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Chapter 1 – Sam


 


One more stroke of red... and done! My cramped fingers
reluctantly released the paintbrush. After six hours of non-stop painting, no
part of my body wanted to move, but all of it needed to. When in the zone, I
never felt the strain of time—only after the project did it catch up to
me, the aching muscles and burning pain in my hand, the serious need to pee.


I darted for the bathroom attached to the art studio, but
nearly tripped over my still-asleep legs when they failed to move as
instructed. With a groan and a very full bladder, I lumbered in and relieved
myself, then returned to my easel and stretched all of my angry muscles.


A deep voice startled me out of my back stretch. "Wow,
Sam, this has got to be your best work yet." Mr. Krevner, Mr. K for short,
stood in a shadowed corner of the studio and stared at my painting.


I'd never seen him so enraptured by any of my work. I'd
never seen him speechless before, either, and that stroked my artistic ego as
nothing else could. The 16x24 canvas oil painting that had stolen my social
life for the past two months radiated an aliveness and color that I'd never
been able to capture before.


My art professor came forward, walking as though in a church
and speaking in a hushed voice. "Where did you get the inspiration for
this? The layers of texture and use of tone are extraordinary, and the
juxtaposition of fluid brush strokes and harsh, jagged lines creates a dynamic
movement to the piece, a conflict that has been missing in your other work.
Extraordinary. What are you calling it?"


The hitch in my voice betrayed my nerves. "The Color of
Thought. It represents how I 'see' the world, with the thoughts of everyone
swirling around me, and the conflict I feel at having so many minds invade my
own. I went with a more abstract style to capture the frenetic energy of my
experiences. I know my work is usually more realistic, but...."


Nothing in my art had ever been so personal. Maybe great art
had to be ripped from a person's soul, before it could evoke emotion in others.


"Do you think it's good enough for the International
Art Contest?" I dipped into his thoughts, but he spoke exactly what was on
his mind.


His long fingers intertwined, and his thin, penciled-in
eyebrows shot up and down in excitement. "Good enough? It's better than
that. It's incredible! In two weeks, you'll be the winner of one of the most
prestigious art contests in the world. It'll make your career and get you into
Sarah Lawrence."


I covered my painting with a piece of canvas, careful not to
touch the wet paint, scrubbed my hands and brushes in the sink, and grabbed my
book bag. "I haven't even gotten accepted yet."


He walked me to the door. "You will. Don't worry about
it. Your future is assured."


I adjusted my backpack onto my shoulders. "I'm going to
get something to eat. I'll come back later to talk about the contest details
with you."


When Mr. K smiled, his hawk nose and skeletal facial
features transformed into something less reminiscent of Jack Skellington from The
Nightmare Before Christmas—his usual look. He was almost, for just a
moment, handsome—though not my type at all. Way too old.


"Enjoy your dinner, Sam." He walked back into the
studio, his long scarecrow body swimming in his khakis and Grateful Dead
t-shirt.


The great clock above the Headmaster's building chimed four
times. Where would Lucy and Luke be this fine Saturday? I cocked my head and
listened for their mental signatures, but a blast of unwelcome thoughts
barraged me.


'Can't believe I have to study today.... Where is my
sock...? Really need to get this fire under control.... Wish the weekend would
last longer....'


Our secret school for kids with para-powers only had about
500 students, grades seven to twelve, but that's still a lot of minds to wade
through. Finally, Lucy's distinctive mental voice pierced through the rest.


I stood on the southeast end of campus, where a cluster of
classrooms made up the fine arts department. Each building on our campus looked
like a small mansion that had transported itself from the Tudor period in
England. The meticulous landscaping, complete with bushes trimmed into animal
shapes, reinforced the illusion of a proper English estate. Only the high
voltage fences surrounding the perimeter spoiled the effect.


The winding cobblestone path led me west from the studio
toward the phys ed building and training courtyard. Spring hadn't yet given way
to summer, but today felt like a small victory over a long winter. I basked in
the warmth of the sun as I looked for my best friends.


I knew what I'd see upon arriving, and wasn't disappointed.


A small crowd had formed around the outdoor training court,
where layers of mats lay on the ground and my two favorite people stood center
stage. Lucy had her much bigger and taller twin brother, Luke, in a chokehold,
from which he struggled to remove himself. Students passed small wads of cash back
and forth, clearly betting on the winner. When Luke flipped Lucy on her back
and pinned her petite frame to the mat, those who had bet on Luke started
cheering.


They didn't know Lucy.


And I wished I'd brought some cash.


She scissored her legs around her brother's neck and flipped
herself up so that she straddled his throat. Incredible! With another hip move,
she knocked him down and pinned him for the count.


Students cheered and exchanged money as she stood and
offered her hand to him. He grudgingly accepted, and they pushed through the
crowds, finally spotting me.


Luke draped his long arm over my shoulder. His blue eyes
twinkled even as he moaned and groaned in mock abuse. "Did you see what
this pint-sized maniac did to me? Appalling."


I laughed and tugged at Lucy's dark ponytail. "You sure
showed him. Of course, you've been showing him up since kindergarten."


Luke stuck his tongue out at me, and Lucy flashed her
100-watt smile. "Did you finish? Do I finally get to see this super-secret
painting that has kept you in hermit mode for months?"


My grin spread into a full-on face-cramping smile.
"It's done! And it's... I can't even explain. It's the best thing I've
ever painted!"


They both grabbed my arms and pulled me back to the studio.
"We want to see it now!" they said in unison.


"But I'm so hungry. I haven't eaten all day." They
ignored my pleas as we retraced my steps.


As much as my rumbling stomach needed food, I was way more
excited to share my work with my friends. I hadn't shown it to anyone while I
worked, and being out of the loop never sat well with my feisty friends. Plus,
they deserved to be a part of this after encouraging me for years to pursue my
art more seriously. Lucy had actually used her very first bonus from an
assignment to commission a portrait from me. How could I deny my first paying
customer—especially since most of the students at the school now had my art
hanging in their rooms, and I had a nice stash of cash in mine, thanks to her
and Luke?


***


The door to the studio hung open just a crack, and angry
screams assaulted us as we approached. Luke and Lucy looked to me as if I knew
what was going on.


I shrugged my shoulders in the universal
I've-got-no-freaking-idea way and crept to the door. I could have just slipped
into their minds, but listening to people talk both out loud and mentally was
hard to track and gave me a pretty big headache. At that moment, what they were
saying, or rather screaming, to each other was more interesting.


We didn't want to budge the door and draw attention to
ourselves, so Luke pushed his head through. He bobbed in and out so quickly I
almost missed it. Being able to walk through anything was mighty handy at
times.


I nudged him. "Well?"


"Higgins and Mr. K. They both look pretty pissed."


They sounded it too. I'd never heard Headmaster Higgins yell
at any of the teachers, or students for that matter. He wasn't a pushover by
any stretch, but he'd always been levelheaded—until today.


Higgins shouted at Mr. K. "How could you enter her
without permission from me? Do you realize what you've done? This could ruin
the school and everything we're doing here."


Was Higgins talking about me?


Mr. K replied with the same volume and anger. I could
imagine the vein over his left eye bulging. "You have no idea how talented
that girl is! She should be at the best art school in the world, not hidden
here like a freak of nature. It's my job to make sure she has a future when she
leaves this god-awful place, and I'm not letting you, or the people you work
for, stand in my way. Or hers."


They must have been talking about me, but it made no sense.
Why didn't Higgins want me entering the contest, and why did Mr. K hate this
place so much?


"Don't you mean, the people we work for? They
employ us both, and you'd do well to remember that, Mr. Krevner. Their reach
extends beyond the gates of this school."


I couldn't believe it. Was the headmaster actually
threatening my art teacher? What was going on?


"You will pull her from that competition and clean up
the mess you've made, or your days here are numbered. Am I making myself
clear?"


Something crashed into a wall, and my friends and I jumped
back in surprise.


"Everything is very clear. You use her and her gifts,
rent her and all these kids out to the highest bidder as spies. You make
billions on these Rent-A-Kids, as they call themselves. And now you want to
snuff her chance to shine doing what she truly loves? No. If you want to
destroy her dreams, you can do it yourself. I'll have no part in it."


Footsteps approached the door. I tripped back, grabbed Luke
and Lucy, and the three of us ducked around the corner of the building. I
peeked out just as Mr. K stormed from the studio, his face bright red and
contorted in anger. Not his best look.


Headmaster Higgins followed him out moments later. He adjusted
his navy blue suit and plastered a calm mask over his face. His midnight black
skin did not reveal his recent spike in blood pressure the same way that Mr.
K's pasty complexion had, but the tight way he held his shoulders and the fists
he made of his hands spoke to his anger.


Tears stung my eyes, and I swiped at them with the back of a
hand still stained with splashes of paint. If they pulled me from the contest,
hundreds of hours of hard work would be wasted, and my future would get flushed
down the toilet. That couldn't happen!


When both men were gone, the three of us snuck into the
studio and closed the door behind us. My enthusiasm had drained out of me like
dirty bath water. I sniffled and wiped my traitorous eyes again.


Lucy put her arm around me. "Cheer up, Chica. We'll
figure this out, I promise. They can't keep you from this, not after all the
hard work you've done. And you'll be leaving for New York soon. Luke and I will
join you there, and we'll make all of our dreams come true, just watch!"


I tried to smile, for her sake, but the smile didn't reach
my eyes.


Luke rubbed my head as if I were his pet dog. "Where's
this painting I've been hearing so little about?"


I swatted his hand and couldn't suppress a small, but
genuine, smile. Luke could always cheer me: funny, gorgeous, and so much like a
brother it sucked.


"Over here." The canvas draped over my painting
appeared undisturbed. A sigh of relief escaped me. At least nothing had
happened to it. "Close your eyes."


They both groaned but did as told.


Fear and nervousness buzzed through me as I pulled the
canvas off. What if they hated it? What if everyone hated it and my dreams of
being a real artist died before they could even be born? My lungs clenched with
stale breath and I exhaled before I got too dizzy. "Okay, you can
look."


They stood there, jaws dropped, stunned into silence. They
either hated it or totally loved it.


"Um, is this a bad or good silence?"


Lucy pulled her mouth closed and swallowed before she spoke.
"O.M.G. Sam, this is the most incredible, unbelievable thing I've ever
seen in my life. You painted this?"


"You like it?"


Her mental voice slammed into me. 'Would I lie to you?
It's amazing!'


Relief flooded me even as I laughed at her joke. I could
read minds, sure, but she was the human lie detector. No one dared lie to her.


Luke hugged me and whispered into my ear, "I'm so proud
of you, Sam. This is truly epic!"


We stood there staring for several minutes. This painting
represented so much about me, my life, my future... everything. I hated to
leave it even for a minute, but my stomach protested its neglect with a loud
rumble.


Luke grabbed my hand. "Come on, let's feed you. My
treat."


With the buzz of success filling me, and Luke's hand in mine,
I entertained a what-if. What if I could get past the whole brother thing with
Luke? I took in his tall, well-defined frame, his dark hair and bright blue
eyes. Gorgeous inside and out, but... nothing. No spark at all. Such a pity. Of
all the guys at school, he was the only one I could even imagine being with,
but I couldn't force the chemistry and neither could he.


We walked to dinner hand in hand, and I consoled myself with
the fact that I had the best friends a girl could want. Not a bad consolation
prize after all, and worth a hundred boyfriends.


Chapter 2 – Sam


 


The Hub occupied prime real estate in the middle of campus
and offered the only thing that passed for excitement at our school. On such a
beautiful day, every shop and cafe was open for business. The Hub was our
little town, the only place we had to buy clothes, food, knickknacks and
whatever else we needed. If a store didn't have what we wanted, they'd order
it.


We walked down the tree-lined sidewalks and looked for a
restaurant that had space for us. Three girls from my math class were just
getting up to leave as we approached The Bistro, a fun deli that served the
best meatball subs. We snagged the table and settled in for a much needed meal.


The waitress took our order promptly, probably trying to get
people in and out as quickly as possible for more tips. Luke sipped his soda
with over-the-top slurping noises.


"Honestly, you are such a pig, Luke."


He threw his wadded-up straw paper at me. "Whatcha
gonna do about it, pip squeak?"


I stuck my tongue out at him, then settled into a sulk, arms
crossed over my chest. "What am I going to do if Higgins pulls me from the
contest?"


Lucy's brown eyes blazed with fire. "He wouldn't dare!
You've worked too hard for that. And Mr. K won't let him pull you. I think he'd
crawl across sharp glass all the way to New York with your painting strapped to
his back if he had to, just to make sure you were entered. Honestly, I think
the only reason he still teaches here is because of you."


"He does seem really unhappy. Why do you think he hates
it here so much?" I looked around at the palatial grounds and happy
students strolling the streets. We had everything we could ever need. Sure, it
got boring and lonely sometimes, but the occasional assignment to places all
over the world kept things interesting and made coming home a nice change of
pace. Why would he want to leave?


Our meals arrived, and talking ceased as we all took big
bites of our sandwiches.


The warm meatballs and toasted honey and oat bread had never
tasted better, and filling my stomach helped settle the shaky energy of too
much caffeine the last two days.


Lucy talked through a mouth full of roasted turkey breast.
"Who knows, but it's not so crazy, is it? I mean how badly do we
want to leave?"


"That's different. We all have para-powers that make us
vulnerable in the real world, and make some of us dangerous. We're here to
learn to control our powers and to protect us from those who might exploit us.
We have no choice, at least until we turn eighteen and are finally free."


Lucy rolled her eyes. "We all know the company line,
Sam."


The waitress came and refilled our drinks, and I used the
interruption to organize my thoughts and take another bite of my sandwich.


Out of habit, I peeked into the waitress's mind and smirked.
'So sexy... wish I could get him to notice me... wish we were allowed to
date the students....'


When she left I kicked Luke under the table. "You're
charming the ladies and don't even know it." I nodded toward the waitress.


He puffed up his chest and raised a "how you
doin'" eyebrow. "Girls just can't help but appreciate all that I have
to offer. And who can blame them, really?"


"Yes, such a ladies' man. Anyways, I know it's not easy
for our teachers. It's just... as far as schools go, they've got it pretty good.
I mean, we've all had to go to other schools while on assignment, and they suck
compared to this. The teachers are miserable, underpaid and overworked, and
there are too many students per classroom. Here he gets state-of-the-art
equipment, any kind of supplies he wants, and an incredible studio. Why
leave?"


Luke paused from inhaling his bacon burger long enough to
respond. "True. Some of those schools are scary. Don't know how anyone
learns anything. But who knows? Maybe he just doesn't like how secluded we are
or that he has to keep secrets about where he works and what he does. I doubt
any teacher here has much of a life off campus, ya know?"


I finished my last bite of sandwich and wiped the extra
marinara sauce off my lips with a napkin. "I'm going to go talk to
Higgins. I can't lose this chance."


Lucy picked a stray piece of turkey from her plate and
plopped it into her mouth. "Do you want us to come? Moral support? Back
up? Whatever?"


"Nah, you two need showers after all your sparring.
I'll be okay. When I'm done I'll find you in your suite."


Luke left money for our dinner and the tip, and they walked
back to the dorms while I headed to Higgins's office. Normally he took the
weekends off, but I had a suspicion he'd be there today. The main offices took
up the northwest corner of campus, shaped like a square, and surrounded by an
electrified fence and a brick wall with tall trees cloaking the outside.


We'd gone off school grounds on field trips for survival
training, and while I didn't know what state we were in—or even what country—I
did know that we were surrounded by woods. Lots of woods. My guess? Our locale
felt distinctly North American, though I couldn't pinpoint exactly why. The
weather made me think Pacific Northwest, or Midwest, with the seasonal changes
and landscape.


I walked past the gate that served as the only entrance or
exit on campus and waved at the guard, Old Charlie, a staple at Rent-A-Kid who
always treated us well. He smiled and waved back. He looked harmless, but he'd
done some demonstrations for us in martial arts. Even Luke and Lucy, who put my
sad excuse for combat skills to shame, bowed to his ninja ways. It had always
made me feel safe, knowing Old Charlie was standing guard, protecting us from
anyone who might discover our secret location and cause us harm.


The shadows of twilight cloaked the offices, and none of the
lights inside appeared to be on. I turned the knob, relieved to find it
unlocked, and let myself in.


Higgins's voice carried from his office—no responses, so he
must have been on the phone.


I opened my mind and pressed into his thoughts.


'Damage control... Must contain this situation before it
gets to the top... Damn Krevner, should never have hired him... Always has been
a renegade... What to tell Sam?'


When he hung up, I knocked on his door.


"Who is it?"


"It's Sam. Can I talk to you?"


'Crap! Not ready to deal with her.' "Can this
wait?"


"Um, not really. Can I come in?"


'Damn Krevner.' "Sure, come on in."


Higgins's office, normally so meticulous, from the always
clean and empty trashcan to the perfectly placed pens and pencils, was
surprisingly messy. Crumpled papers covered his desk, his suit jacket slouched
in a pile on the floor like a deflated man, and his tie hung down his chest at
an odd angle, as if he'd been pulling at it. He ran his hands through his
greying hair, and I could see his toned muscles flex under his shirt. For
someone in his fifties, he was pretty cut.


"Sam, I'm actually glad you came. I have an assignment
for you."


This was unexpected. "Headmaster Higgins, I really
can't go on assignment right now. I have the art contest to prep for, an
interview with Sarah Lawrence coming up, and homework. I'm swamped."


'What do I do about this damn art contest? How do I get
out of this?'


"You know I can read your mind, right? I also overheard
you and Mr. K screaming at each other. Actually, I'm surprised the whole school
didn't hear. You can't pull me from the contest. I have to be in it! I've
worked so hard on this painting, and if I win, Sarah Lawrence is guaranteed. So
is my career."


He nervously shuffled his hands back and forth, then put
them on his lap when he saw me looking. "I'm sorry, Sam, but it's too much
exposure for the school. We have to keep a low profile to keep you all safe.
How do we explain who you are or where you're from if you win?"


Tightness formed in my chest. "You create believable
false identities for us every time we leave this campus. Why can't you use my
new identity, the one I'll be using at Sarah Lawrence? I'm assuming their
admissions department has some fake history for me there, right? So I become her,
whoever she is, and I take on that role like any other assignment. It doesn't
seem like it would be that hard."


"I'll give it some thought and see what we can do,
okay? But only if you agree to take this assignment. It just came in. It's an
important client and it has your name, and para-power, written all over
it."


He scooted a file across the desk and I flipped through it
while he gave me a verbal briefing. "Henry Dollinger needs dirt on his
business partner, Ronald Beaumont, so he can force a buy-out and take control
of the company. He knows Beaumont is hiding something, but can't figure out
what."


"You want me to crack open his mind and dig out his
secrets."


Higgins's chair squeaked as he sat back. "Yes. You
leave on Tuesday. We're putting together your identity now."


"What? My interview with Sarah Lawrence is on Friday.
I'll never have enough time to get there, do this job and get back."


"It shouldn't take you that long to get what you need.
And while you're gone, I'll do everything I can to keep you in the art contest.
Deal?"


I'd never turned down an assignment before, and I was within
my rights to do so now, but the potential consequences scared me. At the very
least, I'd lose all chance of being in the contest.


Even as my head nodded yes, my gut screamed no. Everything
about this felt off.


"Oh, and I'll be sending a guard with you."


"Why?" I scratched at the hidden tracking device
in my upper arm. "You always know where I am. It's not like I can get lost
or kidnapped."


"It's not that. Another organization has formed, a
group bent on destroying anyone with para-powers. They've killed several teens
and children in random attacks. I just want to make sure you're safe."


My heart skipped a beat. I knew that kids with para-powers
were at risk without Rent-A-Kid, but not that someone was aggressively
attacking, and killing, them. Still, a guard?


"How will I explain it?"


"It's part of your cover. You're the daughter of
Dollinger's college roommate. Your father is powerful and has enemies, and your
life has been threatened. You're staying with Dollinger, under guard, while
your family deals with the threats."


I nodded. "Makes sense. Okay, I'll go on Tuesday, but I
need to be back by Thursday. It's important."


"We'll be ready to retrieve you when you complete the
mission. Now, if there's nothing else...."


I knew a dismissal when I heard one.


While leaving the office, I slipped back into his mind, but
he blocked me by silently reciting Shakespeare sonnets over and over.


What was Higgins afraid of thinking? What did he not want me
to know?


My gut tightened.


Chapter 3 – Drake


 


Warm rays of sun beat down on Drake's back as he leaned over
his board. He waited—one breath, then another, inhaling and exhaling to the
pulse of the ocean, each swell matching the beat of his heart. All thought, all
anger, and all distraction fled in the tranquility of the Pacific, the only
place that could bring him peace. He found his God here, his religion. Not even
Father Patrick's pews could compete.


The wave approached, and Drake, one with it, stood on his
board and sliced through the tide. He balanced on the edge of the world, no
longer affected by the push and pull of the needy masses. Sprays of saltwater
splashed his face—a baptism for a man who belonged nowhere.


A tingle of dread broke through his zone. It started in his
spine and worked its way up his back. He felt sinister eyes on him.


Drake never used his powers while surfing; he didn't need to.
But now, he broke his own rule and snaked his mind over the water and to the
beach, seeking the person who didn't belong. Nothing felt out of the ordinary,
but the break in concentration stole the joy from his meditation.


Anger boiled in his blood, unwilling to be cooled by the
water. He turned his board toward the sand and rode back to shore, scanning as
he did for anyone paying too much attention to him.


Kylie the Beach Bunny scampered up to him and threw her
slender arms around his neck as he shrugged out of his wetsuit. "You
looked so hot out there, Drakey. Did you come back for some fun in the
sun?" Her lips sought his, but he pulled away.


"Not now, Kylie. I have to get going. Did you see
anyone around the beach watching me, or anyone who looked suspicious?"


Her painted, puckered lips turned down in confusion.
"No, why? Let's go get a drink and maybe go back to my place if you're
done here. I can take your mind off whatever is worrying you. Did you get my
text messages and voicemails? I even came by your place but you weren't home.
I've missed you." She ran a finger down his wet chest, tracing a drop of
water to his navel.


He pulled her hand away. "I said, not now." He
added just a bit of compulsion to his voice, using his mind to nudge hers. A
vacant expression crossed through her blue eyes then disappeared. He hadn't
really controlled her mind; he'd just given it extra encouragement so he could
get rid of her without a scene.


Another trickle of foreboding crawled over his shoulders.
Goose bumps formed on his arms and he shivered despite the heat.


Kylie frowned, but said nothing else as she walked away, her
long, tanned and very exposed body attracting the admiring glances of every man
on the beach.


Drake didn't care.


Another, more powerful pricking alerted him to danger. He
whipped his head around in time to see a figure in black slip into a car parked
in the lot, and drive away.


***


Before anyone else could stop him, Drake grabbed his towel
and board and walked the few blocks through the streets of Venice Beach back to
his apartment.


His best friend Brad was still asleep, probably up late
again—writing, trying to become a famous journalist, but getting stuck with
Crime Watch and Feature Obits.


Drake showered, dressed and started a breakfast of bacon and
eggs.


Percolating coffee and the smell of frying food finally
convinced Brad to join the land of the living. "Dude, you get up way too
freaking early."


"You sleep in way too freaking late. On this, we will
just have to agree to disagree. Eat some bacon." Drake pushed a plateful
of food in front of Brad.


"Thanks, man. How were the waves this morning? You
ready for the West Coast Championships?" Brad shoveled breakfast into his
mouth.


Drake considered how much he should reveal about his
unnerving morning. "I think I'm being watched."


This put a halt to the eating. "Oh, man, I told you
this was a bad idea. You need to keep a low profile, dude. Stick to teaching
surfing lessons to wannabes, but don't enter an international surfing
competition with major media coverage. What if someone finds you?"


The small two-bedroom apartment they shared felt even
smaller. Drake fought the urge to escape back into his ocean, but even that
holy place had been violated.


He put his dishes in the sink and paced the living room, staring
at the stains in the brown carpet. Their bachelor pad wouldn't impress many
women, but it kept Drake close to the beach and Brad close to the newspaper he
worked for. A happy compromise.


"This is important to me, you know that. I can't spend
my life as a beach bum teaching surfing. I want so much more than that. I could
get sponsors and surf for a living."


He sighed and sank into the living room chair. A pile of
bills taunted him from the coffee table. He shuffled through them, then held
them up as evidence. "Phone bills, rent, power, car insurance... by the
time I finish paying these every month, I have nothing left. I can't live like
this, man."


Brad frowned. "I know what it's like. I'm in the same
boat. You'll find a way."


Drake slammed his fist into the table. "No, you're not.
You're in a boat going somewhere. You have dreams, ambition, and a way of
making it happen. You have family who give a crap about you. What do I have? A
shady past, a string of foster parents who only wanted me for the money, and
one skill that I can actually use in public. I'm in a sinking boat. I have to
find a way to make my life matter. Don't you get that?"


His fist throbbed for a moment, but then his body healed
even that, leaving him numb once again.


Brad had been with him through a lot, but he'd never
understand where Drake had come from and what he needed. Not totally.


"Drake, you're right. I can't ever know what it's been
like for you, but I do know you have to stay low on the radar if you don't want
people digging into your past, into what happened when you were young. There
are bad people out there who would just love to capture someone with your
powers. I don't want to find your name on my next Crime Watch list."


"No one held me responsible for what happened. No one could
know. Besides, am I supposed to stay in the shadows on the off chance someone
connects my surfing to a sealed file from fourteen years ago?"


Brad washed both of their dishes and spread out on their
beige couch, his long limbs draping over the edge. "Maybe you're right. I
don't know, dude. I guess it's possible it was just a fluke, that it was just a
sponsor checking you out."


"Maybe." But probably not. The presence Drake had
felt didn't strike him as friendly or curious. Someone was after him, but who?
And why? Could someone have found out about his powers?


He grabbed his keys from the hook hanging by the front door.
"I'm going to talk to Father Patrick. Maybe he has some ideas about all
this. Plus, I promised Mrs. Maypol I'd help her move some of the garden statues
around."


Brad got up and pulled his laptop from the computer bag he
kept by the couch. "Be careful, man. And tell Father Patrick I said
hi."


Drake closed the door behind him and left Brad to his
writing.


***


St. Michael's Catholic Church in Venice had become a second
home to Drake, ever since his fifth foster family had taken him there once for
an Easter sermon. The stained glass windows and colorful gardens guarded by angels
had stirred a longing in him—not like the ocean, which even at ten years old
had stolen his heart—with its own power.


The real draw, however, turned out to be the old priest,
Father Patrick.


Drake parked on Naples, and walked around the corner toward
the large carved oak door, which had never been locked for as long as Drake
could remember.


A young Mexican woman pushed a cart full of fresh tamales
down Coeur D'Alene Avenue and, on impulse, Drake stopped her and bought three:
one for himself, and one each for Father Patrick and Mrs. Maypol. He smiled at
the thought of them enjoying an unexpected treat.


The girl, thinking he'd meant his smile for her, smiled back
and lowered her eyes. "Gracias."


"De nada y gracias." He took a bite of the first
tamale. "Muy bueno."


Her smile brightened, and she honked the bike horn on her
cart and walked on.


Drake ate his tamale in a few large bites, happy that he'd
brightened her day a bit too, and walked into the church with the other two
tamales palmed in his hand.


He expected to see Father Patrick shuffle down the aisle to
greet him, but the old man was nowhere to be seen. A feeling of serenity
settled on Drake as he breathed in the stillness of the room. The sea had a
constant pulsing energy that soothed, but here the quiet and calm had its own
effect on his racing mind.


He made the sign of the cross and kneeled out of habit.
While not religious, it didn't hurt to honor the ways of his friend while in
his church.


The stained glass windows depicting biblical scenes shone
down on him rays of rainbow light. He imagined the halo effect that anyone
looking at him just then would see—not that he'd ever be mistaken for someone
holy. Still, he liked to imagine his soul could be redeemed, someday, by
someone who saw in him what Father Patrick always had.


He left the church through a side door and entered his
favorite place, second only to the beach. Hidden from the public by tall green
hedges, the garden reminded him of the book, The Secret Garden, which he'd read
in school once. He'd pretended to scoff at the girly book, but secretly loved
the description of that private world and its hidden mysteries.


Red, yellow and pink rose buds in various stages of opening
lined the cobbled path, their sweet scent creating a natural perfume for the
earth. The heat of the sun seemed to draw out even the most delicate of
fragrances, which created a heady experience. He remembered playing in here as
a child.


It had become his private sanctuary, just like the girl in
the book. When he couldn't go to the beach, he'd come here. Father Patrick had
fed and clothed him and kept him safe, even if that meant calling DSHS when a
foster parent gave him a new broken bone or black eye. He would walk with Drake
through the paths and tell him stories of Italy and the Pope and of his life
before the Church.


When Father Patrick had to take confession, Drake would play
hide and seek among the giant angel statues that stood watch over the roses. He
would tell them his secrets and talk to them about the ocean. He knew Father
Patrick had heard him sometimes, but the priest never interrupted or discussed
what he'd heard. This garden had been his confessional, the angels his priests
and guardians.


