
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: ]


 


 


[image: ]


 


Also by DelSheree
Gladden

 


Escaping Fate
Series

Escaping Fate

Soul Stone

Oracle Lost

(coming 2015)

 


Twin Souls Saga

Twin Souls

Shaxoa’s Gift

Qaletaqa

 


The Destroyer
Trilogy

Inquest

Secret of Betrayal

Darkening Chaos

 


The Aerling
Series

Invisible

Intangible

Invincible

(coming 2015)

 


Date Shark Series

Date Shark

Shark Out of Water

(coming October
2014) 


 


 


Wicked Power

Someone Wicked This Way
Comes

Book Two

 


 


by

DelSheree Gladden

 


 


 


Samashwords Edition


 


Copyright © 2014 DelSheree
Gladden

 


 


All rights reserved. Except as
permitted under the US Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this
publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any
form, or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system,
without the prior written permission of the author.

 


The characters and events portrayed in
this book are fictitious. Any to real persons, living or dead, is
coincidental and not intended by the author.

 


 


 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author

 



 


Contents


_______________________________________________

 


 


Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter
Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter
Twenty-Seven

Chapter
Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty







For all the Ketchup fans out there.

The character, not the food. Real Ketchup is just
gross!


Chapter One: The Real
Reason

 (Zander)

 


Knowing I can’t kill Ivy without putting my family
in danger really pisses me off.

I shift atop the uncomfortable limestone formation,
the scratching of my shoe against the rough rock sending lose
pebbles careening dozens of feet down toward the ground. There are
times when I want to follow them. Then Ivy claws her way back into
my mind, stoking my anger and the desire to return the pain she
caused my family.

A quick glance at my phone a minute later reminds me
of the time. Van will be waiting for me to pick her up from work
soon, and her temper has been more volatile than usual lately. I
shove my phone back in my pocket and stand. The three-foot square
plateau I’m standing on is the perfect perch. It has become my
favorite place to escape David’s training and the constant
reminders of my failures. I can’t stay up here forever, though, no
matter how much I would like to.

With only minimal caution, I lever myself over the
edge of the limestone platform and dig the toes of my climbing
shoes into the hidden crevices. I could descend the massive
formation in a few minutes, but I’m in no hurry to rejoin
civilization. I take my time coming down, and not because I’m
climbing without a rope. The slow climb is a practice in patience.
Something I desperately need.

David tells me not to think about Ivy, to forget her
and focus on my training. It’s impossible. Her betrayal is not easy
to forget, and can never be forgiven. The fact that she got away
and I have no way of finding her again consumes me.

I don’t yet know what I will do when I find Ivy and
the Eroi, but I will find them.

Until then, I have no choice but to suffer through
David’s harsh training. I can’t stand the man, or his methods, but
I need him. There’s no way I’ll be able to face down the Eroi and
Ivy without the control and skills he can give me. That isn’t the
only reason I train with him, though.

Van is the other main reason. Repaying my little
sister for her unfailing love and compassion is the one thing that
keeps me from running off after the Eroi right now. My hands and
feet move down the rough-faced rock slowly. My mind is not on the
rock, or where I’m putting my hands, not until a slash of color
catches my eye. I feel my arms begin to shake as I stare at the
dark bands of rock bordering a perfect strip of pink stone.

My rational mind knows they’re only rocks. The less
rational part brings up images of Ivy’s jet-black hair, broken only
by the stripe of unruly pink. It doesn’t stop there. Her eyes come
next with their sneaking hint of maliciousness, something I never
saw until the very end. Her petal-soft lips smile a smile that can
no longer hide their betrayal.

I can feel my fingers dig into the rock, but I can’t
stop them from crushing it with their inhuman strength, crumbling
my holds and sending me into a free fall. The moment of
weightlessness is strangely liberating before gravity claims me and
starts dragging me down. Some sense of self-preservation makes my
fingers scrabble at the rock. My mind only wonders how far I am
from the ground, and how much it will hurt when I find out.

What is really disturbing is the rush of hunger that
surfaces, waiting in anticipation for my body to break. Suddenly,
my hand catches a rock. The force of such a sudden stop nearly rips
my arm out of its socket. My hunger races to the joint and laps up
every spec of pain. I try to ignore it and get my other hand back
on the stone. My fingers search the cliff face for something to
grasp. Luck is not with me today. The outcrop of rock my entire
weight is resting on fractures under the burden. My fall begins all
over again.

It isn’t nearly as long this time.

My feet hit first. Jolts of pain rocket up my shins.
A sharp crack follows it as my backside slams into the dirt. The
worst is my head ricocheting off the ground. It’s enough to send my
vision into blurry darkness for a few seconds. I lay there
suffering, not even attempting to keep my hunger from running
amok.

There are definitely a few broken bones. My hands
and elbows are a bloody mess. My brain is begging me not to move
even a single centimeter after the collision it just endured. On
all accounts, I’m happy to oblige. Closing my eyes, I lie in the
dirt and don’t watch the cuts on my skin close up and heal without
a single scar. I ignore the crunching sensation of broken bones
mending, and I let the concussion I just gave myself recede without
pondering it too much.

My thoughts center on Ivy.

She is there every time I close my eyes. I can’t
escape her. She haunts my thoughts, taunting me for failing to see
through her lies and deceptions. Images of that night assail me. I
see her knowingly drawing out my hunger to a point where I had no
hope of stopping it, and cast out any lingering hope that there was
some good in her. She wanted to reveal me, but she ended up
revealing her true nature instead.

Finally, the last of my injuries heal. In my
opinion, the only true benefit to being a Godling is the ability to
heal quickly. It doesn’t come without cost. I stumble when I get to
my feet, my strength stolen. Even the short walk back to my truck
seems daunting. I refuse to fail Van even in the smallest degree.
So I shuffle to the truck and climb in, pausing to gather myself
before turning the key and starting back toward the city.

A few minutes later, the not-so-high-rising skyline
of Albuquerque, New Mexico appears in front of me. It’s a welcome
sight. It’s something I didn’t think I would be seeing much more of
after David showed up. He was adamant that Van and I leave our home
and run off to some secret Godling training camp.

It wasn’t until Ketchup pulled out an ancient Eroi
book he and Van stole from Ivy and threatened to never let David
see a single page of it before he finally relented. Before that
night, I had never particularly cared for the annoying little snot
who had spent the majority of his childhood trailing after my
sister like a lost puppy. After seeing him face me down—no small
task given my superhuman strength and the fact that my hunger has
tagged him as meal worthy—and protect Van better than I ever did,
not to mention getting David to back down… well, I’ve gained a new
appreciation for my sister’s condiment-named friend.

I merge onto the off-ramp and turn toward the dance
studio where Van teaches. Saying that I have learned to be thankful
for Ketchup’s watchfulness in no way means that I don’t still want
to kill him. I know he is always in the distance when I’m around,
but he stays far enough away not to arouse my desire to rip him
into tiny pieces. When not even my desire for revenge on Ivy can
make me withstand David’s training, what it can give Van does. Van
gave up Ketchup because I couldn’t stand being around him without
feeding, but I am determined to see her happy. Maybe if I can do
that, Ketchup will tell me what his real name is. Sometimes, I’m
not sure even he remembers.

The parking lot is still full when I pull up to the
dance studio. I’m stuck parking around the side of the building.
Knowing Van won’t see me if she comes out, I get out of the truck
and head for the lobby. We don’t have time to wander about looking
for one another today. David does not appreciate tardiness, and I
have no intention of being subjected to his grueling penitence
exercises again.

I wade through the flood of dancers trying to exit
the building. The combination of miniature-sized ballerinas and
cardio-kickboxing gurus makes for an interesting walk. I get
bottlenecked at the door leading to the individual rooms, but I
spot Van locking up her dance studio and heading toward me. She
waves at me, but gets stopped by Noah before she makes it.

It is a sight I watch with mixed feelings. Noah,
holding his five-year-old sister, Amelia’s, hand is the picture of
a happy, normal teenager. My hunger couldn’t care less about him,
which is good news, but I have a hard time keeping a frown from
sliding onto my face.

My prejudice against him is a recent development, as
well as a confusing one. He’s a nice guy. He could have a stronger
backbone, in my opinion, but he treats Van well and seems like a
decent enough kid. I love that Van is smiling right now, but I’m
not sure I understand it. Every time my sister gets around Noah, or
even talks about him, so much of the darkness that hovers around
our family slides away. He’s great for her.

Why is she still hanging around with him, though,
when Ketchup knows the truth about our family and has accepted her
for who she really is? Ketchup is all Van has ever wanted, but
after the night I almost killed Ivy, something has changed with
her. I think she knows I wouldn’t stand in her way if she wanted to
date Ketchup. Yet, she seems to be more scared than ever of taking
that step. I’m not sure what Noah might have to do with that. It’s
a confusing development, and one that makes me nervous.

I put theories and worries like that out of my mind
when Van hurries over to me. “Sorry,” she says, “our English
project is due in a few weeks, and we’re really behind on it.”

“How can you be behind on it? You’re over at his
house every weekend.”

“Only for a few hours. And writing a battle scene is
harder than we expected.” She shoulders her gym bag and pushes past
me. “All this stupid training with David isn’t helping, either. I
have a ton of math homework to do tonight, but you know he’s going
to keep us out until dark. Half the time I’m with Noah, he’s
helping me catch up on all my other homework.”

“Well, let’s not give David a reason to keep us any
longer than he’s already planning. Let’s go.”

Twenty minutes later, I pull into an abandoned
Little League baseball field. David is already standing at center
field, glaring at us, I’m sure. Neither of us were thrilled with
the idea of leaving with David, but his anger at being stuck here
with us was more than obvious from day one. He has done his best to
make sure we know exactly how little he wants to be our
babysitter.

“Ugh, he’s such a prick,” Van grumbles.

“Yeah, but he knows what he’s doing.”

Which is true. In the month that we’ve been
subjected to his training methods, both of our control has
improved. I still can’t be around Ketchup for more than a few
minutes, and we both have various other people at school our hunger
struggles with, but we’re getting better at holding it back for
longer.

Other helpful tidbits David has deigned to share
with us are better methods to feed our hunger with small amounts
throughout the day, instead of starving ourselves to the point that
we lose control. It was something I had been doing through football
and Van had begun to discover with the help of Noah teaching her
Jeet Kune Do, but David has been able to show us a much improved
version. Now we seek out those around us experiencing mild pain.
Sore muscles, a cold, minor scrapes and bruises. We feed from them
in small increments throughout the day, careful to stay away from
any sources of pain that might be beyond our limits.

As we stalk out among the weeds and dirt, I expect a
similar lesson today. The sight of a cardboard box at David’s feet
instead of the usual punching mitts and blocking pads sets my hair
on end. Van slows beside me as well. David looks way too pleased at
our wariness. This is not going to be pleasant.

“What’s in the box?” I ask.

David smiles his disturbing half smile. “You’ll find
out soon enough.”

“Did you tell our grandma about this?” Van
demands.

The reminder that all of his training methods must
be cleared through our pastry-making grandmother sets his teeth
grinding. “Of course your dear grandmother was consulted,” he says
tightly.

Van relaxes a bit, but I don’t.

“You are both progressing through your basic combat
training as well as can be expected,” David says, “but you will be
joining me at the Godling training camp in a few weeks, and it’s
time I started preparing you for what that experience will
entail.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I ask.

David smirks. “I’ve been going very easy on you so
far.”

Van scoffs, but he ignores her.

“Now you must truly begin to test your control.”
David squats down next to the box, but doesn’t open it yet. “The
two of you can smack each other around all you want. You’ve been
using each other to feed and test your strength for years. What you
both lack is the ability to withstand another being’s pain and
suffering. That has got to change.”

I get a very sick feeling in my stomach when David
lifts a mangy-looking tabby cat out of the box. I have the feeling
I know exactly what he plans to do with it. Van must as well
because she suddenly looks pale.

“Pain is ambrosia to our kind,” David says, “but you
cannot gain power without the ability to withstand the sweet
temptation of willful destruction.”

He looks both of us in the eyes, one at a time. The
severity of his gaze puts me on edge.

“The real lesson begins now,” David says as his
hands begin to tighten around the tabby.

 



Chapter Two: Zealot
Belief

 (Zander)

 


After worrying that Van was either going to vomit or
pass out the whole drive home, I’m relieved to find Ketchup waiting
at our house when we get there. My little sister does not run into
his arms and burst into tears like other girls might after what we
were just forced to endure. She simply takes his hand and lets him
tow her toward the backyard. I know she hated every minute of what
we just went through, but she is too tough to let David see how it
really affected her. Sometimes I wish she would let loose and blow
up at David, just to see if it would put a chink in his immaculate,
tailored armor. Really, it’s just a very nice suit, but it might as
well be plate mail as useless as Van’s anger would be against
him.

Part of me is amazed that Van hasn’t lost it with
David. I know she must be simmering with fury at the way he treats
her and tries to control her, but she has been surprisingly
compliant. Not that she’s nice to him or anything. It’s no secret
that she despises David. They get into arguments frequently when it
comes to daily rules and curfews. When it comes to training,
though, she forces herself to do as he says without complaining, if
not without questions, no matter how awful it is. I want to believe
it’s because she is growing up and learning to control her temper,
but I have a feeling it has to do with something else entirely.

I trudge up to the house after David. It gets under
my skin once again that his need to control us has him living in
our house, but there’s nothing I can do about that. I am no less
sickened than Van, but I am even better practiced at tucking it
away than she is. The front door swings closed behind me. I want to
put David out of my mind completely and feed a more natural hunger,
but when I turn into the kitchen in search of dinner, I find he had
the same thought. My movements are sharp as I pull a chair out and
sit down. My grandma is quietly dishing out what I’m sure is a
delicious meal.

The night David showed up, she seemed furious that
he was interfering. Van and I were right along with her in many
ways. His promise of answers to what our hunger is and how to
control it and use it to our benefit was the only thing that kept
us from throwing him out. Neither Van nor I have changed our
opinion of him, but I’m constantly surprised by how much my
grandma’s views have changed.

“Thank you, Gloria,” David says with all
politeness.

“You’re welcome, David. How did the training go
tonight?” she asks.

“Better than expected,” he admits, “but they’re
still very far from where they should be.”

“They’re both fast learners and very capable.
They’ll be ready by the time you have to leave.” She pours him a
glass of lemonade and reaches for my cup. My hand clamps around her
wrist before she can lift the empty glass. Her eyes snap to mine,
but I don’t back down.

“Why don’t you ask
me how training went? Or
ask why Van is in the backyard with Ketchup, too sickened to even
think about food?” I say sharply.

David clears his throat. “Gloria, would you mind if
Zander and I had our meal in private?”

“Of course,” she says with a strained smile.

I’m too shocked to react, and her hand slips out of
mine before I can stop her. She doesn’t hurry out of the kitchen,
and she doesn’t take her time, either. She takes the plates she
prepared for Van and Ketchup, calmly heading for the back door. I
can’t believe she did what he asked so willingly. My grandma is
known for her iron spirit and encompassing desire to be in control.
When I turn back to David, I expect to see his all-too familiar
smug smile. Instead, I see a steely look that demands my
attention.

“Zander,” he begins, “stop blaming your grandmother
for your problems and failures. I have put up with your detestable
attitude for long enough.”

“My detestable attitude? You’re the one…”

David holds a hand up. It’s a
testament to his methods that I actually obey. “My attitude is
everything it needs to be in order to get you and your mouthy
little sister ready to meet the rest of the Godlings. I have no
hope of your sister improving her attitude at this point,
but you I expect
to make a better effort toward understanding why I am teaching
you.”

“I don’t have any trouble understanding why you
tortured a cat tonight!” Frustration at this whole situation floods
my mind.

“No?” David asks.

“No,” I snap. “I get it. We have to be able to stand
by and watch people suffer without going into a frenzy. I
understand that. I hate the way it has to be taught, but I know why
I need to learn these lessons.”

David looks at me with interest. “Then why are you
being so unpleasant to your grandmother?”

“Because I don’t understand her!”

“What don’t you understand?” he asks. His usually
haughty demeanor has dropped away, which is somewhat disturbing. He
genuinely seems interested in figuring out my problem. I’m not sure
how to take that, but I need to talk to someone, and currently he’s
the only one willing to listen.

I’ll probably regret confiding in him, but I say, “I
don’t understand why when you first showed up here, she was ready
to skin you alive, but now she makes you dinner and compliments you
on how well you’re training us. You are everything my grandma has
taught us to avoid, yet here you are, living in her house, teaching
us to fight, and killing cats.”

David sits back in his chair. He nods slowly as if
he understands my frustration completely. Maybe he does. “Zander,
tell me what you know about your grandmother’s life. Specifically,
her childhood.”

Not prepared for his request, it takes me a moment
to answer. The buzzing of my phone in my pocket momentarily
distracts me. Needing a minute to think, I pull it out and glance
at the screen. The blocked number almost makes me shove it back
into my pocket, but for some reason, I answer the call and hold it
up to my ear without speaking. The silence that greets me is
strangely disturbing.

“Hello?” I finally say.

The call ends immediately. I shake my head in
confusion and get back to David, who is waiting for my answer with
a rather annoyed expression. I try to ignore his attitude and
answer his question.

“Well, I know she grew up in the Midwest. Her dad
was a Godling, and her mom… I guess she took off when she was a
baby.”

“Her mother knew nothing of her father’s true
identity when they married. He thought he could keep it secret from
her, but that proved impossible. Shortly after your grandmother’s
birth, she ran, fearing your grandmother would take after her
husband.”

“But she didn’t.”

David shakes his head. “No, but your grandfather was
not very forthcoming about his hunger. She was scared, so she
ran.”

I feel terrible that my grandma grew up without her
mom, but I can’t say I blame her mother for leaving. “I guess after
that,” I continue, “her dad raised her.”

“But not for long.”

“No. He killed a woman when Grandma was three and
the police shot him.”

David leans forward again, his elbows on the table
with his hands pressed together in front of him. “Your grandfather
killed more than one woman. There was a string of eight garish
murders the six months preceding his death. He had obviously lost
all control of his hunger by that time.”

I didn’t know her father had been that deadly. Not
that my immediate family has much room to talk. My older brother,
Oscar, went insane when he found out my parents had been lying to
us about our true identity all our lives, and murdered them both.
I… I accidentally crushed my first girlfriend’s windpipe, and
nearly took Ivy’s life as well. So far Van is the only one still
untainted, although if David doesn’t lighten up soon, I fear she’ll
finally lose control and he’ll become her first victim.

“What else do you know about your grandmother’s
childhood?” David asks, interrupting my thoughts.

I think for a moment, and then shrug. “I don’t know.
After her dad died, she…”

My voice trails off as I realize I have no idea what
happened to my grandmother after witnessing her father being gunned
down in her own home by the police. Who raised her? I look up at
David, whose eyes are fixed on me.

“Haven’t you ever wondered,” he asks, “how your
grandmother learned so much about the Eroi and Godlings if her
father, the only one who could tell her about the Eroi and their
hunt for the Godlings, died when she was only three?”

“Well, I…” I stop talking before I show him what an
idiot I am. I always assumed she had learned it all from her
father, or some other family member. I’ve never met any other
cousins or aunts and uncles, though. As far as I know, my grandma
is the only member of her family still alive, aside from my
siblings and me.

I look up at David. If my grandma wasn’t taken in by
a sympathetic family member, then … “The Godlings took her in?”

“Of course they did,” he says. “We take care of our
own.”

“But she wasn’t one of you.”

David pierces me with a withering look. “She’s still
one of us. Even though she wasn’t born with hunger, there was a
chance she would give birth to a Godling. We want parents to be
prepared.”

“So my dad…”

“Yes, your father spent several summers with us,
training, learning how to help his future children control their
hunger,” David explains.

It seems to have worked so
well, I think sarcastically. I hold back
my criticism for now, as it will win me no points with David. “So
why did Grandma and my parents turn away from the Godlings and blow
off what they taught them?”

“They didn’t blow off everything they were
taught. Many of the rules you and your siblings live under now are
ones you will continue to abide by for the rest of your lives, such
as using music and sports…”

“But not using combat training to slowly feed our
hunger,” I argue. “That was a huge rule to throw away.”

David’s neck tightens. He looks up, away, and then
back at me. “Yes,” he says, “that was an unfortunate rule for them
to abandon.” His gaze softens. “But can you blame your grandmother
for suggesting they cut ties with us and forbid any kind of
violence? She was only three, but she witnessed each of her
father’s murders. He was trained by us, and look how he turned out.
She blamed us for his failures. Even letting her son come to train
with us was difficult for her. She only brought him to us because
she felt she had no other choice at the time.”

“Why did her dad lose control if he’d been trained
by the Godlings?” I ask.

“Despite what you and your sister might think,”
David says, “the Godlings are not a cult. We are not a
dictatorship. We teach methods of control but, in the end, each
person chooses their own destiny. Your great grandfather abandoned
what he had been taught and indulged in his hunger. He wasn’t the
first, and he won’t be the last. However, we try to intervene in
situations like this as soon as we can. Unfortunately, your great
grandfather was very good at hiding, and he had not been in contact
with any other Godlings in a very long time.”

I balk at the impossibility of that statement. “He
had to be in contact with at least one Godling. The sickness, we
can’t survive more than a week without contacting another Godling.
Right? You said that was true for all Godlings, not just Van,
Oscar, and me.”

David holds up a hand to forestall any more
arguments. “I misspoke. When one of our kind goes rogue and we lose
contact with them, we no longer consider them Godlings. They don’t
deserve the title. Yes, your great grandfather was in contact with
others like us. We never found out which rogue he was working with,
but there are more rogues running about than we would like. They
are a very well organized group and very difficult to track down.
Because of that, we were slow to find your great grandfather.”

My understanding begins to deepen. “But you did find
him. You were the ones who told the police it was him killing those
women.”

David nods. “Of course, it was never intended for
Gloria to witness her father’s death. That was deeply regretted by
those leading the Godlings at that time.”

I shake my head. No wonder my grandma left them.
They gave her a home, education, and safety, but there was a lot to
forgive them for. I would have left, too.

“None of the Godlings blamed her for walking away,”
David says, “and you shouldn’t either.”

I don’t blame her. She did what she thought was
right. She was protecting us, like she always has. I wish she would
have explained all of this herself. Knowing her reasons for some of
the rules she imposed on us would have made them much easier to
abide by. I also understand that hindsight is twenty-twenty, while
being the one in the moment of decision, your vision is never clear
enough to see all the possible repercussions. She did her best. I
don’t blame her for that.

“Why the sudden change in attitude, then?” I ask.
Now she seems perfectly happy to let David do whatever he wants
with us.

David leans back in his chair again and crosses his
arms over his chest. “After Oscar murdered your parents, the
Godlings contacted your grandmother. Myself, specifically. I warned
her that if she could not keep her grandchildren in check, we would
step in.”

“You would have taken us from her?”

“If we believed you to be a threat to those around
you, yes.” After taking a drink of his lemonade, David continues.
“She was the one to contact us the night you almost killed Ivy
Guerra. She didn’t think Van would get to you in time and, if that
was the case, she would have handed you over to us rather than the
police.”

I admit that would have been preferable, but it
hardly explains her attitude that night. “Why was she so mad at you
then?”

“Because I didn’t come for only you. I wanted your
sister as well. If two of you were already proving to be
unmanageable, I had little hope for the third. Now that you two
have agreed to train, and we’ve come to an acceptable arrangement,
she’s happy for the help. I’m somewhat surprised to find you more
willing to adapt to this new lifestyle than your sister. She
submits during training…for the most part, but she battles me on
the day-to-day rules I insist she follows—rules which are extremely
important to her surviving in society. I fear for her future.”

I snort at him, which raises one of David’s
eyebrows. He wants an explanation, judging by the air of expectancy
surrounding him. I contemplate not obliging him, but perhaps if he
understood my sister better, he could train her without making her
want to break him into kindling.

“Van is the last person you need to worry about in
this family.”

Now David laughs. “I would have to disagree, based
on her school disciplinary record.”

I wave off his argument. “Sure, Van gets in trouble…
a lot, but it isn’t for the reasons you’re thinking.”

“No? Then why don’t you enlighten me?”

I do. Settling into my own chair, I say, “Van’s
hunger is raw and messy, but it doesn’t control her like you think
it does. Sure, she has a temper, and when she gets mad, she may
punch someone in the face, but did you know that she has saved the
lives of each of her friends? And I’m not talking about getting
Band-Aids for paper cuts. Her friend, Wyatt, was riding his dune
buggy around the neighborhood a few years back during a rainstorm,
lost control, and flipped it into an arroyo that was quickly
filling up with runoff. His leg was broken, pinned under the dune
buggy, but Van went in after him, saving Wyatt and the dune
buggy.

“Van wants to help people,” I say. “She does what
you say during training because she knows it will help her stay in
control. It doesn’t matter that she hates the way you train us.
Control means helping other people and not hurting them. It means
having a normal life, and that is what Van wants more than anything
else.”

I pause for a moment, my thoughts turning back to
Noah and Van’s renewed interest in him. The connection between
training and Noah bothers me again, but I can’t yet pinpoint why it
makes me so anxious. I shove it away for now and refocus on
David.

“What happened tonight, Van’s not going to forget
it. She learned your lesson, there’s no doubt about that. The
reason she fights you on everything else like bedtimes, eating
habits, and curfews, is because you’re taking away the last few
areas of freedom—of normal life—she has left. It doesn’t matter
that she does need to learn better self-control. She’s already
given up so much control over her life that losing even a little
bit more infuriates her.

“Van isn’t motivated by logic a lot of the time, at
least not in my opinion,” I say, “but if you can convince her on an
emotional level that what you’re trying to teach her is going to
help her be a better person, she’ll put every last drop of energy
she has into mastering a skill.”

A rare smile crops up on David’s lips. “Thank you
for sharing that with me, Zander. I don’t plan on changing my
tactics—that would make her even more suspicious of me than she
already is—but I know precisely who to hand her off to when we get
to the training camp.”

“Just trying to prevent any more murders,” I say
with a not-so-genuine smile of my own. As smart as David seems to
think he is, he really should have figured out a month ago that he
wasn’t going to be able to teach Van the same way he teaches
me.

“What about you?” David asks. “What motivates you to
control your hunger?”

“Protecting my family,” I say automatically, but my
thoughts turn inward as soon as the words leave my mouth. Another
reason comes to mind, but I do not voice it. A month ago, learning
better control would have meant being with Ivy. Now, it means
getting closer to finding her, to finding the Eroi, and bringing
them down.

I poke at the chicken on my plate as my thoughts
wander to places they shouldn’t. My grandma is a trained chef. Her
meals are always perfect, but tonight, I can’t seem to find my
appetite. The sound of a chair being pushed across the floor rubs
against my ears. I hope David has decided to turn in and leave me
to my thoughts. The clink of dishes being rinsed in the sink buoys
my hopes even more. I wait for the telling sound of dress shoes
clicking across the tile. When I don’t hear it after a few minutes,
I finally look up. David is watching me from next to the sink.

“Ask me,” David says.

“Ask you what?”

His expression is sad, understanding even. “Ask me
the question that has been eating you up for the past month.”

An hour ago, I wouldn’t have taken a glass of water
from this man without checking for poison first. Now… something
about the way he’s regarding me gives me the impression that he
knows exactly what I am struggling with in this moment. He thinks
he does, anyway. A hint of satisfaction hits me as I see how well I
have played my part. He thinks he understands me, but I refuse to
let him see what I am really after. David is waiting for my
response, though, so I ask the question he is expecting me to ask,
instead of the one I really want to know the answer to.

“Did Ivy ever actually love me?”

David’s jaw tightens angrily, as if my question has
stirred an unpleasant memory. “Yes,” he says tersely. “She may
have.”

“Then why did she do it?” I ask. In reality, I see
now that Ivy never loved me. I thought I loved her, but I don’t
think something that sadistic and twisted could ever be considered
love. I do want to know, though, what could possibly be a strong
enough motivation for her to give up her life for the Eroi. If I
can understand that, it will only bring me that much closer to
finding them.

David struggles to unclench his jaw. “You know so
little of the Eroi still. Usually, we don’t tell young Godlings
about Eroi sacrifices until they are nearly done with their
training and ready to reenter the world, but I can see that you
need answers.”

I nod. I need answers about a lot of things, but
this one first and foremost.

“The Eroi know how to identify
people like Ivy. They call them Richiamos, lures. Normally, two
Godlings are not enticed by the same person. Richiamos are different, because
they attract every Godling. When the Eroi figured this out, they
actively sought them out and used them as suicide agents. Ivy would
have been identified as a child, raised with the sole purpose of
becoming a sacrifice.” David pauses and looks away. The way his
hands tighten and his eyes drop doesn’t escape me.

Finally, David continues, “It is
possible that Ivy did love you, but even love is nothing compared
to the kind of zealot belief Richiamos are instilled
with.”

“So she may have loved me,” I say, “but not
enough.”

“No. Love is never enough when it
comes to them.”

After saying that, he does walk away. The bitterness
and betrayal in his final words are something I understand all too
well. He answered my question, but I wonder how much he believes
his own words. I suspect the real question he asks himself every
day is the same one I ask myself. How can I make the Eroi pay for
what they’ve done?


Chapter Three: Into the
Mix

 (Vanessa)

 


So many things about this experience are totally
weird. Watching Noah compete in a Jeet Kune Do match with Grandma’s
permission is something I never thought would happen. I started
training with Noah in secret before that horrible David ever showed
up. Now, I am expected to keep up my lessons with Noah, which is
also a strange thing for me.

It’s a confusing thing as well.

Training with Noah is nothing like training with
David. Where David is brutal, Noah is kind and patient. David seems
to take pleasure in beating me down, but Noah enjoys teaching me
and building me up. My time spent with Noah has become a refuge
from the insanity. I smile to myself as I think of those few hours
of normalcy.

Laney and I cheer as Noah gets a solid hit on his
opponent. We’re hardly the loudest. Noah’s rather large family is
sitting in front of us, all five of his siblings and both parents
clapping and yelling. My friends, Sandra, Kari, and Wyatt, are only
a smidge quieter than Noah’s family. Wyatt, who dreams of becoming
a championship bull rider, loves anything risky, so his cheering is
hardly a surprise. Sandra and Kari are just plain overenthusiastic
about everything. The only one in our group who looks bored is
Ketchup. That’s another odd part of this day.

The day Zander almost killed Ivy, Ketchup was the
one to help me not only find Zander, but hold myself together long
enough to get to him in time. Throughout that day, Ketchup learned
the frightening truth behind my strength, healing, and strange
behavior. Part of me expected him to run just like Zander said he
would. He proved us both wrong.

That hardly means our relationship is any less
complicated than it was before. I think Ketchup knows how much I
want to be with him, but he doesn’t understand what is holding me
back. It’s not as easy as just giving in. There are too many
consequences, too many dangers and risks. I want Ketchup so badly,
but I want to protect him even more.

Ketchup thinks Noah is what’s standing between us,
but he’s wrong. In the beginning, there was a possibility with
Noah. It would have kept Ketchup from being drug into this Godling
mess, and being put in danger of their retribution if things don’t
pan out exactly as they hope. I just couldn’t do it, though. Maybe
that makes me a bad person. I’m not sure anymore.

Noah is a friend, nothing more. Ketchup’s kiss
convinced me of that. I’d like to say that training, and a few
hours of escaping David, are the only reasons I feel the need to
keep Noah close. The truth is, there’s more to it than that. If the
whole experience with Ivy taught me nothing else, it taught me to
be wary. I don’t like the idea of doubting Noah, but there are
times when I get the sense that he knows more about me than he’s
letting on. His easy brush off of my lack of injuries after the
fight in the alley when we first met was suspicious, but there have
been other smaller things as well.

Noah makes contact again, and his opponent hits the
mat hard. Cheers spring up from our section like fireworks, and I
shove away errant thoughts. Even Ketchup nods appreciatively at
Noah’s abilities, for once. Then his eyes go back to sweeping the
audience. I know he doesn’t want to be here. Watching Noah take
down his opponents holds no interest for him. Knowing I have taken
time out of my day to support Noah doesn’t make him happy. Ketchup
would rather be anywhere else right now, if not for his need to
protect me. Deep down, Ketchup knows he wouldn’t stand a chance
against an Eroi or Godling, but giving into that knowledge isn’t
easy. I’m sure his desire to keep an eye on Noah has something to
do with it as well.

I don’t know what Ketchup expects to find as his
eyes take in everyone in the audience. He’s not convinced that the
Eroi won’t send someone else after us. I’m not either, but an
all-out attack isn’t their style. They have rules about killing
people like me. Imagine that. I would have to kill someone first,
one of their own, before they could condemn my whole family to die
by their ancient, freaky swords. That kind of attack won’t be
something we can pick out of a crowd.

Even still, I appreciate Ketchup’s desire to protect
me.

Noah executes a perfect heel hook kick, ending the
match and claiming the win. We all cheer again. Even Ketchup offers
up a few paltry applause. He’s trying.

Noah’s fight was the last match of the meet. His
victory names him best in his weight class. Today is the final day
of a two-day competition, so awards are next. Competitors and event
staff bustle around setting up podiums and microphones. We all clap
again a few minutes later when Noah receives his trophy. After his
acceptance, everyone gets to run down and mob their contestant. I
have every intention of greeting Noah and telling him what a great
job he did, but when his family starts heading for the floor, I lag
behind.

“You’re welcome to come,” I say.

Ketchup’s lips press together before responding.
“Spend the evening sitting around with Noah and his family? No
thanks.”

He says that, but I can see it in his eyes that a
part of him wants to come. What I don’t know is if his motivation
comes more from a desire to protect me, or the desire to cause
trouble with Noah. As understanding as Ketchup is trying to be, he
has his limits. Understanding that, I don’t push him to
reconsider.

“Okay, but if you change your mind, you’re welcome
to come by.”

Ketchup shakes his head and mumbles something under
his breath. I only catch a few words, but what I do hear makes me
fold my arms and give him a pointed stare. “Ketchup, either come to
the party or go home. I don’t want you hanging around spying on
everyone.”

“You need to be protected,” he argues.

I sigh at his admission that he is indeed planning
to watch the party from a distance. “This isn’t about you watching
for Eroi. It’s about Noah.”

“I don’t trust him,” Ketchup growls. “His Mr.
Perfect act can’t be real. He’s hiding something.”

Sure, that part of my reasoning he agrees with, not
that Noah is just a friend.

“If he is, we’ll deal with it. You spying on the
party isn’t going to show you anything more than being there in
person would,” I say. “Please, Ketchup, just go home if you don’t
want to come to the party. I know he knows more than he’s letting
on, but he’s not going to hurt me. I’ll be fine.”

Ketchup’s mouth opens like he wants to say
something, but he just shakes his head in frustration. He starts
down the bleachers, but he turns back after only a few steps. “What
if you need me?”

“I…” I cut myself off before
saying that I can take care of myself, because I know his concern
is genuine. Touching his hand gently, I say, “If I need you, you’ll
know.”

Ketchup doesn’t seem to care for my answer much,
because it puts him out of reach of me, but he knows it’s true. His
fingers catch mine briefly and squeeze. There’s no magical
connection between us—not one I know of, anyway—but he does have a
knack for always knowing when I need him.

“Today’s your birthday,” Ketchup says quietly, “what
if…?”

“My hunger isn’t on a schedule. It doesn’t have to
emerge today. Zander and David both said it may take a few days or
weeks.”

“But what if it does happen today?”

I shake my head. “It won’t.”

“But…”

“Ketchup, please,” I beg. The deep, unbending
concern in his eyes breaks me. “If I feel anything, you’ll be the
first person I call.”

“Thank you,” Ketchup says. His lips turn up in a
cheeky smile a moment later. “If you’re next to Noah when it
happens, feel free to give it a few seconds before you make the
call. I won’t complain if you scare him off.”

“How about if I accidentally kill him,” I say,
rolling my eyes.

Ketchup scrunches his face, as if he’s thinking
about that one real hard. I smack his shoulder and shake my head. I
know he’s joking, mostly…

Hoping the matter of spying is at least settled, I
head down to congratulate Noah on his win. Noah is handling this
screwed-up situation about as well as Ketchup is. He understands
that I just can’t handle a relationship right now, but dealing with
Ketchup’s barbs and hostility isn’t easy. Dealing with his own
jealousy isn’t a walk in the park either. I don’t want to create
any more strain than is already there, so I hurry down the steps to
reach Noah. Luckily, he is being smothered by his brothers and
sisters at the moment. I don’t think he even realized I wasn’t
already there. His parents give him hugs next, and then I am
finally able to reach him.

“You did so great!” I say, my enthusiasm completely
honest. I love watching him fight.

He grins as he wraps his arms around me in a massive
hug. “Thanks,” he says before releasing me a long moment later.

Noah has accepted our friend status, but that hardly
means he doesn’t enjoy needling Ketchup. He takes a step closer,
the corner of his mouth turning up. “So, now that you’ve seen me
compete, are you ready to enter the next one and blow all the other
girls away?”

Laughing, I shake my head. “My grandma will never
agree to that.”

Noah slings his arm around my shoulder and grins.
“Oh, I don’t know. She eventually gave in on training with me. She
must trust me at least a little.”

“Not that much,” I say.

Noah laughs and steps back, glancing down at
himself. “Sorry, I’m covered in sweat. I should have thought of
that before dripping all over you.”

“It’s fine,” I say, “but I do hope you’re planning
to shower before we head out.”

“Yeah, I should probably get on that.” He tugs on
his shoes and slings his gym bag onto his shoulder, but he doesn’t
leave quite yet. “My family is heading home to get the barbeque
started. Do you mind waiting for me?”

“Not at all. I’ll be right here,” I say with a
smile. Ketchup narrows his eyes at Noah from a few feet away, but
he keeps quiet.

Noah still doesn’t leave. His eyes slip past me to
our group of friends. Laney and the others have adopted Noah into
our group over the past few months. He gets along with everyone
well, aside from Ketchup. As usual, Laney is babbling about who
knows what, even though no one is really listening. The other three
are chatting with Noah’s family, while Ketchup continues to stare
down Noah.

“Did Ketchup change his mind about coming?” he asks,
his gaze directed at him with equally narrowed eyes. “I thought he
had better things to do than sit around my backyard.”

“No,” I say, moving to block their view of each
other. “Ketchup is going home after this. He’s just…”

Noah smirks and says, “Keeping tabs on me? He could
at least try to be subtle about it.”

“He’s trying,” I say with a sigh.

Ignoring my comment and glancing back at Ketchup,
Noah quickly pulls me in for another hug. Before I can react, he
plants a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he says
before darting away.

Ketchup is at my side a moment later. “I saw that,”
he growls.

Pressing my hands against my face, I look over my
shoulder and plead with him. “Please, Ketchup. He only did it to
get on your nerves.”

“Well, it worked.”

“I’m sorry. He caught me off guard.” Ketchup’s
mouths pops open, an unpleasant remark on his lips, but I hold up a
hand to stop him. “I’ll talk to him, okay?”

Ketchup huffs, but nods and takes a step back. He is
quiet for a moment before saying, “Maybe I should come to the
party.”

My body tenses at his words. “You know I’d like you
to come, but if you’re only considering it so you can fight with
Noah…that’s not okay. This was a big day for him, and it’s not fair
of you to do that.”

“Fair?” Ketchup snaps. “It’s not fair that his
pretend fighting and this never-ending English project sucks up so
much of your time. I’ve barely seen you in the last week.”

“I know,” I say, “and I’m sorry. David takes up more
of my time than anyone else, him and work. Things are just crazy
right now.”

Sighing, but still frustrated, Ketchup says, “I
know. I’m sorry.”

I place my hand on his forearm gently. “Are you
going to come?”

Ketchup runs a hand through his hair, looking
conflicted. Finally, he shakes his head. “I’m not going to be able
to play nice tonight.”

I bite my bottom lip, knowing that means he won’t
come to the party. I can’t help noticing that he doesn’t say he’s
going home, though. “I’ll call you when I get home, okay?”

Ketchup nods, but I can tell his thoughts are
elsewhere. I can imagine what’s going through his head right now,
and I sigh.

“I’ll call your house number when I get home,” I say
sternly.

Eyes narrowing, Ketchup knows he’s been caught, but
there is no remorse in his expression. The mischief in his eyes
makes me anxious. “Ketchup, I don’t want to see you sneaking around
Noah’s house.”

Ketchup shakes his head at me, grinning. “What makes
you think you’ll actually be able to spot me?” he asks before
turning and walking away. Noah’s family and the rest of my friends
leave soon after to get ready for the party, leaving me alone to
wait for Noah.

Flopping down on the bottom row of bleachers, I wait
for Noah, worrying the whole time about what Ketchup is up to. A
confused mix of irritation and comfort fills me. I know he wants to
protect me, but his spying is too much. I have caught his car
outside my house late at night more than once over the last month.
I worry that the desire to protect me will get him into
trouble.

I drop my head into my hands and breathe out slowly.
For the millionth time in the last month, I doubt my decision to
keep Noah close. Maybe we’d both be better off if I just took
Zander’s approach and kept to myself. It would be easier…but more
dangerous, I suspect. I jump and nearly slip off the bleachers when
a hand touches my shoulder. I look up to find Noah hovering over
me.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you,” he says.

“It’s okay. Guess I zoned out a bit there.”

When Noah offers me his hand, I take it and he helps
me back up. For a moment, I worry he won’t let go, but he allows my
fingers to slip through his as soon as I’m solidly on my feet. He
doesn’t move to leave right away. Instead, his head dips down and
one of his feet shuffles back and forth. It takes him a moment to
look up and face me.

“I’m sorry about earlier,” he says. “I shouldn’t
have kissed you. Ketchup just really gets under my skin.”

I find myself sighing again. “Maybe I should be the
one apologizing,” I say.

Noah shakes his head. “Don’t even say it. I know
what you’re thinking.”

“You do?”

He nods. “You’re thinking that your life is too
screwed up, and being friends isn’t going to work.” He pauses and
takes a step closer. “It’s not an option.”

“I don’t think you can stop me,” I say firmly.

Noah laughs. “No,
you can’t stop
me.” He runs a hand
through his hair. “I want you and me to be friends. To prove it,
I’ll try to quit irritating Ketchup. Getting rid of me won’t be as
easy as you think.”

He doesn’t wait for me to respond. Noah takes my
hand confidently and tugs me into motion. It only lasts a few steps
before he releases me, and his words sink in. What exactly did he
mean by that? The walk out of the gym to Noah’s car is quiet, but
strangely calming. He opens my door for me like he always does,
closing it with a pleased expression once I am settled.

How does he do it?
I wonder. Moments before he walked up, I was
doubting everything. I had half-convinced myself to homeschool and
give in completely to David’s training. With only a few words, Noah
erases my doubts and tells me it’s okay. He’s willing to put up
with the restrictions and awkwardness if it means being in my life.
I look over at Noah and just watch him for a moment. On the
surface, it seems sweet and endearing, but I can’t brush off the
suspicion that there’s more behind his motivation.

As he turns to check behind him before backing out
of his parking space, he catches me staring. His sweet, easy smile
spreads across his lips, but he doesn’t say anything. He pulls out
of the space and starts toward his house.

We both remain quiet for several miles before Noah
breaks the silence. “Now, just to warn you, Amelia helped make the
potato salad. There may or may not be a pink, plastic ring
somewhere in the salad.”

I can’t help it. I momentarily forget my fears and
start giggling. I would think he just told me this to lighten the
mood, but I know he’s not joking. I’ve been warned about Amelia
being allowed to help in the kitchen before. Last time, it was a
charm from her bracelet. Noah’s mom found it in the peas. Maybe
that would turn some people off, but I love it.

Noah’s mom isn’t quite the chef Grandma is, but
sometimes home-style mashed potatoes and breadcrumb-coated pork
chops that were rolled with the help of a five year old—and may
contain pieces of plastic jewelry—can be more enjoyable than
prosciutto wrapped something or other. Given my own penchant for
fine cuisine, that’s really saying something.

Ten minutes later, we pull up to Noah’s house. I
have to hold in a sigh of relief when I don’t see Ketchup’s blue
sedan parked anywhere nearby. In my head, I know that doesn’t mean
he isn’t somewhere close by keeping an eye on things, but at least
he’s not making trouble right now. Noah doesn’t seem to notice my
preoccupation. He helps me out of his car with a smile.

“Are you ready for this?”

I laugh. “You always act like your family is so hard
to handle. They’re not that bad.”

“I’m just thinking of the first time you came over.
The mental image of you flattened against the wall to avoid the
swarm of people rushing for the dinner table is hard to forget,”
Noah says with a chuckle.

“Whatever.”

Together, we walk around the house
to the backyard. It seems even noisier than usual when we reach the
gate. I’m the one to push it open. When I do, Noah and I both bust
up laughing. The sight of Amelia, his five-year-old sister, lying
on the ground, covered in potato salad while the dog licks it off
her is almost too much. Noah’s mom and older sister Kennedy waving
tongs and spatulas at each other as they argue, his younger sister,
Tess, trying to untangle her brother, Seth’s, arms and legs from a
soccer net with the help of Sandra and Kari, and their dad and
Wyatt trying in vain to chase a squirrel away from the
picnic is too
much.

“I love your family,” I say through my laughter.
Noah just shakes his head as he laughs.

Since nobody else has noticed the dog using Amelia
as a plate, we head over to help her up. Not that she minds being
licked from head to toe, but we help her anyway. We get a quick
thanks and potatoey hug for our efforts before she runs off to find
the dog again.

The rest of the craziness eventually settles and we
all sit down to dinner, with Noah casually taking a seat right next
to me. My first instinct is to pull away, but I hesitate as Amelia
climbs into his lap and smiles up at him. She absolutely adores
him, and I can understand why. The rest of Noah’s family, along
with Laney, the twins, and Wyatt, all crowd in on the patio with
their food, and the chaos begins again.

There are a lot of things to love about Noah’s
family, but eating with them is the best. At least three people are
always talking. I learn everything about each person’s sports
scores, relationships, movie critiques, and half a dozen other
topics just while the food is being dished out. I love the noise
because it reminds me of what my family used to be like. We were
never as carefree and crazy as Noah’s family, but there was a time
when we were happy. Now more than ever, I crave that feeling.

David keeps saying that the Godlings are a family.
He says they look out for each other, protect one another. Maybe I
don’t want someone else trying to protect me, though. I have
everything I need in that department already. Thoughts of Ketchup,
and the fact that he is most likely nearby, keeps me quiet during
dinner.

As the sun disappears, the inevitable chill filters
through the night. Indian Summer is long since passed, but I’m not
ready to go inside or go home with my friends. I watch Noah’s
parents hustle the younger kids inside for baths and bed. My
friends start getting ready to leave, while I linger. The food was
put away a while ago. There’s no point in picking up the toys
littering the yard because they’ll just be dragged back out
tomorrow. Noah’s older sister, Kennedy, took off hours earlier for
a late movie with her boyfriend. I find myself with no good excuse
to stay, but I want this night to keep a little longer so I don’t
have to go home and face David.

The quick burst of flame to my right draws my
attention. In the center of the patio sits an aboveground fire pit.
My mouth turns up in a smile at the sight of Noah lighting the wood
and a blanket draped across the back of the chaise. I reach for the
blanket, thankful for his insight. As I do, Laney and Wyatt settle
back in. Kari and Sandra are the only ones to stay standing.

Noah looks up at me a moment later, but he speaks to
everyone. “If you guys are cold, or tired, we don’t have to stay
out here.”

“Actually,” Kari says, “as nice as this is, Sandra
and I have to get going. We have to be at our grandma’s for Sunday
brunch in the morning, so our parents don’t want us out too
late.”

“This was fun, though,” Sandra says. “Thanks for the
invite.”

Noah smiles. “Thanks for coming.”

The twins head out, leaving only Laney and Wyatt.
Neither one seems interested in leaving, which makes me smile. My
arms wrap around my body to ward off the chill, glad they’ve
accepted Noah so wholeheartedly.

“Are you cold?” Noah asks when he looks over at me.
“We can go inside.”

“No, this is great,” I say. To prove it, I curl up
on the chaise and drape the blanket over me. Laney grabs a second
blanket and follows my example.

For several long seconds, no one speaks. The
peacefulness would feel good if I wasn’t worried about Ketchup.
Thankfully, Laney’s incessant need to talk gets the conversation
going. It’s an easy blend of topics and banter. The chatter keeps
up for almost an hour before Laney notices the time.

“Wyatt, it’s almost eleven. I need to get home.” She
turns to Noah and says, “This was fun. We should all hang out more
often.”

“Yeah,” Noah says, and he actually means it. I smile
at his response.

“Van, did you need a ride home?” Wyatt asks. “I can
drop you off after Laney, so Noah doesn’t have to drive you
home.”

His offer is sweet, but I’m not ready to go home
just yet. Noah looks over at me, not in any hurry to send me
packing.

“If Van wants to stay, I don’t mind driving her
home,” Noah says finally.

I debate my response carefully. Part of me simply
isn’t ready to step back into the insanity of my real life. That
isn’t my only motivation. What Noah said earlier is still gnawing
at me. Maybe if it’s just the two of us, he’ll slip, and give me
some kind of hint about why he’s still willing to hang around with
me. Knowing that if Ketchup did somehow find a way to keep an eye
on me tonight, he will not be happy about the prospect of me
spending time with Noah, I still say, “Wyatt, why don’t you go
ahead. I don’t want to make Laney miss curfew. Noah can take me
home in a little bit.”

Wyatt just shrugs. “Okay. See you later then.” He
and Laney disappear around the side of the house a few seconds
later.

“You know,” Noah says as he comes
to sit by me, “we’ve been working on our English project for months
now and still haven’t come up with much of a scene.”

I have mixed feelings about our English teacher for
assigning this stupid project. Despite my original outrage, I’m
glad he partnered me with Noah, because we never would have spoken
to each other if he hadn’t. Although, that seems like something of
a mixed blessing right now. What I’m still not happy about is our
topic. A battle scene would seem like it was right up my alley, but
really, he’s only asking for something to go terribly wrong. With
me, that usually involves blood.

“I know I haven’t been very helpful with that,” I
apologize. “You’ve done great coming up with the battle part. I
just don’t know what he wants from us when it comes to the
dialog.”

“I don’t really know, either, but I suppose we
better come up with something over the next couple of weeks.” His
shoulder brushes mine as he leans back. He shakes his head. “I
can’t think of anything that doesn’t turn into some crappy anime
knockoff with one of us over-explaining an evil plot. Either that,
or it turns into a pathetic copy of a Karate Kid-style showdown.
Both of which are lame.”

I chuckle at his frustration. “I’ll have to take
your word on both of those since I’ve never seen either one.”

“Right,” he says, laughing. “I
forgot about your grandma’s ban on everything from
Power Rangers to
The Walking Dead.”

I’m starting to wonder just how much TV Noah
watches. Since most shows on TV have either violence or sex, and
both are still pretty much forbidden to me, I don’t watch a lot of
television. I know a lot more about real life than most people,
though.

“What if…” I pause, not sure what he’ll think of my
idea.

Noah tilts my chin up and looks at me with honest
interest. “What if what?”

“Well, there could be two friends, or they used to
be friends, anyway. And something happened so they aren’t friends
anymore, but whatever it was, it was bad enough that the tension
builds up until they’re ready to face off. Fight.”

Nodding, Noah looks out into the night. “But what
would make two friends end up trying to kill each other?”

It’s so sweet that he has to ask. I wouldn’t go so
far as to say I understand everything about Noah’s world, but he
has lived a relatively sheltered and happy life. I doubt he could
imagine ever turning on a friend like I’m suggesting. I give him
the answer, saying, “One of them would have to betray the
other.”

“How?”

Now that is the trickier part. “If we were both
guys, it would definitely be over a girl.”

Noah laughs. He looks over at me and smiles.
“Luckily, you’re not a guy. This homework project would be much
less fun if you were.”

“Uh, yeah, I guess,” I say haltingly, but things
would be a lot simpler.

Talk of betrayal dissolves into the chilly night
air. I lean back into the chaise and stare up at the stars. They
are dimmed because of the city lights, but still remarkably
beautiful. My eyes scan the pinpricks of light, wishing they held
the answers to the many questions running through my mind. Noah
shifts beside me, looking at the stars as well.

From the corner of my eye, I can see his relaxed
expression and I wish I could mimic it. It feels good to sit here
with him. I can’t think of the last time I sat so quietly and
looked at the stars. For just a moment, I wonder what it would be
like to have a life not filled with secrets and death. My heart
aches for the kind of existence where I could build real
friendships, ones not based on lies or held together by duty.

The ache spreads through my chest, bringing tears to
my eyes. It is almost impossible not to look over at Noah. He is so
kind, so compassionate, and so easy to care about. I tried to warn
him off when we first met. I told him the rumors about me were
true. Even though I know he doesn’t really understand how much of
myself I keep hidden, I feel almost certain that he wouldn’t run
away even if I did tell him. He is the kind of person who would
love someone no matter what their flaws might be. At least, I think
he is. Could it really all be an act? I try to shake off the idea,
but it isn’t easy.

It isn’t just his normal life and fun family that
pulls me toward him anymore. I still want that for myself, very
badly, but it’s more than that now. Over the last month, Noah has
been my refuge from the insanity. He has never once pushed me to
explain my strange behavior, my bizarre family, why I disappear so
often, or where I’m going when I run off to make it to training on
time. He accepts that I have things I can’t discuss with him and
gives me the freedom to live my life in the way I need to right
now. I think he hopes that one day I’ll trust him enough to tell
him everything, but he is willing to wait. He seems almost sure it
will eventually come.

Is that what he’s really waiting for, though?

It’s hard to explain how much that means to me, if
it’s really true. If it’s not… it would be the kind of betrayal I
was trying to explain to him earlier. He seemed so honestly unaware
of why someone would do something like that. I want to believe him
so badly, but I just can’t bring myself to do it. My doubts cause a
deep seeded ache in my chest. Is it really so impossible to have a
real friend, one I don’t have to wonder about and second-guess
their motivations? A tear spills over onto my cheek as I struggle
to find an answer to that question.

“Hey,” Noah says suddenly as his fingers brush away
my tears. “What’s wrong?”

I turn away, embarrassed, but Noah pulls me back to
face him. He presses both hands gently to my cheeks, urging me to
look up at him. “Van, please tell me what’s wrong. If you’re still
upset about the kiss earlier…”

I shake my head. “I’m not.”

“Then what?” he begs softly.

“I’m sorry, this is so silly.” I shake my head,
trying to pull out of his grip, but his gentle strength won’t let
me get away.

“Van, it’s not silly. Just tell me why you’re
crying.”

Blinking away any more betraying tears, I look up at
Noah. The compassion in his eyes pulls the answer out of me. “I’ve
never had what you have.” I pause and wipe away another tear.

“What do I have?” Noah asks.

“Your amazing family, a stable home, good
relationships with your siblings and parents, a normal life… real
friends,” I say, testing. “I’ve never had any of that, but I want
it. It’s what I’ve always wanted.” I sniff again and blink back
tears.

He doesn’t ask what I mean about real friends, like
I think he will, which makes me wonder what he already knows about
my little group, and how we came to be friends. Noah’s fingers
smooth gently over my skin, attempting to comfort me. “Who says you
can’t have that?” he asks. “I know things might not be ideal at
home right now, but that doesn’t mean you won’t find everything you
want in the future.” His gaze peels away my insecurities, my fears…
all but the most stubborn ones. “Maybe you can’t change the
relationships you have now with your family, but you can build new
ones with people who love you and won’t try to force you to become
someone you don’t want to be.”

My breathing hitches at his words. I nearly break
down as he pinpoints exactly what I am most afraid of… more afraid
of than whatever Noah might be hiding. I am so scared that David’s
training will change me. I’m afraid that I will never be more than
Zander’s sister, the one who is forced to watch over him and keep
him alive. I even fear becoming the person Grandma wants me to be,
tied down by fear and bound by a million rules so tightly that they
become my only identity. My chin trembles as the real meaning
behind Noah’s words sinks in. He is offering to be that person. Can
I trust him?

“I see how much it hurts you to not know if you are
good enough or strong enough,” Noah says, his voice soft. “Every
time someone pushes you to change or hide who you are, I see this
look in your eyes—this moment of defeat and fear.”

Noah pulls me into a hug and holds me against his
chest as though I were as delicate as a flower. “I don’t know if
those people just don’t see that who you really are is already
strong, beautiful, and brave, or if they do know and that scares
them, but they’re wrong to try and change you,” Noah says. “I know
there are things about your life you aren’t ready to share with me,
but I don’t need to know all your secrets to see that you are the
most amazing person I have ever met.”

Tears spill down my cheeks as his beautiful words
wash over me. I have no words to respond to him. Half of the
emotions crowding into my heart are completely foreign to me, but I
pull them all in close and feel every single one as fully as I can.
It touches me so deeply that he sees me like he does, but what
impacts me just as much is the honest belief behind his words that
I can have everything I want. That is a gift I wasn’t expecting. In
this moment, I can’t help but cling to the belief that he is being
honest with me.

Slowly, I push myself back up to sitting and wipe
away the wetness from my face as I meet Noah’s eyes. “Thank you,” I
whisper.

Noah smiles and pulls me to sit next to him. I don’t
shy away from his arm around my shoulders this time. Neither of us
says anything for a long time. It is a peaceful quiet, but when
Noah speaks, it doesn’t disrupt the moment.

“What are you doing over Christmas
break?” he asks. “My family’s going up to Denver to see my uncle.
He has this awesome house in Aspen, and he always takes whoever
wants to go skiing with him. He said you could come with us if you
wanted, as friends, of course.”

A family vacation? This suggestion coming after
everything Noah just said makes my whole soul constrict. I can’t
even remember the last time I went on a real family vacation. It
was always too risky, even when Mom and Dad were still alive. Ever
since Oscar lost it, Grandma keeps us as close as possible. I want
to go so badly. I want to ride in a car smashed between Noah and
one of his siblings for hours on end. I want to pretend that it’s
something I do all the time, that I’m not terrified of meeting new
people and going skiing where I will be surrounded by hundreds of
strangers that could potentially become a meal with no one there to
stop me if I lose control. I want the freedom to be away from my
family for more than two days without becoming violently ill. I
want so much to say yes.

“If it’s too much,” Noah says, “I totally
understand.”

“No,” I say quickly.

He stares at me, a little confused. “No, you won’t
come, or no, it’s not too much?”

“Both… I mean....” I take a deep breath and blow out
my frustration. “No, it’s not too much. I’d love to go to your
uncle’s with you. I bet your family is a blast on a long car
ride.”

Noah shakes his head heartily.

“But, I can’t go, Noah. I’m so sorry. I want to, but
I can’t.”

His shoulders slump. “If you’re worried about your
grandma, I’m sure my parents would talk to her. My uncle is really
nice, and my parents are annoyingly safe drivers. You could
probably even bring Laney if you wanted to have another friend with
you.”

I’m sure his parents would do their best to convince
Grandma to let me tag along, but I know it would never work. It’s
hard not to say yes after everything Noah just said, but there is
no other answer I can give. “I doubt even your parents could get
Grandma to lighten up, but that’s not even the problem this time.
I’m going to be out of town all of Christmas break. We’re leaving
the day after school gets out.”

“What?” Noah asks, his voice suddenly sounding
irritated, which really surprises me.

“Um, we’re going out of town,” I say again.

“Where?” he demands.

Normally, Noah is pretty laid back and very
understanding about my family’s strangeness. His tone really
surprises me. I don’t understand why he’s so upset. “Noah, what’s
wrong?”

“Why won’t you tell me where you’re going?”

I shake my head, confused, but more worried about
the reason behind this sudden change in attitude than annoyed. I
dig up the lie Zander and I worked out a while ago and let it flow
from my lips with only a little hesitation. “Grandma is taking us
to this family retreat thing. It’s like a camp, a support
camp.”

Noah doesn’t look convinced. “What do you mean?”

“You know how there are summer camps for kids with
cerebral palsy or AIDS or whatever? Well, this place is for people
who’ve been involved in domestic violence. After the last few years
and everything that’s happened, Grandma thought it was a good idea
for us to talk with other people who’ve been through similar
stuff.”

When what I’ve said really sinks in, Noah’s
expression and body language changes. The accusatory stance he was
holding just a moment ago falters, and he sinks against the chair
back. His firm jaw softens, and his eyes drop. “Where is this
camp?” he asks, sounding almost guilty.

“Arizona.” Another lie, but I don’t actually know
where we’re going. The Godlings’ location is a big-time secret. No
way would David ever trust us with information like that. He’ll
probably put black sacks over our heads for the entire trip.

“Arizona. That’ll be a nice change from the cold,”
Noah offers. He still isn’t looking at me.

