. “Just keep it, please.”
“It's wrong,” she says. 
She didn't look this scared even when I chased her through Albuquerque.
“Syd, no, look, I can deal with this. I can so deal with this.”  I try to stroke her uninjured arm, but she pulls away. “I would spend the rest of my life serving you, Syd. That's what I want.”
She shakes her head. “If you do anything for me, it should be because you choose to, not because you had to.”
“Just never use it, then,” I say because I couldn't care less if she does or doesn't. Her wish is my command, regardless. “Please, Syd. It will be okay. I promise. Look, maybe it's not even true. Larry just based everything on stories, right?”
Larry grunts, but I ignore him.
She gives a sad half-frown. “Dimitri?”
I meet her gaze. I'm hers in the most profound way. And yet I don't seem any closer to being allowed indulge in all the things we both want.
She holds out her hand. “Dimitri, give me your phone, please.” 
I tilt my head. “What?”
She takes a deep breath and says in a business-like tone, “This I wish.”
A familiar hum settles in my brain. I'm relieved it's there. The master bond really does belong to Syd. 
I reach in my pocket, pull out my phone, and, grinning, offer it to her.
As soon as her hand wraps around the phone, the hum vanishes.
I cannot convey to her what this means to me. If I could, she would stop crying.
She keeps shaking her head and running her fingers through the top of her hair. She hands me back my phone, looking hopeless. 
Larry says in a warning tone, “Sydney, do not fuck this up.”
I storm across the room and sock him in the face. Hard enough his entire body falls forward. T.K.O.
I turn back to Syd. “I know it has to be weird for you, but trust me, this isn't a bad thing.”
Her gaze travels around the room. Over the artifacts that probably date back to the time of Al-Jamila, and then to Larry's unconscious form, Karl's covered corpse, and Silvia's silent body on the floor next to her.
She looks at me again. “Did you finish watching that movie?”
I raise my eyebrows. “The what?”
“Aladdin. With the genie.” She smirks. “The funny one.” 
 “No, but if you want me to . . . ”
She flinches, and I laugh, as inappropriate of a time as it is. “Too soon?”
Her smirk fades back into a frown. Then she crosses the room in a few paces and stops in front of me. 
Her clothes are torn and dirty. Her hair is a mess. Her black makeup is streaked down her cheeks. The sadness, the hurt in her eyes is vivid.
I know her, finally. And I can't imagine anyone more worthy of the master bond.
My life is going to be pretty damn good here out. I mean, Syd is kind of stuck with me now too. Maybe this is her lost.
She reaches up and touches my cheek. My skin is sore, like it had been singed, but too soon she pulls her hand away.
“Dimitri.” A smile plays on her lips. A sad smile, but a resolute one. “I want you to be free. This I wish.”
The words don't make sense for a moment. Then I realize what she did, and I tense. She gives me an inquisitive look.
I wait, trying to hear or feel something different.
“Nothing.” I force a smile, leaning in to kiss her cheek. “It was a good try.”
We stand in silence. She looks dejected, but I can't bring myself to share her disappointment. I've escaped a slew of horrible fates in the last twelve hours and wound back up with my woman. Despite standing among a scene of carnage, I have never felt a bubble of happiness in my chest like this. 
“Let's go find Zoe and get out of here.” I head for the far door.
Syd calls behind me, “Dimitri?”
I halt and turn to her. “Come on, I'm sure Zoe's around here somewhere.”
I don't add that I'm worried we won't find her before something ignites this bonfire. There's an awful lot of thermite.
Syd stays rooted in place, next to Larry's body. “Dimitri, I want you to get me a glass of wine. This I wish.”
I give her a puzzled look. “Really, Syd? Really? We need to—”
I stop, then I look down and focus on listening. She didn't wish correctly. Learning curve, maybe. Except . . . she had already tried it out with the phone. And succeeded. 
She comes closer. 
“Nothing, right?” Her expression clears and, for the first time in forever, she has an honest smile. “Tell me!”
I shake my head. There's no way. We're missing something vital. I'm afraid to even think right now.  
“Let's find Zoe.” I glance at the dead guards, then head out the door.
Syd is right behind me. 
Two steps into the foyer, I freeze, dust pluming around my shoes. Thermite covers as far as I can see, like gray snow. Larry had been busy for a while before interrupting the family reunion.
“Uh, yeah,” I say, because words really can't describe standing in a field of thermite.
Syd turns in a half-circle. “Holy shit.”
Okay, maybe words can describe it.
We take off across the mansion, screaming for Zoe. I don't know if she's here, or if she's even alive. All the other bodies have been recovered so far, though. Something tells me Karl would have planted her corpse as a token of endearment if he had killed her.
We scramble down the thermite-filled corridors and work our way across the mansion, scoping out one room after another. If the mansion had never been crossed end to end before, it soon will be. The doors are already open and the explosive powder waits in mounds in each room. A window in one of the guest suites is open, the curtain billowing with a warm breeze that stirs the thermite on the carpet.
No Zoe. No anybody. Karl had been plotting something terrible if he had dismissed all the staff for the day. I imagine it would have involved a lot of blood and screaming.
My stomach churns a little at the thought, and a lot more at the realization Zoe is gone.
Syd keeps it together. I, however, am about to lose it.
I kidnapped Zoe.
I took her from Syd.
As much as I would like to check every corner and closet again, we can't hang around. Thermite is difficult to ignite—I remember that lesson—but it packs a universe-creating bang. 
“We've looked in all the rooms, Syd.” I take her by the arm and direct her toward the front of the mansion. 
She bites her lips, eyes darting around like she expects to find a secret passage. Pretty sure Karl wasn't that cool.
I pull her closer as we trudge through the thermite mounds and out the front door, into the night. I pick up my pace toward the Corolla still parked in the driveway.
“Um, my car is in the back,” Syd says. “The Audi.” 
I make a sharp turn and follow her around the mansion. In the distance looms the ten-car garage. Syd's beast is parked next to it. I clamor into the passenger side, dropping onto the clean leather seats. Syd slides behind the wheel and jams the key from her pocket into the ignition.
She bites her lip and stares up at the mansion, then shakes off her thoughts. She steps on the gas and throws the Audi into reverse. The Audi skids past the gate, onto the road. 
I lull my head against the back of the seat and try to think where Karl hid Zoe. She is definitely not in the mansion. Chances are, he had her evacuated when he realized Syd was prowling around, but where did he send her? He has warehouses and properties across the nation, but they would be staffed by common workers. No way he is keeping a hostage there.
I jerk out of my thoughts as we pass a car parked to the side, in the desert.
“Wait a sec.” I tug on Syd's shirt. “Pull over.”
She slows the Audi. I climb out and hop down from the road to the dirt. Syd remains with her vehicle, shielding her eyes with her hand, as I make my way to the abandoned white car. I press my hands against the roof, ignoring the fact it feels like a just-used cookie sheet, and squint to see into the window.
The passenger seat holds a large roll of magnesium ribbon wrapped in plastic. 
I turn back to Syd. “Is this Larry's car?”
“Seems like it.” She glances down the road. “Can we go?”
I turn back to the car, yank open the driver side door, and lean in to grab the ribbon.
Syd raises her voice. “What are you doing?”
I jog back toward her, the package tucked under my arm. 
“There are a lot of things in that mansion no one should ever see.” I wipe my jacket sleeve across my forehead. “I think we should finish what Larry started.”
Syd scowls, then nods. We climb back into the Audi and U-turn to the mansion, my mind reeling on how long I need to delay the fuse so we aren't caught in the aftermath. 
As long as possible, I decide.
We pull into the driveway. 
I lean over and kiss Syd on the cheek. “I'll be right back. Stay here and keep the car running, okay?”
She gives me a hesitant look, then exhales and grips the steering wheel. I know she is worried about more than just outrunning the explosion. Larry is probably still in the mansion and, even if he is an asshole, he's the last of her uncles. I know she loved them. Maybe they had been good people once. 
I burst through one set of front doors and haul ass to the summoning chamber. Larry had dropped his blowtorch there when I made a pretzel out of his arm. Between that and the magnesium ribbon, we'll be ready for an early Fourth of July.
The chamber door is open. Thermite billows around my legs as I hurry to the blowtorch laying right where we left it.
I swoop down to pick it up. Something moves in the corner of my eye. I snap upright just as Larry barrels me over. My back slams against the ground, knocking the air from my lungs. The torch slips from my fingers and rolls away.
Larry has his hands around the neck. I try to get a knee up, but he might as well be a sumo wrestler. I can't budge. My throat chokes. My vision darkens. I twist and try to pull free, but he tightens his hold.
Then he slumps forward on top of me. Syd is standing over us. I shove him off and scramble to my feet. She drops her purse with a thunk and heads for the blowtorch.
“What the hell is in that thing?” I glance at her Purse of Annihilation. “Rocks?”
She grabs the torch, glancing at Larry, and then frowns. “Yes, actually.”
I laugh, because I don't know if she's serious or not.
“Well, it works.” She hands me the blowtorch.  
I tuck the torch into my jacket pocket. “Ya know, Syd, there's this thing called mace . . . ”  
“Yeah, there's also a little thing called magnesium ribbon, and you left it in the car, dork.” She hurries over to the door and picks up the package. “You really are kind of a lousy genie, aren't you?” 
“Hush.” I take the roll and hold it up. “Look, I'm going to run this from the front door, then light it, and vámonos.”
“Make like an atom and split,” Syd says. “Got it. How long do we have?”
“If I did the math right, about ten minutes. Be ready to floor it.”
Her face tightens. “Are you sure there's no other rooms?”
“Positive.” I squeeze her arm. “She's somewhere else. We'll figure it out.”
Syd follows me outside, then hurries across the lawn and slides into the Audi. She leans out the driver window to watch as I rip open the magnesium ribbon and start rolling it along the cement porch. According to the package, I have twenty-five feet. It should be just enough to get us out of here before destroying my final crime scene.
I don't need Karl to dig me out of this one.
With a glance back at Syd, I lower to one knee and pull out the blowtorch. I squeeze the trigger until the flame bursts from the tip, then lower it toward the ribbon. After a few seconds, the ribbon ignites. 
I pitch the torch onto the grass, then bound for the Audi and duck into the passenger side. “Let's go.”
 Syd throws the car into reverse. Tires squeal as the car whips onto the road. 
I lean back in the seat. “In a few minutes, that mansion is going up in flames, taking the garage and stable with it. Good thing there's no—Oh, shit! Syd, turn around!”
“What the hell?” She glances at me, scowling, and doesn't let up on the gas.
“I know where Zoe is!”
I slam into the dash as the Audi comes to a sudden stop. Then I scramble out and take off across the yard. 
The fuse is receding, and magnesium tape does not snuff easily. I tear past the mansion, arc around the garage larger than the average family home, and head straight for the stables.
My chest feels like it's going to split wide open. I burst inside the stable and dart from one empty stall to the other, leaning over the doors.  
“Zoe! Are you in here?” I gasp between words, and my heart slams against my chest bone. “Where the hell are you?”
And then she's staring up at me. Her face is dirty, streaked by tears.
I throw open the stall door and yank her from the pile of clean hay. She screams and beats her fists against me as I toss her over my shoulder and bolt. The fuse line is maybe ten feet from the front door—and the bomb.
Syd clamors out of the Audi as I approach.
I try to yell, but my lungs are still struggling for air. 
I tug open the back door, shoving Zoe inside far too reminiscent of her kidnapping. Then I dart around the car and drop into the passenger seat.
Syd swings the car out and floors it like a NASCAR driver. A thunderous sound rumbles through the open desert. A moment later, the sky flickers orange. Smoke sweeps over the car, blacking out the windows.
We start choking, but Syd doesn't ease up on the gas. My lungs burn, my eyes water. After it feels like the entire world has gone up in smoke, we finally pull from the cloud and into the clear night.
Syd reaches behind her, into the back seat, and squeezes Zoe's hand. Zoe's eyes are fixed on me. Angry. Accusatory.
I turn away and slink down into my seat.
Zoe finally speaks. “Syd, did Dad find us?”
She speaks softly, but comes off surprisingly collected. 
Syd touches her tongue to her bottom lip. “No, honey. No, Dimitri saved us.”
“Who?” Zoe sounds disbelieving, like she knows Syd meant me but it doesn't jive.
“It's a long story.” Syd brings her hand back to the steering wheel. “You're safe now. Dim's not going to hurt you. No one will.”
Zoe is quiet for a moment before speaking. “Sydney . . . are we going home?”
Syd nods, gripping the steering wheel. “Yeah, honey. We're going home.”



Chapter 13
We drive through the night, stopping only to refuel and to grab important documents from our respective houses. Neither Syd nor I want to hang around for long. It doesn't feel safe.
Zoe sleeps in the backseat. She looks awkward without a blanket or pillow, but I suspect this is the first real rest she has had since we first met. I don't know how Syd is going to explain to her what happened. I'm not entirely sure it makes sense to me yet. Maybe it will someday. 
We reach Santa Fe in the morning. Zoe is awake, but quiet, as we pull into their grandmother's house. Syd lets us in through the back. 
The rooms are small and loaded with furniture. Big, heavy furniture. The kind that feels rooted and permanent. I understand why this place has always been Syd's haven.
She takes Zoe to a back room. Water runs for eternity while I stand around in the living room. I'm covered in so much dirt and blood, I'm not sure I will ever feel clean again. After a while, Syd re-emerges down the hall with wet hair and a clean outfit. Just jeans and a t-shirt. No makeup. She still looks beautiful.
“Zoe is resting in Grandma's bed.” Syd steps into the living room. “There's another bathroom you can use, but I don't have any clean clothes for you. I'll go to the store when Zoe gets up.”
“I can't believe how amazing you were.” My hand touches her cheek before I realize what I'm doing. She doesn't flinch, so I linger over her soft, clean skin. “Are you going to be alright?”
She nods. “I have Zoe. She was the last innocent person in my family. I'll be fine for as long as she's safe.”
I step closer and lean in. It's a long shot, but so is everything else in my life. She pulls away, expression unreadable, and disappears into the kitchen off to the side. I cross the room to the doorway and watch, leaning against the door jamb, as she fills two tall glasses with water. She hands one to me. I take it, contemplating if I will ever be able to eat or drink again. It's been so long.
I chug it down. My throat burns like I'm shooting whiskey, but then the fire simmers and I realize just how dehydrated I am. Everything else follows: my muscles ache, my shoulder throbs, my head feels like I chased a brick wall and caught it. 
Syd seems to note my exhaustion. 
“Follow me.” She squeezes past me and heads down the hall. 
I trail after her, then stop as she flips on the light to a bathroom.
“Towels are in there.” She points at a wall mounted cabinet. “The guest bedroom is across from here. Get washed up and catch some sleep. I have to make a few phone calls and figure out what we're going to do. Then I'll wake Zoe and head to the store for food and clothes.”
She turns and leaves.
With enough soap and hot water, I manage to scrub off all the grime and probably a layer of skin. I slip on my jeans, gather up my clothes, and cross the hall to the guest room.
Syd is lying on top of the covers, looking up at the ceiling. I halt, unsure of my boundaries. 
She glances at me. “You can lie down. I won't club you upside the head with a rock-filled purse.”
“It's not just that.” I drop my laundry into the corner. “My pants are kind of . . . bloody.”
“Take 'em off,” she says without any emotion.
I can't hold back the dumb grin, though.
She rolls her eyes, but smiles. “Not like I haven't seen you naked before.”
“Yeah, but now it's awkward.” I peel out of my clothes and settle under the covers, next to her.
“Everything between us is.” She stares at the ceiling again, then sighs. “I really should get to the store, but I'm too tired to move.”
“Rough night?”
She laughs. “Yeah. I might need a drink soon.”
We simmer into a warm, pleasant silence. As much as I want to sleep, my brain isn't quite ready to shut down. Maybe because I have a lot to think about. More than likely, though, it's because Syd is next to me and I want to enjoy the feeling.
I study her. She is pretty beat up with scratches and bruises, but the swelling in her face has already gone down. Her arm is bandaged where Silvia went after her like a Thanksgiving turkey. 
Her expression is contemplative. That's Syd, always ready to take control of the situation.
I smile and settle back against the wrought iron headboard. “So, what was that avocado thing about?”
She gives a short laugh. 
“Three hundred million questions you could ask, and you care about fruit flies.” She rises onto her elbows and looks at me. “You know, when Ballantyne children are tucked into bed, they're told stories about the jinn. No 'Goodnight, Moon' for us. I spent my entire life wondering what the jinn would be like. If I would ever meet him. Sometimes, the idea scared me. Most of the time, it fascinated me.”
I tilt my head. “Disappointed?”
“I'm not sure.” She quirks her lips. “We never really knew anything specific about Karl's jinn. Not if he worshiped or despised Karl. Not if he had magic. Not if he was even real.”
I raise my eyebrows.
“Well, we never saw the jinn ourselves. We just heard about it from Grandma, that Grandpa had bestowed some ancient gift onto his first born son. Even she had never witnessed it, because Grandpa kidnapped Karl right after my youngest uncle was born.”
 I stare at her, resigned to trying to decode her conversations. “I still don't get what avocados had to do with anything.”
“It's hard to explain. It was right after Zoe was kidnapped, you know? I was such a mess.” She takes a deep breath and pauses before continuing. “It's like, they never went and saw the avocados. They just assumed the flies were there, and then all these farmers suffered. Export is a huge part of economy, and all these assumptions, it must have ruined lives.”
She sits upright. “It was just like us. Like my family. We never saw the jinn. We just assumed it existed, and then people started getting hurt.”
I have no reply. The fact I do exist doesn't make what happened any more excusable. No one should have died proving I was real. The irony I was right in front of them the whole time is vile.
I will probably never fully understand what Syd went through, being raised in damn near a cult, then watching her family torn apart. Finding out I was behind part of the madness, the person she had spent many salacious nights with, must have left a mental scar or two.
I don't know how to fix the damage. Maybe time. Maybe never.
But I do know what I almost lost. 
“I want to tell you something, even if it's a little weird.” I hesitate, but it needs to be out in the open.
She gives me a tired half-smile. “Go for it, genie.”
For a moment, it's like we're back in my bedroom. I resist running my hand through her hair, because I doubt I will be able to stop myself from going further. 
“I love you, Syd.” 
“I know.” Her expression lightens. “You told me already.”
I lean back against the headboard. Syd is smart, and all the grooming from her family works in my favor. She understands me. I'm not quite sure how that stacks up in romance, but I was already flunking out anyway.
It's kind of nice not being alone anymore, though.
She rolls onto her belly, her side along my leg, and tucks her hands on her chin. “When I saw you in Santa Fe, saw what you were . . . It was not at all like I expected. You were so . . . vulnerable . . . but deadly. I spent my life imaging you, yet it was more amazing than I ever thought it could be.” She goes silent for a moment and then adds, “Maybe it's for all the wrong reasons, but I love you too.”
She pushes up to her hands and knees, and kisses me hard, pressing me into the headboard. Her arms slip around my neck as she straddles my lap. My hands grab her waist, pulling her closer. Her back arches up, her body grinding into me.
I pull her shirt over her head, and her mouth comes right back to mine. Her teeth nip at my bottom lip as I unfasten her pants. I can't undress her fast enough. I want to touch her, claim her as mine.
She pulls away to squirm out of the rest of her clothes. Then she's at me again, yanking back the covers and biting her way down my neck, my chest. Something tells me Syd needs this just as bad as I do.
I move forward, laying her back against the mattress and crawling over her. She's different this time. The way her body moves under me, pressing against me, the way her legs tighten around my waist as I slide inside—I know she meant what she said. She loves the jinn.
Even if the jinn turned out to be human.
Her teeth sink into my shoulder in a way that just makes me want her more. And when she comes, she bites down harder, muffling her cries. I push deeper, wanting the release and this to last forever at the same time. She kisses me, long and hungrily, until the end. Then we curl up together and, at long last, sleep.
***
In the morning, we hit the road. We have clean clothes, cold water, and plenty of food. All the things we will never take for granted again. Zoe talks nearly non-stop to Syd, blatantly ignoring me. I deserve that. Syd gives me a reassuring smile. I grin and turn to watch out the window.
We drive straight through New Mexico and don't stop until we reach Houston. Syd has booked us a one-way flight, routed through Greensboro as I requested.
During our eight-hour layover, we rent a car and drive to Dansville, Virginia.
I knock on Patricia Kerr's door, Syd and Zoe right behind me.
Patricia answers, and her face is a Rubik's cube of emotions.
“Still sane.” I tap my temple. “Can we come in for a minute?”
She blinks, then says, “Yes, yes, of course.”
She unlocks the screen door and invites us in. I glance back at the other two, who are standing close to each other, before stepping inside.
Patricia's eyes are fixed on me. “Would you like something to drink?”
“No, thanks. We can't stay for long.” I pause, but there's no tactful way to approach this. “Karl is dead. Silvia is dead. I'm leaving the country.” 
I shift weight, hoping she will say something. Anything. But it's her turn to stare dumbly. I know how she feels.
I rub the back of my neck. “I guess I just wanted to let you know that it's . . . over. No one's coming for you. Especially not me.”
Her shoulders drop like she's Atlas relieved of the world. “Are you sure?”
“Very sure. They're very dead.”
She looks me up and down. “And you—are you ever coming back?”
“If I do, you won't see me.” I shrug and pull my jacket tighter. “I have no reason to be here.”
She nods. “Can I . . . Can I write a book about you?”
“Probably not,” I say without missing a beat.
She smiles, and then she touches my cheek. It's a small, quick motion, but I understand now. Like Syd, everything Patricia has been through no longer matters. Even if no one back on the farm will believe them, they have met the Wizard of Oz. Their entire existence has been validated.
“Be safe, Dimitri,” she says, her voice soft.
I nod, and then head out the door. Syd and Zoe follow right behind me. 
***
From Greensboro, we fly to JFK Airport and connect with our international flight. It's coach. I don't care. Syd sits next to me, and Zoe sits on the other side of her.
We doze in our seats. We play hangman. We flip through Sky Mall.
And fourteen hours later, we land in Naples, Italy.
Naples feels like a giant resort. I can't imagine a better place for us to grieve and then find happiness again. Or for the first time.
Syd's grandmother is worthy of all the acclaim. She knows who I am, but she's neither afraid nor impressed. I like that most about her. She's spunky, and I can see Syd becoming just like that over the years. The best part is, I will know if she does.
During the afternoon, Syd and I go down to the beach. Zoe comes with us, but she's happy to wander on her own. She's a surprisingly resilient little kid. It must run in the women in this family.
I step into the surf and stare into the sea. The Mediterranean. Fifteen hundred years ago, my ancestor stood on the southern coast of this same body of water. Fifteen hundred years ago, he made a decision that would impact every generation after him.
On the drive to Houston, before my phone gave up completely, I searched Al-Jamila. No results returned for the jinn, but I didn't expect any. She has been forgotten by the rest of the world. But what I did learn is that her name is Arabic for The Beautiful. 
I bet she was, and I bet it wasn't just on the outside. Some man who is tied to my blood by a century and a half loved her so much that he gave up everything to save her. I should be bitter I got the short end of that deal. Then I look at Syd, and I can't blame him. Not at all.
It's not until I stand with the Mediterranean at my feet and the blue sky above my head that I realize—truly comprehend—that I don't have to be here. I don't have to be anywhere, or do anything. And, I admit, the thought is scary. Maybe even terrifying.
No more Karl to make a phone call to fix my mistakes. No more identities to hide behind.
I'm no longer Leo or Alan or Alex. 
I'm Dimitri.
And I am free.



About the Author
Rainy Kaye is an aspiring overlord. In the meantime, she blogs at RainyoftheDark and writes paranormal novels from her lair somewhere in Phoenix, Arizona.
She is represented by Rossano Trentin of TZLA.
http://www.rainyofthedark.com/
 
Coming Soon:
Axiom (Summoned Prequel)
Stifled (Summoned Series #2)





Her Sweetest Downfall
A Forever Girl Series Bonus Content Novella
Rebecca Hamilton



Chapter 1
Great Paxton, 1808
Ophelia knew two things for certain: First, the mark where her neck met her shoulder was not there yesterday, and second, if Lady Karina caught sight of it, she would hand her over to the church.
Initially, the marking seemed to be nothing more than a dark outline of a circle. But as Ophelia leaned closer to the mirror, her hand balanced gently against the frame, she realized the mark formed an ouroboros—a serpent eating its own tail.
Her heart sunk to her stomach. The town would make no exception of her; she would suffer the same fate as Alice Russel, declared a witch and murdered in a fury of violent outcry. No matter that no one could possibly know what such a marking meant—that it came from nowhere was enough to declare it evil.
The brass doorknob rattled, and she startled.
“Ophelia!” came the edge of Lady Karina’s voice. “Open this door.”
“One moment, please, Miss.”
She quickly started buttoning the front of her copper gown, but Lady Karina continued rattling the door.
“I’m coming in,” she said. 
The tinker of keys echoed through the thin wooden door, and Ophelia’s fingers stumbled with the buttons on her collar, her heart racing faster with each passing moment.
The key slid into the lock, then the knob turned. She finished the final buttons of her gown and spun toward the door, pulling the two muslin flaps of her apron over her shoulders and starting to pin them together behind her neck.
Lady Karina stepped into the room, an envelope clutched in her hand. “You are never to lock your door,” she said, her irritation visible in the tremble of her long blonde curls. Her gaze trailed down to Ophelia’s neck. “Your collar is a mess and your buttons are one off. We can’t have that, can we?”
Ophelia tried to steady her hands enough to smooth the collar of her apron. “No, Miss.”
Lady Karina let out a crisp sigh and impatiently tapped the envelope against her arm. “Well? Are you going to straighten up? Surely you don’t expect me to do it for you.”
If she undid the buttons to fix her collar, she would expose the serpent—the devil’s symbol. Women in this town had been killed for less, and each execution delighted Lady Karina more than the last. 
Stepping back, Ophelia covered the buttons with her hand, lowering her gaze to the floor and away from Lady Karina. Ophelia never much liked to make eye contact with Lady Karina anyway. The first time they’d met, Lady Karina had told Ophelia that her large, ice-blue eyes gave her the willies. 
“I’ll take care of it right away, Miss.”
“Very well,” said Lady Karina. She handed over a small envelope with large script on the front. “Deliver this to Lord Isaac. He’ll need it by tomorrow morning, so you must make haste.”
Ophelia offered a polite nod, taking the envelope and tucking it away in the deep folds of her apron. “I’ll set out immediately.”
“After you make yourself a bit more presentable, of course,” Lady Karina corrected. “Percy is preparing one of the horses.”
Lady Karina stepped out without so much as a glance back. Once alone in the room, Ophelia spun back toward the mirror with a sigh. 
“What ‘ave ye gotten into?” she muttered to her reflection. “Father would go mad.”
But Father wasn’t there. He’d never know his daughter had turned herself over to the same life as her mother, the same life that Father had worked so hard to put behind them. He had hoped for a proper education for her, as the poor lagged behind the upper class in education. Ophelia was reminded of this every time she spoke, and her accent had become so ingrained over the years that she soon tired of trying to speak properly. Her wisdom would show in other ways, she hoped.
Father had wanted more. He hadn’t known the way things would change following his death, the way their estate would dwindle, his daughter forced to start anew. A proper education was out of the question now.
Ophelia, however, had not taken this work for the pay. No, she’d done so because she was certain Lady Karina’s brother knew something of the disappearance of her mother, who had worked for him two years prior. Gone to work for him, and then disappeared. Ophelia found her way here just six months later.
This job—it was all a lie, a masquerade designed to find her mother. Wherever she had gone, Ophelia knew she would not have gone willingly—not without telling her daughter why she was leaving. Ophelia would not stop this hunt until they were reunited, until her mother could once again hold her in an embrace and make the world feel right again. 
After checking the marking once more—it had darkened and the skin had raised slightly—Ophelia did her buttons up properly, pinned the flaps of her apron collar up in a more acceptable fashion, and covered her hair—black as sin, as Lady Karina said when they’d first met—beneath a cream bonnet. She wrapped her mother’s old knit shawl around her shoulders and set out into the chill of autumn.
Atticus waited, saddled and bridled, stomping his foot against the cold earth and shaking his mane as he sneezed the early evening air.
“Many thanks, Percy,” Ophelia said to the young man holding the horse’s reins. “I’ll take it from ‘ere.”
As she rode into the woods, the horse’s canter thudded the ground like the beating of tribal drums, and the sap-scented wind shushed between the leaves above. In the distance, between the oaks and maples, a violin played.
She dug her heels into her horse’s sides and set him into a gallop. “Come on, old boy. We don’t want to be ‘ere when night falls.”
Already the autumnal sun was low, its sharp light slicing through the breaks of the forest canopy and glinting off the crystallized stones embedded along the forest path. Night would fall too soon.
Damn her. Lady Karina would never travel these woods at night, nor would anyone sane send their maid unattended for such a task. Not with the highwaymen known to pass through, not knowing the things those men would do to a woman alone in the woods.
When darkness encroached, there were still a good few miles left to Lord Isaac’s estate on the other side of Blackwood Forest. Thunder rumbled, but the heavy air did not yet spit down rain. She’d need to make haste. At least word had it that Lord Isaac often permitted late night visitors to stay the night in his servants’ quarters.
Atticus slowed to a trot. Up ahead, white feathers scattered the forest path.
“Come on,” Ophelia said. “Come on.”
Wolves howled from somewhere deeper in the forest, and the horse stopped. 
“Atticus,” she hissed. She dug her heels in. “Go, boy.”
The horse whinnied and took three steps back, shaking his head. She stroked his neck and lifted her gaze to scan the forest. The moon glinted through the lattice of leaves only enough to reveal the dark trunks of the thicket on either side of the path. Above, charcoal clouds streaked against the patches of night sky, moving shadows over her forest path each time they rolled past the moon.
With the night came a chill nearly as cold as a winter morning, her breath puffing from her lips in a cloud of smoke. The violin tune grew louder; it cried mournfully between the oaks and maples like the wind in the tree boughs. Her chest tightened. How could that be? She’d covered too much ground to still hear this same violin. 
Atticus reared, tumbling Ophelia from his back to the forest ground. He stomped his foot and backed away.
“For goodness sake!” She stood and dusted leaves and debris from her dress. When she reached for his reins, the horse stepped back further. 
“Atticus,” she hissed, and she lunged for him this time, snatching the reins. But just as soon as she’d recouped her horse, he bolted away, ripping the reins from Ophelia’s hand with a burning force. Atticus thundered back the way they’d come, leaving her alone in the dark.
Tears and cold night air stung her eyes. The violinist must have been terribly near because she could hear the tune cutting through the trees and underbrush. She glanced back over her shoulder for Atticus, but he was long gone. 
As she shuffled toward the edge of the path, the overgrown grass soughed together between her shins. “Hello?”
The mark between her neck and shoulder ached, and she placed her hand on it, the pressure a near relief. 
I need to get to Lord Isaac’s estate. 
As she treaded across the decaying leaves along the trail in search of her horse, a clammy chill rushed up her spine. She stole one last glance into the woods. Yellow eyes glowed between the brambles, and her breath rushed from her and left her lightheaded. Her throat felt dry, and she tasted something rotten on the wind.
Quickly, she spun back around, desperately searching for her horse. Before she could so much as orient herself, something hooked around her waist and knocked the air from her lungs. A rough hand clamped over her mouth, imparting the tangy spice of cloves on her lips. 
She choked on the saliva in the back of her throat and threw her elbow into the person behind her—a man, judging by his strength and the mass of his arms. He grunted, but didn’t let go.



Chapter 2
From Great Paxton to Damascus, 1808
As the man dragged Ophelia into the underbrush, she struggled against his grasp. His hand fell from her mouth, and she sucked in a breath, prepared to scream. But before any sound could pass her lips, he hoisted her over his shoulder and broke into a sprint, weaving through the forest so impossibly fast that the bark and leaves became a blur. Their bodies thrust into darkness, black and complete. A sudden surge left Ophelia with the feeling of her stomach lagging behind. A light, bright and blinding, flashed before them, and they slammed to a halt.
He lowered Ophelia onto something, and she blinked a few times to clear her vision. She was on a bed, and they were in a cabin with strange walls made of mortar or packed clay. Before she could get out any words, her stomach churned. She rolled to her side and vomited on the floor, then fell back against the pillow and closed her eyes.
The man said nothing, just allowed her to rest. He shuffled and rattled beside her, likely clearing away the mess. But the bile still coated Ophelia’s tongue and teeth, and her stomach’s previous contents permeated the air with foulness.
“Why—” Her voice cracked.
Her question was rewarded only with silence. Even with her eyes closed, the room spun.
As soon as she regained a sense of balance, she would look for an escape. She needed to remain calm—to find out who he was and where he’d taken her. Even highwaymen could be persuaded with enough charm, though she had her doubts about him. Most would rush to rob a woman of her belongings or innocence, but he had not yet done so.
“Who are you?” she asked, her voice gravelly. “Where ‘ave you taken me?”
The man’s footsteps creaked across the floorboards, and his hand, warm as sheets stacked beside a fire, brushed her hair away from her neck. He unpinned her apron and started on the buttons. 
This was all wrong. If he were going to take her innocence, he wouldn’t bother with the gentle care of unbuttoning. She pushed her hand against his forearm, but her effort did nothing to stop him. As she attempted to sit up, dizziness rushed to her head, and she fell back again.
He pulled the top of her gown past her shoulder, and his fingers grazed the burning mark between her neck and shoulders.
 “I was right,” he said, his voice deep, husky. It was the voice of a man who lived away from a society of formalities. He stood and paced away.
A new panic thumped through her. The serpent. If that was the reason he’d brought her here— 
Ophelia blinked, and the small, bare room slowly came into focus. The cramped structure made her stomach go cold. She lay on a cot beside a window that was clearly too small to climb through. The only door was on the opposite side of the room, which seemed to be all the cabin consisted of, aside from a kitchen along the wall across from a humble fireplace. 
Between Ophelia and her exit, the man crouched at the hearth, his body angled toward her, his sleeves pushed up to his elbows. The flames cast a warm glow over his tanned face and forearms, and his dark, overgrown hair tangled in front of his deep brown eyes.
“I do not intend to harm you,” he said, stoking the fire. 
He pulled on his collar, straining it against the other side of his neck. Right there, just at the apex of his shoulder and his neck, was the same mark of the serpent. “The ouroboros is said to represent rebirth. To protect against evil. But it doesn’t.” 
He turned toward her. “We are mediators between the physical and spiritual world. We are the ones meant to protect against evil.”
“I think ye ‘ave the wrong idea, sir,” Ophelia said, managing to sit upright. But, deep down, she knew the identical markings were no coincidence. “Now if ye don’t mind . . . ”
She stood and headed for the door, her heart racketing in her chest. The man didn’t move.
“Going somewhere?” he asked.
She wobbled near the doorway, gripping the doorframe for balance. “I’ve a letter to deliver.”
“That, my dear,” he said, “is going to take you a very, very long time.”
Outside the door, the land stretched out toward nothing. Just acres of dried grass, the world a wash of pale yellow in the moonlight. 
She spun back toward the man. “Who are ye? Where ‘ave ye taken me?”
The smile fell from his lips, tension settling along his shaded jaw and the corners of his eyes. “Please,” he said. “Sit.”
“I’m fine standing.” The burning on Ophelia’s neck grew more intense, and she pressed her hand there to ease the sting.
“I can help,” he said, “but you have to trust me.”
“Do I?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. 
“If you want that burning to go away, yes.”
She continued out the door, thankful the air had warmed. She must have lost her shawl in the struggle. 
Which way to go?
“You’ll never make it back on foot from here,” he called through the open door.
“Well, certainly not if I stand ‘ere talking to ye!”
She started off, heading toward a horizon that glowed red like a fresh cut. She would go as far as she could before the night swallowed the sun. Maybe civilization was not too far past the horizon. She would find out where she was and how to get home—if Lady Karina’s estate could even be called such a thing.
Not to mention there’d be hell to pay once Lady Karina found the letter had been lost. Perhaps Ophelia might like this new town, stay there a while.
But something wasn’t right. Where were all the trees? The houses and people? The plant life was sparse and silver in the moonlight—not the usual greenery common to England. Even the air felt different here—warmer, heavier—and the breeze lacked the scents of oak and pine.
Ophelia righted the buttons on her gown, but left her apron unpinned. Her leather, high-button boots crunched across the dry grass, and a second pair of feet shushed behind her. She crossed her arms, about to turn around, but the man grabbed her first. Before she could take another breath, they were back in the cabin. It felt as though she’d fallen and thudded to the ground, but she was still standing.
“Ophelia,” the man said softly.
A lightness rushed to her head, and her heart fluttered, be it from nerves or the sudden change of location or just the gentle timber of his voice. She tilted her head, but couldn’t turn enough to see him. “Ye know my name?”
He reached past her and closed the door before releasing her. “I was sent for you, and, frankly, you’re better off with me. You won’t make it back to Great Paxton from here.”
“Won’t I?” she asked, turning toward him. She narrowed her gaze, scrutinizing how this man could have gotten her back into the cabin so quickly.
“No.” He stepped too close for comfort. “You won’t. You’re thousands of miles away, in Damascus, and you’ve travelled through time and space to get here. Going back is impossible.”
Damascus? Did he think her so foolish as to believe such a claim? She straightened her shoulders, refusing to back away, refusing to let him see the nerves that tingled in her chest and stomach.
“Nothing,” Ophelia said, “is impossible.”
The man smiled, amusement crinkling the lines around his earthy-brown eyes. “Good to hear that, as it will make my job much easier. Please, just sit with me for one hour and listen to what I have to say. After that, I will leave you alone, if you wish.”
Ophelia huffed. 
“One ‘our,” she said sharply. “And only as I need ye to explain where I am and ‘ow to make my way back to the forest.”



Chapter 3
Damascus, 1808
With the descent of night came a chill. Ophelia huddled by the fire, a tattered wool blanket pulled tight around her arms. The man, who had introduced himself as ‘Ethan Forrester of Rome’ sat a foot away, his elbows resting on his tucked-up knees.
“Ye do not truly go by Ethan, do ye?”
The man chuckled. “Of course I do. You are referring to my origins, I presume. I was born Etán, but became Ethan over time. Forrester was my family’s name; they were British. I, however, hail from an orphanage in Rome.”
He said it lightly, like being abandoned by one’s own family meant nothing. Ophelia didn’t know how to respond. 
“Do you know what became of your mother after your father’s passing?” he asked.
“My mother? What do ye know of my mother?” Ophelia’s inner walls shot back up. How could he possibly know anything about her family?
Ethan set his deep, maple-brown eyes on her. “They’ve been watching you since your arrival at Lady Karina’s estate.”
“Who’s been watching me?” The burning on Ophelia’s neck was so intense now that even the pressure of her hand would not ease the pain. 
“Forgive me,” Ethan said. He reached for a small bowl of red fluid near the fire and scooted closer to her. A small cloth rested in the wooden bowl, one corner stained by the contents. “Let me ease the sting first. Then I will explain.”
As he kneeled in front of her, the fire casting his shadow over her small frame, her heartbeat quickened. Given his sudden proximity, his shoulders seemed wider, his physique more rugged. Ophelia repressed her urge to touch his arm and instead clasped her hands tightly in her lap. 
Ethan rested the dish on the ground at her side, and she swallowed, lifting her eyes slowly to meet his gaze. He stared back for a long moment, then cleared his throat. 
“Do you mind?” he asked, touching the top button of her gown. “I’ll need to treat the welt directly.”
The gesture was entirely inappropriate, yet with the pain working deeper into her neck, Ophelia found she didn’t want to move—didn’t want to risk the rub of her gown against the burning mark of the serpent.
The idea of him seeing her exposed in any way stirred unease in her stomach, but when she looked up at him, at his warm, gentle eyes, her worries came undone. She froze, unsure what to do, somehow persuaded by the pain of the serpent’s mark and the man’s close, gentle proximity.
Finally, she nodded, dropping the wool blanket from her shoulders to the floor, and held her breath as he slowly unbuttoned her gown. His fingers lingered on each button, his hands trembling. His demeanor suggested a gentleness—a concern—but his shallow breaths suggested something more, perhaps an effort to control a more intimate desire.
Ophelia’s heart raced, and when he reached the button between her breasts, her breath caught in her throat and warmth spread across her chest and up to her ears.
It was not fear she felt then, not as she should, but rather an attraction to this strange man from whom she knew she needed to escape.
“I don’t wish to make you uncomfortable.” Ethan averted his eye as he finished unbuttoning her gown halfway down to her navel. He grabbed the wool blanket and draped it around Ophelia’s midsection, allowing her to ease the gown from her shoulders and slip out of her chemise and stays without exposing her breasts. “Perhaps a drink would help?”
Ophelia smiled weakly. “Please.”
Ethan poured her a glass of wine, which she drank quickly and set aside. She couldn’t seem to escape his stare, the way he looked at her as though he wanted to take her in all at once, to absorb everything from the hair framing her face to her very soul.
She stared down at her lap, trying to focus on the moth-eaten holes along the edges of the woolen blanket.
“Your mother”—Ethan dipped the end of the rag in the red fluid of the bowl—“she was taken the same as I’ve taken you, but not for the same reason or by the same people.”
“She’s alive?”
He pressed the rag against the mark, and Ophelia winced, but soon the fluid cooled the sting. “I’m sorry. She died not long after.”
Tears bit at Ophelia’s eyes, and her short-lived hope wilted in her chest. For a moment, she thought this man might be able to help her find her mother. Instead he was lying to her, trying to get her to give up, to throw her off track. Her mother couldn’t be dead.
“I won’t hear any more of this,” she spat, slanting her eyes toward him. “None! You are a liar, and a sick, vile man to lie of such a thing!”
Ethan stared back but said nothing, and Ophelia’s chest ached with an unnatural weight. Would her mother be gone this long without sending word? Ophelia shook her head. She couldn’t entertain these thoughts. Her mother could very well be prisoner somewhere, stuck wherever she was as Ophelia was stuck now. But dead? If Ophelia believed that, there would be nothing worth living for.
Ophelia rose to her feet and glared at him. “Ye are a horrible, vile man.”
Ethan stood, and Ophelia stepped back. He approached, touching her shoulder as she pressed her hand to the serpent’s mark. 
“Ophelia,” he said gently. “I know this grieves you—”
With her free hand, Ophelia pounded his chest once, pushing him away. “Ye don’t know anything about me! Or my family!”
He advanced again, this time pulling her to his body before she could hit him. She dissolved into tears, crying hard against his chest as he held her there. He smoothed a hand over her hair. 
“I’m sorry, Ophelia.”
Lord, she knew he was speaking the truth. She knew in her heart, as much as she wished to deny it, and she’d known for a long time. Ophelia was no fool. Women who went missing for long periods of time, such as her mother, never returned. And perhaps the same fate would befall Ophelia if she didn’t push her emotions aside and focus on her own predicament.
“And why ‘ave ye taken me?” she whispered, trembling now, stepping back again.
“This world is filled with evils that stretch beyond the darkness of humanity. You and I”—he rubbed the stubble on his jaw and breathed deeply—“we’ve been selected for a reason. And we are not alone, all of us marked with the serpent.”
Ophelia pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. This man was unstable. “I need to leave, now, Ethan. I appreciate the help with . . . ” the serpent’s mark. She raised her gaze to meet his. “Let me see your mark again.”
Ethan pulled at the collar of his shirt, revealing the mark on his own neck. 
She studied it more carefully this time. Yes, indeed it was identical to her own. She bit her lip. No, this couldn’t be right. She shook her head, gaze steady on Ethan, a sudden boldness swelling in her core. “Ye did this to me! Tell me ‘ow ye broke into Lady Karina’s estate—into my chambers!”
“Ophelia, you’re in no danger. Don’t you think I would have hurt you by now if I planned to? I could easily restrain you and stop you from leaving—and I will, if I must.  But for now, I request you sit and listen.”
She didn’t sit.
Ethan sighed and sat by the fire himself. 
“When I was called, I heard a drum beating. I was lying out in the pasture, and the sound was so demanding I could feel it.” He glanced back to Ophelia. “I followed it, and that is how I met my guardian. I found her where the music led, though she was not the one playing. No one was. I know you heard your song, too, Ophelia.”
The violin. But he could be making that up. Though if he were, he made for an exceptional liar. Ophelia sat on the floor a few feet away from him. “What is it?”
“The music?” Ethan raised an eyebrow. “It’s how you know. Your calling.”
“And if I still don’t know?”
“Some people ignore, some evade, some deny. But you always know.”
“Maybe ye are wrong.”
He sighed, stretching his legs out in front of the fire, crossing them at the ankles. “I will tell you of those that are marked, such as we are. The Universe chose us because of our heritage—because we were born to dual breeds.”
He couldn’t possibly mean . . . “I’ve only heard the term once before. ‘Dual-breeds’. My mother—” Her throat tightened, but she swallowed the pain and continued. “My mother spoke of them in the fairytales she told me as a child. ‘ow did  ye know of ‘er stories?”
“They aren’t stories, Ophelia.” He rubbed his temples. His hands were chapped, as though he’d spent months in the cold or working outdoors. “What did she tell you?”
“She told me about the elementals. Cruor were Earth, I remember that. Strigoi were Air—no, that’s not right. Water. The Ankou were Air. There were others, too, yes?”
Ethan nodded. “Chibold for Fire. And in more recent centuries, we’ve had the Witches as well.”
“I was enchanted by Mother’s stories. Sometimes terrified.”
Ethan shook his head. “At least she told you,” he said. He wrung the cloth and started again with fresh red liquid on the mark. “I was completely in the dark until my guardian came.”
“What ‘appened to ‘im?”
“Her,” he said. “She was killed in the war, trying to protect me.”
A war? Hadn’t her mother mentioned a war? Not in her stories, no—it’d been something Ophelia had overheard her mother talking to her father about. Ophelia had been sitting by her bedroom door, holding her breath to listen as her parents spoke in hushed tones in the kitchen. She came out of the room, asked for a glass of water. Her mother smiled then. Weakly. 
Ophelia shook away the memories and returned her gaze to Ethan. “What war?” 
“That’s why you’re here.” He pushed the fluid back toward the fire. Here, so close to him, Ophelia could see the fire reflecting off the golden flecks in his eyes. “The dual breeds are under attack. Your mother was one of them, as was my father. They were dual breeds who mated with humans, and for that, you are one of the chosen. As am I, having been born to a man who was part Cruor and part Strigoi and a woman who was human. While having at least one human parent has rendered us both human from birth, we’ve always had a connection to this. Now we must take on a new form and work silently to help save the dual-breed races.”
Ethan spoke of Ophelia’s mother’s stories as though they were real, and unease swelled in the pit of her stomach. “I’m not sure what ye are attempting to imply. What does any of this ‘ave to do with the serpent’s mark? Or why ye took me here?”
“Once our kind—those of us who are marked—accept our calling to work for the Universe, we might help restore peace among our races.”
Among our races? The pit in her stomach grew to the size of a large squash. “Ethan, please. What are ye talking about?”
“Otherwise, we all die.” He leveled his gaze at her. “Some of us sooner than others.”



Chapter 4
Damascus, 1808
Ethan looked over to her with those deep brown eyes, as though seeing her for the first time. How did this man know so much of her mother’s fairytales? Why would he try to convey these ideas as any kind of truth?
She pleaded at him with her gaze, silently begging him to stop talking such nonsense. Elemental races? Ophelia scoffed and glanced toward the door, contemplating running from him, from all the things he was saying to her.
His expression melted into something softer, and he closed his eyes. “I apologize. I counted too heavily on your knowledge from your mother’s stories. Please understand there is no easy way to say this. You will hear this now, but you will not accept it until much later. I just pray you do not fight it for long, because we don’t have much time.”
“Time for what?”
“Let us start at the beginning, please,” Ethan said. “You expressed some knowledge of our world—the elemental world. Put aside your mother’s stories for a moment. Do you believe in a higher power?”
Ophelia eyed him slowly, taking in the sincerity of his expression. Even with the scruff along his jaw and the haunting quality of his eyes, she could see he was a gentle man.
“I do,” she said finally.
“Do you think this higher power would want good things for the lives of humans?”
“Of course.”
“Yes, of course,” he repeated. “Shortly after humans were put on Earth, the Universe—this is what I know as our higher power—found that there was an evil on this earth as well. This evil consumed some of the humans, and those humans brought harm to others. This is when the creation of the Cruor came about, because, as you must understand, the Universe can only create. It cannot destroy.”
“Cruor, the earth elementals,” Ophelia interjected. “They were born from this earth, people once buried alive. They feed off the life of ‘umans by drinking their blood. Sunlight can kill them. Legends.”
This was her understanding from her mother’s stories, but how true it was, Ophelia still had her doubts.
Ethan nodded. “These are not just stories, Ophelia. This is the history of our world. I will show you.” 
With that, he reached behind him and pulled a knife from a sheath located at his hip. Ophelia’s entire body tensed, and she leaned back. She’d misjudged him . . . relaxed her guard too soon. She needed to wait in calm until she knew exactly what he was doing, but she also needed to be ready to sprint for the door in the event it wasn’t anything good.
“Take an apple from the dish on the counter and bring it here,” he ordered.
Ophelia wasn’t going to argue with a man holding a knife. On her way back with the apple, she glanced at the door again. Now might be the perfect time to—
“I won’t hurt you, Ophelia. Now bring me the apple and sit down.”
Warily, she sat in the same place as before and rolled the apple across the floor to him. He laughed as it teetered to a stop by his knee, and Ophelia’s cheeks burned. She shouldn’t be embarrassed to be afraid of this man, but she was.
“Fine,” he said lightly, “I’m terrifying. I’m—what did you call me earlier?—a horrible, vile man!”
Ophelia scowled at him. “Ye wanted to show me something?”
“Yes,” he said, still with the laughter in his voice. “Look here.”
He cut the apple open and showed Ophelia the huge rotting spot on the flesh inside, between core and the skin. “What do you see?”
“I see . . . .” She stopped as he brushed his thumb against the rot and held it there, the apple beginning to . . . heal? . . . before her very eyes. “That can’t be.”
He quirked his eyebrow. “How can it not be, Ophelia, if it has just been?”
“But . . . ” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Then what are ye? This is not what I know of the Cruor.”
“I am not one of them,” he said. “My father was part Cruor and part Strigoi, yes, but the Universe has called me to be something else. No blood drinking or shape changing. Those who are marked with the serpent must take on the form chosen for them, as we cannot become one of the elemental races of our parents.”
“Why not?”
Ethan rubbed his brow, eyes closed, then dropped his hand to his side. “Igniting one of those parts of us would also bring to the surface the rest of what lies dormant. We’d become dual breeds as well.”
“Where did ye learn all this?”
“My guardian taught me, as I am teaching you now that you are my ward. When the time is right, every ward is told the mission they are to achieve. Mine was to become a guardian myself, and that is I why I am here for you.”
“When did your guardian find you?”
“I was an orphan. My parents had believed it would be my best chance in life, to grow up as a human. I ran away when I saw the mark, and my guardian came to me shortly after that. She found me hiding inside an abandoned cart on the road.”
“Ethan, that’s horrible. How could they leave ye?”
The corner of his mouth tipped up. “Don’t think of that. Either way, I would have been destined to an empty life had my guardian not found me.”
“But ‘ow do ye trust your guardian has conveyed the right mission to ye?”
“The Chibold receive messages from the Universe. The guardians report to them.”
“Chibold? The fire elementals? Aren’t they only children?”
Ethan frowned. “It worries me you think of them as children. Most appear that way, yes, but appearances are not everything.”
Somewhere deep down, Ophelia had always known these things. Ideas perhaps taken on from her infancy, from before she could form things into memories, into visuals and words. The stories that had always felt too real to be fairytale. How would this man know these stories, lest they were true? 
“What about ye, then? Ye could not become Cruor or Strigoi. Clearly ye are not one of the Chibold. And the Witches are all mortal. Only the Ankou remain. Or are there others?”
“There are other sources of magic in this world, but only five elemental races, so yes, I’m one of the Ankou. We’re bound by night to move the Morts, the spirits of the dead, to ensure they do not overtake a human’s body and cause further destruction.”
“My mother said the Morts caused the witch hunts.” That was part of the story. Part of that dark fairytale her mother had told her so many nights while sitting by the fire. If what Ethan said was true, daylight would be the true test. Daylight would reveal his nature, reveal those gossamer wings the Ankou were said to have, visible only in the sun’s direct rays.
Ethan nodded. “But it’s not only the Morts I can move. I can move the living as well, a gift given me directly, to fulfill my purpose. And you,” he said, “are meant to join the Cruor. I am to help you achieve that.”
The Cruor. The ones who fed on the blood of humans. Ophelia had seen things as a small child, though, as she’d grown older, she’d always imagined she’d confused reality with her mother’s stories. Stories that had kept her up some nights, terrorizing her with nightmares to the point her father eventually insisted the fairytales come to an end. That night, her parents argued in living room, and Ophelia listened by her bedroom door. 
‘I’m preparing ‘er,’ Ophelia’s mother had said to him crossly.
‘Ye are scaring ‘er,’ he said. ‘What is the point of all we ‘ave accomplished if ye still cling to that world, Eleanor?’
‘She needs to know.’
Ophelia’s mother had always been firm. In most families Ophelia knew, a woman would never question her husband’s wishes, but their family was different. Ophelia’s mother was often the one to make the final judgment calls in their house.
“Leave it alone, Eleanor. At least until she’s older.”
They’d settled on that, but Ophelia never forgot the haunting tales of the savage the Cruor had wreaked. 
Deep down, she’d always known her mother’s stories were more than just fairytales.
“If I am to become one of the Cruor, then my mother must have been Ankou and Strigoi, yes? Clearly she was not one of the Chibold.”
Ethan rubbed his hand over the stubble that darkened his jaw. “Yes. Her dual-bred nature would have allowed her to walk in the sun undetected.”
“That won’t be possible for me if I do as ye say I must, will it?”
Ethan leveled his gaze at her. “It is not an ideal situation, but—”
“It is a terror. And ye are saying I am destined to become one of them? To become the enemy of my own family?”
“You wouldn’t be the enemy.”
“Of course not,” Ophelia said bitterly. “Ye can’t be an enemy to the dead!”
“Ophelia . . . ” he said gently, but she spun around where she sat and squeezed her eyes against the tears. “That’s not what I meant.”
Her chest tightened, and she fought back the sobs. She needed to pull herself together. Needed to get away from here, away from Ethan, away from this ‘calling’ that would dare ask this of her. Ask her to become Cruor. If there was a higher power, it would not want another one of them walking this earth.
“Becoming Cruor is your only way to gain acceptance to the Maltorim,” Ethan said. His tone was almost pleading. 
Ophelia crossed her arms in disgust, shaking her head. She need hear no more. Mother had said the Maltorim were a council of elementals chosen to carry out the wishes of the Universe, but since they had become an entity primarily ruled by Cruor, they had used their power to serve themselves alone and to execute anyone who stood in their way. 
“Ye are suggesting I join the evil ones. No, Ethan. I shall never do such a thing. Never.”
“Never?” Ethan’s brow furrowed. “You don’t have much choice, unless you intend to suffer. You’re destined to join them. If you do not, they will one day overtake the earth. Many innocent people will die. You can prevent that from happening by joining the Maltorim and helping the girl who will one day be sent there to bring forth change.”
“I ‘ave a choice,” Ophelia said. “Everyone ‘as a choice.”
“So your choice is what? To walk away? To allow thousands to die? For what? So that you can return to a life of scrubbing floors and delivering messages in the dead of night?” His fists clenched at his side. “I am not asking to behave as they behave, Ophelia. I’m only asking you walk among them so you can save the human girl who can rid of them completely.”
Ophelia hurriedly buttoned up her gown. “Thank ye for helping with the sting,” she said. “Please, excuse me. I ‘ave a long way to travel come sunrise. I need my rest.”
Part of her wished to leave immediately, but she sensed she was at least a bit safer with this man, in this cabin, than she would be in the woods alone at night with no idea where she was or which way to go. Surely, though, he hadn’t really taken her to Damascus? Come morning, she would circle outward, just as her father had taught her back home when they were trying to find something lost. Eventually she would fall upon the forest and find the trail Ethan had abducted her from.
Ophelia stood and walked purposefully over to the cot beside the cabin window and blew out the candle on the bedside table. Though she could feel Ethan’s gaze following her, he maintained his silence as she climbed under the woolen blanket and rolled onto her side to stare out the window into the night sky.
The stars looked different here. Brighter. Unobstructed by the clouds that muted them back home. The grass here was so dry, so silvered and patchy in a way that indicated they couldn’t be anywhere near the usual greenery from whence they’d come.
Were they really in Damascus?
Silly, she chided herself. Silly to believe any of this!
She sighed and flipped onto her back and closed her eyes, Ethan’s gaze still burning into her senses. In her mind’s eye, she could visualize him sitting in the chair by the fire, resting forward with his hands clasped between his knees, staring at her through the rogue tumble of his dark chestnut hair. The sheen of his tanned skin in the firelight, and the sparks of gold in his earthy-brown eyes. 
Her breathing was shallow, and she hoped the rise and fall of her chest was hidden well beneath the blanket. The last thing she needed was him to think he had any power over her or effect on her emotions, that he was what she was thinking of as she lie in bed. Should he realize that, he might be too quick to attempt to manipulate her.
“It won’t go away,” Ethan said finally, his voice cutting through every emotion she was fighting to deny. “The burning will return. It will get worse. And it will not stop until you’ve honored your calling.”
She would not listen to him. She would release every idea he had suggested. Her mother was alive—that she needed to believe—and she could not waste time here playing these games with this strange man. If she didn’t at least try to find her mother, she would spend the rest of her life wondering, “What if?”
In the past, Ophelia had been one to waver in her beliefs, to be easily swayed into changing her thinking, but right now, her life and future were on the line. If she had to fight who she was in order to stay true to herself, then she would welcome such a contradiction.



Chapter 5
Damascus, 1808
Ophelia sat up in bed and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. The one small window in the cabin, located right beside her bed, was covered with a wool blanket, but the morning light that slanted in had roused her awake. The mark along her neck radiated a warm tingle, a reminder of the night before. A reminder, also, of the way Ethan’s fingers had so delicately brushed her skin there as he’d unbuttoned her gown.
“Good morning, Ophelia.”
At the sound of Ethan’s voice, the whole of the situation came rushing back to her. Her gaze darted to the fireplace. He was still sitting in the same place, staring into the crackle of the fire.
“Is it?” she snapped. 
There was nothing good about this morning. Ophelia reached to pull the blanket away from the window, to peek outside, but as soon as the light cut into the room, something thumped behind her.
Ophelia’s gaze averted to the broad-shouldered man now standing behind her. The morning light revealed translucent, butterfly-like wings that stretched from his back to up above his head and down to the floor. 
The sheer wings, however, were not beautiful as she’d imagined. Instead they were amniotic, like the filmy membrane that clung to animals during birth, with black veins spreading throughout like bloodshot eyes.
Ophelia gasped a small intake of air, and a bit of peace settled over her. At the very least, he was what he claimed.
“Close it.” His tone was stern but his dark eyes conveyed . . . panic? Once she’d honored his request, he eased back into his chair. “Please keep the blanket up until nightfall.”
“Are ye afraid of being seen for what ye really are?” Ophelia asked.
In that moment, Ethan’s expression relaxed. Was it her wide-eyed gaze that softened him? Or perhaps the innocent note of questioning in her voice?
Part of Ophelia hoped his wings would be seen—that someone would happen upon their cabin and rescue her. The other part of her, however, could not deny her heart’s strange desire to stay. Her father would have scolded her to make up her mind. She had, though. Ethan left her curious, to say the least. He made her cheeks warm when he was near and often left her fighting off the urge to giggle. She could slap herself for being so childishly infatuated with him, but ultimately she could not resist. Her only doubt now was whether she’d become sure of something that would only lead her to tragedy.
Regardless, she couldn’t go anywhere until she did something about the burning mark of the serpent. She would allow her mind and heart to debate later.
Ethan sighed, lifting his gaze to her. “Direct sunlight does more than reveal our kind. It also alters our physical form. When you accept your calling, you will have to avoid the light as well.”
The stories rushed back into Ophelia’s mind: the sun could shrink the Ankou over time, reducing them to little more than the size of a dragonfly. 
“My mother,” Ophelia said, “walked in the sun many times.”
“She was part Strigoi. This is why the Maltorim want the dual-natured dead. With twice the abilities and half the weaknesses, they are seen as a threat.”
“Then why do they need our assistance?”
“They are fewer in number,” Ethan said, “and the abilities they have are weaker than those of the purebreds.”
“And we can assist by becoming purebreds ourselves?”
“That’s the idea.”
Quite done entertaining Ethan’s fairytales, Ophelia rose and made the bed. 
“Breakfast?” she asked.
When he didn’t respond, she turned toward him, catching the tender expression writ in his handsome features. He cleared his throat and nodded toward the kitchenette.
“We’re stuck ‘ere till night, then, are we?” she asked as she rummaged through the cabinets.
“Mmm-hmm.” 
The deep rumble of his voice gave Ophelia a pleasant shudder that she immediately sought to repress. This was a man who had snatched her from her safe, if miserable, life and taken her thousands of miles away. She needed to think of something else. 
Breakfast. There must be something here.
Empty mason jars crammed the cabinets and, as she shuffled them about, the glass clinked together. Ethan placed one hand on the counter beside her, and as he reached over her shoulder to sweep the jars aside, his chest pressed against her back. The heat radiating from his body warmed her from her neck to the space behind her weakened knees.
This was completely inappropriate, and yet her body was eager for the connection. She fought the urge to lean back against him, to warm herself against the cabin’s chill. Or, perhaps, her desire for his touch was something more. She swallowed.
“Allow me,” he said, leaning down to whisper warmly against her ear.
His aroma of cloves heightened her senses, and she stiffened, steeling herself against the attraction. “What would ye prefer to eat?” she asked.
He reached past her, and, from behind the rows of jars, deep in the back of the cabinets, he grabbed a jar of preserves. He placed it on the counter beside the bread.
“Thank ye,” she whispered. 
He froze, staring tenderly into her eyes, his gaze touching every part of her face. Boldly, she stared back. The energy that had risen up between them refused to let her go. After a long moment, Ethan looked away, toward the door, and stepped back.
“Hungry?” he asked.
Ophelia turned to the counter and forced her attention to the food, allowing Ethan his chance to escape whatever had just happened between them. Her heart fluttered like a hummingbird inside her chest. She dipped a spoon into the preserves to taste how fresh they were. It was a blackberry spread, sweet with a little tang, just the way her father had always liked.
She peeked over her shoulder at Ethan, only to find him watching her intently.
“I would hate me if I were you,” he said.
She smiled to herself and kept herself busy by examining the bread. “I would never make it so easy.”
“How can you be so forgiving?” His serious tone held steadfast.
Ophelia chewed her lip. What was she to tell him? That despite it all, he had shown her more kindness than any man before? That she could not fault him for honoring something he believed in, even if she herself still failed to feel the same? That no matter what their situation might be, she simply could not help the way she felt about him . . . this attraction . . . much less fight it?
She hadn’t even considered forgiveness. 
“It’s easier this way,” she said finally. 
She closed her eyes to the silence for a long time, her mind overwhelmed. Her thoughts until now were to get home. Which was where, exactly? Lady Karina’s estate? Paxton? Britain? Did she still want to return? No, she decided, she did not. Nor did she want to do what the Universe had called her to do. What she wanted was to stay here, in this in-between, in this sensation of falling with Ethan, in these moments where she felt breathless and her heart fluttered in her chest.
Behind her, Ethan was mumbling to himself, and she strained to hear the words of the familiar cadence.
“ . . . winter bound her veins; so grows both stream and source of price, that lately fettered were with ice. So naked trees . . . ”
“ . . . get crisped ‘eads,” Ophelia said, still focused on the meal preparation. “And colored coats the roughest meads.”
Ethan had gone silent, and Ophelia turned toward him. 
“And all that vigor, youth, and spright . . . ” she said, and as she continued, he joined in, “ . . . that are but looked on by his light.”
Their gaze lingered on one another, Ethan’s chest void of the movement that comes with breathing. A watery-glaze filmed his deep brown eyes, and the fire shimmered against the golden hues. 
At last, he released the air from his lungs and shook his head. “You are a maid, and yet you recite Benjamin Johnson as though you were a scholar.”
“I am more than what defines me,” she said. “Aren’t we all?”
“Not all of us. Not me.”
Ophelia took the prepared plate of food for them to share and lowered herself to Ethan’s side by the fire. “I don’t believe that one bit.”
“You don’t have to.”
Ophelia placed her hand on his. “We are all more, when we allow ourselves to be.”
Ethan pulled his hand back and indicated the serpent’s mark on Ophelia’s neck. “How is the pain?”
She sighed. How foolish she had been to expect this man to open up to her. “The sting is returning.”
He nudged the dish from last night toward her. “There’s not much left.”
With one finger, she tugged the dish closer. A thin film of red remained at the bottom of the dish. “What is it?”
 “Cruor blood,” he said. “To ease the sting completely, that is the blood you need flowing through your own veins.”
“And for ye?” she asked. “It’d been the blood of the Ankou?”
“For me it had been nothing. I did not resist my calling.”
“Whose blood is this?”
“Don’t let it concern you.”
Ophelia remained firmly still. “Tell me.”
Ethan let out of a heavy breath. “The rule of the hunter is to never waste your kill. It’s not a sport. It’s a necessity.”
Ophelia crossed her arms and leveled her gaze at him. “So ye just killed some man, then? Ethan—”
“Some man?” His brow furrowed, and his expression grew dark. “You know as well as I what the Cruor are. I would hardly call him a man. I did what I had to do. Someday, so will you.”
So Ophelia was to become something seen as less than human? She closed her eyes for a moment, her thoughts swimming through her options. “If I were to do this—and I’m not saying I will—what would I need to do?”
The start of a smile played at the corner of his mouth. “You will do it. You know you must, and more than that, I believe you want to.”
She scowled at his amusement. “Why would I want to?”
“To honor your mother. This would be your chance to save many of her kind.”
“But kill how many ‘umans in the process? ‘ow is that any better?”
“There are other ways to hunt, if that is all that holds you back.”
No, it wasn’t all that held her back. Ethan wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t already know. She could hunt deer or some other wildlife. It’s not as though she’d never hunted before. But to hunt as a Cruor . . . ? She shook the thought away. 
“Ye haven’t answered what I’ve asked, Sir Ethan,” she said dryly. “What is it I’m expected to do in all of this?”
“Make a trade with one of the Cruor.” The timbre of his voice sparked every nerve along her spine.
Ophelia narrowed her eyes, her attraction for him wisely retreating to the far corners of her mind. “What kind of trade?”
“In exchange for turning you Cruor, I will offer the one who changes you the gift of sun magic. They will also have the gift of feeding on your blood, something that usually requires hunting an unwilling participant. You would be different.”
“Excuse me?” Ophelia leaned away. “I assure ye, I am no willing participant.”
“They will need to bite you for you to be turned. And if we don’t want them to kill you completely, we’ll have to offer something in return. I can grant them the ability to walk in sunlight.”
“Wouldn’t their bloodlust prevent that from ever ‘appening.”
“I know someone,” he said, placing his hand over hers. “She may accept the offer.”
Ophelia stared down at his hand resting on her own, and her heart thumped in her chest with a sudden pressure that left her breathless. Ethan followed her gaze and slowly eased his hand away. He didn’t return his gaze to hers—only stared at the fire, the crackling glow illuminating his bronze skin and firm jaw.
“I’m sorry,” he said finally. “I should never lose focus, especially not with you. Are you prepared to do what needs to be done?”
“I am not sure I want to give any Cruor that kind of power,” she said, thinking of her mother’s stories once more. Visions of her father’s dead body flashed through her mind, and a realization hit her stomach with a sudden cold. Sharp, triangular scabs on her father’s jugular. It’d been them, hadn’t it? Not a robbery. That’s why nothing had been missing. “And then what? I become one of them—what purpose is there?”
“Then we will find a way to get you into the Maltorim, where you will wait for a girl.”
“Right. A girl, then. Will any girl do, or might ye have someone particular in mind? I am sure I can round up something for ye without all this trouble.”
“You know full well what I mean. You will know the girl when you see her, and only you will know.”
The more he spoke, the more impossible this task appeared. And that is when it occurred to her: She was considering the transformation—more so than she like to would admit. But how much of that was resignation or disbelief? The whole ordeal still carried the haze of a dream. And here she was with a man she was oddly drawn to and at the same time should probably be trying to escape.
“When would this occur?” she asked finally.
Ethan shook his head. “I can’t answer that.”
“Can’t?” Ophelia throat pinched and tears stung in her eyes. “Or won’t?”
His eyes searched hers, and a trembling started at her core. He didn’t respond.
“Will ye come with me?” she asked quietly.
His gaze lowered. “I have to do what I’m called for. I need to know you will do the same.”
She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment and replayed everything through her mind once more. Her parents would never want this. Never. But, at the same time, wouldn’t they be proud if they knew she’d sacrificed herself to save many? That was what she admired in Ethan, even if his selflessness stood between anything they might have between them.
“I will do my best,” she promised. But still she was unsure she could go through with it.
With that, Ethan stood to tend the fire, his back to her as silence recaptured the room.



Chapter 6
From Damascus to Georgia,1808
Night crept over Damascus. After treating the rapidly warming serpent mark with more Cruor blood, Ophelia spun toward the open door. Ethan sat between the frame, his strong shoulders resting back, his face turned to the field where a small red fox burrowed in the dirt. The night breeze wisped through his hair. She set the blankets on the end of the bed and walked over.
“Is it far?” she asked.
“No.” He cleared his throat but didn’t look up at her. “Sorry. For a human, it’s very far, but it won’t be for us.”
Ophelia bunched her fingers together in front of her stomach. “Same as we got ‘ere then?”
“Yes.”
She stepped around, outside, and kneeled in the grass across from him, resting her hands in her lap. “Ethan, if something is wrong . . . ”
“I’d tell you,” he replied, lifting his gaze from a long piece of grass he’d been slipping between his fingers. Moonlight paled his tan complexion and darkened the shade of his jaw, making him appear more defeated than he had hours ago. “The Cruor I mentioned earlier is in the Americas. She’s not expecting us.”
“But I thought—”
“Please trust me.” He stood and dusted off his pants, then leaned his shoulder against the doorjamb. 
She tried for a smile and busied herself attempting to prop up a wildflower that was wilting among the yellow grass. 
When she looked up, Ethan’s expression was gentle. His gaze moved from the small flower to her eyes. There was a brief moment where she wondered if he, like Lady Karina, found her bright, ice-blue eyes alarming. But his express was soft, and her fears quickly melted. He walked behind her, crouched down, and covered her hand with his, his fingertips touching the flower. It revived before her very eyes, and Ophelia leaned her head against Ethan’s shoulder as she stared at the flower in awe.
“Beautiful,” she whispered, wishing she had been destined to be one of the Ankou—to be one of the elementals who revived life and put an end to evil, rather than bring death. 
She told him as much.
He sat back, and she turned around to face him. He was standing now, holding his hand out to her. 
“Come with me,” he said.
He took her hand and they fell through darkness just as they had when he’d taken her to the cabin. When she could see again, her stomach suddenly jolted. She hunched forward, heaving, but this time she did not vomit. She held her midsection until the feeling passed, then dried the moisture from her eyes.
Ethan smoothed his hand across her shoulder blades. “Traveling will get easier with time. By your third or fourth time you shouldn’t feel anything.”
“Why does this keep happening?” she demanded. She could hardly think straight.
“When we travel this way, we are in the in-between. You are suspended from such things as time and space and then thrust immediately back into it. Your system is forced to catch up instantly on arrival. If not for the magic the Ankou are granted, it could kill you.”
Ophelia sighed, nodding. “Where are we?”
Ethan turned her toward a small house and pressed his fingers to his lips.
He led her along the outer walls of the house until they reached a window. Inside, a man and a woman held each other, crying. Ophelia peered around the room, trying to make sense of what she was searching for. She found her answer on the floor. A young man sat, collapsed to his knees, covered in blood.
“What ‘appened?” Ophelia whispered.
“The young man just watched his comrades kill his sister.” Ethan’s voice was tight and his tone clipped. “He was unable to act to save her. He’s returned home to tell their parents.”
Ophelia backed away, shaking her head. When Ethan approached, she pounded her fist against his chest. “Why would ye show me such a thing?”
Ethan didn’t move, even as Ophelia tried once again to push him away. “The young girl who lost her life was a dual-breed. She was only killed because of what she is, and for no greater reason. This . . . this is what we’re fighting for. It is not that I want you in harm’s way, or that I wish for you to become a creature you detest. If I could do this for you, protect you from your calling, I would. But I cannot let my feelings for you sway our responsibility. I am confident you are capable, that you can do this to save the innocents in this world.”
Though Ophelia tried, she could not summon a response. She covered her mouth with hand, her entire body trembling. Could she live with herself, knowing all this, if she didn’t try to help?
They walked away from the house silently and stopped when they reached a small brook. Ethan leaned in to whisper against her ear. “We are destined for good. Remember that life sometimes must run its course, and all things must one day die. Some of us sooner than others.”
She nodded quietly, lifting her lashes until her gaze met his. He kept his attention steady on her as her hand slipped gently into his, and her heart pattered quicker in response. He pulled her to him as though she were weightless, as though the earth had reversed its gravity. 
His other hand came to rest on the small of her back, and he tilted his face, his nose grazing hers. “This—” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “This isn’t good for either of us.”
“I don’t care,” she said, staring at his lips as her free hand slid up to the firm curve of his shoulder. “Ethan . . . ”
She should not trust these feelings. She’d never been a good judge of character, and for that knowledge she’d always stayed away from men. Yet in Ethan’s arms, Ophelia felt small in size but tremendous in devotion.
He closed his eyes and breathed. “You smell like rain and strawberries.”
She inhaled slowly, taking in his own familiar scent of cloves. Their bodies swayed in a way that made her wonder if her legs had gone numb, and it felt as though his touch alone held her up.
Ethan swept his thumb over the bridge over her nose, tracing her freckles from there and across her cheekbones. His tender gaze focused on hers. “I’m going to kiss you now . . . if that’s all right.”
Ethan’s words hung in the air as her thoughts rushed by. No one had ever asked her permission before. While staying with Lady Karina, she’d had to fight off a few vile men who expected quite a bit more from the maids than Ophelia was willing to offer. Lady Karina’s brother had been one of them.
Stupid girl,
he’d said when she rejected him. You’d only be so lucky.
 “Ophelia?”
“Yes,” she said, but her reply came too late.
He shook his head. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”
He smiled down at her then, and the world around them shifted. The air vibrated, creating a haze of images, and then there was total darkness and the feeling they were falling. Falling through space, falling together.
They came out of the darkness just a few feet away from the woods. The air tasted of dirt and pine, and the night birds chirped from somewhere above. A queasiness washed through her, making her shiver, and she grabbed her stomach. 
“Welcome to Savannah,” Ethan said. He grabbed her at the elbow, helping to keep her steady. 
The nausea passed more quickly this time than the times before and, relieved, she smiled at Ethan. In the dark, she could barely make out the smile he gave in return, but she knew it was not one of happiness.
“What’s wrong?”
He glanced into the woods behind her. “Maybe we shouldn’t do this.”
“What do ye mean? We must.” He’d spent all that time convincing her, and now, as she made peace with the idea—as much as she could—he expressed doubts? “Ye said there was no other way.”
“We’ll find one.”
Ophelia stepped back, crossing her arms. “What aren’t ye telling me?”
He closed the distance between them once more. “Forgive me, Ophelia. I can’t do this to you. I thought I could, but I would forever regret putting you in such danger. There is no one less deserving of such a bleak future.”
“Where is the man of such devotion who was with me only hours ago? The man so willing of sacrifice?”
“You cannot compare sacrificing oneself to sacrificing another.”
“Don’t tell me the cause is now lost on ye. This is not about me alone; there are thousands of dual-breeds facing execution.”
“Or it could be your life that is lost. Perhaps . . . ” He closed his eyes a long moment before opening them again. “Perhaps I was devoted to the wrong things.”
“Ye don’t believe that,” Ophelia said sharply. “Why is this coming up now? Ye said this Cruor would be receptive.”
“She will be. Eventually . . . ” His gaze refocused on her. “I don’t exactly know her, only what my guardian told me of her when explaining what my calling would entail. I was told she would be receptive if she would hear what I have to say first.”
“If?”
“Before she kills us. A chance I cannot take with you.”
Ophelia searched his eyes, finding nothing more than the empty weight of hopelessness. How could she put her own, single life above everyone else’s? For once, she understood where Ethan had been coming from. She needed to do this for her mother. She needed to do this for . . . everyone.
“We must, mustn’t we?” she asked, but it wasn’t really a question. This wasn’t a matter of fate anymore.
“Everyone has a choice,” he said gravely. “You still believe that, do you not?”
“I do,” she said. “And this one is mine.”
Breathing in a focused breath, she turned away and walked toward the trail into the woods. She couldn’t very well go back to Lady Karina’s estate now. She couldn’t turn away from what had been done to her mother. Maybe her father had been right. She could be more than a servant.
Ethan’s heavy boots crunched the branches along the trail behind her. Moonlight pierced through the winter-bare canopy above. The patchy night sky provided just enough light for Ophelia to make her way along the path, but she knew from her mother’s stories that the light of the moon was as bright as the sun to Ethan. Neither said another word until they reached a break in the path.
“Her camp is on the other side of the clearing,” Ethan said.
“She’s turned anyone before?”
Ethan’s expression darkened. “No.”
Ophelia gave a resolute nod. “Well, that certainly is good to know. What do we do now?”
“Stay behind me. It’s best I approach her first.”
The bushes rustled behind them, and Ophelia spun around. A petite girl, not much older than sixteen, stood on the path only a couple of feet away. Her oil-black hair tumbled around her shoulders. Moonlight glinted off the dark locks that framed her face. Her pale skin did not have the healthy glow of a well-fed Cruor. Instead, it was more alabaster white, pasty and nearly translucent. Only her cornflower blue eyes held any sign of life.
She snapped out her fangs and hissed, crouching down.
Ophelia gasped and stepped back, Ethan taking a protective stance in front of her. 
“Sara?” he asked, edging Ophelia further away.
In a blur of movement, the girl was standing inches from him, her face level with his chest, but her gaze locked on his eyes. “Don’t. Call. Me. Sara.”
He retreated another step, nearly tripping over Ophelia. Her elbow grazed a tree behind her, and she grabbed Ethan’s shoulder to catch her balance.
In another flash of movement, Ophelia found herself pinned to the ground in the clearing. Damn to hell the inhuman speed of the Cruor. The Cruor-girl held Ophelia’s wrists against the ground so tightly that her nails dug into her flesh. A bead of sweat rolled from her hair-line, cool against the heat of the serpent’s mark. Ophelia pushed, but the girl didn’t budge. She tried to twist away, but the girl’s surprising weight kept Ophelia in place.
Ethan broke through the trees into the clearing. He scanned the area until his gaze landed on Ophelia with fear and realization. “Sara, wait!”
The Cruor screamed, snapping her attention to Ethan.
Ophelia took the moment of distraction to shove her arms forward with all her might. The girl tumbled off of her, and Ethan pounced on her before she could rise, pinning her to the ground just as she had held Ophelia in place. 
“We’re here to give you something,” he said.
Their figures blurred, and then the Cruor had the upper hand once more. She sat straddled over Ethan, her tiny hand wrapped around his neck. Her fingernails dug deep, sinking into his skin.
Ophelia stepped forward. “Leave ‘im alone.”
“You came to my home,” the girl said. “You do not tell me what to do.”
“The man ye are about to kill can give ye the ability to walk in the sun.”
“Impossible.”
Ethan struggled under her grasp. 
“Possible,” he croaked. 
“Lenore,” the Cruor said. “My name is Lenore now.” She released her grasp on Ethan’s neck, and replaced the space on his throat with her boot. “Tell me why you are here.”
Ophelia strode over. “Ye want to walk in the sun, it is ‘is blood and magic ye need.”
Lenore smirked, and swung her gaze toward Ophelia. “If I want his blood, I can just take it.”
“It won’t do ye any good if ‘e doesn’t give it to ye willingly,” Ophelia said, remembering her mother’s stories of the magic of the Ankou.
Lenore narrowed her eyes. “And why would he want to do that?”
“‘e doesn’t, I’ll tell ye that. We need a bit of ‘elp ourselves.”
“You want to trade with one of the Cruor?” Lenore quirked one eyebrow. “Are you sure?”
“If you are willing to trade with one of the Ankou,” Ethan said. 
The moon glinted in his eyes, and Ophelia, coming undone by her stress, hid her smile with her hand. The Ankou, her mother had always said, could be a bit mischievous.
Lenore stood and allowed Ethan up from the ground. “I will keep the girl until your magic is proven.”
Ethan glared at her. “No.”
“No?” Lenore asked. “Then I will take both your lives now.”
“And you will have gained nothing for it.”
“I smell your desperation.” Lenore sneered. “You need me more than I need you.”
“Then stay with us,” he offered. “You will have the protection of our home from the sun and easy accessibility to us if we are not true to our word.”
“What do you want?”
“We need you to turn Ophelia.”
Lenore laughed. She turned away, tilted her head toward the night sky, and laughed again. She flopped down into the grass, her laughter continuing to roll through her until blood dotted the corners of her eyes. “You couldn’t possible mean this!”
The whole ordeal was unsettling.
Lenore inhaled deeply and sharpened her gaze on Ophelia.
“Sit,” she said. “Tell me what brings you here. I love a good story.”
They did, and soon an agreement was made. They would execute a ritual to transfer some of the Ankou’s magic to Lenore. She would stay with them until morning, and if their promise held good, she would turn Ophelia.



Chapter 7
Having returned to Damascus, 1808
After returning to Ethan’s cabin, Lenore ventured into the nearby village and lured a man back to their secluded field. Ophelia watched in horror as the Cruor-girl drained the poor man of his life.
Ethan eased her away from the curtain and guided her over to the fire. He tried to talk to her, but the agonized face of the dying young man burned into Ophelia’s memory as she stared at the flames.
Shortly thereafter, Lenore strolled in with blood staining her mouth, cheeks, and chin.
“‘ow could ye?” Ophelia demanded.
 “What?” Lenore asked. Her eyes were brighter now, her skin no longer translucent but instead the smooth pallor of porcelain. “A girl’s got to eat.”
***
One of the final herbs needed to perform the sunlight magic grew in a large stretch of forest in Denmark, and because Ophelia didn’t trust Lenore, she joined Ethan when he ventured out to collect the ingredient. 
They paused just outside a wooded area. Ethan lifted a finger to his lips, and Ophelia stood unmoving until his shoulders relaxed and he waved for her to follow.
“I want to show you something while we’re here,” he said, leading her through the thicket onto what was not quite a path.
When she hesitated, he stopped, reached back, and took her hand. There was security to be found there, with his strong hand wrapped around hers, his palm warm against her own, but still Ophelia’s heart throbbed with anxiety.
“We are safe,” he whispered. “There is something you must see.”
Ethan crouched on the path and gently tugged Ophelia to his side. Peering through the breaks in the leaves of the underbrush, Ophelia spotted a small campfire and a tent. Two men—if they could be called such—sat by the fire. Both of them had graying skin and enlarged skulls. When the first man spoke to the other, his lips pulled back to reveal a mouth full of jagged, pointed teeth.
Ethan slapped his hand to her mouth to cover her gasp. He shook his head, his deep brown eyes wide with warning. One of the . . . things . . . looked up from the flames and in their direction. She squeezed Ethan’s hand and pressed her lips together in fear she would vomit.
Ethan encircled her with his strong arms, the last herb they’d set out to gather clutched in his right hand, and then they fell into the darkness once more, traveling through space with the images of those men and a thousand questions still rampaging through Ophelia’s mind.
When Ophelia could see again, they were in front of their very normal cabin, her heart still pounding in her chest. Ethan’s arms held her tighter.
“I apologize,” he whispered.
“What—” Ophelia nearly choked on the word. “What were they?”
“Ankou,” he said quietly.
“No,” she said, pushing away from him. “They couldn’t be.”
“I told you before what happens when our kind are exposed to too much sunlight. Those men tried to reverse the sun’s effect on them by drinking Strigoi blood.”
“But they look nothing like ye.”
Ethan’s lips pressed in a grim line. “They will never again look like men. They will have to feed on Strigoi blood for the rest of their lives to maintain their current state. To stop now would bring an excruciating death.”
Ophelia knew she shouldn’t judge them for their appearance alone, though surely it was their carelessness that led them to their current state. Just the same, the sight of them had terrified her. And how did they acquire the Strigoi blood? Fearing the answer might make her sick, she couldn’t even bring herself to ask.
“I should not have discouraged you earlier.” Ethan took hold of her delicate hands. “There are consequences should you deny your calling. I showed you those men so that you would understand what I mean. I let my heart get in the way earlier, and for that I nearly failed as your guardian.”
“Ye ‘aven’t failed me.”
He lowered his watery gaze. “I will rob you of your life, or of your destiny. I fail you either way.”
“Ethan—”
He cleared his throat. “Enough of that, now.”
Ethan entered the cabin, but Ophelia remained outside for a few minutes trying to think of a way in which they would be free to explore their feelings for one another, but no amount of staring at the horizon provided answers. After she calmed her nerves, she followed him in and sat at the far corner of the room. Lenore raised an eyebrow, and Ophelia told her to stay away.
Lenore sneered. “Don’t worry, princess, I’ve already eaten.”
“That man,” Ophelia said. “Perhaps ‘e was somebody’s son, somebody’s ‘usband or—”
 “Or someone’s rapist or murderer,” Lenore interrupted, a tired note to her voice.
Ophelia glared at her and stepped closer to Ethan. He was so completely absorbed in his dishes and herbs that he didn’t seem to hear a word.
“Let’s get this over with,” Lenore said, breezing past Ophelia to peer over his shoulder.
Now if Ophelia wanted to get away from the Cruor-girl, she would have to step away from Ethan as well. She crossed the room and sat on the edge of the cot.
 “What is it?” Lenore asked, nudging his shoulder.
“Hmm?” He fidgeted with a few herbs and then glanced up. “Oh. Sun magic requires balance.” 
He pushed forward a dish filled with green, stringy leaves that smelled so strongly of dried apple Ophelia could taste it on the air. “Chamomile prepares the body for the magic and purifies your system.”
The next dish he revealed held three cinnamon sticks. “Protection.”
Two final dishes contained Acacia—also for protection—and patchouli for healthy growth. Ethan explained each was an herb of the sun that represented one of the elements.
“Healthy growth?” Lenore asked.
Ethan started emptying the herbs into a small pot. “Will help with your pallor. You’ll appear more human. Though the herb may also encourage passionate love.”
She huffed. “I’d have preferred to be taller.”
Ophelia watched the two with growing fascination. “Where did ye learn all this?”
“My father,” Ethan said. He scraped his hand over the shading of his jaw. “He owned several ancient ritual books. I’d read them with great interest as a child, but it wasn’t until I joined the Ankou that I was able to utilize the information. The Ankou all carry a unique magic, but that is also only as good as their knowledge.”
“And ye are sure it will work?” Ophelia asked.
“Yes,” he said. “I think.”
Lenore scowled. “What do you mean, you think?”
“It should. However, I’ve never done this before.”
She sat on the floor in front of the pot. Ophelia kept her place on the edge of the cot by the window, warily eyeing Ethan as he produced an English trade knife, not much unlike her father’s knife—the one with the sturdy wood handle and the strong steel blade.
Ethan closed his eyes and dragged the blade across the inside of his palm. He squeezed his hand over the pot, dripping blood on the herbs. 
“Do vita donum cruoris voluntas,” he chanted. The blood kept coming, and Ophelia’s stomach turned, her heart thundering in her chest. “Do vita donum cruoris voluntas.”
Ophelia’s mother had spoken Latin; Ethan was chanting that he was giving his blood willingly. The red liquid continued to run down his fingers and into the bowl. So much blood. Why wasn’t he stopping? His hand shook and his skin paled. As the blood flowed, Ethan stumbled forward where he kneeled, and had to catch himself on an arm that seemed to quiver under his own weight.
When Ophelia was about to intervene, Ethan finally stopped, clutching his other hand over the bleeding wound. She hurried over to the fireplace and grabbed the bowl of Cruor blood he’d used to help her earlier. She grabbed his hand and was about to try to heal the wound, but Ethan pulled free.
“It won’t work,” he said. 
Using his knife, he cut a strip of fabric from one of the sheets and wrapped it three times around his palm. Ophelia tied the ends in a tight knot at the back of his hand. Why was Lenore just sitting there? Didn’t she care? Ethan was doing this for her, too, and she just sat there wide-eyed and staring.
“I’m okay, Ophelia,” Ethan said, touching her forearm.
Instead of returning to the bed, Ophelia sat at his side, glaring at the dark-haired woman on the other side of the pot. Ethan stirred the mixture with a ladle and continued with the second chant.
“Feras praesidium ab sol.” At his side lay a small disk with the mark of the Sun goddess riding on her chariot. He grasped the chain and lowered the charm into the mixture as he continued his chant—the chant to infuse the herbs and Ankou blood with protection from the sun.
Outside, the wind pressed against the cabin, creaking the wooden walls and rattling the windows. The sky flashed, and the weight of a storm permeated the air inside the cabin—moist, heavy, cold. Ophelia’s skin prickled, and she opened her mouth to speak, but she could find no words. Ethan and Lenore’s attention stayed on the ritual, as though nothing unusual were happening, and unease tingled in Ophelia’s lungs.
The door blew open, and a dead raven thudded on the doorstep. Ophelia jumped up and stepped back, the ominous feeling rushing into her stomach like dry sand. 
“Stop,” she said. “Something’s wrong.”
Ethan continued, a golden-white glow emanating from his skin.
“Ethan!” Ophelia grabbed his shoulder. The heat of his flesh burned her fingers, and she snapped her hand away. “Stop it. Stop, please.”
He ladled the mixture into a cup and handed it to Lenore, who immediately began to drink as his chanting carried on. The ground trembled and everything around them rattled—the plates and cups in the cabinets, the cot against the floor, the pot between them.
When Lenore finished, she put the necklace around her neck and closed her eyes. A grimace overtook her features, and she grabbed her stomach.
“What ‘ave ye done?”
Ethan shook his head, his gaze focused on nothing in particular. Finally, with another shake of his head, his gaze settled on Ophelia’s with renewed clarity. “It’s all right. She’s changing, that is all. You will still need to undergo your own transformation, but Lenore cannot feed from you in her current state. She won’t be able to control her urges.”
Unable to control her urges? She keeled over and clutched her stomach, gasping for air, her face contorted in agony.
“What’s going on?” Ophelia demanded.
He shook his head. “Not now.”
She curled her fists at her side. Her heart pounded in her chest and anger churned her stomach. Something had overcome her, some outside pressure that seemed to tear every hidden emotion and doubt from her gut and force it to the surface. Her mind swam beneath the sudden confusion.
“What’s in it for ye?” she demanded. “Tell me! Tell me why ye need me to do this so badly.”
“Ophelia . . . I’ve told you this already. It is not for me. For me, I would never ask this of you. It is my duty to guide you toward your destiny, and it is your destiny to join the Maltorim. If either of us fails, the world as we know it will someday end, and everyone will suffer for it.”
Lenore sputtered a cough, and Ophelia realized she was trying to laugh. The young Cruor wheezed, holding her hand tighter to her gut.
“If we don’t obey our callings, the human race will one day become extinct. I will lose everyone I’ve ever loved, including—” His jaw clenched. “You have to—”
She wanted to push away her unreasonable emotions but her words betrayed her.
“That’s what this is about?” She glared at him. “About ye? About who ye will lose? What about me? Who is it ye are so afraid of losing?”
“Now?” he asked wearily. “You, Ophelia. This is not just about me. The mark of the serpent will kill you if you don’t do as you are called. Maybe, somehow, the Universe might find someone to replace you on your journey if you don’ survive. But, to me, you cannot be replaced.”
The sentiment slammed into Ophelia, but she couldn’t talk to him about this with Lenore writhing on the ground and all the ruckus in the room that he seemed to so easily ignore.
Ophelia looked again to the open door, to the dead bird, then up to the horizon. The sun was just about to break day. Ethan should have moved to shut the door, or cover the windows, but his silence thrummed at the back of her head. 
In the distance, her mother was standing in the tall grass.



Chapter 8
Damascus, 1808
Ophelia stepped outside, squinting into the distance. Images of her childhood flashed through her mind: her mother tending to her skinned knees, her mother’s lips on her hairline as she burned with fever, her mother telling stories while they sat knitting by the fire, and those gentle, wordless corrections each time Ophelia’s needles faltered.
The whole world seemed to be still at that moment, weightless, drenched in the early-morning haze. Tears burned her eyes and blurred her vision. Her mother was still alive. Ophelia’s heart thundered.
Ethan walked up behind her and placed his hand on her shoulder. “That’s not your mother.”
She turned. There were sheets now on the window. Lenore’s hair, damp with sweat, coiled against the cot’s pillow like dead river-snakes. Ophelia forced her gaze to Ethan, unwilling to allow any sympathies for the Cruor-girl to play over her heart.
“I’d know my mother if I saw ‘er,” she said. “And that is ‘er.”
“It’s a shifter, Ophelia.”
“Shifters cannot take the form of a ‘uman.” Wasn’t that how the stories had gone?
“Times are changing.”
“It is my mother,” Ophelia persisted.
It was her, wasn’t it? It had to be. Ophelia needed, more than anything, to believe this. This was the hope she’d held on to, the hope that kept her alive. Ethan could be right . . . but he could also be wrong. She couldn’t risk not finding out for sure.
The sun was rising fast on the horizon. Its rays stretched across the field, illuminating Ethan’s translucent Ankou wings. The black veins shimmered out past his shoulders and nearly all the way down to his ankles. He stepped back into the shadows. 
“Please, Ophelia. Come inside.”
As Ophelia started to pull the door closed, she kept her eyes to the floor, unable to settle her gaze on Ethan’s furrowed brow and pleading eyes. “I must go to her.”
The door clicked shut.
Though she feared Ethan was right, she would never forgive herself if she didn’t take the chance. She could follow cautiously, get close enough to at least find out for sure. She needed to do this. Her mother—if it was her—might have answers. For starters, how had her mother gotten here? How could she have known where Ophelia was? Why come to her now?
Older questions—ones that had driven Ophelia’s very existence in recent years—overwhelmed the newer ones. Where had her mother been all this time? Who killed Ophelia’s father? Would her mother know a way to stop the burn of the serpent’s mark without joining the darkness of the Cruor?
That was the idea that carried her forward, moving her through the field of tall grass. She could not have stayed back even if she’d wanted to. 
The skirt of her mother’s dress brushed the blades of the meadow in the breeze. She smiled softly and gave a gentle wave. Ophelia lifted her skirts and set off, at first walking. But as she got closer, as her certainty grew that it was her mother, she picked up her pace. She walked faster and faster until she was running across the field, until she neared the forest, neared the small grove along the edges that sprouted olive and lemon trees from the ground.
Her mother turned and started to walk away.
Why would she come all this way to leave me now? What stopped her from coming to the cabin?
Somewhere deep in Ophelia’s gut came the urge to dart back to the cabin. But a voice, too much like her own, prodded at her mind. Don’t let fear stand in your way. As much as she wanted to, she could not defy that voice. Ophelia could not turn back now.
“Wait!” she called.
Her mother walked into the grove and didn’t turn back. The trees obstructed Ophelia’s view. 
Didn’t she see Ophelia trying to catch up? Was she trying to show her something? Had the time away somehow . . . changed . . . her mother? If her mother needed help and Ophelia gave up now, she would never forgive herself. She ran harder until she breached the woods. Her mother’s silhouette glided between the trees.
“Mother?”
The woman looked over her shoulder with a smile, but continued on her path.
Ophelia was compelled to chase. Dread, fear, warning—all these things washed through her, but a small flicker of hope with a mind all its own pushed her onward. Twenty meters into the woods, she caught up with the woman and found her leaning against a tree, crying. 
“Why didn’t ye wait for me?”
As Ophelia approached, her mother sobbed harder. With her heart in her throat, Ophelia gently rested her hand on her mother’s back. The woman turned around, grinning, laughing, and Ophelia stepped back. Her heart sank into her stomach, cold as ice and heavy with dread.
A man’s voice cackled from her mother’s mouth. 
The woman’s thin nose stretched, and her lips peeled back to reveal pink gums and blocky teeth. Every feature contorted until there was no trace of her mother’s face remaining in the man’s features. His shoulders broadened, and Ophelia gaze locked on his as his height stretched to tower a good head above her own. 
“Robert.” Ophelia could barely choke out his name. In the shadows, his strawberry-blond hair was more auburn, but she was certain it was him.
“Lovely to see you, too,” Lady Katrina’s brother replied. He grabbed her hand and kissed it roughly. “You’re just as foolish as your father.”
Ophelia snapped her hand back. “What do ye know about my father?”
Robert laughed. “Come now. Isn’t the ‘what’ the whole reason
you came to work for my sister in the first place? I’ll save you the effort, fair Ophelia. There’s nothing more to find.”
“Ye killed ‘er.”
“The honor was not mine.” Robert’s grin stretched tighter. “Your father, however, proved to be quite the problem following her death. You really should have learned something from him. It’s best to mind your own business.”
“And what business is my family to ye?”
“Your mother was an abomination,” said the man who had traveled all the way here in the time only an Ankou could have. A man who then shifted before Ophelia’s very eyes. Did that not make him a dual-breed himself?
“Curious choice of words,” Ophelia said, her voice shaking. “Ye are every bit a mutt as she.” 
His lips pursed. His brow furled over glowering eyes. “I agree with the Maltorim’s orders. The impure are the real danger, to the humans and to the elemental races.”
The boiling in her stomach rose to her chest. She chewed on her cheek and swallowed hard to hold her anger down.
 “If there is blame to place, it’s with the man who brought you here.” Robert flicked a blade from its sheath in his pocket. The sun glinted off the steel as he shuffled toward her. “I would have liked to keep you, of course, but I must honor my duties.”
“And she must honor hers.” The voice came from behind Ophelia, sharp and yet feminine.
Lenore.
In one swift blurring arch of color, Lenore lunged at Robert and pinned him to the ground, digging her nails into his wrists until he dropped the blade. But Robert shifted again, his form growing too large for Lenore to keep a good grip. His clothes tore and fell from his body. Stripes ripped across his back, arms, and legs, and hair burst through the skin on his face. His skull and jaw distorted, his features more feline than man. 
A tiger now stood before Ophelia and Lenore, teeth bared. A low growl rumbled from his chest as he backed away, fear flickering in his eyes before he turned and bounded off through the woods. 
Gone. Just like that. She peered around, expecting to see a flash of him the underbrush or bounding toward them once again.
Lenore turned toward Ophelia, her fangs still fully extended, puffing out her mouth. “You all right?”
“Yes.” Ophelia couldn’t stop shaking. A heavy breeze rushed a fresh waft of lemon and olive toward her, and she nearly gagged on the scent as she tried to fight back her tears. “No. I—I don’t know.”
The young Cruor’s fangs retracted with a snap. “He’s been injured. He won’t fight me like that, not unless he’s a damn fool.”
“Sure is,” Ophelia muttered, and Lenore laughed.
The humor didn’t reach Ophelia though. She couldn’t shake the feeling he was still watching, waiting for an opportunity to attack. Lenore, however, seemed at ease.
“He hates himself, you know.” Her expression relaxed into something more human. “He couldn’t control his shifting. He couldn’t fight becoming something he didn’t wish to be.”
“That’s why ‘e ran off?”  Ophelia asked. “Instead of . . . of . . . ”
“Are you disappointed?” Lenore arched her eyebrow, smirking. How could she be so candid at a time like this? She nodded toward the path. “Come. Let’s get you back to the cabin.”
Once Ophelia was certain they were safe, new concerns tumbled into her mind. Ethan has been right. It hadn’t been her mother. How had Ophelia been fooled, but Ethan had known? And if Robert was one of the Strigoi, how many secrets had her mother kept? 
Her mother had always said that the Strigoi were honorable, but clearly Robert was not. Had her mother told her those stories in hopes of preparing Ophelia, should she ever be pulled into this world? If so, why hadn’t she been completely forthright?
Perhaps Mother had hoped it would never really come to this.
Now she would never know, and she needed to accept it was no longer safe for her to entertain her childish fantasies of reuniting with her mother. Her mother gone. Truly and forever. 
Ophelia had always thought accepting her mother’s death would end all purpose in her life. That, without her mother, there would be nothing worth living for. Ethan changed all that. Ophelia would go through with the transformation and live her life with this new purpose of helping some girl she didn’t know. She would do it in memory of those she had loved—those who had been stolen from this world far too soon.



Chapter 9
Damascus, 1808
After promising to return in the evening to prepare for Ophelia’s transformation, Lenore left for the day. When the cabin door fell shut behind the Cruor, Ophelia turned to Ethan, her hurt and anger rushing through her in a violent upsurge. 
“Why?” She lunged toward him and pounded her fist against his chest. “Why didn’t ye tell me it was him?”
He grabbed her wrist and pulled her closer. Ophelia still pushed, wishing to get away from him and to hurt him at the same time.
“Please, Ophelia,” Ethan whispered, and she froze at the pained tone in his voice. His eyes were moist and his expressed strained. “I wanted to come for you.”
Wanted to? She shook her head. No words were worthy of the moment. All she could do was stand there, searching his eyes for answers to the questions that swarmed through her mind.
Ophelia swallowed around the tightness in her throat. The hurt and anger threatened to rush back. “Go on.”
“I told you not to go,” he said. “If I’d stopped you from going, would you have ever forgiven me? Would you have ever trusted me enough to continue with what needed to be done?”
She bit her lip, but there was nothing she could say. She couldn’t trust him any more for allowing her to leave than she would have if he’d stopped her from leaving. And she couldn’t trust herself. She’d known, somewhere deep down, that her mother was dead. She’d known, yet she’d allowed herself to be fooled, all because of her childish desire to believe her mother was still alive.
Her heart longed to forgive him, but she could not push aside the feelings of abandonment. Her parents had kept the truth from her, and it left her helpless. How could Ethan do the same? Why hadn’t he warned her of these things sooner?
“Ye could have tried ‘arder to stop me.”
“How?” His fists clenched at his side. “By grabbing you and dragging you back inside?”
She shook her head, and unease twisted in her stomach. Was he right—that she would not have listened to him anyway?
“It would have been worth it,” Ethan said, his voice dropping into tones of defeat. “The exposure to the sun. But our world is one of power and deceit. You needed to see for yourself. I allowed it this time, knowing I could soon have Lenore ready to come to your rescue. Or you could have learned that another time, in a more life-threatening situation where no one would have been around to help you.”
The words, a sharp reminder of what her future held, cut into her heart. She leaned against the wall and slid to the floor. Ethan joined her.
“The Strigoi,” Ethan continued, “can track scents easily. Robert knew yours well because you two have met. He did not know the other scent was mine. If I’d been seen, too much would have been revealed. All of our efforts would have been for naught.”
“Robert . . . followed my scent?” Ophelia asked. “All this way? But—”
“He appeared as your mother . . . something else he shouldn’t be able to do. Clearly he has more ties than the average Strigoi. Maltorim ties.”
She stared at the floor, trying to absorb all the implications. 
Ethan lifted her chin, turning her face toward him. He swept away a dark lock of hair away from her cheek.
“If I don’t do as I’m called, everyone will die. Including you . . . the woman I . . . the one . . . ” He sighed and closed his eyes. “I don’t deserve your forgi—”
She pressed her fingers to his lips, silencing him. A new depth reflected in his brown eyes, a darkness along the edges of his pupils. The golden flecks brightened them. “It’s mine to give.”
He kissed her then, his hand slipping along her jaw to cup her face.
“I’m glad you weren’t harmed,” he mumbled against her lips before closing his mouth over hers again.
Ethan’s lips tasted of sugar and cloves, and Ophelia inhaled his heady aroma as she kissed him. Her stomach flopped and her mind clouded. In that moment, there was only Ethan, the gentle caress of his tongue, and the sense of all being right as she kissed him back, tentatively at first, and then with more abandon.
When he pulled back, Ophelia kept her eyes closed. She wasn’t sure she could look at him. 
“I love you, Ophelia. I should not, but I do. Though we can never be together, I cannot live out the rest of my eternity without you knowing that. I am sorry, truly, that I did not stop you from going after Robert.”
God help her, she loved him, too, but their time together would soon end. She couldn’t bring herself to say the words.
“Ye could have come after me,” Ophelia said, though she knew that wasn’t true.
“I needed to stay with Lenore while she finished her transformation. That opportunity might not have presented itself again. Perhaps . . . perhaps if I didn’t think I could help Lenore quickly enough, I would have gone after you myself.”
When Ophelia said nothing, he stepped away from her. “Being around you—this has challenged everything I believed I was confident in. If only you realized how easily you could break my resolve . . . .”
“I wouldn’t,” she replied quietly.
“I know,” Ethan said. “That only makes this harder.”
Ophelia couldn’t take any more of the conversation. She excused herself to wash up and prepare dinner, and, after a quiet meal, she joined Ethan by the fire. 
He sat in his chair; she, on the floor by his feet. She rested her head against his thigh to stare at the crackle of the fireplace flames. His fingers swirled along her scalp, and she closed her eyes, breathing in the cabin air that had filled with the warmth of charred wood despite the draft of the chill night breeze.
“How could Robert have looked just like my mother?”
“There is something happening within the Maltorim. As my guardian told me, it could be years—centuries perhaps—before anything comes of it. What that is, exactly, is part of your calling, not mine.”
“The ritual with Lenore . . . Something went wrong, didn’t it?”
“The ritual went as planned.”
“And the raven?”
“There was no raven, Ophelia. There are Morts in the area. They won’t come near you when you are with me, but they can still disillusion you. Further, Robert had you under his influence. That was the main source of your confusion, the main reason your actions defied your better senses. Now that you understand, it should not happen again.”
Ophelia swallowed. “So now what?”
“Lenore will return. My worry is whether you are ready for what comes next. You need to be, and yet, we cannot change that you are not.”
Kneeling up, Ophelia cupped her hands on the either side of Ethan’s face. “I’m sorry I didn’t trust you.”
He grasped one of her wrists. “The problem is you don’t trust yourself.” 
How could she? She’d been right about Robert, but how many things had she been wrong about? Hadn’t she believed her mother’s stories were only fairytales? Or was there some deeper part of her that had always known better? And yet, the night her father had died, she’d not sensed anything. Shouldn’t she have felt something—known somehow that he was in danger?
Ethan stood and pulled Ophelia to her feet. With his hands resting on her hips, he took in a deep breath and closed his eyes for a long moment. 
When he opened them, he dropped his hands away and walked over to sit on the cot. Ophelia waited, hoping for him to say something more, to make sense of the storm raging within her.
“My entire family was murdered,” he said. He stared down at his hands. “I was too quick to trust the wrong person. To trust them instead of my own instincts.”
Her heart thumped at the sentiment. She wanted to ask more, yet she could not bear to carry his heartache with her own. “Am I wrong to trust ye?”
“What would it mean for me to say no? If I am not worthy of trust, my answer is meaningless.”
Ophelia padded closer. She touched his hair and smiled softly. “Not to me.”
Ethan looked up. His hand found hers, and the warmth of his fingers against her palm, his fingertips against her wrist, sent a tingling sensation through her entire body. He eased her closer until she stood between his knees, and with his other hand, he pulled her body down to his.
In the past, she would have stopped. She would not have allowed herself to have these feelings in the first place. She’d already lost everyone who ever meant anything to her, and she didn’t need to set herself up for that kind of pain again. But Ethan’s touch comforted her in this new, strange life. 
“It is an insult to your worth for me to love you,” he said, “but I cannot change the feelings you’ve ignited in me.”
She leaned forward, toppling him back against the cot, and pressed her lips to his. He wrapped his arms around her and rolled her onto her back, tracing his kisses from her lips, down her jaw line, and to her collarbone. 
As he shifted his weight up to kiss her again, his pelvis pressed closer to her own, and the heat between her thighs pulsed. He closed his lips over hers, and his tongue explored her mouth, touched her teeth, slid against her own tongue. His hand glided soothingly over the serpent’s mark, and his fingers wrapped around the hair at the nape of her neck. Ophelia kissed him back heatedly, her hands moving along the strong planes of his back.
Ethan broke the kiss. He stared into her eyes, searching, tension forming in his jaw and a line creasing between his eyebrows. He pulled away and sat on the edge of the bed, and the mattress shifted, the wool blanket hushing as it rubbed against the sheets.
“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.
Ophelia sat up and touched his shoulder. “Ye ‘ave no reason to be.”
He walked over to the fire, leaving Ophelia alone on the bed with an aching worry in her chest.
“Are ye all right?”
He chuckled sadly, shaking his head. “More than all right. But once you are inside the Maltorim, that will be our end.”
Ophelia took a steadying breath and stared down at her hands. “Say I don’t join the Maltorim?”
“That mark will kill you if you don’t turn. And if you stay with me, we’ll be hunted by other Guardians until you are captured and set right on your path. If I fail to see you to your calling, they will only move me to start fresh. Another girl, another place.”
“So this is it? I can’t ‘ave a life of my own?”
“You are free to do as you wish, but I cannot be the reason you deny your calling. I won’t.”
“I understand—”
“No, you don’t.”
“They can make their orders, but the decision would still belong to ye.”
The corner of Ethan’s lips turned up, as though to smile, but the expression was more of a grimace. “Everything isn’t a choice. I accepted my calling long ago, and now I must go where they send me.”
“Ye can’t just say no?”
“It is for life. I have always gone willingly, but should they choose, they can move me where they need me, and there will be nothing I can do to stop it.”
“That’s not right. Ye should always have a choice.”
“Sometimes we meet challenges. Other times we dodge consequences.”
“We’re being forced into this. There is nothing ye can say to change that.”
“Then you plan to go through with your calling?”
Ophelia sighed, though it didn’t release the weight on her chest; the confusion just kept crashing through her. 
“What choice do I ‘ave?” she asked wearily.
She wasn’t sure where she stood anymore. What kind of ‘choice’ was this? Either she would sacrifice her own life to save humanity, or she would hold selfishly to the things she wanted in exchange for a life on the run. A life knowing her selfish choices had doomed herself and everyone else. Yes, her father had been right when he’d said she could never make up her mind . . . but this was more than that. 
That night, as Ophelia closed her eyes and began to drift to sleep, she heard Ethan whisper, “I tried to go after you, Ophelia. I tried.”
But she had not been meant to hear, and so she said nothing, kept her eyes closed, and pretended she was already asleep.



Chapter 10
Damascus, 1808
Shortly after nightfall, Lenore stumbled into the cabin, her boots clobbering across the dirt floor. She eased herself to the ground by the fireplace and rested on her back, wincing. Her hand clasped the amulet around her neck, and she closed her eyes. Ophelia almost choked on the smell—the rotting stink of burnt skin.
“Everything hurts,” Lenore mumbled.
Ethan’s gaze steadied on the open sores of Lenore’s sun-blisters. “You spent the whole day outside?”
“It’s been centuries.”  
Ethan strode over to the counter and prepared her a glass of his blood then brought it over to her. 
“Elevate her head,” he said to Ophelia. “She’s too weak.”
With a resolute nod, Ophelia kneeled on the ground beside Lenore. As she lifted the Cruor-girl’s head into her lap, Lenore gasped, and Ethan hurried over with the glass of blood. He tilted the glass against her lips, but Lenore could barely swallow the blood. Her head lolled to one side, blood seeping out the corner of her mouth and dribbling down her chin and into the creases of her neck. The firelight danced over the spots of white on her teeth that were not coated in red.
Ophelia lifted her gaze to Ethan. “Will she be all right?”
“If we can get her to drink.” To Lenore, he said, “Do you not think about these things? You should have returned hours ago.”
“I haven’t see the sun—” Lenore coughed. “—in two hund—”
For a second time, Ethan attempted to help Lenore drink the blood, and this time, she managed to swallow a few sips. Some color returned to her cheeks and her eyes brightened.
“Can you sit up?”
Lenore tried, but the effort seemed to take more of her energy, and Ethan told her to lay back and rest.
“She really needs human blood.” He turned his deep brown, apologetic eyes to Ophelia. “Do you think . . . ?”
 “Now?” Ophelia eyes went wide. “Ye want me to change now?”
Ethan nodded.
She took a shaky breath. Once she did this, there would be no turning back. Things would only get worse. She would be a monster, trapped to darkness, and she would be giving herself over to the dark deeds of the elemental council. How could she possibly reconcile that with the idea that any of this was for some greater good?
But just as Ethan had said, the mark of the serpent burned harsher with each passing hour, the Cruor blood becoming less effective as a topical ointment.
“I’m ready,” Ophelia said finally, but the tightness in her throat betrayed her words. 
Kneeling on the other side of Lenore, Ethan stared at Ophelia. The Cruor’s breathing was stronger now, and her head steadied in Ophelia’s lap.
“Ophelia,” Ethan said gently, “I would have failed without you. You were strong in my moment of weakness. You are strong and fierce and beautiful. I can see now why you were chosen.”
Ophelia swallowed and mumbled a quiet, “Thank you.”
“Promise me—promise you will not mourn my loss when the time comes,” Ethan said.
“What are ye saying?”
He clenched his jaw and shook his head. “If you’re ready, we can begin.”
“Ethan,” she said sharply. “Tell me what you mean. What loss?”
“It’s time,” he said more fiercely this time.
Though her frustration boiled in her stomach and caused a tremble in her jaw, she let it go, and reached her forearm forward, in front of Lenore’s mouth. Her arm was trembling, only to shake more furiously when Lenore’s fangs snapped out. 
Ethan nudged Ophelia’s arm away. 
“Wait,” he said. “Not like that.”
Ophelia lowered her arm to her side. Before she could question him, Ethan came around to sit behind her. She leaned back into his chest, and his lips brushed against her ear.
“I’m going to have to hold you, Ophelia. You are going to want it to stop while it’s happening. Once this starts, there is no turning back. Are you certain you are ready?”
How could she be? An insistence born in her core, however, drove her actions now, and it was a force stronger than the serpent’s burn. It was for her mother, her father, and the risks they took to protect her. It was for others like them who would suffer their fate.
“I’m ready,” she said. 
At first, Ethan’s grasp on her wrist was gentle. A sadness swept over Lenore’s face; perhaps it was fear, though Ophelia couldn’t fathom what fear Lenore would have. Ophelia’s heart pounded in her ears, the pressure filling her head and making the room spin.
Lenore’s fangs pricked into Ophelia’s flesh like twin thorns, at first only aching mildly. A haze seeped into Ophelia’s mind, a shushing calm like a breeze bending the tall grass in the field. Her heart rate slowed, and her eyelids fluttered as a fatigue settled over her. Lenore’s voice pulsed in her mind—a jumble of overlapping words . . . indistinct, meaningless . . . but Ophelia could feel them change her consciousness, burning a sense of knowing into her mind.
Lenore dug her fangs in deeper, the pressure uncomfortable and nauseating. Through the haze, Ophelia became aware of the blood gushing from her arm, soaking Lenore’s face, neck, and clothes. The sloshing of Lenore feeding from her. No longer did Ophelia feel listless, as though she was floating atop a river; instead, she felt pinned between Lenore and Ethan, impaled by Lenore’s bite and restrained by Ethan’s ever-firmer grip on her wrist.
The icy bite mark itched, as though in the early stages of frostbite, and soon the chill branched out through the veins in her arms, so cold it burned. She needed to stay still, but soon the pain reached her shoulder, stronger with each passing moment, and she screamed. She tried to pull away, but Ethan’s fingers dug deeper into her wrist and his other hand gripped her arm at the elbow. His biceps squeezed against her shoulders as he tried to keep her in place. 
The jolt of trying to yank her arm away created a tear in her forearm, and Ophelia vomited at the sight of the wound, black and purple, her flesh unnaturally separated.
Lenore drank with her eyes closed, and, despite herself, Ophelia struggled to get out of Ethan’s grasp. Pain shuddered through her entire body as the Cruor poison seeped into her blood and pumped a smoldering heat through her veins.  Her heart thumped twice. 
Then, it stopped.



Chapter 11
Damascus, 1808
When Ophelia awoke on the cot, the night was silent. Her throat ached with the persistent soreness of an early cold, though she wasn’t at all feverish. An empty, eerie calm filled her chest. The room was quiet; she could not even hear the sound of her breath, and, for a moment, Ophelia thought she had lost her hearing. But then there was a rustling noise across the room. 
Her gaze darted over to the fireplace, where Ethan still tended to Lenore. 
Ophelia sat up. “Will she be all right?” 
Her voice sounded strange, somehow lighter, and Ophelia touched her throat. His gaze locked on hers.
“The Cruor heal quickly.”
“Am I . . .  Well, I’m one of them now, aren’t I?”
Ethan’s jaw tensed, but he managed a quick, “Yes.”
“My ‘eart . . . ” Ophelia started, but she couldn’t bring herself to finish.
“It only feels like it’s not beating,” Ethan said. “It beats very slowly. Perhaps once per year, it is said.”
“And I will not age.”
“Millions of heartbeats will pass before you show the aging of a year.”
“Millions of years?” Ophelia coughed, the ache in her throat worsening with each passing moment.
A low moan vibrated from Lenore’s throat as she shifted to sit up. Her countenance improved before Ophelia’s eyes. Lenore stretched and steadied herself, clutching the edge of the cot for a moment before she pushed herself to her feet. She stretched her neck from side to side and closed her eyes, seeming to hover between moments. When she opened her eyes, it was as though nothing had happened. All the wounds had healed.
“My heart beats more than that,” she said. “At least once each day, at least once, with each remembrance of—” She clenched her jaw. “—of someone I lost.”
The ache in Ophelia’s esophagus intensified, turning into a burn far worse than the serpent’s mark. Her tongue and the inside of her cheeks were so dry she feared they would crack and bleed. Hunger pains bloomed in her stomach.  An image flashed through her mind—her teeth sinking into Ethan’s neck. Draining him.
“Are you all right?” Ethan asked.
Lenore grinned. “You planned poorly, Ankou. Unless, you intended to be her first meal.”
Ophelia shook her head. She clenched her hands to resist the urge to claw at her throat. “Stay away.”
Ethan’s brow furrowed, and he started to walk over, but Ophelia jumped to her feet and stepped back.
“I said stay away from me!”
Ethan halted, and the smile fell from Lenore’s expression. The three stood frozen in that strange tableau while Ophelia’s hunger grew more with each passing moment. With that pang, anger wound like a vine through her dead heart.
This was Robert’s fault. 
Without a word, Ophelia darted out the door and into the field. In a blink of an eye, the cabin was far behind and she was already near the entrance of the grove where she’d seen her mother earlier. No, not her mother. Robert. She braced herself for the sudden halt, but her body was more agile now, and she came to a graceful stop. She glanced down at her body.  How could such grace come from a monster?
The air carried Robert’s scent—a husky soil-like aroma and the smell of charred wood. Ophelia could almost smell Lady Karina’s house on his flesh, for all the time he spent there, often watching Ophelia’s every move. 
Now she knew what to make of the way he would leer at her as she mopped floors or prepared meals or helped Lady Karina freshen up for the day. It was lust, yes, but not for her, as she had assumed. No, Robert craved destruction and power.
She’d never forget the way he smelled, and now that her senses were stronger, she knew he was close. Robert had become an antelope in the field. 
Ophelia whipped through woods, darting between branches, crunching over fallen saplings, ducking beneath low branches. She didn’t stop until she reached his camp. He sat by a small fire, naked from the waist up, a large gash on his side seeping blood. White tissue protruded from the wound.
Robert didn’t make a move, just sat there, staring unseeingly at the fire. “I knew you’d come for me.”
“And yet ye remained ‘ere.”
“What use is running now? You’ve changed, and you’d have come for me eventually.”
Ophelia shot over to where he sat, the fire casting her shadow over him. “Ye wanted me ‘ere. Now I’ve come. Alone.”
“You expect a fight?” he asked, gesturing to his wounds, wincing. “Do you think there is one for me to give?”
Robert’s blood was meant to meet her need as well as quench her thirst for revenge. But only if he was willing to fight. 
Ophelia lifted her foot and kicked him in the shoulder, onto his back. Her fangs snapped down and she pounced on him. Her chest heaved with each heavy breath, the restraint not to sink her teeth into his throat becoming painful to her body.
“Fight,” she commanded him.
 Robert laughed. “I’d rather deny you the satisfaction.”
Ophelia slammed her fist into the dirt beside his head and snarled. “I will kill ye either way.”
“I am dead anyway,” Robert said, “Failure has a price. Unless . . . ” He steeled his gaze on Ophelia. “Allow me to bring you in. It would do us both a favor.”
Ophelia’s body shook from her restraint. “I care only to see ye die.”
“Yet, you still have a mission, no? I know you weren’t taken here for no reason. You were called, weren’t you?”
She didn’t need to answer. Branches crunched behind her, and Ethan’s voice soon followed. “You underestimate the woman’s scorn.”
Ophelia glared at him. “Go away, Ethan. This doesn’t concern ye.”
Lenore stood at the edge of the clearing, arms crossed, looking on with smug amusement. Ophelia’s gaze passed between them, then fell back to Robert. All she could see was the pulse in his neck. He was one of the Strigoi. He was one of the living, and his blood would sate her hunger. 
“Ophelia,” Ethan said softly. He walked up behind her. “You don’t want to do this. Perhaps we should consider—”
“There is no we.”
Ethan took out his blade and cut across his forearm.
“You’ll feel better once you drink,” he said. “You’ll be able to think clearly. You won’t feel so out of control.”
“I am not out of control.”
It was a lie, though one Ophelia wished were true. She could not stop shaking. The dry burn in her throat made her feel as though she was choking on her own blood. The blood flowing from Ethan’s arm called to her—a primal need.
Please, don’t let me be this monster.
The hunger took over, and Ophelia felt as though she were drifting outside herself. Her body thrust forward, her teeth sunk into the flesh of Ethan’s arm. Blood, sweet and heavy, spurted into her mouth. It flowed down her esophagus, soothing the burn, easing the sores of cracked tissue.
She closed her eyes, floating away in her mind. Peace played over her nerves, arousing her senses. She could sense them all. Ethan grimaced. Lenore watched intently. Robert slunk into the shadows like the snake he was, but didn’t leave as she wished he would.
Ethan’s blood slowed.
Stop, now.
Her body shook, and she dug her nails into his arm to force herself to push away, but as she tried to open her mouth to release him, every part of her being resisted. A hand rested on her shoulder. Lenore’s, she knew, as one would know the touch of their sire. And in that touch, Lenore’s energy demanded that Ophelia stop, as did Ophelia’s own will.
But her body still resisted. 
Shaking, she forced her fangs to retract. Her eyes shot open. The moonlight stung her eyes, and she lifted her hand to shield them. The wet blood chilled on her teeth, lips, and chin, but Ethan only looked at her with concern. 
She backed away. “I . . . I’m . . . ”
“Shhh,” Ethan said. “You’ll learn your way. Within a few weeks, you’ll rarely have to feed to keep that bloodlust at bay, and within several years you will be able to control your urges despite the difficulty.”
The moments sobered Ophelia’s thoughts. The haze had lifted, and now she was trapped in a body that had just acted in a way she could have never forgiven herself for only hours earlier.
“Lenore will hunt animal blood for you tonight,” Ethan continued. “You and I—we’ll have to talk with Robert.”
The mention of Robert’s name reignited the hatred bubbling in her gut, and her regrets and intended apologies died on her lips. She sneered at Robert, who had maintained his distance.
“Fine,” she mumbled.
Fine, for now. But soon she would see to his death.



Chapter 12
Damascus, 1808
They traveled by night. Traveled by roads unseen, traveled with quiet steps and hushed whispers.
The world hummed in the background of Ophelia’s thoughts. Once they arrived at the Maltorim’s asylum, she would be expected to approach the entrance as though she were an uncivilized, newborn Cruor. Not that it was so far from the truth, but Lenore and Ethan said her bloodlust was minimal compared to most. The serpent’s mark made sure of that, though at least the burning had stopped.
It wasn’t as though Ophelia had never hidden truths about herself before, but this was different. This went beyond simple deceit and into the realm of false identities and fabricated stories. One misstep could mean her life. And Robert—she still resented his role in all of this. She needed his help, but she couldn’t trust him.
Lenore, however, was not apprehensive. Ophelia knew because of their blood bond—because Lenore was Ophelia’s sire. If Ophelia wanted the Maltorim to take her under their wing, she needed to convince them that her maker was dead. And Lenore was decidedly very alive. 
If the Maltorim did not accept her, however, this would all have been for nothing.
As they strode on, Ophelia felt every emotion strumming through Lenore’s body: the buzz, the excitement, the hunger—or was it thirst?—for adventure. Had Lenore not been so intrigued by their journey, Ophelia believed she would have taken leave by now. She could feel something more brewing there as well . . . some other driving-force that carried Lenore along with them on this journey . . . but a newborn cannot read the meaning behind all of their sire’s emotions, and Lenore had certainly kept that corner of her heart well-guarded.
As they crested the next hill, the Maltorim’s asylum expanded along the horizon. Stone walls encapsulated crowded rows of cemetery headstones and, in the center of the graveyard, a mausoleum—with its primeval doors and concrete edifice—awaited Ophelia’s charade. She marveled at the crumbling limestone, having never before been able to see so clearly from such a great distance.
Ethan stopped, placing a hand on Ophelia’s shoulder. The night’s wind, carrying on it the scent of the dead and the grit of dirt, swept between her and Ethan, chilling the warmth of him at her back and lifting her hair from her neck.
“We’ll stay until you’re safely inside.”
Ophelia swallowed. She didn’t turn to face him, just stood there, studying the path they’d yet to travel. He hadn’t stood this close to her since before they departed. She’d spent the journey half-wishing he would transport them through space, but he’d said they couldn’t risk that. The Maltorim would be able to sense them if they did, whereas if they approached on foot, their supernatural presence would seem just a part of the usual world around them.
 “It has to be this way,” he said, but his voice died off in a whisper, and Ophelia was uncertain whether the sentiment was intended for himself or for her. “Remember one thing when faced with tribulations, Ophelia: Fight. Whatever you do, fight. That is the only way to survive in our world.” 
Lenore sighed the full weight of her irritation as Robert brushed past Ophelia and Ethan to start the road ahead. “Well, then,” he said. “Come on if we’re to do this.”
Ophelia turned to Ethan and startled at the sudden proximity of his body. He hadn’t felt so close standing at her back, but now here he was, his face inches above her own, his gaze pressing down into hers in a way that tightened her chest and shortened her breaths.
What she felt could not be imagined. Surely the desire burned as deeply in him as it did in her. Surely the heat spread through his body with the same intensity and need. It was there, between them. Of that Ophelia was certain. And yet she could see in his regretful brown-gold eyes the same understanding that resided in her heart.
“Perhaps—” she started, but he stepped away, his expression turning stony and his gaze averting to the distance. A cold breeze rushed by, moving Ethan’s dark hair, and his eyes watered. The pale moon washed out his bronzed skin, and the stubble on his jaw looked darker by contrast.
 “Good luck, Ophelia.” He didn’t look at her.
“Of course,” she said quietly, folding her hands in front of her. “To ye as well, Sir Ethan Forrester of Rome.”
She turned away, hoping to hide the tears that moistened her eyelashes. She clenched her fist, the dig of her fingernails in her palm a welcome distraction from the heartache pulsing in her chest. In her mind, she turned back around and demanded more from him. She yelled at him and cried to him. But even in her thoughts, that did no good. Ethan had accepted what needed to be done. And so Ophelia continued her quiet march away, farther and farther from him, hoping for the very thing she felt hopeless of, as though maybe if she stood there long enough, reality could be erased and the moment could be reenacted in a new way.
Finally she found her own inner resolution and took the first few steps away—the hardest steps—and from behind her she heard Ethan curse beneath his breath. She nearly crumbled, so evident and raw was his pain, but she only hesitated, her next step shakier than the last. She couldn’t turn around now or she would fall apart, so she bit her lip and leaned into her next few steps, starting down the road to close the distance between her and Robert.
After she’d gone a few yards, Lenore called out, “I want to know everything. You’ll know where to find me.”
There was a bumping sound—perhaps Ethan nudging Lenore—and some sharp, quiet words that Ophelia could not discern. She didn’t respond. That Lenore could keep in contact with Ethan stirred within Ophelia a fiery anger.
Just outside the cemetery, Robert stopped short and pivoted toward her. “You’ll have to bite me now, if they’re to understand why I’m bringing you in.”
Her stomach bubbled with a mix of hunger and disgust, but when Robert loosened his collar and stretched his neck, Ophelia’s fangs snapped down. She closed her eyes, trying to listen to the howl of the wind between the graves to block out the sound of her mouth on his flesh—to block out her teeth piercing his flesh—but it was all for naught. The sound reverberated in her ears and echoed in her mind with a sickening crunch, but as the blood sloshed into her mouth, pulsing between her lips, the thrum of the life-blood overrode her inhibitions.
It was loud and insistent—a carnal thrumming. The blood flowed sweet, like gooseberries and cherry blossoms
Robert grabbed her hair and yanked back. “That’s enough.”
The blood coated her tongue and teeth and soaked her lips, chin, and cheeks. She’d been completely unaware of him as she’d fed, but now she could see the tension in his jaw, the pain evident by the creases around his eyes.
 “My body will reject your poison,” he said. “Don’t worry.”
She wasn’t worried.
She stepped back, remembering just who this man was. He might be her way to get into the Maltorim’s asylum—to gain their trust—but he was still the man who’d played a role in her parents’ end.
“Let’s carry on, shall we?” he asked flatly, though it didn’t sound much like a question.
As much as Ophelia didn’t want to speak with him more than necessary, she had to know. She needed to gather as much about this world as she could. “Is it true of all Strigoi, then? Can ye all expel the poison of the Cruor?”
“Nothing is ever that simple, Ophelia. We are each what we are, and we are each unique.”
“Even me?”
“I’ve agreed to get you into the Maltorim only because of Ethan’s promise to me. Once I’ve done my part, I owe you nothing.”
She stopped and turned sharply toward him. “What promise?”
He shoved her shoulder and pointed ahead. “The entrance is that way. Through the mausoleum doors, behind a loose board, and straight ahead to the first door. Go through and you will find a man. You’ll be safe with him until I arrive, though I suggest you say as little as possible.”
She stared him down, but he was unrelenting. Whatever agreement Ethan and Robert had come to, she might never know. After releasing Robert from her scowl, Ophelia gave a slow nod and turned to pick her way toward the cemetery gate. Once through, she increased her pace until she was erratically jolting between headstones, through the entrance and up to the door Robert had directed her to approach. 
The movement lingered behind her in a blur, and, as she stood staring at the large oak door, she felt something pulling her back. At first, she thought it was the after-effect of coming to a stop after such swift movement, but after a few more moments passed, she realized the pull remained, and it came from just a foot behind her. 
She turned around and studied the ground. Light from the candle sconces glinted off a piece of brass peaking up from beneath the dirt.
Ophelia knelt down and brushed at the dirt—the same claylike dirt that packed the wooden-beam-supported walls. A knocker-like handle jutted out, attached to a small door in the ground. 
The large door behind her creaked open, and she spun around, her eyes wide and taking in the man that now filled the doorframe. His expression was soft, his skin dark, his eyes darker. The crease between his eyebrows likely came from studying her condition: her torn, soiled dress; her disheveled hair; her blood-stained face. She remained frozen, crouched by the ground, but kept her head turned toward him despite the painful tension the odd angle created in her neck.
His brow furrowed, and Ophelia stared at him with wide eyes. 
“Bist du in Ordung?” He studied her and shook his head. “Jól vagy? Er alt i orden?”
He started to step forward, but then seemed to think the better of it. Finally, he shook his head and squatted beside her, putting his hand between her shoulder blades. “Är du okej?”
Realization dawned on Ophelia. He was trying to ask her something, but didn’t know where she was from. “My maker is dead.”
As the man nodded, his coarse hair, tightly woven into strands, brushed his shoulders. “You’ve come to the right place. I’m Adrian. And you?”
“Ophelia.”
At that moment, Robert burst through the door. He feigned being out of breath, hunched over and sucking in gulps of air. Ophelia had to turn her head to hide her amusement. 
“She,” he said, panting, “tried to”—he sucked in another breath—“kill me.”
Adrian’s gaze passed from Robert back to her. “This woman?”
Robert plugged his hands onto his hips and straightened, tossing his chin up. “She’s stronger than she looks.”
Adrian narrowed his eyes. “Pity she wasn’t a little stronger.”
“Well? You’re going to take her to the Queen then, yes?”
Adrian’s gaze swept skeptically over Robert. “Do you have any grievances?”
“No. But I prefer to tell the Queen myself. The girl could perhaps be of use. For certain, she needs help, but I did see some restraint.”
“So you chased down your attacker. How unusual.” Adrian’s gaze shifted to Ophelia, then back to Robert. “Excuse me, please, but I’m inclined to ask what your investment is in this girl. It’s not often a shifter would release a newborn from consequence in a situation such as this.”
“I’d hate to see a final end to such a beautiful specimen, is all,” Robert said.
Grinning, Robert shifted his gaze to Ophelia, and he made no effort to hide the way his attention slipped down to her breasts. It took every bit of restraint Ophelia had not to lash out, but as much as she hated him, she knew she needed him. Worse, she had to pretend to be grateful for his intervention. She lowered her gaze to her hands, now clasped in front of her waist, and mouthed a silent ‘thank you’.
Adrian pressed his lips together and nodded. “Right. Of course. This way, then.”
He removed one of the torches mounted on the wall and started down the long passage. Robert tilted his head after him, but Ophelia stood firm, motioning with her gaze for Robert to go ahead. He might be helping her, but this man was still not to be trusted. 
Robert’s grin widened. 
“As you wish,” he whispered, starting ahead of her.
Oh, he was sickening in the way he found pleasure in her fear of him, but now was not the time to let her emotions get in the way. She followed, each step causing the emptiness where her heart should beat to grow. For all she knew, he would turn her over for being the child of a dual-breed the moment they came into the Queen’s company.
The hall twisted at odd angles, a strange labyrinth that slanted forever downward, deeper into the earth, the air growing colder, moister, until they reached new halls made of stone so damp and cold that Ophelia felt as though she’d traveled through fields of rain. The halls, with their high ceilings and stony floors, harbored the stink of mold, and the farther they descended, the more the blocks decayed and the mortar between them eroded.
She could see through the darkness as though it were daylight, and she wondered what purpose the torch Adrian grasped could truly serve. Studying him, she took in the tense muscles of his neck and shoulder, took in how tightly his hand wrapped around the handle of the torch.
A weapon.
She smirked at the back of Robert’s dimwitted skull. Adrian didn’t trust him, either.
Robert cracked his neck, then craned his head toward their guide. “You know, Adrian . . . ”
Adrian spun around, the flames flickering inches from Robert’s face and casting a yellow glow over both their expressions. Robert flinched, but his smile did not waver. 
“Know what?” Adrian asked.
“I was just going to say. Your parents and mine—”
Adrian turned around again and strode farther down the hall. “My parents are dead.”
No one said anything for the rest of the descent to the Queen’s room, the strain in the air between the men palpable. They knew each other. Of course they did—Robert had been here before. Robert, so he said, was a favorite of the Queen’s. In his version of every story, Queen Callista was a woman who loved anyone willing to betray their own kind for her benefit.
Once they reached a door encrusted with jewels, Adrian requested Robert and Ophelia wait a moment while he alerted the Queen of their arrival. As they stood outside, Ophelia’s mind wandered. How long would Ethan and Lenore stay nearby? Perhaps Ophelia could reunite with them once things settled.
She was too nervous about meeting with Callista to think of anything relevant—what she would say to the Queen, for instance. If this Queen suspected for a second that Ophelia was lying, she would surely kill her. 
In that moment, Ophelia wanted to turn and run. To run so hard and fast that time would erase itself. All the way back to Lady Karina’s estate, where she would decline delivering the letter and accept punishment for her disobedience. Ophelia sucked in a deep breath. Her inability to change things left her restless, and she tried to will her body to stop trembling, but it was no use.
She’d never had a choice. The serpent’s mark, which she was still burdened with keeping hidden, had enslaved her. She lifted her hand and touched her neck. No more burning. No more pain. But what sort of life did she have now? What kind of ‘life’ could any Cruor live?
Part of her blamed Ethan. But as soon as she tried to harness that grudge—to focus on it and use it to guide her—the emotion softened. She could still see the hard lines of his face. His eyes were just as sharp but belied a deeper pain. For all his strength, he was a wounded man. A man in hiding. Soon, she would be in hiding, too.
She could go to him eventually. Couldn’t she?
The door creaked open and Adrian stepped out. “The Queen will see you now.”
The Queen, standing eerily close to Adrian’s back and at least a whole foot shorter than him, smiled thinly to her guests. Her velvety black dress clung to her chest and stomach, and the hem swished to the floor and pooled at her feet, her bare toes peeking out. She was unnaturally thin, unnaturally pale, and unnaturally pleasant-looking. Almost-white hair fell past her shoulders, and she wiped a spot of blood from the corner of her mouth and extended her delicate hand. 
“Hello, Robert,” she said.
Beyond her—beyond this girl who looked more child than woman—awaited a dark room with a long table sheltered by a white tablecloth and flickering candlelight. 
In the middle of the room, a lifeless body sprawled across the gold-leafed granite floors.



Chapter 13
Damascus, 1808
As Queen Callista stepped aside and swept her arm toward the room, two young men came forward and cleared away the dead woman. 
Callista’s brow furrowed. “Is everything all right?”
It was the first time Callista acknowledged Ophelia’s existence.
Ophelia nodded firmly and took several timid steps into the large room. The ceiling seemed to stretch impossibly high, so high that it became lost in the darkness. Was there any ceiling at all, or did the room just stretch up to the dark night? 
Just then, a chandelier lit up overhead. The room became suddenly smaller, and Ophelia felt trapped. A hand, cold and unnerving, touched Ophelia’s arm. She spun around with a gasp.
“Jumpy, are we?” Queen Callista asked, one side of her mouth twisting into a smirk. “Please, sit. Adrian has explained a bit, though I must admit to having many questions to ask you myself.”
Somewhere behind Ophelia, Robert moved. She could feel it was him—shuffling forward, joining them inside the room. His grin beamed into the back of her head.
Queen Callista’s smile tightened. 
“It’s not very polite,” she said through her teeth, “to remain standing when your Queen has invited you to sit.”
With that, the Queen, smoothing her gown beneath her, took a seat at the head of the table. There were two chairs awaiting Ophelia and Robert on one long side. On the other side, four young men—boys, really—sat in a stoic row, their gazes unwavering, their eyes as coal-black as their hair, and their skin as pale as moonlight.
Ophelia could not bring herself to move as swiftly as the Queen surely expected, but she took the seat furthest from the Queen and stared at the boy directly across from her. Anything would make a better focal point than the Queen.
Robert sat beside her. The door to the room clicked shut, and Robert immediately jumped back up again.
“My Queen, this woman”—he pointed at Ophelia—“has come here to—”
Ophelia shot to her feet and lunged at Robert, fangs already snapped down. She had him pinned to the ground, her hair spilling forward to hide her view of the rest of the room. 
Robert pushed at her chest, holding her at a distance. “She has come to infiltrate the Maltorim.”
“Liar!” Panic rushed into Ophelia’s lungs, but the anger over Robert’s betrayal was stronger. And also no surprise at all. “Robert is the one who intends harm.”
The room stilled. Queen Callista rose from her chair, her fingertips pressing down against the tabletop. She arched one thin eyebrow and stared down at Ophelia. “Can you prove the truth of what you say?”
Ophelia managed a nod but could not bring herself to words. There was only one option left—one thing Ethan had told her to do if things went sour, and one thing that Ophelia most did not want to do. 
“There are others,” she said finally. “Robert brought me to distract ye while they close in. Otherwise why waste this time on me, when ‘e could ‘ave ensured my death the moment I arrived?”
In one swift movement, Callista removed a sword from over the door and sliced through Robert’s neck. His head rolled across the room. Ophelia stood and stepped away, the back of her wrist to her mouth as her stomach surged.
The Queen tilted her head, grinning.
“Well, we wouldn’t want to have any traitors in our midst, would we?” The grin broadened. “I never much liked him anyway.”
Ophelia was too stunned to move. She couldn’t avert her gaze from Robert’s decapitated body, from the blood spilling onto the marble floor. This had been what she wanted, hadn’t it? He’d played a role in the murders of her parents. He’d tried to betray her, to have her killed. But with Callista standing there, the sword hanging lazily from her hand, Ophelia felt more terrified now that he was dead.
Callista returned the sword to its mantle then turned back to the room. Behind her, the tip of the blade dripped blood to the floor. She was still smiling. “We’ll track the others. I’m sure Ophelia won’t mind pointing us in the right direction. After all, she’s so concerned for our well-being. Isn’t that right, Ophelia?” 
There was nowhere to go from here but forward. “Of course, my Queen.”
Ophelia, however, had no intentions of guiding the Queen to her friends.
***
Callista did not travel lightly. She brought with her four men. They walked two ahead of the Queen and two behind, and the Queen kept Ophelia close to her side, holding her hand as though they were long friends. Ophelia couldn’t remember the way she’d come, but she did her best to guide them in false directions. There would be a dead animal around here somewhere . . . left behind by Lenore to throw the Maltorim off their tracks. 
There it was. Just ahead.
The men in front halted and turned so abruptly that the words died on Ophelia’s tongue. The taller of the two men dipped his head to the Queen. “We’ve picked up on her scent. Two or three hours prior. Perhaps we should follow.”
Ophelia shook her head. “I’m certain they’re right up ahead.”
Callista closed her eyes and swayed her head. “Don’t concern yourself with remembering the way, my dear. My men are the very best, I promise you. We will find these traitors yet.”
And together they set off in the right direction, Ophelia struggling to shuffle forward as though her shoes were filled with hardened clay. 
There were only so many promises Ophelia could make to herself then. Promises that Lenore and Ethan would be long gone by now, that she had distracted the search party long enough. Promises that they would have covered their tracks. But none of that meant anything to the Maltorim. With each new path traversed, Ophelia could feel the distance between herself and Lenore growing shorter. Soon she could smell Ethan on the air, and certainly she would not be the only one.
The closer they drew, the more Ophelia panicked. Her mind spun too quickly to formulate a plan—too quickly for any idea to form. Her chest tightened, and her voice constricted in her throat. What could she say to divert the Maltorim’s efforts? One false move would result in her death.
So it was with regret that her gaze met Ethan’s in the small field just north of the cemetery. He was standing with Lenore just several feet behind him, as though he were waiting, expecting this. Neither made any effort to escape or conceal themselves. 
Lenore crossed her arms and slung her narrow gaze at Ophelia. “I should have known.”
“Lenore, I didn’t—”
Queen Callista laughed, the sound musical and at the same time tinny. “Oh, you’re quite all right, Ophelia. We’ll take care of them.”
That was the furthest thing from what Ophelia wanted. And what if they realized Lenore was her maker?
Lenore clicked her tongue and stepped up beside Ethan. “If she would betray us,” she said to the Queen, “what makes you think she won’t betray you?”
“Betray me?” The Queen giggled, but then her expression turned cold and her fangs snapped down. “It really is not worth betraying me. Just ask your friend, Robert.”
When Lenore didn’t respond, the Queen smirked, one side of her mouth curving up and her gaze shifting playfully to the side. “Oh, that’s right. Robert’s hardly in the position to answer any questions. I’m afraid he won’t be able to join you . . . ever again.”
Ophelia stepped forward to claim she hadn’t betrayed anyone, but Ethan’s warning gaze settled over her body and an understanding swept in. Lenore didn’t really think Ophelia betrayed them. Lenore would know that for a fact—Lenore would have felt all of this coming, such was the strength of a bond between maker and child. This had always been their alternate plan.
Callista and her men encircled Lenore and Ethan, but Ophelia stood back. She could not fight against them any more than she could fight with them. Before the Queen’s men could take another step, Lenore and Ethan had two of them disabled, pinned to the ground, stakes driven through their hearts. The soldiers decomposed, their essence crumbling in the light breeze and scattering between patches of dead grass.             
As the remaining men lunged for Ethan and Lenore, Ophelia had the sudden urge to run. But she could not. There was nothing she could do now but stand there hopeless, praying to a God she no longer believed existed. 
Lenore struck with amazing speed. The man attacking her stumbled back but did not lose his ground. Locking arms, each struggled for the upper hand, their weight shifting back and forth until finally Lenore tackled him to the ground. Meanwhile, Ethan did not fare so well. Ankou were not a strong match against the Cruor.
Callista sidled closer to Ophelia and whispered, “Does it not make for a show?”
Ophelia smiled uneasily. She could barely force herself to nod. She winced as the blow one of the men delivered to Ethan echoed with a resounding crack. His eye swelled and blood gushed from his mouth, and the man attacking him was prepared to finish with the kill. 
Ophelia trembled, and her stomach clenched. Please, Lord, no. Not Ethan. To her left, Callista was nearly bouncing on her toes, her eyes wide and glazed in delight. She and Lady Karina would have made fast friends.
A silence fell beside them. The head of one of the men flew past Callista, draining the color from her face and drawing out a gasp. Lenore had killed her attacker. 
Callista stumbled back as Lenore advanced. Her eyes had gone dark—not black, but surely dimmed, faded, as though cast in shadows. Callista trembled and turned her pouting yet demanding face toward Ophelia. The look—being that of a helpless child—threw Ophelia off her senses. 
“Do something!” the Queen demanded. She called past Ophelia to the man, her voice wavering. “Get the girl! Get the girl!” 
The man immediately complied, pouncing on Lenore before she could reach the Queen.
Before Lenore turned to fight, Ophelia could hear her maker’s voice in her mind: You must honor the Queen.
Through the cottony feeling in Ophelia’s ears, she could hear what Callista had been shouting all this time.
“You! Ophelia, the man!” 
Ophelia swiveled her head toward her. 
Callista was pointing at Ethan. “Him! Kill him at once!”
Me?
Ethan paused, his gaze pleading. But pleading for what?
For you to honor the queen! came Lenore’s sharp thoughts, cutting into Ophelia’s own.
I can’t.
You must.
But Ophelia could only stand there, her gaze shifting from the Queen to Ethan and Lenore’s battle with one of the Queen’s men.
Ethan shook his head before pouncing forward, knocking Ophelia to the ground. A short wind rushed from Ophelia’s lungs, and a sharp ache shot up her spine. 
“Ethan,” she whispered.
He pressed his body against hers, pinning her down fiercely. His face lowered beside her own.
“We must fight,” he whispered back, his voice low in her ear. “And you must win.”
Though she struggled to free herself, she knew not what she would do once she had. But Ethan rolled to his back, pulling her on top of him in a way that gave the illusion she’d garnered the upper hand.
“Kill him!” the Queen screamed.
Ophelia’s fangs snapped down in response to Ethan’s bleeding wounds and to her arousal at his body pressed so close to hers. So tormented was she, trying to fight off her carnal nature, that she could not think of what to do.
Ethan’s mouthed the words to her: Kill me.
The scent of his blood ignited her hunger, but her love for him was stronger than her bloodlust. Her heart begged the Universe that her love for him could overcome this battle as well. 
Tears sprung to her eyes, and she pounded her fist against his chest. How can you ask this of me? How can you?
“It’s me or it’s both of us,” he whispered. “You must.”
Even to Ophelia’s newly heightened senses, the words were nearly inaudible, and the cries of war between Lenore and the remaining Queen’s soldier nearly drowned out his voice. This only made the words more vulnerable, made them sharper in Ophelia’s chest.
But hadn’t this been the very reason she’d fallen for Ethan? That he’d been so devoted to this cause, so willing to sacrifice? She hadn’t expected this, though. Deep down, from her very core, she’d hoped whatever bloomed between them that was stronger than any battle they would face.
Ethan’s gaze travelled the length of her thigh, and then down to her calf. Her dress had ripped, revealing the stake tied with old cloth to her left boot. She looked at it and back to him, her head shaking with too little inclination for anyone but him to know her meaning. 
No.
She could not kill him. No, no matter how many lives depended on it, this was simply asking too much. The Universe could find someone else. Find someone else to send into the Maltorim to do their bidding, for it would not be her. Ophelia would be killed by the Queen herself. The Universe could find someone else to do their bidding.
Ethan snatched the stake from Ophelia’s boot and pressed it to her chest, forcing her hands to hold the jagged piece of wood as well. She could feel it splintering in her palms as she pressed back.
“Please, Ethan,” she whispered, tears splashing off her nose and onto his cheeks. Another salty tear slid onto her lips. “I can’t.”
Though his arms shook with the façade of struggle, he lowered the stake closer to his own heart. No matter how it might seem to the Queen, this was not a battle Ophelia could ever win. Ethan was far stronger.
“What are you waiting for?” the Queen bellowed. 
Lenore, covered in blood and leaving a dead body in her wake, plummeted toward the Queen and knocked her to the ground. Her thoughts rushed out to Ophelia: Save her and run.
This was her chance. She shook her head at Ethan, releasing the stake and darting toward the Queen. She pushed Lenore from the Queen’s body, using the force of the pent up anger she’d stored throughout her ‘battle’ with Ethan. Lenore tumbled backward, and Ophelia yanked the Queen to her feet and tugged her by the hand, running off. Lenore and Ethan chased them with some restraint for a short distance, then fell back and eventually disappeared into the horizon.
When they reached the mausoleum, Ophelia released the Queen and spun toward her. 
The Queen slapped Ophelia on the cheek. 
Ophelia was too stunned to speak. She raised her hand to her cheek, the slap having stung but without delivering any real pain.
“Good for nothing!” Eyebrows pinched together and a scowl on her face, Callista looked toward the golden glow on the horizon.
“We must get inside. Come next nightfall, your training will begin. If you cannot be trained, you’ll be disposed of.” She leaned in close to Ophelia. “I don’t know what you expected, coming here, but you’d better make yourself useful.”
Rumors of Ophelia spread throughout the Maltorim. Though it was still believed she had twice saved the Queen’s life, some would say she had also twice brought the Queen’s life to danger. It would be a long time before anyone would trust Ophelia, and not long after that, Ophelia would chance her position on the Maltorim to betray them again.



Chapter 14
From Damascus to Al Harah, 1809
Over the months, the Maltorim’s attention on Ophelia wavered. She was no longer new or interesting. Even her bloodlust had died away, leaving her only the need to hunt once a fortnight. She’d come full circle—the equivalent of a scullery maid to the Maltorim, easily overlooked as though she were merely a part of the mausoleum’s structure. A wall sconce, perhaps.
Here, in this mausoleum, she would lie in wait for some unknown girl, some girl Ophelia would somehow recognize when the time came. However long it would take—years, centuries—Ophelia would have to wait, a clandestine mole.
Tonight, the Maltorim was busy preparing for the Queen’s five thousandth year. She was the oldest known vampire, having lived in the settlement of the Barada basin. She’d been buried alive at the age of fifteen and had taken nearly five thousand years to be reborn by the earth. 
It was then she’d risen, sometime around 4800BC, her flesh and blood regenerated by the Universe, to travel far and wide to find others like her. It wasn’t until nearly a century later that she found another of her kind in Anatolia. She declared the man her servant, and together they continued their travels, each century bringing forth more of the Cruor species.
But Ophelia knew Callista’s story was a lie. Several months prior, while most of the Maltorim was tucked away in one of the chambers for an evening meeting, Ophelia was asked to tidy the Queen’s room.
“Just make the bed and mop the floors,” the Queen said. “Don’t touch anything.”
No one would dare touch the Queen’s belongings. Except, perhaps, a woman such as Ophelia who had nothing to lose anymore.
Once the Queen departed, Ophelia peered out the door and down the halls and, seeing no one, eased the door so that it was only slightly ajar. Wide open would give her no warning, and closed entirely would draw attention. Everyone had something to hide, and if Ophelia was to survive here, she needed to know what truths had been hidden about the Queen.
The cleaning would wait. Being caught without the cleaning done would carry a lesser fate than being caught rummaging through Queen Callista’s belongings, so Ophelia needed to get the latter out of the way.
She checked the usual places first. Under the pillow, under the mattress, inside the wardrobe. Nothing. There were no floorboards to check beneath. Ophelia plugged her fists onto her hips and scanned the room. It was mostly bare. All that remained was a bookshelf and a chair.
Where would Ophelia hide something if she were the Queen? Callista was too smart to make an obvious choice. Ophelia sighed and sat in the chair. It would take too long to go through the Queen’s bookshelf.  She gripped the sides of the parlor chair and squeezed her eyes shut.
Think.
She hunched forward and rested her head in her hands. Something rustled beneath her, and Ophelia was struck with an idea.
She glanced to the door and, sensing no movement on the other side, slid to the floor and peeked at the underside of the chair. There it was. A leather-bound, beaten journal strapped to the bottom of the seat.
Ophelia slid the journal from its place, her heart thundering in her chest. The book felt soft and vulnerable in her grasp. She forced herself to drop her gaze from the doorway to the journal. She would need to know the moment someone walked by, but she couldn’t read the journal and keep watch at the same time.
She had a lifetime to read, yes? Maybe just a few passages here and there . . . maybe that would be all it took. Some stolen moments like these. The risk of being caught was great, but the risk of not learning the truth . . . that could be greater.
That was the first night she cracked open the journal, careful not to disturb the pages, and began to read.
Over the months, Ophelia learned enough to empower her against the Queen should the need ever arise. She learned the truth about Callista—learned that her story was one told to gain followers, nothing more.
The story the Queen told belonged not to her, but to her father. A father who had abandoned her after killing her mother, following the discovery that Callista’s mother was dual-natural—Strigoi and Cruor both—and that his daughter was dual-natured as a result. After Callista’s father disowned her, she murdered him, though she kept alive his hatred for the dual breeds. A hatred for herself. 
It was then she’d set out to find other Cruor.
Callista’s chance for redemption had come in the form of a dream—one that led her not only to more of her kind, but also to other species she was destined to join to form a council for the Universe. Because of her stories, all of the elemental races believed the Maltorim had been called on by the Universe, but the truth was that the Universe had never formed the Maltorim.
Callista had but one hope—the magic of the Ankou. But their magic came with risks Callista could not bring herself to face, nor could she risk word getting out that she was dual-natured. Some might not care; she was the Queen, after all. Others might see her being dual-natured as a reason to overthrow her reign.
Ophelia shook her head every time she thought of it; though Callista’s father hated the dual breeds, Callista herself had nursed hatred into genocide, meanwhile allowing her followers to believe she was the purest of all Cruor—a true earthborn, and the first of their kind.
Ophelia dared not breathe a word of her knowledge to anyone, for her thoughts were the same as the Queen. True, they might overthrow her reign if they learned the truth, but alternately they might stand beside her despite her nature, which could very well mean Ophelia’s own death, should she have been the one to announce her findings.
Ophelia would save her knowledge as a last resort.
Tonight, the rest of the Maltorim would celebrate the Queen. She was to be presented with a true Damascus sword, the steel blade laddered and waved with roses. This would be Ophelia’s chance to slip away from the mausoleum, if only for a time. Her chance to put her calling aside and follow the pull of her heart.
A chance she was not supposed to take but refused to deny.
Ophelia stepped into the brisk night, leaving behind the loud chatter of the crowds, the music, and the spicily scented air of Queen Callista’s celebration. Ophelia sped toward the distance without any direction in mind. Only away. When she was certain the distance she’d travelled was far enough—certain all of the Maltorim were too involved in their celebrations to notice her missing—she closed her eyes and felt with all her soul which way she needed to head next. 
She walked with purpose. She traveled the length of several cities, crossed through many small towns, thankful her uncanny speed as a Cruor allowed her to travel so far in mere moments. 
Ethan was out here, somewhere beneath this same dark moon. Lenore’s presence she could always feel, a steady undercurrent in her body at all times, but her connection to Ethan was something tender, something hidden in a quiet corner of her soul.
She plowed through forests and over uprooted trees, stopping only when she reached a wood that a forest fire had recently claimed. What a shame the rain brewing in the air hadn’t come sooner, come before the dry earth and bright sun had set fire to this beautiful land. By her feet, a daffodil struggled to survive, and a lone butterfly sought life in the young flower. How she wished Ethan was with her, wished he was there to restore the forest to its greatness.
She would find him yet.
Perhaps she was mad. Perhaps what she felt—the pull that led her—was not really there at all. But the energy in the air guided her through shadowed woods, across vulnerable fields and into the crumbling walls of the outer city limits, until she reached a large building made of many small rooms. One of the windows was blocked by a thick blanket. Ophelia strode over and stood beneath it.
“Ethan,” she whispered loudly.
No response. 
What was she thinking?
She shook her doubts away and lifted a small stone from the ground and tossed it at the window.
“Ethan,” she hissed again.
Again, no response.
“Aye, I’ve right lost my mind,” she mumbled to herself. 
That twist in her gut—it’d been more heartache than instinct. And for what? Even if she had found him, he would have only sent her away. He would never allow her to risk everything.
She rubbed her hand against her cheek and bit her lip, closing her eyes. Why did her heart have to betray her this way? Why could she not hate Ethan instead? Why not despise him for being the one to usher her into this world?
“Ethan,” she said to empty room above. “I’m sorry. I am sorry, though ye will never know that I came here tonight. I’m sorry that my heart got in the way. Sorry for loving ye.”
She choked on those last words, then sucked in a resolved breath. This was no good. She needed to move on. But she could not get her feet to move nor her gaze to leave the window. Could not get her gaze to leave that square of hope. So badly she wanted him that she could smell his sweet clove scent on the night air.
“Ophelia?”
The voice came from behind her, arresting the space in her chest where her heart would have normally sped. 
It was him.
She held her breath and spun around. Moonlight lit the sky behind him. He stood unmoving, his gaze covering every inch of her, her emotions swaying slowly from disbelief to desire. 
“Ophelia,” he said, with more confidence.
He strode over to her, and she threw her arms around him and kissed him deeply. He pressed her back against the wall in the alley, his hands sliding around her waist. He stopped, tilting his forehead against hers, his eyelashes tickling her brow.
“You’ve come to me,” he said. He kissed her again, as though unable to keep his lips from her mouth. Finally he broke away and pulled her a few steps further down the alley to a wooden door and then inside. 
Neither of them said a word until after he’d led her down the hall, up the stairs, and into a small, bare room that contained little more than cot, end table, and washbasin. He locked the door and turned to her again, shaking his head. “You shouldn’t have come.”
She stepped up to him, closing the distance between them, and kissed him with the passion she’d been holding back for far too long. She did not know when she would see him again, but she knew she would not give him up, knew she would not sacrifice him.
He put his hands to her shoulders, as if to stop her, but then held her tight and deepened the kiss, backing her up until her calves hit the foot of the bed. She cupped her hands around his face, breaking the kiss. His skin was paler than usual, his hair unkempt and the circles beneath his eyes dark.
“Ye are not well,” she said. 
“I will be fine, my love. I will be fine.”
“What of the work ye are supposed to do?”
He shook his head slowly. “It is done. There was no calling for me beyond your delivery to the Maltorim. That is it for me.”
“Oh, Ethan,” she breathed, frowning. “‘ow could ye say such a thing?”
“I have failed even that, if you are here now. What happened?”
He had not failed. No matter what anyone said, they deserved the hope they found in each other’s company. “I am with them still! I am sure I can hold my place with them for many years.”
He pulled back. “You need to return immediately. You cannot stay here.”
“We are together,” Ophelia said fiercely. “Don’t tell me that is wrong.”
He stared at her a long moment, unspeaking, and she feared her chest might cave beneath the silence. “You should go. I shouldn’t have allowed this, shouldn’t have entertained these ideas.”
As he stepped away, Ophelia reached out and grasped his hand to tug him back. “Don’t ye dare say that.”
He was too close to her now to look at her as a package to be delivered. He could only look into her eyes. He could only face down her soul. Let him try to back away to that, let him try to back away from his own heart.
“Would ye still be standing here if this was not meant to be? Would not the Universe ‘ave taken ye from me?”
For a long moment, Ethan stared at her, his pained expression softening. Ophelia knew she was right, and surely he knew as well. The Universe would grant them this one gift in their otherwise dire existence. They would have each other.
Ethan lifted her onto the bed, climbing between her knees as he lay her back and pressed his mouth to hers. His hands, shaky and uncertain, fumbled to undo her dress. He swept her hair away from her neck, leaving it to fan out its inky blackness on his sheets.
He removed her gown, kissed her ribs, grazed his lips over her breasts. As he placed kisses along her jaw and neck, she tilted her head back. 
Then, they were falling. Falling through time and space. But this was different from when Ethan had moved her this way before. This time they moved through space as though floating through water toward the bottom of a lake. 
She kissed the space behind his ear, traced her lips against his shoulder. His hands explored her body, the fullness of her breasts, the contour of her hips, the insides of her thighs. As his fingertips traced over her hips, she closed her eyes. Soon she was lost in touch, in the way his fingertips brushed across her skin, lost in this space with him where no harm could come to them and no obstacle could prevent them from being together.
Ethan’s fingers dipped into her, gently exploring her depths and sending notes of arousal through her body. As Ethan entered her, pressing himself into her body, she gasped. His need swelled with an urgency, his breaths coming heavier. He slowed, stopped, pulled back before trying to press in again, more fully, until his hips pressed flush with her own. For Ophelia, the moment was a surrender, and she knew it was for Ethan as well.
When finally they lie still, Ethan whispered in her ear. “Are you all right?”
“I am,” she said.
He grinned widely. “Oh, Ophelia. I could die that I didn’t think of this sooner.”
The realization swept over her as well. Here, they were safe to be together. When moving through time and space—when they were here in the inbetween—time did not exist. She could spend days with him and still return to the Maltorim’s asylum within hours. 
For all of Ethan’s ability, she could return to Maltorim minutes before she’d even left, if she so chose.
“I will not live without ye,” she said, pulling him closer. 
“I will never ask it again,” he promised.
To no longer have to deny her feelings sent a rush through Ophelia, and in that moment, Ophelia’s heart fluttered in her chest. The heat between them intensified, and even the serpent’s mark on her neck burned once again with ferocity. But she didn’t care. Not now.
In these moments, she was human again.
Human, and very much in love.
If it were up to Ophelia, she would remain in his space, suspended for eternity with Ethan, her love, her sweetest downfall.
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ONE
THERE’S NO WORSE FEELING than thinking you’re waking from a really bad nightmare, only to find yourself in the hospital with no memory of why or how you got there.
When I opened my eyes, I expected to find myself in the comfort of my own bed instead of wrapped in crispy sheets and a holey bedspread. My vision was blurred and my head pounded with an incredible headache. Something covered my head where the pain was centered. Lifting a hand, I discovered gauze taped into place. Touching it with slight pressure caused more pain, forcing me to wince. My uniform and gear were missing. Instead, I wore drawstring pants and a t-shirt made from thin material, covered in small, brown trees and tiny, green birds. A small box was taped in the center of my breasts. It chirped with each beat of my heart.
Panic filled the darkest depths of my soul as I struggled to remember what happened. I couldn’t remember anything. Just flashes of still framespartial memorieslike watching a movie with the most vital scenes blacked out. I took deep breaths, recalling what I could of my training, and then took in my surroundings, desperately seeking anything familiar.
The small, square-shaped room was adjoined with another small room that I assumed was the bathroom. The cream walls were dotted with a few blond-stained cabinets and drawers. Two burgundy chairs sat in the corner of the room in front of a row of sealed, vertical blinds. There was nothing that I recognized and nothing to suggest I had been compromised.
The irritating contraption in my nose pulled against the skin and formed a raw spot. Whenever I shifted my head, it felt like it was slicing through another layer of skin. I pulled the oxidizer from my nose and the heart monitor from my chest then slipped my sock covered feet to the floor. I was determined to storm through the door and find someone with answers—or fight my way out, if need be.
Apparently, ripping off monitors and running from my room freaking out set the medical staff on edge. They tackled me to the floor and gave me a bullet full of some sedative, causing me to wake up and freak out again later. The difference being, my wrists were cuffed to the sides of the bed. The top was raised slightly, allowing me to lie in a partial sitting position. I struggled with my restraints, then slammed my head to the back of the bed. They were treating me like some prisoner! A surge of dizziness and pain swam through me, bringing with it a bout of nausea.
A shadow from the corner of the room moved in my periphery. Without looking directly at the figure, I could tell it was a woman. She was around five-six or five-seven and thin, but the curves along her legs and arms were well-formed. I had no doubt she could hold her own.
“Who are you?” I asked, still not looking directly at her. I closed my eyes to force away the remaining effects of my fit.
“Jenna Malcom. I’ve been assigned to you.”
“Assigned to me? For what? By who?”
Finally, I looked at her directly. She was pretty—in the black widow sort of way. Her blonde hair was pulled into a long ponytail, situated dead center in the crown of her head. Her eyes glistened in the fluorescents. They weren’t an icy blue, but were rather bright and warm. Yet the feeling I got off her said otherwise.
“Someone who has taken an interest in your safety. Relax.” Her smile reached her eyes. “All will be explained soon.”
She removed herself from the chair with smooth, fluid movements then calmly sauntered to the intercom attached to the wall in front of my bed. She kept her gaze on me with a smile that would make any guy drool and every self-conscious school girl even more insecure. I know, because I was just like that. Always striving for that seemingly unobtainable perfection. At least until some point in my life, lost in my missing memories. Apparently, it no longer affected me the way it used to.
Her attire left a lot of questions unanswered. She wore jeans, knee-high boots that clicked with every step, a grey shirt that went over the waist of her jeans, and a black jacket that barely covered the length of her long torso. Her appearance conflicted with the energy she gave off, like she was trying to project a façade that didn’t fit. As she stretched her long, graceful fingers to the button on the intercom, I wondered why someone with her superficial grace wouldn’t have a better manicure. Her skin was smooth and milky, with long, slender fingers, but the cropped nails looked like they had never seen a shade of polish. Definitely something that didn’t match the appearance she was clearly trying to portray.
I struggledand failedto get a definitive reading of her energy. Everything conflicted. I squirmed in unease. There was much more to the story than what I was seeing, like she somehow knew of my abilities and was purposefully trying to throw me off. My initial instincts warned me to not trust what she said.
A trickling beep sounded from the small speaker, followed by a cracked, feminine voice, “Ye-eh-es?”
“She’s awake,” Jenna responded. Her gaze lifted to mine, and she smiled again. I raised an eyebrow.
“Okay,” the voice said as it came through clearer, cracking with heavy static afterward.
“How long have I been here?” I asked.
She shrugged and walked back to her small chair in the corner of the room. She took a seat and crossed her legs and arms.
The blinds were pulled open, and the glass door was unlocked. The room overlooked a small courtyard complete with small ponds, rivers that curved in and out, and a small waterfall.
“Do you not remember me at all? Do I not look familiar to you in any way?” Jenna asked.
“Should you be familiar?” I asked, unable to hide the snide tone in my voice. My discomfort with her presence was rapidly morphing into irritation.
She smiled again. “Wow, they really did a number on you, didn’t they?” She chuckled softly then turned her gaze to the courtyard.
“They?”
“You’ll see.”
I considered letting a few more remarks roll off my tongue, but the door to my room slid open and shut with a soft hiss. Footsteps padded into the room, and before me stood a pseudo-brunette man in a long, white coat. He carried a D-File in the crook of his arm. His cold-as-stone grey eyes matched his plastic smile.
Immediately, I didn’t trust him. Of course, I never really trusted any medical staff.
He stepped to the side of the bed, slipped his hand into mine, and gave me a half-assed squeeze.
Never trust a person who doesn’t give you a firm handshake. I don’t remember where I learned thator from whombut it went along with my instincts, so I didn’t fight it.
“Good morning, Miss Ellery. I’m Dr. Barlow, your attending physician. I’ve been asked to monitor your progress and oversee all of your care. How have you been feeling?”
“Like someone had better start giving me answers and release me from these restraints.” I felt like adding an insult to his deficient façade but held my tongue. There was a time and place for that, and I knew right then wasn’t it.
His smile widened. “Let’s get you all checked out first, then we’ll see about the restraints and maybe some answers. Sound like a plan?”
I shrugged. Do I have a choice? No. Of course not. As long as I was chained up, so to speak, I had to play by his rules.
“Miss Ellery, five days ago you were in an accident involving a transporter. You’ve been in a coma until today. With the extent of your injuries, massive memory loss was expected. But we won’t be able to determine the severity or give a prognosis of recovery until we know how much you remember.” He moved around me as he explained, running a bio scanner over the length of my body, except for my head. Then he parked himself on the foot of the bed, moving the D-file to his lap, and looked at me expectantly.
“You want to know how much I remember.”
He nodded. “That would help tremendously.”
“Nothing. I remember nothing,” I admitted sourly.
“But you remember your name?” he asked.
I nodded.
“Your home address?”
I hesitated but nodded again. Was that unusual?
“Do you remember where you work?”
I shook my head, though it wasn’t entirely true. I remembered that I worked for the Aurora Vanguard, but not what I did, specifically. I remembered it was undercover work and very secretive.  He nodded in return and removed himself from the bed, leaving the D-file at my feet.
“Do you remember anything from your childhood, like school, family, favorite places to hang out, first boyfriend?” he asked, taking out a penlight and shining it into both of my eyes individually.
I tried to think. Really I did. Only flashes of images would come. Things I recalled but with huge pieces missing. It was like thinking through Swiss cheese. I tried to remember a boyfriend or special someone, but no luck. Only a big blotch of nothingness.
“I remember thingsmemories from my pastbut nothing as specific as what you are asking. It’s like a big, black blank.”
He pressed his lips together firmly, nodded again, then took the D-file into his lacking grip and laid it on my lap. He pressed the red button on the top and tapped a few places on the clear surface. The screen blacked out momentarily before a red outline of a human head appeared with tangled cracks covering the left side.
“This is the thermal x-ray scan of your body we did when you came in. As you can see, you sustained a very serious injury to your temple. There was no need for surgical repair, but you did receive ten stitches and a new hairdo.” He smiled.
I ignored his pathetic attempt at humor, sensing he wasn’t telling me the truth. “This level of amnesia is normal for this type of injury?”
“It’s possible. The severity of your memory loss is pretty rare, but you could gain more memories the longer you are out of the coma and once you resume your normal routine.”
Something about the whole thing seemed off. Way off. Then, I remembered what he said and how it was similar to what Jenna had told me. Perhaps there was a connection? “Now tell me, who was it that asked you to oversee all of my care?”
He paused, visibly stiffening, and glanced toward Jenna. She seemed to have an eerie calm about her as she sat in the chair and focused on the exchange between me and the ‘good doctor.’ He cleared his throat and returned his attention to me. “I’m afraid I don’t have an answer to that question. Just know that everything is being taken care of.”
What a liar. He knew damn well.
“Then who do I need to talk to in order to get these restraints off so I can go home?” I asked impatiently.
He gave another plastic smile. “Miss Ellery, please understand, we want to make sure that you are stable and well enough to go home. I have no doubt that things will start falling into place, piece by piece, once that does happen, but let’s take one step at a time.”
“And the restraints?” I asked, holding up my arms as far as they would go and giving them a little jiggle.
“I’ll get the keycard, so long as you promise not to leave until you are released.” He raised his eyebrows at me.
I smiled big and batted my eyes. A fake expression, but that was the best I could do. It seemed to work, because Dr. Barlow was smilingreally smilingwhen he removed the digital file from my lap and turned it off. His gaze lifted to mine as he asked, “Would you like anything to eat? The food here is superb.”
“Whatever you think is best, doc,” I said with a shrug, figuring that being compliant would get me home sooner.
“All right then.” He turned to walk out of the room but stopped at the corner by the wall. He looked over his shoulder and gave Jenna one of his plastic smiles before continuing out of the room. 



TWO
NOT LONG AFTER THE doctor left, I turned my attention to Jenna. “You’ve gotta give me some answers.”
“I can try to answer your questions, but I don’t know much more than you right now.” She gazed out the window as if she was less than interested in playing along.
“What do you know about this accident?” I asked, carefully watching her reaction.
She sighed, almost impatiently, but also sadly. “I know that it was a full transporter at takeoff, but you were the only one found.”
“I was the only one that survived?”
“No,” she said sharply, turning her gaze to me. “I said you were the only one found.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Neither do I,” said a man’s voice. Deep and luring. My guard popped up instantly, and a chill trickled along my spine.
I turned my attention to a tall brunette with dark eyes and a smile that looked more like he wanted me for dinner than he was glad to see me. Completely feral. He wore a long, standard military trench coat with black slacks and shiny, black shoes. He kept his hands in his coat pockets and leaned against the corner of the wall as if he materialized there. I definitely hadn’t heard the door open.
“Who are you?” I asked, attempting to keep my voice even.
“Do you not recognize me?” He smiled again. I swore I could see the venom. The dimple on one side of his face bothered me, like there should have been one on the other side. But even that wasn’t quite it. There was history. A dark history. My palms itched and my heart fluttered faster. I wanted to run or fight. Not engage in more banter.
“That seems to be the popular question for today. ‘No—I don’t—should I?’ is usually the question I ask in return.”
He chuckled quietly. “Yes, you should, but given the circumstances, I understand why you don’t.”
I nodded slowly. “Uh huh . . . ”
“I’m Alexander Barabbas,” he said, then shifted his gaze to Jenna. “Could you excuse us for a few moments?”
Immediately, she stood and walked out of the room, keeping her focus on the floor as she passed him. I raised an eyebrow at her, then shifted my gaze back to him. He watched Jenna walk out, turning his head as she passed, then slowly returned his attention to me.
“I trust you are being treated well?” His eyes shifted to the restraints. His jaws visibly clenched. I swallowed hard.
“I took off the monitors and tried to leave. They didn’t like that, so they sedated me, and here I am.” I tried to shrug, but the restraints didn’t allow for much movement.
He nodded, removing himself from the corner and sitting at the foot of the bed, shoving my legs out of the way. Even through the thin layers of cloth, I felt something in his touch. It wasn’t something I enjoyed. Like the sticky, moist, clinging heat of mid-summer that always makes me wish for snow. Something I wanted to shrink away from rather than embrace. It didn’t match the impression he was playing at. It annoyed me to have another contradicting front to figure out on top of finding my memories.
“They’re on their way to take them off right now,” I added, moving my legs further away from him.
His cold, dark eyes stared into mine and held me in his gaze, as if he was desperately trying to find something within them. An uncomfortable, invisible weight pressed on my shoulders. The weight of him trying to invade my mind. I’m sure he thought he was being clever and undetectable. I instantly recalled the training that taught me how to recognize all forms of attacks, especially those on the mind.
People were killed in similar attacks.
Before it was discovered that there were gifts, or skillsets, such as psychic abilities, most suicides were chalked up to teen angst, depression, or stress. As soon as the Nepherium made themselves known, they taught those gifted individuals how to develop their skills and use them for good. It was only a matter of time before some of the gifted became corrupt. Those who can manipulate the mind quickly discovered how easily a mind could bend to their will. They could make their puppet place a gun in their mouth or leap off a fifty-story building.
Luckily, I knew how to counter those attacks. I locked down my mind. I wasn’t going to submit. I knew that as soon as I looked away, or dropped my guard, I’d become an open book and would be as good as dead.
The door to the room opened and sealed with the appearance of a nurse. I observed her from outside my direct vision. She had black hair and smooth brown skin. She paused at the foot of the bed with a shocked look on her face, taking in the sight of me and Alexander.
“Oh, Mr. Barabbas, I didn’t know you were here. Shall I come back?”
“Are you here to take her restraints off?” he asked with a tone that hinted more at a threat than curiosity. His eyes were still locked on mine.
“Y-yes, sir. I am.”
“Then by all means, do so,” he nearly growled, detaching himself from his seat and, thusly, my eyes. However temporary it would prove to be.
I knew then, more than ever, to remain suspicious of him. He didn’t seem to know I was aware of his prying even though he clearly wasn’t too thrilled with not being able to get through. If he knew I blocked him, he wasn’t showing it.
Quickly, she moved to the other side of the bed and slid the card through the reader at the top. The cuffs deflated after a short, yet cheerful, jingle. She flipped the small, metal clasp on each cuff and unwrapped them from my wrists, tucking each under the bed. With a nod to Alexander, she rushed from the room.
He reclaimed his seat at the foot of the bed. “Have you eaten anything yet?”
“It’s on the way. I just woke up.” I rubbed my wrists where the cuffs had been and sat up straighter. Crossing my legs, I gained a bit more distance from Alexander.
“I know. I told them to call me when you woke.”
“What is your interest with me, exactly?”
“You and I were friends before the accident. I wanted to be more but you weren’t ready for it. So, this is my way of proving that you can rely on me.”
I didn’t believe him. He undoubtedly held a key to my past and could possibly help unlock my memories. Despite his attempted mind invasion, my memories were all that I had that could tell me what happened. Until I got them back, why not take him for what he’s worth? He knew much more about my past than he was letting on. That much was evident. Friend or otherwise.
“Where did you get this?” he asked, reaching for my hand. Immediately, I pulled it away from him. He pulled back, his brow pursed.
“It’s just a ring,” I said, and glanced at the small, braided, silver band that rested on my left ring finger. I didn’t remember getting it. I hadn’t even noticed it was there until he pointed it out. For someone who really wanted to be that close to me, he didn’t know about it either. Still . . . I felt protective over it.
“Hmm . . . ” he mused. “When did you get it?” There was a level of threat and intrigue in his words.
“I don’t remember.”
“Who gave it to you?”
“I don’t remember,” I repeated more insistently. Screw this man and his pressing questions, and especially the way he asked them. What business was it of his, anyway?
He nodded. “Well, I suppose you’ll remember soon enough.” He smiled, more to himself than anyone else, though it didn’t lack threat.
“Why does it matter? I probably bought it for myself.”
“Perhaps you’re right.” He stood at the foot of the bed. “I have to go, so I’ll let you get some rest. Have them call me if you need anything.”
“Wait. You also don’t understand why I was the only one found?”
He sighed, his back turned to me, then spoke over his shoulder. “No one should have survived that accident. Get some rest and try not to think about it too much.”
“Thanks for coming,” I said sarcastically under my breath.
He continued for the door but stopped before he passed the wall. He raised his finger and partially turned back toward me. “Why don’t you come and stay in my guest house when you get out of here? Sometimes remembering what you’ve lost is hard, even more so if you’re alone when it happens.”
“I’m fine going to my own home and sleeping in my own bed.”
A light glinted in his dark orbs, like an angry fire burning beyond the depths of his soul  . . .  if he had one. All the while, his expression remained even. Clearly, he didn’t like being told no.
“Very well,” he muttered. “Perhaps I can take you to dinner then?”
I nodded, just to get him out of the room, but I would never follow through.
He seemed appeased by my faux cooperation and stepped out the room just as silently as he entered. Except that time I heard the door.



THREE
IT WAS LATE. EVERY time I closed my eyes, flashes of horrifying images with distant echoes of screams and alarms bounced through my mind. I stood from the bed, wrapped myself in my blanket, and moved to the glass door to walk through the courtyard. The air was chilly but the blanket kept me comfortable. The cold, stone path led me to a waterfall and pond. There were still lily pads and moss floating along the surface, with little shadows dashing underneath. The trickling water brought me peace.
Then the weight of someone’s eyes on me brushed that peace away. It wasn’t that their presence was threatening. Protective, actually. I peered back toward my room, taking in all the shadows. An empty, darkened courtyard stared back at me. Still, the presence surrounded me. Trying to appear nonchalant, I continued my stroll along the path throughout the span of the courtyard. Nothing moved. Not a shadow. Not even a branch from the bushes. None of the other doors were open. All the lights were off, and everyone else seemed to be sleeping.
The towering building surrounded the courtyard. Nothing along the top, just the stars and moonlight pressed against an indigo sky. I sighed. It must have been my imagination. I walked to a bench next to the waterfall and sat down.
What happened to me? Damn it, why can’t I remember? What’s the deal with Jenna and Alexander? 
I sensed neither of them had told me the entire truth. I knew both of them before my accident, but how? Their connection to me couldn’t be as pleasant as they were trying to portray. The harder I tried to look into my mind, the more of a headache I got. I groaned, leaned forward, and placed my head into my hands.
“You shouldn’t be out here,” a man’s voice said from behind me. His voice was strangely soft and soothing, and not as deep as Alexander’s. Commanding, for sure. But not overbearing. There was something  . . .  almost familiar  . . .  in his voice.
My heart leapt into my chest as I stood and turned around, looking for the person that had just spoken. I spun in another circle, keeping my eyes out for his shadowany movementlooking for him.
No one was there.
My head throbbed again, and the thought of returning to my own bed became more appealing. Yet the images of the nightmare that haunted me, keeping me from sleep, came to mind. They forced me to hesitate just a little longer before making my way back into my darkened room. I pressed the lock button on the sliding door and watched the light turn from green to red with a small beep. My gaze wandered over the courtyard one last time, looking for the source of the voice before I climbed back in bed. I waited for the exhaustion to become too great to fight.



FOUR
THANKS TO THE ‘GREAT and mysterious’ Alexander Barabbas, and the strings that he pulled for me, I was released to go home. The comfort of my own bed and solitude of my home called to me. Jenna was instructed to take me home and make sure everything I needed was given. As much as I appreciated the help, I wanted to turn it down. I had normal clothing to go home in. That was enough.
I told Jenna as much.
“You should do what he asks,” she warned.
“Why? What’s he going to do if I refuse him?” A part of me knew very well what he could do, but I needed to hear her say it.
“He’s a very powerful man, Elsabetha, and he doesn’t like being told no. He’s dangerous, so just be careful.”
“Why do you work for him if he’s so dangerous and you’re so afraid of him?”
“I’m not afraid of him,” she said sharply. After taking a deep breath and letting it out through her pursed lips, she added, “I work for him because I want to. The money is beyond good. Besides, he owns half the city. We all work for him at one point or another.”
We pulled into the parking garage of X-Caliber Condominiums, so named because it was in the shape of a giant ‘X.’ Each wing on every floor held two apartments with the exterior walls made entirely of windows. For every floor after the third, the parking garage bridged the gap to the building with an enclosed hall, up to the thirteenth. My condo was on the top floor, level ninety-four. I found comfort in something as simple and private as my home remaining intact in my memory.
“I don’t care what he owns, doesn’t own, or how powerful he is. I’m not someone he can buy. If you really knew me, you’d know that. He should know that, especially with how well he claims to know me.”
She glanced at me from the corner of her eye with a look of pity and another hidden emotion I couldn’t place. She parked on the thirteenth floor of the garage, just under a sign that said ‘Visitor Parking.’
“By the way, he wanted me to tell you that he’s made dinner reservations for tomorrow evening. He’ll have you picked up at five thirty,” Jenna said as we climbed out of the car and walked to the elevator.
“Tell him it’s too soon. I’ll call him when I’m ready.”
“Elsabetha, he doesn’t like being told no.” She pushed the button to the doors harder than necessary. They instantly opened.
As we stepped inside, I said, “Well, he’s just going to have to get over it, because he’s going to hear it a lot from me.”
“You realize you’re making things harder than they need to be?”
She leaned against the wall of the elevator with her back pressed to it, her arms crossed over her chest, and her legs crossed at the ankle. I wasn’t about to answer her question, not matter how she glared at me. “Do you know who’s responsible for my accident?”
She startled, as though caught off guard by my sudden change of topic.
“I ask this because yesterday you said, ‘they really did a number on you.’ Who did a number on me?”
Her full lips parted as if to respond when the elevator doors opened. After stepping out, she twisted at the waist and said, “Let’s get you home.”
“Answer my question,” I said, following her.
“No, I don’t know who’s responsible for the accident.”
Yeah right. That's not something said to someone because the moment called for it. She knew more than she was letting on.
Stopping at my door, I lifted my wrist to the scanner to unlock it. The pale blue light showed neon green on the barcode tattooed on my wrist. My keys, bank account, personal information—everything—was stored in it. A series of beeps sounded a welcome as the door slid open and all the lights in my apartment turned on. I was expecting it to look as I had left it. Instead, I found it filled with numerous vases, bouquets, balloons, and stuffed animals.
“Wow,” Jenna said. “You’ve got some admirer.”
I walked to the nearest bouquet. It was a tall pedestal with deep red roses, and a small, white card. I pulled on it to read the message:
I hope this was as good of a homecoming as any. See you tomorrow night. ~Alexander. 
I rolled my eyes. Admirer, or stalker? “They’re from Alexander.” The flower shop he built in my living room was extremely overwhelming. “How did he manage to get all these in my apartment?”
“Maintenance probably. He owns this building. He could’ve done it himself, having the master key and all.”
I snorted. “He doesn’t strike me as a person that would do anything himself unless the occasion required it.”
“Are you sure you’re not remembering?” Jenna asked with a level of humor I found lacking. Or was it hunger to eat me alive? I still couldn’t read her very well.
“Explain something to me.” I turned away from the flowers to look Jenna in the eyes. “Why are you two so invested in me remembering anything? What’s in it for you?”
She straightened her posture and, for the first time since waking up in the hospital, I saw a crack in her composure. Her blue orbs were cold and her lips were taut. “I assure you, I have nothing invested in those memories of yours. It’s Alexander that wants to know who caused the accident and why. I’m just doing what I’m told.”
“Something tells me he already knows who did it. He’s just waiting on proof.”
She blinked. “You’re either very observant or you’re remembering more than you claim.”
“I’m not remembering anything,” I muttered.
“Right,” she said, dragging out the word as if she really didn’t believe me but didn’t want to push the issue. She reached into her back pocket, pulled out a small rectangle, and slipped it on the small, empty counter space between vases. “This is my card. You can call me if you need anything. Before I forget; your mom stopped by while you were asleep. She wants you to give her a call. I can arrange for a car to—”
“No need,” I said. “I can take a bus or have her come and get me. Did my dad come with her?”
She gave me that ‘you-have-got-to-be-kidding-me’ look then shook her head and smiled. “Don’t remember that either, huh?”
“What don’t I remember now?” I asked, more annoyed by her coyness than my lack of memory.
“That’s something you’ll have to discuss with your father, not me. Meanwhile, I have to go tend to some errands and get some sleep myself. Tomorrow. Five thirty. Remember that.” She pointed her finger at me with the last few words, then turned on her heels and sauntered to my door.
“One last thing,” I said before she walked through. “How is that you know so much about me?”
She smiled from over her shoulder. “I knew you from the Academy.”
That wasn’t entirely true, but possible. I remembered going to the Academy, but not attending with her. In fact, most of my memories regarding the Academy were missing, almost as if they were erased.
“G’night, Elsabetha.” Her words carried lightly on the air as she stepped through the door and out of sight.
As soon as my door sealed, I turned to the overwhelming mass of flowers and stuffed animals. What the hell did I get myself into? Numerous other questions encircled my mind. Questions I needed answers to.
First, I had to get rid of all the flowers, shower to get the hospital crud off, then make it to my parents’ house before it was too late. My parents weren’t ones to go to bed early, but they had a thing about late-hour visitors.



FIVE
EVERY BOUQUET, STUFFED ANIMAL, and balloon from by Mr. Notinthislifetime found their way down my garbage shoot. Only one, card-less bouquet I couldn’t part with. The flowers were different from the others, like three tiny suns standing inside the red clay vase. I put them on the center of my coffee table, sat on my couch, and stared at them.
My home felt empty. A silver sectional took up the corner of the living room. A black shag rug sat under the glass coffee table. Mismatched barstools faced the bar counter and kitchen. But even after ensuring everything was as it should be, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was missing. Perhaps a long, hot shower would help to clear my mind and discover why I felt that way? Maybe my lack of memory was the only cause?
At least, that’s what I tried to believe.
Stepping into my room, I found a long, white, rectangular box at the foot of my bed. The card taped to it read, Wear this tomorrow night.
Not likely.
Inside, a black, thin-strapped dress laid delicately on white tissue paper with another smaller box I didn’t dare open. I wasn’t going out with himdamn the consequences. After resealing the box, I slipped it under my bed and went about ensuring that my privacy screen was over my window.
When my reflection caught my attention, I stopped at the mirror. The gauze was gone. A thin red line, the span of three inches, stretched from the mid-point of my temple, inside my hairline, and curved to just above my eyebrow. Ten blue stitches poked out from my skin and over the line. They made my eyes stand out in a deeper, more denim color, and my hair looked darker brown. My thin lips pulled down at the corners. Or were they always so sad?
“That’s going to leave a nasty scar,” I muttered under my breath, hoping the scar would fade enough to be a part of the memories I’d forgotten.
Walking into the bathroom, I swiped my hand over the sensor just inside the doorway. Florescent light filled every corner as a soft, electrical hum played in the background. I decided to forgo the shower, favoring a long, steaming hot, bubble bath instead, complete with lavender and eucalyptus bath salts.
Something, reflected in the privacy window behind the tub, moved. A blurred figure stood in the doorway behind me, but when I turned, there was only an empty hall.
Grabbing a towel, I covered myself before cautiously stepping out.
The hall was empty.
No sounds came from my home that weren't supposed to be there. I couldn't possibly have imagined the person standing in the door.
Stepping further down the hall, I peeked quickly into my room, then leaned against the other wall to glimpse the kitchen.
Nothing.
I slipped to the other side to look through the living room.
Nothing again.
I rushed to my front door and punched the lock button and the bolt button so no one could come in. I also made sure that the privacy screens were set on my windows before letting out a deep breath and returning to my bath. On top of my lack of memories, it seemed that I was also hallucinating.
Maybe I imagined that voice after all? Great.
The bath relaxed the tension in my muscles, but my mind went full tilt. Nothing made sense. The questions regarding the events prior to my accident and missing memories were growing insurmountable. The only choice I had was to start with a visit to my parents. At least my mom would know what happened between me and my dad and maybe give me some answers. Maybe she knew what I did right before the accident.
After getting out of the tub, I thumbed through the hangers in my closet, settling on a pair of jeans, a black t-shirt and a jacket that had the Academy’s emblem on it. Half of the world, with a few crossing rings, planets, the sun, and several different galactic ships were surrounded by the insignia, caelum est semper infra praedominare.
“Heaven is always within reach,” I said automatically, slipping it on.
The Academy, School of Defense for Earth and Space, is a place where one is not just recruited, but initiated. Where one could become an elite member of the Aurora Vanguard. We were a club to those who weren’t privileged to know more. But there was much more than that. More than I remembered.
I slipped on my hiking boots as the feeling of something missing presented itself again. I knew it was something I usually wore that I no longer had. Obviously, my gear was destroyed in the accident, and I certainly did not need it for visiting my parents. Whatever I was missing remained out of sight, waiting to be found. I stood a few minutes longer, staring at my closet, before turning on my heels and walking out the door.



SIX
I STARED AT THE door of the only home I had ever known as a child—a massively updated turn-of-the-century colonial in the heart of southern residential district. The trees were less dense in that part of the city.
The big, red door was the only one that had to be manually locked and operated. The three small, rectangular windows situated at the top of the door were covered by privacy film, and the porch light illuminated the space around the door, reaching as far as the swing, I helped build with my dad, hanging from the porch’s ceiling.
After letting out a puff of air, and waiting for the cloud to dissolve, I stepped through the gate and followed the stone path to the stairs. The metal railing felt like it was made of ice as my hand slid over it while I climbed the steps to the porch. I stood, staring at the door, wondering if I should knock, walk in, or continue to gawk until it opened for me.
“Elsabetha?” a woman said.
I turned to see my mom carrying a small paper bag of groceries through the gate. I wondered how she arrived so silently until I remembered that my mom gave up driving, preferring the bus system and walking.
“Mom?”
“What are you doing here?” she asked, sounding more curious than accusatory.
“I came to see you and Dad,” I said.
She looked around me, into the shadows on the sides of the house, as if checking to see if someone was hiding there. “Your father isn’t here. And it’s not a good idea for you to be here either.”
“Why not?”
“Elsa, you know your father disowned you.”
“He what?” That couldn't be true. That was the last thing on earth that could ever be true. I shook my head, tears stinging in my throat. “I didn’t know that, don’t remember knowing that. I don’t remember much of anything.”
Her shoulders slumped as she approached. Her short hair had turned completely grey from the auburn I remembered. She looked much older than I thought she should. Wrinkles clutched the sides of her silvery-blue eyes and the corners of her thin lips. Her skin was duller than I remembered, and she’d lost weight.
“You really don’t remember?” She shook her head. “I didn’t think it was possible. You never could be swayed from anything you wanted and remembered everything you were ever shown or told. That’s why you were chosen for the Academy and the Vanguard . . . ”
She climbed the steps to the porch and stopped in front of me. With a grimace, she lifted her hand to the new line on my face but dropped it before touching me. She sighed, approaching the door and stepped inside, leaving it open for me. The smell of apples and cinnamon filled my nose, pulling me inside.
Everything seemed as it had always been. There were a few additions to the living room, like the painting of a cabin in some woods that hung above the fireplace instead of our family portrait. There were additional books in the bookshelf that was built into the wall next to the fireplace. My brother had a special shelf on the book case until that was too hard to look at. The memories too painful.
With the familiarity came comfort. Especially when I saw the coffee table my father built from chopped down branches and trees out of our back yard. He spent weeks varnishing it to the shine it still had.
I turned my attention to the sound of my mother working in the kitchen. I stepped to the circular table with a bowl of potpourri in the center, filling the air with the cinnamon and apples I smelled before. A few curls of cedar and a couple pinecones were mixed in. My mom loved making her own potpourri.
She emerged from the kitchen with two dark-brown, unlabeled bottles in her hand. Holding one out to me, I could smell the fizzing liquid, tickling my tongue with delicious anticipation. I gripped the bottle and graciously took a sip, delighting in the taste.
“Homemade root beer,” I said. “It’s really nice to find one thing that hasn’t changed.”
My dad made root beer since before I could remember—during my early childhood days. He wanted a hobby we could all enjoy.
Mom sighed heavily and halfheartedly grinned. She patted my shoulder then stepped to the living room and took a seat on the sofa. I followed and sat next to her.
“So, what happened between me and Dad?” I asked.
She dropped her gaze, staring into the neck of the bottle. She rubbed the bumps along the glass and seemed lost in thought. Finally, she said, “Your dad is a strong-willed man and very set in his ways. You’re very much like him, in that.” She sat her bottle on the table and leaned onto her knees. “You two haven’t spoken since your acceptance into the Academy. Things between you got worse when you joined the Vanguard. He’s forbidden me to speak of it and refuses to let your accident change his mind.”
“Does he not know about my memory loss?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Will he be home soon?”
“No, he’s on a business trip. He won’t be back until tomorrow.”
“Can’t you just tell me what happened so I can start to remember my life?” What the hell did I do to lose my dad, too?
She lifted her gaze to mine. Regret brewed deep within her, the pain of having lost one child and being forced to shun the other visible in her eyes. I tried to say something, to make the pain bearable, but she said, “I won’t go against his wishes. If you want to find out what happened, you have to remember it on your own or ask him yourself. Even then, give me some time to open him up to the idea.”
I nodded. Something was better than nothing. “How long?”
“Come back in a few days, around dinner time. If he’s not yet opened to it, we’ll try for another day.”
“He’s that upset with me?” It came out meeker than I wanted, full of disbelief, despite the fact staring me in the face.
“He still loves you. He just needs to let go of his prejudices.”
“Prejudices?” I asked.
She raised her hands, palm out. “I’ve said all that I can.”
“Well tell me about the Vanguard then.”
She shrugged. “You weren’t even supposed to tell me.”
“But they’re just a club  . . . ” Of course, I knew it was more than that. Half the world thought they knew more about us than they really did. Despite the stories, I knew we were the ones that stopped disasters from happening and cleaned up the messes that resulted from them. Only rumors existed based on witness accounts. Even those were disputable. But I couldn’t remember specifics, even though I remembered more than before. Is there hope for me yet?
“No. No, they aren’t,” she said. A thick silence fell between us, blanketing the air with an iron weight.
“That doesn’t make sense,” I said.
“You weren’t allowed to speak about it. You could never talk to me about anything you were doing, but would always call and say, ‘Hey Mom, still doing well and tell Dad I love him.’” She smiled and stared at her bottle more. “I keep waiting for the day when I have to relive the nightmare with your brother. To lose one child  . . . ” She pressed her lips together, fighting back tears.
“I never knew what happened.” It was true. They never told me. I could never bring myself to ask.
I remember coming home from school, finding a big, black transporter sitting on the side of the street. The insignia of the Academy freshly painted on the side. I approached the car, my feet getting heavier with each step. I knew something wasn’t right, but before I could get to the side of the transporter, it pulled away from the curb and lifted into the air.
Walking into the house was like walking into a sauna. The air was thick and hard to breathe. I heard, before I saw, my mom weeping into my dad’s arms. I’d never seen him cry until that day.
When I asked what happened, all my dad could manage to say was there had been an accident and my brother wouldn’t be coming home. It was choked out. Like the words got stuck in his throat and he lost the strength to force them out completely.
“They never found his body,” she said in a distant voice. “He probably had the same thing happen to him. Head injury, no memory  . . . ”
“Mom, I—”
“Don’t trust anyone. Not even Jenna.” The sudden change in her tone and seriousness worried me.
“Jenna? Mom, what’s going on?”
“Sometimes things happen for a reason, Elsabetha. Don’t be in a rush to find the memories you lost. They may lead you to a place you don’t want to go.”
“Are you purposefully not saying something to me?” I asked, standing and facing her, mere seconds from pacing.
As the grandfather clock announced the arrival of ten o’clock, she stood and said, “It’s getting late. I have to get up early to run errands before your dad gets home.”
I nodded, setting my half-full bottle on the table and letting my mom walk me to the door. Before opening it, she turned, wrapped her arms around me, and slipped something into my coat pocket. She whispered, “This may help you find some answers. Don’t lose it and don’t take it out until you’re home.” When she pulled away, she added in a normal tone and volume, “It’s good to see you out of the hospital and looking well.”
“Thanks, Mom.” I pulled away from her, stepping out the door. I made it to the bottom of the stairs when she called my attention back to her one last time.
“Don’t worry about your dad. He’ll come around.”
I turned and gave her a half-hearted smile. My mind was too overloaded to fake a better, more convincing one. She waved and smiled before the door closed. I waited until I heard the click of the lock before continuing down the stone path. I had it in mind to walk until sunrise if I had to. Probably would take until then before I could start to make sense of what I was remembering.
An hour into my walk, I slipped my frozen hands into my coat pockets. My fingers grazed across something thick and soft. I grabbed it, pulling it from my pocket, and looked at it under a street lamp. It was an old ticket stub. Five years old. The ink faded almost to the point it was nonexistent, but the logo was easy to recognize. It was that of the Aeronauts, our local football team.
I pursed my brows as I gazed at the strange piece of paper. I never cared much for football. Why would a ticket stub from five years ago mean anything to me? One more question added to the rapidly growing list.
I replaced the ticket stub in my pocket and lifted my gaze to a bus driving past me. A sign on it forced my eyes to follow. The Three Realms Club. Four words caused a pull of familiarity and promised answers.



SEVEN
THE CLOSER I GOT to the Three Realms Club, the more and more I saw of those obnoxious glowing necklaces and bracelets. Some party goers went as far as wearing obscene amounts of glowing makeup. It had to be the night’s theme, because I didn’t remember that being a part of the normal atmosphere.
I joined the growing line that snaked around the building and down half a block. As the line moved closer to the doors, the bass was not only heard but felt. The doors were painted with an eerie depiction of the Old Belief regarded as the three realms of Earth. Heaven, Hell, and Earth. The ebony-toned doorman scanned wrists and waved people in, giving each little regard.
Until me.
When I approached, he parted his lips to say something but seemed to have forgotten the words. I looked at him, expecting him to spit it out. When he didn’t, I said, “Do you know me?”
“Yes, but  . . .  I thought you were dead!” The man’s deep, burly voice carried no further than the space between us. I figured he knew of the accident and had been misinformed.
“I can assure you, I’m very much alive. Can I go in?” I lifted my wrist.
He waved it away. “Don’t be silly, go in.”
I gave the man a warm smile and stepped around him into the short foyer. Inside, black lights whirled around a smoke coated room. On a beam above my head, in bright neon paint, were the words, To go to Heaven, with an arrow pointing to the left. Another set of words, next to that, said, To go to Hell, and an arrow pointing to the right. Both sides had a set of stairs. One going up and one going down.
The people with the obnoxious face paint went down stairs, while the others, with the necklaces and bracelets, went up. I wanted to remain on the Earthly realm, where I could be the most comfortable and get the most answers. The bar along the right wall was covered in mirrors and liquor-filled shelves. I sat at it and waited while the bartender talked with his customers at the other end.
I pulled out the ticket stub and stared at it more. It held a pale glow in the black lights of the dance floor behind me. Bright green laser lights shot scattered beams around me. They reflected in the mirrors, catching my attention. The bartender came into view with wide eyes and a knowing smile.
“Fancy seeing you here,” he said. He had glowing blond hair, spiked in the front. He placed his hands on the bar and waited for me to respond.
“Apparently, I’m back from the dead.”
“I see that.” He pointed to my scar.
“Battle wound,” I said. “So, I came here often, then?”
He chuckled, dropping his gaze for a moment, then returned it to me. “Are you serious?”
I raised an eyebrow. “Amnesia.”
“Wow.”
“That about sums it up.”
“Tell you what, I’ll make your usual, see if that helps to jog your memory, then we’ll play catch up. Sound good?”
“Sure.”
He poured a concoction of a dark liquid into a glass of ice, added a cherry, then set it in front of me. “Cherry Coke on the rocks, and on the house.”
I grabbed the glass, took a sip, and then set it down. My gaze shifted to the bartender, who looked anxious. Did he honestly expect it to magically unlock my memories? Not knowing what to say, I grinned.
“What do you think?”
“I  . . .  uh  . . .  think this is the best Cherry Coke I’ve ever had. But I can’t be sure.”
“No memories, huh?”
“Sorry,” I said.
He shrugged then shook his head. “I can’t believe it.”
“You’re not the only one.”
“You remembered this place though  . . . ”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“That means there’s hope for you yet!”
I looked at him—really looked at him. He seemed incredibly familiar to me, and much more than just a mere acquaintance from a club. “I know you, don’t I?”
He nodded firmly.
“Can you help me with some answers?”
“I can tell you what I know, but you’ll have to wait until after closing time.”
I scrunched my brows together, pulling on the cut on the side of my head. I touched it slightly with the tips of my fingers, causing it to sting a little. As much as the idea held appeal, I really needed to get some sleep so I could make it to the Academy. Besides, I needed an excuse to avoid my place in case Alexander decided to ignore my refusals.
“What are you doing tomorrow, around five?”
“In the evening?” he asked.
I nodded.
He chuckled. “Meeting you, of course. Where shall it be?”
“Here.”
He smiled. I found it pleasant  . . .  truthful  . . .  reliable. “You got it.”
“Good.” I smiled in return as he moved back down the bar to another customer.
The ticket stub claimed my attention. Twirling it between my fingers, I focused on the feel of the paper’s fibers. Almost as if I willed it, I started to remember something—or someone. I was sitting at the same bar when someone sat next to me and ordered a drink. Though I don’t remember what I was upset about, he talked to me. I couldn’t recall his features, his voice, or even his words. But somehow, he made me smile. His words reached me when nothing else did. It made my heart yearn for him. The stranger that remained a fragment of my lost memories.
“That’s the game the cost us the championship,” the bartender said, snapping me back to present.
“I don’t really follow the sport.”
He made a face at me. A doubtful face. One that said he knew a whole lot more about me than I knew of myself.
“What?”
“If you were willing to stay after closing, I would be able to talk to you more freely, and not over loud music.”
“I appreciate the offer, but I really have to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I removed myself from the counter.
“Five o’clock,” he said pointing at me.
“You got it.” I turned to make my way home, more confused than I was before.
Something else came to me from that memory. Something that made me second-guess myself. The bartender was there, and he didn’t like how the other guy made me smile. I slipped my hands into my jacket, replacing the ticket stub.
I stepped around the doorman just as he stopped me. “Hey, where are you off to?”
I faced him. “Home.”
“See ya, Ghost.” His lips pulled tight over his large, white teeth.
“You bet,” I said. His term ‘Ghost’ echoed through my mind. Somehow, I knew he wasn’t referring to me being back from the dead. Still, I turned, continuing home.



EIGHT
I LIED IN MY bed and tried to let sleep claim me, but sleep wouldn’t come.
Worry of the nightmarish chaos to come weighed on my shoulders to the point my back ached. The horrifying images and sounds, the terrifying feeling they left in the pit of my stomach, the nagging suspicion there was more to them, also kept me from sleep.
The endless streams of questions wouldn’t cease. I needed to know more about the accident. More specifically, why I was the only one found, and if there were other survivors, why they didn’t look for me?
I removed myself from bed and dressed. The lobby on the bottom floor of the condos offered a lounge with a full-service restaurant, bar, and live news reports. I could pick up a digital Newsstand and search the archives. A transporter accident would make quite a mess and wouldn’t go unnoticed. Something would have been mentioned.
By the time I reached the lounge, it was filling with cadets grabbing their coffees, pastries, and recent news updates before leaving for duty at the Academy. Many of them had on the typical, military-style, red uniform, complete with a black stripe down the side of the legs and across the shoulders with silver buckles and buttons. The Academy’s emblem was embroidered on the right shoulder of each jacket. Strangely, the sight made me feel at home.
I approached an unused Newsstand sitting on the charging station and took it to an empty table. I pressed the archive button on the screen and waited while the search page loaded then input ‘transporter accident’, the date, and then clicked search.
No results returned, centered on an entirely blank screen.
Confusion riddled my senses as I stared at it. I tried again, using different key words. All resulted in the same response. I took the Newsstand back to the charging station, still staring at it blankly.
“Is that one glitching?” asked a cadet returning his. He was tall with the same dark eyes that Alexander had, except his hair was a softer brown and combed to the side.
“I guess. I don’t know.”
“I’ll tell ya what, no matter how advanced our technology gets, it will always have some sort of pitfall or glitch. You could try the other ones. You may have better results.”
“Actually, did you hear of a transporter accident just less than a week ago?”
He stared coldly at me with pursed brows, then cleared his throat, and took in a gulp of air. “I don’t know where you heard that. But I can assure you, there hasn’t been a transporter accident for years.” He started to walk away, then turned and said, “You’re not from around here, are you?”
I blinked at him then shook my head.
So the accident was covered up, then, which also meant all information regarding it would be hidden under layers of restricted clearance.
The cadet was right about one thing: Transporters were much safer and less likely to malfunction and crash than normal vehicles and planes. The fact that I was in an accident in one would have been plastered all over the news and caused too much alarm. It would be too showy.
Whoever was responsible for the transporter going down must have done it on purpose.
They had been clever enough to cover their tracks, to not be caught or have attention drawn to it. So, how had I survived? They must have attempted to kill everyone to ensure it was successfully covered up. Did they know I survived? Would they come after me? More importantly, how did Jenna and Alexander know about it? My memories had to be the key.
The cadet said, “If you want, I could show you around when I get off?”
“No, thanks. I’ll find my own way.”
He shrugged. “Well, if you ever change your mind, I’m here before and after duty. Just come by and see me.”
“Thanks.”
I waited just a few minutes longer before returning to my apartment. Instead of crawling in bed, I grabbed a pillow and blanket and tossed them to the couch. With the information I had just gained, I needed to visit the Academy. That meant I needed sleep.
The couch was firm. It was smaller and warmer than my bed, which helped me not feel so alone. Just as sunrise lightened the sky outside my window, I couldn’t fight sleep any longer. I wasn’t so frightened anymore  . . . 
Alarms pierced my ears. Chaos erupted around me. Things fell from the ceiling as wind pulled at me, taking my breath away. I tried to move toward the front of the transporter, looking for someone. Then something slammed against my head, or I was thrown into it. Things weren’t stable enough to keep my footing.
My vision blurred as a throbbing sensation radiated from the point of impact. I viewed the world from underneath murky waters. The transporter was empty of the one I searched for.
Something pulled on me, but I yanked my arm free. Even as my heart raced and broke at the same time.
I was going to die, and the person I was searching for had left me behind. Me! Why would he do that?
I turned around; the rear corner was missing and torn away as if some great creature had taken the chunk with its razor sharp claws. Knowing my chance at survival was slim, I strapped myself into the nearest seat and waited for the sudden end of the plummet. The end that would take my life.
Another sound pierced my ears, silencing the dream of all sound and movement. As if it was paused inside my mind. It was the sound of a doorbell. Mine, to be exact.
The remainder of the dream faded away, replaced by the consciousness of reality. I didn't know what was worse—the nightmare or my life. As the doorbell dinged again, I peeled open my eyes. I groggily made my way from the couch to the door.
A small screen popped up from the keypad, showing Jenna on the other side. My mom’s warning whispered in the back of my mind. Don’t trust Jenna  . . .  Somehow, I knew I wasn’t new to dangerous people or situations. Jenna knew more than she lead on, and I needed answers. Pieces to the puzzle of my mind. I could find some through her. My gut told me as much. But that didn’t mean I needed to disclose my newly found information to her just yet.
I pushed the button on the keypad to open the door. She smiled pleasantly with a box in her arms.
“Good morning,” she said.
I nodded. “What’s in the box?”
“Your personal effects from the hospital,” she said, offering me the box. “I figured you would want them. Help jog those memories of yours.”
I took the box to the counter, slid it on the surface, and faced Jenna. She slowly shifted her gaze from the disarray on my couch to the flower-free apartment. I wasn’t going to offer any excuses, and she didn’t seem inclined to ask.
The black pants, blue dress shirt, and long black coat fit my impression of her better, but I still wasn’t entirely sure, she’d dropped the facade. Even the black flats struck me as something more to her tastes than the boots she wore the last couple of days. Her hair was down and pulled from her face by a thick, plastic, blue headband.
She propped a fist on her hip and her arm on the counter, then said, “Rough night?”
“Something like that. So you really just came to drop off my stuff?”
“Alexander was hoping that you would gain some memories when you saw the items. He also wishes you to reconsider tonight and insists you meet him for dinner.”
“So that’s what this is about. Well, you can tell him I respectfully decline,” I said. “I need to have some time  . . .  alone.”
She sighed, crossed her arms, and leaned against the counter in between two chairs. She looked me deep in the eyes and said, “I’m only telling you this as a friend, so please, don’t take this the wrong way, but when Alexander says jump  . . . ” She let the rest of the old adage remain unspoken.
Without breaking her intense stare, I said, “I just got home, and I want a few days to myself. If he wants me to go to dinner with him that badly he can come to me and ask—not demand. He may own half the city, but he doesn’t own me.”
She blinked a few times then said, “Okay.”
“Okay.”
“Are you going to open the box or let it sit there all day?”
I shrugged and turned to open it carefully. It was my gear, but it wasn’t what I was missing. That feeling remained. I pulled each piece out, inspecting it carefully, making sure I spent ample time on each to appease Jenna. I sighed, dropping the last weapon belt into the box, and took it to my room, setting it on the desk in front of the window.
“So what do you think?” Jenna asked when I returned.
“About what?” I picked up the blanket and pillow from the couch and brought them to my room to remake my bed.
Jenna’s shuffling feet followed me.
“About the memories, feeling anything spark or come back?”
I shook my head. “Nope. I don’t think there’s a magical switch somewhere that’s going to bring back my memories. Though that would be nice.”
“True. I was hopeful you would’ve at least remembered something by now  . . . ”
“There’re holes missing where there shouldn’t be. Things I only partially remember. But nothing new.”
“What’s it like?” she asked.
“What is what like?”
“Not having your memories.”
“How do you think it is? I’m walking in a stranger’s shoes. It’s almost like I had skipped the last six years and dreamt the parts I remember.”
I proceeded to the kitchen for some semblance of food. I must not have liked to eat or I ate out a lot because it was empty. All that was left in the cabinets were a couple cans of vegetables and a box of really old looking mac and cheese. I sighed.
Jenna came up beside me. “If you want, I can take you out for lunch.”
My eyes found her gaze and saw only the selfish need of her trying to unlock my private memories. But I was so hungry  . . . 



NINE
WE WENT TO AN inner-city garden bistro situated at the top of an old apartment building. The penthouse had gone through a number of conversions before settling on the number one restaurant in town. They had the best food for a little more than the droid-operated McDonald’s.
“Since when do you not eat meat?” Jenna asked.
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just know I don’t.”
She smiled. “Sounds like you are starting to remember.”
“Some things feel right and others don’t. That’s all.”
“For example?”
“Not eating meat and just knowing things without knowing how I know them.”
She made a face like she was going to ask more questions when an annoying sound erupted from her coat pocket. She dug out a phone, looked at the screen for a split second, then said, “I’ll be right back.”
She stood from the table, quickly walking away.
Our table was next to the patio that overlooked the city in a three-hundred-sixty degree view. Most of the buildings on one side towered much higher. On the other sides, the view was all sky and tree line. The residential district to the south remained shrouded by tram rails and highways. Transporters dotted the sky, flying in toward the air station and Academy.
A bright glare of light nearly blinded me. I had been mindlessly twisting the braided band on my finger with my thumb, catching the sun’s rays. I never thought much about it. It was a part of me. I felt protective over it, especially after the way Alexander reacted to it.
Curiosity got the better of me.
I slipped the ring from my finger and looked on the inside of the band for an inscription. Finding none, I moved to slip it back on. The sun hit my finger, highlighting a band of skin, making it glitter, like it was dusted with powdered diamonds. It was permanent, like a tattoo. My ring must have been put in place to hide it. But what did it mean? It was important, special, and sacred. That much I knew. I slid the ring over that spot and let my hands rest on my lap.
Waiting for Jenna, a memory of a box hidden in my apartment came to me. Not sure whether my memories would come and go or come and stay, I had no choice but to leave without notice. Luckily, I lived close by.
The first thing I did once I stepped through the door was ensure the bolt was engaged and all privacy screens were on. I started in my room, with the dresser, pulling each drawer out, searching them inside and out, including the cavity. Then under my bed, in between the mattresses, the frame, and the headboard. The only other feasible place I would hide anything of importance was the closet.
Tucked away on the very top shelf in the back corner, a large stuffed bear with brown fur stared at me. His beady black eyes, silently pleading for me to pick him up and hold him, melted a little spot in my heart. I took him and placed him in the chair in front of my desk. I sat on the edge of my bed, staring at him, waiting for memories involving him to come. After moments of nothing, I cleaned up my destroyed room. Whatever I was looking for had been hidden better than I expected.
I went back to the closet for anything that would grab me as strongly as the bear did. Sunlight shone on the carpet, illuminating a single strand of thread sticking up at the corner. I bent down and pulled on it. The carpet lifted easily, revealing a small, square-shaped door. I pulled on it, holding my breath. Inside laid a box made from rich, dark wood, with an unusual latch. I knew I had hidden it, but I’d never seen a lock like that before. Well, not that I remembered. I removed the box, replaced the floor panel and carpet, then walked to the desk. I moved the bear to the bed, then took a seat and stared at the box.
Rivers of red followed the black grain. A belt of leather, attached by rough metal rivets, encircled and sealed the box with a small, silver square. There were no key holes, knobs, or buttons. Nothing obvious to open it with. It was too beautiful to break open. My heart raced faster, weightless, fluttering lightly.
If I could only remember how to open it  . . . 
The memory came to me in flashes. Pictures, shown frame by frame, in my mind. The box was set in front of me by a man that stood behind me. I remembered his warmth pressing against my back as I twirled the box in my hands. Then his hand covered mine, slowly moving my thumb with his, rubbing tiny circles over the small, silver square.
“You have to say the magic words to get it open,” his voice whispered softly in my ear.
I snapped to present, the box in my grasp, and my thumb rubbing the lock. “Mea lux, cor mea. Light of my life, my heart.”
The latch released. I hesitated, then set the box on my desk and resituated myself in the chair. After swallowing the lump in my throat that had caused my mouth to go dry, I licked my lips and lifted the lid.
A silver chain lay inside along with other pieces of jewelry. I picked up the chain, holding it in front of me. The charm on it was two silver wings bound together by four stones. A pink stone in the center with three smaller purple stones underneath. I slipped it on and tucked it under my shirt.
I grasped a bracelet on a stretchy string with a number of light and dark stones set in no particular pattern or order. The lighter stones were pinkish with silver and gold flecks. The darker ones looked like the night sky viewed from the middle of an empty field. One polished stone—perfectly round and smooth—with black ribbons hung by a single loop. It stole my breath away. I slipped it on.
I pulled out another bracelet. This one was full of silver angel wing charms with numerous chains and stone beads. Many were quartz. I thought I was going to struggle with getting it on because of the clasp’s design, but I operated the latch as if it were second nature.
There were more pieces of jewelry, but I left them in the box. If I were to take them all out and wear them, I would feel extremely overwhelmed and have to explain their sudden appearance. A few bracelets and a necklace—that couldn’t be seen—wouldn’t make much of a difference. I could easily say that I found them. Or not even answer. Whose business was it, anyway?
I sat back in my chair and stared at the box some more. I had unlocked something in my mind. Although I couldn’t come up with anything solid to follow, it was still something. A small piece to the puzzle. I felt free.
“What time is it?” I asked.
A few beeps responded, followed by a feminine, mechanical voice. “It is forty-two minutes past four o’clock in the evening on Wednesday, October sixteenth, twenty-four fifty-two.”
I stared toward the speaker in the room, discovering another sudden, yet useful thing that sprouted from my memory. I had a date with a bartender, who I hoped would help unlock even more of my mind.



TEN
THE AREA AROUND THE club looked much different in the fading light of day. There was something foreboding and eerie in the air that mixed with the calm and empty appearance of the industrial district.
I knocked on the door. When no one responded, I leaned against the brick building.
What am I going to do now?
Knowing how insistent Alexander was, he would be waiting for me if I went back home. I watched the last of the sunlight shrink behind the buildings, casting darkness on everything. I couldn’t postpone it anymore. Alexander or not, I had to go home. Just as I rounded the corner, I bumped into the bartender from the night before.
“Whoa, there you are. Are you okay?” he asked, gripping my arms firmly.
I pulled away. “I’m fine. I thought you forgot. I was on my way home.”
He smiled. His eyes, slightly familiar, were an incredible violet.
“I figured you wouldn’t remember where to go before hours. I came to find you.” He paused, staring at me in a way that made me uncomfortable. Before I could do or say anything, he said, “Come on, we better get you inside.”
I nodded, following him to a door next to an old fire escape that looked like it would fall on top of us if the wind blew just right. All it did was make a high-pitched grinding noise and clink loudly against the brick.
The door led to a break room resembling a small kitchen. The table had three questionable chairs around it. The cabinetry was massively dated, but it had charm and was cozy.
“Take a seat,” the bartender said as he approached a cabinet. “Do you like coffee?”
“I love coffee. Is there a time when you aren’t waiting on others?”
He turned enough to look directly at me and smiled. “You’re worth the before-hours, complimentary cup of Joe.”
“Thanks  . . .  I think  . . . ”
“So, remembering anything else?” He had his back to me while he worked at brewing a pot of coffee.
“Not really. Why?”
“You’re wearing your jewelry.”
I looked down at my wrist. “Oh, yeah, just some bracelets I found.”
A loud hissing sound emitted from the contraption on the counter, reminding me more of a compact coffee factory than a machine intended to brew the hot beverage. After a couple of steel clanks, the rich aroma filled the air, then I heard the sound of pouring liquid. Before I knew it, one cup was set in front of me.
“Still don’t trust me, huh?” he asked.
“I don’t trust anyone. I don’t even know or remember your name. Whichever the case may be.”
He chuckled softly then said, “Justin. But I gotta say, I’m hurt you don’t remember me. I always thought of myself as rather unforgettable.”
“You’re vaguely familiar. Beyond that, nope. Nothing.”
“Ouch.” He scrunched his brows, squinted his eyes, and pursed his lips.
“Don’t let that wound your ego. I’m practically a stranger to myself.”
“Interesting  . . . ” He seemed to have fallen quietly into his thoughts while I sipped my hot coffee. The bitter liquid burned my tongue. Oh, how I love that taste and feel.
“I was hoping you could help me with some answers  . . .  since, you seem to know me better than I do right now.” A chuckle escaped through my words.
“Well, I’m not exactly sure I can do that. You see, if you remember everything too quickly, it can throw you into shock. And if it doesn’t jog anything, you could go traipsing that little tail of yours into things you can’t back out of.” He pointed at me like it was something I’ve done before. I hated to admit it, but it did sound like something I would do.
“Is that a no?” I asked, locking his gaze into mine. It was all or nothing. And I wasn’t backing out without something.
“I’ll tell you what I can,” he said.
“Thank you.”
He nodded. “Ask away.”
“Did you go to the Academy?”
“No, why?”
I shrugged. “How do I know you?”
“You enjoyed the club’s atmosphere.” He sat up and pulled on the collar of his shirt. “Even my company and conversation.”
“Not just good with the drinks but suave as well, eh?” I teased.
He opened his mouth, but the screech of a vehicle pulling up next to the door caused him to turn his attention to it. Doors creaked open and thumped shut, then the one to the break room opened. The big, burly, ebony bouncer stormed through. His eyes wide with some inciting emotion. Then he saw me, and they grew even bigger.
“Ghost! What’cha doin’ here, girl?”
Again with that name?
“Sancta demnatio, Taberious,” Justin muttered, leaning back in his chair and pressing the tips of his fingers to his head.
“Putting pieces of the puzzle together,” I answered. The bouncer looked like he wanted to go further but changed his attention back to Justin, whose composure stiffened noticeably.
“Holy hell, indeed,” Taberious said. “We gotta problem. They found another body.”
Justin stood immediately. “Where?”
“Down by old riverside, near the Guardian. This time, they found something that points to us.”
“Us?” I asked.
Justin’s lips pressed firmly together. “Just  . . .  stay here until I get back. If something happened to you, it would be my ass.”
I raised an eyebrow. “I think I’ll just go home.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Taberious asked.
Justin looked from Taberious to me.
“I’m fine. I’ll be fine. But we will discuss why my safety is your responsibility later,” I said.
I stepped out the door, nearly walking into a black transporter. Moving around it, I stared into the windows. There had to be someone else. More than one door closed before Taberious walked in. Yet, I couldn’t see anyone. Turning my attention in front of me, I continued home.



ELEVEN
AFTER THE DOOR CLOSED on the elevator, I hesitated instead of pushing the button to my floor. I didn’t want to go home. Not when there were more questions to be answered and I was so close to getting them.
The questions encircled my mind until I was dizzy. I rested my head against the cool wall of the elevator.
What the Hell is going on?
My head throbbed, particularly where the cut was. My need for pain relief outweighed my resistance to go home. I pressed the button. As the elevator climbed, exhaustion set in. It would do me good to get some rest. I still needed to go to the Academy and figure out why the football game from five years ago meant anything to me or my past.
All I knew, or understood, was that my dad disowned me when I left for the Academy. That somehow led to me being in the Vanguard. A part of me already knew this; I just didn’t want to accept it. Top it off with some football ticket, strange men with blood on their hands, an overbearing, extremely rich man, and strange woman claiming to be my ‘friends.’
Was my mom right? Did I really want to go down this road? Did I really want to look into that box?
I wasn’t sure anymore. When the elevator doors dinged opened, that fact became more prominent. Down the hall, a man stood at my door. A man I tried very hard to avoid. It was too late to go back downhe’d already seen me.
I stepped out slowly, thinking of a dozen excuses. Then I realized I didn’t owe him one. I turned him down. I refused. He was unnecessarily persistent.
Alexander straightened his suit jacket. “Elsabetha  . . . ” he drug out the last syllable as if he tasted my name and liked it. I forced myself to not roll my eyes.
“Mr. Barabbas”
“Alexander.”
I tried to not smile condescendingly, making it as convincing as possible. “I told Jenna I declined your offer. Did she not tell you?”
His dark orbs were as cold as ice. Black discs of nothingness with brown flecks of light. His smile, dripping with enough venom to kill half the city, chilled my skin.
And something happened as he stared at me. Something I didn’t expect.
“What will it take for me to get to know you better?” he purred seductively. His words buzzed through my mind and encircled me in warmth. My heart raced. My body wanted to walk away, but my mind was too curious to let that happen.
“Thought you said we were close?” I asked through the inner, violent, tug-of-war. My words came out even, thankfully.
“I said we were friends and I wanted to be more. You weren’t very receptive to it.”
“I’m still not,” I said, sobered from whatever trance I was under. I stepped around him to my door.
“What will it take to make you ready?” he asked, sounding as if he were on the verge of annoyance or mania.
I sighed heavily. “Time.”
“That’s it?”
I turned, facing him. “You have to ask me yourself and stop throwing your money around, because I’m not impressed with it. In fact, it has the opposite effect. Act like a regular guy instead of who you are. If you can do all of that, then we’ll talk in the future.”
“Then let’s start with a ‘just friends’ game.”
“Game?”
“Football  . . .  Aeronauts  . . .  your favorite team. There’s a big game on Saturday.”
I scrunched my eyebrows and leaned against the door frame, crossing my arms over my chest.
“I take it you don’t remember that either.”
“I seem to recall not being a fan.”
“You went to nearly every game. Going could help you remember something.”
“Tell me what you know about the accident first,” I said.
“Which accident?”
“The one no one has record of. Why was it covered up?”
He sighed, leaning on the opposite side of the door jam. “We thought it would be in your best interest if no one knew. Didn’t think you’d want reporters and journalists banging on your door at all hours, questioning why you were the only one to survive the first transporter accident in years.”
I nodded. “I guess that makes sense.” I wasn’t entirely sure I bought his excuse.
“So, will you go to the game with me then?”
I could go. Just as friends. Get some answers. Even though he was expecting more than just friends, it seemed like too much of a coincidence to get a ticket stub from my mom then have him ask me to a game.
But my mom cautioned me from my memories, while he was pushing me toward them.
Why?
“I don’t do box seats,” I said.
“Fine. I’ll give my box tickets to someone else and buy us a couple stadiums.”
“In the stands?”
“Yes, in the stands.” He added another smile not lacking in threat and warning.
“All right, I’ll go. But, just as a friend. Nothing more.”
“Of course.” A musical jingle emitted from his pocket. He took out his communicator and pressed a button. “Yeah?” A few spans of silence, as he listened to the other side, then he said, “I’ll be right there.”
“Gotta run?” I asked as he slipped his communicator back into his pocket. I tried not to sound too hopeful.
“Sorry. I’ll have someone pick you up Saturday at eleven.”
I held up my hands. “That won’t be necessary. I’ll just meet you there.”
He twisted his lips, as though considering to argue, but must have thought the better of it. “Very well. See you then.”
I watched him walk away until he was halfway down the hall, then I slipped inside and pressed the bolt button. Just because I was willing to unlock my memories didn’t mean I trusted him.
A ding came from the speaker system, followed by the mechanical woman’s voice. “You have one new message waiting. Would you like me to play it?”
“Yes,” I replied.
“Playing  . . . ” she said, then my mom’s voice took over.
“Elsabetha, honey, it’s your mom. I want you to come over Saturday for supper. I’ve talked to your dad. He’s willing to be civil. Only dinner, though. We’ll have to take small steps. See you then.”
“End of message,” the mechanical voice said.
Just as I was about to hop into a shower, my doorbell rang. I stopped frozen in place. There was a chill in the air I hadn’t noticed before. Slowly I turned, stepping carefully to the door. I waited for it to open on its own, not really understanding why. The screen didn’t pop up to show me who it was. I reached out a steady finger and pressed the button. It came up revealing an empty hall.
I opened the door and stepped out in time to see the elevator doors closing at the end of the hall. When I turned around, a folded note was taped to the door frame. I pulled it off, stepped inside, and pressed the bolt button.
Flipping open the note, the words I read burned themselves into my mind.
Don’t trust Alexander, and don’t tell him if you remember anything. He’s dangerous. Don’t go to the game, and please, stay away from him.
I didn’t have time to lose; I ran out my door as fast as I could to the elevator. I had to catch whoever left me the note.
Once on the ground level, I ran through the foyer to the front desk. A teenage boy wearing a navy blue uniform and hat worked the late shift. He looked up on my approach. “Mrs. Eh-uh, Miss Ellery, how can I help you?”
I ignored the way he stumbled on my name. He had to be new. “Someone was just at my door and left a note. I need you to pull up the feed and show me who it was.”
He turned to his screen hidden behind the desk. A few dings and beeps later, he shook his head. “I’m sorry. No one was at your door after Mr. Barabbas.”
I looked out the entrance to the condos. Too much time had passed for me to find whoever it was that left the note. I needed answers immediately. “Fine. Do you know when the Academy closes?”
He gave me a blank stare. “Miss Ellery, the Academy never closes.”
“Good,” I said, then walked out of the building.
I blinked.
I was back in my room, lying in my bed with the sun rising through the window. I sat up, no recollection of how I got home. Only the vaguest sense of running. I wore different clothes, almost like I had dreamed the whole day. I would’ve believed it, if it weren’t for the necklace and bracelets I still had on.
Everything else seemed to be in their rightful places. Nothing stood out of the ordinary. Then I saw the folded white paper laid on top of the pillow next to me. The same paper the other note of warning was written on. Hesitantly, I picked it up.
Don’t come looking for me again. I’ll find you when the time is right. Stay safe.



TWELVE
I STOOD OUTSIDE THE Academy, staring at the emblem that showed against the grey stone and glass, as if it were illuminated. A number of wide stairs inclined up to the doors, leading to the foyer and commons. Two large statues flanked each side of the stairs. One was of a human. The other, a Nepherium. Both held a hand out toward the other, frozen in a position meant to represent the union and peace of the two races.
They’ve fallen to mere lawn ornaments. The meaning long lost, along with the reason hidden in my missing memories.
I padded toward the fountain at the center of a circle of murals that portrayed the creation of the Academy and the time of No-war. A time widely welcomed and cherished.
The appearance of the Nepherium was a sign of change and peace. Ending wars and teaching humans about the gifts lying dormant inside them. The Nepherium were responsible for all the changes in governments and religion. They brought to light knowledge of the Earth’s soul, a collection of consciousness. Those events were depicted on the walls, in a mosaic, the pictures blurring and distorting the closer I got to them.
I took in the fractal frames and still images from my periphery as I climbed the stairs, passed under the statues, and ultimately reached the doors. After pausing to consider what I was going to say, I took a deep breath, stepped through the threshold, and walked straight to the receptionist’s desk near the middle of the commons.
The woman peered at me over the silver rim of her spectacles. Her lips, painted in too bright of a red, pressed so firmly together, two small bumps on top of a thin line. Her coppery red hair was piled high in a messy, twisted bun. A few loose strands fell along the back of her shoulders, appearing orange against the red of her Academy uniform.
I remembered the time I received mine. I felt torn. Something that was supposed to be joyous was wrapped in sadness. Was it because of my dad? Possibly.
“Can I help you?” she clipped.
“Yes, please. I need some information. I was in an accident that caused me to lose my memory. I know I was in the Academy. If I could just get my record—”
“Name?” she said, running her fingers along the screens in front of her.
“Elsabetha Ellery,” I replied.
“First year of attendance?”
“Twenty-four forty-five.”
She heavily sighed, continuing to whisk her hands furiously over the screens. All too soon, she replied in the same snide tone, “No, I’m sorry. I’ve no record of you.”
I stared at her as she avoided my gaze, swiping her hands a few more times, then she took a sip of her coffee.
“No, that’s impossible,” I argued. “Check again. Make sure you spelled my name correctly. E-L-”
“I know how to spell your name Miss Ellery. Your brother was in attendance two years before you. Now, if you don’t mind, I have important business to attend to.” She stood from her seat.
“You are mistaken. I’m in the system. There has to be—”
“Elsabetha?” My name echoed against the walls of the commons. I didn’t need to look to know it was Jenna Malcom.
“Hi, Jenna,” I said, trying to control the disdain in my voice.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“This woman insists I wasn’t involved with the Academy,” I said, pointing to her.
“No,” the receptionist said. “What I said was, I have no record of you.” I glared at her.
Jenna stepped up to me, placing her hand on my shoulder. “Come on, let’s go get a sandwich. I’m on my lunch hour.”
I left with her. I’d pushed my luck enough as it was. I remembered watching students get roughly escorted off the grounds, and I didn’t need that added to my day. We walked in silence. I used the time to take in the scenery, hoping it would jog some memories loose. Jenna glanced my way occasionally. Finally she said, “You’re awfully quiet. What was that about anyway?”
I shrugged. “I was just walking by. Thought I could get some information from my records to help me remember.” It was a lie. A small one, but still, I couldn’t trust Jenna. That feeling had grown more evident each time I saw her.
“A little anxious?” she asked.
“It doesn’t make sense that they wouldn’t have record of me.”
We arrived at a sandwich shop on campus. Once Jenna had her sandwich, we sat at a table near the park. I remembered running there when I was a cadet. People surrounded us, enjoying the warmer, mid-October day. The sun shone between a few dark clouds that promised a good snow storm later in the evening, if not overnight. But, for the moment, it was pleasant. The smell of dried leaves mixed in with the aroma of smoked meats, coating the breeze. Every time it blew in my direction, I smelled summer.
“You know, I don’t think Alexander wants you running around and checking into things yourself.” She picked at the lettuce in her half-eaten sandwich. “Some of the people he feels were responsible for your accident have very strong ties with the Academy.”
“What do you mean?”
She set her sandwich down and locked her gaze on mine. “Do you remember the Nepherium?”
I nodded.
“Well, there’s been some wicked stuff happening around here that involve them. Things we never expected from them.”
“Like killing people?” I offered.
“Did you remember that?” she asked a little too curiously.
“No. I get news updates,” I said sarcastically. It was true  . . .  sort of.
She nodded. “Like killing people that don’t support them. And even then, it’s the leaders of the anti-Nepherium activists.” She waved her hands in the air as if she was making a big to-do with the anti-Nepherium supporters.
That’s right  . . .  the Nepherium had fallen out of popularity. Possibly because of their warnings of a destructive race, known as the Aagrarians, who were believed to be used as a means to keep humans ‘in line.’ The appearance of this brother-race never happened. Human’s started to wonder if they ever would. After a few hundred years, humans stopped believing.
Then, the Nepherium disappeared.
It didn’t explain why a non-volatile race would suddenly turn violent. If the Nepherium killed someone, they were forced into it. What Jenna said made no difference. I didn’t believe her. I couldn’t.
“Are you saying you think the Nepherium—a race sworn as humanity’s protectors, not to mention one that has practically disappeared—is responsible for trying to kill me?”
She smiled. “Now she’s connecting the dots. And they’re here. We just don’t know where to find them.”
“So why are you here then? At the Academy, I mean.”
“I’m working on something in the library. A side project for Alexander. I think you were discharged from the Academy some time ago.”
Her words were spoken far too casually for someone who just told me my life was in danger just by stepping on campus. My mom’s warning entered my mind and echoed soundlessly. Don’t trust anyone. Not even Jenna  . . .  Sometimes things happen for a reason, Elsabetha. Don’t be in a rush to find the memories you lost. They may lead you to a place you don’t want to go.
“I don’t understand something. You took me to an on-campus restaurant and you are acting like I’m not in danger right now. What gives? What is really going on in that head of yours?”
She looked at me with cold, darkened eyes. They were unlike anything I had seen before, yet, reminded me very much of Alexander’s in depth. In a smooth, calm voice she said, “Go home, Elsabetha, before you get yourself hurt. Let the people trying to protect you find the missing pieces.”
I pressed my palms firmly into the table. “I want to know what happened to my record. What forced me to leave the Academy?”
She stood up and leaned over the table. “You should get going. My lunch is over in ten. It was nice to see you though. I’ll stop by later so we can finish this little chat.”
I shook my head, removing myself from the table, and shoved my hands into my jacket pockets. “Why won’t you tell me what happened?”
“You should take your questions to Alexander. He’s the one that can answer them. Honestly, I don’t know any more than you. But, if Mrs. Brekner says she has no record of you in her system, then that leads me to believe that you were either kicked out or someone had your records erased.”
“You said you knew me from the Academy,” I retorted.
She sighed and tried to stifle a laugh. “Darling, your brother made you famous. Everyone in the Academy knew you and everything about you. Because of him. Gotta love notoriety.”
I raised an eyebrow. “How did you know where I lived then?”
“Alexander told me.” She tossed the remnants of her lunch into a receptacle then turned to me. “Look, I’ll check into the records thing and see what I can find out. But do yourself a favor and go home. Don’t go looking for things that will get you killed, okay?”
I nodded, only to satisfy her, and watched her walk away. I waited until she was out of sight before I made my way home. The frustration had grown within me. So much so, my feet hit the sidewalk harder and my strides got longer. Before I knew it, I was halfway home. That made everything worse. Getting home quickly was not in my plans. I turned around swiftly to find a park to run laps in, but I slammed into some guy, knocking his coffee all over the front of him.
“Deus id damnate!” I paused. Huh. So I can speak Latin, too? Not just understand it?
He casually brushed at his shirt. “Hey now, watch the language.” The corners of his lips hinted at a smile, as though not fazed by the spill. Must not have been that hot.
“You know Latin?” I asked, surprised.
Then I recognized him. More than anyone else in my mysterious past, I knew him, and he most certainly knew me. But how?
“Uh, it sounded pretty harsh. It’s just coffee.” He shrugged, playing it off.
It was extremely difficult not to fall into his eyes. They were the bluest ocean color with specks of silver and gold. His long, dark hair fell in front of them, almost shielding them from me. The sharp angle of his nose and jawline was as though he was carved from stone. Very familiar.
“I know you,” I said.
“I’m pretty sure you don’t,” he said too quickly. All humor was gone.
“No, I do. I’m sure of it.”
“I’m sure you don’t,” he said. A crease appeared between his eyebrows.
“I never forget a face,” I retorted. A lie. I couldn’t remember much of anything, but this man  . . .  This man I knew.
“That is an incredible talent you have. In that case, we must have passed each other on the street. Sort of like now, only you didn’t dump my coffee down the front of my shirt.”
“No, that’s not it. It doesn’t work that way. You’re really  . . .  familiar to me. That’s not something a mere passing by gives. I’m sure I know you, I just don’t know how.” Or can’t remember.
“I’m sorry. I wish I could help you, but I can’t say that I know you.”
“I’m sure of it.”
He nodded, tossing his cup into the trashcan near us. “Okay, say we do know each other. What would you do next?”
I opened my mouth to answer him, but nothing came out. I smiled. “At least allow me to buy you another coffee and get you a clean shirt.”
“That’s not necessary. Lady’s shirts don’t look that good on me, despite what you may think.” He was back to being the lighthearted fellow I dumped coffee on, before I claimed to know him.
I giggled. “Please. It’s the least I can do, and I’ve had a really crappy day. It would make me feel better.”
He smiled. At the same time, my heart left my chest.
“I’ll take the coffee, but I’m okay without the shirt. I’ve got a jacket, and it zips.” He tugged on the sides for emphasis.
“Thanks,” I said. “Where to?”
He looked around aimlessly. “Uh  . . .  know of any good coffee shops around here?”
“I do, actually. There’s this—”
A loud chirping noise emitted from inside of his coat. He chuckled to himself and pulled out his communicator, then answered it. “Yes? Oh, honey, I’m sorry. I’ll be right there.” My heart sank as I watched him push another button and slip it into his pocket. “Perhaps another time on that coffee?”
“Sure, it sounds like you have something to take care of . . . ”
“Thanks, anyway,” he said, walking away, but not before frowning at the line that marred the side of my face. The wind had blown my hair away from it. I had to learn how to do my hair differently to keep it from being such an easily seen, sour mark.
“Yup,” I said, and I waved as he moved past me.