A scream broke Drake's reverie.


He rushed toward the sound, his heart pounding in his chest.


One of the large stone angels lay on its side, a young man
pinned underneath. His screams filled the small courtyard.


Mrs. Maypol sat on the cobbled floor and held the boy's
hand. She cried so hard her plump face matched the orange-red of her hair.
"I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry."


Father Patrick stood a few feet away with a cell phone in
his hand and a deep frown on his weathered face. Despite the fear that Drake
knew the priest must have felt, Father Patrick stayed calm and commanding as he
spoke to the 9-1-1 operator.


Drake assessed the situation. The young man's leg had been
crushed by the angel. Blood spurted from what was likely a severed artery,
spreading a crimson stain over the garden's path and into the soil. The roses
would grow on the blood of this boy.


The ambulance wouldn't get there in time. The boy already
looked a breath from death with his pale skin and glazed eyes.


Drake tore off his shirt and twisted it into a tourniquet,
then handed it to Mrs. Maypol. "Keep him still! As soon as I lift the
statue, immediately tie this around his leg above the injury. Make it
tight."


She nodded, sweat pouring down her face from fear.


He looked into the terrified eyes of the trapped worker. The
statue that pinned his leg probably weighed two thousand pounds. "Just
hold on. I have to get this off you. When I do, the pain will be unbearable. Be
ready."


The young man didn't look ready for that at all, but Drake
couldn't wait. He gripped the angel around the shoulder and pushed. Power
flooded his veins and muscles. Superhuman strength flowed into him. His muscles
bulged, his thighs stretched his jeans to near tearing, and his arms and torso
turned rock hard. He pushed, willing the angel to fly.


And it did.


In a heartbeat, the statue stood on its base and the
now-freed man screamed again and passed out. Mrs. Maypol did her job, tying the
shirt around the top of the boy's thigh. He'd likely lose his leg, but at least
he would live.


The surge of power spent, Drake slumped against a bench and
hung his head. He wasn't tired, exactly, just depleted.


The offending angel looked down on him, red dripping from
her chest; a fallen angel stained with her victim's blood. Drake wanted to
offer her a chance to confess, just as she had done for him so many times, but
Father Patrick's voice interrupted his thoughts.


The priest looked between Drake and the boy and spoke
rapidly into the cell phone. Sirens blared in the distance.


It took him a moment, but as the reality of his situation
settled in, Drake realized he'd made a mistake. He'd just exposed himself to
two people who didn't know about his powers, and at a time when he needed to be
more careful than ever. No one could know about his strength.


He sought answers in the eyes of his priest who covered the
phone with his hand and spoke quietly to Drake. "Go to my office and stay
there until I get you. We'll figure out something to tell them."


Again, Drake couldn't help but admire the calm assurance
Father Patrick radiated. It would have been easy to believe that everything
could work out okay, but he'd long since stopped believing in happy endings.
Still, he obeyed the priest in a way he never obeyed anyone else, and slipped
back into the church moments before the medics crashed through the garden.


***


Drake paced the small office for so long he could have sworn
there would be ruts in the hardwood floor.


He read every title on the bookshelves that lined the
wall—mostly religious books, but, surprisingly, some fiction, and a few books
on psychic powers and occult studies.


The small golden cross on the wall behind the desk looked
recently polished and gleamed in the light. He felt no power from it, and had
no attachment to a symbol that just represented death to him. Still, the cross
had hung there longer than Drake had been coming to the church, and its
familiarity offered a small comfort, albeit fleeting.


Despite every attempt to distract himself, his mind returned
to what had just happened.


He worried about the man he'd saved. He worried about Father
Patrick and Mrs. Maypol and what they'd say. And he worried about himself.
Would Father Patrick be able to protect him, or would he finally be exposed to
the world?


He rarely felt vulnerable. With the powers he controlled, he
didn't know anyone who could pose a risk to him. So why didn't that reassure
him this time?


A creak sounded from the hall.


The doorknob twisted.


Drake froze and waited, ready to attack if anyone but Father
Patrick walked through that door.


The door opened.


"Relax, boy, it's just me. You're safe."


In that moment, Drake had to fight the urge to cry. What
the hell? He never cried. Ever. He scowled instead, and then smoothed his
face when he caught the old priest looking at him.


Father Patrick sat behind the desk and pointed Drake to the
guest chair. "You saved that boy's life. The medics said if he'd been
trapped any longer he would have been dead before they got here."


"What did you tell them?"


"That God saved the boy. It was a miracle. Mrs. Maypol
backed me up. An angel came from the sky and moved the statue. They think we're
crazy, and likely have no idea what to write in their report, but they're gone
and no one knows you were involved."


Drake smirked. Leave it to Father Patrick to get away with
that kind of story.


A weight lifted from Drake's shoulders—another possible
exposure averted. "Where's Mrs. Maypol? What does she think about all of
this?"


"She went to the hospital with Ralph. That's the young
man you saved. He was helping us move some things around in the garden. I think
she's suspected there's more to you for a long time, but she loves you and
would never betray you. Don't worry about that."


"That's not what worries me. While surfing this
morning, I had a sense that someone was watching me. Then I saw a man in black
before he got in his car and drove away. I know it sounds paranoid, but you
always said I should trust my instincts."


He also told the priest about his fight with Brad, and his
best friend's concern about exposure with this contest.


Father Patrick stayed silent until the end. "What do
you think you should do?"


Drake sighed. "I hate when you do that."


"When I make you think for yourself? Yes, I'm wretched
that way."


"I want to stay in the competition. I can't live my
life in hiding forever."


Father Patrick's kind eyes held Drake's for several long
moments. "You're on a path none of us can understand. You have to do
what's right for your heart. I can only tell you that I do see dark spirits
around you, so whatever course you choose, be careful."


His words sent chills through Drake. Father Patrick's sixth
sense was unparalleled. If he said Drake was in danger, Drake believed him, but
that didn't mean dropping out of the competition would keep him safe.


Drake said goodbye to Father Patrick, and an unexpected
melancholy swelled in his heart. He hugged the old man, who stood a good foot
shorter than him.


"I'll come by tomorrow to help with the rest of the
garden."


The priest pierced Drake with his eyes. "Be well, Son.
Whatever happens, know that you have a destiny to fulfill in this world."


Strange parting words, but not unusual for someone who
enjoyed the cryptic. Still, they unsettled Drake.


The feeling intensified as he walked out.


A horn beeped, and the shy girl who'd sold him tamales not
so long ago hurried up to him with her cart, only her smile had turned to fear.
"Señor, alguien que ha destrozado su coche."


"What? Who vandalized my car? What did you see?"


The force of his words frightened the timid girl. He calmed
his voice. "I'm sorry to scare you. Please, tell me what happened."


He followed her around the corner to his car, which sat
lower to the ground than it should, and... something had been painted on his
window.


"Shit!" He ran to the car, fearing what he'd find.


All four tires had been cut and the word
"FREEK!"—misspelling and all—had been spray-painted across his
window.


"Who did this? Did you see?"


Her eyes widened. "I sorry. I no stop him. I scared of
big man in black."


"It's okay. You did the right thing. It's not worth
getting hurt over. Thank you for telling me."


The damage looked like some kids pulling a prank, but a big
man in black sounded more like a hit posed to look like a prank. Why? To scare
him?


Drake pulled out a twenty-dollar bill and handed it to the
girl. "Thank you for telling me."


She nodded, slipped the money into her pocket, and dashed
off.


Drake pulled his phone out and called Brad. "Dude,
someone knows."


Chapter 4 – Sam


 


Music blared from Luke and Lucy's suite, next door to my own
room. I let myself in and plopped down on their overstuffed purple couch.


Lucy saw me and turned down the radio. "What
happened?"


I tossed her the file.


Luke walked through the wall from his bedroom into the
living room and stood behind his sister to read. He frowned when he noticed the
dates. "What about your interview, and the contest?"


"Higgins said he'd try to get me in, but I've got to
take this assignment." I sighed and flopped back on the couch. "This
totally sucks."


Lucy sat next to me with her arm draped over my shoulders.
"At least you got your painting done. Come on, no more moping. It's
Saturday. Let's eat junk food and watch movies."


So we did. All weekend long.


When Monday arrived, so bright and early, I had a major
sugar hangover, but my mood had improved from sustained and prolonged contact
with my cheer squad. I survived Calculus, barely, and Computer Programming,
with Lucy's expert help—the hacker genius that she was— and a few other classes
not worth mentioning, and finally made it to my favorite class. All of us had
an advisor with whom we met once a week to practice our para-power skills. I
had Mr. K.


His normally angst-ridden self seemed more angsty than usual
today, if his all-black wardrobe and scowl were any indication. Still, my face
lit up when he walked into the studio five minutes late.


He dropped his black leather satchel by his desk and sat
down with a dramatic thud. "Sorry I'm late. It's been... a day."


"No problem. I'm just glad this is my last class until
tomorrow."


He grunted and turned to pull out a sheet. "I'd hoped
we could talk more about your painting and the art contest, but Higgins called
me into his office and said I had to turn in an evaluation of you—immediately.
That's why I'm late, if you care."


My heart skipped a beat. "Evaluations aren't due for
months. Is everything all right?"


The vein above his eye popped out, and his fist clenched the
paper as if it were something evil to be destroyed. "Is anything ever okay
when it comes to this place?"


"Mr. K, why do you hate it here so much? Isn't this
your dream job?"


The noise that came out of his throat didn't sound human.
"More like nightmare. But I can't really talk about this, Sam. I'd get us
both in trouble. And don't go probing my mind for secrets; you won't find
anything helpful, just a few new expletives that a young lady such as yourself
shouldn't use."


His glare challenged me to defy him, but I knew better. The
few times I'd slipped into his mind uninvited hadn't ended well for either of
us. I'd been in messy minds, tidy minds, perverse minds, but none as chaotic
and terrifying as Mr. K's. Undoubtedly serial killers had worse minds, but they
couldn't have been that much worse. Mr. K didn't just play the part of a dark
and brooding artist; he'd created the part. His mind contained hidden corners
that were best left to his mental cobwebs. There's a fine line between genius
and madness, and while Mr. K was harmless, he wasn't entirely sane.


When I made no move to speak, he nodded and continued.
"Today, you're going to draw what's in my mind, and, based on how well you
do, I'll grade you for this ridiculous evaluation. Okay? Don't worry, I'll keep
my mind calm for the assignment."


"Um, sure." His mind didn't frighten me when I had
permission and stayed within the boundaries provided. This actually seemed a
bit easy, but whatever. I reached for my bag to grab my supplies.


He put a hand up to stop me. "I have something for
you."


He handed me a brown leather-bound sketchbook that looked
well-used and smelled of old places and history. A round emblem, made of gold,
was pinned to the cover. Its intricate shape reminded me of one of those
meditation circles, but with a more elaborate design. The pages inside spoke to
me in their own language, teasing me with drawings yet to be sketched. It even
had a special compartment in the front for my pencils, and the paper looked
like it could be refilled. I loved it immediately.


I pulled out the pencil already held there and opened the
book up to the second page, saving the short dedication he'd written on the
first page for a later read.


The chair underneath him squeaked as he pulled it forward so
that we were uncomfortably close to each other. "Sam, it's important that
you keep this sketchbook, and this sketch, safe. Do you understand?"


I nodded, though I didn't really understand his urgency, and
poised my pencil to begin sketching.


He closed his eyes and I dipped into his mind. Humans don't
think in linear thoughts, not usually. Most of the time people's minds are
crowded with a blend of words, images, emotions, sensations and subconscious
whispers. I spent a lot of years learning how to fill in the blanks and make
sense of things in a way that would serve my work, so it wasn't difficult to
push past the clutter in Mr. K's head to find the brightest image to draw. I
just had to stay away from the dark corners, the places where his thoughts
hadn't been tethered to the sane.


My hand raced furiously over the page, as if on autopilot.
Time drifted into nothing and I became one with the art. Thirty minutes later
Mr. K opened his eyes to examine my work.


"Remarkable. Sam, you've outgrown me in talent and
ability. I'm so proud of the artist you've become."


I looked at the sketch in my hand and had to admit it
rocked.


A wooden box, carved with the same symbol as the pin on my
new sketchbook, and detailed images of nature took up the whole page. The box
seemed to come alive, as if begging me to open it.


Mr. K smiled and made a few notes on his evaluation form.


I must have passed.


***


The next morning I waited by the front gate with Old Charlie
and my very own bodyguard, who introduced himself as Gar. What kind of name
is Gar?


Gar didn't talk much, but his rippled, veiny muscles, and a
jaw so square it looked cartoonish, made him look scary—perfect for a
bodyguard.


I clutched my overnight bag to my chest and shivered in the
cool morning breeze. A limo arrived promptly at six and whisked me to the
secret airstrip we used to fly to all of our assignments. The drive only took
twenty minutes, and I never saw a highway or city sign, just trees and valleys
of nothing.


Once there, Gar grabbed my overnight bag, but I strapped my
backpack to my shoulders, not wanting to lose control of my most precious
belongings. I boarded the Cessna Citation X, the world's fastest mid-sized jet,
and sank into one of the plush leather seats.


I knew the drill: once we were airborne, Lollie, the
stewardess, came to my seat with a needle balanced on a silver tray. I closed
my eyes as she injected the drug into me, the one that would render me
unconscious for the duration of my trip. This was for my protection, so I'd
never be able to disclose the location of the Rent-A-Kid school. As always, it
quelled any nervousness I had about the assignment.


My doubts and fears drifted away on a cloud, as darkness
overcame me.


***


Something cool and soft tickled my forehead. My eyes pried
themselves open as my head attempted to clear itself of the drug-induced
fuzziness.


Lollie had her small hand pressed against my skin.
"Time to wake up. We'll be at our destination in thirty minutes."


She handed me a cup of orange juice and a turkey sandwich
and helped me get my seat into an upright position. The rush of sweet sugary
fruit gave me clarity and a burst of energy. I tackled the sandwich like a man
who hadn't eaten in a week—a common side effect of the drug.


With a few minutes to spare, I used the bathroom and brushed
my teeth, then pulled my long brown hair into a bun. A quick touch-up to my lip
gloss and a bit of mascara to accent my blue eyes, and I was ready to roll.


I went back to my seat and reviewed my file on the client
one last time, though I knew the whole thing by heart. New last name, new
identity. Each assignment we got a new name, but I didn't actually have a last
name of my own. Didn't need one, really. The target had a son, Tommy. I hated
assignments that involved kids, but what could I do? I pushed away my
reservations and rehearsed my cover story in my head.


We landed at another private airstrip, where a middle-aged
driver in a tux waited for us. "Sam Tinsley? Mr. Dollinger is waiting for
you. Please come with me."


I climbed into the back and Gar sat in the front with the
driver. The driver told us we were in Utah. This didn't register as anything
terribly exciting for me. Once the limo hit the highway, I pulled out my new
sketchbook and began drawing what I saw, which was mostly flatlands and farms,
until we pulled into a wealthy neighborhood with big, lumbering mansions that
looked out of place in their environment. Naturally, we beelined for the
biggest, gaudiest one of them all.


A great cast iron gate with a lion's head crest blocked our
entrance into the palatial estates. Gar took a moment to confirm with the
guard, and, after a grating buzz and a few groans, the lion gate opened to
allow us in. All around us, bushes trimmed into lion sentries stood guard as we
passed. Someone had read too much C.S. Lewis.


My breath hitched in my throat when we arrived at the front
door and a tall, lean man in a suit came out to greet us. He smiled at me
through the tinted windows, but the smile looked painted on, like a clown's.


The driver opened the car door and I stepped out, straightened
my spine and forced myself to meet my client's eyes.


He played his part well and held out his arms for me. Did he
want a hug? Not happening. I shifted back, slightly, but enough to get my point
across. His eyes flickered a flame of anger before he smothered it with false
sincerity.


"You must be Sam. I haven't seen you since you were a
baby, but your father says such great things about you. I'm sorry for
everything you're going through, but rest assured, no harm will come to you
while you're here."


Before I could reply, a small boy of about six ran out the
front door with all the enthusiasm of youth. "Is she here? Is she here
yet, Uncle Henry?"


"This must be Tommy." I raised an eyebrow.
"Your nephew?"


He mussed the boy's hair while maintaining eye contact with
me. "The Beaumont's son. We've been partners so long we're practically
family."


I choked on his words. Right, family that's ready to throw
each other under the bus for a buck. I shoved the judgment deep down and played
my part in this farce—this family that wasn't a family—with as much enthusiasm
as I could.


"Daddy says to say hi, and that he still remembers the
night you drank too much and threw up on his date." I giggled like a rich,
ditzy teenage girl and then smiled down at the boy, who hadn't stopped staring
at me. For a moment, I let my real self come through. "Hi there. I'm Sam,
what's your name?"


All boyish boldness fled as he dropped his big brown eyes
and shyly muttered, "Tommy."


"Well, Tommy, did you know that I can draw any animal
you can think of? Even animals that don't exist?"


His cherub face lit up in the happiest smile I'd ever seen,
and I instantly fell in love with the little kid. A pang of guilt hit my heart.


Tommy belonged to the Beaumonts—the family I had been hired
to ruin.


Chapter 5 – Drake


 


At four in the morning, Drake woke and couldn't fall back
asleep. He hadn't told Father Patrick about his car or reported it to the
police. Brad had given him enough grief as it was.


He rose, made coffee and sat on their balcony that
overlooked the beach. His cell phone beeped—another text from Kylie asking if
he planned to come over before the competition. His annoyance mounted, and he
turned off the phone and ignored it.


The sun hadn't found its way to the coast yet, so Drake
waited for sunrise in silence.


The crashing waves and smell of saltwater tried to calm him,
but this time they failed. Despite his still body, his mind hammered out worry
after worry. Brad had made him swear he'd at least consider dropping the competition,
but Drake knew he wouldn't. He refused to run away from his dreams because of a
few slashed tires and a bad feeling.


Oranges, reds and purples filled the dark sky as the sun
reflected against the ocean's waves. He waited for the sun like a man waiting
for a lover to come home. When the bright morning rays reached the balcony, he
closed his eyes, basked in the warmth, and let all worry go for just a moment.


Brad's voice broke the spell. "You're going through
with it, aren't you?"


Drake nodded.


"Come on, then, I'll walk with you."


They left for Venice Beach, where hordes of people would be
gathered to see the competition—winning would earn him a place in the U.S. Open
in Hawaii.


This had been Drake's dream since childhood. Each time he
landed in a new foster home, he prayed it would be near the ocean. When it
wasn't, he'd take busses for hours to get to the beach. Nothing could keep him
away then, and nothing would keep him away now.


They arrived early enough that a large crowd hadn't yet
formed. Drake found a spot for their boards and supplies, then put his wetsuit
on, removed his surfboard from its bag, and rubbed it down with surf wax. The
exotic coconut scent tickled his nose.


Soft arms wrapped themselves around his waist. He turned to
face Kylie, and frowned.


She'd been a fling that had become too clingy. He didn't
have time for, or interest in, a girlfriend—something he'd told her
repeatedly—but Kylie didn't seem to get the message.


"Drakey, you didn't come over last night."


He backed up and placed his board between them. "What
do you want, Kylie?"


"I'm your cheer squad, and I missed you. You never come
by or hang out anymore. I just thought maybe you could use a little fun before
you hit the waves. We could head to the bathrooms for some privacy."


He cringed in disgust. "Look, I had a good time with
you, but, like I said before, I'm not looking for a relationship."


She puckered and pouted and puffed out her chest. "But
we're so good together."


"No, we're really not. Go find someone else to drape yourself
on. I'm not the guy for you."


He waited for her to leave, but her eyes turned to slits and
she crossed her arms over her ample chest. "You can't get rid of me so
easily, Drake. I'm not going anywhere. We belong together and I'm not leaving
until you see that."


Seriously? His temper flared to life but he pushed it
down. "Get out of here, Kylie. I mean it."


She reached for him and pushed herself against his chest.
"Don't you want to at least say goodbye properly?"


A war raged in Drake. He couldn't use force on her; he
didn't want to hurt her or attract attention.


The murmur of voices around him faded into the background
and his focus zeroed in on her vacuous mind. In a voice anyone else would have
had to strain to hear, he pushed all his power at her. "Go away, Kylie,
and leave me alone. We're done."


He hadn't just nudged her this time, he'd put the full force
of his power behind the compulsion.


She nodded, a vacant expression on her face, and walked away
without another word.


A small twinge of guilt plagued him, but he ignored it
easily enough. She'd be fine, and would soon enough latch on to another hot guy
like the barnacle she was.


Brad arrived with two bottles of water. "What's up with
Kylie?"


"Nothing. She won't be coming around anymore."


Brad shrugged but didn't say anything, and Drake appreciated
the silence. He needed to get into the zone and prepare for the competition.


He'd never suffered from excessive paranoia, but as he drank
his water, he couldn't shake the feeling that he was being followed... and not
by a sponsor.


***


Max McKerry, the celeb surfer, broke the silence when he
knocked into Drake's board. "You think you're going to beat me with that
piece of shit? Dream on, loser."


Brad rolled his eyes at Drake but directed his comment to
Max. "Get a life, man. Do you really think anyone here is scared of
you?"


The cocky smile plastered on Max's face didn't fade in the
least. "It doesn't matter. Your friend's going to lose either way. No way
a homeless orphan is going to win this competition."


Words had no power over Drake. The insults slid off his back
like water off a duck. One thought and Max's ass would be groveling on the hot
sand begging to kiss Drake's toes, but that's not how he wanted to win, so he
ignored the jerk and stayed in his zone.


He didn't get off on the competition against others; the
real journey existed only between him and the ocean. Her power claimed him, and
nothing else mattered. The glory, the sponsors, the trophies—they were only a
means to an end, a way to live well, to have financial security while doing
what he loved.


Max may have had a better surfboard and more fans, but he
didn't know this water like Drake.


Brad grumbled and set up his chair in the sand. "I
don't know why you don't put that guy in his place. He's a jackass."


"No point. He'll find his place when we're in the
water. I'm not worried about it."


Drake's confidence was not misplaced or unfounded. As the
day progressed, each set brought him closer to victory as other surfers were
weeded out.


Finally, three surfers remained: he, Max, and a girl named
Chrysta who had surprised them all with her entry and success. The surf crashed
to the beach and pulled Drake into the open arms of the Pacific. He let
everything go and emptied his mind of all worries, angers and fears. Floating
and bobbing in the swells of water set his mind at ease. Thoughts floated in
and out like the currents, but he paid them no mind; he only waited for the
right wave.


Then it came, and all his focus went into paddling. Every
muscle, every ounce of energy, pushed him toward the pulsing water. In that
last moment, he stood and glided on top of the wave, slicing through the surf.


Eckharte Tolle wrote in The Power of Now, "If
the primary focus of your life is the now, then you will be free from pain and
suffering." Drake understood those words only when surfing. In that
moment, nothing else mattered, and no other thoughts or feelings had any chance
to hatch and take hold. In that moment, only the wave mattered.


In a perfect moment of synchronicity and connection, the
wave broke and wrapped him in a watery cocoon from which he would emerge
reborn. In that state of bliss, he barely noticed Max cutting him off, barely
felt the pull of the current until his board threatened to spill him into the
depths of the ocean.


With paranormal strength, he steadied himself and kept his
feet under him. A look of surprise flashed across Max's face before he directed
his attention to the wave that also threatened to engulf him.


The men rode their boards to shore and were greeted by
hundreds of voices cheering their success.


To anyone watching, they had both just scored a serious
victory. Even the judges wouldn't be able to tell that Max had cheated and
tried to sabotage Drake.


Words mattered little to him, but Max had just declared war.


Drake shoved Max to the sand using a touch more than normal
strength, just enough to sting. "What the hell, man? Are you so desperate
to win, and so afraid of me, that you would cheat?"


Max's eyes turned cold, but he pushed himself up and stared
at Drake. "I don't know what you're talking about, but do that again and
I'll make sure you're disqualified from the final round."


A group had formed, drawn into the drama. Drake passed his
board to Brad and stormed off toward the showers to cool down before he blew it
for good.


***


The warm sand squished under his feet, and the hot sun
blazed down on his head.


He stripped off his wetsuit and stood under the showers,
letting the warm water wash away the sand, salt and anger. Today could change
his life forever; he just needed to keep his cool and ignore Max.


He'd been so absorbed in his rage that he hadn't noticed the
buzz of warning under his skin that someone was watching him.


By the time he felt it, it was too late.


Something stung his shoulder.


He reached around and pulled out a dart. His thoughts
swirled around in his head, and his recent clarity gave way to a jumble of
incoherent ramblings.


"Dude, are you all right?"


A voice spoke to him, but male or female, he couldn't tell.
His vision blurred and he slumped onto the wet cement, the now cold water
spraying over him until it ran out of time and stopped.


"Drake, you'll be okay. Come on, boy." Another
voice he didn't recognize.


He reached out with his mind to stop whoever was touching
him, but nothing happened. His power didn't work. Then he felt it, the
compulsion to obey, directed at him as someone siphoned his powers from him.


When hands pulled him away from the familiar noises, he
tried to fight with his muscle.


"Damn it, he's still too strong. Get him to the van,
quick."


"Don't worry," one voice said to the other.
"Drake, you will relax and walk quietly to the van with us. You will not
put up a fight or make any noise."


Drake nodded, stood and walked forward.


Before he could process anything more, a painful whack to
his head sent him tumbling toward darkness.


The leader yelled at whoever had hit him, and then Drake
found that darkness.


Chapter 6 – Sam


 


The next morning, I still had nothing on Beaumont, but my
bond with Tommy had deepened, not in small part to the twenty new drawings I'd
given him of the most fantastical creatures he could think of.


The kid had quite an imagination.


He followed me everywhere, and I didn't mind. Between him
and my Gar shadow, I had a freaking entourage. A longing for a real family with
a little brother just like Tommy threatened to undo me, but I smacked it down
and stayed focused on my work. Mostly.


It would have helped if Mr. Beaumont had actually been home
more. My mind reading skills weren't all-powerful. I required some proximity to
my target if I wanted to connect with him, especially someone with an
unfamiliar mental signature. It was like a voice in the crowd—the more familiar
the voice, the easier it was to pinpoint and lock onto it.


That morning I finally had my chance to corner Dollinger
without Tommy tagging along. The pressure to finish up this assignment so I
could leave the next day weighed heavy in my mind, and pushed me into
confrontations I would normally have avoided.


I found my client pouring himself a stiff drink in the
study, and got straight to the point. "I can't do what you hired me for
without access to the target. When will Mr. Beaumont be home?"


His eyes hardened into black coal, but he kept his tone
civil. "He's going to surprise everyone with a trip to the fair today.
You'll have an all-day pass to his mind. Use it well."


'For what I'm paying her, she'd better find the mother
lode of dirt on this bastard.... I'm sick of being his lackey.'


I shook his thoughts out of my head and left the room.


Tommy squealed and threw himself into my arms. "Sam,
Daddy's home. And guess what? He's taking us all to the fair! Isn't that
great?"


'This is going to be the best day ever.... Maybe Sam can
live with us forever and be my big sister.... I can't wait to eat cotton
candy.... Daddy's the best.'


My heart cracked. I gave serious thought to dropping this
whole thing and telling Higgins I couldn't get anything from the target. Then,
I wouldn't have to destroy Tommy's life, and the guilt that ate me alive would
go away.


But I would have to stay at least two weeks before pulling
an assignment. Rules. If I did that, I'd miss my interview and my contest, and
when they released me from Rent-A-Kid in three months I'd have nothing.


How could I seriously consider destroying Tommy's life so I
could get into a decent college? His brown eyes and innocent thoughts crashed
into me. With a sinking in my gut, I knew what I had to do—blow the assignment,
regardless of the cost to me.


I mentally waved farewell to all of my dreams as I took
Tommy's hand and helped him get ready for the fair.


***


Utah millionaires weren't uncommon, it appeared, but it
didn't change the charm of small town fairs. In a large field, a spectacle of
lights and sounds had been erected to entertain the populace. Colorful booths
attracted kids of all ages to win cheap toys and stuffed animals by throwing
balls in cups or shooting down fake bunny targets. A large carrousel stood in
the center of the fair, an iconic symbol of the American heartland.


Tommy only cared about one thing: cotton candy. He darted
through throngs of people to snag his place in a long line of sugar-craving
children.


Mrs. Beaumont hadn't joined us, as she was attending some
event or another for her social club. Mr. Dollinger had begged out by claiming
work duties, then eyed me with a look that meant I'd better come home with
something good to tell him.


I had no intention of doing any such thing, but his absence
did make for an awkward dynamic with the three of us, plus my Gar shadow, who
just stood and watched and never said a word. While Tommy's dad presented a
respectable and attractive front, something about him made my skin crawl. Yet
he'd been incredibly generous, hospitable and kind since my arrival—at least
when he was actually present.