I turn to really face him. Maybe I should just
ignore his outburst, but it’s so out of character that I can’t. My
fingers touch his arm gently, prompting him to look up. He tries to
look away almost immediately, but I stop him with a firm grip.

“Why did you get so weird about me going out of
town?”

Noah sighs. “It’s nothing. Can we just forget about
it?”

I probably should. He deserves a pass on this one…
maybe. Something pushes me not to let this go. “Noah, you’ve never
acted like that before, and now it has me worried,” I say.

Noah hears the seriousness in my tone and says,
“Look, I’m sorry, Van. It was something Ketchup said.”

I sigh as I realize I probably don’t want to hear
this. Dread begins wriggling up my spine before I even know what is
going on, but I have to ask. “What exactly did Ketchup say?”

“It’s stupid.” Noah looks thoroughly embarrassed
now, which has flushed his cheeks. It’s actually not a bad look on
him, but I need answers. He senses this and continues. “Earlier
this week, I asked him if he was doing anything interesting during
break. He said… he mentioned he’d be out of town for a couple of
weeks. When you said the same thing, I thought…”

“You thought Ketchup and I were running off together
for a couple of weeks?” I play off his suspicions as nothing, but
inside, I am suddenly very frustrated at Ketchup.

Noah laughs. “No. Well, I don’t know. I know we’re
just friends, but sometimes, I feel like I’m close to losing even
that. Ketchup puts up with me for now, but I know it won’t always
be that way. He’s made his feelings about me hanging around pretty
obvious. You were honest with me about how you feel about me, and I
respect that, but that doesn’t change the fact that I’m worried
about you.”

I put away my frustration and mixed-up problems to
focus on Noah. “Why are you worried about me?” I ask, hoping for an
honest answer.

Noah sighs. “It’s hard to explain. I know you’ve
already been through a lot, but sometimes I worry that you’re not
out of the woods yet, like there might be… I don’t know… something
else coming. It’s just paranoia, maybe.”

His words send an involuntary shudder through me.
It’s a struggle to find the right words that will accept his fears
without sounding suspicious.

“I appreciate that you’re worried about me, Noah,
but I’m okay, really. Unless there’s a reason you’re so concerned,”
I say. He sighs and shakes his head, forcing me to move on. “When
it comes to Ketchup, I know that isn’t easy either, but he’s just
trying to watch out for me.”

“Why?” Noah asks. “Why do you let him?” He shakes
his head and rephrases his question. “Or why don’t you just date
him? You clearly want to. You all but admitted that you’re in love
with him when we talked about where you and I stood last
month.”

“I wish I could explain my history
with Ketchup better, but I just can’t. It’s too complicated, and it
involves stuff I’d rather not talk about.” I look down, debating my
next words. I’m scared to voice them, but Noah deserves more of an
explanation. “Right now, I’m really struggling to figure out what I
want out of life and who I want to become. Until I figure that out,
I can’t handle a relationship. I want to have the kind of
relationship with Ketchup that you described, but I can’t right
now.”

“Right now,” Noah says, “but what about in the
future?”

Sighing, I sit back against the chaise. “I don’t
know, Noah. I wish I did. I wish I knew the right path and all the
right choices, but I don’t. I just need the support of my friends
to get through some hard stuff, but I understand if you don’t want
to be included in that group.”

I know it’s not a complete answer, but Noah smiles
softly and rests his hand on mine for just a moment. “I do, Van. Of
course I do,” he says quietly.

“Thank you,” I say with a smile.

I know Noah means every word, and I appreciate him
apologizing for the way he reacted, but he’s probably more right
than he knows. I am forced to hold back a frustrated sigh as I
realize his apology isn’t the only one I plan to collect
tonight.

Ketchup’s mom is insanely busy
during the holidays being the manager of a major department store.
There’s no chance she’s taking two weeks off. I have a feeling I
know exactly what vacation
Ketchup is planning to take. The idea of two
weeks spent with Ketchup sends a whole host of confusing emotions
through me, ones I don’t need to be battling while trying to stay
afloat in the Godling compound. This time, I am going to put my
foot down. I don’t need a hero. I’ve got a whole cult of so-called
heroes trying to kill me. I certainly don’t need Ketchup thrown
into the mix.


Chapter Four: Blissfully
Ignorant

 (Vanessa)

 


Walking into my house, it’s not easy keeping my
frustration at Ketchup suppressed. Saying hi to Grandma and telling
her all about the barbeque is almost painful. Luckily, Zander is
nowhere to be seen. I don’t want to talk about Ketchup or Noah with
him right now. I have hopes of escaping to my room in peace, but
I’m just not that lucky. What a surprise.

My whole body tenses as David steps out of the
living room. The directness of his gaze catches me where I stand,
and I don’t move. I never know what to expect from him. His
training is brutal, and I hate every minute of it. I need it,
though, so I suffer through it, silently plotting ways to kill him
when his back is turned. Outside of training, there are times when
David almost treats me like a normal person, and then there are
times when the brutality I see in training continues. He is never
physically abusive, but more often than not, our interactions leave
me emotionally wounded.

I know I am not his ideal student. I’m not good at
the things he wants me to be good at, like brute physical combat
and following orders. As strong as I am, and as bad of a temper as
I have, I am surprisingly terrible at all-out attacks. I do beat
Zander on occasion, but that’s mainly because of his failings, not
my skill. I am too unpredictable for Zander, and that throws
him.

When it comes to following David’s orders blindly,
that is where I fail the most. I want to learn from him. I don’t
think he has any idea how much I want to master the techniques he
is trying to teach me, but trusting him is simply beyond me.
Questioning his methods, pushing him to tell me more, to explain
the reasoning behind what he forces us to endure, is hard not to
do. I can see it in his eyes that he wants me to reach whatever
potential he sees in me, but I also see how much he despises me
every time I meet his eyes.

I see that now as we stare each other down.

David is the first to speak. “Did you enjoy watching
Noah compete?”

It’s a simple question, but there is something sharp
behind his words. “Yes.”

“What did you learn from watching him?”

I hold back a frustrated sigh. My watching Noah was
not a homework assignment, yet I know he expects a real answer.
“You were right,” I admit grudgingly. “Even though Jeet Kune Do is
reactionary and not as rigid as other styles, it still takes a
great deal of control and planning to win a match.”

“How did Noah’s performance differ from how you like
to fight?”

My teeth grind together at his words, because I know
they are meant to insult me. “I lack the same level of control that
Noah showed. I react blindly without thinking of the consequences.
I would lose against someone like him.”

“You would lose against anyone
less rigid than your brother,” David snaps.

It still feels good to take Zander
down every once in a while, though, I
think to myself. That can be incredibly satisfying.

“How do you intend to improve upon your weaknesses?”
David asks.

I try. I really try to hold my temper, but I just
can’t. “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to be figuring out?” I
snap. “You’re the one teaching me!”

I barely blink before David’s fingers are crushing
my chin. He yanks me up onto my toes so my eyes are almost level
with his. “If I could break you down and rebuild you into the
Godling you were meant to be, I would. You have too many bad
habits. Too many weaknesses and failings. I can only do so much
with an unwilling student.”

“I’m not unwilling,” I growl through clenched teeth
and squashed lips. “I just don’t understand!”

“You don’t understand a great many things,” David
snarls.

It takes everything I have not to punch him in the
face. “I don’t understand why it has to be like this,” I snap.

Despite my fury at him, David relaxes his grip on my
face, setting me back down on my feet. He considers me for a moment
before saying, “Explain.”

“Why can I only gain control through other people’s
pain? Why do I have to constantly feed my hunger in order to keep
it from overtaking me? I don’t understand the purpose in that. I
don’t want to live like that. How can I?” I ask. “How can I soak up
that much anguish and not let it change me into something
terrible?”

Into something like
him, I add quietly to myself.

I shake my head. “What is the point of all of this,
David?”

David looks at me, considering me more deeply than
he ever has before. “What do you mean? The point is to gain control
of your power and use it to keep your fellow Godlings safe.”

“But what’s the point?” I demand. “What are you
training me to become? Just another soldier in the Godling army to
wander around making sure our secret is protected? There has to be
a bigger goal, a real purpose.” My fingers run through my hair,
pulling it hard against my skull. I look up at him, suddenly
desperate for a real answer. “What will I be at the end of your
training? Who will I be?”

Something flashes in David’s eyes. I don’t know what
it is, but scares the daylights out of me. He leans toward me, and
I have to stop myself from scrambling away in fear. His eyes come
down level with mine, pinning me with their intensity. “Who and
what you will become is entirely up to you, Vanessa. You can have
the normal life you so desperately crave, or you can have
greatness. I can give you either one, but you must decide which one
you want more.”

David straightens, but he doesn’t look away. His
fingers grip my chin again, but not harshly. They hold me, making
sure I do not look away from him. He hesitates a moment. His eyes
narrow, scouring me from the outside in. Finally, he says, “You
have no idea how much power you hold, Vanessa, but I do. I can
unlock it and give you everything you have ever wanted, but you
must allow me to mold you.”

“Mold me into what?” I ask fearfully.

David smiles, but it is sharp and too intense. “You
will only know when you reach the end and see yourself for what you
truly are.”

His fingers slip from my chin and he turns away,
walking back into the living room. He sits down on the couch and
picks up the newspaper he was reading before I came home, as if
this whole frightening conversation has already been forgotten. I
turn away from him shakily. My trembling hand presses against the
wall for support, and I slowly make my way up to my room.

I’m halfway through getting ready for bed before
Ketchup comes back into my mind. As frustrated as I am at him for
whatever he’s trying to pull, shaking off my conversation with
David isn’t easy. I take my time brushing my teeth and putting on
pajamas, willing myself to forget David and rekindle my anger at
Ketchup. By the time I finish, I’m ready to demand a few more
answers.

Very quietly, I make my way to the window. I’m not
much for handiwork, but I made sure my window would slide open
soundlessly shortly after David started making nightly bed checks.
I suppose our scary conversation when I got home was good enough
for tonight, because he normally would have checked on me already.
I attempt to shove David out of my mind as I push up the window,
the movement making barely more than a whisper. The first place my
eyes go is to the road to look for Ketchup’s car.

The fact that it’s not there hardly means he isn’t.
He’s just gotten better about hiding his nightly trips. Better at
sneaking out of his house after his exhausted mom goes to bed, too,
given the number of times he’s ended up here lately. I like
Ketchup’s mom a lot, but she hasn’t been very present in his life
the last few years since her divorce. Her lack of attention has
come in handy several times, though. That thought instantly makes
me feel guilty, because I know it’s hard on Ketchup that she’s so
distant. Shaking off thoughts like that, I check the gate to the
backyard. Closed. The snapping of a twig way too close to my head
clues me in.

My gaze darts up to the center of the tree opposite
my window. It’s dark, with only a sliver of a moon to light the
backyard, but I can see his outline clearly. “Ketchup,” I whisper
harshly, “what are you doing up there?”

“Watching,” he says.

I roll my eyes. “What are you
doing in the tree? Where’s your car?”

“It’s a couple of blocks down, and I’m in the tree
because I can’t see much of anything from the street. If someone’s
going to come after you, I doubt they’re going to knock on the
front door first.”

“Nobody is coming to get me,” I say sternly,
although I’m not totally convinced of that. Having David here does
provide some comfort in that area. I don’t know who he is among the
Godling ranks, but he’s scary powerful, and just plain
terrifying.

“Eventually, someone will come.”

Why does he have to be so frustrating? “Ketchup, no
Eroi in their right mind would come after me in my own house with
my brother and David inside.”

“Your brother isn’t here, and I don’t trust David to
protect you.”

Normally, I’d say the same thing, but after the
conversation we just had… David wants something from me, and I have
no doubt he will kill whomever he needs to in order to protect his
own interests.

The black form that is Ketchup shifts. I can barely
see the movement, but I know he’s crossing his arms over his chest
in response to what he thinks is my stubbornness. It’s ridiculous
that he thinks someone will come after me here. The Eroi must know
that someone from the Godlings is keeping an eye on us, even if
they don’t know who it is. It’s too soon. I know Ketchup will never
listen to me, though.

“Fine, whatever. Waste your night sitting in a tree
all you want later. Right now, I want you to get over here. You
have a few things to answer for,” I snap, still whispering but
getting louder by the minute.

“Get over here? How exactly do you expect me to do
that? This tree isn’t equipped with a ladder to your window,”
Ketchup says.

I hold back the foot stomping I very much want to
start. David would definitely hear that. “I am not having a
conversation with you like this. David is going to catch me. Come
inside. Now.”

Ketchup’s head turns. He stares in my direction for
a few seconds before saying, “No.”

“What?”

“I’m not coming into your room.”

Is he trying to make me mad? “Ketchup, I can’t stand
here all night whisper-yelling at you. Come here!”

“Why?”

“Because we need to talk!”

Ketchup shrugs. “If you want to talk so bad, then
you should come to me. I’m not going in your room.”

I want to scream at him! Or maybe throw something at
him. Either one would work at this point. “Why not?” I demand.

“For one thing,” he says, “there’s no way I could
jump the distance. I’m not you.”

“And the second thing?” It better be good, because
even though Ketchup isn’t a Godling, he could definitely get across
the branches and slip into my room. I expect some other lame reason
like he weighs more than me and the branches will break, but he
says nothing of the kind.

“The second reason is that I’ve
never been in your room alone with you before.” He pauses for a
moment, and I find myself holding my breath. “If I were alone with
you in your room, talking would be the last thing on my mind, and
I’m not going there until you forget this stupid
friends thing and kick
Noah to the curb where he belongs. So if you want to talk to me up
close, you have to come to me.”

Responding is completely beyond me for a moment. All
I was thinking of is how mad I am at Ketchup for lying to Noah and
making plans without even asking me. I didn’t think of what it
would be like to have him in my room…alone…in the dark. My
breathing and blood speed up just thinking about it. Suddenly, the
cold outside sounds like a good idea.

“Fine,” I mutter, not about to admit he’s right. I
can’t see him smile as I balance on the windowsill, but I can feel
it.

Being perched two stories up makes me realize how
far away the tree actually is from my window. It’s a good five feet
before there is a substantial branch capable of bearing my weight.
Maybe Ketchup couldn’t have jumped that far. Not without falling
and breaking something. For me, it’s no problem.

My feet leave the windowsill, and, half a second
later, land lightly on a branch. I barely have to think at all to
pick my way through the branches to Ketchup. I stop, arms crossed,
when he chuckles.

“It’s so cool that you can do stuff like that,” he
says.

Ignoring how his comment affects me, I find a spot
that isn’t horribly uncomfortable and sit down. Our knees knock
together, but there isn’t anywhere I can go to fix that.

“So,” Ketchup asks, “what is so important that
you’re willing to risk David’s wrath?”

“What did you tell Noah about your plans for
Christmas break?” I demand.

No point in beating around the bush. I’m in no mood
for games, and I just now consider that it would have been a good
idea to bring a jacket with me. I can’t tell whether Ketchup is
surprised by my question, or if he is trying to come up with a
plausible lie.

“What do you do all night when you’re with Noah,
talk about me?”

“Hardly.” I shift, not so accidentally cracking my
knee into his. He groans, but takes my frustration in stride. “Why
did you tell him you’d be out of town all break?”

Ketchup shrugs. “Because I will be.”

“Liar. Your mom can never get off during the
holidays.”

“So I told Noah I was visiting my uncle…”

“The uncle you haven’t spoken to since your parents
divorced?” I ask, sarcasm adding an extra edge to each word.

“He doesn’t know that.”

I want to shake him! “Why did you lie to Noah?”

“I only lied about where I was going, not that I’d
be gone,” Ketchup says. It’s a flimsy excuse.

“Are you going to tell me where you’re really
going?” I ask.

Silence. It’s about what I expected. I look up at
him and sigh. My eyes have adjusted to the dim light. I can see his
features, or at least the outline of them. It’s enough to know that
he’s frowning and staring down. His expression is somewhere between
frustration and sadness. I reach out and set my hand on one of his
knees. When his hand lands of top of mine, I don’t pull away.

“Ketchup, you can’t come with me.”

He looks up. The fierceness in his eyes surprises
me. “Do you really think you can trust these Godling
characters?”

After the conversation I just had with David? I
shiver and try not to think about it. “Not really, but…”

Ketchup shakes his head. “But nothing. I know that
physically I’m no match for any of them, but you’re too trusting.
You want to see the good in everyone… like Noah, and I’m afraid
you’ll miss something and end up getting hurt. I can’t fight them
off, but I can see what you don’t. It’s the only way I can protect
you, and nothing you say is going to change my mind about
that.”

“Are you insane? Do you even understand how
dangerous going to the compound will be?”

“It won’t be any more dangerous than being here,” he
argues. “You even admitted that except for people like Ivy, a
person can only draw the hunger of one Godling. Hanging out with
Zander here isn’t any different than doing it in a secret
location.”

I want to argue that point, but he’s right about
that one. Either way, Zander wants to kill him. Ketchup has gotten
pretty good about keeping his distance and staying out of his way,
while still managing to be around me, but that’s hardly the only
problem.

Two weeks alone with Ketchup might be too much for
me to deal with right now. David already attacks me for being too
distracted during training. He would be thrilled if I became a
recluse and relied on him completely. I don’t like the idea of
leaving Ketchup behind, but I may need these two weeks away from
everything to really figure things out, to test the waters with the
Godlings, and see if I can get some kind of idea about who they are
and what a future would look like with them. I need answers before
I can do anything else.

Aside from my personal issues with this, there is
another huge roadblock to Ketchup’s plan.

“Do you really think an ultra-secretive group like
the Godlings would just let anyone wander into their camp and hang
out for a couple of weeks? They’d probably kill you just for
showing up!”

“No, they won’t.” The confidence in his voice is
bewildering.

“Yes, they will!”

“They won’t kill me,” Ketchup says, “because David
already said I could come.”

My brain freezes, and then melts into a puddle of
slush. He’s got to be lying. David is a horrible person, for one.
He would never let Ketchup tag along just to be a nice guy. Not to
mention, the man seriously hates me. No way would he do anything
that would seem even remotely like a favor to me. Absolutely
not.

“You’re lying,” I state firmly.

Ketchup’s fingers tighten around mine. “I’m not
lying. I asked David about coming with you a few weeks ago. He
actually thought it would be a good idea. He’s already arranged
everything. He said he’d have me housed well away from Zander. I
guess they have apartments for non-Godlings to stay in when they
visit or come to train.”

“That makes no sense,” I complain. “How on earth did
you convince him to let you come with us?”

Ketchup looks away, a familiar tell. That simple
gesture sets me on edge. When he speaks, I know he’s lying. “David
thought if I was there, you might be less likely to get out of
hand. For some reason, he thinks you’re a loose cannon. I can’t
imagine why,” he finishes, that last part under his breath.

“I’m only like that with him because he’s so
horrible to me,” I say, “but that’s not why he’s letting you
come.”

Ketchup still won’t look at me. His eyes are glued
to the grass beneath the tree. Yanking my hand away from his, I
cross my arms over my chest. “If you’re not going to be honest with
me, I’m leaving.”

I rarely make threats I don’t intend to carry out.
When I stand up and turn back toward my room, Ketchup knows I will
leave him there. He probably also knows that I won’t be speaking to
him until he does tell me the truth. I have had enough lies for an
entire lifetime. I refuse to listen to any more. I take the first
step away from him, but even that is too much for Ketchup to
stand.

He lurches up awkwardly and grabs my arm. “Wait,
don’t leave,” he begs.

“I want the truth.”

Frustrated, Ketchup’s free hand slaps against a tree
branch. The force makes the branch he’s holding onto for support
sway. I would have no problem adjusting my balance, but my heart
jumps when Ketchup is forced to grab hold of another branch to
steady himself. Taking a deep breath, I remind myself that I’m mad
at Ketchup. I am not jumping to his rescue if his arrogance knocks
him out of the tree. Well… I know I’d catch him, but not until the
last second.

“Why did David say you could come with us?” I ask
again. The sharp tone of my voice implies this is the last chance
for him to answer.

Sighing, Ketchup says, “Because he knows I’m
right.”

Um, okay? “You’re right? About what?”

“I’m right about us.”

I can feel my pulse speeding up. “What is that
supposed to mean?”

Now Ketchup meets my eyes. His grip on my arm pulls
me to him. I only manage to put up a resistance when we’re about
six inches away from each other. “We belong together,” he says. “I
know it, and you know it. Noah is… he’s just a distraction.”

A burst of anger makes me push Ketchup away. “He’s
not just a distraction,” I snap. “He’s a good friend, that’s
it.”

“A better friend than me?” Ketchup demands.

“It’s not like that and you know it. I’ve already
told you that I’m not interested in Noah like that.” I shake my
head in frustration at Ketchup. “The time I spend with Noah is the
only time I feel like a normal person. It’s one of the few times I
feel like my world isn’t trying to crush me! I need a break from
all of this, sometimes.”

Ketchup’s hands drag through his hair as he tries to
contain his frustration. “Fine! He’s your friend, but why can’t you
depend on me when you need to get away from all of this, instead of
him? I’m the one you’re in love with, Van. I know you are.”

“This isn’t about who I love or don’t love,” I say,
fighting to keep my voice strong. “It isn’t about you or Noah,
either. It’s about me.”

“What does that mean?” Ketchup demands.

I shake my head, frustrated and bordering on angry.
“Does it really seem like I’m in a place to start a relationship
with anyone right now?” I ask him. “I am on the verge of my hunger
erupting, which terrifies me. I have a psychotic Godling watching
my every move. All of my free time is spent training with said
crazy Godling, working, or doing schoolwork. I haven’t had five
minutes to myself since the night Zander almost killed Ivy. I can
barely stand to look at my grandma, who I used to be incredibly
close to, after finding out about all the lies she told us and all
the help she denied us. Zander’s dealing with his own stuff and not
exactly there for me even though he’s the only other person who
could possibly understand what I’m going through right now. I feel
like I’m walking around with the weight of the world on my
shoulders all the time, and if I make one false move—which we all
know I’m likely to do—I’ll lose everything.”

My arms flop down at my sides, defeated. “I’m sorry,
Ketchup, but I don’t have room for anything else right now. I can’t
afford any distractions, and that includes you. I’m sorry, but I
can’t. I just can’t.”

Ketchup stares at me with a
slightly stunned expression, obviously unsure of what his next move
should be. He’s hesitant as he reaches toward me. It takes him a
couple of tries before he manages to speak. “Van, I’m sorry. I know
you’re dealing with a lot right now, but I can help you get through
it. I want to
help you. I want to be there for you no matter what, but you’re not
letting me.”

“This isn’t something you can fix, Ketchup. You
can’t make this decision for me.”

His brows pull together in confusion. “What
decision?”

When I don’t answer, Ketchup leans
back against the tree to give me some space. When he speaks, he
does so cautiously. “Whatever it is, Van, you can trust me. I’ve
always been there for you. I know
you, who you are and what you are, and I didn’t
run. I don’t care about all this Godling stuff. I love you, and I’m
ready to stand by you through whatever it brings.”

“I know,” I say tearfully, “and that’s what scares
me.”

Ketchup looks up at me, more confused than ever.
“What?”

A million fears cram into my mind. Everything I’ve
been thinking for the last month all wants to tumble out at the
same time. My thoughts are begging to be heard, but letting them
escape is not easy. It takes me a moment to start talking.

“You’re not afraid of all of this,” I say slowly.
“You accept the fact that I’m… whatever I am. I’m dangerous. Being
with me is a risk. I’m not even sure I’m completely human. You know
all of that, and you’re still willing to stay with me.”

“Yes,” Ketchup says, clearly not seeing the
point.

A sad smile forms on my trembling lips. “What if
learning to control my hunger changes me? What if becoming a
Godling turns me into something I don’t want to be?” The corners of
my mouth turn down. “You’ll either walk away to spare yourself from
whatever I’ve become, or you’ll stay because you love me… but I
won’t be me anymore. I’ll be someone you never would have loved if
you hadn’t known me before. I know you’ll support me through my
training with the Godlings, but maybe that’s not a good thing.”

Ketchup’s head shakes back and forth slowly, but I
know he understands what I’m saying. I also know that he would
never leave, and it hurts me so much to imagine him staying with me
when I’ve turned into whatever David wants me to become.

“Van,” Ketchup says slowly, “that’s not the only
option. Nobody says you’ll become anything other than who you are.
You’re strong enough to stand against the changes they may try to
force on you.”

“I don’t know if I am,” I say. “It may not be an
option. Becoming one of them might be the price of control.”

“Then you don’t become one of them,” Ketchup says
firmly. “You can do this without David. We could…”

I shake my head, cutting him off. “Maybe,” I admit,
“but that’s not the only problem.”

“Then what?” Ketchup asks. “What else are you scared
of?”

I don’t answer right away, because I’m afraid
admitting my biggest fear will reveal me. I take a deep breath
before I finally say, “What if the Godlings won’t let me walk away?
What if I try and… and they use you against me, Ketchup? What if
they hurt you to make me do what they want? I could never live with
myself if that happened. If my choice is between living without you
and watching you be hurt…”

Tears roll down my cheeks and Ketchup immediately
pulls me into his arms. His fingers brush away my tears with such
tenderness, it nearly breaks me.

“That’s why I know they would never be able to
change you like you’re afraid they will. Your heart has always been
bigger than your hunger.”

His complete faith in me is too much to live up to.
I’m terrified that I’m not as strong as he thinks I am. How can I
risk letting myself love him when it could lead to his death?

Long moments of silence stretch between us. One lone
cricket chirps somewhere in the grass, despite the fact that it is
too cold for it to be out. There is more I need to say to Ketchup,
but it takes me a few minutes to gather my thoughts enough to
speak.

“When I said you couldn’t make the choice for me, I
wasn’t talking about the choice of whether or not to be with you,”
I say softly.

Ketchup looks over at me, his head cocked to one
side. “You weren’t?”

“I meant the choice of who I want to become and what
kind of life I want to lead,” I say.

“I’m not sure I know what you
mean,” Ketchup says.

Tired after such a long, emotionally exhausting
night, I lean back against the tree. “Everyone wants me to be
something different. Zander wants me to be harder, tougher, like he
is, even at the expense of losing the parts of myself that I like
best. Grandma wants me to be a survivor, turning away from anything
Godling and living a life of strict obedience to the rules so I can
pretend I’m normal when I’ll always know I’m not. Noah wants me to
be free, to be myself, but he doesn’t really know who that is. You
want me to be a cross between Superwoman and Lara Croft.”

Ketchup chuckles at that comment. “That would be
pretty awesome,” he teases.

I smile back at him, but my thoughts quickly turn
serious. “David wants me to become something, but I don’t know
what, yet. I know he has plans for me. He sees something when he
looks at me. He knows what I can become, if I’ll only give in to
his training, and embrace the power he believes I have.”

“He hasn’t given you any idea of what he expects
from you?” Ketchup asks.

I shake my head. “He told me tonight that I have to
complete my training before I’ll understand.” My head falls into my
hands. “Experience makes me think that whatever David wants me to
become must be bad… but what if it isn’t? What if I could do
something great, but I shy away from it because I’m scared?”

Ketchup gently pulls my hands away from my face and
looks me squarely in the eyes. “Van, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize
how much you’ve been going through lately.” He sighs, pulling me
over next to him. “Of course you’re scared about the future and
about how working with David might change you. It scares me,
too.”

“It does?” I ask.

He nods slowly. “Don’t you think I’ve thought about
all of this, too?” He pulls me closer until I am tucked under his
arm. “I hate that you have to rely on someone like David, but I
also recognize the alternative. Being scared that working with him
will change you is understandable, but you’re not seeing everything
clearly, Van.”

I look up at him, skeptical. “What do you mean?”

“For one,” he says, “you’re a lot stronger than
you’re giving yourself credit for. David is going to be in for a
fight if he thinks he can shape you into his puppet so easily.
Secondly, I’ll be here when you can’t do it on your own. I didn’t
let David take you away from me the night he showed up, and I’m not
going to let his training take you away from me either.”

Ketchup’s fingers run slowly through my hair, his
touch making me shiver. “You’re wrong about what I want you to be.
I don’t want you to be Superwoman or Lara Croft, not only because
you’re hotter than either one of them, but because I have only ever
wanted you to be one thing. Happy. That’s why David is letting me
come to the compound with you.”

I shake my head, overwhelmed by his admission, but
not sure I know what he means about David’s reasoning. “What?”

“David agreed to let me come, because whether you’re
ready to admit it yet or not, I’m not the only one who knows you’re
in love with me. David sees it, too. I want to spend the rest of my
life with you, Van. I don’t know what a future together will bring,
but I want to be prepared. Whether that means learning how to fight
by your side or knowing how to help our children if they have the
same hunger you do, I’m ready to learn.”

My eyes blink slowly as I struggle to take
everything in. Is Ketchup actually talking about getting married
and having kids? I sink into his embrace and breathe. It’s too much
to take in right now. Part of me is screaming with joy, but part of
me is terrified of what that would mean. Ketchup deserves some kind
of response, but I honestly don’t know what to say. I opt for
changing the subject until I can process this.

“Why didn’t you tell me about coming to the compound
before?” I ask.

Ketchup doesn’t seem upset that I didn’t respond to
his confession. Perhaps he understands that it will take me a while
to accept it. Instead of frustration, a soft smile graces his lips.
“It was meant to be a birthday present.” He shrugs. “I thought it’d
be a better surprise than it turned out to be.”

“Ketchup,” I say, feeling guilty, “I didn’t mean to
make you feel like I didn’t want you to come with us. It just
scares me.”

“Why?” Ketchup asks.

“I don’t know what it will be like
there. What if you see what the Godlings really are, and you
realize you don’t want any part of it?”

“Van,” Ketchup says, “I’m not
going anywhere. Be scared of all the other stuff, but don’t ever
think for a minute that I’m going to leave you.” He brushes my hair
back from my face, lifting my chin so I am forced to meet his eyes.
“Don’t look at this as a test to see whether or not I’ll run. I’ve
already made my decision when it comes to that. Look at it as a
test to see if we can be together, be who we want to be, even when
we’re smack in the middle of their
world. We can do this.”

I want to be as confident as he sounds, but there is
no way I can manage it. Part of me is still a little worried, but I
can’t deny the pleasure the idea of spending time alone with
Ketchup brings me. I am scared of what this trip will reveal, but
facing it with Ketchup does seem considerably less daunting.

Finally, I say, “It was a good birthday present.
Thank you.”

The corner of Ketchup’s mouth turns up, and he pulls
me back into his arms. “I told you it was. I’m sure it’s way better
than whatever Noah got you.”

Laughing a little, I shake my head at him. “I didn’t
tell Noah it was my birthday,” I say. “Too hard to explain why we
don’t celebrate our sixteenth birthdays.”

Ketchup grins. “Then my present was the best,” he
says triumphantly.

“It’s not hard to be the best when it’s the only
one,” I tease. He just ignores me.

For a long time, we just sit together in the tree,
looking up at the stars through the branches. It’s the second time
tonight I’ve found myself doing that and, once again, I wonder
about my future. Surprisingly, though, my thoughts don’t stay
focused on Ketchup or the trip. They switch gears to something else
that has been bothering me. Ketchup notices when my lips turn down,
and my arms tighten around my body.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” he asks. “Are you still worried
about the trip?”

I shake my head, and then reconsider. “I am still
worried, but that’s not what I was thinking about.”

Ketchup frowns. “Something else you’re worried
about? Is it Noah? Did he say or do something tonight?”

Shaking my head, I say, “It’s not Noah. I mean, I
still think he’s hiding something, but that’s not what I was
talking about. I think something weird is going on with Zander.
He’s been really preoccupied lately, and he keeps disappearing
without telling anyone where he’s going.” I sigh, gnawing at my
bottom lip for a few seconds before continuing. “I know I’m going
to sound like a broken record, but I think it has something to do
with Ivy.”

“Ivy?” Ketchup questions. “What makes you say
that?”

“I don’t know,” I admit. “It’s just something that I
can’t seem to get out of my head lately.”

Ivy’s name is never spoken in our house. Everyone
seems content to pretend she never existed. Sometimes, I wish that
were true. She threw our world into chaos. If she hadn’t shown up,
we’d still be blissfully ignorant about a great many things, which
I’m not sure whether that would be a good thing or a bad thing.
It’s too late to change it now, either way. Regardless, she brought
both the Godlings and Eroi into our lives, and I don’t think she’s
done causing trouble yet.

“What would Zander want with Ivy?” Ketchup asks.

“I think he wants to find her,” I say slowly.

“Why?” Ketchup asks. “Is he still in love with her,
or is this some kind of misguided attempt at revenge?”

Shaking my head, I say, “I don’t know, but I’m
afraid to find out.”






Chapter Five:
Limits

 (Zander)

 


Meeting David without Van seems strange. It makes me
nervous, to be perfectly honest. Things have been different with
David the last week since our conversation in the kitchen. I
wouldn’t say he has lightened up on me at all, but there seems to
be some level of respect between us now. I still don’t trust him.
Tolerating him has become somewhat easier, though.

I warily eye the restaurant across the street where
I am supposed to meet David. I have been on edge since he arranged
this. It’s out of the ordinary, and that isn’t like David at all. I
reach for the door handle when my phone buzzes. Startled, my hand
jumps away from the handle and straight to my phone. I stare at the
blocked number with narrowed eyes. This is the third time I’ve
gotten this call. I know I should stuff it back in my pocket and
not answer, but for some reason, I accept the call and hold the
phone to my ear.

Silence.

I know it sounds strange, but something about the
silence sounds familiar. I listen even when I know I should end the
call. Something won’t let me hang up. I realize a moment later that
the line isn’t completely silent. I can hear someone breathing.
That is what sounds familiar. As if the caller senses my weak
recognition, the line goes dead. Shaking my head, I put the phone
away and get back to the task at hand.

The walk up to the restaurant is uncomfortable.
Partly, because of the clothes I am wearing. Slacks and ties have
never felt right on me. The clothing is more bearable than the
unknown. Why David asked me to meet him for dinner has been
bothering me all day. I know this won’t be a social meeting.
Somehow, the night will become another round of training, but I
can’t figure out exactly how.

Being greeted by a crisp looking maître‘d when I
first step through the door only makes me more nervous. If whatever
David’s planning doesn’t work out, me losing control in a
high-class restaurant will definitely make the news. I say nothing
and move carefully as I follow a young woman to David’s table. He
is perusing the menu as I approach, as if this meal means little to
him. I sit down stiffly.

“Good evening, Zander.” David’s eyes glance up for a
brief second before dropping back to the menu.

Silence hovers around the table for several minutes
before he puts down his menu and takes any real notice of me.

“You might want to look over the menu if you plan on
eating tonight,” David says calmly.

My eyes narrow. “Why are we here?”

Never one to play games, David says, “To test your
limits.”

“What limits?”

“Are you denying that you have limits?” David asks,
looking mildly amused.

My jaw tightens briefly. “Hardly. I want to know
what limits, specifically, you plan to test.”

Sitting back in his chair, David considers me before
answering. When he comes to a decision, he says, “Every Godling’s
hunger has a particular leaning, you know that. Van craves chaos
and mania, while you drink in the slow anticipation of the hunt.
Normally, I would commend you for your self-restraint and
fastidiousness.”

“Normally?” I question.

“Yes, normally.” David leans forward, elbows on the
table with his hands pressed together thoughtfully. “Planning,
preparation, caution—these will all aid you in life. You will be
strong because of these abilities.”

“Then what’s the problem?” I demand.

David offers up a condescending smile. “The problem
is that not everything goes according to plan.”

Our conversation is momentarily interrupted when the
waitress appears to take our drink orders. David chats amiably for
several minutes, while I state my preference and nothing more. I am
more wary now than before I walked into the restaurant. For the
most part, David has complimented my ability to maintain control as
long as I can.

“I’ve noticed a problem with your combat training,”
David says as the waitress hurries away. “Your pattern work is
flawless. If I give you a set of moves to perform, you do it with
only a rare mistake. The problem comes when you are forced to react
to Van’s wild attacks. Because she almost never follows the
patterns I have taught her, you are having difficulty beating
her.”

My answering grunt only seems to annoy him. Even
though I’m glad Van is progressing, even if not in the way David
would like, I hate the fact that she beats me while sparring more
often than not. I never know what she’s going to do. I can’t
prepare for a random kick or trick move. She reacts immediately,
while I am still trying to decide what the appropriate counter
should be.

“When you are out in the world, anything can
happen,” David says. “It is very important that you are able to
respond quickly and react appropriately. At this point, your
ability to do so is very weak. This is the limit I will be testing
tonight.”

I look around the restaurant, slightly confused.
“How exactly are you planning to do that?”

David looks like he wants to roll his eyes at me,
but he would never do something so childish. Instead, he pierces me
with a withering glare and picks his menu back up. “Dinner first.
Testing after. This is hardly the place to throw you to the
wolves.”

My fingers curl into fists, my
frustration reaching its
limit. In my head, I know he is toying with me.
He just finished telling me that I need to learn how to function
without a plan. Not telling me what he has in store for me is my
first lesson. I understand that, but it doesn’t help me much. The
idea of being tossed into an unfamiliar situation with no warning
gnaws at me all through dinner. It gets under my skin as David
leads me to our next stop, a nightclub near the University of New
Mexico campus.

As the valet drives away with David’s car, I
suddenly have the intense urge to run. The pressure of David’s hand
clamping down on my shoulder prevents such thing. I don’t
understand what he’s thinking. I mean, he’s basically putting me in
a new situation with every intention of letting me flounder, but
how is he planning on getting me in? Last I checked, the legal
drinking age was twenty-one, not eighteen.

Not about to explain, he shoves me toward the door.
I expect questions, requests for ID I expect at least a second
glance. Nothing. The bouncer simply nods at David and lets us both
in without a word. My surprise only lasts a few seconds before
shock sets in.

Music blares around me, forcing its way into my
head. It’s not the soothing notes of classical, but fast-paced
beats that stir my blood. This is music I have been trained to
avoid. Thick, warm air makes me feel instantly claustrophobic. The
scents of sweat, alcohol, and underlying pain press in around me.
Bodies move through the room in time with the music. Several people
brush past me. Their contact startles me, but pushes me to go
deeper into the crowd.

Somehow, we make it to an empty table in the corner
of the room. David sits down with his elitist posture fully intact.
I collapse into the booth and loosen my tie as I try to gulp in a
deeper breath. Somewhere in this crowd, there is someone that I
want, that my hunger wants. More than one someone in fact. I can
feel the intense pull of my hunger trying to lead me in multiple
directions, but the mass of bodies makes it hard to pinpoint the
sources. I do everything I can to focus on something else. I turn
back to David for help. He isn’t even paying attention to me. His
eyes sweep the club again before taking any notice of me and
bothering to speak.

“Your task tonight is to speak with five different
women of my choosing. The conversation must last at least ten
minutes, or it doesn’t count. You are not allowed to plan
beforehand. I will choose a woman, and you have thirty seconds to
approach her.” David looks over at me. “Do you understand the
challenge?”

“Sure, but what is the point of this?” I ask,
wanting nothing more than to get out of this club. “How is picking
up women going to help me in combat?”

David smirks. “You’d be surprised.” His eyes drift
away from the table and land on a tall brunette with a blue silk
blouse and black skirt. “Her,” he commands.

I try to object, get a better answer out of him, but
he merely reminds me of my thirty seconds and shoos me away. The
irritation buzzing around in my head makes it hard to concentrate.
I try to think up something to say as I walk toward her table, but
talking to women has never been my strongest area. Before I can
come up with anything, I’m at her side.

As tall as I am, it makes me hard to miss. The woman
turns toward me expectantly as soon as I approach. Her eyebrows
rise when I don’t say anything. I can feel the sweat beading all
over my body. Dangerously close to panic, I blurt out the first
thing that comes to mind.

“Your blouse is beautiful. I really like that color
on you.”

The woman’s head tilts to the side at my
out-of-the-blue comment, but she doesn’t seem to be insulted, at
least. “Thanks,” she says. “Do I know you? You look familiar, for
some reason.”

The urge to run douses me again. If I look familiar,
it’s most likely because she’s seen my picture on the news. My
Godling abilities have put me center stage in the sports spotlight.
I can hardly admit that, though, without giving away that I am
still in high school and it is completely illegal for me to be
here. My brain scrambles to come up with a response.

“I don’t think we know each other. Maybe I just
remind you of someone.”

She stares at me more intently. “It’s the hair,” she
says. “Something about your hair seems familiar. It’s not just
blond, it’s white.”

“It’s a genetic thing,” I say out of habit.

That seems to spark something in her. The woman’s
eyes widen in fear. “I know why you seem so familiar. You look just
like that kid who killed his parents last year!”

My breathing stops entirely. I hadn’t even
considered that might have been the source of her recognition. One
of the few sound bites the news could get out of Oscar was him
ranting that his problems were genetic. They couldn’t blame him for
killing our parents because that’s what he was supposed to do.
Desperate to get away from her, I stand up hurriedly.

“Is that you?” the woman demands. “Are you really
that guy?”

“No,” I say quickly. The way she is clutching her
purse and huddling against her chair makes it clear that nothing I
can say will make any difference. “I’m sorry I bothered you.”

I make a beeline back to David, flopping into the
booth with shaking hands. Even though I’m sure David somehow
managed to overhear everything, he sits placidly without comment on
my hasty arrival. He raises his glass to his lips slowly, while I
try to regain control of myself. Finally, David decides to
acknowledge my presence.

“That went better than expected.”

I stare at him, realization coming slowly. “You knew
that would happen?”

“Of course. That young woman is a reporter for
Channel 12 news. She provided quite a bit of coverage during
Oscar’s trial and commitment to Peak View.” David takes another
sip, obviously pleased with himself. “I actually expected her to
recognize you sooner.”

Anger simmers under my skin, but I hold my temper
and keep it in check. David doesn’t respond well to me questioning
his methods. There will be no negotiating on this task. The rules
will not change because I think he has an unfair advantage. No, I
am expected to learn the lesson he has in mind, and I will not be
dismissed until I do. Knowing that, and having no desire to stay
here any longer than necessary, I sit back and wait for him to
choose a new mark.

It takes me three more tries before I manage to keep
a conversation going for the required ten minutes. The second woman
David chose used to date one of the assistant football coaches from
my school. She knew who I was as soon as I introduced myself. She
bailed immediately, not interested in being seen with a high school
student, despite the fact that I’m already eighteen. The next woman
wasn’t interested in men, me or anyone else. David only bothered to
share that he had seen the woman and her girlfriend together on the
dance floor after the fact. My next attempt seemed to be going
fairly well until the woman’s boyfriend returned from the bathroom
and nearly started a brawl.

After that, I knew every woman David sent me after
was going to have something that would prevent me from being
successful. There was no way I could know in advance what that
would be, but I began to realize that it didn’t matter. She could
mutate into an alien and David would still expect me to adjust and
continue the conversation. When David spots the next woman, I
decide to take a different approach. He used Van as an example of
how my fighting needs to improve. The same must be true for
this.

Van has an unusual approach to life. She tries to be
careful, but her emotions frequently get in the way. She hates
lying to people, so she tells the truth as much as possible, only
lying when keeping important secrets. People who have heard of Van
tend to be afraid of her, but she never lets that stop her from
trying to win people over. I don’t know how she manages so many
complex and exhausting interactions every day. However she does it,
I need to figure it out soon if I have any hope of passing David’s
test.

Nervous energy still crackles around me as I walk up
to the bar for my next test, but I picture my little sister and the
many conversations I have overheard between her and her friends. I
make it through three interactions that satisfy David, dodging
pitfalls like one being a married woman, one an emotional wreck
after a recent break up, and another turning out to be a new nurse
at Peak View who knew Oscar.

It was hard not to call it quits as soon as the
nurse made the connection, but I actually managed to turn the
conversation around into an appreciation for her willingness to
work with people like him. The only hiccup was trying to buy a
drink for a woman and offending her feminist pride so greatly that
she slapped me in the face. David got a real kick out of that
one.

With three down and only two more to go, I slide
onto the barstool and turn to face a gorgeous redhead. Her back is
to me at first, but the friend she is talking to notices my
attention and nudges her. When she looks over at me, I smile like I
used to when I saw Ivy from a distance, before she got close enough
for my hunger to react.

The redhead shifts in her seat so she is looking at
me, but her body is still partially turned toward her friend. “Can
I help you?” she asks. It’s a direct question, but she asks it with
a smile.

“Actually, I was hoping you wouldn’t mind if I hung
out here for a few minutes. I need a break from my uncle over
there,” I say, gesturing in David’s direction.

Both women swivel to take in David’s severe
appearance. He definitely stands out when surrounded by more skin
than clothes. He’s also the oldest person here. Both girls smile
and turn back to me. “No problem,” the redhead says. “Your uncle
doesn’t look like the clubbing type.”

“Not really.”

“Then why is he here?” the friend says, a blonde
with bouncy curls trailing down her back.

I shrug. “I think he’s trying to teach me a
lesson.”

“A lesson? What kind of lesson?” the redhead
asks.

Smiling, I say, “I’ll let you know when I figure
that out. He’s a strange guy. I never know what he’s really up to.”
Both girls giggle, and I start to relax. “I’m Zander, by the
way.”

“Maggie,” the redhead offers.

The blonde is quick to follow up with, “Lily.”

“It’s nice to meet you both. I appreciate you
letting me hide out with you.”

“Not at all,” Lily says.

To prove her point, she slips off the stool next to
Maggie and hops up next to me, leaving me sandwiched between the
two of them. Both girls lean in closer. Their nearness is a little
unnerving, but there is part of me that is relieved to have contact
with a woman and not feel the familiar rush of hunger following
close behind. Even still, I have to force myself not to jump when
Maggie lays her hand on my forearm.

“So, Zander, what are you majoring in?”

I contemplate lying, but in all honesty, I have no
idea what I want to major in and I don’t want to say something that
will get me in trouble. Besides, something tells me these girls
aren’t interested in my GPA. “Haven’t decided yet.”

“Funny, I’ve never seen you around campus,” Lily
says. “I’m sure I would have remembered seeing you.”

“I don’t go to UNM,” I say.

The girls look confused. “Where do you go to
school?” Maggie asks. “Here I thought you were local.”

Her pouting lips are obviously meant to be coy. I
can’t decide whether I want to laugh or roll my eyes. Instead of
doing either, I test my instinct to be honest. “Actually, I’m still
in high school. I’ve got another year before I have to pick a
college or a major.”

That stops both girls cold. They lock eyes with each
other, their heads tilting as they consider. Some silent
conversation passes between them that I will probably never be able
to understand. Then, Maggie looks down at me with a mischievous
smile.

“I don’t believe you. No way you’re only
seventeen.”

“Eighteen, actually.”

“Held back?” Lily asks.

I shake my head, enjoying their puzzlement just a
little. “I got sick and had to repeat a year because I missed too
much class.”

“Why not take summer classes?” Maggie asks. She
clearly doesn’t believe me and thinks she is going to find some
hole in my story.

“I couldn’t afford to fail a class, or I’d lose my
eligibility to play sports. Then I’d lose a bunch of scholarship
offers.”

That seems to perk up the girls’ interest. “What do
you play?” Maggie asks, scooting a little closer. The urge to move
away is so strong that I can barely resist jumping off the
stool.

“Football and basketball.”

“And you have scholarships already? You must be
pretty good.” Maggie’s hand curls around my biceps a little
tighter, making me wonder just why David sent me to this girl.

Before I can answer Maggie, Lily interrupts with a
squeaky gasp. She shoves her phone at Maggie, forcing her to back
off a little in order to take it. Thankful for the break, I seize
the chance to scoot a little further away. The sound of my name
coming from the phone keeps me from going too far. I look over the
screen and see highlights from last week’s championship game
flickering by as the sportscaster comments on my performance.

When the video ends, both girls stare at me in
disbelief. “You weren’t kidding!” Lily exclaims.

“Wow, you’re really good,” Maggie adds. “I love
football.”

Lily seems to have a little more logic swimming
around in her head. “But you’re in high school!”

Maggie counters with, “Yeah, but he’s eighteen. It
said so on the video. That’s totally legal.” Her gaze leaves her
friend and lands seductively on me. “So, those scholarships… do you
have one for UNM?”

I nod, suddenly having a hard time forming words as
Maggie’s hand slides onto my thigh. A competitive edge glints in
Lily’s eyes. Her body presses in against mine.

“Can we buy you a drink?” Lily runs her fingers up
my arm. “I’m assuming that since your uncle got his underage nephew
into the club, he won’t mind you having a little fun with us.”

My blood is racing now, but my head is clear enough
to remember that David will kill me if I even think about drinking.
Alcohol makes controlling our hunger much harder. No Godling is
allowed to drink. Plus, my coach would flip out if he ever found
out. “Sorry, that’s where my uncle puts his foot down.”

Maggie’s lips brush lightly against my ear. My whole
body tightens in response, the only reaction I can manage without
bolting. “How about a dance then?” she whispers.

I balk. I have no desire to find myself on the dance
floor with Maggie or Lily. Our intentions behind this conversation
are clearly quite different, and I have no idea how to untangle
myself without causing a scene. Panicked, my eyes dart over to
David. He is watching intently, as I knew he would be, but offers
no help. All he does is tap his watch, holding up three fingers to
let me know I’m not finished yet.

I want to strangle him right now. Instead of living
out my fantasy, I force a smile onto my face and say, “Sounds
great.”

Both girls hop off their stools, surprising me. I’m
even more taken aback when both of them grab one of my hands and
start pulling me toward the dance floor. They each flash me daring
smiles. I drag against them, but they seem to take it as some kind
of game. Their hands slide up my arms slowly, as if they are
reeling me in. Both are giggling now, swaying their hips in time
with the music.

As the girls start dancing in front of me, I realize
I have no idea how to dance with them. There doesn’t seem to be any
steps, just a lot of swaying and touching. That last part nearly
sends me running when Maggie’s arms wrap around my neck and her
body presses in close. I can feel every inch of her writhing
against me. The response she elicits from me is surprising. Not
only does my hunger begin to stir under such intense stimulation,
but my body reacts as well. The desire to indulge slowly begins to
consume me.

Suddenly, Maggie spins out of my arms and Lily takes
her place. Her enthusiasm surpasses her friend’s. She takes my
hands, guiding them down her body to her hips. I can’t resist the
urge to pull her against me. Lily grins at the contact, running her
hands up my chest. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I know this is
all meaningless. I surprise myself by not caring.

Maggie is tangled in my arms again when David
appears next to me. His presence surprises the both of us, making
me step away from Maggie quickly. She turns her pouting back on for
David’s benefit.

“You’re not going to make him leave, are you?” she
asks. “Lily and I can get him home safely.”

David smiles a surprisingly genuine smile. “I’m sure
you could, with a detour to your dorm room on the way.”

The shameless grin on Maggie’s face sends a rush
through my body. Embarrassment at how appealing that sounds is a
close second.

“I do apologize, ladies, but I must take Zander away
from you. We have plans elsewhere that can’t be ignored.” He
gestures apologetically to both girls, but puts a firm hand on my
shoulder. “Enjoy the rest of your night, ladies.”

David begins leading me away, but Maggie catches me
first. Her lips press against mine in a flash. Her arms and body
follow. My shock does not outmatch my physical desire and hunger. I
pull her in closer, letting myself give in to my desires for
once.

Too soon, David is pulling me away, out of the club
and back to his car. When we are both seated, he looks over at me,
a strange sense of pride filling his features. “After a few initial
difficulties, you did rather well, Zander.”

I’m not really sure how to respond to his
compliment, or even which part of the night he is referring to, so
I stay silent. The longer neither of us speaks, the more my mind
whirls. Embarrassment at my behavior with Maggie tries to flood my
mind, but the easy pleasure of being around her makes full regret
impossible. It felt good, for once, to let go and give in. I know I
can’t make this a way of life, but I appreciate the realization
that not every second has to be so controlled and rigid.

After letting me have a moment with my thoughts,
David asks, “I feel confident that you found the intended meaning
in this exercise tonight. I expect you to employ the same tactics
in your combat training this week. I want to see a more balanced
fight between you and your sister.”

“You will,” I respond.

David nods and starts the car. As he drives, he
seems to be thinking deeply. We are almost back to where I left my
truck at the restaurant when he looks over at me. “Realizing that
you can let go once in a while wasn’t the only thing I wanted you
to take away from this experience tonight. The second meaning I’m
not so sure you understood.”

All the other women David sent me after had a
glaring problem I was expected to handle. Maggie and Lily were
different. They simply wanted sex. I realized that pretty early on,
but David wasn’t trying to get me to go home with them. He wouldn’t
have pulled me away if he wanted me to let go that much. I struggle
for a moment to figure out what he means. I think back to the
moment when I realized it felt good to be near a woman without my
hunger taking over. This wasn’t about the girls so much as it was
about Ivy. Slowly, I realize the lesson he wanted me to learn was
that I need to stop fixating on Ivy—revenge or love—and realize
that there are other options for me, safer options, ones I can
indulge in without it leading to someone’s death.

I know what his lesson was, but that doesn’t mean I
learned it. I can hardly admit that I am actively working out how
to take down the Eroi, but I can go along with what David believes
my true preoccupation to be.

“David,” I say slowly, “it’s going to take a lot
more than that to make me to forget about Ivy.”

He nods, not arguing for once. “I don’t expect you
to forget her. Someone like her is impossible to forget.”

“Then what?”

David doesn’t respond for a moment. He sighs, coming
to a stop behind my truck. “How did those girls make you feel
tonight?”

“Hungry,” I say honestly.

“Good,” David says. “Remember that when you can’t
get your mind off Ivy.”

I am honestly stunned by his words. “You’re not
actually telling me to sleep around with other girls in order to
avoid thinking about Ivy, are you?”

“If that’s what it takes,” David says, “but no,
that’s not what I meant. I was referring to the fact that if two
young women you share no real connection with, other than hormones,
can fire up your hunger, imagine what being in that same situation
with Ivy would do to you. Can you imagine dancing with Ivy the way
you did tonight? Kissing her as that Maggie woman kissed you? You
were safe enough tonight, but you know exactly what would have
happened if Ivy had been there instead.”

Death. That’s what would have happened. David looks
over at me seriously.

“Zander, you can never be with Ivy. Your hunger for
her will get worse every time you’re near her. It’s already bad
enough that you would have killed her, if not for Van’s
interference. You can barely handle kissing her, let alone having
sex with her.”

“I already know that,” I say, my tone making David
glare at me.

His narrowed eyes last a few seconds longer before
he shakes his head and says something that surprises me. “I
honestly don’t know if you’re still stuck on Ivy emotionally like
you want me to believe, or if you hate her so much for betraying
you that it’s affecting your ability to focus, but you need to get
a handle on it one way or another. I don’t care how you choose to
deal with memories of her. Just deal with it. Your training is too
important. You can’t let yourself be distracted.”

“Why is my training so important
to you?” I ask. “I seriously doubt you put this much effort into
other Godlings you stumble onto.”

“Other Godlings do not have the potential you and
your sister have,” David says seriously. “A battle with the Eroi
can’t be held off forever. You both have a role to play, power to
unlock, and I mean to see that happen.”

“What makes you think Van and I are anything
special?” I ask. “From what you say in training, I’d think we were
a pretty big disappointment to you so far.”

“You’re not a disappointment. You’re behind.” David
looks over at me, his expression intense. “Don’t mistake my
criticism to mean you don’t have immense power. You and your sister
wouldn’t have survived this long on your own otherwise.”

Shocked that he is being so honest with me—not to
mention shocked by his answer—it takes me a moment to respond. When
I do, I take a risk and return his honesty. “It’s not knowing that
gets under my skin.” I shake my head. “It’s not even trying to
figure out whether or not she loved me. I don’t care anymore. It’s
trying to understand why she would throw her life away for the
Eroi. I can’t understand that.”

“Knowing the motivations of
a Richiamos is
impossible,” David says testily. “You have two choices, and I don’t
particularly care which you choose. Either obsess over Ivy for the
rest of your life and never let anyone else in, or hate her and
seek solace with someone else. Do whatever works for you, but
do not let this
interfere with your training.”

The car is silent again. I watch
as David’s hands clench and unclench around the steering wheel. The
first time I brought up Ivy with him the night we talked in the
kitchen, I got the impression that he had a more personal knowledge
of Richiamos like
Ivy than he was admitting. Now I am positive.

“Which one did you choose?” I ask quietly. “Do you
still obsess over her, or did you drown yourself in someone
else?”

David’s hands strangle the steering wheel a moment
before falling into his lap. “I live alone, and I always will,” he
says, ending the conversation, but not making my choice any
easier.

 



Chapter Six: No More
Lies

 (Zander)

 


I haven’t visited Oscar since before the night I
almost killed Ivy. Van and Ketchup have been coming instead. From
all reports, Oscar has been doing better than ever with me staying
away. Perhaps he would prefer the arrangement stuck, but I need to
see my brother. I have too many questions with no answers. I have
to know that he is okay, too. More than anything, I need to
apologize.

Rita, the receptionist, looks up when I approach.
Her mouth splits into a grin when she recognizes me. “Zander! It’s
so good to see you! Van told me you were feeling better, but I was
still so worried.”

Having been prepared by Van, I know she is referring
to the lie about my illness Van told the first time she came with
Ketchup in order to see Oscar on a non-visitation day. I smile back
at Rita, touched that she cares so much. “Thanks, Rita. I’m feeling
a lot better now. I hear Oscar has been doing well lately,
too.”

“He has,” Rita confirms. “He’s never been so stable
for so long. Oscar’s doctors weren’t thrilled when your uncle David
insisted they allow Oscar more than one visit per week, but they
agreed to a test run, and it has done wonders for your brother. I’m
just sorry it took them so long to make the change. Your uncle is a
godsend.”

“Yeah,” I agree halfheartedly. Not exactly the title
I’d give my fake uncle, but I do appreciate him bringing a little
more relief to Oscar.

Rita pats my hand gently. “Oscar should be ready to
see you in just a few minutes. I’ll let you know when you can go
back.”

I thank Rita and sit down to wait. The minutes seem
to tick by slowly, but I know my nerves are more responsible for
that than the clock. When the orderly steps up to escort me back, a
jittery feeling starts creeping through my body. By the time I
reach the visitation room, my hands are shaking.

Pulling open the door seems like a monumental task.
Seeing Oscar staring at me with clear, but angry eyes when I do
open the door makes me freeze. It is perfectly clear that he does
not want me here. I consider leaving, but I know this needs to
happen. Still, I don’t want to force myself on him and cause
problems.

“Can I come in?” I ask.

Oscar seems surprised, since I have never asked his
permission to visit before, but he nods slowly. It’s hardly a
genial welcome. I’ll take it, though. Oscar’s eyes stay latched
onto mine as I walk toward the table. My movements are slow, so as
not to provoke him. It seems an eternity later before I plant
myself in the chair opposite him.

Before I can say anything, Oscar says, “I am very
angry with you, little brother.”

It’s hard not to slink down in my chair. “I
know.”

“When they took me away, you promised you would
protect Van.” Oscar’s body strains against the chains. “You didn’t
protect her. You almost got everyone killed. You chose Ivy over
your own sister.”

“Yes, I did,” I answer honestly, surprising Oscar.
“I trusted myself over everyone else. I thought I was strong
enough, but I wasn’t. I was being selfish, and I regret my choices
more than I can ever say.”

Oscar sneers at me. “You regret getting involved
with Ivy? I don’t believe you.”

I decided before I came here that I would be honest
with Oscar—no matter what he asked. He deserves that. I am
beginning to realize now how difficult that will be, but I refuse
to back down from my promise.

“You have no idea how much I regret getting involved
with her. What I regret the most is not having enough control to
walk away. I knew from the first time I met her that I could never
withstand her, but I deluded myself into thinking I could try. I
put everyone at risk.” I look up to meet Oscar’s gaze squarely. “I
will never do that again.”

Far from convinced, Oscar leans
back in his chair. “Why did you come here today? I told Van I
didn’t want to see you, not after the lies you’ve told. You know
how much I hate liars.”

“I came to apologize, and to ask for your help.”

Oscar cackles. The disturbing noise bunches my
shoulders, as if they can block it out. “My help?” Oscar demands.
“What help do you think I can give you?”

“Information.”

That sets Oscar back in his chair. He eyes me with
such animosity that I find it hard to face him. I watch with
concern as his body tightens like a spring ready to lash out. His
lips part, but his teeth stay clamped together as he says, “You
want to know about before. Before Mom and Dad. Before I broke. Just
like Van, you want to know why.”

“No,” I say quickly. “I don’t want to know why you
killed them.”

Van already told me what he said, that he killed
them because they had lied to us about beings Godlings. She also
told me how agitated it made him to talk about it.

“I want to know how you knew they were lying. You
told Van that someone tried to help you with your hunger before it
happened. I want to know who that was and what group they belonged
to.”

“Why?” Oscar asks slowly.

