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To my Mom 

Who never believed I was ordinary
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1. THE CUSTOMER
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THE RAIN DRUMMED, charging down the darkened windows like great silver cracks. Silent shimmering ribbons fought each other to reach the sill first, melting and streaking into oblong spider webs. A stark contrast to the cacophony inside.

Courtney couldn’t remember ever having felt so claustrophobic. Coffee hung on the air in a burnt, chocolaty dust. The scream of the steaming wands, the hiss of milk churning, the clamor of customers filing past the counter... it all squeezed in like a big warm fist. Under the rumble of rain on the roof, someone else might call it cozy. She might, in another café. 

Not here. Not tucked in so close to the suffocating shadow of the Wall.

“It’s really comin’ down,’’ Max said, leaning back against the bar while she steamed her thirty-seventh latte of the hour. “Funny how dark it can get at three o’clock this side of Main Street.”

Courtney watched the thermometer climb to one-hundred-forty degrees. 

“Packed today, huh?” He peered out at the lobby beyond their tiny linoleum-floored haven. “No great tippers, either.”

“They just don’t want to be wet and cold,” she replied, soft tone clipped.

Max grunted, arms folded over his apron. His eyes drifted back out the window to the drizzled gray concrete beyond. “At least the wind’s blocked here.”

Her grip tightened on the pitcher handle. Killing the steam, Courtney tipped the milk into the next cup, topping the espresso with an expert, foamy swirl. Stepping around Max, who had yet to finish his macchiato, she slid the mug across the pickup counter.

“Latte for Dave!” she called.

“What would you do? If it happened tomorrow.”

Courtney snapped a look at him, side-stepping again to pick up the next order. “If what happened?”

“If it came down—you know, the Wall.” 

Eyes on the espresso machine, Courtney queued up an Americano with stiff precision. “Your foam’s going flat.” 

Turning back to his pitcher, Max sloshed the milk into a cup, flipped the shots over the top and slid the cup across the counter. “Emily, your macchiato’s ready!”

Hands fidgeting as she watched the shots drip for the Americano, Courtney bent to snatch a bag of beans. She stretched up on her toes to overfill the already stocked espresso hopper. 

“Come on, what would you do?” he persisted. 

Why did they have to be the only two on shift today? 

“I’d head straight for Chicago,” Max went on. “Screw packing, whatever, I’d hop on my motorcycle and see the first live concert in town, blow my paycheck on the ritziest hotel I could find, kiss a foreign girl. Or someone from the West Coast. Hell, a Chicago-native, born and bred. I’d kiss her so hard she’d wonder what the hell kinda man they breed out here in Orion City.”

“Classy,” Courtney muttered. “Derek, your Americano!”

“You a beach girl?” he asked. “I could see a beach girl. Or wait, maybe a mountain chick? Pick the first road north, drive straight on up to Canada. That’s more your vibe.”

“You’ve got drinks backed up.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Plucking a cup from the bar, Max twirled it in his hand before poking the number of shots on the espresso machine. “C’mon, I’m bored. Would you go international? See the Eiffel Tower? The Pyramids?”

A tightness crept up in Courtney’s chest. She carefully lined up her next order. “Didn’t you grow out of this in middle school?”

“Don’t tell me you’ve never thought about After.”

The thrum on the roof intensified. Unable to resist, Courtney’s eyes jumped to the window. To the thin line of sky above the arrested horizon, that tiny sliver crushed between the press of buildings and the cage of concrete beyond. 

“There is no After.”

A heartbeat or two, then Max’s snort cut over the rain. “What a sunny place it must be inside your head.”

“I’m a realist.”

“A pessimist, more like.”

She caught her reflection in the window, and smoothed her scowl. “It’s been ten years.”

“Yeah. That’s like a century in scientist time. A century to find a breakthrough.” 

“Pour your latte. I’m gonna check the front.”

Escaping the bar, Courtney picked her way over the sticky mats to the front counter, snatching a rag to wipe down the few empty tables. 

The rush had died down since the beginning of the rainstorm. Most people had found their cover for the afternoon. The various shops and boutiques up and down Main Street were probably packed. Courtney looked out over the stuffed seating area of the café, spotting only two empty chairs by the bar. Once she’d cleaned those, everybody else would be sitting down with their beverages. She’d get a break for the first time since coming in five hours ago.

Max’s low hissing curse jerked her back around.

“You okay?” 

“Ow,” he muttered. “Someone get Jess to fix this stupid thing already.”

Courtney took a step back in his direction, following his gaze—and stopped, clammy prickles rushing over her. A spot of crimson trickled down the corner of the espresso machine, where a tiny piece of metal poked up over a broken plastic seal. Grumbling, Max grabbed a clean rag and pressed it between his fingers, then looked up to catch Courtney standing there, frozen. He laughed.

“You have got to be the wimpiest almost-doctor I’ve ever met.”

She flinched back, turning to put him and his bloodied finger behind her. She dragged the rag over an already clean counter. 

“Seriously,” Max continued. “Who goes to med school if they’re afraid of a papercut?”

Lips squeezed together, Courtney scrubbed the bar harder. 

“Your friend’s still there, right? The hot one. What was her name? Dina?”

“She’s a nurse now.” She focused on an ancient smudge glued between the counter tiles, back still to him. “She graduated.” And Courtney had celebrated with her, like a good friend, even been happy. Like there was no sting.

“Huh, maybe I’ll go see her to get stitched up.”

“You said it was a papercut. You don’t need stitches.”

“How do you know? You couldn’t even look at it.” Max chuckled. “Could you even look at the pictures in your textbooks?”

“Yes,” she snapped. Then, swallowing, “Sometimes.”

“How the hell did you ever think you could become a doctor?”

She tossed the towel into the bucket of sanitizer under the counter. “Well, I’m not one now, am I? Maybe you should focus on catching up to me with your coffee game. I can steam a latte four times faster than you.”

“Yeah... you put way too much effort into this job. It’s kinda sad.”

The front door swung open with a jingle, tugging with it a blast of thunderous rain and mist. Courtney spun toward it, eager to leave the conversation. Max scoffed under his breath.

The man striding in brought a tiny river with him. Her relief at the distraction dimmed to sour exhaustion as she watched the gleaming footprints spread into each other. She’d just mopped. Returning to the cash register, she focused on the newcomer sauntering up to the counter. 

Water dripped from his long, ragged gray overcoat. It had a hood, which he hadn’t bothered to pull up, and an umbrella hung unopened at his side. Rain glistened off the ends of his dark hair. 

“Hello, sir.” Courtney cleared her throat, realizing her voice still shook from the sight of blood. “How may I help you?”

“Odd request.” Twirling the umbrella by its hooked end, he paused before the counter. He was rail thin, almost gaunt despite his youth. He couldn’t have been much older than late twenties. Porcelain white cheekbones, high and sharp, lent a skeletal edge to his smile. 

“What would you like to drink?” she clarified. Like that needed clarifying.

“Black house coffee. Thirty sugars.”

“House coff... I’m sorry, thirty?”

His gaze flickered down to her nametag. “You heard me, Cour...” he paused, as if considering. “C.” 

She blinked at the unorthodox shortening of her name. Most people called her Court if they wanted to be friendly. Uncapping her sharpie, she picked up a paper cup. “All right. Can I get a name for your order?”

“W.”

She held the felt tip of the sharpie to the cup. “How do you spell the rest of your name?”

“You’ve got it right there.”

A handful of customers didn’t like hearing their real names shouted across the café. So long as they gave her something to identify their drink, she didn’t care. Courtney looked up to find a pair of gray eyes fixed on her. The color was so light it was almost startling, his pupils a sharp prick of black against pale irises. 

“You gonna give it to me for free?”

She set the cup down. “Two dollars and fifteen cents.” 

He slid a bill across the counter, stepping away. “Keep the change.”

As she ground the coffee for a new pot, Courtney peeked at him over the top of the machine to find him studying the other customers in the café. People watching was pretty much part of her job description, but the way this guy surveyed the other patrons was unsettling. She couldn’t put her finger on it. Maybe it was the way his ashen eyes roved the room, staring too intently, as if searching for something. Or maybe it was his overall presence that was off. The café lights glistened off his soaked clothing, a ring of water pooling around his boots. Who carried around an umbrella if they didn’t plan to open it? 

Watching the seconds tick down on the brewing machine, she heard Max approach behind her.

“You’re not walking home again, are you?”

“I’ve got an umbrella.”

“I mean, it’ll be dark in an hour. Let me give you a ride home after shift.” 

“On your motorcycle? I’ll be fine. It’s not that far a walk.”

“In Westside Orion?”

“I’ve got pepper spray.”

“No way, Court. You need something more like a knife. Just let me drive you.”

“Max, I said I’m fine.”

“You’re the stubbornest person I know, you know that?”

The door jangled again. A tiny figure shuffled in, an old woman wrapped in a tattered coat with a holey umbrella over her head that let more water through than not. Filthy red toes peeked through duct-taped shoes.

Max sighed, long and loud, as she hobbled up to the counter in a trail of rain.

“Sum’ma drink?” came the rasp.

Courtney moved to stand behind the register. “What’ll you have?”

“Jus’ wan’ sum-fin hot.” Knobby blue-tinged hands lifted to point at the menu. “Anyfin’?”

“You got money to pay for it?” Max said.

Courtney shot him a dirty look, but turned back to see the woman digging in her pockets, glassy eyes panicked for a moment. She pulled out a crumpled dollar bill, a few paperclips, and a candy wrapper. She pushed them all across the counter.

Courtney selected the dollar bill. “You want a hot chocolate?”

“A hot chocolate’s two-fifty,” Max said.

“Take it out of my tips.”

With a grunt, Max moved back behind the bar while she fished out the box of cocoa. The woman shuffled back to wait, ragged umbrella still perched on her shoulder, dripping water down over her head. 

Courtney peeked at her over the espresso machine while she steamed the milk. Tongue poking out between paper lips, the old woman focused her cloudy eyes on the floor between her feet, watching the water drip into a puddle. She lifted one threadbare shoe and stomped. The small splash lit up her face. She stomped again. A tiny smile spread as she traded feet, playing with the ripples under her shoes.

“Excuse me,” barked a customer nearby, still waiting for his drink. “Hello? Baristas.”

Courtney looked up. “Do you need help, sir?”

He pointed a crinkled nose at the ragged woman. “Deal with that, would you? Some of us paid to get out of the rain.” 

Wincing, Courtney glanced at the woman, who didn’t seem to even hear. “So did she, sir.”

An affronted look, then an instant scowl. “This is your customer service? Where’s your manager?”

“Not in today,” Max replied. “Don’t worry, we’ll clean it up, sir.”

“This is ridiculous.” 

“Black coffee for W,” Max called out, placing a steaming cup down on the pickup bar. The man with the unopened umbrella walked over. He didn’t pick up the cup.

“The sugar?”

“Sorry?” Max said. 

“Oh, right. I forgot.” Courtney ducked around Max, grabbed two large handfuls of sugar packets from the box beneath the counter, and piled them next to the coffee. Max raised his eyebrows. Sugar rations weren’t a huge part of the shipments sent into the city, but they usually had plenty to spare. At least, they’d never had to ration it out like coffee and milk. 

The man stepped forward, scooped the entire pile into one large hand, retrieved his drink and slipped something into the tip jar. 

With a flourish of his long gray coat, he turned—sending a spray of rain water across the customers standing nearby. People gasped and swore. The man still scowling near the old woman got the worst of it; he skittered back with an offended cry. The ragged woman looked up, eyes gleaming. Her leathered cheeks folded into a gap-toothed smile. She dropped her chin and resumed stomping in the puddles of water. 

Courtney smiled without thinking. The man was halfway out the door by now, but she looked up to see him glancing back. Pale eyes grazed hers, and the corner of his mouth turned up. Then he disappeared into the sheets of rain.

“Sorry, everyone, we’ll clean that up,” Max announced. With a sigh, he started for the mop closet, then paused. He reached past Courtney for the tip jar. 

“Uh, Court...” He tipped it toward her so she could see inside. “I knew I saw something funny.”

There, gleaming atop the meager ring of quarters and dimes, sat a folded switchblade. 

⬥◆⬥

Courtney walked with her hood pulled low, hands in her pockets, her stride sure and swift on the way back to her apartment. Closing shift ended at ten. Max would’ve tried to walk her home, but she’d ducked out too fast for him to offer. 

Technically, curfew started at eleven. Not that the police could enforce it. Still, Orion’s streets were never a good place to be after a sundown. For the hundredth time, she wished for a car. But she knew better. People could get away with stuff like that in Eastside, but here? Owning something as luxurious as a car would paint a big fat target on her back. The only vehicles parked along the street near her café belonged to the business-class clientele, who stopped by Jessie’s Joe when their high-end cafés ran out of coffee rations before the next shipment. They never stayed long. The risk of a car burglary on Westside was a steep price to pay for a coffee habit. Oh, well. With her paycheck, it wasn’t like Courtney could afford the upkeep of the ancient models available in Orion City anyway. And transit fare added up. So, despite the cautionary tales drifting around Westside, she usually relied on her own two feet. 

A sharp wind hissed up the street. Shivering, she shoved her hands deeper into her pockets. At least the rain had cleared. The Wall rose like a black horizon against the glittering sky. Cloudless nights were rare this late in October. Stars burned defiantly through the wash of city lights. She’d heard stories, from people who traveled outside the city before Quarantine, that there were actually thousands of stars visible up there on clear nights in the countryside. Personally she couldn’t remember ever leaving Orion. She knew she had, as a child, before the Wall went up. But no memories had stuck. 

Ugh. Here she was, thinking about it again: that big, black Nothing against the spray of stars. Courtney refused to look at it. If she pretended her peripherals didn’t exist, she could imagine the night sky went on and on. Unscathed by city lights. Unending, unconfined. Infinite. 

She’d thrown a remote at the TV last night. Of course, as soon as the cracked smudge of pixels bloomed into a permanent scar behind the screen, she’d regretted it a little. But only a little. The mayor’s pudgy pink face filled her mind, his yearly spiel full of fluffy promises. She hated him, yet every time his “updates” came on she couldn’t bring herself to change the channel. The scientists who’d sacrificed their freedom to join the victims of Quarantine had nearly developed a cure. Soon, the Wall would come down, and the citizens of Orion would join the outside world at last. Etcetera, etcetera. 

Victims. An unfair word, since most of the citizens inside the Wall hadn’t been affected by the virus. 

Except there was no way to prove that. Not when it struck so suddenly. Not when there was no way of telling who could be next. 

A shadow moved ahead. Courtney froze. Squinting her eyes, she focused past the harsh glare of a street light on the wet pavement—at the shape moving in the dark just beyond. 

Her breath snagged.

A dog. Big, black, and moving toward her, having rounded the corner of a building up ahead. She could hear its ragged panting from where she stood. The harsh scraping sound sent ice spearing through her veins. Fast and quiet, she plunged her hands into her purse. Her fingers closed around the can of pepper spray she kept there. 

“Sammy!” 

A voice cut through the dark ahead, pinched with annoyance.

“Come on, boy. Why can’t you do your business before curfew? Get on with it.”

A man jogged around the corner. Courtney’s frozen blood thawed. He held the end of a leash, catching up to the dog in the street. She let go of the pepper spray.

The dog trotted up to the light pole and sniffed at the base. Lifting its leg, it stuck its nose in the air and let loose a stream of steaming yellow. The man tapped his foot behind him.

“All right, all right, let’s go.”

He tugged on the leash. The dog lolled its tongue and flopped its tail, following him back around the corner and out of sight.

Courtney watched them go. Her pulse slowed. A dog. Just a regular dog. With a collar, a leash, attached to a human. She forced herself to begin walking again. 

That was another reason she was glad to live in Westside. Even with all its crime, tatty rundown buildings, and poor plumbing, at least here a dog was just a dog. 

In Eastside she might not have been so lucky. 
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2. THE LABEL
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“DADDY, I WANT to be a doctor when I grow up.”

“Listen to her, Melody. She’s taking after you. That’s years and years of school, Court. And who’s paying for that, huh?”

Warm copper hair, sunlight caught in a smile, flashed by as gentle hands pushed the swing. 

“Can I, Mom?” Wind tugged at Courtney’s braids. “Can I be a doctor?”

“You can be whatever you want to be, love.”

“I want to be someone who helps people. Like you.”

“Oh, baby,” she laughed. The chains tinkled and squeaked with it. “You don’t want to be a lawyer. You’ve got more potential than me. More potential than this city. Go somewhere else.” She pushed her higher. “Somewhere bigger!”

SLAM. 

The scene shifted. A door shuddered on its hinges, tinkling rust-colored glass littered over the threshold. 

“Go away, Court,” came the muffled slur. “She’s not coming back.”

Cold, stinging feet. Wailing wind outside, not quite drowning out the sirens. Avoiding the broken bottle, Courtney tiptoed closer. 

“Dad.” Her throat squeezed. “Let me help. I’ll get a broom—”

“No!” The explosive bellow rocked her back on her heels. Glass pricked the sole of her foot. “You can’t help. No one can.” A snorting, rasping sob. “Go to your room.”

A siren screeched, closer, making her jump. Her heart thumped, but a sniff from across the apartment stole her focus. Heel throbbing, Courtney padded on her toes into her brother’s room. Past the empty bed to the blanket fort, where the toddler sat holding his ears, silent, big brown eyes wide in the dark. 

“Room for me?” she whispered. 

No tears in her own throat. Her brother, however, crumpled as soon as she knelt. He burrowed into her arms, sobs shaking his little frame. 

She held him.

She held him, ignoring the sharp wet sting in her foot, and kept her dry eyes open as long as the sirens lasted—until the radio alarm clicked on with the sun’s first rays.

“Cloudy skies again this week, with a storm warning by the weekend. More disturbances on Fifth and Stewart, where witnesses have reported another vigilante sighting, the fourth this month in a series of...”

Squeezing her eyelids shut, Courtney rolled over and stretched an arm out toward the radio alarm clock. Her searching fingers bumped it straight off the bedside table to the carpet. With a groan, she buried her face in the pillow, taking a few deep breaths.

It had been a long time since she’d dreamed about... her.

On a final inhale, Courtney heaved herself out of bed, rubbed her eyes and strode into the bathroom. One glance in the mirror made her wince. She’d been running on four hours of sleep since Wednesday, and she looked it. Her coppery blonde hair hung in a tangled mess over one shoulder, bits and pieces of it flaring out around her round face. Her skin looked paler than normal, wispy circles of shadow under her dark brown eyes. She leaned forward and pinched at her cheek. A tiny rose of color bloomed, then faded. Blush today. And mascara. And something to cover up those bags. 

She should really stop taking the closing shifts. It was Friday night, for crying out loud. Dina had been begging her to go out and rinse the approaching winter blues away under a tidal wave of tequila. Nothing a little alcohol, neon lights and dancing couldn’t cure. 

Except claustrophobia. 

Her excuses were getting thinner. Work devoured her days; once the only thing keeping her sane, now it felt like a drug she’d grown too much tolerance for. One more night shift, one more dark walk home to an empty apartment, might just drive her crazy.

She brushed out her hair as best she could, then slung it into a side braid. Dab of makeup here, bobby pin there. Pulling on a pair of jeans and her favorite sunflower-yellow peacoat, she checked her reflection one last time in the mirror. Eye bags mostly hidden, she looked halfway normal. 

Her phone buzzed on the bathroom counter. Text rolled across the top of her screen: an emergency alert: VIGILANTE DISTURBANCE ON SIXTH STREET. CASUALTIES UNKNOWN. ROAD CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE. 

So her route to work wouldn’t be blocked. Courtney returned her gaze to the mirror. Her usual route was rarely affected, as she took a back alley. Less than ideal, but it beat the stress of not knowing whether she’d make it to work on time with all the delays they caused on a weekly basis. Who would grace the headlines this time, she wondered. The Orion Giant? The Bird-Man? She’d lost track. Michael ate up every detail of these stories, toting his controversial comics around everywhere she saw him. Too bad she’d long outgrown that kind of enthusiasm. The interruptions to her morning commute stoked neither fear nor excitement, only a weary irritation. 

Courtney glanced at the clock. A sigh pulled the height out of her shoulders—not that she had much to begin with—and she made her way to the kitchen to scope out a late breakfast to kill the twenty minutes she had before leaving.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Tensed, she retrieved it. But it was just a text from Dina. 

Hey lady. You free?

With a faint smile, Courtney opened her messages. Sorry, I’m closing tonight.

Two seconds before the next buzz. Again? :( 

Then... It’s FRIDAY. 

Jess put me on the schedule, Courtney typed back. What about tomorrow? I don’t think I’m taking any shifts.

Buzz. I’m kidnapping you if you do. 

Feeling slightly less alone in the quiet apartment with her best friend vibrating in her phone, Courtney headed for the refrigerator.

Four years should’ve gotten her accustomed to living by herself. At twenty-one, she should at least find it normal now, even easy. But the thick, ominous shadow of the Wall touched the view from every window in her apartment. It made everything feel smaller. Lonelier. 

She missed Michael. He’d be getting home from school soon; maybe she could call him on her way to work. But her little brother didn’t have his own cell yet, and she didn’t want to risk calling home in case their father answered. Maybe she’d drop by tomorrow after Conrad left for work. His Saturday shifts working security down the street made that convenient; she could observe his schedule from a distance, and plan her shifts at the café so she’d conveniently miss him whenever he dropped by for a visit. 

Throat squeezing at the unwelcome nudge of guilt, she grabbed a yogurt from the fridge, tugged a spoon off the mountain of clean dishes she had yet to put away, and padded to the living room to at least fill the place with sound for twenty minutes.

The TV snapped on to the same talk show she’d angrily turned off last night. Pausing before she switched the channel, Courtney smirked at the headline rolling across the screen beneath the two talking heads. 

ARE CHANGERS REAL? New exposé asks the important questions, read the ticker at the bottom of the screen. 

Maybe a little morning entertainment wouldn’t hurt. Stupidity could be funny, at least. The few times it didn’t make her want to throw the remote. 

“I’m serious, Pat,” laughed the first of the three hosts sitting at the rounded desk. “It’s been ten years, and it seems some people still haven’t figured out which way is up.”

“Well, you’ve got to look at it from the point of view of the typical Westside demographic,” the silver-haired bowtie-wearing suit called Pat replied. “I mean, let’s face it: that’s where most of these rumors are circulating from. When you’re uneducated, poor, maybe a little down on your luck, you start leaning into superstition to explain the stuff that makes life feel out of control. Sorry if that sounds insensitive, Kim, but it’s the reality.”

Courtney ground her teeth, while the first speaker—Kim—laughed again. 

“What about the rumors coming from Chinatown?” piped up the third, a young woman with flashing dark eyes and a straight-backed posture. A guest host—and a green one, by the indignant look on her face. “You can’t just pin these rumors on urban legends spread by a desperate, lower class population when they appear in wealthy communities too.”

The two elder hosts looked at her, then at each other, and exchanged a smirk.

“The Triads in Eastside have their own reasons for circulating rumors,” Pat said with a sweep of his arm. “And not all of Chinatown is wealthy. I don’t doubt poor folk there are only too eager to claim the Orion Giant as one of their own; we know he targets the gangs in Chinatown more than any other criminal organization in the city.”

“Now there’s a rumor,” Kim sang. “A masked vigilante who can change his size at will, hopping rooftops to chase down criminals and handing them off like party favors to the police? I think a fan of T.K. Wang’s comic books took things way too far. Or perhaps T.K. Wang himself hired a stuntman to increase his book sales.”

“The only rumor I’d bother spreading,” Pat chortled. “Honestly, I can’t believe he’s gotten such a fan base. The Orion Giant’s popularity just goes to show how desperate this city is for some kind of magical, heroic answer to sweep away our very real, scientifically-based problems.” 

“Scientific?” the new girl spoke up again. “What’s scientific about ignoring the evidence in front of your face? Of course Changers are real. We’ve had years of documented sightings—”

“Documented,” Pat laughed. “If you mean ten-second internet videos and trolls looking for attention, sure, we’ve got great evidence. Now give me one level-headed person that believes them.”

The young woman bristled. “How would you explain Freak Week then?”

Courtney perked up on the couch. Now this was interesting. No talk-show host she knew of had ever mentioned that infamous first week of Quarantine. The week a sudden, inexplicable rash of deaths swept the city, sparking panic so intense the National Guard had been sent in to control the riots and terror dissolving Orion’s streets. 

The week the Wall went up—first in a towering cordon of barbed wire and stacked metal freight crating, then steadily reinforced with concrete as the months passed and the quarantine refused to resolve. Courtney remembered listening to her elementary history teacher describe the Berlin wall: appeared in a day, then lasted thirty years. If only she’d known then how very soon she’d find herself living a history lesson. Although the death reports were now few and far between, the Wall remained up, and the outside world knew little of what was going on behind it. Orion might have access to the rest of the country’s news, but that channel of communication went one way. Couldn’t really call it communication, though, when AITO was the only organization allowed to actually speak to the Outside. After the horrors of Freak Week, they claimed the media silence prevented panic from infecting the rest of the nation. 

The chilly notes of her dream trickled back. Courtney turned up the volume on the TV. 

Onscreen, Kim tensed. Her eyes dropped to the reporting desk with a visible curl of her shoulders, while Pat straightened with a sharp laugh. 

“Freak Week?” he echoed. “Way to keep it light, Tanya. Do you really want to drag all our viewers back to places we’d rather forget?”

“Speak for yourself, not the viewers,” Tanya shot back. Courtney decided she liked her. “Look, I worked my butt off to get on here because I’m sick of watching you both play along with the ridiculous garbage they’re feeding us, and watch you feed it to them.” She hurled a hand toward the camera, which had tightened in on her. “Ten years, Pat. Does that bullshit even taste bad anymore?”

The tension crackling through the TV made it impossible to press the channel button. Courtney lowered the remote, settling into the couch, breakfast forgotten. 

“Heh, alright, let’s dial this back a tad,” Pat said, while Kim made eye contact with someone off camera, her lips pressed. “The topic sent in this morning was: are Changers real? Table the jokes! You wanna get serious, I’m all for it. Let’s tell people what they really wanna know. What do you want to hear in answer to that question?”

“Not want to hear,” Tanya interrupted. “The answer isn’t—”

“Isn’t fun,” Pat said. “Isn’t flashy or cool or, God help us, supernatural. There’s not something deeper going on, Tanya. It just sucks. People dying sucks. Quarantine sucks. Making up stories about what really happens inside the madness of it all won’t help anyone process the horror of what we all went through.”

“I think it’s about time for our commercial break, Pat,” Kim said, voice stiffly light.

“Hang on, viewers like this stuff.” Pat reached a hand out. “But I gotta ask you, kiddo, how old were you during Freak Week? Ten? Fifteen? Do you remember what happened, were you thinking clearly?” He laughed. “I sure wasn’t! We were all freaked out about a fat concrete wall going up around our home, riots on the streets and martial law keeping everyone from complete anarchy. The panic after three thousand deaths in one week is enough to make anyone see stuff. And half the people who gave ‘eyewitness accounts’ that week were probably infected by the virus anyway. Crazy is a side effect, we all know that now.”

Tanya planted a fist on the desk. “Some of those eyewitness reports had video footage to back them up—”

“Footage!” Pat guffawed. “You hearing this, Kim?”

“Viral videos are insufficient evidence for a claim of the supernatural,” said Kim, braving the conversation again. “Ten years inside a Wall will affect anyone psychologically. The phenomenon of Freak Week and its aftereffects are the products of a large population of traumatized human beings enclosed for a prolonged period of time.”

“Chickens in a coop!” Pat affirmed. “Or should I say loons?” He chortled at his own joke. “Our Orion City mascot is a Loon, for crying out loud. Kooky Midwestern wildlife.”

“But—” Tanya started. 

“Look, the real Freak stuff in this city is the fact that we’ve got so many people dead set on propagating this nonsense. The crazy reports, all the videos and whatnot circling around before our clear-headed real news cleaning staff takes them down? Those are the freaks. It’s been a decade, people. An urban legend gets going this long, it gets perpetuated by every nut job and pot-stirring teenager with a cell phone and basic video doctoring skills. Folks live like a goldfish long enough, they’ll start to go crazy even without a virus.” 

Kim delicately arranged her notes on her desk. “To circle back, and get to the heart of today’s question: no, the word Changer is not a term taken seriously by the scientific community.” 

“The scientific community,” Tanya repeated with a growl. “Now there’s a joke.”

“Oh, for crying out loud,” Pat snapped.

“Has the Wall come down?” The young host spun to him. “AITO’s claimed to be working on a so-called cure forever, but have we gotten a single whisper about the Changers they’ve snatched off the streets? These ‘victims’ of the virus supposedly taken in for rehabilitation and acute quarantine, but who has actually been rehabilitated? Have you heard from any of them? Have you known anybody who just suddenly up and vanished without a trace? Because I—”

“These scientists sacrificed their freedom and their lives to help us within the Wall.” Kim’s voice sliced out on a firmer edge than usual. “The members of AITO are heroes—”

Tanya’s chair skittered back on its wheels. “AITO is duping us!”

Courtney leaned forward, remote slipping off the couch as she stared at the panting young speaker, holding her own breath as Tanya’s explosion mounted. 

“You all think we’re keeping the rest of the country safe staying inside these big, stupid walls,” she cried. “But does nobody stop to think that—”

The talk show table vanished. A half second later, a bright wax replica of a cheeseburger rolled across the screen. 

Apparently even Pat’s controversial talk show, whose popularity came from their bold ventures into the shadiest topics, could still go too far. 

Unable to take her eyes from the TV, Courtney listened to the bouncing advertisement music as her own heart slowed down. 

Dammit, Tanya, she thought wearily. 

Just when she’d found a “reporter” she liked. 

She wondered what the headline would be. Promising young talk-show host quits after outburst on citywide network. The Orion Times featuring her tiny headshot on a back page, with the words missing beneath in small print. 

Anxiety crawled in her gut. What would happen to her? 

Don’t think about it, came the insidious thought. She cringed, but listened to it play out, the dark logic of it warring with the place in her mind she usually didn’t give the floor to speak. The place Tanya’s impassioned words had triggered. A place she’d learned to mute, like everyone else in this city. 

The soft, quiet headspace of the little girl she’d dreamed about, who soared on swings and wanted to help people. Before she’d woken up. 

Keep your head down, whispered the base instinct of every person still standing this side of the Wall. Keep your head down, and survive. 

Tanya didn’t. 

Which meant, Tanya might not...

Her phone bleeped, and Courtney jumped. The alarm to leave for work rang through the living room. Snatching up her yogurt, she downed her breakfast in a few quick spoonfuls and jogged to the kitchen to toss it in the sink. She strode to the door and glanced at the notification lighting her phone while she grabbed her shoes. 

Max’s text blinked onto the screen. You’d better get here before he does. 

A tingle of amusement drove away the uncomfortable edge leftover from Tanya’s shutdown. Courtney swiped the screen and tapped out her reply.

All of you are chickens.

A week. Only a week of this new regular customer, and they’d already lost all their professionalism. 

The phone buzzed again with urgency. I’ll take chicken over crazy any day. Please. Come. In. 

Sighing as she reached for the door, Courtney pocketed her phone and pinned on her name tag. She’d take someone else’s crazy over her own any day.

⬥◆⬥

He ordered a different thing every time. Came in a different time every day. But two constants remained: the long gray coat, and the obscene amount of sugar requested. 

Courtney’s coworkers always left her to take his order. He seemed to make everyone else uncomfortable. He leaned too far over the counter, held eye contact too long, and made too many off-the-wall remarks. One of the newer baristas, a small wisp of a girl named Madeline, so dreaded his Cheshire grin that she hid behind the espresso machines whenever he walked in. 

“Think maybe he’s an escapee from the White Coats,” Max muttered his latest theory in Courtney’s ear, as the customer in question strolled into the café. 

Courtney stiffened. “That’s not funny.”

“What? You’ve never met one. How would you know?” He looked sideways at her. “You haven’t, right?”

She pushed him away. “Be nice. He tips well.” Thank God he hadn’t left any more switchblades in the tip jar.

“Maybe he’s a drug dealer. Reels in the cash, but snuffs a little too much powder. That’d explain the...” Max tipped his head to one side and gave her a bug-eyed grin. Madeline giggled.

“Not everyone from Westside deals drugs, Max,” Courtney said. 

“Just sayin’. It’s a lucrative side business.”

She frowned, at the same time Madeline hid behind the espresso machine. “Shh! Here he comes.”

Max winked. “You’re up, Court.”

She traded places with him to stand behind the cash register. Their odd customer stepped up to the counter. 

“Hey there, C,” he said.

“Hi, Mr. W. How are you today?”

He wrinkled his nose. “Mister.”

“What can I get for you today?”

He leaned across the counter a little, which wasn’t unusual—but for the first time Courtney was distinctly aware of their height difference. At least eight or nine inches separated their gazes, so she had to tilt her chin up to maintain eye contact. 

“Quad espresso, thirty sugars.”

Courtney looped the letter “W” on a cup and passed it back to Max. When she turned back around, W held two fingers out, a folded paper bill between them. She caught the numbers on the corner and froze.

“Problem?” 

“That’s a little much for a tip,” she blurted. 

Behind her, Max made a funny noise in his throat. “She means it’s very generous of you. And we’d be more than happy to take it.”

Those pale gray eyes remained on Courtney’s. She tried to pull off a shrug, but her eyes kept straying back to the hundred-dollar bill.

“Well,” W said. “Don’t want to step on your integrity. I’d say half’s a fair amount, right?”

Before anyone could stop him, W took the bill in both hands and ripped it cleanly in half. He dropped one piece in the tip jar and pocketed the other. Then he strode away to pick up his coffee.

“Nice going, Court,” Max grumbled. 

She turned to him with a glare. “How was I supposed to know he was going to tear it up?”

“You questioned the crazy. You never question the crazy.”

“Do you want to take his order next time?”

Max threw up his hands and muttered something about college drop-outs. Courtney winced. She wished she’d never told him about that.

She went back to grinding coffee beans, while Max took over the register. Glancing up from time to time, she noticed that W hadn’t left the café like usual. He’d found a corner booth by the window, in the shadow where the hanging lamps didn’t quite reach. She watched him dump one packet of sugar after another into his coffee. A smile sneaked across her lips.

“He’s not leaving,” Madeline whined at her shoulder, peeking around the espresso machine. “Why isn’t he leaving?”

Courtney shrugged. “It’s an open café, Madds.”

“He doesn’t scare you, does he?” 

“Scare me?” Courtney looked across the tables of customers toward the darkened corner. “Why should he?”

“Are you kidding? I mean... look at him.”

Courtney was. He’d pulled a book from under his coat and was randomly thumbing through the pages. Pausing in the middle somewhere, he tore out a page and started folding it into an origami creature. 

“He’s the most interesting person in this joint,” she admitted.

As if he’d heard her, W looked up in their direction. Madeline squeaked and ducked behind the counter again. Courtney met his eyes. The corner of his lips turned upward. 

“I can’t wait for this shift to be over,” Madeline said. 

Courtney glanced at the clock. The others might be off soon, but she still had another five hours. She’d have to close alone tonight. That might’ve bothered her once, but these days she volunteered for closing shifts. The sun setting behind the Wall made her quiet apartment feel darker than usual. Lately, she’d found it harder to stand, and she didn’t know why.

The shift dragged by. Customers trickled out one by one. Madeline went home. Then the other barista whose name Courtney hadn’t learned yet. By the time ten o’clock finally rolled around, Courtney felt dead on her feet. It was just her and Max.

“You sure you got this?” He paused in the middle of putting on his jacket. “I can stick around and give you a ride home.”

“Thanks, Max, but I’ve closed every night this week. I think I’ll be okay.”

He paused. “Hey. Take a night off this week. Do something for yourself.”

She blinked. 

He hesitated, as if chewing the words over in his head. “Maybe we could grab a drink?”

Courtney stared at him as his Adam’s apple bobbed. “Um. Max, I’m...”

“Don’t answer yet. Just see if you can get a night off.”

Shoes scuffing on the linoleum tiles, he made a beeline for the door. It jingled as he left. 

A frown tightened on her face as Courtney set to work closing up. She wiped down the espresso machines, set them through their rinse cycles, restocked the bar for tomorrow. 

Max had asked Madeline out when she first started. That hadn’t been that long ago. And Courtney couldn’t remember his last girlfriend’s name. They came and went pretty regularly. 

I don’t date coworkers, she could say. That would work.

Better than, I don’t date... at all.

She swept behind the counter, then glanced over the seating floor out of habit. She didn’t feel like sweeping the whole place again tonight. There didn’t seem to be any major messes that demanded attention. She grabbed her hoodie off its peg on the wall, clocked out, and was about to hit the lights when movement at the back of the café caught her eye.

W was still here.

“Hey,” she called. The lanky silhouette didn’t look up. She shrugged on her hoodie and walked toward him, Max’s stupid theory jumping back to replay in her head. Maybe he’s an escapee from the White Coats. It was only the two of them in here, and the security camera on the wall didn’t give her much security. She straightened her spine. 

“Hey,” she called again. “We’re closed. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

He didn’t make any sign that he’d heard. Courtney took another step forward. A deck of cards lay scattered over the table, white faces sharp and crisp in the shadow. At first she thought he was playing solitaire, but she noticed half the cards appeared to be cut in half. Diagonal slashes from corner to corner, oblong triangles and half grinning faces of Jacks and Queens. 

“You’re bored.”

Courtney blinked at the soft voice. “Sorry?”

W didn’t look up, just took a handful of half-cards in his hands and shuffled. She was impressed he could do so with such deft precision, given the weird shapes. 

“Bor-ed. You know, weary, restless, your little world holds nothing of interest. The repetition, the grind, marching toward that same paycheck every week. You’re over it.”

She stared at the mangled cards. “What are you—”

“Wake up. Eat cereal. Work your tail off for eight dollars in tips. Come home to an empty hole in the wall. Pass out and repeat. Sound familiar?”

Something prickled at the back of her neck. He flipped a card onto the table. A three of hearts, with two of the hearts cut out. 

“I really have to close up,” she tried again. 

W looked up then. Leaning forward, he laced his fingers under his chin and peered up at her. “Got somewhere to be?”

She opened her mouth, but a picture of her silent apartment filled her mind. Shadows slinking through the tiny space, the stars in the window blacked out behind the Wall. The breath slid from her lungs without a sound.

W motioned to the bench across from him. Without really deciding, Courtney found herself moving. She sank into the booth. Just for a minute. Her knees ached from standing all day. All week.

“Two minutes.” She nodded at the cards. “What are you playing?”

“It’s called Life.” He glanced up at her. “Wanna learn?”

“Does it work with all those broken cards?”

W laughed. “Darlin’, it only works with broken cards.”

He started dealing. As she watched, a little voice in the back of her mind asked what the hell she was doing. He explained the rules of the game, and she found herself distracted by the way his face changed as he spoke. He was a very expressive person. But nothing quite seemed to touch his eyes. Frowns, smiles, laughs. Those frosted eyes stayed the same. At first she’d thought they were gray, but now she could see a faint swirl of color inside them. She couldn’t decide if it was icy blue or green. 

In this light, he looked younger than she’d initially figured. The sharp skin-on-bones angles stole some of the youth from his face, but she noticed a boyishness in the crooked grin that startled her. He probably wasn’t more than a handful of years her senior, mid-to-late twenties maybe. The contrast of dark hair and pale eyes made the edged features more striking, not quite handsome, but something close. 

He went silent, and she realized with flushed cheeks that she’d been staring. 

“My, my, kiddo, you really are bored.” 

Defensive felt better than embarrassed. “Who’re you calling kiddo?” She leaned back. “And you keep saying I’m bored. You don’t know me.”

“I know your eyes. They’re the reason I became a regular in the first place.”

“What do you mean?”

He peered at her over the cards. “Your eyes. They’re restless. Not something you see every day in this city. You want more.”

“More of what?”

He leaned back, mirroring her position, a small smile playing about his lips. “You tell me.”

Clearing her throat, Courtney picked her own intrusive question. “Why W?”

“It’s the most inconvenient letter to say.” 

“No, I mean—why just the initial? You never give your real name.”

“Who’s to say it’s not real?” He glanced down. “C suits you better than your nametag. An initial has infinite potential. You could be anything. Not ordinary, not a repeat label your parents picked out of a baby book. The possibilities are limitless.”

Again, he’d steered the conversation off an uncomfortable edge. Courtney nodded to the deck of cards. “You were teaching me how to play.”

W chuckled, and Courtney couldn’t decide if the sound was pleasant or unsettling. She paid close attention to the way he laid out the cards, whole and broken pieces alike. Some looked like the other halves of cards cut in two. Others seemed to have no corresponding piece. She wondered if they were all from the same deck.

He dealt, and she did her best to play along. A steady current of doubt hummed beneath her thoughts. She glanced at the clock above W’s head, at the minute hand ticking past closing time. Why couldn’t she bring herself to get up and leave? 

Courtney figured out pretty quickly that the rules of this game made no sense to her. Every time she thought she’d gotten it down, something changed. Maybe W was messing with her. Was Life even a real game? Max was right, he was kind of a loon, as he proved more and more throughout the course of their interaction. 

“Y’know, C.” He shuffled the cards again, dealing out a different number than last time. Which was a different number than the time before that. Courtney really didn’t get this game. She was starting to think there was nothing to get at all. “I mean absolutely no offense. But I can’t help but notice you’re a little crazy.”

Courtney looked up, choking on a laugh. “Me?”

“Mm-hm.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re still here.”

“You’re the one who invited me to play cards,” she started.

“Nah, not here with me. I mean here.”

She waited. “I think I’m following this conversation as much as the game.”

“Surrounded by crazy people. Working a crazy job, in a crazy city, waiting for the next crazy thing to happen and hoping it doesn’t happen to you.”

A prickle ran up her spine. “You’re talking about the news this morning.”

“Something happened this morning?” The cards shuffled through his long fingers with a magician’s flair. “Don’t watch the news much.”

She frowned at him. “I suppose that’s one way to survive in this town.”

“Who wants to survive? I quit surviving ages ago. You should quit, too. What a boring habit.” 

Courtney stared. “More of a basic instinct, I think.”

“No. Our instinct is to live.” The cards fluttered with a rippling swoosh. “Big concrete Walls can make a body forget that, though.”

The prickle intensified. Courtney shifted on the bench, dropping her eyes from the cards.

“You disagree?” W said. “You think you’re living?”

“I didn’t say that.” 

A low hum, half amused, half sympathetic. “What happened on the news this morning?” 

Courtney thought back to the article she’d skimmed on her lunch break, sifting for details of the story she’d heard on the radio earlier. “A vigilante stole two cops’ cruisers while they used their patrol time to visit a brothel on Fifth. Left them at the top of the Bailey building. Took a crane to get them down.”

W grinned. “The Giant, then?”

“Who else could carry them all the way up there?”

“Our boys in blue are truly charming.”

Courtney shook her head, unsure whether to feel amused, outraged, or nothing at all. “The cops in this city think with a different head than the one between their ears.”

“Tsk. Tsk. Vulgarity doesn’t suit you, C. Words are the knives weak people throw.” 

Irritation flashed through her. “Yeah, well it’s not like I could throw a real knife at one.”

“Would you like to?”

She glanced up. The smile remained, but the glint behind his pale eyes was... something she’d never seen before. On anyone.

“Teasing you, sweetheart.” He leaned back as she relaxed, regarding her with a fading smile. “Crazy is a subjective term, you know. The media paints it over the Orion Giant, but in reality it’s our sad little arms of the law.”

“Just because they’re corrupt doesn’t make them crazy.”

“According to this society. What’s your definition of crazy?”

“I...” Courtney forgot herself for a moment, and brought her eyes straight up to his. She was met with a knowing grin. “Sorry! No, I didn’t mean—”

“Yes, you did.”

She backpedaled in a panic. “But, I mean, you’re not. You may be a little eccentric, but you can have an intelligent conversation.”

“True. I’ve been ignoring the voices the whole time we’ve sat here speaking. They keep telling me to kill you.” The sound of the rain pattering on the window filled the space between them. W threw back his head and laughed so loud Courtney jumped. “The look on your face! You’re gonna be fun.”

“That wasn’t funny,” she snapped. “Half the staff here already think you’re a White Coat escapee.”

“So what if I am? Crazy’s just a label, after all. We’re all crazy, darlin’. Most of us just haven’t learnt it yet.” His grin widened. “Take you, for example. You spend all your energy running from the shadow of the Wall. But does it ever go away? No. You can’t outrun the dark, my dear.” 

Her mouth felt drier than expected. “I...” 

“It’s okay,” W said. “You’re not alone. The rest of the world is right on your heels. Insanity. Doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result. Nailing down rules and expecting people to fall into order. Expecting structure and stiffness to make society better. When it never works. You show up every day hoping the next one will be different. You sprint away on your little hamster wheel of survival, tell yourself you’ll be closer tomorrow, but when you go to bed at night you can’t remember what goal you’re chasing. Revolution follows revolution, hoping one of these backwashed ideas will finally change the world. Life’s not nearly as sane as you make it out to be.”

Courtney pressed her fingertips against her temples. The little cavity behind her eyes had started to ache. Yet, here she sat, still listening to this crazy-not-crazy customer.

“Okay,” she said. “You’ve got a point. I work myself to death, and I don’t know why. But that makes me a workaholic, not crazy.”

“Au contraire. It makes you a soldier without a cause. A gun under the floorboards, dry timber in a house fire. The perfect combo of potential energy and kinetic tension. Makes sense why your poor coworker’s drawn to you, and why he inevitably won’t be enough.”

She looked up, wary again. But there was no flirtatious gleam in his eye, not a hint of lechery. He’d stated it like a simple fact. Curiosity sparked.

“Why?” 

“Because.” W stood, swept the cards into a pile, and winked down at her. “You’re the most interesting person in this joint.”

As he rose, Courtney glanced at the clock. She jerked to her feet. 

“I’ve got to be back here in eight hours,” she groaned.

W chuckled. “The grind never stops.”

She watched him tuck the cards into his coat and straighten up. She had to crane her neck back to meet his eyes. Without the added height of the raised barista floor, he towered nearly a foot over her head. Flushing when she realized she’d held his gaze a beat too long again, she blurted a little too sharply, “I do need to kick you out.” 

The corners of his eyes crinkled, warmth touching the icy gray. “Understood.” He swept an arm with an exaggerated flourish toward the door. “After you?”

“Um. Technically, I’m supposed to be the last person to leave. Rules.”

“Ah, rules. Aren’t you bored with them?”

“I’d like to keep my job.”

He gave her a pointed look, but walked past her toward the door. 

Courtney checked the café one last time, turned out the lights, and fished out her keys to lock up. Tugging the doors shut, she stepped out onto the sidewalk—and backed straight into a hard chest. 

She pivoted with a quick inhale. He’d waited for her. 

“Do you have a ride home?”

“No.” Why was her heart thumping? “It’s not that far of a walk.”

“At this hour of the night? I’ll walk with you.”

“Thanks, but I walk myself home every night. I’ll be fine.” When he didn’t respond, she added, “I’ve got pepper spray. I can handle myself.”

He laughed. “Oh, I’m sure you can. Still. All it takes is one bad night. Doesn’t hurt to stay protected.” He shook his head, but left it alone. “I suppose I’ll bid you good night here then.”

She was grateful he didn’t push the issue. She didn’t know if she wanted him following her through the dark streets of Westside Orion. Definitely she didn’t like the idea of him knowing where she lived.

“Goodnight,” she said. 

His smile glinted in the light of the streetlamps. A silver tooth flashed behind one of his incisors. “Take care, C.”

He turned and strode down the street. Courtney watched him for a minute, until his silhouette faded into the rain. She turned and made her way toward the apartment blocks in the opposite direction. 

The rain tickled her hair. She started to throw up her hood, and paused. Why bother? Her braid was already coming loose, and she’d have to shower before bed anyway. On a whim, she pulled her long hair out of the hoodie and undid the braid, letting it flutter around her shoulders. Raindrops ran unchecked down her temples and forehead. A little out of the ordinary, to be sure, but the strangeness felt refreshing. Maybe she’d donate her umbrella. 

Halfway through her walk, a faint sound cut through the gentle patter. She stopped. Somewhere, a ways off, someone was whistling. The distant, eerie tune drifted on the night air. She tipped her head, transfixed, unable to place where it was coming from. 

A cold, fat raindrop landed on her nose. She shook herself. Shoving her hands in her pockets, she ducked her head and picked up her pace.

The lilting melody followed her all the way home. 
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3. SOMEONE ELSE'S CRAZY
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“COURT. COURTNEY. Court-neeeeeeeeeey.”

Beep.

“Courtney Spencer. Answer your damn phone.”

Beep.

“Girl. I’m starting to worry. Call me?”

Beep. 

“I’m going to knock down your front door—”

Courtney sighed, pinning the phone against one ear as she measured out her spaghetti. Dina had left eight messages in the last forty-eight hours. She hadn’t even made it through the first four. They grew higher and higher in pitch, increasingly desperate. She hit end on her voicemail, tapped her speed dial, and lifted the phone to her ear again.

Dina picked up on the second ring. “Explain.”

“Hello to you, too.”

“You’ve been dodging my calls for two days.” The phone crackled with static as she exhaled. “I’m coming over.”

Courtney tipped the spaghetti into the boiling pot. “Is there any point in telling you not to?”

“No. We’re going out. You need to get out of that apartment. And away from that café.”

“Dee, I can’t afford to be hungover in the morning.”

“Call in sick! Lord knows you deserve a day off.” In the background, the heavy squeal of brakes echoed. “I’m there in fifteen. Brush your hair and put on some high heels.” 

“Din—”

“No buts! I’m already on the bus. Toodles.”

The phone clicked. Courtney slipped it off her shoulder, cranked the stove up to high, and watched the steam writhe up around her soggy noodles. She may as well have something in her stomach before Dina pumped it full of alcohol.

It’d be a lie if she told herself she wasn’t partly relieved. Her best friend’s tenacity had pulled her out of darker slumps. Dina had been there for her in the preteen years, after her Mom had left. Back then, Dee’s pick-me-ups had involved pink lip gloss and a trip to the mall. It worked about as well as a Band-Aid on a broken bone. But still, Dina knew her better than anyone—or at least, about as well as Courtney let anyone know her. Maybe tonight would take the edge off the restlessness she’d been able to hide from less and less lately. 

Courtney strained the noodles before they were ready, and poured half a jar of Prego over the bowl. The ensuing steam made her mouth water. Carrying the bowl to the sofa, she shoveled as many forkfuls into her mouth as she could before the doorbell buzzed.

Dina glared at her when she opened the door. “You look like hell.” 

“Good to see you too, Dee.”

All scarlet lips and strappy heels, copper skin glowing against a short red dress, Courtney’s best friend looked out of place on her dingy porch front. Dina Ramirez belonged beneath bright happy lights, or, at the very least, the open air of the central city, away from the Wall’s looming shadow. Why she frequented Courtney’s gloomy little Westside apartment was a mystery—at least to their old classmates. 

“Is that spaghetti?” Dark hair styled in a neat chin-length bob, her nails freshly manicured and bloodred, Dina’s dark eyes flashed over her. She enjoyed all the perks of an inner city job. Out here near the Wall, Courtney couldn’t care less about rationing her slim paycheck for a manicure to impress neighbors she never saw. “You were supposed to be getting ready.”

“I just got off work—hey!”

She almost dropped her bowl as Dina grabbed her by the arm and steered her back into the apartment, rattling off her new to-do list.

“’Kay. Lipstick. Eyeliner. Curling iron. You got a dress? No, I don’t mean that grandma thing you wore last time. Something sexy. Where’s that red number I bought you last month? Ooh, and those black pumps...”

Thirty minutes later, Courtney bumped against Dina as their heels clacked against the sidewalk. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” she said, the satin hem of her dress swishing against her calves and inviting in every gust of wind. She shivered, arms locked around her middle.

Dina bumped her right back. “It’ll be warmer inside.”

“It’s already late. We’ll just have to turn right around to get back before curfew.”

“You think the cops care about enforcing curfew on a Friday night?”

The streetlights glittered along Main, which bustled with activity even as the clock crept past ten. Dina was right. Shop windows and neon signs glowed, people moving up and down the sidewalks in no hurry to get home. Even a couple cops lounged beside their squad car enjoying a beer in front of a pizza parlor. Courtney hoped they were off duty. She doubted it.

“Spare change, miss?” 

The raspy voice at knee level made Dina jump. Courtney looked down to see a girl, somewhere under the age of ten, squatting beside a cracked ceramic mug on the sidewalk. Her nose was red. The holes in her jacket didn’t look stylized. She lifted the mug out when she saw them pause.

“Um,” Dina said, then rifled through her purse. “Yeah, hang on...”

Courtney slipped a hand into her own purse and fished around for the tips she’d brought home that day. She pulled out a handful of small bills and held them out to the girl. The child rose to her feet and gripped them with wide eyes.

“Thanks, lady. I like your dress.”

“Hey, you!” The voice boomed down the sidewalk from the pizza parlor. One of the cops leaning against the squad car had turned in their direction, glaring eyes fixed on the red-nosed girl. “No soliciting on this street!”

The girl balked, stuffed the mug and change into her oversized coat, and took off. The cop swore something foul after her and waved a hand in resignation. He glanced over at them. 

“Sorry, ladies. Hope that little scamp wasn’t buggin’ ya.” His eyes trailed over their attire. “Y’all don’t plan on staying out too late, now. Might have to pick ya up for breaking curfew.”

“Or do stay out,” said his buddy. “We could have some fun of our own. This shift needs to liven up.”

The roguish tilt of his mouth made Dina fake a gag once they’d passed them by. “Don’t ever date a cop, Court.”

“Ew. Why would you even say that?”

“Because that one was good-looking before he opened his mouth. If you ever finally decide to get out there, make sure it’s not for a guy in uniform.”

“You don’t have to worry about that.” Courtney glanced over her shoulder, looking for the girl. Both cops leered after them. She turned back.

“I hope she’s smarter about where she panhandles next time,” she murmured. It wasn’t uncommon to see kids on the streets. In fact, they made up about half the homeless population. After the Wall had gone up, one by one the government programs had caved in around the city, leaving scrappy essentials behind. Only public safety, infrastructure maintenance, and a few hospitals remained city-sponsored. Social programs like child protective services had been the first to crumble. The supposed protective services that remained, such as law enforcement, had backslid down the seedy slope of corruption and lack of accountability. Any kids on the streets ended up in juvenile detention centers for petty crimes if the police bothered to catch them. Foster homes and care centers were a thing of the past.

“You know, I do worry.”

Courtney turned back to look at her friend, who’d stopped, and backtracked to pinpoint which part of the conversation Dina was referring to. “About what?”

“You.”

Courtney blinked. “Why?”

“Your whole single-’til-the-apocalypse bravado.” Shuffling in her heels, Dina poked at a quarter stuck to the sidewalk with the toe of her shoe. “Look around. The apocalypse happened ten years ago, at least in this city.”

“Oh.” Wishing she had her big coat to retreat deeper into, Courtney looked at the sidewalk too. “I didn’t know you had a problem with it.”

“I don’t! I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to monopolize your time—or whatever’s left of it, you workaholic, but... I do want you to be happy.”

“Dating isn’t a cure for unhappiness.”

“No, it’s not, but... I hate seeing you work yourself to death just to avoid an empty apartment. I wish you’d just room with me.”

“I can’t afford to live on Eastside.”

“I told you I’d help with rent.”

Courtney clenched her hands around her elbows. “I don’t feel right about that.”

“I know, and that’s both what makes you a great friend and why I hate your stubborn guts sometimes.” Dina kicked the quarter and, when it didn’t move, kept walking. “I’d move in with you, but... Westside is scary.”

Courtney shrugged. “I like it.”

“That’s the problem!” Looping an elbow through hers, Dina gripped Courtney’s forearm. “You find excitement in the wrong things. Can’t you find stimulation in normal entertainment like a night on the town? Or letting someone finally sweep you off your feet?”

Courtney smirked. “You’re not subtle, Dee. If you want to set me up with someone, just do it.”

“You think I haven’t thought about it!” Dina smacked her arm, then dropped it. “I’d set you up with any one of my friends, if I only thought you’d give them a chance.”

“Who says I won’t?”

“I know you too well for that.”

The intersection holding Dina’s favorite club approached at the end of the street. Courtney watched the lights glistening behind the tinted windows, the faint pulse of music drifting out over the nighttime pedestrians, and sighed.

“I have enough to deal with in my life without adding the unpredictability of a man to the mix,” she confessed. 

They slowed their pace as they approached the intersection. After a long moment, Dina asked, “Has your Dad been dropping by lately?”

“Yet another reason I live in Westside,” Courtney muttered. “Not the safest place to loiter on a locked doorstep.”

Dina hesitated. “Y’know, revenge might be sweet, but it could backfire keeping him worried about you on your own.”

“It’s not revenge, and I don’t need him worried about me,” Courtney said. “I don’t need him thinking about me at all. He had his time for that.”

Dina kept her lips closed, but Courtney’s spine tightened at the concern bleeding off her rarely silent friend. 

“It’s not like they live far,” Courtney added. “I can still see Michael, and I can avoid Conrad by knowing his schedule. It’s a win-win.”

“Yep,” Dina said. “Definitely seems like you’re winning.”

Courtney stopped, frowning at the back of her friend’s dark bob. Dina sighed, and turned around. 

“Look, I’m not asking you to start dating,” she said, tone softening. “Stay single as a Pringle and come out with me for girls’ nights, have fun once in a while. But... would you drop the whole straight-arm routine? Let at least one more person get close to you besides me.” Her dark eyes glimmered in the streetlights. “Not everyone’s going to be your dad. The Lone Survivor act is wearing out.”

Courtney stared at her, startled by the sober look in those usually bright eyes. She heaved a laugh that didn’t feel light enough. “Okay. I’ll see if I can cut back on shifts. And we’ll hang out.”

“And you’ll meet some new people.” Dina pursed her lips, then added, “Tonight.”

Courtney blew out a puff of cloudy air. “I’ll meet some new people. Tonight.”

With a nod, Dina turned on her heels and renewed the bounce in her step. “Say hello to life outside the coffee shop; we’ll find other ways to get you out of that apartment. Living next to the Wall’s depressing as hell. Cheap rent be damned.”

“Ha... you’re not wrong.”

Dina’s hands clapped together. “All right, come on. My toes are falling off.”

Courtney picked up the pace. 

They reached the intersection and stood huddled at the crosswalk, waiting for the signal. She watched her breath turn to foggy swirls, tinted green under the traffic light. 

A car horn spliced the air. Then a second. Across the street, before the intersection, cars rolled to a stop in spite of the green. 

Dina frowned, stretching up on her toes. “What’s going—”

A scream pierced the night, sending goose bumps down Courtney’s arms. The cry lifted, high and rough, before dropping sharply into a man’s hysterical cackle. 

Someone else screamed. Buried between the headlights, silhouettes scuffled in and out of focus. Tires squealed. A taxi lurched backward, crunching into the car behind it. Smoke rose to float in the headlights, followed by the stench of burnt rubber. 

A man convulsed in the center of the chaos, spine arcing, height building. Limbs thickened and warped. The silhouette grew before their eyes, haloed against the wash of headlights. The shape pitched forward and landed, arms spread on the hood of the taxi. Huge, hairy... not-hands screeched against the metal. The taxi driver laid on the horn. The creature leaped forward, crunching the hood under its weight. It surged for the windshield, drew back an appendage and smashed into the glass with a thud that reverberated through the concrete. The windshield splintered. Screams split the air as the creature dove through the jagged hole and ripped the driver from his seat.

“Move!” A shoulder knocked into Courtney, throwing her off balance in her heels. Dina gripped her arm. More people slammed past. Car doors hung open, cabs abandoned as people streamed to the sidewalks. 

“Police!” someone screamed. “Somebody call the police!”

A siren chirped, too far down the block. Blue and red lights flickered off the faces running past. Courtney turned around to see the two cops from earlier standing halfway down the sidewalk, squad car lit up beside them. Neither moved any closer. One jerked a radio to his mouth.

Courtney turned back to the bedlam in the intersection—just in time to see the van come screeching out the alley opposite. It slammed into the taxi. The resounding crack of metal on metal shredded Courtney’s eardrums as the little yellow cab crunched sideways into the next car. Smoke poured from the wrinkled hood. The creature yanked itself upright from where the taxi driver lay, body torn halfway through the windshield. It began to shrink again. Limbs folding back on each other, chest caving inward, head jerking to one side as the long snout retracted. The ripped clothing slipped off in tatters.

The van doors flew open. Men in white jumpsuits leaped into the street, surging toward the Changer on the hood. The creature shrank further. The scraps of clothes left revealed a man’s hunched form, pink skin and skinny ribs, human as ever. Sides heaving, he rolled off the hood of the taxi and stumbled away on shaky feet.

By then the intersection was deserted enough for Courtney to make out a softer sound—one she instantly wished she couldn’t hear. The man rocked back on his heels, staring at the white-clad men rushing toward him, and laughed. 

The sound echoed off the buildings, rising in pitch until it rasped into a terrifying giggle. 

It didn’t cease until the men in white brought their clubs down hard. 

⬥◆⬥

Courtney sat in Dina’s living room, nursing a cup of hot chocolate, watching the muted TV flicker through the news. The incident from the intersection an hour ago had only featured once. A brief ten-second story. Dina banged some pots and pans in the kitchen and growled.

“This night should’ve been so much better.”

“It’s all right.” Courtney took another sip of cocoa. “I wasn’t really feeling up to going out anyway.”

“Yeah and it seems the crazy Fates agreed with you.” Dina slammed another pot down on the stove. “I’ve got images in my brain I can’t unsee.”

“That poor cab driver,” Courtney murmured. 

“I was talking about that Changer’s naked ass glowing in the headlights.”

“I’ve never seen one that close before.”

“An ass?”

“A Changer, you punk.” 

Dina snorted. “Those White Coats sure clean up fast. You know, that’s probably why half the city still thinks it’s a hoax. Group hysteria, some sort of conspiracy to keep us all in check. I mean, I thought so too once upon a time.”

“Really? After ten years of Quarantine?”

“Yeah, well, would you believe it? I never actually saw anything until tonight. I mean, all the videos look fake. With everything they filter out, all the censoring, it’s hard to trust anything. But now... what do you do when your own eyes tell you the world’s insane?”

Courtney watched the steam rise from her mug. “Life’s not nearly as sane as they make it out to be.” 

“That’s a good one. Who said that?”

“Someone from work.”

“Not that one that keeps hitting on you?”

“No, not Max. A customer.”

Dina reentered the living room holding her own cup of steaming cocoa. “You have some pretty strange conversations in coffee shops.”

“You have no idea.”

Courtney’s phone buzzed on the couch between them. 

“Speak of the devil.” Dina picked it up. “It’s Max. Want me to text him a poop emoji?”

“Don’t read my texts.”

“What would a grown-ass man want with forty sugars?”

Courtney snatched her phone back. “You actually sent him a poop. Real mature.”

“What’s W stand for? Is that a euphemism for something?”

“No. Just an eccentric customer the other baristas don’t like to deal with.”

“Eccentric how? Another creepy old guy who orders coffee in his pajamas?”

Courtney laughed. “No pajamas. And he’s not old.”

“Creepy, though?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is he hot?”

“Excuse me?”

“Well, your coworkers don’t like dealing with him. But sounds like you don’t mind.”

“I don’t pick and choose who I serve. It’s called being a professional.”

“Mm, but not not hot though. I see that look.”

“What look? I don’t have a—”

The phone buzzed again, longer this time—an incoming call. Courtney latched onto the needed escape and lifted it to her ear. 

“Hey, Corny,” rasped an adolescent voice. 

A smile broke out on her lips. “Hey, Mikey.”

“Mikeeeey!” Dina leaned toward Courtney’s face to yell into the phone. “Is that my favorite preteen in the world?”

“It’s Michael, gosh. I told you, Mikey is a baby name.”

Courtney smirked. “Michael. Right. What are you doing up so late?”

“It’s Friday night.” A heavy sigh crackled the air on the other end. “Not that I have any reason to stay up. Dad banned me from video games all week.”

“What? Why?”

“Something about ‘being present’ with each other. Now he wants to play catch and do stupid stuff like going to the park. Like, I’m not five.”

Courtney’s smirk cooled. Talk about ten years too late. 

“And I’m not even allowed to use the computer until I finish my homework.”

“What if you need the computer for homework?”

“He blocks all the sites to the games. I need a special password that only he knows.”

“Well. That sucks.” 

“Yeah.” Another crackly sigh. “I wanna come visit you. Dad says we could go to the movies or something.”

“Uh... yeah. I mean, I’ll have to check my work schedule, but maybe I can take you sometime after school? We could see that new one about the superheroes.”

“Dad wants us all to go.”

Courtney hesitated, a beat too long. Michael heard it for what it was.

“I mean, he doesn’t have to come. He just wanted to see you. He asked me to call.”

Wow. Using her little brother? Courtney ground her teeth but spoke lightly, “I’m sure we’ll figure out a date.”

“Uh-huh.” Michael fiddled with the phone. “Well, maybe I could just come over and hang out for a weekend. You’ve still got our old PlayStation, right?”

“Yeah. It’s in a box somewhere.”

“Cool.” A beat. Then, “I miss you.”

“I miss you too, bud. Let’s hang out soon, all right? I’ll talk to Dad and see if we can see a movie.”

“Okay!” His voice brightened. “I’ll skip school if I have to.”

She laughed. “I think we can work around that.”

“Yeah, well, Dad’ll let me if it means we all get to hang out.”

Another low blow.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’ll call you again once I figure out my schedule. How’s next Friday sound?”

“Um, you should do Monday. Afternoon. I got a test in History fifth period.” 

“I think we’ll plan for Friday.”

“But it’s History.”

Courtney chuckled. “See you, Mikey.”

“Michael!”

“Michael.”

Dina grinned at her after she’d hung up. “Does he still call you Corny?”

“Yeah.” Since he was four, though he could pronounce her name fine now. She hoped it never changed.

“Agh. I just want to pinch his freckly cheeks! Can I adopt your little brother?”

Courtney started to smile, but then her eyes caught on the muted TV screen. A hulking figure filled the frame, black mask turned away from the camera. Dina followed her gaze and gasped. She swiped the remote and turned the volume up.

“Look who’s back!” She scooted up to the edge of the couch. “When I didn’t see him on the news this month I got so worried they’d caught him! You know the OCPD needs to get its priorities straight when they can’t catch a Changer but fall over themselves trying to arrest a superhero.”

“Vigilante,” Courtney corrected. 

They both watched the screen. A massive human figure raced down the street, surprisingly fast for his size—over ten feet in height—and ducked around a corner. His face was obscured by a mask. The police car chasing him skidded to a stop before a brick building. He’d jumped onto the roof with a single bound, leaving the cops in the dust.

The picture changed. A reporter came on, warning of disturbing images to follow. Three men appeared, beat up black and blue, slouched against the base of a brick wall. They were all three cuffed to the rail of a fire escape. 

“The vigilante known as the Orion Giant has surfaced yet again, leaving a trail of known criminals in his wake. However, the OCPD has released a number of the Giant’s victims, due to insufficient evidence or witnesses to testify to their crimes. They request any individuals who have information on the vigilante...”

“This city is so messed up,” Dina snapped. “That guy on the right is a rapist. I remember his picture from last year. The cops let him go because his father’s a politician. And now they’re letting all the other scumbags go because it wasn’t one of their own boys in blue to bring them in!”

Courtney shook her head. “It’s not fair, but you can’t try to right a wrong by going above the law.”

“The vigilante upholds the law more than the police do.”

Courtney couldn’t say anything to that. 

“Plus, did you see the size of him?” Dina added. “I heard he can double his size in the blink of an eye, and he lifted a car off an injured lady with his bare hands. If that’s not a superhero, I don’t know what is.” 

Courtney skimmed through her messages while Dina fawned over her celebrity crush. She’d missed several texts from Max. Maybe Dina was right. She did need to set some boundaries before he got the wrong idea. 

7:59PM. This shift is so boring without you.

8:06PM. You-know-who hasn’t shown up yet. Think Jess would fire us if we closed early? I’m gonna quit this job if he starts showing up when you’re not here to handle him. 

Courtney rolled her eyes, tugging the screen down to the next set of messages. 

9:18PM. Betting on how many sugars Freakshow wants today. Madeline says thirty, I say forty. Loser’s gotta hand off his drink.

9:25PM. Shit he’s here.

Courtney swiped to the last message. She stared at it, maybe a little too long. 

9:27PM. Maybe you should be sick more often. He left without ordering anything. 
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4. THE TORCH
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DR. JEANINE CAMPBELL adjusted her glasses with the edge of her wrist, balancing her coffee and clipboard stacked high with notes. She blew a lock of blonde hair that had escaped from her bun away before it caught on her lipstick. Some people wondered why she bothered wearing makeup, down on the lower wards around orderlies and patients who couldn’t care less about presentation. None of the lesser doctors cared to cover their faint age lines or sleepless eye circles as she did. But her prim composition was no mere style preference. Professionalism wasn’t an option in this line of work; it was survival.

The steady click of her heels echoed down the endless concrete corridor. It looked more like a prison than a hospital. She supposed in reality it was a mix of both. Shrieks and growls, muffled behind heavy iron doors, followed her. Jeanine had grown used to them long ago. 

Funny the things one stopped hearing when working for AITO. 

“Morning, Dr. Campbell.”

Jeanine looked up in surprise at the orderly she hadn’t heard emerge from one of the cells. She glanced at the nameplate on the door. Reginald A. Murphy, room Z-201. Her next session. 

“Evan,” she said. “How is the patient?”

The white-coated youth shrugged. Unlike most of the orderlies, picked for their brawn or intimidation factor, Evan Grimes was thin as a reed and gangly to boot. Nevertheless, he was often assigned to the most volatile cases. The kid’s subdued, measured temperament worked as a kind of sedative to even the Z-Ward patients. Last week, the patient in Z-26 had bitten off the ear of one of the nurses. In the pandemonium that followed, the patient had beaten up three doctors and a security guard, flashing between his bestial form and his emaciated human one. Only Grimes had been able to talk him down. 