Though I had decided not to pursue the assignment, I
couldn't help dipping into his thoughts from time to time. Money and work
consumed his mental focus. He didn't give much airtime to family or anything
else, really, which sucked for Tommy but wasn't a crime. It did strike me as
odd that he'd taken us all to the fair today, though. He wasn't the kind of man
who enjoyed spending the day with his son, while they ate sugary treats
together.


We inched up in line, and Mr. Beaumont pulled out $200 and
handed it to me. "Sam, would you mind taking care of Tommy for a bit? I
need to find a bathroom and make a call. Just get him whatever he wants and
take him on some rides."


Tommy's face fell when he realized his dad planned to ditch
us.


I covered my anger with a smile and took the money.
"Sure. Will you be joining us later?"


His eyes glazed over and he didn't make eye contact,
distracted by something else. "I'll catch up with you two in a bit."


And in that moment, I became the world's most expensive
babysitter... on his partner's dime. Rent-A-Kid charged at least $150,000 a day
for my time. That worked out to $6,250 per hour if you count sleep. I didn't
see all that money, obviously, but still... I had to laugh at the absurdity of
it. I would've felt worse for Mr. Dollinger if he weren't such a jerk. The only
person I cared about in all of this was Tommy, and so I would do my best to
protect him.


To that end, I slipped into his father's mind as I paid for
Tommy's pink- and blue-swirled sugar high.


'Too bad Tommy's a boy... girl would have been better...
easier to... ah yes... nice fresh meat... mustn't touch... just look... until
later... later I can touch that innocent flesh... when no one is around...
tomorrow night... they promised me a young one, I can't wait to—'


Enough! My stomach clenched and bile rose in my
throat. The air around me thickened until it became hard to breathe. My world
narrowed to a pinpoint, as though I would pass out at any moment. I couldn't
just hear his thoughts; I could see the images playing around in his mind. In
that moment I wanted to gouge out my third eye.


Large hands held me upright and tiny hands tugged at my
sweater. "Sam! Sam! Are you okay? What's wrong, Sam?"


My vision focused on Tommy's big eyes widened in fear. Gar
stood behind me to keep me from falling.


I composed myself and found the ground under my feet.
"I'm okay. I just got dizzy for a second. Probably just need to eat
something."


Tommy nodded as if all of life's problems could be solved
with food. He pulled me toward the food court. "Come on, we'll get you a
hotdog. They are the best ever!"


Gar stood just inches from me with a look that I could have
mistaken as concern, if I thought he cared at all. "Are you okay? Did you
get something on the father?"


I didn't try to hide my surprise. He hadn't expressed any
interest in my assignment until that moment, but it helped to have him on my
side.


I nodded. "It's bad. Can I use your phone?"


He narrowed his eyes but pulled it out of his jacket pocket.
"Who are you calling?"


"Dollinger."


I dialed the number from memory and tapped my foot as it
rang. "Keep an eye on Tommy, okay?"


Gar's face squished together as though I'd asked him to
change a dirty diaper, but he moved his eyes to Tommy, who was busy eating his
treat—at least that part of it not smeared across his face.


My client's voice came on the line. "This is Sam. I
have what you need to take down Beaumont." I told him what I'd overheard
in the man's mind.


I hated to hurt Tommy this way, but leaving him in the care
of that monster would have been worse.


Once I filled Dollinger in on the details, I expected him to
say that I had done my job and was free to go.


"That's not enough. We need hard proof. Keep
digging."


"What? You need to stop him before tomorrow night.
Before he...." I couldn't even bring myself to finish the sentence.


"This isn't about stopping him. It's about catching him
red-handed so he can't weasel out of this with his fancy lawyers and destroy
everything I've worked for."


I couldn't decide who was the bigger monster, but in that
moment I wanted them both to pay.


I handed the phone back to Gar, and forced myself to keep up
with Tommy the rest of the day.


After several rides and more junk food, I just couldn't
focus.


Tommy could tell that my mind was elsewhere. "Sam,
what's wrong? Are you still sick? Do you want a nap?"


"I'm okay, but it's probably time we find your dad and
head home. Your mom will want to hear about the exciting day you've had."


His blue, candy-covered lips frowned, but he didn't argue.


I pretended to look for Mr. Beaumont, even though I knew
exactly where he was.


We found him by the merry-go-round, which Tommy insisted on
riding.


Mr. Beaumont stood a little too close to me as we watched
his son balance on the horse. His dark blue three-piece suit, nice tan, and fit
physique hid the monster lurking beneath the pretty veneer. From his perfectly
highlighted caramel hair to his glow-in-the-dark teeth, he screamed
"fake." I imagined his skin peeling off to reveal a slimy troll, complete
with red beady eyes and swollen pink lips oozing something green.


What did the little girls see when he first walked in to
greet them? Did they see a respectable man in his early 40s, someone safe and
nice? Or could they sense the impending danger?


He smiled at me as if he knew what I was thinking.
"Sam, have you enjoyed the fair?"


"Yes, but I'm not feeling well. I think I ate something
that didn't agree with me."


He checked his phone. "We'll be leaving after this
ride. I have to get to work."


The whole ride home, I fought an internal war. Should I
listen to his thoughts or not? I couldn't stomach hearing more of his vile
intentions, but if Dollinger wasn't satisfied, more information would help.


I slipped back in, but he had put aside his perversions for
worry over work.


I would have to find another way to catch this bastard.


Chapter 7 – Sam


 


For a man who'd hardly been home the last two days, Mr.
Beaumont sure broke his pattern that afternoon. He locked himself in his home
office, the one place I needed to be to get Dollinger what he wanted.


Nothing revolted me more than spending time in his mind, but
I had to maintain mental contact to complete this mission.


After a long evening and a sleepless night tossing and
turning in the guest room, I finally got my chance to snoop the next morning
when my target left for work.


While Tommy spent some time with his mother, I snuck into
Mr. Beaumont's office and locked it behind me. Gar joined me, as I didn't want
him standing guard outside—might as well put up flashing neon lights announcing
my intentions, in that case.


Gar stood by the door and watched as I turned on Mr.
Beaumont's desktop computer. I'd seen him use his phone and iPad to check
appointments, and he probably had a backup calendar on his computer. I'd
already captured his password from my long—and torturous—evening of mental
spying.


Lucy could have just hacked into his system without the mind
probes, but I had to rely on old-fashioned methods.


A few clicks of the keys and up popped his calendar.


My heart raced as I scanned his daily appointments, looking
for anything that might incriminate him, while simultaneously scanning the
house mentally to make sure I wouldn't get caught.


Work. Work. Business appointment. Work.


Nothing jumped out at me. I looked for anything that
evening, as his thoughts had indicated some kind of rendezvous with a young
girl.


He'd listed a phone number next to 7 p.m. I jotted it down
in a notebook, then pulled open his browser history and looked through his
desktop files. I'd need more than a random number to get him.


My hands shook and my stomach heaved at the images I found.
The idiot had even photographed himself with young girls. I copied it all onto
my USB drive and shut down the computer as quickly as possible. I needed to get
out of this house and back to school.


My sweaty palm slipped on the doorknob just as my mind
latched onto Mr. Beaumont's. He was home and heading my way. Panic scissored
through me. I hid the USB and looked to Gar for guidance, but what could he do?
I'd gotten us into this and I'd have to get us out.


Mr. Beaumont would see me leaving his office, but I had to
risk it. With a fake smile so big it hurt my cheeks, I walked out and ran
straight into his chest. My skin crawled at the contact with this psycho.


"Sam, what are you doing in my office?"


"Looking for you, of course. But you weren't there. I
was wondering if you wanted to try another afternoon at the fair? I'm feeling
better and thought it might be fun."


Please say no. Please say no.


"I'm sorry, Sam, but I've got some work to do, and I'll
be gone this evening for meetings." He pulled out another $300 from his
wallet. "If you want to take Tommy, you two have fun. It's on me."


I pocketed the money and slunk away, fighting the vomit that
rose in my throat.


I walked into the family room and found Tommy, wearing
pressed jeans and a salmon-colored polo shirt, playing on the floor with his
yellow truck.


"Vroom, vroom. Watch this, Sam." He crashed the
truck into the leg of a handmade rosewood table. Probably not something Tommy
should bang against. The whole room could have been modeled after a magazine
spread. Not exactly kid friendly with the $3,000 knickknacks. Who spent that
much on a decorative egg?


The clicking of high heels—Manolo Blahnik, naturally,
because Prada was so last season—approached from behind. Mrs. Beaumont pranced
in, tall, blonde and elegant, with big brown eyes like Tommy, draped in a cream
cashmere dress that hugged her curves. My jeans and t-shirt just couldn't compete.


"Tommy dear, no slamming toys into the furniture. Why
don't you go in your room and play?"


"But Sam is here. I want to play with Sam."


"Actually," I said, "I'm looking for Mr.
Dollinger. Have either of you seen him?"


According to her husband's thoughts, she was a dead fish in
bed and therefore the cause of his perversions. Yeah, right.


She looked relieved that my presence would no longer be an
argument point for the boy. "Yes, he's on his cell phone by the pool. At
least he was a moment ago."


I thanked her, gave Tommy a quick hug, and excused myself to
the backyard. Gar trailed behind me.


***


This level of wealth didn't impress me the way it might
some. We lived well at Rent-A-Kid, with the best of everything—I'd endured so
many formal dinners, etiquette training, and socialization classes. At least we
enjoyed everything money could buy. After all, we had to impress and fit in
with some of the wealthiest people in the world.


Still, their custom pool looked more fitting for a resort
than a backyard, with slides in different sizes and shapes, and rock formations
and plant life strategically placed to give the whole space a tropical feel. A
few fruity drinks with umbrellas, and you'd never know you were in Utah.


Under a transplanted palm tree, my client engaged in an
urgent conversation with someone in hushed tones. His pressed pinstripe suit
hardly fit the pool setting.


Hmmm... wonder what has money bags so riled?


When he saw me, he ended the conversation and slipped his
iPhone into his pocket.


"What is it, Sam?" 'I really hope she's not
reading my mind right now... how can I get her to stop?... lalalala... I hope
this plan works and I get rid of this ass... does my wife know about Lisa?...
it only happened once... no need to tell her... am I getting fat?... maybe I
should hit the gym harder when this is all over... Sam is hot... I wonder...
such long silky brown hair... clear skin... bright blue eyes... no... she's
just a kid... shit... is she listening to me?'


"He has kiddie porn on his computer." I handed him
a slip of paper. "Here's a number for his mystery meeting tonight at 7
p.m. You should have everything you need to put him away for good and take over
his business."


He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. His smiles never
did. "This is great news. Thanks, I'll call and let them know you did
well."


I turned to walk away.


His thoughts stopped me. 'How best to play this... what
should I do...? could use this information to my advantage.'


Did I really want to get involved? I'd completed my job.
Time to return to Rent-A-Kid. Just walk away. The aftereffects of my work were
irrelevant. Not my problem.


I couldn't move. My traitorous body refused to follow my
mental commands to keep walking. My heart beat so rapidly I thought it would
leap right out of my chest.


I turned to face him, questioning my own sanity even as I
did. "You are going to stop him from hurting that girl, aren't you?"


"Yes, of course, I'm as outraged as you. Honestly, I
had no idea he had this kind of secret. I assumed we'd catch him at something
more benign, like money laundering or tax evasion." 'Disgusting
bastard... no idea he was so foul... still... if I get video and pictures...
catch him red-handed... I can blackmail him forever... better than just getting
him arrested... right?... more money and control for me... could hire
someone....'


"No!" My outburst surprised even me. "You
can't let him hurt that girl and get away to do it again to someone else. You
have to stop him."


"Look, kid, you stay out of my head. I didn't pay you
to spy on my thoughts, you hear me?"


The threat of danger bit at me, warning me. Years of
unquestioning obedience transformed into a new, entirely unexpected rebellion.


I recalled Beaumont's thoughts. His plans. His past deeds.
"I really don't care about your money. I do care about that little girl
and all the other little girls he might hurt. So you are going to make sure he
is arrested and found guilty, or your wife will get a mysterious note exposing
your secret with Lisa."


I reflected on my perfect track record, my future at Sarah
Lawrence College, the art contest, the consequences to those who had broken the
rules. Would I be fined? Forced to clean the bathrooms with a toothbrush? I
weighed all this in my mind, knowing the answer instantly. I knew too much, had
seen and heard too much.


No matter. I no longer cared what happened to me.


His face turned bright red, hands balled into fists, jaw
grinding.


Might as well add some fuel to the growing fire. "And
you should definitely consider hitting the gym. You're getting love handles,
and your wife isn't finding them too sexy."


His hand flew at me, and the pain exploded in my cheek as I
crashed into the pool. Darkness drew me close, surrounding me in a watery
cocoon. Awareness flittered into oblivion. The pain receded into a dull
background noise easily tuned out. I barely felt the strong arms pull me out
and lay me unceremoniously on the warm tile.


Gar helped me to stand. Dizziness sent me into the arms of
my silent sentry.


He held onto me as I regained my balance, then turned to
Dollinger with a fierce expression on his face. "That was a mistake."
Gar lifted our client by the collar. "Apologize."


I tried to focus my sights on our client, but something
blocked my vision. I swiped at my face, and flinched. It felt like a giant golf
ball had taken up residence in my eye socket. "Gar, it's okay. Put him
down."


Gar paused for a moment, and just when I thought he would
beat the man bloody, he dropped him onto the cement.


I did my best to lock eyes with Dollinger. I'd never been
physically abused before, and my whole body shook from the pain, adrenaline,
and fear. "You will never touch me again. And you will make sure this
pervert is put away for good. If you don't, I'll make your life hell. I can
reach you anywhere, find out anything about you, and destroy you. Are we
clear?"


He glared at me, then at my muscleman, and nodded.


I walked back to the house with the help of my guard.


***


"Oh my dear, what happened? Are you okay?" Mrs.
Beaumont rushed to me, her concern masked by too many Botox injections.


"I'm fine, I think. I slipped and fell in the pool.
Must've hit my head on the side."


"Come on, dear, let's dry you off and get ice on that.
Perhaps we should take you to the doctor."


"No, no doctors. I just need to lie down."


After a warm shower and dry clothes, I rested on my guest
bed with ice packs that Tommy replaced each time they melted.


"You're a good nurse, kid."


His eyes glowed bright at the compliment as he eased a fresh
icepack onto my face. "You didn't fall, Sam," he whispered. "I
saw Uncle Henry hit you. Why would he hurt you like that? That's not
right."


I sat up to face him. "I'm sorry you had to see that,
buddy. You're right, he shouldn't have done that. But I need you to do me a
favor."


"What, Sam?"


"I need you to keep this just between us. No one else
can know, okay?"


My heart constricted at his confusion and sadness. How could
I do this to him? How could I ask him to lie, to cover up abuse, when I'd just
jeopardized my assignment to expose his father? But what choice did I have? I
couldn't risk any more problems. I shuddered at the thought of my potential
punishments for what I'd already done.


"You want me to lie?"


"Oh, Tommy, I don't know. Of course I don't want you to
lie. But there's more going on here than I can tell you right now. Do you trust
me?"


"Yes, I sure do!"


"Then please don't tell anyone, okay? And remember, no
matter what happens after I leave, I love you and have done everything I can to
protect you."


He nodded and snuggled into the bed with me.


I relished those few moments of innocence before I got up to
prepare to leave.


By that evening, both my eyes were nearly swollen shut. Gar
made the arrangements and scheduled a pickup for me, but I had one more thing
to do before we left.


I found Mrs. Beaumont in the kitchen. "Do you have a
computer I can borrow? I just want to email my friends that I'm coming
home."


"Of course, dear. We're sad to see you go, but so happy
that you're no longer in danger."


They had bought the cover story, and now that my assignment
was complete, my "father" no longer needed me ensconced in safety.


She led me to her study and logged me into her computer.
"There you go. Take your time, I'll be in the living room if you need any
help."


"Thank you." Guilt prodded me to talk more than I should
have. "Mrs. Beaumont, if something were to happen to your husband, would
you and Tommy be okay?"


Her face probably couldn't register surprise, what with the
Botox, but a small tear formed in the corner of her eye. "Don't you worry
about us, Sam. I know more than you think, and I'll always make sure Tommy is
taken care of."


She left the room and left me with more questions than
answers. Did she know about her husband's extracurricular activities?


I slipped the memory stick into the computer and opened up
an email as Mrs. Beaumont. It only took a second to find the FBI email address
for tips. I attached the pictures, wrote a brief message exposing Mr. Beaumont,
and hit Send. Right or wrong, I had to be sure this bastard paid.


Gar had stood behind me the whole time, probably to make
sure I didn't expose Rent-A-Kid in any way. When I looked at him, he gave a
curt nod. I think he approved of my choice.


He checked his watch. "We have to go now."


Before we left the room, I pulled Gar around to face me.
"Thank you for defending me, and for letting me do this."


His lips twitched just the slightest. "I have a
daughter. You did the right thing."


He turned and walked away before I could say anything else.
I tried to imagine Gar with a family, but the picture didn't fit—like that
"which of these doesn't belong" game. But everyone had to come from
somewhere. No one was created in a lab.


Gar had left the door open for me, and I went back to the
guest room to get my bags and make sure I hadn't forgotten anything.


Time to say goodbye to Tommy.


He clung to me and cried, begging me not to leave.


In a move that broke more rules than I could count, I
slipped a picture into his pocket of the two of us, from the fair we'd gone to.
I'd managed to get pictures of us together in one of those booths while Gar
used the bathroom. Don't leave any evidence of your presence. Avoid cameras and
photos. Remove surveillance before you leave. Erase anything with your image on
it. They'd drilled those rules into me since I was a kid. But I gave Tommy
something no one in the outside world had: a tangible reminder that I'd been
there.


"I don't want you to go. Can't you stay? Please? I
promise I'll be good!" He looked at me with those big sad eyes.


I fought back the tears. "No matter what, remember that
I love you. If you ever get scared, just close your eyes and meet me in that
special room we made together in our minds. Remember?"


"Yes, Sam, I remember." His voice cracked on my
name. Tears slid down his soft, baby cheeks.


"I'll always be able to hear you, and you'll know I'm
there, okay?" I hoped. Having memorized his mental frequency, I planned to
check up on him, if I could reach that far. Maybe once out on my own, I could
find a way to help him. Distance reading was no simple task, but I would get
better. I had to.


I kissed him on the cheek and plopped into the limo,
slinging my book bag onto the seat next to me. My guard sat in the front with
the driver.


A phone rang. I answered it, knowing who it was ahead of
time.


"You broke protocol." Higgins didn't sound happy.


"Yes, I had to," I replied without remorse.


"You'd better hope this doesn't get out of our control,
Sam. Otherwise, your retirement plans might be affected."


The threat lingered like the monster of long ago, hiding in
my closet at night, waiting for me to fall asleep. Whatever. I didn't regret my
choices.


"Everything will be fine," I said. And I believed
it.


Chapter 8 – Drake


 


When Drake regained some semblance of consciousness, intense
pain stripped every nerve ending raw. His mind felt crushed into his skull, not
just from the hit to the head—his powers gave him the ability to heal faster
than most—but from the mind assault when someone used Drake's powers against
him. How was that even possible?


He didn't open his eyes. First, he wanted to get a sense of
his environment. Wheels clanked against a linoleum floor and he felt himself
move forward. Voices floated around him like clouds. The world around him
drifted through his awareness like bubbles—so fragile and immaterial.


He'd been drugged. He remembered the dart to his arm, but he
suspected they'd given him something more since taking him.


Who did this? Where was he?


Questions swirled through his mind, and he couldn't steady
his thoughts enough to make sense of anything.


He had clothes on, not just his bathing suit, so someone had
dressed him. The air smelled of chemicals and sickness, like a hospital.


Darkness threatened to close in on him again. Panic filled
his veins and sent a small shot of adrenaline through him.


Another mind connected with his—someone with similar powers,
someone who could help. He reached out, pushing his mind with the little
strength he had left.


He squinted through pain, and locked eyes with a
dark-haired, pale-faced beauty who looked as if she'd been in a bar fight. One
blue eye shined bright with intelligence, while the other was swollen nearly
shut. Her pink lips curved into a frown, and she placed a fist on the swell of
her hips, which accented her petite frame.


A protective instinct flared and Drake wanted to defend her
against whoever had given her that black eye, but he couldn't be the knight
when he needed saving himself.


He reached out to her mind. 'Help me.'


She held his fate in her mind. Before he collapsed back into
oblivion he willed her to help, willed her to remember him and find a way to
free him.


As he sank into nothing, her blue eyes, fair face and dark
hair haunted him, and he was left with one thought: she's mine.


Chapter 9 – Sam


 


No matter how many times I'd been drugged, I still woke up
in a slight panic. My body maintained no sense of how long it had been. My
subconscious mind had been shut out—definitely the worst part of any
assignment.


Wait....


Mary lay in the bed next to mine. That sucked worse.


She sneered at me from behind her blond hair. "Well,
look who finally woke up. Took you long enough. Had some trouble, huh? Is
Higgins's pet turning rebel?"


"What do you want, Mary?" Though sick of her
games, ignoring her would only inspire her to greater taunts.


"Nothing. Just waiting on the good doctor, like
you."


I slipped into her mind, like being stuck in the poisonous
trap of a viper. 'Thinks she's so great... not that great... not even as
pretty as everyone thinks... tits too small... and look at that black eye...
looks like she finally screwed up... hope she gets what's coming to her...
she's just a goody two-shoes... little priss.'


Well, nothing new there. Did she ever have any other kind of
thought?


I raised myself on the bed. The world spun just a little
through my swollen eyes. Fake flowers in artificially bright colors stood on
the table by the window, a futile attempt to cheer up the dreary grey walls and
fluorescently lit room.


The tiny Dr. Sato walked into the room. "Ah, Sam, Mary,
you both wake. Good," she said with a soft voice.


Why is she nervous?


Her pronounced Japanese accent, stronger than usual, gave
away her unease. "How you feeling?"


I stretched my arms and moved my neck around to work out the
kinks. The inside of my mouth reeked. "Fine, just a bit of a
headache." Probably brought on by my roommate. Well, and the black eye.


"And you, Mary?" she asked.


"I feel wonderful." Mary crossed her long legs
seductively and purred. Her slinky silver gown showed off more than it covered.
Who the hell was she trying to impress in here? Her para-power to seduce
couldn't claim any new victims in the absence of heterosexual men.


Dr. Sato took my blood pressure, checked my temperature, and
examined my eyes and cheek. "You bruised. Bone hurts, but you be better
soon. Just no jumping."


Again with the nervousness.


I slipped into her mind but met only gibberish, having never
had a chance to learn her particular dialect. It unnerved me—nothing clear, as
if I'd lost my hearing or eyesight. Normally, the images that filled her mind
were of her homeland or the clinic, benign and useless to me.


Today I felt terror coming off her, and saw a flash of a man
with a gold tooth leaning over an unconscious girl.


"You go now. Headmaster Higgins expects you. You get
dizzy or have troubles with eye, come back. And you take it easy until eye sees
better. And no jumping too. Okay?"


I nodded and bit back a comment about how hard it would be
to refrain from jumping everywhere.


My book bag sat on the chair by the fake flowers. I hopped
off the bed—oops, does that count as a jump?—grabbed it, and walked
through the long corridors to the exit while processing Dr. Sato's dark
thoughts. Confronting Higgins always made my stomach hurt, but getting away
from Mary made it worth it.


Few people walked the corridors of the clinic. Where were
all the normal personnel?


I stopped at the front desk to sign out. Something's out
of place.


A movement caught the corner of my eye.


A boy, about my age, tall and muscular, lay unconscious on a
stretcher. I only saw a glimpse through the electric doors to the surgery. His
messy blonde hair had flecks of red in it. Dried blood. A gash ran over his
forehead. As the doors closed, his eyes flashed open and held mine for one long
moment.


'Help me.'


The mental message sent me staggering back in its ferocity.
An urgent compulsion to respond overwhelmed me, a need to do as he'd asked.


Then the boy lost consciousness. My mind cleared, and
whatever had grabbed hold of me disappeared.


Missy, an attractive, plump woman who worked the front desk,
frowned. "Are you okay? Should I call the doctor?"


"No, I'm fine. I just... head's still hurting, you
know."


She did know. Her eyes gleamed with sympathy. I'd always
liked her. She baked us cookies from time to time, and kept her blond hair in a
messy bun held together with random pencils. I'd tried it once on my hair, but
couldn't make it stay put.


"Missy, who was that boy they were wheeling in? He
looked hurt, but I don't recognize him."


Not many kids lived on the huge estate. We all knew each
other, at least by sight. The memory of his persuasive presence in my mind had
me unnerved in ways I couldn't explain. My body betrayed the anxiety with
sweaty palms and a racing heart.


Missy avoided my eyes, something a lot of people did
unintentionally, thinking it would keep me from reading their minds.


'She shouldn't have seen that... hope she doesn't say
anything... I could get in trouble... don't want her to get in trouble
either... sweet girl.'


"Oh, don't worry about him, love. Now you'd better be
going. Headmaster Higgins doesn't like to be kept waiting."


"Of course. Have a good day, Missy."


Her face relaxed. "You too, Sam."


I opened the door to leave the clinic, but stopped when I
noticed Dr. Sato in the hall talking with a new doctor I didn't recognize. Her
face squinted in anger and her arms flailed about as she made her point. He
looked even angrier and spoke to her in a low, mean voice, and took a step
forward, his hand held up in a way that made me flinch in fear for her.


I slipped into his mind and—something shoved me out and
slammed the door! My head pounded like it had been pummeled with an anvil. That
had never happened before. The doctor looked at me and his rage melted into a
smile, a gleam of gold tooth shining from his mouth. My insides turned to
Jell-O as his aura seduced me into complacency, but then the urgent plea for
help from Mystery Boy pushed out the unwelcome intrusion. The doctor had some
kind of para-power, and he was immune to mine.


Shock flooded my system. And fear. No one had ever been
immune to my mind-reading. A trail of dread crawled up my spine and wound
itself around my heart.


I fled to the comfort of the outdoors.


The sun felt ten shades brighter than normal outside the
double glass doors. I pulled my sunglasses out of my backpack and walked the
winding trails through campus, my body still shaking from both unusual
encounters. The warmth calmed me, but not enough to erase the effects of that
strange boy and his compelling mind, not to mention the creepy doctor.


***


Near the main offices, a group of kids ran by in gym
uniforms. One petite girl fell out of line to throw herself into a hug.


"Lucy!" I laughed and hugged her back just as
fiercely.


"Where have you been, Chica? And what the hell happened
to your face?"


Even in gym clothes, my best friend could cause a riot with
her curvy figure, smooth brown skin, and long, dark Spanish hair.


"Lucy, let's go!" Luke waved at me as he called
his sister. They fell behind their class. "Hey, Sam, meet us tonight, okay?
We need to talk." His face pinched in a frown.


"Sure thing." I pushed Lucy away. "Go, I'll
see you later. I have to get to the office."


"Fine, but I want details. And we really do need to
talk."


She ran off, her ponytail swinging down her back. Though
tempted to spy on her mind to find out what had both of them so upset, I needed
to get to Higgins's office. Besides, I'd see them later, and could fill them in
on my adventures. The rules didn't allow us to share the details of our
assignments with anyone, not even other paranormals. But Luke, Lucy and I had
been best friends since we could remember, and we found ways to communicate
without technically breaking those rules—like a secret language I'd created
several years ago.


I walked on, my mind drifting. Oh, Tommy. How I wished I
could have told him the truth, told him everything about my life.


What would Tommy have said if he'd known who I really was?
It made me sad to think about.


I shook off my melancholy and entered the headmaster's
office.


He didn't stand, or even look up at me, when his secretary
ushered me into his office, just stared down at his oh-so-important papers.


She closed the door, and I settled into one of the chairs in
front of his desk and reluctantly took off my sunglasses. My face would further
condemn my actions. After a moment, he looked up.


"Ah, Sam, you look wretched. How are you feeling?"


Not the opening I had expected. "Bit of a headache.
I'll be okay."


He already had the oral briefing, but I followed standard
procedure. I'd been given time before the drugs to complete my written report
on the plane, and I placed that on his desk


He flipped through it, then shuffled the papers that had
consumed his attention a moment ago and placed them neatly in his filing
drawer.


I fidgeted with the zipper on my book bag. I wanted to ask
about the art contest, and the interview, but I didn't dare jump the gun after
involving the Feds in my assignment and threatening a client.


"You know that stunt you pulled could have gotten this
entire organization in trouble," he said.


"I know. And I wish I could say I'm sorry, but you
don't know what he was thinking, what Beaumont was going to do to that girl—and
other girls. Honestly, this is the biggest creep I've ever met. I had to make
sure he didn't get away."


"You've always been one of our best, never causing
problems. This is your first mistake, so I'm going to let it slide. But this is
a once-in-a-lifetime freebie. Any more trouble and I won't be so nice."