Knowing that Van has already explained what we’ve
been told about Godlings and Eroi, I say, “Because next week Van
and I are being sent to a Godling training camp for two weeks.
Before I get into a car with them, I need to know whether or not we
can trust them.”

“Two weeks?” Oscar’s eyes widen in panic. “You can’t
leave me here alone for two weeks!”

“It’ll be okay,” I say quickly. “David wants you to
come with us. He said he was going to talk to your doctors about
it.”

Oscar pulls against the chains. “I’m not going
anywhere with David!”

“Look, Oscar, I don’t trust him anymore than you do,
but Grandma has already agreed to us going to the Godling compound.
Short of violence, we’re not getting out of it.”

“I’m not going anywhere with David! That man cannot
be trusted!” Oscar screams, his face beat red and his entire body
trembling.

I hold my hands up, begging him to calm down.
“Please, Oscar. The only reason I’m doing this is for Van. I
promise I’ll protect her while we’re there. Plus, Ketchup is going,
too. She’ll be okay.”

“How would trusting David help Van?” Oscar demands
through clenched teeth.

“She’s past her birthday,” I say. “Her hunger hasn’t
changed yet. I’m worried that when it does, it will be bad. She
needs to learn control before that happens.”

Oscar’s hands clench tightly, but he doesn’t argue
this time.

“Plus, if I can somehow kill my hunger for Ketchup,
I can give Van what she wants more than anything else.”

“A normal life,” Oscar says quietly.

I nod. “And for now, that means accepting David’s
help.”

“I’m still not going,” Oscar says. The steel in his
eyes makes it clear there will be no negotiating. “David will have
to figure something else out, and you, little brother, had better
keep our sister safe this time.”

“I will.”

“You better,” he growls.

The muttering Oscar begins under his breath in
incomprehensible, but I can hear enough to know it is directed at
David and my grandma both. I suspect he places a hefty amount of
blame on my grandma’s shoulders for the lies we were told and the
way we were raised. He has refused to see her since he was
committed. He won’t see David either, but that’s not all that
surprising. I suppose David will have to figure something out about
Oscar. For now, I change the subject back to what I wanted to talk
about in the first place.

“Oscar, it’s important that you tell me about the
person who tried to help you. If you expect me to protect Van, I
need to know. Were they Godling or Eroi?”

“Neither,” Oscar hisses. “Not heroes. Not assassins.
She was neither, but she was tricky and false. She made promises
that she didn’t keep. She said she could help, but all she did was
cause more hurt.”

I try to be patient, but my voice comes out sharp.
“Who was she?”

“Emily Robbins.” His face sours at the mere mention
of her name.

“How did you meet her?”

The corner of Oscar’s mouth turns up for just a
moment before falling back into a sneer. “We worked together at the
shelter. She loved animals as much as I did. She knew how to
comfort them better than anyone else.”

“How did she find out about your hunger?” I ask.
Despite the unexplained disappearances of several pets in our
neighborhood when Oscar turned sixteen, he has always had a passion
for animals. I’m sure people would find that hard to believe now,
but he was very good with animals and studying to be a vet before
everything unraveled.

Oscar shakes his head sadly. “Animal control brought
in an abused Dalmatian. The collar was embedded into its neck, and
it was starving. The poor creature was in so much pain, but Emily
and I were the only ones there. The vet had been sick for several
days. Its pain was so overwhelming to me that I couldn’t leave its
side. All I could do was feed.”

“How did Emily know what you were doing, though? Why
didn’t she think you were just upset?” I ask.

It would be such a small thing for someone to
notice, easily passed off. Van has done plenty of more noticeable,
unexplainable things, but still no one would come to the conclusion
that she is cursed with hunger for pain and destruction.

“Emily knew because she had seen it before.”

Confused, I stare at him. I am well aware of Oscar’s
feelings about lying, so I know I can trust what he tells me, but
if Emily wasn’t a Godling or an Eroi, what was she?

“What do you mean she had seen it before? How?
Where?”

Staring past me with unfocused eyes, Oscar says,
“Emily was very smart. She spent a year in Venice as a foreign
exchange student. That was where she met Paolo. That was where she
learned about hunger. Paolo told her everything, because he loved
her. She said she was scared, but he promised he could control it.
He promised he would never hurt her.”

“But he did hurt her, didn’t he?”

Oscar shakes his head viciously.
“No, he didn’t. He kept his
promises, unlike other people.” His face twists
in disgust as he glares at me. “No, Paolo never hurt Emily, but
someone hurt him. Someone told him they would protect him, teach
him to control his hunger, to serve the purpose he was meant to
serve. They promised him, but they lied. They lied to him, and then
they took his life. They took him from Emily. They hurt her, not Paolo. Never
Paolo.”

That answers almost nothing. It creates a dozen more
questions in my mind, and all of them need answers. “Who was
helping him? Was it the Godlings or the Eroi? Who betrayed
him?”

Rolling his shoulders, Oscar
shrugs as if he couldn’t care less. The darkness in his eyes
betrays that casual motion. “Emily never knew. He was sworn to
secrecy, promised not to tell. He
kept his promises.”

My teeth grind together at his repetitious
accusations. I know I broke my promise to him, to more than him. I
need him to put that aside for now and answer my questions! If the
Godlings are the ones who promised Paolo help, but ended up killing
him, I need to know that! It takes all my self-control to push away
my irritation and try again.

“Did she tell you anything that might help us figure
out which group it was? Did she ever mention religion? Did they
encourage him to learn martial arts of some kind? Did they ever
promise him some kind of power as a reward?”

Concentration wrinkles Oscar’s forehead. “Paolo was
very religious, but I don’t know if that had anything to do with
the Eroi. She never mentioned martial arts or any promises.”

“Why did they kill Paolo? What they were teaching
him, did it not work?”

“That was what was so confusing to Emily. Whatever
they were teaching him, it was working. Before they killed him,
Emily saw him help a young boy who had broken his arm on the school
playground. When they first met, that would have made him lose
control, but this time, he kept control and got the boy help
without any problem at all. Two days later, they were walking down
the street after dinner, someone grabbed Paolo, and then slit his
throat.”

Desperate now for something useful, I ask, “Did
Emily see the attacker? Anything that would mark him? Tattoos,
piercings, clothing?”

Oscar’s eyes light up. “A tattoo on his chest.” He
points at his sternum. “A squiggle… like a snake. Yes, a
snake.”

Finally, something I can use! It doesn’t help me at
the moment since I never saw that much of Ivy, and David is always
dressed in slacks and dress shirts. He considers his dress casual
if the top button is unbuttoned. When we’re at the Godling
compound, hopefully I’ll have a chance to look for the tattoo.

“I’ll find out who the tattoo belongs to,” I promise
Oscar.

“You better. No more broken promises, Zander. No
more.”

“I won’t. I’ll protect Van, no matter what.”

Oscar shows teeth when he grins. It isn’t a happy
expression. “You better, because my doctors can’t stop talking
about how well I’m doing. One day, I’ll escape this prison. I will
make you pay if you fail her again.”

As much as I love my brother, I shrink back in fear.
Not only does Oscar never lie, he never breaks a promise,
either.

Needing no further encouragement to leave, I stand
and turn toward the door, but I don’t start walking just yet.
“Oscar, is it okay if I keep coming to see you?”

Oscar considers the request before saying, “No more
lies.”

“No more lies,” I promise.

“Fine,” Oscar says, “but I still hate the taste you
bring. It makes me sick. I can taste Lisa’s death on you every time
you come.”

That gets my hackles up more than anything else he
has said today. I turn to face him without flinching. “And I can
taste Mom and Dad’s deaths on you. You’re hardly the one to judge.
What happened to Lisa was an accident, and you know it.”

“At least I didn’t lie about what I did,” Oscar
counters.

I shake my head at him in disgust. “No, you just
killed your own parents.”

 



Chapter Seven: A
Possibility

 (Vanessa)

 


My hands twitch nervously as I peek into my English
class. Noah is already waiting at his desk. I find it supremely
unfair that he looks perfectly calm. I lean back from the window
and take a deep breath. It isn’t the public performance that is
bothering me. That I can handle. Even though only crazy people
actually enjoy public speaking, it doesn’t terrify me like it does
some. What has me shivering like a caged rabbit is the very real
possibility of utter chaos erupting during our performance.

It is a feeling that has been
plaguing me all morning. I woke up knowing that our scene was going to
go terribly wrong. It’s not something I can explain. Just like I
know Zander is planning something dangerous that has to do with
Ivy, I know this scene is going to turn out badly.

We’ve worked the martial arts side of the fight for
weeks. I know it cold, and it’s very mild. Nothing serious enough
to even tease my hunger, let alone launch it into a rage. The
speaking part of the fight may be a little rockier since we only
finalized it a week ago, but so what if we forget a line? Whatever
is behind this feeling, it’s really putting a damper on my day.

“Hey!” a voice calls out just as a hand slides over
my wrist. Startled, I jump, falling back into a defensive
stance.

Ketchup’s laughter edges away some of my
nervousness. “Hold up there, Jackie Chan. I’m not trying to attack
you. I just wanted to wish you good luck on your project today.”
Ketchup pauses to take in my deer-in-the-headlights imitation.
“Nervous?”

If I were asking Ketchup the same question, I’m sure
he’d laugh it off and tell a lame joke that would lighten the mood.
Me, I just nod like a bobblehead.

The tenderness in Ketchup’s touch as he slides his
hand into mine entices my mind to think of other things, things in
no way related to performing a skit with Noah. Without warning, my
mind is drenched in the memory of Ketchup’s kiss the day we stopped
Zander. My skin seems to hum, but I’m sure that’s just my
imagination. Suddenly I am stuck thinking about my visit with Oscar
last night after Zander left him, and his incessant questions about
the Godling camp.

I begin to feel lightheaded as my mind is yanked in
a new direction. Thoughts jump and dance until landing on the
confusing image of Noah and me standing at the front of the class.
The fierce anger radiating off the pair of us is startling.
Confusion blankets me, and along with it darkness and falling.

***

A strangely claustrophobic feeling snaps my eyes
open to half a dozen faces hovering above me. My hands instantly
strike out, pushing them away from me.

“Wait! Van, calm down,” Noah calls out from the
jumble of faces.

He tries to touch me, but it is too much, too close.
I try to move back and realize I am lying on the floor. Still, the
feeling of being about to suffocate is too intense to ignore. I
feel as if I am going to explode if they don’t just get away and
back off! This time, nobody stops me when I scramble back up to my
feet and dart away from them.

Mr. Littleton is the first to take a step forward.
His hands are held up in a pacifying gesture that I find offensive.
I’m not an animal they are attempting to cage. I take another step
back to get away from him and bump into someone. Before I can turn
around, arms wrap around my waist and hold me carefully, without
judgment. My body relaxes into Ketchup’s embrace. Noah is by my
side a moment later, which annoys Ketchup, but actually helps me
calm down.

“What happened?” I ask quietly.

That seems to be the question on everyone’s mind.
Ketchup is the one to answer it.

“You were talking about doing the scene and how
nervous you were, and then you started hyperventilating. A minute
later, you collapsed.”

Everyone around me seems to take his obvious lie at
face value. Heads nod, and few spectators chuckle at my apparent
stage fright. I must not have been out for more than a second if
Ketchup didn’t have time to explain before now, but somehow I
managed to create enough of a spectacle that my entire class ran
out to peep at me. Great. Just great.

“Sorry,” I mumble under my breath.

“Are you okay?” Mr. Littleton asks. “You should
probably go down to the nurse and have her check you out.”

“Uh, the nurse isn’t here today,” Ketchup reminds
him. “Just the health aid, and she and Van don’t get along.”

Ah yes, budget cuts. The school district must figure
kids only get sick every other day, because that’s all they’re
willing to pay to have a nurse on staff. It’s ridiculous, but I’m
actually glad for it today. Just like with the health aid, the
nurse and I have a rather strained relationship. They both think
I’m the world’s biggest hypochondriac due to the times I have been
sent to their office for various injuries only to show up
completely healed.

“Maybe I should go get Zander,” Ketchup offers
quietly.

“No! I’m fine, really. It was just nerves or
whatever. Public speaking really freaks me out.” I glance around at
the faces scouring me for signs of a repeat episode. “Really,” I
assure them, “I’m fine. I promise.”

For some reason, Mr. Littleton looks to Ketchup for
confirmation. Noah catches it as well, crossing his arms over his
chest as he steps closer to me. Ketchup, on the other hand, turns
to look down at me without noticing anything else. His face
crinkles as he considers. The way his hand trails along my skin as
he turns toward Mr. Littleton doesn’t do much to keep me focused. I
feel more than a little awkward stuck between Noah and Ketchup, but
I’m willing to let them handle this for a moment.

“Maybe,” Ketchup says, “I should stay with her for a
while, just in case.”

As Mr. Littleton starts nodding, Noah mutters, “That
hardly seems necessary.”

Noah is ignored by both Ketchup and Mr. Littleton,
but not by me. I turn toward him and say, “I’m okay, really.”

He frowns and steps closer. “Has this ever happened
before?”

I shake my head. Ketchup and Mr.
Littleton seem to have come to some kind of conclusion by then and
both turn back to me. Ketchup glares at Noah’s nearness. The
blatant back off in his expression gets ignored by Noah. Stuck between them, I
slowly pull myself out of Ketchup’s grip and step away from them to
get some breathing room, which earns me frowns from both
guys.

Finally, Mr. Littleton steps up and breaks the
tension. “Class, take your seats. Just a case of stage fright.
Everything’s fine.”

Annoyed students mutter as they walk away. Ketchup
takes my arm gently and starts pulling me toward my usual seat.
Noah stalks after us, only pausing for a moment when Mr. Littleton
pulls out his phone. It only takes our teacher a few seconds to
send his message and look back up. His attention is directed to
Ketchup first.

“I let Mrs. Schwartz know you’re in my class. Just
check in with her later for any assignments you might have missed.”
Then he turns to me. “Miss Roth, you and Noah will go last. If you
begin to feel faint again, please let me know and we’ll call your
grandmother or brother right away. I’ve made it this far through my
career never having to give mouth to mouth to a student, and I
would really hate to break that record today. Got it?”

I nod quickly. If I need resuscitation, it better
not be him that gives it to me. Ketchup and glances at me and I
blush. I know the exact thought running through his head. He is
quick to lean in and whisper, “No way will he beat me to your
lips.”

Stifling a smile, I push him toward my seat. Noah
sits down next to me in his usual seat, watching Ketchup through
narrowed eyes at seeing his levity. There isn’t an empty seat
nearby, so Ketchup settles in on the floor next to me instead. He
seems perfectly content using his backpack for a pillow as he leans
against the wall. Noah still looks unconvinced that I’m not going
to collapse again. I see him slip his phone out of his pocket and
hold it discretely under his desk. A few seconds later, my phone
buzzes.

R U really ok?

My fingers type a swift reply.

I’m really fine.

What happened?

Panicked.

Why?

Old habits. Never fought in front of people before.
Grandma would freak!

It’ll be okay. I’ll be right there with you.

I know. Thanks, Noah.

Noah offers me a quick smile before slipping his
phone back into his pocket and forcing his attention up to the
students getting ready for their scene. I have every intention of
following suit, but another buzz stops me. This one’s not from
Noah.

You’re not getting out of explaining what just
happened.

Like he even needed to say
that. I know, I
type back to Ketchup. If he can’t corner me during school, I have a
feeling he’ll be waiting in my tree later tonight. For now, I block
out the bizarre experience and watch the equally strange scenes
created by my fellow classmates. Most fly by with mumbled words and
barely comprehensible themes. A few show some talent for either
writing or acting, but rarely for both at the same time.

Most of the class is teetering on sleep when Wyatt
and Holly finally shuffle up to the front of the classroom. When
everyone realizes whose turn it is, heads pop up off desks and
earbuds are swiped out of ears in preparation. Everyone can already
see the scowl on Holly’s face and the rolling of Wyatt’s eyes as
they take their places. When Mr. Littleton paired up the
self-proclaimed future president with the rodeo rider for this
project at the beginning of the semester, we all knew it was going
to be a disaster. Everyone has been looking forward to this moment
for months.

With two dozen pairs of eyes glued to them, Wyatt
and Holly stand a good five feet away from each other. Holly snaps
her script up in front of her face, no doubt her need to speak
every syllable perfectly outweighing her knowledge that she had the
script memorized months ago. Wyatt, on the other hand, glances at
his script once, shakes his head, and tosses it on Mr. Littleton’s
desk.

“Where have you been?” Wyatt says in a monotone
voice.

Holly dares to remove her script from directly in
front of her face. Her scowl deepens as she prepares for her line.
“You have no right to ask me where I’ve been after what you
did.”

Sighing, Wyatt says, “You have no idea what I
did.”

“Then you weren’t at Garduños last week having
dinner with Maria?”

“Maria?” Wyatt asks, clearly confused. “You mean
Sarah?”

Holly turns scarlet. Even though messing up a line
would be enough to embarrass Holly the Perfectionist, the level of
her embarrassment seems extreme. I silently wonder why. One glance
down at her script seems to confirm Holly’s mistake.

“Yes, Sarah. What were you doing with Maria, I mean,
Sarah, last week?”

Suddenly, Wyatt’s whole demeanor changes. Two
minutes ago, he was bored to tears with this whole exercise. Now,
he takes a step closer to Holly, a grin spreading across his lips.
Either he’s really enjoying Holly actually making a mistake, not
once but twice now, or something else is going on. The whole class
is captivated.

“Which is it, Maria or Sarah?” Wyatt asks, stepping
even closer.

“That’s not your line!” Holly hisses.

Her irritation only amuses him. They are now only a
foot apart. Holly does her best to ignore him, continuing with her
next line. “She’s my best friend, and you promised me there was
nothing going on between the two of you.”

“There isn’t,” Wyatt says. “With
Sarah or Maria.”

“Why were you having dinner with her then?” Holly
tries to take a step back from Wyatt, but he only follows her. Red
creeps back into her cheeks. “Why were you with her?”

“It was business.”

“I don’t believe you,” Holly says, but by now her
voice is barely audible.

“It was a business dinner with Sarah. She’s
brokering a real estate deal for me, helping me buy an apartment so
I can stay here with you.”

Before Holly can move on to her next line, Wyatt
slides his hand down Holly’s arm to grasp her hand lightly.
Everyone in the room can tell by her shocked reaction that this was
not part of the plan. Wyatt’s grin becomes even more electric,
while at the same time turning sweet and playful.

“And I wasn’t having dinner with Maria, either.”

“No?” Holly gulps.

“No.” Wyatt pulls her a little closer. “I was there
with my family. Maria was at the table next to us waiting for her
date, the one who never showed up. I went over to her table to ask
her if she wanted to join my family and me. I felt bad that she had
been stood up.”

Finally, Holly tries to glance at her script, but
gives up and stares at Wyatt. “You aren’t seeing anyone else?”

Wyatt shakes his head slowly.

“Oh, well… so you’re staying here, um, buying an
apartment… or something, to be with me?” Holly asks, still trying
to hold onto the planned script.

“Apartment? Oh yeah, sure. To be with you,” he says
as he leans in.

Nobody says a word. Everyone’s
eyes are glued to Wyatt’s lips as they gently press against
Holly’s. No one breathes as we all wait for Holly to either bolt or
slap him. I know for a fact that was not part of the script. Not a single
one of us is prepared for Holly to drop her script and return
Wyatt’s kiss wholeheartedly.

Cheers and laughter fly up from my fellow students.
Mr. Littleton is chuckling to himself behind his desk. I am utterly
speechless. I have been listening to these two fight with each
other for three months! How in the world did they end up kissing in
front of the whole class? And they’re still kissing! My disbelief
eventually runs out and I start laughing, thrilled that I won’t
have to listen to them bicker anymore, and even happier that they
fell for each other.

The whole class boos Mr. Littleton when he finally
pulls them apart, shooing them back to their seats. Wyatt is
grinning, and Holly beet red but completely unable to stop herself
from smiling and glancing over at Wyatt.

“And you all thought pairing those two up was going
to be a disaster,” Mr. Littleton says, setting off a new round of
laughter.

Once he quiets everyone down again, he looks in my
direction, but before he can call Noah and me up for our skit, the
bell rings, sending everyone diving for their bags. It’s the last
day of school before the break, and no amount of PDA is going to
keep students from bolting from class to class in hopes that the
day will end sooner.

Over the din of students trying to escape, Mr.
Littleton says, “Noah and Van, I guess you’ll have to perform your
skit when we get back from break. Be ready!”

I nod gratefully, not sure I was ready to face the
class after what happened earlier. Noah doesn’t seem too
disappointed, either, when he approaches my desk. “How are you
doing?” he asks.

“I’m fine, I promise. Don’t worry about it.”

“At least our next class is together. If you start
feeling faint again, just let me know. I know you think Ketchup is
better equipped to deal with this kind of stuff, but I’m not as
unprepared as you might think,” Noah says.

He could very well be talking about knowing first
aid or something, but there is a level of seriousness in his
expression that I’ve never seen on him before. In that one look, I
can tell that he doesn’t buy Ketchup’s story. Not only that, I am
almost sure that he somehow understands how serious this could be.
If it has anything to do with my hunger…

I swallow hard, telling myself that I’m just
imagining things. He’s just worried. Right? I reach out toward him,
intent on allaying his fears, but we both see how shaky my hand is
when I reach for him. Noah’s hands steady me immediately. I want to
tell him that this has nothing to do with earlier, that I’m just a
little freaked out, but I’m really not sure what’s going on.

Noah starts to say something, but Ketchup turns back
toward me saying, “Thanks for fainting! I would have hated to miss
that!”

As the last few words slip past his lips, he notices
Noah’s hands on me. For once, he doesn’t get mad. His expression
turns worried. I try to play it off casually, saying, “So glad I
could be helpful,” but Ketchup doesn’t even seem to hear me.

“What’s going on?” Ketchup asks. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I try to tell them both, but Ketchup is
already waving Mr. Littleton over.

He hurries over to us a few seconds later.
“Everything alright?”

Noah shakes his head and holds up my hands. They’re
steadier than before, but still trembling slightly. “We have the
same class next, so I can keep an eye on her, but it’s probably
better if she goes home. Just in case.”

Looking more than a little annoyed that Noah has
taken over, Ketchup puts a hand on Mr. Littleton’s shoulder to get
his attention. “It might be nothing, but given Van’s family
history, it’s better to be safe than sorry. Especially since the
nurse isn’t here today. If there is an emergency, the health aid
isn’t going to know what to do.”

Mr. Littleton glances between the three of us before
settling on me. “You think this might be related to your genetic
condition?”

I bite my bottom lip. Even though Mr. Littleton
seems to have assumed Noah knows as much about this as Ketchup
does, Noah is watching me with a perplexed and worried expression.
Chances are, what happened has nothing to do with anything. I’m not
confident enough to say that, though.

“I really don’t know. We’ve all reacted
differently,” I say honestly. One look at Ketchup and the concern
that has his shoulders bunched up, and I admit this might be more
serious than I initially thought. Sighing, I turn back to Mr.
Littleton. “Maybe they’re right.”

The school staff went through both Oscar and Zander
turning sixteen and their hunger erupting, so they’re prepared to
handle what they will perceive as me having some kind of bizarre
physical and mental breakdown that they will believe is related to
my phantom genetic disorder. Having said that, none of them want it
to happen at school.

Mr. Littleton nods. “I’ll have the health aid call
your grandmother to come get you.”

“I don’t think she’ll be able to reach her. My
grandma teaches at the university today until four o’clock.”

“And Zander is off campus today with the reps from
UNM.” Frowning, Mr. Littleton looks at Ketchup. “Are you okay
taking her home?”

Noah’s steps up looking rather annoyed. He glares at
Ketchup, who’s earlier joking around clearly bothered him. He must
think Ketchup isn’t taking this seriously enough. He stares him
down and says, “I’m perfectly capable of taking Van home. My
parents will understand if I miss a few classes.”

Mr. Littleton’s eyes dance between Ketchup and Noah
before settling on me again. He waits for a moment, considering,
and I think smiling just a little at my expense. Finally, he looks
away from me and acknowledges Noah. “You do not have permission to
leave campus in the case of an emergency regarding Ms. Roth.
Ketchup does.”

“Really?” Noah demands. “Why?”

Enjoying Noah’s irritation, Ketchup steps forward
and takes me under his arm. “Because they trust me. I didn’t just
pop up out of nowhere and try to insinuate myself into Van’s life
for no apparent reason.”

“No apparent reason?” Noah fumes. “She’s my friend!
That’s my reason. I don’t hang around because she saved my life.
I’m with her because I want to be!”

Ketchup’s whole body tightens.
“You are not with her,” he growls.

“That’s not what I meant,” Noah snaps, “but I’m not
the one who was laughing this off a few seconds ago!”

Desperately, I look up at Mr. Littleton for help,
and thankfully he grants it. Stepping in between the two guys, he
gently pushes them apart. He looks first at Noah. “You three can
sort out whatever’s going on between you later. No more arguing,
Noah. You will go to your next class because this school cannot
release you to go with her. Do you understand?”

Noah nods sharply.

Mr. Littleton turns to Ketchup and levels a stern
look at him. “You’ll drive her home?” Ketchup nods in the
affirmative, a gesture Mr. Littleton repeats. “Okay, stop by the
office and sign out. I’ll call ahead and let them know you have
permission. I’m also calling your grandmother, Van, and leaving her
a message so she knows you’re on your way home.”

I assume he means that last part as a warning not to
screw around, but he has nothing to fear. Ketchup won’t let me out
of his sight until I’m parked in front of Grandma, and she
reassures us that this is not a sign of my hunger erupting. At
least, I’m hoping that’s what she’ll tell us.

Once the office knows we’re coming, Ketchup pulls me
toward the door with Noah trailing behind. I feel bad that he’s
being left behind like this, and that he feels like he’s being
tossed aside, because that isn’t true. I honestly believe Noah
would take care of me. At least I think so. When he and Ketchup
were arguing, did he say he wasn’t my friend because I saved his
life like all the others? How does he know about that? Panic starts
to creep in as Ketchup pushes me down the hall. I look back at him
to ask him about it but, apparently, he has a few other things on
his mind.

“Van, what genetic condition was he talking about?
Are you okay? You’ve never mentioned anything like that
before.”

The panic in his voice slows me down. I stop and
turn to face him, momentarily forgetting about my question. Ketchup
is surprisingly patient as he waits.

“Noah, it’s not something I tell very many people.
I’m sorry I haven’t told you about it before now. It’s really no
big deal most of the time, but both my brothers got really sick
around this age. Ketchup’s just being careful,” I explain. “I’m
sorry, Noah, I can explain more about it later.”

“Can I call you later?” he asks.

I nod. “Of course. Now get to class before you get
in trouble.”

He doesn’t seem happy about it, but he does trot off
to class through the now-empty halls. Ketchup and I are on our way
as well. After a quick stop at the office to sign out, we both
climb into his car and begin the short drive back to my house. He
doesn’t waste even a second.

“Okay, what really happened?”

Sighing, I lean back against the seat. “I really
have no idea. I thought it was you at first.”

“What do you mean?”

A slight blush creeps onto my cheeks as I remember.
This, of course, only makes Ketchup more curious. “When you took my
hand… I felt like my skin was humming, and then the memory of…”

“Of what?” Ketchup asks, grinning.

“Of you kissing me. It started playing in my head
like it was happening right then.”

Ketchup’s chuckle makes me grimace. “Sounds to me
like someone was just a little overwhelmed by me touching her.”

“I’m sure.” My eyes roll, despite
the fact that Ketchup touching me will get my heart racing just
about every time. I’ve made my stance on that very clear, and I
don’t need to be sending mixed messages right now.
“After remembering the kiss, other memories started replaying
themselves, and then something weird happened. I saw Noah and me
doing our skit in front of the class, but it wasn’t right. We were
both furious with each other. The fight was real.”

“What do you mean—you
saw it?” Ketchup
asks.

I shrug and sink into my seat, feeling suddenly worn
out. “It just seemed so real, like a memory. But it had never
happened. We didn’t even do our skit today, and even when we do,
it’s just pretend. We won’t really be fighting each other.”

As we pull into the driveway of my house, the car is
quiet. I’m surprised, and not at all thrilled, to see David
standing on the porch. I reach for the door to get the inevitable
explaining and general lack of answers over with. Ketchup’s voice
stops me.

“What if the thing about the skit hasn’t happened
yet?”

“What? Of course it hasn’t happened yet.”

Ketchup shakes his head. “No, I
mean, what if it is going to happen, just not yet?”

My head starts shaking. “No.” I shake my head again.
“No.”

“What were you telling me right before you fainted?”
When I don’t respond, he continues. “You said you’d had a bad
feeling all morning that something was going to go wrong with the
skit. What if it wasn’t just a weird, random fear?”

“Ketchup,” I say with a sigh, “this thing was either
just a random occurrence, or it has something to do with my hunger
getting ready to let loose. Premonitions, or whatever you’re
thinking, I don’t think I can handle that right now, okay?”

He seems a little disappointed that his revelation
didn’t get me excited, but he understands that I can only deal with
so much. I hit my limit of crazy nonsense a while ago. He doesn’t
let it go quite yet. “If it happens again…”

“I’ll tell you,” I promise.

We both get out of the car and approach David on the
porch. Before we get within earshot, Ketchup offers one more
thought. “Don’t tell your grandma or David… just in case I’m
right.”

I have no real reason to believe Ketchup’s theory,
but just the idea of David using something like that chills me,
because I have no doubt it would not be used for good. My head bobs
silently in agreement as I climb the porch steps.

 



Chapter Eight: On One
Condition

 (Vanessa)

 


David won’t stop staring at me. I feel like enough
of a freak without his eyes boring into me, as if he expects my
entire body to spontaneously catch on fire. I just want to go to
bed, but David won’t let me. Maybe there really is some kind of
timetable for stuff like this, like not swimming after eating or
whatever. I half suspect he just wants to be a jerk. Just like when
he sent Ketchup packing this afternoon.

Zander sitting down next to me and putting an arm
around my shoulder helps a little. He didn’t seem to notice my
bizarre reaction to him when he got home, but Ketchup did. I’m sure
it looked a lot like what happened at school today… except for the
fainting part. I try not to think of that right now. Instead, I
lean into his shoulder and close my eyes. Maybe if I just pretend
David isn’t here, it will help. I half expected Grandma to be the
one fussing over me, but she’s been oddly distant lately. I mean, I
know I haven’t been the most welcoming toward her since David
showed up, but I’m still surprised. This is the kind of stuff that
always sent her into overboard mode before. I guess she’s thinks
David knows how to handle it better?

I try to put it out of my mind, but my phone starts
ringing a moment later. David looks at it with narrowed eyes. What
is answering a phone call going to do to me? Shaking my head, I
snatch my phone off the coffee table and look at the caller ID.
Noah.

Instead of answering the call right away, I stand up
and start toward the back door. David and Zander are both up a
moment later. Zander takes up a protective stance in response to
David’s agitated one. I roll my eyes at both of them. “I just want
a little privacy to answer the phone. You can watch me from the
back door, David.”

I don’t wait for him to agree. I just leave. Halfway
through the house, I slide my finger across the screen and answer
my phone before it can go to voicemail. “Hey, Noah,” I say as I
hurry the last few steps to the back door. Pushing it closed behind
me, I pointedly narrow my eyes at David as he stalks after me.

“Hey, Van,” Noah says. “How are you feeling?”

Other than seriously annoyed? I sigh as I slump down
onto the little bench against the back fence. Thankfully, David
stays at the back door.

“I’m fine. No other weird fainting spells.”

Noah doesn’t ask me again, or try
to make sure I’m really
fine like everyone else. He accepts my answer and
moves on. “I’m glad you’re feeling alright. I was pretty worried
about you.”

“I’m sorry, Noah. I didn’t mean to freak everyone
out.” I run my hands through my hair as I sigh. “Like I needed one
more thing to make everybody think I’m a complete weirdo.”

For a long moment, he doesn’t say anything. He stays
quiet for so long that I begin to worry that it isn’t just the
other kids in class that thinks there’s something wrong with me. An
ache starts in my chest that is difficult to contain. Part me has
always expected that Noah would one day realize I’m too messed up
to be around, but I had convinced myself that he would stay even
after he realized that.

“Noah,” I say with a small voice, “it’s okay.”

“What’s okay?”

I let my head fall back against the bench and take a
deep breath. “It’s okay to walk away. I understand.”

“What?” Noah says. “I’m not going anywhere. Why
would I?”

“I just thought…”

“What?” Noah interrupts, “that I’d run because you
fainted? Don’t you have any faith in me?”

Sitting back up, I shake my head. “No, not because I
fainted. Because you know what Zander and Oscar went through. You
have to! Kennedy was friends with Lisa. I know she saw how
difficult this stuff was for Zander. He barely made it, and Oscar…
well, he only partially made it.”

I stand up, too agitated to sit still now. David
steps closer to the back door, but doesn’t open it. That’s probably
due to the nasty glare I just shot at him.

“Today may have been nothing,” I say, “but it’s
going to happen to me, too.”

“I know,” Noah says softly. “I’ve known that since
before we started hanging out.”

His voice is oddly calm, soothing even. That kind of
freaks me out, to be honest. I stop walking, completely confused,
and more than a little wary. “What? You told me at school that you
didn’t know about the genetic thing.”

“I didn’t know what it was, but I knew both Oscar
and Zander started having major problems around this age. It made
sense that you would too,” Noah says. “When you started talking
about a genetic disorder, I got scared that it meant whatever is
going on could seriously hurt you.”

Sitting back down on the bench, I let my head fall
into my free hand. “It could,” I say quietly. “It could kill
me.”

Noah’s breath blows out slowly. “But your doctors
are taking care of you, right? You’re not in any… immediate
danger?”

The fear and pleading in his voice breaks my heart.
“No,” I say. “I’m not in any immediate danger, but that could
change at any moment. I have no idea what will happen to me when
my… when it happens. I could end up like Oscar.”

“You won’t end up like Oscar,” Noah says.

I don’t argue with him, because it would be
pointless. Neither one of us knows what will happen. We’re both
scared, though, and there is a certain kinship in that.

“Van,” Noah says quietly, “you don’t have to hide
things from me. I know you think you do, but I can handle more than
you realize. I understand more than you know.”

My whole body freezes. “What do you mean?”

For a moment, Noah doesn’t reply, and I find myself
holding my breath. Finally, he sighs and says, “I just meant that I
know you’re different than anyone else I’ve ever met. You’re
special. I know I don’t even come close to knowing what you’re
dealing with, but I know you’re going to survive it. If you need
help, though, I hope you know you can count on me.”

It sounds like a perfectly logical explanation, but
something I can’t explain makes me distrust what he’s saying. He
wants me to confide in him, but I can’t. The same itchy feeling
from this morning tells me that he’s not being honest with me.

Taking a deep breath, I say, “Noah, I need a little
more time.”

“I know,” he says, “but when you’re ready, I’ll be
here. I never want you to doubt that.”

I shake my head, confused and frustrated. “Why?” I
ask. It’s the only word I can give voice to in the face of
everything running through my mind right now.

“Why do I hang around with you?” Noah asks softly.
“Because I want to. I have faith that you’re stronger than whatever
it is you’re facing. You are not Oscar, and you are not Zander. You
are so much more than what you give yourself credit for.”

He pauses, but there is nothing I can say to him in
this moment. I can hear the sincerity in his voice. It’s confusing,
because I trust that he means what he’s saying, but I don’t trust
him. My fingers press over my mouth as I understand.

“I am with you because I want to be with you, Van.
There’s no other reason,” Noah says with a surprising amount of
heat. “I want you to be happy. I want you to be…”

Noah sighs so deeply I can almost feel the ache in
his heart just from the sound.

“I want you to be safe,” he says.

So few words, and yet they stir up more confusion
than I know what to do with. He doesn’t expect me to respond. He
seems to know I can’t, but there’s no way he understands the real
reason why. His heartfelt words echo in my mind long after we say
goodbye, battling with the instinct not to trust him. I fall asleep
hours later, worried and more confused than ever.

 


***

 


“Vanessa! It is time to get up!”

My growl rumbles out from under my blankets.
Yesterday was stressful enough with the fainting, weird images,
possible explanations, and Noah. Today promises to be even
worse.

“Young lady,” David calls through the door, “if you
are not waiting by the door in fifteen minutes, I will place you
there myself whether you are dressed and packed or not, and you
will spend the next two weeks in solitary meditation exercises. Now
get up!”

“Fine!” I yell through the door as I throw my
blankets aside. I hate him! I really, really hate him!

Having anticipated what a horrible mood I would be
in this morning, I made sure everything I needed was packed last
night. I even showered and laid out my clothes, so I could pretend
for as long as possible that I was not about to spend the next two
weeks of my life holed up with the Godlings. Thanks to my
foresight, I am sitting at the breakfast table gulping down eggs
and toast five minutes later.

When Ketchup slides into the seat next to me, I
silently thank Noah for not pressing to come by this morning to see
us off. My other emotions are a tangled-up mess. Yes, I love being
with Ketchup, but I am scared senseless of what these next two
weeks might bring. What if I give in? What if I let my emotions
choose my future instead of protecting him? What if I’m not there
when Zander needs me? If I make the wrong choice about Noah, what
might I lose? And the biggest fear of all, what if I walk right
into whatever David is planning for me?

“It’s time to leave,” David announces suddenly.

I try to ignore him, but Ketchup whisks my plate
away and drags me up from the table. Scowling at him, I yank my arm
out of his grip. Just because he’s excited doesn’t mean he needs to
be grabby.

Efficient as always, David has everything packed in
the cars and people seated in their appropriate places within five
minutes. Grandma and Zander are all tucked away in the first town
car with David. Feeling more down than ever, I approach the second
town car with some stodgy Godling driver behind the wheel.

I’m sure David thought we would be taking Oscar with
us on this exciting little trip, but he should have known better
than to try and force him into doing anything. The whole hospital
probably thinks Oscar is on the verge of a complete meltdown after
the fit he threw when David tried to speak to him personally. Let’s
just say, the wall and the chair that went through it will never be
the same.

Needless to say, David was forced to make other
arrangements. I don’t like the idea of a Godling doctor being
placed in the hospital with Oscar. It worries me that any Godling
will have so much access to him, but there was nothing Zander or I
could do about it. I can only hope the next two weeks won’t result
in any more deaths.

Sighing, I slide into the backseat of the town car
where Ketchup is waiting for me. Ketchup’s presence demanded the
extra car, so Zander wouldn’t eat him. It is a plus with
potentially many minuses. There was no way I was spending who knows
how many hours either squashed in a car with David glaring at me or
with Grandma and Zander asking a bazillion questions about
yesterday that I have no hope of answering, but I’m nervous to
spend this much time with Ketchup.

Neither David nor Zander have gotten over my
fainting episode yesterday. They are both frustrated that neither
of them could explain what had happened. I think Grandma knew I was
holding something back when I was forced to explain as much as I
could, but she didn’t press me. David simply seemed to think it was
me being overdramatic. I thought Grandma would insist on riding
with Ketchup and me after my fainting spell, but she was
surprisingly easy to push away. I try not to let that worry me and
just hope she trusts me to behave.

“Do either of you need anything before we leave?”
the driver asks. “David is ready to go.”

Ketchup glances at me for confirmation, and then
says, “I think we’re good.”

“If you need something to eat or drink, the
compartments to your right and left contain snacks and beverages.
There is also an intercom button directly below the partition. You
may use it while we are driving if you need to get my
attention.”

With that, the privacy window rolls up and secludes
us. It’s only then that I realize all the windows are so heavily
tinted that we can’t see out. The feeling that I am being kidnapped
is difficult to swallow.

“Well,” Ketchup says, “this is a little weird.”

Oh, I’m sure it’s only the beginning of weird. No
need to freak him out even more. Still tired, I lean my head back
and will myself to fall asleep. Ketchup gives me a good five
minutes before speaking.

“So, are we going to not talk the whole drive or
what?”

Opening my eyes to the weird,
half-dark cab, I look over at him, a snappish comment I know he
doesn’t deserve on my lips thanks to my sour mood. The worried look
on his face stops me. I’m not sure if he’s concerned because we
might actually be
getting kidnapped, or that my bad mood has something to do with
him. Instantly, I feel guilty for being such a nasty traveling
companion.

“Ketchup, I’m sorry. I’m not ignoring you on
purpose. This whole trip just really has me on edge.”

“Why?” he asks. “Well, other than the creepy car and
the fact that we have no idea where we’re going.”

It takes me a while to sort out everything that is
bothering me. There seems to be so much I am trying to get a handle
on right now. The second I think I have one problem under control,
two more crop up. In the end, it all boils down to one simple
fact.

“Ketchup, I’m scared.”

My admission comes with a bowed head and fingers
twisted together anxiously. It’s more than Ketchup can stand. His
body presses against mine a moment later, his arms pulling me into
an embrace so warm and gentle that I have no will to resist. His
hand strokes my hair slowly.

“What are you afraid of, Van?”

What am I not afraid of at this point? I sigh and
lean against his chest more heavily.

“I’m afraid of going to this camp, of changing. I’m
afraid of Zander becoming one of them. I’m terrified of what Zander
might do with whatever he learns here. I’m afraid of what I’ll
learn here. I don’t want to desensitize myself to other people’s
pain. What will that turn me into? I’m afraid we’ll lose who we are
and become Godlings, and I don’t even know what that means yet. I’m
afraid of losing Oscar, because now he doesn’t need us like he used
to. David could keep him alive without us easily. Even after
everything he did, he’s still my brother and I love him.”

Ketchup takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly.
“That’s a lot to be afraid of, Van, but I know how strong you are.
No one can change you unless you let them, and no one is going to
take anyone away from you either. I’ve never met anyone more
dedicated to protecting the people they love than you are.”

“I’m afraid of being with you,” I blurt out before I
can stop myself.

Clearly stunned, hurt even, Ketchup pulls back and
stares down at me. “What? Van, you know I would never hurt
you.”

“I know you won’t, but can you say the same about
me?” I ask quietly.

Ketchup’s embrace loosens as his hands come up to
grip my shoulders. “Yes, I can.”

Shaking my head, I turn away from him.

“If this is about your hunger…”

“It’s not,” I interrupt, “I mean, it’s a
possibility, especially with my hunger ready to hit full on any day
now, but that’s not what I meant.”

“Then what did you mean?” Ketchup asks. “Is this
about Noah? Did something happen after I left your house
yesterday?”

“He called and we talked, and he kind of freaked me
out when he said he understood more than I thought he did, but as
usual, he seemed to have a perfectly reasonable explanation. I
don’t know what to think about him anymore. This isn’t about Noah,
though, not really.” I take my time forming what I want to say.
Ketchup is blessedly patient. “I don’t know that I can ever give
you the relationship you want. There’s still Zander to
consider.”

“We’ll figure it out, I promise.”

Shaking my head, I try to organize everything
running through my head right now. “Even if Zander learns to
control his hunger enough to be around you for more than five
minutes, our lives will always be controlled by my need to be near
him. If we want to move, he has to move too. Vacations, he’ll
always be a plus one. And vice versa on both. I’ll be locked to
him, too. I have no idea what will happen with Oscar long term, so
I can’t make plans based on him being able to keep me alive.”

“What about the Godlings?” Ketchup asks.

My eyes tear up as I consider the consequences of
relying on them. I have no choice but to be blunt with Ketchup and
lay everything out.

“If I rely on them to keep me alive, I will
perpetually owe them. I get the feeling that this isn’t a group
that gives favors without a price,” I say quietly. “I’m afraid of
what they may ask for in return. I’m afraid of what David will want
from me in return.”

Ketchup’s eyes widen, and he looks
suddenly furious. “What do you mean, what
David wants from you? Has he done
something inappropriate with you?”

Realizing too late how my words
sounded, I rush to calm Ketchup back down. “No! That’s not what I
meant.” I shiver at the very idea of such a thing. “David has
never ever done
anything suggestive of that. I just meant that he’s been weird
lately.”

“About your power?” Ketchup asks.

I nod. “Ketchup, I really think he believes I can do
something that will help him beat the Eroi.”

“Can you?”

Rolling my eyes, I shift away from him. “I would
have told you if I could. I can’t even do the stuff he wants me to
do half the time. His techniques just don’t work for me.”

“He hasn’t given you any hints about what he
expects?” Ketchup asks.

I shake my head. “What if it’s something I don’t
want to do? They’ll either let me die, or they’ll use you to make
me do what they want. I would never risk your life just to save
mine, Ketchup, I…”

The words stick in my throat. I want so badly to
utter them. I’ve said them hundreds of times in my head, but I know
the instant I tell Ketchup I love him out loud, there will be no
going back. There will be no option to put all of this Godling
business behind me, no option to keep Ketchup outside of their
reach. I can’t make that choice yet. There is no doubt in my mind
that Ketchup will follow me into any situation if I let him. I’m
not ready to accept that kind of devotion until I know exactly what
it might cost. His life is so precious to me.

“Ketchup, I am terrified that spending the next two
weeks with you will break down all my defenses, that I’ll give in
before I understand what I’ve gotten myself into with the Godlings.
I can’t blindly lead you into something you’ll regret. I can’t
decide the rest of my life without knowing where I will end
up.”

“Vanessa,” Ketchup says, surprising me by using my
full name, “I will never regret following you anywhere, no matter
the consequences. Whether you’re ready to accept it or not, I’ve
already chosen to spend my life with you. I’m not going
anywhere.”

His hands gently pull me back against his chest. He
brushes away the tears I can’t seem to stop from falling. “Having
said that, I can still respect that you need to figure a few things
out before we can be together for real.”

He says it with such confidence,
as if he knows I
will eventually wise up and choose him despite the risks. I want to
be that confident, but I’m not. “I think we need some limits,
boundaries while we’re at the compound,” I say. Pulling away from
Ketchup a little, I try to sniffle away the last of my
tears.

“Such as?”

I bite at my bottom lip, not sure how he will react
to the rules I came up with last night, as I was dreading this trip
well into the wee hours of the morning.

“We have to keep things like they are at school.
We’re friends, so no holding hands, no lengthy alone time, no…
kissing.”

Ketchup pouts at that one, though that’s hardly
surprising. “Hugs?” he asks.

I should probably say no, but I don’t think I’ll
survive this trip without them. “Hugs are fine, but for a
reasonable amount of time only.”

“Define reasonable,” Ketchup says with a grin.

“Just remember that Grandma is here with us, and I’m
pretty sure the Godlings will be reporting back to both her and
David the whole time we’re there.”

“Fine,” Ketchup laughs, “I accept your boundaries,
but only on one condition.”

“And what’s that?”

Ketchup’s fingers slide around mine. “That they
don’t take effect until we get to the compound.”

Fear grips me. The words that jump to my lips are
argumentative, but the gentle pressure of Ketchup’s grip tightening
and the look of need in his eyes tears at me enough to give in just
a little. It’s so hard to say no to him when we’re this close.
“Fine,” I say quietly.

If Ketchup is surprised by my waffling, he doesn’t
show it. He does, however, take full advantage. He keeps one of my
hands in his and loops the other one around my shoulders. I don’t
resist when he pulls me against his chest. His lips press to my
cheek, and it takes everything I have not to turn and meet him.

“Now,” Ketchup says slowly, “tell me what else is
bothering you. And don’t try to tell me nothing. I saw the way you
acted when Zander came home yesterday.”

My hope that I had concealed my reaction when Zander
came rushing in soon after David let him know what happened was
clearly false. I hoped not to have this conversation quite yet, but
I won’t lie to Ketchup.

“It wasn’t like yesterday at school, if that’s what
you’re thinking,” I tell him, “not exactly.”

“What was it like then?”

I think for a moment, trying to put the experience
into words. “My body felt warm when he walked in. It started
getting hotter the closer he got. But then he went into the
kitchen, and it went away.”

“First humming, now heat. I wonder why the
difference.”

“They may be completely separate,” I argue.

“No images or memories?” Ketchup questions.

I shake my head. Had Zander come into the room,
though, what would have happened? Feeling the sensations, they were
too similar to keep up any argument that they weren’t connected,
but I still have no idea about the source or their validity.

“Did you try asking Zander?”

My head shakes for a second time.
“After he hid the whole tasting
death thing from me, I don’t trust him
enough to ask. I’m not sure I trust him not to tell anyone, either.
He and David have been talking more lately. I don’t know what
about, but something has changed between them.”

“That’s kind of scary,” Ketchup admits.

“I know.”

Ketchup’s fingers stroke up and down my arm. This
being my one chance to break the rules with him, I curl my hand
around his arm and lean into his shoulder. The way he freezes
startles me. I realize he isn’t breathing, either, and try to pull
back. He reacts instantly, pulling me into his lap and burying his
face in my hair.

“What does any of this mean?” I ask, trying to get
our focus back on track.

Pulling back just enough to speak, Ketchup says, “It
means we have a lot more to do over the next two weeks than
train.”

“Meaning?”

“I think we can both agree that David has told you
only a tiny portion of what he really knows. If what you’re
experiencing is something they’ve dealt with before, we need to
know. We’re going to find out what the Godlings are hiding.”

 



Chapter Nine: The
Promise

 (Zander)

 


I don’t miss the fact that Van and Ketchup are
holding hands when they exit the town car. I watch as their eyes
meet, they both sigh, and their hands part. A look passes between
them, some kind of understanding being communicated. I’m not sure
what that might be, but I trust Van to handle her relationship with
Ketchup in whatever way she thinks is best.

I was the one that forced her to give him up. I bear
a tremendous amount of guilt for that. Right now, it is still a
struggle to be around Ketchup, but there is no way I could deny Van
her desire to be with him anymore. This has nothing to do with the
carte blanche favor I owe Van after she found out about Ivy. She
has yet to cash in on that debt—and I know she will someday—but my
change in attitude is due more to a change of heart than anything
else. I want her to be happy no matter what it costs.

Sometimes I am sure Van knows that I wouldn’t stand
in her way if she wanted to start dating Ketchup for real. I worry
that it’s her own fears now that are holding her back. Then there’s
her friendship with Noah. At first, I couldn’t figure out why that
bothered me so much. He’s been a good friend to Van, and if for
some reason she decided to abandon all of this and seek out a life
away from the Godlings, he would be a good choice for her. I doubt
Van could ever let go of Ketchup, but Noah is down to earth and
strangely accepting of our weird family. It took me a while to
understand that Noah wasn’t the problem. Van’s hope that she could
simply walk away from the Godlings is the problem.

I know Van has noticed David’s strange interest in
her. It’s not sexual. If I thought that for even a second, he would
be dead. To hell with the consequences. That’s not the reason,
though. There’s something he thinks he sees in her, but it’s
something she doesn’t seem capable of doing for him. I get the same
vibe from him about myself when we train, but in a different way. I
get the feeling that David has very specific plans for each of
us.

“Gloria,” David says to my grandma, interrupting my
thoughts and almost making me jump, “why don’t you go make sure Van
and Ketchup get settled? I want to show Zander around a bit before
dinner.”

Grandma nods. “Probably best to make sure those two
end up in separate rooms.” She shakes her head. “Zander,” she says
to me, “enjoy the tour.”

Apparently, I’m not the only one who has taken
notice of the sudden change in Van and Ketchup’s relationship.

Gesturing to the buildings behind me, David says,
“Zander, care to investigate the grounds?”

“Sure.”

I turn around, surprised by what I see. I’m not sure
what I expected, a concentration camp look-alike walled in by razor
wire, or perhaps M.A.S.H. style army barracks? This place is
certainly neither of those. It looks more like a posh mountain
resort with its manicured lawns, stately buildings, and just about
every sports venue possible—including a full-sized football field.
Each building is prefaced with a polite-looking sign that indicates
it purpose. I see everything from a gym and climbing wall to art
studios and a veterinary clinic.

“Why don’t we take a closer look?” David suggests.
He starts forward without waiting for my response. There is no
need. He knows I’ll follow.

I try to suppress my amazement. Everything is state
of the art. The weight training and exercise equipment are the
latest innovations, complete with high-end computer software to
analyze workouts and results. The dining hall is more like a
nutrition lab and gourmet restaurant combined. I know nothing about
art or veterinary medicine, but both seem to meet the high
standards of the previous buildings I have toured.

“This building, I saved for last,” David says. “I
have no doubt it will be one of your favorites.”

He gestures for me to enter, and I have to admit I
do so excitedly. The open expanse seems empty and filled at the
same time. It is a huge room that is sparsely decorated with
various heavy bags, speed bags, jump ropes, and other boxing
paraphernalia. Center stage is an octagon, the type used for mixed
martial arts rather than the traditional square boxing ring. Around
it, there is a crowd of people eagerly watching the contestants
ready themselves.

“Not that I don’t find MMA interesting, but what
makes you think this will be my favorite building? Aside from
practicing Jeet Kune Do with Van, I’ve never done much with martial
arts.”

David smirks. “That’s not all we use this for.”

“What do you use it for then?”

This time David’s smile is genuine. “Why don’t you
watch and find out?”

I hesitate a moment, never sure whether David is
leading me into a trap or being truthful, but eventually I stalk
after him. As we approach the octagon, the other spectators move
aside for David. We end up ringside with a perfect view.

As I survey the scene, I notice first that there is
no referee. Then I realize that neither contestant is wearing
protective gloves of any kind. I’m not terribly familiar with MMA,
but I do know they usually wear padded, fingerless gloves. I decide
I will just have wait and see what this match is all about,
studying the fighters instead.

One corner holds a young man who looks to be about
my age, maybe a little older. He is physically well built, but on
the short side. I would guess he was about five-foot-eight. Looking
over at the opposite corner, I immediately get a decidedly bad
feeling. Physically, he is comparable to myself in height and
weight. It is the vicious look in his eyes that puts me on edge.
His expression makes it clear that this will not be a clean fight.
It won’t be a mere sparring match, either.

A bell clangs from somewhere nearby. There is no
hesitation on either fighter’s part. The smaller one lands the
first hit, a monstrous blow that produces an audible crack.
Surprisingly, it doesn’t so much as make the other fighter blink.
His fist cocks back, a second later landing squarely on his
opponent’s cheekbone. His head flicks to the side under the force
of the blow. The rest of his body follows. He only manages to stay
standing because the wall of the octagon keeps him from falling.
The smaller fighter is quick to recover and is back on the
offensive a second later.

I stand there, watching in both fascination and
disgust. I would swear these two were actually trying to kill each
other if that didn’t sound so ridiculous. Surely, someone will step
in before it goes that far, won’t they? I look around for David and
find that he has made his way to the other side of the ring. As he
watches with a strange glint in his eye, he and another man stand
talking, presumably about the fight. He seems to have no intention
of stepping in.

Looking back to the brawl, I flinch when a
submission hold leads to a sickening crack that causes most of the
crowd—including me—to flinch and look away. But only for a second.
Right away, heads turn back to see the broken femur. I look to
David, expecting him to step in, stop the madness. He seems
perfectly content to continue watching.

One agonizing and well-placed knee frees the smaller
fighter. He jerks his leg back into proper position with little
more than a grimace. Stumbling up to a defensive stance, his eyes
momentarily close. I can’t imagine what he is doing at first. Then
my eyes widen as the bone settles into place and the extensive
bruising recedes at an astonishing pace. The leg appears to be
completely healed in mere seconds. Van and I can heal quickly, but
I’ve never seen anything like that.

Faster than I can even process the events, the fight
regains its momentum. The vicious one refuses to relent. I watch
three more bones break and mend, only one of which belongs to the
bigger fighter. It is hard to decide whether I am more sickened by
the display or amazed.

When a particularly nasty chokehold finally renders
the smaller fighter unconscious, the crowd breaks out in wild
cheers. I find myself not joining in, though not entirely sure why.
Something about this fight did not seem right. The reasoning behind
it is something I can’t put my finger on.

“I see you’re not cheering for the victor like
everyone else,” a soft voice says from behind me.

Turning around quickly, I am startled to find myself
faced with a beautiful redhead. Her half smile is teasing, yet
genuine. The nearly violet eyes staring back at me sparkle with
curiosity. Finding appropriate words takes me longer than I would
have liked.

“Guess I’m still trying to take it all in.”

She laughs. “Yeah, this place can be a little
overwhelming at first.” She glances at the octagon. “These
fights…they’re not my favorite. I get a little sick of the James
lovefest.”

“James? I’m assuming that’s the guy who won?”

“Of course,” she says with a sigh. “He always wins.”
Shaking her head, she sticks her hand out at me. “I’m Annabelle, by
the way.”

I take her hand and say, “Zander Roth.”

“That’s what I figured,” she says, grinning. “We
don’t get many wilders here, and never anyone so late in life.”

“What is a wilder? And why don’t you get many?”

Annabelle leans against the wall of the octagon.
“Wilders are people like us who have been raised outside of the
Godlings’ influence and training. And we don’t see many of you
because wilders don’t usually last long. They either get locked up
because they can’t control their hunger, die from the sickness, or
get hunted down by the Eroi. It’s pretty rare for a wilder to
survive to adulthood.”

Suddenly, I am sorry I asked. This whole
conversation is beginning to make me uncomfortable. Just because
I’m here doesn’t mean I avoided the complications she mentioned.
Not in the mood to correct her, I try to derail the
conversation.

“So, what’s the deal with that James guy?”

“You mean, why does everyone worship him?” she asks
with a roll of her eyes.

Glad I’m not the only one who seems put off by the
supposed superstar, I laugh at her dramatic dislike. “Yeah, pretty
much. I mean, he’s obviously a great fighter, but he doesn’t seem
entirely stable.”

“You have no idea! I can’t stand him. He’s mean,
arrogant, and he’s always been a bully.”

“How long have you known him?”

Annabelle looks at me like I have just asked a very
stupid question. She seems about to answer before laughing and
shaking her head. “Sorry, I forgot for a moment that you’re new to
all of this. Most of us have lived here at the compound since we
were children. Those of us born under Godling influence are watched
very carefully from birth to determine which of us are Godlings and
which got skipped. I’ve been here since I was four. James has been
here since he was six.”

Then Annabelle’s gaze drops. She doesn’t look back
up when she says, “But I’ve known James all my life. He’s my
cousin, actually.”

“Oh, um, sorry about…”

Annabelle fends off my apology. “No, no, you pegged
him spot on. Don’t apologize for being one of the few people here
that can see through his muscles and ego. James is not who they
think he is.”

“Who do they think he is?” I ask.

I watch as Annabelle’s jaw tightens. She breathes in
deeply, and I am shocked to feel her hunger struggling not to rise.
“They all think James is the answer to everything, their ticket to
finally beating the Eroi, but they’re wrong. James doesn’t care
about anything except getting glory. He wants fame, that’s it.”

“Wait,” I say, “what do you mean
about him being the answer
to beating the Eroi?”

My question seems to catch Annabelle off guard. She
looks up at me with wide eyes. “You mean David didn’t tell
you?”

“About what?”

“About the promise!” she nearly squeaks.

I shake my head in confusion.

“Did he even tell you about the book?”

“What book?”

“Wow,” Annabelle says with a shake of her head.
“What did David tell you?”

Now I am the one clenching my jaw. “Not much,
apparently.”

 



Chapter Ten:
Gifts

 (Zander)

 


Annabelle’s eyes dart around the room, landing on
David, who is still having a conversation with the same man from
earlier. There is anger in her eyes when she turns back. Her eyes
meet mine squarely as she asks, “Do you want to know what David
conveniently forgot to tell you?”

“Absolutely.”

She surprises me by grabbing my hand and making an
about face to start dragging me off. “Then follow me,” she
commands.

I have no idea where we are going, but I follow her
every step. Of course, I would have had to get my hand away from
her had I wanted to do otherwise. As it is, I’m having a hard time
not staring at her hand. It bothers me to see her hand in mine, but
I don’t know how to get it back without offending her.

Somewhere along the way, I realize that I no longer
have any clue where I am. If I lose Annabelle, I won’t know how to
get back to wherever it is I’m supposed to be right now. A fleeting
moment of concern that David will be upset with me for taking off
passes through my mind. Then I realize I don’t particularly care.
Another fear, that Annabelle is leading me into some kind of trap,
is harder to dislodge.

“Annabelle, where are we going?” I ask.

Finally, she slows down and turns to look at me with
a sheepish expression. “Sorry, I tend to be a little impulsive. Not
one of my better qualities, according to David, anyway.”

“I’m not sure I agree,” I say, surprising myself. I
want answers, and I have no intention of talking her out of this.
“If you had thought about it longer, you might not have dragged me
off with you to… where are we?”

I look around and realize that we are standing in a
wooded area with far fewer buildings than where we started. I’m not
sure which direction the main complex is anymore.

“Sorry,” Annabelle says with a smile, “I am dragging
you off to the library, and we aren’t there quite yet. Follow me,
if you’re still interested.”

“I’m still interested,” I say.