“The drugs seem to be working,” Evan said in his mild voice. “He’s lethargic, but lucid. The Ativan seems to be keeping his creatural shift at bay. Mostly.”

“Mostly?” Jeanine echoed. “What does that mean?”

Evan’s face, expressionless as usual, gave nothing away. “You’ll see when you get inside.”

He keyed in the door’s pass code and stepped aside. Jeanine hesitated. She’d heard a lot about the Torch in the two years since he’d surfaced in Orion’s Eastside. She could hear something from the other side of the door. A faint clicking noise drifted from the cell within.

Evan cleared his throat. “Would you like me in there with you?” 

Jeanine drew herself up. “No. Frank and Mitch are inside, right?”

Frank and Mitch were two of the burliest orderlies they had. Ex-Special-Ops, they weren’t to be trifled with. Evan nodded.

“I’ll be right outside,” he said. 

Another doctor might’ve taken offense at such a statement, offered by a scrawny twenty-something. Jeanine had four PhDs and fifteen years of experience working with the mentally unstable. However, she wasn’t a fool. She knew that if things went south on the Z-Ward, Grimes was her best defense. 

Taking a deep breath, she pushed open the door and stepped inside. 

The room was freezing. She knew why, of course, but she had to fight the urge to shiver under the powerful AC. In the middle of the room, his hands cuffed to a metal table, sat Reginald. He didn’t look up when she came in. The two looming security personnel stood behind him. 

She recognized him from the papers: the monster-man that had terrorized the Eastside of Orion since last May. He looked thinner than his mug shot. The wild, brilliant red hair had lost some of its color, and his short copper beard had grown out, scruffy and unkempt. He wore the standard gray jumpsuit, with his patient number printed over his heart.

“Hello, Mr. Murphy,” Jeanine greeted him.

He remained motionless. As she neared, she realized that his eyes were closed. She crossed the room and took a seat in the chair opposite him.

“I’m Dr. Jeanine Campbell. How are you feeling this morning?”

She pretended to familiarize herself with his files for a moment, waiting for some sort of acknowledgement of her presence. He remained still.

“I hear you aren’t taking your meals anymore,” she said. 

A clicking sound, like a cockroach scuttling over dry paper, made her look up. His eyes were open. She stiffened.

The whites of his eyes were gone. His entire gaze was liquid yellow, pupils narrowed into slits—snakelike. His eyelashes were gone as well, replaced by a lidless rim of black scales. He smiled. Narrow lips revealed a row of pointed teeth.

“Doctor,” he drawled. His voice was little more than a croak. “Mind if I call ya Jeanine?”

“I would prefer Dr. Campbell.” 

He leaned back, gaze fixed on her, but his eyes changed. The outer corners shifted. A second lid appeared, sliding over the yellow corneas, clicking as it went. He blinked like a lizard. 

“Well, Jeanine,” he said. “I’d prefer my meals a little more rare. Meatloaf last week, wasn’t it? It was cooked clean through. No pink left.”

Jeanine took a brief note on her clipboard. “So, you are skipping your meals to make a statement about our cooking?”

“No.”

“Well, what is your angle?”

“I ain’t got no angle. Just prefer my meat with a little blood in it these days.” His tongue darted out over his lower lip. There was something off about the movement. “Why’re you here, Doc?”

“I’m here to check up on the wellbeing of my patients.”

“No. I mean here. You’re a shrink. Ain’t this a facility for freaks of nature? You got scientists and zoologists and every white coat in between pokin’ at us. Suckin’ out our blood. Makin’ us pee in cups. Why’d they add a shrink to the mix?”

That tongue shot out again, and Jeanine finally caught a better glimpse of it. It was forked. Tearing her gaze away, she stole a couple of seconds leafing through his file. 

“Your creatural shift has the appearance of a Komodo dragon,” she said. “The creature seems to affect your human form. The cold makes you sluggish. Have you been experiencing any other side effects?”

“What, like thoughts? A newfound taste for bloody meat? The sudden urge to bite... ah, particularly large people? Y’know, the ones that remind me of water buffalo.”

Jeanine stared at him. 

“You never answered my question,” Reginald said.

“The higher-ups thought it would be a good idea to appoint a psychologist,” she replied.

“Uh-huh. ’Cause they’re scared of how many of us are going...” He leaned forward, and stage-whispered: “Cuh-ray-zee.” 

Jeanine hesitated. “Instability does tend to be a delayed side effect of the transformations. All of the neurons being rearranged like that, let alone the rest of the body’s cells—it’s a miracle the brain still looks anything like a brain when the reassembly is finished.”

“Wow.” Reginald smirked. “I thought doctor-speak was supposed to make the patient feel better. Should I be worried about turning into bone soup next time I shift?” 

“Not that I know of.” Jeanine pushed her glasses farther up her nose. “We have yet to determine what permanent physical effects the shifts have on the human body. Every patient in this facility has retained the ability to return to their human form. Our main concern is theriomutation’s effect on the mind.”

“Mmm.” Reginald blinked again. The reptilian click of his eyelids raised the hair on Jeanine’s arms. “So y’all are less concerned about the idea of shapeshifters popping up all over Orion City, and more nervous about the idea of Changers going, ah—what’s the scientific term? Loony?”

“There does seem to be a link between the number of times someone shifts and their degree of stability.” The pattern suggested the more times a theriomutant shifted, the more the mind unraveled. The more rabid, animalistic... unhinged they became. 

“Uh-huh. Well then, I’ve shifted so many times, my brain’s more scrambled than an egg salad. What scares you more? The fact that I might turn into a giant lizard and take a bite out of the general public? Or that I might take a bite out of the general public all by my little human self?”

“You’re here at AITO for a reason.”

“Yeah, I know. You’re here to fix me. Well, what if I like the way I am now? What if nobody here wants to be fixed?”

Jeanine shuffled through her notes once again, looking to regain control of the conversation.

“According to your file, you experienced your first shift two years ago, October 17th. Would you describe that night for me?”

For the first time, Reginald’s carefree grin wavered. He leaned back farther in his chair, as far as the handcuffs allowed him to stretch. Jeanine watched the muscles flex in his forearms, and right in front of her eyes, a ripple of scales replaced the skin there. 

“Don’t wanna,” he growled. All playfulness was gone from his voice. 

Jeanine refused to be cowed. “Our records say a certain Joanna Tang lost her life that night. An auto accident in the rain.”

“It wasn’t an accident!” 

The explosive bark made both guards jerk forward. Jeanine held up a hand, stilling them. Her heart thumped, but training kept her muscles and voice relaxed. 

“Would you describe for me what happened?”

“A coldblooded murder is what happened,” Reginald snarled. “The coward left us in the middle of the road, hanging feet over ears in an upside-down sedan.”

“The file says you were uninjured in the hit-and-run. But Joanna died upon impact?”

“No. I had to get her out, the roof was crushing her. By the time the paramedics arrived more of her blood was on my pants than inside of her.”

Jeanine studied the pain on his face with a clinical eye. Between each of her patients, she’d pieced together a pattern. Every single first shift had been triggered by trauma. Interestingly, the trauma was rarely physical. Each recounted an intense, concentrated emotion just before the shift. Rage. Grief. Horror. In one instance, it had been pure elation: the birth of a patient’s firstborn.

Jeanine jotted down another note. “She died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital.”

Reginald’s fists clenched on the table. Scales rippled across his knuckles. Jeanine watched, mesmerized by the seamless partial transformation. 

“You rode with her,” she continued. “Did you transform in the ambulance?”

“No. It didn’t happen until we got to the hospital. Thirty minutes later, they’d already wheeled her off in a body bag, and I was numb. I just remember staring at the pen they handed me, to sign some papers. I was in the waiting room, next to one of those glass terrariums, y’know, the fish tanks they usually put in to make the waiting room a little cheerier? Only those freaks didn’t even have fish. They had an iguana. I remember staring at this giant lizard thing, standing by the tank, not moving. Not even thinking. Just lookin’ at it, while it looked back. And then it happened.”

Jeanine leaned forward. “What?”

“This creepy crawly feeling, pins and needles, like when your arm falls asleep and a hundred bees start stinging you when you move. Only this was everywhere. My whole body, a thousand bee stings. I couldn’t even breathe, it hurt so bad. And then... nothin’.”

“You blacked out?” Most of the theriomutants she interviewed had no recollection of their first shift. They only remembered the pain at the start—emotional, physical—and the pain waking up. 

“Yeah. I woke up in an alleyway, buck naked and covered in mud. It was still raining. I remember the only thought in my head was that I was gonna freeze to death. I’d just survived a T-bone, watched my girlfriend break in half, and now I was gonna die behind a dumpster in my birthday suit. I still had no clue what happened. I was half-hoping I dreamed the whole thing: she’d be waiting for me back home, I’d had a super bad trip and she’d haul me over the coals when I got back.”

Reginald leaned over his handcuffs and took a grating breath. The scales on his arms shifted, living dominoes folding over one another. 

“And then he showed up.”

Jeanine’s pen froze over her notepad. She looked up, careful not to betray her interest. Even Frank and Mitch shifted behind the patient’s chair. 

“The Whistler?” Frank blurted out. Jeanine shot him a look.

“Yeah.” Reginald’s forked tongue swept over his teeth. “The big man himself. The King of the Freaks. The heart of Orion’s rotten underworld.”

“He approached you? Directly after the change?”

“Think he was watching me the whole time. Told me, later. Said I had potential.”

“Potential for what, exactly?”

Reginald smiled this time, baring those pointed yellow teeth. “Great things.”

“Your record says you eventually found the driver.”

“I hunted him down like the dog he was. The Whistler’s got connections in high places, low places, all the places in between. There was nowhere to hide. The bastard got what he deserved.”

“You burned down his house with him and his wife inside.”

“Oi, I’m a nice guy. I spared the kids. They’re in therapy somewhere. He made me watch my family die; I could’ve made him watch his burn. But I’m too softhearted I guess.”

“Hm.” Jeanine made a note on her clipboard. “You said the Whistler helped you find him. Did he also help you acquire your second form?”

“Yeah. He told me about the blood process. You’ve probably heard it from all the other guys in here. Don’t know who first figured it out, but it’s damn cool. Quite a rush, those next few times. You can almost feel every cell absorbing the new you.”

Jeanine shuddered without meaning to. It was true. Nearly every patient in the Z-Ward had discovered the secret of transforming into more than one creature. Absorbing the blood of another vertebrate. Though she hadn’t yet learned how this “virus” worked, she knew somehow the cells were able to acquire new codes of DNA. It was inexplicable, scientifically backward, superhuman even. But it was happening all over the city. Naturally, theriomutants who figured it out gravitated straight for the most dangerous predators. Orion’s zoo was shut down in the mayhem of that first period under Quarantine, to protect fearsome creatures like lions and gorillas from rabid “Changers” hopping the walls. The biggest predators in the animal kingdom ran in terror from humans who’d warped beyond all recognition, greedy bloodlust shining in their eyes. Only a small blood transfusion was needed to start the process. But it wasn’t uncommon to find animals hacked apart, blood and body parts strewn asunder. Twelve months passed before the zoo had reopened with extra security, and only then with pressure from AITO, to reassure the city they had things under control. 

It was a lie. They had as much control as the police force did over the city’s organized crime. Enough to trick people into sleeping soundly at night. When, in reality, the house of cards could topple at any moment. 

A.I.T.O. Agency for the Investigation of Theriomutational Occurrences. Thrown together by the state after the feds imposed Quarantine, it consisted of the best scientific minds in the country. The PhDs were the only ones allowed into Orion after they’d sealed it off. But once in, they weren’t allowed out. It was the highest profile case in the country, but the job assignment was grim. Solve this case, or stay inside the Wall forever. 

The only way out was to tell the government they had a cure. They could keep the virus from spreading. They could figure it out, understand it, destroy it. 

But every scientist, doctor and shrink within the Wall knew that wasn’t an option. 

“So, Mr. Murphy,” Jeanine said, trying to regroup. “The Whistler obtained the blood sample for your second transformation. You chose a monitor lizard. Was this related to your original form as a reptile?”

Reginald smacked his lips. “You know my name, Doc. It ain’t Murphy no more.”

“Right. The Torch. You’re a serial arsonist. So you selected the monitor for its ability to withstand heat?”

He leaned back in his chair, farther this time, so that the metal cuffs bit into his wrists. He let out a long, guttural sigh. The hum of the AC units above them filled the space.

“Is something the matter?” 

“You’re gettin’ a little boring, Jeanine.”

A hint of annoyance slipped into her voice. “I assure you, you’ll be a lot more bored alone in your cell, staring at four padded walls.”

He said nothing. Jeanine waited for him to look at her again, but he kept his eyes rolled upward, fixed on the ceiling. His hands wriggled in the cuffs. Twisting. Changing shape under the scales. 

“Records say you worked closely with the Whistler over the past two years. Did he ever tell you his real name?”

“Real name.” A soft laugh rumbled up from his throat. “You mean the label they stamped on his birth certificate?”

“Yes, that’s—”

“Y’know, that’s the thing about your kind. You people gotta slap a label on everything. Makes us human, less scary. ’S’why you keep calling me Mr. Murphy. But, y’see, a name’s not something you’re born with. No. That’s a label.” His wrists shifted again, that same odd movement. “A name is something you make for yourself. Maybe you get it from others, like ol’ Whistler and me got our titles from the tabloids. But what they call you is your own making. Like you, Doc. How many years did you grind away in grad school to get them to change your name? Doctor. Someone who fixes people. You like the ring of it, no?” He dropped his eyes to meet hers. “Torch. The spot in the dark that guides people out of blindness. Lights up what’s really there. Shows the world its true colors.”

“Also a tool that sets buildings on fire.”

“Yes ma’am. Can’t win a war without a little heat. You think I’m a tool? Maybe I am. I’m that first splat of gunfire on the edge of a revolution.”

Jeanine sighed. “So, you don’t know his name, or you won’t tell me?” 

Slowly, Reginald leaned forward over the table, yellow gaze hooded as if about to tell her a secret. Then he grinned. A wide, yellow, feral grin. 

She had a milisecond to register the faint rasp of metal—and the fact that he had wriggled free of his cuffs—before he lunged. 

The table flipped. 

Stupid! She thought as her back hit the floor. Her head bounced off the concrete, and she saw fireworks. A scaly fist grabbed the front of her coat. Yellow teeth bared inches from her face.

“His name,” Reginald snarled. “Is a whistle in the dead of night. That song you hear on the wind down a dark road. The sound of everything wrong in this world, squeezed into four. Little. Notes.” He clicked his reptilian tongue between each word, breath searing her cheeks. 

“Dr. Campbell!” Frank struggled to get to them, blocked by the table Reginald had thrown between them. 

Jeanine fought the hold on her throat, but she was half-pinned under the table. His voice was hot in her face. “He sends out that call ’cause he owns these streets. Hums a cheery little tune while he’s slitting your throat.”

“Get off her, you freak!”

Reginald cackled as Frank yanked him back. “Whistles when he likes you, and whistles when you’re dead! Why d’you think he freaks the media out so much? ’Cause he just don’t give a damn.”

They dragged him by the arms over the upturned table. He howled with laughter. 

“You ever fight someone like that?” he gasped. “Comin’ at you with knives, whistling like he’s taking out the Sunday trash, he don’t even pause for breath. It does something to your insides.”

Frank and Mitch wrestled him upright, producing a set of handcuffs. 

“He don’t leave behind a signature or calling card. Nah, just leaves someone close enough to hear him. Close enough to hear the whole terrifying thing. And let me tell you... you ever hear somebody whistle again, even a nursery rhyme—”

Jeanine wriggled herself out from under the table. 

“—you’ll find yourself fetal on the floor, with your head between your knees!” 

“I’m sorry, Dr. Campbell,” Mitch grunted. “We’ve got to sedate him. Session’s over.”

She nodded. “Get him out of here.”

Reginald held her gaze, even as the orderlies dragged him to the door, grinning from ear to ear. The yellow gleam in his eyes was rabid. 

“You’ll never catch him,” he laughed. “Interrogate every prisoner on this base. Nobody’s turning him in. He made us. This is war, Doc. You picked the wrong side.”

The door slammed shut behind them. Jeanine sat there on the cold floor for a moment, clipboard and papers strewn about her. Her coffee leaked nutty brown puddles over the cement. 

The opposite door beeped and swung open. Evan appeared at her side. 

“Dr. Campbell, are you all right?”

His soft, earnest voice pulled her back to reality. With a terse nod, she took his proffered hand and stood up. Her heels wobbled beneath her. She could feel her legs already bruising. Pushing back the blonde hair that had come loose from its bun, she straightened her glasses.

“Are you sure you don’t need to take a moment?” Evan steadied her by the elbow. “The Torch has sent multiple people home before. The committee would understand if you—”

“He’s not the Torch,” Jeanine snapped. “He’s Patient Z-201. Mr. Murphy. Don’t give them that power, Mr. Grimes.”

Evan’s tranquil face flickered. The barest twitch of an eyebrow. “Yes... ma’am.”

Jeanine scooped up her clipboard from the ground. “Find Frank and Mitch, and make sure the patient is secured. Then let the committee know that I’m moving ahead with the rest of my sessions today on schedule.”

Readjusting her glasses, she marched out into the hall. The fluorescents hummed. Doors glided past. Her mind caught on the faint sounds leaking through each one. Shrieks. Hysteria. Laughter. 

The concrete quieted as the click of her heels led her out of the Z-Ward.
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5. THE SUPERHERO
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JASPER WADE CROUCHED behind a stack of freight crates, his hand sweating on his gun. The night air prickled. Keeping his tall frame crunched into the shadows was a feat, but at the very least, his black hair and uniform would blend with the night. He hoped. His breath floated out in a cloud, and he shut his mouth, praying that wouldn’t give them away. 

Next to him, Officer McCoy hunkered down, gun also at the ready. He peered through one of the narrow slits in the crates. With quick silent motions, he waved over the rest of the team. 

“What’s the haul look like this time?” Patton hissed. She dropped to one knee behind them. To her right, two more officers crept over.

“Three loads,” McCoy whispered. 

“Three? That’s bold.”

“These punks have upped their game.”

McCoy squinted through the gap. “Fifteen men. Armed. Three AR-15s, six semi-automatics.”

Patton’s jaw twitched. 

Chest tight, Jasper adjusted his bullet proof vest. McCoy glanced down at him. 

“Take a look, rookie.” He moved back, enough for Jasper to lean in and peer through the gap in the crates. He tried to ignore the prickle of irritation at the nickname. Despite his experience, everyone in the OCPD looked at him that way. The young face, large blue eyes, and messy curls that never tamed. They saw a boy with a badge, not a detective who’d trained for years. 

In the middle of the alley ahead, a truck idled with its engine grumbling. Men loaded crates into the back while taillights glowed through the steam, shadows flickering in and out of the red. Jasper’s gaze lifted to the tall brick building behind them. St. Barnabas. Anger flashed through him. They were making the drugs with hospital supplies, which meant they had someone on the inside smuggling out substances.

“Right,” McCoy said. Jasper pulled back. “On my count.”

Adrenaline sparked. Jasper tightened his grip on his gun. 

Before McCoy could give the order, a pavement-cracking thud echoed off the walls. Jasper jerked upright, risking a glance over the crates.

It took several seconds for his eyes to make sense of the scene. 

A giant—the Giant—had dropped from the adjacent roof. Knees bunched to absorb the impact, he straightened. The hulking shadow loomed over the van.

Jasper stared at him. For a single frozen second, all the officers around him did too.

Every ridiculous media story, every shaky video and sensationalist news article... nothing could come close to this. Twelve feet tall. Chest wide as the hood of a car. The thick black mask covered his face from forehead to cheek, unnatural muscles bulging under a black bodysuit. The Orion Giant stood before them, as real as the steam curling up from the pavement. 

“Hey!” a man yelled from the van. Heads turned. 

The colossal vigilante was already moving. In one swift motion, he sprang for the man nearest him—the one with the automatic slung across his back, who had no time to grab for it as the Giant slammed a fist into his side, dropping him cold. 

Crates fell with a smash. Shouts filled the air as a dozen men rushed him. Turning, the Giant snatched up two by the back of their coats and flung them headlong into the hospital wall. As the three near the truck scrambled for their guns, the vigilante bulldozed the unlucky men closest to him, lunging for the armed trio. His huge fist closed around two of the weapons, and he snatched the third as he wheeled around. Someone punched him in the gut—the highest place they could reach. The Giant raised a knee, knocking the offender backward. Lifting the rifles high, he bent all three in half with a hard crack, and tossed them aside. 

The men still standing took a collective step back. In their moment’s hesitation, Jasper sized up the group. Ten men left. Wait—there was one more, back in the shadows, a blond man standing on a crate. He blinked. The man vanished. 

A gunshot split the air. 

The Giant jerked. Half a step back, barely a stumble. Jasper’s eyes snapped around the alley. He spotted the man with the pistol crouched behind a stack of crates. For one unthinking second his hand twitched on his own gun, ready to yank it up and fire at the man who’d shot the Giant. But then McCoy was shouting: 

“OCPD! Put your hands in the air, all of you!”

The Giant dove, just as the man with the pistol squeezed off another shot. Officers shouted from their hiding places, flattened against crates, guns raised. The truck’s engine revved. Jasper edged toward the shooter’s crate fortress, sticking to his own cover, but the Giant reached it first. Smashing straight through the wooden tower, he grabbed the shooter by the face and shoved him backward. The man shot out his hands to break his fall, and the gun skittered across the concrete. 

The Giant crushed it under his heel.

The doors of the truck slammed closed. Turning, Jasper saw the remaining half dozen men leap onto the back of it, clutching any handhold they could grab. Reverse lights flared. The truck roared backwards with shocking speed, forcing the Giant to stagger out of the way. It skidded to a stop, brakes squealing. Then it charged forward again. Two men fell off. 

The Giant took off after it, thundering over the concrete.

“After it!” Patton yelled. “You, and you! Follow the van. The rest of you on the Giant! Cut him off at the corner, before he hits Ninth. Go!”

Footsteps pounded to obey.

“McCoy, with me. Wade! You’ve got those two!”

Jasper spun to see the two men who’d fallen off the van sprinting for a side alley. He tore after them, the shouts of his fellow officers dispersing in his wake. 

Laser focus. That’s what he had to have. No thought for the vigilante crashing down the street opposite this building, catching the bad guys they were supposed to bring in. 

He could hear the footsteps of the men ahead of him, sneakers scraping and skidding over the asphalt. He rounded the corner and spotted them twenty yards ahead. They glanced back. Cursing, they dove around the side of the next building. Jasper’s legs pumped faster. 

He swung around the next corner and spun, scanning the empty street. Buildings rose up all around, half a dozen alleys and entrances to back lots, sagging chain link fences and dumpsters. A hundred shadows to hide in. 

No sign of his suspects. 

Swearing, he turned in a circle. He jogged toward the fence. They wouldn’t have had time to hop over and drop to the other side; he’d have heard the rattle of metal. He faced north. That way to the Wall: a dead end. West to the reservoir, not much cover there. He resumed his run up the street and started glancing down the alleys. Plenty of dumpsters to hide behind. Trash, crates, big cardboard boxes. 

He ran the length of the street and turned right. Away from St. Barnabas and the scene of the crime. If I were a drug trader, where would I go? Small apartment complexes and old storefronts rose up all around him, one or two stories at most. About half the streetlamps on this street still burned, casting puddles of orange light every hundred feet or so.

He hit Ninth and circled back. Only then did his lungs begin to burn. 

He’d lost them. 

Damn. If they had just one, they could interrogate him about the drug ring, find the others involved. There was no honor among thieves in Orion. Anyone they caught would sing like a canary. 

He heard a noise in the dead quiet of the alley and stopped. The scuff of shoes? He slowed to a walk, hugging the wall of a building. A break in the sidewalk ahead marked the alley. A dog barked down the street. He slowed almost to a stop, listening. 

There. A faint thud on brick. He drew his gun. 

Rounding the corner, he found himself faced with the enormous back of the Orion Giant. 

Instinct took over. He pressed himself back around the corner, his cheek digging into the edge of the brick as he peered around the wall. 

The Giant stood hunched with his back to him, one hand grasping the wall. His head was bowed. The back of his suit had been torn open, from shoulder to ribcage, and a dark messy shape of what looked like a handprint glimmered on the massive bare shoulder. Jasper blinked. He had been shot. 

A dumpster flanked by ratty cardboard boxes stood between him and the Giant. Jasper slunk forward in a crouch, silent as he could manage. He dropped behind it. Over the boxes, he could still get a good look at the Giant twenty feet away. 

Light painted him from a single alley lamp on the two-story building above. The building opposite was shorter, so short his head might’ve cleared it if it hadn’t been bent. His skin looked gray in the dim wash of the bulb, but when he turned Jasper could spot the bullet hole between the dip of his shoulder and pectoral muscle. He flinched.

The Giant tipped his head back against the building, and Jasper saw his eyes close through the holes in the mask. The vigilante took a deep breath through his nose. His huge chest expanded, then fell. 

The blood pouring from the wound began to slow. 

At first, Jasper thought it was a trick of the light. But then the Giant lifted a hand and wiped away the shiny black streams. A smear of blood followed the motion, but no more gushed from the hole. As he watched, the dark punch of black on the Giant’s pale flesh began to close. Jasper shut his eyes. When he opened them again, the wound was still closing, skin sealing itself together until it was almost gone.

“Impressive trick.”

They both jumped at the voice. Jasper was grateful the Giant’s much larger reaction muffled his own crunch of cardboard. The vigilante tensed. He turned his back to Jasper again, facing the opposite end of the alley. 

Jasper hadn’t even seen the man approach. He stood just out of the streetlight, draped in shadow so only his peroxide blond hair glowed in the light. He looked tall, but that was laughable compared to the Orion Giant. He took a step forward at the same time the vigilante did.

The Giant’s voice came out in a rumbling gravel. “What’s in the crates?”

The man’s slow steps put him into the light, and Jasper took quick stock of his appearance. Middle aged, Caucasian. He held himself like a man who knew how to fight. But he didn’t look military. The clothes were civilian and mismatched. Slacks with a Pac Man T-shirt, pointy dress shoes. A long, scruffy looking coat. 

“Haven’t seen a shift like yours in this whole city. My team could use a man with your unique talents.”

A low growl vibrated the concrete. “I don’t turn into this beast every night to team up with criminals.”

The man grinned up at him. “Is it every night now? You’ve been busy.”

“Who are you?”

“Criminal. Now that’s a funny word, don’t you think? To those cops back there, you’re a criminal.” 

The blond man continued forward. Jasper shifted behind the dumpster, hand on his gun, but something made him hesitate. The light glinting off a flash of silver in the man’s smile, the eerie way he held himself in front of the Giant. No fear. Not a hint of the human instinct to flee from such a monster. 

The stranger stopped just a few paces away from the Giant. He tipped his head back. “My, you are tall.”

“What kind of drugs are you dealing?” the Giant growled down at him.

“Let’s skip the boring questions, I’ve got interesting ones.”

“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t step on you.”

The man laughed. The sound echoed off the walls, harsh and warm at the same time. Jasper had heard a lot of hair-raising laughs on the streets of Orion City, but this one sent goose bumps searing down his arms. Even the Giant took a step back. 

“You are fun. No question there.” Shoving his hands in his pockets, he rocked back on his heels. “Been tracking your progress for a while now. Another dumb street vigilante who started out with a power he couldn’t control, thought he’d hone his skills by stopping petty crime, saving old ladies from purse snatchers and catching thugs in dark alleys. But now you’re going after the big guns. Think you can go where the police can’t. You can save the city from the monsters that are too scary for everybody else. Am I hitting the mark?”

A siren wailed, a few streets down. The man cocked his head, reminding Jasper of some kind of animal. One with teeth. 

“I’ll cut to the chase.” Walking toward the other dumpster in the alleyway, the one against the shorter building, he leaped atop it in one fluid motion to stand eye level with the Giant. “Keep the hero act. Mess with every other crime group in the city, petty thieves, gangbangers, the Triads for all I care. But leave my cargo alone. If you get in my way again, I’ll have to end you.”

Jasper might’ve laughed at a threat like that from a man standing on a four-foot dumpster to look the Giant in the eye. But the vigilante deadpanned. The man smiled, teeth flashing in the darkness, and smacked the Giant’s cheek. He hopped down off the dumpster and strolled away—in Jasper’s direction—with his hands in his pockets. 

The Giant growled. “No.”

The pointy shoes clacked to a stop.

“As long as you keep dealing drugs to kids on the streets, I’ll be in your way. Even if you are the Whistler.”

The man’s grin was blinding as he turned. “You’re brighter than you look.”

“I’ve been looking for you for months,” the Giant rumbled. “Word on the street is you’ve got fingers in every gang from Eastside to Chinatown. Even the Triads.” With a heavy, cautious tread, he walked forward. “What are you planning?”

“Well, aren’t you a notch above those other airheaded vigilantes. I see why the media gives you so much credit. The biggest superhero, going after the biggest villain.” The man tilted his head. “I like you. You remind me of myself. Not afraid to walk over the law to get the job done.”

“You and I are nothing alike.”

“Aren’t we?” 

Jasper didn’t see the punch coming. One minute, the man stood six feet shorter than the Giant; the next, he was a blur. The Giant’s head snapped back. He stumbled backwards as the smaller man dropped away, dancing out of the vigilante’s reach. Jasper blinked. The blond had driven a foot into the Giant’s leg, using it as a springboard to snap up and strike. A sharp uppercut to the throat targeting the dip between chin and jugular—a soft place even a twelve-foot behemoth couldn’t fortify. 

The Giant wheezed, shaking his head to recover from his shock. As he spun to retaliate, the man slipped behind him. 

“We both wear masks.” The smooth voice was hardly winded.

A strike to the back of the Giant’s knee. It buckled. One huge fist swung wild, and the man glided beneath it. His own fists moved with casual fluidity. The hits were precise, wicked—pressure points maybe, weak spots in the Giant’s monstrous hulk Jasper would’ve never seen. The vigilante stumbled again. The man leaped onto his back, darting up his spine to catch hold of his shoulder while the Giant righted himself with a roar.

“We both think we’re the lesser of two evils.”

The Giant yelled, pitching his body forward to try and toss him off. His opponent ducked under a swing of his massive fist, somehow fixed to the Giant’s back as he twisted and flung. The huge man stumbled into the wall, and the building shuddered. Then Jasper saw it—the blond man’s fist, digging into the bullet wound on the vigilante’s shoulder, not yet fully healed. Ripping it back open.

The Giant dropped to one knee. A strangled sound, like air leaking from a tire, hissed past his teeth. 

“I hope I’ve made my point.” The man on his back crouched low, lips beside his ear, though his voice rang clear enough to carry on the light breeze. “Leave my cargo alone.”

With a sharp, almost affectionate pat to the Giant’s cheek, the man straightened. Then he vaulted upwards. Using the Giant’s mass again as a springboard, he caught the low edge of the roof above them, swung up onto it and was gone. No pounding footsteps. No clatter of roof tiles. A shadow vanishing into the night. 

Jasper stared at the Giant. It was hard to tell under the mask, but the lower half of the vigilante’s face looked as stunned as he himself felt. The huge mouth hung slack. Ragged pants scraped out as he struggled off his knee. Spitting curses in what sounded like another language, he swayed on his feet. One huge hand pressed against his bleeding shoulder. 

Jasper unfroze. This was it. The vigilante was off balance, injured—and Jasper had a job to do.

Surging up from behind the dumpster, he snapped the gun forward and pinned the vigilante in his sights. 

“OCPD,” he declared. His voice wobbled only a little. “Put your hands in the air.”

The Giant’s chin slowly turned toward him. He was truly enormous this close, face to face, and Jasper felt like a bug under that jet-black stare. But then something flickered behind those eyes. The mask hid it, but the Giant’s face registered something other than surprise. Recognition. And something almost like... sadness. 

“Put your hands up,” Jasper ordered again. He splayed his feet.

For such a colossal human, the vigilante moved like a cat. Bunching his legs beneath him, he leapt. Jasper jerked back. His finger tensed over the trigger, but didn’t squeeze. The Giant cleared the air above Jasper’s head in a single bound, landing on the low rooftop behind him. Shingles crunched as he jogged away. 

Jasper spun. For a half second, the Giant’s huge silhouette blotted out the moon. And then it disappeared. 

“Dammit!”

Wheeling, Jasper ran for the dumpster the blond man had jumped onto. It took him far longer to scramble up onto it, and by the time he stretched up to see over the rooftop, all signs of the vigilante had evaporated. 

He could run out to the street and try to head him off. Or maybe the Giant was jumping on rooftops all the way back to his hideout. Jasper had already outrun all his fellow patrolmen. Grinding his teeth, he hopped down off the dumpster. 

He should rejoin his group. Maybe they’d caught the van, at least. 

Dejected, he clenched the grip of his gun and headed back into the street. 

“I wondered if you were going to show your face.” 

The voice froze him in place. Jasper checked the impulse to jump and with a slow, controlled movement, turned his head. The blond man leaned against the wall outside the alley, hair glowing white in the streetlamps. He stood only twenty feet away, cleaning his fingernails with a switchblade.

The twenty-one foot rule. His old cadet teacher’s voice blared in his head, warning him that a man with a knife could clear the space of twenty-one feet in the time it took for an officer to raise his gun. Jasper’s gun was already out of its holster. But the way this man could move, the speed with which he’d closed the distance between himself and the Giant... 

He moved anyway. The gun was up in record speed, peroxide hair between the sights. The man didn’t look up.

“OCPD, hands where I can see them.”

“I believe you can see my hands just fine.” Balancing the knife with a thumb, he waggled his fingers at Jasper without lifting his chin. 

“You’re under arrest on suspicion of drug trafficking.” Jasper took a step forward. “You have the right to—”

“What’s your name, kid? There aren’t many like you on the force these days.”

Jasper forced himself to take another step. His gun trembled. “Show me your hands.”

The man laughed, that same gut-chilling timbre from earlier. “Two heroes in one night. You’re like one of those cartoons people draw at the fair. Too large for real life.”

You have a gun, Jasper told himself. He does not. 

“Put your hands in the air, and get down on the ground slowly.”

The blond man lifted his head. A grin split so wide over his face, Jasper’s feet stuck to the concrete. 

“You’ve never shot a man in your life.”

The trigger sweated under his finger. “You want to bet your own life on that?”

“I can see it in your eyes.” Black pupils flickered over him. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

Another siren screamed in the distance, this one closer than before. The man looked out across the street and sighed. 

“Tell you what. I’ll give you some real fieldwork experience. Shoot me in the back as I walk away.”

Jasper tensed. “You have three seconds to—”

The knife sang through the air. Instinct slammed him sideways a breath before the blade would’ve sunk into his ribs. Its squeal across the sidewalk behind him echoed off the buildings. Regaining his balance, Jasper scrambled to get the man back in his sights—he would pull the trigger, he would kill him now that he’d shown lethal force—

But all he saw was the edge of the man’s coat, flipping around the corner. The mocking notes of an upbeat tune whistled back to him. 

He charged. The two seconds it took him to cover the thirty feet between himself and the edge of the next building felt like ten. By the time he’d skidded around the corner, he faced an empty alleyway. Dumpsters and trash piled up against the walls. Low rooftops. A dozen places for the bastard to leap up and disappear. 

Jasper lowered his gun. His breath clouded the air, ragged and fast.

The echo of the man’s tune hummed in his ears. 
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6. SMALLNESS AND SNOWSTORMS
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THE ALLEY COURTNEY cut through on her route to work blocked the wind from the Great Lakes. The Wall did most of that, at least for part of Westside, but the way the concrete framed the city created a wind trap that looped the coldest gusts back around to buffet from all directions. The shorelines of Lake Michigan had already begun to freeze, at least according to the news streamed in from Chicago. It was only October. The leaves on the maples beside the café hadn’t fallen yet, still clinging to the last traces of autumn orange. But she could feel the ice on the air. The weather forecast for the weekend urged people to get ready to stay indoors. 

Courtney played with the fraying edge of her fingerless gloves. Maybe she’d take the weekend off. She could have Dina over, they’d stock up on pizza and red wine, watch reruns of Friends all Saturday long—fun adult stuff. That sounded a whole lot nicer than waking up hung-over after Dina’s idea of a girl’s night. 

A clatter from the end of the alley snapped her chin up. 

The sound echoed out from behind one of the dumpsters near the entrance to the street. Slowing, Courtney slipped her hand into the hidden pocket in her purse, where she kept her pepper spray. It was probably just a cat. But it was early enough for a drunk to still be wandering around from the night before. She knew better than to let her guard down this side of Orion. 

Rounding the cluster of dumpsters, she tensed when she came upon two human figures sitting by the brick wall. A child sat cross-legged on the filthy pavement, back to her, stringy hair draped over her shoulders. A stack of empty soda cans stood in a pyramid before her. About an arm’s reach away, a man in a threadbare fedora squatted by the wall, elbows on his knees. From a pile of scattered cans he handed the girl one after another, saying nothing. The child delicately placed them atop her growing tower.

It was a funny sight. His long, lanky frame hunched over to reach the girl’s level, and he was so far away from her he had to fully extend his long arm to hand her the cans. His angular face was pale enough to glow in the shadow. 

Courtney blinked, loosening her grip on the pepper spray. “W?”

“C. Top o’ the morning to ya.”

She stopped a few feet away. “What... are you doing?”

The bit of his face she could see beneath the hat looked focused on the little girl’s tower. “Construction and demolition.”

The child took the last soda can from his outstretched fingers, and balanced it atop her pyramid. Then she turned and grabbed a short metal pipe. 

BAM. 

She hit the tower of cans square in the base, and the whole stack came tumbling down. Courtney flinched. The sound ricocheted off the walls, cans crashing and bouncing off in all directions. One rolled to a stop beside her foot.

W rose and began picking up the cans that had gotten away. The little girl sat and poked at the few that had landed near her feet with the pipe. Her shoes looked several sizes too big. 

Hesitating, Courtney bent down and scooped up the can by her own foot. She took a few steps forward and held it out to the little girl. 

The child froze. She looked up and stared at Courtney’s hand for several seconds. 

“Thank you,” W said from behind, and Courtney jumped when a long arm reached around hers to pluck the can from her fingers. “Margo, this is C. C, Margo.”

The girl went back to poking at the cans with her pipe. W sat back against the wall. Somehow he’d managed to gather six or seven cans into his arms without dropping them. He tossed one into the air, followed by another and another, and began to juggle. Margo paused to watch.

“Off to work?” W asked without taking his eyes off the flying cans. 

“Um.” Courtney couldn’t take her eyes off them either. “Yeah.” 

“Ever been late?”

“Never on purpose.”

“No? You strike me as a rebel.”

She shifted on her feet, glancing back toward the street. “Don’t know where you got that idea.”

W shrugged. “Well. Don’t let us keep you.”

She watched the arc of the cans through the air. He maneuvered them with such effortless grace, it was hard to tear her eyes away. 

“I’ll... see you later, I guess.”

He didn’t respond. Just kept tossing the cans, catching them. Pressing her lips together, Courtney swiveled on her heel and continued on her commute. 

She didn’t get far. Her shoe kicked something that clattered, stopping her short. A soda can lay on the storm drain grate, caught in the space between two moldy bars. She stared at it for a moment. The smell of coffee and the clamor of grumpy early-risers swirled around in her brain, so far removed from this wordless, oddly peaceful little alleyway. 

Stooping, she picked up the can and walked back to the odd pair by the dumpsters. She set the can down a little way from Margo. The girl waited until she had backed up, then grabbed it. Her little tower began to grow again.

“Are you from around here, Margo?” Courtney asked.

The child kept stacking cans.

Squirming a little, Courtney tried again. “What are you building?”

W chuckled from behind her. She looked back at him, confused by the sound. He caught the last can in the air, pushed himself off the wall, and tossed one to her. She caught it on instinct.

“Margo builds masterpieces,” he said. “And knocks them right back down since they’re too good for these dirty streets. Aren’t they, Margo?”

The child glanced up. W smiled at her—a softer smile than the one he’d given Courtney a moment ago. Margo returned her concentration to the soda can tower.

Slow and careful, Courtney crouched down in front of her, a safe distance away. She picked up one of the loose cans. 

“May I?” she asked. 

Margo made no sign that she’d heard her. Courtney reached forward and hovered the can above the pyramid. Margo went still. Aware of the wide dark eyes following her every move, Courtney placed the soda can gently atop the tower. The girl stared at it for a moment. Without a change in expression, she leaned over, grabbed another can, and continued building. 

Encouraged, Courtney reached for another. Her eyes lifted to encounter a pair of searing ashen ones. W stood leaning against the wall, watching her with an unreadable expression.

What am I doing? The thought felt familiar. But she continued crouching there with her chin on her palm, helping this silent little girl build her soda can tower. 

Homeless people were as common as pigeons in Westside. Street kids weren’t a rare sight either. But somehow, seeing Margo sitting here on the damp asphalt, little nose reddened from the cold, grime sticking to her hair and clothes... Courtney felt guilty. She didn’t know why, but she felt the pressing weight of shame. Squatting here in her long peacoat, wrapped in a scarf and warm sweater, while this child sat with her breath fogging on the air, wearing a raggedy dress and too-big shoes with holes in the toes. Margo couldn’t be any more than five or six years old. Yet she didn’t even shiver in the cold. 

Footsteps approached. W settled back on his heels across from Margo, and began handing her cans again like he’d been doing when Courtney walked up. Most of his height was in his legs, she decided, because once he crouched next to her he seemed only a few inches taller than she was. She glanced sideways at him.

“So...” she started. “Is this how you spend all your Tuesday mornings? You don’t have a job to get to?”

“I work my own hours.”

“Self-employed?”

The corner of his mouth lifted. “You could say that.”

“What do you do?”

He handed Margo another can. “I’m a scientist, actually.” 

“Really?” Of all the vocations, she would’ve never pegged him for that. The phrase mad scientist ran through her brain, and she had to swallow a laugh. 

“Really,” he said. “I do research. Experiments. All that fun stuff.”

“On what?”

He flashed her a sideways grin, silver tooth glinting. “People.”

She frowned at him, but before she could ask more, her pocket vibrated. Max, probably wondering where she was. She sighed.

“Sadly, I’m not a self-made freelance genius. I answer to somebody else’s clock.” She rose, and the motion brought a rush of cold to where she’d been sitting on her legs. She shivered, and looked down at Margo. 

Her favorite yellow peacoat suddenly felt too warm.

Before she could lose her nerve, Courtney shrugged off the coat. She bent forward and draped it around Margo’s narrow shoulders. The child stiffened and shrank into a ball, lips curling back over her teeth. Huge eyes met hers. Courtney ducked back out of her space, leaving the coat behind. She tried not to shiver in her thin sweater.

“It was good to meet you, Margo.” She turned to W. He too was watching her with a somewhat startled expression. “I’ll see you at the coffee shop?”

He nodded without speaking. Smiling one last time at Margo—who was still staring at her like she might bite—Courtney turned and headed toward the street. She felt a little foolish for getting so sidetracked. In her head, she composed a list of plausible excuses for why she was late. 

Yet, at the same time, an inexplicable sense of purpose rose: like she’d accomplished more today than an entire shift—week of shifts—at work. The chill wind pushed through her sweater, and she relished in the sting. Margo would be able to grow into that winter coat for years. From here on, Courtney would feel the loss of her favorite coat keenly... keenly enough, perhaps, to notice things on the street she’d kept her head down and walked past before. Small things, broken things she might just be big enough to mend. 

Coming into work late and freezing never felt this good.

The skin on the back of her neck tingled, and she knew two pairs of eyes followed her until she turned the corner. 

⬥◆⬥

The days grew colder and colder. Friday approached, with the weekend heralding a full-blown blizzard warning. Winds began to howl late into the night, and snow nipped the air, teasing an early winter that warned Courtney she needed to start saving up for another coat.

Ever since their short interaction in the alleyway, she’d only seen W in passing. He still came into the little café, still ordered an obscene amount of sugar, but didn’t say much. He nodded at her, unsmiling, whenever she greeted him. He’d take his coffee and head over to his little corner booth, not staying near as long as he usually did. Courtney wondered at the change. In a strange way she didn’t want to analyze, she missed the eccentricity he brought to her workday. He seemed engrossed in whatever he was doing, bringing stacks of papers and files to look over while he sipped his coffee. 

She wondered about that too. A self-employed social scientist? What kind of work was he doing that held his attention so intensely? She couldn’t help sneaking glances at him from behind the espresso machine.

Madeline caught her at it a couple of times, and finally gave her an odd look.

“You seem off,” she said. “Is he finally getting to you like the rest of us?”

Courtney redirected her focus to the coffee grounds. “Maybe.”

“You know, I’m kind of glad he’s toned it down a bit. He’s not as scary when he doesn’t smile.”

“I wonder why,” Courtney said without thinking.

“Why? Because it’s creepy as hell. No sane person should make that expression.”

“I mean the sudden change in behavior. A little strange, isn’t it?”

“Hey, if normal is the new strange, I’m okay with it.”

Courtney finished steaming the milk and topped off the next customer’s latte with a foamy swirl. 

“Have you seen the news?” Madeline asked. “That blizzard’s supposed to roll in by tonight. We might wake up snowed-in tomorrow.”

“That’d be nice.”

“Nice? It’ll mess up the roads and shut down the city.”

Courtney shrugged. “I think it’s kind of exciting. Didn’t you ever wake up and find out school was canceled for a snow day?”

“This isn’t just a snow day, though. They’re saying it could be really dangerous.”

Margo’s cold-reddened nose filled her mind, and Courtney’s excitement for a white winter dampened.

“You’re closing tonight, right?” Madeline nodded toward the windows. Thick white flakes whispered past the glass. It seemed darker outside than it should be for three o’clock, even this close to the Wall. A thick pile of white had already gathered at the base of the door.

“Yeah,” Courtney said.

Madeline shook her head. “Good luck.”

“Hey.” Max walked up behind them. “You guys hear about that storm? Looks like it’s already starting. Maybe you should close early tonight, Court.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine. It doesn’t look like it’s coming down that hard.”

“Yet,” Max said. “But they’re telling everybody to stay indoors. Chicago’s already got thirty-mile-an-hour winds up north. It’s blowing south, so we’re going to catch the worst of it pretty soon. Hope I can still get my motorcycle out when I get off.”

Courtney peered outside at the snowfall. It already seemed a little thicker, the fat flakes coming down faster. Hm. Perhaps Max had a point.

But what would she do at home alone if she got off early? Call Dina? Her friend might not be able to make it over from the hospital with all the snow on the streets. Dina worked as an RN at St. Barnabas’ trauma unit... the same place Courtney would’ve been now if she hadn’t dropped out of med school two years ago. 

She shook the thoughts away and did her best to smile at Max. “I’ll be okay. Thanks for worrying though.”

Max sighed. “Up to you. Jess is out for the weekend, but if she were here she’d tell you to go home. Other shops on the block are closing up for the snow. It’s dead in here anyway.”

He was right. Only a small trickle of customers had come into the café today, and the few who were left were looking more and more antsy. One woman tried to push open the door past the building wall of snow. She had to lean her full weight against it, inching it open far enough to let her squeeze out. Nobody wanted to be out in this weather. 

“I’m off at five,” Madeline said. “Could I get a ride home, Max? I doubt the bus is coming in this weather.”

“Sure. I’ll clock out early. That okay with you, Court?”

“There’s hardly anybody here. I think I can handle it.”

Both of her coworkers’ eyes slid to the shadowy corner both. The unspoken question was obvious.

“He’s stayed ’til closing before,” Courtney said in a low voice. “I don’t think he’ll stay here that long, but even if he does, he’s never caused trouble.”

Max jerked his chin toward the back room, where they kept their personal items. “You still got that mace, right?”

“I’m not going to mace a customer.”

“Doesn’t hurt a girl to be safe,” Madeline chimed.

“And I can totally stay,” Max offered.

“You guys are too sweet. I’ve got an idea. Let’s shut up and work.”

Max chuckled. He and Madeline moved out of her personal space and started cleaning things up around the station. Courtney snuck a look at W. He hadn’t moved from when she’d glanced over twenty minutes ago. He was wearing the hat again, so she couldn’t see his eyes at this angle. Taking a slow sip of his coffee, he turned the page in the file he was studying. 

Curiosity burned in her chest. She concentrated on the coffee she was brewing.

The shift crawled by slower than she could ever remember. One by one, the remaining customers left, muscling their way out the door into the building snow. The drift against the door had risen knee high. Courtney hoped she’d still be able to open it when it was her turn to leave.

Five o’clock came and went. Max and Madeline bid their goodbyes. Six o’clock passed. The second to last customer left. W remained in his booth. By the time seven rolled around, it was pitch black outside, with only a few flakes of snow catching the light from the windows. 

The wind howled. The glass rattled, along with the hanging wooden sign out front. It smacked and bounced against its chains, threatening to rip right off and blow away with the snow. Little white bullets blew sideways with the wind. They swirled with so much force she heard each one as it flicked the glass. 

Courtney finished all her closing chores before seven-thirty. She sat against the counter, twiddling her thumbs. Maybe she should close early. She could already hear Jess in her head griping at her to go home. But W remained in his booth, and didn’t look like he was moving anytime soon.

She could kick him out. Anxiety twinged at the notion, but it was undercut by something else. Maybe if she waited long enough, he’d leave first. She turned back to the sink and looked for something to do. The extra coffee pots under the sink hadn’t been rinsed in a while. They’d probably collected a fine layer of dust. 

I’m not stalling, she told herself as she crouched, reaching into the dark cupboard to pull the pots out.

Pain ripped along her palm. She yanked her hand back with a gasp, and blinked at the long line of broken skin between her palm and thumb joint. Crimson bloomed. Pressing it to her mouth, she looked inside the cupboard.

Some idiot had stashed the mixer blades down here. The naked metal blades stuck up in wicked curlicues, unscrewed from their plastic counterparts. A safety hazard like that was enough to get somebody fired. 

Damn. She was really bleeding. Fighting the quakes in her gut, Courtney stuffed a clean washrag against the wound, wobbled to her feet and searched for the first aid kit. They were supposed to have one around here. 

The wind screamed louder against the glass outside. The lights flickered. 

“Oh, come on,” she muttered to the forces of nature. “Please don’t...”

Another surge of wind plunged the café into darkness. 

Her fingers dove through an empty pocket. Crap. She’d forgotten her phone was in the back.

She fumbled behind the counter. Her injured hand bumped into something, and she swallowed a yelp. Where on earth did they keep the flashlight? Probably with the first aid kit. 

It was still dark outside, but now that her eyes were adjusting she could see the faintest gray light emanating from the windows. She moved toward it. 

And ran smack into somebody.

She shrieked. A hand shot out to keep her from stumbling. 

“Whoa there.” W’s voice materialized above her head. He gripped her elbow. “I think the wind took out the power lines. Hang on a minute.”

Her heart slammed. She’d never been afraid of the dark, but now, in the pitch black, with the wind screaming like a living thing outside, and the heat of him mere inches away... She stood frozen, listening to him rustle around. 

Light stabbed into her vision. 

“Sorry.” He chuckled as she recoiled. She squinted up at him, having to tip her head back. He was so close.

He’d pulled out a phone, an old-fashioned block with a flash bulb bright enough to light up a small circle around them. The light gleamed off his black eyes. His pupils were blown so wide in the dark that they swallowed up the pale irises. She shivered, even though she knew her eyes probably looked the same. 

His nose wrinkled. He tipped the light lower. “You smell like blood.”

Of all the things she’d prepared for him to say, none of them covered that. Speechless, she tensed when he reached down and slipped his fingers around her wrist, lifting it up into the light.

“That’s a doozy. This just happen?”

“Uh.” She struggled to find her voice. “Yeah. A minute ago.”

Gleaming black rivulets streamed from palm to wrist, starting to drip down her sleeve. Courtney’s stomach rolled.

“Let’s slow that down a bit.” Gripping her wrist, W guided her toward his corner booth. Courtney sank onto the bench. A faint rushing sound echoed in her ears. It must’ve drowned out W’s next question, because she looked up to catch amusement flickering in his eyes. 

“Don’t do blood, huh?” 

She breathed low and deep. “You’d think I’d be used to it after med school.”

Propping the phone light up against a salt shaker, W reached into his coat and pulled out a drawstring pouch. He tipped the contents out onto the table. Courtney’s swimming vision focused on a roll of tape, gauze, a few unknown packets and a small dark bottle. 

“You go to OSM?” he asked, referring to Orion’s School of Medicine. 

“Not anymore.”

“That squeamish?”

“No. I mean, yes, but I could handle it. I just racked up too much debt. With my dad’s horrible credit, the banks wouldn’t give me any more loans. I thought I’d go back someday, but... I guess now I’m taking work where I can find it.”

W took out an alcohol swab, tipped her hand into the light, and set the cotton to the wound. Courtney jerked. Beneath his long fingers the tendons stood out in her wrist. Pulling in a breath, she made a fist with her free hand. 

“This looks pretty clean. Lucky you. What’d you get yourself on?”

“The blenders,” she said. “Some idiot forgot to put them away properly.”

“An inch lower and you’d have sliced an artery.”

“I know.” She shivered a little, and felt his grip tighten. 

The alcohol swab skimmed over the gash. Courtney’s fingers jerked shut around W’s, nails biting into the back of his hand.

“Sorry,” she gasped. “That hurt.”

“Well, yeah. I’d be a little concerned if it didn’t.”

“How do you know how to do this?” 

W uncurled her fingers from his. “My work comes with certain occupational hazards. Basic first aid is kind of a necessity.”

“I thought you said you were a scientist.”

His mouth tipped. “Part time.”

Four semesters at OSM had taught her enough to recognize when something needed stitches. This gash, cleared somewhat of the gore, looked a little smaller than two inches, but deep. W was right, it was clean: a neat little slice charging across her palm. Four or five stitches would cover it. But with these snow-clogged streets a trip to the hospital was out of the question. Could she call Dina? No, her poor friend probably had enough on her plate with the power out.

That was her excuse, as she sat in the eerie half-light, listening to the whine of the snowstorm and letting this strange man play doctor. 

W finished cleaning her hand and took out a roll of gauze. 

The smash of breaking glass cut over the storm, echoing down the street. Courtney guessed it came from the jewelry store down the block. She shook her head. 

“All it takes in this city is a little wind and a downed power line for people to go crazy.”

W raised an eyebrow. 

“Oh, right,” she said. “You don’t like to use that word.”

“Use it all you like. Just use it in the right context.”

The looters smashed another window down the street. The alcohol burned fiercer.

“Then,” she said, trying to distract herself. “You wouldn’t call those men outside crazy?”

“First of all, that’s sexist. Who says they’re men? You could hurl a rock through a window easily as I could. And no, there’s nothing inherently loony about taking advantage of a prime situation. The alarms are down, cameras too, and the police can’t cover every street. Who’s to know when another opportunity like this will crop up?”

“But it’s wrong.”

“Perhaps. Does that make it crazy?”

She frowned, watching him bandage her hand. A bright spot of scarlet soaked through the first layer of gauze. W covered it with a second layer, then a third. It was tight enough to stop the flow, but not so snug that it cut off her circulation. He knew what he was doing.

“What makes something crazy?” she asked. “Since you’re the expert.”

The corner of his mouth twitched, as if repressing his usual smile. He focused on her bandage. “Nothing makes something crazy. It either is, or it isn’t. And nothing isn’t. Everything that moves under the sun has got a little crazy in it. It’s the law of entropy. Take this café. You clean up after us customers every day, and you’ll never be finished. Mop the floor spotless, a hundred times, but it’ll never be clean. It takes no energy to move from order to disorder, but tremendous effort to try and reverse the process.”

He lifted his eyes to hers, to see if she was tracking with him. Whatever was on her face made him sigh. 

“Let’s shed a different light on the concept,” he said. “Apply it to people: introduce one little break in the pattern—a windstorm, for instance—and all your little law-abiders slide straight to disorder. It’s gravity. Another law in the universe.”

Courtney narrowed her eyes. “So, in your words... nothing is crazy?”

“I didn’t say that. Remember our last conversation? You’re crazy.”

“Right. Because I’m a workaholic at a dead-end job. Throw me in the loony bin.”

“No. That’s a symptom.”

He finished wrapping her hand, tore off the end of the gauze, and tucked the strip beneath the rest of the bandage. Smoothing over the bandage, his fingertips lingered the barest moment, brushing across her knuckles. Her skin tingled under the featherlight touch. As if realizing what he was doing, he let go abruptly. 

Unnerved by her pulse’s sudden jump, Courtney took her hand back and focused on his work. She wiggled her fingers. No sudden stream of blood emerged at the movement. Maybe she wouldn’t need stitches after all. 

“Why am I crazy, then?” she asked. 

“Don’t ask to humor me. Ask because you want to know.”

Courtney looked up, and saw that the playful light in his eyes was gone. He sat watching her with an intensity that made her want to change the topic of conversation. But a genuine, burning curiosity pressed the question back to her lips.

“I want to know.”

He tilted his head, as if reading her authenticity. “You remember the definition of insanity.”

“Yeah. Doing the same thing, over and over again, hoping something new will happen.”

“Exactly.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Come on, kid, this is basic. If you were like any of your coworkers, I’d let you off the hook. But you’re not. You’re bored.”

“I thought I said not to call me kid,” she snapped. “You say you hate labels, but you keep labeling me.”

He leaned back, the grin he was fighting earlier breaking through. “Touché.”

“Seems like you’re the one throwing around words without definitions. Define bored.”

He considered her, smile fading. “Like I said before, you want more. But you aren’t willing to chase it. You do the same thing every day, expecting tomorrow to be different. Tomorrow will be better. And you tell yourself, again and again, that it won’t be this way forever. But it will. Because you’re not changing anything. Sometimes you’ve got to rattle things up a little. Sometimes you’ve got to color outside the lines.”

“Like you?”

“No. Like you. Say nobody was watching. Say all the cameras were down, the wind was howling, snow’s clogging up the streets, and no cop car is coming within a mile of you for the rest of the night. What would you do?”

“I’d... try to get home.”

“To do what? There’s no power, your phone’s dead, no TV, nothing to distract yourself from what you really want.”

“I’d...” Her mind flickered, in a strange direction. A scene played out, weaving itself into shadowy foreign territory. In the silent, dark space, Courtney allowed herself to unlock the words from behind her teeth. “This is hypothetical, right?”

“Entirely.”

“No cops? No way I’d be recorded?”

“For one night, you don’t even exist.”

She fiddled with the rubbery edge of her bandage. “I guess I’d wait for those looters to leave, across the street. See if there’s anything they left behind.”

“Hm. A moment ago, you called that crazy. Wrong, even.”

“Hey, you asked me what I’d do in this imaginary situation. Not in real life.”

“Still, that’s a bit weak. Don’t you have loans to pay off? What about Orion Federal Credit down the street?”

“I can’t break into a bank.”

“Why not? The security system’s down. All the vaults are unguarded. Let’s make it even easier: the guards are all off duty tonight.”

Courtney laughed. “You really want me to be a criminal, don’t you? What if I’d really just go home and make myself some hot chocolate?”

“Can’t. The microwave’s not working.”

“Damn.” She chewed her lip. “Sad, but that actually makes a difference in my moral choices.”

W smirked. “Doesn’t it?”

“Okay. Say there’s no security guards, no cameras, no locks on the bank vaults—not likely, they’ve got to have some manual backups. But say there’s no way I could get caught. Would I have to hurt anyone to get inside?”

“Maybe. How do you imagine this scenario playing out?”

“I wouldn’t hurt anybody. But... I don’t know, I might sneak in, grab a couple hundred dollars, if I could get my hands on it. An amount people won’t miss. I don’t want to rob anybody blind.”

“Oh dear, this is like pulling teeth.” W leaned back and ran a hand through his hair. He reached forward and picked up one of the files on the table, leafing through it. Courtney had to squint to make out the cover in the dim light, but she could read the initials: J. W.

“What would you do?” she asked.

“Work.”

“That’s boring. You can’t get mad at me for being boring when your hypothetical adventure is just as boring.”

His grin flashed white in the darkness. “My work is never boring.”

She shook her head, trying to keep a straight face, but his smile was quite infectious. She looked down at her bandaged hand. “Thanks, by the way.”

“Don’t mention it. Glad I could lend my non-medical-school services.”

The wail of the wind grew stronger, filling the space between them. An old fear Courtney didn’t know she still had prickled beneath her skin. When it became clear W wasn’t going to break the silence, content with reading whatever paperwork he’d brought, she stood up and picked her way through the darkness toward the door.

She only had in mind to try it. Earlier, when that customer had tried to push her way out, she’d managed to crack the door open against the gathering mountain of snow. Courtney pressed her hand to the glass and shoved. It didn’t give even an inch. She tipped her whole weight against it. It was so dark, she couldn’t see how high the snow had piled up. But it was too deep to force her way out. 

She pressed her nose against the glass. Outside, the street was featureless and black. Even if the streetlights still burned, they wouldn’t have made much of a difference. 

The wind wailed louder. That twinge of fear returned, sharper than before.

She glanced back at W. All she could see was the back of his hat, silhouetted by the white glow of the phone. He had his back to her, files lifted to the light, disinterested in her antics. He turned a page. 

For the first time, Courtney paused to analyze the situation. Something instinctual—probably the primal fact that she was a woman, trapped alone in a dark space with a man she didn’t truly know—urged her to keep her distance. Or maybe it was something else. Maybe now, in the empty café filled with shadows, the wind yowling, she finally sensed the sinister vibe her coworkers had spoken of. 

Don’t be silly. He’s no different in the dark than he is in the light. A peculiar man who made for interesting company, when given the chance. 

Picking her way back to the storage room, she found her purse and pulled out her cell phone. Her screen lit up, burning a blue rectangle onto the backs of her eyelids. She breathed a sigh of relief. At least she still had signal, for however long that lasted. This was the worst snowstorm she’d ever experienced so early in the year. She took one last look at the time and slipped the phone into her pocket. 

Eight o’clock. How much longer could this last? Surely not all night. They’d figure out a way to clear the streets and get the power back on. She hadn’t experienced a full-blown power outage that wiped out the city like this since before Quarantine. She hadn’t even reached her teens. Back then, her mother had been there to dig out marshmallows to roast over the fireplace. She’d been there to tell Courtney and her toddling little brother that the wind outside wasn’t howling. It was trying to whistle. Just like ten-year-old Courtney had tried and failed for years to get the flute-like sound through her lips and teeth, the wind was practicing. It huffed and puffed and couldn’t get it right. 

She and little Mikey had laughed. They’d forgotten their fears and listened to their mother’s ridiculous stories about the wind’s musical endeavors. It wasn’t scary. It was just really bad at whistling. 

Courtney pushed the memory away. She walked back to W’s booth, her feet heavier than before.

She dropped onto the bench across from him. He didn’t look up, eyes trained on his paperwork.

“You might want to save your phone battery,” she told him. 

He didn’t respond, just flipped the page. 

Feeling a little off balance at his sudden aloofness, she pulled out her own phone. She should be saving her battery, but what else was there to do? If she didn’t distract herself, she’d be itching to break the silence and probably end up feeling foolish. She rolled the conversation back over in her head, looking for any way she might have offended him. Nothing jumped out at her. Come to think of it, the only reason he’d interacted with her in the first place was to bandage her mangled hand. Now that he’d made sure she wasn’t going to bleed out on the floor, he’d gone back to ignoring her like he had all week.

Why? What had changed? Ever since that morning in the alleyway, he had been creating distance. No longer did he waltz into the café and break all social rules to start up a conversation with her behind the counter. He didn’t stay until closing anymore, and didn’t meet her eyes unless she spoke to him first. She couldn’t understand it. Originally, his attention had been startling, uncomfortable even. But lately she’d found herself... missing it. 

She thumbed through her phone for something to do, and found several messages from Dina. Her friend wanted to know where she was, if she was okay. Courtney shot her a quick text. 

The phone buzzed in her hand. At first she thought it was Dina replying, but it kept trilling and an unwelcome picture filled the screen. 

If I ignore it he’ll just call again.

She steadied her breathing and lifted the phone to her ear. “Dad?”

“Hey, kiddo. Just calling to know you’re okay.”

“I’m okay.”

“Where are you? Are you at work? Did you get snowed in?”

“Yeah, I’m snowed in. But I’m fine.”

“Is anyone there with you?”

Courtney looked at W. “No.”

“You’re at the café, right? Hang on, I’ll come get you.”

“You’ll never make it through the streets, Dad. I’m fine.”

“I don’t like the idea of you there by yourself. People do crazy things when the city shuts down like this. Mikey said he heard looters down the block.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t think anyone’s going to loot a coffee shop. There’s less than one-fifty in the cash register.”

“I’ve got chains on the Volkswagen, I can—”

“Show Mikey how to use the wood stove, and the two of you can make a boys’ night of it. Roast something you find in the fridge. I’ve got to go.”

“Courtney, I—”

She hung up. Planting her face in her hands, she rubbed at the skin around her eyes. For a long moment, she kept them there, pressed to the backs of her eyelids. Little green fireworks blossomed in her vision. 

It was so silent in the empty café, she really could pretend she was alone. Maybe that would be easier. She’d curl up on this semi-cushioned bench and sleep until the storm blew itself out. 

A glass-rattling wail shook the storefront and she jumped. It took her several seconds to realize it was just the wind. She dropped her hands from her eyes and stared into the darkness outside.

“Scared?” 

W’s soft voice almost made her jump again. She looked up to see him watching her over the edge of his files. 

“No,” she said in a voice she doubted would convince anybody.

He returned his gaze to his papers, and she squirmed in the silence. It felt even more uncomfortable now that he’d broken it. 

“I hate windy nights,” she confessed.

“You sure picked the wrong state to live in.”

“Well, it’s not like I could ever leave. Quarantine happened when I was eleven.”

W made a noncommittal noise, and she found herself studying the lines of his face. Where had he been that awful day? No doubt he was old enough to remember the wind, the screams, the streets running slick with rain and blood. It was hard to tell from his features exactly how old he was. The sharp, angular edges looked harsher in the slanted light, the faintest lines deepened in shadow. He couldn’t be much older than she. But there was a darkness behind his eyes, a certain lack of light that made him look far older. They held a worldliness; those were eyes that had seen many, many things. And yet, his boyish grin would appear out of nowhere, throwing her off again. His whole appearance was a contradiction. 

“Why?” he asked.

“What?”

“Windy nights. What is it about them that’s so... hateful?” 

She shifted in her seat, fingers itching for something to fidget with. She started picking at the edge of her bandage again. “They just bring back bad memories, I guess.”

Deliberately, W set down his papers and folded his fingers. He rested his chin on the backs of his knuckles. “Yeah?”

She hesitated. Part of her was delighted to have his attention again, while another part was inexplicably terrified. But a third part of herself, one she’d thought she buried long ago, ached to unburden the truth to another human being.

“You remember the week before Quarantine, right?” she asked. 

He nodded. 

“All those storms,” she said. “The wind and the thunder. I was eleven, so I tried to be big and tough and brave. But I could never sleep without crawling into bed with my Mom.”

W said nothing. Those gray eyes watched her, curious.

“The Changers were all over the news back then. I could hear them in the streets—at least, what I thought was them. This was before that organization formed, the one that started sweeping them all off to some secret lab or whatever. Back when it was all so new and scary. I could never tell if it was wind or someone screaming outside in the dark.”

The corner of W’s mouth twisted. “The good old days. Now no one bats an eye.”

She nodded. “Half the city doesn’t believe it’s really happening.” Picking at her bandage, Courtney dropped her gaze from his, trying to collect her breath. “The night before Quarantine began, the wind was louder than it had ever been. There were screams in it. Real ones, not my imagination. I remember climbing out of bed and running down the hall to knock on my Mom’s door. Nobody opened it for a long time. When my Dad finally did, he looked at me like he didn’t know who I was. He had a bottle in his hand. It was the first time I’d ever seen him like that. He told me to go back to bed. Then he shut the door in my face.”

Her voice shook. W watched her without expression.

“I curled up alone in my room, put my hands over my ears, cried for my Mom. I heard noises out in the street that give me nightmares to this day. I called for her till I was hoarse. But she never came. Actually, I never saw her again. The next night, they imposed Quarantine, and anybody who’d left the city was stuck on the Outside for good.”

W whistled slowly, and lowered his hands. “That’s some tale.”

“Yeah.” She forced herself to stop picking at her bandage. It was coming undone. “Anyway, I hate windy nights.”

Her phone vibrated on the table, drawing both of their eyes to the screen. She swiped it to voicemail. 

“Still stings, I see,” W noted. Courtney flushed when she realized he’d seen the caller ID.

“It’s a lot more than that. He forgot how to be a father after that night. I think it only just got through his thick head how badly he failed with me, so he’s trying to make up for it with my brother. Going overboard on all the Dad stuff. He’s even trying to make it up to me, too, this late in the game.” She heaved a dry laugh, but it fell flat between them. “Would it fit your definition of crazy to admit I hate him for doing now what I always wanted then?” She gripped her phone hard. “Or maybe it’s crazier that as much as I want to hate him, I don’t, even when I’d punch him for thinking he can start over from scratch.”

“Crazy is as crazy does.” W hummed. “My old man was a piece of work himself.”

“Yeah?”

“Oh, the worst. I think I’d have preferred it if he’d fancied the drink. As it was, I’ve got nothing to blame his sins on.”

She wanted to hear more, but she didn’t want to pry. She’d never heard W talk about himself before. Come to think of it, she really didn’t know anything about him. She didn’t even know his real name.

Something of her curiosity must’ve shown on her face, because his mouth quirked again. “My story’s not nearly so interesting as yours.”

“Tell me,” she said.

“There’s not much to tell. Pops kicked the bucket when I was young. My mama’s still around, I look out for her where she can’t for herself. No siblings.” The quick, light energy behind his voice dimmed, then recovered so swiftly she might’ve imagined the pause. “You got a kid brother, though?”

“Yeah. Mikey—Michael. Eleven.” Courtney smiled even as she spoke of him. W caught it. 

“Sounds like you’re a good big sister. You look out for him around your Dad, huh?”

“My Dad’s... better with him. I may not like it, but at the same time I’m glad. Every kid needs a father. I didn’t get one, but Michael just might.”