"I know." My whole body relaxed, releasing the tension
I hadn't been aware I carried.


"Good. Well, I have some exciting news for you."


Oh?


"You've been accepted into Sarah Lawrence
College." He pulled out an official-looking letter and handed it to me.


"Oh my God, really? But how? I haven't even had the interview
yet?"


"I called in a favor. I wasn't sure if you'd be back in
time and I didn't want you to miss out on this chance at your dreams. Based on
the portfolio you sent in, a nudge from me and a glowing evaluation from Mr.
Krevner, they agreed to let you in without the required interview."


I stared down at the fancy parchment paper, unable to fully
digest the news. Dear Sam Smith, It is our pleasure to inform you that you
have been accepted to the undergraduate visual art program at Sarah Lawrence
College....


"Smith? That was the best you could do?" I
laughed, clutching the letter that represented my entire future.


"It's a good name. It's common and doesn't draw
attention to you, all the things you want when you finally enter that
life."


"It's fine, I'll take it. Thank you, Headmaster
Higgins."


"You're welcome, Sam. You deserve it. You've been one
of our best and brightest students. We'll be sad to see you go. That reminds
me," he pulled out another file, "this job just came in, and I think
you'd be perfect for it."


He handed me the brief. I flipped through it: two kids with
para-powers had been beaten and nearly killed at a prep school in New York. I
needed to infiltrate the school and see if any other paranormals attended. I
also needed to track down the perpetrators. Not so bad. At least I'd be in New
York and helping kids like me—but, wait. Oh God. I so do not want this job.


"Mary? You're sending me off with Mary? You've got to
be kidding me. She's horrible. And what's she supposed to do, seduce the teachers?
I can handle this alone, or send Lucy with me. She's great at these kinds of
assignments. Anyone but Mary."


"I'm sorry, Sam, but Mary has some unique skills that
could come in handy, especially as it's likely that one of the leaders is a
man. You'll need her with you."


"But I just got back! And you promised that was my last
assignment before I left. I have to pack and complete my studies. I want to
spend time with my friends, and there's the art contest!"


"You have a few months before you need to leave. It
shouldn't take you long, and it will give you some extra cash for your new
life. I'm throwing in a $10,000 bonus if you complete this assignment without
any problems."


"That doesn't help with my art contest. I don't have
time to do this and prepare."


Higgins looked down at his desk, shoulders slumped.


Uh-oh.


'How to tell her.... Will break her heart.... Wish I
could skip this.'


"Tell me what?"


He looked me in the eyes, the way a doctor looks at someone
whose loved one has died.


"I have some bad news. There was an accident in the art
building while you were gone. There's a lot of flammable material there and—we
don't know what happened yet, but somehow... a fire started. Sam—"


"No! Stop. This is insane. I don't want to hear
this."


"Sam, your painting. I'm so sorry."


I grabbed my book bag and ran out his door and toward the
art studio. I heard the headmaster follow me but didn't turn to acknowledge
him. I had to see the damage for myself.


On the outside, the building looked fine. A small sigh of
relief escaped my lips. Surely it couldn't be that bad. Maybe I'd have to
repair some smoke damage or something, but I could handle that. Mr. K would
help me.


I moved aside a yellow ribbon that marked the building as
unsafe and walked into the dimly lit studio.


And stopped breathing.


The inside of the building had been gutted and turned to
ash. I choked on a strangled cry.


Higgins put his hand on my shoulder. "I'm sorry, Sam.
Nothing survived."


The remains of my painting stood in the corner. I examined
the charred bits that had been my greatest work and couldn't stop the tears
from flowing.


Higgins tried again to comfort me, but I pushed him away.
"Where's Mr. K?"


"Sam, let's just go back to my office and talk about
this."


Panic stirred in my heart. I raised my voice in desperation.
"Where's Mr. K?"


"He quit. After the fire, he couldn't stand to be here
anymore, and he left. He's gone, Sam, and won't be coming back."


"No, that can't be true. He'd never leave me, not
without saying goodbye. Not before I graduated. You're lying. What did you do?
Where is he?" I ran through the studio, searching for my mentor, but no
sign remained of him. All traces of his work, his passion, his presence—gone.


I sank to my knees and sobbed. Everything I'd ever created,
all of my artistic expression, had been housed in this studio. My entire
portfolio was gone, just like Mr. K. Destroyed. I only had some pictures of the
best pieces, but almost none of the originals. My entire life's work to date.


"I need to be alone."


Higgins left me without a word and I cried into the ash.


Chapter 10 – Sam


 


Luke walked through my door to wake me up. He'd have been
toast if my para-power included super strength or kickass reactions. Instead,
he got to suffer through my weeping. He probably would have preferred the
fight.


He unlocked my door from the inside and let Lucy in, then
closed and locked the door again.


My suite wasn't as grand as theirs, but it had everything I
needed as a fully stocked and decorated studio apartment, complete with mini
kitchen.


I didn't budge from my bed, nor did I acknowledge my best
friends, but that didn't deter them.


Luke pulled the covers off me and crawled into bed next to
me. Lucy joined him on the other side and spoke softly, as if to a frightened
kitten. "He told you?"


I nodded, unable to speak just yet.


"Did you see the damage?"


Another nod.


"Luke snuck in. He tried to salvage some of it,
but...."


My voice came out in a crackle. "I know. I saw."


"And Mr. K. We have no idea what happened to him. We never
saw him after the fire. I confronted Higgins about it. He says Mr. K quit, but
Sam... he's lying."


That got my attention. If Mr. K didn't quit, did Higgins
fire him and lie to me?


"Doesn't matter. I'm not doing art anymore."


"Don't say that! You're a brilliant artist and you
can't give up just because something bad happened. You have all that art in
you, everything you've ever created or will create. Don't let this steal your
gift."


A melancholy seeped into my soul and quenched whatever small
flame Lucy's pep talk might have ignited. Nothing mattered anymore.


Luke, in an attempt to change the subject, gently brushed my
swollen face. "What happened?"


"I mouthed off to a client, and he punched me."


Their eyebrows shot up in comical unison. Luke glanced at
Lucy, and she nodded her head. "She's telling the truth, more or less. But
she's definitely not telling us the whole story."


"Hey, quit reading me!" I lightly punched Lucy on
the shoulder, grateful to be talking about something other than my ruined art
career. I pulled my red comforter over my head, as if that would keep her out
of my secrets. No such luck.


"Sam, what's going on?" Lucy's voice lost its
playfulness. "You've never talked back to a client before. Not even that
guy who kept undressing you with his mind, and then dressing you back up in his
wife's lingerie."


I'd forgotten about him. He was a real winner too. No one
should ever have to see themselves naked in the mind of a pervert. I shivered
at the memory and mentally closed my third eye to shut out the experience.


"Tell us." Luke spoke our secret language, the one
I had created. It had evolved over the years to include thousands of words. So
I told them everything—about the assignment, the molester, Tommy, Mary at the
hospital.


"She's such a bitch," Luke said.


Gotta love Luke, though Mary sure didn't. She hated the one
heterosexual man in all the world that her powers didn't affect. No one knew
why, but we were grateful.


Lucy eyed me, no doubt waiting for the rest of the story. I
scowled at her, but finally relented. I told them about the boy on the
stretcher and the strange doctor with para-powers.


"Sam, you cannot get involved in whatever that is. You
know that, right?" Lucy adopted the rigid face of Mrs. Kellerbuckle, the
eighth-grade taskmaster at Rent-A-Kid. It was usually funny when she did that.
This time, not so much.


"Yeah, I'm not. It was just weird, is all."


She shook her head. "Not totally the truth, though I
think you believe your own lie at the moment. Just promise me you'll talk to us
before doing anything stupid?"


"I promise."


Before they could start on me again, I slid over Luke and
put in our favorite movie, "X-Men," and we settled in for some
mindless entertainment. I pretended to ignore the voice in the back of my head
that spoke of things best left forgotten.


***


All eyes were on me the next day at school, with the rumor
mill full of juicy tidbits about my black eye, the fire in the art building,
and the sudden disappearance of Mr. K. I kept my sunglasses on and hid behind
Luke as often as possible.


When I bumped into him for the fifth time, he turned to face
me. "Sam, I love you, and I know you're embarrassed, but if you bump me
again, I'm going to have to walk through a wall to make it to class on time.
Got it?"


I nodded and mumbled an apology. He softened and put an arm
around me.


Lucy flanked me on the other side. "It doesn't look
that bad. Honest."


"I don't need to be able to read minds or tell when
someone is lying to know that's a big fat one."


She squeezed my shoulder. "Well, Chica, it could be
worse. And it will get better. You should just ignore it and go on like
everything is normal. People are only staring because you're acting so weird
about it."


She's probably right. But with a mild case of OCD, I
couldn't resist popping into people's minds as we walked down the halls to
English.


'Wonder what happened to her?'... 'Heard she got punched
by a client.'... 'Looks painful.'... 'She must have really screwed up.'... 'I
wonder if Higgins punished her.'... 'I heard she got into a fight with a new
kid... and he's been in the infirmary ever since.'


That last thought stopped me. Were they thinking of my
mystery boy? I searched the crowd of teenagers to see who'd thought that,
probing minds as I did. Everyone rushed to get books out of lockers and head to
their next class before the bell rang. I couldn't pinpoint the person, but it
gave me hope.


Lucy pulled me along. "What's the matter? We're going
to be late."


"Sorry, just caught a stray thought that bothered
me."


"Don't worry about what people are saying, or thinking.
You'll be old news in no time flat. Besides, you won't even be here much
longer, and none of this will matter."


No more thoughts came up about the boy, but the school was
abuzz about the fire. Anyone with a penchant or para-power for fire became a
suspect. When Lucy and Luke left me, I just ignored everyone, hid in the
bathroom, and applied another layer of cover-up to my bruise, but hiding was no
use.


Mary and her pack entered the bathroom chattering away.


I scurried into a stall to avoid her, but not in time.


Her hand wrapped around my arm and pulled me out before I
could close the door. "If it isn't the little kiss-ass hiding in the
bathroom. What? Afraid you might scare the younger kids with your new
look?"


I backed away from Mary, fear of conflict once again ruling
me. But something snapped. The small fire that had started when I stood up to
Dollinger now flamed to life. I stepped forward, for the first time invading
Mary's personal space, and stared her in the eyes, so close her breath crawled
over my skin. Power flooded me and I finally felt in control. This dwarfed even
the rush I'd felt by the pool.


"What is your problem, Mary? Honestly, what do you gain
by tormenting me? Does it stroke your fragile self-esteem? Are you so pathetic
that only hurting other people makes you feel better? Do you really think that
makes you hot shit?"


I didn't wait for her to reply. "Well, you know what, I
don't really care anymore. Say what you want, it makes no difference."


Her eyes narrowed and her mouthed dropped open. Not the
response she'd expected.


Her two lackeys held onto frozen sneers, waiting to see what
would happen.


"And here's a tip for you. Don't mess with a girl who
reads minds. I can pull out every thought you've ever had. What do you think
I'll find if I do that? I can tell you what everyone else thinks of you too. Do
you think the guys at this school really like you? That your powers make real
feelings? You're fooling yourself, Mary, but no one else. They despise you for
what you do to them." My voice sounded ugly, nothing like the real me—at
least, the me I'd always imagined. Yet the raw righteousness of it, of feeding
her the bile she always spewed at us, was like peeling off an itchy scab.


Her face collapsed, and she ran out of the bathroom,
followed by her friends.


I sank onto the nearest toilet, shaking. Out of fear, rage,
guilt? Standing up to her didn't feel as good as expected.


Maybe I felt bad because it felt so good, if that made any
sense at all.


But something inside me rose up to greet this new girl who
wouldn't allow herself to be pushed around, and against my own better judgment,
I thought of my mystery boy.


***


I lost track of how long I sat in the bathroom, alone in my
thoughts. When a group of giggling girls came in, I slid past them and out into
the crowded halls of my school.


The bustle of life and my swirling thoughts made it hard to
focus on anything. The adrenaline surge from my confrontation with Mary had
long since passed, leaving me shaky and tired. My head ached and my eye pounded
a steady pulse of pain with each heartbeat.


A familiar tug pulled at me, beckoning me to hide out in my
room and cocoon myself from the harsh realities of life, but I couldn't. I
first had to figure out what had happened to the art studio and my mentor.


With this renewed determination as armor against my pain, I
focused my mind to search for the one person who might have some answers.


Kyle. The only fire starter in school.


His mental signature led me out of the building and through
the gardens and walking paths near The Hub. I found him slumped over on a
bench, lighting his finger like a lighter and then blowing it out. Light, blow,
repeat.


"Kyle, can I talk to you?"


Though I'd kept my voice calm, he still jumped out of his seat
and let loose a small ball of flames into the air. His eyes widened in fear at
the loss of control, and he quickly diffused it before it could start any
bigger fires.


"Sam, I heard you were back. I'm sorry about what
happened... with your art."


I gestured to the bench. "May I join you?"


His eyes shuffled back and forth like a man hunted, but he
nodded.


I settled in next to him and tried to maintain eye contact
despite his shifting gaze. "You know I can read your mind whether you're
looking at me or not."


"Sorry. It's just... I know everyone thinks I caused
the fire, but I swear, I didn't."


'Don't know anything... but sensed something that
night.... No one believes me.... Think I don't have control.'


"I believe you, Kyle. Can you tell me what you sensed that
night?"


His golden eyes dropped, leaving me to stare at his auburn
scalp.


"Okay, look. I know this sounds weird, but I can sense
if there's a fire around. It's like, my body tingles or something." He
looked back up, perhaps to judge my reaction.


I kept a neutral face and encouraged him to continue.


With more confidence, he did. "I can also tell
something about the fire. Like, I know in my bones if it's manmade or natural
or what, you know?"


"Makes sense."


"So, okay, that night, something weird happened. Like,
that fire didn't just happen by accident. Someone started it on purpose."


"It was arson?" I had no room left in me for fear
or shock, only a numb sadness.


"Yeah, but more than that. See, the fire started with
power. Like, someone else who has a power like mine started it."


This shoved away some of the numb. "Another fire
starter?"


"Yes and no. Like me but not. Fire starting's not their
real, full power. It's like they were stealing the power from somewhere else.
Then I felt it."


"What?"


"The draining. They stole the power from me. So you
see? It really was my fault. I'm so sorry, Sam."


Tears filled his eyes and he dropped his head again to hide
his pain, but it still washed over me in thoughts and feelings and images. I
opened myself and let everything he thought and felt hit me. Then I took all
that raw data and shoved it into a special compartment in my own mind to
examine later.


I reached for Kyle's hand. "It's not your fault.
Whoever did this stole your power... you can't be held responsible for that.
Thank you for telling me."


He looked up with something akin to hope in his eyes. We all
needed forgiveness for our sins, perceived or real. We all craved absolution,
so I gave him his.


"It's okay, Kyle. I'll figure out what happened. It's
not your fault. But, don't tell anyone else this, all right? At least not until
I uncover the truth about that night."


A buzzing filled me, and I left him to his thoughts as I
walked through the winding paths without purpose or destination. Someone had
stolen another para-power and burned up my work.


Why would anyone do that? And who could possibly have that
kind of power?


I needed to find out, and I needed help.


Chapter 11 – Drake


 


Awareness flickered in and out like pinpricks of light
through a torn window curtain. Voices, footsteps, the clank of metal, the
medicinal smell that permeated his dreams—these small, mundane sounds woke
Drake from his unconscious visions and pulled him from the blue-eyed girl in
his mind.


The thump of his heart seemed abnormally loud, and for a
moment he wondered if he had died and gone to some limbo place where grey souls
lived. But no, not dead—the sound belonged to a monitor attached to him,
broadcasting the rhythmic beat of his heart to the world.


He focused on keeping the sound steady as he opened his eyes
to take in his surroundings. The unremarkable hospital room gave him no sense
of place or time.


A tickle itched his nose and he moved his arm to scratch it,
only to find that he couldn't move. His limbs had been restrained to the
hospital bed: two thick straps across his legs, a strap across his chest and a
strap to tie down each wrist.


An I.V. dripped a viscous yellow solution into his veins and
created a mild burn that ran up his arm and through his body. The door to his
room was closed, so he focused his powers to surge through his muscles and free
him from his prison.


Pain flashed through him like fire in his blood, and his
strength abandoned him.


He lay on the bed panting, wrung out and useless. He fought,
pulled, flexed, and lifted himself in an effort to overcome the effects of the
drug, to no avail. His efforts won him not freedom, but rather several burns
and cuts into his skin. They would heal soon enough, if the drug didn't inhibit
that part of him as well.


Defeated, he relaxed into the bed and wondered how he'd let
himself get caught. He should have listened to Father Patrick and Brad. He
should've known he'd never be allowed to live his dreams.


These thoughts fanned the fires of his rage, but that fire had
no will, no power to grow. Exhausted, Drake slept... and dreamt.


***


He sits on the bed, as still as a mouse—as still as a
dead mouse, his new daddy would say. Dead mice can't move. Dead boys can't move
either, so Drake doesn't move a single muscle. He doesn't want to be a dead
boy.


New Daddy will be home soon. New Mommy locks herself in
her room with the bottles that smell funny. She won't come out again, Drake
knows. She won't help him, not like his real mommy who smelled like roses and
laughed a lot, except that last night.


Real Mommy and Daddy gave lots of hugs and cuddles and
let him eat ice cream on special days. They loved Drake, but they weren't
strong like him, and when the car made the awful crunching sounds, and their
blood got all over him, he watched as the light in their eyes faded to nothing.


They died and left him.


Now he will die if he isn't very careful. So Drake sits
still and he waits.


When the front door crashes open, he inhales sharply, but
doesn't make a peep. Not one. If he lies down or tries to hide, New Daddy will
be even madder.


New Daddy starts shouting in the living room and throwing
things against the wall. Soon, New Daddy will come to Drake's room. Soon, it
will be Drake's turn.


Still, he waits.


His bedroom door flies open and New Daddy stands there,
big and mean and scary and smelling like those bottles and cigarettes.
"You've been a bad boy, son. It's time to take your punishment."


Drake squeezes his eyes shut and stays very quiet.


When the blows come, he doesn't make a sound.


When the fist lands on his face and the pain explodes in
his head, he still doesn't move.


When it's over, he's allowed to lie down, finally.


New Daddy leaves and closes the door.


Drake cries silently into his pillow.


New Daddy knows Drake is strong, stronger than other
four-year-olds. New Daddy knows Drake will heal.


And Drake knows New Daddy will be back.


Someday, Drake will be ready for New Daddy.


***


The wild beating of Drake's heart woke him with a jolt,
sweat beading his forehead. He couldn't control the thrump-thrump-thrump
as his heartbeat accelerated in panic.


A nurse rushed in, needle in hand as if brandishing a
weapon. Her eyes widened in surprise and fear. "You're awake. You
shouldn't be."


He ignored the stupidity of her comment. "Where am I?
Why have you kidnapped and imprisoned me?"


She frowned in confusion. "We didn't kidnap you, we
saved you."


He sneers at her. "From what? A surfing victory? Thanks
so much for that."


She shuffled away from him, though she hadn't come close
enough for him to reach her. "The doctor will be here any minute. He'll
explain everything. But you're lucky we found you in time. You could have
died."


She looked at the needle in her hand, then capped and
pocketed it and left as quickly as she had come.


Guess she didn't want to get too close.


Drake counted the tiles on the browning ceiling as he waited
for the doctor, though he doubted he'd get an honest answer from anyone here.


A moment later, a tall man with bushy eyebrows walked in.
"I'm Dr. Pana, your treating physician. The nurse tells me you think we
kidnapped you."


The doctor's smooth-as-glass voice wrapped itself around
Drake like velvet. His will weakened, for just a moment, and the good doctor
almost cracked Drake's defenses and wormed his way in. Almost.


"I was drugged, knocked out, and strapped down against
my will. What would you call it?"


A caterpillar eyebrow shot up in surprise, the only evidence
that the doctor had underestimated Drake's ability to resist him. "A new
organization is bent on destroying anyone with unique gifts such as yours. They
targeted you and would have killed you had we not intervened in time. We're
keeping you here for your own safety, and, given the nature of your gifts and
some of your past deeds, we found it necessary to restrain you for the staff's
safety. We have to make sure you are stable and safe, Mr. Davis, before we can
release you."


"Where am I?"


"You're being cared for in an undisclosed private
facility where anyone intending you harm cannot track you. Now I suggest you
take advantage of this time to rest and heal."


Dr. Pana pressed the nurse's buzzer. "Please bring the
patient's medicine."


When the nurse returned, she shook as if scared, but Drake
didn't think he was the cause. She cast furtive glances at Dr. Pana as she
reached over with a needle and inserted the syringe into his I.V. "Rest
now."


Euphoria flooded Drake's system and erased all thoughts of
escape and all feelings of fear.


Dr. Pana smiled, and a gold tooth glinted in the fluorescent
lights. "See you soon, Mr. Davis."


Chapter 12 – Sam


 


Sleep came slowly that night, and when I finally surrendered
to my dreams they were filled with horrible beatings, car crashes, blood, and a
little boy who fought his way to be free of abuse.


My heart broke for the blond boy in my dreams. He reminded
me of Tommy, and I wanted to comfort him, to rescue him and give him hope.


Perhaps he represented my inner child, the inner artist in
me who needed to be free to create and express? Except, it didn't feel like
that at all, it felt more like a memory that would haunt me forever.


Lucy and Luke met me for breakfast in our cafeteria that
morning, and I told them about my dream.


Luke shoved a spoonful of cheerios into his mouth before
speaking. "You're just stressed. You need to unwind. Come spar with me and
Lucy. We'll work out that extra tension."


"More like beat it out of me. No thanks." I looked
around to make sure no one could hear me before bringing up what I really
wanted to talk to them about.


"Listen, I need your help. Someone on campus is
stealing other people's powers and using them." This got their attention
and they both leaned in to listen.


I told them about my conversation with Kyle.


Lucy pursed her lips. "He could have been lying."


I scoffed. "I might not be a human lie detector, but I
dug pretty deep into his mind. He wasn't lying."


Luke tapped his long fingers on the table. "This is
bad. No one's come forward with this kind of power. I have a hard time
believing it's a student. Could one of the staff have a power we never realized
before?"


I thought back to my brief encounter with the mysterious
doctor with the gold tooth. "That doctor had some kind of power. Maybe
it's him. He arrives out of the blue, and all of the sudden a boy shows up
beaten, and someone steals Kyle's fire power to burn down the studio—not to
mention Mr. K leaves without even saying goodbye. Don't you find that a bit too
coincidental? And Higgins is lying to us, too."


Before they could reply, Mary and her gang walked past and
shoved me into my tray of food, splashing milk and juice into my lap.


She giggled, and her lackeys followed suit. "Oops,
sorry about that. Didn't see you there."


Lucy sprang from her seat. "Oh no you don't,
bitch." She grabbed Mary's long blond hair and pulled it back.
"You're going to apologize to Sam, now."


Enough was enough. I faced Mary but spoke to Lucy. "Let
her go. I can handle this."


Lucy narrowed her eyes like a cat ready to attack, but did
as I asked.


My voice came out low, but firm. "You don't learn, do
you? I wasn't kidding, Mary. I'm done with your crap."


I looked to the girl on her right. "Roberta, did you
know that Mary deliberately seduced your boyfriend last year so that he'd break
up with you? She was jealous and couldn't stand for you to be happy."


Roberta's grin collapsed in on itself, and she stepped back
from Mary.


"And Caroline, remember those awful rumors about you
earlier this year? How horrible you felt for months? Mary started them because
you were getting more popular than her."


Both girls eyed their leader with venomous looks.


Mary shot daggers into me, but she knew her powers were
nothing compared to mine. "You're going to pay for this, Sam."


"What are you going to do? Seduce me? Give it up, Mary.
I can do a lot worse than this, and I will if you don't stop bullying
people."


Inside I started shaking again. This behavior felt so
hateful, but also necessary. She'd tortured the student body enough.


It took a moment for me to realize that other students had
stood and started clapping. The guys looked relieved—likely they'd suffered the
worse, having their natural instincts and hormones turned against them every
time she was near.


Once again I was so grateful Luke had immunity to her powers
of seduction. I couldn't bear the thought of him being under her thrall.


Mary pushed through the crowd and stormed off alone.


The clapping subsided and I collapsed into myself.
"Let's get out of here."


Luke and Lucy had phys ed training, but I had the rest of
the day free.


Before we parted ways, Lucy hugged me. "I'm so proud of
you, Chica! You finally stood up for yourself in a totally badass way!"


But I wasn't listening to Lucy. My attention had been
claimed by another voice, one inside my head.


A soft whisper stole my breath. 'You did good. I'm proud
of you, too.'


My mystery boy was awake, and he could talk to me.


***


"Can you hear me?" My heart skipped beats
as I waited.


'Yes.'


I nearly fell to the ground. In all my years as a mind
reader, I'd never had a two-way conversation with anyone. A lot of firsts in
the mind-reading business lately.


"Who are you? Can you read minds too?"


'My name is Drake, and no, I can't. Are you the girl with
the blue eyes?'


Drake. I rolled his name around in my mind. A strong, sexy
name; I liked it. Did he remember me from our brief contact before he passed
out? "I'm a girl with blue eyes, but not the only one."


He mentally chuckled, and the sound warmed me from the
inside. 'I saw you, before they took me into the hospital room. How are we
able to do this?'


"I honestly don't know. Do you have powers?"
He must, to be here at all.


He hesitated. I knew that with the smallest push I could
find out for myself, but I wanted him to trust me, to open up to me.


"I can control minds, and I'm strong. Someone
kidnapped me and brought me here. I need to get out. Where are we?"


A girl behind me nudged me. "Are you going in?"


We stood in front of my dorm, but I didn't remember walking
there. "Sorry, lost in thought." I walked into the main hall and up
to my room.


Once there, I locked the door behind me and closed the
curtains. This felt too private for any kind of exposure.


"What do you mean someone kidnapped you?"


He told me about the day of his surfing competition and how
he was attacked.


"Did they tell you why?"


'Something about saving me from another group who tried
to hurt me.'


That made sense, and jived with what Higgins had said,
though the headmaster was no longer the beacon of honesty I had once thought.


I told him what I knew about the group attacking
paranormals, and described Rent-A-Kid and my life as best I could.


'So you think they really are trying to help me? I gotta
say, while you seem on the up and up, the doctor who treated me does not. I can
smell a rat a mile away, and he's a very bad dude.'


He couldn't be talking about Dr. Sato, but I could guess
whom he meant.


"Did this doctor happen to have a gold tooth and
oily personality?"


'The very one. Know him?'


"Not intimately. I saw him in the hall yelling at
our regular doctor the day I met you. Drake, I couldn't read him, not at all.
That's never happened before."


And so I told him everything. About Mr. K and my painting
and my assignment with Tommy.


For a moment, the absurdity of my situation hit me. I was
talking to a voice in my head. If not for all that I'd already seen, I'd be
worried about my sanity.


If Drake had been standing in front of me, there's no way
I'd have been this transparent and vulnerable. But our unique way of
communicating made it so much easier to trust him—after all, he was just a
voice in my mind. Talking to him was like thinking—just as natural.


As the day wore into night, we kept up a steady stream of
dialogue, discussing everything from our favorite food and favorite color to
our deepest fears and most secret hopes. Through his memories, I saw the many
foster homes he'd grown up in and the church with towering angels in a magical
garden.


I showed him different assignments I'd been on and the
countries I'd traveled to. We talked about Hawaii and surfing and art and
college.


Even in moments of silence, his thoughts swirled into mine
like vanilla and chocolate ice cream melting into each other.


With him, I felt the same comfort and familiarity as I did
with Luke. They both had a protective quality that made me feel safe, but Drake
did not inspire any brotherly feelings at all. Quite the opposite.


I'd always assumed that for chemistry between two people to
ignite, they had to be physically present with one another. After all, didn't
their pheromones have to sniff each other out or something?


But with Drake, even just mentally, science and magic
combined to create something new and wonderful. The warmth of those new
feelings spread through my body as his deep voice seduced my mind and heart.


Within twenty-four hours of near non-stop communication,
Drake and I had created a bond that I'd never found with anyone else, even
after years of friendship. This is the power of the mind, the power of
thoughts—and the power of emotions.


***


Drake stayed with me throughout my classes the next day. He
helped keep me awake after being up for two days, and nearly got me in trouble
a few times with his smart-ass remarks about my teachers, fellow students or
classes.


By the time I arrived at Luke and Lucy's suite after school,
I was dead on my feet.


Lucy eyed me up and down and brewed some coffee. I curled up
on their overstuffed chair and listened as Drake told me a story about Father
Patrick, a man I couldn't wait to meet, based on what I knew so far.


Luke threw a pillow at me. "Yo, Sam, where are
you?"


I realized I'd ignored them again. It was time to introduce
them to Drake. "I'm sorry. Um, remember that mystery boy I told you about?
I'm talking to him right now."