THIRTEEN
SATURDAY. GAME DAY. TIME for another piece of my memory to fall into place  . . .  Hopefully.
I made it to the stadium a little early, hoping for some time to check out the seat listed on the ticket stub my mom gave me and look for a line into the gate that wasn’t half a mile long. Giving up, I slipped into the nearest line and leaned against the chain-link fence that surrounded the stadium. I stood behind a burly man. He seemed rather friendly with everyone. Then he leaned against the fence with me.
“Big fan?” he asked, clearly noting my lack of game day gear.
He was brawny, not burly like my mistaken observation of him from behind. He wore a light jacket in team colors—blue, silver, and white—that made me wonder if muscle didn’t act as an insulator. It was very cold, but that didn’t seem to faze him. His face had one large streak of blue painted in a diagonal. It made his eyes pop in a stone grey color that held specks of blue and green. His hair was light blond and shaved close to his head.
Although this man didn’t seem particularly familiar, I trusted him. There weren’t many people like him around me. Warmth radiated from his friendly smile. A calming and welcoming energy pulsed from him.
I smiled. “This may seem odd, but I don’t really know.”
“Really?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
“First game then?”
I shook my head. “I lost my memory in an accident. My mom gave me a ticket stub from a game five years ago that I apparently went to.” I brushed my hair from my temple and let him see the scar that was forming. The stitches had fallen out, leaving a bright pink, puffy line.
He whistled. “That’s a perdy one.”
“Yeah,” I said. “She thought coming here would help me remember something from my past. I just can’t figure out what or how.”
“Did you lose all of your memory?”
I frowned. “Just most of the last six years of my life.”
“And you don’t remember anything at all from that span of time?”
I looked at him, just to gauge and reassess my impressions of him. He was trustworthy and wanted me to know it. I could tell that about him. A gift I have. He gave a subtle nod toward me. I nodded back.
“Most of it I don’t.”
He smiled, as did his eyes. “Well, I’d say you are in for a really exciting game. If you weren’t a fan before now, you most certainly will be by the time this game is over.”
I smiled back. “Yeah, but if I could get more clues to my past, that would be great also.”
“Name’s Blake Harringson.” He held out his hand.
“Elsabetha Ehlers—uh  . . .  Ellery. Sorry. You’d think I’d forgotten my name, too.”
He smiled and shrugged, completely judgment withholding. “That’s all right. Sometimes I forget things, too. It’s the nature of our minds.” He pointed to his temple. “So did you come alone, then?”
“I’m meeting someone, actually.”
“Boyfriend?”
“Ha! No. Not in this, or the next, lifetime. He happens to hold some keys to my past. That’s all.”
He nodded and removed himself from the fence as the line moved forward, and thusly, ended our conversation. Once we were through the gate, he pulled me to the side. “I don’t want to alarm you, but the company you’re here for isn’t one you should get too close to. If you get my meaning.”
“So I keep getting told,” I muttered.
“He’s dangerous.” He pulled something out of his pocket and handed it to me. A communicator. “Take this. Wait until the first touchdown from the home team, proceed to the concessions on the third level. Tell your friend whatever you need in order to leave alone. I’ll meet you there to explain further. Make sure you’re alone. That’s important if you want to stay safe.”
I nodded, slipping the communicator into my pocket. When he started to walk away, I quickly called out, “Wait a second, Blake.”
He stopped and looked over his shoulder at me, waiting for me to say what I needed.
“How do you know who I’m meeting?”
“Just keep your eyes open, Elsabetha. Your questions will be answered soon.” He disappeared into the crowd.
I made it to the ticket booth where Alexander waited for me. Following him to our seats, I felt the cloud of confusion passing. In its place, anxiety, excitement, and fear took over.
“Are you feeling okay today?” Alexander’s voice buzzed in my ears over the roar of the men in the crowd cheering on the scene below.
I shifted my gaze to him, plastered on a fake smile, and nodded. My attention returned to the pregame antics, also known as the time that half-naked women flung their bodies in synch to some overly loud and high beat music. After the number ended, a loud announcer introduced the players from each team. As the game began, a cheerful roar created by every fan in the stadium vibrated through my body. Even Alexander seemed relaxed, his arm around the back of my seat.
Large digital screens hovered high above the field, magnifying the game and making it easier to see. The opposing team was from Kansas City. The winner of this game would take over the Central District Division and have a chance at the final championships  . . . 
Apparently, I liked football a lot more than I remembered.
It was still cold, but comfortable. The wind wasn’t blowing too much and the seats around us were filled up, creating a barrier of body heat. I felt out of place and, at the same time, strangely well at home. The seats we had were close to the one on the stub. We were five rows back, three seats in on section three, which was pretty far back from the field but not the nosebleed section. According to the ticket stub, the seat I wanted to visit was in section one, row eight, seat twenty-three.
The away team had the ball first. It didn’t seem to have any bearing on who could score, because the home team caught the ball and ran it down the field from the thirty-yard line on the opposing team’s side. The run ended with the touchdown I was waiting for. Everyone stood up, cheering the great play.
I turned to Alexander. “I better run to the restroom before it gets too late in the game and the line is too long  . . . ”
He glanced at me with his cold, dark stare. The corner of his lips pulled into a smirk. “Of course, let me escort you.”
“I’m sure I can make it to the restroom and back without incident.”
“I insist,” he pushed.
“Alexander, I’m not comfortable with you walking me to a restroom like a three-year-old. I’m fine. I’ll be back. Ten minutes, tops.”
He pressed his lips firmly together and nodded, stepping into the aisle to let me through. I felt his attention on my back the entire time. I got the impression of just how dangerous he was, if provoked too much. I would have to walk a delicate line around him.
I kept looking around for someone watching me. I felt their intrusive eyes on me, like the weight of knowing the guillotine is about to fall and there’s nothing you can do about it. Keeping my eyes forward, I glanced at all the signs that pointed me in the right direction. I followed the corridor until the smell filled my nose, then I followed that.
The concessions spanned the outer wall of the stadium, with a line of people trying to beat the half-time rush. Several benches flanked each side of the opposite wall, by the entrance to the stands for that level. I took a seat on the corner and kept an eye out for anyone looking for me.
When my back pressed against the wall, Blake started talking to me from the bench around the corner. I nearly leapt out of my skin.
“I’m here, but don’t look.”
“What’s going on?” I asked, pretending to chew a piece of gum, watching the crowd from the other end of the corridor.
“You were being followed.”
“I know. I tried to shake them but couldn’t.”
“Do you think you can make it home on your own?”
“What? Now?”
“It’s necessary,” he said.
“You do realize that it makes no difference with the company I have?”
“You have a bolt option on your door, don’t cha?”
“Yes.”
“Use it. Now, go home before all Hell breaks loose.”
I started my way home, not stopping until I heard a vibration come from my coat pocket. I pulled out the small communicator. The silver cover had a screen that matched the rest of the device when inactive, making it nearly impossible to tell it was there. As it activated, it became visible, as well as the words  . . .  You have one message waiting  . . .  scrolling repeatedly.
I stared at the contraption, knowing full well what it was, but not a memory of how to use it. I tapped the screen, unsure of what else to do. The device beeped at me and flickered to another screen with the message.
Don’t tell anyone else that you are remembering. I’ll be in contact with you soon. Go home and stay there.
When I finally made it home, I bolted the door and ensured that the privacy screens were still on before taking a seat on my couch. Even that became too much to handle. I paced the length of my apartment. When that became too stressful, I climbed into a hot bath.
As soon as I relaxed to the point of falling asleep, the female mechanical voice came over the speakers, “You have a call waiting. Would you like to answer it?”
“Yes,” I sighed.
“Connected  . . . ”
“Hello?” I said.
“Elsabetha, is something wrong with you?” my mom asked, sounding exceptionally worried.
I had to think quickly for a reasonable and believable excuse. “I’m okay, Mom, just feeling under the weather right now, why?”
“We had the dinner tonight. Do you feel up to coming still?”
“Oh, Mom, I’m so sorry. I completely lost track of time and meant to call you. I’m dealing with some sort of stomach bug. I’m in the bath with the salts the doctor gave me. He said it should help curb the cramps, but that was two days ago.”
“You better get yourself back in that office on Monday if you’re not better,” she said, not sounding less worried than before. “Homeopathic medicine is only going to work so far.”
“I will, Mom. Can I take a rain check? Maybe try for next Saturday evening?”
“I’ll talk it over with your dad and let you know.”
“Thanks, Mom.”
“Are you sure you’re okay? Do you need anything? I can come over and take care of you.”
“I’m fine. I’ve got things covered. Besides, I don’t want you catching this. It’s not fun at all.”
She let out a heavy sigh. “All right, but you let me know if you need anything or if you get worse.”
“Will do.”
“Okay, honey, get some rest and feel better soon.” At least she didn't sound as worried. Instead, more resigned and helpless.
“Thanks, Mom.”
“Goodnight,” she said sadly.
“Night,” I replied.
The mechanical voice came back and said, “Call has been disconnected.”
A large lump of guilt lodged in my throat. I was a crappy daughter for lying to my mom, but what was I to do? I didn’t want her or my dad involved in this.
If things were as dangerous as I’d been warned, the last thing I wanted was to drag them into the crossfire.



FOURTEEN
ONE WEEK PASSED WITH me cooped up in my home. Since a thick, white sheet of snow covered the city below, I was more than happy to stay inside. I ordered delivery food and made sure the front desk knew I didn’t want company. Later, I would go to my parents’ house for dinner.
While in the process of ordering lunch from my built-in computer system, a strange melody floated from by bedroom. I followed the sound to the communicator about to fall off my desk. I ran, jumping over my bed while reaching out my hand, and caught it in the middle of its decent to the floor.
I inadvertently pushed something on the side of it, causing a portion to slide out from the bottom, revealing a series of numbers and a small space for the microphone. I stared at it for a few seconds before bringing it to my ear.
“Hello?” I said, breathlessly.
“You’re remembering.” A man’s voice came from the other end. He sounded strained, like he didn’t like that I was remembering. What he thought I remembered, I couldn’t be sure.
“Who is this?”
“A friend,” he said.
“What do you want?” I asked, removing myself from the bed and taking a seat in the chair at my desk.
“You are the one looking for answers.”
“And I suppose you’re the man to provide them?”
“I may be  . . . ”
“And how, exactly, am I to trust you and your answers? I don’t even know you.”
“Careful, you don’t want to hurt my feelings.” The humor in his voice reached inside me, making me want to laugh. I swallowed the urge.
“Hardly.” At least it came out even enough and with just the right amount of cynicism to be convincing.
“Well, since I’m already talking to you, and you seem eager for answers, why don’t we start with how much you do remember?”
“How do you know I’ve forgotten anything?”
“I  . . .  can’t answer that question right now,” he said, his voice dropping sadly.
Why did his tone change like that?
I pulled the phone from my ear, giving myself a few seconds of calming peace before diving into this same song and dance. I wasn’t all that hopeful about getting further than the other times, but I wouldn’t know unless I tried.
“I don’t remember much at all. Short of waking up in the hospital from a five day coma, struggling since then to make some connections to my past, I’ve remembered very little. I really don’t know why I’m telling you this. You could be the one out to kill me, for all I know.”
“Hardly,” he said, mocking the same tone I had used earlier to say the same to him. Absently, my fingers traced the grain of the jewelry box. I remembered how to unlock it, discovering the trinkets within. I pulled on the necklace and stared at it a few moments while silence returned to me from the other end.
“Look,” he said, “if it’s any consolation, you and I were very close. I couldn’t kill you anymore than you could kill me.”
I raised my eyebrows at this bit of offered information. My interest in this conversation had elevated. He could be the key to unlocking my memories, if we were as close as he claimed. Of course, Alexander had said the same thing. Nothing in mystery man’s voice gave any indication of lying, though.
Still  . . . 
“You can’t know me that well,” I said, challenging him.
“If you think you could kill me then, by all means, you’re welcome to. Gaia knows I deserve it.”
“Gaia?”
I repeated that word over and over in my mind, recognizing its familiarity, causing something hidden to churn in the back of my mind. But it was only an abstract image, not clear enough to act upon.
“I remember something.”
The words slipped out before I could stop them, like he willed them from me, or I was well accustomed to talking to him.
“What?”
It came out too eager for my comfort. He cleared his throat, which seemed odd. He didn’t strike me as someone who let their emotions get the best of them.
“What is it you remember?” he reiterated in a calmer tone.
“It’s nothing. To you anyway. Look, as much as I enjoy trying to decode and unravel the mystery of my mind, I can’t spend forever talking into a communicator. I haven’t eaten much all day and would love to finish ordering my food. Besides, I still don’t know who you are.”
“But you’re remembering. You could barely remember how to use the communicator during the game, yet you remembered enough to answer it before it hit the ground just now.”
“How do you know that?”
“I know a lot about you,” he said. “I told you, we were very close.”
His voice filled my ears, calm and smooth, causing goose bumps along my arms and my heart to race faster.
“How close?” I whispered, sitting back in the chair.
He sighed. “Keep the communicator with you at all times. I’ll be in contact again soon.”
The communicator closed itself. I lowered it to my lap. Suddenly, I wasn’t so hungry anymore.



FIFTEEN
DESPITE THE WARNINGS OF staying safe at home, I wasn’t going to stand my parents up again. Not when it meant seeing my dad and removing that wedge between us. Whatever happened was major. I couldn’t refuse the chance.
The cold nipped at my insides, turning me to ice. It was more than the weather. Something inside me remembered what happened between me and my dad and didn’t like it. That feeling grew in intensity when I saw my dad standing on the porch watching for me. The sun’s final rays shone on the porch, illuminating my dad, like a beacon.
“Don’t you have a transporter or something like that to get around on?” he asked.
Like my mother, he looked much older than I remembered. His eyebrows grayed along with the streaks that painted his once solid brown hair.
“Hi, Dad,” I said, stepping through the gate.
“Your mother tells me you lost your memories?”
“That’s right.”
“You didn’t bring anyone with you, did you?”
I paused a moment, confused, but then shook my head. “No, Dad. I’m alone.”
“Do you live alone?”
“Dad, why are you asking me this?”
“Well, I don’t see you. Haven’t for a long time.”
I reached the porch and stopped at the bottom of the stairs, staring up at my dad who seemed edgy and kept looking into the shadows. “I live alone. I don’t have a boyfriend, and I’m pretty much a loner, as far as I can tell.”
He nodded. “Well, come on in, you’ll catch your death out here in this cold.”
That wasn’t true. Most people don’t die of illness anymore, due to the advances in medicine and science. That was just an old saying his family used when he was a kid and before the advancements. Nevertheless, I followed him inside.
My mom was busy setting the table for our meal. Veal casserole filled the white CorningWare in big, heaping mounds. The dish used to be my favorite growing up. Back when I still ate meat. I realized, with the lapse in memory, my mom may not have known about my choice of lifestyle. Her eyes lifted to mine as she stepped up to me, grabbed me by the arm, and pulled me off to the side where my dad couldn’t hear.
“You’re still doing the vegetarian thing, right?” she said barely above a whisper.
“Yes.” Maybe I’d done it longer than I thought?
“Good, this is meatless veal casserole. I looked up the recipe. Tried it too. It’s really good!” She leaned in close to my ear and whispered, “Don’t tell your dad.” She pulled back, giving me the ‘or else’ look she mastered over the years of my rebellion and disobedience. The look worked. Most of the time.
“Thanks, Mom. Your secret is safe with me.” I took a seat at the table.
My dad came in from the living room and took his seat. He placed his napkin in his lap, per his routine, then said, “So what have you been up to since being released from the hospital?”
His green eyes found mine and held the look of interrogation he was so good at. But not usually with me. Never giving him a reason to use that look on me, I swallowed hard.
It became painfully obvious he still didn’t want to talk to me, but was doing this to make my mom happy. I saw it in both their eyes. I felt the tension in the air. The show of the dinner. The cold distance. The prickle of chaotic energy that buzzed along the hairs of my arms.
“I’ve been trying to find the missing pieces to my mind.”
“Are you sure that’s such a good idea?” he asked, placing a spoonful of casserole onto his plate. He picked up his fork, shoved into the heaping mound, and bit it off.
“It’s really hard to live with half my life missing. I’d like to know at least who I was and what I was doing before the accident. There’s no real guarantee I will remember anything at all.”
“What more is there to know? You were in the Academy and inducted into the service that made it so you were never able to come home and visit your family.” He spoke while chewing his food, his tone accusing. I knew a part of him blamed me. My heart raced faster as the uneasiness set in.
“Paulson Ellery,” my mom interceded. “Stop hounding your daughter. Let her eat.” She took a seat in her usual spot, in between me and my dad, and served herself a plate.
I smiled at my mom. “It’s okay.”
“What’s that around your neck?” my dad asked as I took a bite of casserole. The hot juices dribbled down my chin.
I held up my finger so he didn’t think I was ignoring him while I swallowed, then quickly wiped the juice from my face with my napkin. “This is really good, Mom! The necklace is just a silver chain I found in my apartment.”
“Is there anything on it?” he asked.
“Paul,” my mom snapped.
I bit my lip. I never could lie to him. It felt like we were sitting on a delicate glass that had already started to crack under our weight. I pulled the chain out and let the charm rest over the back of my hand, facing him.
You’d think I shown him the death of his one and only daughter with how contorted his face became. He pushed away from the table and, despite my mother’s pleas, started yelling at me, “You take that piece of garbage off your neck or you can leave this house and never come back!”
“Paulson, stop it! Leave her alone, she doesn’t remember any of it,” my mom cried.
“I don’t care! She’s wearing their symbol, Livian. She remembers more than she says. I won’t stand for my daughter mingling and mixing blood with them. It’s unnatural. No daughter of mine will have anything to do with them. Do you understand?” His volume increased with every word until I was sure the neighbors down the street could hear.
I stood from the table, tears blurring my vision, and my hands shaking. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do this.”
I turned on my heels, ignoring my mom’s pleas to stay. Her voice shook as much as my nerves. I didn’t stop running until two blocks down. Even then, it was only because I couldn’t see through the tears.
My world had just been turned upside down.



SIXTEEN
I SAT ON THE couch, my legs tucked underneath me, looking out my window, waiting for the tears to stop falling. With my pendant between two fingers, I dragged it across the chain, side to side. The zipping sound increased and decreased in pitch, giving me something to focus on besides the crumbling of my heart and sinking in my stomach. The pain of knowing I had done the unthinkable.
The incredible hole I felt in my chest was raw, burning like salt added to an open wound. My tears fell in steady streams along my cheeks, soaking my shirt. The idea was so far beyond me. To believe something as miniscule as a necklace could set my dad off never occurred to me. I didn’t know the meaning of it any more than I did when I found it.
What did my dad mean by mixing blood with them? Who was ‘them?’ How was it unnatural? 
I never in my life, thought I could do anything to disappoint my dad enough to disown me once, much less twice. I’d never saw him so upset before  . . .  ever  . . .  at least not that I remembered. Not even when my brother died.
A soft, distant melody played. It took a moment before I realized it was the communicator ringing on the table in front of me. I looked at it and took a deep breath, letting it out in a heavy sigh.
Not now.
Still processing the last bit of information I received, I let it ring, unsure whether I wanted to learn more. Maybe my mother was right about my memories taking me down a road I didn’t want to go.
The melody stopped. I sighed again, returning my gaze to the scene out my window only for the damned thing to start singing again. I picked it up.
“Hello  . . . ”
“We need to meet.” It was the same man from before. The sound of his voice filled my ears and, suddenly, I wasn’t so opposed to more information. I wiped my face and sat up straight in my seat. Ready or not for answers, here I come.
“Okay, when and where?”
“I’m at your door right now.”
“You know where I live?” I asked, my dad’s words temporarily forgotten. Of course, after I asked, I realized there could’ve been a tracking chip placed in the communicator. Had I thought of that before, I wouldn’t have taken it home with me.
“I told you we were very close. Now, please, let me in.”
I stood and slowly made my way to the door. The small screen above the keypad showed not just a random man standing on the other side of my door with a communicator held to his ear, but the one I dumped coffee on. He turned to the camera and waved. I couldn’t see anyone else in the hall, so I pushed the button.
He stood staring at me, the look of alarm in his eyes causing me to question what happened.  He wore a navy blue shirt with a long, black coat and slacks. It brought out the color of his eyes more, making the silver and gold specks stand out against the deep blue.
“I thought I told you to stay home?” he asked.
“No, you told me to keep the communicator with me. I thought you said you didn’t know me.”
“I said I couldn’t say I knew you. There’s a difference.”
“It’s still a lie,” I retorted.
“If that is how you wish to see it, then a lot of things are lies.”
“How long have you been following me?”
“Long enough,” he replied coolly. “May I come in?”
No.
Then again, I was right about him. We knew each other. I needed to know how. Stepping to the side, I let him through. He faced me, staring so intently I felt I was on display. I couldn’t tell if he thought I was the most captivatingly beautiful thing he’d ever seen or his most terrifyingly dark nightmare come to life. It could’ve been both. With the night I was having, it wouldn’t have surprised me.
Clearing my throat, I gestured toward the couch. “Please, have a seat.”
I waited for him to sit before reclaiming the spot I had.
“You’ve been crying,” he said, as if it was a shock to him.
“How observant of you.”
“But, you never cry  . . . ”
I chuckled sarcastically. “I’m a woman. I assure you, I cry. Not that it’s any of your business.”
“You have to tell me what you remember,” he said, changing the subject suddenly. “Otherwise, I can’t protect you.”
“Why do you want to protect me? What is it about me that has everyone telling me to stay away from everyone else and to not trust myself?”
He looked at me like he wasn’t expecting the conversation to go this way.
“I mean, if you wanted to protect me so badly, where were you when I was in the hospital? How about when I’m having those horrific nightmares? Or, let’s try this one. When you insisted you didn’t know me after I dumped coffee down the front of your shirt?”
“Those are very good questions. The answers to them are too long for me to give right now, as we are very short on time. You really need to tell me what you remember.”
“I already did.”
“There’s something you’re not telling me. I want to know what it is.”
“How do you know what I have and haven’t told you?”
“I can sense what’s in your mind.” His gaze fell to my necklace. Instinctively, I covered it. After what happened, I wasn’t sure if I should even wear it.
“Do you remember how you got that necklace?”
I wanted to ask what he meant, but when I gazed into his eyes, there was only curiosity and pure desire in them. “I found it in a box that was hidden in my closet. I know it means a lot to me and caused some sort of wedge between me and my family.”
“Were those bracelets there too?”
“I suppose you are going to ask about the ring as well?”
He stiffened for a brief moment then relaxed again. It was barely noticeable. He probably thought I didn’t notice.
“I know where you got the ring.”
“Where?” I asked.
“I gave it to you.”
“Why?” My voice sounded off even to my own ears.
“That is a part of the story I don’t have time to tell,” he said.
“Well, I’m not giving you any more answers until I get some of my own.” I crossed my arms over my chest and pressed myself into the corner of my couch.
He sat silently for a few moments, seemingly thinking to himself. “You were in a relationship with someone before the accident. He gave those to you.” He pointed to my adored trinkets. “Do you remember their meaning?”
“You need to know this to gauge how much I remember?”
He nodded slowly, just once with something hidden in his stare. Why did it feel like he was too far away from me?
I forced myself to look away. “I don’t remember the meaning, but I feel very protective over them. I wouldn’t even take my necklace off when my dad demanded it.”
He stood immediately. “You went to your family’s house?”
The way he said it was very much the way my dad reacted when he saw the pendant.
“How is it you knew when I left but not where I went? I thought you were following me? Who was this guy anyway? He couldn’t have been that bad if I fell in love with him.”
“Don’t be so sure about that,” he said, sounding more resigned.
“Why?”
“Let’s just say he was responsible for your memories disappearing and leave it at that, shall we?”
“No. I want to know who he is and how he’s responsible. Did he cause the accident?”
“No! Look, talking about him isn’t going to help me protect you.”
“Who are you to protect me?”
“If I tell you, the result could be very dangerous.”
“Why?” I stood from the couch to pace the floor in front of it, keeping note of his movements.
“You intercepted potentially catastrophic information and were caught. You were going to tell someone very high up and influential but were stopped.”
“The accident,” I said.
He nodded. “They got to you before I could.”
“I don’t understand  . . .  the hospital  . . .  the doctor said—”
“Elsa  . . . ”
I pursed my brows with the strangely hypnotic way he said my name.
He brought his fist to his mouth. “Elsabetha, you have to understand, they want you to remember. They want to find the rest of us. You have been followed by them as well, since before you left the hospital. Please, tell me what you remember.”
My lips parted when the doorbell sounded. I turned my attention to the door then back to my strange visitor. He placed a finger to his lips, as he stepped to the door, spending a split second there before walking back.
“Tell her tonight isn’t a good night. Say you just want to go to bed but you’ll call her tomorrow.”
I watched him disappear into the back of my apartment. The bell rang again. Stepping closer, I saw Jenna on the pop-up screen. Following his instructions, I pushed the intercom button. “Hey, it’s not a good time. Can I call you tomorrow?”
“I just got a call from your mom. Open up, honey. Let’s talk about it.”
Yeah right, straight from the woman who warned me to stay away from you.
“No, I’m sorry. I just want to be alone for right now. I’ll call you tomorrow.”
I released the button and watched her stare at the door for a few moments with her arms crossed over her chest. Then she turned her attention down the hall, talking to someone.
A few men dressed in all black ran down the hall. My arm was gripped, pulling me across the living room floor, into my bedroom. We stopped at my window while my visitor looked down at something beyond the glass. He pulled a small keypad the size of a thumb from his pocket and pressed a button, then quickly replaced it.
“Hang on,” he said, pulling me onto his back. He held up another small item from his pocket that created a low, sonic pulse, knocking out the window.
The sound of my front door crashing in forced me to suck in a deep breath. Before I could let it out, he ran and jumped out of my window.
I wanted to scream. Since I was suspended in the icy air on the back of a stranger, falling from the ninety-fourth floor of my bedroom window, it seemed like a logical reaction. But I held it in. I felt safe. Something inside me confirmed it. Strange as it may seem, considering the circumstances.
A transporter turned toward us, leveling out just as we landed on the roof with a soft thud. It hovered long enough for the door to open, allowing us to climb in.
Blake, the man from the game, was driving. I did a double take as I found his face. Why was I not surprised?
“Good evening, Elsabetha. Nice to see you again.”
“Uh, hi,” I said as I was led to a seat and strapped in.
Justin walked into view with a smile on his face. His appearance didn’t seem all that startling either.
“Hello to you too, Justin.”
“Where to, boss?” Blake asked.
“Avalon,” my protector, Boss, said.
Blake looked at me then back to him. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
Before I heard the answer to his question, Justin shoved a cloth covered with something foul into my nose.



SEVENTEN
WHEN I WOKE, I was lying in an incredibly soft bed. A fire popped and cracked nearby. Smoke filled my nose. I wanted nothing more than to shift position and sink further into the cloudlike bed. Then I realized that what had happened wasn’t a dream. It was very real.
I sat up quickly, letting my eyes adjust to the dim lighting. Not only did the round bed feel like a cloud, but looked like one too, covered in soft, white linens. A large rug covered the cement floor with several smaller ones littering the rest of the room. There was a single window in the wall that curved out, following the cylindrical shape of the room. A large, heavy curtain was pulled to the side, letting the cold wind blow in. Most likely for the smoke from the fire to escape. It was set inside a large, metal disk at the farthest corner of the room, raised from the floor by iron legs.
Standing from the bed, I moved slowly to the window. Nothing but green and white filled the view. I started to stick my head out when a loud shuffling startled me.
“Good, you’re awake. Maybe now you can tell me what you remember  . . . ” The familiar stranger said. My aggravating protector sat in a darkened corner of the room. The one place I hadn’t looked.
“You need to give me some answers first,” I said, walking to him. I balled my fist, swinging to hit him. I would have, too, had he not caught my hand.
He stood from the chair, pushing me back as he moved, and forced my fist to my side. “Fine. I’ll answer what I can.”
“What the hell do you think you’re doing, knocking me out like that?”
“I didn’t. Justin did. It was necessary to make sure you weren’t being followed.”
“That’s bullshit. I could’ve been followed awake or not.”
He shrugged. “No matter.”
“Where am I? What the hell happened back at my house? Who the hell are you?”
“You’re safe in Avalon. A headquarters, hidden from the knowledge of humans and Aagrarians.”
“You have got to be kidding me,” I muttered.
“Like it or not, Aagrarians are here, hiding until the Nepherium are taken down. Then they will act, proving to humans how utterly and absurdly gullible they were for believing the lies.”
I raised an eyebrow at him and crossed my arms, leaning against a wall. “And what are you? Human or Nepherium?”
His eyes found mine, locking me inside his gaze. “You weren’t safe anymore. They knew you were remembering and that I was nearby. I had to bring you here.”
“What about your girlfriend or wife?” I asked. He looked at me strangely, so I continued. “That night I spilled coffee on you. You got a call  . . . ”
“That was just a message. I played it off like I was expected somewhere in order for us to not be seen together. In case the wrong people saw us  . . .  which they did anyway.”
“Why would that matter? What do you have to do with any of this?” I turned, walking toward the window, and looked out. Large snowflakes fell.
“We were very close.”
“You keep saying that like you’re hinting to something I should already know. Who are you to me, if you and I were so close? Partners?”
“Something like that,” he said softly.
A peaceful sigh escaped between my lips. “I’ve been here before. I remember this room and the view.”
I turned my attention to him. He stood stiffly with clenched fists and a pained expression. He lifted his gaze to mine and gave a firm nod.
“I remember feeling at peace here, even now. That’s how my memories are. I only remember bits and pieces of a whole. When I try to force myself to remember what is beyond the void, it seems to grow and take more of what I had.”
“Is that how you remembered how to open the box?”
My eyes closed as the flashing images revisited me. “And some things just come second nature. Like spouting off information. Speaking Latin.”
“And the nightmares?”
“What about them?” I asked.
“Tell me about them.”
I left the window and sat on the edge of the bed. “I think they’re memories of the accident, pushing their way through. I’m in a transporter, and I notice I’m alone, facing death. But before it hits the ground, I wake up.”
He nodded. “Anything else?”
“I keep getting the feeling that you’re keeping something from me. Something important.”
“I’ll tell you when it’s safe or when I have no other choice. For now, your memories can get you killed, which makes knowing what you remember pertinent to protecting you.”
“What about Justin and Taberious? They both thought I was dead.”
“They were told to believe you were dead in order to protect themselves from the very person responsible for trying to kill you.”
“And that was who?”
“Alexander Barabbas.” His eyes found mine and with the tone in his words, I knew that was why I felt uneasy around him.
“Figures. That man had my nerves prickling ever since he visited me in the hospital. Why didn’t he just finish me off if he wanted me dead that badly?”
“He was using you to find us. I don’t know how he planned to do it.”
“I think he was trying to woo me into telling him  . . .  but even that doesn’t make sense. Wait—what do you mean us?”
“Nepherium.” I heard the fear that thickened his words.
“What?” I said, barely above a whisper.
“I’m Nepherium.”
“Caelo me juvate,” I muttered then ran, as fast as I could, out of the room. I found myself placed between two opposing forces. An unwilling pawn in a dangerous game. Despite my asking, I felt beyond any help, especially from Heaven. Whether Jenna lied to me or not, I didn’t want to risk finding out if the Nepherium were behind the accident the hard way.
I ignored the pleas to stop and listen, running through the halls, opening and closing doors. I came to a flight of stairs and took them two at a time until they ended at another long hall. Desperately searching for a door leading outside, I ran into dead end after dead end. Finally, I turned around to find Taberious, Justin, Blake and Partner staring at me with wide eyes and holding their hands up, palms out.
“Relax, Elsabetha. We’re on your side,” Justin said.
“What side is that exactly?” I snapped at him. “You knocked me out!”
“The side of good,” my ‘supposed’ close partner said. “Please, let me explain.”
“No. I’m not a puppet that gets to be the weight to tip the balance and end the game. I’m not going to be told who to stay away from! Jenna and Alexander told me the Nepherium were responsible for my accident, while you are telling me it was Jenna and Alexander. My dad disowned me because of my necklace. I have no memories. I have a lover somewhere who took them. All this because of something I overheard. I’m done! I want to disappear. I’m tired of being fucked with.”
“I told you this wasn’t gonna work,” Taberious’ deep voice warned as he turned to my supposed partner. “You better tell her.”
Blake nodded, frowning. “She’s right, boss. She’s getting it from both sides. Give her a break.”
“No. You know why I can’t do that,” Partner said.
“Either you show me the way out, or I get answers.”
He stepped to me, stopping when his toes met mine. His eyes were black discs with blue, silver and gold specks, just inches from mine. My heart raced, giving me sweaty palms. He sighed, lifting his hands to my face. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
As soon as his warmth touched my skin, blackness took over. I was overtaken by a thick, heavy darkness that felt like I was in a vacuum and there wasn’t air to breathe.



EIGHTEEN
ALL AT ONCE, THE weight and darkness lifted. I sucked in a deep breath, sitting up in the cloudlike bed. Immediately, I found that abominable man staring out the window. I left the bed, fueled by anger.
I approached, stopping before I got too close to strangle him. “What the hell did you do to me?”
“What was necessary to keep you here  . . .  and safe.”
“According to who?” I snapped.
“The man that loves you and would turn this world upside down if it meant keeping you safe.” He sounded despondent, continuing to stare out the window.
“I’ve got news for himif he even existskeeping me prisoner and taking my memories from me isn’t love, it’s torture. If he really loved me, he’d be here and I would have answers. Besides, now I’m getting a headache.” A throb started at my left temple and pulsed through my head.
“He loves you more than he loves his own people. That’s why your father was angry. As soon as your relationship was discovered, he disowned you and refused to listen to any reason. Even when he was told the truth about you. You must have thought the man who loves you was worth it, at one point.”
“He—he’s Nepherium?”
“Yes,” he said, barely above a whisper.
“I guess that makes sense,” I said.
He turned to me with eyes wide, full of questions.
“My dad said I was mixing blood with them. He was in such a heated rage I barely understood what he said. But there’s more that I need to know.”
“What’s that?” he asked.
“Why would my lover want me to forget him?”
“He hoped that while you couldn’t remember, you’d stay alive. He could protect you and finish the mission.”
The way he looked at me, pulling me in, made me weak in the knees.
“And how would he feel about the way you’re looking at me?” I asked before I could stop the words.
He blinked away, turning his attention to the window before sighing and taking a seat in the shadowed chair.
I pushed further. “Or about knocking me out before bringing me here?”
He leaned forward on his knees, covering his face with his hands. “I’m  . . . ”
I waited a few seconds for him to continue. When he didn’t, I wondered if I heard anything at all. “What?”
“You have to understand, for him, he’d move the moon and stars to keep you safe. He did the only thing he could to save your life.”
“And you? What is your place in all of this? Why did you give me a ring to cover up a strange tattoo? Why can’t I see him?”
“I’m your partner. It is my job to protect you. I can’t answer the last one.”
“Can’t or won’t?” I retorted.
“Pick one,” he snapped.
“You told me if I thought I could kill you, you’d let me, because you deserved it. What did you do that would warrant me killing you?”
“Please understand, this is more difficult than giving simple answers to your questions. It’s far more complicated.”
I smiled at him, because it was the only thing I could do with his ridiculous beating around the bush. He sat up, seemingly disarmed by my small action.
“That’s a bunch of crap and you know it. I need something to call you. I can’t just go around calling out ‘partner.’”
“No need. I won’t be leaving your side.”
“You just told me I’m involved with someone. Unless you’re him, you’re not taking baths with me or watching me dress. There are times that require privacy.”
“You’ve never taken a bath with him before,” he said lightly.
“How would you know?”
“I can sense what’s in your mind, remember? Besides, you tell me practically everything.”
“Then why are you so insistent on me telling you what I remember, if you can sense what’s in there?”
“It doesn’t work in the way that you’re thinking. Besides, it works both ways, you know.”
“What does?” Then it became clear. “Oh no, you are grossly mistaken, my friend. I’m not watching you undress or bathe either.”
“That’s not what I meant,” he said quickly, holding up his hands to ward off any oncoming assault.
“I just wish I had proof of the things you claim. I need proof.” My head pounded a little harder, but if I concentrated enough, I could still ignore it.
“That necklace you’re wearing  . . . ”
“It’s just metal,” I said.
“The bracelets.”
“Charming little trinkets,” I said.
“The symbol on your finger,” he said, growing agitated.
“It’s a ring that you gave me,” I said. Another piece of my memory clicked into place. A form of dÉjÀ vu. The tension between us was familiar. As were the emotions churning inside me. As I took in my partner, I knew we had a similar discussion before.
“Not that. What’s hidden beneath it,” he clipped.
“How do I know that means anything to him at all?” I asked automatically, following the scene through. Hoping another memory would come to me. I was close.
“He has one as well. It’s certainly not something our kind gives freely and without care.”
“Jealous much?” I asked, purposefully provoking him. He talked down to me was as if I were a bothersome child. I hated that. That was something I definitely remembered. And the way our argument was going reminded me this wasn’t the first time he had done it.
“You’re impossible.”
“No, I’m the one who got mind fucked. You get to stand there and look pretty as my great and powerful, cryptic protector.”
He crossed the room in two, long strides, grabbed me by my shoulders, and gazed intently into my eyes. All thoughts and instincts to quickly break free of him were quelled by the emotions within his stare. We remained still and silent a few moments. He breathed hard, as though angered by my stubbornness, while I stared, disarmed, into his eyes. Waiting for him to kiss me. Wanting him to.
“You’re not ready to remember,” he muttered, then released me and stomped out of the room.
“Wait,” I called, chasing after him. “I still have one last question. A request, actually. I thought you said you wouldn’t leave my side?”
He stopped, turning slightly to face me. “You refuse to listen. I need to think.”
“Look, I’m just trying to find answers. You keep half answering them and it’s making my head hurt worse.”
“What do you want?”
“Besides pain killers?”
He nodded.
“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours?”
He raised his eyebrow at me, trying to hide the smile pulling his lips.
“Hey boss,” Blake called, popping his head up above the floor from the stairs. “We’ve got a problem.”
He faced me as the level of my headache increased another notch. I pressed fingers to my temple, where the pain radiated from. Bright swords of light pierced my vision. I fell into the wall. Partner ran to my side, wrapping his arms around my waist.
“What is it?” he said.
“We’ve got company.” It was Taberious. “Is she okay?”
“Bear,” I whispered. “Noah?”
“What?” my partner whispered.
I blinked through the bright swords of painful light and shook my head. “I don’t know, just names that came to me.”
“We need to get her to the med ward and scan her. I think something is wrong.”
I tried to focus on his features. The world shifted as he picked me up. I wrapped my arms around his neck, deeply inhaling his scent. Eucalyptus and lavender. The bath salts in my bathroom.
“Don’t think you’ve been let off the hook,” I whispered. Talking louder made the pain worse.
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he replied, jostling down the stairs to a dark room.
I was laid on a hard, metal surface. A voice floated to me from the distance. “Elsa, where does it hurt?”
I tried to point to my scar. My arms felt like lead. My whole body did.
Voices blurred, one into another, as beeps and chirps sounded off painful beats. A sharp pain entered my neck, making everything silent and still. Only the pain, though dulled significantly, remained.



NINETEEN
SLOWLY, THINGS CAME BACK. I still laid in a dark room on a hard, metal surface. I had a pillow under my head and a blanket over me. The pain was gone. Completely pain free for the first time since the accident. I remembered stuff that I couldn’t before. Everything made a little more sense. I still had huge pieces of memory missing. Large gaping holes. But there were less of them.
I heard a shift next to me. The silent hush of a page being turned. Slowly, I opened my eyes and a smile pulled my lips. Taberious sat in the corner of the room with a magazine in his lap, the chair dwarfed by the size of his frame.
“Hey, look who’s finally awake. I was ‘bout to call the boys home.”
“Hey, Teddy Bear,” I said softly, happy I recalled his nickname. I gave him the Teddy part. He’s big and cuddly. He earned Bear due to his massive size and intimidating looks.
“You remember? I thought you would’ve sooner when I kept using your nick name.”
I giggled softly. Ghost. Because of my uncanny ability to disappear on a whim, especially for being human. “I’m starting to. What happened?” I stretched then tried to sit, but something tugged on the side of my head. I looked at Bear questioningly, just as his hands placed gentle pressure on my shoulders, pushing me back down.
“I wouldn’t do that just yet. They hid a tracker under your skin. When you came under the veil, it couldn’t send out the signal, causing it to short out and zap your brain. That’s what gave you a pretty good headache.”
As his words sank in, I recognized where I was and remembered helping get the place set up. Avalon. The central headquarters for the Nepherium and Aurora Vanguard. The veil was a shield with a five mile radius, making us invisible to those unaware of our location. It also alerts us to unwanted guests.
Guilt replaced my recognition with a healthy dose of fear to go with it. I inadvertently led not only my team, but my friends, into a trap. “Where’s everyone else?”
“Runnin’ a perimeter around the veil. Our sensors picked up movement. Don’t worry, you’re safe.” He added the last in response to my eyes getting wider.
“I’m not worried about me.”
“He’s fine too  . . . ”
I took in Bear’s posture. He wasn’t worried. And that meant I shouldn’t be either. I touched the contraption attached to me, feeling the tiny wires stuck under my skin and taped in place. “What is this thing?”
“That is sending soothing pulses to your nerves to help speed the healing process and repair the tissue damage.”
I nodded.
“How’s that doin’, by the way?”
“It’s good. I don’t have any pain at all.”
He repositioned himself against the counter next to my bed. “I hate to do this to ya, but I promised I’d ask.”
“How much do I remember?” I asked flatly.
His deep chuckle could raise the hairs on the back of anyone’s neck. And still did mine as the sound floated to me. “Yeah, that’s right.”
“Names, more things I just know without knowing how  . . .  more small, scattered pieces to the puzzle that fell into their rightful place. Things that make more sense than what Jenna and Alexander fed me. I don’t know Jenna, yet she seemed to know things about me.”
He moved to the side of my bed. Concern pinched the skin between his brows. “What kinds of things?”
“Where I lived, where I liked to eat. She even knew what happened to my record at the Academy.”
“What did she say happened to it?”
“It was erased when I got kicked out or something to that effect. That conversation wasn’t very clear.” I tried hard not to let my thoughts travel to the coffee spill that happened shortly afterward. “Honestly, it’s almost like she’s their puppet.”
“Their?” Bear asked curiously.
“Alexander and those who worship his every word.” I felt bile rise in my throat with his name. “Mr. Blahblahs.”
He chuckled. “It’s been too long since I heard you call him that.”
“It’s true.”
“That it is,” he agreed, walking to the doorway. He looked up and down the hall.
“Is something wrong?”
He returned his attention to me and said, “I figured they’d be back by now.” After a few seconds of thought he added, “Don’t you worry. They’ll be back soon. I’ll send your beau to watch over you once he gets in.”
I smiled. “That would be nice.” His face came to the front of my mind.
“Go on ahead, Ghost, get some sleep.” I nodded, letting my eyes close. Sleep sounded too good to ignore. But sleep never came. After several minutes of lying with my eyes closed, I tossed the blanket to the floor and opened my eyes.
Blake and Bear stood before me with solemn faces. I never heard them walk in. Had I slept after all?
“We’ve got some news, kid,” Blake said.
I sat up immediately then remembered the contraption, thinking it was going to pull, but it had been removed at some point, unbeknownst to me. I pushed that thought aside. “What’s wrong?”
“I’m afraid it’s bad news,” Blake added.
“What? What is it?” I asked, hopping down from the exam table.
“Justin and, well, your compar, were gone for too long. I just checked the perimeter. There’s no sign of them. We think Alexander took them.”
I raised my eyebrow, at first in regards to the Latin term for spouse, then the rest of his words sank in. “We need to go after him.”
Wrong thing to say. Justin was a friend as well.
“Them,” I added.
“We can’t do that. We told the boss if something happened, we’d tell you what you needed to know and complete the mission.”
I stared at him blankly. “I thought I lost him once. That was enough. I can’t lose him again, and I’m not leaving him to the fate Alexander will put him through.”
I may not have my memory back completely, but I remembered enough. I saw Alexander’s face, blurred and rippled, like seeing him from under water. He was there when the transporter went down. I don’t know how I lived through the crash, but I looked at him, just before my world went black.
“Ghost, c’mon, Alexander’s got half the world behind him thinking we, Nepherium, are responsible for human deaths.”
“Then at least we have a chance at convincing the other half of the world of our innocence.” I walked out of the room.
“It’s suicide,” Bear continued, following me as I headed toward the basement to the weapons and training rooms.
“I don’t care. I’ll die trying to save him. He risked everything by remaining close to me. I’m not going to let them die for me.”
“At least listen to reason, Elsa,” Blake said.
“Reason is left to logic, and I think we know how sound that is,” I argued.
“They could be dead already,” Bear said.
I stopped then and stared at the floor, waiting for my body’s initial reaction to quell. When my emotions settled, I faced them. “With you or alone, I’m going. You’re welcome to do what you must, but I’m not leaving this earth without them.”
Without waiting for further argument, I turned on my heels and took the stairs to the basement, scanning my wrist for clearance at the door. As soon as the green lights and chirps activated, I pulled on the door and grabbed the gear I needed. Movement shuffled and clanked behind me. I turned to see Blake and Bear had succumbed to my reasoning, joining me after all.
“Do you have their last known position?” I asked.
“A quarter mile east of here, just outside the veil,” Blake reported. “According to surveillance, they were chasing someone through the woods.” He shook his head. “They were moving pretty fast, to the north.”
I nodded. “That’ll have to do.”
“Are you absolutely sure about this?” Bear asked.
I looked into his blackened eyes with silver and gold specks. Symbolic of the Nepherium blood, it appears during heightened emotional stress, good and bad. I nodded firmly then turned around, exchanging the old clothes I had for the black uniform. Much like the old military uniforms from several hundred years ago—only straight black and a long sleeve, thermal-type shirt interlaced with special mesh that absorbed the impact of anything that hit us. I strapped on the weapon belts to my leg, waist, and a shoulder harness with two slots for plasma swords—my specialty.
“Do you remember how to use those?” Bear asked as I slipped two sheaths into place.
I looked at him blankly, continuing to load up with pistols and a grappling gun. Leaving the utility room, I stepped into the training room, pulled out a pistol and shot crippling beads of energy into the targets placed strategically throughout the room, then exchanged the pistol for the two plasma swords. Pressing the buttons on their handles to turn them on, I proceeded to smoothly slice the heads off the plastic practice dummies. After releasing the button and sliding the swords back into their sheaths, I faced Bear and Blake. Both had bulging eyes and gaping mouths.
“Shows you to ask,” Blake said to Bear.
“Let’s go. Time isn’t on our side,” I said, and I followed them out of the room to the area of last known position.



TWENTY
SNOW FELL FROM THE sky in heavy flakes. By the time we reached the veil’s border, visibility lessened significantly. Our chances of finding clues to where Justin and my love had gone were slim to none.
“We should turn back soon. I’m not getting any readings,” Blake said. “We could take the transporter and check all the places Alexander usually hangs out, see if we can’t get a bite that way.”
Then it occurred to me. I looked at him and smiled. “How about some live bait?”
Bear stepped forward, spreading his gaze along the horizon. “Nothing is going to get off ground if we don’t move soon. We can discuss course of action in the air.”
“Let’s move,” I said.
I knew there was something I was missing, a detail not taken into consideration. It kept bugging me, growing more prominent once we were in the air, making our way to the city. It nagged at the back of my mind when we landed on top of the Three Realms Club. The sky darkened from the heavy snow. On first glance, everything seemed as it should be. Maybe, that should’ve been my first clue. Nothing is ever as it seems.
With five hours before the club would open, we needed to move quickly to walk to the eastern part of the city, and Old Eastborough, before the sun set. Once that happened, the gates would automatically close, locking out those without a key.
Where Alexander lived was never a secret. He prided himself on flashing how much money he had and how much control over the metropolitan city he held. He owned Old Eastborough, turning it into a prestigious inner sanctum. Only those who kissed his ass soft enough got license to live there. He controlled it all. Oh, how he loved control  . . . 
Which was why our plan would work.
Alexander was looking for me. Showing up at his house, I would use my memories as leverage for him to let me in. Then, I would tell how I was kidnapped by the Nepherium and barely managed to steal a transporter to escape, and beg for his help. Because having me under his control is exactly what he wants, he’d take me in. From there, we’d infiltrate his home, find Justin and my compar, then fight our way out.
Okay, so it was a shaky plan. But better than nothing, and I had thoroughly planned to wing it as much as possible. Bear and Blake were going to go to the space station, Tartarus. Admiral Vassarious, the commander of the Aurora Vanguard, waited for their arrival. He would know what to do. If they didn’t hear from me within twenty-four hours, they’d know to come with force.
My assuredness dissolved as I approached the gate. It was still open. But the sun was setting faster than I could approach. Picking up my pace, I ducked through right as they slammed shut. The electrical hum of plasma coating the gate filled my ears. I gazed at the iron contraption, reminding myself there was no turning back, then ran along the streets toward the back of the city. The largest mansion faced the rest, like a kingdom with its castle at the top and all the little slaves and villagers doomed to the lesser of the vessels and living spaces below.
The stucco wall curved toward the ground at the entrance, giving the impression that Alexander would welcome anyone into his home with open arms. Truth be known, it was really just that no one had the courage to stand against him.
Until me.
I strode along the path to the giant, curved awning. A transporter was parked under it. A few stone steps led to the double doors. After taking a few breaths, forcing some tears to my eyes and a frantic expression to my face, I knocked and pressed the doorbell. Breathless moments passed before the door slid open, with Alexander on the other side.
“Elsabetha, what a pleasant surprise. What on Earth are you wearing?”
“The only thing I could find. It’s better than what I was wearing.”
“I don’t understand. Come in.” He stepped to the side, allowing me to step into his giant foyer with tile floors and tan-colored walls. Fancy posts, pillars, and trim decorated everything.
Ignoring that, I went into my story. “I’m  . . .  I’m . . . ” I forced more tears to blur my vision. “I’m afraid.”
“What happened to you?”
“I didn’t listen to Jenna and let this man I didn’t know into my apartment. He said he knew me. He said you caused the accident and then he knocked me out. When I woke up, I was hooked up to a strange machine. I managed to free myself from it and find some clothing and a transporter. I nearly wrecked it on top of a building. I came here as fast as I could. Before  . . .  before . . . ” I added a sniff for effect and then a sob.
His hand cupped my shoulder. I tried not to wriggle under his touch.
“Does anyone else know of this?”
I shook my head and blinked the false tears from my sight.
“Oh, dear, that really was quite the story, wasn’t it?”
Oh shit. “Huh?”
“Just what exactly do you take me for?”
“I  . . .  don’t understand  . . . ” I tried to keep up my act, despite the fear burning in the pit of my stomach.
“Allow me to make it clear for you.” He slammed his fist into the side of my face. The force of the blow knocked me to the floor. Tile hurts when you fall on it. Badly.
“What the hell was that for?” I asked, blinking stars from my vision.
“I can smell his stink all over you,” he spat.
“Who?” I asked.
“That’s no matter. You’ll tell me what I want to know or I’ll drag it out of you with every drop of blood I need to shed. Starting with your precious family.”
His foot came down on my forehead.
Everything went black.



TWENTY-ONE
THE SCRAPING OF SOMETHING dragging along a stone floor hit my ears before consciousness made me feel it. Just in time to be painfully aware of the stairs I was pulled down. Then cold stone seeped into my skin. That feeling came with a healthy dose of dread. I tried to open my eyes, but it was no use. My lids felt glued together, possibly swollen shut. My wrists were tightly bound by rope. It was from that rope that I was being dragged along. My head hurt. The movement was like being pulled through icy waters. When the scraping stopped, it took a few moments for my body to register there wasn’t any more movement.
A heavy door was pushed open. A muffled voice above me came garbled and gruff. Something to the effect of, ‘here, take her.’ I couldn’t be positive. Then, one sudden, forceful, and final pull of my body came before the door scraped shut. The echo of a heavy lock sliding filled the room, leaving behind a thick silence. Faint shuffling came toward me before the ropes were pulled from my wrists.
Something soft brushed my cheek. I was cradled and rocked in someone’s arms. I forced my eyes open and stared into the face of the one I belonged to with every fiber of my existence.
I opened my mouth. Before I could say a word, he lowered his lips to my ear. “Be careful what you say. We’re being watched.”
“Lumen cordis,” I whispered, numbly reaching for his face. He looked like he’d been to hell and back. My heart’s light. Dried blood followed his hair line, matting strands together in thick bands. His cheek was bruised, and he had a split lip. The tips of my fingers gently touched all of his wounds, wishing I could make them disappear.
He squeezed me into him. “You remember?”
I shook my head. He scrunched his brows together in confusion. I could tell the motion pained him. He squeezed me tighter.
“Where’s Justin?”
“I’m here,” he said quietly just behind me.
I tried to turn to see him, but the movement caused a dizzy spell. I leaned into Noah’s chest. “I don’t understand. I know your name, but I can’t remember  . . . ”
Noah shook his head. A few days’ worth of stubble caught my hair. “I don’t know. We’ll figure it out, meum lux.”
“You’re bothered by it, aren’t you? And as soon as this is over, we’ll be having a nice little chat, just so you know.”
His light smile faded as soon as it appeared. His lip had a small drop of blood pearling from the cut. I reached for it, but he took my hand, slipping his fingers through mine. “It’s okay. Just a scratch.”
“You’re not going to ask me why I came here instead of completing the mission?”
“I’m just happy you’re okay.”
“I’d like to know where the rest of the team is,” Justin said.
Noah shook his head. “Not now. We’ll talk about it later.”
The door opened. A man stepped through, pulling on Noah. He struggled until I shook my head.
“Meum lux, cor meum. Sum vestra semper,” he said as he was pulled out the door.
They’re the words he would always tell me before leaving. The vow we made to each other. A promise I clung to. My light, my heart. I’m yours forever. Each time he’d said them before, I’d known I’d see him again.
I wasn’t so sure anymore.
Justin stared at the door, as if waiting for it to open up again. After a few moments of nothing, he turned his attention to me. “Give them nothing. No matter what. Give. Them. Nothing.”
I nodded. Then someone else came and took Justin. He yanked his arm free, walking through the door willingly. As it closed, a deafening silence filled the room. It not only frightened me but angered me as well.
The time spent alone in that room was an experience worse than waking up in the hospital with no memory.
No sound came from the hall. Nothing to tell how much time passed. Did not hearing anything mean Noah and Justin were dead? I didn’t want to think about that, but my pounding heart wouldn’t keep the thoughts at bay. Trouble was coming. A lot of it.
Then Alexander dared to show himself. He revealed his teeth in a wide, venomous grin. “You have company. Be a good girl and play nicely. You just may get to say goodbye to them before you die.”
“Where are Noah and Justin?”
A gleam in Alexander’s gaze gave away that I just handed him the world’s most renowned treasure. My weakness. “Don’t worry, you’ll join them soon enough.”
That was all the confirmation I needed. While my heart shattered, the tears that blurred my vision ceased. A burning anger lit within me. I didn’t get more than a good fist to the side of his face before he back handed me into the wall. I fell to my stomach, groaning in pain.



TWENTY-TWO
BLUE AND GREEN SPECKS of light littered my vision. I closed my eyes against the vague sense of movement that came over me, making me nauseous. The movement didn’t stop, and there was a sharp pain at the top of my head. My hair was being pulled.
I struggled against Alexander as he dragged me over cold stone and through a series of halls. At one point, I caught the corner, hoping he’d lose his grip of my hair. The maneuver was slightly successful. I lost a chunk of hair. But, he released me and called the men that took Noah and Justin to carry me. One took the upper half while the other took the bottom.
I couldn’t see worth a damn. Only the silhouettes of a room I was taken to then tied to a nice, straight-backed, upholstered chair, situated toward the center of a room.
Alexander kneeled in front of me. “Glad you could join us. Now the game can begin.” He smiled dangerously.
I struggled to focus with the light of the room and a splitting headache. My head seemed to be the most popular place for pain. I watched his form blur and shift through the bright swords of light, blending with more blurred figures around me. From what I could make out, the room was circular with no discernible way in or out, except for the door that was somewhere behind me. Figures moved around me, shifting into a barrier.
“What the hell are you doing to me?” I asked.
“To you?” he asked cynically and chuckled. “Darlin’, I’m not going to do anything to you, except make you watch.”
“Can’t see a thing with the headache I have. One too many injuries to the head,” I retorted, ignoring his attempt at being demeaning with the term ‘darlin’.
“Aw,” he said making it sound like a pout. “Does wittle Elsabetha have a headache?”
His form shifted to a tall table with a lumpy white sheet. He walked a circle around it a couple times, sweeping his gaze to me every so often, just to make sure I was paying attention, I’m sure. I noticed there were three more white masses. He reached out and pulled the sheet off the first while saying, “Say hello to contestant number one.”
I struggled to focus, but the rustling of the sheet continued to echo in my mind. A slight rotation came over me, like I was spinning in the chair. An interesting sensation, considering the circumstances.
“What, don’t recognize her?” Alexander’s voice took on the tone of shock.
“I can’t see, jackass. Concussion means blurred vision along with a massive fucking headache. Apparently your money couldn’t buy you brains.”
“You either have no idea who this is or you’re really stupid to talk to me like that.”
I shrugged. “Whatever, buddy. But don’t think I’m the foolish one. You’re the one that wants me to see this and yet I’m about to lose consciousness.”
I really was. A black rim outlined my vision, closing in from the top and bottom. I was getting a heavy, sinking weight to my body, like I was becoming a part of the chair. Before I got too far under, something was placed to my neck, followed by a prick. A pleasant numbness flowed through me. A nice warmth came in waves.
My vision cleared with each blink. With no unsaid amount of horror, the figures that shifted slightly and formed a wall around us were humans. They overlooked the events with wide stares alight with fear. Fear of both Alexander and of the events they were observing. I wanted to question Alexander for it, but the white masses in front of me captured my attention. The ones I thought were tables covered in white cloth. They were people. I couldn’t guess the names of them without my heart rising in my chest and bile in my throat. Only one of them was uncovered. My mom. Her mouth was gagged with rope and her eyes swollen from tears that streamed down her cheeks.
“Now, I don’t think you two need an introduction, but for our audience, I think it’s necessary. This is your mother, Livian Ellery, correct?”
I shifted my gaze to Alexander. If I could strike him dead with the amount of hatred I had in me, it would’ve happened—ten times.
“Answer me!”
“Yes,” I snapped.
He smiled. “Good.” He stepped to the next person, laying a hand on the sheet. “Care to take a guess on who this one is?”
I glared at him.
“No?” he said then shrugged and pulled the sheet way. My dad. Also bound and gagged by rope. “Contestant number two is the one and only Paulson Ellery, but bad blood between you two has formed a line of separation these last six years, am I right?”
“I don’t remember.”
He held up a finger, wiggling it from side to side. “Careful now. You don’t want to start with that just yet. I still have two more surprises to show you—not that you really have to guess. Well, one maybe.”
My father’s eyes were bright and glistening. He gripped the arms of the chair so tightly his knuckles were white and the tendons were visible in the tops of his hands. Alexander strutted slowly to the next chair. I knew the pattern. Still, Alexander saw fit to keep the audience appeased. They shifted restlessly from side to side, averting their gazes every now and then. Each one of them avoided my glance, preferring to keep their sights on Alexander. He waited until my attention was back on him before continuing his game.
He leaned on the back of the chair then patted the person’s head. “Now this next one, I’m told, was rather fond of you before you went off and got yourself bound, like a slave, to someone else. Even to a species that isn’t yours.” He shrugged again. “Neither is this one though, is he?”
“What is your point, Alexander?”
He smiled. “I’m simply showing the people in this roomhumble humans who believe in the greater goodwhat sort of blasphemy becomes of those who run with the murderous, Nepherium tyrants.”
“You clearly haven’t looked in the mirror today,” I muttered.
He gripped the sheet and roughly pulled it off. The sound of tearing and a moan of pain came from Justin as it was removed. A trickle of blood dripped down his forehead. A patch of hair was missing along where the skin tore. I looked at him apologetically. He shook his head and averted his gaze.
“This contestant, ladies and gentleman, is Nepherium Justin Dobbs.”
Whispers rushed through the wall of people. To hear the fear in the murmured words the people said pained me. As if they had been fed lies until they became truth. I tried to see the room beyond, but the lights above us were so bright, everything on the outside looked much darker and more shadowed than it really was.
“Now, Elsabetha Ehlers,” he dragged out my name, giving it heavy emphasis and meaning, hinting he told the audience something before he brought me in. “Care to guess who the last contestant of our game is?”
“No,” I snapped.
“C’mon, guess.”
“No.”
“Guess!” His voice echoed through the room, revealing it wasn’t much larger than what I could see. Useful information.
“I’m not playing your stupid game. These are people you’ve tied up, you sick, sadistic bastard. It shouldn’t matter if they are human or Nepherium.”
“You will guess, because if you don’t, I’ll extinguish the light of life within them. Starting with your mother.” He stepped behind my mom and stared at me intently. “Now, guess.”
I took in my mom, with tears still falling. She shook her head. I didn’t know what she was trying to convey, but I couldn’t let her die in semi-public humiliation. My father still looked as stiff as before. He also shook his head, very slowly. My attention went to Justin, who remained blank and locked onto the ropes tied to me. I knew what he was trying to do.
“Well?” Alexander asked.
I sighed, resigning for the moment. “Noah.”
“Noah what?” he pressed.
“Noah Ehlers.”
The whispers increased. I didn’t care. I’m not as human as they thought I was.
He chuckled, moving quickly to the chair and pulling the sheet—none too gently—from Noah. His eyes burned angrily. I nearly broke down seeing him still alive, but couldn’t show Alexander or the poorly, misguided people my emotions.
“Just to make things clear  . . . ” Alexander said. “I’ve administered a complex poison to all four of our contestants. You get to watch them die slow and agonizing deaths.”
“You bastard!”
He stopped, looking at me with a glance that seemed less than shocked of my interruption, like he expected it. “Unless you answer my questions truthfully. If I believe you, you can choose one person to die quickly.”
“What kind of deal is that, you low life scum of Earth! They’re dying anyway. Why not trade for the antidote?”
“That would leave survivors and that’s not  . . . ” he seemed to ponder the correct word, “good for my character. You see, I’m leading a revolution. In order to do that, I must exert a certain level of fear, and that requires delicate handling.”
“A real man wouldn’t sink this low to prove how strong and powerful he was,” I snapped.
He chuckled darkly. “I’ve seen the men you surround yourself with. I’m not impressed.”
“Still haven’t looked into that mirror, huh?”
“Enough!” His words echoed again. “These are the rules of the game. If you don’t play along, I’ll choose for you and you’ll have to suffer through it. Starting with your compar.”
I shifted my gaze to Noah. He seemed too calm sitting there. He wouldn’t look directly at me. But I knew he had a plan. I focused on him for a moment longer then nodded.
“Good. Now tell me, on the night before your accident, where were you?”
I pursed my brows and stared, like he had spoken a different language or quizzed me in math. God, I hated math. His gaze met mine in a look that lacked patience.
“I don’t remember anything like that. I’ve been through this numerous times with you.” I hoped he bought it as truth. I couldn’t bear to watch someone suffer needlessly. Especially in the ways that he surely had in mind.
Just then, Alexander moved his hand to hover over my dad’s. A small burst of fire shot from his palm. My dad screamed in agony. The crowd around us rippled and moved.
“Not so fast,” Alexander shouted at his audience. “Did you really think I invited you to watch a torture and would let you live to walk through those doors, proclaiming the monster that I am? Oh, goodness me! Did I forget to mention? I’m an Aagrarian.”
Loud whispers filled the air. I searched Noah’s eyes for confirmation. He slowly nodded his head.
“Yes, the words of the Nepherium were true. We do exist. Biding our time for when the faith in them would fade enough to give us a leg in through the door. You humans really made it too easy.”
“You staged the murders?” I asked, having connected the dots enough that things started making more sense.
“Elsabetha, I murdered them!”
“But the dinner  . . . ” I tried to make sense of the time frame. There was another body found with incriminating evidence at the same time I was supposed to meet Alexander for dinner. The same time Taberious arrived at the club and stopped Justin from giving me answers.
“I killed that human before the dinner, went home, cleaned up, and then went to the restaurant, where you had the gall to stand me up.” His voice never changed in volume but seemed to vibrate through my mind, especially as he stepped closer to me. “Now, for the one you want to die  . . . ” He turned to walk back behind the chairs.
Relieved he believed me, I knew exactly who to choose. Whether he accepted it or not was on him. “I choose me.”
He stopped then faced me. “Not a choice, I’m afraid. Although, I do have a very special death planned for you. Here’s a sneak peek  . . .  your precious compar will have your blood on his hands. Or should I say, for the sake of our human audience, husband?”
“How is that when he’s dying from a complex poison?”
“You really do irritate me with your incessant questions.” He turned around, stepping behind the chairs. With a bouncing gesture above each person’s head, he said, “Eeny  . . .  meeny  . . .  miney . . . ” He stopped, turning toward the sound of the door behind me. “I thought I told you not to interrupt?”
“I wanted to see.” A familiar voice dripped with honey as she sauntered to him, wearing a black tank top with black cargo pants and boots. Her blonde hair was pulled back. She peeked over her shoulder, wiggling her fingers at me before turning back to Alexander. When she reached him, she pressed her lips against his in a long kiss. Then she faced me, pulling on a silver chain with a small, silver vial attached. “Looky what I got.”
“Jenna,” Alexander reprimanded. She pouted to him then stepped to the other side of the chairs, next to Noah.
“What’s that you’re wearing, Jenna?” I asked. “A vile of your own venom?”
“That,” Alexander answered, “is the ingredient list to concoct an antidote. Make one more sarcastic remark and she’ll turn it to dust.”
I raised an eyebrow, not believing him. Was he planning on keeping someone alive? To what purpose did he have in mind?
My sight fell to my family. Each one was important to me in different ways. I knew the likelihood of any of us coming out alive was very slim. Not knowing how much longer we had to wait until the others showed, I had to play his game. Win or lose.
And played, I did.
I dragged the game out for as long as I could before it became too much to bare. Charred flesh scented the air, making me nauseous. Even though some of the humans in the room had already vomited or passed out from fear, I held on to what strength I had remaining.
My poor dad and Justin were a mess. For whatever twisted reason, Alexander left my mother and Noah unscathed. I refused to answer any more questions and continued refusing to pick a person. Then he stepped behind Noah.
“I’m warning you, tell me what he means to you.”
I looked into Noah’s gaze. Was that worry in his eyes?
“Mea lux, cor mea. Sum vestrum semper.”
Noah’s eyes widened as I publicly spoke my affections for him. I rarely did that. Though, I couldn’t remember why. The weight of my words fell on the room like iron rain.
I had one chance to remember what I was about to do correctly. One chance alone, to pull off IlluminÁ re. The gift Noah’s love had given me, and the gift of my blood. I shut the world from my sight, hoping the others would follow suit. I focused my energy, letting it vibrate through me and gain enough force to knock Alexander and Jenna out.
Light. Aagrarians hate it, especially the pure kind.
Screams filled the room. Loud, crashing sounds came from all around me, along with intense heat. I had to hold on as long as I could. I would save them. All of them.
Alarms erupted, bringing flashes of that terrible night to my mind, causing me to waver in my concentration enough to feel the heat and smell the burning structure. It was too much to handle. I let go of the light and let the world return to me, along with it my dad’s burned body.
I screamed. Not because I thought he was dead but because he was alive. I lifted from the chair, feeling the ropes fall slack around me, and ran to his side. He struggled to breathe and shook horribly. Alexander must have set him on fire along with the rest of the room. Why did he choose my dad?
“Dad! I’m so very sorry! I’m sorry!”
He gasped a few times. “I  . . .  sor-ry  . . .  save  . . .  your  . . .  mother  . . . ”
I tried to shush him and calm him as best I could. I couldn’t touch him and help ease some of his pain or give him something soothing to die with. There was no skin left. Just raw meat with charred clothing.
“I love you  . . . ” His final words failed to have sound. He could only mouth them before his eyes rolled to the back of his head, his lids slid shut. And then, I felt his heart give out.
I searched the room for Alexander. He was gone. Jenna was gone, too  . . .  along with the antidote. I moved to Noah and Justin, untying them and then my mom. I gave a fleeting glance to my dad, knowing there was no point in untying him. He was no longer in the shell that his body had become.
We moved toward the door as it exploded, rocking the building and sending me flying back against floor at the foot of the chairs. Noah came to my side immediately, helping me stand.
Soldiers rushed into the room. Some running toward the humans, who were passed out on the floor, and some running to the rest of us. I blinked back the smoke and fire that burned my eyes and forced myself to focus, knowing things were going to be okay when the rest of the Vanguard came into view.
Relief filled me. Even more when Bear took up the doorway. Noah shouted commands, helping me to the door, following my mom and Justin. His arm was around my waist, supporting my weight. I tried to push him away until I discovered a massive cut in my calf. I couldn’t support myself.
“Let me help you,” he pleaded.
“But the poison,” I tried to argue.
He pushed me against the wall, pinning his body against mine. “I’ll be fine. I don’t feel the effects yet. Let me help you.”
His eyes gave away much more than he realized. They were completely dilated, the flecks of silver and gold nearly consumed by the black. Only a thin band of blue was visible. Within them was also a silent plea. He felt responsible for the events around us. I felt it within him.
I pressed my lips together, giving a firm nod and trying to make the strain on him as little as possible. I was losing a lot of blood. My strength ebbed with each step until I stumbled. When I looked up, Noah was unconscious.
“Bear!” I called.
He ran to me, checked Noah’s neck for a pulse then shouted, “We need a transport now.”
My heart pounded furiously in my chest. I helplessly stared at his face as if he just fell asleep in the midst of chaos. A deep, peaceful sleep that left his eye lids with a purple hue and his skin more pale. I reached a trembling hand to him before my blood loss made everything fade to black one, final time.
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ONE
I SUCKED IN A deep breath as my eyes opened and took in the ceiling of my bunk on Tartarus. My nights had been consumed by the same nightmare since waking in the hospital, back on Earth. Except the dreams evolved to what I had come to realize was a memory. My last of the many lost from the past six years of my life. Each night, I received more details. Sometimes the details were huge. Sometimes they were small. The scene plays clearer each time, overwhelming me with the terrifying truths of what happened. I still remembered everything else through Swiss cheese, and could piece things together without much effort. A small relief, but a large comfort.
At least my progress could be measured by the length of time it takes me to calm. Already my heartbeats returned to a normal pace and my breaths evened. I’m no longer afraid to fall asleep.
One week passed since Alexander exposed himself as an Aagrarian. One week since I failed to save the ones I loved. I failed to save my dad. I failed to stop Alexander. One week since waking up on Tartarus as a prisoner rather than soldier.
My punishment was being kept at a distance, locked in a room, held under suspicion, alone, while Noah, my mom, and Justin struggled to live. At least that was my assumption. Since waking up on Tartarus, I was kept from my family and wasn’t privileged to information on their condition. Just saddened looks of pity.
Yet I couldn’t deny the fact that stared me in the face, daring me to acknowledge it. In my effort to save them, I sealed their deaths.
I failed  . . . 
Not only that, but I knew I was under surveillance. My every move watched and scrutinized, waiting for the one that would give them an excuse to deport me. I could almost feel their eyes on me, begging me with their silent thoughts to step out of line. Admiral Vassarious hadn’t been as forthcoming as I hoped. Instead of taking me in and debriefing me, per protocol, he saw me as a potential threat. An advocate to Alexander, traitor to my country, world, and the Aurora Vanguard. Temporary suspension would’ve been a lot easier to deal with. That would’ve been a smack on the hand compared to this evident banishment.
Traitor  . . .  Killer  . . . 
How I managed to keep my head as long as I had, I couldn’t say. Nor was I sure how much more I could take. Something had to give soon. I needed something to keep my hope alive. Hell, I needed a reason to believe there was anything to hope for.
A chirp sounded from the speaker at my door, followed by a voice belonging to a soldier on the other side. Some poor sap sent to do Vassarious’ bidding.
“Ehlers, report.”
“Awake and well,” I replied in a flat tone then stood from the bed. Leaning against the wall, I limped to the thick white line that marked my required position whenever I was greeted by Tartarus personnel. The tips of my thermal sock covered toes touched the edge of the line with my legs spread shoulder-width apart and my hands placed behind my back with the palms facing out.
Mere seconds passed before the soldier commanded, “Take position.”
“Duh.” I rolled my eyes.
“Repeat.”
“Done.” Despite the gloom in the situation I faced, I found humor in having tripped the old speaker system in the space station. My lips pulled to a grin then slacked as the door slid open.
My sight bypassed the soldier at the speaker and went straight to the redhead that stood just behind him in a pressed, navy blue and black officer’s uniform. The soldier stood to the side, at attention, letting her pass through the door. Her jacket draped down the back of her legs. Her shiny silver buckle matched the jacket buttons that climbed her torso in a diagonal to her right shoulder. She was tall for human standards. Then again, she wasn’t human. She was Nepherium and someone I really didn’t want to see. Having avoided an encounter with her up to this point was considered a mercy. One no longer given.
“Greetings, Sergeant. It’s been a while.” Her ruby painted lips pulled over her pearlescent teeth. Bright jade eyes with silver and gold specs glistened as they took me in, as if enjoying my reaction to her visit.
“Captain Morrigan,” I muttered in greeting. Our last meeting didn’t end well, and I feared a similar outcome this time. All sense of militant formalities had escaped my better sense of judgment. I snapped to attention and brought my fist to my chest. The patch on the side of my leg pulled with a sharp tug.
“Don’t worry, you can remain at ease.” She stepped to my desk and pulled out the chair then took a seat and gestured toward my bed, the only other spot available to sit at.
Moving with care, and not wanting to give Morrigan a glimpse at weakness, I tried not to limp but failed. Resigned to what can’t be changed, I lowered myself onto the mattress and met the captain’s blank gaze. After a few moments of less than comfortable silence, I said, “Permission to speak at will?”
“Of course.”
“What the hell are you doing here?”
“Right. Well, I suppose you would remember that part of your life, wouldn’t you? Convenient, don’t you think? Out of the six years of your supposed missing memories, you remember me.”
“No. It’s quite unfair and maddening. What do you want? To interrogate me? Please do. This is the same song and dance I’ve been forced into every day since arriving. You won’t get anything new because I don’t remember anything new. But please, knock yourself out.”
“Your transparency with me will grant you more freedoms. Seeing your com—Captain Ehlers, for one.”
“Compar. He’s my compar. Just say the damn word. It won’t choke you as much as you’d think.”
“My clan refuses to honor your union. Nevertheless, it’s imperative that you remain transparent—”
“I have remained transparent!” The sting of the Council’s distrust burned me. Although, I suppose if the situation was reversed  . . . 
She shrugged and reached into her jacket pocket, pulling out a small black orb and holding it out where I could see. The face held a dial with a line of lights surrounding it. I recognized the contraption, having been threatened with it since my arrival. An apologetic smile graced her features until she shifted her gaze to mine and said, “Despite our history, I am on your side. Protocol dictates my actions.”
“You have a detector in your hands, and you want me to believe you’re on my side? To hell with protocol.”
“This will either buy you the information you’ve been seeking or it will give you a one-way ticket off of Tartarus. This will link to your PIC. It will also monitor your pulse and alert me to any distress. So do yourself a favor and be very honest. May I begin?”
She held still while I assessed her energy. She knew what I was doing and didn’t seem to hold anything back. Including the hostility she felt toward me.
My side, my ass.
I almost said a few things that would grant me that one-way ticket until I noticed that underneath the hostility was truth and calmness. After musing over that, I realized I had to do what she said to get what I wanted.
Damn the Council!
With a sigh, I allowed her to activate the contraption that would link to the barcode on my wrist that holds all my personal information, including bank accounts and keys. It also keeps an encrypted record of my whereabouts, as well as any files from my past. Just a short time ago I remembered that last part, and by overhearing a conversation on my way back to my room from another interrogation with the Council. All it took was hearing a Galactic Promotions Specialist explain what a Personal Identification Code was to a visiting prospective cadet for that memory to unlock and fall into place. PICs differ from the barcodes assigned to civilians. How that was remained locked away. I couldn’t imagine there being that much of a difference. Too bad my memories couldn’t be stored there, too.
As the ball touched my palm, a shocking jolt shot up my arm. Electricity hummed through my hand and wrist, vibrating on a continuous, soft buzz. I almost found it pleasant, relaxing. Beeps and flashing red and green lights signified its successful link.
“Okay, the machine is ready. Are you?” Captain Morrigan asked.
I nodded.
“Let’s start with the basics. State your name, rank, and company.”
“Elsabetha LeAnne Ehlers, Sergeant of the Aurora Vanguard, Avalon Division.”
Three beeps, each one sounding higher than the last, came from the detector. The lights pulsed green. Captain Morrigan pulled out a notebook and pen from the pocket of her straight-legged slacks then jotted down a note.
“What happened to you on October nine, twenty-four fifty-two?”
“I was in route to Tartarus to deliver classified information to Admiral Vassarious when the transporter went down.”
Three beeps. More notes.
“What happened to the transporter?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know.”
Two short buzzes. The pulsing green lights dropped to solid red. A stern look from the captain.
“What I mean is, I don’t remember. I can’t figure it out. The one thing I know for certain is I was alone when it hit ground.”
Three beeps, green pulsing lights, with more notes. The captain appeared satisfied by something in my response.
“Then what happened?” I started to open my mouth when the captain added, “Keep in mind the detector is remote-recording your responses. The Council is listening.”
I looked hard at her composure. Is she thinking I’m going to tell her something I wouldn’t tell the Council? Is it a warning for something? Why point that out now?
“I woke up in a hospital room about five days later with no memory of the accident and unable to remember a large part of the last six years of my life. The following afternoon, I was released to go home.”
Buzz, buzz.
“What the hell is wrong with this thing? I told the truth!”
“The location you claim to have awoken in was not a hospital. It was an infirmary  . . .  of sorts.”
“What do you mean? How do you know more than I do? What’s going on, Captain?”
Rapid, tapping beats came from the detector.
Captain Morrigan’s eyes went to the contraption in my hand. “Calm yourself, Sergeant.”
I sighed, leaning against the side wall of my bunk, and crossed my free arm over my torso. What I wouldn’t give to wake from this nightmare.
“Why are you blocking me?” the captain asked with a short clip in her tone.
I turned my attention to her. “I’m—I’m not blocking you.”
Buzz, buzz.
I looked at the detector with confusion pinching my brow.
“You are in a very delicate situation. If I were you, I’d watch what I said.” She shifted her eyes to the detector and back to mine, lifting her brows in emphasis. “Why are you blocking me?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Buzz, buzz.
I stared at the contraption, entertaining the thought of tossing the damned thing across the room, then turned my attention to the captain. “I mean, I’m not aware of blocking anything.”
“You’re blocking my attempt to read your mind. Why?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t feel you trying. I never block until then.”
The detector responded with beeps and green flashing lights. I sighed. While the captain wrote more notes, I stared at the black orb. So many questions filled my mind, whispering in continuous succession. The click of a pen and the captain’s shift in movement drew my attention back to her. She stood from the chair and walked to me.
“I don’t get it,” I said, making her stop mid-step. Her questioning look urged me to continue. “What is going on? Why am I being interrogated so much? I have a feeling this won’t be the last time. I haven’t lied, despite what this thing”I lifted my hand with the detector—“thinks. I’ve remained compliant. I’m not a criminal. What. Is. Going. On. Captain? What charges have been brought against me to warrant this treatment?” My words must have been too much for the detector to bear, because it was silent. The pulsing green lights continued.
She broke her gaze from me then heaved a sigh. It took her several moments of thinking to herself before she said, “I’m not at liberty to say.” She turned and sat back in her chair then crossed her legs and leaned forward over her knee. After a short pause, she inhaled a long breath, sighing out her next words. “You remember who I am?”
“Yes.”
Beep  . . .  beep  . . . beep.
“Who am I?”
“You are Captain Natasha Morrigan, Nepherium, and head of the Atlantis Division of the Aurora Vanguard.”
A single beep was followed by a buzz.
“What did I lie about this time?”
She closed her eyes as a weary smile stretched her ruby lips. “It’s not a lie detector, Sergeant. It’s a truth detector.”
“Oh, and the difference being?”
“It buzzes when it doesn’t detect the truth. Not that you didn’t speak truth but what you said wasn’t true.”
“Fine. Whatever.” I rubbed my temple to ward off the on-coming headache. “Tell me what wasn’t truthful then.”
“I’m not the head of the Atlantis Division. I never was, despite the common assumption.” Her words came out soft, calm  . . .  almost in reflection. Before I could ask further, she said, “You remembered that I am Nepherium, but do you remember what you are?”
“Is that supposed to be a trick question?”
She stared at me with a blank expression. “Answer the question, Sergeant Ehlers.”
“I’m registered as human.”
Buzz, buzz.
“Does this damn thing let you get through a thought before it flags it as not truth? I said I was registered as human, not that I was.” Calmer, I added, “Not entirely.”
Beep  . . .  beep  . . .  beep.
“What race are you then?” the captain asked, sounding curious. Did she really not know?
Did I?
I searched through what memories I regained.
When the Nepherium came out as humanity’s protectors and guides, relationships happened. I came from a line of forbidden love, as it was known.
“I’m what is known as a hybrid. I’m neither human nor Nepherium, but both.”
I held my breath, waiting for the detector to respond. I wasn’t sure if I had remembered right or if I had somehow said something that could incriminate myself. I wasn’t even sure that the black orb wasn’t tampered with before it was placed in my hand, either  . . . 
Then, the detector beeped three times.
“Yet, you have more of which blood?”
“Human.”
Beep  . . .  beep  . . .  beep.
“Sergeant Ehlers, you were ordered to report to Tartarus on October nine, twenty-four fifty-two, where you were to share specific, classified information with the Council. En route, your transporter was taken down. By the time a unit was dispatched to clean up the mess, we discovered it was already taken care of, and your body was missing. Naturally, we speculated what a person would want with the body of a Vanguard. We thought it was to obtain the information stored on your PIC. That was until you unlocked your apartment six days following the accident. It was then we were able to track your whereabouts again.”
“You were unable to track me while I was—”
“No. I’m sure you understand our reason for concern. Considering you were seen with a person of interest and his assistant on several occasions.”
“Alexander Barabbas,” I muttered. A bitter taste entered my mouth.
Because of Alexander, this whole mess started. He was one of the very creatures Nepherium had warned the world about. But I knew the rest of the world remained unaware of Alexander’s big reveal just before the explosion took out his mansion. Evil incarnate.
“Yes. Him,” Captain Morrigan said. “What did he want from you?”
“My memories.”
“You gave them to him?”
“No,” I shouted. In a calmer tone, I added, “I lost them before that. I was told it was due to my head injury. Then Noah told me he took them.”
“Captain Ehlers is in the High Clearance Med Ward, is he not?”
“Yes. He is,” I said just above a whisper. Pain, bittersweet, filled the hollow pit of my chest. A tear fell down my cheek, unchecked and unannounced. I was too lost in that overwhelming emotion to notice if the detector beeped or buzzed. It didn’t matter, and I didn’t care. I knew it was my fault he was there.
The captain stood and pressed her thumb against the back side of the black orb. The vibrations stopped as the link was broken. When she lifted her hand, she pulled the orb from mine and replaced it in her pocket. I listened to her steps as they approached the door.
As she placed her palm on the pad to unlock the door, I said, “Is that what this is about? You think I was involved with Alexander?”
The door opened. She took a step out of the room, standing half in and half out my door. Speaking over her shoulder, she said, “I have lunch in two hours. Be ready then.”
“For what?” I asked.
She cleared the door, allowed it to close, and left me without a response.
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PROLOGUE
Rome, 1536
The iron spikes in the manacles pricked the wrists of the boy Ose inhabited. Ose’s very essence burned. No mortal pain could compare. His control over the body slipped again, and he slumped back in the chair to which he sat bound. The priest stood a few feet away, his head bowed so the wisps of white hair fell before his face. He held a crucifix out before him as he prayed.
Incense clogged the air of the tiny stone basement of the church. A circle of candles surrounded him and the priest, another barrier to prevent Ose from escaping. Damn Vittorio. The human wasn’t worth the flesh he’d been sculpted into. Ose almost had him at the threshold of giving up his soul with promises of riches until this priest had arrived in Rome. Ose had come to the church thinking to seal the contract with Vittorio. Instead, he’d been caught in the trap.
“God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, I appeal to your holy name, humbly begging your kindness, that you graciously grant me help against this and every unclean spirit now tormenting this creature of yours; through Christ our Lord,” the priest chanted in Latin.
How dare this ape call him unclean? Their existence depended on flesh and soul, so easily manipulated and controlled. He was pure spirit, pure thought. He manipulated.
“Gabriella, the holy water.” The priest glanced behind him.
A small figure stepped out of the shadows in the corner of the room, carrying a glass vial. Everything about this girl spoke peasant, from the white linen dress and sandals to the calluses on her hands. A coif covered the braids of her black hair. Her gaze burned into him as she set the holy water at the edge of the circle. The skin of her face tightened as her upper lip curled away from her teeth. Ose smiled at her. It was a shame he was about to be exorcised. She would have proven a delight to toy with. The priest patted her on the shoulder and picked up the holy water. The droplets he sprayed on him seared through the flesh to his spirit.
“I cast you out, unclean spirit, along with every satanic power of the enemy, every spectre from hell, and all your fell companions; in the name of Lord Jesus Christ be gone and stay far from this creature of God,” the priest said.
Why should these humans have the right to cast him out? He’d walked this world in their flesh before they were even aware enough to know their Creator. Ose concentrated his will on keeping control of the boy’s body even as the words pushed at him to depart.
“For it is He who commands you, He who flung you headlong from the heights of heaven into the depths of hell. It is He who commands you, He who once stilled the sea and the wind and the storm.” The priest grimaced and clutched his chest.
Why must he suffer, be eternally forsaken by his brothers and Father for a decision he’d made? He’d been given the will to choose. If it had been wrong, why give any choice at all? The body convulsed, jerking him out of the chair and onto the ground. The spikes dug into the flesh as he strained against the chains.
“Hearken, therefore, and tremble in fear, Ose, you enemy of the faith.” The priest fell to his knees, wheezing. “You foe of the human race—”
The priest choked, his fingers clutching at the sackcloth robe he wore. Ose straightened from his hunched position as the jarring of his spirit subsided. The body once again began to obey his will. He laughed at the holy man. The frailties of humanity. If the priest intended to die, Ose was keen to help him do so. He strained against his bonds and pulled the priest closer. The vial of holy water skidded across the floor in their struggle. Ose wrapped his hands around the priest’s neck.
“Padre Ricci.” Gabriella’s voice rose in a panic.
“I’ll be right with you, my dear,” Ose said.
The padre’s face flushed a purplish red and his hands batted at Ose’s hands. The spikes dug into his wrists and his hands fell limp on the armrests for a second. He forced his will over the boy’s body and tightened his grip. The key to his shackles had to be on the priest. Once free, he would deal with the girl at his leisure. She ran back to the corner, shifting objects around in a bag until she pulled out a journal. What could she do? She was only female.
The girl flipped through the pages. “I exorcise ye, and powerfully banish ye, commanding ye with strength and violence by him who spake and it was done; and by all these names.”
Impossible. How could the girl know the Hebrew incantations of Solomon? They were supposed to be lost and replaced with lies written by the very demons Solomon bound. Ose let go of the priest, who lay back coughing. The devil dug through the holy man’s robes. There had to be a pocket or chain that held the key. He had to stop the girl before she continued.
“El Shaddai, Elohim, E—Elohi, Tzabaoth, Elim, Asher Eheieh, Yah, Tetragrammaton, Shaddai,” Gabriella said, “which signify God the high and almighty, the God of Israel.”
The Father who had forsaken him, all because of Lucifer’s plan to reach the Celestial Throne. A grip, colder than any glacier, pulled at him. The body shuddered, and he fell forward on the priest. He struggled to maintain control. The key had to be beyond the circle. Ose pulled at the chains and tried to drag the chair with him. Damn, this iron inhibited his power.
“Through whom undertaking all our operations we shall prosper in all the works of our hands, seeing that the Lord is now, always, and for-forever with us, in our heart and on our lips,” the girl said.
She’d stumbled over the words. The banishment wouldn’t work, yet why was the pulling becoming stronger? He collapsed, unable to move the boy’s body any farther. Wisps of greenish black light flared before his eyes. The cold burned him. This couldn’t be happening.
“And by his holy names, and by the virtue of the sovereign God, we shall accomplish all our work.”
With Gabriella’s last words, the body jerked upright. The green and black surrounded him as he rocketed from the earthly world at a speed even beyond his own thought. The light faded into a black void. This wasn’t his home in hell, where he should have ended. Instead of his legions of demons, emptiness surrounded him. Or perhaps not. A shadow pulled itself from the blackness.
“Welcome, little brother,” it said.



CHAPTER ONE
Hampton, TX, Present Day
Not five minutes in this backwater town and I had a demon sniffing my trail. He scanned the room with the nostrils of his wide nose flaring. His hair lay plastered against his forehead in greasy brown locks. He towered over everyone, even the people standing, as he squeezed between the large round tables and the gathering at the bar. The frayed threads of his jeans and his leather vest matched the dress of the rest of the roadhouse.
I lifted my drink to my mouth and shifted to my second sight. Most people say the eyes are the windows to the soul. Those people can’t see auras. The lights on the walls dimmed, and the air took on a gray haze, like seeing things under water. Colors bloomed out from each human in the building, blending together in a rainbow. The demon was another matter.
The shaggy black dog the size of a pony stood semi-imposed on all fours over the form of the man. Flames blazed from its eyes as it scanned the room. Was there really a dog walking through a busy Texas bar? No. Demons had no corporeal form and had to possess physical bodies. This one chose a werewolf. Dio, I had a hellhound on my ass.
Talk about bad timing. Ose already had some of his minions patrolling. If it found me, it would go running to its master to let him know I was in town. My hunt was in danger of ending before it even started.
Breathe, Gabby.
I leaned forward and let my black curtain of hair obscure my face. The lid of the salt shaker twisted off in my empty hand and I knocked it over, allowing the grains to spill on the floor. The salt should cover my scent. I slid closer to the group at the next table until I looked like I belonged with them.
One of the men grinned at me, his aura a happy yellow orange. “Hey babe.”
I nodded and raised my glass, but kept my gaze on the hellhound. He paused at a man at the bar who had caught my attention, or more his aura did. A ghostly image of a woman leaned over him, whispering in his ear. My hand tightened around the beer mug, but the mutt moved on. I relaxed. The colors around the people in the bar faded, as did the ghost woman when my sight returned to normal. The haze remained, more from cigarette smoke. I turned my head to the front of the bar. One window and one door were not much of an escape route. Fifty feet of inebriated patrons stood between me and freedom.
Two of the three men I had been waiting for walked through the door. A familiar tingle ran down my spine. For a moment, I flashed back to a dressing room, staring down another Romanian hunter. We’d come across the same prey, though he thought it was a vampire. I inhaled, bringing myself back to the present. This wasn’t the twenties, I wasn’t in Paris, and these brothers weren’t Dimitri.
Both had his chiseled features and his straight nose, though their hair was more of a burnt sienna. The one in front wore his cut short and had a tuft on his chin. He towered over his brother, which meant he would be a mountain compared to my small height. The other kept his hair tucked behind his ears. He stood with his arms crossed, wearing a smirk to let the world know he knew everything.
They cast their eyes over the room. The tall one adjusted the glasses on his face and approached the man sitting at the bar. Several women watched them as they passed. A smile touched my lips. The boys knew how to dress to make an impression. Their leather coats and slacks spoke of sophistication yet still provided enough flexibility to move if needed.
I stood and nodded at the boys who’d been trying to talk to me. Rude, but it was time to work. Besides, they were too young for me. I straightened my red tank top and brushed any wrinkles from my jeans. I couldn’t approach them looking like a guttersnipe. A stool opened up on the other side of them. I took the seat and tried to look casual while listening in on the brothers’ conversation. The bartender stood in front of me, waiting for an order.
I pointed to a beer and leaned back to get a better look at the third man. His back remained mostly to me, giving me a glimpse of his bearded cheek and a ponytail a shade darker in color than the other two. Brother number three. I inched forward to hear better over someone’s bad rendition of “Bad Moon Rising.”
“Ader.” The tall man spoke in Romanian. “Your prison sentence hasn’t ended yet.”
“I got out for being brilliant,” the man at the bar said without turning around.
“Does the warden know that?”  the third one asked.
If I remembered correctly, this generation of Van Helsings had four boys. Adam, the oldest, had passed away ten years ago. So that left Esais, Adrian, and Tres. The smirking boy had to be Tres he looked the youngest. Was Ader short for Adrian?
Ader chuckled. “The warden didn’t have much of a say.”
Esais, the tall one, pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. He shook his head, letting out a long sigh as he looked at his brothers.
“Honestly,” he said. “First you end up in jail, and now you’re breaking out. You haven’t changed.”
“You expected me to?” Adrian asked.
"Why are you here?” Esais asked.
“Same reason as you. Revenge.”
Tres crossed his arms. “Why do you even care? You were never around when we needed you.”
Adrian turned to face his brothers, causing both of them to gasp. A patch covered his right eye while the other stared hard at Tres. Esais reached out to touch Adrian’s arm, but he pulled away.
“What happened?” Esais asked.
“Not important.” Adrian turned back to the bar. “Who were you told to meet?”
“A woman named Gabriella Di Luca.”
“Any idea what this woman looks like?”
Esais glanced in my direction with hesitation and opened his mouth.
I cleared my throat, raising my hand in a small wave. “Buna seara.”
Adrian and Tres turned their heads with near identical expressions of distrust. They didn’t expect someone to speak their native language here. I was a stranger invading their family circle.
“Who are you?” Adrian asked.
“Gabriella.”
“Convenient.” The word dripped with sarcasm.
We didn’t have time for this. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. My gaze traveled to the table-filled area further in the room. The hellhound’s wiry form had disappeared through a large door to the right. The atrocious singing wafted through there. This would be a perfect time to exit.
“We need to speak, but not here,” I said.
“We’re not going anywhere with you.”
“Ader,” Esais said.
Adrian looked back at his brother. “We have no proof she is who she claims to be.”
“He’s right. You could be a demon,” Tres said.
“Then you already revealed yourselves with your conversation,” I said. “Look, how much do you know of demons?”
“I’ve read several books on the subject,” Esais said. “That question doesn’t answer our doubts.”
“Do I fit the description you were given?”
Esais adjusted his glasses before nodding.
“Then, can we leave? I may not be one, but there is a demon here.”
Two turned their heads, their muscles tensing as they scanned the bar while Adrian kept his eye on me. The hellhound stepped back into the room and turned his head in my direction. His gaze locked on me, and he began shoving his way through the crowded tables and chairs.
I stood. “Too late.”



CHAPTER TWO
I picked up my beer, testing its weight in my hand. “Get outside.”
“We aren’t going to fight?” Tres clenched his fists; the muscles in his back tensed.
I nodded to the five feet of space between the full tables and the bar. “This isn’t the best place. Besides, he’s not after you.”
“What about you?” Esais’s forehead wrinkled as he followed my line of vision.
“I’ll be along very shortly.”
He sighed and pushed his younger brother towards the door. Tres’s jaw tightened, and he squared his shoulders so the push bounced off with no effect. Adrian snorted and moved ahead of the other two.
“Come on. Let’s see what waits for us outside,” he said.
My eye twitched at his words, but I focused on my approaching prey. He wasn’t thick, but the skin around his arms stretched across muscle. It didn’t matter. The demon added unnatural strength and reflexes without all the mass. I sat up straighter, with my heart running a marathon in my chest.
When he moved between two round tables full of people, I hurled the mug at him. He saw it coming, of course. His hand batted it away. The drink bounced off the back of the head of a man sitting at the table to the hellhound’s right. Golden liquid dripped out of the man’s hair and down his neck. Perfect.
He hefted his bulk out of his seat and caught the demon by the shoulder. The mutt’s head turned to the offending hand and its owner. The music drowned out the words exchanged and the man’s fist slammed into the hellhound’s face.
The mutt’s head snapped back from the force of the punch. He tossed the local over his shoulder with one hand. The man soared past me and landed on a table full of men. Wood broke, glasses shattered, and fists flew. The cacophony of yells and flesh hitting flesh replaced the music. Predictable. Esais pushed his brother through the front door before the fight could reach them. My heart kept racing as I climbed on top of the bar. The bartenders moved to break up the brawl that had spread throughout the room.
The man’s friends gathered around the hellhound. He swung his arm out, and two were tossed into the table they got up from. Spittle flew from his mouth as he bared his yellow teeth at me. I gave him a wave and ran down the length of the bar, scooping up several salt shakers as I passed.  A group of brawlers looked up in surprise as I leapt over their heads. I landed in a roll only a few feet from the door. It swung closed behind me as I departed.
The gravel crunched beneath my feet in the parking lot. I lifted my head, letting the breeze cool the perspiration on my face. The tightness dissipated from my shoulders as I breathed in the night air. Ah, freedom.
The brothers stood at their car watching me as I approached. Esais took three of the salt shakers from me. I twisted the top off of the fourth and spread salt on the ground.
“Forgive me. We don’t have time for introductions. Could someone start the car?” I asked.
“We’re just going to run?” Tres asked.
“Get in the car,” Esais said.
I smiled as I took the other shakers from him, and he moved to the passenger door. At least one of them believed I knew what I was talking about. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
“You owe us an explanation soon though,” he said.
“Soon.”
Adrian watched me, not bothering to move to the car. “What are you doing?”
“The salt should confuse his smell so he can’t follow us, which will be pointless if we are still here.”
He muttered but got in the car. I climbed in the backseat beside him and opened the remaining shakers. The salt drifted on the air as we exited the parking lot. Hopefully, this would screw the hellhound’s sinuses so much he wouldn’t be able to smell straight for a week.
“I can’t believe we're running,” Tres said. “What kind of hunter are you?”
“A smart one. Never start a fight if you are at a disadvantage.”
He pressed his lips together and glared at me through the rearview mirror. Adrian sat with his arms crossed and shoulders hunched, but a smirk formed on his lips. Esais remained quiet, as if waiting for the right moment. The bar disappeared from the back windows as we drove away. Darkened buildings passed, closed hours ago.
“Turn in here and head around back.” I pointed to a motel we were approaching after several minutes of driving.
The motel had the doors on the outside, with metal stairs leading up to the second floor. A chain-link fence divided the back of the parking lot from the forest. We parked, and I headed to the door of my room. I stepped over the line of salt and held the door open for the brothers. Adrian paused after the others had entered.
“Salt again,” he said.
“It deters demons.”
“Hmph.” He stepped inside and scanned the room with his eye narrowed.
Esais moved in front of me and held his hand out. “Esais Van Helsing.”
I took his hand and squinted until I could see the shades of color surrounding him. A gold and white light flooded my vision. I moved my eyes to the floor, blinking before returning to him. The light extended to a winged figure and obscured any details. The being’s hands rested on Esais’s temples. A gift of the mind.
While I inspected him, he did the same. It started as an itch on the inside of my brain, and I resisted the urge to lift my hand to my head. It would do no good since this wasn’t physical. I gasped as my time in Paris with Dimitri flashed through my mind. We’d spent weeks searching for that demon. I almost felt his arms around me when I’d revealed my past to him. Then we’d . . . 
No, Esais had seen enough. That was private. I imagined a steel wall surrounding me, blocking all entrance. The digging stopped, and Esais’s eyes widened.
“Buna seara,” I tried to keep the surprise off my face.
I turned my attention to Tres as he followed his brother’s lead. This one had issues. The emerald green of his core shifted into a muddy forest hue. It mixed with a dark pink. He had the potential to be a healer, but he stunted it by his own immaturity and jealousy. Three shadowed females surrounded him. Their hands were joined while the two on the sides held each of Tres’s arms.
I nodded as we shook hands and turned to Adrian. He remained in his position by the door. His aura ranged from a deep red to an orange-yellow but mixed with dark yellow and brown. He was intelligent, with a scientific mind, but I could see a lot of disbelief and distrust in him. The woman resting her hands on his shoulders smiled at me, and she whispered in his ear. Her golden hair flowed from its elaborate design at the top of her head into small curls. Her skin gave off a pale glow. My heart beat faster by just looking at her beauty.
Tragedy tinged all of them with a muddy red of anger. Like me, each had been touched by a spirit. However, none had the blackish red lines denoting demon taint. These boys had their issues, but they were human, for the most part.
I waved to the chairs and the bed. Esais and Tres took the two seats at the small table beside the television. Adrian remained standing, his hands in his pockets. I walked to the window and looked at the perfect line of salt on the sill. We were safe for now. I picked up the sword from the bed and let my fingers play along the etched designs of the sheath. The muscles in my shoulders relaxed, and I let out a long breath. All I had to do was touch it and close my eyes and I could see Dimitri’s face the day he gave it to me. He’d been the one to offer a trade to the collector who’d owned it. Dimitri had gone out of his way to help me and continued to do so while we were with each other.
Now, I had his descendants to worry about. It was bad enough I had let Andrei, Dimitri’s grandson, and his wife die to a demon attack, but Adam as well. This would not happen to the remaining brothers.
“That sword,” Esais said. “It looks familiar.”
“A gift,” I said, “from your great-grandfather.”
“Then you are that Gabriella,” he said.
He knew from searching my memories. What was he playing at?
“Wait,” Tres said. “You knew my great-grandfather? Honey, you must be the mother of all cougars.”
A laugh spilled from my lips. Something about this brother made it easy to smile. Maybe this hunt wouldn’t be so hard.
“So, what are you?” Adrian asked.
I stiffened. “I'm human, just cursed.”
“Really,” he said, “humans don’t live this long.”
“We should listen to what she has to say. Our great-grandfather trusted her, and she helped him many times,” Esais interjected.
“We’re not him. That was decades ago, she could have fallen by now,” Adrian said.
“She stepped over the salt.”
“Which is something she introduced.”
Esais shook his head. “In the books I read, salt is a pure material that protects against evil, including demons.”
Adrian turned his gaze in my direction. “How did you even know there was a demon in the bar?”
“I have the ability to see them,” I said.
“Yes, that’s real normal.” Sarcasm dripped from his words.
I tightened my grip on my sword and counted to ten. If I had been in his position, I would have suspected me. I pinched the bridge of my nose to try and cut off the coming headache. There had to be a way to solve this.
“Do you have holy water?” I asked. “It will burn a demon.”
Esais pulled a flask from his belt. Adrian took it and poured the water over my head. I pushed my hair back and flicked the droplets off of my hand.
“Satisfied?” I asked.
“We’ll trust you,” Esais said.
“You can’t be serious,” Adrian said.
“What more do you want, Ader? She’s been accommodating, but this is getting ridiculous.”
“But she’s—”
“That’s an order, Ader,” Esais said.
“Order? We’re a family, not the military.”
“Stop being a prick for a few minutes so we can hear what she has to say?” Tres broke in.
Adrian shook his head, throwing his hands up.
“This is insane.” He looked to me. “Well, what great information do you have for us?”
I tried to keep the smug look from my face. “Ose has resurfaced.”
The boys’ shoulders straightened, and their bodies leaned forward. Tres gripped the armrests until his fingers turned white. I had them now.
“Where?” he asked.
“Here in town, as is his daughter Malantha. She’s the seer who killed Adam.”
“Seer?” Adrian asked.
“She uses fortune-telling powers to eliminate her enemies and further her goals. From what I understand, she was the one who led Ose to your parents.”
“All because Papa wanted to create a network of hunters?” Esais ran a hand through his hair.
“Ose saw it as a threat to his plans.”
“He failed to get the rest of us,” Esais said.
Malantha had tried to get to the remaining brothers, but thanks to Lucy Harker, they remained hidden. Of course, that would change now. Lucy and her father, Jonah, had worked to keep Andrei’s dream of a network of hunters alive. They’d enlisted me when Malantha started killing hunters when she couldn’t get to the Van Helsings. Jonah planned to hand the organization to the brothers when they were ready. Ose was their test.
Tres stood up and moved to the door. “Why are we waiting, then?”
Esais touched him on the shoulder. “We need a plan first.”
“And more information,” I said. “They probably sent the hellhound.”
The boy’s shoulders slumped, but he sat back down. I relaxed. The last thing I needed was for him to go running around without a clue of what he was looking for.
“Hellhound?” Esais asked.
“The demon at the bar. They’re used as guardians, sometimes trackers. They like to possess werewolves,” I said.
“So, what’s the deal?” Tres asked. “You’re a demon hunter, why didn’t you kill it?”
“My sword can kill a demon, but the werewolf’s healing prevents me from making a fatal wound. And a demon can still control the body it possesses even if it’s dead, so killing the werewolf won’t help,” I said. “Have any of you fought a werewolf?”
Esais shook his head. “It seems we’ve walked in on a powder keg.”
Wonderful. No experience with demons or lycanthropes, which meant these children had no weapons. I needed to start with the basics. Ose could mop the floor with us with one pinky of the body he inhabited if we faced him now. In my five hundred years, I’d never fought a devil, the angels who fell from heaven, on my own. I’d only killed their offspring, the demons. I needed to rethink my strategy and pick up some more firepower.
“If you can’t kill this hellhound, what use are you?” Adrian asked.
I cut my gaze to him and gritted my teeth. “I can get an alchemical compound that will take care of the issue. I’m meeting with a contact of mine John Roda, tomorrow to get more information on Ose and his setup.”
Esias cleared his throat. “I’d like to come along.”
“Not alone with her.” Adrian crossed his arms.
“I’m a grown man. You and Tres need to set up the house anyway.” He waved his hand dismissively.
“Fine, I will meet you at Rickie’s tomorrow at nine o’clock.” I wrote the address on a slip of paper for him.
Esais gave me a small bow. “Goodnight then, Miss Di Luca.”
Tres bowed as well on his way out the door. Adrian left with the barest of nods. I shut the door and leaned against it, closing my eyes. Tonight had gone well, despite the nasty surprise, but we had a lot ahead of us. I needed sleep for the battles to come.



CHAPTER THREE
The sheets clung to my back as I sat up. I sucked down the cool night air for several moments as I took in my surroundings. Murmurs from the program on the television competed with the buzz of the air conditioner. The light played over the bed and table. Right, this was my hotel room.
I shivered as my feet touched the floor and the cool air blew across my bare legs. Water would be best to clear the scratchiness in my throat. The faucet hissed as the water filled the cup. I wiped my cheeks and stared at the wetness on my fingertips. I’d been crying in my sleep again. Strange, after five centuries, the dream could still do this to me.
I stared in the mirror with my aura sight at the figure behind me. It floated inches above the floor with thick black chains with red cracks covering it from head to toe. It writhed and twisted, trying to break free of the chains and, every so often, a flash of white light leaked out from behind its bindings. A length of chain extended from the figure to a collar around my neck. No, the Van Helsings weren’t the only ones touched by a spirit. Mine had to pay the price of my curse.
“I’ll free us both,” I said. “I’ll kill the demon bitch that has us.”
Allegra. My reason for existence. She’d taken my husband, my son, my life and left me with nothing. I remained alive as part of her punishment while she stayed beyond my grasp.
I gulped the water down and crushed the plastic cup in my hand. Little pricks of pain flared behind my eyes, and my heart pounded in my ears. It looked to be another sleepless night. The hellhound had run back to his masters. I could spend the time tracking him down or stay here and brood.
I pulled on my clothes and lifted the hood of my jacket over my head. My hand ran over the hilt of my sword. I unsheathed it, letting the light glint off the two feet of sinuous blade. It was called a sundang and was made of iron, good for cutting the connection between the spiritual and material world. Its creators had not stopped there. Kali, the Hindu goddess, blessed certain families with the power and weapons to slay demons. They had died out, but their weapons remained, like this one. My hand ran over the flat from the wide base to the rounded point. It wouldn’t pierce, but the blade would cut through flesh like butter.
I set out with the sword strapped across my back and a butterfly knife fitted in a sheath on the inside of my pants. Laughter and music coming from the rooms facing the road broke the silence that should have pervaded the motel. A row of motorcycles was parked outside. They must have come in the middle of the night. The occasional headlights of cars from the highway broke the darkness as I walked. The parking lots of the two restaurants and the jewelry shop lay bare. The world slept while I was denied rest.
A star shot across the sky, fallen from its place in the heavens. It had a long journey ahead of it. Everything it knew would be gone. Did stars feel the burden of eternity in the deep black? Did they yearn for warmth besides their own burning intensity?
I rubbed my arms and continued on to the bar. Lights flashed ahead of me. The bar had not drifted off to sleep like the rest. A crowd gathered around one police car and an ambulance. The demon had lost his temper and hurt someone. Merda, the last thing I needed was the police sniffing around. I slipped into the empty lot next to the bar and lay on my stomach, hidden by the high grass. The blades tickled my face as I crawled forward on my elbows and knees. I stopped when I reached twenty feet away and poked my head up, making sure I remained out of the light.
Two officers, a man and a woman, were talking to the large man the hellhound had thrown. He waved his left hand in the air while talking. He would have used both, but his right was bound in a sling.
Damn, there’d be no tracking the hellhound with this crowd. Still, I needed to check for others.
I closed my eyes, and something in my head shifted, like a joint popping into place. The colors surrounding the crowd pulsed with anger and excitement. They hadn’t had this much fun in months. Behind them, a different demon looked on with its arms crossed. Barely anything about this creature resembled a human or animal. Two large, bat-like wings grew out of his back. Its head had an acorn shape with its snout extending to a point several inches past its jaw, and two spikes protruded down from the sides of the head. A hard carapace covered his body, with horns protruding from the joints.
I shivered and closed my eyes, but the image remained burned in my mind. I needed to see what human this thing paraded around in. Six feet of biker leaned against a motorcycle not unlike the ones parked outside of my hotel. Tribal tattoos covered his shaven head, surrounding his right eye, and traveled down his neck to disappear under his leather jacket.
Two in one night. Lucky me, though he was neither Ose nor the fortune-teller, since she preferred women. So where did this one fit in? The muscles in my arm cramped as I lay there, waiting. It didn’t take long for the police to finish their questioning.
“Go home and sleep it off!” The police woman waved off the crowd. “We’ll handle this.”
A few of the men shouted and whistled, but they still made their way to their cars. Tattoo climbed on his bike and drove off with the rest. I remained still. I knew where he would end up.
The patrol car exited last, following the ambulance. Finally. I stood up, stretching my arms out and rotating my shoulders. A short jog had me back at the hotel in minutes, and I paused in between two trucks to catch my breath. Warmth spread to my fingers from where the cracked asphalt had baked in the sun. The night had done nothing to cool the air. Nor did it lessen the stench of oil and hot rubber that surrounded me. The demon’s motorcycle rested among the others, just as I thought.
Ten of them. How many were demons? It looked like I’d spend the night scouting a different group than the one I planned on.
A truck door slammed and a woman marched to the biker’s door with a shotgun in her hand. Her blonde hair bounced against her shoulders with each step. She would have been pretty if not for the scowl she wore. She paused at the first of the bikers’ doors, taking a deep breath, and widened her legs in a taekwondo stance. The door gave way with a crack from the kick she delivered to it. My jaw hung open as the woman stepped inside.
Her Cajun accent traveled clear on the night air. “All right you sons of bitches, I have some questions that need answers.”



CHAPTER FOUR
Shouts and curses followed the woman’s words, and the curtains in the window ruffled. She had to be a scorned lover of one of the bikers. The roar of the shotgun echoed across the parking lot. She had plenty of fury, but was no match for the demons, even with the shotgun.
We didn’t have much time until the police showed up. I tapped my foot on the ground and stared at the doorway and the window. I’d just go in, assess the numbers, and get the woman out, unless she was one of them. I slipped a black ski mask over my head and pulled the hood of my jacket back up. They didn’t need to see my face until I chose to strike.
I drew my weapons as I walked towards the door. The window exploded outward, and a bloodied biker landed a few feet from me. He groaned, struggling to get up as he favored his left arm. She wasn’t doing too bad for herself.
I pulled my knife and paused just inside the doorway. Every piece of furniture, from the bed to the table and chairs, had been knocked over. Actually, it looked as if someone had thrown the chairs. The woman stood with her back to the bathroom on the far side of the room. Two bikers picked themselves off of the floor while a third leaned against the wall, holding his abdomen.
My vision blurred as my second sight kicked in. The reddish black lines of corruption extended from every aura in the room, including the woman’s. This taint on the soul was different from demonic possession. A human could gain power without actually letting a demon ride them, and most of them did this by making contacts and selling their souls.
“How do you like the iron, asshole? Bet you want to jump out of that body now!” She reloaded the gun and aimed at one of the others.
“That’s not a demon,” I said.
The woman swung her gun in my direction with a glare. One of the bikers took a chance and lunged at her. She smashed him in the face with the butt. He staggered back, holding his face with a groan. I stepped back on to the porch. The door to the next room slammed open and four more bikers boiled out like angry ants. Tattoo came last. His gaze traveled from my feet to my head, and he sneered at me.
“Come to rob me?” he asked in a Cajun accent.
I unsheathed my sundang as a grin came to my face. Fortune stayed with me tonight. He was the only demon. The rest were human lackeys who sold themselves for power. I could use a little exorcise to help me sleep.
“Oh, you’re one of them ninjas.”
“No, I am death wrapped in a small package.” I swung my sword at the others. “The rest of you should pray to God for forgiveness. You still have time.”
His friends hooted as they fanned out around me. They cracked their knuckles and made kissing noises. They thought I’d be easy. No one respected swords anymore, but after I finished with them, they would. The woman’s shouts carried from the room, followed by the sound of flesh hitting flesh. She seemed capable on her own. The potbellied one on the end bent his knees and kept his arms loose at his sides. He planned to rush me. If I positioned it right, I could send him tumbling into the two who would try to rush me when I dealt with him. That would leave Tattoo and the pock-faced biker playing bodyguard.
Potbelly rushed me. I pivoted forward in my stance and slid my blade across the back of his leg to slice through his hamstring. His momentum carried him into the other two. Down they went. The pock-faced boy raised a handgun at me with shaking hands. Tattoo’s sneer traveled from the tangled mass of his minions to me.
“I suppose you’d be the bitch following us since N’awlins. What the hell you want?”
“Oh, hell no.” The woman stomped from the room. “Some crazy burglar isn’t gonna claim my kill.”
Tattoo threw his head back, his laughter echoing through the parking lot. “You girls are pretty tough to take down my boys.”
He dug a cigarette out of a wrinkled pack. The lighter clinked open and made several click sounds before a flame flared to life. The world around me dimmed. Tendrils of darkness stretched out from his shadow, consuming all other light.
“I hope you don't sleep with the night light on,” he said.
“What the fuck?” the woman said.
“Stay where you are,” I called to her.
“I can smell the rage on both of you.” Tattoo’s voice floated around me. “I think I’ll be taking an added bonus home.”
I froze, trying to pinpoint him, but it proved impossible to do through all the yells of the bikers and the scrambling. The crack of a gunshot blared ahead of me. The flash of light lasted less than a second before the dark swallowed it. The wind ruffled my hair as the bullet passed close to me. I jerked back, and my hand brushed against leather behind me. Damn, he moved fast. I leapt forward and stumbled over a body on the ground. My knee jarred as it caught the brunt of my fall.
Tendrils, colder than ice, wrapped around my ankles and wrists. The weapons slipped from my numb fingers, but I didn’t hear them hit the ground. The bonds lifted me into the air and threw my back against the wall of the motel. My arms were pulled above my head, yanking the right one out of its socket. I screamed as pain raced through my shoulder. I twisted my other arm, trying to slip it free, but the bonds held me tight.
My heart sped up, and my throat began to close, making my breath come in small gasps. I had to calm down. I stilled and closed my eyes. What good were they at the moment? I inhaled, counting to ten before releasing, and rubbed my fingers together, relieved when they began to tingle.
Tattoo’s body pressed against mine. His hot breath on my face reeked of tobacco and just a hint of sulfur. Most people missed the sulfur, but I’d been in this position before. This is where they became cocky.
“So, sweetness, Why are you hunting us?” he asked. “And what are you gonna do to make up for it?”
Sirens wailed in the distance, cutting through the panicked voices. The blackness faded, and the night returned to normal. Tattoo stood a few feet in front of me, inhaling the last few drags of his cigarette as he stared off in the direction of the sirens. He blew the fumes into my face, and I coughed, squeezing my eyes shut for a second. I started when he stumbled into me. He staggered back with a moan, his hand going to his lower back, and he spun to the mystery woman behind him. The woman stepped back in a fighting stance with a smirk.
“Don’t forget about me, asshat,” she said.
“Bitch!” Tattoo said. “You’ll pay for that.”
“You gonna make me ugly?” Mystery Woman asked.
A growl rolled out of the Tattoo’s throat and he lunged at her. The woman moved to the side and held her foot out. Her leg came up in an axe kick that hit the back of the demon's head as he bumbled forward. My bonds disappeared and I dropped to the ground. I landed on my feet, swallowing a whimper as I jarred my shoulder.
Tattoo backed away from both of us with a scowl on his face. “This isn’t over.”
He ran for his bike with his lackeys bumbling after him, at least the ones who could move. I gathered my weapons, fumbling with one arm as I tried to sheathe them. The woman chased after the bikers but stopped short when pock face raised the gun at her. He held her there until Tattoo disappeared down the road in the opposite direction of the sirens.
“Do you even know how to use that?” I moved up behind the woman, holding my useless arm to my body.
“S-stay where you are,” he said.
The woman moved, but I grabbed her arm. She swung her head in my direction with her eyes narrowed. Pock-face hopped on his bike and started it up.
“He’s not the demon, and a rather pathetic biker,” I said. “Too easy for you.”
“And I’m supposed to listen to the masked avenger because?”
I blinked for a moment at her odd comment. “Do you wish to get arrested?”
She mumbled.
“Grab your gun, and let’s go.”
I led her through a hall that cut between the front of the motel and the back. No one followed us. The bikers were too busy trying to get themselves out of this mess, and the other guests didn’t want to get involved. The door to my room clicked shut behind her and I flattened her against the door with my knife to her throat.
“If you move anything but your mouth, I will bury my blade in your neck,” I said. “Who do you serve?”



CHAPTER FIVE
The woman’s hands twitched and I pressed the knife into her flesh. She glared at me.
“Did Ose send you after that gang?” I asked.
“Who the fuck is Ose?” Her brows drew closer together. “I don’t serve any demon.”
My vision blurred as I concentrated on her aura. She was a study in reds. The deep, clear reds of her strong will and passionate nature were muddied by the rage she carried with her. Blackish-red lines encroached inward from her outer aura. Other colors pulsed and shifted, but no deceptive ones. She spoke the truth.
I stepped back and slid my knife into my belt. I pulled off my mask and used it to fan my burning face. She stood upright, craning her neck from side to side. She kept her gaze on me the whole time.
“Your salt line’s screwed to hell,” she said.
“Gabriella Di Luca.” I held my hand out to her, which she just stared at until I dropped it.
“The hunter?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.
“As usual, my reputation precedes me.”
“Yeah, you’re supposed to be this big bad demon hunter. Didn’t see much of that tonight.”
The more this woman spoke, the more the ache in my temples overcame the throbbing in my shoulder. I touched the side of my forehead and closed my eyes, taking a deep breath.
“And you are?” I asked.
“Marguerite Devereux.”
She lifted her chin to look down her nose at me and I chuckled. For having such a foul mouth, she acted like she was nobility. Still, something about her reminded me of stories I’d heard. Blonde hair, bad disposition.
“I remember something about a new hunter in New Orleans. Nice work on that fake medium,” I said.
She shrugged again as she moved the salt back into a sort of straight line by the door. I pulled my right wrist to my stomach, squeezing my eyes shut. I gritted my teeth as I inched the arm out to the side. My arm resisted the movement, and my joints begged me to stop, but I kept going.
“What the hell are you doing?” She crossed her arms and tilted her head at me.
“Just give me a moment.”
I closed my eyes and swallowed hard as I worked to pull my arm back in its socket. My stomach roiled, threatening to eject the beer I’d had earlier. I pushed out again. The muscles in my face twisted in impossible directions as I fought not to cry out. My shoulder popped back into place, and I threw my head back, panting. I swayed, my legs almost giving out.
“That’s better,” I said. “Now where were we?”
She leaned against the door and crossed her arms. “That was kind of hardcore.”
“Why are you here, then?” I asked.
“I’ve been tracking the D-boyz since N’awlins”
“D-boyz.”
“I know. They don’t have the brains to come up with something better.”
I snorted. Typical of demon worshipers. Either they became too pretentious or didn’t bother with any creativity. One thing remained the same. They all loved showing off the fact they bowed down to hellspawn.
The sirens blared from the parking lot, drowning out the low buzz of the television. Marguerite stiffened, glancing to the flashing lights through the window. I gritted my teeth as an itch ran through the inside of my muscles. I dug through my duffel bag, past the jars and sacks to the neat rolls of clothing. I pulled out a pajama set and stripped my clothes off.
Marguerite scowled. “I don’t owe you that much.”
“The police will come to ask questions.” I ran my hands through my hair and tangled it more. “It works best if they think I was asleep.”
“And where am I supposed to be in all this?”
“The bathtub. Can you manage to keep your mouth shut until they've left?”
Her eyes burned into me as she opened her mouth. She shut it again and formed a sour little smile. “Sure.”
I nodded to the bathroom, and with a roll of her eyes, she moved. She was probably planning something as revenge. She seemed the type to remember the slights more than what people did for her. I had the urge to tell her to get out. Unfortunately, she would have done it, and I wanted to know why she was tainted. I had too much work to do to add breaking her out of prison to the list.
A corner of the red and pink paisley comforter half-covered a yellowish stain on the carpet and covered my bag in its spot underneath the bed. I tucked my sword under the pillows, which left me with my knife in a calf sheath hidden by my pants. The sirens were replaced by muffled banging on doors. I sat on the bed and watched the window, my heel tapping against the floor in rhythm with my heartbeat. I started when the automatic air freshener hissed out a spray of freesia. I could say a car backfired, but that wouldn’t explain the glass or shouting.
After twenty minutes, there was a knock on my door and a woman’s voice. “Hello? This is the Hampton Police Department. We have a few questions we’d like to ask.”
“One moment,” I said in my best groggy voice. I answered the door, rubbing one eye. “Yes?”
The same woman from the bar, human and all, stood outside. She gave me a sympathetic smile. “Sorry to disturb you ma’am, but we had a disturbance here tonight. Did you see or hear anything?”
Her obsidian hair cupped around her face, and her skin was dark as chocolate. She held herself with tautness, as if she was prepared to handle any threat that opened the door. Her uniform remained neat despite the night’s events.
I pursed my lips, running a hand through my hair. “Well, I heard a lot, actually. Woke me up, with all the yelling. Was that a gun?”
“Yes, ma’am, there were reports of a gunshot.”
“I thought this motel was safe.”
She narrowed her umber eyes, studying me for several moments. I coughed and blinked at her as I mentally went over what I looked like: my messy hair, my sleepy blue eyes. I knew I looked tired because I felt it. Had I missed something? I had wounded one of the bikers. Was there a spot of blood I didn’t wash off? She moved her head to peer into the room. I opened the door wider for a better view.
“Looking for anything in particular?” I said with a slight edge to my voice.
She smiled at me again and shook her head. “No, ma’am. So, you didn’t see anything?”
I shook my head. “Never left the room.”
“May I have your name?”
“Gabriella Lucco.”
“And what brings you to our town, Ms. Lucco?”
“Family business.”
She handed me a business card. “Okay, ma’am, if you remember anything else please contact us. Will you be in town for a few more days? We may have more questions.”
I raised a brow, cupping the card in my hand. “What more would you need to ask?”
“You never know what might come up.”
“I’m not sure.” I rubbed my arms. “If there was an incident, then probably not long in this hotel. What others are there?”
“Well, there’s the Hampton Inn downtown. But I wouldn’t be too worried, ma’am. We don’t get a lot of trouble here. It’s been a weird night.” She studied me for another moment before giving another wave and moving to the next door.
I shut the door and let out a breath. Marguerite stood in the doorway. I held my finger to my lips. She crossed her arms and tapped her foot as we waited. The officer’s voice faded into the distance.
“So Ose’s some demon in town?” she asked.
“Devil, actually.”
I pulled my sword from its hiding place and grabbed my bag. I had spoken true when I said I wasn’t staying here. This motel was compromised, but moving to the Hampton would allow the police to find me easier. I needed to assess my options.
Marguerite whistled. “Big game, then.”
She rocked back on her heels. I knew the look on her face. The hunger for new prey burned inside me often. She still had her own problems.
“Why are these D-boyz here?” I asked.
“I don’t really care why. Not what I’m after.”
“You’re looking to get revenge on a bad deal?”
She glared at me. “What?”
“You’re tainted. So now you’re looking to back out on your contract.”
She threw her hands up and stomped to the door. “Fuck the police. I have better things to do than deal with this shit.”
“Right, because getting detained by the police will help your case. You might as well sit down and wait.”
She glared at me and slammed her body down in one of the chairs, crossing her arms and legs. Her fingers tapped against her arm as she stared at the television. I continued to pack. In a few hours, she would be safe to leave, and I doubted tonight would be the last time I saw her. The  D-boyz and the reason they were here concerned me more. First, I needed to get out of here and meet Esais and John for breakfast.



CHAPTER SIX
I swirled the last dregs of coffee in the bottom of my cup as I debated ordering a refill. It would be my third. It tasted like burnt ashes, but I needed the caffeine to stay alert. I rested my head on the back of the booth seat, longing for a cappuccino from home. Italy had never been my home, though. Not when they officially became one country. I’d grown up in the kingdom of Naples. I closed my eyes, replacing the smell of eggs and grease with the scent of the sea. The roar of the waves supplanted the sizzle of the grill. I would take my son, Marco, to the beach and sing to him as I watched the sun rise on the horizon.
The bell above the door jingled, and I jumped, opening my eyes. A woman holding a baby carrier entered. She set the carrier down on a table close to mine. The child, no older than a few months, waved his hands about and stared off at something no one else could see. I bit my lip and waved to the waitress as I blinked back the tears. No, Naples hadn’t been my home for a long time. Still, I missed the coffee.
The bell rang again, and Esais stepped inside. I slid out of the booth and held my hand out to him. He smiled at me, and I couldn’t help but return one. It reminded me of youth and sunshine.
“Mr. Van Helsing,” I said.
His fingers wrapped around mine with a gentle squeeze. “Ms. Di Luca. Please, call me Esais.”
“Gabby, then.”
We slid back into the booth. He picked up the menu and adjusted his glasses as he scanned it. His broad shoulders filled out the white buttoned shirt but not in a muscular way. He wasn’t the in the "thick of melee" type of hunter. Instead, he had a bookworm type of charm. He glanced up and caught my stare. I ducked my head, clearing my throat, and opened my own menu.
“Have you been here long?” he asked, slipping into Romanian.
“A few hours,” I said.
“Why so early.”
“Too much excitement to sleep, I suppose.”
“Grandfather Dimitri said you had trouble sleeping.” He laughed and ran a hand through his hair. “I feel like I know you thanks to his journals.”
My heart fluttered and a shiver traveled through my body. “He wrote about me?”
“Often. I don’t think he ever got over you.”
My eyes stung. I had remained in his heart despite the fact he found a wife. If only. No, I had traveled down that road too often. Life for him turned out better this way. Allegra had almost killed Dimitri when we found her. My past had nearly ended a legacy before it could flourish. So I’d left, freeing Dimtri to continue the duty his father had sworn to after Dracula’s defeat. Neither of us had known of the curse Dracula had laid on his family. After the birth of Dimitri’s son, the vampire had risen again. Dimitri had died in battle, and I wasn’t able to fight at his side. I swallowed the lump in my throat.
“I have so many questions,” he continued. “I’m not sure where to start.”
I pushed my regrets away and smiled at him. “You want to pick my brain?”
He nodded.
“Well, what do you want to know most about?”
“You mentioned this last night and the journals talked about your ability to see things for what they truly are.”
“That’s one way of putting it.” Mad visions would be another. Or witchcraft, but I had not been accused of that in centuries.
“Where did it come from?”
“I’ve always had it for as long as I can remember.”
His brows furrowed together. “But do you know where it came from?”
“Such gifts come from the spirits of the Eclipse and from what I have found, there is a name for us. Your brothers do not know about yours, do they?”
His gaze met mine, and he held it for several minutes. His mouth worked as he tried to figure out what to say. “Tres does, but Adrian is a different matter.”
The waitress came with pad in hand. “Have ya’ll decided?”
“I’ll have the Tuesday Special,” I said
“Same and a coffee,” Esais said.
The girl walked off after gathering our menus. I stirred cream and a mountain of sugar into my cup, giving him time to gather himself. Murmurs from the other patrons and the sizzle of the grill in the kitchen filled our silence.
“My home doesn’t accept things that are different,” he said. “I don’t think I could handle my family judging me as well.”
He glanced at a young man passing our table on his way out. His eyes filled with desire. Telepathy wasn’t the only thing he hid from the world. One secret at a time. I patted his hand, and he jumped, looking back at me.
“The world never seems to understand. But you have a gift, and in our work, you use what you’re given. And this sort of thing doesn’t stay secret forever.”
He smiled but pulled his hand away. “I just don’t know the right time to tell them.”
“You’ll figure it out. And if you want help, let me know.”
“So what is this name we are called?”
“Emissaries.”
“And this Eclipse you mentioned? Like the solar and lunar eclipse?”
“No, the Eclipse is the home of the spirits.”
“Can you see it?”
“I can see where it overlaps with this world.”
“Exactly how old are you?” he asked
“Don’t you know that’s not something you should ask a woman?”
He laughed.
I scanned the patrons and staff for the fifth time. Rainbow waves radiated around me. Blues, reds, and yellows. Joy, sadness, ambition, but no demon taint. The bell jingled as the officer from last night stepped inside and nodded hello to the waitress. I stiffened. She sat at the counter and smiled as the waitress came to fill her coffee cup.
“Long night, Nancy?” the waitress asked.
“You have no idea.”
The waitress patted her on the hand. “Well, we all appreciate your hard work.”
Nancy sighed. “I just wish the sheriff did.”
She brought the cup to her lips and turned to scan the rest of the diner.  She nodded to a couple in a booth with a smile, and they gave her little, half-handed waves. An old man walked by her and paused to pat her on the shoulder. Her eyes landed on me and filled with recognition. Well, this was awkward.
“Is something the matter?” Esais glanced behind him.
She walked to our table and smiled at us. “Hello again, Ms. Lucco.”
I returned her smile. “Hello, Officer. Are you just getting off duty?”
She nodded and glanced at Esais. He stood and held out his hand to her, his boyish smile back in place.
“Esais Arcos,” he said. “A pleasure, Officer?”
“Parkins, Nancy Parkins.” She took his hand. “So what brings you to Hampton?”
“My brothers and I have just moved here. My cousin Gabby,” he waved his hand to me, “came to help.”
“That’s an interesting accent.”
“From Romania.”
“And you moved all the way to this tiny town?” She chuckled and looked at me. “Have you remembered anything else?”
I shook my head. “Like I said, the sound woke me, but I didn’t go outside,”
“We also had a fight down at the Grindstone. Someone mentioned a girl looking like you.”
I blinked at her slowly, hoping she would take it for confusion. “Grindstone?”
“It’s the bar near the motel.”
“Oh, well, I did stop by, but I left when it looked like things were going to get rough.”
“But you saw the beginning of the fight?”
“I saw a man go flying into a table. I left after that.”
“Mmm hmm.” She stared at me for several more minutes with her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed. “Well, Ms. Lucco, you seem to be at the only two places where we had action last night.”
“I’m lucky, I guess.”
“I hope your luck doesn’t hold up.”
“Did I show up at the wrong time?” a man asked from behind her.
I grinned at the sound of his voice. Both Officer Parkins and Esais turned to look at the intruder. His hair had grown since the last time I saw him. It hung over his ears with the ends bleached and the roots dark. He rested his hands in the pockets of his sports coat. His cobalt blue eyes sparkled as his easy smile spread across his tanned face.
“John.” I slid out of the booth and moved to greet him, kissing him on both cheeks. He pulled me into a hug.
“More family?” Nancy turned her head at Esais. “How many people do you need to help you move?”
“Actually, I’m doing an article about festivals in small towns in Texas. Gabby mentioned she’d be here, so I decided to stop by.” He held his hand out to her. “John Roda.”
She shook his hand. “You’re a journalist?”
“Yes,” he said. “I was hoping to look in on the Autumn Festival.”
“We’ve decided to do it a little different this year. We have the carnival running throughout the month of October.”
“Interesting. I’ll have to check it out.”
She nodded to the three of us. “Welcome to Hampton. Let’s hope you’re the most exciting thing that happens.”
“Most likely we won’t be,” I said after she walked off.
Esais stood up. “Esais Van Helsing. It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Roda.”
John’s arm around me tightened as he took Esais’s hand. I looked up at him with a raised eyebrow, but he focused on Esais. His smile grew to match the other man’s.
“A pleasure,” John said.
The waitress cleared her throat. She held our plates and raised one to indicate we were in her way. We settled back in the booth. My fork scraped against the plate as I scooped up a pile of scrambled eggs. I wrinkled my nose as the taste burned and grabbed my glass of water. The cook had tried to compensate for the blandness with too much salt.
“You want anything, hun?” the waitress asked.
“Pancakes and coffee,” he said.
He ran his fingers across the back of my hand, leaving a trail of warmth behind. I leaned closer, letting our shoulders brush. His warmth relieved the tension in my back and made the ache in my chest fade. Esais watched me from over the rim of his coffee cup with a raised eyebrow. I coughed and crunched into a piece of bacon.
“So how did you meet Gabby?” Esais asked.
“She saved my life, actually,” John said. “I’ve been trying to pay her back ever since.”
I could still remember the look of pain and loss on his face as I stood over the body of the fallen demon that had been his wife. Here would be another person to hate me. Instead, he had been grateful, offering whatever help he could. Still, I had caused him to lose something precious. I do not know how he ever forgave me. His friendship was a rare gem to me with so few people I could depend on.
“John has a lot of contacts that keep track of the movements of demons.” I toyed with my eggs. “What do you have for us?”
“There’s a reason the festival here is running so long. The devil’s daughter is running the main event, the carnival,” John said.
Malantha. It figured she would be running such an event. After ten years of chasing her down, I had her within my grasp. The game would end here for both her and her father.
“He’s not the same as when you fought him.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Wait, you fought Ose before?” Esais asked.
“A long time ago. He’s one of the few who escaped.” I pushed away the images of the mentor I had lost with that fiasco. “So, what is different?”
I leaned back as the waitress came back with John’s food. John cut into his pancakes with his fork. “You know he’s one of the Goetia, right?”
I nodded. “I’d found a copy of one and came across that little gem.”
“You mean the first part of the Key of Solomon?” Esais asked. “It lists the demons that King Solomon supposedly bound.”
John cut his eyes at Esais, and his smile faltered for a moment. He kept forgetting Esais was part of the conversation. I elbowed him, and he jumped.
“The Key, including the Goetia was one of the books created by demons to trick humans into summoning them,” I said. “They claim King Solomon himself wrote it. They wanted to make sure no one else could bind them like he did.”
“I have one at home,” Esais said. “It’s an interesting read.”
I looked back to John. “So, is that it?”
“He’s not following any of the Thrones.”
My fork fell from my still hand and bounced across the table. “That’s not possible.”
At the same time, Esais said. “You must be mistaken.”
John glared at him. “I’m not. The Throne of Greed has put a price on his head. I hear Wrath isn’t happy with him either.”
Dante and Virgil didn’t have the infernal world quite right. Hell was divided into seven Thrones, each with its very own devil to rule. They played off of the Seven Deadly Sins. Pride, of course, sat at the top. The names had changed, but the concepts had remained the same since well before I was born. The Thrones held on to what they had with iron grips. What had Ose done to break away?
“So what is he doing here?” I asked.
John shrugged. “You should probably start at the Carnival.”
I leaned under the table to my bag and pulled out a piece of paper. I winced as my shoulder throbbed. John watched me scribble a list down before I handed it to him. He whistled, looking over the list.
“This may take some work,” he said.
“Can you get them?” I asked.
“Probably. Give me a few days.”
I nodded and returned to playing with my food. “Is Ose truly mad?”
He hesitated a moment before nodding. I sighed. This complicated things. I had enough jet in my bag to make charms. I hoped they would hold strong.
“Well,” I put my fork down. “I think we all have work to do.”
“I should get to work on this list.” John looked to the remains of our breakfast. “Should I?”
“Please, let me,” Esais said with a ghost of his smile. “You’ve done enough.”
John smiled at him and leaned over to kiss my cheek. “I’ll be in touch.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
Esais held the door open for me as I adjusted the large bag on my shoulder and stepped out onto the sparsely crowded sidewalk. A few cars were parked at the meters, and a mother and her teenage daughter stared into the window of a boutique across the street. The sun reflected off one of the windows of the boutique and right into my eyes. I put my hand in front of my face. The world wanted to remind me what a wonderful morning this was while I just wanted to crawl into a bed somewhere and slip into oblivion.
“So you and John are lovers?” he asked.
I dropped the bag on the sidewalk. “What? No, just friends.”
“Hmm, he wasn’t acting that way.”
“I’m sorry for that. I don’t know what it was about.”
“He seemed to play the jealous boyfriend.”
“He’s not.”
Not that I hadn’t thought about it. John tried to lightly push for more every time we met, but I’d always rebuffed him. He made me smile in the direst of circumstances. I didn’t want to lose my confidant, and if we became intimate, this would take a bad direction. My love life was cursed. Truly.
“If you say so.” Esais watched me lift the bag up again. “Where are you going?”
“I need to find a new hotel. Though we need to make plans for the carnival.” I chewed my lip.
“Stay with us.”
“Won’t he have something to say about that?”
I nodded to where a white car sat parked several buildings down. Adrian watched me from the driver’s seat with a narrowed eye. He probably had a gun ready to shoot me if I made any untoward moves at his brother.
“Probably,” Esais said. “Tres and I will outvote him, though.”
“Where is the little brother?”
“He’s not in danger, so probably chasing after a girl.”
“Your range is that good?”
He shook his head. “I have a special connection with Tres.”
I took a deep breath and straightened my shoulders. “Let’s get this over with.”
Adrian stepped out of the car as we approached him. He placed his hands behind his back and gave me a glare before turning to his brother. “Well, did you find out anything useful?”
“You couldn’t wait at home?” Esais asked.
“He was concerned about you.” I couldn’t keep the small bit of smugness from my voice.
Adrian cut his eye at me. “We don’t all believe your little story.”
“We can discuss this at the house,” Esais said. “Gabby will be staying with us while we are here.”
“What is wrong with her hotel?”
The roar of a motor prevented me from answering. A midnight blue truck towered over the rest of the cars as it sped towards us. Marguerite's face flashed by as she passed us. The truck swerved and parked with the squeal of tires. She hopped out of the car and marched over to us.
She said, “I have lost the D-boyz trail. I need to hurt something. Where’s the devil?”
“This is your partner?” Adrian asked, his voice cold. “Funny, you didn’t mention her.”
My heart sped up, and I licked my lips. Fencing came in a variety of ways. I excelled at several. I missed having a good opponent, but perhaps I’d found one in Adrian. His words sometimes proved to be as sharp as mine.
“No, I just met her early this morning, fighting a new demon.”
“New as in you didn’t bother to see if it had a hand in this?”
“If I could keep up with every demon on Earth, well, let’s just say we may not have to be here today.”
Esais sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Adrian, not now.”
“Who the hell are you two?” Marguerite asked, crossing her arms.
“Marguerite, this is Esais and Adrian Van Helsing,” I said waving a hand at the brothers. “Boys, this is Marguerite.”
“And what does Marguerite do?” Adrian asked.
“Would you like me to show you?” She brought her hand up with her fists clenched and stepped back with her left foot.
“By all means, try it.”
I stifled a yawn and blinked my eyes. “As amusing as this is, we all have things to do.”
“Wait, you crossed the salt, but these two could be demons,” Marguerite said, looking at me.
“I see trust is going to be an issue on all sides,” Esais’s eyebrows drew together.
Marguerite crossed her arms and the corner of her mouth lifted up.
“I have some of your holy water,” Adrian said. “Maybe she’ll turn out to be a demon and we can kill her.”
“I’d like to see you try,” she said with a snort.
“I believe I already offered you that challenge,” Adrian said.
“Marguerite has demon taint. I’m not sure how much we can trust her.” I pushed my thought out, hoping Esais’s telepathy would pick it up.
He shifted his eyes to me. “You want me to check?”
So, he could pick up thoughts sent to him, good. I nodded, crossing my arms and pretending to watch the two continue to bicker. He sighed and kept his gaze steady on Marguerite. He needed to concentrate to scan the thoughts of others.
“You know, I could just find this devil on my own,” she said.
“How are you planning to do that? You don’t know anything about him,” I said.
“Fine,” she said, and pulled out her flask.
She stepped up to Adrian and flung some of the liquid in his face. She jumped back, readying her stance with a look of anticipation. When he took the handkerchief out and wiped his face, her shoulders slumped. She moved to Esais and did the same.
“She’s not working for any demons. The opposite, actually.” Esais’s voice echoed through my mind.
“So what’s her story?”
“That’s for her to tell.”
“Now it is your turn,” I kept my face neutral.
The woman held her arms out, looking at the brothers. Adrian pulled a flask of his own out and splashed the woman. Water dripped from her hair onto her face, running down her cheek like teardrops. She brushed them away with a scowl.
“Happy?” she asked.
“No,” he said. “But you aren’t a demon.”
I moved to the rear door of the car. “Can we go now? Marguerite can follow us to the house.”
“I didn’t agree to letting you stay.” Adrian remained standing by the hood of the car.
“Let’s talk about it off the street, eh, Ader?” Esais said. “I’ll ride with Ms. Devereux.”
Marguerite shrugged and walked with him to her truck, leaving Adrian and I to our silent battle. Her tires flung up dirt and gravel as she squealed away. Cars flew by, and people stared as they passed us in the street. Yet we remained, each of us not willing to give any ground.
“You have lost this one,” I said. “By now your brothers are at home with Marguerite.”
He unlocked the car and slid in. The engine started as I threw my bag in and he sped off as I slammed the door. I stared out the window as we passed buildings but this time I wasn’t looking at the souls of the people but the soul of the town. Humans had a deeper influence on places than they thought. Their emotions bled into the land around them, leaving an impression that faded slowly. Instead of colors, I saw the time of the strongest impression.
A saloon stood where the diner was. A dirt road replaced the paved streets and sidewalks. Men and women dressed in regalia of past times walked the streets, chatting among themselves. They were spirits bound to the place. The town itself appeared to be normal. The sky, however, was a different matter. A sickly yellow cloud mixed with red-black lines swirled like a funnel to the north of the town. A smaller funnel gathered to the west. I rubbed my eyes and leaned back. I was betting one of those places was the carnival. So, what about the other one?
We turned onto one of the side roads. Houses lined each side of the street, each almost identical to the next with their manicured lawns. Adrian parked in the driveway of one home that stood one story and was several shades of brown, from the bricks to the siding. It looked small. He walked to the trunk and pulled out a large crate.
“What sort of protections do you have?” I asked.
“We haven’t placed any yet.”
A chill ran down my spine. The hellhound could have come in and killed them in the night and I wouldn’t have known. I marched to the door and yanked it open, letting it bounce against the outer wall with a bang. Esais was in the living room with his brother and Marguerite. Tres sat on the couch, leaning forward with his thighs pressed together and his eyes squeezed shut as tears rolled down his blotchy skin.  Marguerite stood by the window with her arms crossed and a smirk on her face. Esais looked up from the book he held in his hands.
“I brought the Key with me,” he said.
“Why do you have no protections? Any demon can come in here,” I said.
He pushed his glasses up. “I’m not sure I have any.”
I rubbed the bridge of my nose. To come here without anything to protect themselves was just inviting Ose to take them. I thought at least Jonah or Lucy would have shown them something, but it looked like they had expected me to do so. Esais continued to stare at me with his brows knitted and his lips pursed. Lucy had taken care of everything after Ose's initial attack on their family so Esais probably never knew what was needed. I sighed, rubbing the bridge of my nose. Adrian brushed past me and set his crate down in the living room.
“Can you tell them about the carnival?” I asked Esais. “I need to make sure we are safe.”
He nodded. I grabbed my bag from the car. No sleep for the wicked, so I couldn’t get any either.



CHAPTER EIGHT
I examined each room. Five bedrooms, a kitchen and a living room. The house lay open with doorways connecting the halls and public rooms. A stack of worn, leather-bound books sat on the dining room table with one open in front of a high-backed chair. The air conditioner rumbled to life, blowing cold air into the already chilled house, and I shivered, rubbing my arms. I carried my bag into the first of the bedrooms. They could blame me for breaching privacy when we were safe behind protections.
I pulled out a small vial of ink and shook the bottle. Almost full, but it wouldn’t be after I finished tonight. I had to pick up more of the alchemical mixture when I had the chance. I scooted the furniture away from the eastern corner and pulled up the carpet. I bent over the concrete and started scribing the symbol. The spiral pattern of the tiny markings would pull in and dissipate demonic energies and the iron in the ink would strengthen that power. I moved to each corner, until I had finished all four in an hour’s time. The whole house would take all day. I stood and massaged my shoulder as I craned my neck to stretch the muscles. Work like that had aggravated it from last night.
“That looks like it hurts. I could help you with it.”
Tres smiled at me from the doorway. I nodded and he motioned to the bed. His hands ran along my shoulder blade. Warmth flowed from his hands into my arm, and the soreness faded like it had never been.
“Do your brothers know you can heal people with your touch?” I asked.
“Esais knows, but I don’t think Adrian ever paid attention.”
His fingertips trailed down my back to my waist. I caught his wrist and turned to face him. His cinnamon skin radiated heat under my hand and contrasted with my own olive color. It was a shade lighter than Esais but a few shades darker than Adrian’s. His white teeth flashed at me in a grin, and a lock of his hair fell in front of his face.
“Didn’t you learn from whatever it was you tried with Marguerite?”
“Worth a try,” he said.
“This is your bedside manner?” I asked. “I should file for harassment or something.”
He chuckled. “Good thing I’m not your doctor. Besides, you’re pretty irresistible.”
“Dig deep for that inner resolve. You’re too young for me.”
“Well, if you knew my great-grandfather, then anyone alive is too young for you,” he said with a smile still on his face.
I returned his smile, thinking of Dimitri’s laughing eyes. Tres’s grin lifted a little higher on the left side, like his. I released a small bit of sadness welling up in me with a long breath
“I was too old for him too,” I said. “So how powerful is your healing?”
He raised his left hand up. “I can heal any wound I’ve come across, but there are consequences. If I do too much, I start to feel pain. It only subsides when I hurt someone with this hand.” He lifted his right hand.
“The ability to harm and heal. Interesting.”
“I suppose. I try to stick to regular medicine for most injuries.”
“You’re a doctor? Aren’t you twenty?”
He chuckled. “Twenty-two, thank you. I received my degree in Romania. I think most of my practice will be from my family. Hunting and all.”
“Such an achievement.”
“With my family, being mediocre gets you killed.” He stood and walked to the corner of the room. “What are these?”
“Babylonian devil traps. They work on demons too. So, what have I missed?”
“Marge and Esais are out investigating and Adrian is in his lab, working on god knows what.”
“Marge?”
He scratched his cheek and snickered. “Yeah, Esais started calling her that, and it stuck.”
My shoulders shook with the laughter I tried to hold in. I could imagine Marge’s face turning red and her lips thinning every time someone used the nickname. I wondered how long it would stay.
“So, I hear you’re staying with us.” he said.
I nodded.
“For the record, I’m against it,” Adrian said.
He leaned against the frame of the door with his arms crossed. His good eye narrowed at me, blazing with heat. If he could burn me with a look, I would have been on fire. He wore a black tank top that showed a hint of muscle. He wasn’t a body builder, but he definitely worked out. He kept his beard groomed, allowing it to grow along his jawline. The dark contrast to his pale skin pronounced his cheekbones.
“I’m sure your protest was noted,” I said.
“Come on, Adrian, both women have information we need,” Tres said.
“Then they can provide information and live someplace else,” Adrian said.
“Esais thinks we need to be protected, and we can’t do that separated.”
The younger one stared at his brother with earnest eyes. He laid on the charm, but his brother wasn’t swayed. He shook his head, his face keeping a look of cold disdain.
“She isn’t one of us,” Adrian said.
“Like you have room to talk.” Tres clenched his fists, his smile slipping from his face.
“First of all,” I said, “stop arguing about me like I’m not here. Second, Esais has a point, we have too many enemies to live separated. Third, you may not see it, but I actually care about your family.”
“Why?” he asked, letting his gaze bore into me.
“Because I made a promise,” I said, my voice softening.
“Supposedly to my great-grandfather, yes. I don’t know how you fooled him, but I’m not falling for your tricks, and I won’t let you sway my brothers,” he said in an icy tone.
“I’m not trying to trick you,” I said.
“Most monsters would say that,” Adrian said.
“I’m not a monster,” I said.
“Well, you’re certainly not human,” he said.
My face burned. I stared down at my hands. I should have felt angry, a part of me did. But it didn’t account for nausea that rose in my stomach nor the tightness that restricted my chest. I grabbed my bag and the ink.
“Excuse me, I have the rest of the house to finish.” I pushed past him and into the hallway.
Tres followed me into the next room. “I’m sorry. Adrian is an ass, he always has been.”
I looked into the hall. If Adrian heard, the argument would just be moved into here. I was finished listening to any more insults for the day. I jangled the knob and waited for him to show his face so I could slam the door in it.
“Don’t worry. He’s gone to the garage. Most likely working on a new weapon and brooding.”
“He’s entitled to his opinion.” If only he could keep that opinion to himself. “I’ll leave once I’ve finished protecting your house.”
“No, we want you here. He’s going to have to come around.”
“You don’t seem to get along with him,” I said.
Tres shook his head, throwing his hand up. “He’s always been this way. He complained about having to take the Oath, though he ended up doing it. Then he and Papa had a big fight about going to America for college.”
“College?”
“He was offered a full scholarship to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology when he was sixteen. Something for robotics, I think.”
“He’s two years older than you, right?”
“Four, not that it really matters. He’s never acted like my brother.” He gritted his teeth and looked at my vial of ink. “So can you explain these traps to me?”
“Sure,” I said. He didn’t want to take this any deeper. I’d have to be patient.
“So, what is the ink?”
“It’s an alchemical compound with crushed agate. Good for repelling hostile spirits.”
“Did you make it?”
I chuckled. “No, alchemy is too involved for me. I tend to dabble in the other areas of magic.”
“Other areas?”
“The magic that we humans can do comes in five forms, alchemy, talismans or charms, incantations, symbols, and rituals. Anyone can do them, but the magic is precise. One incorrect word or symbol and . . . ” I trailed off as the banishing of Ose flashed through my mind.
I’d been unused to doing such rites then. Now, however, he wasn’t leaving this town alive, and there would be no exorcism for him to come back from. He would meet the sharp side of my sword.
“So what are we doing now?” Tres interrupted my thoughts.
“It’s a symbol, the counter-clockwise spiral of the words blocks demons and their energies from entering this space.”
“How long does it last?”
“Until the symbol is destroyed.”
“I’ll watch you do it for a while, then. We want to make sure they’re perfect right?”
I smiled at him and moved to the left corner of the room. He came to stand over my shoulder as I painted. We spent the afternoon working on the traps. Adrian came in and watched from a distance. Tres managed to grasp the concept quickly, and he finished a room with the help of a journal I kept.
I flopped on the bed of my new room with a sigh. My eyelids drooped and the pillow never looked so inviting, but I still had work to do. I wasn’t going near the carnival without a protection against madness. That yellow cloud meant the area was ripe with it. I emptied out a small bag into my hand. I had five pieces of jet, one for each of us. Carving the Hebrew symbols would take my complete concentration, so I plugged my ears and prepared for a long night.



CHAPTER NINE
“Why is it you have decided we need to waste a day standing in lines?” Adrian asked.
He stared at the family in front of us with his nostrils flared and his mouth pressed in a thin line. The small ticket booth and metal gate of the carnival entrance remained a good twenty people away. The smell of exhaust wafted on the air from the street behind us. I stepped back under the shade of a nearby tree and fanned myself with my hand. A girl of four or five clenched her fists and stomped her feet, her red face upturned to her offender, her mother. I rubbed my ear at the wail that emitted from such a tiny person. The mother put a hand in front of her, rubbing her temple with the tips of her fingers. When the line moved forward, she yanked the screaming child forward by her arm. I smiled. My own child hadn’t been old enough to throw a tantrum, but he’d had some lungs on him.
“What, you don’t like children?” I asked.
“Adrian has never been a family man,” Tres said.
The middle brother turned his one-eyed scrutiny to the younger one. Tres’s grin faltered. He cleared his throat and shifted closer to Marge, who stood with her arms crossed and one foot tapping a steady rhythm on the sidewalk.
“I wanna know why I was dragged here, too,” she said.
“Didn’t Esais explain this?” I asked.
Esais nodded. “Though I think they were too busy arguing to pay attention.”
“I get it. Devil’s hiding place, blah, blah, blah. But why do we have to do this with them?” Marge waved her hand at the crowd surrounding us.
“It is easier for us to move unnoticed,” I said.
“And we have to wear these ugly necklaces because?”
“So you don’t go mad. But if you hate it that much, by all means.” I held my hand out to her. “I can always use the spare.”
“Tres,” a woman’s voice called behind us.
“What was that about not attracting attention?” Adrian asked.
The woman crossed the street from the parking lot and jogged up to us. She pushed the tiny red braids out of her face and nodded to us before turning her attention back to Tres. She smiled at him, her amber eyes gleaming under her sooty lashes. Her espresso colored skin glistened in the sun and pulled at the collar of her button up shirt. She leaned her head to one side as she panted a little.
“You didn’t mention coming here,” she said.
“I didn’t know when we met.” Tres turned to the rest of us.  “Everyone, this is Charlotte Dixon.”
Esais held his hand out to her. “It’s a pleasure, Ms. Dixon. I’m Tres’s brother, Esais.”
I moved up once he finished and introduced myself. Adrian gave her a nod, and Marge looked her up and down before going back to her foot tapping.
She waved her hand to them. “Is this your first time here?”
Officer Parkins crossed the street and walked to us. “Don’t run off like that,” she said to Charlotte. Her gaze moved to me. “We meet again, I see.”
“Officer,” I said.
“Oh, she’s off duty now. Call her Nancy.” Charlotte tilted her head in Nancy’s direction with her eyebrows raised. “And she promised me she would leave work behind.”
“Right, a day filled with fun.” Nancy put on an exaggerated smile, eliciting a laugh from Charlotte. She gave the group a once-over. “So, this is the rest of your family?”
Marge scowled. “This is boring. I’m off.” She stalked off into the entrance of the fair.
“She’s not. Just met her.” I nodded between Charlotte and Nancy. “What about the two of you?”
“Cousins,” Nancy said.
“How about we show you around?” Charlotte asked the rest of us.
“Well, I believe my brother Adrian and Gabby wanted to have some time to themselves. But Tres and I would be delighted,” Esais said.
“You have to be joking.” I pushed my thought to him.
Tres held out his arm to Charlotte. “Now, I can get to know two beautiful ladies.”
“I don’t want my brother anywhere near the police and she’s already suspicious of you. Go scout the carnival.”
“We’ll meet up later.” Esais nodded to both of us before turning to Nancy. “So, what can you tell me about the carnival?”
Nancy gave me one last look before turning back to Esais. The group walked through the gates, leaving me alone with Adrian. I could think of worse ways to spend time, like torture or the forced guest of a demon, but this came close. I closed my eyes and inhaled, letting the warmth of the sun bathe my face. I could do this. I would not lose to the arrogant prick. I had already overcome many in my lifetime. I shifted my mind to the pleasant thoughts of Shakespeare’s sonnets. I exhaled and imagined my anxiety and annoyance floating away in small puffs of smoke. Adrian watched me with an unreadable expression, his hands clasped behind his back. I showed him my pearly whites.
“Ready?” I asked.
“Your sudden lightheartedness is suspicious,” he said with a raised brow.
“I’ve decided I’m not going to let you affect me. We have a job to do.”
I headed into the crowd before he could get another word in. I spun to the side, avoiding two children as they ran by laughing and covered in ice cream. The scent of roasted corn and fried foods wafted past me on a breeze. My stomach growled, reminding me I should have eaten breakfast before we left the house. I bought a sausage-on-a-stick and leaned against the stand, waiting for Adrian to catch up to me. I took my first bite. The hot grease burnt the roof of my mouth, and I sucked in air to cool it. I savored the spiced meat as I chewed.
“This is work?” Adrian asked as he approached.
“No, this is breakfast that can be eaten while we work,” I said.
He studied me as if I was some small reptile he wanted to dissect. “You eat, you sleep, and you get hurt. You certainly play well at being human.”
“Because I am human. How many times do I have to say it?”
“Just because you say it, doesn’t make it true.”
I rubbed my eyes with my thumb and forefinger and sighed. This man would never believe my words without proof. If I didn’t gain even a small amount of this man’s trust, our animosity could get us killed. I needed to be the bigger woman.
“What will it take for you to believe me? Do you want Tres to perform a full physical on me?” I asked.
He opened his mouth to make another comment and stopped when he met my gaze. He must have read the earnestness in my face. He tilted his head and furrowed his brow like he couldn’t quite figure me out. I kept my face straight. I still had a few surprises in me.
“Why?” he asked.
“Because one of us needs to call a truce. Hell, if you want I’ll tell you my life’s story, but not here and not now.”
The muscles in his jaw moved as he debated taking my offer. My breath caught in my throat, and my heart pounded. I wanted him to accept me. I’d never admit it aloud, but the opinions of Dimitri’s descendants meant more to me than anyone else. The other two would be easier, I hoped. This one, however, remained the exception to everything I knew about the Van Helsings. He always wanted to go on his own.
“I suppose that is acceptable,” he said.
I clapped my hands. “He can be reasoned with! All right, let’s get to work.”
“And how do you propose we do this search?” he asked.
I finished my sausage and tossed the stick in the trash. I moved close enough to murmur to him without being overheard, touching his shoulder. He stiffened. Though we made a semi-truce, trust would be a long time coming. Still, we couldn’t act as strangers.
“First, we need to pretend we’re friends. Otherwise, they’ll see us coming,” I said.
He nodded and relaxed. “How are we going to find them?”
“Leave that to me.”
I tucked my arm in the crook of his elbow and pulled him forward. As we walked, I inhaled and let my senses expand, once again activating my astral sight. A rainbow of colors greeted me. Bright reds and light yellows emanated from happy fair goers and mixed with the grays and muddy browns of others of a more downhearted nature. All human as far as my eye could see. The yellow cloud funneled in several directions. I followed it to its closest source.
“What are you doing?” Adrian asked.
“Searching auras for demons,” I said.
“What you’re doing now disproves your claim.”
Funny he should say that, considering his brothers’ and his own situation.
“We are called emissaries and we are still born as a human,” I said.
“So are vampires.”
“Vampires are undead,” I said, holding a finger up.
“Demons, then.”
“Possess a body. If it is still alive, the person they ride is human.”
“Interesting. There is still a human in there.”
I nodded. “Most aren’t willing.”
“What about what you did yesterday?”
“Ritual magic? Anyone can do it as long as they have the formula.”
He refrained from replying for a while, absorbing what I said. It hadn’t won him over, but he’d gained information. I continued to scan the carnival. Between the glow of pink and green. I saw the red black. The boy wore a leather jacket with the head of a demon on its back. He turned his head, flashing his pocked face.
“We need to move,” I said, darting in the direction before I lost my mark.
“What?” Adrian asked, as he was yanked behind me.
“I found someone.”
I pushed aside a tall man, standing in the middle of the walkway. I didn’t stop to apologize. I quickened my steps, my eyes never leaving the black tendrils as they floated past the roller coaster. Adrian caught my arm. I couldn’t hear what he said over the roaring whoosh of the cars as they passed us on the ride. I shook my head and pulled away. Had to keep moving.
The yellow I’d been looking for filled my vision as I passed a building. I closed my eyes against the moment of vertigo. The second man I ran into pushed back and I stumbled but regained my balance before I fell. The man looked down at the remains of the chili pie dripping down his Metallica T-shirt then back to me. His face twisted in a scowl.
“Watch where you’re going, bitch!” he yelled.
I peered past him, but my quarry had vanished. Damn. I let out a huff and turned my attention to the mullet head in front of me.
“Sorry,” I said, not meaning it.
“You’re just gonna say sorry? You owe me a new pie!” He towered over me, his belly peeking out from under his shirt.
“I believe we can compensate you,” Adrian said from behind me.
He pulled a twenty out of his wallet and held it out. The other man stared at it with a look of confusion.
“I’m sure this is more than enough to help widen your girth,” Adrian said, keeping his voice cordial.
The man walked off after shooting me one last glare, unaware of the insult. He didn’t matter. I turned my attention to the building that had surprised me and covered my mouth, fighting to keep the bile down. The outside of the building looked like a wooden caravan, but the putrid yellow infected everyone who passed it. Traces of black mixed in with the yellow and spiraled up into the air. My funnel. The gypsy woman painted on the wall leered at me; her grin seemed to divide her face.
“What is wrong with you?” Adrian asked, his voice filled with cold annoyance.
Before I could reply, the door swung open and a group of teenagers flooded out. They chattered with each other, passing us by without a glance, unaware their happy auras were marred by tiny pea green spots. The spots spread to people they passed like a virus.
“This place,” I said.
“I’m not going to rely on cards and tea leaves to find a demon,” he said with a snort.
“No,” I said.
I kneeled down, putting my head between my legs. I sucked in several breaths of air and let my vision return to normal. It was too much. I could feel the slimy yellow tendrils reaching out to me. They wanted to touch in a place I could not heal. My mind.
“This place, it’s demon touched,” I said once I could speak again.
He studied the building, as if memorizing every inch of the place. His lip turned with disgust as his gaze reached the gypsy woman.
“Then perhaps a reading would be useful,” he said.
I grabbed his arm before he moved too far. “We need the others.”
“I believe we can deal with one fortune teller.” His voice was filled with confidence.
A flash of leather disappeared behind the roller coaster. Marge followed, hot on his trail, with a wild grin on her face.
“That will have to wait. Marge has found something to entertain her, which means trouble,” I said.



CHAPTER TEN
I pulled Adrian through the crowd as I kept sight of Marge’s back. She slipped behind one of the wooden fences at the edge of the carnival. Beyond it stood a copse of trees. The carnival workers were busy dealing with customers. I slid halfway through the fence.
“Coming?” I asked Adrian.
He waved me along and pushed himself through the fence. I scanned the trees and saw a flash of blonde heading farther into the woods. I grabbed Adrian’s arm, pulling him along. A man’s yell echoed through the tree line. I broke into a run. The branches cracked under my feet and my heart pounded in my ears.
Maybe she’d found the demon. I didn’t have my sword, but I had my knives and a vial of holy water in my pocket. If Marge could keep him busy, I could exorcise him. I preferred Solomon’s words to the standard Catholic practice, mostly because the latter required a priest. As a woman, I could never be a priest. Besides, the Church and I hadn’t parted on the best of terms.
I stopped short as I came upon Marge holding the biker hostage against a tree. She pressed her foot into the throat of the biker as he lay on the ground with his head propped against the trunk. He struggled to knock her off balance, but she just pushed harder.
“You’re pretty weak without your gun,” she said. “Now where’s your boss?”
He coughed and gagged, wrapping his fingers around her boot.
“I don’t think he can answer your questions like that,” I said.
Marge spun around, her hair ruffled in the slight breeze. The snarl on her lips lessened as she saw who spoke.
“What do you suggest?” she asked.
“Tie him up and question him. Or hold him at gunpoint,” I said.
She patted her jeans. “Damn, I seem to be all out of guns and handcuffs.”
I pulled a handful of cable ties from my purse. John had shown them to me a few years back and the nylon strips had proven useful for a lot of things. I held them out to her and she smirked.
“I like the way you think,” she said.
She snagged them from my hand and turned back to the cowering man. The biker struggled to stand as she moved her boot. She kicked him in the face. His head slammed against the tree and fell forward. He winced with a groan. She made quick work of him, putting him in a sitting position with his arms tied between his legs. He blinked up at her, the side of his face already puffing up.
“You can scream and yell, but with the carnival, no one will hear you,” she told him.
He glared up at her. “Fuck off, you crazy bitch.”
“You have no idea. Now, answer my question.”
“What question?”
She bent down and grabbed one of his fingers. She jerked it back. The snap echoed through the woods, followed by his cry of pain. Adrian sighed and walked away.
“I will check to see if he has any friends nearby,” he said.
“Where is your boss?” she repeated.
“Around. Fuck, I don’t know.”
This would take forever. Time for me to step in. “Why were you at the fair?”
“Do you crazy bitches tie people up often? You can’t get a real fuck?”
Crack. Scream. Crack. Scream.
“Answer the damn question,” Marge said.
“Looking for Ose,” he said.
He leaned against the tree and panted. The color drained from his face. I swallowed and turned my head away. It was only a few broken fingers. He’d be fine with a bit of tape if things ended here. We still had more questions to ask. I rubbed my tongue against the roof of my mouth, trying to kill the bitter taste that had risen.
“Why are you looking for him?” I asked.
His mouth clamped close, and he stared at the ground.
Marge raised her foot up and brought it down on his ankle. The boy managed to choke back his yell this time. I turned my head and shifted from one foot to another. The boy had willingly sided with demons. He served them for power and deserved no sympathy from me. He would get none from the demons when he filled his purpose. They would do much worse.
“Ow, ow, Okay,” Pock-face said. “He stole something from us. Some sort of dog, I think.”
I raised a brow. So the hellhound actually belonged to one of the Thrones. How Ose managed to tempt it away was beyond me.
So, where are you meeting up?” she asked.
Pock-face’s brows knitted together and his eyes narrowed as he stared at a tree behind us. He feared the demon in Tattoo more than our capacity to cause pain. Marge chuckled a dark, gravelly kind of laugh. The fact he didn’t talk seemed to please her. I crossed my arms and rubbed my biceps. Marge took out a switchblade knife and flipped it open with a look of anticipation on her face.
“Tell me,” she said.
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It was as if the blade was traveling across my flesh like others did centuries ago. The boy’s screams intermingled with my own. I hadn’t resisted the clergy when they’d taken me from my home after my family’s death. They’d dumped me in a cell with nothing but a blanket. For days I’d lain there in a daze, wishing for death.
The inquisitor came not long after with his questions and devices. He restrained me in a special chair. It reeked of old blood and other body fluids from previous occupants. He hadn’t liked my response when he asked who I served. Every time I responded with the name of God, the restraints tightened and the blades on the armrests dug deeper. That had just been the beginning. I could still feel the cuts in my arms, the tightening on my wrists, and the burning of my flesh.
“Stop,” I said.
I stumbled forward and pushed Marge away from her victim. She glared and shoved back.
“What the hell?” she said.
“This is not working.” I straightened and put as much calm into my voice as I could muster.
“It’s working great. He’ll keep talking.”
“We can find out what he knows in different ways,” I said.
“And what do you suggest?” Adrian asked from behind me.
I spun around and bit my lip. When had he returned? Hell, he didn’t know about Esais’s abilities yet. Both he and Marge stared at me, waiting for my answer.
“What we were doing before was working,” I said.
“Seems like a waste of time,” Marge said. “Besides, this is fun.”
“Why bother with a human lackey when we can question a demon?” I kept my gaze on Adrian. Surely, he would see the best option.
“This seer isn’t the demon I want.” Marge’s skin around her eyes tightened.
“He’s not your demon either. Just a human.” I raised my voice to meet hers, moving until we were inches apart.
“He’s sided with him. Just as bad.”
“He still has a chance to change that.”
Pock-face groaned and stared up at me with one good eye. Blood ran over the other from a cut on his forehead.
“I’ll take the demons over you any day,” he said.
I sighed. He’d made his choice. Marge moved forward and slammed her knee into his face. His nose crunched beneath the force, and he slumped, unconscious. She kicked him in the gut several more times.
“At least give him a swift death.” I moved forward and pulled out my knife.
“He could be useful. If he’s still alive.” Adrian pushed both of us aside. He knelt beside Pock-face and put three fingers on his throat. He stood and dusted himself off.  “Let’s head back. I don’t want to be caught at the scene of an assault.”
“We’re just going to let him go?” Marge asked.
“For now. Besides, we have to get our fortunes read.”
“How is he going to be useful?”
“Wait and see,” he said.
Marge threw her hands in the air. She muttered and cursed the entire way back. I’d spoiled her fun, but it had turned my stomach. I was no stranger to anger, and I enjoyed seeing a demon die, but hers ran deeper and darker than mine. I’d have to make sure it wasn’t turned on me or the brothers.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
The carnival crowd paid no attention to us as we slipped back in through the fence. The metal of the roller coaster we stood behind rattled as the car sped its screaming passengers along the tracks.
“So, where is this fortune-teller?” Marge asked.
I nodded in the direction where the crowd thickened to a sea of bodies. Families stood in the food lines, staring up at the menus with almost glazed expressions. This would be a nightmare to get through.
“Through the food court,” I said.
“Let’s get on with it. Maybe one demon will die today,” Marge said.
“I doubt that,” Adrian said.
I sighed and pushed forward into the crowd. I didn’t want to hear more of Marge’s bitching or Adrian’s criticism. Neither of them had the experience to contend with a demon like Malantha on their own. He spent his time in prison instead of hunting. Marge’s tactic was to rush in and beat whatever opposition lay in front of her. Malantha liked games, and both could fall easily into her traps. I’d fallen for a few over the years.
“Wait up,” Marge called as I pushed farther in.
I glanced back at her. A small girl ran full tilt into her legs and stumbled back. She blinked up at Marge and gave her an angelic smile.
“Sorry,” the girl said.
“Watch where you’re going, kid,” Marge said, the scowl on her face softening.
A balding man hustled to them from one of the food lines. His beefy hand reached out and yanked the girl away from Marge. His jowls wiggled as he spun the girl to face him. The man’s face glowed red and his eyes protruded from his face.
“I told you not to run off.” He punctuated each word with a shake.
“Sorry, Daddy.” The girl’s eyes filled with tears.
“Get off of her,” Marge shoved him in the shoulder.
“Mind your own damn business,” the man snarled.
“I’ll mind what the fuck I want to. Don’t treat your daughter like that.”
The man loomed over Marge, his face turning a deeper red, almost purple. She didn’t seem impressed with his size. She crossed her arms and tilted her chin up, waiting for him to make a move. I looked to Adrian and raised an eyebrow. He waved his hand at me as if to say “all yours.” Great. Once again I would have to get between Marge and a fight.
“Why don’t you take your nosy ass on,” the man said. “What I do with my family is my right.”
“The hell it is. Maybe you should feel what it’s like to be hit.”
Marge stepped back, going into her stance. Her eyes were narrowed, the smile I’d seen earlier coming to her face. The man raised his hand in a fist. I moved up next to her. Behind the man, Nancy was approaching fast.
“Is there a problem here?” she asked.
The man turned to her, dropping his fist. His shoulders hunched, and he dug his hands into his pockets. The redness drained from his face.
“No problem, Officer,” he said.
“It looks like a problem. It looks like the two of you are disturbing these people who are trying to enjoy the carnival.”
He pointed a finger at Marge. “It’s her—”
“Lloyd, am I going to have to call Deb to pick up your daughter so I can take you to the station?”
The man grabbed his daughter’s hand and dragged her behind him towards the Ferris wheel. Marge took a step in that direction, but I grabbed her arm and shook my head. I met her glare with one of my own. Didn’t she understand we had bigger problems to worry about? She was spoiling for a fight. Charlotte came up to Nancy with Tres and Esais trailing behind her. Her lips pursed together, and her eyes narrowed.
“I thought we agreed no policing on your day off,” she said.
Nancy waved her hand at Marge and me. “I wouldn’t, but they were disturbing the peace.”
“That ass was hurting his daughter,” Marge said. “And you just let him go.”
Nancy rubbed the back of her neck. “Unfortunately, his wife won’t press charges, so there’s not much I can do. And that doesn’t excuse you from trying to start a fight.”
“Anyone here saw what he did to her. Whatever, this town is just fucked.”
She stalked off in the opposite direction of the man towards the exit of the carnival. She’d probably double back after the biker.
“Your friend’s got a real problem,” Nancy said.
“She’s not the only one,” I said. “You didn’t even bother to question that man.”
“I know him. I don’t know you.”
“And you know there are rumors,” Charlotte said. “He used to be the nicest guy, except for the last month.”
“Perhaps you should look into it Officer,” Esais said. “If the rumors are true, you will have prevented that girl from being hurt further.”
“How about you strangers stop talking about things you know nothing about,” Nancy said.
“My, you seem to be a bigger attraction than anything I have to offer here. Perhaps I should hire you,” a woman’s voice rang from behind us.
The owner of the voice stood with her arms crossed. Her hair flowed down her back in waves with golden rings braided into it. Multi-colored scarves made up her skirt, and she wore an off-the-shoulder blouse. Malantha looked every bit the part of a fake gypsy fortune-teller.
Her demon form was altogether different. Black smoke swirled inside a crystal ball. In the center, a pair of eyes with crimson irises gazed out at me. My chest tightened as they stared into my soul.
My hand twitched, but I kept it at my side. I’d left my sundang back at the house anyway. She tossed her hair over her shoulder and smiled at me before moving her gaze over the others. She paused on each of the brothers and flashed me a look with a raised eyebrow. Esais stiffened beside me.
“And you are?” I asked.
“Briana is in charge of the carnival,” Nancy said.
“Interesting place you have here,” I said.
Esais took a step forward to introduce himself.
“Don’t touch her,” I thought to him.
He stepped back, moving in front of Tres. “This is her?”
She looked at Esais’s protective position. “What lovely men. Are they yours?”
“Yes,” I said.
Adrian snorted behind me. Charlotte looked at Tres in confusion. He took her hand.
“Oh, but you two are together?” Malantha asked Tres and Charlotte.
“Do you ask personal questions of all your customers?” I asked.
“I am a fortune-teller. You have an interesting accent. European?”
I nodded. She knew that already. This was just another game for her.
“Where are you from?”
“I have traveled all over.”
“Have you visited Prague?”
My last stop before coming to America. I’d been searching for another hunter she’d targeted last year. I remember slipping through the broken window of the safe house. The stench of blood and decay had wafted through from the back rooms. The body of another hunter, slashed to ribbons, had been rotting in the house for days. I’d been too late again.
“It stinks there,” I said.
“I hear it’s lovely in the spring,” Malantha said.
“Plenty of danger.”
Her smile widened. “There is danger everywhere.”
Tres cleared his throat. “A fact we all know very well.”
Malantha chuckled and pulled out a deck of cards from the sash at her waist. She shuffled them with two hands as she peered at each one of us. A wave of dizziness shot through me. The yellow sickness drifted off the cards.
“I hope you enjoy yourselves. And if you ever want to run away, just let me know.” She held a card out to Charlotte. “A small fortune for you. Perhaps it’s a bit of romance.”
I reached up to knock Charlotte’s hand away, but Nancy moved faster. She snatched the card from Malantha and stared at it. It shook in her grip before she dropped it with a gasp. It fluttered to the ground landing face up. The Devil. She shook her head and walked off.
“Where are you going?” Charlotte called after her.
“Well, I suppose she didn’t like what she saw,” Malantha said to Charlotte. “I look forward to our future meeting.”
“I’m sure it will be more entertaining than this one,” I said.
She winked at me and spun on her heel, slipping through the crowd with ease. I gritted my teeth. Was I so little a threat to her she could turn her back on me?
Charlotte looked to Tres, biting her lip. “I should go after Nancy.”
“I can come with you,” he said.
“No, I need to handle this.” She kissed him on the cheek and left.
“I believe we are finished here,” Adrian said. “Unless you would like to chase her down now.”
“Too many people,” I said. “Besides, we lost the element of surprise. She knows who you are now.”
I glanced back to the ground and blinked with a chill running down my spine. Feet kicked up old wrappers and plastic cups, but the card had disappeared.



CHAPTER TWELVE
I perched on the limb of a tree and gazed over the brick wall at an asylum. The building looked like an estate built around the turn of the century. Barred windows lined the three stories. Search-lights rested on top of the roof, their beams trailing across the large yard. An iron gate blocked the gravel driveway up the hill to the parking lot. A sign reading “Hampton Mental Institution” stood in front of the gate. The yellow smoke swirled around the old building. I’d found my second tornado, though I hadn’t been the one to find it.
“How do you know he’s here?” Marge asked.
“I attached nanomachines to him in order to track him,” Adrian said.
“You attached what?” I asked.
“They’re machines measured in nanometers, built from molecular components. Most of the research is still in its infancy compared to what I have been able to accomplish. I have set up an interface between them and my brain.”
His explanation swirled around in my head and I tried to make sense of it. He spoke English, yet the words were foreign to me. I chewed the inside of my cheek. Marge looked as lost as I was.
“So, nanomachines are?” I asked.
He sighed. “Tiny robots.”
“I didn’t see any robots,” Marge said.
“They are microscopic.”
“So, invisible tiny robots you control with your mind?”
“In very simple terms, yes,” Adrian said.
“So, what else can these magic machines do?” I asked.
“Not magic, science.” A vein throbbed on Adrian’s temple.
It sounded like magic to me, but most science did so I would take his word for it. These tiny robots led us to the biker, so they were useful. That’s all we needed at the moment. A light flared in one of the corner widows on the first floor, one with no bars. It flickered out and a shadowy figure climbed out. It stuck close to the building until it arrived at the corner, then darted across the yard, ducking to avoid the lights when they passed.
“Unless someone lost their keys, I’d say the boy is on the move,” I said.
“Round two should be fun,” Marge said. “You’re not going to get in the way this time, are you?”
“Wait until he gets closer to the edge.”
The figure climbed the wall at the corner closest to the wood line of the forest that encroached on the northwest side of the asylum. A howl split the night. I waved to the corner not forty feet away from us. The biker spun in a circle, his head turning back and forth. The hellhound leapt from the trees and dashed towards him. Even hunched, its wolf-man form stood over eight feet of muscle and fur. Its snout peeled back into a snarl. The boy broke into a full run, but the hellhound caught him in moments.
Merda. I had my sundang, but I still didn’t have anything to deal with the werewolf part of the problem. It would heal most of the wounds before I could kill it. John had yet to come through with what I needed. We’d have to wing it.
“What the fuck is that?” Marge asked.
“Hellhound,” I said. “Adrian, get the boy out of here while Marge and I distract it.”
“We gonna kill it?” Marge asked.
“No, this is a hit and run.”
The hellhound clamped its jaws around the biker’s arm and tossed him into the air. He flew a few feet closer to us. I pulled out my sword and hopped out of the tree. I hit the ground and came up in a roll. I ran behind the beast and cut a deep gash in his side. He snarled at me and swung his arm for a backhand. I rolled out of the way.
“Hey, Furry,” Marge called.
Her foot slammed down on its knee, and a crack echoed through the yard. He yowled and snapped his jaw down at her face. She hopped out of the way. The hellhound hobbled after her. Her eyes widened as the bones reknitted.
“What the fuck?” she yelled.
“Yeah, that’s why we’re sticking to the plan,” I said.
“What plan? You didn’t say shit.”
“Then just follow my lead.”
“Fine. Whatever.”
Adrian groaned behind me. It had to be from the weight of the biker. The hellhound’s ears perked, and it rumbled at him. I moved to stand between them and pulled out a glass vial of holy water. My last one, the Van Helsings had better have more. I moved in and slashed at its leg. The hellhound couldn’t give chase if we kept working on its leg. Its attention shifted from Adrian’s retreating back to me. It growled, saliva dripping from its yellowed fangs.
“You are a beast of few words,” I said. “Did Ose take your tongue with your freedom?”
“Shut up, Food,” he said with a rumbling voice.
“Sorry, I’m a little tough.”
“And I’m bitter,” Marge said.
She brought her leg up for a kick, but he grabbed it. His claws sank into her calf as he dangled her in the air. I slammed the holy water into his snout. He snorted and reared, slapping at the glass shards. He swung Marge at me, and I had to leap to the side to avoid getting hit. That didn’t help. He threw her into me. The force of his throw sent us flying into the nearby tree. We bounced and tumbled to the ground. I rolled back towards my sword and sprang to my feet in front of the hellhound.
“Run,” I told Marge. “I’ll catch up.”
Blood matted the fur where I had slashed him, but the wound was closed. I spun to the left until I came up behind him to sever his hamstring. His leg buckled under his mass. He turned, balancing himself on his arms and good leg. He lunged at me roaring. I sidestepped and raised my sword to catch him in the side as he went by. He lumbered on the ground, struggling to get up. Time for me to run. I dashed through the trees until I reached the road where Adrian’s car waited with its motor rumbling. Marge hopped into the passenger seat. My feet pounded on concrete. I flung open the backseat door and threw myself in. Adrian sped off.
“Where’s the boy?” I asked.
“He didn’t make it,” Adrian said.
I hunched my shoulders, crossing my arms. “So that was all for nothing.”
“Not entirely. That was him.”
Adrian tossed an orange bottle of pills with a white cap. The label listed the address and phone number of the hospital. It had no patient name but listed the doctor as Charles Navotny. The name of the drug was typed “Menrazine.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Tres held open the door to the house as Marge limped inside with her arm flung over my shoulder. He stared down at her blood-soaked pants.
“Looks like I missed all the fun,” he said.
“We didn’t want to disturb your date.” Adrian shut the door.
“So, you’re just going to leave me out?”
“No, you do that all yourself.”
I set Marge on the couch, and dragged the foot rest over to prop her leg up. She glared at the brothers as they entered the room. They only had eyes for each other.
“You’re one to talk,” Tres snapped.
“How about helping now,” I said.
Tres stopped and blinked at Marge’s leg as if he’d just seen it for the first time. “Oh, let me get my first aid kit.”
I slid to the floor and leaned against the foot-rest. The bottom of Marge’s boot blurred and came into focus. The treads were lined with some sort of white material. It looked like bone, but what person would put bones in their boots?
“What’s in your boot?” I asked.
“The bones of a Saint,” she said.
I snorted and coughed. “That’s . . . ”
“What’s more useful, idolizing the bones or using them to kill demons?”
“Where did you get them, and have you actually killed any demons with it?”
She leaned back in the chair with a smirk that defied the pain she must have felt. “I met a few people who deal in questionable artifacts. And yeah, they’ve worked out well for me.”
Most of me cheered her on. She proved a resourceful girl, but a small portion was horrified. To have such a revered person used in such a base purpose poked at part of me that believed in the sacred.
Tres came back with his kit, and I moved. I backed up to the doorway. He pulled out a roll of bandages, antibiotic spray, and scissors. “I’m going to have to cut the pants’ leg off.”
“Sure,” Marge said.
“Where’s Esais?” I asked.
“Asleep, I think,” Tres said.
“I’m going to wake him. We have a lot to discuss.”
I handed the prescription bottle back to Adrian and walked to Esais’s bedroom. He lay in the middle of his bed, with one arm flung to the side and another above his head. The blanket lay in a pile on the floor. A red leather book lay on the nightstand. His forehead creased, and his eyelids twitched while his hand jerked at his side. His skin had taken on a grayish tint, and sweat reflected from his forehead in the light of the lamp.  I sat on the edge of the bed and shook his shoulder gently. He jumped, his eyes flying open.
“Sorry to wake you. We found something, though,” I said.
He groaned, rubbing his face with both hands. “It’s fine. I wasn’t sleeping well anyway.”
“Bad dreams.”
“Mmm, more like a pressure from all around. A sickness.”
I moved the collar of his T-shirt, sliding the cord around his neck until the piece of jet lay in my hand. Hairline cracks formed along the outer edges and strained to meet in the center.  The structure of the gem remained whole, and the symbols were still intact. The necklace did a good job of protecting him. We just needed to finish this before it crumbled under the strain of too much power.
“Make sure you keep this on you,” I said.
He nodded. “What did you find?”
“The biker decided to break into the asylum. Get dressed.”
Tres’s yelling traveled down the hall to us. Marge leaned against the doorframe with her arms crossed and a smirk on her face. Not a mark remained on her leg. Adrian and Tres glared at each other from across the room. I glanced at Marge, and she just shrugged.
“What seems to be the problem?” Esais asked.
Tres stiffened and forced a smile on his face. “It’s nothing. So, I guess it’s time for the meeting.”
“It’s not nothing.” Adrian spun on Esais. “Were you aware our brother has the miraculous ability to heal wounds?”
Esais cleared his throat. “Yes.”
“How long has this been going on?”
“I’ve always had it. You were just too busy being brilliant to notice,” Tres said.
“He’s not the only one.” Esais took a deep breath. “I have power, too.”
His voice reverberated through my mind. Marge jumped and snapped her neck in his direction. The color drained from Adrian’s face and he stared hard at his brother. His lips pressed in a thin white line.
“Well,” Marge said. “I didn’t know freak shows came in Euro-trash.”
“I can’t believe both my brothers have been corrupted,” Adrian said.
“It’s not. They have been gifted by spirits. His,” I pointed to Esais, “is most likely an angel. I’m not sure about Tres.”
He glared at me. “Not more of this emissary nonsense.”
“You’re one to talk,” I said.
“Meaning?”
“Let’s just say you weren’t left out when the gifts were given to the Van Helsing family.”
“And you know this how?”
“I can see it.”
He smirked. “Of course, your special vision. Well, I guess you’re wrong because I don’t have any power.”
I rubbed my temples. I knew he wouldn’t believe me. He’d wrapped himself in his cocoon of being human so thoroughly that he probably locked his own abilities. He probably couldn’t even hear the woman whispering in his ears. The three of them needed to work this out among themselves. Anything I could add would just be fuel to Adrian’s engine.
“Fine, let’s just deal with what happened tonight. This won’t take long,” I said. “Then you can get back to your family issues.”
I described what happened at the asylum, with Marge dropping an occasional comment in. Tres ran his hands through his hair, tapped his foot, and sighed the entire time as if he didn’t find my story interesting. Esais, on the other hand, never took his eyes off me.
“So, what’s the connection to Ose?” he asked.
“I saw something, same as what I saw at the carnival. I think Ose has his fingers in that asylum.”
“The mental institution?” Tres asked.
“The only one we’ve been discussing for the past half hour,” Adrian said.
Tres shot him a dirty look before turning back to us. “Charlotte works there.”
“Great. Help from the girlfriend.” Adrian set the bag on the coffee table and walked to the door. “Have at it, then.”
Esais looked to me. “We can go to Charlotte’s tomorrow and talk to her.”
“I’m coming, too,” Tres said.
“We’re done, then?” Marge stood. “Then let me know how tea time goes.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Charlotte opened the door wide to let us in. “Good to see you.”
She led us into the living room and motioned to a brown couch with patches of strings on the seat cushions. It sat between two tables with the finish worn off around the edges. Pictures of Charlotte and Nancy along with other members of their family covered the wall. Someone had recently vacuumed the carpet, and the smell of lemon permeated the room.
She disappeared into the kitchen for a few moments and came back carrying a pitcher of iced tea and some glasses. “Please have a seat. Tres said you had some questions?”
“Charlotte, do you know a Dr. Navotny?” I asked.
She blinked. “He’s the head of the mental hospital I work at. I’m surprised you know of him. He really doesn’t deal with patients.”
“I saw a prescription bottle with his name on it. I found it weird since I’d never heard of the drug,” Tres said.
“You know a lot about drugs?” she asked with a stammer. “Where did you find this prescription?”
“We found them with someone we don’t think they belonged to. However, shouldn’t there be some sort of approval before a drug is distributed to patients?” I said.
Her head tilted, weighing my words. I tried my best to look concerned by crossing my arms and biting my lip. Her eyes shifted to the side, and she clutched the couch pillow a little tighter.
“I really can’t say. I’m just a nurse,” she said.
She looked scared and not just afraid of losing her job. She had genuine fear. She acted like she couldn’t talk about the head of a department without some sort of secret police coming after her. What went on at this hospital?
The door slammed open in the hall with a bang and Nancy marched into the living room. She froze when she saw us, her eyes wide. Her head jerked in Charlotte’s direction and her lips pressed in a thin line.
“You didn’t say anything about people coming over,” she said.
“I thought you were going to be working until tonight,” Charlotte said.
“You know I don’t like people snooping around in our house.”
“They aren’t snooping. And you’ve never had a problem with visitors.”
Nancy whirled on me, her eyes wide and red rimmed. “What are you here for? Why are you causing our town so much hell?”
“That’s enough,” Charlotte stood up and walked to her. “They haven’t done anything.”
“You’re going to take their side over mine?”
“You’re acting really irrational.”
“I think I’ll take my irrational self on.” She turned on her heel and slammed the door on her way out.
Charlotte sat down and punched the pillow, muttering to herself. She blinked, looking up at us, and sat back. Her forehead rested on the tips of her fingers, and she just shook her head.
“I’m really sorry. I don’t know what has gotten into her.”
“How long?” Esais asked.
“Ever since the carnival. She’s been driving me crazy, claiming there is a conspiracy going on and hell has come to visit.”
Charlotte looked at him, biting her lip. She struggled with something more she wanted to say. Now might be the only time I had to snoop around.
“Where’s your restroom?” I asked, trying to look a little desperate.
“Oh,” she said, looking at me with wide eyes. “It’s down the hall on the left.”
I paused at the first door I came to. The room was neat and clean, like the living room. The faint scent of cinnamon drifted in the air. The walls held pictures of family. A picture of Charlotte laughing with a small child stood on the nightstand.
I passed the first door on the left, the bathroom, and stopped at the last door on the right. The room was in shambles. Clothes were pitched around the floor and piled on the bed. I wrinkled my nose at the stench of perfume and old food. I glanced at the shattered bottles on the floor, then to the stain on the wall. Had she thrown the perfume? Posters had been ripped from their places so only ragged corners remained. This had to be Nancy’s room and it looked like she’d had a fit of rage.
I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath before opening them again. I scanned the room, trying to find any demonic energy. Yellow light flickered in and out of my vision. The afterimage flashed in my mind of a horned devil tarot card. A hard knot formed in my stomach. Damn Malantha.
“Please don’t say anything to anyone. She could lose her job,” Charlotte said to Esais and Tres as I came back in. “I can handle whatever she is going through.”
Tres moved closer and patted her on the arm. “We’re here to help, even if it’s just a shoulder to cry on.”
“That’s right,” I said. “So, is there anything else you can tell us that will help?”
She looked at all of us again and shook her head. “Please, just go.”
Esais stood up. “Let’s go.”
“But,” Tres said.
“Charlotte needs some time to think.” Esais nodded to her. “Thank you for seeing us. Please let us know if you need our help.”
“What did you find?” Tres asked as we walked home.
“Nothing we didn’t already know,” I said. “Malantha.”
“So, Nancy’s affected by this madness, and Charlotte’s afraid of her job,” Esais said.
“That doesn’t get us closer to Ose,” Tres said. “So, what now?”
“I’ll call John. He still needs to bring my supplies. Maybe he can get some information on this drug,” I said.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
I shifted from one heel to another as I peered down the street, waiting for John to pick me up. The streetlights began to glow in the encroaching darkness. I straightened the straps of the black lace dress and rubbed my arms. This was a business meeting, but I took every opportunity to dress up when I could. When you lived a life of blood and death, looking pretty was a rare treat.
John pulled his silver car up at the curb and stepped out. He held the door open and let his gaze travel down my body as I approached him.
“Nice dress,” he said.
Warmth rushed through me and up my face. “Thanks.”
“So, I was thinking about this Italian restaurant.” He grinned at me.
I rolled my eyes. He knew how I felt about Italian food in this country. We’d played this game often. “This town wouldn’t know real Italian if Giada De Laurentiis came and slapped them in the face with fettuccini.”
He laughed. “What would you like, then?”
“Somewhere that matches the dress.”
“A steakhouse.”
He drove fast, taking the curves and turns with practiced ease. The scent of leather surrounded me as I leaned back against the seat. The city passed by me through the window, its streetlights blurring into bright lines. The town yawned and blinked its heavy-lidded eyes, still railing against laying its head on the pillow to sleep.
There were several cars in the parking lot for a weeknight. The steakhouse sat near a small pond and music drifted on the air from the back patio. It sounded like a live band instead of recorded music. I walked in step with John over the loose gravel to the double doors of the entrance. The hostess led us to a small table for two, lit by a small candle.
“I don’t have your stuff yet,” he said.
I met his gaze over the edge of the menu, and then turned my attention back to the list. I blew a tuft of my hair from my eyes and slumped my shoulders.
“You used to be so efficient,” I said.
His eyebrows lifted, and he flashed his white teeth at me. “Hey, some of what you wanted is hard to get.”
“That’s not why I asked to meet you.”
He put a hand over his heart. “You finally decided to admit you love me.”
“No.”
His shoulders hunched and he sighed for just a moment before his smile slipped back into place. “You’ll come around one day.”
I dropped the menu on the table and leaned back, crossing my arms. The corner of my eyes pulsed for several ticks. I would have laughed it off, but he was acting serious this time. My fingers tapped against my upper arm as I studied him for several moments. The waiter brought our drinks and took our orders. I lifted my glass to my lips and swallowed several gulps of water. I smoothed the napkin on my lap as John placed his order. I watched the waiter leave and took a deep breath.
I pulled out the bottle of pills and slid it across the table. “I need to find out about this drug and the doctor prescribing it.”
He examined the label. “You think it might be Ose?”
“There is activity from the local asylum where that bottle came from.”
“Having adventures already? How are the Van Helsing boys working out? Are they everything you expected?”
I shrugged.
“Not Dimitri?”
“They have their family issues.”
“And you need to remember that.”
“What?”
“It’s their family.”
“What are you implying?” I gritted my teeth.
“I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”
Our food arrived. I picked at my potato. Was it so odd to have concern for Dimitri’s bloodline? The man had shown me love and life at the point when I had just been existing. The least I could do was help avenge his grandson and look after his progeny, especially since Ose was unfinished business for me. I didn’t expect to be a part of their lives after this. I couldn’t be a part of anyone’s life.
“I know that look.” John reached over and squeezed my hand. “Stop thinking that. I’ve told you before.”
“John, I . . . ”
“I know, but it’s still the truth. After Maureen, there’s no one else but you.”
I stared down at my plate and bit my lip. John and Maureen had been happily married for years until a demon had possessed her. I’d come across them on a beach in Florida one day. It’s been one of those private places with palm trees surrounding it. I’d thought I’d been tracking Allegra. Instead I’d found a demon using Maureen to drown her husband. I’d saved him, but she hadn’t been so lucky.
“It’s just hero worship,” I said.
He shook his head. “I’m not sure what I can do to prove it’s not.”
“Find someone else.”
He sighed. “We’re going in circles. How about we forget this and dance?”
He pulled me to the dance floor and wrapped an arm around my waist. The band played Patsy Cline’s “Crazy.” He swayed with the music, pulling me with him. I chuckled and let the stiffness in my back fade away. Soon my rhythm matched his.
He grinned. “That's better.”
He pulled me closer and I let my head rest on his shoulder. I inhaled his aftershave and could almost taste the sea. I shuddered and tried to pull away. He shook his head and swung me into a dip. My head swam, making me laugh.
“I think I’ve been privileged to witness something no one has seen in years,” he said.
“Hmm, you seem smug.”
“Maybe I am. Your laugh is truly beautiful.”
He drew me closer, our gazes locked together. Our breaths mingled as our lips brushed. A shiver ran through me. As my eyes closed, I saw Dimitri's face. His dark eyes pierced my heart and I pulled away. My feet wanted to stay while my mind said go. I stumbled back to my seat. John followed.
“What is it?” he asked.
“I can't,” I said. "Too much of the past—”
He held a finger to my lips. “Just think of now.”
“But this can't go anywhere. You know about my curse.”
“Now has nothing to do with that.”
“You're talking about a one night stand?”
“Maybe more than one, but we can keep it casual.” He winked again.
I bit my lip and looked to the ground.
“Let me guess, you don't do casual. Have you had anyone since that Van Helsing boy all those years ago?”
“Of course, there have been others.”
Few others, to be honest with myself. After Dimitri, I concentrated on hunting once again. Funnily enough, violence is a great relief for sexual tension. However, it is only temporary, so there had been a few men, but none who had ever truly known me. That was too dangerous, John was too dangerous.
I shook my head and grabbed my purse. “I think it’s time I headed back.”
I stared out the window of the car on the way back. He didn’t ask any more questions. Instead he switched on the radio and let the blaring rock music fill the silence. I marveled at how much had changed over the years. Cacophony of sound replaced the harmony of horns, strings and wind instruments. Electricity had replaced fire, such as the street-lights. The world had grown smaller thanks to technology. Yet, here I remained the same.
“Drop me off here,” I said as we passed a familiar figure with brown hair.
He pulled the car over and waited for me to get out, with his shoulders stiff and his jaw set. He kept his eyes averted, and his knuckles whitened on the steering wheel.
“Call me when you get the supplies,” I said.
He nodded. I sighed and stepped out of the car. Relief came with a soft breeze that ruffled my hair.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
“Should you really be patrolling in your condition?” I asked Esais as he caught up to me.
“Aren’t you supposed to be on a date?”
“I call it more of a business dinner.”
He raised an eyebrow. “In that dress?”
“What, I can’t look pretty?” I chuckled. “Nothing happened.”
“Not for lack of trying on his part?”
I fell into step beside him. The stiffness between my shoulder blades eased, and I found myself smiling. Esais was easy to talk to like John, just without all the sexual tension.
“You noticed? It’s not that I don’t find him attractive, just . . . ”
“Then perhaps he’s not right for you.”
“I sense you don’t like him.”
“Something’s not right. I’m not sure what.”
“He’s been through a lot. He had to deal with his wife’s demonic possession.”
The bushes along the side of a nearby house shook, and the shadows moved. I stiffened and unlatched my purse. Esais nodded to me, slowing his pace.
“It’s been following me for the past ten minutes. I can’t get a grip on its mind, but it feels like the one in the bar.” The choir from his contact was an undercurrent to his words.
“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”
“It faded back when you arrived. It keeps slipping.”
The hellhound had decided to stalk us. It was probably waiting for us to lead it to the others. I didn’t want to play into its paws, but I’d left my sundang at the house again. I longed for the days when swords were common-place.
“How is your head?” I asked, trying to keep the conversation casual.
“Better,” he said. “Less cluttered.”
Sweat beaded down his forehead, and his eyes held a glassy look to them. How much of that statement was true and how much bravado?
“Do you think you can attack its mind?” I asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe.”
“I can try to play distraction until you can. Try for a kill. If you can, knock it unconscious, and we run.”
“We really need to take care of this thing.”
“I will when John comes through for me.”
“Hmm, we need to find another way in case he doesn’t.”
I stiffened. “He hasn’t let me down yet.”
My steps quickened, and Esais matched my pace. I reached in my purse and grabbed the handle of the knife I’d put in there. I tried to keep few items inside so I didn’t have to dig around for anything. You know, everything a woman needed: knives, pills, lipstick. Too much would make it take forever to find my knife, and in this situation, that could get someone killed, possibly me.
The street was empty. Parents had called their children in from the growing darkness hours ago. Street-lamps stood sentinel through the night while a few lights dotted windows through the neighborhood.
“We need to get somewhere more private,” I said.
A growl echoed from the side of the next house we passed. Yellow eyes reflected from the glow of the street light, and a shadow separated itself from the rest. The hellhound leaped at us. I shoved Esais to the side. The beast’s weight took me to the ground, and the concrete scraped against my bare legs as its teeth buried in my forearm. I flicked the knife open and buried the blade in its side only to have the wound heal almost immediately.
This time it attacked in wolf form. I think it had now come at me in all shapes. It was the size of a mastiff with shaggy fur. It looked almost the same as the demon I’d seen in the bar. The hellhound had taken the werewolf’s body long enough for its true form to take physical shape. Thank god it wasn’t as strong in this form as in the wolf-man hybrid. Otherwise I’d have lost the arm.
I stabbed the hellhound several more times, not caring that the wounds sealed in seconds. The world faded around the edges, giving off a blurred view. Damnit, I wanted this beast’s blood to run down my hands, and this just wasn’t working. Esais grabbed the beast around its middle and yanked it back. It released me to snap at him and caught him in his shoulder. I rose to my feet as he tossed the hellhound to the side.
“Focus on its mind,” I said.
It jumped at us again. I tackled it in midair, and we tumbled into the grass with me on top this time. A blur of red and blue flashed in my peripheral, and a siren gave a short wail.
“Freeze,” a man’s voice yelled.
“What in God’s name is that?” Nancy said.
The hellhound hopped to its feet, tossing me to the ground. Esais stood to the side, his eyes narrowed in concentration. Nancy pulled her gun out and fired. The shot echoed through the air followed by several others.
I flattened myself against the ground as the bullets passed over me. The hellhound yelped and shook its head. Its body moved from the impact of the bullets, but it paid them little attention. Its shoulders bunched, and its lips pulled back in a snarl. Nancy kept firing, her eyes wide and her face colorless. Esais pressed his back to the house and kept his gaze on the hellhound. Nancy’s partner backed from his position around the car to her side. He kept his gun trained on the beast.
“Nancy,” his voice was almost drowned by the gunfire.
The hellhound whined and growled, shaking its head again. It swung its head at me, and its eyes bored into mine. It winced again and dashed into the narrow opening between the two fences, disappearing into the alley.
Esais and I stayed in place, trapped by the flying bullets Nancy continued to fire. Her finger kept pressing the trigger after she emptied her clip. Her partner grabbed her arm. She slammed her other fist in his face, and he tackled her to the ground. I stood cautiously, holding my arm to my chest.
“Nancy, get a hold of yourself,” he yelled.
She tossed her head from side to side. “It’s the end. Monsters, demons, we’re all going to burn.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“The world is twisting.” She looked to me. “And you’re to blame.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
I hated hospitals. Yes, over the centuries modern medicine had improved. Medication replaced herbal concoctions and leeching. Cleanliness prevented wound infection, and diagnostics actually became something more than just guessing. Still, underneath the sterility lay the scent of disease and death. Not the swift death gained by combat. Those deaths are pure and simple. This one lingered, filled with suffering and fear.
Once, I contracted malaria in Italy while tracking a demon in the sixteenth century. I had been new to the hunting thing then, still filled with the rage of losing my family and being cursed. I didn’t stop to pay attention to the sickness that had spread through the town. I was a week away when the fever hit me.
For days I lay under a tree, sweating and frozen at the same time. I fought for every breath as my chest ached at the labor. My arms and legs felt like boulders when I tried to lift them. What little food and water I consumed did not stay down. Eventually, I’d been found and taken to a local convent. The nuns cared for me, but could not cure me. I died after weeks of agony. Every time I entered a hospital I still smelled that room in the convent.
I tapped my foot and crossed my arms as I sat in the waiting room, trying to figure how anyone found taupe a comforting color. Esais was still with the doctors in the emergency room. A white bandage covered the twenty-three stitches that ran the length of my forearm. Grass stains covered my dress, the lace ripped in several places. One strap dangled, broken. This was why I could never wear anything nice. I was doomed to an eternity of T-shirts and blue jeans. The doors slid open, and Tres rushed over to me. He looked at my arm and scanned the rest of the waiting room. The doors closed after Adrian stepped in.
“Where’s Esais?” Tres asked.
“Still getting stitches,” I said.
“What did you do?” Adrian asked.
“We were attacked by the hellhound.”
“I see. Once again you let it get away, and my brother was wounded in the process.”
I flung my arms out wide. “I would love to deal with it. Do you have any alchemical silver? Silver bullets blessed by a priest? I didn’t think so.”
“Stop,” Tres broke in. “Why didn’t you come get me?”
“The police called the ambulance.”
His right hand twitched. “I’m going to find this thing.”
“Once again, no silver.”
“I could make it hurt.” He clenched his right fist.
“Really?” I raised an eyebrow.
“Really what?” Esais asked.
Charlotte stood beside him. Her arms were wrapped around her shoulders like she was trying to hold herself up. Deep shadows indented her red-rimmed eyes.
“How is Nancy?” I asked.
“She’s been taken to the institution,” Charlotte said.
Esais cleared his throat. “I feel like coffee.”
We rode in two cars to the diner Esais and I had met John in. Country music blared from a small radio at the counter. The ceiling fan spread the smell of grease and meat throughout the room. The waitress eyed my tangled hair and the remains of my dress with her nose wrinkling up. I met her gaze, daring her to say something. She cleared her throat and hurried away after taking our orders. I sat up straighter and crossed my arms with a small smile.
Charlotte played with her silverware as we waited for our drinks. She straightened the knife until it was perfect, then moved on to the fork. She barely met our gazes, instead focusing her attention on the table. My gaze traveled from the waitress and cook to the couple sitting in the back and laughing softly together. All human.
“It should be safe enough to talk,” I said.
Her shoulders stiffened as she lifted her head. Her eyes shifted to the left and the right. She took a deep breath and nodded.  Adrian sat with his hands resting on his knees, studying her like an interesting specimen. Did he actually see anyone as human beings?
“All right,” she said. “I’ve been thinking of our conversation a lot in the past couple of days. I know you are aware things aren’t right. Nancy thinks you’re responsible, but she didn’t see what happened before you got here. She doesn’t work at the institution.”
“When did the trouble start?” I asked.
“He used to be a good guy, until his son was diagnosed with some neurological disease six months ago. I really felt bad for him.”
“Who are you talking about?” Tres asked.
“Dr. Navotny. He became obsessed with his new experimental drug.”
“So, the drug is his baby,” Adrian said.
“All to save his son.” Esais sighed.
Charlotte shook her head. “I don’t know. Patients are selected for an experimental run. I haven’t seen anyone return from the third floor.”
“Tell us more about this drug.” Adrian spoke up. “Has it been approved by the government?”
“He’s restricted information on it and access to the third floor.” She took a deep breath and met her gaze with Esais's. “I’m scared Nancy is going to be used.”
“Won’t you be able to have a say in that?” Tres asked.
“Because we’re related, they won’t let me treat her.”
“I’ll go in,” Esais said.
“What?” Tres said.
“Why?” Adrian asked. “She’s not really our concern.”
I looked between the three of them to Charlotte’s look of relief and hope. I knew where this was going, but why did it have to be Esais? He’d be behind barred windows surrounded by madness and open to any traps Ose laid.
“We need someone to see what is happening there,” Esais said.
“And how are you the best to do that?” Adrian asked.
“I’m the oldest.” Esais met his gaze. “And because I can read minds.”
Adrian stiffened, his eyes narrowing.
“I can go instead," I thought to them.
“No, you’re the best we have for handling the demons we’ve seen.”
“And if you run into Ose?” Tres asked.
“I’m only a thought away.”
Charlotte moved her head between the stare down. “I can keep an eye on him.”
“Do you have a better idea?” Esais asked.
“Even if I did, I doubt it would be followed.” Adrian stood and walked out of the cafÉ.
Esais watched him go and shook his head. He turned back to Charlotte. “I guess I will check myself in tomorrow.”
“Are the two of you riding with Charlotte?” I asked, and they nodded.  “Good, then I will catch a ride with your brother. Excuse me.”
Adrian had made it halfway down the block by the time I stepped out of the diner. I slipped off my broken heels and ran to catch up to him. He paused, watching me approach him.
“I can push the issue,” I said. “Make sure I go instead.”
“Why do you care?” he asked.
“I don’t want to see anything happen to him either.”
“He’s the best option we have with his,” Adrian paused, “ability.”
“They still make you uncomfortable.”
“They are unnatural.”
I bit my tongue. He barely tolerated the fact of his brothers’ emissary status and was still in denial of being one himself. “They’re both still your brothers.”
“Are they?”
“You really need to reconnect with them.”
“What would you know?”
“I know someone blessed enough to have a family shouldn’t squander it.”
He stopped at the car and stared up at the moon. “Too many years have gone by. I doubt it will ever be the same.”
“How did you end up in prison?” I asked.
“You don’t know. I thought you’d know everything about us.”
I bit my lip. “I seem like a stalker?”
“Suspicious. No one ever spoke of you.”
“Like I’m the dirty little secret.” I chuckled. “Well, your grandmother hated me. I’m not surprised she buried my name.”
“You have competition now.” He offered a bemused smile. The first bit of emotion I had seen in a while. “Arms dealing.”
I tried to imagine Adrian selling guns to street thugs. The images didn’t match. “Really?”
“I made the weapons.”
“Is that what you have shut yourself up in the garage doing?”
“Holy water grenades, actually,” he said. “You and I need to deal with these demons soon. I don’t want Esais staying longer than a few days.”
“What about Tres?”
“Tres isn’t sure what he wants. He jumps from one extreme to another.”
“I’ll get to work on tracking down the hellhound. It seems to be guarding the asylum. I think it spends most of the time in the forest between that and the carnival.”
“That’s a lot of ground to cover.”
“It should leave trace energies I’ll be able to see.”
We rode in silence as he came to terms with what needed to be done.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Tres slammed the trunk of the car as I stepped out of the house. He ran a hand through his hair, mumbling to himself.
“Esais is all packed?” I asked.
“Ready to go to the funny farm.” Raw emotions rumbled beneath the control of his voice.
“You two seem close. Closer than Adrian,” I said.
“Yeah, after our parents died, Adam went off to hunt their killer and Adrian was in America for school. Esais raised me.”
I didn’t say anything, just let him continue.
“Of course, Adrian ended up in prison for arms dealing, and well Adam . . . ” He took a deep breath. “Adam is the reason why we’re here.”
“We won’t lose Esais, like Adam,” I told him.
He turned to me with his lip quivering. His gaze bored into mine. “Can you promise me that?”
My heart raced for a moment. I remembered making a promise to protect the Van Helsing line to the best of my ability when Dimitri died. This proved difficult since Dracula had cursed the bloodline. I tried protecting Dimitri’s son Alexander, but I found no way to break the curse, and he’d died at the hand of the vampire his grandfather defeated. After his death, I’d been told by his widow to stay out of her son Andrei’s life. She blamed me for her husband’s death, which I could understand. They’d only been married for two years. So I stayed away, though in my heart I felt I’d betrayed my promise. In the end, Andrei and his oldest son Adam died not to the curse but to demons. Something I could have helped with. I wouldn’t fail again.
I stood up and took his hands in mine, rubbing my thumbs across his knuckles. “I promise to try my damndest to make sure all of you leave this town sound of mind and body.”
He laid his forehead on my shoulder and trembled. We stood in that position for some time. If this was the comfort he wanted, then I would give it to him. I couldn’t see Adrian as the type to give comfort to another. Poor child. He was born into a family that couldn’t allow for a normal life. For now, a promise to save his brother and a shoulder to lean on would have to be enough. He pulled away and straightened his shoulders with a deep breath.
“Thanks,” he said.
Esais and Adrian stepped out of the house. I stepped away from Tres and walked around to the passenger side. Esais walked to his youngest brother and squeezed his shoulder.
“I’ll be fine,” he said.
I twisted the hem of my shirt in my hands. The jet necklace remained intact despite the tiny cracks. So far Esais’s mental fortitude had held up. We had to trust it would continue. The radio filled in for the words we didn’t have during the drive. We passed streets, nearly empty after the morning work rush. The carnival was closed, resting in preparation for the final weekend. The forest separated the carnival and the asylum. It was the perfect place for the hellhound to roam.
The yellow funnel had shrunk over the carnival but the one over the asylum had grown. In the light, the building still looked like something from a gothic novel, but maybe I was biased. A new coat of paint had been applied to the bricks. Artful bushes lined the well-manicured lawn along the driveway. We passed an unmanned guard station and traveled up the driveway to visitor parking. One of the nurses at the greeting station took us on a tour of the facility, at least for the first and second floor.
“The third floor is for our more critical patients,” she said.
“That’s where Charlotte said the experiments are,” I thought to Esais.
He nodded his head to the door marked “fire escape” as the nurse led us outside. He already had a plan forming. Several patients were enjoying the morning sun with orderlies watching over them. I paused as we passed the fat man Marge had argued with at the fair. He sat on the bench, rocking back and forth and staring at nothing. His daughter clutched the hand of a tired looking woman a few feet away. The little girl’s lip trembled as she stared at her father. The yellow on the man’s aura blocked out other colors. I winced and moved on.
My phone buzzed in my pocket. I waved the rest forward and stopped near the place we fought the hellhound. Its trail had faded to almost nothing. What little I could pick up led to the woods.
“Ciao,” I answered.
“You love me,” John said. “I have your stuff.”
“Good. Meet me outside the asylum in half an hour.”
Tres opened the car for me so I could get my backpack carrying my sundang as well as a few other items. I walked down to the gate to wait for John. It didn’t take long. He handed me a large paper sack as I slid into the car. I sorted through the items before putting them in my bag. The only thing I needed today was the small canister of silvered salve to put on my sword.
“You look worried,” John said.
“Esais is checking into the asylum.”
“And?”
I frowned, staring out the window as we passed the yard. “He might be caught by Ose.”
“He’s a hunter, part of the great lineage. He can take care of himself.”
“But . . . ”
“I wish you’d show this much concern for me.” He kept his eyes on the road and his voice neutral.
“You don’t put yourself in danger like that.”
“You barely know them and you moved into their house.”
“I didn’t have a place to stay.”
“You could have stayed with me.”
“Stop the car.”
He pulled to the side and killed the engine. We were back to the point I’d been trying to avoid since he came to town. Before Hampton I could laugh these comments off, but something about the Van Helsings caused him to push our relationship beyond the friendship wall.
“I don’t want to have sex with you,” I said.
“Liar.”
“It will lead to something more. I can’t deal with another Dimitri.”
“But you’re willing to risk that with his family.”
I threw my hands up in the air. “Where are you getting that?”
“I can see the signs. You’ve only known them for a few days, but you’re worried.”
“They’re his family.”
“But not yours. Don’t expect Christmas cards.”
I nudged him with my elbow. “You don’t send me Christmas cards.”
He laughed. “That’s because you don’t have a permanent address.”
I opened the door. “Thanks for the order.”
“I’ll let you know when I get any information on the drug.”
He grabbed my arm and pulled me closer. His lips brushed against mine. I pressed my thighs together as heat spread from them to my entire body. My legs trembled, and I was grateful I was sitting down. His tongue trailed across my cheek to my jawline and down my neck. What was one night? No, it would never be enough for John. I pushed him away.
“Liar,” he said.
I gripped the handle of the car door, not looking at him. “Just because I want you, doesn’t mean I will go through with it.”
I headed into the woods. I hoped I would be fortunate enough to find a hellhound. I needed to relieve some stress.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
I drained the bottle of water and crushed the bottle, savoring the crinkling plastic sound it made. The last rays of sun turned the sky a pinkish orange. I swatted the mosquito buzzing around my face. Sweat ran down my chest, soaking my tank top even further. The hellhound had been all through these trees. Fading trails crisscrossed newer ones. I had to come to terms with the fact I was lost. Now I had to trudge back and face Adrian. He’d probably take his bad day with committing his brother out on me.
“Don’t worry about that. Marge has found her demon,” Esais said.
“Has she? Good for her. Shouldn’t you be settling in?”
“No reason I can’t do both at the same time. I’m going to give you a hand with this?”
“Where is she?” I asked.
“About half a mile from you. I’m sending Adrian and Tres as well. They need the experience.”
“How are things since you told Adrian?”
His thoughts filled my head with a mixture of annoyance and amusement. “This does not seem like the time.”
“When is it ever?” I asked. “I doubt we’re going to get another chance for coffee anytime soon. We need to take what we can get.”
He laughed. “It’s strained, but that’s normal. Actually, I feel relieved. I’ve been hoarding that load for about ten years.”
“That was around the time your parents . . . ”
“When they died, yes,” he said.
He blocked any images, but I could still feel the sadness that permeated his mind. Losing someone always left a void in you. I wanted to tell him the pain faded with time, but it would be a lie.
“And it would be demeaning to lie to a telepath while he is mentally connected to you,” Esais added.
“I’m hoping finding the bastard that killed them will help.”
Esais guided me to Marge. She and the brothers were already among the trees at the edge of a clearing. A one-story cabin stood in the middle. Rounded wooden logs made up the outside and the roof. Steps led up to a porch where three rocking chairs sat in front of a window.  A row of motorcycles was parked in front on the gravel driveway that disappeared into the woods.
“Glad you could join us,” Tres said.
“What do we have?” I asked.
“The demon and his friends decided to squat in the cabin.” Marge nodded to the wooden house in front of us.
“Do you have a plan?”
Marge lit a match. In the flare of the light, her grin split across her face and she resembled the demons she preyed upon. “We lock them in and burn it down.”
“That could spread across the forest. And people may come. Then your demon won’t be killed.”
“I don’t expect him to get killed.”
“What about the humans with him?” Esais’s voice reverberated through our minds.
She sneered. “They chose to follow the demons.”
“I’m sensing frightened minds in there. Did you check to see if they had hostages?”
I waited for Marge to answer. Her open mouth skewed, the upper lip moved to the left while the lower went right. She threw her hands up in defeat.
“No,” she said.
“Then we’re not burning the place down until we can get the bystanders out.” Esais’s words drifted.
“Can you see them?” I asked.
“There’s a family of three, mother, father, daughter. They’re unconscious.”
We looked at each other, silently drawing lots to see who would go. Soon I found all gazes turned in my direction. I had won. Damn, ganging up on me. I think I liked it better when they weren’t united, at least against me. But, they had a point. Out of the four of us, I would be best suited to get a closer look. I had my vision, while the others didn’t really have anything to detect demons. We needed to work on that when danger wasn’t so imminent.
“Fine,” I said, trying to sound more annoyed than I was. “I’ll make a sweep of the place. Stay out of sight if anyone comes out.”
The gravel crunched beneath me as I moved in a half crouch to the building. As I drew closer, the base from the music pounded in the ground below, sending little shivers up my legs. I pressed against the wall just below the window closest to the door. A cloud of cigarette smoke hung in the air; permeated with the stench of booze. I slid up and peeked in, gazing with my second sight at those inside.
A sea of leather and ugly cracked faces filled the living room. They sat on the couches, laughing as they slurped down liquor from their bottles. Tattoo sat at a table with three others playing a card game. This was ridiculous. They’d come all this way to play cards.
Slow, quiet steps took me around the side. I paused to glance around the back, to ensure no one waited outside. All clear. I moved to a window near the back door and peeked through the crack in the curtain. A full-sized bed sat in the gloom. Shadowed figures stood together in the middle of the room. They were all tall, with their arms stretched above them. Wait, they weren’t standing, they were hanging from the ceiling.
“I think I found them. Three, right?” I asked.
“Correct. How do you plan to get them out?” 
“Working on it.” I snuck back around the house to the others.
“So, can we burn the damn thing down?” Marge asked.
I shook my head. “Esais is right.”
Her shoulders slumped, and the perpetual scowl deepened. She crossed her arms in a huff. This woman only seemed to be pleased when she was hurting someone. Her home life must have been twisted.
“Don’t look so sad, you’ll still have your chance to fight,” I told her. “We need a distraction to get most of the bikers out of the house. Then we can sneak the people out the back.”
“Okay, and how do we go about doing this?” Tres asked in a doubtful voice.
“What have we got?” I asked.
“Kicks. But this would still be easier if we burned the house down,” Marge said.
“Besides Marge. I know what she can do.”
Tres held his right hand out. “I can hurt like I heal.”
Adrian shifted his eyes to his brother with a frown. I shook my head at him, and the ice mask slipped over his face. I let out a breath of relief. We didn’t need an argument now.
“I have developed a grenade that disperses holy water,” Adrian said.
“How does that work?” I asked.
“The water is converted into mist.”
“There’s only one demon. Do you have anything else?”
I laid out the plan I’d been forming. Adrian rose from his sulk and helped tweak the plan so it became workable. Despite his attitude, the man was a genius. I could fight and argue with him all I wanted, but I couldn’t deny his logic.
I said, “Let’s be quick and quiet.”