“Fathers are overrated.” W reached across the table and picked up his cup of coffee. She was surprised he still had it. It must’ve long gone cold.

As she watched, he wrinkled his nose, and grabbed the makeshift first aid kit lying by the papers. He tipped out three packets of sugar, ripped them open, and upended them over the drink. Courtney laughed.

“You keep those in your first aid kit?” She shook her head. “That can’t taste good.”

He took another sip, nodded his approval, and pushed the cup across the table toward her. “You tell me.”

She raised an eyebrow, a silent are you serious? When it appeared he was, she picked up the coffee and took a careful sip. It took all her self-control not to spit it right back out.

“That is diabetes in a cup,” she choked out. He chuckled and took the coffee back. “How do you drink that?”

“It’s an acquired taste.”

“Most people want to acquire a taste for sugar-free stuff.”

“Hey, you mix your drinks, I’ll mix mine.”

“I do mix your drinks.”

He grinned. There it went again—the youthful expression transformed his face, making his age impossible to discern. His eyes crinkled up at the corners. This smile was real, unlike many of his other ones.

“Your mom lives in the city, then?” she asked.

He licked his lips and looked away. “Yeah.”

“Do you live with her?”

“Do I look like a guy who lives with my mom?”

“I don’t know.” She couldn’t tell if he was offended or not. “You said you take care of her sometimes.”

“Sometimes. I drop in on occasion. She’s a big girl, but she gets lonely once in a while.”

Courtney looked at him and tried to imagine a Mama’s boy. It was difficult—really, it was hard to imagine him in any setting but the coffee shop. He didn’t seem like a guy who fit in anywhere. 

“That’s sweet,” she said. “You must care about her very much.”

W cleared his throat and downed the rest of his coffee. Sliding it away, he leaned back and stretched his hands behind his head. 

“Tell me about you,” he said. “You want to be a nurse, but you hate the sight of blood. You must be an altruist. Helping people gets you out of bed in the morning.”

She winced. “It used to. Now, I’m just paying the bills.”

“Paying the bills to go back to school to help people.” 

“Not really.” She hesitated. “Actually, I don’t know if I’m going back. Back then, I thought I could overcome a lot of things. My fear of blood. This... messed-up city. I thought I could make a tiny dent, but I hadn’t even put a scratch in my squeamishness by the time I had to drop out.”

She expected him to laugh at her. Instead, his pale eyes ticked soberly over her face. “And now?” 

“Now? I’m still squeamish, you saw for yourself.”

“Have you made a tiny dent in anything?”

Her spine tightened. “I’m too small to make dents. Most everybody in this city is.” Voice falling, she lowered her eyes too. “I’m not naïve anymore.”

There came the chuckle she’d expected earlier, oddly timed. “Aren’t you?”

She frowned, unsure whether to be offended. “How?”

“Thinking that by living like you’re small, surviving with your head down, things might not get better, but at least they can’t get any worse. Not for you, right?” With every word he spoke, her blood thumped hotter. “You resigned yourself to this hellhole. But did you stop to think you’re resigning the rest of the city too? By telling yourself you’re small?”

Now she bristled. “I learned how small I am, the hard way. I’m a realist.”

“No, you’re shell-shocked. Just like the rest of these poor fools.” W softened the edge off his smile. “I doubt Margo thought you were small the other morning, when you gave her the coat off your back.”

Caught off guard by the gentling of his voice, Courtney fired off, “That was a spur of the moment decision.”

“Well, tossing that pebble made bigger ripples than you thought.” Those eyes, so light even in shadow, held hers. “You’re only as small as the person you see in the mirror. One day, if you’re wily enough, you might make that person change shape.”

The wind shook the windowpanes again. Jumping a little, the defensive spark on her tongue evaporated as she glanced again into the darkness. A shiver pulled her legs up to her chest—an awkward feat on the small bench—and she found herself hugging her knees. The heat had started its low leak out of the building. She didn’t know how much time had passed since the lights went out, but she didn’t think she could sit here talking to W the whole night long. Especially if he kept pushing the boundaries of safe conversation topics. 

She was wrong.

The night wore on. The storm raged as fiercely as it had when the power first went out, and she and W sat in the darkness, laughing and jumping from topic to bizarre topic. She had never had a conversation like this with another normal person. But she enjoyed it. Perhaps she wasn’t normal either. 

They talked politics. W had some interesting views. They talked about the happenings in the world outside, whatever had filtered through the media. W had some interesting views. They talked about the stories in the news. W had some interesting views. He had interesting views about everything, it seemed. Courtney found herself leaning forward with her chin on her hands, mesmerized by the strange ideas that rolled off his tongue, the movement of his hands, the foreign sparkle behind his eyes. 

“The little guy is priceless,” he was saying, referring to the talk of the town: the vigilante who transformed himself into a giant crime fighter, the Orion Giant. His unique Change set him a notch above every other vigilante. He had no beastlike form. He was pure, colossal human. Courtney didn’t know why W called him a little guy. “He’s got the fuzz chasing their tails all over Orion.”

Courtney shook her head. “A person can’t just take the law into their own hands.” 

“No? The media’s eating it up. They’re calling him a superhero.”

“Half the newspapers are. The other half are calling him a giant. A monster, a freak of nature.”

“Yeah,” said W. “And they called Superman a bird and a plane.”

“A hero doesn’t go around beating up criminals in alleyways and leaving them black and blue for the cops to find.”

“What does a hero do?”

“He’d... do the right thing within the boundaries of the law. He’d become a police officer or something.”

“Because the police do so much good in this town.”

She couldn’t argue with his sarcasm. “You almost sound like a fan.”

“What if I am? Could there ever be cause for a good vigilante?”

“We can’t just decide to be above the law. There’s a right and a wrong, and we don’t get to pick and choose for ourselves—”

“But say your moral black-and-white was compromised. What if the police precinct looked a whole lot more gray? Like now. With the Quarantine, the OCPD can’t call in reinforcements. This city hangs in a delicate balance, and they know it won’t take much for control to tip out of their hands into say... the hands of the mob. You remember the Torch, right?”

“Who doesn’t? He almost blew up City Hall.”

“Do you remember how they finally caught him?”

“OCPD cornered him in the abandoned warehouse on Fifth.”

“Ah, but guess who brought him there?” He waited, as if he wanted her to guess.

“Who?” 

“Emilio Valentini.”

“The gangster? No, the police don’t work with the mob.”

“They do when they have a common interest. And that’s quite often, actually. The Torch was lighting too many fires under too many important chairs—literally. Valentini and the OCPD have an agreement. He turns over a certain number of undesirables, nobody too important to his own industry, but enough to make the police look like they’re cleaning up the city—and the fuzz leave him alone.”

“That’s not true.”

W shrugged. “Whatever helps you sleep at night. The point is, if you can’t rely on the Joes and Janes behind the badge, where do you turn for some honest justice?”

He had a knack for turning her mind in the most uncomfortable directions. “I wouldn’t call beating up muggers in an alley honest justice.”

“No. But they say he’s moving up the food chain. Learning who the big fish are, going after them one by one. Pissing off sharks like Valentini. Poor kid’s bitten off more than he can chew.”

“That’s still not honest justice. What happens when someone takes him out? If he were police, he’d have people to back him up, stand up behind him and take his place if need be. Who’s going to stand up for the vigilante’s cause if he fails? He’s not honest. Someone who hides behind a mask must have something to hide. “

“Sometimes you need a mask to tell the truth.”

“The truth of what?”

His pale eyes seemed to burn in the shadows. “That one man can make a difference.”

The words caught her in the chest. Stuck her there, making it hard to exhale. She felt them needle deep inside to pull up something long buried, an old emaciated thing barely more than dry bones now. 

She’d gone to OSM to make a difference. That was before she realized she was too small. Before her father’s bad credit zapped her loans, and she couldn’t afford to keep herself in school. Before she lived in Westside listening to her upstairs neighbor abuse his wife, knowing no cops would show when a frightened nineteen-year-old below dialed for help, and a child snatched screaming out of the alleyway beneath her window made her race outside with her tiny bottle of pepper spray and frayed vocal cords, only to stare helplessly at an empty pair of dumpsters with no trace of where they’d gone.

Before she realized she was a drop in the inky, light-swallowing bucket that was Orion City. Before she discovered how fragile she was, how powerless and unimportant. A tiny shadow swallowed in the one cast by the Wall.

The Orion Giant was bigger than her. In more ways than one. She envied that—not his colossal size, or his ability to use his fists to make the difference she couldn’t—but the fact that he still wanted to. He lived in this city, and he still believed he could change something. 

Could he, though? Could anyone?

She released her breath, watching it exit in little white swirls on the dark air. “I still don’t know if vigilante justice is the solution.”

She knew his next question before he even asked—then what is?—and dreaded answering, because she didn’t know how. But W stayed silent. In the dead air, she realized her teeth were chattering.

“Sorry,” she said with a sheepish laugh, hugging her knees tighter. She clamped her lips against the embarrassing sound. “It’s freezing in here. You’d think the snow would insulate us, but I guess not.”

Without a word, W stood and removed his coat. He draped it over her shoulders. 

“I can keep a look out for looters, if you want to catch a few winks. In case someone really is desperate enough to go after the one-fifty in the drawer.”

Courtney pulled the coat close, relishing its warmth. “Thanks.” 

“Sure. I might finally get some work done without you chatterboxing all night.”

She smiled to herself. Once she’d gotten him going, he’d been the chatterbox. She pulled out her phone and stared at it in surprise. It was past midnight. Had they talked that long? It hadn’t felt like it, but now her eyelids drooped. 

Her father had left two voice messages. She deleted them without listening, and tucked the phone into the pocket of her jeans. With some stiff navigation on the narrow bench, she curled up beneath W’s coat. 

She wouldn’t sleep. She’d just rest here a moment. A few weeks ago, she’d have balked at the idea of letting her guard down around this man. She’d denied it then, but W once frightened her as much as he did her coworkers. There was something about him. It could’ve been anything: that gleam in his eye, his total disregard for social rules, the imposing height and presence that filled up a room. But something had changed. Hearing him talk about his mother, perhaps. It softened his edges, made him human. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but she felt... safe, here, in this moment. 

Her eyes fell closed.

The dream received her with gentle, familiar arms. The road stretched out before her, huge and black and winding. One dotted yellow line flickering in and out under the wash of the headlights, speeding by until the breaks in the paint blurred together. Wind whipped in her ears, tugging her clothes, her hair, her lungs. She could never tell if her hands were on the steering wheel or floating out in the air on either side of her. It never mattered. She was flying. 

Hills rolled before and behind, the faint scent of the ocean on the air, salty and wild. She’d never smelled the ocean before, but somehow deep in her gut, she knew it smelled like this. Stars glittered. A thousand diamonds, untouched by manmade lights.

And in all directions, the unbroken line of horizon.

Courtney awoke to the sound of a dull scraping—a shovel on gravel. Groggy and disoriented, she sat up and rubbed her eyes. Something slipped off her onto the ground, bringing a rush of cold in its wake. W’s coat. Her eyes opened wider.

“Morning, sunshine.”

She looked over to see him sitting in the same position as before, reading his work files like the morning paper. The phone light burned bright against the dark. She was amazed his battery had lasted this long. Pushing her messy braid out of her face, she looked to the windows. It was lighter outside, only slightly, the dull gray of dawn. Behind the door, the silhouette of a man stood hunched over, tugging at a metal pole. 

“What’s...” Her voice came out scratchy. “Who’s that?”

“That there is Jimmy, with the Public Works Department. He’s here to let us out.”

Looking closer, she realized it wasn’t a pole but the handle of a shovel. He dislodged the snow from the base of the door, bit by bit. Pretty soon they’d be able to push their way out. 

Courtney pulled out her phone to check the time. 5:13 a.m. An icon at the corner of the screen told her the Wi-Fi was back on. 

“The power’s back?” she asked. “Why is it still dark?”

“The lights came on around four, but you were sleeping like a rock, so I turned them off.”

“Oh. Thanks.” Courtney reached down and retrieved his coat from the ground. She handed it to him. “Thanks for that, too.”

“Don’t mention it.”

In the distance, a siren began to wail. The wind had died down, so the snow rasping by the window fell straight instead of sideways. It looked thinner, too. A deep mechanical rumble grew louder, and Courtney looked out to see a snowplow rolling by. Behind the bowl-faced machine, a police car cruised with its lights flashing. 

“Looks like my one chance at a life of crime is over,” she said lightheartedly. “The streets are patrolled once again.”

“Chin up,” said W. “It’s only October. There are plenty of storms ahead.”

A muted knock on the glass drew her attention back to Jimmy. The public works officer gave them a wave.

“Door’s clear!” he called, voice muffled by the glass. With no little effort, he threw all his weight behind the handle and yanked it open. The rumbling, tinny noises of outside invaded. “Sorry about that, folks!” He stumbled into the café, flushed and rosy-cheeked from the cold. “You all right?”

“Never better,” W said. “Best blizzard I ever spent in a café.”

“You’re the only two?”

“Yes,” Courtney said. “Everybody else split before it got bad.”

“Good.” Jimmy stepped back, looking round the store as if to fact-check her words. “Okay. Okay, if you folks don’t mind, I’ve got to run and help the poor fellers stuck in the bakery two doors down. Streets should be pretty clear, just mind yourself. There are still some ruffians out looking for trouble, with all the cops so busy.”

“We’ll be careful,” Courtney told him. Jimmy nodded again, picked up his snow shovel, and hurried off down the dark street. 

When she turned back around, W had shrugged his coat back on and folded up his papers, tucking them inside. How much did he carry around in that old duster? She hadn’t felt a whole lot poking out of the pockets, but who knew? She wouldn’t be surprised if it had some old Mary Poppins tricks up its sleeves, bottomless secret pockets and all. Replacing his hat, W turned to her and nodded at the open door. 

“You have to cut through that alley to get home, right?” he asked. “I don’t think the snowplows will have made it through there.”

“I’ll take the long way around, through the main streets. Safer that way, anyhow.”

It was still far too dark outside; it looked like the middle of the night, not morning. 

W said, “The offer to walk you back still stands.” 

For a moment, she was tempted. There are still some ruffians out looking for trouble. The sound of breaking glass echoed in her ears. “Thanks,” she said. “I think I’ll be okay.”

As before, he didn’t push it. He walked with her to the door, where she pulled out her keys to lock up. Out of sudden curiosity, she turned and looked up at him.

“Where do you live?” she asked. She’d never seen which direction he came from when he entered the shop. 

“Around here,” he replied. “Sometimes.”

“Sometimes?”

He stepped back, bent a little and tipped his hat to her. The motion made him look like a 1920’s gangster. “Have a safe, crime-free night.”

“Uh, thanks. The same to you too.”

That made him laugh. Not a chuckle, but a real laugh, high and clear and ringing off the walls. It put a spike of adrenaline in her belly... and she wasn’t sure why.

He turned and walked down the street. Like the first time they’d parted ways here outside the shop, Courtney founded herself rooted to the pavement. She watched him grow smaller in the falling snow. 

She fingered the bandage around her wrist. 

Her phone buzzed. Hands already stiffening in the cold, she fished it out and started walking. 

“Dina,” she said. “How’s it going at the hospital?”

“Ugh, bad. Do you mind if I crash at your place? Shift went late, and they won’t clear the snow for the bus out to my neighborhood until noon.”

“Sure. I’ll cook up some hot chocolate.”

“You’re my hero.”

Courtney smiled, but it faded when she hung up. Her own voice floated back to her. If there was no way I could get caught...

She definitely wasn’t a hero.
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7. WILD GOOSE CHASE
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JASPER WADE DRAGGED a hand through his dark curls, downing the last dregs of coffee from the bottom of the mug. It had gone cold an hour ago. An hour ago, at ten p.m.

And he was still in the station. 

“Tell me again why I’m here,” Oliver said in a bored voice.

Jasper’s unofficial consultant sat beside him, shadows under his dark eyes which held a slight gleam of irritation. Oliver’s glossy black hair was mussed, his wide cheekbones rimmed with shadows, and even his usual starched, neatly pressed security guard’s uniform with the Chinese characters printed on the front had wrinkles. His best friend looked as if he hadn’t slept in days.

“I just need your help identifying this guy,” Jasper said. “Then you can go home.”

“You think it’s him, don’t you?”

“I...” Jasper removed his eyes from the computer screen, rubbed them fiercely, and tried to focus again. “There’s no him. Only the media entertains that story. But... this guy might be connected to the syndicate. The vigilante did call him by name.”

“The CCTV is super blurry,” Oliver sighed. “I can’t be sure. Where was he seen?”

“Just outside Chinatown. You still...” He hesitated. “I mean, your old pals in the Triads might—”

“I don’t have any pals in the Triads anymore. I told you, I got out clean. I’m working legit jobs now.” 

“I just meant you’ve still got connections over there. C’mon, I’ve seen you at the vendors when we visit. People talk. You’re my street source, so tell me about your street sources.”

Oliver hesitated. “Could I see the file?”

“You know I can’t show you that.”

“If you’re so worried about rules, you shouldn’t have let me in on this case in the first place.”

Jasper ground his teeth. Glancing around the station, he slipped the manila envelope out of his desk drawer and handed it to Oliver. “Make it quick.”

Oliver flipped through the fat stack of papers inside. He frowned.

“How can people think this is just one guy? This list is like a mile long.”

“The department thinks he’s the face of a syndicate, but the media’s going nuts about how it’s been impossible to trace. What’s frustrating is, they’re not wrong—we’d usually have communications, bread crumbs, something. This one’s a ghost. With an M.O. distinctive enough to take a lot of work for a copycat.” 

“‘The Whistler,’” Oliver read aloud. “‘No name. No face. Rumored affiliations with nearly all of the major crime syndicates, but claimed by none.” His eyes traveled down the page. “Wanted for homicide, assault, arson, breaking Quarantine, drug trafficking, forgery, identity theft, first and second degree murder, unlicensed weapons distribution, robbery, vandalism...”

“You could go on for a couple more minutes.”

“And it gets weirder. Identity theft of important city officials. Unlawful possession and transport of zoo animals? What is that?” 

Jasper rubbed his eyes in exhaustion. “Just... tell me if you’ve seen the blond or not.”

Oliver looked at the file. After a moment, he set down the envelope, face expressionless as he looked up. “Sorry, man. I think I’d remember somebody like that.”

“Okay.” Jasper tried to hide the disappointment in his voice. Commissioner Van de Graaf had let him on this case because he’d begged for some detective work other than tracking down shoplifters and graffiti artists. He still remembered the man’s smirk when he handed over the file. Good luck, kid. Only later did Jasper learn this case had gone almost a decade uncracked. A handful of leads with dead ends, a hodge-podge of contradictory evidence: this wild goose chase had left the most senior detectives hurling papers at the wall in defeat. 

Sighing, Jasper took the folder back from Oliver. He clicked through the CCTV files until a new image filled the screen. A blurry snapshot of an alleyway featured the profile of a large, pixilated figure in a mask. The figure loomed against the buildings. It would be ridiculous to ask his friend to identify a faceless perp, but this one’s colossal proportions made him more conspicuous. 

“Isn’t that the guy from the news?” Oliver asked.

“Yeah. The criminal everyone’s calling a superhero.”

“You think the Orion Giant’s a criminal?”

“Anyone who thinks he has to go outside the law to do his work is a criminal.”

Oliver remained quiet. 

“You know these streets better than anyone,” Jasper said. “Do you know anything about his real identity? Who he is before he becomes this... creature?”

“I’ve never even seen the Giant. How would I know his identity?”

“It was worth a shot.” Jasper killed the monitor and yawned. “I guess we’re done here. Thanks, man.”

“Wait, that’s it?”

“Yeah.” He shut off his computer, pulling out his key ring to lock up his desk. Oliver remained seated, frowning up at him. 

“I’ve got no leads,” Jasper confessed. “Van de Graaf and the other boys think I’m a walking joke. Wanting to make a difference and all. I’m a country bumpkin cop from Oregon, whose biggest break was catching the Volkswagen Bandit.”

“You stopped a real maniac from terrorizing vintage car owners.” Oliver deadpanned. “All the hippies in the Pacific Northwest can sleep safely now thanks to you.”

“I wanted to catch real criminals! Not chase teenagers who stole sunglasses.”

“You could’ve transferred to Portland.”

“There are hundreds of police officers—no, thousands—brave men and women fighting to give us safe streets. I’d be a drop in the bucket in Portland. A drop in the ocean in some city like Chicago. It would take years to work my way up to detective in any department like that. I wanted to go somewhere where I’d make a difference. Somewhere no one else wanted to go. But they’re not letting me do any real good here.”

“Maybe that’s why.”

Jasper sank back into his chair. “Why?”

“Dude, nobody asks to transfer to Orion. Have you considered your colleagues might resent you for that? You had a choice, they didn’t. You got stuck here of your own free will. Maybe they’re jealous you threw away your freedom Outside. I mean, ninety-five percent of this city would give anything to be in your old shoes. A small-town cop chasing car snatchers? We’ve got murders every other night just here in Westside. Grand Theft Auto’s a juvie crime. You’d get off with a warning, the rate our jails fill up.”

“It seems petty. These men have been on the force since before I started at the academy.”

Oliver shrugged. “If anything, that’d make them more jaded. Nobody wants a promotion to detective here. I don’t think they gave you the Whistler case to keep you occupied. They gave it to you to break you.”

Jasper had suspected as much, but hearing his friend say it aloud put a knot in his stomach. He ground his teeth. “I’m going to catch these bastards.”

Oliver nodded. “I’ll help you any way I can.”

“Thanks. Just keep your eyes peeled. Stay out of harm’s way.”

Oliver stood and held out a hand. “Come on. You’ll get him, but if you don’t want to break yourself doing it, you should go home when your shift ends like everybody else.” 

Jasper took the proffered hand and let Oliver haul him to his feet. He blinked at the strength in his small friend’s grip. All that MMA training must be paying off. Glancing down at his friend as they headed for the station lobby, an odd nostalgia bloomed. He couldn’t believe it had been a year since he’d first met that scrawny, sarcastic punk on a rainy night shift in Chinatown and gotten into an argument about Orion’s “good-for-nothing” police. Finding out said punk was actually close to his own age, after looking like a fool trying to explain himself to a smirking Oliver, had made Jasper desire to never meet that street source again. An amusing irony, since after a dozen more cases required their Chinatown source’s cooperation, Oliver somehow became his first—and only—real friend in the city.

Out on the chilly sidewalk, Oliver waited for him to lock up. A siren chirped in the distance. From the corner of his eye, Jasper saw him tilt his head slightly, listening, while he pocketed the station keys and headed for his car.

“I’ll say goodbye here,” Oliver said. “I’ve got an early shift tomorrow.”

Jasper turned. “Are you sure you don’t want a ride—”

The empty sidewalk gleamed in the streetlamps. Jasper stared into the shadows for a moment. He filled his cheeks with air, and let it out. His friend had been slipping away like that more and more often, practicing an uncanny silence Jasper doubted he learned from martial arts. The siren grew louder in the distance. 

In the stillest corner of his instincts, Jasper imagined another sound on the wind. A whistle, far down the street, lilting and high. He turned. The street lamps shimmered on the pavement. Cars stood quiet and dark. No sign of anyone on the sidewalk. Just that silly tune. An eerie echo. 

He discovered his hand on his gun. He let go, rolling his shoulders to dispel the trickle of goosebumps. Folding his tall frame behind the wheel of his tiny sedan, he started up the engine and pulled out onto the icy street. 
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8. WHAT'S THE HOLDUP?
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FOR THE FIRST time in over a month, the sun broke through the thick blanket of gray. It burned bright and clear all morning, warding off the autumn mist that usually settled over the city. 

Courtney woke up happy. She didn’t know why, but she wasn’t about to question it. Maybe it was the brightness outside affecting her inside. Maybe the universe had decided she needed a break from all her woes. Whatever the cause, she hopped out of bed and pulled on a bright red sweater. They were allowed to wear whatever they wanted to work, so long as it was clean and free of logos, so she flicked on a shade of lipstick to match her mood. 

Maybe she’d call Dina and try to actually go out tonight and meet some new people, as she’d promised. After all, for the first time in weeks, she didn’t work the closing shift. 

She pulled on her second warmest jacket—she’d given away her warmest—and twisted her long hair back, pinning it in place with a pencil. Then she headed out into the snow.

The weather had grown milder since the blizzard that trapped her inside the café with W last week. Shallow blankets of powder covered the city, dusting lamp posts and parked cars. The streets reflected the sunlight with brilliance enough to make her eyes water. She wished she’d thought to bring sunglasses.

A car drove by, blasting Christmas music loud and cheery enough for her to hear it through the windows. It was barely November, for Pete’s sake. But she couldn’t blame them. She smiled. The tree across the street still held onto some of its orange leaves, warm and bright. She’d heard the phrase Christmas in the air often enough, but rarely did she wake up with holiday spirit in her bones. 

The tinny jangle of the bell sounded above her head when she walked into the café. She looked around, half-hoping as usual to see a particular customer. But the booth in the corner was empty. W’s absence had become the norm over the past week or so, ever since the night the power went out. She tried not to let it bother her—didn’t know why it should bother her. But today, even that empty booth didn’t dampen her mood.

Max looked up from behind the counter when she walked in. “You look happy today.”

“It’s a clear morning.” Courtney joined him in the empty station. “Is it just us?”

“Yeah. Flu season. Madeline called in sick, couldn’t find a cover.”

“Hm.” Courtney scooped an apron out of the bin below the sinks, looping it around her neck. “Guess I’ll make sure to wash my hands.”

Max didn’t say anything from his post by the coffee grinders. He dumped a bag of beans into the grinder, and the gritty sound filled the space between them. Courtney glanced at the back of his head. It wasn’t like him to stay quiet for long.

She helped customers with their orders, whipped up espressos and shakes and hot teas. All the while Max ground beans.

She waited. Whatever he had on his mind must be serious.

“Have you seen the previews for that superhero movie?” he finally said. 

“Yeah.” Courtney rang up another customer. Who hadn’t seen them? The government allowed Orion City a small number of shipments for entertainment purposes. They’d get movies far later than the rest of the country, and only if they’d done well in the box office. Everybody within the Wall saw the previews ages before anything came out, since TV channels streamed from Outside. Which meant, once a new movie finally hit Orion’s theaters, people scrambled to buy tickets.

“I hear it’s pretty good,” Max said.

“Yeah, I guess,” Courtney said, wondering where he was going with this. 

“Are you doing anything Friday night?” 

There it was. He hadn’t mentioned anything since that one night, so long ago now; she’d hoped he’d let it pass. Courtney pursed her lips, searching for an appropriate response. “I’m working.”

“We could go after your shift.”

“Dina wanted to do something after,” she lied.

“Poop-emoji girl,” Max remembered. “Okay, what about next week?”

She tried to play dumb. “What about it?” 

“Do you want to go to a movie with me?”

“I...” She landed on an escape, and decided to use it because it was honest. “I promised my little brother I would go see it with him.”

Max sighed. “Okay. I get it.”

“I mean it, I really did promise.” She’d planned to see the movie last Friday with Mikey, but that had been the day of the snowstorm. They’d postponed. 

He turned around, long enough to shoot her a grim smile. “Don’t do that, Court. I know it’s that other guy.”

“What other guy?”

He snorted, and went back to grinding coffee beans. “You’ve got a customer waiting to order.”

Distracted, Courtney turned back to the register. “Sorry. What would you like?”

“Um, hi. Just an espresso with... I’m sorry, this is probably super weird, but could I get, like, twenty sugars?”

Courtney looked up in surprise. A young man stood before her, sheepish. He wore a dark uniform with a nightstick at his hip, Chinese characters emblazoned on the sleeve. 

“Sorry, how many sugars did you say you wanted?”

“If it’s not too much trouble...” He blushed, fidgeting a little. “How many are you allowed to give me?”

She chuckled. “You’d be surprised at how many we give away.”

“Really? Well, then can I have thirty?”

“Why not? There must be something in the water.”

“Tell me about it,” the guy said with a half smile. “Y’know, if everyone threw a little sugar in the water it just might keep this city from going completely bonkers. A sweet tooth can drive people crazy when not taken care of.”

Courtney smiled wryly back. Finally, a lighthearted joke about the invisible axe hanging over their heads. Quarantined under one for as long as they’d been, people tended either to ignore it or fear it. She rarely heard quips. Counting out thirty sugars, she passed them across the counter, and he dipped his head in thanks.

“Can I get a name for that order?”

“Oliver.” He slid the bill across the counter. “Keep the change.”

Courtney watched him head over to join a girl at the back of the café and sit down—in W’s empty booth. 

It shouldn’t have bothered her. But she couldn’t help frowning at the backs of their heads as she steamed milk for the next order of lattes. They didn’t stay long. Oliver drank his coffee, talked with the girl, heads bent low over the table, and then the pair left. 

Courtney went back to loading the espresso machine. They were running low on beans, so she turned around to ask Max for a refill. 

He stood stock-still in the middle of the station, blood drained from his face. He’d paused halfway through scrubbing out a coffee pot, arms frozen at an angle like a wax figure. Courtney took a step toward him.

“Max?”

The bell jangled. Courtney turned out of habit. 

Her brain took a few seconds—deadly seconds—to process the three figures striding in. 

Two wore ski masks. One did not. All three were enormous, sheer muscle and height. The bigger two stood side by side: one with hands hanging, the other’s tattooed arms crossed over bulging muscles. The man without a mask was the smallest, but still looming. His dark eyes scanned the room. He wore a funny expression, somewhere between a smirk and sneer. It twisted his otherwise soft features into something fearsome.

The two masked men stopped at the door, flanking the bare-faced man. They surveyed the café. The unmasked man cleared his throat loudly. 

“Could I get everybody’s attention?” 

A few heads turned his way. Frowns followed. But many of the dozen or so customers in the shop remained fixed in their conversations, or zoned out, attention glued to their phones. 

The man who’d spoken nodded to himself, as if the lack of response had been expected. He reached into his pocket. 

With explosive speed, he sprang for the nearest table, leapt up onto it and plunged his arm into the air. 

BANG. BANG. BANG.

Courtney clapped her hands over her ears. Customers shrieked. Everyone stared up at the three crisp white holes punched in the plaster. The man held a pistol pointed to the ceiling, looking down at the people now staring with rapt attention.

“That’s more like it. Now, I’d say we’ve got nine minutes, give or take, before the blue lights show up to crash this party. So let’s get on with this, shall we?”

The man waved his gun in a wide semicircle, and the woman below him whimpered. He looked down at her. 

“Aw, don’t worry. I don’t have a problem with you. Could you do something for me?”

The woman stared up at him, lower lip trembling. She shrank back as the man leaned down, baring his teeth in a sinister smile. 

“Hit the floor.”

She scrambled out of her chair and collapsed on the hardwood floor, hands over her head. The man straightened. He turned to the rest of the room.

“I mean everybody,” he bellowed. “On your knees! Now!” 

Chairs scraped back. Coffee splattered. Everyone in the café dove to their hands and knees, some huddling under tables for flimsy cover. No one dared speak. 

“There we go. Thanks a million. Now you all sit tight and quiet while my boys and I get some business taken care of. We’ll be out of your hair in no time.”

The man hopped off the table and strode across the café—swinging his arms, gun twirling by the handle—and headed straight for Courtney.

“Mornin’, sweetheart.” He grinned, and she caught a flash of silver in his teeth. He glanced down at her nametag. “Hm. Courtney,” he said, popping the t. “Your coworker around?”

Her tongue came unglued. “No.” 

“Really? Funny, I could’ve sworn you shared a shift. Let’s look for him, shall we?” He threw his head back. “Oh, Maaaaaax-well!”

Courtney jumped at the volume. She wasn’t alone. At her feet, the coffee beans crunched. She looked down to see Max crouched beneath the storage shelves, hands on his head, peeking up at her with a colorless face. 

“Maxy-boy, come out and play.” The man stopped twirling his gun and leveled it at Courtney’s face. “Hurry it up or your girlfriend catches one in the teeth.”

“Okay!” Max uncurled himself from beneath the shelves and stood, hands up. “Don’t shoot anybody, okay?”

“Why not? Don’t want their blood on your hands? Because it would be on your hands, hotshot.”

“Max,” Courtney hissed. “What is he talking about?”

“What am I talking about? Max, want to give her an education? No? Well, darlin’, your boy here seems to be under the impression he can steal from us.”

“I didn’t steal anything,” Max said.

“You didn’t? Oh.” The man lowered the gun. “Well, this is awkward. Terribly sorry for the misunderstanding. We’ll just be on our way then.” He turned on his heel and headed toward the two masked men by the door. Reaching up, he patted the larger on the side of his covered face. “You’re up, sweetheart.”

The huge man nodded. He lumbered toward the counter. The second, slightly smaller man with the tattooed sleeves followed him, while the unmasked one stood in front of the doors. The bare-faced leader tossed the gun in the air, caught it, and tossed it again. Courtney flinched every time it hit his palm. 

“So where are they?” he asked.

Behind her, the huge man stepped into the station. Courtney shrank back against the counter as he crossed the floor. He positioned himself behind Max, who glanced back and licked his lips. 

“Where’s what?”

WHAM. The big guy grabbed the back of his collar and slammed him forward. Max’s head cracked against the counter. A woman under one of the tables screamed.

“Take two,” chimed the man at the front. “Where are they?”

“I don’t know!” Max gasped. The man jerked him upright again. “I swear, I don’t know what you’re talking about!” 

THWACK. His face hit the counter once more. This time, when the man yanked him back, Max spat out a mouthful of blood. 

“Stop it!” Courtney shrieked. 

“Third time’s the charm,” said the unmasked man. “Should I ask again? Or can you even still remember with your brain rattling around like that?”

Max’s chest heaved, his head tipped back with a huge fist holding him by the hair. “I—”

SLAM. Max slumped over the counter, and didn’t rise until the giant snagged him by the hair again. He gasped for breath, blood streaming from his nose and lips. 

The shaking started in her gut. Twisting, churning, worse than she’d ever felt before at the sight of blood. As if her own bones were starting to writhe. She slammed it down. Stay calm. You can’t afford to panic. Not now.

“Whoa there, champ.” The unmasked man frowned at the brute in the ski mask. “Gettin’ a touch overzealous.”

“Sorry, Boss.” 

“Hey. Hey, Max.” The unmasked man took a few slow, swinging steps toward the counter. He tilted his head to peer into Max’s half-lidded eyes. “You still in there, buddy? Can’t skip out on this conversation that easy.” 

Courtney’s coworker hung from the big man’s grip. His lips parted. A gurgle rattled from his throat. 

“Good.” Behind the first goon, the tattooed one stepped up into the station. “Now,” continued the man in charge. “I’m gonna ask you one more time. Where’s the stash?”

Courtney moved without thinking. She squeezed herself between Max and the counter, facing the man without a mask.

“Stop,” she begged. “Please.”

The inside of the gun barrel yawned black and cold. It was so close to her face, she could see the little ticks of light just inside the metal rim, before the shadows swallowed everything beyond. Her insides felt eerily still. She didn’t blink, didn’t breathe. Only the beating of her heart echoed in her head. 

The unmasked man straightened. Something flickered behind his dark eyes, a spark she’d seen somewhere before. To her surprise, he lowered his gun. She opened her mouth to offer some sort of trade, she could give them all the money in the cash register, she could—

Someone grabbed her from behind. “You speak,” a muffled voice growled in her ear. “When the boss man tells you to speak. Got it?” The tattooed man pinned her arms to her sides, foul breath leaking through his ski mask. Courtney twisted her face away, but he tightened his grip, burying his nose in her hair. She heard him inhale, and a spear of adrenaline lanced through her. She stomped down hard on his foot. He grunted. The hand twisted in her hair, wrenching her head back. Fire seared along her scalp. A cry burst from her throat.

“Ninth,” Max gasped out behind her.

Both men turned to him. The tattooed man didn’t let her go, but Courtney felt him shift behind her, one arm still clamped around her chest. 

“What was that?” said the unmasked man. 

“Let her go—” Max sounded like he was struggling to breathe. “—and I’ll tell you where I put the stash.”

A laugh rumbled at her back. “We don’t bargain with—”

“Let her go, Ritzo.”

The man behind her stiffened. For a second, Courtney thought he wouldn’t obey. But his grip uncoiled and he grumbled, “It’s Ripper.” 

She jerked back from him and stumbled away. 

“All right, Maxwell. Start talking,” the unmasked man demanded. 

“Ninth Street,” Max rasped. Blood leaked from under his hairline, and his hands scrabbled at the man’s wrist to try and support some of his own weight. “I sold them to a guy off Ninth Street, between Ninth and Stewart. It was only two, I didn’t think you guys would notice out of all the—”

“He noticed,” barked Ripper.

“—I’m sorry.” Max coughed, a bubbling kind of cough, and spat out a bloody mass. A tooth hit the floor. 

That faint roar started in her ears. Courtney gripped the counter behind her for support, and her hands brushed something hot. An idea sparked.

“Whaddaya think, boss?” said Ripper. “I think we should take all your teeth, pretty boy. Every last crown, fillings and all. Maybe we’ll sell ’em between Ninth and Stewart, too. You know how pricey those are under Quarantine.”

Courtney moved. Her hands found the hot espresso pot behind her. Lunging forward, she threw it over Ripper’s back. He howled. She dove for the station exit. Feet clomped behind her, and she pressed her back against the far side of the station wall, under the outside counter. 

A few yards away, right at eye level, a customer gaped at her from under a table. The lady pointed with wide eyes, jerking her chin in warning. 

Courtney ducked, just as a fist smashed into the wall above her head.

“Bitch!” Ripper bellowed. She scrambled across the floor on her hands, rolling sideways when she felt the air move above her. 

Not fast enough. A boot grazed the side of her skull, catching her above the temple. She sprawled, head smacking the floor. Stars swam in her eyes. 

“I’ll teach you a lesson, you—” 

Courtney kicked out, leg flailing, hoping to make contact. She did. He tripped, stumbling over his feet. She snatched the opportunity to scoot even further backwards, moving so fast on her feet and hands that she slipped, and fell backwards—

—into something solid. 

She looked up. The man without a mask looked down. “Hello there.”

She’d backed herself right into his feet, her shoulders against his knees. Her stomach dropped. Ripper came to a stop, panting.

“That slimy little thing burned the skin right off my back,” he said. “Let’s take her with us, Boss. I’ve got some things I’d like to do to her.”

Courtney couldn’t move. The man at her back chuckled. He looked toward the counter where Max and the other guy still stood. 

“I think we’re done here. Thank you ever so much for your cooperation, Maxwell.”

The man holding Max slammed him one last time against the counter and let him drop. He exited the station. 

“Go check out our mark on Stewart,” the unmasked man told him. The big guy nodded and left the shop, bell jangling behind him.

“Oh, and hey, Ritzo.”

“It’s Ripper. How many times do I have to—”

The man raised the gun and fired point-blank. 

Courtney shrieked. As did everybody else. Ripper dropped like a stone, a crimson hole punched in the left side of his forehead. 

“Thanks for the show, folks. Don’t do drugs.” 

The man stepped away from her. Courtney almost toppled back at the loss of support, but she caught herself on her hands. She turned around to see him exiting the shop, whistling as he went. The bell jingled as the door swung closed.

A sob burst from under one of the tables. A man started screaming, one hysterical lady joining him as panicked voices filled the air. Chairs scraped as people got back on their feet. Phones whipped out, everybody dialing 911 too late. Someone snapped a picture.

Courtney sat frozen. She couldn’t tear her eyes from the body. The bullet hole leaked a dark pool down the man’s temple onto the wooden floorboards, spreading outwards. She felt nothing. She couldn’t be sick, couldn’t cry, couldn’t blink. 

Finally, a burning sensation in her own forehead made her lift her hand. Her fingers skimmed her left temple. They came away wet. She stared at the crimson trail running down the back of her hand. 

Her hand... wasn’t shaking. 

Thirty seconds later, the blue lights showed up, as promised. 
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9. THINGS THAT GO BUMP IN THE NIGHT

[image: image]







COURTNEY SAT ALONE at a table in the café. Officials milled around her, talking in hushed tones, sitting with the few customers who’d stayed to make statements. Blue and red lights danced across the walls. Though night had already started to creep in, it didn’t look like anyone was getting ready to leave. 

Courtney sighed, and shifted her grip on the ice pack pressed to her forehead. Someone had given her a frozen bag of gel, probably from one of the ambulances, wrapped in a towel. She held it over the tape across her temple. Ripper’s boot hadn’t left a deep cut, but it was wide enough for two small stitches. The paramedics had taken care of the cut right there in the back of the EMT van. She was relieved they hadn’t carted her off to the hospital, but it appeared the cops thought she was in good enough shape to give a statement while her memory was fresh.

Officer after officer had approached her, some dressed smartly in the OCPD uniform, others in sleek business suits who introduced themselves as detectives. 

“I don’t know anything,” she said again and again. I never knew Max was involved with drugs. I never saw the shooter before in my life. I didn’t see any signs of a drug stash. I don’t know, I don’t know...

She was glad that after taking pictures, noting position and location of the body on the floor, they’d zipped it up in a black bag and carted it off. It was gone. But there was still a large pool of blood on the floor, congealed and dark. She tried not to look at it. Whenever she did, she felt her stomach crawling up her throat. 

They’d hauled Max away on a stretcher, shut him in the back of an ambulance, and zoomed off toward St. Barnabas, sirens blaring. Some kind soul had wrapped a blanket around her shoulders. She wasn’t sure if she hadn’t noticed when it happened, or was too exhausted to care. As the afternoon wore on into evening, civilians were released one by one, until Courtney was the last left in the shop, save one disgruntled old lady who insisted on recounting the event over and over with a harried policewoman. 

Courtney pressed the ice pack more firmly against her temple. She winced, but held it. The burn of the ice was nothing compared to the dull throbbing pain that reverberated through her skull. 

“Hey,” said a voice.

She looked up. A younger police officer stood before her, with kind blue eyes and curly black hair that glowed in the blue lights. He motioned to the seat across from her. “Mind if I sit down?”

She shook her head with a sigh. “I already told the detectives everything I know. There’s no more information you can get out of me.”

“I know.” He sat down opposite her anyway. “I wanted to see how you’re feeling.”

She shifted the ice pack. “The paramedic said I have a mild concussion. Other than that, I’m fine.”

“That’s good, but I meant... how are you holding up? That was a pretty intense ordeal.”

She shrugged. “I think I’m fine.” 

“You’re probably in shock.”

“Maybe.” Actually, the adrenaline still burned. A steady undercurrent tugged her thoughts to a place they’d never been before. She wouldn’t say it aloud, but a certain thrill had buzzed in her veins that was now fading... and its loss left her hollow.

He was still watching her, so she said, “Once the adrenaline wears off, it’ll hit me.”

He nodded, eyes betraying his concern. After a moment’s pause, he cleared his throat and put out a hand. “My name’s Jasper. Detective Jasper Wade. I was wondering if I could potentially ask you some... different questions than the rest of the OCPD.”

“Uh, sure. Knock yourself out.” She felt at this point she’d pretty much heard everything. 

He hesitated though. “Do you need me to get you anything? Like another ice pack, or a water or something?”

She smiled. “I’m all right, thanks.”

He cleared his throat again. His awkwardness was kind of cute. “Okay. You said one of them identified himself as Ripper, right?” She nodded. “Did you catch the names of any of the others?” She shook her head. “Okay, that’s okay. But one of them definitely seemed to be in charge?”

“Yeah. The only guy who wasn’t wearing a ski mask.”

“Hm. Interesting.” Jasper leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table and folding his hands. He studied his knuckles. “That almost seems deliberate.”

“I’m sorry?”

“The man without the mask. Usually a perp hides his face so he won’t be identified. The two men in black hoods did that, but the one calling the shots didn’t seem worried about getting caught on camera. We have facial recognition systems. He must know we’ll catch him.” 

Courtney shrugged. He flushed, as if realizing he’d started brainstorming the details of a case with a civilian. She wondered if he was a rookie; he looked young, maybe a few years older than herself. 

“I don’t know if your recognition software will work,” she said. “Our cameras aren’t exactly up-to-date. The pictures will be fuzzy and smudged at best.”

“You were face-to-face with him.” He pulled out a notepad. “Would you describe him for me?”

She sighed. “Huge build, dark hair, dark eyes. Six feet or more. Big and beefy like the rest of them. No tattoos or anything, that I could see. He had a silver tooth I think.”

“A silver tooth?”

“Yeah. Or some sort of dental implant. I saw silver when he smiled.”

“You didn’t mention that in your earlier statement.”

“If you had my earlier statement, why are you asking me again?”

“I want to be thorough.”

“Then I guess you know I told those other guys I don’t remember anything else.”

He looked up. Her exhaustion must’ve shown on her face, because he closed the notepad and softened his voice. “You should know: that was a very brave thing you did back there.”

“I got myself kicked in the face.”

“You stood up for your friend, in front of a gun. Twice. That takes heart.”

The sincerity in his blue eyes made her hackles flatten a little. Her every nerve was frayed thin from interrogations. To have a cop affirm her actions instead of lecture her on her stupidity—she felt her spine loosen, a fraction. 

“Thanks,” she said. 

Jasper paused. “Is there anything else you can tell me that we won’t catch on the CCTV? You said the man without a mask did most of the talking. Can you remember anything else he might have said? Anything to explain his reasons for shooting his own man?”

Courtney hesitated. Her memory of the whole thing was a jumble. Everything had happened so fast she’d seen no pattern to anything, let alone motive. Her brain kept circling back to the moment Ripper kicked her in the head. The explosion of pain in her skull. The mad scramble backward. Landing on the killer’s feet.

The haunting image, thirty seconds later, of Ripper lying face up in a pool of his own blood. She shuddered. 

“That’s all right,” Jasper said. “You’ve had a very trying day.” He tore a leaf of paper from his notepad, scrawled something across it, and slipped it across the table. “If you remember anything else, give me a call. Thanks for helping us out. We’ll catch this guy. I promise.” 

Courtney took the piece of paper with a sad smile. This guy really had to be a rookie. Cops didn’t promise to catch bad guys. Not in this town. But she said, “Thank you.”

“We’ll have a squad car escort you home, since you walked.” Jasper’s words reminded her of W and his offers to walk her home. The thought made her smile spread. This soft-spoken cop and W were worlds apart, yet somehow shared a chivalrous streak. 

“No, that’s okay. I walk myself home every day, and nothing’s happened.”

“No offense, miss, but every time you came into work before today, nothing happened either. All it takes is one bad day.”

All it takes is one bad night, W had said, not too long ago. Courtney watched Jasper, half tempted to be stubborn, but the genuine concern in his eyes gave her pause. They held a different light than the other cops’ did.

“Alright,” she said. 

“Annette!” Jasper called over a woman with a badge. “This young lady needs a ride home.”

The policewoman glanced at Courtney and nodded. “This way to the car.” Without another word, she turned and headed for the doors.

Courtney pocketed Jasper’s paper and followed her out of the shop, ducking the lines of caution tape now stretched over the door. Her shoes crunched on the snow outside. Her heart sank with the temperature. This morning felt like it belonged in a different universe. The holiday cheer in the air, the charming glow of fall, the upbeat spirit had all faded. She felt like a different person. Who knew so much could change in so little time?

Beside the police cruiser stood the maple tree she’d admired earlier. That morning, its branches still had a few bright orange leaves. In the glow of the streetlamps, she could see them now, scraggly and bare. A stiff wind must’ve blown through this afternoon. 

Unwilling to face her empty apartment tonight, she gave the officer Dina’s address. Then she buckled her seatbelt and placed her head in her hands. 

Her heart drummed the whole ride home. An electric, disturbing kind of drum that hadn’t ceased since the moment she’d stared down the gun barrel. 

What disturbed her more, though, was that she wasn’t positive it was a bad feeling.

⬥◆⬥

Courtney lay wide awake, staring at the streaks of light on the ceiling. Pale silver-gold slithered through the blinds. On the second story, she caught the full brilliance of the streetlamps. Even with the blinds closed, light managed to sneak through in razor-thin bars. 

Two nights had passed since the shooting at the café. Dina had urged her to pack some stuff and stay longer, but Courtney felt she’d stayed long enough at her friend’s place. She’d headed back to her own apartment, determined to put the incident behind her. 

Tonight, she lay watching the ceiling. The red letters of the clock next to her read 3:45. Yet her eyes were wide open, not a wink of sleep in them.

She heard whistling.

It wasn’t real. It was in her head. She knew that, and she told herself, over and over. But it didn’t shake the prickles drifting up her spine. She tossed, and turned, but whenever she felt the weariness steal over her, the airy melody crept across her mind. 

She’d sit up in bed, cold all over though it was hot under the covers. She’d stare at the window. It would stare back, and she would shrink deeper into the pillows. She was sure she could hear it drifting up from down below, seeping through the glass, echoing into her apartment. 

But when she could stand it no more, wrested herself from the blankets, and dashed to the window to peek outside, there was no one. 

There was never anyone.

3:46. 

3:47.

It had to be her imagination. A memory, maybe. But where had she heard it before? It wasn’t like any tune she’d ever known. It was eerie, simple, a four-note-melody that lifted and dropped, lilting from lows to highs and down to strange in-between notes that left her shivering. 

Growling low in her throat, Courtney ripped off the covers and jumped out of bed. She turned on the light. Standing there in the brilliance, at four in the morning, she felt foolish. She waited a moment. With the light on, she couldn’t hear it anymore. Scooping her blankets off the floor, Courtney hurled them at the bed. Then she turned and marched out into the kitchen.

Her hands shook as she took a mug from the cabinet. She gave herself an extra scoop of hot chocolate mix, filled the cup with milk and placed it in the microwave. She slammed the door shut and punched one-minute. The little light came on and the hum of the microwave soothed her nerves.

Hugging herself, she watched her mug spin around and around. As the seconds ticked down, her anxiety returned. She didn’t want to be alone in the silence again. As soon as she returned to bed, the haunting melody would start all over. She thought she might go insane if she heard it one more time.

And then, it clicked. 

Wheeling, she sprinted back to her room. The microwave beeped behind her, but she ignored it, diving for her purse at the foot of her bed. She tore through its contents with shaking fingers. Wallet, keys, pepper spray, chapstick... Tipping the whole thing upside down, she shook everything onto the carpet. A torn slip of paper fell out. She snatched it up, then grabbed her phone.

She sat, listening to the incessant ringing and chewing her fingernails. What is wrong with me? Why am I calling him at four in the—

“Hello?” answered a groggy voice. 

“Jasper! It’s Courtney. Courtney Spencer, from the coffee shop, you know the one with the shooting and the body—”

“I know which Courtney. Hi.” His voice was still deep from sleep, but it sounded lighter, like he was trying to wake himself up. “Are you okay? Are you trying to call the police?”

“No, no... I was trying to call you.” Why did she feel so stupid? This could have waited until morning. Her heart was hammering, and the quiet of the empty apartment around her felt like a physical presence closing in. What could she say? She’d called him to hear the sound of another human voice? To drive away these awful non-nightmares? Awake-mares? She cleared her throat, realizing she’d let an awkward silence hang. “You said to call if I remembered anything.”

“Yeah.” Now he sounded even more awake. “You sure you’re all right? You sound a little shaken up.”

“I think the shock wore off,” she said, trying to laugh. It sounded sharp and unnatural to her own ears. “Just can’t sleep, and started remembering stuff I didn’t say earlier. The guy without the mask. You asked if anything seemed different about him.”

“Yes.” So much concern in that one word—but not for the details of the case. For her. She felt even more foolish. 

“He was whistling,” she blurted out.

Silence on the other end.

“Are you still there?” 

“Yes,” he said. “I’m sorry. Could you say that again?”

“He was whistling, when he left. I know it’s random, and probably doesn’t have to do with anything, but I thought it was weird, you know? He was so nonchalant. Like he shoots people in coffee shops every Tuesday morning.”

Jasper took a deep breath on the other end. “You’re sure it was him? Not someone else in the shop?”

“Um. I don’t think anybody else was in the mood to whistle.”

“Oh, gosh, yeah—I’m sorry. It’s four in the morning. Of course it wasn’t anybody else.” He futzed around with the phone for a moment, crackling through the speaker, and then returned, sounding wide awake. “Can you meet tomorrow?”

“What?”

“Can you meet, to talk about this some more? I need to ask you some more questions. Are you free at all?”

Courtney rubbed her eyes, a sudden weariness hitting her. She didn’t want to talk about this tomorrow. She wanted to talk about it now. She didn’t want him to hang up, didn’t want to be alone with the darkness again. 

“Yeah, I can meet tomorrow,” she said. “My boss closed up the shop, just until everybody’s nerves calm down. Nobody’s coming into work for a bit. So I’m free all day.”

“Okay. Do you want to come down to the station? Or I can meet you somewhere.”

Courtney didn’t want to be surrounded by more cops. “Um. Would it be okay if I met you somewhere else?”

“There’s another café at the end of your street. Would you be okay going to another café? Or would it remind you too much of yours?”

She laughed shakily. “It’s not like I’m scared of cafés now. That’d be a problem as a barista. Yes, I can meet you there. Ten o’clock?”

“Yeah. I can make that.” He paused. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

She opened her mouth, but the breath caught in her throat. What could she tell him? Don’t hang up on me, I need to keep talking to someone until the sun rises and I stop hearing things that aren’t there. “I’m fine,” she lied. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Okay. Hang in there. See you tomorrow.”

He hung up. She stayed, kneeling by the end of her bed with the contents of her purse scattered all over the floor, phone pressed to her cheek. She didn’t want to put it down. For several long minutes, she stared at the little slip of paper on the carpet. 

The distant beep of the microwave, reminding her of her abandoned cocoa, finally brought her to her feet. She padded into the kitchen. After reheating her cup, she grabbed a blanket from her room and shuffled to the living room. Turning on all the lights, Courtney switched on the TV and lowered the volume until it hummed in the background. Then she curled up on the sofa.

Her eyes were still open when the sun rose.
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10. THE KNIGHT
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COURTNEY FELT SILLY in the morning. It was the concussion. Everything from the night before had been the concussion, messing with her brain. Nevertheless, she had an appointment. 

She had never been to the café at the end of the street, half a block down from Jessie’s Joe. As a barista she’d always had all the coffee she could ever want. It felt weird walking into a coffee shop as a customer. Cream & Sugar was bigger than Jessie’s, with quite a few more patrons, but the feel and smell of it was the same. She hovered in the doorway until she spotted Jasper sitting at a small table by the window. 

He saw her the same moment she saw him and lifted a hand in greeting. 

“Hope you got some sleep after I woke you up,” she said as she sat down across from him. 

“Don’t worry.” He held up his full cup of coffee. “The caffeine’s on tap here.” 

“Sorry.”

“Seriously, don’t worry about it. I stayed up researching some stuff after you called me. You might’ve given me a lead in a case I’ve been stuck on for months.” He took a sip. “Anyway, you’re the one I was worried about.”

“Me?”

“Yeah. You sounded... I mean, don’t take this the wrong way, but you sounded pretty bad.”

“Thanks.” Courtney rubbed a hand over her face, acutely aware of every minute of sleep she’d lost last night. 

“Do you need coffee? I’ll get you something.”

She smiled. “No, thanks. I’m okay.”

Jasper nodded toward the tape at her temple. “How’s the head?”

“I get headaches off and on. But I’m doing fine. My best friend’s a nurse, so she’s checking up on me every day.”

“That’s good of her. You know, the concussion might be causing some of the sleeplessness.”

“She said so too. That and trauma. If you could call it trauma.”

“What do you mean, if you could call it trauma? Loads of people, even on the force, develop PTSD from stuff like this. Flashbacks and noise triggers keep you up at night a long time after.” 

“I wasn’t the one who got my head slammed into a counter.”

“Yes, but you were a witness to violence, and a man kicked you in the head for crying out loud. Go easy on yourself. Stuff like this... you can’t get over it in a week. It takes time.”

He was staring at her with those concerned blue eyes again, the same eyes he’d given her the night of the break-in. How many people did he console after incidents like this? No doubt he’d learned on the field how to navigate traumatic events. But this... it didn’t feel like trauma. That ghostly whistle kept her up at night, yes. But when she thought back to that moment in the café? When that psycho pulled the gun in her friend’s face and she stepped right in front of it? 

She didn’t remember fear. She remembered thrill. 

“Then...” she said, realizing she needed to speak. “I guess losing a couple nights of sleep at first is normal.”

“Perfectly.” Jasper took another sip of coffee and leaned forward. “If you don’t mind my asking, what made you remember the detail you shared with me? About the whistling.”

I imagined it, echoing through my apartment, like a schizophrenic. Courtney bit her tongue. “That scene kept replaying in my head. I kept thinking there was something different about that guy without a mask. And then I remembered.”

“Do you remember the tune?”

“Is... the tune important?”

“It might be.”

Courtney hesitated. Feeling a little foolish, she closed her eyes and tried to pinpoint the exact notes the man had hit when he’d left the store. A familiar eerie whistle filled her brain. She wasn’t sure how much of it was an actual memory, and how much her mind had made up over the night’s tossing and turning. She strained her thoughts backward. Oddly enough, another memory surfaced. The haunting, airy notes that hung on the rain that night several weeks ago, as she took her lonely walk home from the café. 

The tunes blended together. She couldn’t remember if they were the same.

“Are you getting anything?” 

“A little.” Courtney opened her eyes, cheeks warming. “You don’t want me to sing it, do you?”

“You could whistle it.”

She looked around. “What, right here?”

“Well, it’s too loud for you to try humming. Maybe you could translate it. How did it go: low, low, high? Or high, low, high? How many bars were there?”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake.” Courtney sighed, feeling her cheeks get redder. She took a deep breath and whistled the melody as clearly as she could. 

The high, eerie notes rose above the din of the customers. It filled the crowded space, echoing louder than she meant it to. She could feel eyes turning toward her. As soon as she’d finished, she ducked her head and hid her face behind her coppery braid.

The hair on her arms prickled. It was one thing to imagine it; quite another to hear it out loud. One man in particular, a few tables away, was staring at her.

“Wow,” said Jasper. 

“Yeah.”

“You sure you haven’t heard that anywhere else? You remembered that all just from the café?”

“Why?”

“I mean, you’ve got it down pat. Every note.”

She stared at him. “You’ve heard the song before?”

“It’s not a song. Well, at least not one that anybody else knows. It’s unique to a syndicate I’m after. Street-named The Whistler.”

“Whistler?” That name sparked a memory. Something she’d heard from Dina or seen on the news. “You mean that guy from the papers? Public enemy number one?”

Jasper shook his head, knuckles clenched on the table. “Not a guy. A group. The media might spread a different story for views, but nobody on the force thinks he’s a man. At least, not one man. There’s no way one man could be capable of all the crimes he’s wanted for.”

Unsettled, Courtney glanced past Jasper toward the man across the café to see if he was still staring. He wasn’t. He’d picked up the sugar shaker at his table and upended it over his coffee. She could see the stream of sugar falling from where she sat. 

She returned her attention to Jasper. “What do you mean? What all is he wanted for?”

“A hundred impossible things. Murder in two places at once, with the same signature. There are a dozen conflicting descriptions from witnesses. ‘He’ kills a cop in a building with every exit covered and still disappears without a trace. And the outbreaks of Changers? He’s always connected. We’ll think we have him cornered, then he’ll slip through our fingers. It’s a syndicate, each member pretending to be the same killer. They’ve made a superhuman public figure, a larger-than-life monster that everyone’s terrified to cross. They’ve got fingers in every major crime organization in this city. Even Emilio Valentini’s afraid of this ‘Whistler’.”

“But what if it’s a real person? We’ve got enough superhuman stuff going on in this city, you’d think the cops wouldn’t bat an eye.”

“The public wants a villain to pin things on as bad as they want a superhero. The idea of a whole super-organization under their city is terrifying, so they stick to an urban legend that a gang of murderers prey on. But looking at facts, not sensationalism, what was the description of your coffee shop murderer?”

“Seriously? I gave it to the cops like seven times.”

“I know. Big, dark hair, dark eyes, right? Well, we’ve got a zillion other descriptions of a whistling killer. Blue eyes and blonde hair. Black hair and pale skin. Very short, very tall, all the heights in between. European, Asian, Hispanic, African-American. Big and beefy like your guy, or skinny as a rail. Still think it’s all the same man?”

Courtney picked at a chip in the wooden table. “How could there be such a big terrorist organization right underneath the cops’ noses?”

Jasper laughed. “Really? I’ve never met anyone else in this town as naïve as I am.”

She looked up, teetering on the edge of being offended. He raised his hands. 

“Sorry, that came out worse than I intended. I meant... I’m used to being the new guy everyone makes fun of, getting riled up by the way things are run around here. The corruption, the crime, the negligence from the police. It’s nice to meet somebody else who believes there could be real justice in this town.”

Courtney dropped her eyes, picking a little more determinedly at the crack in the table. She wasn’t sure what she believed anymore. She remembered a different conversation, in a different café with a very different man. If W was right about the state of Orion City, the only real “justice” might be more along the lines of what that vigilante was doing.

She glanced back at Jasper, catching onto something he’d said. “New guy? When did you join the force?”

“When I moved here.”

“Oh. From Eastside?”

“Outside, actually.”

“You mean you got stuck here with the Quarantine?” Courtney blew out a breath in sympathy. “That’s rough. Did you have family on the Outside?”

“No, I mean—yeah, I’ve got family on the Outside—but I didn’t get stuck. I transferred here. Last year.”

He watched her, sitting up straight, as if bracing for an unpleasant reaction. She hadn’t noticed it before, but he had a very open face. Those blue eyes gave away everything he was feeling. Embarrassment. Nerves. Excitement. She’d figured he was a rookie because he kept leaking details of the case. But she’d never imagined he was new new, as in from Outside. 

“What’s it like?” she blurted.

“What?”

“The Outside! Is it just like in the movies? How much has changed? Where are you from? Are you from Illinois? Have you been outside the States? Tell me it’s not like here. They still have gasoline, I bet, everything’s not self-sustaining electricity. Does it stink? Is there pollution? Do you take public transit everywhere? Does everyone have their own car? Is it crowded? Oh, I bet there’s open space everywhere, just fields and fields where you could run and cartwheel with nobody in sight...”

The more she gushed, the more he stared, and the more her cheeks began to burn. She trailed off, waiting for him to answer at least one of the hundred questions she felt building inside. 

“That’s what you ask?” he said. “It’s usually, ‘Why the hell would you come here?’ Or ‘Are you crazy?’ Once someone straight up tried to punch me.”

“Tell me what it’s like,” she begged.

He scratched the back of his head. “I mean, I’m probably not the best sampling. I’m not from Illinois, I was born on the other side of the country. A little town in Oregon. Not much out there, where I’m from, but you’d like it I guess. If you like fields and hundreds of acres of just... well, nothing. Mountains and trees and sheep. I was on the force in such a small county, they made me sheriff when the old guy retired. My age didn’t matter as the only applicant in a one-horse town. I spent a lot of time patrolling empty roads, winding round and round through acres of farmland and forests.”

Courtney tried not to let the longing show on her face. “And you gave all that up?”

“There it is,” Jasper said with a wry smile. 

“Why? What on earth would make you throw away a life of freedom to get stuck inside this Wall?”

Emotions struggled behind that open gaze. “I wanted to make a difference.”

The words plucked at that uncomfortable place inside her, the same place W’s words had touched when he’d made a similar declaration. One man can make a difference.

Swallowing, she ground her fingernails deeper into the tabletop. If she hadn’t learned to keep her head down, she might not have had a head to keep. Just like everybody else in Orion. Hopefully Jasper learned that sooner rather than later. She liked his honest face.

He looked self-conscious at her silence, so she forgot she was wearing a hole in the table and leaned forward, waiting for him to go on. When he didn’t, she prompted, “I thought the Outside didn’t know how bad it really was in here. We’re a red zone. Nobody in or out, unless you’re a crazy scientist.”

“That’s why I came. Nobody in or out, save the lab quacks. The government steers everyone clear of this place like the plague, and anybody left wants to round you up and treat you like a bunch of patient zeroes. Who’s responsible for treating you like human beings? The way I saw it from the outside, Orion City is a time bomb full of scared people who need protection—real people, not a bunch of zombies or vegetables for crying out loud. They need honest men to keep the peace. After almost a decade of Quarantine, it’s not a stretch to imagine desperate people trying to take advantage of the situation.”

“So you came... what, as a knight in shining armor?”

“What? Gosh, no, I’m not that naïve—hopefully. I came because I wasn’t making any difference helping people back home. There are twenty thousand cops trying to save the world out there. I just wanted to help one city. Nobody else was going to.”

A knight indeed. “What’d they say when you told them you wanted a transfer?”

“Well, at first they were sad, of course. It’s a small town, so everybody knows you. They expected me to stay till I was old and gray like the first sheriff. When I told them about Orion City, they thought I was bonkers. Tried to get me in with the town psychiatrist, convince me I was having a midlife crisis at twenty-three. Or, if they agreed I was wasting my talents, at least transfer me to a more realistic city like Portland or Eugene.”

“You must’ve really wanted out. Coming here, just to get away from your hometown?”

“That wasn’t it at all. I love my hometown. Yeah, it’s small, and the people don’t know the concept of minding their own business, but I loved them. I didn’t leave because I needed to turn over a new leaf or something. I considered it more like a sacrifice for a greater cause.” 

The more he talked, the younger he looked. Maybe it was the idealism, or maybe it was the simple fact that he was smiling now, his eyes lighting up when he talked about his hometown. She wondered if he’d left family behind, a girlfriend even, in Oregon.

“What’d your parents think?” she asked.

“They were a little ticked at first. But I’ve got brothers, so it’s not like I was leaving them alone. I didn’t put down any roots there I couldn’t pull up. And I don’t plan on being here forever, anyway. I’ll see them again.”

Courtney blinked. “That’s quite the gamble. You don’t know when—or even, if—Quarantine will lift.”

“It will. They can’t keep you guys in here forever. They’ve been working on a cure for ten years. They’ll find it.”

Courtney smiled wryly. Did everyone on the Outside still believe that line? But Jasper’s blue eyes were dead serious. The guy had thrown his whole life away to try and help the poor unfortunate souls within Quarantine walls. It was hard not to feel bad for him, but at the same time... the idealism was kind of cute.

“Well,” she said. “Hope the demotion was worth it. Sheriff to regular detective. Free man to guinea pig.”

He smiled. He had a nice smile, bright and wide and real. Nothing at all like W’s. “Yeah, it’s worth it. I get to help citizens like you.” He cleared his throat. “Which reminds me why we’re here in the first place.”

She laughed. “Sorry. It’s not often I get to meet someone from the outside.”

“You’d be surprised how often I get asked about it in a workday.”

“A lot?”

“A lot.” He cleared his throat again, a slight pink coloring his cheeks. “Anyway. Do you have anything else you want to tell me about this guy? The whistler in the café.”

Oh. Right. The Whistler. 

“Um...” Courtney racked her brain. “I can’t remember anything else right now. But more memories might come back to me later.”

“Well.” Jasper scratched the back of his head, the pink in his cheeks growing darker. She wanted to laugh, but didn’t. “I mean, you’ve got my number, if anything else comes back to you.”

“Yes,” she said. 

Neither of them moved.

“Or, you know,” he said. “We could meet again. In a couple days, maybe Friday, in case you remember something later. Just to be thorough.”

Courtney couldn’t hide her grin. “Okay. I’m not working for a while, so my schedule’s open.”

“Then... how’s Friday?”

“Friday works.”

“Seven?”

“Sure. Same place?”

“Sure.”

He smiled again, and there it was—every feeling, written on his face. Nerves, uncertainty, and a certain hopeful glow that made her stifle another grin. She hadn’t seen that look on anyone’s face before.

“I’ll see you Friday, then,” she said as they gathered their coats. 

He walked her to the door, still smiling a little self-consciously. “I’ll look forward to it.” 

He held the door for her as they left the café. But before it swung closed behind them, she felt the familiar prick of eyes on her back. 

She turned. 

The stranger at the other end of the café still watched her, burning gaze following even after the glass door clicked shut.
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11. HEROES, LUNATICS, AND EVERYONE ELSE

[image: image]







COURTNEY DIDN’T REMEMBER anything else about the gunman. No more details about the café murder, extra descriptions, or anything about “the Whistler.” But she and Jasper met up twice more in the coffee shop down the street. She felt guilty for not having any more information, but that soon became irrelevant. In fact, the case hardly came up at all. They talked and laughed. She learned he had a quirky sense of humor, was adorably old-fashioned in the way he viewed the world, and had the most brilliant streak of optimism in any man she’d ever met. By the end of their third not-date, Jasper dropped the pretense of meeting up to talk business. 

“I like you,” he blurted out over coffee. “I think you’re brave, smart, and definitely the cutest witness I’ve ever had to talk to about a case.”

“You’re not so boring yourself,” she laughed. “And you’re the only cute cop I’ve ever had to talk to about a case.”

“You had to talk to other cops about a case?”

“No, dork. I’ve only had a gun pointed at my face once, thank you very much.”

He smiled. “That’s good. I mean, never good to have a gun in your face; good it was only once. Not that once is okay. No one should ever have a gun in their face, I meant—”

“I get it,” Courtney chuckled.

“Oh. Okay.” He picked at the bare mark on the table that had become their spot in the café. “So what do you think?”

“Of what?”

“Of letting me take you out. Somewhere other than a coffee shop.”

“You mean to tell me this whole call-me-if-you-remember-anything, professional cop stuff has been a farce to ask me out?” 

He went beet red whenever she teased him, which was why she couldn’t help it.

“No,” he blustered. “I really wanted to know about the case, at first. You gave me serious leads on this Whistler character. I never meant to take advantage of—”

“Stop,” she laughed. “Yes. I’ll go out with you.”

“I in no way wanted to put you in a position—wait, really? You will?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh.” The smile reappeared, growing in confidence. “Okay.”

“Jess reopens the café again next week, so I start work Monday. But I’m free this weekend.”

“How’s Friday?”

“Oops. Except Friday—sorry. I promised my little brother ages ago we’d see that superhero movie. The rest of the weekend I’m free.”

“That’s sweet of you. Are you guys close?”