I was talking about the book, but when Annabelle
looks up at me, I get the impression that she wouldn’t mind if I
were talking about her instead. I shy away from that possibility
right away. Not only does my track record with women more than
speak for itself, but Annabelle is also a Godling, and that
automatically makes it risky to trust her.

I know all of that, yet I can’t stop staring at her.
It is a mystery to me how she can look vulnerable and confident at
the same time. She smiles, pink blossoming on her cheeks, as I
continue to stare. I know there is a real possibility she is
playing me for David’s benefit, but in this moment, I can’t help
but find Annabelle completely captivating. Her eyes are so unique,
a brilliant violet that stands out against her fiery red hair.
Something pushes me to reach out to touch it with my free hand.
Annabelle’s nose scrunches a bit, but she doesn’t stop me.

“You know, when I was little, I used to imagine
there were other people like my siblings and me,” I admit. “When I
did, I thought they would look like we did, with our strange white
hair. Is that weird?”

Annabelle shakes her head. “I don’t think it’s
weird.” She sighs, turning slightly, but not pulling away from me.
“It’s hard to imagine not growing up with other Godlings. It must
have been so difficult, thinking you were alone and not knowing
what was happening to you. I would have imagined others like me.”
She laughs at herself and smiles. “Can you imagine a whole passel
of orange-haired and purple-eyed Godlings running around?”

“I like your hair.” The admission surprises me. I
shake myself and back up a step.

The blush that simple statement inspires in
Annabelle makes her laugh. I don’t know why I brought up my hair
color with her. I have never spoken of my childhood fantasies to
anyone, not even Van or Ivy. There is something about Annabelle
that dismantles my guard. I take another wary step back.

Annabelle’s eyebrows rise a little, and she tucks
one corner of her lip between her teeth worriedly. I don’t know if
it’s a ploy or real, but I worry I’m about to push her away before
I can get answers. Slowly, I say, “Until David showed up, I thought
our hair color had something to do with our hunger.”

“Why did you think that?” Annabelle asks.

I shrug. “All three of us have the same hair color,
but both my parents are brunettes and so is my grandma. It’s such a
strange color, too. Not blond, just white.”

“You don’t dye it?” Annabelle teases.

“Actually, we’ve tried. It never holds the dye, just
washes right out.”

“Interesting.”

Something causes Annabelle to scratch her hand. The
movement must make her remember how it had held mine only moments
before, because she is now staring at my hands. Her cheeks flood
with color.

“Sorry,” Annabelle says, looking embarrassed. She
gestures at my hand. “I didn’t mean to latch onto you like
that.”

Part of me is relieved to not be touching her any
longer. Another part of me admits that it wasn’t an unpleasant
experience. Or perhaps it just makes me think of that night in the
club and David’s questionable advice. He never gave up his quest to
repay whatever he experienced. Despite his claim that he doesn’t
care what I choose to do to get over Ivy, I suspect he wants me to
hold onto the betrayal and bitterness I feel when I think of her.
No doubt that would serve his purposes better. I shake thoughts of
going against his desires out of my head viciously and look at
Annabelle.

“It’s okay. I didn’t really mind.”

Annabelle’s still-reddened face lights up with a
grin. “So, the library?”

“Lead the way.”

It only takes a few more minutes of walking to come
upon the large library structure. Nestled among the trees, the
two-story building still manages to blend in with the natural
environment. The quiet of the area is calming, but it does make me
wonder.

“Is it okay to be here? I don’t see anyone else
around.”

Annabelle nods. “It’s fine. Some of our classes are
taught here. Today is just a free day. People went to the fight or
to work on their own interests. Come on.”

I follow her up the steps of the building and into
the quiet of thousands of books. I marvel at their collection. My
eyes wander over the titles we pass. I’m surprised to find average
topics like math, science, and literature—books I would see in any
library. About to ask her about it, my brain kicks in first. This
isn’t just a training camp, it’s a school. Annabelle said she has
been here most of her life, so they must learn all the regular
subjects here along with the Godling side of their education.

“Here we are,” Annabelle says.

The Book sounded so ominous and important. When I glance down at a
whole row of very ordinary-looking textbooks I feel a little let
down. Perhaps there was a reason David didn’t bother to mention
it.

“That’s it?” I ask.

Annabelle glances at my expression
and starts laughing. “You look so disappointed!” She giggles again
and pats my forearm gently. “Don’t worry, the real
book is locked away
somewhere I’m sure only David and his cronies know about. Well, one
of the original copies anyway. There were seven written when the
first group of Godlings decided to band together, but obviously, it
would be pretty hard to teach all the students around the world
with only seven copies.”

She pulls one of the books off the shelves and hands
it to me. “This is the dumbed-down version they give us, the
Cliff’s Notes, basically. I’m sure they’re missing tons of
information the head Godlings think we can’t understand or
shouldn’t know, but it’s got all the basics. And it sounds like
David didn’t even cover those with you.”

“He didn’t even tell us this was a school, or that
people come here as children.”

“What has he been teaching you then?”

“Combat, control. That’s pretty much it.”

Annabelle rolls her eyes. “Geez, we’re going to have
to start at the beginning.”

“First, I want to hear about the promise.”

She takes the book back and flips to the exact page
I wanted. She hands it back to me, this time looking a little
nervous. “David really should have told you about this.”

“Why? Is it bad?”

“No, but it’s important. And I’m pretty sure David
plans on pitting you against James before you go home.”

“What makes you say that?”

She shrugs. “Because he makes James fight everyone.
He has to be sure.”

“Sure about what?”

Annabelle lets out an exasperated sigh. “Why don’t
you just read it?”

“Fine, fine,” I say as I look down at the page and
read.

 


When our battle with the Eroi began centuries ago,
the leaders of the Godlings consulted the great Seer, Egidio.
Egidio promised the leaders that when the Godlings had gained
sufficient knowledge and power, a gift would be given. This gift
would come in the form of a Godling blessed with the power to
reclaim lost purpose and harness the true potential of the Hunger.
This gift will be the downfall of those who choose to abuse power
and cause harm. When this gift is given, the Eroi will be
destroyed.

 


“Wait,” I say, shaking my head. “Seer? This sounds
like mythology. I was hoping for some real answers.”

“Zander,” Annabelle says slowly, “this isn’t
mythology. It’s real.”

This is quickly getting to be too much for me to
take in. “What, like super powers? Annabelle, that sounds
ridiculous.”

The smile that forms on Annabelle’s lips is kind,
but sad. She looks up at me with hooded eyes. Guilt for attacking
what she must believe in deeply urges me to apologize. A small
motion from Annabelle’s hands draws my attention before I can form
the words. Something about the way she moves her hands seems
strange, but as I watch her press her palms together, I can’t
pinpoint what it is.

Slowly, Annabelle raises her hands to her face. As
her forehead touches against her fingertips, my eyes fly wide as I
realize what seemed off. The soft glow emanating from her hands
startles me, making me back up a step. My heart begins racing, even
though it can no longer find the proper rhythm.

“Annabelle, what…?” My voice is barely a whisper.
I’m sure she hasn’t even heard me until her eyes open, meeting
mine, filled with an ache that seems familiar somehow.

My mind is screaming at me to get away from her. I
have every intention of doing so until her fingers touch lightly
against my cheeks. I gasp as a rush of light spreads through me,
momentarily stealing away my pain. Scared beyond what I can
process, I knock her hand away from me and stumble back.

I look back at Annabelle, on the verge of panicking.
What did she just do? I nearly trip over the bookshelves as I try
to get farther away, stopping when I see the stunned expression on
Annabelle’s face. I can’t understand why tears are streaming down
Annabelle’s face.

“Oh, Zander,” she whispers, “you hold so much
pain.”

More tears fall, but the light from her hands slowly
vanishes. Annabelle’s body goes suddenly limp, nearly falling to
the ground before I can wake myself up enough to catch her. I am
breathing hard as I gently lower her to ground and kneel at her
side.

“Annabelle,” I call. “Annabelle, are you okay?
Please wake up. I don’t know what’s happening. Annabelle,
please.”

Relief rushes through me when her eyes flutter open
a second later. “Zander,” she exclaims quietly. Immediately, her
face falls into a frown. “Zander, you’re so sad, in so much
pain.”

“What was that?” I ask, amazed and completely
freaked out that she could get so much from me in barely half a
second.

“I have a gift,” she says simply.

I just shake my head at her. “Apparently, but what
did you do to me? I felt… I don’t even know. For just a moment, I
felt like I did when I was a kid, before the hunger, the killing…
before Ivy.”

“I took away your pain,” she whispers. “I can only
do it with emotional pain, and it’s just temporary, I’m afraid. I
wish I could do more.”

I sit back against the bookshelves and press my
hands to my forehead. This is way too much to wrap my head around
right now. A million different questions are flying through my
mind. Choosing just one seems impossible. It takes a great deal of
effort to focus my mind around the most important and
immediate.

“Do all Godlings have gifts?”

Annabelle shakes her head. “No, it’s very rare.
There are over four hundred Godling students here, and there are
only two, maybe three, who have a gift, including me.”

“Maybe three? What do you mean?”

“James,” she says with a sigh.
“David and the other leaders think he has a gift,
the gift.”

“You mean in the promise? The gift that will destroy
the Eroi?”

She nods with a certain amount of resignation
evident. “Supposedly. Everyone thinks he’s more God than Godling
because he can take down any opponent and win any competition, but
no one can pinpoint what his gift might be. Personally, I don’t
think he has one. He’s just a brute.”

“No one knows what this great gift is supposed to
be?” I ask.

“Nope.”

I have no idea whether or not James has this special
gift, but I do find it strange that no one actually knows what the
gift is supposed to do. “You said maybe three, so that means
there’s one other here with a gift. What can they do?”

Annabelle grins. “Penny can see the source of a
person’s pain, know what you did to cause it.” She laughs.
“Basically, she’s a human lie detector. Try to stay away from her
if you can. She’s terrible at keeping secrets.”

“Thanks for the warning,” I say, and I mean it.
David doesn’t need to know everything I’ve ever done to cause
pain.

Sitting on the floor of the library, we are both
quiet, lost in personal thoughts and feelings. I am disturbed to
realize just how much David left out of his explanation that first
night, and how much he has intentionally avoided telling us ever
since. I plan on taking this book with me and reading every word.
As Annabelle said, I’m sure there are many important pieces missing
from this one that are in the original book, but I have to start
somewhere. First…

I turn to look at Annabelle, who has her head down.
“Thank you,” I say quietly. It only lasted a second, and it scared
me more than anything else, but for that brief moment, none of this
existed.

She looks up, smiling once again. “No problem. I
hope the book helps.”

“No, I meant for whatever you just did with your
gift.” I look away in shame. “I don’t think I even remembered what
is what like not to carry around all that pain.”

“Everyone should know happiness,” Annabelle
whispers.

 



Chapter Eleven: The
Puzzle

 (Vanessa)

 


Thanks to Grandma’s watchful eye, avoiding alone
time with Ketchup hasn’t been much of a problem. Grandma and I are
in a suite together, while Zander got his own room next to ours.
Ketchup is halfway across the complex in the guest housing. I don’t
know why David agreed to let him come if we were going to be kept
apart the entire time. I take a deep breath, reminding myself that
it’s a good thing to be on my own. I need to focus.

So, as I walk up to an unfamiliar building for my
first training session, I try to keep my mind strictly on business.
My hesitation at the door gives me enough time to read the sign.
Veterinary Clinic? Why on earth would David send me to the vet’s
office?

Memories of David and the tabby
cat erupt as if they are happening right then. My stomach turns,
and I back away from the door. I am not putting myself through that
again. If David thinks I’m going to spend the next two weeks
watching animals be tortured, he has another thing
coming.

I turn to leave. First, I will find Ketchup, and
then we are getting out of here. My back is to the door when
someone calls out.

“Vanessa Roth?”

I keep walking.

“Van, where are you going?”

Without turning around, I say, “If David expects me
to sit through anymore of his disgusting lessons in brutality, he’s
crazier than I thought.”

The slap-slap of shoes against pavement should have
alerted me, but I still jump when a hand lands on my shoulder.

“That’s not what this is about at all! Don’t leave
yet, please. I’ve been so excited to meet you!”

It’s against my better judgment,
but I turn around. I’m caught off guard by the perky,
apron-wearing girl staring back at me. “Who are you?”

She sticks her hand out eagerly. “I’m your trainer,
Emma.”

“My trainer? But you look like you’re my age!”

Emma laughs. “I’m nineteen actually, but I get that
a lot. I’ve been a trainer here for a year.”

As much as I don’t want to, I can’t help liking
Emma, just a little. I’m still pretty leery of this whole thing,
though. “What exactly are you planning to train me in… at the
animal clinic?”

“I can promise you it won’t be anything like David’s
lessons.” A hint of anger flashes across her face for just a
moment. Then she’s back to smiling like a little girl. “I have a
very different approach from David. No animals are hurt, ever.
Instead, we’re going to focus on helping and healing. How does that
sound?”

“Suspicious,” I say before thinking.

Emma’s bubbling laugh bursts out with no shame.
“It’s always easy to spot one of David’s trainees.” Her face sobers
a bit. “But really, I’m nothing like David. No matter how much of
an honor it is to work with him, he and I will never agree on
training methods.”

“An honor?” I snort. “What is so special about
David? He is the worst, and he has no idea how to play nicely with
others.”

“I do agree, he must have missed
that childhood lesson,” Emma admits with a chuckle, “but regardless
of his lack of social graces, his power is incredible. He’s the
most talented Godling I’ve ever met. Plus, he is the
Padrone of the
compound.”

“The what?”

Emma’s nose scrunches thoughtfully. “I think it
literally means Lord, but he basically runs the compound and is in
charge of the school and all the students.”

My heart sinks. How can he be in charge? I thought
he must just be some bureaucratic underling sent to babysit us!
“But, but he’s been living at our house for months! How can he be
the leader?”

“Well, he does have other managers. He stayed in
daily contact with the compound, but he thought it was important
that he be the one to make the decision about your family.”

Somehow, that sounds much more ominous than ever
before. “The decision?”

“David didn’t explain?” Emma asks. When I shake my
head, she continues, “Wilders who are discovered usually aren’t
brought to the compound. Especially not when they’re as old as you
and your brothers.”

I push down the sick feeling stirring in my stomach.
“Why not?

“If wilders are discovered, it’s usually because
they’ve exposed us.” Emma seems completely serious for the first
time. “Van, exposing the Godlings is punishable by death. Most
wilders are executed as soon as they’re found.”

I struggle to understand that after stopping Zander
from killing Ivy, we very nearly walked right up to our
executioner. Immediately, I begin to wonder why David spared us.
Not for the sake of mercy, that’s for sure. I try to come up with
some logical reason, but none come to mind other than whatever it
is he’s trying to get out of us. That hardly makes me feel better.
What also comes to mind is the inconsistency of Emma’s comment.

“But, David knew about my family a year ago. He
contacted my Grandma after Oscar killed our parents.” I shake my
head in confusion. “If he needed a reason to get rid of us, he had
it a year ago. Why would he spare us?”

Emma shrugs. “I have no idea, but I do know that
David never makes a decision without a good reason behind it.”

I haven’t trusted David since day one. Nothing is
going to convince me that his reasoning won’t somehow result in my
family and me being hurt. David is the type of person who uses
people to accomplish his goals no matter the cost. As much as I
want to turn and run, staying and learning is the only way I’m
going to figure out his motive for keeping us alive. Now, I’m more
determined than ever.

“Does that apply to pairing me with you?” I ask
Emma.

“Of course it does!” she says happily.

Turning back toward the clinic,
she motions for me to follow her. This time, I follow. I’m still
pretty wary of trusting anyone here, including Emma, but I realize
I have little choice if I expect to learn anything during my
visit. It’s only two
weeks, I tell myself as I follow her into
my first training session.

“I think you’re going to like this a lot,” Emma says
as she directs me through the clinic to a set of double doors. “My
approach to hunger control isn’t just about brute willpower. I
believe that if a Godling can find a deeper motivation for why they
want to control their hunger, the rest will come much more
easily.”

“Does that really work?” I want to believe her, but
I’m not so sure mind can overpower hunger.

“It has so far,” Emma says. When she sees I’m
nowhere near convinced, she continues. “Look, Van, I know you’re
coming into this having had to learn everything yourself. You’ve
pieced together whatever you can that seems to work. But now you
have the benefit of centuries’ worth of experience on controlling
hunger. Just give it a try, okay? It can’t be any worse than trying
to do it all on your own.”

I don’t know about that. I’ve done pretty well so
far, but I don’t say that. Instead, what I say is, “Fine, I’ll try,
but I’m not making any promises.”

“That’s all I’m asking. Now, wait over at that
table. It’s time for your lesson to start.”

She hurries through the double doors while I search
for the table she mentioned. I find it against the wall directly
behind me. It is completely uncluttered and has two chairs posed
next to it. Not knowing what else to do, I take one of the chairs
and sit. It only takes a few minutes before Emma reappears. She
walks toward me with her hands cupped together. What she holds, I
can’t tell.

When Emma stops a good five feet away from me, the
sense of mistrust returns.

“Now, Van, I’m going to approach you very slowly so
I can test how sensitive your hunger is. Do your best not to react,
but if you need me to stop, just say so, okay?”

I nod, my eyes glued to her hands, wondering what
they hold and how bad this might be. My body tenses as she takes
the first step toward me. She takes another. I wait patiently for
my hunger to ignite. When nothing seems to be happening, I wonder
if something is wrong. I am about to ask Emma a question when
suddenly it hits.

Quick and sharp, my hunger wakes up. It puts my
nerves on edge. The tiny ball of pain is held tightly between her
hands. Something about the pain seems different than what I have
experienced before. It isn’t the pulsing, immediate pain of an
injury. Knowing that this is a test of some sort keeps me from
asking what the difference is. I let my hunger taste it carefully,
mulling it over with all the control I can manage.

“It’s sick,” I say, “dying.”

Emma’s eyes widen. Her mouth opens, but the words
are slow to follow. “Yes… how can you tell?”

“The pain tastes different. It isn’t coming from
just one source. It’s filling the whole… bird? Or maybe a
mouse?”

Without coming any closer to me, Emma opens her
hands to reveal a small sparrow. Its listless movements are a sure
sign that this tiny creature has very little time left. “This
little bird was brought in yesterday. One of the students found it
in the forest.”

She gently lifts one wing to show a festering cut.
“We tried a round of antibiotics, but she continues to decline.
We’re still trying to save her, though. It’s time for her next
round, and I’d like you to administer the medicine with my
help.”

“What?” I snap. “I can’t get near that poor thing.
I’ll kill it for sure.”

“No,” Emma says firmly, “you won’t.”

“Maybe you don’t understand. Just having it this
close is making me feel dizzy. If I touch it, I won’t be able to
stop myself from hurting it.”

What is this crazy girl thinking? I take a step
back, but Emma matches me. The look in her eyes is compassionate,
yet unbending. “Van, you will not hurt this bird. Do you understand
me? You will give this poor little creature its medicine and return
it to its cage. You will do all of this without causing additional
harm. You may feed off the pain, but that is all, and I would
caution you to draw slowly. Go too fast and you’ll push yourself
over the edge.”

“Wait,” I beg as Emma takes a step closer.

I try to get away, but I bump into the table behind
me. Before I can run to the side, Emma has me cornered. The hum of
agony washes over me, seeping into my pores and burrowing under my
skin. Hunger that is already gnawing at me spurs to life. The
dizzying effect of the dying creature doubles. My knees buckle and
drop me into a chair.

“Put out your hands,” Emma commands.

I shake my head no. Emma refuses to give in. One of
her hands grabs mine and pulls it forward, gently, but with
strength I can’t match right now. She pries my clenched fist open.
Desperate, I yank against her grip. She holds tight.

“Now, I need you to focus both your mind and your
hunger, Van.”

Her voice is deceptively calm. My eyes are fiercely
closed, but I can feel the little bird drawing closer. The first of
what I’m sure will be many tears roll down my cheek.

“Let yourself feed, but only a
small amount at a time,” Emma warns. “Keep your thoughts centered
on your goal, helping the bird. You don’t want to hurt it. I know that. This is
your motivation. It’s stronger than your hunger. Prove that to
me.”

“But,” I whisper, “I don’t know if I can.”

“If you can’t,” Emma says,
“you will kill
the bird.”

No other advice or comfort is offered as Emma places
the bird in my hand. The nearly weightless sparrow causes my hand
to drop several inches, as if it weighed tons instead. The spike in
hunger I feel at having it touch my skin causes me to double over.
It is such a miniscule animal, yet its suffering is massive. I can
feel my fingers tightening, stirring up panic. I react in the only
way I can.

I hold the bird as far away from me as possible and
close my eyes. Drawing in every meditation technique David has
taught me over the last few months. I breathe, I clear my mind, I
visualize, I think of Ketchup, I do everything I can think of, but
my fingers are still drawing closer. The little bird twitches under
the pressure, warning me that my grip is too tight. I sob as I
fight against my hunger to loosen my hold.

Nothing is working. My mind is too clouded with the
pain this bird is enduring to stay focused on anything else. There
is no way of keeping it reigned in. I feel helpless as it scours
the bird inside, searching for the source of its pain.

Knowing I am losing this battle, I can only wish I
were stronger… wish I could save this dying creature’s life instead
of bringing the end even closer. My mind gives in to my hunger,
following along the pathways of pain to the beginning. As it does,
I feel more strongly the difference between imminent death and
injury. Yes, the original cut was the first source of pain, the
passageway for infection, but now it so widespread that every cell
is crying out in pain.

It is such a strange sensation. The curiosity of
what my hunger has exposed overpowers the base hunger. I am still
drawing on the suffering of the bird, feeding, but my mind is
captured by the incredible experience my hunger has given me. It is
as if it has given me eyes into the actual physical process of
pain. I can sense the individual cells that are infected, feel them
swell and burst. Tracing the pathway the infection took is simple.
When I find its tendrils snaking through the creature’s brain, I
know it will never survive, no matter how many rounds of
antibiotics it receives. The brain and body are too damaged to
recover.

When my eyes open, I find that my fingers are no
longer attempting to strangle the precious little bird. They are
instead cradling it gently. Emma beams at me, syringe ready in her
hands. When she eagerly begins to explain the procedure, I shake my
head and clutch the bird to my chest. Confused, she asks for an
explanation.

“There’s no point,” I say softly. “It’s already too
far gone. We would only be causing it more pain.”

Emma’s slightly incredulous expression is
immediately irritating. Words spring to my mind, explaining why she
should trust me. They die just as quickly. Two possibilities
immediately come to mind as I consider my next move. Either Emma
knew this bird was suffering as badly as it was and chose not to
put it down humanely—which makes her no better than David, in my
opinion—or her hunger can’t do what mine just did. The second
option leaves me with the possibility of still becoming friends
with Emma, but frightens me into keeping my mouth shut. If I can do
something my trainer can’t, there is no way I want David finding
out about it.

So I don’t tell Emma that the bird’s infection has
already reached the brain. I pass off my refusal to give the
antibiotics on the intensity of the bird’s suffering and leave the
decision up to her. I hope it is a belief that she can still help
it that spurs her to ready the medicine and complete the injection
herself. She is cleaning up the waste from the procedure when her
hands go still.

Emma turns slowly to look at the bird, but she needs
no visual confirmation to know what we both just felt. The sudden
void of pain makes it clear that I was right. The little sparrow
has passed out of its suffering and, I hope, on to something
better.

Still holding the bird in my hand, I turn to Emma.
“What do we do now?”

She is quiet as she guides me through the process of
disposing of the little bird’s body. I think she had more planned
for my first training exercise, but when the deed is finished, she
releases me to rest and think. I doubt any rest will come, but my
mind is a flurry of thoughts. I know I will have to watch myself
with Emma.

Despite her dislike for David’s methods, it was
clear that she still holds a great deal of respect for him. My
every move will be reported, I am sure. The puzzle is, I still need
her help, her training. I need access to her animals in order to
explore what my hunger can really do.

 



Chapter Twelve: The Land
of Weird and Creepy

 (Vanessa)

 


My first order of business after being dismissed is
to find Ketchup. With neither of us having a clue where things are
or what this compound truly holds, Ketchup could only give me a
general idea of where he would be when we parted ways this morning.
I head off in the direction he indicated, scanning the area for his
black hair and blue eyes.

Imagine my surprise when I spot him standing outside
of a nondescript building in the middle of a gaggle of girls.
Laughing, no less. My pace quickens. They pay me no attention at
all. No doubt Ketchup is just too enticing to be distracted from.
My teeth clench at the easy manner of the group, at the fact that
Ketchup has yet to notice me either.

It takes little effort to slip between two giggling
girls and put my claim on Ketchup by planting a kiss on his cheek.
Startled, Ketchup twitches violently, and then laughs when he sees
me. There is no end of confusion in his eyes but, in true Ketchup
form, he takes full advantage of the situation, dropping his arm
around my shoulder and pulling me against his side.

“Everyone, this is Van,” Ketchup says casually.

To my surprise, all the girls gush over me.

“Van, it’s so great to meet you!”

“Ketchup has told us all about you,” says a perky
blonde.

Another girl dives right in for a hug. “We’re so
pleased to have you with us. We want to hear all about how you
stopped Ivy.”

“Yes! Please?” begs another girl.

“Imagine, a wilder here, and the
only one to stop a Richiamos
since David.”

I tuck that bit of information away for later.

“You have to give us all the details!”

There is sudden silence as all the girls take a
breath, clearly waiting for my reply. I am so freaked out, it takes
me a moment to respond. When I do, it isn’t much.

“Uh, sure.”

They all break out in a riot of excited chatter. I
think Ketchup can tell I’m about to go into shock. I am eternally
grateful when he speaks up. “Uh, didn’t you all say you had to get
back to the dorms for a meeting or something?”

One of the girls, a brunette who is slightly less
giggly than the others are says, “You’re just trying to shoo us
away before Van has to tell us about Ivy…but you’re right. We’re in
charge of the Christmas party this year, and we need to meet the
others for a planning session.”

“Don’t think we won’t come back to collect on your
promise,” another girl says.

“Don’t worry,” Ketchup assures them, “we aren’t
going anywhere.” He makes a quick motion to set them on their way
before muttering, “I doubt we could leave even if we wanted
to.”

We watch them leave in silence for
a few more minutes before the air of absurdity seems to dissipate.
“So,” I say slowly, “how was your
morning?”

Ketchup laughs. “Bizarre.” He turns to face me,
grabbing my chin when I attempt to avoid his gaze. “Least of which
is you breaking the rules.”

My eyes drop, and I’m sure my face is plenty red. I
am more embarrassed than I care to admit. “A moment of
weakness.”

The way my heart rate spikes when Ketchup’s fingers
tangle in my hair and force me to meet his eyes does nothing to
improve my complexion. “I think you mean a moment of jealousy.”

I refuse to answer, even though he is right. Ketchup
will not relent. His free hand slides into place on my lower back
and gently pulls me up against him. Now, something other than
embarrassment sends my heart racing.

“Not that I don’t enjoy seeing you get riled up over
other girls,” Ketchup says with a grin, “but did you really think I
would stray so easily?”

“No,” I say as I shove back from him, “of course
not. You’re annoyingly persistent.”

“Then what?”

I curl the tips of my fingers around the hem of my
sweater. “I don’t know. It was just weird to see you talking so
easily with those girls. I’ve never seen you do that before and I
guess I panicked… a little.”

“I can talk to them easily because I knew they were
way more interested in you than me.” He grins. “Which happens to be
exactly the way I feel as well.”

“Oh, come on. Not a single one of them tried to
flirt and get a little too close?” I ask. I can hardly believe
that’s possible.

Ketchup shakes his head. “I’m just a way to get to
you. Trust me.”

I narrow my eyes at him, a playful side emerging
that I didn’t even know I had. “I don’t think I believe you.”

“And why not?”

“Because you’re hot, for one,” I say, tapping my
finger against his chest. “Not to mention sweet, funny, and
generally amazing.”

For a moment, Ketchup just stares at me. He doesn’t
seem to know how to respond. I hold my breath, suddenly afraid I
have crossed a line I shouldn’t have. Finally, Ketchup smiles. It’s
not his usual grin, though. This smile is something softer, more
private. He drapes an arm around my shoulder and says, “While you
are absolutely right about me on all accounts, I think there may be
a reason none of those girls were interested in me.”

“What reason?”

Ketchup pulls me in more tightly. “I told them you
were my girlfriend, and not a single one of them is even a little
bit interested in pissing off the heir to David’s title.”

Maybe my first reaction should be to Ketchup telling
everyone I’m his girlfriend, but it’s not. Instead, I stop and face
Ketchup, utterly confused. “The heir to what?”

“To David’s title as an Outlier,”
he says. “There was some Italian word for it, but I can’t remember
what it was. They call him that because I guess before you, he was
the only one that has survived one of the Richiamos coming after
him.”

“But, Ivy was trying to get Zander to kill her, not
me. Shouldn’t he be the one they’re all talking about?”

Ketchup scoffs. “Zander didn’t survive Ivy. If we
had been a few seconds later…” He shakes his head. “She chose
Zander because he was the easier target, and you were the one who
stopped her, not Zander. You’re the one everyone wants to talk
about.”

I can’t even explain how much that makes my skin
crawl, while at the same time makes me want to dance around. I have
never been anything but a freak with a bad temper and a history of
violence. People steer clear of me. If they talk about me, it’s not
a good thing. No one looks up to me. People barely look at me,
period! The strange sensation settles over me, and I have no idea
what to do with it.

“I was only able to stop Ivy because I had you to
help me,” I say quietly.

Ketchup’s lips press against my temple. “I’ll always
be here, no matter what.”

I look up at him, no longer scared of the devotion
in his eyes. I would be more scared now to not see it. So much has
happened in just the last few months that I know I never would have
survived without him. As I stare up into his eyes, I know my rules
are beginning to crumble.

“Hey,” a tall, blond man says as he stops abruptly
right next to us, “are you Vanessa Roth?”

The irritated expression plastered on Ketchup’s face
does nothing to ward off the intruder. I sigh. “Yeah. Why?”

His eyes sweep up and down quickly. “I thought so.
Your hair is hard to miss. I’m Chris, by the way. We’ll be working
together tomorrow.”

“Huh?” I ask.

At the same time, Ketchup says, “Working on
what?”

Chris seems to notice Ketchup then. His eyes narrow
a bit as he takes in his protective stance, but he wisely refrains
from commenting on it. “We’ll be doing some isolation training
tomorrow morning, first thing.”

“What is that?” I ask.

“You’ll find out tomorrow. Meet me at the gray and
blue building behind the dining hall tomorrow at six AM.” He starts
backing away. “Sorry, I’d explain more, but I’m late for a
session.”

With a final wave, he heads off. I shake my head as
he disappears. Ketchup’s arm is still hanging around my shoulders
stiffly. Turning to look at him, I pat his cheek with a laugh. I
have no doubt Chris’ roving eyes are what has him so tense. It
wasn’t anything sexual, though. He was clearly sizing me up for
training.

“Now who’s jealous?” I say.

Ketchup grunts. “Isolation training? Is it just me,
or does that sound fake?”

“Don’t worry, not only was he not even vaguely
interested in me like that, but by the end of the day, every guy
here will know I’m taken with a capital T.”

“What makes you say that?”

I laugh. “The party girls you were talking to aren’t
the kind of girls that keep secrets.” Pushing off from him, I say,
“Come on. Let’s explore and see if we can find Zander. I’m curious
to know what his day was like here in the land of weird and
creepy.”

We spend the next hour wandering around the massive
compound, trying to orient ourselves as we keep an eye out for
Zander. I have to admit, this place is impressive. When I first
heard that many of the students who live here stay year round, it
sounded like prison, but I could easily see being perfectly happy
here. If you weren’t torn away from your family and forbidden to
leave, that is. On second thought, this is totally a prison. A
really, really nice prison.

As we walk, I tell Ketchup about my experience with
Emma and he agrees that I should keep what I can do secret. He
pulls me to a stop next to a stand of baby aspen trees, pointing
down the path to where he just spotted Zander. We both stare
openmouthed.

“Is Zander laughing?” Ketchup asks.

I can hardly blame him for the disbelief in his
voice. I try to remember the last time I saw Zander standing with
anyone, let alone a beautiful redhead, talking and laughing like it
was the most normal thing in the world. I mean, it would be totally
normal, if it weren’t Zander. This is just…creepy.

We don’t approach Zander right away. Instead, we
both watch him interact with the redhead until they split apart
with a friendly wave. When my brother starts heading somewhere new,
I take a step forward, knowing Ketchup will wait for me here. I
manage three steps before my skin prickles, as if an icy wind has
just blown straight through me. It lurches me to a stop.

The panic comes next. No matter how many breaths I
take, it isn’t enough. I gasp for air as my vision darkens. One
hand reaches out for…for something. I can’t focus enough to know
what I need, and that only scares me even more. I fear I am about
to faint, but arms wrap around me before I drop. The heat of
Ketchup’s skin burns me, reigniting the panic.

“Let go,” I beg, “you’re burning me!”

“It’s not me,” Ketchup says. “You’re ice cold!”

Somehow, Ketchup drags me over to a bench and shoves
me down onto it. I try to look up at him, but I can’t stop the
fluttering of my eyelids long enough to really see him. Suddenly,
the woodland compound vanishes and flashes of Zander locked in a
brutal fight with some guy I’ve never seen before blur past me in a
nearly indecipherable haze. I can hear Ketchup saying something to
me, but I don’t even try to respond. All I can do is watch the
awful images speed by.

As if I have just been pulled from beneath icy
water, I gasp in a mammoth breath and start shaking terribly.
Ketchup is all but strangling me with his arms as he holds me at
this point, but I don’t try to get away. His warmth that burned me
only a few seconds ago now feels welcome and comforting. I burrow
against him and breathe.

“Van, what on earth just happened?” Ketchup
demands.

I can’t make myself pull away from him. My voice is
muffled as I say, “I… I saw something again.”

“Saw something?” Ketchup pushes my chin up gently.
The confusion in his expression begs for a better answer.

“Like what happened at school…the battle scene,
remember?”

Ketchup leans back and scrubs his hand through his
hair. He takes a deep breath. “What did you see?”

My face scrunches as I try to piece together the
images. “Zander fighting this really scary-looking guy, but it
wasn’t like he was being attacked. They were in a cage.”

“What?”

I shrug. “It had walls with fencing around it, and
it was kind of circular, but it had angles. The floor was like a
boxing ring.”

It startles me when Ketchup laughs. He pulls out his
phone and taps a few things before turning it toward me. “Did it
look like that?”

“Yes!” I say excitedly. “What is that?”

“An MMA octagon.” Ketchup drags both hands down his
face. “You saw him fighting in a mixed martial arts octagon. That’s
all. More of David’s training, I’m sure.”

A certain amount of relief does come, but Zander’s
opponent still has me uneasy. “The guy he was fighting, it didn’t
look like they were training. It was more like they were trying to
kill each other.”

“What looks like two people trying to kill each
other may be nothing when it’s two Godlings going up against one
another,” Ketchup says. “Watching you and Zander fight is pretty
intense, and you’re not even trying to hurt each other.”

I nod, but I’m not convinced. Leaning against
Ketchup, I take a deep breath.

“So, is this going to start happening all the time,
or what?” Ketchup asks as he pulls me against him. “I don’t know if
I can handle that too many more times without some warning.”

“Sorry. I’ll try not to spaz out on you again
without giving you a heads up… if I can.”

Ketchup chuckles. “It’s okay. It just freaked me out
a little, but hey, at least you didn’t faint this time.”

“True,” I laugh. “That’s progress, I guess.”

I lean against Ketchup’s shoulder. His fingers trail
through my hair, shaking as they go. My breathing hitches as I
realize just how much I scared him. I want to tell him that it’s
nothing to worry about, that I’m fine, but these weird experiences
don’t end when the flashes do. The hum of certainty that what I’ve
seen isn’t anything good refuses to be shaken off. Despite
Ketchup’s reassurances, Zander fighting in that octagon won’t be
just a training session. It will be the beginning of something
truly frightening.

 



Chapter Thirteen: A Way
Out

 (Zander)

 


“How was your training this morning?” Annabelle
asks.

She opens the door of the library and holds it for
me. The corner of my mouth turns up. My general mistrust of
everyone associated with the Godlings hasn’t gone away, but
Annabelle makes it hard not to be at least friendly. I like how she
never waits for me to do things for her. It’s like it doesn’t even
occur to her that I might want to be polite and open the door for
her. She got there first, so she opened the door.

I walk past her and finally answer her question. “It
was interesting. David had me in the gym training with some of the
Godlings my age. He hasn’t said anything about me going up against
James, but it seems pretty clear that he intends to pit us against
each other soon.”

“What makes you say that?” Annabelle asks.

“His focus is rather one-sided.” I gesture at an
empty table, and we both sit down. “He has me training with a
healer later this afternoon, so I’ll be able to keep myself going
during a fight. Everything he wants me to learn is geared toward
battle and controlling my hunger. When I try to ask him about the
Eroi or anything about the book, he always has something more
pressing he needs to talk about.”

Annabelle sighs. “Well, then I guess it’s up to me
to fill in the missing pieces.”

I smile at Annabelle, even though the thought is
always in the back of my mind that she is only following David’s
orders. I don’t really understand why she’s interested in helping
me if it doesn’t have to do with him, but I appreciate the help all
the same. The fact that she is one of the easiest people to be
around that I’ve ever met is nice, too. It’s different, not
something I’ve ever had before. There is something about her that
is calming. I’ve missed feeling at peace in my life so much that
being near her is almost addictive. I know I shouldn’t trust it,
especially after whatever she did that first day we met. Logic is
begging me to distance myself from her, but it’s surprisingly
hard.

“So, what do you want to start with?” Annabelle
asks.

I mull that question over for a moment. “How did
this whole Eroi hunting the Godlings war start?”

“So,” Annabelle says with a laugh, “the
beginning?”

“Seems like the logical choice.”

Annabelle chuckles and excuses herself to go find
the right books. I wait patiently, which isn’t something I’ve been
very good at lately. It’s easier with Annabelle because I know
she’ll come through for me. She returns a few minutes later with a
small stack of books.

Annabelle sets a book down so it’s in front of me,
and then comes and sits down next to me. Crowding in close, she
leans toward me as if we are about to share secrets. I back up
instinctively, but Annabelle doesn’t seem to notice.

“Okay, so the idea of the compound was born about
three hundred years ago in Italy by Roberto Agosti and Giovanni De
Palma. At the time, they were leading a small group of Godlings in
Turin, trying to help each other avoid the church and the
police.”

“The church?” I ask.

Annabelle nods. “The church thought Godlings were
demons. They pretty much killed anyone they even suspected of being
a Godling. The Eroi didn’t come from the church, but their hatred
and fear of the Godlings brought together likeminded people who
vowed to hunt down all the demons. The church was more than willing
to support them. Eventually, they became a sort of
brotherhood.”

“Oh.” I really hadn’t even considered what being a
Godling might have meant throughout the centuries. I thought it was
hard dealing with hunger in today’s world, but it must have been a
whole other experience when the general populace actually believed
in things like demons, and it was legal to execute someone on
suspicion alone. Add in having people band together to find and
kill you, and that makes for a pretty scary period in history.

“Anyway,” Annabelle continues, “the first group of
Godlings weren’t very successful. In the first year after banding
together, more than half of them had either left the group or been
captured and killed. Everyone had their own ideas about how
Godlings should live, what their rights were as demigods, and
whether or not they should even try to hide. Some believed they
were meant to rule the humans.”

I hold my hands up and stop Annabelle. Maybe all of
this is basic information to her, but I am scrambling from one idea
to the next while trying to take it all in. “Rights as demigods?
Rule the humans?” I shake my head. “What you’re saying sounds like
Godlings used to believe they were actually mythical
creatures.”

Annabelle looks down at the table. Her fingers twist
together anxiously. Getting the hint, I lower my head into my hands
and sigh. “You still believe that, don’t you?”

“Uh, yeah.”

That’s what I thought she was going to say. Sitting
up, I fold my arms over my chest. I want to hear what she knows,
but I’m not sure I can just accept everything she believes. We’ve
never been a religious family. I know little about any form of god.
Believing that I am linked to one so intimately is too much to
take.

“If you think about it,” Annabelle says, “if a
person like us had no idea who or what they are, wouldn’t they
assume one of two things? Either they were created by a god or
powerful being for a specific purpose, or they were cursed by that
same being as punishment for some wrong committed. Either way,
someone bigger than us is responsible for what we are.”

My jaw clenches in response to her words. My head
shakes back and forth slowly. “That person you just described, the
one asking the questions? That was me. That is exactly how my
siblings and I grew up, with no knowledge of what we were or why
we’re like this. What god was responsible was the last question on
my mind.”

The confusion in Annabelle’s eyes shows her naiveté.
“Then, what did you think?”

“I thought we were a mistake,” I snap. “An anomaly,
some accident of nature, a screwed up piece of genetic code
centuries of reproduction couldn’t manage to weed out.”

I jump when Annabelle’s hand touches mine gently.
She pauses a moment, but slowly wraps her fingers around mine.
“Zander, you’re not a mistake. Whether you believe a god created
Godlings or our hunger is a product of some kind of evolution, it
doesn’t change the fact that you are an amazing being with
incredible power. It’s no accident that you were put here on this
earth at exactly this moment.”

“Do you really believe that?” I ask skeptically.
“How can you when all we do is feed on negativity and crave the
destruction of others? What god would create something so
vile?”

I shove the book away from me angrily. “Who says the
Eroi aren’t right to be hunting us down?”

Annabelle snatches her hand away, looking stricken.
“How can you say that?”

“We’re killers, Annabelle. That is what we were made
for. It doesn’t matter who made us, or what. We feed on pain, we
cause suffering, and we ruin people’s lives! David wants to teach
everyone control, but aren’t we just fighting what we were designed
to be? Why didn’t Roberto and Giovanni get together three hundred
years ago and simply decide to stop reproducing, be the last of
this godforsaken race?”

The silence that fills our corner of the library is
heavy and thick. It suffocates me as I stare at Annabelle’s bowed
head. Part of me says I should take everything back, but I can’t. I
won’t.

“I’m not a killer,” Annabelle says quietly. She
peers up, looking at me with glassy eyes.

The anger and fight drains out of me in an instant.
“Annabelle, I’m sorry.”

She shakes her head. “I’m not upset because of what
you said. I know it wasn’t directed at me personally.”

“Then what?” I ask.

“You question everything I’ve been
taught because you’ve been left alone with this so long. How could
you hope to manage it by yourself with no one to guide you?”
Annabelle wipes away a tear that has slipped past her control.
“Zander, I don’t have all the answers. Maybe we were created as a cruel joke. Maybe
the Eroi are right to want to rid the world of us. I don’t know.
What I do know is that Roberto and Giovanni wanted more for us than
lives lived in the shadows full of fear. I don’t know what the
purpose is behind our hunger, but I do know that it doesn’t have to
be used to hurt people.”

Too quickly for me to respond, Annabelle presses her
palm to my chest. The warm glow that bursts out from her palm is a
shock to my system. I gasp and shove her hand away from me.
Annabelle clutches her hand to her chest, and I slump back in my
chair. She’s hurt that I pushed her away, but that light terrifies
me for reasons I’m not sure I even understand.

“Maybe most of what we are is bad,” Annabelle says
quietly, “but not all. I know what I do freaks you out, but it’s
not something to be scared of. I wouldn’t have this gift if there
wasn’t at least some good behind our purpose.”

Shaken by the absolute faith in her voice, I sit
back and meet Annabelle’s gaze. To my surprise, she smiles at me. I
reach forward, almost touching her, but I pull back at the last
second. “I’m sorry for what I said. My mistakes are my own. I want
to believe what you say, that’s there was something good behind our
design. I can believe it about you.”

“But not of yourself?”

I shake my head. “You said you felt what I carry
around inside of me. Did you see any goodness or light in
there?”

Annabelle looks at me in a way no one has ever
looked at me before, as if she truly sees what I am made of. Her
voice is gentle as she says, “You can shut your light away behind
all the darkness and pain, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t there.
You just have to give it a way out.”

“I don’t know how to do that,” I admit.

Annabelle smiles. “Who says you have to figure it
out on your own?”

I don’t think I realized until
that moment how alone I have felt. Not just since Ivy betrayed me.
Not just since Mom and Dad died. I can’t pinpoint a time when I
truly trusted someone else. As much as I loved my parents, deep
down, we all knew they were keeping a great many secrets from us.
Grandma was no different. Oscar was always so solitary and
unstable, and I couldn’t burden Van with my problems because I was
supposed to be her support. Annabelle isn’t touching me and there’s no sign of
her light, but just being near her bleeds away a layer of my pain.
I know I shouldn’t trust her, but it’s getting harder not
to.

“Thank you,” I say quietly.

The corner of Annabelle’s mouth turns up. Her lips
part, but before she can say anything, the vibration of my phone
rattling against the table makes us both jump. I snatch up the
phone and answer with a quick hello.

A voice I know all too well whispers across the line
and sets my hair on end. “They killed my family because of
you.”

 



Chapter Fourteen: Eating
Up The Agony

 (Zander)

 


Getting any sleep last night after that phone call
was a fantasy. I haven’t been able to think of anything else since
hearing Ivy’s voice yesterday. I storm into the gym where David is
expecting to meet me, a workout the last thing on my mind. Spotting
him near the octagon, I fix my glare on him and refuse to be
distracted by anything else. He sees me approaching and folds his
arms across his chest to wait.

“What happens to
Richiamos when they
fail?” I demand. The tone and volume of my voice causes several
heads to turn in my direction. I don’t care.

David seems unfazed by my question and abrasive
manner, yet he gestures toward the gym manager’s office. He doesn’t
wait for me to respond. I am forced to either follow him or stay
standing here like an idiot. As usual, David gets what he
wants.

As soon as I clear the doorframe, David slams the
door shut and rounds on me. “Did I instruct you to meet me here
this morning in order for the whole compound to watch you throw a
tantrum about what may or may not have happened to your
ex-girlfriend or her family?”

“Then it’s true? They killed her family because she
failed?” I demand.

David grabs me by the shirtfront and slams me into
the wall. “It was your family or hers! She knew that before she
went after you. It was obviously a risk she was willing to take.
Get over it!”

“She never expected to fail!” I
yell. “She was
supposed to die, not them!”

Disgusted, David shoves me away from him. “Are you
seriously asking me to feel sympathy for that girl? She set out to
destroy you and your family. There was no remorse when she pushed
you over the edge and sealed your fate. She wanted to see you dead,
Zander! She wanted it more than anything, and yet here you are
still obsessing over her, like her life or death actually matters!
You’re pathetic!”

Fury like I have never known wells up inside of me,
but I don’t know what I am more irate about, him calling me
pathetic, or him being right.

“You seem to think that because we
both experienced the intoxication of a Richiamos that we’re somehow
connected, that we’re pals. You want to hear my story and bond like
little girls at a sleepover? Do you?” David locks eyes with mine,
and I can feel the hatred radiating off his body in
waves.

“Just like you, I fell in love with her like a fool.
I told myself I could control the hunger and be with her because I
wanted it so much. When she said she could help me, I believed her.
I let myself be pulled in by her lies. That’s where the
similarities end, Zander.”

Unclenching my jaw enough to let a few words slip
out is excruciating. “What do you mean?” I hiss.

David rushes me, jamming a finger against my chest.
“The difference is, I saw through her lies before it was too late.
I trusted my training and beliefs, and I saw her for what she was.
I survived! I didn’t need my little sister to save me!” David
shoves hard against my chest. My head knocks into the wall behind
me. “Do you know what they call me?”

I shake my head, no clue what he’s talking
about.

“The call me the Outlier, because
I did what no one else could. I won against the Richiamos that came against me.” His
face twists in a snarl. “Do you think anyone is calling you an
Outlier? Do you?”

I want to throw him off me, lash out and repay all
the abuse he has laid out on me since we met. But I don’t, because
he is right. “No,” I say quietly.

“That’s right,” David snaps. “Your baby sister,
she’s the one everyone in this compound is calling the heir to my
title. Not you. They see her strength. They see her potential. All
they see in you is weakness.”

If he’s expecting me to respond, he doesn’t show it.
He turns away sharply and walks deeper into the office before
turning around. “Is that how you want people to see you, Zander?”
he demands.

My head snaps back and forth. “No.”

“Then change the way people look at you!”

“How?”

David points at the door of the office. “Forget Ivy
Guerra. Nobody gives a damn about what happens to her. If you want
to fixate on something, try the Eroi. They’re the ones who sent her
after you! They’re the ones who want us all dead!”

Shaking his head in frustration,
David glares at me. “You have potential you can’t even begin to
comprehend. Unlock it and show everyone who you really are.” His
hand grips the door knob firmly, but he doesn’t open it yet. “This
is the last conversation we will ever have about Ivy. Starting
today, your full attention will
be focused on unleashing whatever power is hiding
inside of you and using it to bring down the Eroi. Do you
understand me?”

The internal battle that rages through my mind in
that moment is too consuming to put into words. Ivy’s words haunt
me. They always will, and I doubt they will ever leave me. I never
wanted to hurt her, but so much of what David is saying rings true.
She made her choice. She was willing to condemn my entire family
for her beliefs. Is she right? Should the Godlings be destroyed?
Part of me agrees with her, but then I remember the beauty of
Annabelle’s gift and I want so badly to believe she is right, that
we were meant for some higher purpose.

One day, I will find Ivy again, and I will exact
answers from her. I will know her heart and soul, and one day, I
will understand the truth of everything. Love her, hate her, it
doesn’t matter anymore. Finding the answers is all that matters. I
will have them, but first, I must prove to David that I am worthy
of the power he believes I hold. Unleashing what I am meant to
become is the only way I will ever know the truth.

“Yes, David, I understand.”

 


***

 


For the past two weeks, David’s words have not left
my mind for even a moment. His story and accusations have poked at
me relentlessly, pushed me to find the strength I once thought I
already had. I have never hated anyone as much as I hate David, but
not for the same reasons I once did.

Yes, his training methods are often cruel and the
man doesn’t know the meaning of the word compassion, yet he is
effective. He pushes me to the end of what I believe my limits to
be, only to show me that I can still go further. He does not fail,
ever, and that I have learned to respect.

My hatred for him stems from his ability to see me
so clearly. He has shown me that the control I once professed to
have was a fantasy. My high-minded beliefs about who and what I am
have been torn to shreds. He has shown me the truth about myself.
David demands I become the man he wants me to be, the man he
believes I am. I want the same thing. The problem is, David and I
don’t agree on who or what that man should be.

Outwardly, I am exactly what David
wants. I push myself to exhaustion every day. I never quit. I won’t
accept failure. The name Ivy
has not crossed my lips once since our
conversation. I train, eat, and sleep. David couldn’t be more
pleased.

My silent thoughts are the real drive to excel, not
David. Whatever David is training me to become, I think he will
ultimately find himself disappointed. I have no intention of
becoming a Godling lemming. He believes our conversation had the
intended effect, knocking Ivy out of my mind forever. It had
exactly the opposite effect.

Every time I want to give up, I picture Ivy in that
last moment when she revealed her true intentions. The sick
satisfaction in her eyes plagues me. She may have been the one
about to die, but it gave her pleasure knowing that I would be
next, along with my entire family.

The blocked number has called many times over the
last two weeks, but I refuse to answer it. Whatever other
accusations she has to lay at my feet, she can keep them. The list
of her sins is just as long as mine.

As I walk into the gym locker room
and start changing, I repeat the mantra that has been my constant
companion lately. The answers lie in the
source of the power. It runs through my
mind as I dress in gym shorts and take off my shoes.

All I hear from David is how I
need to find the power inside of me. He seems so convinced I can do
something more than what I realize. He’s obsessed with it. I don’t
pretend to know his reasons, but I recognize that nearly frantic
need. I felt it with Ivy. I know what it feels like to want
something so badly that it consumes you. He wants me to find my
power, so he can
use it. For what, I don’t know, but I doubt it’s good.

I push myself to near breaking in
order to find what he wants, but not to please him. The source of
this power he needs so badly is the answer to a question. Finding
the power will reveal the question and lay out the plan behind his
need. Discovering his plan and gaining the upper hand I need to get
away from him and find the truth about the Eroi and Godlings both
has become my obsession.

Walking out of the locker room, I am greeted by an
anxious silence. The hush is disturbing. It doesn’t stop me from
stalking out into the center of the gym and facing David. He
doesn’t need to explain what we will be doing today. The last two
weeks have built up to this moment. Everyone in the room turns to
watch James march into the octagon with a vicious grin on his face.
I nod at him, but he only smirks.

David gives no words of encouragement, no
last-minute advice. He simply gestures for me to get on with it and
either prove I am exactly what he thinks I am or show my true
colors as the failure everyone else sees me as. James has already
entered the octagon and is waiting like a tiger about to feed.

On my way to join him, I meet Annabelle’s worried
eyes and try to convey with a look that everything will be all
right. Not far from her, I spot Van and Ketchup finding a place in
the growing ring of spectators. The fear in Van’s eyes startles me.
For someone who loves a good messy fight, I thought she’d be
excited to watch me go up against James. Instead, she looks sick to
her stomach. Her knuckles are white as she grips Ketchup’s
hand.

Shaking off her strange mood isn’t easy, but I force
myself to set it aside as I square up with James. I watch as he
begins bouncing back and forth on the balls of his feet. His
eagerness to break me is disgusting. If he’s expecting me to match
him, he’ll just have to be disappointed. I look to the side where
David is standing, ready to start the fight.

All it takes is his silent nod.

Before I even process that the fight has begun,
James’ powerful fist slams into the side of my head. My neck snaps
to the right as pain spirals out from the point of connection. I
hear the entire crowd groan in response to the hit. To a
non-Godling, that would have been a killing blow.

I turn back to face James. The glee in his
expression makes me smile. Without speaking, I soak up the pain
like David has taught me and hold it close. The echo of James’ hit
fades. I stretch my neck and almost laugh at the flash of
frustration in his eyes.

“Not gonna hit me back, huh? Are
you the coward everyone thinks you are?” James taunts. “It’s not
going to stop me from finishing you, Zander. Don’t expect any mercy
from me just because you’re a weakling who needs his sister to
fight his battles. I will
kill you.”

The corners of my mouth turn up in a smile just as
twisted as his. “You can certainly try.”

Not even half a second later, my fist plows into his
jaw. He attempts to counter with an uppercut, but I roll out of his
reach. I knew from the beginning that there would be no dancing
around in this fight, no trying to stay out of each other’s reach.
James’ immediate pursuit and attack is expected. I put up a weak
block to his next punch thrown. The contact sends another shot of
pain through my head and neck, but I push in closer and lash out
with a flurry of body hits.

With a grunt of annoyance, James wedges a hand
between us and shoves me away, knocking me back several feet. He
doesn’t wait for me to settle my feet before coming after me. A
wicked jab to my ribs knocks me off balance just enough to allow
him to gain the upper hand. He hooks an arm around my shoulder and
neck, yanking me down to the mat with a sickening thud.

The ground and pound he unleashes on me bruises my
face instantly. Panic that I am about to lose this fight sends my
heart rate into overdrive. I have to focus to heal my injuries just
as quickly as he doles them, while at the same time unsuccessfully
trying to wrap my legs around his waist or get my hands around his
neck to pull him closer and lessen the force of his blows.

I’ve had two weeks of training in this octagon.
James has had years. It’s no excuse, though. I need to regain
control of the fight.

Fear swims inside of me, but I fight to maintain
some semblance of calm. I can’t lose this fight. I have to prove
that I deserve answers. I have to know the truth.

I have to know the truth.

Sucking in a deep breath, I hold it as James’ fist
plows into my ear again. The spots in front of my eyes and ringing
in my ears shakes my focus for a moment, but determination brings
it back like a burst of lightning. Everything I have learned over
the last few weeks comes rushing back into my mind, and I know how
to get out of this.

Feet braced against the mat, I shove my hips upward
and knock James forward. Instinct brings his hands down to the mat.
With a burst of speed, I lock my hand around his left biceps as I
trap his left lower leg with my foot. I hear him curse a split
second before I yank his arm out from under him and roll, coming up
on top.

Van’s ecstatic cheer urges me on. I grin down at
James, knowing I am far from winning this fight, but still able to
enjoy a small victory. He snarls back at me, snapping his forehead
into mine.

I breathe in, willing the dark splotches and pain
away as I stumble back to my feet. I barely get my hands up in time
to partially deflect his next thundering blow. His fist glances off
my forearm and clips my shoulder. I stumble into the fencing, but
use it to propel myself back toward him.

James pulls his hands up, ready for me to throw a
punch, but I use the momentum to its fullest and duck under his
arms. He sees my plan of attack just a moment too late. I’m already
lifting his body off the mat before he can try to counter me. The
air blasts out of him as I throw him to the ground, landing with my
full weight directly on his chest.

I’m so satisfied with myself that I don’t see him
grab for my foot. I groan in agony as he wrenches my foot in close
to my body, straining the ligaments in my knee to their max. I soak
up the pain willingly, but I’m forced to give up my position of
advantage and roll out of his grip. James reacts immediately,
yanking me off my hands and knees, slamming me facedown into the
mat. He has me fully locked in with my neck in a naked choke hold.
Within moments, my vision begins to dim and I know I will be at
James’ mercy in mere seconds. There is no option to tap out in this
fight.

James half grunts, half laughs in my ear as I fight
to get his arms from around my neck. “Where’s your little sister
now? Maybe I’ll get her in here with me next.” His grating laugh
infuriates me. “How’d you like that, huh?”

Pure rage snaps through my entire body. My hands
stop grabbling at his arms and snap under my chest, pushing up and
sideways. James grunts in surprise at finding himself flattened
beneath me, but I don’t stop there. I roll my feet over my head,
one hand going behind my head and squeezing James’ windpipe as I
roll, while my other arm forcibly wedges under his neck. The roll
breaks his grip on my neck, but adds weight to my forearm that is
crushing his throat. Bucking against the mat, James gets enough
force to smash his knee into my head. I roll back, soaking up the
pain, but not feasting on it just yet.

We square up again, James’ expression much more wary
this time and filled with hatred that runs deep. Everything leading
up to this moment was just a warm up. Now, the real fight
begins.

 


***

 


What feels like hours later, I can’t lend any focus
to the sounds coming from the crowd as James launches another
bone-breaking blow at me. I tune out Van’s growling, furious
commentary directed at James. The cheers and groans of sympathy
every time one of us lands a vicious kick, or snaps another bone,
pass by our ears almost unheard.

My hands are shaking. I have no idea how long we’ve
been at this. David won’t put a stop to the fight until it’s over,
completely over. One way or another. James lunges forward again. He
wasn’t able to fully heal the fractured tibia I gave him a few
minutes ago and he ends up off center, but it doesn’t stop him from
landing a crippling blow to my head. I fall to one knee, drained,
hurt past the point I can heal, half-starved from soaking up so
much pain without letting myself consume it, but too close to the
end to give in.

Of everything, it’s my hunger that threatens to push
me over the edge. As James pulls back for another punch, one that
might finish me, I have nothing left to draw on but my hunger. I
know it will give me that burst I need to finish James off. David
has spent the last few weeks teaching me how to store the pain my
hunger craves until I can safely release it, but he made it very
clear that there were no rules in this fight. We were both free to
use whatever means necessary to win.

Pressing my knuckles into the mat, I shove myself
back to my feet. James lurches toward me in what feels like slow
motion. I breathe in a ragged breath, eating up the agony it causes
to expand my lungs, adding it to the ball of heat in my bruised and
bloodied chest that is the center of my hunger.

James’ fist careens toward my face with unbelievable
force. I know it will be enough to knock me out, at the very least,
if I don’t do something. As if tattooed across his knuckles, I know
this hit will douse the last hope I have of finding out the truth
behind the Godlings and Eroi. A fresh trail of blood slithers down
my forearm from a cut I had no strength to heal as I pull back one
last time. I launch my fist at James and back it with my starved,
crazed hunger, hoping it will be enough, begging for it to be
enough.

A blast of pure, white-hot light plows through the
octagon as my fist connects with James’ face, throwing both of us
back into the fenced walls of the octagon. My head and back slam
into a pole, sending me sliding down to the mat with a grunt. James
lands in a heap, clearly unconscious. My head and hand start
throbbing as I lay there, barely able to see or move. Somewhere in
the back of my woozy mind, I wonder what just happened, but my more
immediate concern is whether anyone is going to help me back
up.

Seconds stretch by and no one comes. No one even
makes a sound. The fire spreading through my cells makes moving
torture, but I force myself up to standing, ready to demand someone
get me an icepack…or a body cast. It takes every speck of my
remaining strength not to stumble and collapse back to my knees
when I finally make it to standing, but I find myself on two feet,
staring at a sea of gaping mouths and saucer-sized eyes.