CHAPTER TWENTY
“We in position?” I asked through our link with Esais.
Time to begin the show. I covered my ears and counted to ten, waiting for Adrian to make the first move. With a roar, a fiery ball consumed the first bike, turning the black sky orange. Tongues of flame devoured the next cycle with mere licks. Its hot breath blew against my face, fluttering my hair even from this distance.
It took less than a minute before five bikers busted out of the house. They ran toward the blazing wreckage in alarm. Tres pulled the pin on the gas canister Adrian had given him. He threw it in the window, shattering the glass. There were shouts and three more piled out the door. Tattoo pushed through them. He held his face in his hands which were red and covered in blisters and still sizzling.
Marge charged out from behind a tree and ducked behind the motorcycles as the bikers opened fire on her. Adrian returned fire from his hiding spot in the trees. He'd positioned himself at an angle to the house so he would have a clear shot at anyone coming out. Tattoo removed his hands from his face, which was red as a lobster.
Marge moved straight for him, cracking her knuckles with a grin. Three of the bikers impeded her, so she played with them first. She was beautiful in motion. She spun out of the first two attackers’ reach and let her leg fly up to kick the third back.
The bikers were well distracted. Time for me to get the people out. I hurried to the back and busted the lock on the door with a kick. I slipped through the hall and into the bedroom, flipping the light switch. The three hung from ropes attached to the beams of the ceiling.
I pulled my knife out and cut the girl down first. I caught her before she fell to the floor. She groaned and stiffened at my touch. Her T-shirt was ripped at the collar and her shorts so shredded they looked more like a loin cloth. I gritted my teeth at the bruises covering her arms and legs. Part of me wanted to run outside and make those men feel what they had done to this girl. I counted to ten, taking a deep breath. I needed to get these people out first. Then, I’d take out their pain in the bikers’ flesh. I removed the man’s gag. He was thick with muscle, not fat. His nose hung at an odd angle with blood dripping from it. His left eye was swollen and purple, barely opening when I touched his shoulder.  He blinked several times, trying to focus on me.
“It’s all right,” I said. “I’m going to get you and your family out. Can you stand?”
He nodded. His gaze moved to his daughter, and he began to cry. “What have I done?”
“Don’t think about it now. Let’s worry about getting out of here.”
I cut the ropes. He landed on his feet and rubbed his wrists. I moved to his wife and touched her shoulder. Like the daughter, her clothes were ripped. A purple bruised covered the left side of her face. Her head lolled to one side.
“Can you help me with her?” I asked.
His hands shook as he lifted her up. I cut her ropes, and he cradled her in his arms, kissing her on her forehead as tears poured down his cheeks. She stirred, moaning, and her eyes fluttered open.
“Bob?” Her voice came out in a whimper.
“Shh, it’s okay, baby,” he said.
“Can you walk?” I asked her, and she nodded. “Good. Bob, carry your daughter and follow me.”
I led them outside and along the side of the house. An old blue truck sat parked close to the house. Bob lay his daughter in the passenger seat as I held open the door. The yells and gunshots could be heard from the front, but the cabin blocked my view. Tres backpedalled into my view followed by two of the bikers. A shot rang out from the trees, and one of the bikers dropped to the ground.
I yelled to Bob over the cacophony of battle. “Take the truck, and get out of here. Call the police.”
I pulled my sword and knife as I sprinted to the fight. Tattoo and two of his minions faced off with Marge on the porch. The bikers swung their knives at Marge. She dodged the man to her left, but the one on the right caught her in her arm. Tattoo slammed his fist in her stomach. She doubled over, coughing. She looked up at him, grinning. The first biker had his back to me. I brought my knife low for a hamstring. My sundang caught across the back of his upper leg. The man tried to turn, but the wounds had bitten deep and he couldn’t stay on his feet. His head slammed against the porch as he fell.
“I want him alive. Don’t go using your pretty sword swings,” Marge said.
“No playing around,” I said.
“Ah, the little girl with the sword, claiming to be my death. You weren’t that last time.”
My hands flowed as I struck. My blade sliced into his upper bicep. This demon was too dangerous to engage in banter. I planned on keeping him on the defensive to prevent him from using his powers. He grabbed for me, but I sidestepped him, hitting him in the side. Marge spun to his right, swinging her leg in three blurring kicks. Tattoo flew back and hit the ground. She grinned and took a step back, bouncing defensively as he stood back up. From the side of the house, the truck’s engine gave a grinding whine, sputtered, and died.
The other biker came at me with his arm reaching to pull me in. I blocked his arm with my knife and dragged my sword across his stomach. Tres touched one of the bikers. Blood burst from the man’s skin where he was touched. Adrian stood beside his brother with a smoking gun in hand. Three bodies lay around them, dark pools spreading out before them.
A howl rode in on the wind, rising over the roar of the fire. The hellhound bounded from the woods in its wolf-man form. Its muscled hind legs propelled it in the air and onto the hood of the pick-up truck. Bob’s eyes widened, and he worked at something behind the wheel of the car. The lights blinked and faded, but the engine did not start.
I hopped the railing on the porch and ran towards the truck. The hellhound smashed its hand through the windshield and crushed Bob’s head. His wife screamed, her wail filling the night air. It ripped the top of the truck off and slammed the jagged metal piece into the cab. The screaming stopped. I stopped short at the bloody mess inside the truck. The hellhound grinned at me, drool dripping from its pointed teeth. It took off into the woods.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
I raced through the forest after the hellhound. Branches cracked and snapped under the creature’s bulk. The orange glow of the blaze behind me and the moon provided enough light to navigate through the forest. My heart pounded in my ears. If anyone could see me now, they would have been disconcerted by the wild look in my eyes and the grin I knew was on my face. I didn’t care. This is what I lived for. The hellhound wouldn’t escape. Tonight we would meet in battle, and he would die by my blade.
The beast’s bulk crashed through the underbrush, and it growled. It uprooted a tree and sent it flying at me. I threw myself to the side and tumbled between two trunks. The wooden missile crashed through its siblings with a cacophony of shattering branches. The hellhound laughed as I came up panting. It took off again. I grabbed my sword and dashed after it. No way in the Seven Thrones of Hell was I letting it get away again. I cleared the trees into a graveyard and had to duck as a rock flew at my head.
I laughed. “You missed.”
The hellhound glared at me amongst the crumbling gravestones. In its hybrid form, it towered over all of them. I scanned the cemetery, huffing to catch my breath. The civilized world had forgotten this place. Grass grew over the tombs and mausoleums with tattered remains of ribbons blowing in the slight breeze. The moon shimmered in a lake encroaching on the graveyard. The hellhound ripped the head from a stone angel and tossed it up and down.
“The seer wants me to bring you. I hope you fight.” Saliva flew from its mouth as it growled that out.
“Tonight I will answer that hope before I send you to your death.” I drew my knife with my other hand.
It growled and threw the head at me. It leapt at me as I dipped down to avoid the flying stone. I spun around a tree, letting him crash into it, and continued around to come upon its side. My blades flashed in the moonlight, and blood gushed from his wounds. It laughed a deep rumble until its flesh began to sizzle.
“Silver compound,” I said.
The hellhound snarled at me and hopped back, kicking the tree. It toppled in my direction, and I jumped forward. The mutt was trying to distract me and run. I rolled and came up to slash him in the front of the leg. It hunched over in pain. I raised the blade in an arc over my head and slit its throat. The beast brought its paw across my bare flesh. It sent me flying back several feet, and I landed hard with an “oomph.” It made a gargling growl as it clutched its neck and toppled to the ground.
The snout disappeared as the hellhound’s form shrank. The fur shortened, revealing the tanned flesh of the man I’d first seen at the bar. His eyes stared up at the stars, now blinded in death. I hissed as I poked at the long cuts in my shoulder. Luckily, no arteries had been hit. I wrapped my arm with the remains of my shirt. I would be all right. I moved to pick up  my sword from where I had dropped it while flying through the air. A high-pitch whistling sound filled the air, and I jumped back. A small knife embedded itself in the corpse.
“Oh, no. I can’t have you armed with that again.” Malantha stepped out of the trees.
She wore a yellow sundress with two thin straps holding it up and no shoes. Her hair was pulled back from her face and hung loose around her shoulders. Her feminine appearance hid the evil that squatted in her. She held her hands behind back and rose on her toes to peer at the body behind me.
“You have slain my hound,” she said. “I think I’ll make you regret that.”
“He wanted me to regret things as well. You see how that turned out,” I said.
She giggled a light airy sound. “I thought you would be taller.”
“I thought you wouldn’t be so damn girly. It looks like we failed each other’s expectations.”
“You can’t win this. I’ve already seen it.”
She swayed from side to side, digging her toes in the dirt. I needed to get to my sword. I blinked at the blurriness in my eyes and swallowed at the roiling in my stomach. My arm still bled, but I could manage to fight. If only I could read what she planned. Did she have a knife behind her back? If I jumped to the side, I could grab the sundang and avoid anything she threw at me. I took a step closer.
“I’m sure your visions have shown you lots of things. Not all have come true,” I said.
“You’re referring to London? I learn from my mistakes.”
“You never did try to go after the Harkers after that. Imagine, a human oracle could best you. But it still wasn’t enough. You’re still playing this game with me after ten years. I’m winning.”
“Are you?”
“You never found the Van Helsings.”
She tittered. “Not until you brought them here, wrapped in a pretty bow.”
I went for the sword, but she was on me in seconds. She grabbed me and tossed me into a gravestone. Each of her fingers was covered in a metal claw that extended several inches beyond the tips. She wagged her index finger at me.
My head swam, and my vision blurred. Pain shot through my shoulder. I shook my head and stood, keeping my grip on my knife. I’d lost my main weapon, but I refused to lose this one. She came at me, her fingers aimed for a strike at my throat. I evaded to the side and aimed a slice to the tendons of her right arm. She caught the blade one handed with the tips of her claws. Her other claw slashed at my abdomen. I tore myself away from her and back-pedaled. She was already behind me, moving in for another attack. I spun and just managed to parry her with my knife.
“I can see you. Every move you make,” she sang.
“It doesn’t matter. You can’t kill me.”
She laughed. “I think I will test that theory.”
I swallowed hard, panting. My chest ached from the lack of oxygen. My stomach roiled. The adrenaline had faded.
She stepped and waved her fingers at me. Your move, the gesture said. She wore that easy smile I knew I sometimes wore. I needed to end this. My sword still rested several feet away. I ran for it. She slid in front of me, going low, and her claws raked the back of my calf. I stumbled. Her leg tangled with mine, and I tumbled into the water of the lake. I splashed about, trying to right myself. She stepped into the water, her dress floating about her. Her hand snaked out and clasped my throat.
“You know murder is a sin. Let’s wash it away,” she said.
She lifted me into the air and slammed me into the water. My back hit the ground, and all the air rushed from my lungs. The water covered me, filling my ears with that muted flow. I wrapped my hand around her wrist, but she held me down.
I was trapped. No way out. The darkness filled the edges of my mind. My lungs screamed for air. She smiled down at me, her face disturbed by the surface of the water. I jammed the knife in her throat.
Her eyes flared with yellow light like the funnel I’d seen. Her grip tightened around my throat. The blood flowed down her dress and clouded the water around me. I kicked and slammed my fists against her. She didn’t even move. I couldn’t hold back any longer. My mouth opened, and water filled my lungs. The clouded water continued to spread, darkening to match the blackness in the edges. I saw nothing.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
I kneel before the altar. My hands clasp together as my arms rest on the pew in front of me. Where there would be a statue of Cristo instead is a naked woman. She has a slew of other men and women embracing her legs as her hands rest on two heads. Along the walls stained-glass windows depict men and women in various lewd acts. Incense drifts in the air.
She walks to me, a red light shining down on her from the windows. The nun’s habit clings to her curves with the skirt shifting against her thighs as it moves. Her face is perfection, high cheekbones and a tapered nose on flawless skin. She kneels beside me and places a hand on my thigh. Warmth spreads between my legs.
“You are lost again, my daughter,” she says.
I blink. How did I get here? I gasp, the air freezing in my chest. Somewhere far away I hear water lapping around me. I start to choke. She places a finger on my lips, shushing me. I sigh and resist the urge to lick her finger.
“I know you’re tired. You have done much.” She holds her arms wide. “You don’t have to fight anymore. Come and rest.”
My eyes grow heavy, and my head nods. Her bosom invites me like soft pillows. My son’s screams fill my ears, and I squeeze my eyes shut, but the tears still fall.  For so long I’d fought and bled, trying to hold my tears back, yet the wound in my heart continues to ache. It can all end if I just say yes.
I look into her reddish purple flaming eyes and stop myself from touching her. The beauty and peace are wrong. I blink, covering my face with my hand to block her out if just for a moment. I’m forgetting something important. The water laps louder.
Her lips pinch together. “Why do you continue to deny me?”
The image of a boy’s twisted grin flashes through my mind. The demon inside him eviscerated me with knives. My fists clench. “Do you really need to ask that?”
“It only ends in misery for you. Like your last lover.”
Dimitri’s face fills my eyes. He lays bleeding and dying at Allegra’s feet. My last hunt with him. The world crashes down on me, and my shoulders slump under its weight. My eyes flutter. I long to close them. What was the point of all this? I would never win against Allegra or this woman. The waves crash in my ears.
I stand and move to the water basin near the double doors. The liquid is still and dark. A man’s voice calls my name, a tenor filled with sarcasm, but not now. Adrian. I step towards the door.
She stands in the aisle, looking sad. “Why do you do this, daughter? You should accept you are mine.”
“I’m not your daughter.” I turn my back and open the doors.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The moon came into focus first, sitting bloated in the night sky. Adrian sat beside me. He cleared his throat and stood when I turned my head in his direction. The waters lapped over my numb legs. He’d pulled me from the water. I sat up with a groan, half-covering my face with my hand. My whole chest ached, like I’d been coughing too much. Smooth skin replaced my wounds. My hair clung to my elbows and the small of my back. I’d have to get it cut again. Death reverted me back to the way I was when Allegra had cursed me.
The other one had come to me again. It happened every time I died. She offered me peace if I would just give in to her. Over the centuries, the scenes had changed, yet the face remained the same and I never knew her name. No, that was wrong. I suspected her name but I didn’t even want to contemplate the consequences if it was true. The one thing I knew, if Allegra was the demon who cursed me, she received her power from the other female. I put her from my mind and scanned the graveyard.
“Did she get away?” I asked.
Adrian pointed to the body still floating in the water. I stood and rested my hands on my knees as I waited for the dizziness to fade. Coming back always took hours to adjust to. I’d never gotten used to it, even after all this time. I dragged the body onto the shore and rolled her over. Her eyes were glass, and her face frozen in a look of shock. The girl, Brianna, must have come back to herself to feel her death. Malantha was petty enough to hold the girl’s soul long enough to feel it. Most victims of possession were trapped in their own bodies, able to experience their life but unable to control it. I pulled the dagger from her throat with a sigh.
“Damn.” I turned back to Adrian. “You came looking for me?”
“You’ve been missing for a while. Even Esais couldn’t find you. The police are at the cabin. You killed both demons?”
I pointed to the girl’s body. “She escaped.”
I moved to the werewolf and pulled my sword from its chest. I had to rest one boot on its chest to get it out. I’d buried it pretty deep. I flicked the blood on the ground and used the girl’s dress to clean both blades. Adrian watched me in silence, his face betraying nothing. I turned to him with my shoulders stiffening in defense.
“We’re not going back to the monster argument, are we?”
“Coming back from the dead isn’t natural. I tried to resuscitate you, but too much time had passed.”
I shivered as I thought of Adrian’s lips on mine. Maybe it was just from being wet in the cool night air. It wasn’t like I was attracted to him.
“Why?” I asked.
“We still need your expertise.” He turned back to the forest. “We should leave before the police make their way here.”
“How can we get out of here?”
Adrian pointed to the entrance to the cemetery. The gate hung halfway off the post. “We’re going to have to take the long way around. You think your hike through the woods can get us back to town?”
I stared down the dirt road leading from the graveyard. I’d passed this way in my search for the hellhound, but the thing looked different in the dark. The road traveled opposite from the way I’d come in my chase.
I nodded west of the road. “That should lead us back to the carnival. I hope you’re up for a hike.”
The woods remained silent as we walked except for the crunching of our boots and our heavy breathing. We’d disturbed the natural peace enough tonight that all of the creatures had hidden. The shadows played across Adrian’s face. He kept his jaw set and his mouth a straight line.
“Where is your car?” I asked.
“One of the churches across from the carnival.”
“I guess you didn’t expect to get this exercise when you came here.”
He let the flashlight he brought with him splay in front of us. “I didn’t expect a lot of things.”
“You never wanted any of this.”
“Hmm.”
He quickened his steps and moved ahead of me a little. I was the one supposed to lead us out. I doubled my pace, giving up on any conversation at all. The lights of the town showed through the trees, and I walked to the edge of the forest. A few cars passed along the road. I waved him in front of me. He moved with quick steps across the street and onto the side walk.
I slid into the passenger side. “So, where are we headed?”
“Marge took him back to her hotel.”
“I guess she plans on moving out after this.”
“Not with us.”
Marge’s hotel was across town from the one I'd stayed at. Her truck sat parked outside one of the rooms, with the bed closest to the door. Tres stood outside with his hands stuffed in his pockets, and his forehead puckered as he stared down at the sidewalk. He popped his head up when the car’s headlights flashed over him. A ghost of a smile flickered across his face. It disappeared as I used the roof to pull myself out of the car.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
I waved him off. “I’ll be fine with rest, but we have work to finish.”
“Marge said she wanted to have some alone time with the demon.”
I swallowed the lump stuck in my throat. It was a demon this time. Marge’s tender mercies could get us the information we needed. But my stomach protested at even the thought of stooping to their level.
Adrian opened the door, and I stepped behind him. The tables and chairs were pushed against the walls. Tattoo lay in the center of the room. On the floor, two concentric circles surrounded the Star of David. Astrological and planetary symbols filled the spaces between the points of the star. My chest swelled upon seeing it. They’d drawn the binding circle exactly like I’d taught them. Marge stood over him with a knife in one hand and a bag of salt in the other. He rested his head on the floor. Sweat dripped down his skin, mixing with the blood from the cuts along his arms and face. His leather jacket lay draped over one of the chairs.
“Where’s my contract?” Marge demanded. She glanced to us, her look of anticipation turning to a scowl when she saw me.
“You look like you’re getting ready to eat him,” I said. Yes, my mind goes to dark places.
“And you look like a drowned swamp rat,” she said.
“Close enough. Let’s get this over with so I can wash this junk out of my hair. What have you found out?”
“Haven’t had enough time with him yet.”
He laughed. “This girl can’t break me. I’m an alastor.”
I whistled. Wrath had sent an alastor after Ose. He must have pissed the Throne off thoroughly. And the alastor had just made a telling mistake. He had no idea who I was. I moved to kneel beside him, and he looked up at me with a grin.
“I’m going to break you before I kill you,” he said.
Definitely had no idea.
“Why are you here?” I asked.
He spat in my face. Tres lunged toward the circle, but I held my hand up. This I could handle. I stood and wiped my face off with a towel from the bathroom.
“You won’t be laughing back at the Throne.” I shook my index finger at him in mock thought. “Now, I believe alastors who return unsuccessful have to pay a heavy price. A lot of pain, yes?”
The grin dropped from his face, and Marge’s scowl deepened. Once again I’d taken away her fun. As if she hadn't gotten enough action for the night. I know I had. I took a deep breath as a wave of exhaustion passed through me. I strained to keep the smug look on my face. I only had to keep this game up a little longer.
“You’re bluffing,” he said.
“El Shaddai, Elohim, Elohi, Tzabaoth, Elim, Asher Eheieh, Yah, Tetragrammaton, Shaddai,” I said, “which signify God the high and almighty, the God of Israel.”
Red light filled his eyes, and his body began to convulse. He rolled on his back, his legs and arms jerking hard enough they bounced off the floor. I stopped chanting, and he slumped. The rise and fall of his chest were his only movements.
“Why are you here?” I asked.
He glared at me, but a look of fear had replaced the look of derision that had been in his eyes before.
“Ose stole the hellhound,” he said.
“How is that even possible?”
“That’s above my pay grade. He and his bitch of a daughter have been stealing from the Thrones.”
“But the demons that work for Ose still have an affiliation to one of the Thrones. They have to.”
He shook his head. “He replaces it with something else.”
I sat on the bed and rested my chin on my hands. Ose had the ability to free demons from their Thrones. John had said Ose had been liberated, but I didn’t know he could do that to others. Not only did it take the power from the Thrones, but it threw the hierarchy of Hell into chaos. Wrath wouldn’t be the only one after him. It just arrived first. However, they were all in for a disappointment. I stood and drew my sword.
“You have already failed. I killed the hellhound. Don’t worry, you won’t make it back to hell to receive your punishment,” I said.
“Hold up,” Marge said. “I’m not done with him.”
“No, not your way,” I said.
“Why the hell not? He’s a demon.”
The alastor stared at Tres, a slow smile spreading across his face. His eyes shifted to Adrian and back.
“What are you looking at?” Tres asked.
“Don’t feed the bears,” Adrian said.
“Shut up.”
“We don’t have to sink to their level,” I told Marge.
She gave an ugly laugh. “They’re not human. Hell, the human he’s in gave up his body.”
The alastor laughed, still looking at Tres. “Your daddy would be disappointed in you.”
Tres’s face twisted in a scowl. “What do you know about my father?”
I glanced over at the alastor. “You shut up. Tres, don’t listen to him.” I turned back, holding a finger up. “So, you’re willing to dirty your soul. It’s already in danger.”
“What do you mean by that?” she asked.
I tilted my head down but kept my gaze on her. “I think you know.”
“Your daddy was proud of his family’s work. But you’ve fucked it off. You’re the least favorite son.”
Tres lunged at him. Adrian grabbed his brother’s arm. Tres spun and slammed his fist in Adrian’s face, causing him to stagger back. His eye patch slid to the side, revealing small raised lines of pink scar tissue that surrounded his eye. He returned a punch of his own. Tres tried to put him in a headlock. Both wrestled, moving back and forth. The heel of Tres’s boot rubbed against the line of the binding circle, smudging it. The alastor laughed.
The room flashed red for a second. It was so fast that if I’d hadn’t been a skilled hunter I would have mistaken it for a trick of the light. I moved to the circle, my sword ready. I was too late. Tattoo lay on the ground, groaning. The alastor had fled.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
I dabbed the damp rag around the cut on Tres’s forehead. The wound ran from under his hairline to the left eyebrow, but looked shallow. He’d received it when his head had met the corner of the nightstand in Marge’s hotel. The punch Adrian had given him had swelled his eye shut. He winced, sucking in his breath at the sting of the alcohol. He sat at the dining room table, and I leaned over him. Towers of books sat stacked on the dining room table. We’d relocated after our debacle with the alastor to what I’d come to refer to as the safe house.
He grinned when his gaze met mine. “Looks like our roles are reversed.”
I smiled despite the fact I should be chiding him for his actions. “I only know the basics.”
“Well, the basics have gotten you this far.”
My smile faded a little. “They’ve worked at times.”
The times when it didn’t work, I’d died. I kept from saying that part aloud. My humanity was already in question. Adrian kept dragging his gaze to me throughout the night. I didn’t enjoy these deaths. Each time I had to fight against my own urge to give up, to follow the female’s words. Then, when I won that battle, I had to worry about where I awoke. I shuddered and shook my head.
“Ugh,” Marge said from the doorway. “All right to avoid seeing more of this, someone tell me what the fuck we are supposed to be doing? Thanks to the two bumbling brothers here, I lost my demon.”
“We’re all to blame for that,” I said. “We need to move forward.”
She waved a hand at the brothers. “These three came here without a fucking clue about what they were dealing with.”
“Then we will solve that issue now,” Adrian said from behind Marge.
He moved around her and sat down on the couch. The puffed-up skin rose around his eye patch. He wore his usual emotionless mask as his gaze traveled over the three of us. I kept my focus on wrapping Tres’s head in a bandage, glancing at Adrian occasionally.
“We have been here for a week and still are no closer to finding Ose,” he began.
“A lot has happened, though,” Tres put in.
The choir began their song as Esais joined in. “Yes, which is why we need to stop and consolidate what we know.”
“Let’s start with tonight,” Adrian turned in my direction. “What is an alastor?”
“It’s a type of demon that serves the Throne of Wrath exclusively. They’re avenging demons. Wrath uses them against other demons in feuds. When on Earth they like to visit the sins of the fathers on their sons.” I nodded to Tres. “That’s what he was doing to you.”
“And you fell for it like any newbie,” Marge said.
“Like you’re any better,” Tres snapped.
“I am better. I know what I fight,” she said.
“And now we do as well,” Adrian cut in.
“Look, just because you learn fast doesn’t mean you’re skilled. I’ve been killing these bastards for a while now,” Marge said.
“Why?” I asked.
She jumped, caught off guard, and her mouth closed on her tirade. She blinked at me. “What?”
“Why do you hunt them?” I asked. “You seemed to take a lot of pleasure in causing them pain.”
She snorted. “And you don’t? Why do you kill them?”
Allegra’s catty smile flashed in my head. Once again I was sucked in, forced to watch her lick my husband’s blood off each of her fingertips. My child screamed as the smoke of his burned flesh choked my lungs. Ice filled my veins, rushing to every part of my body and leaving no room for anything other than hatred. I would see that fiend dead by my hand. It would probably be the last thing I did.
Marge smiled, watching my face. “Now, cut and paste different names and dates. You’ll have my story.”
“Except for the part where you made a deal with a demon,” I said.
“What?” Tres stood, pushing me away from him. “You’re working with demons?”
“I didn’t make a damn deal. We can’t all be cursed with immortality.” She sneered.
Five steps took me to Cajun girl. My fist flattened against her cheek, and she remained as firm as the wall she leaned against. I pulled back, shaking my hand. The split skin stung worse than I remembered. The bitch was tough. Her tongue pushed out her cheek as she ran it along her jaw. Her smile twisted into a scowl.
Tres looked on, his mouth hanging open, while Adrian smirked. Both did nothing to get between us. They waited to see what happened next.
“Children, could you stop, please?" Esais said.
She ignored him and planted her foot in my abdomen. The kick sent me flying into the table, toppling the stacks of books. Tres stumbled out of his chair to avoid a tower falling on top of him. I pulled myself up, rubbing my hip where it had hit the edge. The mess spread across the floor, all bent bindings and wrinkled pages.
The choir’s volume doubled, and their pitch rose, echoing through my ears until I couldn’t hear anything else. Esais’s voice thundered above it. Each syllable was a dagger to my head. Wincing in pain caused my head to hurt more.
“Enough,” he said. “We do not have time for this ridiculous fighting.”
Marge slid down the wall, holding her forehead. Adrian rested his elbows on the table and rubbed his temples while Tres fell forward on the chair he’d vacated. After what seemed like an eternity, the cacophony receded and sound returned to normal. The pain became a bearable throb.
“We have already failed to protect people tonight,” Esais continued at a manageable level. “Let’s try not to lose anyone else due to our negligence.”
“Casualties are bound to happen,” I said.
“It could have been prevented," he said.
We had a bleeding heart as the head of the Van Helsings. It surprised me, especially with his family history, that he hadn’t learned not everyone could be saved. Of course, this wasn’t a concept that could be explained; it had to be experienced.
“Perhaps you’ve forgotten what it’s like to care for the wellbeing of others,” his voice whispered.
The others didn’t notice the last one, so I thought back at him. “Some thoughts are private. Besides, I helped that family.”
“But you were more intent on the demon,” he spoke only to me.
His next words reached everyone. “I can say Marge is not working with the demons. Now, can we move on?”
“We still need to find Ose, and we still have two demons at large.”
I bit my lip and concentrated on Adrian’s words, pushing any self-contemplation away until later. “What have you found on the hospital, Esais?”
“I met with Dr. Navotny one on one today.”
“And?” Tres asked. “Was this whole thing worth it?”
“If it’s not Ose, it’s someone close to him. The man exudes a miasma of madness. It was hard to stay in the same room with him.”
“How is your charm?” I asked.
“It’s fine. Tomorrow I will scan the orderlies, especially the ones that work the third floor.”
“That leaves us with dealing with the two demons,” I said. “I’d say Malantha first. She is the most dangerous as Ose’s second.”
“How do we blind the seer, though?” Adrian asked.
“Actually, she is blind to you. Lucy performed a ritual for you and your brothers. It’s why Malantha never found you for ten years. I had a similar one on me but,” I trailed off.
But she had found me at the graveyard tonight. She’d known I would be there. My ritual hadn’t been strong enough. It must have broken when she’d seen me at the carnival. I shivered, remembering the eyes behind that crystal ball.
“I’m going to have to cast the ritual on myself again before we can do anything. Otherwise she will know. It’s going to take me three days.”
“Three days?” Tres asked. “That’s inconvenient.”
“Rituals take longer than symbols or charms, but they’re a little more powerful.”
“We know what we need to do. Now, I’m going to sleep. You should all do the same,” Esais said to everyone.
He barely kept the exhaustion in check as the choir faded away. I sighed and began to pick up the books. He’d had a long day. Not only had he been admitted into the hospital, but he’d stayed in mental contact with us up until the fight. It was just stress. Still, if he continued to push himself, he’d make it easier for this madness to take hold.
“I think I’m going to get some pain pills,” Tres said, heading to his room.
Marge walked down the hall with a wink at me. She even took pleasure in the one kick. I didn’t show it, but she somehow knew I was still hurting. The woman was twisted. An itch formed in between my shoulder blades from Adrian’s gaze. I  crouched down and began stacking the books in a pile, ignoring him. The air conditioner clicked on.
“Do you think he will last the three days?” he finally asked.
“He’s strong. Have faith,” I said.
“That’s something I’ve never been good at.”
He shook his head and moved into the kitchen. The door leading from the kitchen to the garage slammed shut. I walked to the hall and paused at Tres’s door, still cracked open. I knocked lightly and opened the door. He had his back to me and his shirt off. Wide scars started from each shoulder and ran down his back until they crisscrossed in the middle. He spun around and glared at me.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I just came to check on you.”
“Did you get a good look at what Ose left me?” he asked.
“Ose did this to you?”
“During his last visit.”
“You were with your parents.”
Tres’s mouth twisted in a bitter smile. “He thought it would be fun to play with me. I’m lucky Esais showed up.” He covered his face with his hands and ran them through his hair. “I still don’t know how he did it. He was supposed to be in America with Adam.”
The power of an emissary was a strange thing. If an angel gifted Esais, then it made it very possible for him to travel there in time. Tres slipped his shirt back on, avoiding my gaze. I reached out to touch his shoulder, but he pulled away from me.
“You can’t heal the scars?” I asked.
He laughed. “Ever since that night, I can’t heal myself.”
“Oh, Tres.”
“I don’t want your pity. I’ve had enough of that all my life. I just want Ose dead.”
“Done,” I said.
I paused at the door for one last glance, but he kept his back to me. I headed to my room with my shoulders slumped. The weariness I’d held off for hours refused to be ignored any longer. It dragged me into unconsciousness.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
The door swings open, allowing the light to spill on the dirt. The burning oak Dario had cut drifts on the air. Home invites me in from the cold night. Yet, my feet cling to the cobblestone, and my hand remains glued to the handle. My husband and son wait behind the door, but still I hesitate. 
The stars blink out above me, until only the Dog Star remains as my guide. Its light fills my vision. Soon all that remains is me and the light, alone in the cold emptiness.
My vision clears, and the door opens wider. I step inside. The basket of veal and grain I carry drops to the ground.
She lounges in my chair with my babe resting in the crook of her arm. Her hair coils atop her head like a sleeping snake. The red of her gown clashes with the mauve of her skin. Her lips curve up as I enter, giving a flash of pointed teeth. She trails her claws down my husband Dario’s cheek while he rests his head on her knee.
“Welcome home, Gabriella.” Allegra's lilted voice rings through the room.
I freeze, my breath stuck in my throat. My eyes remain on my son. He lies sleeping, his soft face pale and relaxed.
“Surprised to see me alive?” she asks.
She stands, knocking my husband to the ground. He runs a hand through his shaggy hair and crawls after her with his tongue hanging out. He presses his lips against her feet. I turn my head and clench my fists. Allegra’s laugh fills the air. Blood drips from my palms onto the ground.
“Stop her,” a voice whispers. “Do not abide this evil.”
I try to move, but my feet stick to the ground and my hand slows in its reach towards the scene in front of me. Dario takes our baby from the demon woman. He cradles him, crooning a lullaby, and looks back up at Allegra. She is the only thing he sees as he places our child into the fire.
My screams mix with the baby’s wails. I lurch forward, but my feet are lead. Smoke fills the room, gagging me. I cannot look away from the tiny figure writhing in the flames.
“Marco.” His name falls from my lips with a sob.
Allegra laughs and helps Dario to his feet. He laughs with her, his face still holding that look of bliss. In that moment, I hate him for his ignorance. She runs a hand down his cheek. He closes his eyes, leaning into it. They kiss, slow and deep, savoring every moment. Then, she rips his heart from his chest. She holds it out to me with a smile, letting his body drop to the ground.
“You tried to stop me, but your husband’s heart is still mine,” she says.
The demon leans over me, still holding my husband’s heart. I try to claw at her eyes, but she knocks my hand away. She grips my jaw in her hand and forces me to meet her gaze. An amaranthine glow flares from her pupils. I fall into her gaze.
“I will reward you for your ingenuity,” Allegra says. “I will make you mine.”
The purple intensifies, encompassing her eyes. It slips into the cracks in my mind and fills me. Nothing else exists.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
I woke with my sheets soaked in sweat again. Allegra’s voice still rang in my ears. The afternoon rays shined through my window. Unconsciousness had held me captive to my dreams for the whole day. I wiped my face and pushed down the feeling of sorrow. My cell phone sat on the bedside table, a gift from John, who convinced me it was useful to keep in touch with people. No calls. He must still be upset over what had happened last night. In my fear of losing him by starting a relationship, I may have lost him anyway. I sighed and sat up. Lying in bed wouldn’t help anything, and I had a ritual to perform.
Marge sat with her feet propped on the kitchen table when I entered the room. One of Esais’s books balanced on her knees, and she flipped through it as she ate a sandwich. I breathed in the scent of real Columbian coffee and walked to the counter to pour a cup.
“Where are the others?” I asked.
“Tres has run off to his girlfriend, and Adrian’s locked himself in the garage.”
“So, how long do you have on your contract?” I asked.
Her head jerked to me, and she narrowed her eyes. After another minute she nodded. “About five years.”
“Why’d you do it?” I asked.
“I didn’t,” she snapped. “My mother tried to get us out of the hell we were in and made things worse. She traded my soul, not hers, because I was the one suffering.”
I frowned. “I didn’t know others could sell your soul to demons.”
She shrugged. “Something about legal guardians being responsible.”
“That’s just wrong. There should be a way to fight that.”
“I’m trying. If I kill the demon that holds my contract . . . ”
“Do you even know who it is?” I asked.
She shook her head.
“So you’re just traveling around, killing whatever demon you come across?”
She shrugged. “I’ll find one eventually who knows.”
This sounded familiar. My mind flashed back to a young angry widow carving a swath of demon flesh in Italy. I’d had a mentor though. Good Father Ricci with his balding hair and watery eyes. He also thought every dead demon was a boon to humanity. Because of that, it had taken me centuries to get on the trail of Allegra. Marge didn’t have forever. This woman had been through a lot. She’d come out damaged, but she still stood at least, and I had to make sure she remained so.
“Marge, you need to have a plan. Otherwise, you’re just wasting what little time you have left.”
“So what do you propose I do?”
“We’ll research. I’ll check with a few of my contacts to see what they know.”
“Mine led me here. You see how well that worked out,” she said.
“I doubt the alastor has left. He won’t risk failing a mission if he can help it. With the hellhound dead, all he can do is drag Ose back to his master.”
She finished off her sandwich and stood up. “Well, I’m going out to look for it.”
I nodded. “Good luck.”
In the living room I found the bloody remainder of Marge’s pants still in the trash. Tres had been upset enough from his argument from his brothers to forget about them. This worked out better than I hoped since I needed Marge’s blood.
I walked to the den with my bag and closed the wooden door behind me. I moved the furniture to the edges of the room and rolled up the carpet. From the bag John had given me, I pulled out a jar of alchemical paint made from quicksilver. This would have been why John had taken so long. Most people mistook quicksilver for mercury. It took the most skilled alchemist to tell the difference. I wasn’t one of them, but I knew a few. Quicksilver remained a mystery in alchemy, but was still one of the most powerful components. Many an alchemist had theorized on the origins of the substance, but nothing had been proven. I never really cared. I preferred using it for its ability to channel magic in ritual work.
I painted a circle on the concrete that took up most of the free space in the room. Inside the circle came a triangle with its points touching the circle. Within the triangle I painted a square and in that I painted a smaller circle. I set a small table into the innermost circle and placed my sword, a bowl of herbs, two wax dolls, and a mirror on it, along with several black candles. The color black repelled or blocked energy. I laid out a small brazier with burning sage to purify the room while I cleansed myself.
I let the water from the shower run down my body. My stomach was doing flips, and the muscles in my back bunched together. I breathed out the anxiety I felt, imagining it to be viridian smoke leaving my mouth. These emotions would taint the energy I intended to channel for this ritual. I envisioned my body surrounded by a Prussian blue aura. I stepped out of the shower in a focused state of tranquility and slipped on a white robe. I was ready.
The sage had burned itself out by the time I came back into the den. I placed small bowls of angelica incense on the three points of the triangle. The herb was attributed to the archangel, Michael, and the fumes would dispel evil or hostile magic. I picked up my sundang. Many Hermetic ritualists like to have a special sword for working their magic. My sword was an extension of me and so it allowed me to channel energy easier.
I raised the blade to my face and closed my eyes. I envisioned myself growing larger and larger until I floated in space, with the planets floating around me. A star hung above my head, blazing with white light. I raised my sundang and pierced the star. Its energy flowed through my sword and into me. I opened my eyes and walked to the outer circle. I moved clockwise with the tip of the blade pointed along the edge of the outer circle. A blue light tinged with gold-white trailed from the sword’s point.
I stopped at the eastern point and drew a five-pointed star. It hung in the air, its white light playing shadows along the bare walls of the den. I pierced its center and projected my energy through it until the star glowed cerulean.
“Ihvh,” I chanted.
I continued my path until I reached the southern point. I drew another star and pushed my energy through it as I chanted. “Adni.”
I walked until I reached the western point and did the same. “Ahih.”
The last star was at the northern point. “Acla.”
The circle closed around me with an audible hum. A cylinder of blue white light rose to the ceiling. I breathed deeply and moved to the altar, facing east. I held my sword in front of my face with the tip facing up.
“Before me, Michael,” I said.
Michael, the Sword of God, led the seven archangels and was the general of Heaven’s Host. His element was air, and he was the Guardian of the East.
“Behind me, Gabriel.”
Gabriel was the Word of God, another of the seven archangels. He led the trumpet angels. His element was water, and he was the Guardian of the West.
“To my right, Raphael.”
Raphael was titled God’s Heal. Many miracles were performed in his name. His element was earth, and he was Guardian of the North.
“To my left, Uriel.”
Uriel was the Fire of God, the punisher. He took great pleasure in his work, supposedly. He was the Guardian of the South.
“About me flames the Pentagram.” I touched the blade to my forehead and the four stars flared. “And in the column shines the six-rayed star.”
I set my sword on the altar and let out a breath. The circle had been cast and the divine entities called for protection. Now came the actual ritual. I picked up the mirror and arranged it so it pointed down on the table. I wrapped the scrap of Marge’s pants around one of the wax dolls. I cut my hand, bled into a white cloth napkin, and wrapped it around the second doll.
“I name you Malantha. No more shall you do us harm.  No more shall your eyes spy us,” I said.
I let my will and energy flow into the dolls as I spoke the words. On their foreheads I carved pentacles, five pointed stars surrounded by a circle. I set the dolls into a bowl of herbs consisting of salt, bay laurel, angelica, and garlic. All were used to protect against evil. I placed a black cloth over the dolls, imagining Marge and me being hidden from Malantha’s eyes.
“No more shall you interfere in my life, nor in the lives of my loved ones.  By the power of God and by my will. So mote it be!”
I stood and walked counter-clockwise, releasing the energies of the circle. I would return the next midnight and the one after to repeat the words. After that, she wouldn’t see us coming.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Marge gripped the chain-link fence, looking up at the top several feet above her head. Small wisps poked out from under the black cap she’d worn to cover her strawberry blonde locks. I snickered. Marge would probably kick me if I ever referred to her hair as golden locks. She looked over at me, her brow wrinkling.
“What?” she mouthed.
I shook my head, waving her on. We all looked like sneak thieves in the tight black shirts and pants we were wearing. The rest of us hadn’t needed to cover our hair; mine was black and the boys had dark brown. Tres said we looked like a group of teenagers on their way to vandalize property. I’d failed to understand his excitement, but all my trespassing had been done after my marriage. I didn’t feel the nostalgia of my youth.
The fence clinked every time Marge put her foot on it. She paused at the top to survey the area below before hopping down. I climbed last, watching for any guard approach as I waited. The impact of the landing jarred my knees, but I kept my balance.
We’d entered into the food court. Streetlights bathed the boarded stand in a yellow light. The ground was cleaner now than it’d been during the day, thanks to the cleaning crew that swept the place after closing. I wrinkled my nose as a breeze brought the smell of stale popcorn. Still, it felt good against my damp face. The air remained humid, even at two in the morning.
We slipped in between the stands, peering around corners before scurrying to the next safe haven. At this moment, security became more dangerous than any monster. We couldn’t kill a human if we were caught. We’d have to abandon the plan or end up in jail. I preferred to stay away from the law. Nancy’s suspicions and the incident with the dog attack had already put us under police scrutiny enough.
“How much farther?” Tres asked, keeping his voice low.
“Past the Ferris wheel, across from the roller coaster,” I said, pointing.
I shivered as we crept past. The wheeled monstrosity loomed above us with its caged seats rocking in the wind. Metal scraped against metal as they moved. A shadow moved in one of the cars that looked almost human, and I stared hard at the car, but it remained motionless. With a long breath, I moved on. We weren’t here for a confrontation.
I stopped in front of the wagon, facing off with the gypsy woman. Gloom shrouded the painting, but I felt her smile. The air felt thick like water.  It closed in on me, pressing on all sides, and I took a deep breath and let it out, counting to ten. I jumped at Tres’s hand on my shoulder.
“This is it?” he asked.
I nodded. My tongue felt thick in my mouth. I didn’t trust myself to speak without stumbling over the words.
Marge hopped up the steps and jiggled the handle. “Locked.”
“I got it,” Tres said.
He pulled a silver Swiss army knife out of his pocket and unhooked a thin pick from it. He bent over the lock with a penlight in his mouth. After studying the lock, he straightened another lock pick on the knife and set to work. In a matter of moments, the door swung open.
“I didn’t know your brother had such talents,” I murmured to Adrian.
He shrugged. “Did you think Esais would learn how to do it?”
I shut the door behind us as we crowded into the tiny room. Tres played the light over the room. A circular table stood in the center of the room, draped in layers of scarves and surrounded by three chairs. A crystal ball sat atop it. Tasseled scarves adorned the walls, their colors muted by the lack of light. With the right light, this would have given off a gypsy feel.
Goose pimples rose on my arms as a chill swept over me. This place was wrong. The walls felt like they crept closer. I bumped into Adrian in my haste to search a small table near us. The gloom obscured his expression but from the jerk of his head, he was annoyed.
“Okay, this place is too small for all of us. Two can do this with no problem,” I said.
Marge snorted and pushed past me to the door, leaving the rest of us to stare at each other. I wanted to join her, but that would leave Tres and Adrian. They wouldn’t know what to look for and might bumble on something harmful.
“I should stay,” I said, straightening my shoulders.
“I will, too,” Adrian said.
I blinked, staring at his semi-obscured form. Was this some sort of torture he wanted to put me through? I could think of no other reason why he would volunteer to be in my company. Great, not only did I have to scan this place again, but now I had alone time with my least favorite Van Helsing.
Tres handed me the flashlight with a shrug. “I’ll keep watch with Marge, then.”
I turned to the table, putting my back to Adrian. I took a deep breath and looked beyond what normal people saw. I gulped back the bile that rose in my throat, which caused the burning in my stomach to increase. The same yellow from outside swirled around me, filling the wagon. It reminded me of water I’d seen spill from a sewage plant. I swayed, wiping my damp forehead.
“Are you all right?” Adrian asked. He almost sounded concerned.
I nodded, letting air out through my mouth. After a few minutes, my stomach stopped trying to rebel against me though the burning remained. I focused trying to find the source of this. I noticed that the tiny black lines created spirals in the yellow. They floated together, forming a picture if I unfocused my gaze.
“About the symbol you used to protect the house.” Adrian spoke up.
I blinked, rubbing my eyes. The swirls formed the face of a catlike creature, a large predator. It looked a lot like those pointillism paintings created by Monet, confusing up close but could make sense if you stepped away from them. The fangs of the cat were bared in a grin. I had seen that face so many years ago.
“What about it?”  I asked.
“Is it possible to combine the symbol with another to form something that can kill demons?”
I stared at him, taking in the cool emerald and yellow-orange that surrounded him. Even the muddy red of the anger comforted me. I shut my mouth and shook my head, trying to concentrate on his words. Still, I didn't take my eyes off of him.
“A symbol?”  I asked.
“Yes, like the ones around the house.”
“I’ve never heard of it being possible. Symbols like that are very specific in their creation,”  I said.
He raised a brow. “Am I distracting you?”
“No, it’s just . . . ”
“You usually seem capable of talking while doing your scan.”  he said. “What is different?”
I sucked in more air. “This place is intense. I’ll be fine. So, why do you want it?”
He cleared his throat, placing his hands behind his back. “I have an idea for a weapon that will harm demons.”
“Based on a symbol you’ve never seen before?”
He chuckled. “Which is why I asked if you had a symbol. You, at least, seem to know what you’re doing.”
“Is that a compliment?” I asked, a smile pulling up the corners of my mouth.
“Maybe.” he turned his head away.
I walked to the center table and sat on the single chair. The black began to move once I took my gaze from Adrian. My eyes focused on the scarf. The biggest concentration came from under it. I lifted the tasseled cloth away and revealed a small table. A rectangular object sat wrapped in red silk. Not that I could see the red with all the black and yellow that radiated from it. This had to be the source. My hand paused in midair. I didn’t want to touch it, but I had to see inside.
“Did you find something?” Adrian turned from the table he was inspecting.
I laid the object next to the crystal ball. A stack of cards lay in the silk, their edges yellowed. On the topmost card a goat-headed figure crouched on a pillar, his clawed feet digging into the stone. In his hand he held a torch, and his wings spread out behind him. A man and a woman stood chained to the pillar, naked with small horns protruding from their heads. The card lay upside down, but I still knew the name printed at the bottom. The Devil.
I’d had my fortune read by a true seer once. I’d met Lucy through Dimitri. She had been his Uncle Jonathon’s daughter.  After a few months, she’d convinced me to let her read my fortune. I still remember the terrified look in her eyes when she’d scanned the cards she’d laid out in what she called a Celtic cross spread. The third card she’d drawn had been the reversed devil. A pure evil in my past. She’d almost kicked me out right then, but I’d begged her to continue for even the possibility of finding Allegra. Now, I stared down at the same card.
Touch me, a voice whispered.
My chair tipped backwards in my haste to get away. Every card held a piece of that black and yellow, and it reached for me. Adrian’s face appeared in my view as I lay on the ground. Concern flitted across his face before he covered it with a smirk. I glowered at him and pointed to the cards, where they sat so innocently on the table.
“Those are the cause,” I said.
He looked from the cards to me. “You sure?”
I rolled my eyes. “Yes.”
“So what do we do with them?”
“You have a match?” I asked.
He felt in his pockets and pulled out a Zippo lighter.
“That works,” I said. “Now we need something to burn them in.”
I moved to the table near the back door and lifted a small cauldron. Tiny scratches adorned the inside, as if it had been scrubbed by a Brillo pad. This thing had seen some use. The fortune-teller may have been a Wiccan before being possessed. Not that it mattered. Demons didn’t care what religion one followed. If you weren’t strong of will, they had you. Well, I would use it to prevent more damage the demon could do.
I put the cards inside, making sure to touch only the silk covering. Adrian’s lighter clicked in the silence and caught the corner of the cloth. The flames raced down and licked the edges of the cards. I watched the blackened edges fleck away as the fire consumed the Devil. A flash of yellow smoke erupted as flames consumed the entire deck. The smoke formed in the face of Ose’s cat grin.
“That should get her attention,” I said. “We should join the others before she gets here.”
Adrian pulled out one of his holy water canisters. “Then we find a good place to ambush them.”
Muffled shouts came from outside. I opened the door in time to see Marge and Tres running in two different directions. I sighed. I may not have wanted to fight them here, but I certainly didn’t want to be split up either.
“You get your brother,” I said. “I’ll go after Marge.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
My feet pounded on the concrete as I passed the Tilt-o-Whirl. I paused long enough to scan the shadowed space in between the game stands. Though Marge was capable of dealing with several demons at once, I didn’t think she was a match for Malantha. That wouldn’t stop her from trying, though. No plan and no ambush meant we were in for a hard fight. The best idea would be to find the Cajun woman and make a hasty retreat. We could plan a strategy when were safe and could prepare. If only I reached her first.
The first strains of music passed me on the breeze. It sounded slow, strained like a player on its last leg. I squinted, staring at the flashing lights a few hundred yards away from me. The tension roiling in my chest and the hairs on the back of my neck screamed trap. But if I noticed this, the other did as well. She’d probably be there.
I stopped in front of the fun house. It was painted to look like a castle, with two towers, dripping with black vines. At the top were the words Enchanted Castle. Out of one of the windows, an animatronic maid waved a cloth down at me. The bridge leading into the castle was motorized, with one track running in the opposite direction of the other into the small dark doorway. A chill ran down my spine.
I shifted to my other sight and gazed up at the house. I didn’t reel as the yellow and black spiraled out from the ride, stronger than the tarot deck. I blinked back to my normal sight and bit my lip. It was in there, waiting.
Marge’s head appeared in one of the windows on the second floor as she passed by. Dio, I had to go. I wouldn’t leave her to be surprised by the monster lying in wait. With a huff to catch my breath, I crossed the bridge and into the dark of the castle. Red lights lit the way along a jagged stepped walkway. The walk was set on two tracks that moved back and forth in opposite directions. The walls pressed at me from both sides. I gulped and focused on the ground in front of me, keeping my arms tight to my sides.
Light flared on as I stepped onto a platform from the stairs. The walls appeared to be painted in a castle stone pattern. Opposite me I could see the doorway to the hall. Then the room began to spin. The hallway entrance flew past in a blur. If I timed it wrong, I could break a limb. I walked in the opposite direction that the room spun, keeping my eye on the doorway. I counted in groups of ten. The door passed the hall on every six. At the next seven, I hopped into the hall.
“Ridiculous,” I muttered.
Pistons pressed the walls close together and then pulled them apart. I took a deep breath before I moved in. Halfway through, I couldn’t go any further. Every time I tried to shift forward, something held me from behind. I looked back to see my jacket caught on the corner of one of the walls. I pulled hard, ripping the fabric. I rushed to the stairs at the end as the last wall came hurtling towards me.
I ascended to the third floor and ran into a stretched version of myself. She gazed down at me, panting each breath I took. I’d reached the mirror maze. A high pitched giggle filled the room, overtaking the static-filled music. The hairs rose on the back of my neck. That wasn’t Malantha’s voice. I pulled my sword out and a knife from my boot and moved down the path the mirrors led me. A squat version of me raised her eyebrows at me as I passed a mirror. Some sort of mist filled the room, covering the floor and fogging my perception. All around, reflections stared back at me.
I stumbled into one. Warm flesh met my hands instead of cold glass. I jumped back and craned my neck up at the man before me. He wore a lab coat with the name tag of “Navotny” visible. His cheek bones jutted from his face like his skin had been stretched over his skull. Tears streaked from his sunken eyes, leaving a well-worn path down his face. Yet, he bared his teeth at me in a lopsided grin.
“Enjoying my home, Gabriella?” he asked.
“I think you need to move,” I said.
“You haven’t changed at all.”
The leopard face of the demon continued to grin at me. The pupils of its eyes were heavily dilated until they were completely black. The yellow of his mangy fur resembled that same sick color. The last time I’d seen him, it had a more golden tone.
“You look worse.”
“You don’t see the beauty? I was like you. Before I’d been chained by the blind, but now I serve something greater.”
“You lost your chance to serve something higher. You rebelled against God.”
His face twisted in a scowl. “My siblings and I should not have accepted punishment from such a pretender. He gave us free will so we could choose to love him. And when we didn’t, he punished us. What kind of mercy is that?”
“You tried to make yourselves higher and failed. You knew there would be consequences.”
“Thanks to you, I have found something better. I will show you.”
“No,, thanks,” I said. “I like my sight just the way it is.”
He shifted, and a bit of yellow caught my attention. Marge lay in a heap behind him. I glanced from her to him. There was no way I would be able to get around him in the narrow hall, unless I could break the mirrors. If they were hollow, I could slip through some to Marge.
I moved to the closest mirror, holding my sundang and knife in a defensive position. He shrieked in laughter and took another step forward. His slow movements were deliberate, like he was trying to draw the whole thing out.
“Sharp objects won’t hurt me, they only make me bleed,” he said.
“You haven’t been the best of hosts,” I said, nodding to Marge.
He turned his head back for a moment. His voice took a mournful quality. “She did not like what I had to show her. Some people can’t understand my world.”
He moved to me in seconds. Faster than the hellhound, I didn’t even see him move. He dangled the necklace that hung around my neck between his spread fingers and laughed as it shattered. Some of the shards embedded themselves in my chest. His hand covered my face, and he slammed me into one of the mirrors. The glass shattered around me, and my back hit the wall of the funhouse.
“I can smell your fear of this place,” he said. “You are ripe now for what I have to show you.”
The world spun. I lay in a glass coffin, cradling the burnt husk of my child. Allegra’s face filled my head, laughing as she shoveled dirt on top of me. She blew me a kiss before she covered my vision. I cried out, slamming my fists against the walls of my prison. It broke, and I fell into darkness.
Dimitri floated above me, his hand reaching out to me. My fingers brushed against his, tickling my skin with his warmth. A woman’s arm wrapped around his shoulders, and he turned from me before I could get a grip. Still, I fell.
My bones ached from the utter chill until I couldn’t feel anything. I wouldn’t feel anything ever again. Esais’s face passed in front of me with blood dripping down his forehead. His eyes, pale with death, stared at me with an icy nothingness. Behind him an army of the dead kneeled. Tres threw his head back, laughing, mad with power. Bone horns protruded from his forehead, leaving jagged pieces of flesh where they had ripped through. Adrian held my own sword, glaring at me.
“This is because of you,” he whispered.
He swung the sword at me, slashing me in the chest. The force of the blade made me fall harder. Blood flowed from me, and the darkness filled me. I’d lost all sensation in my body. I no longer knew whether I still fell or if I had hit bottom. The cold emptiness of the dark surrounded me with no end. Still I felt something inside me, an ember. It lay sleeping deep within me. If I could wake it, I would feel again. I could be something. I reached for the ember, willing it to spark. It shuddered. No, it couldn’t go out. I would be lost then.
“Gabby!” a voice called.
Who was Gabby? What was it? It sounded familiar. My cold lips moved, playing over each syllable. The ember brightened at the word. Yes, I knew that word; I’d always known it. It was a part of me. That name was mine.
“Gabby, come on. I can’t pull you out of there,” the voice said again.
Shapes began to form in the darkness, and dim lights appeared. I could feel the wall against my back. Warmth returned to my body and my cheek stung. I blinked several times at the blur in front of me. It formed into John Roda’s face. He frowned at me and slapped my cheek again.
“Ow, stop,” I said, smacking his hand away.
“Finally,” he sighed. “Now do you think you can get up?”
I had slid down into a sitting position with my knees digging into my breasts. My feet were pressed against the frame of the mirror. How long had I been like this?
“What the hell happened?” I asked, wiggling my legs out of their cramped position.
“Ose caught you,” he said.
He pulled me up and out from the mirror. My legs shook when I put weight on them, and I had to grab his shoulders to keep my balance. I didn’t let go immediately. I rested my chin on his shoulder and closed my eyes, breathing in his scent. He smelled like the fresh scent of men’s aftershave with a hint of rain underneath. I loved it. It was nothing like dirt and darkness. He cleared his throat, and I pulled away, feeling heat rise in my cheeks.
“What are you doing here?” I crossed my arms.
“I followed you here,” he said, scratching the back of his head.
“So, you came to spy,” I said.
His eyes met mine. “I was worried. With good reason.”
“Why?” I asked.
“I wanted to apologize for what happened a few days ago.”
I looked at Marge, who lay in a fetal position, whimpering. Her eyes were squeezed shut on her wet face, and she trembled. I’d forgotten about her for a moment. I knelt next to her and touched her shoulder. She jumped and rolled away from my touch.
“Not again,” she cried. “No more, Dad!”
She held her fists in front of her, not nearly as strong as I’d seen her before. Poor girl, Ose had brought her past up as well. She’d said her mother had made a deal to get them out of a bad situation. I guess the person she’d been running from had been her own father.
“Marge, you need to snap out of it,” I said. “What happened to the hardcore bitch that likes kicking demon ass?”
She screamed, struggling against me, and her fist connected with my shoulder. It bounced off after jarring my shoulder bone. I grabbed her wrists before her panic could actually hurt me. She struggled even more, now fully screaming. Her necklace of jet lay down the hall several feet away. It must have been torn off in her meeting with Ose. I glanced down at the broken remains of my own jet.
“Grab that necklace, and help me get it on her,” I said.
John grabbed the necklace. She thrashed her head from side to side as he tried to slip the necklace on her. Her screams grew louder, changing from fear to fury. She glared up at me, snapping her teeth in my face. The look of rage twisted her face so it barely looked human. I shivered. Was I seeing the true Marge?
“There,” he said, finally getting it on.
The effect was immediate. The struggling stopped, her eyes rolled up in her head, and she sagged with a moan. I held onto her wrists, watching to see if this was some sort of trick. I looked up at John, and he shrugged.
“I didn’t expect it to knock her out,” he said.
“Help me get her outside,” I said.
I stood and rubbed my upper arms. This place still made my skin crawl. The sooner I stood in the open air, the better. He lifted her up and headed down the mirrored hall. I followed behind him, wrapping my arms around me for comfort. A metal slide awaited us, glittering in the night. It had a rounded top as a cover.
“You’re joking.” I looked from it to him.
“You’re just a spiral slide away from freedom,” he said, grinning for the first time tonight.
I sighed. “I’ll go first, then you can push her down.”
I gulped and sat on the slide, closing my eyes. In a few seconds, it would be over. Those seconds lasted an eternity as I slid down the thin tube. I reached the bottom and hopped up as fast as I could. The wind on my face never felt so good. He waved, and I gave him two thumbs up. Down came Marge. She slid feet first with her arms hanging above her head. Footsteps pounded on the concrete as I pulled her away, and I looked up as Adrian and Tres approached.
“What happened?” Tres asked, moving to Marge.
“Ose,” I said. “You?”
“A dead end,” he said with the shake of his head.
Adrian turned as John came sliding out. He held one of his grenades in his hand. I stepped in front of him before he could toss it.
“This is my friend John,” I said. “He came to help.”
He looked from me to John and straightened up, placing his hands behind his back. “Very well.”
I walked to John, smiling at him. “Thanks for your help.”
He played with a lock of my hair. “I couldn’t let it get you.”
“We need to get out of here. Do you need a ride?”
He shook his head. “I need to talk to you, though. Meet me tomorrow?”
I nodded and he pulled me against him. His lips brushed my cheek, causing a tingle to run up my back. I shivered. He pulled away, with his easy grin, and headed into the shadows. I turned to find both Adrian and Tres staring at me.
“What?” I asked defensively.
“Nothing,” Tres said with a smirk.
“Let’s go home then,” I said. “I want a long soak and a bed and to get this glass out of me.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Padre Ricci folded his hands on the table of the diner. The sleeves of his sackcloth robe dangled off the edges. He blinked at me through watery eyes surrounded by wrinkles and gave me a thin-lipped smile. The lunch crowd around us paid us little attention. The waitress came and dropped off my tea before moving on to her more demanding customers.
“This is dangerous territory you stepped into, bambina,” the padre said.
A light fluttering filled my stomach. The world blurred around us until all I could focus on was the man in front of me. It had been centuries since anyone had called me child. Of course it had been centuries since I had spoken to this man before he’d died. It was a balm to my soul at seeing him again even if alarm bells were ringing in my head.
“Nothing we haven’t been through before,” I said.
“He’s different from the last time we fought him. Even then, the exorcism did not work correctly.”
“And we know how that ended.”
I’d been ready to give in to the inquisitors. If they’d found a way to end my existence, I would have gladly accepted it. Father Ricci had found me shaking and rocking on the dirt floor of my cell. He’d taken me under his wing and showed me I’d been given a chance to take evil from the world. I’d learned a lot about demon hunting from him. He’d given me the purpose of tracking demons down for him to exorcise. We’d spent months searching Ose out to find him in the heart of Rome, hiding in an altar boy and taking pleasure in inciting the cardinals to sin.
We’d caught and bound him. When Padre Ricci had dropped to the ground, I’d panicked and pulled out a book of chants from the padre’s bag. My mouth had fumbled over the words of the banishing incantation. A wind had filled the tiny room and yellow light had surrounded Ose before he’d gone limp. I’d rushed to the father, but I couldn’t save him. He’d died in my arms. I’d been left to explain to the church how once again I’d been the only one alive. The words had been wrong, but Ose had still been banished. To this day, I never understood how.
“Have you come to give me guidance?” I asked.
He patted me on the hand. “You are the teacher now, bambina.”
The bell above the diner door rang as John walked in. Padre Ricci stood and gave me a warm smile. He passed John with a nod, but John didn’t look at him. John’s eyes were on me. He slid into the seat the padre had vacated.
“Morning,” he said.
I nodded and peered around for Padre Ricci, but he had disappeared. “Buon giorno.”
John glanced behind him. “What are you looking at?”
I shook my head. “What did you want to tell me last night?”
“I got information on Menrazine back,” he said. “The drug resembles some basic antipsychotics with a few subtle differences.”
“Such as?” I asked.
“The sulfur used has been compounded differently than normal. Probably brimstone.”
Ah, brimstone, another rare element that was mistaken for a common one, sulfur. I’d come to be quite familiar with the smell since demons reeked of it. It became especially strong after exorcisms.
“So, what does this drug do?” I asked.
John shook his head. “Without a blood sample of someone taking it, I couldn’t tell you for sure. For all intents and purposes, it is an antipsychotic.”
I crossed my arms and leaned on the table. “So this got us nowhere.”
“Well, I did find an interesting reaction,” he said.
He pulled out a small Petri dish and put one of the pills in it. He held his hands out, as if doing a magic trick. With a flourish, he produced a vial of holy water. He poured a few drops onto the pill. The reaction was immediate. The pill began to sizzle when the water touched it. Soon, it became a white fizzing mess. I jumped back when one of the bubbles popped and flung its contents at me.
The waitress rushed over. “You can’t do that in here.”
John smiled up at her and covered the dish with a lid. “Sorry, dear. I wanted to show my friend here my science project.”
“Well, take that outside.”
“I’m done for now.”
A chill crept up my spine as he pushed the covered dish to the side of the table. The contents continued to bubble and pop until all of the pill had dissolved, leaving a small residue at the bottom. There had to be a highly concentrated amount of brimstone for that kind of reaction. What was Ose attempting with Menrazine? One thing I knew for certain, I didn’t want Esais anywhere near that drug.
“Listen, Gabby, I want to apologize for the way I’ve been acting.” He scratched the back of his head. “I guess I’ve been a little jealous. I mean, you always go on about Dimitri.”
“What?” I tore my eyes away from the dish. “Oh, don’t worry about it.”
“No, I’m sorry.”
I smiled. “Apology accepted.”
“You’re distracted again.”
“Just trying to wrap my mind around the drug.”
Bob and his family walked down the street. Their clothes were slick with blood, but they had no wounds. They stared at me with dead eyes through the windows of the diner. I swallowed hard as the hair rose on the back of my neck. Why was this happening now? I wasn’t even using my second sight. They turned and continued their walk. I craned my neck until they passed the last window. I pushed my chair back and grabbed my purse.
“I need to go. I’m not feeling well,” I said.
He half stood, one leg resting on his chair. “What’s wrong?”
“I’ll call you later.”
I rushed out the door and down the sidewalk. People glared at me as I pushed past them, but I was too late. Bob’s family had disappeared.



CHAPTER THIRTY
The setting sun blazed against my back as I held my sundang out in front of me. Beads of sweat ran between my shoulder blades. Even at twilight the air was thick with a heat you could drown in. I drew a long breath and focused. The back-yard of the safe house receded. Soon, nothing existed besides me and my weapon. We became one. I let my body go through the motions as my mind traveled elsewhere.
I was starting to see the dead. I’d seen ghosts throughout my long existence. Restless spirits existed all over the world, and their temperaments depended on each individual. However, I’d never seen personal ghosts. Padre Ricci should have received his eternal reward four hundred years ago. Had he returned because I was fighting Ose? This afternoon had been the first time I’d seen him, though. Ose’s hand covering my face flashed through my mind along with the sound of shattering stone. He’d crippled my defenses. I had to face the fact that he’d had a deeper effect than I first perceived. So how would I be able to tell reality from delusion? Father Ricci was most likely not real, but my next vision might be less obvious. Perhaps Esais was skilled enough to aid me in getting rid of this insanity.
Someone cleared their throat. I spun around with my sword raised. Tres leaned against one of the pillars that held up the porch awning. His arms were crossed, and one corner of his mouth lifted in a smirk.
“You’re truly a thing of beauty,” he said.
I straightened and wiped the sweat from my brow. “I hope you didn’t come to flirt because I’m not in the mood.”
He held his hands up. “Easy. I just came to see if you wanted to visit Esais.”
I frowned. “At the hospital?”
“Unless he got out and you didn’t tell me.”
“I don’t think that is wise right now. If Ose sees any of us, it could lead him right to Esais.”
He scowled. “Well, how will we know if he’s all right?”
“You could mentally reach out to him.”
“That doesn’t work out so well. He hides things from me.”
“It’s the best we have at the moment.” I closed my eyes, sending my thoughts out. “Esais?”
The choir blared with a sforzando and gradually lowered until I could hear an almost whisper. “Yes?”
“Are you all right? You sound weak.”
“I’m fine. It’s just . . . trying being in this place.”
“Tres is worried. He wants to see you, but I’m afraid that will lead Ose to you.”
“Good point. One moment.” The choir faded, briefly. “There. I believe I have everyone?”
“You couldn’t use a damn phone?” Marge’s voice sounded like she was shouting into a microphone.
“This is currently the most secure option,” I said.
“When are you leaving that place?” Tres asked.
“Not yet. They moved Nancy to the restricted ward two days ago,” Esais said.
I sat on one of the patio chairs and drank the bottle of water I’d brought out. Tres came to sit beside me, folding his hands together. His brow was furrowed at his brother’s response.
“What have you learned?” Adrian asked.
“Whatever is on the third floor has the orderlies frightened. Their thoughts are chaotic and jumbled. I can’t make a lot of sense of them,” Esais said.
“What about the drug?” I asked.
“Navotny’s keeping it tightly locked away. He prescribes it only to the third floor. The nurses don’t even know what it is. Security has been a lot tighter since a bottle was lost last week,” Esais said.
Pock-face had died during his break-in last week. We’d obtained the drug instead, but I could see Ose wanting to take precautions. We needed to find out what he was doing with that drug.
“Do the nurses administer the drug?” I asked.
“No, they think it’s odd that only Navotny does so,” Esais said.
“I checked out the doctor’s house. Looks like no one has lived there in months.” Marge’s voice pounded in my head. How she could be louder than everyone else was beyond me.
“We need to get into the third floor. He has to be developing the drug there,” I said.
A chill raced down my spine at the thought of facing Ose alone in those dark hallways. His hand rose to cover my vision again, and I plunged into darkness. My chair tipped over. I landed on my back, gasping as the air in my lungs rushed out. Tres rushed to kneel beside me. I pushed him aside and sat upright. I pulled the walls up on my thoughts so only what I projected would get out.
“I’m fine,” I said. “Does Navotny ever leave?”
“For the past few days, he’s left around midnight. He stays gone until four am.” Esais said.
He was probably at the carnival with his lackeys, like we’d seen the night before. “That’s when we do it. Tonight, then?”
“So, how do we get in?” Tres asked.
“The less people we have in there the better. I’m going alone, with Esais to help me get in,” I said.
“You’re not leaving me out of this. You can’t even sit in a chair without falling out of it right now.”
“I don’t want a repeat of what happened at the carnival. Besides we need people on patrol for Ose and the two demons that are unaccounted for.”
Tres glared at me for several moments before getting up. He slammed the door behind him as he entered the house. A few minutes later, the front door slammed shut as well. I think he did it just to make more of an impression on how mad he was.
“I’ll talk to him,” Esais said.
“Babysitting as usual,” Adrian said. “If you can spare me I have a project I need to finish. Something special I have planned for Ose.”
“Fine,” I said. “Marge, can you handle patrolling?”
“Yeah, whatever. Now get the fuck out of my head.”
“Gladly. Everyone get some rest.” I waited until the connection between all of us had been severed and send my thought out to Esais. “Are you sure you can handle this?”
“I’ll be fine, Gabby. Besides you’re going to be doing most of the work.”
“True. I’ll see you tonight, then.”
I headed inside the house. I needed to center myself for the mission. Despite what he said, Esais sounded strained. I couldn’t let him waste energy on me now when he may need it later. My mental issues were small at the moment. I just had to be on guard for any slipping. I’d be fine, right?



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
At twelve-thirty in the morning, I walked through the front doors of the asylum with my sword strapped to my back. Thanks to Esais, the guards had turned off the security system and cameras. Then they and the orderlies decided to take a nap. I crept down the dark hall to one of the slumped orderlies and took his keys. I wrinkled my nose at the acrid smell of medicine and pine cleaner.
“I’m in,” I said. “I’m heading to the third floor now.”
“I’ll watch through your eyes,” Esais said.
I felt no change, but I knew he would be able to see what I saw. I opened the door to the inside emergency stairs and stared up. The inside of the stairwell was as silent as a tomb and just as tight. I swallowed hard and headed up. The door to the third floor opened with a creak, and I peeked into the hall. The lights were dim, and besides the buzz of electrical equipment, silence filled the hall.
I walked to the nurses' station and inspected the map of the floor that hung on the back wall. If I continued down the hall,  I would run into a set of doors. Past the doors was a hall set in a U-shape blocked off by another set of doors. Ose’s lab was probably behind the blocked-off section of the floor. The rest appeared to be open.
One of the orderlies lay with his head against the corner, snoring away. I pulled his set of keys off his belt. They jangled as I sifted through them, testing for the right one. The click of the lock echoed through the hall. The doors swung in and I stepped through. Names were posted on the middle of the doors I passed. D. Martin, L. Brickman, N. Parkins. I stopped at the last door and opened the small window above the name tag on the door. The room was made up as if no one had stayed there.
“Nancy isn’t here,” I said.
“They couldn’t have released her early. It’s only been a few days.”
“Maybe they moved her to the lab. We’ll keep an eye out.”
I stopped at the next door, labeled M. Navotny. The sliding window in the door was bolted closed. I took the clipboard that hung on the wall and scanned the papers. The name read Mark Navotny, age eight. Almost everything else was blacked out except for one line that read: “Patient in sole care of Dr. Navotny. Do not open door.” I put the clipboard back and turned to the doors across the hall. Each of them had a bolted window as well. Interesting, but not what I was here for. I’d come back if I had an opportunity.
“I think we’ve found the son,” I said.
“Most likely,” Esais said.
I shivered as the choir echoed through my head. “Do you want to rest? I could slip in and out.”
“I’m not going to leave this all to you. What if something goes wrong?”
“Just don’t push yourself too much.”
“I won’t. Don’t think I didn’t notice you’re hiding something from me.”
“We can discuss it later. When this is over and you are rested.”
I pushed any worry to the back of my mind and continued down the hall. More rooms with names. I turned right and stopped. The only door in the hall was a metal one with no handle. I moved closer to inspect the door. On the wall beside the door was a plastic device that had a slit running vertically along the middle. I held up the ring of keys. All were metal and too thick to fit in that slot. Small bolts framed the edges of the thick metal. Trying to break in would be like storming a castle. I’d come all this way to be foiled by a door.
“Well, hell,” I asked. “What now?”
“Hold on, I’ll contact Adrian.” The choir faded.
The sound of squeaking metal, like a rusty hinge, echoed down the hall. I peered around the corner I’d come from, but it remained empty except for the sleeping guard at the end of the hall. I moved to the other end of the hall. That side was empty as well.
“So you’re having trouble with a door.” Adrian’s mental voice sounded amused.
“It’s connected to a key card scanner,” I said, annoyed he could pick up on my defeats so easily.
“Move closer. Esais is showing me what you see.”
I moved back to the machine, taking in every detail with my eye. “Is that enough?”
“It should be simple to break in,” he said. “Do you have a screw-driver? We could try to short the electrical current.”
“No. Would this involve wires?”
His exasperation reverberated through my mind. “Never mind. I don’t think you have the time nor do I have the patience to guide you through it this way.”
Heat rushed through my face. “I could probably figure it out.”
“No, this is supposed to be quick and quiet, right? Hmm, the nanites could do it.”
“The tiny robots.”
“Yes.”
“So, we can’t do anything tonight. This was a waste.”
“How long will it take to break into the machine?” Esais asked.
“I can have it finished in a few hours,” Adrian said.
“We try again tomorrow,” I said.
I spun around at the sound of slithering. My arms fell to my side, and a dull roaring filled my ears. The creature shuffled down the hall, one shoulder hanging lower than the other one. His right arm extended down into a tentacle instead of a hand. His skin was an inky black. The frame and torso remained a boy, but his face had no eyes, no nose, and no mouth.
“What the hell is that?” Esais exclaimed.
A chill ran up my body, and the hairs rose on the back of my neck. My heart pounded in my chest.
“Something that shouldn’t be,” I said. “The demon’s true form has mutated the boy.”
“What? How?” The choir faded as he faltered.
“It takes more years than the boy has lived.”
The demon child shuffled forward. It paused, its body going into a shaking convulsion. A whistling wheeze came out. He hunched over, his limbs twisting in odd directions. I took a few steps back as he reached for me.
“He’s in pain,” I said.
“We have to do something,” Esais said. “We have to save him.”
“I will try to banish the demon, but I don’t know what that will do to the child.”
“Oh, God. Is this what Menrazine does?” The choir hit a crescendo that reverberated through my head.
“Esais, I need you to calm down so I can concentrate.” I rubbed my temples. “El Shaddai, Elohim, Elohi, Tzabaoth, Elim, Asher Eheieh, Yah, Tetragrammaton, Shaddai, which signify God the high and almighty, the God of Israel.”
Nothing happened. My stomach plummeted. Banishment didn’t work. I’d heard about this phenomenon from books, but in all my time I’d never come across one. When a demon spent time in a human host, the body started to take the form of the demon. However, demons rarely stayed for so long, and the ones that did stayed out of public sight. They tended to set up cults around themselves in third world countries, the heavy religious kind of cults, not the sophisticated ones like the Hellfire Club or even the D-boyz.
I shifted to my aura sight and choked back the small scream that rose in my chest. Instead of colors, I could see the spirit form of the boy. He reached for me with his left hand, his face a mask of agony. His right shoulder melded with the black form of a faceless demon. It writhed, trying to tear away from the child. It was no use because from the waist down, they were one. I tore my gaze away, allowing my vision to return to normal. This couldn’t be real.
“Is this a delusion? It has to be one, right?” I asked
He didn’t answer immediately. The child moved closer. “No, it’s really there.”
“Dio È misericordia,” I whispered.
“Gabby, we need to do something.”
“There’s only one thing left to do.”
I took two steps forward and drew my sword. His tentacle hand elongated and attempted to entangle my legs. I sidestepped and moved close.
“He’s just a child. What are you doing?” Esais’s voice pounded in my head.
“I have no choice. The child’s soul is becoming part of the demon. If we don’t stop it, we will never get another chance.”
The arm lashed out at me again. I leaned to the side, letting it pass by me. I wrapped my arm around the child’s shoulders and drew him to me. This close I could see the tiny slit where his nose should be. This was the source of the wheezing. I fought to keep the lump down in my throat.
“Shh,” I said. “It will all be over soon. No more pain.”
“I can’t watch this.” The choir disappeared along with Esais.
The sword slid into the demon child’s chest with little resistance. He sagged, and the wheezing stopped. I lifted him in my arms, biting my lip. I couldn’t leave him alone in the hall. I carried the body back to his room. The door hung open. I lay him on the bed and pulled the cover over him before heading to the first floor.
Esais wouldn’t look at me when I entered his room. His skin had taken an almost gray color, and his cheek-bones protruded from his skin. Bags drooped from his reddened eyes. I swallowed, blinking back the tears.
“I didn’t have any other option,” I said.
“I know,” he said. “You should leave. I can’t hold them asleep much longer.”
I took the long walk back to the house. Emptiness greeted me. I curled up in my bed, shaking. I couldn’t hold the sobs back anymore. The boy’s tortured eyes stared at me every time I closed my eyes. The two had been so melded together I wasn’t sure if killing the boy had freed him or sent him to oblivion with the demon.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
The tiny figure writhes in the flames as the black smoke fills the room. Its fumes gag me. My nails splinter as I dig them into the wooden floor, screaming.
“Marco,” I say in a half sob.
Dario turns back to Allegra with the look of a dog waiting for praise. She smiles and holds her arms out to him. He comes to her. They kiss. She makes sure it’s slow, so I must witness every moment. She yanks his heart from his chest. Another scream is pulled from my throat. She lets his body drop and holds his heart up, letting the blood run down her arm.
“You tried to stop me, but your husband’s heart is still mine,” she says.
Allegra leans over me. I raise my hands to claw her face with my broken nails, but she bats my hands away. Her grip on my chin is like steel, and I am forced to meet her gaze.
“I will reward you for your ingenuity,” she says. “I will make you mine.”
The purple flames in her eyes fill every part of me. They are all that exist.
“Ah, Gabriella, still in this place I see.” Her voice penetrates the flames.
I blink and find myself back in the living room of my home. The fire burns without my son in it. My husband is absent. Allegra sits in the same chair with the demon child in her lap. His tentacle is wrapped around her shoulders, and his head rests on her breast. She caresses his cheek.
“This one was different, wasn’t it?” she asks. “Did he remind you of your son?”
I say nothing. She rises from the chair, setting the boy down. She walks to the hearth and runs her finger along the mantel. She gazes up at the painting of Dario’s father.
“How many times have we returned here?” she asks.
Over the centuries this dream had occurred time and again. This was the first time I’d been cognizant of it being a dream.
“Even that Romanian boy was not enough. You still come back here.” She turns to face me. “You’re never going to be reunited with your son and husband. I won’t let you.”
“Haven’t you had your fill?” I ask, my throat still aching from the screaming and crying.
“Not nearly. You tried to kill me.”
“You seduced my husband and tried to corrupt his soul.”
She laughs. “Oh, I succeeded. His sins were not absolved at his death.”
I hang my head, letting tears fall down my cheeks. “I failed. You have him, you live. What do you want from me?”
“You’re special.” She smiles. “It’s so wonderful to see my game working. All this anguish you have. Even if your husband was an unfaithful louse, you still cling to his memory. You won’t let another man touch your heart.”
“I loved Dimitri.”
“Yet, you let him go so easily.”
The demon child moves to the hearth and steps into the fire. The flames darken, taking a purple color. It spreads along the walls of the house, consuming everything. It surrounds Allegra and me, casting shadows on her face.
“Let’s face the truth,” Allegra says. “You will always remain here with me.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
I gasped awake. I pushed my pillow away from my face and sat up. The clock beside the bed read three-thirty a.m. Less than two hours of sleep. I lay back on my pillow with a moan and closed my eyes. The image of my child burning in the fire flashed in my eyes. My throat constricted, and I sat up with an annoyed sigh. The point in between my eyebrows ached and the world was unfocused, but I was awake.
I slipped on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. In the bathroom I let the water run as I stared at my reflection. The bird’s nest at the back of my skull caused the rest of my hair to stand out from my head. The shadows under my eyes could hide a person in them. Another sleepless night lay ahead of me. I hadn’t had much rest since I’d arrived in this town. Maybe it was because Ose and I had a past, but something about the demons sparked old memories.
I splashed some water on my face before I attacked the tangled mess on my head with a brush. I glanced in the mirror at the girl behind me. She glared at me, her beautiful form a mangled mess. I tried to save her only to have the hellhound slaughter her with her parents. I spun around and stared into empty air. The mirror held only my reflection. I set the brush down and rubbed my eyes. This lack of sleep had me seeing apparitions.
Classic rock blared from the garage. Adrian must be working hard there. I wandered through the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. My eyes played over the lunch meat, milk, and leftover Chinese food before closing the door. A guitar riff dragged my attention back to the door that led to the garage. My hand paused on the door handle as I looked back on the hallway, cold and empty. The door creaked as I opened it. I couldn’t hear it as much as feel the vibration it made.
Adrian hunched over a workbench with his back to me. Styx’s “Renegade” played from a radio sitting on the corner of the workbench. I moved closer to see what he was working on. On a cloth lay pieces to several different guns. A handle from what looked to be a flintlock sat beside the bullet cylinder of a revolver. He looked up from examining the metal cylinder when I cleared my throat.
“You should be in bed,” he said, turning back to the barrel.
“I couldn't sleep,” I said.
“So you decided to come bother me?”
“I didn't see a do not disturb sign.”
“What do you want?”
“I came to see what you are working on.”
He pointed to the wall where a series of sketches hung. They were circles from my sketch book. I recognized the banishing circle and the demon-binding circle. I rested my hand on my chin as I studied the largest one in the center. The symbols along the outer edge were for the binding circle, but the design was used for the banishing circle. Padre Ricci stepped up beside me and squinted at the symbols.
“This could destroy a demon,” he said.
“Where did you get this symbol?” I asked Adrian.
“I created it from the others. I’m surprised no one has tried it.”
“It’s impossible for humans to do. If the symbol is incorrect, the magic doesn’t work or there are disastrous consequences.”
Ose’s banishment from so many years ago flashed in my mind. He’d said my mistake at the words had changed him, shown him the truth. I’d driven him mad, and now he intended to do the same to me. I shuddered, and Padre Ricci placed a hand on my shoulder. I smiled at him and stiffened as I remembered he wasn’t real.
“Someone had to create them in the first place.” Adrian frowned over at me.
“They were secrets whispered by spirits. Only they . . . ” I trailed off as I stared hard at Adrian with my aura sight.
The ghostly woman leaned over his shoulder, still whispering in his ear. She touched his hand as he picked up a metal tube. Humans couldn’t make a new circle, but spirits could. And emissaries, those touched by spirits, always broke the rules of magic. Spirits were the ones who taught magic to humans. Adrian’s inspiration from this spirit allowed him to accomplish something I’d never seen before, the formation of a new Hermetic Circle.
“So, how does this all work?” I asked.
He held the tube in my direction. “This propels gas into the chamber and burns the symbol onto the bullet as it is fired.”
“So, no tiny robots?”
“No.”
I wandered over to the radio and began fiddling with the dial. The music became replaced with static as I searched for another station. He paused and set the tube down, turning his whole body in my direction.
“Is there something else you want?” he asked.
I shrugged. “This is the only part of the house that didn't seem empty.”
“So you came here looking for comfort,”
“No," I said, defensively. "Why would I need comfort?”
“I don't know, perhaps you're sentimental, like my brother.”
“He told you about the boy?”
“I was still connected to the two of you.”
“You disapprove?”
He turned back to the table and picked up the barrel again. After examining it in the light, he took a file and began working on the inside. “Esais believes in the good of everyone. That is going to get him killed one day. If you think the same thing, then I’m surprised you’ve survived as long as you have.”
I’d seen plenty of examples throughout my life. One man killing another over money or a woman. The main reason most people obeyed the law was because they were afraid of getting caught. It made tempting humans so easy for demons. What better way to use a soul than to sell it for a wish?
“I have seen it, but maybe there is something to what your brother believes. Why do you do this if not to help people?” I asked.
“You know about the oath.”
“You mean that is the only reason you hunt?”
“It is the family business.”
I snorted. "One you haven't been involved in for years from what I’ve heard.”
“Maybe you should stop listening to stories.”
"Maybe you should start listening to others.”
He rolled his eyes. “And the monster lectures the hunter.”
“Back to the insults,” I threw my hands up. “l guess I was lucky for a few days’ reprieve.”
He set the barrel back down and let out a deep sigh. He moved between the radio and me, changing the station back to classic rock.
“I agreed for us to work together. That doesn’t mean we need to have any heart to hearts.”
I stepped back from him but he continued to meet my gaze with his glare. I must have been addled in the brain to think I should seek Adrian out for comfort. Strangers would have offered better words.
“You’re right. I shouldn’t have thought there would be anything more.”
“That is your mistake.”
“I won't make it again.”
I pushed the door shut and leaned against it. The air conditioner clicked on, replacing the silence. The dark hallway yawned before me. To hell with it, if I was going to feel sorry for myself I might as well do it with alcohol and not alone in this house. I called John.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
“Where do you want to go?” John asked when I closed the car door.
“Does your hotel have a minibar?” I asked.
“I have some beer and a bottle of bourbon.”
“Your place, then.”
I turned on the radio. The Ramones’ “I Wanna Be Sedated” blared out at me. I hummed along as the houses passed by. If I ever needed sedation, tonight would be the time. John chuckled.
“Do you like anything modern?” he asked.
I shrugged and started to sing. Music was one of my joys in life. If a song moved me or fit my mood, I treasured it, despite its time period. I stared out the window. The town’s bedtime had passed long ago, but Bob and family had forgotten that. They stood outside Rickie’s Diner. A chill ran down my spine.
“What’s wrong?” John asked.
I started, glancing back at him. “What?”
“You stopped singing.”
“Nothing.”
I leaned back and closed my eyes. Whatever I saw I knew would be in my own head. I concentrated on the blackness and cleared my mind of any thoughts. John’s hand on my arm woke me. I blinked the blurriness from my eyes. The white brick of the Hampton Inn stood before our parked car.
“Living the high life?” I asked with a smirk.
“Are you expecting a five star hotel in this Po-dunk town?” he asked.
We took one of the side doors and traveled up to the second floor. A porcelain vase sat on a white marble table. Replicas of classic paintings hung on the walls in gilded frames. I followed the flower design on the thick red carpet to John’s door. He unlocked it, and I slipped under his arm as he held it open for me. I sat on the four-poster bed, playing with the pattern on the white bedspread while John opened the small refrigerator. I took the bottle from him as he sat down. I twisted off the cap and took a long drink. Little bits of ice clung to my esophagus, making me cough.
“So, you want to tell me what’s bothering you?” he asked.
I took another sip of the beer, smacking my lips at the bitterness. This was my reason to come here. So why were the words stuck in my throat? I’d known John for years, and he’d always been supportive. Persistently so. After I’d killed his wife, I told him to pick up the pieces of his life. Instead he’d followed me everywhere, claiming to want to help, but he’d gotten in the way more than being useful. I’d had to be abusive almost to the point of hurting him. He’d disappeared for months, long enough for me to think I was finally rid of him. When I saw him again, he’d brought me information. Reliable information. He’d used his background in journalism to build contacts. From then on, he’d been a pillar of support. And here I was, having trouble divulging my problems. I opened my mouth and shut it again. I held my index finger up to him and downed my beer.
“I’m seeing things . . . people. Ones that have died,” I said.
“You see dead people?” he asked with a grin.
I tilted my head to the side and pursed my lips. “Didn’t I just say that?”
He shook his head. “Never mind. So, ghosts?”
I held up the remains of my amulet. “That night at the funhouse, he affected me more than I thought.”
He stood up and pulled another beer from the refrigerator. Our hands brushed, his warmth contrasting with the frostiness of the beer. I shivered, wanting more. I opened it and took a deep gulp.
“Thanks,” I said.
“So, you’re having delusions? Of who?”
“People from the past and from here.”
“The past like Dimitri?”
I took another drink. Allegra laughed and leaned against the wall near the window. She crossed her arms and blew me a kiss.
“I told you,” she said. “Always.”
I covered my face with my hand. Tears spilled from my eyes, and my throat closed up. I whimpered, my face contorting into a grimace. John put his hand on my shoulder, but I moved away. The bed shifted as he stood up. I heard the hum of the refrigerator and the tinkling of ice. He replaced my beer with a glass.
“It’s time for something stronger,” he said.
I drained the drink, enjoying the burn as it traveled down. I sniffed and held the glass out to him, waving for another. He brought it to me. By the fourth, the tears had subsided. I stared down at my hands.
“In my time a woman was supposed to be docile and chaste,” I said. “She tended to her family and supported her husband. It was a woman’s honor.”
“Sounds nothing like you.” He handed me the refilled glass.
“Mmm. I was an honorable wife until my husband strayed. Even beyond then. I waited. But he stopped coming home. Our livelihood was in danger, and when I found Allegra, I had to do something.”
“You killed her.”
“I failed.” I traced my finger along the rim of the glass. “I wonder if I should have taken the woman’s honor and done nothing. Would that have been better? I would have had my son.”
“You tried to do what was right. To stop the demon.”
“Then I should have called a priest.” I drained the glass and let it fall to the ground. I lay back on the bed.
He lay down beside me, propping his head up with his hand. His brow wrinkled, and he worked his jaw in thought. “What about all you’ve done over the centuries? All the demons you killed.”
I snorted. “I think the Church would have handled it eventually.”
“I would have died without you.”
I didn’t know what to say to that. Were all the people I saved worth my unhappiness? If these delusions continued, I wouldn’t be able to save anyone. I covered my eyes with my arm.
“What use am I if I can’t tell what’s real and what’s not?” I asked. “I’m losing the only thing I have of worth.”
He pulled my hand from my arm and stared into my eyes. “Do what you came here to do. Kill Ose.”
“What?”
“It’s his power. Kill him and you get your mind back.”
“But what if I fail?”
“You won’t. You’re the invincible Gabriella Di Luca.”
I smiled and leaned up to kiss his cheek. At the scent of his aftershave, I shuddered. Allegra’s husky laugh filled my ears. I pushed his shoulder until he lay flat on his back and straddled him, my heart pounding in my chest. He smiled up at me.
“I thought you didn’t want to have sex with me,” he said.
I quieted his voice with my mouth. His lips opened, and our tongues twined together. I played with the edges of his shirt before yanking it up. He moaned as I gently raked my nails down his bare chest. I ground my pelvis into his, savoring the warmth that spread from between my legs every time I pressed into his hard cock.
He pulled the buttons of my blouse until they came undone. I tossed it away with my bra. He leaned up and caught my nipple in his mouth. I gasped, my breath coming out in a hot sigh. My whole body tingled deliciously. It had been too long.
He rolled us until he straddled me. His gaze traveled down my body, his eyes dark with desire. I let my sight change and watched our auras as they began to meld, both iridescent pink with passion. His was tinged yellow with triumph. He’d been waiting for this.
He leaned his head down, trailing kisses along my breasts and to my stomach. His tongue circled my belly button. I shivered. He unbuttoned my pants and slid them off me. My underwear came next. He ran his tongue along the side of my lips before pressing it against my clit. I arched against him, burying my hands in his hair. The air was thick and hot with the musk of our passion. His fingers dug into my hips as his tongue plunged inside of me. I raised a hand to my mouth, biting down on my finger. I writhed beneath his ministrations, building more and more until I could almost burst. He pulled away, and coldness washed over me. Eternity passed in the mere seconds he was gone. He returned, his hard shaft pressed against me.
His eyes were almost black. “You’re beautiful.”
He rammed his hard cock into me. Our flesh radiated with searing heat. Allegra had disappeared. All that mattered was this man filling me. Our hips met and pulled away in a fast needy rhythm, our moans mixing. The colors of our auras swirled together. I exploded, shattering into a thousand pieces. He stiffened and throbbed inside of me, burying his face in my hair.
He rolled off me, and lay on his back, panting. I rested my head on his shoulder and yawned, my eyes fluttering. John’s warmth had filled me and given me a moment’s respite from the cold reality and illusion of my life. Everything else faded to the background.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
My problems returned with a headache as the evening sun shone in my eyes. I groaned and buried my face in the pillow. My arm patted the other side of the bed. Empty.
I threw the pillow aside and looked around the room. John had left me alone. On the table sat a tray with a bagel and orange juice. Allegra sat at the table, dangling a note in front of me.
“He’s adorable. So good you found another distraction,” she said. “It doesn’t make a difference.”
I stalked to the bathroom and slammed the door behind me. I let the faucet run, the hot water steaming up the mirror. Every fiber inside me wanted to kill her, but she wasn’t really here. I would just end up attacking a chair or the wall. She had disappeared when I walked back into the room. I picked up the note from the table and scanned it. John had gone to try and find something to stave off my madness. A smile touched my lips. He was starting to remind me of a knight, trying to slay the dragons I couldn’t. I had to do my part too. I was the one with a sword after all.
I had to call a taxi to take me back to the house. Adrian sat in the kitchen. He watched me enter as he stirred his coffee.
“Where have you been?” he asked.
“Out, nothing to do with business.”
He frowned. “Out playing then. While my brother is lying in the hospital.”
“Are you trying to guilt trip me?”
“This doesn’t seem to be the time to play around.”
He was back to finding reasons to blame me again. I’d had a respite since the night of the carnival. I must have annoyed him very much last night. Or perhaps he was taking his frustrations out on me.
“What is your issue with me now?” I asked. “Is it the fact I came back to life?”
He moved to the sink to wash his cup. “Humans can’t do that.”
“It’s part of my curse.”
“Immortality doesn’t sound like much of a curse.”
“It is if I can’t be happy. I’m forced to stay as I am. I can’t grow old . . . I can’t have children. I just die over and over again.”
He paused, glancing at me over his shoulder. “How does it work?”
“I’m not certain. For all purposes I’ve been told I was dead. Over time my body heals and I return to life.”
A thoughtful look crossed his face. “To what extent?”
I tilted my head. “What do you mean?”
“You can be drowned. What about shooting? Decapitation?”
“I was trapped in a burning building once.”
I could still remember the lick of flames on my skin and the smoke that choked my lungs. Allegra stood laughing over me as I lay tied on her floor. I’d found her in a brothel in Sweden. She had once again been seducing men and leading them astray. As a demon of lust, she was adept at this. I’d snuck in there expecting to catch her unaware. She’d caught me instead. The incense she had used knocked me unconscious, along with the rest of the people in the house. When I’d woken, smoke and fire surrounded me. Her parting laugh rang through my ears as the flames consumed me.
“And you are still here,” he said.
“I woke up someplace else months later,” I said.
It had been my old home, the one my son had been born and died in. Of course, this had been over a century later, and the house had been rebuilt with a new family living there. They’d been shocked when I had shown up in their kitchen. They suspected me of being the very beings I hunted. I’d had to flee the entire town that night, but I’d made sure to own that home eventually.
“So, you recuperate. Is it always in the same place?”
“Yes.” My voice warbled at bit.
“Why?”
I glanced up at him, confused. “Why what?”
“Why did it curse you? You said it was a demon, correct?”
“I tried to kill her. I thought I had, but she showed me how wrong I was.”
I could see her again, smiling with her hand covered in my husband’s blood. My baby’s screams still filled my ears. I blinked back the tears, forcing the memory to fade in the background.
“Then, why didn’t she just kill you, like Malantha did Adam or Ose and my parents?”
I met his gaze. In the last question I had actually heard emotion. His eyes held resentment. He wanted to know why I was so special. More deserving. I wasn’t. At least I didn’t think so, but I never had a say in anything that happened. Not with me and not with Adam.
“I think it was because I could see what she was. It caught her attention. And maybe I was the first to hurt her in a long time.”
“As usual, the humans get the short end while the monsters get rewarded.” He set the clean cup down with a loud clink.
I bowed my head. “I wish it had been different.”
“Wishes don’t come true.”
He walked down the hall, away from me. I followed, unsure of what else to do. There wasn’t much of a distance he could put between us.
“This is no gift to me. I can’t change, I can’t die, and I can’t be happy,” I said, my fists clenching.
“But you are still here,” he snapped. “We don’t get to be happy, either. Do you know what happens when a Van Helsing has a child? We die. Hopefully, we get a few years to spend with that child. My father was lucky. He was able to have four of us. But he still died and my mother with him.”
“At least you have the hope of peace. I have a choice of sitting alone somewhere and losing my mind or doing this.”
He sighed with his shoulders slumping. “This isn’t a game of who has it worse.”
“No,” I said, lowering my voice. “But I’m tired of you resenting me for something that I don’t want.”
He looked down at his hands, and for once, I had a glimpse of what he was feeling. I even agreed with him. The world was bad enough with sickness, poverty, and humans killing each other. Add the supernatural on top of that and it was amazing anyone could find a bit of happiness. Most of humanity did it by disbelieving in anything that didn’t fit into their idea of reality. They forgot or found convenient explanations for the otherworldly. Those of us who couldn’t, we fought it, but we were never happy. Marge was right. Our stories remained almost identical except for the names and minor details.
Adrian had a right to be angry. It wasn’t just this generation that had to deal with the creatures of the dark. His family had a legacy and a curse. And after generations, they were known. Vampires across the world would pay to see the entire bloodline wiped out. Now, the demons were trying to accomplish that goal as well and the Van Helsings rarely ever hunted them. It was all because Andrei wanted to create an organization for hunters. If we survived this, it was a dream I’d make damn sure came true.
“Adrian,” I said and stopped, looking around the silent house. Was he the only one here? “Where’s Tres?”
He shook his head. “I haven’t seen him.”
A chill ran down my spine. “All day?”
I ran to Tres’s room, throwing the door open. Empty. The bed was made, like it hadn’t been slept in. I turned and started when I found Allegra standing directly behind me.
“One down, two more that you will get killed,” she whispered.
Adrian watched me oddly as I skirted around her and headed back to him. “What are you doing?”
I held a finger up. “Esais, have you seen Tres?”
“No, why?” He still sounded exhausted.
“I think he’s missing.”
There was a pause. “I can’t sense his thoughts.”
“What does that mean? Is he dead?” It felt as if a hand closed over my heart. Could Allegra’s words be true?
“No, I would have felt that. He’s unconscious. I can’t pinpoint exactly, though.”
I shivered again and looked to Adrian. “I think Ose has Tres.”
A mask shifted over his face. “Where?”
I spoke aloud this time so Adrian could be included. “Did anyone at the asylum see him?”
“No,” Esais said after a moment. “Not even the third floor.”
“We check the fair, then.” I nodded to Adrian. “Call Marge. I’ll get my things. Oh, and bring your toys. I want this place taken out permanently.”
I headed to my room and closed the door behind me. Tres was still alive. We had to hurry to make sure he stayed that way.
“You’re just going to get these boys killed.” Allegra sat on my bed, with one leg crossed over the other.
She was taunting me now. As always, she wanted me to doubt myself, to break. That wouldn’t happen. For over four hundred years, I hadn’t broken. I certainly wouldn’t due to a facsimile from my own mind. I changed clothes and sheathed my knives.
“You can keep ignoring me, but I won’t leave,” she said. “I’ll always be with you.”
I picked up my sundang, examining the blade. The sharpness hadn’t worn down. How I wished to plunge it in her heart and watch the life drain away.
“You’re going to fail your Dimitri again,” she said.
“Don’t talk about him,” I snapped, spinning around.
Her smile widened. Now she had elicited a response from me. “Oh, but it’s true. Even if you fight Ose, these children will die.”
“Stop saying that,” I said. “It won't happen.”
“Your track record says otherwise.”
“They'll all get though of this,” I said, “even if I have to sacrifice myself.”
“How would you do that?" Allegra asked. “You can't die.”
I looked down at my sword, unable to answer.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Again I stood before the Enchanted Castle in the dead of night. This time I carried two gas cans in my hands. Adrian and Marge stood beside me. I stared up at the painted stones and trembled. The drawbridge beckoned us in. Wisps of shadows danced on my peripheral, and it felt as if my mind itched. I didn’t want to look at this with my second sight. It would be the same.
“How do you want to do this?” I asked.
“You spread the gas, and I will set the charge,” Adrian said.
“Charge?”
He held a small cylinder. “It only took a few moments, while you moped in your room and Marge came back from whatever she was doing.”
“I wasn’t moping.”
“Just like you’re human. Not the point now, we need to douse the inside and outside. Once we are a safe distance, I will activate the charge. It will create a spark to start the fire.”
“I’m not going back in there,” Marge said. “I’ll do whatever you need out here, but I sure as hell am not going inside.”
My grip tightened on the handle of the gas can as I turned back to the funhouse. If I had a choice, I wouldn’t go back in either. That would leave Adrian alone in there, however. Despite my wanting to ignore them, Allegra’s words stuck with me. I would not let this Van Helsing be killed. Nor his brothers. I hadn’t been there for Adam, but I would for them.
“I suppose that leaves the two of us,” I said. “Do you need to set the charge inside?”
He nodded.
“I go with you and pour the gas.” I hesitated, looking up to the second floor. A cold sweat broke over my skin, and I smacked my lips at the dryness in my mouth.
“Would you like me to go first?” Adrian asked.
“Since you volunteered,” I set one of the gas cans in front of Marge. “We’ll meet back here.”
Adrian snorted and took a step towards the bridge. Marge grabbed the gas can and headed for the back. I pulled a flashlight out and shone it at the dark hole. The funhouse was powered down this time. I sighed with both disappointment and relief. I’d hoped Ose had been the one to have Tres, but he wasn’t here. We would have to deal with him later. For now, we needed to get Tres and remove this as a base of operations. Adrian stopped at the entrance and looked back at me. His finger tapped on the side of the building with a steady rap.
“Are you coming?” he asked.
I gave the building another glance before catching up with him. He shook his head at me and stepped inside. With no power, the first trap remained motionless. I splashed the gasoline on the wall, the stench swirling around me. My chest tightened as we walked. I kept my focus on Adrian and ignored the fact I could touch both walls. I’d conquered this room before; I could walk through it again.
“Why are you staring at me?” Adrian said.
I jumped at the sound of his voice. Even though I had my eyes on him, I hadn’t actually seen him. Heat flooded my face, and I shifted my gaze to the ground.
“Nothing,” I said. “Are you ready to move on?”
He turned and headed to the stairs. They remained dark. I inhaled, counting to ten before following him up. The walls in the next hall stood frozen, staggered throughout. Some were widened normally while others looked like you couldn’t fit a small child through. Adrian continued on without a pause. He weaved through several walls, proving my perception was off. I gulped and followed suit. Halfway through, I couldn’t go any further. I turned my head again and stared at the wall in front of me. It almost touched my nose while the back of my head rested against the opposite wall. Had it moved closer? It was so tight. The fumes of the gasoline lightened my head. It looked as if the walls were angled, making the move forward even tighter. The way back looked the same. I was stuck.
“What is the problem?” Adrian asked from the end of the room.
“I’m stuck,” I called.
“Nonsense,” he said. “I made it through.”
“The walls tightened.”
“Oh, for . . . ”
Sounds of his return echoed down the hall, scraping at times as he slid through the tighter spots. I tried to focus on the sound instead of the fact I was being crushed to death. He just shook his head when he caught sight of me. I imagined I looked pretty pathetic with my eyes all wide and sweat pouring down my pale face.
“Give me your hand.” He held out his hand for me to take.
“It’s too tight, I’ll never fit,” I said between pants.
“It hasn’t gotten any tighter since I went through. Now do you want to be caught by the police?”
No, I didn’t. Once again, it would lead to too many questions and charges for trespassing and arson. That is, if Adrian didn’t decide to blow up the funhouse around me. He was the type of man to do it. After all, I was just a monster to him. I took his hand, and he yanked me out. The wall scraped my chest, pulling my breasts in directions they didn’t belong, but after a few seconds, I was free. I stood there for several seconds, sucking in a lungful of air before nodding that we could move on. We made it through the rest of the hall without another episode from me. He held my hand the entire way.
I froze when we reached the mirror maze. My reflections stared back at me from under the black, hooded jacket. Adrian merely shrugged and moved on. I rubbed my arms and followed behind him.
“Where is all that confidence?” he asked.
“I had a bad experience here,” I said.
“Get over it.”
It was like nothing fazed him. He feared nothing and expected the same from those around him. Well, he did distrust and dislike. It was infuriating. I glared at him, blowing a lock of hair from my eyes.
Allegra smiled at me and waved her red-tipped fingers at me as I we passed the next mirror. I shook my head and stepped back. A stretched reflection of me stared back. I rubbed my eyes and fought the panic that rose in me. Her laughter filled the room. I jumped, looking around.
“Did you hear that?” I asked.
Adrian looked behind him. “Other than your incessant chatting?”
I turned to glare at him, but stopped when she laughed again. It was warm and sultry as always and as always, it roiled my stomach. I spun around and caught sight of her in all the mirrors. She held baby Marco in her arms. She tossed him at me. He slipped through my hands and hit the floor, his tiny body flopping.
I screamed, pulling at my hair, and backed into the corner. My chest tightened again, and my breath came out in short gasps. The room began to spin as my heart pounded in my ears. I had to sit down. She towered over me, all around me. They drew closer, allowing no escape. I wrapped my arms around my head and whimpered. I snapped my eyes shut. These were just more visions, more evidence of my madness. I counted to ten in hopes they would be gone when I opened my eyes again.
I opened my eyes and met my own reflection. I lay my head back against the mirror and panted for several minutes. This was wrong. I was supposed to be the bad-ass demon hunter. They feared me. It wasn’t supposed to be the other way around. Yet, here I was, huddling beside a mirror like an adolescent.
“What are you doing?”
And that clinched everything else. My nemesis had witnessed my breakdown. I’d never hear the end of this. His gaze traveled down the hallway then back to me.
“Did you run into something?” he asked.
“I’m not well,” I admitted. “Ose got to me.”
It was the hardest thing to admit out loud to him. I was supposed to be the skilled one, the actual demon hunter, and I had been compromised by a devil. I expected more ridicule. He stared at me for several moments and closed his eyes with a sigh.
“How long has this been going on?” Esais demanded.
Damn, Adrian had called his big brother. I sighed. “Since the last time we were here at the carnival.”
“Why didn’t you say something? I could have helped. Now you are too far away.”
“Because you sound exhausted just defending yourself. And the others need their talismans.”
“Stop playing martyr.” Adrian pulled his talisman from around his neck and held it out to me.
“That works for now. After you find Tres, come see me. I don’t care about exhaustion. We need you sane.”
I gaped at him holding the necklace out to me. This had to be some sort of trick. With trembling hands, I took it, savoring its warm weight, and slipped it around my neck. My heartbeat slowed, and the lump in my throat dissolved. The world became a little clearer. He helped me to my feet. I picked up the gas can and began splashing each mirror three times as Adrian set the charge. The fire marshal would probably find multiple hotspots in this room, but it needed to burn. I kept my gaze away from the reflections and Adrian. I just focused on the task at hand.
Adrian stopped at the slide and shook his head. “I am not using that.”
“What’s the matter?” I asked. “Too fun?”
He pointed to a small stairway in the corner. Oh, I had missed that the last time. Of course, I’d been a little preoccupied the last time. A shiver ran down my spine. Hell, I was a bit preoccupied now. Good thing I had Adrian to point out the obvious because I would have missed it. To be thorough, I sprayed the stairs behind me as I followed him. This would be a great blaze. Too bad we couldn’t stay to watch it. Since joining up with the Van Helsings, I’d become a firebug.
“How far away do we need to be?” I asked.
“We should probably be outside the park.”
“How much is it going to hit?”
“The funhouse will go up and maybe a few of the surrounding rides.”
I blinked at him. “That’s some device you made.”
He kept his hands in his pockets as he walked, like we weren’t about to commit a felony. “It’s nothing really. The gas main is going to do most of the work.”
Right, he probably had a lot in his arsenal as the weapon maker of the group. I wondered if he had invented anything that wouldn’t kill something. Even when he didn’t want to do the family business, he’d sold his creations to men who wanted to make war. Violence was in his blood, and he hadn’t seemed to escape it.
Marge stood with her arms crossed and her foot tapping in front of the funhouse. “Took you long enough.”
I ignored her. “We should head for the fortune-teller's wagon. She might have Tres there.”
Our footsteps echoed through the empty carnival. I peered into dark corners between rides and behind stands for hidden attackers but found nothing. She had to be holding him in a trap. A large, round figure stood on the steps of the wagon, shrouded in shadows. The light over the wagon flickered on and revealed the fat face of the man Marge had fought with over his daughter.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Lloyd rocked back and forth on his heels on the steps of the fortune-teller’s wagon. He held the limp form of his daughter by one of her arms. A few pieces of trash rolled around the courtyard that divided us.
“Took ya long enough,” he said. “Sorry, but your prince is in another castle.”
“You son of a bitch.” Marge surged forward.
I caught her arm and studied the man in front of me. My vision blurred for a moment when I switched to my aura sight. The alastor’s eyes bored into mine from below its horns. Goose pimples broke over my flesh. The man’s soul was starting to combine with the demon, like the boy’s but to a much lesser degree.
I let Marge go. “This is the one you’re after.”
A malicious grin spread over her face. “Even better.”
“So, you decided to join Ose. What happened to your mission?” I asked him.
He sneered. “Thanks to you, the hellhound is dead. With Ose I avoid punishment and break the chains that hold me.”
“You’ve forsaken your Throne.” I shook my head. “I always knew demons were deceitful bastards, but at least they could have been counted on to be bound by something.”
“Does this really matter?” Marge asked as she closed the distance.
The alastor gave a sharp whistle as she moved. He held the girl in front of him like a shield and shook his head. Six men stepped out from the game booths surrounding the wagon.
“Wonderful, more lackeys.” I put my back to Adrian’s. “Can you handle yourself?”
He pulled out the gun he’d been working on. Now assembled, it looked strange, like something out of a science fiction novel and ancient at the same time. The handle was curved and connected to a chamber big enough for six rounds. The long barrel had a point at the end of it. On the point, two metal tubes traveled back to where the barrel and the chamber met.
“I need to test this out anyway. I’ll help Marge. Keep the rest off of us,” he said.
I covered Adrian as he found a good shooting position in one of the empty stands. Six humans and the alastor, not bad odds. I readied my stance with my sundang and knife drawn. Three closed in on me before the others. My blade flashed in the moonlight as I slashed the side of the first man. The other raised his fist to swing at my head. I sidestepped him and delivered a jab to his spine with my knife. I swung to the side and cut the last man in his abdomen. They fell to the ground, groaning and bleeding. I turned to face the three remaining lackeys.
“Is demon power so important that you would die for it?” I asked.
Two looked at me and each other with uncertainty. They backed away a few steps and took off into the darkened park. The last man pulled out a gun.
Merda.
I ducked behind the man with the side wound, who was getting up. I dropped my knife and swung him to block the gunshots coming in. The explosion of the gun echoed through the night, drowning out the moans of the men around me. My human shield jerked with each bullet that hit him. and he collapsed.
“Adrian,” I called. “Could you handle the man with the gun?”
A shot rang out from behind me followed by a cry from the lackey and a thud. He didn’t get back up. I dropped the man I held and turned to the wagon. The alastor raised the girl’s body in front of him as Marge aimed a kick to his side. From the look on Marge’s face, he’d been using this tactic throughout the fight. Typical of a demon.
I grabbed my knife and stepped over the dead and dying. Marge and the alastor had fought their way down the steps and halfway across the courtyard. I snuck behind him and raised my sword to attack. He spun around, holding the girl between us. Marge planted her boot in his backside. He stumbled and glared at her. The minute he looked away, I sliced through the tendons in his arm. The girl dropped to the ground as his arm curled up. Marge landed a kick to the back of his knee, and he lurched several feet before hitting the ground. She planted her boot on the side of his face, pressing it to the ground.
“Once again,” she said. “Where is my contract?”
“I don’t know who owns it.” He coughed, and the darkness started to pour from his eyes.
I ran forward. “Marge, grab him.”
A tendril formed out of the darkness surrounding him and slapped me. I flew back and landed on my ass. I groaned, getting to my feet. Tomorrow my backside would be covered in purple and green. In the blink of an eye, darkness encompassed me, killing the lights. I could hear Marge’s grunts as she struggled with the alastor. I froze as I tried to pinpoint their location. If I attacked now, I may hit Marge. She was smaller than the body the demon wore but it sounded like they were in a tangle on the ground.
“I have it,” Adrian said from close behind me. “Just give me a clear shot when you get light.”
A white fire flared up behind me with a small roar. Adrian held a flare in his hand. The darkness receded to the corners, and the tendrils around me disintegrated. I started at how close they were to me without knowing it. I dashed to Marge and grabbed her around her waist. We rolled to the side, my momentum tearing her from the alastor. Adrian’s gun roared, and a red light flared in the alastor’s chest where the bullet entered. Lloyd fell limp to the ground.
I stood, panting, and helped Marge to her feet. She rushed to the girl and knelt down beside her. Her hand pressed to the side of her neck before she scooped the child up.
“I’m taking her to the hospital,” she said. “You two do what you need to do.”
She sprinted into the darkness with the girl in her arms. Adrian walked up the stairs of the fortune-teller’s wagon and swung the door open. He sighed, pulling out another charge and placing it on the frame of the door.
“Empty,’ he said.
“He has to be at the asylum. Esais must have missed him.”
“No one knows anything of him. Ose must have snuck him in,” Esais said.
“Figures you’d be listening,” I said.
“You said my name, it caught my attention. I will be waiting for you here.”
“Let’s burn this place first,” I said. “One less place for them to go to ground. This ends tonight.”
I emptied what gas I had left on the wagon, and we hurried back to the fence. Adrian was already halfway up the fence when I started my climb. He stopped at the top to help me up. I hopped down the rest of the way, the shock jarring my bruised backside. I rubbed it as Adrian landed. He sprinted for the car with me hot on his heels. He had already started it up as I slid into the passenger seat.
“Ready?” I asked.
He pressed the button. The gunfire from tonight couldn’t compare to the boom of the explosion. The car rocked from the shock of it, and the sky bloomed a brilliant orange.
“Which way do we need to go?” he asked.
“The police will be coming from the west. There shouldn’t be more than two or three yet. It’s night in a small town.”
He peeled out heading east. The sound of the fire mixed with the sirens. Their response time seemed to be quicker. We’d really caused a disturbance in this small town. After several turns and twists, the sound of the sirens faded, and we both let out the breaths we’d been holding.
“Take this street to the bar. We can act like we’re heading home from there,” I said.
He nodded and turned left. We didn’t see the police car until we were at the next stop sign, mostly because it had lain in wait, dark and silent when we passed it. Its lights flared behind us. Adrian cursed and pulled over.
“We got lost coming from the bar,” I said.
“Right, let’s hope he doesn’t want to search me.”
The cop knocked on Adrian’s window, and he rolled it down. Nancy poked her head in and smiled at us. She giggled, holding her hand to her mouth. Cold sweat broke over me at that action, it was so familiar. An image of a girl in a sundress and metal claws flashed in my head.
“It looks like I will be able to claim the prize instead,” Malantha said with Nancy’s voice.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
The car bucked as it ran over a pot hole. The force lifted me off my seat and caused me to plunge into Adrian. He glared at me but kept control of the wheel. I gave him an apologetic look and sat upright. Behind us, the siren of the police car wailed and the lights flashed.
“Do you really think we’re going to get out of this?” I asked, while buckling my seat belt.
“I’m not going to be taken in, by hellspawn or human.”
He glanced at the rearview, then accelerated until we were practically flying down the two-lane road with only the trees watching us pass. The demon had had two seconds to laugh before Adrian had taken off. It had been almost funny watching her scramble into her car. I guess she hadn’t seen that one coming. Adrian had taken a quick route to one of the farm roads and headed out of town. The dark lay ahead of us and the blazing red and blue behind.
“What if she calls backup?” I asked.
“They’re too busy dealing with the explosion. I doubt all of them have been roused.”
“I meant Ose.”
The corner of Adrian’s mouth lifted in a smirk. “Even better.”
“You think we can deal with both of them at once.”
He spun the wheel, and the car jerked to the right onto a dirt road. I gripped the armrest on the door and slammed my left hand onto the dashboard to keep from sliding. The trees started about ten feet from the road and created a massive wall that traveled on for miles. In daylight it was almost impossible to see the roads until you were right on them. How Adrian had seen it in the dead of night baffled me.
Malantha sped past the turnoff and her tires screeched down the road. She didn’t have Adrian’s reflexes. Still, she could move the car pretty fast. A few minutes passed before she was on our tail again. A cloud of dirt and dust flew back in both wakes of the cars. Tonight, I was glad Texas had so little rain recently.
“So, what’s the plan here?” I asked.
“You have your sword, and I have the gun. Seems simple to me.”
“Wait, that’s Nancy she’s in.”
Adrian shrugged. “An acceptable loss. Exorcism didn’t work last time. We take this demon out permanently.”
“What about the oath?”
“This is not the time to get into morality and ethics. I killed the fat man at the carnival and some of the bikers, yet I’m still fine.”
He spoke the truth. The oath his family swore dictated they must protect humans from supernatural evil. Actually it was a long list stating what they were protecting them from. This meant they couldn’t sacrifice a human just to kill a demon. Bad things were said to happen if they consciously broke the oath. Consciously broke it, so they could try and fail to save someone and only feel guilt in the end. Or in Adrian’s case, the need to work on his next weapon. Nothing bad had happened to him, so the others had been beyond saving. I’d have to ponder later.
“There,” he said and swerved the wheel to the left.
I had enough warning this time and leaned so I wouldn’t slam against the door. My heart raced, and my right hand twitched. I could feel it through my body, the adrenaline. There was a fight coming. Everything grew a little brighter in my eyes. I could hear the gravel grinding against the tires under the wail of the siren. The tree around us shook in the wind. The branches swayed in the headlights.
The road ended in the cemetery on the lake. Adrian slammed the car into the iron gates without bothering to slow down. The rusted metal screeched as it buckled, and we were in with a new hood ornament. Thank god this cemetery was old or the fence would have given us more trouble.
“Grave to your left,” I said as he skidded on the loose gravel. Like I said, old graveyard.
He sped along the main road and fish-tailed the car into a stop by a mausoleum. We both sat there, panting. Our gazes met, and I grinned.
“Nice to know you’re a crack driver,” I said.
He chuckled and stepped out of the car while I grabbed my sword from the back seat. Its touch sent a tingle through my arm. I shivered in anticipation and joined Adrian in a crouch on his side of the car. He had his gun ready. The police car came to a screeching halt thirty feet away from us. When Malantha opened the door and stepped out, he fired. She ducked behind the door of the car with a muttered curse.
“Drop your weapons, and come peacefully,” she yelled at us.
“Do you really expect us to fall for that?” Adrian asked.
“No, but it sounded fun to say. Why don’t you just give up? You’re not going to win.”
“We have the gun,” Adrian called.
“It’s not going to do much good. Besides I have one too.”
She shifted against the door. I strained my neck to see her peering through the crack between the door and the car. I ducked back down and nodded to Adrian. He motioned his head around the car. He wanted me to go around behind and catch her unaware. I crab-walked around our car and paused to peek around the edge.
“I doubt you even know how to shoot,” Adrian said. “I am clearly at an advantage.”
“If so, why don’t you stick your head up?”
She popped up at the same time he did and fired off a shot. It went wide, not even hitting the car. His shot would have hit her, but she ducked, and it shattered the car window. I crept to the opposite side of the car and made my way around.
“As I thought, you can’t aim,” Adrian said.
“Which brother are you? The bookworm, the baby brother who Daddy maimed, or the one who didn’t care enough to return home? I’m betting on the last. You have that arrogance,” Malantha said.
She was peeking through the shattered window when I approached her from behind. I switched to my aura sight as I continued to creep upon her. My heart squeezed in my chest, but I kept any noise from escaping my lips. Nancy’s soul and Malantha’s were joined. I couldn’t save Nancy with an exorcism. The best I could do would be to give her a swift death. Just a few more feet and her head would be mine.
Malantha swung the gun around and aimed at my head. “I thought you were being a little too quiet. No quips tonight, Gabriella?”
I started to move, and her hand tightened on the trigger. I froze.
“I may not be a good shot, but even I can hit you at this distance.”
“It wouldn’t last,” I said. “Like the last time.”
“But it would leave your dear Van Helsing child alone.”
I smirked. “He can handle himself.”
A metal can flew through the air and landed a few inches from us. White mist billowed out of it. Malantha winced, covering her face. She screamed as her flesh wrinkled up like crinkled plastic and turned red. She threw herself away from the car and the holy water grenade. I grinned and moved in for the kill.
“Wait,” she yelled. “You wouldn’t kill this girl you were supposed to protect?”
I held my sword a breath away from her neck. It was still Nancy. “I don’t see another way to save her.”
Her eyes rolled up in her head, and she convulsed for an instant. She coughed again and looked around with a look of frightened confusion. She looked down at her hands, and a hissing wail escaped from her lips. She snapped the gun back up to me.
“What is all this?” Nancy asked.
I didn’t have anything to tell her but the truth. “You’re possessed by a demon. I think the effect may be permanent, and the only way I know to free you is to kill you.”
Her hand began to shake, and her eyes widened. “I . . . is that where these dreams are coming from? All I see is death . . . and rot.”
“She made you insane first so you would be sent to the asylum. You were part of an experiment.”
“I don’t want to see this anymore. I can feel her rot eating away. Please make it stop.”
I swallowed hard and nodded. I pressed my blade to her chest. “I’ll make it quick.”
Her eyes filled with gray smoke, widening further. “Wai—”
I pierced the girl’s heart before the demon could finish her word. She wouldn’t escape me this time. She dropped to the ground, silent and staring. I closed her eyes with a murmured prayer. Adrian’s cry pulled me from it. Ose stood on top of the car, holding the Van Helsing’s limp form by the neck with one hand.
“You just keep causing trouble,” he said.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
My entire body stiffened except for my eyes, which moved between Ose and Adrian. If I moved, he might snap his neck. If I stayed where I was, he might snap his neck. Choices, choices.
He tossed Adrian to the ground. “I’ll deal with him later. For now, you and I need to speak.”
He moved in a blur. Before I thought to swing my sword, he grabbed me by my throat and slammed me against the trunk of a tree. He stared down at me. For a moment, mostly to keep the panic from rising up, I wondered about the face the demon wore. Did Dr. Navotny regret the choice he had made? I wasn’t sure if he knew what Ose was doing. With other demons I could still feel the human inside, but Ose’s presence filled the entire body.
“You not only burned my home, but you killed my daughter,” he said.
“You won’t need a home after I am finished,” I said. “You can join your daughter in oblivion.”
“A lot of bravado for your position,” he said. “I have already touched you once. I will make you completely mine.”
I jammed my knee into his groin. Demon or not, he still had a man’s anatomy. He grunted and buckled slightly, but did not let me go. I clawed at his hand as it tightened on my throat.
“Get away from me!” I said.
My struggle for freedom began anew, but he held tight. Without any leverage or a good weapon, I was no match against a demon’s strength. Hell, in this position I wouldn’t have been much against a normal man, though the groin thing would have worked on them. That didn’t mean I would give up fighting. He grabbed my waist and lifted me in the air long enough to slam me into another tree. He pulled me down, raking my skin against the bark.
“I can be violent too. But I prefer you give in. You will replace the lieutenant I lost because of your people,” he said. “It’s time to show you what I have planned.”
The graveyard melted away and skyscrapers rose from the ground. The streets were filled with demon hybrids like the boy in the asylum. They moved to gather around a circle. It was composed of two concentric circles with script between them. The writing writhed and changed, loops went straight and lines twisted. I tore my gaze away, closing my eyes. When I opened them, the graveyard returned.
Ose’s lips twisted in a snarl, and his brows drew together. He yanked me away from the tree. The cord of Adrian’s talisman caught on a branch and ripped from my neck. He slammed me into a gravestone. It crumpled under the force. Bits of stone dug into the scrapes on my back. I swallowed my cry so only a weak moan escaped.
I tried to roll away from him and gain my footing. He grabbed my head and lifted me up. I pulled at his fingers and kicked my feet at him, hitting only air. I panted. I had to get away. I couldn’t do this. My teeth gnashed the flesh of his palm, but his grip remained a vise.
“Just give in,” he said.
The world shifted and I was back in the ruins of the city. The symbols lit into a purple-black light. The center of the circle swirled in a counterclockwise motion. All other lights dimmed and the wind picked up, blowing debris around the city. The demon hybrids raised their heads to the sky. The air became so thick, each breath became a chore. I raked my hand in front of me, clawing Ose’s face. He yelled and tossed me.
I flew through the air and crashed into the gate to one of the mausoleums. The hinges broke, and I landed on the lock. I groaned, struggling to get to my feet. He stepped over me to walk to the raised stone coffin that stood in the center and slid the lid open. I jumped up and sprinted for the doorway. This was a lost battle. He grabbed my hair and yanked me back. I tripped over the bars of the broken gate. I dug my nails into his inner wrist, drawing a few drops of blood. He didn’t let go.
“I see you need time alone,” Ose said.
He slammed my head against the edge of the coffin. White light exploded in front of my eyes, and blood gushed from my nose. He tossed me into the coffin. I rolled onto my back, holding my face. The sound of scraping stone filled my ears. My breath caught in my throat. I had to get out now. I reached for the edge of the coffin, and Ose slammed his fist on my fingers.
“No,” I cried.
“You ripen here while I deal with the Van Helsings,” he said.
My light disappeared as the stone lid slid into place.



CHAPTER FORTY
I clawed at the lid of the coffin. The stone scratched my fingers and tore my nails. My screams bounced off the walls, filling my ears. My head swam, and I lay back panting. This couldn’t be happening again. Something splattered on my face. Was that dirt? I was buried again. No one would come looking for me. I would be here for months, even years.
I choked out another cry, my voice going hoarse. I laid my head back, closing my eyes. My whole body ached and stung. The air in the coffin thinned. I only had a few breaths left before my lungs would start screaming, and then there would be nothing but the female in the church. My head swam, and I began to float.
Light flickered in my eyelids, soft and yellow. The curtains of my bed fluttered with the soft breeze coming from the staircase leading up. I lay in my burial chamber. Dimitri had it built for me so I wouldn’t have to go through another grave incident. I stood and walked to the full-length mirror, shivering at the cold stone under my feet. Rubies and diamonds glittered from the frame.
I stood in front of the mirror, dressed in a black gown. The neck came to a V and connected at the waist. I tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ears. A small scar marred my right cheek. Strange. I’d never had a scar there before. I ran my finger across it. It cracked and widened under my touch, traveling down my jawline. Chips of my skin fell off with the tinkling of glass. Mauve flesh peeked out from underneath. I shrieked and backed away from the mirror, covering my face with my hands. My forehead itched, and more flesh fell away.
“Gabby, you have to get a hold of yourself. This isn’t real.” Esais’s voice echoed through my head.
“Esais?”
I lowered my hands and caught my reflection again. My face had fallen away, and my eyes had blackened. Two silver horns rose out of my forehead at the hair-line. I wore Allegra’s face.
I screamed again and grabbed at the mirror. It toppled over and shattered on the ground. The lights winked out, and I was in the darkness. I slammed my fists against my stone prison. A light appeared above my head.
“Will you stop that wailing? It’s damn annoying,” Marge said.
I gaped up at her, my eyes straining against the light she held. Someone had come for me. I wouldn’t lay here forgotten and alone. But I was a demon now, so it didn’t matter. I sat up.
“You’re too late,” I said. “You’ll have to kill me.”
“I would love to take you up on that offer just to shut you the hell up, but I just saved your ass.”
“I’ve become a demon. Look at me.”
She looked me up and down. “I don’t think you’d say that if you were a real demon.”
“It was a hallucination,” Esais said. “Ose got to you again.”
I pressed my fingers to my forehead. Smooth skin greeted my touch. I let out a sigh of relief. I still felt dirty inside. Even if I was a demon, no one would be able to tell from the body. I hadn’t been forced to consume Menrazine, so I hadn’t changed that way. Either way, with my last bit of humanity I would see the Van Helsings safe and Ose dead. I climbed out of the tomb and ran through the door. Adrian was gone.
“Ose has Adrian and Tres,” I said. “We need to move.”
“Are you all right to do this?” Esais asked.
Marge came outside. “Yeah, not seconds ago you were freaking out.”
I shivered, still feeling Ose’s touch brushing across my mind. He’d gotten inside of me. He knew my worst fears and how to play me like a puppet. But I couldn’t let him do what he did to me to Tres and Adrian.
“Can you help me when I get to the hospital?” I asked.
“I can try, but I don’t know how much I can do,” he said.
“Just enough to keep me going. We’ll see you soon.”
I walked to where Nancy’s body lay and closed her eyes. The police would eventually find her body and bring her home. I retrieved my sword from near the lake and sheathed it. Adrian’s talisman lay a few feet from the cars. Deep fissures covered the stone. It may possibly be good for another direct attack but anything to keep me going. I slipped it over my head and exhaled as my mind cleared. No, I wasn’t a demon. I hadn’t died and gone to hell at all. I hadn’t been locked in the coffin for very long. I grabbed Adrian’s gun and tucked it in my waistband. He’d spent time creating it to use on Ose; it would be a pity if was left behind.
“You should hurry. I’m sensing something strange. I’m sensing—” Esais’s voice and the choir vanished from my head.
“Esais?” I called.
No answer.
“We need to go,” I said.
“Just us storming the castle?” she asked.
I pulled out my phone and dialed John’s number. “I can call for a little bit of back up.”



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
John stepped out of his car when Marge parked behind him. She pulled out her shotgun and strapped it to her back while I climbed out of her truck and walked to him. His gaze started with my face and traveled down to my dirty, torn clothing.
“What happened?” he asked.
“Ose has the Van Helsings. We need to get them back,” I said.
He raised a brow. “We?”
I held his gaze. “Will you help me?”
“You actually want me to help you?”
“Is he going to be of any use?” Marge asked. “I already have your crazy ass to deal with.”
“I can handle myself,” John said. “Have we met?”
“Just don’t get in my way.” Marge turned and walked to the gate.
“That’s Marge. Were you able to get anything to stop the hallucinations?” I said.
“Not enough time,” he said.
I touched John’s arm, and he tilted his head to me. I pulled the talisman from around my neck. I held it between us. John wasn’t used to this kind of thing, but I needed someone to free the Van Helsings while Marge and I dealt with Ose. Still, I wanted to give him all the protection I could.
“It should help against the madness effect,” I said.
He frowned. “I think you need it more than me. I’ll be fine.”
“No, take it. We can’t all be crazy.”
“I won’t go crazy. Besides, there is Marge.”
I snorted, a smile coming to my lips. The image of Marge as a pillar of support was absurd. I slipped the cord around my neck as John reached in his car and pulled out a flashlight and a handgun. He did have a strong will, perhaps it would be enough.
“Ready?”  I asked, and he nodded.
“Gate’s closed,” Marge said when we joined her. “We’ll have to go over the wall again.”
“You’d think this place would have more security,” John said.
“It’s not a high-security institution,” Marge said. “They probably think all they need in this small town is a gate.”
I walked along the wall to the corner. There was a tree we could use to climb over. I scaled the tree and leapt over the wall. The force jarred my legs. I scanned the yard and whistled. John came over and rolled a few feet. He came up panting and rubbed his left shoulder. Marge landed next to me.
“No lights.” She nodded to the asylum.
“They should at least have the flood lights in the yard,” I said.
Marge shrugged. “Makes it easier for us.”
She headed up the hill. I motioned John to go ahead of me. I didn’t want any nasty surprises sneaking up behind him. The windows in the doors had been broken. Glass lay strewn across the porch and the sidewalk. Marge bent down and peered in the dark hallway.
“I can’t see anything in there,” she said.
She pulled a flashlight from her belt and attached it to her shotgun. She reached through the window to open the door. It swung inward. She readied her shotgun and stepped inside. I took John’s arm and held him back, waiting for her signal. She whistled. I nodded to him and followed him in.
The welcome station at the front was empty except for a pair of legs stretched out from behind it. I moved around the desk. The orderly's head was twisted around backwards, and parts of his skull were crushed in.
“They’ve gotten lose,” I said.
“What has?” John asked.
“Ose’s experiments. And whatever did this is very powerful.”
“It couldn’t be Ose?”
I shook my head. “He’s strong but not like this.”
“I’ll take point again.” Marge handed John the flashlight.
She kept her shotgun trained down the hall as she crept along. The thin beam of light played over the floor and the ceiling. The tables of the visitors' area had been smashed. Splinters and plastic cushion covers were strewn about the floor. A nurse’s body lay sprawled against the wall. Marge checked for a pulse and shook her head.
“Let’s keep going,” I said. “Esais’s room is on the second floor.”
“Stairs?” Marge asked.
“Would be best,” I said.
I tightened my grip on my sword, with my heart pounding in my chest. Both Malantha and the alastor were destroyed. I’d killed the boy my last trip here. Still, how many of Ose’s experiments roamed the halls?
Marge stopped again when we were ten feet away from the emergency stairs. Splinters of the door littered the hallway. Something had burst through the door. Marge moved the barrel of her gun, allowing the light to pass over the stairwell.
“We’re clear,” she said. “Ready?”
Goose pimples ran over my skin. The darkened portal yawned open before us. If the creature came up behind us, we’d be trapped in that tiny hallway like a tomb. I took a slow breath to keep my throat from closing up. There were other doors we could get out of. Besides, I couldn’t let my claustrophobia get in the way of helping the brothers.
“Ready,” I said, and John nodded.
I led the way up the steps with Marge taking the rear. The remains of the door dangled from the hinges while several large pieces lay on the steps. This demon didn’t like doors. Shouts echoed through the hall. They were muffled. Whoever was alive was some distance away. I peered in both directions in the hall, keeping my back against the side of the doorframe. No signs of movement. Esais’s room was several doors down. I motioned to John and Marge.
The door to Esais’s room remained intact. I let out a breath I’d been holding and moved into the room. The mattress lay half on the floor with the back end still on the bed. The two armchairs lay overturned.
“Looks like he put up a fight,” John said.
“He’s a Van Helsing,” I said.
“What now?” Marge asked.
A scream from the hall answered her. I pushed John to the back of the room and grabbed his flashlight. I moved  in behind Marge, where she stood in the doorway. Charlotte ran down the hallway at full tilt. A hulking shape closed in on her. It would overtake her in a matter of seconds. Well, it would have if we hadn’t been there.
“Looks like you get your first bit of action for the night,” I said to Marge as I stepped into the hall.



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
I shined the light in the creature’s face. It recoiled and held its arm in front of its face before letting out a roar that echoed down the hall. The demon’s head nearly touched the ceiling. It had muscles on muscles, and one of its biceps was the size of my waist. Its chest and shoulders took up half the hallway while its waist and legs were the size of mine. It walked using its fists to balance itself. Its face had elongated into a muzzle with sharp teeth. The creature was a hairless mass of pink flesh.
I grabbed Charlotte’s arm and pushed her into Esais’s room.
“Stay there,” I told her. “John, give us more light.”
Marge’s shotgun boomed, and the wall shook. I stood in front of her.  The shots didn’t keep it from coming at us. “What the fuck is that?”
“An abomination,” I said.
“Can I kill it?”
“We don’t have another choice.”
It raised its fist to smash me over the head. I dodged under its arm and slashed the tendons. The demon faltered as its appendage constricted. It grabbed me with its other hand and tossed me, roaring. My right shoulder slammed into the wall before my head did. A star exploded into a supernova in front of my eyes, and I fell to the ground with a moan. I sat up and blinked, trying to clear the double vision in my eyes.
Marge fired the gun again and caught the demon in its lower jaw and neck. Blood exploded out the back of its head, and its bulk toppled forward. Marge jumped to the side and pressed her back to the wall opposite of me to keep from being crushed. I pulled myself up with the help of the wall and wobbled over to the fallen mass.
“Is it dead?” John asked.
“One way to be sure,” I said.
I hacked my way through the remainder of the neck. Even with the large hole in the middle there was still a lot left. I stood when I finished and moved back into the room with Marge. John had wrapped the bed sheet around Charlotte. She sat in a chair, rocking back and forth. I kneeled in front of her. Her gaze remained unfocused, and her body trembled.
I snapped my fingers in front of her face. “Charlotte.”
She blinked and looked at me. “Gabby?”
“Where is Esais?”
“I don’t know. The whole hospital went down, and those things came out of nowhere.” She covered her face with her hands.
I sighed and rubbed my forehead. They had to be in the third floor lab with Ose and God knew what he was doing to them.
“All right,” I said. “John is going to get you out of here.”
“I am?” he asked.
“Wait, what about the others?” Charlotte asked. “What about Nancy?”
I bowed my head. “Nancy’s not here.”
“She’s safe?” Charlotte’s shoulders relaxed.
I bit my lip. The woman had been through a lot tonight. She looked on the verge of a breakdown. Would now be the best time to shatter the hope in those mascara-smeared eyes? Still, if I waited, it could make this worse for her.
“She didn’t make it,” I said. “She was becoming something like the thing chasing you.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“I had to kill her. I had no other way to save her.”
Charlotte jerked like she’d been slapped. Her head fell forward and her shoulders slumped. I put my hand over hers, but she slapped it away. My head bent. What had I expected? She wouldn’t want comfort from the one responsible for her cousin’s death. I hadn’t tried hard enough to save Nancy, and she knew it. I stood and turned to John.
“Get her out of here,” I said. “Marge and I will deal with Ose.”
“I’m not leaving these people here,” she said. “You can’t be counted on to help them.”
Marge snorted as she leaned against the doorframe with her gun trained on the hallway. I could imagine the smirk on her face.
“You have nothing to fight these things with,” I said.
“Then I suppose I will die. Better that than living as a coward.”
I rubbed the bridge of my nose. Charlotte stared at me with narrowed eyes and her jaw firm. She wasn’t going to give in. The minutes ticked away as I argued with her.
“Fine,” I said. “Where are these survivors?”
“Hiding in a doctor’s office in Ward C. It’s on this floor.”
“Marge, go with them. Clear out the remaining demon hybrids. Charlotte and John can organize the survivors and escape. Does that sound good to everyone?”
“What about you?” John said.
“I’m going after Ose and getting the brothers back.”
“Alone?”
“I won’t be alone. I’ll have the Van Helsings.”



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
I took the stairs two at a time. The faster I got out of the staircase, the better. I used the keys I’d obtained from an orderly and opened the door. The hall was quiet and empty. It was like a different hospital from the floor below. Nothing had been broken or destroyed in the hall. The double doors stood open. I headed down the hall and used the key card. The metal door slid open into the wall with a swoosh sound.
I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the light. The smell of chemicals pervaded the room, and it traveled down my nose and throat, leaving a burning sensation.
Three medical beds filled the room, each held a Van Helsing. All of them were hooked to an IV bag filled with a yellow liquid. I moved to the closest table and began inspecting the leather straps. Adrian groaned, and his head rolled to one side when I touched him. His eye half opened before closing again. Tres didn’t move. A yellow bruise decorated half of his face. Esais’s eyes fluttered opened.
“I’m going to get you out of here,” I said.
“Help my brothers first,” he said.
I moved to Adrian again and cut the straps. I slipped his gun in his hand and shook him. The door swooshed open behind me. I turned halfway before a rush of air slammed me into the lab table on the side of the room. Bottles broke underneath me, their shards jabbing into my back.
“You’re supposed to be in the tomb.” Ose clamped his hand around my neck. “I’ll have to get another bed.”
I reached back and grasped one of the glass bottles on the table. I threw it at him. He moved his head to the side, and the bottle flew past him. It shattered on the ground. Steam rose from the liquid with a hiss. Ose shook his head with a sigh. He raised me up and slammed my head into the table. I swallowed as nausea rose from my stomach from the pain in my head.
“There’s no fighting it. In a few hours, you will be my new daughter,” he said.
“I already told you others have tried,” I said.
“They were fools to think your curse would break you. You’re too special. I’ll do it in time for you to help me choose which Van Helsing to take as a host.”
“You’re not going to touch them.”
“Yes, yes. You’ll stop me.” He waved his hand. “Now, which one? The one touched by fate or the one touched by inspiration?”
He looked over his shoulder at Esais. I clawed at his fingers, but they remained locked around my throat. He ignored me.
“That one is dangerous. I should kill him now, but the idea of taking one an angel has chosen is delicious.” His grin spread across his face.
“Your doctor is not going to be happy.”
“He’s outlived his usefulness. I have the drug perfected. I can take it to a bigger venue.”
“So you can turn people into demons?”
“No, those are failures. You killed the perfected forms, including my daughter. But you will make up for that.”
He took the talisman in his hand and squeezed. Dust poured out of the bottom. He grabbed my hair and yanked my head back. I looked deep into his eyes, and the world faded away to black. Only he and I remained. The dark began to crowd around me until there was nowhere for me to go. I squirmed under him. I had to get out. It was too tight here. My fists pounded on his chest, but he just laughed as he released my throat. I tried to turn my head, but my gaze strayed back to the depths of his eyes. I began to fall.
Ice crept along my skin, sinking deeper until my bones ached. I reached out, trying to find some surface to break my fall, but my fingers met air. I tried to scream. but the darkness reached in my throat and stole my breath. Allegra’s laugh filled my ears.
“I always knew you would be one of us,” she said. “You could have been great at my side, now you will just be a slave to another demon. Either way, I won.”
Tears pricked my eyes again. Maybe she was right. I had chased her for over five hundred years. Every time I had gotten close, I failed. The exorcisms, the sigils all failed against her. Even with the sword I’d sought in order to kill her, I’d failed.
“And of course, you’ve gotten people killed,” Allegra put in. “Innocents, your husband, your lover.”
And now Esais, Adrian, and Tres would die as well. They would pay the price for my mad need to kill demons. I slid down the wall and turned my head in their direction. I choked back a scream. The brothers' forms had changed. Tres’s pretty face had peeled back to reveal his skull. The teeth had been replaced by fangs, and tiny spikes lined his cheek-bones. Two black ram horns curled around each side of his head. Tanned leather replaced his once smooth skin, with bony ridges running along his shoulders and forearms. Adrian’s face had elongated to that of a lizard with ridges running up both sides of his snout. Green-brown scales, like bog muck, covered his face until they reached the hair line. Course tufts of chlorophyll-colored fur covered his body. Bat like wings wrapped around Esais’s body like a cloak.  Some sort of black bone mask covered his face, coming down into a point at his chin. I sobbed, bringing my hand to my mouth. The drug already had them in its grip. I’d been too slow. I stood and walked to them, with Ose following behind me.
“So, which do you choose?” he asked. “I want the best host.”
I stared down at Adrian’s hands. Creator’s hands, now covered in hair and long, jagged claws. I placed my sword over his neck. If I couldn’t save them, at least I could free them to the best of my ability. Esais’s blue-gray eyes stared at me from behind the sockets of the mask.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I did this to you. I always bring death to your family.”
“No,” Dimitri said. “You don’t.”
I faltered as my head started spinning. The world faded to nothing. Candle-light flared up, the only source of light in the dark. I reached toward it and found myself sitting at a small table. The tables around us had their chairs resting on them. We were the only two people.
“Do you remember this place?” he asked.
I nodded. “We met here. You thought the demon was a vampire.”
He chuckled. “And you showed me different.”
“Then I almost got you killed.”
“Gabby, I almost died many times. And when I did die, it wasn’t because of you.”
He took my hand, and his warmth spread through me easing the ache in my bones. My heart slowed to a steady pace, and I felt at ease for once. I took a deep breath and wiped the tear from my eye.
“They can only win if you let them,” he said. “Show them you have strength and can overcome this.”
“I don’t know how,” I said.
He looked around. “You are already doing so. The sword is in your hand.”
My sundang was still in my hand. I hadn’t released it in all this time. I filled my eyes with Dimitri before I closed them. I stood over Adrian, beautiful and human again, with my sword at his throat. Ose stood inches behind me. I spun before the insanity caught a hold of me again, my blade swinging in an arc. A deep gash opened in a diagonal line across his chest. He hopped back in surprise before I could get another hit in. He looked down at the wound and laughed.
“You think you can still beat me alone?” he asked.
“She won’t be killing you alone,” Adrian said.



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
Adrian sat up and pulled the trigger. Ose dodged back in a blur of motion. He glared at his shooter, walking towards him. Not in the Seven Thrones of Hell. I intercepted him, my blade swinging in an upward arc. He sidestepped me, and my blow glanced off his side. Ose paused. He touched the wound and looked at the blood on his hand before looking up at me in puzzlement. He should have been fast enough to dodge that.
“I’m making him think he’s using his speed, but he’s not,” Esais said.
Esais lay on the bed with his head lifted. His brows knitted together in concentration. Adrian kept the gun trained on Ose as he moved to Tres. The youngest brother winced as he lifted his head up. I dipped down to catch Ose in his calf. He spun his leg out of the way and ended facing me. Now would have been a good time for a comeback, but I had no words for him.
He grabbed for my wrist. I blocked with my left arm. He brought his other hand up to choke me. I ducked, but he was too fast. He lifted me and tossed me into the desk in the back of the lab. The computer caught my fall. I staggered to my feet.
“I’m tired of being tossed into the scenery,” I said.
Ose grabbed a scalpel off of the lab table. “Allow me a little bloodletting instead.”
“Denied,” Adrian said.
His gun fired again. The air shimmered around Ose and in a second, he was beside Adrian. He raised the scalpel and brought it down along Adrian’s jaw. Tres grabbed the devil’s arm with his right hand. Blood burst out as the flesh split open. Ose pulled his arm free and backed away. He looked from the two brothers to his arm, his scowl deepening. He still hadn’t figured out what was wrong.
Tres slid off the bed and stood in front of the beds, putting himself between his brothers and Ose. Adrian moved to Esais to free him from the leather straps. I grabbed my knife from the floor and moved beside Tres.
“How are you feeling?” I asked.
“A bit lightheaded,” he said.
“I know the feeling,” I said. “We can rest later.”
“There will be no rest for you,” Ose said.
Ose came at me in a rush, but I still could see him move. Esais’s trick seemed to work half the time. I blocked the scalpel with the knife and cut the devil across his gut with my sword. His eyes widened, and he leapt back. Tres darted forward.
“Do you remember the boy you maimed after you killed his parents?” he asked.
Ose sidestepped Tres and grabbed him by his neck. “Still weak, I see.”
“Not as weak as you think,” Tres said.
He pressed his right hand to Ose’s chest with his fingers formed into a claw. At the same time, I attacked, aiming for the back of his neck. In another blur I flew through the air with Tres. We bounced off one of the beds and landed in a heap on the floor.
“You’re supposed to be stopping that,” I thought to Esais.
“I’m trying,” he said.
He kept his gaze locked on Ose as he climbed off the bed with Adrian’s help. Tres’s weight disappeared as Ose lifted him in the air. The devil slammed the boy on the bed hard enough to dent the metal. There was the sound of cracking bone and Tres’s scream. Ose had twisted Tres’s left arm back at an odd angle.
“I started with your back before,” Ose said. “I think I’ll just take the arm this time.”
I jabbed the knife through his ankle. He jerked his foot back with a yell and brought it forward to kick me in the face. I ducked. He yanked Tres’s shoulder, and there was a loud pop followed by another scream from Tres. He dropped the boy and scanned the room with a frown. His eyes fell on Esais, who was staring at him with his brows locked in concentration.
“You are doing this,” Ose said.
He slid the middle bed out of the way and stood beside Esais in an instant. He grabbed him by the face and lifted him. Adrian raised the gun, but Ose held his brother in front of him. Esais thrashed as the devil’s fingers tightened around his skull.
“Your little trick won’t work if you can’t concentrate,” Ose said.
He slammed Esais’s head against the corner of the bed, letting the boy fall to the ground in a heap. He swung his arm in a backhand and sent Adrian flying. Adrian landed, and Ose was already waiting for him. He crushed the hand that held the gun. Adrian yelled. I had to get Ose off him.
“El Shaddai, Elohim, Elohi, Tzabaoth, Elim, Asher Eheieh, Yah, Tetragrammaton, Shaddai,” I said.
Ose snapped his head in my direction, the veins in his skin bulging. He rushed me, but halfway he froze, but his momentum sent him stumbling past Tres and me into the opposite wall. Esais stood, his eyes glowing a soft gold-white light. He moved to help Adrian to his feet. Ose snarled as he turned around.
“You should have stayed unconscious,” he said.
He ran straight for Esais. On his way by, I slashed his calves with my sword, causing him to stumble. Tres leapt off the bed and grabbed Ose’s shoulder, near his neck. The skin split, and more blood rushed out. The demon staggered forward, right in front of Adrian’s gun, now held in his other hand.
“For my family,” Adrian said.
Adrian pulled the trigger. Yellow light exploded from the barrel. Ose tried to move, but his body seemed to refuse to obey, and he ended up making a stiff jerking motion. The bullet pierced the temple near his left eye. A sickly yellow light flared from his eyes and the wound. He collapsed, dead.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
Adrian stood over the body with his gun trained on it. Esais and Tres moved to stand beside him. They formed a circle around the body. I stood, rubbing my lower back. I threw my head back and took a deep breath. The world had become clear again. I hadn’t noticed how hazy it’d become while I’d been under Ose’s power.
“Mama, Papa,” Tres said in Romanian. “Justice has been done.”
“May your spirits rest in peace,” Esais said.
They bowed their heads and even Adrian looked respectful. I inched away from the scene. This was their time. They didn’t need an outsider like me intruding. I moved to the table on the opposite wall. Several crates were stacked in two rows to the side of the table. I opened the lid of the top crate of the first row. I.V. bags of yellowish liquid lay on top of each other in neat stacks. The next crate held bags filled with little capsules.
“Find anything interesting?” Tres asked.
“Ose’s drugs,” I said.
He walked to stand beside me, holding his shoulder the entire time. Adrian and Esais joined us.
“He had quite a stash,” Adrian said.
“So what are we going to do about it?” Tres asked.
“Destroy it,” Esais said.
“So, another fire?” Tres asked.
I shook my head. “I don’t know what burning will do to it. I’ll have to take it to someone who handles things like this.”
“You know someone that handles demon-made drugs?” Tres asked. “Does this happen a lot?”
I smiled. “Jonah knows a few people that handle cursed objects. I think this is apt to fall under that category.”
Tres blinked. “Uncle Jonah?”
“He’s a lot more influential than you think. Speaking of which, he’ll probably want to see the three of you now that this has been taken care of,” I said.
“Why?” Adrian asked.
“About the legacy your father left you,” I said.
I stepped out the door and into the hall. A warm feeling of satisfaction bubbled up in me. They’d proven themselves capable. Together they would be a force to be reckoned with. I could see Jonah’s proud smile, though he’d probably try to hide it behind a stern look.
Marge and John waited outside on the tailgate of her truck. The gate must have been unlocked. I told them of the fight and Ose's demise. During my retelling, the brothers came out. Tres wore a sling over his left arm. He wouldn't be healing anyone for a while.Charlotte stood with a crowd about twenty feet away. She and the remaining nurses surrounded the patients in a circle.
“Can you do something about them?” I asked Esais.
“They won’t remember us when we leave,” he said.
Tres walked to Charlotte and pulled her aside. From the look on her face, she was not happy about it. I updated Marge and John on  what we needed done. Marge had taken out the two remaining demon hybrids stalking the halls of the asylum. We piled the bodies along with the crates in her truck.
Tres walked back over with a sigh. “Well, that’s done. She doesn’t want anything to do with us anymore. She said if she sees us again, she’s telling the police everything.”
I sighed and glanced over at her. Her gaze met mine with a look of cold fury. The numbness had passed and it looked like she’d found someone to blame. Me. Us. I hadn’t been fast enough to save Nancy, and it’d been my hand that had slain her. I felt bad it had to be done, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel guilty over it. Death had been a better fate.
A blank stare replaced Charlotte’s glare. She and her group began to sway in sync with each other. Esais turned from them and let out a long breath. John’s car pulled up beside Marge’s. The clouded sky rumbled above us.
“We should get these bodies burned before it starts to rain,” I said.
“Who am I taking where?” John asked.
“I need to get my books and our car,” Esais said.
We met in the woods outside of town. The bodies caught fire quickly, and soon a bonfire rose in the night’s sky. I threw some angelica into the flames, and Esais said a prayer over the pyre. He was the best suited for doing it. After all, according to Ose he’d been blessed by angels. I never trusted the word of a demon, but it made the most sense that Esais was an emissary of an angel from what I’d seen in the past week. He had a large purpose to fulfill with both his father’s legacy and whatever the angel wanted.
My own purpose was still out there, probably screwing over another soul. Perhaps it was time I found her trail again. With Ose dead, my obligation had been fulfilled. I glanced at Marge, who kept her gaze on the flames. The shadows played over her face, giving her a look of primal vengeance. I had forever. She only had a few years.
“Have you thought about what I said a few days ago?” I asked her.
She stared at me for several minutes. “Sure. Why not. You’re not that annoying.”
“We’ll have to drop the crates off first,” I said.
“What are you talking about?” Tres asked.
“I’m going to help Marge find the demon she’s after,” I said.
“You weren’t going to invite us?” Esais gave me a hurt look.
“Don’t the three of you have bonding to do?” I asked.
“We can bond while helping Marge. We owe her for what she did for us,” Esais said.
“Besides,” Tres said. “The family that slays together—”
“Don’t even finish that lame ass line,” Marge said.
“What do you say?” I asked her.
“Do I have a choice?” she asked. “If I say no, they’ll probably just follow like little lost puppies anyway. Saying it’s for my own good or some shit.”
“Then we should be on the road,” Adrian said.
I raised a brow. “Not going off to start your arms empire?”
He smirked. “I left once and look what happened.”
Tres snorted and walked to the car. John stood with his hands in his pockets, separated from everyone else. He gave me a ghost of a smile as I approached him.
“Running off to your next quest?” he asked.
“Duty calls,” I said.
He ran a hand through his hair and smiled. “I should head home as well. I actually do have an article to write.”
“With all of the good parts left out.”
He laughed. I rose on my tiptoes and kissed him. Fire flooded through me, leaving me breathless. I pulled away with an ache lingering in my chest. He ran his thumb across my cheek with a sad smile. The first drop of rain splashed on my forehead.
“You should get going,” I said.
He climbed into the car and started it up. “Don’t be a stranger.”
“I won’t.”
As if that was a signal, the rain began to pour. It sizzled on the dying embers of the fire. I turned back to the others as John drove off. Warmth spread through me, replacing the ache. The road may still have been my home, and these people weren’t my family. They weren’t Dimitri, but for once in a long time, I wasn’t alone.
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EPILOGUE
The sun gleamed off the silver convertible as he sped down Highway 10. “The Devil Went Down to Georgia” by the Charlie Daniels Band blared from the speakers, and he tapped his fingers with the beat. Some woman in Mobile, Alabama, had offered herself along with the car. He’d enjoyed her, then taken the car, which had been the best part of the offer.  His cellphone chirped.
“Yeah?” he answered.
“How is your progress?” a sultry female voice asked.
“It’s been handled. We have the drug, and Ose is no more.”
“And Gabriella? I hope she wasn’t too much trouble for you.”
“She is still our tool, if that is what you mean.”
“Excellent.” The voice filled with a pleased purr.
“One thing, though, she seems to have developed friendships with the Van Helsings and Marguerite Devereux.”
“That is unfortunate. It can interfere with our goals for her. Wasn't the Deveroux woman one of yours?"
"Her mother."
"Perhaps I should arrange an accident, like the one with Dimitri."
So, Allegra wanted to raise her head out of the hole she’d been hiding in. This would be interesting, but it could interfere with his own plans. Allegra always complicated situations. He passed a car full of a group of teenage girls. He nodded his head with a smile as he passed by.
"I can handle this issue. I will continue to watch Gabriella. I know where she is headed."
“Be careful. If she discovers you—”
He laughed. “I know. But what’s existence without a little danger? Ciao Allegra.”
Amusement bubbled in her voice. “Very well. Good bye, Faust.”
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1
You couldn’t tell the rain from the mist.  That kind of day, where the greens were black and shades of gray defined everything else between the village and the cliff which drew the land up like a bowsprit Ireland sailing ever westward.  And like a dreary ship’s crew coming forward to drop anchor and make fast, a handful of villagers accompanied the horse-drawn hearse toward the churchyard.
It was called a churchyard, but no one from Darrig could tell you why.  It was rumored there had once been a church near the pond and that through the first half of the 19th century villagers had worshipped there until it was struck by lightning.  One or two of the oldest families in the district held to a darker version, saying it had been burned down, and whisperers might add fanciful stories of a pagan altar on the cliff nearby.  The McCabes owned the land, however that was clear enough and there had always been a graveyard there just as there had always been McCabes.  But here was the last of them, Brone himself, about to be laid to rest.  The gravediggers had joked about how deep to dig, lest they strike heathen things said to underlie the original site, and that Brone McCabe himself was closer to pagans than to the Pope.
“He’ll be the Watcher now,” said Laughlin O’Brien the young peat cutter, and he moved closer to the mourner in front of him to cover the fact that he had been thinking out loud.
The churchyard Watcher.  Even the children of west County Galway knew what it meant to be the last corpse interred in a cemetery.  Someone had to guard the graves.  And hadn’t Laughlin’s own father, Fahey, been buried the same day as Dolan’s sister, and hadn’t the two funeral processions broken into a run and a gallop to reach the churchyard gates first so as not to be the last one buried, and hadn’t he lost?  So Laughlin’s father became the restless spirit who watched over the others and couldn’t lie down proper until another body was interred.  But now Brone was dead and coming to his grave . . .
The dun mare tossed her head as they reached the churchyard, scenting something she did not like through the rain.  And it was more rain than mist now.  A single flicker of lightning declared it so, lighting up the three-sided stone pylon that thrust out of the black pond hard against the sea.  The pond was the central feature toward which the churchyard had burrowed, plot by plot, over nearly two centuries.  Two millennia, said some with families so old their roots could not be traced.  To the west a narrow grotto of smooth monoliths separated the pond with its graves from the North Atlantic that rolled its salty tongue relentlessly along the cliff as if it had a taste for the dead.  To the north was the McCabe house, white and stark, like an overgrown stucco cottage that had reached two stories, its casements indelibly smudged from long-ago candles.  Brone’s dog His Nibs could be heard howling above the rain.
The gravesite tarp was hauled back and the priest changed registers from bass to tenor as the water ran off the mound of dirt into the yawning hole.  No one was sad at Brone’s passing.  No one was happy to be at his funeral.  It went like a speeded up film.  The Holy Water sprinkled on the coffin as it was lowered roughly to the bottom of the grave was absurdly redundant.  Not only was it raining, Brone had drowned.  It was as if God and nature and the villagers of Darrig wanted to make sure he wouldn’t draw another breath.
His body had floated up against the pylon, or “the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu,” as the oldest inhabitants of the village still called it.  He had drowned in the pond somehow, though no one could imagine why he would have gone in unless it was to save his wife Una, who was missing.  They had dragged the pond but could not locate a second body.  Some thought so ill of Brone McCabe as to suggest that he had murdered Una and drowned himself in remorse.  Except it was hard to imagine blustery Brone remorseful over anything, besides which, as far as anyone could tell, he had been as fanatically devoted to his wife as he was disdainful of everyone else in Connemara.
Still, Una McCabe was missing.  Not a sign of her in the house (the local gardai had searched thoroughly), no blood, no overturned furniture.  His Nibs, the old hound, did not scratch at a loose floorboard or dig at freshly turned earth.  It disappointed more than a few.  So the stalwarts of Darrig performed their duty to the deceased in cursory fashion, while the county culled through statutes and mulled over what to do with the property should Una McCabe also be declared dead.
She seemed almost to be an unnecessary detail, because few in Darrig had even seen her up close, let alone spoken to her, and when she did speak it wasn’t in their dialect.  A startlingly beautiful woman, she must have been two decades younger than Brone who was forty-one.  Where had she come from?  In this village whose customs and celebrations were no less hallowed than its rituals and rites, there had been no courtship, no wedding.  Brone had gone away and come back with a bride.  “Dublin,” he grunted in the pub when pressed about her origins.  Brone had a rugged masculinity and modest means, nothing to suggest a fatal potency over women.  Especially this one.
It was the mourners at the foot of the grave who saw her first.  A moving shape in the mist from the direction of the pond, becoming then a human figure, then a female figure very female because she hadn’t a stitch of clothing on to hide her comely form.  If they hadn’t seen Una McCabe up close before, they got to see her now.  Naked to her navel, no matter which direction your eyes started from.  Rivulets running off her firm breasts, down her tapered thighs.  In the achromatic light she looked almost luminous, her ash blond hair nebulous, her sea-green eyes electric out of dark hollows.  And something else that the women noticed for a certainty, and that the men afterward agreed must be true.  She was pregnant and beginning to show.
Scota O’Neill threw an elbow into her husband Dolan, meaning for him to take off his jacket and cover the bare naked thing, but somewhat dumbfoundedly Dolan merely jerked an umbrella over the nude woman’s head as she continued to the lip of the grave.
“He’s not dead,” Una said in an even voice.
At once shock toned to sympathy, because obviously she was bereft.  No one wondered how she knew who was in the coffin; clearly she knew and that was enough.  The priest had his plastic raincoat over her shoulders now, but his arms were too short to hold it around her front without actually embracing her body.
“There, there, miss,” he said, “you must go inside ”
“He’s not dead!” she said with the timbre of a decree and pointed her arm ramrod straight at the coffin.
The gravediggers had begun to fill in just when she had appeared, and now the mourners thought it was dirt they heard rattling from the hole.  But when they tore their eyes away from the nude woman, they saw that the shovelers had stood back.  And then there was a beat, weakly at first thrum, thrum and then the eruption into solid thuds, frantic banging (Brone was a strong man), and the muffled cry.
Pandemonium.  Whatever it was that was alive, several villagers with advanced heart disease were sorely tested.  Lady Godiva and Lazarus in the space of two minutes was more than anyone wanted to comprehend.  Gasps, cries, an odd shuffling away, then back again.  The barber and the headmaster were the first to gather their wits and kneel in the mud to resurrect what should never have been buried.  They got the thing upright in the grave somehow, like a mummy case, and Brone tumbled out through the split lid four rescuers and a corpse all standing in the grave.  It wouldn’t be funny for at least a month when it was retold in the pub, and it wouldn’t be retold at all for two days.  The Irish wit would take over then, allowing how Brone was welcome to die again anytime, naked women and all, if that was how he was going to do it, and that he’d put the “fun” back in “funeral.”
More sober assessments had to be made, nonetheless.  Catalepsy was the accepted verdict.  Brone McCabe had never been dead, that was clear enough, the headmaster said.  The priest went along with it.  The doctor kept his mouth shut.  Only Laughlin O’Brien protested, insisting Brone had been dead and in the grave.  “Naturally you’d feel that way,” Dolan said.  “Brone would have become the Churchyard Watcher, if he really died.  But looks to me that your father’s tenure has been extended until the next burial.”
The embalmer was the problem.  He had done the thing, he insisted.  Embalmed Brone right there at the house, like they did in the old days.  But the embalmer was a good candidate for Darrig’s leading alcoholic no mean feat in that bibulous coastal village and it was more than suggested that he had put the embalming fluid in the wrong body.
“What wrong body?” he asked in self-defense.  “There was me and there was the cadaver.”
“Well, you’ve got that right, Sweeney,” Moriarty Walsh said.  “I expect the liquor store was closed when you went to work, and we all know how particular you are in your choice of personal preservatives.”
***
“You don’t remember goin’ into the pond?” Brone asked with an odd note of hope in his gravelly voice the night of his resurrection.
The doctor and the rest of them had finally gone home, convinced that he was stable.  Another half hour and Brone would have thrown them out anyway.  It was all that was missing from the funeral, a donnybrook.  Now he and Una sat at the weathered table in the kitchen, hearthlight and moonlight battling the shadows between them.
“You know I never swim anymore,” she said listlessly.
“You had it on.”
“Had what on?”
He swallowed, guiltily somehow, like a dog who has just been caught digesting human food.  His Nibs, in fact, looked up at him.  “You were naked, you were wet how do you think that happened?”
“I don’t know.  Did I fall in the pond?  Oh.  It was rainin’.”
“You brought me back, Una.  You saved me.  They were buryin’ me.”
“They were buryin’ you alive.”
“I couldn’t have been alive.”
“The doctor said it was a coma.”
“The doctor didn’t say that.  Sweeney the embalmer said it.”
“The doctor, the embalmer I’ve never met either of them before.  Didn’t he say he’d seen it once?  A dead man coming back alive from . . . from a coma.”
“Catalepsy.”
“Catalepsy, yes.  So, you weren’t dead.”
“I heard things in the grave, Una.  I heard rumblin’ . . . and marchin’.”
“Of course you did.  Half the village was tramplin’ six feet over your head, and the rain was drummin’ on the coffin.”
“It came from beneath me.  From under the grave.  An army . . . so close.  And I knew things.”
“What things?”
“Things you can’t know if you’re still among the quick.  And I heard far-away bells.  They say you hear the bells in the distance when you die and go to Mag Mell.”
“It was the church.  That’s far away, and they rang the bell for your funeral.”
Again Brone’s slow pasty swallow drew His Nib’s attention.  “No one must ever be buried in the churchyard again,” he said.  “It’s far too close to what’s underneath.  No one must ever dig anywhere near the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu on this parcel of land.”
Her head came up, and he knew she was seeing as well through the darkness as she did through water.  “So be it.  The ground is nearly full anyway.”
“Then you agree?  You know?”
“Know what?”
“What I’m talkin’ about.  You must have known.  You’re special, Una.”
She placed her cold soft hand on his.
“Not just special to me, Una.  Special.”  She patted his hand mechanically and he laughed in frustration.  “Of course you don’t remember goin’ in the pond.  You don’t know what you did, or who you are.  How could you, you came back, and as soon as you did, it made you forget.  You took the damn thing off and came back.  I swear I’ll make it up to you.  Don’t leave me again, Una.”
He wasn’t a man to plead, and even the dog was staring at him now.  But with Una there were no games of power and pride, only mystery.  He wheezed and sibilated through the darkness, but she didn’t seem to breathe at all.  His heart ticked like a clock, a heart that she had caused to start again, and he felt that that fact alone should make them close at last, should bridge the gap.  Why had she saved him, if she didn’t love him?
But she didn’t seem to be listening.  Or rather she was listening for something else.  When the silence between them dawned on her, she said, “I’m pregnant.”  She never looked at him.  He didn’t think it mattered to her what he felt; just that he needed to know what was coming.  And what did he feel?  A surge of opportunistic joy that she was much more his wife now.  But it also poisoned her rescue of him.  Had she gone into the pond thinking she would no longer be pregnant?  And had she returned because she still was?  And had she saved him only for that same reason: because he was her baby’s father?
He found it later, lying near the grotto.  It.  The thing she had found before she entered the pond and that she had taken off when she came out.  He wished he could destroy it, but of course that was forbidden, if you believed the sidhe or shee, as it was pronounced lore.  Brone McCabe wouldn’t do anything that could possibly sever his bond with the beautiful and intriguing Una.  And he hid the thing again, as he must.  Though he told himself it didn’t matter anymore if he possessed her or not, because his life was no longer his.  It had changed when he heard the marching.  Such an ominous trembling through the earth, a vascular rush into the wooden coffin flowing along stupendous and unsuspected arteries, as of legions in tunnels . . . so close below.  Call it catalepsy, but he had heard it clearly enough.  Call it the curse of his own Irish creed.  He had walked for a time in the nether twilight of Tir na n-Og the isle of the dead he believed, and now he was the churchyard Watcher.
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He ran for his life, ran for his soul.  Because the thing in pursuit of him was not pure biology.  True, it had a puma’s head, but it defied gravity and silver light scintillated off its flanks.  It left splotches in the air when it moved, as if its materialization were not complete but only imposed from some other dimension.  And the irony of that was not wasted on Rollie Andersen, despite his utter panic, because he and Tess had come here to the Peruvian Andes precisely to look for other dimensions.
In the 60’s they had crossed the major borders of their lives: college into commune, soft drugs into hard, the Mexican border, their thirtieth birthdays.  No longer trustworthy or young or innocent, they felt vaguely betrayed by time.  They had believed in life and love and peace, and now a decade later they were just part of an impoverished, aging diaspora struggling with its open wounds.  It was unjust.
Expatriate hippies were blending back into society, but Rollie and Tess clung to NeverNeverLand as it receded like the second star to the right.  They had tuned in and dropped out but had not turned on enough.
“Screw ‘em,” Tess said about the Lost Boys who had gone home to suburbia, “let ‘em drive gray cars.”
And they had pointed their psychedelic VW bus toward Chiapas until the transmission dropped, and then they had hitchhiked south and east and south again until Medellin became Miraflores became Moyobamba became Cuzco.
Thereafter the warmth of a drug rush was more like sleep than a spiritual awakening.  They lost track of their rebellion, their anger, their moral indignation.  They didn’t even know if Vietnam was still going on most of the time.  And then Tess got pregnant and in the steaming roar of a tropical rainstorm one afternoon vowed she would take not so much as a single toke until she delivered this baby.  Rollie cried with her, and swore he would do the same (the baby was their new Grail), but by sunset he had scored.  And every day since.
That was nine months ago.
And now he was running for his life, running for his soul.  Because he had stirred the thing in the cavern somehow.  He had seen it flash momentarily in the water.  The subterranean lake had lit up with it.  A puma head and a glittering amorphous shape, rippling into being like choreographed fireworks.  For a second he had thought it was just a reflection on the surface, that in actuality it was looming over his shoulder.  But then the gluey green lake shivered without disturbing the image.  It was underwater.  And the catamount eyes were fixed on his, he felt sure.  At that moment he knew that a merciless endgame lay ahead of him.  And then the pyrotechnics faded and the lethal gaze in the underground lake dissolved like salt.
So he ran for his life, ran for his soul.
It never occurred to him to drop the stele he had pulled loose from the top of the pylon in the middle of the lake.  That was what he had taken.  A stone tablet, about the size of a large book, with a raised glyph.  It was what he had been led there to get.  “An artifact,” Miguel had told him.  “Very old older than the Inca sons of the suns.  Older than the gold altars to the Gods of the Deep in the Chincana tunnel.”  This last assertion was an article of faith.  Neither Miguel nor anyone who had returned alive from the labyrinth beneath the megalithic fortress of Sacsayhuaman had ever found more than scattered bones of human sacrifice.
Rollie knew the legends, knew the facts.  Mixed the two.
Fact: Pizarro and the conquistadors had extorted only a fraction of the Inca gold after kidnapping then strangling the Emperor Atahualpa in 1533.  Fact: the Inca empire from Chile to Ecuador and as far east as Bolivia was underpinned with unfathomed tunnels, which hinted that the bulk of the treasure could have been spirited across hundreds of miles.  Fact: the labyrinthine tunnels were now mostly sealed because of danger.
Question: what danger?
Was it just that so many explorers had gotten lost, or suffocated, or starved to death trying to find their way out of the earth?  Or was it related to the babbled accounts of one or two escapees who had allegedly stumbled forth from widely flung caves across the Andean range bearing gold bars?  Rollie had researched for himself the news article in the Seria Documental del Peru about the Lima University expedition of 1923.  Frightening stuff.  Experienced speleologists losing contact with outside staff for twelve days, until one of them, emaciated and apparently unhinged, stumbled out with incoherent tales of incalculable horror.
Legend: before Manco-Capac, before the Inca themselves, before Viracocha the synthesis god of sun and storm, there were tunnels.
Rollie believed it all.  The enchantment had sustained him, had postponed his growing up, had confirmed the psychedelic mysticism of his hippie odyssey.  Peasant coca-grower and black marketeer Miguel had seen that the Yankee hippie had contracted the fever of the believer but that it wasn’t, strictly speaking, gold fever.  Rollie Andersen wasn’t touristy and he wasn’t avaricious; he was desperate.  Like Miguel.  And he was a prisoner of drugs.  That was useful.  Lots of hippie culture interacted with the cartels that needed free spirits with American passports.  But whenever the Peruvian authorities wanted to make a show of enforcement, it was the couriers particularly the gringo couriers who were expendable.  A safer contraband was Inca artifacts.  So when Miguel came to him with the nervous revelation that he had discovered a spur off one of the tunnels, Rollie perked up.
“It is part of the Coricancha, I am sure of it,” Miguel said.  “If I show you, you will give me my fee?”
If it really was an unknown part of something so grand as the Inca Temple of the Sun and its environs, Miguel would eventually tell the authorities and be rewarded, Rollie knew.  But, of course, it made sense to loot some of it first.  Except that Miguel was frightened.
“Share and share alike, if you help me retrieve it, Miguel,” Rollie said.
“I think you will not need help to take what I have seen, and . . . and to explore deeper.”
Rollie’s expectations flagged.  Miguel hadn’t dared to search.  The slender Peruvian claimed to be part Quechua Indian, and he believed in the puma legends.  One look at Sacsayhuaman’s zigzag fortress walls, said to be the puma’s teeth, and Miguel would begin to sweat.  “Show me,” Rollie said.
And that was why at first light he had left Tess alone in their two-room hovel, though twice he had caught her wincing as if she had commenced labor.  “Go, go,” she said.  “Find some gold.  Don’t you see, it’s a gift from God, so we can go back to the States with the baby.”
But the god of love and life that Rollie had always vaguely believed in wasn’t in the cavern.  Something with the head of a puma and the power of a demiurge was.  It sputtered into being underwater as if rising from a great depth, but Rollie only thought the water trembled when he first entered the lake.  Miguel was holding one of the flashlights on the pylon, and it seemed to Rollie that the waterline moved slightly against the base.  Nevertheless, he swam away from his shoes and his clothes piled on the rock ledge, away from Miguel who had apparently noticed nothing.
The water was not icy as he expected.  In fact it may have issued from some remote volcanic source deep within the Andes, because it definitely was not ambient with the stone and the air but much warmer.  And it felt . . . thin.  As if he might suddenly plummet to the bottom.  He could not swim freestyle but had to use an upright breastroke, pressing and kicking down more than pushing water backwards in order to progress toward the pylon.  Very tiring.  Very noisy.  The echoes of his splashing gave the impression of phantoms moving on the other side.  And Miguel’s hand holding the flashlight must have been shaking, because the shadow of the pylon kept pulsing left or right, sending other shadows dancing around the base.
Rollie reached the tiny island and got another surprise.  The stone was neither soft andesite nor limestone, as he had expected from seeing other Inca carvings.  Nor was it the same hard stone of Sacsayhuaman’s base walls that was quarried from Sisicancha three kilometers away.  It had a texture that clung to his skin like coarse sandpaper as he crawled out.
“The other side . . .” Miguel called softly across the water, “is there gold?”
Rollie felt his way around the base, encountering only shadows, the tower rearing up beside him like a three-sided obelisk but with only one face the one with the stele visible from the ledge where Miguel waited.
“Nothing!” he called back, jarred by the amplification of his own voice.  “One lousy carving.”
Silence from Miguel.
Rollie tested his weight against the pylon and hauled himself up the coarse stone a foot or two, enough to trace his fingers over the raised glyph.  He had never seen marks like these.  Perhaps it was valuable.  And then he heard something, felt a thrum through the pylon.  He looked down, just catching the blistering of a layer of bubbles passing up through the skin of the lake.
Now what could have caused that?
In the ceaseless stillness of centuries, if not millennia, he and Miguel had probably set up a chain reaction of currents and eddies that were playing out in subtle ways.  But what was that smell?  His drug-drenched brain had conjured up as many bizarre sensory phenomena as any mortal’s over the last dozen years, but this . . . this tapped into something primal, an odor best forgotten in the mists of time, grave-sprung, crawling, degenerative, suppurating, bowel-wrenching, fracturing.  It made his throat contract and his stomach convulse.  The bubbles bursting on the surface must have brought it up.  A slathered chain of organic sediment was moving on the bottom of the lake, releasing gases trapped since before the last upheavals in the Andes.  Before Viracocha, perhaps.  Before Christ.  Before 
Stop it!
He ran his fingers roughly over the stele, and to his surprise it moved.
“What have you got?” Miguel called.
Rollie pried the edge and found a seam.  Strange.  He had known black marketeers to separate steles from facings with diamond saws, but this one had actually been fastened on the pylon to begin with.  He pulled and off it came, a light stone tablet that seemed to have been held by nothing more than surface tension, or magnetism, judging by the slight tug.  Another tremor reverberated as if from something deep within the Andes.  Not surprising.  The region was geologically active, and here was a nearly sealed resonance chamber of air and water that could pick up and magnify vibrations.
He dropped to the base of the pylon, slipped back into the lake.  Holding the stele slightly aloft, he paddled with one hand and kicked vigorously, inching his way back toward Miguel.  Was it just his imagination or was the water warmer?  Loathsome bubbles sizzled around him, and the stench was like a garrote squeezing his throat.
“El lago,” Miguel whispered uncertainly.  The lake.
Rollie reached the edge and clambered out, dripping and heaving, just as the Peruvian dropped to his knees and began to pray in Spanish.
“Stop it, Miguel.”
But Miguel was already losing control of his voice in a long moan of terror.  Dread rising, Rollie slowly turned and caught the puma visage illuminated briefly in the green depths.  Something failed in both the mortal hearts like a puff of air extinguishing two candles, and thereafter, Rollie did not know who was moaning in terror.  But the water in the lake was moving choppily, like the basin of a waterfall, which would explain perfectly the sudden thunder from deep within the shadows of the cavern and the white mist crawling forth a montage of effects, complicated by echoes and the fall of the flashlight to the ledge as he scrambled past his petrified companion.
Miguel’s last scream reached Rollie as he found the narrow rampway that led to the thinly veiled entrance they had squeezed through.
He ran for his life, he ran for his soul.
***
Tess had known when he left that morning that she was in labor.  But it was her first baby, and the contractions that had begun before dawn were at least a half hour apart.  From everything she had read, she estimated it would come late in the day.  So there was no reason to ask her husband to stay.  Here was the opportunity she had prayed for.  A gift from the Inca gods to her baby.  Rollie would find gold or at least valuable artifacts, and they would go back to the States.  How badly she wanted to be home.  She had stayed free of drugs for almost nine months, and it was like a running start on the rest of her life, which would officially begin with the birth of her child.  She had decided not even to chew the coca leaf Rollie had brought her for when she went into labor.  Let her do this one thing right!  Let her not screw it up!
Only, the contractions had picked up almost immediately.  Treachery of the Inca gods.  She tried to keep her cool.  She wouldn’t exaggerate every little pain like a pampered first-time mother in the ‘burbs of L.A.  But, God, she was scared.  Since she had quit taking drugs, she was hyper-attuned.  Or maybe it was hormones.  Her senses had always been more acute during her periods, so maybe pregnancy was like that.  She lay back down on the grimy mattress.
For a moment after her water broke she thought something had gone wrong, that the warm gush was blood or the baby melting out of her.  But then she remembered that Aracelia, the nurse at the clinic, had told her it might feel this way.  She could still walk to Cuzco, she thought.  Maybe.  But the next stab was intense and seemed to go on and on.  When it passed, she was dissuaded.  If she left now, she could end up birthing on the slope next to the road.  Better to stay here, looking out the doorway at the mist rising off the rounded humps of the Andes.  God was with her today.  Billions of women had done this.  Performed their miracle.  Midwives and nurses could stand around watching, but in the end it was just you and God and the baby.  She hoped God knew what He was doing.
When she felt strong enough to prepare a basin of water, she struggled off the mattress and was surprised at how heavy her stomach felt.  The baby was dropping too fast!  Then she remembered: it was because the amniotic fluid had supported the baby, and now that was gone.  Aracelia had mentioned that, too.  She managed to get the porcelain basin half full from the kettle she had used to make matÉ the night before and haul it back to the mattress.  The water was cold.  Mother Mary, what a baptism this child would have!
She was sweating, semi-delirious and fighting the urge to push when she heard the slap of bare feet.  Dimly she wanted it to be Rollie, but the baby was coming now!  Grainy thoughts converged on the fade of each mind-ripping wave of pain.  Did babies run out of the womb?  And then she thought Rollie was there, only it must have been the baby already diapered, because she saw him wearing only his soaked underwear and gasping, whimpering.
Later she would find the peculiar stone tablet that Rollie must have shoved under the mattress, but his babbled explanation would be too fantastic to comprehend.  She wasn’t even sure he had actually been there, because he was gone in just seconds.  Long enough to babble his fright as he whirled around the tiny room, and hid the stele, and dropped to his knees in recognition at last of what was happening inside her body.
“Hello,” he quavered at what was emerging between her thighs.  And then, “. . . good-by.”
Funny things to say.  And when she opened her eyes after that last push it was as if her senses had gotten crossed in some sort of synesthesia.  Because through the tears that blurred her vision she did not see that he had fled back outside in a solitary act of heroism for his family’s preservation, and instead she blissfully mingled the sounds of a first and last breath: Rollie Andersen’s riving death scream and Lane Andersen’s stuttering infant cry.
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James “The Amazing” Randi he was not.  But Lane Andersen, age twenty-eight, born near Cuzco, Peru in the shadow of magic and legends, and severed from his father before he was severed from his umbilical cord, was very good at peeping behind the curtain at the wizard.  His first conscious memory was of incense and devotion bells, his first lullaby a mother’s mantra to the god-of-the-month, his first word “justice,” and he could never look at a picture of Machu Picchu or Inca ruins without trying to remember something as vague as Andean mist.
It was odd then or maybe entirely predictable that he hated the 60’s, hated touchy-feely, hated intuition and what he called the “fuzzy-brained-let’s-all-hold-hands-at-the-equator-and-sing-Kumbaya” types.  He had grown up with those emotive people, grown up with insecurity and voluntary victimization and a deeply conditioned hate of discipline and with choices made solely for the sake of immediate feelings.  Feelings were everything, he had been taught.  Feelings were what life was all about.  Were we stone?  Most of the people around him on any given day had, in fact, been stoned.  He had loved them, but their manifest love for him always failed in some way.  They seemed incapable of permanence.
His mother had left him in a commune north of Sausalito when he was eleven, saying she had a vision that she was needed by all creatures who had no voice.  He had no voice.  Someone told him that she had moved to a tree to fight the terrorists in the lumber industry, but he never saw her again.  He still looked up at the tops of trees when he walked through parks, as if to recover some airborne link to his past that had taken refuge there like an emancipated kite.  And in the meantime, he cast his lot in the arena of rational skepticism and became good at debunking all things mumbo-jumbo.  Lane “The Amazing” Andersen.
The non-fiction book he had published just after 9-11 confirmed his rationality and birthed a reputation across America.  13 Myths that Shape the World was still selling briskly and at its peak came very close to making the New York Times best-seller list.  Quite circumstantially in the writing he had taken on religious extremism in Christianity, Judaism, Islam and Hinduism as part of his historical survey, tracing how man’s quest for power had corrupted revealed truths and bred intolerance by all faiths, and here came 9-11 to underscore the point just as he was checking the galleys.  His publisher wanted more.
But now that he had some money he wasn’t in any hurry to sit at a computer for hours on end.  Writing was down-time from living.  So was teaching field history at Willmont College south of St. Paul, which was what he had been doing while writing 13 Myths and collecting rejections.  He longed to keep moving.  Call it research.  Itinerancy was the only thing he seemed to have inherited from his parents.
A happy synthesis consisting of his recent literary success, desire to travel, and compulsion to slaughter sacred cows was that he regularly got to play devil’s advocate on talk shows and at certain dubious events.  The Reverend Allen Anthony All was clearly a dubious event the day Lane set out in his Honda Civic for Rockford, Illinois.
A faith healer and psychic surgeon, the Reverend’s P.R. had gotten too much of a head start to be discredited.  No matter how many of All’s on-stage miracle cures died soon after of cancer or neglected their manageable conditions until it was too late, there would remain a large remnant of testimonials.  Psychosomatic cases probably made up between five and fifty percent of the healer’s flock.  The placebo effect would be overwhelming.  So Lane had to catch the facile-fingered holy healer in the act.  When A. A. All hovered over the gullible masses tonight in Rockford, Illinois, Lane Andersen would be waiting.
He arrived late in the afternoon, napped in the car parked by the river, and went to the site around dusk.  It was a tent venue worthy of the Chautauqua label: handouts, tapes, divinely blessed merchandise, the clinic in Barbados, the mission in India, candles and canned organ music.  Lane writhed from his first step inside.  One whiff of tallow and he was eleven years old and back among the hippies in Sausalito.
Reverend All, resplendent in a white suit, sat coifed and pancaked in a chair downstage while the singing, chanting and clapping built to euphoria.  Meanwhile the number of volunteers for surgery grew larger than Lane had expected.  He found himself near the end of a line from which only five candidates were selected.  Bummer.  He needed to get close to a surgery.  He would have to improvise or else make the long drive back to St. Paul grinding his teeth at a missed opportunity.  Fortunately, he had been improvising all his life.
When the screeners pulled the five candidates aside along with their relatives and attendants, Lane saw his chance.  He sidled in among them.  The afflicted thought he was with the Reverend’s entourage, the entourage thought he was with one of the elective surgeries.
There was nothing at all unique about Allen Anthony All, Lane decided.  The man was a stereotype of a small class of frauds.  He lacked the sincerity of a Baker, the fervor of a Swaggart, and he traveled with hardened “roadies” who probably worked for Marilyn Manson when All wasn’t performing.  He must have very good hands, though.  Whereas the aforementioned evangelists were limited to sending compliant souls into swoons with a palm smacked to the forehead, Reverend All would be a genuine prestidigitator.  Probably as good as the Filipino crowd: Magno or Palitayan or Bugarin or Dr. Tony.  There would be “bullets” (balls of cotton with blood clots) and fake blood and chicken guts, and he would palm them as he probed the flesh of the candidates.  All of the selected surgeries were on the pudgy side, Lane noticed.  A little legerdemain as you pressed through body fat and you could fool somebody standing right over you.  But then, sleight-of-hand was Lane’s forte too.
The first of the operations was the most elaborate.  Reverend All swirled his hands above the exposed midriff of a cancer patient to balance magnetic forces, applied holy oil, and withdrew negative energy like an invisible needle pulling invisible thread.  He kneaded and dimpled the flesh, then sunk his fingers knuckle deep inside the patient and yanked out a bloody tumor.  Gasps and awe.  Diapason on the organ accent as All threw up his hands and pronounced a victory over Satan.  A collective sigh of relief and praise from the audience.
Adequate, Lane judged, but again hardly unique.  He had seen what he wanted to see which pocket, which sleeve.  The tumor went away in a towel that the psychic surgeon wiped his fingers on, and a few seconds later the Reverend was diving into a rear pocket for the handkerchief with which he periodically mopped his brow.  But he was reloading as well, Lane knew.  Fresh pouch of blood and chicken guts; more bullets.  The second surgery removed a blood clot and came with an edict to banish pain.  The patient declared it had.
The Reverend All tossed off a few foreheads with holy concussions from the palm of his holy hand while the third surgery was prepped.  She was obese and had to be maneuvered onto the gurney face down in order to expose her diseased kidney area.  Lane saw his chance and moved into the scrum.  He made sure that the process was cumbersome, so that even the Reverend got bumped and jostled.  When the woman was positioned and her light sweater hiked up a few inches, one of the retainers tugged Lane back a few feet.
This time the prayer and the magnetic manipulation lasted longer than the others.  Big woman, big buildup.  The psychic surgeon’s hands trembled against the force field as he moved around the gurney.  Plainly this was a challenge, the outcome by no means certain.  But at last, shaking with stress, he caught and drew out the negative energy.  Then he reached for his handkerchief.
. . . and that was when he hesitated.
Just a nanosecond pause, but Lane was looking for it.  Out came the handkerchief, mopped the brow, went back in.  Another hesitation.  The Reverend’s fingers snugged all around the pocket, coming out slowly.  Both hands in the air now, eyes closed.  Lane bet the wily son of a bitch was praying for real this time, because he was going to need a miracle.  Lane had picked that pocket during the struggle to position the woman on the gurney.  Back All went for the hanky and a quick swipe of the lips, returning it to a different pocket.  Still searching.
“Praise the Lord!” Lane suddenly boomed forth.  “Looking for this?”
With a reflexive jerk, Reverend All caught the packet tossed to him.  Bewildered but riveted, no one else moved as Lane stepped quickly to the gurney, shaped a dimple on the left side of the woman’s back with his left hand and extracted a bloody mass of tissue with his right.  And that three-second performance bought him momentary immunity.  In the eyes of the audience he must be a colleague of Reverend All’s.  The retainers didn’t know what to think, but to stop him now would throw things into chaos.  Before any of them could collect their wits, Lane had switched to the other side of the woman’s back and performed another surgery, only this time he pulled up a Kentucky fried drumstick.
“Mmmh,” he said, taking a grating bite.  “Extra crispy.”
Even the audience got it this time.  Meanwhile, the obese lady struggled to right herself, causing the gurney to slip this way and that.  And the Reverend Triple A, having perhaps learned the value of a head start at previous uncomfortable moments in his career, swept off the platform.  The audience began to stir.  Some booed, some wept, one man brayed forced laughter, the majority just shook their heads stunned.  Several others mounted the stage, but by then All’s staff had looked to their own exits through a tent opening they had used to bring in the lights, the sound system and the organ.  It was over.  A slow, milling recessional began.
Lane loved these moments when he became a circumstance and no one would look in the eye.  The invisible man.  Nary a thank you for what he had done.  He pocketed his hands and wandered to the foot of the aisle as the rows drained away.  And suddenly he realized that a woman sitting quietly next to a tent support was watching him.  With an affable nod, he started to pass.
“You really feel good about yourself, don’t you?” she said in a crone’s voice punctuated with a crone’s cough.
He peered hard into her emaciated features.  “Why not?”
She began a harsh laugh, but the cough caverned through her chest and the word, “Unbelievable,” begun three times, withered in her mouth.
“Who are you, the star attraction’s mother?”
“That depends on who the star attraction is.”
“Lighten up lady, I didn’t come here to take bows.  I’m sorry if your son’s performance disappointed you, but that’s his fault.”
“Disappointed!”  She drew a knuckle to her mouth.  “It’s all those people who just went back to their lives of pain and despair who are disappointed.  You took the only thing they had left.”
“And what was that?”
“Hope.”
“Oh, please.  That overhyped conman’s successes are all statistical remissions or conversion hysterias, and his failures die for want of medical attention.”
“S’cuse me, you’ll have to talk down to us uneducated folk.  What does that have to do with hope?”
“Hope like that is a wrong turn on the road to reality.”
She spit slowly into a wad of Kleenex.  “Reality.  You think life is all about quantity, don’t you?  You don’t make any allowance for reaching beyond the horizon.  That fine brain of yours is like an aircraft carrier with no planes.”
“S’cuse me?  Aircraft carriers?  I don’t get your mixed semaphore, you’ll have to talk down to us uneducated folk.”
She smiled sourly.  “You can’t be that far removed.”
“Removed from what?”
“From your childhood.  You weren’t born like this.”
“What would you know about it?”
“I know everything about you.  You’re faithless, rootless and loveless.  You don’t believe in God or in people and if you were loved, you wouldn’t know it because you wouldn’t trust it.  The walking wounded who came here tonight probably understood that fraud better than you did, but he still offered them something and they took it.  They were lonely and scared and hurting, and they took it.  But then you rode in with a flaming sword . . .”
“One right.  I don’t believe in God.”
She went into another coughing-laughing jag, this one as slow and weak as a dying car battery trying to turn over on a cold day.  “You know, that’s the one thing I’d probably take back.  You do believe in God.  Or you want to.  Desperately.  You want to believe in something magical in the worst way.  It’s all tied up with your innocence, isn’t it?  Something you think was stolen from you when you were growing up.  So you tried to ban magic from your life.  But all you really did was change the name to science or logic or something.  You think you can trust science.  I’ll bet you even substituted a name for God when you were a little kid.”
 an eerie tingle on his neck, a presentiment, an intuition . . . but, of course, he didn’t trust intuition.
“I’ll bet you called God something to do with science, with physical reality,” she said, “. . . like ‘Space Almighty.’”
He craned forward.  “Mother?  Oh . . . my . . . God.”
“You’re learning.”
***
She looked eighty, was sixty, and she had AIDS.  Full-blown.  Even after she acknowledged who she was, he barely recognized her.  Apparently she had less trouble identifying him grown up from a boy of eleven.  Of course, she could have read about him, seen his picture on the flyleaf of his book and read it even.  Which meant that she had known where he lived and had chosen not to contact him.  Because tonight had been pure chance, and didn’t that fit nicely into her world governed by fate?
She had come to the tent to receive energy, just another mystical happening in her free-flowing life.  It didn’t matter if the messenger was false.  The message was real.  She used prophets as much as they used her; she used them like she had used drugs.
Lane took her home almost as a reflex.  The irony struck him later that he was taking her to the one place she had never been able to provide for him.  They both cried but neither changed their mind about the errors of the other’s ways.  He got her into a private hospice two weeks later and though his daily visits softened the barriers between them, they were like negotiations with the past:
“Thank you for not letting me die alone, son.  I wish I could do the same for you.”
“I was never more alone than when you left me in that crowd of lost people in Cal.”
“They weren’t lost, they were looking.  There’s a difference.”
“They were on their way to nowhere, and I don’t know what could be more lonely than that.”
He wanted to know how she had gotten AIDS, and she said from his stepfather.  He wanted to know who his stepfather was, and she said “which one.”  And then he didn’t want to know.  Didn’t want to know whether they were all dead or in jail or if she had divorced one before marrying another.  He asked about his real father the old question she had never answered about how he died but she wouldn’t talk about that either.  She wanted to know about him and why he wasn’t married.  He didn’t want to talk about it.  They spent a lot of time not talking about things.
And then one day she sent him to collect her “stuff”: a dresser drawer full of clothes that shocked him for their rattiness and her old rose-colored suitcase squeezed under a bed in a run-down apartment all the way back in Chicago.  She asked him to bring them to her as if she were asking him to pass the salt across the table.  He never protested, just took the address and made the trip.
The overdue rent notice was slipped under her door, and he paid it out of pride, writing “MOVED” at the bottom before putting it in the drop box.  When he delivered the suitcase, which might have contained lead cannon shot judging by the weight, she patted the counterpane for him to lay it over her knees on the bed.  She was so frail that he hesitated until she motioned impatiently.  Then she sprang the catches on the scuffed plastic lid and began to toss out the arcana of her life.
It was paper, mostly.  Concert flyers, clips, underground press, posters (hello, Twiggy; hello, Jimi).  She had lived at Hog Farm and Drop City before his time, and there were love beads and a Peter Max tie that must have been his father’s, as if she led his ghost around by that tether.  A Hard Rock CafÉ glass from the 80’s was somehow unbroken, but a 45 RPM (“The Age of Aquarius”) had snapped perfectly in half.  There was nothing from the 90’s, which he took to mean that either that was when her life had become a void or it had been time to pay the piper.  And here she was, days from death, digging down through the layers and years, the archaeologist of her own artifacts, until she came to . . .
The stone.
The glyph.
The stele.
He had seen it once before.  Knew it wasn’t cultural nostalgia.  Guessed it had something to do with his father.
“This is what he died for,” she said.  “Maybe I would’ve grown up, if it hadn’t been for this.  Maybe I would’ve just split the whole scene the ideals and the connections and all the cool trips right after you were born.  I could have stayed clean then.  But that was when this happened.”  She lifted the stele a few inches, hands trembling from emotion or frailty, and let it drop back into the suitcase.  “I don’t even know what the damn thing is, but I know what your father and I were after, and I know that what killed him wasn’t anything from the material world.”
“What were you after?”
“The tunnels.  Even when we gave up on the gold and I’m not saying we didn’t want to find treasure even then, we were flipped out by the legends.  You know about the tunnels?”
“I’ve read everything worth reading about where I was born.”
“Worth reading.  I guess that means you’re up to third grade level on Peruvian geography and Inca history.”
“I know about the fortress at Sacsayhuaman and the theory that the sealed tunnels are where the gold went that the Spanish couldn’t find.”
“I told you, forget the gold.  The tunnels aren’t theory.  They go all over the place.  All the way east into Bolivia and up past Madre de Dios into Brazil, north to Ecuador, south to Chile.  Your father and I checked out the Chincana tunnel and a hundred others.  We looked for Gran Paititi, and we spent a month at Samaipata where I got sicker than shit.  I’ve forgotten most of the names, but the tunnels are all the same.  Trust me.  The same.  They aren’t natural, and they’re all connected, and the dozens of government explorations over the last century that didn’t end in disaster gave up after days of wandering in labyrinths.”
He braced his hands wearily on the window ledge.  “Yes, yes, the tunnels are transcontinental, and they pop up all over the world.  You can go on-line and read journals of people who swear they talked to Jules Verne in the center of the earth.  It’s going to kick hell out of the airline business when they link up with the subways in New York and Moscow.  Only, the connections aren’t under the Andes, they’re all in the fuzzy brains of you’ll pardon the pun underground people.  So, don’t tell me you and my father hit every transit stop ”
“Don’t tell me what I know!”
She closed her eyes, breathed deeply, a faint suffusion of color in her dying white face.  He understood then that they weren’t going to settle anything, that she was terminal in every sense.
“All right,” she said, opening her eyes.  “I’m not telling you we found anything or went anywhere.  No one knows who built the tunnels, but it wasn’t the Spaniards, and it wasn’t the Quechua or the Aymara or the Inca, and it wasn’t the tunnels that convinced me.  It was this” she waved dismissively at the stele as if to banish it “and the way your father died for it.”
“Which was . . . ?”
But she wouldn’t tell him.  Apparently the whole purpose of sending him to Chicago had been to retrieve the solitary artifact she hoped would convince him that her world was more encompassing than his.  A piece of stone.  Her Rosetta Stone, meant to facilitate communication between them.  He didn’t get it.
“Maybe if you told me how he died . . .”
He thought she was going to do it, but then she had something like a panic attack, breathing in horrible rasps, her thin form writhing on the bed as it had in birth throes on the floor of a hut in Peru twenty-eight years earlier.  She threw her arms back so that both forearms covered her eyes and when her breathing finally slowed, she croaked: “There are moments in a life . . . when you know what exists outside the world.  Do you think I was stoned and it didn’t happen?”  And she pointed trembling to the suitcase where the stone lay sandwiched between a glassine bag full of pacifist buttons and a plastic tambourine with a painted image of the Maharishi.
“Where what happened?  Mom?”
And then one day he came to see her, and she was sitting up in bed alert and composed.  She spoke immediately, without looking at him, her eyes focused on the rounded bulges in the counterpane where her feet and knees rose, as if she had erected again those eroded summits of the Andes:
“You were coming, and at first I thought that was why your father was so frantic.  But he hid the stone under the mattress.  I found it later.  He was babbling about a pillar in a pool, and he said that Supay that’s the Inca god of death and the underworld was after him.  That was all I could grasp in my condition.  The next thing I knew he was gone and you were there, and there was a chill going through the room, and the water I had put in a basin to bathe you in was boiling away.  It was cold and it was boiling away.  And there was this unspeakable odor.  I didn’t know what it was whether or not it was something to do with giving birth but it got more and more awful until I knew it wasn’t anything to do with humans . . . or animals.  And there was this incredible sound, like so loud that you didn’t know for sure it was for real.  But it was real.  The people in Cuzco heard it, I found out later.  And they felt the earth shake, too.  That was next.  This tremendous shaking that lifted everything off the floor.  I’ve been in earthquakes, which are common there, but this wasn’t like that.  It was like a door slamming so hard that the house shakes, only this time it was the whole mountain range.  And I heard Rollie scream.
“Your father was killed by an animal.  There were claw prints in the earth two feet long.  The claw marks on his body went from the back of his skull to his heels, but he didn’t bleed.  Not a drop.  The wounds were cauterized.  Scorched and cauterized.  And his face . . . when I turned him over and saw his face, I knew that what he had said was coming after him was really after him.”  She looked up at her son, looked through him.  “So that’s why straight reality is just a neighborhood to me, because I know there are things on the next block.  It came out of the tunnels.  Something that broke all the rules about what life is came out of the tunnels because Rollie took that stone tablet.”  Her eyes focused on his.  “If you’re pissed off because you didn’t have someone to play catch with when you were growing up, then ask yourself why you take it out on people who try to understand what’s beyond reality.  Now go away and leave me alone.”
She didn’t talk about it again, and two days later she was dead.
He felt angry at her for abandoning him again at just the wrong time.  She had shown up in his life too late to change things between them, and instead of helping him bury the ghosts, she had reared them up like totem poles.  “I don’t know why you came back to me now, but you had lousy timing, mom,” he told her before they took the body away.  And then he cried because she had made him feel like he owed her something, instead of the other way around.
He couldn’t find the stele.  That was the amazing thing.  For almost three decades she had kept it, and the fact that now it was gone had to mean she hadn’t wanted him to have it.  Why?  In her condition, where could she have taken it?  He asked the nurses at the hospice, but no one had seen it.  He brooded over the missing stone, searched the wastebasket in her room, even kicked through the bushes outside her window.  Remembering what she had said about his father hiding it under the mattress, he checked with sudden certainty there.  Nada.
And then two days after the funeral and one day after he had removed all his mother’s belongings, he was back at the hospice.  Someone had already been installed in the room and an orderly summoned by the desk was bearing down on him as he invaded the bathroom and lifted the lid on the toilet tank.  There it was, leaning up against the fill tube.  The water magnified the glyph somehow, and he saw the three triangles for the first time.  The Great Pyramid of Giza, he thought.  Which was pretty astonishing, considering that his mother had been trying to figure that out for almost thirty years.
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Lightning slashed across the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu in the middle of the pond in the middle of the churchyard in the middle of the night.  Sheets of rain blew across the water like scrims, veiling the grotto against the open sea beyond and to the north rendering the house of Brone McCabe gray or black by turns.  Brone’s mongrel dog Mr. Billy the second successor to the long-dead hound His Nibs moved nervously from room to room with every thunderclap.  He was too far away to pick up the sound of the wooden barrow above the storm.
It was coming up the road, lurching in the ruts, guided by two stout women, one young, one middle-aged.  The matron staggered doggedly behind the grips, her dress so drenched as to sieve water in a cascade at the hem.  The younger one slogged barefoot in jeans and a Rugby shirt, steadying the side of the barrow and the two shovels that leaned against the man sprawled within.  He lay half naked, a perfect swathe burned down his chest from his left shoulder like a deacon’s stole.  That arm was stiff and straight, and the rain that washed in and out of his fixed stare commingled with blood from his retinas.
When they reached the finialed gates the younger female darted out front and swung them wide, while the older woman leaned into the shafts, driving the wheel forward through the mud.  Once within the confines of the graveyard, they seemed lost.  And then the lightning bleached out the darkness, and the woman in the Rugby shirt danced a step and pointed to the side.  A mossy depression lay where water habitually ran off the higher ground leading up toward the grotto.  The pusher of the barrow did not understand but nevertheless followed.
Inside the house on the other side of the pond Mr. Billy ventured out from beneath the table.  The gates had struck against the stones that checked their furthest swing.  It was a sound made clarion on clarion days, and one that never failed to bring him roaring to the window, but now it was muted by the storm, and though he did indeed scrabble nose to sterile glass as if to sniff out the insoluble shadows beyond, his tutelary instincts were also muted by the storm.  Another flash and he ghosted to the hearth, ears flattened.
The women took the shovels now.  They dug directly beneath the eroded overhang, and though the muck was heavy, it was also soft.
“He’s dead,” the young one began to whimper between frenzied efforts, “. . . he’s dead.”
“He’s not dead!” the older woman declared breathlessly, though she could smell the scorched flesh again.  She wished she hadn’t brought the barrow so close to the sheltering rise.
They slipped and plunged as the hole grew.  It wasn’t very wide, just enough for a body to be placed upright and crouched.  At half a meter, the ground became less saturated; but by then they were exhausted.  The Rugby shirt looked decidedly like a Rugby shirt should as the young woman threw herself with each shovelful onto the embankment.  Her companion braced and grunted and heaved in a progressively slower rhythm until at last she fell backward on her ample buttocks.
“Deep enough,” the younger proclaimed.
Ponderously they went to the barrow and lifted and dragged the man to the lip of the hole.  Feet first he went in, stopping abruptly waist deep.  His left leg was rigid.  They tried to twist him, then cram him down, but it wouldn’t do.  Moaning now, the older woman stuck the shovel down in the hole, caught him behind the knee, and jerked upright.  He settled to his chest.
“It won’t fill to his neck,” the younger one shrilled.
“It will!”
“No.  Look at him.”
“We can pull the cliff down around him until it reaches his neck.”
Wielding the shovel like a bayonet, she stabbed the overhang, ringing off a stone but levering out a chunk of earth.  The younger understood and began to rake the muck they had shoveled out of the hole back around the body.  In the McCabe house, Mr. Billy broke into a fusillade of barks.
They had the burned and partially paralyzed man buried almost to the neck when a hand rived out of the grave or was it only out of the storm? arresting the older woman’s shovel.  Dulled by her labors though she was, she sprang back, letting go the tool as if it were molten.  With a sharp cry, the younger woman did likewise, her shovel dropping in the mud.  The figure who menaced them was as grim and steely as The Dark Man (the Far Dorocha, silent abductor of mortals) himself, which given the desperate Irish superstition that impelled them on their task, seemed not improbable.  But, no, he spoke:
“What are you doing!  Get him up . . . get him out of there.”
“He’s been struck by lightning, but he’s still alive,” the woman rattled, recognizing Brone McCabe.  “We’ve got to get him buried to the neck in hallowed ground.  Help us!”
Brone subtracted the mud from the women and came up with Sheelah Walsh and her daughter Alanna.  The man with the bloodied and burned face would be her husband Moriarty.  “Get him to the doctor, woman.”
“No time.”
Brone leaned close to the head sticking up out of the mud.  Its eyes were closed within bloody sockets, its mouth hung open as if in a final cry of agony. “Dear God, he’s dead.”
“He’s not dead . . . he’s not ”
“He’s dead!  You can’t bury him in Thiollaney Merriu!”
Shattered and quavering, Sheelah Walsh stood fast.  “What if he is?  It’s still hallowed ground, and he’s been struck by the Devil’s own lightning.  You know the legend.  It’s not too late to bring him back!”
“That’s just an old wive’s tale.  You can’t bury him.  No one’s been buried here for twenty-eight years.”  Brone pitched a shovelful of gritty mud away from Moriarty’s head.
The older woman yanked his arm until he met her eyes inches away in the rain that beat on their faces.  “You . . . you  . . . Brone McCabe,” she hissed, “yes, you know better than anyone what can come back from the dead in this very yard!  You’re the last one buried here!”
He tore his arm away and began to dig furiously.  But on the third stab of the shovel blade, a flash of lightning ripped the heavens in half and Moriarty’s eyes shot open like bloodied beacons.
“He’s alive!” Sheelah cried.
“Thank God,” Brone said, if for a different reason, and dug maniacally.  The earth they had chopped away from the overhang was still loose despite the water running into it, and Alanna was no help to her mother who kept pulling at Brone’s sleeve until he flung her off.
Moriarty was making a tremulous sound now, gagging as if he couldn’t close his palsied lips or turn his head, couldn’t stop the water from flooding into his mouth.  Alanna Walsh crawled forward from the lee of the overhang where she had been crouching in near hysteria and tried to wipe the water from his face but succeeded only in adding mud.  And then Brone had him under the armpits and was pulling him free, alleviating the pressure on Moriarty’s chest.
“Damn you, Brone McCabe!” Sheelah cursed him.
“We’ll get him to the house and call the doctor.”
“It’ll be too late.  Give him to me.”
She wrapped her arms around her husband’s chest as if to deny Brone custody, but in fact he provided the lifting as she towed Moriarty to the barrow.
“You’re daft,” he shouted at her when she made for the gates.  “The house . . .”
“May your house be struck by lightning as mine was.  May you bury your mate in the ground you denied mine!”
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Brone’s daughter.  The flower from the mud; the diamond from the coal; the crystal out of the fire.  Sosanna McCabe’s pixie eyes, now broadened and deepened to almond at age twenty-eight, seemed to be the only concession to her paternal bloodline.  And yet she had been her father’s wee lass, no doubt about that.  An enchanting child enchanted by worlds seen and unseen.  A child who pricked her thumb to study the blood, and kissed a toad to see what would happen, and released feathers in the updrafts from the cliff so that the sea birds would get them back.  But only the white feathers.  The ones with color belonged to the rainbow, she had been assured by her father.
The vindictive village of Darrig had never wanted a sweet child of magic and mystery to come out of Una McCabe’s womb.  The elder women especially struggled when Sosanna grew to a princess before their very eyes, spurning young lovers, charming older men, earning the secret and reluctant admiration of many of Darrig’s younger women for her fire and untouchable spirit.  What they had wanted and expected was a freak or a changeling who clearly bore the judgment of God on the McCabe family.  But Sosanna McCabe had dual citizenship from her first childhood wanderings, brightening Darrig’s streets, romping in its fields, excelling in the little village school, and returning at day’s end to the sullen and solitary house at Thiollaney Merriu.  The mother’s genes had won, some said.  Others doubted Sosanna was Brone’s issue at all, though none could reconcile the supposed and necessary dalliance with Una McCabe’s aloofness.
“Ask me, the whole family’s fokkin’ strange,” Laughlin O’Brien said.  “Look at me, do I look like I did the day Brone come out of the grave?  But Brone he’s barely aged.  Dyin’ must be good for a body.”
Scarcely arguable.  Brone and Una McCabe seemed to be aging very well, which is to say hardly at all, though the latter was never close enough for anyone to truly judge, and Brone himself delighted in the speculation.  “It’s all the dead that’s around us,” he said with a rare smile when Dolan dared the sarcasm that he had forgot to grow older like the rest of them.  “Their souls need to express vitality, and we’re the closest mortals, so they transfer energy to us.”
Sosanna heard and didn’t hear.  Voices buzzed like flies in bottles, whereas eyes were eloquent.  “Intuitive, she is,” the barber’s wife noted, “that girl has secrets.”  Born in a house on a cliff, where land and sea fought a never-ending border war, the solid certainty of earth was in direct conflict with the fluid mystique of depths and tides.  Secrets were all around her.  And they offered up no eloquent eyes to be read, so she listened for their whispers and was vexed by their silences.
She felt she was receding somehow, losing contact with everything surrounding her while still in her twenties.  There were times when the loneliness was so impenetrable that no amount of engagement with people or nature made a difference.  People or nature.  Why did they act like opposite poles in her life?  She had never desired to leave Connemara, or to marry, and those two facts seemed less shocking to her the older she got.  What she wanted what she needed was to be welcomed in one world or another.
So the day after the big lightning storm which killed Moriarty Walsh and through which Sosanna had slept as though thunder were her lullaby, she returned from the village in a state of extreme agitation.  It wasn’t just that hurtful things were being said about her father she had endured that before it was those looks.  When she caught the red-eyed hollowness of Sheelah Walsh’s glare, she knew there was no exaggeration in the facts.  And when Alanna Walsh had to be restrained from clawing her while Sosanna was trying to pay her condolences, she walked away shaken.
Back up the long road from the village to the coast she marched, in through the finialed gates to the churchyard, skirting the markers and the pond, across the little wooden footbridge that spanned a dry ditch, and into the house where she could tell by the composed silence that her outrage was anticipated.  She tried not to be outraged.  She washed her hands for no other reason than to delay fulfilling their expectations, and while she dried her fingers and peered hard out the window at the pond, she said: “You’ve probably not heard the outcome.”
Seconds passed.  “Outcome?” her mother repeated airily.
“I suppose you slept through it, too.”
“Slept through what?”
She really didn’t know, Sosanna thought, and turned on her father. “Mr. Walsh is dead.”
He sat at the heavy plank table, pulling burrs out of Mr. Billy’s fur as the dog lay at his feet.  “Lightnin’ is nearly always fatal.”
“Nearly.  But hope isn’t.”
Brone buried his fingers in the dog’s withers, yielded a weary sigh.  “Out with it, lass.”
“They say he was buried nearly to the neck.  They say he was still alive then.  How could you have dragged him out of the churchyard?”  She took a couple of shallow breaths.  “Would it have cost you anythin’ to let them finish?”
“More than you know.”
“Oh, well, don’t tell me, father.  I don’t want to know that you had your reasons.”
A look passed from Brone to Una.  “It’s not fit for a daughter to question her father.”
“Then what they say in the village is true, you let him die.”
“Sosanna,” Una warned.
Brone clapped his knee and Mr. Billy sat up.  “They say, they say, they say.  Since when have the villagers not had their say at my expense?  Did they say why Moriarty’s woman didn’t go for the doctor?  Did they say I tried to bring him to the house?  You can be sure the lot of them don’t believe hallowed ground can save a victim of lightning to begin with.  Nor will they blame Sheelah Walsh for making a foolish choice when she might have got him medical help in time.  No, never mind that, easier to blame ol’ Brone as if I had thrown the lightning bolt.  I can tell you without fear of contradiction, there are some in Darrig are glad Moriarty Walsh died, given the circumstances of what I had to do.”
“What you had to do?”
Brone clutched Mr. Billy’s withers, gave them a gentle shake.  “He would’ve become the Watcher, if he had died in hallowed ground.  He would’ve displaced . . . the last one.”
“And what difference, may I ask, would that have made to the dead?”
“None maybe to the dead, such as lie in Thiollaney Merriu.  A great deal to the livin’.”
She knelt before his face, knelt so close that Mr. Billy licked her face.  “The Watcher is supposed to watch over the dead, everyone knows that.”
“Not this last Watcher.  This last Watcher has special duties to the livin’ and the dead.”
“What special duties?  Who is it?”
He wouldn’t meet her eyes.  The answer seemed foundered on a technicality that should have had no bearing on compassion or decency or hope.  She stood slowly.
“Well, I guess I can find that out for myself.”  And before she swept out the door, stirring a single tentative “woof” from Mr. Billy, she struck a prayerful pose before the small wooden cross on the wall to add sarcastically, “‘. . . and lead us not into communication.’”
Back across the footbridge she went, leather loafers sucking in and out of mud, wind blasting full in her face.  No one had been buried in the churchyard in her lifetime, and none of the weathered tombstones stood out as the newest.  Sosanna the child had read the names and talked aloud to the dead in make-believe games but had never paid heed to dates.  So many dates!  The cream-colored tablets worn nearly smooth were from the 1800’s, and there were remnants of older burials cairns and canting blackened crosses.  She could ignore those.  The Watcher would be a grave marked, say, thirty years ago.
So she scanned the polished marble and granite, memorizing the name of a relatively recent candidate until a fresher one came along.  She was near the grotto on the seaward side when she sensed the blocking of space behind her, an ambient coolness that matched her own.  Without looking up, she said to her mother: “O’Brien . . . Fahey O’Brien, 1973.  He’s the Watcher.”
“Your father doesn’t think so.”
“Then I’ll keep lookin’.”
“You won’t find it.”
“Why not?  Isn’t it marked?”
Her mother was reading gravestones now.
“Mother?”
“. . . what?”
“I asked you if it was marked.”
“I suppose they are.”
“They?  What do you mean they?”
“The graves of your father’s other wives.”
“Mother, you know he didn’t have any other wives.  After all these years, why do you keep sayin’ that?”
“Have I said that before?”
She had said it for as long as Sosanna remembered.  She had said it after storms, and sometimes after high tides, and once when the church bells in Darrig rang for a wedding, and again when the pond mysteriously overflowed and filled the ditch under the footbridge.  Her father had told her that her mother’s memory played tricks at times and to just change the subject whenever she had one of her spells.
“Look, a butterfly!”
Una glanced at the saffron creature fluttering above Sosanna’s outstretched wrist.
“If it lands on my hand it means I’ll meet my future husband right here.”
But the butterfly suddenly left her, beating obliquely up over the pond.
“Perhaps you aren’t meant to marry,” Una said.
“Not a very lively looking bunch of candidates anyway,” Sosanna answered with a careless sweep at the graves.
Later, she returned to the churchyard with a shovel to fill the hole where Moriarty had lately been thrust.  His shoes, lightning-scorched and muddied, were apparently embedded upside down in the watery mud.  She tried to excavate them with the shovel, but when the blade touched one of the leather soles both sank out of sight.  She would have to clamber in to reach them now.
No thank you.
She hefted a shovelful of heavy mud from the overhang and when she was about to dump it into the hole, the shoes were back again.
Damn. 
Why not just bury them?  Would Sheelah and Alanna Walsh be grateful for her efforts?  No.  Still, her father was responsible for all this.  Wearily she dropped the shovel and eased herself down into the hole.
But her weight compressing the fill dirt must have caused the water to rise slightly because now the shoes were gone again.  Frustrated at the silliness of what was happening and uneasy at the task, she groped into the water with one hand.
Where is it?  Ah . . .
She got hold of one shoe.  To her surprise it resisted as she tried to straighten.  Angrily she plunged the other hand down, feeling for laces that weren’t there, because what came under her fingertips were more like buttons.  Though of course it was the mud making things nondescript.  She put her back into it, her legs, and that was really odd.  Because the suction or whatever was caught on the shoe made the thing absolutely unmovable.  And one more thing something that made her straighten and fling the mud from her hands: for just a moment she had the alarming impression that the leather was filled out that there was a foot inside the shoe.
It was packed tight with mud, of course.  And lifting it was like lifting all the mud in the bottom of the hole.  But she had had enough of the illusion, and she backed up the slippery sides of the shallow pit and grabbed the shovel.  To hell with Moriarty’s shoes.  When she was done and coming back past the pond she saw a saffron butterfly sitting atop the pylon, its wings flickering slowly but sharply like awakening breaths.
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He had all kinds of legitimate reasons to go to Egypt.  To begin with, he needed to write another book.  AIDS was an expensive way to die, and taking care of his mother had hastened the end of the money from 13 Myths that Shape the World just as his publisher stood blank check in hand asking what was he going to do for an encore.  Then, too, if he didn’t travel, he would have to go back to the classroom at Willmont College south of St. Paul.  No thank you.  And, of course, there was the Peruvian stone map that stele which had become his only link with the father he had never known just begging to be investigated by a minor celeb who had drawn first blood as a debunker of scams, myths and frauds.
He loved the setup of the Peruvian myth.  Typically charlatan.  Dressing up its outrageous conclusions with real and unexplained phenomena.  Because the tunnel business certainly needed delving, and even Professor Gregory “Geezer” Krogman at Willmont agreed that the stele was far older than anything known to have come out of South or Central America.  If you ignored that disturbing absurdity of the pyramids, there were certain characteristics in its other symbols that seemed pre-Olmec.  In fact it anticipated a number of widely scattered cultures far from Peru.  But that was just the point.  In its details you were struck by the genuineness of the thing, and yet the impossible combination was so obviously concocted.  Someone with the skill to fake such detail must have known the mix wouldn’t fool anyone, as if time and place were irrelevant to its origins.  And there was one detail that was plainly over the top.  The astonishing precision with which the raised image of the pyramids had been rendered on the stele was unknown to antiquity.
Under magnification, Lane could even count the courses or rows of casings of what he now was certain was a representation of the Great Pyramid of Giza.  The limestone casing stones had been used to smooth the stepped construction of the pyramids into a flat, unbroken exterior.  But in actuality the casings no longer existed.  Arabs had stripped and cut almost all of them up six hundred years ago to build mosques and temples in Cairo.  So even if you accepted that the pyramids were somehow known in Peru, the micro-engraving on a raised glyph, however it was done, could not have been later than that.
Such a clumsy fake.  And that continued to bother him.  Was some forger showing off?  In fact, it might be forgers in the plural.  Because the easiest explanation was that the stele had been revised more than once over many ages.  It was as if someone had updated the stone throughout history.  Whatever else it was, the stele seemed to be a map.  High up on course 191, ninth casing stone in from the eastern edge, south face, there was another image that became clear under intense magnification: Anubis, the jackal-headed god, psychopomp of Osiris the god of the dead.  And below it yawned a black rectangle that appeared to be an unknown entrance.
So that was his next book.  That was why he had come to Egypt.  It had nothing to do with his mother’s advocacy of all things mystic, or the Gestalt notion that he must put her and her shapeless philosophy of life behind him as a whole.  Stone maps.  An excuse for a book.  Funded by his publisher.  Why not?
Now, less than a week after his arrival at Cairo International, he was sitting in his room at the Mena House Oberoi, watching the sun set on the Pyramids of Giza and
second-guessing this reckless thing he was about to do.  Because at one a.m. he was going to meet three decidedly shady Arabs from the black market of Cairo’s antiquities underworld and possibly forge his way into an unknown passage on the south face of the Great Pyramid of Khufu.
Already he had made a trial run, after bribing guards, a clandestine climb up the stepped stone courses on the less conspicuous side nearly to the top or rather to the truncation, since the top-stone had never been seated on the 4,500 year-old structure.  Despite the loose debris and numerous footholds that shortened the reach from one course to the next, it had been an arduous ascent.  He had reached that height scraped, bruised and stiff.  And now he was going to do it again.
There were something like two and a half million stone blocks in the pyramid, and you couldn’t slide a piece of paper between any of the exposed ones, but this one the precise location marked on the stele was fitted straighter and possibly smoother, if he could trust the laser pointer with which he had examined the seams.  Aware that the known entrance lower down on the north face had been a hinged stone, he would be looking for a similar trigger or balance mechanism when he returned with help.  The blocks were smaller the higher you went on the pyramid, but the one in question was even small for the upper courses.  Small enough, he decided, that it might actually be pulled or pushed by a handful of men.  Never mind that the Great Pyramid was held to have no more secrets.  He hadn’t come all the way to Egypt with an explicit map just to take archaeology’s word for it.
Hence, he had enlisted an Arab mafia, which was easy enough to do.  You merely expressed interest in going beyond the monotony of a guided tour and Alakazam! bearded men in successively shabbier robes led you to one phony site after another on the Giza plateau.  They had shown him a mastaba that held an unnamed pharaoh, and another part of the necropolis complete with a curse.  He had a stele, he had told them, something of interest if he could find the right person to help him interpret it.  By evening he had engaged the services of two streetwise Sunnis and a Bedouin, and the next morning he had hired a Nubian bodyguard to protect him in turn from the first three.  The bodyguard had one of his Garmin Rino 2-way radios with global-positioning capability, purchased a year ago for travel in the anti-American Mideast.  He made it clear that he had no permit, no government papers, and with a straight face he had accepted the assurances of his nocturnal associates that they would take care of all bribes and considerations necessary to the quest.  There would be no witnesses, the Bedouin said.  Which was why, after putting the Peruvian stone map in a briefcase and leaving it in the Mena House hotel safe, he set off on foot up Pyramids Road in the dark at exactly 12:40 a.m.
***
They were waiting for him, the Nubian bodyguard sitting on his haunches in the sand thirty feet away from the three Arabs.  He had seen only the Sunnis’ Pajero parked on the other side, and he wondered how the Nubian had arrived.
It was a situation of his own making, but he liked it less and less.  No official blessing, no tether, a plethora of unknowns, and the Arabs he had hired seemed only to understand English when it suited them.  They flanked him when he approached, casting darting looks at each other in the moonlight.  He pointed the destination, and the Bedouin led.
The scuff of his shoes amid the silent passage of four other men made him
self-conscious, but then the exertion of the climb took over, and he was caught up again in the majesty of this lone survivor of the Seven Wonders of the World.  A tomb, a vehicle for eternity.  When you gazed up from the base with the cosmic night for a backdrop, you saw a jumbled stone road to the stars.
He tried to visualize the pyramid’s interior as he moved.  Where was the King’s Chamber?  Where were the incomplete airshafts (if airshafts they were) from the Queen’s Chamber?  Having a sense of where things were would be critical if he got inside.  If.  He knew the story of the Arab caliph Al Mamun who had first penetrated the pyramid in modern times.  The unbreached casing stones had still been on the pyramid then, the north entrance still undiscovered.  Around 820 A.D., Al Mamun heated the limestone, poured cold vinegar over it, and used a battering ram to force an entrance.  No such options for Lane Andersen.  He was entirely dependent on a single clue and his studied orientation to the discoveries of history’s Al Mamuns.  But the higher he climbed in the company of his unholy trio plus one, the less sure he was of anything.  He couldn’t see the forest for the trees, and he couldn’t see the pyramid for the stones.
The climb by the Bedouin’s chosen route went much more quickly than his preliminary solo effort had, however.  High up on Khufu’s tomb, Lane zeroed in on the spot he had previously identified.  Again the Arabs flanked him on the narrow course, and the Nubian stood a step further to his left.  Kneeling, he took out a cheap lighter he had purchased and ran a flame slowly up and down the seams of the block.  There was no wavering.  But then, he really hadn’t expected to pick up a draft from so tight a fit.
With a glance, he ordered, “Push.”  Doubtful eyes lingered on him.  They were biding their time, he realized.  If the stele meant anything, fine, and if it didn’t, he was still a plum waiting to be picked for whatever they could squeeze out of him.
He put his shoulder to the stone and sour sweat moved alongside.  They braced, grunted, gave up.  He turned on his flashlight and examined the seam.
“Limestone,” he said pointlessly.
No one else spoke.  Blocks were loose, blocks had fallen, blocks moved, cracked, flaked what was so absurd about this one yielding?  He moved into it again.  The grunts were louder this time, and either there was movement or it was the compression of flesh against an immovable object.  Again, the flashlight.
He wiped his finger through the powder that lay at the bottom corners of the stone.  Held it up.
No one was impressed.  Five men against a limestone block of no great size, they may have rocked the thing ever so slightly.  Nevertheless, they put muscle and sinew into a third effort, and this time there was a grating sound, fragments, a discolored line where the seams had backed off.  Lane didn’t have to speak.  They all saw.  The next push produced a solid rumble and momentum that left their hands.
Open Sesame!
The limestone block moved four inches, dropped slightly, and slid to a stop less than three feet from its original position.
What greeted their sense of smell was the mustiness of five millennia, and what appeared to them was a square shaft big enough for a trim person to slip through into absolute blackness beyond.  The Egyptians had expected nothing at all, and Lane had expected to disprove an artifact that seemed now to substantiate his mother’s illusory life.  But, of course, it was all man-made.  Nothing magical here, nothing to overturn the Cartesian universe.  Nary a stench, nor an earthquake, nor a supernatural animal coming out of tunnels in Sacsayhuaman an ocean away, as his mother had believed.  Sensational, though.  No doubt about that.  What a find!  This was going to make his next book, produce some filthy lucre.  And the incredible miniaturization on the raised glyph that was going to lead to major revisions and theorizing as well.  He had to admit, he had been wrong about the fraud business.  The stele was a legitimate map with stunning implications, considering where it had been found.
“Well, it’s not an airshaft,” he said, probing with his flashlight beam.  The steps revealed were as crude as speed bumps, at least thirty or forty of them angling sharply away into nothingness.  With a pointed look at his bodyguard, he thumbed the yellow Garmin sticking up from his breast pocket.  “Everyone wait till I get back,” he directed.  Wriggling through the opening, he had a feeling it was the last order he would give.
He had sensed it before: frozen time, the sterile muteness of undisturbed stone, a vapid chill that sucked at the bones.  And so he knew that whatever awaited him at the bottom had been waiting since the limestone block rolled shut.  He was the first to enter this passage in 4,500 years.
At the fifth step he crouched to get his bearings: south face, somewhat east of the pyramid’s center.  One of the vents from the King’s Chamber should be close by.  The channel was distinct from the other passages, claustrophobically narrow but a little taller and the angle steeper than the twenty-six degrees of the passageways in the rest of the pyramid.  It forced him to lean back as he continued down, free hand out for balance.
Yard by yard the beam of the flashlight recorded black exudations on limestone and, in one stratum, an odd pattern of crusted salt on the left wall such as archaeologists had found in the fifth ceiling chamber above the main burial room.  He was probably past the burial room, passing the Grand Gallery, in fact, which meant he must be very close to intersecting a known passage.  But the walls showed no sign of a connecting link or a granite plug such as blocked other junctures, so why weren’t the steps turning to avoid it?
It was beginning to dawn on him that the walls were unlike the rest of the pyramid.  Not even the hastily carved well shaft that plunged down through a grotto to two subterranean chambers was this rugged, or the pit itself in the bottom of the so-called “upside down room” some six hundred feet below the apex.  The shaft he had entered was too high and too rough to be a part of the system; it was more like the forced entry of the caliph Al Mamun’s on the north face.  And he noticed now that the nameless ichor that appeared to be seeping through crooked seams was intermingled with scorch marks.  That threw him for a moment until he remembered that Al Mamun had used fire and cold vinegar to shatter stone blocks.  Whatever had been done here was similar but more effective.
So who had carved this curious passage that plummeted unrelentingly or should he say ascended?  Because to his untrained eye it looked like the strike angle of the chisel marks was upward.  The sheering force was all coming toward him.  And if that was true, then the passageway hadn’t penetrated into the pyramid.  It had thrust its way out.
Chilling.  Easy for a tingle of apprehension to happen when you were standing in a forbidden place, unsanctioned, unwelcomed by dead denizens of a disturbed tomb, and with unsavory hired henchmen waiting at the end of your lifeline.  He tried to rescue himself from growing unease with a new theory:
The passageway had been created in secret not long after the pyramid was built and looted.  Hence, it was an inside job.  The unsophisticated and less detectable entrance high up had probably been finished at night and its casing stone hinged.  Things were then brought in.  Things that would fit.  Treasure would fit.  And there must be something kind of sensational at the bottom, like a royal corpse.  Not a perfect explanation.  How had they gotten rid of the debris, for instance?  He would have to work that out when he wrote the book.
At this point he must be below the Queen’s Chamber, he thought.  Could a pharaoh truly be buried at the end of this descent say, Khufu himself asleep in eternity, moved there by priestly subterfuge after the original looting had taken place?  The dizzying steps dropped away into darkness, past where the grotto must have been at the base of the pyramid, past even the lesser and greater subterranean chambers and the so-called “bottomless pit.”  Lane Andersen, modern mortal, sidled down steps last tread by ancients, leading with his right foot, catching up with his left, legs shaking with fatigue, fingers feathering the crusted wall until they were tender with abrasions.  By now he suspected that he was going down the “Up” escalator.  A deep foreboding arose.  What the hell was down there?
Revised theory: the passageway had gone in two directions from some breakout point in the vicinity of the Grand Gallery.  They had tunneled in two directions.
But the chipping on the walls said otherwise.  It was all ascending.  Theory canceled.
And another thing.  He had traveled too far to still be within the realm he sought to penetrate.  The angled shaft was leveling into a passageway that stretched as far as the flashlight beam carried.  And that forced him to accept a disquieting fact: the Great Pyramid of Giza was no longer above him.
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He knew he should be thrilled.  That would be rational.  A stele from Peru was connected with the pyramids of Egypt at an undreamed of depth beneath all other excavations at Giza, and though of course it had nothing whatever to do with forces beyond man, he was on the verge of something monumental.  So he should be thrilled.  But what he felt was a dryness in his throat, an icy knot in his gut.
His pocket compass deep within the earth said he was heading south, and that should have been further into the Western Desert, but the air was spore rich and dank.  Very un-desert-like.  And the seams of blocks had disappeared when he had passed through the base of the pyramid, yielding to unquarried limestone that bore a sooty film.  Hermetic silence no longer pressed in on him.  The tunnel throbbed with something maddeningly close to revealing itself in a perceptual clue.  His senses flowed vainly after it like a scanner in search of a stronger signal.
Theory three: the Great Pyramid of Giza had been built on an older site, and the pharaohs must have known.  In this view, the whole plateau of Sphinx and three greater pyramids and eight lesser ones, the mastabas and necropolis and mortuary temples and boat pits, were not strictly speaking a fresh subdivision.  They were urban renewal.  Because before the Old Kingdom, before the dynasties, the climate in this part of Egypt had been different.  That much was known fact.  The climate had been different, and then the desert came.  Lane Andersen found it irresistible to believe that he was standing at the bottom of a cultural footprint at least 8,000 years old.
If there was any doubt, it was dispelled when he made the next discovery.  Misgivings and feverish excitement churned together when he saw literally the writing on the wall.  It looked nothing like hieroglyphics.  The wedge-shaped gouges vaguely resembled cuneiform but were separated by raised dots not unlike braille.  Sumerians, Akkadians, Asyrrians, Babylonians who had writing like this?  Dazed, he realized that even his wildest estimates of antiquity were being exceeded.
And then the pending sensory clue he hadn’t been able to pick up glinted into being.  He saw faint tracers that almost relieved the blackness, blotches that floated like afterghosts of something not quite formed.  From perhaps thirty feet away it came together again with sudden force as a green laser beam shot straight into his eyes.  He moved his flashlight and the origin of the green ray flickered, betraying a reflection.  Cautiously he reeled in the source, walking steadily forward until he stood before three triangles of viridescent quartz set flat in the rough wall.
The notion that they represented the Giza pyramids came and went in the same instant.  They were not correctly arranged.  He struggled to imagine it as a stylized image and came up with a triangular face inverted below triangular ears.  The glare of his flashlight abated as he turned slightly.  Then he drew back in astonishment.  It was a face.  A very real and vividly feral animal head appeared in the translucent depths of the quartz: a jackal.
He stared, unable to comprehend.  DisneyWorld did things like this.  Holographic plastic rings that came out of Cracker Jack boxes gave you embedded animal faces.  No ancient civilization could have produced it.  He struggled for context any context until necessity became the mother of invention and a desperate answer formed.  Nature encased live insects in amber, and this was a similar anomaly done with an animal somehow.  Clever artisans had made a lucky find, which they had ground and polished into stylized triangles.  He reached out and the open eyes of the animal seemed to follow his fingers over the translucent material.  Phenomenal.
Moreover it had to be a prototype of the jackal-headed god Anubis.  Anubis,
jackal-of-all-trades having to do with death.  The styling was almost the same.  No hypothesis could be too flamboyant, given the finds he was making, he thought jubilantly.  Maybe the pyramids had even been suggested by such triangles, and that was why the pharaohs had built on this site.  Later, he would work it out later: the jackal culture that birthed antiquity.  Lane Andersen, author of 13 Myths that Shape the World, would make it fourteen in the follow-up.  And just then, as he passed the flashlight beam from left to right across the jackal’s deathless stare, the white light in his hand flickered a sickly yellow and went out.
He shook the device in vain.  New two days ago from a merchant in Cairo, it shouldn’t have happened.  Unscrewing the lens cap he reversed the batteries by feel, screwed the cap back on.  Click, click.  Bad day at black rock.  The flashlight didn’t rattle the same, though.  Had something dropped out of the bulb housing?  He felt around his feet.
Shit.
He wished he were writing The 14th Myth right now, hunkered down in front of his computer screen back at good ol’ Willmont College rah, rah.  Make that Amen-Ra, Ra.  Lord, it was dark.  Lord.  Careful with the royal titles down here.  He took three solid breaths and reminded himself that this was an acid test for a rational man.
But he should not have turned around while feeling on the floor of the tunnel, because now he was no longer one hundred percent sure which direction he was facing.  He groped for the wall, extended, groped, extended.  Putting his feet together, he turned ninety degrees to the right, stuck out his arm, took three steps.  Took another five.  Ten.  “Hey!” he shouted, intent on the acoustics.
Someone should do a study some time of the differences between echoes in a tunnel and echoes in a cavern, because if he didn’t know better he would swear he was in the latter.  A big, big cavern.
Fifteen steps this time.  About face . . . forward . . . march.  Arm out.  Heil, wall!  But there was no wall.  Just the fifteen steps before the icy knot was back in his gut and nausea was hogging all the air.  And he was pissed off, too.  Because he could imagine his mother telling him to trust and have faith and go with the flow and all that limp, ineffectual stuff that had gotten her nowhere and left him abandoned as a child until he had learned to shake off the mumbo-jumbo and use his brains.  In one of their last arguments she had said, “A benevolent force is in control of the universe, so no matter how bad things seem, it must somehow be all right when we get to our ultimate destination,” and he had said, “Didn’t Judy Garland sing that?”
But there was no rainbow in sight to cross over, so he turned ninety degrees again, this time to the left, and stuck out his arm and took three steps and just about broke four fingers when they rammed into the wall.  That’s what you got when you doubted logic.  So while the ache went away, he trailed his thumb lightly against the sooty stone and carried forward in the best tradition of intrepid explorers.
Thank God for the wall.  Thank Pink Floyd.  Without the wall he would be lost, lost, lost.  Because it seemed to go on forever.  A wall with carvings on it.  Too bad he couldn’t get a glimpse, even though the pattern seemed to repeat itself at distant points like ritual symbols in an invocation.  He didn’t know why he kept losing contact with it every few steps and had to sidle left.  Either his arm was shrinking or the wall was curving.  Which was strange, because he didn’t remember a hint of curve when he had the light.
And then there was the gravel that seemed to come underfoot every three minutes or so like clockwork.  He kicked it and it rattled away from him, and it wasn’t until the fourth time it happened that he suspected the truth.  The ritual symbols weren’t repeating after all, and he hadn’t found his way back to the tunnel wall.  He had found an unsettling new dimension.  A pillar.  An enormous pillar.  And he was going around and around . . .
Stunned, he sagged to his haunches, his hands pressed to the gravel.  Only it wasn’t gravel.  It was sticks and shells.  The sticks were hollow and some of the shells had circles bored through them.  Jewelry, he thought.  But then his fingers traced a row of smoothly enameled stones fixed in a horseshoe shape that ended in a hinge.  He dropped it and jerked to his feet.  It was a jawbone.  And the hollow sticks were arm bones and leg bones and bones of every sort, all with the marrow missing.  Dried out or sucked out or 
What the hell, he had entered a tomb and now there were bones.
He didn’t like finding them in the dark, that was all.
With both arms he groped for the pillar, circling until the crunching stopped and his head cleared.  Then he exhaled in a huff and slid down with his back to the wall.  A giant pillar was holding up a giant . . . what?
Thoughts weren’t thinking tonight.
But his senses were almost painfully acute.  He thought he smelled water, a faintly bracing dampness in the nostrils that was more than humidity.  The longer he sat, the more certain he was.  Craning blindly toward a slight movement of air that might have been stirred by water, he began to see faint green splotches that didn’t float away when he blinked.  Probably more of the translucent stuff that encased the triangular cartouches with the jackal, he thought.  Did it mean another wall?  Rising, he pushed away from his only reference point and made for the glow.
At fifty shuffling steps he gave up counting, but by then the green splotches had become chains of biophosphorescence.  It was a mold or fungus, he decided, slowing over the uneven floor so as not to skew his line of vision.  Amazing how much illumination you could pick up when your eyes were acclimated to near total darkness.
Enough to make you stop just short of a sheenless abyss that lay in your path.
He backed up a step.  Vertigo was sweeping over him at the mere thought of a deeper chasm.  He mastered it, and that was when he discerned a robed figure that seemed to be floating on a level with him not more than fifty feet ahead.  The abyss encircled it as if it were on a pedestal or an island.
“Hello?” he called softly.
An obelisk might look like that, wider at the bottom.  The smell of water was very strong.  He knelt down to extend his hand in the abyss and not unexpectedly found a pool.  The thing out there in the middle was a statue or a pylon.  Again he shook the flashlight with no result.  But he was quite sure now: the dark object rising from the water was
man-made.
That thinking beings had come and gone from this place was reassuring.  It meant the upper world was not so far away.  There had to be ways in and out from before the pyramid was built.  Apprehensive but hopeful, he contemplated swimming out to see if there were carvings or images that might guide him back to the desert surface.  If men had placed the thing there, it bore investigation.  Of course, a pool could hold anything, and ancient Egyptian cultures were known for lethal surprises.  But behind him lay a field of bones so old they were hollow.  Nothing could have survived to greet the modern era.  Whatever danger had once existed here, it was part of a vanished millennium.  He pulled off his shoes.
His feet never found the bottom, and he swam breastroke, keeping his head above the surface.  He was a good swimmer, but the liquid was insubstantial somehow.  When he stopped to tread, he was mystified by the lack of buoyancy.  And the water was warmer than the air against his naked body.  What did that mean?  Surely there was no volcanism in this part of the world.  Sculling and pedaling, he raised up enough to stare down into the water, and to his surprise crimson glints winked back from far below him.  For just a moment he entertained the absurdity that he was floating above lava seams, but then he picked up a telltale pattern.  The crimson bursts were moving, circling.  Circling him.  Luminous jellyfish, he thought, medusas or lanterneyes.  He had read about glowing bacteria on the organs of transparent fish in the Gulf of Oman.  Usually this occurred at extreme depths where no light could reach and life resorted to exotic metabolisms.  But the utter darkness here explained the adaptation.  What else had survived in this forsaken region, he wondered, suddenly spooked.  Finishing his transit with a dozen hard strokes, he hauled himself up on a coarse rock shelf that felt more like sharkskin than stone.
The pylon was three-sided and peaked a couple of feet above his reach.  He slogged dripping around it once, drawn to the single object that interrupted the smooth surface at the top of the side facing the green glow.  Fear for his predicament abated as his curiosity stirred.  It was a stele, but instead of the ovoid shape of an Egyptian cartouche, it was rectangular like the one from Peru.
He understood the significance, that this could be the conclusive link between two cultures an ocean apart.  Even if he dismissed the map that had brought him here as information a single traveler could have taken to Peru, this second stele if it was like the first challenged global history.  He should have been elated, but the similarity between his father’s final hour and his own dilemma drifted like a cloud over his excitement.  Rollie Andersen had penetrated a secret place, a subterranean place, and come out with a stele and died violently soon after.  At least that was the tale his mother had offered him in place of a father.
My father is a myth . . . just like all the other myths I expose.  
He pulled himself up the rough pylon high enough to touch the raised glyph and was startled when the stone moved slightly.
An eerie concord pricked his heart as he realized there might be more truth to what his mother had told him than he had thought.  His father hadn’t gotten away with his stele, if you believed that part of the story.  Easier to believe that his mother had made it up to console herself.  Any woman might do that.  Pregnant, the baby comes, a father disappears how very painful to deal with.  And his mother had a history of using fantasies, drugs and dreams to deal with pain.  For her, all reality was subject to interpretation.  So, nothing would happen if the son of Rollie Andersen took this stele off now.  But he certainly wouldn’t do it just to prove something about his father.  There were more important things to prove.  He fingered the stone edge, tested the bond, and to his astonishment it popped off as if it had been magnetized.
The surrealism of what happened next postponed all feeling, all analysis.  A sudden hiss, like carbonation coming to the top of a glass, broke the surface of the pool.  With it came a stench that seared his throat and set his eyes watering.  He gagged and pawed his face.  Delaying further was out of the question now.  Clutching the stele, he slipped back into water that felt foul and struck out vigorously, half frog kicking, half paddling with the stele.  The crimson glints below him were probably magnified by his splashing, but they seemed to be coming together.  And like the eyes of the jackal in the translucent prisms, they moved with him.  He reached the far rim and rolled out onto the rough stone, heedless of scrapes as he drove himself to one knee.
Chest heaving, he scuttle around until he found his clothes, and by then a virtual light show was stirring the depths of the pool.  The rankness of the air ate into his perceptions as he dressed and slipped into his shoes.  In fact as he fled, glancing backward, he thought he saw a preposterous silhouette.  The suggestion must have come from the totem he had seen on the wall (that and the association he had made with the Egyptian god Anubis) because it looked fleetingly and startlingly like the head of an immense jackal bursting from the pool.  But he was so faint and so far from the dim fungal glow that backlit the pylon that he knew it could not possibly be real.
The apparition vanished in a tease of splotches that seemed to flow away from him.  Seconds later he was jarred by shrill cries dissolving in a tumultuous roar.   For just a moment he anthropomorphized the Anubis phantom into something it wasn’t.  But, of course, the uproar must have been human voices colliding with their own echoes.  The Nubian and the Arabs had probably reached their limit of coexistent; the latter were coming after him and his bodyguard was trying to stop them.
Going back now would be foolhardy.  The odds had been bad to begin with, and they would be worse by the time he got there.  If the Arabs had betrayed him before he was separated from his bodyguard, they might have stood a chance.  Now he had to find another escape.  In the emptiness ahead of him there were only two choices: the hemisphere of black oblivion or the minor firmament of green nebulae that backlit the pool.  However sickly the light, it was still light, he decided.  Pulling at the damp clothes that hampered his movements, he plodded after it, one hand still clutching the stele.
The voices were not raised again and he began to think that they were not going to catch up to him.  But then, depending on what lay ahead, he might eventually have to go back.  If he could find his way back.  How long would they wait, if they couldn’t find him first?  He had no doubt that if it came to returning the way he had come, the entry stone would be back in place high up on the pyramid.
Somewhere in his awkward flight it came upon him that a part of him was enjoying this.  Clutching history in one hand, lost and possibly doomed to a slow death in an unknown necropolis, he had never felt so alive.  It was almost a game in which he could not regret the outcome.  If he died and met his mother, he would tell her: “I was right about the tunnels, they didn’t go anywhere.  No international subway to Miami Beach.  Strictly local stations.  Sorry, Mom.”  He could face physical extinction, but he didn’t want to be wrong about the past.
Not until the suffocating stench that had followed him from the pool at last left his lungs and his mind started to clear did he grasp another change.  The floor was angling up.  He was leaning forward to keep his balance.  Huffing with exertion, he began to navigate by keeping his steps on the incline.  For awhile he continued his rapid pace, heedless that he might walk off the rim of a chasm or into another unannounced pool of whatever liquid leached out of these subterranean depths, but as the fungal chains grew thinner and less frequent, he deliberately slowed.  Which probably saved him from fracturing a knee or an elbow.  Because almost immediately he stumbled on the steps.
Different steps.
A flight of them much steeper than before.  And if he thought it had been dangerous coming down, flashlight in hand, now he had to climb as if on a ladder to keep from pitching backward in the darkness.  He took the brunt against his left knee, hip and arm, protecting the stele on his right side; and his shirt, which had begun to dry, became soaked again.  Endlessly he climbed, bracing and pushing until his legs grew heavy, then rubbery.
He should have been relieved at the first sign that he had reached desert level, but when his fingers encountered something crisp and papery several inches long his blood surged icily.  It was a shed skin, segmented and with an upward sweep at the end.  He knew exactly what it was.  Things that hunted on the surface of Egypt’s barren wastes burrowed just underneath it.  Welcome to the nursery of the scorpion.
Lots of people died of scorpion stings in Egypt.  Usually the spiders blundered into human environments, and if they couldn’t get away when you stepped into your boot or pulled back the sheet in the dark, you got to run red lights all the way to the hospital.  That was the optimistic scenario, because the hospital probably had the means to save you.  But if you came to see the scorpions in their homesteaded tomb, all nice and dark and sealed off doctor-free, you could count on becoming a statistic.
“Just passing through . . . don’t get up,” he warned in a murmur, hoping the deadly creatures weren’t deaf and would scurry away from any sound.
He moved very slowly while trying to span several steps at a time, listening hard for the fandango of spider feet in multiples of eight.  His fingers tingled, the hair on his arms lifted.  If he accidentally cornered a scorpion, a sting would be inevitable.  But when the touch finally came, it wasn’t on his extremities.  It was on his scalp.
He jerked back reflexively, pawing at his hair.  And when he was sure one of the creatures hadn’t buried its lethal dagger in him, he crouched there in the darkness, thinking it through.  The nest would be close to the desert floor, close to where it hunted, and so he had probably only brushed against a ceiling.  Probably.  Hating the uncertainty, he carefully extended cold, clammy fingers higher and higher until, almost like an electric shock, he encountered rough stone.
The surge of adrenaline left his heart pounding with another small triumph.  But it was the wrong time to dwell on victory, and he quickly determined that a carved block rested on the slant overhead.  A stone stop held it on a stone ramp.  He could feel the smooth twin tracks rising above it.  The block was small, the mechanism crude.  You pushed the block up the ramp, exposing whatever the opening led to, and when you passed through, the block slid back down against the stone stop.
Methodically he braced his feet on the steps, and in the process found cuts in the sidewalls.  They were too close to the block for his knees to fit, too wide to have been fashioned for someone his size.  He pulled back puzzled.  Ancient Egyptians were supposed to have been shorter than present day races, but no one had said they were wider.  And then he was pushing with his legs and his shoulder, and when the block broke free and grated a few inches up the tracks, he got his left hand on the end and straight-armed it all the way up.
Cool night air soothed his face, and he looked down at a blue desert that seemed to throb after his long ordeal in near total darkness.  He could not see the sky or any part of the horizon, just that patch of phantom blue fifteen or twenty feet below.  His left arm began to tremble with the weight of the small block.  Either he had to drop through the opening or let the stone slide back.  Sand, he told himself, it’s just sand.  Crabbing his feet over the edge, he let go and fell.
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The rumble reached him before he impacted.  It was the block reseating itself against the stop, but the solid concussion sound made his landing seem harder than it was.  He sank five or six inches into the soft dune, twisting both ankles as he rolled to the side.  The jar knocked the tablet loose, but it merely toppled unharmed a few feet away, joined by the little yellow Garmin Rino, which shot out of his breast pocket.  Above him an extensive ridge of limestone was framed against the starry night.
Scarcely smaller than the formation from which the Sphinx had been carved, the feature cut off fully half his view, and yet he should have seen at least some of the Giza Plateau’s prominent landmarks against the relative brightness of the open desert.  How far could he have come underground?  He retrieved the stele, confirming that it bore the same strange mix of raised glyph and finely etched detail as the Peruvian stone.  Then he picked up the Rino GPS radio unit and saw that it was on.
Had the fall jarred it to life, or had it been transmitting all along and he had simply not been able to pick up a return transmission underground?  He shut it off while he weighed the consequences of getting in touch with Senka, his Nubian bodyguard.  The shouts and commotion he had heard in the cavern meant he couldn’t chance meeting the Arabs again.  And the odds that the Nubian was still functioning and in possession of the other radio seemed remote.
Lane trudged through the sand until he outflanked the limestone outcropping, and still there was no Giza profile, no Sphinx.  There were distant dwellings and, he thought, a road, though the open desert was painted in shifting shades of night blue.  He guessed he was south of Giza in the direction of Sakkara, but he couldn’t see the Step Pyramid of Djoser either, which meant he was somewhere in the middle of the thirteen kilometers that separated those two pyramid sites.  He glanced pointlessly at his compass, turned north.  But it didn’t really matter, because before he had traveled very far he distinguished a plume of dust coming toward him.
It was the Mitsubishi Pajero that belonged to the Sunnis.  His damn Garmin had been on and they had taken the unit from his bodyguard and located him.  No point in being coy now.  Too late to hide the stele.  He would give them his money, tell them the truth about the passageway, pretend the stele was a disappointment.  He would bluff about how many people knew what he was doing and would soon be looking for him, and he would tell them lies about having more cash back in his hotel room where he had only traveler’s cheques.  He hoped they hadn’t been too rough on Senka.
But the Sunnis weren’t coming.  It was just Ismael, the Bedouin, at the wheel.  No one else was in the vehicle.  When Lane opened the door and the dome light came on, the Arab seemed to stare straight through him.  His deeply burned face looked leaden and his beard had spittle on it.  He coughed as Lane got in, coughed softly like a weak starter trying to catch.
“You found gold?” he wheezed.
“No.  Where are the others?”
“Gone . . .”  The Bedouin’s kafiyyah was torn, the headrope wound unevenly.  He clung to the wheel as the Pajero accelerated.  “Gold?” he repeated in agitation.
“Gone where?”
“. . . all gone.  You found gold.”
“No, I told you.  Look, we’ve got to get the stone on the pyramid back in place for now.  Maybe I’ll search again.  It was a very large tomb.”
“The stone is back, and they are all gone.”
“You mean they went into the pyramid after me?  And now the stone is back?  How did it get back?”
He should have been relieved, but he didn’t like the look Ismael gave him.  It was the worried look of a man begging for mercy, and yet Lane posed no threat to him.  Whatever had caused the look had already happened, and the Bedouin couldn’t shake it.  Ismael began speaking Arabic and whining, rocking against the steering wheel, beating one hand against his chest.
“What’s the matter with you, Ismael?  Are you hurt?”
The Bedouin’s voice began to oscillate, and Lane couldn’t tell if it was terror or if he was chanting a Muslim prayer.  He could see the Great Pyramid now.
“Are the others inside?  Are they in the pyramid, Ismael?  We can’t leave them in there.”
Suddenly the horn was blaring, and Lane braced for a collision.  But there was nothing except empty desert in front of them.  Then he looked across the seat.  The Bedouin lay across the horn, right fist pinned under his chest.  Before he even pulled him back, he knew Ismael was dead.
He saw the blood low on the robe, which was rent from the stomach down, sticky red in the dash lights, black over one of the Bedouin’s sandaled feet.  But the Arab’s shock hadn’t come from just loss of blood; there had been that dead look of a man bereft and on automatic, trying to hang onto sanity.
Lane got out, walked alongside the Pajero, which was still moving slowly, and when he had braced himself enough in the cool desert air, he stopped the vehicle with his hand.  Then he opened the passenger door, retrieved the stele from the floor, and wiped his fingerprints guiltily from the door handles.
He didn’t think his footprints in the sand would leave a coherent trail, didn’t care.  He was almost back to the Great Pyramid before he remembered he had pressed his hand firmly on the hood.  But why would the authorities check there?  They wouldn’t check for fingerprints at all.  A humble Bedouin knifed in a fight, found in a car that wasn’t his not the crime of the century.
Except that the first thing he saw when he reached the south side of the pyramid looked like a pile of bloodied rags twenty or thirty feet from the base.  It was Senka.  The Nubian had somehow come down from the higher courses but made it no further.  Only how could he have climbed down in this condition?  The back of his scalp was missing and the bloody pulp of his spine lay open from neck to hip.  Lane peered close through the gloom before recognition made him pull back in horror.  He thought the body was shattered, as if it had fallen from a great height.  But that didn’t explain why it was so far from the base.  Could the Arabs have thrown the Nubian clear from near the top of the largest pyramid in the world?  Impossible.  Impossible for Senka to have been alive and have crawled thirty feet, as well.  Ismael must have done it.  Killed the bodyguard, or at least dragged him dead this far.
He should get his Garmin GPS unit from the body, Lane thought, then remembered that Ismael must have had it in the Pajero.  He wasn’t thinking clearly, wasn’t being logical.  Think, think.  He hadn’t killed anyone, just hired them.  But he had hired them to help him breach a national treasure without government permits and to bribe guards.  Never mind that the system was rife with corruption, that he hadn’t really known if he would find anything to explore when he started out.  Things had changed and he had to get out of Egypt; the sooner the better.
Only, where were the two Sunnis?  What if they were trapped inside the passageway?  They might be just inside, unable to pull the stone with enough strength and needing someone to push from the other side.  And what if he let them out and they decided to kill him?  Alternate rescue scenarios played through his thoughts as he climbed the courses.  He could leave the passage stone partially closed, allowing them to call out for help when tourists were around.  Or he could simply make a phone call when he was safely out of harm’s way.  But, of course, then the Giza subcavern would be exploited and he would lose his discovery.
Why hadn’t he at least anticipated where this might go?  He had been so sure that he was disproving something that he hadn’t considered the ramifications if something was proven.  The reality was that he wouldn’t have been able to wait for his book to come out before announcing the discovery, because he couldn’t count on silence from the people he had hired.  And now this . . .
Two deaths, and the culprits in at least one of them might be trapped.  He kept on climbing.  He had to save the Arabs and silently steal away.  Good-by discovery.  Hello, anonymity.  He wondered if his mother would be proud of him.  But when at length his line of sight rose above course 191, he was seized with revulsion.
The other two were dead.  They had to be dead.  Because wherever the rest of them was it couldn’t be doing well without the internal organs that were lying on the stone.  He recognized enough to know that both men were accounted for the Sunnis.  Nothing but carrion remained.  And that would be gone, too, before the bribed guards returned at full daylight.  The first desert birds of prey would catch an updraft and see breakfast lying high up on the Pyramid of Khufu.  They would lick their Cheops . . . clean up the mess . . . simplify Lane Andersen’s life and provide a way for him to claim petty fame in the annals of history.  He didn’t like it.  Didn’t want it.  Not that way.  He wasn’t sure what he would do with this discovery ultimately or if he wanted the passageway to be opened again.  Because he knew where the rest of the Sunnis’ remains must be.  They were inside the passageway, behind the stone, which was now back in place just as the Bedouin had said.
No wonder Ismael was in shock.  It must have been horrific.  He didn’t quite understand it, but tomorrow he would rationalize that it had to do with religion, tradition, tribal politics.  The sacrificial bones he had crunched over deep within the cavern may have had something to do with it, too.  A gruesome ritual.  Maybe the passageway or another passageway was even known to a sect of Arabs, impassioned guardians of merciless beliefs, and he had somehow gotten them mixed into his ill-advised brew of Sunni, Bedouin and Nubian, and worst of all Anglo-Saxon.
It was still an imperfect explanation, but the utter and extreme violence of dismemberment he saw there at first light on course 191 of the south face of the Pyramid of Giza could not have been caused by mere sectarian hate.  The Bedouin had been the sole survivor.  Perhaps the Nubian and the Sunnis had tangled first, and the Bedouin had dealt with reduced odds and finished the job.  He remembered the scream and echoes of sheer rage he had heard just after leaving the foul pool, his brain woozy with stench, and now he knew that this carnage was the reason why this was what had been going on inside the passageway.  And so now an untidy remnant had been dragged forth and left on display.  Who knew what it meant?  Or what appeasement to what god it might signify.
All Lane Andersen knew was that Amen-Ra was glowering at him from the eastern horizon and burning like a knife in his back by the time he returned to the Mena House to check out.
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Sosanna looked out from the second floor of the house and saw the man swing an object away from the pylon in the middle of the pond.  At first she thought he was crouching and aiming a gun at her father, who was bearing down on him like a bulldozer.  But the man straightened in the same motion, and the gun became a camera with a telephoto lens and she saw that he was a stranger.  You could find unanimity in Darrig over the fitness of her father for execution, but you called those who greeted him with a smile, as this one did, strangers.
The smile didn’t last long.  Her father, galluses hanging loose, was already waving his arms and getting in the young man’s face.  The stranger was half a head taller, though, and he moved rather casually in a way that used a grave plot to block the onslaught.  Not much of a dresser, she thought: khaki trousers and blue knit shirt, gray running shoes, a black cap notched back from his high brow along with his sunglasses to accommodate the camera.  He had “American tourist” written all over him.
She couldn’t hear the animated argument, of course, except for Mr. Billy’s canine accompaniment, and that was changing from excited barking to a deep-throated growl.  Evidently the stranger was giving back.  That was unusual for a Yank in Connemara.  They came here to recover from stress or to fish or because some imaginative travel agent had convinced them that their ancestral clan was from the west.  This one had Scandinavian features and coloring but maybe was not too bright.  And the fancy camera said it all.  She didn’t see the point of travel photos.  Static moments already in the past and never as good as what you got in any vacation brochure.
However . . . the stranger was standing at the spot very near if not precisely on the spot where the butterfly had nearly landed on the back of her hand not so long ago.  What was it she had said to her mother the next day, that she had thought perhaps the butterfly had touched briefly on her wrist and that therefore she would see her future husband standing in the churchyard where it happened?  And her mother had replied: “The faeries are full of mischief.  You can’t trust sidhe magic to tell you what will happen, only what is possible.”
Well, this one wasn’t possible.
***
“Insolent lad!” Brone repeated, pointing a finger in Mr. Billy’s face, though he was really talking to Una who was washing dishes in the sink.  “I’ve got no right to keep people out of a churchyard, says he.  Don’t I, says I.  In the first place, it’s my land, and in the second, you’ve got no one takin’ their eternal ease at Thiollaney Merriu, I tell him.  Now wouldn’t you think he’d back off?  But no, there he was with his bloody camera in my face, sayin’ all he wanted was a closeup of the stone atop the Pillar a pylon, he calls it.  Take it from the road, I says.  It’s on the blind side, says he.  He’s on the blind side himself, I inform him, to which ”
“Why did he want to take the picture?” Sosanna made her presence known from the other room.
“Don’t know.  So I picked up a bit of moss and stuck it to his lens ”
“Did he say he was a tourist?”
“We didn’t discuss his itinerary.  Are you interested in the young man?”
“I was just wonderin’ why you’re so afraid.”
“Don’t bait me, lass.”
“You’ve done everythin’ but mount cannon to guard the dead who don’t need guardin’.”
“Have I?”
“You have.  What’s goin’ to happen when old McReedy dies?  Are you goin’ to force them to bury him separate from where his wife lies?”
“They can move her, if they like.  I’ll allow no new graves to be opened.  Thiollaney Merriu is full.”
“That’s not the real reason.”
“‘Tis the real reason.”
She looked to her mother, who was washing a broiler pan.  Why didn’t she say something?
“What are you hidin’, father?  You’ve got your wife wanderin’ through the stones looking for your other wives, and your daughter wanderin’ among ‘em lookin’ for the Watcher fokkin’ ridiculous.  Have you had other wives?”
“Mind your tongue.”
“Mind the swearin’ or the question?”
“The swearin’.”
“I’m twenty-eight, father, if you don’t like me as I am, I can move to the city.”
Bored with human voices, Mr. Billy collapsed in a bony heap.
“Swear like a sailor, if you like.  Wouldn’t I walk barefoot over broken glass for you?  A father’s for protection, isn’t he?”
“Have you not noticed the world shrinkin’, father?  You can’t keep everythin’ isolated, everythin’ secret.”
“I’ve kept no secrets from you.”
“No?  Then have you been married before, father?”
He huffed, the beginnings of a laugh that brought Mr. Billy’s head up from the floor.  “What put such nonsense into your head?”
“It’s easily dismissed.”
“And not fit for a daughter to raise with her father.”
“What an astonishin’ thing to say.”
Later when the gloaming gathered, and she had gone out into the churchyard, he came to her.
“I’ve asked you not to come out here at this time of day, Sosi.”
“Am I a trespasser too?”
“Just this time of day,” he reiterated with a little more steel.  “High tide and after sunset.”
“The ocean is there, and the pond is here, and if the tide makes no difference between them, I don’t see where the danger is.”
“Do you have to question everythin’?”
“Apparently I do, since there are so many secrets.  Oh, I forgot, you said there are none.  Even though you refuse to tell me if you’ve been married before.”
He sighed heavily.  “If I answer that, will you come into the house?”
“I will.”
“Then I swear to you that, as I live and breathe, never in this life have I had another wife but your mother.”
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Anubis the jackal-headed psychopomp of Osiris was friendlier, Lane thought.  The Irish had their pig-headed tyrants, and the one who owned the churchyard was exhibit one.
Qualify that to refer to the old churchyard, because there was a new one by the new church, he had been told in Darrig.  Few villagers visited Thiollaney Merriu, even to see ancestral graves, it seemed.  They feared its spirits and the presence of something utterly malevolent called the Water Wolf.   Never mind that the last wolf in Ireland had been shot in 1786.  The toothless old codger who rented the “self-catering” cottage to Lane had been keen to tell him how the real last wolf had taken to the sea, and how it had survived by scavenging the dead after funerals at Thiollaney Merriu, and how it sometimes howled from the grotto and left entrails of fresh kill on the rocks or the road.  Only, now it was very gaunt and hungry because of Brone McCabe’s ban.  Why did people bury their dead in a place with a ghoul wolf in charge, Lane had asked, and the fellow allowed that not everyone believed and that others blamed faerie mischief for the howls and the road kill, because it was a typical cluricaun trick or even the work of the Far Darrig himself.  A cluricaun was a sort of deviant leprechaun, and surely the American had heard of the Far Darrig, eh?  That was the Red Man, a master trickster.  And the town of course was named Darrig.  Red.  ‘Twas not the red of blood, and certainly not red for the holy Cardinal, but perhaps it was the red of the solitary faeries, as opposed to those who wore green and gathered together in troops, he was told.
Enchanting village.  A hard-drinking village so full of winks and thrown elbows that Lane felt no need, for the moment, to rebut its charming myths.  It reached out beyond its village borders to include fishermen, peat bogs, thatched cottages, stone walls, sheep, rattling bikes and rumbling carts on crooked roads.  Most of the buildings within its knot of commerce were painted bright white, yellow, red, green or blue and had enameled doors (“varnished,” they called it) to protect the wood from the damp and salt air.  And it excited him to know that the churchyard of Thiollaney Merriu had such an intricate and malevolent reputation.  Because intricate malevolence hid intricate secrets: juju, grigri, evil totems, cantrips, curses or spells all classic guardians and here in Darrig you had the Water Wolf.  Lane Andersen would have been disappointed had he found only rational thought.
And he was fully signed on now to the possibility of an archaeological link through the steles.  Those stone tablets could well be credible evidence of a global culture, or intercultural traffic, far earlier than previously known.  Peru had been an anomaly, Egypt a validation, while Ireland established a pattern whose extent was yet to be revealed.  But the story he was really after was that a single mythology or religion had evolved into differing ones, thus showing on a grander scale than ever before just how subjective are man’s constructs of universal truth.  He had a vision of himself as a sort of Darwin of theology, uncovering a global archipelago whose island cultures became isolated and eventually selected out mythologies specific to their moral (and immoral) needs.  It gave the lie to mankind’s religions; it exposed “truth” as a regional phenomenon.
The immediate question he needed to answer was how many of these ancient linkages were there.  How many sites?  He had three in hand, or almost in hand.  Deciphering the Hibernian stone map on the third stele was critical.  Where would it lead?  He felt sure the stele was removable like the one in the Giza cavern, but if he somehow obtained it, that could compromise secrecy before he was ready to publish.  It had been there for who knew how many centuries, and it wasn’t going anywhere so long as he didn’t do anything rash to draw attention to it.  And besides, if he took it, the curmudgeon who owned the land would guess who had done it.  Whatever was here, in the pond or the grotto or the churchyard itself, he needed to verify.  Then, perhaps, he could deal with this Brone McCabe, who would probably be happy enough to become world famous and receive payment for excavation rights.
It could still have elements of a hoax, of course.  A modern cryptographer or cult might have contaminated legitimate sites.  There was no denying the Khufu Pyramid passageway, but the micro-engraving on the steles was a contradiction he hadn’t solved yet.  Steles with an “s,” because that second one had been just as astounding as the Cuzco stone map, so detailed in fact that it had brought him here to the very plot of relevant real estate.  That tantalizing outline on the stone that he had been unable to place at first glance had been no trouble for a software program.  And the more he had enlarged it on the monitor screen, the more detailed it had become, until the computer match had gone to 99.94% relevancy: a map of Connemara, south of Clew Bay, north of Galway Bay, somewhere between the Twelve Pin Mountains and Killary Harbour.  And then there was the second image on the stele, an even finer detail that showed the cliff, the grotto and the pond and even a tiny lupine image, similar to the jackal representation he had found high on the pyramid.  It made his Fodor’s tourist map look like crayon scribbles.
But how could something that old be so topographically accurate?  It was like the Peruvian stele, which the tests at Willmont seemed to indicate was older than the pyramids it depicted.  He had expected his trip to Egypt to do no more than verify a fraud, but in the end both the stele and the passageway existed.  And now the Giza stele’s accuracy in turn had led him to this one in Connemara, as if the images were somehow regularly updated.  His mother would have loved it: stone maps that magically kept up with Rand McNally.
Too bad he hadn’t been able to get the telephoto shot of the churchyard stele.  But he had plenty of time to rectify that.  Best to explore the environs first, he decided.
He had tried two pubs since landing at Shannon Airport and renting a car for the trip up to Connemara, and he thought he had a handle on Irish culture and commerce, but the pub known as Buskers in the village of Darrig was a departure.  In fact, the whole Connemara district seemed to have kept one foot in its desolate past, wild and windswept and dotted with resistance to modernity.  As soon as you stepped off the beaten path of tourism and into true Ireland, you found it strewn with stones and loughs and peat bogs and Irish-speaking old-timers reluctant to let you share the quotidian simplicity of their lives.  Buskers seemed to be of that ilk off limits to outsiders.
No neon in the narrow window, no coat of arms above the weathered door, it had two menus, two styles of furnishings, two types of music on the jukebox, and one bespectacled barman to negotiate the differences.  It had many libations in a rainbow of colors behind a mirrorless slab of wood lacquered to ebony.  The plush stools and single booth by the window were unoccupied and not nearly as worn as the bentwood chairs and benches that marked the deeper recesses of a square room.  These were crowded with men in wrinkled coats and shirtsleeves under a pall of stagnant smoke.  Checkerboards (draughts) were hemmed with ashtrays and sudsy glasses, and a dartboard seemed to proclaim the line of demarcation between the indigenous and the empty waiting tables up front.  Lane sat at the middle of the bar, aware that he had a muting effect on the buzz behind him.
“A pint,” he said to the barman, who wore half-shell reading glasses and whose newspaper was spread next to the taps.  When the dark brew was delivered, he noted: “Mr. M’Gill said you had live music.”
“And we do.  Screamers on Saturdays, trad on Sundays.  This is Monday, you’re late, or early, dependin’ on how long you’re stayin’.”
“Trad?”
“Traditional.  So you’re the one stayin’ at Cooney’s self-caterin’?”
“Yes.”
“Welcome to Darrig.”
“Thank you.  I may not be here long, though.  Depends . . .”  More people were listening than murmuring behind him, and he raised his voice a little to encourage interest.  “Depends on how much progress I make out there at Mr. McCabe’s cemetery.”
The buzz behind him stopped completely.
“You’ve got business with Brone, have ya?” said the barman, whose name was Shaughnessy.
“Well, he threw me out on my ass this afternoon, but yes, I’d like to do some research out there for a book.”
“What kind of book?”  This time the voice came from behind him.
“History.”
“Ah, we do indeed have a history worth the tellin’, if you don’t leave out the wee folk.”
“That would be fiction.”
There was a slight chill, but then the piping voice picked up with alacrity.  “Spell my name right.”
“If the Yank can spell penis, he can spell Enis,” came a deeper timbre.
Lane swung around.  “I’ll give you a whole chapter, if you can tell me about Thiollaney Merriu.”
Half a dozen men made a rumble of laughter.
“I’d wear my hand out crossin’ myself if I told you the things have happened at that place,” said skinny Enis Browne.
“We all know how you wore your hand out, and it wasn’t crossin’ yourself,” the deeper timbre assured him.  This was shaggy-headed Flann Macloy.
“So Brone threw you out, did he?” a third asked Lane.
“In a matter of speaking.”
“In a matter of speaking, you’re in good company.”
“I can see that.”
“What I mean is, you’re not the first.”
“No?  What’s this Brone’s problem?”
A calico cat jumped on the bar.
“He don’t like Yanks,” Flann Macloy said.
A man with a pipe and a softly weathered face took the edge off the moment.  “None that I know of would call Brone McCabe warm and fuzzy, but he’s got more knowledge of Darrig and its history than anyone else in the district, if that’s what you’re after.  Not that I’m defendin’ him.”
“He is a bastard, and you are defendin’ him,” another warmed.
The last two speakers were Dolan O’Neill and Laughlin O’Brien, the unmatched set, still in competition with each other as they had been since the fabled race to the gates of Thiollaney Merriu to avoid being the last to bury a loved one.  Lane, scratching the calico’s neck, began to recede into the periphery.
“Twenty-eight years and you’ve still not forgiven him for not stayin’ dead, O’Brien.”
“Don’t matter.  My father stopped bein’ the Watcher the second Brone McCabe was in his grave.”
“McCabe never died” opined through teeth clenched on the stem of Dolan’s brier.
“You’re all blind as stones.  He was dead and that merrow wife of his brought him back.”
“Your sayin’ it for nearly three decades don’t make it so.”
“You were there, Dolan, don’t try to tell me you didn’t see the red cape.”
“I didn’t see it.  And I didn’t see the red cap or the sealskin or any of the other magical things you say she was wearin’ that merrows wear to swim in the sea.  Nor did anyone else.  We was too busy lookin’ at her nakedness, as you well know.”
“Cap, cape you misconstrue me, and you’re too old to remember.  What merrows wear differs county to dale.”
“You called her cap the cohullen druith for years, and we all wore out listenin’.  So don’t tell me I misheard.”
Flann Macloy waggled his nearly empty glass at Shaughnessy.  “Are we drunk enough to be having this argument again?”
Laughlin sighed.  “The point is, Brone must have stole her cape when she came ashore and that’s why she became his obedient wife, like the legends say they do, and so of course she has no memory of her life as a merrow.”
The retired headmaster, a sodden man named Noel Kelly, suddenly waved his pint of plain.  “I’m not prepared to say you’re right, Laughlin O’Brien, and I’m not prepared to say you’re wrong.  Like Dolan says, you’ve got other reasons for believin’.  But it’s always seemed to me rather strange that she was all wet when she come to save him from the grave, him havin’ drowned an’ all.”
“There you go, clear enough at last,” Laughlin said, though by this time Lane had the feeling he was watching an old play in which the same conclusions had been lined out again and again.  “Una McCabe finds her red cape, like the legend says they always do, and returns to the sea after she puts it on and remembers who she is.  But for some reason she comes back on her own.”
“To save Brone, that’s why.”  Macloy flashed a mocking smile as evenly calibrated as a pearl necklace.  “He went after her and drowned, don’t you see.  ‘Tis true love.”
A surprised silence set in.
“That’s not bad,” murmured Enis Browne tentatively.  “Not bad at all.  It’s taken us twenty-eight years, but I think we’ve finally worked it out.”
“You’re all a bunch of wooly heads, with dung for brains,” Macloy said into the dregs of his glass as he tipped it straight up.
“As if you were there, young nipper.  And I guess your interest would be the girl.”
“What of it?”
“Nothin’, nothin’.  Only you’ve got as much chance of marryin’ Sosanna McCabe as catchin’ your own merrow.”
“What’s a merrow?”
They all looked up at Lane Andersen’s abrupt question, as if he were an unwiped stain on the bar.
“Oh, there’s lots of ‘em about,” said Macloy, rising and sauntering toward Shaughnessy with his empty glass.  “Women that live in the sea.  We lost a tourist just last year who went out in a boat.”
Lane met him eye to eye, though the other was half a head taller.  “I have no intention of setting foot in a boat.  Is this, by any chance, mixed up with horny sailors mistaking sea lions for mermaids and all that tripe?”
For just a second before he moved to the dartboard with a fresh pint, Macloy’s mocking grin tightened like a clenched fist.  The retired headmaster smacked his lips and the others puffed their cigarettes or stared askance.  They seemed to have come to an accord.
“I suppose such lore is quite a queer thing in the States, but you’ll find a wee bit more tolerance for the idea here on the coast of Ireland,” Noel Kelly said at last.  “More than one family owns to having merrow blood.  The O’Flahertys and O’Sullivans of Kerry and the MacNamaras of Clare are such, and Yeats himself recounts stories the same from Bantry.”
Lane tried to restore their affability with a smile and a nod.  “And this Una is McCabe’s wife?”
“She is, though no wedding was ever held here.”
“Very strange woman,” added Enis.  “Always standin’ on the cliff in the wind, and some say they’ve seen her as far south as the Cliffs of Moher, on the brink, like Red Mary looking after all the lovers she caused to be cast into the sea.”
“Or tourists,” footnoted Flann Macloy, landing a dart solidly.
“Some say she’s the lianhan sidhe herself” Laughlin looked at his hands “an evil seductress.  Makes men pass through death to possess her.  Which, you know, can be argued is exactly what happened to Brone McCabe.”  He glanced at Dolan.
They were yanking his chain again, Lane saw, but this was precisely the kind of myth he wanted to hear.  He stood them a round from the taps, and they obliged him into the night with the finer points of the Irish sidhe, or shee faerie folk, even if most of the time he felt himself marginalized and finally lost to the conversation.  They were like eccentric gears whose teeth were memories meshing with each other and driving stories.  Lane kept them lubricated, but they grew drunker and more disputatious until Enis Browne hurled a dart that missed the board but caught a framed portrait of the great Irish thoroughbred Rock of Gibraltar mid-rump, cracking the glass and sticking fast.  While his companions howled in looping stanzas that only the helplessly inebriated can mount, Shaughnessy himself was less than gracious and declared that “pin the tail on the jackass” was over and he was closing for the night.
Lane made his way up the street to the door of his rental cottage at the edge of the village.  As he fumbled with the lock he felt a gossamer mist lying clammily on his neck, and it was curious, but the mist seemed to gather for a moment after the door opened, as if something were passing on the way out.  Apprehension penetrated his dulled senses.  He flicked the switch and saw with his first few steps that the rooms were empty.  But a pastel green pillow he was sure hadn’t been there before lay on the bed.  Hibernian Dream Pillow was printed on the case in emerald stitching, and a tag on the seam read:
Here is a bit of Irish welcome for you.  This
Bona fide, one hundred percent pure dream
   pillow is guaranteed to carry both true be-
  liever and daring doubter into realms far 
and near.
Buskers dark beer and rustic clientele had taken him quite far enough for one night, thank you, he thought, pitching face forward on the bed.  He fell asleep with his socks on.
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Dream away on the Hibernian Dream Pillow.  He did that.  Holding night court for his guilt, his fears, his hurts.  His mother was there, a defendant at first, and then she was prosecutor, and then the judge.  He dreamed the part as the prosecutor twice, refining it, because he was defending himself and he liked his answers.  She accused him of cynicism, faithlessness, and an obstinate reliance on a rational world.  And he turned it around, asking if there was a gray shade of difference between will, stubbornness and faith.  He liked that.  It was a good answer.  Will, stubbornness and faith.  Islamic fundamentalists, the Christian far right, Hindu torch mobs.  Will, stubbornness and faith.  The guarantors of intolerance.  He pled guilty as charged, guilty of logic, of not believing in things made of fear and hope.  Before retiring to deliberate, the judge (his mother again) asked him, “If you believed in Satan, could you believe in God?”  And he quipped: “As long as it doesn’t have anything to do with religion.”
That was the dream.
Reality happened when he awoke so dry that his tongue split at the tip.  He turned his neck stiffly and his heart began to pound.  . . . drunk, exhausted, he remembered, and tried to drift back to the court of nightly appeals.  But now he tasted salty blood and opened his eyes.  It was still dark out, though the mist through the window had a kind of luminosity, perhaps the herald of dawn.  Perhaps not.  He felt so leaden that he knew he hadn’t awakened of his own volition.  Something was happening.
When the grating sounds came again, he recognized them as having been the interruption of the dream.  They came from his right, and from his left, and from across the room.  Faint scrapings.  He rose from the sheets to a sitting position, strained through the gloom.  Such a grating!  And now he was drawn to three dark holes in the walls.  The gloomy oil paintings hung there.  The sounds had come from the paintings.  He tried to remember what the pictures were, as if their themes might explain it (a man dragging a steamer trunk or a rockslide or the granite lid sliding off the sarcophagus of Khufu), and suddenly the three vague rectangles on the walls swung like scythes 180 degrees.
He was out of bed in a bound, standing on shaky legs in the middle of the room, his heart in his throat.  The damn pictures were hanging upside down!  They had moved as if magnetized.  It made him think of the Egyptian stele and how it had popped off the pylon in the subterranean pool with a slight magnetic tug.
He took a step toward the wall opposite the bed, and like actors moving on a blacked-out stage, a flurry of shadows rearranged themselves.  He peered hard, moved steadily forward, trying not to change his plane of vision, but by the time he was three feet from the wall he knew that the picture was hanging at eye level just as it should have been, tilted slightly forward from the top.  He could even make out that it was a landscape.  He remembered then that the other two paintings were of stone structures, and he went for the switch next to the doorway, flooding the room with yellow light from a floor lamp.
Yes.  Kylemore Abbey and Poulnabrone Dolmen on the Burren.  Hadn’t the duffers at Buskers gone on and on about the hundred-plus square kilometers of irregular limestone slabs called the Burren, with its caves of ghostly horsemen and humid lakes that appeared and disappeared?  And now the picture of it had seemed to his dream-laden mind to be putting on a few moves of its own.  Associations, that was all.  He was half asleep.  Feeling sheepish, he pulled on his trousers and scooped change from the dresser, intent on the soft drink machine up the road outside Cooney’s petrol station.
Mist swirled into the room when he opened the door, and he carved his way through like a freighter, making for the dull red beacon of the Coke machine.  He pattered along in the damp, wishing he had taken time to pull on his shoes.
And pattered along.
And pattered . . .
Where the hell was the thing?  He had lost it momentarily.  So now, jaws clenched, elbows tight against the chill, he turned back, and that was when he realized he was standing on cobblestones, and he could almost swear the road in front of Cooney’s
self-catering cottages had been asphalt when he drove in this morning.  In fact, where was his rental car?  Where was the cottage?
He had left the door open, the light on in the bedroom, so where was it?  How embarrassing.  Flann Macloy had bent his ear half the night telling him about tourists lost from boats and in bogs and off cliffs because Red Mary promised herself to anyone who could ride her stallion at a gallop to the edge of some precipice or other without plunging off, but he hadn’t mentioned a thing about stepping out of your self-catered charming Irish cottage and getting lost in a fog.
Up and down Lane pattered slap, slap, slap.  Wet socks stretching out like the toes of a court jester.  Right, left, nothing but cobblestones.  He had lost the damn side of the road, lost the context.  Shades of the Giza Plateau.  Ah, that was it.  Another association stuck in his subconscious.  Another dream.
Only, how could it be a dream when he was so miserably cold and wet and his pickled brain throbbed like a Lambeg drum in an Ulster parade?
He refused to call out for Cooney, because if he did, he would win himself a permanent place in the wry folklore of this bumpkin place.  He would wait till dawn, if he had too.  But then, at last, he saw the crimson Coke machine all lit up, and relief swept over him.  Things went better with Coke.  He beelined for the blur of red, but begorra it was a long way off.
He stopped.  Either the mist was lifting or the red light was expanding.  Abruptly there was a ripple of iridescence, and something like dragon skin reared to a stupendous height, variegated scales lashing the air.  Shock compounded shock as once again his secondary senses tried to tell him that this was not a mere dream.  The displacement of air beat upon him in waves, and he heard crackling as the writhing thing shattered into globules that rained down in molten puddles.  He smelled brimstone and magma.  The roar came last, as if bursting through a membrane.  But by that time he was buckling and recoiling from bombast and shock.  Sensation overwhelmed sense.  He fell prostrate against the expected pelting of hot ash.
Which never came.
(You can’t trust dreams.)
The mist thickened as quickly as it had thinned.  It was raining now, the kind of slow dirge and oily sky that could go on for an eon or two.  He had the feeling that the darkness all around him was water, that he stood on a crag somewhere in the void of an earth that was still forming, steaming, cooling, and then that was gone too, and he smelled life, seminal, cycling, rioting from rot.  Things slithered close.  Adumbrations of obscure biology best forgotten.  And then the sensory flow became intermittently familiar: seaweed, pestilent bogs, rank animal exhalations, virile exudations, putrefaction, sweet grass, sultry flowers, and finally . . . voices.  Language unknown.  Except that the screams needed no translation.  Vivid shrieks bursting with horror, gurgling into extinction.  A vast ulcer opened in the earth, spiraling down to lightlessness.  On the glistening lip there were forms that shouldn’t have been able to exist.  He got a single dizzying glimpse before his stomach fell away and syncope dropped him to his knees, eyes closed, ears roaring, gorge rising, scalp tingling.
He didn’t want to see the hoofed prancer, didn’t want to know what animate thing smelled like offal, wouldn’t allow his eyes to imbue his memory with loathsome details.  And it was suddenly manifest to him that sound can curdle your blood when it resonates at precisely the border of man and beast, because he couldn’t deny the humanness of certain moans and he couldn’t ascribe the guttural truculence of certain other ululations that set his teeth on edge.  But it all subsided.  The sound and the fury utterly gone.  And when he gained his feet, it was to stand on a cobblestone street again in the gray dawn.
But he wasn’t back.  Because even though there was a village around him, it wasn’t the one he had left.  So he walked in real time and noted the many stone buildings and grew weary and drank from a stream and much further on saw a pylon sticking up in the middle of a pond against a grotto against the sea.  But there was no house next to the pond and no grave markers in ordinal rows to flank it.  He looked back at the village and it was all mist now, and when he turned again toward the pond that was all mist too.  There was a road under his feet, however.  An asphalt road.  So he walked, and in a few minutes he saw the crimson again, and this time . . . it was a Coke machine.
His door was still open.  Light spilled out into the night.  He didn’t want to think.  He sat on the floor of the shower stall and drank ice-cold Coke while hot water sprayed over him and ran into the bottle.  His feet were bruised and scraped, and he was so exhausted that he left his shredded socks on the tile floor when he dried off.  “Dream Pillow,” he murmured, looking at the green pillowslip just before he went to sleep, and even though he knew it couldn’t have a bearing on his state of mind, he pushed it onto the floor.
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It was Mr. Billy moving nervously from one place to another downstairs that broke through Brone’s dreams.  The Irishman slid his hand under his wife’s pillow as he had on countless restless nights, seeking affirmation, and when he did not find it, he jolted fully awake.  She was gone!
Swinging upright, he saw her standing to the side of the window in her white gown.   The light trapped in the gossamer made her blend with the thin mist on the other side of the glass.  She didn’t move when he shuffled to her side.  A second chill, this one of pure dread, filled him when he followed her gaze toward the pond.  There was no wind and no tide, but even at that distance he could see that the surface of Thiollaney Merriu was dancing with small standing waves.
“You should have called me,” he mumbled.
“You don’t have to go out there, you know.”
There was a warning in her frictionless voice, but what choice did he have?  The souls of the dead needed tending.  The lives of the living needed protecting.  And what of his own fate?
When he went downstairs and pulled on his boots, Mr. Billy whimpered.  Almost as an afterthought, he put the choke chain around the dog’s neck, looping the leader around the heavy table leg.
“You’ll no follow me this time, Billy.  You’ve no sense when it comes to pickin’ a fight.  A fight won’t do.”
There was no defeating it, of course the enemy.  Like a Watcher it had its mandate.  He could only hope to deal with it.  So he hurried to the henhouse first and with a minimum of commotion selected a bird, took it outside, and arced it up over his shoulder in one deft movement that wrung its neck.  Across the footbridge and past the first stones he hastened, carrying the limp fowl whose wings flopped open like the segments of a broken umbrella.  As he neared the edge of the pond, he slowed.  The black water jumped in a way that could only mean there was instability at the bottom.  But why now?  What had happened?  There had been the Yank intruder with the camera hours ago, but other tourists had passed before and wanted to take pictures.  Something else must be going on.  He peered hard at the choppy surface, trying to assess the depth of the disturbance.  Was it in the weeds, the sediment?   Or was it beneath the bottom?
The dead chicken was a pathetic gesture that underscored his powerlessness.  He didn’t know how to communicate, or even if his gift would be understood let alone accepted.  But a hundred centuries of sacrifices, of choice kills left on savannas, of mountaintop altars running with blood, of virgins stepping into seething calderas, of
self-mutilations, and babies fed to beasts in jungles was in the history of Man.  Should Brone McCabe reject the strategy?  Even an animal nature could be appeased.
He took the dead fowl in both hands like an offering.  Where should he leave it?  The mud sucked at his boots, casting his efforts in an even more awkward light.  A feeble man trying to negotiate with something as old as Man himself how dare he approach!  But this was all about approaches, wasn’t it?  Approaches, borders, barriers.  And wasn’t he on the same side?  If not of the border itself, then of the need to defend it?
It had been eerily still.  No crickets, no owls, no humming of insects rising out of the damp grass.  But now from the house Mr. Billy began to howl.  Sosanna would wake and see him out in the churchyard.  He would have to explain in the morning, tell her a fox had been after the chickens and he was baiting it.  Or something.
He reached the grotto with its honeycomb caves and decided he would go no further.  A sarsen-like block flanked the highest aperture, and he climbed to the seaward side of that and there placed his warm-feathered token at a point looking down on the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu.
“I give you the dead,” he offered hoarsely.  “Sinner and saint alike, they are yours.  Your charge is older than mine.  But we aren’t at cross-purposes.  I will seal what you seal.  So let me guard the livin’ now, and you guard the dead.  Give me this side of the grave, and I’ll protect it!  I ask only that you harm no one . . . no one who breathes.  Bide a while, and give me time.  Unlimited time.  If you give me time, I’ll keep them out.”
He stayed a minute longer, watching the pond for a sign.  But there was none, though Mr. Billy no longer howled.  Perhaps Una was keeping him quiet.
When at last he made his way down the lower ledges of the grotto, he passed the unused grave plots closest to the pond and felt a shudder.  He knew that it was more than an involuntary response to the chill or his own fear.  You didn’t walk and breathe among Connemara’s parallel worlds all your life and not know the rules.  Three decades ago he had felt the same shudder when he passed over his future grave while crossing the churchyard on the other side of the pond.  That was where he was buried the first time.  It had struck him just like tonight: a tremor beginning at the back of the neck and flowing down his body.  And three months later the villagers were lowering him into the ground on that very spot.
He had escaped interment then, but here was another.  This would be his grave again, or close by.  He wondered if the shudder was the answer to his ritual act and the brazen petition he had made, and he remembered the hint of impending doom in Una’s frictionless voice when she questioned his coming out into the churchyard.
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She fisted the middle of the door firmly three times and stood squarely on the threshold when Lane answered.  He had expected to see Cooney and he edged behind the jamb with just a towel around his waist, but she took three brisk steps into the middle of the room.  For all that, he sensed she was a little nervous, that this wasn’t the kind of thing she normally did.
“I couldn’t wait any longer,” she said.
“For what?”
“For you.  I’ve been sitting in the car outside half the morning.”
She didn’t look infatuated, and she didn’t look like a prostitute.  Red hair,
mid-twenties, lean and toned, she looked enthused.  All her ducks in a row, he thought, searching his memory for a fuzzy chapter in last night’s drinking.  “Have we met, Ms.
. . . ?”
“Doreen Brynn.”  She stuck out an alabaster hand, and he nearly let go of the towel reciprocating.  “And you are Lane Andersen.”
“You have no idea how glad I am to hear that.”
“Everyone’s talking about the American visitor, and when I heard your name ”
“Me?”
“Of course.  I happened to have your book with me when I heard, and then Cooney saw your picture on the back cover and ”
He gestured for her to keep talking as he went to the bedroom to pull on some clothes, but he had to close the door in her face to keep her from following.  In a raised voice she told him how thrilled she was that someone of his intellectual status had come to their little backwater of the world.  “This village is medieval.  Not even.  A shaman would recognize it, a druid.”
“Who are you?” he enunciated clearly to get her focused.
“Oh.  Sorry.  I’m Doreen Brynn.”
“I got that.”
“I’m sort of the librarian.  That is I’d be the librarian if we had a decent library which I’ve been trying to establish for seven years now.  I run a used book and curio store, and I teach at the school three afternoons a week.”
“You don’t sound Irish,” he called out of the bedroom.
“Mum came here from Liverpool after she divorced the old man.  Now I’m bloody thirty, can you believe it?  Why I didn’t leave Darrig a decade ago and go to America is an absolute mystery.  I should have majored in women’s studies at Wellesley or Smith or one of those Seven Sisters you’ve got there in the east.”
“Bryn Mawr.”
“What?”
“You said your name was Brynn.  You should’ve gone to Bryn Mawr.”
“Thank you.  Anyway, here I am this village is so backward and I’ve made it my life’s mission to drag Darrig kicking and screaming into the twenty-first century.  And that’s why I want you to come speak at the library meeting tonight.”
He came out of the bedroom in shorts and a T-shirt, and she handed him a pen and her copy of his book.
“Check my references,” he said.  “I bombed at Buskers last night.”
“Oh, that’s quite another crowd.  Men . . . uh.  You get to meet Darrig’s women tonight.  If you don’t come, it’ll be Mrs. O’Neill reading James Joyce again, and no one understands a word of it.”
He signed the book, handed it back to her.
“And I’ll order copies of 13 Myths that Shape the World for a signing some time, if you come,” she added.
He scrutinized her.  “Do you know what Thiollaney Merriu means?”
“McCabe’s churchyard?  No.  But I will by tonight, if you come early.”
***
There were no marks on the walls where the pictures had swung upside down, no shredded sweat socks lying in a damp mound over the shower drain, and of course he was sober now.  So it never happened.  Or if it did, it was because the Dream Pillow was some kind of olfactory hallucinogen.  He picked it off the floor, sniffed it, thought he detected faint aromas of mint and thyme.  Oh, the deviltry of rustics!  Well, he would have to sleep on it some more as research for the new book.  If he could get the damn thing through customs without being busted for drugs, he’d have Professor Claiborne, the head of the chemistry department at Willmont, tear it open and analyze whatever was inside.
“I’m going to steal your Dream Pillow,” he told Cooney M’Gill later.  “I’ll pay for it now if you want.”
“Dream Pillow?” the old-timer gummed.  “What’s that?”
He hadn’t brought the pillow Lane described, and he didn’t know who could have gone into the cottage.  That left the Gideon Bible Society and the little folk for suspects.  Still feeling like warmed-over roadkill, Lane spent what remained of the afternoon on his laptop, tracing down Irish folk tales he had picked up at Buskers the night before and searching for anything and everything he could glean of Darrig’s history, which is to say a bare-bones litany of family names, settlement dates and one myopic personal remembrance.  He learned more from Doreen Brynn at The Book Bog half an hour before the back room of her rambling shop filled up.
“It’s a corruption,” she said of the name Thiollaney Merriu.
“A corruption of what?”
“I’m not exactly sure.  Maybe a root synthesis of a couple of things, because it seems to have traveled well.  Apparently it’s closest to Manx Gaelic, which comes from the Isle of Man in the Irish Sea.”
He looked at her impatiently.
“It sort of means, ‘the tunneling dead,’” she said.
“The tunneling dead.  Mother would have loved it.”
“Eh?”
“Nothing.  Just that the world of the living loves nothing more than the world of the dead.  Thank you, Ms. Brynn.  I’m on the right track.”
“Of what?”
He wanted to tell her, to share the pieces of his latest puzzle with a sane person in a gullible corner of the world, but of course, if he was going to tell garrulous Doreen Brynn, he might as well serialize his book on the Net.  So by way of answer he plied her with questions about Darrig.  She was a good researcher and in a few minutes she had several books in front of him, supplemented with photos and web sites he had missed on his laptop.  The photos in particular engaged him, because they seemed vaguely familiar.
“That one . . . can you shrink the window so the whole thing fits?”
She clicked a badly shot and faded daguerreotype into perspective.
“That’s a cobblestone street,” he said.
“Not surprising, considering you’re looking at the village in 1853.”
“Except . . . there was a mill there.  On the end there.  Beyond the last building.  It had a wheel.”
“Quilligan’s Mill.  Yes.  It burned down in the 1840’s.  How did you know that?”
He pulled his finger back from the screen.  “I must have seen it this afternoon.  On my laptop.”
“Mercy.  Find it for me, will you?  I didn’t know there was a photo of the mill.”
He shrugged.  “I haven’t any idea where to look again.”
He had found it in the dream, of course.  Last night he had stood in a mist watching a past he could not have known shuffle before his eyes.  How could that be?  For just a moment he felt the unnerving abandonment of his childhood again, that sense of being lost in a world without order, without someone in charge.  But, of course, someone or something was in charge.  Rationality was in charge.  He had spent his adult life proving that, and he would prove it again, even though these moments still came to him here and there, now and then, that showed he had yet to outgrow the lie, the demand for faith and trust in what was essentially flakiness.  Put on a cosmic plane, flakiness became disorder and chaos.  He didn’t want a universe like that.  If he accepted that, he would have to trust in something more powerful than himself to keep it in check.  And of all the things in life that had more power than he, what was there that he had ever been able to trust?
Nothing.  Trust No One Fox Mulder.
So, even if he had to go to the bottom of the barrel for an answer right now, there would be plenty of better explanations eventually.  For the moment you could suppose that a few generations exposed to the fecund Connemara air had so kindled Irish brains that all kinds of mental acrobatics took place.  Not just a belief in chimerical “little people,” but in telepathy and racial memory and oneiric powers.  And into that comes Lane Andersen, drinking till he is crap-faced at Buskers, thus lowering his resistance to delusions in the company of men who love to spook tourists, and then he goes home and zonks on a pillow that was probably stuffed by a Colombian drug lord or at least the local herbalist, and you blend that in with the possibility of some kind of thought transfer from these tenth degree adepts of abracadabra, and yeah, something could have gotten into his mind, his dreams.  Only, if there wasn’t any picture of the mill, then 
“How do you know about the mill?” he asked Doreen Brynn.
“How?  I guess I read about it.  And I may have seen a sketch.”
There.  Mystery solved.  If the local librarian-elect could know about it, then so could everyone else.
By this time the dozen chairs behind them were nearly filled: seven women and four men sitting like prim passengers in a bus waiting for the driver.
Whenever he spoke to groups Lane Andersen tended to mumble through personal asides in search of a reason for being there.  His eyes would wander high about the confining room, and he would glance wistfully toward the nearest door.  But the revelation of tunneling implicit in the name Thiollaney Merriu, and the remote viewing that had apparently come to him in a dream, had gotten him past self-consciousness.  A feeling of reckless confidence warmed him to his forte.
He began by dismissing superstition as the bane of mankind and gave a withering summary of the world’s wars, atrocities and genocides perpetrated through excesses of idolatry.  Seven women and four men received this cheery litany grim-faced while he segued into the comic relief phase of his presentation.  It was his standard speech 101, delivered successfully to many audiences.  Friendly audiences.  Audiences who had read his book and knew where he was coming from.  But except for Doreen Brynn, no one in the back room of The Book Bog in the little village of Darrig, Ireland, had read his book.  They were just now catching up with Angela’s Ashes and A Brief History of Time.  So the comic relief, in which he summoned an amusing history of frauds, hoaxes and sublimely ridiculous sacred cows from the collective of mankind, left them blank.
Thinking he had staked out the two extremes treacherous mythologies vs. innocuous mythologies he moved to improv.  Here he assailed Irish folklore as being a puerile example that would be dangerous if it hadn’t become a charming tourist thing suitable only for children and cereal box logos.
Even Doreen Brynn winced.  He was going to crash and burn, she realized.  It sparked a fatalistic admiration in her breast.  She agreed with his every word, but she knew he might as well put on the Orangemen’s sash and parade through Kylemore Abbey to fife and drum as to attack traditional beliefs with such condescension.
Sensing hostility at last, the intrepid speaker attempted to put on the brakes: “Of course, I’m sure the land of James Joyce and George Bernard Shaw has far more sophistication than the quaint minority I allude to,” he said, but the mention of a pair of Dubliners mended little.  “Speaking here this evening just proves the point.  Darrig is a progressive village rustic, sure, but you don’t confuse the preservation of tradition with gullible narrow-mindedness.  Really, I mean that.  Would I try to lavish blarney on the Irish?”  He laughed alone.  “I mean, sure I’ve run into a piece of work or two, I don’t mind telling you.  You probably already know about my run-in with that troglodyte out there who owns the cemetery.”  Brone McCabe was safe, he thought, everyone hated Brone McCabe.  “. . . a monument to just that kind of superstition I was talking about.  Talks to leprechauns and probably drinks them under the rainbow.”  They were smiling now.  All but one sourpuss.  Good, good.  “A real horse’s patoo,” he added on the fly for the benefit of the mirthless woman who regarded him coolly from the last row.  “If there’s anything to this faerie stuff, I’m sure McCabe will turn into something with warts and bowed legs the next full moon.”  He got a genuine titter out of that and gave up on the frowning woman.
It took him five more minutes to stumble to a conclusion and invite questions, of which there were none, and then Doreen Brynn thanked him and invited Margaret Macloy to be “the mother,” a social distinction for pouring the cupan tae.  The listeners flowed to the sideboard where there were bickies (crisp tea cookies) and two pots with knit cozies over them.  But ten of the audience suspected the show wasn’t over, and the eleventh was the sourpuss who knew for certain it wasn’t.
“Mr. Andersen,” she said sweetly, “I’m just a bumpkin who likes to read the cereal box when she eats her Lucky Charms, so I don’t know what a horse’s patoo is, but if it’s on the end I’m thinkin’, then you and my father should be able to hold your next conversation back to back.”
Almond eyes flashing, umber hair whirling, she turned on her heel, and soared out of The Book Bog.
“That would be Sosanna McCabe,” Doreen Brynn confirmed at his elbow.  “Be grateful murder is illegal.”
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The irony was appalling: Sosanna McCabe going to the meeting to spite her father and ending up defending his honor.  And in between her coming and going she had been put helplessly through an emotional wringer, having to sit there unable to leap to her feet as she wanted and rebut the brash American’s words, because of course everyone thought of the McCabes when they thought of sidhe lore.  Even before the speaker attacked her father directly, she had felt the glances from the audience.  In a few short minutes, the stranger managed to capitalize on years of resentment harbored against her family.  By the time he was halfway through, she had felt like the outsider.  Worse, the Yank turned out to be not the rustic she had first thought when she saw him arguing in the churchyard with her father.  In fact, he had a jaunty appeal, casually dressed, blissfully unaware that he still wore his cap, boyish in his enthusiasm.  She wished he hadn’t been so sincere in pursuit of his fatally flawed thinking.  It left her seething with no place to vent as she stormed back up the road and through the churchyard to the edge of the pond.
In the final moments of the gloaming she kicked off her shoes and took one step into the ooze.  What d’ya say to that, father? Your little girl goin’ swimmin’ at high tide and after sunset!
Only she couldn’t swim a stroke, so this could be suicide.  She didn’t care.  She would just wade out and whatever happened happened.  She should take the plunge, dive head first into the black water, see if he came running.  You see how I’ve rejected your lies, father?  Nothing much he had said had ever turned out to be true.  When a butterfly landed on you, it didn’t mean you’d meet your future husband at that spot (certainly not that “horse’s patoo” Doreen Brynn had fawned all over and inflicted upon them tonight!); and when she was a teenager and had accidentally stepped on an unbaptized baby’s grave she had not contracted the deadly grave-merels, as he had feared; and his warnings ad infinitum that she should never, never attempt to swim those were specious too.  So, here she was, ready to take the plunge.  Are you watching, father?
But she didn’t like the pond.  It was black and rank, and the only thing you could see in it were the murky gold stones in the shallows by the grotto and, now and then, when the surface trembled, a fantastic shape like a sleeper turning beneath a thin sheet.  The ooze was already creeping past her ankles.  Her nice warm ankles that leeches would love to drain of a blood meal.  “You’ll never make it back to shore, if you ever go wadin’, lass,” her father had assured her twenty years ago.  “Beatris Cassidy tried, and that’s her grave right over there, if you care to read her name on the stone.”  That was why Sosanna had never swum as a little girl, because she thought little Beatris had been fed to saber-toothed leeches.
She didn’t see the line of bubbles that began to move toward her from the pylon.  Didn’t sense the cavitation that was stirring from the middle of the pond.  She did, however, sense the presence behind her, and when she turned, there was her mother, watching with intense interest.
“I decided to go swimmin’.”
“I see.”
“It can’t be that hard.”
“No.”
“Are you here to save me?”
Her mother smiled wistfully.  “You’re doin’ fine, Sosi.”
With her feet locked in the mud, Sosanna waggled her knees, then made a ponderous turn back to shore.  “That man father argued with is an American writer.  I heard him speak tonight.”
“Did you?”
“He’s a pompous ass.”
“So your father said.”
“I s’pose I went to spite father.”
“I s’pose.”
“He had nothin’ good to say about anythin’ Irish the writer, I mean.  Accused us all of ignorant superstition.  And everyone just sat there, charmed I expect.”
“He made an impression?”
“Not on me.”
“Oh.”
“He’s all about ideas psychological explanations and such.”
“And that’s why you’re swimmin’, is it?”
“Of course not.  I’m just . . . tired of things the way they are, is all.”  She looked woefully at the water in which she stood.
Suddenly Una reached out and almost yanked her daughter the last step to shore.  Surprised, Sosanna glanced around to see what could have prompted such urgency.
“Do you remember how I used to hold you right here on the edge of the pond, Sosi, and ask you if you could see to the bottom?”
“You said there was a castle down there.”
“A green castle.”
“. . . with walls that move.”
“A castle of weeds.”
“I never could see it.”
“Can you see it now?”
“Now?  It’s almost dark.”
“It’s always dark in Thiollaney Merriu.  Can you see it now?”
She looked again just to humor her mother.  “No, I can’t see it.”
“Out further.  By the Pillar.”
“I still don’t see it.”
“Then you shouldn’t swim here.”
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Lane Andersen was essentially a forward-looking person, a typical Yank on the move, trying to catch up with yesterday by tomorrow.  He had no time to dwell on a few fractious events.  His run-in with Brone McCabe, the guarded evening with Buskers’ hard drinkers, exotic perils in an induced dreamscape, and confrontation with Sosanna McCabe among the unreceptive in what passed for Darrig’s cultural elite were just way stations on his journey.  The people in rustic Connemara, on the other hand, had plenty of time.  In fact, sorting out relationships and attitudes was how they passed time.  That explained why so many eyes followed him as he drove through town the morning after the library meeting.
He had spent the whole night on the green pillow and could not recall a single untoward dream, if he had dreamed at all.  He felt brisk and efficient.  Infrequent swipes of the wipers on his rented steel-blue Fiat Punto did for the morning’s mist, as he turned down the main cross-street and discovered Glenna’s Kitchen.  The sun was in full command by the time he had breakfasted on hand-mixed muesli, organic yogurt, homemade bread with local jams, tea-leaf tea (what other kind was there?) and
fresh-squeezed orange juice.  He hated tea, but drank half a cup to please Glenna, who seemed to thrive on maternalism.  “I have committed health,” he pronounced in paying the bill and stepped out onto the street, feeling that it was not quite coincidence that Flann Macloy was leaning against the building.
“I hear you’re givin’ speeches settin’ us straight, Yank,” Macloy said with false alacrity and a glance down the empty street.
Lane took a step back.  “What’s it to you?”
“Ah, well, you’re an American, so naturally you don’t understand manners.”
“Manners would that be the same as freedom of speech?”
“You shouldn’t go insultin’ your hosts when you pay visits.”  Macloy pushed away from the wall.
“If illusions offend me, I say so.  Get over it.”
“If it was just illusions” Macloy whisked fingers across Lane’s left shoulder “I might brush that off.  It’s attackin’ my woman that’s your undoin’.”  He tried to repeat the gesture on the other shoulder but Lane twisted slightly.
“That’s right, the little man you were picking on at Buskers said you had some illusions of your own about marrying McCabe’s daughter.  But I didn’t attack her.”
“Well, aren’t you the cocky bantam.”
Macloy flashed a winsome smile that squared into a grimace as he delivered the sucker punch just below the belt.  His other fist caught the inevitable sag with a lifting uppercut to the jaw that dropped Lane Andersen into a ball on the pavement.
“There now,” Macloy said, thumbing his suspenders.  “You’re all even with the board, Yank.  Welcome to Darrig, a hospitable Irish village where manners are prized.”
Lane smelled used muesli and orange juice, and there was an intact dinosaur egg lodged in his upper trachea right where he wanted to breathe.  The sidewalk felt warm and stable, and he thought he might stay there for a few days, but that wouldn’t be polite.  And here in Darrig you wanted to be polite.  So he rolled around a bit until his knees were under him, and then he staggered to a crouch and more or less lurched down the street toward the Fiat Punto.  With the help of a light pole halfway there he made himself back into an erect biped and finished the journey.  For long minutes he sat in the driver’s seat, both hands on the wheel, head back, eyes closed, allowing nausea to make chill passes over his brow.  Then the voice came quietly to his ears.
“The Irish, of course, have always been good with their fists.”
That could have been scrambled sonics still ricocheting through his ear canals from getting his bell rung, but he opened his eyes and there in the rearview mirror was another pair of eyes that he didn’t think belonged to a hallucination.
“I s’pose you’ve heard of John L. Sullivan and James Corbett, on loan from the Emerald Isle to America,” came the brogue, “but the best I ever saw was Mike McTaigue.  You should’ve seen him take the title from that Battlin’ Siki, Louis Phail, in 1923.”
Lane blinked but the eyes in the mirror remained soft, unthreatening, encased in wrinkled flesh that just might be ancient enough to record such trivia as a 1923 prizefight, though the fellow was probably pure Irish blarney.  “Who are you?”
“Call me Abban.  I saw you needed help.  A priest never really retires.”
“What were you going to do, give me Last Rites?  I needed the whole Inquisition to handle that thug.”
“No, no, no, not help with Flann Macloy he outweighs you by five stone I was waitin’ before that.  You drove up, and after hearin’ you last night, I knew you needed help.  Mind you, I was only mildly interested in what you had to say, and I’m only mildly interested in helpin’.”
Lane adjusted the rearview mirror, squinted. “That’s good, because I don’t remember you, and if you heard me last night, you know I don’t rely on religion.”
“You don’t rely on anythin’.  That’s your problem.  I scarce remember the last time I saw a body so faithless.  But I could make your search a hundred times faster, if I felt like it.”
Turning painfully, Lane sized up the pug face with the shock of faded sandy hair in the back seat.  “What do you know about my search?”
“Well, if you’ve come to Darrig on a book tour, you’re the first one ever.  Nor do I think you’re here permanent to avoid taxes, so you must be researchin’.  And given the nature of your past writin’s, not to mention the uninformed cynicism you put on show last night, I can say with confidence that you’re out to expose our poor Irish legends, and that can be foolhardy.”  Tapping a finger against his nose, he added in a casual monotone, “And you’re not that hardy a fool, if you don’t mind my sayin’.”
“That still doesn’t explain why I need you.”
“With all due modesty, there’s no one knows more than I do about the sidhe, and about Connemara.”
“You don’t sound much like a priest.”
“I said I was retired, didn’t I?  My interest in the sidhe is what you might call a lifetime hobby.”
“What else are you interested in money?”
The slight man “tsked” his tongue and sat back.  “Such a cynic.  Have you no been told your soul is bankrupt?  Surely, your mother warned ya.”
“Who are you?” Lane repeated sharply.
“Your cynicism is astonishin’.  You should watch more old movies.  If I keep you alive for one month, I earn my wings.  Start the car and head back to Kerry Street.”
He didn’t know why, but Lane started the car and pulled away from the curb.  “All right.  So, you’re a clever old man with a little insight into people.  I’m still not hiring anyone, if that’s what you’re after.  Tell me when you want to get out.”
“I’ve not said I’d help you yet.  But just to make a point, if you’ve got any questions, try me.”
“What?”
“Ask away, and maybe I’ll save you some trouble.  Turn right on Kerry.”
“Trouble . . .  What’s a Dream Pillow?  And I go left on Kerry.”
“Ah, the Dream Pillow.  Well, like the label always says, ‘guaranteed to carry both true believe and daring doubter into realms far and near.’”
Lane turned right on Kerry.  “I’m mildly impressed.”
“I told you, I know more about the sidhe than any of these people whose welcome you’re wearin’ out.”
“Sidhe?  I didn’t come here to research figments produced by generations of delirium tremens.  I’m interested in Thiollaney Merriu.”
From the back seat came a sound like lips smacking together.
“A little out of your territory?”
“Not at all.  Thiollaney Merriu is just a part of hereabouts that anyone in their right mind would skirt.  Terra incognita.  Turn left at the dirt road.”
Lane turned left.  “I want to explore it.  I want to look for tunnels, or a pagan site, or maybe catacombs.  There’s more there than just a churchyard.”
“There is.”
“Then you know what’s there?”
“‘. . . realms far and near.’  Use your Dream Pillow.  But know aforehand there’s no escapin’ the consequences of your dreams.”
“Did I say I had a Dream Pillow?”
“Beggin’ your pardon for breathin’, I got the impression you did.  At least you were wonderin’ about it a moment ago.”
“A sack full of hallucinogens makes a lousy travel guide.”
“So you’ve had a dream.”
“I had a dream.  A real Brigadoon dream.  I was drunk, drugged and my subconscious was in overdrive, if you want to call that a dream.”
“‘Your subconscious was in . . .’ I’ll have to figure this out.  Ah.  The dream took you to see what you wanted to see.  And what was that, pray tell?”
“History.  Not that I got to see much detail.”
A gnarled finger extended into the front seat, gesturing to the left where Lane saw a simple gray-white cottage backed against oaks.  He turned onto a trampled path that crackled with sticks and acorns.
“Have you seen the grotto?  It’s not very big, but they say men have got lost in there and never come out.  Say hello to Mad Darby for me, if you see him.  He’ll lead you out of danger, if you look for his light.”
Lane laughed gingerly against the ache in his stomach.  Mad Darby.  Cautionary tales were a lullaby when you realized how totally predictable they were.
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Una left the house when her husband was mowing the southeast plots, hoping he would not see her; Brone saw her but pretended he did not.  She didn’t want to hurt him; he didn’t want her to think he saw and no longer cared.
She was going for her daily ablutions.  What else could you call them?  Not enough that he had built her a virtual spa in the house outrageously beyond what they could afford and which she could not enjoy.  She would sit there with the water burbling, staring at the jets, never moving until she felt she had shown enough gratitude, and then she would slip out of the plastic liner and within the hour be missing again though of course he knew she was gone to the sea.  And in three decades he had never once felt that this was just a daily ritual, a stolen pleasure he should accord her in deference to her femininity and her ways.  Never once felt certain that she would return.  And she had never felt totally free of his oppressive shadow.  She thought she loved him, but at those moments when he watched her, he seemed two-dimensional to her, and she wished he could feel as she did.  She wished . . .
She didn’t know what she wished.
He inched along on the tractor mower, tracing endless configurations around footstones and fieldstones and clay tablets and the two mausoleums, or else he weeded the plots, or straightened the iron fence, or probed for a sunken gravestone, or dug up a root that was stressing an old schist marker, all the while keeping an anxious eye out for her next sojourn to the vast and unfathomable realm to the west of the grotto.
She swam naked.  Her body had changed little since the pregnancy with Sosanna, and there were boys who spied on her in certain small bays, she knew, and more than one fisherman kept binoculars in the binnacle and had a story to tell.  She knew the tides and the currents and used them both to achieve solitude, going with either to places a boat avoided.
She still thought about the pregnancy.  It was more of a demarcation in her life than even motherhood would suggest.  It was a border within her nature.  She had come back that day nearly thirty years ago not just to save her husband from his grave, but because she knew she carried a child within her.  Poor Brone.  A miserable swimmer, and yet he had pursued her, believing she was leaving him and that she had gone into the pond.  She had been in one of her restless states, and he should have known that it would pass it had to pass.  But she did have a yearning almost a compulsion to wander, and her horizon just happened to be an ocean.  Yet as many times as she had left, she always came back, and when he learned that she was pregnant he was more secure about her remaining at Thiollaney Merriu than he had ever been before or since.
How careful she had been during that pregnancy!  She had worn the amulets and practiced the charms, avoided spinning or tying things, lest the umbilical cord strangle the fetus, was careful not to step over a baby’s grave the whole term, and even made the “groaning cake” herself the day of her confinement, though there was no one in the household to eat it for luck except she and Brone and, in the last hour, the midwife.  She had done a hundred things to ensure that the babe was born without blemish or affliction.
The only thing she had balked at was the “churching.”  But Brone had been fearful of what would happen if she did not go first to church for purification after the birth.  They had never been to church, she had protested, the villagers would not welcome him after so long a lapse.  The truth was she had no connection with God through a religion.  But her husband had been anxious to follow all the proper protocols of Connemara.  It was one of the changes that had come over him since his day in the grave and with what it acquainted him with under the churchyard.  He feared Thiollaney Merriu like a person who suddenly discovers the danger of falling down a long flight of steps in their very house.  He feared the grotto and the pond and especially the Pillar.  So she had read the Bible at his insistence, specifically Revelation, specifically the latter days and about the Angel of the Bottomless Pit and the Lake of Fire, and he bought a spring lamb and took her out in the woods and they sacrificed the hapless thing on a makeshift altar.  It was ghastly, but she had considered it preferable to being “churched” in the village.
The tractor engine was suddenly running at the same pitch, as if the machine had paused.  He must have seen her slipping into the grotto, and now he was watching, hoping she would reappear, that she was just out for a quick breath of air or to gather some of the heather that grew on the lee side.  If he had not seen her, she could have counted on a few hours perhaps before he came in and found her missing.  Now she decided to make the swim short, and so she worked her way barefoot through the nettles and the sand leading down from the south side of the precipice.
She did not often swim the unpredictable waters directly off the cliff.  The shape of the bottom with its rises, bars and channels did strange things to tides and currents.  The latter might circle or reverse or collide in a whirlpool.  Most dangerous of all, the tide could drive against the cliff with an incredible surge.  Especially at high tide.  Then you could hear the honeycomb passageways wail like panpipes at a frenzied dance of the sidhe.  Indeed, the water could boom like thunder or drum exactly like mortals lured by sidhe into an eternal dance.  It always unnerved her when the sound took that form as the tide coursed through the pocketed labyrinthine channels.  Her hearing was as keen as Mr. Billy’s for certain sounds, particularly those that came from under land or sea.  And the drumming made her think of the marching dead.
She dropped her shift on the largest of the flat stones there, danced across a natural jetty of a dozen more boulders, and dove cleanly through the next frothy swell.
She had felt the resonance through the stones on the soles of her feet, smelled the essence of soluble life, tasted the salty tang on the wind, heard the thud and murmur of land and water in eternal negotiations for the shore.  Water always won.  Water was stronger than earth, because it was literally fluid, adaptable, multiformed.  It subsumed, it incorporated, dissolved, digested.  And now it reconstituted Una McCabe.  She was like the lichens clinging to the earth but waiting for the benediction of water.  Down, down she went, hugged by cool green, caressed with every supple turn she executed.  Shadows schooled aside for the currents she made and the eddies she left.  Predators read her speed and configuration, the timid locked into their defensive postures, the curious rode pressure changes as they finned in her wake.  The bi-directional world yielded to infinite dimensions, gravity eased, sounds muted.  For just this hour she would be insulated and freed in her protean element.
It was in water that she ceased feeling she had somewhere else to go, in water where she no longer felt compelled to search, in water where she was in touch with herself and the universe.  She had known for the first time that she was pregnant when she swam.  Had felt quite distinctly the small collection of cells in her womb.  Throughout her term, whenever she had returned to the sea, she crooned underwater, knowing that the sound would carry to her baby in a special way, not just sound but vibration tamped by the quiddity of life’s origins on earth.  She had even considered a water birth, though in the end she had yielded to her husband’s narrow provisions with the midwife and the amenities of the house.
She was looking up at the lime-tinctured sky as she rose toward the surface when she saw it.  A black rectangle.  It floated above her like a boat, except for the angles of the corners.  Just before she breached the swell, she saw the handle along the side and knew what it was.  She sculled frenziedly as she stared at it, as if she had suddenly lost her buoyancy in surprise.  But then she stroked to one end and positioned the thing around so that she could push as she kicked into shore.  There was air in it, but it couldn’t float indefinitely, and she had no idea how long it had been out here.
When it grated onto the sand, she ran back toward the cliff, grabbing her shift, and when she reached the top of the rise she pulled the garment on and waved at Brone until she caught his eye.  He shut down the mower, hastened toward her.
“It’s a coffin,” she said with urgency, nodding behind her.
He looked with horror and saw.  She followed him, falling behind.  It had dislodged and was turning slowly in the shallows when he waded out and towed it further up the beach by the handle.
“Where . . . where was it?” he grunted in disbelief between tugs.
“There.  Right there.”  And she pointed out beyond the surf.
He scanned the cliff at the waterline but saw nothing.  It had come through one of the many honeycombed passages below the surface.
“It’s a warnin’,” she said.
“Very ineffective way to deliver a message, would you say?” he replied hastily, staring out at the ocean now.  “It could’ve floated to Dingle Bay before it come ashore or sunk at sea.”
“Maybe there’s more.”
“No.  It’s the last one from the plots near the grotto.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do.  I should’ve moved it when I moved the others ten years ago.”
“It’s too new.  It’s metal.”
“Not that new.”
“It’s a warnin’,” she repeated.  “It’s started.”
“What’s started?  Nothin’s happenin’.”
“There’s turmoil down there.”
“There’s nothin’ happenin’, I tell ya.  We’re gonna have to drag this up.  I’ll get a rope.”
They worked feverishly for ten minutes getting it to a point where it could be loaded on a wagon and pulled by the tractor.  Brone hid it under a weighted tarp for the time being while he surveyed the site by the grotto.  He would have to raise the sunken grave pits, reset the headstones, he decided.  Then he went off to dig a new grave far from the pond, avoiding Una’s gaze as he worked.
She walked slowly around the edge, staring deep within the depths.  She had always been able to see far down in the water, even water as black as this much farther than other humans.  And there were her weedy castles the ones she had described to Sosi as a child with their weedy green walls and their weedy green battlements.  And now there was something else, she thought.  Rectangles.  Four or five of them.  All in a jumble.  Probably wooden, because they had filled with water and sunk.  Or perhaps they had never risen at all.
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“Mad Darby, Mad Abban, Mad Macloy, Mad Cooney, Mad Brone and his mad daughter Mad Sosanna . . .” Lane ranted into his hand-help digital recorder as he plodded north along the yielding sands of the beach south of Thiollaney Merriu.  “Connemara is an asylum for the culturally insane . . . culturally insane,” he repeated when a large wave finished crashing.  “I thought all that wee folk stuff was a tourist gimmick until I came here, but it’s really in their psyche like a . . . like a communal alter ego.  It goes beyond the Irish pub, and you can’t just chalk it up to rural boredom.  I could see it in their faces at that stupid talk I gave last night.  They looked at me like I was trying to take away Christmas.  Except for Doreen Brynn.  But she wasn’t born here.  It must be something in the water . . .”
Sand pipers seemed to be running a relay against him, or maybe it was just one, sprinting in level bursts across the empty beach like a chain of dashes on a blank page.
He zipped his digital recorder into his backpack and hooked his thumbs into the straps.  It was a good kilometer and a half to the cliff of Thiollaney Merriu along the beach.  He was timing it for the supper hour, hoping the McCabes (especially the dog) would be in the house.  The horizon out over the North Atlantic was a wash of white light, as if nature had run out of colors in mid-painting.  He squinted up the beach.  The seaweed was curled in long chains, like Arabic writing penned by the last tide’s reach.  But just as he was approaching the rise of the cliff, he came upon an odd furrow that bisected it.  It ran right into the water or out of it.  Too narrow for a boat, whatever it was that had been dragged up or down had left its mark after the last tide.
At the top of the rise he surveyed the churchyard.  Except for the gluey gold arc on the eastern edge that caught the late light of day, the pond was as still and black as before.  No one was about.  The drag mark he had followed from the beach ended where tractor tracks began, and some distance away he saw freshly turned earth hidden from the road by a tarp.  Undoubtedly Leprechaun gold salvaged in a chest from the Spanish Armada, he mused, but he already had his quest.  Keeping to the seaward slope, he rose and scampered to the grotto forty yards away.
Up close it looked contrived somehow.  Boulders and arches and a maze of channels that could have been designed on a Hollywood set.  The impression grew when, crossing a dry basin and squeezing between two gray sarsen stones, he was confronted with the proverbial three choices of passageways.  Right is right and left is wrong . . . he recalled from some childhood game and chose the far right opening around a blue-gray monolith.  Two more branches immediately presented themselves, but he could see where the other routes merged back in again, having merely circled the formations.  Mad Darby must not have been a boy scout, he thought, because you couldn’t possibly get lost in this grotto.  Either you would reach the sea, or return to where you started from, or in desperation you might have to climb to the top of the boulders to get a bird’s eye view of your position.
He said.
And then he sidled through a series of drop steps and became enlightened.  Because in front of him yawned a taffy pull of stone riddled with holes big enough for a human to pass through.  The maze was three-dimensional.  He was unfamiliar with any geologic process that could have produced such erosion, as if soft stone had suddenly cooled in the act of pulling apart and then been worn smooth by flowing water.
It was foreboding, but he had come here for this, hadn’t he?  The angles were not so steep as to prevent him from working his way back up, and they all seemed to slant seaward, which meant he would not end up in some chthonic world below the grotto as he had beneath the Giza plateau.  No time for a faint heart.  His pack cushioned progress as he wormed his way feet first into the largest of the holes.
He had read enough history to know that this area of Ireland had been geologically stable for a long time.  But whatever had coursed through here must have been swift and inexhaustible to carve so clean a path, while the shapes hinted at earlier processes related to magma.  The entire cliff could have been upthrust from the sea floor.
Two or three body lengths in, small pits began to snag his backside and the bottom of his pack.  The shaft was becoming a Swiss cheese.  And then his heels slipped and dangled through a large opening.  There was still enough light to see that the level below was exactly the same.  Did he want to drop down?  He did.  Up was up.  He could always go up.
So now he found himself in a deeper, darker layer, craning to see down his nose past his feet.  The light that that had filtered after him through offset holes was quickly diminishing.  Yet another descent offered a lower channel was it the third? and he struggled his pack around so that he could pull out his flashlight.  A little claustrophobia was setting in, but you couldn’t suffocate in Swiss cheese.  He flicked on the switch, and the effect was to darken the porous fall of light from above.  The only thing he could clearly see was the smooth gut of the channel beyond his hiking boots, as if he had entered the digestive tract of a great stone animal.
He didn’t liked tightly closed places.  Once, when he was eleven or twelve and living among the free spirits his mother had abandoned him to, he had been sent to check on the “nursery.”  The nursery was the bus they had all traveled in, and it must have been close to a hundred degrees that day, and he found the infants dizzy and crying, their hair spiky with sweat, their clothes soaked and smelling of urine.  There were flies crawling on the windows trying to get out, and the children themselves were like flies in a bottle.  But what had shocked him most was the dehydrated baby strapped to the papoose board.  She may have been dead already.  Dead only minutes, because her squinched-up face was still black with blood, like a shrunken head from the Amazon interior.  He remembered the frantic efforts to revive her and the empathy he had felt.  And he recognized something else about himself now from that experience in the hermetic bus, stale with homegrown weed and incense.  It was why as a boy he hadn’t like being hugged, or smothered in a pillow fight, or buried in a pile playing “King of the Mountain.”  And it was why he suddenly felt insulated in stone in a burying ground in Connemara, Ireland, sixteen years later.
An adjacent channel opened up through a vertical hole in the sidewall to his right, and because it was slightly larger, he slid across.  But it quickly narrowed again.  Narrowed and grew steeper.  Not fair.
Mad Darby, Mad Darby, Mad Lane Andersen . . .
He hated this.  Time to stop.  But, of course, quitting meant failure.  He would either have to try again or give up his quest altogether.  Give up on the book.  By default, his mother’s version of a mystical world would be vindicated.
He squeezed through another connection into a larger channel, though it meant dropping down a level.  But the stone tubes were bending like soda straws, and he felt himself sliding, unable to wedge his shoes or bend his knees or drag his free hand hands, because the flashlight he had been holding went clattering away into nothingness.  It was Chutes and Ladders, and he was in a chute.
He was free falling, and it seemed in the blackness that he had fallen from the earth itself.  But quicker than you could say “Mad Darby,” his feet struck terra firma again and he pitched forward, catching himself on his palms before his face could strike rock.  And there was his flashlight, not even broken, throwing a loop of light along a cavern floor.
It was the smell that registered first.  A mephitic, stifling smell, fainter than at the black pond in the pillared cavern beneath Giza, but once you knew it, any whiff was enough to reconstitute the full potency in your mind.  The flashlight found nothing to explain it.  A small cavern that was all.  Smooth like the layered channels above him and featureless, except for the two things in the floor.  Two pits.  Larger than the holes he had come through, but different because they were fimbriated, as if the rims had been thrown up by the stress of something pushing through.
Side by side, they reminded him of termite tubes or lairs in an ocean bed out of which sea worms sprang with choreographed precision to wave and dance.  And the
deep-earth smell, dank and invested with hints of the most elemental rotting, that too gave him a vermicular feeling.  Casting the light upward, he saw that the multiple channels were a scaled down version of the twin pits: parallel burrows, though smaller and more prolific.  There in the surreal cast of the smooth cavern, his imagination took it a step further.  What if this was some kind of birthing chamber?  A nest.  Ridley sea turtles came ashore to lay their eggs; and other more amphibious designs were common.  The two large pits and the smaller escape channels above looked very much like a reduction valve.  Why couldn’t unknown eel-like titans of the sea make their way here to spawn or incubate offspring, which then made their way to the surface or perhaps the burial ground through a network of smaller tubes?  (Because they would have to burrow through stone . . . that’s why!)  But what if 
He really didn’t like what happened next.  Because the thing about stone is that there is no absorption; it passes disturbances along virtually intact.  And that’s what he thought he felt now, a steady disturbance.  Something coming.  Slithering, rising, filling its smooth burrow as it moved, as if the tube itself were performing peristaltic contractions.
The air seemed suddenly thin and his hands began to sweat.  He jerked to his feet, swung the flashlight.  The inner wall sloped up to the lowest tier of channels, six or seven levels below the one he had fallen through.  Chutes and Ladders, he thought.  And now he needed a ladder.
The largest hole looked impossibly small, but he sprang up the ascent with driving steps and dove.  It swallowed him pack and all as he wedged elbows, knees and toes against the sides, inching along.  He struggled until he gained the point where the pitch began to level out, and somehow he managed to hang onto the flashlight, though the beam shot everywhere and nowhere.
He could hear it now.  Not just feel the vibration, he could hear it.  It must be long and powerful.  And then it came to him that when it slithered out of the pit into the nest, or whatever that chamber was, it would be too big to enter the smaller tubes.  He almost laughed out loud with relief.  Adrenaline drained out of him, easing the torment of the abrasive climb.  The gestating female came through the large pits, and the viper young or whatever they were exited through the smaller tubes, so the parent couldn’t could not follow him.  But what if the young came down?  Or what if the adult’s boneless vermiform shape just thinned to whatever opening would accommodate it?
Don’t think.  Just climb.
He climbed, he scrambled but it was sweltering.  Hermetic (like a yellow bus full of cooking children on a hot day).  His clothes were soaked and his arms felt like lead pendulums.  He could barely breathe and the damn tube was frustrating his every move, bruising his skin, hard against his back (like a papoose board).  For a few giddy moments he felt as if he himself was a worm trying to penetrate stone.  He wanted to scream and flail.  How did worms keep from suffocating?  How . . . did . . . they . . . find . . . their . . . way . . . out!
And then he remembered that he had to change levels if he wanted to get back to where he had started, because he was moving on an angle in the lowest tier of countless channels, whereas he had entered from somewhere in the middle.  Then again, there was no guarantee that all the tubes led back to the grotto.  Real panic began hammering inside his head, awakening survival instincts, shouting down the measured voice that always informed his actions, because:
 He didn’t like tight places!
There were holes and connectors and he needed to move UP!  Chutes and ladders, chutes and ladders . . .  Easy to see how Mad Darby went mad.  You couldn’t endure this panic-driven keenness for long and remain sane.  Contorting, wriggling, bending you took on the instincts of a burrowing thing.  The tubes around him seemed to hum and hiss with the intimacy of the earth, and something loose began to punctuate his gasps, a little vocalization he didn’t recognize as coming out of himself.  And then the sound of his breathing was blunted and he shook the sweat out of his eyes and aimed the flashlight past his chin at a solid dome of stone four inches from his raised face.
He had reached a dead end, and there was no time to equivocate, no decision to make.  He had one chance: to reverse directions and find a way into another tube before whatever was pursuing him had him trapped.
If crawling away from an unknown horror was petrifying, crawling backward toward it was heart-stopping.  His boots scraped while his brain anticipated the sudden thud of fangs through well-worn soles.  The impression that he was being dragged downward was repeated each time there was friction between his pant legs and the stone.  And then he felt the open space of the first connector and banged through into an adjacent channel.
Up he went again, certain now that the susurrant murmur behind him had also entered the smaller tubes.  In fact, it sounded almost even with him.  What if it passed in another channel and came up in front of him?  What if there was more than one?  In quick succession he passed a lattice of small holes, and when he glanced across through the last one, he froze.
Something was glittering back.
Hand trembling, he brought the flashlight beam to bear, expecting to find eyes or slime or saliva dripping just inches away on the other side of the stone trellis.  But it wasn’t in the next tube.  He could see through a successive hole into a third tube lying parallel and below his position, and that was where the glitter was.
For the second time he felt like laughing in relief.  Because it wasn’t some serpentine creature chasing him, and the hum and the hiss weren’t from the fauces of a dragon’s throat.  The sound and the glitter came from the recurrent surge of water.  The tide was coming in!  “It’s the water,” he had postulated into his digital recorder while walking along the beach.  Wasn’t that funny?  And a little humbling, too, if he was going to be honest about it.  Because he really had begun to lose it.  He couldn’t deny that the superstition, the fear, the backwardness, the primitive inventions of the imagination, and now his own fear, had given things an ironic twist, showing him how vulnerable and hypocritical he was.
Only, there wasn’t any reason to celebrate yet, because the tide was catenating through pockets and channels in the cliff, and each rush brought it higher.  As if to emphasize the point, a chill suddenly enveloped his lower leg just before a black film coasted opposite his face through the lattice.
He scrambled and climbed, climbed and scrambled, but already he suspected that most of the tubes were blind alleys.  Where was the light?  It couldn’t be this dark outside already, could it?  He’ll lead you out of danger, if you look for his light, Abban had said about Mad Darby.
Lane switched off his flashlight.
It took an agonizing moment or two, but very faintly he made out something less than total blackness.  Another connector hole lay a few feet ahead.  He clawed forward to the rim, hauled himself even.  The light now was slightly stronger; and so were the pops and gurgles as the tide forced air out of cavities below him.  Groping his way into the next tube, he craned hard to pick up the faint light again through yet another connector.  And thank you, Mad Darby there it was.  The trail of breadcrumbs, the silver thread, a path of light that got stronger and stronger until Lane Andersen at last drew himself exhausted into the grotto where an eternity ago, it seemed, he had begun his odyssey.
He lay for several minutes listening to the tide sluice through the cliff.  Doreen Brynn had told him the sea was unpredictable along Thiollaney Merriu.  She had shown him an article that attempted to explain the odd marine topography in that region and how the rotational energy of the earth colluded with solar and lunar gravitational effects.  What he had understood was that it defied tidal models and that old-timers claimed it could come in at the wrong time and higher than the Bay of Fundy.  A slight exaggeration, he had thought, but at the moment he wasn’t going to contest either point.  Something in the way the waves hit the cliff (Bernoulli’s principle or maybe Mad Darby’s Chutes and Ladders effect) had it all over any water cannon he had ever seen.
But he had survived.
He had survived despite believing he was about to die.  And once again, as he had in Egypt, he realized that some part of him had thrived on the danger.  At the moment of anticipated death he had felt intensely alive.  And now he felt rock steady, energized, elated.  Adrenaline junkie, he mocked himself with a touch of self-contained hubris.  Nothing like a stolen adventure with no one the wiser once it was over.
And then he passed between the sarsen stones onto the fringe of the grotto and saw that the basins were filled with black water, cutting him off from the rest of the churchyard.  Across from him, less than thirty feet away, stood Brone McCabe.
***
They stared at each other like unlike species across a natural barrier in a zoo, and Lane saw that the surly keeper had not known he was there.  He must have come out of his house to inspect the tidal flood.
“I’d be in my rights to just leave you there,” Brone said momentarily.  “You’re trespassin’, and it’s nothin’ to me whether you live or die.”
“A touch melodramatic, don’t you think?  What can harm me now?”
“You’ve been in the grotto at high tide, by the look of you, so I’ll grant you’ve been lucky.  So far.”
The basin between them could not be more than four or five feet deep, Lane thought, and in any event he could cross in half a dozen strokes.  He was more interested in how it had filled.  What other avenues had he missed?
“Luck is your stock and trade, McCabe.  I’ll depend on what’s on my shoulders, thank you.”  He unslung his pack, preparing to wade across.
“Don’t move,” Brone warned.
“Why not?”
“Because there’s somethin’ in the water.”
“In this little canal?  It was empty a while ago.”
“And now it’s full.  Bide a wee bit, I’ll get the boat.”
“I don’t need a boat.”
“Trust me, you do.”
“What’s it connected to this . . . this canal?”
“The North Atlantic.”
“And the pond?”  He looked dubiously at that black body, seeing no change in its shape or waterline.
“Stay where you are.  I’ll get the boat.”
“Thank you, I’m touched that you suddenly care about my welfare, but dragging a boat up here is ridiculous.”
“It’s not your welfare I care about.”
“What then?”
But McCabe was already dropping behind a dune in the twilight.  Would it hurt to indulge him?  He might get a couple of answers, if the old fart didn’t grab him by the throat as soon as he got close enough.
McCabe reappeared, plodding heavily and rising more gradually above the dune than he had descended.  He topped the crest, dragging a weathered rowboat that roared against the stones on the down side.  Cautiously he launched the uncertain craft from the most graded point in the basin and, using an oar like a paddle, dipped two strokes one on either side, as if the boat were a canoe.  Slowly he drifted across.
“Get in,” he murmured, swinging broadside to the edge.
Lane complied.  “I suppose you’re worried about the Water Wolf, is that it?”
Brone repeated his slow, shallow thrusts with the oar, one on each side, and when they had drifted to the far shore they disembarked.  The Irishman gently grated the boat onto the dry apron of the grotto.
“Look, there’s no reason we can’t be civil,” Lane said.  “I’m not out to disturb anything of yours, McCabe.”
“That’s grand.  And if you ever come onto my property again, I’ll shoot you myself and bury your body outside the gate.”
***
Lane toggled the replay on his audio recorder as he walked the beach back to Darrig.  “. . . it must be something in the water.”
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If Sosanna McCabe felt compromised going to see Lane Andersen at the cottage he had rented and she did she should have felt doubly compromised at finding him in the shower and she did not.  He was such a strange man, spouting off about how unsophisticated the Irish were at that talk he had given, and now he was hollering “Come in!” right from the privy in answer to a stranger’s knock.  “Oh,” was all he said when he came out wrapped in a towel, “I thought you were someone else.”
“Believe me, I wish I was,” she said, despite the fact that she had not come here to wound him again.  “Do you always invite women in without bein’ properly dressed?”
“Matter of fact you’re the second in three days.  I’m beginning to think it’s a local custom.”  He disappeared into the bedroom but left the door ajar.  “In the States when a strange woman comes to your door at a motel, you know what she’s there for.”
She felt her face go up in flames, and a moment later he was back half-dressed in time to see the cinders.
“Oh . . . I didn’t mean . . . I mean, you’re obviously not” he laughed unkindly “why are you here?”
“I’m wonderin’ myself,” she said through gritted teeth.  “Mr. Andersen ”
“Call me Lane.”
“Mr. Andersen, it’s come to my attention that you received a serious drubbin’ yesterday at the hands of one Flann Macloy.”
“Drubbing?  What drubbing?”
She tried not to feel satisfied at his annoyance.  “Drubbin’ or not, I heard indirectly that words were exchanged ”
“He sucker punched me.  There was no drubbing.”
“Fine.  I didn’t mean to offend your male vanity.  I just wanted you to know that it had ”
“Is that what you think, that you’ve wounded my male vanity by getting the facts screwed up?”
“The fact is that I had nothin’ to do with it.”
“No one said you did.”
She felt her eyes begin to melt and her throat turn to stone.  She coughed.  “You’re quite impossible, Mr. Andersen, I’m really sorry I came.”
“You and me both, lady.”
She dropped her gaze to the carpet, blew silently through pursed lips, and tapped her right index finger on her thigh.  “This as with everythin’ else with you has gone terribly wrong.  Let me start again, and kindly keep quiet long enough to hear what I have to say.  I’ve been told discreetly rightly or wrongly that Flann Macloy, who sometimes and erroneously thinks of himself as havin’ a relationship with me, declared that he was defendin’ my honor” she raised the tapping finger to forestall his interruption “defendin’ my honor or not, I was given that impression.  And if that’s the case, or if I was mentioned as any part of the reason for your drub for Flann Macloy’s aggression, shall we say then it was purely a whim on his part.  He does not act for me, speak for me, or enjoy my approval for anythin’ he does.”  She folded her fingers in front of her.  “Why are you grinnin’?”
“I’m not grinning.  I’m smiling.  Your apology is accepted.”
“What apology?  I made no apology.”
“Oh.  Yes, your . . . explanation.  I didn’t mean to offend your female vanity.”
“Do you think I’m such a spectacle?  Is that what you were grinnin’ about not that I care?”
“It wasn’t just because of you.”
“So you were grinnin’.”
He made an effort to look stern, but it was difficult, standing there with his shirt half out and no socks.  “It’s just the whole setup here.  Your quaint little village with its desperate desire to believe in faeries.  That’s what it’s all about.  You’re here to defend faeries.”
She dropped her voice, as if informing him that he had cancer.  “You’re ignorant, Mr. Andersen.”
“God help the world if it takes away your faeries.”
“And you’re arrogant.”
“Guilty on that charge.  I may be a touch arrogant.  Actually, it just looks like arrogance.  It’s really impatience.  My worst fault.”
“Really?  You have so many.  I would have ranked it only twenty-fifth or so.”
“Impatience at ignorance.”
“I see.  Well, ta-ta, Mr. Andersen.  Don’t forget to forget me.”
She got to the door before he said: “But I’m sorry for going on about your father the other night.  That was unforgivable.”
She turned, trying unsuccessfully to look him in the eye.  He was looking at his nails.  “You’re as proud as he is, you know,” she said.  “The two of you, stubborn as goats, arguin’ out there.”
“He threatened to shoot me last night.”
“Last night?”
“I went into that grotto next to the cemetery.”  She took a step back toward him, and whether it was because he had finally captured her interest or just because he wanted to know why she was suddenly apprehensive, he began to elaborate: “I was looking for substructures.  Caves, tunnels, anything that might explain that pylon in the middle of the pond.  It’s got some images or maybe some characters on it.  Do you know what they are?”
She shook her head.
“That’s what your father wouldn’t let me photograph with a telescopic lens.  Now you’re the one smiling.”
She exhaled a laugh.  “I’ve just realized that I came here today as much to spite him as to distance myself from your run-in with Flann Macloy.”
“Spite your father, you mean?”
She hummed a little concurrence that seemed to dissolve some of the thorniness between them.
“May I ask . . . how old you are?” he posed suddenly.
“Twenty-eight.  Why?”
“You just . . . I don’t know.  That’s kind of old to be sparring with your father.”  And as the light of battle danced back into her almond eyes, he added: “There I go again.  Tactless.  Look, I’m twenty-eight, and with me it’s my mother.  She died hating everything I am.  I believe in nothing, she believed in everything.”
“You believe in logic.”
“That’s true.”  He looked at her with new regard.  “Is there something wrong with that?”
“I wouldn’t know.”
He looked sheepish.  She looked amused.  They both looked lost.
“You know, it’s not that I wouldn’t want there to be magic and faeries and all things beautiful,” he said softly.  “To have faith in something greater than yourself, to be relieved of that onerous responsibility of knowing everything in an insecure universe, would be unfettered happiness.  But that’s not the way it is.”
“Well, you’ve just conquered arrogance anyway,” she said.
“Maybe you can help me with ignorance.”
“Don’t condescend with me, Mr. Andersen.”
“Lane.”
“All right.  Lane.  It could be we could help each other out, I s’pose.  Not that we’re likely to see each other again.  But if we do, then maybe we could discuss your theories some time. Very business-like, of course.”
“Of course.  Business-like.  Much better than getting drubbed.”
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“The dead have risen, Billy!” Brone cried fearfully.
He hurried across the footbridge, squinting at the other side of the pond while Mr. Billy loped out front in a wide circle trying to understand the cause of his master’s alarm.  The air hung thick with humidity.  Every row of tombstones was grainier than the last, but the blue tarp was easy enough to see, lying half an arc from the sweep of graves on the southeast end.
The tarp he had used yesterday to cover the freshly dug grave that he had not yet sodded had been deliberately moved, therefore someone must have seen what was under it.  Someone knew a coffin had been disturbed.  He looked to the gate, but it was closed and he could discern no tracks in the mud left by the night’s rain.  It had to be the rowdy delinquents from the village, or someone with suspicions that he had been moving graves.  And then he saw the freshly turned earth rounded over the plot just as he had left it.  Was it likely that anyone out to make trouble for him would have done no probing into a fresh grave?
“Thank God, Billy,” he wheezed, “it must have been the wind moved the tarp.”
Mr. Billy stood at the edge of the plot, ears pricked, cocking his head at his master who leaned forward with his arms braced against his knees.
But could the wind have carried the tarp off when he had weighted it with a shovel? And where was the shovel?  He had wanted to let the grave settle overnight before sodding, so now he set to work leveling and raking, talking to the dog.
“Not enough I’ve got to patch and clean marble, carve stones, mow, and argue with the likes of the historical society over old markers, Billy.  Now the sea itself is takin’ its bite out of us.  We’ll all float away to Tir na n-Og along with the buried, we will.  And the county always threatenin’ to take away my stipend.  If they knew what they was payin’ me for, they’d fetch up a ransom or two and drop to their knees in gratitude, Billy.”
He unrolled the sod he had taken up, four strips, pieced in as seamlessly as the inlaid gold filigree on the Ardagh Chalice.  It was a grave that would never be missed, being one of the old section, and hadn’t he always done right by the dead?  He had a thought to leave a field stone marker, like the ones from the old days, just in case he had to know where it was in order to dig around it.  Because there were going to be others.  The omnivorous sea had its tidal fingers stuck in all the crannies, and it was going to reap a harvest, despite his denial of that very fact to Una.  He would have to stay ahead of it.
When the fieldstone was in place and he was satisfied with the sod over the grave and its inscrutability, he stood back.
“‘Dead men rise up never,’ Billy.  That’s Swinburne, in case you’re not up on your poetry.”  Keeping an eye out for the shovel, he moved on to pick up the blue tarp.  “Whadya think, Billy, was there a westerly wind we missed last night?  I’m likin’ to think we’re both gettin’ old.  Or rather not likin’ to think.”
He stooped and snagged the tarp, but when he lifted the end to snap it clean, he froze.  Because there was something under it.  Another grave, of course.  And this one was yawning wide open.
***
“Are you sure you didn’t find it and cover it with the tarp, Una?  You’ve been wanderin’ a lot lately, forgettin’ afterwards.”
“If I forgot, I can tell you no different then, can I?”
“I’d put it to them criminal kids and their vandalism, but it wasn’t clear it was dug with a shovel.  Somethin’ was clawin’ all around the coffin.”
“And inside?  Did it get inside?”
“I don’t think so.”
“You didn’t look?”
“It was still sealed.”
“You should have looked.  What about tracks?”
“I couldn’t tell.  Mr. Billy was runnin’ all around.  Lots of paw prints, but I think they was his . . . .”
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Mad Darby . . . he’ll lead you out of danger, if you look for his light.
Lane got the left turns and the right turns all correct on the first try but almost missed Abban’s cottage through the gray rain.  Set back among the oaks as it was, the trail in seemed almost to invent itself as he rolled slowly through the bower of trees.  He could hear acorns crackling under the tires of the Fiat Punto, and the exotic scent of captive flowers stole through the dash vents despite the dampness.  His knock on the narrow cottage door seemed no more substantial than the gloomy trail, as if the stucco front were just a façade, but the spry old man had it open with barely a wait, and the fuzzy margins of yesterday’s impressions sharpened into reality.
“Hello, Abban.  Mad Darby sends his regards.”
“Begorra, you’ve gone to the grotto, and none the worse for it.  Come in, come in.”
The wizened face was all whorls when Abban smiled.  Lane followed him through a maze of garish bric-a-brac to a pair of deal chairs on either side of a checkerboard the only two possible seats in the parlor, as if Abban took interlocutors by appointment, one at a time.  The smell of ginger underlay the smell of alcohol.
“Draughts?” the old man purred, but he was already making the first move, having claimed the red.
Lane countered symmetrically, understanding that the game was the price of conversation.  “How did you know?”
“Know what?”
“About the grotto, and that business with the light.  You knew I’d get trapped in those channels.”
“Channels is it?  Well, you didn’t get very far.”
“What do you mean?”
“Your move.”
Lane glanced at the board, moved a black checker.  “What do you mean I didn’t get very far?”
“Oh, the grotto goes under everythin’ everythin’ but Mag Mell.”
“Under the cemetery?”
“Under all churchyards.  Your move.”
Lane slid another checker without taking his eyes from the pug face. “Mag Mell.  That would be the Irish version of heaven on an island.”
There was the snap of a jump executed with glee. “You’re not very good at draughts, are you?”
Lane looked at the board, made a move, was triple-jumped.
“King me,” Abban said.
“I don’t understand why you didn’t just tell me what the grotto was like.  Why don’t you tell me everything you know about Thiollaney Merriu?”
The whorls of Abban’s face went smooth and his squint lost its tension, as if to make blank his very soul.  “Tell you everythin’ I know?  Have you got a century or two?  Easier to tell what I don’t know.  I don’t know the grotto havin’ too much sense to have ever gone in there.  As for Thiollaney Merriu as a whole, ‘tis the lair of the Water Wolf, plain and simple.”
“That again.”
Abban studied the board between them, and his voice was suddenly remote and casual.  “You see why it’s no use tryin’ to tell you about Thiollaney Merriu.  In the end it will be whatever fate and circumstances put in your way.  Maybe nothin’.  Maybe a
one-way ticket to pandemonium in the heavenly spheres.”
“That’s bullshit.”
“Bullshit is it?”
Lane started to move a checker out of turn and received an admonishing finger wagged under his nose.  When he looked up, Abban had a clay pipe between his teeth that must have been sitting nearby.  A couple of thoughtful draws and the ginger smell intensified.
“Oh, I s’pose the safest way for you to approach Thiollaney Merriu is to use what’s at hand, Mr. Andersen.  I’m thinkin’ your Dream Pillow is at hand.  That way you’ve got more control.  Not a lot, of course, but ”
“Amazing.  You’re so indiscriminately superstitious.”
“Eh?”
“Do all Irish priests have a rosary in one hand and a four leaf clover in the other?”
“Just the wise ones.  ‘Twas you told half the village that religion is nothin’ but spells and charms, was it not?”
“I don’t recall the Book of Leprechauns being in the Bible.”
Abban took two draws on his dudeen pipe and rocked in a chair without rockers.  “This is why you need the Dream Pillow.  There’s no tellin’ you water is wet till you drown; no tellin’ you you’ve stepped off a cliff till you’re dashed on the rocks.  You don’t have enough faith to be a doubter.  Not a breath of flexibility.  You might need that pillow of yours to soften the landing.  Take it or leave it.”
“That’s your advice?”
“No.  My advice is to stay away from Thiollaney Merriu.  I thought we was past that.”
Lane “drummed” his fingers silently on his thigh.  “First there’s fear, then there’s faith.  That’s how myths and I include religion have always been sold.  Isn’t there a way to access whatever is on that site without running the booby traps and special effects?”
“Well, there’s the usual way.”  And the clay pipe fired dots and dashes of smoke, as if encoding amusement.
“You mean being buried in the churchyard?”
Abban stopped drawing on the dudeen, cleared his throat.  “A bad joke.  But that’s always been my weakness.  I’ll give you this, and know that if you follow what I say, it’s of your own free will and not through anyone else’s mischief.  Agreed?”
“Agreed.”
“Then it just may be that a man of reason such as yourself, after puttin’ aside his unreasonable fears of a harmless pillow, could wake up in the mornin’ to the Mists of Ionarbadh.  And if that be the case, then before you speak to another human bein’, you must go the edge of the cliff at Thiollaney Merriu and look over the edge.  But remember, it’s of your own free will, and I didna trick ya.”
“What’s over the edge, Abban?” Lane asked, trying not to look bored.
“I dunno.  Could be the faolchÚ hisself.”
“The what?”
“The Water Wolf.  Or his minions.”
“. . . a pack of faeries.”
“Oh, the faeries have nothin’ to do with the Water Wolf, you can be sure of that.  And one more thing, if you hear the sound, you must get out, if you can.  Leave.  Flee.”
“What sound?”
“You’ll know if you hear it.”
“Like the tide?”
“Not the tide.”  The old face sobered.  “Marchin’ . . .”
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Sosanna had been on the pond at Thiollaney Merriu in a boat only once before, when she was seven, and just as now, it was without her father’s knowledge.
“Why can’t I fish?” she had asked then.
“Because the pond belongs to the dead,” she had been told.
“Do the dead eat all the fish?”
“No,” her mother had said.  “There are no fish in Thiollaney Merriu.”
“Are there frogs?”
“No.”
“Are there turtles?”
“No.”
“Uh-huhh,” Sosanna had contradicted.  “I saw a turtle.”
And that had led to the search.  Her mother had seemed not so much interested in the turtle as the fact that Sosanna maintained she had seen it under the water under the black surface of Thiollaney Merriu.  Together they had dragged the old dory down into the shallows and climbed in as if they were stepping on ice.  Out they went, her mother rowing slowly, bidding her daughter look down in the water and watching her.  And that was when Sosanna had first learned about the castles.
“What do you see, Sosi?  Do you see the green walls?”
She had wanted to.  She thought she almost did.  Walls undulating as if they burned with green fire, parting now and then to reveal the black and violet things below.  Did she see the stone figures crouching?  And the giant arches?  Did she see . . . eyes?  Sometimes the very young could see things adults could not, her mother had said.  It was a power that came from the realm before birth and waned among mortals on the earth.
Sosanna had only seen her own reflection.  “Why is the water like a mirror?” she had asked.
And her mother, pulling slowly on one oar, had rowed them away from the Pillar back toward the edge of the pond.  “Because you’re so fair, my dearest one,” she had said.  “Everythin’ wants to possess your beauty.  Even the pond of Thiollaney Merriu.”
So now she was here again.  The boat was still old, though a different one than the dory of two decades ago, and this time it was she who pulled the oars.  She pulled them slowly, as her mother had done, as if to keep them from splashing and scaring the fish that were not there.  Why had her mother rowed so carefully?
A dragonfly sliced up the sky, stopping abruptly in mid-air near the Pillar, and Sosanna remembered the butterfly that had perhaps landed on her wrist and then on the Pillar.  She had a sketchpad and a 4H pencil with her.  Lane Andersen had aroused her curiosity about the tablet, and she thought she would make a copy and study it.  It wasn’t for him, of course for Lane Andersen but for herself.  Curiosity was all he would arouse in her, she resolved, even if he was the first eligible male to come to the village in a while.  That glint in Doreen Brynn’s eyes was unmistakable.  Whether or not the American knew it, he wouldn’t have to stay in Darrig very long before he found opportunities among the women.  But she wouldn’t be one of the flighty ones who threw themselves at every new man to come along.  If she was out here to look at the Pillar, it had nothing to do with their incidental contact.  It was because she had her own questions to answer, things that struck at the heart of what she had always trusted.  He had drawn her attention to it, yes, and she gave him his due for a rational approach, but she wanted to see for herself why it was such an issue with her father.
The ragged rock upon which the Pillar stood was tiny and in one spot the boat actually put in close enough to touch it.  If she could reach high enough to hold the paper over the tablet, she could shade an exact impression with the pencil, she thought.  So she maneuvered the hull dead opposite and, steadying herself on one of its three coarse facings with her left hand, cautiously stood and twisted her torso, feet spread to either side of the keel.
The stone had a grit to it rougher than sandstone and very dry.  She had once touched a shark some fishermen had brought in at Clifden, and it reminded her of that.  When she found her balance, she reached up with a sheet of paper she had torn loose from the pad, but the stone tablet remained out of reach.
Too close to give up, she thought.  Onto the balls of her feet, she rose, sensing the slipperiness between the hull and the water as the boat rocked slightly.  But as soon as she moved her fingers the boat shot back so violently that she had to lean sharply forward to catch herself.  Her weight was now shifted to a point outside the gunwale, and with her knees stiffened to keep the boat near, she embraced the Pillar.  Classic comedy: the fisherman stretched between boat and dock, about to take the plunge.  Unless you couldn’t swim.
Her calves were already cramping and the boat jiggled, seeming to add its collusion against her.  She pulled hard to draw the craft closer.  Then she lowered her center of gravity and hand-walked down to the base of the Pillar.  Shaking from the effort, she plunked into half an inch of water sloshing under the seats.
Somehow she had managed to hold onto the pencil, though the loose page was turning gold as it curled just under the surface of the pond.  A raft of bubbles rose around it.  With all the rocking she supposed air had been trapped under the paper or under the boat.  Retrieving the sketchpad from the seat and hoisting herself in its place, she began a free-hand rendering.
If she had thought at all about the Pillar when she stood on the edge of the pond as a little girl, she had assumed it was part of the original churchyard, or even that her father had carved it as he did many of the headstones.  Now she could see that it had irregular shapes on it, perhaps a map, and some writing in an unfamiliar alphabet.  She had to keep turning her head to study it and to use the oars as the boat drifted; but suddenly an odd thing happened.
The hull shuddered and simply stopped.
She leaned, rocked.  The boat was stable.  Twisting, she surveyed the opaque blackness in a slow circle.
Why is the water like a mirror, mother?
Because you’re so fair, my dearest one . . . everythin’ wants to possess your beauty.
The boat was grounded.  No question at all about that.  The water was too black to reveal the cause.  She probed with an oar and found nothing, but it could be caught on a stump or a snag.  Good.  She wouldn’t disturb it till she was done sketching.
The marks on the tablet had no relevance for her.  She had seen many kinds of runes in books about Ireland and no end to the mystic symbols that ranged from carven High Crosses to solitary mossy stones in leprous bogs, proclaiming their single silent shibboleth, but the thing on the Pillar was unique.  And the more she studied it, the more it seemed to scream at her.  As if some arcane history were using the pond as a sounding board and vibrating there.  She wanted urgently to grasp it, because she knew that the critical epiphanies of her life happened to her at odd moments, even on sunny days afloat on a dusty black pond with dragonflies dividing the sky.
The effort to connect made her suddenly feel the way she had felt running along the cliff as a little girl, releasing white feathers in the updrafts so that they would return to the birds.  The euphoria lasted several minutes, long enough for the sketch to be completed, and stopped when she felt or imagined she felt three distinct thrums on the bottom of the boat.  The hull had freed itself.
And indeed the boat began to rotate.  It rotated slowly, but a little faster than she might have supposed it could in the stagnant pond.  A dragonfly buzzed her with its redundant wings, zigzagging out of all perspective with the laws of flight.  And the boat, that too was accelerating out of all proportion with natural law.  Because it was spinning wildly now.  Truly spinning.  Like a needle afloat in soapy water.  First this way, then that . . . then, finally, all in one direction.  Around and around, faster and faster it rotated until she dropped her sketchpad and grabbed the gunwales.
No feathering of oars would matter now; she splashed and slapped the surface of the water in an attempt to gain control.  It flashed through her mind that a whirlpool was forming, though the hull dipped and lifted as if impaled, causing her strokes to skip and plunge.  Desperate, she dug both oars deep and hauled back as hard as she could.  The boat shuddered for a few feet as if dragging an anchor along an uneven bottom and was freed.
She wasted no time getting to the reeds on the southwest side.  A dozen frantic strokes and she was scrambling over the bow.  Feet plunging, cold mud sucking at her ankles, she dragged the boat until it grated to a stop.  Then she turned and, in a series of short backward retreats, hauled the craft high and dry.
The pond lay thick with secrets, black and slightly rounded.  She stared at it for fully a minute while leaning on the prow, her heart pounding.  How odd it looked.  She retrieved her sketchpad, tossed the oars out, and flipped the hull over so that it wouldn’t fill with rain.  And that caused her to hiss aloud in dismay.  Because the upturned hull was raked with fresh parallel gouges from one end to the other.
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The Mists of Ionarbadh . . . marchin’ . . . 
BS.  Blarney Stone.  BullShit.
. . .
it just may be that a man of reason such as yourself, after puttin’ aside his unreasonable fears of a harmless pillow . . .