“Pretty close. It was just us, until our Dad decided to be around recently.”

His eyes flickered, like he’d like to ask more, but didn’t want to breach a sensitive subject yet. “You’ll have to tell me how the movie is,” he said. “Maybe we can see something else if you don’t mind two movies in a weekend? Although there’s not much else in the way of new releases.”

“I probably wouldn’t mind watching it again.”

Jasper shrugged. “I’m not that into superhero films.”

“Really? Seems like everybody is these days.”

“They’re glorified vigilantes. As if we don’t have enough of those in real life.”

Courtney tilted her head. “Oh. Vigilantes must give you guys a lot of grief down at the police station.”

“More than grief. I’m sure you’ve heard of the guy the media’s going nuts about. The Orion Giant? People can’t go around taking the law into their own hands.”

Courtney remembered saying something similar once. But she found herself pushing back. “It’s the job of the cops, you’re right. And you’re a good cop. There’s no doubt. But the rest of the police? You have to admit, they’re not an overwhelming force for good in this town.”

Jasper sighed. “I know. That’s what I’ve been trying to change, for over a year. But I’m one man.”

“Maybe that’s what this vigilante is trying to put out there,” Courtney said. “That one man can make a difference.” 

In her own voice, she heard someone else’s words. 

Jasper frowned and ran a hand through his dark hair. “I believe one man can make a difference. But within the boundaries of the law.”

He sounded like herself, not too long ago. Courtney paused. Not long ago, at all. Something had changed. When had that happened? 

“Besides,” Jasper said, with a touch more of that characteristic optimism. “Once I crack this case and catch these whistling lunatics, within the boundaries of the law, I’m hoping that vigilante will turn himself in. This ‘superhero’ has been going around interrogating lesser criminals about the Whistler. I think he’s going after the syndicate.”

“Really? I thought he was just beating up muggers in back alleys.”

“He’s upped his game. Set his sights on some bigger fish. The biggest fish, if you ask me. But there’s no way this one-man army stands a chance. He’d do better to leave it to men with the law on their side.”

Because the law packs such a punch around here, Courtney didn’t say. 

“Anyway,” Jasper said, more brightly. “What did you have in mind to do? We’ve pretty much worn out the generic coffee date.”

“A movie sounds great,” she said. Her mind was whirring, trying to change gears. 

“Saturday?” 

“Yeah. I’ll have to check with Mikey, but I’m pretty sure he won’t want to see me all weekend. He’s eleven, after all. Big sisters lose their novelty after two or three hours of hanging out with them.”

Jasper smiled. “I’m sure you’re a great big sister.”

“I do try.” 

⬥◆⬥

“I got my hopes up for that movie,” Michael grumbled, fiddling with the straw in his milkshake so that the plastic lid squeaked. 

“You didn’t like it?” Courtney perched on the neon-colored stool at her little brother’s favorite hole-in-the-wall ice cream parlor. “Action and CGI and big explosions. I thought it’d be right up your alley.”

“It was predictable. T.K. Wang is so much better.”

“Your comic book artist.” Courtney shook her head. “You know, his stuff is pretty controversial.”

“That’s what makes it so good.”

T.K. Wang was a pseudonym for the anonymous comic book artist growing popular in Orion City. His short, edgy stories followed the shadowy exploits of the vigilante mutants who’d surfaced over the last few years, recoloring incidents that appeared on the news with thrilling new details and provocative commentary. Wanted mutants like the Bird-Man, the Torch, and the Orion Giant gained new identities. Instead of words like Changer or vigilante, the stars of his comics became superheroes and supervillains. Michael devoured every page. 

“Real-life superheroes beat Hollywood any day,” her little brother declared.

“I’m not sure I would call them...” Courtney hesitated. She’d only seen a few news snippets of the Bird-Man, a freakishly unusual Changer who sprouted wings larger than two men put together from end to end. He spent his time chasing down low-level criminals and handcuffing them to the front doors of the police station. She saw more and more on TV lately about the Orion Giant. This newer, even more freakish mutant focused most of his energies foiling the Triad gangs in Chinatown. 

“Don’t make opinions ’til you read about them.” Michael took a loud slurp through his straw. His mop of coppery blond hair fell over his face. Squeaking the straw against the lid some more, he looked up. His eyes, big and brown like hers, narrowed.

“What?” she asked. 

“Dad wanted to come.”

Courtney looked down. 

“He was really bummed we picked a showing during his shift.”

She sipped her own milkshake. “I’m sure he’ll make it next time.”

“Why do you hate him?” 

Courtney choked on her drink and halfway swallowed the straw. She covered her nose with a napkin and coughed. Michael waited, watching her, making rattling sounds as he inhaled the last traces of ice cream at the bottom of his cup. 

“I don’t hate him,” Courtney croaked. 

“He thinks you do. Sometimes I do, too.”

“Dad and I have... a history.” 

“No you don’t. You have a war that’s lasted since I could walk. I don’t think I ever remember you guys not fighting.”

“We don’t fight.”

“Not anymore, since you turned into Ice Woman. Like that superhero in the movie. You guys could be sisters. Corny the Ice Woman.”

“I don’t have white hair.” Courtney forced a funny face and pulled on her braid: the same copper shade as Michael’s. When his expression didn’t lighten, she let hers fall. “It’s hard, Mikey. You were little when Mom left. You didn’t see Dad change like I did. You don’t remember the worst of it.”

“I do too remember. Dad made stacks of bottles and stayed in his room a lot.”

Courtney took another sip of her shake, wishing it was something stronger. “It’s so much more than that.”

“Whatever. Don’t treat me like a baby. You’re twenty-one, and you’re acting like the baby.” Michael heaved a long-suffering sigh. “Thanksgiving’s coming up, and he wants you to be there.”

“What are you, his lackey?”

“He’s going to cook a turkey for the whole family. He even bought an apron that says Kiss the Cook. Looks like a total weirdo, but he’s excited about everybody being together.”

This time, the lance of pain under her ribs had nothing to do with her brother’s hopeful expression.

Courtney watched the edge of her styrofoam cup slowly crumble beneath her fingernails and stole a moment to harden her thoughts. 

She’d dreamed last night. Again. Though it was a pleasant dream, she’d woken angry, throat tight, and reached for sour memories like a shield against the good. 

Sometimes, on particularly traitorous nights when the loneliness of her apartment pressed in too close, her subconscious liked to slip into happy memories of her father. She’d dream of him teaching her how to toast a marshmallow over the fireplace or helping her build a blanket fort and laughing when her mother came home from work exasperated to find the living room a mess. She’d remember his warm, safe hugs after a nightmare; the way he’d pat her hair and tell her it was all a dream, he was there and she was safe. 

Only it wasn’t a dream. Not anymore. And he’d been nowhere to be found when the worst nightmare ripped itself into reality. 

How dare he try to make up for it? As much as her soft, childish heart buried beneath years of broken beer bottles wanted those warm hugs again. She hated that slice of softness in her. So she wrapped it in tighter layers of steel and resentment. 

She didn’t need her father.

She didn’t want her father. 

Yet, as the years stacked and his sober recommitment to parenthood held, she found it took all her concentration and strength to keep fortifying that lie. 

Michael’s soft voice broke the silence: “When you look in the mirror, do you see someone who gives up?”

Courtney looked up with a blink. A laugh broke the ache filling her throat. “Are you quoting the superhero movie back to me right now?”

“Answer the question.”

She couldn’t hold those dark brown eyes for long. Mirrors of hers, only brighter. Open. Glancing down, she picked at her cup again.

A conversation from a dark café in the middle of a snowstorm slithered back to her. About smallness, the inability to change things, and resignation. 

You’re only as small as the person you see in the mirror. One day, you might make them change shape.

Her jaw tightened. 

“No,” she said. “I don’t want to.”

“You don’t want to come, or you don’t want to see someone who gives up?”

“Both.” She steeled herself and raised her eyes. “Fine. I’ll do Thanksgiving.”

Michael’s grin split his face into deep dimples that mimicked their father’s. “Excellent!” he cackled, then threw his head back and deepened the laugh.

Courtney shook her head, fighting a smile. “You don’t sound anything like that supervillain.” 

“I will someday. My voice is getting deeper.” He tipped forward, serious again. “If you come, you have to talk to Dad too. No Ice Woman-ing.”

“I will. Now will you finish your shake?”

“I finished it ages ago. You’re the slowest drinker ever.”

Courtney slid her cup across the table. “Have the rest. Unless you’re worried about cooties.”

“Cooties aren’t real, dork. How old are you?”

Courtney smiled and slid her coat back on while he devoured the rest of her milkshake. It took him all of six seconds. When he hopped off the chair and stood straight, she was surprised to almost look him in the eye. He was getting taller.

“Hey, don’t you have a date with that cop guy?” Michael asked on their way out.

“How do you know that?”

“I saw you texting him in the theater.”

“Don’t read other people’s texts! That’s rude!”

“Texting in a theater is rude.”

Courtney grabbed him by the scruff and ruffled his hair. She would only be able to do that for another year, most likely. He pushed her away with a throaty yell—and his soon-to-be-manly voice cracked. 

“I want to meet this guy,” he demanded. “Before you do anything romance-y with him. He needs my one hundred percent approval.”

“You cheeky punk.”

“I mean it. If he’s bad news, I’ll punch his lights out. Cop or not.”

“Glad I can count on you.” Courtney tugged him into a side hug as they walked, before he shoved away. “What? I thought you said cooties weren’t real.”

“Doesn’t give you freebies to be a weirdo,” he grumbled.

Courtney laughed, and walked at a more preteen-friendly distance from him to the bus stop. 

⬥◆⬥

Humanity was morbid. 

The minute the café reopened, Jessie’s Joe was packed. It was like the holdup was a publicity stunt. Even now, three days after the doors first opened, it was still flooded. Customers Courtney had never seen before came in waves, like drinking coffee on the same floor where a man died was a bucket-list activity. She’d never seen so many of her coworkers at the same time, either. Even Jess herself was here, grinning away behind the register even in this mad rush. The woman never hit her people limit. Unlike Courtney.

“Honey, would you grab me a dishrag from the back?” Jess called to her. “Got to keep this counter clean.”

Courtney ducked around another barista and dove into the back room. Stooping to grab a new towel, she paused to breathe a moment. 

Work was her refuge, she told herself. She had to be grateful for the chaos. Because as soon as it ended...

Anything was better than that empty apartment. Whenever she was alone with herself, she heard that eerie whistle. Its haunting echo chased her. Mostly she knew it was all in her head. But sometimes, on an empty back street, she could swear she heard it ringing through the air. 

“Y’all right back there, honey?” Jess called.

“Yeah, got it!” Courtney grabbed the clean towel and wiggled back into the crowded station. “It was buried under some stuff,” she lied.

Jess shot her a knowing look. If still she had a mom, Courtney was pretty sure Jess’ looks would give her a run for her money. 

“You gettin’ enough sleep?” Jess asked, trading off cash register duty with one of the baristas to squeeze in next to where Courtney was scrubbing the counters down.

“What?” 

“You got those bags under your eyes. Gotta be a little sneakier with the makeup.”

Courtney didn’t look up. “It was hard to sleep those first couple nights. I’m still catching up.”

“Mm.” So much unspoken in that simple syllable. Jess poked her in the side. “But you and that cop boy, eh? Heard about that!”

Courtney rolled her eyes. “You’d think this was a smaller town, the way word travels.”

“Nah, just your nosy boss. Congrats, kiddo. I met him when the cops were round here taking statements. If I may say, I like him way better than any of those scrubs that tried to pick you up before. You’re a smart girl to have standards.”

Courtney’s smile was thin as she finished wiping the station and moved to grab a new rag. As she did, she caught the eye of someone waiting on the other side of the counter, away from the line.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“It’s Courtney, right?”

Walking over, she got a better look at the young man’s face. “Oliver, right?”

“Hi.” He smiled. It lasted a second. His eyes were grim. “I heard about what happened.”

“Yeah, everybody did.”

“I can’t believe I wasn’t here. We left seconds before those guys came in.”

Courtney blinked. “Well... it’s not like you could’ve done anything.” He was a skinny kid, barely taller than her, with a kind face that didn’t look like he could kill a fly.

“Still...” He fidgeted. “I’m sorry.”

She frowned, and his eyes traveled to the mark on her forehead. Forcing a smile, she tapped her temple. “It’s looking better than it did. Got the stitches out last week, so it’s healing up fine.”

“Glad to hear that.” Oliver still looked guilty, but that didn’t make sense. It was stupid to blame himself for something he had no control over. He couldn’t have helped; he’d have been target practice. “Well, I won’t keep you. Hope the rush winds down soon so you guys get a break.” 

Dipping his head, he walked away. Courtney watched him go, forehead throbbing as her frown returned. 

“Hope he knows you’ve got a boyfriend now,” Jess said from behind her. 

“I’m pretty sure that’s not what that was about.”

Jess shrugged. “You’re a pretty girl. Just lookin’ out for ya.”

She moved away, but her words replayed in Courtney’s ears. Boyfriend. It still felt weird hearing it.

Jasper Wade was proving to be quite the surprise. He’d asked to kiss her on their fourth date. Who did that? Courtney thought the whole gentleman thing was a scheme guys put on to get girls. Once they had the girl, no one bothered to keep it up. But Jasper was different—very different from the boys at school, from Max, from any guy who’d shown interest in the past. It was nice. 

Despite her initial revulsion to his cop badge, after meeting him in person even Dina had jumped on board. In fact, Dina probably liked him a little too much. Courtney wasn’t sure what to make of her best friend wanting to see her new boyfriend more often than she did. 

She had fun with Jasper. They went to movies, had dinner, talked about silly things and deeper things, and he never went too far. He always insisted on walking her home if it was past six o’clock. He was sweet. She liked him. He even made her forget that she was...

Well, bored.

The doorbell jangled. One jangle out of a hundred jangles, so she almost didn’t notice it. 

“Hey there, C.”

Courtney looked up sharply from behind the register. There he stood, in all his towering glory. That silver tooth flashed in his smile. A strange déja vu triggered, followed by the startling slam of her heart against her ribs. 

“W,” she said.

“Courtney!” Jess called from behind her. “Take register, I’ve got to restock the bakery.”

The hollering, the whir of the blenders, the commotion of the customers packed in line—all blurred to a high whine in her ears. Shaking herself, Courtney picked her way through her fellow baristas and took Jess’ place at the register. When she glanced up again, W had melted into the crowd. 

“Excuse me,” snapped the lady at the head of the line. “I’m ready.”

Her service skills were flagging. By the time Jess finally sent her on a break, Courtney felt like a too-tight rubber band. Stretched to its limit, ready to pop off and hit someone. 

She found the emptiest section of the café, sank down into a booth, and put her head down on folded arms. The pounding headache rattled deeper.

The doc had told her to go back in if the concussion symptoms didn’t fade soon. Jasper had expressed concern over the lingering headaches, but Courtney figured they’d be gone soon. She was already sleeping better. Sometimes she even got her old dreams about the empty road and the hills and the sky. The dizziness was gone, along with the nausea, so the headaches would probably be the last to go. 

Hopefully the whistling would follow.

A shadow fell across her. Courtney sighed, scrambling for the tattered scraps of her customer-service voice. 

“I’m on my break. Go ask one of the baristas behind the counter if you need something.”

“But those other baristas are boring.”

Her eyes snapped open. W settled into the seat across from her. Weariness evaporated, replaced by the sharp edge of... something else.

His eyes fixed above her brow. “That looks bad. What’d you do, clock yourself on a taller kitchen appliance this time?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” An unexpected, irrational anger burned in her veins. She didn’t know where it came from. But it had been... weeks. And then he shows up and makes a joke about that. Blasé as all get out.

“I’m kidding. I saw the Orion Times. They did a whole article on you, you know. Brave little barista steps in front of a gun to save her coworker.” He smirked. “Looks like the hypothetical what-would-you-do scenario played out better than you thought.” 

Glaring made her headache worse. She put her head back down on her arms. “If you showed up just to hear the juicy details, go bother one of the other eye-witnesses. They love telling the story. I don’t care to relive it.”

He hummed. “Don’t you?”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Wait—actually, no. I don’t care.” She rubbed a hand over her eyes. Her head was in no state for his mind games. “What do you want?”

“Are you mad at me?”

“Why would I be mad at you?”

“You tell me.”

She sighed, sinking down into her seat. There was no rational reason to be angry. Sure, he’d disappeared for weeks before the incident without so much as a goodbye, but that didn’t mean anything. It wasn’t like they were actually friends. They were barely acquaintances. She knew next to nothing about him. So what if, after the reopening, he’d continued his absence only to finally show up and tease her about the cut on her face, dismissing any trauma she might’ve experienced. That was W. He wasn’t nice. He didn’t say socially acceptable things. She should know by now not to take that personally.

“It’s nothing,” she said, weariness sliding back in. 

Pale eyes measured her. Across the store, the bell jangled, and another barista bid Jess goodnight. W leaned back and said in an inflectionless voice:

“Is it hard to talk about?”

“No. Just not something appropriate to tease about.”

“Who’s teasing? I’m the most serious person you’ve ever met.”

She rolled her eyes. “What about you? You were away a while.”

“Work’s been keeping me busy.”

“I thought you kept your own hours.”

“Those hours have been pretty demanding.”

She shook her head. “Must be nice. Being your own boss.”

“Don’t be too envious. At least yours likes you.”

She frowned, unsure how to interpret that. W cleared his throat, as if catching himself.

“They didn’t say on the news exactly what happened,” he said. “A robbery, eh? Sounds like someone really was desperate enough to go after the one-fifty in the cash register.”

Courtney sighed. “You still want to hear the full story.”

“From you, yes.”

“It wasn’t a robbery. It was an insane man with a gun and an ax to grind with my coworker.” 

“Insane. Strong word,” W said. “I thought we established breaking the law didn’t make someone crazy.”

“It does when he’s an armed lunatic with no predictability.”

“Predictability is sanity?”

Courtney scowled. “He beat up my friend.”

“Not very nice. But insane?”

“He shot his own man! For no reason!”

“Where?”

“Right in front of me.”

“No.” W leaned forward. “Where did he shoot him?”

“Why is that important?”

Those freezing gray eyes pinned her to her seat. Startled, Courtney found herself drawing up the memory. The gunshot ricocheted through her mind. Ripper falling. Blood spreading. The hole punched in the side of his head. She was there, on the floor again, backed against the shooter’s knees. Staring at the body. At the entry wound.

Unconsciously, her fingers skimmed the mark near her left temple. The bruise tingled.

“Left side,” she murmured. “His forehead.”

“Hm. That significant?”

Courtney blinked, back in the booth with W. She lowered her hand. “No.”

“No? Not at all?”

“It was random,” she said. “He wanted to shoot his guy in the head, so he shot his guy in the head. He wasn’t aiming for...” She shivered. “No one’s that good of a shot.”

Something fleeting and sharp passed behind W’s features. It vanished before she could discern it.

“Well,” he said. “That does sound like insanity. One of the rare cases.”

Courtney sighed. “Perfect. Are you done analyzing what happened to me?” 

“I’m sorry you had to go through that.” It sounded like he meant it. 

She relaxed a fraction. “Thank you.”

“Your head still bugging you?”

“I go through three ice packs a day. Two now, though, since it’s been getting better.”

“He really got you.”

“I’m okay.” Courtney avoided his eyes. “It’s been two weeks, so I’m sure the headaches will be gone soon. They’re not as intense as they were at first.”

“Mm.” W’s one-syllable reply reminded her of Jess’. It would’ve been funny, if his didn’t sound so much darker. 

After a long, stiffer-than-usual pause, he stood. She thought he was going to leave, with his usual impromptu flair, but instead he paused. His hand ticked against the table, tapping out a fidgety beat. She looked up. 

He was staring at her, in a way that made her stomach tighten and her lungs forget to move. 

An inscrutable fire burned behind those frosted irises. “Next time someone walks in here with a gun, don’t be an idiot. You get down on the floor like everybody else. Heroes don’t usually get off with a headache.”

She blinked, but before she could inhale he was already striding away. The crowd swallowed him up, and she heard the door open. Blood racing for reasons she couldn’t define, she looked back down at the table. 

All of Orion City thought she was a hero, apparently. Someone must’ve got the details wrong in that news story, because she didn’t feel like a hero. Would a hero lie awake at night thinking about staring down a gun barrel? Remembering how the light caught the edges of the rim, and the darkness a centimeter lower that swallowed up every trace of it. The image brought fear, yes. But what frightened her more was how much less fear she felt than everyone assumed. She wasn’t a hero. She was some sort of twisted adrenaline junkie. 

She’d stepped in front of the gun to save Max. But she’d stepped away from it a different person. 

And she wasn’t sure she liked that person. 
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12. DEAD MAN WALKING
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DR. JEANINE CAMPBELL preferred to complete her paperwork in silence—quickly and efficiently, without an audience where possible. Particularly when said audience contained a gaze that drilled into the back of her head with a weight that belied the owner’s slight frame. 

She paused the rapid scratch of her pen, halfway through the final loop in her signature.

“Something on your mind, Mr. Grimes?”

She heard her assistant clear his throat and shift his stance, as if ashamed to be caught staring.

“You are...” His soft voice trailed for a moment. “You are signing the order, then? For all of them?”

An irritated flash swept the pen back into motion. She finished marking the document under her hand and flipped to the next one.

“Euthanization is humane,” she replied. “We have learned all we can from them. The sample brought in last month is unremarkable at best, faulty at worst. Un-useful for any meaningful research into the theriomutation gene. Keeping them in our care becomes a liability.”

Evan let her words echo and die in the cold room. Jeanine’s irritation rose. 

She had long suspected her young assistant was a little softer on the inside, despite his cool, calm exterior. His gentle voice and mannerisms could talk down the most far-gone subjects from an explosive episode, and his quiet presence was a coveted safety-net across the wards in the compound. However, on some level, Jeanine wondered if he were a poor fit for the job after all. His blood didn’t run quite as cold as the others’. He didn’t have what it took to push science forward—not at the cost evolution required. 

But Evan surprised her, as he often did. His next words reeled her assumptions into an uncertain pause.

“Why not the Torch?” came the soft inquiry. “We’ve had him the longest.”

Interesting. She resisted the urge to turn and study his freckled face, focusing instead on filling the next two documents with her authority, ink not dry as she turned to the next page. 

“Reginald’s unique theriomutation begs further study,” she replied. “We will keep him alive a while longer.”

“Despite the risks?” Evan remarked. “He nearly killed the nurse sent to administer his Ativan last week.”

“Risk is what every member of this compound assumed when they entered this job.”

She didn’t like the sound of his silence. It bled judgment. As if he hadn’t signed up for the exact cause they had. 

“You have something to say,” she clipped. “Let it out.”

It took a minute for him to do so, and she marked away the final few orders. Patient Z-48, T-33... Too many subjects wasted. She clung to the hope that the next batch would be better. 

“We have euthanized nearly half the Changers we’ve brought in.”

“Changers, Mr. Grimes?” 

“Theriomutants,” he corrected.

Finishing the last stroke of her signature, Jeanine gathered the documents, tapped them into one thick stack, and handed them off to the orderly waiting at the door. He ducked away without a word, face sober as the duty in front of him.

“We’re down to half the number of subjects we once had.” Evan’s voice was calm, as always, but there was a note there Jeanine couldn’t identify. It made her turn. Though his face remained blank as the orderly’s, she noticed the almost-hidden tension in his shoulders. “How can we progress in our study of theriomutation if we kill them at such a rate?”

Kill. She did not miss the word choice. But preparing a lecture for her soft-spined protégé felt too draining at the moment. Weariness often stole into her after signing euthanization orders; an exhaustion she did not want to analyze.

Thankfully, he caught his own mistake, and dropped his eyes to the floor. “I meant... if we continue to deplete our resources of study, I’m worried we won’t ever find the cure we’re looking for.”

Her earlier frustration with him melted at the naiveté behind that statement. It was almost endearing. 

She sighed. “Then we must collect more.” Striding for the door, she glanced back at him with a rare softening of her red contoured lips. “Resources are finite, after all.”

She left him standing in the concrete room, knowing he would follow once his keen young mind found the logic of her words. She hoped it reminded him sooner, rather than later, why he’d signed his life over to the noble advancement of science.

⬥◆⬥

“You use chopsticks surprisingly well for a...” 

“For a white person?” Jasper grinned, grabbing a dumpling off the plate. “I get that a lot around here.”

Courtney attempted to snag one of the smaller pieces of dim sum off the shared platter. It kept popping out from between her chopsticks. 

Around them, the little outdoor market bustled with lights and shouts. People milled about, clumping near the electric heaters that glowed along the street. The open-air eatery had enough customers packed around that Courtney felt toasty even as she saw her breath float. In a Midwest town closed off to everything foreign—literally—it wasn’t often she got to be a minority in a crowd. She found she liked it. 

“You hang out in Chinatown a lot?” she asked.

“Yeah, actually. A good buddy of mine’s from this area. Met him my second day on the job, and he’s kind of stuck around since.”

“You work with him?” Courtney gave up and stabbed the ball of dough. Jasper tried to hide his smirk, but she caught it.

“Not exactly,” he said. “I mean, he’s not on the force. He started out as a handy street source for a couple of cases. Just seems to be around the right places at the right times. Before I knew it, I was consulting him so much he turned into a confidant.”

Courtney held up her skewered dumpling like a kabob. “So did you consult him about me?”

Jasper cleared his throat. It was so easy to make him blush. “I mean, yeah, a little bit. I mentioned potentially asking a witness out. He knows you, actually. Gave me the thumbs-up.”

“Knows me?”

“He comes into your shop sometimes. His name’s Oliver.”

Courtney blinked. “Small town. I ran into him the other day. He was upset he wasn’t there during the holdup.”

“Really? I never took him for a thrill seeker.”

“I don’t think that was it. He seemed to think he could have done something. Stopped the shooting, saved Max or me or something.”

“Oliver? Like, hundred-pound, five-foot-four Oliver?”

“I thought it was weird, too, but he seemed genuinely upset about—” She sputtered when the wind blew her hair straight into the chopsticks she was lifting to her mouth. Laughing, she untangled the loose copper strands. “This is why I keep dropping everything! Someday I’m going to chop this lion’s mane off.”

“Don’t do that,” Jasper protested. “Your hair is why I first noticed you.”

“I would’ve hoped you noticed me because I was your lead witness.” Courtney sighed, tugging her unruly hair into a quick side braid out of the wind. “Every man in my life has told me what to do with my hair.”

“Well, maybe they know what they’re talking about.” At her frown, Jasper smiled and leaned forward, catching a stray lock that didn’t make it into her braid. He tucked it behind her ear. “Don’t cut it. It’s worth the trouble.”

“To who?” She fired back, but his eyes had moved to her forehead, a frown deepening over his own brow. 

“Your scar still looks nasty. You’d think it’d have faded by now.”

“Thanks. What every girl wants to hear.”

“I meant, how’s your head feeling? Is it really feeling better, or should we take you in?”

“Take me in?” She laughed to shake off the discomfort from his earlier comment. “You make it sound like an arrest.”

“To the doctor,” he clarified. He’d gotten used to her teasing him enough to stop blustering every other time. “I’m worried about your headaches.”

“They’re pretty much gone.” 

“You were complaining about one the other day.”

“I didn’t complain. You asked me about it, and I told you I had a little one. Just a little one.”

“They should be gone by now. Maybe you should get your head checked out again.”

“Fine, I’ll ask Dina to take a look at me. Happy?”

“Never happy if you’re feeling bad.” 

“I’m not feeling bad.” She forced a smile. “All the other symptoms are gone. I’m feeling like my normal self again.”

“Really? All the other symptoms? I thought you were still having trouble sleeping.”

She hesitated, a certain melody echoing in her head. She hadn’t heard it for a few days. If it was part of the concussion, maybe it had finally gone. 

“I’m sleeping fine now,” she lied. “Anyway, enough about me. How’s your case-cracking coming along? Any luck finding the whistling shooter? Still think he’s connected with that crime syndicate?”

Jasper sighed. A new kind of tension appeared in his shoulders. “The deeper I dig, the weirder stuff I come up with.”

“Are you allowed to talk about it?”

“Nobody on the force wants to hear about this case, so I’m treating you like a consultant. You’re already sort of involved anyway. I’m technically still inside the rules.”

She tried to give him a smile, but the disquiet behind his blue eyes made her uneasy. “What’d you find?”

“You know how you said your shop’s cameras were too blurry to pick up a face for our recognition systems? Well, they weren’t. We ran the shooter’s facial structure through the system, checked for matches, and found a hit.”

Courtney waited. “That’s good, right? A lead in the case.”

“He’s dead.”

“Someone killed him after the shooting?”

“He’s been dead a year.”

Courtney watched his face, waiting for some sign of... well, anything. For the first time, she couldn’t read him like a book. “How could he be dead for a year? Maybe the facial scanners matched the wrong guy.”

Jasper watched her, as if debating something. Finally, he pulled out a glowing pad from under the table. He tapped a code onto the screen and held it up for her.

“Is this the guy you saw?” 

Courtney stared at the mug shot. The unmasked man from the café stared back, dark eyes as clear as they’d been three weeks ago. A little date in the corner read November 28 of last year. 

“His name is David Wiles. Got arrested for a mugging twelve months ago, but got out on bail. They found his body in an alley two days later.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Courtney said. “Cameras can make mistakes, but I remember every detail of his face. That’s the same guy.”

“I know. That’s what I’m saying.” Jasper put the pad away. “It’s the same man, but he’s been dead for twelve months.”

“How? Could he have a twin or something?”

“I checked him out. His only sibling is a sister.”

“Then... how?” 

“I showed this to the commissioner, and he thinks it’s just a case of identity theft. Or the store’s cameras were faulty.”

“My eyes aren’t faulty! I remember his face.”

“I didn’t want to show you, I’m sorry, but I had to know. It is the same man. Which makes this case ridiculously more complicated.”

“Complicated? It makes this case impossible.”

Jasper shook his head, dropping his eyes from hers. A sliver of frustration showed again, his guard flattening. Something else appeared behind his gaze.

“There’s more, isn’t there?” 

“Only if you want to hear it.” He ran a hand through his hair, looking weary and excited at the same time. “My colleagues won’t listen to me. They’re all exhausted with this case; so many killers loose in the city all pretending to be one, it’s like chasing rats in a sewer. There’s no winning.” He hesitated. “I shouldn’t pull you into this. You’ve already got nightmares.” 

“Who’s got nightmares?” Courtney leaned across the table. “You said I’m already involved. Two heads are better than one.”

“I’ve been working this case since I got here. I don’t think we’ll solve it in a night.”

“That’s not what I’m saying.” Courtney placed a hand over his. “You said nobody’s listening to you. Here I am to listen. You don’t have to carry this by yourself.”

The busy street hummed around them, hawkers selling their handmade wares from across the square. The light had dimmed, twilight falling; the lanterns up and down the street began to glow. Courtney waited, his hand warm under hers, until he sighed. 

“It just gets weirder,” he said. “I don’t have any answers.”

“That’s okay.”

“We did catch the two men leaving on the CCTV. The masked guy we lost track of in a back alley—a lot of guys know just where to dodge the cameras. But our main man, the shooter, stayed in range of the cameras. It was like he didn’t care. We got a blurry video of him going into a phone booth. One of those old-fashioned ones on ninth street. Tiny little box, you know, no way it could fit more than one person.”

“I’ve seen them.”

“He disappears in there for a couple minutes. I thought maybe he was making a phone call. You remember it snowed that week? The windows were too powdered up to make out much of anything inside. But then the door opened, and a different guy walked out.”

“A different guy?”

“Same coat, same shoes, everything. The cameras don’t lie, I checked them four times for tampering. Our guy goes in, a blond guy comes out. Ten inches shorter, completely different race. Right after he strolls out, the police cars race right past him toward the coffee shop.”

Courtney realized he was watching her, waiting for a reaction. She didn’t feel like she had one. It was all too bizarre to sound real. “You don’t have any theories?”

“Sane ones? No. But...” Jasper pulled out the pad again and brought up a new picture. He slid it toward her. “This is a map of the city’s sewer system. The tunnels go everywhere, under every district. If someone were to use these, they could go anywhere. Disappear anywhere.”

“What does that have to do with a phone booth?”

“Maybe this crime syndicate, the ones who created this super-killer the Whistler, have been creating new entrances to the tunnels. It’s how they’ve been getting away from us so quickly. We’ve almost had them cornered a dozen times, and they’ll vanish before we kick down the door. There could be a secret entry point beneath the phone box, a trapdoor, or... or something.”

Courtney immediately put her face in check, shame filling her when she saw Jasper’s expression fall. “You think I’m nuts, too,” he said. 

“No!”

“What other logical explanation is there for a man who walks into a box and walks back out a different man?”

“Did you check underneath the phone box for any signs of a secret tunnel?”

“Yes.” Jasper’s face fell further. “It’s solid cement.”

“Maybe someone ran back over and filled it in, after they used it once.”

“Why on earth would they do that? They’d have to know we caught them on camera.”

Courtney hesitated. “What do the other detectives think of this one?”

“I haven’t told them. It sounds crazy enough when I tell you, think of how it’ll sound to guys who already think I’m an idiot.”

“Nobody would believe you?”

“Oliver does. He’s actually helping me track down more leads. He sees things other people don’t, knows how to ask the right questions without turning heads. There are places I can’t go as a cop. He’s the perfect street source for this case.”

“What has he come up with?” 

Jasper leaned in further, lowering his voice even though no one around them was speaking English. Courtney found herself leaning in too. “An even crazier theory,” he said. “I’m questioning my own sanity that I even believe him. But the evidence is starting to point toward his explanation.” 

“Which is?” 

Jasper opened his mouth—and, down the street, a person screamed.

They both jerked upright. The market around them began to stir. At the next table over, a man stood and looked over their heads down the busy street. He turned and snapped something at a woman serving food. She shook her head with wide eyes.

Jasper turned and craned his neck toward the street. “What was—”

Another scream rent the air, shriller and more desperate. Two more followed, different voices. Down the street, a commotion was building. Courtney could see until the end of the block where the town square opened out. A crowd was clumping up around something. People were pushing and shoving—trying to get away, or trying to get closer, or both. 

“Let’s go.” Courtney stood without thinking, almost knocking over the tiny table. 

“What? Toward it?”

“Yes!” She was already out of the little dining strip and heading for the street. Dishes clattered behind her.

“Hold it.” Jasper grabbed her arm. “You’re not a cop, let me handle this.”

“They’re not either!” Falling in with the other civilians running toward the scene, she tugged him with her.

“Courtney, wait!”

People clogged between them, some running away from the screams, and others—like herself—heading toward them. She slipped out of Jasper’s grasp and grabbed him by the hand instead. Pulling him along, she ducked and weaved through the crowd, heading for Chinatown square.

The screams thickened as they neared. As did the crowd. Up ahead, a clearing had opened in the middle of the square. People clamored back like someone had drawn a line on the cobblestones. 

Through the shifting crunch of bodies, she spotted something moving, on the ground a few paces ahead. A boy, a skinny teen, huddled with his arms over his head. He was convulsing. 

“Somebody call a doctor!” she blurted. She started to move forward, but Jasper’s arm clamped like an iron around her waist. 

“Don’t.” 

“What are you—?” She twisted in his grip. “We have to help, that’s a kid!”

He yanked her back. “Don’t get any clos—”

A bone-shuddering snarl ripped the air. Courtney spun back toward the boy on the ground. 

Only it wasn’t a boy. 

A writhing shape contorted, growing bigger, jeans and clothing tearing away. The boy was gone. In his place crouched a creature—a beast twice his size, with glinting teeth and strange mottled fur that blinked and shifted in the shadows. Huge paws splayed against the cobblestones. A terrifying growl rumbled across the square.

What in the holy...

The crowd pressed in again, blocking her vision. She stumbled back into Jasper. More bodies squeezed in around them, so he was forced to step back, loosening his grip. She ducked out of his hold and dove through the crowd.

“Courtney! Stay back!”

She went down, peering through a gap in the crowd of legs. The shape on the ground was now a tangled mass of ropes and spotted fur. Jasper called out for her again. She wriggled past the squish of bodies and stood again, in a place clear enough to see.

A jaguar. 

Courtney shrieked when a net came out of nowhere, flying across the square with a bang like a gunshot. Four weighted balls skittered on the stone. The creature flattened itself to the ground, ears low and eyes narrowed. Black lips pulled back over three-inch fangs. 

Another net exploded from the shadows. This one caught the creature straight-on, webbing it to the ground. It coiled sideways and started to thrash.

“Back!” someone screeched. “I said, everybody back!”

The crowd stumbled backward, feet tripping over other feet. Someone stomped on her shoe and Courtney stumbled, catching herself on a stranger’s arm. The man threw her off of him into another person’s elbow.  

“Courtney!” Jasper yelled, from a greater distance this time.

She caught her balance. Twisting back to the clearing, she saw a squad of white-clad men shoving their way through the crowd. Toward the shape on the ground—which was now a tangled mass of ropes and limbs. The shape within the nets morphed. Writhed. For a split second, she saw what almost looked like the huddled form of a teenage boy, cowering under the net. But she blinked, and he was gone. An unrecognizable shape twisted back into a pattern of spots. 

“Back away!” 

She had just enough time to see the pinned creature wriggle back, snarling, when another white shape blocked her view.

“Get back!” A man pushed out in front of her. He raised what looked like a nightstick. The club swooshed through the air, smacking a guy on the arm. The poor bystander stumbled back, crying out in Chinese. The crowd around him recoiled.

“I said get back! I won’t ask again!” 

An engine rumbled. Courtney strained on her toes to see a van roaring into the square. Pedestrians dove out of the way. It screeched to a stop inside the clearing. The white paneled doors flew open, and four men in gray jumpsuits leapt out. 

“Back!” Someone smashed their way into the throng, club first. The White Coat raised his nightstick and bellowed in Mandarin: “Hue lai! Now!”

Courtney fought to keep clear of the crowd pressing backward, but they were carrying her with them. She could still see part of the clearing. The men in gray suits strode toward the writhing mass of ropes, each one holding a strange black gun.

“No!” someone screamed. A woman, in English. “Please, he’s my son!”

“Xianzai! Get back!”

Courtney watched in horror as the man lifted the gun. He fired once, twice. Two quick bursts that made no sound. The crowd closed again, so she couldn’t see the shape on the ground. But she saw the men move toward it. They stooped, like they were going to drag it. 

“Tingzhi!” A small woman dove through the crowd. She clawed her way past the man with the club and threw herself at the armed men. “Stop!” she screeched. “Don’t take him!”

Another White Coat grabbed her by the arm. He yanked her back with so much force it jerked her straight off her feet. 

“Hey!” a voice boomed, just above Courtney’s head. She looked up to see Jasper shoving past her, shouldering his way toward the clearing. 

“Get back,” the man in white yelled. “Or we’ll arrest you.”

“I’m a cop,” he fired back. “Let that woman go!”

Holding the woman with one arm, the man reached into his coat and pulled out a badge. “This is outside your jurisdiction,” he said. “Either help us keep these people back, or get out of here.”

Jasper took an angry step forward.

A shrill scream—from the other side of the clearing—made everyone turn. Across the square, the crowd scattered like someone had kicked a bee’s nest. Through the gaps between pounding feet, Courtney glimpsed a man on the ground. A White Coat, facedown, unmoving. There was something sticking out of his back, crimson leaking through the white. 

A faint whistle, like a blade in the air, zipped across the clearing. The man trying to drag the netted bundle toward the van dropped like a stone. He twitched on the cobblestones, and went still. 

With a jerk, the White Coat released the woman and sprinted for the van. From the vehicle, two more men in gray suits emerged. One hollered something into a handheld. They rushed forward and took the fallen man’s place, gripping the net alongside the other gun-toters. They hauled it toward the van. 

The shape inside was no longer moving. Courtney could see it now. A jaguar’s head showed between the netting, bumping and rocking over the cobblestones. Its mouth hung fixed in a snarl, eyes half open. 

Another knife streaked through the air. A second gray-suited man fell, almost to the van, while his team kept moving. They heaved the bundle into the van, then grabbed their fallen partner and hefted him inside with them, slamming the doors. 

The van’s tires squelched. Fishtailing, it rumbled out of the square, forcing citizens to dive out of the way as it exited. 

As if on cue, a siren wailed. 

Courtney felt a hand at her waist, and spun to see Jasper there. Behind them, the sirens grew louder.

“Who are they?” she demanded. “Where are they taking that boy?”

“Boy?” Jasper shouted over the sirens. “What boy?”

Courtney turned back to where the van had disappeared. Behind it, the crowd closed again, people coughing and shouting in rapid Chinese. She caught some English words mixed in. Bodies. Mauling. Jaguar. Changer.

Mauling? Didn’t they see it with their own eyes? The jaguar hadn’t killed anyone; that body on the ground had a knife wound. 

She strained her eyes to see if there were any White Coats left. So many people had clumped around the two bodies on the ground, she couldn’t see them anymore. She scanned the crowd. Her eyes landed on a familiar face.

He was looking away, bending down to help someone who’d been knocked to the ground. He wasn’t wearing his usual long dark coat, so at first she didn’t recognize him. But when he straightened up, the fading sun caught his sharp profile. He turned to look down the alley where the van had disappeared.

The look on his face startled her. It burned with a feral rage. 

“Courtney, let’s get out of here.”

“Wait, there’s someone I...” 

She’d turned her head for a second to Jasper’s voice. That was all it took. When she looked back, W was gone. 

“I can go to the station and look into this,” Jasper said. “Come on, this crowd is unstable. I’ll tell you everything I know. Let’s go.”

Courtney strained on tiptoe to see over the crowd. W was a head taller than everybody else; she should’ve been able to find him. 

But there wasn’t a trace of him across the clearing.
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13. WHEN IT SOUNDS THIS CRAZY...
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“YOU HAVE GOT to look at this.”

“Dina, I don’t have—hey.” Courtney shoved the phone out of her face. “I’m waiting for Jasper to call.”

She perched on the edge of the couch in her tiny living room, where she’d been hovering for the last twenty minutes. Dina had arrived an hour before. After her phone exploded with four dozen texts about the news’ reports of a riot in Chinatown, Courtney had come home to find her friend waiting. For once Dina wasn’t interested in a run-down of the date.

“Boyfriends can wait.” Dina plopped onto the couch next to her. “This video just went up, and you’d better look at it before the Orion City Buzzkills take it down.” 

She held the phone up again. The video was already playing. Courtney watched through the eyes of a wobbly camera as a van sped down a narrow street, blank white panels blurring in and out of focus. 

“That’s the van you saw, right?” Dina said. “Wait for it.”

Heavy breathing crackled behind the camera. The van brakes squealed as it tried to turn a corner. Out of the dark, four shapes leapt out and stuck to the van like taffy. A huge arm—massive, hairy, larger than any man’s—snapped out from one of the shadows. The van teetered sideways.

“Are those...” 

“Yup. That’s a gorilla.” Dina pointed. “That one’s some sort of cat. No idea about the other two, and I’ve already watched this four times. They’re not people.”

A metallic shriek splintered the microphone. The gorilla ripped the door clean off and flung it behind himself. It bounced and shuddered down the road. The man behind the camera swore in Chinese and shook the video around.

“C’mon, dude,” Dina muttered. “You’re ruining the picture.”

The van’s tires screamed, and when the video steadied again, the gorilla was half inside it. He reached in and yanked something—someone—out. He flung them behind him as well. From the roof, one of the other creatures leapt down onto the gorilla’s shoulders and dove inside the van. 

The tires skidded. Voices yelled. The brakes squealed again, but the gorilla leaned to the side, tipping the van with him. It smashed to the pavement, two left wheels spinning in the air. 

Now Courtney saw the cat. Or panther, or whatever it was. It slunk down into the van’s interior from the crumpled roof, a slippery, feline shadow. The two other shapes followed it. After a second, they emerged again, dragging something with them. A motionless sack, wrapped in ropes, caught by the edges in their teeth. They dragged it off screen. 

The gorilla sat back on its haunches and roared. The camera shook.

Just when it looked like he was going to reach down and dismember everybody inside, something sliced through the audio.

A high, piercing whistle, loud enough to carry through to the street. It rose and dipped and pierced again. The hair on the back of her neck stood up.

High... She counted. High, low, high...

The gorilla snarled. He beat his chest, and hopped down from the mangled van. Then he dropped to all fours and ran off screen in the direction of the others. 

The video tumbled again. Whoever held the phone huffed a stream of foreign words and jogged toward the wreck. Courtney braced herself as he neared the mangled car door. As he tipped the camera to look inside, the video cut to black.

A thick bar of red cut across the screen. Sharp white letters read: “This video has been removed. Please exit this window.” 

“Augh,” Dina groaned. “See? Why would they go through so much trouble to censor a hoax?”

Courtney couldn’t look away. Dina scrolled through the comments beneath the now-blank video box. Fake, someone had typed. Another griped, King Kong had better animation. The 1933 one. 

“These morons.” Dina swiped through the comment section. “How could anyone fake this? It’s off Seventeenth and Stewart. I’m sure they could find the—hey, are you okay?”

The four-note melody reverberated around her skull. Courtney didn’t realize she’d frozen until she felt Dina’s hand close on her arm. She inhaled. 

“Um. Yeah. Just... been a long day.”

“I’m sleeping over,” Dina declared. “You shouldn’t be alone tonight.”

“I’m fine. Jasper will be here soon. Stay if you want, but I’m okay.”

“This stuff keeps happening to you. How are you always in the middle of everything weird that goes down in this city?”

“I don’t know.” 

“Well, call me if you need anything. Love ya.”

“You too.”

The door clicked shut behind Dina, and Courtney sat on the edge of the couch staring at it. 

High. High, low, high...

Those four notes. Over and over, dipping and rising and echoing between her ears. The goose bumps on the backs of her arms spread.

Her phone buzzed. She glanced down to see a text from Jasper. 

Sorry. Chief is pretty pissed I got involved. Don’t know how much longer I’ll be.

Right. She could sit here on the edge of these couch cushions and wait for another twenty minutes to go by, or...

Setting the phone down, Courtney rose to her feet. She crossed the room to where her laptop lay charging on the coffee table. Tapping in her password, she watched the blinking black line in the search box for a moment.

Slowly, she typed a single word.

Whistler 

She hit enter and crossed her fingers. It was always hit or miss with Orion City’s search engines. This may have been a freak impounded zone, but it was still America. One thing that hadn’t changed was the right to free speech and press... to an extent. All news from within Orion stayed within Orion. Access to the web carriers were blocked to the Outside. But she could search within the Orion Times news archives. Only an idiot would trust all of the news coming from the single media center in Orion City, but it was something. 

She clicked on the first result. A list of articles filled her screen, ordered chronologically by date published. Unsure where to start, she scrolled through the headlines.

“The Whistler Killer strikes again. Body of city official found behind dumpster.”

“Two cops dead. Witness indicates Whistler Killer.”

“Doctor stabbed to death: police suspect Whistler.”

“Zoo animals missing. Lion-keeper said she heard, ‘Whistling.’”

“The Whistler: Man or Mob?”

Pausing at the last one, Courtney clicked the headline to reveal the description. The opener read, “Could Orion’s infamous criminal commit all these crimes alone?”

Jasper’s theory about a syndicate flickered in her memory. She opened the article and started to skim. The reporter listed the myriad of crimes allegedly linked to the Whistler. Homicide, drug trafficking, identity theft, robbery... 

“The number of people reported ‘whistling’ at a crime scene have descriptions encompassing different ethnicities, heights, and genders,” the author concluded. “Despite the rumor mill of Orion’s street culture, it is impossible that all of these criminal feats could have been accomplished by a single person.”

Courtney clicked away from the article and scrolled down to the oldest stories on the Whistler. The earliest dated back to seven years ago. She glanced through some of the crime logs, and bit back a shiver.

Amanda & Tyson Hasegawa, PhDs

Christy Johnson PhD

Dr. Mark Peters 

The list of victims went on. Men and women alike.  

These are scientists. One of the articles listed the victim’s occupation beside their name. Virologist, Psychiatrist, Phlebotomist... These were scientists sent in from the outside, assigned to study the epidemic. The White Coats who carted off the jaguar in Chinatown, and that Changer who’d ripped the taxi open on Mainstreet. 

But there were also police officers, military personnel, and random citizens who didn’t seem to have any connection to the rest. 

“Known affiliates,” Courtney muttered to herself, clicking on the link. 

Known accomplices: Cassandra Silver. Reginald Murphy. 

Clicking on Reginald, a heartbeat of recognition thumped through her. Infamous Arsonist Behind Bars at Last. The Torch’s mugshot grinned lopsidedly, yellow teeth bared behind his beard, crazy orange hair sticking up in all directions. Courtney remembered the terror he’d brought to Eastside two years ago, after burning down the old City Hall alongside a host of other government buildings. He’d even targeted a hospital before he’d finally gotten caught. Those yellow-tinted eyes stared back at her from the screen, bloodshot and unhinged.

Her phone buzzed. Jumping, Courtney darted back to the couch and checked the message. Dina, checking in. No updates from Jasper. 

Something simmered in her blood, but it didn’t feel like worry. She started to walk back to her computer. But the restless sense in her muscles made her turn around again. She scooped up her phone. 

I’ll see you in a minute, she texted Jasper.

Striding to the door, she slipped on her coat and grabbed her keys. Her pocket vibrated.

Don’t come here. Chief doesn’t know you know.

Courtney stared at Jasper’s text. Her hand rested on the cool brass of the doorknob. The phone buzzed again. 

Just sit tight. I’m figuring this out.

Sit tight? 

Dropping the phone back into her pocket, Courtney opened the door. 

It was ten-fifteen, so the bus at the end of her street would be pulling up in five minutes. In the back of her mind, a tiny voice that sounded like Dina echoed: How are you always in the middle of everything weird that goes down in this city?

Her boots continued crunching in the snow. Maybe she was the one chasing down trouble, not the other way around. 

Halfway to the station, Courtney decided against seeking answers from Jasper. Hopping off the bus into the deserted air of Chinatown square, she turned and watched the fading taillights bounce away over the cobblestones. A chilling breeze skimmed the backs of her legs, rushing up to tousle the few hanging lanterns on the awnings of closed storefronts, the only lights on the dark street corner. She pulled her coat tighter around herself. 

A bright yellow stripe of caution tape barred off the intersection. Behind it, the building looked punched in, like a giant had taken a fist to the bricks. Rubble lay in piles. Black skid marks almost blended into the shadows, but Courtney saw them because she knew they were there. 

Maybe this was a bad idea. The police had already towed the van away, along with any clues she might’ve scavenged. Half a broken headlight remained, glinting on the shattered bricks. 

Her feet moved without a signal from her brain. The scuff of her shoes sounded too loud on the empty street. She stopped in front of the crash site, hands fidgeting in her pockets.

“Courtney?”

A yelp burst out of her as she wheeled, catching herself on the taut line of caution tape. A small, familiar figure lifted his hands in apology.

“Sorry! Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Oliver? What are you doing here?”

He was dressed in his work uniform, the one from a Chinatown security detail. She hadn’t heard a single footstep when he’d walked up. He hesitated and said, “My shift just ended, so I was heading home. What are you doing here?”

His eyes slid past her to the crash site. 

“I was...” She glanced back at the rubble on the ground. “You know, I have no good explanation.”

“You saw that video, huh?”

“I’m not just a gawker, I swear.”

“Not much to gawk at, if you were. They cleaned it all up pretty good.”

“I was here.” Courtney turned back to the wall where the van had crashed. A jagged claw mark ran down the plaster, paint flaking away from it. “A boy turned into something else, in front of my own eyes. How can people keep calling this a hoax?”

Oliver exhaled in a long, white cloud. “I don’t know what’s worse, the ones refusing to recognize what’s going on, or those calling Changers a danger to society.”

Courtney imagined the boy, crumpled under the weight of the nets, so small in the circle of white-coated officers. “I don’t think they’re dangerous.” 

They both stared at the claw marks on the side of the wall.

“They can be,” Oliver murmured. “The Change messes with your head. Some of them can’t take it. You forget you’re a person, and start acting like whatever beast you’ve become.”

Courtney glanced sideways at him. “You talk like that’s happened to someone you know.” 

Lips pressed together, he turned away. Courtney followed, curiosity spiked.

“They’ve still got some mind left,” she pressed. “The animals on that video worked as a team to bring down that van, and carried that Changer away without hurting him. Then they all responded to that whistle like soldiers.”

Oliver’s frown deepened. “Most Changers are in a fragile state of mind when they switch forms. But there’s someone who’s gotten them to organize. No one else has been able to do that; they listen to nobody but him.”

“Let me guess,” Courtney said. “The Whistler?”

“So they call him. I’ve been trying to hunt down his real name for months, with no luck.”

“You seem to think it’s one man.”

Oliver kicked at a piece of rubble near his shoe. “Is Jasper having you help out with the case, too? Or are you investigating on your own?”

Courtney picked at her fingerless gloves. “He only tells me so much.” Squaring her shoulders, she lifted her chin. “This case is personal now. After the incident at the café, I can’t get that stupid whistle out of my head.”

“Yeah, it sticks with you for a while.”

She blinked. “You’ve heard—?”

Her phone rang. Digging it out of her coat, she winced at the caller ID.

“Jasper’s the protective sort,” said Oliver, seeing the screen. “He doesn’t want you getting yourself tangled up in this any more than you already are.” 

“That’s not up to him.” Ending the call, Courtney met Oliver’s gaze. “I want to hear your theory.”

“My theory?”

“About the Whistler.”

He shifted on his feet, eyes darting away. After a moment, his shoulders dropped and his words rushed out on a fast cloud. “I don’t think this guy is a regular Changer. Everybody else changes into some kind of animal. This guy...” He turned to her, dark eyes wide and fervent, as if needing her to understand something. “The Whistler isn’t multiple people. Multiple people are all the Whistler.”

“Didn’t you just say the same thing twice?”

“No. All across living species, there are mutations. You can see it in Changers already. The Bird-Man’s mutation gives him control over his Change so he stays human and sprouts wings. The Orion Giant’s mutation makes him huge. They’re still Changers, but their DNA’s warped a little different than the rest. Now, there’s someone else out there who’s warped even more. A Changer with a whole new kind of skill.”

“You mean...” Her mouth dried.

“The Whistler’s not a group. He’s a human being who changes into other human beings.”
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14. ...IT’S PROBABLY TRUE
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EVERY MORNING, COURTNEY took the alleyway shortcut to work. She rarely met anyone on her commute. The occasional stray cat or pigeon might startle her when it sprang out from behind a dumpster. But for the most part, she didn’t give a second thought to her route, even if she did carry pepper spray along out of habit. 

Today, she was preoccupied with last night’s conversation. Oliver’s theory kept rolling over in her mind, tipping between ridiculous and creepily plausible. On top of that, Jasper kept texting nonstop. He must’ve heard from Oliver where she was last night. She’d never seen him mad, but when he found out she’d gone back to Chinatown alone, he seemed royally pissed. Maybe two weeks ago she would’ve considered it sweet to see him so concerned about her safety, but today she found it irritating. She’d been there, too; she watched that poor kid get tranquilized and hauled off like a rabid dog. Jasper knew something. He’d been evasive on the phone last night. Said the chief had things under control, that it was out of his jurisdiction. But there was something in his voice. She wasn’t going to sit at home while he ran into brick walls with his investigation. If she wanted answers, she had to get them herself. 

Her phone buzzed. Debating whether to pull it out and text Jasper back, a scuffing sound made her look up. She wasn’t alone in the alley anymore.

Two figures walked toward her, definitively masculine in their swagger. Courtney moved off to the side to give them room to pass. A few steps later, they spread out so they sauntered toward her on either side of the alleyway. She’d have to walk between them to get by.

Instinct slowed her. She glanced down to scan Jasper’s text asking to meet up. He could stop by the café. Thumbs hovering over the screen, she debated calling him. Just to look busy on the phone as she passed. A footstep scuffed ahead, nearer than she expected, and she looked up. 

They were both staring. One wore a grin at an angle that made her stomach twist. The minute she made eye contact, he stuck his tongue out. She dropped her eyes.

“Hey,” he called. “Where you off to in such a hurry?”

Maybe she should turn around. Or keep walking? 

“Hey. Talkin’ to you, beautiful. You deaf?”

Just a few more steps. She’d pass them, ignore their stares, and they’d move on and find someone else to harass. The air shifted in front of her, and she stopped short. One of them had stepped right into her path. 

“You’re so pretty you think you can be rude, huh?” He was way too close. He smelled like smoke and sweat. Courtney took several fast steps backward. The man followed, his friend close behind.

She said the first thing she could think of. “I have people waiting for me. They know exactly where I am.”

The man on the left guffawed. “Aw, look at that, Ed. She’s spooked.”

“That ain’t spooked. I’ll show you spooked. Watch this.”

The closer man took two quick strides toward her. Courtney leaped backward and snatched the pepper spray from her purse. 

“Back up.” She held it straight out at arm’s length, knuckles trembling. “I mean it. My boyfriend’s a cop.”

“A cop.” The first one doubled over. “I’m gonna piss myself.”

“She’s cute. Hey, if your boyfriend’s a cop, how come you’re walking by yourself? Shouldn’t you know better?”

Courtney walked backward, pepper spray held high. The men kept pace with her, closing the distance. She wondered how far the spray would reach, if she could hit both of them. It was such a small can. What good would it really do?

“Courtney,” boomed a voice from the end of the street.

Both men turned. Courtney kept stumbling back, but caught a glimpse between them. A tall man in a police uniform strode down the alley. Relief swept through her. Jasper took one look at Courtney’s raised pepper spray and turned on the two thugs.

“What’s going on here? Back away from her.”

“Ha! She wasn’t lying.” Neither of them moved. “This your girlfriend, pretty boy?”

“I said back away.”

The man closest to Courtney stepped toward him, grin opening. There wasn’t a trace of fear on his face. Jasper’s hand dropped to his gun. The man stopped a few inches from his face.

“Or what?” 

Jasper looked down at him. He said nothing, just returned the man’s stare for several seconds. With a scoff, the man spat on the ground at Jasper’s feet. He stepped back. 

“Come on, Ed,” he laughed. “This punk’s not worth it.” As his friend joined him, he turned and flashed Courtney an obscene hand gesture. “See you later, sugar.”

Jasper moved to stand in front of Courtney as they sauntered away. His hand lowered from his gun, fist clenched. 

“Thanks,” Courtney whispered. “That was... lucky you were here.”

“Lucky,” came the flat reply. 

“How’d you know where I was? Were you close by?”

“I came to see you at work after you wouldn’t answer my texts. I was worried about you. Looks like I had good reason to be.”

Shrinking under that fierce blue stare, Courtney stepped around him and nodded toward the street. “Well... I was headed to work, so I wasn’t really checking my phone.”

He fell into step beside her. “What were you doing walking by yourself?”

“Heading to work. Like every morning.”

“After everything that’s happened, I’d have thought you’d be a little smarter.”

“Excuse me?”

“How am I supposed to do my job if I spend all day worrying about where you are?”

“You don’t have to. I did just fine before I met you.”

“You met me because you had a gun pointed at your face.”

She glanced up at him. “Are you still mad about yesterday?”

“I’m not mad. It just freaked me out when I had to hear from Oliver that you were at the scene of a crime at eleven o’clock at night.”

“Don’t know if you realized, but I’m not a ‘sit-tight-I’ll-handle-this’ kind of girlfriend. I hunted down some answers for myself.”

“You don’t just hunt down answers, Courtney. The OCPD, even with all our resources hasn’t cracked this case in almost a decade.”

“Maybe because you spend too much time letting the chief tell you where you can and can’t look. A boy was bagged like a wild animal yesterday and you sit back because they said, ‘It’s not your jurisdiction’?”

“Hey.” Jasper looked down at her, slowing as they reached the end of the alley. “You don’t know everything that’s going on. We have a department working on it.”

“Which department is that?”

A muscle jerked in his jaw. “One that specializes in threats like this.”

“Threats? Do you hear yourself? That was a teenage kid, Jasper. Barely older than my brother!”

“Look, I don’t like it any more than you do. But it’s out of my hands. And it’s definitely out of yours. You can’t go tromping around the city at night looking for clues that aren’t there. The only thing you’re going to find is trouble.”

Hands clenched, Courtney quickened her pace to pass him as they exited the alley. “I’m late for my shift.”

He caught her elbow. “Courtney—”

His radio bleeped. 

“Wade. Come in. Over.”

Jasper stopped, looking down with a grimace. He hit a button on the receiver. 

“You should take that.” Courtney pulled away. “I have to go.” Guilt prickling at the pained expression on his face, she added, “We can talk after I get off. Grab dinner or something, maybe?”

“I’m working late.” His radio fizzled again, and Jasper’s hand moved to his hip. He hesitated. “Just... don’t walk home alone again tonight, okay?”

Courtney closed the gap between them and stretched up on her toes, planting a quick kiss on his cheek. “I’ll come see you when I get off. See you later.”

She turned and strode for the café at the end of the block. Behind her, Jasper’s radio crackled, rescuing her from anything more he might have to say. She heard him sigh behind her, and a voice wearier than normal responded, “This is Wade.”

The bell jangled above her, and Jess looked up from behind the counter as Courtney walked in. Her boss smiled. 

“Your boy was in here a minute ago,” Jess said. “Did he find you?”

“Yeah,” said Courtney, stowing her purse in the supply closet before joining Jess in the bar. 

“Nice thing to have a cop around here. You heard about that incident last night? Makes me sick. Right across the street, too.”

“What happened?”

Jess shook her head. “Poor girl got assaulted in the alley. They still haven’t caught the two bastards.”

“The alley right next to us?”

“Yep, just a block down. Hey, don’t you walk there sometimes on your way here?”

A chill swept up her neck. “Sometimes.” Every morning, since it was the quickest route. 

“Hm. I’d take the bus from now on, honey. Or ask your man to drive.”

Now she felt worse. Jasper’s reaction in the alley made more sense. But still... 

The bell jangled. Jess looked up, dropped the bag she was opening and clapped her hands. “Look who’s back!” she crowed. “Good to see you on your feet.”

Max walked toward them, a sheepish expression on his face. At least, Courtney thought it was sheepish—it was hard to tell through the mess of yellowing purple bruises. A white cotton patch obscured most of his forehead and eyebrow, but when he smiled, she saw a full set of teeth. He lifted a hand in greeting. “Hey, Jess. Court.”

“How’re you feeling?” Jess asked.

Max touched the bandage on his forehead. “Head’s healing up fine. Doctors say I should be fully recovered by the end of the week. I think the concussion was the worst of it, but that’s almost gone now.”

“I see you got your smile back,” said Jess.

“Oh yeah, they gave me some dental implants. Nice I don’t have to walk around with a hole in my face.” He put his hands in his pockets, shuffling a bit on his feet. “Anyway, uh, Court. I never got a chance to say thanks.”

She blinked. “For what?”

“Everything you did back there. Standing up for me, risking your neck like that. I wanted to say thanks.” He hesitated. “And also sorry for getting you mixed up in that mess in the first place.”

What was she supposed to say to that? “Uh. You’re welcome.”

Max hovered a moment, mouth twisting, like he wanted to say something else. Finally, he pressed his lips together and nodded. Shoving his hands deeper into his pockets, he ducked his head with a mumbled, “See you around,” and headed back out the door. 

Courtney watched him go. She turned to Jess. “Did you fire him?”

Jess busied herself with the coffee grounds. “He’s a sweet kid. But his bad decisions brought a gun-toting nutcase into our store. There’s consequences.”

Courtney nodded. After a moment, Jess heaved a huge sigh. “We’ll miss him around here, though. Poor punk didn’t know what he was messing around with. Got himself in way over his head.”

“Can I ask exactly what he was messing around with? Amphetamines?”

“No, some weird new drug that just popped up on Westside. They’re saying it triggers that freak Changer gene, or whatever. It’s all a big hoax, obviously, but some people are willing to kill over it.”

“Trigger? You mean this drug makes people shape-shift?”

“Listen to you. You don’t actually believe this stuff?”

Courtney focused on refilling the espresso machine. “There’s a lot of stuff that can’t be explained away.”

“The only epidemic in this town is cabin fever. Coop people up long enough, they’ll start to believe anything. See stuff that ain’t there.” Jess sighed, and glanced over. “Doing anything fun for Thanksgiving?”

“My family wants me to visit,” Courtney said. “I think my Dad’s making a turkey.”

“Ooh, that’ll be fun!” 

“Yeah...” Courtney slammed the lid on the blenders, maybe a little too hard. “Fun.”

⬥◆⬥

The sky outside glowed a rare cloudless lavender this late in November, so the dusky evening was plenty bright as she meandered down the sidewalk. Courtney crossed the street well before she passed the alleyway. 

The sun had fallen below the Wall, casting fading beams of orange light between the high rises ahead. A faint wind whispered along the street, unusually empty for five o’clock on a Monday evening. Courtney fiddled with her phone in her pocket. Jasper hadn’t texted her all day, which meant he was probably busier than normal. Besides, it was early. If she dropped by the station now, she’d end up distracting him, or twiddling her thumbs in the front lobby if he was out. Or worse, she might get him in trouble with the chief, which he didn’t need when he was already under the magnifying glass with this case.

That was it. That was why her feet gradually carried her North, instead of West toward the police station—she was thinking about Jasper. It wasn’t avoidance.

A prick of guilt needled her. His face rose in her mind. That open sweetness and optimism that first drew her were still there, but those blue eyes felt less open. Since last night, he'd had a wall up. Like he was hiding something. Sure, she knew he had to be professional about this case, and of course there were going to be details she wasn’t privy to as a civilian. But he’d gotten a little overbearing. She was a grown woman; she didn’t need to update him every time she went out on her own. If she wanted to look into this case as a civilian, she wasn’t breaking any laws. What she needed was some slack.

Courtney really wasn’t sure where she was headed until she saw the naked branches of the trees ahead. A warm, somewhat sharp feeling rose in her chest. Slowing her pace, she drifted toward the old stone bridge. Banbury Park was home to Orion City’s only river. The silver-gray trough meandered between two grassy hills, dotted with ancient oaks drooping under the weight of the decades. One or two park benches broke up the plain green expanse. A narrow footpath, mostly overgrown, circled the trees. 

It wasn’t a glamorous park, or even a well-trafficked spot. But Courtney could plant a memory in almost every square inch of it. She’d climbed the knobby oak over there when it was smaller. Over there, at the bottom of that shallow hill, she’d broken her wrist running down faster than she could stop herself. She’d learned to ride a bike over there, sprained her ankle there, caught her first fish with her dad over there by the stream...

The smell of cigarette smoke invaded her senses. She wrinkled her nose. Pausing when she reached the bridge, she looked around. A little jolt ran through her when she realized she wasn’t alone.

W stood at the apex of the bridge, resting an elbow on the old stone wall as he looked out over the river. A trail of blue smoke hung on the air. He removed a cigarette from between his teeth.

“I don’t bite,” he said.

Courtney realized she’d stopped at the end of the bridge, hovering there watching him. Flushing, she continued onto the bridge. She stopped close to where he stood and looked out over the water. 

The smoke curled on the air, silver and silent. W seemed to find the rush of water below more interesting than her company. He took another drag from the cigarette. 

“Those things’ll kill you, you know,” Courtney said. 

W blew another cloud of smoke onto the darkening air. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were following me.”

“I come this way a lot. Who says you’re not following me?”

“Believe me, I’m not.”

The edge in his voice stripped any lightheartedness from the tease. Frowning, Courtney fixed her eyes on the water. From the dusky edges of the park, the haunting cry of a loon rang out. She shivered. She'd never understood why Orion City’s only bit of wildlife chose to dwell within a Walled cage, when they had wings to fly away. Perhaps they were as insane as their cackling wails implied.

The bird’s lonely call echoed again, as if waiting for a response.

“I saw you yesterday,” she finally said, anxious to fill the quiet. “In Chinatown.”

“I heard something about Chinatown on the news,” W said. “Sounded pretty chaotic.”

“Didn’t you see what happened?”

“I rarely visit Chinatown. Must’ve been someone else.” A lie. She’d seen him there clear as she saw him now. Before she could call him on it, he said, “You were there? I heard it was a riot.”

“A riot? No, a kid got attacked and dragged off by some White Coats.”

“Is that how you saw it?”

“It’s what happened. The news reported it wrong.”

“Well, that’s the Orion Times for you.”

He released another stream of smoke, and Courtney fought the urge to cough. Silence dropped between them again. She found herself itching to break it. 

“Haven’t seen you around the café in a while.”

“Been pretty busy,” he said.

“Right. Your top-secret science job.”

That earned her half a grin. “Right.” 

“Must be nice to be self-employed. You can take as much time off for the holidays as you want. Got any plans for Thanksgiving?”

“Nope.”

“What about your mom?” She remembered their conversation during the blackout. “You’re not going to visit her?”

W extinguished the cigarette and tossed it into the river. “Are you going to visit your dad?”

So he remembered, too. Courtney hesitated. “Actually, yeah. My brother finally talked me into going home.”

“Well, look at you. Burying the hatchet.”

“Trying.” Courtney hugged herself, leaning forward against the stone wall. “I’ll probably invite Jasper to make it less awkward.”

“The cop,” W said. “Because that’ll make your father relax.”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry, he’s my—wait, you two know each other?” 

“By reputation only.” W smirked. “Your old man sounds like a real piece of work, if you have to invite a cop to keep the peace.”

“It’s for moral support. We’re kind of...” For some reason, she didn’t want to say it. An unexpected awkwardness tilted her voice. “I’m dating him.”

“Are you now? That was fast. Didn’t you just meet after that little firestorm at your café?”

“Well, yeah.” The slant of W’s smirk put her on the defensive. “How did you—? Never mind. It wasn’t that fast. We talked and we clicked, that’s all.”

“Clicked,” W repeated, popping the final consonant. “Like a nine millimeter and a magazine. What do you see in him?”

“Sorry?”

“What draws you to him? You know, the spark. Do you find him admirable? Sophisticated? Interesting?”

“Well... he’s a good guy.”

“That’s it? He’s a good guy?”

“We sort of hit it off. He’s cute.” Courtney couldn’t believe she was having this conversation with W. 