My vision wavers, and I suddenly can’t remember what
I was doing. Putting a hand on one of the posts, I lean my head
against it before I pass out. Somehow, David appears in front of
me, staring at me through the fencing with a ravenous expression on
his face. I can feel myself sliding back to the mat, the only solid
thought I can hold onto is that this was exactly what David was
waiting for.

 



Chapter Fifteen: One Less
Excuse

 (Vanessa)

 


When Chris first ran into Ketchup
and me, and mentioned isolation
training, he made it sound so mysterious.
Sitting in a completely black room in dead silence lost its mystery
after about five minutes the first day. I’ve been doing this for
two weeks now. Thankfully, Chris’ training wasn’t all blackness and
silence, but I begin with thirty minutes of this every
day.

I’m supposed to be clearing my mind and focusing on
a single thought, but today all I can think about is Zander and
what he did yesterday. I tried to get to him as soon as the fight
ended, but David wouldn’t let me near him. He hauled my unconscious
brother off to the infirmary to rest and placed guards by his
door—which really pissed me off.

Later, when Zander trudged back to his room where I
was waiting, all he could tell me was that he somehow used the pain
he had stored up. That didn’t explain much. Over the last two
weeks, we have both learned how to manage and make use of our
hunger and the pain it craves. Trainers taught us how to store up
the pain we feed on instead of letting our hunger gobble it up
right away.

The idea behind it is that we can use the pain like
we would stored energy. I guess it was something we kind of
understood already, like when I would sneak into the boxing gym to
vent the hunger and frustration that had built up. David and the
trainers showed us how to take it to a new level. Storing pain as
energy lets us heal ourselves faster if we need to, boost our
strength or speed, and amp up any other talents. I’ve been very
careful not to make use of that last technique at all.

Alongside the daily isolation and combat training
sessions with David and Chris, I’ve also worked with Emma in the
vet clinic to improve my control. It irritates me to admit that
David chose my trainer and location well, but I know only human
children would have been more effective than dropping me in the
middle of a bunch of sick animals and telling me not to hurt them.
Needless to say, my control has improved drastically.

So has my talent for feeling the source of the
animals’ pain and diagnosing its cause. That, I’ve kept strictly
between Ketchup and me, though. I haven’t even told Grandma what I
can do, not that we’ve seen much of each other, and Zander hasn’t
been around enough to talk to, either.

My thoughts trailing back to Zander gets my hackles
up. He’s been a whole other problem the past two weeks. I don’t
know what switched him into compliant zombie mode where David is
involved, but he’s clearly up to something that’s going to get him
into trouble. The nagging feeling that he is going to need me has
turned into an obnoxious tapping on the top of my head. Sometimes,
it’s hard to think of anything else.

A sudden flash of light makes me jump. Chris stands
in the doorway of the isolation chamber with a frown. “If you were
truly focused, you wouldn’t have even heard me come in.”

“Sorry,” I grumble. “Focusing isn’t going to happen
today. Not with going home this afternoon and whatever that was
with Zander yesterday.”

Chris smiles. “Yeah, I guess you have a few things
on your mind.” He offers me a hand and helps me up from the hard
ground. “Come on, we’ve got a few more exercises to do before I
release you to go pack.”

I groan dramatically. Chris whacks my shoulder, and
I am thankful once again that he is nothing like David. I’ve
actually enjoyed working with him. As we walk toward the next room,
I’m amazed at everything he’s taught me over the last few weeks.
Isolation training is all about expanding your senses. All of my
senses are heightened past what a normal human would have, but I
never had much use for anything other than the strength and
healing.

“Alright, try to focus, at least a little.
You’ve got a personal best to beat.” Chris pulls the door open for
me and gestures grandly. I roll my eyes at him, but I step forward
anyway.

There’s actually a bit of a bounce in my step as I
enter the stark white room and take the blindfold from my back
pocket. It only takes me a moment to tie it around my head and
center my thoughts. Vision is always last, so I don’t have to tie
and untie the blindfold more than once, but I never know which of
my other senses will be tested first. My fingers twitch as I
wait.

The sudden barrage of dozens of different scents at
once nearly makes me gag. Not all of them are pleasant. Even the
ones that are, it’s so overpowering that I can’t distinguish
anything for a moment.

Chris’s voice rumbles over the intercom.
“Cactus.”

That’s the only instruction I need. Shutting down
everything else, I start eliminating directions. The game is, I
have to find the source of whatever scent he calls out. There are
literally hundreds of tiny vents around the room emitting different
fragrances and noxious odors. I have to find just one.

Wandering slowly, I think I have caught the subtle
scent I need, but droves of heavier scents of lilac and cinnamon
try to confuse me. I have to stop for a moment. Quickly, I memorize
the scents of the ones I don’t want, and then discard them,
filtering them out of my search and focusing in on the gentle smell
of cactus. Seconds later, I push a button next to the correct vent
and smile.

“Two point six seconds faster than yesterday, Van.
Nice job,” Chris says. “Stage two.”

We continue on through the rest of my senses with me
beating all my times except for in vision, but that was only
because Chris wasn’t playing nice. Throwing a picture of Ketchup
into the collage I was searching distracted me just a moment too
long. When I meet Chris outside the room, he eyes me with a knowing
expression.

“I don’t need to hear it,” I say automatically.

He holds up his hands defensively. “I wasn’t going
to comment.”

“Yes, you were.”

“Yeah,” he says with a laugh, “I was.”

Sighing, I wave him on.

“You can’t let yourself get distracted by anything,
including Ketchup.”

“I know.”

Chris ruffles my hair—a very annoying habit of
his—and says, “You know, there’s an easy way to make Ketchup less
of a distraction.”

“Ditch him?”

Chris shakes his head, surprising me. “No, give in
to him.”

“Huh?”

“He’s more of a distraction because you won’t let
yourself have him, even though you clearly want him.” Chris laughs
at my startled expression. “Not what you were expecting me to say?
We’re not all doom and gloom and solitary life makes for the
perfect Godling. David can live that way if he likes, but I’m
married with three kids and I don’t plan on giving that up any time
soon.”

Chris stops walking and puts a hand on my shoulder.
“Van, I can see how much you want a normal life, but I also sense
that you’re not ready to trust us enough to believe it’s a
possibility for you if you become a full member of the Godlings. I
just want you to know that nothing is ever certain. If you sit
around waiting for everything to be perfect and doubt free, you’ll
end up with the exact life you’re trying to avoid.”

He starts walking again. I stay a few steps behind
him all the way to the exterior door, thinking. Before Chris can
leave, I say, “What if getting what I want hurts someone else?”

“Sometimes you have to make decisions to protect
someone you love,” Chris says, “but once in a while, you’re allowed
to choose something for yourself, because you deserve it.”

Gnawing at my bottom lip, I wish so desperately I
could confide in him. Ketchup listens and supports me, and I
appreciate him so much, but neither of us knows even a sliver of
what someone like Chris might know. It would be nice to be able to
rely on someone with some actual experience in this stuff. The
fleeting fantasy passes quickly, though.

Instead of blurting anything out, I look up at Chris
and smile. “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.”

A few minutes later, I make it back to mine and
Grandma’s room to find both of our suitcases and bags already
packed. Ketchup steps into the room a moment later, offering to
help me carry them to the car. I’m happy to accept his help, but
neither of us are overly cheery at the thought of leaving. That
sense of gloom only deepens when we reach the parking lot and find
only one car waiting for us.

David and Grandma look to be having a very serious
conversation, so I step away from Ketchup for a moment to ask
Zander what’s going on. He frowns at the question. “Apparently,
David isn’t coming back with us right away. He said he has a few
things to take care of, but he’ll be back to keep an eye on us in a
week.”

“But, Ketchup is still with us,” I argue. Is he
trying to get my best friend killed?

Zander tenses even more. “Apparently, this is meant
to be a test of my control. I’m to sit in the front of the SUV with
the driver while Ketchup stays in the backseat. David thinks it’s
plenty of distance.”

“Distance, maybe, but what about the time? It took
us hours to get here.”

All Zander does is grunt in response before walking
away. The crunch of gravel under Ketchup’s feet alerts me to his
approach. “There’s not going to be another car, is there?”

I shake my head.

Surprisingly, Ketchup just shrugs. “Human guinea pig
it is then.”

He takes a step forward with the bags, but I grab
his arm. “Aren’t you even a little freaked out about this?”

Ketchup grins. “Are you?”

“Yes!”

Laughing, Ketchup wraps an arm around my waist and
drops a kiss on my cheek before I can stop him. “It had to happen
sometime. Might as well be now while all this Godling training is
fresh in his mind.” He squeezes me a little more tightly. “Besides,
if it works, it’ll be one less excuse for you to hold onto.”

“And if it doesn’t, you’ll be dead!”

Ketchup winks. “I have faith in your brother. Don’t
you?”

My head starts shaking back and forth. “Uh, no.
Haven’t you been listening to me talk about him planning something
stupid and dangerous?”

“Sure, but that’s about Ivy, not me.”

Done arguing, Ketchup walks away in way too good of
a mood. I trudge after him, pissed at David for this whole
situation. I just wish I knew if I was more pissed at the idea of
him putting Ketchup in danger or trying to push me toward him.

In truth, I know Zander will keep himself in check.
He won’t fail me again when it comes to Ketchup. It’s my own fear
that has me the angriest. I’m terrified of giving into Ketchup only
to lose him later on. My hands are absolutely trembling when I
climb into the backseat next to him. The level of my anxiety
lurches upward when Zander takes his seat, and I can feel his
hunger begin to simmer. I wait for it to blossom into an all-out
need, but he keeps it at a low boil for now. I’m hardly reassured,
though.

“See,” Ketchup says, “it’s gonna be fine.”

I glare up at him, but I don’t pull away when he
puts an arm around my shoulder. Leaning into his embrace, I fix my
eyes and attention on my brother. I’m pretty sure I stay that way
for an entire hour before Ketchup finally gets annoyed.

“Are you going to do this the whole ride home?” he
asks.

“Do you want me to miss the moment his hunger gets
the better of him?”

Ketchup pulls his arm from around my shoulders and
frowns at me. “Why don’t you just admit that this isn’t about
Zander as much as it is about you?”

I could try to pretend I don’t know what he’s
talking about, but it would be a waste. Ketchup knows me too well
to try and get away with it. That doesn’t mean I’m ready to let him
win this, though. “Fine, you want me to stop worrying, I will. I’m
taking a nap.” I drop my head into his lap—making Ketchup
freeze—and close my eyes. “Feel free to wake me if my brother tries
to eat you.”

It takes him a moment to get over the shock of me
snuggling up so physically close, but he’s not about to discourage
me. He chuckles at my antics while running his fingers up and down
my arm. “Thank you,” he says quietly.

I can’t help but smile and enjoy the feel of being
so close to him. The soothing rhythm of his fingers on my skin
nearly lulls me into a peaceful sleep, but I refuse to waste these
last precious hours before going back to real life. Somehow, I even
manage to forget that Zander is only a few feet away and at any
moment could lose control. I forget everything but Ketchup.

Hours later, I’m almost surprised when the SUV comes
to a stop. I pull myself back to sitting and sigh at the sight of
my home looming in front of us. Next to me, Ketchup sighs as well.
We’re both quiet as we climb out of the SUV, although everyone else
is congratulating Zander on holding onto his control the entire
trip. It’s not that I don’t appreciate it as well, but I find
myself a little distracted by having to say goodbye to Ketchup.
We’re slow at getting our bags, and by the time we have them in
hand, I realize Grandma and Zander have already disappeared inside
the house.

Ketchup eyes his own car with a frown. “I almost
wish we were back at the compound.” He smiles faintly.
“Almost.”

“I know,” I say quietly.

Letting go of his suitcase, Ketchup pulls me into
his arms. “Look, I know you’re still scared about the future and
you’re trying to figure everything out, but the last two weeks
proved we can make this work. Maybe the Godlings are the bad guys.
Maybe you’ll decide to leave, but even if you do, it doesn’t have
to be without me.” Ketchup’s presses his palm to my cheek. “We
don’t have to go back to the way things were before.”

We started out this trip with me making rules that
were supposed to keep us from getting any closer. Clearly, they
didn’t quite do their job. Or, maybe they would have if either of
us had actually followed them like we were supposed to. The last
few weeks have taught me so much, but nothing more glaringly than
the fact that I have run out of excuses. Fear is the only thing
standing in my way, and I’m so tired of being scared all the
time.

Looking up at Ketchup, I say, “I know that.”

“But …” Ketchup says slowly, waiting for me to
finish my sentence. I can only shrug. Ketchup doesn’t waste a
second. His hands press against my cheeks, and he pulls me into a
soft kiss that sends fire racing through my body.

Ketchup pulls back slowly, his eyes searching mine
for some hint that I will push him away. One corner of my mouth
turns up, but the words forming on my lips are erased with the slam
of a car door. I spin in Ketchup’s arms and gasp at the sight of a
furious Noah.

 



Chapter Sixteen: The
Script

 (Vanessa)

 


“Noah, what are you doing here?” I ask as I step
forward to stop him from reaching Ketchup. He crosses the street in
a flash and skids to a halt in front of me.

Ketchup is having none of it. He grabs my hand and
refuses to let me get any farther away. He doesn’t say anything,
just pins a fiery glare on Noah and clenches his free hand into a
fist.

Noah matches his expression just as fiercely. He
raises his hand and points a finger at me. “We,” he says, making it
obvious that Ketchup is not included, “need to talk. Right
now.”

“Absolutely not,” Ketchup growls. “Van just got
home. She’s tired. No one invited you to be here, so why don’t you
just go home?”

“I wasn’t talking to you.” Noah snaps his eyes away
from Ketchup and back to me. “I’m not leaving until we talk. You
owe me an explanation.”

“She doesn’t owe you anything!” Ketchup snarls.

The squeak of the screen door opening doesn’t faze
either guy, but it pulls my eyes toward the house. Zander steps out
onto the porch with a look of concern on his face. Crossing his
arms over his chest, he looks at me questioningly. A quick shake of
my head holds him back…for now.

Turning back to Ketchup, I gently place my free hand
on his chest. He doesn’t look down, but I feel his muscles tighten
under my touch. “Ketchup, I do owe him an explanation. Just give me
a minute, okay?”

“No. I’m not letting him get in the way again.”

The fury in Ketchup’s voice tears at me. My fingers
curl around his shirtfront. “Ketchup, please, he’s just asking to
talk, that’s it. I’ll be right back.”

“That’s not all…” Ketchup’s voice cuts off sharply
as Zander’s hand clamps down on his shoulder.

I suck in a breath at the sharp sting of Zander’s
hunger blazing at the touch, but he keeps a tight control on it for
now. “Ketchup,” he says, “why don’t you come wait on the porch?
Now.”

I expect Ketchup to argue, but he seems to think
better of trying to get away from Zander and releases my arm. “Five
minutes,” he barks at Noah. Then he turns sharply and storms up to
the porch.

Zander sighs in relief. He turns back to me.
“Seriously, five minutes. I won’t be able to stay around Ketchup
very long after that car ride. Make it quick.”

Nodding, I turn away from him, walking with Noah
across the street to his car so we can speak privately. His anger
hasn’t dulled any in the last few seconds. He is absolutely
bristling with it. The urge to drop my head in shame is
unrelenting, but I square up my shoulders and wait for him to say
what he so clearly wants to say. Noah doesn’t hold back.

“You lied to me, Van. I asked you straight out
whether or not you and Ketchup were spending the holidays together,
and you lied right to my face.”

“I didn’t know when you asked,” I say, not entirely
sure why he’s so angry. I get that he’s mad I lied to him, but I
don’t think this is about jealousy. My arms tighten around my body
as I try to figure out what else it might be.

“What?” Noah demands.

“When you asked me that night, I had no idea Ketchup
was coming with us. He told me later that night. It was supposed to
be a surprise for my birthday.”

Noah’s brow wrinkles as an added layer of confusion
drops on his shoulders. I grimace as I realize my mistake. “Your
birthday?” Noah asks. “When was your birthday?”

“Uh, the day of your competition.”

“You couldn’t tell me about that, either? Is your
birthday some sort of State secret? Why wouldn’t you want me to
know about your birthday?” Noah demands.

“Because I didn’t want anyone to celebrate it. My
siblings all started to get really sick after they turned sixteen,
and I was afraid it was going to happen to me too,” I say as
honestly as I can.

Noah’s expression softens, but only for a moment.
“That still doesn’t excuse you for lying to me. Why didn’t you tell
me Ketchup was going with you after you found out?”

“I just…” I didn’t tell him because it would have
inspired questions I couldn’t answer. It was easier and safer to
stick with the lie.

“Did you even tell me the truth about where you
went?” Noah asks. Hurt mixes with his anger, bunching his shoulders
to the point I’m afraid they’ll snap. “Why would Ketchup go on some
domestic violence survivors retreat with you and your family? It
doesn’t make any sense. I should have known you were lying.”

I close my eyes against the emotional pain pouring
off him. I don’t understand it, but it’s killing me to be so close
to him right now. His pain suddenly becomes palpable, a strange
sensation I have never felt before. My hunger rages, but I refuse
to let it feed off something I caused. “Noah, I’m sorry for lying
about Ketchup coming, but this has nothing to do with you. I don’t
understand why you’re so upset.”

“Of course not. Why would you understand?” Noah
says, his frustration hitting its limit.

Not sure what he means by that, I shake my head.
“Noah, you know I care about you, and I would never want to hurt
you, but I thought you understood that there are parts of my life
that I can’t talk about.”

“Can’t or won’t?” Noah demands. “I’ve stuck by you
through everything since we met. I’ve proved over and over again
that you can trust me, but you refuse to let me in.”

“Is that was this is about?” I ask. “You’re pissed
off that I haven’t told you all my secrets? What the hell, Noah?
Why are you suddenly so hot to know everything about me? What
happened to being patient like a real friend? Like you promised you
would?”

Frustration and confusion overwhelm me, and it’s not
just my own emotions. Suddenly dizzy, I put out a hand and brace
myself, but there is nothing for me to grab hold of. Noah scrubs
his hands through his hair, seeming not to notice how he is
affecting me. His distress only continues to climb, which sends my
hunger nearly into a frenzy. I have trouble focusing on his words
suddenly.

“I’ve tried to be patient, Van, but I can’t wait
forever. You don’t understand what I’ve gone through just to be
near you, to protect you.”

Something about what he just said sets me on edge,
but I’m too overwhelmed to understand what it is. His pain is
driving my hunger insane. I stumble back. “Noah, can we please talk
about this later? I’m exhausted and I… I think I need to go lie
down. We have school tomorrow. We’ll talk after school, okay?”

I take a step back, suddenly desperate to get away
from him.

“Van, don’t walk away from me,” Noah says as he
reaches toward me. His pain reaches out as well, and my hunger
roars to life. I spin away and lunge toward the house. Three voices
scream out my name seconds before I see the car barreling down the
road at me.

Agony tears through my body as my arm collides with
the truck’s bumper. The force whips me around and drops me to the
ground faster than I can even process the anguish searing through
my arm. My mind is almost completely lost to me, but unparalleled
desperation grabs hold of the combined pain of Noah’s tortured soul
and my shattered arm, letting it run rampant. The only thought in
my mind is a panicked one that if I don’t heal my arm fast enough,
Noah will see it. In that moment, I thank God for David and his
cruelty as the stored energy I fed upon earlier knits my bones back
together.

Panicked voices crowd in around me as the pain in my
arm slowly begins to ebb. I struggle to get back to my feet before
all hell breaks loose, but I can’t seem to get up. It takes several
confused moments before I realize Noah is holding me down.

Someone I have never seen before crouches beside me.
“Is she okay? I swear I didn’t mean to hit her. She just stepped
out right in front of me. I couldn’t stop in time!”

“I’m okay,” I croak, barely recognizing my own
voice.

“She’s fine,” Noah echoes. “I think she just fainted
from the surprise. Not even a scratch on her.”

I stare up at Noah through blurry eyes. What did he
just say? My eyes flutter closed as I try to concentrate. He got to
me before my arm was healed. I know he did. He had to have known it
was broken. Thoughts swim around, but nothing seems to make sense.
It doesn’t help when Ketchup and Zander both shove in next to me,
nearly hysterical. Ketchup’s furious voice attacking Noah is the
only thing capable of spurring me back to sensible thought.

“I’m okay,” I blurt out. Blindly, I reach out and
shove Ketchup back from Noah. “I’m okay. I promise.”

My vision is finally getting back to normal after
the massive energy suck healing myself caused. I see only a faintly
fuzzy Ketchup and Noah still looking ready to kill each other.
Zander reaches in between them and gently pulls me up to my feet. I
latch onto his arm to steady myself and do my best impression of
perfect health.

“I’m alright,” I repeat slowly.

“Are you sure?” the driver asks. “I can call for
paramedics if you need them.”

Shaking my head, I reach out and shake his hand.
“No, I’m fine really. I just live right there. I’m so sorry for not
looking where I was going. That was incredibly stupid of me. I feel
awful for scaring you like that.”

He doesn’t look convinced, but Zander’s presence
seems to either scare him into agreeing or reassure him enough that
he finally nods. “Okay then.” He digs a card out of his wallet. “If
for some reason you need to contact me, here’s my information.”

I take the card as I thank him again. He rubs his
balding head once more and shakes Zander’s hand before returning to
his truck and driving away. Nobody says a word until he is out of
sight. I hold my breath, hoping for it to continue as I turn back
around to face Noah. The shock or disbelief I was almost hoping to
see isn’t there. Only the firm set of his jaw and a serious dose of
anger greets me.

“This isn’t over,” he says, “but you look like
you’re about to collapse. Tomorrow, you owe me one hell of an
explanation, Van.”

With that, he stomps back to his car and drives
away.

 


***

 


When I arrived at school this morning, I couldn’t
stop thinking about having to talk to Noah at the end of the day.
My focus was so single-minded that I completely forgot about having
to perform my scene with him. I stare at the door to my English
class, praying it will somehow disappear. Maybe the whole school
could disappear just for my benefit.

That slim hope vaporizes as one of my classmate’s
shoulders past me and opens the door. I trail in after him with my
head down. Somehow, I expected everyone in the room to sense the
electric tension zinging back and forth between Noah and me when I
slide silently into the seat in front of him. It seems wrong that
the normal chattering and laughing fills the quiet.

I jump when Mr. Littleton calls the class to order.
Crossing my fingers, I wish for a miracle. Maybe he’ll forget that
we didn’t do our skit before the break. Please, please let him
forget.

“Alright, everyone, before we get started on our new
unit, we didn’t quite finish up with the midterm projects.”

My heart plummets right along with my stomach.

“Noah and Van, come on down,” Mr.
Little says in a mocking imitation of the Price is Right announcer.

I slump down in my seat, but Noah jumps up eagerly.
I expect him to power past me. Instead, he grabs my arm on the way
and drags me up behind him. We square off, and I get the distinct
impression that I have just landed myself in the middle of an old
west showdown. Noah doesn’t give me even a moment to plan an
escape…or faint. He launches into the script, which I realize only
now is uncannily appropriate.

“I knew there had to be a hitch in this plan. It was
too perfect.” His expression twists angrily. “I just never expected
that trusting you was the problem.” Noah follows up his words with
a lunge and a hook to my jaw. I barely remember to dodge in
time.

“You had no idea what you were getting into when you
started this, and you know it,” I say, almost laughing at how true
it is. My foot snaps against his lower leg, slowing before making
any serious contact. “You were a fool for thinking you could walk
into something this big and not get burned.”

Noah lets loose a combination of three quick jabs. I
dodge each one just as we practiced, even though he’s attacking
much faster than he’s supposed to. “You were supposed to back me
up!”

“I have too many problems of my own to sit around
and hold your hand every step of the way. You got in over your
head. I had to protect myself.”

Noah kicks out, aiming for my
chest. I bring up my forearm to block and wince as he contacts with
more force than this scene
warrants. Irritated that he’s taking out his
frustration right now, I let a little of my own anger out as I
knock his foot aside and counter with a jab to his shoulder. The
quick flash of pain that darts through his body is oddly
satisfying.

“I came to you as a friend…” He traps my foot and
pins my arm beneath his.

I pull in close, nose to nose with him. “I warned
you that being my friend had its risks.”

“You shouldn’t have lied to me. You promised…”

“I never promised you anything,” I snap, real
frustration making me shove him away from me. I throw a quick punch
followed up by a kick to his thigh. “I was very clear with you from
the beginning what the risks and benefits were of this operation.
You chose of your own free will to pursue it. I even tried to warn
you away!”

“You didn’t try very hard,” Noah snarls. “You wanted
me involved. You wanted me to be your fall guy when things went
south.”

“I wanted…” The line I was supposed to say vanishes
from my mind for a moment as the truth of his words slaps me in the
face. I barely block his next two hits in time. Shaking myself, I
realize that everything I’ve said was the truth as well. I never
promised that I would spill my guts to him. I never asked him to
risk anything or “put up” with my strangeness. I never asked
anything of him, and I never promised him anything. My next line
snaps back with clarity.

“I wanted you around because I
thought we could make this plan work together, but you turned tail
and ran as soon as the going got rough. I was left trying to piece
together your fouled-up plan, so yeah, when it all came tumbling
down around us, your backup
was gone.”

I kick out to the side, the planned final blow, and
Noah falls to the ground. The look on his face says he understands
the double meaning of my words clearly. I place my foot on his
chest less gently than I should and lean over him.

“If you were truly my friend, you would have stuck
by me and never put me in the position to betray you. I owe you
nothing.”

I yank my foot off his chest and walk away, facing
the white board and closing my eyes. There will be no meeting after
school with Noah. I don’t understand why he didn’t freak out about
my arm getting broken and spontaneously healing, but I can’t deal
with him right now. Yes, I lied about Ketchup coming with us, but
he had no right to expect more from me than what I was offering. I
was never under any obligation to bare my soul to Noah. My hunger
and family secrets are off limits to him, but I was always upfront
with him about everything else. I was as honest with him as I could
be, but instead of trying to understand, he attacked me.

The burst of applause that rolls through the room
surprises me into turning around. Noah is back on his feet, looking
rather caught off guard as well. I tear my eyes away from him and
am startled to see the rest of the class staring at me, seeming
rather impressed and appropriately scared. I freeze under their
stares.

Mr. Littleton stands behind his desk and clears his
throat. “I see my choice in topics was spot on once again.” His
eyes dart questioningly between Noah and I, but neither of us are
interested in commenting. “Anyway, why don’t you two have a seat
and we’ll get on with our lecture for today. Good job, very…
captivating, to say the least.”

Noah and I trudge back to our desks without looking
at each other. Sinking into my seat as I wrap my arms around my
body, I sigh. This was one vision I had really hoped wouldn’t pan
out. I know Noah won’t wait around for me after school today—not
after this—but at some point, I am going to have to talk to him
again.

Any sane person would have lost it over seeing what
happened to my arm yesterday, yet Noah brushed it off like nothing
had happened. He was more concerned with berating me for lying to
him. That’s not normal.

I have been uncertain about doubting Noah, but
suddenly they are back with a vengeance. Something is not quite
right about this boy who was so eager to be my friend after
stumbling upon me in the alley that night, and I have every
intention of figuring out what it is.

 



Chapter Seventeen: So
Close To Breaking

 (Zander)

 


I never really thought I would be able to say that
seeing my little sister lying on the couch in the next room with
Ketchup would be a good thing. When she stormed up to the truck
after school and all but threw herself into it, I knew exactly what
she needed. She wasn’t interested in talking about what happened,
but it wasn’t hard to guess that it had something to do with Noah.
I know Van is in love with Ketchup, but I also understand that Noah
was important to her. He was a friend, and losing a friend has
never been something Van could stand. It honestly breaks my heart
to see her so upset.

I walk past the living room, glad to see she has at
least calmed down. I know getting over whatever happened between
her and Noah will take much longer. She doesn’t need me hovering
over her right now, so I head for the kitchen. I breathe a sigh of
relief when I finally get far enough away from Ketchup to relax. As
usual, David was right to force me into riding six hours in a car
with him yesterday. After two weeks of learning almost nothing but
how to control my hunger and then being forced to put it to use for
that long, being around Ketchup is much more tolerable than before.
It’s still not easy, but it’s enough to allow Van a few moments of
comfort right now.

Falling into a chair at the kitchen table, I rub my
hands through my hair and hope my grandma is planning to cook
something for dinner that will take the edge off. Not going to
basketball practice after school as I should have today has left me
no outlet for my hunger. I wanted to go very badly, but I knew the
second I saw Van after school that she needed me more. I also knew
my coach wouldn’t be too concerned about me missing one day, but
I’m going to need it every other day if Ketchup plans on hanging
around very often.

I glance at my phone, wondering where my grandma is.
She said she’d be home before we were in case Van needed her. It’s
not like her to be late. Not a second after that thought forms in
my mind, I hear the front door creak as it swings open. Eager for
something to distract myself with, I jump up out of my chair. The
sound of two voices laughing halts me a second later. It isn’t just
the two voices that stop me. I know that second laugh.

Marching forward, I turn the corner sharply and
stare. “Annabelle?”

“Hey, Zander,” she says with a
smile. “I’m glad to see you guys made it back okay.” She stops for
a moment and scrunches her face. “Everyone did make it back in one piece,
right? Where’s Ketchup?”

“In the other room with Van,” I say, still trying to
take in the fact that Annabelle is here.

“Ketchup is here?” my grandma asks. The strained
quality of her voice pulls my attention to her.

I wave off her concern. “It’s okay. I’m fine with
it, for a little while anyway. Van had a rough day. She needed
him.”

The pride that blossoms on my grandma’s face makes
me look away. I turn back to Annabelle, hoping she’ll rescue me.
“What are you doing here?”

“I just got an apartment in town,” she says happily.
“Your grandma was helping me get settled. Then she invited me over
for dinner tonight. I hope you don’t mind.”

“No, of course not, but what do you mean? You moved
here? To Albuquerque?” I feel like scratching my head. What is
going on here?

Annabelle grins. “Yeah! Isn’t it great?”

“But, why?” I ask. I feel guilty for my choice of
words as soon as Annabelle’s smile dims. “I mean, not that I’m not
glad you’re here, but what made you decide to move here so
suddenly? Didn’t you have things you were involved in back at the
compound?”

“Well, sure, but nothing overly pressing. I’ve
officially been out of school since last May. I just hadn’t decided
what I wanted to do or where I wanted to go yet, so I was helping
out around the compound until I decided.”

My grandma interrupts before I can put my foot in my
mouth again by stepping between us, and it’s only then that I
realize she’s carrying several bags of groceries. So is Annabelle,
in fact. Hurrying to take their bags, I head for the kitchen. I set
them all down on the counter and start to unload them, but my
grandma puts a hand on my forearm.

“Why don’t you and Annabelle catch up? I’m sure you
could use a break from Ketchup, anyway. I’ll keep an eye on them.
Go show Annabelle the backyard and get some fresh air, okay?”
Silently, her look adds that I should try not to say anything
stupid while I’m at it.

“Uh, sure. Thanks, Grandma.”

She nods and sets herself to putting away groceries.
I feel oddly anxious as I turn back to Annabelle. Her shoulders
bunch slightly, and I wonder if it’s out of general excitement or
nerves as well. I don’t ask. Gesturing for her to follow me, I show
her the way to the backyard. It’s a relief to step outside and
finally get fully beyond the reach of Ketchup’s hunger-awakening
influence.

I sit down on an old, wooden bench that has been in
the exact same spot for as long as I can remember. It creaks a
little under my weight, but I don’t have any fears about its
sturdiness. Annabelle hesitates a moment before sitting down next
to me.

“So,” I begin, “how’s your new apartment?”

“It’s small, but it’s nice.” She leans back against
the bench. “It’s so empty. There’s furniture and stuff like that,
of course, but it’s weird being there all by myself. I’ve never
lived on my own before. I’ve never even had my own room! I’ve been
living in a huge dorm filled with dozens of girls most of my
life.”

I laugh, not at her, but because I realize she’s
right. Two weeks ago, I was the one dropped into her world with no
clue about what was going on. Now our roles have been reversed. I
can’t imagine how overwhelming that would be. She’s always had
everything she needed within the compound.

“Wow, yeah, I guess that might take some getting
used to,” I say.

“Your grandma said I could stop by whenever I needed
to. You know, if I get lonely or freaked out being by myself.”

“What do you have to be freaked out about? You’re a
Godling,” I tease.

Annabelle elbows me in the side. “I’m also a girl
living on her own in a completely unfamiliar place.”

“Yeah, I guess there’s that.” I smile at her, amazed
again by how easy it is to be around her. “You can call me, too, if
you need help with anything.”

“Same goes for you,” she says. When I look down at
her, not sure what she means, she gestures toward the house. “You
may need a place to escape to if Ketchup’s planning to hang around
more often. You can always come hide out at my apartment if you
need to.”

She makes the suggestion so calmly that I don’t
immediately understand why my mouth goes completely dry. I swallow,
feeling like my throat has just glued itself shut. A flutter of
movement draws my eyes to Annabelle’s. The gentle curve of her lips
as she smiles shyly up at me makes everything crystal clear. The
fear that any sort of intimacy with Annabelle will turn out the
same way it did with Ivy is irrational, but shaking it is easier
said than done.

“Thanks,” I manage, “I may need that.” Silently,
though, I shy away from the idea.

For a few moments, neither of us speaks. I fear my
awkward reply has upset Annabelle, but outwardly, she seems the
same. I try not to make the situation worse by not speaking, so I
force myself to think of something to say.

“So, what are you planning to do, now that you’re
here?”

Annabelle perks up. “I’m going to start college next
week at UNM. I’m still deciding between physics and biochemistry
for majors, but David said I could just start with the general
education classes for now. And when I’m not in class, we can train
with each other and I can help you work on your control. David
thought I might be good at teaching control, but I don’t know if he
really believed that.”

“David,” I say under my breath. Suddenly, Annabelle
showing up here puts me on edge. “Was it his idea for you to move
here?”

A frown spreads across Annabelle’s face at my sharp
words. “I was the one who asked to come here. He didn’t send me, if
that’s what you’re thinking. I didn’t want to stay there not
knowing when I’d see you again.” She looks down and twists her
hands together. “I thought you’d be glad I came. I don’t have a lot
of friends back at the compound, and I thought over the last two
weeks we’d sort of, well, become friends.”

Part of me wants to rush straight into an apology,
but I can’t. Even though I’ve come to trust Annabelle, I don’t
trust that she isn’t being used by David. My eyes stay narrowed,
worrying and wondering for a few more seconds before realizing it
doesn’t matter. I don’t plan on giving David anything to use
against me. If the last two weeks taught me anything, they taught
me to play David. My hostile stance relaxes as I admit that I am
glad to have Annabelle nearby.

Slowly, I settle back against the bench and take in
the fact that what Annabelle said is true. “We are friends,
Annabelle, and I am glad you’re here. I’m sorry. It’s just that any
time David gets involved in something, I get suspicious. It was him
I doubted, not you.”

Annabelle nudges me playfully.
“It’s okay. I don’t trust David either.” She smiles. “He was a
little too willing to help me get set up here. I’m sure he’s
expecting me to keep an eye on you, but that’s his job. I’m just excited to see
what life outside the compound is really like.”

“I hope you like it here.”

“I’m sure I will.”

When Annabelle settles back against the bench, her
shoulder brushes mine. It feels oddly natural. I don’t know why I
expected it to be any different now than it was at the compound.
Annabelle was always a bright spot for me in an otherwise dark
world of uncertainty and regret. But that was back at the compound
where everything was different. Out in the real world, I guess I
expected her to change, become the real version of herself. It
makes me smile to see that she is exactly who I thought she
was.

“I don’t really have any friends,” I say, “or, I
didn’t before I met you. I really am glad you’re here,
Annabelle.”

Perking up, Annabelle says. “Me too! I want to do so
many things, and I was hoping you’d do them with me.”

“What kind of things?” I ask with a laugh.

“Go to a movie, stay up late, shop for myself, get a
job maybe, watch you play sports, go rock climbing, dance at a
club…” She sighs. “I just can’t wait to start doing normal
things.”

I look over at Annabelle, choosing my words
carefully. “Some of the other students at the compound told me how
they would go home during the holidays. It, uh, sounds like you
didn’t leave the compound very often.”

“I didn’t,” Annabelle says. “My parents had five
kids, but I was the only one born a Godling. I was the first one in
generations. They never took the training seriously, so when I came
along, they were terrified of me. Then the sickness started soon
after my hunger began to develop when I was three and they
panicked. I think they were happy when David took me away.”

“Did they ever visit or let you come home?”

Annabelle shrugs. “At first, they
would visit, but I think every time they came, they expected me to
be fixed. When it
didn’t happen after a year, they gave up.”

Rather than telling Annabelle how sorry I am that
her parents suck, I stand up from the bench and yank her up with
me. The surprise on her face quickly turns into a smile. “Where are
we going?”

“Just come on. I need to get my coat and tell my
grandma we’ll be back for dinner.”

Shrugging, Annabelle lets me tow her through the
house—making a pit stop at the kitchen to tell my grandma
goodbye—and then out to my truck. When I let go of her hand and
gesture for her to get in, she does so willingly. I climb in after
her and roll out of the driveway without a word. As if Annabelle
somehow knows that where I’m taking her isn’t somewhere I would
normally share with anyone, she sits quietly and doesn’t give me
any reason to change my mind. It’s not until I kill the engine, and
she looks out at the limestone and desert surrounding us, that she
speaks up.

“Um, what is this place?”

“Come on, I’ll show you,” I say as I get out of the
truck and approach a familiar sandstone formation.

The quiet shuffle of Annabelle’s shoes swishing
through the loose sand barely registers to my ears as I stare up at
the towering rock. The pink and orange of a desert sunset hovers
around the mesa top, casting dark shadows in the cracks and
crevices. The effect is a dangerous illusion that there are ample
hand and footholds that will get you to the top. The truth is quite
the opposite.

“You said you wanted to learn how to rock
climb.”

Annabelle looks over at me with wide eyes. “I was
thinking more along the lines of an indoor climbing wall. You know,
the kind with harnesses and mats all around the bottom.”

I’m actually a little surprised by her reaction. I
look over at Annabelle. “Does this scare you?”

She shakes her head, her shock morphing into
amazement. “No way. This is so much better than I imagined. Can we
try it right now? Can you teach me?”

Laughing, I shake my head at her. “Sure, just let me
get you some shoes from the truck. I think Van’s will fit you.”

A few minutes later, Annabelle and I both have
climbing shoes and chalk bags. Annabelle approaches the formation
eagerly. “Okay, what now?”

“Now, we climb.”

The first few minutes makes me doubt the wisdom of
letting Annabelle climb with me. She’s so excited to try this that
she can’t keep her grip on the rock and slips several times before
finally beginning to make progress. Once she gets a good five feet
off the ground, she settles down considerably. I smile as her
expression becomes determined and focused.

We move more slowly than I would if I were by
myself. I keep one eye on the holds I’m reaching for and one on
Annabelle above me. I ask her multiple times if she’s ready to turn
back, but each time she grabs another hold and keeps moving upward.
Every foot she climbs make me more and more impressed with her.
Somewhere around halfway up, I throw out any remaining doubts I had
about her coming here.

Annabelle doesn’t stop until she reaches the edge of
the formation. It’s only there that she pauses and looks down at
me. “Um, how do I get up over the lip? There’s nothing to grab onto
up there.”

“Just a minute,” I say as I leave my protective
position below her and come up even with her. She watches me
carefully as I demonstrate the safest way for her to lever her
upper body onto the mesa so she can get her legs up after. It’s no
surprise, by that point, that she does it flawlessly.

“Wow!” Annabelle exclaims. “It’s gorgeous up
here.”

Sitting down next to her, I look out over the desert
vista. The pinks and oranges painting the skies have darkened,
leaving it to look more like a painting than real life. Most days
when I come up here, it’s not to look at the view. It’s to
escape.

I’m not escaping today. Today, I brought Annabelle
with me to share something with her that might not be normal for
everyone, but is for me. Today, I can appreciate how amazing this
spot is.

“This is where I come when I need to get away from
everyone and everything.”

Annabelle looks away from the sky and glances over
at me. Her fingers brush the back of my hand hesitantly. “But you
brought me here. Why?”

“I don’t know,” I admit. I glance over at Annabelle.
Looking away is suddenly harder than usual. The dying sunlight has
warmed her pale skin and nearly set her red hair afire. Her gentle
smile inspires a feeling I can’t really explain. “All I know is
that I feel better when you’re around.”

Annabelle snaps her hands away from me and stares at
them. “I wasn’t doing anything, I promise.”

“Huh?” It takes me a moment to realize what she’s
talking about. When I do, I laugh. “No, I didn’t mean you using
your gift. I just meant you.”

Annabelle blushes. “Oh.”

The red in her face makes me wonder. “Have you used
your gift on me without telling me?” The two times she has tried to
use it openly, I have pulled back, scared to let her gift touch me.
“I thought it only worked when you made your hands glow.”

Now Annabelle really looks
embarrassed. “No!” she exclaims. She shakes her head. “I’ve never
used my gift on you without your permission because I know it would
have upset you, but yes, I can do it without glowing as you put it. I only glow
when I’m using a lot of power.”

“Then why is your face as red as your hair?”

Annabelle huffs at me, clearly annoyed at having to
answer. Yet, when she turns her chin up to face me, there is a
sweet, beautiful longing in her eyes. “Because I want to use my
gift on you. All the time. You’re so hurt, Zander, so close to
breaking sometimes. I can’t bear to see that happen.”

“I…”

The feeling of being completely laid bare in front
of Annabelle freezes me. Part of me wants to pull away, to hide,
but I can’t this time. When she places her hands on either side of
my face, I find it impossible to push her away.

“Can I?” she asks quietly.

I can’t find any words to respond. Annabelle seems
to take my silence as answer enough. The glow of her hands doesn’t
startle me this time. I don’t really know what is happening. A hint
of fear begins to creep into my soul as the light expands from her
hands. I can feel it sinking into me, though that hardly makes
sense. My body stiffens as the light pools inside my chest. I try
to say something, tell her to stop, but no words come out.

Without warning of any kind, everything changes. The
breath I was holding flows out of me like a river, swift and sure,
and carried with it is my pain. Warmth seeps into me like a wave of
pure peace. The sensation shocks me to my core. I cannot move as
the hurts I have caused the people I love begin to soften and warm.
Lisa’s death vanishes from my heart. The agony Van has lived under
since giving up Ketchup on my command slips away. Everything I did
to hurt Ivy becomes a mere memory. One by one, they vanish from my
heart, leaving only love and happiness. It shatters me to know I
have not felt this happy since childhood. The sheer volume of pain
I have felt and caused to others is enough to break me.

It only lasts a moment before Annabelle pulls back,
and I have to stop myself from grabbing her and begging her to keep
going.

“I can’t believe David would let you out of his
sight,” I say, shaking.

“Why?” Annabelle asks. The naiveté in her expression
is impossible to doubt.

“Why? Because David is all about controlling people,
and he could easily turn you into a powerful means of controlling
his enemies,” I say. When Annabelle’s expression scrunches in
confusion, I say, “Do you have any idea how easily someone could
get addicted to what you can do, what someone would be willing to
pay or do in order to have you at their beck and call?”

Annabelle’s hands disappear as she wraps her arms
around her body. “Well,” she says quietly, “I guess it’s a good
thing David doesn’t know the full extent of my gift then.”

“What do you mean?”

Slowly, Annabelle unfolds her arms and stares down
at her palms. “You’re the only one who has ever seen my hands glow.
I’ve never used my full power on anyone before.”

“You haven’t?”

She shakes her head. “As far as David knows, all I
can do is mildly sedate nerves or panic. To him, I’m a so-so
replacement for Xanax.”

Now it’s my turn to shake my head. “Why did you show
me your full gift? You didn’t even know me that first day at the
compound.”

Annabelle shrugs. “For the same reason you brought
me here, I guess.”

Neither of us says anything for a long while. We
watch the sun disappear completely. The silence doesn’t feel
strange or awkward. It feels right, just like sharing with
Annabelle what I would never share with anyone else does. When I
finally move to get up, Annabelle doesn’t ask how she’s supposed to
get down in the dark. She simply takes my hand when I offer it to
her and curls her body against my chest, trusting me to protect
her. She doesn’t even close her eyes when I jump.

 



Chapter Eighteen: A Place
to Belong

 (Zander)

 


Pulling up to Annabelle’s apartment building, I scan
the parking lot for anything suspicious. It’s not any particular
threat I’m worried about. I’ve never been the type of person to see
shadows and rustling leaves as lurking dangers, but tonight is
different. To be honest, it’s been different ever since we got back
from the compound.

I pull into an empty parking space and glance at the
numbers on the different buildings to locate Annabelle’s. As I walk
toward her building, I admit to myself that the reason I feel more
anxious than usual has less to do with leaving the confines of the
compound and more to do with my reason for visiting Annabelle
tonight. When I called her, I made it sound like I just wanted to
hang out. I’m not sure how she’ll react to my real reason for
coming.

My knock echoes in the old building. I glance up and
down the clean, but tired hallway, thinking David could have found
her a better apartment if he had tried even a little. When
Annabelle opens the door with a grin, I forget about the hallway
and smile.

“Come in, come in!” she says excitedly. “You’re my
first official guest. What do you think?”

Looking around, I have mixed feelings. The small,
one-bedroom apartment is nothing special. The white walls look
newly painted and the whole place still smells a little like wet
paint, but it looks like it’s been kept up well enough. What really
gets to me is the sparseness of the apartment. Annabelle, who has
spent most of her life a virtual orphan, has very few personal
possessions. It makes me sad to see how little she has, but at the
same time, it’s clear that she cherishes what she does have. The
quilt spread over a worn-looking couch is so inviting that I can’t
help trailing my fingers along it.

“I love it,” I say, making Annabelle beam.

“I’m so glad. You’re probably the only one I’ll ever
have over, so I wanted it to be somewhere you’d feel comfortable.”
Annabelle plops down on the couch and motions for me to join her.
When I do, she says, “So, I know you said you just needed to get
away from Ketchup, but it sounded like you had something else on
your mind. What’s going on?”

Startled that she guessed I didn’t come over just to
veg out on her couch, I try to gauge whether or not she’s bothered
by that. Her happy, interested countenance seems to say she’s fine
with my reasons, but I still tread lightly.

“I was hoping you could help me with something.”

Annabelle folds her legs under and turns slightly so
she’s facing me straight on. “What kind of something?”

“The book you gave me has been really helpful when
it comes to figuring out the basics about how Godling society is
run and some of the history. I haven’t finished the whole book yet,
but I don’t think it’s going to answer all of my questions.”

“It won’t,” Annabelle reassures me.

“That’s what I figured,” I say. “So, I was hoping
you would. As much as you can, anyway.”

The way Annabelle tucks her bottom lip between her
teeth makes me nervous. “Zander,” she says quietly, “is this about
Ivy?”

There are a lot of people I lie to on a daily basis.
I have to in order to protect myself or my family. I don’t want
Annabelle to be one of those people. I can’t tell her the whole
truth, though. It’s not about trust. I don’t doubt Annabelle’s
integrity. Her strength and will to keep my secrets may not be
unbreakable when faced with David. He can’t take information from
her that she doesn’t have.

“Partly,” I say.

“What part?”

Running a hand through my hair, I
try to piece together my thoughts carefully. “I need to know more
about Richiamos.
I want to know where they come from and how they train, how they’re
assigned, or even just what they really are. I want to stop them
from targeting us.”

Gently, Annabelle places her hand
on top of mine. “Zander, I don’t know the answers to any of those
questions. I barely know anything about Richiamos.” She takes a deep breath.
“But if this is really what you need right now, I’ll try to help
you find what you’re looking for.”

“Really?” I ask without thinking.

Annabelle laughs softly. “Did you think I
wouldn’t?”

Frowning, I say, “Well, I was a little concerned,
yeah. I mean, not only would David be furious if he found out… but
it’s about my ex-girlfriend, which is… awkward.”

One corner of Annabelle’s full
lips turns up. I can tell she’s trying not to laugh at me, but
oddly enough, it doesn’t make me feel self-conscious. “The
important bit of that last one is the ex before the girlfriend
part.”

Annabelle nudges me playfully with her elbow before
becoming serious again. “Zander, I think you’ve probably already
figured out that I like you…enough to leave the only home I’ve
really ever known and move to a strange town, all because I know
you need someone to be there for you right now. I want to be that
person.”

“But…”

She shakes her head, not letting me interrupt. “I
know that what happened between you and Ivy was hard, frightening,
and left scars. I get that you’re not ready to have someone new in
your life like that yet, and that’s okay. Eventually, though,
you’re going to realize that not every relationship is doomed.”

“Maybe for other people, but my track record says
something else entirely,” I argue. The decision to be honest with
Annabelle didn’t just start today. She somehow elicited that desire
from the second we met. She knows not only about Ivy, but about
Lisa as well. That knowledge doesn’t seem to change her mind,
though.

“What happened to Lisa was a terrible accident,”
Annabelle says, “and Ivy, well, that wasn’t entirely your fault.
Either way, there’s a big difference between them and me. One I
think you’re forgetting.”

Unconvinced, I can’t help asking. “And what’s
that?”

“I’m a Godling,” she says with a smile. “Physically,
you’re not going to be able to hurt me like that. I’m not afraid of
going toe to toe with you, Zander, even after watching you with
James. I see your heart. You don’t want to hurt people.”

“Fine, physically, you’re safe, but that hardly
means you’re protected. Emotionally, I’m so screwed up that I can’t
even begin to explain.”

Annabelle smiles and shakes her head at that, too.
She places her palm flat against my chest, but her gift stays
neatly tucked away. My head falls in defeat as I realize she does
know how torn up I am inside. She’s felt it. She knows me more
intimately than anyone else on this planet.

“It’s more than just that,” I say quietly. “I
honestly don’t know if I’m capable of having a normal relationship
with someone, Annabelle. I don’t know if I can handle the
responsibility of loving someone without hurting them.”

“Maybe not right now,” Annabelle says. She pushes my
chin up until I meet her eyes. “Someday you will be, though, and
until then, I’m here for you as a friend.”

Pulling her into a fierce hug, I say, “Thanks,
Annabelle.”

“You’re welcome,” she says as she
pulls back. “Now, about the Richiamos. What do you already
know?”

Smiling at her unfailing cheer and
tenacity, I get comfortable. I’ve told Annabelle most of what I
know already. I even told her about David confirming that if
a Richiamos fails, the Eroi kill their family. The only thing I held back
then and now is that I got that bit of information from Ivy. I
can’t let David find out that Ivy is in contact with me, however
brief it was. She’s tried several times to call again, but I have
yet to answer it.

I do tell Annabelle the only other
new piece of information I was able to find earlier today, which is
that the Richiamos do not belong to the Eroi in the sense that they created
them. They find them. Not only was I intrigued by this bit of information,
Annabelle is as well.

“So what does that mean?” she asks.

I shake my head. “I’m not sure.”

Annabelle tucks her knees up under her chin and
stares at me. “For someone like Ivy, then, her family may not have
always been a part of the Eroi culture. She may have been inducted
into their ranks after they identified her.”

“It’s possible,” I agree, “but I’m still not sure if
that helps us.”

“Well, it would if we could find them first.”
Annabelle starts to say something else, but a knock at the door
nearly makes her fall off the couch. She laughs at herself as she
takes a deep breath and stands up. I stand as well, eyeing the door
suspiciously. Annabelle pats my shoulder with a roll of her eyes.
“It’s just the pizza I ordered. I’ll be right back.”

Still not convinced, I follow Annabelle toward the
door. I stay behind her so she doesn’t feel like I’m taking over,
but still close enough to help if there’s a problem. I listen to
the pizza guy repeat the order. When Annabelle confirms that he’s
got the right apartment, I hear the rustle of a box being pulled
from the heat-retaining bag he’s carrying. As he hands the pizza
over, he takes a moment to comment on how beautiful Annabelle’s
hair is. She thanks him politely, but her sweet nature only seems
to embolden the guy. Godling or not, she’s still going to be here
alone most of the time and I don’t see any reason to encourage this
guy to make a return visit.

I step forward and let my frame fill the space
behind Annabelle. The way the pizza guy’s eyes widen gives me a
glint of satisfaction. I look down at Annabelle, who is holding the
box while trying to hand over a tip. “Here, I can get that,” I say
as I reach for the pizza.

She passes me the box with a smile and gives the
pizza guy his tip with her thanks. As Annabelle closes the door,
she starts giggling. It’s pretty clear it’s directed at me. “What?”
I ask.

“Nothing,” she says through her giggling.

It’s hard not to smile at her, but I do my best to
keep a straight face. “What is so funny?”

Annabelle giggles again. “Did you think the pizza
guy was going to abduct me or something?”

“No, of course not,” I say, suddenly feeling
foolish. “I just…”

“You just what? Were you trying to protect me from
someone I could have taken down in seconds, or were you just
jealous that he was flirting with me?”

“I… neither. I was…”

When I can’t come up with anything, Annabelle
chuckles and takes the pizza out of my hands. She abandons me there
and heads for the kitchen. It’s not often that I feel like a
complete idiot. What was I trying to accomplish? Annabelle may look
small and dainty, but I know she’s stronger than any normal guy and
better trained than most of the military. Was it just the idea of
her talking to another guy?

“Are you going to come eat?” Annabelle asks from the
kitchen.

“Uh, yeah,” I mumble. Head down, I take the few
steps necessary to land myself in the tiny little kitchen. I reach
for a paper plate, but Annabelle appearing in front of me startles
me into looking up.

“Sorry for teasing,” she says.

I sigh. “Sorry for, uh, getting in the way. You
obviously had it handled.”

Annabelle steps a little closer. “I wasn’t offended.
You’re more than welcome to protect me, or get jealous, any time
you want. It’s kind of nice, actually.”

“Really?” I ask. The way she laughed, I wouldn’t
have thought so.

“Nobody’s ever cared enough to do either before,”
she says, “so thanks.”

With a quick pat on my arm,
Annabelle takes her plate and heads back to the couch. It takes me
a minute to get myself moving again. By the time I sit down next to
her, Annabelle is once again focused on the Richiamos.

“So, where did you find out
that Richiamos aren’t born into the Eroi?”

I swallow the bite of pizza I just took and say,
“You know how the Godlings have their book? Well, so do the Eroi.
Ketchup and Van stole one from Ivy. David nearly had a heart attack
when he saw it. He tried to take it that night, but Ketchup
refused. David ended up with photocopies and scans, but neither of
them would give up the actual book.”

Annabelle stares at me openmouthed. “Did you bring
it with you?”

“Not exactly.” I reach into my pocket and pull out a
thumb drive. “Van has the book hidden, but she gave me all the
scanned pages. The problem is, the whole book’s in Italian and
translating it online is not only slow, it’s not very accurate
either.”

“It never is,” Annabelle says. “Those types of
translation programs can only tell you the words most of the time,
not interpret the context. The romance languages are hard to
translate accurately unless you speak the language and know how
things are phrased.”

Nodding, I set the thumb drive down in front of her.
“That’s what I figured. I also know that every Godling who trains
at the compound is taught a variety of languages so you can blend
in wherever you go. I was hoping Italian might be one of them.”

“Given that Italy was the birthplace of the
organization,” Annabelle says with a grin, “you bet it was. I
haven’t had much of a chance to use it outside of class, but it’s
my second-best language.”

“What’s your first?” I ask. “Just for curiosity’s
sake.”

“Français, mon chouchou,” she says as she pulls out
her laptop.

Ah, French. Why does that not surprise me?

I finish the last of my pizza as Annabelle loads the
images from the thumb drive I gave her. She starts flipping through
them in amazement. “Zander, this could answer so many questions.
Wow, I can’t wait to get started! There are so many things I’ve
wondered about.”

“Yeah, me too.”

Annabelle’s eyes start flitting back and forth
across the screen. I seem to have been completely forgotten until
she finds something interesting. One hand reaches out for me
blindly while she continues to read. I scoot closer. I was only
trying to see the screen, but Annabelle catches hold of my hand and
yanks me up closer.

“Listen to this.” She points at the screen. “The
life of a Richiamos was not designed for length. Should a Richiamos
choose to work with the Godlings in search of self-preservation, it
will only spare them a short time. Their lifespan is not determined
by Eroi or Godling, but by their creator alone. They can choose
selfishness by allying themselves with the Godlings or eternal
glory by using their gift of sacrifice for a greater good.”

Annabelle’s voice trails off as she reaches the end
of the page and what appears to be the end of a chapter. She turns
to look at me slowly. There are a million and one questions in her
eyes, but if she is looking to me for answers, I have none. I am
floored by what she just read. My brain is scrambling as I try to
understand it.

“Zander, what does that mean?”

I shake my head. “I don’t know. It sounds like
Richiamos once worked with the Godlings too, and it somehow kept
them alive longer.”

“I don’t understand what it meant when it said they
would die young, regardless of who they worked with. Could that
really be true?”

Annabelle stares at me, so much more than the
question shining in her eyes. There is concern and worry… for me.
My hand squeezes around hers, not only at the warmth her tenderness
inspires in me, but for the reason behind her concern. If this is
true, it means that even though Ivy was spared from death at my
hands, it may not have gained her much in the end. That realization
brings up a strange mix of emotions.

“I… I don’t know,” I say slowly, “but if it’s true,
I’m sure they see it as justification for sending these kidnapped
and brainwashed teens out to their deaths. They think they’ll die
anyway.”

Annabelle turns away from the laptop and touches my
face gently. “Zander, are you okay?”

I shake my head and shrug. “None
of this makes sense,” I complain. “Why would she have to die just
because she’s Richiamos? Why would anyone create something like that? It’s just
cruel.”

“I don’t know,” Annabelle says,
“but I think if we want to understand… really understand anything
about the Richiamos, we need to find out why they were created, what their
purpose is, because I don’t think it was to lure Godlings to their
deaths. I think there’s a reason they attract Godlings like they
do, and if we can find out what that is, we’ll find a lot more
answers than just what happened to Ivy after she
failed.”

I breathe in slowly, trying and failing to make
sense of everything. I never wanted to hurt Ivy. I was weak and I
failed just as surely as she did, but I wanted to protect her so
badly before all of that. Even though I hate her for what she put
my family through, I’m shocked to find the lingering desire to
protect her. It’s not protecting her from me this time, but from a
cruel fate I can’t even begin to understand.

Ivy and her impending death are far from the only
thing on my mind. I look over at Annabelle, then down at her hand
still intertwined with mine. Annabelle is everything Ivy is not.
Kind, honest, sweet, a true friend… I fear what this will do to
her, what it will cost her. I can’t stand the thought of causing
her any pain. My expression is serious as I look back up at
her.

“Annabelle, maybe you shouldn’t help me with this.
These secrets—they aren’t the kind you can find the answers to
without serious consequences. And I’m not just talking about the
physical dangers. The Godlings are your family. What if you find
out they aren’t what you thought they were? I don’t want to take
that away from you.”

“First off, the Godlings aren’t my family. They’re
the people who took care of me when my real family dumped me on
their doorstep,” Annabelle says. “Secondly, do you really think I’d
feel better clinging to a group blindly rather than knowing the
truth? I know this will undoubtedly be dangerous. I know it could
change me and everything I believe in. I’m not afraid of that,
Zander.”

“What are you afraid of?” I ask. I don’t know where
the question comes from, but once it’s out of my mouth, I realize
this is something I need to know. I don’t understand her bravery,
but I want to.

The corner of Annabelle’s mouth turns up just
slightly. “What am I afraid of?” She places her free hand on top of
our already joined hands. Her eyes drop. “I’m afraid of never
finding a place to belong.”

My heart rate spikes while my breathing slows.
Understanding settles over me, closing my eyes as I concentrate on
the feel of her presence. That’s why she came here. It wasn’t just
because she has a crush on me. I think she would be happy if I
could let go of my plans to find Ivy and the Eroi and give her my
full attention, but I think Annabelle would be okay if we remained
friends, too. She wants a real friend, a family. She’s willing to
risk everything to have it.

“You don’t have to be afraid of not finding a place
to belong, Annabelle,” I say softly. “You’ve already found it.”

Annabelle throws her arms around me almost
violently. Her grip nearly strangles me, but I don’t complain.
“Thank you, Zander,” she whispers. When Annabelle pulls back, I am
surprised to realize how much I miss her nearness. I want to stay
and be close to her, but unlike Annabelle, I have class in the
morning and a curfew. I feel heavy as I stand, pulling her up with
me.

“I’m sorry, but I have to get home before I get
grounded for breaking curfew. I’ll call you tomorrow, though,
okay?”

Annabelle nods. “I’ll get to work on translating the
book. Maybe we can get together after you get done with basketball
practice and go over whatever I get through.”