That was the only true thing Abban had said.  One solitary veracity out of a vigintillion lies.  Everything else was a tease, half-truths, connivery, a swaying bridge that connected the vast Hibernian delusion to reality.  And if Lane Andersen threw the pillow from the bed to the floor, he would be retreating before that delusion.  So he did not.  It was a damn good pillow, not too soft, not too firm.  And green.  Green was good, despite what Kermit the Frog claimed.  Green was money.  Green was Irish clover.
He slept on the Dream Pillow, and the theater screen in his mind remained dark all night.  He knew it had because when he awoke he was deeply rested and all things were in equilibrium.  No ripples, no stabs of light, no running in place before the onrushing tiger.  Sleep had been a window shade pulled down, and when it went up there was the usual mist.
Or maybe not the “usual” mist, but so what?  Call it a mighty mist.  Still, hardly a major miracle in the Connemara district.  Nevertheless, he took his time shaving, brushing his teeth and dressing so that the sun had a little more time to burn off the white wool and expose the village unscathed.  He had put the Dream Pillow nonsense to bed, so to speak, and he was eager to see a very ordinary dawn melt the mist melt the myth.  But when he opened the door and saw how really thick and dead still the stuff was, he said: “Jeez Louise.”
The Mists of Ionarbadh.
Okay, okay, Abban.  So you got your killer mist.  Not exactly a long shot prediction considering you didn’t really pin down which morning it would happen on.  I’m glad it was today, because now I can disprove the rest of what you said.  If there was another living soul about, I would talk to him only because you told me not to; but since there isn’t, I’ll just walk toward the cliff, because there’s nothing there not a damn thing.
It was the right attitude.  But after only a dozen yards the vapor cut him off at the knees, and he knew the mist was touching more than his body.  He breathed it in and it prowled through his emotions and his memories as if they were on display at a garage sale.  Like an invasive physical, it collected him in bits his mind in bits the doubts, the issues, psychological antibodies from old traumas.  And then he felt empty again.
And now that his dramatic content had been plagiarized, a scene-setting commenced.  Major constructions stirred just out of sight.  Dead air moving.  A hidden stage crew lifted flats, plugged in a light board.  Lobsterscope over the spot, periactoid in the wings.  He could smell the greasepaint, hear the emptiness filling in.  Places, everyone!   And when Lane Andersen hit the cobblestones, he knew he had stepped upon a stage.
He tried to veer away from the lambent light, but the mist seemed to usher him back with cold caresses.  A deep foreboding grew step by step.  If matter and energy were crossing each other’s borders here, he did not want to enter.  But as he drew nearer, the glow resolved itself into a dozen lancet windows spaced evenly on the facade of a large edifice of stone.  It was a crude church or something monastic.  Something spiritual.  Something communal.
He was twenty paces from a black recessed doorway when he heard the first cry: limberlost, bereft, unanchored, articulating nothing in the human language, communicating everything of human sorrow.  And as it died there came an antiphonal murmur, something less organized than a human chant but not quite animal.  Lowing.  Tremulous and tearful.
It was a wake, he decided.  Someone lay dead on a long deal table with pennies over their eyes, and that was why the wailing was so uncanny.  Oh, the Irish and their funerals!  This one would be the whole shebang, everything he had read about Hibernian burial customs, because, of course, it was his dream.  He must accept that.  He was still asleep on that herb-redolent Dream Pillow, and if he could believe any of the characterizations Abban had made about it, then his subconscious was feeding into the tableau in some way.  And, again according to Abban, the dreamer had some control over the direction of things.  Not a lot, of course,
the old scamp had said.  So make it a roaring funeral, worthy of a lively corpse, one that would be buried with his clay pipe and his fiddle, and a groat in his mouth to “pay his footing” in eternity, and even with a hammer near his hand, as was sometimes placed in Irish coffins so that the dead could beat on the gates of Purgatory.
The lancets were limned crimson and framed a flickering interior that must have been candlelit.  But another ten steps and he was hit with such a stench that he knew there were no quarrels of glass within the grillework.  Could a corpse be in such condition for its funeral?
Mere decomposition of one cadaver would not account for it.  It was too foul, too pervasive.  Where were the flowers and incense?  Again the aberrant cry filled a hollow space on the other side of the stone facade, triggering a mad counterpoint of hacking and hoarseness and moans.  This was not the keening of funereal celebrants.
Against every instinct he pressed closer to the lancets until he was standing in a gutter that ran along the edge of the building.  His vision now level with the sill, he was obliged to rise up on his toes.  And as he did so, a bony hand shot out of the wall just above the gutter and caught his ankle.  He had a quick impression of filthy nails and knuckles crusted with sores before he was fighting to pull himself away, as if the wiry hand would drag him through the wall.  Each time he lifted his foot, he was yanked off balance, and so he planted both feet and braced himself the length of his forearms.
Scuppers were spaced all along the stone façade, evidence that the insides of this unholy place were washed down regularly.  The skeletal hand had shot out through one of these.  Again he kicked his imprisoned foot, flexing his toe against the underside of a wrist, but seemed to make no progress.  And suddenly the ragged nails let go, reappearing an instant later wrapped around the grillework of a glassless lancet.
An anxious eye peered out, a single perfect eye, glossy and clean, the last outpost of purity in a damaged face.  Lane recognized the plea in the eye even before the man delivered his babble of entreaties.  The harsh voice might have been Irish, but it had a choppiness dissimilar to what he had heard over the last few days.  In any case, he was forced to rear back from the blast of fetid breath that overpowered even the stench of the place.  Recovering himself on the other side of the gutter, he rose on tiptoes again to gather a fresh impression of what was within.
But there was nothing fresh about what he saw.  It looked very much like a stable dotted with what must have been human excrement in scattered mounds of straw.  A single massive table stretched for perhaps a third of the unpartitioned room, which could have been sixty feet square.  There were gray bowls and pots on the table, and others tipped over on the floor, and a kind of font or stone basin flush with one of the flanking walls.  Most horrible, were the two-dozen living if living could be used prisoners because prisoners must be used of the place.
More than half sat on the straw; the rest crouched or paced or lay in attitudes of misery and pain.  One curled naked on the table.  Another rocked foot to foot.  A woman crept steadily along the wall by the basin, running her fingers over the stone.  Two more were tethered to the opposite wall with heavy linked chains and shackles.  Curiously, all of them occupied only the near half of the room.
That was striking.  Half the room.  It took Lane a few seconds to realize that.  The far recesses of the ghastly chamber were empty except for the end of the table and a few wisps of straw that hadn’t been culled to the near side.  There was nothing at the far extreme.  Just a darkness in the floor whose details he could not discern.  Perhaps it was a midden full to capacity with wastes, and that was why the internees crowded away from it.  Even the chained figures had stretched their forged tethers to the limit in the opposite direction.
Had Lane not been standing in neutral light the dismaying scene might not have been so vivid.  By contrast from where he stood orange incursions flickered up and across a beamed ceiling from a kind of raised trough stretched along the basin wall.  An iron cage guarded the trough.  The smoky pall indicated that the contents might be burning peat, though the appalling reek of ammonia and ordure masked its odor.
Three more fingers twined into the grillework of the lancet, and Lane was brought back to the wretched plea before him.  The fellow’s toothless mouth worked oddly, lower jaw extended as if full of bile that might spill over if he dared enunciate clearly.  No teeth and one eye and, lucklessly, the wits to know what freedom was.
“Do you speak English?”  Lane’s question was inane, because whatever this place was, it was a far cry from the tropes and colloquia of the “English” he knew.  But he repeated it, as if to evoke some pidgin compromise that could put them in sync.  He got back the same soulful plaint as before.
So much agony.  Once, when Lane had driven through a neighborhood in Rochester, New York, a beagle had rushed barking after his car.  He had hit the brakes, but the young dog tangled with the wheel well and the fender, and when he got the car stopped and ran back, the poor thing was gurgling out its last.  The animal’s paws had tensed spasmodically like the whitened fingers of this man behind the grille, and there was the same white look of fear and surprise in its eyes, as if to ask why.  It was too damaged to live.  Too horrible to linger in the eyes of the living.  The wretch the wretches before Lane now seemed similarly stricken.
Suddenly the man twisted his neck and, emitting another cry, leapt back from the window.  With the nervous agility of the half-starved, he threw himself against another man.  For no more than ten seconds they wrestled for the straw the second inmate was trying to draw away for himself.  Most of the bounty was scattered, though each raked the remnant as though he had won.
Lane recognized now that the near half of the chamber was an archipelago of small territories.  Even in such deprived circumstances the inhabitants had staked out their straw kingdoms.  He shuddered to imagine what happened when food was doled out in the gray bowls.
Which begged the question: who maintained this place?  Who brought the food, lit the fire, washed the wastes through the scuppers beneath the lancets?
He passed slowly along the outside the wall to its central darkened recess.  The door itself was made of three hewn planks and iron-hinged.  There was a Judas hole in the center for looking out.  He stuck two fingers in the recess to verify that the cover was in place.  Then he stepped back, and his eyes were drawn to the carved letters on the cornice: CINNFHAIL TEACH NA NGEALT.
The uncial script might be significant to dating this nightmare edifice, he thought, if it had ever existed in reality.  And as if to protest his doubts, the gloomy letters suddenly flickered white ahead of low thunder behind him.  He peered hard at the words again, memorizing, while the thunder continued to oscillate like an incantation in an arcane tongue.
The instant he turned it roared and recoiled, and he blinked reflexively at multiple fulminations, dazed at the extent of the illuminated turbulence beyond the mist.  The sky was a battlefield arrayed with engines of destruction.  Purple welts hung with pennants of smoke massed against rolling thunderheads.  As in an apocalyptic painting, he gleaned the impression of much more detail than he actually saw.  And this was enhanced by a series of flashes that transformed the painting into a jerky film.  But what really riveted him was what was beneath that panorama.  Because less than a hundred yards away, framed against a tumultuous sea, was the cliff of Thiollaney Merriu.
The mist now had transmuted into something wholly aqueous, faintly tinted green and whirling into a storm out over the ocean.  Headwinds rushed in, billowing his shirt, fluttering his pant legs, raking his hair.  Abban’s warnings seemed to pipe above the highest registers.
He never looked again at the stone building with the lancet windows.  Nearer and nearer he labored toward the edge of the precipice, through ankle-deep grass, past nineteenth century gravestones, past the pond and the pylon, up to and then around the southern edge of the grotto.
What’s over the edge, Abban?
I dunno.  Could be the faolchÚ hisself.
He heard waves crashing near at hand and others breaking a long way out.  Spume shot into the air ten feet in front of him and he felt the reverberation through his shoes.  It was awesomely beautiful, chillingly real.  German opera come to life.
He had to shoulder his way forward against the wind now, and the sea was turning luminous, its green-gray crests deepening to emerald in the troughs.  The power of it informed him of his minuteness, and the sheer majesty of air and earth and water meeting with such declamations reinforced Abban’s caution that he would have only “some” control over the consequences of his dreams.
. . . remember, it’s of your own free will, and I didna trick ya.
So he had to see over the brink.
The wind had been a titan’s palm pressed against his gluey progress, but now he was going to depend on it in order to lean out, and if it betrayed him if it abated even for an instant he would plunge down the palisades.  He tilted forward and thrust his feet ahead left, right, left, right inches at a time until his center of gravity passed over the lip and he hung above a crashing maelstrom, hung with vertigo and trepidation.  Later he would rationalize to the unbearably fine point that what he saw was the obverse nature of dream fear versus dream reality.  Because there was a black coach-and-six racing along parallel to the base of the cliff, racing as if the torrent there was a highway, its spinning felloes throwing up four narrow wakes from water that was fathoms deep.
He had read the myths: the Coach-a-Bower with its spinning white spokes made from thigh bones, driven by the headless Gan Ceann the dullahan and sometimes accompanied by a shrieking banshee both augurs of death.  And the dullahan’s whip, capable of surgical precision in removing the eyes of mortals, snapped over the steeds snapped where the heads of steeds would be, if they had any.  Nonsense, of course.  Nonsense that the Gan Ceann would hit you in the face with a bucket of blood, or that he could lift his severed head up into the air to see you, or that the coach would stop beside you and the door swing open and your name be called (the only sound made by “the silent coach”), irrefusably, irrevocably, irredeemably, to bear you off to eternity.  Nonsense of the first order.  Except that here it was, tantalizingly real beneath the high arcs of those translucent waves driving up the cliff and curling back.
“A dream, Abban!” Lane Andersen shouted.  Thought he shouted, because the wind stuffed those words back down his throat.
But his five senses were jangling, and he was shivering, sweating in the wind, bowels awash, lungs choked with air he couldn’t exhale, leaning well into the province of gravity, his feet rooted in the resonance of realms he dared not contemplate.  This was a wildness he had never imagined, something from before laws were made and that threatened to rescind reality.  The seething panorama of earth, air and water before him was a window, a parallel world accessible through dreams, through mist, through all the unruled ethers of mind and matter.
Blinking against the spray, Lane craned for a better glimpse of the coach-and-six, wanting to flee at the same time that he wanted to deny.  Like a bird transfixed by a serpent, he allowed it nearer and nearer along the highway of the waves, the fine ratiocination of his mind excoriating the image with each veil of froth and spindrift only to have it reappear with new and more electrifying detail.  There was the human spine that served as the pole; there was the mildewed cerecloth, worm-eaten and straining to hold the coffin; and the tracks of the thing burning on the water.  But no, he would have it be a trick of the waves, sculpting endlessly as they did and drawing upon a limitless palette.  And then it was too late, because it was spurring toward him, climbing pell-mell up the cliff.  Coming to call his name!
The certainty of it brought him up straight.  That is, he tried to straighten.  But, as he paddled for balance he broke the knife’s edge equilibrium that was holding him.  For all he knew this was the prescribed manner of his death.  In any case, the black coach never reached him, never swung its yawning door open.  Instead, he pitched off the precipice of Thiollaney Merriu and plunged to the surf below.
***
Salt and cold were the first things he registered after the shock that knocked him senseless.  It occurred to him that he was drowning, but it wasn’t all that bad.  The womb-like relief from gravity, from the harsh keening of the wind (or was it the banshee) was like dying in the soft muteness of a bed.  He wanted to think the right things.  Mere seconds of hermetic integrity remained before he gasped reflexively for air and took in ocean, and so it was important to think the right things, but all he could do was go back to the blank wall of his childhood.  If it was true that your whole history flashed before you at this moment, then he had this wall blocking him from the beginning, and what he had of the other side were just those words his mother had uttered in retrospect.  It was like an important dialogue that life had interrupted.  But he had lost the thread of the conversation.  He had to remember the questions, had to find the answers.
Beyond the time compression of a dream, the sea lifted him in a mighty swell that must be aimed at the cliff.  He didn’t want to be torn asunder and left dismembered upon the rocks.  Again a swell came, thrusting him forward, down, then back slightly.  A lesser draw seized him by the ankles like the bony hand through the wall of Cinnfhail and shot him upward on an angle.  He didn’t know how, but he was certain that the sea around him had closed, as if there were acoustics and a lessening of pressure.  And in this he was right.
He had entered the cliff.
The speed of the flow obliterated any sense of up or down.  But as rapidly as he had been sluiced into a submerged channel, the thrust suddenly cushioned as if a dead end had been reached.  His shoulder struck stone, jarring sparks within his ebbing consciousness and forcing the first bubbles from his lungs.  Instinctively he clawed for a handhold and caught a protrusion.  Moments later, there was an explosion of sorts: air bursting through, hissing against the gurgle of draining water, as if these fundamental elements were two species in confrontation.
He gasped, choked, clung to the smooth spar he had captured.  The vapid air reached every burning outpost in his body, calming him, making thought seem like inspiration.  In the darkness, he listened.  Water was still moving above him, he thought.  This was probably the maze of channels below the vermicular birthing chamber he had discovered within the grotto, and the loops and crossovers were producing air pockets as the cliff respired.  The sea surged in, the sea surged out.  It would be a short-lived sanctuary, because the freight train rush of water above him would be coming back in a few moments.
He clung to the smooth protrusion with both hands, and that was how he discovered another horror.  The lower end of the long, slender thing was wedged between two plates of stone, and the knobby upper end his fingers wrapped around yielded the unmistakable mental image of a human thigh bone.
He didn’t actually let go, but the deluge returned at that instant and tore him away with unforgiving violence.  And after that, he had no control at all, no rational input, none, zero, nada.  Just fate.  He didn’t fight it.  There was the G-force rip of his own lightning return and then he was tossing on the surface of the ocean.
Later, when he dared think it was more than a dream, he would reason that it wasn’t so remarkable after all.  Myriad things survived to be cast up on a beach, from seaweed to feathers to mollusks.  Notes in bottles survived.  Pieces of ships, cadavers of fish, green empties of Connemara Single Malt.  A riptide or an innocuous lane within the currents had taken him south down the beach and eventually in.
But now he lay on his side listening to the surf pounding the rocks and staring back at the mist, beyond which was the cliff.  A tardy bolt of lightning erupted as if in anger at his escape (the Coach-a-Bower was not permitted to return without a passenger), and even though he knew it was impossible to tell, he would swear that the current traveled up from the earth.
When his strength returned, he rose and staggered inland through the downy gauze of a healing fog.  Soon he felt his feet on the ubiquitous cobblestones.  A molten glow to his left climbed high in the sky, and he thought it was in the direction of the stone building with its pitiful wretches.  And then the road beneath his feet became macadam again, and the mist thinned, and he saw the cottage he had leased.  He went in utterly spent, taking time only to strip off his clothes and write a note to himself on his laptop that said: If this is here when I wake up, it means I really left the cottage.
Hurling the pillow off the bed, he collapsed into a dreamless sleep.
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“You’ve been on the pond in the boat,” Brone said, and he inclined his head toward his daughter there in the kitchen as if she were hard of hearing.  “It wasn’t your mother, so it must have been you.”
“If you had asked me in the first place, you wouldn’t have had to interview all the other suspects,” Sosanna said, a touch of color coming to her cheeks.
“Well, I’m askin’ then: what happened out there?”
“Nothin’.”
“How can it be nothin’ when the hull is laid bare stem to stern?  You must have felt somethin’ when it happened.  You’re lucky to be alive.”
She gave the sink strainer a twist and he stayed her hand with his.
“You’ve disobeyed me.”
“Children disobey.  Adults disagree.  Which am I, father?”
“You’re mortal, and mortals die when they ignore forbidden things.”
“Then send for the gardai.  Arrest me.”
He looked apoplectic.  She looked steadfastly innocent.  Old postures, a fork in the road they had never gotten past.  Silence would come next, if they let it; another day of avoiding eye contact and moving through rooms in opposition.  But this time Brone sighed long and volubly, and his rugged lips, which worked like pieces of soft lead when he was angry, relaxed.  When he took his hand away, Sosanna looked out the window and did not turn on the water.
“I never did tame you,” he murmured.  “But that’s good.”  He backed up to the table, tugged his trousers at the knees, sat down.  “That’s good.”
“You don’t believe that, father.”
“Well, I may not like it, but I s’pose it’s good.  You had to become a woman, even though you’ve never left from under my roof.  But you can’t blame a father for missin’ his little lassie.”
“You’ve fairly smothered me, father dear.  It’s a wonder I’m not still three feet tall.”  She turned to face him with her almost-smile.  “Father . . . how did you know the scratches on the bottom of the boat came from the pond?”
“Well, it is a boat, isn’t it?”
“More likely they’d be from being dragged on the shore.  Why didn’t you think that?”
“I did.  That’s what I meant.”
“But you said I must have felt it.”
“Felt the shore when you dragged it up.”
“. . . and lucky to be alive, you said.”
“You know you can’t swim.  You could’ve drowned.”
“Fibs are for children.”
His craggy brows stiffened and his lips became lead again.  “So what were you doin’ out on the pond?”
“Not swimmin’ though it wouldn’t matter if I was.  I was only boatin’.”
“Just like that?  After twenty-eight years you suddenly decide to go boatin’ on the pond which you’ve never gone boatin’ on before?”
“It was about time.”  She whirled away, whirled back.  “Why should I lie to you, I was sketchin’.”
“Sketchin’?  You mean . . . with a pencil?”
“That’s the usual way.”
“What I mean to say is, the inspiration comes kind of sudden, don’t it?  Have you found the James Arthur O’Connor in your soul?”
“I was sketchin’ the Pillar.”
This time Brone’s whole body froze.
“That little thing on the top,” she said.  “The stele, I think it’s called.”
“Stele.  That’s not your word.”
“I didn’t invent it, no.”
“It’s his.  That American.  Andersen.”
“It’s just a word.  There’s a proper word for everythin’, and that’s the proper one for the . . . thing.”
“The proper word is betrayal.  You’ve seen the American, and he asked you about the Pillar.”
“I’ll see who I please.  No one’s plottin’ against you, father.”
Brone clapped his hands together in dismay, and Mr. Billy, lying beside the door, came all the way to his feet.  “God Almighty!”
“It was to defend you that I saw the American.  I gave him some choice things to think about.”
“Eh?  You’ve told him nothin’?”
“What is it I could tell him?”
“Did he say anythin’ about Thiollaney Merriu about the pond or the Pillar or the cliff?”
“We’re not exactly at the sharin’ secrets stage yet.”
“Yet?  Then you’re goin’ to see him again?”  Immediately he spread his hands to temper her reaction and his dark eyes took on a craftier light.  “It’s all right.  It’s good.  You can tell me, then, can’t you, Sosi?  You can tell me what he’s about.”
“About?”
“What he plans to do.  Just give me fair warnin’ when he’s up to one of his little forays.”
“You want me to spy on him?”
“Hardly spyin’, lass.  Haven’t I a right to know who’s trespassin’ on my property?  He’s an outsider without principles.  Surely you can see that?”
“I can see you’re obsessed.”
Brone’s hands were white, pressed against the table.  “Blood should count for somethin’.”
“Are you goin’ to make me choose between my honesty and your everlastin’ battles?”
“You’re betrayin’ me.  You’re betrayin’ your name and your ancestors.”
She was astonished at his adamancy, unable to understand or accept it.  “Well, include Mr. Billy, why don’t you?”
The dog looked up expectantly.
“I’ll have none of your mocking,” Brone said.  “This can’t be brushed aside between us.  A family has bonds.  A family has . . . has ”
“Secrets?”
“Don’t be tryin’ that on me again, Sosanna McCabe.  There are no secrets!”
She moved toward the door, turned to face him, pressed her palms against the wall.  “I might do your spyin’ for you, if you can tell me why mother was wanderin’ through the tombstones again today.  Why does she read the inscriptions?  Who is she lookin’ for?”
He seemed to weigh something on the tip of his tongue, and the longer he took, the more the bluster went out of him.  “Your mother has had delusions in the past,” he said at last.
“What delusions?”
“Like thinkin’ she belongs to the sea.”
“Is that why the villagers think she’s a merrow?”
“Do they now?”  As if he didn’t know.
“But . . . that doesn’t explain what mother thinks.  Did you have another wife?  Did she drown?  Is that what she’s lookin’ for, her predecessor’s grave?  Tell me that, and maybe I’ll do your spyin’.”
“There were no other wives,” he said wearily.  “No secrets.”
“No secrets,” she repeated.  “Good.  Then there’s nothin’ I’ve got to hide from the American.”
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“You’ve been drinking our good Irish Redbreast from ‘the priest’s bottle,’” Doreen Brynn said.  “I’ve never heard of the Mists of Ionarbadh.  And I can’t imagine how you’re coming up with these things that aren’t there anymore.  First Quilligan’s Mill, now this.”
Lane leaned back in the roll chair he had drawn up to the dinosaur computer in the back room of The Book Bog.  On the screen was a scanned pen and ink drawing the expatriate Brit had conjured up from her limitless and miraculous resources of Irish myths, fibs and stone sober veracities.  Unfortunately, the item on the screen referred to a disturbing image of the latter variety.  It was the gray building of horrors with lancet windows he had seen in his dream.  Seen or actually visited: choose one.  He tapped the screen.
“What about the inscription above the door?”
“I think it’s a name,” she said, rocking forward to read it from the sketch.  She had come up with the site by taking apart the phrase he had memorized from the cornice: CINNFHAIL TEACH NA NGEALT.  “But it’s mixed.  You’ve got the Irish teach na ngealt, which means mental asylum.  And then you’ve got cinnfhail which is Gaelic, I think.  It must be a family name that was given to the place.  Someone’s surname, a doctor or a local angel of mercy.”
He pawed his face, remembering scuppers and chains and the stench of something degraded beyond rot and human waste.  “I think we can eliminate angel of mercy.  Try the Gaelic.  Can you give me a translation?”
For this she rose and rummaged the bookshelves that lined the room, fingers working febrilely over the spines as she fluttered up and down, looking like a myopic butterfly.  Pausing, she snatched out a thin volume and leafed through the pages.  Again a finger, hissing down a page, stopping.
“Cinnfhail.  It means . . . ‘from the head of the cliff.’”
“It was close by the cliff at Thiollaney Merriu.”
“But why mix Gaelic with Irish?  I still think it’s a surname.”
“What if it was just Cinnfhail at an earlier time?  What if the insane asylum part got tacked on later?  It might have been something else before it became an asylum.”
“Like what?”
He shrugged.  “A prison.”
Her red hair eclipsed the computer.  Keys clacked.  In a minute she said, “Hello?  Someone has preserved a fragment of a letter in their family history.”
It was one of those amateur attempts to preserve and glorify unremarkable lives.  A certain Mary MacKay had included extracts from personal letters among her ancestral archives.  In a letter dated, June 7, 1833, her deceased paternal great-grandfather, one Obadiah Byrne, had written to unspecified commissioners regarding the Cinnfhail workhouse.  A brief note to this effect was followed by a transcript of the single surviving page:
***
. . . neither are there night buckets at present for the inmates, the 
consequences of which I spare you for discretion’s sake.  Also, the 
ventilation turrets appear to be blocked, though no one will venture 
onto the roof to perform an inspection.
The building, as it stands, has been refurbished twice, and 
but for its impregnable walls and the extreme reluctance of the elders 
to seal the tunnel, lest old pacts that some still adhere to be violated, 
it would have been torn down.  As it is, the slatier and the mason 
forbear further work until their debt is settled.  I attach no blame to 
them, for the weather has been inclement and pestilence rages within.  
To make matters worse, Dr. Arbuthnot, the visiting physician, himself 
has died of malignant typhus fever this Sabbath past.    
Good sirs, I trust you will not let rumor and fear attend the 
plan to make alternate arrangements for the county’s indebted souls.  
Cinnfhail has too long been at the mercy of certain individuals whose 
intentions and outdated beliefs are travesties on the Church and 
society.  Despite their tenure in the community and insistence on being 
privy to arcane particulars, they should not speak for all of us in this 
enlightened age.  Indeed, what body outside the district would tolerate 
such abominations as exist here among us?  I urge you to take this matter
 up at the   . . .
***
Doreen Brynn sagged in her chair.  “Dear God, Dickens was right, and so were you.  It was a debtor’s prison before it became an asylum.  If that’s how they treated poor people, how bad must it have been for the mentally ill?  Worse than Bedlam in London, I expect.”  She turned to look at him.  “Are you listening to me?”
He was puzzling at the screen.  “What’s this about sealing a tunnel and breaking old pacts?  Does that make sense to you?”
“Not unless you want to hear all the myths dredged up that you put to rest so eloquently the other night.”
He focused on her now.  “Faeries?  You’re going to tell me it’s faeries?”
“Dressed in green or red, trooping or solitary.  They’re like chipmunks, you know.  Always digging.  It’s not hard to figure what inspired the tall tales, of course.  This whole area is riddled with caves.  The Burren over there is a moonscape of fissures and chasms.  Some of the caverns and underground streams are spectacular.  They’re supposed to be linked by tunnels, and a lot of villages claim old houses with . . . connections.”
“But the Burren is in County Clare.”
“Some say the whole of western Ireland is a network that leads to the sea.  For a fact, water comes and goes in peculiar ways in the bogs, and there are endless stories about lakes and holy wells that appear and disappear ”
“Yes, yes, with maidens who turn into swans and are spirited away by horny horsemen.”
She crossed her legs.  “Believe me, I’ve been in line for swanhood since I grew breasts.  There are no horny horsemen.”
He looked analytically at her breasts.  “I can’t picture those on a swan.”
“Two swans.  Feel free to picture anything you like.”
He looked at her stupidly, tried to laugh, mumbled something about horny horsemen and Connemara ponies.
She smiled languidly.  “Well, let me help you find a tunnel then.  As I said, they’re supposed to be all over the place under trees in faerie raths and . . . sometimes connected to houses.”
“Connecting them to what?”
“I haven’t the foggiest.  But I’ve heard of superstitious farmers filling some of the older wells with stones and bricking up fireplaces.  Even blasting out stumps.”
“What about ruins?  A stone building like Cinnfhail must’ve been around for a long time.  There must be traces of it.”
“Plenty of ruins.  The village actually moved away from Thiollaney Merriu.  Fancy that.  Used to be all out on the old road.”
“Which is . . . ?”
“Next to the new road.  Lots of foundation sites out towards Brone McCabe’s churchyard.”
***
Ionarbadh.  It meant exile.  He found it himself, pulling up a reference from Yeats on his laptop.  The Mists of Exile.  What did that mean?  That the Connemara fog crept in on little cat’s feet from some place outrÉ, or that you were some place outrÉ when you entered it?
He asked Abban, and it cost him three more games of draughts three instead of one because the little man twice declared him in default for not paying attention.  “I’ve huffed you seven times already for not jumpin’ my piece when you had the chance,” Abban said, “can you no concentrate long enough to lose the regular way?”
Lane made an effort and lost the regular way.
Then Abban lit up his dudeen, filling the cluttered parlor with ginger-scented wraiths.  “Exile is a sacrament to the Irish,” he expounded between earnest draws.  “I s’pose you’ve never heard of ‘white martyrdom.’”
“You s’pose correctly.”
“‘Tis self-exile in search of God.  The monks were very fond of it.  Always isolatin’ themselves on one godforsaken isle or another in the Irish Sea.  Lots of mist there, figurative and otherwise.  So there you have it.  You’ve got your own Mists of Ionarbadh.”
“I haven’t isolated myself in search of God.”
“Haven’t ya now?”
For a moment Abban’s chatoyant eyes glinted like hard green beryls, and it flashed across Lane’s mind that the little man knew something about his relationship with his mother.  Such a cynic.  Have you no been told your soul is bankrupt?  Surely, your mother warned ya.  That was what Abban had said in the car that first day.
“What are you talking about, old man?”
“Did I strike a nerve?”  Abban feigned attention to the dudeen, then waggled out a match.  “So what did you see when you looked down the cliff, lad?  Was it the Water Wolf?”
“I saw everything you see in a dream when you’ve been reading too much blarney.”
“Did you?”
“I said so.”
“Leprechauns and changelings?”
“Playing draughts with each other.”
“A pookah?”
“With Brian Boru on its back.”
“What else did you see, lad?”
Lane let go of his anger.  “I saw I dreamed I saw the Coach-a-Bower.”
“Mercy, the coiste bodhar, the deaf coach.  But you’re still here.”
“It was a dream, Abban.”
“Still, people pass in their sleep.  It’s the most common way.”
“They don’t drown in their sleep.”
“Oh, so you fell in the sea.  And you never heard marchin’?”
He left the old man and his annoying insinuations, not sure he would return again.  He didn’t like being entertainment for the bored retirees of Darrig.  He was willing to grant that the rules here were different from anything else he had explored, and that there might be some genuine psychic element in the social memory of this antiquated village that he was picking up, but the tools he was used to the tools he trusted were based on logic.  Here in Connemara the myth of an earth-race hidden beneath tree roots and hills was so pervasive that you had to go through it to get to other mysteries.  The Dream Pillow was the most blatant example, a pharmacopoeia guaranteed to send him into his own subconscious.  That note he had typed to himself If this is here when I wake up, it means I really left the cottage was, of course, still there when he roused out from his long sleep, as were the wet clothes; but that only meant he had wandered out in his drugged sleep.  He had found it harder to explain why he didn’t need to shave when he got up around noon, because shaving was what he remembered doing before he went out into the mist, and why would he do that in his sleep?
***
The village actually moved away from Thiollaney Merriu, Doreen Brynn had said, and so Lane was out there at dusk, south of Brone’s property, looking for the old road next to the new.
Colors deepened at day’s end in lush Connemara, as if light fell like sediment over the landscape.  Wild and desolate shadows broke off from the distant crags and flooded the plain of bogs and glacial lakes.  The windswept green gained new wrinkles, and the white stones seemed to rise stark as ghosts in the fields.
Lane waded through the grass on the seaward side of the dirt road leading to McCabe’s churchyard, and he hadn’t crisscrossed many times before he felt cobblestones beneath his feet.  It was only a few steps on a grade washed by perpetual rains, but the soft mounds of lichens that had taken hold where the grass could not build were clearly rounded.  He traced the section of cobblestones to where the turf had reclaimed the land on flat expanses above and below the slope, and then he arced out again toward the seaward side.  Almost immediately he stumbled on a stone foundation.
It was small by modern standards (the two opposing corners that survived were a dozen feet apart), but it gave him a line to follow north toward Thiollaney Merriu.  In short order he found three more sites, each a tiny rectangle of tumbled stone, overgrown and incomplete.  The remnants of a chimney drew him, and from there he saw that the land dipped and was lost in billowing saw-toothed reeds.  Magpies challenged him from a stand of willows, their blackness animating the blackness of branches.  And as he passed beyond that, broken bridge supports rose like saurian necks above a Jurassic fen.
The first spatters of a lugubrious rain were audible by the time he reached the stream.  Concentric ripples linked boulders and mossy timbers barely recognizable as such in their watery graves.  He crossed in five or six carefully placed jumps over the flattest stones and was instantly plunged into the gloom of a heavily canopied copse.
Above him the wind still rushed in the leaves, yet it was hermetically still and dry in the swale hole, and an insufferably sweet smell filled his nostrils.  He looked for flowers but saw only greens greens whose deepness bordered on blackness.  Whatever grew here did so virtually without light.  And he thought he must be looking at vines or ivy mainly, because the rustle of the rain was conducted downward somehow, as if connected things were stirred by it at ground level.  For the first time since arriving in Ireland, he felt the palpable charm of its clichÉs.  Here was a bower for fantasies.
Come out, come out, little people!  Fiddle and dance!  Show me your gold.
No sooner had he thought this then a shimmer of phosphorescence passed from one end of the hollow to the other.
He spun around.
Green, green, green flittered everywhere.  Virulent greens, beetle greens, greens that were almost metallic.  An inexorable living tide of predator green, poised to strike.  And the floral smell had become distinctly rank.  A mephitic smell that brought back the black pool in the pillared cavern beneath the Pyramid of Giza.
Something was emerging and it wasn’t Irish charm.  He blinked and peered harder at the thick carpet of shadow all around his feet.  What were those blobs that he could see around him now?  Puffballs?  My, my, gilled and fruity things were everywhere.  A fungal paradise.  No wonder the smells were so blasphemously exotic.
So the odor might be explained, but the shimmer of phosphorescence?  He hadn’t imagined that.  Even though God only knew what kind of hallucinogenic spores he was breathing.  Call it ignis fatuus, then.  Friar’s lantern.  Will-o’-the-wisp.  Suddenly he rebelled against the seduction.  He wanted the hell out of there.
He actually began to run.  And he told himself it was not because he felt eyes following him, not because his shoes were mashing rubbery things that felt like toadstools but must have been cobblestones.  It was because he didn’t want to breathe the cloying air.  Air.  He needed some.  So he fled the hollow, heading north toward the churchyard, and it was funny, but as soon as he got free of the dense canopy, it was no longer raining.  Just like that.  And damned if it wasn’t magnitudes darker than when he had entered.  The moon was even out.
Ireland was like that, he told himself.  A Connemara gloaming was a thing apart from other twilights, other dusks.  The darkness came up from all that lush, rain-pampered green as if it had been hiding there since dawn, lurking under clover and fern.  And the moon could sneak up on you when you were preoccupied with ruins.  So he shouldn’t have been surprised to find that he hadn’t noticed how late it was.  What did surprise him delightfully was that directly in front of him were the charred foundations of a fairly large building, and he saw in a moment that he had found Cinnfhail.
Perhaps it was the scuppers, two of them still visible, that made him shy away from the ruins of the facade, because he strode all the way to the doorsill before stepping over the walls, as if a skeletal hand might shoot out to grab him by the ankle again.  There was nothing sinister here now, though.  No straw mixed with human wastes, no long plank table, no gray bowls or forged chains.  Just the smooth green lie of vibrant turf rooted in blasphemies.
He found the footings of the basin on the south wall, bone white where the blackened surface had crumbled away.  Obviously there had been a fire.  He remembered the molten glow he had seen through the mist when he was fleeing the cliff, and he ran his fingers through the air where the wall had been, as he had seen the woman in his dream do.  Her prison had not been built of stone after all.  It had been built of time.
Space was such a negotiable commodity.  He passed through an emptiness once occupied by a human ordeal he had seen one dawn in a dream: the woman rocking to and fro, the man curled naked on the table, and across the sixty feet, shackles long since rusted into oblivion.  And then he turned precisely west.  Facing the sea.  Facing that dark spot in the floor at the far end, which had seemed an anathema to all the inhabitants of this place.  The shadows pooled darkest there, but he could see the thicket of brambles that had taken over.  He took a single step before a voice came to him so intimately, so soft and close, that it might have been his own subconscious.
“Don’t go there,” it said.
She was at his elbow: a woman in a cap with a button-down bodice, skirts and stockings.  Her face hung gray and pleading, and she was so still that he knew there was something wrong with her.  You didn’t sneak up behind people like she must have, and you didn’t stare so unguardedly into a stranger’s face as she did, and you didn’t pause as if you were stuck and needed some cue to animate yourself.  He pulled back as tactfully as he could.
“Why not?”
“Because that’s where they died.”
“Who?”
“The seamlas burned down, sir.  You knew that, didn’t you?”
He didn’t know what a seamlas was.  “The building?” he pressed her.  “Something inside the building?  And that’s how they died?”
“Ohhh-h, no, sir.”  Gluey gray eyes bore into him.  “That’s how they were
freed.”
“You mean how they escaped?”
“. . . freed,” she repeated with a tremble, looking at the far darkness where the bramble was.
There was something else odd about her aspect that he couldn’t quite pin down.  “You know all about this place then.  What it was.  You must have had relatives here, a family history perhaps?”
“It was a pen, a seamlas.”
That word again.  “Times have changed.”
“Not changed.  Time waits.  Time is very good at waitin’.”
“Well . . . I was just going to take a little look at that midden or whatever it was.”
He gestured to the west wall.
Her face strained into his, her unfocused eyes terrible with fear.  “Don’t do that, sir.”
“Why not?  There’s nothing here anymore that can threaten us.  Look, if anyone died over there, I assure you I’ll be respectful.  But you said they escaped.  Freed, you said.  There was a fire and they got out?”
“Donnegal set the fire.  ‘Twas his idea to feed the clothes through the grill on the sconce, then light the straw and the table.  Most the others helped . . . no one was against it.”
“Clever and courageous.  They freed themselves.  But how do you know all this?  Do you have records?”
She seemed caught on the moment again, unable to interact further.  With a nod he took a few steps away from her, then turned and strode straight to the west wall.  It was quite dark now.  Out over the ocean the western horizon was a crimson crack whose inadequate light was totally eclipsed by the east side of the foundation.  He took out a flashlight and shone it straight into the bramble.
“Don’t disturb it!” exploded into his ears.
This time her gray eyes were pinpoints of white glare, her lips rigid, her jaw clenched.  She had a shawl wound tightly around her and her whole body flexed with fury, or stress.  The odd thing about her aspect bothered him again but remained illusive.
“Listen, lady, I get your feelings, but I’ve come halfway around the world to look at a few Irish ruins, so with all due respect . . .”
He turned and with the light pretended to study the stones that underlay the bramble.  Pretended because he was tensed for further interference.  But she said no more, and in a few moments he became absorbed by discovery.
The spot had indeed been open at one time.  The circularity was a dead-giveaway.  It was a well or a midden or possibly a burial pit, if he wanted to let his imagination run away with him.  The bramble wasn’t growing out of it, but from either side; so with his foot he lifted the overgrowth and rolled several of the larger stones aside to pin it back.  What lay beneath was level and smooth.  He scraped at the dirt, and what he uncovered caused him to glance up for the woman’s reaction.
But she was gone.
There were bricks under the bramble very old bricks and the fact that they had been mortared was also enticing.  Someone had taken great pains to seal the place.  He shouldn’t have lost his cool, he thought about the woman.  If he had just deferred to her for a while, maybe he could have learned more without offending her.  But he was too excited to dwell on where she had gone.
Obadiah Byrne’s letter of 1833 could not have predated the conversion of a workhouse to an asylum by much, he guessed.  And judging by the spawling of the bricks and the powderiness of the mortar, the entombing could be almost that old.  It seemed likely that the fire had precipitated the closing of the pit, because he saw no scorch marks on the soft bricks such as were everywhere else.  The thing before him had been sealed after Cinnfhail came down.
Retrieving a knife from his pocket he scraped at the talcum-like mortar, freeing up one of the wide seams.  When he had done the same on the opposite side, he dipped his fingers into the cracks and jiggled.  The remaining mortar crumbled away.  Slowly he raised a single brick.
He had set the flashlight down in order to work, and the black rectangle between his braced knees yawned with undisclosed possibilities.  But the openness seemed flat and immutable somehow.  And though the brick he had lifted was damp on the underside, there was no cool exudation of inner earth wafting out of the hole.  He fumbled for the flashlight, already knowing that it wasn’t going to expose the secret of this place so easily.  When the beam shot into the narrow space another brick stared up at him.
Beset by impatience, he reached down with his free hand and began tugging adjacent bricks loose from the first row.  Mortar cracked and scraped off, collecting on top of another course.  He put the light down and worked steadily until he had all but a few of the first layer taken up.  Then he stopped, stared, thought.  What could be so valuable or toxic or terrible or secret or deadly that someone would use a double layer?  Somewhat less enthusiastically, he raked at the mortar of the second row.
Time waits.  Time is very good at waitin’.
As before, the seams were dry and loose.  And the opened space was wide enough to admit some illumination from the flashlight, which he had stuck into the bramble.  He cleared several bricks before lifting one.  Then, coming cautiously from a kneel to a squat, he drew the middle brick upward.
But again there was nothing.  No wisp of cankerous rot, no miasma, no skeletal hand shooting out to claim his throat . . . nothing.
Standing, he plucked the flashlight out of the bramble and directed the beam straight down into the hole.  And he thought: any grisly find would be less ominous than what he was looking at.  Because he was staring at the earthen tone of a third layer of bricks.
Dropping immediately to his knees he raked up the remainder of the second row and drove his knife down into the seams of the third.  Here and there the blade seemed to bottom out against hard surfaces (and why wasn’t at least some of the mortar falling into empty space).  Up came the third row, revealing a fourth.
He took a loose brick and pounded it on the fourth row.  The sound was dull, flat.  Excavating further now, he uncovered a fifth row.  And a sixth.  A seventh.  At the eighth row, with the soundings just the same, and having reached as far as he could easily reach, he stood and wiped his hands on his pants.
They must have been terrified whoever did this.  They must have been virtually berserk.  Because it was ridiculous.  Nothing needed this kind of walling in.  It was a testament to something obsessive, that was all.  A proof of man’s superstitious ignorance and bottomless fears.  “Superstition!” he yelled aloud.  And it sounded unconvincing even to him.
Whatever was down there would still be there, if he decided to waste more time on it, he told himself.  It had waited for nearly two centuries, so it would be there another day.  But he took the time to reset the bricks loosely in the pit.  Row by row.  Not out of fear, of course, but because he didn’t want some other seeker to preempt his own potential discovery.  Then he rose and headed east by moonlight.
Somewhere along the road to Darrig it hit him about the woman he had spoken to.  The thing that was wrong with her, the odd aspect of her being that he couldn’t quite pin down.  She hadn’t breathed.  With all the passion she had poured into his face, it was as if she had been on the other side of a glass barrier.  She had not breathed.
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Spy on the Yank?  Dear God, my father thinks I’m Mata Hari!
Sosanna was outraged that he seemed willing to have her trade her attentions for information.  Was he that desperate to protect his secrets?  She seemed vaguely to be trapped by circumstance between two men in the most ridiculous way.  One of them demanded faith but withheld secrets, the other demanded answers but withheld faith.  How great was her need for those answers, she wondered.  She was in danger of favoring one just by reacting to the other.  But she would not be a little lass imprisoned by a paranoid father.  She had taken the trouble to sketch the Pillar, and she would consult with the American very business-like.
Only, she didn’t want to go to his self-catered cottage again.  He drove a steel-blue car, she thought, one of those low-skirted ones that looked like it was sliding along the road.  And he was just pig-headed enough to continue frequenting Glenna’s Kitchen, where she had heard Flann Macloy had knocked him down, and so she contrived to be in the shops between his self-catered cottage and the restaurant that morning.  When she saw him speed past at about nine-thirty she gave it another minute and wandered up the street toward Glenna’s.
He was sitting at a table alongside the wall and saw her as soon as she entered.  She looked past him, intent on a pretended vacancy among the crowded tables at the back.  When he leaned out slightly, she started up the aisle, timing it so that an elderly couple on their way to the cash register blocked her just as she was opposite his table.
“Beggin’ your pardon!” she said sprightly and, turning to yield them the way, found herself facing Lane Andersen half-risen and gesturing to the empty seat at his table.
“Oh.  Mr. Andersen.”
“It’s Lane.  Good morning.  I don’t suppose you’d care to help me with this menu?”
“I believe the other side is written in English.”
“Ah.  There it is. How about that?”  He gestured to the open chair again.  “Yesterday I tried to order pancakes and got three pitchers of prune juice to go.  ‘To go’ was redundant.”
She sat down slowly.  “You’re very strange.”
“Even for an American?”
“I think so.”
“Number twenty-six on my list of flaws.  Right there behind impatience, which you ranked twenty-fifth, if you recall.”
“My, but you wound easy.”
“How’s your father?”
She looked at him dryly.  “Outstandin’.”
“Out standing in his cemetery waiting to shoot me.  . . . sorry.  I’m actually having a terrific time here in Ireland really.”
“Are you?”
“Jolly.”
“Tell me what you truly like about us, Mr. . . . I mean, Lane?  I’ve heard all the bad, haven’t I?”
He clutched his water glass, nodding profusely, struggling in search of a national virtue.  “Ireland . . . great rain . . . love the green.  I had a green parrot once.”  He cleared his throat.  “Can you be more specific?”
She smiled a Giaconda smile.  “What do you think of our children?”  The cash register rang where the elderly couple she had passed in the aisle was now paying.  “What do you think of our elders?”
“The Irish make fetching children and wonderfully wizened senior citizens,” he said crisply.  “It’s only in-between that they’re as homely as toads.”
She studied him with her mouth open.
“I was just kidding,” he said.
“You should never work with people,” she advised in somber tones.
A burly woman with puffed sleeves but without guest checks or pencil showed up to take their order.  Sosanna asked for boxty and juice.  Lane asked the waitress if she was going to write things down.
“Not if you order in English, love.  We’re out of the prune juice, but if you try to order in Irish again, I’ll have to draw up a contract and have you sign it.”
“I think I’ll just have Irish coffee.”
“That’s it?”
“It’s got the four Irish food groups, doesn’t it: alcohol, caffeine, sugar and fat?”
Whistling softly and shaking her head, the waitress retreated.  Sosanna was studying him again.  “You should try the muesli,” she said.
“No thanks.  It’s hell to clean off a sidewalk.”
“What?  Oh.  You’re referrin’ to Flann Macloy’s . . . indiscretion.”
“My drubbing,” he whispered.
She smiled for real this time, pleased that he had a sense of humor about himself.  “You’re only slightly intolerable,” she said.
“Ach, please don’t feed the bear.  I’m not equipped to handle compliments.”
“Contrary to my first impression, I’m beginnin’ to think that’s true.  You’re very fractious.  Livin’ in the boonies with a lot of Connemara rustics may calm you down.  And . . . I may have been a little hard on you.  You were harsh in your analysis of the Irish, and I was harsh in analyzin’ you.  We’re probably both wrong.”
“I’m wrong?”
“Aren’t you?”
“Purely as a matter of intellectual honesty, I am not wrong.”
“Oh, dear, I spoke too soon.”
“I thought women liked honesty.”
“Honesty, yes; arrogance, no.”
“I thought you said I conquered arrogance?  We were going to work on my ignorance, as I recall.  Very business-like, you said.  Well, I’m being business-like.  When I noted the Hibernian disposition for ridiculous fantasies about red and green midgets hiding under tree roots, you said ”
“I copied the inscription on the Pillar.”
“What?”
She drew the folded sketch out of the pocket of her jeans.  “I admit you made me curious.  Funny how you can grow up near a remarkable thing and never think about it.  So I decided I should have a look . . . for myself.  Then I thought it would bear some study.”
She went on explaining, but he was wholly absorbed with what she handed him, and when he looked up, he asked: “You did this for me?”
“I guess you weren’t listenin’.  I . . . skip it.”
“You did this for me,” he concluded in a murmur.
“Your arrogance is showin’ again.  It was all ciphers to me.  Bunch of child’s scribblin’ and a map.  I figured you could tell me what it is.”
“It’s a map of Peru.”
“Peru is it?  Is that significant?”
“It means the series is complete.  It means . . . there are only three of them.”
“Three of what?”
He came awake suddenly.  “This . . . scribbling, you called it.  Was it fine lines?  Too fine for you to draw?”
“Well, I done my best.  I’m only a member of that in-between generation of Irish who are homely as toads, you know, and we aren’t particularly good at sketchin’.”
“You nailed Peru, but the details may be microscopic.  May I keep this?”
“I s’pose.  I can always make another for myself.”
“If it’s no trouble . . .”
“No trouble at all.  You know what a lamb my father is.  He’ll be glad to row me out there anytime.”
Their order came.
“I’ve got to get closer . . . read the fine print,” he muttered distractedly.
“What fine print?  I did a fair job of renderin’, if I do say so.”
“Oh, this is great.”  He snapped his fingers on the drawing.  “Really great.  I’m glad you did it . . . for yourself.”
“That’s right.  For myself.  In your arrogance, you probably think it was just for you, but there are certain issues mysteries, shall we call them about myself and my family that I’m ashamed to say I’ve never figured out.  It’s got to the point where anythin’ my father opposes is somethin’ I want to pursue.  He won’t talk about the Pillar, and he won’t talk about my mother.  Sometimes I get the feelin’ I’m the only one in the whole village who doesn’t know a secret about me.”  She paused to sip her juice, trying to lend casualness to her next words.  “I wonder if maybe you’ve heard somethin’.  There in the pub, I mean.  You must have got a snootful about the McCabes.  What did they say about us, if you don’t mind my askin’.”
He waggled his hand dismissively.  “Just talk.  Can’t say I paid much attention.  They went on about your mother, I think.”
“What about her?”
“Just some nonsense.  They were yanking my chain because I’d had my first run-in with your old man.”
“What exactly did they say about my mother?”
“I don’t know . . . something about whether or not she was naked or wearing a red cape when she saved your father from his grave ”
“The bastards!”
“Not worth getting upset about.  A bunch of drunks spinning wild tales.”
“I’m not upset.  What else?”
Her jaw muscles were clenched and her nostrils distended very prettily, he thought.  She had a glow that reminded him of bread dough in an oven just before it browned.
“What else?”  He stirred his coffee slowly.  “It was just Irish faerie tale drivel.  I didn’t try to keep it straight.  They all said she was a strange woman, and one of them called her a merrow, and another said she was the lianhan sidhe ”
“My mother is the most lovin’, patient, carin’, gentle creature in the whole district.  None of them know her.  They’ve never even seen her up close.  I’d like to hear them talk about her to my face, that’s what I’d like!”
He looked amused.  “You’re very fractious for a Connemara rustic living in the boonies.  But I’m feeling calmer already.”
She slugged down the rest of her juice.  “That’s why they call it Ireland.”
***
It was a day for courage.  She had defied her father by taking the sketch to the American, and when she left Glenna’s Kitchen, Sosanna McCabe did what she had been thinking of doing for years.  She sought out Mabbina Conneely’s cottage just off the street and behind the chemist’s.
Growing up and going to school in Darrig had acquainted Sosanna with many rumors about her family at one time or another, but she had never been able to separate the hurtful gossip of schoolmates from what their parents truly believed.
“Your real father’s dead, Sosanna!  My parents were at his funeral.  You live with his fetch!”
A fetch.  An exact double.  This information hurled at her by a jealous competitor on the football pitch before she was nine.  And often, thereafter, it was repeated, because she had fought with the girl.  Her father had been nearly buried alive, yes, but everyone there that day had seen him saved, she asserted.  How did she know, children as young as she demanded.  And elder names were cast at her as witnesses to a contrary theme of death and duality.  The persistence of the belief troubled her, even though it was ridiculous.  She had even used it against her father in anger once, a year after she heard it for the first time: the “you’re not my real father” speech.  And she had wondered for a time if her father’s grave was what her mother sometimes searched for at night and in the dawn.  Finally she had decided that even if he wasn’t her real father, he might as well be, because he was the only one she had ever known.  A good father, a magical father, to be sure, who had taught her everything she knew of nature.  Even now that they were at each other’s throats, she still respected his knowledge.
Her mother had her own notoriety to bear.  Bare.  That she had appeared nude in the churchyard at a funeral seemed indisputable.  There was no erotic connotation to it, no accusation of immorality.  It was merely another proof of the derangement and alienation that invested the McCabes.  At least Lady Godiva had acted in a cause.  Una McCabe had reverted to her true and shocking self, according to some.  And that was where the merrow thing got started.  The claim that she had a red cape, which allowed a merrow to swim in the sea, was added later and seemed neatly to explain her nudity at the funeral that day.  Sosanna had never received a satisfactory account of the funeral episode, but she thought she knew what the elements were.  Her mother’s fondness for bathing in the sea, her father’s near drowning in pursuit of her, the grief, a bereft moment in the rain when her mother had showed up au natural . . . something like that.
All through school there had been fatuous stories that linked her to her mother’s behavior.  The boys had used the idea of McCabe nudity to attempt liberties; the girls to castigate her for being wanted by the boys.  She had bloodied more than one nose of each gender in making a point to the contrary.
And yet there were hints that her own birth had been extraordinary and more or less secret.  Some said she was born in the sea.  Others that she had hidden gills.  Who would know except her parents and the midwife . . . the midwife, Mabbina Conneely?
So now she was knocking on that cottage door in the street behind the chemist’s and greeting a startled Mabbina.  The woman had become a fright in her widowhood, having let herself go to seed and perhaps becoming unstable and unreliable for information.  Sosanna tried to assess this in the older woman’s watery blue eyes and pasty face, and failing to do that, she stole glances at the cluttered interior of the cottage to which she was reluctantly admitted, trying to define the sole inhabitant.
Except for one strict corner filled with religious icons and candles, the place had melded into a single living space where kitchen, bathroom and bedroom met in an untidy parlor.  Bedclothes were draped over the settee, dusty hair curlers lay about like spiny sea urchins, and white saucers hung at every level of shelf and furnishing like UFOs in flight.  The smell of cooked cabbage was pervasive.  An orange-striped Cheshire cat licked one of the saucers and strode through the middle of the room as if she were the owner.
“I know this is a wee bit odd,” Sosanna said, “you and me havin’ never really met since I’ve grown up, but I should have come to you long ago for my own peace of mind.”
The wary look Mabbina had worn from the doorway intensified.  “I . . . I . . . I’m not out much these days,” she said.  “You would be . . . ?”
“You know who I am, I think, Ms. Conneely.  No need to be alarmed or to pretend.  I’m Sosanna McCabe, and you were probably the first human to touch me on this earth, discountin’ my mother’s womb.”
“Aye, aye . . . has anyone touched you since?” Mabbina murmured, a mix of fear and belligerence.
“What do you mean?”
The woman positively hummed, as if she spoke in songs and was trying to find the proper key.  “You’re a McCabe,” she concluded, and there was no music in it.
“Then it’s not just my fancy that you’ve always avoided me.”
“Most has.”
“Has it been that dramatic?  I admit, my father’s the local pariah probably a necessary service in the tedium of any village but you  . . . you’ve done everythin’ but cross yourself whenever we’ve met.”
“Your father’s the Watcher.”
Sosanna’s first inclination was to laugh.  “A Watcher is the last one to be buried, and my father is very much alive,” she started to say, but the words never got out of her throat.  Because, of course, it fit so well: the man who returned from the dead, a “fetch” to her classmates, and equally speculative the claim that he was the Watcher.  No new graves in her own lifetime.  It must be true.
But why hadn’t he told her?  Everyone knew but her.  It was just circumstantial that she hadn’t heard it before now.  A “fetch,” the children had called him, because it had more impact on them than the fact that he was the Watcher.  Had he feared she would blame him for her isolation from her peers?  That “you’re not my real father” accusation must have cut deep in a man already struggling with alienation.  So he had let it drift, the full revelation, letting his daughter find out or not find out lest she hate him for causing her loneliness.  The pang of his need for her charged Sosanna’s reply to Mabbina Conneely:
“And proud of it,” she said with a tremble.  “You’ll not deny that he takes care of Darrig’s ancestors.”
Mabbina regarded her more directly now, as if trying to reconcile the young woman’s humanity.  “You’ve still got the fey look about you,” she said stubbornly.
“The fey look.  Well, that’s a new one.  Did I have it when I was born, Ms. Conneely?  Did you see it in my squinched up little eyes?”  She suddenly realized that the orange-striped cat had disappeared in the clutter.  “You were there.  Was I born beneath the cliff, like they say?  Did I have gills and scales?”
“You weren’t born at the foot of Thiollaney Merriu.”
“Well, that leaves gills and scales,” she said with uncertain derision.
Mabbina Conneely wagged her head. “You was normal, normal as any babe can be.”
Where was the cat?  It had been sitting right there, but of course it was a Cheshire cat, like Alice in Wonderland’s.  “Normal as any babe can be I don’t get that.”
“All babies have . . . characteristics . . . it’s completely normal,” Mabbina said, her eyes guileless with fear and sympathy.
“Characteristics?”
“You know . . .”
“Tell me.”
“Like . . . like the O’Neill’s whelp that had more hair than a goat when it was born, and the Armaghs little girl that had the strawberry birthmark in the shape of a perfect Celtic cross at the base of her spine.”
“And what did I have, Ms. Conneely?”
“Nothin’ to speak of.  Just the whitest skin white as milk and eyes that were open and I swear could see me.  Not squinched up at all, as you put it.”
“And . . . ?”
“Well, there was your toes, of course.”
“What about my toes?”  She kicked off her shoes, and that was when she discerned the cat again, there all the time, sitting in plain view in front of a garish quilt that lay in a heap among newspapers and magazines.
“There ! . . . you see?”  Mabbina pointed at Sosanna’s bare feet.  “You outgrew it.  ‘Twas just a baby thing, like birth hair, and it went away by itself.”
“What went away?”
“Why, the extra skin, of course.  The skin between your toes.”
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Mr. Billy went crazy.  The magpies were shrieking in the line of trees at the south end of the churchyard, and the mongrel dashed this way and that, as if he had been given the order to attack but not the location of the foe.
“Billy, Billy . . . to me!” Brone cried, arms wide, and his voice was more plea than command.
It was not the magpies the dog was focused on, he knew, but what had brought them here and excited them.  The faolchÚ nna did that to magpies across Europe.  Wolves of any type did that to them.  Of course, there were no wolves left in Ireland.  None but the one.
“To me, Billy!” he cried and got close enough to throw himself on the distracted dog’s neck.  “Ah, Billy, you mustn’t, you mustn’t.  What would I do without you?  The only livin’ thing on the face of the earth I . . .”  He left the word “trust” unspoken, as if he were suddenly addressing the bitterness inside himself.
The dog struggled and whined, and when his master buried his face in the scruff of his neck, Mr. Billy twisted to lick his face, then strained trembling toward the grotto.  In the territorial world of that which belonged and that which did not, he sensed the trespasser.
Brone picked the dog up bodily and carried him all the way back to the house.
“It’s sorry I am, Billy, but it has to be.  For your own good, for the good of us all though strike me dead, if it’s not almost as foolhardy for me to go back.”
With the dog shivering and groaning, Brone brought out the tether and secured him to the heavy table leg in the kitchen.  Then he hurried out, slamming the door.  Over the footbridge he went and straight across the churchyard, Mr. Billy raising a perfect howl behind him.
The raucous magpies had reached a frenzy in the trees.  How they struck terror into him when they acted like this.  He feared all such ill-omened birds that wore night for plumage jackdaws, ravens, crows but especially the magpies.  For they harbored a drop of the devil’s own blood under their tongues, and they alone had kept their white accents during the crucifixion, refusing to go into full mourning.  His very own father had warned him of the bird.  Had read him “The Raven” by Poe, saying they were all of a feather but that the magpies were the worst.
“It’s fair warnin’ I’m givin’ ya, lad,” the old man had solemnly instructed him more than once.  “Dinna trust the bird that refused to go into the Ark but flew outside chatterin’ maliciously while the world drowned.”
And hadn’t his father died after his hair was barbered out in the yard and, before anyone could stop it, a magpie collected a cutting and took it to build its nest?  He had died within the year, just as the legend foretold.  So here they were magpies one of the banes of life, come to call a greater bane.
Brone actually trembled as he approached them in the trees.  And when he saw the first pair, poised like arrows pointed at him, he murmured an old childhood prescription:
“‘Clean birds by sevens, unclean by twos,
The dove in the heavens ’s the bird I choose.’”
But the rest of the tiding of magpies was no longer fixated on the grotto, they were shrieking at the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu, if one could judge by the movement in the trees.  What consensus derived from such chaos?  Each flow from branch to branch produced fresh censure, as if sheer peer outrage were melding a weapon.  For a moment Brone wished he could be part of their primal madness, surrounded by a will and a force that would survive any individual’s destruction.  But he had no reinforcements.  He was alone, and he must choose his allies cautiously.
With extreme terror fluttering in his breast, he moved disjointedly toward the water’s edge, his shoulders jerking up and down as if one leg were shorter than the other.  At the brink he beheld faint flickers deep within the pond and, emitting a faint gasp, he fell to his knees.
It was there.  Surely he was seeing the feral yellow eyes and the suggestion of greenish fangs and the dark bulk swaying below them.  What accident had put the McCabes on this spit of land between Heaven and Hell?  What could he bring to bear at such a crossing?
Dinna trust . . .
“Give me more time,” he pleaded.  “Haven’t I kept mortals from the churchyard?
. . . I’m still the last one buried the one true Watcher . . . I’ll catch whoever has been diggin’ . . . and I’ll let nothin’ cross the boundary as long as I’m this side of it!  Only leave my family alone . . . leave all the family of Man alone” behind him the magpies shrilled “we’re both Watchers, you know” shrilled into ecstasy “you and me . . . me of the graves, you of the Gate.”
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Lane got the scuba gear from an enterprising tour guide just south of Killary Bay.  It was a short but electrifying drive, during which he nearly slaughtered an aging ewe that limped into his path from behind a towering hedge.  The prompt appearance of a bellicose farmer gave rise to suspicions that the ewe would not survive many more passing cars before compensation was demanded and received.  The tour guide was equally avaricious and had a long story about how much it had cost him to acquire the scuba gear from a tidal island called Illaunmore.
But at length, sans wetsuit and not wholly certain he remembered the generalities of using a regulator and gauge, Lane was sizing up the swell that seesawed along the cliff of Thiollaney Merriu.  It wasn’t all that risky, he told himself.  He wasn’t going deep, and he wasn’t going into the cliff.  He merely had to disprove what he had seen in a dream: that there was an opening beneath the waterline.  The two hundred feet of stretch cord he had with him was insurance, though now he looked in vain for a place to anchor it.
He climbed the flanking boulders that began on the south edge of the cliff and this took him less than a third of the way across.  There were numerous smaller stones on the level where he stood, roughly twenty feet above the surging waterline, but none of them inspired confidence.  If he looped the cord around one, the tension might cause it to work its way through under the base.  Nothing else presented itself, however, and selecting two of the upper stones, he ran the cord around them both, secured it with a bowline, and tied off the other end on his harness.
The weight of the tank and the fins called for a cautious, if comical, rappel.  But if he felt like a dope on a rope with his flapping and slithering descent, riding the swell up and down at the waterline was perilously close to a crisis.  Barely would he get the fins planted on the boulder, then another rolling wave would leave him twisting on the line, tank clanging.
It wasn’t until he got the mask on and the regulator between his teeth that he found respite deeper down.  But even in that denser cushion of water, it was hard to keep a position.  He had imagined a force coming straight in that he could brace against using the line and his feet on the cliff.  The trouble was that the force didn’t come straight in.  It rolled with the swells, lifting and dropping him.  He wasted exhausting minutes and precious air just learning to negotiate the rhythm of the sea, and by that time the gauge, which he could barely read, was already moving toward the red.
But it wasn’t going to take long to explore the underwater face of the cliff, he thought.  He could almost have done it with a snorkel.  So he finned along in slow increments, pausing to position against each swell, his fingers raking silky slime with each backward thrust.  The ghostly green seemed magnified beneath the waves.  And then he had an inspiration.  He would drive himself the full length of the stretch cord tether and let the prevailing angle of surge carry him back along the stone scarp.
He wished he had anchored from the north end so as to use the line for control, but that might have put him in view of the McCabe house.  At any rate, he didn’t have enough oxygen to start over again now.  So he poured it on, kicking steadily, taking full pulls when he didn’t have to brace against the cliff.  He was at perhaps two fathoms and making progress when he felt the change.  Something seemed to be assisting him.  Organic fingers stroked his neck and undulated past.  Sea growth trailed in his face.  Too late he tried to resist.  The current was funneling into the cliff.
It was like a black hole from that point on, and he was extraneous matter being drawn into an irresistible void.  He yanked on his line, taking up the yield, which quickly reversed the direction he was facing.  But that was fine, because he was kicking for all he was worth and pulling hand over hand on the line, trying to reclaim open water.  His forearms and biceps ached, threatening to cramp as he drew even with the face of the cliff.  Then, just as he thought he was going to make it, he shot back a yard or two, his tank knelling dolefully off the edge of the hole in the ancient stone palisade.
It was all he could do not to let go of the stretch cord in the furious current, and he hung there too weak to pull anymore.  His own carelessness had played into it.  He had compromised the safety line by wrapping it around two small boulders; and that was what had caused the slippage.  The loop had squeezed its way under one of the boulders.
And he was helpless to stop the same thing from happening with the second anchor stone.  He could actually feel the thrum as the stretch cord loop compressed and snapped through the gaps between its base and the ledge upon which it sat.  Inch by inch he felt it give, as if the contorting line were one of the vermicular things from the birth chamber in the cliff.  A curious synesthesia invested the pulses, conveying images as well as words and thoughts: his mother, young and vibrant again, her long brown hair falling over him as she kissed the top of his head.
. . . they weren’t lost, they were looking, he heard her say once more about the lost people she had abandoned him to in California.  There’s a difference.” 
What was the difference?  She had never answered that.  But she herself had kept looking, hadn’t she?  At least until AIDS had stopped her.  The Search.   The
all-important state of not being lost yet.  She had done it to create continuity.  She had done it to give him the stele.  That was his connection with a pater absentia.
. . . You want to believe in something magical in the worst way.  It’s all tied up with your innocence, isn’t it?  Something you think was stolen from you when you were growing up.  So you tried to ban magic from your life.  But all you really did was the change the name to science or logic or something. 
She hadn’t given a rat’s ass for his intent or his conclusions.  It was the search.  And here he was, on the end of a tether.  Her tether, his lifeline.
. . . thank you for not letting me die alone, son.  I wish I could do the same for you.
That was his moment of death epiphany.  His all-in-a-moment flashback with revelations.  Because suddenly the cord went slack.
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He had done it in the dream.  Been swept into a narrow fissure, a flume, and spat out again live.  But this was unambiguous reality, the sole aspect of being he trusted.  So now he was pummeled and twisted through darkness, his skin shredding under stinging rasps, his bones tingling with sharp raps.  The tank rang off rock like the Bells of St. Mary’s but saved him from that much bodily contact and diminished the space in which he caromed.  Likewise the mask and fins provided a feeble buffer.  But his hands and forearms were raked as he tried to protect his head and the surrounding flexible hoses that carried his oxygen.
Where was the back surge from the swell that fired through the reduction valve of the cliff’s architecture?  It wasn’t happening.  The dream had betrayed him.  But even in the chaos of his ride he knew the reason why the water didn’t answer gravity, didn’t behave as it had in the dream.  That had been an ascent.  This was a descent.  He was going down, and there wasn’t going to be any oxygen pocket or sudden ebb to draw him back to the open sea.
If he survived the battering, he would last until the tank was empty.  Then he would drown.  And even as he thought this, he felt the current relax.  He was still spinning but no longer coming in contact with anything.  Reaching out, finning slowly in the absolute blackness, he soon came to an unnerving awareness.  He was in an underwater cavern.
When he was sure which way was up, he began to reach above himself, fearing what he would find, fearing what he would not find.  And it came quickly enough, a slope leveling out into a ceiling, stinging his fingers with the abrasion.  Both his hands were flat against it now.  He hung absurdly in the silence and once again the sound of his respirator became profoundly intimate, subdued bubbles bleeding into the void.  He wanted those bubbles back, wanted to absorb any last oxygen they might contain.  Was he hallucinating already?  Oxygen deprivation could do that, but so could claustrophobia, so could extreme terror.  And he thought he felt all three.
He remembered a bunch of jocks at school locking him in a steam room when he was an undergrad.  They had removed the shut-off valve and blocked the opening under the door with wet towels, and he had felt the suffocation and the claustrophobia and the terror then.  That was what came back to him now.  Chill had replaced the steam, but the fluttering in his brain and the constriction in his chest were the same.
He fought it, if only because he didn’t want to die in a panic.  The indignity of fear would make him like all those superstitious people he had looked down upon.  Why should he give in now?  He would die calm.  This was no less than a womb, replete with fluid and oxygen piped in.  He had come in one, so he could go out in one.  He would float for a while longer, then just let go.  Glut himself and lose consciousness.  No panic.  No tearing the apparatus away as he had read some divers did.
He stopped the slow kicking that kept him at the roof of the cavern and began to sink, but almost immediately the apprehension that he wanted to suppress began to mount again.  Because he had always hated depths as he hated heights.  Depths contained beasts of prey, depths waited jaws open to rend your flesh and gnash your bones.
How far had he dropped?
The pressure was beginning its squeeze.  He pictured doughy denizens around him, sightless bottom-feeders already picking up his vibrations, knowing his exact size and where he was, preparing the lunge, the coup de grÂce, the graceless gulp that would leave him screaming silently in the digestive juices of some behemoth.
No.  He couldn’t die that way.  Not without a struggle.  Call it panic, then.  Call it what it was.  Kicking furiously, he turned horizontal, arms stretched out like a blind man’s, rocking forward with long, slow undulations of the fins until he reached the wall.
He felt for a handhold, something to anchor to, but the slime repulsed him.  Far below he thought he saw a wisp of biophosphorescence.  Three green smudges clustered together.  Already he was dropping toward them, so he kicked again until he was bumping along the wall, his fingers tracking through ooze, encountering disturbing ridges here and there that seemed too regular, too much like intelligent designs.  And the mucosal surface was curving away horizontally, obliging him to angle after it.  It gave him a dÉjÀ vu feeling.
Hadn’t he encountered just such convex arcing in the sub-cavern below Giza?  He remembered the shock he had felt then when he realized he had been traveling around an immense pillar, as if that hellish realm were the underpinnings of the earth.  And here it was again.  A pillar.  The further he swam, the more he was sure.  A gigantic pillar.  It left him more awed than alarmed this time, more stunned.  He didn’t want to consider what it meant in the scheme of things . . . these underrealms braced with titanic supports.
The crude colossi were some dynamic process of erosion, that was all, a honeycomb wearing away that had achieved startling symmetry.  And those three dollops of green glow he had seen below him on the wall could not possibly be like the viridescent quartz inlays of the jackal head in the sub-cavern below Giza.  These were tricks of association in a mind that was losing its grip.
Somewhere in his pointless circling he heard a leviathan groan begin.  It had the languor of awakening the bleating of some primal appetite?  He listened as it repeated, and after a minute or so began to suspect that it was too rhythmical for an animal on the hunt.  Just another voice in the wildness beyond human order.  Outside the cliff an
ever-changing ocean was sending its pulses.  Inside the cliff a maze of inscrutable passageways was channeling that sea blood through a vascular mystery in the earth, as if Thiollaney Merriu itself were alive.  There were too many variables for him to figure it out: tides, currents, capillary action, gravity and pressure changes created by reduction valves of stone.  Not that it mattered when you were doomed.  When you were doomed and change was the only hope.
For the first time since he had been swept up he began to really think about the current.  It hadn’t reversed the way it had in his dream.  So where was it going?  If it wasn’t backing up, maybe it was breaking over a barrier, filling some inner tidal pool.  There had to be an exit point.
With both hands pawing at the viscid pillar he began to rise.  Faster and faster he sped, ignoring the possibility of decompression sickness.  Never mind that he had been at an unknown depth for an unknown time.  Up, up he glided until the leviathan groan became mellifluous chatter and the darkness became light.
Relative light.
He broke the surface into a low-roofed chamber that was filled with gloom.  The light that filtered in came through mossy crevices between the same kind of monoliths that were strewn throughout the grotto.  This was the end point he had sought.  He was still imprisoned, but he was near the top of the cliff!
He spat out his mouthpiece and inhaled cavernously.  The ambient air was dank and humid, and there was a lingering whiff of something virulent that always abhorrent taint he had picked up beneath Giza and again in the insufferable swale hole he had visited within sight of the ruins of Cinnfhail.  But freedom was at hand!  Spontaneously he shouted at the paper-thin splinters of light between the monoliths.  The reverberation was almost painful.  The grim truth was even more painful.  Sound was not as agile as light.  The crevices were too thin, the stones too thick.  No one was going to hear him.
An apron of algae-mottled stones made a crescent around half the chamber he was in.  The laughing sound of water washing over loose round stones was the chatter he had heard when he broke the surface.  He crawled out and crouched there, divesting himself of mask, fins, hoses and tank, the latter clanging tightly in the chamber.  Then he made his way over the slippery footing to the nearest of the silvery crevices.  He put his lips close and hollered again, but the sound generated was so flat that he knew it was futile.  When he pulled back, he spat moss.
Claustrophobia returned.  Obviously the moss, which ran all across the low wet roof and dripped steadily, was regularly underwater.  His little sanctuary would be
short-lived.  Water gurgled at his feet, disturbingly like someone choking.
He studied the silvery crevices.  There must be many more that angled through the rock in such a way as to exclude light.  But not water.  Water would sieve out of this chamber.  Where did it go?  Ah.  The pond.  When the chamber was suddenly flooded, the water was forced through the crevices at high rates.  This was the drain field, or one of them, that kept the pond at a constant level.
Methodically he surveyed the gloom, noting at last the darkness at the upper end of the apron of stones.  He had taken it to be silhouettes and shadows contrived by boulders and the dim light, but now he saw that there was space beyond.  Daring to hope, he negotiated the slippery round stones in simian fashion to the high end of his prison.
In a moment he could see a pit and a ramp ascending into the hole, and the hole ascending into blackness.  He was faintly shocked when he reached out and instead of encountering a patch of algae or the crescent of another stone that had been polished by ages of tumbling against its neighbor, he found something less alien.  Face raised blindly, fingers dancing along the rectangularity, he felt mixed emotions.  No question: the ramp was paved with bricks.
It meant that humans had been here.  There was access to the upper world.  The ramp, the hole, were man-made.
Stumbling faster, ankles twisting, taking a bruise to a knee, he avoided the darkened pit and gained the ramp.  Up he scrambled into the hole, swept by darkness and a sudden intensifying of the mephitic smell, and that stopped him.  Did he dare go further?  He paused to reach out as far as he could, gauged the smell, listened to the repercussion of his own breathing off the walls for a few calculating moments.  Then he crawled forward.
His mind’s eye rationalized the topography: a brick ramp rising to an elevation above the chamber behind him in order to keep it from flooding.  Like escape valves, the silvery crevices were enough to keep the tidal inundations from reaching the crest of this ramp.  He pressed forward, tasting freedom again.  But suddenly the ramp turned downward.  He had reached the crest.
Still, it didn’t mean there wasn’t a way out.  Because he was under the grotto at the top of the cliff, and there was nowhere to go but out or down, and even going down might lead must lead somewhere important.  Humans got here, humans left.
So now he eagerly crawled the long descending slant that must be stretching beyond the boundary of the cliff.  Soon it leveled off, and he felt a chill, somewhat drier than in the chamber.  The noxious odor began to mix with a loam smell.  I am in the earth, he thought.  Not the grotto . . . the earth.  And if he needed further confirmation, he had that, too.  Because it wasn’t just the ramp that was brick now.  It was the walls and the ceiling.  He had run out of natural stone; he had left the entombment known as Thiollaney Merriu.
It wasn’t just the association with bricks that made him think of Cinnfhail at last.  It was the swale hole smell that seemed now to have emanated out of that unburned building.  He thought this and after a few more feet of torturous crawling, he felt his breath come back at his face, smelled the dead end, heard the terminal acoustics of his own scraping.  Reaching out, he touched the bricks that blocked the tunnel.
Weariness tingled over him like a shroud.  It wasn’t fair.  The old adolescent nightmare was coming back of the yellow hermetic communal bus (“. . . we all died in a yellow submarine”) filled with urine-soaked infants dizzy and cooking in the heat and a dead baby strapped to a papoose board.  He felt sick to death.  For a full minute he sucked in long breaths and forced out exhalations, and when he was ready to deal with trauma again, he did the only thing he could do.  He reached out to explore.
Unlike the bricks that formed course after course in the pit at Cinnfhail, the mortar here was intact in the dank atmosphere that fed from the sea chamber.  He beat on the wall and the sound seemed to stay in his fist, numbing every bone in his body.
How close could he be to the asylum?  Fifty yards?  It hadn’t been that far from the grotto.  And then an incredible thought occurred to him.  Was this the end of those courses he had begun to uncover at Cinnfhail?  Could there possibly be fifty yards of one brick wall after another?
Whether the bricklayers had been berserk or just terribly, terribly frightened, their state of mind was starting to seem comprehensible to him, because he was having a little trouble fighting off insanity himself right now.  Like . . . what if he turned around and there was another brick wall blocking the direction from which he had come?
He began exhaling forcibly again.  Huffing out his breath as he wriggled to do an about face.  Let there not be another wall.  Please, please!  Count ‘em: side walls, floor, ceiling and . . .
Nothing was in front of him.
How could there be?  There wasn’t any magic here.  There never had been.  Horror.  There had been horror, that was all.  And now the horror was dead.  It wasn’t going to reappear.  He would go back, and it would be just as it was when he started his exploration of the ramp.  But his confidence in himself was shaken and bad thoughts were getting to him.  He wanted out of this tunnel.  Out now! 
So he crawled.  Crawled faster than he had ever crawled before.  Back to the point at which the ramp rose, then up to the crest above the chamber ceiling, then down to . . . surprise!
Welcome to the new and improved chamber of horrors.
Because the water was rising.  He could hear it laughing louder with each surge over the smooth round stones.  And the light outside the grotto had moved and now splintered through the crevices in such a way that he got a good look at the pit right next to the ramp that he hadn’t been able to see down into before.  He couldn’t see all the way to the bottom, of course.  Because who knew how deep it was?  Just the top that was all he saw.  But the top was good.  The top was enough for grasping the point.  You could infer from the sampling there that the remains were uniform throughout.
Uniform.  They all wore the same uniform.  All the skeletons in the pit.  Ragged clothes that showed they had died with their boots on.  They had not been cannibalized or something crazy like that.  And no heart attacks.  Probably no heart attacks.  (Though who knew how many hearts may have stopped out of ultimate terror before they had been dragged screaming through the tunnel from Cinnfhail.)  For sure no cancer, no kidney failure, no consumption, no suffocation.  Well . . . in a way suffocation.  Because it was hard to breathe with your head twisted off.
All of them.  Heads missing.  Spines untidy.
The heads could be at the bottom of that ossuary pit, you might suppose.  That charnel repository.  But they weren’t.  Because he suddenly realized where they were.  They were out there on the apron leading to the rising water.  The water that was giggling and laughing as it jiggled the round stones.  Which weren’t round stones at all . . . .
So now he knew where the laughter was coming from.  It was coming from all those broken jaws and empty eye sockets spread upon the apron, all those foramen magnums gaping open at the bottom of skulls.  Great sweeping laughter with each tidal surge.
And the joke was on him.  (Clang, clang.)  Because his air tank was still sitting there on top of the skulls just where he had left it.  (Clang, clang.)  And each time the swell rose, it lifted the tank, and each time the swell ebbed, it took the apparatus down another inch or two, as if the skulls were passing it along.  And each of those inches moved the tank closer to the edge of the long, long drop through endless depths toward the base of a massive pillar that, as far as he knew, was rooted in the next world.
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The crescendo of the tide was underway as he slipped and fell on the algae-mottled skulls.  He could hear the intricate dynamics of returning water sputtering distantly, then roaring through adjacent channels in the aqueduct cliff.  One end of the tank was already rocking freely, clanging on bone and stone.  He tried to right himself and make a last lunge before it lifted, but his feet shot out from under him.  Then the swell came and the tank shuddered free in accelerating steps.  Ignoring a brutal bruising, Lane Andersen crabbed after it on knees, hips and elbows, snagging an air hose with a last-second dive.
The mask was gone, but the fins were floating nearby.  He snatched them too.  Rolling awkwardly, he gathered the pitiful means for delaying his death about him.
There was no choice now.  He knew this, even though he thought about going back to the passage and waiting it out.  In a few minutes the chamber would be filled to the roof, and then it would drain, and if he waited that cycle out at the crest of the ramp he would be no better off when the water receded; only a little weaker and facing the coming of night.  Daylight might be important if he got back out into the sea.  He would never get through the bricks, never be heard through the fissures in the grotto.  Sooner or later he had to drop back into the deep with his remaining oxygen to search for a path to the sea . . .
Better sooner.
Often in his life, especially his young life, he had not wanted to feel.  Now, for the first time that he could remember, he did not want to think.  Mechanically he drew the harness back on, fastened the clips and pushed the mouthpiece in.  Very little oxygen left, he saw on the gauge.  Maskless and pulling the fins over his feet, he rolled out into the rising water and began to swim down.
He would have to use pressure as a guide.  That and contact with the colossal pillar as he descended.  When the pressure began to squeeze him it would mean he was moving below sea level.  Never mind that the twisting channels might require a deeper descent in order to lead out into the sea.  Never mind that the surges could keep him from exiting anyway.  Never mind that he wasn’t going to find a way out of the sub-cavern into a channel to begin with.
The chilly reentry was welcome because the burning salt water worked its way under his eyelids, even though he squeezed them shut, and because elsewhere his whole body throbbed with scrapes and bruises.  He wanted to be numb.  It meant his breathing would slow.  Still, he thought he could already sense the constriction that would come with the end of his tank.  Let it be quick when it happened.  Let him tingle into oblivion.
He sank without resisting and there were moments when he thought he wasn’t moving at all, and again moments when he thought he was rocketing toward Mag Mell, the Irish land of the dead which some said was at the bottom of the sea.  An instinct to survive screamed warnings at him, but he maintained his voluntary torpor.  He was halfway to that oblivion he sought when he felt the brush against his leg not on the right leg, which might have contacted the pillar, but on the left.  The touch there was more than phantom, more than the current.  Reflexively he rolled and opened his eyes in the darkness for one searing moment.  This was it.  Some primitive feeler had touched his leg the doughy denizen rising to explore a meal.  Teeth would be next, wrenching a chunk out of him or clamping down until he died of shock and loss of blood.
His pulse was pounding and the sigh of the regulator became a boil.  But seconds passed and nothing happened.  Could it have been a skull plunging over the drop-off of the chamber above?  He was almost sure the brief touch on his thigh had swept toward his knee, however, moving up from the depths as he faced downward.  And suddenly it became a moot point, because he felt himself yanked into a rapid descent.
The lifeline, still fastened to his gear, had been trailing freely behind him.  The touch on his leg must have been something passing by and snagging it.  Or maybe it was the lifeline touching him as it was being pulled downward.  Tearing through the blackness, he tried to turn sideways to create drag.  But he was like a fish caught on a line by another predator as complex as himself.  It was reeling him down to crush depths or to some indefinable lair of like creatures.  Even though it probably didn’t live in the cliff.  Was there just the smallest possibility he would end up in the sea with a chance to escape?  The trouble was that the constriction he had feared suddenly hit his lungs for real.
He was running out of air.
His fingers felt like breadsticks as he fumbled senselessly for the knot that held the line.  He had a last lucid thought that he had released the rope, that he was spinning free, but gradually it became all hallucination.  Hands.  Human hands had hold of him.  His mother, of course.  The nurturing he had never received.  Welcoming him now into a hereafter neither of them had been able to foresee.
Thank you for not letting me die alone, son.  I wish I could do the same for you.
For once he didn’t rationalize it.  On the brink of leaving the Cartesian world, Lane Andersen wanted to believe in the next one . . .
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Brone watched his wife of nearly thirty years descend barefoot through the grotto.  She still moved like a young woman after her swims, those daily ablutions to wash away the sediments of the life he had given her.  Regally she came, rejuvenated, radiant, her hair swept up into a tiara, her lashes jeweled with droplets, like Esther Williams emerging breathless from one of those old Busby Berkeley American films he had seen in Dublin in his youth.  He still saw her like that: airbrushed and unattainable.
He knew she could see in through the glare of the bedroom window and the gloom beyond, just like she saw through the surface of water, so he stood back as she glided toward the house.  But she would know he was there anyway.  She always did.  Whether because Mr. Billy was lying in the yard or simply by a process of eliminating where he wasn’t, she always sensed his presence.
It worked in his favor sometimes.  He merely had to look at her when her back was turned to let her know his displeasure with her swims, his feeling neglected, his hurts when she failed to stroke his hair or when she overlooked some meager habit of routine that he regarded as communion between them.
Dropping into the suede chair in the alcove, he could tell by her slackened pace that she had already discovered him.  Mr. Billy’s tags jangled in the yard, and then came the slow groan of the front door, followed by unexplained digressions in the kitchen and finally the processional climb up the stairs.  She never looked toward the alcove as she entered the bedroom, a sure sign she knew precisely where he was.
She had a towel and she leaned forward to dry her hair, a patch at a time.  The towel was a declaration of her probity: I’ve been swimming, and what’s wrong with that?  She had saved him once, if not from the drowning then from the grave afterward, and though she claimed she did not remember going into the pond, she had begun her daily swims then as if he owed her that privilege.
“Is it for savin’ me or for your comin’ back that you’ve taken this liberty?” he had asked in the arguments to follow.
“Neither,” she had said.  “It’s for you trustin’ me.”
That was long ago, and his anger at her refusal to mollify his great fear had dulled.  Each day that he awoke and saw her virtually unchanged, he was more grateful.  He had never stopped staring at her: his radiant fantasy, ash blond and sea-eyed, meticulous as a cat, quiet as a rabbit, patient and longsuffering and dutiful and uncomplaining and always so much in harmony with dawns and dusks and rains and the wind that she seemed inseparable from the very land of his being.  Or at least the sea.  That she was unhappy he thought he knew even better than she.  She seldom laughed, seldom smiled, and though she could sing incredibly sweetly, he had never heard her do so except when she walked the beach or the cliff.
She undressed, her back to him as she slowly dried each part of her body, a little at a time as she had done her hair.  Her skin never tanned but, in natural light tamped by the gloom of the house, had a faint green cast, like rime on a glass of gin.
He wanted to say something.  Could not.  The more his passion grew, the harder it was to speak at all.  And the rooms of the house seemed to enforce this and to grow emptier somehow with the lapses of thirty years.  In all that time they had accumulated little that was not utilitarian or plain or both: a little tatting, some fine linens in a drawer, a tea set on the shelf.  There were no family photographs, no gifts from friends, no heirlooms no mementos.  And so hollowness and silence pervaded the walls as if they were waiting for a conversation to take hold.  They had been waiting for nearly three decades, but all the exchanges were like brief sparks from a flint that failed to light tinder.
“You’ve been swimmin’ in the sea,” he said lamely this time.
“I swim every day.”
“Swimmin’ by the cliff, I meant.”
“You never know what you’ll find there.”
“Exactly . . . you never know what you’ll find.”
She dried her left leg.
“Have I not loved you, Una?” came out abruptly.  “. . . all these years?”
She toweled her right leg more slowly.
“And do you not love me?”
“I do,” she said.
He rose, crossed behind her.  “Then show it.”
She turned around, and he did what he had done for the duration of their marriage.  A ritual of touching and exploring that always left him red-faced and fumbling to undress.  He pressed her back on the bed, his burly frame all but eclipsing her.  And then between stentorian breaths he said: “Sosi is helpin’ the American.”
Una looked up at him.  “Is that what you want to do to me here on the bed discuss our daughter?”
He rolled away.
“I thought it would be different when enough time had passed, Una.”
“Are you talkin’ about you and me, or you and her?”
“I dunno.”  He sat up.
“Sosi needs you to help her get away from you,” Una said when he had stood to pull on his trousers.
“Why?  When have I been too hard on her?”  He sat back down to put on his socks.
“It’s not anythin’ you’ve done.  It’s who you are what you are.  The both of you.”  She put her hand on his thigh.  “. . . I love you.”
He nodded but refused to look at her.  When he got to the door, she said: “You can’t own another human being.”
He guessed he knew that already.
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Heaven shouldn’t smell like seaweed, and a raucous gull should not be harassing him, he thought, slowly opening his eyes.  What was he doing on the beach just south of Thiollaney Merriu, still wearing fins?  The rest of the scuba gear was gone, but according to his mother’s version of eternity, he should be sporting a white robe or something seraphic.  Could this really be terra firma pressed warmly against his cheek?  Bless the tides and currents, he thought, hearing the waves thud behind him.  Lane Andersen was still a living rational human being.
Note to self:  No more cliffs.  No more honeycomb, sieve, DisneyWorld, Chutes and Ladders, aqueduct, flume cliffs.  Field research sucks some times.
When he closed his eyes again, images of worn brick and polished skulls mottled with algae returned in nightmare noir, but now, rising stiffly to his feet in Technicolor reality, he put them into context.  Wasn’t this exactly what he had been looking for?  The pylons and the steles connecting Sacsayhuaman, Giza and Thiollaney Merriu proved that a global taproot existed in antiquity, and there in the ramped chamber was evidence of what had happened after that connection fell apart.  He was still going to become the Darwin of theology, as he had thought after Egypt, because . . . because if there had once been a unified global culture centering around religion, or at least around death, then all the divisive faiths to follow represented a devolution.  They arose out of the petty regional politics of man, just as warlords arise in the vacuum of a fallen central authority.
So now he had a crude example of adaptation between a major religion and a pagan one, he believed, that exposed the lack of divinity in each.  Because he had no doubt that the dismembered humans in the chamber he had just left had been dragged alive through the bricked passageway that led to Cinnfhail.  This was what Obadiah Byrne’s fragmentary letter of July 7, 1833, had hinted at, a collusion between the good Catholic souls of the village and their pagan antecedents:
Cinnfhail has too long been at the mercy of certain individuals . . . outdated beliefs . . . travesties on the Church . . .  their tenure in the community . . . privy to arcane particulars . . . should not speak for all of us . . . what body outside the district would tolerate such abominations as exist here among us? 
And then, of course, he had experienced a dream visit to the insane asylum that made Obadiah Byrne’s obscure fragment meaningful.  He still needed to figure out the dynamics of that dream, but if genetic memory could preserve anything, it would certainly capture the horrendous fears of such events as had happened at Cinnfhail.  And if it really was some sort of thought transference he had picked up while opiated by the Dream Pillow, that too could be explained.  Because hadn’t he met the woman in the ruins who told him that the inmates themselves had set the fire?  So there were living descendants of those wretches in the insane asylum who knew what came regularly through the pit at the end of that hideous warehouse.  To “free” themselves, she had insisted about the fire.  Chilling, now that he understood the choice the inmates had made.
He squinted out at a small rectangle that seemed stuck on the horizon of the ocean.  It was a ship, of course, immobilized by distance, but it looked as if a single step had been raised in an attempt to climb the sky.  Why do I hate religions? he thought.  Was it because the history of man’s inhumanity to man was written in religious intolerance?  Or was it something more personal, akin to his mother’s accusation that he had banned magic from his life because he couldn’t trust it?  Space Almighty, the fatherless boy Lane Andersen had called God.  She was right about him looking for magic by another name.  That’s what had attracted him to this global scavenger hunt.  Only it was turning out much darker than he had imagined . . . than he wanted.  What would he do if he uncovered the seed religion, the archetype?  How would he put it to the test?
He turned away, and that was when he saw the footprints.  They were fresh and small, like a woman’s.  Clumps of half-dried sand trailed the indentations, and the toe marks were deeper than the heels.  Whoever had made them had hurried inland.  For just a moment he reconsidered his distinct impression of hands taking hold of him as he was running out of air.  His mother’s hands, he had thought; a predictable near-death fantasy.  Still . . . the evidence in the sand was that someone had found him on the beach, stood over him, perhaps dragged him out of the surf.  He followed the footprints until they vanished on the stones in the grotto.
***
He hadn’t had a drink since his first visit to Buskers, and that was where he went after settling up with the tour guide south of Killary Bay for the lost scuba gear.  Avoiding Flann Macloy had been his chief object in this regard, but now he was feeling what had Sosanna McCabe called it fractious.  Corpse-fed pagans danced in his head, and the avaricious tour guide had wanted more than his forfeited security deposit and they had gotten into a row.  So, edgy and aching for a shot of exhilaration, Buskers.
Shaughnessy the barman poured him a Jameson, with a glance over the top of his half-shells that drifted to the clock.  “A little pick-me-up before you go home to your supper, Mr. Andersen?” he said.
Lane got the subtle hint.  If he stayed too long the regulars would be here, and that might lead to trouble.  It made him even more fractious to think he already had enemies and places he shouldn’t go.  He drank the Jameson and ordered a Bushmills, and that made him feel fatalistic as well as fractious.
At five-ten Enis Browne the barber came in with a nod to Shaughnessy and took a seat in the deeper recesses against the wall.  Laughlin O’Brien and Noel Kelly joined him a few minutes later, entering boisterously, shushing suddenly, and migrating to Browne’s table with drinks in their hands.
They would think they had chased him out if he left now, thought Lane.  He ordered a pint and knifed the foam off with a finger.
The inevitable arrived at five-nineteen.  Flann Macloy’s pearly smile flashed alongside Lane Andersen as he tapped his ring on the bar, sending Shaughnessy to the spigots.  “Well, well, have you come to set us straight about our sidhe, Yank?”
The pub grew quiet as a church.
“Yeah.  Someone told me I could find all the ‘little people’ at Buskers.”
“You’ve not learned your manners since our last meetin’, I see.”
“Not while I’m on guard for a sucker punch.  I’m a lot smarter now.  My wisdom teeth are coming in.”
“Much better than havin’ your front teeth go out.”
“Don’t threaten me, Macloy.”
The shaggy-headed Irishman gestured suppressively.  “Mercy, you’ve got me all wrong, Yank.  It’s only in defense of women that I can be provoked.  The alpha male in me just goes red.”
“Well, you’ll be happy to know that Ms. McCabe came to see me in order to put some distance between you and her.”
Macloy’s luster stiffened.  “That a fact?”
“I forget how she put it, something to the effect that alpha males who think women are just moist labia surrounded by bodies and, quite incidentally, brains aren’t her cup of tea.”
“Doesn’t sound like her, Yank.  However, I’m glad you’ve made your peace with the lady.  You see how docile I can be?”  And sweeping his pint off the bar, he rolled jauntily toward his grinning friends.
Shaughnessy leaned into Lane’s face: “If you don’t mind a little advice, leave it there.”
And that would have been the end of Lane’s confrontation with Flann Macloy had not the remarks from the table behind him continued.  “Do you think any self-respectin’ faerie would show himself to the Yank? . . . drinks like a virgin . . . fights like a headmistress . . . manners of a goat.”  He should have raised a glass and drunk to their gender reassignment surgery, should have given them the finger and gone home to a hot shower.  If he could just come up with a quality rejoinder, he would get the hell out of there.  But that possibility grew dimmer with each swallow of Guinness stout.  By the time he walked unevenly across the room, coherence was no longer an option.
“I want to thank you bastards for reminding me why the Irish in the United States took a century to adjust to the United States.  It took them that long to learn to live on food and water.”  He nodded forward for emphasis, grabbing the crest of a bentwood chair, but no one seemed to get the insult.  “Before that they drank like fish . . . stinking fish!”
“Pity they stopped,” Flann Macloy feigned dismay, and five other faces or maybe it was ten looked interested.  “I’ll bet they forgot how to fight, too.”
“Fighting . . . that’s just so typ so typ . . . so exactly like you low-brows.”  Someone kicked the bentwood chair under the table, and Lane’s smile canted into an odd smirk as he caught himself.
“Would you like to upgrade your skills, Yank?” Macloy reflected.  “I’ve got an aunt who could teach you somethin’ about takin’ a punch.”
“I’m not surprised that you’ve put her to the test.”
“TouchÉ!”  Noel Kelly’s bushy eyebrows twitched.
Macloy’s smile endured.  “Well, I’m certainly terrified.  Are you goin’ to thrash me?”
“I wouldn’t piss on you if your head was on fire.”
“Careful, Yank.  You’re not so drunk I won’t help you to the floor, if that’s required.”
“Must be frustrating not having any other way to express yourself, Macloy.  You should take up . . . take up ”
“Road bowling!” Shaughnessy suggested nervously from behind the bar.  He had placed a willow cricket bat within easy reach.
The men at the table, who had taken to staring past each other as the exchange grew grimmer, laughed abruptly.
“There’s a thought,” Laughlin O’Brien took up.  “Why don’t you challenge the Yank to an honorable contest like road bowling?”
Macloy looked weary. “Go sober up, Andersen,” he said.  “You’ll be glad to forget this come tomorrow.”
Lane, clueless as to what road bowling was, nevertheless mistook the
shaggy-headed Irishman’s lack of enthusiasm for a retreat.  “Not your venue, Macloy?”
“I’ve tried it.”
“Then what are you afraid?”
(Oohs from the gallery.)
Macloy drummed his fingers.  “You’re on, Yank.”
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Brone McCabe never had dreams, as far as he could remember, because dreams are adjustments of the past but Watchers of churchyards are tuned to the present and fear the future.  He had never left Thiollaney Merriu for more than a week, never left Ireland at all.  And he empathized with the land like a farmer.  The graves were his plantings, a perpetual incubation whose harvest was unthinkable.  He curried their fallowness, kept them lightless, uprooted whatever sank tentacles to feed off them.  And all the while he knew there were boundaries beneath the kinetic soil and in the tunneled stone of the grotto and under the fluid blackness of the pond that excluded him.  Verboten.  He had no safe passage there, no control.  Wanted no control.  Wanted only for the boundaries to remain intact.
He awoke suddenly this night to a change.
“What is it?” he called to Una, whose silhouette graced the window.
“The wind,” she said dismissively.
He listened; heard nothing.  But this sensitive creature who was his wife, whose ears captured every breaking wave as unfailingly as seashells, and whose eyes saw past barriers of liquid and light, did not go to the window in the middle of the night just to listen to the wind.  He rolled out of bed, stole up behind her.  Still nothing came to his ears, except Mr. Billy’s nails crossing the floor downstairs, followed by three plaintive whines.  Reaching around his wife, he raised the sash.
And now he caught the panpipe fluting.  It could be the wind.  Air forced through myriad stone channels never ceased improvising.  But the next notes were banshee wails, chillingly soulless howls crescendoing up through the grotto, impossible for reeds made of stone to play.
“It’s started,” he said
“No . . .”
“You said it yourself when we found the coffin floatin’ in the sea.  Look at the moon.”
A gibbous moon hung above the grotto like a chipped plate.
“It’s not full,” she said.  “And it wouldn’t matter.”
“It’s started,” he affirmed.
She touched his arm.  “Don’t go out there.”
“What am I here for, if not to see this?”
“There’s nothin’ you can do.”
“How do you know that?”  He looked at her, hollow-eyed and almost aglow in that light, and thought how beautiful she was.  “I can reason with it.”
“You can’t reason with it.”
“It has wants.”
“It has a purpose that you can’t change.”
“Then I’ll find a compromise.”
“You’ll find death.”
“I’ve found death before.”
She gave him a look that said she could not save him this time, though she had never admitted doing so all those years ago.  Once more she hammered out her plea, low and distinctly: “Do not go out there.”
But he was already into his trousers, pulling up his braces.  By the time he had his low-cut boots on, the dog was barking and Sosanna had come out of her room in a nightgown, asking what was happening.
“Stay in the house,” Brone said, sweeping past both women to the stairs.  From the bottom he hollered back, “And don’t let Billy out!”  The latch clicked open and a second later the front door slammed.
The women filed downstairs.
“Why didn’t he take the dog?” Sosanna wanted to know.
“There’s a disturbance.”  Una’s long white hands sought in vain to hold Mr. Billy.  “He thinks it’s another animal.”
“All the more reason to take the dog along, I should think.”
“A large animal, it might be.”
“That’s not what’s comin’ from the grotto, is it?”
“You heard that?  In your room at the back of the house?”
“Of course.  Who couldn’t hear that, mother?”
***
No magpies, no chirrs, no night things.  Brone was struck by the emptiness of the stage.  Nothing but the uncanny ululations through the grotto.  It could be the wind it had to be the wind no single creature could make such a sound.  And yet the Water Wolf was said to speak as legion, with howls shaped by the deepest chasms of the earth.  Was this not its post?
It must have come suddenly for the magpies to have missed it.  Those harbingers screamed at the beast’s coming but vanished at his arrival.  And now here he came, foolish mortal, already on borrowed time, thinking he could persuade or negotiate.  What could he do except reassure it that Thiollaney Merriu would not be breached?  And how could he even say that with certainty?  How could he look such a terrible aspect in its eyes and lie to the roots of his soul?
His own father had told him often enough that if the land beneath were ever breached, there would be a return such as the quick among men could not abide.  And hadn’t he himself heard the marching as he lay in his own grave, neither quick nor dead?  A bardoon the old man had called it, which is to say a dirge, a coronach, a musical march, only he had meant it literally.  The march of the dead.  Until that day in his grave Brone hadn’t really believed it, but now he did.  To smell the loam and feel the tremble, to experience utter blackness and taste your own body dissolving you knew everafter that there was such a march, such a place.  If there was a Mag Mell, there had to be an opposite place.  The plain of joy; the plain of suffering.  What wouldn’t the sufferers do to free themselves?
The panpipe fluting was mesmerizing, but he was still hoping it was the wind.  Trees were moving, and that was a good sign, he thought, because he assumed that was the wind also.  He entered the grotto before realizing his mistake.  Just past the sarsen stones he looked back at the whole moonlit churchyard and saw that all the trees were not moving.  In fact, only the old ash trees on that side of the pond were tossing and swaying.  All the others were dead still, as if watching their kindred species in shock and horror.
It was like some arboreal Saint Vitus’ dance among the ash.  Even the thick trunks were making impossible bends, branches whipping and bobbing in every direction, leaves trembling with separate agitations.  But the unexplained energy was not originating in their upper extremities.  It was coming through their roots.
It was driving out of the grotto’s substrate toward the black water, and the shadows Brone was standing in were a part of it.  He sensed their instability.  They were loose, unanchored, torn from some local ordinance of physics by a greater law, a force that was trumping everything warm and fuzzy and unbinding atoms with supreme disdain.
He did not know if he should speak, but he knew he was in extreme peril.
***
“The dog!” Una shouted.  “Your father left the window open.”
But the animal was halfway up the stairs before Sosanna reacted.
Mr. Billy had done it before.  Gone out on the roof.  Though he had never attempted the leap to the ground.  And now he must have felt the air coming in through the open window, or caught the scent of something hateful, because his barks guttered into growls and his nails flailed frantically on the varnished wood as he shot up the steps.  By the time the women got to the bedroom, the dog’s paws were backpedaling down asphalt shingles.
Sosanna pushed the weathered sash up full.  A sagging metal roof over an attached cellar reached halfway up to the shingled one, and below that was a garden where once potatoes and onions had been “set” but which Una never cultivated.  Billy did his business there in the rain-softened furrows and weeds.
Sosanna got one bared thigh over the sill, but the dog never looked back.  The nerve-fracturing wails coming from the cliff caused his ears to flatten as he launched himself.  They heard his thunderous hit on the corrugated roof of the cellar, and then the slide, then nothing.  An instant later he was bounding through the weeds toward the grotto.
***
Brone found an association for the stench.  It was retting the smell of Ulster flax left soaking in the field to rot away the unusable parts a thousand fold more intense and infused with something burnt.
The ash trees that were writhing (that had to be the word, writhing) stiffened suddenly, and the pond seemed to shudder, and the air hazed around the Pillar.  Brone crept toward the water’s edge until into that respiring stillness came Mr. Billy’s distant challenge.  He craned toward the house, saw the tawny streak cross the dry wash, lost it, saw it again flashing between grave markers.
“Billy, no!”
But there was no stopping man’s best friend, Brone McCabe’s best friend.  In a household where instinct prevailed, Mr. Billy knew only one master, one territory, and now both were threatened by an enemy he had often sensed but never met.  Cunning, death, the feral heat of aggression he recognized all of these.  They had been here before.  Had caused sudden silences in the trees.  Had made the earth and water tremble.  So he had to confront them when they invaded.  Master and territory.  Bloodsongs.
“Billy, Billy . . . to me!” Brone called at a dead run.
He was less than twenty feet from the pond when the green flash came and Billy skidded to the brink.  An indelible second followed with a sudden lambent glow near the surface directly in line with the Pillar.  There was time for Billy’s raised hackles to drop slightly and for his roar to falter, but his ears remained flat, his tail stiff.  There was no further parsing of the indelible second, merely a sense that the air had blinked somehow.  Blinked or warped or blurred.  By the time the secondary effects began to manifest, it was over.  The ledge where Mr. Billy had braced himself snarling was empty, and twin roostertails of water hung high in the air from Pillar to edge.  There was a pit in the water that must have been made by two forms descending as one: Brone’s beloved Billy and something lupine and terrible.  The rest of it was just sound catching up, the clunk of water collapsing in on itself to fill that sudden void, and the final hiss, like applause, as the twin furrows rained down.  And one other sound.  A half yelp hung in the air as Brone McCabe reached in vain for the luminous trail winding down into the depths of Thiollaney Merriu, carried to his knees and embracing . . . nothing.
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Brone found him at first light, torn open and lying on that very slab of rock where he had made his pathetic offering of a chicken with a wrung neck not many nights before.  He knelt there, heedless of the insects, and stroked the wet fur for over an hour.  His rough hands pulled the moisture out until Mr. Billy’s coat was quite dry, despite the dampness of the dawn and that which may have welled up from Brone’s deep-set eyes.  At length Una came out of the house, made the slow trek to the grotto, and touched him on the shoulder.
“Can you bring this one back?” Brone said in a squeezed voice that tried to be gruff.  “Can you mend his bones and close up his body?”
“Where are you goin’ to bury him?”
He raised his head and surveyed the land as if it was new to him.  “Ah, Billy, Billy, how I wish it could be on your own turf . . . but . . . then you’d be the Watcher as you well were when you was alive!  Only I can’t let you now, Billy.”  He swallowed hard and took what seemed to be his first breath since the night before.  “So take your rest, Billy . . . take your rest.”
He carried the animal back to the house, Una following.  What was dear enough to bury his companion in?  Should he make a coffin?  He laid Mr. Billy carefully at the doorstep and passed into the house, where he retrieved a stout canvas sea bag from a wooden chest of family heirlooms in the bedroom.  The bag had belonged to an uncle who had been part of the herring fleet at Ardglass in County Down and later had “swum horses” from the Aran Islands to awaiting steamers that transported them to the mainland.  With both Una and Sosanna now standing quietly and helplessly, like so many other mourners of Thiollaney Merriu before them, Brone placed two large stones in the sea bag, hoisted it to the bed of the two-wheeled cart, and lifted the dog in his bare arms for the last time.  Slowly, delicately, he slid him under the canvas shroud, the women turning away to spare him.
He pulled the cart himself rather than using the tractor and took the longest route around the perimeter to the pond,.  There he righted the dory and wound the draw cord two more turns around the sea bag before hitching it off.  The pond was flat as glass as he rowed out.  When he got near the Pillar, he braced his feet and stood.
“Here’s another Watcher for you,” he said with an angry tremble.  “May he bear witness come Judgment Day.”
And rocking perilously, he heaved the sea bag in both arms off the bow.
When the boat steadied, he plunked down, waiting to see if the ripples were the end of it or if his bitter words would draw instant retribution.  He drifted until the pond silvered over again.  Then slowly he plied the oars back to shore.
It was stupid to taunt malevolence incarnate, he thought, hauling the boat up the slope.  Considering what was at stake, how could he have risked everything?  He looked out at the churchyard, the house beyond, and it struck him then how noble he must have become to want to block this thing.  He thought it without any feeling of pride or egoism; in fact, just the opposite.  He wished he could dislike the world as much as the world disliked him.
He loved Una and Sosi, of course, but he didn’t know how to let them near.  When he went back to the house, Sosi tried to console him.  “Father . . .” she said and threw her arms around him.  In another moment she would have cried, perhaps.  He couldn’t abide it.  It was the wrong moment, the wrong reason as if it could make up for the loss.  But there was never a right reason, and even as he gently disengaged, he knew he was making another mistake, that it took a tragedy of this magnitude to give them both an opportunity for reconciliation.  And yet he couldn’t stop himself.  Billy, Mr. Billy, had asked for no one else to love.  Surely that one object of the loyal creature’s devotion should not let himself be comforted in the hour of mourning.  Brone owed him that.  It was a matter of returning trust for trust.  And God knew there would never be another for him to trust.
Later, he walked the rows, pulling weeds mindlessly from the graves, trying not to see the pond, and he heard Corcoran’s collie bark from across the road.  Mr. Billy would have answered until today, and it was that omission that hit him at last, so that he began to pant and blink away the burn in his eyes.  And then he saw the figure on the road, and understood the bark, and as the American drew nearer, all his anger and his loss seemed to focus.
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Lane had walked briskly from the cottage, endeavoring to chase last night’s cobwebs away.  Had he really challenged Flann Macloy?  And what the hell was road bowling?  Nothing seemed real today.
He had forced himself up early, taken a cold shower, eaten the muesli at Glenna’s, touched base with Doreen Brynn to see if she had any new research for him, and then driven to see Abban, as if this flurry of activity would make his tilting world of the last twenty-four hours level again.  And it had, he told himself.  He was making rational progress, even if he had forgotten a few things, like asking Doreen what seamlas meant the name the woman in the ruins of Cinnfhail had used to describe the asylum.  The world was level again because Abban had listened contritely to his recitation about the Mists of Ionarbadh and his complaints about Brone McCabe’s fortress at Thiollaney Merriu, and then the old codger had given him a scroll of faded foolscap that was a virtual pass to the churchyard.
“It’s a burial agreement,” Lane said through the finialed gates, “and it entitles the bearer to access.”
“I won’t honor it,” Brone husked stonily.  “Get it out of my face, and get your face off my property.”
They stood on either side of an iron veil, separated by infinitely more.  Brone’s ashen skin, knobbed with cheekbones and the prominent ends of a brow that sank in a sagittal rill in the middle, simply fit the rugged landscape, while Lane’s aquiline nose and softly reposing features came from a heritage of indoor philosophers, itinerant hippie parents notwithstanding.
“Don’t force me to go to the authorities, McCabe.”
Brone reached between the bars, snatched the paper, held it at arm’s length without drawing it through.  “Why didn’t you have this before?  Who put you up to this?”
“It’s your signature.”
“This is my father’s mark.  It’s from the burial plots in the older section.  In fact, there’s no livin’ descendants of this name that I know of.”
“Are you going to let me in?”
The burnt almond eyes glowered, but the brambly brows lofted.  “Of course, your high-and-mightiness.  I’ll even give you an escort.”
“Don’t bother.”
“No bother,” Brone said, opening wide the gate.  “I wouldn’t think of not givin’ you an escort.”
“If I have to, I’ll come back in the dead of night.  No reason I can’t with this.”  He snatched back the scroll of foolscap.
“D’you think Mr. Billy won’t hea ”  Brone swallowed dryly.  In his anger, he had forgotten.  Now he narrowed his eyes again.  “I wouldn’t advise bein’ out here in the middle of the night.  We had no trouble till you got here, Andersen.  Do us all a favor and fly away home.”
Home.  Lane fell in step behind the surly Irishman.  He was at home when he was in motion.  Had been since age eleven.  “Believe me, I’d like nothing better,” he said.  “If you hadn’t slowed me down, maybe I’d be done with my research by now.”
“You’ll do no research here.”
McCabe led him along the perimeter fence in a wide berth of the pond, wider still from the house where it occurred to Lane that Sosanna McCabe might be watching.  “Why are we going this way?”
“You’ve got access to a single grave, Andersen.  The rest is still my property.  I’m not invitin’ you in for tea.”
But the older graves were all adjacent to the pond, and the pond was what Lane wanted to see.  Sosanna’s sketch had intrigued him.  He had no doubt that the map was of Peru.  But it was the “scribbling,” as she called it, that he had to see for himself, and if it turned out to be microscopic engraving, he would want to examine the stele under magnification.
Brone looked back at him.  “What are you up to now?”
“Something odd is happening to your trees?”
He stood among the stalwart ash that separated the pond from the grotto, studying the peculiar lacerations on their trunks.
Brone came back slowly, noting with unease the fragments that had rained down when the bark stressed and shattered the night before.  “Well . . . they do like to dance in the wind.”
Lane slowly circled the largest specimen.  “The bark is shrinking, or pulling apart.”
“Ash was the druids favorite tree.  Priests come at night and make magic wands from them.  Are you comin’ or are you leavin’?”
They cut across a staggered row of worn markers and crumbling schist, and Brone gestured to an Irish wheeled cross:
EACHAN BURKE
1841-1899
“My, my, nineteenth century.  You must be older than you look, if your father signed the burial agreement, McCabe.”
“People live long hereabouts, if they mind their own affairs and respect the dead.”
“You know, if you’d help me out instead of making veiled threats, I might be headed for Shannon Airport by tomorrow.”
“Have you still got it in your head to desecrate the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu?”
“Desecrate?  I want to examine it, not dynamite it.”
“You see it there, that’s all the examinin’ it needs.  Take off your cap and cross yourself for Eachan Burke or are you an Orangeman?”
“What does it say on the stele?”
“The little tablet at the top?  ‘Tis just a worn face a saint or Brian Boru.  It’s worn away to nothin’ and everyone’s forgot.”
“It’s a map of Peru.”
Amusement broke over the dour Irish face.  “You’re fokkin’ daft,” Brone said so guilelessly that Lane was sure he didn’t know the significance of such a map.  “Have you noticed how lamb chops are the whole of South America?”
“I guess that’s no dumber than what you tried to feed me about the Water Wolf when you insisted on boating me across a few feet of water.”
“Daft and ignorant.”
“Let’s have a look up close.  If I can’t prove it’s a map of Peru, I won’t come back.”
“You’ll keep your distance, Andersen.  And why do you keep lookin’ at the house?”
Was he looking?  “Someone is watching us from the window,” he lied.
Brone resisted turning.  “They’re wonderin’ why I don’t put you off the property on your arse.  I’m wonderin’ myself.  Are you through payin’ your respects to Eachan Burke’s bones?”
***
But there was a figure in the window, and she peered intently, trying to ascertain which grave the American was looking at.
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Corcoran’s black-and-white border collie backed out of the hollow, trembling.  The other dog, aging, a mix of foxhound and bullmastiff, had no such scruples.  He had, after all, garnered the prize himself.  It didn’t matter to him that the smell was human.  It was not from a human.  At least it was not from the human to which the dog owed its fealty.  And the antecedents of its breed permitted the mauling to death of outsider humans of poachers and intruders and challengers so the smell of human death was not taboo.  On the contrary, it excited the bullmastiff.  Even this moldering relic with its marrowless dry taste and desiccated yellow tissues made him salivate, made him blind with the red glare of killing when he gnawed at it.
But the collie, who shared the farm’s territory as well as the sanctity of the house with the bullmastiff, slunk away.  And when Corcoran himself appeared in the morning mist of the yard, holding a steaming thermos of coffee, the black-and-white attempted to evade him.
“Hie, Dutchess,” he called tersely.  “What’s the matter, lass, that nasty stoat snap at you again?  Eh . . . what is it?”  He caught the collie by the scruff, cupping his fingers under her jaw.  She shivered, and his eyes rose in the direction from which she had come.  “You haven’t let the lowly urchin bluff you?”  Urchin was the common name for a hedgehog, of which there were many up by the hollow.
Dutchess drew away and half-circled, tail tucked, ears flattening each time her master looked back from the hollow.
“Is it Duke?  What the devil’s wrong?”  And he called out for the bullmastiff.
No response.
Not unusual for the unruly animal, who had a mind of his own and seldom came unless his dinner dish was banged.  Capping the thermos and setting it near the shed where he was going to grease the bearings of the roller chamber on the Deutz-Fahr silage baler he used, Corcoran trudged to the shaded depression that ran from the culvert to the stone pasture fence.  He heard the wet clacking of mastication before he saw Duke gnawing incessantly, oblivious to all else.
“You’re a trial, Duke.  I wish you was deaf instead of just ignorin’ me when you’re called.  Now, what have you got?”  He came forward and squatted, mindful of the low growl of the animal, who was not known to tolerate the removal of anything he got his teeth into.  The odor of something benignly moldered but reconstituted through the dog’s saliva intrigued him.  “What’s this?  What is it, you’ve got there, your lordship?”
And then he saw the rag of black linen and recognized what was surely a thigh bone a femur with a shiny patella still bedded in dried sinews and tendons and he sprang to his feet and cried such an oath that the dog lurched stiffly to its forelegs and barked.
Corcoran backed into the light, wiping his hands compulsively on the denim of his overalls, as if he had inadvertently touched the thing that had once been a human walking the earth.  Few men in Darrig were as superstitious as Blair Corcoran, who told the weather by his sheep and swore that the Dorset flock acknowledged Christmas, as the old customs maintained they well could.  In his right hip pocket this very dawn, he carried clover, which accumulated day by day until his wife would complain when she washed his overalls, and now he kicked a cross in the dirt with the toe of a boot as he backed outside the hollow this to prevent haunting.
He glanced in the ditch alongside the road, then up and down the road, then across the road from where he knew feared the human remains had come.  The churchyard, of course.  Hadn’t he heard the magpies and the keening?  Old Brone (though he looked scarcely older than he had a decade ago) could not prevent it, Watcher or no.  And the dogs were always scenting from that direction, scenting and making truculent woofs, and sometimes trembling.  His wife said it was the sea wind they were reacting to, but she wouldn’t leave the house at night or even go out in the gloaming unless Corcoran was with her.  Well, what could you expect of Thiollaney Merriu, last known lair of the Water Wolf?
So he started across the road toward the iron gate, and that roused Duke, who canted after him, confirming as far as Corcoran was concerned that this was the source of his hideous prize.  “No more, you brute . . . stay!” he commanded pointlessly, and he had to go get the rope with the leader and secure the bullmastiff.  He would have liked to take Dutchess, but she was nowhere in sight.  With thin reedy breaths from his exertions, Corcoran now re-crossed the road alone and pulled open one of the finialed gates.
The motion in the stagnant air made the mist seem to rush at him as if he had torn a hole in a barrier and the compounded souls of the dead were flooding out.  But as he plied his way forward, it thickened again, slithering round his legs like ghostly serpents looking for a place to bury ghostly fangs.  He went first to the graves of his parents and his stillborn brother, noting with relief that all three were undisturbed.  His own son, murdered while on holiday in Derry, three days after a grenade was tossed into an IRA funeral at Miltown Cemetery, was buried in the new churchyard adjacent to the new church.  He had a mind to fetch Brone before he investigated any further, but he never knew what to expect from his mercurial neighbor.  So now Corcoran wandered about trying to locate the outrage that must surely be there.
Up and down the rows he went, crossing himself and being careful not to step on any of the plots.  He avoided the rows of graves laid north to south, knowing as he did that most of them had been given to suicides, criminals or out of some malice of the survivors.  His own kind would always be buried properly, east to west, with the feet to the former and the head to the latter, so as to see the Last Judgment coming when it rose in the east.  In Corcoran’s house the east wind was still called “the wind of the dead men’s feet.”
It was the leaden flap of the ravens that drew his attention at last to the open grave near the grotto.  They took flight at his approach like the damned spirits they were, yielding neither cry nor caw, as if even with their omnivorous tastes they saw the shame in their obscene feasting.  And now he stopped cold.  Because the ravaged female corpse was face down on a mound of dirt, seeming for all the world to be scrabbling out of the grave under her own power, her long red hair matted in a nest of bones and black linen the same linen that Duke had brought home with him.
So now Corcoran whirled back at a stodgy run, his breath burning and flowing with a tremolo that rose the harder he ran.  He crossed the churchyard impervious to the
north-south graves, headed for the McCabe house and fancying that he saw only
blood-black liquid rising from the saturated turf around his pounding boots.  The spire of Thiollaney Merriu was luminous above the heavily banked mist on the pond, and he gave it a wide berth.  He crossed the footbridge and the barren apron of dew-dampened dust to land on the heavy front door with a thud, following it with more thuds, mindful now that Mr. Billy was not barking.
No more than fifteen seconds passed before the door was jerked open, and Brone stood there in rolled shirtsleeves, galluses hanging down, a towel in his hand, one cheek gleaming, the jaw line of the other sporting stalactites of half-wiped shaving cream.
“You’ve got to see this,” Corcoran wheezed.  “Come . . .”
Resistance glowed in Brone’s face, but he flung the towel back into the house and pulled the door shut after him.  They passed back through the chill mist like icebreakers carving twin channels, Corcoran seeming to run but making no faster progress than Brone’s long strides.  The sheep farmer began pointing when they crossed into the rows of tombstones.
“Look . . . look.  It’s come!  It’s here!”
Command was gone from Brone’s step now as he moved numbly around the open grave.  The dirt had been torn out of the hole in all directions, and if the Watcher saw no claw marks, he saw no evidence of tools either.  But there could be no doubt that it had been a maniacal act, a feverish, furious, impassioned act.  The half-ravaged cadaver had been tossed whole upon the mound on one side and twisted back and forth.  Something had torn its left leg off, and the right hand was missing too.  Down in the hole, which was almost oval, the coffin lid stood edge up, and the silk lining was darkly smeared with decomposition or mud.
Brone dropped to his knees, peering anxiously to detect any unsettling of the earth beneath the coffin.  The box was wood and angled out, the eight-sided kind sold by furniture stores in the late 19th century.  He had dug up several of these at the erosion line near the cliff.  Something had eaten through one corner of the lid.  The breach might mean this one was a “safety” coffin, he decided, the missing corner having been caused by the rotting remnant of a breather tube and a rope that had been tied to the corpse’s limbs and ran to a signal flag above ground.  Whether bells or flags, these grave alarms were ignored after several days, his father had told him, since bloating and putrefying caused the limbs to move anyway.  By the way the coffin snugged into the dirt, he dared hope this one was otherwise intact.  Wearily he rose to his feet.
“You’ll not want to talk about this, Blair Corcoran, not if you want to minimize the damage.  What with you livin’ so close by, you’ll surely not want to provoke it.”
“Provoke it?  It’s provoked, you damn fool!”  Corcoran’s long face looked menacing in the mist.
“It’s happened before.  Graves desecrated and worse.”
“Not in my time.  Nor yours.”
“How would you know?”
“Are you tellin’ me you’ve. . . you’ve found ”
“I’m tellin’ you to shut up about it.  Think, man.  Some would hear of this and want to move their family remains.”
“You can’t blame them for that.”
“Of course I can.  You know how unlucky it is to disturb a grave.”
Corcoran’s face rounded with uncertainty.  This was true.  Disturbances, accidental and otherwise, had caused hauntings, great chaos.  Everyone with a family in Darrig in the 1940’s knew the story of the Demon Bride fieldstone that had been moved to widen the road to the coast.  The Demon Bride was rumored to have been a jilted 18th century lover who seduced men foolish enough to linger after funerals or who came alone to mourn.  And the very hour her marker was moved to make way for the road, the tenor bell in the church had begun ringing, followed by unmitigated disaster after disaster: horses dead, hens not laying, clocks stopped, dogs drowned, animals moved outside their pens without breaching the walls, and the village drunk (one of the village drunks) never seen again.  The stone was put back, of course; it was back there now.  And not a disturbance connected with it since.
“But you can’t disturb graves anymore than this one’s already been disturbed,” Corcoran argued weakly.
“Aye, but no mortal done it.  Do you want to be the one to move remains?”  Brone studied his neighbor sideways.  “I’ll help you do it, if you want your family out, Corcoran.  ‘Tis my special exemption bein’ the churchyard keeper and all.  There bein’ no church, I’m sort of accorded the power, you know.”
Brone had never before manipulated the suspicious awe with which he was regarded, but he knew it would work with Corcoran.  Could it hurt to invoke the local fears that protected Thiollaney Merriu?
“Of course, you’d have to help me move your dead, and I can’t speak to the consequences of that.  It’s never come up before, but it’s probably all right.”
“Easy for you to say . . . you’re protected.”
“True.”
“My Duke, he brought back a bone.  Likely smelled somethin’.  Found this open grave you don’t s’pose . . . ?”
“Your dog?  Not a good thing, then.  You should bring the bone back and pray for forgiveness . . . and protection.”
“Me?  I dasn’t touch it.  That could implicate me more.”
Brone pursed his lips.  “All right, I’ll be over today and get it myself.  But if it leads to trouble . . .”
“What d’you mean?”
“I mean if a lot of people come out here lookin’ to remove their dead, why, you can see how disturbin’ that would be, and there would be Hell to pay Hell.  You might be held accountable by the dead, bein’ the first human in the chain of disruption, so to speak.  You discovered it, and your dog has removed part of a cadaver that was enjoyin’ its eternal rest in hallowed ground.”  (Not so hallowed, he thought.)  “And besides, you’re convenient.  Quite convenient, bein’ right across the road.”
“See here, McCabe, you’re the Watch the keeper.  I didn’t ask for this trouble, and I’m not goin’ to disturb anyone’s eternal rest, least of all my own kith and kin.  The remains is in that group of trees just down from the culvert on the drive.  Come get it, if you will, and leave me out of this!”
He was already backing through the mist, and as he turned and faded away, Brone saw him cross himself in silhouette.
“. . . and don’t tell that blabbermouth wife of yours either,” Brone murmured to himself, though he knew the hideous discovery would travel that far at the very least.
And now it struck him just where he was whose grave it was and at that same moment he saw what Blair Corcoran had failed to see: that the second grave south of where he stood was also opened!
Gorge rising to his throat, sweat exploding on his brow in the humid air, Brone shuffled trembling to the brink of a burial plot torn apart like the first.
There was no corpse heaped upon the dirt.  In fact, there was less dirt, because the hole narrowed as it deepened.  He would have interpreted the single date on the tombstone as the date of death, but in this case it was probably the date of birth as well.  Because at the bottom of the grave was a tiny coffin, still sealed at the edges though the lid had all but dissolved into a thin woody feast for damp and worms.  He could see the collapsed face of the infant within.  Flecked with dirt, she looked mummified in her grave dress.
And there were two objects next to the baby that seemed to radiate in the first shafts of sunlight infusing the mist.  One was a narrow tear bottle of cut glass, placed there by mourners whose outpouring of grief inside that testimonial bottle had long since dried up.  The second was a traditional “empty crib” photo showing what was presumably the mother lying prostrate over a vacant cradle draped in black.  There were other items within the portrait frame that he couldn’t make out, perhaps a human hair brooch and a mourning locket.  He knew who the mother was, of course.  She was lying on the dirt heaped up two graves away, as if reaching for her baby, and her name on the headstone was Tara.  Tara Mada Burke.  The girl baby was Ena Sinead Burke.  And in between them, still bound within the earth but undoubtedly very much disturbed, lay the corpse Lane Andersen had pretended to visit just yesterday: Eachan Burke.
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Lane drove slowly up the road at the end of the afternoon, smitten by the full magic of Connemara.  The land was dark and damp but looked so vivid against the gray sky that it seemed to generate its own illumination.  Deep virile greens and earthen browns rioted in fantastic tangles of roots and shivering blankets of ivy.  Ancient stones rose like robed priests, their crests worn white from drenchings, their long faces marled with age and moss.  A heady aroma carried from the peat fields, infused with strains from unknown flora and the compelling mystique of decay.  You wanted to know what death was at hand.  You had to know.  There was a sun.  Somewhere.  The gray over the sea to the west featured an intensely white island galaxy that dripped molten orange on the horizon here and there.  The wind, for once, restrained itself, and the air milled about without impetus like the currents in a vast air terminal.
He had spent the day in useless research and in arguing with the tour guide, who had neglected to deduct his deposit from the scuba gear settlement, and in taking the Dream Pillow to show Doreen Brynn, and in calling his editor in New York.  The only thing that added progress to the day was discovering what the word seamlas meant.  It meant slaughterhouse.  Abattoir.
. . . the slaughterhouse burned down, sir . . . it was a pen . . .
That was what the woman in the ruins had said that day the woman who had not appeared to breathe (though, of course, she must have).  So Cinnfhail was exactly the horror he had concluded it was when he stood in that macabre inner chamber of skulls in the cliff: a depraved pagan cult with ghastly rites.
Perhaps the events that had taken place at the foot of the ramp were appeasement rituals, sacrifices, or tools of control; though it seemed likely, given that the institutionalized wretches of Cinnfhail were its fodder, that it was also purification.  Pity the weak and the afflicted.  Good, Godly citizens would don hoods and new identities and commit primal crimes every full moon or during neap tides or on demand as warranted by cataclysms.  He had stood ankle deep in the giggling remnant of their heinous acts skulls knocking together in the surges of a tide and for all his cynicism, he had been shocked again at the cruelty and corruptness of his own species.
The dual nature of man was at the heart of his conflicts, he thought.  How could he trust faith, even as an end in itself?  If he were to invent God, there wouldn’t be any wavering over what the Supreme Being stood for.  No random acts, no changes in universal law; a god of absolutes for all time and all places (. . . Space Almighty!).  The fact that organized faith evolved instead of emerging whole and complete showed it for what it was.  An invention.  A contrivance.  Not a path to truth but a means to cope, to try and influence outcomes and control man.  And his discoveries here in Connemara had exposed that evolution at a time when it had been in rapid transition, when its contradictions had been most apparent.  Obadiah Byrne’s letter of 1833 was like an SOS from the rational forces of an emerging modern society trying to escape a dark oppression: old pacts that some still adhere to . . . outdated beliefs . . . abominations.
It wasn’t without precedence in his studies.  Steeped in arcane readings, Lane Andersen could cite a score of competing beliefs caught in the act of accommodation.  Like the Venustiana or the Paterniani who assigned virtue to the upper half of the body but performed every possible immorality with the lower half “the organs of Satan” giving each province its due.  And what was SanterÍ a but a twisted marriage of Voodoo and Catholicism?  What was any merging of faiths to accommodate two masters?  But the cult in the cliff at Thiollaney Merriu was most like the Lothardi, he thought.  These were fourteenth century antinomians who lived upright when they walked the earth but committed murder, sexual perversion and suicide underground where they said the rules of morality naturally lapsed, because that was the Devil’s realm.
Maybe Thiollaney Merriu had been subtler than that.  Maybe its soulless adepts considered themselves moral vigilantes.  And therein could lie the source of many a tall tale in this isolated region.  Who knew what atavisms motivated a people in transition from the black arts of primitivism?  And how many generations did it take?  There would be the enlightened few who would brave change into an age of pure reason, but there would also be those who clung rigidly to the codes of the past.  There would be disasters and hard times that would send people caught in between scurrying back to their superstitious fears.  Could barbaric rites have lingered that tangibly into nineteenth century rural Ireland?  They could.  The echoes of supernatural evil were still here today, embodied in certain lightless beings of the sidhe.
He parked the steel-blue Fiat to the side of the road out of sight from Thiollaney Merriu so that he might sneak in unobserved.  If McCabe didn’t catch him, so much the better for him to explore; and if he did well, he had the burial agreement for Eachan Burke’s grave.  He also had his camera and telephoto lens, with which he would methodically map the grotto and the pond in a series of photos.
He got out of the car and leaned back in to retrieve the camera.  There he paused while he cleared the digital images.  It was an old CF memory card from his last days before leaving the States, and he deleted a picture he had managed to snap of a sÉance before being tossed out, two others of a mama duck who had nested in a barrel planter on his patio and lain ten eggs, and seven murky photos that had failed to catch a single lightning flash one stormy evening.  There was only one that he kept.  His mother scowling at him.  He had taken it self-consciously at her insistence.  “Don’t you want a picture of me before I die?” . . . “Of course I do.  I just didn’t know if you wanted to be remembered like this.” . . . “How else are you going to remember me?”  And she made sure he remembered her scowling.
“Are you lost?”
He banged his head jerking out of the car.
Sosanna McCabe had come around the only curve in the road on her way to Darrig and, seeing Lane Andersen bent over the front seat, had at once suspected the truth of his clandestine parking, had approached softly, had spoken sharply just to see him jump.
“Little . . . little car trouble,” he murmured, resisting the impulse to rub his head.
“They’re puttin’ the engines in the front seats now, are they?”
“I didn’t say it was engine trouble.”
“Oh.  What is it then?”
He stood there stricken, already feeling that the words coming out of him were like canary feathers and the sound of his voice was “meow.”  It suddenly occurred to him that he hadn’t driven out here just to explore Thiollaney Merriu, but that it was partly to see her Sosanna McCabe.  They had begun a relationship somehow.  When had it started?  Was it the sketch?  Women recognized these things before men did.
“You might as well know I’m CIA,” he said.  “Stands for . . . stands for . . . Completely Innocent . . . American.”
“I see.  I thought it might be Caught In the Act.”
He breathed a laugh.  “Yeah.  Yeah, okay.  I’m still trying to get past your old man.”
“He says you’ve done that.  Somethin’ about visitin’ rights.”
“Did he say what I was visiting?  Or who?”
“You didn’t look twice at the grave, he said.”
“Maybe I wasn’t visiting a grave.  Your father wouldn’t let me come to the door.”
She regarded him with a withering keenness in her almond eyes that he successfully met.  “What’s that s’pose to mean, may I ask?”
He leaned back against the car, folded his arms.  “I don’t know.  It dawned on me kind of sudden.”
“Are you sayin’ you came to see me?”
“Well, as long as I was on the premises . . .”
“I see.  It was an afterthought.”  She sauntered to the car and leaned back next to him, folding her arms exactly the same way.  “I can see why you’re alone.”
“Did I say I was alone?”
“No.  Nor did you need to.  You’re alone.”
“That’s ridiculous.  It’s all I can do to keep up with . . . email.”
“You’re alone.”
The light continued to fall, sponging up the silence.  Suddenly he blurted: “Heather’s beautiful in the twilight.”
“I s’pose.  But if you’re referrin’ to the weeds over there, it’s not heather, and we don’t call it twilight.”
He shot her a sour sideways glance.  “Did I get any of the words right?”
“‘Beautiful.’  You said it was ‘beautiful.’  ‘Tis.”  They stared in silence for a few moments, and she added: “How much longer d’you think you’ll be stayin’?”
“Can’t say.  A week, a month.  I’ve got to figure out the grotto and the pond.  And then there’s the road bowling.  Can’t forget that.”
“Road bowlin’?”
“I guess it’s a sport.”
“I know what it is.  What’s it got to do with you?”
“I’ve gotten myself into a grudge match apparently, and I don’t even know what it is.  Can’t very well back out, since I did the challenging.  The good news is my opponent wasn’t enthusiastic either.  I had to goad him into it.”
“Who is it?”
“Flann Macloy.”
She burst out laughing, drew a knuckle to her lips.
“Hysterical, huh?”
“Sorry.  It’s just that . . . he’s the local champion.”
“You’re kidding.”
Still pressing her knuckle to pursed lips, she shook her head.   He pushed away from the car, slid his hands in his pockets, smiled at her.
“What are you grinnin’ at?” she demanded.
“I’m glad I could amuse you, that’s all.”  He rocked on his heels.  “Maybe you want to show me how the game is played.”
She searched his face for a double meaning.  “Road bowlin’ you mean?  Well.  I can tell you they throw a stone down the road, and that’s more or less all there is to it.  In places like Armagh and Cork they use a round shot of a certain weight, but here in our humble backwater, there’s just a round stone kept at Buskers.”  She was still searching his face.
“What’s the object?”
“The object?  The object is to go the distance.”
“Ah, the distance.  That would be . . . ?
“Forever, if you’re capable of it.”
“Nothing goes forever.”
“Around here, we still try for forever.”
“‘A man’s reach should exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven for?’  Tennyson.”
“Browning.  And that’s the trouble with men, they’re all for graspin’ without securin’ the reach.  Especially Yanks.  Especially Yanks on holiday.”
“I’m not on holiday.”
“Well, you’ve picked the wrong game.  Maybe you should sit this one out.”
“Too late.”  He avoided her eyes.  “Just my luck to land in a village with no diversions except throwing rocks down a road.”
“Who says it’s our only diversion?”
“What else is there?”
“Well . . . there’s road dancin’.”
“Don’t tell me . . . you dance in the road.”
“Beggin’ your pardon, but after we didn’t build the forty lane indoor bowlin’ alley, we also didn’t build a fancy discothÈque.  Of course, there’s Buskers on weekends, if you prefer that atmosphere which apparently you do.”
“Beats dancing in the road.”
“Does it?”
He looked at her for what seemed a long time.  “What d’you do for music when you’re kicking up the dust?”
She leaned into the car, turned the key, tuned the radio to Connemara Community FM out of Letterfrack.  A documentary of The Phantom of the Opera was underway, and Dubliner Colm Wilkinson and Rebecca Caine were singing “The Point of No Return.”  Sosanna’s eye fell on the green object lying in the back seat.  Hibernian Dream Pillow was stitched in emerald across the pillowcase.
“What’s this?” she said, lifting it out.  “Who would have taken you for a dreamer?  You’re becoming one of us.”
“I . . . was showing it to someone.”  He shrugged.  “Do you know what it is?”
“Well, it says it’s a Hibernian Dream Pillow see?  Easier to read than the menu at Glenna’s.”  She glanced at the tag.  “‘. . . guaranteed to carry both true believer and daring doubter into realms far and near.’  I s’pose that covers everyone standin’ here at the moment.”
The poignant music suddenly infected her, and she swirled away from the car, embracing the pillow as a dancer.  On the third turn he was there, tapping the pillow as though he were tapping a shoulder.  When she paused and her grip loosened, he tossed the pillow to the road without breaking eye contact.  Then he stepped into her suspended embrace a hand to her hip, the other cradling her warm fingertips and carried her into a soft swirl to the refrains of “The Point of No Return.”  For a few moments that were not moments at all they forgot who they were, who the other one was.  The hard realist tasted a reverie; the searching idealist felt grounded on air.  Unnoticed by either, the gloaming stole close and still.
It was the interlude that belongs to the naÏve and the vulnerable, to immature teens, first loves and habitual dreamers, and it came to them when they were old enough to know it for what it was: circumstantial, illusory, impossible to sustain.  Except that they both wanted to sustain it.
Unexpectedly he felt her body grow fluid in his arms as the fragrance of her hair filled his nostrils, and it seemed to him that her mystique was possessable after all.  Her sharp tongue kept men at bay, but when you got close enough, the defenses dropped.  She panted as lightly as a doe, and his fingertips caught the shiver up her back.  Such heady mortality my, my, but this put wild ideas into his head!
And she was shocked at how natural his embrace felt.  This could be habit-forming, she knew.  His rhythm, his strength, his gentleness all told her something more profound about him than had his words.  He was not so haughty; nor experienced.  He held her like he was carrying chiffon.  She felt free and secured at the same time.  Could she trust this man?  His hand on the small of her back trembled with power and restraint.  The dampness on his brow said he was as nervous as she.  He must be feeling the same shock . . . .
When the haunting strains ended, Lane Andersen swallowed dryly and went to the car and turned the radio off, while Sosanna McCabe, blinking sternly, picked up the pillow, dusted it off, and said she would take it home and wash the cover.
“I’m thinking of staying a month,” he said in a voice squeezed tight, “one month, whether I’ve figured out Thiollaney Merriu or not.”
“Good,” she said, equally choked.  “Take a month to figure out Thiollaney Merriu.”
“Then . . . it will be all right we can have a relationship for a month?”
“No.  When your month is up, then you’ll know whether you want to start one.”
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But it was a relationship now, and she knew that.  Only she needed to keep him at arm’s length while she figured it out.  She argued with herself in colder terms than she actually felt, because there was danger here, perhaps more than she was seeing at the moment.  Where was the harm if some will-o’-the-wisp Yank came through stagnant Darrig and romanced her a wee bit, she asked herself.  She had reacted appropriately (perhaps too appropriately), putting the relationship on her terms and preserving her dignity.  He was sincere enough, standing behind his convictions, and as far as his acerbic manner, she could give him back arrow for arrow.  Who played that game better than the Irish?  No, there was no danger there she would lose her head.  As long as she understood who he was and what his limitations were, they could share . . . whatever.  It was herself and her family she didn’t fully understand.  And no one here in Darrig was giving her any answers to that enigma, though Lane Andersen was giving it a try.  I’m still in control of this, she told herself.  I’m not running away, and I’m not rushing in.
So why was she giddy when she arrived home?  Why had she turned back to Thiollaney Merriu instead of continuing on to the village, as she had intended?  Because you’re hauling a green pillow around, lass, she told herself.  She could have left it with him, but she had said she would wash the pillowcase, and anyway, she wanted to savor the perfect little rhapsody: a pas de deux to those charged strains coming from the radio, a dance in the dust of Connemara at sunset.  It was scripted.  It was irresistible.  Getting in his car and driving with him to Darrig would have taken something away from the magic.
She hand-washed the pillowcase and put it in the “gentle” cycle of the dryer.  Then she tried to mat a picture of Lough Corrib, whose purple-gray waters on purple-gray days had a compelling effect on her; but she misframed it and let the X-acto knife fall from her hand as if she were flitting away lint.  She put on headphones to block out the television her father was watching and twice checked the dryer, twice resumed a crossword puzzle in a newspaper that had begun to yellow, twice flipped through the same copy of Irish Roots Magazine.  When she lifted her eyes from the glossy pages the second time her mother was gazing at her.
It was a look Sosanna hadn’t seen since she was a child trying on roles and precocious liberties.  But with her father so close at hand, she couldn’t bring herself to share her feelings with her mother.
And yet it was he who talked of the old days when dances were held in the house.  Eels and smoked fish hanging over the hearth, while teams of dancers took their rounds on the slate floor of the kitchen.  The parlor and the kitchen had been one then, with the staircase marking the divide.  And her father still liked to point to the cracks in the slate and say, “That’s where we put the stones to rest the planks where people rested a spell.  Mum and dad sat just there, and I trimmed the paraffin lamp, and the cailleach was over there by the fire with the curtain drawn.”  Sosanna had never asked what a cailleach was, not wanting to interrupt his fervor.  But if he seemed animated by the memory of his own social moments, he never saw Sosanna’s needs for the same, as if his experiences should suffice for his family.
“I’m going outside for some air,” she said.
“‘Tis practically the dead hour,” her father protested from the Morris chair.
“Nowhere near midnight, father dear, and I’ll just be at the footbridge.”
She glanced at her mother when she said where she would be.
The sky was littered with spangles, like snow beginning to fill in a dark landscape.  Almost immediately she saw a falling star to her right.  “I wish . . .” she began, but it was down before she could form the words.  If you saw a falling star on the left, it was inauspicious, of course.  So you only wished on the ones to the right.
She stood at the footbridge until she was shivering and her sole wish became for the light nylon jacket she had left on the peg by the door.  The harsh cry of a nightjar turned her attention to the churchyard.  Her mother called them corpsefowl, because they were a bird of evil omen.  The Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu rose gray from the low mist on the pond, and then, higher up on the right, she saw another telltale streak, and this time she got it out: “I wish to know if I love Lane Andersen.”
Almost immediately the house door opened and against the brief golden rectangle Una McCabe emerged.  As luminous as a winter moon, the older woman glided through the darkness until mother and daughter stood face to face.
“Am I disturbin’ you, Sosi?”
“You know you aren’t.”
Una’s lips parted, softening the empty expression she presented to the world.  She turned to survey the churchyard.  “Are you in love, my darlin’?”
Sosanna’s laugh was only a breath of surprise.
“What is it?” Una said, facing around again.
“I can’t believe you just asked me that, when only a minute ago . . .”
“A minute ago what?”
“Nothin’.  You always know what I’m feelin’.  And you’ve been watchin’ me all night.”
“I’ve never seen you so distracted, and what else has changed in Darrig except that the American has come?”
“D’you think father knows what I’m feelin’?”
“He might fear, but he doesn’t know.  Nor do I.”
“. . . nor do I,” Sosanna echoed.  “I’m twenty-eight, and I thought I knew what I felt about men.  I s’pose I let myself in for this thinkin’ that way, I mean.  One man is not all men, and God knows I’ve known few outside our little village.  Am I that naÏve, mother?”
“All love is naÏve, if you want to call it that.  All love begins with hope.”
“So what should I do?”
“Wait.”
“I’m doin’ that.  But I can see already we could run out the clock.  He’s only a visitor, after all.  I can’t expect him to change his life, if I don’t reciprocate.  Only, I still don’t know how I feel about him.”
“Has he said he loves you?”
“No.  But I think he does.  I mean, that’s the confusion, isn’t it?  We’ve scarcely met, how could we be in love?  And you know we started out like badgers in a barrel.  Still . . . the air feels like lightnin’ is gonna strike any second when he stands close.”  Her
far-away look drew down on her mother.  “What did you mean by his declarin’ himself to me?  Is that how you know your own feelin’s?”
“I only meant it’s easy to mistake your heart when someone says they love you.  And I wish there was more I knew to tell you, my Sosi.”
“But . . . how can you not know?  You love father.”
Una’s gaze went back toward the pond.  “Love is like a mist.  When you’re in it, you can’t see a thing.  And when you can’t see it, you could swear you’re breathin’ it in just the same.  But when you can’t see it, and you’re breathin’ nothin’ but free air, you don’t feel a thing and you’re glad.”
Sosanna stared back blankly.  Her mother had always spoken so directly, and now she sounded deliberately evasive, almost as if she didn’t want her daughter to find an answer.  “I don’t understand,” she said.
“No one understands love . . . or freedom.”
Freedom?  Were they talking about freedom?  She supposed they were.  “But . . . how did you decide?”
For just a moment Una’s sea green eyes stirred with something as confused as Sosanna’s own torment, but then like waves that had run themselves out, they ebbed back to safer depths.  She kissed her daughter on the brow.
“I’m sorry, Sosi.  I can tell you this much.  Stay free until you’re sure one way or the other.  If you stay free, then you will know, sometime, somewhere.  It’ll be you tellin’ me, when you’re sure.  Not me tellin’ you.”
Una chaffed her bare arms and started back toward the house.  Sosanna waited a few minutes and followed.
As if by design, her parents had already gone up to bed when she entered.  The green pillowcase was dry, and she took it up to her room where she pressed the top of the “Dream Pillow” between her chin and her breast and gently worked the case up over the bottom.  “You’re standin’ much too close, Mr. Andersen,” she whispered.  Funny that he of all people had introduced her to something akin to sidhe magic.  On impulse she tossed the pillow onto her bed.  She had tried falling stars, and she had sought her mother’s counsel, now she would sleep on Lane Andersen’s magical pillow.  A good day’s hopes deserved a good night’s dreams . . .
***
She awoke suddenly and for no apparent reason in the deepest part of the night.  Her heart was racing and her brow and the back of her neck were damp, but she couldn’t remember whether she had been dreaming or if she had heard something in her sleep.  Swinging her feet to the floor she froze momentarily at the cry of the nightjar.  Then she pattered to the casement and peered out.
The vapid sky was crisp with pinpoints of light, but lower down the silhouetted trees looked like bulky matrons toweled in turbans and wading through steam.  Ragged streamers seemed to nudge up where the mist lay thick as sediment, subtle whites flashing within grays.  The pond was cloaked, but the agitation must be very close to it, she thought.  Something was out there.  And all at once a wave of dread washed over her, because she knew what it was.
She never questioned it, just slipped into her clothes and carried her shoes downstairs to put on at the front door.  Out she went into the webbed air, straight across the footbridge into the damp grass.  The sea beyond the grotto was faint but insistent, waves rushing in to witness something this night.  Tombstones appeared in ordinal rows, like gray-coated leprechauns forming a gauntlet.  And then there was the pond, black and immutable, and beyond it . . .
Her mother digging.
Una McCabe wielded the shovel with an electrical fervor that was horrifying.  Hollow-eyed, an expression of terrible need on her face, her ash blond hair bobbed luminously in the mist.  She had dug no more than a foot into the grave, and there was a section where the turf was intact, but this she spiked with the shovel even as Sosanna tried to restrain her.
“Mother, mother . . . what are you doin’?”
Una paused robotically, her lips drawn back in a thin rictus.  There was a
lime-hued translucency to her skin that gave the impression of a less than supple core.  Her gaze was fixed.  But then her blinking had always been mechanical, as if she had to remember to do it.
Sosanna stared back as though she had never seen her mother before.  This
mud-smeared woman had a shovel, and so she could not be responsible for the other unearthings.  Those had shown no evidence of a shovel.  In fact . . . in fact, it was probably the suggestion brought about by those other ravagings that had triggered this . . . episode.  And it was an episode.  The haunted human being locked onto the shovel would presently break out of her obsession and become the mother she had spoken to only a few hours before again.
“Mum . . .” she took her by the shoulders “there’s nothin’ here that has to do with father.  If he had any other wives, they’re not buried here.  And even if they were, diggin’ ‘em up can do no good.  In the name of Christ, mother, leave them to their eternal rest.  Look . . . look at the name.”  She brushed the headstone.  “‘Maura Lynch . . . see that, Maura Lynch.  So it couldn’t be his wife, now could it?  It would say McCabe, if it ”
Una was already walking away from the grave, walking toward the house at a stately pace, the wanderlust light seeming to follow her, leaving just a leaden gray at the gravesite.
“That’s right . . . go back, mother.  Wash yourself and go to bed . . . try not to wake father.  I’ll . . . I’ll be along shortly.”  Sosanna looked down at the desecration.  “Right after I tidy up.”
She raked with her hands, miring herself in the muck, trying to fill the foot of missing subsoil then dressing it off with the blanket, but the grass was twisted and torn and she pieced it together badly.  A Frankenstein of a grave that made her think: where were the missing pieces of her family? her maternal grandmother and grandfather? her uncles, aunts and cousins on her mother’s side?  All from the north around Belfast, she had been told.  Dead, dispersed, never really a family in one place to begin with.  Her mother’s maiden name was Tobin.  Sosanna knew of Tobins in Kilkenny and Tipperary in the south but she had never heard of any from Antrim or County Down in the north.
The harsh cry of the corpsefowl coming from the grotto prompted the end of her efforts.  She got off her knees just as a second cry flowed past her to the south.  Something had frightened it.  She sensed that she was no longer the major presence in the churchyard.
Muddied to the elbows, she moved blindly toward the pond to rinse her arms.  At the water’s edge she knelt and hesitated.  An oddly repellant charge was tingling over her exposed skin.  She looked down into the water at a conjugation of gray: those weedy ramparts and thin towers needling out of a rotting castle keep her mother had described.  But of course she couldn’t be seeing beneath the black surface in that limited light.  She leaned close to be sure.  And suddenly she realized where the repulsion was coming from.  Raising her head, she peered fiercely across the pond.  It must be there.  The Water Wolf.  It had to be there.  Staring straight at her.  But the mist refused to part.
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The McReedys’ old Volvo ghosted slowly up the road to Thiollaney Merriu at the dinner hour, pulling an empty horse trailer.  All five of the surviving family were in the car five variations on the same face.  It was a lantern-jawed prototype with a bulbous forehead, and it differed mainly in the depth of lines around the mouth and the slackness at the neck and the erosions around the eyes.  In the back seat young Ryan was taut and plain at sixteen, while his father Ahern and his uncle Dwyer on either side of him had the blear-eyed pastiness of hard drinkers.  At the wheel, old McReedy’s spinster daughter Keely made the most of the look, her auburn hair framing and narrowing the prominent brow, her chin tucked back as if she were perpetually trying to swallow something caught in her throat.  Next to her wrapped in a blanket sat the patriarch himself, decrepit Crevan, whose waxen skin seemed stretched to the breaking point over the promontory cheekbones and jutting jaw.
They had heard the rumor of a grave being opened from Sybil Corcoran, Keely McReedy being first on Sybil’s “Don’t tell a soul, but . . .” list, and now they were en route to pull old Merna McReedy from her eternal resting place.  Permission to dig a fresh grave at the churchyard next to the new church up the hill the other side of Darrig had come easily.  Since Brone McCabe had declared Thiollaney Merriu full, and since old Crevan could charitably be declared to have one foot in his grave already, it hadn’t been difficult to make the case that if he couldn’t be buried next to his wife, then they should meet at a time and place of mutual convenience, i.e., the new churchyard.  The McReedys’ transparent agitation excited interest, however, and one could suppose that Sybil Corcoran’s horror story would be unearthed just about as quickly as Merna McReedy’s moldering cadaver.  So long as they rescued their matriarch from desecration first, the McReedys didn’t care.
So . . . five of them.  Old McReedy had insisted on bringing his .45 revolver, taken from a dying Black and Tan in 1921 when he was a thieving child in Dublin.  “God save us all if he ever shoots that thing,” Keely told Ahern.  Then she admonished her father, “We aren’t goin’ to fight the Tommies,” and secretly unloaded the weapon before giving it to him.
It was their matriarch, their grave, yet they had come at the dinner hour hoping to avoid the wrath of Brone McCabe.  They didn’t try to bring the Volvo and the horse trailer for hauling away the coffin through the gates into the tightly hemmed rows of markers.  Instead, they parked on the road and filed in, Ryan first, Crevan last, an age progression of the anomalous face.  The first three carried shovels and ropes, and by the time Keely steered the faltering old man to the site, the younger men had the plot hemmed and the sod rolled halfway back.
“This is stupid,” Ryan mumbled, having no great nostalgia for his grandmother, who had died two decades before he was born.  His grandfather’s shallow open-mouthed gasps made him uneasy.  What if the old man died right here?  He hadn’t walked this far in twenty years, and now he was propped up against a neighboring headstone, wheezing away and staring like a fish.  By the time they reached the coffin (and didn’t that scare the bejesus out of a body) he might be ready to drop into the hole himself.  “This is stupid,” he repeated.
“Shut up,” his father said.
“It’s bad luck to disturb the dead.  You told me that.”
“Can’t be helped.  Shut up and dig.”
“God forgive us,” Dwyer threw in for no reason.
Then Keely began to chatter beneath her breath.
“And what are you doin’?” Ahern demanded, pausing with a shovelful of dirt.
“Prayin’.”
“Well, do it back in the car.  Take father and say a rosary.”
“Will you go, father?  We’re doin’ no good standin’ here.  You can see that.  No use all of us incurrin’ mortal sin ”
“Lord, Keely,” Ahern said.  “You share the blame, don’t deny it.”
“I think he’s asleep.”
“McCabe?”
“Father.  He’s asleep.”
The old man hung stone still, his skinny haunches resting on the headstone, his eyes glazed, his breathing almost a snore.
“Get him out of here, Keely.”
She shook him and Crevan McReedy turned slowly, making sounds like a walrus before he asked if dinner was ready.
“‘Tis, father.  Let me help you back to the car.”
He accepted her hand, was led.
“Stupid,” Ryan affirmed.
“Shut up.”
“God forgive us.”
They dug with a will now, anxious to be done.  Three men tossing dirt, never thinking why Brone’s dog Mr. Billy hadn’t barked, sweating from fear as much as effort.  When the first shovel rang off the coffin, they all stopped and Dwyer crossed himself.  Conscious that they were standing on the sacred remnant of their matriarch, they worked awkwardly to dig a channel around the box.  It went slowly, but finally they had the thing rigged and Ahern stood on one side while Dwyer and Ryan stood on the other.
“We’re puttin’ a curse on her and we’re puttin’ a curse on ourselves,” Ryan warned in the stillness that had settled over the churchyard.
“Once and for all, will you shut up?” his father directed.
And then they hauled.  Ahern backed over the adjacent grave plot, straining mightily, a rope around each wrist like Samson in chains, while his brother and son hauled hand over hand opposite him.  The worst of it was righting the box on the lip of the grave, because it slid and they all heard the terrible thumping inside.
When it was steady at last they stood blowing like horses, arms dead weary, turning a little to avoid looking at each other.
“It’s not too late to return her where she belongs,” Dwyer said, clearly spooked.
“We’ve gone this far, we’re not stoppin’,” Ahern replied, whisking dirt from the hair on his forearms.  Then he stomped around the hole and positioned himself to lift one end of the coffin against his back.
“What about the pit?” posed Dwyer.
“McCabe can manage it.”
“What about the shovels?”
“We’ll come back will you lift your end, please?”
They edged their way around the piles of dirt and the hole itself, and then they bumped along a zigzag route, headed for the finialed gates.  The coffin was not as heavy as they had supposed, but they made frequent pauses to refresh their grips on the grimy box.  It was on the second of these that they heard the spanking sound unfurl behind them.  Ryan and Dwyer, who were lifting from either side of the trailing end, glanced back in dumbfounded awe.  The coffin lurched and came roughly to the ground.  Then Ahern faced around and began to moan.
A sheet of fire raged out of the dispossessed grave.  And as they stared in horror it jumped to the lip of the hole and ran toward them.  Ryan bolted but was struck off his feet by his father, who in the same motion began to drag the coffin.
“Lift her coffin! . . . lift it, lift it!”
Dwyer, who was staggering rubber-legged, found his balance and absorbed the command at the same time that Ryan crawled to his feet and caught up his end of the box.  Bowels awash, sweating and chilled at the same time, the trio never dared look back but made it to the gates at something close to a dead run.
At Ahern’s shout Keely had the presence to open the horse trailer door, though her face went to “O’s” of shock and intimidation as she gaped at the fiery grave.  In slid the coffin like a pizza pan into an oven.  Somehow they got the procession faced around toward the village, Merna McReedy’s coffin thundering horribly as they jounced across the apron of grass in front of the fence that encircled Thiollaney Merriu.
“What happened?” Keely demanded tersely at the wheel.
But all she got was Dwyer’s mumbled prayers and Ahern’s quavering.
“Old Scratch himself . . . we’re damned . . . were damned!”  Ryan cried.
Crevan McCreedy, snoring sonorously in the front seat, never awakened.
***
“Ah, Billy, Billy, I wish you was here to see this,” Brone McCabe said with a sniff as he stood among the ash trees watching the departing horse trailer.  “Now I don’t have to worry about accommodatin’ old McReedy when he goes to meet his maker.  And d’you think they’ll all five be able to resist tellin’ about the Hell fire that comes when you open a grave in Thiollaney Merriu?  Not likely.  Not likely, Billy.  We’re safe from further exhumations, I should think.”
And walking stiffly, the empty twenty-liter petrol can banging off his thigh, he returned to the house.
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“I’m not comin’ in unless you’re decent,” Sosanna said at the door.  She held the green pillow like a breastplate.
“My tux is in the dryer and I’m not wearing shoes,” Lane confessed taking a step backward and waggling one bare foot.
She sauntered in, looked around, turned to face him.  “Your Dream Pillow doesn’t work.”
“That’s what I thought the first time, too.”
“No dreams.  No dreams atall.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought the first time.”
“Here.  It’s washed.  I slept on it.”  She blushed a little, realizing her practiced excuse for this visit was coming out backwards.  “I hope you don’t mind.”
He smiled faintly.  She was as nervous as he was.  “No dreams at all?  Sorry to hear that.  I dreamed I danced across Ireland with a faerie queen.”
“Did you, now?”
A little confession; a little trust.  It was still there, the magic they had felt in the gloaming of Connemara.
“You look exhausted,” he said.  “You have to go to sleep before you can dream, you know.”
“Is that how it works?”  She plunked down on the slat futon that defined the cottage parlor with its garish jungle-print cushions.  “I didn’t sleep much, as a matter of fact.”
“I have that effect on women.”
“Sorry, it wasn’t because of you.”  She hadn’t intended on telling him anything about her mother digging up a grave, but now she realized she had turned to him just by coming here.  She couldn’t turn to her father, and here was the American with his probing mind and a consuming interest in the very mysteries of her life of Thiollaney Merriu at the very least.  “We had . . . an incident.”
“Your father?”
“My mother.”
He lifted the Dream Pillow aside from where she had placed it on the futon and sat down next to her.  “What’s the matter?”
“It’s very upsetting,” she said.  “I don’t know if I can tell anyone . . .”  And then she told him, of course.  Bluntly at first.  Stating the bizarre facts of her mother’s behavior, letting him ask the questions, watching his eyes to see how shocked he might be, how poisoned his opinion of her family, of her.  But he passed that test, too.  She felt a longing to be close to her mother, she said, to comfort her, to come to her aid in the tormented mystique of her being, her frequent withdrawals, her frustrating silences, her obsession with search, but 
“And your father doesn’t know about any of this?” he interrupted.
“He doesn’t know about last night.  Or maybe he does.  When I went out there this mornin’ to see if I could tidy up the damage to the grave, I couldn’t find a sign of disturbance.  No one can dress up a grave like my father.  He may have been out there rollin’ new sod.  I don’t know.  Hard to believe I couldn’t find a trace, but there was none.”
“Ah, there it is, there it is . . . it was a dream.”
Her glistening almond eyes grew forthright.  “It wasn’t a dream.”
“It was.”  And when she looked at him with waning doubt, he took her hands and repeated, “. . . it was.”
“How can you know?  You weren’t there.”
“I went places in my dreams, talked to people and did things, too.  I had real effects.”
“Only effects?”
“There’s a rational basis for it, I’m sure.  The pillow is full of herbs or something.  I’m going to have it tested when I get back to the States.  And I’m not ruling out some kind of psychological transference.  This place” he lifted her hands slightly “Connemara . . . Darrig is so rooted in odd beliefs, I’m sure there are individuals here who convey strong ”
“Stop it.”
He sank back on the futon, surprised.
“Can’t you leave it at that?” she said.  “If you believe you did things in dreams, why does there have to have an infernal logic to it?  Why can’t there be all the things you say you don’t believe in?”
“There can’t be, that’s all.  It’s . . .”
She pulled her hands free of his.  “Illogical.”
They sat staring at the floor, isolated again, a shaking head, a tapping finger.
“Isn’t it funny,” she said presently, “I’m tryin’ so hard to convince you of a reality I had last night and you’re tryin’ to convince me to believe in a dream?  We’ve reversed roles that’s how hard we’re tryin’ to meet.”
“Faith and logic.  Never the twain shall meet.”
“To a blind man it’s logical that there aren’t any colors, I should think.  Unless he’s been told colors exist and has the courage to believe in them.  You don’t believe.”
“That’s not courage, that’s willfulness.  That’s the world’s history of inhumanity to man in its seed stage ‘my belief is better than your belief.’”
“Haven’t you ever just listened to your heart?”
“Not since it lied to me.”
They looked at each other, the gulf threatening to widen.
“Listen . . . listen,” he had her hands again, “I’d love to believe.  I think you’re beautiful because you believe.  You’re trusting, innocent, vulnerable.  I’d love to share your reverie.  But I know what it’s like to be vulnerable, and I don’t want to go through it again, thank you.  It’s cash on the line for me.  No paper promises.  The world is full of shams.”
“Am I a sham?”
He stared intently at her, blue eyes rising one degree above the freezing point.  “Not yet,” he whispered.
“Thank you for bein’ honest.  And I’ll apologize now for disappointin’ you in the future.”
“Why will you disappoint me in the future?”
“Because you think I’m a child, and that’s what you like, but if you had your way, I’d learn to believe what you believe and still be a child.  I can’t be both you and me.”
“I don’t want you to change.”
“One of us would have to change.”  She fanned herself with a bare hand.  “Listen to us . . .”
And that was when he kissed her, only it wasn’t a big passionate surrender to biological imperatives, it was a gentle peck on the forehead.  So she let it happen and didn’t reciprocate or even squeeze his hands.  An I-care kiss had just been brushed onto her brow, and that took them another step toward trust.
“All right,” she said, “say what happened with my mother last night was a dream.  The future, the past I don’t know which it was supposed to be but it was just as real as the present.”
“And just as dangerous, too.  I think . . . I think it’s possible to suffer the consequences of the dream.  You may have actually left your house and gone out to the graves.”
“So what would happen if we dreamed together on the Dream Pillow?”
“What?”
“You heard me.  Would we share a dream?”
He didn’t know, wasn’t sure it mattered.  It mattered to her, though.
“Sleep with me,” she said, and he nearly choked.
She was exhausted from not having slept and from her misadventure of the night before.  He said he hadn’t slept either (he had slept like a stone).  She never even kicked off her shoes, just nestled onto the pillow she carried to his bed, her back to him.  He took his wallet out of his pocket, his keys.  He started to unbutton his shirt, imagined her wrath, buttoned it up again.  Then he lay down beside her.  If she thought he was actually going to fall asleep, he had a bridge he wanted to sell her.  He was still thinking that forty minutes later when his breathing finally deepened to match hers.
***
“Wake up,” he said and shook her, but she wouldn’t be roused.  Not for long minutes, and by the time she did sit up and shook the cobwebs from her senses, he was gone.
She ran to the door, then out into the gloaming, and she hadn’t gone far when she heard the music “The Point of No Return” and that was how she knew it was a dream.  He was waiting for her, the steel-blue Fiat Punto’s lights cutting through the haze, its radio pulling in the haunting strains.  He really did look like the phantom of the opera, masked in shadow, silhouetted in mist.  But his fingers around hers were warm and moist as they danced and she caught the familiar glint of his ice blue eyes in the flicker of lightning far out over the ocean.  Round and round they went, becoming breathless and aglow, and it made her think of the trooping sidhe who drew mortals into an eternal dance.
An early moon, baleful and chrome yellow, skidded into place above his left shoulder, but when she spun again and looked it was gone.  No, there it was, over his right shoulder.  A misshapen moon at a curious angle, with a drop of blood in the middle.  And then she swung in his arms and was jarred by the twin aspect of a second moon, back over his left shoulder again.  It must be an optical illusion, like heat lightning, like fata morgana, right down to the drop of blood.  Another whirl and now both moons were gone, as if they were eyes with blood-red pupils that had suddenly shut.  And maybe that was what they were, because the haze was lashing into an outline of something gigantic, something in motion on such a scale that it was difficult to discern.
The music was beginning to contort like the sky, its dissonant chords becoming flat, then aberrant, then nightmarishly harsh.  Above it rose the sluggish roar of the sea, wave after wave collapsing so palpably that she felt the air gust in rhythm to the surges.  And now, as if it too were caught in the pulse, light began to play tricks: shadows flowing landward like black crepe outracing the surf, and then retreating, igniting cinders of white energy in its wake.
Black . . . white . . . black . . . white the noir figure in Sosanna’s arms flickered with the cycle.  First the phantom, then Lane, each one a blur fighting for completeness.  Gradually she began to feel the distinction: the phantom’s fingers cold and stiff, Lane Andersen’s touch warm and animated; the phantom’s shoulder bony, rigid; Lane Andersen’s body pliant, flowing.  Faster and faster they danced.  Louder and louder the waves roared.  Shadow into light, light into shadow.  Shape-shifting partners struggling for existence.  Each illumination unmasked another phantom.  Her father’s glower.  Flann Macloy’s leer.  Mabbina Conneely looking startled “. . . why, the extra skin, of course.  The skin between your toes.”
Sosanna twisted out of the embrace as the sea swept in, lifting her off her feet.  She thought she saw a figure treading steadily in the swirl, but when she struggled closer it was the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu.  She was home somehow.  If land filled with corpses could ever be home to the living.  And now it was washing away.  Fetid miasma hung in the air and effluvium hissed to the surface as sepulchers and caskets blew like leviathans.
The sky was black, the water was black, yet there remained a narrow band of illumination on the surface of the sea.  She could see black coffins floating and the bobbing shrouds of grave-sprung things sluicing water as they surfaced and re-sank, raking her legs, embracing her from behind.  Last to go under were the white flat faces of her dance partners: her father and Mabbina Conneely, clawing feebly, looking surprised.
An eddy spun her around, and there was Lane Andersen grasping the Pillar with one hand, outspread fingers reaching for her with the other.  But the currents bullied her onto her back and something beneath her in the black water began to rise, taking on hard edges as it cradled her.
She tried to sit up, couldn’t.  She was in one of the black boxes, an open coffin, and as it began to whirl, it drove her against one edge.  Her fingers slid along the lower seam, catching on something her heightened senses recognized.  It was a metal butterfly.  At least that was what she had thought as a little girl when her father showed her a coffin that had sat in the shed for a century or more and explained that the “butterflies” were hinges on a slip coffin.  This is how they buried the poor and the unclaimed, lass.  Reusable coffin.  Swing you over the grave, then they drop the bottom and down you go into the eternal night.
Enough.  She wanted out of this dream.  Wanted for the bottom of the box she was in to stay put, thank you.  Do not let it open!
The slip coffin was still moving, not spinning but circling something, and she could tell by the thrumming against her ear that it wasn’t only water beneath her.  She heard something regimented.  Something like marching.  Right through the wood.  And the smell fouler than a leprechaun’s dudeen pipe!  Please . . . please, do not open.  Above her, as a warning vibration from the side opposite the hinges reached her, revolved the three-sided apex of the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu, and then she heard a faint snick . . .
Her hips fell first, leaving her arms reaching up reflexively, and that was how the hand caught her wrist, and how she awakened, her fingers entwined with Lane Andersen’s there on the Dream Pillow in his self-catered rental cottage just outside Darrig.
***
She pulled him up with her right out of a sound sleep, the two of them whoozy, disheveled, like riders just off a roller coaster.
“Well?” she managed, breathless, her brow as white and damp as that of an alabaster caryatid in the churchyard.
“Well what?”
“Did we . . . did you dream the same dream?”
He took a cavernous breath, letting his head drop back as he exhaled.  “I didn’t have a dream.”
“Oh.”  She let go his hand.  “Nothin’ atall?”
“You shouldn’t put stock in dreams.”
“I s’pose not.”
“Especially ones that come out of a pillow full of herbs.”
“Right.”
“Especially in Darrig where the population hallucinates half the time anyhow.”
“You’re entitled to your opinion.”  She stood up, smoothed out her clothes.  “It might have meant somethin’, though . . . even if it was a bad dream . . . I mean us sharin’ it and all . . . as long as it came out right.”
“Reality is right.  You’re here, I’m here.  That’s reality.”
“Don’t you want to know what I dreamed?”  The introspection left her eyes, replaced by a piercing scrutiny.
“Of course,” he said.
So she told him of the dance, the shape-shifting between her father, Flann Macloy and Mabbina Conneely, the inundation and the rising of the dead, the Pillar and the slip coffin, and his rescue of her.
“That’s hysterical,” he said.  “You see how silly these things are.  What did you mean, ‘it might’ve meant something’?  I hope you’re not going to turn it into one of your superstitious Irish omens.”
“You rescued me,” she repeated a little shyly, disappointment mounting.
“Just barely . . . you said.”
And then a glint of craft came into her eyes, and the almond brightened to raw sienna.  “You’re not tryin’ to protect me, by any chance, are you?  Because you can’t change the future just by disbelievin’ it.”
He laughed unconvincingly.  “No,” he said and shook his head.
***
He watched her all the way up the road.
She was on the money.  Every element of the dream, detail for detail.  Except that when the dancer in his arms began to change, he hadn’t seen her father or Flann Macloy or this Mabbina Conneely.  The dance partner in his arms had changed only once.  And she had whispered a warning to him: “Hang onto her . . . hang onto her till death do you part!”  Once was terrifying enough.  Because the frail flesh that sagged in the dark and the emaciated face that followed in the light were his mother.
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They came at high noon a day after the McReedys had fled with their corpse and their curse.  They said they were there out of concern for the keeping of the dead.  But Brone had been expecting the curious to come looking for evidence of a burned grave.  There was “Doc” Trevor Dunn, Sweeney the embalmer, retired headmaster Noel Kelly, and Brendan Doyle, who had trotted over from Galway to give the encroachment the appearance of a county sanction.  In the bright sunlight they looked like a quartet of blanched vampires trying to return to their coffins post dawn, but they called themselves a committee and pretended they didn’t know about the fire.
“It’s come to our attention that you’re makin’ access to graves difficult again, Mr. McCabe,” Brendan Doyle said.  His sugar beet nose blazed in the sun, and a twitch in the left eye kept him winking.  “Is there a danger here the public ought to be made aware of?”
“The danger is I’ll lose my temper,” Brone said, doughy hands clamped firmly to either gate.  He had seen them drive up.
“Not the first time,” sallow Sweeney imparted with the quiver of a sneer.
“Be reasonable, McCabe,” Doc Dun said.  “Declarin’ the churchyard closed to further burials has created more than one crisis over the years, and you’ve had your way over it, but you can’t expect the livin’ to be cut off as well.”
“Who have I cut off?” Brone blustered as if this news was indeed cause for dismay.
Noel Kelly took a step to the side of the gates and raised an arm toward the graves, pointing the damning finger that had terrorized schoolboys for forty years.  “I s’pose you didn’t drag Moriarty out of the hallowed earth which might’ve saved him when he was struck by lightning?  And him at your funeral never guessin’ you’d be the instrument of his demise.”
“You’re pointin’ the wrong way, it was over there that his misguided wife and daughter tried to bury him.  I helped him back from a premature grave, though I don’t remember him helpin’ me out of mine.”
“—then there’s the McReedys.”
“Grave robbers.  I didn’t stop them either.”
They were all craning now.  “Looks kind of scorched over there,” Sweeney said, weaving to see through the bars.  “Have you been burning something, McCabe?”
“Amazin’ how you can see a hole that isn’t there.  I filled it back up yesterday.”
“Well, are you gonna let us in to see for ourselves?”
“What for?”
There was a brief hesitation.  It was the wrong request to make.  They hadn’t anticipated being blocked at the gates, had seen themselves trooping through Thiollaney Merriu confronting Brone at some arbitrary point.
“D’you have any business here?” Brone followed up almost cheerfully.  “I don’t seem to recall you do.  Not a deceased relative here between you.  The leases provide for family access, as you well know, and all else is at my discretion.”
Sweeney was nonplussed: “Listen, McCabe, there’s hardly a body in there from the last half a century that I didn’t prepare for burial.”
“You’re standin’ on ceremony, man,” added Kelly.
“And you’re standin’ on the road,” said Brone.
Brendan Doyle’s left eye winked furiously.  “You’re paid by the county, I’ll remind you.  Paid for the land, paid for caretakin’.  And you’ve got no taxes.”
“Well, that’s true.  So you’re thinkin’ I should go out of business, eh?”  Brone inclined his head.  “To tell you the truth, I’ve been turnin’ that thought over myself.  My father used to say we had farmers in the family, though I can’t imagine where they lived, since there’s always been a cemetery here, called a ‘churchyard’ by most which prob’ly refers to religious orders best forgotten.  I’d have to turn out my tenants.  Refurbish the land, so to speak.  Still, it could be done.”
“Can’t be done!” Sweeney expostulated automatically.
“Course it can.  Have to serve notice, I s’pose.  Provide time for removals, then the rest well, you can’t argue with fertilizer.”
They all looked shocked at that.  Doyle actually made a fist and shouted.  “You’re out of your mind!  We’ll be back.  There’s plenty the county has a right to monitor in a churchyard!”
“I’ll be glad to cooperate with a court order, gentlemen.  But I owe it to the dead not to see them disturbed with sight-seein’.”
And that was it.  The mocked quartet departed in their vehicles with a great slamming of doors, while Brone locked his hands behind his back at the gate and whistled soundlessly to himself.  And it was that silent whistling that they all would claim to have heard when they gave their recitations of the outrage to sympathetic listeners at Buskers and in Galway.
If only Brone McCabe could have whistled.  But his throat was dry, his heart seized, his truncheon legs filled with lead.  It was all he could do to act the part he had just played, because the inquisitors had come at the worst possible moment.  He couldn’t let them in.  And now, as the last car rounded the curve and the dust drifted toward the iron fence, he hurried back through the rows of markers to that one grave, the one he had filled, Merna McReedy’s abandoned eternity.  Because the smell of retting flax was back rot with something burnt in it and there was smoke rising from the grave.
How could it be smoking?
The petrol had burned down quickly yesterday.  He had seen that it was out; and anyway, he had filled the hole.  He hadn’t replaced the sod, but he had filled the hole to the grass line.  It was impossible that something was burning down there.  No coffin, no remnants, just dirt.  And yet here it was.  It couldn’t be a trick of mist in the bright sunlight, foul white wisps were unmistakably seeping up through the porous soil as if from a griddle on a hot stove.  Trembling, he knelt and sank his hand into the warm earth.
So he fetched Una and a Bible as if both were weapons, and when they had hurried back to the smoldering plot he peered with trepidation at the ground for any hint that the cause of the heat was advancing.  “Well?”
“Well what?”
“Do you hear it?”
“Hear what?”
“You know what.  The marchin’ dead, the dirge of Hell the bardoon, woman!  You’re the one who said it had started that day we dragged the coffin out of the sea.  And you know you can see through the water and hear through the land better than any . . . better than I can.  Feel the grave.”
She genuflected, spread her hand on the warm soil, came up slowly.  “I don’t hear it.”
“It must be loud enough to hear for this to happen.  I heard it myself the day I became the Watcher.  They never stop testin’ and probin’.  Put your ear to the ground.”
“I don’t hear it!” she flashed at him.  “What good will it do to hear it?  There’s nothin’ to be done when it comes.”
“It doesn’t have to be,” he croaked, wildness growing in his eyes.  “This is circumstantial, Una . . . it doesn’t have to be.  We’ve disturbed things, that’s all.”
She looked at him with a mixture of pity and contempt for the desperate denial in his words.  “Its time is written,” she said.
“Written?” he exploded and began riffling through the pages of the Bible he clutched by the spine.  “You know what it says, Una . . . we’ve read it a hundred times . . . Revelation, chapter nine . . . does that sound like me?  It can’t possibly be me! . . . this is all an aberration, a a circumstance . . . we’ve got to hold fast . . . these things don’t come about because a few human insects poke around in the dirt . . . this will calm again, you’ll see.”
Later he sat rocking gently at the kitchen table, the Bible open before him to Revelation, chapter nine, murmuring: “I am not the fallen one from heaven given the key to the bottomless pit . . . I am not Abaddon . . . I am not Apollyon . . . I am not the one who will release two hundred million demons to kill a third of mankind . . .”
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He had never been in love before, never considered it a thing apart from lust.  As far as Lane Andersen had been concerned Freud nailed it when he called love the overestimation of the sex object.  But now here was Sosanna McCabe.
He was beginning to see that his mother had been right in saying that the things he attacked faith, fantasy, innocence were really the things he wanted.  And Sosanna McCabe was all three.  He wished he could be that simple, that paradise had never been lost, that Man had never eaten from the Tree of Knowledge, that the myths that ruled the world were not lies with power over the one thing he had: logic.  He wished he could live in her unfettered universe of inexpungable magic, if only for an hour.  Why had he pretended they hadn’t shared the dream?  Was it more than a fear of premonition?
The fact that she now needed some rational explanations for the mysteries of her life put her in his camp for the moment, as if she aspired in some expedient way to be like him.  But how long could that last?  She had a harmony he would never have.  She accepted the wonders around her, and therefore they remained wonders.  He could destroy her with his cynicism, he thought.
“So which of us is going to win?” he asked when she met him in a sylvan place halfway between Darrig and Thiollaney Merriu the day after they had shared the Dream Pillow.
He earned her coolest glance.  “We had a dog like that once,” she said.  “Everything was a challenge to him.  If you tried to pet him, he ran around in circles.”
“Ouch.  You were supposed to ask ‘win what.’”
“I’ve fenced with men before.  They love their double meanings.  It’s the same answer, whatever you were referrin’ to.”
“I was referring to the classic conflict of faith and reason the virgin and the dynamo.  You’re the virgin.”
“Thanks a heap.  But we’re goin’ nowhere fast bein’ enemies.”
“Love thine enemy.”
She extracted a sprig of flowers from the spiny gorse growing next to them.  “Why is it you think there’s no room for faith alongside reason?”
“Faith is a wish driven by emotion.”
“So it’s emotions you’re afraid of.  Not surprisin’.  You bein’ just a man.”
“You can’t nail down truth with emotion.”
“Can’t you, now?  Seems to me you can’t appreciate truth without emotion.  That would be like watchin’ a Technicolor film in black-and-white.”
“Not surprisin’ you want to color everythin’,” he said, trying to imitate her Irish brogue.  “You bein’ just a woman.”
“But I’m not afraid of truth, however it comes.  Are you?”
“Of course not.  It’s my . . .”
“Passion?”  She smiled faintly.  “I guess reason doesn’t exist in an emotionless vacuum after all.”
“I wasn’t going to say ‘passion.’  Logic should be served cold.”
She plucked off a knot of spines from the gorse.  “Here’s faith.”  She gave him the flowers.  “And here’s reason.”  She gave him the thorns.  “It takes both to make the plant, doesn’t it?”
He sneezed and flicked away the bouquet.  “Why don’t we join forces?  That way whichever one of us is right, we’ll both find out the truth.”
“Join forces?”
“To figure out Thiollaney Merriu.  You’ve got a boat there on the pond.  Your father actually rowed me across the tide in it one evening.  If I borrow it, he’ll probably have me arrested, but you could take it and row me out to examine the pylon.  I know it’s asking a lot . . .”
“To put it mildly, my father would disown me.”
“Okay.  I can try it on my own without the boat.  I’ll just sneak in and swim across.”
“I wouldn’t advise that.”
“It’s all right, I can try it at night with a flashlight.”
“Don’t go in the pond by yourself,” she said.  “Especially at night.”
“Why not?”
“Just . . . don’t.”
“Monsters at night, your father by day: six of one, half a dozen of another.”
She chewed her cheek.  “All right.  My father will be runnin’ up the coast to Muldeen for groceries and a pint of plain later on, when he figures Darrig won’t notice his absence, and my mother . . . my mother seems distracted.  I don’t know what she’ll do if she sees us, but we can try.”
***
He skirted the surf and she carried her shoes, kicking through the shallows as they walked up the beach south of the cliff.  He had never seen her so jaunty and offhand.  Water boiled faster when the tide was flowing in, she said, and the feathers of sea birds made pillows fluffier.  And did he know there were more births on an incoming tide and more deaths on the ebb?  Parish registers along the coast, which always noted the tide, proved it.  Bad record-keeping, he said.  And then they entered Thiollaney Merriu where he promptly sneezed again and she warned him that to do so among the tombstones would be very bad luck.
“I think I’m allergic to that bouquet you gave me,” he said.
“Allergic to truth,” she diagnosed.
When they passed close to the grave of Merna McReedy, she paused.
“What is it?”
“Don’t know.  Father’s losin’ his green thumb.”
The grass, a deep green less than a day before, was cooked yellow.
They passed on and came to the upturned rowboat, whose deep gouges the length of the hull had already begun to weather a uniform gray.  Once afloat, Lane steadied the craft from the edge while she stepped in.  She fitted the oars and shipped them, then took his backpack as he made the seesaw step aboard.  They sculled in a half-circle toward the pylon.
“How deep?” he asked to the clunk and squeal of the oars.
“Don’t know.”
“Doesn’t anyone fish here?”
“No fish.”
“Or swim?”
“It’s a churchyard, not a water park.”
The water played silver and gold where the oars dipped but remained uniformly black elsewhere with no hint of a bottom or boulders or weeds.  She brought the boat around broadside to the Pillar.  He unzipped the backpack, pulled out a camera and adjusted the focus.  “Back in a flash,” he punned, grasping the three-sided pylon with one hand and drawing himself out of the boat.
The dry adhesion of the stone brought back the pylon in the sub-cavern at Giza.  Sosanna’s sketch had done it justice, but he could see that there were indeed micro-fine renderings.  Except that, unlike the others, they were not on a raised glyph.  Odd departure in style, he thought.  No high relief.  This one was engraved directly into the flat surface of the stele.  He lay his cheek close for a better line of sight.  Not even bas-relief.
He felt certain that the characters Sosanna had mistaken for writing would turn out to be inset maps of the precise place where his father had found the first stele.  His mother’s deathbed recounting had mentioned the pillar and the pool and that his father had babbled of Supay, the Inca god of death and the underworld.  And then an animal had killed him.  In his mother’s fanciful terms, his father had bloodless, scorched claw marks from head to heel.  Wasn’t Supay sometimes depicted as a tigre or a puma?  In Egypt, it had been Anubis, the jackal-headed servant of death.  And here in Connemara it was a wolf.  The adaptation of the myth was plain: a feral animal, stylized to fit the culture.
Reaching up with the camera, he held the lens the approximate distance from the intricate characters for which he had pre-set the focus and managed to depress the button with one hand.  He wanted very much to try and remove the stele as he had removed the one in Egypt, and as his father must certainly have removed the one in Peru, but that would be a betrayal of Sosanna McCabe.  A week ago he wouldn’t have cared and he might have risked the uproar of just taking the damn thing with him.  Things certainly had changed.
Remembering the magnetic tug when he had removed the stele at Giza, he worked his way around the pylon to size up the two blank faces.  Vague encrustations marked them, and he wondered if they covered an interface into which the other steles would lock.  As gingerly as a sloth, he backed down into the boat, put the camera away, and lifted one of the steles from his backpack.  Avoiding Sosanna’s questioning eyes, he reclaimed his place on the column and pressed the Peruvian tablet on first one facing, then the other.  There was no affinity, magnetic or mechanical, to hold it there.  Acrobatically he scraped at the encrustations and tried again.  But the stele grated down the pylon as soon as the pressure of his fingers eased.
Frustrated, he settled back into the boat.
“Where did you get that?” she asked as he slid the stele into the backpack.
“It came from Peru.  An Inca ruin near Cuzco.  My father died for it.”
“How dreadful.  I’m sorry.”
“I never knew him.”
“Oh.  Then . . . this is why you’re ”
“No.  It has nothing to do with why I’m here.”
“I see.  You said somethin’ about a series when I bought you the sketch.  Three in the series, you said.”
He pulled up the Egyptian stele.  “This one came from Giza, Egypt.  From a pylon like this one, in a pond like this one.  Three pylons, three pools, spread around the world.”
“What does it mean?”
“If I knew that, I wouldn’t be tempting your father to make room for one more grave in his cemetery.”
“Speakin’ of which, I’m not sure how long he’ll be gone.”
“We can go back now.  I think I know what the Thiollaney Merriu stele has on it.  There’s nothing more I can do until I figure things out.”
She dipped the oars and started to row.  “But . . . what does this have to do with my father?”
“Facts get twisted into myths.  Your father knows the myths.”
“I doubt my father could even find Peru and Egypt on a map.”
“He may not know about those sites, but he knows about this one ”
Suddenly Sosanna tensed and the oars stopped mid-stroke.  “Not this again,” she murmured, splashing asymmetrically, trying to recapture leverage.
“Eh?  Again?”  He looked over the side.  “No GalÁ pagos tortoise.  We must be caught on a sandbar or a branch.  Let me try.”
He shifted alongside her and made an awkward attempt to use both oars.  Then they each took one and strained.  Then he lifted one oar out of the lock and probed the water, knifing as far down as he could reach, stem to stern.
“I don’t think that’s the problem,” she said.
“What is it then?”
“I’m not sure, but it happened before.”
“And . . . ?”
“And it started spinnin’.”
“The boat?”
“Well, not me.  Of course it was the boat.  It broke free and started spinnin’ like a compass needle.  I barely cleared the whirlpool or whatever it was, and when I got to shore I saw where the rocks had scraped it.”
He puckered his lips doubtfully and looked over the gunwale at the pond.  “It’s not breaking free.”
“You have a gift for the obvious, Lane Andersen.”
“Logic deems it necessary.  Observe how methodically we approach this problem.”
“We.  Thank you, but I’ll do the worryin’ for both of us, since you don’t seem to take it seriously.”
“Tut-tut.  It’s not like I don’t have experience with these waters.  I’ve been in your grotto with scuba gear ”
“Mercy.  You’re insane.”
“You knew that already.  Nevertheless, we’re going to approach this rationally.  The boat is stuck.  It’s not a magical charm or a pooka’s trick.  It’s something underwater.  Since we can’t determine what it is from here, or move off it, I’m going into the pond to check.”
“This is where logic fails.”
“The other alternative is to wait for your father to come home.”
“I’ll hold your shirt,” she said.  “Are you goin’ to strip quite naked?  I’d prefer you didn’t.”
“I’ll leave my Fruit-of-the-Looms on.”
“Your what?”
“An expression.  I don’t need you to hold anything.  Just watch that the backpack doesn’t go overboard.”
She only looked when he had his back to her, but her mind was racing with apprehension over the pond: all her father’s warnings, and her previous misadventure with this very boat spinning in a vortex, and her mother snatching her back to shore that day she had waded out, asking if she saw the weedy walls of the green castle deep down by the Pillar and when she said “no” telling her she shouldn’t go in the pond.  And now this foolhardy if intrepid man was going down into the black depths of a place even her mother avoided.
It was no trick to get overboard; the boat was rock steady.  With a barely heard inhalation, he swung over the gunwale and went under.  Instantly Sosanna felt the craft free up.  It could not have been from something he had done.  Not that quickly.  She watched the raft of bubbles disintegrate and waited.
Couldn’t he tell the boat was floating freely?  Why didn’t he come up?  She slipped one thole pin out and banged the oar on the inside of the hull.  Come up, dammit!  Then she saw the oddly yellowed face rising, features distended by the force of the water, closed eyelids bulging, catfish whiskers of air streaming from its fluttering lips.  For a moment she didn’t know who it was what it was but then Lane Andersen burst free, grinning, triumphant.
“Logic one, emotion zero!” he announced and held up a chain of brown and silver sea growth.  “The stuff is swirling around down there.  You’ve been rowing in the Sargasso Sea.”
Logic?  It wasn’t logical at all to Sosanna McCabe.  Were they so weak that they couldn’t make the boat budge in seaweed?  She had never seen seaweed like that in the pond, but she had seen it washed up on the beach by the ocean tide.  And why hadn’t the oar encountered it when he probed?  But before she could voice her objections, he jerked upright, treading briskly.  The water around him looked agitated now.  In alarm she called out, asking what was wrong.  And then he was flailing furiously, kicking hard and going down.
She was riveted on the spot, black water glassing quickly but just as quickly dimpling again, as if he were coming back up.  She saw a flash of yellow, a hand she thought, and then there were roiling shadows within the gloom.  It must have been the shock that enhanced her vision, because she had never seen so far into the water before.  In fact she completely lost track of her circumstances, as evidenced by the fact that she kicked off her shoes and braced herself as though she would actually dive in after him.
It wasn’t the stippling of the water surface that finally provoked her, however.  It was the sudden deadly calm.  Three . . . four . . . five seconds of terminal flatness.  She reacted with blind instinct.  Over the side and down, down, down she went.  Passion one, logic zero . . .
***
He remembered a Moonwalk at a carnival somewhere in northern California.  It had been set up indoors at a fairgrounds building by itinerant members of the commune who had taken temporary work there.  He must have been eight or nine, and there was a storm and a power failure and in the dark of the Moonwalk all the kids started screaming and tumbling over each other.  There was a loss of up and down, a sense of suffocation, a tangling of limbs and ballooning vinyl hurling them into panic and chaos.  That was what he felt in the pond of Thiollaney Merriu three fathoms into blackness.
And it wasn’t just the seizure of his limbs and the drag of the sea growth.  He felt hands.  Afterward the question would be when did he feel the hands?  But of course they must have been hers Sosanna’s.  It was hard to sort out because he was nearly unconscious when she got to him, the air beginning to retch from his lungs.  With all the twisting weeds you could imagine you were being pulled down by orchestrated malevolence.  And the marks on his ankles, they could have been the constrictions of fingers if you wanted to believe that or merely the windings of vegetation, if you did not.
He did not.  It was some kind of thermal, he would argue, a current, a tide lifting great chains of sea growth to the surface.  Weren’t the coastal Irish always talking about the fabulous and uncertain tides off Thiollaney Merriu, whose unrecorded surges could be more dynamic than the ones at the Bay of Fundy?
She barely responded to his ridiculous assertion or to his attempts to thank her, because she was trying to sort out another shock.  How had she saved him?  How could she go down all that way, tear him free and bring them both to the surface through a storm of writhing kelp?
She couldn’t swim.
She tried to make light of it, not knowing if the selfless miracle she had performed was good or bad.  And when he sneezed after assuring her that the phenomenon had not been some preternatural frenzy, she repeated that he was still allergic to truth.  But lying there, draped breathlessly over the weathered seats, they came up one miracle short.  Because another figure was pounding relentlessly toward them through the tombstones.  Brone McCabe had run all the way from the house where, standing dismayed in the bedroom window, he had seen them drag themselves into the boat.
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It was an ugly scene, and it took a bizarre twist in some ways beyond anything else that happened that bizarre day.  Sosanna rowed back in slow motion while Lane pulled his clothes on, and then they dragged the boat out like galley slaves waiting for the lash to fall.  They turned the hull over, tucked the oars neatly beneath, and stood wordlessly looking at the ground.  All this while Brone McCabe wheezed around the pond to meet them.  But when he arrived he paced to and fro, delivering a contradictory mix of ranting and gratitude.  Lane expected the tirade, of course.  It was the gratitude that mystified him, until the old reprobate strung his ambivalence together:
“Betrayal’s too good a word, Sosanna, and Andersen . . . Andersen you’ll never know how close you come to meeting ultimate justice at the hands of Brone McCabe!  Still, I can’t deny my debt to you for savin’ my daughter . . .”
Sosanna darted Lane a stern look.  Let him think what he thinks.  She couldn’t swim; her father had seen them struggling into the boat; Lane must have saved her, that was all.  Let him think it, she conveyed.  If Lane had saved her, it might save them both now.
But it didn’t save his conscience.  Later, lying alone on the slat futon in his rental cottage, he felt weighed down by emotional complexities.  How had he gotten so indebted to her?  Vaguely he realized he was at an impasse with the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu.  Either he must take the stele outright for microscopic examination or else accept the fact that he would probably never be able to pinpoint the third location in Peru.  And now Sosanna had saved his life.  Suddenly all his inclinations were to leave Connemara as soon as possible.
And if he left Ireland it would certainly be better for her.  She would make her peace at home and stay in Connemara, because he was a complicating factor in her life, a blind alley.
And then there was the dream.  He stared into the bedroom where the green pillow lay.  That object was a genuine phenomenon.  He was looking forward to having Professor Claiborne at Willmont analyze whatever herbs were inside, if he could get it through customs.  But Claiborne wouldn’t be able to identify the racial memory or the telepathy that appeared to be so strong here in Connemara.  The dream had come to both he and Sosanna, and there was just a small part of him that would be glad to quit Ireland out of fear that it really had been a premonition.  And as long as he was being so bone-weary candid why not admit that it had occurred to him this afternoon that the near disaster in the churchyard pond might have fulfilled the premonition?  Of course, she had saved him, whereas in the dream he had tried to save her.  But perhaps her father’s later misinterpretation of who the rescuer was fulfilled the dream as scripted.
He informed Cooney M’Gill that he might be driving back to Shannon Airport in the morning, tipped him for the linen service, ate a last hearty meal at Glenna’s Kitchen, and by the time he got to Buskers for a final pint found that word of his plans had preceded him.
“I hear the American is takin’ leave of our fair village in order to avoid the contest,” Enis Browne piped.
“Not surprisin’,” Laughlin O’Brien replied.  “Seein’ as how he didn’t reply to the note.”
It was in his mailbox.  He read it for the first time when he got back to the cottage from Buskers.  Read all his mail, which consisted of two flyers pizza and dry cleaning apparently left the day he had checked in.  The note, unsigned, gave him a time and a place: tomorrow, noon, on the road to Thiollaney Merriu.
He thought: I’ll wave from the window of Aer Lingus, Macloy.
And as ominous as a fateful response to that evasion, there came a slow heavy knock at the door.  It had to be his nemesis.  And it was.  But not Flann Macloy.  The other nemesis.
“A word with you, if you don’t mind,” Brone McCabe said.
He looked tired and defeated, the skin of his cheekbones white from the sag of his massive jowls, his burnt almond eyes (Sosanna’s eyes in oversize) lightless, his lips uneven in repose.  Lane backed away from the door and McCabe took a single exaggerated step inside.
“You’ll understand, comin’ to see you is not the easiest thing I’ve done of late.”
“I didn’t pick our fight.”
A grunt meant to do for a laugh.  “I s’pose it’s different in the city, but out here when you step onto a man’s land, you’re in his parlor.  And now I’ve come to yours, hat in hand.  Sosanna is my jewel, you can see that, man, and . . . well, you ”
“I didn’t do anything.”
“Of course you did.”
“You don’t owe me, McCabe.  I didn’t do anything for you.  I talked your daughter into rowing me out there.”
The grunt this time had no humor at all.  “And what did you learn, if I might ask?”
“Nothing I didn’t already know.”
“Which is . . . ?”
“You’ve got a very old artifact there.  On a bad day I might have borrowed it for a closer look.  I don’t suppose you’d consider letting me take it down temporarily?”
“Hear me, Andersen.  I haven’t come here to quarrel with you, but I’ll kill the man who tries to meddle with the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu.”
Lane drew himself up, scrutinizing McCabe as though for the first time.  “It’s probably pagan, you know.  There must have been an unholy alliance between old beliefs and the new.  In fact, I can show you a nasty letter that nails it.  Catholicism was a hard sell a mere century and a half ago.”
“Don’t care how you label it.  It has the authority of dominions and thrones behind it.”
“Are you that religious?”
“I am.”
“I don’t want to desecrate anything, McCabe.”
“Then take my word for it, you’ve crossed a dangerous line.  Any time you go near that pond you’re a threat to things you don’t understand.  And I’m the Watcher of Thiollaney Merriu, if you please.  You don’t want to underestimate that.  However, as I said, I didn’t come here to rattle armor.”
Lane, still trying to guess the purpose of the visit, gestured to a chair; but Brone didn’t seem to notice.
“My daughter says she’s movin’ out . . . my daughter, which I love dearly, says she doesn’t want to hate me, so she’s movin’ out.  What d’ya think of that?  She says the argument we had this afternoon was just the final straw.  She says . . . well, she’s tired of bein’ my grown-up child, she says.  Wants freedom.”  Another grunt.  “Women and freedom I don’t know what that means.  But I’m here to make you an offer for a promise.”  He began to tap the cap held in his hand on his thigh.
They stared at each other awkwardly, Brone nodding, trying to elicit a sign of willingness, though he had not yet defined his offer.  A motorcycle passed on the road.
“Here ‘tis, then,” McCabe said.  “If you want to see my daughter anytime at the house, well, maybe that will be all right.  But not in the churchyard.  You’ve got to swear you’ll not go out on the pond again.”