Lucy nearly dropped the coffee pot. "Shut up!
Seriously? When did this happen. You can't just let random guys into your mind,
Sam."


Right, like this happened every day. There goes Sam, the
mind whore.


I explained about how we connected and our night and day
together.


Lucy sat on the couch across from me and handed me a mug of
coffee. "No wonder you look like something a dog spit out."


"Gee, thanks, you're sweet."


Luke poured a cup for himself and sat next to Lucy. "So
he's here, right now? Can he hear us?"


"Yes, he can hear what I can. He's basically hearing my
thoughts, not so much you. But don't worry guys, I've spent hours and hours
talking with him, exploring his mind. I know we can trust him."


Lucy frowned in disapproval. "He could be playing you,
Sam, trying to get into your mind to hurt you. With everything that's happened
recently, do you really think it's a good idea to let a stranger in like
this?"


"If you can't trust him, then you have to trust me. I
know him—yes, even after only one night, I know him. He can help us, and with
everything that's going on, we need the help."


Lucy's eyes widened. "You're in love with him. Oh my God,
Sam, you're in love!"


Heat flooded my face. "Stop! We are close, and I'll
admit to some... feeling." Oh my God, this was such an embarrassing
conversation to have with him listening.


He chuckled in my mind, and I wanted to mentally swat him,
but that just made him chuckle harder.


"Let's just see how it goes, but for now, you don't
need to worry. He's not a spy and he's not trying to hurt me. He wants to
help."


I stared them both down, and while they didn't fall into
immediate trust with Drake, they were willing to try.


I did a mental victory dance. "Okay, let's focus.
Something's going on here, and we need to figure out what it is. It's time to
create our own assignment. You in?"


Lucy stood and stretched. "You know I am. We obviously
can't sit by and do nothing."


We both looked to Luke.


He grinned like the Cheshire Cat. "Seriously, do you
even have to ask?"


I smiled. "Okay, here's the plan. I'm going to go back
to the studio and dig through the rubble in Mr. K's office to see if I can find
any clues. I just have this sense that in our last class together he was trying
to tell me something, and I need to figure out what. Luke, see if you can dig
up any dirt in Higgins's office, and Lucy, you're the interrogator. Question
students, faculty, even Higgins if you can. Also, scope out the clinic and
figure out who's lying. We'll meet back here tonight to compare notes."


'How can I help?'


How could Drake help? He was strapped down and powerless,
though I didn't say that to him. I could only imagine how impotent he felt
right now. "Find out what you can from the nurses and Dr. Pana if you
see him again. He's the key here."


"Be careful, everyone, and remember that Rent-A-Kid is
watching us. Don't raise too much suspicion."


***


The wind whipped my ponytail across my face and chilled me
to the bone, but still I didn't move to open the door to the studio. I
couldn't. My plan had sounded good in the comfort of Luke and Lucy's suite, but
now, standing alone to face the remains of my life's work... my enthusiasm for
this mission waned.


'Are you okay?'


"No, not really. Whoever burned down this studio
turned my dreams to ash as well. I mean, I still have school, but without my
art...."


A flash of emotion seared me, and a memory stormed my
senses. The taste of the sea, the feel of the sun and wind, the surf under my
board... wait, not my board, Drake's. I'd never been surfing, but in that
moment I knew exactly how it felt to ride a wave and let go of all the pain and
fear, all the social expectations and the need to hide my true self in public.


In one blow, that dream died as they dragged me—him—away.


A tear slid down my cheek. I wasn't the only one mourning
the loss of a dream. "I'm sorry."


'You're not alone, I just wanted you to know that. And
someday, when I have my powers back and am free, I'm going to do some serious
damage to the people who've hurt you.'


His words released in me a primal urge to feel safe and
protected, to belong to someone in a more intimate way than I'd ever
experienced before. Still, in that moment he was just a voice, and I had to do
this on my own.


I opened the door and stepped in. Raw pain filled me at the
sight of my painting.


'Show me what it looked like, before the fire.'


His request surprised me, but I did as he asked. With eyes
closed, I projected the exact details of the painting I had poured my soul
into. Just as I had experienced his love of surfing in a visceral way, he
shared not just the visual beauty of my work, but the love and passion with
which I had dedicated myself to it.


'Thank you. Now, it will never truly be gone.'


I choked back a sob and went to Mr. K's office. I pulled my
sketchbook out of my book bag and ran my hand over the cover with the gold
emblem, then opened it to the sketch I'd drawn from his mind the last time I'd
seen him.


The box had been important. It had to be here somewhere.


I searched his desk, his cubby and his metal filing cabinet,
but found nothing of note. His office had survived the fire with less damage
than the studio, but it didn't reveal any secrets that would help. Frustrated,
I fell into his chair and put my head on his metal desk. That's when I noticed
the painting on the wall. It had been moved and hung slightly askew.


No way. That was too clichéd even for Mr. K. But... what if?


I went over and moved aside the painting. Sure enough, he
had a safe.


Now what? What combination of numbers would be most
important to Mr. K? I thought back to all the times I'd read his mind for
assignments. Piece by piece, I recalled numbers that stood out. 4-15-70, the
date he'd lost his wife and child in a freak accident.


The safe clicked open and inside sat my box.


I ran my hands over the delicate detail of the carving; he'd
done the work himself. Grief threatened to overcome me. I missed him so much.
No one had ever understood me or my passions the way he had.


The box didn't open on the first try. It had been locked,
but I couldn't find a spot for the key. The box didn't have a keyhole, but an
emblem—fit to complement the one on my journal—adorned its front.


Using a metal letter opener from the desk, I pried the
emblem off my sketchbook and inserted it into the emblem on the box. With a
firm twist, it opened. I held my breath in anticipation of what I would find.


Nothing. The box was empty.


I turned it upside down, as if gravity would magically spill
the secrets I'd hoped it would contain, but of course, nothing fell out.


Crushed, I couldn't contain the tears anymore. Sobs tore
through me and I unleashed all my rage and fear and grief. I nearly threw the
box across the room, but stopped myself in time. Mr. K had made this; it was
all I had left of him.


"What am I going to do, Drake? I can't live with the
loss of both Mr. K and my art."


'We'll find a way, Sam. I promise. Have you checked for
any secret compartments in the box? When I lived in foster care I had to hide
things important to me, and that's how I did it.'


Excitement overcame me and I looked on the box with new
eyes. The inside didn't seem as deep as it should have been. Using the same
letter opener, I loosened the bottom on all sides until it popped off.


A letter lay in the compartment, and it had my name written
on it in a familiar scrawl.


~~~


Sam,


If you're reading this, I'm gone. Please know I would
never leave you here alone, which means I didn't leave voluntarily. There are
deep secrets at this school, and I've only scratched the surface. One of my
students disappeared after she left. She's not where Higgins said she'd be. I
fear a worse fate for you. Get out, Sam. However you can, get out. Someday, if
I'm still alive, I'll find you.


You were the best of them all.


Mr. K


P.S. I made this box for you. Keep your own secrets in
it.


~~~


What had Mr. K discovered that scared him so much, and what
did they do to him?


"Drake, did you see?"


'Yes. Do you believe me now? They kidnapped me, Sam. They
didn't save me from shit!'


"I don't know. Yes. Maybe. It's all so much. I wish
I knew what to do. I wish Mr. K was still here."


Luke and Lucy needed to see this. I put the letter back and
sealed it, then slipped the box into my bag.


I left Mr. K's office and walked right into Headmaster
Higgins.


"Sam, what are you doing here?"


"I came to see if any of my art survived. The first
time, I was too upset."


His face softened. "Of course. Actually, I'm glad I ran
into you. The clinic is looking for you. It's time for your vitamin shot and
checkup."


"Right now?" I had a standing appointment every
three months for that, and this was odd timing.


"Yes, they've revamped the vitamin cocktail, and we
need to make sure all the students get it. There's been a nasty flu going
around and it'll help keep you healthy."


'Need everyone healthy. Healthy and happy.'


"Okay, I'll head there right now."


"Great. Oh, and did you find anything?"


"Not really. Everything's pretty much destroyed."


"I'm sorry, Sam. I really am."


"Me too."


I left before he could question me more, and headed to the
clinic.


'Don't let them give you any drugs, Sam. Vitamins my
ass.'


"I don't have a choice. There's nothing I can do
about it."


He sighed mentally but didn't say anything more about it.


As I approached the clinic, Luke and Lucy walked past me.
"Hey, where are you two going?"


They both smiled with glazed expressions that contained no
hint of personality. "Just back to our room. See you around," Lucy
said.


I couldn't hide my exasperation. What was going on?
"Wait, what did you find out?"


Luke slugged my shoulder. "Oh, Sam, you worry too much.
Everything's fine. They're waiting for you in there, and we have to go."


They walked away and left me stunned.


'Your friends have been compromised.'


"They're like pod people. I'm scared, Drake."


'Me too.'


But what could I do? I couldn't hide or escape, so I walked
into the clinic and spied on every mind I could find, fighting a mounting
headache the whole time.


***


My trepidation mounted when the doctor with the gold tooth
walked into my room. "Hello, Sam." He flipped through a chart.
"Looks like it's time for your vitamin dose. This is an enhanced version
and will give you added health benefits as well as strengthen your powers."


"Who are you?"


"You are a direct young lady, aren't you? I'm Dr. Pana.
I created this new serum and am overseeing the distribution of it."


'Sam, that's the doctor who treated me.'


"I know."


"Please hold out your arm and lie back. You might get
dizzy or even fall asleep for a time. That's completely normal."


'Sam, don't! Please.'


"I have no choice."


My arm shook, but I offered it to him like a sacrificial
lamb. For all my newfound courage, I still just let myself be pushed around.
I'd never had any real power over my own life, and I realized I never would.


"Don't worry, it will only hurt for a second."


The prick came, and my body filled with a warm glow as I
slid into oblivion.


Drake's voice touched at the edges of my consciousness. I
reached for him, but he slipped farther and farther away, until he was gone and
I was alone.


***


The little boy sits on the bed once again and waits. When
New Daddy gets home, he's going to be ready for him this time.


New Mommy gets older every day and her skin wrinkles and
sinks into itself in a yellowish muck. Drake won't hurt New Mommy, even if she
does let New Daddy beat him.


New Mommy hurts herself enough for them both.


But New Daddy, he won't be allowed to do this anymore.


The door slams open and the little boy waits, quiet as a
dead mouse.


Then New Daddy is standing over him, a gun in his hand.


The blow lands before Drake can move, but Drake's been
practicing.


He pushes New Daddy's weak mind. He pushes harder and
harder—with each bashing from the pistol, he pushes.


This beating hurts more than the rest. The metal from the
gun breaks open his skin and bone. He might not heal from this, but he doesn't
care as long as New Daddy doesn't either.


As Drake fades into darkness, as he becomes truly as
quiet as a dead mouse—as a dead boy—he pushes one last time.


He hears the gunshot and feels New Daddy's brain and
blood hit his face.


New Daddy shot himself.


***


The nightmare woke me from my drugged stupor. A deep ache
built in my womb and pulsed through me. I calculated my cycle, but no, I still
had a few weeks for that. Still the cramps burned inside me, as did the memory
of that dream.


Of Drake's dream.


Drake's memories.


My breath hitched at the realization that all of my
nightmares recently had been his. This was his childhood—his inner child, not
mine.


I cried for him and called out to him in my mind.


'I'm here. Are you okay?'


"Are you? I saw, Drake. I saw what happened to
you."


He grew quiet and I feared he'd left.


'Do you hate me?'


"What? Why would I? You were a child trying to
protect yourself. But what happened after your foster father killed
himself?"


'I was in a coma for a week. Once I recovered, the
orphanage took me back, and my foster mother was put on trial for abuse and
negligence. I spent the next several years in and out of foster families until
I finally ran away and moved in with my best friend Brad.'


My mind tumbled around as it tried to process what kind of
life Drake must've had.


'How do you feel? You don't seem as drugged as your
friends.'


"I don't feel that different. A little loopy and
very achy."


I placed my hand on my abdomen. Sharp pain shot through me
every few minutes. Maybe I had the flu. I did feel flushed. It could also be a
side effect of this new "cocktail" they'd given me.


When Dr. Pana came into my room, I did my best impression of
how Luke and Lucy had acted, and the doctor released me with instructions to
rest for the remainder of the day.


If only a nice nap could have solved all my problems. I had
to find a way to save my friends.


Chapter 13 – Sam


 


"Luke, Lucy, open up!" I rapped on their door
again and tried the knob, as if it would magically unlock for me.


They'd never locked me out before.


Fear pricked my chest. I scanned for their mental signatures
and reeled back in shock. Their minds had a weight and sluggishness to them
that I'd never felt before.


My voice hitched with unshed tears. "Open up,
please!"


Luke finally came to the door, and I hugged him hard.
"What's wrong with you?"


"Don't know. Feel weird. Tired. Maybe we caught that
flu."


I pushed my way in and felt his forehead. "You don't
have a fever. Where's Lucy?"


"In bed sleeping."


I peeked in on her and then curled up on their couch.
"Can I stay the night?"


Luke shrugged. "Whatever you want. I'm going to
bed."


I wrapped myself in the throw blanket and reached out to
Drake.


'I'm here.'


"I can't sleep."


'Neither can I. I'll stay up with you.'


And he did. When the sun came up, I finally fell asleep to
the sound of his voice as he described Venice Beach.


The next morning, Luke and Lucy seemed less affected, but I
woke up with a fever.


When I fell over while trying to stand, Luke picked me up
and carried me back to the clinic. My weak protests did nothing to stop him.


"You're sick, Sam. Really sick. Like, 103-degree fever
sick. You're going to the doctor."


I wanted to say, "The doctor that made me sick."
Instead, I said something like, "Gumma mum ack," then threw up on
Luke's chest and passed out.


***


I woke up groggy and in the Clinic. My head screamed at me
to chop it off and put it out of its misery. My body clearly had been weighted
down with lead.


"Good morning, sunshine." Dr. Sato, all five feet
and ninety pounds of her, leaned in close.


Relief poured through me. Better her than Dr. Pana.
"How long was I out? What happened to me?" My voice cracked, making
me sound like a shipwreck survivor. I tried to lift my head. Bad idea. Sorry
head.


"You get sick on boyfriend. He bring you here. You been
unconscious. High fever."


"He's not my boyfriend." Mistrust tickled the back
of my brain, and I instinctively reached for her mind to fill in the missing
pieces of the story.


I'd been studying her dialect for weeks, but still hadn't
learned enough to make sense of her thoughts.


A spasm in my abdomen wrenched me from her mind. I rested a
hand on my stomach and tried to breathe.


"Are you all right? You hurting?"


"Just cramping. What am I sick with?"


"Likely flu. You be okay, just rest and fluids. Keep
you here until you a little better."


I noticed the IV in my arm for the first time. "Can I
go back to my room now?"


"Not yet. If you stay better and keep food down, you go
to room and rest there."


"I am pretty hungry. Can I get something to eat?"


She nodded and left to get me lunch. Or dinner. I wasn't
sure of the time.


After I downed a cold, limp turkey sandwich and green
Jell-O, Dr. Sato declared me fit for bed rest in my own room. She unhooked me
from the IV and went to sign me out.


My knees wobbled a bit as I began to dress, checking my body
for anything abnormal. Nothing.


The walls kept me steady as I made my way through the
Clinic. Just as the starch had returned to my legs....


'Sam! Sam! Where are you?'


"I'm here, at the clinic. I got sick. You feel so
close. I want to be near you, in person, not just as a thought."


'Me too. Someday soon, I promise.'


I started following the sound of his thoughts, wandering
through the halls, but the secure-password/scan-protected door stopped me
short. Only certain staff members had clearance into that section of the
Clinic.


But he was in there.


If anyone found out about this, I would be in trouble. But
how would they know? They couldn't read my mind. Or could they? I put my hand
on the forbidden door, trying to get closer to him. I needed to see him, to
touch him and feel him.


'You shouldn't put yourself at risk. Don't get caught.'


"I just need to find you. Maybe I can get the drugs
out of your system, and you can escape."


'Not without you. I'd never leave you here.'


My body melted against the door. I would have given anything
in that moment to have Luke's powers. I could just walk through everything that
stood between me and Drake.


"Sam, what are you doing here?" Dr. Sato stood
behind me, fists on slight hips, glaring at me.


"I don't know. I'm sorry. I started feeling dizzy and
got disoriented. I was just looking for a place to sit down." A simple lie
made possible by a lifetime of acting.


Her composure softened. "You should have waited for the
guard to escort you back to your room. Maybe you stay here is better."


She helped me up and guided me to her office. I sat down on
her love seat, fighting waves of nausea but trying to hide it.


"Here. Drink."


I took the juice and drank greedily. My energy surged as the
sugar hit my system.


I sighed and set the empty cup on the coffee table in front
of me. "I'm feeling better. You said it's just the flu, right? My fever
broke. There's no reason I can't recover in the comfort of my room."


"Yes, okay, but come back if you feel dizzy or
nauseous, or if any other odd symptoms persist."


"I will."


She picked up her phone, and a moment later, a guard—It's
Gar!—came in with a wheelchair. I groaned, just wanting to get home, but I
felt better knowing Gar would be my escort.


***


Once we made it past prying ears I twisted to look at him.
"Did you get demoted? This hardly seems a fitting job for one of your
skill."


He didn't make eye contact with me. He didn't so much as
twitch his face, but his voice hit my mind with force.


'I'm just here to keep you safe. That's my job.'


I pried deeper into his mind and saw that he had developed a
soft spot for me after our assignment. It looked like I had my own guardian
angel.


He dropped me at my dorm, walked me to my room, and then
left without saying another word.


I dressed in my flannel pajamas and crawled into bed before
I tried contacting Drake again.


On the one hand, a constant telepathic connection with him
created a deep emotional intimacy. On the other hand, I needed him to be real
and tangible, not just a voice.


"Drake, can you hear me?"


'Yes, what happened?'


I told him about my new friend and the trip back to my room.
"Want to see something?"


'Sure.'


I'd been able to project the image of my painting to him;
maybe I could do the same now. My tidy room, my closet with the door hanging
open, the oak dresser and matching desk, a MacBook sitting on top of it—I imagined
my mind as a computer, sending every captured image via email.


"Can you see what I'm showing you?" I
didn't expect it to work. Vomiting and fevers didn't put me at my strongest.


'Is that your bedroom?'


"Yes!"


'It's nice. Cozy. Are those pictures of your friends on
the wall?'


"Lucy and Luke, yes. And some other kids from class
field trips."


'You're very pretty.'


"Thank you."


'Have you had a happy life here?'


Given his childhood memories, I could understand his
curiosity. As bad as things had become, my life had been pretty good by
comparison.


"That's tricky to answer. It's hard to miss what you
never had, but when I read books, see TV shows or visit other families, I
wonder what my life would have been like raised in a family. I guess I've
always done my job knowing that when I turn eighteen, I'll be free to do what I
want. I now have enough control not to put myself or others at risk. When I
feel your visions, I know that my life has been pretty good compared to what
you've endured."


'Your birthday's coming up, Sam. We need to talk about
what happens next.'


I didn't know. So much had happened that I hadn't really
given thought to my birthday and my release. College waited for me on the other
side of this life, didn't it? Sarah Lawrence and freedom. But I knew—in the
stillness of my heart I knew—it was all a dream of mist and vapors. It had
never been real.


Mr. K's letter proved that. Other kids, they'd had going
away parties. They'd been happy. We'd even gotten postcards from some of them.


I opened the bottom drawer of my nightstand and shuffled
through some papers until I found what I needed. The Eifel Tower stood proud
and glowing on the postcard, thousands of lights in the night. On the back, a
postage stamp from Paris. Hey, Sam, wish you were here. You'd love the
Sorbonne. Stay good and enjoy your time in New York. Love, Rebekah.


She'd been one of us. Now she was free. Or was she? Could it
all have been faked? Would they really go through so much trouble to dupe us?
If they had, then where were these kids? Where was Rebekah?


I projected my thoughts and the image of the postcard to
Drake. I told him the story we'd been fed our whole lives—that Rent-A-Kid kept
us safe, trained us and prepared us for the real world. Our parents had given
us up to protect us.


'Sam, you know too much. Did all your parents give you up
willingly? Why weren't they involved in your lives at all? Have any ever come
to visit or interact with their kids? You don't think those postcards can be
forged?'


"Our parents gave us up because they couldn't handle
kids like us. They did what was best for us." It was true. It had to
be true. I needed it to be true.


'Then why couldn't they at least stay in touch? Visit?
Call?'


"I don't know. Probably for safety. We get to meet
our families when we leave. Once we are safe."


'You keep talking about being safe, but they have rented
you out since you were thirteen. You've been safe enough for clients for a long
time, so why not let your family back into your life? Come on, Sam, you're a
smart girl, but they've got you brainwashed to believe they are the good guys.
They are not the good guys. They tracked me down, attacked me, and brought me
here against my will. You and I both know they weren't saving me from anyone.
Does that sound like something a good organization would do?'


My head pounded, the pain coming back full force, and I
didn't want to deal with these questions.


I would figure it out later. "Drake, I admit that
something isn't right here. At the very least, Dr. Pana is a problem, and
someone's stealing powers, but that doesn't mean everything has been a lie.
Look, I've been sick, and I'm crashing. Can we talk later?"


'Okay. Hey Sam....'


"Hmm?"


'Be careful.'


That night, stolen kids and heartbroken parents filled my
dreams. I woke up more exhausted than when I'd fallen asleep, drenched in
sweat, my heart racing.


Chapter 14 – Sam


 


Two days of forced bed rest left little room for fun.


After reading the first three chapters of every book in my
possession, and countless hours studying Dr. Sato's dialect, I needed
reinforcements.


Poor Drake had already put up with so much. "You
must be so sick of my whining and moping and all my Japanese thinking. I'm
sorry. I'm just so bored!"


'I'm not sick of you, and I can relate. I'm strapped down
to a bed and powerless, after all. By the way, you're a freaking genius with
language. I can't believe how much you've learned in just three days. How do
you do it? I barely know Spanish and I grew up surrounded by it.'


His praise released a flutter of butterflies in my stomach.
Learning languages and reading minds wasn't nearly as exciting as hacking
computers, walking through walls or kicking butts in martial arts. I loved that
he thought my gifts were special. "I've been studying languages since I
was two years old. It's always come naturally."


'How many can you speak?'


I had to do the math in my head. "Um, thirty or so,
plus a few dialects."


'Holy crap! That's seriously impressive. When we get out
of this mess, we totally have to travel all over the world. You'll be able to
talk to everyone.'


My heart swelled with images of walking hand-in-hand with
Drake through the streets of Italy, touring the great cathedrals in France,
eating at a café and chatting with the locals.... But the best part—visiting all
the greatest museums of the world. What I wouldn't give to spend hours at the
Louvre and the Rodin Museum in France, the Van Gough Museum in Amsterdam, the
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art....
My mind trailed off into the lands of the greatest artists, and I
"showed" Drake memories of my favorite paintings throughout history.


As soon as class got out, Lucy and Luke came over bearing
gifts—flowers, a get well card, chicken soup, and a new DVD.


"You guys, I'm not dying. It's just a bad flu." I
acted annoyed but appreciated the kindness.


Lucy handed me the soup and a spoon. "I know, Chica,
but we figured you were bored out of your mind, and this might cheer you
up."


I smiled. "It has."


Luke sat in my favorite chair, his long legs spread out
before him. Lucy sat at the edge of my bed. They both seemed happy enough, but
still not quite right. Their eyes looked glazed over, and they had an
artificial calm to them.


"So spill it, what's going on with you and Drake?"
Lucy asked.


"Nothing." I tried to look innocent as I sipped my
soup.


"Nope. Try again."


I put the soup down and switched to our made-up language.
"Don't you guys find it odd that we all got sick after our recent
'vitamin' injections?"


Lucy's eyes fogged over, then cleared. "I feel fine,
Sam. I don't know what you're talking about."


I looked to Luke for support. "You both were like
zombies, and then I came down with this flu. And now you seem... different.
Less suspicious."


Luke smiled, but with a shadow of his normal brightness.
"Lighten up, Sam. Life's too short to worry so much."


I cried out to Drake in frustration. "What do I
do?"


'Maybe if we work together, we can push them to remember.
Help clear their minds.'


"It's worth a try, I guess. Okay, you stay with me
while I link to them. Instead of pulling their thoughts from them, I'll try to
push my thoughts into them."


Messing with my best friends' minds made me nervous, but so
did their way-too-carefree new personalities.


With Drake in tow, I focused on Luke first. Once again, a
haze of heaviness settled on me and lured me to sleep, but Drake's mental
tether kept me alert. I imagined the haze lifting and clarity returning. I
pushed my will into the thought and felt Drake do the same. Almost immediately,
my link weakened as the amount of power it took to create this level of
connection drained me. After being so sick, I had very little energy left, but
I couldn't give up.


It worked. With one last push, Luke's mind regained some of
its former energy.


We pulled out and did the same with Lucy.


When we were done, I closed my eyes and wiped away the tears
that slid down my cheek. I'd never felt more exhausted in my life.


Luke's voice had more energy than before. "You okay,
Sam? What did you do? I feel like I just woke up from sleepwalking."


Without opening my eyes, I answered him. "Do you
remember the shot the doctor gave you? Being sick?"


Lucy's voice joined the conversation. "Yes, I do now.
Damn, I'm so sorry we doubted you. It's weird. Part of me still thinks
everything is okay and I should just chill out, and another part feels a panic
at what's happening.


My friends were back.


"Thank you, Drake."


'I'm glad it worked.'


Now that they could think for themselves, it was time to
talk about our future.


***


"Do either of you wonder about our parents?"


Luke's face hardened. He and Lucy had been left by their
parents at a hospital as babies. Rent-A-Kid somehow got to them before Social
Services could intervene. "Not really. It's better that way."


With the residual mental link to Luke still active, flashes
of memory fluttered into my mind: A woman with large brown eyes and a soft
smile humming a lullaby and rocking him and Lucy.


Their mother.


I looked to Luke, but he didn't make eye contact, so I
pushed it aside and continued our conversation.


"But if my parents were just doing what was best for
me, then why haven't they been allowed to visit? Why don't any of us have
contact with them? What if... what if they didn't give us up willingly?"


Lucy stiffened. "Where is this coming from, Sam?"


I kept my voice calm and reasonable. "As you said
yourself, Higgins lied to you. Someone stole Kyle's powers and sabotaged my art
project. Mr. K disappeared, and now they've drugged us. Our future may not be
as secure as we'd hoped. What if we aren't released and let into the world when
we turn eighteen?"


Lucy's voice sounded hollow as she spoke. "I just can't
bring myself to believe that it's not true, Sam. Why don't we just focus on one
problem at a time? We have to figure out what happened to your painting."


I suppose we all were desperate to believe, because to doubt
the truth of this place meant questioning everything about our lives. Exploring
the alternatives made my stomach clench worse than this flu. We were nearly
eighteen, and Drake's ideas left me unsettled and fearful of my future. I
wanted to let it go, to just stick to the current problem, but my birthday was
fast approaching. Suddenly, the loss of my painting paled in comparison to
these new problems.


"You guys, Drake made some good points, things we'd
have thought of already if we weren't too scared to face the truth. Why have
they taken him and locked him up? If they were really saving him from a threat,
why haven't they released him? And why don't we have any contact with the outside
world except on assignment?"


"It's for our protection," Luke straightened in
the chair, his muscles tense. "If they knew what we could do, we would be
locked up and tested like a bunch of lab rats."


"I don't buy it. By the time we were old enough for assignments,
we were old enough to keep our own secrets and control our powers. So what
secret are they keeping from us?"


"I can tell when people are lying," said Lucy.
"Don't you think I would know if there was a big conspiracy?"


True. We called Lucy our human lie detector. And I could
read minds, so how could they keep the truth from us? What would be the easiest
way—


Of course. "They aren't lying!"


"That's what we're saying." Luke slumped back in
the chair, a smirk on his face.


"No! I mean, what if they only tell the people we have
contact with the cover story, not the truth? So those people aren't actually
lying. After all, this organization is bigger than we know. We've never even
met the people at the top. Maybe our teachers and the staff really believe we'll
leave to our new life when we turn eighteen. And besides, Lucy, you said
Higgins lied about Mr. K. Something is clearly going on!"


Their crestfallen faces evaporated my enthusiasm.


"Oh, my God, Sam," Lucy said. "What if you're
right? What if we don't really get to leave? What do they do with us
then?"


Luke's fist balled. "Lucy, don't encourage her. This is
all bullshit."


I ignored him. "Drake was right about one thing: we
know too many secrets. We'd be too dangerous in the world on our own. Even if
we don't know the location of this property, we know where our assignments have
been. We know the dirty secrets of some of the richest, most powerful people in
the world. How could they take the chance of letting us go free? Think about
it!"


We sat there, staring at nothing, lost in our own dark
thoughts. Before they could object more, I showed them the letter Mr. K had
left me.


"Mr. K suspected something, then he disappeared."