“That sounds good.”

With basketball practice already in full swing, it
will be hard to find time for this every day, but I’ll make it work
somehow. I remember that David will be back next week as well and
have to fight off a disappointed groan as we walk to Annabelle’s
front door. We stop there, me in the hallway with Annabelle just
barely inside.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Alright,” Annabelle says.

It feels natural to pull her into a hug, then. She
folds against me, and I feel the tension seep out of her body. A
strange sensation plagues me. It’s not unpleasant, but it is
unfamiliar. When I hold Annabelle, I don’t feel the way I did with
Ivy, that intense and all-consuming need to be with her. It’s
different than what I felt with Lisa, even. I don’t yet know
exactly what I feel for Annabelle beyond friendship, but I know
being with her feels good.

It’s hard to pull away from her and walk back to my
car, but I’m already going to cut it close getting home in time for
curfew. I hurry across the parking lot toward my truck. As I unlock
the door, my phone starts ringing. Expecting that it’s my grandma
wondering where I am, I yank it out as I twist the key in the lock
and press it to my ear. Words of reassurance are poised on my lips,
but an all-too familiar voice cuts me off.

“Why couldn’t you just let me save you, Zander?”

The line goes dead as Ivy’s words echo in my
mind.

 



Chapter Nineteen: A
Collector

 (Vanessa)

 


“What do you think about this Annabelle girl showing
up here?” I ask Ketchup.

He looks up from the math homework he’s trying to
finish before class. “I think it’s great,” he says. “Zander’s been
over at her apartment the last few days after school, so I’m free
to hang with you. Couldn’t be happier that she’s here.” He grins at
me and immediately ducks his head, supposedly back to his
homework.

Reaching over, I snap his book closed on his
fingers. “Seriously, what do you think about her?”

Ketchup gives in and sets his book aside for a
moment. “Why? Are you worried about her?”

I shrug, not really sure what it is about Zander and
Annabelle spending time together that has me all itchy and
uncomfortable.

“Is it the book?” Ketchup asks.

Sighing, I lean against the
lockers we’re sitting next to. The last few days, Ketchup and I
have ditched the cafeteria during lunch and eaten next to our
lockers. I feel bad doing it, because I know Laney has felt put
out, but I can’t be in there right now. Not only do I
not want to see Noah, I
need some freedom to be able to talk with Ketchup about things we
can’t discuss in front of the others. It won’t be forever,
hopefully.

“It’s kind of about the book,” I admit. “Maybe. I’m
not sure.”

“Did Zander seem weird, well, weirder than usual
when he asked for the scanned images?” Ketchup asks.

“Not really.” I sigh and rub my
temples. “He’s always been so serious and reserved; it’s hard to
tell if he is acting like that more than normal. I guess it just
bugs me that he took them over to Annabelle’s house. She’s one of
them. How can he trust her? Why isn’t he working on figuring out
the book with me instead of her?”

Ketchup smiles and throws an arm around my shoulder.
“Somebody seems to be feeling a little left out,” he teases. My
deepening frown only makes him chuckle. After a moment, he turns
more serious. “Maybe Zander doesn’t want you to know exactly what
he’s trying to find in the book.”

It feels even worse to hear Ketchup say it. I didn’t
want to believe Zander might still be fixated on finding Ivy, but
deep down, I knew he never stopped. The last few weeks of him being
zeroed in on becoming the best Godling ever was just an act. I knew
that level of focus wasn’t possible for anything other than finding
revenge against Ivy and the Eroi.

Ketchup can feel the tension in my body, making it
pointless for me to answer. He sighs and runs a hand through his
hair. “What are we going to do about it?”

“How about a fieldtrip after school today?” I
ask.

Immediately Ketchup perks up. “To Annabelle’s? You
want to sneak in and see what they’re working on?”

Elbowing him in the ribs, I say, “No! For one, she’s
probably at home, so that would be a terrible idea. Plus, breaking
into Ivy’s garage temple atrocity was a onetime thing.”

Ketchup pouts, making it really hard to hold onto my
irritation, but he concedes and stows away his enthusiasm for
breaking and entering. “What did you have in mind then?”

“Are you up for a trip to see Oscar?” I ask. “I
thought maybe he could help me figure out what to do about
Zander.”

Scrunching his face, Ketchup pretends to weigh the
options. “Breaking into Annabelle’s apartment or visiting a mental
hospital.” He shifts his hands up and down, as if measuring the
excitement of both activities. He shrugs and drops both hands.
“Normally, a little B&E would win every time, but visiting
Oscar is always interesting. Okay, I accept.”

“You’re such a dork,” I say as I stand up. “Just
meet me at your car after school, okay?”

Ketchup abandons the rest of his
homework and stands up as well. I tense, not sure what will happen.
Things have been just a little weird between us since the
incident with Noah, as
Ketchup has come to call it.

Before Noah walked up and lost it,
I was ready to give in to Ketchup completely. He was more than
ready to accept. Noah messed all that up. Not only am I confused
about some of the things he said—and pissed at him for blowing up
at me—watching him walk away from me hurt more than I expected. It
wasn’t just the things he said, and the fear they inspired. It was
losing him. I don’t know what that means. I
don’t know how to pursue the reasons behind some of the upsetting
comments Noah made without pushing Ketchup away, either. As usual,
I just plain don’t know what to do about anything.

I look up at Ketchup, knowing he is doing his best
to be patient, but seeing all too clearly the desire in his eyes to
get back to that moment makes me anxious. The awkward moment of us
staring at each other ends as Ketchup wraps his arms around me in a
hug. I want to return it wholeheartedly. I want to block out
everything else. The pressure of too many problems crowding in on
me makes that impossible.

I sigh and settle for laying my head against
Ketchup’s chest for just a moment. As strange and confusing as
things are right now, it always seems a little less crazy when I’m
with him. Ketchup takes his time releasing me after the bell rings.
When his arms fall away, I can’t help sighing again. He smiles at
the sound, but he doesn’t say anything. I take a step back slowly.
“See you after school.”

“I’ll be there,” he says with a smile.

 


***

 


This is always the worst part of coming to visit
Oscar. Waiting outside the visitation room, not knowing whether I
will see my brother when I walk through the door, or his raving and
unstable alter ego. My fingers tighten around Ketchup’s. He
squeezes back and reaches for the door. I close my eyes for just a
moment, hoping he’ll be okay today.

Breathing in, I open my eyes and follow Ketchup into
the visitation room. My feet root themselves to the floor at the
sight of Oscar’s hands sitting free on top of the table. I hate
myself for the fear that springs into my heart, but I can’t move.
My mouth opens, but there is no breath in my body. I can’t speak or
react. All I can do is stare.

I haven’t seen my brother without his hands and feet
shackled since he was arrested for murdering my parents.

“Hey,” Ketchup says cheerfully, “no chains today.
Did you finally find out where they keep the key?”

My eyes double in size as my heart leaps into my
throat. I snap my gaze over to Ketchup in disbelief that he would
be so casual about this. Oscar’s laugh nearly causes me to give
myself whiplash as I yank my head back to look at him. He folds his
arms over his chest, a motion he was never able to do before, and
shakes his head.

“I always knew you were funnier than you let on,”
Oscar says.

Ketchup laughs. “Yeah, well, it’s no easy thing to
be the funny guy around your family. Sometimes, I worry that if
anyone laughs, they’ll crack into pieces.”

Oscar chuckles again. “You’re probably more right
than you know.” He turns to look at me, completely ignoring my
shock and says, “Van, you better stick close to this guy. You don’t
smile enough.”

“I…” My head spins at this whole conversation. I
knew Oscar has been doing loads better since David talked his
doctors into letting us visit him more often, but I thought that
mainly had to do with the sickness. Right now, he seems almost…
sane.

“Oscar,” I finally manage, “it’s good to see you
like this.”

My big brother grins a slightly frightening smile.
“Chain-free or coherent?”

“Both,” I say quickly.

His mouth turns down slightly, and I wonder if he
thinks I’m lying. Oscar shakes his head slowly. “It’s okay that
you’re scared, Van. I understand.”

I want to tell him that I’m not scared, that I’m
thrilled to be in the same room with him while he’s free from
chains and shackles. He would know I was lying, though, and that
would be the end of this conversation.

“I just wasn’t expecting it,” I say. “I am glad
you’re doing so much better.”

Oscar leans his elbows on the table as Ketchup and I
sit down. I notice out of the corner of my eye that not only is the
usual orderly standing just outside the door, a security guard and
a doctor are as well. Clearly, I’m not the only one who’s nervous
about this situation.

“So, I guess the last two weeks went okay while we
were gone,” I say.

Oscar shrugs. “It was helpful to have a Godling
around every day, even if he was one of David’s.”

“The doctor he sent, was he nice? Did he treat you
alright?”

Again, Oscar shrugs noncommittally. “Nice. Cruel.
Indifferent. Actions don’t mean as much as intention.”

Ketchup frowns, no doubt thinking the same thing I
am, that the saying is usually the opposite. I look back at Oscar.
“What do you mean?”

“The Godling doctor was fine. He did his job, kept
me alive and all that. Just as David ordered. Everything he did was
just as David ordered.” Oscar’s jaw tightens the slightest amount.
“He was polite and professional, so no one would think twice about
him. Under the radar, so no one would notice when he would switch
from psychotherapy to Godling therapy.”

“Godling therapy?” Ketchup asks. “What’s that?”

“Same thing as regular therapy, just with different
intentions.” Oscar taps the side of his nose, as if we should all
understand exactly what he means.

I don’t know about Ketchup, but I haven’t got a
clue. “If the Godling doctor wasn’t here to help you get better,
then why was he here?”

“To get me out of here,” Oscar says simply.

Ketchup and I glance over at each other. His earlier
easy demeanor is gone. Concern plays on his features. “Why would
the Godling doctor want to take you away from here?” Ketchup
asks.

“David,” I say quickly, “not the doctor. David wants
Oscar out of here. He wants to take you to the compound, doesn’t
he?”

Leaning forward, Oscar regains his usual menacing
air. The staff waiting just outside the door prickles. Oscar pays
them no mind. “It isn’t just me David wants,” he says.

“What?” Ketchup demands.

Oscar doesn’t answer his question. Instead he powers
on with his own thoughts. “David can take Van and Zander whenever
he wants, but not me. I’m under lock and key… safe. David wants me
out, but he won’t get what he wants.”

“Why not?” I ask quietly.

“Because I won’t let him.”

Confused, I look at my brother searchingly. “But,
Oscar, I thought you wanted out of here.”

“I did, before David showed back up, but now I have
to stay here and be safe.”

“Safe from what?” I ask.

“From everyone.”

That familiar feeling of falling off the
merry-go-round I often get after talking with Oscar settles in like
a thick blanket. Does Oscar actually know something that makes him
fear trusting the Godlings… or everyone? Is this just more of his
paranoia bubbling to the surface? There’s no way for me to know for
sure.

Before I can come to anything concrete, Oscar
switches topics. “Tell me what Zander has been up to. He’s the real
reason you’re here, isn’t he?”

“How’d you guess?” Ketchup asks drily.

Laughing, Oscar says, “Everyone thinks I’m the one
who causes all the trouble, but Zander is the real culprit.”

Yes, he certainly
is, I agree silently. Sometimes, I worry
my entire life is going to be nothing more than trying to keep
Zander alive and out of jail. It’s practically a full-time
job.

“Tell me what’s going on,” Oscar says.

I know our visitation time is starting to run short,
so I give Oscar a brief overview of Zander’s lingering obsession
with Ivy and the Eroi, Annabelle’s arrival, and Zander’s request
for the copies of the book. When I finish, Oscar stares blankly at
a spot somewhere between mine and Ketchup’s heads. I silently
wonder if he has checked out.

“Does he understand her or hate her?” Oscar asks
suddenly. I try to answer that I don’t know, but Oscar keeps
talking. “Is it bravery or idiocy? Zander is a creature of habit,
but this habit cannot afford to be indulged if it is the wrong
habit. Intentions, little Van. Intentions are everything.”

Okay, that wasn’t entirely helpful. I sigh, feeling
frustrated, but not ready to give up. “You seemed to understand
Zander and what was going through his head last time. Can you guess
what he’s planning?”

“What he’s planning,” Oscar says, “is to find the
truth.” He scratches the top of his head as he thinks, leaving his
hair sticking up in strange ways. “Zander tried to pretend for
years that he didn’t care what the truth was. He saw me searching,
losing myself, and told himself he didn’t care. He pretended and
convinced himself until he forgot he ever wanted it. But that can’t
last. He wants the answers just as much as I did, and he will do
whatever it takes to get them.”

“Including going after Ivy and the Eroi,” I say.

Oscar nods. “It doesn’t matter if he kills her or
spares her. His actions are the end result. His intentions will
decide the path he takes to get there. Understanding and knowledge
will make him cautious. Hate breeds recklessness.”

Shaking his head again, Oscar presses his hands to
his ears. I look over at Ketchup, worried that Oscar is getting too
agitated for us to stay, considering he is free. I see people
crowded around the door, watching very intently, giving me the
distinct impression that I am nothing more to them than a lab rat
used to test the durability of Oscar’s mental status.

Giving up on trying to get Oscar to guess what
Zander’s plans are, I decide to ask him about something else
entirely. “Oscar, do you know anything about the special gift the
Godlings are looking for?”

Oscar’s head whips up so violently that I’m sure
something snapped in his neck. His eyes blaze with some emotion I
don’t understand, but I am instantly terrified of.

“The Gift,” he rumbles, “the Gift. We shouldn’t talk
about the Gift. David might hear us. He might start to suspect.
Don’t talk about the Gift. We must keep it secret.”

“Uh,” Ketchup interrupts, “it might be a little late
for that.”

All the air seems to go out of Oscar’s body. “What?”
he begs. “Who? Van?”

I shake my head. “My hunger hasn’t even erupted
yet.”

“Zander!” Oscar growls. “Stupid boy! Why would he do
it? The Gift should be a secret. David can’t have the gift. He
can’t. You can’t let him get it, Van!”

“I won’t!” I say quickly. “It’s not like Zander even
knew what happened anyway. Besides, it might not even be the Gift.
It was just this weird thing that happened when Zander was fighting
this other Godling.”

“What? What happened?” Oscar demands.

I give him the details as quickly as possible,
barely breathing even after I finish speaking. I don’t know which
explanation I want to hear more, that Zander might actually have
this special Gift that could end the war with the Eroi, or that
it’s all a load of crap.

Finally, Oscar lets out a breath and slumps into his
chair. “It was just an accident.” He nods, seeming comforted by
that thought. “Zander must be more careful. David will not rest
until he has control of the Gift. He will do anything to have
it.”

“So, does Zander really have the Gift?” Ketchup
asks.

“It’s possible,” Oscar says. Absently, he rocks back
and forth in his chair. “David will not stop until he finds out for
sure. Even if it is not the Gift, David will want to keep Zander.
He is a collector.”

“A collector of what?” I ask.

Oscar’s eyes narrow to slits. “Of power. Godling
power. Wicked power. All he cares about, all he desires. Power is
what he craves. He collects it and turns it into wicked glory, the
glory of ruling everything and everyone.”

I feel like banging my head against the table
suddenly. Zander may or may not be losing all self-control when it
comes to tracking down Ivy, which may or may not get him killed. My
hunger is strangely absent, despite the Godlings poking at me for
two weeks trying to figure out what is taking it so long. All that
accomplished was to freak me out even more because apparently the
longer it takes to erupt, the more violent it will be. Now I’ve got
a psychotic, power-hungry overlord who won’t stop until he
brainwashes my brother into becoming one of his drones who will do
whatever horrible, nasty things he wants him to do. Could my life
possibly get any worse?

 



Chapter Twenty: Sketchy
Vision

 (Vanessa)

 


Hurrying down the stairs Monday morning, I shove my
phone into my pocket and struggle to get a hoodie over my head
without tripping and killing myself. By the time I make it to the
bottom, I get both my arms through and try to smooth my hair back
down. I’m only minimally successful, but I don’t have time for
anything else. I round the corner, skidding to a stop.

“Vanessa, running late as usual, I see,” David says.
His calm, arrogant voice gets my hackles up like nothing else
can.

“David, snide and unpleasant as usual, I see. How
nice.” My deadpan has no effect on him at all. He goes on drinking
his coffee, as if he didn’t even hear me. Screw him. Grabbing a
banana out of the fridge, I make a beeline for the hallway. I
nearly cry out when David’s hand reaches out and grasps my arm
painfully.

“What is your problem?” I snap.

His flat expression belies his squeezing grip on my
arm. “Your grandmother said there was an incident last week. An
outsider witnessed your healing abilities.”

“He didn’t witness anything,” I growl. “By the time
he got to me, my arm was already completely healed. He didn’t even
say a word about it. Ask Zander if you want. Noah was too busy
yelling at me to notice my arm anyway.”

David finally releases me, but the look on his face
in no way excuses me from his presence. “Why was this Noah person
here, and what were you fighting about?”

“None of your business.” I fold my arms across my
chest. “It was personal.”

“Vanessa,” David says condescendingly, “every aspect
of your life is my business, especially the personal areas.”

David stands, towering over me. I hate that he
intimidates me so badly. I hurriedly step back and bump into the
cupboard behind me.

“If I ask you a personal question,
I expect you to answer me,” David says. The eerie calm of his voice
freezes me. “Nothing is beyond my reach. If I want to know why you
were fighting with another boy after I just allowed Ketchup to
spend two weeks inside the compound, you will tell me. If I want to
know just how serious you are about your relationship with Ketchup
and if this Noah character is going to jeopardize that, you will
tell me. If I want to know the exact number of times you have
kissed Ketchup and whether or not the two of you have done more
than that, you… will… tell
me. Do you understand?”

My entire body is rigid and hot, burning with anger
and fear. I hate him for making me feel like this. I hate him for
prying into my life and trying to control me. More than anything, I
hate him for knowing I will answer him in the exact way he wants me
to.

“Yes,” I snarl. “I understand.”

“Good. Now answer my question.”

Unlocking my jaw, I square myself up as much as I
can. There’s no way I’m going to tell him the truth, so I opt for a
viable alternate. “Noah was my English partner last semester. We
had a project we were working on. He made it clear from the
beginning that he had feelings for me. I made it equally clear that
I wasn’t interested in a relationship…with anyone. Before going to
the compound, he asked if Ketchup and I were spending the holidays
together. I told him no, because nobody had bothered to tell me
otherwise at that point. He showed up here when we got home, saw me
kissing Ketchup, and flipped out. Happy?”

“You kissed Ketchup?”

Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.
“Yes. Why do you care?”

“Are you and Ketchup dating now?”

Breathe. Don’t kill David. Don’t
kill David. “No.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. We’re just not, okay? What is your
deal with Ketchup?” His weird fixation on him is really starting to
freak me out. Do I need to worry about competition? What is wrong
with him?

David smirks at me, as if he knows what he is about
to say will bother me. I’m already pissed. “I care, because not
many outsiders are allowed within the compound. I took a big risk
granting Ketchup’s request, because I believed you and he were in a
serious and lasting relationship. Was I wrong?”

“No, you weren’t wrong.”

“Then why are we having this discussion?”

Why are we having this discussion? A million
emotions run amok inside my heart, embarrassment and frustration
chief among them. David is not my dad—not even close—and I have no
desire to sit down and have a heart to heart with him about my love
life. In fact, it’s the last thing I would ever want to do. I have
no choice.

“I’m scared of dragging Ketchup into all of this
before I know what’s going to happen to me.”

Cocking his head to one side slightly, David says,
“What do you think is going to happen to you?”

I hesitate. “I’ll turn into you.” I hold my breath,
terrified of what David’s reaction will be.

“Why does that idea frighten you so much?” David
asks, his expression deceptively neutral.

“I…” My voice freezes before I can say what I’m
really thinking. Then, in a moment of insanity, I reconsider and
say exactly what’s on my mind. “Because you’re harsh and unkind and
soulless, and I don’t want to be like that.”

I half expect David to slap me right then and there,
but he only nods and considers me very carefully. “If you had to
become like one of the Godlings you’ve met, who would you choose?”
When I don’t answer him right away, his eyes narrow. Clearly, he
wants a real answer.

Swallowing hard, I think about his question. It
takes me a moment before I say, “Chris.”

David’s hostile stance doesn’t change in the least,
yet the corner of his mouth twitches into a smile for just a
moment. I don’t know what that means. Did I give him the answer he
wanted, or is he laughing at me? Either way, it freaks me out more
than a little.

“Is your fear of turning into your worst enemy the
only thing keeping you from a relationship with Ketchup?” David
asks, apparently ready to move on.

I shake my head slowly and say, “I’m just not ready
for the kind of relationship Ketchup wants yet.”

David’s eyebrows rise. “If he is pressuring you to
have sex with him…”

“Ugh, no! I can’t believe I’m talking about this
with you!” I fume. “Ketchup is not pressuring me into anything. I
just meant that he wants my whole focus, my whole heart,
everything.” I knot my hands up in my hair painfully. “He has my
heart, but everything is too screwed up right now for me to put
everything into his hands like he wants. I just need some time,
okay?”

Surprisingly, David says, “Okay.” He stands up and
sets his empty coffee cup in the sink before turning back to me.
“Aren’t you going to be late for school?”

“I… you …” I splutter uselessly. Clamping my mouth
shut, I walk away.

By the time I reach the driveway, Zander is waiting
with his foot on the gas pedal. He doesn’t comment when I climb in.
He just drives. Zander seems to be in about as good of a mood as I
am about David’s return. The ride to school is silent. We part ways
without speaking more than a quick goodbye.

My morning classes drag by painfully. I find myself
wishing I had a few more classes with Ketchup this year. Every time
that thought creeps up, though, my conversation with David flashes
back into my mind. I can’t figure him out. Oscar’s ramblings about
intentions sticks to the inside of my skull, making me wonder what
David’s intentions are when it comes to Ketchup. Is he pushing me
toward him because he approves, or is he acting like he’s okay with
him, expecting I’ll do the opposite of what he wants? That whole
conversation was a confusing mess. My head is throbbing by fourth
period.

I walk toward my locker, hoping Ketchup will already
be there. When I turn the corner, I feel my whole day crumble to
pieces. “Noah, what are you doing here?”

His eyes flit up to me. They widen momentarily
before dipping back down to his shoes. “I…I wanted to talk.”

Already in a foul mood, the prospect of spending my
lunch hour with Noah does nothing to improve that. It hurts just to
look at him, and I no longer trust him even a little. I turn away
and say, “I think we already said everything we needed to.”

“Maybe you did,” Noah says, “but I didn’t. I came to
apologize.”

I turn to look at him slowly. “What?”

“Van, I’m sorry about what I said at your house. You
didn’t owe me an explanation. Your personal life is your own
business, and I had no right to intrude, or blame you for not
letting me in as much as I wanted.”

For a moment, all I can do is stand there staring at
him. “Um, thanks.” I shake my head and try to put my thoughts back
together enough to speak. “I mean, I’m sorry that you were hurt,
Noah. I really didn’t intend to lie to you when you first asked
about Ketchup coming with us. Everything is so messed up right now.
The only thing I do know is that I never meant to hurt you.”

“I know you didn’t,” Noah says.

“I wanted to trust you, Noah.” I sigh and take a
step closer to my locker. Too tired to continue carrying my bag, I
let it drop to the floor. “I wanted to believe that you were my
friend just because you wanted to be, but even if that were true, I
still could never tell you everything you want to know.”

Noah shakes his head. “I was your real friend, and I
still am. You don’t have to tell me everything. I just got scared,
and I freaked out.” Noah scratches his head, delaying the words he
really wants to say. “I told you I was worried, and that feeling
has only gotten worse. I let that fear take over, and it cost me
our friendship. I’m so sorry, Van.”

He looks up, and I know he sees the pain in my eyes,
the confirmation that not having him around is more difficult than
I am willing to admit. I can see the questions burning in his eyes,
and I beg him not to ask them. When Noah steps toward me, my arms
tighten around my body in defense.

Noah doesn’t back up, but the tension in his
shoulders softens. “I know you have no good reason to trust me, but
I’d really like to be the friend you need again… if you’ll let
me.”

He looks so broken down. My chest suddenly feels
heavy, constricted. I want to shrug it all off, but a whole torrent
of emotions and fears rage through me in that moment. It’s not as
simple as that! The confusion running through me makes my head
pound. My skin prickles, as if I’m suddenly standing next to a
fire. I’m struggling to find a response that makes sense when
Noah’s body is suddenly slammed into the lockers. I gasp as Ketchup
pins Noah down.

“What are you doing here?” Ketchup demands. Heads
turn in our direction.

“Ketchup, stop,” I say. Pain shoots through my head.
I press my palm against my forehead. “He just wanted to apologize.
Don’t hurt him.”

“Apologize? Nobody wants to hear his apologies. He
showed up unannounced at your house, accused you of betraying him
when he had no claim on you to begin with, and nearly got you
killed!” Ketchup shoves him against the locker again.

Pain is raging behind my eyes, but I stumble forward
and grab at Ketchup’s hand. I’m not prepared for him to yank his
hand away from mine with a gasp of pain. All thoughts of Noah
vanish from his mind. “Van, you’re burning up! Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I say as I wrap my arms around my body.
I don’t want to hurt anyone else. I just want to get out of this
hallway before someone calls a teacher, and I get detention.
Ketchup and Noah both stare at me with looks of concern. Neither of
them looks convinced.

I start to say something but, before the first words
leave my mouth, the room starts to spin. I fall against the
lockers, trying to keep my feet under me. Two pairs of hands grab
at me. I can only hope they’re Ketchup and Noah, because I can’t
see them. I can’t see anything anymore. Fuzzy, swirling images melt
into blackness.

Hazy sharpness that defies logic spreads across my
vision. An arm closes around my neck and—despite all my power—I am
at his mercy. Panic sweeps through my body, sucking me into its
vortex of helplessness. He crushes my windpipe slowly as I claw at
his arm. My fingers lose strength, and I know I am seconds away
from death.

Air bursts back into my lungs, suddenly, in an
unexpected wave. Gasping, I fall to the ground, wanting nothing
more than to pass out. The feel of hands grabbing at my body sends
me into a fit, and I fight back on pure reflex. A soothing voice
begs me to listen as he pulls me up to my feet. I look up into
Noah’s eyes as the vision evaporates.

Bright light sears into my eyes as I come back to
reality. The feel of hands on me nearly sends me into panic again,
but I realize it’s only Ketchup and Noah before losing it
completely. Sucking in a huge breath, I force my heart to stop
racing. As I get my feet back under me, I realize the hallway is
barren of other students.

“Get your hands off her!” Ketchup growls. I pitch
sideways, and he tries to shove Noah away from me.

“Stop!” I cry out. I push my hands against Ketchup’s
chest to hold him off.

His glinting eyes peer down at me, though I know his
anger isn’t directed at me. For now. I press gently, pushing him
back a step. “Ketchup, please calm down. Noah didn’t do
anything.”

“If he hadn’t been here bothering you, you wouldn’t
have just…” His eyes dart over to Noah. Another round of
frustration blossoms as he is forced to hold back what he was about
to say. “It’s his fault,” he snaps.

“No, it’s not. It just happened,” I argue. “Would
you please just calm down for a second?”

Ketchup breathes in, forcing his chest to expand to
its absolute limit as he tries to do what I ask. It’s completely
the wrong time, but I can’t help noticing that two weeks with the
Godlings certainly didn’t hurt his physique any. I bite my bottom
lip and attempt to refocus.

I turn away from Ketchup, but keep him in my line of
sight… just in case. Noah stands a few feet away, equally on edge
and ready for a fight he is confident he can win. Beneath the
anger, though, is a heavy dose of confusion that is completely
understandable. The dangerous look directed at Ketchup’s head,
well, that’s expected, but not helpful.

“Are you okay?” Noah asks. His voice is a little too
forceful, but I don’t take it personally.

“I’m fine. It was nothing.”

He looks anything but convinced. He lets it go for
now, too busy eyeing Ketchup.

“Listen, Noah,” I say as I take a step toward him,
“thank you for apologizing. You’re a good friend, and I hope…” My
voice trails off as I feel Ketchup stiffen behind me. He’s not
going to like this, but I’ll explain later. I know I am still
confused about everything surrounding Noah, but this has nothing to
do with that. After what I just saw, added to the fears I already
have that Noah knows more than he’s letting on, I have to do it. “I
hope we can… still be friends.”

I close my eyes as Ketchup’s hostility seems to fill
the entire hallway. I wait for him to say something, to blow up or
fight me on this. My breathing hitches as he spins away from me and
storms off without a word. All sense of feeling abandons me,
leaving me cold and numb. Ketchup just walked away from me. Tears
prick the backs of my eyes. He just left?

Blinking rapidly to hold back my tears, I focus on
breathing. The slow expansion of my lungs burns as pain slices
through my heart. My first instinct is to call after him and
explain. Fear keeps my mouth shut. What if he won’t listen or
doesn’t believe me? What if he’s finally had enough? I close my
eyes. He just needs a few minutes to calm down, that’s all. He’ll
understand, once I get a chance to explain.

“Van, are you okay?” Noah asks.

“I’m fine,” I say with more steadiness than I
actually feel.

Noah’s head dips down. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying
to cause problems with Ketchup.”

“I know. It’s okay. He’ll calm
down, and I’ll talk to him later.” We’ll
talk later, and I’ll explain everything. He’ll understand. He
will. I keep repeating that to myself as I
force myself to focus on Noah.

“Look, Noah. I meant what I said. I want us to still
be friends, but I need to know something first.”

“I’m sure I can guess…”

“Maybe,” I interrupt, “but maybe not. I just need
you to listen for a minute, okay?”

Noah nods.

“If we’re going to be friends, I need to know that
you’re going to be honest with me. If I can’t trust you, this isn’t
going to work.”

I half expect Noah to take exception to this demand.
After all, if we’re taking everything that’s happened lately at
face value, I’m clearly the one with honesty issues. The fact that
Noah doesn’t object, and in fact takes on a guilty expression, only
makes my suspicions deepen.

Taking a risk, I say, “I need that honesty to start
right now.” My fingers twitch. “You saw what happened to my arm,
didn’t you?”

His mouth pops open right away, and I can tell
denial is about to follow. I narrow my eyes, and his lips snap
shut. Noah scrubs his hands through his hair. Oddly, it doesn’t
mess it up at all. He drops his hands and looks up at me.

“Yes, I did.”

A strange mixture of satisfaction and fear pulses
through me at his admission. “Then why didn’t you say anything? How
did that not freak you out?”

Noah sighs. “Van, that first day we met in class, I
told you I had already heard all the rumors.”

“Yeah, but…”

“I’d seen stuff too, besides what happened in the
alley that night,” he interrupts. “You never noticed me before that
day, but I’ve been here at school with you since freshman year. I
knew who you were because Kennedy and Lisa were friends. I wanted
to get to know you, but I didn’t know how to approach you. You
always had Ketchup around and your group of friends who were
fiercely protective. I couldn’t help but notice you, though, and
sometimes see the things you could do.”

I can feel the blood draining to my toes. “What do
you… what have you seen?”

Leaning back against a locker, Noah looks down. “Do
you remember ditch day freshman year? Everyone went to the skate
park.”

Reaching out for something to steady myself, I
practically fall against the lockers. My fingers start shaking. I
remember that day in perfect detail.

“Holly got annoyed with some of her friends for
acting stupid and dragging her there in the first place. She walked
off to another part of the park.” Noah stops talking, stepping a
little closer to me. The concern on his face is nearly equal to his
curiosity.

I slide down to the floor and drop my head to my
knees.

“Holly wasn’t paying attention to who was around
her,” Noah continues, “but you were. You saw that senior follow
her, thinking she would be an easy mark. When he tried to force
himself on her…”

I grabbed him by his neck and threw him into a tree.
I threw him so hard that for a moment, I thought I had killed him.
When his eyes blinked open and he started gasping and crying like
the little piece of trash he was, I grabbed him again and
threatened to finish the job if he ever so much as looked at a girl
again. I left him there blubbering and walked Holly back to her
house to change her torn shirt before anyone saw her.

“You saw all of that?” I ask quietly.

Noah sits down next to me. “Yeah, I did. I suspected
before that the rumors about you were true. After I saw what you
did, I realized only some of them were true.”

“Only some of them?”

“Only the good ones.”

“There are good rumors about me?”

Noah chuckles. “Well, I guess it depends on whether
or not you think super strength and the ability to heal are good
things, which I do.” Noah elbows me playfully. “The other stuff,
though, I knew then that you weren’t some crazy girl who went
around causing problems. You’re a good person, Van. You try to help
people. I’m not scared of that.”

“I had no idea, Noah.”

He smiles. “I know. I should have told you. Maybe it
would have made the last few months easier if you knew you could
really trust me with your secrets. I just didn’t know how to tell
you.”

I suppose he’s right, but I can’t help feeling like
he’s leaving something out. I try to pinpoint if there’s anything
about his explanation that makes me anxious. I can’t find anything.
Even still, I keep my defenses up. His explanations always seem to
make sense, which is inherently suspicious in my book.

“Even after what you’ve seen,” I say slowly,
“there’s a lot of stuff I can’t tell you, Noah.”

“I figured that, and I’m really sorry for trying to
pressure you to tell me more than you were ready to,” he says, “but
I hope you know, I’ll be here for you if you need me.”

Images from the vision flash back through my mind. I
blink them away, not wanting to base my whole trust on something I
only got glimpses of. For now, though, I say, “I know you will,
Noah.”

Noah seems satisfied, but I look away as a heavy
weight presses in on me. I gave Noah a second chance based on a
sketchy vision, but what led me to the point of needing to be
saved? Why was Noah there and not Ketchup? I cinch my arms tightly
around my body. Did I just set myself on the path to take me to the
vision? Will Ketchup ever forgive me, or did I finally push him too
far? My heart breaks, and I wish with everything I am that it isn’t
true.

 



Chapter Twenty-One:
Delusions

 (Zander)

 


I shoulder my gym bag and head out of the locker
room in search of Annabelle. Smiling when I spot her, I walk over
and sit beside her on the bench. She closes the chemistry book she
was studying and stuffs it back into her bag.

“I told you watching me practice might not be that
interesting, but I didn’t think it would be boring enough to get
trumped by chemistry.”

Annabelle rolls her eyes. “I was just looking it
over while you showered. Trying to cram in studying and translating
is a little harder than I expected.”

“And training, basketball, and trying to find some
down time,” I add. “Believe me, I can sympathize.”

“That’s for sure.” Annabelle sighs. “It’s so
different from living at the compound. Homework is a new thing for
me.”

“You never had homework at the compound?”

She shakes her head. “Everything we did was
classwork. All of our classes were self-paced, so if we didn’t
finish something, we just kept working on it the next day. Our
schedules were very structured. I always knew exactly what I was
expected to be doing. It’s a challenge not having that. I start
translating and get consumed by it sometimes.” Annabelle stands up
and slings her messenger bag across her body. “Do you mind if we
stop off somewhere to eat before we head to my place? I didn’t get
a chance to go grocery shopping today.”

“Sure, I’m starving.” I stand up as well and start
for the doors. “How have your classes been so far?”

I listen to Annabelle talk about her classes and
homework as we leave the high school and drive to a source of food.
I’m surprised again by how much she’s having to adjust to being
here. It’s not just the typical culture shock people have to go
through when moving out here to the desert. It’s a completely
different way of experiencing life for Annabelle. My appreciation
for her multiplies. I pull into her favorite deli and cut the
engine. When we get out of my truck, I find myself putting my arm
around her shoulder on instinct. Annabelle pauses for just a moment
before smiling and continuing.

“I’m a little disappointed in some of my science
classes,” she says as she pulls open the door.

“How so?”

“I thought they’d be harder. I already know most of
what they’re lecturing about right now.”

“It’s just the first week,” I laugh.

Annabelle smiles. “Yeah, I suppose it’ll get
harder.”

Placing our orders only takes a moment since we both
get the same thing every time we come here. Annabelle loves the
blue cheese turkey sandwich, but I stick to a meatball sub. The guy
behind the counter has our order ready quickly, probably because he
started making it the second we walked through the door. We head
for a table by the window and sit down.

“I hope doing the translation isn’t cutting into
your studying time. I don’t want you to put off school work for
this,” I tell Annabelle.

She shakes her head quickly. “Don’t worry. This
first week has been a little overwhelming, but I’ve looked through
all my textbooks, and none of my classes this semester are going to
be much of a challenge. Besides, I enjoy the translation work. It’s
amazing how much crazy stuff is in that book.”

“Did you find anything interesting
today?” I ask. Over the past two weeks, we’ve learned so much about
the Eroi and the Richiamos. Most of the beginning
sections of the book have been talking about the belief system,
basic ideas of rewards for Richiamos service, and instructions
on training methods they should follow on their own. Everything
will be valuable when we actually have to face the Eroi, but I have
been disappointed that we haven’t found anything more specific
about Richiamos origins or what happens to them once they’re taken in by the
Eroi.

“I did come across one thing I
thought you’d want to hear about,” Annabelle says. “There was a
chapter dedicated to explaining things to the parents of a
Richiamos child who’s
taken from a family not associated with the Eroi.”

“Really? I’ve been wondering how they could convince
parents of these kids to let them take their children away.”

Annabelle picks a piece of blue
cheese up off her tray and pops it into her mouth. “Yeah, me too.
This chapter was bizarre. I don’t think the parents are given this
book. I mean, unless they can read Italian, it would be completely
useless anyway. The chapter wasn’t written to the parents. It was more like an
instruction book on talking to parents and telling the person
reading what they should explain and how to approach
them.”

“So, I’m guessing they don’t tell the parents
everything.”

Shaking her head, Annabelle says, “Not even close.
From what I can gather, they approach the parents from the medical
side of things.”

“What do you mean?”

“Apparently, Godlings aren’t the only ones that have
health issues if certain rules aren’t followed.”

“Really?” I ask. “Ivy always seemed perfectly
healthy.”

Annabelle sets down her sandwich. “That’s not
surprising. She would have been following all their rules, I’m
assuming.”

“What happens if they don’t?”

“It sounds like they go crazy, basically.”

I take another bite, giving myself
a few minutes to think before saying anything. Why would
being Richiamos effect Ivy’s sanity? I consider the question, trying to
understand what her being a magnet for Godlings might have to do
with her health at all. Somehow, Ivy was able to radiate an intense
pain that compelled any Godling in her presence to go into a
frenzy, even though she wasn’t in physical pain herself. I sit back
as I realize this is the first time I’ve ever thought to ask that
question.

“So, Richiamos not only die young, they
are capable of expressing huge amounts of pain even when their body
is physically unhurt. How does that makes sense?” I ask.

“It doesn’t,” Annabelle confirms,
“but when the Eroi find a Richiamos—sorry, they didn’t explain
how they did that—they tell parents that they can basically fix
their kid’s health problems.”

“Mental health problems?”

Annabelle shrugs. “That’s what it sounded like. The
longer it takes them to find one of these kids, the worse the
problems are. They can become emotionally and mentally unstable,
even violent if they’re left alone. It’s pretty sad, actually.”

“So, I’m guessing the Eroi look
for emotionally messed-up kids, hunting them down to find out if
they are Richiamos.”

“But how would they know for sure? What if they find
a kid who’s just screwed up? They’d have to have a Godling to test
them against, wouldn’t they?” Annabelle asks.

I don’t have an answer for that. I
don’t know how they would ever be sure. The doctors my family works
with have labeled my siblings me and as having a genetic disorder,
but only because they have no idea what it really is. Genetic
testing revealed absolutely nothing abnormal. The best they can
figure is that it’s a hereditary condition because all three of us
have it. There’s no way to diagnose
a Godling as far as I know. David could certainly
be hiding something, but I doubt they know how to identify Godlings
through medical testing either.

“Did the chapter say anything about how they fix the
problems?” I ask Annabelle.

She shakes her head. “I didn’t find anything yet,
but I’m sure it’s in there somewhere. We’ll find it.”

I hope she’s right. If we could
discover these people before the Eroi, we could stop them from
using Richiamos against us. I frown as I wonder what would happen then. What
would the Godlings do if they got their hands on an
untrained Richiamos? Would they kill them outright, too afraid of their lure to
let them live? Would they study them or subject them to tests to
better understand them?

Is there some other use for
a Richiamos nobody wants to talk about?

What did that passage mean when it
said a Richiamos could choose to work with the Godlings to extend their lives?
I can’t image what we would do with one that wouldn’t end badly for
everyone involved. The question bothers me through the rest of the
meal and all the way back to Annabelle’s apartment.

I get out of the truck and shut my door, feeling
distracted. When Annabelle walks over to me, I put my arm around
her shoulders automatically, but she seems to sense my mind is
elsewhere and doesn’t say anything. We reach her apartment door in
only a few minutes. Annabelle pulls away a little out of necessity
when she stops to dig through her purse for her keys. She gets it
in the lock and twists. I’m not quite ready to lose the comfort of
her presence, so I let my arm fall from her shoulders to the small
of her back.

A moment later, Annabelle pushes the door open and
steps through. She stops so suddenly that I crash into the back of
her. I can’t understand what stopped her until David steps into
view. I can feel the fear radiating from Annabelle through her
tense muscles and stiff posture. My hand already on her back moves
to her shoulder and squeezes tightly, willing the both of us to
calm down.

“David,” I say as calmly as I can manage, “what are
you doing here?”

“How’d you get in?” Annabelle demands.

David gives Annabelle a withering look. He doesn’t
even bother to answer her question. Clearly, he thinks he has every
right to be in her apartment. Ignoring Annabelle, David focuses on
me. “I’m here to check up on the two of you. Apparently, you’ve
been spending quite a lot of time together.”

“And you have a problem with that?” I ask. He’s the
one who was more than happy to get Annabelle settled here. She may
have come because she wanted to, but he sent her here as a
distraction for me.

“Not at all,” David says icily, “so long as your
time is spent… appropriately.”

Annabelle’s eyes snap up to mine. The embarrassment
she’s clearly feeling blossoms on her cheeks, turning them a deep
pink. It distracts me for a moment, long enough for Annabelle to
look away and address David.

“We’re not doing anything inappropriate, David.
We’re not even dating right now.” Her face screws up in confusion.
“We’re both consenting adults, though, so even if we were sleeping
together, why would that be a problem?”

Gently, I push Annabelle forward and close the door
behind me. David’s smug expression says he’s clearly enjoying
Annabelle’s mistaken conclusions and discomfort. I drop my backpack
on the ground and step around Annabelle.

“That’s not what he was talking about, Annabelle,” I
say, not taking my eyes off David. “In fact, I sure David’s
disappointed we aren’t sleeping together.”

“What?” Annabelle demands.

Before I can say anything else, David steps forward
to confront me. “Sleep with whoever you want,” he says. “Your
bedroom activities don’t concern me in the least. What does concern
me is your choice of hobbies.”

He turns sharply, pulling mine and Annabelle’s gazes
to her coffee table. I close my eyes and groan at the sight of her
laptop, printouts, and notebooks spread all over the surface. Those
aren’t for school.

“We just wanted to know what is said,” Annabelle
says quietly. “If we’re going to be in a war with them, we should
know everything we can about their side.”

David touches the top of Annabelle’s open laptop
screen. It went to sleep long ago, but David has clearly seen
enough already. One flick of his fingers sends the lid slamming
down to meet the base. He turns to glare at us both.

“But you don’t want to know everything about the
Eroi.” His cold, calm voice is filled with fury. “All you want to
know about are the Richiamos. Every note, every highlight, every
printed image is all about one thing. One obsession.”

Annabelle’s head drops, but I refuse to let him cow
me like this. David meets me toe to toe. “Step outside,” he says,
“now.”

Back at the compound, I would have responded with a
“yes, sir.” Not today. I turn on my heel and march to the door. I
don’t hold it open for David. Stepping out into the hallway, I turn
to face him. The fear I felt at first seeing him disappears the
moment he squares up in front of me. I can’t explain why, at first.
David holds the power of every Godling on this continent in the
palm of his hand. I should be quaking, begging him not to punish
me, promising to do as he says.

But I don’t.

I meet his eyes and finally see the reason for my
confidence. Fear. He tries to hide it with sharp movements and a
covering of anger, but he can’t bury it deep enough for me not to
recognize it.

My defensive posture melts away into one of
dominance. If David notices the change, he doesn’t comment. He
crosses his arms over his chest and glares at me. “I thought we
already had this discussion, Zander. Ivy was to be forgotten, put
away, never to be brought up again.”

“Being targeted by one of
the Richiamos isn’t something you can just set aside, David. You should
know that better than most.”

“I never said it would be easy, just that I expected
you to do it!” he snaps.

“Like you did?”

A flicker of pain flashes in his expression. “Yes,
like I did.”

I laugh, but it’s not a happy sound. “You’re lying
to yourself if you think that’s true.”

“Who are you to judge me?” David demands
angrily.

“Who am I? I’m the only other person on this planet
who knows what a liar you are! You haven’t forgotten her. You
haven’t put her away. You think about her every second of the day.
That’s why you’re so fixated on finding the Gift and destroying the
Eroi! You can’t stop loving her or hating her. You can’t stop
thinking about her any more than I can stop thinking about
Ivy!”

I take a step forward. David holds
his ground, but his jaw is quivering with rage. I point a finger at
him angrily. “You’re a hypocrite, David. You have no right to judge
me.”

“Cling to whatever delusions you
want,” David says through clenched teeth. “I will not allow you to
jeopardize the Godlings in any way. Your unhealthy fascination with
Ivy and the other Richiamos
is not something I will tolerate, Zander. I am
ordering you to pack up this little research project and get your
head back into your training where it belongs.”

“And if I don’t?”

David sucks in a strangled breath. His hands are
clenched into massive fists. I am past believing that he won’t hit
me, but I don’t back down. “If you won’t grow up and start taking
your powers seriously, I will have no choice but to bring in the
Godling council and stop you.”

“I’d like to see you try,” I say before pushing past
him.

 



Chapter Twenty-Two: At
Home

 (Zander)

 


David barrels into the apartment after me, slamming
the door open so hard one of Annabelle’s picture frames is knocked
off the wall. I spin around to face him as Annabelle stumbles back
in fear. The blatant fury on David’s face shocks me into silence. I
have never seen him this angry before. I’ve never seen this much of
any emotion come from him before. For all my bravado, when he jams
a finger against my chest, I flinch.

“You want to see me stop you?” he growls.
“Fine!”

Spinning away from me, David rounds on Annabelle.
She squeaks in fear, scrambling to the other end of the couch to
get away from him. David barely even notices the effect he has on
her. All he cares about is proving he can stop me.

“Do you want to know the real reason Zander is here
with you?” David demands. “It’s not for sex. It’s not even for a
relationship. You don’t mean anything to him, Annabelle! You’re a
means to an end in his eyes. He’ll never love you because he’s
still in love with Ivy. He always will be. Zander will use you to
get what he wants and throw you away. You. Mean. Nothing to
him!”

David doesn’t wait for a response. He spins around,
throwing me back into the wall as he marches out of the apartment,
the door slamming shut behind him. I stare after him in shock. The
fact that he blew up like that only confirms everything I suspected
about him and his motivations. Keeping control of my fury at him is
nearly impossible. Only the fragile sound of Annabelle’s voice
breaks through my hatred.

Hearing Annabelle, I turn abruptly, to make sure she
is okay. A whole new wave of anger slaps me in the face as I see
her curled up on the couch sobbing. I want to kill David! How dare
he attack her and scare her like this! Pushing the coffee table
back, I kneel down next to Annabelle, intent on comforting her.

“Don’t touch me,” she cries. The sting of
realization that she is crying because of the hurt I’ve caused her
hits me when she pushes me away.

“Annabelle, please,” I beg. “Are you okay?”

“It’s all true, isn’t it?” She sobs into her hands,
breaking my heart. “Are you going to throw me away when you have
what you want?”

I move too quickly for Annabelle to stop me,
wrapping my arms around her body. She tries to fight me off, but I
have her pinned in a way that steals all her leverage. “No,
Annabelle, no. I would never do that.”

“You want Ivy back.” Her whole body convulses
against mine. “You’re still in love with her, aren’t you?”

“Annabelle, please…” The answer to that question
stalls on my lips, not because of Ivy, but because this is a moment
a choice. This is a choice that could change everything.
“Annabelle, this has nothing to do with Ivy,” I finally say.

Annabelle sobs again, but she pulls her head up to
look at me. “What do you mean?”

I don’t answer right away. I can’t. Annabelle’s red,
puffy face steals my words away. I stare down at her, struggling
with emotions I can’t seem to name. I hate that David used her as a
weapon against me. I hate that he hurt her, but even more, I hate
that he was partially right. I am using Annabelle to find Ivy and I
should have been more upfront with her about my intentions, but he
was wrong about everything else. Annabelle means more to me than I
can express. She’s something I’ve never had before. A true friend I
would do anything to protect.

Ivy was never my friend. She was a drug, one I dove
into headfirst and reveled in the addiction. I loved her fiercely,
and I know it would be lying to say that had completely
disappeared, but it is not my motivation anymore. Lisa wasn’t a
friend like Annabelle is, either. We weren’t friends before we
started dating. She never knew the truth about me. She never truly
knew me.

Annabelle is something unique. She knows me inside
and out and, despite what she knows, she accepts me with her whole
heart. She sees past my mistakes and failings. Being around her
gives me peace, and not just because of her gift. I would feel this
way around her even without it. Annabelle accomplishes the
impossible every time she looks at me, somehow convincing me that
everything will be okay, that I’ll be okay.

I stare into the eyes of this beautiful young woman,
finally understanding what a gift she is. Her heart is so pure,
despite being raised by people like David. Her tearful eyes pull at
my heart, begging me to tell her that she won’t be tossed aside
like she has been all her life. Pressing my hands to her face, I
brush my thumbs across her cheeks to clear away the last of her
tears.

“Finding Ivy is my goal,” I finally say, “but not
because I’m in love with her still. A big part of me wants to kill
her every time I think about what she did.”

“Why do you want to find her?” Annabelle asks
quietly.

Sighing, I pull Annabelle against my chest. “I don’t
want to see her again. I don’t care if she ever actually loved me
or if it was all an act. It doesn’t matter if she’s sorry for what
she did or if she’s just waiting around to do it again. I want to
put her out of my mind forever, but I can’t, Annabelle.”

Annabelle pushes back from me and meets my gaze.
“Can you really not wonder about those things? You want to find
her, but you think seeing her again won’t affect you? What if
seeing her again actually answers all those questions? What will
you do if you get the answers?”

“What do you mean?”

Placing her hand against my cheek, Annabelle sighs.
“What if Ivy tells you that she does still love you, that she’s
sorry for everything and wants you back? What would you do?”

I close my eyes slowly as Annabelle’s words force me
to think. “I know there is no future with Ivy,” I say finally.
“This is not about winning her back or anything like that. I do
want to know why she would choose her Eroi beliefs over mine and my
family’s lives, but I have more important questions, more important
goals. I need to know why this war has us pitted against each other
in the first place. It shouldn’t be like this.”

“How should it be?” Annabelle asks.

Shaking my head, I touch my forehead gently against
hers. “I don’t know how it should be. I just know that this isn’t
right. This isn’t the way we were meant to live. I don’t know how I
know that, but I can feel it. There’s a better way, and I can fix
it. We can fix it, if we can just figure out where things went
wrong.”

For a long time, we sit motionless in the silence. I
don’t want to move, despite the ache beginning to form in my legs
from kneeling like this. Annabelle slowly lets her hand fall away
from my face to settle over my heart. A sense of warmth spreads
through my chest at her touch and I look down, expecting to see her
hands glowing. When I don’t, I realize it’s just her physical touch
that warmed me.

“Annabelle,” I say, barely more than a whisper,
“you’re not just a tool to me. I care about you more than I can
tell you. I don’t even know how to explain the effect you have on
me, but please don’t ever fear that I’ll throw you away. You’re too
amazing and special for that to ever happen.”

I don’t wait for Annabelle to say something before
pulling her fully into my arms and pressing a kiss to her cheek.
She seems stunned for a moment, but it doesn’t take long for her to
cinch her arms around my middle.

Annabelle pulls back slowly a while later and says,
“I’m going to keep helping you.”

“Why?” I can’t help asking.

“Because I think you’re right,” she says. Then her
lips twist into a devilish smile that makes me want to laugh. “And
because I would hate for David to think he won anything.”

My smile falters. “I’m so sorry for what happened
tonight.”

“It’s okay.” Annabelle sits back on the couch and
motions for me to join her. When I move out of her way, she gathers
up all the loose papers from our research and sets them in a stack
next to her laptop. When she turns back to me, I question her with
a look. She reaches for the remote and turns on the TV.

Annabelle leans back and snuggles against me. “Why
don’t we take a break tonight? Just hang out?”

I recognize immediately that she is testing me. I
told her that my relationship with her wasn’t just based on finding
Ivy. She wants me to prove it to her now. Luckily, I don’t have a
problem with that. Shifting slightly, I reach my arm around
Annabelle’s shoulders and tug her against my chest. “That sounds
great,” I say.

Grinning, Annabelle brings up the guide and starts
flicking through the programs available. “What do you want to
watch?”

I shrug. “You choose. I don’t even know what there
is. We’re not really allowed to watch TV.” I pause, thinking about
that. “Hey, you aren’t supposed to be watching TV either.
Right?”

Annabelle laughs. At first, it’s just a little
chuckle, but she can’t seem to stop herself. I look down in
confusion. “What is so funny?”

“Sorry, sorry,” she says through her laughter. “It
just cracks me up that you’re lecturing me about the rules.”

I start to say something about how I always follow
the rules, but my mouth snaps shut of its own accord. I may trick
people at school into thinking I’m the poster boy for perfection,
but Annabelle knows the truth. She just agreed to help me break a
direct order from David and I’m sure half a dozen other rules. I
shake my head.

“Yeah, I can see how that would be ironic.”

Annabelle chuckles again. “It is kinda funny.”

I nudge her, but there’s no malice behind it. “I
really have no idea what shows are on, though. That does happen to
be one of the few rules I don’t break. To be honest, I don’t really
know how I’ll react. It might not be the best idea.”

“Zander, you won’t always be able to avoid TV and
music that might stir up your hunger. At the compound, we do
actually work on desensitizing ourselves to it. We’re still
expected to stay away from anything we know will cause a problem,
but we can’t run and hide every time we see a TV,” Annabelle says.
“Why don’t we call this a test run? I’ll start off with something
easy. Let’s see.”

Annabelle scans through the TV listings looking for
something she deems tame enough for me to watch. I feel a little
childish as I sit there. I’ve never felt like I had to be handled
with kid gloves before. It’s a weird feeling, yet it means a lot to
me that Annabelle is willing to work around my limitations.

“Okay, how about this one? It’s supposed to be
funny,” Annabelle says. “I haven’t seen it, but it looked like it
was going to be hilarious when I saw previews for it.”

“Uh, okay.” Comedy should be safe enough.

Annabelle selects the show and curls against my
chest. She seems comfortable, but I don’t miss the slight amount of
tension in her shoulders. I hold her close, concentrating, trying
to figure out whether she’s nervous about her show choice, or just
about me. Maybe I didn’t clear her doubts like I thought. My
questions distract me from the show until Annabelle starts giggling
every few minutes.

Slowly, my attention is drawn back to the movie and,
after a while, I’m laughing along with her. The movie is halfway
over before I feel the tension in Annabelle’s shoulders melt away.
She readjusts to get more comfortable and places her palm under her
head, squishing it between her cheek and my chest. That same
warming sensation spreads over me, and I smile.

I turn my attention back to the movie. I don’t know
who any of the actors are, but I wouldn’t mind watching more of
their work. I sit contentedly with Annabelle until the movie starts
to change its focus. I don’t notice right away when the jokes thin
out and the tenor becomes more serious. By the time the two main
characters meet in an emotional scene, I’m too consumed by the
storyline to realize I should stop watching.

The actress draws her hands down her boyfriend’s
chest. I can see her breathing pick up as she unbuttons his shirt.
She barely makes it to the last button before he crushes his lips
against hers. The trail of clothing they leave behind on their way
to the bedroom is like a shot of adrenaline straight to my
hunger.

Before I can do or say anything, Annabelle pops away
from me. “Zander? What’s wrong? I can feel your hunger rising.”

Desperately, I close my eyes and try to focus on
shoving my hunger away. There’s nothing for it to feed on! It’s
just the intensity of the emotions from the movie that woke it up.
That’s why I’m not supposed to watch TV! I growl at myself in
frustration. I knew better! My hunger begs to me do something to
satisfy it, but I don’t even know what it wants! The usual desire
for pain isn’t there. I don’t understand, and I don’t know how to
calm it back down.

Annabelle crowds in next to me, her hands pressing
against my chest. Her touch immediately ignites something inside of
me. I grab her shoulders and try to shove her away from me.
“Zander, I can help,” she says in a panic.

“No,” I growl. “You touching me…it’s making it
worse.”

“But I…” Annabelle stops talking as her eyes flit
back to the TV. She seems to make the connection then, and her eyes
widen. “Zander, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for the show to set off
your hunger. I should have listened to you.”

“It’s okay,” I say as I close my eyes again and try
to focus. My hands curl into fists with the effort. I hear the soft
rustle of movement, but I try to tune it out. I do such a good job,
I jump when Annabelle’s fingers brush my shoulders.

“I can help,” she says quickly. “Just hold
still.”

“No,” I beg as my hunger roils again.

Annabelle pushes my shoulders away from the back of
the couch. “Trust me,” she says.

I do trust her. I do trust her.

Her fingertips touch lightly at the top of my
shoulders and start trailing down my back with gentle pressure.
“Breathe out,” she instructs.

I do as she says, though it doesn’t come easily.
When she reaches the waistband of my jeans, she changes directions
and starts dragging her fingers up my back. “Inhale.”

Again, I try to do as she says. My breath comes in
haltingly, but it comes. Each pass she makes up and down my back,
my lungs expand more willingly. Each pass tucks a little more of my
hunger away. I don’t know how long it takes before I am finally in
control of myself again, but the movie we were watching is long
since over.

Slowly, I reach over my shoulder and catch one of
Annabelle’s hands. She sighs in relief and uncurls herself from
behind me, where she has been wedged for the last who knows how
long. She starts to step off the couch, but I grab her wrist and
gently pull her down to my lap. “Thank you,” I say.

She shakes her head. “Don’t thank me. It was my
fault it happened in the first place. I didn’t take you seriously
when you said a movie might set you off. It’s been a long time
since TV affected me that much.”

“It wasn’t just the movie,” I say as I watch the
subtle changes in her expression.

“Oh… well, I’m sorry for that too, then.”
Annabelle’s lips turn up. “Well, maybe not that sorry.”

I frown at her comment, worry filling my mind.
“Maybe I should go.”

Annabelle looks at me seriously. “Does it scare you,
thinking you might actually like me as more than a friend?”

“More than I can tell you,” I admit.

“Why?”

“I’m afraid of hurting you, Annabelle.” I let my
head fall back against the couch. “You know what happened the last
two times I even came close to sex.” My head pops back up. “Not
that I’m suggesting or assuming anything.”

Annabelle lays her head against my shoulder. “I’m
scared too, Zander, but not of you. You aren’t going to hurt me
physically.”

“How do you know?” I ask.

“You think human schools are the only ones that rope
teenagers into sex education?” She chuckles softly. “Yes, hunger
gets involved in something that intense, but it’s different.”

I stop and think about what she said. “It was
different,” I say quietly. “My hunger didn’t want me to hurt you. I
don’t know what it wanted.” I shake my head in frustration. “But
what about with Lisa and Ivy?”

“Zander, what happened with Lisa
was right after you turned sixteen. You shouldn’t have even been
allowed to be alone with her at that time. After our hunger erupts,
it’s like we’ve joined a Tibetan monastery for six months. The
tiniest thing can set you off. Just kissing her would have roused
your hunger and sent it over the edge.” Annabelle watches me with
compassion in her eyes. “And Ivy was Richiamos. You can’t base anything
off what happened with her.”

I sigh, still frustrated. “Fine, but you can
understand why this whole topic freaks me out, right?”

“Of course I do,” she says.

Her gentle understanding only makes my embarrassment
worse. I close my eyes and press my palms into my eye sockets.
Nothing even happened between Annabelle and me tonight! The movie
got my hunger riled up, and one innocent touch from her sent me
reeling. We weren’t even close to kissing, let alone anything else.
I feel like an idiot causing such a mess when nothing even
happened. Here I am, this six-foot-three football player who could
crush anyone with barely a thought, and I’m scared to death of
getting intimate with anyone for fear of accidentally killing
them.

“Zander,” Annabelle says quietly, “do you want to
leave? I understand if you do.”