43
God knows what Una could hear in a storm, considering the things the wind did to her and the way she felt vibrations in the earth.  It made Brone shudder.  Water vitrified her vision, even when she only stared down into depths from the land, and now the slashing sheets of rain effectively surrounded the house as if they were submerged.  She went from window to window.  It reminded him of Mr. Billy.
“Una,” he called, “let’s go to bed.”
She opened the heavy front door a crack, flooding the room with chill moist air.  He sprang from his chair, but Sosanna’s sudden tread caused both he and Una to hesitate.  She was coming down from her room on some errand to the refrigerator.
“You’ll get wet, mother,” she said at the foot of the stairs and pressed the door shut with her palm.
Brone had not mentioned his visit to Lane Andersen to Sosanna.  What could he say?  Her threat to move out hung like a work in progress, but if the Yank came, presumably she would temper her hostility.
“Sosi . . .” Brone said when she had finished her pedestrian errand, but she passed on up the stairs with a firm, “Good night, father,” and moments later her bedroom door shut with finality.
Blood flashed to his face.  Fighting for self-control, he started up the steps.  It was a time for concessions.  He must admit that and reason with her.  In ten years, twenty at most (unless he truly was immortal), she would be caring for her parents in this house.  What was the point of uprooting her life?  He would tell her that.  They needed her.  He needed her.
But at the top of the stairs he felt the draft catch up to him from below.  Una had opened the front door again, and as he wheeled back down he saw that untimely thunder had concealed the sound of its closing again.  “Una,” he breathed with a tremor in his voice, but she was gone.
It was darker on the ground than in the sky, and she was already out of sight when he got outside.  The sky moved like huge stage sets backlit by pocket lightning.  He kept pausing as he ran, straining wide-eyed for a gliding presence in the flickers that lashed out.  A tempest like this one was a siren song to her.  She blended with it in a way that left him fearing that her native element was reclaiming her.
He crossed the footbridge, already soaked, his trousers imbibed like a chamois and wrapped around his thighs.  Swiping the hair out of his eyes he hurried among jagged rows of tombstones as yellow as old teeth running with saliva.  The cannonade above him canceled what the wind failed to sweep away as he called her name.
She was wearing a white blouse, and he was confused by the several mausoleum seraphs and gargoyles that blanched white in the micro-flickers.  He beetled across the rows into the dead heart of the dead churchyard and there boxed the compass as he edged around in a circle waiting for light.  Again he had the sense of marble moving, of water rising.  Small flash floods were engulfing depressions and the settled rills below the grotto as they sometimes did.  She might have sought a higher point on the cliff, he thought, shuddering to imagine her ecstasy in the storm.
Slogging, slipping, he made his way around the pond.  He had the disturbing feeling that the Pillar was winding him in like a gray maypole.  On the other side he beheld the shattered ash trees, their raw wounds gleaming in the storm.  And then came the grotto, and now it seemed that the storm relented momentarily, that there was a deliberate silence provided for his meek appeal:
“Una?”
He studied the bulging boulders as if they would betray animation, and he had never felt the presence of malevolence so strongly.  She could not be in there.  He took one step in, two, passing between the sarsen stones, gray and smooth as leviathans.  He was standing ankle deep in a liquid that felt too viscous to be water.  Mud, he told himself, but he knew the grotto was scoured free by colluding updrafts.  There couldn’t be any mud.  And then, as subtly as a pinprick, he caught the faintest whiff of retting, but the next inhalation stabbed him like a needle up the nose.  He backpedaled and fell, plunging
wrist-deep in the sticky liquid.  Like some frantic lizard, he windmilled out of the grotto and lay gasping in the torrents on the very slab of rock where he had once presented a miserable sacrifice to the beast of Thiollaney Merriu.
When he looked up, Una was moving among the tombstones in a series of broken images caused by a stutter of lightning.  But there was something colorless and empty, a void, a silhouette, advancing after her that was not illuminated by the flashes.
He sprang to his feet again, screaming at her, his voice as empty of sound as the silhouette was of light.  Thunder was canceling him out again.  He caught another glimpse of her, leaning down, he thought, and he couldn’t tell if the stalking thing was there and she was stroking it or 
He ran as he hadn’t run in half a century, his eyes fixed on that one point of final perception.  Never blinking in the blurring rain, he cleared ditches and sodden plots and nearly bowled her over when she straightened.  Her back was to him, and she merely moved forward to the next grave and leaned over again.  She was reading the stones.
When he grasped her by the shoulders and faced her to him she was serene.  “What were their names?” she asked sweetly.
“Whose?” he thundered back in the same register as the storm.
“Your other wives.”
“Una . . . listen to me.  It was always you . . . only you.”  She waited patiently while he caught his breath.  “The other wives were all you.  Each time you went away and came back, you forgot there was a previous time.  But every now and then you remember somethin’ from before.  You’re rememberin’ yourself, that’s all . . . you’ve been my wife before.  There is no grave for you.  None.  There never was.  A grave for me and none for you, my love . . . my great love, my unfeelin’ love.”
She looked at him with that unfathomable blankness that forever kept him from knowing her thoughts.  And he dreaded saying more, helping her clarify what she was really after: that thing her subconscious imagined was wrapped around a corpse her own corpse the red cape he had captured in order to claim her by the laws that bound the sidhe, and which could free her forever back to the sea.
“Every time . . . it was you, Una.  You left but you had to come back.  There are no dead wives.  Just one livin’ one I can’t quite seem to hang onto.  You know I can’t throw your cape away, and I know you must search for it.  But it isn’t with the dead.  I swear to you.  It isn’t with the dead.”
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He got her dried off and into bed, still in her dream-like state.  And she lay there with her eyes open while the storm settled into a steady drumming on the roof and the south face of the house.  He couldn’t stand her staring like that, not really there beside him, but an alien thing he could never possess, and at last he went downstairs.
He moved comfortably through the darkness, opening the refrigerator, taking out the milk, pouring some in a pan on the stove, dropping in a heel of bread, turning on the gas.  He missed Billy; felt him in the room, he thought.  When Sosanna’s voice broke behind him he knocked the pan off the spirit ring.
“It’s mother, isn’t it?” she said from the shadows of the hearth.  She had been sitting there, bare feet up on the cool stone the way she used to place them as a little girl.
Brone centered the pan over the ring again.  “She went out and got wet, that’s all.”
“I’m talking about the graves that were opened.  It was mother that dug them up.”
The blue gas flame illuminated nothing, and he was glad they couldn’t see each other’s faces.  “Now why would you say that?”
“All those graves opened, it wasn’t the Water Wolf.  It was mother.”
“Such a thing to imagine ”
“Don’t . . . don’t . . . don’t.  We’re way past tellin’ lies, father.  We’re on the edge of silence, because that’s the only truth between us.  Help me pull us back from the edge, father.  I don’t want to leave here with a silence.”
For long moments there was just the wooden spoon stirring.  “Some,” he said at last.  “She dug up some, I think.  The ones with female names maybe.”
Sosanna considered.  “They were all female.”
“Mostly.”
“But why?  Because you were married before?”
“For the last time, I wasn’t married before.  Call it a lie and use it to drive a wedge between us, if that’s what you want, but I’d be lyin’ to tell you otherwise.”
“Then why would she do such a crazy thing?  There must be some rhyme or reason to it.  Even the mad have method, father.”
“Why are you askin’ me?”  He shoved the pan onto a cold ring and snapped out the flame.
The smell of milk, slightly burnt, hung in the air.  Brone just stood there.  And then Sosanna got it, a glimpse of the truth, and expelled her breath in a sigh of dismay.  “All those years I’ve heard the nonsense.  That she was . . . different.  Not really mortal, they said.  My mother not a human bein’?  She’s got the proper number of arms and legs, I thought.  She suckled me, didn’t she?  She’s loved me, taught me, cried with me, laughed with me!  Tell me there’s nothin’ to it, father.”
“Stop it,” he said.
“Uh . . . stop it you say?  I wish I could.”
“For God’s sake, lass.”  He planted his meaty palms on the edges of the stove.  “You’ve known nothin’ else.  Whatever is is right.  How could it be otherwise?  Do you think anythin’s changed by your speculatin’?”
Long pause.  Then a timid, “What does this make me?”
He spun around now, went to his daughter, hugged her to his breast, the words rumbling into her: “Why, you’ve got two horns, lass, did you not know that?  Two horns big as Belgian Blue bulls and pointy ears and a wart on your nose the size of my thumb
. . .”  And he went on sarcastically like that, how she wasn’t at all what she had thought she was all her life, the headstrong wonder-child, the over-achiever, the flawless face in the mirror, bright student, heart-breaker, groomer of cats, player of pianos, wearer of jeans, wearer of skirts, wearer of smiles and frowns and a thousand roles in a thousand imagined games they had played played with her mother too and now she was starting to laugh a little between tears, even though he was hugging her hard enough to break bones, because he said he had noticed how smoke came out of her ears during the full moon and her teeth turned purple whenever the tide was in.  And when she had sniffed back her tears in a way he had not heard in a dozen years and gone up to bed, Brone McCabe sat up all night at the table until the dawn crept in and nameless shadows hid.
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Lane told himself it didn’t change anything, but he knew it did.  Brone McCabe had opened the door to his house and slammed the gate on the churchyard at the same time, and in exchange he had given his promise not to enter the pond.  He still planned on leaving for Shannon Airport tomorrow afternoon, but he liked the idea of driving up to Thiollaney Merriu and knocking on the door of the house.  How do you do, Ms. McCabe, care for a little passion?  I’m afraid we’ll have to forego our usual lifesaving class in the pond . . .  She must have given the old man hell, and he himself must have featured high on her list of things that were important to her.
Cooney M’Gill had left a bottle of Irish white wine in the cupboard.  The wine was unconscionable, a failed attempt to grow quality grapes in the south and now an overstock to be given away with weekly rentals, but Lane kicked back with it on the slat futon and tossed his shoes through the bedroom doorway.  He wondered if he would actually drag himself out for road bowling by noon.  The wine went down warm and somehow not bad.  He killed half the bottle before it began to taste like raisins suspended in horse liniment.  It was starting to rain.  Road bowling was going to turn into a shot put contest on the ‘morrow.  When he rolled into bed, there was the Dream Pillow.  “What the hell . . . one for the muddy road,” he said and pulled it under his buzzing head.
***
There were no false illusions of waking this time.  The rain and the dream carried him through the air to Thiollaney Merriu and set him down in another year, another century.  The landscape and the light were as murky as an aging Flemish painting: Bruegel monsters, Magpie on the Gallows, hellish stuff he had seen on a wall somewhere, museum prints, university library transported now from a place he hadn’t liked to a place he didn’t like.  Because he knew what was just over the rise toward the village not much more than a hundred yards away.  Cinnfhail.  Cinnfhail the workhouse.  Cinnfhail the insane asylum.  Or perhaps an even earlier incarnation, as Obadiah Byrne’s letter mentioned that the building had been refurbished twice.
And then the lightning flashed, and he received no less a shock than if its
mega-volts had traveled through his body.  Because the tombstones of Thiollaney Merriu flowed white as dragon’s teeth past the border of the churchyard he knew and up the hill by the hundreds toward the old village, cut off by the crest and the expected gray bulk of Cinnfhail rising, rising towering higher than he had imagined.  The beamed ceiling he had glimpsed through the lancet window in the first dream had betrayed none of this earlier superstructure.  Bristling with spires, embellished with contorted stone figures and curiously disproportioned crosses, there could be no doubt of what it had originally been.  Unmistakably, Cinnfhail had begun as a church.
He plodded in darkness toward it, plodded up the rows of sharply etched and unworn tombstones that no longer existed in the twenty-first century.  This was more vivid than the other visions, and his brain was connecting things far too rationally for a dream.  His clothes itched as the rain dried off, and the acrid smoke tickled his throat.  He recalled what Doreen Brynn had said: that Cinnfhail meant “from the head of the cliff” and that the village had moved away from Thiollaney Merriu and that superstitious farmers still filled wells and blasted stumps and bricked in certain fireplaces in the oldest cottages because they believed that the whole of western Ireland was riddled with tunnels that led to the sea.  Perhaps they didn’t lead to the sea but only to Thiollaney Merriu.
And where were the dead who lay beneath these markers?  Had the conqueror worm done such a thorough job that no trace under or above ground remained in the year 2002?  And even if such an absurdity could be true, why were there still two hundred years of gravestones closer to the Pillar and the pond?
A woman half-lifting a whimpering child by its extended arm came over the hill, saw him and fled at right angles.  Another group, men included, scampered to the seaward edge of the graves and weaved off toward the grotto.  Screams and bellowing and the roar of a crowd came to him now, and the greasy smell of torches.  The crest of the hill was limned crimson as he topped it and saw the horror of Cinnfhail.
There were three human figures hanging from irregular spires on the well-illumined façade: one quite still, one jerking spasmodically, one kicking for all he was worth (which was very little at this point).  Freer silhouettes toiled above them where ropes encircled the flÈches, and below was the crowd feeding off the spectacle with sighs of ambiguous awe.  Still others swarmed in an out of the structure carrying broken altarpieces, and some dragged terrified celebrants by the hair or wrists.  They wore button-down clothing, stockings, buckles and bodices, centuries out of fashion making Lane centuries out of fashion.
Central in that moving sea was a rigidly posed man in black cassock and the purple biretta of a bishop.  He was reading relentlessly in a stentorian voice from the scroll held open in the torchlight by an accompanying liturgist.  Lane heard him quite plainly but did not understand a word of the Irish and Latin.  Nor did he need to since it was evident that an edict or a summary proclamation was being carried out.  And that should have made him doubly cautious.  He remembered the hand that had shot out of the scupper in the dream when he had visited Cinnfhail the insane asylum and how he had been unable to shake it loose from his ankle.  The people in these dreams had real power over him.  Nevertheless, he passed down the hill through the final row of markers for a closer look.
A child, one of several who were pulling down gravestones, saw him first.  The clear-eyed girl began gibbering and ran to tug at her mother’s apron strings.  Hostile gazes multiplied in Lane’s direction, and had it not been for the first spray of pulverized stone raining down from the heights of Cinnfhail and driving the mob back, he might have been taken in hand right then and there.  Climbers had begun the roof’s defacement.
Barely had the crowd looked up when something gray and winged tumbled end over end, hitting the cobblestones and splitting into three sections.  A great cry went up.  Several men rushed in with hammers and iron bars to shatter the remains of the statue.  Through the rain and the oily smoke of sizzling torches Lane made out the thickened leering features of a sculpted demon.
He knew the thing was an object of veneration.  This had not been a mere gargoyle. And the church that was being sacked while its officiants hung from its fantastic spires was not an abomination entirely removed from the Catholic diaspora.  It was what Obadiah Byrnes had hinted at: the unholy spawn of pagan Ireland and Rome.
Why not?  The tainted blends of SanterÍ a or the eighteenth century Kongo cult of Vita Kimpa or a hundred hybridized religions in other parts of the world had done no less with the Holy See.  The superstitious Irish would need more than a few centuries to sort out its reformation.  Druids or other pagans, half-converted, would have put their own stamp on things.  The cultists or occultists who erected Cinnfhail might have endured for a millennium or longer after Christianity was introduced and come to worship all power whether darkness or light.  And here at Thiollaney Merriu there was a wellspring whose roots Lane still did not entirely understand but which had lasted until this purge he was witnessing now.  It was why the burial ground was called a churchyard, because the graves had once begun here at the compromised church of Cinnfhail and stretched toward the pond of the Pillar.
He began to edge away.  This was not a dream to be shared by strangers in a strange time.  He dared not break into full flight, because the mob was mad with excitement and flinging itself at every new distraction.  A fourth miserable soul was culled out of his hiding place, and Lane watched grimly as another rope snaked down from the spires and the victim’s hoarse protests were extinguished in a sudden gurgle.  Up, up, he went, kicking and clutching in the crudest kind of strangulation, snatching at one of the peculiarly disproportioned crosses until his hand was smashed with a hammer by one of the hangmen on the heights.  And the crosses Lane could now see that they were staggered in a zigzag pattern at the roofline.  The upper were traditional Latin crosses; the lower were inverted.
Backing up the hill one step at a time, he felt his way against the markers.  The children who were desecrating graves had been joined by women and some of the men.  When one of them straightened to observe him, he actually took hold of a carved wooden cross and wrenched it sideways as if he were part of their soulless purge.  And he might have pulled off his escape, except that as he neared the top of the hill a woman and a small boy who had been crawling along the ground sprang up in fear and fled.  From below he heard the shrill, “Thuas ansin . . . thuas ansin!”, but by the time adult faces were turned, Lane stood alone at the crest.
There was too much seductive madness surrounding the infamous structure at hand for all the attention to shift at once.  But his unrestrained flight had the effect of flushing out a dozen more terrorized fugitives.  They rose up from the field of graves like so many dead souls, and it was this that triggered the clamor for a chase.
So he ran with the hunted.
The feeling of prerogative that lingers in the back of the dreamer’s mind to rewind, revise, re-play the dream was totally expunged by the stab of breathlessness and the throb of panic as he stumbled through the churchyard against the cold rain.  Mist, rain, tides, night the vehicles of Hibernian visions.  He longed for the warm incandescence of Edison’s invention; he wanted sunrise and stale pizza boxes to assail his nostrils as he rolled on a waterbed in St. Paul, Minnesota.  But what he got was primal flight and the promise of his own death in a time before he was born.
Whatever the twisted self-righteousness that motivated his pursuers, directly ahead lay unambiguous darkness, unambiguous evil.  Because twenty or thirty of those who had escaped demonic Cinnfhail knelt in the shallows and on the banks of the pond, all facing the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu silhouetted in the rain.  They were praying to the damn thing the pylon as if they had reached sanctuary.
No thank you, not for Lane Andersen.  Yet he hesitated.  Brone McCabe’s house past the pond did not exist yet.  There was no footbridge, few markers, and beyond the handful of Celtic crosses and stone tablets was extreme darkness, as if the producers of his nightmare had run out of stage.  The grotto would have been a safer bet for making his stand, but it was too late for that.  Looking back, he could see torchlight rippling toward him.  Ahead of it more shadows ghosted in, genuflecting in the shallows and picking up the chant.
“Dead end . . .” Lane breathed but still did not move.
Something in the meter of the voices began to blend with an actual tremble in the earth: the shuffle of feet, the stutter of an army.  He looked around but there was no infantry, no rescuing cavalry, just the sweeping tide of torchlight from the other direction.  On came the mob, but not enough of them to explain the seismic beat or why the pond was suddenly ribbed with standing vibrations.  No one turned around.
It was in the final complete row of headstones raying out from Cinnfhail, just where before the number of graves thinned, that it happened.  He would remember this clearly later on, because it explained why the boundary of twenty-first century Thiollaney Merriu was where it was.  The lead torchbearer had just reached that demarcation when he faltered and cried out in surprise.  Abrupt wails of terror followed.  Up and down, the ragged forward line was locked onto the graves where it stood.  And even without the gray suggestion of sinewy hands erupting through the earth to snag legs and ankles, it was all too clear from the yanking and twisting and the screams of unmitigated horror that something was breaking out of the burial pits.
Lane fell back step by step as the few of the mob who didn’t flee pulled at their doomed companions.  Only one of the victims was dragged free (this at cost of his leg hacked off with an ax in answer to his pleas).  In desperation someone thrust a torch at one of the gravesprung hands, and as if that obscenity were welcoming its ambient element, a seam blazed open.  In either direction fire raced, setting off a fresh chain of screams.
Human beings were going up like oil-soaked rags in a thin wall of flame pluming out of the earth, and Lane watched as if he were in a movie theater.  Behind him the celebrants of Cinnfhail chorused with eerie self-righteousness.  History was quite literally bearing witness to itself, and there was nothing he could do.  In an instant the pursuers were engulfed, in another they were consumed.
Earth, air, fire, water: Lane Andersen stood in the shallows of a pond in a burial ground, his lungs parching with every breath, watching an inferno boil away the rain, the sky, the night.  And when the elemental vision collapsed, he found himself in the churchyard of Thiollaney Merriu in the late summer of the second year of the third millennium staring at an iron fence that ran precisely where once he had dreamed human beings danced in fire and sank into the earth.
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“Top o’ the mornin’,” Abban said.
Lane set his suitcase alongside the Fiat Punto and turned in the direction of the ginger aroma.  “I’ve been waiting to hear someone say that in Connemara.”
Abban took four measured draws on his dudeen where he sat cross-legged on the whitewashed boulder at the end of the flowerbed.  “‘Twas Barry Fitzgerald made it popular when they filmed ‘The Quiet Man’ right here in the county.  I never used the phrase till we drank a bit together.”
“You’re a name dropper, Abban, and I haven’t believed a thing you’ve said since we met.”  He opened the car door.  “No point in starting now.”
“So you’re really goin’?  ‘Fraid to show your face for the contest?  Despite your unkind remarks, I thought more highly of you than that.”
“Save the shaming.  Road bowling will be my final stop, even though I don’t have a clue about the silly sport.”
“Well now, if it’s a clue you want ”
“No thanks.”  He stowed the suitcase.  “I’ve had enough of your clues, old man.  And I really don’t care how stupid I look holding up my end of a challenge.  I’m just tying up loose ends for my own self-respect.”
Abban’s beryl green eyes hardened.  “I see.  You don’t care about winnin’.  In that case make sure you don’t wear your cap backwards when you throw and accidentally turn it around on your follow-through.  That would make you win.”
Lane gave him a tolerant look.  “Good-by, Abban.”  He strolled into the cottage, plunked down on the wood slat futon, called back through the door he had left open, “You’re a helluva checkers player.  I mean . . .”  But the word “draughts” stayed on his tongue, because the ginger smell was already gone.
Sosanna would probably be there when he made a fool of himself, he thought, and realized he would have to get used to not thinking about her in a few hours from now when he was over the Atlantic.  Summer romance, autumn longing; by winter he would be his cold keen self again.
He poured the orange juice down the drain and dumped some carry-out chicken from the ‘fridge, leaving an apple, then twist-tied the trash and put it out in the bin.  His briefcase, the Hibernian Dream Pillow and some dirty laundry in a plastic bag, went out to the car next.  Last to go were his laptop and the two steles wrapped in towels from the Mena House Oberoi in Cairo and zipped into a nylon overnight bag.  He had paid for the room through the weekend, but he threw the key on the bed and left the door unlocked.
His first stop was the Book Bog where he plied one last favor from Doreen Brynn: a web search for references to the earliest churches and churchyards in Connemara.  She was more skilled than he at devising search words, much more skilled at saying good-by.  The search was futile, and she told him with exaggerated concern that he wasn’t ready to leave Connemara yet.  She cooed with such effusiveness about his suddenly abandoning his “work” that he wondered if she somehow knew about his barely budded relationship.
“Good luck in your quest to bring Darrig into modernity,” he said at the door.
She kissed him brusquely on the lips.  “Email me.”
And then he was off to endure the jeering, back-thumping, bottle-raising,
hat-waving, rah-rah-rah of Flann Macloy’s hundred or so partisans gathered at the straightest stretch of road that led to Thiollaney Merriu.  He could hear the glee of relief in their taunts.  They were glad to see him, afraid he was going to stand them up.  And he wished he had, because it was the only defeat he could possibly inflict on them.  At least he could make a mockery of it, he decided, rob them of his own defeat, and he bowed deeply and waggled his hands as if accepting applause.  And it was working just fine, provoking an acid note of disappointment in their laughter, but just then a green silk scarf whisked over his shoulder and he spun around and found himself face to face with his inamorata elect.
“Well, if you’re going to play this ridiculous sport, you may as well wear my colors,” Sosanna said loudly with a slow, challenging look around at the crowd.
And that dampened Lane’s sarcasm considerably.  He caressed the green silk scarf while the mob “oohed” knowingly.  She had acknowledged her choice among men, and that would be talked about.  Sosanna was already moving onto the sedge at the side of the road.  His gaze settled on the shaggy Flann Macloy, who looked dusky with jealousy if regal with confidence.
And then Lane did an uncharacteristic and spontaneous thing.  Whether it came out of his subconscious or was a deliberate appeal to luck, he turned his cap backwards.  There, surrounded by more asinine folderol than he could endure and himself the butt of it, he had done exactly what Abban had suggested he do.
“No style points, Andersen!” someone brayed.
“No style,” another amplified.
“Have you done this before?” from Dolan.
“Not since I was six years old . . .” he undertoned, and there was a hostile hum through the ranks that were close enough to hear.
“Challenger first,” Macloy said, hefting a round stone as carelessly as though it were a ball bearing.
“I don’t know the rules, so I’ll just defer to your example, if you don’t mind.”
“—none of that!”  Shaughnessy stepped forward.  “Challenger first, that’s the
rule, Mr. Andersen.  Have you no seen a tournament at least?”
“Since when has Darrig followed rules?” Laughlin O’Brien hollered out.  “Don’t even have proper bowls, just our stones.  Let ‘em throw, Shaughnessy.”
The bartender, clean-shaven and wearing a suit coat, reddened in the noonday sun.  “I didn’t close down my pub for an amateur contest.  If you want me to be the referee, then we’re playin’ by the rules.  Your first throw, Mr. Andersen.  I’ve set your stone on the mark.”
“First throw?”  Lane felt the stares.  “How many are there?”
Laughter rippled.  The braying voice was back, “Lots and lots for you, Yank!”
Shaughnessy licked his lips.  “It’s a course, Mr. Andersen.  You try to cover it in as few throws as possible.  We don’t use the regulation cast iron bowls, but the stones are a tradition with us and balanced against each other just this mornin’ by myself.”
The leering crowd, the baking sun, Sosanna’s hopeful defiance: Lane had a foretaste of prolonged humiliation.  He had come to his own flogging to make a statement about the stuff he was made of drunk or sober.  It was his challenge, after all, and he wouldn’t slink out of Darrig, if only to save face with one or two people and himself.
“Look,” he said, “you can call it what you want, but if I’m the challenger then I should name the contest.  I’m willing to take a toss against Macloy here, but I’ve got places to go and I don’t intend to get there by chasing a stone halfway across Ireland.”
“If you don’t mind my sayin’, that’s just plain arrogant,” Shaughnessy opined and was seconded by Dolan’s, “Typical Yank.”  The crowd, sensing it would be cheated out of its spectacle, began to look menacing.  A dog started to bark.
“Here’s your choice, Mr. Andersen,” Shaughnessy said with renewed vigor.  “Either you keep your word and prove yourself not wholly removed from bein’ a gentleman, or you forfeit, in which case you’re not worthy of the game you’re spurnin’.”
Macloy’s ample timbre cut through the ugly buzz of the crowd, and no one had to ask him to repeat himself.  “It’s all right with me,” he said.  “If Andersen here hasn’t got the vinegar to do the job, then I’ll let him off the hook with one toss.”
Shaughnessy was livid.  “Why don’t we change the name then?  Instead of Long Bullets, we’ll call it . . . we’ll call it . . .”
“Creampuffs!” someone shouted and a half-eaten donut was tossed onto the road.
The laughter stopped when Flann Macloy deigned to stoop and pluck up the bit of pastry for study.  “We’ll call it . . . ‘the shot heard round the world,’” he said, flicking the donut aside.
Lane withered at the crowd’s delight.  He had expected to show some class in defeat, but his nemesis was already winning on words and graciousness.
“If I remember correct, it’s done like this,” Macloy said, and suddenly it was breath-holdingly silent.
The young buck paced back a dozen feet from the line sprinkled across the road with powdered chalk.  Concentration fused him into a study of athletic harmony: the stone cradled hand, wrist, forearm flowing with discus like pumps as his other hand feathered against the air and stutter steps became strides.  The final effort was pure ballet, launching him from head to toe and ending with the cradled arm straightened and transverse across his body, that body in the air, shoulder and forearm flexed, feet absurdly crossed with the toes pointed as though he had just finished a pirouette and was going into an arabesque.
It was a thing to behold, and Lane beheld it while everyone else followed the flight of the sphere until it landed with a satisfying smack well down the road.  “Ooo-h,” came from the gallery on both sides, and excited chatter broke out.  A pair of boys spotted the impact mark, and a third pursued the cavorting stone.  Shaughnessy, overcome with the action and not wishing to be left out of the officiousness of the day, snatched up the second stone and presented it to the American.
“Your throw,” he drew out with crisp animus.
Lane took up a position rather like a traditional bowler on a wooden lane.  He held the stone just under his chin, feeling for the holes that weren’t there.  For a moment he considered walking to the line and ceremoniously and delicately releasing the ball to fall just the other side, then dusting his hands and walking away as if to say, “There, I’ve given you your stupid victory, that’s what I think of it.”  But they would have taken that for nearly as much cowardice as not showing up at all.
“Try to hit the road, Andersen!” someone bellowed.
He’d like to hit the road.  He would hit the road as soon as this was over.  Say good-by to Sosanna and drive off into the sunset.  Never mind that it was the wrong time of day and he would be heading in the wrong direction toward Shannon.  The dog was barking again, and the crowd never did grow completely still.  He palmed the stone in his right hand, licked the fingers of his left, pinched air when he reached to touch the bill of his cap, remembered he had turned it around.  That was it.  Abban’s superstition.  He would satirize the athleticism of his opponent; give them nothing to laugh at that he hadn’t already laughed at.  A mocking defense against mockery.
He took the formal steps of a formal bowler, which left him only halfway to the line and obliged to gallop the rest of the way, then he stopped, planted his feet, performed a roundhouse that lifted his left leg in the air while his right hand followed across after the release and swiveled the cap around.  For good measure he squinted one eye and stuck his tongue out the side of his mouth.
This time it was the crowd that remained fixated on the bowler and Lane was the one to follow the throw.  He actually assumed a ramrod position, left hand bent backward at the hip, right hand shielding his eyes as if to gaze a long way.  But the astonishment was his.  Because of course the stone flew and flew.  It was still going up when it passed Flann Macloy’s mark, and when it fell, it fell like (what else?) a stone, except that it didn’t land like a stone.  It hit and split in half.
In the immediate aftermath the perception was that the extreme height and distance caused the split, but later the consensus would be that the stone had been cracked before it was thrown.  No one would admit that they had been staring astonished at the spectacle of Lane Andersen’s form and hadn’t seen the flight of the object.  Except for the spotters, few heads swiveled until the thing was heard to fracture.  And at that point the silence was complete.  It would be a long time before they could laugh at this day, and someone would say that it hadn’t been that quiet in Darrig since the priest had looked out from the pulpit and called for all the young women to hang onto their virginity.  And by then Lane Andersen’s destiny would be fulfilled.
Macloy never did shake his hand, and Shaughnessy never spoke another word.  The Buskers contingent was a sour if subdued handful, though the rest of the crowd had come out to make an afternoon of it and gradually moved on to sandwiches and beer.  For his part, Lane was so stupefied that there was no enjoyment in his victory.  He would say later he wished he had been there to see what he had done.
What he did take note of what superseded everything else was the stone he had thrown.  Watched by small boys, trailed by the dog that had barked all through his performance, he walked deliberately down the road as if each step might reveal the end of reality and the beginning of fiction.  But no, this was not a Dream Pillow-sponsored event; it was noon outside Darrig and he was standing over the jagged halves of a stone sphere he had thrown a remarkable distance.  He picked up the intricately roughened hemispheres, still watched by the small boys who perhaps wanted souvenirs, and clapped them together with a twist like pieces of a Rubik’s cube, a Chinese puzzle that fit together as smoothly as cymbals when you got it right.  “Abban . . . Abban,” he muttered to himself, and it was then that he had his little epiphany and the present tense came back into his pale blue eyes.
He looked up and saw that the milling populace of Darrig was observing him.  Everyone but the person he wanted to see.  With a flicker of a smile he tossed the stone halves toward the Irish lads, who tensed momentarily, mindful that the odd stranger didn’t seem to know his own strength, and then he climbed the seaward bank of the road in search of Sosanna McCabe.
She was leaning on the hood of the Fiat Punto, waiting to see how long it took him to spot her.  He had parked in the thick of other vehicles hemmed in by shrubs, though most of the villagers had hiked out to the site or biked, and he threaded his way to her, feeling the unaccustomed flush of the alpha male.  She brought him quickly back to earth.
“I just wanted to congratulate you before you ran off,” she said, looking quite inscrutable.
He glanced past her at his suitcase pressed up against the window and realized she hadn’t heard that he was leaving (who would she hear from) and had just now drawn her own conclusions.  “I was going to see you,” he said.
“Ah.  To tell me.”
“Yes.  If you didn’t come here, I was going to your house.”
“And here I am.  I’m glad I could save you a trip.”  She smiled grandly.  “You make up your mind very independently, Lane Andersen.  I s’pose I ought to admire that.”
Her innuendos elbowed their way into his thoughts, surprising him, slowing him down.  He felt immensely stupid.  “I’m sorry if you thought . . . I mean, it never occurred to me, I should . . .”
“Discuss it?”
“Well . . . we’ve never actually said anything that would . . .”  He broke off lamely.  How was it that women came to conclusions about relationships and then expected a man to know?  You spoke to them one day, and you thought you knew where things stood, and the next time you saw them it was as though you had missed something.
“There’s really no need to be sorry.  I didn’t have any expectations.  That would be quite unreasonable.”
“Sosanna ”
“Dear me, I shouldn’t have said that.  Now you think somethin’s changed.  Did my father come see you?”
“He did.”
“I thought he might.  We had a flamin’ good argument, and he went away for a bit.  I don’t know what he said to you, but it was probably the wrong thing.  Pay him no heed.”
“He said I could come to the house.”
“Oh.”  A little hurt in her voice now.  “I see.”
He planted both hands on the roof of the car.  “I was going to.”
“Yes, you said that.  If I didn’t come here, you said.”
He drummed his fingers until she looked at him.  “Sosanna, I’d made up my mind to leave before your father came.  It just seemed like I was here under false pretenses, you know?”  She was looking at him in a way that even he could see meant she didn’t know at all.  “And . . . once I’d thought it through, it just seemed like . . .”
“The logical thing to do.”
He knifed his hands into his front pockets.  “You’re the one who said I should take a month.  Take a month, you said, and then we’ll know whether we want to start a relationship.  I thought you meant a month.”
“Well, it didn’t take a month!  Did you think I’d circle the calendar and convene a meetin’?”
He stood there, dumb and distraught, warmed and astonished, tempted and terrified.  For the first time he understood how quickly he was falling in love with her.  How much power she had over him already.
“Does this have somethin’ to do with me pullin’ you out of the pond?” she said.  “‘Cause if you think you’re in my debt, well . . . well, I’m not so sure I saved you anyhow.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Somethin’ let go of you, that’s all.  It wasn’t me wrestlin’ it into submission.  My father was comin’ after seein’ from the house, and the thing let go, like like it knew and didn’t have to finish drownin’ you.”
“There was no thing.”  They were talking about things now.  He was more comfortable talking about things.  “There isn’t any Water Wolf, Sosanna, and the only thing under that pond is something dead from the past, something I think may be related to a global culture that hasn’t been uncovered yet a temple, a crypt, or a shrine that was lost.  I’d love to excavate it.”  Suddenly it came back to him full force: his epiphany.  “And maybe I can . . . now.”
“How?”
“I might have figured something out just now when I saw that stone split on the road.  It made me think about the steles” he unlocked the car door, yanked them out of the nylon overnight bag and the towels “look. They’re uneven, like that split stone.  I tried to attach them to the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu on the smooth sides, because that’s the way they came off the pylons in Peru and Egypt.  But maybe when they’re moved to another pylon they have to be reversed.  There were encrustations on the two blank sides of the Pillar.  I think if I clear them out, the raised glyphs will fit in them.”
“Raised glyphs?”
“It’s called alto-relievo.  High relief.  The stele on the Pillar doesn’t have it, but these two do.  It must mean that they were meant to be moved here.  Thiollaney Merriu is the main site.”
She stared at the tablets uncomprehendingly.
He thrust the carvings out as if it were obvious.  “The uneven sides of the steles and the open sides of the Pillar fit together like the halves of that sphere they interlock!  I had the wrong sides down.”
“So now you’re goin’ to stay a bit, so you can stick those things on the Pillar?”
“Well, not just so I can put them on the Pillar.  I mean, you said you wanted me to help you figure out the mystery your father has been hiding in the churchyard.  And I promised him I wouldn’t go out on the pond . . .”
“So now you need my help again?”  She pushed away from the car, started walking.
He shoved the steles back into the nylon bag and went after her.  “Why do you keep putting stupid words in my mouth?”  She looked at him and he licked his lips.  “What do you want me to say?  That I’m afraid to stay here?  I am.  I’m no good at serious relationships.  I never wanted one.  Until now.”
She didn’t exactly smile, but she looked serene again, and he understood that he had said it the necessary words.  Not great maybe; good enough, though.  Good enough for him, too.  Because he was admitting at last how he felt, yet promising nothing.
They were almost back to where the crowd was still trying to salvage an outing turned sour.  In the road, a teenager was dribbling and juggling a soccer ball through a group of whirling children.  Others sat in groups or paired off, watching from the bluff on the inland side of the road.  Through the green tracery of shrubs Lane Andersen and Sosanna McCabe glimpsed the still life of established relationships and understood that this was their moment of prerogative.  All else was scenery, and they were the couple they had seen a hundred times who had drifted off alone from parties and dances and come back languid and aglow.  The first kiss was clinical, the second eager and passionate.  Then he took her by the hand and drew her back toward the car, but there she stopped him, sensing that something more complete and exquisite was at stake.
“Well, we’ve got the rest of the month yet, don’t we?” she said.  “Maybe we both need that.  I’ve had a little revelation myself, somethin’ to do with my mother.  I’ve got to figure out who I am before I’ll know who I can be.”
“Don’t we all?” he said unable to appreciate her literal meaning, and the smile he had been waiting for came faintly to her lips.
“One month,” she repeated.  “Stay away from the pond for one month just so I know why you’re still here and then I’ll see about helpin’ you.”
***
It was a test he was all too willing to take, even though he knew it was a betrayal of things he was or perhaps had been.  And he had a sense of urgency not impatience, urgency for something he had missed, for time wasted and opportunity passed.  I’m in love, he thought.  Foolish, blind, illogical love.
He had left the car door open and he folded his arms on top of it, watching her out of sight as she walked to the beach and turned homeward barefoot through the pounding surf, like a tightrope walker holding her shoes out for balance, dancing back and forth with the ebb and flow.  And then he slid behind the wheel, slammed the door and maneuvered his way out of the tangle of cars.  He never noticed that the nylon overnight bag into which he had returned the steles had been zipped shut and pushed back onto the seat.
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It wasn’t the road bowling that rankled Flann Macloy.  Or if it was, he referred that humiliation to the greater grievance.  It was stealing away Sosanna McCabe that he could not stand.  That was blindingly painful.  How could a Yank waltz in here and win her favor in a couple of weeks?  He had always assumed she would give him his shot some day.  What else did she have to choose from around Darrig?  She thought he was pompous and crude, and maybe he had been more or less ten years ago, but he could be what she wanted.  She had never given him a chance, never held a conversation with him that went over fifteen seconds, never let them get alone; yet she had actually been seen coming out of Lane Andersen’s cottage.
And now this.
He had been sitting in Dolan’s Mitsubishi right next to them when they started with the argument, and it was clear enough they weren’t lovers yet.  All that blarney about a month the lad was dense as a post.  Andersen had her when they were lip-locked, and he let her push him away.  He doubted she really liked the American that much.  She liked control over men, of course.  All women did.  You couldn’t blame them for that.  But it was these bookish fags like Andersen made them think they never had to give up nothing, he thought with fresh rage.
He had known he wasn’t thinking clearly when he slipped out of Dolan’s car to cop the stone slates Andersen had left poking out of the bag, but by then he had heard enough to know it was those odd objects that were keeping the intruder here.  Sosi had accused the Yank of that.  Something about how he was just staying so that he could stick the things on the Pillar.  Then they had gone off for their little kiss-and-make-up festivities, and Flann’s fiery heart had leaped out of his chest like the stone he had thrown down the road.  And when the burnt-out certainty of it fell back to earth fell short again he had seen his cold, clear opportunity.  At first he thought he would just toss the stone slates away so maybe the bastard would go home.  But then the two of them came back and Sosi said that about him staying off the pond for a month to prove his undying love or something or other.
A month!
There would be blood on Flann’s hands if he had to see this continue for a month.  Fortunately for the Yank, he had a better plan.  All’s fair in love and war, they say, and when Sosi looked out later and saw the stone slates right up there on the Pillar where her lover-boy wanted to put them, she would believe he had betrayed her.
This afternoon had been the blackest in Flann Macloy’s life, and yet there was the sidhe penchant for an uncertain fate in it as well.  The information about the stone slates and the opportunity had come to him like a stroke of magical intervention.  Didn’t that mean something?  And he had seized it white with rage, yes, but survival instincts had to be trusted at times like these.
And so he struck out boldly not half an hour after he had the steles in his possession.  To wait would give Lane Andersen time to discover the loss and perhaps contact Sosi, but once the tablets were in place on the Pillar, any plea the American made would sound lame.
It wasn’t difficult for Macloy to be left alone.  In the aftermath of his defeat no one said more than a few words to him or looked him in the eye.  So he told Dolan he wanted to walk home, and that was how he made his exit and arrived at Thiollaney Merriu on foot up the beach.  He lingered in the outcroppings of the grotto, studying the churchyard, looking toward the house, and he decided luck was with him, because he neither heard the dog nor saw Brone’s old pickup truck.  Moreover, there was the boat lying neat as you please right next to the pond as if waiting for him.
So now he began sizing up the specific task, because he wanted to do it as quickly and as surreptitiously as possible.  Reverse the slates so that the marked sides would fit into the Pillar that was what he had overheard.  You couldn’t see the way they fit from the shore, but it must be clear enough when you got up close.  He would keep the Pillar between himself and the house as much as possible, and unless someone happened to look out in the next five minutes, he could be done with it and back to the edge.
The Yank was some kind of university wonk who wanted to know all about the Pillar, and that was why the stone tablets were important, he supposed.  What was that he had babbled about a global culture and ruins under the pond?  Egypt and Peru, he had said.  These ivory tower types and their never-ending theories!  Odd, though, that just fitting the slates on the Pillar had become so important.  He wondered: if Brone hadn’t opposed it, would it have mattered?  And Sosi, using it to test where she stood in the Yank’s priorities: just like a woman.
His woman.
A seaward breeze was turning, laying in bruised clouds.  He thought it might rain again soon.  It made the churchyard about as gloomy as you could hope for in the middle of the day.  Keeping low, he loped down to the boat and flipped it.  Stowing the oars and the steles, he shoved it prow first straight into the water, hopping in at the last moment.   He’d worked the fishing grounds off the coast and could handle any kind of craft with dispatch.  In half a dozen swift sharp strokes he had closed on the mid-pond prominence.  Feathering one oar, he came around and grasped the Pillar with his right hand.
He needed no acrobatics to transfer out, just swung the flat of one oar onto the slight apron at the base of the pillar and stepped onto it as though it were a narrow gangplank.  With the pin still locked in the thole, the oar kept the boat from drifting as he laid the steles on top of the blade where his foot had been in order to weight it down.
He could see the encrustations Andersen had spoken of, slight discolorations textured like coarse salt on two of the upper facings.  With his pocketknife unclasped he braced one foot on the tapering base and swung up.  Clinging with his left hand just below the top, he began stabbing the faint outline, digging and scraping, and it seemed to him that the air grew suddenly very still.  It was the effort, of course.  You always got that stagnant feeling when you worked in close quarters, breathing deeply and sweating.  This was going to take a little longer than he had anticipated.
But he soon got the knack of it.  The briny residue that had leveled the depressions began to break away in chunks.  He found himself scraping a thin coating off the entire seaward face of the Pillar where the deposits were heaviest.  It occurred to him that he was doing the bloody Yank’s bloody work, and he hoped Andersen would appreciate that fact as he became persona non grata at the McCabes.
Odd.  The clouds had stopped moving and actually seemed to be sinking over the churchyard.  Funny way for mist to come in, and at this time of day, too.  There was no reason for it.  All the better, though.  Less chance of being seen.  Satisfied at last that he had cleared the indentations, he rotated his neck to relieve the strain, shifted his weight, and slid half a meter down the Pillar.
The water was pure glass now.  Black glass.  It almost seemed rounded, like a lens.  The boat was rock steady.  Even when he lifted the top slate off the oar that bridged the gap to the Pillar there wasn’t the slightest movement.  Back he went, positioning the tablet so that it lined up with the cleared depressions of one of the Pillar faces.  To his surprise, it went in cleanly with a little tug as though some magnetic force had captured it.
You wouldn’t think this little adventure would have him breathing so hard, but he was, as if the vitality had gone out of the air.  This was what revenge felt like, he thought.  A bit of excitement, a bit of anxiety over getting away with it.  He slid down again, pausing to scrutinize the pond.  It absolutely looked like it was swelling.  And the clouds that had been sinking now webbed his face and the backs of his arms.  You could almost believe the pressure had gone out of the layer of air that separated the water from the sky.  Something had thinned and the ambient atmosphere was collapsing in on itself from above while the water swelled to fill the void from below.  Peculiar.  Carefully he picked up the remaining slate that was weighting the oar.  Again, no drift.  The oar and the boat weren’t going anywhere.  So, back up the Pillar . . . 
He was concentrating on the alignment when the smell hit him, and he couldn’t look down, couldn’t see the immense blister almost as wide as the pond that had risen and burst quietly with a fetid exhalation.  But he gagged and immediately hawked up air, trying to empty the tidal depths in his lungs.  He had worked in a tannery and he had smelled the vilest of ocean sediments and festering bogs, and yet he had never inhaled anything as foul as this.  His eyes watered and he held his breath while he worked.  The second slate went in with an even stronger magnetic attraction than the first, as if a circuit had eagerly closed.  And after that, everything changed:
He heard the sound, and thinking the oar was grating on the stone as the boat drifted away, he let out his air with an explosive curse.  Then he looked down and saw with astonishment that the old hull was rushing toward him.  It was dipping as it rose, however, slipping off a column of water that was fired green with luminescence.  He didn’t have time to notice that the perimeter of the pond had shrunk, or that the shallows were now a moonscape of glistening round stones and algae combed out by the rapid recession of the waterline, or that the remaining surface danced and cavitated.  He didn’t have time because he was riveted on the green luminescence that soared toward the surface.  And just before it engulfed the horror-struck form clinging rigidly to the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu, it resolved itself into something rapacious and lupine, trailing silvery glints like slathered fangs.
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No more than ninety minutes separated the tender truce between them, but Sosanna arrived at Lane’s door almost before he had talked to Cooney and settled in again.  Eyes the color of winter met eyes that blazed raw sienna.
“You couldn’t wait for me to get out of sight, could you!” she accused, backing him into the room.  “Did you rush out on the pond the minute you saw your chance?  And why bother with all that ‘serious relationship’ blather?  Did you think I’d tumble for more than I did right there in the bushes?”
At the Futon he stopped backing up.  “What are you talking about?”
She turned her head as if to disdain his innocence and uttered a short disparaging laugh.  “A little late for play-actin’, I should think.  What kind of fool do you take me for?  Is it just the victory for you?”
“Hold it, hold it wasn’t I just talking to your twin sister a little while ago . . . the heavenly one?  I don’t believe in mind-reading.  Why don’t you give me a hint?”
She studied him as if his pretense were a thing of wonder.  “It’s absolutely clear what happened, Lane Andersen.  Your stone tablets are there just the way you wanted to put them, and the water is gone, and you had them not two hours ago.”
“The steles?  I’ve still got them.”
“So these are duplicates, are they?  Facin’ in just the way you said they had to be.  Did you tell someone else about that?”  She gave him barely a second.  “I didn’t think so.  Not that it could matter.  You had them, and now for a certainty I know where they are.  And where we are.”
“Trust me, I’ve still got them.”
“Trust you, when I’ve seen with my own eyes?”
“I thought you were big on trust.”
“I was, but you’re fast convertin’ me to faithlessness.”
“This is absurd ”
“It is that.  You saw my father wasn’t there, and you seized the opportunity.  Tell me, if I’d come flyin’ out of the house, would you have stopped?”
He was speechless, and she straightened with grim satisfaction, as if she had come here for just that reaction.  She was out the door, taking three strides for his every two, and rapidly disappearing up the road, leaving him gesturing with one palm in the air ten feet from the stoop.
Self-preservation made a rush at his thoughts I told you so, dummy, Freud had it right after all but anger and cynicism collapsed into emptiness and ache.  How could she seem so certain about something that was impossible?  And what did she mean, the water is gone?  Was this some pernicious after-symptom of the Dream Pillow, like her mother’s digging up a grave in the middle of the night?
He moved slowly back into the cottage, dropped down on the middle of the futon, pawed his face and leaned on his knees.  As an afterthought he rose up again, went out to the car and unlocked the door to get at the nylon overnight bag.  He reached across the seat to the grips and yanked with enough force to lift the stone steles, but of course the bag shot up in the air.  He dropped it as if it were hot.  Coupled with Sosanna’s assertion of where the steles were, there was no need to check where they were not.  Distraught, and thinking she could not be very far ahead, he hurried after her on foot.
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Una went to the most desolate part of the shore above the grotto as soon as Brone left for Muldeen to buy floodlights and cable.  He had already dragged the generator down to the pond, and so she knew he was serious about lighting the Pillar at night as he had often said he should do.  She would have two hours at least.
The shore was actually a ragged deadfall of half submerged forest and stone outcroppings so thick that no one would think of trying to pass through.  This debris field extended into the sea bottom where numberless hazards kept boats at bay.  When the tidal surge was heavy it was particularly lethal, but the one thing it offered was isolation.  The surge was heavy today.
She made her way through the deadfall like a sea otter, diving, surfacing, twisting, winding over and under impossible barriers.  The water was like a second skin, conveying nerve impulses that told her exactly where everything was and how it was moving.  She could have negotiated her way through in the dark, she thought, simply by the gradation of taste from thick brackishness to the full palate of the ocean and by the fulsome array of scents.  How she loved the brininess, the constant metabolism of life from death, the hints of drama in blood and decay.
The tempo was always to be obeyed.  There were majestic days when the waves rolled in as uniformly as a promenade.  You gave each one its due, knowing how far it had traveled.  Unspoken were the orchestrations of moon and wind and thermal events.  Other days brought urgency, as when the swells were driven by cataclysms in the bowels of the earth.  Monstrous displacements sent transverse signals, and all living denizens picked up the new resonance, becoming edgy, darting, while the larger predators went quite mad.  And that was happening today too.  It was a danger Una felt drawn to examine, as if she had stepped outside the house to get The Connacht Tribune and learn the latest news in Galway County.
Living on the earth seemed increasingly sterile and two-dimensional to her.  Down here in the sea the senses reapportioned themselves.  Her skin became exquisitely sensitive and vibrations came to her like pictures.  Pictures with emotions implicit in them.  You felt the movements of other living things from every quarter around you.  Visual acuity was less important; sound was muted yet carried further.  Blue whales communicated across oceans, and even the magnetic poles discharged their voices.  The sea was a sounding board for the earth.
The deadfall went deeper and deeper beneath the sea, and she dove down until brachiated forms embraced her, their reedy arms spread wide in eternal welcome.  Smooth gray shapes ghosted away from her like flotillas of spacecraft in an inky void.  She was part of the order, and they deferred.  Somewhere there were shapes that wouldn’t move away from her that she would have to flee but for an unfettered hour or more she dove and swam and surfaced, and it wasn’t until she felt the shift that time returned.
The shift.
It wasn’t a current, a surge or a tide.  It was a genuine shift.  It came from the earth.  From inland.  The vascular earth had sustained an event, and she had felt it out here in the sea as she would not have on land.
She surfaced, saw nothing beyond the shattered half-sunken trees of the deadfall. Pulling herself under again in a series of long undulating strokes, she navigated the rotted stumps.  When she was through them, she retrieved her cotton shift and wriggled into it, then continued toward the house.  And that was when she saw her husband’s truck.
He had left the door open and she closed it as she passed, wondering if he had had his arms full or had rushed inside for some reason.  She hoped she wasn’t the reason.  Floodlights and cable were still in the truck bed, so something must have distracted him.  The shift.  He had felt it too.
The front door was open, and she heard her name called just before his footsteps hammered down the staircase.
“Holy mother of God, what’s happened?” he cried frenziedly when he saw her.  He took her in his rough grip and his eyes were bulging.  “We’re you here?  Did you see?”
She moved past him into the house.  “See what?”
He grabbed the jamb, swung his other arm extravagantly.  “Look . . . look, woman.  D’you see the pond?  No!  It’s gone!  Gone where, I’m askin’ you.”
She stood looking at the parlor wall, listening.  It was as if she were still in the murky depths of the sea, searching out vibrations.
“Where’s Sosi?” he demanded and immediately strode back to the stairs. “Sosanna!”  Up the stairs like a jackhammer.  “Sosanna?”  Her door opening and closing with a slam.  Down again.  “God help me, where can she be?”
Una sagged at the table, her sea-green eyes unblinking.
“What is it?” he demanded.
“They’re comin’,” she said.  “Not just the restless.”
“Who?”
“They’re marchin’.”
“The dead?”
“More of them than I’ve ever heard before.”
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Brone looked out, but what he saw were his daughter and the Yank marching if you could call it that ankle deep in the mud of the pond basin.  Was that what Una was referring to?  They were arguing, he could tell from the house, and it was that, the resolute swing of Sosanna’s arms, the high-kneed determination of the Yank to catch up to her, which made him hope Una had meant them.
He started out to meet them at a walk but had taken no more than three brisk steps before he saw Lane Andersen change objectives.  From the higher ground this side of the bridge he could see part of the basin, and there was his daughter, gesturing in argumentation, still rooted at a point perhaps halfway down the descent, and there was Andersen almost out of sight, heading toward the base of the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu!
Brone ran and shouted, but by the time his heavy boots thundered across the planking of the footbridge he had to conserve his breath.  He had lost sight of the Yank entirely, and as he reached the rows of sunken graves, he no longer saw Sosanna.  His great lumbering strides ate up precious seconds, yet he dared hope he would be in time.  He had to be on time!  He would throw himself at Andersen as he had at strikers on the pitch in his youth, and then he would choke him.  If he could get his hands on the bloody trespasser, nothing would unbend his fingers.  To his dismay it was Lane Andersen who reappeared first, rising above his daughter, because he was already climbing the footings.
“Stop!” Brone boomed ineffectually.  “Don’t touch it!”
His eyes fell immediately on the transformation at the apex of the Pillar.  Another of the stone tablets abutted at an angle to the first and he guessed there was now a third in place on the other facing.  This must be why the pond had drained.  How could he have believed the meddling intruder’s promise to stay off the pond?  And then he reached a point half a dozen strides from the edge, and the full exposure hit him.
In the living memory of the McCabes it had always been untrespassed black water.  No one had fished or swam or otherwise plumbed its depths, except when they dragged the pond looking for Una’s body the day he had drowned.  (Wasn’t it little Beatris Cassidy lying buried over yonder, her blood drained by leeches?  And if he himself had stretched that cautionary tale a bit to discourage his daughter from wading in the pond, hadn’t he also lost Mr. Billy before his very eyes to the denizen of Thiollaney Merriu?)  The pond was consecrated to the dead, it was said, though the elders in Darrig had always hinted there were other reasons to leave it undisturbed.  Una had been the first to say there were structures down here.  Weedy walls, she had said.  Labyrinths and titanic things.  And now in the drained basin he saw for himself what looked like a colossal marzipan faerie kingdom choked with red and green and yellow algae and reedy tresses, raying out around the Pillar like rainbow confections.
You could almost believe it was a fantastic natural erosion.  Encrustations and banks of milfoil and what he feared were several coffins lodged at oblique angles in certain crevices gave it a random appearance.  But other rows of hollows must surely be windows, and the nearly shapeless hulks crouching at regular intervals around the perimeter had all the suggestion of feral beings with membraned wings.  And most fearsome of all were the countless nondescript lumps, any one of which might turn out to be a certain canvas sea bag whose contents he ached not to rediscover.  There were other grotesqueries Brone McCabe had no time to identify, because he knew that despite the scale of what he saw, he was seeing only the upper ramparts of an edifice too gargantuan to contemplate.  And there was the solemn spire of the Satan church, the Pillar itself, like a blasphemous finger sticking up in an alien land formed by God, probing, sensing, waiting, capable of resurrecting what was below at the fateful hour.
“Andersen!” he bellowed with all his might but earned only a glance.
The American had scaled the raw stone of the steeple, taking advantage of mossy crenellations that rose up each of its edges like bony plates on saurian spines.  He had reached the part that had formerly stuck out of the water.
“Andersen!” Brone bellowed again and pitched forward through the mud.  “Don’t do it . . . in the name of God, get away . . . come down!”
Sosanna took a step forward, confused, frightened, and angry at the two men who had caused the most consternation in her life.  She didn’t know what these fabulous traces at the bottom of the pond were: the archeological ruin Lane Andersen was seeking; the holy of holies her terrified father had guarded all her life; her mother’s vision of a castle world; all three.  “I’m going to fix it!” Lane Andersen hollered down as he reached the pinnacle, and she hoped mightily that for once his ill-advised bravado would bear fruit.
“You can’t do any good,” Brone huffed in an oddly baritone voice.  “Leave it . . . come down.”
Lane hung from the crest of the Pillar, his right hand feeling along one edge of the Peruvian stele.  He tugged to the side and a fraction of give rewarded him.  Spidering his fingers for purchase in the seam he had created, he tugged again, and this time there was a grating sound.  He squeezed his fingertips under the lifted edge and pulled the stele straight out.  A glance at the basin reassured him that nothing had yet happened.
He really hadn’t expected anything.  Someone had stolen his two contraband treasures, had known to place them on the pylon, had somehow caused the pond to empty.  Where and how he hadn’t a clue.  Since the ocean fed the pond in some elaborate way through the grotto, it didn’t seem mechanically possible that it could have backflowed.  But in any event, he had to return the pylon to its original state, even though he wanted more than anything to examine the phenomenon that had been exposed.  Almost more than anything.  There seemed to be no way to mollify Sosanna except to undo the deed she thought had motivated him to betray her.
So.  The second stele.
“You swore you wouldn’t go on the pond!” Brone cried.
Lane looked out at the empty expanse.  “What pond is that?”  He noted now that there were similarities between this colossus whose outlines stretched below him, and the roof of Cinnfhail.  As if the latter might have been a mere miniature shrine to what was here at Thiollaney Merriu.  Too bad he didn’t have time to be sure, he thought ruefully.  Any delay would make it clear to Sosanna that he was trying to have his cake and eat it too.
The second stele.
His right wrist hooked around the Pillar, the fingers of that hand gripping the freed stele.  With his left he began to probe for the seam of the Egyptian stone.  Something unrelated clattered below him, and he heard Sosanna’s voice crosscutting her father’s.  There.  He had it.  Gently rocking . . . one more tug.  A moment later he felt the movement of air close by his left cheek.  The bastard was throwing stones at him.
But out came the stele! 
He nearly lost his balance this time, revolving away from his perch, right wrist rubbed raw on the Pillar.  The grate of stone on stone when he caught himself was amplified in his adrenaline-honed senses, seeming to blend with the roar of a cataract.  The Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu had returned to its status quo, and the pond was re-filling!  But a moment later he was recovered, and it was silent.  Nothing had happened.
No cataract.  No incoming deluge.  Nothing.
He looked down, saw relief in McCabe’s face, consternation on Sosanna’s.  It occurred to him now that if the pond had suddenly flooded, they would have been caught in it.  What had made him think the enormous extravagance of three global sites linked by complexities beyond guessing could be simply manipulated?  Disappointed, he started down, and that was when the ledge of stone that marked the old waterline on one side of the Pillar of Thiollaney began to collapse.
There was, perhaps, sixty feet of escarpment below that point and it was all sliding toward the bottom of the basin.  The exact height was uncertain because a virtual moat of black water remained at the footings.  Lane had skirted it on outcroppings at its narrowest point and used the mossy stone ridges that rose like dragons’ spines in order to scale the Pillar.  But now the caked sediment of centuries fell away, revealing not the three edges of an extended pylon but a base of four massive pilings that would have formed an obelisk had the space between them been filled with something other than mud and stone.  Tons of loose debris cascaded into the moat below, sending up a bulge of water that sluiced toward dark crevices across a sloped apron of overlapped tiles.
Still clinging to the scaffold of stone and staring down now through the arches of a glistening carved obelisk rooted in unknown depths, Lane saw that neither Sosanna nor her father were endangered.  In fact they were riveted on something.  He saw McCabe stiffen and Sosanna’s hands fly to her mouth as though to suppress a scream.  And then he saw the thing that the sluicing water left, flopping slowly across the tiles toward the dark crevices.
It was Flann Macloy.  Or at least the upper half of Flann Macloy, his white face serene, the wonderfully rich black hair still as tempest-tossed as Beethoven’s, his eyelids open if completely dark within.  The arms seemed to be animated, bending and pushing in the wash that drew the half-corpse inexorably (and mercifully for the watchers) through the venting crevices at the bottom of the slope.
The living stared disbelieving at the point of Flann Macloy’s termination on earth, and when they moved it was like sleepwalkers coming awake.  Brone moved consolingly toward his daughter, who raised a hand in warning that she didn’t want to be touched.  Lane descended slowly and awkwardly.  When he reached the bottom, he came the rest of the way with a stele in each arm like Moses bearing the Ten Commandments.
“He must have fallen after he put the steles in place on the Pillar.  He must have been . . . crushed by rocks.”
At sound of Lane’s voice, Brone reanimated.  “Did you not see the marks?” he said caustically, a vein pulsing in his neck.  “He was torn apart by the Water Wolf.  You have no idea what you’ve begun.”
“I undid what he changed.  I thought it might ”
“What you’ve done, Andersen, is stirred the bowels of Hell.”
“With all due respect, sir, that’s nonsense.”
Sosanna jerked away from the tiled slope and glared at him, and in that instant Lane saw that nothing he could offer now would persuade her from old beliefs.  She began to make her way ponderously up the slope.
“If I could put the water back and leave Ireland, I would,” Lane said.
“In the name of God, don’t let failure on the first part spoil success on the second,” Brone McCabe replied.
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Not since his mother’s funeral had Lane pondered the insolubles of his life with such septic self-doubt.  If you’re pissed off because you didn’t have someone to play catch with when you were growing up, then ask yourself why you take it out on people who try to understand what’s beyond reality.  That was the second to last serious thing his mother had ever said to him.  Beyond reality?  What the hell did that mean?  The fuzzy-brained enablers of his mother’s coterie got beyond reality through chemical journeys.  Here in Connemara beyond reality meant that half a man was all dead, sucked into the earth like a bit of shredded beef from the serrated maw of an architectural monstrosity buried to its spire beneath a transient pond.
Lane felt wrong somehow felt.  That was another ominous sign.  Feelings overwhelmed him like a disease: the national infection of the superstitious Irish.  He wanted to see children and to overhear prattle and to eat French fries and ice cream while watching “The Simpsons,” because things “beyond reality” had gotten out of hand.
He was returning up the road with no name that he had traveled back and forth since arriving in Darrig.  His mud-caked feet were muted on the asphalt stretch near Cooney’s cottages, and a stele was clutched in each hand, making him look lobster-clawed.  Ahead of him was his car with the door still open, just as he had left it when he rushed off in pursuit of Sosanna.  Lord, but he must be in love.  He had never wanted someone so badly in his life.  Wanted, of all things, her good opinion of him, as if only that could possibly redeem him.
“Well, now, and how was your road bowling with the young gallant?” came suddenly from inside the steel-blue Punto as he reached out to slam the door.
Abban sat up in the front seat, his pipe tumbling to his lap.  He brushed away embers, muttering.
Lane leaned the steles against the front wheel.  “What part of ‘begone’ don’t you understand?”
“And here I thought you might be grateful for me givin’ you the winnin’ technique.”
Weariness and defeat weighed down Lane’s face, and he stared blankly as the little man crossed his legs and leaned one elbow on the steering wheel.  The ginger smell of the pipe now exited the car in a blue wraith.  Abban’s merry face suddenly went to “o’s” of consternation.
“Eh?  What’s this?  Hardly a look of triumph for the new record holder.  Did the loser not take it well?  You can always give him a return, you know.”
“The loser is . . .”
“What?”
“Retired from the game.”
Abban sucked his cheek, peered sharply.  “Is he, now?  A shame, ‘tis.”
The little man knew, Lane thought.  Somehow he had found out.  He just didn’t know that anyone else knew.
“And how are you doin’ with the young lady?” asked Abban.
“I don’t remember telling you about that.”  Abban shrugged, inferring the obvious, that it was a small village, and Lane added in frustration, “We’re swell.  Getting married just as soon as I slit my wrists and Hell freezes over.”
“Won’t freeze without water in it.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Just an observation.”
“You know about the pond.”
“Can you move that much water without it bein’ noticed?  And you’re wearin’ a good deal of mud, of course.  S’far as I know, you weren’t road bowlin’ in the rain.”
Lane sighed, leaned back on the car with his eyes closed.  He heard a bottle swish and Abban’s throaty gasp of satisfaction.
“Care for a drink, Mr. Andersen?  You look tired.”
“I’ve got to figure things out.”
“Another snooze on that Dream Pillow of yours might be worth hours of figurin’ in your present condition.”
Lane allowed his head to sag back and began to laugh softly.  “It was you . . .”
“Me what?”
“You put the Dream Pillow in my room.”
“Did I?”
“It’s full of herbs, and you’re a drug-dealing reprobate.”
“Am I?”
Lane’s head came forward, his eyelids rolling open doll-like.  “You put the dreams in my head.  That was you too.”
“You’re goin’ much too fast for an old man.”
“Not some genetic memory lingering in Darrig’s descendants, it was you all the time.  You’re a telepath an ESPer.  But . . . how did you know so much about Cinnfhail and the grotto?”
The bottle swished.  “I’ll not deny some input, no.  But you give me much too much credit.  The pillow has some fine ingredients in it.  Collected by yours truly from places I shan’t mention out of deference to your sensibilities.”
“. . . and you a priest.”
“A priest in Ireland has to adapt to what’s here.  Just like the Church did.”
Lane gazed coldly into Abban’s twinkling eyes.  The little man held the bottle out for leverage as he worked his way off the front seat.
“I don’t like this, old man.  I know all about magic, and it’s never magic.  It’s always a fraud of style over substance.  You’ve taken your genuine psychic abilities and dressed them up with hallucinogens.”
“If I’ve misdirected you a wee bit, ‘twas all in fun.  An old man mustn’t be denied his harmless amusements.”
“Harmless?  Macloy is dead!”
“His doin’, not mine.  You don’t trespass the Water Wolf.”
“Don’t . . . don’t use that.”  Lane lifted a warning finger.  He was his own master again.  “You know, you almost had me, Abban.  You and all the other blarney-spinners around here.  For a while I forgot why I came to Darrig, and who I am, and what I have to do, but I’ve got it now.”
“Grand attitude, lad!”
“And I’m going back to the McCabes.  I haven’t done anything wrong.   Sosanna can take me or leave me.”
“That’s the spirit!  Love is my favorite sport, right behind fisticuffs.”
“Don’t think you’re finessing me, Abban.  I’ve been walking around in a kind of stupor, and now it’s over.  I don’t know how you do half of what you do it takes me awhile to expose frauds but I promise you, I will figure it all out.”
“Well spoke, lad.”
“What gave you away is your love of tricks.  I could show you a thing or two about tricks.”
“If you please.”
“Abban?”
“My undivided attention is yours.”
“Begone.”
***
The little Fiat raised a whine on the asphalt and a roar on the dirt section of the road, and whether or not Sosanna heard the noise or saw the dust, she was hurrying out of the house before the car bounced to a stop over the several ruts that bled off past their letter box.  And then, as if they had both acted precipitously and were having second thoughts, they hesitated: he with one hand on the wheel; she catching her breath as the dust floated back toward the road.
“I’m sorry,” he said, planting one foot on the ground.  “Blanket apologies to cover all my sins and omissions.  You list ‘em, I’ll apologize.  But I can’t apologize for putting the steles on the Pillar.  I didn’t ”
“I know.”
“Then ”
She glanced at the house, hurried around to the passenger side, got in.  “Shut up and drive,” she said.
They drove in silence without exchanging a look, and when they got to his rental cottage, she said “not here.”  He drove through town, turned right on the last surfaced street, pulled over.  With a crisp twist of the key, he shut the engine off.  This was it.  Time for his big declaration.
And then she blurted, “I can’t believe he’s dead.”
He clamped his lips shut.  Of course Flann Macloy’s death should be the central thing on their minds.  Dramatic.  Unexpected.  Wrong moment for romance.  Give it a few seconds.
“Father didn’t call the gardai,” she said.
“They’ll want to recover the body.”
“He’ll not allow them to search.”
“He won’t have a choice.”
She looked across at him, eyes still preoccupied with death in Darrig.  “Why won’t he?  Have you told anyone?”
“You mean your father’s not going to report it?”
“What good would that do?  They’ll know he’s gone soon enough.  They’ll think he was ashamed on account of the road bowlin’ maybe.  That he just up and left.”
Lane shook his head.  “What about his family?”
“His mother will take it hard.  I’m not sayin’ it’s right.”
“Then why ”
“People die!  People go away.  What’s the difference?  It hurts no matter what.”  She was shaking, and she jumped when he tried to take her hand.
“Sosanna, what’s changed?  You’re acting like your father.”
She looked at him wide-eyed but still distantly.  “Didn’t you see?  There’s a . . . a structure down there.  I’d swear it was bloody Westminster, if it weren’t for those horrible spires and demon things.  I never got a good look before I came to you . . . before I accused you falsely.”  Her eyes came back to the present for a moment and she added, “Forgive me that.”
He took her hand firmly this time and said “not a problem” as offhandedly as he could.
The haunted gaze returned to her eyes.  “Father is right.  No one should be buried in the churchyard.  No one should go near the Pillar.  Just standing there was like being in Limbo.  If only we could flood it again.”
“That’s what I was trying to do.”
“I know, I know.”
He wanted to tell her he still didn’t agree about not reporting Macloy’s death, but hadn’t he himself left a virtual Wagnerian opera of bodies in Cairo?  Even though it had been his neck in a country whose justice was unpredictable and subject to sectarian politics and bribes, the point was he had seen fit to rise above the law.
“Sosanna, there’s a ruin at the bottom of the basin, that’s all.  Something that was part of a global religion so long ago that I’m still trying to believe it myself.  It’s why I came here.  Whatever it was, however astounding and powerful, the only thing left now besides those ruins are the distorted myths that are a part of Connemara.”
“You can’t know that.”
“Believe me, proving it to you is now my first priority.”  He had her eyes again, a doe-like softness and vulnerability, and so the moment was right for pouring out his heart, but what he said was, “Shit.”
“What is it?”
“I did tell someone.  Or at least someone knows.  The retired priest Abban I just saw him, and he knew about Macloy somehow.  He seems to know everything.  In fact, he’s the one who gave me the green pillow.”
“Abban?  I’ve never heard of an Abban.  A retired priest, you say?”
“Right here in Darrig.”
“You must be mistaken.  He’s not from around here.  I’d know him if he was.”
Priest unfrocked.  And suddenly Lane wanted to get to the bottom of the little man’s identity.  He wanted to hear Sosanna ask the old reprobate who he was.  They were parked on Kerry Street.  It wasn’t far to the cottage among the oaks.  He started the car.
“Where are we going?”
“I want you to meet Abban.”
He turned left on the dirt road a stone’s throw ahead, and after a short drive turned left again into the lane.  Only where was the cottage?  He saw the oaks, clustered and towering, but the sunken lane where they had grown was flooded.  Black water spread out as far back as he could see.
“This was dry,” he muttered.
“Well, you’re right about that.  I’ve never seen this area underwater before.  What are we doin’ here?”
“This is where Abban lives.  He had a cottage right there.  I was inside it.  It’s gone.”
“Now who’s havin’ a dream?”
He raised his hands in limp bewilderment.  “This wasn’t a dream!  I’ve run into him outside Glenna’s, and I’ve driven him home.  Right here.  The wily son of a bitch, he gave me the pillow and a lot of odd instructions that led to weird stuff, but . . . but we played draughts, for heaven’s sake!”
“Weird stuff, you say?”
“Things that blended with the dreams.  I think he was planting suggestions in my head.  There was the Mists of Ionarbadh and someone named Mad Darby ”
Suddenly she burst out laughing.
“What’s so funny?”
“Oh, my dear Mr. Andersen, this really is too grand.  I’ve never actually seen one myself.”
“One what?”
“A wily son of a bitch charading as a priest, you say?  A little man?  I do believe you’ve been consorting with one of our cluricauns.”
A cluricaun.  Related to a leprechaun but in a less respectable way, a reveler and a trickster.  Lane bristled at the nonsense but quickly softened because she was so damned happy about it.  “Little boy lost,” she called him.  Her horror, her grief, her agitation, were all suspended for a few moments.  And when she returned to a more sober frame of mind, she still seemed pleased with him.  Why?  There was more love for being wrong in the world than being right, he realized.  Be right and you were crucified.  Be wrong and Sosanna McCabe forgave you a lot of things.
But just for the record, he wasn’t wrong.  He had gotten lost trying to find Abban’s, that was all.  Little boy lost literally.  The water had thrown him.  It wasn’t until he got back to his rental that a certain symmetry occurred to him between the pond and Abban’s location.  Water missing, water found.
But before that he drove Sosanna home, happy to leave things where they stood.  He would find another moment to tell her he loved her and that he wanted to stretch a month into eternity.  There was no pressure now.  They had all the time in the world.
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“We don’t have all the time in the world, Una!”
“Don’t ask me to go down there.”
“I’m your husband.  Are you not bound to me by the law that binds the sidhe for as long as I have your cape?”  He wanted to add “if nothing more” but feared the answer.
She looked at him and her sea-green eyes were colder than he had ever seen them. But he had no choice.  Whether it was the end of days or there would be yet another millennium depended on what happened at the bottom of that gaping pit and beneath the hideous cathedral roof exposed there.  He understood now that the transept lay beneath the center of the pond and that the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu was the very top of the steeple.  He had heard tales of the Devil’s churches, of hammerbeam roofs being exposed by earthquakes and lone spires rising out of stench-filled fens in moonlight, but he had never connected it with the Pillar he had seen every day of his life.  All those grave pits he had dug, and right next to him the whole time was the ultimate grave pit of mankind . . . 
“Come, Una.  You haven’t gone down inside it yet.  It’s a cup we cannot pass.  Listen and tell me what you hear.”
It was his cup, but she followed him.  Across the footbridge in the pall of an afternoon gone dead, down rank on rank of gray tablets like so many stone fingernails reaching out of the earth, to the very edge of an abyss whose true bottom below mired ruins could only be guessed.  Then into the slope at the top.  Sliding, slogging, picking their way over green shapes rapidly going black in the temporal air.  And all the while the Pillar growing, looming, until what it was was clear enough a steeple, an Eiffel Tower whose four stanchions swept upward into Gothic arches caked with drying, crumbling mud that could suddenly collapse.  Una reached the edge of the sloped tiles and would go no further.
Brone continued on gingerly, skidding and running and skidding again until he reached a point below the saw-toothed tiles, which now ringed him against a kind of vomitory leading into the steeple.  Ignoring the peril of ooze, moat and unstable sediments, he zigzagged from one stone to another to maneuver directly under an arch.  The American had steeplejacked up the dragon-spine buttresses, but from below, the structure looked more like a castle donjon than what it was.
“Una!” he called, and the resonance of his own voice on the brink of the cavity chilled him.  “Come here.  Even I can feel somethin’ here.  It’s . . . it’s like rubbin’ a cat’s fur the wrong way.”
But she stood fast at the top of the slope.  “I can feel it,” she said.
“Can you hear it?”
“You know I can.”
“But is it closer?”
“Yes.”
Of course, with the pond gone, it would be, he thought.  And neither of them knew exactly what the configuration would be.  Insane marching, what did it mean?  His child’s mind had listened to the horror tales of his father and of the elders of Darrig and had conjured up robotic things doomed to eternal marching a regimented variation on the eternal dance of the sidhe.  The wax and wane might not mean that the denizens below had found a breach yet, might not mean, as a priest had once imparted at the end of a long night of drinking, that the point of exit from Hell had been uncovered.  Father Dunne had been called to Rome in his youth, had been assigned specially to Connemara, had claimed (it was whispered) to have seen illuminated text in the Vatican library showing the Gate.  Father Dunne had been buried right here in the churchyard two years after Brone’s own father.  God forgive the loquacious priest his weakness for alcohol, but if the time of Revelation was indeed at hand, and the two hundred million demons were to be unleashed, Brone feared he might meet old Dunne himself in the vanguard.
“Look, Una! . . . can you see?  It’s a dome!  Right beneath the Pillar.”  Brone had moved inside the arches, his voice dogged with the faint buzz of a tight place.  He flexed his knees, testing the place where he stood.  “It’s part of the church, right where we feared there was an openin’.”
“Come out of there,” Una called.
“It’s safe, I tell you.  There’s nothin’ open, nothin’ exposed.  Solid rock.  It’s solid rock.  There is no gate.  Why should they be comin’?  Just because the water was removed?  That must be it.  They know it changed, that’s all.”
“It’s not safe.  They’re comin’.”
“They’ve always been comin’,” he cried in desperation.  “They’re always probin’ for a way out.  It doesn’t mean ”
A sheet of mud calved off from the impenetrable darkness above him, collecting in a protracted thud to his left, and in its wake a lighter fallout drummed over the dome.  Brone cringed until the dirt finished raining on his head and shoulders.  The dome was thin and hollow.  Dismayed, he dropped to his knees and pressed his ear to the curve.  When he rose up all denial was gone from his face.
Wearily he came off the dome, out through the arch, back across the moat and up the overlapped tiles.  Una was looking at the lip of the basin above them.  He tried to follow her gaze but saw only what he had seen before and a remnant of the rowboat scattered like a piece of Noah’s ark on Mt. Ararat.
“What is it?” he asked.
“I don’t know.”  Her eyes came to rest on him as on a wall.
“Don’t look at me like that, Una.”
“Like what?”
“Is it such a terrible thing I’ve done to you?  Did not Paracelsus declare that undines could earn a soul by marrying a mortal and bearing his child?  And aren’t merrows undines?”
“I’ve always had a soul.  But you’re in danger of losin’ yours.”
The agony leaped back to his rugged face, a wince that carved unfamiliar lines through the strong features that had been Brone McCabe.  “What choice do I have?”
“You can flee,” she said promptly.
“If what’s comin’ comes, no one can flee.”
“‘. . . a third of mankind,’” she quoted his haunting verse from Revelation, chapter nine.  “That means two-thirds will live.”
“And you want me to run away?”
“You and Sosanna . . . and me.”
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Lane discovered two things when he got back to Cooney M’Gill’s rental cottage.  The first was the green silk scarf tucked into his pocket Sosanna’s colors that she had given him prior to his road bowling toss.  The second was a bottle of good Irish whiskey sitting on the table.
Abban, he thought about the whiskey and dared hope it was a farewell present.  The old man had seemed contrite about things, but didn’t he always wheedle?  And whose farewell?  Not Lane Andersen’s.  Not now.  For just a moment he considered the improbability that Abban was saying good-by for himself because his cottage had been washed away.  But the water hadn’t been that high up the trunks of the oaks, and even though the small cottage itself had been seated lower on the site, there would have been debris or something sticking up.  No, the most likely explanation was still that with Sosanna in the car he had simply gotten lost.  All that water . . . if he had gone down the road a little further surely he would have seen Abban’s gray-white retreat back among a second cluster of oaks.
So he draped the green scarf around his neck and opened the bottle.  A little toast to tomorrow, he thought, pouring two fingers.  The heady aroma carried a whiff of Abban’s ginger, he imagined, or perhaps it was just that the scents of spice and alcohol were freely associated with the old conniver.  At the first sip of the potent libation sleepiness hit him, dulling his suspicions before they could fully form.  A second swallow sent him feeling his way to the bedroom and the Hibernian dream pillow that lay fluffed and ready for him there.  It was barely evening, and Lane Andersen fell fast asleep.
The dream this time was quite different.  He did not awaken to a century and a place beyond his own.  No mists, no roads, no alien landscapes.  For a long while he simply sank in a black void.  If it was a journey, it was a journey of divestment, because his senses were stripped one by one as he shrank into a scarcely finite point of consciousness.  In the end, nothing existed but a dialogue in his mind.  And even that was pared down to the disciplined congeries that ruled his life:
Imagination: I see the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu . . . the stele at the top . . . 
REASON: The resident stele? The original?
Imagination: . . . its seal is crumbling away . . . it has a seam . . .
(Doubt): You hope there’s a seam.  You’re guessing, kiddo.
Imagination: . . . I see what I see . . .
the original stele is coming off, like the others . . .
water is pouring into the pond . . .
REASON: So, when all of the steles are on, it makes the pond drain; when all of them are off, it makes it fill.  Makes sense.  
(Doubt): It’s a leap.
Imagination: . . . I see Sosanna extremely happy because you’ve restored the pond . . .
(Doubt): I see Sosanna scratching your eyes out, if you mess with the Pillar and things get worse, kiddo.
Imagination: . . . the water is coming from the grotto . . . 
REASON: The reservoir we found in the grotto must act like a bladder.  It must be fed by the tides and something like capillary action.  All those tubes and velocity changes have an effect on volume and pressure and gravity.  Bernoulli doesn’t cover it.
Judgment: The important thing is that when all the steles are removed the pond will fill.
(Doubt): That’s just wishful thinking.  I can’t believe you guys.  
REASON: Granted it’s just one possibility.  
(Doubt): One of many.
REASON: Another configuration would be if the imported steles were on and the resident one was off.  
(Doubt): What about each import by itself or either one with the resident stele in place?
REASON: Macloy must have passed through at least one of those combinations in order to end up with all three on.  We may have passed through another when we took the two imports off.  We have no evidence that it affected anything.  There seem to be just two consequences the pond drained and the pond filled so there are probably just two combinations that work.
Judgment: We will treat the three variables as if there are only two.  The steles from Peru and Egypt act as one.
REASON: That yields four possibilities.  We’ve already seen the Pillar with all the steles on, as well as the imports off and the resident on.  That leaves us with the choice of all the steles off, or the resident off with the imports on.  And Imagination says it’s all three off that makes the pond fill.
(Doubt): Swell.  Imagination believes everything he sees or is told.  Can’t you tell we’re being tricked?
REASON: By who?
(Doubt): By Abban for one.  What do you know about this guy?
Imagination: . . . I see a cluricaun . . .
REASON: That’s Sosanna’s way of explaining something she hasn’t figured out.
Imagination: . . . I see a darker figure . . . a priest who serves the Prince of Darkness . . .
REASON: That’s Brone McCabe’s version.  The man’s a caretaker in a cemetery.  Naturally he believes in hell.
(Doubt): Doesn’t matter what Abban is.  You can’t trust the bastard.  You can’t trust a dream which we’re in now, in case you haven’t noticed.  And you can’t trust that pulling all three steles off the Pillar is going to make things hunky-dory.
REASON: The only other possibility of the four is imports on and the resident off.
(Doubt): I feel better with that.  Everything is devious.  Never trust the simple or the obvious.  
REASON: It really comes down to a guess between the two we haven’t tried.  Still, there’s a beauty in symmetry, in simple things.
(Doubt): You’re lousy at guessing.
REASON: This is true.  It’s the penalty for being a rational person.  But I’m hell with logic.
(Doubt): It’s logical to be illogical in this case.
REASON: Run that by me again.
(Doubt): Look at it this way, what would all the fuzz-brained, touchy-feely, emotive, anti-science, anti-logic, superstitious, religiously fanatic, emotional, intuitive types in your life choose?
REASON: I see your point.  They’d take the obvious.  Ockham’s razor.  The Law of Parsimony.
(Doubt): Yeah, whatever.  You’ve made your chops going against the grain, kiddo.
REASON: True.
(Doubt): I rest my case.
Judgment: We go for imports on, resident off.
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Lane sat bolt upright in bed, the fire of a revelation burning in his chest.  Put the steles from Peru and Egypt back on, remove the one from Connemara.
The dream seemed more a thing of his own device than imposed from the murky collective of Connemara’s submerged past.  He had figured it out as far as it could go, got it down to good odds.  One out of two.  Then it was a little better than a guess to eliminate one.  Because it would not be the most straightforward choice.  Why should whatever culture had spawned the fantastic global cult of the pylons be any less devious than the rest of mankind?  And what did he have to lose if he chose wrong, anyway?  Flann Macloy had triggered the worst consequence already, hadn’t he?  “Cluricauns and dreams, my ass,” he said aloud into the darkness.
Put the steles from Peru and Egypt back on, remove the one from Connemara.
It was twenty minutes before midnight when he started back to Thiollaney Merriu.
He had the stone keys with him because that’s what the steles were, no more than keys that triggered fantastic mechanisms in the earth.  The Pillar was an axle or a drive shaft of some kind whose nether extremities moved gears.  And the reason for filling and emptying the pond was obvious: to gain access to the hideous colossus below.
It had to be a demonic temple.  In the history of superstitious Man, evil was always something hidden, consigned to darkness, buried, disguised, sealed in a cave, sunk in a lake, made invisible, banished to the voids of the universe.  And Cinnfhail had originally been its outpost, a perilous sanctuary for those who had hedged their bets between the power of God and the power of Satan.
He was passing the dark fields where the tombstones of those unfortunates had once stretched right up to the current boundary of Thiollaney Merriu.  The bodies were probably still interred in the unmarked graves, he thought.  And how many of the unholy lay within the boundaries of the churchyard?  Ironic that the devout villagers had erected an iron fence and buried their dead closer and closer to the pond.  Had they known what the initiates of Cinnfhail obviously knew, they would have been horrified to entrust the souls of their loved ones to that abominable ground.
Coming round the final curve his gaze fell outside the throw of the headlights, and suddenly he was jamming on the brakes.  The tires slid to a halt, leaving steam drifting up from the high beams.  He lowered the passenger window and craned across the car for a look at the pool of light that filled the basin, starkly illuminating the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu.  Brone McCabe had run cable from a utility shed and placed searchlights all around the pylon.
Good.  Lane didn’t relish going down in that pit in the dark, then scaling the awesome spire and fumbling with the stone keys.  But when he had slid and stumbled down into the basin, the view from inside the ring of lights was mostly glare.  His body heat shimmered around him like an aura.  He had wanted to do this alone.  If he failed, at least he wouldn’t have Brone McCabe’s indictment or Sosanna’s disappointment.  But the lights bore down on him like baleful witnesses, and of course McCabe had put them here to keep track of the Pillar from the house.  Only why were some of them aimed into the basin where the Irishman couldn’t have seen unless he intended to come out here?  What did McCabe expect to see on the bottom?
Beams and shadows crisscrossed, betraying Lane’s footing on the sloping tiles.  The vents into which Flann Macloy’s partial corpse had washed seemed to rush up to meet him as he ran the final stutter steps.  He leaped sideways onto the level lip of the moat, and he had to stare hard at the blackness to be sure it was water and not empty space.  A faint disquieting odor touched his nostrils.  Where had he smelled that before?  Hazed in gray and blue, the massive four-arched base that culminated in the three-sided Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu soared over him.
From this point he could see one transept that ran under two of the arches, interrupted at its midpoint by a slight dome of rock.  Nothing looked substantial.  It was all broken into cubistic plains like a grainy painting, half shadow, half light.  Holding the stone keys out for balance, he crossed the black moat on vague stepping-stones.
It was so still, so solid on the other side, that he seemed to be sinking.  The splintered glare, the rise of the basin, the bedrock emptiness beneath his feet all seemed to hammer him with gravity.  And now he felt something pass through the soles of his shoes and raise the hairs on his legs like an electrical field.  He lifted his feet in place to break the circuit, but all that happened was that his calf muscles were suddenly aching and heavy.  When he moved forward again, it was with exaggerated briskness.  He reached the mossy crenellated stanchion to his left and began to climb.
As he neared the rim of the basin his scalp began to tingle with vertigo.  The searchlights dripped globules of glare, leaving trails on his vision.  Giddily he reached the base of the Pillar and hugged it, closing his eyes to let the nausea subside.  The texture of the stone, so curiously like sharkskin, seemed to fasten onto him in some way.  At the moment, that felt good.  But the stability was short-lived.  Unmistakably he began to pick up a faint pulse.
The sweat that had popped onto his brow was beginning to dry as he lifted his head.  Abban’s warning about marching was infecting his imagination as it had infected his dreams about the grotto.  He was disoriented, sick with fatigue, drugged with doctored whiskey, struggling in the chill night air above a place that was teeming with evaporated microbial life.  But the damn pulse kept rising through the stone until he stopped feeling like Jack and the Beanstalk and started feeling like he was the straw-legged scarecrow in the Wizard of Oz listening to the wicked witch’s monkey soldiers marching, marching 
Halt! . . . more courage, more brains, more heart.  
So now he did his simian thing, crooking his arms around the Pillar and letting his legs muscles do the work.  And he got to the top, and the stone keys went in easily this time, because the encrustations were already scraped out of the grooves.  First the one from Peru, then the one from Egypt.  But before he could start working on removing the resident stele, he heard the footsteps again, only this time they weren’t marching.  They had broken into a run, and it was the dead hour midnight and they were coming at him from the darkness of the graves.
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You and Sosanna . . . and me, she had said.  The three of them could run away together, she had said.  Brone milked the words for the commitment from his wife he had never felt before.  But, of course, they couldn’t run away.  Not together.  Not he and Una and Sosi.  The best he could do was to send them away.  He could set Una free (give her the red cape at last) and hope for the best.  Perhaps it would be safe in the ocean.  Safe for Una anyway, even if Sosi couldn’t follow.  How much longer did they have?
He listened for the hundredth time since Mr. Billy’s death to the silence downstairs, as if his loyal companion would find a way to come back and warn him of intruders in the churchyard.  And then, as he had every quarter of an hour or so since turning on the floodlights he had brought in for the pond, he went to the window.  But this time his startled eyes saw a presence they didn’t want to see: the damned Yank again!  Lane Andersen was climbing the Pillar.
Brone’s unintelligible roar drove both women from their beds before he reached the stairs.  Una was fully dressed, aware that they were spending their final hours together in this house.  Sosanna was in a nightdress, awake but brooding over things she had heard and seen throughout the evening.  It wasn’t so much her father’s dire mutterings about what lay beneath the churchyard, or even his apocalyptic prayers (she had heard those before), it was her mother’s utterly hollow look.  Did that look mean she believed his mutterings about the Gate of Hell being underneath the basin?
If it was true, it had always been true, and yet they had lived their lives like normal people.  Lane Andersen, on the other hand, insisted that it was just an archaeological ruin, that the ingenious mechanical device for drawing down the water was man-made.  As grim and alarming as the events of the last twenty-four hours had been, she wanted to believe that.
Brone jammed cartridges into his 12-gauge shotgun, spilling the rest of the box on the mantel.  Then he made for the door, brushing Una aside.  It was his refusal to answer questions that drew the women after him through the doorway and from there on a dead run in his wake.  Despite his age and the fact that he carried a cumbersome weapon, he stayed ahead of his wife and daughter all the way to the pond, and it wasn’t until he stopped and raised the 12-gauge that either woman got a glimpse of who it was on the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu.
When the shotgun blast came, everything seemed to freeze while the report coiled away.
Lane Andersen never registered the pattern of perturbations that passed through the air barely above his head.  He was still squinting against the glare, unable to distinguish the collective steps from the more regimented vibrations in the earth and convinced he was about to see a mob.  But when he heard Sosanna’s protesting cry buried in the roar, he understood.
“It’s me, McCabe!” he shouted.
“You think I don’t know that?”
Like some sort of perambulating Greek sculpture The LaocoÖn Sosanna yanked back on her father’s arm while Una tried to restrain her.  The struggle lasted all the way to the edge of the basin.  And then, because Lane hesitated, Brone paused too.
“I’ve figured it out,” Lane called and his words were dogged by the faint cadence that continued to rise from the earth below their feet.  “I think I know the code that will fill the pond.”
“You think?  I think you’d better quit thinking.  Come down or I’ll bring you down like a quail ”  He maneuvered to keep Sosanna at bay.
“Lane!” she called, and in her voice was a plaintive note that said it all.
“I’m telling you, I can fill the pond.”
“Are you deaf?” Brone answered.  “Can’t you hear the marchin’?”
“I don’t believe in Satan’s shock troops, McCabe.  Seismologists figured out rumblings in the earth a long time ago.  It’s water surging somehow the grotto is a honeycomb or maybe it’s coming from the mechanism that drained the pond.”
“Your daft.  It’s them.  The dead.  The demons.  And it’s too late to do anythin’ about it.”
“If it’s too late, then I can’t hurt anything by filling the pond.”  He got a moment’s pause from that and seized upon it.  “I’ve put the other stone keys back in.  If I pull out the original one, that may do it.  It’s either that or all three have to come out.”
“You’ll make things worse.”
“How?”
Una spoke.  “The marchers are very near . . .” she said to Brone.  “Perhaps the pond would be a barrier.”
“The pond?” he repeated incredulously.  “If the Gate opens, you think the pond will make a difference?”
Lane, who could make out nothing of the conversation but the words “the pond,” called out: “It can’t hurt.”
Brone’s face twisted with an agony that was exaggerated by shadows in the backglow of the floods.  A fine Watcher he had been to end like this, a helpless witness to a doom that might have been forestalled to another age.  When at last he nodded, a spasm shook his shoulders, but of course that went unnoticed by the figure still poised to pry out a piece of stone that promised to be a lynchpin.  It was the standing down of the shotgun that Lane could see unambiguously.  McCabe planted the butt end onto the ground.  With cautious glances back to the basin’s edge, he began to pry out the resident stele of Thiollaney Merriu.
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He could taste triumph, that delicious moment when insolubles suddenly make perfect sense.  In the glare of five searchlights, and literally up a pole in the bizarre setting of an ancient ruin, a drained pond, and a no-vacancy churchyard on the west coast of Ireland, Lane had the odd premonition that he was the right man in the right place at the right time.
But then, premonitions were never his strong suit.
As the seams crumbled exactly the way they had in his dream and the stele popped out in his hand with a slight magnetic tug, the obelisk base tower trembled and the remaining mud calved away from its arches.  An instant later the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu began to drop like a ponderous piledriver.
It was too massive to throw him off.  He actually seemed to catch up to it in the first few feet, his arms tightening around its girth.  And when the pinnacle passed through the top of the base he heard something snap into place with magnetic precision.  From that point on a thin translucent core trailed behind the Pillar like a filament from a spider.  The rest of the descent was a blur.  The concussion when it hit the slight dome at the bottom shook him loose.
He struck on his left shoulder and the shock dissipated across his torso, rattling his teeth.  For a few seconds he lay there assessing whether he had broken any bones, but the pain that remained was somehow lessened by the deafening rumble beneath the base tower.  He rolled next to a stone ledge that seemed to be moving upward.  Machinery was engaged: levers, counterweights, cogs, cams, gears grinding within gears, helical threads screeching.
Daemon ex machina.
Because now he smelled the mephitic taint he had smelled in the subcavern at Giza and in the swale hole by Cinnfhail.  Only it was no longer a mere fetid blend of saturation and dryness.  He had once been in a sugar beet factory where the cloyingly sweet odors sickened him.  This was worse.  Something was rotting in bile, something as dry as burnt brick, as chimney soot, yet as putrid as bubbling flesh caked with fungus.  It came on a searing wind that sucked the air from his lungs and left no doubt whatever that he had entered something that did not belong to the earth, something that for all its intensity had no kinship with life.
And then came the violet haze, banding up around him.  It illuminated everything and revealed nothing, and he knew now that the surrounding stone ledge wasn’t really moving upward at all.  He was moving down.  The stone plinth upon which both he and the Pillar rested was lowering into a yawning interior.  And he didn’t need the metered echoes hammering him from all sides to know that legions were marching under the earth.
There was no name to put to it.  It was enough that he had been hideously wrong.  Because where he was and what he was sensing through every pore was the true natural order.  It was reason that was the outpost.  Reason was what he had fled to from a desolate childhood where Hell was psychedelic music marching out an insane cadence and black lights gave everything a violet haze.  Welcome, home.
Like a slowly prowling cloud the soft glow began to discriminate between jet blacks and inky blacks.  He could make out limits now, or rather he could make out the four huge oval tunnels above him that led off in what must be the four cardinal directions.  The searing breeze that carried the stench seemed to come from all of them.  Above the plinth upon which both he and the Pillar rested he began to distinguish the intrados of a vault soaring into the irregular underside of multiple cathedral roofs.  There were insidious galleries with winged silhouettes he dared not study lest they move, and oddities of mismatched elements to correspond with the exterior vigas and spandrels and interior friezes whose themes thankfully remained obscure.  He understood it was a mockery of religion, that this cathedral lacked even the ambivalence of Cinnfhail.  And below, the architectural promise was totally dashed in a charnel pit of moldering residues that bore disturbing resemblances to the human beings they no longer were.
There in the barely decipherable gloom of this place truths were becoming crystal clear to him: his own vanity and arrogance, the limits of rationality.  Doubt is a failure of the imagination.  That was his sin.  To never have imagined the truth among all his clever imaginings.  There were things that didn’t fit this world, things reserved for the next, and he was at the border, and he knew it was summoned prematurely, that he had triggered it and that his soul perhaps lay in the balance of what happened next.  He had guessed wrong!  All three steles removed would have filled the pond.  And then only then if he could have replaced the resident stele as it was when he had arrived at Thiollaney Merriu, the Gate might close, might return as it had been.  The translucent core that had telescoped out behind the falling Pillar suggested as much that the Gate could be closed again.  It probably anchored at the top of the base, and with the resident stele in place the Pillar would rise up that shaft to its former position above the pond.
But he didn’t have the resident stele.
It had been jarred from his grasp when the Pillar struck the basin.  Wiping his eyes, he blinked away purple blotches in an effort to search the stone plinth.  He stood upright, pausing to suppress a gag reflex as his stomach settled.  The stench that had sickened him in Egypt flowed from the four huge ovals toward the Pillar in the center, and it must be columning straight up.  It meant he was at the very hub of wherever those tunnels led.  It meant that the Gate was open and drawing malignant vapors onto the earth.
Sosanna and her family were up there.  They must be smelling this and hearing the dull thud and shuffle that was so unnerving.  He thought he saw hints of illumination from Brone’s searchlights, but it was too far to be sure, too far to climb out.  The violet suffusion filled the thin core spindle that had telescoped out of the Pillar and upon which it must rise back up.  He could see twenty-five or thirty feet of that core above the Pillar, and he guessed it stopped at the bottom of the basin from which the Gate had opened, because the visible rod seemed to absorb the purple spectrum in the intervening chasm.  The glimpse he had gotten during his fall had shown it translucent, like the quartz or amber that had encased the jackal head in the subcavern of Giza.
Again he circled the plinth where he stood, searching for the fallen stele.  The base of the Pillar resembled a giant pestle, and that put the idea in his brain that the thin slate he was looking for might be pinned underneath.  If it was, it was ground to bits.  He felt for fragments along the curve at the bottom, found none.  But as he circled he saw that both stone keys were still in place at the top of the spire, and a desperate resolve entered his mind: If I pull them off, I can still flood the pond.
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Brone was too numb for anger and too shocked to focus on anything but what had been loosed.  His world had collapsed with the fall of the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu.  Everyone’s world had collapsed.
They had all seen and heard the same things, the roar of stone imbalances, the groan of unknown machinery, the gleam of a thin axis that caught the searchlights and followed the Pillar down between the arches of that curious gantry.  Immediately afterward they had been repulsed by the smell, the retting smell made exponentially fouler and carried seemingly on the dreary shuffle of armies that shook the churchyard.  And then they had each acted reflexively, as if preoccupied with their deepest need in those precious remaining minutes: Sosanna rushing precipitously down the slope of the basin, her face white with fear, her eyes scarcely leaving the spot where Lane Andersen had disappeared; Una calling a warning to her daughter and, when it was ignored, following at a slightly slower pace; Brone hurrying around the rim of the basin, bent on a mission he hoped would at least give Una a chance to survive what was coming.
As he passed the utility shed where he kept tools, Brone stopped long enough to exchange the shotgun for a shovel.  With the shovel he went straight to the unused plots at the lower edge of the grotto.  Here he began to dig in the scattered rays beside one of the searchlights.  This was the spot where he had felt the shudder the night he had left his offering to the Water Wolf.  He had known then that it was a premonition of his own future gravesite.  But he wasn’t preparing his own grave now.  He was retrieving something he had recently buried here.  Something he had relocated many times.
When the new sound from the basin reached him he froze over the shovel.  He had once heard a colony of bats emerging from a cave on the Burren at twilight, and that was how he imagined it would start.  Only it would be infinitely louder, of course.  And now he heard the whirring of obscene wings dredging up entities that sickened his imagination.  Two hundred million demons coming through the Gate.  Deafening except . . . 
It wasn’t whirring.  It was water.  The wonderful music of water!  With a surge of hope he dared exhale the steamy breath he had been holding.  Thiollaney Merriu was flooding again.
He never looked up to see where the burst was coming from, but his shovel flew.  His eyes were stark and, though he could not hear his own voice, he was bellowing with fear and hope.  It seemed to take forever before he struck the object he had hidden there, a plastic kitchen storage container.  Peeling back its flexible lid while it was still half mired, he reached in and withdrew the sleek red cape that lay carefully folded inside.
***
Una pulled her daughter’s arm and shouted her name.
The water was sluicing up through the same vents through which Flann Macloy’s severed corpse had vanished, and the speed alone threatened to sweep Sosanna off her feet as she struggled toward the arch where she had last seen Lane Andersen.
“He’s gone . . . you can’t bring him back from there,” Una said in her ear.
Sosanna’s white face remained intent on the whirlpool between the arches.  “He made the water come back!  He’s alive!”
“Even if he did, he’s drowned.”
“The water’s slowin’.  Air might be trapped under the roof.”
What she said about the water was true.  The inundation that had begun with spume and froth kicking high in the air had settled into a maelstrom that, for all its raging, wasn’t climbing at all.  They could not know the configuration below ground, that the four tunnels that began well above the plinth where Lane had scaled the Pillar to remove the stone keys would not permit the level to rise.  But Sosanna had saved him once before in this very pond, and she was not afraid to try again.  She took another step, her nightdress ballooning up around her hips.
Una grabbed her fiercely, smothering her struggles.  The arms about her had an almost supernatural strength.  Unable to break free, Sosanna turned her head at last to plead and was shocked by what she saw.  Never had she seen her mother so intent, so incandescent.  Her skin was translucent and faintly tinged green in the overlay of lights.  And her voice had a power that distracted Sosanna from the words.  “Do you love him?” the insistence voice kept asking, but it wasn’t until Sosanna was wrestled exhausted onto the stones that she answered brokenly, “Yes . . . yes!”
Distracted by her own admission, she scarcely registered her mother’s fluid movements until Una McCabe had slipped out of her clothes and into the water as easily as returning home.
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While Brone McCabe was still digging for the red cape, Lane Andersen doubted for the last time.  Was it all in a bottle of Irish whiskey?  Had he really awakened since the last dream?  He had thought he had awakened on the other occasions awakened to paintings grating on the wall and to the Mists of Ionarbadh the night he had visited Cinnfhail and later saw the black coach of death hurtling straight up the cliff at him but he had not.  Why should this be any different?
The trouble was it added up.  Each fragment had fed his knowledge, had brought him to this point of profound reality that seemed as simple as good and evil.  He hated the apocalyptic tone of it, so like his mother’s view of the universe.  The unspeakable potency of chaos was all around him.  And he knew it had changed him.  The perfectly contained island called Lane Andersen had become a peninsula, and if he valued that tentative connection with the mainland, he knew what he must do.
Reeking with approaching pestilence and swirling with violet haze, the demon church seemed to mount its own assault on him as he circled the plinth at its center.  He blinked away the corrosive atmosphere.  The two remaining stone keys were above him.  He grasped the Pillar.  But as he lifted his right foot to climb, he sensed something behind him so intense that he felt compelled to pause and look back over his shoulder.  Surreal twilight stretched out over the interior pit of nave and transepts, and the four huge black ovals hung above the level of the plinth at the four cardinal points just as before.  The rhythm of the march was the same, sighing like the armatures on a slowly moving steam locomotive.  He scrutinized the moldering piles of horror below but could detect no movement, no change.  It must have been a sudden gust coming through the tunnels that had raised the hairs on his neck.  This he decided without much conviction.
His left hand was hooked around the Pillar again when the green flash skittered off the fantastic galleries that flanked him.  Simultaneously the air beat with a sound so low and resonant that fine particles began to rain down.  When he turned around this time it was slowly, bowels already awash, calves trembling.
And he didn’t have to search for the cause, because the tunnel mouth directly across the gulf was radiant with unearthly green, and the creature he had maligned as myth was braced in titanic proportions on its edge.  No introductions needed.  The Water Wolf’s black fur rippled with convection and its rigid yellow eyes seethed with lethal
single-mindedness.
He had read his Hesiod, his Apollodorus Lane Andersen had.  Quaint myths, of course.  The twelfth labor of Hercules had been to defeat the mindless brute that guarded the Gates of Hell: Cerberus, the three-headed dog.  Quaint myth.  Except that myths were based on something.  Not surprising then that it should be a little garbled, that someone’s history had consolidated it into a tale its regional culture could grasp.
Sacsayhuaman.
Giza.
Thiollaney Merriu.
Three Gates of Hell.  Three mindless brutes to guard them, all similar, all indigenous to their territories.  Puma, jackal, wolf.  Three aspects of the same gatekeeper.  And here was one of them, a creature of metaphysical dimensions, shocking Lane Andersen into truth:
This is the beast that killed my father. 
The majesty of the predator’s leap broke the spell.  It leaned and lunged straight at the mortal as if a hundred yards or more did not separate them.  For an impossibly long moment it maintained its trajectory, a thing of ballistic beauty, as if the laminar flow of energy around it were a vehicle.  But then it faltered and fell, landing well out in the corrupt mockery of a cathedral.  It landed but it didn’t lose its focus.  Instantly it streaked toward the raised plinth.
Lane saw its eyes flashing through a maze of vertical planes that were more like pens than pews, and the passion of the thing and the speed of its assault galvanized him at last.  His fate was sealed, but not the fate of those above.  If he couldn’t close the Gate, at least he could try to flood the pond again.  That might slow down whatever was coming.  Whatever it was they were.  He didn’t want to think about that.  His allegiance was to the living, and the living stood directly overhead.  Planting one foot up the Pillar he lunged for a handhold opposite the two remaining stone keys.
In a single motion he yanked the Peruvian stele off, just as his father must have done from another pillar in another pond the day he was born.  The guardian then would have been a puma Supay the Inca god of death and the underworld.  That was what had robbed him of a childhood.  Not paternal abandonment.  The claw marks on his body went from the back of his skull to his heels.  So be it.  Like father, like son.
Rage built with the rush coming toward him, competing with the swell of the marching.  He had the second stele off just as he heard the throaty roar.  And then the two sounds seemed to merge into one, but now it was neither feral beast nor the insidious shuffle of an obscene army.  It was a third sound.  Water roaring, rushing, swelling.  It cascaded through the open Gate as Lane swung limply around the Pillar to face his destiny and his doom.
The Water Wolf could have completed its kill before the mortal drew another breath.  There was no doubt about that.  Slavering fangs bared, molten eyes fixed on the target, it was a single bound away when it suddenly stiffened and held.  And now it glowered upward from the floating offal piles in the pit of the demon cathedral.  Dumb brute that it was, it had chosen to desist.  Why?  Lane Andersen, a creature of reason (and something more than reason now), tried to understand.
He had brought the water back, the barrier that helped guard the Gate.  And guarding the Gate was the single object of the Water Wolf.  Therefore, he Lane Andersen had become an ally.  It wasn’t to keep the living out that was necessary; it was to keep the dead in.  He knew now why Flann Macloy, who had drained the pond, was among the latter.
The last he saw of the Water Wolf was the green shimmer of its energy as its native element rose around it.  And then the torrents were lifting him off the plinth away from the Pillar.  Water flumed over him, driving him under, pinning him.  It was salt water, and he could not open his eyes.  He resisted fighting the cascade, simply letting it take him to its lowest level like a gang tackle.  And there, among the trembling piles of offal, he pushed away horrors beyond what sanity permitted him to recognize.  Tucking into a ball, he pulled off his shoes.  Then he took three hard horizontal kicks and full pulls.  And this time when he turned upward he burst into the thinner perimeter of the downpour and stroked his way clear.
But “clear” meant he was merely in the maelstrom now, because the water level heaved and troughed as it rose.  He grasped the dynamics, that the lower regions would fill to the rims of the four tunnels and then flow in.  Wherever the original pond had gone, perhaps coursing through dry aquifers inland, this was fresh seawater and it might not stop at all.  He had no idea what it meant overhead, or whether Sosanna was safe, but the Gate of Thiollaney Merriu had opened above some portion of the pond, and so the basin below where the water was streaming in must have filled.  Steadily he worked his way in the direction of the nearest tunnel as the inundation lifted him to meet it.
And all the while the violet haze was deepening, the odor intensifying, both clearly emanating from the cardinal tunnels.  The violet especially was pronounced in the dark maw just ahead, like the heart of some enticing orchid.  He was nearly to the lip of that gaping boring, and violet had always mesmerized him, drawn him.
Surge topped the edge of the tunnel and rippled along the floor.  That was going to be the high water mark.  Because it would flow endlessly into unknown interiors and never be banked, never be dammed.  Damned.  The water giggled at his word play, and it occurred to him that he was losing it his sanity because his mind had been jolted from bedrock logic and his fate was sealed and the shock was beginning to insulate him.  Violet.  He would rest in the bower of violet.  Except that now the shallow draft had reached the limits of what he could see far into the tunnel, and there were flashes of things in rows that were bogging down in the current.
Electrified, he began to back tread.  It was the motion of what he was staring at that was so troubling.  Ordinal rows.  Like a parade.  Like marchers.  Only marchers shouldn’t look like that.  Bodies should have even numbers of limbs.  Heads should be firmly attached and all eye sockets should be filled.  Rib cages should never show through cerements no matter how ragged.  Worst of all was the terrible drivenness of their progress.  A spectral urgency accompanied their thrashing against the millrace current.  And as they floundered and fell and heaped upon each other like a weir made of bones, Lane Andersen caught just the barest glimpse of other forms, black and winged and monstrous, behind them.
He wanted no more.  Would not enter the tunnel.  If he had to die, he could at least pick the place.  He would cling anywhere to anything, even lodge or impale himself on the stellate projections that flanked the oval.
So now he struck out against the flow, head down, stroke turning over in a full sprint, a six-beat kick foaming up behind him.  He was trying to make progress back toward the torrents that were still descending through the open Gate.  But after a few yards he slowed and began to be carried sideways.  Foot by foot he slipped into a vortex that whirled him counterclockwise around the deluge.  At last, exhausted and swimming blindly, he collided with curved stone.
He had been swept into a small domed vault set into one wall of the cathedral.  The side structure topped out no more than halfway up to the highest point in the nightmare cathedral, and thus the water pressed him into the dome itself.  A good way to drown, he thought.  And it would have been, but the water continued to flow down the tunnels, maintaining the level just below the top of the dome.  Nor could he escape, because the current was trapping him in its outward half.  Twice he groped around the smooth stone surface, and twice the water drove him back when he tried to pass the midpoint.
So this was it.  He would tread water as long as he could, and then he would drown.  He had removed the stone keys that had come with him from halfway around the world and flooded the site, but he had failed to restore the original stele and close the Gate.  Was he merely an inevitable part of an unknown apocalypse, or had he committed an inadvertent blasphemy for which there was no redemption?  The face of destiny was still inscrutable, but he was sure now that it was anything but the terms of an insignificant life on a small and transient world.  He could know nothing except that he had been created, and thus was not his own master.  If you believed in Satan, could you believe in God? his mother had asked him in a dream.  He still didn’t know.  Didn’t think it mattered.  Whatever was his master, he had chosen too late.
Each time he was driven back to the nadir of the curving waterline he felt debris against him.  One piece in particular seemed large enough and buoyant enough to offer support.  So now he reached out for it, grasping what was at hand.  No time to be coy, his fingers intertwined with weediness until his thumb slid across a bare spot and encountered a thin line of bristle.  And then he was gagging and surging away from it, because he knew what an eyebrow felt like, and of course there would only be one corpse fresh enough to have hair like that Beethoven hair one corpse (half a corpse to be precise) that still had a shirt on its back.  Flann Macloy must have been thrust into the same backwater by the turbulence, but when you were in the vestibule of Hell you couldn’t exclude the possibility of a malevolent will behind it, and Lane didn’t think twice about grabbing a final breath and diving down, down, down with no intention of ever coming up again.
The funny thing was that he actually found serenity deep down under, because the current that had blocked him from leaving the dome slackened there and let him swim out under the canopy of cascading water, which really didn’t amount to much as long as he stayed on the bottom.  And he fully intended to stay on the bottom.
He would have, too, but the hands followed him.  Followed him and found him.  Flann Macloy wanted revenge.  So he struggled.  No road bowling to settle accounts this time.  Mano a mano.  Except that as he grew feebler and feebler, the other hands got gentler and gentler, pulling him up, pulling him somewhere, until he knew it was his mother come for him as she had that day in the cliff.  You never forget hands that save you like that.  And she was saving him.  Again.
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Brone ran, his heavy legs blurring through searchlight after searchlight.  He had not seen Sosanna start down into the basin, or Una follow, and now he peered in vain through light and shadow to pick out their silhouettes on the rim.  The arched gantry kept him from seeing his daughter below until he reached the spot from where they had departed, and then his heart jumped, because he knew instantly that Una had gone into the water.  A thousand times in twenty-eight years he had imagined such a scene, and he knew every conceivable variation.  Sometimes it was a pair of shoes sitting primly by the water’s edge.  Other times it was clothes cast about, or Sosanna looking stricken at ripples as she was now, or concentric rings melting away, or it could be just an ominous silence over water that was too placid.  But never had he imagined it while he held her red cape in his hand.
What did it mean?  Had she gone after Lane Andersen?  She could not survive beyond mortal limits without the cape.  Sliding and stumbling he came down the basin, and before he was halfway to the bottom he saw her rise effortlessly through the turbulence to the surface, his Una, towing the Yank behind her.  By the time he reached them the two women were dragging sputtering Andersen over the stones.  He himself was wheezing with the effort of coming down the uneven slope, but Una was no more out of breath than if she had gone for a stroll on the beach.
Her eyes came up to meet his, and she saw the red cape that he held in his hand.  For an instant the sea green depths of her stare opened to him one instant only and seemed to offer something too profound for words.  When had she ever needed words?
Not so for him.  He wished he could whisper his soul to her at that insane moment, declaring what he had never adequately said, but all he could do to show her that he understood was to drop the red cape at the water’s edge.
Then the tumult of unfolding catastrophe reclaimed the stage, and he came forward to push the women away and deliver three sound whacks on the back of the coughing Yank.
“He’ll make it!” he shouted to his daughter above the cataract, but Sosanna’s eyes were going from the red cape to her mother.
Lane labored with racking inhalations as he tried to sit up and speak.
“Too late, Yank,” Brone said.  “It’s prayer or nothin’ now.”
But the young man was trying to point, even as Brone pounded his back again.  His gesture fell out of line each time he collapsed in a fit of coughing.  Only Sosanna saw what it was he was trying to indicate that they hadn’t noticed before.  The stele.  The original stele that had sat at the top of the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu for untold ages was sticking out of the mud of the arch where it had been thrown from Lane’s grasp by the collapse of the Pillar onto the Gate.  She had heard him describe the two possibilities for restoring the pond and the Pillar before he had guessed wrong, and now he was seeing the stele that could rectify the error.
“But it’s not too late for you, Una,” Brone said sternly.  “Go to the cliff, dive into the sea and get as far away as you can!”
Una’s lips formed an “o” that could only have been the end of a refusal.
“Don’t be foolish!  There’s still time.  You know what’s comin’.”
She shook her head.
“Two of three will survive.  Let yourself be one!”
Through the mist and roar of the cataract they seemed to see and hear each other for the first time.  She would not go.  Nearly three decades earlier she had come back to him because she was carrying his child, but now the child was long grown.  Brone McCabe dared believe that if her reason for staying was still to be a mother, there was a part of her that wanted to remain his wife as well.
Choking, gasping, his eyes wide, Lane suddenly came to his hands and knees, and this time Brone and Una followed the direction of his alarm.  But they were already too late to see the stele.  Too late to see their daughter again, as well.  Because Sosanna’s nightdress lay on the damp stone . . . and the red cape and the stele were gone.
It was only a few more seconds before a new undampened resonance began.  The sepulchral rumble ended in a lurch that knocked Lane flat and rocked Brone to his knees. Una caught herself on one hand.  She did not fully comprehend what was happening, but she divined the metamorphosis her daughter had chosen.  Sosanna was gone, the cape was gone, and the Gate was closing.  In another moment they would be separated perhaps forever.  Lunging forward in a desperate dive, Una McCabe disappeared cleanly into the rush of water.
In her brief wake the thunder of the deluge was halved, just as the figures this side of the Gate had been halved.  The underrealm and the earth were sealed off from each other once again.
Neither man saw the Pillar actually rise through the arched base on its translucent axis.  By then they were struggling to escape the deepening swell that raced around the perimeter of the basin.  Eventually it tossed them back exhausted and half-drowned to their world.  Dawn found them still sitting there on the old bank, stupefied, waiting to see in the pure light of day that it was just as before: the pond mute and still; the Pillar of Thiollaney Merriu standing above its black surface, a single stone tablet mounted near the top of one of its three faces.
At last Brone gathered his voice.  “They’ll be back, you know,” he declared wearily.  “They always come back merrows do.”  And he stood and slapped his trouser legs, as if they were dusty instead of damp, and ambled back toward the house.  “They’ll be back . . .”
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He didn’t know when or if he would ever go back to America, but the book Lane Andersen wrote while living in western Ireland became a retrospective of the 70’s and early 80’s in northern California, largely made up.  He had become his own myth-maker.  Certainly he couldn’t write the truth about the sites at Sacsayhuaman, Giza and Connemara without inviting exploration.  There were times when he doubted it had ever happened, but doubt was an old defeated enemy now, and its feeble resurgences were more like hope, like wishful thinking, than rejections of glimpses beyond the pale.  It had happened.  All of it.  Man was not meant to reside in smug security on an all-knowing Earth.
There was a certain redemption in accepting that you had to be humble, that you had to tremble before the unknowable.  It kept you honest.  Lane walked the beaches and pondered tides and avoided Doreen Brynn.  Once, he attended a mass at the new church up on the hill the other side of Darrig but found it unsatisfying.  It wasn’t, he thought, that the power of the cosmos wasn’t manifested there; it was that the whole horrendous hypocrisy of Man still was.
And he saw Brone McCabe from time to time.  On the first occasion, standing on the rise just south of the grotto in a seaward breeze, they spoke to each other; and after that they simply nodded at a distance.
“They’ll be back,” Brone repeated the day they spoke, as if they were
single-minded sentries passing each other on a common watch that had not changed since he had last uttered those words.  And in a sense they were sentries.
“How do you know they’ll be back?” Lane demanded.  “The Gate closed.  They were trapped.”
“You think Una didn’t want our Sosi to belong to the sea?  All those years I thought she was lookin’ for the cape for herself.  But somewhere along the line, she didn’t need it anymore.  She wanted it for our daughter, because she knew what she would become.  What mortal knows the stages of the sidhe?  And what sidhe can be trapped in the earth?  So they’re both in the sea now.  When you see Sosi again, you must seize the cape.”
Lane didn’t challenge it.  He knew now that it was Una who had saved him the day in the cliff, and again from the deluge in the cathedral.  But seize the cape?  He didn’t think he would have to.  It was possible to belong to two worlds, to return to the border at will.  And every night he laid his head on the Dream Pillow and set off to search the shore . . .
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If the wind blows just right on Six Bells Hill, the dove tree petals scatter end over end like white handkerchiefs torn from unsuspecting fingers. The wind was blowing that final day when Unc Mael took up a pair of dog-rose circlets and placed one each atop our heads. It was snowing hankies and Iago’s black hair whipped with white. Unc laid a heavy hand on me and crushed thorns into my scalp. He crushed thorns into Iago, too. 
“If I had but one wish in this old world,” he said. “I’d wish Dyfan Awbrey’s daughter married one day to my son.”
These were funny words, I thought, seeing how he was taking his son and leaving for America come morning. But Iago and I smiled at one another in our flower crowns. We were all of ten years old that day, and I clung to Iago Godwyn’s hand, willing the years to fly like petals.
It wouldn’t be stretching things to say that he’d been with me since the beginning of time, our widowed fathers having rocked us in a single cradle bearing both our names. Unc was not my real uncle, of course, but if kicks in the rump and recounting acts of stupidity are family rites, our blood was surely mixed. My father, Dyfan, was a carver of little soldiers, toy carts, and dollhouse dolls, and it was he who carved our names on the bed, making a cross of Iago and Lilabet by linking us at the “a”. Unc loved to tell how we sucked on each other’s toes and confused our rompers, sometimes sharing one sleeve. Now Unc wanted to grow corn in a place named after savages on the other side of the world.
“Why can’t we go, too?” I begged.
The two men were the best of friends but my father didn’t hate the superstitious heritage and Welshmen’s majik Iago’s father called ballyhoo. On this point alone, they were ever at odds. If Father should think to drop a ball of yarn, or a key, or a knife into our bed as protection against the clutches of sorcery, Unc would take the whole lot down to Kenfig Pool and toss them to the bottom. Likewise, rosemary was ripped from doorposts and pins were not to be dropped in wells. As a baby, I was oft presented with my body linens turned wrong side out for luck. Iago’s were turned stubbornly right side. It was Unc’s fondest wish to raise his son to be a man “grounded in the grit of reality,” and America promised plenty of grit. No child of his would be sent out into the world with salt in his pockets. 
Father, on the other hand, preferred to keep a twinkle in his eye and a faerie in his garden, so he said, “If it’s meant to be, Iago will make his fortune and send for you when the time is right. Until then, you must be patient.”
Patience is the mother of all wisdom, or so they say, but I was a motherless child in more ways than one. Already I was tapping my foot, itching to grow up. When Iago smiled brightly, as he always did, I smiled too, because neither of us knew what the years would bring. Under his coat was the full sum of our joint seashell collection, the sand from a hundred different tides spiraled away for safe keeping in the twists and turns of their dark crannies. They clattered when he hugged them against himself, and I didn’t know whether I wanted to laugh or cry because poor Iago looked ready to give birth to a porcupine. I settled for kissing him on his forehead, which was hot as the sun. With a final clack, he hopped in the wagon and off he rode with those bumpy shells and his salt-less pockets, certain we would meet again.
Sad to say, when next I saw my old friend, we would be different people, and that bright smile I once loved so well would be torn away forever like handkerchief-shaped flowers carried off by a strong wind.
That’s when I got the picture in my head, as I sometimes did. I can’t explain where these strange thoughts come from, popping into my brain like memories relived before they’ve been made, but for as long as I remember, I had always been cursed with such things. And those odd-like, out of place, preceding-memories usually did get made, eventually. 
The day I waved goodbye to Iago, the picture in my head was of a trail of man-sized footprints winding a wooden floor. Heel to toe, the footprints went, forming a pattern shaped like a heart made of blood-red feet. I knew right then, this would be one of those memories that might one day come to pass.
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The ride from Yellow Springs takes twelve hours, and that’s too much time to think. Already, I’d had four days in Philadelphia, six nauseating weeks aboard the topsy-turvy decks of the Morgane, and thirteen years of pacing the floors in my father’s house in Dolgelley. The last hours spent waiting to see him again were the worst. 
I will wear toothwort on my lapel, Iago wrote from America in his little list of “instructions.” Kindly buy the tallest Flowerpot hat you can find when you get to Yorktown so I will be able to spot you at the depot. If possible, make it green . . .
My neck had a crick, and I could scarcely keep my head from drifting to one side or the other, but so far so good. Now if I could just get those footprints out of my head. I’d not remembered about them until Pittsburgh, yet somehow they felt like they were drawing closer. 
Shame on you, Lilabet! I said to myself. I’d recently agreed to marry a man I’d not seen since I was in bloomers. Why not brood about that? The years we’d spent apart felt like worry stones, their strange shape ever-changing at the whim of my thumb.
Before Iago went away, the church tower on Six Bells Hill teemed with the most wonderful outbreaks of bloodshed and monsters and demoniacal mayhem. The spot was our haven away from the stubborn debates of grown men, and we called this place of our childhood Vortigern's Grave. Upon the jutting finger of disintegrating mortar that was once the bell tower, we’d hung a scarlet tablecloth to attract dragons. Additionally, a much-feared cockatrice with eyes in the back of its head had been known to sniff around the surrounding rubble, sucking milk from cows and blood from children. This was just as well, we thought, as it served to keep the local riff-raff away. 
At Vortigern’s Grave, our imaginations soared and it was not unusual to witness villains succumbing to the Rock of Leap. Griffins laid agate eggs in damp corners purely as a matter of routine, and snake-stones were hoarded in secret vaults. Anything was possible. We knotted the sleeves of my outgrown dresses around our necks, took up our toy swords, and felled all manner of fiend and foe, jumping from stone to stone, growling, slicing, and slaying. Amid it all, that tablecloth flew, year after year after year, a scarlet promise offering good things to come in a chipped and broken world. 
And then Iago left.
Afterward, Vortigern’s Grave became just another pile of tumbled stones cankered in hair-cap moss. I learned of Unc Mael’s fate one day while sitting on the old Rock of Leap surrounded by mice and dead leaves. 
Four months had passed without word from our friends since they’d left for America, but on this day there was a letter! I hugged the greasy, crumpled thing, adoring every timid word on the envelope, though I had to squint to read them. Only my name was dark and bold, engraved to the point of tearing little holes in the paper. Tapping my foot, I spread the thing flat on my knees and began to pick through the reversed b’s and slanty t’s that were the hallmark of Iago’s penmanship. Soon enough, I was lifted from that broken parapet and flung across the sea to be reunited with my old friend once again . . .
3 November 1887 
Dear Lilabet,
I have sad news. Father did not live to see our house built in Ohio. You might think he caught a cold on the crossing like some of the others, but that wasn’t what happened. Father made it to Knockin, fit as a fiddle, only to suffer an accident with a peg tooth harrow shortly after we broke ground. By the time he breathed his last, our savings was used up on timber and nails, and sacks of corn seed, all of which I’ve been forced to sell to Mister Cleavens as he was the only one willing to give me anything for them, and not much at that. Between you and me, this isn’t how I dreamt it would be.
The good news is there’s lots of work to be done, even if I’m paid in apricot butter and brown eggs. In August, I cleared trees for a dirty German man living in a log-house by the swamp. I didn't understand one word he said, and he was just as ungodly as the devil would wish him to be, so I’m glad to report I’ve moved on. As of this morning, there are twenty parlour tables to be unloaded at Jones Furniture & Coffins, and another twenty next Monday besides. This should feed me for a spell. In addition to selling tables, Mr. Jones is also the undertaker. Suffice to say, I’m not going to tell you where I’ll be sleeping tonight because then you won’t want to come, and I want very much for you to come here. It’s all I think about.
I’m making it sound bad, aren’t I? But Knockin is a place of some promise. Many have come from North Wales because the land is rolling and there are beautiful pippin-green knolls as far as the eye can see. I try to take a look at the knolls at least once each day. The church in town is Methodist, you’ll be glad to hear, and all the services are in Cymraeg. I don’t know if Father would have liked this village as much as he thought, though. Just yesterday, I saw some children going from home to home singing and telling rhymes, their horses decorated like the old days. I can’t say I know anyone except that dirty German, but it seems to me it’s the same people doing the same things. They just took a boat-ride to do it.
I’m not sending an address because I don’t know where I’ll be settling, but I’ll write again as soon as I can. In the meantime, will you do me a favor? Kindly climb up on the roof of the peach house like we used to do and keep an eye out for a cloud that looks like Old Man Odwyn’s head? We have the same sky here in Knockin, you see, and I’m hoping Odwyn’s head will sail from here to there because I know it would really make you laugh. I miss your laugh more than anything.
Iago
I read his words no less than twenty times, then curled up and wept my heart out on that rock where once I bravely took on white dragons with nothing more than a bedgown cape, a wooden dagger, and my good friend by my side. When I’d cried myself out, I looked up and made the sad discovery that the dove trees had shed every last one of their handkerchiefs. They’d long since blown off with the thorny circlets and the stern, practical voice of Unc Mael, like so many faded ghosts.
Unlike my mum who died before I kicked free of the womb, Iago’s had lived long enough to hold him, and name him, and kiss his little baby fingers. Instead of fetching the midwife when she started to bleed, Unc let a local charmer dip his finger in her blood and make the sign of the cross on her forehead while reading from Ezekiel. He was a man of great faith back then, but when the words of Ezekiel failed to revive her, Unc Mael gave up being Welsh and started saving his shillings so he could emigrate in body as well as soul. Before succeeding in his escape, he made two attempts to leave, but his ulcers always acted up the minute he got packed. 
Father said it was hard for a man to leave behind something familiar, even after he’d decided things were no good for him anymore. The day Unc actually left us, Father admitted, “When a man’s stomach starts to bleed, it’s time for him to go.” 
In the end, this proved little consolation. After I told Father about Unc’s death, his eyes never twinkled half so merrily again. Rather than scorn the romantic traditions of our past, my father began to despise the romance-less world that had claimed his oldest friend. By the end of his years, he would be the most superstitious man to ever live, dragging me twice to the Wishing-Steps in Chester and making me run from top to bottom fast as I could while holding my breath. Father took up a relentless belief in cautions and folktales. Every time we took the coach-road past the Dusty Forge Inn, I had to close my eyes. Every time we crossed The Tumble-down-Dick, he bid me to keep my head low. We tied ribbons on the tails of our cows and refrained from making butter on Mondays and Saturdays. Every year, we put ground ivy in our hats on the Nos Calan gauaf in order to see who the witches and wizards were. Alas, dear Father wearied me. 
 Life is always ironical, my father used to say. Like giving up the wife you love to get the child you love. Or wishing on every star to keep your daughter close and then driving her away with all your wishing. 
One big irony.
My life became about observing dead customs and waiting for word from Iago. Harder than the waiting was being unable to write in return because Iago never stayed in one place long enough. He was ten and then eleven and then twelve, his life a steady stream of sleeping in ditches, oiling saddles, and using a bull plow. He wrote faithfully but spoke mostly of the past. I knew little of his present circumstances.
“Three more stops,” the woman beside me explained twice in English before noting my confusion and switching to Cymreag. Finally, I understood: After thirteen years of sewing his letters into a lumpy satin pillow that I took to bed every night, Iago Godwyn was three short stops away.
By this point, so much time had passed, he’d become little more than scrawled words on dirty paper and a lot of wishful thinking tucked into a frayed pillow case. I knew he was dark like me, for we’d often been mistaken for brother and sister, but I could scarce recall the look of him. In Dolgelley, I’d sometimes tip my face over Blackfork Creek and pretend my eyes were his. He would look at me then, and I would look back at him and, even though there might be one sun behind his head and another behind mine, it would almost feel real. Then a minnow would swim through or the tail of my blue hair ribbon would cut across his pretend eyes, and it would all be spoiled. I spent hours on my back on the hot slate roof of the peach house, trying to convince myself that his clouds were the same as mine. 
Perhaps I was getting cold feet. I’d watched the whole way, staring endlessly out the train window, and the clouds seemed somehow wrong. I got the distinct impression they weren’t real, but rather something painted on the glass to trick me. If I were to scratch them with my nail, I wondered, would they flake away to reveal a world where everything was the opposite? A land with blue clouds and white sky. A land of bloodied hearts.
“Don’t worry,” the woman next to me said, as if people in this strange new land knew how to read minds as easily as train schedules. “I’m two years off the boat from Bryn Du, and it’s not so different here.”
I didn’t believe her though. There wasn’t a proper set of stone steps to wish on anywhere in this new place. 
Let me just say this: before the turnips, I was a lot less leery. 
In the days when superstition guided my every move, I didn’t let a shooting star or a birthday candle pass without wishing my youth away. Time being what it is, one morning I found it forever vanished. I even remember the moment it happened. Iago’s latest letter was shivering in my hand, and I had just read the words out loud to my old border collie, Aballoch. Aballoch, I should note, seemed troubled by Iago’s words, too. 
They sounded perfectly innocent when read against a furry ear. After all, they were just three simple names tossed away in a sentence about finally finding a permanent place to stay: 
Bethan. Meriel. Gwendraith.  
Unc Mael would have been disappointed I let them bother me at all, yet a maggoty wiggle of dread began to take shape under my skin. I got a picture in my head, too, and it was a bad one, an ax blade tipped in blood.
Was it intuition? Jealousy? A germ passed to me on an envelope soiled with the suspicious grime of American grit? Iago had just turned eighteen. Bethan, Meriel, and Gwendraith Vevay were three red-haired sisters who hired me to harvest their turnips. I should have been deliriously happy. For the first time in seven years, I had an address where I could write to him. For all I knew, the red-haired sisters were wrinkled biddies in rocking chairs. 
The maggots wiggled all the same.
By the time I finished reading his note, a single red hair had slipped from the envelope and wound itself three times around my finger, requiring a snip with mustache scissors to restore the flow of blood. An enflamed print of that troublesome hair crisscrossed my skin for days after, but I tried to put it out of my mind. Selecting purple ink to do it, I sat down to pen seven years’ worth of sentiments to Iago on the turnip farm. 
In sorrowful, violet flourishes, I re-lived the day I learned of Unc Mael’s death, saying to him what I’d never been able to say before. I tearfully recalled the days when we had nothing more to worry about than rolling up our hems and wading into tide-pools. In laborious detail, I described for him the terrific sense of boredom and desolation that now reined at Vortigern’s Grave. Page after page poured out, erupting like a swallowed burp. When I was done, I looked up just in time to see Odwyn’s head at long last floating by. 
For the next few years, I endured a series of grim replies, the likes of which contained conflicting declarations on paper stained by grassy fingerprints. Wait for me! one pleaded. Don’t wait for me! the next one ordered. Please say that you’re waiting for me or else I will die . . . 
Once, a spiky flower fell from the folded paper. When I took it to Father, he held the prickly thing up to the light and shouted, “Sow thistle! Sow thistle!” and tore it from my grasp. “Doesn’t Iago know that if a man gives sow thistle to his wife, one or the other is sure to die?!” I was forced to hide all future letters from my father due to the month-long illness I contracted following the sow thistle. 
Iago did not much like the Vevay sisters and yet, year after year, he continued to work for them. I have run across some bad people in my time but these ones are the very worst. Father would have hated them for sure. Well, too bad. He shouldn’t have made me leave Dolgelley.  
What’s wrong with them? I wrote.
Please don’t make me tell you, he wrote.
And so it went, year after year. Sometimes, his letters opened smelling of sulfur. Sometimes they reeked of vinegar. Upon occasion, I would find a symbol or drawing on the corners of his envelopes, yet he was clueless whenever I asked about them. Time and again, he wrote: Just between you and me, this isn’t how I dreamt it would be. 
The year we turned twenty-two, I didn’t hear from him for eleven long months. Then, out of the blue, a letter arrived:
12 March 1901
Lilabet,
I know I’ve not written in a long time now, but I’ve been very busy. There is money to be made in oil, I’ve discovered, and I’m happy to tell you that I’ve made a bit. I’ve built a good house outside of Knockin which I call Watersplash. It has a brook you can hear while lying in bed. I have several acres to call my own and two fine oil wells to boot. It’s taken a long time to be able to say this, but I’m finally able to send for you.
I realize we are not children anymore. I will not hold you to a promise we made when we were young. You mustn’t come because of anything to do with Father, either, nor would I like you to marry me out of pity. Maybe you already have a husband? I’ve thought about this a lot. Maybe your husband is reading this right now and laughing at me.
I hope you don’t have a husband.
I do well for myself, but you should know that I do not deserve you. I’ve done things I’m not proud of in order to get by. There have been women in my life. It’s crazy to ask you to travel half-way around the world for me when we have not seen each other in all these years. 
What if you don’t like me anymore? I honestly can’t think why you would. I speak funny now. My clothes are probably funny as well. I have a scar on my head and the bones in my ankle get stiff on cold days for reasons I should not like to ever go into. Also, I drink too much on Fridays. Truth be told, I drink too much on Saturdays, too. 
There are monsters in this world, I’ve learned, and sometimes I have fallen victim to them and sometimes I have been one. I don’t think you should marry me, yet I’m selfish and I want you more than anything. Use this money and these instructions to come to me or, keep the money and never write to me again. I won’t make you tell me no, but nothing would make me happier than to have you for my wife.
Iago
I was buried deep in thought when the car rocked to a stop. For several disorienting moments, my memories and the hands clutching the arms of my train seat blurred together, becoming the same shimmery colour found only in dreams and on the flipped-over sides of slipper limpets. The journey between that old life and this new one seemed improbable, yet here we were, little Iago and me, in a place called the Nickel Plate Depot on the other side of the world. It seemed a lunatic plan suddenly, me, with my frighteningly tall green hat, and Iago, somewhere in the shoving masses sprigged with a flowery parasite, both of us searching for something familiar that might speak to us from across time. 
That last goodbye on Six Bells Hill felt an eternity ago, yet the wind was no less gusty on this day. A few steps into the crowd, a stiff breeze whisked the tottering hat from my head. I chased it into the crowd only to watch it disappear in a sea of moving feet. 
It was up to me then to find him by his lapel. 
Everyone was looking for someone, or so it seemed. Americans were a pushing/shoving lot and, so far, I didn’t like them much. My journey had been long and crowded, always crowded. I missed the simplicity of Dolgelley and the untidy lump of quack grass under which my father had been buried less than a year before. Dead as he was in a box in the earth, Father was real and far more comforting than this noisy, bustling place. Where were the pippin-green knolls Iago spoke of? I saw only trains and people and more people. 
After a spell, a man with a black bushy mustache and dark eyes took me by the arm and smiled. Relief washed over me like a warm bath. My eyes flew to his lapel, but he was carrying his coat against what turned out to be a highly prosperous waistline. While he looked me up and down scratching his bald pate, I tried to see something of my young friend in the sunburned crinkles around his eyes. 
“I believe this is yours?” he said, speaking the old Welsh language of Cymraeg with an American accent, and he proceeded to produce an accordioned hat.
I smiled and nodded and, just as I’d promised myself I would do, kissed him squarely on his big shiny head. I was about to throw my arms around his neck when someone tapped me on the shoulder from behind.
“Lilabet?”
Turning toward the sound of my name, my nose brushed the pale, two-lipped bell of a toothwort bloom. Slowly, I raised my eyes, observing, in order of appearance: a rubbed raw neck in a stiff shirt collar, a clean-shaven chin cut in several places, two black irises rimmed in blue, and a head full of thick dark hair threaded with three rebel strands of silver.
I wanted to laugh at myself for ever thinking I wouldn’t recognize him. He was taller, yes, much taller than me, and his face was not soft and round like it used to be, but otherwise, there was an odd boyishness about him that had gone completely unchanged. It was a sweet if not sobering face that looked back at me; so sweet I found that every thought had been emptied from my head. It took the bald man to remind me of my vow.
“Thanks for the kiss,” he said.
Taking Iago by the crown of his head, I touched my lips to the very spot where my lips had touched him last. The uneven trail of a scar pressed against my mouth even as I said a quick prayer, thanking God that I had Iago Godwyn back in his proper place again.
For his part, he did not look so sure. He gave me a wooden nod. “You look good, Lilabet.”
Did I? I had planned to look better, but the train and the heat and the wind had left me undone. 
“It’s nice that you have hair,” I answered awkwardly. I took the flower from his coat and, even though I didn’t say it, I was pleased to see that he was not half so prosperous as that first fellow I had mistakenly kissed.
We did a crazy thing then. We drove to the judge and got married after Iago said, “Do you still think you want to be my wife?” and I said, “I didn’t come here to do anything else.” 
We’d never even kissed before, except for once on a dare in Nudd Pawl’s barn under a saddle blanket, and that had been a sloppy mess. We did it hard and long because it was the first chance we’d ever gotten to do it, and afterward, we both agreed it was horrible, at least in front of Nudd and his brothers. Really, I’d rather liked it and had dreamed about it all these years. I always remembered how Iago squeezed my hands under the wool as he kissed me. 
Standing before the judge, we did not kiss. He nodded at me again, which was disappointing. 
“What if you don’t like the house?” he asked. 
“Is it crowded there?” I wanted to know.
“Just you and me and Old Mrs. Blevens.”
“Will I be able to hear the brook when I lie in bed?” 
“Every night,” he promised.
“Sounds like a dream come true.”
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After traveling twenty bumpy minutes down a washboard road, we arrived at two houses huddled close on an otherwise empty horizon. The first was a sun-bleached clapboard place with ripply windows and a weathervane that could not make up its mind. The second was something altogether different. Whereas the clapboard squatted on a thirsty square; the other enjoyed row upon row of neatly-turned soil and land as green as Wales herself. Pippin-green. A new house rose up from the green, as spry and proud as the other house was neglected and grim. 
The new house was Watersplash.
Take a boy and give him a pail, a shovel, and some bits of sea glass, and maybe he will build you just such a place. Might as well keep the trowel, though. Straight edges won’t be necessary. I approached Iago’s house as I would a castle built of wet sand, cautiously and in awe.
I will tell the best part first: Diamond-shaped windows winked in the sun on both sides of the crooked entry where a mortared arch with drunken posture revealed an unexpected surprise. 
“Seashells?”
Iago sunk his hands in his pockets and rose up on the balls of his feet. “I couldn’t keep them when I was moving around so I buried them in a box under a rock by the swamp. When I built the house, I dug them up and put them in the archway here. I wanted them here because they’re from Cymru, and because the house is called Watersplash.” He kicked a pebble with his boot. “I put them here for you.”
I spun my finger round the sleek coil of the Threaded Fig we’d fished from a rock pool at Cardigan Bay. I’d begun to think I would never see it again; finding it here was an unexpected surprise. A piece of home I could reach out and touch in this strange new place. With a smile, I ran my palm over the prickly peaks of a much bickered over Sting Winkle. 
“Hello old friend,” I whispered.
The Mulberry Whelk was there, too, the very one I’d cut my toe on when I was eight. At the time of the Whelk, Iago was a full head shorter than me, yet he piggy-backed me home while I bled buckets all over his new bathing costume. Some shells had been chipped, others were cracked in two, but they’d survived the journey. Pressed skitter-scatter round the crooked arch, the memories formed a mosaic that were a part of this most unusual house.
The rest of the place was a bit harder to define. Pilasters and mullioned windows gave it an Arthurian look, while the clay chimney stacks and hipped roof made of it a little cottage. Two oil wells pumped beyond the silver ribbon of a stream, and there was a gabled wing on the south side of the house but not the north. 
“The locals call it ‘The Teapot’ because it looks like it has a handle,” Iago explained, pointing at its funny shape, pronouncing the words in that funny Welshican accent of his. That’s exactly what it looked like. A lumpen teapot carved of sand.
Of course, a Welshman will name anything, from his brook (Iago’s was Bibble Babble) to his own front door. In accordance with this, the derricks were called Genesis and Revelations because, as Iago put it, “They had the potential to be the beginning and the end of me. I sunk everything I had into them and prayed they’d pay off.”
“How did you decide where to look for oil?” I asked him.
He looked at me with his black and blue eyes. “Majik.”
Inside was another matter still. The darkness was so complete, it did, indeed, feel rather like sticking one’s head in the sand. There was something rather purposeful about the shadows, as if they’d been plotted precisely so. They draped off corners and striped across furniture, secreting the room away like the lock on a jewelry box. 
 “Did you warn her about me?” a voice asked from one of those secret corners. So ruinous was the voice, it was difficult to judge whether it belonged to a man or a woman. Thanks to my father’s obsessions, those six words sounded as doleful and disagreeable to me as the ghostly sighs of a dreaded cyhyraeth, and (father’s influence aside) everyone knows that a cyhyraeth only makes itself known before someone dies.
Iago stamped his feet on the doormat and spoke through grit teeth. “I don’t need to warn her. Quit hiding like a criminal and come and meet my wife.”
I liked the sound of that, I must say—the wife part anyway. As for this spectral voice that addressed Iago from the sharp angle of a shadow, I was at once deeply curious, if not thoroughly alarmed.
One minute, we were in the dark, the next, a match hissed, and I came eye to eye with a face that looked as though it had been turned inside out. Puckered scars stood in for eyebrows and an eyelid. A melted nose topped the lipless slit that served as a mouth, its sneer-like cut revealing every tooth in her head. Only her chin went unmarked. 
“Old Mrs. Blevens, meet Lilabet Godwyn.”
By the time I found my voice and said hello, the strange woman had melted back into the shadows. 
“She has a room in the attic,” Iago said. 
“What happened to her?”
“A fire. But she does all right for herself. You’ll never meet a better one-handed cook.” 
Indeed. The smell of lamb and laver sauce served to subdue my shock and made my stomach rumble. I’d not had a decent bite of food since coming to Iago’s country.
“Why do you call her Old Mrs. Blevens?” Never mind that I had imagined her to be the very portent of death. To call her ‘old’ to her face seemed needlessly rude.
Iago shrugged. “That’s her name.”
“Well, I look forward to making friends with her,” I said, and I tried very hard to mean it. I was beginning a new life here in America, after all. Suddenly, I was as eager as Unc to put the monsters behind me. 
But Iago shook his head. “That isn’t necessary, Lilabet. In fact, I’d prefer you didn’t.” 
Staring into his stony eyes, I was reminded that I didn’t know him at all anymore. There was a hard, unfathomable edge to him and I found myself turning his every expression round and round in my head like a puzzle piece. 
He set about lighting the rest of the lamps. “Shall I give you the full tour?”
A set of uneven wooden steps led upstairs where crystal knobs opened strap-hinged doors on little rooms with cold fireplaces and colder beds. Dimity curtains blocked the light and held back the witches, or so that’s what Father would have said. Dust collected where no soul relying on a single good hand could ever hope to reach.
“This last one is my room. Our room.” Iago chewed on his lip. “Your room.”
The dimity was thickest here. 
“You don’t intend to share it with me?” I joked, parting the drape and peeking out.
Iago closed the curtain. “No.”
I looked at my new husband. Since disembarking the train, I’d noticed that American women appeared to fancy little round eye-shades. Pair upon pair had followed us all afternoon long, reflecting Iago’s fine young face in every circle of green glass between Watersplash and town. Iago had been the most beautifully-made child you could possibly imagine. As a man, he was better still. “No?”
He withdrew one hand from his pocket then quickly put it back. “You used to have braids I could tug on. Now I don’t know where to put my hands.”
“I’m sure we can figure out something.”
He shook his head. “I want to court you, Lilabet. It wouldn’t have been proper to bring you here without marrying you first, but a lot has happened. We need to get to know each other again.”
“Are you disappointed with me?” I asked, suddenly aware of how unsophisticated I looked in my flannel petticoat and my grandmother’s shawl. The women on the train wore fine, trim suits of a manly cut and shiny boots without scuffs. I’d felt like a milkweed pod in a tulip garden ever since I stepped off the boat.
As a child, Iago Godwyn didn’t give birth to a feeling without it screaming across his face. Now I wondered if he had any feelings at all. His features were sleek as a marble stone, and yet, when he stepped closer, I glimpsed signs of a heartbeat at the corner of his lips. He took a deep breath. “I have wanted to make love to you since before I was old enough to understand what I wanted. You’re more beautiful now than I dared hope, Lilabet, and I will need to sit in a cold tub after we say good night, or I’m doomed to lose a night of sleep. We’ve waited this long. Don’t you think we should do things right?”
Right? I watched his hands curl into fists. His Adam’s apple did battle with his collar. Maybe all he wanted was for me to argue the point and then this silly nobleness would topple away like a sand castle in the tide? “Where do we begin?”
“I’ve seen men and women having picnics on the beach at Wolf Ditch. We could go there tomorrow if you like?”
“We used to have picnics, Iago. Don’t you remember?” 
In my mind, I saw a boy sitting cross-legged on a yellow tablecloth weighted with peaches and plums. He was sharpening a hickory stick and laughing as he shot curl after curl of whittled wood at a little girl’s braids.
“That was a long time ago,” Iago said. “Anyway, I’m tired now. Driving into town always upsets my stomach. We ought to say goodnight.”
It was then I spotted the flower hanging over the door. “What’s this?”
Iago shrugged. “Wallflower. Old Mrs. Blevens must have put it there.”
“Your father wouldn’t like herbs hung over your door,” I teased.
“My father isn’t here, is he?”
I felt a shiver run down my back for more reasons than one. 
Where I came from, wallflower was used for one thing and one thing only—to ward off impotence.
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My first night at Watersplash began with a little poking around. Iago left me alone in his bedroom on our wedding night, and I aimed to get something out of that. I opened drawers, I’m ashamed to say, but his clothes didn’t tell me very much. In Dolgelley, I’d kept the top drawer in my bedside table for odds and ends that had no other home. A smooth blue stone, a spool of thread, birthday cards, buttons, a velvet bookmark, and a coiled up hair ribbon of my mother’s that smelled of roses and vanilla—these things I horded in my hodgepodge drawer. 
Iago had no hodgepodge drawer. His shaving cup sat beside a ring of keys at his bedside. His bible was face down on a shelf furred with dust. His dresser top was empty. There was nothing to remind him how his mother’s hair smelled. No saved button off a long-gone coat. For all my trouble, it appeared his was a room of plain furniture, drab curtains, and neatly folded shirts. It wasn’t until later, when I was brushing my hair at the mirror, that I notice a strange word printed on the silver glass in white soap. Like ink through paper, the letters seemed to almost form across the reflection of my face, but they must have been there all along.
MOONSTONE
That’s what a girl gets for snooping, I thought. No answers and more questions.
That night, I fell asleep to the burble of water, which was all well and good, but in the fevered channel of my dreams, that peaceful bubbling quickly changed.
In my dreams, Iago stood in the stream, calling my name. The voice belonged to a boy, and when I ran toward the water, I saw the child rather than the man.
“I’ve killed it,” he said. I feared to draw closer because the water at his knees was dark and red. “Will you help me, Lilabet?”
Well, he was a child and I was full grown, so I waded into the blood.
Across the rocks was a dog with a twisted neck. It was bleeding from its mouth and nose. Iago stared at his stained hands, and I noticed a scar shaped like a clover on the heel of his right palm. 
“What’s become of me?” he sobbed.
I woke up on the banks of the Bibble Babble with my nightgown soaking wet. Trapped between a dream and cold green water, I saw him still, a child crying in the current with blood on his hands, pleading for my help.
Then he was gone.
Shivering, I stumbled back over the rocks, bruising the arches of my feet as I went. I’d never sleepwalked before, and it left me unnerved. I felt foolish and began to hurry, fearful of being caught. I beat away cattails as I rushed for the house, squishing through the mud, heart pounding. How would I explain myself if I should be discovered dripping wet on the banks of the stream in the middle of the night? It was the sort of thing that sent otherwise reasonable people off for a stay at the asylum.
In my desperation to reach Watersplash, I nearly stumbled over it, a limestone grave cut with one word, the childish letters stark and trembly as a bad dream:
MOONSTONE
#
In the old days, we used to eat salt duck on our laps and let the onion sauce drip off our chins while picnicking by the Blackfork. If we got thirsty, we stuck our heads in the creek. If we got bored, we grabbed jelly jars and competed for tadpoles in the current. 
But here, in Knockin, Iago wore a Windsor tie and served me roast beef on a china plate. He appeared to like nothing so much as the busy-ness of rooting out a relish fork or an embroidered napkin from the depths of his big fancy hamper. 
“Maybe you’d rather have one of Old Mrs. Bleven’s nut sandwiches? Oh look! Here’s that jar of cucumbers I was telling you about . . . ”
Whatever he was doing to keep busy in recent years, I was fairly sure he hadn’t been romancing women. I remembered a bold, articulate boy with sensuous fingers who, even at the reedy age of ten, could raise goosebumps brushing grass from the soles of your feet or tasting plum juice off the tip of your nose. As a man, he was quite the cold fish. Looking at him, I couldn’t help but think of the boy crying in the stream. 
“What happened to you, Iago?”
He paused then, the jar of cucumbers forgotten in his hands, and he stared off into the trees. I stared, too.
On the neighbor’s line, laundry fluttered in the breeze. A flash of red caught my eye, reminding me of that old scarlet tablecloth flag we used to fly at Vortigern’s Grave, the ragged banner of which never failed to attract some new glorious adventure. After taking a better look, however, I realized that the red on the line was really a dusty rug with an ugly stain, the very opposite of our beloved flag. The way Iago was staring at it, I wondered if it had confused him, too.
He said, “Ten times out of ten, people will take advantage of a child on their own. Did you know that, Lilabet?”
I got an unwanted picture in my mind right then, an unmade memory, if you will, of copper hair and frog-green eyes.
Iago poured himself a second cup of wine and proceeded to down it faster than the first. “You think most folks are basically kind, but not in Knockin. Everyone is too hungry. People have lost sight of themselves and where they come from. I should know. I’ve done plenty of things that would surprise you.”
An hour before, I’d rubbed the letter M off his mirror to test if it was real.
“Such as?”
There was a flash of that old evil glimmer in his eyes that used to spark whenever someone offered him a dare, but I’d never been one to back down on such things. I wanted to know about Moonstone.
Iago licked his lips. “I took seven dollars from a widow’s glove drawer once. Flat out stole it and never looked back.”
In Dolgelley, there was nothing lowlier than a thief. Our village showed them no mercy. Iago gave me a defiant look and waited to see if I would call for a flogging. That he was pushed to such a loathsome act only spoke of how desperate those years must have been.
“I helped filch a cow one time, too,” he added. 
I pitied him for his terrible lot, but I was still waiting to hear about a dog.
“Some years ago, I touched a woman for a half-rotten egg and a wedge of stale cake because she was a lonely drunk and I hadn’t eaten in four days.”
“Four days?” I whispered.
“Another time, I hit a man in the head with a bicycle wrench, and he ended up losing an eye.” He looked to the bottom of his empty cup. “I’m not anything like the person you knew back home.” He started searching the hamper again. “Would you care for a watermelon pickle?”
I looked into those bruise-colored eyes and lost the will to ask about Moonstone. “It was reckless of Unc to bring you here,” I said.
“Don’t think I don’t hate him for it,” Iago said. “But that’s all in the past. Do you believe a man can find grace, regardless of what he’s done, Lilabet?”
“I believe God forgave your father long ago.”
“I’m not talking about God,” he said. “Or my father.”
“Grace in this lifetime? Yes. I believe in it with all my heart.”
He almost smiled. But not quite. “I can be a good husband to you, Lilabet. If you want children, I promise to do right by them as well.”
“Tell me why I should want to stay in Knockin? Is there anything at all to recommend it?”
There was a drop if wine on his white shirtsleeve, and he traced the stain once, twice, three times with his fingertip. “You will like Reverend Williams. He is a worthy minister of the New Testament, and I only sleep through half his sermons.”
“I suppose that’s something.”
“This place is not as tough as it once was. People are having some luck growing apples and soybeans, and they get nicer every year because of it.”
He was ten years old when Unc died, and he’d been on his own ever since. “I wish you wouldn’t have been alone all those years, Iago.”
He set the hamper aside. “Who says I was alone?”
Though it was still full, he added a splash of wine to my cup and poured himself another. “Remember that time you popped out your arm and Mary Brin came to the house to yank it straight? Mary said, ‘Think of something else while I’m yanking it,’ and you told me later that it must have worked because you hardly felt anything at all. That’s what I did, Lilabet. I wasn’t alone all these years. I was hunting down dragons and searching for conchs with you. I wouldn’t be sitting here otherwise.”
When our picnic was done, we headed home in his nice new carriage, and I was pretty certain a kiss was coming. Iago jerked the horses to a stop in front of the house and looked at me through a lock of hair with the first flash of warmth I’d seen in his eyes in some fourteen years. 
Over the course of the last several months, I’d read books on the proper comportment of men and women in this country, one of which informed me that a man should not wear his hair too short or too long or let it be curly, lest he be mistaken for a man of soul. Only artists and poets are given to untidiness, according to the rules of etiquette laid out by Miss Clarissa Leticia Pope. Iago wore the look of a man of soul, and the black eyes that watched me around tangles of wind-swept black hair did, indeed, seem the most wanton of all poems.
One minute he was staring into my face, the next, his eyes had moved on to the front door. “What the devil?”
A queer mark stood out against the planks. There were three crescents linked at the center painted in red. A hat pin pierced the right-most of the three.
With a brush of his hand, Iago’s hair became tidy again. “I need to run an errand, Lilabet. I’ll see you for dinner.”
“Who did this to your door?” I asked.
“Probably just some hooligans from town,” he said. “They’re harmless enough.” 
Alas, I did not get my kiss.
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The rug next door flapped on the line, knotting and unknotting in the wind.
“What is that place over there?” I asked Mrs. Blevens, nodding at the only other house to sit on Section Nine Road.
It was later that same afternoon, and for lack of anything better to do with me, the woman was showing me the rows of pickle-lily and stewed tomatoes that lined her canning shelves. As such, I peeped at the neighbor’s house through a window framed by all manner of mysterious specimens swimming in dark murky brine. Iago had not returned since our picnic, and I was tapping my foot.
Old Mrs. Blevens glanced out the window, then took a step back, as though fearful we’d be caught spying. I wasn’t used to the painful sound of her burnt vocal chords, and I found her difficult to understand. I understood her perfectly on this occasion though. She said, “It’s called Cleopatra’s Needle.”
My father used to have something he called by this same name, a crystal for collecting negative impulses. He’d stuck it in a flowerpot by the front door in order to ground it, and nothing would ever grow there in the following years. Father’s superstitions aside, usually such crystals were associated with witchcraft.
“A witch lives there,” Old Mrs. Blevens said. She thumped on the pane with a twisted knuckle. Up close, her features did not seem so much scarred as they did blurred. “Used to be three of them. One got married, one died, and now there is only the one witch left. You can’t see it from here but there’s a pentacle carved in the front door.”
“And people tolerate such behavior?” I asked. Unc used to speak endlessly of his desire to join this practical nation of curseless, faery-free people. If there were witches in America, was there no place safe to run?
 “The devil shows up where he may,” Old Mrs. Blevens said.
 “But why would anyone want to name their house such a thing?” I asked.
Her tongue whipped over her barred teeth. “If your soul is twisted in that direction, there’s a certain power to be drawn from the weaknesses of men.”
Looking at Old Mrs. Blevens, I discovered that an eye should never be without a lid. Without a lid, it rolls about like a tomato in a jar. 
“See those lumpy marks she’s got in her yard?” the woman said. “The goats run in circles over there.”
 Goosebumps reared up on my arms. “I don’t put much faith in witches, if you want the truth.”
The rug did a flip on the line, and Mrs. Blevens grunted.
I spotted a pale and wrinkled face in an upstairs window. “Someone’s watching us.”
The old woman stole a quick peek through the glass. “That’s just one of the carvings. See there? She has them in every window.”
“Carvings?”
“Turnips. She does them up with jack-o-lantern faces. Cleopatra’s Needle is the only turnip farm this side of Paddy’s Run.”
I had not been able to eat a turnip for five years running, and I suddenly remembered why. As I watched from the canning room window, my husband came barreling down the front steps of Cleopatra’s Needle, kicking wrinkled faces off the stoop as he went.
I waited at the kitchen door for him and watched as Iago weaved across the yard.  He stomped past me into the house, the smell of whiskey following like a woman’s perfume.
The eastern wall of the kitchen was made of colored bottles stuck in adobe mortar, their bottoms facing out, necks facing in. It was the first thing Iago built on the house and, to do it, he used medicine bottles he collected from ditches and beer bottles he emptied while collecting the medicine bottles. That same morning, when the sun was out, the wall scattered emeralds, sapphires, and amethysts, making a jewel box of Iago’s face as he polished off his kippers. At night, the bottles became a wall of eyes glinting in the firelight.
“I took care of it,” he said, breathing hard as a charging bull. “Bloody hooligans. Won’t be painting crescents on anyone else’s home anytime soon, you can count on that.”
“They live next door, these hooligans?” I asked.
His coat landed on the floor with a heavy thunk. “I stopped in for a neighborly drink.”
“I see.” The combed and polished gentleman had vanished, leaving a mud-caked dosser in his place. I took a deep breath and thought about grace. “Would you like me to fix you a bath?”
Iago dropped into a chair and began unbuttoning his shirt.
There was no time for questions. In a blink, Old Mrs. Blevens was at my side, ready to lend a hand. 
“He does
like his whiskey,” she mumbled out of the wrecked corner of her mouth. 
Without being asked, she slipped on some shoes, clunked out to the well, and started bringing water for the stove. When it was boiled, we ferried kettle upon kettle to the new copper tub parked by the bottle wall.
“Are we friends with the neighbors?” I asked Old Mrs. Blevens while Iago dozed with his chin on his chest.
“Not I. No.”
Eventually, Iago came to and told her to go away. “My wife can see to me.” 
The old woman shot me a doubtful look but was quick to leave us alone.
By this point, Iago was without his shirt. The sight of his bare skin reminded me of the days when we were young—of one hot day in particular. I remembered resting my head in the sandy cradle that fell between his hip blades and tickling his sides with a blackbird feather until he got mad and tied my braids in a knot. It was still possible to count his ribs—that much was clear—but he wasn’t that bony boy anymore.
As I crossed with the last kettle, he took hold of my arm, grabbing it hard. Since my arrival in his house, the man had not so much as grazed me with a knuckle while passing a watermelon pickle. I looked down at his fingers curled around my sleeve.
 “Sorry,” he mumbled, loosening his grasp, but he didn’t let go. Instead, he slid one finger up my cuff and followed the vein along my wrist like a leaf caught in a zephyr. “Lilabet,” he whispered.
I gave the bottle-wall a quick, mad look, for I had the sudden and awful sensation we were being stared at through every one of its glittering holes. Iago took his hand away.
As children, we often floated on our backs buck-naked in the sea, our baby toes hooked together, our hair tendriled like seagrass beneath our heads. We were too familiar to have much curiosity. All that had changed. When the man by the tub went to unbutton his trousers, I turned around so fast, I kicked his coat clear across the room.
“We used to take our baths together,” Iago reminisced. Even so, I thought it best to keep my back turned until I heard the water slosh around him.
All the mothers in Dolgelley had wanted Iago for their daughters; he was such a beautiful thing. The Widow Drake had wanted him for herself. Unc, for his part, found the matter irksome.
“I have half a mind to take him out back and break his nose and cut him up a little,” he said one day. “It isn’t safe to look like that.”
Unc never cut Iago but, judging by the scar on his head, something else did. I’m here to say, it didn’t make one piddly bit of difference. Eyes on the ceiling, arms slung over the sides, his knees poked from the water like the unscaled reaches of the Himalayas rising through the clouds. Sloppy drunk as he was, I could scarcely breathe just looking at him.
“No one’s going to stop me having a wife,” he said.
Trembling rings of water pulsed around his stomach as I tipped the spout over the tub. “Why should anyone want to?”
“There’s those that can’t bear to see a man get what he wants, what he’s waited bloody years to have.”
“Who?” When I retrieved the coat, I noticed the left pocket was weighted and popping a seam.
“Come here,” he said. He held out his hand and, even in the dim steamy glow, I could see the blood that lined the gullies of his knuckles. Iago’s temper had always been as remarkable as his face. He followed my eyes to his bloodied hand. “I cleaned up the mess on the door,” Iago said.
He used to scratch his nose when he lied and I waited to see if he would do it now, waited as that blood-etched hand extended like a gauntlet between us.
Either the man had out-grown the habit or he was telling the truth. His nose went un-scratched. 
“I want to kiss you,” he said.
“We’ve only had but one picnic,” I reminded him. “Do you think we should?”
“Yes,” he said quite earnestly, taking my fingers and reeling me in.
He’d always had this look about him, half-innocent, half-hellion, and I never ceased to find this a satisfying mix. In the misty light, however, he seemed an angel, using his mouth as though he’d never used it before. Exploring. Tasting. Savoring. Then he pulled me in the water. As my skirts jelly-fished around us, he asked, “Did you know any men in Dolgelley, Lilabet?”
I shook my head. “I was too busy holding your letters close.”
The right corner of his mouth twitched with a grin. His hands moved up my hips to my waist, to the front of my dress, and I spotted a scar shaped like a clover on the heel of his palm. 
“I don’t guess the first time should be in a bath,” he slurred, even as he locked me in place between the Himalayas.
“Why don’t you take me to bed, Iago?”
He fought with my skirts and shook his head. “I can’t wait that long.”
There was clawing then, and churning water. A scant twenty-four hours had passed since he’d vowed to woo me, but something broke loose. Frenzied fingers dislodged buttons from loops and worked their way up under my hem. “God!” he cried. He sucked on my skin through the thin wet fabric of my dress and lace and flesh twisted between his teeth. The black sockets of a hundred bottles ogled us as he blazed a bruised trail from my neck down to my stomach.
Lord knows, I understood what it was like to bite down on your pillow in the middle of the night for want of something you could not have. How many times had the smell of wet wool or a dusty barn filled me with soul-deep yearning? In my imagination, I’d pressed him to my body a thousand times, kissing him shyly, voraciously, endlessly. Reality was quite different. Iago flipped me on my back, gonging my skull against the copper. A scarred palm gripped my knee.
“Between you and me, Iago, this isn’t how I dreamt it would be.”
His hand froze on my leg. He squeezed his eyes shut. 
“Foxglove,” he snarled.
“What?”
“Oh, God. Get away from me, Lilabet.” He scrubbed his face with his hands. “I brought the whiskey myself, but she must have put it in when I wasn’t looking.”
Foxglove does strange things to a person, the opposite of wallflower. Why would someone give him something meant to fan the flames? I waited for an explanation.
“Get away from me,” he spat. “Get the hell away, or I won’t be responsible for what happens.”
This was my second day at Watersplash.
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On my third day, I decided it was high time I get some answers. I stomped across the dead brown yard, side-stepping a splattered turnip face, and marched up to the pentacle. Call me my father’s daughter, but even as I hammered my fist on the door, I feared my curiosity was merely a disguise for the magnetic pull of Cleopatra’s Needle.
Sometimes a door will swing open of its own accord at moments such as this one, and that’s just what happened when I knocked. A cat even screeched past my leg as it fled the house, though it might have proven more unnerving had it been black instead of orange. Orange works in a pinch, though, especially in conjunction with a nice unoiled hinge. Who but a fool would enter such a door when pentacles and vegetable guts conspire with skittish cats?
“Hello?” I called in my best attempt at English.
Nothing answered.
I would have left if not for the footprints. I’d seen traces of them before in my imagination. I’d seen the boots that made them, too, standing by Iago’s back door when I came out of it two minutes earlier.
Trance-like, I followed the footprints across a creaky floor, pausing mid-way in the heart-shaped trail to study a pair of particularly red footprints.
She sat in the kitchen with her back to me. 
“Hello?” I said again. 
A fly buzzed by. The air smelled of Welsh whiskey and dead roses, yet the sight of her hair moved me forward. I reached for the long red curtain even as a single thread lassoed my finger, wrapping it until it grew a waxy corpse-white.
I saw the handle as I came round the chair. Then the ax. Then the place in her face where it was stuck.
Stumbling, choking, I ran from the house, fell on my hands and knees, and threw up in the yard in the very spot where a pair of oil pumps toiled without cease, raping the land on my behalf in order that I might come to America to marry a stranger named Iago Godwyn.
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On my fourth day at Watersplash, the newspaper read:
 
*A THIRST FOR BLOOD *
ASSAILANT ARRESTED AND MUCH PROSTRATED
LOVERS’ QUARREL SUSPECTED
 
A Welshman’s temper got the best of him Tuesday evening, leaving thirty-two year old Bethan Vevay dead by an ax in her home on Section Nine Road in upper Van Wert County.
The Welshman, Mr. Iago Godwyn, was asleep at 4 o'clock when police arrived to question him about Miss Vevay's death. Godwyn requested to sleep longer, but was taken to the First Precinct Station where he is now held in custody. Within the hour, the accused was so prostrated with nervous exhaustion, it was necessary to call Dr. Theodore Steadmen, who remained with him most of the day.
The newly married Mr. Godwyn is known to have a colorful history with the flame-haired beauty. “There’s not a soul with ears that doesn’t know what those two were mixed up in,” said long-time Knockinite, Mr. Willis Brayback of Section Eight Road.
Godwyn, a saintly-faced, black-haired man of twenty-four, has been linked with a great many affrays over the years and did time in the Ohio State Reformatory for beating a fellow and blinding him in one eye “He’d be locked-up still had Mr. Gruenewald not dropped charges,” said Deputy Ernest Dule, the arresting officer in the case. “I can’t help but wonder if Miss Vevay would be breathing today if Gruenewald had just hung tough.”
A murder investigation is under way.
 
Scarcely had I gotten Iago back, and he was being taken from me once again, his pale face in the back of the police wagon disappearing as they whisked him down the road. 
Very quickly, things had turned from bad to worse. One minute, I was getting sick by the oil well and laboring over how to proceed, the next, a woman with a startling headful of strawberry curls stood over me, screaming at the top of her lungs. Gwendraith Vevay Newcomb. She’d driven in from Pittsburgh on a “whim” only to find her sister dead in the kitchen with an ax sticking out of her face. Before I could rustle Iago from his stupor, she had the police banging on the door.
“Mark my word, it’s that boy that killed her!” she kept saying. “He killed Meriel, sure as I’m standing here, and he’ll kill me too if you don’t do something about it right now!”
In jail, Iago was very sick, but they wouldn’t let me see him. “Talk to Hywel Cooper,” the deputy advised. “That’s who the Welsh ones go to when they get themselves in trouble.” 
Mr. Cooper was a lawyer with a shingle down the road. He promised to speak to Iago the next morning. Apparently, he knew Iago from past troubles. Because the distraught Mrs. Newcomb refused to talk to me, I went back to Watersplash to conduct my own investigation.
My intent was to begin with Old Mrs. Blevens, but she was sick in bed and would not open her door. This left Iago’s coat. It was still on the floor by the bathtub where cold water had been left standing for a day and a half. In his pocket was a book. The title was handwritten, girlish, and smudged:
Meriel Vevay’s Highly Personal, Highly Secret Mirror Book—Keep Out!
It was a tattered thing with a lavender cover and a flimsy lock that broke with one whack of a butter knife. Along with the smell of yellowed paper and marjoram, a photograph slid out.
I saw the names on the back first. By the well in Angelsea ~ From L to R: Bethan, Meriel, and Gwendraith Vevay.
When I flipped it over, I saw their faces. On the left was a sleek-haired beauty, older than the others, straight of nose and sharp of chin. Her eyes were the sort that photograph clear and colorless but for their tin-type pupils. She held a posy of sweet peas in her slender fingers and stood a little off from the others. This was Bethan Vevay years before someone had seen fit to plant an ax in her lovely face. Beside her was a taller, plainer girl with crinkly hair and a big bow tie. There was something awkward about this one—maybe it was just that she was smiling. The smiling girl was the author of the book in my lap, the other dead sister, Meriel. Last in the line-up was the youngest of the three—a curly-haired, heart-faced creature with huge eyes I recognized at first glance. In real life, those eyes were sea serpent-green and belonged to Mrs. Gwendraith Newcomb.
Glad as I was to at last meet these budding young redheads with their sweet peas and their too-perfect noses, my heart chugged to a stop. Somehow I sensed that Meriel’s Vevay’s Highly Personal Highly Secret secrets were about to reveal to me what every soul with ears already knew; what my husband and Bethan Vevay were mixed up in before one of them wound up dead. While a truck-load of noisy policemen ransacked the house next door in search of their own clues, I propped the picture against the salt shaker and opened to Page One.
It began with the giddy words: Bethan has brought home the most spectacular boy. A sketch of an angel with long wavy hair followed.
I didn’t need any pictures in my head to tell me that the words to come were going to be painful, yet l craved answers. Iago’s life in Knockin was difficult from the onset but something changed when he met the Vevay sisters. The lavender book was the only key I was apt to get, and I meant to make the most of it.
 
19 August 1895
He’s something all right. It’s that one Gwendraith spotted in June hauling barrels of potash over at the ashery. He’s got the sweetest eyes, and everyone agrees he makes Ceiro look like a duck. Anyway, we’ve all sworn to call him Boy so no one gets moony this time.
Bethan told him he’s to pick turnips and water the horses and we’ll pay him every Friday. That made him happy as a lark. He went up to the barn and unrolled a ratty blanket, singing that old song about coloured lips that goes:
 
There's beautiful girls here, oh never you mind
With beautiful shapes nature never designed
And lovely complexions all roses and cream
But let me remark with regard to the same
That if that those roses you venture to sip
The colours might all come away on your lip
So I'll wait for the wild rose that's waitin' for me
In the place where the dark Mourne sweeps down to the sea
 
2 September 1895
Boy told me today, just as sincere as you please, that he’s got a wife back in Wales. I laughed at that because he’s only just now of marrying age and Bethan claims he’s been scrounging around this stupid old town since forever. I’d never have guessed it, but she swears he’s that same dirty child that used to run about wearing a hat made of rat skins all winter long. Rat Boy, everyone called him back then. I figured Rat Boy died years ago. What makes the poor kid so perfect is that there is no one to care what we do with him. He hasn’t a mum, and there is no wife. I wonder that he believes he does, though. Maybe there’s something wrong with his brain? He drinks the elixir every day and never complains it tastes bitter. He seems grateful for it, in fact. Thinks its goat’s milk. Anyway, who in their right mind wears rats on their head?
Today was the fifth day we gave him the elixir.
 
8 September 1895
Guess what? Boy has a bible, and he reads it every night, even when he’s dead tired. It’s the William Morgan’s translation with gold acorns on the leather, and he uses a braid of black hair to mark his place. It was Bethan’s idea for me to see what he does when he’s alone, and I’ve watched him three nights running through the spy hole. I thought she would be disappointed about the bible, but she whooped with joy. It’s all the better, she said. She likes a good fight.
Bethan is acting funny about this one. She’s as bossy as ever—of course she is—but she’s giggly too. Sourpuss that she is, I’d have never thought I’d see her act like this. ‘He looks good with his shirt off,’ Gwendraith was gushing just the other day when we was watching him dig. ‘I had the most wonderful dream last night about his belly button.’
I thought Bethan would slap her for saying such a silly thing, especially after the way Gweny took after Ceiro, but Bethan surprised me. ‘Perhaps we ought to make him go naked for the rest of his life, eh girls?’
Eh girls? Like she ever asks us what we think about anything. It’s very odd—is what it is.
But back to business. From what I can see, the elixir isn’t doing a living thing. Ceiro was getting pretty itchy after a week of it and couldn’t keep his hands off himself. Clearly, this one is too ecclesiastical to give in easily, or maybe I’m just not spying on him at the right times? 
Here’s the spell I’ve come up with to keep him here:
A circle drawn around a house
Formed with blood of one white mouse.
Grape Root to turn a stomach sick.
Three kisses to make the Grape Root stick.
A sip of Rose and Madmen’s Cleave
Ensures a man may never leave.
 
5 March 1896
Moonstone dug up Ceiro’s hand this morning, the stupid mutt. We were certain Boy was going to see it because he was hoeing not two feet away at the time. That dumb dog managed to muddy my best walking dress in the process, too, knocking the pole right out of the ground. I told Bethan it was unwise to bury anyone there, but she thought it fitting after the way Ceiro tore down the clothesline and called us ‘wolves in girls’ clothing.’ I can’t help but think Boy senses something because he keeps rooting around over there. If he saw the hand, I wonder why he’s still looks at us so sweetly?
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The sun outside my window rose and fell and rose again with the turning of the pages. I didn’t notice that a new day had come. I was too lost in days gone by. What Meriel Vevay outlined in her journal was as good a case for committing murder as I’d ever heard. Elixers? Spells? After the entry about the hand, I fetched a shovel and headed out to that clothesline with the ugly stained rug that was not our scarlet flag of old, determined to see if there were body parts buried out there. I would have used it, too, except Deputy Dule rode up just then to tell me that Iago had taken a turn for the worse.
“Tie up your loose ends,” the doctor advised when I entered the Van Wert County jail an hour later. “There’s nothing more I can do for him.”
Iago’s cheeks were that mortifying shade of crimson only the worst of fevers can create. As I rushed into the little cell, the deputy halted me. “See if you can’t get a confession from him, will you? I’ve got a woman threatening to skin me alive if I don’t give her some answers soon.”
I laid a hand on the terrible inferno that was his forehead and knelt down by the cot. “What’s happening to you, Iago?”
“She put something else in that whiskey, I think. Something besides the foxglove,” he said. “She poisoned me, Lilabet.”
“With what?”
The rims of his eyes were bright as flames. “There’s a room behind the kitchen in her house. Will you see if you can figure out what she used?”
A million questions jammed in my throat in their hurry to get out. Only one made it through. “Why would she want to poison you?”
His lips twisted with a grim smile. “That woman’s been poisoning me for years.”
#
When the deputy drove me back, I read more of the diary.
 
27 March 1896
Tonight, we talked Boy into drinking some whiskey. Bethan said it was time to bring out the big guns, and she laced his share with a bit of vervain and some Grains of Paradise. Boy said one cup was enough, but Bethan got him to drink three. Afterward, he let Gwendraith kiss him for a spell, and then me. 
‘I better go to bed,’ he said. He sounded very drunk. But Bethan was not about to miss her turn. She is behaving stranger than strange. She keeps saying she has big plans for him, whatever that means.
Anyway, she rubbed some of the Deerstongue on her lips, pushed him back in his chair, and kissed him good. He liked her kissing him, it was plain to see, because he forgot we were watching and really grabbed her. Afterward, he got embarrassed and wanted to stop, so Bethan rubbed more on. 
‘What is that?’ he wanted to know. 
‘Oh, what does it matter?’ Bethan said. ‘You like it don’t you?’
He wanted Gweny and me to leave because he was getting excited. When Bethan said no, he tried to get up, and she made me tie him to the chair. 
‘What’s going on?’ he asked, but he hardly fought because of the whiskey. 
I did as my sister asked, but there was something about his face that made me sorry for him.
Bethan opened his shirt and started working her way down, just like with Ceiro, only Ceiro was more greedy and less of a challenge. 
Boy said, ‘I don’t like this,’ and that made Bethan smile because he was panting like a dog when he said it.
‘It’s working,’ she said. 
With Ceiro, it was so hard to tell. He would have done anything we wanted, spell or no spell. Bethan kept at it until her mouth reached the buttons of his trousers, then she stopped. 
‘That’ll do for now,’ she said and she made us leave the kitchen with her.
Boy was still tied to the chair and gasping and cursing. ‘Come back,’ he cried. We could have made him gnaw off his own hand by that point.
 