“Cute like one of those zoo animals before it bites you.”

“Hey.”

“Just trying to get more specific with words.” 

“Cute as in awkward,” Courtney said. “Kind and unsure of himself. Optimistic and naive.”

“Ah, yes.” W finally looked at her. “Naiveté can be attractive.”

Something heated in her veins, and she forced herself to look away. “It’s better than the alternative.”

“Which is?”

“The rest of the police force. They’re hardened like stone, to all of it.” 

W hummed low in his throat, turning to look back over the river. “Sometimes you have to be that way. Live in this city long enough, you have to grow a tougher shell if you want to survive. This boy’s from out of town, right? Give him another year. That shiny surface’ll rub off.” 

“I’ve lived in this city,” Courtney retorted. “I’m not like that.”

W turned to her suddenly. “Which is still a mystery to me.”

She opened her mouth, ready for a comeback, before she realized he was sincere. He was also much closer than she expected. W leaned forward, gray eyes peering down into hers. A slight frown had formed above them, their usual sardonic gleam traded out for something entirely foreign. 

“What?” She hated how breathless her voice emerged. 

“You,” said W. “Are the strangest person I have ever met.”

“I’m the strangest person you’ve ever met?”

“Yes. You make absolutely no sense.”

Courtney couldn’t hold back her laughter. “How do I not make sense?”

He placed a hand on the stone wall behind her shoulder, and her pulse jumped. She didn’t move. 

“You’re bored. You want something more than life’s handed you, and that hasn’t faded in spite of all the time you’ve spent riding the status quo. You’re drawn to danger like a moth to a flame, yet you have some sort of moral compass that keeps you just off the edge of the cliff.  You give the coat off your back to a homeless kid, and yet you seek out someone like me to have a conversation with.”

Courtney couldn’t focus with him so close. “So what?”

Without breaking eye contact, he leaned in further. Her stomach flipped. He searched for something in her eyes, his gray ones ticking between hers. Finally, he murmured, “A city like this should have broken someone like you.”

She stared at him. Her brain couldn’t even process what he said. She was distracted by his scent: the oddest combination of metal and peppermint. He drew back. Courtney realized she hadn’t exhaled until that moment.

“Where are you off to?” W said, his voice a hundred and eighty degrees different from a moment ago. “It’s getting dark.”

Courtney blinked to see that the only light illuminating the bridge was the lamp post at the end of the walkway. The park had gone gray around them. Below, the river had lost most of its reflections. 

“I was...” She glanced down at her phone. No texts from Jasper. “I was headed home.”

“Don’t you usually head the other direction?”

“Something... happened in the alley on my usual route. I didn’t want to walk back after dark by myself.”

“Would you feel better if you had company?”

“Actually, yes. Would you mind?”

“Not at all.” Sliding his hands into his coat pockets, W nodded toward the street. “Lead on.”

“Thanks.” Courtney fell into step beside him, grateful he walked slow enough this time for her shorter legs to keep up. 

The alley wasn’t far. And her apartment wasn’t far from there. If she’d taken any other route, with the way the city blocks lined up, it would have added another twenty minutes to her commute. 

As they crossed the street, she glanced up at W. He seemed content with the companionable silence. Absently, she wondered if he ever really carried a conversation with anybody. Did W have friends? He had to; everybody had friends. But come to think of it, she’d only ever seen him in the café alone. Did he have a girl? Courtney tried to picture him walking side by side with someone else down this dark street, talking and laughing, doing whatever normal people did when they walked together. Her imagination came up blank, followed by an odd sharp feeling.

“Do you still think about it?” W asked.

“What?”

“That day in the café.”

He didn’t need to say anything else. Courtney felt a funny kind of excitement run through her at the mention of that afternoon, weeks ago, when she’d stared death in the face. Her reaction disturbed her. 

“Some,” she admitted. Half a lie; it bombarded her dreams, even when she avoided it in her day-to-day thoughts. She’d always wake with a racing heart. It scared her. Not the dreams—but the way the life-or-death rush didn’t feel unpleasant.

“Nightmares or daydreams?”

“What?”

“That day. Does it show up in nightmares or daydreams?”

“In what universe would that not be a nightmare?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes you get a thrill, staring down the barrel of a semi-automatic. It’s almost addicting.”

She understood that. On a deep, gut-wrenching level. But she kept her voice light. “You say that like it’s a thing that happens to you every other Tuesday.”

“Maybe it is.”

Courtney shook her head. “I... don’t even know how to answer that question, W.”

He glanced down at her. They’d passed out of the light of the main street when they entered the alley, so his face had fallen into shadow. But she could still see the curve of a smile on his cheek when he turned away again.

“I think you do.”

It was a secret she’d never tell anyone. Her strange and uncomfortable desire to be close to danger, to escape her survival routine by brushing against death. Numbness replaced by live wires, where every move made felt more real than anything she’d done in her life, created an active permanent shift in an environment she’d only ever felt powerless to change. 

She pressed her lips together. 

The soft scuff of her shoes echoed off the brick wall beside them, the only sound in the alley. She realized W made no noise as he walked. He didn’t look like he made any extra effort to silence his footsteps, but his boots were soundless on the pavement. Now that he’d fallen quiet again, she had to glance sideways to remind herself he was there.

Up ahead, something scraped. Courtney looked up. Reflex made her reach for her purse, fingers closing around the pepper spray. But she remembered she was with W. She let go of the little weapon, still keeping an alert watch on the shadows ahead. 

She heard them before she saw them. Low voices, murmuring, growing louder. Two figures eased into view. Both walked with a distinctive swagger, shoulders back and arms swinging. Courtney felt her stomach clench when she recognized them. 

“Well, would ya look at that, Ed.” One elbowed the other. “It’s Frigid Bitch again!”

“She wasn’t very nice this morning.”

“Think maybe we should teach her some manners?”

Courtney slowed, ducking behind W. He kept walking. 

“That’s cute, she’s got a bodyguard this time.”

“Aw, she’s skeered, ain’t she?” 

“The cop was a better idea, sweetheart. What’s this guy gonna do? Give us a paper cut?”

“Only if we walk straight at him.” 

The distance between them thinned. 

“W...” Courtney whispered. 

W stuck his hands in his pockets, without slowing his pace. He began to whistle. The high, clear note cut through the alleyway, rising steadily to a simple four-note melody.

High. High, low, high. 

The men’s demeanor changed. Even from this distance, Courtney saw the taller one’s face turn sheet white. 

“Shit,” he swore. “Shit, shit.”

They wheeled, sneakers squealing on the wet pavement. One tripped over the other. 

“We didn’t mean nothin’!” The first man screamed over his shoulder. “We didn’t mean nothin’!”

They bolted into the darkness. Within seconds, their pounding footsteps faded, and W’s lonesome tune was the only sound in the alley.

Courtney stood frozen. Her heart beat so fiercely in her ears she didn’t know she’d stopped until W paused, a good five paces ahead, and turned to look at her.

“Coming?”

Him. Him. Her mouth was too dry to speak. W looked back evenly, an odd glint in his eyes. 

“Is there a problem?”

“You’re—” Her voice came out hoarse. “You’re him.”

“I’m ‘him’?”

“You’re the Whistler.” 

He stood unmoved. Something had started to burn in her blood: something ice cold and scorching at the same time. Courtney took a slow step back. 

Oliver’s voice ricocheted in her ears. The Whistler isn’t multiple people. Multiple people are all the Whistler.

Suddenly her brain was a mess of images. A screen filled with the face of a dead man. That silver tooth flashing in the killer’s smile. Jasper’s fists, clenching as he spoke of the impossible case of the disappearing man in the phone booth. One man walked in, another man walked out. 

What if they weren’t different men at all?

She took another step back.

“I—uh,” she managed. “Forgot something. I just realized I was supposed to see Jasper back at the station. Thanks for offering to walk with me, but actually...” 

She took another step back. 

W’s gaze shifted from her eyes to her feet. A faint twist of amusement appeared on his lips. “You going to walk back to the station by yourself?” 

“It’s not that far.” Her voice cracked. Dammit. “I’ll be okay.” 

W released a long, slow sigh. He chuckled. 

“Well, I’m going to go,” Courtney said, still backtracking. “Thank you again for—”

“You said something, a moment ago. What was it?” 

He stepped toward her. Courtney took two steps back. He took two steps forward. 

“Um.” She slipped an arm behind her back, fumbling for her purse. “I don’t remember.” 

“Oh, I think you do. Run that by me again.” 

Courtney swallowed. Every step she took he mirrored, his longer strides carrying him closer to her faster than she could retreat. She fought the urge to burst into a run. 

“Come on, C,” W said. “We know each other better than that. Say what’s on your mind.” 

“I don’t know you at all,” she whispered. 

“No? That hurts. You’re one of the rare people to see this face more than once. That’s something really special.” 

“Is that even your real face?” The words jerked out in spite of herself. 

W grinned at her. His silver tooth glinted. “All my faces are real.” 

The shadows across his face shifted. He grew broader, firmer, shorter. The angles of his face disappeared, and another man’s smile flashed in the darkness. The shooter from the café stood in front of her, wearing W’s long gray coat. He spread his hands. “You remember this face, right?” 

“You,” Courtney choked. “It was you.” 

He morphed again. This time a tall man with bleached blond hair dipped in an exaggerated bow. When he straightened, his features rippled. The W she knew stood before her again, hands tucked casually in his pockets, familiar crooked grin in place. “I’ve got loads more. But you probably wouldn’t recognize them.” 

He continued his approach. She retreated faster. Her back hit a barrier, and she gasped. She’d backed herself right into a dumpster, trying to increase the distance. He’d almost closed that distance now. 

In that moment, her searching fingers closed around her pepper spray. 

“Don’t take another step,” she warned. 

He did. 

Courtney yanked out the little weapon and pulled the trigger. The stream hit him square in the face. Courtney flinched back, jamming the nozzle down until the can emptied. She looked up. 

W hadn’t moved. His arms rested at his sides, not even raised to ward off the spray. He’d stepped into the light of the only street lamp in the alley, a pale bar of gold dropping across his face. His eyes had closed, momentarily, and he slowly opened them. His pale gray irises stood out like ice chips against the redness. 

“Nice shot.” He reached up to wipe at one eye. “I’m curious, though. What were you planning to do next, if that didn’t work?” 

Courtney’s mouth was so dry she lost all words. The can slipped from her fingers and clattered on the asphalt. She backed up—and hit the dumpster. 

“Please,” she whispered, as W took a step forward. They stood a mere foot apart now, close enough for him to close the distance with an arm. The tips of his shoes met hers. He raised an eyebrow. 

“Please what?” 

Her heart pounded so violently she wondered if he could hear it. Pain didn’t faze him. The pepper spray worked, there was no doubt; his eyes were rimmed red, streaming from the corners. But his face was calm. The light hit the sharp edge of his cheekbone, throwing the rest of his face into shadow. 

He was a killer. A murderer; he’d shot a man in front of her, wearing someone else’s face. She pressed herself back against the cold metal of the dumpster. He could kill her. Right now. He could change his face and walk away, and no one would ever catch him. 

“Is that your freelance job?” she burst out. 

He laughed. He was so close, she felt the little puff of air skate above her head. “What?” 

“Going around the city, killing people, masterminding crimes, whistling your little song to freak people out and take credit for everything without ever showing your face.” 

“You’ve got me all figured out.”

She flinched back when he reached into his coat. Metal glinted in the light, too close to her face to see. She heard the soft click of a switchblade. Nausea lurched in her stomach. Her eyes snapped shut. 

A jolt exploded through her when something touched her chin. But it was a hand. W tipped her chin up, the edge of his knuckle warm on her skin. She opened her eyes. His pale ones gleamed above hers. They were still red around the edges, but they seemed clearer. That mocking glint had left, along with his smile. He looked more serious than she’d ever seen him. 

“Are you going to kill me?” she whispered. 

His thumb ran lightly along the length of her jaw. Beneath the adrenaline, a certain thrill raced through her. What the hell was wrong with her, she wondered absently, while the knife lifted in his other hand. 

She wouldn’t look away. She wouldn’t scream. Turning the knife, W reached down and picked up her hand. He pressed the grip into her palm. Her fingers closed around it. 

Leaning forward, he tipped his face past hers until his lips brushed her ear. “Next time, if you want to walk alone, take something a little sharper.” 

He stepped back. An instant rush of cold filled the space in front of her. As he’d done on that very first night, W tipped an imaginary hat to her. 

“Goodnight, C.” 

He turned and walked away. 

Courtney stood rigid against the side of the dumpster, staring at the opposite wall, watching the dark silhouette of him grow smaller in her peripheral vision. 

She looked down at the knife in her hand. It was open, clean silver blade gleaming in the dim light. Fingers shaking, she reached over and traced the handle with her free hand. She found a tiny lever on the side, near the opening of the blade, and pressed it. The blade unlocked with a soft click. She folded it shut. 

For a moment, she stood there watching it in her hand. Her thumb found the lever again. Swift and sharp this time, she snapped it open. The blade glowed in the street lamp. She clicked it closed again. Flip open, flip shut. Open, shut. 

The little click it made was almost soothing in the empty alley. 
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15. THE FUSE
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“I CAN’T BELIEVE you put yourself in that situation. Again.” 

Courtney pressed the cool rim of the beer to her lips, biding her time before she answered. She sat in Jasper’s small high-rise apartment. He paced in front of the couch. 

Answering his call had been a mistake. She’d been numb, unthinking, when she jumped at the buzz of her phone in the silent alleyway and picked it up. Detective that he was, he'd gleaned too many details from her shaky voice before she thought to shut her mouth.

“You’re sure you didn’t get a good look at him?” 

“Like I said,” Courtney said. “It was dark. And I didn’t get too close. All I heard was the whistling so I crossed the street and didn’t look back.” 

“This was across from the café, right?” Jasper paused in front of her. “Was he tall? How was he built? Anything particular he was wearing?” 

Courtney took another sip of the beer. “Short, I think. Couldn’t make out much; I think maybe he was fat.” 

“Fat? That’s a first.” 

Courtney shrugged. “I don’t know. You said it’s a group of people, so maybe this guy isn’t one of the those running-from-the-cops types.” 

Jasper gave her a look. “Actually, I’m starting to agree with Oliver’s theory. This might all be the same person.” 

“That’s a bit of a stretch, don’t you think?” Her own words surprised her. An unknown, powerful desire to conceal and defend rose, reacting to Jasper’s bloodhound hunt for her friend. 

Friend. Are you crazy?

Was she? 

“Not really,” Jasper replied, oblivious to her silent wrestling. “Not when people shape-shifting all over the city isn’t a stretch.” 

“Isn’t it possible someone else picked up the whistle? Like a copycat?” What was she doing? Why couldn’t she stop?

“This guy doesn’t have copycats. Everyone’s too scared of him. There are rumors that he’s everywhere. He could be any person, any place, wearing any face. We’re not even sure it’s a he.”

“That sounds a little paranoid.”

“I know. I thought the idea was crazy at first, too, but the more insanity I see in this city, the more it’s the only explanation that makes sense. Look at these vigilantes on the streets. They’re Changers, obviously. But they’ve got special abilities, at least more so than most. That one guy—the Bird-Man, or whatever the Orion Times nicknamed him—he only half-transforms. He’s got actual wings, but he’s still a human man who seems to have full control over his mind. Then there’s that other guy, the Orion Giant, who can turn himself into a super-sized MMA fighter. I don’t know how he does it, but he Changes differently than the other Changers. Somehow he can control his body, his every muscle and bone. He warps his body into something he controls rather than succumbing to whatever involuntary Change these other mutants go through. There are even rumors he can heal himself. I’ve seen him escape the cops in some of the closest scrapes imaginable, and he’s shaken off blows—gunshots, even—like it’s nothing.” He turned in his pacing, and shook his head with a little laugh. “So... yeah. I guess I can buy the idea that if we’ve got superhero vigilantes, we’ve got supervillain criminals that can do equally freaky things.”

“But the Whistler—” 

“—is a Changer who can turn himself into different physical people at will! That part doesn’t sound crazy at all anymore. It’s what else he can do that I’m scared to find out.”

Courtney watched the plush carpet rise back into place, filling the imprints of Jasper’s feet in his pacing. He stopped. Without looking up, she felt his eyes on her. 

“Are we going to talk about this?” His tone changed.

“We are talking about it.”

“No, not the Whistler. About why you were in an alley after dark in the first place, after what happened this morning.”

Courtney finally looked up at him. “I’m twenty-one, Jasper. I don’t have a curfew. And you’re my boyfriend, not my dad.”

“It’s because I’m your boyfriend that I don’t want you putting yourself in stupid situations like that! I can’t always be there for you, Courtney.”

She stood so she was no longer positioned beneath his leveling stare. “Look. I appreciate that you stepped in this morning. But I don’t need an escort. I’ve been walking these streets since I was eleven, and I know how to take care of myself. I emptied a whole damn can of mace on a guy’s face, I’m not afraid to—”

“You maced someone?”

Courtney’s words caught in her throat. 

“You didn’t just see him across the street,” he hissed. 

“What makes you th—”

“You had a full can of mace this morning. I saw you about to empty it on those lowlifes.” When she avoided his eyes, he raked a hand through his hair and let out a hoarse laugh. “I don’t believe it. You maced the Whistler, then came back and told me you don’t know a thing about what he looked like!”

“It was dark!”

“Why would you lie about something like that? To me?”

“I didn’t...” Courtney faltered at the look in his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

Jasper pinched the bridge of his nose. “How did you get out of there alive?”

“I don’t know. I just ran, and I think the mace slowed him down enough that he lost me.”

“Courtney...” Jasper lowered his hand. His eyes were rimmed red around the edges. “If we’re going to be together, I need to be able to trust you.”

She flinched. “I know.”

He sighed. Pressing his lips together, hard enough to make them turn white, he finally crossed the room. He wrapped both arms around her.

“I’m glad you’re safe,” he murmured into her hair.

Courtney slipped an arm around his waist. “I’m sorry,” she said again. She meant it. Eyes closed, she breathed him in. If safety had a scent, it was him. Warm, gentle spice, an indoors kind of smell. Her heart beat a little slower. 

The switchblade sat heavy in her pocket.

“You should rest,” he said. “Big day tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Thanksgiving at your dad’s, remember? You invited me.”

Her heart began to thump again. In a sick, thudding sort of way. Jasper squeezed her hands and started to let go. She clutched onto them. 

“It’s not too late to cancel,” she said. 

“Come on. I’m looking forward to meeting your family. It can’t be that bad.”

When she didn’t release his hands, he pulled her along with him toward the door. “Don’t hype yourself up over this. I’ll come pick you up tomorrow and we’ll head over. Should I bring a bottle of wine or anything?”

“No,” Courtney said too fast. When he frowned, she fumbled—she hadn’t told him about that yet. She hadn’t told him about a lot of things. There was so much ready to come tumbling out of the closet, so much waiting to crush this little bubble of safety she’d built. “We can pick up a pie on the way. Something with more... Thanksgiving spirit.”

“Okay.” The flicker in his blue eyes told her he hadn’t missed the hesitation. He opened the door, grabbing his keys off the wall to give her a ride home. “Tomorrow will be fine. I’m sure I’ll love your family.”

That wasn’t what she was worried about.

⬥◆⬥

Conrad Spencer lived at the top of a towering high rise, smack-dab in the middle of Orion City. The sun, a pale silver orb behind the clouds, hung low behind the looming buildings. He’d moved himself and Michael out of the Westside apartment of Courtney’s childhood. She’d never set foot in this one. When she and her brother hung out, she’d meet him in the lobby and they’d either head to her place or somewhere else her father wouldn’t be able to invade. 

Tiny raindrops dusted her nose as she stared down the keypad beside the front entrance, working up the nerve to move her stiffening fingers toward the call button. She stood back to let other people get buzzed up by the residents. 

Jasper blew a cloudy breath on his own fingers next to her, foot tapping the concrete. “You alright?”

She took a deep breath and inched closer to the keypad. This was her decision. She’d chosen this; she was in control of this step forward. 

She wasn’t too small to change things.

Not anymore.

Lips pressed, she buzzed her father’s apartment number. 

“Hello?” came the crackle on the second ring.

“Dad. It’s me.”

“Courtney! Hang on, I’ll buzz you up.”

The door gave a metallic rattle. When Courtney didn’t move, Jasper reached past her and opened it before it could lock again. She felt a reassuring hand settle over her shoulder.

“You... want me to go first?”

“No.” Swallowing, she tipped her chin up and offered him a smile. He smiled back, blue eyes uncertain. 

She hadn’t told him about her father. It was too soon; but when wasn’t too soon? She’d never done this before. Any of it. The boyfriend, the letting someone into her life, this close. 

She’d never let someone back into her life, either. 

Words fizzled out between them as they headed for the elevator. Nine floors up, they were still quiet when they reached the door at the end of the hall. 

No more hesitation. No more staring at doorknobs like they might bite. Courtney knocked. 

It swung open in a second. Michael stood with a stain on his T-shirt, like he’d been already snacking, copper hair combed back in a fancy style she’d never seen him try. He grinned, freckles standing out beneath his brown eyes. 

“Corny-corn!”

“Hey, buddy—” she started, but he cut her off with a rib-squeezing hug. Startled, she hugged him back. He’d pushed her away last time she’d tried this. He must’ve been anxious she wouldn’t come. 

“You must be Michael.”

Pulling away, Michael’s smile dropped as he looked Jasper up and down. “You’re the cop.”

“He has a name.” Courtney squeezed past him and flicked his nose. “Manners.”

“Yeah, the name of a rock.”

“Manners.”

Jasper followed them inside, and Michael stuck to his personal space. “Do you have a gun?”

“Not with me, no.”

“Have you ever shot anybody?”

“Mike,” Courtney snapped, at the same moment Jasper cleared his throat: “Ah, no.”

The savory-sour smell of roasting turkey invaded. Michael finally retracted into a semblance of acting the host, and took their coats to stuff behind the door. He led them into the living room.

The apartment was small, but floor-to-ceiling bay windows shed light over the living space, making it appear larger. An impressive view of the Orion skyline stretched out beyond, purple and slightly faded behind the late November drizzle. The Wall’s unbending horizon looked fuzzy this far away. Pretty good for this part of town—Courtney wondered how her dad was able to afford the rent. Maybe no longer spending all his paychecks on beer had something to with it.

She hovered by the window, eyes falling to a mid-size dining room table set with mismatched plates, silverware, and covered dishes, all stacked in a haphazard pile. 

Anxiety crawled up again.

Conrad Spencer strode around the corner, a large platter of turkey balanced on his arms. Dark brown eyes widened when he saw her, then skittered to his second guest, as if afraid to settle on Courtney too long.

“Hi! You must be Jasper,” he gushed. “Conrad. I’d shake your hand, but I’d drop Thanksgiving.”

Courtney watched him heft the turkey onto the middle of the table, tendons straining his thick forearms. His work in security for one of Eastside’s fanciest law firms had bulked him up. The beer gut was gone, the bony arms too. The sallowness of his cheeks had been replaced with a warm rosy color, almost as ruddy as the beard which grew in red despite his brown hair. 

“Good to meet you.” Jasper took a step toward the table. “Do you need help with anything?”

“Oh, no, I’ve got it.” Conrad ducked back into the kitchen. “Mike, I told you to set the table!”

“I did!” Michael hollered from the living room where he’d plopped onto a couch with his phone.

“Throwing plates and forks in a pile is not setting the table. Come on, man, we have guests.”

“Courtney’s not a guest.” Michael heaved himself up with an eye-roll. “Who are you trying to impress?”

Courtney inched toward the table, while Michael laid out the silverware more acceptably. She glanced at Jasper. He seemed to be waiting for her to sit, so she did. He sat down beside her and smiled at Michael when he sank into the chair across from them. Courtney glanced at the last empty chair with a sinking stomach, and tried to pull it back up. 

“Okay, everybody!” Conrad shuffled into the dining room, balancing three plates of side dishes, and laid them on the table. He seated himself at the head. “Jasper, would you mind if I blessed the food?”

“Ah, sure, no problem.”

Courtney’s narrow stare burned into the top of her father’s head as it lowered, even as everyone else closed their eyes for the brief prayer of thanks. 

“Thanks for this food, God. And thanks for family.”

When her father lifted his head, reaching out to serve the mashed potatoes, she cleared her throat before he could offer to serve her. 

“When did that start.” She almost winced at how harsh the not-question came out. 

Conrad grabbed his son’s plate to serve him. “Since AA. I told you, I’m a new man.”

“I thought you hated religion.”

“Yeah, well this ain’t a religion, it’s a relationship. One about forgiveness and new starts.”

She bristled, and hated herself for it. Wasn’t this what she was trying to do? Fight for what her seventeen-year-old self had given up on: a new start. Pressing her lips together, she focused on filling her plate.

“So, Jasper,” Conrad said. “I hear you’re on the force.”

“Uh, yeah. Detective for about a year, now.”

Michael looked up. “You guys met when Courtney almost got shot, right?”

“Mike.” Conrad coughed. “She doesn’t want to talk about that.”

Jasper paused. “I met her after the incident at the café, yes.”

“Did you save her from getting shot?”

“Mike, this isn’t dinnertime conversation.”

“No, Michael,” Courtney said softly. “He got there after the shooter left. Eat your stuffing.”

“Why didn’t the shooter kill you, if he wasn’t there?”

Her forkful of mashed potatoes got stuck halfway to her mouth. 

Jasper held out a hand toward the preteen’s plate. “Hey, want me to scoop you some potatoes?”

Michael passed him the plate, eyes on Courtney. “You never tell me the whole story.”

“So, only a year,” Conrad broke in. “Courtney tells me you’re from out of state. Whereabouts?”

“Oregon. A little south of Salem, if you know where that is.”

“Can’t say I do. Been stuck in Illinois for over a decade.” Conrad motioned with his fork. “You moved here after Quarantine?”

Jasper hesitated, and Courtney read the lines tightening his face for what they were: dread for the next question. “Yeah.”

“That must’ve taken guts. Did you know what you were getting into?”

“I knew it was a one-way ticket, if that’s what you mean. But about everything going on behind the walls... the Changers, the virus, the White Coats. None of that stuff gets to the Outside. For all they know, it’s a zombie apocalypse in here.”

Michael guffawed. Conrad chewed thoughtfully. “But you waded right in. Thrill-seeker?”

“No. I wanted my service to count for something, and nobody else was coming here. If order on the inside really had broken down, this city needed people to keep the peace more than ever.”

“I’d like to think we’ve got a decent bit of order now,” Conrad said. “I took my kid to the movies the other night. We’ve got a school that still hands out degrees. Hasn’t been a riot this side of town in five years.”

“It’d be cool if there was a riot,” Michael said.

Jasper looked at him. “What do you mean by that?”

“I dunno. Just people going crazy, anything could happen. It gets boring around here sometimes.”

Amusement tinted Jasper’s gaze as it brushed Courtney’s. “You sound like your sister.” 

“Yeah,” Conrad chuckled. “Courtney gets bored easily. Takes after her mother.”

The fork in her hand froze. A memory rocketed back: a different apartment, a younger voice screeching out of her lungs, the same man. 

“You can’t force me not to talk about her. She was my Mom! I won’t pretend she never existed.”

“Shut up, dammit!” A bottle shattered. “I don’t want to hear another word out of your mouth. You say her name again, you find a different roof to live under. You hear? Go to your room.”

Her insides trembled, pulling her back to this dining room table, this Thanksgiving dinner without broken glasses, these walls free of that sour stench.

“I bet that Orion Giant guy would come if there was a riot.” Michael stabbed a cranberry in his stuffing. “He’d turn into a giant and beat the shit out of everybody.”

“Hey, none of that in my house.” Conrad pointed with his fork. “Go put a dollar in the swear jar.”

“But, Dad—”

“No buts. I’ll make it two.”

Michael sighed and slid out of his chair, heading toward the kitchen.

Courtney’s throat finally squeezed out the words: “Swear jar?”

“Every curse puts a dollar in the swear jar. We’re trying to only use words that build people up. And before you ask, it goes for me too. About a quarter of those dollars in there at the bottom are mine.”

Her jaw hurt as it clenched. She tried to relax it. “I wonder where Mike got that language from in the first place.”

Conrad’s ears reddened. Before he could respond, Michael slouched back into the dining room. “Is there more stuffing?” he asked. “I ate all mine.”

Jasper handed him the bowl, while Courtney ignored the burning weight of her father’s gaze, staring holes into her own plate instead. Her jaw ached more fiercely. 

She wanted to be happy. For Michael’s sake, she should’ve been. But tears fought their way up the back of her throat, tightening her chest and stealing her breath. She wanted to forgive him. She’d come here to forgive him. But the soft tenor of his voice when he prayed—he’d never prayed—and the mason jar stuffed with dollars on the coffee table ripped an anger through her chest with a violence that scared her. 

He was flaunting it. Waving in front of her face a picture of the good dad he’d become in Michael’s life, refusing to acknowledge the gaping hole he’d left in hers. 

“So...” Jasper cleared his throat. “Are you much of a coffee drinker, Mr. Spencer? I haven’t seen you around Courtney’s café.”

“Please, call me Conrad.” He paused. “I, ah, mostly stick to the cafés that are open on my night shifts, but yeah. Caffeine’s pretty much all I drink these days.”

Courtney couldn’t help the question that jumped to her lips. “How long is ‘these days’?” 

“Three years, eight months now.”

The soft reply sparked a mix of warmth and cold in her veins. She’d left four years ago. 

She looked up and encountered Jasper’s gaze, fixed on her with a questioning frown. Something in Conrad’s voice must’ve hinted they were no longer talking about coffee. Her own eyes jumped back to her food.

“My go-to coffee joint’s just up the block, open twenty-four hours,” Conrad continued, turning back to Jasper with a forced smile. “Otherwise I’d be at my daughter’s café a lot more often.”

“That’s not why he doesn’t go to Courtney’s café,” Michael said.

The heater by the windows came on with a soft rattle. Behind the glass, the rain pattered like a distant set of drums. 

“So, Court.” Conrad said after a stiff moment. “How is work at Jessie’s?”

Try. Just... try. Courtney chewed her food slowly, carefully. “Normal.”

“Has business slowed down after... everything?”

“Actually, it picked up for a while. You know how people are.”

Conrad grimaced. “That’s a shame. It would’ve been nice for you to get a break for a while.”

“A break? That’s exactly what I didn’t need.”

He sighed. “You sound exactly like your mother.”

Now the fork slipped. It hit her plate with a clink. “What?”

“Melody used to spend all night at the DA’s office when something difficult came up. Work helped her process. Guess she passed that down to you.”

Recovering her fork, Courtney gripped it so hard the tendons on the back her hand stood out. 

“But I hate to see you working so hard at something you’re not passionate about,” Conrad continued. “I know we’ve been over this, but I really think you should go back to OSM. You can’t stay at a coffee shop forever. I’ve got better credit now, I could help you out with a loan...” 

His words trailed off under the ring in her ears. No, he wasn’t. He wasn’t really giving her advice about her life, using her mother, after forcing her to spend her entire adolescence on eggshells, tiptoeing around the vacuum of her other parent like it might explode. Now, after becoming an adult ten years too early, she had to listen to him step back into her life to tell her she wasn’t being a good enough adult?

“...anyway, I’m thinking it’d be a good idea for you. I’d even be willing to have you pay me back if we can get the financial aid to...” 

Her chest constricted so forcefully any breath for a reply vanished.

“Excuse me.” It came out on a squeak as she pushed back her chair and stood. “Where’s the restroom?”

Jasper and Conrad both blinked.

“Down the hall, to the right,” Michael said.

She tried not to trip in her half-sprint from the room. As soon as she hit the hallway, she ducked around the corner and leaned against the wall. The bathroom door hung ajar a few feet away. 

Faintly, she heard Jasper scramble to recover the hanging pieces of conversation. 

“Everything is delicious, Conrad.”

Sweet Jasper. Shame sliced at her for abandoning him to such an awkward family dynamic, but she was terrified that if she hadn’t left, she’d ruin Thanksgiving in a more spectacular way. Flipping the table or hurling mashed potatoes into her dad’s serene face would’ve left Jasper with a far more traumatic first holiday with his girlfriend. 

“Thank you.” Conrad’s reply was low. “My wife always did the cooking around here; anything I contributed was mostly takeout until these last couple of years. I’ve been trying to step up my game... in everything.” A long, strained pause. “Even if I’m a little too late in some areas.”

Michael spoke up. “She doesn’t hate you, Dad. She told me.”

The ringing in her ears intensified. Peeling herself off the wall, Courtney headed for the bathroom and ducked inside, easing the door closed.

She stood with her face in the sink. Hands cupped to her cheeks with icy water, she welcomed the shock. Anything to keep the angry tears from squeezing past her fragile grip on control.

How dare he? How dare he, after all these years, have moved on, when he hadn’t let her move on for so, so long. He was the one who’d made her mother’s name taboo. The one she’d had to handle like a landmine, an eleven-year-old attuned to the slightest changes in the air. 

Who was he to speak her name like he’d healed, when he’d blocked her every exit to healing as long as they’d lived under the same roof?

A soft knock at the door made her turn off the water. Reaching for the towel, she dried her face and breathed into the plush fabric for a moment.

“I’ll be out in a minute,” she called.

“Courtney... can we talk?” 

She stared at her reflection in the mirror, gaze lingering on the red rims of her eyes, the pink tinge to her nose, all the signs that she’d been crying. Signs of weakness.

Dropping the towel, she gripped the sink hard enough the porcelain might’ve cracked. She opened the door.

Her father stood there, looking lost in his own house. His brown eyes were an awful lot like hers. Red around the rims, weary shadows beneath them. He didn’t say anything. She gritted her teeth. He was going to make her start this. On the first holiday she’d spent with him in years. With her boyfriend sitting at the dinner table down the hall.

“I think Jasper and I should head home soon.” She set the towel back on the rack.

Conrad gave her a look like she’d punched him. He always wore every emotion right there on his face. She hated him for that. “We’re halfway through dinner. I haven’t even brought out the pie yet.”

Courtney shook her head and stepped toward the door. “Thank you for inviting us, Dad.”

He blocked her path. “What did I do?”

“Are you serious?”

“I asked you how work was going. I tried not to bring up the incident at the café. I’m trying to get to know your boyfriend. I’m trying to rebuild bridges, Court, which you seem hell-bent on burning back down.”

“What bridges!” she exploded. “Dad, any bridges that were going to be fixed burned down ten years ago, and you dragged me over the coals every time I tried to put them back up! Now here you are, acting like everything is fine, bringing up Mom and throwing it in my face that you can suddenly talk about her again without turning into a raging incoherent mess—good for you, Dad. Congratulations. But some of us don’t get to just walk away and get on with our lives.”

“Look, I know my sins, better than anyone, but could you just—”

“I came for Mikey.”

“What?”

“I came here for Mikey, and that’s it.” Her throat closed on the lie, but she hoped he believed it. It was her only way of escaping. “I’m not interested in trying to build up some daddy-daughter bridge with you. I came because my little brother begged me to, because he deserves to have some semblance of normalcy in his life, not a family that’s trying to chew itself apart. So you and I can be civil. But don’t you dare think you get to walk back into my life and be a father. You don’t get to talk about how it was. You don’t get to talk about Mom, and you sure as hell don’t get to weigh in on my life.”

She finished, her fingers shaking with some emotion she couldn’t quite identify. He stood in the doorway looking more and more like the man she’d known three years ago. That old something resurfaced behind his eyes. A heated darkness that flickered, a flame ready to leap out and burn whatever was close. She watched him inhale.

“You needed a father,” he whispered. “And I failed. Do you want to hear me say it?”

“No. I don’t need one anymore, so I don’t care. I know apologies are some sort of requirement for AA, so you can tell them you said your piece if that’s what you need.” 

He blinked. The light glanced off his eyes more sharply than normal. To her horror, she realized they were wet. 

His voice broke when he replied. “I’m trying here, Court.” 

She couldn’t do this. Couldn’t look him in the face any longer. Courtney pushed past him out the door. “Try with Michael. There’s still a chance for you there.”

He reached out and grabbed her arm. “I’m still your father.”

She shook him off so violently his hand hit the door jam. He recoiled. 

“Fathers are overrated.” The words surprised her even as they flew off her lips. They weren’t hers. A flashback of a snowy night in a café rose in her mind, followed by the face of the last person she’d actually talked to about her father’s sins. Horror filled her. Feeling sick, she turned. “This was a bad idea. Jasper and I are going to go. Thank you for the meal.”

He stood in the hallway, unmoving as she walked away. Courtney emerged into the dining room and grabbed her coat. Jasper looked up. Something must’ve been written on her face, because he rose. 

“Whoa. Are you okay?” 

“Fine. We’re leaving.”

“What, really?” Michael scowled. “Did you do it again?”

“Mike, don’t.” Courtney shrugged on her coat. She shot Jasper a pleading look. 

He pushed back his chair. “Uh, yeah. That’s right. I forgot I have a... thing. A cop thing. It was awesome to meet you, Michael.”

“You too,” Michael said glumly. He glared at Courtney. 

Hurrying, without a backward glance at the hallway, Courtney tugged Jasper out the door.

⬥◆⬥

Four minutes later, and twelve stories down, they sat in Jasper’s car. He rested his hands on the top of the steering wheel. He didn’t start the engine. Courtney huddled in the passenger’s seat, knees pulled to her chest, which tightened with every breath.

“What just happened?” 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“Are you okay?”

“This was a stupid idea. I haven’t been there in...” She buried her face in her jeans. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have invited you. Put you in the middle of all this. I shouldn’t have even come.”

He reached out a tentative arm. It settled around her shoulders. “What happened in there?”

“I don’t....” One hot tear leaked out. She crushed it against her sleeve.

The silence lingered.

“I haven’t sat down with him in years.” Courtney let the words leak out, each one a bleeding slice into the living Wall she’d built around this part of herself. “The last family meal we tried to have... I think I was a teenager. I’ve seen them together once or twice on holidays, maybe two out of the four Christmases since I moved out.” She tugged on her sleeve. “I see my brother, though. As much as I possibly can. He’s the only family I’ve got in this city.”

Jasper hummed. 

“My Dad was fine with it up until about a year ago. Then he sort of ‘caught religion,’ or something, and he’s tried to transform himself into this whole new person, like this great dad, and he won’t rest until he’s forced his way back into my life.”

“That sounds tough,” Jasper said.

“You have no idea,” Courtney muttered. Then she laughed, hoarsely, drying her eyes again on her sleeve. “Actually, you do kind of, now. I’m so sorry. That was probably the worst holiday you’ve had in Orion City.”

“Well,” he said. “It’s the only holiday I’ve had here.”

“What?”

He fidgeted, picking at the leather of the steering wheel. 

“I mean... this is the first actual relationship I’ve had since coming to the city. In the whole year I’ve lived here, I spent that first Christmas at home in my new apartment, without any friends or even a phone call to my family. No contact with the Outside, Quarantine rules. I knew what I was getting myself into.” He took a deep breath, and blew it out. “I spent New Year’s down at the station working that wild goose chase they gave me. The spring and summer holidays sort of came and went without me realizing it. And now... well, yeah, it’s Thanksgiving, and I’m kind of glad to have somewhere to be at all. It doesn’t matter that your family blew up.”

The tears threatened again. Courtney reached across the car and hugged him. 

“I mean,” Jasper said into her hair. “It does matter. It sucks. Nobody wants a Thanksgiving family blowout over the dinner table.”

She settled back to stare at the raindrops threading their way down the windshield. 

“I thought I could change something,” she murmured. “Eleven-year-old me was too small, and I thought I was bigger now. Big enough to start over with him. But I’m not. Tonight only made things worse. Coming here didn’t bridge anything; it drove the rift deeper between us.” 

As the last word left her lips, a white cloud dispersed on the air. Jasper reached forward and turned the key in the ignition. The heater rattled to life. They both sat, waiting for the vents to warm, as the car rumbled beneath them.

“Have you tried just talking to him?”

Courtney laughed. The absurdity of the question caught her off guard. 

“I’m sure you’ve tried, in the past,” Jasper hurried to clarify. “I understand there’s history there. But, as an outside party, it looked to me like your dad’s a smart guy. And he seems like a good guy, too. It’s obvious there’s some pretty painful skeletons in the closet, but he seemed to honestly want to have you there. Have you considered giving him a chance?”

“I’ve given him chances,” Courtney bit out. “I can show you the scar from each one.”

“He hurt you?”

She shook her head. “Not... physically, no. He lashed out more when I was a kid, but now it’s just words.” Just words. Like those didn’t leave scars deeper than the skin. 

“You said he started changing a year ago. Tried to make things right with you.”

“Tried.” A subjective word, if there ever was one.

“Do you still love him?”

Her throat clamped so tight, she couldn’t answer for several seconds. 

“Of course I do,” she whispered. “That’s why it hurts so much.”

They both sat listening to the rain. In the distance, tires squealed on wet pavement. 

“Being in the same room with him,” she went on. “Hearing him bring up the past like that, it’s like a knife in each one of those old scars. Twisting and goring me. Over and over. Reopening those wounds, so it’s like they never even healed at all. And everybody’s clueless to the damage. They think there’s something wrong with me when I get up and leave.”

“Court...” Jasper’s voice was soft. “Maybe there is.”

She looked at him in the dark. Unsure if she’d heard him right over the whir of the heater.

“Maybe he didn’t want to restore the relationship before you moved out.” It sounded like he was measuring each word. “But he does now. He’s reaching out to you, Courtney, and you’re pushing him away.”

A low whine began in her ears. Courtney folded back in on herself, hugging her knees once more. She returned her gaze to the windshield. 

“This is a hellish city,” Jasper continued. “It’s chaotic, violent, backwards. Every man for himself. Friends are almost impossible to make, but once you do make them, you clutch onto each other like family. I guess that’s how it works in a city where most everybody knows somebody who got their family ripped away. But you still have family. He’s still your dad, like it or not.”

Courtney said nothing. After a couple seconds, raindrops hitting the roof, Jasper sighed. 

“Trust me, being without family in a city like this sucks.”

She checked the anger that rose, struggling to see his response for how he must’ve meant it: sympathetic. “You chose to leave your family,” she said. “I didn’t choose to lose mine.”

“Not then, maybe. But now your dad’s looking for a second chance, and you’re denying him. Sounds like a choice, to me.”

The anger burned past her careful hold. “Don’t pretend to know my family.” 

“Come on. From what I saw in that apartment up there, Conrad didn’t start anything. You were the explosion. Okay, maybe Conrad wasn’t a great father when you were a kid. But you’re an adult now. It’s time to fix it. I mean, that’s what adults do. Try to fix the stuff that looks impossible to fix, instead of running away. That’s why I moved to this city. Everyone here is too scared to stand up and fix what’s going on. People you should look up to, the police, the men who are supposed to uphold the law, they’re letting the fear in this city tear everyone to pieces. Sometimes I think you just need somebody from outside it all to come in and show you how to fix it.” 

“Jasper, sometimes your naïveté scares me.”

His fingers stiffened on the steering wheel. “I’m naïve? Courtney, how many times this week have you risked your life just to prove something to yourself?”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“You’re so dead set on doing everything alone, even if you don’t know where you’re going. You’re drifting. Sometimes it seems like you need someone to push you in the right direction. I mean, look at what your Dad said about your barista job. Didn’t you want to be a doctor? You dropped out of med school, and now you’re stuck at a coffee shop, for who knows how long? The rest of your life? Come on, Court, maybe you need a little tough love to get you up and moving.”

“That,” she snapped. “Was none of his business. Or yours.”

“But you don’t accept help from anyone. What if I hadn’t shown up in that alley yesterday morning? What if I’d let you be bullheaded and try to walk alone? Those men would’ve... God knows what would have happened to you. And don’t even get me started on the Whistler. Of all the people you could’ve met last night on the road—”

“I pepper-sprayed him in the face and got away just fine, Jasper.”

“You were lucky,” he snapped. “Sometimes you can be really, really stupid, Court. Don’t you get that? How many times do you have to risk your life before you realize that you’re not invincible?”

Courtney reached for the car door and yanked the handle. Rain sprayed into the car as she swung it open. 

“Wait—wait.” Jasper caught her arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. Please stay.”

It was truly freezing outside. The cold sweep of rain and wind blew her hair back, stealing some of her bravado. What was she going to do, walk all the way back home in thirty-some-odd degrees? Courtney sat back down, and let the door fall shut. The rain continued to drum. 

“I meant,” Jasper said. “That I care a lot about you, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“Oh, is that what you meant?” she deadpanned. 

He took a breath. “This is about your Dad. I shouldn’t have brought all that other stuff into it.”

“This isn’t a problem for you to fix, Jasper. I’m not a case that needs solving.” 

“I’m trying to help.”

“I let you in so you would know me, not to ask you for help.”

He paused. “I don’t want to just leave you in pain when there’s obvious things I can fix.”

“You can fix?” Courtney shook her head. “Jasper, I can’t fix my relationship with my Dad, okay? I can’t paste on a smile and say, ‘Let’s forgive and forget.’ I can’t become that happy daughter who meets up with him for brunch every other weekend, catches him up on my life, brings boyfriends home to see him without worrying that he’ll... that he’s going to...” She choked. “I stay over on Westside for a reason, okay?” 

They both stared at the rain running down the windshield. 

“Well, if that’s the way you want it to be.”

Anger surged up. It took her several careful seconds to beat it down. “It’s not the way I want it to be. It’s the way that it is.”

“Okay,” he said simply. 

“You know, this knight-in-shining armor complex,” she said. “The whole ‘I’m going to ride into this city and save the day’ worldview. I thought it was cute at first. I’m not so sure anymore. You’re not a knight. You’re... a kid.” 

Jasper reached forward and put the car in reverse. “You’re obviously pretty worked up right now. Maybe we should call it a night.”

Courtney waited one long, sharp minute, gaining control of her tongue. “Maybe we should.”

Silence. Neither of them moved. At last, Jasper touched the gas. The car jerked beneath them, a little harder than necessary, and pulled out onto the road. 
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16. THE EXPLOSION
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COURTNEY’S KNEES GROANED as she leaned forward, half buried in the darkness under the sink. She groped around for the bleach. Behind her, Christmas music blared through the kitchen. 

It was well past midnight. Rain drummed on the roof. Jasper had dropped her off three hours before, after asking for the fiftieth time if she was really okay. He left only after she promised to call him in the morning. As soon as the door shut behind him, Courtney had set to work tearing apart her apartment.

She needed a distraction. She felt dead, drained to exhaustion from emotion. But the idea of curling up under her covers made her recoil. Sleep wouldn’t come. She knew that from experience. So here she knelt, in the middle of her kitchen floor, steel wool in hand, rubber gloves up to her elbows. She pushed a fallen strand of hair out of her eyes with the side of her arm. 

Some people cleaned to relieve stress. Courtney didn’t like to admit she was one of them, but there was something about scrubbing the stains off her cabinets, rubbing the shadows off her counter and her windows, that made her breathe a sigh of relief. Once she’d scrubbed away the marks, it was as if they were brand new. They’d never been touched. Never come into contact with anything that could smear that shiny surface. 

Pushing herself to her feet—her knees popped—she reached for a paper towel from the bundle on the counter. Her cell phone buzzed. Since she’d turned it off silent, the tinny jingle of a notification interrupted the Christmas tunes that filled the kitchen. 

Courtney pulled off her gloves. She had an alert that informed her of breaking news in the area. It came in handy in Westside Orion. Since she didn’t have a car, she needed to know which streets to avoid in her walk to work if something happened. 

She glanced at the notification banners gliding across her lock screen. To her surprise, there were several. Breaking news, breaking news, breaking news...

She hovered her thumb over the first one until it expanded. “Three Dead on Thanksgiving Day. Whistler Suspected.”

Courtney froze. Before she could stop herself, her eyes skimmed the list of victims. Dr. Henning, Dr. Sudman, Dr. Stevens. 

Thanksgiving Day. Today. Mere hours ago. Fingers shaking, Courtney put the phone down. The jolly vocals of Burl Ives filled the kitchen once more. She stared at the counters she had just cleaned. Somehow, they looked dirty again. 

Her cell phone rang. Wary, she watched the screen glow, cutting off the Christmas music a second time. But it kept ringing. Not an alert, but a phone call. Glancing at the caller ID, she breathed a sigh of relief, and answered it. 

“Hey.”

“Courtney. Thank God. I didn’t think you were going to answer.”

Courtney frowned. Dina never called her by her full name. “Well, yeah. I’m having a late night.”

Dina pulled in a breath. “How are you doing?” 

“What do you mean, how am I doing?”

“What are you doing right now?”

Courtney tossed her rubber gloves into the sink and turned on the tap. The plastic smell of bleach filled the kitchen. “Cleaning.”

“Can I come over?”

“What? It’s midnight.”

Dina paused. “You haven’t been watching the news.”

“News? Uh, not really. I saw a couple of alerts, but I didn’t look at all of them...” A sudden, sick feeling rose in her throat. “Did I miss something?” Did he do something worse?

“Don’t. Don’t turn on the TV. Wait, please, don’t do anything until I come over. I’ll be right there. Give me ten minutes.”

“Dina, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”

“Just... sit down and have a glass of water or something. I’ll be there soon. Okay?”

Courtney watched the steam rising from the sink. “Okay.”

Dina hung up. Courtney stared at the little gray numbers that read “Dina Ramirez, 12:47 a.m., 36 seconds.” She didn’t think she’d ever had a phone call so short with her best friend. Alarm thrumming in her chest, she turned toward the living room.

She hadn’t sat down to watch the actual news channel in forever. Fishing the remote out from between some cushions, she turned on the TV. It took a minute or so of flipping before she found the right channel.

BREAKING NEWS read the red-and-white caption along the bottom. A reporter sat before the camera, looking grim. In the top corner of the screen, a tiny photo—probably of a missing person—hovered. 

Courtney’s mouth went dry.

“—was seen running through the streets, completely in the nude,” announced the anchorwoman. “Conrad Spencer, forty-eight, was declared missing this evening after what appears to be a psychological breakdown. Spencer was last spotted on Harrison Boulevard, disrupting tonight’s Thanksgiving festival, where he was recognized by a coworker.”

The shot switched to a man standing on a street corner, looking frazzled, a microphone in his face. His eyes darted around. 

“Uh, yeah, I work with him. Conrad, he’s a nice guy. I can’t believe... I saw him this morning—”

The microphone moved. “Can you describe for us what you saw?” 

“It was unreal. One minute, I saw Conrad, and everyone was shouting and pointing. It was crowded and he was naked, somebody was screaming. And then everyone was screaming, and by the time all the people moved out of the way I couldn’t see Conrad anywhere, I just saw this huge animal charging through the crowd. Then this big van pulled up. Almost bulldozed half the people in the street, I swear it hit somebody. These guys jumped out, all in uniform like soldiers or something. People were running around so much I couldn’t see what was going on. But I saw the animal. I couldn’t get too close, but it looked like a lion.”

Courtney sank down to the couch. The remote slipped out of her hand and hit the carpet. 

The picture returned to the anchorwoman, who’d painted the appropriate amount of professional sympathy on her face. “This is the second person to go missing this week in conjunction with a wild animal sighting. Animal control has received numerous calls, and they are handling the situation. In the meantime, authorities are working round the clock to locate all missing persons. We ask anyone who may have information on Spencer’s whereabouts to please call the number below.”

The woman looked down, flipped to another piece of paper on her desk, and continued, “Next up: Are the rumors true? Is a serial killer at large in Orion City? Police have no answers after finding three doctors dead in separate residences...”

A dull roaring in her ears drowned out the sound of the TV. Courtney felt her chest growing smaller, tightening in on her airway. Her lungs burned. 

Fathers are overrated. 

She gasped. The air wasn’t getting in. Her throat was closed, she couldn’t breathe, she needed out, she needed air...

She stood up so fast her head spun. Stumbling away from the couch, she made for the door. Her fingers shook on the deadbolt. She flung it open, and a blast of cold, wet air slid through her clothes. She stepped outside. Rain slapped her hair, running down the back of her neck. 

Keeping your head down, living like you’re small, you think things might not get better, but at least they can’t get any worse. She wasn’t sure if the voice was real or not, a memory or her own imagination, sliding in like a cold knife. 

Darlin’, you’ve got another thing coming.

She’d kept her head down, shut out her father’s pain as she struggled to survive her own. Tonight, she might’ve walked away limping. But he... hadn’t. 

He hadn’t walked away.

A dim, distant instinct warned her she was barefoot. The temperature was dropping; the rain would turn to ice soon. The landing of the stairs stung the bottoms of her feet. But she was already walking. She kept walking, down the stairs, out onto the sidewalk, away from the apartment building. 

The door was open. She’d left it open. Her brain latched onto that one stupid thought as she strode farther and farther away. Her apartment would be freezing when she got back. Sleet might sweep in. Anyone could walk inside. 

She kept walking, focusing on the sting of the concrete beneath her feet. It tethered her. But ten more steps, twenty more steps, and they started to go numb. She walked through a puddle, and felt nothing. Her feet didn’t belong to her anymore. They carried her out beyond her street, past the building next door. Through the alley where she’d met the real W. Out across Main Street and into the night. 

She had no idea where she was going. She couldn’t think. The sound of the rain drilled away all other sounds in her head. Her toe scuffed against a bump in the concrete. She waited for the pain, but it didn’t come. Part of her screamed in the back of her skull, a tiny instinct yelling at her to turn around and get back indoors. Call Dina. Call Jasper. Get off the streets, out of the cold. Put some shoes on.

A different, tinier pair of feet in too-big shoes flickered across her brain. A different day, a different freezing sidewalk. Margo. That little girl squatting beside her soda-can tower, nose reddened from the cold all those weeks ago. Where was she now? Maybe W had killed her. 

The thought was so cold. But also so, so far away. She couldn’t feel anything but the burning, deep within her gut, spreading outward. She wasn’t cold. Her clothes were drenched, clinging to her body. But she wasn’t cold. Should that scare her?

She passed an alley. From inside, she heard the scuff of a footstep. She kept walking. Didn’t turn around. Another footstep rustled behind her. What if she ran into another prowler looking for trouble? A horrifying little laugh bubbled up from her throat. What if she ran across the guys from days ago? They’d be scared of her, now, wouldn’t they? The girl who walked with the Whistler.

The footsteps were definitely following her now. Courtney slipped her numb fingers into her pocket, and they bumped against something solid. She closed her hand around the switchblade. Of all things. She’d left her phone, her keys, and her shoes behind, but she had W’s knife in her pocket. 

She stopped and turned. There were two of them. Not the same two; these guys hardly looked more than teenagers, slouched in their dark hoodies and sagging jeans. They paused when she turned. One leaned in to say something to the other, and a low snicker carried across the sidewalk. They continued toward her. 

Courtney moved, too—toward them. Her bare feet sloshed through a puddle. She was so numb. But her heart was beating. She could feel it again, finally, a warm drumming against the knife in her palm. She kept walking. 

The two young men slowed. They leaned in again, muttering something she couldn’t make out. One took a step forward past the other. 

“Hey,” he called. “Out late for a pretty girl, aren’tcha?”

Courtney kept walking. Her eyes caught his, somewhere under the shadow of that hood, and didn’t let them go. He wavered.

She realized she was shaking. But not from fear. Cold? Her heart picked up speed. No. Not the cold. The burning spread, radiating from her abdomen to her chest, down her arms.

“Go on. I dare you.” Her low voice carried over the rain. She slipped the knife out of her pocket. “I dare you.”

Anything. She needed to feel anything other than the terrifying combination of burning and numbness. Her heart beat faster. She picked up her pace.

The young man stopped. He leaned back, making his buddy pause with him.

“Go on!” The snarl startled all three of them. She gripped the knife so hard it shook, her voice rising. “You think I’m going to run from you? You think you’re scary? You haven’t seen scary. Go on! I DARE YOU!”

That did it. Her final, unhinged screech killed whatever bravado the teenagers had worked up. Both boys spun around, swearing. 

“Psycho!”

They took off in the other direction. Courtney watched them go, trembling from head to foot. The knife slipped out of her hand and rattled to the concrete. She stumbled back. 

Fire. 

Fire everywhere. She couldn’t breathe. Her stomach lurched, and she doubled over. Nothing came out. Something twisted, deep inside her. Her insides moved. 

The first dose of real fear pushed through the pain. Courtney stumbled again, tripping backward over her own feet. She reached out, grabbing for the wall. Her hand hit empty air. She fell hard on the wet concrete.

Fathers are overrated.

She couldn’t hear anything but the roaring in her blood, yet somehow that stupid line replayed in her ears. Dad. Dad. She’d snarled in his face. The last moment she’d ever get to speak with him, she’d told him he didn’t matter. She’d let her own pain hijack her attempts to heal anything, and now he was gone. He was gone, and she’d never get the chance to...

Blackness carved in on her vision. She fought to get control of her limbs. She tried crawling. She needed to get to the alley, to get out of the street. But she was on all fours, and her insides writhed. Her hands buckled under her weight. They folded in on themselves, bones cracking and popping. 

She screamed.

She fell, face forward on the concrete. Her legs twisted beneath her. The bones in her spine ground together, rolling sickening vibrations up through her whole body.

She screamed again. Burning. Ripping. Tearing. 

She didn’t stop screaming until the blackness took over. 

⬥◆⬥

The street glowed. Rain hung on the air: delicate, freezing, sharp. It glittered in the light of the streetlamps. The moon was hidden tonight, a faint smudge behind the clouds. Even at this hour, a handful of lights glimmered from the windows of the high rises on either side. The lights never went out in Orion City. Too many people were afraid of the dark. Or, rather, of what moved in the dark. 

W tugged on the fingers of one of his gloves, slipping it off his hand. He removed the other and crushed them both into a wad, dropping them in a trash bin on the street corner. An unnecessary addition, of course. One didn’t need gloves when he could change his fingerprints within the space of a blink. But they acted as a barrier. An extra precaution, more a matter of preference than anything. Blood clung to his skin even after a shift. With gloves, he merely had to peel them off and throw them away. No stains, no scrubbing and scouring. Clean hands at the end of the night. 

A shrink would probably have a field day with that one. 

He walked through the rain, tipping his head back so he could feel it on his face. Three in one day was bold, even for him. Well, in actuality, two out of three. He’d sent one of his people after the third. But if the newspapers wanted to credit him for that one, he wouldn’t object. It couldn’t harm his reputation. 

The soft chirp of his cell phone echoed from his coat. Pulling the little burner out of his pocket, he glanced at the message. 

It’s a no-go. They upped security after today. It has to be Needle in the Haystack. 

W sighed. Without pausing his steps, he typed out a reply. Can you get me clearance?

The device vibrated again. That would be hard. I’m just an orderly. 

Then why am I talking to you?

The phone was silent for a moment. W was about to slip it back into his pocket when it lit up. Give me a week. I’ll get you in.

Good. W put the phone away. A low whistle slipped past his lips out of habit. It wasn’t his usual tune, but it’d be enough to keep the streets clear around him at this time of night. He didn’t feel like running into anybody. Today had been long. And... singularly unproductive. The only thing he’d learned from the doctors was that it was going to take more than fingerprints and a keycard to get his people inside AITO. Needle in the Haystack was far from foolproof. They’d failed once, spectacularly. He might not get another chance if he failed again. He wasn’t a one-man operation anymore, but if things went south next week... he doubted there’d be anyone stepping up to take his place. 

A shrill, distant scream reverberated off the buildings ahead. W looked up. He cocked his head, listening. It was one a.m. In the middle of Westside, a scream or two wasn’t out of the ordinary. But this wasn’t a help-me-I’m-getting-mugged scream. It was primal. Animal, almost. Pure pain and terror. 

There we go. Perhaps he could make this night productive after all. Moving into the street, W headed for the source of the cry. 

Ahead, two shadows burst from around the corner. A man and a woman sprinted through the rain, the girl looking over her shoulder as he tugged her along. W heard faint voices, breathless from fright.

“What was that?” the woman gasped. “Should we help, or—?”

“No way! That was one of them.” The man pulled her forward. “Come on! We should call the police.”

They didn’t notice W as they pounded away. He watched them disappear around the corner. Quickening his pace, he moved with swift, long strides toward the alley ahead. 

He had a few minutes, tops. Once the police called AITO, the vans would come skidding in from every direction. They had at least a dozen secret hideaways all over the city. W envied their ability to move so fast. He’d thrashed four or five of the bases he’d found, but more popped up in their place. It was like a ridiculous game of Whack-A-Mole. His people couldn’t beat them down fast enough. 

This Changer was lucky. A shift in the middle of the night meant fewer witnesses, which meant more time for W to find them. Had it happened a few hours earlier, the White Coats would have already bagged them.

Slowing, W rounded the corner. A single street lamp lit the alley halfway down the narrow road. The rain slashed through the glow in golden spears, obscuring his view of whatever lay beyond. 

He reached into his coat, pulling out a long black pistol with a silencer. 

Moving into the alley, he squinted past the burn of the street lamp. A couple of dumpsters blocked his vision. As he drew nearer, he could see it stopped in a dead end against a third building a dozen yards in. Something shuffled in the blackness ahead. A snarl rattled out of the dark. 

Ah, there you are. Continuing his careful tread, W loaded a single syringe into the chamber. As it snapped into place, the growl tapered off to a high whine. W slowed his pace. These eyes, out of all the ones he shifted between, were the sharpest. He waited until they adjusted to the shadows. Shapes emerged from the black. At first, the alley looked empty, only a brick wall, littered with trash around the base, scrawled with peeling graffiti. 

Then he saw it. The form huddled in the corner, trying to make itself as small as possible. Large yellow eyes gleamed in the darkness. The thick coat of fur may have once been copper, but it was covered in so much grime it served as a shadowy camouflage, almost blending into the darkness around it. The creature shrank back even further, ears pulled flat against its head. The snarl intensified.

W stopped a few feet away. 

A wolf. And a small one, at that. He lowered the gun. Tranquilizers came in handy for bears, gorillas, and the like. This huddled creature looked more terrified of him than anything. Unloading the gun, W tucked it back into his pocket, and pulled out the phone instead. He dialed, not taking his eyes off the Changer.

“Boss?” buzzed a voice at the other end.

“Des. Bring a van. Corner of Ninth and Harrison. Quickly.”

“Is it a big one?”

“No. Just get here fast, we might have AITO on our tails.”

“Got it, Boss,” Des said. 

He hung up. Slowly—every movement brought a growl from the creature at his feet—he took off his coat. He crouched down to the wolf’s level. 

“Shh,” he murmured, spreading out the coat at arm’s length. A barrier between himself and the teeth. He inched forward. “Easy, there.”

The wolf whimpered, scooting back further into the wall. It couldn’t go anywhere. Hyper-aware of the teeth a mere foot from his forearm, W closed the gap.

“Shh, shh, shh...” He wrapped the coat around the animal’s shaking form. The wolf shrank down, lips pulled back over its teeth. But W kept his hands on the coat, pressing down against the creature’s shoulders. Weight and pressure. These two things were a tether even when the mind was far away. Beneath the material, W felt a shift. There. Just a few more moments, now...

He heard the pop of bones. A piercing whine slid through the wolf’s teeth, rising to a guttural snarl of pain. The Changer doubled inward on itself. Muscles twisted, bones contorted and realigned. 

W waited. The rain drummed against the pavement around them, the only sound in the alley. It ran in small rivulets across his coat. He watched the drops fall down onto the tangled mess of copper-blonde hair now spread over his hands. The Changer moved. She huddled more tightly into a ball, releasing a whimper that was very small, and very human. 

W stared at the form under his coat. For several moments, he didn’t move, letting the rain soak him to the bone. He slipped his hand down to the outside coat pocket and pulled out his phone. He hit redial.

Des answered on the first ring. “Almost there, Boss.”

“Hold the van. I’ve got this one.”

Something scuffled on the other end of the phone. “You sure? We can be there in two.”

“I’m sure.”

He slid the phone back into his pocket. Returning his eyes to Courtney, he sighed. He tucked the edges of his coat more securely around her. Then, rising to his feet, he scooped her up.

She moaned at the movement, eyes flickering under her closed lids. One hand reached out and clutched in the front of his shirt. Her head rolled back and forth.

“Dad,” she croaked. 

W blinked. That was her trigger? Her father? 

“Dad,” she whimpered, chest heaving. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry...”

Frowning, W gathered her closer to his chest. She fell silent, head dropping to his shoulder. 

The distant sirens grew in pitch as he carried her toward the street. He headed in the opposite direction. 
























PART II:

THE CHANGE
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17. THE RUBBLE
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THE SOUND OF a car horn, somewhere far away, pulled her out of the darkness. 

Courtney opened her eyes. Or at least, tried to. Her eyelids wouldn’t cooperate. Several seconds passed before her muscles responded. When she sat up, her head spun. Such ferocious pain slammed into her skull she doubled over, trying not to retch. 

The swirl of lights and color drifted to a stop. Dreading what might come next, Courtney crept back to a sitting position. Her head pounded. Every inch of her insides felt turned wrong-side out. It felt like she’d come back from a botched chiropractor appointment: her spine felt bruised, ribs out of place, and each bone in her neck gave a sickening pop when she moved. 

Where had she gone last night? This had to be the worst hangover of her life. Turning to her bedside clock, she looked to see what time it was. But there was no clock. There wasn’t even a bedside table. Instead of her soft gray walls and blue-curtained window, this room was covered in peeling white paint, scraped bare in some places. A single window with metal grating lit the room from the wrong side. Cold hardwood floor instead of carpet. The door was closed, paint ripped off in tattered stripes like claw marks, right down to the wooden boards underneath.

Courtney straightened with a jolt. The blankets slid off her shoulders. A blast of cold air hit her like a slap, and she looked down in surprise. 

She was naked. Where the hell were her clothes? Where was she? 

The last thing she remembered was Dina calling last night. About what? She looked to the window. Thin gray light poured in. Okay, so it was daytime. Had they gone out? Had she drunk herself into a stupor? Had she gone home with someone? Panic crawled up her throat, but she forced it down. No. Dina wouldn’t have let her do that. So why was she naked in a stranger’s bed? Had she been drugged? 

She stood—and fought the urge to heave again. The panic spiked a little higher. Okay. Drugs were starting to seem more likely. Standing bent with her arms on her knees, she spotted the blanket that had slipped off her a moment ago. Not a blanket. A large gray coat three sizes too big for her lay crumpled at her feet. It looked familiar, but her panicked brain couldn’t place it. She snatched it up and wrapped it around herself. Then she stood in the middle of the empty bedroom, staring at the closed door. 

Should she go out? What if someone was waiting on the other side? What if there were multiple someones? 

Her heart started to pound. Taking a deep breath, she sat down on the edge of the bed again. Right. Well, whoever was out there didn’t know she was awake. She’d rather face them after she’d had time to prepare and think up a plan. She stood, coat held close around her shoulders, and headed for the window. 

Thick metal bars blocked any escape there. A hazy cityscape rose behind the glass. She didn’t recognize this view of the skyline. The tallest building in Orion City, her mother’s old law office, was nowhere in sight. She strained her eyes for any other landmark. None of these buildings looked familiar. Was she even still in Westside?

Courtney closed her eyes and filled her lungs with air. Turning from the window, she surveyed the rest of the room. A small wooden dresser sat against the wall near the door. She made her way toward it. She had to let go of the coat to get the drawer open, and her skin crawled at the cool air moving past her chest. Had they stolen her clothes? What else had they stolen from her? 

Inside the top drawer, she discovered folded shirts. In the second, an odd combination of batteries, tools and socks. In the third and last drawer, she hoped against hope to find some other articles of clothing. But it was filled with more mismatched objects. A coil of rope, scissors, a case full of needles and syringes, duct tape, a broken coat hanger. For three long seconds, she stared at the contents, fingers frozen on the drawer’s chipped wooden siding.

Clothes. You need clothes first, panic later. 

Every limb stiff, Courtney grabbed one of the shirts from the top drawer. She slipped it on. The hem fell almost to her knees, the sleeves past her fingers, but she didn’t care. She buttoned it up to the collar, then threw the coat on again for good measure.

She fixed her eyes on the door once again. The whole time, there’d been no sound from the other side. Maybe no one was out there. Maybe it was locked. There was one way to find out. Courtney reached into the bottom drawer and pulled out the scissors. Not much in the way of a weapon, but they made her feel better. She stuck them into her coat pocket. Then she reached for the door handle.

It turned. But it opened inward. Reluctantly, Courtney stepped back and pulled the door open, well aware that anyone on the other side now had a heads-up to her entrance. 

She stepped out into a kitchen. A quick scan told her the kitchen made up almost the entire apartment. There was no living space, no couch, just a small table in the middle of the hardwood floor where someone sat, reading a newspaper. 

Courtney froze in the doorway.

“Good morning,” said W without looking up. 

She didn’t move. 

“Actually, I should probably say good evening, since it is almost five o’clock.”

Mouth too dry to fish for words, she looked past him to the door on the other side of the kitchen. It had three deadbolts.

The newspaper flickered, and she snapped her eyes back to him. His lips twitched in amusement when he glanced down to the oversized shirt she wore—which she realized, to her mortification, was probably his. 

“Try the bag at the foot of the bed.” He returned his gaze to the newspaper. “You should find something that fits.” 

Courtney glared at the top of his head, just visible over the newspaper. A thousand demands burned on her tongue, but the cool air stirring around her knees made her scuttle back into the bedroom. 

A large paper bag sat at the foot of the bed. How had she not noticed it before? Kneeling, Courtney peeked inside. A jumble of clothes stared back at her. She reached in and pulled out a T-shirt. It looked a little big, but it was half the size of the button-down she was wearing. Beneath that, she found a haphazard assortment of jeans, shirts, and women’s underclothes.

A cold, uncomfortable feeling settled in her gut. A part of her wanted to leap up and kick the bag under the bed. But survival instinct took over. She stood, crossed the room and shut the door. She dressed with a speed she didn’t know she had. The jeans were a little tight, the shirt a little loose, but they worked worlds better than walking around in a killer’s shirt. She wadded up W’s shirt into a ball and threw it into the dresser. Her hands were shaking by the time she went to open the door again.

He sat where she’d left him. Courtney dug her fingers into her pockets to hide the tremble. 