Taking a deep breath, I open my eyes and face her.
I’m struck in that moment by how beautiful she is. The soft waves
of her auburn hair frame her freckled skin perfectly. Her violet
eyes, so filled with concern, pull me in with no desire to escape.
It’s not just her appearance, though. The beauty of her soul
overpowers everything else. I touch her cheek gently. “No, I don’t
want to go home.”

Annabelle smiles warmly. She switches off the TV and
simply curls up in my arms. “I don’t want you to go either.”

The peace Annabelle always seems to inspire wraps
itself around us, lulling me toward a deep calm that feels both
foreign and comfortable. I am so busy contemplating the feeling,
that I don’t realize Annabelle has fallen asleep in my arms until
her breathing is slow and even. I sigh when I realize it must be
getting late.

I contemplate getting up, but moving away from
Annabelle sounds rather unappealing. I brush her hair back from her
face and smile. She is so beautiful, so different from most of the
girls I see every day at school. Where the majority of girls her
age spend hours debating their clothes and makeup, Annabelle keeps
things simple. Her makeup enhances her beauty instead of
overpowering it. Strict guidelines imposed by the Godlings keeps
her clothing modest, but she is somehow more appealing because of
it.

Thoughts of Annabelle’s body covered by her sweater
and jeans bring up a strange train of thoughts. Oscar, of all
things, pops into my head. Our last conversation before I went to
the Godling compound fills my mind. He shared with me how his
friend, Emily, told him about her boyfriend, Paola, who turned out
to be a Godling, and the man who supposedly tried to help him. I
remember the tattoo the false friend had on his chest.

Thinking about the tattoo Oscar described, something
vaguely snake shaped, makes me curious if the Godling dress code
has more than one purpose. My fingers tremble as they trail down
from Annabelle’s cheek to the neckline of her sweater. The V-neck
adheres to the code, but just barely. The tip of my finger touches
the edge of her sweater, but freezes in fear.

What if I find it? I sit, poised to uncover the
truth, for several long minutes, my breathing escalating with each
passing second. Part of me doesn’t want to know, but my fear isn’t
strong enough to overpower my need for the truth. Slowly, I pull
back the knitted fabric. My breath stutters in my chest as I reveal
her creamy white skin, completely unblemished by ink. The air
rushes out of my lungs as I cradle Annabelle against my chest in
relief. I know this doesn’t clear every Godling, but it proves this
one precious girl is pure.

Carefully, I lift Annabelle and carry her toward her
tiny bedroom. I am pulling a blanket over her sleeping form when
buzzing from my phone nearly startles me right out of my skin. I
grimace when I see my home phone number pop up along with the time.
I’ve missed my eleven o’clock curfew by half an hour.

“Grandma, I’m sorry,” I say as I hurry toward the
living room. I only make it as far as Annabelle’s bedroom door,
though.

“Where are you?” she demands. “Are you still at
Annabelle’s?”

“Yes. I’m sorry. I lost track of the time. David
broke into her apartment earlier tonight and scared the hell out of
her. She was pretty upset. I didn’t want to leave her alone.” I
glance back at Annabelle’s bed. “I still don’t.”

Silence on the other end of the call emboldens me.
“Grandma, would you mind if I stayed? Annabelle is already asleep.
I just want to make sure she’s alright tonight.”

She doesn’t answer right away. When she does, I can
hear the weakness in her argument. “It’s a school night, Zander.
You don’t have any clothes for tomorrow.”

“I’ll run by the house in the morning,” I say,
knowing she has already agreed. “Thanks, Grandma.”

She sighs and doesn’t try to argue. “Just don’t make
a habit of this.”

“If David won’t, neither will I.”

I end the call after that and hold it in my hand. My
eyes dart between the couch and Annabelle’s bed. I know which one I
should choose under normal circumstances. I don’t really consider
this a normal circumstance, though. My grandma didn’t agree to me
staying the night at Annabelle’s apartment because she trusts
nothing will happen between the two of us. Just like David, it’s
the exact opposite. She wants me to fall for Annabelle and forget
Ivy completely.

I know I’m using their fears as an excuse to do what
I want, but I’m not stupid enough to let this pass me by. Kicking
my shoes off, I set my phone on Annabelle’s dresser and walk over
to her. I was worried that my phone call might have woken her, but
as I sit down on the edge of the bed I see she is still fast
asleep.

I feel bad waking her, but I also don’t want to
assume she’d be okay with waking up to find me next to her. I brush
a few strands of hair away from her face and whisper her name. Her
eyes flutter open immediately.

“Zander?”

“Do you mind if… if I stay tonight?”

Annabelle blinks slowly. “No,” she says. “I don’t
mind.”

My next question of where I should sleep is answered
when she takes my hands and pulls me down next to her. I fall into
bed beside Annabelle and pull her against my chest, feeling more at
home than I have ever felt before.


Chapter Twenty-Three: The
Black Room

 (Vanessa)

 


My. Life. Sucks. That phrase repeats on a loop in my
head twenty-four-seven. I want to curl up in a ball and pretend I
don’t exist. Disappearing would be bliss right now. If I dropped
off the face of the planet, I wouldn’t have David breathing down my
neck every second about training and every single detail of my
personal life. I wouldn’t have Ketchup ignoring me and refusing to
answer my calls or texts. I also wouldn’t have Noah moping around
behind me, feeling bad that he caused a fight between Ketchup and
me and trying to apologize every time he sees me.

I am seriously at my wit’s end. Something has got to
give, soon, or I think my head will explode. I turn the corner and
catch sight of Ketchup closing his locker door. A burst of pain
shoots through me when he slams the door and walks away.

My already dragging feet seem impossible to move as
I make my way down the hallway to English class. The bell rings a
good minute before I get there, but I keep trudging. By the time I
reach the door and pull it open, Mr. Littleton is already at the
front of the classroom, getting ready to say something. He glances
over at me and freezes.

“Van, are you feeling okay?”

I open my lips to answer, but I can’t say anything,
because if I do, I know I’ll start crying. I close my lips and
shake my head slowly.

My. Littleton motions for me to stay put. Turning
back to the class, he hands a stack of worksheets to the nearest
student. “After grading your last writing assignment, it’s clear
you all need to brush up on your parts of speech and the definition
of a run-on sentence. Get to work. I’ll be back in just a
moment.”

Having said that, Mr. Littleton turns back to me and
all but pushes me out the door and into the hallway. A strange
sense of vertigo hits me, and I stumble over my own feet a little.
Luckily, Mr. Littleton has a good hold on my arm and keeps me from
toppling over. I try to steady myself, but the mild tightness of my
teacher’s grip is suddenly all I can focus on. He isn’t squeezing
tight enough to hurt me, but just the mild tightness, the hint of
the possibility of pain, seizes my attention in a stranglehold.

“Vanessa,” Mr. Littleton almost shouts, “I asked if
you’re okay.”

“What?” I manage to say through the fog.

His face crinkles in concern. “What’s going on? Are
you feeling ill?”

Pressing a hand to my face, I try to gauge whether
or not I’m getting sick. My forehead feels clammy, but not hot. “I…
I don’t know. I just feel… weird.”

“Weird how?” he asks.

Only when I trip over my foot again do I realize
that we’re walking. “Where are we going?”

“To the nurse.” He turns me around the corner. “What
do you mean, you feel weird?”

We walk by a classroom, and I suddenly feel like
I’ve been punched in the gut. The air in my lungs blasts out of me
as I double over in agony. Mr. Littleton curses. My head spins as I
try to figure out what just happened. I barely even realize that
Mr. Littleton is now carrying me, running through the halls. I want
to tell him I’m okay, but a blinding wave of nausea slams into me
and I curl against his chest, sobbing.

Something bangs into my feet, and I hear Mr.
Littleton yell, “Call an ambulance!”

“Is that Vanessa?” the nurse asks as she scrambles
for the phone.

I don’t know if he answers her, because when Mr.
Littleton tries to lie me down on a cot, the cloying, gagging taste
of pain rolls over me, setting my entire body rigid with the desire
to feed. I try to bite it back, but a scream rips out of me as my
hunger erupts violently. Everything turns red as I struggle to get
up. Tears pour down my face as I fight against whoever is holding
me down.

“Get that kid out of here!” I hear a voice yell. It
sounds familiar, but all I can think about is the pain. My arms
flail as I try to get out from under the weight sprawled across me.
I lash out, trying to push my way free, but someone grabs my hands
and pins them above my head.

Something changes so suddenly that it makes me reel.
I stop fighting and gasp in a ragged breath. “He’s gone,” the voice
says again. “It’s okay. The sick kid is out of the room. Just
breathe, Van. Just breathe. It’s okay.”

“Ketchup,” I wail, sobbing again as I realize it was
his voice. The weight lifts off my middle as Ketchup reaches in and
pulls me into his arms. I crave his touch more than I can say, but
every inch of my skin feels like it’s on fire. The miniscule weight
of my clothes feels like knives stabbing me. I can hardly bare it,
but I huddle against Ketchup like a scared kitten as I cry.

“Shh, it’s okay, Van. David and your grandma are on
their way.” He shifts, just slightly, but it sends a bolt of agony
through my back, and I scream into his chest.

“Ketchup, I’m scared,” I cry. “It hurts so
much.”

“I know you are, Van, I know,” he croons. “It’s
going to be okay.”

The door crashes open, startling Ketchup, and making
me cry out in pain as my hunger bursts through me in a flash of
heat and agony. A hand reaches in and grabs at me. The pain is so
great that it blurs my vision, and I blindly fight off whoever is
trying to pull me out of Ketchup’s arms. The sting of a needle
sinking into my arm feels like a blade straight to my heart. I
scream as my hunger rages.

Without warning, my connection to my rampaging
hunger grows fuzzy and strange. I can still feel it running amok
through my body, lapping up every spec of imagined pain, questing
out for more as it tears me apart. Agony continues to pulse through
my entire body, as if I were swimming through an ocean of nails. I
can still feel everything, but some part of me is trying to hide it
away.

A strange feeling of fear wraps itself around me at
the thought of losing my hunger, but I feel myself slipping away
too quickly to do anything about it. The only other lucid thought I
can hold onto is Ketchup. My hands reach out blindly. “Ketchup,” I
beg, “don’t leave me. Please, don’t leave.”

Someone has me in their arms, but it isn’t Ketchup.
I feel him the second he crowds in close, like a burst of sun in an
otherwise black and empty hole. “I’m not going anywhere,” he
promises.

His lips touch gently against my cheek, and even
though it feels like a hot brand on my skin, I whisper, “Thank
you,” before losing myself to the blackness.

 


***

 


Blinking hurts. I can’t figure out why at first. My
finger twitches, sending a spasm of pain through my hand. My foggy
brain struggles to comprehend why it can’t get my arm to move
properly. It’s stuck. Panic starts building in my chest as I try to
open my eyes and move my body. My breathing escalates as I start to
yank and pull against my restraints.

“Van, calm down,” a soothing voice demands.

My eyes snap open painfully as I recognize the
speaker. “Chris?” I ask when I can finally see semi-clearly. “What
are you doing here?” My eyes scan the room filled with medical
equipment. “Where am I?”

“You’re in the hospital,” Chris says. He grimaces.
“Not the ideal place to deal with your erupting hunger, but your
school called an ambulance before David got to you and there was no
way they were going to let him take you home after what they
witnessed. I think your teacher honestly thought you were dying.
Luckily, though, all of your teachers had been made aware that
something like this might happen, and he got you to a safe
place.”

“Where’s Ketchup?” I demand.

“He’s at your house. You won’t be allowed to see
anyone until we get through this initial chaotic phase,” Chris
explains.

I close my eyes again, because keeping them open
hurts too much. Thinking about Ketchup hurts almost as much. I
force my thoughts away from him and onto what I can remember. Over
the last few months, I’ve had a love-hate relationship with Mr.
Littleton over pairing me with Noah. I sigh as I realize I’ll have
to abandon the hate part. Tears well behind my closed eyelids as I
consider what might have happened if he had ordered me to my seat
like some of my other teachers would have, instead of taking the
time to make sure I was okay.

“To answer your other question,” Chris says, “I’m
here to help you deal with your new hunger. Those isolation
training exercises we did weren’t just for future roles in the
Godling ranks. They’re going to keep you from tearing yourself or
anyone else apart over the next few months.”

“Months?” I whine. “I’m going to be like this for
months?”

Chris chuckles. “It’ll get better as time goes by,
but it’s going to take time. You saw what your brothers went
through, so that shouldn’t be a big surprise.”

I scowl, knowing he’s right. Somehow, I just thought
it would be easier, faster for me, just because I wanted it to
be.

“It’s not so bad right now.” I say. “Why? In a
hospital, I would think I’d be going nuts. There’s got to be tons
of pain hanging around here.”

The clear displeasure over my location settles on
Chris’s face again. “For one, you’re pretty heavily sedated right
now, not only with painkillers to dull your pain, but with a unique
cocktail the Godlings have developed over the centuries to keep
your hunger under control. Not to mention, David had you moved to a
quarantine room in order to keep you as far away from the other
patients as possible.”

“So, if you can manage my new hunger with drugs
while I’m in here, why can’t you do that until it quiets down?” I
demand.

Could they have helped both my brothers deal with
their hunger and kept them from losing control? They knew about us
long before Oscar lost it. They could have helped, and I know my
parents would have agreed to it if it meant keeping their children
safe.

No doubt Chris can feel my hunger rising as my anger
stirs it up. He looks at me sternly as he carefully unbuckles one
of the restraints on my wrist. “Try to pick up your hand,” he
orders.

I scowl at him, but do as he says.
Or, I try to, anyway. Not only does the pain of moving make me want
to vomit and agitate my hunger, I can’t lift any part of my hand more than
a centimeter.

“Unless you want to experience the life of a
paraplegic for the next few months, I suggest you listen to me and
learn how to deal with your hunger on your own. Without the drugs,”
Chris says.

Still scowling, I say, “Fine.”

Satisfied, Chris sits back in his chair. “Now, I’m
sure you have other questions.”

“Why does this hurt so much?” I ask. “I don’t
remember Zander or Oscar feeling like their skin was on fire.”

“You know it’s different for everyone,” Chris says,
“but this is a new one even for me. When I first got here and
realized they were giving you pain meds, I didn’t understand why.
You seemed to have the expected reaction of being hypersensitive to
everyone around you. You had a close call when your teacher took
you to the nurse’s office, and there was already a sick student in
the room.”

“Ketchup made them get that kid away from me,” I say
quietly.

“He probably saved his life,” Chris says. “Aside
from that, though, your hypersensitivity seems to extend to your
own body. If anyone touched you, you started screaming. I talked to
both of your brothers, and neither one of them experienced anything
similar.”

“You talked to Oscar?” I ask, surprised Oscar would
even allow it.

Chris shifts in his seat. “Yes, your friend Ketchup
took me.”

“Ketchup, why Ketchup?”

Again, Chris seems uncomfortable with the
conversation. “It was the only way Oscar would agree to see me.
David tried to take me himself, but Oscar refused.”

“And David backed down?”

“Uh, yes.” Chris scratches his arm nervously.

“Why?” I demand.

Shaking his head, Chris says, “I have no idea. It’s
beside the point. All I’m concerned with is helping you get through
your hunger erupting safely.”

“How do you plan to do that?” I ask.

For some reason, Chris grins. “You remember the
black room, don’t you?” When I groan, he laughs. “Yes, I thought
you did. I know it wasn’t your favorite, but it’s about to become
your best friend.”

 



Chapter Twenty-Four:
Body, Heart, and Soul

 (Vanessa)

 


I watch nervously as the nurse’s fingers extract the
needle from my arm. Chris is holding my other hand, and I squeeze
as the combination of my overly sensitive body and raw hunger bash
around inside of me.

“Are you sure this is safe?” I gasp. The nurse
glances over at me, looking rather offended. I’m too anxious to
explain I wasn’t talking about her.

“It’s going to be fine,” Chris reassures.

The nurse presses a sticky bandage over the tiny
hole in my arm. My fingernails dig into Chris’s skin. After
cleaning up the pieces of the IV, she tells me I can go ahead and
get dressed. I release his hand slowly. I feel like a huge baby
having to hold his hand just to get through having an IV removed
from my arm. Dealing with my chaotic hunger has gotten a little
easier over the last week, but I’m nowhere near the point that I
can handle it on my own.

Moving like a ninety-year-old woman, I slowly slide
my legs over the side of the hospital bed. It’s amazing how much I
have come to cherish being able to do things on my own. They’re so
far and few between these days that I can count them on one hand.
Unfortunately, getting down to the floor without help isn’t one of
them. Chris steps forward calmly and gently lifts me to the floor.
I have to bite my lip to keep from crying out at the pain simply
putting my feet down causes, but I manage to hold it back.

“Now for the embarrassing part,” I grumble.

Chris shakes his head at me. “You think you’d be
used to it by now. I won’t look. You’re a little young for me, and
I’m married, remember?”

“Still, not being able to dress myself is
mortifying!”

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s get a move on, or you’ll never
get home to see everyone.”

As much as I hate having to rely on Chris to help me
get dressed—and yes, I know he isn’t interested in peeking at me—I
am so grateful for him. He’s been the only one allowed to see me
while I’ve been here. Not even Grandma or Zander were allowed in.
Certainly not David. Given my unstable state, I may have tried to
tear his throat out. I would have blamed it on my new hunger, but
it wouldn’t have been completely true.

The worst has been not being able to see Ketchup. He
came to my rescue when he saw Mr. Littleton running down the hall
with me in his arms, and he promised he wouldn’t leave me, but I
have no idea how things stand between us right now. I’m terrified
to find out, but I don’t think I can take one more day being stuck
in here.

As Chris helps me struggle into clean clothes
without setting off my hunger, I say, “You know I’m forever in your
debt for keeping me alive and sane this last week, but I’m kinda
tired of looking at you.”

“Ditto,” he says with a laugh.

“At least you get to talk to your family every
night,” I grouch. “I didn’t even get to do that.”

Chris ignores my whining as he guides me into the
wheelchair. I try to sit down carefully, but I’m still blinking
back tears when I’m finally seated. I work on composing myself as
Chris gathers up my meager belongings. A few minutes later, we are
heading for the elevator. Whatever usual checkout process there is,
Chris has somehow circumvented it. He’s done his best to limit my
contact with any of the hospital staff.

Not to mention patients.

I feel like a criminal as he wheels me through empty
halls to a freight elevator. Somehow we make it out to Chris’s car
without me having either a meltdown from pain or an attack of my
hunger. Getting me loaded into his SUV isn’t nearly as easy. Chris
is as careful as he can possibly be, but I’m still crying by the
time he buckles my seatbelt.

“It’s okay,” he says softly. “Just remember, it’s
getting better.”

“It’s getting better,” I mumble through my
sniffles.

He walks around to the driver’s side and climbs in.
Normally, a guy setting a syringe filled with clear liquid in one
of the cup holders before starting the engine would make me
concerned. I breathe out a sigh of relief at the sight of it. I’m
going to do my best to suffer through the trip home and practice
putting to use all the training Chris has been having me do this
past week, but if I can’t, we have a backup plan.

“Ready?” Chris asks.

I nod, mentally, if not physically prepared.

We make it out of the parking lot before things
start getting difficult. My hands grip the armrests tightly,
matching the set of my jaw. Chris doesn’t say anything. He knows
I’ll tell him if it becomes too much. He pulls onto the main road,
and I send my mind back to the black room—well, it turned out to be
the black tube known as a deprivation chamber at the hospital.
Shutting each of my senses down, I focus on clearing my mind
completely and disassociating myself from my hunger and the pain
racing through me. It is the longest twenty minutes of my life.

By the time we pull into my driveway, my breathing
is so labored I sound like a freight train, and I fear I have
permanently damaged Chris’s seats. He doesn’t say a word, though.
What he does do is give me a few minutes to calm down and compose
myself. When he sees I’m ready, he gets out and comes over to my
door.

“Do you want to try walking?” he asks.

We’re only a few steps from the porch, but I shake
my head. I hate admitting to such weakness, but I know there’s no
way I can handle moving that far on my own. Chris nods and gently
scoops me into his arms. I can feel blood in my mouth as I bite
down to fight against the pain and hunger, but after the initial
transition, Chris gets me into the house and sets me down on the
couch with as little discomfort as possible.

It takes me a moment to notice how quiet the house
is. “Where is everyone?”

“They’re here,” he says, “but I asked them not to
rush you. I wanted to make sure you were settled before we started
pushing your limits. Normally, we would keep a newbie like yourself
in seclusion for quite a bit longer, but this situation called for
a readjustment.”

“I’m okay. I’d like to see everyone.”

Chris takes a deep breath. “Let’s start with one at
a time, okay?”

He walks into the kitchen and comes back with my
grandma. She walks slowly, no doubt hesitant. It’s not just that
she’s been through this twice before with less-than-happy memories
to show for it. Things have been tense between us since David
showed up and we realized how much she had lied to us about
everything.

Before David, Grandma and I had been close, bonding
over our love of cooking and fine foods. Some of my happiest
childhood memories are of sitting in her kitchen, stirring
chocolate sauce for sundaes or watching the beater whip up
meringue. I haven’t been in the kitchen for anything more than a
quick meal in months.

I’m still angry with her about the lies and the way
she has let David take over our lives, but after a week of not
seeing her, I need to feel her arms wrap around me in a hug. I
don’t understand when she stops midway across the room. She holds
one hand to her mouth as tears form in her eyes.

“Van, I’m so glad to see you, sweetheart. I’ve been
so worried.”

“I’ve missed you, Grandma,” I say. I try to tell
myself that she’s only staying back because Chris told her she
should. I want to believe that, but something in her posture puts
me on edge. “Chris, is it okay if she comes closer?”

The two of them share a look that I don’t
understand. Chris turns to glance back at me, his expression
pained. “No, that’s not a good idea.”

Grandma’s shoulders twitch a bit, and I swear she’s
trying not to cry. I don’t understand. Is she really that scared of
me? She says a quick goodbye and turns away, disappearing toward
the back of the house. I’m even more confused when Zander emerges
from the hallway and rushes over to me. I hear Chris calling out
for him to be gentle, but he wraps his arms around me in a massive
hug anyway.

My pleasure at having him so close dwarfs the pain
and hunger his hug inspires. Kneeling on the floor in front of me,
I have no doubts about my brother’s love for me. He cradles me in
his arms so tenderly. “I missed you so much, Van. I was losing my
mind not being able to see you and make sure you were doing
okay.”

“I’m alright,” I say, my face squashed against his
shirt. “You’re kinda strangling me, though.”

“Sorry,” Zander says as he pulls back. “Chris said
your new hunger is manifesting differently than ours did, that
you’re in a lot of pain. I’m here for whatever you need, Van, and
Annabelle wanted me to tell you that she’d be here to help you,
too. Especially for dressing and the other stuff you don’t want a
guy helping you with.”

“Is Annabelle here now?” I ask, surprised by the
offer. She seems like a nice girl, but I really haven’t had a
chance to get to know her very much yet.

Zander shakes his head. “Chris thought we should
keep visitors to a minimum right now, but if you’re handling
everything okay, she said she’d come over tonight to help you get
ready for bed.”

“Oh, that’s really nice of her. Thanks.”

The smile that spreads across Zander’s face catches
me off guard. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him smile like
that. I’ve had some doubts about Annabelle and her convenient
appearance, but I promise myself I’ll give her a chance. Anyone who
can make Zander so happy can’t be that bad.

I notice Zander staring at the bandages on my arms
from various IVs and blood draws. He touches one briefly before
pulling back. “Whatever you need from me, Van, you have it. There
were times after my hunger erupted that I couldn’t contain it. I
needed to feed so badly it was the only thought in my mind. I want
you to tell me if you get to that point. I can handle it,
okay?”

His eyes dart back to Chris, checking for any sign
of argument. Not that Chris telling him not to help me would stop
him. Chris remains quiet, so Zander continues. “Promise me you
won’t try to do this alone. It’s not a good way to suffer through
this, believe me.”

“I promise,” I say softly. Smiling ruefully, I nudge
Zander’s shoulder. “Besides, you’d deserve it. I’m sure I still owe
you for all that crap with Ivy.”

Zander chuckles. “I still owe you a favor, too.”

“I know.”

My big brother waits a moment, waiting to see if I
have decided to call in that favor yet. He knows what it will be.
He has always known. I start to bite my lip, but I stop when my
hunger growls at me. When Zander refused to stop seeing Ivy, he
made me a promise that when I needed it, he would do something hard
for me, no questions asked, no complaining. I want to ask him now
to be okay with me dating Ketchup, to give up some of the closeness
we share in exchange for my freedom to love. I want to ask him so
badly, but I don’t know if that’s even a possibility anymore.

“He’s here,” Zander says softly.

My breathing hitches. “He is?”

“He’s been here every day since your hunger erupted,
making sure you’re okay and begging to see you. David practically
had to pull him off you when they took you to the hospital. He
wanted to go with you, but he wouldn’t allow it.”

My hands start shaking. “Can I see him?”

Zander looks back at Chris, who frowns. “It could be
dangerous,” Chris says. “Humans are more fragile than we are. The
tiniest illness or injury could set you off right now.”

“Ketchup knows this,” Zander says, “but he still
wants to see you if you’re ready. If you’re not, he said he
understands.”

Sucking in a huge, steadying breath, I look up at my
big brother with pleading eyes. “I want to see him, but I don’t
want to hurt him. Will you stay close by?”

Grimacing, Zander nods. “I’ll stay as close as I
can. I won’t let you hurt him, okay?”

I nod and curl my arms around my body slowly. I know
tucking them away won’t do anything to slow me down, but the action
helps calm me. I watch as Zander steps back to the far corner of
the room. Chris disappears to the backyard. Anxiety like I have
never known courses through me. I am visibly shaking by the time I
hear the back door open and close. Every shuffled step I hear sends
my heart racing. I jump when they finally step into the room.

The agony in Ketchup’s expression kills me. Pain is
pouring off him like a waterfall. “Stop!” I gasp.

Ketchup’s eyes widen. “What’s wrong? I’m not sick or
hurt, I promise!”

“It’s your emotions,” I say between gasps. “You’re
hurting so much. I can feel it. You have to stop, Ketchup,
please.”

“What?” Chris and Zander ask at the same time. They
seem confused, but I don’t have a single thought to spare for
them.

“Van, I’m so sorry,” he says, “for everything. I
never should have gotten mad at you over Noah. I should have been
there for you when your hunger erupted. I left you when you needed
me. I’m so sorry.”

Another wave of pain washes over me, and I double
over. I want to tell him it’s okay, that I understand why he was
mad, and I don’t blame him. I would have been pissed too if the
tables were turned. I try to form the words, but it hurts too much
to even move my lips.

“I’ll go,” Ketchup says.

“No,” I beg, “don’t go.” I breathe like Chris has
taught me, closing myself down to everything and focusing my
thoughts on calming my hunger. I don’t want Ketchup to leave. I
need him! I can’t let him go. “Please,” I beg, “don’t leave
me.”

“I don’t want to,” Ketchup says. He presses his
hands against his head. “You know I don’t want to leave you, but
if… if you’ve chosen someone else …”

“What?” I demand, the shock of his words doing more
for me than anything Chris has taught me.

“Noah,” Ketchup says, the words slipping out like
they are slicing him open with each syllable. “In the hall that
day…” His eyes dart between Chris and Zander helplessly.

I cringe, knowing he can’t say anything more because
nobody but Ketchup knows that my first fainting spell triggered the
string of visions I’ve had. Not even Zander. Gathering every last
bit of strength I have, I say, “Can you guys leave us alone for a
minute?”

Neither of them moves even an inch.

“I can do this,” I growl at them. “Just wait in the
hall, please. It’s still close enough to stop me if you have to.
Please.”

Zander is the first to move. He skirts around
Ketchup and nods for Chris to follow him. Chris doesn’t look in the
least bit willing, but Zander is hard to say no to. I watch them go
and I push myself up to sitting, gasping with each painful
movement. Ketchup is at my side before I get fully upright, staring
at me in a near panic.

“Are you okay? You look like you’re in agony!”

“I am,” I say quickly, “but it’s okay.”

“How is it okay?”

Growling, I glare at him. “Shut
up! I can’t take this for long.” He sits back on the coffee table,
giving me a small buffer. I sigh in thanks. “Now what on earth were
you talking about a minute ago? I did not choose Noah over you. Have you
lost your mind?”

“You didn’t?” Ketchup asks. “Then what did you see
after you turned into a human torch?”

“What do you think I saw?”

Ketchup’s head drops into his hands. “I thought you
saw yourself ending up with him. I thought… I thought that was why
you told him you wanted to be friends after everything he did to
you.”

I reach out and touch his hand. The ache that builds
in my chest from touching him kills me, but I don’t pull back. “Oh,
Ketchup, I’m so sorry. That wasn’t what I saw at all. I had no idea
that’s what you thought. I would have sat on you and forced you to
let me explain if I’d known. I thought you were just angry with me
for giving him a second chance.”

Looking up, Ketchup asks, “What did you see
then?”

“He’s going to save my life.”

“What?”

I shrug. “Some guy had his arms around my neck,
choking me, in the vision, and somehow Noah saved me. That’s all I
know.”

The pain emanating from Ketchup vanishes as his lips
turn up in a smile. “So, you’re not ditching me for Noah?”

“No,” I say with a smile. “I care about Noah, as a
friend, and I still think we need to keep him close until we figure
out what he’s hiding, but I could never give you up, no matter what
the future holds. When you walked away… nothing else mattered but
getting you back. I just didn’t know how.”

Ketchup grins at me like a psychotic Cheshire cat.
For some reason, I start giggling. A second ago, I felt like I was
suffocating under the weight of Ketchup’s emotional pain, but now,
my head feels like it’s about to float right off my body. I start
giggling harder. I fall back against the couch. A burst of pain
shoots through my shoulders, but it quickly gets buried under the
giggling.

“What’s going on?” Chris demands, seeming to appear
out of thin air behind Ketchup.

“I don’t know,” Ketchup says defensively. “She just
started giggling all crazy, and now she won’t stop.”

Zander stands behind Chris and Ketchup, watching me
with a puzzled expression. The faintest sense of curiosity drifts
over to me from him, but it’s not enough to overpower the joy
spilling out of Ketchup.

“Ketchup!” I say suddenly between giggles. “It’s
Ketchup! He’s too happy.” I collapse into another round of
giggles.

Suddenly, the mood sobers as Ketchup’s eyes dart
around the room. “I’m not doing anything, I swear.”

I push myself back up to sitting, noticing that my
hunger and pain both seem lighter. “It’s not his fault,” I say,
still feeling unusually chipper. “I can feel him, that’s all.”

“You can feel his
emotions?” Chris
demands.

“Yeah?” I say slowly, not sure why Chris looks like
he’s about to freak out. “Is that bad?”

Chris shakes his head and presses his hands against
his face. “I have no idea. I honestly don’t have a clue about
what’s going on with you.” Chris drops his hands to his side and
sighs. “Ketchup, it might be best if you head home for
tonight.”

“No!” I cry out. “My hunger isn’t as bad with him
here.”

“What?” Chris asks. Now he’s the one who looks like
his head is about to explode.

“It’s always been that way,” I say quietly.

Chris looks to Zander. My brother shrugs. “Don’t ask
me why, but it’s true. Somehow, Ketchup has always been able to
calm her hunger a little.”

“It’s even better now… as long as he’s happy.”

Pointing a finger at Ketchup, Chris says, “Are you
done sulking?”

Ketchup nods like a puppy promising to be good.

“Fine,” Chris says, “you can stay, for now.”

Chris turns back to Zander, his face a mask of utter
confusion. “I don’t know what to say about all this, but I suggest
you keep it to yourselves for the time being.”

I was planning on it. Zander nods in agreement.

Finally, Chris sighs in defeat and goes outside to
check on Grandma. When Zander asks if I’ll be okay with Ketchup for
a while and I nod, he excuses himself for some fresh air as well.
It’s a relief when he takes his roiling hunger out of the house.
When the room is finally quiet, exhaustion rolls over me like the
tide coming in.

“Come on,” Ketchup says as he slips his arms under
my back and legs, “it looks like you’re ready for bed.”

“It’s okay, I can just rest here,” I argue.

Ketchup shakes his head. “This couch is seriously
uncomfortable, believe me. I’ve slept on it a few nights this week,
and my back will never be the same. Besides, you could use the
peace and quiet, I’m sure.”

My will to argue was pretty weak to begin with. I
don’t bother trying again. I grit my teeth against the pain as he
hoists me into his arms. It’s not as bad as when Chris carried me
in from the car, but it still forces me to bite my cheek against
crying out. Eyes closed, hands clenched into fists, head buried
against Ketchup’s chest, I stay like that until he reaches my
bedroom and sets me gently on the bed. As soon as he steps away
from me, I shiver.

“Will you hand me my sweater?” I ask as the
shivering gets worse. It’s only slightly cooler up here than it was
downstairs, thanks to drafty windows, but my overly sensitive skin
is covered with goose bumps.

Ketchup plucks my hoodie off my desk chair and holds
it out to me. I stare at it with a frown, feeling more than a
little embarrassed. “Uh, sorry, but could you help me get it on?
I’m still having trouble moving on my own.”

“Not a problem,” Ketchup says.

Letting Chris help me was embarrassing. Feeling
Ketchup’s gentle fingers carefully pull the sweater over my head is
a whole other experience altogether. I close my eyes against his
nearness, but end up breathing in his scent as he reaches over me.
His warm breath on my cheek as he leans forward to pull my hair out
from my sweater steals away my ability to breathe properly. I
whimper as his feather-light touch brushes my hair back from my
face.

“Am I hurting you?” Ketchup asks worriedly.

I swallow hard. “No.”

Ketchup pauses for a moment and looks at me, but he
doesn’t say anything. Instead, he goes to work on my arms. He
dresses me like he might an infant, reaching his fingers through
the sleeves of the sweater and carefully guiding my arm back out.
Whatever pain the movement causes, it’s hard to notice in the face
of him trailing his fingers over my hand before setting it gently
on the bed. When he moves to my other hand, I hold my breath and
squeeze my eyes shut.

“Van, what’s wrong? You’re not breathing,” Ketchup
says worriedly.

“I can’t.”

“You can’t breathe?” he exclaims. “I’m getting Chris
and Zander.”

He starts to push away from the bed, but I reach out
and grab him. The quick movement sends tears cascading down my
cheeks. My hunger bites and snaps, but Ketchup caressing my cheek
soothes it instantly. “Don’t go,” I beg.

“But…”

“I’m okay. It’s just hard to breathe with you
touching me like that.” I shake my head. “It’s not bad. I don’t
want you to stop. Please don’t go.”

Ketchup’s Adam’s apple bobs forcefully. “I won’t
go.”

With this promise, he reaches for my other hand and
slowly, achingly, pulls my hand through the sleeve. He couldn’t
have been more delicate if I’d been made out of rose petals. By the
time he is finished, I can only pull in short, raspy breaths, but
Ketchup isn’t doing much better.

“How did you… in the hospital… getting dressed?” The
words stumble out of his mouth as his hands ball up in the
blankets.

My mouth is dry as I peel my lips apart.
“Chris.”

Ketchup’s head drops to the comforter. He groans
into the blankets. “I begged and begged them to let me see you. I
could have helped you that whole time.”

I don’t ask if he’s talking about my clothes or my
hunger. I don’t need to.

“I wanted you there so badly,” I admit. He was all I
could think about, every day, every second. “I was so scared,
Ketchup. I thought I had lost you. I was terrified that you had
finally given up on me.”

Suddenly, Ketchup’s head comes up. “I will never
give up on you,” he promises.

His hands grip my shoulders and he presses me down
into the blankets, deftly swinging my legs up onto the bed in one
smooth motion. Before I can even blink, he is hovering over me.

“Do you remember that night in the tree?” Ketchup
asks, breathing hard.

I gulp and lick my lips so I can part them. “Yes,” I
whisper. I remember every second of that night, but I know which
part specifically is running through his mind right now, because it
is the same one running through mine.

I was furious at him that night because of what he
told Noah. When I demanded he sneak into my room so I could yell at
him, he gave me an answer I wasn’t expecting.

“I wouldn’t come in because I knew the last thing
I’d want to do alone in your room with you was talk,” Ketchup
says.

His body presses closer to me, and all thoughts of
pain and hunger vanish. “I remember,” I whisper, swallowing
hard.

“Nothing has changed, but I don’t want to hurt you
and I don’t know what’s going on between us with your hunger.”
Ketchup presses his lips to my forehead. “But I want you to know
that this won’t be the last time we’ll find ourselves in this
position. I love you, Van. I want you more than I have ever wanted
anything in my life.”

The pressing agony of my hunger, the gnawing fear
that has followed me for so long, it all dissolves in the face of
being loved so completely. Swallowing fear and hunger alike, I say,
“I want you, too. I’ve always wanted you.” I reach up and pull his
lips to mine. “I love you, William Keane.”

Ketchup’s lips twitch, a smile spreading across his
mouth. “Did you just call me by my real name? I honestly didn’t
even think you remembered it”

“How could I ever forget?” I say softly. “Your name
means brave protector, and that is what you have always been to me,
Ketchup. You’ve had my heart in your care since the day we met, and
you always will. I love you so much. I’m so sorry for not being
brave enough to tell you that sooner.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Ketchup whispers as he kisses me
softly. “You told me when you were ready. All that matters is being
with you. I love you, Vanessa Roth. I will always protect you,
body, soul, and heart. I’m yours, forever.”

Words fail as Ketchup brushes his lips against my
neck, slowly moving down toward my shoulder. I forget the pain as I
tangle my fingers in his hair and pull him closer. His body
pressing down on mine should hurt, but I gasp as a rush of pure
desire flashes through me. Ketchup pulls back in an instant and
stares at me with wide eyes and a flushed face.

“I’m starting to understand what you meant when you
said giving in to me would be distracting,” Ketchup says in a
rush.

He falls to the side of me as his chest heaves. I’m
struggling to get enough air as well, but I reach out for him, not
ready to let go. Groaning, Ketchup pulls my back against his chest.
He holds me so tightly that it would hurt if not for his
intoxicating desire meshing with mine and threatening to make me
tipsy.

Ketchup holds me in his arms long after the sun sets
and leaves us in peaceful darkness. There are a million thoughts
running through my mind—many of them about Ketchup with
considerably less clothing on—but one thought not driven by my
hormones sticks firmly at the forefront.

“Ketchup,” I say quietly, “I think there’s something
wrong with my grandma.”

“Why would you think that?” Ketchup asks as he
kisses a tender spot behind my ear.

I have to take in a deep breath to focus. “She
wouldn’t come near me when I came home.”

Ketchup’s lips pull back from my skin. He props
himself up on one elbow and looks down at me with concern in his
eyes. “What do you think is wrong?”

Tears well in my eyes as I say, “I think she’s
dying.”

 



Chapter Twenty-Five: Two
Evils

 (Zander)

 


Instead of knocking on Annabelle’s apartment door, I
unlock it with the key she gave me weeks ago. I know she’s home,
but she refuses to leave the door unlocked after what happened with
David. We both know that a lock isn’t going to stop David from
breaking in here again. It’s a psychological comfort.

When I step into the apartment, I hear Annabelle’s
cheery voice singing in the kitchen. Smiling, I lock the door
behind me and drop my backpack on the floor next to the couch.
Annabelle turns when she hears me crossing into the tiny kitchen.
The grin she is wearing pulls me to her. She drops the spoon she
was holding back into the pot of spaghetti sauce and reaches out
for a hug.

As I wrap my arms around her slender frame, I close
my eyes. The feel of her silky hair against my cheek mixes with the
warmth touching her brings, and I suddenly have a hard time pulling
away. Annabelle is the first one to pull back, but she’s reluctant
to do so.

“Sorry,” she says as she presses a hand to my cheek,
“the sauce is bubbling all over the stovetop.”

I look over at the stove and chuckle. “Sorry. I’ll
clean it up later.”

Annabelle waves me off. “How was your day? You seem
a little down.”

“Not down,” I say, “just worried.”

Moving the pan of sauce off the burner, Annabelle
glances over at me with concern. “Is it Van? She seemed like she
was doing really well last night when I was over.”

I shake my head and lean against the counter. “No,
Van’s doing great, better than either me or Oscar ever did. I don’t
know what Ketchup does, but as long as he sticks close by, Van can
manage her new hunger just fine. Chris and David are even
considering letting her go back to school in a few weeks, as long
as Ketchup can rearrange his schedule to be with her all day.”

“Really?” Annabelle asks. “Wow, that’s so soon.” She
smiles as she fishes through her utensils for a pasta serving
spoon. “Van is a special case, though. I’m sure she’ll be
fine.”

I wasn’t sure Van would be okay with me telling
Annabelle about her strange emotional hunger, but the time
Annabelle has spent helping Van with the more personal aspects of
daily life she was struggling with over the last few weeks, they’ve
become friends. Every time I think about the differences between
Annabelle and Ivy, I wonder how I could have ever been so blind.
Then I remember the compulsion I felt to be with Ivy, and I know I
wasn’t capable of making any other choice then.

“So,” Annabelle says as she hands me a plate of
spaghetti, “what’s bothering you then?”

I smile as Annabelle adds a slightly burnt biscuit
to my plate. While Annabelle is not the world’s greatest cook, she
loves making her own food. The meals she prepares are fairly
simple—nothing like the productions my grandma and Van are capable
of—but I’ve never been a food snob like my sister, so I’m perfectly
happy to eat whatever she makes.

Thinking of my grandma’s cooking invariably leads me
back to the source of my unrest. I carry everything over to the
couch and set my plate on the coffee table before speaking. “I
think something is up with my grandma. She’s been acting strange
the last few weeks since Van got home.”

Annabelle frowns as she sets her plate down. “I have
noticed that she’s been a bit distant. I know you told me things
haven’t been great between either of you and your grandma after
learning about all of this, but I would have thought everything Van
was going through would have brought them closer.”

“Yeah, me too.” I sigh. “It’s the opposite, though.
Grandma avoids being near Van as much as possible. She tries to
help and she’s does whatever she can to make sure Van is
comfortable, but she keeps her distance.”

For a while, Annabelle is quiet. Her thoughtful
expression makes me patient. “Zander,” she says slowly after a few
minutes, “what if your grandma isn’t staying away because she’s
afraid or worried Van is still mad at her? What if she has a more
physical reason?”

Scrunching my face, my first response is to pass off
Annabelle’s suggestion. There’s no way my grandma wouldn’t tell us
if she were sick. She’s too practical for that. If she were really
worried about her health, she’d talk to me, make plans. Van is only
sixteen. She would want to make sure everything was handled, so Van
and I could stay together. I shake my head, not wanting to believe
it. She can’t be sick. She just can’t. I don’t know how to even
process that.

Annabelle lays a gentle hand on my forearm, pressing
her other hand to my cheek to stop my head from shaking. “I know
you don’t want to think about losing your grandma,” she says with
tears in her eyes, “but what other explanation could there be?”

My blood goes cold as her words sink in. I can’t
imagine not having my grandma around every day, but I know
Annabelle is right. Oscar and I going through the eruption of our
full hunger was frightening. There were several close calls that
would have left anyone scared to be around us. That never stopped
her from being there when we needed her. She isn’t staying away
from Van because she’s scared, and she wouldn’t let Van being angry
stand in her way of caring for her. She would stay away if being
near Van would hurt her, though. As well as Van is doing, the
physical and emotional pain a serious illness can cause would send
Van into a frenzy.

My heads falls into my hands as I admit to myself
that even I have felt something around her. I suspect Van’s hunger
can do something mine can’t, but my grandma has been in pain
lately. I wouldn’t let myself believe it was anything more than age
and stress, but I can’t hide from the truth any longer.

Annabelle’s soft caress tries to
ease my sadness, but it can’t stop the panic from rising in my
chest. “If she really is sick,” I say, looking up at Annabelle in
fear, “what will happen? What if David tries to gain custody of
Van? She’s still underage, and what court is going to give me
custody when our fake uncle
with unlimited resources and buckets of political
power wants to scoop her up? David has enough pull to make sure the
courts know that I’m just as dangerous as Oscar. He’ll tell every
secret I have, and make up the rest. I’ll never get custody of her.
Emancipation is out of the question, too. Van’s disciplinary record
would kill that right away.”

Annabelle’s complexion pales. “He’ll use her and her
abilities for whatever he wants. She won’t have a choice.”

“I can’t let that happen,” I growl. I will not let
David manipulate and coerce my little sister into doing things I
know she would never want to do. Every muscle in my body strains
against the desire to crush him. “What if the Eroi could help
me?”

Blinking in surprise, Annabelle asks, “What do you
mean?”

“They despise the Godlings. Maybe for good reason.
What if we could find Ivy and convince her to talk the Eroi into
helping us? It’s what we’ve been working for anyway, just the
objective has changed. I want to bring them down, but we need them
right now. We’re so close, Annabelle. We can find them. I know we
can.”

Annabelle’s beautiful eyes are filled with fear.
“That’s a huge risk to take, Zander. What if they don’t want to
help? What if there are good reasons that the Godlings hate them?
Look at what they tried to do to your family.”

“I know,” I snarl, “but what are my other options?”
I curl my fingers in my hair, squeezing to the point of pain.
“Trusting David is not an option. You’ve seen him hound me during
training to recreate whatever I did when I fought James. He’s
obsessed with it! He thinks I’m the Gift, and there’s no doubt in
my mind that he plans on using me as a weapon against the Eroi.
He’s no better with Van, either! He knows she’s hiding things from
him. Hell, she’s hiding her true power from me!”

“What do you mean? What is Van hiding from you?”

I shake my head angrily. “I don’t know. There’s
something she’s not telling me, though. Ketchup knows what it is,
but he’ll never betray her trust.” I sink back into the couch as
frustration threatens to take over. “The day Van came home, Ketchup
started to say something about some kind of incident that happened
with Noah at school. He clammed up right away and Van sent us
packing, despite the fact that it was incredibly dangerous.” I drag
my hands down my face. “I think she can do a lot more than she’s
shown anyone, and that scares the hell out of me because I know
David will want her power just as soon as he figures out what it
is.”

“Is going to the Eroi really the answer, though?”
Annabelle asks quietly.

“I don’t know,” I say, feeling helpless. “I don’t
know who to trust because I don’t know why this war is happening.
It’s all wrong. Everything we’ve learned from the Eroi book is
tainted by their warped perspective, but it’s no better when we
study the Godling book, either. They both claim they’re in the
right, the righteous soldiers fighting for freedom. Nothing we’ve
read gives the real truth behind where the Godlings come from or
what their true purpose is. All Ivy’s book tells us about is how
she should train and why it’s so important for her to die for her
beliefs.”

I push away from the couch and pace, trying to burn
up some of the agitation and frustration drenching me right now.
Annabelle sits quietly, watching me with a pained expression. Her
hands twist together. Scenario after scenario runs through my head.
Trusting the Godlings ends with slavery, but trusting the Eroi ends
in death. I don’t know if there’s another way. I can’t see a place
to hide that they won’t find me. And how do I run with Van, but
leave Oscar behind?

Falling back against the wall, I slide down as
despair washes over me. I don’t know what to do. I sit with my head
hanging, crushed my head between my hands, until Annabelle’s
feather-light touch draws my face up to meet her gaze.

“I’m coming with you,” she says simply. And then,
before I can argue or point out that I don’t even know where to go
to find the Eroi, Annabelle says, “I know how to find them.”

“What?” I snap out of my haze and stare at her in
disbelief. “The Eroi? You know how to find the Eroi? How? When did
this happen?”

Annabelle strokes my face softly, attempting to calm
me down. “I realized they had already given us the answer today. We
were just looking in the wrong place. It’s not in the book,” she
says, “it’s on it.”

I shake my head, confused. “What?”

Standing, Annabelle reaches down to help me up. I
follow, though I feel lost. She pulls me over to the couch and sets
her laptop between our plates of uneaten food. The screen lights up
at the touch of her fingers, and the image of the front cover of
the book greets me. Even as I look at it, I don’t understand.

“The symbol right here,” Annabelle says, pointing to
a circular symbol filled with spirals and dripping with blood. “I
didn’t think anything of it until I was listening to a math lecture
about the Fibonacci sequence. I had learned about it before, as
well as the Fibonacci spiral. It hit me, then, what was on the
cover.”

“The Fibonacci what?” I ask. Math has never been my
strongest subject.

“The spiral represents the golden ratio, a
logarithmic growth pattern where the end of the spiral gets further
away from the center by the same factor with every quarter turn,”
Annabelle says excitedly. “The spirals in the symbol aren’t perfect
golden spirals, but they’re close.”

I appreciate that Annabelle noticed this, but I have
no idea what it has to do with anything. “So the spiral helps you
find the Eroi how?”

“The equation!” she beams.

“Huh?”

Annabelle grins. “The spirals are a code. Each one
has an equation that describes its shape. If you take the spots
where the three spirals intersect, you get points of reference.
Coordinates. If you know where the center of the middle spiral
falls on a map, you’ll know where their compounds are. All we have
to do is figure out where the starting point is.”

My eyes close as I try to process everything
Annabelle just told me. I have no doubt that she is right. I shake
my head as I realize I probably should have made this connection
sooner. Ivy loved math. She was far more advanced than any of the
other students in her grade, in the whole school. Maybe her dad
really did teach her because he too loved math, or maybe the Eroi
made sure she could always find her way home if she needed to.

“Annabelle, you’re a genius,” I say, feeling
unusually tired after the emotional rollercoaster the last few
minutes have been. “How do we find out where the starting point
is?”

Grimacing, Annabelle says, “I’m not sure. That’s
what I need your help for. I know you don’t like math very much,
but you do well in geometry, right?”

“Well enough.”

“Good. What we’re going to do is use the points I
came up with to make a shape and then try to fit that shape to all
the possible combinations on a map. The symbol isn’t big enough to
cover the whole globe, and I’m sure they have more compounds than
what this symbol shows, so I can only guess that the spirals on
this book are pointing the way to their regional holdings. That
should narrow it down a bit.”

I barely have time to blink before Annabelle is
pushing things aside and laying out her plans on the coffee table,
handing out instructions and talking a mile a minute. Keeping up
with her takes some work but, eventually, I start to understand
what she wants to do and we get to work, our dinners forgotten
under heaps of maps and papers filled with calculations. The cheap
plastic clock in Annabelle’s kitchen ticks away the hours until
everything comes to a halt.

“I think I found it,” I say quietly.

“Hmm?” Annabelle looks up from her papers, only half
paying attention.

“I think I found the Eroi.”

Her eyes fly wide open. “You did?”

She crowds in next to me as she looks at the map
printouts I have placed carefully in front of me. The red dots I
colored in are scattered over half a dozen printed pieces of the
western third of the United States. Annabelle’s eyes dance over
each dot as she considers them. I can tell by the confusion in her
eyes that she doesn’t understand why I placed them where they
are.

“It wasn’t just the center spiral,” I explain. “It
was all three spirals. Each one represented a state, showing how
three states connected. If you put the exact center here where
Nevada, Utah, and Idaho connect, the coordinates line up
perfectly.”

Annabelle shakes her head. “But none of your dots
are on cities. They’re just random points.”

“They only look like random points.” I touch each
one individually. “Every dot follows the same pattern. It’s in a
wilderness area outside a town of similar size. The Eroi took the
same approach as the Godlings in building their compounds. They
wouldn’t put a secret training facility in the middle of the
downtown shopping district. They’re in out-of-the-way spots where
they can work in secret.”

One corner of Annabelle’s mouth turns up as she
realizes I am right. “Now who’s the genius?” She laughs, shaking
her head and focusing back on the maps. “Now the question is—where
do we go to find Ivy?”

“She told us she was from California, but my guess
is that most of what she told me was just part of her cover. I
don’t think there’s any way we can know for sure which compound she
might have been taken to,” I say, some of the excitement of solving
the puzzle dissipating.

Annabelle touches the map carefully, tapping a spot
in southern Colorado. “She was pretty badly injured when they
grabbed her, right?”

I grimace. “Yeah, she was.”

“Well, why not start with the one closest to us? She
needed medical attention, so they would take her where she could
get it the fastest while still staying safe.” Annabelle sits back
against the couch. “Even if she’s not there, two Godlings showing
up asking for help at an Eroi compound is bound to give them a
moment’s hesitation before they kill us. They’ll want to talk.”

“I hope you’re right.”

We know where they are now. I can find the Eroi if
that’s really what I want to do. When we started this search, my
goal was to get revenge, not only on Ivy, but on the Eroi, as well
as get answers and try and stop the war raging between our two
groups. I still want those same answers, and a big part of me still
wants to make them pay for what they’ve done. Even more, I want to
stop the war and uncover the truth behind who and what I am. I want
all of that, but everything else takes a backseat to protecting Van
from anyone who would try to abuse her.

In my heart, I am torn between trusting a group who
tried to have me killed and the man who is obsessed with our power.
I want to take this all on myself and save my sister without having
to rely on anyone, but I know what a fantasy that would be. I need
help. I must choose between the lesser of two evils, and I can only
hope my choice is the right one.

“When do we leave?” Annabelle asks quietly, already
knowing what my decision will be.

Swallowing down the apprehension I feel rising in my
chest, I say, “Next Saturday. School will be out for spring
break.”

“I’ll be ready,” she says.

I don’t try to talk her out of coming with me. I
know it won’t work, and I want her there. I don’t know if I can get
through this without having someone I can trust unquestioningly at
my back. She makes a good partner in combat as well. Her slender
build and delicate looks only hide the grim determination behind
her eyes. Annabelle is not weak.

I pull her into my arms and hold her tightly against
my chest. She presses in until I can feel the rapid beating of her
heart. It matches my own as I contemplate what we are about to do.
I am terrified of failing and losing Van, but my fears are not just
for my sister.

“Annabelle, if the Eroi agree to help us…” I close
my eyes and breathe in the scent of her hair, too scared to ask for
what I really want.

Before I can finish my question, Annabelle says, “I
told you I’m coming with you, not just to the Eroi compound, but
wherever you go after that.”

“Thank you.” I press her closer, even though there
is no space left between us. Van is my number-one priority, but
Annabelle has become so much a part of my life that I can’t imagine
not having her with me every day. Our relationship hasn’t
progressed beyond hugs that last much longer than needed and an
occasional kiss on the cheek, but I know it would be impossible for
me to walk away from her.

Lifting her head slightly, Annabelle looks up at me
and asks, “Do you think your grandma will let you stay with me
tonight?”

“I’ll stay regardless,” I say before kissing her
hair and cradling her head against my chest.

 



Chapter Twenty-Six: The
Right Plan

 (Zander)

 


Convincing David and my grandma that it would be a
good idea for Annabelle and me to get away for a few days was
easier than I expected. Even with both of them being on a mission
to push us together in the hopes that Ivy will disappear from my
mind completely, I expected at least a little hesitation when I
proposed the two of us going off into the mountains to sleep in a
tent together. Neither of them even batted an eye.

I suppose I have Van and Ketchup to thank for
that.

Ketchup has been hanging around the house constantly
thanks to his calming influence on Van. It’s great for her, but
it’s been hell on me. Needless to say, I’ve been spending most of
my time at Annabelle’s. Grandma feels bad that I’ve practically
been kicked out of the house for a while and caved immediately when
I asked about taking Annabelle winter camping.

David would have been a harder sell after our
confrontation at Annabelle’s that night, but luckily, he now
believes we’re back on the righteous path thanks to us turning over
everything we had translated from the Eroi book. Well, everything
he needs to know about. Annabelle sold it even more by writing up a
bunch of notes about interesting things we discovered.

I doubt David truly believes I have forgotten about
going after Ivy, but Van and her bizarre experiences with her new
hunger keeps him too distracted to focus on me as much. At some
point he’s going to realize we’ve played him for a fool, but
hopefully, it will be too late by then.

Opening the door for Annabelle, I pull her into a
massive hug. Her puffy, white parka squashes under my embrace, but
she smiles up at me. “Ready for some winter camping?” she asks
cheerfully.

“Ready as I’ll ever be, I suppose.”

“I already threw my stuff in the back of your truck.
We can leave whenever you’re ready.”

“Great,” I say, “let me just say goodbye to my
grandma.”

“Where’s everyone else?” Annabelle asks. “I was
hoping to say hi to Van and Ketchup.”

I grimace as I think about it.
“Van got hauled off for a few tests at the hospital. We know she’s
going to be fine, but they’re still baffled by everything that
happened and we pretty much have to play along and let them study
our genetic disorder so no one gets suspicious. Ketchup went with her.”

I turn away to go find my grandma, but she surprises
me by stepping off the last stair just as I turn around. She smiles
warmly at Annabelle, but I can’t help noticing that she looks more
tired than usual… and maybe thinner. I stay back while Annabelle
gives my grandma a hug. My attempts to talk to her about her health
didn’t get me very far. She brushed it off and said she was fine,
but Van confirmed my fears the day after Annabelle suggested my
grandma might be sick.

Trying not to show my frustration when Van revealed
that she had hid her particular talent for being able to feel out
the source of a person’s pain and basically diagnose illness based
on the feel of the pain in their bodies wasn’t easy, but I didn’t
have much time to dwell on it when she started sobbing in my
arms.

I wanted to tell Van right then that I had a plan to
make sure she didn’t end up being carted off by David for who knows
what dark purposes, but I knew she’d never agree to turning to Ivy
for help. If everything goes well over the next few days, I’ll be
able to go to her with a plan instead of a vague promise that I
would take care of everything.

A tap on the shoulder from Annabelle brings me back
to the moment. I turn to see my grandma waiting for me to say
goodbye. Gently, I put my arms around her and force myself not to
comment on the veil of pain hovering around her body. “We’ll be
back in a few days.”

She nods, smiling faintly. “Be careful. Do you have
enough food and blankets in case you get stuck somewhere?”

“We have enough for two weeks,” I say with a laugh.
There was no way I was leaving this house without half a ton of
food from my grandma. “We’ll be fine. It’ll take a lot to get my
truck stuck. Don’t worry. I have my phone, too.”

“I know, but I still worry.”

“I know you do.” Hugging her again, I pull back
slowly. “Are you going to be okay here?”

She waves me off. “I’ll be just fine. You two go and
have fun.”

“Thanks, Grandma.”

Annabelle hugs my grandma one more time before
taking my hand and following me to the door. As I pull it closed
behind us, Annabelle and I look at each other. The breath I felt
like I was holding the whole time we were in the house releases
slowly.

Annabelle’s shoulders fall as she exhales as well.
“Are we ready for this?”

“We’re ready,” I say with more confidence than I
actually feel. I squeeze Annabelle’s hand and tug her down the
front steps with me.

When we’re both seated in the truck and buckled in,
Annabelle looks over at me with a curious expression. I turn the
key and listen to the engine rumble. “What?” I ask.

“Does it bother you that your grandma thinks we’re
sleeping together?”

Chuckling, I ask, “Does it bother you?”

Annabelle shrugs. “Not really.”

“Me neither. She can think whatever she wants.”

Annabelle presses her lips together thoughtfully,
but she doesn’t say anything else. I pull out of the driveway with
the hint of a smile playing on my lips. Annabelle doesn’t have to
say what she’s thinking. I think I know her well enough to guess
her thoughts. They aren’t too far away from mine.

She asked me whether it bothers me that the people
we are closest to all think we’re having sex, and they’re happy to
assume that even though it isn’t true, but I don’t think that was
the main question on her mind. We have the GPS coordinates for the
Eroi compound we’re planning to infiltrate, but at this time of
year, it’s likely to be buried in several feet of snow. Getting to
it might require an overnight stay in the mountains. I think
Annabelle’s real question is the same as mine. Would it bother me
if what everyone was assuming about us was true?

Glancing over at Annabelle, I take her hand in mine
and pull her closer. She smiles up at me and leans her head against
my shoulder. Her contented sigh gives me a great deal of peace. I
look back at the road and focus my thoughts on what we are heading
for. We have four hours of driving ahead of us before we will need
to break out the snowshoes in the back of the truck. Four hours to
convince ourselves this is the right plan.

 


***

 


“Are we going to be able to get around on these
things if it starts getting dark?” Annabelle, who is dressed in a
white jacket and white snow pants to blend in, asks as she straps
on her snowshoes.

“We’ll go as far as we can,” I reply. “I’d rather
make the approach in the daylight so we won’t fall into a ravine on
accident, but if we can’t get there, we’ll just have to set up camp
and try tomorrow.”

I get the last buckle fastened and clomp over toward
Annabelle to see if she needs any help. By the time I reach her
she, is stomping around, trying to get used to walking in
snowshoes. I smile at her awkward gait. Family vacations as a child
never included places like Disneyland. It was too dangerous to
expose us to that many unfamiliar people. Instead, we did a lot of
camping, hiking, and snowshoeing out where we wouldn’t bother
anyone. By now, I’m fairly accustomed to the feel of snowshoes on
my feet, but I remember how difficult it was to walk in them the
first time I put a pair on.