I didn’t like to go in the house after all that had happened there. The footprints were in that awful house, and the blood, and perhaps even the chair Iago once found himself tied to. Cleopatra’s Needle was Unc Mael’s worst nightmare come to pass. Mine, too. I carried the shovel like a club and snuck in through the backdoor while the deputy waited for me out front of Iago’s house. He thought the medicine I’d come for was the sort a man keeps at his bedside by his collar box.
From what I’d seen, the place was not in good shape before the policemen searched everything. It was a whirlwind after. A skinny brown mouse sat on the table nibbling molded bread. Another shot over my foot. I hopped tributaries of spilled maple syrup and collected grains of rice on the sticky soles of my shoes. The door to the back room was open.
Ting.
The sound of glass clinking against glass cut me to the bone. It seemed unlikely anyone could have come from town on foot, and there was no sign of a carriage outside. Perhaps someone had been dropped off on Section Nine like me?
Perhaps, a murderer was still on the loose?
I raised the shovel and tip-toed into what appeared to be a big medicine cabinet of sorts.
Ting. Ting.
Someone was there.
Quick as you please, a man in a black duster spun toward me with a hiss, gripping a knife.
It wasn’t until after my heart came to a complete stop that I realized the knife was actually a miniature scythe and the hiss, actual words.
“Oh my!” said Old Mrs. Blevens, who wasn’t a man at all but rather a little woman in a big black coat. She dropped the little cutting blade to the floor with a clatter.
“Oh my!” I said at the exact same time.
It took us several minutes to catch our breath.
Iago had told me his cook was shy about her scars and never left the house. She was very particular about this. 
“What are you doing here?” I asked. Why was she rummaging through a closet in Cleopatra’s Needle?
She blew off a mason jar and peered at the fuzzy pink thing inside. “He’s dying, ain’t he?”
Old Mrs. Blevens lived in the shadows and hid herself in the over-sized folds of a coat in midsummer just to walk next door. What sort of magic was it that told her a man miles away was dying?
With her good hand, Mrs. Blevens extracted a single sheet of rolled newspaper from her coat pocket and tossed it on the cutting bench.
KILLER STRUCK DOWN BY GUILTY CONSCIENCE
She fetched the dropped scythe from the floor and pried up the lid on a jar that looked to be stuffed with caterpillars, then gave it a sniff.
Rows of cob-webbed containers sagged the shelves on all four walls, their yellow labels curling around juicy words like Thornapple and Grape Root and Lemon Balm, except Thornapple is not a type of jam.
Old Mrs. Blevens had a number of herbs put up with her jelly and relishes, so I was not surprised to see she knew a thing or two. Her fingers skipped from Calamus to Oakmoss to Wormwood, before settling on Heliotrope. 
“Don’t be stingy with it,” she said. She pulled the shovel from my hands.
“I’ll keep this, if you don’t mind.”
#
By the time the deputy returned me to the jail, Iago was too weak to notice the Heliotrope. I balled up a piece of bread and pressed the ugly herb inside it, doing my best not to be stingy with it, and forced it through my husband’s lips. 
Dolgelley had never seemed so far away.  Unc, my father, that place of snow white petals where a wooden sword could fell all evil and the snap of one red cloth summoned great and endless joy, these things were nothing but a dream now.
Having gotten permission to remain by Iago’s side, I opened Meriel’s book and sat by the cot to wait.
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15 April 1896
We’re taking turns doing it. Every afternoon, we sit in the wash house and try our hand at calling him with our minds. Practice is vital, according to Bethan. Well, it goes without saying, she got her turn first. Sure enough, five minutes later, he appeared at the door, broom in hand, smiling sheepishly. Most of the time, he acts grumpy about that time we tied him to the chair, but when Bethan called him, he behaved as though all was forgiven. 
‘Do you want another kiss?’ Bethan asked. 
‘Yes please,’ he said, then shook his head, as if to clear it, and scurried away. We laughed to see him so rattled.
When it was my turn, I pictured him kissing me like he did that day in the kitchen. I remembered the feel of his lips on mine and how hard he was breathing when he opened his mouth. It took longer for me to summon him, and when he finally came, he looked hesitant. I closed my eyes and thought of what I’d most like him to do. Boy leaned forward and ran his tongue slowly along the seam of my lips. ‘M-mm,’ he said. Then he ran away.
Bethan pronounced it a failure because I wasn’t able to hold him there, but I don’t care. He didn’t put his tongue on her. Gwendraith made him touch her breast yesterday before he ran off but that only made her giggle. It wasn’t good like when he kissed me.
 
I kissed Iago’s fevered forehead, and he opened his eyes. They were flat as circles drawn with a dull pencil. He didn’t notice the diary in my hand nor did he realize I was watching him.
 
7 July 1896
He caught me watching him reading tonight, but he wasn’t cross. He put his thumb in Song of Solomon and said, ‘I have to get away from here.’
Sometimes I wonder if he casts spells, too, because I wanted to help him get away. I like having him around, but the way he looked at me, I would have done anything to set him free. We’ve practiced on him enough, if you ask me. Poor thing. He’s an orphan just like we are, and the world has been no more kind to him than it’s been to us. Maybe he even has his own demon out there like we have Gruenewald. In fact, madman that he is, I wouldn’t put it past Gruenewald to have locked Boy in his root cellar, too. Even though Boy is a boy, I bet Gruenewald would like him plenty.
Bethan says it’s not wrong to want justice. Someday, when we’ve polished our craft enough, Gruenewald will get everything he deserves. I suppose we better pray that Boy never finds the strength to make us pay in kind. He used to sing while he worked. Now it’s like someone has turned off a light. Even those old rats didn’t stop him singing.
I think my spell is working though, because when I told Boy the door to the barn was unlocked, he just nodded and asked me to lie down next to him. I could have gotten anything from him right then, but I was sure Bethan would have killed me for even lying by him like I did. I did it anyway.
‘What’s wrong with Bethan?’ he asked me, and I felt a stab go through my heart that he should know her name. Usually he calls us “Miss.”
‘Bethan is strong,’ I said. It nettled me to hear him ask about her. ‘It’s good to be strong.’
He said, ‘There are twenty women up top the saloon on Beasley Road who can do what she does to a man. That makes a girl a lot of things, but that doesn’t make her strong.’
He was casting spells again, I think, because this made a bit of sense to me. How do we know if the magic is coming from our craft or from our kisses? And if kisses work so well, why bother with the rest? Of course, we’ll need something a good deal more painful for Gruenewald than kisses. I wanted the boy next to me to understand this. 
‘Bad things have happened to us, Boy.’
He said the craziest thing then. Softly, sadly, he whispered, ‘I’m sorry for you then.’
Damned if he didn’t look like he understood what it’s like to have your fingertips nailed to the ceiling beam.
 
22 July 1896
Today was the worst day yet. Bethan decided to think of something different. She stood barefoot in the checkerberries repeating the words KILL MOONSTONE KILL MOONSTONE KILL MOONSTONE until Boy came out of the barn. Raggity old Moonstone was stretched out in a wrinkled heap in the shade, but he looked up when he saw Boy like he knew something bad was coming. Usually those two are the best of friends, and the dog ends up with half of Boy’s breakfast. Not today. They looked at each other and Moonstone wimpered and Boy stared at him with cold fish eyes. ‘Run!” Bethan yelled and they both took off like a shot.
I didn’t think that pooch could run no more, but he was pretty fast. Boy was fast, too, so fast, we could barely keep up. The chase wrapped around the big tree and hopped over some six logs and didn’t end until all of us were up to our knees in the creek. Moonstone was up to his chin. Boy marched through the water to where the dog was, splashing everyone, and Moonstone cried and cried. I expected Boy to pick it up and carry it home to safety but instead, he grabbed it, wrestled it to the banks, and throttled the bony thing dead right in front of us.
I’ll say this: there’s no slower time than time that’s filled with that kind of grunting and fighting. After he kilt Moonstone, Boy sat and hugged that old dog until his shirt was ruined. He was still hugging Moonstone after supper was done. After dinner, too.
I slipped up to the loft tonight, and we kissed. I don’t think it was because of the spell. My face got all wet because he was crying.
The spell causes his stomach to seize whenever he tries to leave, and it doubles him over in pain. It’s better than any prison. 
“Please,” he gulped, like a dying man. He fell on his knees and wrapped his arms around my waist, murmuring my name over and over again. Like a prayer. Before tonight, I didn’t think he knew my name. 
I made up my mind to help him as we made love on top of the acorn bible. 
 
When Iago jumped awake, I jumped, too. Moments before, he’d been making love to someone else in the pages of a girl’s diary. It took some doing to re-focus on the prison cell and the confusion in his fevered eyes.
“Lilabet?” he croaked. “Are you really here?”
“I’m here, my love.”
“I’m sorry, Lilabet. I’m sorry about everything.”
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12 January 1897
Today I pretended to patch a stocking when all the while I was really concentrating on freezing Boy’s feet to the ground where he stood. While I patched the stocking, Bethan was concentrating on calling him inside. She was working up quite a sweat, too, and growing more furious by the minute. ‘Get your fool ass in here!’ she screamed at last, and finally he came running in the door. Bethan was so trembling mad, she gave him my darning needle and told him to write her name across his ankle bone with it.
It about killed me watching him bleed B and E shaped stains into the handkerchief as I tended his wounds afterward. Bethan believes she’s more powerful than Gwendraith, and I but I’m not so sure. For a while there, Boy had stood in the turnip patch, unable to move. I know because I could see him out the window.
 
13 March 1897
It’s dangerous for me to keep going to him, but Boy says the only time his head is clear is when we’re together. I’ve explained to him what Bethan is doing: calling him to her, making him hurt himself. I’ve told him to listen for my voice instead whenever he hears Bethan intruding in his thoughts. If we can work together to overcome what she’s doing, I think he’ll be able to leave.
I’ve come up with a second spell to try and remove my first spell:
Listen not to spells of old
My love will make it lose its hold
A helmet made up of my voice
Locks out trouble, gives back choice
In the meantime, I’ve made a vow to quit calling him Boy when I write about him. It will take some getting used to. His real name is Iago, and he deserves to be called by his name.
Also, Iago really does have a girl back in Wales whom he’s promised to bring here. I envy her. He has majik hands.
 
After ten hours of waiting for improvement, Iago sat up in the middle of the night. A storm was pressing in, and I saw his face in a sharp, brief flash. His colour was still gone, but the fever had left his skin. When the moon came up, I’d been holding a hot hand. I was holding a cool one now.
A few paces from the cell, the night deputy pretended to clean his pistol while giving us stolen looks. Iago leaned forward and spoke softly so as to keep the man from hearing. “Go ahead and ask me, Lilabet. Ask me what happened with Bethan.”
A crack of thunder made me jump. I felt like I’d been holding my breath for days. “What happened?”
His eyes lifted to the ceiling as the rain began to drum. “You might not believe this, but there are witches here in Knockin.”
For the first time in a long time, I wanted to laugh. I wanted to roll on the floor and give into the delirious, fist-beating, tears-dripping-off-your-chin laughter of the insane. I held up Meriel’s book.
Iago took it from me slowly, grasping it as if the years within were recorded in granite rather than pencil lead. Light bloomed in the cell, and I glimpsed every disappointment, every horror streak by the windows of his eyes.
It was pouring horror. 
Iago swallowed. “Bethan and I made a deal before you came here, but she so rarely keeps her word.”
“What sort of deal?”
“An ‘eye for an eye’ sort of thing, or rather, an ‘eye for one year of hell in the lives of three little girls.’”
 “Are you talking about the man you hit with the bicycle wrench?”
“He’s gotten worse from Bethan in the time since, but yes. A fellow called Gruenewald. I knew him myself, and he was a disgusting monster. He treated them badly when they first arrived in the country, and they were out to give him his just deserts. Anyhow, I hit him good with that wrench. After that, Bethan said she wouldn’t try to keep me by her side anymore. It was a lie.” He took a shuddery breath. “I went to her house that night after I saw what she did to the front door. It was some sort of hex meant to harm us, Lilabet. I was very mad.”
The word “mad” triggered pictures in my head, only this time they had to do with the past. The ax leaned against the stove in this brief picture I had of the past. Bethan Vevay sat in the kitchen chair. I saw my husband’s face. A great fury, cold and deadly, glistened in his eyes. There was yelling. Drinks were poured. Bethan slammed her hand down on the table. I was terrified to see what would happen next. As much as I wanted to know the truth, I wanted the pictures to go away more.
They wouldn’t.
“What’s wrong?” I heard Iago asking me in the prison cell, but I was seeing him in her kitchen, shaking his finger in her face, drinking, throwing the bottle at the wall. Everything was mashed together now, the bloody heart on the floor, the whiskey dripping down the tile, his foot kicking the ax. 
“I hate her,” the Iago in the prison cell was whispering in my ear.
In her kitchen, he picked up the ax.
“Don’t do it,” Bethan said. 
I said it, too. “Please don’t do it.”
Iago threw the ax.
There was a gasp just before it stuck. The gasp came from me.
The ax landed with a terrible sound, wedging in the wooden floor.
Iago marched from the room, and Bethan picked up a piece of laver bread and went back to eating her dinner. The ax was stuck in the floor when he left.  Not her face.
I grabbed his arm with both of my hands. “You didn’t kill her!” 
I was so relieved, I spoke too loud and the deputy stopped cleaning his gun.
I wanted to kiss him, and I wanted him to kiss me. I wanted to cheer and throw that book out in the rain. Whatever came next, my husband was innocent. I pressed my fingers over my lips and laughed at last. But Iago looked as guilt-ridden as ever. 
 “What is it?’ I asked.
He folded his hands atop the book, and suddenly I understood. My husband might not have murdered Bethan Vevay, but he knew who did, and he wasn’t about to say.
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18 June 1897
Today, when Bethan called to him in his head, Iago didn’t come. For the first time, I’m starting to have hope for him. So much so, I took him out to the backyard and patted the place by the creek and said, ‘This is the spot.’
‘What do you mean?’ he asked.
If Bethan has her way, Iago will never leave here alive, but I told him to remember this special place where money was buried by God long ago in the form of rich black oil. I’ve seen it in my head, but I’ve never said anything to Bethan about it, because I liked the thought of having something for my own, even if it is deep underground, but I owe him for all his trouble, I should think. We’ve put him through hell these last years, behaving as though our torture deserved retribution and his deserved nothing at all, as if pain only counts if there’s someone around who cares that you’re going through it.
‘Do you still want that little bride of yours?’ I wanted to know. 
He was shy about saying yes, but he said yes all the same. 
I took a yellow stone from my apron and put it there as a marker. ‘When the time is right, remember this spot.’ 
 
Beyond the window, it rained as it had never rained before. Iago was restless. He would flip through the lavender book, read a passage or two and start to speak, then rake his hair and shake his head. The past left him speechless, apparently, for he finally shut the book with a noisy crack and left it to lie in his lap. 
“Here’s the thing, Lilabet . . .” He licked his dry lips. “Bethan didn’t want me to get married. She tried to scare me into thinking I’d be useless to you as a man if I did, but then she slipped me foxglove. Everything was always off-balanced with Bethan.”
“You believed in her powers?”
He took my hands into both of his. “We could leave Knockin after I get out of this cell. I’ve read a great deal about California in Harper’s. They say it’s a land where the best of the old and the best of the new are rolled up into one. Knockin was my father’s dream. It isn’t mine. A new start would be so nice.” A tear leaked out of one eye and splashed onto the diary. “Our fathers got it wrong, you know? You can’t run from trouble, and you can’t keep it at bay by wearing your underwear wrong-side out.”
“What can you do then?”
“Ride out the storm together.”
As the rain fell and the thunder shook the little room, the ink on the cover of Meriel Vevay’s Mirror Book commenced to bleed black tears. 
 
1 July 1897 
The very first minute I called, Iago came running like his hair was on fire. 
‘Tell him to bang his head against that wall,' Bethan instructed. 
His beautiful cheeks are still scratched from yesterday when she commanded he tear off his face. I didn’t want to see him bang his head on the wall, but I kept thinking about what she did to Ceiro that last day, and I didn’t want to make her any angrier than she already was. I spoke inside his sweet trusting head, and he hammered his skull until blood poured in his eyes. 
‘That’s wonderful, Meriel. What a good little witch you’ve turned out to be. He’ll do anything for you, won’t he?’
Poor Iago. He was still hitting his head on the bricks. ‘I’ve got a better idea,’ Bethan said. ‘Why don’t you ask him to show Gwendraith and me what you’ve been doing to him every night?’
‘Stop it!’ I said, fed up to my core. ‘This has gone too far. We need to let him go.’
Bethan grabbed him by the hair to stop his thrashing. ‘Show me what Meriel does to you when you’re alone, Boy,’ she said. When I tried to block her voice, Gwendraith put my head in a bucket and held me under water. By the time she let me up, he was kissing Bethan. She made me watch this for several moments before shoving him away. Her smile was covered with his blood. ‘I want you to punch my sister in the head as hard you can now, Boy.”
He didn’t hesitate. The first blow struck me across the jaw. The second, crunched my ear. Between the pounding of his fists, Bethan pounded me with her words, too. ‘How dare you take him for yourself!’ she said. ‘He belongs to all of us!’
She gave him the ax. ‘Kill her.’
‘No, Bethan!’ Gweny said.
I looked at my sister who I loved. I’d followed her blindly, I loved her so. I waited for her to put an end to all of this. Iago lifted the ax, and she folded her arms.
He swung. 
Luckily, he lost his balance and his aim was bad. I saw the tops of the fingers on my left hand come off. They scattered across the floor between us and there was a lot of blood, but I didn’t feel it.
Iago staggered to his feet, and we all looked at Bethan expectantly. Bethan kicked the tip of my little finger across the room. ‘Lock her in the barn, Gwendraith.’
I’ve managed to slow the bleeding by wrapping a rope around my wrist, but this is not what has me sick and afraid. If I live a thousand years, I’ll never forget the way Bethan said ‘Kill her.’ The fact that she has the power to make him hurt me, makes me wonder how Iago can ever hope to escape her. I fear we’re all doomed.
As I sit waiting in this damned barn, the threshing floor is very still. I have no idea what’s going on out there.
 
I smell smoke.
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“I’m here to talk to the prisoner,” she said, her voice as rough and wrecked as ever, but decidedly strong.
Iago sat up on the cot. Beyond the bars, the deputy stood between the scarred woman and the cell, blocking her path. “This is a prison—not a meeting house,” he said. “I’ll not have you breaking the rules.”
“It’s about the murder,” Old Mrs. Blevens said. She was dressed in that big coat of hers and trembling from head to toe. Even I could see she was completely terrified to be standing there. 
Iago’s voice was as scratchy as hers. “I’m here.”
The deputy swung his nightstick at the bars and ran it back and forth. “Hush up, you! Killers don’t get visiting privileges. Your wife don’t count ‘cause you’re dying.”
“He’s no killer,” Old Mrs. Blevens said. “You’ve locked up the wrong person.”
Iago sagged against me and closed his eyes. “I knew you’d come.”
“Will you live, Iago?” Old Mrs. Blevens asked, ignoring the night deputy who stood between herself and the prison cell.
“Yes, I think I will.”
“I told you to shush it,” the deputy said, and he beat the bars with his stick again.
Old Mrs. Blevins lifted her chin and I could almost see how that lost face might have looked before it melted away forever. She locked eyes with my husband and took a deep breath. “I’ve come to turn myself in for the killing of Bethan Vevay.”
The deputy’s cackle was the only thing to be heard for several long moments. “And why would an old woman like you want to sink an ax into that poor girl’s face, pray tell?”
“Because I hate her,” she said. “She tormented Iago Godwyn for more years than I can count and she wouldn’t let him be when he finally got the woman he loved. That was unacceptable. But even so, he didn’t do nothing to her. I was the one that did it. He was passed out drunk at the time.”
“So, this a confession then?” the deputy asked, as though he still believed it some great, hysterical joke.
“Yes.”
“Your name?”
She looked at me with her lidless eye. “Meriel,” she whispered. “Meriel Vevay.”
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For the better part of my life, I’d been saddled with the memory of Unc Mael racing down Six Bells Hill, yelping as though he believed he could outrun the devil himself. “Damned fool,” my father said of him. “Thinks he can change the very blood in his veins by moving to a different shore.”
Now, courtesy of the black arts, his son had a clover-shaped scar seared into the palm of hand from the day he yanked a hot bow key out of a burning door. To save a young witch, Iago conned Gwendraith into cutting his ropes and freeing him after Bethan tied him to a kitchen chair. He raced into two-story flames, ducking a barnful of falling boards as he went, and wrapped his coat around a girl whose youth dripped into oblivion even as he carried her off with her prized mirror book clutched in her one good hand.
The same book she dropped in the yard at Cleopatra’s Needle when she lost consciousness. The same book Iago took from Bethan’s house after finding it sitting by the stove on the night that she was meant to die. The same book I read in a prison cell.
Never mind that Meriel had attempted a counteracting spell, he was struck with terrible pains in his stomach any time he got as far as Main Street. Paddy’s Run was twice as far, but that’s where the surgeon was, so that’s where he took her. Because of the pain, Iago couldn’t stay, and he didn’t give the doctor her name. Later though, when the time was right, he built a house and went back for her, and moved her into the attic.
The two had been protecting each other ever since.
It was hard for me to correct things in my brain. Old Mrs. Blevens was not old at all, and the girl who wrote of loving Iago was not dead. Everyone thought the fire had killed her, but she’d been living in the house with Iago all along.
Deputy Duly was at once summoned to question her. I sat on the cot beside my husband, tracing the clover on his hand. “Why didn’t you build your house somewhere else? Why stay next door?” It made no sense! Bethan had ruined their lives.
“It hurt to go, Lilabet. You have no idea. The pains started up every time I left the house. I had to settle for building my own place next door. Bethan was furious with me, never mind that I was a stone’s throw from her front door. She wanted to see me destroyed. What she didn’t know is that I had Meriel looking out for me. Every time Bethan tried to witch me, Meriel would counter as best she could, though at great cost to herself. Her health has been declining ever since the fire. Fighting Bethan aged her. She may be young in years, but her body is old, and she’s worn out. It couldn’t go on for much longer.”  
“So why did Old Mrs. Blevens—Merial—wait all this time to do it? Why not kill Bethan long ago if it was going to come to murder anyhow?”
“We hated her—that much is true. But it wasn’t until you came and Bethan started with more monkey business that I think Meriel saw the writing on the wall. It was never going to end, and poor Meriel isn’t long for this world, I’m afraid. Now that Bethan’s dead, the pain in my gut seems to be gone. I think I can finally leave this blasted place.”
 An hour later, Deputy Dule came into the cell and kicked the leg of Iago’s cot. “Wake up, boy.”
Iago eyes bulged open and he looked capable of murder. “The name is Godwyn,” he said. “Iago Godwyn.”
Deputy Dule crossed his arms. “It took some time to check out the old woman’s story, but if you can get out of this bed, I guess you and your wife are free to go.”
Iago fingered the broken lock on Meriel Vevay’s Highly Personal, Highly Secret Mirror Book. When he looked up at me, I no longer saw the face of a man without any feelings, but rather, the face of a man who’d suffered too many. 
“Free?” he asked.
Life is always ironical, my father used to say. Like drinking whiskey to feel better, then waking up with a bad head the next day. Like running away from a land of monsters, only to fall in with witches in America. 
One big irony.
The rain had stopped and started a dozen times that day. By the time Deputy Dule told us we could go, it was but a slow, soft patter above our heads. Iago touched my cheek and gave me the kiss I’d been waiting a lifetime to know. Then he put his arm around my waist, and we left the prison together.
#
Sometimes pictures appear in my head. Thoughts will pop up like memories re-lived before they’ve been made. Usually, the memories get made. When we reached the Bay of Monterey, I didn't need pictures anymore. 
“What about here?” my husband asked. He shielded his eyes from the California sun and smiled at the green pools forming along the rocky shore. “This seems a fine place for a house.”
Something different caught my eye. 
Beyond the waves, on a golden hill, the rotting towers of an old Spanish mission slept under a dark umbrella of Cypress. Draped against the broken railing, a scarlet prayer cloth fluttered in the wind.
End
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Eyes of the Seer
by
Peter Dawes



Prologue
I spent the final days of my life alone, even though I did not know I was dying. Around me, the world seemed to be shifting. A cloud of darkness shrouded what had once been an ordinary existence and ripped from me everything I had known. For long hours, I would stand at work and stare at the people who passed me by as though attempting to figure out what changed and when. Little did I know what waited for me around the corner.
Granted, the final days leading up to the earliest hours of January 20, 1983 are somewhat of a blur to me. It might have been the enchantment I was under, or the haze of realizing I lived on borrowed time without knowing how I could be certain of such a thing. I could not tell you what those final nights were like, or if anybody could sense the fact that I was fading in the background, about to cross paths with destiny. About to slip from one skin to another. I only know that night, it all reached a crescendo and set me on the path I find myself today.
I have lived many lives by now. I have held many titles and been several people and several things already. There were years when I gazed at others with compassion latent in my stare, and years when I beheld each victim I have claimed with coldness before sending them to meet their maker. Saint and sinner; bastard, friend, and foe. So many deaths and so many rebirths. So many layers to this creature I am. This being I became.
I am a vampire, but I have not always been. I can yet recall the days when I bore a pulse. Some memories stick out much more potently than others, but the first quarter century of my immortal existence frames the lot of them in a panorama of cause and effect. Through everything I face and have faced, I can look back upon the events which preceded me and see where I have arrived and how I have arrived there. I can see the hand of fate.
Oh, if only I would have known.
Back when this all began, if I could have seen the clear path to the present, I often wonder if I would have walked gracefully into the trials which followed. I would like to think so, but I know the experiences which have filled the years. The highs and lows; the moments of despair and the moments of triumph, they have made me what I am. I am vampire, yes, but I am no ordinary immortal. I still feed as one. I possess the fangs, the will, and the consuming instincts of one. The casual observer misses something very important when it comes to me, though; a very crucial feature beneath the unruly brown hair and above the crooked smile.
Most people do not know what they should be looking for when they see me. Not many humans recognize the emerald green eyes or know of their relevance for very good reason because unique creatures such as I do not wish for them to know. There exists an entire world underneath their noses they overlook every day and only when the supernatural falls onto their laps do they learn of its presence. I was much the same as them a few decades ago, an unsuspecting, unknowing mortal with pale blue eyes instead of the ethereal irises I now possess.
I shall not linger any longer on riddles. Suffice to say there are many layers to this creature who inhabits this mortal coil, and yet the world around me rarely casts a second glance my way. When the Fates fashioned what would be my existence, they created a paradox; an eternal enigma.
My name is Peter Dawes and this is my story.
It all started with a murder.



Part One
The Blind
“If man were immortal he could be perfectly
sure of seeing the day when everything
in which he had trusted should betray his trust.”
Charles Sanders Peirce



Chapter One
I cannot recall what caused the clarion alarm to sound through my psyche, but all at once the haze shrouding the world began to lift. Time froze and an epiphany struck in all its horrible glory.
I had completely and utterly screwed up.
Blood covered my hands. I gazed down at the knife I held, both fixated on the sight and yet failing to see it. A thought echoed over and over that this was some twisted nightmare I would wake from, but I could not help trying to piece together facts until reality could finally set in. Lifting my gaze from the weapon poised in my palm, I spied them lying there. Two people, a man and a woman. And both of them were dead.
My knees gave out. I slid down the bedroom wall. Settling on the floor, the knife dropped from my slackened grip and I brought both hands to my head while rocking back and forth. I had walked in on her, this was true. She looked at me and screamed; yes, I recalled this as well. It was when the other person shot out of bed that my memories shattered like a pane of glass. I struggled to replay the events, my head throbbing and the sensation of the knife’s hilt lingering on my skin.
The knife. I had fetched it from the kitchen. Oh God, what had I done?
Curling up with my back to the wall, I hugged my knees and winced. The dam of shock buckled under the weight of too many images crowding in at once. Too many images, such as her calling out, “No, Peter! This isn’t what you think!” and me spitting out the words, “You selfish whore, what did you do? What did you do?!” An involuntary laugh suddenly broke the silence when I remembered the bastard she had been fondling. He fell to the floor, tripping over his own jeans, and barely came to a stand by the time I rushed upon him.
Tears clouded my eyes. Hysterics burst forth from my lips. Neither convinced me I yet possessed my right mind, while doing nothing to make me feel justified in what I did next, either. Rather, I plunged deeper into the abyss while crimson tainted the black and white movie playing in my mind.
He had been my first victim. Not pausing to ask his name, I had also given no warning of what I meant to do. Instead, I charged forward with the kitchen knife and sank it deep into his stomach. His face contorted in pain, but as he looked up at me, he revealed a sight I found strangely delicious.
My gaze focused on his neck. I licked my lips and slashed the blade across his throat. Whatever he had been struggling to say, the gash ensured he would never speak again.
My senses should have come screaming back to me right then and there, but as my lover of two years looked at me with glassy eyes, I realized her tears were not for me. Enraged, I closed the distance between us and tore the gold chain I had once gifted her from her neck. The knife plunged through her chest with sickening ease and I held it there while watching the light dim from her eyes. The instrument of her death had slipped from her body when she crumpled to the floor.
“I have to get out of here,” I whispered, swiping at my cheeks as I returned to the present. Two dead bodies lay before me. A lifetime of remorse loomed on the horizon. My fingers left bloody smudges where I had touched my face, but I did not care. In fact, I was amazed when my weak knees supported my weight enough for me to pick myself back up.
I stumbled down the hallway to her front door. The thought occurred to me that her neighbors may have heard the screams emanating from the apartment. When I swung open the door, however, I saw nothing more than an empty corridor. So I trudged forward, not knowing where I intended to go, yet realizing I could not stay there.
Images assailed me again.
I saw the look in her eyes as our gazes locked, her brain not yet dead from the lack of life-giving oxygen. “Peter . . . I’m sorry.” That miserable bitch. Why did she say she was sorry? Why did she rob me of a pure lover’s vengeance by staining my actions with her repentance?
My walk became a run.
I remembered the scowl of hate I had directed at her in return. “Burn in hell,” I had muttered. How could I say that? Did I not realize what I had just done? Even if her love for me was so easily cast aside, mine for her remained strong.
Hysteria threatened to claim me. I dashed for the main door and slammed through it, only to recoil when the cold of January impacted me. The idea of being lost vulnerable struck as I stumbled outside, surprised not to find a lynch mob gathered with pitchforks and torches. Running toward the street, I tried to escape the guilt pounding through my head. My conscience was moving fast and gaining, leaving me naked before my own scrutiny.
I passed beneath awnings of upscale apartment buildings and raced across a dimly-lit park. When a patch of Philadelphia asphalt suddenly stretched before me, I darted across it without caring one iota for the traffic. One car swerved, then another, but I did not remain on the street for long. I dodged down an alleyway, still running from the pain threatening to tear me limb from limb. Footsteps closed in. Someone’s breath tickled against my neck. A presence enveloped me, but none of that prepared me for the abrupt way my sprint came to a halt.
It was as though my conscience obtained corporeal form; or so I thought at the time. Ignorance converged with my frenzied panicking and prevented me from understanding when one hand grabbed me, followed by another. I struggled wildly against the grip, screaming, “I was going to marry her! It isn’t my fault! Oh God, why did she do this to me? Why did she make me kill her?” The pair of hands kept firm grasp of me through my manic attempts to break away, and I continued shouting pleas for understanding until my attackers silenced my rant with a swift smack against my throat. Suddenly, I began to realize I was not being held back by my conscience at all.
The second clue was more painful.
I felt a tongue slide along my neck milliseconds before a set of sharp teeth pierced my skin. Hollering as an afterthought, I gasped while blood ran down my chest in rivulets and mingled with the sweat already present. The lips pressed against my flesh pursed and drew inward. A sickening sucking noise resonated in my ears and the hands around me tightened.
My eyes fluttered shut. My head bobbed. I could not see the face of my attacker, but had little desire to as my pulse became faint and my knees threatened to buckle a second time that night. Whoever held me prevented me from falling over while my brain began the same shut down I had witnessed minutes earlier with Lydia.
“ . . . Lydia.” I whispered her name as though remembering it for the first time through all the chaos. It formed the only apology my dying breaths could manage before I was robbed of the chance to add any further words of remorse. Instead, the cool flesh of somebody’s wrist touched my lips. It silenced even my thoughts and focused my fleeting attention toward a viscous liquid that ran into my mouth. The moment I tasted blood, a foreign notion stirred my senses the same way seeing the exposed throat of Lydia’s lover had.
A feminine voice spoke in a soothing manner. “Drink,” she said. “Take it in, Peter. Because tonight, we will fulfill your destiny.”
I drew inward once, compelled by the woman’s command. It restored enough of my strength for me to drink again, leaving me wanting more without knowing why. In fact, I became more and more ravenous with each mouthful of blood and did not realize I had grabbed hold of her arm until a violent pulse of pain caused my fingers to tighten. My mouth lifted from her wrist so I could cry out in agony. Before I figured out what was happening, another wave of fatigue struck.
My body slumped into a set of arms. The world drifted from my consciousness while voices around me spoke in a dissonant manner. My breaths became shallow, then ceased altogether, and I drifted to sleep.
Little did I know, as my heart stopped its rhythmic beating, the blood I had been given belonged to a vampire.
I had just lived my final night as a human.



Chapter Two
A voice resonated through the blackness, stretching toward me as though an echo down a long corridor. At first I could not understand its message past the dream-like cadence its words possessed. After several moments, however, my fragmented thoughts reassembled. The voice gained in volume and purpose.
“Peter, dear,” she said. “It’s time for you to wake.”
I struggled to ignore her as she continued trying to draw me out from void. Already, I knew something had changed and there seemed to be too many alterations for my rational brain to take in all at once. Even the air about me felt different. So, I twisted my consciousness away from the woman calling me.
Her voice persisted. “Come now, young one. Rise and embrace your destiny.”
It pushed me another step closer to the surface. As I stumbled forward, a host of strange sensations overwhelmed me, contradicting the romanticism of her words. Rather than being a pleasurable entanglement with ‘destiny’, waking brought with it nothing more than excruciating pain. I gasped for breath, but the act of breathing stung and the air sat useless in my lungs before being exhaled. Every sense and synapse in my body fired simultaneously. The initial pangs of awareness were not to be the worst of it, though. They built to a crescendo when I opened my eyes.
The burning intensified and localized. I screamed, struggling to keep my eyes open while the light filling the room waged an assault against them. Turning my head to the side, I discovered I had been placed on a bed, subject to the scrutiny of three strangers two men and one woman. Their piercing eyes regarded me in silence, watching me tremble, and apparently unmoved by the sight. In turn, I studied them, knowing something about my sight had changed, but unable to place it before the agony became too much for me to bear.
I clenched my eyes shut and rolled onto my stomach.
“Peter, calm down.”
My fingers clawed at the sheets. I buried my head into a pillow to block out more of the light. “Make it stop,” I said. “Kill me if you have to, just make it stop.”
“We can’t kill you, Peter.” Her voice stayed eerily calm while issuing the response. The woman who had brought me into this hell in the first place walked closer and sat on the edge of the bed. “What is it that hurts, dear child?”
“My eyes.” I moaned. “My fucking eyes are burning.”
“Michael, turn off the lights.” The sound of fabric rustling preceded a series of footsteps pacing to the other side of the room. Tempted to furrow my brow at how distinctly I heard each action, I instead lost myself inside a flood of relief once darkness crashed over me. The rest of my body continued to tremble.
“What . . . ” A pained breath punctuated the one word I managed. I swallowed more air and waited for something anything to feel familiar, but even inhaling could not provide me that comfort. I coughed out the wasted oxygen and regrouped. “What . . . did you do to me?”
A hand reached forward, attempting to settle atop my head, but I flinched away. It retreated at once. “Peter,” the woman said. The calm in her voice felt contagious, threatening to soothe me regardless of how little I wished to be soothed at that moment. “Don’t you remember our discussions? Do you know who I am?”
“I don’t know who the hell I am right now.”
“Look at me, dear. It’s alright. The lights are out now.”
I wanted to look at her about as much as I wished to be calmed by her, but something told me I would have to face her at some point. Slowly, carefully, I pushed off the mattress and lifted my gaze toward the woman talking to me. The sight of her started an immediate debate, one I indulged while taking a moment to evaluate her.
Did I recall her? Yes, there was something familiar about her. Her flowing red hair fell over strong shoulders and her suit accentuated a curvy, slim body. Middle-aged in appearance yet still quite attractive, her face stirred the recesses of memory but left me with nothing more than a fleeting sense of dÉjÀ vu. She gazed at me like a mother and I found myself regarding her as a son. “Who are you?” I asked, my voice reduced to a whisper.
She smiled. “You know who I am and yet, you have no idea.” She reached forward, her fingers grazing past my cheek. This time, I did not flinch. “My name is Sabrina. I’m sorry. This part is never easy, dear. It will take you time to adjust.”
“Adjust,” I said, trying to decipher the word and its relationship to me. The riddle too much for me to unravel, I allowed my eyes to wander toward the others. I sensed no sort of recognition; nothing like what I experienced when I first laid eyes on Sabrina. Instead, I was left to clinically observe what I kept thinking of as a silent jury.
A woman in sensual, Gothic dress remained seated next to a dark-haired man in a finely tailored suit. Her hair blonde, it flowed down her shoulders and framed a face with pale, green eyes, which looked terminally bored.  The man sighed, his blue eyes shifting from me to anywhere else as though avoiding my gaze. The third onlooker, however, stood against the wall, close to where the light switch was. He scrutinized me with the most disdain, his long hair tied back in a ponytail and a three-piece suit hanging from his wiry frame. The corner of his mouth was curled in a condescending grin, and I vaguely recalled Sabrina calling him Michael a few moments beforehand. Without one word exchanged between us, I knew he loathed me. The sentiment was rapidly becoming mutual.
My gaze returned to Sabrina. “Why does it hurt?” I asked, with the pitiful frailty of a child.
Sabrina smiled. “Young one, you have just risen from the crossing,” she said. “You are facing this harsh world as a newborn again.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I brought my hands to my head. Crossing? Sabrina’s words continued to baffle me. “How long have I been asleep?  A few hours? A day?”
“A bit longer than that.” Sabrina paused. “Do you remember what happened before you fell asleep?”
I blinked, trying to recall anything prior to the pain of waking. That was when one memory came crashing through the haze. “I remember a knife. I had been holding a knife and then I ran. I stabbed her.” My brow furrowed. “I stabbed Lydia.”
“Yes, I’ve never seen one so covered in blood prior to the conversion. Such violence doesn’t make this transition any easier, but you have been given the gift you asked for . . . ” The next words caused me a start, as though Sabrina read my previous thoughts. “ . . . my new son.”
“I asked for a gift?”
“Yes, you did.” Sabrina’s frown settled into a more even expression and her eyes drifted away. I shifted into a seated position, forced to spend a few additional seconds to get my wits about me when a slight wave of dizziness followed the effort. Glancing down at my body, I regarded the simple pair of khaki slacks and black, button-down shirt I wore, lost in the observation that I felt weak.
My gaze shifted back to Sabrina as she continued speaking. “You told me about your parents,” she said. “About being a doctor. Do you remember? How everything in life seems so transient and how you wished to be part of something more permanent?”
I struggled to recall the conversation. Familiar though it was, the words echoed at me from the other side of an impenetrable wall. I closed my eyes and shook my head. “I want to remember, but I can’t.”
“No reason to be concerned,” Sabrina said. “It’s all part of the process. Some vampires have a hard time recalling much from their past lives, I’m afraid, until the initial shock wears off.”
The word forced my eyes open. “Vampires?”
Sabrina smiled wide, baring a set of pointed fangs. “Yes, my dear, you have become one of us. Just as you asked to be.”
The sight of her ungodly daggers frightened a shout past my lips. I backed away with such sudden force, I fell off the other side of the bed. Struggling to my feet, I fought past another bout of dizziness while finding the wherewithal to retreat. Sabrina came to her feet and walked toward me as I backed away, her steps slow and cautious. “Peter, don’t be afraid . . . ”
My back hit a wall. “I don’t believe you,” I said, frenzied, “I don’t believe any of this.” My eyes shifted toward the others as they peered at me with raised eyebrows. “Who are you people?!”
Sabrina did not allow them to respond. “Those are your brethren.”
I shook my head once more and edged along the wall until I stopped by the corner of the room. This beast of a woman I initially found captivating came closer to where I stood and I, in turn, pressed against the wall. “No,” I said. “I don’t know you. I’ve never met any of you. This is a nightmare I’m going to wake up from when I”
“Peter,” Sabrina interrupted. “This isn’t a dream. You’ve been asleep for almost a week . . . ”
“No I haven’t”
“ . . . and during the course of that week . . . ”
“No. Stop. I’m not listening to you.”
“ . . . you’ve died and been reborn again.”
“Stop saying that!” I shouted with a hiss, but the death knell to my denial sounded its toll when I felt something cut into my lower lip. Although I had closed my eyes to holler, they shot open when I realized that whatever the ‘something’ was, it was coming from my mouth. One shaky hand relinquished its hold on the wall and lifted, hesitating at first before tracing the contours of a sharp, pointed incisor akin to Sabrina’s. My hand recoiled in shock, but the wall of truth had been broken. Curiosity took the reins.
I raised my other hand, touching a complementary dagger on the other side of my mouth. Inhaling another breath amplified the silence in my chest. My fingers lowered to my neck, searching for a pulse, and met with nothing but cool flesh without the normal rhythm of a heartbeat. I was dead and yet, there I stood with fangs exposed. “It’s true,” I said, my voice just above a whisper. My eyes found Sabrina again. “I’ve become a vampire.”
She smiled with relish. “Welcome to the coven. Don’t worry, all of the answers will come in time.”
At first, I nodded in semi-acceptance, but an unfamiliar shiver crawled up my spine that no amount of disbelief could stand against. A litany of symptoms blossomed with greater intensity the longer my fangs remained exposed. I felt dizzy; my throat was dry and an infantile thought brought me face-to-face with my first entanglement with bloodlust.
I was hungry. So very hungry.
Sabrina’s voice broke through my senses. “Are you alright, my new son?” When our eyes connected, however, her look of anxiety morphed into something sinfully wicked. “You’re hungry.”
I leaned my head back and stared toward the ceiling. “Yes, I am,” I said, although the term ‘hunger’ did little to capture the all-consuming thirst overwhelming me. “I need something to eat. I don’t think I’ve eaten in a while.”
The grin on her face broadened. She turned toward the man standing on the opposite side of the room. “Michael, bring in the girl. It’s time we taught your brother how to feed.”
“As you wish, Mistress,” Michael said, emphasizing the term of address in what struck me as a disdainful manner. He flashed another condescending smirk at me before departing, and I fought the urge to sneer back at him. If he was to be the solution to the problem I faced, I did not wish to raise his ire. Still, I choked back a sizable amount of contempt as I shut my eyes and waited for his return.
A few moments later, the door opened. An intoxicating aroma emanated from the doorway and my eyelids lifted to behold a woman, hands bound and mouth gagged. She regarded me with panic-stricken eyes as Michael forced her farther into the room. The sight of her fear intrigued me and the steady pulse I heard summoned a craving unlike any I had ever experienced before. Where once I would have looked at her and seen a human being, hunger reduced her down to little more than the means to sate my need.
Michael held her steady. “Come here and observe me,” he said.
I nodded and stepped closer, my gaze shifting to my new immortal sibling. Michael’s fangs slid down, forcing me to shiver while he pressed his nose against the girl’s neck and drew in a deep breath. She squeaked pitifully.
He ignored it, as did I.
“You can always tell where it is the sweetest by their scent,” he said. Michael closed his eyes and ceased his pursuit at a certain spot. “Those sharp teeth you possess cut deep enough to reach it. I will demonstrate.”
I watched the girl jump when Michael’s fangs pierced her skin. Blood ran down in rivulets, staining her shirt and producing a sight which unnerved and excited me all at once. Her eyes brimmed with tears, but again I found myself strangely apathetic to her plight. The viscous, red liquid running from her vein held my interest captive far more.
Michael pulled away and lifted his eyes to regard me. “Now, your turn. Don’t think about it, merely do it.”
Nodding, I approached the woman, her potent scent tangling me inside an enchanting web. I wrestled with the notion of ripping her apart and imbibing whatever did not spill to the ground, but images of Michael’s fangs driving into her flesh lulled me into a fledgling form of temptation. I rather liked the way that bite looked. So sensual intimate, even. A communion with this frail being for fleeting seconds before she had nothing left to offer.
Without further thought, I allowed my senses to become saturated with her and ran my nose along her neck until that golden spot gripped me and forced me to pause. With that, I drove my teeth into her neck and spilled forth the first drops of human blood I ever consumed.
The taste was exceptional, slipping past my tongue in rivers of ecstasy, which stirred to life the most primeval of urges. It was reminiscent of the pleasure I had experienced while drinking from Sabrina’s wrist, but this time the fire of human blood filled my veins and lit an inferno of all-consuming need. I drew inward with dire urgency, swallowing mouthfuls in a lusty manner, taking her in until she had to be held upright.
Her pulse wavered before ceasing altogether. My fangs retracted and the heat of blood warmed the chill of my body, filling me with sated contentedness. I pulled away, my eyes closed, and allowed my victim’s depleted body to crumple to my feet.
“Very good, my son,” Sabrina said, her voice ebbing toward me through the haze of afterglow. “It’s like you were born to be a killer.”
I turned my head to look at her, still ignorant of so many things. I could not remember who I was beyond the vision of a knife and flashes of imagery centered on confessing the death of a girl named Lydia, but the lack of memories from my past life failed to bother me at that moment. I could only think of how it felt to drain that girl dry.
“I could get used to being a vampire,” I said, allowing my gaze to shift away from Sabrina and the others. A sinister grin overtook me and my own voice rang peculiar in my ears. The being speaking now was a different man than the one who had died; I had no need of remembering my mortality to be certain of that much. With one mere feed I had transcended past even the frightened being that woke with his eyes blinded by pain. Something squeezed away that fear and dread, replacing it with an enamored state of euphoria.
I smiled as it left a mark on my psyche. Its caress was cold and calculating; sadistic and enchanting. “Yes, I enjoyed that very much,” I said with a nod. “In fact, I’d like to do it again.”



Chapter Three
“What’s his problem with everyone?”
Timothy the dark-haired vampire who had been present at my awakening cracked a smile, leaning on the railing of a balcony jutting out from his room. A cigarette perched between two fingers, he lifted it to his lips and took a long drag before flicking away the ash. “Who, Michael?” he asked. “Don’t take that personally. He hates anyone the Mistress didn’t expressly ask his permission before turning.”
I perked an eyebrow, my back resting against the brick edifice of the building while my gaze shifted toward the starry sky. So many things had changed so quickly and yet, one of the more soothing differences came when I regarded the night. My growing acquaintanceship with it helped when weighed against those changes that yet unnerved me. My eyes, for example, which now necessitated sunglasses for protection.
From my periphery, I saw Timothy shift in position, smoke filtering past his lips when he exhaled. He had taken me under his wing, teaching me within the first night that those ‘useless breaths’ did yet have some purpose, such as speech. And his flirtation with tobacco. “Michael abandoned us for a time,” he continued. “Right after I was turned. Came back to the coven with his tail between his legs when he decided to become Sabrina’s second-in-command. He’ll have a bee in his bonnet about you for a few months and then, get over it.”
Timothy tilted his head, provoking me to glance back down at him as he looked up at me. A wolfish grin overtook his features, giving him an almost predatory appearance in the sparse light the city provided. “Has the neophyte had his fill?” he asked. “Or should we go for another hunt?”
The implications of his offer sent shivers up my spine. My fangs ached to descend again, brought about by the mere thought of driving them into another human’s throat. Such is how it had commenced from the start, and four days later, this did not seem apt to change anytime soon.
The taste of blood far sweeter than I could have ever imagined, it remained on the tip of my tongue as though taking up residence. The lingering memory of the woman from whom I first drank burned upon my soul as an everlasting tribute, the experience without parallel even if I did not have much with which I could compare it. I still did not recall who this man named Peter had been prior to waking. It hardly seemed to matter. Blood had seared my conscience, cauterizing it from the start.
Timothy flicked his cigarette away, drawing my attention back to him. “It’s a shame we have to be careful about who sees us out here,” he said. “It’d be easier just to jump to the ground.”
“Jump . . . down there?” I asked, stealing a quick glance downward before looking back at Timothy.
He acknowledged the comment with a smirk, but nothing more. Turning to walk inside, he placed a hand on my shoulder, leading me through his room and out to the hallway on the other side. I paid fleeting attention to the dÉcor of his living quarters, enveloped in opulence from one wall to the next. This pattern continued through the corridor and bled into the rest of the house. It had been one of my first discoveries about my new residence; I had been reborn into a haven for sophisticates. And even though the neighborhood in which we lived boasted the worst dregs of society, inside these halls we were sheltered by Sabrina.
Descending the stairs, I pushed my glasses farther up the bridge of my nose and allowed my gaze to wander. A sea of faces became visible as we reached the main floor, all pausing their activity to watch Timothy and me alight from the final stair. A large foyer led into what the others called a ‘common area’ and made up the better part of the downstairs, with the exception of a few tight spaces reserved for storage. I regarded the warmth of rich colors and dark wood for a few seconds longer before my attention was swept up by new siblings.
The blonde-haired woman who had made up the final member of the silent jury had introduced herself to me as Rose. Too many others had stepped forward, making up a list of individuals with which I was slowly becoming acquainted. Following Timothy’s lead, I navigated past them all, managing to avoid provoking anything other than their curious stares. On our way outside, though, we passed Michael in the foyer. His conversation with a younger-looking vampire who I was almost certain had introduced himself to me as Charles paused just long enough for him to watch me pass. We exchanged a look of mutual disdain, and then severed the gaze. I dismissed it, if only for the time being, in favor of focusing on the task at hand.
Hunting. It had been my first lesson beyond the basics of survival avoiding sunlight, staying well-fed and blending in with the human populace. As we stepped outside, my predatory instincts honed in on our surroundings; my ears only distantly hearing Timothy talk of the harmony of a pulse. I honed in on those heartbeats, marveling at how new everything around me felt. The night whispered tempting prospects, my vision enhanced despite my visual infirmity and eyes catching sight of every moving creature who ventured past. Each footstep felt lighter and much more graceful. Every time I let my fingers skim a street sign or a store window, the tactile sensation made my skin prickle. So many scents surrounded me, appealing to some distant notion that immortality had transformed this experience as well.
A pensive silence settled between us, with me already set to the thrill of stalking and Timothy following suit. We paused by a small grouping of humans and watched as a single female departed from the rest of her friends, walking for a narrower side street.
Timothy leaned close and whispered in my ear, “I think that’s your cue.”
That same need which had afflicted me when I beheld my first victim overwhelmed me again. A slow nod preceded my first cautious steps forward, a small gust of wind blowing through the short locks of brown atop my head. The winter wind failed to produce a shiver, and while the short, slender woman I trailed pulled her coat closed against her body, I allowed mine to sail open, wearing my apathy like an accessory of the hunt. She failed to hear me approach, which only pleased me further. My would-be victim wouldn’t know I was there until she felt my breath tickle at her neck.
We passed by the entrance to an alley.
“Now!” a harsh whisper commanded, from somewhere close behind.
I leaped forward, grabbing the human girl and pushing her into the alley until her back hit the unforgiving force of concrete. She yelped out the beginnings of a scream, but I cupped her mouth with my hand, my fangs descending and piercing her skin while she wriggled and clawed at me. I could smell her fear and tasted it in quantity while mouthful after mouthful of her blood cascaded down my throat.
Within minutes, her lifeless corpse fell to the ground at my feet.
“Brilliant!” Timothy said with a clap, walking forward and crouching down to regard my victim. Lost in the afterglow of such ecstasy, I beheld him in a dreamlike state, the decline back to my senses a slow, but steady one. He glanced up at me and smirked, macabre delight dancing in his eyes. “Why don’t we dispose of this and be on our way?”
A final shudder of pleasure rattled my psyche as I nodded and bent to help. Soon little more than remains inside a dumpster, the woman had been completely forgotten by the time we made it out toward the street. Mental clarity returned just in time for Timothy to open his mouth to speak.
“The Mistress tells me you’ve still been having trouble remembering things,” he said, reaching into his coat pocket to light another cigarette.
I nodded, glancing away. “I probably wouldn’t even know my name was Peter if you all hadn’t told me.”
“You had a wallet on you. It was hard not to know.” Timothy held the cigarette to his lips, drawing deep enough to cause the orange embers at the end to flair. He paused to exhale first before speaking again. “Memories are superfluous anyway. You know the important things. How to button a shirt. How to speak English. That you write with your right hand.”
The cavalier way he stated that startled me. “You pay close attention to details.”
“I always have. You could say I’ve been the Mistress’s eyes ever since my turning.” He offered me a wink, settling comfortably into the silence that followed until we made it to the coven. The downstairs was still bustling when we entered and I felt the urge to slink away from the activity. Michael was mercifully absent, but I felt it best not to tempt fate. “I should settle in a little. You guys gave me so much stuff. I have yet to sort through it all.”
“Just helping you get comfortable.” He nodded and allowed me to ascend the stairs. Midway up, he spoke my name, prompting me to pause and glance back at him. “Don’t be too troubled about it,” he said. “The memory loss, that is. It’ll come back. You just need time.”
“That’s what I was hoping.” I flashed an amiable grin, reflecting on the events of that evening. My smile broadened. “I’m having too much fun to be worried about it anyway.”
“That’s the spirit.”
My gaze evaluated the trappings of my new life again. Rebirth surrounded me, making me an empty canvas waiting to be covered with bloody brushstrokes. Still, when my gaze returned to Timothy, I could not help but to notice the wolfish grin return to his face. I perked an eyebrow. “Are you always like this with new vampires? You’ve been so helpful.”
“You’re special,” he said, “And the Mistress favors you.” He nodded once before turning his back on me. “Have a good night, Peter.”
“You, too.” Watching him until he disappeared into the common area, I remained standing there for moments afterward, weighing those words while not sure what his comment meant. The riddle continued to haunt me while I undressed in my room and even when I settled into sleep for the day. It took shutting my eyes in surrender to fatigue for the question to stop rattling around in my mind.
Deep inside the lull of sleep, however, the cadence of a persistent whisper encroached upon me from some distant corner of my subconscious. I heard a voice speak, bearing the tone of an unwelcome visitor from the grave, summoning me toward lucidity after only a few hours’ rest.
Lydia.
Something other than the memory of her dropping dead at my feet rushed through my newborn vampire haze, bringing me face to face with a creature that looked strangely familiar. I saw the person she beckoned staring at me from across an expanse, a tall man who once bore sympathetic blue eyes and a kind demeanor. Shooting to a seated position, I blinked against the darkness while attempting to settle my shaky nerves.
And still her words echoed.
‘I love you, Dr. Dawes.’
Dr. Peter Dawes. That had been me.
***
The next night, I sat at the foot of the stairs, staring off into space as I struggled to recall the man I had once been. Becoming a vampire had taken away my reflection, making my neophyte oblivion that much more blissful. I could not even summon any thought toward what sort of music I liked or what I had done for a living. Now that word taunted at me; doctor. Somewhere within lay an entire identity.
“I see you’ve taken to meditation. Or, at the very least, have dedicated your life to the goal of becoming a piece of furniture.”
My eyes shut, a groan barely suppressed in the effort not to react to the familiar voice. The distinctive brogue of the man standing behind me bore the hint of an Irish accent, only with a more rigid formality to it. I allowed myself a moment to imagine the smug look on his face before subjecting myself to the actual sight of it, needing to settle myself first. “Neither, actually,” I said. “Just lost in thought.”
“Meditation isn’t a worthless pursuit.” Michael finished walking down the stairs and wove around to stand in front of me. When my lids lifted, I beheld the very expression I feared would be present. “Not that I am expecting you’ve done much of it.”
“Did you stop just for the sole purpose of insulting me?” I asked.
“No. I was actually looking for you.” He raised an eyebrow, his smirk evening to a more neutral expression. “It’s been brought to my attention Timothy’s taken to instructing you.”
I nodded. “Yes, he has. Since you weren’t available to take me out for my first hunt, Sabrina sent him.”
“No doubt.” Glancing away, he seemed to ponder something for a few seconds before looking back at me. “The few nights subsequent, as well.”
“Those, too.”
“What has he been teaching you?”
The question struck me as odd. I shrugged. “Survival, mainly. He brings up the things he likes about being a vampire and lets me compare notes.”
“That must be a fascinating list.” With a flick of his hand, he turned his back on me. “Walk with me, brother. Amuse me with what you’ve been instructed.”
He strolled away without waiting for my assent. I sighed inwardly and clamored to my feet, jogging to make up the short distance between us as he headed into the common area. “You always have such a poor attitude about everything,” I said. “Have you ever noticed that?”
“I don’t recall soliciting commentary on my attitude from a fledgling. Especially one who speaks as though he can’t be bothered to recall any proper schooling he may have had.”
“I was a doctor, I’ll have you know.”
Michael paused near a set of high-back, leather chairs, hesitating before glancing my way again. Our eyes met, and in that moment, I knew he had me placed under a microscope. I attempted to meet his gaze without blinking. The corner of his mouth curled in a knowing grin. “A doctor of what?” he asked.
“Of, uh . . . ” When I trailed off, he snickered, sitting in one chair while leaving me the other. I settled in and slid to the edge of my seat. “Yes, I don’t have all my memories yet, but I’m getting a few of them.”
“Don’t be in such a hurry to remember your mortality. It’s insult enough you still have a problem with your eyesight.”
The reminder of my sunglasses prompted me to adjust them. I frowned. “No, that doesn’t seem to be getting any better,” I said.
“I don’t know what anybody expected, taking you off the street stained in blood. Or you, for that matter, in accepting the immortal curse.”
“Immortal curse?”
“Yes, curse. Live a century and tell me it’s anything other.” He crossed one leg over the opposite knee, adjusting his suit jacket while settling against the back of the chair. “So, inform me of what you’ve been taught. Heaven only knows the tirade Sabrina would have if you killed yourself out of ignorance.”
I paused to collect my thoughts, finding them a sudden jumbled mess. I hadn’t yet let go of my previous thoughts, and the inkling that I hated being put on the spot threatened to distract me further. “Um . . . Sunlight is dangerous,” I finally managed. “Avoid it at all costs.”
Michael laughed, a sound bearing sardonic overtones. “Understating that fact hardly helps anybody. No, it’s more than dangerous. It’s lethal. When you see the sky lighten, you must seek refuge at once. Don’t question how many minutes you have. Don’t wager against having enough time and running out. Find shelter immediately and wait out the day until the sun sets again. Otherwise, we will be sweeping up your remnant the next evening.”
“What do you mean by ‘remnant’?”
“Dust, dear brother.” Impatience dripped from the term of endearment. “You will be dust and nothing more.”
I sighed, relaxing into my seat and resting an elbow on the chair’s arm rest. Granted, he was being catty, but at least he seemed apt to be informational. “He also said something about stakes, decapitation, and starvation.”
“The likelihood of you facing the two bears less urgency than sunlight. And it isn’t just stakes, it’s anything that might pierce your heart. Starvation, on the other hand . . . will drive you mad.”
“He didn’t say what it did exactly. Just that it wasn’t good.”
Michael raised an eyebrow. “You’re too young to go without for too long, we’ll put it that way.”
“Alright.” Drawing a deep breath inward, I cycled through my thoughts again. The distractions present before were no more absent than they had been since I first sat. I opened my mouth, uttering the words, “What about . . . ?” and trailing off when it happened.
The flash of an image raced across my mind, ushering a shiver in its wake. The idle notion of feeding brought the thought of blood with it, but rather than enticing me, it ran headlong with one of Michael’s comments. ‘I don’t know what anybody expected, taking you off the street stained in blood.’ I had killed Lydia; I remembered affirming as such upon waking. This marked the first time I recalled my crimson-stained hands, however.
“What about what?” Michael asked, knocking me back to our conversation. His eyebrow lowered, giving way to a furrowed brow. “You began a question and went back to meditating.”
“Sorry.” Shaking my head, I struggled to remember the question, when all I could see was that burgeoning memory of my hands. A knife had been clutched in the palm of one; I winced against the onslaught of recollection, feeling my stomach twist in warning that I did not wish to venture further into those thoughts. “What about . . . Um . . . ” I gestured in circles to buy a moment to think. “The myths. The stuff movies and books say about vampires. Like garlic and crosses.”
Michael continued staring at me for a few lingering seconds, until he answered whatever silent inquiry he had issued to himself. “Mythological devices. Nothing more than religious iconography and mortal delicacies. Which of the gods should be condemning us to which hell? We are no more murderers than any other predator in the food chain.”
Murderers. Michael continued talking, but suddenly something stole the air from the room, sucking it into a vacuum. I shuddered, attempting not to visit that scene again, but it ripped through my mind like a set of monochrome photos stained with blood. Lydia falling to my feet, oozing life onto her carpet. The other man collapsing after I had slit his throat. My throat tightened and the emotions I had experienced returned, raw and visceral again.
‘I love you, Dr. Dawes.’
“Are you listening to a single word I am saying?”
My lips almost barked the word ‘no’, while I somehow managed to suppress it. Standing quickly, before Michael could issue an objection, I tried one last time to steady myself enough to counter, “I think I’ve had enough for one night. We should do this again sometime, really. It’s been a lot of fun.”
Michael huffed derisively. “You usually seem to be so keen to the instructions offered. I see Timothy’s made quite the glutton out of you.”
“Nothing wrong with enjoying the kill, is there?”
“Not if it makes you into a sadist.”
“I’ll take my chances.” I met his gaze with a nod. “Good night, brother. Thank you for keeping the idiot from killing himself.”
“Until next time.” I did not know if he waited intentionally to speak the term, but the moment my back was to him, he added, “Peter the Blind.”
A flash of irritation froze me in place for several beats. I felt his gaze still upon me and considered, for the briefest of moments, turning around to give him a piece of my mind . . . 
Blood, oh God, blood everywhere. What had I done?
 . . . but thought better of it. Instead, I picked up the pace to my room, taking the stairs slowly at first, then sprinting faster when my reaction to the imagery became more intense. I slammed the door shut the moment I entered my room and pressed my back against the wooden barrier. The small space felt like it was closing in, dizziness overwhelming me until I stumbled to my bed and collapsed on top of it. Tears brimmed, and for a while I wondered if this was what insanity felt like. Sleep claimed me before I could firmly settle the debate.
The quandary spun around in my mind the next evening. I locked the door, this time to avoid any further interruptions from Michael or Timothy alike. It took hours for me to become numb to the constant imagery, allowing it to replay while sitting on my bed and hugging my knees to my chest. Whoever Peter Dawes had been, he did not revel in death nearly as much as I had started to. In fact, it seemed to drive him toward inconsolable madness.
He more closely resembled the scared man who first emerged from his transformative cocoon, petrified over this new world in which he had been reborn. My vampire instincts had silenced him, but now, the clock wound backward, bringing out the human I had been prior to all of this. Flashes of Lydia’s apartment interplayed with flashes of mine and small vignettes wove in and out of those recollections. A hospital emergency room. A host of people walking up to me and patting me on the back, all addressing me as Dr. Dawes. An aunt telling me, “If only your parents had been alive to see this day,” when I graduated from medical school. A diploma on the wall, permitting me into residency at Temple University Hospital.
“That isn’t me anymore,” I said, but my voice sounded frail. Even the desire to hunt collided with the first pangs of guilt my actions as a vampire had managed to summon. Two deaths had already begotten a dozen others. In my mind’s eye, the crimson thickened and pooled, beginning to drip from my fingertips as the blood of my other nameless victims joined Lydia’s. “This is all her fault,” I muttered, rising from my bed and forcing myself out of my room so I might seek nourishment that evening. “Why should I feel guilty for any of this?”
I passed by Timothy in the foyer without asking his permission to venture out alone. Michael I ignored as well, even when he watched me pass, his lips curled in yet another sarcastic smirk. “What is it, Peter the Blind?” he called after me. “Having a difficult evening?” I bristled and yet, could not be deterred on my way out the front door.
Death, death; all around me was death. A frightful cold descended into my bones, my mind so preoccupied, I barely heard Timothy yell for me at the front doors. Mercifully, he left me alone. I needed to drown out this macabre enchantment running loose through my soul, while being tempted further into the abyss. Scouring memory after memory throughout the course of the night, I tried to determine how I started down this path in the first place, but my initial attempts were in vain.
It was not until I remembered Sabrina that I finally found the answer.



Chapter Four
The man who would become a killer found immortality in the most unlikely of places.
It had been a coffee shop, situated a short walk from my work, and a regular haunt for the doctors and nurses between shifts. The mental image gradually filled with day-to-day nuances and idle details, from the arrangement of tables and chairs to the students who filled in the rest of the crowd, often busy with homework or mired in discussion. The thoughts I had once entertained materialized as well, including the night I found myself sitting alone, contemplating the state of my life. This is how she found me, my eyes distant while I mused with sadness over my relationship with Lydia.
It was the perfect timing for a vampiress to lure her latest conquest.
Lydia and I had been together for more than two years, and although I could not yet recall everything about our time together, I distinctly knew that things had changed by the time my dark dance with immortality began. Where we once knew such closeness, it all seemed to be slipping away, given over to the distance of busy lives spent immersed in differing pursuits. I brooded over the sands of time, noting their pace outran my quest for happiness.
The woman who would become my coven mistress sat across from me, startling me away from my thoughts. Her lips pursed together, legs crossing as she regarded me with interest. “Can I help you?” I asked, raising an inquisitive eyebrow at her.
She lifted a hand and used it to cradle her chin as her elbow settled on the arm of the chair. I remember being struck by the vivacious redhead, an air of distinction emanating from the way she held herself. “I’ve never seen such a young man appear as though he was holding the weight of the world on his shoulders,” she said. “You have me curious.”
I shook my head. “Life,” I said, spitting out the best summary of my thoughts I could fashion. “I’m just thinking about life, that’s all.”
“That’s a pretty weighty subject, Mister . . . ?”
“Dawes, but please call me Peter.”
“Peter,” she said, allowing my name to roll off of her tongue as if tasting it. She nodded. “My name is Sabrina. A pleasure to meet you.”
I nodded in return and reached forward. “Likewise.” We exchanged a handshake over the table before sitting back in our seats once more. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you around here before,” I said in the effort to make conversation.
“I take it that means you’re a regular.” An amused glint danced across her eyes as they plunged deeply into mine.
I did not mind the scrutiny, although I am certain I should have. “I’m a resident doctor at the hospital just up the street. I come here often.”
“Ah, a doctor.” Sabrina looked at my hands, studying them as she spoke. “Steady, strong hands.” Her eyes lifted back toward mine. “And eyes that see a bit of death, I’m sure.”
I winced at the reminder. “More than you can begin to imagine.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Beyond the operating table?”
I met her eyes, and then looked away. “I’m not a surgeon. But yes, beyond what happens at the hospital.” I paused, reliving the most traumatic experience of my life without knowing why I was disclosing this to a complete stranger. “My parents were killed in a car accident. I was in the car, too  . . . barely injured but for a broken leg. They might have survived as well, but . . . ”
When I trailed off, I detected the slightest hint of excitement radiating from Sabrina. She spoke before I could acknowledge it. “What happened?”
I looked back at her. “I didn’t know how to help them. It took an hour for the police to arrive and they lost too much blood. That’s why I became a doctor. I wanted to help people.”
“Have you succeeded, Peter?”
“I don’t know how to answer that question.”
“Have you helped others avoid death?”
I frowned, my gaze drifting toward my hands. “That’s the one thing about death, I’ve discovered. Even when you try to avoid it, it comes looking for you anyway.”
“That it does, dear. The question is hardly whether it comes, but what it finds when it reaches you.”
“What do you mean by that?”
She chuckled. “Some cower in fear when death looks for them, but others overcome it. They scoff at it and subjugate it, rather than surrendering to it. I rather prefer that attitude, don’t you?”
“No one can subjugate death, Sabrina. It happens to all of us.” I paused as a peculiar thought entered my mind. “Now, if only there was some way to avoid it altogether. Then you might be on to something.”
Sabrina grinned and allowed my comment to linger, savoring it before offering her thoughts in return. With that offhanded confession, I had sealed my fate.
We had several discussions after that, whenever we chanced upon one another in the coffee shop. They always managed to come back around to the macabre what sorts of things I witnessed in the emergency room; the people who arrived beyond help; the people who were brought back from the brink. The constant stream of death and near misses I was forced to gaze upon each and every day. Her words poisoned my thoughts the more I spoke with her, until the evening she came right out and asked if I had ever treated puncture wounds.
I laughed and took a sip of my coffee. “Like knife wounds?”
“No, no, my dear,” she said. She raised a daring eyebrow at me. “I mean something like vampire bites.”
The statement nearly caused me to choke on my beverage. “Vampire bites? You’ve got to be kidding.”
Sabrina laughed, cupping her hand over her mouth in the process. “Oh Peter, let’s say for the sake of argument that I’m not." Composing herself, she cleared her throat and challenged me with her gaze, the corner of her mouth still curled upward in amusement. “Have you ever treated anything like that?”
“No, Sabrina. I’ve never treated vampire bites.”
Her smirk only solidified. “You find the idea incredulous, don’t you?”
“Of course I do.” I scoffed. “Vampires are monsters in horror movies. They don’t exist.”
“You’re certain of this?”
“Oh please.” I nearly punctuated the statement by rolling my eyes, but something caused me to stop. A strange premonition had been asserting its presence in recent days. For as long as I could remember, there had always been a melancholy darkness shrouding my demeanor, but I never sensed it nearly as much as I did when Sabrina was around. It had begun affecting the way I looked at everything.
My temper had had been surfacing a bit more readily. I was more distracted. My normally keen focus at work was given over to strange daydreams and notions, many of them dreadfully horrific. Just as soon as they would surface I would shake them away, but in that moment, sitting in the coffee shop, I sensed the chill in my soul attempting to wrap its bony fingers around me once more.
“Think of it, dear Peter.” Sabrina’s voice drifted to me as though through a dream. “Being elevated beyond death. Fanciful or not, you have to admit it’s a tempting prospect.”
I perked an eyebrow at the notion. Was it a tempting prospect? My thoughts returned to what I had been mulling on earlier and painted a frown on my face. “Yes, you’re right," I said. “Perhaps being a vampire wouldn’t be such a terrible thing.”
Sabrina studied me intently. “What troubles you, Peter? Once again, I see the weight of the world on those shoulders of yours.”
“Immortality,” I said, my gaze distant as I stared across the room. Thoughts of Lydia wove with whatever strange revelation had me in its throes. All at once, it caved in on me; her distance and our periods of separation. The surety I thought I had, being replaced by busy schedules and two ships passing in the night. Lydia’s own strange behavior with me, her absence, and the suspicious nature of it all. I shook my head. “Just when you feel as though you have something reliable something permanent it starts slipping away from you. I wish I could be immortal and not have to worry about . . . ,” I trailed off, struggling for the right word to encompass everything.
“Immortality can be as much of a curse as it is a blessing.”
I scoffed, my eyes drawn toward her again. “I don’t see how that could be a curse. Everybody wants to live forever.”
“It is the rare individual who can handle the responsibility of being something more than human, though.” She leaned forward in her chair, her eyes grabbing hold of mine in an unrelenting grip. “Mortals long for death without realizing it. Could you handle eternity, dear Peter? Would you accept it if it was handed to you?”
My voice sounded queerly subdued as I spoke again. “I only want the things in my life to stop changing with the wind.”
Sabrina’s voice lowered as well. “Things like your girl?”
“Yes. Lydia.” I closed my eyes. “We used to be inseparable, but she hasn’t felt close to me lately. It seems as though we’re drifting apart and . . . ” I fell silent, unwilling to give voice to my fears.
I opened my eyes in time to see Sabrina perk an eyebrow at me. “And what, Peter? Wanting different things, as often happens between two people? She in search of her pursuits and you, in search of permanence?”
Her words struck me mute, but Sabrina continued as she turned her head askew to size me up. I felt her drift closer, provoking a shiver to run down my spine. “What do you desire, dear confused one? Permanence? Or the fickle love of someone who could cast you away at a moment’s notice? Which would you seek if the option to be immortal was a possibility?”
“I don’t know,” I murmured, slack-jawed, as if in a trance.
“What if I could grant it to you? Here and now, on a silver platter. What would you ask for?”
“Immortality. I want to be sure about something for once.”
Sabrina’s voice descended into whisper. “Then ask me for it.”
My eyes drifted shut. “Give me immortality, Sabrina.”
“Open your eyes and claim it, dear child. Find your surety.”
My lids shot open. I stood and excused myself, mind swimming, compelled to do something other than sit there. Somehow, the discussion of what was lasting and what was transient gave me the inclination to head for Lydia’s apartment and clear the air once and for all.
I would never look upon the world with mortal eyes again after that night. As Sabrina watched me walk away, she had her own set of plans and was poised and ready to exact them. She found a searching, lost young man and rescued a murderer.
Now, Sabrina would train a killer out of me.



Chapter Five
The sound of rain beating against the windows provided backdrop to my thoughts. I had parted the curtains for a glimpse into the night, but this time, found no comfort in the new world to which I had been reborn. Within the recesses of my mind, the flashbacks spilling forth formed a contradiction I could not reconcile.
These were no mere shadows slipping out from behind the veil; full-fledged memories took flight within my mind. Animated glimpses of my mortal existence played out, forcing me to visit with the old ghosts of twisted metal and death. Not that it was the first moment I recalled my parents were killed in a car accident. I remembered telling Sabrina about it in the coffee shop, but it had lacked any depth of detail. Now it was vivid. John and Marjorie Dawes gained life and lost it just as quickly as reverie gifted it to them. I was a petrified thirteen-year-old when they died, and their death changed the entire course of the rest of my life.
My father, a veteran of World War II, met my mother in England and they married within months. Home became a farm in the middle of Pennsylvania and together, my parents created an environment of discipline and faith, one that possessed the warmth found in television shows and wistful paperbacks. I was a headstrong only child, but never had cause to question my parents’ love for me.
It all ended in a car accident, giving birth to the real Peter Dawes.
The ambulance carried me, the sole survivor, from the scene with a compound fracture in my right leg. It left an indelible mark on me, even after I was sent to live with my father’s sister in the suburbs of Philadelphia. An uncertain future as an orphaned boy in the care of an aunt and uncle he barely knew left me petrified as it was, but lingering memories of the accident also haunted me. The youth I once was relived the hell of watching two parents succumb to their injuries with crystal clarity even after the first of two surgeries to repair my broken leg. Tears were shed at the funeral, but no more after that. The rest of the time was spent ruminating on a fledgling form of survivor’s guilt.
Had I been a doctor, the possibility existed that I could have saved them. After musing on this notion, my mouth opened with questions for my physician during my postoperative examinations. How did he come to practice medicine? What type of schooling did he receive? The singular motivation to become a doctor possessed me and the humanitarian who emerged from the carnage of a mangled automobile held a near religious passion to save souls with a stethoscope and scalpel. Everyone I met from that point forth saw the would-be doctor and extolled my determination.
Now, I murdered the lot of them with my teeth.
Exhaling a sigh, I shook off the litany of thoughts, reminding myself I had not ventured out for sustenance in two evenings. When Timothy had knocked on my door the previous night, I had brushed him aside and drawn the lock before my decision could be challenged any further. He had looked off-put, perhaps even wounded, but any guilt I might have experienced was overshadowed by the turmoil in my soul. Rising to my feet, I fetched my coat, grateful the muscle memory of keeping up appearances had already taken root. Within moments, I found myself outside, seeking out would-be prey.
Soon enough, the warmth of a fresh kill coursed through my veins, a small piece of sanity amidst the chaos. Hands buried in the pockets of my coat, my gaze jumped from one building to the next as a steady rain pelted me with cold drops of moisture. Walking had been a favored pastime as a human, and as I progressed farther into the city, I hoped it might clear my mind then as it had in years past.
Instead, I found myself pondering Lydia’s murder again knowing this had been that act which birthed the being I was now. It seemed a macabre crescendo to what had been a two year love affair. Try as I might, though, any memory of our happier times seemed purged, leaving me with an incomplete picture of a shattered heart. Perhaps my swipe for her necklace had been the bitterest act of all.
Immediately, my footsteps ceased, right as the steady rain turned into a downpour. Strands of my hair dripped and my coat clung to my frame, but memory of that necklace proved to be more important. “Timothy mentioned my wallet,” I said aloud, furrowing my brow at the thought. Had I dropped the chain after ripping it from her throat, or shoved it into my pocket? Through the haze of trauma, I could not remember either way. But if there was a chance I still had it . . . 
I turned, heading back for the estate before I could stop myself. Feet splashed in puddles and by the time I made it back inside, rain drenched me from head to toe, but I was a man on a mission. Weaving around the other vampires, and pushing through the crowded common area, I found Sabrina and waved for her attention.
She turned to look at me, stopping abruptly once she took in my appearance. An eyebrow lifted, the rest of her expression remaining neutral. “My son, did you forget an umbrella?” she asked, drifting away from one of my siblings while offering him a parting nod.
My gaze fell to the other vampire, a swarthy, tall fellow whose name I struggled to remember. As he nodded in response to Sabrina, it finally dawned on me; Aaron glanced at me briefly and raised an eyebrow before blending into the rest of the crowd. I waited for him to make it out of earshot, eyes jumping between him and Sabrina before settling on the latter. “No,” I said, before realizing the state I must be in. “I mean, yes, I did, but it doesn’t matter.”
An amused grin tugged at the corners of her mouth. She rested a hand on my shoulder, using her grip to turn us in the direction of the foyer. “My, you are in a fit tonight. Timothy said you’d been acting reclusive lately. I was beginning to worry.” Her touch continued to linger.
“I’ve had a lot on my mind. That’s actually part of why I wanted to talk to you.” I paused, working to posit the question to her as cautiously as possible. “After I was turned, when you took my old clothing . . . What happened to my personal effects?”
Her fingers might have tremored as we began a sedate stroll from the common area. Lifting her other hand, Sabrina tapped her long nails against her chin. “What happened to your personal effects?” she asked, repeating the question. A shrug provided its punctuation. “Honestly, I have no idea. Your clothing was covered in blood and the rest were just human trivialities.”
Passing another group of vampires, Sabrina waved to them while I frowned. “Does that mean you threw them away?” I asked.
“The clothing, I’m certain, but Timothy may have stored away your other items.” Sabrina stopped walking and turned to face me. “Why do you want them anyway? Is something the matter?”
I thanked heaven for my sunglasses as my eyes shifted away from her scrutiny. “Not exactly, no. I’m just having some issues with my . . . ,” my hand rose, fingers gesturing to my left temple, “memories.”
The eyebrow arched once more “What about them?”
“They’re incomplete. I can remember a few bits and pieces, but there are gaps.”
“That life is over.” Sabrina stepped closer to me, far closer than she had since the days of my awakening. She reached up, her fingers brushing through my hair and pushing back the damp locks. “You are not a mortal any longer, dear. Why trouble yourself with the recollection of being one of those inferior humans we consume? Let the past lie in the grave.”
“I understand, but it’s important to me.” One of my useless breaths hitched in my throat when her fingertips slid past my cheek, her razor nails dragging across the flesh in a deliberate manner. “I . . . need to fill these blank spaces in so I can move on. Otherwise, they’ll keep nagging at me.” I attempted a disarming smile. “And we don’t want that, right?”
“You concern me.” One finger coasted past my lips, and then her hand abruptly dropped to her side. She sighed in resignation. “If it will help you put matters to rest, then I will look for your mortal possessions.
Sabrina eyed me for a few tentative moments before nodding. “Very well,” she said, and without any further words given over to the matter, Sabrina kissed my cheek and walked away. Later that night, Rose knocked on my door, handing over a small bag. I took it into my private quarters and dumped its contents onto my unmade bed, hastily rifling through the items in search of the piece of jewelry I desired.
I saw the keys and wallet. The driver’s license verified my identity and my last place of residence, and there was a small amount of money. Other forms of identification and old receipts were tucked into various pockets in my billfold, but no necklace. Sitting on my bed in an exasperated huff, I threw the wallet across the room and shoved the other items onto the floor without any further thought.
My eyes drifted back to the bed, however, just in time for me to catch sight of something shimmering atop my black sheets. The thin chain attempted to disappear within the folds of bedding before my fingers pinched around it, allowing me to raise it level with my line of sight. Even through my sunglasses, I noticed dried blood streaked across the pendant, staining two hearts with a thorny rose atop.
I don’t know what I expected, only to say I expected something. But holding it in my hand, and staring at it for several minutes, did nothing to inspire any new imagery. In disgust, I tossed the chain aside, leaving it with the other discarded items.
That morning, the dreams continued.
My mother joined in the chorus. A transplanted German, she lived in Great Britain for half her life and developed a strange accent in the process; a confluence of Bavarian and British which stretched across the years to accuse me of my sins. “You let the devil in, Peter,” she said. “And now you’ve become a demon yourself.”
My father regarded me through the sweat of his brow the man who had instilled in me the work ethic which pushed me through medical school. “Have you forgotten what you were?” he asked. “You used to care for people, Pete. Remember what I told you if you lose your love for others, then you risk losing your humanity.”
I held my head in both hands, screaming past the sound of all the people loved ones and friends; colleagues and patients who knew Dr. Peter Dawes. “Who are you?” they asked. “Where is the Peter we remember?” I spent the next three nights arguing with them, my wandering footsteps leading me throughout Philadelphia as the vampire sought to feed and the mortal died a little more with every human he consumed. The dualism had me so at odds with myself, I agonized over every person I stalked.
When I fed, though, I reveled in the taste again. I wore a wicked smile and drank deep until the demise of one sated the needs of the other. The fledgling vampire did not wish to give his life and yet, mortal and immortal sides could not reconcile. The voices persisted in their mission to silence the blood thirst, and they might have succeeded if not for one thing.
Their sainted doctor was a hypocrite. The immortal gritted his teeth and issued a response. “An impostor,” I said. “No benevolent doctor kills two people in cold blood, one the woman he was going to marry. He had all of you fooled. The man was as much a murderer as the vampire he begged to become.” When the ghosts of my past could not issue a response, my new nature held its ground and planted roots deep.
My erratic behavior did not go unnoticed, though. The coven listened as I carried on inside the confines of my private quarters and watched me lose my grip. I railed and ranted until the walls shook. I fought immortal thirst when the chilling memories kept me indoors, though it drove me mad with hunger in the process. My public outbursts sent my housemates clamoring to Sabrina for relief when it got to be too much.
Peter the vampire was going insane. Something needed to be done.
***
A little over a week after my awakening, sunset heralded another night of battle. I sat on my bed, fingers tangled in my hair as I shuddered through an escalating craving for blood. The whole manic episode came to a head with a knock at my door. Shooting a quick look at the entryway, I furrowed my brow when a voice followed the gentle tapping. “Dear Peter,” Sabrina said with a hint of annoyance in her voice. “Please open up, I wish to speak with you.”
I stood and walked to the door, dizzy from the effort, but not about to tell Sabrina to enter and see the state of my quarters. When I opened the door, I stood behind the gap, holding it just barely ajar. Sabrina raised an eyebrow at me. “How long will you do this?” she asked. “I’ve been told you continue to torture yourself, and the people around you, and have grown quite irritable in the process. This is becoming taxing, Peter. It must stop.”
I was forced to look downward. “I don’t know what to do about it,” I said, my voice a hoarse whisper.
“About what, dear son?”
I shook my head.
Sabrina grabbed my chin, forcing me to look her in the eyes. “Tell me why you have been in such a foul mood lately or I shall take those glasses away and leave you to writhe in pain in a well-lit room. First, you go from indulging your brother Timothy’s company to ignoring him outright. Michael has told me you’ve been acting rude to him, too. Then, you ask for your old personal effects. And now you have become insufferable locking yourself within your quarters. Carrying on. Being a nuisance.” She paused expectantly, her eyes shooting flames at me. “I demand a response from you.”
I could no longer hold back the words. “Voices, Sabrina. I keep . . . hearing the voices of people I knew when I was mortal. They’ve been torturing me and I can’t shut them up.”
“So, you become the coven terror.” Sabrina forced the door open and grabbed my hand. “Come. We will converse in the common area. You need to remove yourself from this room.”
After several nights’ worth of wrestling, I had no resolve with which to fight her. I acquiesced to the coaxing, even when I spied a group of onlookers watching from the hallway, snickering at me. We rounded a corner and made it to the stairs, stopping when a familiar face paused on his way up and smiled at us. The expression looked strained, especially when directed toward me.
“Brother,” Timothy said, affecting an air from the very first word. “Glad to see you out and about.” His gaze jumped over to Sabrina, relaxing marginally when their eyes met. “I thought I might see you for a chat, Mistress.”
His emphasis on the word ‘chat’ piqued my curiosity. Sabrina smiled, but in a very bitter manner. “You can join us. I was just taking your brother to the common area for some fresh air.” Our maker surged ahead of both of us, leaving Timothy and me on the top of the stairs, staring dumbly at her back as she started to descend. Timothy shot a glance at me, both eyebrows lifting, and started downward. I followed, working as quickly as possible to catch up.
Sabrina broke the silence. “Now, what is all this nonsense about voices?”
I sighed, suddenly self-conscious with Timothy now a part of the discussion. “As I said, they were people I knew when I was human. They keep bothering me whenever I try to hunt, telling me how ‘good’ I used to be and how contrary I’m behaving now.”
She shook her head. “I told you at your awakening that this would not be easy and, in some regard, I think I took too much for granted when I saw you embrace this new life you were given. Your memories have not been kind. I had no idea they would cause this much pain.”
“If only it wasn’t so constant, but it’s every time I try to feed or sleep.” I frowned. “I feel like it’s going to rip me in two.”
Timothy raised an eyebrow, jumping into the discussion. “Rip you in two?”
“Into this bleeding heart mortal that listens to the voices and the immortal that still enjoys the kill.”
Sabrina nodded, but said no more. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, the three of us turned toward the crowded common area. I suppressed the urge to groan; while the sight of Sabrina spurred nods and bows of respect from my brethren, when they looked at me, they froze. Some even sneered at me in disdain. Averting my eyes, I decided it might be best if I avoided eye contact altogether.
I indulged one glance upward, however, when I sensed someone studying me from across the room. My gaze countered Michael’s dare, but only for a moment. Sabrina paused by a couch, mercifully directing my attention back to her as she and Timothy sat side-by-side on the plush piece of furniture. I settled for an armchair across from them.
Sabrina settled in and crossed her legs. “I fear you are on the path to self-destruction,” she said, “And this would be a pity, not only to us, but for the vampire collective as a whole, if we were to lose a being such as you.”
“What? A brooding, neophyte vampire?” I asked as I dropped, defeated, into the chair.
“You don’t know all ends to this matter.” Sabrina paused, glancing at Timothy as if asking him a silent question before nodding to herself and folding her hands atop her lap. “I didn’t plan on telling you this for some time, but you could use some motivation. Child, there is more to your identity than even you know.”
I scoffed. “What the hell does that mean?”
“Your eyes. You’ve dealt with this handicap, but have not asked either of us why they are this way since the first night you woke.”
“You mean you know the reason for this?” My gaze jumped between Timothy and Sabrina.
Timothy glanced apprehensively at our maker before looking at me again. “Yes, or, at least what the Mistress suspects is the case,” he said. “It’s difficult to know for certain that one matter has caused the other.”
“I have no idea what you’re ”
“You have the Second Sight,” Sabrina said, interrupting. “Gifts beneath the surface, which have yet to emerge. Your infirmity is the sign of something greater.”
I pointed at my sunglasses. “Gifts? You call this a gift? All I see is a curse.”
“Only because you choose to look at it that way.”
“Is there any other way to see it?” My frown deepened. “If it tortures us so much to be vampires then why don’t we all just kill ourselves and be done with it?”
“You are the tortured one, child.” Sabrina reciprocated my frown. “You’re the one allowing these visitors from your past to dictate what your life is worth. Now, you see ill where you should find delight.”
I sighed. “Delight in what?”
Sabrina inched forward in her seat, her body angling toward me. When she reached for my hand, I looked into her eyes again, clutching onto the comfort extended. “Do you not recall it?” she asked. “The way it felt when you fed from your first victim? Have you not experienced it since then when you have killed? When you last relished the blood of the feed and allowed yourself to experience it as only immortals can?”
Timothy smirked. “I know I’ve seen him savor it since then,” he said.
Shaking my head, I avoided eye contact with them both. “I don’t know if I ever will again. I can’t kill without being reminded this isn’t who I used to be.”
“You’re looking at immortality like a mortal with that sort of reasoning. You are not one any longer. You are something far better. A higher being. And you, with gifts precious few creatures possess. Bonded to immortal form, they could make you a formidable vampire someday, but only if you allow yourself to become what you are destined to be.”
“What does that even mean? I think you’re telling me what you think I want to hear. I don’t have any special talents.”
“I speak the truth.”
“Then explain this second sight bullshit.”
Sabrina shrugged when I glanced back up at her. “You’ll recognize it when you see it. It will never find you, though, if you continue to cower instead of evolving into the creature you were meant to become.”
“Evolving?” With a huff, I pointed around the room as I spoke. “I look at the others and don’t see evolution. I see a group of lazy, decadent people. I don’t like them, and I doubt they like me.”
“Now, look who’s sounding like Michael,” Timothy said with a chuckle. “Let me tell you, this sort of thing is why he doesn’t have many friends here.”
Sabrina smacked his arm, saying, “Be nice, Timothy.” After shooting him a glare, she directed her focus back to me. “You are part of a coven. Everything you fire at your brethren will be returned tenfold. They see your inability to assimilate and think you spiteful, Peter.”
Cringing away, I all but spat, “I hate when you call me that.”
Timothy blinked. Sabrina hesitated before replying. “When I call you . . . Peter?”
“Yes, when you call me Peter. I don’t know who the hell I am now, but every voice inside my head makes sure to tell me that I’m not Peter any longer. I get sick and tired of hearing it.”
While I expected her to issue another maxim, Sabrina surprised me with her reaction. Her impish orbs of brown danced with amusement, ruby lips curling in a wicked smile. “Well then, dark son,” she said, “If you dislike the name and want to distance yourself from this Peter who troubles you, why don’t you change it?”
“Change my name?” A sardonic chuckle rose from my chest. “If I change it, then Michael won’t be able to call me Peter the Blind anymore.”
Sabrina laughed and I could not help but succumb to a quick grin. “Now, you’re sounding just as bad as Timothy.”
Timothy affected a look of offense, but gave himself over to the mirthful laughter. “I am not that bad,” he insisted.
“Oh yes, you are. You harbor such disdain for him,” Sabrina said. She freed her hand from my grasp, a finger lifted to point at me. “And you. I have never seen two vampires in the same coven so at odds with each other. Again, you fail to take note of your attitude, though. What you dish to him will be returned.”
“I don’t dish anything to him.”
“A proper amount of respect might be nice. He is my second-in-command, after all.”
“Right, sure. Maybe when he shows me a little respect, first.”
Sabrina groaned. “You men will be the death of me.” An eyebrow arched, her disposition turning serious again. “Even Timothy would agree there’s much Michael could teach you. You two could become fast friends.”
Timothy snorted and I rolled my eyes. “When hell freezes over,” I said, turning my head toward where I had last seen Michael. He was conspicuously absent. The frown returned to my face as I attempted to return to the point of our conversation. “So, what am I failing to do, then?”
Sabrina touched my face, directing my attention back to her. As our eyes met, she regarded me as though she could behold the bright, blue irises staring back at her through the lenses of my glasses. It unnerved and excited me all at once. The urge to kiss her surged into life; I would have plunged into the embrace without a second thought if it had been offered to me. She kept her distance, however, while still maintaining that intimate closeness.
“You are not the same being you once were,” she said. “You are the vampire who rose and sank his teeth into that mortal girl, regardless of what these shadows of your past try to tell you. You can feel him, can you not, my dark son? The creature you are within?”
I nodded in a daze. “I feel him every time I kill.” Thoughts of feeding reawakened the thirst in me, causing a deep groan to ebb from my throat before I could stop it. “Oh, the taste of blood is incredible.”
“Yes, it is, isn’t it?” Sabrina leaned closer still, her cheek brushing against mine before her lips touched my ear. “That is the vampire, my dear. Stop stifling him with the artificial heartbeat of humanity. That siren call is your true self speaking. And when you embrace your nature, you will discover gifts that would make the lot of your brethren jealous.” Sabrina backed away enough to wink at me. “Michael included.”
My eyes met hers. “What do I do, then?”
Sabrina smiled. “Find a new identity, my unnamed one, and bid the mortal within to remain dead where we ended him. You found your escape from the mortal world covered in the blood of those who dared to trifle with the dark killer you were meant to be. Peter is dead and you thrive. Silence the voices with the blood you consume.”
I felt her place a kiss on my cheek before she stood and patted me on my shoulder. She directed a glance toward Timothy and he rose to a stand as well. “Now, come,” she said, addressing Timothy this time. “I know you’ve been chomping at the bit to share your latest news with me.”
He smirked, giving me a small nod as he turned to follow Sabrina. As she walked away a lithe, carefree air about her I found myself likening Sabrina to an angel and felt a loyalty to her in that moment unlike any I had experienced before. It made turning my attention to the others all the more jarring.
They, on the other hand, bore no such elegance to them. Gathered around the room, clutching goblets filled with wine or blood or both, they were the picture of decadence and sloth. Many had settled in other chairs while their companions reclined in pillowed couches, content to waste away. I frowned. Perhaps I did need a new identity, but I could not abide by the prospect of being such an utter waste of space.
I stood, but had to steady myself through a wave of dizziness. Yes, something had to change. I could not spend eternity scared of my own shadow, ignoring my base needs. Crossing to a pair of vampires engaged in conversation, the hallowed argument resurfaced in my mind while I snatched a glass of blood from a dark-haired vampiress named Rebecka. “Your doctor was a hypocrite,” I said aloud, draining the contents of the glass in one drought before wiping the remnant from my mouth and throwing the empty goblet at its previous owner.
Rebecka gasped in horror. I ignored her. The eyes of my brethren shifted toward me, undoubtedly wondering ‘what the devil Peter was doing’ while I continued my argument. “You defend him and you tell me what to be, but none of you bastards can tell me why he killed his girlfriend. I don’t give a shit if you think he was a saint, or not. Saints don’t slash through two people.” I continued walking until I stopped in front of a set of Japanese swords mounted to the wall beside Asian-themed tapestries. My hand lifted to caress one of the blades without breaking my train of thought. I smiled. “Argue all you want, but there’s your real doctor. He’s a killer, just like me.”
“So, he speaks to himself now as well. Your descent into madness is almost complete.”
I turned my head at the sound of Michael’s voice, seeing him standing behind me with his hands tucked inside the pockets of his fine linen pants. The regal, pompous bane of my existence was clad in a suit, his hair tied back again as though the Victorian era came and departed while leaving him behind. “I’m sorry,” I said. “Was that directed at me?”
Michael raised an eyebrow. “I don’t see who else I would be talking to, unless you have imaginary people to accompany the voices in your head.”
I shrugged and looked back toward the wall. “Doesn’t matter either way. I plan on ignoring them now.”
“You don’t have the resolve to accomplish that.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’re weak. I’ve known that from the start, when you were writhing on that bed like we’d set you on fire. And you have been slowly unraveling ever since.”
“Oh, I see,” I said, smirking. The mocking tone had finally found me on a night I was not apt to endure it. Pivoting to face him fully, I folded my arms across my chest. “So, I take it that you rose and immediately became the king of all vampires.”
“I didn’t scream like a stuck pig.” He crossed his arms behind his back in return and walked two, measured paces around to my side as if sizing me up. “Utterly useless,” he repeated, eyes surveying me from head to foot. “Nothing more than a deathless mortal. You will be nothing but a burden to this coven for all of your short, miserable existence.”
“You have a lot of room to talk, you reject from an antique store.” I shook off a wave of irritation as it surfaced. “You call me a madman? Well, what does speaking with a madman make you?”
Michael huffed. “As if your words could wound me. You are no better than our prey, Peter the Blind.”
I felt my fangs start to peek from their hiding place, and clenched my jaw to hold them back. “I’m going to love having a new identity and telling you to shove that pet name up your ass.”
“A new identity?”
I stepped closer to him. “Yes, I’m choosing another name. Figured it’d make for a good change of pace.”
“So we can mock another moniker instead?” Michael smirked.
“No, so I can show you just how little you actually know about other people. You’re nothing more than an arrogant prick.”
He laughed and I saw his fangs slumbering inside a sea of porcelain. “Bold words for an ignorant neophyte afraid of his own shadow. Do you think me just weaned from my mother’s breast? I have lived for many years while you have barely left a footprint on this mortal coil.”
The corner of my mouth curled. I closed our distance with another stride. “How old does that make you, then?” I asked.
Michael’s blue eyes steadily held mine behind the sunglasses. “One hundred and one years, with thirty-two mortal years prior to that.”
An eyebrow rose in defiance. “And in all those years, you never checked the calendar?” Tension filled the space between us. “You look like you haven’t left the last century.”
“And you speak as though you were not educated in this one.”
“You don’t know anything about me,” I spat.
“Allow me to enlighten you,” Michael said, his smirk growing until it enveloped his countenance. His words dripped with malice, smugness evident in everything from his expression to the posture he assumed. “I can tell you have no clue what you are now. That you have no notion of what it is to be an immortal despite what others have attempted to teach you, and as such, do not deserve that title.” He paused. “I can tell one other thing, too.”
“Oh?” I asked. I held his gaze and reciprocated it measure for measure. “What would that be?”
Michael’s grin broadened. “That I have a coward of a being standing before me, not having the strength or the genitalia to keep his mortal girl happy. Little wonder she sought greener pastures. I would have as well.”
The anger bubbling up inside me burst into a glorious spectacle of fist meeting face. I punched Michael across his jaw before he could dodge the blow, sending him sprawling onto the floor. Blinking in surprise, I glanced quickly to my hand, but had no time to process what had just occurred. Michael came to his feet, blood running from a cut on his lip, and hissed at me with fangs elongated.
He wished a fight?
I hissed in return, more than willing to oblige.
Michael swung for me. I moved out of the way prior to impact, but failed to dodge his other fist when it came for my face. He avoided breaking my sunglasses only by a hair’s breadth and I determined not to give him a second chance. I grappled with him, attempting to pin one of his arms before resorting to throwing another punch that smashed him on the cheek.
A crowd was gathering around us as Michael threw me off him. The force sent me flying into the group of onlookers, knocking several off balance. They remained on the floor while I came unsteadily to my feet, woozy from hunger. Rage compensated for what I lacked in nourishment, though, and powered the violent swings I threw in Michael’s direction when I charged back in. He dodged one and captured my hand with the next, crushing my fist with all the immortal strength he could summon. I gasped in pain, but was close enough to knee him in the stomach in instinctive retaliation. The blow doubled him over and freed my hand from his grip. I stepped back and followed it through by connecting my foot with his chest, taking him off his feet again.
Hate shot from Michael’s eyes as he stood, hair half-hanging out of his ponytail, suit rumpled and askew. His hands balled into two weapons as he stalked me. The intimidating look should have been accompanied by venom dripping from his fangs, and caused me to take another step back. The full measure of a vampire pounced at me and before I had a chance to react, he hefted me by the fabric of my shirt and snarled into my face. “I care little for what she says you are,” he hissed. “You were a mistake.”
Michael threw me. The door separating the adjoining room buckled and splintered as I crashed through it, and when I landed on tiled, flooring on the other side the second impact completely knocked my glasses from my face.
The effect was instantaneous as light seared my retinas with exquisite pain. I wailed in agony while cupping one hand over my violated eyes.
A shiver ran up my spine. I rolled onto my stomach and groped with my free hand for my sunglasses. It took several frustrating seconds for my fingers to locate the frames and slip them where they belonged. No sooner did I come to my knees with glasses on, though, than a sharp point touched my throat just above my Adam’s apple.
Opening my eyes, I swallowed hard and looked up to find Michael standing before me, a European-styled sword in hand. “Beg for your life,” he said, “And I might allow you to retain it.”
In the perfect position for doing just that, I strangely found myself smiling when my eyes finished adjusting. Knives and swords, some hanging on the walls and others situated on display shelves like prized jewels, were arranged around the room. Sabrina’s armory surrounded me, whispering sweet temptation into my ears.
I looked back at my older, more regal brother, and sneered with more confidence than I had any right to exude. In one manner or another, I knew my salvation was in this room.



Chapter Six
Not even two weeks into life as an immortal and the end already seemed nigh. A blade to my throat, a vampire stood before me who eclipsed my years by over a century, and yet I still sneered in defiance of my peril. Sabrina had told me, mere minutes ago, that if I embraced my nature, the gifts I possessed might come to light. The room surrounding me only affirmed this prophecy, whispering its hushed call.
It happened when my eyes caught sight of the armory. Time itself seemed to pause, affording me the chance to study Sabrina’s weapons. The same sentiment that had tickled at me in the common area when I admired the Japanese swords on display came over me again. I did not have the foggiest idea how to wield anything besides a scalpel, but I knew I needed to get to the blades across the room.
If I could just get off my knees.
Looking at Michael, I held a firm and steady gaze with him as time resumed its normal course. “What are you waiting for?” I asked, indulging in a dangerous smirk.
He pressed the sharpened tip against my larynx. The sword did little more than create a superficial cut, but Michael’s case was stated. “Beg me, neophyte,” he spat. “What cause do you have to exist?”
“Whatever cause I have, it doesn’t matter. You can’t do it anyway.”
His weapon parted flesh, suggesting otherwise. I winced, feeling a rivulet of blood running down my chest. Michael scowled, fangs elongated. “Do not try my patience. I’ll make you suffer first.”
“You can’t do it,” I continued, bluffing, “Because if you could, then you would’ve already. You bark like the big dog trying to piss on his territory, throwing your weight around like you own the place. And you don’t show anybody any respect in return.”
“I have no cause to respect you.” Michael’s hands began to tremor, his voice descending even further into an enraged snarl. “You’re nothing more than a nuisance. Her new little pet I am expected to coddle and train when he has been nothing but a disgrace to the word immortal.” The fraction of a pause was just long enough for me to see deadly intent resolve itself in his eyes. “Now, I’ll end you like I should have when you were just a pitiful human.”
Sabrina’s voice cut through the crowd assembled by the broken door, shouting, “Michael!” loud enough to cause him a moment’s hesitation. Poised to drive the point of his sword through my throat, Michael froze and my instincts seized the moment, both hands capturing his blade. I threw it to the side, knocking Michael off-balance, and leaped into a sprint as I stood.
Michael hissed, his feet planting on the ground to steady himself. Sabrina clamored to break through the crowd while I ran for the blades, feeling Michael pursue me the entire way. While the weapons in the parlor were intended for show, these swords were more than display pieces. A Japanese-styled one found its way into my hands with sheath flying to the ground in an instant. I swung an untrained blow out of instinct as I whipped around to face Michael.
Our blades connected, saving my neck from a fatal strike.
My eyes widened, both hands wrapping around the katana’s hilt. As Michael moved to attack again, I raised my blade and blocked another blow, but the edge of his sword came within a hair’s breadth of cutting my cheek. It forced me back, and he took advantage of the opening to slash my arm as I attempted to dodge.
Fangs elongated, I hissed and responded with a strike.
He twisted his sword downward, deflecting my shot. Our blades caressed for a split second before he threw his weight into it and sent me to the ground. When I hit the floor, he drove his weapon toward my stomach, but I rolled away from harm and raised my sword when he struck again. Michael gritted his teeth, studying me with his brow furrowed and our swords touching.
Now, I took the offensive. I pushed his blade away and came to my feet.
He and I swung at the same time. Together, we filled the room with the harsh sound of metal clanging. The awkward blows I threw somehow met his, which brought a look of confusion back to the forefront of Michael’s eyes. Metal struck metal again. Michael whipped his sword upward and immortal reflexes saved me as I avoided the tip of his blade. I could not keep this up forever, though. The sight of blood staining my shirt invaded my periphery with the reminder I would not outlast my brother in my hunger.
“What do you want from me?” I asked. Our swords intersected again. “To die? To go away? Tell me what the hell you’re really upset about, because you’ve had it out for me from day one.”
“You aren’t supposed to exist,” Michael said through gritted teeth.
I stepped back. Michael stalked forward. We each poised our swords in anticipation of another strike, but neither of us moved. “What does that mean?”
“It means you are a mistake. You want a name? I’ll give you one.” Michael’s eyes shifted to the side, glancing at someone standing nearby. I did not see who before his gaze returned to mine. “I think you should call yourself Flynn.”
“Flynn, eh?” I smirked in defiance of the veiled insult, not understanding its significance and not caring. “I like that. But if I get you to your knees with my sword about to give you a tracheotomy, then I think I deserve the right to name you back.”
“Name me what?”
“Robin.” I paused to regard Michael. “Seems like a good name for such a pompous prick.”
“So be it then,” Michael said. I watched his rigid posture fractionally relax, his mouth opening to issue more condescending banter. He began to say, “I’ll not give you the chance,” but his drop in guard worked to my favor.
I was already moving with the first word.
Ignoring it all the dizziness, the hunger, the anger I summoned a form of focus I had never experienced before. The movements played out in my mind before they even commenced. I leaped for Michael and swung my sword in a confluence of instinct and vampire prowess. No sooner had he spoken than I landed before him and knocked his weapon from his hands. The attack set Michael aback. Too stupefied to respond, he could not block the sweeping kick to his knee that sent him crashing to the ground.
He fell. The tip of my blade pressed against his throat, drawing blood. Michael’s eyes widened as they met mine.
I held the sword steady. “You were saying?”
“Child!” Sabrina’s voice cut through the heat of battle. I felt a hand touch my shoulder, but did not turn to look at my mistress. She persisted just the same. “Let him go. I will reprimand him in private.”
Michael and I continued to regard one another, but there was a difference in the gaze he returned to me. I could not put my finger on it at the time. A small dose of fear, perhaps? A subtle awe? Maybe a fledgling form of respect rising to the surface. Whatever it was, I withdrew my blade and allowed him to stand. Then, I looked at Sabrina.
She furrowed her brow at the expression on my face. “What is it?”
“I like the sword,” I said, smirking in a manner that hinted at the dark side who wanted out again, who hungered for blood to make up for his weakened condition. He knew exactly what he held in his hands. He held fate. “I’d like to keep it, please.”
Sabrina did not respond. I turned from the armory, walking past stunned bystanders and stepping over shards of wood with sword in hand. I made it to the threshold separating the two rooms before Sabrina ran for me and grabbed my arm, coaxing me to face her. She held the disregarded sheath out toward me. “You forgot this, dear,” she said. As I reached for it, she leaned in and kissed my cheek, whispering, “Dark killer Flynn, go do what it is we immortals do.”
The name resonated in my ears with decadent sweetness. Another identity. Another life. Someone other than this Peter bent on stopping me from vampire fulfillment. I nodded at Sabrina and slid the sheath over the blade while I walked past my brethren.
Everything changed from that point forth.
Striding to the stairs, I passed one of the mortal familiars assigned with managing our affairs. The short, gaunt human shied away from the hungry look in my eyes and scurried off at the wicked smile that bloomed across my face. I breathed a soft chuckle and started my ascent, an added sense of power draped across my shoulders. It lingered there until I disappeared inside my room.
Once inside, I kicked the furniture displaced by my most recent tirade aside. Setting the sword atop my dresser, I walked into the bathroom while stripping my violated shirt from my torso. After cleaning the blood from my mending wounds, I strode to my closet, searching the collection of hand-me-downs for something else to wear. When my gaze found the black suit, it stopped.
I found the irony simply too delicious.
As memory served, the garment had been donated to me by Michael, perhaps the most contemporary piece of clothing my older brother had owned, or such is what I suspected. It had been tailored to his lankier frame, but our overall similarities in height permitted me the experiment with a different style. The inky, midnight hue contrasted against my pale skin in a curious, yet satisfying, manner.
I wore it onto the streets to sate my hunger with a proper feed.
***
That night, I brushed past an unassuming human girl and followed her into a club. An hour later, I left her body deposited in the back of the establishment after having liberated several pints of blood. My feet met the Philadelphia asphalt with the stride of a killer, my conscience blissfully bereft of the guilt I had been carrying. The vampire who relished the hunt had returned, and would not be so easily deterred this time.
Returning to the coven, I passed by Rose and Rebecka. The latter still wore spatters of blood across her dress, but said nothing to acknowledge my presence. Rose, on the other hand, floated toward me when I said hello and accompanied me up the stairs without even being asked. The press of her body against mine hinted at a million intentions, making the air thick with tension as we disappeared inside my room.
Sounds of a much different nature than the days previous shook the walls of my room that night. Claw marks and puncture wounds littered my body, my new name the one Rose called out in the throes of passion, cementing it in decadence. When I shut my eyes to rest, I slept far sounder than I had since waking as a vampire. And when I rose the next evening, it felt as though I had experienced a second awakening.
A carefree tenor took hold of my steps, my tongue still savoring the woman I had murdered and my hand buzzing with the recollection of holding that sword. My body hummed from the experience of bedding Rose and even passing my brethren in the hallway failed to sour my disposition. I crossed paths with Sabrina in the main foyer as I returned from another night on the prowl.
My mistress placed her hand on my shoulder, stopping me. I studied her, eyebrow raised, while her fingertips brushed across the fine linen of my suit. “Did your brother give this to you?” she asked.
I nodded. Sabrina shook her head and raised her eyes from my lapel to my glasses. “You need a few of your own. I will summon a tailor at once. For now, come to my quarters. I have something I’d like to discuss with you.”
“As you wish, Sabrina,” I said. She flashed a seductive smile and I followed her up the stairs, marveling over the change a day brought with it. The people who passed us all looked at me in a different manner, word having spread by then, no doubt, of the coven second-in-command being brought to his knees by an untrained neophyte. Where once their gazes were laden with disdain, now I saw the same expression on their faces I had seen on Michael’s at the finale of our duel. The experience was intoxicating.
“What do you want to talk about?” I asked, as we approached the door to Sabrina’s penthouse.
Sabrina nodded at the stocky bodyguard beside the door. Paul only offered me a quick glance. “We’ll discuss this in more detail inside, but I believe I have an offer that will interest you.” A deliberate pause followed while her eyes traced over me. “Flynn.”
A wicked smile surfaced in response, one I could not have contained if my life depended on it. “You like this new identity?” she asked, mirroring my grin.
“Yes, I do, actually,” I said.
She raised an eyebrow at me, her grin never wavering. “Well, I believe we can help you make some good use of it, child.” Sabrina turned before I could answer and opened the door to her private quarters, pausing to allow me to step inside ahead of her.
I stopped, though, the moment I saw him standing in her living area.
Michael raised his head, his eyes studying me longer than they did Sabrina. Standing in front of a leather couch with a book in hand, he lowered it onto a table and then straightened again, slipping one hand into a pocket. He did not flash condescension or loathe, but gazed at me, neutral. I had not crushed the elder vampire’s spirit, but he did not regard me as an inferior nuisance any longer, either.
Sabrina closed the door and preempted any exchange of greetings. “I believe we are on the dawn of an epiphany, my dears,” she said, stepping past me into the room where Michael stood. “And while I should be reprimanding you both for that childish little fight you engaged in, I’m actually tickled that it happened.”
Our mistress sat in a matching leather chair and crossed her legs. Her eyes settled on me. “Well, come. Sit.” Sabrina pointed at another chair. “Robin and I have a proposition for you.”
“Robin?” I stepped forward, remaining standing for the time being.
Michael looked away. “It’s only fair. I accepted your wager and you bested me.”
“I think it’s splendid,” Sabrina said, a chuckle in her voice. “Flynn and Robin. Suits both of you, if you ask me. You want to act like a pair of brigands? Then you’ll wear their colors.” Her amusement dissipated as quickly as it surfaced. “Now, sit.”
I lowered my frame into the chair and watched as Michael Robin settled onto the couch, his focus on Sabrina, which compelled me to regard her as well. Sabrina glanced between us. “As I said, I should be handing out punishments for last evening’s spectacle.” Her eyes settled on me. “You, for the blatant lack of respect you have displayed toward a second-in-command.”
Sabrina looked next at Robin. “And you, for threatening the life of a member of this coven. You know what type of punishment I exact on those who endanger my offspring. You acted as though a mortal child, not a vampire of your years, and should count yourself fortunate I do not send you into exile.”
Robin dropped his gaze toward his hands resting on his lap. “If exile is the punishment for ”
“Oh, stuff it. We have spoken of how you are going to pay your debts.” The red-headed vixen turned her attention back to me. “Prior to that little debacle, I believe you and I were talking about gifts and talents. You only seeing a curse and me telling you talents would emerge when you embraced what you are.” Her grin resurfaced, in all its decadent wickedness. “And then I witnessed you with that blade and saw a prodigy in the making. Tell me, dear Flynn, have you ever wielded a sword before?”
I scoffed. “The only thing with a sharp edge I used before was a scalpel.” I stifled adding the butcher knife assassination of my former paramour to my resume.
“Which makes this all the more of a wonder to me.” She shook her head. “You creatures truly are born with that proclivity.”
“Excuse me?”
She flicked her hand to the side in a dismissive manner. “Never mind, dear. The point is, what you did transcends astonishing. I think we need to cultivate this.” The way she suddenly regarded me caused a shiver to run up my spine. Sabrina opened her mouth wide enough to flash fangs at me “You liked that sword, yes?”
I nodded without needing to consider the question. Sabrina nodded as well. “This is why you wanted to keep it. You have a pull toward it, don’t you?” she asked.
“Yes, I do.” I furrowed my brow. “Even before I stole that sword off the wall, I was looking at the display weapons in the parlor and felt something strange. Like something was ” I pointed to my ear. “ whispering at me.”
Sabrina’s expression turned amused. “Child, you hear too many voices. You need to put that all behind you now and have your wits sure and steady. Robin is going to teach you how to properly use that blade. Timothy and I are going to watch your progress. You might have great things in store for you.”
“Robin’s going to teach me?” I looked at him as his eyes shifted toward me. A smug grin enveloped my countenance. “Didn’t I just beat him in a sword fight?”
“Don’t get cocky, neophyte,” Robin said, a dash of annoyance bubbling to the surface. “You barely won. Had I not been so incensed, I would have impaled you before you found the opportunity to play dirty.”
“Sour grapes?” I asked.
“Hardly.” Robin scoffed. “You swung the sword like a madman. No discipline to it whatsoever. There were only two things working to your advantage.” He raised a hand, lifting fingers to enumerate his list. “Passion and instinct. One could have just as easily resulted in your demise and the other is what took over when you had no idea what the devil you were doing. If you want to do anything other than throw a piece of steel around and pray for impact, then you have need of instruction. A lot of instruction.”
“Alright.” I looked at Sabrina. “So, if I learn how to use the sword correctly, what’s going to happen?”
“Oh, there is much more to it, my dear. Not only learning how to use the sword. Learning a love for the blade as a whole. I believe you have it in you to become a virtuoso.” Sabrina uncrossed her legs and slid forward in her seat. “Robin will instruct you at first. If you do well with him, then I will summon the best instructors from the four corners of the world to train you. You fancy the Japanese blade? I will have somebody direct from Japan come to this coven to ensure you become a god with it. And Robin will teach my blade-wielding assassin how to become a shadow and a myth.”
“Assassin?” I asked, a queer rush of excitement springing up from the depths of my soul, awakening the sadist inside that much more. My mind spun, dizzy with the prospects. “You think I can become an assassin?”
Sabrina flashed her decadent smile once more. “I think you were born for it.”
The rest of the conversation flew by like a blur, a matter of formalities and little more. Sabrina dismissed Robin and me, leaving us to depart together with a heavy silence hanging between us. His eyes remained fixed ahead of him, his mouth pursed in thought.
The change in tenor begged to be recognized.
“Why did you get in my face last night?” I asked as Robin closed the door to Sabrina’s private quarters.
Robin paused, looking at me with a scowl. “‘Get in your face?’ For God’s sake, speak English.” He shook his head as he looked away. “You have need of learning more than sword skills.”
“You’re going to teach me how speak properly now, too?”
“Whatever it takes.”
Robin fell silent, but did not walk away just yet. I sighed and rolled my eyes. “What provoked your outburst last evening?” I asked. A smirk punctuated my question. “Is that better?”
“It’s a start.” Robin’s gaze shifted toward me again. “Personal matters which are none of your business.”
“Then at least explain ‘Flynn’ to me.”
“A child of red,” he said smoothly. “The name comes from my native country. You are a vampire, brother.” He looked me over from head to foot before staring me in the eyes. “Start behaving as such.”
Robin turned and started for the stairs. I did not give pursuit, allowing him enough time to put distance between us before I followed his path to the second floor. It was just as well that we would not encounter each other again that evening; the bruises of a wounded ego were apparent in Robin’s behavior and I was yet adjusting to my new way of life.
I slipped into my room and was reminded of the chaos of the last week and a half when I took stock of the mess that had accumulated. I began to sort through the wreckage, bent on finding the contentment and order I once possessed. The changes taking place by my hands and beneath my skin were relished equally, like a taste lingering sweet on my tongue.
The knife-wielding mortal, transforming into a bloody assassin.
Only fitting to see Peter off by the razor edge that made him a killer as well.



Part Two
Rise of the Assassin
“A sword is never a killer,
it is a tool in the killer’s hands.”
Seneca



Chapter Seven
My room became a different sort of refuge in the days that followed. What once was a cell for the conscience-laden became a haven for a sociopath, a proclivity creeping through my system like a slow poison releasing its toxin into my veins. The mortal inhibitions which kept my dark side tethered were gone; I rose each evening to find temptation crawling up my spine, something which worsened the more I used the blade. It was a good thing Robin kept me too busy to indulge.
The inevitable might have come to pass much sooner otherwise.
Oh, I still hunted. Robin demanded it, but he refused to leave me to my own recognizances. His constant presence irritated me a great deal at first where my brother had once been the mocker in the corner, he now became a demanding taskmaster. And his instruction did not end with sword skills and weapon handling.
Robin became determined to reinvent me altogether. My speech, my stalking, the art of luring and seduction the Victorian vampire held nothing back and I, in turn, could not so much as spit without evoking commentary. “Is this how Timothy taught you how to hunt?” Robin asked one evening, his arms folded across his chest with his blue eyes observing me as I held a mortal in my arms. Her head tipped back, vacant eyes beheld the heavens while I drank from her violated jugular.
I raised my head, fangs still elongated and stained with red. “Are you going to critique the way I hunt now?” I asked.
“You kill like an animal. This isn’t what I taught you.”
“Your way takes too damn”
“Language, Flynn.”
I grumbled. “Fucking prude.”
It happened too fast for me to react. Robin closed the short distance between us and smacked the glasses off my face. Dropping the human, I raised my hands to cover my eyes and yelled as my victim’s body hit the ground. “Why the hell did you do that?!”
“First of all, your reactions are too slow. You should have been able to move out of the way before I reached you. If you have a weakness, then you must be on guard at all times for those who would exploit it be they friend or foe.”
Doubled over, I pressed my palms against my eyes while turning in the direction I heard the hard plastic land. Robin stepped forward, though, and pulled one of my hands from my face to slap the frames into my grip. I thrust the glasses over my eyes and grumbled at Robin again. “You have a lot of fucking”
“And two . . . Watch. Your. Language.” He scowled at me when I met his gaze. “You sound uneducated and ignorant. Now . . . ” He glanced at the body lying on the ground before looking up at me again. “Are you an animal or a vampire?”
I raised a hand to rub my eyes. “Your method takes too long.”
“Takes too long? Did you learn nothing from that first day? You grow lazy and stupid and apt to produce bodies which look like animals were set loose, instead of learning to do it correctly.”
“Does it matter either way?”
Robin paced around me. “Yes, it does, in fact, for several reasons. Cleanliness, for one. Finesse, for another. It is much like your sword skills you can raise the sword, but your blows lack discipline. This is what I am trying to teach you.” As I looked at him, I beheld the raised eyebrow directed at me, a hint of the old Michael surfacing in his gaze. “Besides,” he said, “You were a doctor and have not heard of the carotid artery?”
“Of course I’ve heard of the fu”
“Language, Flynn.”
“ . . . carotid artery.”
Robin nodded. “Then you should know what to do with those teeth of yours. I showed you, for the love of all things.” He huffed and leaned against a building in the side street where we stood. The breeze of a late winter evening blew past Robin, as though bent to tousle his hair while unable to ruffle even a strand. “Timothy taught you ill. He has a taste for the jugular. The man never possessed a drop of aristocracy in his veins that he did not drink from a victim. Your teeth are long enough to nick the artery and drawing from it will force the blood flow through the wound.”
“Why does it matter?” I asked. “We are predators. Who cares how we do it?”
Robin looked at me, an even expression on his face. “I am teaching you the difference between a butcher and an assassin. If you wish to be an animal, suit yourself.”
I furrowed my brow while he walked away, giving chase the moment I saw he was being more than a scornful twit with me. He did not look at me, but continued speaking as though repeating a mantra. “An assassin has finesse. He leaves nothing in his wake but death. Everything is clean and done with precision. Patience should be demonstrated when patience is called for and expediency at the ready when that is in order. It translates into everything, Flynn. From the way you stalk, to the way you kill.”
I smirked, my eyes fixed on the city. “When do we get to the swords?”
Robin rolled his eyes. “You are still an impossible nuisance. Don’t think my sentiment on the matter has changed.”
“You’re too old to know the definition of the word, let alone how to do it.”
His jaw clenched, Robin answered with silence and I continued to smirk in the same cocky manner. My arrogance was relatively short-lived, however. Robin savored a cup filled with schadenfreude a few weeks later when my weapons instruction commenced.
An open room typically used for meetings between Sabrina and the other vampire elders of our area facilitated our sparring sessions. On the first night, Robin stood halfway across the room, nothing more than tiled floor between us, with all tables and chairs removed from the immediate vicinity. Suit jackets stripped and sleeves rolled up, we held the blades Robin insisted we use. Two European swords; light, straight, and sturdy.
“Bring me to my knees again,” he said, poised for attack.
Yet, he did not move.
I wrapped both hands around the hilt of my weapon, then leaped for him and swung the blade just as I had the night I bested him. This time, however, Robin ducked and shifted to the side. My swipe cut through nothing but air and my landing left me vulnerable.
I felt a sharp blade slice across my shoulder. Turning, I hissed at Robin, fangs descending. He smirked at me and rotated his wrist to swing his sword around in an idle form of mockery. “What the hell?” I asked, freeing one hand to clutch my shoulder.
“You’re lucky I am not nearly so incensed tonight, dear brother,” Robin said. “I could have impaled you through your back.”
Gritting my teeth, I readied myself again. Robin remained still, not bothering to motion one way or the other. He kept his sword lowered to his side with only one hand clutching it. The nonchalant posture infuriated me and I made another aggravated pass for him, aiming for his neck and too angry to care one whit over chancing his demise. But he merely perked an eyebrow at me before dropping to one knee. My blade sailed past, again, not connecting with anything.
The resultant momentum spun me around on my heels until I caught myself, and in that millisecond I felt the tip of Robin’s sword pressed against my trachea. Robin rose to his feet while his eyes remained set on mine in a deliberate manner. I felt the tepid blood beneath my skin seep down my throat. “Death blow number two,” Robin said. “Care to make it a third, or have we learned our lesson yet?”
“What fucking lesson?”
Robin pressed the sword against my throat again and more blood trickled from the aggravated wound. I yelled, startled, wondering if he did intend to have my head after all. “I swear by The Fates and heaven above, I will now start bleeding you a pint for every crass euphemism you employ. Now, as for what lesson the very lesson I have been trying to teach you for weeks now.”
“Yes, finesse. Assassin. I get it.” I growled. “Please lower the sword. That hurts.”
He did as I requested, but still held a defensive position, as though not trusting me to hold back a cheap shot. “Precisely, but there is another lesson latent in this whole exhibition, Flynn.”
I touched the weeping cut on my neck, glancing at the crimson staining my fingertips for a brief moment before my eyes rose toward Robin’s again. “And what lesson is that?” My voice took on a subdued tone. I was angry, yes, but far more frustrated with myself than Robin’s attack. He had sent me crashing from my ivory tower back onto the ground in two blows. Perhaps I was not the prodigy Sabrina thought I was.
The smug expression on my older, more regal brother’s face evened, the half smirk fading into a frown. I thought I caught a flash of sympathy cross his gaze, but it, too, smoothed itself out as though an unintended wrinkle in his otherwise polished appearance. “Respect,” he said simply.
My brow knitted at the one-word response. “What do you mean?”
“You lack it to your downfall.” He shook his head. “You claim I have been your antagonist from the start. I confess, when I first had to carry your unconscious body from the street and into our coven, I decided you were a mistake and have acted accordingly. I might’ve been swayed otherwise, though, if not for your attitude.”
“I don’t understand. What attitude?”
“Never once have I detected an ounce of respect from you.” His frown became a scowl, yet I did not sense absolute disdain in it as I had before. The man was bent to level with me and for once, he had my attention. “Not when I attempted to teach you your initial lessons,” he continued. “Not from any subsequent time we passed each other in the halls. Had you not been an antisocial miscreant, I might’ve expected to see you snickering with the others behind my back. Maybe I made my disgust of you apparent, but you’ve done the same in spades.”
The scowl relaxed. I lowered my hand from my throat, wiping the bloodstained digits against the fabric of my pants. “You probably think this is how I’ve always been,” I said. “Rude and stubborn. Moody. I’ll admit to. I’m not the Boy Scout I once was, but I’m not ‘uneducated’ or ‘ignorant’ either.”
“And you think me nothing but pretentious.”
“You definitely act that way sometimes.”
“And you the same, but now we have something more than our petty differences to focus on.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Do you want to learn how to do this all the proper way? Then assent me a modicum of respect. I have been alive over a century longer than you have, dear brother.”
He and I stared at each other, locked within a silent stalemate with neither of us breaking eye contact. After a significant amount of time, I nodded. “Alright,” I said. “I’ll listen to you. But you should respect me a little, too. I don’t know what happened here before I came or why you think I was that big of a mistake, but it’s not fair to take it out on me. The least you could do is tell me why you hate me so much.”
Robin shook his head. His eyes drifted toward the other side of the room. “I don’t hate you. And perhaps someday I will explain these things to you. But, for now, I made a promise and you accepted a commission.” He turned his head to regard me once more. “You want to please our mistress, don’t you?”
The question shot a tingle up my spine, inspiring immediate agreement from my lips. “Yes.” It also brought to mind the other notion nagging at me nearly as much as Sabrina’s wiles. “And I want to know what I am. You seem to. Sabrina and Timothy seem to.”
“You are a vampire,” Robin said with finality, and I knew I would not hear any further explanation on the matter this night. “Now, raise your sword. And allow me to show you what you were doing wrong.”
Sliding my shirtsleeve across my neck to wipe away the remainder of the blood, I nodded and took hold of the sword’s hilt once more. This time, Robin did not engage me. Rather, he walked around behind me to place his hands on my shoulders, adjusting my posture and stance. He bid me deliver a blow into the air afterward and corrected my failed attempt, stepping back to watch as I performed the action once more at his command. I glanced at him after he set his sword down on a table in favor of folding his arms across his chest. “Again,” he said.
I nodded in response and complied.
***
Time marched forward with its deliberate cadence, much as it always does. Days lengthened and nights shortened while the weather turned from chilly to sweltering within the confines of our urban estate. Robin remained my shadow throughout the better part of the months that followed, first instructing and then overseeing when I began to eclipse his own ability. It happened much sooner than he anticipated than either of us anticipated, for that matter. The level of skill and composure I achieved by summer’s end could not be denied, though. A mortal familiar from Japan flew in at the beginning of autumn and the blade I first came to admire found its way into my hands once more.
The skill of a master. The focus of a far more patient man than I ever was before. That being, hinted at by Sabrina, started to fill my shoes and embody my tailored suits. I was a vampire’s vampire by the time the winter months, wrapping Philadelphia inside a blanket of frost and snow, came around again. Sparring with Robin, brother to brother, became common practice between us, with us crossing the threshold from adversaries to friends throughout the course of my instruction. The tenor of our sessions changed as a result.
Still stubborn and set in his ways, Robin held his European styled sword in hand while I whipped the curved blade of my katana from side to side. My sleeves rolled up, I stalked Robin as I had been taught, throwing occasional strikes without warning and anticipating the blows he issued in return. We conversed as this continued. “I am growing bored,” I said, thrusting my sword forward while Robin parried, using his blade to deflect my shot. Even my speech had settled into a much more refined pattern.
“Define bored, dear brother,” he said.
“Tired. Listless. My lessons are redundant.” I intersected a counterstrike from Robin. “When do you think Sabrina will finally give me something more to do?”
“You mean an assignment?”
“Yes, an assignment.”
Robin frowned. We engaged each other in several silent back-and-forth exchanges before he responded. “Flynn, I would not hurry into things. When we finally set you loose, you will have a target fixed onto your back. You do not shed the blood of an immortal without there being consequences.”
“I can handle it.” I threw another strike his way. “I think I’ve proven my ability. My instructors have just about packed up shop and gone home.”
“You mean you have mastered everything?”
“Everything. Every bloody thing.”
Robin sighed. We crossed blades once more. “I still dislike when you swear, regardless of what English dialect you use while doing it.”
“Be thankful I stopped saying the other words in front of you.” Steel caressing steel, I halted Robin’s blade and held it in place, my eyes shifting from our swords to his eyes. “You are ignoring me.”
“I dislike that you do it at all, and no, I am not.” Robin stared me in the eyes for a few seconds longer before lowering his sword. I did the same. “Have you practiced with the knives?” he asked.
I nodded. “Yes, both close combat and throwing them.”
“And what is your current level of aptitude?”
It was my turn to sigh. I freed one hand to scratch the back of my neck. “The same level as my sword skills. The same level as everything else. I stalk like a shadow. Nobody sees me whom I do not want to. Everything you taught me.”
Robin drew in a deep breath, exhaling it slowly as he regarded me. “Brother, you have done well,” he said with a nod. “You have done very well. I simply worry about a neophyte being exposed to the sort of danger you’ll be exposed to. I never thought you would take so quickly to your lessons. I counted on this taking years, not months.”
“I have done everything asked of me,” I said. “You have praised me in front of Sabrina several times.”
“I know. And I underestimated just how much your . . . nature . . . would factor into your proficiency.”
I raised an eyebrow and adjusted my glasses. “What does that mean?”
Robin hesitated. He studied me, his mouth open as though willing something past his lips that was difficult to say. Just as it seemed actual noise would follow, the sound of stiletto heels clicking against the tile floor redirected our attention toward its source. I smirked at her the moment her brown eyes found me. “Good evening, fair Sabrina,” I said, turning my back on Robin for the time being in favor of meeting her halfway across the room.
Stunning as always, the black suit she wore clung to all of the correct curves. Each time I saw her, Sabrina called to me like a siren and I found myself helpless to resist. What had begun as touches on my face and through my hair had became seductive brushes of her body against mine, her fingers sliding across my shoulders, her lips almost nibbling at my ear as my training fashioned this assassin of which she dreamed. I had become more and more the item of interest to her and that night was no exception.
Sabrina’s gaze wriggled into mine, ignoring the dark lenses protecting my eyes. If seduction could be made picturesque, it would have been as tendrils of smoke lacing across my body, wrapping around me like an anaconda seeking nourishment, strangling first before consuming. I died willingly within such an embrace.
“Hello, my devilish assassin,” she said, her smile possessing the slightest hint of fangs. “How are you tonight?”
How much I longed for those teeth to find their way into my body the same way Rose’s did each time we slept together. The vixen before my eyes could hardly be equated to the coven harlot, though. “I am well, Mistress.” Bowing at the waist, my eyes remained set on her. “And you?”
She reached out as I straightened, hands touching the collar of my shirt and tracing their way down to play with the top button. “The night belongs to its predators.” Her eyes shifted from her finger’s play up to my gaze. “I am doing well, too, my dear. I heard you two were sparring and thought I would check on my prodigy.”
A half-smile blossomed on my face, yet my eyes fell partially closed. I felt her hand slide across my chest and struggled with mental images of me taking hold of Sabrina and doing the wickedest things with her body. “Your dark son lives to serve you,” I said.
“I know he does.” Sabrina’s head tilted to the side, exposing the pale skin of her neck. “You are eager for a kill, aren’t you, Flynn?”
“I am.” I motioned forward before I could stop myself. My lips touched her cool flesh in a feather kiss before pulling away. “What good is knowing all of this without having some use for it, after all?”
“Soon.” Sabrina met my eyes with hers as I stood straight again. Her hands left a burning impression where they had been when she lifted them. I became aware of Robin’s presence again when she turned to regard him. “How is he progressing, mentor?”
I pivoted to align Robin in my sights, catching a look exchanged between him and Sabrina that spoke a thousand words. Robin’s reply hardly seemed a summary of any thought I saw in his eyes. “Remarkably well, Mistress,” he said, his tone chilled nearly to being frigid. “Prodigy does not begin to summarize it. We should have expected as such, though.”
“Yes, quite.” She raised an eyebrow. Her eyes shot venom at Robin before returning to me. At once, the flames of wrath settled into soft lights when we regarded each other. I noted the change with passing interest, lost inside her seductive stare once more as though a switch had been flipped. “Is he ready, then?”
“Yes.”
“No.”
Robin and I spoke at the same time I affirming and he stating the negative which jarred me from the trance. I turned and looked at him, furrowing my brow. “Brother?”
He stared at me, rather than looking at Sabrina. “You are too young for this,” he said. “There are lessons only time can teach that supersede sword skills and knife proficiency.”
“I can handle them,” I said, frowning. I looked back at Sabrina as though pleading between two parents. “I do not understand what I still have to learn.”
Sabrina looked at Robin, brow knitted. “Which lessons yet remain?”
Robin sighed. “Self-preservation. He minds his own, but he needs to do more than slip through shadows. He must be prepared for all ends and everything to possibly go wrong.” His eyes finally settled on Sabrina. “You know what setting him loose will do. The moment somebody hears his name, he will become a public enemy, in more manners than one.”
“I thought we came to an agreement on this last year, when it all started,” Sabrina said.
“Yes, we did.” Robin’s eyes shifted back at me. “And the concerns I have now are ones I didn’t have before. I did tell you some things might arise along the way.”
“What else?” One of Sabrina’s hands settled on her hip as she shifted her weight onto the opposite foot. “If that is your only concern, then we’ll let the other six covens know that touching him means war.”
“That is not as easy as you think it is, and you know it, Sabrina.” Gone were formalities. Robin stared Sabrina down as a peer. “There are other things as well.”
“Such as . . . ?”
“Such as his mental state. I have been careful not to indulge his bloodlust nearly as much as he would like.” I caught a quick shift of his eyes from Sabrina to me and back again. “He needs time to settle into immortality.”
“I am settled,” I said, interjecting.
“Brother, you do not know the half of it.” Robin frowned. “You”
“That is enough.” Sabrina broke through our impromptu debate, both hands lifted with palms facing us. We eyed her as she sized each of us up. “I believe I am still the mistress in this coven, am I not?”
Robin muttered something in a foreign tongue, dropping his sword onto the ground in favor of walking off toward where his suit jacket laid. Sabrina scowled. Proverbial steam rose from her ears, threatening to ignite the flames of wrath and consume Robin whole. “Ne tournes pas le dos À moi,” she said, answering Robin back in the language he spoke in hushed tones.
“Pourquoi? Tu as dÉcidÉ dÉjÀ.” Robin slid his arms through his suit jacket, and then looked at me. “I will leave you to decide this with the Mistress,” he said. “You are her child, not mine. Please know I don’t doubt your aptitude, Flynn. There are only things about your mental preparedness that have me concerned. I would like to see you mature as a vampire first. It would put my mind much more at ease.” Nodding, Robin looked away, leaving Sabrina and I the sight of his back as he hurried for the exit. I furrowed my brow at the display.
It lingered with me for the remainder of the evening.
Sabrina dismissed me shortly after Robin’s departure. After indulging in a quick hunt, I returned to my room, my need for blood sated as the dawn sky threatened to intrude upon the matters of immortals. The air outside grew colder by the day as my first year as a vampire came to a close and I wondered just how many Robin thought I needed to weather. Five? Ten? A hundred, as he had? I shut my door with a bit more force than normal and leaned against it, arms crossing my chest while my eyes took stock of the room surrounding me.
What was once devoid of any blade of which to speak now boasted the beginnings of an arsenal. Several katanas, throwing knives, daggers, and short swords adorned the walls of my private quarters, with more housed inside the closet. Weapons with which I planned on experimenting had their place of honor on a side table. Everything Asian and all types of tools short of rifles, guns, and bullets. Had I been commissioned to be an assassin of men, those weapons might have had enough worth to be included, but I knew from the start who my victims would be. I would be killing other immortals. “A target fixed upon my back,” I said, revisiting Robin’s words.
I could handle it. I knew I could.
While I understood my brother’s concerns, I also had a healthy sense of egotism throbbing through my veins as I plucked one of the swords off the wall. Swinging it as the others had taught me, I heard the streams of praise bestowed upon me echo in my ears. I was born for this. I was a natural. Handling the blade only seemed to confirm it.
I set my weapon down atop my dresser as the hour called me toward slumber. Yawning, I stole a quick glance inside a half-opened drawer where something shimmered from within. I found myself plucking it out and lifting it before I could stop myself.
The necklace I had ripped from Lydia nestled in the palm of my hand. My fingers slid over its pendant while my eyes became distant and the mantra continued playing. I was born for this. I knew it as surely as I knew my name was Flynn; it had knitted itself with the killer instinct I possessed. Even as the sainted doctor, I had slain that which I loved with such precision, it would have made the surgeons I once worked with envious. What would it take to demonstrate to Robin that I could handle being an assassin?
Clutching the necklace, I thrust it into my pocket, not entirely certain why I did such a thing except to keep the trophy close to my person. Throwing my belabored body onto the bed, I neither bothered to strip, nor did I tuck myself under the covers before succumbing to fatigue. Instead, I allowed the tidal wave to crest and carry me off in its wake. I should have been lulled into the soundest of dreams.
That morning, however, I weathered the most terrible nightmare I had experienced since my fledgling days. Despite months of cold cruelty and intense focus, there yet remained one voice that refused to surrender her mission to redeem my soul.
The ghost of Lydia Davies returned with a vengeance to haunt me.



Chapter Eight
I opened my eyes to find myself standing in the middle of a crypt. Heavy wool coat atop my black suit, I was dressed as though I anticipated an outing but could not recall ever leaving the coven. Adjusting my sunglasses, I focused on my surroundings through a darkness that had only part to do with any lack of illumination. Something rang familiar about it, though. I made out the presence of a lamp by my side and after I switched it on, light heralded far more than dÉjÀ vu.
My mortal living area. Fate had transported me into my old apartment.
I perked an eyebrow. An immediate rush of memory swept past me, threatening to drown me in the undertow as the place I had not called home in nearly a year swam into view. A thin layer of dust rested on everything. Familiar pictures hung on the walls and every piece of furniture had remained undisturbed.
That could not be right, though. Fingerprints had littered the murder weapon that killed Lydia Davies and would have led investigators here. Anything not nailed down should have been confiscated by the police, yet books and vinyl albums still rested on tables. Old mail lay piled on a stand in the entryway. The refrigerator hummed in the kitchen. A light blinked on the answering machine and the red, pulsing beacon piqued my curiosity. I strolled toward it and pressed play, listening as the tape rewound and settled into place.
A beep; a crackle. A moment’s hesitation. Then, a voice.
“Hey, Pete!” a boisterous woman declared in opening. My mental Rolodex settled on the face of an obese, middle-aged nurse named Chloe Poole. “Pat and the Indian Mafia say you haven’t been showing up for your shifts. Is everything alright? It’s not like you to leave the ER hanging minus one doctor. I said I’d give you a call. Let us know what’s going on.”
The corner of my mouth curled upward in a smile. “I’m sorry, Peter will not be coming to work any longer, due to an acute case of vampirism.” I rolled my eyes. Another beep punctuated the message, giving way to a short pause and another female voice.
This one, however, sent a shiver up my spine.
“Peter,” she said, but in that name alone, I heard so much more. Lydia. The tone of voice pleading, it plucked ancient heartstrings and caused me a start. “Please listen to me before you take another step. It’s not too late.”
I furrowed my brow, but remained silent; listening. She inhaled deeply and exhaled a shaky breath before talking again. “You have to stop,” Lydia said. “She’s deceiving you, but she has you too hypnotized for you to realize it.” A pause. “I’m sorry. I should have called you sooner, but I’ve been trying to get you help.”
Stepping closer to the answering machine on instinct, I folded my arms across my chest. A few seconds passed before Lydia spoke again. “Remember what I told you? Remember . . . Two years ago, when we were lying on your bed? You looked into my eyes and I told you what I saw inside of yours, Peter? She sees it, too. You’re a pawn in all of this . . . Oh God . . . ” The shaky voice surrendered to a sob. I found myself swallowing hard and shut my eyes. That part of me was dead. She killed it with her adultery. I killed it with homicide.
“You’re going to regret this Peter.”
“No,” I said. I inhaled deep, steadying breaths and shook my head. “You will not have your way again this time, bitch.”
“I bet you don’t even recognize yourself.”
“I know what I am.” I gritted my teeth. “Damn you, woman, I have known who I am for some time now. How dare you attempt to meddle in my affairs?”
“You’ve lost what you are, Dr. Dawes. Wake up. It’s not too late.”
“No!” My face contorted with rage as my eyes flashed open. “Oh no, no, no . . . I know what you are up to and it is not going to work. Do you hear me? Not going to work!” In one, swift movement, I ripped the answering machine from the table and threw it across the room. The cheap plastic splintered into a thousand pieces when it hit the wall and the tape inside partially unwound as it tried to remain attached to the mechanism. My fangs slipped from their hiding place and I hissed at the remnants of the unwelcome harbinger.
Two hands wrapped themselves around the small table where the answering machine once rested. It, too, splintered into pieces when I threw it. Wood shards rained down on the carpet, letters scattered from being displaced, and I stormed forward, eyes blazing fury, intent on demolishing the living room.
I tipped over the couch and hurled pictures around. A framed photograph of my parents hit the window, breaking glass. Another of Lydia met with a similar fate, shattering another window. Had I my wits about me, I might have noticed the cacophonous ruckus my actions created, but I had no concern for such a thing. I continued uprooting everything in my path like a hurricane until I reached the bedroom.
I studied the tousled sheets. Memories wished to surface. The one Lydia cited mere seconds ago nagged at the threshold of consciousness, but I did not allow it entrance. Using rage to blind my thoughts in a veil of burning white, I destroyed my old bedroom in the same manner I had the living room. Dismantling the final vestiges of my former life; destroying Peter Dawes himself. I reached in my pocket for my lighter. I flipped open the top.
In one deft movement, I ignited the flame and tossed it onto the bed. Fire licked at the bedclothes until they caught and a blaze spread outward across the sheets. Turning my back on the room, I adjusted my coat and began a brisk, purposeful stroll for the door. Stepping over fallen debris, I reached the entryway, but hesitated with my hand on the doorknob. I pivoted, lining up the pieces of answering machine in my sights, Lydia’s voice yet playing in my mind.
“Peter . . . ”
“Peter is dead,” I muttered to the empty apartment, all of its fixtures uprooted by the immortal force of nature I had become. “My name is Flynn now, bitch. Deal with it.”
***
Not now. Not while Robin still doubted my mental faculties; not while I was trying to prove to both him and Sabrina I was ready for an assignment after months spent in training. As I opened my eyes, beholding the pitch black of my heavily shaded room, I found my head still steeped in something too palpable to be a mere dream. My body back at the coven, my mind was yet gripped by the heat of my fury. I gritted my teeth and sat up in bed.
If she wished to play a game, she was trifling with the wrong vampire.
Swiftly, I stood. Destroying the apartment in my dreams would not be good enough; oh no, there would be hell to pay and blood spilled if I had anything to say about it. My motions incensed, I unbuttoned the shirt I had fallen asleep wearing and ripped the sleeves from my arms. The clothing landed atop a chair when cast away and I marched into the bathroom to turn on the shower. The water scalded and my anger boiled. How did one shake a ghost bent on being a conscience?
“Murder,” I muttered through the haze of steam. “The same way she met her end before.” My fangs ached at the mere prospect of it. Death; who cared whether the trail of bodies whipped the mortal authorities into a frenzy? I would relish the hunt with more sadism than this fallen creature had previously entertained. Perhaps Sabrina or Robin would tie the bout of carnage to me, but who cared? I merely wished the adulterous wench silenced for good.
Plucking a fresh suit from my closet, I dressed quickly, but hesitated before putting on my suit jacket. My eyes surveyed the instruments of destruction on my walls, each waiting for a victim to pierce and bleed. I played by Robin’s rules used Robin’s finesse and followed his guidance with religious fervor while my dark side clamored within the confines of a self-imposed prison. What would happen if I released the monster for once?
A sinister smile spread across my face. Poison shot from my black soul and surged through my bloodstream.
Opening a trunk filled with other accessories, I extracted a shoulder holster with slots designed to sheath daggers. After securing it around my arms, I reached for a set of matching throwing knives, plucking three from their display. One final adjustment and they nestled close to my body, whispering decadent thoughts.
I placed my sunglasses over my eyes and fastened my favorite sword by my side, strapping it around my waist. A full-length wool coat would conceal the obviousness of my weaponry, so I selected one from my closet. Black, leather gloves slid over my hands. By the time I departed from my room, I knew I embodied the word assassin and wanted the world to know that as well. Including the set of eyes fixed upon me from the cosmos.
“Ready for a show, Precious?” I muttered under my breath while alighting from the main staircase and strolling across the tiled floor of the foyer. Wing-tipped shoes did not make a noise. I did not pause to engage anyone in either conversation or eye contact. I passed by the doorman with cool indifference and held back my final proclamation to Lydia until the night air nipped at my face with its brisk bite. “Look me in the cold, blue eyes and tell me you see Peter now.”
At once, I slipped into the darkness, just as I had been taught, the words of my mentor a sacred creed I was bent on both honoring and vandalizing. Being armed within the city makes you conspicuous, stick to the shadows. Do not make eye contact with anyone. Do not allow anybody to see you unless you wish them to. I almost muttered the words underneath my breath while following the scent of humanity and honing in on its tempting pulse.
Move swiftly. You are vampire, Flynn.
I jumped for a fire escape and pulled myself up for a better vantage point. My shoes made a slight sound on the metal platform when I swung over the railing, but I bounded up the remainder of the stairs in silence and leaped onto the roof of the five-story building once at the top. The wind kicked around the ends of my coat and ripped through the strands of hair atop my head. The corner of my mouth curled upward in a devious smile. I jumped onto a ledge and extended my arms by my sides while closing my eyes, absorbing the wind and moonlight as though to steal its power.
‘Meet your new god,’ I thought as my palms rose heavenward. ‘Bow to him and tremble.’
A sound. My eyes opened and my head snapped in the direction of the noise. A man and a woman walking down the street, nearing a narrow passageway between two buildings. My grin broadened and my feet moved swiftly to intercept, dashing to the edge of one rooftop before leaping across the expanse and running along the opposite ledge. Climbing onto the precipice, I jumped and landed on the ground below, allowing my knees to buckle as I absorbed the impact.
Slowly, I stood. I reached deftly into my coat and slid one of the knives out with taunting care. Cradling the hilt in my hand, I stalked toward the end of the passageway, fangs slipping out as two heartbeats came closer . . . closer . . . closer still.
They were engaged in conversation when I struck.
Neither was prepared for what transpired. I grabbed the girl, wrapping my arm around her neck, and pulled her into the shadows with me. Her significant other ceased walking immediately, reacting to the startled yelp she issued before I cupped my free hand over her mouth. As he dashed into the passageway, he came to an abrupt stop when I raised the blade and pressed it against his neck. The mortal man’s eyes widened.
I chuckled. “Pleasant evening for a stroll, is it not?”
He motioned to yell. I impaled his windpipe with the blade before he could do more than squeak. Blood ran down his neck and the startled look in his eyes turned to confusion. The woman I held made up for his failed attempt at noise by yelling into my hand. “There, there, love,” I said, whispering in her ear, nearly salivating over her flesh. “You shall get your turn, too.”
A final thrust severed the mortal’s spinal column. He fell like a lifeless mannequin as I extracted my blade and flicked it to the side, splattering blood over the wall of an adjacent building. The woman I held continued screaming and a sliver of moonlight caught the sheen of tears in her eyes, causing them to glisten. I chuckled. “Now, it is just you and I. I like it so much better this way, do you not?”
A tear rolled down her cheek and over my leather glove while I raised the knife close to her neck. Whimpers became sobs and sobs shifted into wails the moment the cold blade touched her skin. I chuckled while she struggled, pressing the knife against her throat in a more forceful manner and starting the flow of blood. “Now, now. Hold still or I will slit your jugular and make this senseless violence with no purpose. You would not wish that.”
She stopped, still weeping, but freezing into place just like I had requested. “Just relax,” I said, leaning close, my breath grazing her neck. “This will all be over in a minute.”
The girl jumped when fangs pierced flesh. As I imbibed lustful swallows of her blood, however, she settled against me, given over to shock and then, unconsciousness. I fed from her over several minutes and pulled away once her heartbeat began to fade. Her head bobbed to the side, two puncture wounds still weeping blood in rivulets. I licked away the remnant and raised my knife again.
Dragging the blade over the bite wounds to conceal them, I then dropped her body on the ground. She landed atop her significant other, a gesture I thought only fitting as I stepped over them, cleaning the blood off my knife while strolling away. I slid the blade back into its sheath, adjusted my coat, and emerged onto a side street, crossing with a nonchalant air as I sought out my next victim. Not to imbibe, though. Heavens no.
Now, this was about murder.
I pinned the next mortal I found to the side of a building with one of my knives. After torturing him with another blade, I slit his throat before he could flirt with unconsciousness and allowed him to bleed out onto the gritty, Philadelphia asphalt. Collecting my weapons, I cleaned these, too, and continued onward.
My next victims were another couple, found walking through Fairmount Park. Knives thrown from a distance plunged deep into their backs, hurtling them face-first onto the sidewalk, where they came to a rest. Retrieving the knives, I licked them clean, becoming drunk with power the longer I indulged the tirade. My eyes rising toward the heavens, I wore the devil’s grin as I spoke. “Is this registering loud and clear yet?”
I returned to the more populated part of the city where I stabbed one man in the gut for looking at me in an ill manner. Another, I ran through with my katana when he came upon me and the corpse of my previous victim. After this, I found another woman, whom I lulled into the by-and-by with a prick of my teeth on a quiet, narrow street, my own thirst needing to be sated after witnessing so much blood spilled since my last meal. I tossed her lifeless body aside and discovered three people staring at me as I turned away.
Each of them pale, they parted lips to flash their identity through fangs. I smirked and slid my knife back into place. “Ah, familiars,” I said, adjusting my coat and sweeping my hand across my mouth to catch any stray droplets of blood. “How can I help you?”
They regarded me in silence, three male vampires I begun to take for mute when they refused to respond. I raised an eyebrow at them. “Nobody here speaks English?” I asked.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing, neophyte?” one asked, breaking the silence. His long, brown hair was tied back in a ponytail reminiscent of Robin’s.
“I am sorry . . . what do I think I am doing?” Glancing at the downed mortal, I looked to my new friend then and shrugged. “Looks like I just murdered a woman. What do you think you are doing in asking me such an asinine question?”
“We were stalking this woman first. Has nobody taught you manners?”
“Many have tried. Few have succeeded.” I folded my arms across my chest. “All three of you were stalking her? Fascinating. And were you all going to share her?”
He bristled. “That is none of your damn business.”
“You were?” I laughed. “What kind of coven produces such pitiful hunters?”
“We are of Matthew’s coven,” another said, stepping forward. Shorter than his compatriot, he possessed shoulder-length hair hanging free of restraint. “And you?”
My attention shifted to the other vampire. I bowed in a sweeping, gentlemanly fashion. “I am Flynn, of Sabrina’s coven. A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
As I stood straight, the first vampire scoffed. “Sabrina? No wonder he’s without manners, he has a wench for a mother.”
I furrowed my brow. “I beg your pardon?”
He smiled, superiority obvious in his expression. “You heard me, neophyte.”
“First of all . . . ” I held up a gloved hand, raising one finger. “I told you what my name is and it is not ‘neophyte’. Understood? Secondly, what type of disrespectful bastard do you think you are, insulting the mistress of a coven?” I snickered, arms lowering to my sides. “You know what? I think that is what I will call you. Bastard. Since you lack the proper manners to even tell me your name.”
He made the mistake of baring fangs at me, as did his friends. The look in his eyes turned from indifference to malice, and a growl underscored the words he spoke. “You have not earned the right to know my name, you piece of trash. And I will show you what we do to the garbage that wanders into our territory.”
I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Bring on the lesson.”
He hissed and stalked forward. My fangs slipped outward in response, my hand hovering over my stomach before sliding in a feather touch across my chest. The tall, longhaired immortal leaped for me, but I drew a knife and stepped back a pace just as he landed. Thrusting the blade through his chest, I sneered in his face. A look of shock enveloped his countenance, as within seconds the immortal became dust. Uninhabited clothing and flakes of ash descended to the ground.
My eyes fastened onto the remains of what used to be a vampire. Never before had I either facilitated or witnessed an immortal killed and with this virginity now broken, I reflected on just how I felt about it. Most vampires I knew spoke of the death of our peers with disgust. I, myself, had wondered if killing a familiar would be difficult when the time came. Instead of being repulsed, though, I found myself smiling. The devil himself must have been dancing in the shadow I cast, for when I looked up at the others, they both retreated one pace, their skin paler than it had been moments ago.
My focus settled on the shorter one with shoulder-length hair and my grin became more pronounced. Fate reduced him from vampire to experiment in mere seconds and he must have sensed it, because he turned and began to run. I adjusted my hold on the knife’s hilt, and then flicked it with the same focus I possessed while working with my instructors, yielding the same results. His back became a bull’s-eye, his startled scream a death rattle. He fell to the ground, transforming into ashes as well, and I laughed as I regarded the last one standing.
He shook with fright and held up his hands, a man with short, blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. I hissed and reached into my coat again, but he ran to the side and disappeared into an adjoining alley before I could draw another knife. Rather than pursuing him, I flipped my hand in his general direction, my demeanor apathetic. The death of the others more than expiated my fury. I retrieved my knife and stared at the pile of remains, wishing I could leave behind a calling card.
Lacking an appropriate homage, I started back for the coven without the desire sated. That one would have to wait.
When I returned, I beheld my brethren with different eyes, knowing I had turned a corner from whence I could not retreat. One night had changed me beyond being a mere vampire; I knew the demon I was capable of embodying with a newfound intimacy and I could no longer deny my carnal need to kill. It would remain part and parcel of my soul from that night forth.
As I shut the door to my room and immersed myself in darkness, I removed my sunglasses and nodded to the silent jury of my weapons arsenal, bidding them all a good evening. I took each down to practice, placing them back into position reverently before moving on to the next. Night hastened into day and the shades protecting my windows began to lighten, provoking a yawn past my lips.
I stripped my suit and slid into a pair of black, pajama pants, settling in for what would be a day of troubled rest.
***
The next evening, a knock at my door woke me, forcing me from the twisted chokehold of nightmares that lacked any form or substance to articulate. I trudged for the entryway, slipping on my glasses along the way. Not bothering to locate a shirt, I opted to greet whomever this was bare-chested, hoping that maybe it might be Rose so I could ease my frazzled mind with a proper romp in the sheets.
As I opened the door, however, I beheld something that did the exact opposite of soothing me. Robin stood before me, a serious expression on his face.
I furrowed my brow. “Is everything alright, dear brother?”
“Get dressed,” he said tersely. “The Mistress wishes to see you.”
I nodded, watching him turn and walk away. Shutting the door once he was out of my line of sight, I frowned at the darkness enveloping me in silence once again. The tenor of my older, more regal brother’s words hung heavy in the air, his displeasure more than evident. I showered and dressed as though preparing for my execution, my deeds of the night prior still a fresh taste in my mouth.
And perhaps a foul taste in Sabrina’s.
My gait to Sabrina’s penthouse lacked the confidence of the night prior and although I strolled past her tall, stocky bodyguard, Paul, anticipating the worst tongue-lashing of my immortal existence soon to follow. I opened the door as slowly as possible before slipping silently into the vestibule. Quietly closing it behind me, I indulged in several steadying breaths before working up the courage to call out toward her living area. “Mistress,” I asked, “Did you call for me?”
A deliberate pause preceded the authoritative voice of the siren who had gifted me immortality, the redheaded vampiress with a temper cleverly hidden beneath a veil of sensuality. “Hello, Flynn,” she said in a tone I could not interpret. “Come inside. I would like to have a word with you.”



Chapter Nine
I lingered in the vestibule for an additional moment, knowing I did so to my own peril. To keep the coven mistress waiting could mean my execution rather than my admonishment, but I found myself attempting to interpret Sabrina’s tone as though reading tealeaves in a cup. Even the costly additional moment of pondering did not give me any additional indication of what I might face when I finally stepped into her room, so I switched tracks and took stock of as much of the living area as I could see from my vantage point. I perked an eyebrow at what I found.
In all of the times I had visited the palatial penthouse on the top floor of our building, a scattered collection of lamps had always been illuminated. This time, however, near darkness stared back at me. I stepped forward just one pace, casting a wary glance at the soft glow emanating from the corner of the room. When I saw it flicker, I reached up and did something I had never done before in any room besides my own.
I grasped my sunglasses and slid them from my face.
My eyes registered a slight tinge of pain from the candlelight, but it was not enough to burn. As such, I pocketed my glasses and stepped around the corner, into the sitting room where Robin and I had met with our immortal mother when she commissioned me to be her assassin. Thrusting a hand through my hair, I walked farther into Sabrina’s personal quarters. When I finally caught sight of her, my steps paused, my feet refusing to budge.
Sabrina stood near a heavily draped window, her back to me, a raised hand parting the curtains just enough for her to stare into the night. Her posture did not speak as many volumes as her manner of dress did. A blouse clung onto her slender, yet shapely, frame and even from my perspective I noticed a few unfastened buttons of a parted collar that hinted at how much cleavage I would see when she turned around. I swallowed hard at the sight of a skirt formed to her hips, ending inches shy of her knees, and the stiletto heels that shaped her calf muscles into sensual curves.
I began to suspect I was being seduced. And I did not mind it in the slightest.
“What is it, my son?” she asked, her voice soft and smooth as silk.
My skin prickled. I studied her, regarding the red hair cascading down her shoulders, and fought the compulsion to follow the sight of her further into decadent thoughts. “Nothing, Mistress,” I said, surprised at how subdued my voice sounded. “Why?”
“You hesitated. I called you in here, didn’t I, Flynn?”
“Yes, you did.” I nodded when she turned her head to line me in her periphery. “I am sorry. I simply did not know what to expect.”
Sabrina released her hold of the curtain, allowing it to fall closed as she shifted to face me. The plunging neckline I had fantasized about her open blouse was offered forth as though meant to be a gift for my eyes. My gaze met hers and had I a pulse, it might have seized from the tension building in the air.
My mistress pretended she was unaware of it. “When I bid you to come,” she said, “You are to come. Are we clear on this matter?”
I nodded. “Yes, Mistress.”
“Good.” Sabrina pointed toward one of her couches. “Sit. I wish to speak with you.”
Nodding once more, I walked to the place where she directed and sat, settling against the leather upholstery and hearing it creak beneath my weight. Sabrina sat opposite to me and crossed her legs. Her arm rose to drape along the complimentary sofa, which was at once so close, and yet, so far away. Her hand touched her lips, which pursed while she studied me. “Do you know why I called for you?” she asked.
I suppressed the urge to jerk at the collar of my shirt. “No, I do not.”
“You don’t?” The corner of her mouth curled upward. “You don’t even want to guess, my dear?”
Indulging in a deep, steadying breath, my mind traced across the events of the night prior. I scratched the back of my neck, engaging in an internal debate. Should I come clean or hold my cards close to my chest? I relaxed in my seat more and permitted the ghost of a smile to surface. “I believe I know what this is about, but am not entirely certain.”
“You believe you might know?” An eyebrow lifted as her gaze locked with mine, refusing to relent. “Then enlighten me.”
“You heard about what happened last night?”
“Did something happen last night, Flynn?”
“Yes.” The ghost grin vanished, dissipating like smoke and giving way to an even expression I held on my face.
Sabrina nodded. “Assume I don’t know and tell me anyway.”
I nodded in turn and sighed. “I ran into three immortals from another coven. We exchanged words and things ended . . . poorly . . . for them.”
“And what does that mean?” I could have sworn I saw the smile return to Sabrina’s face, but it might have been a hint of amusement present in her eyes and nothing more. “Did you do something to them?”
Dipping my toe into the pool, I created a ripple to see where it would lead. “I was armed.”
Sabrina did not crack a smile, but also did not cast a frown. “You were armed with a blade?”
“Several throwing knives.” She did not need to know about the sword.
“Why were you armed?”
“Protection. Self-defense.” I paused. “To become used to carrying my weapons around with me.”
Sabrina nodded. “And what did you do with these blades, Flynn?”
“I murdered two of the three.” Inching forward in my seat, I held up a hand to stop Sabrina before she could shoot furious words at me. “But only because they were insulting you. They called you terrible names, Mistress, and insulted me in the process. When they threatened me, I retaliated.” I hesitated, but only momentarily. The time had come to be truthful. “I do not regret it. Not at all. I would do it again, in fact.”
“How did it feel?”
I furrowed my brow. “How did it feel to kill them?”
Sabrina nodded, but said nothing more. I looked away, considering the question for a few seconds before my gaze returned to Sabrina’s and a sinister smile spread across my face. Her eyes glinted in recognition of this, almost reflecting evil as though a pool of water with me yet possessing a reflection. “I must confess,” I said, a tone inhabiting my voice which hearkened back to the first mortal I ever consumed. “I liked it a lot.”
She perked an eyebrow at me, but her lips betrayed the neutral gesture by curling into a grin before my mistress could hide it by resting a finger against her bottom lip. My mind conjured the image of her licking the digit in a sensual manner, and giving way to double entendres flying between us until I took her into my arms and did the most erotic things to her. I swallowed hard. The thoughts seemed to be outside me and yet, I could not help but to succumb to their taunting. Her eyes melted into mine and although we both remained seated, I felt her presence overshadow me.
“I can tell,” Sabrina said. “I’ve seen it in your eyes from the beginning. I still remember the first time you took that girl into your arms and finished her off. I knew I had a killer, Flynn. And a killer is what I see before me.”
I stared, attempting to discern what it was I felt; what it was I wished to say in response. “Thank you, Mistress,” I managed, “But I have only just begun this journey.”
“I know you have. And you desire more.” She nodded and stood, walking toward me while extending her hand. Our palms touched before I realized I had reached back to her. I furrowed my brow while she smiled. “Come with me, dark son. I have something I would like to discuss with you.”
Standing, I nodded. “Where are we going?”
“To the balcony.” Her footsteps slow, she tugged me in the direction of two French doors. “You might want to put your glasses back on, lest the moonlight hurt your eyes.”
My free hand slid into my suit jacket, producing the dark spectacles that I secured over my eyes before we reached her balcony. Sabrina relinquished her hold on me to open the doors and as they parted, a gust of cold air blew past us, tousling my hair and kicking hers up behind her like a cape taking flight. I stood in the threshold while she strolled to the railing and only when she turned to peer at me again did I follow and assume a place beside her. Her gaze shifted back toward the distance and I looked in the same direction, losing myself in the sight of moonlight reflecting off the windows of a distant skyscraper.
“It’s a rather interesting place, isn’t it?” she asked. “I’ve been to Hong Kong and New York City, wreaked havoc in Boston and Chicago, but none of those cities enamored me as much as this place has.”
I nodded, allowing my eyes to drink from the sight as though just as enthralled with it as I was with Sabrina. “I have not traveled much,” I said. “Only from home to my aunt’s house and then to college. This is all I have known for the past decade.”
“And to think you have forever to explore it all.” Sabrina shot me a smile, directing my attention back to her as an amiable grin touched the corners of my mouth. No sooner did I gaze at her, however, than did her grin dissipate, a frown taking its place while her eyes lifted toward the concrete jungle surrounding us again. She sighed. “I have many enemies. You could live over a hundred years like Robin and not have my list, and I have only had thirty years in this place to develop such entanglements. They’ve had thirty years to plot my demise.” She paused. “Jealousy amongst vampires is commonplace. The heads of the seven covens are not immune to it.”
“I did not realize there was so much competition.”
Sabrina issued a sardonic laugh. “Our peace with one another is always tentative and the slightest thing could snap our precarious coexistence. We maintain order only for the sake of common interests. No other reason.”
“Why do they loathe you?”
“They fear me.” A smile surfaced on her face again. “They know I did not come here to be some subjugated puppet on a string. I came to lead a coven and to protect the interests of my immortal children. They see me as a threat because they are too incompetent to manage their own affairs.”
I huffed. “The three I encountered were definitely incompetent.”
Sabrina turned her head, her eyes meeting mine. “Were they truly?”
“Oh gods, yes.” I laughed again. “I only spared the third one because I did not think he was worth chasing after. I could have easily caught up with him.”
“Yet, you didn’t.” She paused. “Isn’t it strange how fate works sometimes, my dear Flynn? How it brings us into these impossible situations and leaves us with an entirely different future as a result?”
“I do not understand.” My voice sounded lost.
“Because you spared the one, he returned to Matthew and informed him of what happened. My shadow in the night, you must not spare a one again, but this time, it was for a purpose. The name of Flynn has been spoken on the lips of an immortal quaking with fear. You have given them a reason to tremble.”
Our gazes remained locked as Sabrina loomed over me, again without moving from her position. Rather, her eyes met mine and sank in deep, like teeth plunging through flesh to imbibe the lifeblood therein. I felt a chill run up my spine but confused warning with lust, allowing it to consume me. Our bodies drifted closer and Sabrina nodded as if to confirm we were bound in this death dance, mistress to fledgling.
“Your aptitude has proven your readiness,” she said. “I have seen it with my own eyes as you and Robin have sparred and heard it from the mouths of your instructors. But now I must hear it from you. Are you ready to be my assassin?”
“Yes.” My response drifted outward with ease. “I am.”
“They underestimate us both.” Sabrina’s hand touched my shoulder. It slid across my back as she circled around me. I closed my eyes when another shudder assailed me, but her voice continued wafting a wicked lullaby into my ears. “Matthew thinks you a neophyte in need of scolding, but you are so much more than that, aren’t you?”
“Yes, I am.”
“What are you, Flynn?”
“I am a killer. I am your assassin.”
“You live to serve your mistress, do you not?”
“Yes.” My fangs slipped from their slumber. Her body pressed against mine from behind, her lips touching my neck as she leaned in close to me.
“And you desire me, do you not?”
“I do, Sabrina.” I exhaled a shaky breath.
“You have for some time.” I felt her tongue on my ear, caressing the lobe before she began to nibble on it. “Tell me,” she commanded. “Tell me what you want.”
My hands gripped onto the railing, knuckles white from how tight I took hold of the metal. “I want you, Sabrina. I want you more than I have wanted anything.”
“No truces,” she said. “No survivors. No mercy. Punish those I tell you to punish and I will reward you. Stain the streets red with the blood of my enemies and you will have all of those carnal fantasies you harbor. You are ready to be my killer and I will give you a taste of what your reward shall be.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “Claim what your loyalty has earned.”
I felt drunk, pivoting to regard Sabrina with my lids lifting to mere slits. The sight of her entreated me beyond all self-restraint. Lust dripped from her gaze, her lips more of a temptation than I could resist, and I captured them as though starved for their sustenance. Sabrina thrust her body against mine in response, and as she wrapped a leg around my waist, I consumed her in violent, passionate kisses, tasting nothing but poison and craving each embrace. Sabrina grabbed hold of the lapels of my jacket and ground against me once.
Then she threw me onto the balcony floor.
Jumping on top of me, Sabrina kissed me once more before pulling away. I craned my neck to capture her lips again, but she used the opportunity to plunge her fangs into my throat, producing a howl of pleasure from my lips. At some point in the manic, tawdry episode that followed, my glasses were removed. I clenched my eyes shut, savoring with my remaining senses the thrill of having every unspoken desire consummated by Sabrina.
Oh yes, she had my loyalty. She had me wrapped around her finger and I was but a puppet on a string.
Later that evening, I felt like a changed creature while I hunted, as though I had tasted fruit from the tree and made a pact with Satan himself. Sabrina and I exchanged wicked smiles when I returned home and I relished the knowledge of being her co-conspirator. Her assassin. No other held my affections nearly so pointedly.
With the exception of my brother Robin.
I returned to my room to find him standing by my door, leaning with his back against the wall as though he had been waiting all night for me to arrive. The vexed look in his eyes remained a fixture, shrouding his face and twisting my stomach in the process. I hesitated for a moment and then marched forward with forced confidence. “Robin?” I asked, my voice more cold than it had been to my brother in some time. “What brings you here?”
Robin did not flinch from my tone and regarded me in silence until I stopped a few feet shy of him. “How did your talk with the Mistress go?” he asked evenly.
“Good.” I paused. “She agrees that I am ready to assume my responsibilities as her assassin.”
“Because you slaughtered two immortals in cold blood?”
“Because I defended her honor, dear brother.”
Robin nodded. His hands slipped into his pants’ pockets while his eyes shifted to the wall opposite him. “I see how little my opinion matters in this coven.”
“With all due respect,” I said, “I do not think I need to be as coddled as you want me to be.”
“This has nothing to do with being coddled.” His gaze returned to mine. “Flynn, you think, with all of the wisdom of a one year old immortal, that you understand the way this world works when nothing could be further from the truth. I walked the streets of Kilkenny before cars occupied roads. I sailed on ships when flying machines were the things of fiction. I am much more experienced than you.”
I perked an eyebrow in defiance. “And you do not think I am ready for this? Even after I have proven I can hold my own?”
“This has nothing to do with holding your own and everything to do with the type of wisdom you lack.” His eyes flashed anger as his finger rose to point at me. “The mistress may not care a whit about this sort of thing, but I do. You are being thrown to a horde of enemies while lacking even rudimentary understanding of the ways of this world. You are being sent out there like a lamb to the slaughter and not because you have no notion of weapons and fighting. We have already established that the student eclipsed the ability of his master far before now. I hold no egotism. I admit my place as your inferior, but that is just it. You haven’t the foggiest notion of why things are the way they are.”
“And neither do I care to know!” Gritting my teeth, I held back the compulsion to bare fangs. “I am through with this cloak and dagger bullshit.”
“Lang”
“Fuck off, Robin,” I spat. “I think you are jealous and are being spiteful because of it. I have proven and will prove myself. If I need a tutor at this point, it is trial and error.”
Robin nodded. “Very well.” The words spoken softly, the subsequent statement was issued with such harshness to be a stark contrast. “Since you have no additional use for me, I will find some place in this coven where I am needed.”
He stood straight and began a brisk stride away. A frown surfaced on my face in a moment of clarity, long enough for me to say, “Wait,” to him, though I did not move to follow.
Robin stopped. His back remained to me, but he turned his head to view me from the corner of his eye. “What is it, Flynn?”
“I never said I did not have any use for you.” My statement was enough to coax him toward facing me fully, but he did not speak. I continued, “You are the only one in this coven who teaches me anything. I am going to need help. I simply do not want to be treated like an infant.”
We regarded one another in silence until Robin nodded. “I will not leave you destitute,” he said, “But you are to understand this.” A pause punctuated his words. His stare became severe. “You will have to deal with the consequences of your actions from this point forth, Flynn. You chose this path. Now it is your burden, not mine.”
“I never asked it to be yours in the first place.”
“Indeed.” Robin narrowed his eyes. “Now, sleep well this morning, dear brother. Savor every moment of it. Because I promise you, it is the last restful sleep you will ever enjoy.”
He turned away again and this time, I did nothing to stop him as he made his way to the end of the corridor and started for the stairs. Instead, I remained standing in the same place, puzzling over his warning for a few seconds before shrugging it off and entering my room. Once inside, I closed the door and removed my sunglasses, sighing from relief over the darkness that wrapped itself around me like a cocoon. I leaned against my door. A sadistic smile spread across my face. I did intend to enjoy resting that day, and planned to do so every subsequent morning regardless of what Robin had to say.
My dreams were not to be so accommodating, though. As I lay in bed, I tossed and turned while the vision of a white room materialized in my mind. A chill of dread settled in my bones, so much like the dream of destroying my old apartment I had weathered a mere two mornings ago, but no familiar furnishings surrounded me this time. I beheld the sterile, vacant place where my dreaming form found itself standing, turning around to survey the immediate area.
That was when I saw her.
Standing across from me inside the void, holding one of my swords, the ghost of Lydia regarded me with far more disdain than even Robin had. On her chest were bloodstains marking the place where I had shoved a butcher knife into her body. She lifted her chin, sizing me up. “I’ve been watching you,” she said. “My eyes haven’t left you even though I haven’t said anything recently.”
The sight of her brought loathe to the surface like bile rising to burn the back of my throat. I sneered. “Well, well, well. How fortunate does that make me to have an audience?” I raised my arms to my sides and bowed. “I hope you have enjoyed the show, Pet. Especially the night before last.” Standing straight, I adjusted my suit jacket, a snide grin surfacing on my face. “That was for you. I thought if you wanted to fuck with me that turnabout was fair play. Lovely touch, by the way, placing me inside my old apartment. Especially with those pictures of you and my parents.”
Lydia held an even gaze. “You speak just like a demon.”
“I am a demon. You would do well to remember that and leave me alone from now on.”
“You used to heal, Peter.” She shook her head, lifting the sword as she spoke. “Now, you kill. You’ve been given unspeakable gifts and you’re wasting them.”
“So wrapped up in the past. Allow me to help you with that.” I strode toward her. Lydia relinquished her hold on the sword in shock as I grabbed it from her hands and impaled her with it in one swift motion. Holding her close, I spat venom as I filled the air with the harshest whisper my lips ever produced. “Hear me now, you adulterous bitch, Peter is dead. He no longer owns this body and neither do you. I suggest you enjoy your afterlife and leave mine alone, or more people will die. Each time I sense your shiver or see your ghost, I will murder like a tyrant until you relent. Are we clear on this?”
“You have no idea,” Lydia said, a pained expression on her face as her eyes returned my look of severity tenfold. “You don’t see it yet, but you will. When we come back to finally deal with you.”
“Lovely. Do be sure to drop in any time.” I twisted the sword. “So I can continue doing this to you.”
I did not expect her hands to rise, but they grabbed me by my jacket and pulled me even closer, noses a hair’s breadth from touching while she shook her head at me. Green eyes almost ethereal, they stared at me intently, her tone becoming sharp; stern. “You can’t outrun your destiny,” she said. “It’s looking for you and it will find you . . . when you least expect it . . . ”
Lydia’s grip on me relented. Her body slid from the blade as gravity worked its wiles on her corpse and forced her to fall. I watched her crumple to the floor, an inner voice attempting to speak; a dying flame staring down at her, wanting to ignite again while failing miserably in its task. The ember surrendered its life in a puff of smoke and was no more.
I flicked her blood from the blade and strode off into nothing, satisfied with myself, thinking now this would be the end of my entanglement with the shadows of my past. Her threats held no merit and did nothing to sober me. I saw nothing more than the last breaths of a dead woman and regarded it with far less concern than I did Robin’s words of warning. When I woke, the evil consuming me yet thrived beneath my skin. I rose to greet the evening and plunder it once more.
Some time later, as I rummaged through my pants pockets, I found the necklace I had ripped from Lydia’s throat shimmering inside, staring at me as though possessing the stern gaze of its former owner. I held it in my fingers for a matter of seconds before thrusting it back where I found it and making a detour to a pawnshop. Mere days after that, I received orders for my first assassination. The vicious glare in my eyes became a permanent fixture, a callous expression I wore each night with every murder I executed.
My sword stayed by my side. My coat concealed the knives I kept always on my person. My senses were attuned, my will as cold as steel and as sharp as a blade honed by the most skilled craftsman. I became the hit man of the undead, death personified and a force with which to be reckoned. Over the next four years, I established the name of Flynn through a testimony of ashes. All who stood against Sabrina feared the day when they would meet me face to face. I reveled in the power with reckless abandon.
The adage remained as true to me, however, as it does to all who possess a special calling. Eternity does indeed catch up with you. And it found me in the most unlikely of manners.



Part Three
Four Years Later
“Autumn to winter, winter into spring,
Spring into summer, summer into fall,—
So rolls the changing year, and so we change;
Motion so swift, we know not that we move.”
Dinah Maria Mulock



Chapter Ten
I despised when others kept me waiting.
My fingers twirled an unlit cigarette twice before inserting it between my lips. The bright orange glow of embers sparking to life followed a quick search through my pocket for my lighter, and had anyone been watching, they might have been impressed by the deft, fluid motions of one action flowing swiftly into the next. The thick crowd of mortals seemed distracted by other things, however loud music, for one, and the putrid stench of their own sweat as they gyrated about the dance floor. I sighed and glanced away, scanning the area again for my target.
Each day I permitted him to continue his pitiful existence, I was risking both my neck and my reputation. I should have never allowed it, lest my brethren speculate that the assassin might be growing soft or worse, merciful. Even I pondered the paradox if hesitating indicated a latent weakness rising to the surface but the compulsion causing me to stay my hand reasserted the reasoning behind my decision.
He had ways of locating desired items that left all the seven covens in awe over his scavenging abilities. As such, when Sabrina touched my ear with her cool lips and whispered his name as my next target, I knew I had to use this moment to its fullest. My mistress left for New York and the window of opportunity remained opened for three days. This was the last day, so the time had come to settle debts with a man living on borrowed time.
I drew from the cigarette again and peered through the smoke, looking for the garishly dressed immortal who chose this club for our meeting because he enjoyed frequenting it. That I agreed to this location became cause enough for me to question my sanity. That is, if I had yet retained any after all this time.
Four years had passed, ticking minute after minute until the days began to stack up. Time itself held little significance, except to count one more stroke upon the wall; one more month elapsed, one more year winding to a close. Such seemed to be the unbroken melody which made up my life, with the plethora of concerns an assassin could expect to face underscoring it all. Robin’s forewarning that my peaceful existence as a neophyte was to perish had proven apropos. I sensed it as I rose each evening.
I was a shadow and, yet, I was infamous. The name ‘Flynn’ possessed such a reputation, it sent a shiver down the spine of every immortal within the city. Merely evoking it would garner a reflexive glance over their shoulders that bordered on superstitious. I relished it, savoring even the plots formed against my life by conspirators who met their eventual end by my hand. All who met me ultimately met their end, and such is how I preferred it. Death saturated my life with crimson decadence.
Still, it evoked the slightest bit of unease, that I had become this monster after only five years.
“Losing your bloody edge,” I muttered, dismissing the feeling just as quickly as it had surfaced. I knew what caused this instability within a dream still taunting me, even after several weeks had elapsed. I relived it each time I considered what had placed me on my current course a memory from my mortal days I had never regained. To recapture something lost after five years was nothing short of a miracle.
Glancing at my watch, I frowned at the time before shifting my attention back to the task at hand. The urge to peer at my wrist surfaced and was dismissed a half-dozen more times until my quarry finally arrived. I spotted him strolling across the dance floor, clad in crushed velvet and lace; a stark contrast to the men and women dressed in shiny, modern material. Rolling my eyes in response, I stole a moment to reflect upon how often our kind indulged in the most garish fashions possible. His pale skin nearly glowing from the combination of dark clothing and strobe lights, Anthony seemed only to lack a flashing sign to advertise what he was.
The mortal woman holding onto his arm added to the absurdity with her too-thick makeup and promiscuous attire. Together, they made their way to one of the empty tables, Anthony kissing her hand and sliding out a chair for her in deference toward the lady she certainly was not. I stepped from the shadows, drawing from my cigarette and exhaling a cloud of smoke large enough to give myself away. The movement and the puff of white worked their magic. Anthony turned his head, spotting me, while I shot him an impatient glare.
“Excuse me, my dear,” Anthony said to his companion. “A little business to attend to.” He winked at her while stepping away, leaving her to watch his departure until a waitress stole her attention. He looked at me and cocked his head toward the back, prompting me to straighten. I pivoted to stroll for the exit, not bothering to wait for him.
Once outside, a rush of cold air hit me, settling my nerves especially when the noise from the godforsaken establishment faded. I strolled to the other side of the vacant alley and leaned against the building opposite, finishing my cigarette and tossing its remnant onto the pavement. Just as the depleted nicotine smashed into the ground, the door swung open again, bringing with it a painful reminder of the music and stench from inside. Anthony smiled as he advanced toward me, a loud click stilling the night once more.
“Flynn!” Anthony said, the tone of his voice making it sound as though we were long-lost friends. “I didn’t realize you were to return so shortly! You certainly don’t waste time, do you?”
“I told you two nights, Anthony,” I said, without moving from my position. “And you agreed. It has been two nights and here I am.”
“And I should have known Flynn is a man of his word.” Anthony adjusted the cravat tied around his neck, another embellishment making his entire outfit look all the more idiotic. “I trust the arrangement we agreed upon is still favorable?”
My facial expression remained stoic. “Were you able to find it?”
Anthony chuckled. “I am able to find anything, given enough persuasion. I spent the better part of last evening interrogating mortals and bleeding them dry to find its current owner. One of my more daunting challenges, but, I found it.”
“Let me see it.”
“Tut, tut.” Anthony lifted a finger, wagging it back and forth in a gesture that threatened to cost me my self-restraint. With tremendous effort, I pushed aside my agitation. “First, the answer to my question. You told me that if I procured your trinket, you would offer me protection from Sabrina. Is this agreement still favorable?”
“I have not indicated otherwise.” I glared as much as possible through the dark lenses of my sunglasses. Stepping forward a pace, I folded my arms across my chest, feeling the hilt of my knives press against my body from their position underneath my heavy wool coat. “Now, allow me to see it. My end of the bargain is contingent upon this being the item I requested.”
“Very well.” Anthony slipped a hand into his jacket and removed his wallet from his interior pocket. My anticipation mounted. “I recognized it instantly from your description, so I think you’ll find this to be the charm in question.” He opened the billfold. Had I a pulse, it would have been racing. His actions took on painful slowness, with my mind already envisioning the item I sold in haste four years ago. He reached inside, but then paused.
I could have spat acid when he closed the wallet again.
“You know, Flynn, I find it strange that an immortal with your reputation asked for something like this,” he began, apparently emboldened by my affirmation that I still considered our deal favorable. Anthony dug into his coat again and produced a pack of cigarettes from within. “I’ve fielded some fairly unusual requests ” One stick wound up perched between his lips while he fumbled for his lighter. “ And discovered a great deal about other vampires as a result, but when you told me you wanted something so . . . feminine . . . I was taken aback.” He chuckled, exhaling smoke through his nostrils while pocketing his lighter. “I thought, if anything, you would desire some sort of weapon.”
Drawing a deep breath inward, I held it long enough to steady my anger. “Anthony, as I told you, this is none of your fucking business.”
“Come now, Flynn. Indulge me.” He smiled. “Tell me of its relevance.”
“I . . . ” The word emerged through the precarious hold I maintained on my own rage. My sharp tone of voice turned vitriolic. “ . . . would sooner slit your throat and take your wallet while you choke on your own blood. Let us finish our business before I change my mind.”
Anthony shook his head. “Now, no need to get snarky. It’s a simple question.”
“And my response a simple answer. Leave it alone.”
“You know what your problem is.” With one hand, Anthony slid the wallet back into his coat. The other hand pointed his cigarette at me while he spoke. “You’re too intense, Flynn, for such a young immortal. You take your job too seriously and became reclusive and arrogant as a result. I can assure you, this will earn you no friends amongst the vampire collective.”
“As if I desired such a thing.” My arms fell to my sides. I began to step around Anthony, itching to instill the fear of God in him now that the name of the game had changed. “You are all pompous bastards the lot of you and your ways irritate me. I could not care less about the opinions of such impotent mortal lovers.”
Hiss eyes widened first, and then narrowed. “What did you call me?”
The corner of my mouth curled in a grin. “I called you a fucking mortal lover. What do you have to say about that?”
Anthony gritted his teeth, tossing aside his cigarette. “I would say that if being something other than the monster you are makes me a mortal lover, then being Sabrina’s trained pet makes you little more than the same brand of trash she is. Refuse.” He scoffed. “Utter refuse. Chosen son of an inferior coven! You have yours coming to you someday, I can promise you that.”
“Is this a threat?”
“More than a threat, it’s a fact. Even I see the jealousy your brethren harbor for you. Such jealousy can only fester for so long. They’ll surrender your head on a platter the first moment somebody offers thirty pieces of silver.” He smiled. “You may have the exterior of a warrior, but you have the heart of a lap dog. And I will not be insulted by such a subordinate creature.”
“You shall see the teeth of this lap dog soon enough if you fail to produce that which you promised me, Anthony.” Two pointed teeth emerged from their slumber as I ceased pacing, balling my gloved hands into fists. “Or need I run you through to prove my point?”
Anthony hissed, his own fangs slipping out and fury dancing in his eyes. “Bare your teeth at me will you? I was eating the flesh of children before you were suckling on your mother’s breast.”
“And I have slain immortals for less arrogance than that.” Faster than the action of lighting a cigarette, I slipped both hands under the folds of my coat and drew a set of blades, holding out both knives for Anthony to see. “Eager to die?” I asked. “Do you have any notion of how quickly I could make you dust on the pavement?”
Anthony sneered. “Where other men fight with fists, Flynn carries knives.”
“Better a blade than a stake.” I lunged with a knife, but missed on purpose. Anthony dodged out of the way, his grin turning smug while I held back any facial response including the sadistic grin straining to emerge. “I find stakes idiotic,” I continued. “Do you not?”
“Over-inflated mythological devises, much like you.”
I lunged again, this time cutting into his jacket, forcing him to retreat a few paces. Anthony’s eyes darted to the cut and back to me as if afraid to allow me out of his sight. I smirked. “Is that supposed to be an insult?” I asked. “Coming from a vampire who dresses like the ringmaster of a circus and takes the company of mortals to cover for his inadequacies? I hope to heaven that if I am as pitiful of a creature at your age, somebody does me the favor of sending me to hell.”
He hissed once more. When he dove for me, I sidestepped the attack and threw him to the ground. He spilled out, but moaned and rose to his feet. I anticipated Anthony’s next charge, and kicked him in the chest with such force that his feet left the ground. His head impacted with the concrete of the wall; a solid thud preceded a long, pain-laden groan.
Springing toward him, I closed the distance between us and plunged a dagger deep into his stomach. Anthony screamed as I stepped back, watching him struggle. The hilt of my knife jutted from his abdomen. I had him pinned, and his wriggling merely served to injure him further.
I turned the other knife around in my hand, surveying the ruins of a vampire with my sadistic smirk only growing more devious the longer I regarded him. “My, what an uncomfortable position to be in,” I said, shaking my head. “And to think, I have another knife here that . . . ah yes, wait . . . ” I held up a finger and lifted the blade close to my ear. “Yes, yes, I do believe this one says it wishes to know how black your heart is, Anthony. I do not know if I will be able to stop”
“Alright!” Anthony yelled. He moaned once more and gritted his teeth, eyes clenching in a grimace. “Alright, I won’t ask any more bloody questions, Flynn. Just let me down.”
“I beg your pardon?” I lowered the knife, twirling it around once before slipping it back into his sheath. “I believe you forgot to say please.”
“Please! Please, please . . . bloody hell, let me down. I’m begging you.”
“That is more like it.” Walking closer to Anthony, I wrapped my fingers around the knife’s hilt, but leaned forward and made certain to bare fangs again as I spoke. “Remember who you are trifling with. I would slice you from neck to stomach and leave you bleeding on the street to watch the sun rise. I suggest, when I remove this blade, you give me what I came for quickly and stop wasting my fucking time.”
I ripped the knife from his body before he had the chance to answer and watched with an apathetic air as he crumpled to the gritty pavement again. Strolling away from the wounded vampire, I produced a cloth from my pocket and wiped the blade clean, my eyes rising toward the sky to gauge the time. I frowned and sheathed this blade as well. “Some time before dawn, please,” I said. “It is not getting any earlier.”
“Fuck,” Anthony muttered while clutching onto the building and coming to a tentative stand. Pausing to touch his wound, he winced and raised his crimson-coated fingers up to his line of vision. “I had best make this our last encounter. You just ruined a perfectly good suit.”
I said nothing in return. Anthony rummaged through his coat again and unfolded his wallet without hesitation. As he opened it, that sense of time standing still drifted from the creases of the leather and his bloody fingers held my attention captive while they reached inside. A gold chain gradually came to view as he raised his hand, and when the pendant emerged from its hiding place I had to fight the urge to draw a sharp breath inward at the sight of what he held.
Anthony raised an eyebrow. “Is this what you requested?” he asked.
Strolling forward with more confidence in my gait than I possessed at the moment, I snatched the necklace away. “Yes,” I said, my voice subdued in such a queer manner, it even struck me as odd. I cleared my throat to mask the slip in composure. Staring at the pendant, I lowered it into the palm of my other hand and allowed my thoughts to drift.
I visited another time and place. Back to when my name was Peter and I possessed the pulse of a mortal man.
It was supposed to be an engagement ring. That was why I withdrew several hundred dollars from the trust fund my aunt established before she succumbed to cancer. The money from my parents’ life insurance policies and the profits from selling my father’s farm were all meant to sustain me through medical school, but as my residency drew to a close, I came to the conclusion that the time was right to propose to my beloved Lydia. That was why I found myself at the jewelry store.
I emerged with something other than a ring, however.
On this side of my dance with immortality, I could not recall why I had purchased the necklace for her. It became clearer, though, when visited by the dream; all at once a chill crossed this calloused heart, forcing me to relive the scene as though it had any relevance. I remembered a jeweler staring at me from across a counter, frowning at the indecisive man before him as I studied several rings and rejected them all.
Finally, he had huffed and said, “Mr. Dawes, if you’re not sure about this, then it’s probably not the best time to propose to her, is it?”
Looking up at him, I had furrowed my brow, glancing from his face to the counter and back again. I winced at my hesitation, yet allowed myself to peruse the rest of his wares until my eyes settled on it. Gilded and Gothic, it fit her personality better than the cut pieces of stone I had been studying anyway. “Well, I need to get something for her,” I had said to the crotchety old bastard. “It’s her birthday in a few days.”
My eyes continued to admire the pendant, taking in all of its intricacies. Two hearts, one on top of the other, with a thorny rose draped across the two. It was something so intricate and yet, so macabre. At once, I knew Lydia was meant to have it. It was a perfect emblem for her.
I recalled purchasing it. I recalled giving it to her. That was another memory causing me some degree of
“Flynn?”
Shaking myself from my thoughts, my eyes lifted to engage Anthony’s once more. He clutched his stomach, scowling. “Is this what you were looking for?”
“Yes.” I nodded and thrust the necklace into my pocket. “You are a clever bastard, I shall give you that.”
“Good. Then our agreement is intact?”
“Oh yes. I shall ensure Sabrina does not touch a hair upon your head.”
“Praise be to the Fates.” Anthony sighed, glancing at his blood-soaked hand. “I feared when we first met that she had ordered you to do me in. Believe me, Flynn, I’ll not be crossing your path again, except on accid”
As he looked at me again, I reached underneath my coat and drew a knife. With a deft flick of my wrist, I whipped it toward Anthony, whose eyes became wide as the blade plunged deep into his chest.
I grinned. “No, Anthony. Not even on accident.”
What had once been Anthony burned into dust and descended onto the ground as ash and discarded clothing. My knife bounced off the pavement with a clank and came to settle next to his remains while a gust of wind carried his remnant into the nether. I strolled toward the blade, exhaling a breath I did not know I was holding, and paused to clean my weapon again before I slipped it into its sheath. My eyes remained set upon his ashes, though. “I said Sabrina would not. I did not guarantee the same for me.”
With a quick adjustment of my coat and a moment stolen to run my fingers through my hair, I set out with my pearl of great price. As I headed back for my coven, though, I knew I had just played a dangerous game and could yet face wrath for the indulgence. Sabrina’s eyes extended through a network of spies who usually worked to my benefit. In this singular action, though, they became my bane. I had to do it, though; one memory hinted at other secrets lying in wait without telling me what existed behind the veil. All I knew was that I wanted to solve the riddle of who I was at long last.
So, I lit another cigarette, and slipped into the shadows to seek a proper nourishment, hopeful this small measure of insubordination would not come back to haunt me later.



Chapter Eleven
The pendant felt as though it was burning a hole in my pocket as I returned to the coven house, bent on putting the whole sordid episode with Anthony behind me. I offered our new doorman a cursory nod, masking my discomfort at smuggling contraband through the front doors, and maintained my typical casual gait as I crossed the foyer.
Wing-tipped shoes took the stairs two at a time while my mind remained fixated on Sabrina. My meeting with Anthony had marked the eve of my fifth immortal birthday, and the passing of the midnight hour brought with it memories of how my mistress enjoyed celebrating the anniversary of my awakening. I suppressed a shiver at the vision in my mind Sabrina lying on her bed, her body’s only adornment a cascade of flowing red hair shimmering in the candlelight. The thought of her hands exploring beneath my clothing troubled me, though, as it brought with it the possibility of the pendant’s discovery.
Shaking my head, I continued upstairs. The hour grew late and I needed to rest.
I passed my brethren without making eye contact, but caught glimpses of their facial expressions as I passed. The standard fare, it was what I had come to expect after years of debauchery. Cold stares. Distrust and a slight tinge of fear laden in the way they regarded me, knowing with what ease I could end each of them. The corner of my mouth curled upward. I finished my ascent, musing on the benefits of my station aside from a very small circle of friends.
My accommodations, for instance. No longer slumbering in a neophyte’s closet, I sojourned in a spacious living area normally reserved for elder vampires. No, I had no need of Anthony’s reminder to realize how much jealousy flew about me and how many hands itched for the tools to my undoing. Not a one of them dared to cross Sabrina, though, because they all knew better than to attempt and fail. Others had tried; none had succeeded. It discouraged repeat performances.
Still, as I approached the door to my room, the faint traces of perfume wafting near my door reminded me I yet held favored status with some. I paused to remove my leather gloves and slipped them into my pocket. My fledgling smile blossomed into a full grin. I did not love the woman, this much was certain, but her presence pleased me nonetheless.
“Rose. Sweet Rose,” I said as I stepped inside and shut the door behind me, blocking out the artificial lighting in the hallway. Darkness wrapped itself around me, broken only by the soft glow of a sparse collection of candles. I breathed a sigh of relief. “Came for a visit?”
The slender figure of a blonde-haired woman stood no more than ten feet away. Rose turned to face me, revealing a low-cut black dress hugging tight to her curves with her long hair spilling onto her breasts. She returned my grin with one of her own and closed the distance between us. “I haven’t seen you for a while, so I thought I would claim the elusive Flynn first.” Rose lifted her hands to slide my glasses from my face. “Happy birthday, darling.”
“Thank you, my dear,” I said as I blinked a few times, adjusting my eyes to the dim light. Rose set my glasses onto a table while I strolled further into my room, removing my coat as I walked. “I had a few matters to attend to before I could return, but had hoped to be back sooner.”
“As did I.” Rose slithered behind me, taking my coat from my grip and tossing it onto a chair before placing her hands on my shoulders. I felt her fingers run along my back and suppressed a soft groan. “You stayed out so close to dawn. Have you become suicidal or is it another brand of being fearless?”
I laughed. “No, it was that twit Anthony from Matthew’s coven.” I let Rose slide my suit jacket from my torso and watched it join my coat on the chair. “I had to finish my business with that overinflated piece of refuse before I could sate my own needs for the night.”
“So it is done, then?”
Rose’s hands caressed the blades against my body and I closed my eyes in response, as though she was stroking more than steel with those long fingers. “Yes, it is done. Though there is no doubt in my mind Sabrina shall be upset with me. I had at him twice before completing the act.”
“Living life dangerously? You will need a very convincing tale to escape Sabrina’s wrath.” One of her well-manicured nails taunted at a button.
The corner of my mouth curled upward. “I will tell her I sought a trinket for you,” I said as I turned to face Rose. “Something as beautiful as you, thus giving him an impossible task.”
Rose smiled. Past her parted lips, I saw her fangs lying in slumber. “And now, Flynn flatters me,” she said as she leaned close. Her voice descended to a whisper. “Tell me a story before you seduce me.”
“What type of story?”
“What did you really ask Anthony to retrieve?”
“This is a boring tale with a disappointing ending. He was unable to locate what I requested.”
“Then tell me he thought he had a chance to escape.”
I chuckled at her schoolgirl-like enthusiasm. “Oh, he did.” Reaching up with one hand, I brushed her hair away from her chest and allowed my gaze to drift southward. My fingertips ran along the edge of the fabric lying against her cleavage while my devilish gaze rose to intersect hers again. “I tore his garish clothing, and ran him through his gut while he bled like a stuck pig. Then I sank my blade into his chest and watched the wind carry him away.”
She laughed. “Reduced to a pile of dust.”
“Only ash and nothing more.”
Her lips crashed into mine, our bodies pressing together despite the blades I yet wore. Rose pulled away from the kiss to whisper against my lips. “Tell me another story.” The words dripped with lust. “Who did you kill before Anthony?”
Cupping the back of her head, I nipped at her bottom lip as I responded. “Demetrius, again of Matthew’s coven. One of his elders. The stupid bastard tried to ferret out information from Robin.”
“Stupid bastard, indeed.” We kissed once more. “Tell me you made his death slow. Tell me you made him suffer.”
“He suffered good and proper, Pet.” Stripping off my shoulder holster, I tossed my knives out of the way, and then took hold of Rose again. “I pinned him against the wall and rid him of the curse that was his head.”
“Soon there will be nothing left of Matthew’s coven.”
“Not when I am through with it.” Our mouths hovered dangerously close. “I shall kill them all, one by one. Their blood shall form a river of crimson underneath my feet and I shall laugh like a madman as they perish. How does that sound, Rose? Does this fantasy please you?”
Rose threw back her head and laughed before jumping into my arms and devouring me with kisses. We stumbled to my bedroom and fell onto the bed while she popped the buttons from my shirt and raked her fangs across my bare chest. Enraptured though I was, the fatigue of the hour began to make its presence known. So I rolled on top of Rose and took the reins, exchanging her typically slow, deliberate pace for one of my own.
I was sound asleep by the time she left, comatose within mere minutes of achieving our satisfaction. The scorn of Sabrina awaited me when I woke, but at the moment, the wrath of any being seemed far-removed.
Or, so I thought.
***
I had been asleep for a while when the ancient premonition returned.
The first thing I became aware of was a flash of brilliant white light, throwing me into a sterile environment lacking even walls. The bright illumination surrounding me should have had me writhing and praying for death, but pain remained conspicuously absent even without my dark spectacles to protect me. At once the solution became transparent, something impossible and yet, the only explanation I could conjure.
I was dead. One of my enemies slipped in as I slept and plunged a blade through my chest. If I had gone on into the hereafter, however, I could not help but wonder if the paperwork had been misappropriated. The waiting room surrounding me could hardly be described as the portal to hell.
“Hello?” I said, turning around only to find the same endless room surrounding me on the other side. “Would anybody care to explain where I am and what the fuck I am doing here?”
“I remember him,” a voice said in response, one too familiar for me to ignore. My skin crawled as she continued speaking somewhere behind me. “But he wasn’t this ‘Flynn’ person back then. I believe his name was Peter.”
I sneered. “Miss Davies, it has been a while.” Turning to face Lydia, I scowled at her while her emerald eyes shined defiance back at me. This time, my former lover possessed no sword of which to speak and none of the past wounds I inflicted bleeding through the white dress she wore. She held herself with an air of authority; not a victim, but a force.
“Yes, it has been,” she said. “Four years, to be exact.”
“Indeed,” I said, “And I seem to recall telling you then that your Peter does not live here any longer. Now, have you come to bore me further, or do you have something relevant to say?”
Lydia held her gaze, even when mine turned sinister. “You looked for the necklace again.” Moving forward, she strolled as though having all the time in the world. “If Peter doesn’t live there anymore, then why did that dream haunt you?”
“So that was you? I should have known, with such a memory returning after so many years locked away.” Knitting my hands behind my back, I paced around her. “The adulterous wench returns. And she wishes me to recall such trivialities as a necklace. Why is this, Lydia?”
“Who says I was the one who gave you back that memory?”
“These things do not simply happen on their own.”
A smirk played across her lips. “Are you sure about that? Maybe that meddlesome mortal you think died five years ago is still alive in there somewhere. Have you ever stopped to think about that?”
“No, dearest, I have been too busy entertaining notions of what I might do with this pendant.” I stopped pacing and smiled, baring fangs at Lydia. “Perhaps I might drape it over the necks of the women I seduce right before I murder them. I could use it as a token to lure them to their deaths.”
My former lover laughed. “Surely you’re much better than that. Needing to dangle cheap jewelry in their faces to seduce them?”
I bristled. “Then what might be a fitting tribute?”
“Not feeling creative?” She raised an eyebrow, her gaze turning deliberate. “Why don’t you just wear it to spite me?”
“Wear your ‘cheap jewelry’, as you put it?” Seeing a dare issued before me, I could not back down from it. “Splendid. Perhaps I shall.”
“Wasn’t so hard was it?” Shaking her head, she folded her arms across her chest. A sigh escaped her lips. “Look at all of this swagger. I don’t buy the persona. It’s nothing but a facade.”
“I can show you what a facade looks like.” Walking closer to her, I raised a hand and touched her chin, pointing her neck toward me. Instead of plunging my fangs into her throat, though, I leaned close and whispered in her ear. “How about the facade of telling somebody that you love them and then whoring yourself like the slut you were? That you pretend not to be with your self-righteous bluster? How is that for a facade, Precious?”
“Why does Flynn care about that?”
“Oh, make no mistake about it, I do not give a shit about your mortal infidelity any longer,” I stepped back, pushing her head away. “I have no lack of lovers. I can pick and choose whom I please and have my way with all of them at once if I wish. I am merely exposing your hypocrisy.” Pausing, I waited for her gaze to return to mine. “Now, it is my turn for questions. Why have you visited me again?”
“Because I want to speak to Peter.”
“And what do you wish to say to him?”
Lydia narrowed her eyes. “You’re holding back his gifts.”
I scoffed. “Gifts,” I said. “Here we go with this cloak and dagger bullshit everybody feeds me without anyone explaining what the devil they mean.”
“Kind of makes you think.” Lydia grinned. “Doesn’t it?”
The smug look on her face raised my ire at once. I sneered. “Fuck you, and fuck that name you keep evoking. Stuff these bloody gifts of yours; if you have answers for me, then I am all ears, but if not, then leave me alone and never come back.” My voice rose in volume as my irritation grew. “I am sick of being touted as some special creature without being let in on the riddle. The last thing I need is your voice in the chorus.”
My voice boomed throughout the room, a hush falling only as the echoes dissipated. Lydia held my gaze for a moment. We seemed fixed at an impasse until she said, “There are more things going on than you can begin to imagine. Things that have been in existence longer than there’s been a vampire named Flynn. All I can tell you is that the answers are coming.” Lydia frowned. “I only hope there’s enough of Peter left in there to hear them.”
I did not respond. Lydia turned to depart from my presence, but something caused her a moment’s hesitation. She looked back at me. “Just remember, not everything is what it seems to be. If Peter is still there, past the violence and death, he will understand this phrase. ‘The only thing worse than being blind is having sight, but no vision.’” Her eyes fell to the ground. “And I never stopped loving you. You’re the one who stopped loving me.”
Lydia consummated her departure as though carried off by the wind; there one moment and gone the next. I stood in the midst of the white room with nothing but another riddle until the light began to fade. My waking eyes opened to reveal my slumbering body had never left the bed.
The darkness of heavy shades was not enough to fully mask that it was daytime and my retinas were none too thrilled with this fact. The ache rose to a burn, so I covered my face and slid out of bed, carefully maneuvering around the memorized layout of my room and avoiding a collision with several pieces of furniture along the way. ‘Damn Rose,’ I thought to myself. ‘She left my sunglasses next to the door.’ I muttered obscenities until finding the table in the entryway, locating my spectacles entirely by touch.
A sigh of relief punctuated shoving the dark lenses over my eyes, but from there I was unable to settle into sleep again. So, I showered, dressed, and whittled away some time staring at Lydia’s necklace, wondering why I was entertaining her words as much as I found myself doing. Sight, but no vision. I remembered the quote as being one of her oft-recited proverbs, although I had no notion of why it was relevant to me. “Mortal nonsense,” I said aloud, wrapping the chain around my fingers and allowing the pendant to dangle toward the palm of my hand. “That is all this amounts to.” I shook my head and thrust the offending piece of jewelry into my pants pocket, rising from my chair to find something else to occupy my mind. Ghosts from the beyond, whispering their idle threats and veiled insight, were the least of my concerns on the fifth anniversary of my death.
I had a coven mother to face when the sun set.



Chapter Twelve
Robin ingrained the rules of being an assassin in me far before I set out to kill my first target. I could recite the three credos in my sleep. ‘Be quick. Be accurate. Do not let one set of eyes spot you.’ I held them as dear as a religion and paid sacrifice at the altar of my god each time I drew a blade. As much as I enjoyed my position, though, and relished the sadism it ensconced me in, being a vampire hit man lent itself to a peculiar conundrum.
After my first target turned to ash, a disturbing notion shattered the high of the experience. And the more I considered it, the more it troubled me. Once my mission had been completed, I had no way of proving I was the one who sent the departed packing from this mortal coil. Vampires are oft to wanderlust and can meet their end in a variety of manners. I wished to make certain all knew exactly what happened.
Anthony, of Matthew’s coven, would be no different.
It seemed to take an eternity for the sun to set. I whittled away the hours by alternately reading and testing my newest sword, acquired after visiting a shop on the northern edge of Center City. A handsome piece of craftsmanship, the katana boasted of superior quality steel and a hilt styled with black and red adornments. I made certain to inform its maker of my approval before I left him bleeding out on the floor of his establishment.
The sword hung at my side when I left my room and strolled into the corridor, headed for my brother Robin’s private quarters. Not his original room either, it represented my brother’s strange behavior as of late. I could only guess what occupied his mind, but Robin often provided me an ear of counsel despite his frequent misgivings with my personal code of conduct.
I approached his door and listened for activity inside his room.
Silence greeted me. I rapped my knuckles on the sturdy piece of oak, but still no sign of life made its presence known. Sighing, I adjusted the black, leather gloves on my hands and pounded on his door much harder. This time, a groan drifted outward and inspired a grin to curl the corner of my mouth. “Rise and shine, brother,” I said. “Sunset waits for no vampire.”
“Flynn,” the groggy voice of Robin answered. “Please do not tell me you are waking me prior to sunset.”
“Sunset passed a half hour ago, Robin.” In a much lower tone of voice, I added, “Perhaps if you were not merely taking up space in this coven, you might be more aware of the time.”
I heard his feet hit the hardwood floor and pad closer until the door swung open. The coven’s second stared at me, disheveled and half-asleep. His shoulder-length hair fell alongside his face, not tied back as normal, and nothing but a pair of loose pajama pants kept Robin from standing bare before me. “What the devil brings you here so early?” he asked. “You’re lying about sunset. I just checked my watch and it has not been a half hour.”
My smirk grew more devilish. “A half hour, fifteen minutes, what does it matter? It is evening, brother, and once again you are wallowing in sloth.”
Robin opened his door wider to permit me passage through before shutting it and surrounding us with darkness. I raised my hand to remove my sunglasses, but no sooner did I touch the hard plastic than my brother switched on a lamp and thwarted my plans. “Just because I did not bound out of bed does not mean I am lazy,” he said, walking toward his closet, his voice still hoarse from sleep. “Not all the world rises two strokes past dusk.”
I followed. “They should. Night perishes too quickly for us immortals.”
“I hardly think that is the reason why you rose early tonight. I think it has more to do with what day it is.”
“What would that have to do with it?”
Robin scoffed. “Oh come now, Flynn, I know how the mistress likes to thank you for being her angel of death. The entire coven has their designated moment when she spreads her legs for them and birthdays are yours.”
“Well, somebody is in a mood.” I perked an eyebrow as Robin picked a shirt and pair of pants out of his closet. “Do you have need of getting laid, dear brother?”
“Are you offering?” Robin shot me a look of annoyance before sighing and bringing his clothing to his bathroom. I lost sight of him, but heard the change in his demeanor when he spoke again. “I am sorry, brother. Last night simply wasn’t a pleasant night for me.”
I walked toward a wall and leaned against it. “What happened?”
“Nothing worth discussing. Give me a moment to freshen up. I’ll be out as quickly as possible.”
“Very well.” No sooner did I respond than the bathroom door shut, severing our conversation. I sighed, glancing toward the heavy shades blocking his windows, already feeling the siren song of the night beckon me out for a kill. The blood thirst was not all that made its presence known in my consciousness, however. Embers of dread caught fire once more, playing an unfamiliar tune within my normally cool and focused demeanor.
I indulged in a deep, steadying breath just as the bathroom door opened. Robin strolled out, his hair tied back and a dress shirt and pants on his slender frame. Order reigned over his regal appearance. “So, brother,” he said, walking back into his closet. “What did you come to discuss?”
“I wished to ask you a question,” I said, drifting closer to my brother.
“A question.” The words were spoken not as an inquiry, but a statement. I watched Robin select a tie from his collection and slide it around his throat, not bothering to tie it before moving onward to fetch a pair of shoes and socks. I began to think him ignoring me until he added, “Well, Flynn, speak your question. I can hardly read your mind.”
“Very well, then.” I took one step back, allowing Robin to exit his closet. “I wished for you to do me a favor.”
“How did I know?” Robin huffed as he walked toward his sitting area. “I do not suppose this has anything to do with a black rose.”
My grin turned cunning, the killer responding to his calling card. “As a matter of fact, it does. I must report to Sabrina, but while I do, would you see to delivering a present?”
My brother sank into a chair, placing his shoes on the floor. “Do I have much of a choice when it comes to your little errands?” He sighed, and began slipping on his socks. “Where am I headed tonight, Flynn?”
“I do not suppose you will be strolling past Matthew’s coven anytime soon?”
“Why? Who is the dearly departed?”
“His little scavenger Anthony is no more.”
“Matthew will be thrilled about this.” Robin frowned, moving on to his shoes. “No, I do not merely stroll past his coven. I already have the death of one of his elders on my head for the last time I came close.”
“Yes, no doubt.” My eyes returned to Robin. “The mistress is still quite suspicious of why you were speaking with Demetrius in the first place.”
The words provoked an immediate reaction. A smile laden with bitterness touched the corners of his mouth, his eyes remaining set on the task at hand. “Yes, I imagine she is.” Robin finished lacing his shoes. When his gaze met mine again, I had to frown at the way he regarded me. “Well, I ceased trying to please the mistress a very long time ago. She can question me all she wants and find herself a new second if she so desires. I refuse to justify my actions to her.”
I continued watching the cavalcade of sentiments within Robin’s eyes until he looked away. Standing, he started to thread his tie, glancing at me again when he realized I was yet staring at him. The frown that surfaced struck me as peculiar. “Be careful, brother.”
I smirked despite myself. “When am I not?”
“Oh, you are plenty careful on the streets,” he said. “Just not where it matters the most.” Robin stood, plucking a suit jacket from an adjacent chair. He threaded his arms into each sleeve. “I see you have a new sword.”
He glanced at the katana by my side. I grinned. “Do you like it?”
“It suits you.” Robin adjusted his jacket and nodded. “You shall have to allow me a better look when time permits. In the meantime, I will leave your black rose on Matthew’s doorstep and you shall see to the mistress. You know it is best not to keep her waiting.”
“Yes, indeed.” My eyes rose toward the ceiling, as though I could see through and into Sabrina’s bedroom. Once again, my skin crawled before I shook off the premonition. I looked back down at Robin and nodded. “Join me for a hunt afterward? We can slay mortals and drink brandy like brothers.”
“I do not know.” For the first time that night, Robin smirked. “Every time we go out together, you wind up corrupting me.”
“I get you to remove that bloody stick up your ass, you mean.” I smiled in return and felt somewhat more at ease when my brother chuckled and walked ahead of me to his door. He opened it, but paused to look back at me, his hand still on the doorknob.
I perked an eyebrow at him. “What is it?” I asked.
Robin sighed and nodded. “I will look for you when my business is finished. To ‘remove the stick up my ass’ as you so eloquently put it.”
Laughing, I walked out to the corridor and strolled beside him when he shut the door. “Did you just swear, Robin?”
“No, I quoted you. There is a difference.” His grin resurfaced and remained a fixture until we reached the stairs and headed in opposite directions. I nodded at him when he said, “Until later, brother,” and watched him trudge down the first flight of stairs. Then, I turned toward the path to Sabrina’s door.
Swift footsteps carried me upward. As I reached the top of the stairs, I took notice of a familiar face departing from Sabrina’s room and suppressed a groan. Timothy adjusted his suit jacket, combing his fingers through his disheveled hair, and paused the moment our eyes met. Where the look on his face read of mirth, I fought to maintain the even expression on mine.
“Good evening, Flynn,” he said, making up the distance between us. He paused mere inches from me. “My, my, when the cat’s away, the mice will play.”
“Which mice have you heard were playing?” I asked, careful to rein in the hint of irritation wanting to surface in my tone of voice.
Timothy laughed. “Now, let’s not play this game, you know nothing escapes my attention. That’s why the Mistress has me keep an eye on things.” He shook his head, reaching forward to place a hand on my shoulder. “I think you’ve been hanging around Robin too much. Getting bad ideas from him.”
“Funny how often the two of you exchange that sentiment. When I was hunting like an animal, he told me you were the bad influence.”
A smirk punctuated the comment. Timothy bristled. “Yes, well, lapses in judgment and poor feeding habits aren’t exactly the same. One looks bad for the hunted, the other looks bad for the hunter.”
“And I exhibited no lapse in judgment. I simply had to strike at the best possible moment. Surely even the master of spies has some clue how an assassin performs his duties.”
“Master of spies.” The squeeze Timothy added to my shoulder spoke a thousand words. “Just remember that the next time you’re tempted to try and get away with something.” Lifting his hand, he brought it to his brow in a salute and started for the stairs again. “Good evening, brother, and Happy Birthday.” A cackle drifted in the air between us, the final waste of breath Timothy offered before disappearing down the stairs. I stood in place with teeth gritted, tempted to give chase and sever his head from the rest of his useless body.
“Flynn.”
Knocked from a homicidal tailspin, I turned, directing my attention to Sabrina’s guard as he stared at me. Even Paul possessed the fear of me in his brown eyes when they regarded me. “Sabrina is waiting,” he said.
I nodded and closed the distance between us as Paul opened the door to her penthouse. A shiver ran up my spine when I entered and the click of the door closing behind me bore an eerie finality to it. At first it seemed my fears were unwarranted. As was tradition, Sabrina had lit the room with candles. I removed my glasses, slipping them into my pocket just in time for her to acknowledge my presence.
“Is that my dark killer?” she asked. Had it been anybody else, I would not have been disquieted by the soft, sweet tone of voice she possessed. As it was, her greeting did nothing to quell my apprehension.
“One and the same.” I indulged in one last, steadying breath before continuing inside. Strolling through the sitting area without pause, I walked to her bedroom and leaned against the doorway. “Good evening, dark mother,” I said, eying my mistress. “You look radiant as usual. I trust your time in New York was pleasant?”
Sabrina smiled. Sitting in a chair facing her desk, she surveyed the jewelry laid before her, her hands busy fastening an earring to an ear. I stood straight again and walked closer, picking up her necklace. Sabrina lowered her hands, yet sat perfectly still, allowing me to fasten the gold chain around her neck and place a soft kiss just below her ear.
She smelt like roses. Her cheeks were ruddy from a fresh feed. A soft moan rose from her throat as I stepped away. “Darling Flynn,” she said with a chuckle. “You are debonair as always.”
“Only for you, Mistress.” I smirked as she looked at me. Her eyes caressed mine in a deep gaze reminiscent of ambrosia, delectable and decadent. I drank from it as we stared at one another. “My charms may seduce the mortals, but for you, they are a mark of my devotion.”
“And devoted you are, dear.” Sabrina turned in her chair to face me. “Five years has passed us by rather quickly, hasn’t it? And you have only impressed me all the more with what a vampire you have become.”
Bowing, I allowed my smile to become all the more sinister. “As always, I have you to thank for that.”
She stood. “I only bestowed the dark gift, my son. You are the one who has become the face the seven covens see in their nightmares.” Sabrina stepped close to me, placing a hand on the lapel of my coat, her gaze never straying from mine. “If I had to do it all over, I would slide my teeth into that frightened mortal and allow him to cross into immortality again. Your will is as sure as it was when I commissioned you to be my assassin.”
Her chest touched mine and her lips hovered close. I felt my fangs slip from their hiding place as I plunged into a state of arousal. “And I would drink from your wrist again eagerly,” I said, “Bathing my tongue with your blood.”
“Oh yes, I know you would.” I felt a hand slide down and cup me through my trousers. The groan I emitted brought a smile to her face. “You desire to kiss me, my killer?”
I shivered, my voice husky as I issued my response. “I desire to do far more than that.”
Sabrina laughed in response. Her hand granted me an extra squeeze. “Oh, I know you do, but first tell me, my darling Flynn, if the task I assigned before I left has been completed?”
“Yes, it has.” My hands burned with the desire to touch her as well, rising in a cautious manner beyond my own volition. A slow nod preceded a hard swallow. “A dagger straight through his heart, just as you requested.”
“Very good.” She leaned closer, tipping her head to entreat me. My hands landed on her back. Shutting my eyes, I moved forward to engage her lips with mine.
Until her other hand wrapped itself around my throat.
My eyes flew open. Hers did as well. A look of malice replaced the seduction which had been present no more than mere seconds prior. “Insolent vampire!” she yelled, her fangs slipping out. “How dare you not confess your sins to me?”
Before I had the chance to react, I found myself being thrown onto a chair, the hilt of my sword digging into my side as I spilled onto the seat. Sabrina slapped me across my face with such force it whipped my head to the side. Her heeled foot crushed down on top of the arousal her previous actions brought about.
I screamed with pain, my vision swimming. Grabbing my chin, she turned my head to point my face in her direction again.
“For four years I have come to rely on you, Flynn!” I imagined the entire coven house could hear her as she roared, but I found myself nothing but thankful as her foot let up its pressure. “To do as you are asked and when you are asked to do it! I asked that you kill Anthony two days prior to when you finished the task. Two days! I had to find out from Timothy that you extended Anthony mercy to go on a little hunt for you.” Grabbing my coat with both hands, she lifted me to my feet, slamming me against her body. “May I remind you I have killed people for less insubordination?”
I sneered, pain radiating from my groin. “No, you need not remind me. I am usually the one doing the killing for you.”
Sabrina hit me again, but held onto me to prevent me from flying back. I hissed at the affront, but she ignored the outburst and drew me close again. “I am embarrassed at you!” she said. “That I have to have a talk with you I normally reserve for the underlings. What do you have to say for yourself?”
A growl rumbled from my throat. I fumbled for words, landing only on the accusation thrown at me by Timothy. “I can only apologize for my lapse in judgment.”
“Lapse?” Sabrina threw me back onto the chair and straddled my lap. “A lapse in judgment would have been for you to kill him in front of a witness or to strike at an inopportune moment, not to hold off his execution for two days. This was an underling, not an elder.” Her fingernails cut into my skin when she grabbed me by the neck, drawing rivulets of blood. “So, let me ask, what was so damn important that you would consort with a traitor and an enemy of the coven?”
Swallowing hard, I presented a half-truth to the only soul I seemed incapable of lying to. “I lost something and wished to have it back. Nothing more. There was no treason in my actions.”
“Your disobedience was your treason. What was this item?”
“A piece of jewelry.” I paused, attempting to make my plea sound convincing now that the worst of the pain had faded. “Anthony was unable to find it, though. I promptly disposed of the piece of waste after that.”
Sabrina raised an eyebrow. Her grip relaxed, but only slightly. “Jewelry of what sort? And why was this important to you?”
“It was not important. Merely a trinket I stole from one of my victims, but sold in haste. I wished to give it to Rose.”
She continued staring at me, her gaze searching and skeptical. I met the look she shot me measure by measure, a disarming grin ghosting at the corner of my mouth. “Mistress, I merely thought the bastard should be good for something before I ended him.” My smile broadened. “You would have been amused, watching him believe I would spare his life.”
Sabrina’s eyes remained locked for another precarious moment, until her scowl finally relaxed. She drew in a deep breath, letting go of my neck. I nearly sighed with relief when her fangs retracted. “You are devilishly sadistic, my assassin,” she said. “I should have known you were merely making sport out of him.”
I scoffed. “Naturally, Mistress. I am nothing but loyal to you.”
“Yes, you are, Flynn.” Sabrina stood. She strolled back to her desk and sat in front of her jewelry once more. Lifting her other earring, Sabrina set about the task of securing it to her lobe. “It’s a shame Anthony was not able to procure your piece of jewelry.”
“Yes, well, we both know what a moronic waste of space he was.” I rubbed my neck, feeling the grooves where Sabrina’s nails had dug in. The scent of blood teased at my nostrils and when I lifted my fingers, the viscous liquid glistening on my glove verified the slight damage done. “He looked better as a pile of dust than he did as a vampire.”
Sabrina laughed. “This better have taught you a lesson, though. When I say they are to die, they die at once and not a moment afterward. Exceptions can be made, but not for personal errands.”
“Lesson learned.” Sitting up in my chair, I wiped at the blood on my neck one final time. “Now, tell your assassin what he might do to make it up to you.”
She smiled. “My darling Flynn. He does live for the kill.” Glancing at me to wink, she turned her attention back to the collection of gold in front of her and slipped her rings on her fingers. “There is one thing, as much as I was hoping to hold off on assigning you a task on your birthday. Timothy informs me this particular problem surfaced over the weekend, but I’d like it taken care of immediately.”
“A problem with one of the other covens?”
“No, but I think you will find this target in particular amusing, just the same. Consider it a present of sorts.”
“Amusing? Do tell.”
Sabrina turned to face me after securing her last ring into place. “A human girl. Unfortunately not the first time she’s been spotted, but she decided to linger around this time. Such petty nuisances when they don’t know how to leave well enough alone.” She paused to sigh. “One of your siblings took notice and managed to follow her home. Now, I need my assassin to strike while the iron is hot.”
“A human?” I laughed, incredulous. “Tell me you are jesting.”
“I’m not, and this one is no ordinary girl, otherwise she’d already be dead.” She raised an eyebrow in my direction. “So don’t underestimate her.”
“Underestimate her?” This only served to tickle me more. I shook my head. “The covens throw the best they have to offer at me and all of them meet with a swift end. I highly doubt some mortal girl is going to give me much trouble.”
“As I said she is not ordinary. I believe she might be a sorceress.”
“A sorceress? Has she attempted to call down hexes on the coven or turn one of us into a newt?” I continued to chuckle, but when Sabrina failed to join in my merriment, I sobered. “Who is the girl and what harm does she mean you?” I asked.
Sabrina stood, walking back to where I sat. The look in her eyes caused my stomach to churn again, heavy-lidded seduction dripping from every step she took. Slowly, she lowered herself slowly onto my lap, tilting my head again to ensure she had my full attention. This time, when her fangs slipped from their hiding place, my teeth slid out in arousal.
My mistress grinned and leaned close. “Do you trust me, dark son?” she asked. Her lips touched my neck.
My eyes drifted shut. I nodded, whispering, “Completely.”
She placed a kiss further up my neck. The points of her teeth tickled at my skin. “And you still desire me?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Your mistress has not forgotten your birthday kisses. I will reward you for your loyalty to me. But first, I need you to quiet your mind and listen to my words.” Her lips found my ear and teased at the lobe with her cool breath as she spoke. “The girl must die. And my killer my assassin will do it for me without needing to know why. Instead, he will do the deed exactly as he was asked. When he returns, then I will show him my appreciation. This is all the motivation you need. Understood?”
A slow nod followed her words. “Yes,” I said, speaking the word while hearing it echo as though through a tunnel. My mind seemed to be swimming down the current of Sabrina’s ministrations, not tethered to my body. “I understand.”
Her lips departed from their position beside my ear. She pulled back and, like a moon emerging from an eclipse, her face slowly came into view. Our noses brushed and mouths touched when she leaned closer, the contact tentative; teasing. I rose slightly to kiss her back, but she stopped me with a finger placed on my lips, pushing me against the back of the chair.
“My kisses will be here waiting for you,” she said. “In the meantime, you will go to Temple University. You will locate a girl named Monica Alexander. She has brown hair with a blonde streak that runs down her bangs, and she resides in a small house by the edge of the campus.” Sabrina’s fingers slid into the breast pocket of my suit jacket, depositing a small slip of paper I knew would contain a more precise location. “Kill her quickly and silently, and bring me the scarf she wears around her neck as proof of her death.”
I swallowed hard. “It shall be done as you say.”
“Good.” Sabrina stood, severing the connection. I blinked, my head feeling as though it was surfacing from being submerged. Sabrina looked down at me, smiling as I stood. “Is that a new sword, dear?” she asked.
Glancing down at the katana, I furrowed my brow at the weapon, as though I had forgotten about its presence until that moment. “Yes, it is,” I said, looking back at her. “I figured the red and black suited me.”
“And its previous owner?”
My grin turned devilish. “Gone to meet his maker, I am afraid.”
“Very good,” she said. Sabrina turned and began walking away. “Humans are such contemptible animals, aren’t they? Perhaps you can use that blade to do away with my nuisance.”
I nodded. “I shall.” Producing my glasses from my pocket, I adjusted my coat. “Contemptible, indeed. Thank you for freeing me of that curse.”
Sabrina smiled in response and her parting words carried just as much enchantment as the execution order she presented. Dazed, I did not recall when I started for the door, except that within moments I found myself in the corridor once more, headed for the stairs. The stride marking my exit out into the night was a purposeful one, and such a posture continued unfettered until I emerged onto the street.
Standing before the coven’s main entrance, I lit a cigarette and shoved the pack back into my coat. As I slid my gloved hand into my pants pocket, however, my fingers touched the hard metal of Lydia’s necklace and took hold of it as if on instinct. Withdrawing the chain brought forth my lie, positioned right before me with moonlight reflecting from its pendant. A sinister smirk crawled across my face. Lydia’s voice resonated in my ears.
“Why don’t you just wear it to spite me?”
“Your wish is my command,” I said. With a nod, I fastened the chain around my neck and hid it underneath my shirt. A shiver settled in my bones, though, the air about me taking on a disquieting sensation. I did not know from whence it came; only that it was there and did not belong to either Sabrina or myself.
I shrugged, apt to brush it off for the time being. My gait resumed its deliberate tenor, bound several blocks east, toward Temple University. For as much as I could have guessed I might be on the threshold of epiphany, little did I know just how right I was.



Chapter Thirteen
Smoke wafted from my cigarette, drifting toward the ceiling. My eyes were fixed on the building across the street from me, studying what appeared to be the sole occupied row house on the block. While my chosen shelter at least boasted an enclosed porch, the neighboring homes, including the one currently being renovated behind me, showcased boarded up doors and windows, their exteriors even more dilapidated than the address provided to me by Sabrina. It made perfect sense to me that my quarry was not home. I wished to be anywhere else myself.
A quick glance heavenward revealed the time to be about ten, which meant I had been standing there for almost two hours. I growled, shifting my attention back to the house, and mused on my target once again. Snooping around the coven had never earned an assassination order for any other mortal those caught were quickly dispatched as dinner and never spoken of again. This girl, however, had managed to raise Sabrina’s ire, and details about her were woefully sparse. I only knew that she was a ‘sorceress’.
Which I less-than-willing to believe.
Raising the cigarette to my mouth, I drew in deep and fought to ignore the aching in my body for warm blood. I had not hunted prior to arriving, so bent and determined to get this over with. Now, I suffered the consequences. “Where is this bitch?” I muttered. “Figures she would take her precious time getting here.”
I exhaled a stream of smoke. Flicking the remainder of my cigarette at the ground, I succumbed to the urge to incline against the nearest wall, but misjudged the distance between my body and the newly colored surface. A paint-splattered sheet slid beneath my feet, causing an array of supplemental implements stacked precariously atop it to crash to the ground and make all manner of racket. Righting myself, I clenched my eyes shut and gritted my teeth. A deafening silence followed the entire debacle.
Frozen in position for several interminable seconds, it took what seemed like an eon before I worked up the nerve to open my eyes again. As I did, though, I discovered no crowd gathered to witness my mishap. Only a tall vampire with all the grace of an elephant, standing straight and dusting off his coat. “Losing your fucking edge, Flynn,” I said, but any further words were cut off by the sound of shoes scuffing on the pavement. Immediately, my attention shifted back to the sidewalk leading up to the house.
I looked up in time to see her approach.
A cautious stroll punctuated the steps of a short, emaciated girl who appeared no older than her early twenties. Her hair just as Sabrina described it, its long, brown locks flowed down her back and a distinct patch of blonde framed one side of her face. She wore a tight, black shirt with a long, matching skirt, and the crimson-colored scarf tied around her neck concealed any patch of skin that might have otherwise been uncovered. I regarded the black gloves on her hands and studied her figure, deciding that if not for how thin she was, she might have almost been attractive. As it was, she was barely fit to be an appetizer.
She paused on the sidewalk directly across the street to turn her head and look around, prompting my hand to fall to the hilt of my sword in reflexive anticipation. Her eyes failed to settle on my hiding place, however, and passed over the quiet street without hesitation until she faced away from me, regarding her front door. I slithered into the shadows of the porch’s open doorway while she ascended the stairs to her stoop.
Her heartbeat thudded in her chest. I listened to its cadence while she produced a set of keys from her purse, becoming entranced by its siren song. My fangs emerged before I could stop them, thoughts of making a snack out of the girl polluting my thoughts with temptation. A little something to get me by, until I could return home and hunt with Robin.
I shook my head, not certain from where such a notion came. ‘No, no,’ I admonished myself, ‘One strike, one kill . . . like the samurai of old. Now is not the time to lose sight of my sacred credos.’
She slid her key into the lock.
I drew my sword, taking the hilt in both hands while she twisted her wrist. The lock clicked. Readying my weapon, closing in on her brought with it a gust of breeze carrying her scent in my direction. Her sweetness wrapped itself around me; thoughts of my teeth puncturing her skin infected me with such a dire need that the compulsion to feed became a pounding ache. She removed her key and I lunged for her, thrusting my blade forward. Only, rather than impaling her, I pinned her to the door by the fabric of her scarf.
The mousy girl yelped. Leaning close to her, I cupped her mouth with my hand, hissing in her ear through protruded teeth desperate to claim purchase on her neck. “Hello, little woman,” I whispered, drawing another deep breath inward, the intoxicating aroma of my new-found prey sending bolts of temptation rocketing through my senses. “Has nobody ever told you to watch out for strangers?”
I ripped my sword out of the door, taking hold of the girl by her shoulder and throwing her around to face me. Her eyes widened with surprise. I made certain she took a lingering look at the teeth that would soon be the instruments of her demise. Her pulse quickened in response. “Afraid, Precious? Just the way I like it.” I raised my sword to eye level for her, showing her the razor edge. “Come now, Pet. Scream for me.”
With one quick swipe, I cut her scarf from her neck. As it descended to the ground, I focused on the gash that had been inflicted, watching the decadent sight of blood rising to the surface. Her screams became a sweet symphony to my ears while I closed in on her neck, eyes shutting and aware of nothing more than her blood and terror. She flinched when my teeth touched her skin. As they did, though, she committed one last act of defiance and smacked the side of my face.
The impact sent my glasses flying. I heard them hit the ground. Opening my eyes on reflex, I subjected myself to maddening, acute pain in the process, and yelled as the familiar burning radiated from my retinas. “Fucking hell!” I said, dropping my sword and covering my face.
My target wriggled free for a moment, but I grabbed hold of her and slammed her back against her door. My eyes had been open just long enough for her to regard their crystal blue color, but shut before I could fully register the smug grin tugging at the corners of her mouth. My fangs plunged into her neck and warm blood spilled down my throat. I groaned in response, drinking deep until a disquieting sensation enveloped my entire body with sharp pinpricks of heat.
I ripped away from her, stumbling backward.
My eyes opened. Searing pain conspired with a sudden wave of dizziness and my vision became distorted. Before I could compensate, I tripped and spilled onto the porch, brought hard onto my knees and moaning as I was forced to catch myself with my hands lest I collapse fully. Her blood trickled down the sides of my mouth, burning my skin while my throat screamed enough agony at me to rival my visual handicap. Through the haze, I watched the figure of my target stroll closer, crouching to pick up her scarf and press it against the wound on her neck. Her voice possessed a strange dissonance to it when she spoke.
“Hello, Peter,” she said. “I’ve been waiting to meet you for a while now. Didn’t think this was how we’d finally say howdy, but hey, I’ll take it.”
I blinked, mouth and throat attempting to issue a response. Whatever her blood had done to me, it rendered me incapable of speech, bringing with it a creeping blackness that threatened to overtake me. Finding myself unable to fight against it, I slumped onto the ground, supine and at her mercy.
My last memory was of her crouching next me, touching my forehead.
***
“Good thing you didn’t drink any more than that, Peter. It might’ve killed you.”
The voice startled me into consciousness in a manner much like being thrown into a pool full of ice water. I found myself on my back, lying on a bed, with a slight tinge of pain radiating in my eyes from the glow of candles in the room. It provided sufficient illumination to cast shadows on the wall, yet shrouded enough in darkness for me to realize my vampire sight was not adjusting to my environment. I raised my hand to rub them, but jumped, startled when something caught my wrist and yanked my arm back down.
I tugged at the restraint. Hearing a rattle, I turned my head to look at it and groaned when I caught sight of a shackle wrapped around the sleeve of my shirt. I rolled my head to the other side to confirm its mate and moved my legs to discover that my ankles were likewise bound. “You best release me, little girl,” I said as the hazy memory of crumpling before the sorceress came to mind. I kicked at the shackles on my feet. “Unless you wish to see a very pissed off vampire when I get ”
My words were cut off as metal shifted up my ankle, touching the skin of my leg past my sock. Rather than exhibiting the chill of steel, it burned, searing my flesh and provoking another holler of offense past my lips. Two hands slid the restraint back down again, away from skin. I paused for a moment to blink past the sudden onslaught, and then growled. My fangs descended. “What the bloody hell was ”
“Peter ”
“Shut up.”
A pause. “I beg your ”
“Leave that name where you found it, bitch! Peter does not live here any longer!”
At first, silence punctuated my words, but then, the witch began to laugh. I sneered at the mocking tone, not something I was used to hearing. Looking to my left, I saw her standing beside the bed, dressed just as I remembered. A swatch of gauze covered the area where I had bitten her. I would have hardly guessed her injured, however, judging from the unwavering confidence in her stare. “Oh come on, Flynn,” she said, folding her arms across her chest. “What do you think you’re going to be able to do to me from there? Bite me again?”
I scowled and tugged at my restraints again. “We shall find out soon enough.”
“I wouldn’t do that. Unless you want a repeat performance of what just happened to your leg?” She started pacing away from me. “The shackles are made from silver. It burns when it comes in contact with your skin, oh high and mighty vampire. I was merciful and at least made sure I wrapped ‘em around your clothing, but if you keep wriggling like that, it’s not going to matter. Kind of makes getting free a lost cause.”
I growled. “The pain would last just for a minute before I tore free and ripped out a piece of your throat.”
“Doubtful you would tear free. For what, though? To be in the same position you were outside? Which, by the way . . . thank you for making all that racket.” She turned to face me again, smiling in a smug manner. “It gave me enough time to cast a protection spell.”
“Stupid mortal nonsense,” I spat. “Silver. Protection spells.”
“Oh, I promise you there’s nothing stupid about it. You’re staying right there until I say so.” My unlikely nemesis strode back to the bed. The mattress dipped with her weight. I lifted my head to regard her as her eyes searched mine. “Mommy vampire didn’t tell her special boy much about me did she? I bet she’s short on information a lot these days.”
Hissing, I snapped at her, fangs exposed. She did not budge, except to lift her hand and narrow her eyes at me. I furrowed my brow at the glint that surfaced in her gaze, but had precious little time to do anything else. An invisible force threw me back against the bed, rendering me incapable of budging an inch.
My eyes had closed briefly with the impact, but I opened them again to find myself staring at the ceiling. The shadow of my captor crept against the plaster, the play of the candlelight making her loom more imposing than she truly was. She chuckled. “You think you know it all, Mr. Bad Ass Assassin, but you’ve only been a vampire for what? Five years now? That’s not enough time for you to have any clue what you’re talking about.”
I sneered. “And I suppose you are the scholar, Miss . . . ”
“Miss nothing. C’mon, Flynny, we’re buddies now. Call me Monica.”
“I shall remember that for your funeral.”
Monica laughed. “This is hilarious. You hate losing control of the situation, don’t you? Ironic how often you let Sabrina take it away from you.”
The mere mention of Sabrina’s name sent my mind spiraling. Visions of my mistress perched upon my lap, speaking her final instructions to me, spun me around, reminding me I had a mission to accomplish. I moaned, scolding myself for screwing up and rendering myself at the mercy of my target. Slipping, yes. Perhaps Timothy was right. I was slip
Monica snapped her fingers.
I opened my eyes without knowing I had closed them. Something ripped the thought of Sabrina from my mind as though eradicating it by force. Monica spoke once more, her voice subdued this time. “Damn, Peter,” she said. “You’re a real piece of work, aren’t you?”
Blinking, I attempted to lift my head and discovered myself able to do so again. I looked to my right, seeing Monica standing there, hands on her hips and a look of grim concern on her face. I frowned. “Why are you looking at me like that?” I asked as our gaze converged. The way her eyes traced over me left me feeling as though a colony of ants were crawling around inside my brain. I shut my eyes to stop her. “Damn it, I asked you a question.”
“I didn’t recognize you at first,” she said, her voice distant. “When you attacked me, I mean. I’ve seen pictures of you, but they were from before you were turned. You have no idea just how dark you look now. And your mind . . . ” Monica issued one sharp, incredulous laugh. “My God, your mind is more screwed up than you can begin to imagine.”
I opened my eyes again, brow knitted at the mortal sorceress. Monica’s eyes regarded me in a normal manner once more. “You’re a unique fellow,” she said, “And yet, you don’t know the half of it. Do you, Flynn?”
We stared at each other, until my lips twisted and a chuckle escaped from my mouth. The noise invoked a stream of laughter and within seconds, I sounded like a madman being driven over the edge. Monica blinked at me, her facial expression falling as I continued to chortle like a raging lunatic. “Oh, this is precious,” I said. “We have reached the part where you talk about the gift, right? Oh, here comes the grand reckoning. The Fates help me; I am at the mercy of a witch.”
Monica raised an eyebrow at me. “I’d think by now you’d be begging for the answers.”
“Fuck your answers!” I said, snapping at her without warning. My mirth dissipated at once, given over to blind rage. “And fuck your psychological trash speak your damn incantations and hoaxes. Hear me now, little bitch, I do not know what you expected to find, but all you have before you is death. If you knew with what you were trifling, you would be pleading for your life.”
A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “I could stake you right now if I wanted to.”
“So, why do you hold back?”
“I don’t know, Flynny. I kind of like you.” She sat beside me on the bed again, closer to my chest. “I’d only heard about this vampire egotistical bullshit before. Now, I get a front row seat to it.” Monica winked. “Besides, if I stake you, I’ll have to get your ashes out of my sheets and I hate laundry.”
“Then humor me with your ‘answers’ or let me go.” I glared. “Either way, I wish to know why you are holding me captive if not to kill me. I am hungry and grow weary of your presence.”
“Yeah, the last snack didn’t agree with you, huh?” Monica adjusted her black gloves and cracked her knuckles. The action struck me as odd; I watched her do it with a feeling of dread beginning to surface in the pit of my stomach. She smiled in response. “Beware of sirens, Flynn. I’ve been attacked more times than these pretty mortal women you seduce and I know how to arm myself.”
Monica shifted closer to me. “You see, I am the scholar here,” she said, “And you’ve been trapped in the dark for five years, convinced you’re nothing more than this sadistic prick you troll around town being. You have your walls up to everybody but Sabrina and she only fuels it, while holding back who you really are. This is where I come in.”
I perked an eyebrow at her when her grin broadened. “We could make a good team, Flynn,” she said. “But first, we need to teach you how to see.”
Lydia’s words suddenly echoed in my thoughts sight, but no vision. A queer notion originating some place outside me, it hinted at finally being able to discern that which I remained blind toward. Monica nodded as though able to read my mind and placed a hand on my forehead. “Do you want to know why Sabrina never tells you what this special sight is? It’s because she wants to make sure you’re completely wrapped around her finger before your abilities surface.”
“Abilities?” I asked the question on impulse, captivated despite myself. Part of me still wanted to bleed the mortal woman dry, but another part studied her, listening to what she had to say.
Monica nodded. “Quite frankly, I don’t think she even knows what it’s going to look like when you get them. The important thing to remember is you were chosen for a reason. There’s a game of chess being played out around you and you’re the piece everybody’s after. It has nothing to do with this egotistical demeanor you’ve created. That’s all Sabrina’s doing. She made you love to be a killer.” She positioned both hands on either side of my head. Dread escalated by leaps and bounds when I caught sight of the look in her eyes. “We’re going to teach you how to do it right.”
A flash of light threw my head back, the colony of ants evolving into a swarm of bees within the confines of my subconscious. I cried out on impulse as the witch’s hands pressed harder against my skull and the sensation of synapses being redirected files being reorganized forced me into submission. The demon within me bucked and screamed. I settled, helpless, against the bed, until an inexplicable calm lured me toward slumber. Resistance, by then, was more than futile.
Monica lifted her hands. The sound of her cracking her knuckles once more became the final sound my ears took in, along with the distant resonance of the words she spoke. “Rest for a bit, Flynn. You’re going to need it. Life as you know it has just gotten flipped upside down.”