“Where did you get all the clothes?” She braced herself. She didn’t want to know. 

He flipped the paper without looking up. “I sent one of my people thrifting.”

Oh. That answer was surprisingly... innocent. Non-criminal. So these weren’t the articles of dead victims. Her shoulders unknotted a fraction. Half a fraction.

She didn’t move from the doorway. Her hands were buried deep in her pockets, but the shaking hadn’t stopped. In fact, it had moved up to her arms. Her shoulders began to quiver. 

W pushed a mug across the table. Steam curled from the rim. “Drink up.”

“W-what?” Courtney bit her tongue—her teeth had started to chatter.

“Hurry up, unless you want to pass out.”

She inched out of the doorway. The table was only a few steps away, but exhaustion ripped through her before she even reached the chair. Her stomach rolled. She shot out an arm for balance, gripping the table, and whatever was inside the mug sloshed. The walls drifted. She shut her eyes tight, thinking she might be sick.

“Drink,” W ordered, a hard edge to his voice. Courtney sank down into the chair. She stared at the mug. The rich smell of hot chocolate filled her senses. 

Now she really might be sick. But she looked up and saw W watching her. With shaking fingers, she reached for the cup and brought it to her lips. Whether from the threat of passing out on his floor, or a nonsensical trust, she drank. 

The first sip was awful. Hot chocolate was supposed to be sweet, but this was like drinking chocolate syrup. Courtney clamped her lips and fought the urge to spit it out. She started to lower the mug, but W’s sharp gaze pinned her. Gritting her teeth, she took a second sip. Pure sugar. Disgusting. But an odd feeling rippled through her. The hand that held the mug, rattling a moment before, began to still. The lightheadedness faded. 

The sugar tasted less terrible with each gulp. Before she knew it, she’d drained the entire mug. She set it down in surprise. 

“Better?” W asked.

Courtney frowned and licked her lips. Her stomach settled. “Sugar actually helps?”

W made a noncommittal noise. He took a sip from his own mug. 

“And here I thought you were just weird,” she said. 

She blinked at her own boldness. Slowly, W set down his newspaper and folded his hands on top of it. She shrank back under his gaze.

“And what do you think now?” he asked, his voice a low simmer.

Courtney glanced past him to the door. She couldn’t help it. When her eyes caught his again, he chuckled.

That pissed her off. Of all the emotions she should feel right then, she latched onto that one: the feeling of betrayal, anger, indignation. It staved off the fear for at least the moment. 

“I think you’re a liar and a murderer,” she said. “And I want to know why you haven’t killed me yet.”

He made a noise of disapproval. “Ouch. I would think you’d have a little more confidence in our friendship than that, C.” 

“Don’t call me that. This is not friendship. This weird, twisted... whatever-it-is between us: it’s not friendship.”

“Really?” One eyebrow arced. “What would you call it, then?”

Was he actually teasing her right now? Scowling, Courtney pushed her chair back from the table. His eyes followed her as she stood. He didn’t move.

He wasn’t going to kill her. At least, it didn’t look like it at the moment. Nothing was predictable about this man. But he was seated, and she was standing. Temporarily out of his reach.

“If... it really is almost five o’clock, like you said...” Forcing her steps to look casual, she turned and pretended to explore the kitchen. Inching toward the door. “I should get going. People are going to be wondering where I am.”

“Hm.” W picked up the newspaper again. “S’pose it is Friday night. Got big plans?”

She bumped against the door. Keeping her eyes on him, she reached back, gave each deadbolt a silent turn, and gripped the handle.

It stuck.

“Um.” She kept the panic from her voice as she struggled with the handle. “Yeah, I was supposed to meet someone.”

“Really.” 

Courtney peeked over her shoulder at the door. The handle didn’t budge. Of the three deadbolts surrounding it, one had a keyhole that needed to be opened from the inside. 

“I think you may have to postpone,” W said.

Courtney let go of the door. Crossing the kitchen with slow steps, she stopped in front of the window. 

“Why’s that?” she asked lightly. 

“Because you’re unstable.”

“I’m unstable?” She choked on a laugh. “Then... I can’t leave here until I’m stable, is that it?”

“Look at you, catching on.”

At this angle, W’s back was to her. She reached for the window. These locks gave. Stretching forward over the stove, she pressed the glass open on its hinges and leaned out into the cold air. Wind tugged at her tangled hair. She looked down. 

The ground lay at least a hundred feet below. The sky had darkened, and across the narrow alley a few lights winked on in the building opposite. Courtney pushed herself onto her tiptoes. Below, about ten feet down, stood a fire escape. If she could wriggle herself out, she could drop onto it. Maybe. It was narrow. There was a large chance she’d miss and end up splatted on the pavement.

“Considering you weren’t fortunate enough to get something with wings,” W said from behind her. “I’d rule out that option.”

Courtney turned. He sat unmoved, returned to his newspaper, unbothered by her not-so-subtle search for an escape. 

“So this is a kidnapping.”

“Kidnap implies a premeditated plan.” W didn’t look up. “I found you wandering the streets at one in the morning. You’re lucky I got to you before the White Coats did.”

“Lucky,” she repeated. “Did you drug me?”

“No.”

“Why can’t I remember anything?”

W shrugged. “It comes back in waves for most people.”

“Who’s most people?” Courtney gripped the edge of the counter. “What happened to me?”

W said nothing. Courtney opened her mouth to say something else, to demand, to plead—when an image flashed before her eyes. A lion in the middle of a street. A streak of skin, a man’s blurred form, running naked through a crowd. Freezing concrete underneath her feet. Rain on bare skin. Pain: ripping, searing, shifting. 

She stumbled. Something deep within her began to twist. 

A mess of shadows, sounds, and smells. Running on all fours. Terror plunged over every sense. Burying herself in a heap of trash in an alleyway. Then the sound of a soft voice, breaking through the darkness, warm arms wrapping around her, lifting her from the cold ground...

Her bones moved with a sickening jolt. She dropped to one knee.

“Don’t fight it.” W’s voice sounded far away. “Let it happen.”

Courtney cried out. Her whole body was turning inside out. She tried to stand, but gravity dragged her downward. She pitched forward onto her hands. But... they weren’t hands.

One more excruciating jerk, and her muscles settled.

A wall of smell and sound assaulted her senses. The drip of a faucet, somewhere close by. The tinkle of water through the pipes in the walls. A rancid, metallic scent seeped up from the cracks in the linoleum, something a very foreign instinct put a name to: blood. 

Her mind clouded. She couldn’t think through the haze that had settled over her brain. Disoriented, she tried to stand. She was too low to the ground. Her legs moved strangely, carrying her forward with surprising speed and lightness. She jerked to a stop, couldn’t see straight. The walls were blurry, too far away, the floor too close to her face. 

A spasm yanked through her again. Pain seared along her spine. Courtney dropped; her lungs crushed inward, and her joints cracked. A howl ripped past her teeth. It scared her. Raspy and wild, it felt nothing like her own voice. 

Something dropped over her shoulders. A dark cover shielded her from the light and the noise. Pain cleaved across her abdomen. Courtney curled in on herself, burying her face in her knees. Her body jerked again. Every muscle contracted, tightened with burning force, and went still. 

She lay there in a ball, sweaty hair plastered to her forehead. Her own breathing was the only sound, a sharp scraping in her ears. The world was dark. Slowly, she became aware of her own heart pounding in her chest. Her thoughts became coherent once again. 

It took her a full minute to realize the floor was cold against her bare skin. The leathery fabric covering her smelled familiar. It was the same coat from before. Courtney clutched it to herself, and rose to a sitting position.

“Don’t barf on it,” a voice said from across the room.

Why would I... The rush of vertigo almost knocked her over. Nausea exploded in her stomach. Lurching to her feet, Courtney barely kept her grip on the coat as she sprinted for the sink. 

She vomited. Once the awful heaving stopped, she stood slumped over the sink. Her chin dropped to rest on the cold stainless steel. The ringing in her ears and the fading smell of metal battled for her focus, shoving out everything else. 

“The first couple times will be rough. It’ll take a while for your body to adjust.” A newspaper rustled. “There should be more clothes in the bag. Most Changers rip through several pairs before they get it under control.”

“Changers?” Courtney croaked. Her tongue scraped for words. “Did I... am I a...?”

No answer came from across the room. Courtney pushed herself off the sink—after making sure she wasn’t about to vomit again—and pulled the coat in tight. She turned. A few feet away on the floor lay a crumpled heap of denim. She spotted her torn shirt a foot or so beyond. Panic breathed again in her ears. She shut her eyes. One thing at a time. Clothes. She needed clothes.

Careful not to lurch her insides in any way, she moved with slow strides across the linoleum. She slipped back inside the bedroom and shut the door. 

Changer. The word bounced around inside her skull as she made for the clothes bag. She pulled out another pair of jeans, a shirt, some under things. Pulling them on, she discarded W’s coat on the bed. At least he’d been kind enough to toss it over her before she was fully... herself there on the kitchen floor, vulnerable and exposed. The thought brought her up short.

He was a murderer. A psychopathic, deranged killer who spent his days masquerading as dead men and his nights haunting the backstreets of Orion City. Why on earth would he bother to preserve her modesty? Why bother to pull her off the street at all? If she’d Changed in the middle of downtown, she’d be stuck in some lab right now, or wherever it was the White Coats took the Changers. Getting poked, prodded, or flat-out dissected. W may have saved her life. 

Swallowing back that disturbing thought, Courtney moved for the door. Her fingers brushed the doorknob. She paused, and stared at them. They shook. She pulled in a deep breath through her nose, and concentrated on making them go still. They shook harder. 

Actually, her whole body was shaking. Her heart drummed in her throat, beating faster and faster. She opened the door. It took all her focus to keep from staggering as she made her way over to the kitchen sink. She ducked forward, turned on the tap, and brought a trembling hand to her lips. After a thorough rinse of her mouth, she swallowed as much water as she could. But she was still shaking. Maybe she needed more than water? Sugar? Food? 

She dried her mouth with the dish towel. When was the last time she’d eaten? If W had found her last night, and the sun was already creeping down over the Wall, she’d been here a whole day. 

No. Oh no. What would Dina think? And Jasper? She’d left the door to her apartment swinging open, her purse on the counter, her phone on the floor. Dina had said she was on her way over. What would she think walking into an abandoned apartment? And Michael? A horrible weight sank into her stomach when she remembered her little brother. How was he handling what happened to Dad? She hadn’t even thought of him when she’d run out into the night. She hadn’t thought at all. 

Her chest tightened as she struggled to pull breaths in. She turned, bracing herself on the counter. The shaking spread from her hands to her core. Her knees knocked together, and her throat began to close in on itself, closing and opening in choking spasms.

“I can’t—” she choked on the word. “I can’t breathe.”

From across the room, she heard a sigh. 

“You’re hyperventilating. Slow it down.”

Courtney couldn’t feel her hands. Her breath came in short rasps. In the corner of her eye, W rose from his chair. He started toward her. 

“C.” 

His voice spoke from somewhere above her head. She was sinking, sliding down from the counter, knees buckling beneath her. W grabbed her quaking shoulders.

“Look at me.” He leaned in close. “Hey.”

She struggled to see him through the haze. 

“You’ve got a kid brother, right?” His fingers bit into her arms. “What was his name?”

His face swam. She shut her eyes. 

He shook her a little. “Come on, C. What’s your brother’s name?”

“M-Michael.”

“And what just happened to him?”

She reached up, fingers clawing into his wrists for some kind of support. Her knees wouldn’t hold up. 

“He just lost his father.” W bit out each word. “He’s going to need a sister. If you let yourself go, you let him go, too.”

Her heart hammered. She clutched his wrists like a lifeline, feet slipping on the floor. His face bled back into focus. It was very close to her own.

“A lot of minds snap under this kind of strain,” W growled. “You’re not going to be one of them. Understand me?”

Yanking air in through her teeth, Courtney fought to pull her thoughts into a coherent form. 

Michael. 

Michael, Michael, Michael.

He was right. Michael needed her. If she was going to survive this, she needed to pull her shit together. Her brother was eleven. And now, for all intents and purposes, an orphan. She had to be there for him. Which meant she had to make it back with a sound mind. She didn’t have the luxury of losing it.

Her lungs heaved. Each breath was shallow, but the dizziness began to ease. A familiar, strange scent drifted in. Metal and peppermint. She realized she hadn’t been this close to W since he’d threatened her in the alleyway. Only this time, instead of fearing for her life, she clung to him to keep the fear at bay.

Her lungs stopped jerking. W loosened his grip on her shoulders. He stepped back. Pale eyes grazed hers. She pulled in a lungful of air and felt the faint cool scent clearing her head.

Without a word, he turned and headed back for the table. 

Courtney steadied herself against the counter. She watched him sit back down and lift the newspaper again, aloof as ever before. Gripping the counter for support, she took a couple of steps. She worked up the nerve to cross the kitchen. W didn’t look up as she passed. Retreating to the bedroom, she shut the door behind herself.

For a moment, she stood there with her back against the surface. She slid down until her knees folded and she sat on the rough wooden floor. Her mind spun.

He’d talked her down. Pulled her back from whatever terrifying ledge she’d stumbled out on. She’d heard stories of people going insane when Quarantine first descended, rumors flying right alongside the stories of a killer virus. She’d never imagined the virus wasn’t a virus at all, and the crazy rumors about shapeshifters in the streets were true. A lot of minds snap under this kind of strain. You’re not going to be one of them.

So he wanted her alive. Why say her brother needed her, if he planned to kill her? And how had he known about her father? He must have seen the news. They’d announced his name. But what did he care? What interest did he have in her brother’s well-being? In her own?

She forced herself to rationalize. This wasn’t W: her bizarre almost-friend from the café. This was the Whistler: killer, mastermind, ghost. Whatever plans he had for her, they weren’t good. 

Yet, as she sat against the base of the door, her heartbeat slowed. She laid her head back against the scratched-up wood and closed her eyes. Weariness sank into her like gravity.

Here on the floor, with the most wanted man in Orion City on the other side of the door, she searched for the fear that had loomed a moment earlier. She found only exhaustion. 

She’d just sit here a couple more moments. Gather her wits. Then she’d go out, and face him again.

But a gentle darkness settled over her instead. 

⬥◆⬥

Courtney awoke with a jolt. She couldn’t believe she’d drifted off. Pushing herself up out of her crouched position, she pressed a hand against the door to steady herself. The room spun. Her stomach growled.

She glanced at the window. It was dark outside. If W was telling the truth about how long she’d been out, that meant she’d been here a full day—at least. Had anyone started looking for her yet? She shuddered to think of Jasper being assigned a missing persons case for his own girlfriend. There had to be a way to get a message out to him. But her phone was gone.

Where was Michael? Courtney tried, for too long, to remember what day it was. Friday. Had he gone to school? Had someone taken him in? Was anyone with him right now? 

She had to get out. Even if she had some confidence that W didn’t plan to kill her, she needed to escape for Michael’s sake. She looked around the bedroom, taking stock.

W wasn’t an idiot. He probably expected her to scheme, which meant he’d removed any potentially useful objects from the room. She was too squeamish to try to use the rope as a chokehold, and none of the tools looked sharp enough to use as a weapon. There was the wrench, but she’d either need a precise angle or major force behind her swing to do damage, and the idea of pitting her own strength against W’s sounded disastrous. That left the scissors. Which meant he either didn’t expect those to pose much of a threat, or he didn’t expect her to have the balls to use them. 

She slipped her hand into the coat pocket, closing her fingers around the handle of the scissors. She’d kept them with her like a security blanket. They weren’t long, or especially sharp, but it felt good to have something up her sleeve around W. 

But maybe he had something in his coat? He’d pulled out a first aid kit when she’d sliced her hand in the café. That night felt now like it belonged in another lifetime. 

Sitting on the edge of the bed, she pulled off the coat and turned it over. It was a huge coat, even for a man twice her size. Pockets lined its interior. She plunged her hand into each of them. The disappointment was sharp when her fingers poked against smooth hemlines. They were empty. Every single one. 

Refusing to admit defeat, she turned the coat over again and checked the outside pockets. She removed the scissors, turning the hems inside out. A few sugar packets dropped to the bed. 

After kneading through each and every pouch of fabric—at least a dozen—and coming up empty, Courtney sat back in frustration. There had to be something, somewhere.

Over the course of the next hour, she scoured every inch of the room. She pulled out the dresser drawers, turned out every sock, shook out every shirt, examined every odd item in the bottom drawer. The syringes were empty. Though sharp, they were too small to be very dangerous without something to inject. She reconsidered the rope. It might prove useful. She looked toward the window. 

This one was barred. Out of the question. But the other one, the one above the kitchen sink? She wondered if the rope extended long enough to reach the ground. Unraveling the coil, she scowled to see it only stretched fifteen, maybe twenty feet. The drop to the ground was at least fifty, if not a hundred. Even if she managed to scramble out the kitchen window in front of W, she didn’t trust her uncoordinated self to make the drop to the fire escape. A slight wrong angle would send her plummeting to the street eight floors below. 

Okay. That left the door. W had somehow managed to lock it inside and out. He had to have a key somewhere. That meant she’d have to watch him like a hawk until he left. But would he leave? Should she wait for him to go, before she emerged? 

Fortunately—or unfortunately, rather—another problem arose before she had to deal with that. Between the dresser and the door, her beating heart began to slam. Harder and faster, sharper and stronger. A deep twist, somewhere behind her gut. She doubled over. 

“No,” she gasped. “No, no, no—”

She Changed. A rattling crunch of shifting bones and warping muscles. The pain seared into every inch of her consciousness. And then, more swiftly than before, it stopped. 

Courtney sat huddled on the floor. Her brain was fuzzy, thoughts jumbled. But she had just enough clarity to keep her eyes shut. The mess of color and sound wouldn’t overwhelm her this time. She had to keep control. The smells were enough to send her into a dizzying head spin, so she held her breath. 

She counted to ten. 

The seconds passed. Her heartbeat slowed. Her bones began to vibrate. A deep, shuddering ache reverberated through her frame, as each muscle tightened. She couldn’t swallow a whimper of pain. With a series of sickening jerks, the Change reversed. Soon she was lying on the floor in a ball, half covered in a torn shirt and jeans. 

A stretch passed before she was able to stand. When she did, she reached for the bag at the foot of the bed. Luckily, the jeans hadn’t torn this time. Thank God for elastic waistbands; but her shirt wasn’t so lucky. Whatever form her Change took had a bigger rib cage than hip bones. Her t-shirt had ripped from the collar to the seams. She wriggled out of it and tugged on a new one. 

Pushing herself to her feet, she stood in front of the door. Her heart thumped, but it no longer felt heavy as a drum. She closed her eyes and counted the seconds between breaths.

No more Changing. Her hand closed over the doorknob. No more Changing. 

When she pulled it open, she was met with an empty kitchen. She stepped forward and peered around the corner. Besides the exit, there was only one other door in the tiny apartment. It stood half ajar. No light shone from inside. Courtney stepped toward it and pushed it open. 

It was a bathroom. Flipping on the light, she moved further inside. A naked bulb glared from the ceiling. It was strangely... clean. Not that she expected W to be a slob, but it looked as if no one lived there at all. She started to step back out, reaching for the light, when she caught sight of the creature in the mirror. It took her several heartbeats to recognize herself.

The woman in the glass looked like a wild animal. Her hair tumbled over her shoulder in tangled mats, sticking up in all directions. Dirt streaked her face. Her dark eyes were bloodshot, and a thin lash of dried blood marked her forehead. She brushed her fingertips over it. To her surprise, her stomach didn’t shake. A filthy lock of hair—no longer blonde—fell across her wrist. 

Courtney paused. She reached up and tried to pull her fingers through the knots. They wouldn’t budge. She tugged a little harder. The tangles bit at her scalp. Dropping her hands, she slipped her fingers into her pocket. They closed around the scissors. 

Pulling them out, Courtney watched the harsh light glance off the stainless steel. For a long moment, she stared at them. Then she lifted them to her chin.

Snip. A lock of hair fell into the sink. Courtney sliced again. The second chunk of hair didn’t even fall, tangled so firmly into the rest of her hair. Gritting her teeth, she steeled her resolve and began to chop away at the long copper-blonde snarls. 

She’d Changed twice since she’d woken in W’s apartment. Three times in total since last night. Each time, she lost a little more control. Her body shook. Her stomach rejected everything in it. And her hair tangled more and more into a wild, uncontrollable mass. With hunger gnawing at her insides, grime caked under her fingernails, and a primal fear coursing through her blood, she was starting to feel more animal than human. She needed to take back control. 

Snip. She cut away the last section of her hair. It fell into the heap in the sink. Sweeping it into a pile, she tossed it into the bin beside the toilet. Then she leaned forward and turned on the tap. The rush of cold water felt like heaven against her skin. Courtney cupped it into her hands and scrubbed it over every inch of her face. The cut on her forehead stung, but she kept scrubbing. She dug her fingers through her hair too, scraping her nails over her scalp. Her hair was so short. The tangles gave under her hands, now they’d lost their anchors. She rinsed her entire head beneath the flowing water. After she’d held her breath for as long as she could bear, she surfaced with a gasp. She turned off the tap. 

Straightening, Courtney met her own eyes in the mirror again. Water clung to her eyelashes and dripped down her nose. Her hair hung shorter than she’d ever had it. It stopped at her chin, skimming the curve of her jaw. She could see the copper-blonde again. The dirt was gone. Above her eyebrow, the cut looked smaller—a thin red line. She wondered what she’d done last night to earn the scrape. The whole night was still a hazy, painful blur. 

Yesterday felt far away, as if it had happened to a different person. Looking at herself now, Courtney felt the pressure on her lungs ease a little. She felt human again. At least for the moment. 

She dried her face on the towel hanging on the wall, and did her best to dry her hair. She ran her fingers through the strands so it hung straight. It was too short now to tie back, and she didn’t have a rubber band to hold it anyway. She let it hang dripping onto her shoulders. Stepping back, she took in her new look. 

A sound from behind the door made her jump. She dove for the scissors. Jamming them down into her pocket, Courtney turned, trying to quash the adrenaline that had surged up. She stepped out into the kitchen. 

W was closing the door, turning a key in the lock. In the inches before it shut, she glimpsed a hallway beyond. Plain white walls, no windows or signs to clue her in to their location. He turned. His eyes rested a fraction of a second on her hair. No expression on his face, he lifted a plastic bag in one hand.

“Hungry?” he asked.

Courtney’s stomach snarled, giving her away. Her face went hot. “What is it?”

W strode toward the table and set the bag down. “A sandwich from that place on Ninth. You’re not a vegetarian, right?”

“No.” Against her will, her feet carried her forward to the table. 

“Good. Those soft-tooth types don’t tend to last long after a Change.”

She was shaking again, but in a very human way. Hunger pushed aside all caution as she ripped open the bag and grabbed the sandwich inside. Tearing off the paper, she forgot W was even in the room.

“Go slowly,” he chuckled as she attacked the sandwich. “Or that’ll end up in the sink too.”

She wanted to ignore him, but she also didn’t want to lose her one meal of the day. She forced herself to pause between each bite. The sandwich was gone too fast. It took all her self-restraint not to lick her fingers. 

When she looked up again, W stood at the sink, rinsing something under the water. Turning off the tap, he set something beside him. Courtney’s stomach turned. 

A knife gleamed on the counter.

“You didn’t just go out to get food.” She bit her tongue. If she wanted to live, she was going to have to squash this stupid habit of blurting out her thoughts. W remained silent. “What do you want with me?” she asked in a careful voice. 

“What makes you assume I want something from you?”

“Are you going to let me go?”

“Eventually.”

“When? Am I some sort of hostage?”

W sighed. “Your predicament doesn’t have much to do with you personally. You’re a Changer now. That makes you my responsibility.”

“Responsibility.” Courtney frowned at the back of his head. “Do you go around kidnapping every Changer you find? How are you not... dead?” She thought of the video clips she’d seen of bears and gorillas. 

“Usually I have a team to help bring down the big ones. I’m not a one-man operation anymore.” 

“What do you want with Changers in the first place?” 

W turned. He set down the towel he was using to dry his hands. “I think that’s enough questions for one night. Get some sleep. You’re in for a rough few days.”

“Why?”

“That was a question.” He made a shooing motion with his hand. “Go on. The more rest you get, the sooner you can control the Change, which means the sooner I can get you out of my hair. Now if you don’t mind, I’ve got work to do. Go in the other room and count sheep or something.”

She scowled. But he’d turned his back to her again, finishing up whatever he was doing at the sink. Courtney hoped he wasn’t cleaning blood off his hands. Her stomach cooled at the thought. Had he killed anybody today? No. Don’t go there. If she let her thoughts wander down that road, all the resentment and antagonism she felt toward him now would turn to fear. And that would be unproductive toward her escape plans. 

Courtney started to push her chair out from the table. But her eyes caught hold of something beneath the paper bag W had set down. Sliding the sandwich wrapper aside, she uncovered a small stack of files. She recognized the topmost one. A single pair of initials marked the manila cover. J.W.

Her mind flashed back to all the nights she’d seen W sitting in the café, buried deep in files like these. Each with a different pair of initials on the front. She’d assumed they were work related. Now that she’d learned a little of what that work entailed, her stomach twisted. 

J.W. 

Jasper Wade.

She reached out to flip the file open. A hand shot out of nowhere and clamped down over hers. She yelped.

“Nobody likes a snoop,” W said from behind her, tugging the folder out from under her hand. She hadn’t heard him approach. In one swift movement, he gathered the other files up from the table. 

“Why do you have a file on my boyfriend?”

“I don’t.”

“Yes, you do! Jasper Wade: those are his initials right there!”

“Really? Out of all the people in Orion City, he’s the only one with the initials J.W.?”

She stood. He was less than an arm’s length away. Before she could think it through, Courtney pulled out the pair of scissors from her pocket and brandished them like a knife. “Tell me what those files are for.”

W looked down at her. Any annoyance on his face vanished in a flash, replaced by a startling expression that almost looked like... pride. He chuckled. “Of all the things you could’ve found in this apartment, you chose that?” Slowly, he set down the files. Courtney leaned back at the movement. “What happened to the blade I gifted you?”

She’d lost W’s knife during the Change. “Don’t change the subject.”

“You want to know whose initials they are?” W reached toward the table again. Courtney leaned away, but not far enough. With lightning speed, he switched direction and grabbed the hand holding the scissors. She jerked back. His thumb crushed down on her pulse point, forcing her fingers to open. He caught the scissors as they fell.

“They’re not your boyfriend’s.” He released her wrist. Eyes on hers, he set the pair of scissors down on the table. Insultingly close. Daring her to pick them up again. “They’re mine.”

Courtney rubbed her throbbing wrist. “Wait...” His words registered. “W doesn’t stand for the Whistler?”

He laughed. Fear knifed through her at the sound. It took all her self-control not to bolt. 

“Why read your own file?” she said. “Don’t you know everything about yourself?”

“Darlin’, nobody knows everything about themselves. You certainly don’t.” He stepped around her and scooped up the files again. She turned and watched him as he headed for the counter. Beneath the counter was a set of drawers. The topmost one had a lock on it. 

“So you’re reading to learn more about yourself,” she said dryly. 

“As interesting as that would be, no. I happen to share the same initials as my father.”

“Your father?” The last answer she expected. “I thought those were the files of your victims.”

“Victims? You make me sound like some sort of serial killer.”

“Aren’t you?”

“I like to think there’s more method to my madness.” W slid open the drawer, dropped the files inside, and pulled out a key. “No. These are cases.” He locked it. “And my father’s is a case that particularly interests me.”

Courtney folded her arms. “Why should I believe you?”

Pocketing the key, W turned. “Have you ever stopped to realize that I’ve never once lied to you?”

“You’ve lied about everything.”

“Actually, you are possibly the only person in Orion City with whom I’ve been entirely honest.”

That freaked her out a little bit. “You lied about not being in Chinatown.”

He inclined his head. “I said I rarely visit. Not a lie.”

“I don’t know anything about you. I don’t even know your real name.”

“My real name is W.”

Courtney covered her face with one hand. She felt like a match that had been struck too many times against the side of the box, one blow from fizzling out completely. Across the room, W sighed.

“Fine,” he said. “I’m left-handed, I’ve never seen a Tom Hanks movie, and I hate peanuts. Now you know everything about me.”

Dragging her fingers down her face, Courtney looked up. She met his gray eyes, which were blank as a slate and impossible to read. Her wrist ached. Suddenly, she could feel the weariness in every ounce of her body.

“I’m going to go count sheep,” she said in a flat voice. She turned and headed for the bedroom, letting the door slam behind her. 
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18. THE DARK
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SCREAMS. SCREAMS EVERYWHERE.

Courtney stood in the middle of the street, dodging people as they raced by. Someone knocked into her. When she fell, she knocked into someone else, who shoved her back. She found her feet. 

“It’s your fault!”

The scream blistered her ears. Courtney flinched. She turned. Whoever had shouted was gone, lost in the current of fleeing people. She turned again, facing the opposite direction of the flow.

“Your fault,” someone sang, near her other ear. “Your fault, your fault...”

Courtney squeezed past screaming figures. There were no faces. Only blurred shapes, streaking past her, pushing, shoving. Someone was crying. A little girl. Courtney wanted to turn around and look for her, but the crowd pressed in so close she lost direction of the sound. 

Ahead, something broke up the stampede. The flow of people thickened and bunched like water around a rock in a stream. People sprinted away from a central point. She fought to get closer, lurching up onto her tiptoes. A man knelt on the ground, doubled over. Dark copper hair glowed red in the sunlight. 

Courtney’s breath caught in her throat. “Dad!”

He convulsed. Body jerking, he pitched forward. Landed on his hands. His back arched.

“Dad!” she screamed.

He Changed. She knew it was a Change, and not a seizure, because she felt every jerk and convulsion as if it were her own. Pain ripped through her body. She gasped. Her father gasped too, there on the ground. He twisted sideways. She felt her own ribs seize at the motion.

He rose, growing larger and larger, while she stood clutching her middle, trying to keep her insides from exploding. Pain was everywhere. She couldn’t see straight. A red-and-copper blur loomed in the middle of the crowd. A lion, larger than life. It stood in a pile of torn clothing, crouched low, eyes narrowed into slits. The copper mane rippled in the sun. 

“Dad?”

The beast’s head snapped sideways. Burning golden eyes landed on her. With a bone-shaking roar, the lion reared back on its haunches, lips ripped back over razor teeth. It launched itself at her.

BANG. 

Courtney screamed as the lion collapsed, mere feet away. Hot blood spattered her front. She stared in horror at the heap on the ground. Crimson leaked over her shoes. Her stomach shook, rolled, turned to ice.

The lion melted away. At her feet, her father lay, curled in a fetal position. His copper hair was matted to his temples. Blood dripped down his ear.

“Dad!” Courtney dropped to her knees.

“Your fault,” came the sing-song voice again. Somewhere in the blur of people, a chorus of voices echoed: “Your fault, your fault, your fault!”

She became aware of a weight in her hand. Her fingers gripped something cold and hard. She looked down. A gun gleamed silver in the harsh sunlight. Blood coated her hands, the grip, slipping down the trigger.

She dropped it with a shriek.

“Dad!” The cry was that of a little girl, ripping from her own throat. She pushed toward him through the crowd closing in. “Dad!”

“C.”

“Dad!”

“C, wake up.”

Screaming, she burst up from the covers. Darkness blinded her. For ten loud heartbeats all sound drowned under the drumming. A lamp glowed by her bedside. A lamp that wasn’t hers. A room that wasn’t hers. The panic sharpened.

“C,” the voice said again.

Someone had a hand on her shoulder, and she struck out, hitting them with a closed fist. A whoosh of air rewarded her. But the hand remained. She struck out again, punching and kicking until she tumbled off the bed—straight into someone. A shriek tore out of her as her fists pummeled them.

Two arms locked around her, slamming her flat against a solid chest. Courtney buckled, her cry muffled in the folds of a shirt. She struggled, arms pinned to her ribs and her feet useless, tangled up in the blanket. A sound filled the darkness above her head. She almost didn’t hear it over the mangled noises coming from her own throat. 

“Shh...” A chin dropped to rest atop her hair. “Shh, shh, shh...”

The shirt smelled familiar. She realized her cheeks were wet. Sobs jerked up from her chest, racking her whole body. She turned her face forward until it was buried in W’s shirt. She didn’t even bother clinging to her final threads of self-control. The dam broke, and she let herself cry.

When he realized she wasn’t trying to attack him anymore, he started to let her go. But she latched her arms around his waist. He stiffened. Somewhere in the back of her head a siren went off, but she silenced it. For just this moment, she didn’t care who he’d become or what he’d done. He was there, and he was him, no switchblades or sirens or whistled melodies, for once silent and unmoving, and she clung to him like a drowning person. 

Something twisted, deep inside of her. A familiar pain flared in her bones. Gritting her teeth, she beat it back. No. The Change had no right to her here. Not now, not ever. The pressure of her arms around W was the only thing keeping her from flying apart. For an unknown number of seconds, she held him there, focusing on her breathing. The jerking sobs didn’t slow, but they grew quieter. 

An awkward arm settled around her shoulders. Courtney kept her eyes shut tight. She felt her hot tears soaking into W’s shirt, but she didn’t move. He didn’t either. 

She listened to his heartbeat beneath her ear. The steady one-two, one-two was so human. Hers hammered over it, but as she listened to the strange duet she felt her own pulse fall to match his slower one. 

W unlocked her arms from around his waist. He eased back. A bemused expression clouded his eyes.

“Always a surprise,” he murmured. 

Courtney reached up and wiped her cheeks. “What?” 

“You just resisted your first Change. In less than forty-eight hours.”

She sniffed. “How do you know?”

“In my business, you get good at spotting the signs.” Reaching up, he brushed a stray tear from her cheekbone. “Emotion is a powerful trigger.”

Courtney stiffened. The dream came hurtling back to her. “It was my fault.”

“What was?” 

“I said I didn’t need a father. Every time he tried to make amends, I told him to go to hell. The night he Changed, we argued. He would never have been out in the street if it weren’t for—” She choked on her voice. “It was me. What happened was my fault.”

In the dim glow of the lamp, W’s eyes grew distant. “Sometimes fathers have it coming.”

She shook her head. The tears came fresh. “He Changed because of me. You said emotion triggers a Change, right? I hurt him. I hurt him, W, and now he’s dead because of me.”

“Hey.” Fingers grasped her chin, tipping it up. “Look at me. Stop crying and pay attention.”

Courtney blinked her vision clear. The bite in his voice had returned, and on its heels, her own awareness of where she was. Who she was with. But W didn’t look angry. His voice may have been sharp, but the grip on her chin was gentle.

“You don’t know he’s dead,” he said. “And even if it was your fault, you can’t go back. You don’t get a redo. You can only move forward and clean up whatever rubble is left. Understand?”

Courtney tugged in a watery breath. W’s grip tightened on her chin. 

“It’s either that or wake up screaming every night,” he said. “Until the past pulls you apart.”

She noted the change in his eyes. They seemed unfocused, looking through her to something unseen. He let her go. His other hand started to slip off her shoulder, but she caught it before he could move away.

“Wait.” She wrestled with her voice. “You said I resisted the Change. If I can learn to control it—if I can keep resisting—I can go home?” She swallowed. “You’ll let me go? Everything could go back to normal.”

The edge of his mouth tipped in a cynical tilt. He leaned forward and, to her startled intake of breath, pressed his lips to her forehead.

“Darlin’, nothing will ever go back to normal.”

Drawing back, he started to stand.

Her unrelenting grip surprised them both. Fingers clenched on his sleeve, shaking, she swallowed several times while he waited, her mouth dry as she fought for words she couldn’t find.

“Stay,” she finally managed. It didn’t come out a request, and it gave away far too much.

A gleam of uncertainty flashed across his eyes. 

Face heating, she dropped her hand. Retreating to the bed, she curled up on it with her back to him, heart thumping with her own stupidity. 

“Sorry,” she blurted. “Nevermind.”

Unable to turn around, she waited for the sound of his footsteps leaving. 

They didn’t.

Behind her, the bed dipped, and two warm arms slipped around her. Open coat adjusted to invite her into its cocoon, W settled his head on the pillow behind her. Her breath vanished. A few skipped, dumbfounded heartbeats, and then her pulse slammed fierce enough she was terrified he could feel it.

“Get some sleep, Courtney.” His whisper warmed the back of her ear, a low murmur gentler than she’d ever heard. “Mornings are brighter.”

No more sound, not the slightest movement, from behind her. His breaths rose and fell, steady and slow against her back. Courtney couldn’t close her eyes. The lamp still burned on the bedside table, a feeble glow not bright enough to drive away the dark. Neither of them moved to shut it off. 

She wasn’t sure when it happened. But at some point, the smooth rhythm of his heartbeat slowed hers. She found herself nestled back against his chest, curled into him until the coat enveloped her fully. Sleep felt less like a threat, and more like an uncertain ally, waiting at the edge of her peripherals for a truce. Weary of the fight, her eyelids fell shut. As her mind drifted, she played over the last words on W’s lips. 

He’d never called her Courtney before. 

⬥◆⬥

She woke up alone, warm and wrapped in a familiar gray coat. Courtney couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept so long. When at last she opened her eyes, the bars of sunlight from the window had moved all the way across the room. 

It took a tremendous effort to drag herself out of bed. She sat on the edge of the mattress, the heel of her hand pressed against one eye. Fragments of the previous night drifted back. Her stomach curled. She cringed, pressing the other hand to her face. 

She’d thrown her arms around W. She’d cried on his shirt. Beautiful. As if she needed to make this tense, weird sort of connection between them any more precarious than it already was. But then he’d... stayed. Held her in the darkness, in her pathetic state. Courtney rubbed her eyes. She pushed a hand through her messy hair and looked to the door. 

She’d have to come out sooner or later. 

Glancing down at her rumpled clothes, she debated pulling on a fresh shirt from the bag at the foot of the bed. She chose instead to focus on her hollow stomach. After a moment’s hesitation, she reached for the coat, trying to ignore the way her face burned as she pushed her arms through the sleeves. Warmth trumped embarrassment. She headed for the door.

When she opened it, she half expected to find an empty kitchen again. She’d prepared herself for W, and prepared herself to be alone. But she hadn’t prepared herself for W not being alone. 

A small figure perched at the table across from him. A box of Cheerios froze, tipped over a bowl of cereal. Large, unblinking dark eyes fixed on Courtney’s. Courtney stared back. 

W didn’t look up from his files at the other side of the table. “Help yourself to some cereal if you like. Margo shares when asked nicely.” 

He flipped to the next page in the folder he was reading. After what felt like a minute, Margo returned to pouring her Cheerios. The little round pebbles tinkled against the bowl.

Courtney’s stomach growled again, and she found herself moving toward the table. Margo’s eyes slid sideways to watch her as she sat down. She picked up a spoonful of dry Cheerios.

“May I?” Courtney nodded at the box she’d just set down.

Those large eyes followed her as she reached for it. A clean bowl and spoon sat nearby. Courtney watched herself unfold the cardboard lid like her hands belonged to a stranger. Sitting here between a wordless child and Public Enemy Number One, pouring herself a bowl of cereal. 

The constant undercurrent of adrenaline—not to mention the physical strain of fighting the Change beneath her skin—must’ve thrown her into survival mode. All she could think about was how hungry she was. 

Courtney couldn’t help watching Margo as she ate. The little girl stared down each bite of cereal before gulping it off the spoon. W didn’t look at either of them, focused as he was on his files. Margo ate the entire bowl with slow deliberation, staring with rapt attention at the back of the cereal box. She ignored Courtney. Finishing her bowl, she scooped it up and licked the crumbs from the inside. Then she slid off her chair. Grabbing the cereal box to her chest, she stood beside W. 

W glanced down. Margo didn’t look at him, still studying her cereal box, but he set down his files. He rose and strode to the door. She followed him. He pulled a key from his pocket, turned all three deadbolts, and undid the lock beneath. It swung open. For the briefest second, Courtney snatched another tantalizing glimpse of the hallway beyond. Then W stood back, blocking her view. Margo walked past him. Hugging her box of Cheerios, she headed out into the hallway without a glance back.

Courtney watched the door click shut behind her. The deadbolts slid back into place. And the key returned to W’s pocket. 

She willed him to look her in the eyes as he returned to the table. He didn’t. 

“Who is Margo?”

He sat down. “I believe you’ve met her already.”

“She’s a street kid. I gathered that much. But what is she to you?”

W reopened his file. “Why does she have to be anything to me?”

“In my experience, serial killers don’t go around handing out cereal boxes to homeless kids.”

“Sounds like you have a lot of experience with serial killers.”

Courtney shut her mouth. Against her will, her eyes traveled back to the door. Somewhere behind it, Margo was padding down the hallway toward the stairs, or a rickety old elevator, out into the morning air and into freedom.

Her insides squirmed. The question jerked off her lips before she could think. “Could I make a phone call?” 

W’s eyes snapped to hers. The swiftness of the movement startled her; he hadn’t looked at her all morning. Though his face held no hint of an expression, she sensed suspicion.

“I’m supposed to be working today,” she clarified. “My boss will wonder where I am. And my friends. It’s been more than a day; I missed a meet-up with my friend two nights ago, and Jasper...” She swallowed. “I might be classified as a missing person by now. Could I just let them know I’m okay?” 

He watched her. 

“Look, I don’t know where we are.” She struggled to keep the desperation out of her voice. “It’s not like I’m going to send up an S.O.S. or tap out an address in Morse Code. I just want to let them know I’m not dead in a gutter somewhere.”

W closed his file. 

“Please,” she begged. “At least let me call my little brother. He just lost his dad. You said so yourself, he needs his sister.” Her throat tightened. “I’m all he’s got. I need to know he’s okay. Please.”

Without a word, W rose and left the kitchen. He disappeared into the bedroom. Courtney stood, anger flaring. She debated stomping after him, torn between frustration and despair. A minute later, he returned with something in his hand. He passed it to her across the table.

“Make it quick,” he said.

It was a cheap burner phone, an old brick of a thing that probably didn’t have more than a few minutes. Courtney touched her thumb to the old-fashioned keyboard, suddenly immensely grateful she’d memorized her brother’s number. She tapped it in and held the phone to her ear. As she did, W came around the table.

She jumped when he stepped into her personal space. Experience told her not to step back—she didn’t want to look skittish, not right now. The electronic ring trilled in her ear. W tipped his head slightly, eyes fixed on a point beyond her, and she realized he was listening to the ringing too. She pulled the phone away from her ear and found the speakerphone button. The ringing filled the kitchen. W didn’t move back. Swallowing, Courtney looked at the floor and forced herself not to lean away. He was probably prepared to snatch it from her if she tried anything. 

“Hello?” a voice answered on the fifth ring. 

“Michael!” For a moment she forgot about W. “Mikey, it’s me. Are you okay?”

Silence. 

“Mike?”

“Where are you?” Her brother’s voice was flat. Dead, almost. 

Courtney looked up at W. He was watching her again, that eerie lack of expression setting off warning bells in her head. 

“I’m with a friend,” she said. “Where are you?”

“At Joey’s.”

Relief filled her. His best friend from school. “You’ve been there since—?” The words got stuck. 

“Yeah,” Michael replied. “His mom’s letting me stay here ’til... I don’t know.”

Courtney shut her eyes. Her eyelids burned. “Are you okay?”

Silence again. Then: “Yeah.”

“Mikey, I’m so sorry I haven’t... I wanted to be there.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, it’s not. I promise, I’m going to—”

“You went to your friend’s after you found out?”

“What?”

“Not Dina, right?” His voice carried an edge she’d never heard before. “’Cause she came by looking for you. Jasper was here too.”

“No.” Courtney fumbled for something to tell him, anything that wouldn’t make her seem like the worst sister—worst friend, worst girlfriend—in the world. “I’m staying with someone else.” More silence. “Something happened that I had to take care of. I have to stay until I get it figured out. Then I promise I’ll come get you.”

The phone was quiet for so long, Courtney feared she’d lost the call. Then Michael spoke in that flat voice again:

“Actually, Joey’s mom said I can stay here as long as I need to. So, you don’t have to. Stay with your friend or whatever. Hope you get stuff figured out.”

Her throat squeezed. “Michael—”

“I gotta go.” 

“Mike, wait—”

Beep. 

Courtney stared at the wooden floor, chest constricting. W reached forward and took the phone. She looked up. He was watching her with a calculating gaze.

The anger was easier to stand on than the pain. Courtney poured all the heat she could into her stare.

“You wanted the phone call,” W said. 

“My brother thinks I abandoned him!” 

“His reaction was understandable.”

“You kidnapped me. I didn’t ask for your help.”

“No, you didn’t,” W acknowledged, voice flat. “Maybe you’d prefer if I’d left you to AITO. So those scientists could pick you apart. Or if I’d let you go a little too soon, so you went and Changed in front of your brother. If you ripped him apart and came back into yourself just in time to see the damage you’d done.”

Courtney flinched back. “I would never hurt Michael.”

“You wouldn’t. But you’re not you when you Change. You’re not in control. Not at first. Some never get it back.”

“You said I resisted the Change last night. I’m getting control.”

“You are, faster than most. But do you wanna risk that? Is it worth it?”

Courtney bit her cheek. She tore her eyes away from his.

“I thought not.”

“I can’t just leave him,” she whispered to the floor.

W sighed. “You’re a good sister. This will blow over. He’s what, eleven? He can’t hold a grudge forever.”

Her throat felt too tight to reply. My grudge started at eleven.

W moved back, pocketing the phone. He turned away.

“Your progress is notable,” he said, scooping up the files from the table. “I doubt you’ll have much longer to wait.”

“To wait for what? Until I’m not your responsibility anymore?” She crossed her arms. “Why am I your responsibility, W?”

He returned the files to the drawer under the counter. The one with the padlock.

“Is it because I’m a Changer?” She stared at the back of his head. “I’m a nobody. I don’t turn into anything big enough to be of any use to your super-secret crime organization or whatever it is you’re building. Why do you care what happens to me?”

At his silence, she dug her fingers into her arms. Pulling in a huge breath, she released them, letting them swing useless by her sides. She walked to the window. 

The city skyline loomed blue and dark. W had closed the window since she’d flung it open yesterday, but it was still unlocked. She pushed open the glass. A chilly, invigorating wind rushed up over her wrist and through her hair, carrying with it the smells and sounds of the city below. 

Courtney stood there in the cold. She breathed in the scent of rain. An echo swirled in. The distant cry of a pair of kids arguing over something on the street, the sound of their mother shushing them. Far below, she could see what looked like a hot dog stand. A little family bickered over what they wanted. A father, mother, daughter, and son stood in their puffy raincoats. Courtney watched them pay for their hot dogs and cross the little intersection, until they were out of sight. 

“Recoup and rehab,” W suddenly said. 

He spoke from somewhere behind her, close enough to make her wonder if he was looking out the window too. She didn’t turn around. “What?”

“That’s what I do with Changers,” he said. “Recuperation of the body. Rehabilitation of the mind. Then, we reinvent.”

“Reinvent?”

“Yes. The old you dies, the new you is born.”

She let out a sharp breath. “You mean you brainwash them. Into joining your little team.”

“No. I help them discover who they are. They choose their own way after that.”

Pinpricks of raindrops began to dust the window. 

“Who you were, before the Change,” W continued. “Has to evolve. You can’t go back. As much as you want to, you can’t go back.”

Courtney’s throat ached in a funny way. She watched the corner of the building where the little family had disappeared. More rain swept in, prickling her arms. 

“So, the question remains. Who are you, Courtney?”

There it was again. It was the second time, ever, he’d used her name. Courtney stared out the window as the rain fell in thicker drops. One landed on her cheek. 

A student. That’s who she’d been, before the barista just looking to make rent. Courtney the smart one, with the scholarship. The kid who wanted to be a doctor the minute Dr. Wong let her listen to the other end of the stethoscope when she was nine. Courtney, the med student with a bright future in a dark city. 

Courtney, the girl with the chip on her shoulder from her dad. The girl the other kids whispered about, whose mom left during Quarantine and got stuck Outside. Whose dad got arrested for burning down their old apartment in a drunken stupor. Courtney, the girl who moved out at seventeen after a beer bottle shattered on her bedroom door. The girl whose good grades couldn’t save her. Who had to drop out when her credit evaporated. The girl who watched her peers move on and graduate with flying colors, spreading all over Orion City to do the good work of medicine. 

Courtney, the girl who got left behind. By... everyone.

“Identity theft is a funny thing,” W said.

Courtney reached up and wiped her eyes, subtly enough she hoped he wouldn’t see. His voice was soft—she had to strain to hear it over the rain. 

“A lot of people get it into their heads that they can take it from us, real young, and assign us one of their choice. Sometimes we never get to see what our real one looked like. After that, we just swap identities over and over, trying to shake off that first one that sticks like gum on a shoe. It’s like a shadow. You can’t get rid of it. Until the day you find yourself stuck at a pitch-dark dead end, surrounded by so much black your shadow doesn’t even show up anymore. That’s the day the lucky few of us get to remake ourselves. We can pick what shadows we want. Or don’t want. When you’ve got nothing but rubble, you can build whatever the hell you like, or leave the dust behind for good. You can finally walk away. It’s a sick kind of freedom, but it’s freedom.”

Courtney closed her eyes. She listened to the sound of the rain, washing away the footprints of the little family below. A faint clang of metal made her look down again. The hot dog stand was closing up. The vendor, huddled under the awning, tugged the metal covers down over his steaming pans and rolled the cart away. Courtney watched the rain falling on the empty intersection for a long moment.

“Where am I supposed to go?” she asked. “I’m not interested in being reinvented. You’re not going to remake or remold me or whatever it is you do to those Changers on the streets. I don’t want to become one of you.”

“And I won’t ask you to,” W said. “Once you’re ready to go back to your world, I plan to take myself out of it. In fact, after you leave this place, I don’t expect to ever see you again.”

Good, she wanted to say. But she couldn’t get it out. 

W’s shoes scuffed the floor as he turned. She heard his footsteps walking away.

“It’s up to you to figure out who you are after this,” he said. “Let the rubble fall where it will.”

She kept her eyes on the rain. It took a few moments to realize her focus was no longer on the building storm, but on the sound of his footsteps fading. 
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ANOTHER DAY PASSED. A second night. A second terrifying dream. 

Courtney awoke in the darkness with her heart jack-hammering in her throat. She dove for the light. For several minutes, she sat there on the edge of the bed, waiting for her pulse to slow. The tears took longer to press down.

There was no way to tell what time it was. It seemed like hours passed before she decided she wasn’t getting back to sleep. Pushing herself off the bed, she shivered at the chill of the floor, and bent to snatch a blanket from the pile on the ground. She pulled it around her shoulders.

A light glowed in the crack under the door. She headed toward it.

The bare bulbs in the kitchen ceiling blinded her. She squinted with a hand across her eyes in the doorway, trying to decipher whether or not she was alone.

She wasn’t. At least... not fully. 

Surrounded by a mess of files, W slumped at the kitchen table. The backs of his knuckles dug into his cheekbone. His eyes were closed. A pen sat a few inches from his fingertips, like it had rolled away. 

Curiosity defeated caution, and Courtney tiptoed forward. He didn’t move as she approached. As she neared, she caught the sound of his long, even breathing. The faintest of snores. 

A soft, very sleep-deprived giggle sneaked up her throat before she could stop it. She pressed a hand over her mouth. W didn’t stir. 

Falling asleep on the job. What a very... human thing to do. 

She crept a little closer. Nearly all of the files on the table overlapped in some way, most of them far too close to his hand to risk sliding away. She lifted her gaze to the counter. A jolt ran through her. The drawer beneath the counter—the one she’d seen him lock—hung slightly ajar. A centimeter or two, enough to cast a shadow on the recesses within. 

She tiptoed around the table. Breath held tight, she eked it open. The rolling mechanism rumbled. Wincing, she glanced back at W. He remained motionless. Courtney let out her breath and opened the drawer a bit further. Reaching inside, her fingers brushed the stack of files. She tried to flip through them, but they didn’t bend well in the tiny space, and she wasn’t sure what she was looking for. Screw it—she pulled the whole stack out.

Okay. Heart beating fast, she started to leaf through. S.J. K.M. B.L. The initials flickered past her fingers. She kept her eyes trained for J.W., but one of the folders caught against the others, and she found herself peeking at the contents. 


Day 348 of human trials. 

Subject L is showing signs of rapid deterioration. 

Appeared symptom free after first injection. Intestinal failure, liver failure and kidney failure after second injection. Subject pulled from the program. 

Cardiac arrest 14 hours later. In autopsy, heart was found fused with left kidney.

Time of death: 0755 hours. 



Courtney stared at that last line. Her eyes slipped to the doctor’s footnote. 


Subject L’s age noted. 45-year-old male. Compared with last two failed trials, there seems a correlation that the younger the subject, the more adaptable the DNA to the gene serum. Cells appear resilient to theriomutation. 



Theriomutation. She’d seen that word somewhere before. A fuzzy memory of a computer screen surfaced. A certain late night, not too long ago, spent researching the Whistler... A list of dead victims. She remembered none of the names, but that word sparked something. One of the victims, a doctor, who had come to study the effects of the virus. She’d gotten her PhD in a long word Courtney hadn’t recognized at the time. The theory of theriomutation. 

The hair on the back of her neck rose. She glanced back at W. Was he somehow involved with the White Coats? That shady group of scientists that had snuck into the city after Quarantine, an organization everybody heard whispers about but nobody wanted to acknowledge. Was W a White Coat? Of all people.

Maybe you’d prefer it if I’d left you to AITO.

No. W was a lot of things, but he wasn’t a White Coat. If it weren’t for him, she’d have ended up just like that boy in Chinatown. Another Changer dragged off the streets, vanishing into some secret lab. She shivered, and glanced through the next file. K.M.


Day 794 of human trials. 

Subject M. Male, 18 years, volunteer from United States Navy. 

Withstood all six injections. Minimal physical side effects. Cells successfully underwent rapid theriomutation. After four controlled sessions, subject shows no signs of DNA breakdown or skeletal deterioration. Organs are functioning normally.

Day 801.

Subject M appears physically healthy, but theriomutation sessions are growing increasingly unstable. Subject has become violent and unpredictable. Doses temporarily suspended. 

Day 803.

Subject has forgotten his own name. Physically assaulted and injured one of the nurses. Mental deterioration has progressed beyond probability of recovery. Pulled from program.



Courtney flipped to the next file. S.J.


Day 1048 of human trials. 

Subject J. Female, 21 years, volunteer from United States Navy.

Subject began showing symptoms after fourth injection. Personality changes apparent. All physical vital signs normal after fifth injection. Declined to be removed from program.

Day 1052.

Continued to sixth injection. All vital signs normal.

Personality changes increased, but no violent tendencies. 

Day 1053.

Subject J comatose. Confirmed brain death at 0100 hours. Family notified of service to country.



Courtney let go of S.J.’s file, and it slipped closed. She stared at the initials on the front for a long moment. 

Twenty-one years old. 

Family notified? Service to country? So that made it all better. Of course, the White Coats wouldn’t tell Subject J’s family their daughter died testing an experimental drug. An experimental drug for the military, it looked like. 

On a whim, Courtney opened the file again and flipped back to the first page. Subject: S.J., 21, volunteer from United States Navy... Her eyes skimmed lower. There. The date.

She had to reread the year a few times before it registered. 

That had to be a misprint. She pushed the file aside and leafed through the next several, to the first pages where the dates were listed. All of the files were the same, dated within a five-year span, with the first one dating back three decades. 

Thirty years ago. Why would W have files about Changers from thirty years ago? Changers didn’t even exist thirty years ago. 

Forgetting for the moment her original search, she searched for the newest. When she found it, she gave the initials on the front a cursory glance—and stopped.

J.W. That was the newest file. The first entry was dated twenty-two years ago. 

J.W. If that stood for Jasper Wade, Courtney knew he was only twenty-four. So unless they’d started experimenting on a toddler in Oregon... 

None of these files had anything to do with him.

She opened it. 

This file looked less professional than the others. The rest were typed, except for some doctor’s notes scribbled at the bottom of a few. This one was written entirely by hand. 


Day 1822 of human trials.

Subject W. Male, 5 years. 

Oral doses instead of injections. Previous trials indicate a prerequisite to metabolize the gene serum for full effects. All vital signs normal. Oral doses to be continued biweekly for twelve weeks. Subject under twenty-four-hour supervision. 

Day 1904.

Subject does not appear to feel any effects of the gene serum. All vital signs normal. Biweekly doses continued. 

Day 2140.

Subject W, 6 years.

Subject’s mother has grown suspicious. Biweekly doses now administered through food, instead of drink. Dosage increased. Still no symptoms observed.

Day 2928.

Subject W, 8 years.

First theriomutation observed! Further case studies needed to determine gestational period necessary for full DNA metamorphosis. Subject W has withstood the process phenomenally well. Normal vomiting, vertigo, and sleeplessness symptoms. Mind and personality appear unaltered. 

For further research: Emotional intensity appears to be a trigger for theriomutational change. But only once serum has reached full gestation in the system. More trials necessary.



The writing grew sloppier. There were a few cross-outs here and there, enough to make reading a struggle.


Subject’s mother now monitors all food given to Subject W. Doses will have to be administered in an alternate way. 

No matter. It is too late to stop the process now. She will realize soon enough that our child is the flashpoint in realizing the next scientific age. Humanity and science will thank him for the rest of history. No great advance was made without sacrifice. 

Those cowards at the lab

James was born for greatness. He is Edison’s final light bulb; he is Yuri Gagarin; evidence that a thousand failures will not prevent success. 

The naysayers 

Our success will prove



My beloved wife, I hope someday you can forgive me. 



The final note was penned in the shakiest scribble. 

Courtney reread the last entry, struggling to picture who was writing. A scientist. That much was obvious. But then, it sounded almost like... a father?

James. Edison’s final light bulb. The greatest piece of evidence. 

Who would refer to their own child as a piece of—

She dropped the folder. It slipped off the counter and hit the floor. 

James. 

J.W. 

I happen to share the same initials as my father.

“Can’t sleep?” 

Courtney shrieked, spun around, and almost dropped the rest of the files. She caught them on reflex. 

W sat half-turned in his chair. He hadn’t moved from the table, still leaning on his elbow over the mess of papers. He glanced down at the folder in her hands. Then back up at her. 

Courtney felt the files start to slip. She’d pinned them awkwardly against the edge of the counter, half caught by her middle and index finger. Slowly, she inched them back until they weren’t about to fall. She kept her eyes glued to his.

The more the silence stretched, the more her heart slammed at the strange expression on his face.

He didn’t look mad. W’s face had changed since the early days she’d known him: the wild expressions and crooked grins that never touched his eyes abandoned. The flat affect was unnerving, but now she’d give anything for his usual blank face. Or even one of his false Cheshire smiles. She could prepare herself for anger. Or a frightening show designed to intimidate, like that night back in the alleyway when she’d first stumbled on his secret. A confident, threatening W was something she had experience with.

Not... this.

There was a weird light in his eyes. Actually, a lack of light. He looked thinner than normal. If that were possible. His cheekbones stuck out more sharply than ever, eyes rimmed with a shadow that made him look... weary. When he noticed her perusal, he sighed, and stood.

Courtney skittered back. Which was hard to do, backed against the counter, so she ended up scooting sideways. But W didn’t move toward her. He headed for the cabinets above the sink. 

“I find,” he said, rummaging through the topmost one. “Nights like these have only one remedy. I’m having a hot drink. Want one?”

She watched him pull down a box of cocoa, two mugs, and a saucepan from the cabinet. He set them by the stove. Wordlessly, he filled the little pot with water from the sink, and set it on a burner. He lit the gas stove with a match. 

“I’m sorry,” she said without thinking.

“For what? I was going to get up and make one anyway.”

His voice sounded softer than normal. But not scary soft. Just tired. 

“I’ve never seen hot chocolate made in a pot.” She was doing it again. Talking. Fumbling for words, unable to shut up even as her heart pounded out silent alarms for an impending explosion—which she wasn’t sure now was coming. 

“Pots are nifty,” W said. “You can heat ’em over a fire in a trash-can on a freezing street. Or you can heat ’em over a gas stove. Kettles aren’t so versatile.”

Wasn’t he going to accuse her at all? He’d seen her with the files. Part of her burned to ask, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to throw herself under the bus if he was willing to let it roll by. 

Subject W. Subject W. The label bounced around on a loop inside her skull.

“Are you going to put a ton of sugar in it again?” she asked instead. The first safe question she could think of. She could have picked something a little nicer. 

W’s weary smile almost looked real. “Just plain old hot chocolate. Add whatever you like.”

He shook out some cocoa powder from the box into the pot. The water had started to steam, but he hadn’t waited for it to boil. Courtney smelled the warm aroma as soon as it hit the water. 

“I remember something about you,” W said. He stirred the cocoa. “You would go home, in the middle of a blackout snowstorm, streets full of looters, to make yourself a cup of hot chocolate. Between diamonds on the floor of a jewelry store and digging yourself out of debt, you picked hot chocolate. In fact, it was the only thing deterring you from a life of crime. The knowledge that you had a working microwave.”

She blinked. “Wow. That... was a long time ago. I forgot I even said that.”

“I didn’t. As much as I tried to, I didn’t. You don’t give yourself enough credit, Courtney. You think you’re ordinary. In fact, you’re a hard woman to forget.”

The smell of cocoa filled the kitchen. For the first time, Courtney was at a complete loss for words.

“I tried to avoid you,” W said. “The day you gave Margo your coat I realized that, interesting as you are, you don’t belong in my world. C, the funny little barista bored with her ordinary life. You’ve got dark parts and bright parts. You’re not a saint. But you’re not a sinner, either. Not like me, anyway. You’ve got your demons. Your ugly parts, that maybe a little more time in the rougher places would bring to the surface. But you’ve kept your head above the crazy. Somehow, in a city like this. And yet there’s one ugly part I can’t let alone. Perhaps the ugliest part of all. An unhealthy fascination with me that’ll lead you down the real road to crazy.” 

Courtney found her tongue. “I do not have a fascination with you.”

It sounded weak even to her own ears. W killed the flame beneath the pot, and tipped the cocoa into the two mugs beside the stove. 

“And if... if somehow I ever did,” she admitted. “It’s not there anymore.”

W turned to her. “Glad to hear it.” Handing her a mug of steaming cocoa, he smiled. “Cheers.” 

She took the mug. Her fingers brushed his, and he jerked back—not enough to spill the mug, but enough to make her blink. She looked up. He was already moving away, back toward the table. She remained at the counter, frowning after him.

“Feel free to sit,” he said. “I’ll clean up my mess.”

Courtney’s eyebrows rose higher when he reached forward and pushed some of his files out of the way, clearing a space by an empty chair. 

Unsure what else to do, she headed for the table. 

“I have a question,” she said, sitting. 

“I may or may not have an answer.”

Courtney gripped the mug until it burned her palms. “Is your name James?”

Don’t throw yourself under the bus, the rational part of her exploded. She forced herself to look at him until he looked at her in return. He already knows I read the file.

W didn’t avoid her gaze for once. He sighed. “Drink your hot chocolate.”

“If I do, will you give me an answer?”

“Maybe.”

Bracing herself for that syrupy hit of sugar, she lifted the mug to her lips. It tasted different. Oh—she’d forgotten he hadn’t dumped in the extra packets of sugar. The sweetness was inoffensive this time. She took another sip. 

Would all hot chocolate taste weird now that she was a Changer? Without an extra boost of sugar? The thought made her absurdly depressed. 

“To answer your question,” W said. “No.”

She peered over the mug. “No, your real name isn’t James?”

“The answer to your question is no, I will not answer your question.”

“That’s sort of an answer in itself.”

W smiled. “Is it?”

She took another sip of hot chocolate. “Did your father work for AITO?”

“No.”

“Would you tell me if he did?”

He settled back in his chair. “Probably not.”

Courtney let the quiet fall between them. She was feeling less anxious by the second. 

“My turn for a question,” W said. 

He was going to ask about the files. She braced herself, half hiding behind her mug, and tried to find it in herself to be afraid. Fear felt like an old acquaintance she couldn’t quite place. 

“Why him?”

“Who?”

“You were never a hard read, until now. It’s obvious your old man caused you a hell of a lot of pain. And yet, of all people, he was your trigger. The idea of losing him turned your world upside down.”

“He’s my dad.”

“That means nothing.”

“It means everything. I think he’s the only person I hate and love at the same time. And the more I hate him, the more it hurts. Because I love him, but he’ll never know, because my own pain blocked the way.”

W laughed. For the first time, she heard through the sound. It was a very empty noise. 

“I’ve never seen someone psychoanalyze themselves so efficiently. Well done.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

Courtney hesitated over her mug. The warm smell of cocoa drifted up with the steam. He was right; it did help. She could already feel the edge of the adrenaline wearing off, sleepiness starting to set in. What time was it? Two a.m.?

Oh. Right. He’d asked a question.

“I’m sorry about your father,” she said. Her thoughts felt fuzzy.

W stared at her. The smile was gone. 

“What happened to you was wrong. A father is s’posed to... ssss’posed to...” Her words tumbled into each other. Frowning, she tried again. “F’wssss...”

The mug slipped out of her hand and shattered on the floor.

W stood up. 

She tried to cry out, but an incoherent rasp was the only sound that emerged. 

She fell. He was there in an instant, before she hit the floor. She felt, more than saw, the world tipping around her. He lifted her away from the shattered mess on the ground and set her down a few feet away.

The lights swirled with the shadows. She shut her eyes. 

It had happened so fast. She’d had no time to react... to suspect...

Her thoughts dulled as the noises did. She couldn’t even hear W’s footsteps, just felt the vibrations as he walked away, and then returned. A light touch at her cheek. His voice sounded oddly pained, echoing from very, very far away.

“Goodbye, Courtney.” 

It was the last thing she heard.
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20. WHO YOU GONNA CALL
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DOES THIS PERSON have a pattern of running away or disappearing?”

“I already told you,” Dina snapped. “She’s never done anything like this before.”

“Does Miss Spencer have any history of mental illness? Is it possible a depressive episode could have been triggered by her recent loss of a family member?”

“No.”

“Miss Ramirez,” sighed the officer. “I see you are very agitated. Our detectives are extremely busy—”

“Jasper isn’t busy.”

“Detective Wade has a personal interest in this case, and is only cleared to investigate the cases we assign him.”

“That’s a load of crap. You just said this wasn’t a real case, and that I should come back and report her again in seventy-two hours because no one can get a thing done in this city.”

The officer stood. “Miss Ramirez, I’m going to have to escort you out.”

Dina threw back her chair, whirling before he could take her by the arm. She marched out of the office, door banging shut behind her. 

The detectives at the desks outside the office looked up. 

She felt their eyes flick over her: a quick, sharp appraisal. Tiny, red-faced and shaking as she strode toward the exit, she must not have seemed like a threat, because most went back to their paperwork. 

Before she hit the stairs, she paused at Jasper’s desk. Bright blue eyes held hers. He sat ramrod straight, fingers drumming on a stack of papers. 

“I’ll walk you out,” he said. 

She nodded. He rose without a word and escorted her to the stairwell. As soon as the door shut behind them, Dina’s voice rocketed around the concrete hollow. 

“This is such bullshit! They won’t let you look for your own girlfriend, and they won’t assign anybody else to look for her because she’s one more drop in the bucket, another person in a sea of missing people they can’t account for and don’t give a—”

“They can still hear us,” Jasper muttered, taking her elbow and urging her down the stairs. They emerged into the main lobby. He nodded to his fellow officers as they crossed the precinct, steering her along. She realized she looked like an unruly civilian being escorted outside. Nobody gave them a second look as they exited, and with her flushed, angry face she didn’t have to try too hard to play the part. 

Before this weekend, she’d only hung out with Jasper a few times in person, and always with Courtney in between. Now, they’d seen more of each other in the last two days than anyone else. Dina hadn’t found anyone who knew or cared enough about her best friend to bother fighting the odds to find her in a city that swallowed people whole without a trace. But even Jasper’s resources in the OCPD were wearing thin.

He pulled her aside once they got out into the rain. “Commissioner Van de Graaf is an inch away from firing me.” 

“Why? For caring about your own girlfriend?”

“I can’t blow up this case any more than I already have, or I’ll lose my chance of finding her.”

“I’ll blow it up as much as I need to.”

“Dina, you said it yourself. They don’t care. The department is too jaded to pile all their resources into finding one more missing person.”

“Then what are you going to do?”

He hid his face with one hand, pulling at the skin below his eyes. “I... don’t know.” 

“That’s not good enough.”

“I don’t know! For the first time in... I can’t fix this, I can’t—” He dragged his hand through his hair. His eyes darted around. “You can’t think of anywhere she could have gone?”

“She would have gone to me.”

Pain flashed over his face. He dropped his hand. “We fought, just before—” He paused. “I saw her dad on the news, and next thing, I’m driving over to see if she’s okay, and then you call to tell me she’s missing. All I could think of was the last thing I said to her. If she went out and did something rash—”

Dina huffed. “No offense, Jasper, but you’re not central enough to her life to make her jump off the deep end if you said the wrong thing. This is something worse. Whatever happened, she didn’t just run off.”

“I’m not saying it was me.” His jaw jerked, almost imperceptible. “But you didn’t see how unstable she was the night of her father’s incident. What else is there to go on? She doesn’t have any enemies. She left her phone, wallet, everything useful behind in her apartment. It’s Sunday. She’s been missing since Thursday—”

“Friday,” Dina said. “I was on the phone with her past midnight, so I know she was still safe in her apartment in the early a.m.”

“That’s still three days. In a city like this, those odds don’t look good.”

“So how are you suggesting we find her, Mr. Sunshine? Courtney always said you were the guy with the annoying plan to fix everything. Don’t you dare lose that now.”

He opened his mouth, but Dina jumped.

“Hang on—I’m getting a call.” Pulling the buzzing phone out of her pocket, she squinted at the raindrops falling on the screen. “I don’t know who this is.”

“Answer it. It could have something to—”

“Hello?” Dina pressed it to her ear.

“Dina,” said a raspy voice.

Her heart exploded. “Courtney!”

Jasper jumped. “Courtney? Is that—”

“Dina, I need you to—”

Jasper grabbed the phone. 