"So what do we do?" Luke asked. "If you're
right, or if your boyfriend is right—What do we do? We don't know what happens
when kids leave here. We don't know anyone on the outside, and we've no way of
contacting them if we did. This place is impossible to escape from. I'm not
saying we just give up, but we need a plan."


"Does that mean you believe me?" If I had to face
the truth, I wanted my best friends with me, as selfish as that sounded.


"I'm not sure, but you have a point. We'd be stupid not
to think about it. But without any outside connections, we're dead in the
water." He stared out the window, lost in his own thoughts.


"We may not know anyone, but Drake does. His
best friend is a reporter in California, maybe he can help."


"Drake, what do you think?"


'Brad's probably freaking out right now. I know he'd do
anything to help us, but we need a way of contacting him. He's going to give me
such shit for not listening to him earlier.'


"What could you do? You can't live in fear and you
can't ever give up on your dreams. If you do, they win and you're trapped even
if free. You did the right thing. It's what I would have done."


That may not have been true before. I hadn't always had the
courage to do what was in my heart, despite pressure or fear, but I knew in
that moment I had changed in some indefinable and permanent way. Whoever I'd
been, I now possessed a determination that couldn't be undone by the unknown.


I shared Drake's idea with Lucy and Luke.


"That sounds like a possibility," Luke said,
"but how would we get ahold of this guy? Not like we get free access to
the outside world."


I thought about it. "I'm supposed to be going on
another assignment soon—with Mary."


"What about your guard?" Luke asked.


"He doesn't follow me to the bathroom. If I get Brad's
phone number from Drake, and steal someone's cell phone for a few minutes,
maybe I can make a call."


Lucy nibbled on her lower lip. "That might work, but
you'd have to be really careful."


I rolled my eyes. "No, I thought I'd announce my plan
to everyone!"


"Don't be a smartass, Chica, this could be really
dangerous."


"I can't think of anything else. Can you? We're too
isolated here. We have no other choice."


We stared at one another, and each of us nodded in turn. No
one really expected a better plan to land in our laps.


***


Lucy and Luke saw me before anyone else the next day, and
tag-team hugged me.


"You're off the deathbed, and you don't look like a
sexy ghost anymore," said Lucy. "I knew the soup we brought would
make you better!"


"Yes, I'm sure that's exactly what did it." I
always looked pale compared to them.


We got to our English class and settled into our seats in
the back. I mentally checked everyone, but it was just more of the usual—boys,
girls, parties, tests, fear of the future, excited or nervous about the next
assignment.


Peter, a boy who'd been asking me out for a few years, sent
a papier-mâché rose floating through the air to my desk. His attention had
never ignited the same fire in me that my connection with Drake had. A surge of
jealousy rose up from Drake, who sat in my mind like a split personality—so
much a part of me now, it was hard to tell where my mind stopped and his
started. I assured him that Peter held no interest for me. Our teacher, Mr.
Jackson, glared at Peter and nodded to me, the only indication he'd give that
I'd been out sick. Fine by me.


"We are discussing Macbeth: the symbolism, the
misogyny, and the thematic elements that have made this play so popular over
the years." When Mr. Jackson lectured, it was as if he did so from a
stage, and I wondered idly if he had a background in theater. "Who can
tell me about one of the most significant symbols in Macbeth. Sam?"


I hadn't even raised my hand! But that's what I got for
missing class. I flipped through my edition of the famous Scottish play and
looked at the notes I'd taken for my essay.


"Blood. Blood is everywhere in Macbeth. The opening
battle between the Scots and the Norwegian invaders in Act 1 is very bloody.
And once Macbeth and Lady Macbeth start killing everyone, it holds significant
symbolism for them both.


"After Macbeth kills Duncan, he talks about Neptune's
ocean washing away this blood from his hand, and later, when Lady Macbeth falls
to her conscience, she gets obsessive about trying to clean her hands of the
blood. Blood symbolizes the guilt that sits like a permanent stain on the
consciences of both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, one that hounds them to their
graves."


Mr. Jackson clapped. "Very good, Sam. I take it that is
the theme of your essay."


"Yes."


"Wonderful. Now, on to misogyny. Why do you think so
many people have accused Shakespeare of hating women?"


My mind wandered, and I pulled out my new sketchbook and
placed it over Macbeth. The leather felt smooth under my palm as I flipped
through the pages I'd filled—a portrait of Tommy playing with his truck, his
youthful smile so contagious; several pages of Drake, or what I imagined he
would look like if standing or sitting, rather than lying on a gurney; even a
portrait of Mr. K, hawk nose and all.


A renegade tear threatened to ruin my composition, but I
caught it before it could fall. Will I ever see Mr. K again?


Dozens of sketches of the twins covered the pages. Over the
years, I'd painted, sketched, or in some way drawn nearly every inch of this
place, including the entire faculty and every student. My secret notebooks
proved that I'd really been here.


Even if just to myself.


Chapter 15 – Sam


 


Over the next few weeks, dizziness and nausea thwarted my
plans to help Drake or learn anything new. My illness forced me to leave class
twice to go to the Clinic. This continued despite the fact that my face had
healed well, and the flu shouldn't last that long.


With my eighteenth birthday days away, I still hadn't heard
from Higgins about my next assignment. This would be my last chance to get off
campus and get us some help.


In addition to losing all excitement for my future, my
concern for Drake buzzed in my mind like a pestering bee. As his strength faded
by the day, he became more and more ill.


'Sam!'


My history professor enlightened us about some war or
another. I pretended to pay attention while listening to Drake.


'I heard the nurses talking. They're moving me, but I
don't know where.'


My heart skipped a beat, but I forced myself to stay calm
and keep up appearances. "I don't know what to do. I haven't figured
out anything."


'They're coming in. Sam!'


"Drake! Drake!"


Nothing.


I ran out of the classroom, startling everyone next to me,
and headed to the nearest bathroom. "Drake. Drake!"


He didn't answer. They'd probably drugged him unconscious.


I fought in vain to keep tears from spilling down my cheeks.
The bathroom door opened and Lucy walked in. I splashed water on my face to
wipe away any evidence, and dried off, hands still shaking, heart still racing.


"Sam, are you okay?"


The flood gates opened again, and I told Lucy everything.


"Oh, Chica, I'm so sorry. We'll sort it out." She
held me as I cried into her shoulder.


Then my stomach rumbled, and I threw myself at the nearest
stall, just barely making it to the toilet before practically puking up my
intestines.


"Is she okay?"


Great, Luke was there too. Sometimes his ability to walk
through walls unnerved everyone around him. The heaving stopped. I wiped my
mouth with toilet paper and stood up slowly.


Lucy protested. "Luke, this is the girl's room, you're
not allowed in here! Just... never mind. Help her."


"Sam, no arguments." He put a little extra thunder
in his voice. "I'm taking you to the Clinic, again. You know, I should
start charging you a service fee as a personal escort."


Lucy scowled at him. "Luke, grow up."


I stumbled out to the sink and rinsed my face and mouth. The
sight of my skin, like paste dotted in beads of sweat, made me feel even worse.


***


They escorted me through the halls. Luke kept a hand on my
shoulder, in case I got a bit too wobbly.


Lucy said, "I already told Mr. Vecarali that I'd make
sure you got to the Clinic. He gave us all passes."


On the way there, Lucy filled Luke in on what had happened
to Drake.


"While we're in there, Sam, try to ferret anything you
can from the staff's minds. Lucy, you ask some questions, see if anyone is
lying. Sam said Missy knew something, so ask her. I'll see if I can discreetly
slip through a few locked doors and find anything."


The twins left me in the care of Dr. Sato and went to do
their spying. I tried to make contact with Drake but still couldn't reach him.
What if they'd already moved him somewhere too far away? What if they'd hurt
him? And as always, my mind kept coming back to the same questions. Why? Why
bring him in now? They couldn't rent him out, because he was a loose cannon—but
he wasn't a true danger. So what use did they have for him?


And what would they do to me when I turned eighteen? These
days, my grief over my art had been replaced by fear for my life. What a change
a few months could make.


I clutched my stomach as another spasm rode me. Dr. Sato
rushed to my side and led me to a bed. While she helped me change into a
hospital gown, I tried to scan her thoughts.


My language skills had improved enough that the dialect
wasn't too hard to understand now. Still, people usually don't think in
coherent sentences, which made context very important.


'She's sick... hope baby okay... color... yellow... the
boy is trouble... but strong powers... their baby is good... fear... I
want....'


I didn't know what to make of it all. What baby? What was
she talking about? As I reclined on the bed, she got out an ultrasound machine.


"I check your belly for sickness," she told me,
her English more broken than normal.


'Shouldn't feel it yet... can't let her see....'


Can't let me see what?


She hid the screen from me as she squirted my abdomen with
cold jelly and rubbed the camera over it.


'Baby too big... growing too fast... definitely
pregnant.'


"Pregnant?" I spoke out loud before thinking.


She flinched. Only slightly, but enough that I knew I had
hit the mark.


"Where you hear about pregnant? I not pregnant,"
she said, clearly trying to deflect the conversation.


'This girl reading mind?... never reads mine... what tell
them?'


Her thoughts froze me. What the hell? I couldn't be
pregnant. I'd never even had sex! It's not that I had anything against sex, but
when your every move is watched and recorded, it kinda takes the romance out of
it. Besides, I'd never met a guy I was really into until....


Oh, my God. Drake, a boy I hadn't even met in person yet,
had already taken over my thoughts and my heart. I needed him. And he needed
me. Where was he?


"Drake?" Still nothing.


He'd been a part of my waking and sleeping consciousness for
months. With him gone, so completely gone that even his trace mental signature
didn't register, I felt like an empty vessel. A terrifying loneliness and fear
gripped me.


My head swam with conflicting realities.


This couldn't be happening. This wasn't real. I must have
misunderstood her Japanese. For nearly two months I'd spent every spare moment
I could studying her dialect, but there was so much to learn. I probably
misinterpreted the entire thing and panicked for nothing.


Logically, this made sense, but my body knew the truth. Even
as I denied it, I could feel the new life growing inside me.


And suddenly my being pregnant made a horrible kind of
sense.


They needed more kids. If we were right, and they basically
ran a paranormal human trafficking ring, they needed as many of us as they
could get. And what better way to get more paranormals than to breed them? Is
that why they'd gotten rid of Mr. K? Had he come too close to the truth? Is
that why they'd burned down the art studio? Of course, I could never succeed in
public. They never meant for me to have an art career or go to Sarah Lawrence.


Dr. Sato glanced over her shoulder at me as she left the
room, closed the door and.... Did she lock it? Oh crap!


I scanned all the minds in the Clinic that I could find.
Missy talked with Lucy. She was nervous, lying, thinking about Drake. He'd been
moved to another facility. They'd gotten what they needed from him, but she
didn't know what that was. She'd overheard something she shouldn't have, and it
scared her.


I searched for Luke. I usually stayed out of my friends'
minds, out of respect. No one wants to be best friends with someone who is
always spying on their thoughts. But I didn't think he'd mind me sneaking a
peek under the circumstances.


I found him. His mind sorted through information, breaking
into fragments—worried about getting caught, looking at records. My records.


'Sam is pregnant?... what?... what the hell have they
done to her?... oh my God... Drake... that's why they took him... wanted his
powers to breed with... Oh Sam... how will I tell her?... what are we going to do?...
oh shit... Lucy... she'll be eighteen soon... sons of bitches... I'm going to
kill them all....'


I stopped listening, paralyzed. It was true. I was pregnant,
and it looked like Drake was the father.


Chapter 16 – Sam


 


Dr. Sato didn't release me from the Clinic. My door remained
locked, and she alone came and went. She said I had a dangerous stomach virus
that could make others sick, but to which she was immune. Yeah right.


I celebrated my eighteenth birthday with her and the few
books she allowed to occupy my time. They bored me to death.


Worrying about Drake made me sick, as no one had any useful
information. Missy had been mysteriously replaced by a new receptionist who
knew nothing relevant.


Lucy and Luke's thoughts revealed their desperate need to
reach me, but I couldn't communicate with them like I could with Drake. That
still puzzled me.


Dr. Sato did allow me to keep notebooks, so I started
writing everything I wanted to say to Drake in my special language. That
journal became my only connection to him, or anyone else, for three long weeks.


The torture of isolation, of endless contemplation, forced
me to analyze every detail of my existence at Rent-A-Kid. We often got
postcards from kids who had left to start their new life, and I got care
packages from my "parents." They could easily fake these, use them to
keep us passive and hopeful, and from rocking the boat or questioning our
lives.


It had worked.


How could I have been so gullible for so long? I had allowed
myself to become the ultimate victim in every area of my life, from the
Rent-A-Kid nightmare to the bullies at school or on assignment.


And what about my life goals—if I ever got to have a real
life? My teachers always encouraged me to pursue linguistics and to do something
with international relations. That made sense, but really, once I left here, I
wanted to get as far away from this life as possible.


My life up until now had been pretty shallow. And now, just
as I saw the truth, they locked me up and made me impotent. Rent-A-Kid turned
me into a victim once again, unable to affect any kind of change.


Each time my mind turned toward the baby growing in my
stomach, an intense and overwhelming panic took over, until I couldn't think or
focus. My heart rate would skyrocket, and Dr. Sato would come in with something
in a syringe that put me to sleep.


The utter betrayal and violation of having my body raped
without my knowledge.... I had no way of processing this level of terror.


My purgatory ended on a day as boring as the rest, when Dr.
Sato came in smiling.


"Good news. Your tests are clear and you can go. You
have party waiting and friends. Then you go to New York."


"Wait, I was supposed to have another assignment before
I left." I needed that assignment to connect with Brad.


"That canceled. You too sick. But okay for party."


I couldn't believe my ears, so I listened with my mind. 'Can't...
disappear... friends miss her... must do party... not showing yet... must move
her....'


So they would move me. But where? If only I had Drake's
ability to control other people. How did he do that? And how did they catch a
streetwise, super-strong guy who could control people? How had they even found
him? If they could contain him, my chances of escape seemed pretty slim.


I instinctively put a hand over my abdomen; it happened a
lot these days. I moved it before Dr. Sato noticed. The reasons to resent this
child, this pregnancy, grew daily. Yet love grew in my heart despite it all.
This baby could not be blamed for the way in which it had been conceived, and
it was my job to protect it. From them. From the world.


Even the horror of its inception could not keep me from
loving what Drake and I had created.


What would Drake say when he found out? If he found out? If
he'd served his purpose, what would they do to him? Would they just... get rid
of him? I doubted they'd let him go, but my mind refused to consider the
alternative.


Dr. Sato handed me a beautiful red ball gown. It was to be a
fancy affair, my fake going-away party. After a quick shower, I did up my long
hair in a French twist, put on makeup and jewelry from the supplies Dr. Sato
handed me, and slipped on my red heels. I was ready to make my entrance.


And my exit.


***


When Lucy and Luke saw me outside the ballroom entrance,
they nearly plowed me over with hugs.


"What happened to you?" "We tried to visit
but they wouldn't let us in." "Are you okay?" "We have so
much to tell you."


"Wow, hold on a sec guys, one at a time. I have a
confession to make. I've been spying on you. I know it goes against our
friendship code, but I was so anxious to know what was happening."


Luke looked so sad it nearly made me cry. "So you
know?" He reached for my hand.


I switched to our special language. "Yes, I know about
the baby and about Drake."


They hugged me again—the way friends hug when words just
aren't enough.


"We can talk, but we have to pretend like we're
celebrating. We can't let them know we know, and we obviously need a new plan.
Apparently, I won't be going on that last assignment."


They nodded and, each holding one of my hands, my best
friends gave me the strength to play the role of the happy girl heading to
Sarah Lawrence.


All of my training did not prepare me for this hardest of
parts. My heart broke with each smile. Unshed tears crushed my soul. I mourned
the end of my dreams even as a fake smile greeted my small world.


I left the cool stillness of the night and walked into my
going-away party. The onslaught of sounds, smells and colors sent my head
spinning for a moment. I paused, taking in the scene of happy teenagers
talking, laughing, eating.


They all still lived in the bubble created for us. Only we
three knew the truth. How would we save ourselves from this? And what would
become of them?


Amidst the crowd of school friends, a guard shadowed me. I
relaxed at the sight of Gar. He gave the briefest of nods, so slight I could
have imagined it, and then he turned back to stone.


"That's new," Luke said, glancing at Gar.


"Yeah. Wonder why they felt he was necessary. But, at
least they sent a guard I trust." I hoped I hadn't given away something
when I commented about the pregnancy to Dr. Sato. Did they suspect me of
knowing too much?


Lucy nudged me. "Don't let it bother you, Chica. Try to
have fun!"


I forced a smile back onto my face. "You're right. Why
not enjoy it?"


The campus actually had a full-fledged ballroom, not just a
gym they converted once a year for dances. We learned ballroom, swing, and
modern dancing as part of our education. Parties at our school were high-end
affairs.


Scarlet red and royal purple silks draped the room. Lush
roses accented the hall and served as centerpieces in crystal vases on the
tables. A full band played music suited to dancing in many diverse styles, and
students already swayed across the room in long trailing dresses and elegant
tuxes.


My mind searched for Drake, the way a woman might reach for
her lover across an empty bed. If he'd been here, we would have been one of
those couples on the dance floor. His arms would have wrapped around me,
encircling me in a cocoon of love and safety. I might have brushed my hand
against his chiseled jaw line, and maybe he'd have leaned down and brush his
lips against mine for a first kiss.


The fantasy played around me and replaced my reality for
just a moment. Then the bubble burst, and I once again stood alone in a sea of
oblivion.


"Sam, come on, let's get some food." Lucy and Luke
pulled me to the buffet table.


A dozen well-wishers interrupted us on our way there: Greg
and Gary, a new couple I only knew in passing; Kyle, who looked dejected and
guilty, despite my best attempts to absolve him; Norm and Robyn, another couple
who'd been together for as long as I could remember... and so many others. The
gift table overflowed with cards and special trinkets from friends. I complimented
Robyn on her emerald dress that matched her eyes, and told Norm he was a lucky
guy. They smiled and moved onto the dance floor.


Only a handful of kids had left Rent-A-Kid so far. We were
first generation paranormals. No one knew how we got our powers, but I was one
of the oldest. Kids made a big deal out of these parties, even if they didn't
know the person who left. It was the gift of hope, the promise of a future
outside these chained grounds. No one missed a going-away party.


It took us a while to navigate through all of our friends
and make it to the food, but the spread of goodies made our trek well worth it.
The table overflowed with mouthwatering delicacies. I reached to stuff a
truffle into my mouth, but my stomach rebelled stubbornly at the smell. Damn
pregnancy. I nibbled at some crab rolls instead, to appease my friends. I stole
glances at the delicious treats, wishing on this miserable night that I could
at least enjoy the chocolate.


Everyone danced. One guy hovered off the ground while he moved
to the music, doing break dancing moves in the sky, but he fell to the ground
when his date suddenly burst into flames. Jessica, who'd been cooling drinks
for her friends, blew on the girl to subdue the flames. The crowd erupted in
applause—except Mary, who'd snuck off with the break dancing boy during all the
commotion. I'd lost track of how many dates she had stolen from other girls
that night. Typical paranormal party.


We endured another hour of snacking, talking and pretending,
and I was almost enjoying myself when Mary sashayed toward us, wearing a
gorgeous black dress that left her shoulders bare and hugged her chest and hips
in all the right places. Her blond hair fell in ringlets down her back.


She puckered her lips at Luke and moved in a way that
revealed her well-toned thigh and ample cleavage. Luke ignored her. I hid a
smile.


Mary scowled and looked at me. "Sam, you're back. We've
missed you. Are you feeling well?"


Did she really care? I kept my answers brief. "I'm
fine, thank you."


"I hear you're heading off to Sarah Lawrence soon. You
must be so excited."


Did she know something? Why the change of attitude? Niceness
and Mary didn't go together, and I didn't trust it at all.


But, regretting my behavior in the bathroom so long ago, I
tried to play nice too. "Yes, it'll be quite an adventure."


"Well, be sure to keep in touch." She walked away
before I could reply that I would. Her shallow mind mused about the hottest
boys in school. 'Gotta get my hands on Luke... how can he resist me?'


I chuckled at that.


Lucy pulled me away and demanded my attention. She stole the
night in an electric blue gown that wrapped itself around her slim figure like
saran wrap. Luke had matched his bowtie to her gown, completing the look. They
made an unforgettable pair.


"Looks like Mary finally learned her lesson after the
cafeteria and bathroom scenes. It's about time."


Before I could reply, an achingly familiar voice interrupted
my thoughts.


'Sam, can you hear me?'


"Drake! Oh, my God, I've missed you. What happened?
Where are you?"


'In another hospital. I don't know where. I've been
trying to talk to you, but you haven't replied.'


In my hospital, they'd given me an IV. Could it have been
something to control my powers? I could still read Dr. Sato's mind, and kids on
campus, but maybe it prevented me from linking long distance.


"I think they did something to me so I couldn't talk
to you. I'm out of the hospital now, but I'm at my going-away party. I'm
supposed to be leaving for New York tomorrow."


'You were in the hospital? What happened? Are you okay?'


He had no idea about what I'd been through or that I was
pregnant. What to tell him? Ahh... I so did not want to have this conversation.


My hand went to my stomach again.


"Sam, you okay? You look pale. Come sit down."
Luke guided me to a chair and Lucy brought me some punch. Gar hovered nearby,
trying without success to blend in.


"Hey. I have to talk to my friends for a
minute."


'Sure.'


I spoke in our language. "Drake's okay. He's in some
hospital. But I... I have to tell him about the baby."


They nodded sympathetically and watched over me while I
linked back to Drake. "I need to talk to you about something, but I
don't know how to say it."


'What's wrong? Are you okay?'


What could I do? I just blurted it out. "I'm
pregnant. And it looks like you're the father."


And that is how I turned the whole world quiet for a moment.
Drake sat in mental silence. Luke and Lucy looked heartbroken. And the rest of
the world disappeared.


Drake broke the silence first.


'I believe you. And I think you're right. I think
they're... um... harvesting me for reproductive purposes.'


Despite how horrible everything seemed, I couldn't help but
laugh out loud at his choice of words, at how proper he was trying to be. Lucy
and Luke eyed me curiously. I explained what Drake had said. Lucy smirked, and
Luke laughed.


I sobered up pretty quickly, though. How could he be so
certain? "What did they do to you?"


'I can just tell that things were done to... parts of me.
I didn't know what to make of it until now. How do you know you're pregnant
though? They didn't tell you, did they?'


"No, but I overheard some of the doctor's thoughts.
And Luke saw the records. That's why they took you. You have incredibly strong
and rare para-powers. And I can tell. My body is different."


Luke and Lucy interrupted our conversation with a glance
over my shoulder. I turned to look.


My bodyguard headed our way. "Is everything okay?"


I smiled as sweetly as I could. "Of course! Just tired
from all the partying."


Gar nodded and walked back to stand in my shadow.


He may have been committed to protecting me, but he still
worked for them.


***


The night crawled on. After the formal dancing, the music
picked up and included songs our age group actually knew. I declined all offers
to dance, instead spending my time with Lucy, Luke and Drake. His presence was
like finding a fresh water lake in the middle of the desert. I couldn't get
enough of his voice, his thoughts, the weight of his mind in mine.


My headaches had become less severe the more I practiced
remote linking. My powers were getting stronger, more controlled. Before,
everyone's thoughts inundated me, but now I could tune out people selectively.
Such a relief from all the inane clattering. Most people didn't understand,
bombarded with their own thoughts, unable to find peace in even that. To have
that multiplied by everyone around me was hell. And people generally weren't
very interesting. Most of their thoughts were recycled, replaying on an endless
loop.


My appetite improved halfway through the party, and I ate a
little bit of everything on the table, finally satiating my craving for
chocolate.


The party wound down after 1 AM. All of our friends said
their goodbyes and wished me luck. Envy and hope surfaced in their eyes.
Everyone yearned for the time when they could be free to live the life of their
choosing.


For a moment, I longed for the false peace that accompanied
their ignorance. They all had such hope—the hope I tore from my closest
friends, who now had to stay here knowing that their future would not be the
one promised. I pushed away the twinge of guilt that crept into my heart. They
needed to know. I needed to know. We couldn't escape the truth by remaining
blind to it. Now that the truth had been forced on us, maybe we could find a way
out of this mess.


What would they do to me once the baby was born? Would they
keep using my body for more and more pregnancies, until I became a useless
shell? Then what? Kill me? Being a Rent-A-Kid prisoner seemed a much better
life compared to a future as a baby factory, all the while knowing that my
children were here, rented out like property, awaiting the same fate as me.


I couldn't let that happen. I wouldn't let that happen.


'Neither will I,' Drake said.


We arrived at my room with Gar right behind us. Would I be
locked in tonight to keep me from trying to escape?


Where would I go? How would I save Drake? I had too many
questions, no answers, and no idea what to do.


Lucy and Luke came in, and we all sat on my bed, with me in
the middle. I lived in the manner in which my many personas would have expected
to live: in luxury. No doubt, my new quarters would not be this fine. After
all, my new role didn't require me to be comfortable and at ease in wealth, did
it? I just had to ovulate properly.


"What do we do?" I spoke out loud in our made-up
language, but English in my mind. Confusing, but I didn't know who might be
spying on us.


"You should try to escape tonight," Luke said.
"We could help you get out. There's a fence by the north field that had a
short last night. We could get through that."


"You don't think they're monitoring those too? And what
about the brick walls past the fence? And whatever is beyond that? And the
guards, and the trackers in our arms?"


Lucy fought tears. "You can't let them take you,
Sam."


My body numbed. "What else can I do right now? We can't
escape with so many people watching. And I can't leave Drake, wherever he is.
They'll probably put us in the same facility, right? I mean, if they're using
him to breed, then we should be able to find each other. Maybe we can escape
from there, and then we can get help for you guys."


'I will do everything I can to get us out of here, Sam. I
swear it. I need to get off these drugs, and I think I know a way. If you're
brought here, you can help. We can do this. But if there's any way for you to
escape before getting here, you have to take it!'


"I'm not leaving you alone there. I'll find a way to
get us both out, and we'll find a way to save the rest."


"I have to go. I have to get evidence of what's
happening here." I scooted off the bed and went to my backpack. Inside,
hidden in a secret pouch, lay a tiny camera. I'd kept it out of impulse, though
it was against rules.


I palmed it and brought it back to the bed with me.
"Look discreetly at my hand. I have a camera that I stole from my last
job."


Luke's eyes widened. "You stole a camera?"


I nodded. "It has pictures of me and Tommy on it. I
gave him the pictures I had, and I just wanted to keep these."


"How were you ever planning on developing them?"
Lucy asked.


"I wasn't thinking about all of that. I just had to
have something to prove I knew him."


Lucy sighed. "So you want us to take pictures of this
place?"


"Yes, I have artwork depicting everything and everyone
here, but I doubt that will count as hard evidence. Especially get pictures of
the kids with obvious para-powers."


Luke scratched his head. "Assuming we can get those
pictures without getting caught, what would we do with them?"


"We need to find a way of getting this to Drake's
friend." I gave them Brad's email and phone number, and handed Luke the
camera. "Get this to him. Tell him everything we've told you and
everything you've experienced. At least someone on the outside will know that
we exist and need help."


A knock at the door startled us all. Luke slipped the camera
into his pocket.


The door opened. "It's time to go," Gar said to
me.


"I thought I was leaving in the morning?" Panic
rose in my chest. This was too real, too fast.


'Relax, we'll find a way to get out.'


I wondered what it would be like to meet Drake in person. He
filled my imagination—his voice, his scent, the feel of his skin. He'd taken up
residence inside my body, somehow. Would that change when we really could
touch, when I could actually smell him and feel him for real?


"Plans changed. Get your stuff and say goodbye."
He grabbed two of my biggest bags. I picked up my backpack and a small
suitcase—all of my worldly belongings. Apparently, they'd packed everything
while I was in the hospital. How thoughtful.


I checked my backpack to make sure my sketch pad and the box
from Mr. K were still there. I'd kept the cash I'd earned from assignments in
Mr. K's secret compartment. That would come in handy if we found a way to
escape.


Lucy's tears finally fell. Even Luke's eyes watered. From
the time we were little, we'd only been apart during assignments. Now we might
never see each other again.


I hugged them both, then threw on my jean jacket and
backpack, and walked out of my room for what would likely be the last time.


Gar closed the door behind us, leaving Luke and Lucy in the
room alone.


I turned to him as we walked down the hall. "Don't I
even get a chance to change my clothes?" I wiped my eyes carefully to
avoid the makeup raccoon look.


"You can change when you get to your new home. Your
flight was changed. We leave now."


Could Gar know what fate he was leading me to? I slipped
into his mind.


'She'll be safe in New York... will make sure she's
looked after... finally out of here....'


He had no idea. At least my own guard hadn't betrayed me on
purpose.