As Annabelle practices, I get our packs from the
back of the truck and lock everything up. She is ready and waiting
when I hand her the backpack full of emergency supplies. I have the
heavy pack that’s equipped with a small pop-up tent and compact
sleeping bags. I’d prefer not having to sleep out in the snow, but
I have to admit the idea of spending the night in the woods with
Annabelle is certainly appealing.

I pull out the GPS, making sure it’s on and ready to
guide us to the Eroi compound. Beside me, Annabelle switches on her
flashlight to test it before shoving it in a pocket. We start at a
slow, but steady pace, gaining speed as she gets used to the
snowshoes. Even once we’re moving at a good pace, the cursor on the
GPS seems to be crawling along the map. The temperature continues
to drop as we walk, and I soon begin to worry about keeping
Annabelle out in the elements much longer.

“What is that?” Annabelle asks.

I look up, not sure what she’s referring to at
first. I see it only when she points it out. The mound of snow
looks like part of the landscape at first glance. Only when you
really stop to look at it do you notice the surreal perfection of
its rounded top. The dark shape below it I originally took for a
shadow is too square to be a shadow. I take a deep breath as I
recognize it as a lookout post.

“Guard station, most likely,” I tell Annabelle. “We
need to go around it. I don’t want them to spot us until we’re
ready. If they come across us wandering about the woods, they might
take us for intruders and shoot us before we get a chance to say
anything.”

“Sneaking into their compound will be better?”
Annabelle asks.

We’ve already had this argument several times.
Annabelle wanted to announce our presence as soon as we got close
enough to get their notice. Wave the white flag, essentially. I
argued that giving ourselves up after already getting into their
compound would not only make them curious, but hopefully gain us a
certain level of respect.

Annabelle doesn’t argue, though, when I start
leading us in a wide arc around the outpost. She actively searches
the area around us for any other outposts or questionable shapes in
the snow. The GPS still shows us more than a mile from our
destination, so we continue, watching the snow and each other’s
backs. It takes us over an hour to travel what would have been a
mile without the constant need for detours. By the time the actual
compound is in sight, Annabelle and I are both breathing hard.

“So, how do we get down there?” Annabelle asks
quietly.

“We’re going to have to leave everything here,
including the snowshoes.” I start taking everything off and hiding
it behind the tree next to us as I scan the path down to the
compound. Once I’m down to the necessities, I point at an open
garage at the back corner of the building. “There are two
snowmobiles parked in the garage there. If anything goes wrong, get
to one of those snowmobiles and get out of here, okay?”

“I’m not leaving without you,” Annabelle argues.

Grabbing her face in my hands, I look at her
seriously. “You will if I tell you to, do you understand me?”

Annabelle scowls at me. “We’re going to be
fine.”

“I want your promise, Annabelle. If I get captured,
get back to Van. Don’t let David take her. You have to promise me
you’ll protect her if I can’t.”

Closing her eyes once before reopening them,
Annabelle nods firmly. “I promise.”

I nod, glad for her promise, but not convinced
she’ll keep it. I don’t want her trying to save me if things go
badly. Van needs to be kept safe. Silently, I will Annabelle to
stay focused and not let her heart out rule her head.

“Okay, we’re between the two outposts, so we’re as
far away as we can get from either one. Stay close to the ground
and move slowly. Follow me, but if you see something I don’t, tap
me, okay?”

Annabelle nods. Her serious expression gives me
confidence that this will work. Our movements are painstakingly
slow as we practically belly crawl through the snow. It seems to
take hours before the garage seems any closer, but the halfway
point looms ahead of us less than ten minutes later.

The area around us is so still, moonlight reflecting
off the snow. It would almost be peaceful if not for the hammering
of my heart and the fear surrounding the both of us. I half expect
someone to jump out at us when we finally reach the garage where
the two snowmobiles are housed. When we stumble out of the snow,
Annabelle heads straight for the door. I grab her arm and pull her
back. When I point at a grey box on the wall, she doesn’t seem to
understand. I walk over and open the metal cabinet to reveal
several hooks with keys on them. I grab the two pairs of snowmobile
keys of their hooks, handing one set to Annabelle. She slips them
into her pocket and refocuses on the door.

“Zander, look,” she says, pointing at the black card
reader mounted next to the door. “How are we going to get in?”

I doubted that the Eroi would leave their doors
unlocked. Even though this isn’t an unexpected obstacle, it’s still
one nonetheless. I found all kinds of solutions online that mainly
targeted hotel room keycard locks. Somehow, I doubt the Eroi are
employing the same kind of keycards that hotels use. Nothing I am
capable of doing is going to bypass the lock on this door. Sighing,
I know that leaves me with only one option.

“Annabelle, we’re about to let the Eroi know we’re
here.” I take a step forward and plant myself securely in front of
the door. Tossing her the snowmobile key I had in my pocket, I say,
“Turn it on and make sure it’s ready to go, just in case.”

It only takes a few seconds for Annabelle to bring
the engine roaring to life. She leaves it running and comes back to
stand behind me. She is quiet as I wrap my hands around the door
handle and close my eyes. Focusing on the pain I have fed off of
this week and the energy I’ve stored, I concentrate on channeling
it into a burst of strength.

Breathing in, my fingers tighten. As I exhale, I
pull against the door with everything I have. The doorframe snaps,
and I am flung backward. Shards of wood and metal burst outward
from the door. Alarms blare in our ears, but we don’t let it slow
us down. Our feet tap against the linoleum floors as we make our
way through the compound hallways. Eyes alert, we scan every
section of the walls as we run, looking for a good defensible
spot.

“Up ahead,” I whisper.

Annabelle’s eyes swivel to take in
the sign at the end of the hallway reading Weaponry. She nods in silent
agreement. The first sounds of pursuit hits us twenty feet from the
room. We both pick up our pace and sprint the last few yards.
Reaching out, I yank open the door with the intent of barreling
inside. My feet skid to a halt as a dozen shiny, black guns are
raised in unison, aimed directly at my chest.

“Annabelle, run!” I scream as the first bullet is
fired.

 



Chapter Twenty-Seven:
Backup Plan

 (Vanessa)

 


Settling into the couch after a long day of getting
poked, shoved inside of MRI machines, and answering eight and a
half billion questions feels wonderful. It would feel great
regardless, but it feels even better as Ketchup crawls onto the
couch behind me and pulls me against his chest. I look up,
expecting a kiss, but instead, find a very confused look on
Ketchup’s face.

“Why is Annabelle texting me?” he asks.

“Huh?” I reach up and grab Ketchup’s phone. Why
would Annabelle be texting Ketchup? A quick swipe across the screen
brings up her barely comprehensible text message.

Znder mountn shot hlp now!!!

My entire body goes rigid as I piece together the
rambling words. Ketchup is saying something, but I tune everything
out as I tap Annabelle’s avatar and will the phone to hurry up and
call her!

“Ketchup! Get Van!” Annabelle yells into the
phone.

“This is Van. What is going on?” I screech. “Where
is Zander? Did your message say he was shot? I though you two went
camping!” Annabelle chokes back a sob, which only sends me into
panic mode even more.

“We went to find the Eroi, to ask them to help you
guys, but they were waiting for us. They have Zander!”

“Wait, they have him, or they shot him?” I
demand.

Ketchup lurches forward, nearly knocking me off the
couch. “What? Who’s shot? What the hell is going on, Van?”

The pop of the front door opening is followed
closely by the rush of cold air that sweeps into the living room.
Smashing the phone to my face, I hiss, “I’ll call you back.”

Quickly, I shove the phone back into Ketchup’s hand
and lean against him as if we have been sitting here calmly the
entire time, as if Annabelle didn’t just call and tell me my
brother has been shot! My pulse is racing as I pretend snuggling
with Ketchup is the only thought in my mind. When David pauses in
the doorway to the living room, his eyes don’t seem to see anything
amiss.

Taking my chances, I slowly force my aching body up
to standing. “David, would you tell my grandma that Ketchup and I
are going to go over to his house for a while? His mom needed him
to take care of a few things for her, and I need to stretch a bit
after that MRI and get some fresh air.”

David’s eyes narrow. “Are you sure you’re up for
that?”

“I feel great,” I say with a roll of my eyes. No
need to make him suspicious by being nice or anything. “I’m just so
tired of sitting around here. I want to get out for a while.”

“Ketchup, you’ll stay right with her?” David
asks.

“Of course.”

He seems to consider it a moment longer, probably
trying to figure out if I’m attempting to pull something over on
him. Finally, he nods and heads up the stairs. I move causally
until he is out of sight. Once he’s gone, I grab Ketchup and
whisper, “Get my coat and shoes, and hurry! I think Zander’s been
captured by the Eroi.”

“What?”

“Just hurry! I have to call Annabelle back.”

I hobble out onto the porch in my socks and only my
sweater while Ketchup gathers my things. I don’t need David
overhearing anything until I know what on earth my stupid brother
got himself into! Tapping in Annabelle’s number as fast as my phone
can keep up, I shiver as I wait impatiently for her to pick up.

“Why did you hang up on me?” she demands.

“David walked in! I figured you might not want me
telling him you and Zander went off on some half-baked plan to
attack the Eroi and got my brother captured and shot!” I say,
barely restraining myself from screaming at her. “What were you two
idiots thinking?”

“We didn’t go to attack them. That would be
suicide!” Annabelle counters. “We went to ask them for help, to
save you!”

“To save me? What are you talking about?”

“Who’s trying to save you?” Ketchup asks as he
starts shoving my feet into my boots.

I shrug helplessly. “Where are you?” I ask
Annabelle.

“I’m almost to your house. I’m coming to get
you.”

“No!” I yell. “Do you want David to know what you’ve
been doing? Geez, Annabelle, park at the end of the block. Ketchup
will drive me to you. Just sit still until we get there and think
really hard about how you’re going to explain all of this when we
do!”

I quickly end the call and cling to Ketchup. I’m
doing a lot better with the pain/hunger issues, but going long
distances is still a challenge. Ketchup knows my limitations better
than anyone. He helps me walk down the driveway to his car, and
then speeds down the road to where Annabelle is waiting in Zander’s
truck a few houses down. He’s gotten so used to hauling me around
that he easily rips the door open and lifts me into the seat of the
truck. Two seconds later, he is climbing in behind me. Both of our
eyes pin Annabelle to the seat.

“Where is my brother?” I demand.

“Colorado… inside an Eroi compound.” Annabelle holds
very still after giving us that news.

My hands start shaking. I try to say something, but
all that comes out is incoherent stuttering.

Ketchup rubs his hands against his head and groans.
“And did I hear something about him being shot?”

“Yes,” Annabelle says hesitantly, “but I think he’s
okay.”

“You think? You think?” I screech. Ketchup wraps his
arms around me from where he’s sitting in the backseat, either for
comfort or to keep me from killing Annabelle.

Seeing the potential threat, Annabelle backs herself
up against the door. “They let us get all the way inside the
compound before they attacked. They could have killed us at any
point. I think they wanted Zander alive. Besides, the guns didn’t
look like normal guns. I think they were tranquilizer guns.”

Ketchup stares at Annabelle, shaking his head
slowly. “You walked right up to an Eroi compound without a stitch
of resistance, and nothing struck you as odd about that?”

“The plan wasn’t to get in and out without them
knowing we were there,” Annabelle argues. “We wanted them to know
we were there, we were just hoping they wouldn’t kill us before we
told them what we wanted!”

I have already been poked by needles, dosed with
radiation, and put through a battery of rehab exercises those idiot
doctors think I need to speed my recovery today. Now I have to go
save my brother? My fingers tighten around Ketchup’s arms, which
are definitely holding me back now.

“Why on earth would you ever go to the Eroi for help
after they tried to kill us?” I ask through my teeth.

I don’t understand why Annabelle’s
eyes fill with tears now. She looks at me with such
sadness that I feel like it’s trying to suffocate me. “Zander told
me about your grandma being sick. I know that’s hard enough to deal
with, but Van, have you even considered what will happen if she
dies?”

I shake my head, not wanting to think about my
grandma being anything but healthy and here with us. “She’s going
to be fine,” I argue weakly.

“But if she’s not,” Annabelle says, “there will be
decisions to make, decisions regarding who will become your
guardian, Van.”

“What?” I look back at Ketchup,
but when he ducks his head, I realize I am the only one who has not
been willing to face the what ifs
floating around in my life right now.

Annabelle reaches out and touches my hand
comfortingly. “Zander would fight to stay with you, you know that,
but he wouldn’t win, Van. Not with David seeking custody. You know
he would. He wants your power, and he’ll stop at nothing to get
it.”

Numbness spreads through my body as I take in
everything she’s saying. Not only will I lose my only other parent
figure if my grandma dies, I will be handed over to the man I hate
more than anyone in this world to become his pet project. I have no
delusions that working for David will involve anything but immoral
and dishonest deeds.

And what about Ketchup? I close my eyes and fall
limp in his arms as I realize it would be the end of being with
Ketchup. David would not stay here in my grandma’s home so I could
finish school with my friends, with Ketchup. I would be packaged up
and sent off to the compound without a second thought. I wouldn’t
see him for two years at least, and even then, there would be no
guarantees. Who knows who and what I would become after two years
spent as David’s protégé.

Opening my eyes, I finally understand why Zander
would do something so risky and insane. “That’s why Zander went to
the Eroi, to ask them to protect me from David?”

Annabelle nods, frowning. “Zander has tried talking
to your grandma, but she won’t admit she’s sick.” Annabelle twists
her fingers around the ends of her sweater. “You know, don’t you?
She won’t tell anyone, but you know what’s wrong with her because
of your gifts.”

My heart breaks as I nod my head. “Leukemia. My
gifts weren’t strong enough to know it was there before my hunger
erupted, but I can feel it every time she gets within ten feet of
me. She’s in so much pain.” My shoulders tremble as I finally admit
out loud what I have known for weeks.

“How long does she have?” Ketchup asks softly.

“I don’t know, but it can’t be very long. I tried
looking it up on the internet. From what I can sense, it’s in her
blood and bone marrow, and it’s moving into her organs. She can’t
have more than a few months left.” My fingers wipe away tears
furiously. “She’s dying, and there’s nothing I can do to stop
it.”

I lean into Ketchup’s embrace as he curls himself
around me. “We’ll figure this out,” he says softly, “but first we
need to get Zander back.”

“How?” I ask. I’m barely more capable than an
invalid. I’ll be completely useless in a fight. Ketchup and
Annabelle seem to realize this as well. Only Annabelle appears to
have an answer.

Slowly, Annabelle flattens her hands against her
thighs. She doesn’t look at either of us as she says, “We need
Oscar.”

“Oscar?” Ketchup asks. “In case you’ve forgotten,
he’s locked up in a mental institution.”

“I know,” Annabelle says, “but I can get him
out.”

“What?” Ketchup and I both demand.

Annabelle looks up, smiling this time instead of
cringing away from our anger. “You can thank Zander. It was his
idea. When we realized your grandma was sick and we needed to plan
for what might happen after, we knew we needed a backup plan as
well. If Zander couldn’t get you away from David, we’d break Oscar
out and get you back with his help. He’s incredibly powerful, Van,
just like his siblings.”

“How do you plan to get him out?” I ask.

“The last time Zander went to
visit Oscar, I took the liberty of exploring a bit and getting to
know some of the staff. A few of them lost their ID badges,” Annabelle
says as she pulls several plastic cards out of her inner jacket
pocket.

Ketchup reaches forward and grabs one. “Whoa! How
did you manage that?”

“Van’s not the only one with gifts,” she says.

Ketchup hands the keycard back with an appreciative
nod. “Well then, let’s go break Oscar out of the loony bin.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight:
What It Seems

 (Vanessa)

 


Ketchup helps me up the steps of Peak View Hospital
as quickly as I can manage. I curse my luck as I hobble up the
steps. Why did I have to spend most of the day in the hospital
today of all days? Or better yet, why did Zander have to plan this
ill-advised trip to the mountains when I wasn’t capable of running
off after him? Grimacing as we mount the last few steps, I beg
Ketchup to stop.

“Just a second, I need to catch my breath.”

“Van,” Ketchup says, concern dripping from that
single word, “are you going to be able to do this? There’s going to
be a lot of emotional pain in there.”

I straighten up, trying to pretend I have more
strength than I do. “What choice do we have? They won’t let you or
Annabelle in without a family member, and I’m all you’ve got right
now.”

“I know, but…”

“But nothing. We don’t have to pass any of the
patient areas to get to the visitation room. I can do this,
Ketchup. I just need your help, okay?”

Ketchup puts his arm back around my waist and gets
me upright the rest of the way. “I’ll be there every second.”

I lean on Ketchup heavily until we round the corner
to the nurses’ station. Before anyone can see me, I put every ounce
of effort I can into walking the short distance on my own. I don’t
want to give them any reason not to let me see Oscar. I suffer
through the inevitable questions about my health from the nurses at
the desk.

Silently, I wish they would just go get my brother
and leave me be. I know they mean well, though, and normally, I
would be touched by their concern. Today, I just don’t have the
patience or fortitude to handle them. I’m thankful when they tell
me Oscar will be ready in a few minutes, and Ketchup discretely
helps me to a seat in the little waiting room.

Ketchup’s knee starts bouncing impatiently after
about two minutes. His eyes watch the hallway nonstop, waiting for
someone to come get us. I’m actually grateful for the chance to
rest. I’m going to need it to make it to Oscar. We wait a full ten
minutes before we’re finally given permission to head to the
visitation room. I stand on my own, and we slowly make our way to
find Oscar.

A case of nerves hit me as we near the door to the
visitation room. I haven’t been to see Oscar since getting out of
the hospital because I wasn’t in control of my hunger enough to
make the trip. Before that, he was left unshackled during our
visits since he was doing so well. What if something has changed?
It would be just my luck that Oscar has relapsed and will be carted
in and out in chains.

When Ketchup reaches for the door handle, I hold my
breath and fight against the urge to close my eyes. He swings the
door open and gives me a small tug to get me moving. I step
forward, trying to prepare for the worst. The screech of a metal
chair scraping over the hard floor makes me jump. My eyes snap to
the source to find Oscar standing behind the table, grinning.

“I’ve missed you, baby sister!” His hands tap
against the table anxiously. I feel myself getting more nervous as
his eyes dart back and forth between me and the doctor standing
across the room. I blink in surprise at his presence. We have
always been allowed private visitation time. My grandma demanded it
from the very beginning. The man says nothing, so I look back to
Oscar for an answer. Finally, Oscar’s eyes fix on me.

“They said, they said I could hug you if you said it
was okay.” His eyes jump back to the doctor. He watches Oscar, pen
in hand to make note of his behavior and my response. Oscar’s
fingers pick up the pace of their tapping. He looks back at me.
“Tell them. Tell them it’s okay so they can write it down. Tell
them, Van, please.”

I pull my gaze from Oscar and face the creepy doctor
watching us on the other side of the room. I try to look calm and
confident, saying, “It’s okay.”

The snap-snap of Oscar’s nails on the table draws my
eyes back to him. He’s nodding now, again and again.

“I told them it’s okay,” I say.

Oscar doesn’t step forward. He stands behind the
table, tapping incessantly on the surface. The noise is only making
my anxiety worse, so I take the first step and reach my hand out to
him. For a moment, he looks at my hand as if it is a foreign thing.
I am worried that this visit is not going to go as planned, but
suddenly, Oscar stops tapping and looks at me with calm, alert
eyes.

“Will I hurt you if I hug you?” he asks.

Possibly. I can only imagine the pain Oscar is
carrying around. I’m not about to deny him this, though. “No, I’ll
be okay.”

“Are you sure?”

I nod.

That’s all it takes to bring Oscar out from behind
the table to wrap his arms around me. The second he pulls me into
his embrace, I start crying. Startled, Oscar pulls back and the
doctor steps forward in a panic. I reach out for Oscar’s hand, but
I look toward the doctor first. “I’m okay,” I say quickly. “I’m
okay. I’m not hurt.”

“Are you sure, Miss Roth?” the doctor asks.

“I’m sure. Please, just give us a few minutes.”

He hesitates, but eventually steps out and closes
the door to give us a small amount of privacy. I turn back to Oscar
and smile. The pain he is carrying in his heart makes me ache, but
it’s different than I expected. I don’t know how to explain the
difference, but it’s something I haven’t felt before. It doesn’t
affect me the same way Grandma’s pain does.

“I hurt you, didn’t I?” Oscar asks sadly.

“No,” I tell him, “it just made me so happy to be
able to hug you again. I didn’t realize how much I have missed
that. You’ve always given the best hugs.”

With a sad smile, Oscar cradles me against his
chest. “I’ve missed giving you hugs, my little Nessie-girl.”

Slowly, we pull away from each other and I collapse
into a chair. I would have liked to have stayed hugging Oscar for a
little longer, but I’m quickly running out of stamina. Oscar
notices this and says, “That man, Chris, visited me and said there
was something odd about your hunger. I see what he means now. Your
hunger won’t stay put inside you where it belongs.”

“Uh, what?” Ketchup asks.

“Hunger should stay inside of you, feeding off what
it comes into contact with, but Van’s hunger keeps escaping,
touching people and tasting their emotions and pain.” He shakes his
head. “It’s not supposed to do that.”

“How can you tell that’s what my hunger is doing?” I
ask.

Oscar’s eyes narrow. “I can see it. It’s my gift,
but I don’t want David to know.”

Ketchup snorts. “Don’t worry, we’re not in the
business of telling him anything we don’t have to.”

I would love to ask Oscar more questions about his
gift and what’s going on with my hunger, but we’re running short on
time. If all goes well, we’ll have plenty of time to talk on the
way to rescue Zander. Keeping my voice low, I ask, “Oscar, if I
were to give you something small, could you hide it from the
doctors and orderlies until you got back to your room?”

“How small?”

“The size of a hospital ID badge.”

Oscar’s eyebrows rise as curiosity takes hold. “I
could hide that, but what do you expect me to do with it once I get
back to my room?”

“I expect you to escape and meet us behind the
hospital in twenty minutes. Zander has been captured by the Eroi,
and we need your help to get him back.” I hold my breath, waiting
for Oscar’s reaction. His volatile nature makes me wary even when
he’s doing so well.

Instead of lashing out at Zander for making a
mistake, Oscar only shakes his head. “I feared he would do
something like this.” Oscar folds his arms across his chest and
sits back in his chair. “Twenty minutes. I’ll be there.”

Ketchup and I glance at each other. I’m sure we’re
both wondering how Oscar is managing all of this so calmly. I’m
also wondering why Oscar doesn’t ask how to get out of the
hospital. Annabelle carefully scouted a route out when she was
here, and I have it memorized to repeat to Oscar. I struggle with
the thought that my oldest brother already knows exactly how to
escape this prison. Why hasn’t he chosen to use this knowledge
before now? I try not to ponder the whys of anything Oscar does too
deeply.

Settling back into his chair, Ketchup looks across
the table at Oscar. “This will be a ten-hour round trip, not
counting however long it takes to actually get Zander back. Aren’t
they going to miss you here?”

A quick shrug from Oscar doesn’t really answer the
question. Ketchup keeps his gaze pinned to Oscar until he finally
responds. “I have friends. It will be taken care of.”

“I can’t help notice how mellow you are about all of
this,” I say.

Laughing a sick, twisted laugh, Oscar’s eyes darken.
“If you were locked up in here, you’d spend a lot of time planning
your escape, too. Trust me, everything will be fine.”

Oscar stands up then, and motions for me to do the
same. I follow his lead, meeting him at the side of the table. When
Oscar reaches out for a hug, he mumbles, “Put the card in your
hand.”

Casually, I pull the card of out my jeans pocket.
Before I can even think of what to do next, Oscar pulls me into a
hug and the card is gone. He cuts the hug short and looks down at
me with more clarity than I have seen in his eyes in years.
“Goodbye, Nessie-girl. I’ll see you next week. Tell Zander and
Grandma that I’m doing better, okay?”

“Uh, okay. I will.”

Oscar reaches across me and shakes Ketchup’s hand.
Immediately after their hands part, Oscar walks over to the door
the doctors are standing behind. It’s hard to pull my eyes away
from him. He’s so much like the Oscar I once knew, the one I grew
up playing with in the backyard and staying up late with when we
weren’t supposed to. Ketchup’s firm tug finally gets me moving as I
watch Oscar disappear into the patient side of the hospital.

“We’ll see him soon,” Ketchup whispers as he pulls
me out into the hallway. I follow him slowly, partly because of the
pain, but also because my mind is not thinking about the path I
need to take to get back outside.

Most of my visits with Oscar are disturbing in one
way or another. Sometimes it’s the yelling that gets me. Other
times, it’s the violence he tries to let loose. I shake my head,
realizing those had become the norm. I would have been less weirded
out by him going off on an anger fueled rant about liars than I am
right now.

He was so reasonable! Not even hearing that Zander
had gone off and gotten himself captured by the Eroi got under his
skin. He was calm, levelheaded, and decisive. Even before Oscar was
carted off in handcuffs, he was never like that. As long as I can
remember, Oscar has had a temper, an unbending sense of what is
right, and a volatile personality. There were times Oscar would
spent hours sitting with me, coloring or playing dolls. There were
other times, though, that I was scared to be around him. I knew he
would never purposely hurt me. It was becoming collateral damage
during one of his fits that gave me concern.

My strength is flagging as we reach the steps down
to the parking lot. Ever watchful, Ketchup scoops me into his arms
and carries me the rest of the way to where Annabelle is waiting in
Zander’s truck. He sets me down in the seat and hurriedly climbs in
after.

“How did it go?” Annabelle asks. “Is Oscar going to
meet us behind the building?”

Ketchup shakes his head. “It went surprisingly well.
We didn’t even have to tell him how to get out. He was already
prepared.”

“Oh,” Annabelle says, “well that’s good… I
think.”

“Good or bad, he’s about to escape,” I say. “We
better get back there.”

Nodding, Annabelle backs out of the parking space
and drives casually toward the rear of the building. She pulls into
an area marked for loading equipment. All of our eyes go to a set
of double doors. Even though Oscar never asked us how to get out,
Annabelle was confident that her route was the only viable one
available. Oscar would undoubtedly emerge in the same place.

Several minutes pass with no one emerging from the
doors. Worry creeps into my voice as I say, “Maybe we should have
gone over the route with him.”

“He seemed to already know,” Ketchup says slowly,
“but maybe…”

The sound of knuckles rapping on the window makes
everyone jump. I gasp and come pretty close to fainting when
Oscar's head pops into view on the passenger’s side—the opposite of
where we expected him to approach.

“Where did you come from?” I demand as he climbs
into the backseat. “You were supposed to come through those double
doors over there.”

Oscar wrinkles his nose. “What? No, no. They get
deliveries for the kitchen on Saturday afternoons. I would have
been seen.”

“How…?” Annabelle starts.

“I know the hospital better than you ever will,
Little Annie,” Oscar says distractedly. He buckles his seatbelt and
pulls it tight across his chest. When he looks up, he seems
confused. “Why aren’t we moving? The Eroi aren’t treating Zander to
a spa day. Let’s get a move on.”

Annabelle shakes herself. “Uh, yeah. Of course.”

As Annabelle steers Zander’s beast of a truck around
the back of the building, a large, refrigerated truck passes by us.
It honestly scares me a little to know that Oscar was right. The
look that passes between Annabelle and Ketchup says I’m not the
only one. Looking toward the backseat, I start to ask Oscar a
question, but he cuts me off before I can.

“Wake me when we get there. It’s been a long time
since I’ve slept without being locked in a small room.” Having said
that, Oscar leans his head back against the headrest and closes his
eyes. Ten seconds later, he’s breathing deeply. He looks so
peaceful. If I didn’t know better, I would say he was comfortably
resting on a plush mattress, complete with a down pillow.

Nobody says anything as Annabelle drives. Our minds
are filled with concern and worry, and more than a few questions,
but everyone seems content to process everything that has happened
in silence for now. For myself, my thoughts keep bouncing back and
forth between trying to figure out how we are going to get Zander
back from the Eroi and whether or not this sudden change in Oscar
is exactly what it seems. Those thoughts follow me even after I
fall asleep from exhaustion.

“Wake up,” a voice says suddenly as a hand shakes my
shoulder. My eyes flutter open, only to squint shut against the
light shining through the front windshield. I raise a hand to
shield my face in time for someone to yank my door open.

“Vanessa Roth?” a hulking form demands.

“What’s going on?” I ask, my hand reaching behind me
for Ketchup.

Annabelle slowly kills the engine and removes the
keys from the ignition. Her hands tremble as she sets them in her
lap. “It’s the Eroi,” she says quietly. “They boxed us in as soon
as we entered the canyon.”

Turning back to the Eroi holding my door open, I
look him in the eye with fear and determination. “Yes, I’m Vanessa
Roth, and I’ve come for my brother.”

 



Chapter Twenty-Nine: For
A Price

 (Zander)

 


Pain shoots across my shoulders as I am thrown to
the ground. Blinking, I try to clear the haze from my eyes and mind
alike. The dull ache of their rough treatment is overpowered by the
sharp pain just below my right collarbone. I lift my head to look
at the spot and am only mildly surprised to see a tufted dart
sticking out of my jacket. Reaching up, I yank it out of my body
and let it fall from my fingers.

I try to pick myself up to sitting, but several
pairs of hands yank me up into a chair first. Expecting shackles, I
brace myself to resist. After ten seconds, I pick my head up,
blinking again and again as I search for something that will help
me. The stark, concrete room holds nothing I can make use of. It
holds nothing at all except me on a chair next to a table and a
fierce woman with severe black hair tied back in a ponytail.

“Alexander Roth,” her sharp voice says, “I must say,
we weren’t expecting you.”

“Zander,” I croak.

She nods, or at least I think she nods. I can’t see
properly enough to tell. “Okay then, Zander.” She takes a step
closer, but stays well out of my immediate reach. “I only have one
question for you.”

I rub my eyes with half-numb fingers and look back
up at her. “And what question is that?”

“Did you come here for Ivy, or because you’ve
learned the truth about your precious Godlings?”

Her question inspires a million more in my mind, but
they can wait. This woman wants an answer, and I intend to give her
one. Blinking a few more times, the fuzziness finally retreats and
I meet her gaze clearly. She waits expectantly and I don’t let her
down.

“Neither.”

She tries not to show any surprise, but the
split-second hitch in her breathing gives her away. “Do tell, then.
Why did you come here, knowing you would be caught?”

“I came to ask you for help, to protect my sister
from David.”

The woman’s mouth curls up into a pleased smile. “So
you have learned the truth about the Godlings.”

“No,” I argue, “not all of it, anyway. I know enough
to understand that David won’t protect my sister if my grandmother
dies.”

The woman shakes her head. “No, he won’t. David’s
only interests are in protecting himself and gaining as much power
as possible. He hates the Eroi and will stop at nothing to destroy
us.”

“I can’t imagine why,” I snarl at her. Her superior
attitude frustrates me to no end. I despise David, but I also
understand where his anger at the Eroi comes from.

The woman’s left hand twitches, a
subtle sign that I have struck a nerve. Her face, however, remains
impassive. “You are referring to the Richiamos sent after David.” She
doesn’t ask it as a question, but rather as a statement. “You seem
to believe we are wrong in wanting to destroy the Godling
Assassins, yet you come to us for help.”

“I wasn’t thrilled about my options,” I growl, “and
you’re wrong about what the Godlings are. We aren’t assassins.”

“No!” the woman snaps, spinning
around to face me. “You
are wrong, Zander. You have no idea what the
Godlings are. You’ve spent a few months under the care of David,
and you think that makes you knowledgeable? You admitted only a few
minutes ago that you don’t know the truth about the Godlings!
You’re too foolish and naïve to see what they are turning you
into!”

Pushing away from the chair, I stalk over to her.
There is fear in her eyes, but she faces me squarely. “The Godlings
are training soldiers, soldiers to fight a war they’ve been
fighting for centuries! Neither side is innocent. You may not agree
with their way of life, but you’re no better. You sent a young girl
to her death! You brainwashed her into believing her life was the
price to save the world. Then you sent her into the hands of the
Godlings, just so you could confirm your suspicions about your
target, and send in an Eroi death squad! Who are you to tell me
you’re right and they’re wrong?”

The woman takes a step back from my hulking anger,
her eyes never leaving mine. “You have no idea why we sent Ivy
after your family, and you have no idea what David has been
training you to become.” She crosses her arms over her chest, but
the air of superiority she walked in with has been replaced with
grim reality.

“Why should I believe anything you tell me?” I
demand.

The woman walks over to the wall and presses a
button I hadn’t noticed before. The soft whoosh of a door opening
sounds behind me, but I keep my eyes on the woman. She turns back
to face me and says, “I can see that words will not convince you of
anything, nor will they convince me that you aren’t a spy for
David. Actions, Zander, speak much louder than words. You prove to
me that you are not the killer I think you are, and I will prove to
you that you’re on the wrong side.”

“What do you…?”

Her presence hits me like a semi straight to the
chest. I fall to my knees halfway through turning around. The
intoxicating taste of her presence seeps into my body, strangling
my willpower and cutting free my hunger in a rush of animalistic
fury. I launch forward, catching her throat in my hands and pinning
her against the wall before I can even blink, let alone think. The
red flushing in her flawless skin screams at me to pull my hand
away, but my hunger has taken full control of me.

“Fight it, Zander,” Ivy gasps.

The sound of her voice snaps one
minuscule strand of the control my hunger has over me. I look into
her eyes, shocked by the change I see there. The image that has
haunted me for months was of the twisted glee bright in her
features before she pushed my hunger over the edge. Now there is
begging, pleading for me to hold onto my control and spare her life.

I am so startled by this unexpected turn that it
overpowers my raging hunger for a brief second. It is only a flash,
but it is enough to give me a chance to take control. Whoever that
woman is, she is convinced that David is the source of all she
believes is evil, but his harsh training is the only thing that
saves me.

My eyes close as I draw in the pain and anguish
radiating off Ivy’s body. The effort it takes to shove it deep
inside my center and store it away draws a strangled scream from my
body. Every second I feed, my hunger screams at me to consume more,
to not only feed off what Ivy is offering, but to cause more harm,
to kill her and make her pay for everything she has done. My free
hand slams into the concrete wall, snapping bones and severing the
control my hunger had taken at the first taste of Ivy. I peel my
fingers away from her throat and collapse to the ground as Ivy
stumbles away from me.

Rolling onto my back, I cradle my broken hand as it
mends quickly. I want to close my eyes and disappear, along with my
view of this box. The desire to run and spare myself from ever
having to face Ivy again nearly overpowers every other thought in
my mind. Before I can give in, images of Van being forced to commit
unspeakable acts under David’s control shatters those dreams.

Slowly, I shake out my healed hand and pull myself
up to my feet. I can still taste Ivy from where she is huddled on
the opposite side of the room, but I am in control enough now to
resist the urge to charge over and destroy her. I turn away from
Ivy and face the woman who promised me answers.

“Well done, Zander,” she says. She projects
confidence, but she can’t hide the tremor in her fingers.

“Your turn,” I growl.

The woman tosses something to me, and instinct alone
makes me snatch it out of the air. The dark screen of a cell phone
stares up at me when I uncurl my fingers from its shell. The
questions form on my lips, but I hold them back and turn on the
phone instead.

Images pop up on the screen the second I unlock the
phone. David’s face draws my eyes immediately. There is no trace of
his usual condescending expressions. This photo shows him smiling
and looking professional in his tailored suit. My eyes only focus
on the image for a moment before I realize it is a small part of a
larger article.

David Vidor, the elusive CEO of Century Force
Securities, sat down with reporter Harold Cline for a rare
interview about his company’s recent activities oversees.

“What is this?” I demand.

The woman approaches me slowly. “Where did you think
David gets all of his funding, not to mention political sway? Being
a Godling alone is not lucrative. Not unless you put the strength
and healing abilities to use out on the battlefield. For a
price.”

My eyes scan the rest of the article, cataloging
details like military contracts, private security details, and
mercenary work. This company, apparently headed up by David,
practically guarantees they’re capable of fulfilling any mission
offered to them. The reporter points out their astounding success
rate and nearly nonexistent casualty numbers right on the heels of
targeted questions about the groups’ questionable morality. When
the reporter asks about an out-of-the-way training compound, David
shuts him down immediately. The reporter attempts to corner David
with claims about enlisting underage persons into his training
programs, but David passes it off as a military-style boarding
school for troubled youth.

I stare at the phone in disgust, but not ready to
roll over for the Eroi. I toss the phone back to the woman. “This
doesn’t prove he’s training assassins. All it proves is that David
is using the innate powers every Godling has to run a profitable
business. If you’re going to hang a sign around his neck
proclaiming him to be evil just for that, you’d have to wage war
against every major business owner in the country.”

“We’re not concerned with David’s people acting as
bodyguards for civilian contractors involved in the wars in the
Middle East,” the woman says. She walks closer to me and hands me
back the phone. “If that was all he was doing, we’d be happy to
leave him be.”

My scoff makes it pretty clear how much I believe
her. The woman presses a button on her phone and swipes to unlock
the screen. The same article featuring David comes up, but her
finger glides across the screen, revealing a new image. I stare at
the man’s face, searching for some hint of recognition. When I
can’t find any, I look up at the woman.

She sees my confusion, but she doesn’t answer right
away. Instead, she swipes her finger again. Another newspaper
article pops up, describing the death of the man in the photo. The
article calls his death an assassination. I still don’t see how
this proves anything until I scroll down the article and catch
sight of something that stops me cold.

The photo is slightly out of focus. It was something
snapped by a bystander taking photos of the marketplace while on
vacation. He had no idea that the man in front of him was about to
die. He also had no idea that he snapped his picture just as the
assassin raised his gun. Fury rises in my chest as I stare at a
photo of Chris pointing a gun at the man’s head.

Witnesses describe the brazen actions of the
assassin, expressing confusion after the fact at how he was able to
get away so quickly once he took down his target. I think back to
countless hours in the training facility at the compound, watching
young Godlings like myself learn to feed on pain and store it as
energy to boost our already heightened physical abilities.

The shell of the phone creaks in my grip. The woman
forcibly plucks it from my hand. “That man in the photo was one of
our top operatives. He was tracking the Godlings movements in
Sudan. Somehow, they found out who he was and took him out.” She
slips the phone back into her pocket. “I have dozens of similar
articles, Zander. David sends his troops out under the guise of
peacekeepers, but they are slowly picking off the Eroi one by
one.”

The twisting, wrenching feeling in
my stomach stokes my rage. I struggle not to lose my focus and
reason for being here. “How is that any different from what you’re
doing?” I snarl. “You send out Richiamos, teenagers you practically
stole from their families and brainwashed for your own purposes, to
kill Godlings who’ve done nothing to harm you! How are you any
better than David?”

“Godlings who have done nothing?” the woman snaps.
“Do not stand here and tell me you or your brother were innocent.
Oscar murdered your parents. You murdered your girlfriend, Lisa.
Neither one of you were innocent, and you know it!”

“What happened to Lisa was an accident!”

“Possibly,” she concedes, “but there is no defense
for your brother.”

I press my hands against my head in frustration. “He
lost control when he found out our parents lied to us about what we
were.” I shake my head. “We tried. We aren’t monsters like you’re
trying to say we are. And Van… Van is innocent. She’s never done
anything but help people.”

The woman leans against the table and says, “We are
well aware of what Van has done for her friends. Your sister is the
only reason we didn’t kill you sooner.”

“What?” I ask. “How long have you known about
us?”

“We’ve known about you your entire
life, and we were happy to leave you alone, outside the influence
of the Godlings, until you and your brother started killing
people.” The woman pushes away from the table and stalks over to
me. “You want to stand here accusing us of being the killers even
after I’ve offered you proof about what the Godlings really are,
but you seem to be forgetting something, Zander. You came here
asking us for
help.”

“I had no other choice,” I say, barely managing to
keep my voice civil.

“Have your choices gotten any better after having
listened to me?” she asks.

My fingers curl into fists. She knows she has me
with my back to the wall. “No.”

“We will protect your sister…”

“But you want something in return, right?”

The woman smiles. “It’s not every day we get the
chance to turn a Godling.”

“You’re just as bad as they are,” I snap.

Marching right up next to me, the woman presses a
finger to my chest. “You will have one chance to negotiate for your
sister’s safety. I suggest you don’t waste it. You can either agree
to give us information on the Godlings, or you can take your
chances trying to escape.” She presses one finger to her ear, and
then looks back at me with steely eyes. “If you’re having a hard
time deciding, I would highly encourage you to turn around and see
what refusal will cost you.”

My eyes close as I slowly turn to face the door,
knowing exactly what I will see. Blood hides in my core, turning my
hands cold. I open my eyes and feel my legs go weak at the sight of
Van held captive with a gun pointed straight at her head.

 



Chapter Thirty:
Gone

 (Zander)

 


The desire to run to my sister and snatch her away
from this place is almost too much to resist. It’s the guns that
stop me. “Are you okay?” I demand.

“I’m fine,” Van says shakily. “They didn’t hurt
us.”

Us. It takes me a moment to even process that Van
isn’t alone. My eyes drift slowly over to Ketchup, who looks
understandably furious and terrified. A subdued movement draws my
eyes next to Annabelle. Her normally gentle eyes are fiery as she
bristles at being held captive. I almost stop there, but something
directs my gaze upward. I freeze in surprise.

“Oscar? What are you doing
here?” How did they even get him
out? I wonder silently.
And why does he look so bored?

“Little Annie thought they would need backup to
break you out of here,” he says with a surprisingly mild tone of
voice. “Obviously, she didn’t expect an armed escort to meet us at
the base of the canyon like I did. Oh well, I was happy for the
field trip either way. It suits my purposes just fine.”

Not sure what to make of Oscar’s presence or his
blasé attitude… or his purposes, whatever those may be, I turn my
focus back to Van. An apology forms on my lips. I want to tell her
I’m sorry for dragging her into this mess, but my words fall away
as I realize there was no avoiding this, especially not after
learning about David’s true work. There is no way I could have run
from David for long with the assets he has.

The sharp click of the woman’s heels on the concrete
floor electrifies my frustration. I spin around to face her before
she gets too close to me. The pleased look on her face pulls my
hands into fists. If she notices my agitation, she doesn’t show
it.

“It’s time to make your choice, Zander.”

“It’s not much of a choice knowing you’ll kill us
all if I say no.”

“What?” Van squeaks behind me. I hear her struggling
against her captor and turn around swiftly to warn her to stay put.
A gesture from the woman causes the guards to stand down and
holster their weapons. Their hands stay ready to pull them at the
slightest provocation, though.

Van lurches away from the Eroi guards, looking
slightly wobbly, but strong enough. She marches over to me and
points at the woman. “Who are you, and what choice are you talking
about?”

I’m surprised by the quick smile the woman flashes
Van. There is even a hint of respect. It makes no sense until I
recall her earlier comment about knowing Van’s dedication to
helping people. She steps forward and says, “My name is Isolde
Zara. I am in charge of this compound, and I am offering your
brother the only way out of here alive.”

“And what are you asking for in return?” Van
demands.

“Information.”

Van folds her arms and glares at Isolde. “You want
us to inform to you about the Godlings? What makes you think we
know anything you don’t? We’ve been a part of their psychotic
little clan for all of a few months, and it wasn’t by choice. We
have way more questions than answers.”

“Yes,” Isolde says, “but if you continue in their
ranks and prove your trustworthiness, eventually, you will have all
the answers we seek.”

Scoffing, Van says, “What on earth would ever make
you think David would trust us—wildlings—enough to tell us anything
important?”

Isolde smiles, a frigid upturn of
her lips. “David Vidor trusts only one thing, my dear Vanessa.
Power. And you and your siblings have more power than David has
ever seen. He will pull you into his elite ranks, and he will give you the highest clearance
and all the answers you could ever want.”

“If he trusts us enough. If not, he’ll kill us to
contain a threat,” I counter.

Turning and taking a step toward the table, Isolde
faces us again once she reaches it. Her blue eyes could freeze
fire. “Then I suggest you do whatever it takes to make sure David
trusts you absolutely.”

I hate the idea of putting Van’s life in this
woman’s hands. She is no doubt as twisted as David, but I have some
hope that her admiration for Van will impact her decisions when it
comes to protecting her. I have argued with Isolde, but we both
know what my decision will be. I wouldn’t have come here in the
first place if I wasn’t willing to make the sacrifice she demands.
There is precious little I would not give up to save my sister’s
life, and Isolde knows it.

Even still, this is Van’s decision as well. Stepping
in front of Van, I glare at Isolde. “I need a minute to discuss
this with my siblings.”

Smiling, because she knows she has already won,
Isolde nods. The click of her heels on the floor echoes through the
room as she steps away from us and toward the guards blocking the
exit. As she retreats, Ketchup, Oscar, and Annabelle crowd in
around Van and me. Our voices are low as we discuss the
inevitable.

“Van,” I say, “I will do whatever it takes to
protect you. I don’t like allying myself with these people, but I
don’t know what else to do at this point. If you don’t want to do
this, though, we’ll find another way.”

I look over at Annabelle, but she is quiet, her eyes
downcast.

Van bites at her bottom lip. “We can’t fight our way
out of here.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Oscar says, sighing as if this
whole ordeal is beneath him. “I’m feeling pretty confident about
our chances.”

Everyone’s eyes drift up toward Oscar. They look
away just as quickly. Yeah, like we’re all going to trust the
opinion of the guy who just escaped from a mental hospital. I don’t
doubt my brother’s strength or power, just his relationship with
reality.

“If you’re working for both,” Ketchup says, “and
both of them are promising answers, maybe we’ll finally figure out
which one of them, if any, are the good guys. If not, we’ll at
least know more than we do now.”

Van frowns and winds her hand around Ketchup’s. “I
hate to say it, but I think you’re right.” She looks up at me and
says, “Make the deal.”

I nod, and everyone slowly straightens.

Isolde, who has been watching us closely, motions
for her guards to follow her. She walks the short distance back to
where we are standing, folding her hands in front of her body. “I
trust you are all in agreement?”

“Well,” Oscar says drily, “I’m on a day trip from
the mental institution, and I have no contact with David or any
other Godlings for that matter, but sure, we’re all in. I just
wouldn’t count on me being much help.”

“I’m sure you’ll do your best,” Isolde says as she
pats Oscar’s cheek.

In a flash, Oscar snatches her hand away from his
face and holds it between them. His twisted grin makes her visibly
flinch. “Ever seen those signs about not feeding the bears?” he
says, still smiling his disturbing smile. “Replace feed with touch
and we’ll get along much better.” He flicks her hand away from him.
“I’m the bear, just in case you didn’t catch that.”

“Yes,” Isolde says stiffly, “I caught that.”

Oscar winks. “Good.”

Stepping away from Oscar, she turns back to face the
rest of us. She takes the phone containing the pictures and
newspaper articles from her pocket. Immediately on edge, my fingers
twitch. Van doesn’t need to know everything on that phone just yet.
I don’t relish the idea of keeping something from my sister, but I
know playing double agent is going to be difficult enough for her
as it is. If she finds out Chris, the man who has spent day and
night helping her control her new hunger, who helped her dress and
undress at the hospital, is a cold-blooded killer, she’ll never be
able to face him without revealing herself.

Isolde is too sly not to catch my reaction. Her eyes
narrow at my response, but she wisely chooses not to comment.
Instead, she holds the phone out to me. “I will personally manage
this arrangement. This phone is a direct line to me.” Her eyes dart
over to Van before settling back on me. “Use it however you feel it
will best benefit our deal.”

Van’s face scrunches a bit at that last comment, but
I understand her clearly. Taking the phone, I slip it into the
pocket of my jacket. I am about to ask if we can get the hell out
of here now, when Van reaches for the table, looking exhausted.
Ketchup is at her side in an instant. He catches sight of the chair
I was sitting in on the other side of the table and starts leading
her to it. Halfway there, Van starts shaking uncontrollably.

“Van, what’s going on?” Ketchup demands.

Van raises her head high enough to
glare at the opposite side of the room. Her eyes are literally
glowing with unrestrained hunger. “What is she doing here?” Van
growls.

A frenzied burst of strength pulls her right out of
Ketchup’s grip. Oscar and I both launch ourselves after Van.
Isolde’s guards charge forward as well, but Oscar reaches her first
and wraps her up in a massive bear hug. Screaming and kicking, Van
struggles to get out of his grip and tear Ivy apart. Knowing that
Oscar will be able to keep control of her, my eyes dart over to Ivy
standing in the corner of the room with wide eyes.

She was tucked away so still and quiet, clear across
the room, that I forgot she was even there, and so did my hunger. I
stare at her now, fighting my own hunger. The feel of someone’s
hand sliding into mine makes me jump and tears my eyes away from
Ivy.

Annabelle looks up at me with fearful eyes. I want
to reassure her, but slowly, my gaze slides back to Ivy. I am not
prepared for the brokenhearted expression plastered across her
face.

Suddenly, a million questions are racing through my
mind, but before I can voice even a single one, Isolde’s guards
crash past me and drag Ivy out of the room. I spin around and take
a step toward her. Annabelle’s grip crushes my hand, holding me
back as she pleads, “Zander, no.”

I rip my hand out of hers and take a step forward.
Isolde blocks my path with a cold expression that leaves no room
for bargaining. “Our deal is made. You and your siblings are
excused.” She steps back, opening the way to the door. “I will be
in touch very soon, and I expect you to have something useful for
me.”

Isolde’s eyes pass over everyone, stopping on
Oscar’s only briefly before darting away. She looks back at me and
says, “I hope I don’t have to remind you that backing out of this
deal is not an option. We know everything about you. Running won’t
get you far at all.”

With that, she stalks out of the room, her guards
staying behind to act as our escort. None of us are interested in
staying a moment longer than necessary. Oscar easily sweeps Van
into his arms and together, we walk out of the compound feeling
heavy, but harboring a sliver of hope. It is a strange thing to be
turned loose by the Eroi. Everyone is silent, burdened by their own
thoughts, as we make the trip home.

I roll to a stop behind Peak View Hospital, bracing
myself for the fight I know is coming. The click of the rear door
closing snaps my attention behind me. For a brief moment, I hope it
is just Oscar making things easy, but I feel my heart stop as I see
his sleeping form and realize Annabelle is gone.
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Chapter One:
Gone

(Zander)

 


The terror of being captured by the Eroi will be
nothing compared to the horror of David’s wrath. Making a deal with
the proverbial devil pales in comparison to what David will make us
do as penance for betraying him. Our deaths won’t be the cost of
our choices. Slavery will be.

All because of one girl.

Zander’s panicked words ring in my ears as I take
them in. Gone? How can she be gone? Movement from Ketchup in the
backseat makes me flinch. Oscar stretches next to him, his eyes
rolling open slowly, as if Zander’s shouting was beneath him.

“Did Little Orphan Annie run away
when you weren’t looking?” Oscar asks lazily.

Zander immediately bristles at the nickname, but
Ketchup just blinks in confusion. He looks from Oscar to Zander.
“What happened to Annabelle?”

“She’s gone,” Zander
snaps.

Ketchup’s eyes dart to the space next to Oscar where
she was sitting before we all fell asleep. “What do you
mean—gone?”

“I mean she took off!” Zander’s
fingers strangle the steering wheel, making it groan under the
pressure. “I was about to wake up Oscar and send him back into the
hospital when I heard the door close. I thought it was Oscar, at
first, but when I looked back there, Annabelle was
gone.”

“I’m not going back to the
hospital,” Oscar interjects. His bored expression is strangely
convincing, yet the steel underlying the casual tone makes it
obvious we’re in for a fight.

“We’ll discuss that later,” I say
before a fight can erupt. Gently, I push myself up to face the
others more squarely. Pain ripples through my worn-out body and,
for the millionth time since my stupid hunger decided to show up
full force, I curse being a Godling. Biting back the pain and fear
alike, I look at Zander. My voice is trembling by the time I
finally find the strength to speak. “Why would she run away? I
thought she was all in on this plan.”

“She was!” He shakes his
head.

The confusion and doubt are clearly eating him up.
Ketchup and I share a look. We’re right there with Zander on the
confusion, but outweighing it is straight-up fear. Everything we
just went through will be for nothing if Annabelle double-crosses
us. My hands start shaking. She knows everything—about the deal we
made with the Eroi to spy on the Godlings in exchange for my safety
and where the Eroi compound is… where Ivy is.

I try to understand, but I can’t. “How could she do
this to us?” I demand, my voice suddenly gaining strength.

“We don’t know if she’s done
anything,” Zander says. His body language says something entirely
different. Uncertainty is crushing him.

“Why else would she run if not to
tell David everything that just happened?” Ketchup snaps. “Wake up,
Zander! Your girlfriend just betrayed us to the Godlings! This
feels a little too familiar, doesn’t it?”

Zander’s head starts shaking back and forth. “No.
No, she wouldn’t. She doesn’t trust David any more than we do. She
wants to get away from him, too.”

“Is that what she told you?”
Ketchup demands.

The anger coming off him in waves stirs my hunger,
begging it to lap up his fear and act. Focusing becomes difficult.
Somewhere in the distance, I can hear Zander and Ketchup arguing
about Annabelle, but the words don’t penetrate my rising hunger. My
fingers dig into the seat cushion as I try to restrain myself. The
full-body ache that has plagued me for weeks intensifies, tempting
me to gather in my hunger and make Annabelle pay for running.

Suddenly, Oscar’s hand clamps down on my shoulder.
His harsh grip is enough to momentarily grab my attention, but he
isn’t looking at me. Instead, he is focused on Zander and Ketchup.
“If you two want to keep arguing, by all means, go ahead. Just
don’t blame me when Van turns your girl-squabble into a
bloodbath.”

They both blink, and then turn to look at me. I
don’t know what I look like, barely holding onto rational thought
as I fight against my hunger, but they both freeze. Their anger
drops away in an instant. I gasp, as if I have just come up from
drowning, and fall back against my seat.

“Now,” Oscar says, his eerie calm
making everyone shiver, “I suggest we discuss this situation
rationally, or I will simply let Van loose on Annabelle and see
what shakes out.”

“She’s not going to betray us,”
Zander says though clenched teeth.

“Then why would she run?” Ketchup
demands.

The tension between them renews, the fear and anger
from a moment ago rising quickly. I fight to keep control.
Breathing like Chris taught me, I listen with only half my
attention.

“Annabelle would never do that to
me,” Zander defends. “She promised she was with us, no matter
what.”

“She’s also a Godling.” Ketchup
folds his arms across his chest. “None of them can be
trusted.”

Zander’s shoulders pull together tightly. “She’s
different.”

“That’s what she wants you to
believe, and we all know how good a judge of character you are,”
Ketchup snaps. “She’s probably been playing you this whole time!
Why would she come here, if not on David’s orders?”

The pain pulsing out of Zander right now stabs into
me. My breath catches, and I double over. I want to comfort Zander,
but only to get rid of the pain. I fear Ketchup is right, and
Zander has made a horrible mistake in trusting Annabelle. My hands
fumble for the door, and I nearly fall out of the truck.

Doors pop open around me as Zander and Ketchup
scramble out of the truck, but I stumble away from them. “Stop,” I
bark sharply. “Get away from me!”

They both slow, not seeming to know what to do. Both
of them want to help, but neither can calm themselves enough to get
near me without stirring my hunger. I lean against a nearby
dumpster and take a deep breath. Instantly, I regret that move.
Foul odors seep into my lungs, and I break into a fit of coughing.
A moment later, I nearly jump out of my skin when a hand touches my
shoulder.

“Relax,” Oscar says. “I sent them
back to the truck.” His casual tone matches his slack posture. I
shake my head, unable to understand how he can stay so calm about
this.

“Oscar, we have to do something.”
I push away from the dumpster slowly. “We can’t let Annabelle tell
David anything.”

Nodding slowly, Oscar stares at nothing.

His silence only irritates me, and the weight of his
hand on my shoulder is killing me. Shoving his arm away, I look up
at him in exasperation. “What are we going to do?”

“What isn’t the
question.”

I groan in frustration. We do not have time for
riddles! “Then what is the question?” I demand.

“Who should do it,” he
says.

I stare up at him, wanting to shake my head. “Do
what?”

“Kill Annabelle.”

“What?” I shriek.

Oscar looks over at me, his face wrinkled in a
perplexed expression. “It’s the only way to ensure her silence.
Protecting you is more important than anything else, Nessie
Girl.”

“Worth killing?”

“Of course,” Oscar says. He stares
at me like I am being intentionally thick. I shrink back as I get
the impression that this is not the first time he’s come to this
conclusion. Thoughts of my parents, of their bodies lying in their
caskets, fill my mind for just a moment before I firmly shove the
memories and the tears away.

“Oscar,” I say slowly, “let’s not
jump to murder right away. How about we focus on finding her,
first?”

He shrugs, like it doesn’t really matter. Maybe he
doesn’t think debating about it does matter, because it will end
the same, either way. I sigh, knowing this could go bad very
quickly. The last thing we need are the cops showing up to find
Oscar not in the hospital and the rest of us standing around a dead
redhead.

“We need to go to her apartment,”
Oscar says, startling me.

“You really think she’d go there?”
I ask. “It’s the first place we’d look.”

Oscar turns to look at me slowly. “If she’s
innocent, that’s exactly where she’ll run.” He turns away and
stares back out at the parking lot. “If she’s the liar I suspect
she is, she’s already on her way to David.”

“Or on the phone with him,” I
admit. She doesn’t have to search for David. He’s only a few taps
away.

“There’s nothing we can do but run
if she’s already betrayed us,” Oscar says.

“Run where?” I shake my head,
terrified that may be our only option. “David will find us, no
matter where we go. That’s why we haven’t run already. He has
unlimited resources, a Godling army, and who knows what
else.”

Oscar scoffs. “David only thinks he’s unstoppable.
Killing or imprisoning us will not be as easy as he believes.”

I force myself to keep my eyes turned down. Part of
me wants to see what is hiding behind Oscar’s eyes that make him so
sure of that, but I’m too afraid of what I’ll find to look. There
were many times Oscar disappeared between the time of his hunger
erupting and his arrest. I was not allowed to see my parents’
bodies until the funeral, and I was never once shown a photograph
of the crime scene, or even allowed back into our house. I didn’t
need to see any of that to know Oscar’s power runs deeper than he
lets on. Even still, I can’t help doubt his surety that he could
outrun David. He hasn’t seen everything I have. He doesn’t
understand David’s obsession. All he understands is his own
abilities, and I just don’t think that’s enough to go on this
time.

Before Oscar started losing his mind, we were very
close. Closer than Zander and I are now. We weren’t supposed to
intentionally stir our hunger, or attempt to use our power in any
way unless we absolutely had to, but other people’s rules have
never meant as much to Oscar as his own warped sense of right and
wrong. He never attempted to hurt me. In fact, most of what he did
made me laugh, or watch in awe. He could climb anything, jump from
any height, do a million impossible things that he only ever showed
me, and I loved it. That doesn’t mean I didn’t see the potential to
cause pain… a lot of pain.

“Are you under control?” Oscar
asks.

“Yeah, I think so.”

Oscar nods. “I suppose we should get going then. Not
that rushing really makes a difference.”

“Uh, how do you figure that?” I
ask as I shuffle back toward the car. To my mind, finding Annabelle
and figuring out why she ran is pretty time sensitive.

Oscar and I reach the truck, but he doesn’t open the
door right away. Instead, he says, “Because she’s made her choice.
Either we’ll find her at her apartment, scared and lost, or she’s
already in David’s pocket. If it’s the former, she’s not going
anywhere.”

“And if it’s the second one?” I
ask.

“Then David is already mobilizing
against us. Running won’t do any good.”

“But, I thought you said all we
could do was run if David comes after us.”

Oscar blinks. “It would be the wiser choice, but not
the most satisfying one.” His lips part in a vicious grimace. “I
dislike being hunted even more than being locked up.”

“So, you’re planning to do what?”
I ask. Two full-strength, but severely undertrained Godlings, one
half-crippled Godling girl, and one human boy do not make for good
odds against David.

I half expect something profound to come out of
Oscar’s mouth, though I don’t know why. It should be no surprise
when he says, “I plan to kill David.”

I don’t bother to ask how he intends to do that. I
don’t want to know.

Oscar helps me back into the truck, and I breathe a
sigh of relief at the mellowed atmosphere. I fear it won’t last
long, so I immediately start breathing and focusing. Oscar’s
muffled voice stays on the periphery of my hearing as he lays out
what we will do next, regardless of what anyone else wants.

Everything is so black and white for Oscar. Lying is
unacceptable. Betrayal warrants harsh punishment. Family must be
protected at all costs, unless one of the other rules are broken.
He could kill Annabelle and never feel a moment of remorse. There
is so much blood on his hands already. I stare down at my hands,
wondering if I could really do the same. How far will I go to
protect the people I love? It scares me to realize I already know
the answer.
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