“Hey!” Dina shrieked. 

“Courtney, where are you? Are you all right?”

Dina leaped to grab it back, but Jasper leaned out of her reach. He had at least a foot on her, so it was a losing battle. She glared at him while he listened to the other end.

“Court, just tell me...”

Dina bounced on her toes. Jasper’s face contorted. 

“Please. We need to know where you are so we can—”

He stopped. For a stiff minute, all Dina heard was the rain. She hugged herself, bouncing in the cold. Jasper lowered the phone. 

“She wants to talk to you,” he said in a hollow voice.

Dina snatched her phone back. “Court? Where are you? What’s going on? Whose phone are you calling from?”

“It’s a burner.” The voice crackled at the other end. “Can we meet?”

“Yes! Where are you? Why won’t you talk to Jasper?”

“Dee... I need to see you in person. Alone.”

A shiver ran up her arms. Dina glanced up to find burning blue eyes locked on hers; she turned away a little. “Okay. Where?”

“Do you remember that old tree with the bendy branches we used to hide in as kids? The one with the bench under it now.”

Dina frowned. “Uh... okay.”

“That bench. In an hour.”

“What is she telling you?”

“Hang on, Court...” Dina covered her other ear. “Why? Can you tell me what’s wrong?”

“This phone’s minutes are going to be up any second. Can you meet me there?”

Dina bit her lip. “Yes.”

“Thank you.” Her friend’s voice tightened over the phone. “Tell Jasper that I—”

Silence. 

“Hello?”

“Did she hang up?” 

“Hello?” Dina tried again. Nothing. She lowered the phone. 

“What happened?” 

“She said she was using a burner. I think it died.”

“A burner?” 

“Jasper...” Dina pocketed the phone. “I have to go.”

“You’re going to meet her.” 

She couldn’t hold that gaze. Courtney was right; he really did wear every emotion right there for all to see.

“She’s shaken up about something,” Dina said. “I’m her oldest friend. You’re still... new. I’m sure she’s not meaning to push you away.”

“I don’t care. I want to know she’s okay.”

“I’ll tell you.” Dina grabbed his hand. “I promise I’ll call you as soon as I find out anything. You were the only one as determined to find her as I was. We’re in this together, okay?” She squeezed. “I gotta go.”

Before he could reply, or stop her, she turned and set off at a sprint down the rain-soaked street.

⬥◆⬥

Dina didn’t know what to expect when she approached the park. The light was fading, late afternoon sun losing the battle against the heavy clouds. She spotted the little figure in an instant. Huddled beneath their favorite childhood tree, Courtney sat on the bench with her knees pulled to her chest, wearing a coat with a big hood. Dina barely saw more than her chin. But she recognized the blue raincoat.

Courtney saw her coming and stood. Dina hurtled forward and threw her arms around her.

“You had me worried sick,” she snapped into her ear. “Tell me for real. Are you okay?”

Courtney nodded. She pulled back. “I’m okay.”

“You’re freezing.” Dina clapped her on the arms. “What are we doing out here? Come back to my apartment, I’ll make you some hot chocolate.”

“I can’t. Jasper would look there first.”

“What?” Dina blinked. “So you are avoiding him? Did he do something?”

“No.” She shook her head vigorously. Her hood fell off at the movement. “It’s not him at all—”

“Whoa, what happened to your hair?”

Courtney reached up. Her usual blonde braid was gone, replaced with a choppy cut almost as short as Dina’s. 

“Oh. Um—long story.”

Dina took her first solid look at her friend. Without the hood, she now saw the shadows under Courtney’s dark eyes. Their rich brown color had dimmed. After only three days, somehow her cheeks already looked hollow and flat. 

“What happened to you?” she whispered.

Courtney shut her eyes. A tremor ran through her—Dina felt it through the hand on her shoulder.

“Sorry,” she gasped. “Just give me a second, I...” She choked and doubled over. Dina grabbed her other shoulder. 

“What’s happening?” she cried. “Are you okay?”

“Fine. It’ll pass in a minute.” Courtney gulped in air. “He said I was strong enough—I can do this. I can control it.”

“What? Who said? You’re scaring me, Court.”

Courtney hissed a slow breath through her teeth. 

“Sorry.” Her eyes opened again, glazed with pain. “I’m freaking you out.”

“The hell you are.”

Courtney moved back to the bench and sat down. Dina followed. Their breath curled in steamy wisps on the chilly air.

“Why can’t we go inside?” Dina asked. “Let’s start with that.”

“Because my apartment is the first place Jasper will look, and yours will be next.”

“What’s with all the secrecy? He’s your damn boyfriend, Court, and I’m your best friend. At least, I was. But for whatever reason you felt like you needed to drop off the map and hide from us—”

“I wasn’t hiding from you.” 

“Then you’re hiding from Jasper?”

“No.” Courtney winced. “Sort of. But only for right now.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s a cop, and if he goes all detective on me now, I don’t trust myself not to give everything away.”

“You’re hiding something from him, then.”

Courtney looked away. Her throat bobbed. “I need to tell someone. I can’t hold this in anymore, and I don’t know who else to trust.”

The fear, which had hardened into a sharp ball of frustration in Dina’s chest, melted at those words. Suddenly, they were eight years old again sharing a secret beneath their favorite tree. She reached forward and wrapped Courtney’s cold fingers in hers.

“I won’t tell a soul,” she whispered. “Whatever you’re carrying, share the load.”

Courtney’s grip tightened on her own. She took another one of those deep, shaky breaths. 

“Okay. It started two months ago at the coffee shop...”

⬥◆⬥

Courtney sat in the basement of Dina’s mom’s house, wrapped in an afghan, surrounded by the smell of dust and mold. She clutched her mug of steaming coffee. The cold had finally driven them indoors. As wary as she was about returning home, Courtney was too tired to fight the idea of a warm, safe night’s sleep on a friend’s sofa. Dina had proposed a happy medium. They’d spent many childhood sleepovers in this old building. Dank and musty, it felt more like home than any place she could’ve gone. 

“Sorry we haven’t gotten a chance to air this place out.” Dina squeaked open a window under the edge of the ceiling while a heater blasted by her feet. “Mom’s uptown this weekend. She won’t mind you staying over.”

“Thank you.”

Dina hopped down from the sofa she’d used to reach the window and snagged a second afghan from the ground. 

“Feel any better?” She asked, plopping down across from Courtney.

“Loads. The caffeine’s clearing out the last bit of fuzziness from those tranquilizers.”

Dina’s lip curled. “I can’t believe he drugged you.”

“Really?” Courtney sipped her coffee. “After everything I just told you?”

“I can’t believe he didn’t kill you.”

Courtney chuckled dryly. She took another sip.

“So let me get this straight.” Dina folded herself so she sat cross-legged, fingers steepled under her chin. “This strange customer at your café ends up becoming a sort-of-almost-friend, and then this sort-of-almost-friend turns out to be the same guy who stuck a gun in your face and beat up your coworker. And oh, I shouldn’t forget, the same guy who shot a man in the head in front of you. All while wearing a different man’s face. Have I got it right so far?”

Courtney winced. “So far.”

“Then this psycho sort-of-almost-friend turns out to be the killer from the papers, the most notorious mass murderer in Orion City.”

“Yes.”

“Who saved your life.”

She hesitated. “I didn’t say...”

“But that’s what happened. You’re a Changer.” Dina’s voice caught. She leaned forward and gripped Courtney’s wrist so tightly she almost spilled the coffee. “You’re a... You could’ve been...” Dina shut her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Court. Your dad...”

Courtney felt the pain well up again, stacked up behind her thin veneer of control. Ready to break loose and tumble out. 

“They always just disappear,” Dina said. “Like nothing even happened. It’s all so unreal and impossible that it’s easy to write it all off as a hoax. All these disappearances, when they don’t affect you—when it’s no one you know, when the White Coats swoop in and clean it all up in minutes—it makes more sense to think of Changers as an urban myth in this stir-crazy city.”

Courtney couldn’t look at her. 

“Until it’s you. Oh, Court...” Dina squeezed her hand harder. “I’m so sorry. I’m sure... I’m sure they’ll find your father. That organization, the scientists they sent in from the Outside, they have to be working on a cure. If they took him, that means they’re trying to help him. Right? They’re the best people for him to be with right now.”

An image of a boy caught in nets, convulsing as he fought the Change, stabbed through her mind. Dragging over the cobblestones. That one sharp, horrible jerk before he went still under the barrel of a tranquilizer gun. 

She recoiled at the memory of tranquilizers in her own system. The nausea. The panic as her body shut down. Shuddering, she took another sip of coffee. 

“You don’t need to backtrack to spare my feelings,” she said. “You just said the Whistler saved my life. I think we’ve both seen enough to guess how the White Coats really treat Changers.”

Dina’s lips pressed together. “We don’t know anything for sure.”

“Nobody does.” Courtney gritted her teeth. “Which is why it’s so frustrating that the only man who seems to know anything about what’s going on in this city is Orion’s Number One Most Wanted.”

Dina hummed to herself, picking at the threads in her blanket. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.” Courtney sighed. “I should have told you after that night in the alley, when I found out who he was. But by then I was already in over my head. I guess I was scared.”

“No, you weren’t. Sounds like you were a lot of things, but scared isn’t one of them.”

“What?”

“I get why you hid it from me,” Dina said. “It sucks, but I get it. I’ve known you since we were six. You might be able to lie to yourself, but not to me.”

“I don’t...”

“You’re protecting him.”

Courtney blinked.

“It makes sense,” Dina went on. “Even before you disappeared, I knew something was off. You’re different. There’s a weird sort of spark that wasn’t there before. You talk about stuff different. You walk all over topics we never wanted to touch. It spooked me. You started poking holes in all the places I thought I didn’t have to think about. And then, you weren’t just talking different. You were acting different. I saw a homeless kid walking down the street with your yellow peacoat the other day. Didn’t you say you lost that? Then you went to Chinatown by yourself in the middle of the night to chase some lead in your boyfriend’s case. You started actually following the news. I didn’t know if you’d gotten braver or stupider, but you were suddenly more alive than you ever were.” Dina sat back. Her frown deepened. “You started caring, and doing something about it. Now that I know the full story, it scares me.”

“What scares you?”

“Who got you to start caring.”

The roar of the heater filled the space between them. 

“I don’t know what to do,” Courtney murmured. 

“There’s only one thing to do. You need to tell Jasper.”

“I can’t.”

“By not sharing what you know, you’re protecting a murderer.”

Courtney flinched. “He’s not everything the media paints him to be.”

“I don’t care. What’s to stop him going out and killing again tomorrow?”

“I know nothing that would help the police. I didn’t see any landmarks, street names, anything they could use to find him. I don’t even truly know what he looks like.”

“You know a lot of things, Courtney. His mannerisms. His habits. Where he goes.”

Courtney pressed her lips together. 

“If you don’t tell someone, I will.”

“They’ll want proof.” Courtney set down her coffee. “You’ll have to tell them I’m a Changer. There’s no way around it. I stayed in his apartment for three days. There isn’t a non-incriminating way to explain how I’m involved with the Whistler.” 

Dina scowled. 

“The only thing I have to figure out is what to do now.” 

“What more can you do without the police? He let you off the hook. He let you go.”

“I can’t just go back to being a barista, steaming milk and serving muffins like nothing happened. Not knowing what I know.”

“Courtney. He’s a killer. He’s deranged in the head. He let you go, for God knows what reason, but you’re free of him now. You can walk away. Put him out of your life for good. How many of his other victims can say that?”

Victims. You make me sound like some sort of serial killer.

Memories flowed unbidden, her own voice bouncing around inside her head. 

In my experience, serial killers don’t go around handing out cereal boxes to homeless kids.

Sounds like you have a lot of experience with serial killers.

“I woke up on my own couch,” she said. “In my own apartment, covered with a blanket, with the worst hangover I’ve had in my life. He even left me the burner phone I used to call my brother, since mine was gone.” She’d later found it drying out in rice in a jar on the kitchen counter. He must’ve discovered it lying where she’d dropped it beside the open door that night, waterlogged and dead. Courtney gripped the afghan. “Why go through all the trouble of getting me back home? Why not just shoot me?”

“Ask yourself why enough times and you’ll end up with Stockholm syndrome. Maybe you were nice to him when nobody else was. Maybe you look like his mom. Who knows? What I do know is that he is a killer and you are a good person, who needs to put him behind you.”

Good. Did she really fit that label? Good people, bad people. Black, white... gray.

The look in Dina’s eyes took on a sharper glint. Courtney glanced down to see her friend’s hands clutching the afghan, her olive-toned skin rimmed with ivory at the knuckles. 

“You’re right.” Courtney picked up her coffee again, balancing it on her folded knees. “It is time to put him behind me.”

“Didn’t I say I can tell when you’re lying?”

“I mean it.” Courtney reached forward and unclasped Dina’s hands from the blanket. She held them tight. “For whatever reason, he’s given me the chance to get away from him, and I’m going to take it. He helped me at my lowest, taught me how to get control of this Change, and for that I’m grateful. But that doesn’t change who he is.” She hesitated. “I won’t talk about him to Jasper. Everything he told me, it’s... safe. After that, we’re even. He’s out of my life.”

Dina’s eyes flicked between hers. After a few stiff seconds she must’ve seen something there to lower her hackles, because she nodded. “You don’t owe him anything.”

“No.” Courtney let go of her breath. “I don’t.”

Dina settled back, appeased for the moment. “What are you going to say to Jasper?” 

Bright, concerned blue eyes filled her head. She felt sicker than she did when she’d first woken up. “I’ll think of something.”

The sympathetic look she received made her wonder if she really sucked at lying as much as W and Dina said she did. 
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21. THE BEST LIES
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A FOREIGNER. THAT’S what Courtney was. 

Those little bells jangled above the door. Plates clinked on tables. Coffee beans screamed in the grinders, dull jazz music hummed beneath the voices, and her coworkers’ sharp, “Mocha for Emily!” and “Doppio espresso for Dave!” sliced through it all.

Not unfamiliar. The opposite, somehow. They belonged to a world that she knew inside and out, but didn’t fit into anymore—like a worn pair of jeans that had grown too small. 

She found Jess standing with her arms crossed behind the counter, glaring at her as she walked in, about thirty minutes early for her shift. 

“Yeah, I got your call about coming in today,” her boss had said. “But you didn’t appear to get any of mine.”

Courtney wavered on the other side of the counter. 

“You got something to say to me?” 

“I’m sorry,” she said meekly.

“You don’t show up for any of your shifts for three days straight. No calls, no texts.”

“Am I fired?”

Jess looked at her, long and hard. “What sort of trouble are you in?”

“Trouble?”

“You talk straight with me, missy. You’ve never done anything like this before. Your cop boyfriend and your friend came by here looking for you. Said you vanished. If you’re mixed up in any of the sort of trouble Max got himself into—”

“No, Jess, I promise it’s not that.”

“Tell the truth.”

“I’m telling the truth.”

Jess sighed. “Come around the counter.” 

Courtney did, and before she could say anything Jess pulled her into a tight hug. 

“I thought you were dead in a dumpster.” She let her go. “Now you go get back to work before I change my mind and fire you. Try anything like that again, and I just might. I can only take one Max around here.”

Courtney helped Jess tidy the station. Her coworkers approached her one by one, and she greeted them in a daze. The same story, over and over. She began to piece it together. 

I was visiting family uptown. 

I caught the stomach flu. Actually—food poisoning. From the Thanksgiving turkey. Uptown. Where the power fizzles in and out, sometimes, and cell service sucks. Sorry I couldn’t call in. You know how that happens, right?

The tale got smoother every time she told it.

She kept her head down, and her pace fast. Turned out there really was a stomach flu going around, because a lot of the regulars weren’t there, and the few that did show asked for herbal teas and plain toast, looking green. Nobody stopped to chat with her over the cash register. For that, she was grateful. 

Well—grateful as was possible with her insides grinding like the coffee beans.

“Are you okay?” 

Madeline touched her shoulder, where she’d paused with one hand in the cash drawer, frozen over the tray of nickels. 

“Yeah.” The word caught on itself. She twisted on a smile. “I guess I’m not one hundred percent yet. That flu’s a real killer this year.”

“Maybe I should take register.”

Courtney stepped aside while Madeline finished counting out the customer’s change. She took her spot at the coffee grinders. 

The Change was still there. It growled beneath her skin. A beast fighting her, tugging at her fragile grip on control from the inside. 

Maybe that was why she felt like such an outsider. Any second, she could slip, and they would turn around and see her for what she really was. 

And what was that now? 

“Court. I said two double-shots, you awake over there?”

“Sorry.” 

Shake it off. Breathe. She set to work pulling the shots, pouring every ounce of her focus into the espresso. 

Why had it seemed so much easier to control two days ago? In W’s apartment, she’d thought she’d conquered this. She’d reached a place, on the last day, where she no longer felt perched on a tipping point. Now the edge was back—a constant awareness of the chaos brewing in her bones, simmering and ready to boil over. 

But... it was more than that. She was a foreigner in her own skin, yes. Adjusting to the Change was a fight she’d never prepared for; but adjusting back to life in the coffee shop felt somehow worse. Her old routine: the floors never quite mopped clean, always another pot needing to be refilled, more beans to grind. Nothing felt... urgent enough.

The thrill, staring down the barrel of a semi-automatic. It’s almost addicting.

Cold raced through her as W’s words did. 

Was she truly so different from everyone else? 

I don’t want to become one of you, she’d told him. 

But what if she already was?

Was that why she couldn’t cram herself back into her normal life? Nothing felt real enough anymore. Dina’s gentle teasing about her fatal curiosity, her draw to the unknown, the desire to inch right up to danger and look over the edge—it had all been there from the beginning. The frightening rush in her veins when she’d stepped in front of Max that day, into the line of fire. The thrill of being part of something real, watching her own act of instinct change the course of events.

No. It was wrong. Whatever he’d awakened in her—it had to be wrong; he was changing things the wrong way, he was a killer, he was...

The tap, tap, tap of the espresso shots in the little metal cup stilled her thoughts. 

Who was she kidding? This thing building in her chest—the burning desire to lift her head, to become an active player in this twisted game of justice and survival in the Wall’s shadow—that ember had been there long before W strode through that door.

He’d only tossed it some dry kindling. 

“I’m sorry, sir, what did you say you wanted?”

“Nothing. I’m here to speak to the blonde barista,” said a familiar voice. 

Courtney looked up. Jasper stood on the other side of the counter. 

“Hey,” he said. She could feel the weight of that one syllable.

“Um—I’m sorry, Maddie?” Courtney turned. “I need to step out for a minute, can you cover for me?”

“What? Jess is already mad at you for ditching this weekend.”

“Please. It’s slow.”

Madeline’s eyes swung between her and Jasper. “I guess so, for a minute.”

Courtney slipped around the counter, the knot in her stomach growing with every step. She caught Jasper’s eye and nodded toward the back of the café. They moved toward one of the empty booths.

When they sat, she felt his eyes on her face. She couldn’t lift hers from the table. 

“Why do you look like a suspect I just brought in for questioning?” 

Courtney wiped her palms on her jeans. “Because I feel awful.”

“About which part? The original disappearing act, or the whole avoiding your boyfriend when you finally show up again bit?” A low, growling sigh. “What did you do to your hair?”

The chopped ends of her new cut skimmed her clenched jaw as she lifted it. “I didn’t mean to avoid you. I called Dina last night because I needed my best friend. Not... a boyfriend.”

“Seems like I’m not needed much at all these days. Michael said you went to stay with another friend. Not Dina, either.”

“How is Michael? Is he okay?” 

“Peachy. Just your regular eleven-year-old who just lost his dad.”

Courtney crumpled a little. “I went over there this morning, but he’d already left for school.”

“He’s pretty upset about getting dumped by his big sister, without even a text, when his only other family just vanished.”

Here it came. Forceful, sharp, knifing its way up her bones and into her muscles. She shut her mouth, forgetting any sort of reply, and clenched her teeth. Tears gathered at the backs of her eyelids.

Fight it. For Michael, you cannot Change here, in this café, in front of a cop.

A cop. Was that all Jasper was now?

“Hey.” 

A warm hand covered hers, anchoring her to the table. She couldn’t open her eyes, not yet, but she felt Jasper’s other hand on her forearm. 

“I’m sorry.” His voice softened. “Of course this must be hard for you. I get it, if you needed some time. If you needed to run, to escape, to deal with this on your own... I’m just sorry you felt you had to face it alone. I know we fought before everything happened...”

His voice went in and out, sometimes far away, sometimes much too close. Courtney focused on her breathing.

“You scared me,” he said. “I thought you were... It looked bad, Court. Your apartment door hanging open in the rain, your dead phone on the carpet, the TV on with nobody home. Anything could have happened to you.”

Courtney finally got a hold of her breath. She opened her eyes. Jasper looked blurry for a moment. She blinked away the heat. She hated herself for crying. Now was not the time. She had to get a handle on this, for Michael’s sake. 

“I know,” she whispered. “I know it looked really bad.”

Jasper’s thumb smoothed over the back of her hand. “Are you okay?”

She nodded. 

He hesitated. “Where did you go?”

For one heartbeat, looking into his eyes so blue and open, surrounded by the warm fog of voices, the safe weight of his hand on hers, Courtney wanted to tell him everything. She’d heard somewhere, a long time ago, that the best lies were told with kernels of truth. 

“I had a breakdown.” The truth slid out of her like a weight releasing. Jasper’s hand tightened. “When I saw the news about my dad, I left my apartment and wandered uptown. I didn’t know where I was going. I felt awful, like it was my fault. I don’t think I was really thinking straight. All the streets started blurring together, I don’t remember where I was, but somewhere along the way I ran into an old friend.”

“Past midnight,” Jasper said flatly. “Who did you run into?”

“Someone I used to know, before... from nursing school. They caught me wandering around barefoot in the middle of the night, probably looking like I was having a nervous breakdown, so they brought me inside. I ended up staying with them until I got my head on straight. It took a couple days. My friend wouldn’t let me out of the house until they thought I was mentally stable. Since I’d left my phone behind and everything, I couldn’t call anyone.”

Jasper’s eyes had narrowed, at some point in her story, but she wasn’t sure which lie he’d caught because he focused on a truth:

“You called Michael, on Saturday.” 

“Yes. His is the only number I have memorized.”

“Not Dina’s?”

Courtney hoped he didn’t feel her hand sweating under his. “I wasn’t really up to making many phone calls. I only called Michael to check that he was okay.”

“I guess you didn’t think about anybody else who might be worried you weren’t okay.”

“I didn’t think about anything. I wasn’t in a great headspace.”

Jasper looked at her for a moment. He sighed, and squeezed her hand. She wished he’d let it go.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured.

“I’m sorry,” she said back, more strongly. “I know I must’ve worried you guys a lot.”

He shook his head with a strained chuckle. “Your friend Dina and I bonded quite a bit over how freaked out we were this weekend.”

“I hope you can forgive me.”

Jasper leaned over the table and kissed her forehead. Oddly, she had to fight the urge to lean away from the touch. He started to say something, then paused, brushing her hair back from her temples. He pressed a palm to her forehead.

“You’re burning up. Do you have a fever?”

“Uh... I was out in the rain a long time Thursday night. Maybe I caught something.”

He frowned. Lifting his other hand from hers, he laid it against her temple. “You should take the day off.”

“I can’t. Jess is already mad at me for skipping work without notice.”

“You’ve had a hell of a weekend. I’m sure she’ll understand.”

“She doesn’t know. I told everyone I caught the flu.”

“Then tell her you still have it. That takes a while to get over. Come on.” He stood up, pulling her with him. “I’m taking you home.”

“Jasper...”

“No buts. You need to rest. I’ll talk to your manager. Let’s go.”

She was too tired to fight him. Irritated that he wasn’t entirely wrong, either; she was frayed to the end of her last nerve, but not for the reason he thought. She wasn’t fragile, breakable, something to be protected. She was fighting for her life with a monster she could never reveal to him. But she was winning. 

You are learning control, faster than most. W had been impressed by her strength. If only she could somehow show Jasper just how strong she was, for just a moment; maybe he’d see her, for the first time. But telling him about the Change was out of the question. She didn’t want to put to the test where she stood in relation to his badge. 

Trapping Courtney’s hand in a firm grip, Jasper said something to Madeline, who looked at her in surprise. Maybe she really did look sick, because Madeline nodded, and said something about talking to Jess. Then Jasper escorted her out the door into the cold gray morning. 

⬥◆⬥

The days passed. Courtney wasn’t sure when they started blending into each other, but each morning began to feel the same. She got up, went to work, slogged through the monotony of the coffeehouse routine, and came home. On her days off, she saw Dina. 

In every space between, she saw Jasper. 

He was a constant shadow, wherever she went. He watched her like she might snap, or run off again, teetering on the edge of a breakdown. It was annoying. She didn’t want to spend her time holed up in her own apartment, but Jasper’s place felt even more claustrophobic. He was on her every second, checking to see if she needed anything, questioning her every impromptu outing into the city. His paranoia was probably her own fault. She should have come up with another lie. Something other than “nervous breakdown,” even if that wasn’t far off from the truth. Jasper had turned into a badge-wearing helicopter boyfriend. She found herself rearranging her shifts at the coffeehouse so her free time coincided with his shifts at the station. 

The days grew shorter. Nights swept in early, long and dark. She picked up an odd new pastime. Walking had always been a minor inconvenience, an unavoidable part of her commute. After a decade’s Quarantine turned cars into a commodity, with all the maintenance it took to keep old models running, most single women took the bus or recruited a friend to walk with. But Courtney’s apartment lay at an odd intersection of narrow side streets and alleyways. Walking seemed her best option, most days, so long as she kept a full can of mace in her handbag. 

But now, it became something different. She didn’t make a beeline from one place to the next. She wandered. Often, she didn’t have a destination. In the glimmering, misty gridwork of pavement and high rises, she discovered the space to breathe. Rain soaked the city streets. The cold bit at her cheeks. People shuffled past in smart suits and baggy raincoats, heads down, sometimes tapping on their cell phones, sometimes muttering to themselves with no one around. 

Courtney didn’t know why, but she no longer felt afraid of walking alone. Her instincts were still there. She sized up men walking toward her, and passed them by. Her pulse never increased. No one seemed to be a threat. She even passed a pair of hoodlums she swore she recognized, either from a wanted poster or a personal encounter. But they gave her one glance and walked right on past. 

Did she carry herself differently?

Or was it just that no one, in this entire city, would ever come close to W? 

She didn’t like that idea. The thought that she’d go looking for danger, for that little spark of real to inject into her old, everyday life, to snatch back that sense of every action being charged with purpose, with real consequences—that was crazy. Anti-survival mode. 

Yet she circled it like a magnet drifting toward its counterpart. 

It’s gravity. Always his words, slinking back to her. Just another law in the universe.

She shook the toe of her boot, where a puddle had soaked into a little hole at the bottom, and kept walking. Her breath made little clouds on the air. It was four o’clock. Nobody who worked more than minimum wage was out on the streets. She’d moved her shift tonight up to five, so she’d be heading into work when Jasper got off. A twinge of guilt tugged at her, but she didn’t have time for it. He’d be at the café asking for her the moment she clocked out, and she needed these precious minutes to catch her breath before those helicopter blades descended once again. 

She pulled out her cell phone. For the eighth time today, her thumb hovered over the call button on her speed dial. She pressed it. 

The ringing drilled in her ear. Five long trills, carving little holes in her stomach each time they rang. On the sixth ring, she prepared herself for the beep. 

“Hello?”

Michael’s voice stopped her in the middle of the sidewalk. 

“Mikey, it’s me. I’m so glad you picked up.”

“Yeah. I saw your four voicemails.” 

Courtney closed her eyes. Somewhere, beneath her dimmest thoughts, she wondered if this was what her father felt like when she’d deleted his messages without listening to them.

“Can we please talk?” she begged.

The phone was silent so long she worried he’d hung up. If so, why had he answered in the first place? She braced herself for the monotone, No, I’ve gotta go, and grimaced at the gray outline of her face in a puddle on the concrete. 

“Okay,” came the unexpected response.

“What?”

“I said yeah, talk.”

“Are you okay?”

A silence. “What do you think?”

“Is Joey helping? Being with your friend?”

“I’d rather be with you.”

The words rocked the pavement under her. She fought with her voice for a second. “I’ll come get you right now. You can stay at my apartment, I’ll tell Jess I’m taking the day off.”

“No. I don’t want to go to your apartment. I don’t want to go home, either.”

“What do you need, Mikey? Tell me.”

“I just want to hang out at the coffee shop with you.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I like staying here. Joey and I play videogames, and his mom cooks big dinners. You can’t cook.”

Courtney laughed without meaning to. “You’re right. All I could make you is spaghetti.”

“Dad couldn’t cook either.”

Couldn’t. The past tense felt sharp. 

“I don’t want to be anywhere that...” The flat edge of his voice hiked up a little. “I just don’t want to be anywhere he was. Not right now.”

The two of them listened to each other’s silence. 

“You can have as many chocolate muffins and hot cocoas as you want,” Courtney said. “I’ll hang out with you between all my shifts.” She hesitated. “Are you sure you want to come to my work? I can take time off, come stay with you.”

“No. Joey’s mom is always trying to get me to talk about feelings and stuff. Just sitting around and...” His sigh crackled. “I’ll bring my phone, play on it and we can sit together and drink cocoa on your break. Is that okay?”

“Of course it’s okay.” Courtney checked the time. “Do you want to come by tonight? My shift starts in twenty minutes.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll come get you.”

“No, I can take the bus.”

“I don’t want you taking the bus at night.”

“You walk at night. How is this any worse?”

“You’re eleven.”

“And I’m almost taller than you.”

Courtney ran a hand over her face. “We are so related.”

“Besides,” Michael said. “It’s only five o’clock. The real creepos don’t come out until way later.”

If only he knew. “I’ll meet you at the bus station.”
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22. STRINGS
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DOCTOR CAMPBELL, YOU are needed in the Z-Ward immediately.”

“I know!” Jeanine growled at the overhead speakers. The sharp crack of her heels echoed off the corridor walls. She heard her assistant’s half-jogging footsteps behind her, the staggered fluorescents rolling over them in harsh white bars. 

“It’s the Torch,” Evan panted. “Isn’t it?” 

“Don’t call him by his power title,” she snapped. 

“Patient 201.”

“Murphy’s cell sent out the alarm, yes. Prepare yourself for anything.”

“Shouldn’t we have brought more orderlies?” The kid tripped over his own feet. “Bigger than me, I mean.”

“There are four down there already. You’re my insurance.”

Door after door slid by. They jerked to a stop in front of Z-201, splashed red in the glow of the alert bulb. Jeanine jammed her thumb onto the fingerprint scanner. 

The door bleeped. She pushed it open. A blast of freezing air hit her. 

The scene before them took her all of four seconds to take in. Blood spattered the white walls. Two large bodies covered the ground. One moved, curled on his side and moaning. The other didn’t. Against the back wall of the cell, two huge men wrestled a third. 

Reginald Murphy laughed. Cheek squashed into the cement floor, arms wrenched behind him with a knee planted on his back, he lay there cackling. Blood seeped from under his bright orange hair. The orderlies flinched back with each laugh. 

“Jea-nine!” he gurgled. 

Dr. Campbell strode into the room. She held back a hand for Evan to wait at the door. “Mr. Murphy.”

Reginald wheezed. His reply got lost in a strangled burble. 

“Let him up. I can’t understand him.”

The orderlies looked at each other. 

“Now,” she ordered.

Stiffly, the two of them lifted the pressure off the man on the ground. Reginald sat up. They kept their hands on his shoulders, his arms pressed back against his spine. 

Reginald grinned at her. Blood dripped from between his teeth. Before she could step back, he spat out a mouthful of something solid. Red sprayed across the floor. 

Jeanine looked down. A human finger rolled to a stop at her feet. 

“What brings ya to my neck of the woods?”

She forced herself to look back up at him. His yellow eyes gleamed. 

“Come to finally put me down, eh?” Blood dribbled down his chin.

“No.” 

“Really? You’re a lot of things, Jeanine, but a fool’s somethin’ I never took ya for. Y’all know it’s just a matter of time. I’ll get out, and I’ll kill ya. I’ll burn this whole place to the ground.”

Jeanine decided to be equally frank. “You’re too valuable a case study to be euthanized yet.” 

He threw back his head. “There she is! The honesty.”

“We both know how this ends.” She stepped forward. “The question is, how willing are you to extend your own life?”

“You’ve got nothing to bargain with,” he laughed. “I could bite off the fingers off every peon in your department and you won’t do a damn thing. You’ve gotta study every last drop of my blood before you spill it. Because all you care about is science.”

Scales rippled across his face. His yellow eyes clicked as he blinked. For a brief moment, Jeanine watched him, mesmerized. 

His bloodied grin split wider. “See? I fascinate ya.”

“You’re not invaluable,” she retorted. “If you threaten the security of this compound, you will be dispensed with.”

“All bark.” He sneered so wide a fresh wave of blood left his lips. “I wanna see your bite.”

He moved. Fabric tore. Something scraped. Too fast to see what happened, the orderlies behind him flipped sideways, like something had knocked the feet out from under them. They landed hard on the concrete. 

Reginald leapt to his feet. Something scaly and alive swung behind him. It gleamed in the fluorescents, long and twisting, like a dragon’s tail. For a split second, he and Jeanine stared at each other—Jeanine’s brain racing with denials.

He can’t Change in here. The cold. The medications. All the precautions they’d put in place. 

He grinned at her. His teeth were pointed spikes. 

Jeanine scrambled back. But she was too close. The snakelike appendage sliced between her feet, whipping them out from beneath her. She flung out her hands to brace her fall. The bones in her wrist crunched. 

“Evan!” she screamed.

The Torch lunged for her. But one of the orderlies on the ground caught him by the foot. He tripped. The tail swept out to catch him before he fell. Jeanine used the distraction to roll backwards toward the door, crying out as she landed again on her wrist. Reginald turned and pounced on the orderly. But the second man was already scrambling to his feet. He launched himself onto the spiny tail, wrapping his arms and legs around it. The weight of his huge body anchored the Changer in place, even as Reginald spun to throw him off. The first orderly regained his feet. Diving under the Torch’s punch, he threw an arm around his neck and yanked him down into a chokehold. 

Reginald sputtered. His bony arms clawed at the orderly’s grip. Once a hulking man, the Torch’s fearsome brawn had withered under AITO’s care. His face purpled. Pale yellow eyes darted round the room, landing on her. Murder burned behind them. 

“Reginald,” said a soft voice. 

Jeanine looked up to see her assistant slip into the cell. Stepping gingerly over the bodies on the ground, he approached the Torch.

“You,” one of the orderlies grunted. “You’re out of your depth here, kid. This isn’t some basket-case on a lower ward you can just talk down.”

“Let him speak,” Jeanine snapped from the ground. 

Evan walked all the way up to the Torch, where the orderlies struggled to keep him pinned. Even half-starved and deprived of oxygen, the Changer was barely restrained. He kicked and clawed, nails leaving bloody tracks down the orderly’s arm. Evan stepped right up to within an inch of his face. The Torch snarled. Evan leaned forward and whispered something in his ear. 

The Torch went still. As Evan moved back, his eyes followed him. Stepping away, Evan nodded to the orderly.

“You can release him now.”

“You’re crazier than he is!”

But a sound drew all of their eyes. A clicking, slithering hiss emanated from under the second orderly. The man stumbled forward as the tail he was holding folded inward on itself, scales sliding into one another like sheaths. It shrank back up behind Reginald’s body and disappeared. 

The orderly’s chokehold loosened, and Reginald dragged in a lungful of air. Both orderlies tensed. But instead of renewing the fight, the Torch dropped his hands to his sides. 

The door beeped. As if on cue, a team of men in white suits entered the cell, carrying a straitjacket. They marched forward to relieve the two orderlies. Medics poured in behind them. Examining the fallen orderlies on the ground, they placed them on stretchers and carried them out.

The Torch stood unmoving as they fitted him with the straitjacket. His eyes were locked on Evan. Jeanine’s assistant left the de-escalation team to their duties. Evan turned, extended a hand and helped her up. 

“Are you okay?” His soft voice held no trace of post-adrenaline.

“Fine.” She cradled her arm to her chest.

“Your wrist looks broken.”

“Nothing the medics can’t fix.” 

They navigated their way past the de-escalation team to the door. Behind them, a rough, throaty laugh bubbled up. Jeanine glanced back to see the Torch doubling over, hiccupping giggles building until they bordered on hysteria. 

The door closed between them, sealing herself and Evan out of cell 201. 

The silence of the concrete hallway drilled into her. 

She fell into step beside her assistant’s slow strides toward the medical ward. “What do you say to them?”

Evan shrugged. They walked past several cells without speaking. Jeanine wondered if her young protégé had ever had training in psychopathology. Perhaps he secretly studied hypnotism. She didn’t know much about his background. As for herself, she’d earned one of her PhDs in psychology. But for all her extensive training and knowledge—neurology, biophysics, biochemistry—none of it helped her with the Torch.

The sharp pain in her wrist dulled to a deep ache. It would hurt later, she knew, when the adrenaline wore off. But she didn’t quicken her pace as they strode out of the Z-Ward. Her frustration with her most intriguing subject kept her mind well away from the pain. 

“I don’t want to euthanize him,” she confessed. 

Evan said nothing. Just walked quietly beside her.

“His blood is like nothing I’ve ever seen. Even among the theriomutants we’ve collected, none of their cells come close to the potential for Change I’ve seen in his. He appears to have direct control over specific parts of his theriomutation. The tail, for example. He’s never been able to go full reptilian in that cell before. The AC units cool his blood. The Ativan dampens his rage. But he managed to do a partial-theriomutation. I’ve never seen a Changer do that.”

“The vigilantes on the news do something similar,” Evan said. “The man with the wings. The giant.”

“Yes, and what I wouldn’t give to get my hands on them. But for now, Murphy is all we have to study. To euthanize him would be a crime against science.”

Evan hummed softly. “He killed an orderly today.”

“I know.”

They crossed into the F-Ward. As they passed cell after cell, Jeanine began to feel the silence throbbing worse than her wrist. 

“Do not judge me, Mr. Grimes. What I do here in this compound is for the good of our entire species. Everyone in AITO knows what they signed up for. From the top doctors in my department to the lowest orderly. For better or for worse, humanity’s next advance has come in the form of these volatile crackpots, and our job is to make all the sacrifices necessary to ensure this next jump in evolution is really that—a jump forward, and not backward into chaos and insanity.”

“Crackpots,” Evan repeated, with a faint smile. “I believe that’s the most unscientific word I’ve ever heard you use.”

“Do you have a better one?”

He thought for a moment. “No.”

They walked on. Jeanine examined her wrist, wincing as the pain edged deeper. She’d almost reached the medical ward when she realized Evan wasn’t following her. She looked back.

He’d stopped at the end of the F-Ward. 

“Grimes?”

Jeanine returned to where he stood looking into one of the cells. She glanced at the template on the door. Patient 221. Conrad P. Spencer. 

“This man is new,” Evan said. 

She peered through the thin window. A man sat slumped in the corner of the cell, looking small in his baggy jumpsuit. His unkempt short hair glowed copper in the fluorescents. 

“Oh,” she said. “Yes. They brought him in recently. I haven’t done my review with him yet, but his theriomutation looks fairly average, about as unstable as all the others. Nothing much to learn from him. We’ll take his blood samples and move him down to the X-Ward to be euthanized by the end of the week.”

She started to walk away. Evan remained in front of the door. 

“Are you coming?” she asked.

“Do you need my assistance in the medical ward?”

“Not really, I suppose.” 

“Then, if you don’t mind, I’ll return to the office and continue organizing the research you assigned me.”

“All right.”

She turned and resumed walking, leaving him behind in the silent F-Ward. 

⬥◆⬥

Evan watched her go. As the click of her heels faded down the corridor, he turned back to Conrad Spencer’s cell. The man hadn’t moved from his dejected slouch. With his elbows on his knees, hands hanging limp at the wrists, Evan noticed his fingertips were red. Bloody. Behind him, on the wall, was a small red mark. And... something more. Evan squinted. Scratched into white paint were jagged letters. Lopsided names.

C-O-U-R-T.

M-I-K-E.

Evan looked back at the man. Lifting his wrist, he pressed a button on the underside of his watch. A little red light gleamed at the bottom. 

“Ready on the home front,” he whispered. 

Four seconds ticked past. The watch buzzed. Two short, sharp vibrations. 

Lowering his hand, Evan slipped it into his pocket and continued down the corridor. 

⬥◆⬥

Thirteen days. 

Courtney didn’t know why she was counting. She didn’t realize she was doing it at first. When she did, she tried to stop. But it continued. A subconscious tally, like the steady ticking of a clock in the background, just loud enough to set her on edge. 

I don’t expect to ever see you again.

The more distance she got, the more relief she expected to feel. Almost two weeks had passed since she’d woken up in her own apartment. Free, alone, without a trace of W. 

She felt more restless than ever. 

“Did you hear what I said?”

Courtney looked up, paper coffee cup frozen on her lips. Jasper stood watching her with a fading smile. 

They’d paused halfway across the old stone bridge next to Banbury Park. Sunshine streamed through the bare trees. Kids laughed and kicked soccer balls below while parents watched from the riverside. A vibrant Saturday morning. She and Jasper had grabbed coffee from a nearby café and decided to enjoy the slightly warmer weather, taking the routes she typically did when she wandered. 

“I asked if you wanted to see a movie. We both have the night off.” 

“Oh. Sure.”

“You all right?”

“Mm-hmm,” Courtney hummed into her coffee. 

They continued down the bridge. 

“How’s everything with Michael? He still hanging out with you at the café?”

“He drops by every day after school,” she replied, forcing an upbeat note into her voice. “Sometimes we go out for a milkshake. He seems pretty much like his old self, only quieter.”

“Kids are resilient. He’ll bounce back. A little quietness is normal, I suppose.”

He let those words dangle between them for a moment. She sipped her coffee.

They seemed to have less and less to talk about on these walks. She wasn’t sure if it was her fault. Her mind drifted. Half the time, she had to rewind the conversation as fast as she could in her head to make sure she hadn’t missed something important. She hoped he didn’t notice her delayed replies—hoped “yes” and “I agree” weren’t dead giveaways. 

Topics bounced between the weather, the latest releases at the theater, the holidays fast approaching. Jasper talked about how sick he was of hearing Christmas tunes at the station. Courtney agreed that Jess’ café seemed to have nothing else to play either. Then the conversation sort of fizzled. Neither of them mentioned the elephant looming. Jasper took the lead and steered the conversation into safer waters. A tiny Christmas between herself and a parentless Michael wasn’t something she felt ready to face. 

They wandered out of the park. Watery sunlight faded in and out between the buildings. Fewer people dotted the sidewalks as they moved deeper into the backstreets. Jasper’s voice trailed off as they rounded the corner. Courtney lifted her eyes to follow where he was looking.

They’d emerged into an empty market square, hemmed in by storefronts with “closed on Saturdays” signs slung across their glass doors. On the corner stood a music shop. Handprints smudged the windows. Courtney didn’t see what had caught Jasper’s attention. She started to ask when he shouted:

“Hey!”

Two figures jumped. She hadn’t seen them until they moved. A teenager in a black hoodie and a small child crouched below the window display, half-hidden behind a pile of shipping crates. Glass crunched. The girl glanced back at them, trying to maneuver a violin through a jagged hole in the display. 

Jasper took a quick step forward. Lurching upright, the teen ripped the instrument through the glass. Shards flew. She wheeled around and sprinted across the courtyard. The child took off after her, oversized yellow coat flapping around her legs.

“Stop!” Jasper yelled. 

Courtney grabbed his arm. He half stumbled, bringing himself up short before he could break into a run. Across the square, the teenager disappeared around a corner. The child followed.

Jasper jerked forward a few steps, dragging her with him. The thieves’ quick footfalls faded. He stopped. The muscles in his arm were taut under her hand. 

“Why did you do that?” 

The speed of her heartbeat surprised her. She let him go. “They’re kids.” 

“They’re breaking and entering!”

“You’re off duty.”

“I can still bring them in! She’s old enough to be tried for destruction of property and theft.”

“She had a child with her. Maybe she was stealing to take care of her.”

“A violin?”

“I don’t know what that’s worth on the streets. Maybe they’ll sell it to buy food.”

“Courtney, if they wanted food, they’d go to a soup kitchen. Those kids should be in a shelter or in child protective services. Not loose on the streets.”

She blinked. “Orion City doesn’t have CPS. That disappeared almost as soon as the Wall went up.”

His brow furrowed. “When we hand kids off after an arrest, I’m told they go straight to CPS.”

“They go to juvenile hall. Which is basically regular prison.”

“How do you know that?”

“Everybody knows that. All the old social service programs shriveled up and died after Quarantine. They had no accountability.”

Jasper raked a hand through his hair, swiveling on his feet as he stared at the edge of the square. “So you want me to just let them go?”

“They didn’t hurt anyone.”

“That’s not the deciding factor in a crime.”

“If it’s a crime to cross the line for someone you care about, then I’m as guilty as the next person.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about black and white, and how those colors don’t work on this city. There’s gray, and then there’s darker gray.” 

“You’re talking like a criminal. Whatever excuse they use to justify their actions, it’s not enough. There’s no gray when it comes to the law.”

“Well, maybe the law’s not enough.”

“What?”

“If you have to break the law to do what’s right, maybe it should be broken.”

He turned to her. “Are you saying you’d break the law if the situation came up?”

“To protect someone I care about,” she declared. “I’d snap it in two.” 

They stared at each other. His blue eyes burned. Hers probably didn’t look much different. 

Before he could say anything else, the radio at his belt crackled. 

“10-99. This is a Code Sigma. Officers report.”

Jasper’s face changed. His hand dropped to the receiver. 

“Calling all units.” The voice buzzed again. “This is a Level Four Sigma. Respond immediately.”

He snatched it up. “This is Wade. 10-4.” He looked at her. All indignation in his eyes vanished, pushed out by a new look that made her nervous. “I’m sorry. I have to go.”

“What’s a Code Sigma?” 

He shook his head. Ducking forward, he kissed her cheek. “Rain check on that movie, okay?” His eyes held hers. “And this conversation.”

She didn’t have time to respond, because he turned and took off at a jog in the direction they’d come. She watched him until he was out of sight. He never slowed his pace. 

Frowning, she checked the time. She had several hours to kill before she’d even think about returning to her apartment. No work to speed the day along, and no Dina to make her apartment feel welcoming. Courtney sighed. As she wandered out of the square, she played with different scenarios for the meaning of Code Sigma. Rabid dogs. Blackstone escapees on Main Street. A gang of streakers. A cult uprising. Ironically, the more ridiculous it got, the less entertaining it became. 

She felt shaky. As she exited the courtyard, she tossed her half-drunk coffee cup into a trash can.

“Wasteful,” somebody snapped.

She jumped. Turning, she scanned the empty square. She checked the alley at her back. No one. 

“Up here.”

She looked up. Perched on a rusty fire escape, ten feet up, a girl crouched. Sleek black ponytail, sharp dark eyes swept up at the corners. She looked no older than sixteen. Courtney recognized the black hoodie.

“You lost the cop,” the teen said.

It wasn’t a hoodie, Courtney realized. What she’d assumed to be black skinny jeans and a tight jacket was actually a single suit, skin tight like nylon. It had a hood, which the girl had flipped back. 

“I didn’t lose him,” Courtney said. “He got a call.”

“Uh-huh. Off to bust some more juvie-bound heads.”

Courtney looked around. “Where’s your friend?”

The girl’s eyes narrowed. “Safe.”

Courtney’s gaze dropped to the girl’s bare feet. A thick red slice ran down one pale instep. She’d cut herself on the glass from the shop window.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Why?” 

“You have a—”

“Why’d you stop him?” 

Courtney hesitated. “I don’t know. You had a kid with you.”

“That doesn’t matter on the streets. Or to cops.”

A sound farther down the alley turned both their heads. From behind a dumpster, the child from earlier stepped out. She held the violin. 

“Oi,” the girl snapped. “I told you to stay back there.”

The child stood watching her, looking small in the familiar yellow peacoat. Ratty dark hair hung to her shoulders. Huge dark eyes fixed on her face. 

Courtney stilled. “Margo?”

A hiss of disbelief. “You know Margo?”

She stared at the little girl. Margo stared back. The girl above them clicked her tongue. 

“Whatever. Whoever you are, I just stuck around to say thanks.”

Courtney looked up again. “What’s your name?”

Narrowed eyes watched her. “Strings.” 

“Like the word?”

“Got a problem with that?” 

“I like it.”

The girl snorted. Swinging out with one arm, she hung on the edge of the fire escape, leaning out into the air. 

“You should head to the other side of the city,” she drawled. “I hear Westside’s gonna heat up soon. Felt like I owed you the warning.”

She leapt. Twisting fluidly in midair, her black-clad body morphed into something much smaller. The Change was so seamless Courtney almost didn’t see it. A black cat dropped to the ground. Nylon fabric hung loose around its body, but didn’t fall off. Without a backward glance, it flicked its tail and trotted off to join Margo. The little girl turned and walked with it back up the alley, cradling the violin. 

Courtney stood without blinking beneath the fire escape. Something deep within her screamed at her to follow them. Another Changer. Someone who hadn’t lost her mind, who seemed in control. She felt the tug like a string on her chest, pulling her after them. The same kind of string that tied her to something else, made her count days despite all her reasons not to.

The pavement anchored her feet. 

⬥◆⬥

Courtney made it back to her apartment in a daze. Trudging up the stairs to her door, she cranked her key in the lock. Pushed it open. Shut it behind her. 

Hours passed. Later, she’d have wondered what she actually did when she got home, because she wasn’t sure she actually moved from that doorway. 

Not until she heard the knock.

It was soft at first. Dina didn’t knock. She barged right in. If it was locked, she yelled through the door. It wasn’t Jasper. Sirens still screamed, fading in and out a few streets down. Whatever urgent police business he had wasn’t ending anytime soon. 

The knock came again. Even fainter than the first. She wouldn’t have heard it if she wasn’t standing with her back against the coat wall, mere feet from the door. She turned and glanced through the peephole. In the warped fish-eye view, all she saw was the empty concrete landing. 

This was it. She was going crazy. The shock of meeting a fellow Changer on the street, for the first time letting her mind run wild with the intoxicating idea that she wasn’t actually alone—there were other people out there who weren’t locked up in an AITO lab, who hadn’t lost their minds, weren’t using their abilities to terrorize the streets—it was too much. She could keep this Change buried on her own. But if she wasn’t alone? That spark of hope, of camaraderie, might ignite this fire she’d been scrabbling to put out. And it would burn down everything she had left.

The knock came again. 

Steeling herself, she opened the door. 

A crumpled figure leaned against the wall, braced against the doorjamb. A bright white lab coat, splashed in red—her stomach lurched. He almost fell forward as she opened the door. No wonder she hadn’t seen him. He was hardly standing, doubled over just out of range of the peephole. W looked up. 

“Hi,” he said. 

Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth.

“Sorry to crash in on you like this. Believe me, if I had anywhere else to...” His face looked so white. “If I could think of...”

He pitched forward. Courtney caught him with a small cry, almost falling backwards at his unexpected weight. She heard his hand hit the doorjamb. His muscles shook as he tried to pull himself upright. 

“Shit,” she gasped. “What’s wrong with you?”

Something hot and dark spread over her hands. The iron scent of blood invaded. 

“Sorry,” he wheezed. His hand dropped from the door, leaving a brilliant red handprint. 

“What happened?” she cried. 

He laughed. A gurgling, horrible sound. His eyes fluttered shut. “Funny story...”

Sliding down the doorjamb, he collapsed in a heap on the threshold. 
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23. THE CHAMELEON
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JASPER WADE NEVER set out to kill anyone. 

The Glock 22 in his side holster was a prop—part of the uniform he strapped on every morning. He’d pull it out, on rare occasions. Hold it and point it at the ground as he jogged along behind his colleagues, only to put it back again the second they apprehended a perp. He’d never fired it on the job. 

Not until today.

“Tell me again what happened.”

Jasper shifted on the chair in front of Commissioner Van de Graaf’s desk. “I thought Code Sigma was a story they told rookies to scare them,” he confessed.

The commissioner leaned back. His bushy salt-and-pepper mustache twitched. “I’m guessing you can see now it’s not.”

Jasper hesitated.

“Detective Wade,” the big man rumbled. “Every officer in this department adheres to a code of loyalty with our partner agency. We lay our lives on the line for them. They lay their lives on the line for us. If you have information about who may have just sabotaged the most important operation in this city, it’s your duty to come forward.”

Jasper gripped the bottom of the chair. He inhaled. 

“Start at the beginning,” said Van de Graaf.

⬥◆⬥

Running. He was running. Flashing red lights scraped over him. The tinny blare of an alarm screeched in his ears. Gunshots echoed in the hallways. Up ahead, around the corner, a body lay sprawled on the ground. Jasper could just make out a bloodied pair of boots.

Secure the compound. Those were the last words Lieutenant Donowitz had shouted at him when he’d arrived on the scene, before she disappeared into the giant concrete compound, leading a team of black-vested SWAT. 

More police men and women than Jasper had ever seen at OCPD had responded to the Code Sigma. They poured in from every side, guns drawn. 

Jasper filed in with the rest of them. Uncertain what a Code Sigma actually entailed, he’d found two officers he knew and stuck with them. 

“Wait,” Officer Patton hissed. She dropped to a crouch.

Jasper and Officer McCoy stopped with her. She pointed to the boots ahead. 

“We shouldn’t all three go barreling around that corner. Wade, you take that hallway. McCoy and I will go straight.” 

Jasper’s hands tightened on his gun. They shouldn’t split up.

“Donowitz said to secure every level before we rendezvous at the top,” McCoy said. “Move fast, and we’ll meet you there.”

Patton nodded. “Shoot anyone wearing gray.” 

“Who’s in gray?”

“Changers.” She cocked her pistol with a sharp snap. “Don’t hesitate. They won’t.”

Jasper watched as they dropped to a half-crouch, running low over the concrete floor to the end of the hallway. Patton took the corner first. Gun extended, she peered around it. She motioned for McCoy to follow. 

Jasper turned and faced the hallway. Narrower than the corridor around him, this one pulsed with a silent red glow. No deafening alarms. Dropping low, he jogged along the edge of the wall. Two more hallways branched off ahead. He picked the right one. 

A screech exploded in his face. Feathers, claws, huge orange eyes. He almost dropped his gun in his hurry to shield his eyes. Talons ripped along his forearm. Cloth tore. Skin, too. With a hoarse yell, he stumbled back and lifted the gun. 

The flurry stopped. A sharp shriek, a flutter of wind, and the winged creature flapped upward. Jasper turned just in time to see a massive owl soar over his head. It banked at the end of the hallway, then disappeared around the corner. 

He stood panting. His arm stung. Yanking up his torn sleeve, he checked the flow of blood beneath. Two long, shallow tracks marked his skin. Not deep enough to slow him down. Jasper returned to a two-hand grip on his gun. He glanced back the way he’d come. 

Changers. 

Which meant... that was a person. 

Shaking himself, he tightened his grip on the Glock and continued down the hallway. This was nothing new. Every other field assignment had pitted him against human targets. They were on the other side of the law. Freak superhuman genes changed nothing.

Again, he looked over his shoulder. McCoy and Patton’s footsteps had faded. He’d heard no gunshots, or sound of a confrontation. He couldn’t hear the sounds of other officers either. They must’ve cleared this level and moved on up to the next. Footsteps careful, Jasper reached a stairwell at the end of the hallway. He headed for the second level. 

The minute he hit the stairs, the sharp splat of gunfire echoed from above. Level two. Jasper vaulted up the steps and crouched at the door. He edged it open. 

Bodies littered the corridor. The stark white bars of the fluorescents cast crimson reflections on the stained concrete. The gunshots ceased. Movement at the end of the hallway drew his eye. A young man in a white lab coat ushered a group of—things—through a door ten yards down. A tiger. A bear. A crocodile, moving wickedly fast. Two men and a woman in gray jumpsuits. A gorilla. 

The man in the lab coat waved the last one through the door. Then he walked through himself. 

Jasper didn’t have time to think. He surged up and sprinted for the door, trying not to slip on the blood-slicked concrete. He caught it just before it clicked shut. 

Snap. Crack. Bang. 

Jasper flattened himself outside the door as more gunfire exploded. His fingers, wedged in between the jam and the latch, kept it from closing. 

Yelling. Radio bleeps. Return fire.

His pulse spiked. Those were his people out there. And here he stood hiding. Wrenching the door open, Jasper stepped out into the hallway, gun first, half-covered by the door. 

He took in everything in a blink. The badge-wearing bodies on the ground, two officers still standing. The Changers up ahead, disappearing through another door. An elevator. Three or four of the fugitives lay in crumpled heaps. 

The policewoman still standing took a shot at the man in the labcoat—leading the Changers. He ducked behind a dead gorilla. Then he popped up and shot her point-blank in the chest. She tumbled backwards. 

“No!” Jasper yelled. He squeezed off a shot. His bullet flew wide. 

“Wade,” shouted the remaining policeman. “Get down, there’s no cover—”

Bang. He fell, gun skittering across the floor. 

Jasper looked up. The man in white had the semi-automatic trained on him. A clear shot to his face, even half-hidden behind the door. Jasper’s breath slid out.

Time stretched.

The bullet never came. 

Lowering the gun, the man turned and disappeared after the rest of the Changers. The door hissed closed behind them, going up. 

It took too long for the blood to return to his legs. Jasper vaulted into a sprint, threw himself against the elevator door. Rammed the button beside it. It didn’t open. He spun and ran back to the stairwell. He’d cut them off on the third level. 

At the third landing he braced himself, trigger hot under his finger. No gunfire echoed. He emerged onto the third floor. A group of officers—his unit—stood interviewing a man in a lab coat. The guy slumped against the base of a wall, blood splattered up his collar, glasses askew. A cop knelt, applying pressure to his shoulder. Jasper spotted Patton and McCoy. 

“Evan Grimes,” the scientist panted. “He flipped out of nowhere. He’s in league with them—the theriomutants, the freaks—he said jump, and they jumped.”

“He’s the one setting the Changers loose?” Patton asked.

“Yes,” the man gasped. “He’s a top doctor’s assistant. He has clearance to every sector of this building, including all the subject wards.”

“Someone has to shut down his clearance from the top.” 

“Almost everyone with the codes to do that is dead. Anyone left is hiding up in the control room.”

“Where is that?”

“Sixth level.” 

Patton straightened. “McCoy, take these two and clear the levels between us and sixth. You three, come with me. Wade!”

Jasper jumped when she spotted him. He jogged up to the group. 

“You’re with me,” Patton said. “Control room is our first priority.”

Jasper fell in line with her as they headed for the stairs again. “What happened to Donowitz? And SWAT?” 

“A two-ton gorilla on the second floor.”

“What?”

“I mean an oversized, freak mutant Changer broke a hole in a concrete wall and plowed straight through SWAT. It took a hundred bullets to bring him down.”

“You saw it?” 

“Happened right after we split.” Patton took the stairs two at a time. Jasper followed. “What did you run into? You’ve got blood on your arm.”

Jasper shook his head. “Probably the smallest thing in this place.” 

They fell quiet as they climbed, hearts beating faster than they could speak. They emerged on the sixth level. Patton made a silent signal for them to split up again. Jasper grabbed her shoulder. 

“They’ll pick us off one by one,” he hissed. 

“Donowitz showed me the floor plan,” she hissed back. “The hallways converge on the control room. If we come at it from four different angles, at least one of us will get there if the Changers reach it first. Another colossal gorilla will bulldoze six of us just as well as one. It’s our best shot.” 

Jasper grimaced when she waved him on. The other five officers in the group split off. Two went right, one took the middle; Patton and another went for the third, leaving Jasper with the far left. He slunk forward. 

His gun felt lighter. He’d only fired it once, but somehow he felt as if its whole makeup had changed. He’d never discharged it on the job before. Fingers wrapped tight around the grip, he tried to re-center his brain. But that simple, ridiculously slight difference in weight—that was what his mind curled itself around.

Fourteen rounds left. 

Fourteen chances to not miss when he spotted the man in white again. 

He could still hear the thud of that officer hitting the ground. If he hadn’t missed—if he’d put a bullet through Evan Grimes—would this all be over? Would the Changers back down? Were they animals inside, lost without a leader?

The hallway stretched in front of him. Lights flickered. He wasn’t sure how much further he had to go—or if he would know the control room when he found it. But the hallway turned. He checked the corner with his gun first. Clear. It branched off again. Clear. 

He’d gotten so used to the pulse of the alarms he barely heard them. He didn’t hear footsteps, even his own. If anyone approached around that corner ahead, he’d have no warning. 

He kept his gun high. Feet steady. 

He rounded the next corner. 

Not clear.

The group of Changers from before clustered against the far wall. They moved single file, creeping around the bend. The hallway folded backward again, blocking the rest of the Changers from view. Ten, fifteen, twenty of them. More than that. 

Evan Grimes crouched in his lab coat. He motioned the other Changers forward, gun glinting in the red emergency lights. A whistle drifted off his lips, almost too faint to carry—a soft melody intended for the Changers' ears alone. They followed, subdued, entranced... rats after a Pied Piper. 

He shifted. 

Jasper had never seen a Changer shift before. This was something else, more than the rumors ever hinted. His face swam. Features rearranged. His body arced inward, growing taller. The ginger hair vanished. Dark replaced light, hard edges and angles trading out the youth. 

Jasper stared. 

The morph was seamless. No more than two seconds lost. Another man crouched beside the Changers. Wicked sharp cheekbones, dark hair, an extra foot in height. 

He turned—and, for a half second, Jasper felt recognition slam into him—then the face was gone, weaving itself into something else. Noses traded, eyes swapped, hair thinned. The man shrank again. A different person wearing the White Coat. Crouching down, waving the others forward. 

Jasper remembered, when he was a kid at the zoo with his father, pressing his face up against the glass of a terrarium. Straining his eyes through the tangle of leaves. His father pointed. Just beyond his finger, a dappled coat of scales changed shades.

“See that? Look close. Rare chance you get to see a chameleon’s real colors.”

This was it. The briefest flash, between the swap of masks, Jasper had seen the Whistler’s real skin.

His finger squeezed the trigger before he realized it was moving.

Blam. The Whistler jerked backwards—hit the wall. One hand flew out, scrabbled down the concrete as he sank. Blood smeared the cement behind.

A shriek. The Changers converged, shielding him from view. One of the human shapes in a gray jumpsuit whirled. Her eyes fixed on Jasper. 

“Six o’clock!” she screamed.

Three Changers peeled off from the group and charged him. He stumbled back—fired off another shot. They were still coming. Changing midstride. A jaguar, oversized, paws thudding the ground, bared teeth ready to tear flesh—

Gunshots rang out ahead. More shouts. His team, coming up from behind. Had the hallways already joined up? Was this the control room? 

Teeth.

Screams.

Echoes.

Alarms. 

⬥◆⬥

Chaos blurred the rest of the memory. The story fell out disjointed, until Van de Graaf raised a hand to stop his recount.

“That’s the last you saw of him?” he asked. “Patton’s team didn’t recover him with the rest of the Changers?”

Jasper shook his head. “We didn’t get the rest of them. Patton’s group rejoined me in the hallway and took down the ones who charged. By the time we fought our way up to the bloodstain on the wall, the Whistler was gone.”

“Along with the rest of the Changers.” Van de Graaf leaned back in his chair, a low hum of concentration rumbling up his barrel chest. “So, Evan Grimes was not Evan Grimes.”

“No, sir.” 

“I heard you had a theory about this Whistler Killer before.”

“Well... yes. But I didn’t carry it up this far. The other officers said it was insane.”

“Insane is irrelevant at this stage. I want all the information you’ve gathered on my desk by morning.”
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24. FAVOR
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BY SOME MIRACLE, Courtney managed to not to drop W on the way to the sofa. She dragged him from the doorway the remaining ten steps to her living room. Somehow she got him to the couch. For such a lanky individual, he weighed more than she could’ve imagined. She tried not to think of what wounds she might be tearing open as she hauled him along, one arm beneath his shoulders, gripping his wrist. He made no sound as she loosened her grip. He sank onto the couch. The puddles of scarlet on the front of his shirt made her head spin.

“You need a hospital.” She crouched down on one knee. “What are you doing here?”

“Can’t go to a hospital.” His eyes screwed shut. “Can’t go back to the Dugout either. You said you went to med school.”

“I said I dropped out of med school!”

“Doesn’t matter. You’re the only one I...” He choked on his voice. Rolling sideways, he coughed a horrible, wet cough. Blood trickled from the side of his mouth. 

“Okay. Don’t talk.” Courtney yanked off her jacket. Balling it up, she tugged up his shirt. The blood flowed darkest from a spot just below his ribs, to the right of his stomach. She pressed the wad of fabric against it. A sharp breath hissed through his teeth. 

“How long have you been bleeding?” she asked.

“You said not to talk.” Another gargling cough, maybe a chuckle. His diaphragm jerked under her hand and she narrowed her eyes. “An hour.”

“You should be dead. You should have bled out.”

He didn’t respond. She glanced up to see his head rolled back against the armrest of the couch. His lips matched the rest of his face. Paper white.

“Stay with me.” She pressed harder. “W?”

For one choking second, it looked like he’d died right there in her living room. She scrambled for his wrist. A weak pulse fluttered against her fingertips.

A hospital. She had to get him to a hospital. But she didn’t dare let go of the pressure on his side. It was a miracle he’d remained standing as long as he did in her doorway. More of his blood covered his clothes, the couch, her, than pounded through his veins. He needed a transfusion. Multiple—and a whole team of surgeons. 

But he’d come to her.

She could barely watch someone give stitches, let alone pull a bullet out of a man’s intestines. 

No hospital, he’d said. Why? Because he was a Changer? A wanted mass murderer? Was he running from the police? Probably all of the above. Courtney’s arms trembled as she held the jacket in place, and she realized her eyes were blurring. She blinked, hard. 

“Don’t you dare,” she gritted. “You don’t get to drop in on me like this and just leave. Not again.” 

Minutes passed. Hours. She had no idea. She couldn’t feel her hands anymore by the time she lifted the jacket. It was black. It had once been blue. She dropped it to the carpet. 

The horrendous flow had stopped. No longer gushing, the platelets clotted together in a black congealed mass, like the stopper on a drain. Courtney dared not clear it away to check the depth of the wound. Time for that later. For now, the nasty mess was the only thing stopping the bleeding. She reached for his hand to check his pulse again, and caught her breath. His skin was stone-cold. 

She raced to the bedroom. Ripping every blanket off her bed, pillows, sheets, everything, she dashed back to the couch, almost tripping over her load. Her hands shook as she packed the pillows around his head, pressed the blankets in around his chest, arms, legs. She left the wound exposed, but only just. They couldn’t risk an infection. But he was going into shock. That could kill him before the wound itself did. 

She cranked up the heater, pulled the shades on the windows, and returned to his side. 

His chest dipped and rose. Too shallow, too fast. She checked his pulse again. Slow. Far too slow. That could indicate internal bleeding. Feeling sick, and not from the heady scent of copper, Courtney peeled back the torn shirt from his abdomen. 

No distension. That was good. But a dark purple bruise was already forming. Not good. If this was a bullet wound, it could’ve clipped an intestine. Bullets tended to shatter. A knife was hardly better. It didn’t matter what had caused the damage; what mattered was getting someone who knew what they were doing, someone she could trust, to fix this as fast as possible. 

There was only one person. 

“Dina,” she gasped into the phone as soon as it clicked. “How do you patch a bullet wound?”

“What?” 

“How do you patch a bullet wound?” she nearly screamed.

“Are you shot? What the hell? Get to a hospital! Where are you?”

“It’s not me, it’s—it’s someone else. I can’t go to a hospital.”

“What happened? Why can’t you call an ambulance?”

“I just can’t! Dina, trust me! Please, tell me how to patch this wound. He’s dying.”

A short pause. She could hear the wheels turning in her friend’s head. “Where is it?”

“Abdomen. Right side, just below the ribs.”

“Can you see intestines? Is anything spilling out?”

“No. Just blood, but it stopped.”

“Did you check for distension?”

“Yes, there’s none. But there’s bruising.”

“Mm.” Not a good sound. “What’s his pulse?”

Courtney held his wrist. “Very low.”

“Is there an exit wound? You need to check he’s not bleeding from both sides.”

This required lifting him. Loathe to damage his insides any further, Courtney tried as gingerly as possible to roll him to one side. She slid a hand beneath his coat and across his back. After a minute of searching, she responded, “I don’t feel one. There’s no fresh blood.” 

“Okay. Keep him on his side to open the airway.” A long, taut hesitation lingered on the other end of the phone. “Court, you’re not going to like this.”

“I don’t like any of this.”

“He’s not going to make it. Not without a hospital. He needs an ex-lap, and you’re not qualified to perform one. You need a surgeon.”

Courtney’s eyes pricked. “Can you perform one?”

“Are you insane? I haven’t even completed my residency, and I’m a nurse, not a doctor.”

“I can’t...” She gripped his fading pulse, feeling her own speed up. 

“Courtney, is this who I’m scared to ask it is?”

She closed her eyes. After all of it, the fear, the thrill, the pain, the spark of something beyond anything she’d found in her life up until now... it couldn’t end here. She wouldn’t let it. 

“Courtney Spencer, if you don’t call the police right now, I will.”

“Dina, I’m begging you. You can’t.”

“Why the hell not? He can’t hurt you! There’s no threat, he’ll be a vegetable in half an hour! You can call the police, hand him off to professionals, and finally sleep at night. You want to be free, don’t you?”

Her voice came out ragged. “No.”

Silence on the other end.

“You’ve got to be joking,” Dina growled. “Are you hearing in your voice what I hear?”

“I don’t know. I just... I have to save him.”

“You’re insane.” A low, half-snarling moan. “We’re both insane. I’m coming over.”

⬥◆⬥

Dina knelt on the bloodstained carpet in Courtney’s apartment, frowning as she leaned over the couch. W hadn’t stirred since Courtney had stopped the bleeding. She stood holding her breath, watching Dina skim careful fingers over W’s torso.