No one from the school administration came to give me a
final farewell. Strange. Usually they made a big showing, but I guess at 3 AM
it didn't matter. And I suspected no one wanted me that close to their thoughts
right now, even if they didn't know the whole truth.


"Drake?"


'I'm here,' he said in a gentle voice.


"I'm scared. What if they don't put us in the same
hospital? What if we can't escape?"


Even my mental voice wavered from unshed tears. We risked so
much, banking all our hopes on an untested possibility. We could be wrong. So
very wrong.


'I'm scared too, but we have to believe this will work
out. What choice do we have?'


He was right. Even if this plan—hell, it wasn't even a plan,
really, more like a pipe dream inspired by desperation—but even if we knew for
a fact that it wouldn't work, what else could I do? We had no way to escape,
nowhere to go, no one to call. This had to work.


Gar loaded my luggage into the limo, ushered me into the
back seat, and hopped into the driver's seat. As usual, we headed to our
private airstrip.


'Sam, he doesn't know what's going to happen to you. You
have to tell him. He might be able to help you escape.'


"But I need to find you first. I can't go now."


'You must take this opportunity. There might not be
another one. Once you and the baby are safe, I'll find a way to get to you.
Please, Sam, you have to try.'


"He has a little girl. What if we get caught? It
could ruin his career."


'Let him decide what he's willing to do. Don't make him
complicit in your fate without giving him a choice.'


My hands shook in fear. He had a point. If Gar really was
trying to keep me safe, shouldn't he know the truth, even if that knowledge
placed a heavy burden on his soul? More than my life was at stake.


We had maybe ten minutes before we'd reach the plane. Once
there, I'd lose my chance.


"Gar, I need to tell you something."


Chapter 17 – Sam


 


The car slowed to a stop by the side of the road. Gar hadn't
said a word while I told him everything—about Mr. K, Higgins's lies, the evil
doctor... my pregnancy.


As hard as it had been to talk to Luke, Lucy and Drake about
the baby, telling Gar had been one hundred times harder. He could report me,
turn me in, betray me. But then, would I really be any worse off?


No.


So I waited for him to speak.


"Gar?"


He turned to face me, his hazel eyes and hard face revealing
nothing. "What do you want to do?"


What did that mean? "Do you believe me? Did you already
know?"


I knew the answer, but I wanted him to tell me he had
nothing to do with this mess.


"I've known for a few months that something wasn't
right. I've been keeping an eye on you ever since we returned from your last
assignment. When I found out about the art studio fire, I looked into it, and
some things didn't make sense, but it doesn't pay to get too curious about the
people we work for. I have a family to consider, but I also knew I had to keep
you safe. I thought getting you off campus and to New York would be
enough."


"So now you know. I'm not going to New York."
Saying it out loud made it feel much too real. I wanted to swallow the words
back into my throat and pretend it wasn't true, that none of this was really
happening, but feigned ignorance would not save me.


My mind flashed to an old Calvin and Hobbes cartoon I'd seen
years ago. They were sliding down a mountain on a sled as Calvin spouted that
the value of ignorance is bliss. Once we know something, he argued, we are
forced to consider personal change in order to fix the problems that we see. If
we persist in ignorance, we can stay cocooned in our beliefs—we can remain
happy. At the end, when they fly off a cliff and crash, Hobbes remarks that he
can't handle this much bliss.


In my heart I knew that to stay blind would not lead to any
happy endings, and my fall off the proverbial cliff would not result in a witty
barb, but rather an end to everything that mattered to me. No matter how
unpleasant the truth, I had to face it and change my life to fix the problems.


Gar studied me as if searching for words he rarely used. I
could imagine him opening up the container in his mind that held language, and
dusting off all those unnecessary sentences and paragraphs.


Before he could respond, his walkie-talkie blared to life.
"Do you need assistance? Our monitors indicate you've stopped."


I sucked in a breath. "Who's that?"


Gar looked around as if we were being watched. "Like
you, the car has a tracker, and so do I. They monitor when we leave, to make
sure we go straight to the airfield without incident."


Nausea bubbled up in my stomach, and I willed myself to keep
my party food down. Between the utter exhaustion of leaving in the middle of
the night, the emotional drain of keeping up a façade at the party, and saying
goodbye to my friends—and now this—I was surprised I could sit up on my own. I
didn't realize they embedded trackers in the guards as well. Did the teachers
and all the staff have them?


That could help explain why Mr. K hated it there. He wasn't
the type who would like being tracked like a stray dog.


So even just pulling over for thirty seconds triggered a
response. We had to respond with something that wouldn't raise their radar.
"Tell them I'm sick, that you pulled over so I could throw up."


He nodded and spoke into the walkie-talkie. "The girl
got sick. I pulled over so she could puke. Will be at airfield about ten
minutes behind schedule."


"You're taking me there? Even knowing what they'll
do?"


The car jerked into drive and Gar pulled back onto the
street. "If we try to escape now, they'll find us before we reach the
highway."


With trackers in our bodies and on the car, we didn't have
any chance of making a run for it. There had to be another way. "What
about removing our trackers? If they can't track us we could escape,
right?"


The movie scene played in my mind. We cut ourselves open and
remove the trackers. Gar finds the tracker on the car and disables it, then
tosses his cell phone and we drive off like James Bond, never to be heard from
again. Easy.


Gar eyed me in the rear view mirror and frowned as though he
could read my mind. "I could remove our trackers, but with your pregnancy
and without proper medical supplies, I don't want to risk that. They're buried
pretty deep, and I could do more harm than good. Besides, there aren't many
roads we can hide on. They'd find us."


I grunted in frustration, my James Bond fantasy destroyed by
the onslaught of reality. "So what, we give up and you just hand me over
as a human breeder?"


His face hardened. "No. We don't give up. We think of a
better plan. We'll have a greater chance of escaping once we're in the air. The
trackers don't work in flight. I can hijack the plane, which has a stock of
medical supplies. I can then remove the trackers and get you somewhere safe.
But we need more than just an escape plan. Do you have anyplace to go?"


"Yeah, kind of. But we need to find Drake first.
They're keeping him prisoner at another facility—the one they're taking me to.
He has friends on the outside who can help us."


Gar shook his head. "Nope. My job is to keep you safe.
We can't risk going after your boyfriend right now, not with a half-assed plan
and no back up. So, where do you want to go?"


Drake had been listening and chimed in. 'Go to Father
Patrick's church. Tell him what's happened. He'll find a way to help.'


"I don't want to leave you there. What if they hurt
you when they find out I've escaped?"


'I'll be fine. I heal fast. Just get to the church.
Please!'


This plan had too many holes in it, but it was all we had
and we were running out of time. "Fine. Can you get me to Venice,
California?"


Gar nodded.


I stared out into the dark. "What about you? Where will
you go when this is over? Drake's friend can probably help you too."


He turned right and slowed down as much as possible without
stopping. "We'll figure that out when and if this works. You have to know,
Sam, that the odds are stacked against us. Now, I need to make a call before we
get there."


He dialed his cell phone. "Honey, it's me. Yeah,
remember what we talked about...? Now would be a good time to visit some
family. Keep our girl safe.... I love you too. Bye."


Oh God, how could I let him risk his life and safety for me?
He'd told me about his family, but now they seemed more real. "This is a
bad idea. You have people depending on you. You need to do your job and forget
about me."


'Sam, no!'


"He has a family, Drake. I can't let him do
this!"


"My wife knew something like this might happen. She'd
want me to help you if she knew everything. I can't walk away and leave you in
their hands without at least trying to save you."


"Why?"


"Because... our daughter... she's special. Special like
you and your friends. I'd hoped your school could help her, but now I need to
make sure she's safe from them."


His mind pulled me in and memories of his daughter filled my
vision.


***


"Daddy, Daddy, come quick!" A little girl with
flaming red hair and emerald green eyes sat on the grass next to the lake.


Gar ran out, fear clutching his heart at the distress in
his daughter's voice.


Dirty tears streaked her freckled face. In her hands a
kitten shuddered and convulsed—dying.


"Daddy, she's broken. Fix her, Daddy, fix her."


Gar knelt down next to the little girl who owned his
heart, and cupped her cherub face with his large hands. "I'm sorry, Baby,
I don't know how to fix the kitten."


"I found her here, next to the lake. I think she was
attacked by a bigger animal."


The snow-white ball of fur had streaks of blood on its
belly, likely internal injuries. Gar knew she didn't have long.


"Serena, I'm sorry. You'll have to let her go."


He tried to pry the girl's hands off the kitten, but she
used all of her 6-year-old fury to hold on without crushing the dying animal.


"Do you see that, Daddy? The world got sparkly and
my hands feel hot."


Gar didn't see the sparkly world, but when he looked down
at his daughter's hands, they glowed a bright white.


Shocked speechless, he watched as the light surrounded
the kitten.


He didn't notice how pale Serena had become until the
kitten sat up and licked her face.


"Daddy, I'm tired now."


He picked up his daughter and carried her home, with the
kitten trailing behind.


***


Gar's voice jolted me out of the memory. "That cat
hasn't left her side since. This was four years ago."


My voice came out in a whisper. "She's a healer. A
powerful one."


"Yes. We've done our best to keep her gifts secret.
After healing the cat, she couldn't get out of bed for a week. We'd
hoped—"


"—that Rent-A-Kid would keep her safe."


If they ever found out about her powers, the rich and
powerful would pay anything to live longer, to be healed from disease, and
she'd be drained until nothing remained but a shell of that girl.


It made sense now, why Gar had become my guardian angel.


"Thank you."


"Don't thank me yet. We still have a lot of work ahead
of us."


***


The seconds dripped into my veins like acid. Dread filled me
each time I thought about our plan.


We were about to hijack a plane? That was insane. I mean,
sure, Gar would be the one doing all the heavy hijacking, but I would be part
of it.


He ignored my attempts at small talk, so I finally shut my
mouth and prayed to whoever might be listening that we'd make it out alive.


When we neared the airstrip, the runway lights and buildings
turned night into day and blinded me. It shone bright with one tall radar
tower, an office for the air traffic controllers who doubled as guards—or maybe
guards who doubled as air traffic controllers—and a hanger that fit two
state-of-the-art jets.


We drove through a chain link fence topped with razor wire,
and pulled up to the jet that had been prepped for my journey.


I did my best to put on a game face. If I just pretended as
though this were another assignment, I might get through it.


The pilot stood by the plane with a clipboard in hand,
presumably doing a last-minute check of everything, and the stewardess smoked a
cigarette outside the hanger.


Gar pushed thoughts into my mind. 'There are two guards
stationed at the entrance of the jet, two in the office, the pilot and the
stewardess. I'm the only guard that will be on the plane once it takes off, so
I can disable the stewardess and pilot and take over the plane.'


As he opened my door and grabbed my luggage, I jerked my
head an imperceptible amount to let him know I'd heard him.


A chill swept through me and I shivered, pulling my jacket
more tightly around me. My flimsy party dress did nothing to protect me from
the cold night air.


Gar greeted the pilot and handed off my luggage to the
guards manning the entrance. The short, stout bald one took my luggage up the
stairs and into the plane, then returned and stood next to his taller, lankier
partner. They both wore all black and had guns holstered at their sides.


Once the luggage had been handled, Gar motioned for me to
enter first, so I did.


So far so good.


Then Gar tried to follow me in, but the stout guard stepped
in front of him. "Change of orders, we will accompany the girl this time.
You're needed back at the school."


I froze at the top of the stairs, just before the door. Gar
looked up at me, but I couldn't read his face, so I slipped into his mind.


'Must do something.... Need new plan.'


If he couldn't travel with me, we had no plan. But Gar
didn't back down. "I've been given my orders. I'm to accompany her to her
destination. Step aside."


Neither guard budged. "We've got it from here. Return
to school and await further orders. You've been reassigned."


Gar smiled, perhaps the first smile I'd seen on him. It sat
awkwardly on his face, like an ill-fitting mask. "I'm sure we can figure
this out, gentlemen. Let me just check in and clear everything with the
boss."


The guards both relaxed their postures and nodded. A quick
read of their minds proved Gar's response fit with protocol. They had no reason
to believe he would go against orders.


Gar's body tensed as he spoke in hushed tones on the phone.
He nodded his head a few times, and I could tell he tried to stay casual in his
stance, but his balled fists betrayed his anger.


The conversation ended, and every nerve ending in my body
flared to life. Sweat trickled down my neck onto the collar of my jacket, and
the moment stretched into eternity as I waited to see what, if anything, Gar
would do next.


As much as I wanted to peek into his mind, I needed to stay
focused and alert. Should I try to run, stay on the plane, scream, cry, pretend
to pass out? A dozen thoughts flittered through my mind, a dozen ways to
distract, to get attention off of Gar—but that might make his job harder.


With hyper-awareness, I focused on Gar's every muscle twitch
and movement.


His left fist unclenched, and something slipped into his
hand. A syringe. He was going to attack.


Oh God! My heart thudded in my chest so hard I was
sure the guards could hear it.


Gar chuckled and used his right hand to pocket his phone.
"Guess you boys were right. Sorry about the trouble. Do you mind if I use
the jet bathroom before I go? It's so much nicer than the one in the
office."


The tall guard shook his head. "Sorry, man. Orders are
orders. No one else is allowed on the plane."


Gar shrugged. "I understand. Oh hey, you've got
something on your collar there."


Before either guard knew what was happening, he leaned into
the tall guard on the left and plunged the needle into his neck. In the same
breath he pulled the other guard's gun from his holster.


The tall guard staggered to the side with his hands
clutching the syringe. "What'd you... do... ack...." He tried to
lunge at Gar, but fell to the side on the tarmac and passed out.


Gar's hand didn't shake at all as he pointed the gun at the
other guard. "Your partner will be fine, eventually, but you need to step
aside and let me on the plane."


Lollie, the stewardess, screamed and ran behind the hanger
to hide. The pilot, hidden on the other side of the plane, radioed for help,
and I searched for other minds.


"Gar, the other guards are coming and they're armed.
Hurry."


The guard being held at gunpoint lunged at Gar just as I
spoke, but he'd lost the element of surprise. Gar stepped aside, tripped him,
and then pistol-whipped his head. The man fell into a lump on the tarmac near
his partner.


Gar pushed me into the plane and closed the door behind us.
"Sam, we need to leave now. It might be a rocky ride."


My voice cracked when I tried to talk. "What's going to
happen?"


"I'm getting you to California. Seatbelt up!"


He moved to the pilot's seat and flicked switches and
buttons. The plane rolled onto the runway.


It took me a few seconds—which felt like minutes—to strap
myself into a seat. My stomach flip-flopped and my pulse raced.


I linked to the minds of those outside the plane and cringed
at the chaotic thoughts flying around. I traced each thought to its core until
their plans became clear. Fear paralyzed me. "Gar, the guards from the
office, they're coming after us."


"Drake, you there? I'm scared."


'I'm here. Stay calm. Damn, I wish I could do something.
I hate feeling so helpless.'


I wanted to stay lost in his voice forever, but the plane's
movement pulled me back to reality.


Sirens blared outside. Gar's radio crackled to life, but he
turned it off before anyone could talk.


Neither of us said anything. I didn't want to distract Gar
from the task of flying the plane. Once in flight, we'd be safe. Presumably, he
knew where and how to land in California so no one would be there waiting to
capture us. I could get help. We'd be safe.


The plane accelerated and so did my heart's beat. Thump-thump.
Thump-thump. Thump-thump.


I resisted the urge to throw up, but I did grab the barf bag
just in case.


I needed to know what was happening, so I slipped into Gar's
mind.


'Oh shit, they have RPGs.... We're screwed... have to
hurry... can't let them get her....'


If Gar was scared, I was terrified. "What's an
RPG?"


"Rocket-propelled grenade. Looks like a little rocket,
like a long tube, and is shot from over the shoulder. You've seen them in
movies."


Right, yes, I had. Those movies where everything gets blown
to hell.


"Can they take down a plane?"


"Yes."


How can he sound so calm? Maybe he had a plan, a way
out that I couldn't see.


A large boom broke through the silence of our thoughts and
our plane spun and jerked.


I cried out as the seatbelt dug into my stomach. "Gar,
what happened?"


"We've been hit, but I think I can still fly it. Hold
on."


We were going to fly a plane that had been hit? What? Didn't
planes need all their parts to fly properly?


He straightened the plane and tried to get it back on course.


My breathing hitched and suddenly oxygen was in short
supply, or maybe that was just me and my fear.


Another explosion tore through the air. Through the window I
saw the right wing tear off. Pretty sure we needed both wings to fly.


Gar tried to taxi the plane away from the people chasing us,
but it couldn't outrun a rocket. A final explosion ripped through the engine,
tearing open the fuselage and tipping my world on its side.


Darkness overtook me and I faded into a world where Drake
and I ran through flowers, only the flowers turned on us and spat poison at us.
Something hit me and my vision spun, dizzy....


"Sam! Sam!"


My eyes cracked open. Gar held my head as he tried to
unbuckle me from the seat.


"Sam, are you okay?"


Everything hurt, but I was alive. So, there was that.
"What happened?"


He pulled me from my chair and propped me up against another
seat that had turned on its side. "They hit us with an RPG and the plane
tipped. We can't fly it. I'm sorry."


Something crashed into the plane door. Gar stood in front of
me, gun ready.


He couldn't face off against them; he'd die. "Gar, you
have to go. Please. Get out while you can."


"It's too late, Sam. I'll try to keep them away as long
as I can. Can you walk? Crawl? Anything? Try to get away if you can."


Where would I go? How would I get out? I didn't voice my
hopelessness, because really, what was the point? What more could he do?


The two guards from the office dropped through the hatch
they'd opened—definitely guards who doubled as air traffic control, judging by
the soldier-like way they carried themselves. The guards trained their guns on
Gar.


The younger guard on the right spoke first. "Give us
the girl, now!"


Gar didn't budge or speak.


I slipped into their minds, then whispered so only Gar could
hear. "The one on the left plans to dive and shoot while the one on the
right tackles you."


Gar shot the shoulder of the guard on the right and pushed
me behind a seat. I'd never been in a shoot-out, especially not one in a steel
tube with sharp, metal plane debris everywhere. This couldn't be healthy for
the baby.


The ringing in my ears made the gunshots sound like they
came from deep space, or one hundred leagues under the sea.


In that frenetic moment, I couldn't read anyone, couldn't
help and couldn't escape.


All I could do was watch as a bullet pierced through the
leather seat and into Gar's chest.


Tears choked my throat. I threw myself on him. "Gar.
No. Please. Don't die. Gar."


The guards tried to pull me off of him but I held on. His
eyes flickered open once more.... "Be safe, Sam. I'm sorry." ...and
death stole him forever.


Memories flooded my mind like a tidal wave of displaced
water trying to find purchase on the slippery shore of impermanence.


The first time he kissed his wife.


The first time he held his baby.


Friday night family nights with pizza and movies.


Normal scenes that didn't match up with the man I knew only
as a guard.


But he wasn't just a guard; he was a husband, a father, a
son. He was a man with a whole life slipping away.


Somewhere in the world, a wife lost her husband and a little
girl lost her daddy, all because of me.


A sharp prick cut through my neck, and hot fire coursed
through my veins, then all went black.


Chapter 18 – Sam


 


I fought against the consciousness that threatened to bring
me back to a reality I had no desire to live in, but my body refused to stay in
the darkness. Once again, I woke up in a hospital bed—a trend I needed to
change—but this time I was strapped down to it. I flexed my legs and arms, pulling
on the restraints, but whatever drugs they'd given me made me weak as a
kitten. No matter. Even my full strength wouldn't have enabled me to break
free.


My heart raced as panic gripped me. Gar's face had haunted
my dreams, and even awake I couldn't tear out the memory of his death. His
blood no longer coated my hands, but that did nothing to ease my conscience. I
now understood how Lady Macbeth felt, the compulsion to wash and wash and wash
away the guilt of a stained soul.


Of course, that kind of stain never washed clean.


A tear leaked out of the corner of my eye. If I couldn't
stay lost in my own dreams, I had to stay focused.


The sterile room offered no unique markings or identifying
traits, just a sink, chair, bed, stool, and empty tray. Standard medical
supplies lined the walls. Nothing helpful.


I instinctively reached for Drake.


And I reached too hard. 'Sam!' His voice filled my
head, crushing my mind with the volume.


"Ouch! Shhhh... don't shout. My head is already
pounding."


'I'm not shouting.'


I tried dialing down my link to him, imagining it like a
volume control; now that the speakers lay closer, I didn't need it so high.


'Are you okay?' His voice stopped splitting my skull.


"Yes. No. I don't know. Drake... Gar is dead. It's
my fault!"


'No. It's their fault, Sam, never yours. Where are you?'


I projected my room to him, and he did the same. Our rooms
were identical, but that didn't mean much.


A nurse came in, and—


'That's her, my nurse!' Drake said. 'We must be in
the same place.'


At least we had that. Would we try another escape?


"Oh, you're awake!" She looked startled.


"How long have I been unconscious?" I asked
Drake.


'Since yesterday.'


Twenty-four hours of my life, stolen. What had they done
with Gar? What would they tell his family? He'd died trying to save me, and
still I ended up in the hands of the enemy, pumped full of drugs. What would
all these drugs do to the baby? I forced myself not to cover my stomach in
reflex.


Best to act ignorant for now, see what I can find out.
"What happened?" I asked the nurse.


If her nervousness was any indication, she wouldn't tell me
the truth, at least not out loud. "Oh, I think it's best if I get Dr.
Pana. He can explain everything." At five feet, with dark blond
pigtails and freckles under her green eyes, she looked barely old enough to
drink legally. Even I looked tall and grown up compared to her. Did adults even
wear pigtails? Where did they get this kid?


'I hope I don't get in trouble... she shouldn't have
woken up... I hate this job... but the money... need the money... hope Mom and
Nick are okay... can't afford to get in trouble again... hate keeping these
kids here like animals... not right but what can I do... if only I'd never met
these creeps... and getting her pregnant... so awful... wonder what the baby
will be like... it's growing too fast... but the dad is totally hot... oh
God... I need to stop thinking around her... but no... the drugs should keep
her out of my head....'


Maybe she would be an ally.


'Can't stand being around these freaks... feel bad for
them but they creep me out... no one should be able to do what they can do...
not natural... not the way God made us... abominations... no... I'm doing the
right thing... taking care of my family....'


Or maybe not.


She left the room without looking back at me, and I left her
mind alone when she started thinking of church and her weekend plans.
Interesting that their attempts to control my powers had failed. But definitely
advantageous to me.


At least we finally had a few things going for us. They didn't
know I could still read minds, and Drake and I were together. Sort of. Now we
just needed a way of getting the hell out of here. If not for myself, then for
Drake and our baby—and so that Gar's sacrifice wasn't for nothing.


"We need a plan, Drake. We can't stay here."


'Agreed. If we can figure out a way to get these drugs
out of my system, we'll have a better chance of escaping.'


With renewed hope, my impatience grew. How long would they
leave me lying here in this uncomfortable position? My muscles ached and my
head still hurt. My arms had some range of motion, but not much.


The door opened again, and Dr. Pana entered. His energy
rushed into me and I fought the false calm it tried to induce. I would not be
seduced by this man's powers.


"Hello, Sam, nice to see you again. You're a strong
girl. We didn't expect you to wake up so soon."


His syrupy sweet voice, the kind of voice that plotted
unimaginable tortures while telling you how lovely the day was, enraged me.


"So I gathered." I tried to keep the sarcasm out
of my voice. Best to stay on neutral ground for now. "What happened?"


He chuckled as if we were old pals. Yeah right. "Oh, I
think you know what happened. Your guard made a grave, and ultimately fatal,
mistake in trying to escape with you. Did you put him up to that or did he go
renegade on his own?"


The moment of truth. How much should I reveal?


Drake answered my question before I could find my own
thoughts. 'You need to claim ignorance for as long as possible.'


"And make Gar out to be the bad guy? After
everything he did for me?"


'He's dead, Sam. Nothing you do now can hurt or help him.
You need to protect yourself. He'd want that for you.'


Sometimes pragmatism and self-preservation left a bad taste
in my mouth.


"I have no idea what happened, doctor. My guard went
psycho, said he couldn't let me go free, that I would ruin everything."


Did I sound believable? I pushed into his mind and faced a
wall, just like last time. When I pushed harder, a sensation of fingers wrapped
around my mind and plucked threads of memory from me. Is this what others felt
when I read them? I didn't think so.


"You can't read my mind, Sam, but I can read yours, and
I know you're not telling me the truth. Maybe some time as our guest will
loosen your tongue."


No... this isn't what others felt. This is what it felt like
to have my own powers used against me. Shock stunned me, and my brain tumbled
around trying to rearrange all I knew into something that made sense. When I
put the final piece in place, I gasped.


Dr. Pana smiled, and the overwhelming sincerity of it scared
me more than any blatant evil could. "I see you've finally completed the
puzzle. Yes, I destroyed your precious art. You caused quite a ruckus with this
organization, garnering attention we couldn't allow."


Grief and fear blasted through my body and shook me to my
core. "And Mr. K?"


"He won't be bothering us again."


My heart shattered and my lungs stopped working. I coughed
out a sob. The fingers around my mind tightened, and my grief burned into pure
rage. He had destroyed my life, my dreams, and Mr. K. I would make him pay...
for everything.


A stillness settled on my mind, and I stopped fighting his
influence. Instead, I observed every detail of the experience, and then I
noticed—he was clumsy, unskilled. He couldn't dig deeper, couldn't unearth my
secrets. He may have had access to my powers, but he lacked my training and
skill. I could use that against him, somehow.


Too much had happened, too many new revelations. I needed
time alone to consider, to talk it through with Drake. And I needed access to
my own body.


"Can you at least get these restraints off me? It's not
like I'm a threat in my current state."


He pushed his body against my hospital bed, blocking any
view I had of the door and trapping me in his scent—a cloying blend of
too-sweet body odor and too-musky cologne. "That could be arranged. Just
remember, Sam, you have no power here. I control you and everyone at this
hospital. Don't resist me and don't fight me, are we clear?"


I smiled sweetly. "Crystal."


Like a snake, his skin slithered against mine as he undid
the latches on my restraints. I rubbed my raw wrists and ankles, and stretched
my sore, cramped body.


"Nurse Susie will be in shortly to show you to your
room and explain the rules. Feel free to make yourself at home. We want you to
enjoy your stay here, however long it might be." He turned and left.


I tested the limits of my battered body. When I stood, all
the blood rushed from my head, leaving my feet feeling heavy and awkward, and
my head pounding.


I gripped the railing of my hospital bed and pulled aside my
gown to examine myself. Red and purple bruises had created a new map on my pale
skin. My stomach curved out in a barely noticeable bump. I wrapped my gown
around me before anyone else could see—just in time to avoid the prying eyes of
Nurse Susie as she pushed open the door.


The shift of attention offset my balance, and I reached for
the nurse's arm to steady myself. She started to shy away, but apparently
remembering her job, put her hand on my waist to steady me. She helped me sit
in the wheelchair and hold onto my IV pole, and we made our way down the hall.


Bare, boring beige walls led to my new room, which had a
twin bed with a blue comforter that looked clean enough. A modest closet, a private—but
basic—bathroom, dresser, desk, and a small nightstand by the bed made it seem
less like a prison. Any apartment I could have found in the Big Apple would
probably have been smaller. The remote next to my bed controlled a television
hooked to the wall, beyond my reach. A small barred window overlooking the
woods reminded me that I was still in prison. Once again, I wished for Luke's
superpower of walking through walls.


"Your personal items have already been put away. I'll
bring your meals at 7:30 AM, 12:30 PM and 5:30 PM. If you need anything else,
just ring that bell by your bed, and someone will respond immediately."
She said this as if to suggest that ringing the bell would be frowned on.


"Am I allowed to go outside, walk around or work out
anywhere?"


She eyed me and placed her hands on her hips. "You'll
get one hour of outdoor time every day after lunch. There's a gated courtyard
where you can take a walk."


"Wow, this is just like I always imagined prison would
be."


"I suggest you learn to appreciate what you have here.
Not all are so lucky."


I thought of Drake, strapped down and drugged. When was the
last time he got to exercise or move around? Better off than him, but lucky?
Not so much.


The nurse left me alone in my room, with only the monotony of
my new life to occupy my mind.


Thank God I still had my connection to Drake, but first I
needed to get cleaned up. They'd stripped me of my bloody, torn dress, but I
still smelled of airplane debris and death.


I pulled my IV across the room to my bathroom and used up
what little strength remained to wash myself. Dirty water swirled into the
drain, and I kept rinsing and washing until that water ran clear. If only I
could cleanse my insides so easily.


Sapped to near exhaustion, I searched the closet for clothes—something
familiar and comfortable—and found some sweatpants and a t-shirt. I took the IV
bag down and pulled it through the sleeve in my shirt, allowing me to dress. I
was tempted to tear the damn thing out, but my loving nurse probably wouldn't like
that very much.


Once tucked into bed, and before sleep could overtake me, I
reached out to Drake. "I think I have a plan."