Chapter Fourteen
The sound of knocking ripped me from my dreams.
I shot to a seated position, surprised to find myself back in my room, surrounded by the pitch black of night. Blinking several times, I raised my hand to rub my eyes and began the standard survey of questions one indulges when disoriented. Was it still the same night? Some night afterward? How long had I been asleep?
The person on the other side of the door was not about to afford me the time to sort myself out, however. Another knock, this one more persistent, caused me to flinch. “Flynn!” the muffled voice of Robin yelled. “Brother, have you yet returned or are you still missing? Please answer. I would swear on my life I heard your door close no more than a few minutes ago.”
“Yes . . . ” The word came out sounding groggy and uncertain. I cleared my throat. “Yes, yes, I am here. Wait a moment, Robin.” Running a hand through my hair, I smoothed back my disheveled locks and indulged in a deep, steadying breath. Flashes of my final moments of consciousness before slipping into sleep ran through my mind Monica touching my head, the sensation of everything being reorganized within my brain. I blinked again and studied my hands, starting the self-examination there.
There was no evidence of the silver shackles on my wrists and my vision had not changed in the slightest. I still wore the same clothing, and did not feel different than I had before departing from the coven. The same attitude infected my thoughts and the same perspective lay behind my eyes. “Perhaps it was a dream,” I said, both disbelieving the notion and desperate to take hold of it. Lowering my hand onto the bed, however, I touched something that shattered my theory in a heartbeat.
My katana. It laid beside me, placed atop my wool coat. Draped over the sword was Monica’s red scarf. The sudden sight of both caused me to jump and reach beneath my shirt. The necklace yet dangled from my neck. I furrowed my brow. “Have I been screwed with by a sorceress?”
“Flynn!”
“Yes! Coming, Robin!” Growling, I slipped the necklace under my shirt again and swung my legs over the side of the bed. I fought against a wave of dizziness while grabbing the sunglasses on my nightstand, and grumbled the entire way from the bed to the entryway. Opening the door, I leaned against the frame while adjusting the glasses on my face. “This had better be good, Robin,” I said. “I was asleep before you started pounding on my door.”
Robin furrowed his brow, stealing a few interminable seconds to stare at me. “Flynn, where the devil have you been?” he asked. “We thought you were dead when you didn’t return last night.” He paused. I winced at the concerned look in his eyes. “Did something detain you? You said you would come find me after your business with Sabrina, but nobody saw you return.”
I sighed. “Yes, brother. Apologies, I did get waylaid.” Standing straight, I moved aside and allowed Robin to enter. “I take it this is the next evening?”
Robin walked toward the center of the room, studying his surroundings as though examining them for the first time. A strange premonition followed in his wake, something provoking a knit brow and a slight shiver up my spine. I closed the door while he spoke. “Yes.” The word came out sounding subdued. His eyes shifted back to me. “And far later in the night than you typically rise.”
“What time?”
“Eleven thirty, last I checked. Probably closer to midnight by now.”
“Shit.” I sighed. “Half the night spent already.”
“Yes, quite.” Robin looked me over, from head to feet and back again. “It’s strange to see you sleeping at this hour. Did you just return?”
“I am not certain.” Walking past Robin, I headed for the sitting area, issuing the implied request for him to join me. My knees weak and mind still reeling, I fell into one of the black, leather chairs and raised my glasses to rub at my eyes. After they settled back onto my nose, I pushed them up to where they rested comfortably. “Truth be known, I do not know when I returned or how I got back here. Only that I am here now.”
“Well, you had the lot of us worried when you failed to show up.” Robin remained standing, draping an arm across the back of an empty chair. “Sabrina went on a tear. She sent Timothy looking for you and ordered the rest of us to inform her of when you returned.”
“Sabrina.” I groaned in response to her name. “What the fuck am I going to tell?”
“Language, Fl”
I shot Robin a look of extreme annoyance.
Robin sighed. Sitting at last, he perched on the edge of his chair and folded his hands on his lap. “What happened? This sort of behavior isn’t like you.”
Leaning against the back of my chair, I tilted my head to regard the ceiling. “I am telling you the honest truth, I have no idea what happened. This is something I am still trying to figure out myself.”
A moment’s pause settled between us. I heard Robin shift in his chair. “Tell me what you remember.”
I lowered my head to regard him once more. Thoughts of poisoned blood, unconsciousness, and captivity rose to the forefront of my mind, but before I could speak the words, a disquieting notion settled into my thoughts. How did I know I could trust Robin? Or anybody else, for that matter? My eyes widened behind my glasses, dread throttling to the surface of my psyche and whispering paranoia in my ear. “It . . . ” I attempted to relax. “ . . . is a blur. I ventured out to fulfill a duty for Sabrina and cannot recall the rest.”
Robin frowned. “You’re lying to me.”
I frowned in response. “Brother, it is the honest truth. I cannot trust what I recall about last night. I pursued a sorceress and she proved to be more than I bargained for.”
“But you killed her?” Robin perked an eyebrow. “Right?”
Glancing toward my bedroom, I thought of the scarf lying on my katana. A slow nod preceded my response. “Yes.” My gaze shifted back to Robin. “I bit her. Drained her and left her for dead. Her blood was tainted, though . . . It felt as though I had taken a hallucinogen and it left me in a weakened condition. I retreated into her home to sleep it off and must have yet been somewhat off kilter when I stumbled back here. It still has me dizzy, truthfully.”
I studied him, looking for some hint that my story had come across more believable than it sounded. Robin nodded. “You should have run her through and sought to feed elsewhere. Witches cast spells against us.”
“Well, nobody warned me of that.” A wan smile cut through some of the edge in my voice. “I thought I was killing two birds with one stone.”
Robin sighed. “You are right. I never taught you about witches. I thought I had plenty of time for that.”
“Plenty of time?”
Robin waved his hand, brushing the words aside. “Simply not something neophyte vampires deal with on a regular basis. Even ones as prolific as you, Flynn.”
I frowned, then nodded and looked away. “It was idiotic of me. And Sabrina shall be displeased. This is the second assignment in a row with an incident. One more and my days as an assassin shall be numbered.”
“I think her greater fear is that the sorceress got to you somehow.”
My eyes shot back to Robin. “Why would that be a concern?”
Robin’s face took on a sober expression. “It’s not my place to explain that,” he said. “Better you bring it up to the mistress. She instructed the guards to beware, lest you start acting irrational, though, so be careful how you go about doing it.”
I scoffed. “Acting irrational. That is foolishness.”
He shook his head. “Not as foolish as you think. Even you must confess the notion of you acting irrational is enough to inspire legitimate fear.” A smirk curled the corner of his mouth.
I sighed. Standing, I removed my suit jacket and walked toward my bedroom. “Well, then I shall settle her fears. I have something to give her anyway.” I tossed the jacket onto my bed as I approached. Plucking my shoulder holster from the nightstand caused me just a moment’s pause as I recalled I had been wearing this as well the evening prior. I shook my head and secured my weapons into place. The scarf found its way into a pocket and my suit jacket into my hands as I emerged into the sitting area. “Aside from being fearful over my mental faculties,” I said, sliding the fine linen over my arms once more, “Is the mistress in an ill mood?”
Robin shook his head, his smile transforming into a halfhearted grin. “Otherwise, she is her same chipper self.”
I chuckled. Giving one, final adjustment of my apparel, I glanced back at him. “Sarcasm does not become you, Robin. While I am thinking about it, though, did you finish the favor I asked of you?”
“The rose?”
I nodded.
Robin stood and proceeded to glance around the room. “Yes, it was finished as you asked. I had business to attend to . . . ”
‘ . . . Conspiring is more like it, you aged Irishman . . . ’
“ . . . so it wasn’t a problem whatsoever.”
I blinked, studying Robin. While I heard the words clear as day, I failed to see Robin’s lips move. “I beg your pardon?” I asked. “What did you just say?”
Robin’s eyes returned to mine. He furrowed his brow. “I said it wasn’t a problem, brother.”
“No, no.” I flicked the words away with a brush of my hand. “I mean, after you said you had business.”
He stared at me, an eyebrow rising. “That is all I said, Flynn. I had business to attend to and completing your task proved to be no hassle.” Robin closed the distance between us by one pace, and then stopped. His gaze turned searching. “Are you feeling alright?”
“I am not entirely certain.” Narrowing my eyes, I studied Robin, seeing a lie placed before me without knowing how I could be so sure of it. I would have sworn on the altar of everything I held sacred, though. Those words had entered my mind with Robin’s voice speaking them. Conspiring? Such a brazen declaration and yet, Robin had no idea what I was talking about. My hand came up to my head, my feet suddenly feeling unsteady. “I think I should lie down again.”
Robin frowned. “See to Sabrina first, before she tears Philadelphia apart looking for you.”
“Very well, I shall.” Glancing at Robin, I noticed as an afterthought how soft my tone of voice had become. He regarded me all the more with concern and as I motioned for the door, he walked with me, lingering a trifle closer than normal. Somehow, I got the sense he feared I might tip over at any moment. Truth be known, the prospect seemed all too possible a reality. Something told me I was only beginning to fathom what had truly happened.
Together, we strolled out to the corridor. Robin paused to shut my door before resuming his place by my side. More than once, he asked if he should accompany me to Sabrina’s room, going as far as to offer to procure something to eat. I refused his assistance as politely as possible. Partially an effort to mask my own discomfort, it reflected how much like an alien in my own skin I felt by the time we reached the stairs. I had to bite my tongue to stop from snapping at his offers to help, but he read enough of my annoyance to bid me a good evening.
I frowned while watching him descend the stairs toward the foyer. None of this was his fault, even if that unsettling air had coalesced around him while in my room and those taunting words had contained his voice. With a sigh, I lifted my head, shifting my focus to the second staircase leading upward. My stomach twisted into a knot and my hand touched the banister in a shaky manner. “The mistress waits,” I said, my voice a low murmur. It took no less than two minutes for me to raise my foot to the top of the first stair.
My hand slid up the banister, my grip tightening on occasion whenever my feet became unsteady. The nervousness I harbored the night before could not hold a candle to the form of dread that settled on me with each stair I ascended. Agonizing, slow steps marked my progress to the fourth floor. I reached the top and wondered how pale I might have appeared as I stopped and stared at Sabrina’s door.
Glancing at Paul, who was standing in his customary place, I noticed the same uncertainty present in his gaze Robin had possessed when he first looked me earlier. I shifted my eyes away at once, straightened my suit jacket, and strolled to the penthouse door. I suppose I thought pretending to be unaffected might soak through my pores and settle my inner spirit. Neither of us spoke to each other as Paul merely opened the door and left it ajar long enough for me to enter.
I indulged in a steadying breath. My gait slowed, caution returning as darkness enveloped me. I swallowed hard and called out toward the bedroom, “Mistress?”
Silence answered.
Walking into Sabrina’s sitting area, I could not ignore the shudder running through my body, a far different sensation than I had ever experienced. My eyes glanced around the room, searching for any sign of my maker. “Sabrina?” I said. “Your assassin has returned. After a very harrowing night, I might add. Are you here?” As the last words escaped my mouth, I picked up on a presence without seeing it yet. The sound of light steps shuffling to the doorway reached my ears, but I did not turn around. Instead, I closed my eyes and watched a series of images play out in my mind.
I saw Sabrina regarding me from where she stood, warring emotions playing out in her gaze. Her piercing stare sent a shiver up my back and her full lips were pressed together in a frown. One eyebrow perked, she slid her hand deliberately behind her back. I watched her long fingers wrap around the hilt of a dagger, sheathed and tucked into the waistband of her pants.
My eyes shot open. I spun around to look at her as a surprised expression enveloped Sabrina’s face. Her body tensed and we stared at one another, her gaze registering fear while mine attempted to mask the hurt of betrayal. I forced an agreeable smile to emerge and bowed, preparing for the performance of my life. “Sweet Sabrina,” I said, “I understand I have caused you a great deal of concern. My most sincere apologies. I returned just as soon as I could.”
Sabrina remained silent. I walked closer, weighing each step along the way while digging in my pocket for the piece of crimson silk. Once I reached Sabrina, I pulled it out, presenting it to her. “You requested a dead witch?”
The reaction was instantaneous. A smile lit Sabrina’s face and her hand emerged from behind her back to snatch the scarf. “My darling Flynn, I feared she got the better of you,” she said. Her eyes traced the fabric, focusing especially on the bloodstains remaining on the thin material. “A silly notion, wasn’t it?”
I grinned. “Now, Sabrina, this is me we are discussing. When have I failed to come through for you?”
“Indeed.” Craning her neck, she placed a kiss on my lips. Where such an action would have normally been met with desire on my part, a foreign form of repulsion surfaced. Its poison seeped into my mind as I fought hard not to violently pull away.
Unfortunately, Sabrina noticed.
Her eyes opened as mine did. “What is it, Flynn?” she asked. “Do you no longer want your mistress?”
Every profanity fashioned by man raced through my brain. “No, it is not that, Sabrina.” My head felt as though it might rend in two at any moment. The lingering taste of wickedness left me chilled to the marrow, revolted beyond my control. I could not allow her to know it, though. “I did not return last night because I had to recover. I . . . was foolish and bit the girl. Her blood was laced with some sort of hallucinogen. It wrought havoc on my mind and I still do not feel like myself.”
A maternal smile tugged at Sabrina’s lips. “My child, you’re fortunate it didn’t kill you.” Her expression evened. “Are you sure you’re alright?”
“None the worse for the wear, I hope.” My fingers ripped through my hair once more, my hand settling on the crown of my head. “I weathered a difficult night and only wished to sleep when I returned this evening. I came here because Robin visited. He said you were troubled.”
Sabrina nodded. “I was, but am no longer. Rest, Flynn. I have no duties for you tonight.”
“Thank you, Mistress.” Lowering my hand, I touched one of hers and brought it to my lips. A forced grin accompanied the gesture, although I hoped Sabrina could not tell. “Have no concerns for your assassin. I shall be right as rain in short order.”
She continued to smile. I studied her eyes for a moment, not trusting how genuine the expression she managed was. Sabrina reeked of nervousness, her hand registering a slight tremor when I let go of it. I suppressed the urge to frown and turned, walking for the door.
Her eyes never left me during the entire trek to the exit and it was not until I closed the door behind me that the sense of being a goldfish in a bowl dissipated. Even then, I could not help feeling I needed to get as far away from her as possible. Strolling away, I maintained my usual, nonchalant swagger and hurried down the stairs in much the same fashion, ignoring those I passed even when a few paused to stare at me along the way. I swallowed hard, shutting my eyes at one point and opening them only when I reached the ground floor.
If I yet had a pulse, my heart would have been pounding.
Somehow, I maintained my composure out the front doors, but once I emerged outside, I entered into a sprint, digging deep to use every measure of my vampire speed to get away from the coven house as swiftly as possible. The wind tossed my hair a million places and my suit jacket whipped behind me until I slowed and rounded a corner into a side street. My back hit the wall of one building, my eyes darting left and right to ensure I was alone. When I registered no other beings within proximity, I shut my eyes and indulged several shaky breaths while attempting to make sense of this all.
The encounter with Robin was unsettling enough, but it paled in comparison to my meeting with Sabrina. I had been forced to look her in the eyes and play actor to a role which came so naturally before. The fact that I yet possessed my life was sheer luck, but my fortune would soon run out unless I figured out what the devil had happened to me.
Had the girl cast a spell? I had no idea how the incantations of sorceresses worked. For all I knew, I might have been right when I assigned blame to biting the witch, her blood yet coursing through my veins, playing tricks with my mind. After all, I had not fed since that time and if my body was yet weakened, then the hexes she worked against me would no doubt be all the more effective. My eyes opened and I nodded. Yes, I needed to drown myself in blood. Then I would be fine again.
Standing straight, I ran my fingers through my hair to restore order to the short, brown locks. As if confirming my theory, I felt the slightest tinge of hunger nip at me, giving me all the impetus I needed to walk back to the main thoroughfare and seek out my first victim. Something young and lively; a wicked grin emerged as I thought about teasing her before driving my teeth into her neck. The city was full of such creatures, after all, and the night was still young.
Not more than an hour later, I found myself in the alley behind a nightclub, kissing a beautiful young woman while my hands ran across her curves. She threw her head back and laughed when I lowered my lips to nuzzle her neck, allowing my kisses to descend to her pulse point. “I normally don’t . . . do this sort of thing,” she whispered in a breathy manner, her body pressing against mine, her scent saturated with lust. “Moving so quickly. Do you?”
I grinned in a wicked manner. “Dear, life is entirely too short to be bothered with formalities.” I licked her neck and suppressed a groan, bloodlust growing by leaps and bounds. It infected the core of my being until I could hold back no longer. Just as she began issuing a response, my fangs descended. No more than a few words made it past her lips before I drove my teeth into her neck, releasing a warm rush of crimson from the wound and into my mouth.
At once, a strange sensation crowded out even the taste of her blood.
Her name was Cecilia. She was a law student at Temple University. My eyes flew open as such details surfaced in my thoughts, my lips yet pursed around the wound and one hand cupped over her mouth to muffle her screams. I drew from the bite again, but doing so only made the deluge of facts and images all the more visceral. I saw graduation days and family, and heard the screams within her mind her vocal cords could not produce. She had never left the city. Never traveled; never been to Europe and now it was all going to . . . 
Ripping away from her, I threw her onto the ground. Cecilia crashed into a pile of empty boxes next to a dumpster and placed a hand on her neck while I took several steps away from her. Our eyes remained fixed on one another, my right hand rising with a violent tremor as I wiped the blood away from my mouth. I could not help but to stare at this peculiar creature I now knew far too much about.
“Get the fuck away from me,” I said, my voice a low rumble. I stumbled close to the building and rested a hand on the concrete facade.
Cecilia sat up, regarding me with tears in her eyes. I could not bear the sight any longer. Pointing, I growled, my voice rising in volume, my frustration saturating each word I spoke. “Go!! Before I change my mind and cut you into so many fucking pieces, the coroner will need your teeth to identify the body!”
She whimpered and stood quickly, eyes afraid to leave mine until I hissed, my crimson-stained fangs offering a reminder of what I had just done to her. I did not even have the thought to glamour her, I simply wished her gone and the action served its purpose. She sobbed once before running in a hasty manner. I watched her, still clutching onto her neck, while disappearing from my sight. Once she left, I closed my eyes as my head began to spin. “What the fuck did that witch do to me?” I asked. “Bloody hell, I heard her thoughts.”
“Did you know that a vampire can go as long as a month between feedings before completely losing their minds?” an irritatingly perky voice chimed. Lifting my eyes toward a fire escape on the wall across from me, I saw the wiry imp of a witch sitting on the edge, kicking her legs like a five year old sitting on a chair too tall for her stature. Monica grinned as our eyes met, her hand rising to wave. I noticed the manner of her dress was the same as it had been last night, with the exception of a green scarf matching her irises secured around her neck this time.
I narrowed my eyes and sneered. “You have a lot of fucking nerve appearing before me again, witch.”
“Hey, I’m just giving you information that might be valuable to you in the future.” She stood and, as fragile of a girl as she appeared to be, surprised me when she jumped to grab hold of the metal stairs above her and swung herself over the railing. Sailing into the expanse over the alley, she rolled once mid-air before landing on the street, her knees buckling, but her posture straightening after just a moment’s pause. I blinked while she brushed at her sleeves and continued speaking. “Gymnastics classes paid off at last. Anyway, the olden ones have found ways of going as long as several weeks, but I wouldn’t recommend a young vampire like you trying that.”
Her nonchalant manner only served to enrage me that much further. I charged for her, grabbing her by the throat. Fangs bared, face contorted with anger, I slammed her against the wall and spat in her face as I spoke. “I shall not be an emasculated vampire on your account, you meddling bitch. Now, either undo whatever spell you have cast on me, or I shall take great pleasure in ripping you limb from limb before sending myself into the afterlife.”
“This isn’t coming from me, Flynn. It’s coming from you.” The smile faded from her lips, but the bemusement lingered in her eyes. “The only thing I did was bring it out.”
“Bullshit.”
“What do you find so hard to believe? That you have any good left in you?” She chuckled. “That has to be it, because I have a strange feeling that if Flynn the vampire would have discovered these gifts on his own, he would have had a merry power trip, wouldn’t he? But no, that humanity you thought was gone might not be so dead after all.”
“And I think you are teetering on the edge of your last breath. Now tell me, what is this?”
“It’s the sight.” The smile returned, in all its mocking glory. “You’re a seer. You read people’s thoughts. You know what others don’t the next layer of things. Their intentions, their natures . . . Flynn, this is the gift.”
I laughed. “Then I do not wish to have this power.”
“It’s not a choice either of us made. You were born with it.” Monica attempted to wriggle out of my grip and I allowed her, too dizzy to issue a protest. She straightened the scarf around her neck and looked at me, sighing. “Listen, I brought it out prematurely for several reasons, not the least of which includes the fact that the voice of Peter is getting drowned out by your vampire machismo. Even as it stands today, I don’t know if you’ll use this gift for good, but it was going to emerge sooner or later. I’m just here to try to wake you up before she sinks her claws into you.”
I perked an eyebrow. “I am being played around with, then?”
“In some ways. But, then again, you always have been.” Monica lifted an eyebrow at me in return. “Why do you think Sabrina took you under her wing and made you an assassin? Why the hell do you think she made you a vampire in the first place?”
Just as a biting retort seemed want to surface, my mouth shut and brow furrowed as I searched for the answer to her question. Truthfully, my Mistress had never told me why I had been turned and I never asked. I had merely assumed my service to Sabrina had proven me invaluable to her. “Do you mean to tell me Sabrina has known I was to be a seer all along and refrained from telling me?”
“There’s using your brain, Pete.”
I muttered a low growl at her.
She held up her hand. “Yes, I know. I know. Not the Goody Two-Shoes name. We all know how he cramps your style.”
I scoffed, my voice developing an edge to it. “Yes, please, let us discuss what a model citizen Dr. Peter Dawes was the man who swore his life to helping the huddled masses and then murdered two people in cold blood.” I shook my head. “Somehow in these hymns of praise every bloody entity in the cosmos wants to sing, that little detail gets overlooked.”
“That’s what this whole thing has been about?” The smile on Monica’s face faltered. “You figure . . . what the fuck? You started off this way, why not go the full monty and shit all over life in general?”
As I looked at her, the expression on my face betrayed me, eyes becoming pained, words only previously thought drifting past my lips. “You have no idea what it is like to live under a curse. I do not loathe the name because it was my mortal name. I loathe it because Peter was precious little more than a hypocrite.” My gaze shifted away. “He lived out his days pretending to be a healer, only to kill the thing he loved most.”
Silence settled between us, neither of us apt to speak for interminable moments until Monica finally cleared her throat and sighed. “So, with that, the doctor becomes an assassin.”
I indulged in a sardonic chuckle and glanced back at her again. “No, with that, the assassin becomes what he truly is.” A finger pressed into my chest, just above my heart. “I am a killer. I feed from mortals. I live in blood . . . damn you, I am a vampire! And a vampire unable to kill is little more than the same sort of hypocrite Peter Dawes was. The best fucking thing anybody ever did was to rid him of his cursed humanity.”
A mysterious grin crept across Monica’s face, her eyes not faltering in their gaze. “But here’s a brain teaser for you, Flynn. Something I’d wager every mystical power in my life force you’ve never considered.” She strolled closer to me, careful, calculated steps with a deliberate tenor to each one. Lifting a hand, she poked my chest directly where the pendant underneath my shirt hung. “Did Peter Dawes kill Lydia Davies? Or did Flynn?”
My brow knitted in confusion. “What kind of ridiculous question is that? I had not yet been turned.”
“But Sabrina was already inside your mind. You’ve just been played like a fiddle so long, you don’t know how to tell the difference.”
Our eyes locked in a staring match. Unable to respond, thoughts waging war inside my head, I spoke the only words I could in my own defense. “I do not believe you. In fact, I believe you are the one attempting to manipulate me.”
“If you truly believe that,” she said, arms lifting from her sides. “Then put a knife through me, right now, and be done with it. End my incantation and go back to business as usual.”
My hand rose, sweeping back my coat in a practiced motion as second nature as my hunger for blood. Fingers brushed the handle of one of my blades while my eyes remained fixed on Monica. If this truly was her sorcery, it would end with her death. A distinct part of my psyche could not help but to ask, though, if she might be telling the truth. In which case, what would I do with these new abilities? Would infatuation with life and humanity overtake me, or would I use them toward my own ends? Surely the voices could be dulled, my senses attuned to derive the same perverse pleasure from their thoughts I relished from their screams. I could have my vampire mistress and together, we would reign with absolute power.
That was precisely what Sabrina wanted, though. I recalled Robin stating that he feared for my well-being. It was not outside her capabilities to manipulate a mortal, turn them, and train them to do her bidding. The cold-blooded assassin within could not care less and wanted to embody the term ‘killer’ to the fullest, most inhumane sense of the word. A more distant voice, however, struggled to understand how he became what we now were.
My hand lowered from the knife. I could not determine if I wished Monica’s aid or if I purely intended to exploit her knowledge, but now was not the time to end her. “Put your fucking arms down,” I said, frowning.
She grinned. “I knew you weren’t that bad of a guy after all, Flynn.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Do not try my mercy, woman.”
“Very well, then. I’ll leave you to your brooding.” Monica played with her scarf. “I had to cast half a dozen spells to get you into your coven earlier, so I’ll reserve our meetings for out here, on the streets.” Glancing from the emerald green fabric back to my eyes, the grin remained a fixture on her face. “Besides, I got in Sabrina’s cross-hairs once. If you told her that I’m dead, it wouldn’t look good for us to be seen together.”
“And if I need to find you?”
“I’ll stay close.” And just as I believed she could not grate on my nerves any more, she winked. The cocky gesture forced me to suppress an urge to grit my teeth. “Trust me, if you’re in trouble, I’ll know.”
With a curtsey, Monica turned and begun walking away. I watched her take several paces before calling out, “Witch!”
Monica paused, glancing back at me with an upturned eyebrow. “The name’s Monica, Flynn. What can I do for you?”
“Monica.” Her name burned my lips like acid splashed on flesh, becoming just as vile to me as my mortal name had been. “What of this necklace? How did retrieving it after all these years force this torrent of nonsense to the limelight?”
“There’s no such thing as a coincidence. You’ll be mindful to remember that.” She neither smiled, nor frowned merely regarded me in an even manner. “It belonged to a special girl, let’s put it that way. Somebody who’s been looking out for you longer than you know. Try not to let Sabrina get her hands on it, okay?”
I nodded slowly as Monica spun around again and, this time, vanished from my sight. Even after she had departed, though, I found myself frozen in position, examining the air where she once stood as though the vapors of her presence yet lingered with riddled answers. I was confused, hungry, and tired, and the moment I broke my trace to regard the night sky, I realized the hour grew late. Not enough time to even attempt luring one of the late night stragglers someplace secluded. As if I possessed any desire to after that debacle.
So, I dug my hands in my pockets and strolled back to the coven house, opting to drain a few glasses of blood before retiring to my room again. The rays of the sun had not yet touched the horizon as I lay in bed, fingers tracing the pendant around my neck until sleep took me under. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I realized a battle for my soul had commenced anew, promising to be long and bloody. I could not figure out my posture on the matter yet. I simply knew one thing prevented the sinner in me from swallowing me whole.
Lydia. The push that sent me barreling over the edge in the first place was the same thread tethering me to my humanity. The direction of the wind hinged upon the death grip she had on the scattered remnants of Peter, but then again, a lot had always hinged upon her.
I simply did not yet have the eyes to see it when I was mortal.



Part Four
The Secret
“For nothing is hidden that will not
become evident, nor anything secret that will
not be known and come to light.”
Luke 8:17



Chapter Fifteen
I have never cared for the light. Even as a human, I rarely liked to wake early and tended toward late night walks and odd shifts at the hospital. This is partly what made the eternal darkness of being a vampire so appealing to me. While the mortal world basked in the dawn, I gloried in the dusk. Lydia often commented on what it did for my pallor, but then again, she was always a child of the morning.
We met under a pitch-black sky, a most unlikely circumstance as Lydia hated being outside so late. She was a creature of superstition that way, always harboring the fear that some power or entity might do something to her when sunset found her outdoors. Whatever compelled her to leave her apartment that night sealed her hatred of darkness. It probably also sealed her death, because being out there led her to me.
A chilly wind blew past, forcing me deeper inside the protection of a warm, wool jacket as I strolled through a park in North Philadelphia. Looking for some sort of reprieve from my thoughts, I marveled over the tenor of my adult life. My parents were dead; my aunt gone and my uncle falling sick himself. Terminally alone, I felt content to be as such, but there were times when the burdens of the world weighed heavier on my mind than others. On those occasions, I would look around only to discover I had nobody with whom to speak. So, I indulged the habit of walking around the neighborhood.
My gaze often drifted to the heavens, regarding the stars for the answers to my private musings. I did not harbor any faith in a higher power; night after night spent at the hospital reminded me of the ills which befell humanity and prevented me from believing anything benevolent could exist. On nights like this, however, I still held out hope there might be a God, and that he could shine a little enlightenment down on me.
With a deep sigh, I stared upward, soaking up the moonlight with my bare eyes.
That was when she came slamming into me from behind.
The force caught me off-guard. I pitched forward and sprawled out on the ground before I could remove my hands from my pockets. My face impacting concrete, I added an extra grunt of offense when she landed on top of me. “Oh god,” she said, scrambling to her feet. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t looking and I”
“It’s alright,” I said, coming to a stand. My finger dabbed at my nose when I felt something warm trickling from it, but jerked away at the burst of pain radiating from the touch. Blood coated my digits. I frowned as I considered it might be broken, and then looked up at my unwitting assailant to discern what in God’s name had just transpired.
As I did, two things about her caught my attention. Her eyes jumped around nervously, almost fearful, but their bright green color still appeared warm and inviting. Tempted to stare into them for a while, I caught sight of something, which drew my attention to the side of her neck. I frowned at the rivulet of blood running from a deep gash. “Miss,” I said, walking closer and reaching out to examine it. “This is a bad cut. You need to have it looked at.”
Her eyes shot back toward me. She tensed, but failed to stop me as I continued inspecting the wound. When she did not respond, I lifted my gaze toward her emerald irises again. “What happened?” I asked.
“Someone tried to attack me,” she said, tilting her head obediently to give me a better look. Her eyes shut and the breath she exhaled was rife with apprehension. “I’ll get it looked at. I just need to get out of here first.”
“I’m a doctor.” I paused and corrected myself. “Well, I’m a resident, but I work at the hospital. Why don’t we get you over there and see about patching you up? You’ll be safe with me, I promise.”
I backed away from her a little, allowing her to resume a more comfortable posture. She seemed to be weighing something internally, her eyes narrowing and a world away until some light of decision illuminated her face. Immediately, she nodded. “Okay,” she said. “Thank you . . . ”
“Peter.” I smiled, placing my hand on her shoulder in some effort to offer her comfort as we walked toward the edge of the park. “But I could ask that you call me Dr. Dawes. A resident needs to get his ego trip somehow.”
The comment made her chuckle and gave me a chance to see the finer points of her beauty, no longer shrouded by her flustered panic. She had long, brown hair and a delicate smile that curved upward at the corners of her mouth. It was just the right sort of expression to shoot a bolt of sunshine into the psyche of the beholder. She had me instantly smitten.
“My name’s Lydia,” she said, regarding me in return. “And your nose seems to be bleeding.”
I laughed. Touching it again, this time gingerly, I spoke in a dismissive manner. “It’s not like this is the first time I’ve screwed it up. Horsing around near farm equipment will do that, too.” I paused to glance back across my shoulder briefly. “I’m more concerned about your well-being. You said someone tried to attack you?”
She nodded. I caught a shiver running up her spine as she answered. “Yes, I was. That thing came at me out of nowhere, but I think I scared it away.”
“Thing?” I perked an eyebrow. “You mean, like an animal?”
When Lydia’s eyes found mine again, her expression was almost harrowing. “No, nothing like that.” Those words served to be her only response and I thought it rude to pry. So, I did not press her for further explanation. We walked in silence the remainder of the way to the hospital and I quickly slipped into the mentality of a doctor the moment we passed through the emergency room entrance.
My cohorts at the hospital regarded us with surprise, stopping to ask what had happened as they took stock of my bloody nose and the gash on Lydia’s neck. I heard a flurry of ‘Pete!’s and offered a quick explanation to one of the attending physicians. He asked if I felt comfortable stitching Lydia myself and I nodded in response while leading her to one of the open beds in the emergency room.
Lydia appeared to relax as she studied the large group of people gathered around us. I puzzled over the tidal wave of relief that crested over her evident by the change in her demeanor but at least considered it a good thing she felt at ease there. She settled on the empty bed and I excused myself to wash up and clean my bloody nose. By the time I returned, she was able to smile brightly at me, ignoring the heavy-set nurse assessing her to watch me study a tray of equipment prepared for me.
Lydia was the first to speak while I slipped on a pair of surgical gloves. “So, do you always take women to the emergency room on the first date?” she asked.
The nurse, my old friend Chloe, raised an eyebrow while turning to depart. I thanked her quickly for her assistance, ignoring the knowing grin she shot my way before redirecting my attention to Lydia. “No,” I said with a chuckle. I picked up a swab of rubbing alcohol and began cleaning Lydia’s wound. “If I’d have known I was going to be on a date, I would’ve made dinner reservations instead.”
Lydia winced a little while I worked, and then jumped slightly at the prick of the needle when I began sewing her wound closed. Still, a smile surfaced through the pain. “Dinner reservations? That sounds a lot better than a night at the hospital.”
I could not help but to glance into her eyes once more before redirecting my attention to the task at hand. “Oh yes, with candles and everything. Might even include some flowers. Much better than a night at the hospital.”
“Ah.” She chuckled. “Somebody’s a romantic.”
I shrugged. “I just know how to treat a lady.” My eyes were drawn to hers again, so I winked. “You look like the kind of girl who likes being doted on.”
A contagious grin broke out on her face and I found myself mirroring it. As tempted as I was to continue gazing at her in such a manner, I forced myself to finish attending to her cut and drifted back into small talk until I secured the final stitch into place. Lydia offered the occasional response, but made it apparent her mind was occupied by more than our idle banter. I felt the weight of her stare on more than one occasion, though I did not mind the attention.
I removed my surgical gloves after securing a bandage over the freshly patched wound. “You’re all fixed now,” I said, placing the gloves down on the tray. As we regarded each other, I found myself wishing it not to be over. I hesitated, considering how I could draw the moment out; how I could savor it before Lydia walked out of my life. A nervous fidget infected me as I struggled to remember if I had forgotten to do anything. “Um, you’ll have to change the bandage at home. And come back in to have those stitches removed in a couple of weeks.”
“Will you be here?” Her eyes remained fixed on me, her body still. I could only interpret her actions to mean she did not wish to leave, either.
I nodded. “Absolutely. There aren’t many other places I go.”
She smiled. “I’ll ask for you, then.”
“Sounds like a second date.”
Lydia chuckled and I smirked, but the exchange only served to make me melancholy. It still felt as though we were delaying the inevitable, so I turned away while saying, “I’ll have one of the nurses ready your paperwork so you can be discharged and”
She cut me off by reaching for my hand, directing my attention back to her. I felt her fingers graze over mine and my heart leaped at the contact. “Peter,” she said, her touch lingering, “You know what would make me happy?”
Her soft words and coy smile forced my words to descend to a whisper. “What would make you happy, Lydia?”
Lydia’s grin turned all the more bashful. “Going out on that date with you. The one with dinner reservations, not the other one.”
I laughed. She chuckled as well, before opting for a more concrete answer. “You make it sound pretty inviting.”
“Then we’ll have to make that the second date instead.” I am not certain if my smile or eyes betrayed me, except to know the spark of desire the simple contact of her hand inspired blossomed into full-blown infatuation at the thought of our time together continuing. I had linked fingers with her without realizing it. “So, when are you available?”
Our conversation focused on schedules until we decided on a suitable time and day. It was a peculiar way to meet a woman, to have her crash into my life and invite herself to stay, but it epitomized Lydia. Nothing about her was subtle or ordinary. Riddles dotted her life, as did private treasures and personal pains she did not share with anyone else. Her eyes never failed to hold me in an aura of wonder, but her lips issued enigmas she would only allude toward before backtracking when it was apparent I did not comprehend what she was saying. Of the many stories I could regale involving Lydia and I, one weighed heavily in my thoughts as my struggles with Sabrina became more pointed.
It was the first evening Lydia and I shared ourselves with one another, bare skin touching bare skin as we laughed and rolled under my sheets. I could still see her face as she reached a climax and smell her scent as I buried my nose in the crook of her shoulder, just below the healing cut inflicted on her neck. Her hands held onto my back tightly and a breathy moan punctuated the crescendo of our coupling, our bodies still joined and the euphoria of afterglow taking hold. I kissed her skin and waited several lingering moments before parting from her. She rolled to face me when I settled on my side beside her.
I remember her looking at me in ‘that way’ again when our eyes met. While the evidence of our intimate union infected the way it surfaced that time, I could not deny its presence. She beheld me as though gazing at something more than her new lover. I kept silent and studied her in return, until she rolled on top of me and playfully bit my lip.
Chuckling, I nipped at the air above me, which made her laugh. My grin broadened, but as Lydia continued regarding me, her smile faded and her gaze turned inquisitive. I furrowed my brow at her. “What’s wrong?” I asked, reaching up to brush some of her hair away from her face.
“Do you believe in fate?” she asked, her eyes not leaving mine.
I blinked. “I don’t know. I’ve seen a lot of things called fate that were nothing more than nice coincidences. Not a lot of things that defy explanation, though.” My smile turned playful. “Except for you.”
Lydia giggled and leaned in to kiss me once more. When she pulled away, I shrugged. “I’m really not sure what I believe in,” I said. “I don’t give fate a lot of thought.”
“I think we definitely cause our own fate sometimes.” Lydia looked away, her fingers brushing through my hair in idle strokes. “It’s the things that can’t be explained I’m talking about.” Her eyes met mine again. “Sometimes you stumble across something and you know you weren’t supposed to find it. But it found you anyway.”
I smiled. “Like somebody who makes you laugh? Whose eyes could break the deepest spell?”
Her smile sobered, but remained present nonetheless. “There are very deep spells in this world, Peter. Are you sure mine can do that?”
“I guarantee it.”
“Then remember my eyes for me.” She laid her head down on my chest and sighed as though releasing a heavy burden. “Because I’m afraid there’s a lot of darkness waiting for you. You have rare gifts and the power-hungry will always seek to take advantage of people like you because of it.”
Her words were a riddle and while I took them as a metaphor at the time, it did not occur to me to heed the larger warning that had been issued. It would not be the last time she would caution me against danger, but the skeptic within always thought her fears irrational. They were the things a lover speaks to the one they hold most dear and I offered them an obligatory smile without taking them to heart.
A lot of darkness waiting for me, she said as she lay in my arms.
She must have been talking about Flynn.



Chapter Sixteen
It would be quite rational to assume a lot of remorseful brooding followed my evening with Monica. Indeed, if one were so inclined, they could believe I spent the subsequent nights wringing my hands, wondering what to do with myself now that these mortal gifts had been brought to the surface. Such a notion, while noble, is incredibly fool-hearty because nothing could be further from the truth.
When water trickles from its source, it takes the path of least resistance. Likewise, when faced with a decision that calls for defying one’s nature, the easier road always serves to be the most appealing one. So, I spent an evening licking my wounds, recovering from my brush with the unexpected. Then, I ventured back into the night to subjugate it.
Certainly, their voices rang inside my mind as I dispatched of body after body, and before too long I could summon their thoughts simply by touching them. After a while, I found ways to use this information for my gain. I looked them in the eyes and evaluated who they were, what they wanted and how best to lure them into my clutches. It made me that much more dangerous of a killer; a master manipulator. They tasted that much sweeter, were that much more satisfying to toy around with, and I became drunk on more than blood. Power wrapped its coils around my psyche. None of the miserable lot had the foggiest idea a vampire-seer had duped them until it was too late.
This deception would have been more enjoyable an experience if not for the return of my self-appointed conscience. Monica had the bad habit of surfacing in my life at the most inopportune moments. “Flynny,” she said once, using that bastardization of my name I was growing to despise, “You mean to tell me you’ve learned how to derive some sort of sick pleasure out of knowing these people before you kill them?” She shook her head at me and sighed. “That’s incredibly fucked up.”
On this night in particular, I found myself standing in a back alley, laughing with arms extended and teeth bared. January had dissolved into late February and while the chill of the air had not dissipated, it seemed the wind that blew past me became all the more frigid with my words. “Incredibly fucked up does not begin to scratch the surface, Precious,” I said. I grinned like a devil as Monica folded her arms across her chest, hugging a warm coat against her slender frame. “I can name them all to you. I can tell you where they lived, what their last thoughts were . . . ” I swaggered close to Monica and bent at the waist, my face mere inches from hers. “Shall I begin with the girl I just murdered? Or would you prefer to hear about the couple I toyed with the night before last?”
Monica regarded me, trying her best to appear unfazed. “What are you trying to prove to me? That you’re a sadistic badboy vamp? The act is charming, Flynn, but you’re the one in denial.”
I laughed and pressed one finger into her chest. “No, Pet. You are the one in denial if you still see me as anything but what I am.”
“Running scared? Killing as many people as you can to silence your humanity? Do you think if you murder the rest of the world, you’ll shut up Peter indefinitely?”
“No,” I said, standing straight and allowing a brutal sneer to envelop my countenance. “It is much simpler than that. I am going to kill them one precious soul at a time and watch you suffer as I conquer the world with the toy you gave a vampire.”
Monica studied me without speaking, locking us inside a stalemate. She held her expression steady while my declaration hung in the air. After what seemed like interminable minutes, she walked over to a stack of boxes poised next to an adjacent building and hopped to a seated position on top. “Then why haven’t you told Sabrina about it yet?”
Her words whisked the smirk from my face. “How did you know that?”
Her grin turned mocking again. “Oh, I can read it loud and clear. I know what would have happened by now had you. In fact, I’ll blow you one better. You haven’t asked her anything yet. Not even why you were turned.”
“Bah.” I looked away. “What use is that information? Regardless of her reasons, she granted me the dark gift and I have worn it as though it was my natural skin. If anything . . . ” My gaze returned to Monica. “I thank her for allowing me these pleasures.”
“Now, I thought Flynn wasn’t ‘one to be trifled with’ as you put it. That is what you told me, right?” Monica jumped down from her perch and walked closer to me. “It doesn’t make you the tiniest bit annoyed that someone had the audacity to walk all over your free will?”
“I asked to be made immortal.”
“That’s what she wants you to believe.”
“I do not give a fuck. So long as I am the one with the power, I shall take my lot and use it how I deem fit.”
Monica smirked. “Not the least bit curious why she wanted Lydia dead? Just so long as you’re the one with the power?”
Her question stunned me into silence. She nodded when I failed to respond. “You think this is all about you becoming a spoiled, licentious predator, but it’s about a hell of a lot more than that,” Monica said, pacing around me with her hands knitted together behind her back. I knew she was not referring to Sabrina when she added, “She saw it, didn’t she, Flynn? What was it she said?”
“Darkness,” I said. Lydia’s words reluctantly drifted past my lips and inspired fresh echoes in my mind as some distant chorus grew in volume. “She warned me about the darkness. About those who would take advantage of my gifts.”
“She warned you for a reason, and not because she’s a good guesser.”
My head turned, eyes studying Monica as I furrowed my brow. “Lydia was one of your kind?”
Monica smiled. “Remember, Flynn, there are more sides to this equation than you realize. You need to consider the possibilities. Was it truly Peter who killed Lydia or were you the assassin then as well? You haven’t confronted Sabrina about it. You haven’t told her about your abilities. You’re not running to her to conquer the world, as you put it. Why is that?”
My eyes shot away from her, in an effort to conceal my one weakness. It was difficult for me to deny any misgivings, because while my lust for blood had been unaffected, my desire for Sabrina dwindled into nonexistence. Sabrina used to be able to snap her fingers and have me running to perform whatever duty she had planned for me that night. I would have traversed the seven continents to please my mistress and yet, whenever I found myself in her proximity in recent days, my thoughts were not steady, my reflexes not as sharp. For being such a murderous bastard, I could see a far more profound evil lying inside Sabrina, a predilection toward atrocities that eclipsed my own. The sight unnerved me beyond measure.
It should not have bothered me, but it did. I should have been savoring the thought of plotting the demise of her enemies, yet I knew what the end to such a thing would be. She would assign me a permanent place of worship, feared by all as a ruthless dictator second only to her as my queen. The neophyte would become a lord and master whose iron fist would capture coven after coven and claim them all for the woman who created him. I would assure nobody ever dared overthrow us. Yes, the thought should have been consuming me to the point of madness. But here I stood, playing parlor games with my gifts instead of surrendering myself to every vile thought I could conjure inside my twisted mind.
I spoke after a period of silence. “Why do you unnerve me, witch?”
Monica regarded me with sympathetic eyes. “I unnerve you, Flynn?” She grinned. “Maybe this is a sign your humanity isn’t as dead as you think it is, if there’s an evil you still fear. Why do you fear it?”
The words I spoke drifted from some corner in the back of my mind. “The consequences of Sabrina having such power would be grave.” A frown enveloped my countenance. My gaze shifted to the ground. “Depart from my presence,” I whispered. “I grow weary of your company.”
Turning as though to leave, I realized Monica had not moved an inch. I glanced back her way again and found her eyeing me in an intent manner, with a heavy gaze that was refusing to waver. “Is this how it goes with you?” she asked. “Your worldview begins to unravel and you decide you can’t take it anymore when it starts hitting too close to home?”
I scowled. “If you wish to be my helper, then do me the courtesy of leaving. I shall solve these riddles on my own.”
A flash of rage surfaced on her face, but her expression quickly evened. She nodded solemnly at me. “As you wish.” I watched her walk away, my eyes set upon her fading figure as my thoughts strayed back toward Lydia. Had she truly been a witch? Granted, I knew of her interest in the occult and supernatural, but never before had I thought there might have been anything behind it. As Monica turned down an adjoining road, I focused on her, attempting to employ my new-found talents to read the sorceress the same way I read the mortals I slaughtered. The moment I tried, though, I encountered a form of resistance, something my current level of experience could not bypass. Monica disappeared, leaving me with more questions than I had answers.
My hand drifted upward subconsciously, and my fingers reached underneath my shirt for the necklace, which I kept secured around my throat. As I pulled it out, I felt energy buzzing from the pendant, something I had been daft to before. “Damn you, Lydia,” I said. “Damn your ghost and your infidelity. Why do you continue to trouble me?” My eyes lifted toward the heavens, dark without even a hint of stars overhead. Sighing, I tucked the pendant back into its hiding place.
The entire episode angered me. I had started to derive some pleasure from my curse and now Monica had ripped it away. Disgusted with myself, with Monica, and with the entirety of the universe, I started back for the coven house. My gait betrayed my tumultuous, doubting thoughts, and I garnered more than a few stares from the sentries at the front doors as well as the brethren I passed on my way to the stairs. Placing a hand on the banister as I began my ascent, I winced when I heard a pair of feet rushing to catch up with me and a familiar voice calling my name.
“Flynn!” I ignored Robin and began a hasty trek up the stairs. Glancing back at him once, I saw him taking the stairs two at a time and grumbled as I increased my pace. Robin was not to be deterred though. “Flynn! Wait!”
Finally, I hesitated with the second evocation of my name. Pausing on the top stair, I turned to face him. “What is it, Robin?” I asked through gritted teeth, not bothering to mask my annoyance while my mind continued spinning. I waited for him to catch up before continuing, my voice lowering to a growl. “I wish to go to my room and do not desire your company right now, thank you very much.”
“I can hardly believe your attitude.” Robin ascended the last stair by my side and turned down the corridor with me. “What has you troubled these past few days? You’ve hardly been around and whenever we talk you act as though I’m doing nothing but irritating you.”
“I have been acting no differently than normal.” My stride quickened again. “Now, if you would kindly leave me alone . . . ”
“Hardly. Not until you tell me what is wrong with you.”
“What concern is it of yours?”
Robin shook his head, his feet more than keeping pace with mine. “I thought we were confidants, but I must have been mistaken.”
“I have no confidants,” I spat, “Merely a host of manipulators around me, trying to fuck with my mind. You all stand in line, both living and dead, to make a basket case out of me.”
“What the devil are you talking about?”
“The devil.” I laughed. “Yes, I imagine he is in on this as well. Just fucking call me Job instead of Flynn. It would only be fitting, seeming as though I am the prize to be won in an annoying cosmic dice game.”
Robin scoffed. “I should almost call you Peter right now. You haven’t acted like this since your first days as an immortal.”
My steps ceased, though we were nearly to the sanctuary of my room. Turning to hiss at Robin, I bared fangs at him and spoke in the vilest tone of voice that had ever passed through my lips. “Call me that name one more time, you uptight Irish bastard, and I shall ensure you never speak another word again.”
“You would bare your fangs at me? There truly is something wrong with you.” Robin strode ahead of me, acting like a barricade between my door and me by pressing his back against the sturdy wood. “I demand you speak to me, or I swear to you I will run upstairs to Sabrina and tell her you’ve lost your mind.”
“Get out of my way, damn it.” My hand landed on Robin’s shoulder, attempting to push him aside.
Robin growled and swung a fist around, landing a punch across my face. My sunglasses flew with the impact and light stabbed my eyes with blinding shards of pain. “Bastard!” I said as I covered my eyes. “Do you have any idea how much that fucking hurts?”
I stole a quick glance at Robin through the cracks of my fingers, seeing his mouth hang agape. He struggled to speak. “Flynn,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Your eyes . . . ”
“Yes, my eyes. They hurt, you moron.” Bending over, I groped in a desperate fashion for my sunglasses, slipping them on the moment I located them. I stood once more and dusted off my suit jacket. “Or had you forgotten that in your abject stupidity?”
Robin failed to respond. I rubbed my eyes once more, and then regarded him, entertaining notions of unsheathing a knife and stabbing him enough times to make a vampire pin cushion out of him. The homicidal urge waned the moment I caught sight of how white his already-pale complexion had become. “What the fuck are you gaping at?” I asked. “You look as though you just saw the sun peeking through the windows.”
He blinked several times. His mouth opened and closed in an effort to produce noise until finally producing a panicked hush. “Your sunglasses. They were concealing it, but I remember . . . I remember what color they were when you were turned. I . . . ” Robin swallowed hard. He furrowed his brow. “When did you acquire the sight, Flynn?”
My facial expression sank. I asked the question, though fearing the answer. “What is it, Robin? What has happened to my eyes?”
One sharp, nervous laugh preceded my older brother’s response. He placed a hand on my shoulder and leaned close to me. “What was once sapphire has turned to emerald.”
I perked an eyebrow. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”
“Your eyes.” Robin shook his head. “They used to be blue, but are no longer. Now, they’ve turned to green.”



Chapter Seventeen
In case I have failed to mention it previously, the vampires of my bloodline have nothing in the way of a reflection. You can speculate all you would like as to what causes this phenomenon, but one item of amendment must be added to this fact.
This means we cannot see when our eyes have changed color.
I rushed inside my room with Robin in tow. He shut the door, but remained standing in the entryway, watching with confusion and awe as I ripped my glasses from my face and paced the room. “I cannot believe this,” I said, knitting my fingers in my hair. “I cannot believe this. What did that miserable wench do to me?”
“Who, Flynn?” Robin asked in a cautious manner. As though I had come unhinged and was ready to snap at any moment.
He would have been correct.
“That fucking sorceress!” I spun around to regard my brother, a strange premonition washing over me, brought about by knowing I possessed a visible mark of my hidden gifts now. It inspired a knot of dread, which did not seem liable to unravel any time soon. “The little witch has been screwing with me and has finally gone too damn far.”
“What are you talking about? I thought she was dead.”
“She was supposed to be.” Strolling over to one of my chairs, I fell into it with such heaviness, I should have broken it. Would have only been fitting, I figured. One more cosmic laugh at my expense. I leaned back and covered my face with my hands. “They never seem to die when you want them to. Instead, they cast spells which screw with your perceptions and change the fucking color of your eyes.”
My words ceased in an abrupt manner. Robin made no motion to move or speak for what seemed like eons, causing an unsettling hush to fall between us. Finally, I heard his footsteps closing in on me. He sat in the sofa across from me and remained quiet for a while before speaking. “This is no hex, Flynn,” he said in an even manner. “I am not sure about the witch and what spells she might have cast, but I know no sorceress able to give a vampire the gift you possess.”
My hands fell on my lap. I sighed, lining my sights with Robin. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
He ignored my tone and frowned. “This matter with your eyes. The problems you’ve experienced with them from your awakening until now. Their change in color.” Robin hesitated. I perked an eyebrow as he looked away. “Flynn, do you remember when I was training you to be an assassin and you asked what I meant when I mentioned your nature factoring into your sword skills?”
“Vaguely.”
Robin sighed. His gaze met mine again. “I have done you an injustice. I can only hope you don’t hate me when I tell you what I am about to say.”
Instinctively, I slid forward in my seat. “Just tell me, Robin,” I said, my voice lowering. “Please.”
He nodded slowly, folding his hands on his lap. His eyes strayed toward the floor again while he indulged in a deep, steadying breath. “Brother, I’ve hidden from you what you truly are all these years, partly to protect you and partly to protect the rest of the coven. Sabrina ordered me never to speak a word of this under pain of death. And the passage of time has made me less apt to come clean.”
I remained silent, eyes fixed on Robin. He shook his head, and then looked up at me again. “Sabrina and I were in San Francisco the first time I ever witnessed a seer with my own eyes. I’ll not go into that story now. Suffice to say the impression was lasting and staring into the eyes of one almost always means a vampire’s death. That we made it out alive is a wonder, but from that point forth, I paid attention to what the olden ones would say as they spoke of these . . . vampire hunters.”
“Vampire hunters?” I frowned. “What the devil does that mean?”
“Your birthright.” Robin issued a wan smile. “You were born to kill your own kind, brother. Seers come into this world with the ability to read thoughts and discern the intentions of those around them . . . ”
I held up my hand. “I have heard this before.” I paused. “Well, I heard about reading thoughts and have experienced this for myself. This is the first I am hearing about a seer being a vampire hunter.”
Robin huffed. “The sorceress is apparently being selective in her information. Or cautious, which is not uncalled for when it comes to you.” He nodded, his eyes becoming distant. “So, this would explain why you’ve been acting strange lately. I never thought to consider you had realized your gifts, but now it makes sense. The witch did this, didn’t she?”
I nodded. “Yes,” I said, my voice a whisper. Clearing my throat, I spoke louder and steadier. “Yes, when I was missing that night, she had me shackled in her room and laid hands on me. I do not know what she did, but it felt as though she was twisting my mind around and reorganizing everything. The gifts began to emerge afterward.”
“You are fortunate Sabrina hasn’t noticed this yet.”
I closed my eyes and sighed. My voice lowered again. “Yes, I am. Those days are numbered, though.” My lids remained shut. Monica’s words coupled with Robin’s to form a circle in my mind. Raising my hand to rub my face again, I allowed it to settle onto my lap while the charge levied by Monica finally gained enough urgency to make it past my lips. “Is this why I was to be turned, Robin?”
He swallowed hard and nodded. “One such as you was not meant to be one such as us. I know of no other vampire who has successfully turned a seer. To find one who hasn’t realized his abilities is extremely difficult, if not impossible. The lot of you walk around like a ticking time bomb, eyes a different color with complete ignorance of what lies in wait. Then, suddenly, the bomb explodes and here you are.” He raised his hands, pointing them toward me. “Emerald-eyed psychics snatched up by the mortals who employ you. Sabrina had a premonition about you from your first meeting, though. As a mortal, your eyes might have been blue, but they were the same shade. Her subsequent meetings confirmed her suspicions and when you woke with the infirmity, we took it as a sign.”
“So, she was right.” My gaze strayed toward the wall across from me. “The pearl of great price and here I sit, no longer ignorant.”
“The witch has kept in contact with you?”
I nodded. “Yes. She locates me every few days, attempting to be my conscience.” I scoffed, looking back at him. “Nothing she has said has stuck until now. I have reveled in reading thoughts and using my gifts to lure my prey, but . . . ” Shaking my head, I sighed. “I do not think she shall rest until she has me utterly and completely confused.”
Robin glanced away, gaze turning pensive, until it found mine again. “Why did she bring out your gifts?”
“The naive creature still thinks me capable of redemption.” I laughed, incredulous. “And thinks my buried humanity will latch onto the sight. I confess, this has brought about some moments where I thought I might split apart and form two people from the madness of it all. The more I come to understand it, the more it confounds me.” My words ceased for a moment. I frowned once more. “The only pleasure I have derived is from killing. After all, what good is a vampire who cannot kill? Precious little more than a deathless mortal.”
Robin’s expression turned pained and his shoulders sank. “You prick my conscience, brother. These are words I have hurtled at you.”
I perked an eyebrow. “What do you mean, I prick your conscience?”
“Everything you have become is due to me, in part.” He sighed, his shoulders lifting again, but seemingly in defiance toward the melancholy which infected him. “You are not the only one who has served the mistress to their downfall. I did it when I agreed to train you. While doing so taught me to be the mentor I should have been from the start, I gave you the tools to become what you are.”
“I do not understand. How are you responsible for what I became?”
“I have taught a seer to love to kill.” He shook his head. “This world is part of a natural order; there are certain things which shouldn’t ever come to pass. While I taught you what it means to be a vampire, I never revealed to you what you were before all this. And in doing so, I set you on a path which has made you more and more like Sabrina every day. For this, I will be judged mercilessly by The Fates.”
I shook my head. “I do not know much about The Fates or about this natural order you claim exists, but Sabrina.” Drawing in a deep breath, I exhaled it slowly. “As you pointed out, she knows nothing about this and thinks the witch is dead. Many times, I have tried to bring myself to killing Monica and each time, I have let her slip through my fingers without argument.” I brought my hand to my head at the mention of Monica, as though I could develop a migraine at the mere invocation of her name. “She shows up and I become of warring minds. Curse that damn mortal and the day she entered my life.”
Robin hesitated. I looked at him without realizing my gaze had strayed and focused on his thoughts, hearing them first as a whisper, then as a shout. As I concentrated on the one person inside my coven I trusted, I heard his private ruminations scream of distrust. Distrust of Sabrina; the thought that I was teetering on an edge and about to plunge headfirst into her arms so she could rip me apart. I saw an image of me being used before being tossed aside and frowned deeper at the notion. “You think me wise not to tell her,” I said.
My brother glanced away, issuing a sardonic chuckle. “Ah yes. Hard to mask one’s thoughts from a seer, isn’t it?”
“This is the first time I have tried to read them.” I leaned forward in my seat. “Why should I keep it from her?”
Robin sighed. “A century is a long time, Flynn. As I said to you before, I have a history with the mistress. It could take days to retell every story of our time spent together. One thing I can tell you, though, is that this coven has never been one large, happy family.” His eyes met mine again. “When not infected with jealousy, it is compromised by its laziness and overindulgence. It hasn’t made her any friends with the remainder of the covens and you were the last straw.”
I watched him stand and begin to pace the floor in front of me. Holding my gaze steady, I waited patiently for him to continue. “Sabrina’s always been an ambitious person,” he said, “But it became much worse forty years ago. That was when she became ruthless; willing to do whatever it took to gain whatever she wished. I left her side for ten years and returned out of duty to her as my maker, to be her second. I have never seen her use the level of deception she has employed with you before, though.” He turned to face me. “She keeps you placated so you continue to use your blades in her service. I have caught her dabbling in things which she has no business trifling with and she has prided herself in turning a seer into a sadist.”
For some inexplicable reason, the comment wounded me. “You think me a monster, Robin.”
Robin frowned, regarding me in a solemn manner. “I think you’re well on your way to becoming one and I fear it for everyone’s sake including yours, dear brother.” He sighed. “When I was your mentor, I thought I was helping to give you a purpose to your existence. I had no idea how much Sabrina would exploit it. I served her blindly and I confess this to you. In the years that have passed, I realize what a grave mistake I made. You became more than a hunter, you are a killer. Instead of loathing evil, you love it. Continuing down this road, with the gifts you now possess, I see the potential for a monster far worse than Sabrina herself.”
My brother and I stared at one another. While I felt the invisible knife that had just been thrust into my chest, I knew I deserved it. Swallowing hard, I nodded. “I do not deny the truth of your words.” My eyes drifted away. “Sabrina’s presence chills me now, though. I once desired her as nothing before, but these days, I cannot look at her without my gut twisting in revulsion. It has made being her assassin taxing, to say the least.”
When I glanced back at Robin, I saw him grin. “The witch was saving your life, it would seem.”
“More like condemning it. Knowing now what I do, Sabrina will not allow an insubordinate vampire under her roof, especially not one with an echo of his humanity in hibernation.” Standing, I sighed. “Robin, for over four years my conscience has been free of remorse. I have experienced things, though, which have confounded me ever since the witch came into my life. I do not know why. Perhaps this seer still lives and has been woken by these abilities. I might be under some spell, for all I know. Or, this blasted necklace I procured from Anthony might be to blame for most of this. Who the devil knows?”
Robin raised an eyebrow. “Necklace?”
“Yes.” I reached underneath my shirt and brought the pendant out where Robin could see it. He studied it as I continued to speak. “I had given it to my mortal girlfriend and retained ownership of it after I killed her. I sold it some years ago, but for some bloody reason, I asked Anthony to find it for me again and everything has been flipped upside down ever since. Sabrina shall seek my destruction if I continue on this path, dear brother. Her wiles have been useless against me.”
Robin’s eyes lifted from the pendant to meet my gaze. “The necklace is enchanted, which makes sense to me. Your mortal girlfriend was no ordinary human.”
I tucked the necklace back into hiding. “That is what the witch tried to tell me. I don’t know if this is to blame for my behavior, but Sabrina will notice it before she sees the color of my eyes. I have been walking a fine line as it is.”
“Whether or not your abilities or this necklace are to blame for it, you’d be mindful to keep wearing it, regardless of how much it might trouble you.” Robin’s gaze turned severe. “I can only offer you my advice, dear brother. I’m certain my words will shock you, though.”
“What is your advice?”
“Leave. Take your things, including some of your best weapons and get as far away from here as possible. Only, be merciful to me if we ever meet with you as the slayer.”
I scoffed. “I refuse to be a vampire hunter, if this is what you claim my calling is. I only wish to be able to live as I once lived.”
“None of us have that option any longer, especially not you. These gifts choose you, not the other way around. If your mortal conscience is truly coming to life once more, fulfill your destiny and stop tempting The Fates.” He paused. A solemn smile managed its way onto his face. “Please, brother. Get away from Sabrina before she gets to you. It was wrong that you were turned in the first place, but this can’t be undone. I’d sooner see you realize your human purpose than watch you continue to be Sabrina’s puppet.”
Nodding, I frowned. “What was it you once told me? I was a mistake?”
Robin’s smile faded, lips arching downward into a frown. “I’m sorry I was so harsh with you that night. I would like to think nothing in this world is a mistake, but knowing what I know about the natural order . . . ”
I held up my hand to stop him. “Apologies are not necessary, brother.” My hand lowered. I shook my head. “Robin, I cannot do what you say. I do not wish to assume any predetermined human purpose and I do not wish to leave. If I have any purpose left, it is here ”
“To subdue the enemies of Sabrina and allow her to rise to further glory in this city.” Robin paused, tipping his hands such that his palms pointed upward. “And now, you will know all her enemies.”
Unable to speak at first, I simply stared at him, the memory of those words I heard echo in my mind several weeks ago replaying. My hands found the back of my chair, yet my eyes remained fixed on my brother. “You are conspiring against her. This is why you were caught with Demetrius.”
“Your words are correct.” His gaze turned defiant without issuing any condemnation at the same time. “The other covens have spent months devising some way to end Sabrina and I haven’t stopped them because I can’t condone her actions any longer. I’ve lived a century, brother. I’ve seen both the best and the worst in vampire kind and this is nothing like what I imagined when I agreed to be second to a coven. I’ve lived with other nests and reveled in my nature with other immortals. Sabrina wants more. She would turn us into indulgent animals, from the higher mark of the food chain into sadists. We are wicked. I don’t gloss over what we are in any way, shape, or form. There is an evil we cannot tolerate, though. Sabrina’s quest for power has her blind and drunk.”
We continued regarding each other, not speaking for what seemed like an eternity. I neither read his thoughts, nor offered him my own. Instead, I allowed my words to encapsulate my sentiments, the moment I summoned the will to issue them. “Robin, I cannot leave if this is to happen.”
Robin’s expression turned pained. “Flynn, please. By The Fates above, stop protecting that which your conscience is warning you against.”
“Sabrina is not the reason why I cannot leave.” I raised an eyebrow.
Robin blinked. “I do not understand.”
Nodding, I lifted my hands from my chair, slipping them into my pants pockets. “I will continue my ruse as long as possible and conceal my eyes from her, until your deed is finished and my service to her ends. I do not know about human destinies or how I could fill such a role in my current state. If what you say is true, though, then Sabrina shall indeed become an insufferable evil if allowed to continue on her present course.” I paused, feeling my stomach sink. “Especially if she finds out about me.”
Robin opened his mouth to speak, but I interrupted by adding, “Only do it quickly. I do not know how long I can continue this charade.”
He nodded slowly. “It will be done as you say.”
“Very well.” Lifting one hand to rub my eyes, I plodded around to my chair and sat once more. “You have extended a great service to me by telling me what you know, which is far more than I can say for any other player in this nonsense. So, I shall try my best to extend the same service to you.”
“Thank you, dear brother.” Robin glanced toward my door, and then looked back at me. “I will leave you to rest now. I’m sure your mind could use the reprieve.”
“Thank you,” was all I could say in return. Robin motioned as though to add something further to the conversation, but seemed to reconsider and merely nodded before saying good night. Once I heard my door shut, I sighed and sank deeper into my chair. Silence wrapped around me, but did nothing to settle my nerves.
Several times that night, my fingers reached to stroke the pendant around my neck while I sat alone in darkness. ‘Damn necklace,’ I thought. ‘Lydia, I have no idea why you chose this to be my anchor in the midst of a storm, but for the first time since this whole debacle started, I must thank you for it.’ Without pausing to add anything further to my expression of gratitude, I allowed my mind to go blank until it was time for me to settle into slumber for the morning.
Still, I had been left in quite a perilous position, to be forced to play the role of assassin and servant while becoming a participant in this conspiracy against Sabrina. My final thought before drifting to sleep caused my stomach to sink again. Knowing how cunning my mistress could be, I had no idea how I was going to pull off such a deception.



Chapter Eighteen
I remember the way Lydia’s face lit up when she opened the box and pulled out the gold chain. “Peter,” she said, her smile widening as she looked up at me. “It’s absolutely gorgeous.”
“I knew you’d like it,” I said, grinning back at her. Not for the first time that night, I found myself lost in her green eyes, beholding them as beacons set to enchant me beyond my inhibitions. “There’s something about it that screams ‘macabre yet beautiful girlfriend.’ Must be why I was drawn to it.”
She laughed, and then looked down at the pendant again. I recall the way she studied it, a mixture of adoration and curiosity present on her face as my girlfriend of two years regarded the trinket, lost deep in thought. “It’s beautiful, but almost kind of sad. I see what you mean.” When her eyes met mine once more, I saw melancholy present in her gaze. Such a look was standard fare for her. As quickly as she smiled, it seemed she frowned that much faster, as though something within Lydia prevented her from latching onto happiness for long. Sometimes, I wondered if she feared her joy would cause the world to tip from its axis.
I ignored it and took the chain in my hands, moving to drape it around her neck. As the clasp locked into place, I heard her sigh and perked an eyebrow. “You’re not going to tell me, but I’m going to ask anyway. What’s wrong, Lydia?”
Leaning down, I gently kissed at her neck. She turned to face me, her eyes closed at first and then opening slowly as her hand rose to touch the side of my face. “I love you,” she said.
“I love you, too,” I said in return, but I could not help but to be put off by her brooding. The conversation with the jeweler surfaced in my thoughts, as did a reminder of my hesitation to buy her an engagement ring. I had planned on it, being so close to the end of my residency, and yet the notion could not be brought to fruition. It was not a lack of money; my trust fund what was left of it after tuition expenses, that is afforded me more than enough resources. Perhaps I was afraid to be happy myself. Or, perhaps it had to do with the strange premonition that had set up shop those days.
I knew one day I would lose her. As pessimistic as the thought was, it still existed and, I felt, not without good reason. Over the course of those final months, Lydia had become more and more distant. I blamed my busy schedule; too many shifts at the hospital, trying too hard to be too many things at once.
“I make you sad,” I said after a long pause. “Why?”
Lydia shook her head. “It’s not you, Peter. It’s me. I . . . ,” she trailed off.
I forced her attention back to me when she glanced away. “You what?”
She sighed. “I haven’t been looking forward to my twenty-fifth birthday.”
I smiled, in an effort to coax a smile out from her. “I’m three years past it and can promise you nothing happens. You just get another year older.”
My effort failed. “And another year closer to death.” Lydia frowned. Her eyes drifted away again and this time, I did not force them to return. “What if this is the last one?”
“You haven’t been reading some book or listening to a lunatic tell you you’re going to die at the age of twenty-five, have you?”
“You don’t believe in the supernatural. It’s hard for you to understand.”
My breath passed through my lips in an exasperated sigh. “Just because I don’t acknowledge it doesn’t mean I don’t know how it affects you.”
“You really don’t.” Lydia moved away from me and walked toward the kitchen. “Peter, one of these days it’s going to crash into you like a freight train and then, you’ll understand. Until that happens, it’s hard for you to know where I’m coming from.”
“I just don’t understand how you let these things get under your skin,” I said, following after her. “Nobody knows the future and all this bullshit people try to pass off as being mystical amounts to a lot of parlor tricks from a bunch of swindlers. I don’t see real psychics walking around giving credible advice to anyone, do you?”
I paused in the doorway to the kitchen as Lydia’s steps slowed to a stop and her gaze fell to the ground. “There are things you don’t see yet. The world has a whole other side to it.” She looked up at me again. “It sees you, Peter.”
A laugh preceded the condescending tone of my words. “What is that supposed to mean? You think one day I’m going to open my eyes and embrace a fictional world? Maybe when I’m senile or . . . ” I pointed at the necklace. “ . . . when that pendant becomes a magical talisman.”
Her fingers rose to touch the pendant while her frown deepened. I could see tears welling in her eyes and felt my shoulders slump at her reaction. This time, I had gone too far. “Lydia,” I said, speaking softly. “I’m sorry, that wasn’t right of me. I just don’t like seeing you get so upset.”
“Peter,” she said, her voice developing an edge to it. “The only thing worse than being blind is having sight, but no vision.” Her eyes shut. A single tear ran down Lydia’s cheek while the words of her favorite quote lingered in the air between us. I opened my mouth to speak, but she cut me off by continuing. “I wish I could believe for you and be there to protect you, but somehow I know it’s all going to come too late for me.” She raised her hand to her face, brushing away the moisture on her cheek. “Damn it.”
I walked into the kitchen and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her close to my chest. It was not the first time I forced myself to be patient with her superstition and I knew it would not be the last. “If I need help,” I said, stroking her hair in a reassuring manner. “Then I know you’ll be clever enough to figure out a way. I have faith in you.”
“I’m so afraid, Peter.” Lydia buried her face into my chest, her arms wrapping tight around me. “Someone’s going to hurt me and I don’t have any idea who. I only know it’s going to happen soon.”
“If anybody ever tried to raise a hand to you, I’d protect you.” Looking down at her, I touched her chin and raised her head so her eyes met mine. A reassuring grin surfaced on my face. “You have nothing to worry about.”
Her eyes carried a measure of skepticism, but she nodded anyway and rested her head against my chest again. If she doubted me at all, she had every right to, for three months later I would be the one to do her the ultimate injury. No more than ten feet away from us was a block of butcher knives. My hand would be the one to plunge the blade and it would cut through her heart in the most literal way possible.
Lydia Davies would be no more.
***
The days passed, leaving me in the unfamiliar position of being a conflicted vampire. I was an assassin, after all. My hands had snuffed out life so often, my actions had nearly become mechanical. Precise and unmerciful. Lacking in compassion and utterly detached. What Robin had said about the monster I became could be proven time and time again. After our talk, however, it became a bitter pill to swallow, leading me to long periods immersed in introspection. If the Fates had let me keep my reflection, I might have become lost in the emerald green of my irises until tempted to gouge them out.
I had been tasked with a commission, however, and to hesitate would have only meant my death. Thus, I continued to meet with Sabrina, glad that the demand for my services had hit enough of a lull so as not to require nightly visits. Even still, I knew my behavior had taken a turn for the suspicious and held my breath, waiting for my actions to finally garner her notice.
For one, I avoided Timothy and our usual biting exchanges. Secondly, I kept my sunglasses on at all times, including when I met my Mistress in her penthouse. I smiled at all the right times and sneered when I was expected to, but too often, her seduction fell short of its mark. Her lips were acid and her body made mine want to slink away in revulsion. Fortunately for me, her advances never transgressed into the realm of skin on skin.
Not to say the talisman, or my new abilities, hindered my feeding habits. I still hunted, and still feasted from their innermost secrets while consuming their life’s blood. Continuing to utilize my telepathy while out on the prowl, I pretended to know them, or care about them in some manner in order to make bloody work of them. Each of them were still hypocrites to me; the doctor I once was the worst transgressor of the lot. And my disdain only grew the more I learned about the skeletons in their closets.
The businessman who cheated on his wife.
The woman who seduced men for their money.
The fraternity brothers who raped a young woman.
I found myself wishing somebody would remove the curse that was humanity, regardless of whether or not that would mean my starvation.
Ordinarily, this would be the point when Monica would scold my double standards and delight in pointing out my care for their injustices proved my own conscience was not dead, but she remained absent. Several nights passed without one hint of the impish witch, adding itself to an already-growing list of absurdities. My previous attempts to rid myself of Miss Alexander had yielded no results and now she was gone through no action of mine. Still, I had more than enough practical matters with which to be concerned.
For how much of a mask I had to present to the others in the coven, though, Robin had to be that much more polished. Before I was even a glimmer in my mother’s eye, Robin had been a trusted aide to Sabrina. Now that his thoughts had turned against her, he moved with all the cunning of Cassius through the courts of Caesar. We spoke to one another, much the same as always, replete with smiles and laughs for those who might be watching. He and I resembled the perfect models of our former lives. Late into the night, however, we would meet upon the streets of Philadelphia and engage in conspiratorial discussions. Such as the one we found ourselves embroiled in as late February found its way onto our doorstep.
“I cannot be the one to pull the knife, Robin,” I said to him as my gaze lifted toward the night sky. I drew from my cigarette and exhaled a plume of smoke. “The one to do it must have a clear mind, not easily swayed by her wiles. I cannot vouch for my mental faculties right now.”
“Cannot?” Robin scoffed, slipping his hands into his pockets. “You’ve successfully eluded her suspicions for over two weeks, brother. If anyone is mentally steady enough for this task, it would be you.”
“I have far too many weaknesses presently. I am merely fortunate she has not discovered them.”
“Such as your eyes? The pendant?”
“Amongst other things, yes.”
Robin raised an eyebrow. “What else?”
I sighed. “Robin, my thoughts have been unsteady, even the ones which have nothing to do with Sabrina. I wrestle with my own demons too much to execute this plan with any clarity.”
Robin paused, his eyes set upon me with a searching gaze. “You don’t want to be the one to do it. After all this, the assassin still harbors some devotion to his mistress.”
Drawing from the cigarette again, I frowned and flicked the depleted remnant away. My eyes drifted downward while I exhaled smoke out my nostrils. “Part of me is still enamored by her, yes. I am very aware there is a barrier preventing me from being taken in by her charms, but I can still feel the other side of the wall. If she cracks through my defenses, I will not be able to carry out my mission.”
“We have found the one creature Flynn cannot kill.”
The verbal slap shot my gaze back to Robin. I sneered, tempted to speak through gritted teeth. “Robin, you wish your coup and I am giving it to you, even though I could pull a knife and drive it into your heart this instant. This is as far as my aid to you can extend.” Forced to look away, I felt my gaze become distant as the whisper of a notion drifted past my lips. “I fear evil, but I do not hate it as much as I should.”
“I would believe that, dear brother.” Robin sighed. My gaze returned in time to see him eye me as the stray sheep in the flock. “You are still of warring minds. One of these days, one of the two sides will have at the other and claim victory.”
“I wish they would hurry it the fuck up and decide. This middle-of-the-road bullshit is taxing.”
Robin chuckled and I could not help but to smirk in response. My disposition sobered once again as I reached into my pocket for my cigarettes and tapped another into my hand. “So, tell me how you and your co-conspirators have this planned out, Robin,” I said, lighting the end. A puff of smoke preceded the remainder of my words. “I wish to know how the amateurs do it.”
“You would mock your teacher, Flynn?” Robin grinned. “I’ll have you know I can still handle the sword just as well as I did when we last sparred.”
“Which makes me fearful for your sake.”
Robin laughed. “Then tell me, seer. Search my thoughts and interpret my plans.”
I indulged in a long drag of the cigarette and turned to face Robin. Regarding him in a careful manner, I paid little attention to the smoke that I exhaled and focused on my brother. On the surface of his mind, I found an intense loathing of Sabrina present a barrier clouding the rest of his plans and felt a pang of concern for his sake. I ignored it for the time being, though, and proceeded further.
That was when the images assailed me. I saw a council meeting, with several elders and coven masters gathered together. I recognized such meetings as commonplace when the area vampires felt an important issue needed to be discussed and from Robin’s thoughts, I gathered such a thing was soon to be announced. Sabrina would be the object of this meeting, without her knowledge. This would be when she would meet her end.
Just as quickly as I began to wonder how they would orchestrate their assassination, the still images came to life and formed a movie. Robin stood from his place beside Sabrina, but rather than speaking for her, he began to issue his complaints against her. My name was evoked, but defended and the council took a vote on how best to punish Sabrina. I saw the call for execution. I heard the masses cry for her ashes to be distributed amongst the covens as a reminder of the punishment for those who killed their own kind.
Shutting off the visuals, I looked into Robin’s eyes and perked an eyebrow. “And how does this punishment get exacted, dear brother? Do you see Sabrina lying down and accepting her sentence as a convicted criminal?”
“No, I know she will resist.” He sighed. “This is where I hoped you might be present to ensure the execution proceeds without incident. If you don’t want to be a part of it, then I will have to make other arrangements.” His gaze turned distant. He swallowed hard. “I might have to do it myself.”
I frowned at the reaction. “I apologize for being unable to participate.” As I drew from my cigarette, I glanced away. “I hope to be far from this debacle, figuring out what to do with the remainder of my existence.”
A hush settled between us. When I felt a pair of eyes fixed on me, I turned my head and looked at Robin again. He lifted an eyebrow at me. “I could use a bodyguard, Flynn. Not an assassin, but someone to help make the transition from Sabrina’s leadership to mine more seamless.”
I could not help but to blink. “You plan on taking the helm?”
Robin nodded. “I am her second.” His eyes turned soft, pleading. “Would you be my guardian as I have been yours these past few years?”
Staring at him, I regarded the seriousness of his words and the steady gaze he held. I used my abilities to search him for any hint of deception, but sensed none. Simply the request of a brother.
He continued speaking, as though sensing my hesitation. “No seducing. No manipulation. You wouldn’t be my servant, you would be my friend. I only seek your defense, Flynn, not for you to be a strong arm for my whims.” Robin paused, inserting another grin. “Unless your human destiny calls first to snatch you away.”
“Bah.” I flicked those words away with a flip of my hand. “Human destinies are for mortals and I am hardly mortal any longer.” Studying Robin, I allowed the notion to turn around in my mind. “Only a bodyguard and nothing more?”
“As surely as you named me Robin and I named you Flynn, I will never ask for you to be an assassin.”
I nodded and glanced away, flicking my cigarette into the distance while I considered his words. I had never dared fathom the prospect of using my sword as a protector rather than an executioner, because I never thought such neutrality possible. Even the notion of exploring this so-called destiny left me curious about what the future might have in store, but with my options laid out before me I was far more apt to take Robin’s proposal over surrendering an eternity to The Fates.
My eyes met his again. “I shall not stand in your way as the assassination is carried out. And, when you are finished, my sword will be used for your protection.”
Robin grinned. “You agree then, brother?”
Reflecting his smile, I nodded. “Yes, I agree, Robin.”
My answer pleased Robin to the point that he walked forward and met me in a quick embrace. Falling into it in an awkward manner, I winced at his enthusiasm while he patted my back and pushed away, his hands rising to settle on my shoulders. “Very good, Flynn.” He chuckled. “This is so much better than the thought of meeting you someday as your adversary.”
I laughed. “I should say so, for your sake.”
A short bout of hysterics punctuated Robin’s actions as he relinquished his hold on me. “I can’t argue with that.” The sigh escaping his lips was rife with relief. “This is the best I’ve felt in decades. Finally this can all be put behind us and the covens can be at peace.” Robin slapped my shoulder, provoking another grimace from me. “I won’t ask you to play the actor much longer. The elders are stirring. We plan to meet soon.”
I smoothed out my suit jacket to straighten the wrinkles brought about by his burst of brotherly affection. “The sooner, the better. I am walking a precarious line right now.” My hand settled to my side and my gaze found the night sky again, surveying the hour and noting in the back of my mind I was due to report to Sabrina regarding my latest assignment. “Shore up your plans,” I said, looking back at Robin. “Decide who your assassin will be. Sabrina, as you have noted before, is a crafty woman and shall sense your plans before you bring them to fruition if you are not careful. You might have to act swiftly, without the formality of charges.”
Robin nodded. “I will make certain we have a few contingencies in place.”
“Very well.” I nodded. “I need to take my leave before Sabrina becomes suspicious, then.”
“Good luck, brother.” Robin continued grinning at me as I turned and started to walk away. My departure was interrupted, though, as Robin called out, “Flynn?”
I glanced back at him, perking an eyebrow.
He grinned. “It won’t be much longer. I promise.”
“Thank heaven for small mercies.” I flashed a quick smile at Robin, then turned again to consummate my departure. It did not take long for me to stride back into the coven, past the sentries at the front doors, and well on my way to the stairs. I heard footsteps rushing toward me, though, once my hand touched the banister.
Rose appeared in my periphery, her eyes set on me. She smiled and waited until she joined me at the stairs to speak. “Flynn, you are just the devil I was looking for.”
I chuckled. “Seek the devil and you will find him easy enough, dear Rose.” My brow furrowed. “What did you wish of me?”
Her grin turned impish. “I have a message for you.”
A sigh escaped my lips, sounding playful enough in its exasperation and concealing how tired I was. Indeed, I did not even have the motivation to plumb her thoughts for their contents, not expecting that I would find much. “Rose, you disappear on me for several nights and expect me to wait around for your little messages?”
She laughed. One of her hands rested on my upper arm, sliding to my shoulder. “Now, Flynn, you know I have many pursuits.” As Rose tilted her head, the delicious sight of her porcelain skin directed my attention toward her neck. “My world does not revolve around you.”
“I never said it did,” I murmured. Knocking myself from a trance, I raised my eyes toward hers once more. “Tell me your message while I walk upstairs to meet with Sabrina. I am late enough as it is.”
“So I’ve noticed.” The curl of her lips produced a wicked, sensual grin. Rose continued holding onto my shoulder as she looped around me to the stairs. I shivered as her fingers slid across my back. “Actually, my message is from Sabrina. She wanted me to tell you she had other things to attend to and will call upon you tomorrow evening.”
“Ah, what a pity.” The scent of Rose’s perfume wafted toward me, her footsteps moving in tandem with mine as we began ascending the stairs. My baser nature took hold as I glanced at Rose and saw the plunging neckline of her dress, beholding the delicious sight of her cleavage and instigating a war within. I had been avoiding any carnal entanglements, lest they have something to run back and report to Sabrina. My internal strife, though, had also prevented me from taking advantage of the women I fed from as anything but my next meal. Something deep inside wanted to rip Rose’s dress from her body.
I swallowed hard and found myself unable to fathom why I could not trust Rose. Not with the truth, no, but she never gave me any hint she knew what a seer was, let alone cared about anything other than what passed down her throat and slid between her legs. ‘Just this once,’ I conceded. “Well, all alone for the remainder of the evening,” I said. “Whatever shall I do with myself?”
Rose’s grin turned all the more sly. “My other pursuits are all occupied for the night. Besides . . . ” We reached the top of the stairs. As she leaned close, I shut my eyes and felt her cool breath hit my neck while she whispered. “I want to hear about yours. They’re always so much more exciting.”
My eyes slowly opened, my head turning to regard her while my fangs ran down. Rose flashed her pointed teeth at me and within moments we found ourselves in my room, hastily divesting one another of our clothing. I lost myself in fanged kisses and needy actions after throwing her onto my bed. She might have taken more blood than our typical exchanges and might have been wilder than I recalled her ever being, but the moment I relaxed against the mattress, sated and spent, the siren call of sleep took me under. I had no energy left with which to question anything further that evening.
This must have been why I did not feel her deft fingers unclasp the necklace and did not detect her slipping from the sheets. I could be called the biggest fool in the universe for falling for her tricks, but at the time, I sensed none of the trickery that should have been screaming at me with overt obviousness. A strange premonition haunted me in my dreams, though, of the cold grip of dark magic dragging me into the depths.
The fact remained, my talisman was gone. Another vixen laid in wait to stake the final purchase on my soul.



Chapter Nineteen
“Do you know what drew me to you when we met, Flynn? You had the most radiant blue eyes and I knew there had to be something more than just a contemplative, young mortal behind them.”
Her voice coaxed me from the chaotic embrace of unsettled dreams. My lids lifted without any thought and settled on the figure facing away from me, but seated on my bed. I regarded the long, flowing red hair and drew in a quick, sharp breath before I could stop myself. The action caused Sabrina to turn, her gaze settling on mine and the smile on her face broadening the moment our eyes met.
She reached for me tenderly, and I did not move when her fingers stroked the side of my face, but I had to suppress a shiver. Her actions were gentle enough to almost be soothing, despite being unsettling, until her nails settled against my skin and raked downward in a more tantalizing manner. I gasped despite myself, tempted to get lost in the erotic pain until a disquieting certainty rushed into the forefront of my mind.
Sabrina was working her wiles on me and I was falling for it.
Sitting abruptly, I fumbled for the pendant around my neck and panicked when I failed to locate anything but skin. Sabrina watched me pat the sheets around me and laughed in a fit of schadenfreude. As her other hand lifted, I beheld, to my horror, the gold chain dangling from her fingers. “Are you missing something, dear Flynn?” she asked. “My seer vampire, who couldn’t even discern the thoughts of a wolf in sheep’s clothing.”
“Fuck,” I muttered, feeling as though I should hear my heart pounding in my ears. Sabrina unclasped the necklace and raised it to her neck, fastening it into place before slowly, deliberately crawling toward me on all fours. Her palm settled on my leg, running up it over the thin layer of sheets separating skin from skin. I watched its northward path, fixated on her hand as it crept toward my crotch.
Sabrina leaned forward. Her lips touched my ear and her voice formed a sultry whisper. “I’ll have you know, I find this absolutely delicious.” I tensed when her hand caressed my already-hardening length. She chuckled. “To think you’ve possessed the gift and kept it from me. That you’ve played such a good boy and done my bidding while pretending everything was as it should be. Tell me, Flynn . . . How long would you have kept it up? Until the mortal’s enchantment had you plunge a blade in my chest?”
She touched my chin and arched back my neck. Powerless to fight against her, I bared fangs in an expression of both defiance and arousal. My ambivalence clouded my judgment. The warring impulses shooting through me nearly left me shaking and once again, I felt ready to rend into two people. I indulged in a deep breath and shut my eyes. “Sabrina, your ways are wicked and your heart is black,” I said in a half-dazed manner. “You would use me for your gain and the suffering of all others would be great.”
“That is the point, my dear Flynn.” She kissed my throat and a shiver ran up my spine. “I spoke to you about the need to lay down the past and become a vampire when you became my assassin. You had Anthony find that adulterous bitch’s trinket and have worn it around your neck ever since. Does Peter dull your senses so much you’ve forgotten the way you were injured by that woman that contemptible mortal who could not even satisfy your desire to remain mortal in the first place? And yet, you would trust her magic?”
“Manipulation . . . ” I trailed off as I felt her fangs rake against my skin. The next words came with difficulty. “I was . . . made to be this by you for your own profit. You sought to make a puppet out of a seer.”
“I helped you find your potential in the form of something permanent. I freed you from the wretched stench of decay.”
“I wanted nothing of your gift.”
“Oh, you screamed for it.” Her fangs raked harder. The scent of blood wafted to my nostrils an instant before I felt her tongue slide across the wounds she inflicted, provoking me to moan. “You begged me for it. You wanted death to embrace you in its dark arms and wanted to scoff at the mortals beneath you. I saw your powers and the possibility. I knew this day would come and your blade strikes terror already. You have killed like a master. Now, your eyes will cause your foes to kneel down and worship you.”
My resolve began to crumble while I silently cursed myself for falling for Rose’s deception. I opened my eyes, only to have them roll back when she bit into my neck. ‘Damn, sweet Rose.’ I might have been guarded against Sabrina, but I was not against the blonde-haired vampiress and had willingly tumbled into her trap. Sensing the evil surrounding me forced me to acknowledge that part of me that wanted to bathe in it and drink of it to embody evil, yes to personify it. The opposing side of my psyche knew the taste in my mouth was bitter, though.
I slid my hand to the side, beginning a slow trek toward one of my pillows.
Sabrina lifted her fangs from my neck, licking the wound closed. “Come now, Flynn,” she said, whispering in my ear again. Her hand stroked up and down my length. “Don’t fight me. I will give you all you desire, you know this is true.”
“I desire peace,” I said, trying as steadfastly as possible to ignore the way her fingers wrapped around my cock through the barrier of sheets. My hand disappeared beneath the pillow, finding the knife I kept concealed there. “I desire to hunt in peace and as no man’s instrument of wrath, be they human or immortal.”
“And who could promise you such a thing?” She nibbled at my ear lobe. “Speak to me, dark killer. Tell me who our enemies are so that we might crush them.”
Drawing in a deep breath, I moved so quickly, Sabrina had no time to react. I produced the knife and flicked off its sheath, pressing the blade against her neck. She froze in place and I growled, drawing blood as I pushed the sharp edge deeper into her skin. “You shall never have the chance to meet these enemies, Sabrina. I shall be the last one your eyes ever meet.”
Her eyes shot to intersect mine. I felt her grip on me relax and nearly sighed with relief. “Your enemies seek to destroy you,” I continued. “They petitioned my blade, but I refused until now. Hear me, woman, that I shall not be made into a slave. Not by anyone.”
“You fool yourself if you think you can have it any other way.” Sabrina swallowed hard, but remained still. “You know it now, where these gifts come from, and I suspect you also know what they were to be used for in your mortal life.”
“The mortals shall not have me either.”
“They would accept your neutrality as readily as I would. There isn’t any gray area in this, Flynn, there is only black and white. Either you are a god amongst vampires or the angel of wrath against them, but you are not afforded the ability to watch this war from the sidelines. The Fates wouldn’t have it and the sorceress I told you to dispose of would hound you for the rest of her natural days.”
“You lie.”
“I hardly lie, Flynn. It is their way. Once the witch dies, another will follow and another and yet, your sword would be used for violence. And your conscience would rob you of the pleasure you derive from killing the mortals. Fighting against your nature your strong, vampire instincts for living as half a human . . . This is your only alternative.”
“It is not.” I scowled angrily at her. “I shall be Robin’s guard when you are dust, Sabrina.”
“Robin?”
“That is correct. Robin. You have sought your enemies amongst the other covens and yet house a conspirator under your own roof, sired by your own blood. My brother has promised me this neutrality I desire and there is not a damn thing anyone will do to interfere with it, do you hear me? I would sooner do that which I promised myself I would not do and be the one to murder you at last.”
At first, Sabrina remained quiet. She smiled within a few moments, though, and once more, I felt her influence crawl into my brain. “You see there, Flynn. Did you hear what you said? ‘That which I promised myself I would not do.’” Reaching up, she took hold of my hand and pushed the knife away. I felt powerless to resist. She stole my weapon and commanded my attention with her eyes. “You still desire me, even after the witchcraft wrought against you. Where you could have already scattered my dust into the wind, you stepped aside and allowed your traitorous brother to find himself a killer. This is because Flynn knows where his loyalties lie. He knows his mistress’s call and listens to it. And he will surrender this pretense of peace right here and now, won’t he?”
She touched my neck, holding my head steady as she resumed her ministrations. This time, I felt the knife blade press against my chest and drag downward to start rivulets of blood running down my skin. I winced at the sensation, but my eyes closed and my fangs slid down again. Sabrina laughed. “Tell me, Flynn,” she said as she gently pushed me back against the bed and straddled me. “Who else could make you feel this way? Could the wench you wanted to marry do these things to you?”
I groaned when her tongue slid across the cut she had inflicted. Her fangs scratched against my skin and my hands found the bed sheets, bunching them in my fists. Sabrina continued. “Would she send you to pillars of pleasure you could only fathom in your deepest, darkest dreams? Would she make you into something beyond immortal; beyond a man into something far more than a killer? Would she promise you power beyond your wildest dreams? Answer me that, Flynn.”
“No,” I said, my voice a husky murmur. “No, she would not.”
“Why is this?”
“Because she was mortal.” I arched my back, a loud, drawn-out moan escaping my lips when the knife blade slid across the side of my neck. Sabrina’s tongue dragged across this wound as well. “An adulterous mortal.”
“And what are mortals?”
“They are weak and finite.” I felt the darkness encroaching and not only could not stop it, I wished more of it. The tips of my fingers started to slip from the ledge, a chasm of wickedness waiting to swallow me whole. “We are the higher beings.”
“That’s right, Flynn.” Sabrina lifted her head. I felt her lips brush against mine. “Come and say it, dark son. Say it and my body will be yours.”
“Speak and I shall act, my Mistress.”
“I want you to conquer our enemies. I want you to assassinate Robin.”
“It shall be done as you say.”
“I want for Peter to die once and for all so that Flynn can come forth and reign in terror with me. I want the blood of the seven covens to fill the streets. I want power. I want you.”
My lids lifted and a slow, sinister grin crept across my face. My eyes danced with madness and a wild impulse shot poison into my veins as I regarded my venomous mistress. I nodded, the glint in my gaze bearing a form of wickedness even I had never experienced before. “It shall be done as you say, Sabrina.”
Sabrina laughed and kissed me in a passionate manner. I flipped her onto her back and ripped her shirt open, starting what would be a torrid and fevered coupling between us. With each stitch of clothing rent and each moan rising toward the ceiling, I felt my humanity ebb away. I had come so close to grasping the mortal buried deep within and yet, in that moment, I hungered to be everything Sabrina desired. A cold-blooded killer. A vampire without a conscience. A demon personified. The Devil himself.
My green eyes blazed as the monster took over, shoving Peter into a cell and binding him with chains. I fell away from the ledge and the chasm loomed deep as I became a terror beyond a mere assassin.
I became evil incarnate.



Chapter Twenty
That night, I sought to the streets and slaughtered like a newborn vampire. The selection of my victims was far more varied than rapists or other degenerates. Rather, I killed out of sport. Their corpses dropped to the ground and I laughed over them before making my way to the next conquest. As much as I disliked them before, it had become a matter of weighing the whole race and finding them wanting. And I was bent on disposing of them one miserable soul at a time.
In the days following, Sabrina took me as her lover many times over. She gloried over the power I now possessed, desiring it in her presence as much as possible so she could bask in the afterglow. For as ambitious of a woman as she was before, her head now throbbed with megalomania. I found the behavior infectious to the point of emulating it.
I would ask her constantly when I could make good on assassinating Robin. Sabrina smiled as she ran her nails down my bare chest. “Flynn, I’m certain I could request his ashes right now and you would present them to me on a silver platter. Remember, though, all things are to happen at the right moment. Especially if we are to stake our claim over the other covens.”
“You speak of the meeting, then?” I asked as I touched the pendant dangling from her neck. It no longer held any power over me. In fact, I found myself reveling in the irony of Sabrina wearing it. “Is this when we are to make our move?”
“There exists the soul of a conniver within you yet.” She chuckled, drawing herself closer to me as we lay upon her bed. Her eyes met mine in a deliberate manner. “Yes, the meeting. I have a bloodbath in mind, my darling. Robin and I walking in, he seated beside me as if he still belonged there. I will allow them to rail against me as you said they will. Before they can carry out my sentence, though, you will come in and surprise them.”
“And what shall you have me do then?”
Sabrina smiled. “I want you to kill them all, my assassin. We will collect their birthrights and rule the city.”
I smirked deviously. Later, when I retired to my room, her words carried me off to sleep for the day.
The next evening, I rose and went about the normal tasks of grooming and dressing, strapping my katana to my side before threading my arms through my suit jacket and setting out for the halls of the coven house. Thirsty for more killing, my footsteps felt possessed, as though I walked amongst clouds of darkness raining down blood, the evening mine to drink. I approached the stairs, but stopped the moment another figure ceased her ascent right in front of me.
“Rose,” I said, my eyes glinting behind my dark spectacles. The blonde-haired vampiress took a half step backward and I stalked forward. Rose’s eyes widened and her back hit the wall.  Descending one stair in a menacing manner, I raised my arm and pressed the palm of my hand on the wall next to her head. “I have seen less and less of you these days. Have you ceased enjoying my company?”
She tilted her chin in defiance, though her eyes told another story. “I will not entertain the bed of a traitor.”
I leaned closer to her. “Ah, but I have seen the light. In fact, I own the light and keep it in my pocket with all the other trinkets I possess.” My other hand lifted and I delighted in her reaction as I slid my fingertips across her cheek. “Perhaps I will possess you as well, Rose. Would you like to be one of my trinkets?”
Before she had the chance to issue a response, the hand on her cheek took hold of the base of her throat, pinning her in place. My fangs slid down and nails dug into her skin while Rose gasped. Her hands shot to my arm and began attempting to push me back. “Sabrina has called us upstairs, Flynn,” she said. “Let me go or else she will begin to worry.”
“Who is ‘us’?”
“Timothy, you, and me. Timothy was supposed to find you.”
“Well, he obviously has not, otherwise I would have known what the fuck you were talking about.” Grinning broadly, I tightened my grip. “He fears me. I can smell it every time I pass. Do you fear me yet, Rose? Do you quake when you think of the secrets I can make myself privy to within your mind? The control I have over you now that I can lay your innermost desires out like an open book?”
Rose clenched her eyes shut. “I fear the monster you’ve become.”
Her confession provoked me to laugh. I leaned all the closer, finding her ear and whispering, “Thank you for helping to free the demon, sister. Your service shall be repaid tenfold.”
She attempted to speak, but I pulled away before she could, relinquishing my grip and allowing her to crumple as her knees gave out on her. Her hands found her neck and rubbed it while I slipped a hand into my suit jacket, producing my black, leather gloves. “Get up and compose yourself, woman,” I said as I threaded my fingers into one. “If Sabrina has murder on her mind, we should not keep her waiting.”
Rose slowly came to a stand, her eyes shooting hate at me. I growled sharply and the action was enough to light a fire beneath her feet. She scurried up the next flight of stairs while I brought up the rear, smoothing the last glove over my hand before resting it on the banister. Rose neither glanced over her shoulder, nor slowed her pace, but her posture remained rigid and tense. I grinned. ‘Only the beginning, Rose,’ I thought at her. ‘If payback is a bitch, then revenge is a vampire named Flynn.’
She shuddered in response. I hummed in a satisfied manner. Together, we reached the top of the stairs and strolled toward Sabrina’s penthouse.
Paul opened the door for us, his eyes lingering on me. I paid him no mind and walked ahead of Rose, into the vestibule and toward the sitting area without any pause. Sabrina appeared in view, sitting on her couch alongside Timothy and holding a glass of red wine in her hand. She smiled when she caught sight of me. “My darling Flynn,” she said. “I see Rose was able to find you. I was just about to send Timothy to locate you.”
Timothy glanced upward at the mention of his name. His eyes met mine and I saw the same anxiety latent in his gaze that had been present in Rose’s. Had I been able to feed from fear itself, I could have become drunk merely from the way my two older siblings regarded me. I smiled in response, an expression that, judging by his reaction, chilled him to the bone. “Well, a serendipitous thing Rose found me, then,” I said, glancing at Rose. “Is it not, dear sister?”
Rose ignored me, but finally walked to the opposite side of the room and sat in an empty chair. Sabrina watched her as if noticing the same thing I did. Her eyes read of supremacy and delight when she turned her head back to me. “Sit with us, please,” she said, pointing to the couch in front of her. “We have plans to make.”
I nodded, strolling to the unoccupied piece of furniture and sliding back into it. One leg lifted and settled on my knee while I leaned my elbow on the arm of the couch, a casual enough pose despite my inner demon’s eagerness to find some manor of corruption to entertain. “What plans are these, darling mistress?”
“I’ve received word from the council.” Sabrina lifted her chin, turning her head to glance at us all. “They will convene this week. Robin himself delivered the message no more than an hour ago.”
Unable to control the impulse, I snickered. “Bloody fool.”
Sabrina’s eyes met mine again. “Oh, quite a fool, but not oblivious.” She raised an eyebrow, her grin fading. “He has noticed your absence and asked if I was keeping you busy. I told him I had several tasks for you.”
I nodded. “What might I do to assuage Master Robin’s curiosity?”
“Do nothing. Don’t allow Robin to see you until the meeting and avoid me altogether, lest he become suspicious. We need him to think we are all ignorant of his plans.”
“Will that be enough?”
“Oh, I genuinely have a couple of tasks for you.” The grin returned to Sabrina’s face in wicked splendor. “This will at least lend some truth toward you being busy, my assassin. Your black roses and the uproar from the covens will prove it.” She paused. “I assume ending a few troublemakers won’t cause you too much burden, will it?”
I grinned. “It shall be done as you say.”
“Excellent.” Sabrina winked at me, but then directed her attention to all three of us when she spoke once more. “My enemies want me dead. Timothy and Rose, you have heard whispers of a conspiracy and Flynn unveiled the treason of the bastard I have called a son. I thought my children trustworthy, but I know better now and look to you three as the only ones I can depend upon. There are those who would, no doubt, embrace the reign of Robin over my house. Charles and Louis converse with him often enough for me to believe Robin has them in mind for leadership, and the rest are just lazy, stupid sheep who follow the direction of the wind.” She nodded her head toward us. “You three are loyal. You have demonstrated your loyalty in being a part of this. I won’t forget it any time soon.”
Sabrina stood. She began to pace with a lithe and contemplative gait. “In four days, the masters and seconds of every major coven in this area are set to meet at Matthew’s coven in Society Hill. Undoubtedly, the stodgy bastard is still upset at me for having one of his elders disposed of, so I’m certain he finds a delicious irony in hosting my undoing.”
“A shame he has not liked the roses I left him,” I said.
Sabrina chuckled. “You taunt him with your roses, Flynn. I’m sure the only reason why he doesn’t want you dead as well has to do with your brother.” Her gaze met mine in a deliberate manner. “I want Matthew to be the first to die.”
“As you wish, mistress.”
“Very good.” Her attention shifted back to us all. “Their actions against me are intended to make a point. Anyone who vies for power will be exterminated by the collective will of the covens. I intend to make a counterpoint. That to transgress me will mean the lives of whoever tries to stop me. As the council convenes, I want you all to be waiting in the wings, away from the watchful eye of Matthew’s security. Timothy will help me escape and Rose . . . ” Her eyes shifted to the vampiress. “You are to help slip Flynn past the guards in the front.”
Sabrina placed her hands on the back of the couch where Timothy sat. This time, I found myself the object of her focus. “My dear Flynn,” she said, “After they begin their charges against me, you will infiltrate the meeting room and start the bloodbath. I want every single elder and master disposed of, trapped like rats and ended like the vermin they are. Arm yourself as heavily as you must. Show no mercy to any, including Robin. He signed his death warrant when he turned his back on me. I want him to join his co-conspirators as nothing more than ash.”
A slow, sinister grin spread across my face. “Not only shall it be easy, it shall be very satisfying.”
“For both of us, dark killer.”
“Indeed.” I paused, perking an eyebrow. “When shall I be needed and what duties do you have for me in the interim?”
“I will have Rose fetch you when the time is right. Remain close to your room that evening. In the meanwhile, dispose of Vincent of William’s house for me. First, do away with his human slaves over the course of the next two evenings, then kill him the night before the meeting. The pretentious twit is expendable and should make for an easy kill. Remember, we are offering a distraction. Keep your wits sharp.”
“I always do.” Standing, I walked toward Sabrina and stopped just shy of her. “I shall take my leave, then, and see to your orders.”
Her eyes rose to meet mine, her body drifting close. Her hand slid against the front of my shirt while I felt her wickedness caress my psyche. “Say it to me, my seer.” Sabrina’s voice lowered to a whisper. “I enjoy hearing those words drift past your lips.”
I bent enough for our mouths to hover close. “It shall be done as you say, my mistress.”
Sabrina shut her eyes as I shut mine. A deep, lingering kiss commenced between us, fueled with energy so palpable, I struggled with the impulse to throw her on the couch and fuck her right in front of Rose and Timothy. I heard whispers of their thoughts, which provoked me to grin like a devil as Sabrina pulled away.
Her fingers toyed at the buttons of my shirt. “When we meet next, on the other side of this debacle, we will have our enemies cowering at our feet.”
“Yes, we shall.” Offering Rose and Timothy a parting glance, I turned and made my way out of Sabrina’s penthouse, passing Paul once again and feeling the weight of his gaze settle on my back. Power pulsed through me, rousing an infectious temptation to stroll past every member of the coven and lord over them. I suppressed it and descended the stairs, headed for my room.
Along the way, however, I paused by the door of the one person yet to fear me as pointedly as he should. Chancing an encounter with my older brother to eavesdrop on him, I placed a hand on his door and felt first for his thoughts. When I found no sign of any suspicions he might have harbored as far as I was concerned, I allowed the words he spoke in hushed tones to drift toward my ears.
“Yes, I pledge my life to you that Flynn will not interfere,” he said. “My brother has committed himself to our cause, just not as a participant.”
“Then how do we know he won’t honor some pledge to Sabrina at the last moment, Michael?” I recognized the voice, even through the minor distortion of the phone held to Robin’s ear, as belonging to Matthew.
“He’s been made aware of how grossly Sabrina has manipulated him. As I told you before, he still plays the ruse of an assassin so Sabrina doesn’t become suspicious. It will all end once we execute her. He has given me his word.”
There was a pause on the other line, followed by a sigh. “We are investing a lot in your word because you are an elder, and a trusted one, at that. Please realize, though . . . If you are wrong, I fear it will mean all our deaths that evening. You included.”
“We won’t die. I promise you. I know my brother well and know what thoughts trouble him. By next week, there will be order amongst the covens again. You’ll see it with your own eyes.”
A slow, wicked grin curled the corners of my mouth. Turning away from the door, I strolled for my room with an unaffected air. My brother was ignorant of walking into his own grave and while his co-conspirators remained skeptical, they were mice following the Pied Piper’s tune. I settled in to rest that morning, allowing a lingering thought sing me to sleep like a macabre lullaby.
No, Robin did not know he was to fear me yet, but he would the moment his house of cards came tumbling down around him.



Chapter Twenty-One
It was as I returned from killing Vincent that she confronted me again.
“The vampire Flynn,” she said, announcing herself with a mocking tone. I halted what had been a casual stroll, my eyes tracing across the back alley I had been taking for a shortcut, looking for her position. Seeing nothing, I furrowed my brow and spun around to peer behind me.
“This is how it is, Flynn. Sight, but no vision. A gift wasted by the selfish desires of an immortal who should be a guardian of people. A guardian of his brother.” The voice paused. It shifted location. I turned to follow it, but did not yet see its owner. “You think it’s about power, and I’m sure Sabrina fed you that line of bull, but it’s about purpose. Be careful you don’t learn that lesson the hard way.”
“Come out!” I said, baring fangs. “Stop playing games and face me.”
“Not yet. Consider this warning the last one you’ll receive.” Her presence drifted away just as quickly as it had surfaced, leaving the quiet to surround me in an eerie manner with her words yet resonating in the stillness of the night. I frowned.
The encounter bore the earmarks of a sorceress and as I only had one alive in my life at the moment, I sneered while looking toward the last place she had been speaking. “Come now, witch. Teach me my lesson. I wish to toy with your body and slit your throat.” My hand rested on the hilt of my sword, but it became apparent before long that Monica had delivered her message and departed.
“Coward,” I muttered, and resumed my walk back to the coven.
Little did I know that Monica remained hidden on a roof, sitting on the hard concrete while holding her breath. She exhaled slowly, peering over the side of the ledge that had shielded her from view. “Everything is the hard way with you,” she said, watching me leave. “It’s time for you to get a heavy dose of the truth.”
Monica brought herself to her feet, her eyes taking on a solemn look. “Don’t worry, Peter. This isn’t over yet. One way or another, we’re going to get you back to where you belong.”
***
The next evening arrived much the same as every other setting of the sun, only this time I opened my eyes knowing the single most daunting assassination I had ever orchestrated laid before me. Rising, I stretched and surveyed my room, realizing I would need to be heavily armed. Walls and shelves arrayed with weapons ensured this would not be a problem. As such, I began my ritual.
I showered and plucked a fresh suit from the closet. The act of dressing took on methodical undertones; I meditated on each button and studied every article of clothing with calm focus before moving on to the next. The shirt, pants, and shoes were the simplest elements to assemble. Equipping my weapons became the meticulous part.
Fetching my shoulder holster, I threaded my arms into their respective holes and secured it into place. Three knives found their way into three different slots, each positioned with the utmost care after being cradled for a moment in my palm. I slipped a sheathed knife into the waistband of my pants and strapped my katana to my side. A shorter sword found itself fastened to my back. I procured a trench coat to cover my collection of weapons after settling everything into place, and nodded with approval.
My fingers caressed the hilt of my katana before I wrapped them around the red and black braiding. I drew it seamlessly and swung it around once before snapping it back into its sheath. A cold, sinister grin crept across my face. Armed to the teeth, the assassin was ready for battle.
A knock ripped me from my thoughts.
I turned and strode for the entryway. Twisting the knob, I opened the door and perked an eyebrow once I spied Rose standing on the other side. Her eyes ran over me, fear distilled in her gaze. “The council is about to convene,” she said. “Sabrina and Robin have departed and Timothy left just behind them.”
“Very well.” I stepped out of my room and secured the door closed. Gesturing a command that she should proceed first, we began to stroll down the corridor. I reached into my coat pocket for my black, leather gloves and slid them over my fingers in the same methodical manner as I had my other accouterments. “Have any concerns or changes cropped up?”
“All is as planned.” Walking ahead of me, Rose’s posture stiffened as she summoned some form of backbone to continue the conversation with less fear in her voice. “We will wait until the meeting convenes before dealing with Matthew’s guards. Sabrina asks that you kill them quickly before we sneak into the meeting room.”
I scoffed as we started down the stairs. “This is not my first kill.”
“You seem to have problems keeping your focus. Especially when strange sorceresses come calling.”
Her comment provoked a sneer. “Keep careful watch over your words, Rose. When I am your master, I might collect tenfold for your disrespect.”
She motioned to speak again, but quickly shut her mouth. Rethinking her response, however, opened her mind to me without any effort on my part. I read the curses issued in thought as though they had been painted on the walls. She could be a fiery vixen when she wished to be and her temper was evident in every ill word she conjured. We reached the bottom of the stairs in silence, but she stopped and turned to face me. I held an even gaze. “Walk ahead of me,” I said. “Unless you are waiting for some fanfare to precede you.”
“I do not trust your eyes on me from behind.” Rose pointed toward the main entrance. “You first, please.”
I laughed. “That would hardly be wise, Pet. To see me coming ahead of you would arouse suspicion.”
“Until we arrive, then.”
In a flash of anger, I took her by the chin and shoved her body against mine. “Rose, do I need to be crass and insulting in order to make a point with you? After tonight, looking at me means gazing upon Sabrina’s right hand. More than a mere assassin, I shall be the lord of this manor and the second most powerful vampire to grace your presence. Now . . . ” I leaned closer, my face hovering centimeters from hers. “If I were you, I would learn more about respect. Or else, I shall chain you in shackles for the rest of your days with only the blood of rats to sustain you. And my new ritual, before I retire every morning, shall be to beat you and fuck you until you forget there ever was a being named Rose inside the shell of your body.” My expression conveyed the seriousness of my threat, and she quaked against me. I smirked. “Are we crystal clear or must I offer you a demonstration?”
Rose regained a modicum of defiance. “Sabrina wouldn’t let you. I mean too much to her.”
“Sweet Rose, have you not figured out by now you are just as expendable as every other immortal in this coven?” I grinned in a sinister manner. “Remember, I own your thoughts now, woman. The moment you think anything ill toward either me, or Sabrina, I will eliminate you.”
Rose pushed herself away and I laughed as she stormed ahead of me. “Good girl.” The guards at the entryway held the doors open for us to pass as we made our way out to the streets.
The excursion to Matthew’s coven took a matter of minutes. I spent the time focusing on my litany of weapons, assessing each one’s functionality and versatility. Soon my training would be put to the test as never before and I relished such a challenge. Rather than dampening my confidence, knowing success hinged entirely on my precision and capability fueled my arrogance.
Once we arrived, though, an ill wind blew past, causing the hair on the back of my neck to stand aloft. I ignored it as much as possible while we approached the exterior gate. Rose slowed her pace and asked, “Now, how do we go about this?”
I stole a moment to glance around the empty, landscaped yard, listening for any sign of movement. “The guards must be protecting the meeting room,” I said, speaking in a hushed tone.
Rose nodded and together we walked further up the walkway to Matthew’s coven house. The disquieting sensation that had greeted me became more pronounced, but I pushed it aside again in favor of further assessing our surroundings. The entire path was lined by dimly-lit sconces interspersed between trimmed hedges, and opened up to a columned entryway. I crouched upon reaching the bend in the path that would put us in full view of the front door. That is when I heard them.
Cautiously peering around small amount of cover afforded by the shrubs, I spied two male vampires standing watch outside a set of sturdy wooden doors. Neither caught sight of me before I ducked back behind the bush.
My eyes shifted to Rose and a chilling, sinister grin surfaced on my face. ‘Sweet Rose,’ I thought at her, not wanting to risk any volume of speech, ‘I believe I have found meaning to your useless existence.’
She swallowed hard, her eyes widening with fear.
With that, the first phase of my mission commenced.
***
I recognized the guards as being James and Martin, two of Matthew’s immortal children, and savored their reaction when the sight of a blonde-haired vampiress running toward them shattered the peace. Rose cried blood tears, clutching herself as though she had been violated and acting every bit the part of a damsel in distress. I slipped into the shadow afforded by one of the columns while they directed their attention to her.
“Please help me!” she said, her voice shaky as she threw herself at them. James clutched onto her and she, in turn, grabbed fistfuls of his shirt. “He’s gone insane! He’ll kill me alongside of you if you don’t stop him.”
James blinked at Rose as I slithered behind his partner, baring fangs in anticipation. She tilted her head so her eyes met his and James spoke just as I ran Martin through with my sword. “What is it, Miss? Who did this to you?” he asked as, unbeknownst to him, ash flaked to the ground. I stalked forward, just out of his periphery, and readied my weapon.
Rose motioned to answer, but I interrupted by thrusting my sword through James’s back, far enough for the tip to protrude from his stomach. Rose yelped and jumped backward; the sharp steel stuck out far enough that it cut across her abdomen, almost impaling her as well. Smiling, I snaked an arm around James’s neck while holding the sword steady with my other hand. “I believe that would be me,” I said pressing my face against his head while speaking harshly into his ear. “You know who this is, right, James?”
“Flynn,” James managed, grunting through the pain.
“Very good. And that is Rose. She is a good actress, is she not?”
Rose eyed me in an apprehensive manner. I flashed fangs at her and winked before turning my attention back to James. “She is a skittish thing, I must say. Very easily frightened. I believe I shall have to educate her on how to properly conduct herself in my presence, what do you think?”
James grunted. “What the fuck do you want, Flynn? If you’ve come to kill me, do it and get it over with.”
“Now, let us not be too hasty, James. You are going to tell me a little story and if I am amused enough, I might allow you to crawl away on your hands and knees.” My hand slid around to his neck, fingers pressing hard into his throat. He winced again, trembling with pain. “Now, there is a meeting of importance convening inside this house and I intend to crash it. The last thing I wish is to waltz into the soirÉe blind, though. As such, you are going to tell me how many people are inside.”
“I don’t know the full number.”
Twisting the blade inside James, I provoked a moan of agony from him. “Do not toy with me. I want a number,” I said through gritted teeth.
“I’m not going to help you,” he managed, nearly choking on the words. I watched his mouth continue to move, but focused on the thoughts crossing his mind, plucking them out with absurd ease. ‘The master of each coven. Their second-in-commands. A handful of bodyguards.’
“About twenty,” I said, offering up a quick estimation.
James shuddered. “What? How did you ?”
“Silence.” Lips pursed, I slid the sword in further, ignoring the wails of agony the action provoked and stilling myself when he ceased yelling. Eyebrow perked, I continued. “You said bodyguards. Where are they positioned?”
“I didn’t say ,” poured from his lips, but gradually, I saw the answer to my question unfurl. The interior map of Matthew’s coven transferred from his mind to mine, showing two pages stationed between the front door and along the corridor to the meeting room in the back. Another guard stood in front of those doors, but if any others were gathered anywhere else, James did not know about it.
“Very good.” A cold grin spread across my lips. “Two final questions. Is there only one set of doors leading into the meeting room or are there other methods of escape? And where are the others in your coven? The house seems quite barren and I dislike surprises.”
James trembled, glancing down at the bloodstained metal protruding from his body before clenching his eyes shut. “You’re a fucking lunatic.”
“I have been called worse.”
“Why the fuck do you think I’ll actually answer your questions?”
I scowled. “Because I have a sword in your stomach which says you should. Is this enough incentive for you?”
“Go to hell . . . ”
‘ . . . One other method of escape. Side entrance leading to the back exit . . . ’
“ . . . sadistic, crazy prick . . . ”
‘ . . . Nobody else here. Matthew demanded they stay safe. He didn’t want them eavesdropping on the meeting . . . ’
“ . . . burn in hell when somebody finally catches up to you.”
“Thank you, James.” Raising my foot, I pushed him from the blade and sent him tumbling face-first onto the ground. “I hope you shall understand when I say, appreciative as I am for your cooperation, you still must die.”
“Just fucking kill me then, you bastard.” James moaned, rolling onto his back. He clutched at his stomach, his gaze meeting mine. “Robin believed in you. He told us you would be his brother and stand by him.”
“Which makes him a fool, does it not?” I raised my katana, both hands wrapped around the hilt. A sinister grin crept across my face. With one, quick swipe of my sword, I rid James of his head and after flicking the blade to the side, I snapped it back into its sheath. “Death has come to this house tonight and he has come to collect.”
Lifting my eyes to meet Rose’s, I saw them flash with fear before she composed herself again. Her gaze shot to the door, both needing something else to focus on and moving to the next logical step in our journey. “Well, you managed your information, Flynn. So help me if you ever”
“Shut up, Rose.” I straightened my coat, allowing the folds to conceal the hilt of my sword again. Turning for the door, I crouched low before twisting the knob and pushing it inward. A dark foyer greeted me, with nobody in my immediate line of vision when I peeked inside. “Follow me and be quiet about it,” I said as I crept into the house. Once she entered, I shut the door behind us, listening for the soft click of the lock engaging while pivoting to face the estate’s interior.
The house appeared as barren as James had stated, with nary a soul anywhere in our vicinity. I moved further inward, avoiding the moonlit corners of the entryway and seeking the shadows away from the sparse amount of light provided by one lamp lit near the stairs. Plush carpet muffled the sound of my steps, yet I still moved cautiously, approaching a wall and pressing myself against it while slithering closer to an adjoining corridor. Voices filtered from the other end of the hallway, no doubt belonging to the two pages about whom I had been warned. I risked a quick glance around the corner and spotted them standing far too close to the intersecting path leading, I assumed, to the meeting room.
Ducking back, I frowned pensively and surveyed my surroundings. Dark wood accented lighter-colored walls where a host of framed portraits and landscapes hung. Other decorations were sparse, and scattered amongst a small collection of tables and chairs situated closer to the windows. My eyes found Rose again, who blinked at me and motioned to walk closer.
I held up a hand to stop her. ‘Stay there,’ I said, speaking within the confines of our thoughts. ‘You have one last task to complete before I send you on your way.’
Rose opened her mouth, hesitated, and finally narrowed her eyes. ‘How does this mental communication of yours work?’
‘Precisely like that, my dear sister.’ A condescending smirk curled the corner of my mouth. ‘You had a question?’
‘More like a directive.’ Her hands settled on her hips. ‘I agree to help under the condition you not scare me like that again.’
‘Which shows you how much you know about this sort of thing. And how attentive you truly were when I spoke of my assignments. Had you been more of a listener and less of an empty-headed whore, you would know the very wrong thing to do at this moment is cause a panic. Now, order me again, and I will slip and slaughter you with the two pages we are to murder.’
Rose tilted her chin in defiance, but wisely did not respond. I nodded, stealing a quick glance down the corridor again before peering back at Rose. ‘You are to step outside again, then enter and shut the door more audibly. I wish you to call into the house to get their attention and ensure both pages make it into this room so I can dispose of them without arousing further suspicion.’
‘What should I tell them?’
‘That you have a message you need to hand deliver. Tell them the front guards permitted you entrance.’ If they did not fall for the ruse, I would have to move quickly, but the chance at secrecy was worth the risk.
‘Very well.’ She sighed and turned toward the entrance again, stepping forward and opening the door. When she peered back at me, I nodded, and moved closer to the stairs as quickly and soundlessly as possible. She shut the door more forcefully while I ascended the first few steps and crouched behind the banister. “Hello?” she said, calling toward the corridor, adding to the charade by craning her neck as if looking for someone.
Footsteps sounded down the hallway, although as they approached, I discovered she had managed to attract only one of the pages. A blond-haired man, he appeared confused when he caught sight of her. “Miss? Can I help you?”
She attempted an agreeable smile. I could have murdered her on principle alone when she glanced in my direction, but she recovered before the page noticed. “I have a message. It’s rather urgent and needs to be hand delivered to my mistress.”
He nodded, albeit in a skeptical manner. “Alright. Either give it to me or tell me what it is, and I’ll make certain she is informed.”
Her eyes flicked in my direction again. I stifled a groan. ‘Start to motion for the hallway,’ I said, utilizing my telepathy once more. ‘Let him stop you. Perhaps the other page might take notice and come.’ My hand settled on the hilt of one of my knives. I slid it from its sheath, preparing to toss it at the page and quickly intercept his compatriot should the need arise.
Rose focused on the page again and strolled closer to him. “No. I insist I be the one to deliver it.”
“Who is your mistress?”
“Does it matter?” Rose lifted a hand, pointing in the direction of the meeting room. “I know she’s in there. Let me pass. I won’t be but a minute.”
The page shifted, coming between Rose and the hallway. “I’m afraid that’s out of the question. The meeting has already begun.”
Rose raised an eyebrow at him and shoved forward. The page muscled against her, providing enough resistance to knock her back a step. “You are not allowed back there, and that’s final. I’ll summon the other page and have him deliver the message.”
“Why not you?” Rose asked, rolling her eyes.
“Because now, I don’t trust you won’t try to slip past me.” The blond-haired page glanced back down the hallway, lifting a hand to snap his fingers and then motioning for his compatriot to wander over. Whatever silent communication transpired between the two of them must have been enough. The other darker-haired page appeared out of the hallway, glancing between his friend and Rose with a quizzical expression on his face. “What is it?” he asked, his eyes settling on his friend.
“It’s this woman,” he began. I did not bother listening to the rest of what was spoken because I knew I had to move swiftly. I slipped from my hiding place and managed to attract Rose’s attention just as I raised the blade I held between my thumb and forefinger. She stepped backward and tripped, landing on her backside with an audible thump and provoking the blond-haired page to swing around and look behind him. I released the knife the moment our eyes met and produced my sword before the blade had even plunged into his chest. He turned to ash, as did his friend when I decapitated him.
The remnant of both vampires fell on and around Rose. She squeaked with disgust and stood swiftly, brushing off her clothing as though the ash was corrosive. Opening her mouth to talk, she began to say, “I can’t believe you did ” before I closed the distance between us and poised the tip of the blade at her throat. Rose immediately stopped when she felt the sharp edge cut into her skin.
“Speak again,” I whispered harshly, “And I shall ensure it is a long time before you say anything else.” My fangs slipped down once more, a menacing scowl enveloping my countenance. “Return to the coven. I have no use for you here any longer and do not wish to explain to Sabrina why I ran you through if you speak that loudly again.”
My immortal sister swallowed hard, and then began pacing backward. My eyes remained set on her in a deliberate manner, until she opened the door and shut it softly behind her. Alone in the foyer, I knew I was still on borrowed time to eliminate the next being on a rapidly shortening list standing between my finest hour and me.
I collected the knife I had thrown and clutched it in my hand. Stepping confidently down the carpeted hall, I gripped the hilt tight and paused at the corner, knowing the guard to be there and listening carefully to how close he was. A few, tense moments later, my patience was rewarded by a faint shuffle as the man shifted his weight, placing him mere steps away. I moved with deft swiftness, first around the corner, then behind him after dodging the awkward grab he made at me, and ending with my arm wrapped around his torso, pressing his back against my chest. Before he could regroup, I slit his throat and watched him flounder for speech, grinning broadly when he failed to produce sound. ‘It is called your vocal chords,’ I thought at him, caressing his neck with the bloodied dagger. ‘And this is telepathy. Tell me all your secrets. I have a meeting to crash.’
Had he the ability to create more than a gurgle and a squeak, he might have alerted the others to what was taking place. Instead, he wriggled against me while I held him firmly in place and entered his thoughts with little care as to how violently I did so. I saw Matthew at the end of the table, closest to the doors directly behind me, with Sabrina seated opposite from him. A host of other faces I did not recognize or had only seen in passing filled in the bulk of the other seats. Matthew’s second, Eunice, was stationed beside him and Robin sat beside Sabrina as though he belonged there.
‘Excellent. That shall do.’ Pushing the guard away from me, I spun him around and thrust the dagger into his chest. He furrowed his brow at me before disintegrating into ash and crumpling onto the floor with the rest of his possessions. I slid the blade back into its sheath and strolled closer to a set of double doors separating me from the group of people I had seen in the guard’s thoughts.
While the doors latched from the inside, their handles provided a wide birth and a quick glance around the immediate area inspired an immediate solution to my need. I grinned and walked toward an ornate floor lamp, proceeding to unplug it from the wall and remove the shade. The length of it slid nicely between the handles and secured the meeting room’s main point of escape. I suppressed a chuckle while examining my handiwork. They would be trapped, with one exit remaining for Sabrina.
Indulging in a deep, steadying breath, I glanced toward the corridor again and nodded to myself. With that, I headed for the back, my nerves steady and my conscience still as absent as it had been since losing Lydia’s necklace. The preliminary tasks had been finished.
One more round remained before my mission would be complete.



Chapter Twenty-Two
Lithe steps carried me to the side entrance, my hand poised atop the hilt of my katana as I prepared to slay another of Matthew’s guards. As such, when I peered around the corner and caught sight of Timothy standing alone, it took me aback. I stepped more confidently toward him when he turned his head to regard me. “Did Matthew leave this entrance unsecured?” I whispered.
“One guard. I took care of him,” he said. A snide grin surfaced on his face. “Did Flynn think he was the only one capable of killing vampires?”
“Not the only, merely the best.”
“So you think.” Timothy scoffed. “And what of the guards at the other door?”
Directing my attention to the barrier separating me from the events to come, I answered in a sharp hiss. “I am an assassin, Timothy. I know how to do my job, thank you very much.” I paced closer and raised my hand to touch the wood. Inside, voices already spoke in raised tones, although I could tell the true festivities had yet to commence.
Timothy glanced around and furrowed his brow. “Where is Rose?”
“How the bloody hell should I know?” My eyes found his and a scowl formed. “Could you please be quiet and allow me to concentrate?”
Timothy nodded, saying nothing further. With that, I turned my focus back to the meeting room and closed my eyes, using my ears to form a mental image of what was transpiring.
***
Inside my mind’s eye, I saw Sabrina settle back into her chair, her crimson lips spreading in a grin as she folded her hands on her lap. “Some concerns, dear Matthew?” she asked, a feigned hint of surprise latent in her voice. “By all means, please list these concerns for me.”
“Sabrina, I know you are one of the oldest on this council,” said the stately looking Matthew, with hair so dark, it could have transcended black. I recalled his pallor being a perpetual state of near white, as though he only fed when absolutely necessary and at no other time. I saw his brown eyes blazing intense at my maker while he spoke. “We are peers in age and as such, I will treat you as my equal and not insult your intelligence. Since forming your coven, you have been nothing but trouble, but in recent years you have utilized the services of an assassin.” The room fell silent. Matthew’s tone of voice became all the more vitriolic. “In this, you have crossed the line. Now, you must be dealt with for your insubordination.”
“Insubordination?” Sabrina laughed. “I am nobody’s subordinate.”
“You are subordinate to the collective will of the seven covens, Sabrina, and to me as the recognized leader of this area. Before you arrived, we lived in peace and cooperated freely to maintain the interests of our kind.”
“And done nothing to further these interests, I might add,” she said sardonically.
“Even you know this is a delicate balance.” Matthew sighed in an exasperated manner. “Vampire kind and human kind. They have their champions and yet, you would risk the Supernatural Order dismantling us all. For what? So you can prove to the rest of us how superior you are?” I heard him fall into his chair and listened to silence until he gathered himself and spoke again. “You jeopardize our very existence. For four years, we have told you to rein in your neophyte, and you answered by having him decimate our ranks.”
Sabrina chuckled. “And this is where you are wrong, dear Matthew. Flynn has been my protector. Those he has killed have been your agents seeking to undermine me. You would have seen me dead before I even turned him. Should I take such a threat lying down?”
“You’ve had him kill without any provocation! Many times, out of sheer paranoia. If there are others who wished you ill, you should have summoned the council and presented your concerns to us.”
“And how would you have handled it?” Sabrina paused. I imagined her glancing across the faces of each person gathered. “All of you have meant me ill. All of you! Anybody I would have presented to the council as a threat would have been slapped on the wrist. By now, I would have been ashes!”
“Because you are a threat to our safety and anonymity,” said another elder, whose voice I recognized belonging to John-Mark. The second-in-command of a coven in Southern New Jersey, he would have been seated beside his maker, Emily, and resembled a mortal in his mid-forties. “Your complete lack of regard for common decency leads to blood baths. We are only trying to preserve our very existence, yet you accuse us of being spineless man-servants.”
“I merely call it as I see it.”
“You call nothing, Sabrina. That your coven was ever allowed in the council was a grave mistake.”
“John-Mark, please. Let us hold our composure,” Matthew said, interjecting. “We will handle this with the dignity of vampires and not lower ourselves to bickering and insults. Besides . . . ” Matthew trailed off and a quick glimpse into his thoughts revealed where his gaze settled. My hand tightened around the hilt of my sword. Robin. “Her coven isn’t a complete loss.”
I heard a chair slide out and imagined Robin standing before the rest of the vampires gathered. “Gentlemen,” he said, projecting his voice across the room. “I acknowledge and understand your concerns. As such, I wanted to formally separate myself from the rule and oversight of Sabrina. As an elder, I have that right, and as a distinguished vampire of this region, I refuse to condone the actions of my maker.”
“Treasonous bastard,” Sabrina spat. I felt the unbridled anger she had been holding back finally direct itself toward my older brother. “You would have seen my demise not soon after your awakening, you ingrate.”
“I think we both know that isn’t true.” Robin paused. “I returned to your side when I didn’t have to, why? Merely out of duty? No. You gave me immortality and I have been grateful for this even when you have been nothing but condescending toward me. I did not fight nearly hard enough when you sought to turn my brother, and while I have treasured his friendship, you and I both know The Fates are not done with you.”
“What do you mean, The Fates aren’t done with her?” Bruce, another coven master, called out from close to where Matthew sat.
“A very good question,” I said, opening the door at last and making my entrance. A gust of air opened my coat enough to flash the hilt of my sword, with the other blade strapped to my back being more than enough of a warning I entered this discussion armed. I strolled toward the center of the room and stopped, turning to engage each set of eyes fixed upon me. I grinned, and then looked toward the brown-haired vampire who spoke last. “Master Bruce, it is a pleasure to meet you.” I bowed. “I am afraid my duties do not bring me close to your coven in Delaware. Otherwise, we might be better acquainted.”
“Brother, what brings you here?” Robin asked, his voice subdued.
I turned to face him. “How could I stay away? After all, this all centers around me, does it not? The assassin. The neophyte Sabrina has failed to rein in.” My eyes found Matthew in acknowledgment of his words. “The bloodthirsty murderer who threatens the safety of the seven covens. I felt I should be here to help our case, dear brother.”
Matthew shifted in his seat. “Please explain.”
“Gladly.” I looked away, nodding at the group as a whole. Alarm resonated through each of their thoughts, which only made this all the more satisfying. It was all I could do not to laugh. “I, who was once Peter Dawes, was born for a task I had not yet realized upon becoming a vampire. In changing the course of my destiny, Sabrina fashioned an immortal seer. Not to protect the covens, though. To protect herself.”
A collective gasp echoed throughout the room. I nodded. “Indeed, ladies and gentleman. I was never meant to be a vampire and yet, Sabrina knew. Before her fangs plunged into my neck, she realized the type of being I was to become and turned me to use my power as hers.” I turned to face Matthew again, staring to pace toward him. “That is what this is about, after all. Power. Who holds the highest hand of cards and can use them to further their interests. What would ensure power more than having a seer trained to be an assassin?”
Matthew looked at Sabrina, raising an eyebrow. As he addressed her, I slipped around the table, headed in his direction again. “Is this true?”
Sabrina shrugged. “Isn’t it time the mortals granted us a bit of favor?”
“Alas, I have been but a pawn in this play,” I said, drawing the attention away from my mistress, “When I have simply wished to end the power struggle between the covens once and for all.” As I stepped behind Matthew, my gaze met Robin’s and my older brother regarded me with a hint of fear in his eyes. They widened when my hand closed around the hilt of my katana. “You see, I desire peace as well, Master Matthew. Only, I have other methods of ensuring it.”
Robin extended his hand toward me, as though he possessed the ability to cease my actions. But before he could in even a single word, I slid my sword from its sheath and impaled Matthew through the chest, catching the elder vampire completely unaware. My fangs descended as Matthew turned to dust before the eyes of his compatriots, my gaze still fixed on my traitorous brother. “Peace shall come when I stand with Sabrina as the second most feared vampire in this city.”
My actions sprung the others into a flurry of panic. Sabrina stood, unimpeded, as the back door flew open, and clutched Timothy’s hand when he ran in to fetch her. Together, they flew from the room while the other elders belatedly came to their feet. Sliding my katana back into its sheath, I took hold of two knives just as two of my would-be victims raced for the only open exit. Each knife met their target, who became dust within moments.
The door slammed shut. The lock engaged with an audible finality, leaving me as trapped as the rest. I glanced to the side, reaching behind my back for the shorter sword secured there as a crowd of three bodyguards came at me while their masters attended to the doors. I impaled one, and then spun around to decapitate another. The third had produced his own sword, but lost it as I slashed through his arm before he could mount a proper defense. Kicking the weapon up into my hand and ignoring the ashes dusting its hilt, I used both blades to slice off his head. My attention turned to the rest.
“Flynn! Don’t do this!”
The voice calling through the haze of murder did nothing to deter me. I ignored Robin, grinning devilishly at the elders as they struggled to break through the doors after discovering both exits well secured. Spinning both swords in my hands, I sent the sharpened steal of one plunging into the first elder I encountered. I sliced through the neck of another with my shorter blade and kicked one backward who attempted a charge for me. A set of greedy fingers clawed for my borrowed sword and managed it from my hand as I assessed my attackers. I turned swiftly. My remaining sword slid through his chest and his ashes fell to the ground, along with the blade he had taken.
I had no time to fetch it before the trapped vampires descended upon me.
Abandoning their doomed attempt to leave, the vampire elders bared their fangs, an obvious mask for their fear and one that hardly intimidated me. Producing my final knife, I poised it in the palm of my hand as they formed a circle around me. My movements were fluid and unerring. I threw the dagger at the chest of a vampiress, simultaneously swinging my sword and claiming another head in the process. I pierced the heart of one and severed another’s spinal column. Body after body fell to the ground as ash, until finally there was only one in my line of sight. I threw my short sword as he attempted to retreat and watched him disappear just as the rest had.
The hairs on the back of my neck stood aloft. Wrapping a hand around the hilt of my katana, I drew it and spun around just as I became aware of the threat from behind.
Metal impacted metal. Robin stood behind me, holding a bodyguard’s discarded sword and presenting himself as my final opponent. I grinned. “Well, if this is not a familiar posture. A bit of nostalgia for the evening?” I asked amiably.
“How could you fall for her treachery, brother?” he asked, his sharp teeth fully exposed and his face contorted with rage, underscored by disappointment. Despite the obvious emotion saturating his expression, Robin held his sword steady and threw a trained blow at me. “I thought you were cured of her control.”
Our swords impacted. “Well, you know what they say. In order to be cured, one must first see their condition as being a problem.” Both blades crossed and pressed together as our bodies came in closer proximity. I stared Robin down. “And I rather like myself this way. You do not approve?”
Robin pushed me from him and swung his sword again. I crouched and raised my katana to block. “Damn you!” he shouted. “You don’t understand, she is manipulating you. These are not your actions, they are hers. She has been controlling you far longer than you could dare realize.”
“Did you just swear, dear brother?” I freed one hand to waggle a finger at him. “Language, Robin.”
He gritted his teeth and thrust the sword for me. I turned out of the way at the last minute and laughed. “I think you underestimate me,” I said, clutching my katana with both hands again. “I am more than capable of my own evil intentions.”
Robin held his sword steady, but made no further motion with it. He frowned at me. “She made you what you are, Flynn.” The expression in his eyes turned pained. “Stop this nonsense for a moment, and let me tell you more about your rebirth.”
He began to speak, “I know why you killed your mortal lover . . . ,” but the words came too late. I was already in motion, thrusting my blade forward when he dropped his defenses. The oversight on his part left him unable to block me in time. Cold steel ran through his chest. A thousand thoughts assailed me, forming a picture, which turned into a movie playing in my mind. An entire ocean of explanation impacted me who I was, what I had been. With vivid color, a landscape opened up before my eyes.
I saw Lydia. I saw the night she was murdered.
And finally, I understood who it was that killed my beloved.
At once, my humanity rose up from some distant corner of my psyche, but did so just in time to stare into the eyes of the demon’s final victim. My sword had impaled Robin through the heart; the deluge of truth had been his final lesson. With his last breath he said, “I loved you as a brother, Flynn.”
Then he turned to dust. Robin was no more.
The room turned deathly quiet. Nothing but ash surrounded me as Peter glanced around the room for the first time, beholding the crypt he had fashioned. I clutched my sword, but my hands began to shake and once more, I recalled the feeling that had ushered me into immortality. Bare before the world, the foolish man who had slaughtered the last thing left which meant something to him in this world. The katana dropped to the ground, falling to my feet with a clank echoing all about me. My knees became weak. My legs caved in and I crumpled to a kneeling position, bringing both hands to my head.
“What have I done?” I asked, as though the ash surrounding me could answer. “How could I have been so blinded for so long? How . . . ” Blood tears formed in my eyes. “How could I have let this happen?”
I broke down into sobs, greeted only by the cold embrace of every atrocity I had committed. Finally, I understood what had been done inside me, after five years of failing to see it.
Yes, I was a vampire. This much was true and could not be denied. Peter Dawes, however, was no willful murderer, a fact that resonated as images from Robin began to play again.



Part Five
Humanity Restored
“A man cannot do good before he is made good.”
Martin Luther



Chapter Twenty-Three
In my thoughts, I saw Robin, back when his name was still Michael and he knew no such being as Flynn. He stood before Sabrina, his brow furrowed. “What do you mean you spared the mortal?” he asked. “That seems out of character for you.”
Sabrina’s penthouse materialized around me, with my body situated in the center of the room as though I had been present for these events myself. I wore no sunglasses and possessed no fangs, once again the human to witness the path toward my demise, but only a specter. I frowned, watching Sabrina pace by me, completely unaware of the fact I even stood there.
She folded her arms behind her back, an air of amusement following her as she walked. “Oh, dear Michael,” she said. “There is a method to my madness.” Pausing by her liquor cabinet, she produced a glass and proceeded to fill it two-fingers full with brandy. Sabrina swirled around its contents once, and then sniffed it before allowing the amber-colored liquid to slide down her throat. Her eyes met Robin’s again. “The boy is no mere boy. I looked into his eyes and knew what sort of creature I gazed upon, even without the emerald green irises.”
Robin raised an eyebrow. “I don’t understand.”
Sabrina’s grin widened. “The mortal is a seer. One who has not yet recognized his abilities.”
My brother scoffed, slipping his hands into the pockets of his pants. “Sabrina, the Order themselves cannot pinpoint the seers before their time. How did you suddenly gain the ability to do so?”
“Oh, I know.” She chuckled and polished off the rest of her drink. “If you saw him, you would know what I meant. His eyes are blue as the clearest ocean, the same shade as the green they become. The way he holds himself and even the contents of his thoughts scream of it. They are centered on change. Mortality.” Sabrina shook her head. “He is one of them. I just know it.”
“I think you’re merely infatuated and want to turn him.”
“Oh, I want him immortal, I won’t argue that point, darling Michael.” Her gaze met his measure for measure. She set the glass down, and then settled her hands on her hips. “Think about it, if I am right. We could possess the gift. Finally, those bastards could pay for what they did in San Francisco.”
Robin frowned, sitting on the arm of one of her couches. “Sabrina, don’t start this again. San Francisco was a long time ago and I will tell you now what I told you before I left you in Boston. Your fixation will be the death of you someday, and all the more if you are even thinking of turning a seer. The Fates themselves could strike you down where you stand.”
She flicked her hand in a dismissive manner. “I fear no Fates. What are they anyway, but mortal deities? Besides, how would they strike at us if we possessed one of their own?”
“Don’t.” He sighed, bringing his hand to his forehead. “You know damn well I’ll be no accomplice to you if this is the path you have chosen.”
“Why not?”
“Why not?!” Robin laughed. “Sabrina, words haven’t been invented to express my opposition to this idea. If you want to retaliate against the seers, then kill him and be done with it. Let us continue living as we have been without upsetting the balance of the natural order.”
Sabrina gritted her teeth. “The mortals filled your head with nonsense during those years we were apart.”
Robin came to his feet. “I seem to recall you being the one who instructed me on the natural order before you lost your mind to ambition.”
“Which you lack to your detriment.” She scowled. “If you wish to continue being my second, then you will do as I ask. Find out about him. Find out about his lover and whether she is one of the Order’s puppets. If I could see the gift in him, I know I’m not the only one who could.”
“Absolutely not.”
“You will do as I order. I am your maker.”
“Sabrina, I’ve followed you to the ends of the earth. I refuse to do this.”
Abruptly, Sabrina raised her fist and pounded down on the surface of her liquor cabinet hard enough to splinter wood. Even I jumped at the action, which spurred Robin back into a seated position. His eyes widened as she pointed a finger at him. “You ungrateful Irish bastard, do not make me regret the day I offered you my wrist. I don’t care whether or not you think this is a bad idea, he will be mine and you are going to help me.” Her gaze turned wild, her fangs descending. “Fuck The Fates. Fuck the Supernatural Order. I will become the Supernatural Order.”
As Robin regarded Sabrina, I saw a pain in his eyes I had never witnessed before. He indulged in a deep breath, shoulders straightening as it seemed he exhaled past whatever knife had pierced his heart. I frowned on impulse. “This man,” he said, his tone of voice turning cold. “This healer, as you described him . . . How do you propose to lure him? Supposing you are right and he is a would-be seer, his natural inclination will be to resist being turned. You know this is the truth.”
“Then we shall make it all the more desirable to him.” Sabrina grinned again, something unholy taking up residence on her face, replete with wicked glint and fanged sneer. In it, I saw the mirror image of Flynn. “He flirts with the darkness and has a pliable mind. I’ve already begun wrapping my fingers around his subconscious without him realizing it. By the time we are ready to turn him, he’ll fall willingly into our arms.” She lifted a perfectly manicured fingernail and tapped her chin. “In fact, I think I know the best way to begin working on him.”
Robin raised an eyebrow. “And how is that?”
“The girl,” Sabrina said. “The pathway to our young seer will be this woman he calls Lydia.”
***
The scene changed, and once more, I found myself playing the spectator. This time, Robin’s old room materialized around me, along with all his past furniture and possessions. I watched him converse with Rose as she lounged on his couch.
“It’s just as Sabrina suspected,” he said, pacing the room. “The girl is a member of the Supernatural Order. She cares for him, I know this much is true, but I don’t think her care for him is simple emotional attachment.” He paused and turned to look at her. “I fear we’re getting in over our heads.”
Rose arched an eyebrow. “So, the mortal is indeed a seer?”
“I am not sure, but the presence of one of her kind seems to suggest this might be the case.” He shook his head. “Going any further down this path will result in nothing but trouble, but Sabrina fails to see the severity of her actions. If she doesn’t leave him alone, the girl might catch on.”
“And you think she would cause trouble?”
“The girl is a watcher, Rose. A sorceress. It seems in their very natures to cause trouble.”
Rose shrugged. “So what could she do? Scare him off?”
Robin sighed. “They’re capable of worse things than this, sister. And when he realizes his abilities, his anger at our coven would be severe. He would collect our ashes as punishment if he suspects for one moment what our mistress has planned.” He glanced away, folding his arms across his chest. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the girl has already sensed us. If she is a watcher worth her salt, then she has to know something is amiss. This is all wrong.”
“Then we must do away with the woman.”
His eyes returned to Rose, an intense scowl surfacing on his face. “No, Rose. We must stop playing this game.”
She chuckled. “Oh, Michael. You get so worked up over nothing. If the watcher is gone, we can strike. He will be ours without any interference.”
“I can’t believe I am listening to this.” Robin paced closer to Rose. “Turning a seer a seer for the love of all things. We might as well all sign our death warrants.”
“Sabrina knows what she’s doing. She always has.” Rose stood, flashing a disarming smile at Robin. “I believe we should inform her of this news and see what she has to say about it.”
“Rose!” Robin called out, as she turned for his door and opened it. Not to be deterred, Rose dashed from his room and left him to chase after her. I turned and motioned to follow them as well, but the room transformed again before I could, and one step forward only placed me back in the middle of Sabrina’s penthouse. I whipped around and regarded the sitting area, stopping my examination at once when I caught sight of Robin again.
He laid on one of the couches, hollering in pain as the coven’s physician removed his shirt. Slashed to ribbons, the fabric fell away to reveal several deep gashes across Robin’s chest, as though he narrowly escaped being cut in half. “The wretched mortals attacked me,” he said, his breaths labored in the throes of agony and his fangs down. “Damn you, Sabrina. Damn this plan of yours. You nearly had me murdered.”
“You bloody idiot,” Sabrina said as regarded my wounded brother with annoyance. “The whole point of surveillance is not to be caught. Now, you’ve left us in a terrible position.” She scoffed. “If you expect sympathy from me, you have come to the wrong place. Perhaps you should seek it from that man you bedded last night when you were supposed to be minding our prodigy.”
Robin sneered. “That was a one night encounter, Sabrina. And the mortals knew I was coming! How could I have been any more careful?”
“Listen to me, Michael. I will say this once and only once before I lose my patience and have you killed.” Sabrina shoved the physician aside and dug her fingernails into Robin’s neck. “I am this close, do you hear me?! This close to having the seer in my pocket and now, not only does his watcher know we’re stalking him, the other members of their council do as well.”
“And don’t you see what I am telling you?” Robin’s voice strained through the added insult of Sabrina’s grip. “They already knew. She’ll do what I warned you she would do and we’ll all be dead because of it.”
“Then we must kill her. Before she has a chance to bring the seer into enlightenment.” Sabrina shoved Robin’s head back against the pillows of her couch and smoothed out the wrinkles in her form-fitting pants suit. “The girl is little more than a petty nuisance. My guards could be done with her in short order.”
The physician inched toward Robin again. Robin scoffed, closing his eyes. “Her people would expect us to strike right now. It would be a massacre.” Slowly, his lids lifted again. “Sabrina, it would take turning the seer against her for us to have a chance. That’s how long of a shot you have.”
Sabrina turned to face Robin again. She furrowed her brow. “Turning the seer against her?”
“Which I assure you is impossible.” He indulged in another labored breath, his gaze turning severe. “Sabrina, I beg of you . . . Kill him. Have us relocate the coven before the Order sends someone else after us.”
“Never!” Sabrina shouted, her fangs beginning to emerge. “I will not bend a knee to them and I refuse to cower on their account ever again. Never. I swear to you, Michael, I fought tooth and nail to establish this coven before I called you here to be my second. I will not give it up now that our security looms imminent.”
“Security?” Robin laughed. “There is nothing secure about any of this! You are going to have. us. slaughtered.”
“Oh yes, there is. There most certainly is.” Sabrina relaxed enough for her fangs to slip back into place. “Inside this mortal lies the will of a killer and the talent to execute. We will help him discover enough of that for him to use it against his lover.”
“How do we go about doing that?” asked another female voice from the far corner of the room. I turned to find Rose standing against the wall.
Sabrina tilted her head in Rose’s direction. “What is the one thing that can turn one lover against another, my dear? Betrayal. She will betray him and he will murder her. When he has finished this task, we will reward him with immortality.”
“You’d sooner part the ocean than to get the watcher to betray him,” Robin said, interrupting.
Sabrina turned her focus back to my injured brother. “We don’t need the act, only the appearance of it.” She pointed a finger at Robin. “Heal. Feed. Do whatever you must to get back in top condition and we will strike while we have a chance. I will get inside his mind and twist his thoughts. You will set his bitch up for the fall exactly as I tell you to. When these two events converge, then we will have a new vampire in this coven.”
I released a breath I did not know I was holding. Suddenly, it all made sense. I never doubted Lydia’s fidelity until I met Sabrina and everything I feared grew with exponential gravity almost overnight. The darkness present in me amplified; my paranoia mounted and the anger and aggression became its own being manifest within me. “Flynn,” I whispered, bringing a shaky hand to my head as my thoughts drifted to that fateful night again. Only this time, Robin’s memories helped me fill in the final, missing pieces.
My mind’s eye transported me to Lydia’s living room while Robin stood outside, silently observing the events that unfolded. I glanced his way, seeing him stare through the parted curtains leading to Lydia’s balcony and read the resignation in his eyes clear as day. My brother may have been a participant, but he did so despite every instinct within him screaming to force Sabrina to understand. I knew, though, such a task was impossible. I swallowed hard and whispered, “I forgive you, dear brother.”
If only I could have asked him to do the same for me.
Turning my focus back to the apartment’s interior, I found Lydia sitting at her dining room table and had to draw a shaky breath as I recognized the clothing she wore. Her glasses were affixed on her face and her eyes scanned the pages of an open book while she raised a coffee mug to her lips. I studied the spines of each tome piled around her and felt tears well in my eyes. They all had something to do with dark magic and witchcraft. The gesture eclipsed even her typical interest in the occult and now, I knew why. There was a threat surrounding me I neither saw, nor believed in, and she had to try and save me from myself.
I frowned. “Lydia,” I said, even though I knew she could not hear me. “I am so very sorry for never believing you. I should have known you were right, but I ”
A knock interrupted me. Lydia and I both looked up. She removed her glasses and placed them atop one of the books before rising to answer the door. Walking closer to the other side of the apartment, I glanced down at the volumes on her table once before lifting my eyes to regard the entry. I did so in time to hear Lydia gasp. “Liam!” she said, speaking a name I instantly recognized. “Oh no, Liam. What happened?”
The man hobbled into her house, looking as beaten as Robin had in the previous scene. Robin’s wounds were minor in comparison, though, because this man was mortal. Mortal and still existing in the realm of the living, yet only for a few minutes longer. The realization forced me to sit where Lydia had just been.
Lydia examined the tall, middle-aged man, her eyes fraught with panic. “I was attacked,” he said, revealing a British accent as he spoke. “That vampire we found mucking about the Council on Monday ambushed me on my way over.”
“Oh no.” Lydia lifted one of Liam’s arms and draped it across her shoulders. “Come on. I’m going to lay you down on my bed so we can take a look at you. Can you make it?”
“I’ve made it this far.” Liam winced, leaning part of his weight onto Lydia. “Bastard. I wish I knew why he just ripped into me. I should be dead.”
“The vampires in that coven are all acting insane. I’ve never heard of anything like this before.”
“Well, they’ve managed to do the impossible, so they’re probably feeling bloody smug about it.” Liam walked into the bedroom with Lydia’s assistance. I stood, following right behind them and becoming all too aware of the mistake I was about to make.
Lydia lowered him onto her bed and began taking a better look at his injuries. “Liam, I’m going to grab my first aid kit and a few washcloths. Take off your jeans and shirt, if you can.”
“I’ll give it the old college try.” Liam winced as he started unbuttoning his shirt. “I don’t know if there’s much you can do, dear. We might have to wait it out until sunrise before I can check into the hospital.”
“I know.” Lydia walked into the bathroom and pulled out a first aid kit from beneath her sink. I recalled giving it to her in jest, an allusion to what we coined our ‘first date’ and could not suppress the frown at seeing her need to use it. “I’ll do what I can for you here,” Lydia said, placing the kit next to her sink and turning for the linen closet. “But then, I’m calling Peter.”
“Would it be safe to pull him into this?”
“I’ll tell him to come in the morning.” She pulled out a stack of washcloths and tossed them in the sink. “If we have to, we’ll call an ambulance and have him meet us at the hospital.”
“Alright.” Liam grunted in pain as he pulled off his shirt and started on the button of his pants. “What are you going to tell him?”
Lydia hesitated. She turned on the water and immersed the washcloths in silence. “I don’t know,” she said finally. “He’s still in the dark about everything going on, in more ways than one.”
“Sometimes, it takes seeing to believe.” Liam gingerly slid his jeans down past his hips before giving up and settling against the bed again. “Fucking vampire. I’m afraid I’ve done all I can do.” He gazed toward the doorway to the bathroom. “Lydia, every seer I’ve ever met spends the first two decades of their life in blissful ignorance, and probably many of those just as skeptical as your Peter. He will believe one day, I promise.”
“He might not have enough time.” Lydia walked back into the bedroom with her materials and placed them on her nightstand. Picking up one of the wet washcloths, she dabbed at one of Liam’s wounds. “I think we should draw out his powers. Bring him into protective custody and lay it all out to him. The vampires are going to keep this up if we wait for the High Council to send another seer.”
“Lydia, we can’t.” He winced. “We have to be sensitive to the natural order. Drawing out a seer’s powers before their time is a dangerous game. There are scales which need to stay balanced.”
“But you said it yourself, Liam. They’re acting smug and we both know they’ve become dangerous.” She frowned, wiping at his chest. “Damn, he got you good.”
“I still would like to know why the bloody hell he left me alive.”
“I don’t know. But Peter . . . I’ve sensed something off about him for a while. He’s been acting funny when I see him. He’s a lot shorter with me and a lot more . . . Well, we even . . . ” She paused, and then shook her head. “Sorry, that’s too personal. Anyway, if we don’t draw out his powers, they’ll not only kill us, they’ll do God only knows what with Peter. He doesn’t see it coming.”
“You think the demons mean to turn him?”
Lydia nodded. “I’ve caught him talking to this vampiress . . . ” She trailed off and sighed, tears forming in her eyes. “She looks at him like some trophy, some pet she wants to have and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it. She would have killed me if she knew I was watching.”
Liam frowned. “If you’ve known you have a seer on your hands, you shouldn’t have gotten romantically involved with him. The life of a seer isn’t an easy one. This won’t be the first time you’ll see him in the middle of danger, dear.”
“This is different, though.” Lydia set down the washcloth and raised her hand to touch the pendant dangling from her neck. “He gave this to me for my birthday. Do you know how frightened I am? I put a spell on it to offer him protection in case that vampiress kills me. I keep seeing my death and I know it’s going to happen before I get to be his watcher.” She sighed. Her tone of voice turned entreating. “The natural order’s flown out the window, Liam. Let me get Peter in tomorrow and let’s finally tell him the ”
The front door slammed open, interrupting them. Both Lydia and Liam gazed past my invisible form into the other room. I could only shiver, knowing whom this was. Far more than that, I found myself trapped in the surreal notion that I knew what he meant to do. And regardless of the fact that this was me, I could not do a single thing to stop him. Lydia whispered, “Oh dear God, is it them?”
Liam could only shake his head before their attacker entered the room.
Lydia froze when she saw me standing there, clutching a butcher knife with a white-knuckle grip. “Oh no. No, Peter . . . ” she said, but as I regarded my past self I saw murder pouring from his gaze evil glinting in his eyes and knew I was seeing Flynn for the first time. Every person I murdered over the course of five years would have recognized the being standing there. Before I ever became an assassin, I had realized my dark side. This would be his maiden voyage.
At first, I turned away in revulsion, but was compelled to look again when Liam shot to his feet and hobbled forward despite his injuries. He struggled to pull up his pants, tripping in the effort. “Peter, stop!” he said. “You don’t know what you’re doing.” He came to his feet, but my past self charged forward, looking to intercept the perceived interloper first.
“No, Peter! This isn’t what you think!” Lydia yelled, her hands coming to her mouth when I thrust the knife forward, plunging it into Liam’s stomach. This wound alone would have been mortal, but my past self was not yet satisfied. He removed the blade only to slit Liam’s throat.
Lydia began to tremble. She stood as I turned my sights on her and all I could do was watch as my past self advanced toward her. She looked down at her former mentor in shock. “Oh God. Liam . . . ”
Fury overtook the mirror image I no longer recognized. He thrust the knife deep into Lydia’s chest and looked her in her eyes as she gasped and gazed back at him, a single tear trickling down her cheek. “I’m so sorry, Peter,” she whispered.
“Burn in hell,” I said. My past self stared at her coldly while she fell to his feet.
I could no longer watch in silence. “No!” I shouted, running forward and collapsing next to Lydia. Tears streamed down my face as I touched her dead body, trying to feel her skin and will her back to life. My inability to so much as stroke her hair only served to break my heart further. “Why did I do this to you?” I asked, raising both hands to my face. “Oh God, why did I not see it before?”
“Peter the blind. Sight, but no vision.”
I looked up when I heard the voice. My past self had vanished, leaving me alone in the room with the two corpses who were bleeding out on the carpet. I furrowed my brow when I saw neither body speaking, and then glanced around again. “Who is there?” I asked.
A familiar voice emerged, entreating me back to the present.



Chapter Twenty-Four
“I’m sorry I did this to you, Peter, but it was the only way I could reach you. You were lost and I had to get you out of there somehow.”
Opening my eyes, I discovered belatedly that I had removed my sunglasses. “Shit,” I said, clenching them shut while groping around the floor. When my fingers found something hard and plastic, I picked up my sunglasses and thrust them onto my face. Then, I lifted my lids once more.
Monica stood in front of me, frowning, again with an emerald-colored scarf tied around her neck. The same shade as Lydia’s eyes as my eyes now probably as well. “I won’t blame you if you hate me,” she said, her voice soft and lacking its normally present sarcastic edge. “It was time for you to see the truth, though, and I knew you wouldn’t believe it coming from me. This was the only way I could get through to you.”
I regarded Monica, noting distantly that her presence no longer annoyed me. Rather, she seemed a sight for sore eyes. “Monica,” I said, my voice sounding weak. “What have I done?”
She closed the distance between us and crouched by my side. Her hand rested on my shoulder. “Peter, you’ve been lost for a while. You’ve been controlled by a powerful vampire who”
“I remember it, Monica. You do not have to explain.” I brought my hands to my head, struggling to make heads or tails out of all the memories crowding in on me. Acts I remembered committing; remembered, even what I had been thinking and feeling while committing them. People, places, and events that had been a part of the past five years. Victims, innocents. Sinners. Vampires.
Vampires.
Oh God, I was a vampire.
It was a fact I knew quite well something I had even thought to myself mere moments prior but the recollection of my acts only served to bring this observation to the surface again. It felt as though I had woken from a long sleep to discover these fangs I now possessed and the insatiable temptation I harbored to use them. I knew what terror I had wrought with them. Flynn. That was what they called me. The monster residing inside my body. The monster who was me.
“My head is swimming,” I said. “I cannot make any sense of this.”
Monica nodded. “Like looking at a two-sided mirror, only with different reflections.”
I nodded. “Precisely.” Looking up at her, I frowned. “Who am I?”
“You’re a man waking up from possession, Peter. Do you see what I mean now?” She paused to sigh. “You’ve been manipulated by these people. They’ve called you a son and brother, but even Robin here was part of the deception for a while.”
“He tried to stop it.”
“I know he did.” A soft, sympathetic grin surfaced on her face. “Even vampires can have a conscience sometimes.”
I blinked. “Is that what I am now? A vampire with a conscience?”
Monica sighed. “You’re . . . a little too unique for a category.”
“You are calling me Peter. Am I Peter again?”
“I don’t know. I guess that’s for you to decide.”
“I was tricked.” I furrowed my brow, my speech mirroring the jumbled progression of my thoughts. “They tricked me into killing Lydia because she was protecting me.” Gazing at Monica, I studied her, confused. “You are a watcher as well?”
Monica patted my shoulder and stood. “Come on, Peter. Let’s talk somewhere else about this stuff. I don’t know when Sabrina’s going to figure out you’re missing and your mind’s too fragile for her to see you this way.”
I nodded, coming to a stand. My limbs felt shaky and the room around me seemed liable to start spinning, so I clutched onto Monica’s shoulder as I took my first few steps. “I should retrieve my weapons,” I said.
Monica nodded. “I’ll grab the ones from the other side of the room. You do what you can over here, okay?”
“Alright.” I glanced down at the floor, picking up my katana first and sliding it into its sheath. Not too far from there laid the remains of what had been my brother. My stomach twisted, forcing me to look away so I could continue scavenging for my remaining blades.
I found two of my knives closer to the double doors at the front of the meeting room. Monica met me where I stood, waiting patiently for me to holster my weapons before handing me my short sword and remaining throwing knife. She held out my trench coat, but I stole a moment to produce the sheathed knife from behind my back after securing the other blades into place. I passed it to her while accepting the coat. “Please keep this for now,” I said, threading my arms through the sleeves. “Just in case you need it for protection.”
“From what?” she asked, taking the weapon.
“From me.” I gave her no chance to respond before lumbering forward, heading for the now-opened back exit. She jogged to catch up with me, and in a matter of moments we found ourselves outside.
Neither of us spoke at first. The short, young sorceress and tall, male vampire strode through back alleys and crossed carefully from one shadow to the next while making our way through Philadelphia. As I regarded the city around us, I saw it through changed eyes. The vitality of the mortal population beat like a pulse of possibility, with the electricity of life running through each person as a current. It was something my vampire side was blind to, but I became aware of through my rediscovered humanity. Yet, it communicated to me I still stood apart from these beings who had once been my peers.
“It’s the sight,” Monica said, breaking the silence. She looked up at me. “A seer’s gifts have always been meant for their protection. I’m sure it was hard to grasp before.”
I nodded and allowed the quiet to overtake us again. Monica honored my implicit request and kept her observations to herself for the remainder of our excursion. It only took a few minutes more for us to find our way to a house nestled on the northern edge of Center City. I perked an eyebrow as she jogged up a short flight of stairs. “A new hiding place?” I asked.
She nodded while producing a set of keys. “Yeah, the other place wasn’t safe, what with coven mistresses knowing my address and all.” Monica flashed a grin at me, then unlocked the door and swung it open. I watched her stroll inside, but paused at the entry, refusing to take another step.
Monica looked back at me and perked an eyebrow. “What is it, Peter?”
I frowned. “Are you certain you trust me enough to allow me to enter?”
She nodded. “I do for now. Come inside and close the door.” She waited for me to do as she instructed, then held up the knife, still grinning in a disarming manner. “I’ll keep this close to me, just in case.”
“Might not be a bad idea.” Stepping past the entryway, I stripped off my coat and draped it across the back of a dilapidated couch. One piece at a time, my arsenal of weapons fell to the ground until it left me clad in only my black shirt and pants. I settled into the sunken cushions and sighed as I reached for the frames of my sunglasses. The dark living room afforded me the chance to uncover my eyes, so I placed the dark lenses atop an adjacent end table, relaxing as much as possible.
Monica strolled to the doorway separating the living room from the kitchen. “You didn’t feed before all that, did you?”
“No, I did not,” I said, looking at her. “Nor do I care to right now.”
“Well, all the same, you should have something. The next few nights aren’t going to be daisies and roses for you.” She sighed and I watched as she walked into the kitchen and plucked a glass from the cupboard. She set it onto the counter, and then rolled up her sleeve first before unsheathing my knife. Monica winced as she cut a gash into her arm. Blood ran into the glass.
“Monica, please do not ”
“It’s okay.” She indulged in a deep breath and allowed the rivulet of crimson to continue filling the glass. I fought against the fangs wanting to descend at the sight. “And in case you’re wondering,” she said, “I didn’t cast any protection spells, so I’m not trying to poison you.”
“It was the furthest thing from my mind, actually. I doubt you would have brought me here simply to trick me.”
“Good. Maybe we’re starting to trust each other.” Monica slid her arm across the rim of the glass before setting down my knife. Using her now-freed hand to untie the scarf around her neck, she wound the silken fabric around her arm and knotted it tightly into place. Her good hand took hold of the glass. She walked back into the living room and handed it to me. “It’s not much, but it’ll take the edge off.”
I accepted the glass and drank down its contents. Pausing for a moment afterward to allow my head to clear, I fought my fangs once more and drew a deep breath inward until the heady rush passed. I opened my eyes without knowing I had closed them. “I thought you said we could survive without blood for a few weeks,” I said, directing my focus back to her.
“You can, but you have to condition yourself for it first.” She frowned. “And I wasn’t talking about a vampire who’s both as young as you and as used to feeding the way you are.”
“How will I manage this, then? Living this way? Even if my mind comes to terms with my humanity once more, my physiology shall make the struggle that much more difficult.”
Monica nodded, sitting across from me in a chair resembling the couch on which I sat. “I’ve had to think about that. Not that I was counting on a miracle, but I figured if I managed to reach you, I’d have to help take care of you somehow.” She sighed. “I’m not going to lie to you, Peter. The next few days are going to be difficult for us both while we figure things out.”
“You do not intend to allow me to stay here, do you?” I frowned. “Do not trust me under the same roof. You could be signing your own execution order.”
“We don’t have a choice.” Monica eyed me in a deliberate manner. “I’m your watcher. I knew Lydia before she died and she made me promise I would take her place if something happened to her. Lydia loved you a lot, Peter. Poets could have written books full of poems with the things she told me about you.” The smile, which had begun to surface, dissipated quickly.
I read her thought and nodded. “Except that your promise has forced you to look after a bloodthirsty assassin. Not your friend’s lover.”
Monica issued a wan smile. “I guess we have to play the hand we’re dealt, right? Both you and me.” She stood and paced around the room as though floating on a pocket of air. “They say there’s a first time for everything. I just keep trying to tell myself everything happens for a reason. I don’t understand The Fates, but there was some method to their madness when they let you be turned. We just have a few more challenges to overcome.” Her eyes found mine again. “We have to overcome them, though, Peter. We have no choice. I can’t let Sabrina get her hands on you and you can’t step backward now after finally making it this far. You’re too dangerous and have too valuable of a gift.”
“Monica . . . ” I sighed. “I cannot sense this purpose toward which you allude. From where I am sitting, there is merely madness. I see only what I have become and the things I have done.”
“There’s a lot more on the line now. Especially after what happened tonight.” Monica returned to her chair and placed her hands on its back. “You might be the only hope we have left. The local council’s been crippled for years. They haven’t had a replacement elder since the one you killed, and they lost . . . ” She pointed at me. “One of the most powerful seers to walk the planet. Not to mention a very talented sorceress. Sabrina has been nothing but a growing threat and more than once, they’ve discussed having another seer brought in to kill you.”
I blinked. “They have?”
“Oh yes. They’ve wanted your whole coven blown into next Thursday, but I stopped them.” Her eyes met mine in a deliberate manner. I felt them dig deep into the innermost parts of my psyche as though driving a message home. “I staked a claim on you, Peter. Because what Lydia said about you was true. I waited for a sign and when you made your first move, I jumped in with both feet, because I believe Peter Dawes was meant for bigger things than to be some she-vamp’s bitch.” She paused to grin. “And, tonight, you finally proved me right.”
Nodding, I allowed my eyes to fall to the ground, knitting my hands together on my lap. “I have been what I am for so long, I am uncertain how much of what I did was Peter and how much was Flynn. There is a distinct part of me which looks back on the past five years with utter revulsion, and another part which savors every moment of it.”
“So we’re going to have to reprogram you. You’re still a vampire. Nothing’s gonna change that. But if we can use your vampire abilities to our advantage, we could make you one hell of a force to be reckoned with.” She waited for my gaze to return to hers and offered a soft, reassuring smile. “You have the hard part behind you already. You’ve faced death, you know violence, and while it’s made you jaded, you can still work that to your favor. What we’re doing now is teaching the killer how to tap into his humanity. Because in the humanity lies the seer.”
We stared at one another until one of her thoughts drifted into my mind as though on a wisp of wind. “First, we make it through the next day,” I whispered. “And the next day after that, until we piece this splintered being back together.”
“I hope I exonerated Peter enough in your eyes to make that possible.”
“Either make it possible or baffle me further, I do not know.” I sighed and allowed my gaze to become distant. “The demon has been injured, but he yet lives. I sense him in there.”
“And he might never die entirely. It might be something we have to deal with for a long time, but I think you can do it. It’s just going to sting like a bitch at first.”
My eyes focused on her again. “Please be mindful of your protection until we know if he can be beaten back. Do not be so open with me again past this evening.”
“I won’t. At least for now.” Monica nodded in the direction of the hallway. “I have a room for you. Typical room, but with a sturdy door and a few hexes placed on it.”
“Hexes?” I perked an eyebrow.
She chuckled. “Yeah, I’m not completely stupid. Once you enter the room, I have to invite you into the rest of the house for you to get out. It’s just so that you don’t snap and kill me in my sleep or that you don’t roam the house in a bloodlust-fueled tirade.” Monica smirked. “I’m sure you’ve thought this stuff was only folklore, but you’ll discover there’s more to magic than the myths.”
I rose to my feet and nodded. “Well, then I suppose you should lock me up for now. I doubt I shall sleep all that much, but I am mentally exhausted and need to think matters through.”
“Okay.” She stood and walked ahead of me, taking the lead as I followed her to the end of a short hallway. Pointing to the room, she grinned. Monica waited for me to enter before snapping her fingers twice. “There you go. You’ll be secure in there. I have books and candles in case you want to read, but all your weapons’ll be kept out here so you don’t do anything to yourself.” She paused, and then added. “Or me.”
“Very well.” I gazed at her across an expanse, which constituted only a few feet, but might as well have been miles. She looked back at me, offering a solemn grin before shutting the door and locking me inside. I surveyed the four walls of my new classroom, regarding the bed and heavily shaded windows. The faintest embers of moonlight were filtering through, causing me to wince slightly. Once I ensured the shades were firmly in place, I sat down and sighed, knowing this first day would probably be the hardest I would weather from this point forward.



Chapter Twenty-Five
It was the first thing I became aware of when I opened my eyes. Hunger; pure, insatiable thirst demanding to be requited.
I shut my eyes and indulged in a few steadying breaths, exhaling each in a slow manner as I began to realize the scope of my newest foe. I had waged war against the nightmares that marked my attempt at rest, and stolen precious moments of sleep when exhaustion finally overwhelmed me. Now, however, the night was upon me, and sunset left me wrestling my nocturnal appetites.
“Fuck,” I whispered, burying my head into a pillow. Reducing my blood intake would take time, and I expected it to result in some form of withdrawal. Knowing this, though, did not stop my head from swimming and my fangs from descending, drumming the cadence of palpable desire. Yes, it was time to feed; time to seek nourishment and savor the pleasure of a proper hunt after only nipping at scraps the night before.
Of course, Monica standing outside my door was not helping.
“Monica, you would do well to depart from my presence.” I attempted to steady myself. For as much of a physical battle as this would be, I knew it would be a mental one as well, and I had no choice but to win it.
She hesitated. “Do you need me to find you something to ”
“No!” I shouted, not meaning to chastise her, but to assert past the demon screaming, ‘Yes!’ inside my mind. “Do not expose the addict to his addiction before he is able to break his need of it. If I become weakened, I shall inform you. For now, I simply need to concentrate.”
“Would talking to someone help?”
With a sigh, I sat up on the bed and ran my fingers through my messy hair. My shirt cuffs were unbuttoned and my shirttails hung loose. My pants were wrinkled and I looked every bit the worthless piece of refuse that I felt like at the moment. I had to confess, though, that engaging my mind might be a good idea. “Open the door, but do not come in. I am not faring well at the present.”
I heard the lock turn and the door creak open, but refused to open my eyes. Instead, I scooted my legs into a bent position, resting my head on my knees while focusing past the onslaught of her tempting pulse resonating in my ears. Knowing she stood on the safe side of the threshold became my only comfort when I realized that having her company would also make retracting my fangs painfully difficult.
I felt the weight of her gaze before hearing her lean against the doorframe. “You’re either really brave or a closet masochist, Peter,” she said, a hint of humor in her voice. “I intended to have you wean yourself, not go cold turkey.”
Breathing deeply, in some effort to calm my nerves, I shivered when the action brought with it an unhealthy dose of Monica’s scent. The perfume provoked a deep moan to rumble from my chest. “Fuck.” I rubbed my eyes. “A masochist might be more apt than assigning me with any form of bravery. At the same time, I spent the past twenty-four hours weathering the memory of every victim I have killed since acquiring my abilities. I have no desire to add another to the collection.”
“I didn’t say I’d let you kill anyone.”
“Right now, you would be hard pressed to stop me.”
“Good point.” Monica sighed. “I understand.”
“Please . . . ” I swallowed hard. “Talk to me about something other than feeding, unless it is your intent to drive me insane.”
She chuckled. I heard her settle on the floor and could not help but to smile at the way she laughed. It might have been the most human response, besides conciliatory remorse, I had manufactured in years. “Insane?” Monica asked. “No, we can talk about something else.” She paused, either to study me or adjust her position to get more comfortable. “Do you have any questions for me?”
“Many, but so few which could be answered.”
“Well, start with the ones I can answer.”
I nodded, summoning the gumption, somehow, to retract my fangs. Lifting my head, I kept my eyes clenched shut, in the event the now-open door brought more of the offensive moonlight with it. “Well,” I said. “I suppose the first question would be to ask where my sunglasses are.”
“On the stand next to the bed. I put them there while you were asleep.”
Frowning, I sighed. “I could have woken up.”
“I knew what I was doing, Peter.”
“Quixotic imp.” Reaching to the side, I fumbled for where the nightstand was, only vaguely recalling the layout of this unfamiliar room. It added one more item to the list of new things toward which the assassin had to adjust. “Where the bloody hell is . . . ?”
“Hold on, Peter.” Monica paused, and, for a moment, I thought the madwoman daft enough to enter. Instead, I heard her crack her knuckles and shift her position. “I’m going to teach you your first lesson as a seer. You ready?”
I sat straight and nodded, wondering what precisely she intended.
“Alright.” She paused. “You’ve had that euphemism about sight and vision thrown at you a lot, but it’s for a reason. Seeing things as they are involves more than just the use of your eyes. It involves your mind, too. Now, I’m looking at the stand your glasses are on, and I’m pointing at it. One of these things will help you and one of these things won’t.”
“Well, with my eyes closed, I can hardly see your hand.”
“So, use my mind.”
Nodding, I focused my thoughts on Monica and attempted to see the world through her eyes. A mirror reflection of me seated on the bed formed in my mind, along with an image of the rest of the room. The perspective I borrowed showed me the stand and, poised atop it, my sunglasses. I reached to the side and captured the spectacles in my first attempt.
Slipping them on, I opened my eyes and erased the mental map that had formed, but her lesson had been learned. I turned my head to regard Monica. “So, I’m to see the world through other sets of eyes, then?”
“Well, think of it this way.” Monica stood and brushed off her skirt. “When you see how other people look at the world, you can see where their motives lie. Sometimes, it’s as simple as where their focus is.”
“Fascinating ability.” I nodded. “So, if the way others regard the world says something about them, then what does my visual impairment say about me? I never cared for the light even as a mortal, but becoming a vampire seems to have given it an especially painful level of contempt. Why?”
Monica tucked the blonde patch of her bangs behind her ear. “I don’t have an answer for that. The sight of a seer and the soul of a vampire are two totally different things. I don’t know if that explains anything, but imagine this might be part of it.”
I nodded. “It is possible Lydia herself would not have known.”
“She might have. She was pretty sharp.” Monica smirked. “Plus, she knew you for two years. I’ve only known you for a few weeks.”
The comment struck me. I looked away. “Before I ask the question, allow me to preface it by saying I know Lydia loved me. That being said . . . was our meeting happenstance or did she get too close to me?”
“Nothing’s happenstance, Peter. Lydia might not have planned to run into you that evening and probably wasn’t the first in line to become a watcher, but those facts don’t change what happened.”
“Was she told what I was, though, and set on a path to find me?”
I glanced back at Monica. She grinned. “No. She knew when she looked into your eyes. And by that point, she had already fallen in love with you.”
Nodding, I acknowledged Monica’s assertion, but was in no mood to expound upon it further. The hunger started to encroach again as we conversed about inconsequential things. When it became too difficult to handle, I asked Monica to lock the door and not let me out, regardless of how belligerent I became. She agreed, albeit with no small amount of reluctance. The night wore on and my mind became consumed by the insatiable desire to kill.
“Damn you, Fates,” I muttered at one point, clawing at the sheets and close to the verge of hyperventilating, useless breaths or not. “Damn purpose . . . damn reason . . . damn it all.” By the time exhaustion took me under, I was a mess in all senses of the word. That evening was only to be the tip of the iceberg, however.
Four days of hell followed. Over the course of each evening, my condition deteriorated more and more. I knew Monica was listening. She neither spoke to me, nor intervened, which only served to piss me off. “Fuck you, woman!” I yelled. “Let me out of this room at once!” On the final evening, I found myself punching through one of the walls, leaving a gaping hole in the plaster.
I had oscillated through so many different emotions; one might have been convinced I had gone fully mad. It started with throwing things and turned into ripping other things apart. I went so far as to destroy pieces of furniture. My room looked as though a zoo full of animals had paraded through it.  I drove my fist into the wall again and hissed when my knuckles hit a wooden beam.
“Fuck!” I yelled, retracting my hand and clutching it. My eyes drifted to the crimson liquid oozing from the deep gashes inflicted on my hand and I shuddered. “Damn it.” The red contrasted against my pale skin, mesmerizing me after days of not having my thirst sated. Before I could stop myself, I licked the wounds eagerly, groaning as all my senses were held hostage to the need. I collapsed onto the ground, slipping into the fetal position.
I held myself in a tight embrace, shaking and clenching my eyes shut while the room began to spin around me. Fangs down, I felt them ache while the knot forming in the pit of my stomach tightened. “When shall I be rid of this curse?” I asked, not expecting an answer, but still wishing one could be afforded to me. After four nights of shouting obscenities, I felt weak; tired. Nearly to the point of throwing myself upon my katana if just to end it all. Whatever would free me of the chaos in my head.
Even if it cost another mortal life.
“No, I must not do that.” Somewhere in the back of my mind, I heard Lydia speak of how much she admired my profession as a doctor. “You heal people,” she had said once, a glint of wonder and respect in her eyes. “I don’t think there are many jobs with a higher calling. It represents the kind of person you are.”
I recalled asking her what kind of person that was, and receiving one of her typically mysterious answers in return. “Very few people are called to do what you’ll be doing. Healing people, yes, but saving them as well.” She smiled. “It makes you a hero. That’s what you are, Peter Dawes.”
It was difficult to think of myself as much of a hero while I shivered on the floor. No, if I was honest with my self-criticism, I was more like a whining vampire, lamenting his enslavement to his own nature. “I have to stop this,” I said, placing my hands onto the ground while indulging in another series of deep breaths. “I am not a monster. I am not an addict. I shall not give in to these desires, no matter how badly they afflict me.” Swallowing hard, I managed to retract my fangs at long last, unable to recall the last time in the past four days when I had been able to do so.
With this task completed, I forced my useless breathing to slow and sat up. Crawling toward the bed, I reclined against it and leaned my head back as I settled into a seated position on the floor. My hands shook, but I clenched my eyes shut and inhaled deeply once more. This was the defining moment. Break the addiction, or die trying. “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want,” I murmured, recalling the oft-cited Bible verse my parents enjoyed quoting when I was a young boy. I spoke the words not to evoke a higher power, but to do something other than dwell on my weakened condition. Latching onto the thought, I continued. “He maketh me to lie down in green pastures. He leadeth me beside the still waters.”
My hands gradually ceased their shaking as the words poured from my lips, running together on an infinite loop. I felt my tense body begin to relax, bringing with it a tremendous wave of fatigue. My vampire nature had been lashing out with such sound and fury, I had not realized how starved I truly was. Still, I could not bring myself to call for help. The calm washing over me felt too euphoric for me to disturb it yet.
“Though I walk through the valley . . . of the shadow of death . . . I will fear no evil . . . ” My eyes fluttered shut. My arms slackened and hands lifted from the floor. “ . . . for thou art with me.” The black of unconsciousness engulfed me in its abyss. I hit the carpet just as it pulled me under. Lying on the ground, I fell asleep at last, completely unaware of the world around me the moment my body relaxed.
Had I been any closer to lucid, I might have heard the door open or sensed Monica standing on the other side of the threshold. As it was, when she walked into the room, I did not stir, and as she lowered to a crouch, I remained as still as a corpse. She sighed and touched my forehead. “It’s about damn time, Peter,” she said. Lifting her hand, she cracked her knuckles. “I was beginning to think this would take all week.”
A grin tugged at the corners of mouth. Extending her hands, palms facing upward, she lifted my body without touching me and pushed me gently toward the bed. I settled limply onto the mattress, my head resting on a pillow and eyes shut tight while sleep still held me soundly in its throes. Monica snapped her fingers to release her spell, then brushed her hands together and glanced at the wall. “Wasn’t bad enough that you broke everything else? You had to go and punch the wall, Peter.” She shook her head and frowned. As she glanced back at me, she raised an eyebrow.
Monica strolled closer to where I laid and sat beside me. The ghost of a smile resurfaced. “I have no idea how I’m going to hide those holes, but I suppose I’ll worry about that later. For now, you need some uninterrupted rest and I don’t trust you fainting will keep you under the way it should.” Wiggling her fingers, she positioned them on either side of my head and closed her eyes to concentrate. After a few deep breaths, she whispered the words, “Now, sleep,” before folding her hands atop her lap.
An indescribable calm washed over me, something I sensed from even the deepest recesses of my subconscious. After weathering the storm, a dreamless sleep would carry me through the remaining days of my recovery.



Chapter Twenty-Six
“I know how you feel about this, but you have to eat something. Now wake up, tough guy. That was only round one.”
My eyelids fluttered open in response. Darkness shrouded the room around me, an extra sheet draped over the shaded windows to block out any excess light that might have otherwise peeked into the room. I blinked, reaching up to rub my eyes with the idle thought that my glasses must be on the nightstand again. As I turned my head to look for them, though, my gaze froze when I spotted something on the wall in front of me.
All of the weapons I had on my person upon arriving at Monica’s house hung from the wall, partially concealing the holes I created with my fists . . . the previous night? Several nights before that? I could not tell. I felt rested, albeit weakened, and remained skeptical that I had only been asleep for one day. Still, the sight of so many weapons so close unnerved me. “Monica, take those out,” I said, seeing her standing in the doorway. “I could hurt”
“You won’t,” she said, walking over to me. Monica sat on the edge of the bed. “Do you want to know how I’m so sure of that?”
I furrowed my brow, noticing the absence of a scarf around her neck. I could not deny the sight of her bare skin enticed me, but miraculously, I held my fangs at bay. “How?”
She smirked. “You haven’t eaten in a week and haven’t noticed the glass full of blood next to your bed yet.”
My gaze shot to the nightstand. A glass filled near to the brim with an opaque, crimson liquid sat beside my sunglasses and this time, my sharp teeth slid down, the scent of blood an intoxicating essence after so many days without it. Still, I did not dive for it immediately, which struck me as peculiar. Instead, I glanced back at Monica, an eyebrow perked. “Where in the heavens did you get that?”
She chuckled. “Not from me. I have a friend down at the blood bank. It’s a special donation for a doctor in need.”
“I hardly qualify as a doctor any longer.”
Monica shrugged. “Some creative lying.” She pointed at the glass. “Go on and drink it. I said you could go a couple of weeks. Didn’t say I recommended it.”
Smirking, I reached for the glass and brought it to my mouth, imbibing the precious offering and savoring it as though it was a fine wine. With each swallow, I felt my weakness wane, the soreness of days of struggle being soothed with every drop. I closed my eyes and paused with the glass yet half-full. Licking my lips, I allowed a pang of bloodlust to pass through me and lifted my lids once I was certain it had dissipated.
Monica nodded. “Yes, you’re going to have to deal with this for the rest of your life, Peter. Still, the fact that you’ve made it this far says a lot. Your need for blood is like my addiction to oxygen. You can’t ever be totally rid of it. Still, we can help you keep it under control.”
“How?” I asked, raising the glass again to finish my drink.
“We’ll keep you away from biting people for a while, at least. Only have you feed every few days unless you get injured or something like that. You were pretty fucking hooked on it, but you’ve only been killing for what? Five years now? Nobody taught you much about glamouring and sipping, I guess.”
“Robin might have tried, if I would have listened.” The invocation of my older brother’s name inspired an immediate frown. I looked away, clutching the glass with both hands. “I truly killed him.”
I felt the air between us change, becoming heavier. Monica sighed. “That part wasn’t a dream, Peter. I’m sorry.”
“You have no reason to apologize.” Staring at the goblet in my hands, I admired the remaining droplets of blood with an apathetic air. My stomach felt twisted in a knot, my heart somewhat emptier. “I was the one who plunged the sword into his chest.”
Monica inched closer to me on the bed, provoking me to make eye contact again. One of her hands reached for one of mine. “No, I do have something to apologize for. I could’ve stopped it. I knew what you were about to do and let it happen.” She frowned. “Call it the last desperate act of a witch.”
My hand closed around hers, apt to accept the comfort being offered. “Permitting something to happen is a far different sin than being its cause.” My gaze lingered on her for a few moments, and the longer I saw the contrite expression on her face, the guiltier it made me. I managed a small grin. “I think your advice in minding my feedings is rather sage. I certainly do not wish to weather that experience again.”
Monica laughed. Freeing her hand, she patted mine and then settled hers on her lap. “That makes two of us. Listening to you shout and throw things isn’t what I’d call a good time.”
“No.” Indulging in a deep breath, I stood, pausing a moment to survey to room around me with fresh blood coursing through my system. I glanced at my injured hand and watched the fading wounds on my knuckles disappear altogether. A wave of calm settled on my psyche and I focused on relishing it, knowing I would not have many days from this point forth given over to such pleasantries. The notion turned around in my mind during an extended period of silence, until my voice found unction again. “I suppose part of my rehabilitation involves becoming familiar with what it is I am supposed to be doing.” I lifted my eyes to regard Monica again.
She nodded, but did not answer right away. Instead, she smiled. “Take a shower. Change your clothing. I’m sure you want to clean up. We’ll talk more after that, okay?”
“Very well.”
Monica stood and winked at me before strolling toward the hallway. Turning the corner, she disappeared from sight and I allowed my posture to relax without realizing I had been so tense. My eyes skimmed over the bed before lifting to regard a chair I thought I had broken in the midst of my tirade. Placed atop it was a neatly folded stack of clothing I could only assume Monica had procured for my sake, complete with a suit jacket draped across the back. The sight caused me to perk an eyebrow. “Surely you did not . . . ” I stopped the thought mid-sentence, not wishing to know if Monica had been so foolish as to slip into my coven again.
Instead, I plucked the clothing from the chair and entered the bathroom, set upon the task of cleaning a week’s worth of filth from my body. I spent more time than could be deemed necessary standing beneath the stream of hot water and dressed slowly when I was finished, meticulous about the way I threaded my arms through each sleeve and secured the belt around my waist. Draping my suit jacket across the crook of my arm, I walked into Monica’s living room and fell into one of her chairs.
Glancing up at her, I waited for her to meet my gaze while regarding the way she huddled on the couch. Quiet and closed in; she appeared to be a thousand miles away and the silence became uncomfortable rather quickly. “I suppose I could attempt reading your thoughts,” I said, shifting my position to face her. “But I shall extend you the courtesy of telling me what you are thinking.”
“A courtesy?” She grinned, looking at me. “You vampires are so giving.”
I perked an eyebrow. “I did not intend to be condescending.”
“I know. You have the right to know what I’m thinking anyway.” Monica sighed, her grin fading. Sitting up straighter, she nodded. “Well, I don’t know how to say this any other way than blunt, so here we go. I made a decision a few weeks ago when I told the Order I encountered you. I could have lied through my teeth, but I told them I brought out your abilities and a giant clusterfuck followed.”
Her gaze drifted toward her hands as she continued. “Some of them yelled. A lot of people called for me to be removed from the Order and shipped back to Seattle so I could be punished. They, at least, disqualified me from being a watcher and thought you should be killed on the spot.” Once again, we peered at one another. “You’re their fuck up, Peter. Not to be mean, just being truthful. Letting you get turned wasn’t our shining moment.”
I nodded and looked away. “I am certain it was not.”
“But it happened. And while they’ve been keeping their distance from you ever since . . . you’re on their radar screen again.”
“Yes, undoubtedly.” Raising my hand to rub my eyes, I felt a weight deposit itself on my shoulders. “This creates a sticky situation for them. Where they gambled on the unknown with a vampire assassin, now they have a vampire seer with which to contend. One who murdered a watcher and . . . ”
“ . . . an elder, yeah.” Monica nodded. “That was one of the reasons why I changed where I was hiding. First, the Order wasn’t happy with me. Second, Sabrina would come looking for you. And you need some time to sort things out before you can face either of them.” She lifted her arms, palms held pacific. “So, we have this place.”
“Only now there are worse problems.” I knitted my hands together, my eyes lowering to the floor. “I murdered every other vampire master besides Sabrina, and all their second-in-commands. Sabrina might not have me any longer, but she has the balance of power. Precisely what she wished to have.”
“Yes, I know.” Monica sighed. “I wouldn’t devalue your purpose in her economy, though. She might have done away with the masters, but she needs you to ensure she gains control over the whole city.”
I frowned. “You think she means to come after me?”
“Oh, I know she will, Peter. You’re too good a prize to pass up. I don’t have to be in her inner circle to know she’s spent the past week looking for you. If she’s smart, she hasn’t told the other covens you’re missing. Just that you’re lying in wait, ready to murder whoever would challenge her.”
“Yes, but such a threat shall only last for so long. You are right.” I looked up at her again. “They fear my name enough to take her threat seriously, but when the time comes to squash an insurrection . . . ”
Monica nodded. “She’s going to need to put her money where her mouth is.” She frowned. “We could argue all night about who created this mess. Me for bringing out your powers, you for killing those people at the meeting. Hell, we could even blame Lydia for forcing me to promise her I wouldn’t let you go without a fight. The point is, before we can deal with either of them, I have a seer who needs to have a little more faith in himself.”
I sighed. “Murder, I can accomplish, Monica. I have done it enough times to orchestrate an assassination in my sleep.” Raising a hand, I ran it through my hair and shook my head. “But if you are asking me to guard against Sabrina’s wiles, I do not know if I can.”
“And this is where I come in.”
I perked an eyebrow at her.
She smiled. “I’m your watcher, Peter. I’ll be here to help you every step of the way. We have a mess to clean up before you can even look her in the eyes, anyway.” Her smile softened. “You’re not the only person who’s ever had to wrestle with a vampire’s seduction. Or himself, for that matter.”
“Yes, but has a vampire-seer ever existed before? A being at odds with their own nature from the start?”
Monica sighed and shook her head. “No, I don’t remember ever hearing about this happening before. Seers aren’t usually recognized before they gain their powers and even then, they wouldn’t agree to be turned.”
“Agree to be turned?”
“There’s power in words, Peter. Just keep that in mind.” She fell quiet, lost in thought for a moment before she looked at me. “It’s possible you’re the first, but that doesn’t change the fact that human nature has always involved wrestling with darkness. Every one of us has to face our demons.”
“Monica, all this philosophical talk of human nature is no use to me. I know what I am.”
“I’m sorry.” She stood and began to pace. “I’m just saying we’re not completely flying blind. And as for Sabrina, she’ll definitely be trying to whisper sweet nothings to you because she wants you back. But the ‘seer’ part of the vampire-seer title you now so auspiciously hold is going to be your best friend through all that. She’ll be trying to tug at the vampire. What’s carried you through seven days so far will help fight against that.”
I followed her with my eyes while allowing her words to imprint on my mind.
“Peter, this is what it means to be a seer. I know I sound like a broken record, but you have to understand it. You see into things layers into things. Sometimes far more than even I can. You have the ability to dive past thoughts into intentions, into tricks, into exactly what this woman is trying to poison your mind with. When you learn to see that, you’ll be able to cut through the bullshit and fight against it.”
“How was she able to entice me after you brought out my abilities?”
“She found the right buttons to push. How was she able to seduce you when you were a mortal?”
I mused upon the question. “She saw my doubt and darkness.”
“Then that’s what she feeds on.” Monica sat on the arm of her couch, regarding me sternly. “You’ve come a long way, but you’re not out of the woods. You’ll never be without the darkness, but you can recognize the light now. Keep walking toward it. Even if it hurts your eyes.”
I nodded, musing on her metaphor. What I had to be would fly in the face of everything I had been for five years. I had to continue finding greater pleasure in penance than through immersing myself in decadence. I had to be a seer and a protector not a cold-blooded killer. I might not have been able to call myself mortal any longer, but I chose to align myself with them just the same. The humanity within me knew this was merely the start of many changes that had to occur.
“Monica . . . Teach me this, then. Instruct me further on how to see past evil, as I had before my life became shrouded in blood.” Glancing away, I sighed. “It is such a distant echo to me, what I had been like in those days, but it reverberates just the same. I know it can be found again.”
“It’s not as far away as you might think.” Monica stood once more and motioned for me to do the same. “C’mon, let’s go for a walk. You saw a little bit of it last week when I brought you here, but you need to see more of the world.” She grinned. “Call it a field trip.”
I perked an eyebrow, but stood and hurried back to my room to fetch my sunglasses. Affixing them onto my face, I also slid my arms into my suit jacket, and met her at the door. “Is this safe?” I asked as I watched her tie a green scarf around her neck. “Shall I bring a weapon for our protection?”
She considered that for a moment, then looked at me and smiled in a cryptic manner. “I think we’ll be fine. Besides, Sabrina’s spies won’t think to look for you where we’re going.”
“And where is that?” I asked.
Monica opened the door, and then looked back at me. “To the hospital, of course.” Her eyes glinted with mischief. “Dr. Peter Dawes.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
It was survivor’s guilt that had placed me on the path of medicine when I determined which career I would pursue. For months on end, I remembered wrestling with nightmares of the last moments of my parents’ lives. Years later, I could still hear my father and mother laughing together while I sat in the back, seat belt unbuckled and not a care in this world. Thirteen years old during the summer of 1967, my cares and concerns extended no further than my chores around the farm. It all shattered around me within seconds.
I recalled the deafening sounds of metal impacting metal as tiny shards of glass showered us with crystalline rain. I was thrown forward into the back of my father’s seat, my leg bending at an unnatural angle as the world spun, pain shooting from the point of impact intensely enough to make the world go black for a few moments. By the time I opened my eyes again, there was a copious amount of blood staining my pant leg and, more terrifyingly, coating my mother’s window. My father’s head rested against the steering wheel. Neither of them moved.
I thought I heard the sound of labored breathing while drifting in and out of consciousness. I would find out later, as I was pulled from the twisted remains of my father’s vehicle, we had been hit head-on by a drunk driver and it had taken the police an hour to find us. My father’s sister drove to the hospital and later broke the news to me. John and Marjorie Dawes had died while we waited for help to arrive.
Two surgeries and a lifetime’s worth of scars later, I was an orphan. My aunt took me in and I went from living in rural Pennsylvania to piecing together the remnants of my existence in Abington, a bustling suburb of Philadelphia. Amidst the struggle to figure out what to make of life now, my mind continued revisiting the accident and I wondered, what if I had been able to help my parents? The notion found its genesis while I sat in the hospital during my surgery follow-ups and gained fruition when I started school that September. By the time I received my high school diploma, I had been accepted into Temple University’s medical program.
The work ethic of life on a farm translated into my studies with devoted obsession. I made all of my classes and studied as hard as possible, as though I would be able to teleport back to the accident and save my parents. For the past eight years, I had been surrounded by textbooks and teachers, cadavers and skeletal models, diagrams of veins and capillaries. The endless hours of tests, lectures, and dissections led me to the point where I signed my name on the dotted line to specialize in emergency medicine. I wished to save the world, one human at a time, after losing the two people who had brought me into it.
They remained heavy in my thoughts as I strolled into the hospital.
It was the first moment I stepped inside Temple University Hospital as an intern, in my first year of residency. The first day of what would be a gauntlet run, or so I thought at the time. July had never seemed hotter, and the ink on my medical school diploma had barely dried. The world expected me to apply my knowledge in the gravest of manners, though, in the emergency room of a hospital located in the heart of Philadelphia.
And I was scared to death.
Senior residents barked orders at me. The entire world seemed tipped on its axis while spinning quickly at the same time. My first week provided me precious little sleep and by the second week, I wondered how I would make it to the other side of three long years. One especially frustrating shift found me sitting in the locker room, holding my head in my hands. Two weeks in, and my nerves were already shot to hell.
As I strolled back into the emergency room, I passed a nurses’ station and found myself scowling at the women as they tried to speak with me. I was not vexed with them so much as I was simply angry with the world at large and bent to take it out on everyone. A portly, middle-aged nurse raised an eyebrow at me, but I turned away before she could speak. The intersected gaze was enough, though. She stood to give chase and I sighed, aggravated enough to spin on my heels as I heard her approach.
She smiled in the most disarming way possible, extending a hand. “Well, hello there, young man. I’m assuming you’re one of the new interns. We haven’t been properly introduced. The name’s Chloe Poole. Who would you be?”
I mustered as much of a grin as I was apt to reciprocate. “Peter Dawes,” I said, shaking the outstretched hand. “Yes, I’m an intern.”
“Thought as much.” Her grip was firm, almost a challenge or a dare, but relaxed within seconds. “Those senior residents work you fellows ragged. I always have pity on the interns.”
“Yes, they’ve been . . . ” I ran my fingers through my hair, peering at the other doctors before regarding Chloe again. “This behavior’s normal for them?”
Her grin became a smirk. “Honey, it’s a tradition. The world likes to shake you up and see what you’re made of from time to time.”
“So noted.” I frowned. “I don’t know if I can take much more of this. It trumps even the shit my instructors used to put me through.”
“Well, this is life in the E.R., Pete.” Her eyebrow arched again. “Why did you become a doctor?”
I sighed, recalling the first time in my medical school career I had been asked that question. “Because,” I said, reciting the same thing to her I had told my teachers, “I lost my parents in a car accident. Couldn’t help them, but I wanted to be able to help somebody else.”
“Ah, you’re one of the idealists.” Chloe started to walk, motioning for me to follow her. I did so, glancing around while listening to her speak. “I see it happen so many times, Pete, when pre-med and med school doesn’t take the luster out of an intern’s eyes and they get thrown into this lion’s den without instructors to hold their hands. It’s not the gold medal marathon the movies make it out to being, but when you help somebody who needs helping . . . ” Her smile brightened. “It’s worth all the other horse shit you need to shovel along the way.”
I nodded. “I haven’t gotten to the part where that’s happened yet.”
“Then you’re looking at it the wrong way.” She pointed toward one of the occupied beds. “I know it’s hard to find something noble about treating the same alcoholic who fell down another flight of stairs, but even the people who come in here with minor sniffles and sneezes aren’t wasting your time. They’re everyday people and they might not be bleeding and broken, but you’re helping them get on with their lives.”
Turning my attention toward another bed, I saw a young woman raise her eyes toward me in an apprehensive manner, a blanket pulled up to her shoulders with dark circles framing her eyes. Chloe slapped a chart against my chest that I reflexively took in hand while shooting a glance toward the nurse.
She smiled. “Go save the world, Dr. Dawes. Don’t get cynical like the rest of us.”
Nodding slowly, I watched Chloe walk away and opened the chart she had handed to me. Inside, I found the information taken down by whoever had first spoken to the patient. Persistent insomnia. No medical insurance, but a quick note scrawled across the bottom said it had gotten to the point where she had nearly been involved in a major car accident. My heart sank to think about what could have happened. Did she have a family who could have been harmed? Could she have been like the drunk driver whose car impacted ours all those years ago? Looking up at the young woman, I drew a deep breath inward and started my examination.
She left not too long afterward with a prescription and a few bits of additional information regarding her condition. The next patient complained of persistent stomach pain, and I determined he had a burgeoning ulcer, which would only get worse if left untreated. He thanked me while confessing the stress he faced every day and even as I sent him on his way, he spoke of a wife and children dependent upon his income to make ends meet. Each patient, it seemed, had some story to tell which struck a chord with me that night. When I entered the hospital for my next shift, even the badgering of the senior residents could not deter me from grasping firm hold of my newfound perspective.
Not that every night from that point forth bore a resonance of ‘sacrifice for the greater good’, but it helped me limp through the months until I met Lydia. From that point forth, she constantly reassured me that I was a noble person, even when a hard day of work failed to make me feel accomplished. The universe seemed bent to affirm her, though. I can yet recall saving a woman’s life and following up with a compulsion to check on her the next evening.
As I said, “Feel better,” to her I caught sight of something which caused me a moment’s pause. She wore a wedding band, replete with a matching diamond, and had a dozen red roses poised beside her on her tray table. I excused myself to continue my shift, but happened upon the thought several times that night that I had helped mend somebody’s wife. Perhaps that is why I held Lydia a little tighter that evening. It could be I was simply glad it had not been her. Whatever the matter, I experienced a moment both sobering and vindicating at the same time.
The idea of helping the helpless infatuated me, this much I could not deny. It had been a small, but very real, slice of pleasure I relished until I met Sabrina and started down into an endless spiral. Monica was quite astute, though, to think my old place of employment would be the best place to take me. No matter what transpired, I knew exactly what job I had to do and how to handle the challenges presented to me.
It would be a valuable lesson as I faced a test of a different sort.
***
Strolling into the building, I found myself staggering from the wave of nostalgia impacting me. It was hard to believe it, but there I stood, in the middle of the hospital that used to be my second home.
I did not bother looking at Monica when I spoke. “Are you certain this is the best place to bring a vampire?” I asked, perking an eyebrow.
“No,” she said, “It’s definitely the wrong place to bring a vampire.” As I turned my head to regard her, I saw the corner of her mouth curl in a grin. “But it’s a great place for a seer to be. Call it a moment of perspective, Peter, because that’s what we’re here for.”
She swatted me on my back. I frowned and continued walking with her, glancing about the vicinity in as idle of a fashion as I could manage. When one commits double homicide and then becomes a vampire, one does not have much of a chance or inclination to notify their place of employment they shall not be returning. As such, I speculated on what the other doctors might have thought when I vanished.
Had they heard about Lydia’s death? Were they questioned by the police? My stomach twisted and I wondered why the hell Monica had been so foolhardy as to bring me there. My old friends would recognize me and I would be forced to do something idiotic to avoid being detained. Suddenly, my temples throbbed despite the absence of a pulse.
Raising my hand to adjust my sunglasses, I kept my gaze fixed on the ground while burying my hands inside my pockets. I did my best to avoid making eye contact with anybody, but this did not prevent somebody from stopping in the middle of the hall. I winced as they called out my name.
“Pete?”
Monica ceased walking, but I continued onward. The woman who recognized me was not to be deterred, though, and I knew why the moment she spoke again. The all-too familiar voice sparked mountains of recollection my simple brush-offs would not assuage.
“Dr. Peter Dawes? Is that you?”
The footfalls hurrying toward me broke into a jog. I sighed, resigning myself to the imminent conversation and turned to face my pursuer. Mustering a halfhearted smile for the short, chubby nurse was as cordial of a gesture as I could manage. “Chloe, it has been ages,” I said, hoping she did not hear the strain latent in my words. “You look well.”
Truth be known, she looked tired far more than I recalled her being when I worked with her. She huffed and shook her head. “Oh, stop bullshitting me. You always were a terrible liar.” Reaching forward, she threw her arms around me without hesitation and I froze in place. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”
Reluctantly, I embraced her in return, weighing myself against the knowledge that this was my first physical contact with a mortal since my detoxification. Granted, I had taken company with Monica, but Chloe knew no protective incantations and unknowingly exposed herself to a moment of closeness with a predatory sadist. The part of me that was yet Flynn scoffed at tainting his lips with her blood, though, which might have been Chloe’s saving grace. “It is surreal to see you as well.” Pulling away before the temptation became too much, I nodded. “I hardly know why the sight of me would constitute being ‘for sore eyes’, but thank you just the same.”
“Are you kidding?” Chloe laughed. “We all wondered what happened to you. You wandered out of the E.R. one night and never came back.”
“I have had . . . an interesting five years, Chloe.”
“I’m sure.” She glanced at Monica as the sorceress strolled carefully toward us. “What brings you back here?”
As if on cue, Monica’s face contorted and she clutched her gut. I perked an eyebrow at her. “Ow. Oh shit . . . It’s starting to hurt again.” A gloved hand reached to pat my upper arm, then returned to its position on her stomach. “Thanks for helping me to the hospital, Pete,” she said. Her eyes glinted with mischief when they met mine. “I think I can find my way to the reception from here.”
I resisted the urge to growl at her as Monica hobbled away. “You are . . . welcome,” was all I could manage, teeth gritted and feet rooted in position for the lack of a better reaction. I found myself staring at Monica until she rounded a corner and disappeared from sight.
Chloe furrowed her brow, watching with me. “Should you tell her she just turned the wrong way?”
“She shall discover this eventually.” My gaze returned to the nurse when I felt I could relax my facial expression. “She has been taking far too many liberties in trying my patience lately. If she gets lost, it is her fault.”
“Seems like a strange girl.” Chloe shrugged and turned her sights back to me. Her eyes traced up and down my body, and for a moment I felt somewhat self-conscious, wondering what I must look like. Black suit. Pale complexion. Dark sunglasses over my eyes. She frowned, just as I thought she might. “Running with the Goth crowd these days?”
“No.” Despite her frown, I was amused, though I tried hard not to smile and jar her with the sight of my fangs. “But I can see where you would assume that.” Clearing my throat reflexively, I pointed toward where Monica disappeared. “She is . . . ah . . . a friend. Monica has been complaining of stomach pains for the better part of the evening, so I persuaded her to finally receive a proper examination.”
“I see.”
“She shall be alright.” I shuffled my feet and dug my hands into my pockets. “It is probably a case of indigestion or something of the like.”
Her brow smoothed and this time, it appeared she believed me. The smile returned to her face, albeit in a solemn manner. “Well, whatever brings you in here, it’s good to see you nonetheless.” Chloe stepped closer. I fought the urge to groan when she placed a hand on my shoulder. “I heard about what happened to Lydia. I’m so sorry.”
My eyes shifted to the floor. “Thank you, Chloe. I apologize for never saying goodbye, this has been . . . ” I reluctantly looked toward her again. “ . . . a dark period in my life.”
She nodded. “I know. I’m just glad you’re not dead or something. A few people thought . . . ” Chloe stopped abruptly and shook her head, nervously shifting a chart from one hand to the other before tucking it under her arm. “It’s not important. It’s just funny how things happened. Everything hit the fan right after you left. Things started getting strange. The morgue has seen some freaky shit and we’ve been treating odd patients.”
Nodding, I stared at her and skimmed her surface-level thoughts. Images of conspicuous gashes and odd puncture wounds drifted into my mind, many of which reeked of my handiwork. I frowned, confronted with the reality of the monster I had become. “I am sorry.”
“It’s just a weird city, Peter. Always has been.” She lifted the chart. “Take this girl, for example. She came in covered in scratches and animal bites, and she’s been catatonic the entire time. I’m supposed to get personal information from her when she can’t even say what happened.”
“How was she brought in?”
“Ambulance. Somebody found her and called 911.”
“Might I take a glimpse at her chart?” I extended my hand. Chloe nodded and handed it over. Flipping it open, I begun paging through the notes already penned by the paramedics and her attending physicians. She skirted close to the edge of hypovolemic shock, and if the loss of blood had not been alarming enough, the scratches from a struggle and eerily placed puncture wounds were enough to inspire even a skeptic toward belief in the paranormal. Some vampire had done a woeful job of attempting to dispatch of her. I felt revolted at their sloppiness.
“How do you see with those sunglasses on?” Chloe asked.
“I had an accident shortly after Lydia’s death which makes me sensitive toward light.” The lie came easily, though I was far from proud of it. Glancing up at Chloe, I perked an eyebrow. “I know I am not a doctor here any longer, but if you wish me to speak with her, I could. I think I might know how to help her.”
Chloe perked an eyebrow. “How?”
I frowned. “Hard to explain without sounding insane, but I can help.” I paused. “If you still trust me, that is.”
She studied me intently. I could hear it turning around in her mind, all the questions I expected. Were the rumors of me killing Lydia true? No, of course not, she thought. This was Peter. Peter had simply been so traumatized over the loss of his girlfriend that he buried himself in a pit for five years, even if his disappearance reeked of guilt. I fought the urge to confirm how close to the truth she was.
“Okay, Peter,” she said, motioning for me to follow. We strolled together down a corridor, in silence at first, until Chloe looked up at me again and sighed. “What happened to you? I mean, I recognize you, but barely. You look like you haven’t seen the light of day in . . . ”
“ . . . Five years?”
Chloe tensed at the comment. I nodded, looking straight ahead. “I am not certain what you are looking for in the way of answers, but I have none for you which you would care to hear. I only have my pledge that I shall not harm this girl.”
“Why did you disappear, though?” She stopped walking and turned to face me. “One minute you were here treating people and the next . . . Poof. You were gone. People have said terrible things about you being involved in Lydia’s murder and I”
“Chloe.” I sighed, looking at her. “That is not a question I can answer to your satisfaction.”
“Please tell me the truth.” She frowned. “The Peter I knew wouldn’t have harmed a hair on anybody’s head. I know something’s changed, and I doubt you could give me an answer any weirder than the stories I’ve been hearing lately.” Chloe shook her head. “Every time I think I’ve seen the strangest thing possible, something else happens and I just . . . want to know how bizarre things truly are.”
“No, you do not.” I perked an eyebrow at her. Leaning close, this time of my own volition, I attempted to ignore her scent as I whispered, “The things being said about me might all be true. Far worse things might be true as well. There might be things out there you do not wish to believe in and I shall only confirm them to you. Whatever the case, if you have any sense, you shall continue helping these people and stay far from the darkness.” I nodded. “I shall not burden you with my presence past tonight. Please allow me to be of some benefit to you before I depart.”
Chloe stared at me for what seemed like an eternity, her mind a discordant wave of thoughts too confusing for me to sift through. Her eyes pierced right into me as though she possessed the same abilities I had, until she nodded and looked away. “Alright, Peter,” she said, starting to walk again. I followed her without responding.
We paused by the door of one of the rooms nestled at the edge of the emergency area. I stole a glance down the corridor, at the flurry of activity in the main thoroughfare, another sense of nostalgia nipping at me like an unpleasant harbinger. “This is it.” Chloe’s voice stirred me back to the task at hand. “If you can do anything, it’d be a huge help to us.”
I nodded, handing the chart back to Chloe. Without another word, I opened the door and closed it behind me after I entered.
The woman lay on a bed, but she was not the first thing of which I took notice. The fluorescent lights overhead conspired with the sanitary white walls to make the room far too bright even with the protection of my sunglasses. I raised my hand to touch the wall, hesitating when I remembered this to be the room where I stitched Lydia’s wound all those years ago. “The more things change, the more they remain the same,” I mused aloud.
Switching off the lights, I also locked the door before motioning forward.
The woman barely stirred. I removed my sunglasses and folded them into my pocket. “My apologies,” I said, issuing the statement to her without knowing if she even understood me. “This hospital has been giving me a headache since I entered. Between the scent of you creatures and the stark white all around, I wonder how in the heavens anyone remains in this area without going mad.” Walking toward the bed, I pulled a chair close to where she laid and sat in it. My elbow rested on the arm of the chair and my chin settled in my hand while I studied her from my vantage point. “You certainly do look pale, I shall grant you that. Had I passed you on the street, I would have moved on to something with a trifle more substance. Herein lies the question, though. Who are you and why did they allow you to live?”
Standing, I examined her closer. A thick bandage covered her neck and the sight of blood soaking through forced me to recoil and assemble my wits about me again. Indulging in a deep, steadying breath, I looked back at her and nodded. I cracked my knuckles as I had seen Monica do and touched the sides of her head while shutting my eyes to focus.
Images slowly filtered toward me. At first, they made no sense and seemed to have no relevance toward anything in particular. The deeper I sank, though, the more form they gained; I saw the face of her attacker and shook my head in disgust as I recognized him from one of the area covens. The leaderless immortals were getting brazen and downright idiotic with their conquests. “Disgraceful things,” I said. Concentrating harder, I continued my pursuit into Miss Joann Griffith’s mind.
Joann Griffith. Her name and other details emerged from the depths. Thirty years old. She told people she was twenty-five and worked as a legal secretary. No spouse. No children. She had been walking alone when attacked and left alive only for two reasons. For one, the vampire was a neophyte. Secondly, he had been interrupted by a man who subsequently called the paramedics. I frowned at the trauma wrought against the woman’s psyche. How many people had I sent into shock prior to ending their lives?
“It would have been better had he finished you, Miss Griffith.” Leaning closer still, I ignored the tempting scent of her blood wafting toward me and whispered in her ear. “Wake up. The only monster in here is me and I am not going to harm you.”
Joann blinked twice. I saw the lights switch on within her gaze and smiled, lifting my hands from her head. Once our eyes met, she gasped, using a surge of adrenaline to slide away from me in revulsion. “Who . . . ?” she began. Pausing, Joann swallowed hard. “Who the hell are you and what’re you doing in here?”
“I am an ally and nothing more.” Stepping backward, I nodded. “Please, allow these people to treat you. You are safe now, Miss Griffith.”
I turned to leave, but she interrupted, “Wait a minute.” She frowned when I looked at her again. “You’re one of those . . . things . . . aren’t you?”
I perked an eyebrow. “If you mean a vampire, then the answer is yes.”
“Why aren’t you attacking me, then?”
“Because humans are off the menu for now. Consider yourself fortunate, I was a prodigious killer in my time.” Nodding, I glanced away momentarily. “I shall not bother you any further. I simply did not wish you in a catatonic state for the remainder of your days on account of my kind’s sloppy workmanship. The nurse shall be in to see you shortly.”
I produced my sunglasses again and slipped them over my eyes. She nodded at me, still the most confused creature I had seen in quite some time, but far more lucid than when I entered. I flashed a quick, subdued grin at her and furrowed my brow when a small, tight smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. It appeared as though she wished to speak. I waited patiently for her to summon the courage.
Joann sighed. “I don’t know if I should even be saying this to you, but . . . Thank you.” The slight smile vanished. “I was trapped in a maze and . . . couldn’t find my way out. I knew I was dying. I was just waiting for . . . ”
“ . . . It all to end?” I nodded. “I experienced it once, so I am familiar with the condition. Yours is the first story I have examined since regaining the inclination to empathize with a human. Thank you for allowing me that.”
She nodded, but eyed me in a perplexed manner. “You’re welcome.”
I offered her as much of a grin as I felt apt to muster and motioned for the exit. Joann did nothing to stop me, yet I could feel the weight of her gaze settle on my back until I shut the door between us. Chloe stood waiting on the other side. “What happened?” she asked as I turned to face her.
Shrugging, I pointed back toward the room. “Your girl shall be fine. Her name is Joann Griffith and she has had a harrowing night. Allot her some time to work through what transpired before you label her a lunatic.”
Chloe shook her head. “How do you know . . . ?”
“I simply do, old friend. Remember, at times ignorance is bliss.” I paused. “With that, I shall depart.”
“Wait.” Chloe sighed, glancing at the adjacent nurse’s station. Holding up a finger implying I should linger where I stood, she dashed toward her compatriots and conversed with one of them briefly, passing Joann’s chart to them. Then she jogged back as fast as her short legs would permit. “There, that’s been taken care of.” Shaking her head, she touched my arm and coaxed me toward a corridor. “Come on. It’s been five years. You could at least catch me up a bit.”
I frowned as I glanced at her hand, wondering if I could ask her to kindly let go. “There is not much else to say, Chloe.”
“Alright. Playing coy.” She sighed. Her arm finally lowered to her side. “I’ll at least let you know how things have been here. Sam and Dave are still around, although they’re usually on the day shift. Mark has off tonight. He probably would have freaked out if he saw you here.”
The corner of my mouth curled upward despite myself. “The man was always afraid of his own shadow.”
“Tell me about it. He still hits the ceiling anytime somebody codes.” Chloe continued peering straight ahead. We neared the waiting area by the emergency room entrance and stopped, turning to face each other. “Other than that, everybody’s gone their separate ways. Rashi and Maryanne both work in Jefferson. Bill’s somewhere in New Jersey. Have a whole new collection of interns and residents and the world’s still going to hell in a hand basket.”
“The world does seem to do that, Chloe.” I glanced toward the automatic doors as something caught my eye. A few feet away, a group of men approached the hospital and a shiver ran up my spine in a manner I had never felt before. My already-pale complexion whitened while the hairs on the back of my neck stood aloft. In the background, I could faintly hear Chloe continue to speak, but my focus remained fixed on the doors as they parted and the first of the collective entered.
“Pete? Pete, what the hell is the matter with”
Without thinking, I took hold of Chloe. Forcing her away from the corridor, I pinned her to an adjacent wall. Her eyes widened. “What ar?”
“Silence,” I whispered harshly as I released my hold on her. “Stay there and do not move. Do you hear me?”
She nodded slowly. I cast a stern gaze at her, then walked toward the corridor again and peered around the corner. Ten men, if they could even be called that, gathered by the entrance. There were tall, strong, and by the way they glanced around the room, they gave the distinct impression they were not here for medical assistance. I watched one open his mouth to reveal sharp fangs hiding in slumber and their throats produced a collective growl, causing the humans gathered to stop cold and stare. “Bloody fucking wonderful,” I muttered. “A pack of emasculated ruffians. What a bed I have made for myself.”
I sighed and looked toward Chloe again. Inching closer, I whispered, “Chloe, there are a group of dangerous beings in the waiting area. Do not walk anywhere near this corridor and do not allow them to see you, but I need you to procure something for me.”
Her eyes shifted from the hallway back to me. “What do you mean ‘dangerous beings’?”
“I have no time to explain. Fetch me anything sharp. Scalpels, preferably.”
“Peter, you’re not going to”
“Yes, I am.” I frowned. “Chloe, I am afraid the answers I wished you to be ignorant of shall be forced to come to light. I need you to trust me, though. Fetch me the scalpels and return swiftly, but do not allow them to see you. Are we clear?” She remained frozen in position. I shook my head. “Chloe, if you ever counted me a friend . . . ”
“Alright.” Chloe swallowed hard and stepped away from the wall. She eyed me skeptically for a moment before hurrying toward one of the storage rooms and disappearing inside. I indulged in a steadying breath and focused my attention once more on the pack of vampires. Sorry bastards. They did not know what a gross error they had committed in coming there tonight, but soon would.
I closed my eyes and concentrated on the assassin I had been no more than a week ago. With that, a little of Flynn rose to the surface and prepared for an attack.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
I did not have to bore too far into the ringleader’s mind to learn his name was Mathias. He had been an elder in one of the area covens, but now led a pack of rogue immortals, evidence of a new epidemic within Philadelphia. Without masters, he and others like him had been set loose to create havoc amongst the populace.
“Just fucking wonderful,” I said from my hiding place, speaking just below a whisper. I sighed and continued to watch, knowing myself to be largely responsible for this sordid mess.
Mathais looked around the room, his lip curled in a snarl. “A late night snack before we go in, boys. What do you think?” he asked. Nine others stood beside him, all with fangs straining to descend judging from the tips I saw prominently displayed. Malevolent eyes fixed themselves on the humans gathered and the sight seemed to instill enough fear no one dared to move. This left them all little more than sitting ducks.
“I detest the sick,” one shorter, more Victorian-looking vampire said. He called to mind a gross twisting of my late brother, which only caused me more discomfort with his presence. A quick glimpse into his mind revealed his name to be Christopher. “I always have to chase their blood with a bottle of wine.”
“Ah, but there are plenty here who are healthy.” Mathias strolled ahead of the pack and nodded to the humans gathered before bending in a sweeping bow. “Greetings, inferior creatures, allow me to introduce myself to you.” He stood straight once more. “My name is Mathias and I am a vampire. No doubt you’ve already figured this out, but to make the point much clearer, I’m going to inform you of our intentions. We intend to feed and add to our ranks. I will allow anyone interested in being turned to step forward first. Then, we will rip the shit out of the rest of you invalids.”
“What a magnificent proposal, Mathias. Do sign me up for that.”
Mathias swung around. His eyes scanned me from sunglasses to dark suit as I emerged from my hiding place, an unspoken question lingering between us for the briefest of moments. I attempted not to relish it when his face paled with realization. “Flynn?” he asked, disbelief laden in his voice. “I thought you were dead.”
Pacing forward, I folded my arms behind my back at waist-level. Each hand held a scalpel with more pressed against my back, tucked into my belt. But he did not need to know about those just yet. “Dead?” I chuckled. “Mathias, I have died so many times, I cannot begin to know the difference any longer. As for my corporeal form, I assure you I am no mere apparition.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Why are you hiding amongst the humans?”
I ceased walking and shrugged. “On occasion, I humor myself with a hobby. Immortality grows weary when one is not busy, does it not?” My eyes skimmed across the face of each mortal, insuring not one of them appeared about to do anything foolish. Their faces were marked by equal measures fear and confusion, but they stayed frozen in place. “Whatever the matter, I might ask what the lot of you think you are doing barging into a hospital of all the godforsaken places, and preying upon the infirmed. Does that not seem insulting to you?” I chuckled. “A pack of vampires so inept they must procure their meals from amongst the weak?”
“Yes, well . . . I might ask you why you are here, then.”
“TouchÉ.” I grinned, revealing the tips of my fangs. “If I came to feed, I would be as pitiful as the lot of you, but this is not why I am here.”
“Oh yes?” He furrowed his brow. “And why are you here, then?”
My grin turned wicked. Lowering my arms, I spared no chance for Mathias to see what I held before I deftly threw one scalpel for Christopher’s heart. It plunged deep into his chest from the velocity with which I threw it and within seconds, the Victorian relic fell to the ground as nothing more than dust. Assured of his demise even before my makeshift weapon found its target, I had already hurtled another into the chest of the next vampire in my sights. It killed him instantly as well.
Sliding my hands behind my back, I plucked two more scalpels from their hiding place and grinned. “Believe it or not, Mathias, I am here to protect these creatures.”
“You’ve lost your fucking mind.” He glanced at the vampires remaining. Then his eyes met mine just as his fangs finished descending. “You’ll protect nothing, you turncoat. There are eight of us remaining and only one of you.”
“Oh good, you might give me a challenge, then.” I sneered. “Although, I highly doubt it.”
They hissed and rushed at me en masse, no doubt with the theory their numbers might overwhelm me. The humans finally began to scatter, retreating away from the action as fast as they were able. I ran directly for the vampires, waiting until the last moment to drop to my knees and topple two of them over as though they were bowling pins. Springing to my feet, I plunged one of the scalpels into the chest of a vampire I had not downed, then turned and kicked another advancing behind me. The blow caused him to stagger, but he remained standing. I had my first challenger from amongst the pack.
He took hold of the nearest chair and swung it in a violent arc aimed for my head. It forced me backward, but left him unguarded. I whipped a fist for him and kicked him to the ground before he could regroup. As he stood, however, I sensed an unfamiliar premonition.
One of his compatriots was nipping at my heels.
Shaking off the new extrasensory talent, I leaped onto an empty chair and aimed another kick square for the vampire’s jaw. The force of the impact sent him flying backward. He landed hard onto the tired floor, sprawled out and at my mercy. Stepping down, I plunged a scalpel into his chest before he could recover. He transformed into dust, leaving me holding the improvised weapon.
When I lifted my eyes from his remains, I counted my remaining adversaries. Six. My first opponent had rejoined the others still crowed around Mathias and I smirked as they studied me with obvious intimidation in their gazes.
“Peter!” A female voice called out behind me.
I turned. Monica stood close to the corridor where Chloe and I had been hiding a few minutes prior. She had crouched and lifted her skirt, revealing a sheathed knife strapped to her thigh. Pulling the blade from its holder, she tossed it toward me. I caught it and lifted an eyebrow at her.
She shrugged. “Hey, you were the one who suggested I protect myself,” she said. Then, Monica pointed toward my opponents.
I swung around in time to see Mathias run for me. He leaped to attempt a tackle, but I crouched down on the floor fast enough for him to miss. Another came at me as he sailed past and I plunged the knife into his chest, releasing my grip on it so I could angle myself to fire the scalpel in my other hand at another of Mathias’s pack. Both descended to the ground as ashes, which left only four remaining.
Mathias charged for me again. I deflected that harried action, throwing him onto the floor where he landed atop the remnants of one of his compatriots. Standing, I watched as one of the others confiscated Monica’s knife from the pile of ashes it had created. He attempted an untrained, but accurate, retaliatory throw, that I caught by the hilt. “Many thanks.” I sent the blade hurtling back at the vampire with a practiced flick of my wrist. It flew as it was meant to; with enough speed he was unable to catch it despite his attempt to recreate my feat.
The knife sank deep into his chest, and then hit the floor with a clank covered in ash. Mathias came to a shaky stand and glared at me, but I laughed in response. I had one scalpel remaining tucked behind my back and the knife lay on the ground with three vampires remaining. “I could present you a chance to surrender,” I said, a slow, devious grin tugging at the corners of my mouth. “You know me, though, Mathias. I am hardly the type to permit anybody to walk away from their encounters with me.”
“Yes, Flynn the killer,” he said, hunched in a defensive posture. His eyes remained fixed on me. “I must say, I’m impressed. You’re every bit as formidable as your reputation.”
“You flatter me, sir.”
Mathias relaxed his posture marginally. I tilted my head, assessing him. “Such a skilled assassin shouldn’t bother with underlings like me,” he said, lifting his hands in an almost plaintive manner. “We’re only vagabonds, hardly the type of target worthy of a man of your skill. Let us be on our way and we promise not to return.”
I grinned, not bothering to hide my amusement. He was not the first to ever attempt such a tactic and probably would not be the last. “Dregs such as you do sully my name. You have forced my hand against you, however.”
“Hardly.” He grinned. “Not one human has been touched.”
“Yes, this much is certain.” I took step toward Mathias and then stopped, appearing nonchalant in the gesture. “I was attacked, though, and I take that quite personally.”
“Surely you can allow for self-defense.”
“Perhaps.” I touched the corner of my mouth with one hand while the other drifted slowly behind my back. Fingering the scalpel, I nodded. “I did manage to singlehandedly decimate most of your gang. Do tell me, however . . . What would I receive in return for allowing you to walk away, besides your pledge not to return?”
“My word that nobody will know we’ve seen each other.” Mathias nodded. “If it is your business to protect the mortals now, I won’t take exception to that. And I won’t inform the others I know you’re still alive.”
Nodding, I feigned looking impressed. “Well, this certainly is a compelling offer.” A notion tickled my mind from somewhere outside of me. Monica. I heard her ask what the hell I thought I was doing and could only smirk. Ignoring her, I shrugged and paced forward a few additional steps. “It would please me not to have to murder three additional souls this evening. Heaven only knows I have had my fill of this.” I flashed my most disarming grin. “You have a deal.”
He stepped forward. Extending a hand, he seemed pleased with himself.
That was until I produced my last scalpel and plunged it into his chest. The look of happiness on his face transformed into shock within seconds. I shrugged. “On second thought, perhaps you should just die.”
Mathias failed to produce a sound before his ashes descended to the floor. I wasted no time in throwing the scalpel at the second-to-last vampire and watched him disintegrate as well. This left just one.
The remaining foe gazed at me, wide-eyed. He turned and ran for the doors, but for how quickly he moved, I was much faster. I dashed for the knife, plucked it from the ground, and flicked it for the scoundrel’s back all in one seamless sequence. By the time I ceased moving, it was over.
My final adversary fell to the ground as ashes. I grinned, satisfied, and then cast a quick glance around as I dusted off my suit jacket. The eye of each mortal fell on me with a mixture of awe and apprehension, none of them seeming to know if they should thank me or fear me. I caught sight of Chloe in my periphery and turned my attention to her, offering her a wan smile. “Sometimes the questions are not worth the answers, are they?” I asked.
She failed to respond. I merely nodded and turned toward the door. Monica jogged up to me, pausing to pick her knife up from the ground and return it into its sheath before joining me outside. We walked toward one of the side streets and turned down it without one word exchanged between us. I waited until we were into the shadows, before stopping and leaning against a building, my eyes shutting.
Monica walked up to me, but remained quiet. I spoke first. “For a few minutes, I almost recalled what it was like to be human” I opened my eyes to regard the night sky. “I felt such a wave of nostalgia from being there. Almost as though I was Peter once more.”
“I’m sure.” She smiled. “You wanted to rediscover the part of your life that wasn’t darkness, so that’s why I brought you here.” When Monica’s grin faltered, I raised an eyebrow. She sighed. “Well, alright, I brought you here for other reasons, too, but I’m sure you’ve figured that out by now.”
I nodded, studying her. “You knew they would be there, did you not?”
The corner of her mouth curled upward in a coy manner. “Precognition. I don’t get it all the time, but it has its moments.” Her eyes gravitated toward mine. She raised an eyebrow. “I bet you think that last bit was the assassin and not the seer, though. Don’t you, Peter?”
“I suppose you are going to tell me I am wrong if I confess this.”
Monica nodded. “Being a seer isn’t about having a few parlor tricks and seeing into the unknown. Those are all tools to help you protect other people. Part of that is searching into their thoughts or reading their intentions, but the other part is standing up and fighting when you must. That’s the other lesson I brought you here to learn.” Reaching out, she patted my shoulder. “Trust me, Peter, even your past self would have stepped up to protect those people. He might have died trying, but he would have done it.”
I sighed and nodded. “I suppose you are correct.” Glancing at the building behind me, I cocked my thumb toward it and grinned at Monica. “I do not believe I shall be welcomed in there again, though.”
Monica smirked and tugged at my arm, directing me back onto the path toward her house. As we walked, I could not help but to acknowledge her point. My former self assuredly would have leaped into the thick of things, even if it had meant his death. Still, another pressing concern made its way past even my existential ruminations; the notion that the area vampires were forming into marauding bands and rogues were wandering about forging covens. I knew I needed to deal with this problem swiftly, before disorder led to abject chaos.
The vampire Flynn and the seer Peter yet stood at odds, but there was no time for them to make further amends. Reining in the city’s vampires was not something that could wait.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
My fingers coasted across the red and black hilt of my katana, my eyes following the braided, silk wrapping as I caressed it in a ginger manner and recalled the reason I was drawn toward it. When Robin named me Flynn, he had bestowed a metaphor upon my shoulders a title with the word red within its very definition. As such, to see my color intertwined with black seemed a fitting homage. Death marked my footsteps and hung upon my shoulders as a coat. In a mere five years, I became the devil.
I had to wonder if it was wrong for me to still possess the sword.
I spilled innocent blood to procure it and scoffed at the corpse of its maker. The vampire within held no remorse, yet seeing such a piece of art laid out on my bed stoked the embers of conscience, reminding me the funeral pyre of my humanity had not yet been extinguished. Still, it symbolized how at odds I had become with myself. The sword was a vestige of the vampire, but fate had summoned me to be a guardian of mortals.
“Sometimes, irony royally pisses me off,” I murmured to myself.
Standing, I lifted the weapon and slid the blade from its sheath. I admired the gleaming steel before swiping the air a few times and spinning the sword around with a turn of my wrist. Pivoting on my heel, I raised the katana and challenged an invisible foe, holding my position as I stared down my adversary. I attempted to imagine who he might be. Timothy? A quick, upward swipe would decapitate him. Rose? Thrusting the blade forward would impale her through the chest. Paul? The bodyguard had never intimidated me. I would run him through before he could as much as blink.
Sabrina?
Indulging in a deep breath, I relaxed my position as I exhaled. The sword lowered slowly to my side and my eyes drifted toward the floor. Head bowed, I recalled when Robin asked me to slay her, and realized how weak and inadequate she made me feel. I could not pledge my hand in assistance for the very reason my dear brother met his end. She knew how to play me like a fiddle. Her eyes would gaze into mine and her grip would tighten around my soul. Without Lydia’s talisman to protect me, my humanity would be torn away and she would drown me in darkness. And I would enjoy every moment of it.
“You’ll know what to do when the time comes.”
I nodded and turned to face Monica, watching her lean against the doorframe. She held a cup of coffee in her hands and regarded me in a solemn manner “I am certain you believe this,” I said, reaching for the sword’s sheath and slipping it over the blade before gently placing the katana back onto the bed. “I pray your faith is strong enough for the both of us.”
“It’s not my faith that’s going to win the battle. You need to have some yourself.” Monica raised the cup to her lips and indulged in a drink. A smile lit her face. “Maybe you can borrow it from somebody who once had a lot of faith in you.”
I sighed. My eyes gravitated toward the hilt of my katana again. “Lydia visited my dreams in the past, but has been absent in recent days.”
“I’m not sure how the other side works, but I doubt she’s given many chances to use the telephone.” Monica entered the room, but hesitated a few feet away from me. “I do know one thing about visits from the grave, though. They’re done for a specific reason. When you need to hear from her the most, that’s when she’ll appear.”
“Very well.” My eyes lifted from the sword to the wall across the room. I drew in a deep breath. “The sun is setting. What does the night have in store?”
Monica sat on the edge of my bed. “Well, while Mathias and his band of merry vamps are just a few hours in the life of a janitor now, I doubt he’s the only one trying to make a grab for power.” She looked up at me. “I’m sorry I tricked you, by the way.”
“No. It is a fortunate thing we were there.” My gaze shifted to Monica. “How shall we go about subduing the others?”
Monica paused to reflect. “What happened when Mathias first entered the hospital last night?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, did you feel something?”
I perked an eyebrow. “You know I felt something?”
She smirked, drinking from her mug again. “I wouldn’t be much of a watcher if I wasn’t keeping an eye on you, Peter.”
“Granted.” I ran my fingers through my hair, and then paused for a moment, searching for the right words. “It was . . . a disquieting sensation. I knew they meant ill before one of them so much as snarled. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I dare say, that had never happened to me prior to last night.”
“So, it set off an alarm?”
“Yes.” I furrowed my brow. “It was as though an ill wind had descended upon me. I sensed the evil . . . ” I trailed off as the gravity of my words finally impacted. “Monica, I detected it as though it was removed from me.”
Her smile widened. I mirrored her grin and laughed despite myself. “Amazing,” I said. “That came absolutely out of nowhere.”
“Now, the question is . . . ” She placed her coffee cup on the stand beside my bed. Monica rose to her feet and folded her arms across her chest. “Can you do it again, seer?”
My grin turned cunning. “Is this a challenge?”
Monica shrugged. “You could call it that.”
“I could and I shall.” Plucking the katana from the bed, I tossed it upward and caught it with my other hand. “I do not back down from a challenge. I shall seek them out from the crowd using this newfound sense.” I pointed the pommel at Monica, “And I shall send those bastards packing into the hereafter, mark my words.”
She chuckled at my enthusiasm. Closing the distance between us, Monica patted my shoulder and smirked. “Let’s wait for the sun to finish setting first. Or else, the only one being sent to the hereafter will be you.”
“Sage advice.” I watched her wink and turn toward the corridor. The corners of my mouth remained curled in a grin. “A pity my gifts cannot assist me with that.”
“We work with what we have.” Monica paused in the doorway. Her eyes evaluated me while she touched her arms with her gloved hands. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”
My grin broadened. “Do not attempt to dissuade me, Monica. I mean to embrace this destiny.”
She chuckled. “Very well, then.” Her smile faded. The ironclad barrier around her thoughts lowered for a moment, permitting me a glimpse inside before she erected the wall once more. “I have a couple of things I need to do. We’ll set out in an hour or two, okay?”
“Agreed.” I held an even expression until she disappeared down the hallway. Once she was out of sight, though, my grin dissolved and a slight wave of trepidation settled on my demeanor. I nodded, sitting slowly on the bed, and settled the weight of my katana across my knees. “Yes, the Supernatural Order. I am certain they wish to know how black my heart remains.”
Gazing at the sword beneath my hands, I forced myself to consider the question. How wicked was I yet? After the previous night’s events, I could not deny a chasm of detachment between who I was and who I had been. The exercises were helping. Saving others had already opened pathways to the light. Were those things enough, though, or did they merely tip me toward my human side with the demon yet lying in wait?
The Council, assuredly, had their doubts.
My eyes remained fixed on my sword. It might have been an assassin’s tool, but I was as much Flynn as he was me. It simply amounted to who held the keys at any given moment. I subdued his lust for blood. I had embraced that which I had once loathed. Would his vehemence ever rise to the surface again, though?
I frowned as I realized I could not give the Order an answer with any degree of certainty. My words would never be enough anyway from my discussions with Monica, I knew they viewed vampires as precious little more than masters of deceit. If anything, my actions would be the clincher; both in maintaining a hold on my personality and convincing others my motives were pure.
What better way to accomplish this than killing a few miscreants?
Standing, I unsheathed the sword, grasping it in one hand and swinging it around once more. As my eyes closed, I lost myself in its rhythm, feeling what could only be described as the pulse of life. I whipped the steel through the air as though conducting a symphony and opened myself up to the world around me. Breaths and heartbeats. That notion of fighting for an existence, of facing adversity and subduing it. Minutes elapsed as I continued swinging the sword, swept up in the thoughts of nights to come, of opportunity and purpose waiting to be realized. When I stopped, it was with my sword clutched in both hands, poised at-the-ready.
My eyes opened. My smile turned unholy. The time had come for the vampires to fear my blade for an entirely different reason.
***
The wind whipped my hair around as my eyes scanned the night sky, searching for stars obscured by the iridescent glow of the city. Beside me stood Monica, who was leaning against the railing of a fire escape. “Yes,” she said, responding to a question I had just posed to her. Her gaze remained fixed on the ground below as she sighed. “I should know better than to let my guard down while in the presence of a seer.”
I grinned. “Well, you were practically screaming your secrets to me,” I said as I waited for something to summon my alarms. “Do tell me, then, what your Council would have you do with me?”
“They’re still upset at me, but they’ll be glad to hear you’re coming around. The next couple of weeks are going to be a little tense while they’re trying to figure out what to make of you.”
I scoffed and glanced down at Monica. “If abandoning me becomes necessary, I shall understand. Do not continue to hold this obligation if it shall result in disciplinary action being taken against you.”
“That’s not it.” Monica glanced quickly at me, and then looked away again. The wind tossed her hair about, the strands intermingling with her green neck scarf as both sailed behind her. “This has nothing to do with me. The worst thing that could happen is they’d dismiss me and strip away my powers.”
“This does not sound like a minor thing.”
“It is compared to what I fear the most.”
“And what is that?”
“You.”
I perked an eyebrow. “I assumed as such, but”
“You being killed.”
Monica’s eyes met mine as I gazed down at her. She sighed. “They’re not exactly convinced letting you live is a good thing. Given your past, they’re trying to decide whether or not they should strike you down now while you’re in a ‘weakened condition’, to use their words. It’s a philosophical debate. Kill the monster, or thank the Fates for a reclaimed seer and just embrace his new quirks.”
“Fangs, a blood-only diet, and an aversion to sunlight are quirks?” I chuckled and glanced away again. “I do suppose I would take some getting used to. Amongst the lot of them, though, they should have enough protection spells not to fear my presence.”
“It’s not that, Peter. They don’t want you killing”
“I know what they fear, Monica. I was jesting.”
I directed my attention toward Monica again and nodded. “It is a warranted fear and a sage debate. I would not be ready to accept me with open arms either.” My smile faded as I paused. Reflexively, my eyes lowered to the ground below. “I am not certain how long I wish to carry on. My mind is being kept occupied enough for the time being, but the longer I possess a conscience, the harder it shall be to wrestle with myself. If my deeds constitute some form of punishment, so be it.”
“That doesn’t make you unworthy of mercy.”
“I neither deserve, nor request, mercy. I merely ask for the chance to undo what I have done before they demand my ashes.” Jumping onto the railing, I crouched and glanced about the alleyways below as something started tickling my senses. “When I have the situation resolved, I shall surrender in chains if they request it. For now, I have a mission to accomplish.”
Monica looked first at me, then down toward the city streets. “Is something coming?”
I nodded slowly, eyes scanning the area while a shiver crawled up my spine. The air about me went from pleasant to chilling and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end once more. “Yes,” I said in a distant manner, my focus becoming completely preoccupied. “Five of them, though I am not certain from where this notion comes, simply that it is truth.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Going in with both guns blazing?”
I smirked and adjusted my coat in an effort to conceal the shoulder holster that held three knives securely against my torso. The katana would be impossible to hide, but I did not feel the need to anyway. Any vampire who knew my name knew how much I favored the sword. Seeing me without one might have proven more suspicious than having it openly displayed. “No, I believe I shall chat with them first. Wait here.” Springing from my perch, I fell to the ground below and bent my knees as my feet impacted the asphalt. I straightened to a stand, walked toward an adjacent building and produced a pack of cigarettes. Tapping one out, I lit it and waited for the group to emerge.
They rounded the corner, laughing amongst themselves as I exhaled a plume of smoke. I scanned the group and noticed they numbered seven, not five, which perplexed me until I realized two amongst them possessed pulses. Humans. The five vampires dressed in finer attire, with an air of superiority in the way they held themselves. The two mortals were women dressed in black. Ironically, they noticed me first.
I grinned at one, a brunette wearing a dress with a low neckline. She raised an eyebrow and nudged the side of one male vampire before pointing at me. “Devin,” she said, glancing at her companion. “There’s some strange guy over there staring at us.”
I raised the cigarette to my lips again. Devin, who had been conversing with two of his associates when nudged, turned to face me. The moment our eyes met, he abruptly ceased walking. I could not help but to laugh. “Devin,” I said, drawing from the cigarette and exhaling more smoke. “A rather unusual name for one of our kind. Turned recently, if I had to guess?”
Devin swallowed hard, his brown eyes refusing to look away. “Flynn,” he said, exhaling my name and punctuating it with a chuckle. “I didn’t realize we were in Sabrina’s territory. If you want us to go somewhere else, we will.”
“Well, in light of recent events, she claims all of Philadelphia as her own. I dare say, there is hardly a stretch of asphalt your shoes could touch which would not offend me, is there not?”
The brunette eyed Devin in an inquisitive manner. “Sabrina?”
“Never mind, Marie.” Devin shot her a sideways glance, only averting his eyes from me for mere seconds. The moment they met my gaze again, he grinned. “Please, Flynn, we’re merely going about our business, the same as you probably are. We’ve done nothing to upset you.”
“Not yet anyway, which is the only reason you still have your lives.” I glanced at the women, then back at Devin. “Dismiss the humans.”
Devin laughed. “Flynn, you can’t ask us to”
With my free hand, I brushed back the side of my coat, brandishing the knives concealed underneath. Devin ceased speaking and I grinned after taking a long drag off the cigarette.
He nodded slowly. “Ladies,” he said, still staring at me. “If you could please head back to the club? We’ll catch up with you later.”
Marie looked from me to Devin and back again. I watched her eyes survey me, from wing-tipped shoes to unruly brown hair. Then they settled on my sunglasses. “Devin, who is this?”
“You need not worry about who I am,” I said, spreading my mouth in a wide grin which exposed the sharp tips of my fangs. Her eyes widened. I nodded. “Do as he said and flee, or else you shall be made privy to an encounter you shall not soon forget.”
Marie took hold of the other mortal’s arm, a redheaded woman whose expression read of the same shock her friend’s did. They began to pace backward. I growled and allowed my fangs to slip down.
They screamed in unison. Turning around, both ran faster than I had seen a mortal run before, one losing a shoe in the process and not pausing to retrieve it. I laughed and allowed my fangs to slip back into slumber once more. “I grow loath to conduct the business of immortals in the presence of humans,” I said, watching the two women round a corner and disappear. My gaze drifted back to the collective and this time, I stole a moment to assess each of them. One she-vampire and four males, all looked to have been the same mortal age when turned. They were all, undoubtedly, from the same coven and each regarded me with identical measures of fear.
Perhaps reputations were not such a terrible thing after all.
“That aside,” I said, continuing, “You state you have not transgressed the House of Sabrina, but seem surprised you could be inside our territory right now.” I flicked my cigarette away. “Why is this, young sire?”
Devin narrowed his eyes. “I’ll have you know, I’m a year older than”
I growled to silence him. “I do not wish to argue your maturity in the ways of immortals, insubordinate.” My hand drifted to rest on the hilt of my katana and my tone of voice became sharp. “Now, shall I get nasty with you? Do you wish to lose your head arguing age with me?”
“No,” Devin said, shaking his head and stepping back a pace. The remainder of his collective stumbled back as well. “I’m sorry. I meant no disrespect. Please forgive me.”
I stepped forward to compensate. “Then answer the fucking question and do not force me to reiterate it. When I have to repeat myself I become very, very cranky.”
“I am sorry. I just . . . ” Devin became visibly flustered. He paused for a moment to inhale a steadying breath. The rest stared at us, mute. “I . . . I, it’s . . . not that I don’t know about it, but there are territorial wars and immortals trying to establish minor covens. I mean . . . We all know that Mistress Sabrina is ruler over all covens, naturally, but this doesn’t stop the others from arguing over turf. So, I didn’t know if Sabrina had allotted this neighborhood to you.”
“And had you half a wit, you would know all Sabrina possesses is mine as well.” I paused, perking an eyebrow. “Territorial wars, you say?”
“Yes, Flynn. I don’t know the extent of Mistress Sabrina’s knowledge, but we are a small group, formerly of David’s coven. Jessica, Stephen, Mario, and Thomas are my kindred here, all turned around the same time by different immortals. We were friends as mortals, as well, and only assemble as a pack to feed, not to challenge Sabrina’s reign.”
“This would explain your involvement with the mortals, then?”
Devin blinked. “Yes, we still feed. We are vampires.”
I sighed, exasperated. “I meant that you were not meaning to turn them.” Shaking my head, I frowned at Devin. “You shall never be confused for the brightest star in the night sky.”
“Oh.” Devin scratched the back of his neck. “No, we are far too young to be turning anybody. That isn’t something one does flippantly.”
“And yet, there are those who ignore that.” I stepped one pace closer. “Are there not?”
Devin hesitated.
I perked an eyebrow. “Are there not?” My hand closed around the hilt of my sword again as I advanced closer still. My smile turned cunning. “Do tell me, do you know of any who seek to do such a thing? I shall allow you to be made privy to what my mistress does know. We are aware rogue covens seek to unseat her by increasing their progeny. She wishes to know who, young one, so if you wish to keep your heads, you shall tell me.”
At first, Devin remained silent. Then he glanced at my sword and frowned. “What they say is true. When one encounters Flynn, one doesn’t walk away.”
“There is one certain way to find out.”
“There are three,” said Jessica, speaking up for the first time. I directed my attention toward her quivering form, reading the mind that screamed the three vampires’ identities. She spoke them aloud as their faces marched across her thoughts. “Justin, formerly of our house. He has been prowling around University City . . . ”
“Jessica!” Devin hissed.
She ignored him. “A-and on the South side, there are several from William’s coven . . . the leader of that gang is Philip. The final one claimed the Northeast. I believe her name is Suzanne, but I’m not sure.”
“You’re signing their death warrants, Jessica,” the one named Stephen interjected, scowling.
“Better theirs than ours.”
I held up my hand to stop them. “Enough!” Turning my head as if annoyed, I frowned and looked back toward Jessica. “You have done a service to me. I thank you for this information.”
Devin sighed. “Are we free to leave?”
“Self-serving you might be, but not a true evil. I shall spare your lives. However . . . ” I stared at them, my gaze severe, allowing whatever power of suggestion I possessed to emanate from my eyes and slither into their minds. “If I catch you so much as seducing a mortal with the intent of harming them, then you shall be punished in kind.”
Devin raised an eyebrow. “I don’t understand.”
“You are a fool, Devin. I do not expect you to understand. All of this time, however, you have been speaking to a seer, and one who would kill his own kind if necessary. I shall show you mercy, but do not misconstrue my mercy for weakness. Now, go and live the remainder of your existence away from my sight or, so help me, the next time we meet, it shall end with your ashes on the ground.”
He stared at me for long moments, and then burst into a fit of laughter. Glancing at the others, he then acquired equal measures of brazenness and stupidity in the way he spoke to me. “So, all your talk about Sabrina has been bullshit.” He stepped forward, as though to challenge me. “You know, Flynn, I find this hilarious. What they’ve said about you is true.”
I smirked. “And what might that be?”
“That you killed the heads of all the covens, except for Sabrina, and the experience drove you insane. And here, we have the evidence before us.” He turned to face his brethren. “A vampire who fancies himself a seer. What a ridiculous bunch of bull . . . ”
Devin started to twist to face me again, but I drew one of my knives and waited. The moment he faced me, he ceased speaking and watched, mouth hung agape, as the blade flew through the air and plunged into his chest. With only enough time to scream, Devin turned to ash and was no more.
The knife hit the cold asphalt. I glanced at the others, an eyebrow upturned. “Does anybody else think me lying?”
Devin’s group all turned and ran without as much as a beat between my words and their action. Scattering like their compatriot’s ashes in the wind, the four disappeared in mere seconds, something that brought a smile to my face. I relaxed my posture and strolled to where my knife lay. “Was that unwise?” I asked, directing my voice toward the fire escape, knowing Monica could hear me.
She clapped as I plucked my weapon from the ground. Pushing away the side of my coat, I slipped the blade back into its sheath while she spoke. “I think you did very well. Bravo, Master Peter.”
Bowing in a sweeping fashion, I then stood straight and walked toward her position. Monica vaulted down the stairs, and then leaped to the street below. I grinned. “What do you think, dear? Am I mad?”
“Stark raving,” she said with a wink.
I chuckled. “And no doubt, they shall spread the tale of my madness.” Nodding, I glanced toward the night sky again. “I think this is a rather good thing for us.”
Monica blinked, raising an eyebrow. “How do you figure that?”
“Let them think I lost my mind.” My eyes met Monica again. “When they face me, they shall know precisely what they are up against. I might have been feared by the others as an assassin, now let them think me a madman.” My grin turned devious. “I shall shortly become their worst nightmare.”