“I only have about half of the instruments I’d need,” Dina muttered. She reached into the case she’d brought. “Forceps, sutures, needles, some scalpels, a few clamps, not enough gauze...”

Dina pulled out a stethoscope and listened to his heart. Her scowl deepened. She peeled open one of his eyelids and flashed a light inside. She listened to his shallow breathing, took his blood pressure. Then she let out a sharp breath. She ripped off the stethoscope.

“Screw it. I’m going to try.”

“Try what?”

“An exploratory laparotomy. I’ve watched Dr. Brenner do fifty or more. If this guy’s got a bullet sitting under his ribs, I need to see what kind of tunnel it made to get there. Stitching him up from the outside won’t do any good if he’s bleeding out internally.”

Courtney knelt beside the couch. Without a conscious order, her hand slid up to cover W’s, fingers curling around his cold ones. Dina’s eyes followed the movement.

“I’ll warn you,” she said. “If I find any damaged organs in the ex-lap, I couldn’t do the real surgery. All I could tell you is how slow he’s going to die. Besides, I don’t have anesthetics. If I go digging around that wound and he wakes up, things could go south real fast. He could jerk and eviscerate himself. He could attack one of us.”

“At this point I think he’s too far gone to feel much,” Courtney said. Her mind flashed back to that night in the alley, when she’d nailed him in the face with a jet of pepper spray. “But he has a shockingly high pain tolerance.”

Dina grunted. “We’ll see.”

Rolling up her sleeves, she pulled on a pair of gloves. 

Courtney watched the light glance off the tools she drew from the case. “Thank you for doing this.”

“Don’t thank me. I might change my mind and turn you both in.” 

Dina leaned forward, cleared the gore blocking the wound, and set to work. Courtney looked away as soon as the probe went in. She’d been better, once, with all the exposure at OSM, but two years of schooling hadn’t conquered the squeamishness that rose with blood. Dina used to tease her as she plowed on through her courses out of sheer stubbornness to face her fear. Once she’d dropped out, any progress had vanished.

She watched Dina’s face instead. Her friend wore an unwavering scowl, eyebrows knit together in a blend of concentration and disapproval. Courtney knew she’d get the chewing out of her life later. But Dina was a woman of the moment. And her ethic on the job surpassed that of any nurse she’d ever known.

“There’s a very stupid, inconvenient Oath banging around in my head,” Dina grumbled. “You never let somebody die on your watch, not if you can stop it. No matter who they are. This man can rot in jail after I sew up his insides.”

The two of them knelt in silence. Dina’s frown betrayed her focus, deepening and shifting as she explored the damage beneath her probe. She took up a pair of forceps. Courtney smoothed her thumb along the inside of W’s wrist and counted out the faint tap of his pulse. His skin was icy. 

“What the hell...” came the sudden breath. Dina tilted forward, voice paused to keep from breathing on the wound. 

Courtney leaned closer. “What?” 

“This should be way worse.” Courtney forced herself to look down at her friend’s work. Dina held a piece of... something aside with her forceps, angling the probe down to provide a clear view of the bullet’s path. “That laceration on his intestine looks like it’s a week old. He should be ripped open; he should be dead with where that hole is located. How long ago did you say this happened?”

“Less than two hours now.”

“Impossible. That’s not a fresh wound. It’s too neat. It’s half healed, closing already.”

“Can you sew it up?”

Dina hesitated. “I... just might be able to.” She looked around. “Put on a pair of gloves and help me.”

Stomach rolling, Courtney stood, jogged to the kitchen to scrub her hands in the sink, and returned. She pulled a pair of gloves from Dina’s case. She tried not to think about what she was doing, just did as Dina instructed. Hold this. Keep that there. Don’t let that move. 

Her friend worked like an expert, fingers sure and steady. Dina had assisted in surgeries many times. But she’d never been trained to fill a real surgeon’s shoes. Courtney held the forceps as steady as she could. She wasn’t someone who prayed, but right now she felt a burning instinct to reach out and upward. Just like her crazy father. For the briefest moment, she closed her eyes.

“There,” Dina said. “That should hold. Go ahead and let go of that now—careful.”

Courtney sat back while Dina sewed up the more jagged edges of the exterior wound. Her brain started to swirl around the fact that W might have more tricks up his sleeve than being an irregular Changer—Jasper had mentioned a vigilante once who could heal himself, the Giant who shook off bullets—but she stowed the thought for later. Now was the time to test the waters between her and Dina. To see just how thin the ice was. 

“Dina...” she started, as her friend began to clean her instruments and put them away.

“No.” Dina didn’t look up, voice clipped. “Don’t even ask it. The answer’s no.”

“I didn’t—”

“I won’t join you in harboring the biggest psychopath in Orion. No way.”

“He’s not who you think he is.”

“Really? And how would you know that? I suppose you’re pals now; you seem to know him better than you know me.” The case shut with a sharp snap. “Because in case you didn’t remember, I’m the kind of person who calls the police when a serial killer covered in blood shows up on my doorstep.”

“I called you because I trust you.”

“And you’re an idiot. You’re in over your head, Court. I’m snapping you out of it.”

She started to stand. Courtney grabbed her wrist. “Dee, please. I’m begging you.”

“You are blinded. I’ve never seen you this way. Over anyone.” Dina shook her off and waved a sharp hand between Courtney and the couch. “What is this? What’s going on here? You’re risking everything for this guy. Who is he to you?”

Courtney couldn’t even begin to find those answers. “He saved my life.”

Dina scoffed. She shook her head, half-turned to the door, and stopped. Her shoulders tightened.

“They’d be dissecting me at some lab right now if it weren’t for him,” Courtney pressed. “He taught me how to control this Change. He’s helped other Changers do the same. Would a psychopath do that?”

“Maybe he has an ulterior motive.”

“Or maybe the Orion Times doesn’t know everything about the Whistler.”

Dina turned with a glare that might’ve killed her, once. “He has blood on his hands.”

“So do I!” At the confusion on her face, Courtney dredged up a queasy thought she’d been trying to tamp down since that first night in Chinatown. Again she saw the boy from the square, looking so small in a tangle of nets. “For years, I’ve sat here doing nothing while Changers got dragged off around me. I even had the luxury to pretend they didn’t exist. Now I am one. Who would have stuck up for me, if not W? Definitely not someone like who I was before.”

Dina’s eyes flickered toward the couch. 

“Please, Dee.” Fifteen years of friendship weighed down those two words. 

W’s faint, shallow breathing filled the living room. Behind the blinds, echoing down the street, a siren pierced the night. A second joined it. An eerie, discordant harmony. 

“You’ve always been the one who thought things through,” Dina said. “I trusted your judgment more than I trusted my own. Can you look me clear in the eyes and tell me you know you’re doing the right thing?”

Courtney swallowed. “I’m doing the only thing I can do.”

Dina’s dark eyes pinned hers, flicking from one to the other. Without a word, she stooped down, picked up her case, and moved to the door. Courtney couldn’t follow. Rooted to the floor, she watched her pause with a hand on the doorknob.

“If you were anyone else, Court...” Dina’s fingers clenched around the knob, but didn’t turn. She glanced back at the couch. An edge of uncertainty passed over her face, blending with the anger. Her shoulders jerked. With a swift turn, she opened the door. It slammed behind her.

Courtney’s lungs deflated. Her head spun, and she realized for the last several minutes or so she hadn’t exhaled. 

Through the faint slits in the blinds, she could see the world had gone dark. A muted gold glow filtered in from the street, watered down by the lights inside. Exhaustion flooded every part of her. It felt like she’d been fighting something physical—she hadn’t won, but she’d stolen the space to catch her breath, and now her adrenaline-soaked muscles begged to unravel. 

For now, Dina was in her corner. How long that would last, Courtney didn’t know. She couldn’t force her best friend to skirt the law. But she knew, however loud Dina barked, she could trust her. Dina wouldn’t turn them in. At least, not right now.

Courtney stumbled into the kitchen. Pouring herself a glass of water, she downed it in three gulps. Her stomach felt hollow. But she couldn’t eat. She killed the brightest of the lights in the kitchen and the living room, then went to lock the door. The thick throw blanket at the foot of the couch was the only one left. The rest were packed around W’s sleeping form. 

Courtney didn’t want to think. Tugging the throw blanket off the armrest, she spread it flat on the carpet—covering the dried stains—and lay down on top of it. She pulled the other half around herself like a makeshift sleeping bag. Her eyes fluttered closed. 

She didn’t realize she’d reached up for W’s hand until her skin registered the coolness of his. Her fingers closed around his long ones. 

Returning the favor, she thought to herself, as she gave into her exhaustion. I’m just returning the favor. 
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25. THE SLIDE
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COURTNEY WOKE WITH a carpet burn on her face and her arm twisted above her at a strange angle. She rolled over. Several slow, disoriented blinks came and went before she realized she lay on the floor of her living room, wedged against the bottom of the couch. She sat up, pushing away the hair that had stuck itself to her eyelids during sleep. 

Her hand was encased in something warm. Very warm. She looked over. 

W lay where she’d left him. In almost the exact same position, though his head may have lolled to one side. His fingers tangled with hers, anchoring her hand. She was amazed she hadn’t yanked it free in the night. Freeing it now, she rose to check his bandages. 

The stitches were holding. At least, from what she could tell from the outside. The inside was another matter. But she trusted Dina. She didn’t have a choice. She didn’t know any surgeons from her school days, and even if she did she doubted any would agree to a covert operation helping a fugitive of the law. 

A wary thought struck. Taking his hand again, she pressed a thumb against his pulse. A forceful, heavy thrum beat out against it. Much too fast. And he wasn’t just warm, she realized. He burned. A thin sheen of sweat gleamed on his forehead, beneath his eyes, over his upper lip. His chest rose and fell in a faint, fast rhythm. 

An infection. A chill razored up her spine. She ran to snatch a thermometer from the bathroom cabinet. The old-fashioned red stripe confirmed her fears. 103° Fahrenheit. 

Dina answered the phone on the eighth ring.

“What,” came the groggy snap. “You better have good news. I was up almost all night thinking about this stupid mess.”

“He’s got a fever. I think it’s an infection. What do I do?”

Silence. Tapping the speaker button, Courtney left the phone on the armrest of the couch and ran to the kitchen. She soaked a towel in cold water. The silence didn’t break until she’d made it back to W, placing the cold towel over the top half of his face. 

The distant whine of a siren seeped through the closed window. 

“The biggest thing to worry about is sepsis,” Dina’s voice crackled. “He needs antibiotics, with intravenous fluids.”

“Where the hell am I going to get those?”

The silence was heavier this time. “I don’t know, Court.”

A whole lot unsaid, beneath those words. And more than anything... the gut-twisting sound of relief. Dina wanted this to be over. Even if Courtney had to fail. Resentment surged up, but Courtney beat it down before it could grab hold of her tongue. Dina had done a lot for her already. Courtney knew her friend—she wouldn’t have thrown her morals on the line like this for any other human. She’d compromised enough. 

“Okay.” Courtney forced herself to confront the problem in tiny bits, one piece at a time. “What kind of antibiotics do I need?”

Dina listed off several, and Courtney was pleased to recognize many of the names from her OSM studies. 

“Do I really need an IV? There aren’t any I can give him orally?”

“Too slow. Besides, if he’s still unconscious, they’d just choke him.”

Courtney chewed on her lower lip. An idea struck. She leaned over to grab the edge of W’s bloodstained lab coat. It was a shot in the dark, certainly, but she remembered the haphazard assortment of syringes, medical supplies, and strange knick knacks stashed away in W’s apartment. And that Mary Poppins quality of his regular long coat. He seemed to be able to pull just about anything out of those pockets. 

She slid her fingers along the inside of the coat. Her hand hit something solid in the first inner pocket. She pulled it out, startled at how heavy it was. A thrill raced through her. A gun.

“Court?” Dina’s tinny voice echoed in the living room.

“Sorry. I was... thinking.”

“Are you gonna be okay?”

The heaviness in her voice brought the world into sharp focus. That’s right. Dina thought this was it—Courtney’s time to say goodbye. 

Hell if she was going to give in that easy. Her fingers closed around the gun. An idea wove itself together. A sick, terrifying, electric idea. 

“The ICU floor where you work,” she said. “What’s the passcode to the med room?”

⬥◆⬥

It took twenty minutes. Somehow, she got Dina to give her the code. Maybe she’d worn her down. Maybe Dina already felt in over her head, too deep for one more stroke downward to make a difference. Courtney scribbled down the number. Memorized it. 50647. 

After she’d hung up, she rummaged through her closet. Her fingers hit the starchy blue fabric at the very back. She pulled it out. 

She’d never gotten herself to get rid of this old pair of scrubs. They were a token of hope that she might one day return to OSM, finish her degree. Now she slipped them off the hanger. It felt strange to put them on again, like sliding back into the past. 

Her stomach gave a sharp flip as she dropped the gun into an empty tote. 

She took the bus. Ten blocks to St. Barnabas. Five stops. Long enough for her to roll her half-baked plan over in her head, picking holes in it, so that by the time the brakes squealed in front of the busy hospital she felt ready to curl up in the back of the bus and let it keep on driving.

She got out. The faint smell of smoke hit her when the doors opened. She’d thought she’d smelled it at the bus stop near her apartment, but there was no mistaking it now. The shrill, building scream of a siren approached. Flashing lights rounded the corner, and an ambulance screeched to a stop across the parking lot. Paramedics poured out, carrying patients on stretchers. 

Okay. ICU was across from Emergency. Courtney remembered her tours of the hospital from her time as a nursing student, and she headed for the intensive care entrance. Her stomach felt like she’d swallowed a bunch of rocks as she passed through the automatic doors.

This was it. This was the part where the receptionist stood up, shouted, “I don’t recognize you!” and called security. 

But to her surprise, the front desk was swarmed. Literally, a line of people stretched all the way to the door, clamoring for attention. Shouting. Coughing. The thick smell of smoke hit her nose, stronger in here even than outside. She realized the smoke clung to these people’s clothes. 

Courtney didn’t have time to gawk or speculate the cause of events. She stepped around them. If the receptionist saw her at all, she must’ve only registered the familiar shape of blue scrubs from the corner of her eye; she didn’t look up as Courtney slipped out of the lobby onto the ICU floor. 

She kept her head down. Walking fast, purposefully, like she was in a hurry to get somewhere. Courtney dared a glance up at the nurses milling past. They all had the same gait. The hallway buzzed with low, urgent voices, and she caught snatches of words exchanged:

“—extensive third degree burns—”

“—need some IV antibiotics stat—”

“—already showing signs of septic shock—”

Her heart skipped. Burn victims meant high risk for sepsis, which meant they’d be stocking the med room with exactly the kind of antibiotics she needed. 

But the med room was at the end of the hall. Every step felt too short. At any second, one of these nurses was going to look at her, do a double take, and recognize she wasn’t one of their own. She braced herself every time she passed someone. She probably looked so stiff, so white-faced; it was a miracle no one had stopped her already. 

Twenty steps more.

Ten.

Five.

She forced herself not to run the last three feet to the door with the keypad, and reached it with shaking hands. She punched in the numbers Dina had given her.

Eeep. The thing buzzed in error, and lit up red.

What? Her hand shook so badly now she covered it with her other one, using every ounce of self-control not to swear in desperation. She tried again, each press deliberate. 

5.

0.

6.

4.

7. 

Pling. It lit up green. That sick feeling intensified, fear and relief and pure adrenaline. Her shaking fingers must’ve missed a button. She yanked open the door and dove inside. 

The med room was empty. Thank God. Windowless, another stroke of luck. But more unorganized than she’d expected. Dina was right—instead of an automated dispensary cabinet, protected by fingerprint analysis, this room followed an older method of organization. Rows upon rows of shelves stuffed with labeled plastic containers lined the wall. Courtney headed for the IV kits first. The freezer held the bags of IV solution, and she loaded tubing, bags, and extra needles into her tote. She didn’t know W’s blood type—or if Changers could even accept blood transfusions—so she didn’t even try searching for blood bags. And since she had no idea how long the coma would last, she made sure to grab the IV bags with dextrose, hoping the dose of sugar would tide him over until he woke up. Next, the antibiotics. 

Piperacillin-tazobactam. This one was loaded, more stocked than she could have even hoped for. She cleared out the container and dumped the fluid-filled bags of medication into her tote with the IV supplies. The next antibiotic wasn’t nearly so full. She cleaned it out as well, staving off her guilt only because she knew that the nurses could order up more medication from the pharmacy if a patient needed it. And a patient did need this. Her patient. 

She watched her hands like they belonged to someone else as they cleaned out another container of meds. Vancomycin, Ceftriaxone... Three hard-hitting antibiotics; she hoped that would be enough. The rest of the meds Dina had listed weren’t here. She grabbed another roll of gauze for good measure, and was just zipping up her tote bag when the door beeped. And opened.

The nurse looked as startled to see her and she was to see him. Probably because she was crouched like a spooked animal over her tote. 

“Uh, hi,” he said. 

“Hi,” she said back automatically.

“You’re not... are you new to this shift? I haven’t seen you before.”

She straightened up. “I’m new. Yes. I was just getting some medication for Doctor... Brenner.” That was the name Dina had mentioned before.

He frowned. “Dr. Brenner is up in surgery right now. Not on this unit.”

“Uh, yeah. He needed something that wasn’t up there.”

The guy looked at her. Then down at her tote bag. He started to move toward the hanging phone on the wall.

Courtney didn’t think. Lunging down, she snatched the gun in her bag.

“Stop!”

He did. Eyes wide.

“Put your hands up,” she barked. “Do it!”

Licking his suddenly colorless lips, he did as she said. 

She reached down and grabbed the tote at her feet, never looking away from him. The gun shook. For a split second, the image of shooting him flashed through her mind. She recoiled. Backing up, she looked at the stack of medications on the wall. 

“Walk over there.” She jerked the gun toward the shelf. He obeyed. 

“See that sedative there? Right behind you.”

He looked behind him. “Midazolam?”

“Yes. Pull out a vial, and grab one of those syringes.”

He stared at her. She clicked back the hammer on her pistol.

“Okay, okay!” He lifted his hands higher. Courtney watched his every movement as he grabbed one of the syringes from the container, pulled out a vial of the midazolam, and filled it up. 

“Now, inject yourself.”

He went rigid. “What?”

“You heard me. Right now.” When he didn’t move, she took a step forward. “Either that, or I shoot you.”

He uncapped the needle and, taking an audible deep breath, jammed it into his arm. Courtney began the countdown.

What am I doing, what am I doing, what am I doing...

Two minutes felt like two hours. But once her count hit five, the nurse was obviously out cold. He slumped back against the wall, sliding down it to a sitting position. He didn’t fully pass out, but he was in no condition to chase after her. Or to sound the alarm.

Courtney exhaled. She lowered the gun. Gripping the tote bag so hard she could see her knucklebones through her skin, she slid the gun back inside, zipped it up and opened the door. 

It felt surreal striding down the hallway, invisible in her blue scrubs, like she hadn’t just held a man at gunpoint. She stared at her shoes, walking as fast as looked professional. Adrenaline burned so hot in her veins she was sweating. 

“Hey,” a voice said from behind her. 

She was only halfway to the lobby doors.

“Excuse me.” A hand touched her shoulder. “Are you authorized to be on this floor?”

A man came around her, blocking her path, so swiftly she had to stop. He was dressed in scrubs too, older, with a stern expression.

“I don’t recognize you. Where’s your ID badge?”

“I, uh—lost it.”

A deeper frown. “I’m in charge of all the nurses on this floor. I’ve never seen you before.”

Courtney tried to pull away. His hand tightened on her arm. 

“Call security,” he said to a man standing nearby. 

Courtney threw her weight back, at the same time she drove a knee upward. He let out a pained oof and loosened his grip. She jerked away.

“Security!” someone else cried behind her. 

But she was already running. Sprinting for the double doors at the end of the hallway, too far away. 

Another male nurse lunged forward, catching her by the arm. She tried to kick out at him, but someone else snagged her around the waist. The tote flew out of her hand and skidded across the floor. 

Panic. Sheer, blinding panic. And then... the deep twisting of bones. 

Courtney felt the Change ramming its way through her insides. And—instead of fighting—she reached for it. Embracing the pain, she curled forward, reaching deeper inside herself to pull it to the surface. 

It was the fastest Change she’d ever experienced. Within seconds, the world shifted. 

Brilliant lights, far too bright, blurry, colors dimmed to chrome and gray-blues. The men holding her let go with a shriek. She hit the floor, a scrabble of claws on tile. 

The tote. The tote, the tote. 

It was the only thought in her head. The bag with the smells of home, the only thing that smelled like home in this place of cold plastic and sharp bitter scents and blood. Her paws skidded on the floor. She dove for the bag. Her teeth clamped around it, wolf jaws like a vice. 

Something caught at her legs. Dragged her backward, tripping her. She yelped and tumbled forward. Kicked out to get the tangled fabric off. The stiff blue pants slid off her hind paws, left behind in the hand of the human who’d grabbed for her.

She tore off down the hall. Toward the scents of her old shoes, her human footsteps. A trail that would lead her home.

Home, home, home.

Screams. Behind her, in front of her. Humans in blue dove for her, and she ducked and weaved. Dodged them easily. She made it through the double doors, as they swung open behind a cart with a person on it. A person that smelled of smoke. And blood. 

So many smells. Sounds. Sirens, once she got to the street. Shouts. Cold pavement under her paws. Rain on her fur. Too much. Only one thought now.

Home, home, home. 

⬥◆⬥

For the second time in one day, Courtney woke up with her face on the carpet. She groaned. Slowly, she became aware of the sound of rain pattering outside. The distant trill of a siren. A low, puttering drone as a heater came on. Her old automatic heater, in her apartment. Which meant...

She lifted her face. She lay practically in the doorway, feet and knees tucked up against the base of the door like she’d dropped right there as soon as it shut. The loose scrub top bunched up around her chest. The pants were gone. 

Her exhausted brain flitted back to the girl she’d met in the alleyway—Strings. That black nylon suit she wore, designed to stretch as she Changed. She’d have to look into something like that. Waking up naked every time she Changed would get old, fast. 

Every time. Implying there would be more times. 

She was too tired to explore that thought. First thing first. She crawled to her feet. Stumbling into the bedroom, she pulled on the first pair of pants in the hamper she could find. Then she caught herself against the wall.

Dizzying waves of nausea crashed over her. Her knees buckled. Fear sparked only for a moment, before she realized what she needed. Courtney lurched back into the kitchen. 

Her desperation to get the cupboards open caused several things to fall out. A jar of cinnamon crashed to the counter; the flour fell out and poofed open in a cloud. Finally, she found it. She yanked out the little bear-shaped bottle, popped the cap and upended it straight over her mouth. 

Honey. It wasn’t a sugary drink, which might have hit her blood faster, but she didn’t think she could stand long enough to make a mug of hot chocolate. Once she’d swallowed all she could—her throat stung, starting to stick together—she sat down on the kitchen floor. She thumped her head back against the sink cabinet. 

It took a minute, but at last, she felt it. Pure sugar hit her veins, a surge so tangible she could’ve cried with relief. The weight between her ears lessened. Her stomach unknotted. She sat there on the linoleum for several more minutes, letting the worst of the nausea fade away. Then she got up and made herself a proper cup of hot chocolate. By the time she’d downed half the mug, she felt almost human again. 

Okay. With the sugar in her blood, her legs feeling like they could carry her weight, she made her way to the living room. The tote lay where she’d collapsed by the door. She grabbed it, and went to W’s side.

His forehead burned under her hand. She could hear him breathing now, a heaving, rapid scrape of air down his throat. His lips were parted, head tipped to one side. A smear of blood darkened the corner of his mouth. The rest of his face was white as chalk. Courtney opened her bag with shaking fingers, yanking out first the supplies for the IV drip. 

For the second time in twenty-four hours, she found herself praying to a God she didn’t believe in—begging, in spite of all the lines she’d crossed, that He’d give her the small mercy of letting her remember her training from years ago. She just needed to get this IV right. The antibiotics would do the rest. 

And then... it’d be a waiting game. 

She yanked the shower rod off the wall in her bathroom. Stood it on end, braced it between a coffee table, the couch, and a tall, tall stack of old med school books. Then she hung the first IV bag using a rudimentary strap-support of duct tape. Next for the tricky part. 

She worked mechanically. Hand wash. Gloves. He was just a patient, a volunteer for the OSM program, and she was a student, threading her twentieth IV. No overthinking, no hesitation. 

He was a hard stick. He’d lost so much blood, the veins had collapsed, barely visible even through his translucent pale skin. He didn’t move in the slightest as the needle dug around in his arm. Courtney swallowed her own nausea; she didn’t have the luxury for it. Finally, she got a line. She set up the IV with the antibiotics. If only she had oxygen to give him. But she’d never have gotten those heavy metal tanks out of the hospital. She couldn’t have gotten them up the apartment stairs in her human form, let alone as a wolf. 

She finished too fast. By the time the IV was set, medications flowing with the saline, the needle taped down and secured with the gauze, pillows adjusted under his head, she had nothing left to do but sit back. 

And wait. 

The rain kept up behind the blinds. The sound began to dull her senses, even as the pit in her stomach remained. She found herself sinking back against the couch. She realized she had no idea what time it was. Her phone was across the room, and she was suddenly too tired to get it. If she just closed her eyes a moment.

Much the same as the night before, she smoothed a spot on the carpet and curled up against the base of the couch. Her eyes fluttered. Maybe she needed more than sugar. A hollowness gnawed at her insides. She should eat something. The Change had drained her, and she hadn’t had any food since W showed up on her doorstep. 

But there were other ways to renew energy. Her eyes fluttered shut. She’d get up in a moment. Just a minute, or two. 

The blanket she’d dropped earlier was still on the floor, near her feet. She pulled it around herself. Listened to the sound of W’s breathing. It was steady. That was a good thing, at least. It didn’t sound like there was anything in his lungs. Although, she could be wrong. 

She could be wrong about everything.

⬥◆⬥

The rain had stopped by the time she opened her eyes again. Courtney lay where she was for several minutes, trying to pull her groggy brain from the recesses where it had drifted. She sat up. Pain lanced up her neck. With a low groan, she dug her fingers into her cramped muscles, and settled herself into a marginally more comfortable position. How much time had passed? It was dark outside—again—so she must’ve slept off the rest of the afternoon. She shoved herself to her feet and padded to the kitchen. 

The glowing green numbers on the microwave read 9:47. Still early. And now she wasn’t tired at all. Just damn hungry. She went to the refrigerator and rummaged through it. A low growl left her lips. Nothing, not even a gummy bowl of leftovers. She rooted through her pantry and finally found a loaf of sliced bread, three-quarters eaten. Her stomach snarled so much she tore it open right then and there, not bothering with butter or the toaster or anything. She was halfway through her second slice when the sound hit her.

The low tenor of a voice, drifting out from the living room.

Courtney froze. She waited for the sound to come again, but silence stretched. Slowly, she set the bread down and stretched up on her tiptoes. She could just see the couch over the edge of the counter from this vantage. 

W had moved. His hand—with the IV in it—now rested on his chest, and he’d tipped his head up just enough to peer down at it, chin on his sternum, fumbling with the tubing with his other hand. 

Courtney sprinted to the living room. 

“Stop!” She skidded to her knees, grabbed his hand, and forced it away from the IV. “You’re going to rip that out.”

He looked at her. His eyes were hazy, hooded and unfocused. The pallor in his cheeks had faded somewhat, the faintest hint of color beneath his sharp cheekbones. 

“Lie back.” Courtney let go. “You have a fever. Try to—”

A hand shot out and slammed against her throat, jerking her forward. Courtney’s arms flew out to brace herself. One hand clawed at his, the other hit the back of the couch to keep from toppling over him. Cruel fingers dug into her windpipe. 

“You. It would be you, wouldn’t it,” he rasped. Those pale eyes traced her face. They looked straight through her. “Come to finish me off?”

She choked. No sound came.

“Of course, I should’ve expected it.” His voice sounded funny: faint, half-whispered, conversational even, not at all like he had her in a stranglehold. “You were the only one who saw me for what I was. From the beginning. Killer. Coward. Runaway. Monster.”

Both hands scraped at his now. How was he so strong, with a hole in his abdomen and a cocktail of drugs in his system? Her vision flickered.

“Figures that you’d show up at the end. I put a bullet in you, now there’s a bullet in me. And I never got the chance to prove you wrong.”

He laughed. A shuddering wheeze that spiraled into a cough. His fingers loosened. Courtney ripped free of his grip, landed hard on her rear, and sputtered into a coughing fit of her own. For a minute, they both fought for breath. When her chest stopped seizing, and she could hear something besides her own scraping lungs, she realized he was still laughing. Between coughs, laughter ripped out of him with a force that drove tears from his eyes.

“I’m not sorry,” he wheezed. “If you’re back from the grave to make amends before I die, I’ll go to hell. So go on back. I’ll see you soon.”

Courtney pushed herself back to her knees, daring to lean close again. “W,” she said, grabbing his hand. Both of them, this time—pressing them down so they couldn’t swing up again. “W, it’s me. Courtney.”

He stilled. His head dropped back to the pillow, and his eyes, still dim and unfocused, drifted to the ceiling. “Courtney,” he sighed. Her name sounded heavier than she’d ever heard it. “Now there’s a mind on a tipping point. Pity I’ll never get to see which way she falls.” 

His hands were hot as a stovetop under hers. She leaned over him, trying to get in his line of focus, and studied his face. An idea struck her. “James,” she said, using the name from the file. “Who do you think you’re talking to?”

He stiffened. The laugh rattled out sharper, harsher, before it broke off into another gunshot-like cough. “Why don’t you use the new name?” he scraped out. “You’re the one who gave it to me, after all.”

She risked letting go of his hand to press a palm to his forehead. His eyes fell closed. “You need another fever reducer.”

He sank deeper into the couch cushions. The taut lines of tendons in his forearms vanished, the tension easing out of him. For a second, she thought he’d passed out again. She started to take her hand from his forehead. But he reached up and snatched it. She braced herself, ready to jerk back to a safe distance. 

But he only stared. Eyes open again, fastened on her hand. It looked ridiculously small in his. Long fingers curled around her wrist, pressing into her palm. He didn’t squeeze, no hint of the bruising strength displayed a second ago. He just... held. 

“You were never like him,” he whispered. 

She held very still as his thumb caressed the base of her palm. He looked half in a trance, which he very well could be. 

“I should’ve...” The ragged voice belonged to a stranger. “I should’ve stayed. I failed you. I failed both of you.”

She’d been prepared for his strength. For the threat of a violent W caught in the grip of hallucinations, ready to rip the throat out of whoever touched him. The weakness in his voice scared her more than anything she could’ve imagined. 

His thumb was still running circles over her palm. She pulled it away. His hand fell back, and he closed his eyes with a faint chuckle. 

“Are you afraid of me too, Mama?” 

The breath caught in her throat. “W.”

The sound of his name—the “new name”—drove a line between his brows. He stilled. No more laughter, no more wheezing coughs. His breathing evened out, with the faint frown still etched on his face. The hand that had held hers hung limp off the edge of the couch. 

After a moment’s hesitation, Courtney picked it up and placed it beside him. He didn’t stir. 

She couldn’t bring herself to get up. For the first time, she looked at him. Really looked at him. Not in fear. Not to measure his face to anticipate his next move, trying to keep up in this crazy river of adrenaline and wits and shadowboxing that was the whole of her encounters with him until now. Not with a medical eye, either. She saw the sunken cheeks, the shadows under his eyes, the way his hair plastered against the heat of his temples. 

He looked younger asleep. When she’d first met him, she’d thought him older than now she suspected he actually was. The sharp lines of his face, all harsh angles and thin skin, might stem from malnutrition. Now that she’d experienced it for herself, she realized what a physical toll Changing took on the body. And a man who Changed as often as he did... No wonder he was always amped up on sugar or some overdose of caffeine. He was a match—just a centimeter away from burning out, but he kept sticking himself back in the flame. 

The files she’d read in his apartment—if they really were his—described a boy born six years before she was. James. James W. Subject W. The name he’d been given, by the scientist who took down those notes. 

His father. 

It took a minute for the realization to sink in. His father. He’d been hallucinating his father, when she grabbed his hand to stop him tearing out the IV. 

I put a bullet in you...

She’d thought the thought a hundred times, but never had it seemed more prominent and burning than it did at that moment. Who was this man in front of her? 

And by saving his life... how many other lives was she not saving?
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COURTNEY CALLED IN sick to work the next day. There was pretty much nothing else she could do. She wasn’t about leave W alone in her apartment, comatose or not. Especially not now that she’d seen him try to rip the IV out of his own hand, so delirious he might even try to mess with the stitches in his side. Besides, someone had to be here to administer the doses of antibiotics. And since she couldn’t drag Dina into this anymore than she had... she was on her own. 

“Jessica,” came the voice.

Courtney looked up from the stove, where she stood cooking a pot of ramen. He’d been saying that name for the last hour. Every few minutes, his voice would drift over to the kitchen, cutting over the faint rustle of boiling water. 

He’d floated in and out of consciousness since yesterday. Not that “consciousness” was really the word for it. He wasn’t comatose, like he’d been the first twenty-four hours, but he wasn’t coherent either. He’d speak. Occasionally, he’d try to sit up, dilated eyes flying around the room. She’d given up trying to figure out what he was seeing. None of his words made any sense. Some of them didn’t even sound like English. 

Which got her wondering. What was W’s nationality? If that wasn’t his real face, he could be anything. Black, brown, white. His accent sounded American, but that could be faked. She couldn’t imagine him looking like anyone else. The sharpness of his features, the stark contrast of the pale skin against the dark hair, the icy shade of his eyes. They just fit. If he’d chosen those features to intimidate, they did the job. But he wasn’t always sharp-looking. Sometimes, on those rare occasions she’d glimpse that boyish grin, with the spark behind his eyes, those harsh angles softened into something almost handsome. It didn’t have anything to do with the features he’d chosen. Maybe that was the real W, under the facade. Maybe that was James. And W was the mask he wore. 

Careful, warned an instinct. Boyish grin or not, he’s still the Whistler. 

Which led her to the other thing.

What was she going to do with him? This could only end one of two ways. Either he didn’t pull through this, and she was left with a dead felon on her living room couch; or... he lived, and she faced the choice she’d so conveniently avoided until now. 

Before yesterday, her role in this whole affair had been a passive one. She’d met W by accident—he’d probably only stopped by her café to check up on her coworker. She knew now Max had been involved in some sort of drug-related activity with the Whistler’s gang. She still couldn’t connect the dots between W and drugs. With all the influence he had on the streets, maybe he really was just another crime lord, interested in falling in with whatever underhanded scheme brought him the most revenue. But she didn’t buy it. W was a schemer, that much was obvious; but from what she’d gathered of his character, he had some darker, shrewder schemes up his sleeves than looking to make a quick buck in the criminal underworld. 

She’d thought she’d made a decision the night their uncertain acquaintance sputtered to an end; after that shocking whistle in the alley, when she’d put two and two together—but there, he’d simply ducked out of her life. No more showing up at the café, no more late night talks while the last of the customers trickled away. 

I tried to avoid you. His words drifted back to her. You don’t belong in my world.

He’d made that choice for her. But then came the Change, and suddenly, he was back in her life whether she wanted him there or not. Again, something outside her control. Then drugging her, throwing her back out of his world and into her lifeless apartment, so forcibly removing any choice she could’ve made that irritation still flashed up inside her at the memory. 

But now... Here he was, no longer standing on the heavier half of the scale. He was weak. He needed her. For the first time, the power rested completely in her hands. 

And she hadn’t the faintest clue what to do with it. 

The phone on her wooden countertop lit up. Her stomach sank at the face that filled the screen. For what felt like minutes, the buzzing trill filled the kitchen. She thought about letting it go to voicemail. But what if he didn’t call again, and just came over? 

Checking her voice, she answered. “Hey.”

“Courtney. Hey.” Jasper’s voice had a weird mix of notes in it. Relief. Wariness. And something else she couldn’t place. “I was hoping we could talk. Are you at work?”

“No. I’m home sick today.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah. Just a bad cold.” She realized she didn’t sound like she had a cold at all, so she coughed off to one side of the phone, making it as convincing as she could.

A beat. “I’ll come over. I could bring some tea.”

“Thanks, but I’ve got lots of tea here. I don’t want to get you sick.”

“I need to talk to you about something.”

“Can’t it wait until tomorrow?”

“Not really.” 

“Well...” Courtney looked over at the couch. “I’m really not in a great headspace to talk right now. My brain feels all fuzzy.”

A low breath. “I’ll come by tomorrow, then. I need your memory sharp. Sure there’s nothing I can bring you?”

Her memory? “I’m sure.” She frowned. “Is everything okay?”

“Peachy.” Jasper never sounded like this. He usually came right out and told her what was on his mind. “Drink water and sleep. I’ll be over tomorrow.”

“Actually, I’ll meet you at the café,” Courtney said quickly. “Not mine, the one on fifth.”

“Why?”

“This place is a germ-fest. You don’t want to come over here, trust me, I’ve filled this apartment with so many tissues it looks like a small avalanche buried everything. And I don’t cover my mouth when I cough.”

He exhaled a short laugh. “Perks of living alone. Okay, I guess I can meet you there, if you’re up for it.”

“Tomorrow morning. Ten?”

“Ten,” he said. “Courtney... I hope you know you can trust me.”

The words came so out of the blue she almost forgot to sound sick. “What?”

“Just... I care about you.” His voice sounded guarded, loaded with an emotion she couldn’t read. “I wouldn’t want to see you get hurt.”

She stared at the noodles frothing in the pot. “I don’t know why you would be worried about that,” she hedged. “But... I care about you too.”

He rustled with the phone. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She looked at the phone after he’d hung up, frowning at his contact picture. It was a snapshot of the two of them in the café, at the beginning of their relationship. He stood with his arm around her, smiling widely at the camera. Her face looked different. Her smile didn’t show all of her teeth, and her eyes looked less squinty at the corners. 

She did care about him. He was the sort of person it’d be hard not to care about, with how thoughtful and kind and dedicated he was. His passion for justice influenced everything he did. He knew exactly where he stood, and he stood tall, no matter who pressured him to back down. But now, she felt removed from his two-toned view of the world. There were a whole lot of grays mixed in with the black. And now quite a few shades of it were splashed on her. She wondered what he’d see if he looked at her, knowing the whole truth. 

She glanced toward the couch again. It was a stupid question. Of course, she knew what he would see. 

Black, black, black. 

Courtney took the noodles off the heat and killed the flame. Tossing in the packet of flavor, she carried the whole pot with her toward the living room, setting it on a hot pad on the coffee table. Time to administer the next dose of antibiotics. 

When she straightened back up from grabbing the next med vial from the tote bag, she jumped. W was looking at her.

She scooted back. His eyes followed. They seemed a touch clearer. 

“Never could sleep through the smell of cooking food.” His voice came out even. Still raspy, but less slurred.

She measured the light glancing off his eyes. “Who am I?” 

One eyebrow lifted. “Identity crisis after only a few Changes?”

“Which W am I talking to?” 

“Hopefully the only one. I don’t mind twinning other people, but if someone’s going around twinning me that’ll just get confusing.”

She kept well out of arm’s reach. “Tell me you know who I am.”

He lifted a hand—she leaned back—but he just wiggled his fingers, rippling the tendons around the IV catheter. “Courtney Spencer. Barista who moonlights as a trauma surgeon. Nice work.”

Wary, but her heartbeat slowing down, she lifted a hand to his forehead. The fever still blazed. But he was lucid. How long would this last?

“What happened to you?” she asked, hoping to take advantage of his clarity while it lasted, and maybe gain some clarity of her own. 

He grunted. “Just another day on the job.”

“You got shot.”

“Yes,” he said, as if it were a thing that happened every other Saturday.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I think you owe me some explanations.”

He glanced sideways at her, hand with the IV still in the air, and lifted the corner of his mouth. “I suppose that’d be the polite thing to do.”

“Who’s Jessica?”

The impact of that name struck like a physical blow. W’s smile vanished. His eyes slid from hers, fixed on the ceiling. 

“Where did you hear that name?” 

“From you.” She watched his expression, trying to calculate who this person was from the way his lips pressed together. Obviously someone who’d meant a lot to him. A girl? Someone he loved, maybe someone from the streets? 

“She was someone from a different life.” 

A certain note in his voice ignited dozens more questions, but that very same note stopped her from pressing. She’d never heard that sound in his voice. It unnerved her in the same sort of way as when he’d grabbed her hand in a delirium, thinking she was his mother. 

“What I do owe you,” he said, “is a thank you.”

Courtney remembered what she was supposed to be doing, and reached down to set up the new flow of medications into his IV line. 

“Why did you come to me?” she asked. “I thought you had people to do this sort of thing. You know, a gang or henchmen or something.”

He’d spoken of sending “one of his people” thrifting to get clothes for her when she’d had none of her own in his apartment. And from the way everyone knew his name on the streets, whispering of a network all doing the bidding of the Whistler, she figured he had at least someone to go to if he was in trouble. A shady doctor, or someone with medical training who’d turned crook. Maybe he could’ve even blackmailed someone to help him. She didn’t know how things like that worked in the underworld. But the last thing that could’ve made sense was for him to come to her. In such a vulnerable state, she could have easily turned him into the cops and walked away from it safer than she’d started. 

“Or something.” His eyes didn’t stray from the ceiling. “I’ve got people on every block in this city. But I could count on two fingers the number of them I trust.”

It hit her in a strange way to realize that by one of those two fingers, he meant her. 

“That’s an awful lot of presumption, on your part. I am dating a cop.”

“I know.” A funny sort of smile touched his lips, like he knew something she didn’t. “Straight shooter, that one.”

She couldn’t pinpoint the double entendre behind those words, but she’d had enough of him making light of the whole situation. “I’m not a criminal. I’m not one of your people. Trusting me, coming to me and expecting me to help you and keep quiet about all this? That’s not fair.”

“Don’t know where you got the idea that I was fair.”

“I’m going to turn you in.”

She hadn’t realized she’d reached that decision, and even as it came out of her mouth, she didn’t like it. He finally looked over at her. Much like that night in the alley, when she’d maced him in the face, his eyes had red in them. The icy gray hue of his irises looked startling in that bloodshot gaze. He blinked, slowly. 

“Then do it.” 

She returned his stare, refusing to blink. Pressure built up within her. At first, she thought it was fear. But it was too warm. Adrenaline? No. She held his eyes. 

Her phone lay where she’d left it on the counter. All she had to do was stand up and get it. But a gravity that had nothing to do with physics rooted her to the floor. 

After a minute, W looked back at the ceiling. “You’ve got some time to make up your mind. I’m not going anywhere.”

That was the last coherent sentence she got from him for a while. 

⬥◆⬥

After she finished administering the next dose of antibiotics into his IV line, she left him to rest. He didn’t have the stamina to talk for long. Even their short conversation had drained him; he’d slipped back into sleep by the time she’d stood to walk back to the kitchen.

The afternoon passed like the one before, tense and lonely. W drifted in and out of silence. When he spoke, it wasn’t to her anymore. Invisible ghosts surrounded him, and he cursed them, threatened them, pleaded with them. Courtney remained close, but not too close—she didn’t want a repeat of last night. She kept an eye on him from her vantage point in the kitchen. 

Her hands itched for something to do. The bloodstains in the living room carpet would have to be soaked in bleach, but she wasn’t going to do that so close to W. She’d just risked her neck to save his life; poisoning him with toxic fumes would be counterproductive. That left the jacket she’d used to slow his bleeding—her only warm jacket left, after she’d given her peacoat away. She cleared the sink, ran the tap at its coldest, and grabbed a bottle of lemon juice from the refrigerator. 

She set up her phone to play the radio as she worked. Force of habit. Then she looked up, remembering herself. Would the sound of music agitate W more? It was a jazz station, and the volume wasn’t too high. Maybe it would soothe him. Drive away the hallucinations, which disturbed her to watch as much as they disturbed him to experience. She decided to let it play. It soothed her own nerves, at least.

She began scrubbing away at the jacket. The dish soap foamed a dull red. She added more soap, and lemon juice. Her hands stiffened under the cold water. She kept scrubbing.

Song blended into song. She hummed along to the ones she knew—oldies her Mom had once played when she cleaned their old house all those years ago. Courtney sort of liked that she’d inherited one of her habits. There weren’t many she could remember. But her mother’s clear, low voice singing over the sound of the kitchen sink was a memory she treasured. She knew her own voice wasn’t nearly so sweet, but she sang along to Louis Armstrong just the same. Mom had loved jazz.

Orion City didn’t have much in the way of good radio. A few stations, carefully streamed in from Outside while all other frequencies were blocked. She’d heard beyond the Wall the rest of the world had music at their fingertips, access to any song they desired in an instant. Trapped in a concrete time bubble of sorts, Orion got nonessential media and technologies either late or not at all. And so it came down to old fashioned radio. One or two oldies stations like this one, a few newer pop stations, and then some talk channels thrown in between. Courtney didn’t much care for the newer stuff. She kept her radio tuned to the oldies station, not minding if she fell out of touch with pop culture. Most of Orion City was out of touch anyway. Quarantine tended to do that to folks.

She didn’t hear the footsteps behind her until he spoke.

“Mack the Knife. A good song.”

Courtney spun so fast she hit her hand on the edge of the sink. She swore, cradling her bruising knuckles, and looked straight up into W’s face. 

“Don’t stop singing on my account.”

“You shouldn’t be walking,” she snapped. “You’ll tear your stitches. Did you rip out your IV?”

He lifted the hand, showing her the tube still taped to the back. He’d disconnected it the way a nurse might, closing the clamp embedded in the tube so he wouldn’t bleed out. 

“The stitches are sealing,” he said. “I can feel them.”

“That’s your delirium talking.” She lifted a hand to his forehead, stretching up on her toes to do so. “You still have a fever. Go lie down.”

He reached up. Pulling her hand away from his face, he stared at it, fingers curling over hers. One might’ve thought he’d never seen a human hand before, the way he studied it. She started to pull away. 

“If you’re hallucinating again—” 

His fingers tightened, pulling her in, so close her words trailed off. Their joined hands lifted to hover beside her shoulder. She felt an arm curl around her waist.

“What are you...”

“Shh, you are going to miss the song.”

His feet began to move. Slow steps, forward, back, sideways. He pulled her along. This close, it felt like she was leaning against a furnace, the heat of his fever washing over her. 

A new song filled the kitchen. Something slow, almost bluesy. She followed W, too stunned to resist as they swayed to the music.

“Do you know who I am?” she couldn’t help but ask. How lucid was he? Did he think she was Jessica, some lost girl from his past? The way he was holding her... it did a funny kind of thing to her stomach. She didn’t like it. 

“Mm,” he said over her shoulder. Which could mean yes, or no, or nothing at all.

The singer on the radio had a rough voice, ragged like he’d poured his entire soul into the lyrics. Maybe he had. She couldn’t pay attention to the words. W rested his chin on the top of her head. She waited for him to say something, to explain himself. No words came. 

Fine. If he was delirious now, maybe he’d be less tight-lipped if she decided to pry. 

“Who’s Jessica?” she asked again.

She felt the sigh more than heard it. It rippled the hair at the back of her head, sending a shiver through her. “Why do you want to know?”

“The things I know about you wouldn’t fill half a shot glass. I saved your life. You could give me an answer.”

“How about a trade?”

She would’ve looked at him, but couldn’t this close. “What?”

“I give you an answer, then you give me one.”

“I’m an open book.”

“We’ll see.” 

Courtney finally rested her hand on his arm, letting herself fall into the sway of an old-fashioned dance. It was surreal. 

“Jessica was a girl who died,” W said. He added nothing else.

“Were you two—?”

“That’s not how this works. My turn.”

“But—”

“If you could find the people who took your father,” he said. “How far would you go to get him back?”

She stopped. But the movement of his feet forced her to move with him. “You mean, would I go outside the law? Or... kill, like you?”

“However you’d like to take the question.”

“I don’t know.” She was glad he couldn’t see her face, because she had no idea what might be flitting across it. “I don’t think I could kill someone. If there were a way to save my father, I’d take it, even if I had to break the law. But killing...” She shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s not my place to take a life.” 

“It’s just your place to watch it happen.”

She stiffened, and she knew he could feel it. “That’s not what I said.”

“But it’s what happens. There are people in this city killing other people. Innocent people, you might call them. And no one stops them, because everyone thinks: it’s not my place.”

“You’re talking about that organization. AITO.”

“It’s a general rule of thumb across the whole world. But yes, AITO’s our particular devil.” 

He didn’t talk like he was delirious. But the fever radiated out from him, and his words sounded a tad slower than usual. At least he knew who she was. 

“There are more ways to stop evil than killing.”

“Really? I can’t think of any quite so effective.” 

They swayed in silence, listening to the lilting notes of the radio. Maybe he was right. But he sounded almost like Jasper, with his two extremes. Black and white. Like walking on a knife edge, tipping one way into violence, the other way into apathy. 

There had to be a way to balance. A middle ground. A higher ground. She’d figure out a way to walk that edge, without slicing herself open in the process. 

“My turn for a question,” she said. “Where is your mother? Right now?”

He’d mentioned her once, a long time ago at the café. Then she’d come up again in his delirium. Courtney wanted to know about her. Because even killers had mothers. Sometimes they turned them into what they were.

“Right now,” W murmured. “She’s probably heading down to the caféteria to get her evening meal at Westerly.”

“Westerly? Isn’t that the home for patients with—”

“Dementia.”

“Oh.” It felt like a stupid thing to say, after that. “Do you ever visit her?”

“Sometimes. She doesn’t recognize me. Which is just as well, because I don’t wear the face she gave birth to anymore anyway.”

“What do you really look like?”

He lifted her arm and twirled her around, so unexpectedly that she grabbed onto his coat when she came back to face him.

“Those aren’t the rules,” he intoned.

“Don’t do that,” she gasped. “You’ll rip your stitches.”

He chuckled. “Wanna know a secret?” While she debated saying no, he told her anyway. “I’m a fast healer. A really fast healer.”

A new song started. Courtney’s heartbeat slowed as his arm fell back around her waist. Funny how her pulse could slow, her body relax, in a situation like this, with a person like this. 

“I don’t know,” he said. 

“What?”

“You asked me what I look like. I don’t remember. This form’s always been the easiest to maintain, so it might be somewhere near the mark. But honestly... I look in the mirror and wonder sometimes—if I would’ve had his eyes or hers.” 

Courtney stared at the hem of his coat and wondered what it would be like to forget her own face. A loneliness set in that cooled the pit of her stomach. 

“My turn.” W hummed. “Why did you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Help me. You’re right. You’re not one of my people. And yet I trust you. Why?”

“Are you asking me to answer, or are you asking yourself?”

He looked down at her. The playful expression still tipped his mouth, but didn’t touch his eyes. He really did want to know. 

“I guess... because you can,” she said. “Trust me, I mean.”

He studied her face. For a moment, he stopped dancing. She did too. 

“Then you’ve made your decision, it seems.”

Not to turn him in. “I guess I have.” 

“That puts you in a sticky situation after this, doesn’t it?”

Courtney dropped her eyes. “You have no idea.”

He resumed their gentle sway to the radio, which now filled the apartment with a dark, husky voice Courtney recognized. 

Gloria Parks, the only singer to rise from within Orion City itself after the Quarantine. She wrote her own pieces for this station. They said she’d become a star on the Outside, too, if Quarantine ever fell. Courtney closed her eyes and let the lyrics slide over her.

Burnin’ everything I own just to keep you warm

When did lighting fires become so easy

Now I’m falling for the devil

Knowing he’ll never catch me

He’ll never catch me 
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COURTNEY BLEW ON her fingers as she walked, ostensibly trying to warm them. Really, she held her knuckles in front of her nose and mouth, ducking her head to hide most of her face. She kept looking around. The street was full for ten in the morning on a Tuesday. She pulled the beanie lower, tucking more of her copper-blonde hair beneath it. It wasn’t a common color. 

And she was paranoid.

The only other time she’d left her apartment since W had shown up bleeding on her doorstep had been to rob St. Barnabas. Then, she’d had only adrenaline in her mind, so anxious to make her plan work that she’d blocked out everything else. Once she’d gotten safely back behind the walls of her apartment, the goal that had consumed her was to keep W alive. 

Now—the weight of what she’d done hit her full force. She wanted to scurry back to her apartment and hide. Her brain raced over all the scenes she remembered from the hospital, before everything fizzled out at the Change. Had they caught her on camera? She’d kept her head down—would they still be able to pin her with facial recognition? Jasper said the police’s face scanners were outdated due to Quarantine. But that nurse had seen her face. Would he remember it after those sedatives? She was such a novice at crime. She hadn’t thought to cover her tracks, too desperate to stop and plan. She had no idea what she was doing. 

But after three days, no one had come banging down her door. Maybe there really was such a thing as beginner’s luck.

She tensed when a siren echoed, several streets down. But it faded. The pedestrians milling the sidewalk around her continued on their way, noses in their phones. No one cast her a second glance. 

It was weird. Walking like this, in broad daylight. So normal. No cop cars stalked her, no sudden voices yelled for her arrest. No one knew she was a criminal. She was just another face in the crowd. Forgettable. Invisible.

Just like W. 

No—not like W. That knife’s edge rose in her mind again. 

She’d find a way to walk that thin, sharp line. Even if her feet bled.

Courtney took a different street to avoid passing by her café. She’d told Jasper to meet her at Cream & Sugar, the little coffeehouse on fifth where they’d met for their first several dates. She’d told Jess she was sick. Showing up at her workplace with her boyfriend might raise a few eyebrows. 

She spotted him sitting at their old table near the window. He hadn’t seen her yet. His brows were pulled low, eyes trained on something in his hand. She knew what he looked like when he concentrated. This scowl was something much deeper.

Trying not to feel nervous, she opened the door and heard the jangle of bells above her. Jasper looked up. 

“Hey.” Smiling, she walked over to his table. “This seat taken?”

The playful tone didn’t lighten his expression. “We need to talk.”

She sat down. “Is something wrong?”

He pushed something toward her—an electronic pad, the thing that had fixed his attention a moment before. “You tell me.”

She frowned, but looked down at the picture on display. A black and white, pixelated shot of what looked like an empty restaurant. Booths, chairs, big glass doors. She stared at it a little longer, and the scene registered. Oh. It was Jessie’s Joe, tiny and strange from the vantage point of the camera. In the back corner booth, two people sat talking. She recognized the back of her own head. Her hair was still long, pulled back in a braid. The man across from her was in shadow. But she knew exactly who it was.

“I don’t get what I’m looking at.” 

Jasper reached forward and tapped the screen. Another image slid into focus. This one was clearer. Neither of them was in shadow anymore. She and W stood near the door, looking like they were about to leave. Again, no other customers in the shop. Courtney saw her face now, a smile frozen on her lips. Fighting a laugh. 

“I knew he looked familiar. After the holdup at your café, I had to comb through CCTV footage for hours looking for the shooter’s face. Never did get a hit, but this guy... I saw his face enough to have an interesting déja vu the other day.” 

Jasper changed the picture again. This one put W in clear focus. 

“There are a lot more,” he said. “Different nights, different conversations. Same booth. Same guy.”

Courtney didn’t like the note in his voice. It was the same note she’d heard on the phone, only stronger now. Colder.

“Okay,” she said. “So I’ve got some friends among my customers. What?”

“A friend, is he?”

“Yes.” She looked up. “Why, is this jealousy?”

“I assume you know what he does for a living.”

“What does this have to—”

“Did you know your friend makes a habit of changing his face, dealing drugs across Eastside and slitting people’s throats?”

Shock. Horror. Outrage. Courtney fought with the expression on her face, struggling to give the right reaction to that bombshell. Jasper sat back in his chair with a stricken look. 

“You knew.”

“I don’t—”

“You knew he was the Whistler! Courtney, what the hell?”

“Jasper, I—”

“How long has this been going on? This... this friendship? Or whatever it is.”

She pressed her lips together. Jasper swore under his breath, tugging at a fistful of his hair. 

“Did you know him before you met me? Was that shooting at your café some ridiculous setup? All that fear you had at the beginning, all those nightmares—it was all an act. You weren’t a random bystander. You were involved.”

“I wasn’t involved,” she snapped. “I didn’t know who he was.”

He gave a hoarse laugh. “Forgive me if I have trouble believing anything you say right now, Court.”

Indignation flared. “You’re flinging an awful lot of accusations with no proof. How do you know my friend’s the Whistler? What if the Whistler stole his face like he did with that other guy? It makes me feel great, as your girlfriend, that you can make the leap from a couple grainy pictures to me somehow conspiring with a murderer.”

“How about that night you ran into him in the alley? When you maced the Whistler in the face and conveniently got away? You tried to lie to me about it.”

“I don’t think it was so convenient for him to get maced in the face,” she fired back. “And I didn’t lie about it. Forgive me if the story was a little convoluted after such a crazy experience. I’m not a cop. I don’t do stuff like that every day.”

“There’s another photo.” His voice was darkly calm. “Blurry, hard to identify, an intruder on the burn unit in St. Barnabas. They’re looking for a woman with copper hair who held a nurse at gunpoint and ordered him to sedate himself. A Changer.”

The breath rushed out of her in a jerk. “Copper hair? That’s all you’re going on?”

“There are too many coincidences between you and the Whistler for things to line up.” He watched her with narrowed eyes. “He’d need a safe place to hide, right about now; someone he trusted. Someone with medical experience, maybe.”

“I don’t have to put up with this.” Courtney started to rise. 

His hand shot out and slammed hers to the table. “I could arrest you for obstructing an investigation.”

“Do it, then.” She glared, masking the panic. “All you’re going to get is a wasted day and a pissed off ex-girlfriend.”

He blinked. Guilt lanced through her at the unguarded pain on his face. She could read him so well, it almost hurt. The truth would cut him to ribbons. She didn’t want to see his eyes when the realization hit. That the faith he had in her had been misplaced. That they’d been moving in different directions from the moment they met.

She knew what had to happen. But it ached. Despite the distance that had grown between them, she did care about him. He deserved better. What could this have turned into, if W had never come around? 

No. It wasn’t W. He’d been the spark to a fuse already lying dormant. It was something else, something inside her own skin, dry bones creaking back to life after ten years of static quiet.

I’m not too small. 

The new thought thundered through her, and a decision crystallized in its wake. She was done keeping her head down. She wasn’t yet sure where to look, but she’d be damned if she waited any longer to lift her chin. 

“Jasper.” Voice softened, Courtney slid her hand free from his. “I’m not who you’re afraid I am. But I’m not who you want me to be, either.” She pushed her chair back. “You said once that you couldn’t be with someone you didn’t trust.”

His brow furrowed. “What are you saying?”

“You shouldn’t have to. And I shouldn’t have to be with someone who doesn’t trust me.”

Realization dawned on his face, hitting her like a punch. “Court...”

“We shouldn’t see each other anymore.”

He stood, reaching for her again, but she caught his hand before he could catch her arm. Tugging him forward, she stretched up on her toes and pressed her lips to his cheek.

“I wish things could’ve been different,” she whispered. 

“Courtney...”

“I’m sorry.”

Dropping back, she ducked around him and headed for the door. Jasper remained where he stood, looking stunned. Courtney burst out into the cold air before he could recover enough to follow her. With fast, jerky steps, she made a beeline for home.

She had to move. Before he came to himself, made a decision, and snapped back into black-and-white. She knew Jasper—he’d wrestle, caught between stubbornness to work things out with her, and duty—but she knew which would win. His feelings wouldn’t act as a buffer for long. 

Her apartment wasn’t safe—nowhere he knew was safe. Not Dina’s, not the café. W had to be gone within the hour. 

If she even had that long. 

As soon as she turned the corner, she broke into a run. Pounding down the street, not caring if people glanced her way anymore. 

When she burst into her apartment, she almost collided with W. She stumbled back, catching herself on the doorjamb. He glanced down at her. 

He no longer wore the bloodstained lab coat. It lay bundled at the foot of the couch, which she could see beyond him, along with the discarded loop of IV tubing. He started to move past her, but she caught him by the hand.

“What... what are you doing?” 

His hand felt warm under hers. Normal warm—no hint of a fever. She turned it over. The faint bruise on the back of his hand was the only sign there’d ever been an IV. Not even a faded puncture mark. 

Her chest constricted. “You were leaving.”

He extricated his hand from hers. “I’ve trespassed on your goodwill too long.” 

“You had intestines hanging out of you three days ago!” She grabbed him by the shirt, lifting the hem to reveal the bandages underneath. “You aren’t in any state to walk out of...”

There were no bandages. Only a thin, puckered pink line beneath the right side of his ribcage. It looked weeks old. Halfway to a scar.

At her stupefied look, he untangled her fingers from his shirt and stepped away. “Like I said, I’m a fast healer.” 

She blinked as he moved past her to the door. There were too many things she didn’t understand, but her brain couldn’t lock on to any of them. Her chest felt tighter every second. 

“So you were just going to ditch me? Without even a goodbye?”

W lifted a shoulder. “I promised you I’d be out of your life. If the blood on the carpet is any indication, I’ve done a pretty shabby job of keeping that promise.” 

“I don’t want you out of my life.”

For the first time, possibly ever, she startled him. In one swift move, Courtney wedged herself between him and the door, misjudging his momentum as he went for the doorknob. Her chest brushed his. He stopped short. 

This close, their height difference was almost comical. He towered eight or nine inches above her, so she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. He blinked down at her. Moving back the barest step, but still far closer than she’d intended, he regarded her. She held his gaze. A strange expression lit his eyes. He’d only ever looked confident—fully assured of his control in whatever situation he found himself. A step ahead of her, a step ahead of everyone around him. Now, he looked... thrown. Wary, with a spark of curiosity. Waiting to see what she would do next. 

The look sent a thrill through her. For once, she was the enigma.

“You don’t get to make that decision for me. Not this time. You step into my life, shatter it, then try to step back out again. Over and over. Without so much as a ‘sorry.’ Well, dammit, I’ve had enough. I never spilled your secret. I’ve risked everything for you. Your blood is on my carpet, my face is on multiple security cameras, and my own boyfriend—now ex-boyfriend—is on his way to arrest me. And for what? Because I threw everything on the line to protect a man who doesn’t give a damn about me, or anyone else?”

He lifted an eyebrow, eyes gleaming with amusement—and something darker, making her wonder how close she was to the edge, if anyone had ever dared call out the Whistler. “You make it seem like you had higher expectations of me.”

She stretched up on her toes. “I did.” Her heart thundered in her chest, furious and terrified and more alive than it had ever been. W didn’t lean back as she decreased the already thin distance between them. “I do.” 

Twisting her fingers in his shirt, she pulled him down to her level and kissed him. 

No premeditation. No amount of forethought or planning could have prepared her for such a ridiculous, dangerous move. She’d had no idea how she felt until the moment she’d stepped in front of the door, desperate to block him from escaping her life, from taking away that spark she’d been chasing since the moment he first set foot in that café. 

Everything snapped together. Of course. It all made perfect, terrible sense. Why his words followed her around like a ghost wherever she went. Why the city around her looked so much sharper, all the shadowy places that used to terrify now full of secrets, deep dark ones that might yield answers if she pressed. Why she couldn’t erase the spark that came with the adrenaline. Couldn’t stop coming back for more. Like an addiction. Why Jasper never stood a chance.

It was him. It had always been him. 

His lips remained still under hers, cold and unmoving as a statue’s. A chill slid into her. Pulling away, she dropped back and let go of his shirt. 

He looked down at her. All amusement in his eyes had vanished, along with any other sign of an expression. He was a stone. For a split second, she wondered if she had made a horrible mistake, throwing her feelings into the open air like that, for him to use and manipulate in whatever way he chose. But then she lifted her chin. There was no taking it back now. If this was goodbye, he might as well know. 

Without a word, W stepped to the side. He twisted the doorknob and tugged it open, forcing her to stumble out of the way.

Tears stung her eyes. “So that’s it, then? You’re gone.”

She turned to see him pause in the doorway, his back to her. The seconds scraped by like knives over her skin. She’d almost made up her mind to scream at him to go, to get it over with, when he spoke. 

“Well...” He pushed the door open a little wider. “You could come with me.”

He turned, just enough for her to see his sharp profile against the cloudy morning. He didn’t look at her. His frosted gray eyes were fixed on the door, half shuttered, still no hint of an expression in them. No hint that this went anything more than one way. 

But... suddenly, she didn’t need one. The wind slipped in from outside, a frigid breath of clarity sweeping over her. She needed no hint, no shove, no final push from a fluttering heart to tip her over the brink. Yes, she had feelings for him. But something ran deeper. This wasn’t about following a man. Courtney got the distinct impression that she’d been toeing the edge of a cliff this whole time, and a stiff breeze had started to blow. The time had come to step back, save herself before her balance gave out. 

Or pitch forward into a freefall she might never, ever recover from. 

Steel settled into her veins. Turning, she grabbed her coat off the hook. 

Her leap would be her own. 

W’s eyes flickered up to her, once, and she caught the first spark of something in them. Surprise? Disbelief? Suspicion? But it was gone in a second as he turned, stepping aside so she could walk through after him. 

Her warm apartment at her back, the cold outside air wrapped around her. Fingers closing around the key in her pocket, Courtney turned. Her hand hovered over the lock as she tugged the door shut. 

Fires. She’d be throwing a match down, walking away down these concrete steps. But this city was already burning, cinders and smoke thick in her lungs, forcing shallow breathing and watery eyesight for far too long. 

She was ready to see. This wasn’t a leap from one burning building to the next; this was flight. Whether or not the landing came soft, for a split second, she’d get a bird’s eye view. She’d find the truth. And she’d snatch that truth out of the dark not Jasper’s way, not W’s way... hers. 

Courtney twisted the key in the deadbolt. With that decisive click, a thousand second thoughts went silent. Phone in her pocket, shoes on her feet—and nothing else. She felt a wild, reckless kind of freedom. 

She’d made the decision to jump a long time ago. 
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HELLO, NEW FRIEND! 

You've made it all the way through the gritty streets of Orion City to Courtney's final leap into the unknown, so we're officially friends now in my book.

Thank you so much for diving into the world of Orion with me! Courtney and W's story continues in City of Loons, the fast-paced conclusion of The Walls of Orion duology, coming out in a few months. To keep up with them, and get exclusive character snippets, free short stories, and more, visit my website at www.tdfoxbooks.com and sign up for my newsletter to get first dibs on the new books I'm working on! You can also check me out on instagram at @tdfoxauthor or hit me up on twitter, Facebook, and Goodreads. 

If you liked The Walls of Orion, please drop me a review, it really helps an indie author out! Thank you!

I'm so excited to see you again in Book 2!
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IRONICALLY, I BEGAN writing The Walls of Orion in 2016, and finished April 2019, almost an exact year before my country, city, and friends got plunged into a very real pandemic lockdown. 

Luckily I haven't had to live in a city with a two-hundred-foot concrete Wall around it an indefinite curfews. But my real life experience of quarantine while polishing up the final drafts of this heart-child for publishing certainly felt surreal after the last four years of extensive research on, “How would a mysterious pandemic be handled on a city level? On a national level?”

Imagine my surprise (on top of all the other emotions that come with a pandemic), when, in the middle of finalizing my story's publication, real life beat me to the punch.

To be honest, it's been a whirlwind. 

I thank the amazing Acorn team for their understanding and willingness to work with me as I lost a job due to Covid-19 shutdowns, then lost housing and struggled to keep my head above water, let alone edit a fat novel, during the pandemic. 2020 was quite a hit to the teeth. But I'm excited to come out the other side, armed with a book and some pretty great new fodder for stories from life experiences.

I have to shout out my dear friend and writing buddy Kelsey, without whom this story would never have been born. I'll never forget the midnight walk through our college campus under the constellation of Orion, when I threw out the idea of a city with that name. Thus began a fun writing exercise where we played with the idea of creating an origin story of superheroes and villains. She'd write the heroes, and—of course—I'd write the villains. 

Little did we both know I'd fall in love with my villains so thoroughly I'd take their story and run with it, creating a whole new novel from a writing exercise we'd never intended to finish. Not only would Courtney and W get a whole new plot with new direction, they'd get a redemption, and one of them might never become a villain at all.

The character of the Orion Giant is a tribute to Kelsey's head-child, a vigilante superhero from Chinatown who leaves the gangs of his neighborhood to start fighting crime instead. 

I also need to thank my Mom, who was my biggest fan from the first moment I put pen to paper to tell her a story twenty-one years ago. From editing my (cringe-worthy) first novels at age twelve, all the way up to reading my giant emails stuffed with prose in college, she gave me encouragement, inspiration, and new focus when I felt like scrapping my writing and walking away. This book is dedicated to you, Mom, for always believing I had "infinite potential" and always turning my eyes back to Who made me to be a writer in the first place.

I would like to shout out my amazing friends: Steph, Emily, Kayla, Rachel and Caleb, Amber, Abigail, Rachel W. and so, so many others that I don't have the space for here. You know who you are. I couldn't have done this without your constant encouragements, late-night talks on the kitchen floor, the midnight runs for boba and the memes—oh so many memes—to keep me laughing and motivated to keep going. 

To my family—my incredible sister, brothers, and my Dad who helped me print out my very first book so long ago on his big workplace printer—words can't fit here how much I love and appreciate you. Thank you for supporting me all these years and helping me grow. I might not get back to Oregon as much as I wish I could, but those mossy green trees and spongy earth will always be home to me in my heart. 

Finally, in loving memory of my dog Jasper. Thanks for sticking by me on my late nights writing this beast of a story, and for being the best boy ever. 
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A WORLD ROMPER FROM the Pacific Northwest who quite enjoys the label “crazy,” T.D. Fox supplements a hyperactive imagination with real life shenanigans to add pizzazz to her story endeavors.

Armed with a bachelor's degree in Intercultural Studies, her favorite stories to write usually involve a clash of worldviews, an unflinching reevaluation of one's own internal compass, and an embrace of the compelling unease that arises with vastly different worlds collide. 

When not recklessly exploring inner-city alleyways during midnight thunderstorms in the States, she can be found exploring rainforests without enough bug spray somewhere along the equator.
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