Part Six
The Last Temptation
“Lust is to the other passions what the nervous fluid is to life;
it supports them all, lends strength to them all.
Ambition, cruelty, avarice, revenge, are all founded on lust.”
Marquis De Sade



Chapter Thirty
One by one, they fell, victims to my sword.
Over the course of the next five evenings, I orchestrated my assault on the vampire population of Philadelphia. It started with Justin, as he and I had a history and I knew all too well how he conducted himself amongst the mortals. Justin maintained the reputation of being the bloodiest vampire outside Sabrina’s coven and the second most of all the covens, period. The prestigious honor of being first belonged to me.
He did not see it coming when I descended on his fledgling coven and killed the entire lot of them more than a dozen strong. I saved Justin for last and allowed him to stare into my eyes before I ran him through.
“The gaze of a seer,” he said. “God help us all.”
As he turned to dust, I grinned. “God shall not be of any aid to you bastards.” I strolled away from the empty room with an air of satisfaction. As heavy as the weight of my burdens still lay, I found respite in the kill, as if I could atone for all of my sins through violence. This blade, which had once wrought pain and suffering now dedicated itself to my calling, affording me the chance to plumb the depths of my talents in the process. Even then, I suspected I had merely scratched the surface.
Suzanne heard the reports, but still seemed surprised when I appeared and made quick work of her grab for power. I stripped her of her immortality with a slice through her neck before walking away, shaking the dust of nearly two-dozen vampires from my shoes.
Philip proved to be a bit more of a challenge.
By that point, reports of the past week had been circulating around, becoming more urgent with each occurrence. Each collective I downed formed a stone on a pond with the ripples expanding outward, forcing the stragglers to assemble and flock to Sabrina’s wing for shelter. The pockets of resistance steadily declined and Philip departed from his previous location, taking his fledgling coven into seclusion. While a part of me relished having the lot of them running scared, I realized this also made my task that much more difficult.
Monica and I spent the next three evenings scanning the area, questioning any vampires we managed to locate and casting whatever incantations Monica could utilize for our benefit. Finally, The Fates allowed us to sniff out Philip in the far northwest portion of the city, in an abandoned warehouse seated in a gang-riddled neighborhood. When I showed up, he was not nearly as surprised as the rest.
“Flynn, I have information I will divulge to you if you let me live,” he said as I pressed a knife against his throat. Arms wrapped around him, I clutched his back to my chest and felt him shake in a manner that should have brought a sadistic grin to my face. As it was, I could not claim any sort of amusement at the moment. I simply wished the bastard dead.
“What information is this?” I asked, sneering at him.
“First you must promise me you will not kill me.”
“Now, you know better than that, Philip, or have you forgotten the order of things? I am the seer. You are the enemy. This dictates where my course of action is headed, does it not?”
“This information is worth sparing me. I promise it.”
I hesitated. “Speak. I shall decide whether or not it is.”
“Sabrina knows,” he said, struggling. My grip tightened. His eyes shut and his body quaked all the more when I pressed the blade harder into his throat, drawing blood. “She knows all about you. That you have deserted her and become a seer.”
“Good,” I said, leaning close to issue a harsh whisper into his ear. “And I sincerely hope she is petrified, because she is next.”
“Flynn, there’s more. Other immortals” I pushed him away from me and he turned to face me with hands extended in surrender. Philip stepped backward as I slipped the knife into its sheath. His expression shifted from wary to terrified when my hand settled on the hilt of my katana. A final attempt at bartering for his life spilled from his lips. “No, Flynn . . . the others, they know about your powers. They”
Quickly drawing my sword, I advanced on Philip and aimed a swift arc for his neck, ridding him of his head and rendering him to dust. I whipped my blade to the side to flick the blood from its sharp edge and slid it back into its sheath. As my weapon snapped into place, I heard footsteps advancing and turned my head to regard her in my periphery.
Monica frowned, glancing down at the remains of Philip. “What do you suppose he meant by that?”
“I am not certain.” My eyes drifted to the ground as well. Monica paused by my side as I mused on Philip’s last words. “I did not spare him a moment to read his thoughts and am not apt to trust him.”
She nodded. “I’ll have to ask the Council if they know anything.” Monica drew a deep breath inward and glanced up at me. Her hand rested on my shoulder. “Come on, Peter. It’s been a long night. I’ll call them tomorrow and see if they’ll meet with me then.”
“I shall accompany you of course?” We began to stroll away from the warehouse-turned-crypt. I plucked my weapons from the mounds of dust which encompassed Philip’s downed compatriots and paused to secure them back into place. I then offered Monica my arm and led us out into the night.
She shook her head as we began a sedate pace down the street. “Not a good idea,” she said. “I still don’t know if you’re safe being seen by them. We’ve come a long way, though.” Monica paused. Her eyes found me again. “When Sabrina’s dead, I’m sure they’ll be more agreeable. For now, it’s best if I spoke for us both.”
“Very well, then.” I nodded, falling silent for the majority of our stroll back to the safe house. All the while, I mused on Philip’s warning, wondering what to make of it without knowing the answer would find its way to me in due time.
***
Before she set out the next evening, I watched, amused, while Monica patted herself down. “Okay,” she said, exhaling a deep breath. “The Council is expecting me. Protection spells have been cast. Knife is secured. What am I forgetting?”
“To calm down,” I said, grinning. “You look as though you are marching off to face an execution squad.”
“Feels like it sometimes,” she muttered. Monica’s eyes met mine before narrowing. “You know, when you were mortal, I bet you were still a pain in the ass.” Her lips betrayed her words. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Try to keep yourself out of trouble while I’m away. No slamming your fist into any more walls or anything.”
I placed my hand over my chest. “I cross my silent heart and vow to save any pent up aggression for the vampires.”
“Good.” Monica winked, and then straightened herself out. She nodded. “Alright, it’s time. The Council gets snippy when I keep them waiting.”
Shifting in my seat, I watched Monica pass me on her way to the door. “Are you certain a protection spell shall be enough to ensure your safety?”
“It got me into your coven.” She fetched her red scarf from the back of the couch and tied it around her neck. “Besides, it’s all I have for now. You can’t join me. I promise I’ll be careful and won’t talk to any strangers.”
“Especially ones with pale complexions and fangs.”
“Yeah, look what happened the last time I did that.” Monica offered me a smirk, allowing it to serve as her parting shot before leaving. I merely grinned in response, my gaze fixed on her departure until the door shut behind her. Drawing a deep breath inward in an attempt to settle a nagging apprehension that had taken root I convinced myself all would be well with her. I strolled toward my room, plucked a book from one of the tables along the way, and read to occupy my mind.
It did not take long, however, for a disquieting shiver to run up my spine. A chill followed the shiver. Reclining on my bed with Monica’s volume open on my lap, I paused, lifting my head and perking an eyebrow over the queer sensation. I glanced around the room in an attempt to discern its cause but nothing in my immediate surroundings had changed. Slowly setting aside the book, I swung my legs such that my feet touched the floor, and as soundlessly as possible, I stood. I crept toward the doorway and took hold of the sword propped against the wall.
Removing it from the sheath, which I threw onto my bed, I poised the sword in both hands. One foot moved in front of the other in quiet, deliberate steps, marking a cautious exit from my sanctuary and into the adjoining corridor. My ears attuned themselves to every sound in the house, my eyes scanning for what might be lurking. At the same time, something seemed to be hindering my abilities, clouding my vampire senses and seer talents. I drew a deep breath inward and exhaled it slowly, realizing I was about to face an unknown force handicapped.
I reached the end of the hallway. Pausing, I studied what I could of the living room from my vantage point, part of it obstructed from view by the wall. I motioned to take a step forward, but stopped and spun around when I heard a noise behind me. This proved to be my undoing. A figure advanced before I could react and a sword plunged into my unprotected back, provoking a scream of pain. My eyes lowered and I beheld, in horror, the tip of a blade protruding from my stomach. I yelled, as much from shock as from pain.
The voice which spoke made it all abundantly clear. “Hello, darling Flynn.” The words caressed my ear in her familiar tone of voice, the simple greeting agony enough to rival the physical pain. “Is this where you’ve been hiding from me?”
My eyes closed. I struggled to maintain my composure. “Hello, Sabrina,” I said, my voice shaky. The katana dropped from my hand beyond my own volition. “Fancy meeting you here.”
“Stranger coincidences have happened. Of course, we would be assuming our meeting is a coincidence, wouldn’t we?” She twisted the blade inside me. My vision swam and another scream lodged in my throat. “Wayward son, it’s time to bring you home.”
I laughed despite the torment, forcing my eyes to open. “Sabrina, you might as well drive that blade through my chest. I shall not be going anywhere with you.”
She smirked. I did not even have to see it to know, I could hear it distinctly in the way she spoke. “Oh, you’ll be coming with us, seer, unless you would like your watcher’s death to be your final vision before being sent to hell.”
Using the sword, she swung me around to face the living room. Sabrina raised a foot to my back and pushed me from the blade, causing me to topple onto the floor. I coughed a few times and instinctively clutched my violated stomach. “You lie,” I spat as I motioned to stand.
Sabrina’s foot settled on my shoulder and forced me back down. Bending forward, she gathered a fistful of my hair and tilted my head so I had no choice but to look up. “See, Flynn? I am a woman of my word.”
I gazed upward and beheld it with my own eyes. Timothy held Monica in his clutches with Paul standing directly beside him. Both of them smirked in a satisfied manner when my face registered a reaction to seeing Monica. She could barely stand. The reason for this became clearly manifest when I saw the bite marks on her neck still weeping blood, her scarf completely removed. Her cheeks pale, I could tell she had already been drained of as much blood as they could without killing her. “Monica!” I called out.
“Don’t worry about me, Peter,” Monica murmured, fighting to keep her eyes open. “Just stop her. I’ll be . . . fine . . . ”
“Now, isn’t that noble?” Sabrina asked. Her breath hit the side of my face as she spoke. “I find it sickening, personally this martyr complex the humans seem to have. They want to think themselves heroes. But you’re not like them . . . Are you, Flynn?”
I shut my eyes and coughed again, my blood slowly pooling beneath me on the floor. I could feel it, Sabrina’s tendrils attempting to wrap around my mind once more, entrancing it with her siren call. Gritting my teeth, I fought against her. “I am no more like you than I am the mortals I defend. There is, however, one apt comparison I can make. Monica is selfless and vigilant. You, on the other hand, are a vile, contemptible bitch.”
“The mortals you defend. Listen to that.” She laughed, her grip on my hair tightening. “An emasculated vampire, this is what you’ve become. The Flynn I knew would have sooner met the sun than to act the way you have.”
“Then kill me and put me out of my misery.”
“No, no, no.” Sabrina kissed the side of my neck, her fangs scratching and provoking a shiver I attempted to mask. She nipped at my ear as she whispered. “We’re going to talk first and my assassin is going to return to me. It is this festering humanity inside you I want dead. Not the vampire.”
I laughed. “I am not nearly as weak-minded as I was before.”
“Then why don’t we begin with a little incentive?” She looked up at Timothy. “How much more do you think we can bleed from her, Timothy? Does she have another pint left in her before she withers and dies?”
Timothy grinned, revealing his elongated fangs. “Oh, I think I could get at least another mouthful or two from her, Mistress.”
Sabrina leaned close to me again, releasing my hair. “Refuse me and the girl will die and you will be forced to watch. Or . . . even better . . . ” She chuckled and looked toward Timothy once more. “My dear Timothy, how would you like to turn your first child? I don’t think it would take long for me to break through her defenses and force her to beg you for it.”
“No!” I shouted, attempting to force myself to my feet again. Sabrina’s grip shifted to the back of my neck and proved to be too strong, however. The loss of blood had left me weakened. “If you dare try it . . . ”
“You’ll do what?”
I continued struggling, but was forced to give up when my efforts yielded no results. Having nothing to retort, I remained silent.
“Do we turn her, or do you surrender?”
I lifted my eyes to regard Monica again. She forced her eyes open, gazing back at me. I read the fear in her expression, but she shook her head anyway and whispered, “Don’t, Peter . . . ”
I could not allow it to happen, though. In an instant, I relived the experience of watching Lydia die by my hand. I saw the countless mortals I sent to their graves with impunity. I stared at the one standing before me, and every fiber of my being screamed against the outrage of her being forced to become a vampire. “Leave her alone,” I said, my eyes lowering to the floor. “I shall come with you. Promise me, though, that neither of you shall harm her. This includes an attempt to turn her.”
“Oh, you have my word, darling Flynn,” Sabrina said as her voice became saturated with seduction once more, “But I won’t have to do a thing to harm her when all is said and done. Do you know why?”
I forced my eyes shut and swallowed hard. “Do I have a choice?”
Sabrina touched the side of my face. “Because, my killer, by the time I’m through with you, you will be the one doing it. And I will take great pleasure in watching it happen.”



Chapter Thirty-One
Thrown into a dark room, I could still sense the eye of every member of the coven settle on me when I landed on my knees. My naked gaze remained fixed on the floor, my sunglasses having been removed upon entering the building. I twisted my hands a few times to test the strength of my ties arms at my sides, wrists bound in front of me but whatever incantation Sabrina placed on them made the effort useless. I had been brought to a place of trial and there would be no escape.
After indulging a few deep breaths, I looked upward, searching for Monica. Just as soon as I caught sight of her, though, Sabrina stepped between us and took hold of my chin. She turned my head to ensure we stared at each other. “The witch is alive. That is all you need to know. Now, it’s time for us to have a chat, darling Flynn.”
I tried to look away, but her gaze held me hostage. “A chat with you, Sabrina, is hardly ever a pleasant thing. What do you intend to do to me?” I mustered a smirk. “Tell me what a bad boy I have been?”
She laughed, but I scarcely had the chance to react before she slapped me across the cheek. The impact threw my head to the side. I groaned and Sabrina roughly turned my face to force my eyes toward hers again. “Oh, you’ve been a very bad boy, Flynn, and you know it. You’ve become enchanted with the mortals and abandoned your mistress and lover. Such acts of treason should call for your death.”
“You are not my lover, Sabrina. And, I dare say, I rebuke your leadership over me. I had a love once, a pure one you tricked me into murdering. I know no other love than hers.”
Sabrina bared fangs. I could sense the first wave of assaults upon my will as the growl she emitted threw suggestions in my brain. I blocked them as best as possible, but they still stuck long enough to begin a loop of hypnotism. ‘Obey,’ they told me. ‘Give in to your base desires. Lust. Rage. Hate. See in these fangs a mirror image of your true nature and fight against it no longer.’ I sneered, but made the mistake of making eye contact with Sabrina again. “You shall need to do better than that amateur spell casting,” I muttered. “My will is stronger than it was before.”
“Oh, you think it is, because you’re infected with this sense of self-righteousness.” She grinned, still flashing her pointed teeth at me. I found myself needing to look away, lest mine descend as well. “You killed the upstarts. My enemies, by the way, and I thank you for that service, dark son.” She leaned in closer. Her lips hovered above my ear, her voice descending to a sultry whisper. “My assassin is ensuring my power struggle is a success by slaughtering the competition.”
“An act of judgment, nothing more.” I shut my eyes. “I am not your assassin any longer, loathsome bitch.”
Sabrina threw me onto my back. Standing, she gazed down at me as I opened my eyes again. “That doesn’t change what you’ve done and how well you’ve done it. Over the course of your two week pity party, the casualties you’ve amassed have only helped me rein in the rogues. The people gathered around you are now aligned under my name, with countless others throughout the city. They fear me and they fear you. Why fight the power when it is there for the taking?”
“Because I no longer seek your power.”
“I don’t believe it. I believe somewhere deep down inside, you enjoy the power.” Sabrina paced around me. At once, the room began to spin and my eyes had trouble tracking her. “Come now, Flynn, be honest with the one who has been your mistress for five years. The one who gave you the immortal gift. Every time you’ve plunged the blade into a vampire, either as an assassin or a seer, you have reveled in it. The sensation of killing. The satisfaction of sating your lust for blood. Surely you realize the monster you truly are.”
I shut my eyes once more. My hold upon the mental ledge I dangled from became precarious. I could feel my grip weakening, my footing starting to slip. I fought harder against it. “You would have me believe I am yet a monster only for your gain.”
“For our gain. I have seen it in your eyes, Flynn. I saw it when you killed Matthew and tore through the other elders. You bathed in their ashes and delighted in it.”
“As I shall delight in your ashes when they descend to my feet.”
“Now, you don’t really want that, do you?” I heard the sound of footsteps and a blade sliding from its sheath. I refused to look, though, lest Sabrina meet my gaze again. “Search your heart of hearts. You have the knowledge and the ability to slay me and yet, you have butchered the tail instead of severing the head. Two weeks, Flynn, and you have not darkened my doorstep. Why is that?”
I winced. She had exposed my weakness too quickly. “Because I wished my work to be complete when you met your end.”
Sabrina laughed, her voice growing closer. I heard something whip through the air and could only guess this to being the blade she now held. The sound of its strokes sounded overly familiar, though. “Do not con a con artist, dark killer. I’ve heard many reports. Those you spared for information told me you still called me your mistress. In a convincing manner, no less.”
“I was acting.”
“You were always a terrible liar, Flynn.”
The swinging sounds stopped abruptly. There was a pause before a piercing pain racked me from head to toe, finding its genesis in my stomach. I cried out in pain and opened my eyes to see my katana protruding from me, pinning me to the ground.
Sabrina smiled as she continued holding onto it. “My, this sword does suit you, doesn’t it? A clean cut. Very strong and steady.” She pulled the blade from inside me and flicked my blood from its edge. I moaned. “I imagine this injury is making you hungry. Care for a bite?”
“Fuck you.” I winced.
Sabrina raised the sword and brought it crashing down again. This time, it buried itself into my shoulder and forced wails of agony from my mouth once more. She laughed with relish. “Oh, now we’ve descended into hurling obscenities? My, that is the old Flynn.” Ripping the blade from me, she tsked. I shut my eyes against the excruciating pain assailing me. “Come now, vampire. Feed and be healed. You’re losing blood. I can tell from your pallor you haven’t been taking care of yourself.”
“I require nothing,” I spat. “Save but for you to burn in hell.”
Once more, Sabrina brought the sword plunging down toward me. Its tip buried into the ground beside me, with the blade cutting into my neck, but in a superficial manner. Still, I felt the pain and knew the wound to be weeping blood. No, she did not mean to kill me. She meant to bleed me until I became too thirsty to hold back. I had to stop her. “Is this the best you have?” I asked, forcing out a laugh.
Sabrina leaped on top of me. Again, I made the grievous error of looking her in the eyes. She held a knife, with it hovering above my cheek. “Silly, silly vampire,” she said. Pressing the edge into my skin, she drug it downward slowly, tracing a line which sent sparks of electricity up my spine. I groaned, uncertain of whether I should be writhing in pain or entranced with pleasure. She laughed as she watched my reaction. “You should know my bag of tricks runs deep by now, Flynn.” The blade lifted. She leaned close. Her breath hit the side of my face. “Into pits yet unexplored.”
Her lips touched my neck. She licked the blood that trickled from the wound. I shivered, and then yelled again when she plunged her fangs into my throat and imbibed a deep, lusty drink. It became more than I could stand. My fangs descended and I hissed.
She paused her drinking, but did not lift her head. “Fight it no longer, Flynn. Those daggers emerged to feed. You remember that, right?” When she licked the wounds closed, I felt the points of her teeth rake a path gently up toward my jaw. A tantalizing sensation, it jarred my already precarious footing. She was right. I only became hungrier with my fangs exposed and the thirst mounted the longer they remained down. “The base things,” she continued. “The pleasures. You remember how good it feels when blood coats your tongue, warm and with the pulse of your prey still resonating in your ears? My Flynn remembers how these things brought him pleasure.”
Attempting to retract my fangs proved useless. “The pleasure is passing. The evil remains.” My words as much to myself as to Sabrina, I spoke them with as much conviction as I could. “Your evil remains, and I cannot suffer it.”
“Oh, but you can, Flynn. You can.” Sabrina’s trek up the side of my face paused when she thrust her body against mine and taunted my lips with hers. When she began to kiss me, her fangs cut into my bottom lip and brought the taste of my blood onto my tongue. I kept trying to fight, to pull away, but she persisted and I found myself enjoying the crimson dripping into my mouth far too much. That illicit thing I had to avoid as much as possible. The single greatest weakness a vampire could harbor. I wanted more. God, I knew I should not, but I did anyway.
“No, Peter! Fight it!”
I heard Monica’s words as though they drifted down a tunnel and opened my eyes. Sabrina pulled away, though, only to laugh. “How precious,” she said as she straddled me. I watched her bite into her own wrist. “She uses your mortal name as if that is what you really are. But you and I know better than that, don’t we? You are no mortal. You are a killer. You are no seer. You are the devil himself in vampire form. Flynn the assassin, ready to stand with his mistress at last.”
Her wrist hovered over my face, dripping blood into my mouth. I could bear it no longer. I imbibed the droplets in a lusty manner, bathing my tongue in her crimson offering. Sabrina pressed her wrist against my mouth and I drew hard from it, becoming immersed in desire, wishing to become one with it again.
I opened my eyes. A wicked laugh rose from my throat. Sabrina pulled her wrist away and mirrored my grin. “Sweet crimson,” I said. “Sweet Sabrina. Save your devil from this undoing.”
“There is only one thing which can save you from her wiles.”
“Speak it,” I said, my head swimming. I locked eyes with Sabrina and this time, did not fight against her powers of suggestion as they crashed into me again. My eyes wavered only once, to see the pendant dangling from her neck. Then, they returned to meet her gaze. “It shall be done as you say.”
Sabrina touched my chin and turned my head so I could regard Monica. Monica looked back at me, fear latent in her eyes. “Do you see that vile thing, Flynn?” Sabrina asked.
“I do. Her veins run thin, but blood yet courses through them.”
“Yes, blood does indeed. Mouthfuls of it. Merely drinking her blood will not free you of her curse, though, for her spirit will haunt you much the same as the other woman has.” Sabrina leaned close, licking my neck again before whispering in my ear. “Make her one of us, dark son. I give this gift to you. You will turn her as the first of many and father your own coven.”
Monica motioned to scream, but was cut off by Timothy. He cupped his hand over her mouth and pulled her close against his body. I grinned, fangs still exposed. “You would have me turn her?” I asked, my eyes dancing with excitement.
“I would relish it,” she said, pressing her cheek against mine as we both regarded Monica. “I would watch it and revisit it in my most pleasant dreams as we conquer the city. As we make them all our servants and take from the Supernatural Order all of their kind, to either feed upon or to turn. Would you not relish it as well, my assassin?”
I grinned. “Yes. All of their fucking kind, from this city to the next.”
“Bastards, all.”
“Yes, bastards.” I looked back at Sabrina as she lifted her head. “Only, I wish to be the one to turn their kind, so they might look into my green eyes and see their own power being used against them. That they might be put into submission by me as they once sought to make me submit.”
“I think it only fitting.” Sabrina kissed me once more. I drank deeply from the embrace, savoring every taste of her wickedness. Her hand drifted down my chest and pulled at the fabric of my shirt in a tantalizing manner. She sat up, then forced me to my knees, pressing her breasts against me and brushing her fingers across my cheek. I leaned close, kissing her neck and nipping at her skin, but then allowed my eyes to gravitate toward Monica. I scowled. “Let me have the human,” I said. “I wish to do your bidding now.”
“Very well, my dear.” Sabrina stood, plucking her dagger from the ground where she had left it. She walked around me, bending forward to cut my ties and stood straight once the task was completed. My arms fell free. I glanced at her as she continued speaking. “Do not allow her heart to stop before you force your wrist at her. Just draw from her once or twice and allow her to drink from you. She will stop when the change has taken hold and be lulled into sleep.”
“Very well.” My eyes remained fixed on Monica; my scowl turned even more menacing. I barely paid Sabrina any mind as she handed me her knife and stepped back to observe. Instead my gaze turned obsessive while I came to a stand. Monica swallowed hard as I approached. I stole a few moments to ensure she could read nothing but malicious intent as we regarded each other. So convinced was Monica, she clenched her eyes shut to avoid looking at me.
My grin turned more sinister. “Good,” I said. “You have misplaced your faith in me, you reckless imp. I have spent nights thinking of stripping you and laying you bare before me and now, there is nothing you can do to stop me. I shall have you however and whenever I would like. And you shall please me, or you shall die.”
A sob racked Monica. I watched her chest rise and fall with anxious breaths. Timothy stepped away once I took hold of her and I licked my lips while staring at her pulse point. Slowly, teasingly my hand slid across her shoulders. Then I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her against me so hard that had I been aroused, she would have sworn I meant to penetrate her. She yelped and I laughed. “Come now, witch, and embrace eternity with me.”
Monica jumped when I pressed the knife against her neck. Dragging it downward, I formed a superficial cut, which immediately wept crimson rivulets like tears streaming from a fractured soul. She flinched as I pulled the knife away and the pause that followed contained the entirety of her human existence.
Hesitating no further, I plunged my teeth into her neck and took the first drink of pure, live blood that I had savored in two weeks.



Chapter Thirty-Two
Within the deepest portions of my soul, the memory of Lydia gazing at me after the first time we made love is still crystal clear. I had said her eyes could break the deepest spell and, in return, her facial expression sobered. “There are very deep spells in this world, Peter,” she said. “Are you sure mine can do that?”
“I guarantee it.” I had spoken the words in a half-teasing manner that sought to instill some measure of my feelings for her. As much as I had enjoyed our coupling for carnal reasons, I knew she had also claimed part of my heart. I truly believed I would always be safe so long as I could reach out and touch her. Even when I knew she and I would not enjoy a happy ending.
“Then remember my eyes for me,” she had said as she rested her head on my chest. “I’m afraid there’s a lot of darkness waiting for you. You have gifts, and the power-hungry always seek to take advantage of people like you because of it.”
The grip of the hungry, seeking to make my power their own. How enslaved I had been to Sabrina’s spell for over five years. She had made me her willing thrall and taught me how to relish it; how to find euphoria doing her evil bidding, until a peculiar thing happened to this enslaved creature.
He stepped into his birthright and claimed it for his own.
Not for the Supernatural Order. Not for his Mistress, for she was that very darkness his former lover had warned him about. No, he did it for himself and found that while the years of bloodshed had stained his hands, he could yet find solace in the light. The satisfaction of being a seer far eclipsed the decadence of being that demon assassin, and for two blessed weeks he touched his humanity once again.
The evil was returning, though. Bent to drag his soul into the depths.
Sabrina used my weakness to spin me dizzy and forced me to wrestle against my black heart once more. She had almost won, but then I saw the pendant dangling from her throat and found the will to subdue the demon. I distantly recalled when she took it, the last time she had steered me away from the path I was walking so I could do her bidding. I felt the loss of my brother Robin anew; stared at Monica and, though I scowled in the most villainous way possible, saw the chance to turn away before I lost control.
In the end, the joke fell on Sabrina. She freed my tethers and set a seer loose in her house.
When I rose to my feet, my head swam and the first steps I took were extremely precarious. Sabrina had sought to incite bloodlust within me, to make the desire to feed on Monica so palpable I could not withstand it. She slashed me to ribbons. She teased me with her blood. And while feeding on Sabrina revitalized me enough to stand, I needed more if I was to fight. I hated doing it, knowing she had already been bled, but Monica remained the only mortal in my presence and with two dozen vampires watching my actions, I had to convince them all the assassin had returned.
Monica trembled beneath my grip, but just before my teeth sank into her neck, I sent a thought to her.
‘Trust me, Monica. I know what I am doing. Just play along.’
She leaped when my fangs penetrated skin. My eyes shut as I felt her blood trickle down my throat. ‘Just a couple of sips,’ I reminded myself, ‘Enough to get my head on straight again.’ I drank slowly, forcing my fangs to retract while my lips remained pursed against her neck. I would have to move swiftly to make this work.
With a quick, downward swipe of the knife, I cut Monica’s ropes and threw her down onto the floor. I spun around and plunged the weapon deep into Timothy’s chest, but did not wait for him to turn to dust before pivoting and hurtling the blade at Paul. Leaping over Monica, I slid onto the floor and plucked the knife from Paul’s remains as soon as he disintegrated into ash. My eyes shot back to Monica, the spring that brought me to my feet deceptively fluid. “Get away from here as fast as you can,” I said.
Monica crawled away. My gaze shifted to Sabrina. A smirk curled the corner of my mouth as I lifted my empty hand to wipe Monica’s blood from my chin. “Do not con a con artist. Right, Mistress?”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “Bastard.” Her fangs descended again and her face contorted in a sneer. “The humans have bewitched you beyond the point of reform.”
“I honestly wish that were true. Your magic is no longer sufficient to bridle me, however.” My grip around the knife’s hilt tightened. “So, what shall you do with me now?”
Sabrina plucked my sword from the floor and swung it around. In the five years I lived under her roof, I never fancied her as much of a swordswoman, but she handled the weapon more adeptly than Robin ever had. “We kill mortals and their vermin in my house, recalcitrant vampire,” she said, stalking forward. “If you do not stand with me, then you die by the tip of your own blade.”
I stepped to the side, flashing a quick glance at the vampires standing around before focusing my attention on Sabrina. She followed my movements, her eyes searching me as though to predict my first action. I grinned. “You think I fear death,” I said. “Quite to the contrary. I know I have my reckoning coming to me. If you are the one to send me into the afterlife, then so be it. I shall not die, though, without ensuring you meet your end as well.”
In my periphery, I spied one of the other vampires advancing. Spinning around, I plunged my knife into their chest before quickly turning back to face Sabrina again. “Your children all seem to have a death wish.”
“He’s mine, you idiots,” Sabrina called out to the others.
As Sabrina glanced away, I averted my eyes, peering across her shoulder toward the back of the room. There, I saw a familiar door, and within the span of seconds surmised that if I could buy myself enough time to make it the weapons room, my confidence would be backed by more than bravado. ‘Just need a bloody sword.’  I frowned. Shifting my eyes back to Sabrina, I pivoted and flicked my wrist. The knife in my grip sailed toward her chest. I knew she would deflect it, but the distraction served its purpose. I ran and Sabrina lost her footing in the effort to avoid my blade as I ran for the door.
She tumbled to the ground and the rest of the gathered throng froze, uncertain of what to do. Their inaction afforded me enough time to kick open the door to the weapons room and dash for the wall. “Get him!” I heard from the other side, but by the time the others roused from their stupor, I made it to my destination. With one hand, I fetched a short sword. With the other, I took hold of a katana. As I held both, I flicked their sheathes away and ran for the common area again.
Two challengers waited for me on the other side of the threshold. I struck them down with little effort. The others retreated and I grinned at Sabrina as she stood and narrowed her eyes at me. “Oh no you don’t, little boy,” she said.
I raised the short sword and smirked. “A pity I never knew you could handle a weapon before. Our nights together might have been much more spirited.”
“I lived in the Orient before you were a glimmer in your mother’s eye, traitor.” She growled. Placing one foot in front of the other in a studied manner, she stalked forward while I reciprocated. Slowly, but surely, the gap between us began to close.
I chuckled. “Had Robin do your bidding, then? My, but having him as my mentor backfired in your face, did it not?”
“The only satisfaction I have is that you finally rid me of that Irish derelict.”
“Yes, I imagine so.” My grin faded, given over to a serious expression. We began to sidestep once within striking distance of one another, but neither of us motioned to claim the first blow. Rather, we seemed to be feeling each other out. “You are rather good at allowing others to soil their hands to do your bidding. Lydia . . . Robin . . . Those countless immortals from the other covens I assassinated . . . ”
“A pity you cannot end yourself.” Sabrina whipped the katana in a trained blow; swiftly enough that it set me back as I used my short sword to block. I retaliated once she retreated, but she reacted just as fast, swinging for me again, determined to score a strike. Strands of Sabrina’s hair flew from the tight bun she wore it in and her fangs remained elongated while her eyes blazed fury. I matched her mettle, but she was in far better condition.
I decided to even the score.
I swung the katana while thrusting the short sword forward. Sabrina twisted away and raised her sword to intercept the blow. I readied the short sword again before she had a chance to recover. It sliced across her chest, cutting through her shirt and gashing across her breasts. Sabrina stepped back a few paces and freed one hand to touch the bleeding wound, scowling. “You will pay for that.”
My smirk turned devious. “Then come and collect.”
Sabrina lifted the sword with a hiss and brought it crashing down. Her impatience cost her, though, as I caught her blade with the katana in my hand and I plunged the short sword into her stomach. I laughed as she doubled over and pushed her off, watching her fall onto the floor. “You call that a collection?” I raised the katana, eyes lowering to her neck. “Allow me to properly demonstrate a collection, dear Sabrina.”
“Rose!” Sabrina yelled. “The lights!”
The lights? Oh fuck. I could instantly hear Robin’s voice chastising me for failing to keep my infirmity in mind. The world afforded me one mocking second with which to line Rose in my sights. It was just enough time to see her grin and flick a switch that immediately filled the room with bright, blinding light. I screamed as an unholy amount of pain lacerated my corneas. The short sword dropped from my hand as I tried desperately to cover my eyes, to little effect. I fell to the ground, writhing in agony. “Damn it to fucking hell,” I muttered, still clutching the katana, but now lacking the ability to use it.
I heard Sabrina come to her feet. The sound of a blade cutting air closed in on me and I at least had the presence of mind to raise my sword to intersect the easily anticipated strike at my neck. I could not see to where she retreated, however. I did not know her position or how she would next attack. I was left a sitting duck.
‘Peter!’
I rolled away and attempted to stand, my eyes still clenched shut. Sabrina kicked me in the jaw, and I toppled back down onto the ground.
‘Peter!! Remember the sight! My finger’s pointing at Sabrina, but my eyes are fixed on her. Which of the two’s going to help you right now?’
I furrowed my brow, realizing the voice in my mind belonged to Monica. The lesson; she was attempting to remind me of the lesson, and suddenly I realized I had another weapon at my disposal. “Sabrina,” I said, realizing I needed to stall. “Tell me, before you cut me down, what it would have been like had I surrendered to you.” I began to feel for Monica, honing in on her thoughts, which screamed at me as if attempting to be heard over a multitude. “Would everything have happened as you have said, or was I being played like a fiddle to the end?”
Sabrina stepped forward one pace as I locked onto Monica. At once, the room exploded with detail. I saw the faces of everyone watching, each gaze beholding me, waiting for the demise of Flynn. They all knew better than to move, which would have made me smile if it would not have revealed my ruse to Sabrina. A coven of slothful, decadent vampires and Rose remained the only one apt to lend a hand. It suddenly made sense to me, why my maker kept the masses lounging about, complacent and sated. They were easily ruled.
Rose strolled closer to where Sabrina stood, undoubtedly to secure a front row seat. I spied her through Monica’s eyes, but kept my attention on Sabrina. She stood in front of me, holding my katana as though it had been meant for her. Like the pendant around her neck. Like the man lying before her. Everything she possessed, stolen from something or somebody else. I rolled onto my back, preparing to steal from her in return.
My hand tightened around the sword’s hilt.
Sabrina walked two more paces forward, staring up the length of my body from her position beyond my feet. “Flynn, you should know by now how it works,” she said with a smile. “I live only to serve myself. Oh yes, we would have enjoyed many bloody years together. You would have savored the affair and I would have reveled in the covens you destroyed. Once I had what I desired, though, I would have killed you in your sleep.”
I laughed. “The coward’s way out. My life has always been forfeit.”
Sabrina raised her sword, but paused. “A pity you have to die now. You finally figured it out.”
She grimaced and motioned to administer the deathblow. I waited, ready, and rolled to the side at the last moment. Raising my foot as the blade slashed by harmlessly, my kick caught her in the chest. Unprepared, she flew backward. The katana fell from her hand and Rose rushed for it, but I came to my knees and plunged my sword into Rose’s chest.
Rose stopped. I smirked. “Goodbye, sweet Rose,” I said, releasing my grip on the sword to snatch my katana from the ground at long last. I came to my feet just as Rose’s dust descended to the floor. Clutching the red and black hilt of my weapon, I focused on Sabrina, knowing it had to end now.
Sabrina realized it as well. She came to her knees and, in a blur, plucked the other sword from Rose’s ashes. I raised my katana and aimed for her neck.
She thrust. I swung. I felt cold steel run through my chest as the sharpened edge of my weapon severed Sabrina’s head from her body. Pain sharper than any I had experienced before overwhelmed me and I crumpled onto the ground, losing consciousness. Somewhere in the haze of white light, the room faded from view.
Just as surely as I had died to be reborn a vampire, I began to suspect my second death had come to embrace me. But rather than facing the demons, an angel greeted me instead.



Chapter Thirty-Three
The next sensation I became aware of was both comforting and confusing at once. A hand brushed the side of my face and a voice spoke softly. “Peter, how long are you going to avoid looking at me?”
My eyes snapped open. A sudden sense of tranquility washed over me as I peered at my surroundings, finding myself in a room much like the ones where I had spoken with Lydia. The ground beneath me was flat, and I could make out nothing in the way of walls from where I laid. I sat up, aware of a woman crouched beside me, but noticed several strange points of interest first.
I touched my mouth and failed to feel the points of my fangs. My finger slid across the top row of my teeth and when I discovered them reverted to their duller state, my eyes widened. My senses were normal, not as sharp as they had been no more than a few moments ago. My lungs filled and a laugh of wonder floated past my lips. I was human once more.
I turned my head to regard the woman. Lydia. Her face brightened when we made eye contact and I could not help but mirror her grin. Lydia threw her arms around me and I wrapped her tight in mine. “Oh Peter,” she said. “My heart’s broken so many times for you.”
Clutching her against me, I shut my eyes. My fingers threaded through her hair and I could not help but to be lost in wonder. “Lydia,” I said, laughing once more. I pulled away to look at her, cupping her face in my hands. “Is it truly you?”
She nodded, tears dancing in her eyes as she laughed. “It’s me.” One tear escaped her eyes and ran down her cheek. She reached up to swipe it away, and then rested her hand atop one of mine. “It’s really me.”
“Oh, thank heavens.” Without waiting for permission, I pulled her close and kissed her in a deep, lingering manner, allowing myself to get wrapped up in the moment. Our lips touched a few times before Lydia broke away and chuckled. I grinned, resting my forehead against hers. “This has been one long, horrible nightmare I have been stuck living.”
“I wish it was.” She sniffled. Her eyes opened to regard me. “I’d like very much to tell you that it’s all been a dream, but I’d only be lying to you.”
I nodded, pulling her close once more. “I am sorry I doubted you when you tried to warn me. I wish I could go back in time and force myself to believe you, but I cannot.” My fingers combed through her hair, and I drew a deep breath inward. “How in the heavens do you wish to be close to me right now after all of the things I have done?”
“What matters is that you believe now.” She pulled away from me again. “I’m just glad to be able to see you. Even if it’s only for a short visit.”
A glassy haze obstructed my line of sight as my eyes met hers. “My sins are too great for me to linger with you in heaven. It might have been the monster, but I was a participant nonetheless.” I sighed. “I understand and had expected as such.”
A smile broke out on Lydia’s face. “No, Peter,” she said, visibly holding back a laugh. “You’re not dead. Well, not dead again, anyway.”
I blinked. “How did I survive? I could have sworn Sabrina . . . ”
“Got you through the chest?” Lydia nodded. “But not through your heart, so you are pretty badly hurt. You’re just resting at the moment and I needed to talk to you.” Her grin turned coy. “Now that you’ll actually listen to me again.”
I nodded. A frown tugged at the corners of my mouth as I looked away. “I had hoped it to be over, to be perfectly honest.” My eyelids drifted shut. “God, I would have preferred eternal damnation to waking as a vampire again, if there is such a thing as hell.”
Lydia touched my cheek, forcing my eyes open again. “You’re right about having a lot to make up for, and your job isn’t finished. If I could, I’d sneak you off with me, but I don’t have a say in the matter. You have other places to go. Other challenges to face. A long road ahead of you.”
“A long road wrestling with the demon.”
She nodded. “I’m sorry, but it’s true.” Pausing, she considered me for a moment. The look in her eyes turned deliberate. “You have to listen to me, though. There’re a lot of things waiting for you. I’ve brought you this far, but I can’t help you with what lies ahead. You’ll need to rely on Monica and your wits to carry you the rest of the way.” I detected a hint of sadness in the way she regarded me. “I wish I’d been there to see you through it.”
“You have, Lydia.” My grin broadened. “Far more than you realize.”
She smiled. “Then my work here is done.”
Nodding, I raised a hand to touch her hair one final time before dropping my arm back to my side. “When shall I see you again?” I asked.
“Not until you reach the other side.”
I drew a deep breath inward. “Then let your lips be the last which call me Peter. Flynn has much to atone for and such shall be his task now, until my days on Earth are finished.”
Lydia sighed. “I don’t envy your position, but I admire your strength.” She leaned forward and a soft kiss touched my forehead. “I wish you blessings on your journey, Peter, as well as the hope that you can endure the challenges you’ll have to face. I can’t tell you more than what I’ve already said, but don’t count ‘Peter’ out just yet.” She nodded. “I’m leaving you to Monica’s care now. Take care of yourself.”
“I shall do my best.” My eyes shut as I pressed my lips to hers again, allowing the moment to linger as many seconds as The Fates would allow until the world around me shifted. I felt myself being swept away as though a leaf upon the wind.
Without further warning, consciousness returned to claim my immortal form.
***
Pain. The first thing I became aware of the moment lucidity began trickling toward me again. Darkness was the second thing I noticed. The lights in the room had been turned off once more.
I grimaced despite myself. “Bloody broken body,” I murmured. “Put me out of my misery, Monica. I am no use to you anymore.”
She chuckled, but it sounded weak, as though she could manage nothing more than that. “We’re both a mess,” she said. “You’ve been stabbed so many times, I’ve lost count, and I’ve been bitten twice. And I just had to shoo away a bunch of vampires thinking I was fair game.”
“How did you manage that?” Opening my eyes, I verified I was still resting on the floor of the common area, where I had fallen. I touched my chest and winced. The slowly healing wound yet seeped blood. Sabrina had missed my heart only by a hair’s breadth.
Monica stumbled over to me and sat where I could see her. I had no desire to attempt standing, so I remained flat on my back. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve,” she said as she moved my hand away. I watched her study my wounds. “Have I ever told you that you’re a lucky son of a bitch? Because you are, Peter.”
I frowned. “Please let that be the last time you call me that.”
Monica’s eyes met mine again. “The last time I call you a lucky son of a bitch?”
“No. Peter.” I closed my eyes and sighed. “He yet resides within me, but so long as I possess this body, I shall always be Flynn. And I shall always have too many things to atone for before I reach the other side.”
“You can’t look at this as atonement.” She raised an eyebrow. “You’ll bury yourself in a rut as deep as your guilt and never come out. It’s what you were born to do, plain and simple.”
“Regardless, I shall petition for redemption until I exist no longer.”
“Fair enough, I guess.” Her gaze softened. “You had me worried for a minute there, you know. I didn’t think you were acting.”
“I wish I could say it was all an act, but then I would be lying.” I finally motioned to sit. The effort laborious, I felt overwhelmed with dizziness and hunger at first, but managed to suppress both in favor of looking toward Monica again. “There is much work to be done. This much I know. Lydia visited me for what she said will be the final time and informed me there are trials lying ahead. Perhaps, if I make it through, The Fates can at least rend me in half and have mercy on Peter. Until then, it would appear you are stuck with this conscience-laden immortal, watcher.”
“Have a little faith. Like you said, we have a lot of work left to do.” Monica nodded. “I understand, though. Even if calling you Flynn all the time’ll take some getting used to.”
I smiled wanly, as did Monica. She reached forward, patting my shoulder. “For what it’s worth,” she said, “At least you beat Sabrina. That’s a very good start.”
I nodded, furrowing my brow as a strange thought entered my mind. “Monica, how was Sabrina able to get her hands on you in the first place?” I asked. “I thought you cast a protection spell.”
Monica’s smile turned timid. “I lied.”
“You . . . ” I shook my head. “What do you mean you lied?”
“I mean exactly what I said. I let myself get captured, so you’d finally have to confront Sabrina. The Council wouldn’t have been able to tell us shit. They told me the next time they saw me I’d have a lot of explaining to do, so I wasn’t going to count on them to help us. This was the only resolution I could think of.”
I blinked. “Monica, how could you do something so bloody quixotic? You nearly met your end because of it.”
Monica patted one of my hands, while struggling to a stand. “I had faith in you.” She took her first precarious step forward, and then motioned for me to follow. I rose to my feet as well, collecting my katana and Lydia’s pendant before making my way to the back exit with her. “I knew the seer would win out in the end. Even if he scared the shit out of his watcher.”
“Do not ever do that again, or I swear I shall strangle you myself.” She laughed and we walked, side by side, out of the coven of my rebirth for what I assumed would be the last time. I had no desire to return and finish the others; they might have been lazy and decadent, but they were not evil. No doubt there might be a day I would face the unruly ones, I thought to myself, but I had a lot to recover from and many lessons left to learn before then.
After all, I had a prize in my sights. Pleasing the Fates enough to merit some way free from the curse of being a vampire, or earning my rest somehow. I wanted it so much I could taste it.
And I felt it worth all the pleading in the world.
“There is no person so severely punished,
as those who subject themselves to the
whip of their own remorse.”
Seneca



Epilogue
“So, you have finally come to speak to us about this vampire named Flynn,” the man said from his position on the other side of the room. The area itself the sanctuary of an old church, it came replete with seven chairs poised where the altar used to be. Six elders from the Supernatural Order occupied seats. One chair remained empty, as it had for five years.
I was absent from the meeting, situated on the other side of the stained glass windows. Using Monica’s eyes to witness the events, I filled in the remaining details with my ears and smoked a cigarette in an effort to mask my apprehension.
Monica regarded each elder and inhaled deeply. “Yes, I have, Richard,” she said to the man with salt and pepper hair who had addressed her. Her voice cracked, though she recovered quickly and worked to regain her confidence. I could envision her, however. Shuffling her feet. Looking down at the floor before lifting her gaze to regard her superiors. “I know I’ve angered the Council with my actions as of late, but I have news I hope will justify my actions.”
“Speak the news,” said a female seated a few chairs down.
Monica directed her attention toward her. “The vampire covens of this city have been quieted by Flynn. He’s realized his position as a seer and put out several fires they started. One of the vampires he killed was his maker. It was difficult for him to accomplish, but the fact that he was able to do it shows how far he’s come.”
“What of Peter Dawes?” the woman asked in response. “Why does the seer continue to use his other name?”
“Because he feels the need to. It’s a complicated issue, Joan, but I promise the Council the Flynn they’ve known has been suppressed.”
“Suppressed?”
Monica sighed. “So long as I’m his watcher and he’s under my guidance, I’ll do what I can to ensure his conscience remains steady. He’s already come a long way toward holding his instincts at bay for good.”
“But he’s not at that stage yet?”
“He’s still a vampire and a fledgling seer. That makes his condition unsteady, but given the time, he’d”
“So he might strike at humans again?” asked another elder, seated closer to Richard. A blond-haired man. He raised an eyebrow at her.
Monica held up her hand. “Please, Lewis, I ask the Council to give him a chance. Any of us have the potential to become wicked. Granted, I know, in Flynn’s case, it’s much more volatile, but he wants to learn more about being a seer. He’s been an attentive student and faced all the unique challenges of what he is with determination. His dependency on blood has diminished. He doesn’t feed on live hosts and I”
“Show us your neck, then.”
Monica turned to look at the only other female, a brunette. “I beg your pardon, Beverly?”
Beverly leaned forward in her seat. “I asked you to remove your scarf and show us your neck.”
Monica hesitated. “I don’t see why this is relevant.”
“Now, Miss Alexander.” Beverly lifted an eyebrow.
“Alrighty then.” Monica sighed and untied the scarf. Her eyes were downcast when she removed it altogether, revealing the scars on her neck.
A hush settled across the room. Beverly shifted in her seat and pointed. “Please explain this injury,” she said, in a sharp tone of voice.
Monica looked up at her. “I placed myself in danger and was bitten. It wasn’t Flynn’s fault.”
“Then who bit you?”
“Timothy, of the House of Sabrina. He’s dead now.”
“Only him? I see two sets of marks and what looks like a cut.”
Monica shut her eyes, rendering me blind for the time being. “No, Flynn did, too. He’d been injured and needed my blood to be able to finish the job. This was three days ago and he hasn’t made any move to harm me since then.”
The room fell silent once more and yet, I could feel the eyes of the Council upon Monica as though they gazed at me instead. Monica lifted her lids once more, in time for us to watch Richard lean forward in his chair. He shook his head. “Monica, I shouldn’t need to remind you of this . . . thing’s . . . sins again. He killed a member of our Council and his first watcher before even being turned.”
“In his defense, he was coerced. Sabrina used dark magic. You all know that. I’ve told you that.”
Richard eyed her in a stern fashion. “Nevertheless, that doesn’t dismiss the fact that he killed them in cold blood. And his deeds as a vampire are legendary. In five short years, he’s killed hundreds of humans and countless vampires still acting in accordance with the natural order. The only vampires he didn’t terrorize are the ones we would’ve targeted ourselves. The Seattle office has wanted him dead for five years. The only reason why we haven’t sent punished him for his atrocities . . . ”
“ . . . Which were likewise influenced . . . ”
“ . . . is because somehow, you convinced your parents . . . ”
“ . . . by Sabrina. Dark magic, Richard. I swear to you he . . . ”
“He is without excuse.”
The outburst shocked Monica into silence.
“Your parents have been informed of the situation. They lifted their hand of restraint.” Richard frowned in a paternal manner. “Child, will it take being drained to death for you to see what this creature is? I know you want to think the best of him and I know the promise you made to your sister, but this Council has never bound you to the soul of Peter Dawes.”
“I’ve done this of my own free will,” Monica murmured defiantly. “And I’ll continue doing it, even if it means being removed from the Order.”
“It might come to that.”
Monica stared down Richard. “Please don’t do this. Not when we’ve come so far.” She lifted her hands, as though presenting an offering to the six people who would decide our fate. “I know you think it’s the right thing to do, but you haven’t worked with Flynn like I have for the past few weeks. In that time, I’ve seen a sociopath become a penitent. He is a determined seer, Richard. That, in and of itself, is a miracle. Yes, I defied the Order in bringing out his powers. And, yes, the catastrophe that caused was terrible, but Peter’s spirit has been restored and all that mess has been cleaned up . . . by him. He has a conscience and has used that conscience increasingly since getting it back. What more does he need to do?”
Richard sighed. “Our orders come from the High Council, Monica. They don’t see him being worth the risk. He possesses enough power to become one of our worst enemies if we don’t do something about it right now.” He paused. “And I agree with them. Our minds are made up and the vote in both Seattle and London was unanimous.”
He drew a deep breath inward, before nodding. “It is the decision of this council that you be arrested and stripped of your abilities. We further rule that the vampire Flynn, formerly known as Peter Dawes, is to be turned into the Order and executed. We make this decision in accordance with our solemn oaths, and for the protection of the human race.
“May The Fates have mercy on his soul.”
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I was the first.
Loki Shapeshifter.
Mischief-maker of the Aesir.
Father of lies.
Disgrace of Gods and men.
I put fire in the blood of man,
And the Gods never knew it.
Mother to eight-legged Sleipnir,
Odin's steed faster than any other.
Father of monstrous children,
Fenrir Wolf, bound with a ribbon,
Hel, sweet daughter from waist to head, death below,
Jormungand, serpent who circled the world.
Sew my lips up, for my words are faster than yours are.
Tie my feet, for my shoes carry me across the skies.
I am the son of giants, not a god like One-eyed Odin.
Yet, we are brothers.
Yet, you trust me.
I bring you humor, I bring you tricks.
But, you do not see the evil that lies behind my smile.
Each time you laugh at my misfortune, my heart grows cold.
Each time I am punished for my tricks, the wall grows higher.
I am a predator, a betrayer.
See my mistletoe dart kill great Balder.
And, in woman's clothes do I refuse to cry.
Hear my insults at Aegir's feast.
And, do not think to ask why I say such things.
My son Vali transformed into a wolf, kills his brother Narvi.
Take Narvi's guts and bind me, so tightly, to the rock,
Skadi fastens the serpent above my upturned face.
 
The venom in my eyes, the earth quaking as I scream.
Only faithful Sigyn, wife, stays, catches the poison.
There, I wait until Ragnarok.
When Skoll eats the sun,
And Hati the moon.
Unchained then I will sail to Vigrid from the North,
With my children and, their undead followers.
 
Fenrir will kill Odin, Jormungand will kill Thor,
And Heimdall the watcher will kill me dead.
But I will kill him as I die.
I am Loki Shapeshifter.
Who destroyed the world I helped to create.
You asked me to hide my true nature,
You wanted a jester, a merry-maker.
But I am a Betrayer.It's why I was born.
***
I did not want this.
I wanted only to serve.
Or so I thought.
Judas Iscariot.
One of the great twelve.
One of His twelve.
Why did you choose me?
Of all the men who followed you,
Flocked to your door,
Saw your glory, your majesty.
Your miracles.
Why me?
Thirty pieces of silver for a kiss.
I did not want the money.
I gave it back.
Did you know that?
Did you know how I wept when I saw you,
Broken and burdened?
They lied to me.
They said it was for Jerusalem's good.
You were out of control.
The people forgot who they were.
They saw only you,
And it stirred rebellion in their hearts.
There must be a betrayer.
You must die.
Or how can you be a martyr?
How can you die for our sins,
If you never die?
So am I betrayer?
Or am I betrayed?
You chose me because you knew,
That of them all,
I was the most easily swayed.
I warned you at our meeting, Lord,
Though the Book does not record that,
My words are not so important,
As yours are.
I was too weak to be a disciple.
Prone to listening to other's words.
Did you know how I died?
Hanging from a tree, just like you,
Bound by neck, not nails?
Your name on my lips.
I am Judas Iscariot,
Did anyone mourn me?
The Betrayer?
My face in stained glass,
A moneybag in my hand.
Tears on my cheeks.
***
My father was born of lies,
Uther Pendragon with another man's face,
In another man's bed.
Then how dare he call me bastard?
Mordred, son of Morgan,
Son of Arthur.
Arthur, King of the Britons.
Mother in her fairy garb,
Seducing half-brother Arthur,
Bringing forth half-formed Mordred.
And, you, Merlin,
Peregrine whose far-seeing,
Damned me to Fate's clutches.
And, what could I do?
A thousand babes drowned on the day of my birth,
The romances forget all about that detail.
Arthur the great king,
Butchered a thousand to kill one.
Yet, I
survived.
On your round table,
I laid my heart,
And called you father.
I offered you the proof of treason,
Of adultery underneath your roof,
In your own bed.
Wife and best friend,
Laughing behind your back,
And, yet, didn't they weep.
And beg mercy when caught?
And you forgave them!
You let Guinevere
live!
You let Lancelot
thrive!
And, I,
Who did only a son's duty,
Was cast out!
It was my responsibility to protect you,
You who wished me dead.
You were surprised, Arthur, when I declared war?
Did that astonish you?
Why? Why didn't you know?
Where was your Merlin, then? Where was your magic?
I betrayed you to the end, Arthur!
The pain as your spear cut through me like butter!
But my hate propelled me upwards.
Forcing me up that shaft as it tore me asunder.
So I might bring my sword into your brainpan!
So, my hatred for you, for myself,
Could end this betrayal.
That was always my Fate,
My responsibility,
My duty!



1—The Three
They sat in a place that might've been Hell, though it had been here longer than that name was known. It had been created in the chaotic times, for those who would worship the darkness, so that they would repent for their crimes.
The three had been here for longer than they themselves knew.
There was no ceiling to this round room, or if there was it was so high that it could not be seen. The walls were pocked with blackened windows that filled with demons now and then that watched the trio and laughed and mocked. Gnarled creatures with eyes like coal and twisting horns ringing their heads like sham crowns. Each of these men saw them differently, and each man heard their taunting cries in their own language.
But they didn't know this. The language of the damned is always the same.
Screams echoed through the room, sometimes. The tormented souls outside suffered differently than the three who waited in here. They were Betrayers, afforded a special place in the Eternal Confinement, for was their Jailer not a Betrayer, Himself? Did He not rise against one who trusted Him, and was He not cast down for it?
There was a bonfire in the middle of the room and the three reclined around it on hard marble benches stained black with the soot that did not touch these damned souls.
They were stained enough already.
Loki Shapeshifter, Judas Iscariot and Mordred Le Fey.
Loki was long and thin, fair in the manner of his people. His hair was red as the flames that surrounded him and there was a fine network of scars around his red and green eyes from where the serpent dripped its poison on his face in the time before Ragnarok. His lips too were scarred where once Brokk the Dwarf sewed them shut as punishment for an insult. His legs and arms were shapely but the ankles and wrists bore red never-healing burns from where he broke his chains when the time came for him to end the world.
Sometimes in this place, he became a woman, who batted flirtatious eyes at the others with mocking laughter on her lips. Sometimes, he was a horse, who nickered softly and paced the room, restlessly. Sometimes he was a bird, who flew upwards, looking for the way out of this room. He could never maintain these forms for long, that power had been limited here in this place, restricted by being reduced to myth. It was how he was chained here, though there were no chains to be seen. Loki was the only one to ever sleep here but when he did he woke up in the middle of a nightmare, flailing at the serpent that was no longer there, feeling the poison's burn on his face, calling for Sigyn, his good and godly wife, who had gone into exile
with him.
She was at rest now, now that Ragnarok has come, rewarded for her devotion to an unworthy man who never said a nice word to her. She was at peace but Loki never would be.
He was forever dressed in only a white fur trimmed tunic and high-laced sandals that he had worn for eternity, a gold torque about his throat the only ornament. He was here in this place longer than the others, longer than this place was even known of. Once upon a time, this place was ruled by his little daughter Hel, but no more. She died at the World's End and this
place was given to another.
Judas was next to him, Judas dark and bearded, reddish highlights in his deep brown hair. He did not look at the others. He did not speak to the others. He lay on his back, his brown-almost-black eyes seeking the Heaven that he would never see, the mark of the rope that throttled the life from him burning red on the tan skin. Now and then, his lips moved in prayer, but always they stopped again, as if he had forgotten the words.
Sometimes despair came upon him and he wept, beat his chest, pulled his hair and tore the pure white robe he wore. Always the rips were mended and the scratches his nails left in his cheeks were healed. The angry welt on his throat would burst and the black blood dried quickly in the heat of this place, but that would never heal. It was the mark of his death.
"Why?" Judas sometimes murmured. "Why me? My Lord, forgive me."
Mordred, who called himself Le Fey, was the last. He was a Pendragon by birth, though Arthur never recognized it. The youth who should've been a prince didn't acknowledge it either. He looked like Arthur, though, strawberry-blond and handsome, blue eyes that reflected only pain and heartache. He was small and delicate, barely twenty years of age when he died, well formed except for the one shoulder that raised itself the tiniest bit higher than the other.
Well that, and, the hidden deformity in his chest.
Beneath the white and gold velvet tunic that he wore, there was a gaping hole. His heart had been there, but Arthur's rejection had ripped it from him. He had plunged his pike through that empty space, and Mordred's hatred had given him the strength to pull himself up the length of the shaft to kill his murderer.
That hole had never healed.
He did not look at the others, either. Why should he? He did not trust people. People turned on him. People judged him. People betrayed him. What good would it do to place his faith in these two? After all, they were betrayers already. That's why they were here.
There was only the confinement, the mockery, and the waiting.
So, forever, the three waited. They didn't know what they waited for. They didn't know how long they would wait.
But, they waited.
For there was nothing else for them to do. Myth, faith and legend joined in their evil, joined in
their betrayal, awaiting redemption—maybe—-awaiting an end—certainly.



2—The Bargain
It could've been one day. It could've been a thousand years. They had no sense of time here.
Loki remembered a time when he was alone. Judas recalled Mordred's absence. But they did not know how long ago the final member of their trio had arrived. And he, himself, had no idea
how much time had passed in the world above.
Perhaps there was no time here.
Perhaps there was only suffering.
Hundreds of thousands of millions of souls screamed in torment outside their sepulcher. The trio rested within. Loki laughed a little in his sleep. Judas stroked the welt on his throat, sleepless as usual. Mordred imagined great battles, conquering kingdoms, behind his closed but sleepless eyelids.
It was just another moment in their eternal damnation.
Until suddenly, it wasn't.
There was a sudden smell of sulfur and, strangely enough, scented oils and He appeared, a chorus of demoniac wails heralding His arrival.
Their jailer, their tormentor, their lord.
Lucifer Lightbringer had come to see His kin.
The trio was alert, instantly.
Lucifer was beautiful. He stood above His subjects, a gentle look on His face. Golden curls framed His perfect features. His gown was a shining white, almost glowing in the dim light. From His shoulders sprouted huge white-feathered wings, nearly ten feet in
length, their ruined ends His only imperfection.
"My children," he said, His voice like silver bells ringing just one note out of synch, the echoes of agonized screams lingering within it, just out of hearing.
Judas said nothing. He looked away in despair and hatred, but all at himself, not the Fallen One. Mordred dropped to one knee, giving homage to his King. And Loki alone met Lucifer's fiery gaze without flinching, for he and the Devil were brothers, bound by their inhuman natures, and their places in the annals of worshipers who gave homage to their enemies.
"Are you enjoying your stay?" asked the Fallen One, merrily.
Norse, Aramaic, Middle English . . . Lucifer did not speak any one of these languages, and yet, they understood. He spoke to them in the tongue of the damned, a dialect they all recognized well.
"I have stayed in worse places," Loki finally said, a twinge on his scarred lips.
Lucifer smiled, amused. "Why, so you have, I suppose." He looked around the chamber, spread his elegant arms. "Your last incarceration was a bit rougher than this, was
it not? No snakes suspended over your face here?"
"No, my Lord," Loki said. He crossed his long legs, casually, but not arrogantly. He had learned diplomacy in his time amongst Gods. Those who rule expect special treatment. The trickster knew enough to show respect, but not the subservience the two who had been born human showed. "I like this place well enough."
"Do you?" Lucifer asked, cocking a perfect brow. "And, you, Judas? Mordred? Are you treated well?"
"What dost thou want us to answer?" Mordred finally, answered. "This is Hell, and, we wait for the end of time. We are damned, and, yet, thy daemons do not punish us. We are mocked and jeered at. But no one comes to force us to atone. Why are we spared whatever infernal torments are administered to those we hear wailing on the other side of these walls? How long must we wait?"
"Bold Princeling, to question me,” Lucifer scolded, with no real venom in His pleasant tenor. “You are being prepared for something great, my children. For time immeasurable have I allowed you to dwell on your misery, to think about what your crimes
truly are. And, what have you learned?"
Silence greeted His question.
They did not answer.  They could not answer. They did not know what it was He wanted them to say.
Rage filling Him with the suddenness of a thunderstorm, Lucifer spread out his wings and his eyes flashed black fire. "Have you learned nothing? Your deeds are still spoken of in the world above us! You are feared and hated, still! You are the world's greatest villains, and you are damned forever because of it.” Then, just as suddenly, He folded his wings against His back, and the fire in his eyes dwindled to gentle coals. “I offer you an alternative, should you wish to take it."
Shocked, the trio leaned forwards.
“Speak,” said Loki, always the brash one. “We have no choice but to listen.”
Lucifer strode the outline of the oubliette, for that was what this prison was, was it not? He did not look at the three, instead fixing his eyes on the far distant ceiling as if He could see what they could not. "I will give you the chance to walk the world again. I give you the chance to prove yourselves, revenge your betrayals, be what it is that you were truly meant to be."
"How can that be?" Mordred asked, too young to be able to hide his hope.
Smiling to himself, for He knew that He had hooked these fish, Lucifer spoke His plans, benevolently. "I will give you what you most wish. Loki, you shall be an entertainer, for
you are the merry-maker. Mordred, you shall be a soldier, for you come from a warrior king. And,  you, dear Judas, my personal favorite, you shall be an evangelist, for you will spread the Word."
The proclaimed favorite looked up then and, in a voice clear and strong, asked, "And, what will we pay for this honor? What will you demand of us in exchange?"
"Suspicious Judas," Lucifer said, fondly. "Don't you trust me?"
"I trust no one," Judas said, bitterly. "I was lied to. I trusted too much in too many people and I was punished for it. You are the Prince of Lies. You brought evil into the world and I suffer for it. Now, you ask for our trust?"
"No, Iscariot." Lucifer's perfect hand came to rest on the dark man's shoulder before Judas was even aware He had so closely approached. Judas flinched away but the Fallen One's grip was like iron, " No, I do not ask for trust, only obedience."
Loki smiled. "Ah, there it is," he said, quietly, not at all surprised.
"And, yet, you still have not said what we will do to repay you," Judas said, gathering his strength, though his robe had begun to smolder beneath the Devil's touch.
Lucifer laughed, and released Judas, who remained standing, but only just. "You will know when it is time for you to know."
"I agree to this arrangement" Loki said, instantly, with no other question in his devious little head, "I have nothing to lose, do I? I am bored here, and a bored god of mischief is no good to anyone. Gentlemen?"
Young Mordred was not so quick, though he was not so far from Loki's eagerness. "Thou shalt make me a soldier? Why?"
"I shall give you the opportunity to have the glory and honor that was stolen by the accident of your birth." Lucifer promised. "An American soldier, for they are a most powerful nation and full of patriotic battle-lust, the knights in shining Armour of the modern age, always rushing to the defense of the oppressed whether those people want to be freed or not. Not so very far from the meddling of your father and his self righteous table round?"
These were the right word,s more enchanting than Merlin's spell. Mordred was a prince, a knight who never got to prove his might. He would bring magnificence to his name battling for a kingdom he'd never heard of in one that he'd never seen and then he would be able to face the rest of eternity in this place in peace. He could do this... he could be what he was meant to be. "I agree, Sire," the boy finally said, quietly, head bowed, desperation in his eyes hidden, but so very plain in his voice. "I agree to thy terms."
It was, of course, contrary Judas who shook his head and denied this opportunity,  "I cannot do this," he said, crossing his arms over his wide chest. "Forgive me, Lord Lucifer, but I cannot do this thing. Once I walked with the Christ. I cannot now follow your path."
Lucifer nodded, as He had expected such,  "What if  I allow you to spread your Lord's word until I call you. Yes, Iscariot, I ask you to do a small crime, but think of all the good you can do before that. Is that not a fair trade?"
“I can be redeemed?” whispered Judas, and there was that note of hope, that told Lucifer that he had surrendered.
“You will be a true prophet of the Lord,” the Dark One said, and He allowed Judas to believe that it was the Heavenly Father who He spoke of. Judas perhaps knew the truth, but self delusion is the meat upon which the desperate feast.
“I agree,” Judas said, quietly.
Lucifer smiled.
Lucifer spread His wings.
Lucifer changed the fabric of the world just a little bit.
And, then, He was alone in the Oubliette.
He walked out into the Suffering Pits and amused Himself with tormenting sinners for a time.
It was His turn to wait, but He would not be waiting for long.



3— The Actor
From The Los Angeles Daily Review—-Sigrid Weller
"Good Night, My Lover" Number One in Box Office.
Picture a sultry mix of Mark Daniel's rebel, Travis Conweigh's heartthrob with a dash of Sir Elbert Grapht's versatility, and you have newcomer Louis Keye. Louis (Loo-ey not Loo-is, he reminds us, good-naturedly) is the first to disagree, though. He points out the almost invisible scars along his eyes and lips garnered from a rough childhood in a small town up north that he will not name. He won't talk about his past, saying only he made some bad choices in his 'misspent youth.' But, somewhere along the way, he made one good choice.
Louis Keye came to Hollywood.
Friday night's premiere of "Good Night, My Lover" was hailed as a raving success from both critics and the public alike. Notables from director Halley Tylers to Oscar Winner Casey F. Brice were on hand for the thriller which stars Keye as "Bradley South" a disturbed young man with a deadly secret.
"Chilling" and "Breath-taking" were some of the words tossed about like confetti when the movie ended. But, Louis, himself, was rather modest when asked how he felt about the film. "The script was brilliant. I tried to do it justice."
Shooting has already begun on Keye's next move "Home Essentials" a romantic comedy starring screen darling Carrie Pointe as a cocktail waitress who must convince her male roommate (Played by Keye) to pose as a woman to fool her conservative sister. When asked about that experience, Louis just laughs that infectious laugh that he is rapidly becoming famous for and says, mysteriously, "I have been a woman before."
Louis also reveals "under the greatest duress and reluctance" that he has already been approached to star as a young "Lance Moonshift" in the prequel to the sci-fi hit "The Silent One." This long await film takes us back nearly forty years, back to a time before Lance's deliverance into the evil that destroyed his home-world.
Playing a much younger version of a character already so firmly established in the public's eye is difficult, he admits. But he does not shy from the challenge. Indeed this outstanding young upstart (who, when asked about his age, will only reveal that he is older than he looks,) is gaining a reputation for his chameleon-like ability to change his appearance and demeanor with each character he plays.
But, when asked the secret of his sudden success, he answers with the same elusiveness and mischievous twinkle in his eyes, which sometimes seem to gleam red and green. "I sold my soul to the devil. How else does one make it in Hollywood?"
The night she interviewed the rising star, Sigrid Weller stayed over with Louis Keye and found out that he was as imaginative in bed as he was on screen. She was the first but not the last who would fall beneath his spell in the days to come.  Loki, lying in bed in his Hollywood Condo, the woman reporter snuggled in sleep next to him, decided he rather liked this world. Television, automobiles, indoor plumbing, for Asgard's Sake! How on earth did he ever exist without these things?
Life was good and it was only going to get better from here.
The thought of Lucifer's future request did not concern, Loki. After all, he was of a race that knew of its demise from the beginning of its creation.  Ragnarok would come when it was time to come. Until then, there was wine, women and song... and he would have plenty of all three.



4—The Preacher
"Bless me, Father." The girl was small, her tiny hands clutching a candle almost as thick around as her arm. She spoke in heavily accented English and she kept her face pointed to the ground, as was respectable.
Father Jude Carillon smiled down at the little girl and, in her language,  one he only spoke because he had needed to, asked, "What is your sorrow, little one?"
She turned her grimy face towards him and he saw that her left eye was covered with a milky white tumor from socket to temple. She looked away, quickly, ashamed of her ugliness. "I am called monster," she whispered. She was still speaking English, in respect for the priest.
She did not know that it was not Judas Iscariot's native tongue either.
"Do you believe in the Lord, Amira?" Judas asked, stroking the unblemished skin around the girl's unsightly growth with fingers that were coarse with work and toil, yet gentle and unafraid. "Do you believe you can be healed?"
"Yes, Father. I pray every day, but nothing happens to make me well," Amira said, no hope left though she was only seven years old, usually a very hopeful age. "I think sometimes maybe I
will die and it will be better for me, for my family. They won't have to fear for me, they won't have to fear me. If I pray... will God take me?"
“God sees no ugliness in you, child,” Judas said, feeling great sympathy for the little girl. “Fear no more. God will be with us this day.” He brought his eyes Heavenward and he held out his
hands to the congregation who watched his every move. "Pray with me, children, pray with me that this innocent child may be healed."
The prayer was a half-whispered chant that rippled through the crowd. It grew in strength and power as the priest placed his hands over the girl's mouth and nose. His lips moving, silently, he dipped her backwards into the font.
"Amira Fortunata, I hereby rename thee Prima, for thou wilt be the first who shall fell the touch of the Lord," Judas breathed, not knowing where the words came from, not caring. He felt the fire of faith rekindled in him, and his memories of a simpler time flooded over him. For this moment, he felt the presence of God, and he rejoiced.
The newly christened girl rose from from the water and the watching people gasped.
Her tumor was gone!
Father Jude released Prima and her small tan hands flew to her now-perfect skin. He stared at her, amazed, though he had known what would happen. "Go, Prima," he ,murmured, drained suddenly, a sinking feeling overtaking his joy and rapture. "Tell what has happened. Bring the sick, the crippled to me. All those who would be healed by the power of the Lord."
Falling to her knees, Prima caught the hem of his robe in her hands and kissed it, reverently.
A sick wave of horror, tinged sinfully with maybe a touch of pride, washed through Judas. Against himself, he snatched the robe from her, and just barely repressed the urge to flee. Covering his conflicting emotions carefully, he helped the little one to her feet. "Bow only to God, Prima. Never to me," he said, keeping the tremor from his voice, but barely. He sent the girl on her way and spoke a word or two more to the assembled gathering, but he could not
remember what he said moments later as he retired to his chambers.
Closing the door behind him, Judas stripped himself of his robes, tossing on a bed that was not much more than a cot, sheltered by mosquito netting, that he kept pulled back. It felt too much like a shroud to sleep beneath all those gauzy fabrics. A table and a chair were the only other pieces of furniture in this room, beside a basin of water on the table, below a cracked mirror.
The priest washed his face to clear his head and stared at the reflection that watched him so glumly. This was so different from the last time he went out amongst the people. Before, he was a bystander, preaching the word, but never laying hands on the dregs of humankind who swarmed the Christ like ants on a bit of sugar. It was strange to feel the power course through him, knowing that the person he healed would be blessed from now until eternity.
But, he also knew that the power within him did not come from the Lord, but His Enemy, and he did not know what to do about that, how to feel. Was it a sin to use evil for good?
Jude looked outside the glass-less window. People were already beginning to gather here to hear his words, to feel his healing. The great work Judas had been denied before could be
done now!
He prayed then, on his knees before the wooden cross mounted on his wall, a prayer of thanks.
But he did not pray to the Lord above. He, instead, prayed to the One who had sent him to this place.
The room soon stank of bile, as the corruption of God's works made the sham priest's stomach heave, until he was retching into his wash basin.



5—The Soldier
Private Morgan Lafayette ran through the ruins of what had once been a city, listening to distress call crackling through his radio. "I'm coming," he muttered under his breath. "I'm coming."
There was an explosion near him, and he was thrown to the ground. He scrambled for cover and found himself next to Peter Maxwell, one of his squad members, curled in a ball beneath the debris and rubbish here.
"Pete!" he gasped.
"Lafayette!" Pete smiled, broadly. His face was stained black with soot and dirt and streaked with sweat. "Morgan, how nice of you to drop by."
"What the hell are you doing here?" Mordred cried, ducking as another explosion sent shreds of the landscape around them.
"Same as you, I expect," Pete said. He tapped his helmet, headset. "There's men out there."
Morgan Lafayette, once had been Mordred Le Fey who and had been in command of an army one tenth this size but had fought men hand-to-hand, who had felt the pain of a sword's bite, who had seen a spear thrust through the width of his slender body, clutched his gun, tightly, and realized with a shock that he was having a damn good time! Acknowledged or not, he was a son  of Pendragon. They had been warriors since time immemorial!
"Lafayette! Maxwell! You two copy?" the voice of their commanding officer, Sgt. Gregory Brandy, crackled over their radios.
"Here, sir!" the soldiers responded in unison.
"Where the hell are you two fuck-ups?" Brandy snapped.
"About a hundred meters away from the crash site, Sir," Maxwell answered. "I saw the bird go down, but it's out of sight now."
"We're pulling out, Boys!" Brandy's voice came back. “Too risky. We're have to call this one, and try and circle around through the south corridor. Fallback to extraction.”
Mordred and Pete met each other's eyes. "What about those men? They're still alive!" Mordred gasped.
"Fall back. That is a direct order, Gentlemen!" Brandy snarled.
"Acknowledged." Mordred sighed. He snapped off his radio. "Shit!"
Pete grabbed his arm. "You aren't pulling back, are you?"
"It was an order," Mordred said, earnestly innocent. He was young enough, even after so long since his birth, to believe that. "You don't disobey an order. You do what you are commanded to."
Pete narrowed his eyes, "Even when it means leaving people to die?"
Mordred frowned. It had never occurred to him to question duty. Duty was what had gotten him into trouble before, when he revealed the infidelity of Arthur's wife. Duty had led him to challenge Arthur for the throne. Duty had caused him to strike his enemy dead even as he was dying himself.
But he would never question it. Duty was duty. It was what must be done.
"Are you coming with me or not?" Pete asked, as yet another explosion sent large chunks of masonry crashing over their heads.
"It was an order, Pete," Mordred said, lamely.
Pete snarled and raised his gun over his head. "I'll do it by myself, then!" He dove from his cover and ran off towards the downed aircraft.
"Wait!" Mordred cried out, but it was too late.
A great detonation exploded over Pete. When the smoke cleared, he was nowhere in sight, just a smoking red smear where once a man had been.
"Pete . . . " murmured Mordred, and it didn't occur to him that he had no cause to mourn the man he had only barely met, but the man he was, the soldier he was, he knew Maxwell, and so Mordred grieved.
"Lafayette, Maxwell, what is going on out there?!" Brandy called over the headset.
"We lost Pete," Mordred said. "I'm falling back."
But he did not fall back, right away. He stayed where he was for one minute and basked in the anguished, exhilarated pumping of his heart. The pounding against his rib cage was something that he had not felt since his death.
How he had missed it!



Interlude- Lucifer Prepares
Lucifer walked through His realm. The rooms where the damned were kept stretched out on either side of Him into the horizon. He heard the screams and the pleas of His people and He smiled, grimly. He had never expected this when He started His complaints to His Lord.
His very presence was proof that the Lord could make mistakes, for Lucifer prided Himself on being the greatest of those errors. He had been created with questions in His mind, questions that the empty-headed angelic hosts were not supposed to voice. Lucifer's blunder had been in over-estimating His fellows. He had expected them to stand with Him when He expressed His concerns. He did not foresee that they would turn against Him, accuse Him of challenging the Lord for control of the world.
Lucifer remembered nothing of His fall. One moment the Lord had been raging before Him, the whole of the angelic host screeching discordant accusations. The next moment, Lucifer had awakened in this dark and horrid place, His wings broken beyond repair, mocking reminders that He would never again see the glories of Heaven.
But the flaw in His design that made Him curious, also made Him feel anger and the desire for revenge. He gathered His strength and He watched. He learned that the Lord's plan was not fixed in the fabric of time and space. Many ideas and possibilities swirled around in the universe, and from this Lucifer constructed His own realm, the place now called Hell, from those possibilities that the hairless monkeys walking the planet dreamed of in their darkest nightmares. He built His armies. He worked His powers.
He never intended to become the Ruler of Evil. It just happened.
Lucifer returned to His own chambers, a place where the heat and torment of His realm could not touch Him. He lay upon His bed, wings wrapped around Him like a feathered cloak. He would rest now. What was to happen next would require all of His strength. He was
not omnipotent. He did not have the vigor of His abandoned Lord.
He would rest now, and when He was ready, He would call upon His disciples to do as He commanded. They would act at the same time and this world would be
His. Three chances in three different possibilities.
Whichever one succeeded would choose the destiny of the world. Lucifer had learned to always have a back-up plan. He drifted off with a smile on His perfect lips.



6—Loki's Dream
Loki, in his hotel room on location for his next film, slept in a tangle of limbs belonging to three or four young men and women who had joined him for the evening. They were sweet and human, and this body he now wore relished in them. They had provided him with myriad delights, sexually, sensually, alcoholically and narcotically. Lips and fingers on every part of him. Head spinning from the variety of things he had drank, smoked, swallowed and injected.
This world was so much better than anything he had ever experienced.
He had shot three films, now, and was rapidly becoming one of the most highly sought after actors in Hollywood. He'd already received critical acclaim for his versatility and it was rumored that he would not leave this year's Academy Awards empty-handed.
But, for now, he slept, exhausted by his sexual exertions and a shooting schedule that had him up every morning before dawn to get into make-up. He missed his ability to shape-shift, for his new human form could only emulate it. He was as changeable as a man could be, but always when the make-up came off he was this long-legged, almost feminine creature that slept in the cradle of loving arms.
In his dreams, however, he could fly, again.
Loki, a hawk, flew over the green plains of his homeland. The walls of the fortress of the Gods rose before him. He saw them all there, at peace. He had been with them, once, welcomed by Odin, his blood brother, tolerated and, occasionally, even embraced by the others. He had sometimes been happy here, sometimes discontented, but that was his nature.
Then, he was flying over great Nut-House that was Hollywood. His face fifty feet high on a billboard overlooking the city, advertisement for the latest of his movies.
Lucifer stood there, on the little ledge before the billboard. Loki landed and became a man again, his form shifting smoothly and almost instantly. He was breathing hard from the exertion and the adrenaline and Lucifer smiled, a bit enviously. The Cast-Down
One's wings were unable to carry Him through the air since the fall.
"Welcome, Loki," Lucifer smiled. "Or should I call you Louis?"
"Call me what you will." Loki ran his hands through his red hair, cheerfully. "Call me Hollywood's greatest hit!"
Lucifer took a seat, His bare legs dangling off the ledge, casually. He watched the people below, and was pleased that they could not see Him. "Yes, I saw your last movie. Entertaining. Interesting to see you play a hero, considering your usual role."
Loki laughed. "If only they knew." It amused him to think of his dark lord in a movie theater with a bucket of popcorn and a large diet cola.
"So, you are enjoying your new life?"
"Immensely," Loki smirked. He looked carefully at Lucifer. "But let me guess, you are going to ask your favor now?"
Lucifer smiled, a beautifully evil smile on perfect pink lips. "I cannot fool one so close to my own nature."
Loki plopped himself next to his Lord and hawked a spit wad onto the head of one the silly mortals passing beneath. He laughed like a child. "They're amusing little monkeys, aren't they? What deviousness do you wish to unleash upon their unsuspecting heads?"
"These people believe in you. They will do what you do. Do you know that all over the world young men are scarring their eyes and lips in emulation of you?"
Loki was as smug as he could be. "So I have heard."
"Well, we shall take advantage of that, shan't we?"
"How do you mean?" Loki asked.
"They will do whatever it is that you do," Lucifer smiled. He produced a vial filled with several small pink crystals. "And, this, Louis is what you shall be doing."
Loki took the vial and looked at it, disgusted. "Drugs? You granted me life so that I could spread drugs around like a common street pusher? Really, I think I can do more than that."
"In your mythology, you put fire in the peoples' blood." Lucifer leaned close. "This will put a new kind of fire in their hearts. They will literally sell their souls for another taste of this new  magic that will destroy them from the inside and the out. One taste and your legions of admirers will be mine.”
Suddenly, Loki was again bound to the rocks that had been his prison in the Old World. His limbs were stretched wide and lashed so tightly that the bindings cut into his flesh. He looked up and saw the serpent fixed firmly above him, his fangs open. The venom hung in a thick golden drop ready to fall onto his upturned face, to blind and burn. But Sigyn did not stand there to catch the poison this time. No, she was at rest, as she should be. Instead it was Lucifer who leaned over Loki and murmured, "This is your fate if you fail me, Mischief Maker, Fallen Godling."
The golden poison fell and splashed in Loki's eyes.
Louis Keye woke up, with a cry, startling his bed companions. He sat up, scattering them, rudely and rushed to the mirror. There was no sign of the venom's mark on his pale face.
"Shit." he murmured. Bringing his fist to his face, he found something clenched within it.
The vial that Lucifer had given him. Loki sighed and turned to the frightened faces watching him and smiled. "Don't look so distressed, my children. Papa Louis has a treat for you."



7—Judas's Dream
The compound was up and running. Over a hundred men and women had come to hear Jude Carillon's preaching, to receive his healing. Most had stayed and more were coming every day. They slept in barracks that some of his followers had erected quicker than Judas imagined possible. They ate in a communal kitchen staffed by volunteers. The little ones were watched in a group school where they were taught by missionaries who had appeared without warning to help him spread his word. Even The Christ had not reached so many so fast.
For all of it, though, Judas did not feel right. He felt such pride when he watched the lame walk, the blind see, the deaf hear. But then, he was filled with an overwhelming feeling of shame. How dare he do what was only for God to do? For all his betrayal, for all his self-doubt, Judas was still a disciple of the Lord.
On his cot, beneath the single scented candle that lit the sweltering room with flickering gold, Judas Iscariot had finally fallen asleep. He tossed and turned, tangled in the
rough sheet.
He stood before the sea of crosses, many with rotting corpses neglected in the excitement over the martyrdom of the King of the Jews. Judas had not seen this, not the first time it had happened. Jesus was nailed, through his wrists, the nails so big and pounded so deep that Judas could see the bruises the hammer had left on the soft flesh of the arms and around the feet. But what he did not see was God up there on that rough wood.
Instead, he saw Yeshua Bar-Yusef, Joshua Son of Joseph, the man, the friend who had sat beside him on the rough ground and talked laughingly over foolish things. They were just men together then, making jokes at each other's expense, discussing topics of a ribald nature, speaking of insecurities and doubts over what was to come next. That was the man who hung there, eyes closed, dried blood on his cheeks and limbs. The thieves beside him were silent now. One was dead, if the carrion bird perched on the arm of his cross was any indication. The other's breath came in quick rasping breaths that sounded like the panting of a great beast.
Judas stood at the foot of Jesus' cross. The brown eyes were closed, the long dark lashes barely fluttering against the tan cheeks. Thin trails of blood snaked out from the crown of thorns forced on his head, and etched cryptic messages across his face. Judas looked away. He did not want to see this. He had gone to great lengths not to see this. He wondered instead if he went farther down the road that he would see his own body where it swung from the tree that had so helpfully supported his weight.
"Judas . . . " came a voice, instantly recognized though nearly two thousand years had passed since last he'd heard it.
Unwillingly, the fallen disciple looked up and met the eyes of his master. "My Lord," he whispered.
Jesus's eyes closed and with a grunt of effort he ripped one arm free from the crossbar. His eyes fluttered open and he looked down at the torn flesh of his wrist. "Heal me, Judas," he murmured.
"I can't." Judas gasped, backing away. "What is happening?" He shook his head in horror. "I can't do this! I can't be here!" He turned and ran down the hill, pushing through the small crowd that stood before the Christ's martyrdom. He ran, his sandals slipping on the gravel and the grit that made up the path to this dirty place. He ran and ran until he fell, the rough ground scraping a layer of skin from his bare leg. The blood that pooled beneath him sank into the dry desert sand and from it sprang green grass and a grape vine began to snake it's way towards the sun, fat red grapes blooming and ripening in an instant. “Blasphemy...” Judas moaned.
A pale white hand extended from nowhere to help him up. “Or a miracle.”
Judas followed the length of arm up to the smiling face of Lucifer. He did not take the offered hand, but got up of his own accord. "Why did you show me that?" he spat. "Why did you bring me here to this place?"
"You never wondered?" Lucifer frowned, as if offended, but the twinkle in his eye was unmistakably one of malicious amusement. "You were never curious what happened after your little . . . how shall we say . . . accident with the rope?"
"It was no accident." Judas spat. “You know that.”
"Yes, yes I know it well, " Lucifer said. "So, what do you think of what you saw?"
"I killed Him."
"Yes." Lucifer said, impatiently, "And, now you do His work."
"Do I?" Judas said, bitterly.
Leaning close, Lucifer smiled and kissed Judas warmly on his tan cheek. "How I do love you. You have always been one of my favorites"
Judas recoiled for the Devil's kiss burned like fire. "I'm honored, My Master" he said, bitterly.
Lucifer smirked, "Yes, I'm sure." He passed his hand over Judas's eyes.
The world flickered and suddenly Judas stood in the compound. He and the Fallen One walked along together, silently and invisibly, amidst the righteous who have come here seeking spiritual deliverance. "You have done well. By tomorrow night, their numbers will have nearly tripled, and when the clock strikes midnight, you shall lead them all to salvation."
Lucifer produced a crystal bottle filled with a golden liquid.
"What is that?" Judas asked as the devil handed it to him.
"Poison." Lucifer said, bluntly. "You shall lead them in what you are most familiar with . . . suicide."
Judas nearly dropped the bottle as if it was a hot coat. "What?"
"Tomorrow night they shall believe they are going to meet their Lord. Instead, they shall come to me."
"Why?" Judas gasped. "Why should I bring them so far only to kill them? How could that possibly benefit you?"
"Each senseless death brings the faith of the living down a notch. Each betrayal brings the world closer to me." Lucifer smiled, beautifully. "You shall not just destroy three hundred or so Heaven-Seekers. You shall demolish the hopes and dreams of a hundred thousand more who will speak of this tragedy in hushed tones, and each disillusioned heart shall touch others, and My Word shall be spread."
"No." Judas moaned. "No, I can't do this."
Suddenly, there was a great bolt of pain through Judas's wrist and he found himself nailed to a board. Agony blasted through his feet. And the cross that he was nailed to was raised into the desert sky.
Far below, Lucifer looked up and said, "You shall do as I say, or you shall know the meaning of agony."
With a cry of phantom pain and very real despair, Judas sat up, and shook the pain from his wrist and feet. There were only slight red marks on his dark skin to remind him of how real the nightmare had been, made not by illusory nails, but real fingernails embedded in clenched fists. "Forgive me, my Lord," he murmured, and for an instant he did not know who he was talking to. He turned away and reached out to snuff the candle, which was now just a stump of scented wax.
Sitting next to it was a crystal bottle of golden liquid.



8—Mordred's Dream
The night was quiet for once. A ragged group of men huddled together in the desert cold of a makeshift camp, somewhere on the edge of the war zone in a country that they didn't care about one way or another, except for the fact that they were ordered to protect it against its own people. Some of the men were writing letters home. A couple were talking in hushed voices about anything but what they had experienced that day. One wept in a corner out of fear. Several patrolled the edge of the campsite, guns in hand.
And one slept, his strawberry-blond head propped on a pack, his hand curled as if he held a sword. Mordred murmured in his sleep and anyone who listened might've wonder that his otherwise flat, unaccented voice folded itself into the lilts and melodies of a long ago England.
The battle raged around him, screams and the clash of metal upon metal, horses and men screaming out in fear and pain. Mordred stood on hill, littered with his men and Arthur's, and removed his helm and pushed his long curls out of his face. Sweat and grime streaked down his fair cheeks and made him look like the mad man that he was, driven to insanity by despair and rejection.
"Thou art somewhere down there, Arthur," he spat. "I can taste thee."
"I am here, Mordred." Came the voice behind him. Arthur stood there, his once-shiny Armour now dented and striped with blood. He held a pike loosely in one hand, its point waving back and forth as the man who held it swayed in exhaustion and despair.
Mordred smiled, grimly and raised his sword. "Where is your sword, Arthur?"
"I will not stain its blade with thy blood, Mordred." Arthur said. He was not an old man, but his face was already lined with cares and unhappiness. "Put down thy weapon, boy. Let us end this."
"It is too late for that." Mordred hissed. "I offered thee the chance for peace. I tried to play good son and thou didst deny me. I showed thee the treachery beneath thy very roof. I sought the Grail for thee. I did all that thou didst command, and still thou didst hate me for the accident of my birth!"
"I do not hate thee, Mordred." Arthur admitted. "But I cannot love thee. I am sorry for it. I am a good king, but never let it be written that I am a good man. This is where our story ends. It is fate. So must it be."
Mordred's blue eyes, so like Arthur's but so full of his mother's fiery temper, blazed in loathing. "Then let us not struggle against fate! If it is written in our blood, then let us give the storytellers their ink!”
With a cry, Mordred ran at the king, his sword upraised. An echoing call came from Arthur's throat and the long defeated king caught the oncoming warrior with his pike. The sharp point slid between the chinks in Mordred's chain mail and plunged into the boy's chest. Gasping at the sudden pain of it, the impaled princeling's empty hand flew up and caught the hard wood of the pike's shaft. The fire died in his eyes and he turned his tormented gaze on the man who should've been his father, should've loved him. He opened his mouth to speak and blood bubbled from between his lips, coloring his words in gory red. "I asked thee only to be my father, Arthur, only to forgive me for the sin my mother did commit."
"That is the one thing I cannot do for thee, Mordred," Arthur said, and his tone was regretful. "It is the one thing I cannot do for myself."
Mordred's eyes turned hard then, and his destiny pushed him forward on the wooden shaft. Sword in one hand, strength of the damned in the other, he forced himself along the length of the shaft. He ignored the great pain as his insides were torn out. He ignored the sickening sensation of the wood piercing him from fore to aft. He ignored the sheer horror on Arthur's face as he saw his Death approach on unsteady legs. Indeed, Arthur knew what was coming. Indeed, he welcomed it. He must have for he did not drop the pike. He did not turn and run. He did not defend himself as Mordred swung his sword.
The metal bit into Arthur's skull, and cleaved his brain in two. The King fell, and the hopes of all Britain fell with him. Mordred sank to his knees, and with a tremendous push, thrust himself free of the pike. Blood and worse gushed from the now open wound, but the boy was beyond feeling it. He crawled on his hands and knees to his victim's side and kissed him, gently on the lips. “For my part, Father, all I did was love thee...”
Arthur opened his eyes and they glowed with dark light.
Suddenly, it was Lucifer who lay there on the muddy battlefield. He rose and shook the dirt from His long golden mane. “How beautiful, young Prince, what drama, what spectacle. A timeless tale of loss and betrayal.”
Mordred looked down at himself and his Armour was gone. He was in the drab uniform of the modern army he now fought in. His death wound had again vanished. He scrambled to his feet. "My Lord . . . " he gasped. His voice was again the flat voice of the American Soldier he was supposed to be. “I thought... I thought I was there again. With Arthur...”
"You were Mordred," the Devil said, “It is important not to forget where we came from.” He looked about them. The battle was over, now, and the bodies were left to rot. But they no longer wore Armour and mail. Now, they were the corpses of modern solders, their swords
and pikes now guns and grenades. "Or where we are going. Good work, my boy. Such misery and waste of life." His smile was broad and evil.
"It is war." Mordred said, simply.
"Do you enjoy killing, Mordred?"
"No." Mordred admitted. "But, I am proud to do what it is my duty to do."
Lucifer smiled. "You are a prince, Mordred!" He laughed. Then, He realized what He had said. It made Him laugh harder. The silver bells in His voice rang in discord and Mordred felt a wave of fear course up his spine.
"My Lord, why are you here?" Mordred finally asked. "Will you now tell me what my payment is?"
Lucifer, still chuckling in His mirth, touched the boy's arm and suddenly, they were not on the battlefield. They were in the ruins of a village, houses blown apart from above, fires still burning, bodies scattered about like broken toys. "By tomorrow you will reach this place. Here, Mordred, you shall find a group of refugees. I want them dead. All of them."
"That's it?" Mordred frowned. "You want me to kill a group of people that should be dead already? Why waste the energy on sending me back here to do a job that anyone could've done?"
Lucifer smiled that unpleasant smile again and said, "Because I so choose. I want every last man, woman and child dead by tomorrow night, Mordred. This is your duty and I expect you to follow it."
"Yes, Sire," Mordred said, with a shrug. "I must follow your commands, but I still don't understand."
"Do as I say, and you shall be hailed a war hero, a patriot to make your fickle father proud." Lucifer said. Then, His face lost that cheerful radiance and became dark and wicked. "Fail me and you shall suffer agony worse that you have ever known."
Pain filled Mordred's chest. He looked down and the great hole where his heart had been was back, oozing black blood down his uniform shirt.
Mordred sat up, startled out of his sleep. His hands flew to his chest, but there was no blood, no gaping hole.
It was dawn.
"Drop your cocks, and grab your socks, Ladies. We're moving out!" came the voice of his commander. The soldiers were alert in an instant. "There's a village sixty or so miles down the road. I want to reach it by 1300 hours, so you better get your lily-white asses moving. Do I make myself clear?" the commander barked.
"Sir, yes, sir!" came the answering chant.
As Mordred gathered his things up, he felt a slight twinge in his chest. Even though the day was already hot, and sweat was beginning to pour down his back, the young soldier felt an icy cold wind blow through him.
Right through him.
As if there was a hole in his chest.



9—The Next Day
Louis Keye was not having a good day. The drug that he had been given had spun his head into oblivion and this afternoon's shooting had proven to be a waste of film. His co-star, glam actress Lindsa Lenner, had finally stomped off the set in a fuss. Loki, himself, had finally been sent to his trailer as if he was a naughty child. Sulking in the darkness, he held up the small vial, which, no matter how they had used last night, was never empty of the nasty little pink crystals. "Spoiled rotten prima donnas," he muttered, bitterly to himself. "I shall show you. I'll show you all what damage I can do."
He picked up the phone and called his publicity agent. "Loreta, send out the notice. Tonight, my home. I have an announcement to make and I want it to be a party. Notify the press, invite as many influential entertainers as can make it."
"What is going on, Louis?" Loreta asked.
"Be there tonight and you'll see," Louis said, quietly. He held the vial up to his eyes. "I'll tell you, it is to die for."
He hung up the phone and memory of another party filled his head. Aegir's feast, where he had at last let his evil come to the fore. He had let himself become what it was his destiny to become. He had brought down the Gods with his clever insults!
This would make that look like a debutante's ball.
***
Father Jude Carillon healed a young man with a crippled arm, two old women with weakened bones and an infant whose tender skin was flaking off in great strips. Those were travelers who had come through in just the past fifteen minutes. Word had reached the farther off villages and they were coming in droves.
"Oh, Father, see." Said Prima. She stood next to him, as usual. She had been his first, and she was still his greatest supporter. "There will be three hundred or more by dawn tomorrow."
Judas closed his eyes. Unhappily, it was just as Lucifer had forecast.
"You will have the chance to save many. You will heal them and bring them to the Lord." Prima wrapped her little arms around herself, her skin seeming so dark against the pure white of the dress she wore. "Oh, Father, does it not make you so proud?"
He sighed. No, it did not make him proud. It hurt him as surely as any nail through his flesh. He rubbed his wrist, where the phantom pain left from his dream throbbed in reminder of the task at hand. He thought of the crystal bottle in his room and the peace that it offered. He was damned as it was. Maybe for once, he should think of Judas's comfort. Maybe for once he should do what he pleased and pay no heed to the guilt that so plagued him. Maybe for once he should accept the peace that was being offered.
"Prima, run to the kitchens." He said, finally, his voice hoarse in his dry throat. "Tell them to prepare enough food for the newcomers. Tonight we give thanks and pray that we may join our Lord."
Then, he turned and walked away.
***
Morgan Lafayette stood and looked at the ruined village in dismay. This was indeed the place he had been lead to in his dream. He bowed his head. He was going to have to do as he was ordered. Everyone in this village would be dead by dawn, though he was loathe to do it.
He was not a murderer, he was a warrior, a knight, a prince. Yet, he knew that he would, indeed, do what he was told. Mordred took a deep breath to set his nerves. He could kill the enemy without qualms. That was his duty, that's what his commanders charged him to do. He would do it and not think twice about it.
But there were women and children hidden in the ravaged buildings here, and Mordred did not think he could kill blameless civilians. He was a evil man by a trick of fate, not by birth. It was conditioned in him to betray those who he should show the most loyalty to. There was nothing that he could do to change that. But women and children? Innocent villagers caught up in this terrible war that was not of their doing? Wasn't his duty, as a soldier, first and foremost to protect them? His newly restored heart found this hard to forget.
However, then the voice of his master filled his head and he realized that he already had a duty beyond what he had been given by this army that fought for a country that did not even exist when he lived. He had a responsibility to fulfill already. The refugees hidden like rats in the rubble that had once been a city would all be dead by dawn.
He would be the man that he had always wanted to be.



10—Night
Loki slipped a crystal between his teeth and ground it into a powder that melted like liquid fire on his tongue. Instantly, his mind cleared from the fog it was in and he felt better, stronger, almost like his old self again. He had been a god once, albeit a dark one. It irked him to be a mortal. To be trapped in this body with all its weakness and frailties annoyed him. He lay on the great bed that he had bought and let the world spin around him. How wonderful this life was other than its mortality. He lived in this great mansion overlooking the ocean. There was none of the cold of his previous home. What had been opulent four thousand years ago was now almost poverty.
Outside his room, he could hear the caterers setting up for the party. He had no idea what was going to happen tonight. Loreta was to notify the press an hour after it began. She thought maybe he was going to announce his engagement to his girl of the moment, or something similar. How could she possibly know that they were going to find the dead and dying of the entertainment world?
His last party had ended in his banishment from the gods. His wrath had infected each and everyone who he had come in contact with, then, and so it would be tonight.
But, as he lay in his plush bed, his every need and whim within reach, he mourned the loss of this life he was so enjoying. Why just today he got the notification that he was nominated for yet another award for Excellence in Acting. The public truly believed in him.
His red and green eyes sprang open. Believed in him?
He held out his elegant hand and concentrated on a magic that he had almost forgotten he had. His hand became a slender woman's hand, then the wing of a hawk.
"Oh, Odin . . . " he murmured. "It's back. It's back!"
"Of course, it is," came a new voice.
Loki half-leaped off his bed. A man stood there a man with one eye and a wide
brimmed hat. A man with a blue cloak on his back and a pair of ravens on his shoulders, thought and memory they were, Huginn and Muninn.
"Odin, my king and brother," Loki whispered. "It is you."
Odin did not come near his once-beloved foster brother. "And, it is you."
Loki narrowed his scarred eyes. "I have suffered my punishment, All-Father. Don't think you can come here now and threaten me."
"I do not come here for that." The specter said, softly. "Ragnarok has come and gone. All our old quarrels are over."
"Then why are you here?" Loki asked. His head still spun with the drug that floated in his system.
"I'm not here,” Odin said, “I am but a dream, a phantasm to help you to understand what is happening to you. You are myth, Loki, like the rest of us. You are myth and you have power only when you have the belief of the people. That is how we came to be. That is how we come to be."
"I don't understand," Loki muttered.
"You never did," Odin said, with a sigh. "That is why you were chosen to harbor the Darkness of Chaos within you. The belief of the mortals give us life, Loki Sky-Traveler, Foster-Brother. There is a remarkable responsibility that goes with that. Don't you understand that?"
"I understand, but I don't care," Loki scoffed. "I am the Trickster. I have never cared."
"And that is why you are damned," Odin said and the sorrow in his one eye was plain.
Then, he was gone, and Loki was alone.
The doorbell rang and he looked at the clock. Hours had passed since he had laid down in here to get ready for the party. Now, the first guests were arriving. He passed his hand over himself and his regained abilities transformed his clothes into more suitable attire. Checking himself in the mirror, he was astonished to see the image of Lucifer watching over his shoulder, but there was no one there when he spun around to see.
He snatched up the little vial on his bed and murmured, "Fire in their blood."
***
Judas stood at the head of his table and looked at all the smiling faces that awaited his words of prayer. The crystal bottle was tucked securely in his pocket, waiting too, for the moment when he would administer it to each and every man, woman and child here.
"Let us pray, children," Judas said, his voice quiet yet, strangely resonant. "Father, we thank thee for thy bounty. We thank thee that those who have traveled so far and reached this haven in safety. We pray that those who fell along the way might find peace in your bosom and those who they left behind will someday be reunited with them in thy love and harmony. We pray that soon we shall join them in thy heavenly abode and walk in the Garden that thou hast promised us when we pledged our hearts and souls to thee. In thy name, we pray for forgiveness and we pray for thy charity and we pray for thy love . . . Amen."
"Amen," the people responded.
"Children, tonight is a special night," Judas said, his voice not betraying the nervousness and self-loathing in his heart. "Tonight we thank the Lord for our new friends and we humbly beseech that we may join Him in paradise." He brought out the crystal bottle and laid it on the table before him. "Tonight, we shall be with the Lord," he said as he gazed over the crowd. "Tonight we meet our God."
Prima looked up at him with shining eyes and more hatred of himself filled his heart. Father Jude looked over the crowd and saw, in the back, the shining figure of Lucifer
with wings outstretched.
"Peace, Judas." Lucifer promised. "And, you shall rule Hell by my side, rule Hell as you can never rule in Heaven."
Judas bowed his head.
***
Mordred and several other members of his squad crept through the darkness of the ruined village. They had already captured fourteen rebel soldiers and had killed twice that many more. But, as of yet, they had not found the civilians.
"I just don't get it," one of Mordred's squad-mates muttered. "This is supposed to be a refugee camp. Where the hell are the refugees?"
"They're here," Mordred muttered.
His mates looked at him with disbelief. "What are you, psychic, Lafayette?" One grumbled.
"I just know," Mordred said, quietly. He did not like his mates. They were undisciplined louts whose minds were on everything but duty. They laughed at him behind his back, he was sure of it, just like all those asinine knights Arthur had gathered. They laughed at him, too.
Well, he'd show them. He'd be a hero beyond any of them. He'd wipe out this village and the enemies within and they'd decorate his chest with ribbons.
There was movement up ahead and Mordred brought up his gun. "Freeze!" he called out.
A woman appeared, her dress torn and raggedy, a child in her arms, a small boy tailing behind her. "No, sir," she said in heavily accented English. "No shoot."
"Hey, looky-here." One of Mordred's squad-mates, a rough man named Quentin cooed. "What's a good looking girl like you doing in a place like this?" The others laughed, rudely at the old line.
The woman suddenly whipped a pistol from beneath her skirt. "You no move. I shoot," she snapped. Instantly, she found herself staring into the barrels of five guns that made her pistol seem like a child's toy. But she did not drop her weapon. "You shoot me. I no care." She spat. "But you leave children alone."
"You are in no condition to give orders her, babe," snapped Quentin. His foot shot up and kicked the gun from her hand. She fell, hard, and the baby began to wail. "Shut that brat up!"
The woman covered the baby's mouth with a dirty hand and crooned softly to it. The little boy cowered behind his mother, his eyes so dark they were almost black.
Quentin smiled at the others. "Well, what do you think, boys? I think we have a little prize here. Anyone up for a quick frolic with yon buxom lass?"
"What?" Mordred gasped, quickly grasping the unholy thing his squadmate was suggesting.
"Don't be such a fruit, Lafayette," Quentin snapped. He thrust his gun at the nearest soldier and said, "Besides we're just going to kill them when we're through anyhow.
He unbuckled his pants and smiled up at Mordred. His face was suddenly Lucifer's.



11—Betrayal
Loki stood before the crowd that had gathered to hear what he had to say. One hand thrust into his pocket, clenching the vial of Fire that was his to give to the people. He looked down into their eager, anxious faces with a smirk. The known and the unknown alike awaited his words.
With one word, the drug that was already in the veins of so many would ignite. Those who were with him last night had spread fire to others. Most of those here had already sampled it, willingly, or in the spiked drinks that were served at the bar. This great drug would bring the
flame that it was named for and tempers, desires, fears would flare as Loki's words inflamed them.
It was what he had done four thousand years ago, without the use of some manufactured opiate. His words alone had brought the Gods to his knees.
He faced the crowd and looked at the sea of men and women. He saw the glaze in their eyes that the fire had given them and he chose his next words carefully, certain that they would, indeed, do what he intended them to do.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, I welcome you to my home. I see many faces that have come to love in my time here in this great and wonderful world." He said, his voice strangely accented, the true voice of Loki Laufeyson, trickster and god. "There are those of you who think you know what I am about to say, but I can guarantee that you are wrong," He looked over the crowd until his eyes, their red and green light almost glowing, alit on someone that only he could see. "A long time ago, I was born to destroy the world. I was given a spirit that could not be satisfied even though all I wanted was handed to me on a silver platter. I betrayed those who loved me because it was not enough for them to love me. I needed them to fear me, as well. I brought you all here tonight to make you fear me, too."
The crowd began to mutter amongst themselves. The Fire in their blood was beginning to simmer. Lucifer, standing invisibly in the back of the crowd, leaned forward anxiously.
"I am not what you think I am," Loki went on. "I am the Shape-Shifter, the Sky-Traveler, and better creatures than you have loved me, feared me." He met Lucifer's eyes then and said, "And, yet, none has ever believed in me before."
Lucifer blinked in concern. This was not in the script. "What is going on?" he murmured.
"I brought you here today to destroy you. That is what I do. It is what I have always done. And, I might very willingly do it. Sheep such as yourself will follow me to Hell and back if I only asked!" Loki ignored the rising anger of the crowd. "But you believe in me, you believe in me where others did not. You have given me back something that you would never understand. Because of this, because of your faith, and against everything that I know and feel, I choose not to act as is my nature to benefit the one who set me on this path. I cannot deny I am a traitor but I have chosen who it is that I will betray this time, chosen more wisely."
There was a sudden flurry in the air and Lucifer rose above the crowd on His unsteady wings. His wrath gave them strength, and to the bewildered eyes of the crowd, he was a monster of shadow and darkness, the light that he had once brought. "What do you think you are doing?!"
Loki smiled and gave a haughty little bow, "I am doing what I am best at, Master! I'm betraying you!"
The crowd watched the strange exchange with amazement. No one moved, not quite sure what was happening.
"How dare you!" Lucifer hissed. "I own you! You will do as I say!"
Loki threw open his arms and from his shoulders sprouted the wings of the hawk that was his favorite bird. "You can do nothing to me, child. Do you forget that I am older than you? I was destroying this world long before you and your paltry religion came into being! I suffered a thousand times before you had fallen!"
"I have kept you prisoner for thousands of years!" Lucifer reminded, his confidence suddenly faltering.
"I am myth, Fallen One." Loki laughed. "I need the belief of the mortals for strength." He indicated the awestruck faces hovering in the crowd before them. "They have given me back my powers, back my immortality! You forget, Prince of Hell, I am the original destroyer of worlds! You have no power over me! Be gone, or I shall show you what true evil looks like! "
"I have two others!" Lucifer snapped, "You are not the only one!"
And, then He was gone.
Loki was alone with his subjects, then. He smiled as he landed, folding his wings back into the magics from which they came. “Well,” he said, “what next?”
***
In another place, Judas looked over the smiling faces of his followers. They were eager to meet their Lord, though they were unaware how close they were to it, and yet, how far away they were. The healed bodies and souls of these poor uneducated people were an affront to God, for it was the Devil who had made them whole. Judas wept as he looked over them and his hand closed over the crystal bottle that contained the poison that would end their search.
They would finally learn what lay beyond this world . . . 
...and, his own guilt and self-loathing would be laid aside.
At last, he would truly be the evil that he had become when he sold his soul for thirty pieces of silver.
Prima watched him, her face bright and cheerful, despite the late hour. "Father?" she murmured. "Are you OK?"
Judas took her sweet face in his hands and told her, gently "I am not the man you think I am. I am a betrayer. I will lead you to death."
"You lead us to salvation," she said, puzzled.
"I can lead no one. He was the shepherd. He thought I was the sheep." Judas lowered his head. "But instead I am the wolf." He rose. "Children, you understand God more than I ever did, more than I ever shall." He lifted the bottle of poison to his own lips.
Lucifer appeared. "Judas!"
Judas narrowed his eyes. "Once, long ago, you tempted me! You lead me to betray the one person who loved me! You damned me for all time. Now, I defy you and damn myself! I shall  take control of my destiny for the first time in my life!"
Before he could be stopped by demon or man, he drank the poison down.
"No!" Lucifer cried, in a rage that filled the sky with thunder and lightning, "Damn it, this is not supposed to happen!"
Judas dropped the crystal bottle and let it shatter on the hard wooden floor. "Go forth, Children!" he cried out as his stomach clenched. "Go forth and spread the word of the Lord. You are blessed!" He threw out the last of the powers that Lucifer had given him and a golden flame appeared over the heads of his followers, and their tongues were given the ability to speak all languages as had happened once long ago, no longer fractured into insensibility as a punishment for Babel, a new language, universal and eternal, the language of the faithful, given by one who only spoke the tongue of the damned. "Spread the word that the Lord God and His only Son have given you! Their benediction! The world shall know of this miracle!"
Prima fell on her knees beside Judas as he collapsed. "Father!" she wept.
"I am the Betrayer, Prima," Judas whispered, for he was now growing cold and his limbs were beginning to still, "I cannot banish the Fallen One. I am too weak. I always was."
Prima rose and with all the new-found strength she had in her seven-year-old body, she  turned towards the dark creature who had brought such great evil, spitting, "In the name of Our Lord Jesus Christ, I command thee, be gone, Daemon!"
Lucifer stared at her, dumbfounded and amused, "What power do you have over me, little one? I gave your foolish priest there the power to heal you!"
Her heart filled with childlike faith and pure innocent love for God, Prima smiled. "Evil used for good is no longer evil! The Lord has touched me. I have no fear of you!"
"Daemon, be gone in the name of Jesus Christ!" cried another voice.
"Daemon, be gone!" came another. And another! And another!
Lucifer threw His arms over His head and His wings folded around Him like a shroud. “This is not yet over!” He growled.
But it was, and this was a battle not to be won, not by Him at any rate.
There was a smell like sulfur and spice, and then, He was gone.
Judas's head fell to the ground and he smiled, finally at peace.
***
In another place, far away, a woman scuttled backwards as far as she could. She thrust the baby at the boy and spoke rapidly in her machine-gun native language. He began to cry. He was only about five or so, too little to be faced with the task at hand. "Take the baby and go,
just go!" She urged. She didn't want him to see her degradation.
He clung to her around the baby squalling in his arms. "No, Mama, no!"
Mordred stared at Quentin in shock, at Lucifer's face on the shoulders of his squad mate. "What are you going to do?" he demanded.
"What the hell do you think I'm going to do?" Quentin smirked.
Mordred looked at the rest of his squad. Their faces reflected the image of Lucifer back at him. Lust and wickedness filled their eyes. Not one of them saw anything amiss here. They would take their turns with this woman and any other they found. They would dash the children's brains out and they would take whatever they could.
"This is not war," Mordred whispered. "This is barbarism."
"What's your problem, Lafayette?" Quentin smirked. "They'll be dead by dawn, all of them and we'll be heroes. They're rebels, they're the enemy! You have a duty."
"My duty is to protect my country and my fellow soldiers, not to rape women and murderer children." Mordred snapped. "There is no honor in this! There is no chivalry!"
Quentin laughed. "Chivalry! Who the hell do you think you are? King of England?"
Mordred pulled out his pistol and aimed it at Quentin's head. "No. I was never King," he said, lips tight and grim.
Quentin stared in horror at Mordred. "Morgan, what the hell do you think you are doing?"
"Leave that woman and her kids alone," Mordred snapped. "Or I'll blow your head off." He looked at the woman. "Get out of here, now!" He ordered.
She didn't wait for him to change his mind. She grabbed her child's hand and ran.
Mordred closed his eyes. "First and foremost, I am a knight, and a knight does not harm the innocent, no matter what his orders."
Someone, he couldn't see who, knocked his arm and sent the pistol flying. His blue eyes flew open in time to see Quentin's form become that of Lucifer.
"You stupid little fool!" the Fallen One snarled.
Mordred looked at the others and saw that they did not see the change. They saw Quentin standing there in his fury. Their own eyes flashed with rage. He would have no help there.
"I shall have your heart fed to my hounds," Lucifer snarled.
"I care not!" Mordred spat, back. His voice had regained the accent that it had once had, his disguised glamor fading as the devil withdrew His protection. "Thou hast dictated my whole life, made me into a failure, a traitor to everything I believed in. Once I was a knight. Once I
was a prince. Once I could have been a king. But thou twisted a dagger in my heart and perverted everything I tried to do. For once, Mordred La Fey shall be a Pendragon in nobility!"
He launched himself at Lucifer, though to the astonished soldiers surrounding him, it seemed that it was Corporal Quentin that fell roughly to the ground.
Lucifer, beneath Mordred's raging form, laughed viciously, and said, "You are a fool, Mordred. You shall know the true meaning of agony!"
Mordred found that he held his knife in his hand, and in the fierce anger that had driven him mad a thousand years ago, he brought it down, cleaving his enemy's heart in two.
Lucifer cried out and vanished.
Corporal Adam Marcus Quentin lay dead beneath Mordred, never even knowing what had happened.



12—Loki Afterward
Loki lowered his wings, drew them back into himself, and faced the crowd. He opened his mouth to speak but a new perplexity in the air caught the breath in his throat. "Odin," he said, quietly. “You;re here, I can feel you.”
"Loki," Odin greeted, not yet visible, but his voice was warm, and came from everywhere and nowhere all at once. "Loki, you go against your nature by defying the evil that you were sent to do. What mischief is this, Trickster?”
Loki spread his hands, in feigned helplessness. "I like this world too much to bring about its end, All-Father." He smiled, cockily. "That's all it is."
"Is it, Loki?" Odin asked. "Is it?"
Loki shrugged, "What else could it be?"
There was a swirl in the air, that became the image of a smiling Odin, who came to his foster-brother's side. The crowd parted for him as one would for a king. They did not know him, but no one dared touch him. "Loki Shape-Shifter, this is the man I fell in love with and brought into my home. This is the man whom I made a blood pledge to. I know you, Loki, and I know what you will not admit. Live your life in this world. Let the fire in your blood extinguish itself in love and joy. When, at last, you tire of mortality, you will have a place amongst the Gods. Asgard awaits you, Brother and all is forgiven. Ragnarok is come and gone, Loki. Our world is over. Don't waste this second chance you have been given." He took Loki's chin in his calloused palm, and pressed their foreheads together in a brotherly bond, “You have been missed, but humankind is short lived. I can wait so small a time to have laughter again.”
Then, Odin was gone.
Loki turned and looked at the people who stared at him, in awe. He spread his hands and his infectious grin crossed his face. "I don't know how to explain all this," he began.
But, he found there was no need, for the assemblage burst into spontaneous applause. Loki threw back his head and laughed. He had no idea what was going on, but it seemed that his indomitable luck had triumphed again.
How wonderful.
***
From the Los Angeles Daily Review —Sigrid Weller
"Louis Keye's Special Effects Extravaganza Wows Unsuspecting Guests"
Hollywood's unconventional bad boy, Louis Keye astonished guests to his Pacific Palisades mansion last night, with a press conference that was more than anyone expected. With a flash of light, what started out as an inciting self-abasement became a climactic battle between good and evil one man's inherently wicked nature against the purity and power of belief. In what is sure to become the greatest tribute to those who give their hearts and souls to the mysterious men and women who "tread the boards," the might of the public's faith in entertainers and their art was shown to give strength to mythology as the Devil Himself was defeated in a seamless mix of legends and religion.
While Keye refuses to disclose the inspiration behind this magnificent spectacle, or the names of the other actors who so flawlessly portrayed Lucifer the Fallen One and Odin All-Father of Norse Mythology, he promises to continue wowing audiences in his new feature-length film, "Sons of Asgard."
We look forward to many long years of surprises with this merry trickster.



13—Judas Afterward
He was alone, now. The compound and those he had failed were gone. Grass had replaced the wood he lay upon and bright sunlight had replaced the darkness of midnight. Judas Iscariot opened his eyes and found himself in a garden. "Where am I?" he murmured.
"You are with me," came that soft voice that he had never forgotten.
Judas scrambled to his knees, his eyes on the ground where they should be. He had no right to look into that heavenly face. "My Lord."
Jesus smiled and offered his hand. "Do not bow to me, Judas, never to me. You were the one of my twelve who never felt the need."
Judas didn't move. "I am unworthy to look upon you now, Lord."
Seeing that Judas would not rise, Jesus instead took a seat in the grass beside him. "On the contrary, my friend, you were the only one who was worthy."
This gave Judas pause. He looked up and whispered, "But I . . . "
"You helped me to fulfill my destiny," Jesus smiled. "Why do you think I chose you to follow me?"
"Because I was weak?" Judas sighed.
Jesus shook his head and his eyes crinkled up in a look of love that Judas thought he might never see again. "Weak is never the word I would use to describe you. You, Iscariot, were the strongest of those who walked with me. Only you dared to go against me when it was what was necessary. It was time for me to make my sacrifice. None of the others would ever have done it. Only you saw the fear in my heart and forced me to act like the martyr I was meant to be. I was Messiah, Judas, not by any choice of my own. Alone, I would never have left my father's carpentry shop. Alone, I would never have had the courage to die."
"Then, I am not damned?" Judas asked, raising his eyes, trying not to give in to the tears that were beginning to fill them.
"You never were, my dear dear friend . You have always had a seat at my side awaiting you here," Jesus said, gently.
"Then why did I languish in Hell for the past two thousand years?"
"That was of your doing," revealed this beatific image of God born man,  "You were offered
two doors when you died, Judas, though you never saw them, and you took the one to damnation. Your only weakness, friend, is that you never believed in your place in history. We all fight tooth and nail when confronted with fate. It is not cowardice to regret your place, only to deny it." He rose, then. "Come, Judas Betrayer," he teased. "Let us walk, like we used to, and talk of old, old times. Simply Yeshua Bar-Yusef  and his long lost friend from Karioth. I have missed you dearly and we have two thousand years to catch up with."
He offered his hand again, and this time, Judas took it.
***
Prima looked out at the people who had come to this spot. She smiled at her husband and said, "More have come today."
"How many is that, now?" he asked, quietly. When her face glowed with that holy light, he sometimes felt unworthy of this beautiful woman that the Lord had brought to him.
"Almost a million," she said. "I still can't believe it has been eleven years already. I feel as though it was just yesterday. I wonder if he knows the good this shrine has done."
Her husband took her in his arms and looked out over the gravesite. "I wish I had met this Father Jude."
"He was a good man," Prima said, softly. "I hope he realizes it, now."
"I'm sure he does," her husband said. "He's with the Lord, and he has brought a million more into the fold. How can he help but know?"



14—Mordred Afterward
Mordred awaited in the glorified prison cell they had put him in. His dress uniform was tight around the throat but he did not give them the satisfaction of loosening it. When he came before the judge, he would be the soldier that he believed himself to be, not the one that everyone assumed he was. He was a failure at everything that he had ever attempted. But, he would not be able to live with himself if he did not do what he believed.
Of course, he might not be alive much longer. Court martialled, probably to be convicted of murder of a senior officer.
"I will probably be executed at dawn," he muttered. His accent had remained, oddly enough and, since he was brought here, he'd already been seen by several military psychiatrists. Delusions of grandeur, an old English Prince indeed. Maybe he'd get off on a Section Eight. He sat down on the hard-backed chair the MPs had so thoughtfully given him and sighed. "Foolish Mordred,didst thou not learn that thou canst not fight thy fate?"
"But what was thy fate?"
Mordred leaped to his feet and faced the image of a man that appeared before him, a man dressed in kingly robes. The boy dropped to his knee. "Arthur," he gasped.
"Rise, Mordred. I am king no longer," Arthur said.
Mordred rose and sighed. "Hast thou come to gloat over my further failure, Arthur?"
"No," said the once and future king. "I have come to take thee home."
"Take me home?" Mordred frowned. "I understand thee not."
Arthur came to the boy and though he had been dead so very long, there was youth back in his face, and in his eyes was something that Mordred had never seen before. Could it have been pride? "Thou hast come far, Mordred, from the rash boy who came to contest my balance of power."
Mordred shook his fair head. "Perhaps, Arthur, thou realizeth not that I have failed yet again. I was given life to destroy a band of rebels, and, yet, I could not do it. I am a warrior who lets his enemies live."
"Perhaps thou shouldst ask who thy enemies were," Arthur said. "The woman whose life that thou didst refuse to take was not a common village peasant. She was the wife of the rebellion leader and the boy she had with her will grow to lead his people to peace."
A quick lad, Mordred realized what Lucifer had intended and he laughed, bitterly. "If I had but killed him, the war should send many more to My Lord Lucifer's place of judgment I understand now. If only they knew."
"And, so I am proud of thee, My Son. Thou hast learned that a king is more than a warrior. He must have mercy as well." Arthur said, his eyes locked on the disgraced warrior's.
"What didst thou call me?" Mordred frowned, certain that he had heard wrong.
"I called thee son." Arthur said, with a tender smile. "For now thou art truly a Pendragon."
Mordred looked away. "It is all I ever wanted, Father. I never meant to hurt thee, to destroy thee. I did only what I thought a good son should do and yet, thou didst deny me."
"I told you I was a good king," Arthur said, quietly. "Never did I say I was a good man. Thou wirt conceived in sin, and I feared that my transgression would affect thee. I tried to keep thee away, because I thought that thou wouldst be safe. I never meant to hurt thee."
Mordred looked at him, closely. "I know not what thou dost expect of me now."
"I expect thee to embrace thy father, Boy, and forgive a foolish man who did not know how harmful his actions were," Arthur said.
Mordred fell into his father's arms for the first time in this life or any other. "All I ever wanted was thy love, Father."
"All I ever wanted was the freedom to give it to thee," Arthur said. "Come, we shall quit this place and thou shalt sit by my side at my table."
When the MPs came to take Morgan Lafayette away, there was no sign of him. Surely he could not have escaped a locked room.
But Mordred Pendragon was well and truly gone.
***
Far away, in a war-torn country, a rebel prince slept in safety, the memory of one man's mercy in his little head. He did not yet understand what he was born to do, but he knew that he had a duty.
He would do his duty, when the time came.
He would bring peace.



Epilogue—Hell
Lucifer fumed. Defeated! Again! By three He had placed His trust in. But, no matter. His home was full of Betrayers who would do His bidding without question
That was the good thing about Hell. The evil ones were always ready to do his bidding.
A man sat in a place that might've been Hell though it had been here longer than that name was known. There was no ceiling to this round room, or if there was it was so high that it could not be seen. The walls were pocked with blackened windows that filled with daemons now and then that watched the man and laughed or mocked him.
Screams echoed through the room, sometimes. The tormented souls outside suffer more than the man who waited in here. He was a Betrayer, afforded a special place in the Eternal Confinement, for was his Jailer not a Betrayer, Himself?
There was a bonfire in the middle of the room and the man reclined around it on a hard marble bench stained black with the soot that did not touch the damned soul beside it. He barely looked up as Lucifer appeared in the room.
The Fallen One smiled down at the man and said, "Mr. Booth, have you ever considered politics?”
John Wilkes looked up and gave a courtly nod. "The South shall rise again."
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CHAPTER I: THE DECORATIVE POOR
Camden Town, 1880
THIS IS MY VOICE. You cannot hear me, but I hope you will read my thoughts . . . .
The only sign of life he found in the broken and windswept house was one of death, the outline of a body, borne on a cradle of blood-stained paper. The intruder took another page from the dishevelled bed and continued to read Helena Graham’s journal:
I will endeavour to record everything—every word, each thought and action; such is the hateful gift of insight Alatiel has forced upon me. To my regret, I am certain she will take her turn to relate our story, smiling to herself all the while, secure in her wretched vanity and the knowledge that the chances of this journal being found are slim. Besides, she may just cast these pages into the fire and all my words will have been in vain. That would amuse her, I imagine . . . if indeed she is capable of such a human trait’.
She will use my mind, my memories, to set down this tale. I hope against hope that someone discovers my journal and, having read it, fashions a way to destroy Alatiel, even if this action means the loss of what was once my life.
 
Spring
“I’VE FOUND HER!” Julian Paradine said. Those were his very words. But, truth be told, Alatiel found him, marked him out; well, she left her mark on poor Julian . . . on all of us, in fact.
We sat outside a small café on Thurzon Street, the men daydreaming, no doubt, that they were kindred souls of the Parisian Bohemians we had all read about; I, the token female in this circle of art lovers, was admitted only by virtue of my writing pastime and, of course, because of my brother. Although our parents had passed on, keeping company with these harmless ‘radicals’ would have been unthinkable were it not for my beloved Matthew.
Julian alone had actually been to Paris, but then, he was the only one amongst us whose career was in the ascendant; the Academy were beginning to notice his crowd-pleasing paintings. We were happy to follow his lead in so many things . . . .
He pulled away from our table, took the girl roughly by the arm and pushed her forward. She appeared to glide, or float, towards us, and even when the cause of her strange and somewhat comical motion came into view, the eerie effect remained. The girl gave the impression of perfect control—of herself and of events—although seemingly at the whim of her master. She did not stir, did not blush, as one might expect.
With his usual carefree, infectious enthusiasm—the joie de vivre which so endeared him to us—Julian presented his new plaything for closer inspection. Or perhaps that should be ‘delectation’; Matthew’s mouth fell open, and he gazed in wonderment. The poet Callum Flynn, however, flinched as though he’d been struck. He raised himself, made no attempt at excuses and simply murmured, “I must go,”; he’d always impressed me as a strange man, all the more now. My fiancé, Gabriel Holland, also stood up suddenly and left us. His seat fell to the ground, and he backed away from the table. Finally he excused himself by claiming that he was worried about Flynn. At first, we were perplexed and concerned, but once the two friends had departed, we gave free rein to our merriment. To my shame, I was too curious about Julian’s latest escapade to follow Gabriel. As it was, the remaining men resumed their scrutiny of the girl in that concentrated, trepidatious and thoroughly silly way which is the hallmark of their sex. I, of course, could stare freely at her, with no such pretence or man-made restriction. 
Certainly, she was beautiful, but in a strangely bland, indistinct way—not unlike an elder sister of Mr Carroll’s ‘Alice’, I thought. Her complexion was simply too pale, as though iced water slithered through her thin veins, and her ash blonde hair had none of the lustre of true health. 
Julian held the girl by her shoulders and addressed us again:
“Well actually, Cristian Salazar found her, or rather, he bought her. Made a gift of her to me. She is perfect, isn’t she?” he looked at each of us in turn, soliciting agreement. “Say hello to Alatiel.”
They greeted her respectfully enough, I suppose, though Daniele Navarro made a show of slowly raising his hat, a display of ironic homage unworthy of him, I thought. Perhaps I was mistaken, and this was the closest thing to chivalry he could muster . . . . Matthew stuttered a few indecipherable words, such was his amusing shyness. The girl remained silent and still. Julian Paradine stood apart from her now. 
“Ah, my apologies, gentlemen—and Helena, of course—I should have mentioned that Alatiel is a mute . . . or, at least, she claims she is.”
I felt rather ashamed as the others laughed at the girl’s expense.
“Alatiel . . . that seems familiar to me, as if it were from a book I read many years ago.”
“She has no name, Daniele,” Julian said, “so I chose one for her. I have invented her, you might say.”
“I thought you had broken with Salazar, Julian? Are you so easily bought?” Navarro teased.
“Now, now, my friend, you know I never compromise in matters of art. As you’re no doubt aware, I paint those dreary society stalwarts and their charming cherubs solely because of the challenge to my technique; not for the few pennies their parents bestow upon me . . . . ” At that precise moment, Julian pretended to consult his gold pocket watch and turned it around until the sun’s rays glanced off its ornate cover. We laughed at his playful self-mockery. Julian’s smile faded a little as he glanced at Alatiel’s blank expression.
“Anyhow, the scoundrel made me a peace offering. Said he bought her for a sovereign, from some old crone in the East End; a lie, no doubt.” 
I cleared my throat, and every head turned my way. “But surely no mother would ever sell her child?”
Julian became serious, for once, his voice almost plaintive.
“My dear Helena, even a mother’s love has its price . . . especially in the places Salazar haunts.”
The mood had darkened, and Julian attempted to lift the gloom once more by making a show of choosing which of his friends would be the first to make use of Alatiel. You see, this was how they worked—I had witnessed it a few times before. One of the circle would find a ‘stunner’ amongst the city’s waifs and strays, and they’d pass her along between them, like a mysterious parcel that excited children long to unwrap at birthday parties. Soon enough, they would tire of the game, and this fascination with the more decorative poor would pass. Granted, they only used the young women as subject or inspiration for painting and poetry—at least that is what I, in my innocence, believed—but afterwards the unfortunates were dismissed with a few coins, and they would return to their miserable, poverty-stricken lives. I had never been struck by this carefree heartlessness until that day.
Perhaps my sentimental, self-indulgent empathy was wasted on this particular ingénue; as I tried to look upon Alatiel’s countenance again, sunlight drained the little colour her skin possessed and made her appear featureless, somehow. But my obvious unease did not concern her, and instead she turned to face her captive audience. In that instant, I imagined I saw her, not as she really was, but as she appeared to them: Alatiel was the mirror in which they saw themselves. She would be whatever her admirers wanted her to be. 
Julian broke my reverie by raising his voice. He spoke winningly enough, but his words were wasted on the others. Finally, with good-humoured mock protests hanging in the air, he allowed Daniele Navarro to lead her away. Alatiel looked back—just once—and perhaps she saw us as we really were: Julian, troubled or guilt-ridden; Matthew, looking for all the world as if he were in love; and I, betrayed by my own face, the shameless fascination I displayed for her imperious majesty.



CHAPTER II: THE KINDRED SOULS
IN THE FOLLOWING WEEKS, we saw little of Daniele. On the rare occasions he attended our meetings, the light of love shone in his eyes. His beloved was left behind, embowered in his apartment, perhaps because he feared someone would snatch her away from him. I wonder now if she was ever truly there, or indeed, anywhere. I wonder if she existed at all, beyond the scrutiny of spectators. As for Daniele, he was charming, he was garrulous.
Then, he was gone.
In contrast to Daniele, Julian Paradine sought our company more and more and made good on a long-held promise to provide me with lessons in art. He began with the best of intentions, I am certain, but before long, my instructions took place at home rather than Julian’s studio. 
In time, the afternoons became an exercise in casual conversation between my brother and the maestro; the initial object of my studies—a brightly-coloured flower attached to my easel—wilted in sympathy with my enthusiasm. 
Once in a while, Julian would stroll across, gaze at the canvas and mumble something like, “Oh dear . . . oh well, never mind,” and resume chattering about neckties, Bouguereau or Lady Ambridge’s affaires. Eventually, after a disastrous eye-to-eye confrontation with a stern-looking antique bust, I laid down my pencils and brushes for the last time. 
“A tragic loss to the arts, no doubt,” Matthew said; the three of us broke into peals of laughter.
So we took to simply walking for pleasure, beyond the town, rather than genuinely seeking suitable locations for watercolour composition’. We talked light-heartedly—anything but serious—although neither of my companions wished to discuss Daniele’s latest activities. At best, the two would disavow all knowledge; once, Julian left my brother and I in embarrassed silence as he stated he had ‘no desire to talk about that wretched creature.’ This mannerless outburst was so unworthy of my friend that I wondered what on earth Alatiel had done to deserve such a scornful epithet. Besides, how could Julian
know what she was really like, at heart? Daniele and his model had shut themselves away from the world . . . .
In time, however, Julian’s natural kindness returned. At the beginning of one of our excursions, he persuaded us to turn back into town and call upon his family. He had not visited his mother ‘for centuries,’ as he put it, though Matthew and I knew this translated to ‘weeks.’ In truth, we knew him as a devoted son and a constant source of affection and amusement to his sister. But, ever since the tragedy that befell young Elizabeth, Julian had kept his distance from home and family. Once so contented and spirited, the girl now remained prone in her wheelchair, sullen, silent and listless.
After the usual fuss of greetings between mother, maids and our friend, we approached the corner in which the invalid sat. At once, I took a dislike to the dark and narrow wooden chair, thinking it similar to an instrument of torture; it appeared to entrap and stifle Julian’s sister rather than ease or support her.
“And how is my darling girl?” Her upper body stirred somewhat, but, to my sorrow, she looked away from her brother’s smiling face. Unmoved and disinterested, she absently drummed her fingers without rhythm or order upon a padded armrest. Mrs Paradine walked over and laid a hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder.
“She is unaltered. Elizabeth takes comfort in the lives of the saints.” Julian’s mother gestured to the unopened book lying forlornly across the girl’s still limbs. 
An awkward silence descended. Much remained unspoken between the three of them, I thought, or perhaps some truths could only be uttered privately. Of course, I had the public story from friends, some months ago: from her earliest years, Elizabeth dreamt of becoming a ballerina, and in time her loving brother paid for dancing lessons. She made little progress, it seems, and soon careless, carefree Julian lost himself in his usual distractions from responsibility. One day, he neglected to arrive on time to accompany Elizabeth to her studio, and she wandered the street outside her home. She did not see who pushed her before the oncoming hansom, but, in her embittered mind, poor Julian was to blame in some way. From that black day onwards, Elizabeth refused to speak to him.
I longed to depart from this haunted place. Thankfully, Matthew came to my aid. “We must leave you, I’m afraid, Mrs Paradine. Helena and I—”
“Ah, of course. How thoughtless of me!” Julian exclaimed, “Mother, I promised to make a start on Helena’s portrait—last week, in fact!—so you really must excuse us.” 
His lie accepted without question, he kissed her unproffered cheek and moved to lay a hand upon Elizabeth’s own. Her fingers remained quite still, and a sad smile of resignation faded slowly from Julian’s face. I felt such pity for him at this moment, and for his unhappy, confused sister. Julian recovered himself swiftly though, and shepherded us from the room as he shouted his cheery farewells. He lingered over shutting the door but finally closed it firmly, in much the same manner as a careless child locks their playthings away in a box once novelty or amusement has passed on. 
Julian left us shortly after, without a word about our uncomfortable visit to his family home. To my dismay, Matthew teased me about calling upon Callum Flynn, knowing all the while I would prefer even the Paradine’s company to the ramblings of the supposed poet. “I can’t believe you really long for his company,” I said, “I most certainly don’t.”
“Oh, don’t be so po-faced. You can always laugh at him behind your hand,” Matthew said.
“It wasn’t you he proposed to that awful time . . . .”
Matthew merely sniggered at my exasperation. “He was drunk!”
“Is he ever anything else? Small wonder he had to be helped off bended-knee. I wish I could pour him into a bottle and throw—”
Flynn appeared on the street opposite us, and I fell silent. Oblivious to our presence—or perhaps, ignoring it—he let himself into his shabby lodging house. Matthew beamed and took my arm. “The man himself! Come on, we both need cheering-up.” 
In a moment, he was knocking on what passed for a front door.
Flynn showed us in, without apologising for the dishevelled condition of his room; or perhaps he was tired of the pointless business of excusing the inexcusable. He sat on his bed and left us to find seats elsewhere. I preferred to stand, hoping this would facilitate a very brief visit. My brother, though, was just warming up.
“Will you recite for us today, Callum?”
“I shall not.”
Matthew looked at me, as if I of all people might be tempted to cajole Flynn into reading. Inwardly, I dreaded—for both my own and Mr Flynn’s sakes—the unveiling of an ‘Ode to Helena’ or somesuch painful poem. Flynn, though, conceded that Matthew could ‘read for himself’ and sank ever further into his unsprung mattress. Now the poet and I would be at the mercy of my brother’s subtle but merciless mimicry. But instead, Matthew read in thoughtful silence.
“This is actually very good,” he said with an air of surprise which should have embarrassed the three of us. “I don’t like it all . . . but I suppose that’s just the reaction you wanted, yes?” Flynn merely raised his left hand and let it fall, as if the praise meant nothing to him.
By now, I was curious enough to walk to where Matthew sat and read over his shoulder. The poem—which entirely lacked the conventional niceties of rhyme—began slowly, quietly and . . . I gradually felt as though the words crawled along my skin. Yes, there could be no mistake: however laughable Flynn’s previous work seemed to my brother and I, on this occasion, he had drawn inspiration from some unfathomable source of knowledge or experience. Unfortunately for me, Flynn’s newfound excellence disturbed my thoughts, though I could not help but read on.
His poem told of a single strand of darkness which made its way by night through our town, towards pleasant homes and the sleeping, complacent people within. It crept along the wall surrounding the church, seeping through gaps in the brickwork, across unseeing eyes of stone angels standing sentry above silent graves. Darkness, unburdened by the blindness affecting everyone and everything in its path, stole into the dreams of the innocent.
Flynn’s words began to blur, or perhaps I no longer wished to read the terminal verse. I made a weak excuse about feeling unwell, and we took our leave of the poet and his madness before it contaminated my mind any further.
That night, I fell victim to a dream which owed its inspiration to Callum Flynn’s own; or so I later believed. I dreamt that I woke from sleep, within my moonlit bedroom, and became aware of a curious sound, a shrill sound with a consistent rhythm. Hands moved upon leather—or perhaps, cloth. Only when I noticed my own hands fearfully clutching a bed sheet did I realise that the sound resembled someone grasping and releasing . . . something . . . time and again. I looked across to the darkest corner of my room, and there sat Elizabeth Paradine, gripping the armrests of her invalid chair.
She had been watching me, in envy and hatred, as my body freely turned in sleep. In her fevered imagination, it may be that she conjured innocent scenes of dancing, or unrestrained passion between myself and so many lovers; the bitter knowledge that I could experience these things in my life as much as in dreams—whereas hers was a life restrained—twisted everything good within her. And so she longed to deny me my life. At the moment the twisted shadow of Elizabeth’s fingers loomed over my thin cotton sheet, I woke, and found myself alone within darkness. I knew poor Elizabeth to be no monster or evil spirit—rather, I haunted and tortured myself, as always.



CHAPTER III: THE EMPTY MASK
Summer
AT FIRST, IT APPEARED that Alatiel’s presence inspired Daniele to ever-greater heights of artistry. Whereas his painting once paled in comparison to Julian Paradine’s superb albeit saccharine work, now the Italian surpassed his friend’s abilities completely. Daniele’s pictures had always been rather rough and wanting in technique but his admirers overlooked this, his romantic soul implied by every brushstroke; as people often say of inferior musicians, he had ‘great expression’.
His peers soon claimed that, no matter who sat for him, his subjects wore the mask of Alatiel in some fashion. Before long, he refused even these few patrons. His acquaintances were likewise forbidden to visit; my brother returned home, his shirt torn and blood-stained, after an attempted intrusion into the studio. Daniele severed the bond of their friendship with a knife.
He posed Alatiel against a Scaean backdrop; captured her in the briar wood; laid her to rest in a Capulet tomb. When she played the late Ophelia perfectly, his admiration knew no bounds. Yet Daniele’s devotion was such a flimsy thing, truth be told. It is, I propose, a defining characteristic of the Romantic male: this yearning for an idealised love, and its counterpoint of base desires and the crudest of appetites. Naturally, such a passionate man could never be faithful to those he worshipped above all others . . . even as he sketched Alatiel’s flawless face time and again, he patronised the streetwalkers and shopgirls as he always had. 
He declared that he would no longer exhibit or sell his paintings—not that there was great demand for them anyway. Instead, he hid the canvases away from those who could not understand the very personal mythology he had created for Alatiel. None of us knew where she had really come from, and, of course, she could not say. It may be that even Julian Paradine was deceived about her origins or perhaps had simply lied. She seemed out of place, out of time, and indeed, that is exactly how Daniele imagined her.
She led a charmed life in his mind, his lucid dreams, quite aside from any real life of her own. To him, his fair-weather devotion and her response to such were merely bittersweet moments in some imagined ritual of Courtly Love. Daniele’s Lady was, he felt, both his possession and an unattainable prize. He could not know that she only considered him as prey. 
Daniele’s love soon passed into lust—he longed to unveil his goddess and revelled in daydreams far removed from the chaste delicacy of his Apollo and Diana paintings. He began to go through the motions of what had once been his sole passion, the art in which he endeavoured to find his true self. 
I can see him now, such is the undesired curse of knowledge Alatiel has bestowed on me: Daniele’s elegant hands etching the lines and curves of her body until he knew them by heart, if not by sensation. Sometimes he would neglect his work and simply stare into her eyes, she into his, until candlelight yielded to the morning sun. More often, and with greater insistence, Daniele begged and bullied her to succumb to his caresses. In the final, dying hours of September, she acquiesced, and thereby he lost his soul.
Their lovemaking was the union of kindred spirits, but this phrase belies the soullessness of their ‘passion’. Though I am ignorant of such things, and formerly had only the insight granted to me by risqué novels, I am certain that their intercourse was something terrible. At least, it was for Daniele.
I assumed that making love was, at the very least, an expression of passion, of life—an entirely blissful and natural act. But this was different; it was close to death. Alatiel barely stirred, and her eyes were shut fast. Even her mouth remained static, though a sneer suggested itself with a certain down-turning of the lips.
She would not be moved—in any sense of that word—and, at last, Daniele recognised the emptiness of the desire which had driven him half-mad. He looked away from her, and, if he could have turned away from himself at that moment, he would have done so. They were indeed kindred souls; the best and worst of him had met its match in Alatiel. 
As Daniele lost all sense of time, the days and nights became as months to him. Alatiel seemed to sicken. Her skin grew sallow; her limbs, sticklike. Daniele soon tired of the invalid and often left her alone, for hours; she could not cry out for him, of course, but her eyes spoke of her hatred. 
One rain-swept evening, he discovered her in great and silent agony, and so he rushed out into the street in a frantic search for a doctor. None could be found at that hour. Daniele, soaked to the bone, returned home in despair.
He pushed open the bedroom door. Alatiel, her heavy-lidded eyes shut fast and her body quite still, held in her withered arms a small bundle swathed in a blanket. But Daniele’s gaze was drawn to the knife lying by her side; in the haze, the blade gave off no reflection, even by moonlight. Something dark had stained the metal. Now, as he looked again at Alatiel, he saw a thin vein of black liquid drip from gritted teeth to her neck. He called her name, shook her gently, but in vain; she was dead.
Daniele removed his hand from her body and, in seconds, his sadness began to fade. Somewhere within his rapid and confused thoughts, the refrain grew ever louder: at least I have the child . . .
He snatched the bundle away from her. No breathing or weeping could be heard, so he peeled back each corner of the cloth with desperate speed. A frown grew more pronounced on his face as every turn of the fabric presented nothing, until the last threadbare layer revealed a human tongue, its coarse roots severed and bloody. 
He cried out and dropped the blanket. Finally, he took his head in his hands and sank to the floor. 
When he recovered himself, he lifted Alatiel’s body from the bed and staggered out into the night. Daniele had decided to save himself from scandal and the ruin of his reputation. He wept as he buried her, but he might as well have buried himself.
There would be no rest in the days ahead. In the brief moments of sleep which his anxiety allowed him, he dreamt of her silent screaming as she recognised her untimely fate, her fingers reaching for his through the leaden soil. He woke, and knew what he must do.
Their hands met as he scraped away the last layer of dirt from Alatiel’s body. They were doll’s hands, he thought, the fingers pale and still. He cradled her in his arms, rocking her gently to and fro, as one would a child, and sobbed with abandon when her amber eyes opened again. His own were closed in ecstasy when she ran her blade along his neck.
Alatiel, refreshed by the flow of crimson upon her dry hands, gazed in wonder as the skeins ran slowly along her skin, tracing the lines of her veins. She turned her arms about, taking pleasure in the twisted dance of Daniele’s blood. She walked from the grave, satisfied with her work.
We, Daniele’s neglected and sorrowful friends, found him a week later. In our innocence, we believed he had cut his own throat. As for his elusive Lady, no trace could be found, nothing indicative of Alatiel’s recent presence in the studio. Curiously, not a single finished portrait of her remained, only a ‘study’: the faint outline of a face surrounding emptiness.      



CHAPTER IV: THE TELLING OF A GHOST STORY
TWO MONTHS AFTER JULIAN PARADINE had introduced us to his latest Muse, Matthew and I were at home in Calsmere Square. I looked up to see him standing at my bedroom door, gazing listlessly at me as I lay reading. He appeared preoccupied, restless somehow. I intuited that he wasn’t really seeking conversation, only a moment’s distraction from his thoughts. It is true that hindsight informs me here, but even then I could tell his spirits were low. I had heard that Matthew tried to call on poor Daniele several times, but my brother’s friendship was unwanted, his company shunned. Such was the ill-feeling between the two, their bond was broken, perhaps forever. 
Matthew stayed in his room more often, and on the previous occasion I saw him, he stated that his painting possessed entirely new qualities and he had never ‘done finer work.’ I hesitated to wonder about these ‘new qualities’. Over his shoulder, I noticed the floor was littered with discarded scraps of paper. He quickly moved to block my view, although nothing could be seen clearly from such a vantage point. I suspected that he had found or imagined his ideal, and was struggling to capture her essence in his art; he had sketched a familiar profile on the margin of several pages. The thought came to me in a moment—I resisted, but it would not be so easily cast into a backroom of my mind: could Alatiel be Matthew’s beloved? Perhaps Daniele had not been the one he wished to visit . . . . 
Now, as he lingered at my door, I spoke, simply to break the silence.
“I am writing a scandalous novel, as every young lady should,” I said, in order to amuse him.
He laughed, or rather, he expelled a little air from his nose.
“The next time I meet my friends, perhaps you should stay here and knit, or sew, or whatever it is young ladies are supposed to do.”
I pouted and made my foot strike the bed. At least I had coaxed a reluctant, fleeting smile from my brother.
“They are my friends too. Except for Callum Flynn.”
“Oh, don’t worry about him. He’s harmless enough. What are you writing?”
“A ghost story.”
“Tell me.”
“Very well. Alexandre and Aliénor are in love but her wealthy father forbids the young woman to see the poor artist—the scandal would outrage his business associates and delight his many enemies. In despair, they take their lives so they can be together eternally. It’s so sad . . . now they are spirits, their forms drift within the wind, calling out but in vain. They can no longer hear or see one another . . . and so the two lovers are destined to haunt the same lonely forest where they died, but apart for all time, and that is the real tragedy. I confess—”
Matthew’s smile faded in an instant. “What charming nonsense. And what is the moral of this tale of woe? That we should all be content to live out our days under the rule of society’s hypocrites? If I could not have love, I would welcome death . . . welcome it.”
I attempted to hide my disquiet at his change of temper and looked away, pretending to study the text once more.
“Those are not my words, dear brother, nor are they my true thoughts; I was simply telling you the story. You know I only wish for your happiness.”
My words were wasted, as he had already left. I laid my head upon a pillow and tried to keep myself from weeping.
I began to absent myself from home more and more, thus avoiding Matthew’s strange, shifting moods. On one of my joyless outings, I caught sight of Julian Paradine at Lady Forsyth’s salon. I waved from a distance, then swiftly lowered my hand as two elderly ladies stared in evident disapproval. They turned away and continued to pester a thoroughly bewildered foreign person—a musician or an artist, perhaps. Lady Forsyth cared nothing for mere talent, only for exotica; the man appeared to be one of her conversation pieces.
I knew I had caught Julian’s eye but, to my shame, he ignored me. His right hand held a thin, dark cigarette which he waved around and around his head as he spoke to two disreputable-looking characters. His relentless, conceited talk drowned out the music, and for once I was appalled—he seemed to have changed so much, and not for the better. I resolved to see him privately—at home, so to speak.
The following afternoon I spent an awkward half-hour walking the street opposite the studio while I decided whether to return to Calsmere Square or risk disgrace. Happily, Rufus Howard the art dealer stepped out of a hansom and stood outside the door; sensing my chance, I engaged the gentleman in polite small talk and daintily took his arm.
Mr Howard was not one to stand on ceremony; he brushed past the young maid—who, disconcertingly, tearily beseeched us to turn back—and led me to a spacious room which had evidently been neglected of late. One could tell, even in its present ramshackle condition, that Julian had formerly created a ‘honeypot’ to draw in potential patrons and impress those who would ordinarily look down on any artist, no matter how gifted. But now there was an air of desolation about the place, confirmed by the torn drapes and haphazard positioning of what was once fine furniture. 
The source of this misery perched provocatively upon a gaudy throne-like chair which seemed to engulf her; the scene resembled a child usurping an adult’s dinner place. Alatiel—for I knew it was she by the slenderness of her physique—leant back as if suddenly weary, her long fingers hanging over the edge of the seat. 
Curiously, she wore a tall and tapering white hat, and Julian had draped her in gauze, as though she were terribly injured, or perhaps, embalmed. I had long been accustomed to my artist friends and the Medieval or Romantic themes which inspired their work, but nevertheless I became anxious; the ‘throne’ put me in mind of Elizabeth Paradine, baleful disturber of my sleeping hours. As Alatiel removed the thin strip of fabric which obstructed her sight, my fear increased until I could no longer trust myself to see or think clearly. 
The dressing now appeared to me as a shroud, and she, a revenant. I fancied I saw no flesh surrounding her yellow eyes; Callum Flynn’s words—‘a single strand of darkness’—only reinforced this strange vision of mine. I was relieved when the still atmosphere was disturbed as Mr Howard stepped briskly forward to address Julian and his muse.
As he began to speak, Alatiel’s fingernails lightly drummed the carved armrests in impatience, as if mimicking or paying homage to the source of my nightmares. 
“Well, I must say, Paradine . . . I really must advise you to—”
The elder man’s lecture halted the second that Julian, his once-handsome face stained with dirt and lines of weariness, turned to fix him with a look of undisguised contempt.
“Leave us,” Julian hissed.
I was about to speak, if only to distract the two of them, when Alatiel raised herself and began to peel away the cloth from her upper body with a slow, exaggerated deliberation. Her bosom would soon be exposed to all but she made no move to preserve her dignity and her eyes remained fast upon Rufus Howard. His face coloured immediately, but he did not look away. Alatiel’s childlike smile grew into one of knowing, of seduction, of ageless corruption. You may believe this was a mere fancy of mine, if it affords you some comfort; however, I know what I saw.
Julian stood tall, as if he were proud, his back facing a large canvas depicting a public execution. Now, I understood what inspired Alatiel’s curious costume; Julian had fashioned her as a victim of the Inquisition, obliged to wear the coroza and make a show of penitence before her burning. But the picture before us presented the heretic triumphant over her wretched peers—the fierce flames turned away from her body and licked at the faces of those who huddled together at the foot of the pyre. These wild-eyed and lustful voyeurs Julian had painted in the likenesses of his friends and patrons. Even as the fire coursed towards the crowd, they remained still, their gaze fixed upon the bound form of the godless creature who loomed over them; the very same monstrous idol who now viewed our dismay with satisfaction.
Julian seemed disappointed in us, as though our blanched faces offended him. As he attempted to push us from the room, Alatiel strode to his side. She appeared to be naked now, the pale gauze becoming ever more transparent, and this revelation only increased my desperate desire to be gone from this place. I could clearly see the bones of her thin legs and the jutting edges of the hips whose motion threatened to tear through the fabric. Her lower body seemed sexless, the tone of her flesh unnatural and more reminiscent of rosé champagne than anything real. Alatiel and her familiar need not have assaulted me; I left them trailing in my wake. I did not care to look behind me as I ran; I felt their presence at my shoulder as it was.
Within a half-hour, I was home. Out of breath and nearly out of mind, I collapsed and slept for hours, days—I know not which—until the cold gleam of stark moonlight awakened me. I made my way upstairs and, eventually, forced my way into my brother’s bedroom, having had no response to my calls and pleas for access. I did not know it at the time, but that very same night Matthew had received Alatiel and ushered her to his room—he had indeed welcomed Death.
Matthew was nowhere to be seen. The creature rested upon his bed, face-down and deathly still. I was wary of disturbing her, as then I might have to look upon her face, but curiosity tempted me. Despite myself, I started to unwind a loose strip of cloth from her outstretched left arm. All I found within was emptiness, darkness; no human hand or living skin. An insane thought reared, spectre-like and uncanny, before my mind: had Julian’s supposed benefactor Cristian Salazar somehow painted Alatiel into existence?  
As I pondered on my next action, I observed that Alatiel’s body was surrounded by countless sketches. She might have been a water nymph, asleep on an outsized lily pad, its natural pallor withered by the attention of a merciless sun. Or perhaps the image of a leech—glutted, contented, at timeless ease—came to mind more readily.
A subtle noise, almost a sigh, made me turn away from the she-devil. The rough blanket which had concealed Matthew’s latest picture had slipped from the easel to the floor. I had anticipated a painting of Alatiel, in one of her many guises, but instead my brother had composed a self-portrait, a dreadful thing to behold. He looked desperate, his widened eyes beseeched me to rescue him. One could not see the full span of his fingers, as his hands groped beyond the edge of the canvas; it was as if he had reached out and tried to escape, but he no longer had a place in this world. He was lost to me, perhaps forever.
I could restrain myself no longer, and moved to assault Alatiel. Yet my hand passed through her head, and I felt the cold, fresh paint on the paper beneath it. Her mouth opened slowly but a hoarse grunting was the only sound to escape. I saw within and without her: the mouth, bereft of bloom, lined white flesh merely; the inside of her throat, entirely black, the colour of mourning, the colour of night.
In mental torment, I cried out weakly and began to falter. As consciousness seeped away, I fell against Alatiel, whose form shimmered like a body of water disturbed. She returned to her position of repose; in death or sleep, I know not which. I am unsure if she sleeps as humans do, but if she dreams, the dreams belong to others . . . .
I dreamt: of her unclean kisses, the dull friction of her dry lips upon my body, the teasing of her mouth against my throat. In the absence of affection, the desire to possess me inspired her hateful love-making. The last sight I can recall before oblivion was that of her hands caressing my own, and the colour draining away from my skin . . . .
I never truly awakened again. I finally saw her as she really was when she admired her new face and body in the bedroom mirror—Alatiel looked like me. She had taken my life for her own. I was taunted with my own voice, and she preened, hands on hips, turning this way and that; I could only watch through the eyes which were once mine. The tears I wept were of laughter, of joy, but all the while I died inside . . . .
We lived again, at last.



CHAPTER V: THE SONG OF DESPAIR
NOW WE WERE OBLIGED to seek out Callum Flynn. In our previous life, we cared little for his feverish songs of femme’s fatale, vampire queens and shameless courtesans—but as he had desired, they cast their spell, and no-one was more beguiled by them than the man himself. His poetry informed us of our true history, our role, and helped cast off the dead weight which had been Helena Graham; we were now as one.
He knew us of old. We glared at him, through thin gaps in the boards he had nailed to the windows of his house. Flynn, terrified and bewitched at the same time, surrendered to our unspoken commands and showed us in with the respect accorded to superior beings.
Upon our entrance, he beckoned us to his writing desk. His nascent hysteria overtook him as he scattered print after print across one another, pointing out our presence in copies of Renaissance frescoes, medieval tapestries and the like. He swore we lived in those times, and were the favourites of court painters and noblemen.
Our education was complete once we saw our face among the crowd in one such Florentine painting; we knew we had once studied the jewels believed to counter poisoning, in a minor work by some unheralded and nameless Italian artist. Past, present and future belonged to us . . . .
A few weeks after we left him, a drinking partner of his found the Irishman’s body after breaking into his house, having been concerned for Flynn’s welfare. The fragments of poetry lying upon his writing desk were testament to a style that had become an obsession, one which harkened back to his Waterford childhood or perhaps the ancestral memories of his people. 
All of them related how the Leanan Sidhe, Mistress of Death, fired his vision and promised him riches, fame, the glory of the world. There had been, however, a terrible price to pay for her favours—the life had drained out of Callum Flynn. His pitiful corpse bore the ravages of starvation and violence, the hands with which he had scrawled his poems were stripped of all flesh. In truth, we tired of reading his words—though they were instructive—and the tedium of waiting for him to die of hunger. He tried our patience with his lingering, and so, we tore him apart.
 
December
WE LEARNED THAT JULIAN PARADINE’S family had taken him to the continent after his mind gave way under the burden of guilt. The ‘curse’, as the man called it, he passed onto his friends haunted him night and day. He traded their lives away for his own gain—in the end, Cristian Salazar’s promises of ‘magical’ artistic prowess were worth their weight in gold. 
This amused us.
After a tiresome journey across the grey and slowly-twisting Channel, we were shown to Julian’s sick room. We watched over the invalid as a fever took hold and tortured him even more than the bitter knowledge of a ruined life.
In a moment of lucidity, Julian fought to recognise the woman in mourning dress who stood near his bedside, and he called a name which now meant little. We approached, stroked his haggard face with our fingernails until, eventually, it appeared he wept tears of blood. But he did not appear to understand the nature of our devoted attention, and gave thanks. The wretch wished to address us, it seemed. We would have our sport with him.
“Helena . . . dear Helena, who do you grieve for?” he asked, “Not your brother . . . please don’t tell me he’s—” 
The words died on his lips the moment we whispered in his ear.
“Sweet Julian, Helena is but a memory, and your friends await you in Hell. We are here to mourn your death . . . .” 
He recognised us at last. Julian began to weep and clawed the air in vain attempts to strike at us. His mother entered the room in order to calm him as we feigned tears for appearances’ sake and hurriedly departed. Meaningless, incoherent cries faded until he fell silent. Soon, the Widow Paradine lamented her son’s passing, and we allowed ourselves the luxury of a most delicious smile. The music of sorrow swept the fetid air around us until it became our second skin. Ah, if only we’d been able to stroll hand in hand through the bleak and narrow corridor at that moment, our life would have been complete . . . .
 
January, 1881
IT IS THE HOUR AFTER THE FUNERAL, one of several we have been thrilled to attend recently. We were fast becoming connoisseurs of such happy events. A sudden downpour, drowning out the holy fool’s cheerless and vain promises of impending salvation, delighted us both; we gasped aloud, attracting stern glances from the crowd—another fond memory for us to cherish in our idle hours! We were amused by their desperate need for decorum, and so drank in their misery. We spread our hands out, as if we might capture the wild rain, like wonderstruck children often do.
The ceremony ground to its inevitable dead end, and we lacked entertainment. Happily, the late Paradine’s mother waylaid us and expressed her gratitude. She assumed our vigil had brought her beloved son no small comfort in his final moments. She must have been distressed when, upon slowly raising a hand to our mouth, we insultingly pretended to stifle laughter. Her pinched, drear little face seemed to fall apart, as if she’d been stricken by some appalling sudden illness. Unable and unwilling to resist the temptation, we leered at her, and the old woman staggered backwards. Weakness is always contemptible. The mob were left confused and outraged. Exeunt:
our destiny awaits.
In short time, we returned to Camden and sought out Gabriel Holland, but the coward had vanished after our London début. To ease our disappointment, we took our usual place at the café table and waited for the living or the dead to join us. The blackened sky above promised a storm to end all storms. Not a soul dared approach and pay us homage—instead, they stared from behind their curtains in fear and wonderment; their shabby little houses seemed to shrink in our presence. So now we leave for Carliton, and our new home.
 
IF BY CHANCE you have found this journal, dear Gabriel, hear our voice now: we will take our pleasure in your destruction, and it will be everything you have always desired. 
 
LOST IN TORMENTED THOUGHT, Gabriel Holland studied the final paragraph of Helena’s journal until his vision clouded. The writer had signed it “Your Helena” but the author of the last few pages possessed none of his beloved’s kindness and sympathy. Holland was caught between growing suspicion and deep concern. 
Once downstairs, he ignored the silent scrutiny which suggested itself to him—a ticking clock, a family portrait—each hinting at some sinister meaning beyond their bland faces.
Outside now, Holland rushed from one streetlamp to another. He sought the light, the artificial safety of night turned into gaslit day. His shadow, cast in angular relief against stone walls and uneven paving, appeared to belong to another. Its shape was all wrong, and its crooked progress mocked him, he thought. The creature delighted in shadowing him—he was certain of her passion for such cruel games—and so he denied her the pleasure of his fear. 
Unable to distract himself, he considered the awful fates of his friends Daniele, Matthew Graham, Callum Flynn and poor, wretched Julian: all dead, or missing. As for Helena . . . he dared not dwell on what had become of her for fear his heart would break. His dreams of their marriage and hopes of a contented life together were now dashed. 
The hunted man strode on, head held high in fraudulent bravado and genuine contempt until something in the distance gave him pause.
A torn piece of paper danced on the wind, yet nothing else on the road was so disturbed. The page performed for him, rising and falling time and again, as if seeking his attention. It passed him by and, with a telling final flourish, came to rest outside the iron gate before Helena Graham’s home. Holland resisted the temptation to return and walked on, Alatiel’s shadow leading the way. She had stolen a second life; now, she sought his death, as he was certain she had two years ago to this very day . . . .



CHAPTER VI: THE MISTRESS OF SALVACIÓ
1879
AT FIRST, THERE WAS LIGHT, streaming through the clerestory windows above the gallery floor. Then darkness, as a shadow fell on Gabriel Holland’s shoulder and smothered the glow of a gilded lamp beneath the painting he gazed upon. The picture displayed a young woman aged around nineteen years. A white gown hung loosely to her pale body, a single breast visible through a jagged tear. She was wild-eyed, seeming to press against the boundary of the frame—there was something desperate about her expression, Holland thought; a forced, unnaturally wide smile. The extreme strands of her hair were painted to resemble the flowing of blood. 
“Beautiful, isn’t she.”
It was a statement of fact, not a question or mere opinion. Francis Challenger, the art dealer, had come up beside him.
“A man might be led hand in hand to Hell by such an angel, and never regret it, don’t you agree?” Challenger asked.
Holland turned to face him. He was familiar with Challenger and his attitudes—the dealer only had time, and money, for established artists. Why would he collect Cristian Salazar’s work?
Holland thought.
“You know Mr Salazar well, sir?”
“Oh yes,” Challenger said, “I first met him at the Excelsior some years ago. Said he was there to study the dancing girls . . . as we all were, naturally. I’d heard of the great man, of course, so I offered to represent him. Needless to say I haven’t done a great deal of business on his behalf since his exhibition. That is unless you’re interested in—?” He gestured towards the painting.
“I should like to make his acquaintance; could this—”
“Why?” Challenger’s easy charm vanished. He looked Holland up and down without disguising his contempt. “What do you want of him?”
“I desire tuition . . . in drawing, I mean. And painting, of course. I’ll pay—both of you, of course.”
“You?” Challenger laughed. “You haven’t a prayer of success, commercial or otherwise.”
Holland blushed but took a step towards him. “I do not share your opinion, sir.”
“Ah, Gabriel . . . your kind of work is—forgive me—of little interest to such a master. Excuse me.”
He looked over Holland’s shoulder, perhaps for someone else to talk to. Spotting Carl Mauser, the landscape artist, Challenger shouted the German’s name and started to walk away.
Gabriel Holland then blurted out the words which would change his life.
“I will meet your Mr Salazar—he can decide if I’m worthy of instruction.”
Challenger smiled, as though he were more amused than contemptuous. “He won’t see you, you know, he hardly sees anyone these days. Seek him out yourself, if you choose. You must have heard of his home, Salvació House, in Carliton?”
“It’s my hometown. But I’ve never heard of that estate.”
“The house was renamed after the Salazars inherited it. Oh well. Good day to you.” Challenger broke away and shook Mauser’s hand warmly.
Alone once more, Holland turned back to look at the picture. The girl was captured in the act of freeing herself from the painting. Her hands gripped both sides of the frame, fingers overlapping the edges and a delicate foot rested on the base. The frame was skewed, false, merely a painted rectangle on the gallery wall. The second picture displayed nothing except darkness. The ‘frame’ was an illusion like the other, a black background within it; she had escaped.
At the edge of Holland’s vision, faces blurred as they passed behind him. One covered a smile with her hand as she saw the young man staring at the painting on the wall. Her friends glanced at him briefly, amused looks on their faces. Holland saw everything but them; to him, their heads and bodies floated away like so much smoke towards the next exhibits, their chatter the forgotten concerns of ghosts. He saw only one face, heard one voice alone, and it whispered to him from painted lips. He silenced her momentarily by walking away, but the imagined echoes of her voice followed him as he departed. 
 
A WEEK PASSED, AND, HAVING NO REPLY to his letter, Holland decided to visit Cristian Salazar regardless of the man’s supposed reclusive nature. At nine-seventeen the next morning, the train carrying Holland neared Carliton. Rising voices of the other passengers told him that he had arrived, so he let himself be pushed up to the door by the crowd and down onto the platform. He hailed one of the hansoms parked outside the station and was driven beyond the town until the exhausted horse pawed at the ground, breathing heavily. Holland paid the driver and stepped out of the cab.
A wooden bridge stretched across black, shallow water and led to a gatehouse of grey stone, crafted to resemble a castle in appearance if not in scale. After knocking at the lodge door for a short while and finding no reply, Holland found a way through a carriage porch to his left. He started to walk the path to Salvació.
Birds spoke their secret language in distant meadows as he strolled through the dust and leaves covering the driveway. Sunlight broke through the forest in faint yellow blades but, all at once, the pleasant walk became a trial. A savage land lay ahead; barren soil, broken up by small, sharp stones, made progress a struggle, a tightrope walk of hesitancy and leaps of faith. No-one had come this way for many days, it appeared; the wretched path was undisturbed by human or animal tracks. All birdsong had ceased; indeed, silence reigned here. Emerging from the canopy of branches into the grey panorama of an overcast day, he looked ahead.
Salvació House rose before Gabriel Holland, tall and dreamlike in its grandeur. He had anticipated an austere building, bland and aged, but this was a revelation.
A foreboding black gate, intricately crafted in iron, opened to his touch to reveal a serpentine path surely meant for display, not utility. A blighted tree stood beneath Salvació, its lower limbs reaching skywards as one, yet the highest branches careered leftwards as if bent by a fierce wind. It was odd, misshapen, somehow disturbing to Holland. Smooth, even flagstones weaved their way across the unrelenting hard ground as they tapered to a point outside the main entrance. He gazed upon the high, dull red walls of the house and felt a little intimidated, insignificant in comparison.
Countless windows, each surrounded by spiked metal brackets of a medieval design, dominated the facade. ‘So many rooms . . . .’ he thought. ‘A needless amount of rooms.’ Across to the left, a young woman peered down on him, her fingers pressed fiercely against polished glass. The drab colour of her clothing blended into the dark room in which she stood so that Holland could only see her pale face and hands. He was unsettled by her staring, her utter stillness.
Reluctantly, he raised his hand as if to wave, to tempt a reaction if he could; her expression remained the same. He edged closer, but her eyes did not follow his movement. As he wandered from the path and to the side, she vanished. Understanding slowly dawned on him: she wasn’t real, nor was the window which surrounded her—both had been expertly painted upon the wall.
All, or nearly all, was illusion; tall arched doors, the wood painted a radiant scarlet, stood out in relief, but there was no genuine entrance to be had; a columned gallery preceded a walkway leading to a distant Arcadian idyll, but the path defied progress; a yellow flame appeared to burn brightly within a black carriage lamp which didn’t truly exist. At first, at a distance, it was hard for Holland to tell the difference between solid reality and painted artifice; Cristian Salazar had created a house of mirrors, both wonderful and perplexing.
Holland moved to knock at the door but paused as he saw the crest above it.
‘Out of shadows and phantasms into the truth.’ He recognised the quotation from the Latin classes of his youth: ‘Ex umbris et imaginibus in veritatem’; a strange choice for a family crest, he thought, more suitable for an elegy than a motto. The stone shield was fractured, weather-worn, and the bizarre emblems within it looked as if they had been defaced sometime in the past.
Lowering his gaze from the crest, he rapped the oak door with his knuckles. Finally, hurried footsteps increased in volume until a thin, elderly woman stood before him. She looked at Holland with distrust and not the barest hint of friendliness. 
“Good day to you. I’ve an appointment with—”
“He is not at this house now,” she replied in curious, broken English.
“My name is Gabriel Holland. I’m expected,” he lied.
She sighed, as if weary or annoyed. “I am named Beatriz Salazar. Here.” She turned on her heels and walked into the hallway. Holland, momentarily unsure what to do, eventually followed.
Once inside, he was left to his own devices. He ran his fingers along the armoured knight standing guard by the staircase, stirring up the dust, reflecting that the hands which forged the armour were now dust too. A few minutes later, he lit a cigarette and watched the smoke rise lazily, gracefully towards the high ceiling. A bench, covered in cherry-coloured leather, awaited him, but a painting hanging in an alcove captured his attention.
An antique portrait of a middle-aged couple in Fifteenth-Century costume met his gaze. The female sitter strongly resembled Beatriz Salazar. Holland moved forward, studying the painting at close range until she appeared behind him.
“Relations of yours, perhaps?”
“Cristian and I,” Beatriz replied.
“But this painting is obviously very old. I don’t follow.”
She grimaced, took his arm and turned him away from the portrait until he faced the staircase.       
“Aurelia is waiting.”
“I’m sorry?” Holland said.
“The mistress of Salvació. You will see her now.”



CHAPTER VII: INGÉNUE
ANTICIPATING THEIR ARRIVAL, Aurelia Salazar had positioned herself in a majestic red leather chair. It was a seductive pose, her long fingers lightly tapping the armrests, her legs crossed jauntily. She dressed in a rather mannish black suit, which looked strange and ill-fitting on a sixty-year old woman, but she’d never cared what others thought of her.
“Our guest will have some wine,” she said to Beatriz. The older woman handed a glass to Holland, who tasted the sour liquid out of politeness, not thirst. “Now you may leave,” Aurelia ordered Beatriz. Aurelia’s thin smile lengthened as she looked Holland over.
“You have a rather bland face, Gabriel Holland. I like that . . . . It means that I can’t define your motives. One gets so bored with obvious men. But you are a mystery to me.”
“There appears to have been a misunderstanding—”
“I trust that you are here for lessons, yes?”
Holland nodded. 
“Cristian demands that you are tested. If you succeed, all is well; if not, he will refuse to instruct you. So many fail to satisfy . . . .”
Exasperated, and abandoning his air of tact, Holland sat down without waiting for an invitation. “You have the advantage—how did you know that I seek tuition?”
“But you told Cousin Beatriz that you were ‘expected’, did you not?” She smiled until Holland blushed. “Cristian wishes you to draw. In this way, he will gauge your ability, should you possess any. My protégé and I will sit for you presently.”
At a loss for further conversation, Holland looked about the room and saw that a series of pictures graced each and every wall. He assumed that the sole, attractive model was the Salazar’s daughter.
“You must be very proud of her,” he said.
“Alatiel is my life.”
At that moment, a young woman in a black dress entered the room. Holland recognised her at once—Salvació’s wall-painting had come to life. She took Aurelia’s hand and led her to the sofa where Holland sat. Unnerved, he laid a sketchbook upon his lap; both women raised their heads high and preened, sweeping hair away from their faces with a sudden movement of the neck. For some reason, he was reminded of unbridled horses—and this amused him a little, though he dared not show it—but nevertheless there was something contemptuous about such unbridled vanity.
He fussed with a pencil, not quite willing to look them in the eye as yet. Beatriz Salazar passed swiftly by the open door, and Holland was grateful for the momentary distraction. His left hand traced a rough outline of the pairing, and he busied himself with shading the edges until he could delay no longer. He looked up at last.
The two women were caressing each other, apparently oblivious to his presence. The upper halves of their bodies were now exposed, and as their lust grew in intensity, they watched Holland from the corner of their eyes. They seemed to melt into one another’s skin, becoming, to their observer at least, a single writhing creature. The girl’s fingers appeared to grow in length until they resembled the thin, scampering legs of a spider. Aurelia’s eyes were closed now, her passion at its highest pitch, his presence forgotten or dismissed. Now, Alatiel beckoned to him.
Holland finally raised himself and backed out of the room. He found that he could not speak. 
He tried, at first, to maintain some dignity, but soon he was out the house and running along the driveway, despite being unsure as to what had disturbed him so badly. He heard a scream and reluctantly slowed to look back towards Salvació. In the distance, Aurelia kneeled at the foot of the living room window, her hands clasped around her neck in a vain effort to halt the escape of blood. Beatriz Salazar knelt beside her; Holland assumed she was trying to help her cousin. 
Though he did not see her leave the house, Alatiel waited for him to turn around before following patiently; time was on her side.
 
1881
SINCE THAT DREADFUL DAY two years ago, the shadow of Alatiel had fallen upon Gabriel Holland’s friends and loved ones, shrouding their lives in misery. The tale told by Helena did not touch upon the mystery of her parents’ deaths while touring Catalonia, nor did the author realise that Gabriel was the true object of Cristian Salazar’s wrath. Day by day, death by death, Salazar would have his vengeance for the murder of Aurelia. He tormented his victim by degrees until, despite his fear and uncertainty, Gabriel Holland returned to Salvació.



CHAPTER VIII: THE SCARS OF MEMORY
UPON ARRIVAL IN CARLITON, Holland deliberately sought the company of his old friend from university days Ian Jardine, who had recently taken up the post of town minister. At the rectory, he found that the reverend greeted him with a somewhat exaggerated friendliness; Jardine was a little too welcoming. Perhaps he was lonely, or maybe he needed someone to talk to. 
After tea and small talk, the conversation turned to the recent funeral of Jardine’s predecessor.
“Did you know Reverend Morley very well, Ian?”
Holland noticed that his host’s hand trembled as he placed his cup on the small trestle table between them. Jardine had a pleasant, open face. Ordinarily, Holland felt, people would instinctively trust such a man, rely on him for guidance, spiritual and otherwise. But he perceived that Jardine was in a state of nervousness, in spite of his easy smile.
“Sadly, no. I never had the pleasure of making his acquaintance, in life. I’d read about his good works, seen his picture in the newspapers, but never actually met the man. I should have liked to—I’m sure he could have told me much about the town and . . . the church. Yes, I would certainly have asked him about that.”
Sensing that he was being encouraged to lead the conversation, Holland drew the cleric out. “I’ll have to visit it again someday.”
“It’s a very peculiar place; bizarre even. The first thing one sees within it is that awful grey sculpture of Christ crucified.”
Holland knew it well. The sculpture showed Jesus as a coward, his expression one of utter, childlike fear. His face was scarred, the wounds livid. The body twisted unnaturally, as if Christ fought desperately to escape his destiny.
“Why has it not been removed?” asked Jardine, his question resembling a plea. “That abomination has no place in the House of God. People are devoted to it—they foolishly believe it keeps them safe from harm. I was told that some local boys dragged the statue from the church once, and let it fall into the stream beyond the cemetery; next day, the ghastly thing was back in its place. The limbs were painted red, as if it had been bleeding. Such mockery of Our Lord’s suffering. . .”
Jardine sighed, and his hands dropped into his lap as if he were exasperated or resigned to defeat. “I’m not sure that I can remain here. I know how weak that sounds, but I admit, I’ve begun to question my mission. My kind are not welcome here—I have been warned. I can trust you to be discreet, can’t I, Gabriel?”
“Of course.”
Before Holland had the opportunity to respond fully, the reverend unburdened himself:
“Immediately after the funeral service, I returned to the church. It was bitterly cold within. A thoroughly miserable day, it was, fitting the sad occasion perfectly. As I walked the aisle, deep in my own thoughts, I glanced up as a sudden movement caught my attention—the closing of the confessional door. 
“Perhaps a mourner remained in the church, I thought, so I entered the stall. A veiled woman sat across from me—the lattice-work is particularly dense in St Xavier’s Reconciliation, so I couldn’t tell who she was . . . at first. She looked so thin . . . half-starved, in truth. I concluded that the woman was a pauper, or perhaps too ill to take care of herself properly. 
“The destitute and the frail often patronise church services, as I’m sure you know; I consider it my duty as a minister to welcome them and give counsel if need be. On this occasion, I thought, it may be that the grieving woman needed consolation. Or perhaps, she didn’t know the deceased at all and had sought shelter from the rain.”
“Your devotion does you great credit,” said Holland. Jardine ignored his friend’s compliment and looked into the distance as he spoke.
“I said ‘Good day to you,’ but she didn’t stir at all. She was muttering something to herself, and on hearing what I assumed to be prayers, I felt sorry for her—perhaps she had known Reverend Morley. I could hear only snatches of whispering—the wind seemed to carry her words away. A prayer book was open before her, but she stared right into my eyes as she murmured. Her lips didn’t move at all, you know. I could only make out her last sentence, a line from Corinthians about the resurrection of the dead: ‘What is raised is imperishable.’”
Jardine lowered his head, as though he were embarrassed.
“Go on, Ian,” Holland urged. “Please don’t think that I doubt you—I’ve seen enough myself to know what you’re saying is true.”
“My nerve failed me, and I stumbled out of the confessional, such was my panic. I passed the fourth Station of the Cross and stopped, for she called to me. As I turned to her, the sun must have broken from cloud cover, and light flooded in through the tall window opposite the woman. She had removed her veil. I felt that I might have seen the blood running beneath her skin, had she been human at all. Her face was pale, off-white, the colour of those hideous plump worms one sometimes encounters in woodland, under stones . . . blind worms. . .”
Jardine stopped. His eyelid twitched, betraying his unease. He exhaled heavily, and his lips shaped and then abandoned a few hesitant words. The force of the memory held him in thrall. He gathered himself and carried on. 
“A rush of wind tore through the church, but . . . it didn’t seem to touch her. The hymnals were dashed from the pews, a vase of flowers fell and smashed into pieces. I managed to stay upright, just about. I couldn’t look away from her face, yet I could barely stand to look at it. Her hair had been swept back, and hung in limp strands—it glistened . . . but I doubt that the rain you or I experience had ever touched it. She seemed to glare and smile at the same time. This disturbed me to the point where I doubted my faith, doubted myself—she knew my sins, all of them. I ran, ran like the despicable coward I am.”
Holland started to speak but was cut off by Jardine, who blushed furiously as he tried to regain composure.
“I’m sorry. I’ve said too much. She isn’t real, and I shouldn’t allow a mere creature of my imagination to upset me so, no matter what illusions my wretched mind conjures up.”
Holland edged closer to his friend. “She’s not an illusion, Ian. We both know this, don’t we? We deny it at our peril.”
“Yes. She will not stop, it seems, until those responsible are punished.”
“Responsible for what, Ian?”
“The death of Aurelia Salazar.” 
 
LATER, AFTER HOLLAND TOLD OF HIS OWN ORDEAL at the hands of the Salazars, and the loss of his friends and acquaintances since that time, he suggested an extreme solution to their mutual woes. He concentrated on lighting a cigarette, almost oblivious to Jardine’s sudden but anticipated fury. “It’s the only way, Ian. Lord knows, I’ve tried to think of something more civilised. Don’t doubt that Salazar and his creatures would do the same to us.”
The younger man’s cheeks reddened again. He paced the floor, caught halfway between rage and incredulity. Jardine stopped every once in a while, to question, to vent his objections.
“Murder? Are you serious, man? Quite frankly I’m amazed—and ashamed—that you apparently believe I could have anything to do with such an insane scheme. I simply cannot, will not.”
Holland decided to make one last effort. He had, of course, expected the cleric to react in this way, but as he was a relative newcomer to Carliton, one who’d yet to fall under the Salazars’ spell, Jardine was one of very few people who might play a part in their downfall. Holland stood up and appealed to the reverend as a friend, as a man.
“Ian, we must act. Your life is in danger too, not just mine. I believe that the Salazar family have only allowed strangers, people like yourself—Christians—to conduct church ceremonies as some kind of obscene entertainment. That would appeal to them, you see: a cruel game, like a cat toying with a mouse before the kill. They’ll kill you, too, in time, just as they probably murdered Reverend Morley.”
“Don’t be foolish—Morley died of heart failure. Enough of this nonsense. I’ll hear no more of it. You might have suffered some misfortune but—”
“Misfortune? My friends are dead, Ian—most of the people in my circle of friends are dead; that is hardly ‘bad luck.’”
Jardine strode to the door and began to open it. Holland caught Jardine’s wrist.
“So tell me, why do you think I have come home? To visit you, perhaps? To catch-up on old acquaintances? No, I am here to save myself and the few friends I have left alive. We can end this, this . . . curse, together.”
“I-I saw nothing that can’t be explained by fatigue and imagination. I don’t wish you to come here again, Gabriel.”
Holland stepped over the threshold.. “Many more lives may depend—”
The door slammed, and the sound of the locks snapping home echoed in Holland’s ears.



CHAPTER IX: BLOODSPORT
THE SORROW VISITED upon Salvació House due to the murder of his wife seemed to have little adverse effect on Cristian Salazar, outwardly at least. If anything, the man appeared to adopt a more benevolent attitude towards those who had once shunned and despised him. Now, Cristian’s reputation was reborn; he cast himself as a selfless benefactor, no longer the hated foreigner but respected by all. The misdemeanours of the past had been forgotten, unmentioned and dismissed by the natives of Carliton. But Salazar did not forget. Nor did he disregard Beatriz’s ever-shifting lies about Aurelia’s death: her blaming of Mrs Pierce, a serving woman from the town, for allowing the murderer Gabriel Holland to enter Salvació.
Cristian slowly gained the townspeople’s loyalty. Not a few of the local girls came to work for him, and the folk who benefited from his largesse would defend him to the death, an irony not lost on Salazar. Those who avoided his company were of little concern, for they would know him well in time.
While Cristian grieved privately, Beatriz, his cousin and constant companion, spent her hours alone in the forest or contemplating in Aurelia’s mausoleum. Peace descended on the town of Carliton, or so it seemed. And as if to herald the Salazar’s personal renaissance, Lucas Pierce, aged seven, helped celebrate Cristian’s birthday by gorging on the poisoned cake reserved for the child.
The party was going so well, Salazar thought, and now, to his amusement, the guests pleaded for the entertainment to end; a few of the men wept as they begged him in vain. But they found their pleas cut short—they could not help but stare in silence at their strange host. Black hair had been combed back, revealing a forehead unmarked by the passage of time. Likewise, his dark and pointed face betrayed no sign of great age at first glance, although when light struck the skin around his eyes, it revealed itself to be heavily-lined, cracked even. Long, slim brows and a thin moustache gave him the look of a nobleman from centuries past. He was old and young, all at once, both sinister and glorious.
Wooden chairs lay on their backs upon the street, broken strands of coloured bunting trailed in the dust as children and their parents fought viciously for the toys and trinkets that Beatriz had thrown at their feet. Discordant music, without visible source but heard by all, seemed to goad the revellers into further desperation, and they clawed at their rivals’ faces until the flesh was torn and bleeding. Salazar’s expression varied from moment to moment; first, a wide, exaggerated smile, now a look of sheer contempt as he peered at the families pushing and shoving each other to lay claim upon rancid pieces of meat, beset by flies.
As the manic requiem faded into silence, the celebrants staggered to their homes, hugging the tawdry gifts to their chests. Only young Lucas remained at the table, the colour of his face matching the blue frosted birthday cake. As his weeping mother cradled his body, Salazar lingered to watch for a moment. He leant his head to one side, gathered himself and then spat with force upon them. Cristian and Beatriz started to stroll back to Salvació House, their expressions speaking of mutual satisfaction. The party was over, but the games had just begun.
 
IN THE EVENING, the families regarded the spoils for which they had risked their lives. Cristian’s charity provoked a mixed reception; for every exclamation of joy, there was a corresponding lament. Soon enough, even those who had considered themselves most fortunate had reason to curse and weep.
The dolls which little girls cradled in their arms fell apart, leaving their new owners with wailing, limbless playthings that wept dirty tears. Tin soldiers revealed themselves to be as fierce as their real-life counterparts; the boys who marched them to war soon found their hands ravaged by stinging cuts and snaking scars. Across living room battlefields, to the cries of their commanders, cavalry horses waded in blood.
At night, as Carliton’s young climbed the stairs to their rooms, and the shadow of long, crooked fingers matched the rise and fall of each step until they grasped at the children’s bare legs. In bed at last, peeping above the make-believe security of thin cotton blankets, the boys and girls saw their nurseries come alive; shrill, mournful wailing sounded from toy prams which had never held a human child; stark moonlight flowed over Fuselian rocking horses, all blood-stained teeth and wild, terrifying eyes. When a brave few children sought sanctuary in locked bathrooms, clouded mirrors showed faces old and bereft of joy. 
Outside, a whirlwind rushed through the streets, and darkness flowed along the thin gaps in the brickwork, covering the eyes of stone saints upon the church facade. Alatiel had taken the night as her disguise. She hammered at doors—teasing the terrified families, for in truth she could enter their homes at will—and her fingers rapped on windows until the glass fractured and fell apart like thin ice. The sound of screaming told the whole town that she had taken another child into her hateful embrace. By morning, Cristian’s grand illusion would end, his victims resuming their lives in blissful ignorance of his sport. 
And within the west tower of Salvació House stood Beatriz Salazar, her right hand lightly caressing her cousin’s back, to his irritation. As cold rain fell, they watched the distant figure of Gabriel Holland approach the grounds. To her satisfaction, he was unaware of their hateful scrutiny. Beatriz spoke, almost to herself at first.
“Ours. . .” she said, and she turned to face her cousin, “All ours . . . why not end his life tonight?” 
Cristian broke away and headed back inside Salvació, words of reproach trailing in his wake.
“No. We will allow him hope; then, he will know misery—have you forgotten Aurelia so soon?”
“Yes, you are right, of course. Let him suffer . . . let him bleed.”



CHAPTER X: THE KINDLY ONES
HOLLAND HAD INTENDED TO CONFRONT Cristian Salazar on arrival in Carliton, but a more subtle approach was required, he now decided, and so turned away from Salvació with little relief. He scouted around the town, asking for directions and looking for rooms for rent, until suitable arrangements were made at a public house. 
Having eaten a pleasant meal prepared by the landlord’s wife, Holland strolled through the drab streets, somewhat lost. As he passed the small, commonplace houses, he saw a red sign above a shop window: Marcus Allen Bookstore & Lending Library. Peering through the glass, he noticed a diminutive grey-haired man sat at a desk reading. Rather than wander aimlessly anymore, Holland decided to ask for guidance. A bell rang noisily as he walked in.
“Good day. I wondered if you could advise me? I’m looking for a particular residence.”
The owner looked over the top of his glasses. His face was stern, serious until he smiled gently, put his book down, and stood. He must only be around five-foot tall, thought Holland.
“Lost, are we? All looks the same around here, doesn’t it?”
“Oh, I know the town well—I was born here. But there’s a new manor house I’m unfamiliar with, evidently.”
“Perhaps there’s a visitors’ guide, or a map here somewhere . . . .”
Allen took Holland by the shoulder and ushered him towards a dishevelled bookcase holding volumes notable only for their mismatched sizes and colours. Perhaps he sensed a prospective customer.
“Sorry about the mess—I only returned from my mother’s house a half-hour ago. Hmm, not quite what you’re seeking but we have a nice little volume of local lore here—believe me, it’s a great deal more interesting than Carliton’s modern history; granted, that’s not saying much, is it?”
Displaying that indulgent smile once more, Allen handed him a small green book, its frontispiece stamped with silver lettering. Thumbing through it, a sketch of a stately home caught Holland’s eye. In the foreground stood a faceless woman dressed in mourning. He read the caption beneath the picture—Salvació House, as it looked fifty years ago, then named ‘Carliton Place.’
Marcus Allen hovered at his shoulder—the salesman at his best, his most insistent.
“They say one can hear the restless dead screaming as they walk the battlements of Olde Carliton Place on stormy nights.”
He laughed, ever so slightly, enjoying the melodrama of his words. In spite of the book’s Romantic text and the grainy illustrations, Holland’s interest was piqued.
“I’m going there tomorrow. Is it true? I mean, is the house really haunted?”
“Only by the living . . . .” came Allen’s reply. He smiled no longer. “I played, quite happily, on Salvació’s grounds as a boy. No children play there now, that’s for certain.”
“Mr Salazar doesn’t tolerate trespassers, I take it?”
Obviously believing a confidence was being shared, Allen forgot his sales pitch and looked at Holland directly.
“Hardly. Anyway, Beatriz would frighten them off. Wretched, isn’t she? A real witch, if you ask me.”
“Mr Allen, I wonder if you know my fiancée, Helena Graham? She is staying at Salvació House, I believe.”
Allen walked back to the desk and slumped down into his chair, as if defeated somehow. He looked at Holland with pity, then began to speak quietly, seriously.
“They’ll try to get rid of you—Cristian and Beatriz—they’ll lie to you and send you on a false trail. They’ll enjoy your suffering and your confusion, Mr . . . ?”
“Gabriel. Holland, that is.”
“I didn’t know your fiancée, Mr Holland, but . . . I doubt that she’s far away; that’s all I can say for sure. My advice to you is to leave—you won’t find the truth in Carliton. No-one but me will speak against Salazar.”
Allen spoke with sudden passion: “Look—people here know their place and the value of silence. No matter who you ask, you’ll get the same response: ‘The Salazars are wonderful, Cristian is so misunderstood, Beatriz is a saint amongst women’—do you know what it reminds me of? The way that primitive people gave beautiful names to those they feared most of all—like the Furies that ancient Greeks called ‘the kindly ones.’”
“I’ve had my own experiences with the Salazars, so little you say surprises me. But I have to ask—if they are so wicked, why do people remain here? Why do you?”
“This is my home and my business. My mother refuses to leave and, besides, she is in ill health. And Cristian lets me alone, as he’s aware of my antipathy towards him. So, take your choice of reasons. I’m sure others have their own.”
“Doesn’t that put you in danger? I mean, the fact that Salazar knows you’re his enemy, so to speak?” Holland asked.
“Yes, I suppose it does. Still, so far, so good. Excuse me, I’m just about to close up. If you need my assistance again, don’t hesitate to call, Gabriel.”
“Thank you. I may take you up on that offer before very long. Goodbye.”
Allen showed him out, the look of sadness on his face remaining unchanged even as the two shook hands.



CHAPTER XI: THE WITNESS
A REVELATION CAME to the Reverend Ian Jardine that night. As he took the cups and saucers to the kitchen, the floorboards creaked above him, and he studiously ignored the sound. Since he had arrived in Carliton, Jardine had only visited Alfred Morley’s old bedroom once, and then only briefly—it was poorly lit, unkempt in the way that the rooms belonging to elderly people often are, with yellowish dust framing the books on makeshift shelves and furniture which hadn’t been moved for years, perhaps. 
In truth, the room was rather oppressive; despite his predecessor’s personal belongings, Jardine had a sense that the room had never really been lived in—there was no joy or comfort to be found there, only gloom. He continued to wipe a china cup with a checkered tea towel, long after the vessel was dry.
Jardine emptied the sink and patted at his forearms with the towel; a little water had stained his rolled-up shirtsleeves. Once dry, he looked through the kitchen window until his eyes focused on the moonlit cemetery. His nervousness faded and, for an instant, he subconsciously wished for the serenity of death. With a heavy sigh, Jardine took hold of the threadbare curtains and moved to close them. At least sleep would afford him some peace. But then something moved among the headstones.
As one, clouds departed from the sky, leaving the moon to cover all things with a cold, bare light. Jardine saw Rebecca Pierce, a middle-aged woman from the town, and her daughter, being restrained by two men. They were forcing the women to walk with them.
Jardine hurriedly unlocked the back door and made for the cemetery. But the wailing and harsh shouts of anger made him wary as he approached; on arrival, he lingered behind a tall gravestone and listened. If anyone witnessed this, they’d think him mad or perverse, but at this moment he didn’t care; fear and a strange fascination overtook him. Jardine braved a look, accidentally grazing his head on the moss-covered stone as he did so.
Cristian Salazar strode through the unkempt grass, an ornamental ebony cane dragging behind him. The two brutish servants faced him as he came to a halt, the Catalonian’s face telling of his fury. In the moonlight, he looked old and haggard. Jardine kept his place at the rear of the tall headstone. Salazar slowly edged towards an open, freshly-dug grave and looked down. His nostrils flared as if an unpleasant odour offended him. As he turned away, his black overcoat spread wide by the wind, he commanded his men.
“Bury them.”
At his word, one of the servants readied the spade he carried while the other pushed Mrs Pierce into the grave, followed by her daughter. Salazar himself picked up a child’s corpse and let it fall upon the women. Blood-stained, muddied hands reached up in protest or beseechment, but soon the grasping fingers were broken by the shovel, deliberately aimed. Damp soil rained down on the desperate couple until only fingertips could be seen, and then, nothing but earth.
Ian Jardine’s hands covered his mouth. He muttered to himself, his mind at breaking point. He only fell silent when Salazar uttered what at first seemed to be a prayer.
“Father, can you hear me?”
Footsteps on gravel. Footsteps edging closer.
“Father, why hast thou forsaken me?”
Joyless laughter. Salazar’s cane rapped against the headstone, and Jardine let out a childish whimper.
“I know you can hear me, Father, so listen well. Run along now, and keep your silence . . . deceive me and die.”
At this, Jardine staggered away, running until he fell exhausted against the rectory walls.



CHAPTER XII: A NIGHT OF WONDERS
HOLLAND SUFFERED A RESTLESS NIGHT. Tormented by his own cowardice in avoiding Salvació and the thought that he could expect little help from any other source, he resolved to visit Marcus Allen again. The bookshop owner, who saw him as he approached the store, opened the door expectantly. Allen locked it once Holland entered, turned the sign over to ‘Closed’ and looked through the glass. He mouthed words, but initially, no sound issued until he staggered backwards, colliding with his desk.
“M-my God!” He gasped.
“What is it? What’s wrong?”
“I saw her—Beatriz Salazar! She had her face pressed against the glass, staring at me. Then she was gone.”
“Are you certain? I saw no-one.”
Allen trembled, and his voice matched his involuntary movement. “She . . . she was looking at me . . . with hatred in her eyes.”
“Perhaps you’re tired. Nobody was there,” Holland said. 
Allen moved to the door and checked the locks. Eventually, he calmed himself. “I-I’m sorry, I must be far more weary than I thought.” He backed further away from the window. “How can I help you?”
“Well, I was hoping you’d give me some insight.”
“Into what, exactly?”
“A way to rid this town of the Salazars, once and for all, to drive them out or . . . something more final.”
Allen offered Holland the only seat in the shop. At his refusal, Allen sat at his desk.
“I understand; believe me, I do. Something should have been done well before now. I knew it would come to this, eventually. But at least now there are two of us.”
“Three, if I can persuade Reverend Jardine to change his mind.”
“I’d be surprised, given what his predecessor went through. I know. I saw it.”
“Well perhaps you should let me know. Forewarned is forearmed,” Holland said.
“On Christmas Eve a year or so ago, I received an invitation to Salvació House: ‘A Night of Wonders’, it read, to be held in the Banquet Hall. I’d heard only good things about the man and his cousin, so I decided to go. I’ve always had an interest in art—good art, not the popular rubbish—and Cristian Salazar is considered a major, if flawed, talent by his peers, after all; a man after my own heart, I assumed. More fool me, for my intellectual vanity.”
“Flawed? How so?”
“Well, his name is a byword for depravity, in the capital—very few collectors will have anything to do with him. The first time he exhibited there, years ago, there was absolute mayhem. His paintings were of murder scenes, slaughtered women, children, in the most lurid, appalling detail. People were outraged, understandably—some even tried to assault Salazar, but Beatriz shielded him from the blows. Cristian didn’t care, I’m sure. He probably enjoyed the whole thing.”
“Indeed.”
“Since then, I’ve seen several of the paintings in the homes of my neighbours. They’re hard to describe, the pictures . . . each of them seems a mockery of sorts—one can see angels smiling blissfully above the bodies, or children playing games amidst the carnage; horrible. Salazar had given the pictures away . . . people were, shall we say, obliged to accept them.”
“And despite all this, you still wanted to meet Salazar?” Holland said disdainfully.
Allen’s feet shifted a little. He glanced quickly at the shop window, apparently still perturbed by what he had seen or imagined there. 
“Yes—I wanted to judge the man for myself. I admit, he interested me greatly. I’ll never forget that night. It began so well, too . . . he talked—you know perhaps how some people can charm one without effort—beautifully. Sometimes he looks as if the whole world is in his grasp, you can see it in his face—when he’s enthused about something or other, and his face reflects this; he’s young again. I have to say that I was enthralled by him, at first.”
“I take it you dined alone?”
“No, not at all. He, or his cousin, had invited Carliton’s cultural elite, if such a pathetic thing exists . . . Reverend Morley, Robert James the newspaper editor, Martin Preston the poet—they were all there. I had expected the house to be full of Christmas decorations, but I should have known better, there was nothing seasonal at all—a most sombre place, if truth be told. But, anyway, the conversation was excellent, the food and wine delicious, if a touch unusual. I was really glad I had come, until Cristian talked of his family.”
“Go on,” Holland encouraged.
“One can never really divine whether Salazar is telling the truth or merely playing some kind of strange game, making fools of his audience. Anyway, truth or lie, Cristian went on with the story; how his servant allowed some fool of an artist into Salvació; how he ended up trying to seduce Cristian’s wife, Aurelia . . . and then murdered her and abducted his ward. Apparently, Cristian has made it his life’s work to find the villain.”
Holland’s shock told on his face. He walked towards Allen’s desk, the better to hear him.
“Why on earth would Salazar tell of such a terrible thing?” he asked.
“Oh, believe me, he boasted of it, he laughed hysterically as he told us of the people who died at his hand . . . in a manner of speaking. He actually savoured his revenge. The strangest thing . . . the others followed suit—Reverend Morley laughed though tears ran down his face, and his expression was one of deep unease; Beatriz had laced the wine, I imagine. It began to have an effect on me, too. I slumped to the table, stupefied, and looked at Cristian and Beatriz through my glass. When I raised my eyes again, the two of them seemed elongated, their features stretched and blurred, as if they were inhuman creatures. After a while, Salazar’s words faded from my hearing. I could no longer understand his speech—a quietly-spoken intonation, droning and repetitive, took over; I could only see, in my mind’s eye, what happened.”
“And what was that?” Holland asked. Marcus Allen’s hands gripped the sides of his face, the memory of the night becoming even more painful in his recollection.
“It was like a zoetrope. The images began slowly enough, but soon everything quickened and blurred—sometimes I would see Aurelia Salazar before her death, as if she stood right in front of me. I watched the flesh open and the life drain out of her. Then, her clawing hands striking the window again and again, but she couldn’t break through the glass; eventually she scratched and tapped the surface in vain. But they were my hands now—I felt the agony she suffered, the hatred she bore for her killer.”
A slight upturning of Holland’s lips told Allen of his listener’s discomfort. “Well, I don’t blame you for doubting me.”
“No, you’re mistaken. I have something to tell you.”
“There is more,” Allen interrupted, “and perhaps, it’s a clue to your Helena’s disappearance.” He sighed as if he were composing himself again, and continued. “Salazar’s spell still held us. Preston’s body was twisted, James had curled up on his chair, like a frightened child. The two of them wailed and wept—I have no doubt they saw and felt what I did. A vision came to me, of Aurelia’s child. Now I could see only through her eyes. She roamed the forest, hunting for victims, chasing them until their panic made them stumble. Then she fell upon them. But the worst of it was, I felt pleasure; I felt the satisfaction of vengeance fulfilled.” 
Allen needlessly polished his glasses upon his sleeve. After finishing this, he cast them aside in temper or disgust.
“We all just sat there, like stuffed dummies, a tableau vivant for Salazar’s perverse delight. He shouted, and the terrible images ceased. All the while, I’d had the distinct impression that Cristian was toying with us, testing us . . . as if even he didn’t believe his own words, and that it was all a marvellous joke. As I recovered, Beatriz declared that we would see a ‘master class’. She explained that her cousin ‘makes wonderful things in his mind,’ and that we should feel ‘honoured’. And then, the most outrageous thing occurred.”
Allen’s eyelids flicked. After a few seconds, he spoke again.
“Beatriz had stood silently at her cousin’s shoulder throughout the entire meal, like the contented guardian of a beloved child. Now, she struck the table a sharp blow, and I wondered what on earth was going on. Then I realised that this was a signal. ”
“For what?”
“The evening’s ‘entertainment’. Cristian suddenly looked much older, as the candlelight started to flicker. He began to weep quietly, yet he smiled too—he was truly ecstatic. The flames went out, one-by-one as if on cue, and, looking over at Beatriz, I must confess that she frightened me—she looked as if she were dead. Her expression faded, and her face was . . . blank, no life within it.”
“A young man and an even younger woman, a girl really, walked into the hall. They were both naked. The boy, curly-haired and wild-looking, pulled the girl roughly by the shoulders, and kissed her as if he were biting a ripe fruit he’d stolen. She bled from the lips, but she didn’t cry out. Then he took her, in front of us all.”
Holland waited for Allen to continue his story; the man needed to tell it—that much was certain—though its telling cost him dearly.
“This was bad enough, but what made it worse was the sight of Cristian and Beatriz in communion, as it were—Beatriz’s mocking laughter and Cristian’s strange, joyful sobbing muffled the reverend’s protests. I know how odd this may sound, but I felt in that instant that Salazar was trapped in his own skin, at the mercy of his cousin’s whims . . . or vice versa . . . I don’t know which.”
“She rested her hands on Cristian’s shoulders, and he laughed until it pained him. Salazar moved his hands in the air as if he were actually painting the scene before him. The young couple were still making love . . . if you could call it that, but now the girl sat above the feral boy and, I swear, his grunting matched the sound of Cristian’s laughter. Beatriz looked on with pride. Morley’s face was contorted with . . . lust, I believe. 
“Then, Salazar moved his hands, as if gripping something, and the girl began to strangle her partner, in the midst of their act. He didn’t struggle, and I had the horrible feeling, no, conviction that he couldn’t resist. Her eyes misted over and showed that she was still in the throes of passion. She lowered herself and bit into her lover’s neck. The life ran out of him—we all heard the death rattle, there could be no doubt that he was dead. Salazar raised his hands, and she began to dance, slowly and seductively, before each of us in turn. As Cristian lowered his hands to the table, the girl bowed low to us . . . and took off her face as one would remove a mask.”
“And you all just sat there, watching this?”
“It’s as if we were stunned, at first. Perhaps Morley was less affected by it than the rest of us, and made to leave, making clear his disgust as he did so. But his face reflected the horror we all felt; ‘disgust’ was merely an afterthought. My glance fell upon the remains of the meal we had so enjoyed—it was loathsome . . . the meat was raw and bleeding.
“James had to restrain the reverend; do you know, the old man actually scratched at Beatriz’s face, drawing blood? I’d never, ever seen Alfred Morley behave in such a manner. She spat at him, cursed him in a language unknown to me. 
“Cristian remained in his seat, but when he swept his hand through the air, Morley fell as though he’d been struck violently. Martin Preston bundled the reverend out of there before it got any worse. We practically ran from the house, the Salazars’ laughter echoing behind us. Morley died seven days later, of natural causes, I’m told.”
The tale complete, Allen replaced his glasses, fidgeted with a few papers on the desk and waited for Holland’s reaction. He broke the silence.
“Salazar is only human—I’ll make him tell me what he knows.”
Recognising the bravado of Holland’s remark, Allen was philosophical—he was certain it would require more than one brave soul to take on the Salazars. He showed Holland to the door.
“I’ve been reading about their kind for years—I may know how to stop them. You’re always welcome here; that is, if you require help.”
“I’ll bear that in mind,” Holland said.
He would walk to Salvació House. With enough persuasion and insistence, he hoped, Cristian Salazar would tell him the truth about Helena. If not, Salazar would suffer. 



CHAPTER XIII: DAMNATION
HALF AN HOUR LATER, Holland followed Cristian Salazar into a living room which stunned him with its chaos of scattered books, clothes and newspapers. Perhaps, Holland mused, Salazar sought to distract himself with these items, as he spent his nights awake.
Salazar waved his hand vaguely in the direction of a leather chaise-longue. It seemed that Holland’s presence had become an afterthought. Holland suddenly had the feeling that nothing he could relate to Salazar would surprise or shock him. 
Salazar lowered himself into a well-worn leather armchair and unfastened his tie. He wore a waistcoat of a singular shade, primarily faint purple, but with a dull golden hue which came to the fore when light played upon it. A pocket watch, its black face decorated with gold filigree, hung above grey pinstriped trousers. The outfit might have looked tasteless on another, but it suited Salazar and made him appear urbane and cosmopolitan.
He felt around blindly until his fingers touched a whisky glass. Both of his shaking hands wrapped around the glass, as though it were a hot drink warming his hands in winter. He replaced it on a small table to his side, and his long fingers gripped the armrests of his chair. He lowered his head and began to speak.
“Tell me, why are you here?” Still he failed to meet Holland’s stare.
“I believe my fiancée is staying here. I will see her now, if you please.”
“Walk with me,” Salazar said. He picked up his cane and left the room.
Once outside, they came to Salvació’s maze, where a few sparrows instantly took flight from the top of a hedge as the men approached. From his waistcoat, Salazar took a cigarette from a silver case and held it towards Holland.
“Thank you.” Salazar’s gaze focused intently on Holland’s hands as he lit the proffered cigarette. “Now, what can you tell me about Helena?”
Salazar walked slowly, Holland obliged to follow him. 
“Resign yourself—Helena is at peace now.” 
The phrasing shook Holland. He was about to speak when Salazar elaborated.
“She is content, with her lover, in a far country.”
“But how do you know this for certain, Mr Salazar?”
“Did she not share her secret with you?”
Holland frowned, doubt beginning to show itself on his face. “I’ve read her journal. She was not herself. Perhaps I . . . I should have read more closely.”
“Ah . . . then you have your answer.” Salazar smiled, as if Holland would now guess the full story, and he closed his eyes, breathing in the smoke and exhaling gently. “Women long to keep secrets, but they also desire to tell them. You must rejoice in her happiness. She is blessed, shrouded in bliss—a new land, a new love . . . you should not seek to blame.”
Salazar stopped and looked into Holland’s eyes.
“Think yourself fortunate, Mr Holland—you still have hope of reunion; I will never embrace my beloved again.” He looked over Holland’s shoulder towards a small grey building which the younger man took to be a mausoleum. Salazar’s grim expression changed into a wry smile.
“Helena breathed Romance, you know it is true; she only lived in her dreams. Now, she is free.”
“But are you sure?”
“I know this. And I know you will hate the one who took her from you. But console yourself—do not mourn your lover. Let us talk of the future, not the past.”
He briefly placed a comforting hand upon Holland’s shoulder, and the walk resumed. As they passed a gap in the hedges, Holland briefly glimpsed the distant church spire.
“Have your family always lived here, in Carliton?”
“No, no, we are from Catalonia. My ancestors were—ah, what is the word?—hunted, no, persecuted, because of our religion. Our enemies thought we were damnation itself. And so, we came to England.”
Holland’s cheeks reddened. “I’m sorry to say that I have no faith.”
Salazar smiled sympathetically as if to console him. “Ah, you mean you have lost your faith, I think. Perhaps you will find it again, here. Come, at least you will admire our church for its grace, if nothing else.”
Holland followed Salazar across a field leading away from Salvació, as the Catalonian chattered on about the history of the town until Holland retreated into his own thoughts. Much of the cemetery was overgrown; wildflowers and nettles snaked around the tombstones to disturb the sterile dignity of the dead. Salazar remarked upon items of interest as they walked past a flat rectangular stone marking the place where once, Holland was told, a ‘holy fool’ had been martyred. As Holland looked about the neglected graveyard, Salazar continued speaking.
“Many years ago, my ancestors built a new church upon this ancient site. They were priests, after a fashion, and devoted to their rituals. The people were stubborn in their ways, the faith of the foolish—they set our first church ablaze. But no matter—my family were so . . . persuasive . . . that soon everyone in the town came to the services. Come, let us discover the living past.”
The interior was surprisingly well-kept, considering the forlorn state of the cemetery. A generic statue of the Virgin, smiling in bliss or perhaps boredom, stood before the aisle and, as the oak door closed behind him, darkness covered her face, and her expression suggested sorrow. 
Salazar moved the heavy altar stone aside and took out a vellum-covered book. The cover was swathed in dust, but the pages were pristine. After reading through a few pages in the book’s centre, he passed the volume to Holland.
“Here is history.”
A column of names graced the left-hand side of the pages, a list of people who had succumbed to the plague in medieval times. The small, neat handwriting contrasted with lurid colour illustrations which littered the other side of the page—fair ladies in splendid costume turned to skeletons before the reader’s eyes; children played with crude toys before an accompanying drawing showed them in the clutches of a cruel death. Salazar watched Holland intently as he perused the garish sketches.
“I see you admire the work of my ancestor, Xavier. He found solace in the suffering of the people, because it was proof of His judgement. A great man . . . a saint, wouldn’t you agree?”
Holland was unsettled, suddenly fearful, but this very fear steeled him. “Yes, well, it’s an interesting book, certainly, if rather gruesome. I’m afraid I must leave you. Surely someone in Carliton knows where Helena is now; I intend to find this out.”
Salazar turned to face him. “And what will you do then, boy?”
Holland met his menacing stare without flinching. “Then I will act. Thank you for the history lesson. I will meet with you again, you can be certain of it.”
“If you really want the truth, I will reveal it to you. Follow me.”
Holland walked at a distance from Salazar. At this moment, his body tensed but finally his resolution overcame his wariness. He pondered on, making a show of losing patience, forcing Salazar to tell what he knew now. When they finally reached a small room at the rear of the church, Salazar opened the door and, as it swung back, Holland could see an open coffin lying on a table. A female body rested within it. He walked forwards and forced himself to look at the corpse’s face; Helena’s face. A sigh, deep and prolonged, and then the single word “No” was all that Holland could summon-up, such was his sorrow and bewilderment. In despair, he rested his head upon Helena’s chest. 
“Do not weep,” Salazar said. “Soon you will be together again.”
Salazar gripped Holland’s hair, pulling his head back and exposed his throat. As he was forced to kneel, Holland lashed out with his elbow and struck his assailant’s injured leg.
Now upright again, Holland turned around in time to see Salazar draw a knife from his waistcoat. Sunlight struck the blade, and, in the next instant, he stabbed wildly through the air, preventing Holland from coming closer.
“Give her to me!” he cried.
“She is mine!” Salazar shouted, his voice superior in volume and passion. “Just as you took my bride from me, so I will enjoy yours. If you are good, child, I may leave you some crumbs.”
“I had nothing to do with your wife’s murder. Ask your cousin—I saw her alone with Aurelia when I left the house,” Holland said.
As Salazar started to reply, his rival seized the moment to lunge forward but he wasn’t swift enough—the blade cut a fine, long line across his neck. His hand found the wound and an intake of breath revealed his pain and momentary vulnerability. Blood soaked his collar, and the sight of this only spurred Salazar on—he moved forward suddenly, smashed Holland’s head against the coffin and left him dazed on the floor. Salazar smiled as his victim struggled to regain his feet and swayed even when he eventually did so. Holland now knew he could not win this fight for life; he rushed past his opponent and exited the church, stumbling blindly into the harsh daylight. 
In the backroom, Salazar wiped the blade against the corpse’s dress, but then he could no longer help himself, and fed upon her until he was satisfied. He pushed the coffin until it fell from the table, spilling Helena’s ruined body onto the flagstones. After retrieving his ebony cane, he left the church and returned home. 
 
AFTER MARCUS ALLEN CALMED HOLLAND, listened to his tearful, heartrending story and fed him a cooked supper, they agreed on a pact to destroy the Salazars. They would begin their quest the very same night.



CHAPTER XIV: RESOLUTION
AS THEY MADE THEIR WAY TO SALACIÓ, the winter air swept around Holland and Allen, attacking their unprotected faces. They struggled against a harsh wind and their progress was slow. But they were not discouraged, only frightened.
They passed the church. Allen strode on but Holland halted and called to his companion.
“Marcus!” He stood open-mouthed as Allen returned. “What in God’s name has happened here?”
Stark moonlight twisted the quaint church into something grim and unwelcoming. The small building loomed over them. Their eyes were drawn to the cemetery in the foreground—each and every cross had been broken in two, leaving only short jagged stone pointing weakly towards the heavens. A few shattered headstones remained above ground, although the names of the dead were lost forever in fragments scattered across the graves. 
Allen took all this in his stride. He continued along, his bemused colleague hurrying to catch up.
“It’s tradition, nothing more. And the Salazars’ wretched faith is nothing if not traditional; centuries-old, in fact. It is witchcraft.”
“What do you mean?” Holland asked.
Allen turned up the collar of his jacket to keep out the cold. “You will think me mad, I’m sure. Still, you need to know. The Salazars have made this town their domain, their home-from-home—they’re in exile from the Basque country. Their family wore out their welcome there, so they’ve sought new lives abroad; other people’s lives . . . .”
“When I was younger, I might have laughed in your face at such fantastic talk,” Holland said. He looked at the icy ground, downcast at heart. “But now I’m older, and sadly, granted wisdom only through bitter experience. I know you are right about them; but how do you know so much?”
“Oh, Cristian isn’t shy, let alone wary of strangers knowing his secrets . . . or his family history. He’s rather vain about it all. I picked-up enough from his rambling table-talk, and the overheard conversations between the cousins, the gossip that his servants spread around the town.” 
Allen rubbed his face briskly with both hands. “I believe Cristian wanted people to know what was in store for them if they didn’t scrape and bow to their new master. Even this—“ he gestured towards the broken crosses, “—is homage and testament to the Salazars’ history and godless beliefs; this destruction is traditional behaviour for their kind. But it also shows that they are vulnerable—it means that, for once, they fear us.”   
The two headed directly towards where they estimated Salvació House stood, ignoring the most direct route for fear of being observed. They crossed the moonlit path and entered the forest. Above, branches swayed, bowing to the breeze, their movement rhythmical, slow and disturbing.
Birds called to each other, their song eerily resembling human voices. The wind died down, and all was still for a moment. To Holland’s horror, Beatriz Salazar stood in the distance, naked, her arms raised to the cold night sky.
They listened to her cries as she called whatever devilish god she worshipped, watched in silent fascination as she danced across the rough ground. Her aged body appeared unnaturally crooked and loathsome; folds of skin became taut, then loose, as she capered and stooped low, time and again, her long and slender arms spread out before her.
The two men, obscured from view behind the cover of a stout oak tree, were dumbstruck at this bizarre sight. Her eyes were closed, and she smiled, ecstatic, though this offered precious little comfort to the hidden audience. Confident that they had not been seen, Allen and Holland backed away and headed for Salvació. 
At this moment, Beatriz opened her left eye. She retrieved her clothing and made her way briskly through the forest.
Again, Marcus Allen took the lead while Holland merely followed. They reached the perimeter of the house. The iron gate was firmly shut, and Allen rested his right hand upon it as he reached into the cloth bag borne on his shoulder. Holland looked on as he fastened a crude star, a pentagram constructed entirely of wood, upon the gate. He tested it and, certain of its secure position, backed away.
“We can go now,” he said.
“That,” Holland said contemptuously, “is going to rid us of the Salazars?”
“You don’t understand . . . we have to fight fire with fire, so to speak. They’ll think their influence is limited to Salvació and its grounds. The two of them will believe this even if we don’t. Or perhaps you’d prefer to challenge them face-to-face?”
“I would welcome the chance, even if it meant my death.” Holland said. “I just hope you know what you’re doing, Marcus.”
“Cleverness—not courage—is called for now, my friend. One more thing remains—we’ll have to go back to the rectory. Reverend Jardine’s help will be absolutely crucial.”
“What for?” asked Holland.
“We need him to perform a mass.”
“Is that really necessary? Anyway, Jardine will refuse,” Holland said bitterly.
“Look, we have to use the Salazars’ faith against them,” Allen said. “If that fails, we’re lost—what use is brute force against their cunning? You’ve seen what they can do.” 
The unmistakable noise of twigs snapping sounded behind them just beyond the path. Small bushes were being pulled apart, it seemed; someone or something was approaching.
“It’s Beatriz,” Allen whispered. “She’s coming for us!”
“Don’t worry so much—I’m sure the two of us could overpower her,” Holland replied. “Anyhow, it might not be her at all.”
“Yes; I hope you’re right.”
They had almost convinced themselves that a cat or a fox was certainly responsible for the disturbance when a human voice rang out, then trailed off.
Allen rushed towards the driveway, beckoning to his colleague to follow. His eyes focused rigidly in front of him, never once straying towards the forest. Gathering pace, running without regard for stability, they tried to ignore the feeling of being pursued. They felt something unseen and unheard followed, taunting them for their fear, their weakness. Before it had the chance to confront them, they reached the outskirts of the town.  



CHAPTER XV: THE BANQUET
REVEREND IAN JARDINE laid the dining table with meticulous attention to detail. He had already placed his guests in their proper places and awaited the new arrival—she would surely appear this night. He looked about the room and rubbed his hands with no little satisfaction: there, propped upon a chair at the table’s head, was the body of Alfred Morley. The late Rebecca Pierce sat alongside him, young Lucas in her arms.
Jardine caught himself looking at the window, remembered, and laughed abruptly—the rectory’s windows were boarded; Jardine had broken-up the few sticks of furniture he possessed to facillitate the banishment of the outside world.
He faced his guests, a captive audience, and began reading his Sunday sermon aloud. The absence of light within the room became more pronounced as he raised his delirious voice in exhortation—thin strands of darkness raced across the walls until they took on human likeness. As the reverend gesticulated wildly before unseeing eyes, Morley’s bloated corpse slipped slowly to the floor.
A latecomer entered the room and beckoned to Jardine. He dropped his bible and rushed towards her open arms. She appeared to embrace him lovingly, at first.
CHAPTER XVI: THE DYING LIGHT
NOT A SOUND COULD BE HEARD from the rectory as Allen and Holland made their way to the door. They knocked with increasing volume and shouted but no entrance was forthcoming. Finding the windows blocked to access, they decided amongst themselves to force their way in, for they were now concerned as to Reverend Jardine’s welfare.
Holland, the largest of the two, barged the door several times, all in vain. Eventually, both men charged, and the hinges gave way. Holland located a lamp, and soon they crept along the passage towards the central room, a weak yellow flame casting strange shadows upon the walls. 
Allen stumbled over Jardine’s outstretched feet, and the lamp rolled across the floor. Holland helped Allen up, retrieved the lamp and guided its light towards the figure lying before him.
Flesh had been torn from Jardine’s face. Even the skull itself had been ravaged, the bone around the eye sockets broken and leaning back into the cavities. His hands were frozen in their final attitude—he had tried to cross himself, it seemed.
“We’re done for,” Allen said, and, as his companion stared at him, the slats they had removed from the windows slammed back into their former positions. The two covered their ears as the door screeched to a close behind them. Holland instinctively wrapped a hand around the lamp for fear it would be extinguished. He timidly backed up to the wall, placing his hand against it for some kind of security or stability.
“It’s no good, we’re lost . . . .” Allen mumbled. Holland gripped his shoulder and marched him to the door.
“Come on! We can—”
Allen’s face fell into shadow, and another’s loomed large in Holland’s vision. The weak light shifted again, and now Allen’s eyes were wide, a pitiful look of pleading took over his expression as the lamp’s jagged glass ran across Allen’s face. 
Holland wanted to intercede but, in truth, he was too bewildered, too frightened to do anything except cower in the corner of the room. 
Twice more, Alatiel drove the broken glass into her victim, but Allen fought back bravely, blindly. He finally caught hold of her arm and held it until they both crashed to the floor.
At last, Holland groped his way through the darkness towards them. As he approached, light returned to the room. The lamp spark back into life again and fierce flames crawled along Allen’s limbs until they reached his face. Whether Allen’s injuries restrained him or some invisible force held him down, he could not raise himself. He screamed and begged for help, but each time Holland stepped forward he was driven back as the flames reared up as if to warn him off. 
The screaming stopped, and the fire petered out to nothing. The sickly odour of burnt flesh reached Holland’s nostrils, and he staggered away. Leaning against the wall and slowly sliding downwards, trembling all over, he waited to die. But when Alatiel finally showed herself, looming over him and poised to strike, she called out “Gabriel,” in tones signifying confusion and desperation.
She began to fade back into the gloom. Her face came apart, piece by piece, until only points of coloured light remained. Likewise, her body began to drift away on the air. Her milk-white hands reached for Holland but held nothing, and he could likewise feel only empty space, as if the two of them were ghosts. A despairing scream echoed around the room, then silence reigned.



CHAPTER XVII: THE EBONY CANE
BEATRIZ SALAZAR approached Salvació’s gate and stopped in her tracks when she saw what Allen had done. The wooden star caught alight and burned away slowly. Beatriz howled, started to weep and shielded her eyes from the pentagram. She picked up her skirts and made for the house.
She hammered at the door until Cristian’s voice could be heard above the noise.
“It is finished—over. You deserve nothing but death,” Cristian said.
Beatriz could see him through the window. He sat in his armchair, a drink in his hand. A lone candle accentuated his gaunt face. There was an air of resignation about him; he did not even glance at her.
“I have spoken with Gabriel Holland this night. He believes you took Aurelia from me; is this true?”
“I did it for you . . . for us!” Beatriz screeched, pounding the window to emphasise her words.
“‘For us . . . .’” Cristian mimicked her voice with cruel accuracy. “For yourself! I could never love you.”
He dashed his glass to the floor, his sweeping arm disturbing the candle.
She opened her mouth to speak, to confess perhaps, but Cristian could no longer hear her voice; as the pentagram finally burned to ashes, Beatriz made only halting, choking sounds. 
At last, Cristian raised himself and ran outside. He took hold of Beatriz and led her to the mausoleum, his hand resting gently against her back and urging her forwards. Only when they reached the door did she resist, and then all pretence of Cristian’s compassion ended.
At daybreak, when Gabriel Holland finally reached Salvació House, smoke was rising slowly from debris strewn far across the ground. The door of Aurelia Salazar’s mausoleum was wide open. Holland stepped inside and immediately covered his mouth because of the odour. He concluded that someone had burned Aurelia’s body inside the chamber. He didn’t notice the ebony cane behind the door.
Outside once more, he looked for signs of life but it appeared he was alone. No-one from the town had come to the Salazars’ aid; even the most curious of neighbours and those beholden to the couple had kept their distance. With no witness in sight Holland went from room to room on the ground floor, matches in hand, and set about reducing the house to ashes. 
Only one of Salvació’s upper-level rooms remained untouched by the initial fire. Within it, her fingers poised against blackened glass, the painted woman waited in silence for human company. 
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