Chapter 19 – Sam


 


I tried to infuse my mental voice with more authority and
confidence than I actually possessed. "We need to get your powers back.
So I'm thinking I need to find a way to switch the medicine they have you on,
so we can get the drugs out of your system. When your strength returns and you
can manipulate people with your mind again, we can work together to get out of
here."


'That was my thought, too. Next time the nurse comes to
replace the fluid, I'll look at the bag more closely and tell you what it's
called. You can poke around in her mind to see where they keep it.'


"Sounds good. I'll just have to figure out how to
get out of here to make the switch. I'm hoping they won't keep a pregnant girl
locked up all the time. I need to walk around and stuff, to keep the baby
healthy. Don't I?"


'I guess so. One of my foster moms had some complications
while pregnant. She was forced into bed rest for months. That's when I had to
go to another home. It was too much for them. So I don't know.'


No way did I want bed rest for months! "Great,
thanks for the pep talk."


'Hey, just trying to be helpful. We might want to have a
Plan B in place.'


"We're going to have to be careful. Dr. Pana can use
my powers against me. He was also able to use Kyle's fire powers. I'm guessing
Dr. Pana can tap into any paranormal's powers and use them. How can we possibly
fight against that?"


'He's got to have some weaknesses, some way to gain the
upper hand.'


"He's unskilled. It's like he's a kid playing with
toys he doesn't understand. I don't know if that makes him easier to beat or
more dangerous, like a kid with a loaded gun. If only I had your ability to
control minds!"


'That would be awesome. Wait, I wonder... have you ever
tried to use another person's power?'


"No, why would I?" The idea intrigued me,
but I had no reason to believe it was even possible.


'Maybe you couldn't do it with most powers, but what
about other mental powers? Your mind-reading is similar to what I can do. You
gather information from their minds, and I manipulate information. Either way,
we're accessing a person's thoughts. I bet you could do it if you tried. Maybe
that's why we have this mental connection, because our powers are so much
alike. And maybe... maybe that's why they paired us up, because they want kids
with our combined power.'


That made sense, although the thought of them genetically
planning our babies, with some nefarious, long-term plot, made me ill. No time
to think of that now. Could I learn to control minds like Drake? I'd never
tried it, but... how to start?


'Next time the nurse comes in make sure you're linked to
me, and see if you can get her to do one small thing mentally.'


"Okay, but how?"


'Well, how do you read minds?'


I'd never really thought about it before. I'd always known
how to do it. The hard part had been learning to control it. "I form a
link with them, like a colored chord that goes from my mind to theirs—kind of like
plugging in a telephone. Once it's connected, the information flows through it.
If I have to, I can go into their mind and extract more thoughts, not just the
ones they're having in the moment, but previous thoughts. That's a lot harder,
because it's not a neat filing system where I can just look up what I want.
It's a mix of images, sounds and smells, all layered on itself. That's where
the good doctor fails. From what I could tell, he can glean immediate and pressing
thoughts from someone when tapped into my power, but he can't dig deeper."


'It's not that different then.' He sounded more
excited than he had before. Maybe we did indeed have a chance at succeeding. 'When
you're in their mind to read it, instead of just receiving the flow, send
information back. Implant it there like it's their own thought. We did
something very similar when Luke and Lucy were under the influence of those
drugs. Only, instead of pushing against a fog, you'll be pushing a specific thought
or command, but the energy and focus are the same.'


I remembered that feeling while in Luke and Lucy's mind, but
the thought of my best friends filled me with a profound loneliness. I would
probably never see them again, which seemed—unfathomable. Inconceivable.


'Sam, stay focused. We'll get out of here and then we'll
help them. I promise.'


I had to believe him. So I would bide my time and wait for a
chance to practice mind control.


***


My opportunity came that night when the nurse brought me
dinner.


The sound of the door opening woke me from a nap I didn't
realize I had taken. She placed a tray of food on the table next to my bed. I
eyed the funky looking meatloaf and Jell-O mold suspiciously, but knew I'd have
to eat it if I wanted to keep up my strength. Besides, if they wanted to feed
me drugs, they had a straight line to my veins. They wouldn't have to rely on
my food.


Before the nurse could leave, I decided to practice the mind
control thing. Who knew when I would get another chance?


"Drake, are you ready?"


'Yes.'


First I reached into her mind.


'She thinks she's so much better than everyone because
she has powers... just a freak... can't believe I felt sorry for her... can't
believe they want to breed more like her... disgusting....'


I focused my will and planted a thought.


"You need to wash your hands... you should do that
right now...."


For a moment, I thought I'd succeeded, that her will would
bend to mine, and a heady rush of power filled me. But then her will rose up
and pushed me out with a violent force. My head exploded in pain and I cried
out.


"What's the matter now?" She sounded bored, not
angry or suspicious. How could she not notice? She must not have sensitivity to
anything.


"Just a headache. Migraine."


"I can authorize a pain medication if you'd like."


As tempting as that was, I wanted to stay alert.


"No, I'll be okay. Thanks."


She shrugged and left the room, and I slumped back into my
bed, sad and defeated.


"Drake, why didn't it work? It should have worked. I
could feel it. I was so close."


'Don't give up, Sam. You just need more practice. It took
me time to master this, and you're pushing it pretty fast. Try again once you
recover. Next time, instead of talking to the person, reframe the thought as
something they would think to themselves, like 'I need to wash my hands.'


That made sense. The compulsion needed to feel like it
generated from within the person being controlled. I considered future commands
and practiced them in my head while waiting for the next opportunity.


***


Instant success did seem unlikely, but that didn't make the
failures sting less. Still, I didn't give up.


I used the same command over and over, and each time the
headache lessened—marginally, but enough to offer hope.


By dinner the next night, everything clicked into place. As
per usual, I compelled her to wash her hands, and then waited for the onslaught
of the headache.


Only it never came.


Her will bent to mine, and it stayed bent.


"Excuse me, I need to use your bathroom to wash my
hands." She walked to the bathroom, washed her hands, and then left my
room with a slightly baffled look on her face. The lock clicked shut as she
went back to wherever she spent her time when she wasn't sitting in judgment of
me.


I'd done it! She couldn't have had that impulse to wash her
hands in my bathroom at the exact moment I implanted the thought.


Drake's voice filled my mind. 'I knew you could do it.
Now you just need to practice more, in small ways. They'll remember what they
did, unless you also tell them to forget after they do it. You need to get good
at that, because the things you'll want her to do later will raise huge red
flags if she remembers.'


"No kidding. I doubt she'll think it was normal to
let me out of my room so I can swap your drugs. But, if I can control her mind,
why not just have her swap the drugs, wouldn't that be easier?"


'Logistically it would be, but you would need to
micromanage her mind and control each step of the process. If you slipped even
once, you would fail. Getting someone to go against their own will, especially
if it also violates their ethics, requires a tremendous amount of sustained
power. It would be easier to lock her in a bathroom and compel her to forget,
though there are obviously more risks to you if you have to leave the room and
make the switch yourself. Speaking of that, I have the drug information you
need.'


I grabbed a pen and paper and took notes, all the while
wondering what would happen if she didn't forget as commanded, or if I got
caught in the halls. We'd have to avoid Dr. Pana, or I'd be screwed.


***


It had been two and a half days, and I hadn't seen anyone
but the nurse and Dr. Pana. That changed during my afternoon exercise hour.


My assigned guard, an average man in every conceivable
way—nothing like Gar at all—was leading me back to my room. During the short
walk, a doctor escorted a pregnant girl out to the lawn. The girl looked to be
close to her delivery date. My guard grabbed my arm harshly, steering me down
the hall, but in that brief moment I locked eyes with the girl. Tears formed in
her eyes as we recognized each other.


Rebeka had been in a few of my classes, and I liked her. She
was supposed to be in Paris, but of course she wasn't. Paris and New York were
dreams spun from naive innocence, something we'd both lost.


Rebeka's doctor, a petite woman with long dark hair and
brown eyes—eyes that struck a familiar chord in me, though I couldn't place
her—nearly knocked me to the ground when she spoke directly to my mind.


'Please do not make a scene. Go back to the room quietly
and pretend you do not see us. I'm your friend. I'm here to help, but they
won't let me near you. Lock onto my mental signature and find me later. My name
is Ana.'


"Who are you?"


'We'll talk more later. I must go.'


When I got back to my room, I told Drake about Rebeka and
Ana.


'Be careful. I don't trust anyone who works here,' he
said.


"I don't either. I'm just surprised to find another
mind reader. Wonder why I couldn't sense her during my scans?"


'I don't know, maybe she has a way of blocking someone
else. That would be cool if you could learn that.'


"Yeah, well, one thing at a time."


We hadn't made much progress with our get-out-of-jail plan,
but my mind-controlling abilities had improved. It seemed I was a natural—a big
plus for us. It was like a game, to see what I could do, how far I could push
it.


Over the next several days, I kept to little things that no
one would notice or suspect, except for erasing memories. It worked. This gave
me hope, though I was still too nervous to do anything major, and I never tried
it while Dr. Pana was around. I had no idea if it would work on him, and I had
no desire to alert him to my new abilities. Whenever he came to my room, I kept
my mind clear of anything incriminating.


I'd adapted too easily to controlling other people's minds.
Sure, it was for the right reasons, but it felt wrong. Should I, or anyone,
have the right to alter people's thoughts and control them in that way? Yet I'd
spent my life spying on people's minds for Rent-A-Kid, and I still used my
powers as if mind reading was less invasive than mind control. In a way, it
was, but I began to understand why Nurse Susie considered me an abomination.
Whether reading minds or controlling minds, we still violated people's privacy
and took something from them in the process. Still, we were born this way. We
were used and locked up because of these gifts, so it seemed reasonably moral
to use our para-powers to escape.


These moral arguments tumbled through me and became my
shadow companions, taunting me each time I practiced my powers.


Drake had a similar schedule to mine, but we never met. They
didn't let us near anyone else, but I could tell through my mental scans that
there were at least three others in the building.


I learned about the video surveillance and the doors with
special scanners, which only worked with certain staff ID cards. Dr. Pana,
Nurse Susie, and one other presence further away whose thoughts were unusually
fuzzy, revealed little. Was that Rebeka or Ana? Why couldn't I lock onto Ana's
signature like she said? Where might the others be? Perhaps they had Rebeka on
a drug that kept her mind hidden?


I worried about her being here too. I wanted to save us all,
but we had to get out and find help before we could assist anyone else. Sort of
like the oxygen masks in the airplanes—you have to save yourself first, or
everyone dies. Something like that.


Again, pragmatism reared its ugly head.


I worked to cultivate patience and keep my body strong. When
in the yard, I walked, did lunges, pushups, sit ups, and running in circles. My
muscles burned in new and painful ways, and the heat sent bile rising to my
throat regularly. At least they unhooked the IV during this time. It was a
relief to be free, in a manner of speaking.


I kept an eye out for Ana or Rebeka, but hadn't seen either
of them again.


I didn't think continuing the workouts would hurt the baby,
though I only knew about pregnancy what I'd learned from television and biology
class. I wasn't a badass or anything, not like Lucy. My mental gifts had
demanded that I focus on my studies. I knew some basic moves, but I pretty much
sucked at martial arts and hand-to-hand combat. Drake would have to handle that
if necessary.


Rent-A-Kid required us to stay in top shape for health and
longevity, yet, despite my best efforts, my body grew weaker every day, even as
my powers grew stronger. It was as though the baby drained my body to feed my
mind.


While outside one afternoon, all my senses kicked into
hyper-focus. The chain link fence imprisoning me screeched in a high-pitched
whine as the wind blew against it. My body flooded with sweat as the sun beat
down. My belly ached, and even the skin on my abdomen burned as if stretched
and torn.


The changes were happening so quickly!


My once flat stomach pushed out before my eyes. I half
expected a monster to burst through my skin, like that scene in Alien. I
doubled over in pain, fighting tears and trying to slow my breath.


'Sam, what's wrong?' Drake could feel my distress.


I sensed his fear and worry. Staying conscious required all
my focus, too much for me to talk, even mentally. Especially mentally. I
summoned the guard, who ran to my side.


"I feel sick. Need to lie down."


He steadied me with his right hand and led me back to my
room.


I dressed in a baggy shirt so no one would notice my new
bump. Not because of looks—though the idea of being huge the first time I met
Drake in person didn't thrill me—but because I didn't want them to declare me
pregnant. I needed to keep my freedom as long as possible.


We clearly needed to step up the plans. I couldn't keep my
condition secret much longer.


I ran my hand over our baby, and the hard bump moved
slightly. My hunger, which had gone missing recently, returned in full force. I
used the much hated bell to summon the nurse.


Susie arrived with her arms crossed and a scowl on her face.
"What?" 'I'm so sick of this job and these whiny kids... need to
find someplace else to work... this sucks... how can she be so stupid to not
know she's pregnant?'


"It's nice to see you too. I got sick during my break
outside and—"


"I told you not to exercise."


"Be that as it may, I think it was from hunger. I know
dinner isn't for a few hours, but could I get an early snack?"


She glanced at my stomach and looked quickly away. I
pretended to be looking somewhere else. My clothes hid the bump. I just needed
to keep the staff away from my body.


"I'll bring you something."


"Thank you...."


She left before I finished talking.


Ten minutes later, I had my fill of green Jell-O—hardly real
food—and almonds, with a little box of milk. I hated milk, but forced myself to
drink it.


I rested after my mini-meal, my body at peace for the
moment.


My eyes flew open. Our baby fluttered inside my belly like a
butterfly, and a new consciousness swished through my mind. Our baby had linked
to me.


"Can you feel this?" I asked Drake.


I tried to feel the sensation mentally, and our baby's mind
connected with both of us. The link filled me with profound joy and love, such
as I'd never known. I could sense her. I knew her.


Her. Our baby was a girl.


"Drake?"


'I sense her too. I feel it. She's beautiful. Amazing.'


We held this moment in a bubble of time, afraid of bursting
it, of facing the realities of our situation.


"What should we name her?"


He laughed. 'I'm sure the name will come to us.'


"Drake, it's time. We can't wait any longer. Are you
ready to move as soon as the drugs are out of your system?"


'Yes. But, Sam, be careful. I can't stand the thought of
anything happening to you or our baby.'


"I will."


I hoped.


Chapter 20 – Sam


 


Our plan should have been simple. In theory.


Reality didn't agree.


Nurse Susie came into my room with dinner at the expected
time.


"Is the doctor here tonight? Will he be checking on
me?" I prayed for "no."


"He's gone for the night. He'll check on you
tomorrow."


I didn't have long, but that removed a major complication at
least.


I linked to her mind. 'So sick of my life... where else
could I go... money helps... never get this kind of pay as nurse somewhere
else... do people think I'm pretty?... she's really pretty... boys must love
her... it's not fair... she gets it all... but I guess not since she's trapped
here and doesn't even know it... stupid girl... I thought these paranormals
were supposed to be smart?... six hours left on my shift and already I'm
exhausted... what do I need to do?... that boy needs a change in IV... I'll do
that after this....'


Perfect!


I implanted a thread into her thoughts—a command, really. "I'm
not feeling good. I'll leave my keys and badge on the dresser. I won't remember
leaving them. I feel so sick, and I'll be stuck in my bathroom for ten minutes.
I won't remember being sick. I'll keep the door closed and not respond to
anything for ten minutes."


I put the full force of my will behind this instruction.


"I'm not feeling well." Nurse Susie dropped her
keys and badge on my dresser and darted to the bathroom, locking the door
behind her. She'd left my bedroom door unlocked.


I pulled my IV out, grabbed her keys and badge, and slipped
into the hall, heart pounding so loud I thought for sure everyone could hear
it. Her thoughts, and my brief moments outside, revealed that there weren't
many people in this building.


I pulled images from Susie's memory to find the room with
the medical supplies.


Cameras monitored the halls and rooms. I had no idea if my
powers would work like this, but I scanned everyone I could find within a
fifty-foot radius.


Susie... sick in my bathroom. Drake... anxious for me to
finish. Dr. Pana... reviewing paperwork—oh crap. She said he was gone for the
night. What was I going to do?


I had to move forward. We were out of time and Drake needed
me.


Focus! I scanned more minds, found the one I needed—the
security guard who controlled the cameras—and linked with him.


'Bored... need a cigarette break... don't really need to
be here... nothing ever happens... wonder if I should call that babe from the
bar last night... she was hot... should wait... make her wonder....'


I planted some commands. "I'm bored. I need a break.
I'm going to go smoke a cigarette. At least ten minutes. I'll take my time.
Nothing ever happens here. Better switch off the recorder before I leave and
forget I did it. Blame it on a power surge."


When I knew he'd left, I squeezed through a crack in my door
and made for the closet that held the IV bags. I stumbled, dizzy, perhaps from
so much use of my powers, or maybe the pregnancy, or nerves. The concentration
required to focus on so many minds made the simple act of walking difficult,
but this was our last chance.


"I'm here. I'm switching the labels now."


'Be careful, Sam. Please.' His voice thickened with
desperation.


I shook and jumped at every perceived noise, but at least I
walked around freely. Must follow the plan. Be proactive. These assholes
had Drake chained up like a dog. What would that do to someone like him?
Someone so strong?


I used Susie's keys to open the closet, and found the IV
bags. Drake's drugs, which looked just like the saline, were labeled with his
name. I switched the labels with the saline bags and then switched the bags,
disposing of his meds so no one would grab one by mistake. Now he should just
get saline, and his system would be cleansed of whatever concoction they'd run
through him.


I headed back toward my room, trying to avoid anyone else,
and did a mental check on the doctor, Nurse Susie, and the guard. All were
still in place, just as planned.


'Sam, you okay? Did it work?' Drake's voice quivered.


"Yeah, no problems. Just staying focused until I get
back to my room."


I rounded the corner to my room, and—


Crap! He must have just left his office.


***


"What are you doing out of your room, Sam?" The
doctor tried to stay in control, but the edge in his voice and his bright red
face betrayed him.


Bile rose in my throat, but I swallowed and tried to cover
my fear with concern. "Nurse Susie is sick in my bathroom. I don't know
what's wrong with her, so I came looking for you."


Years of role-playing had made me a convincing liar, but
that wouldn't help if he used my powers against me. I filled my mind with the
reality of a sick nurse.


When his slimy mental fingers crawled over me, he heard what
I wanted him to hear.


With the keys and badge hidden in my jeans pocket, I led him
to my room. I linked with Susie on the way, amending my orders so she would
remember being sick after all, but would not remember leaving her keys and
badge. I would have to find a way of getting them back to her.


She still occupied the bathroom when we walked into my room.


I gave the doctor a knowing look. "Let me check on her
first. She might not be decent." I headed for the bathroom before he could
object, and mentally told her to unlock the door.


Once in the bathroom, I put her keys and badge in her
pocket, and "told" her to forget that I did, and that she was feeling
better and should explain to the doctor.


We walked out of the bathroom together. The doctor stood
with his arms folded, a frown on his face.


"I'm sorry, doctor. I think it was something I ate for
lunch. I'm feeling much better now."


And she looked better, though still a bit pale.


"You can never leave the patients unattended like
this." He looked at me with renewed suspicion, and turned back to her.
"It puts everyone at risk."


"Where is your IV?" he asked me.


I'd forgotten all about it. "I had to take it off to
get help. I tried ringing the bell, but no one came, and I was worried."


I sat on my bed as Susie reattached the IV.


"Everything is fine, Doctor," she said. "I'm
sorry she bothered you with this. It was just a bad food reaction."


I'd probably gotten her in trouble, but I had a hard time
feeling too bad about it. To avoid suspicion, I linked to the guard, told him
to get back to his station and get the cameras up.


Mind control had become second nature to me. So much for
ethics. No wonder Susie hated me so much. I might hate me too, one day.


***


The doctor and Susie left the room. I sighed and fell back
on the bed. Not my bed. Once upon a time, Rent-A-Kid had been home to
me—dysfunctional as hell, but still home. Dreams of New York had gotten me
through the rough patches. Now I had only myself, someone who'd let everyone
take advantage of her for eighteen years. What good was I to my baby?


'You have me,' the comforting voice in my head
whispered.


Yes, Drake and I were in this together. We hadn't met in
person, yet I felt as if we'd been friends since childhood, just waiting to see
each other again after a short time apart. When you're linked to someone in
such an intimate way, it's impossible not to develop that strong bond. Or kill
each other! Add to that a baby and... we couldn't turn back.


'Nurse Susie is here to change my IV.'


We both stopped breathing, waiting to see if she noticed the
switch—the make-or-break moment in our plan. At least, the first such hurdle
we'd have to clear.


How would we get out? Where were we? Where would we go? Who
would help us? Who would believe us? Too many questions. No matter. I wasn't
going to die here, unless it was while fighting for our freedom.


'She's done. She didn't seem to notice anything
different.'


"Do you notice anything different?" Was it too
early to hope?


'Not in my powers, but this doesn't burn me inside like
the drugs did. It feels cooling and cleansing. My mouth doesn't feel stuffed
with cotton balls anymore.'


I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and held it for a few
seconds before releasing it in a slow sigh.


"So now we wait."


Chapter 21 – Sam


 


I'd never expected to play hero, and didn't really want the
role. Several other paranormals would have been better at this than me. Not for
the first time, I wished for another path, a normal life in New York. My wishes
were made on dead stars, it appeared.


I stretched my body and raised my arms to the sun during my
daily exercise routine. My reinvigorated appetite had made my body stronger.
Still, my pasty skin and flaccid muscles did not approve of me. I did my best
with the time and body I had.


Three days had passed since we'd made the switch. Drake
still didn't have his powers back, and I couldn't fathom another possible way
to escape. We would both need access to our full powers. Already it seemed an
impossible feat.


I finished stretching and went into a
push-up/sit-up/strength-training routine, pushing myself not to give up.
Superhuman body parts might not have been part of my special powers, but I
would use what I did have to maximum effect.


"Drake, how do you think they find us?" I
sweated through my t-shirt in the hot sun.


'I don't know. I've been trying to figure that out
myself. They didn't find me for a long time, which seems odd. Maybe because I
moved so often.'


"You were a secret ninja!" I joked. Not
very funny. "What if they have a seer, someone who finds us with a
third eye kind of thing? How do we escape someone who can do that?"


'I don't know.'


"I've been thinking. We both use mental powers to
manipulate the mind. What if we could figure out a way to join our powers,
strengthen our ability to control those frequencies, and link with whoever
tries to find us? Link with them and mislead them?"


The idea had been building in my mind for a while.


'That's a brilliant idea, Sam. And it just might work. We
should try it here, see if we can link to people farther away. Maybe we can
start with your friends. You couldn't link to them alone, but maybe together we
could. That will give us a sense of our power and range.'


"I'm not going to start controlling my
friends." I felt bad enough doing it to anyone. I was not about to
start adding people I loved to this.


'Of course not. We'll only practice that skill if they
let us, and only with things they approve. Agreed? Whichever twin we practice
on, the other can tell us if it worked.'


Would this harm them? I didn't know. Let them make the
choice on their own. We had to know what we could do.


"Okay, but if they're uncomfortable with it, that's
it. No pressure!"


'Should we try now?'


My guard stood by the hospital door, not really watching me,
but obviously there because of me. Impossibly high electric fences surrounded
the area. What did he think I would do out here by myself? Sprout wings and fly
away?


I sat on the bench by the empty basketball court... an
ironic venue given they only allowed us out here alone.


I rested my elbows on my knees. To anyone observing, I would
look as if I were cooling down from my work out.


"Ok, I'm ready."


It's not as though we had an instruction manual for this, so
we both just linked and imagined our minds as one. The sensation frightened me.
My mind and thoughts expanded to include his, and I felt his do the same. It
wasn't like the one-way link I normally made, nor was it like the mind-talk
link we had going.


We immersed ourselves in each other—mentally naked,
vulnerable, scared. After a lifetime of hiding who I really was from almost
everyone, to stand before anyone completely raw made me jittery. So be it. We
had to save ourselves.


I waited for the judgment, the pulling away, the fear.


Instead, I found a kindred spirit. He too expected judgment
and feared the loss of our intimacy when I saw his true self.


But I'd dreamed his memories for so long that the little boy
he had been transposed over the man he had become—and I saw all of his true and
complete self.


His anger and violence, the dark shadows that haunted his
soul, made sense in the context of the life he'd been given. I embraced it all
and offered him sanctuary inside my heart.


In return, I found my own solace in his.


How I wished we could stay in that moment, relishing the
magic of each other, but we needed to see if we could connect to Luke and Lucy.


He followed my lead, since I knew what mental vibrations to
look for. It wasn't so much like traveling over a geographic area as turning to
the right channel on the television.


When the link switched on, it flared strong and sudden.


Lucy screamed in my head, and we almost dropped the link.
Luke's thoughts drifted next to hers, which surprised me. I'd never linked with
so many people at once—like a party in my head. I suddenly had an image of Being
John Malkovich.


"Shhh, calm down. It's me, Sam. Drake is here too.
We're testing our combined powers."


'Oh my God, Sam, I've been worried sick about you!' I
could hear the tears in her voice.


"Are you okay?"


'We're fine,' Luke said. 'It's been hard without
you here, and all the staff is getting weird. We haven't managed to send
pictures to Drake's friend. They're cracking down on security since you left.
Even assignments have been cut back.'


'I wonder what's going on,' Drake said.


"Oh my God, you guys, Rebeka is here. And very
pregnant. She looked miserable." I'd tried to link with her several
times, but couldn't find her. I worried something terrible had happened.


Lucy sounded sad. 'That's awful. She was sweet. Her
para-power should have been kindness instead of seeing through walls.'


"Yeah, it broke my heart to see her. Oh... and it
gets better. I'm starting to show. We're going to have to escape soon, before
they realize I know everything."


My head pounded as if a team of construction workers had
moved in. How long could I maintain this link? My muscles spasmed, and sweat
flowed from my head in small rivers.


We explained quickly. Much to my friends' credit, or
insanity, they readily agreed to be guinea pigs for us.


We experimented, making Lucy jump up and down, Luke sit in
the corner, and Lucy stand and sit over and over. We had to sync our thoughts
and focus really hard to make it happen. We had a lot of misses at first, but
we figured it out through trial and error, and our successes became more
consistent.


"Thank you for letting us do this," I said.
"What does it feel like?"


'It's like your body and mind split,' Lucy said, 'and
somewhere inside, you know you're not in control, but then it doesn't matter.
Those times you told me to forget, I have no memory of anything.'


"You are the best friends. I miss you so much. We
will escape, and we will find a way to get you guys out. I swear. I wish we
were all together, in our apartment in New York, debating what to do on a
Saturday afternoon. Not living this nightmare."


'Hang in there, Sam. We'll all make it through,' Luke
said. 'And Drake, you'd better take care of her and that baby, or I will
find you and make your life hell.'


I missed Luke. I missed both of them so much it nearly
crushed me.


Much to Drake's credit, he accepted my friend's threat in
good humor, promising to do anything it took to keep us safe.


I hung on to the link longer than I should have, not wanting
to say goodbye to my friends. When my nose started bleeding and my head hurt so
bad I nearly passed out, I forced myself to break the link. Tears rolled down
my cheeks and onto the hot gravel at my feet.


At times, when I thought about what we were up against, I
feared our task would be impossible. Then I felt my baby swimming in me,
reminding me with a gentle mental tug that hopelessness was not an option.


Now we knew we could control willing subjects from a great
distance. Our test had been successful, the knowledge gained useful. The
headaches, not so much.


When my hour was up, I slogged back to my room, showered
quickly, and slept for most of the afternoon.


***


I didn't make it two days before my only wardrobe choices
came with elastic bands, as my belly swelled too much to suffer through buttons
and zippers. Not as if I had to dress nice for anyone, stuck in a room alone
all day. My "dates" with Drake didn't exactly require a dress code.


"What do we do when we get out of here?"


'What do you mean? Like how do we take down this whole
organization?'


"That, yes. And us. I have no home, no life outside
these walls. No one even knows I exist. I have no ID, no last name even. How
will I survive out there?"


I didn't really expect an answer, but it helped to talk to
about it all. The terror of failing burned like a wildfire in my chest. The
fear of success sat like a brick in my stomach. I didn't want to become a ghost
in the world. A nobody.


Who was I without proof of life? No birth records or
identifications. No passports or parents. I didn't even exist outside of
Rent-A-Kid, and neither would my baby. To get a job, make money, pay taxes—all
these things required paperwork I didn't have. I'd seen enough of the world out
on assignments to know there was only one place for people so far off the grid.
They became the nameless, faceless masses on the streets.


'Sam, you won't be alone. I won't leave you on the
streets to starve. You have me and I have friends. We'll find a way to
survive.'


His comforting words played like a lullaby in my mind.


I tossed and turned with restless dreams that night.
Nightmares, really—images blurred together, evoking a sense of fear and
failure. I woke up in a sweat, tangled in my sheet, with my hair matted to my
face and neck.


'Sam, can you hear me?'


"Yes. Is something wrong?" My clock said
2:30 AM. No wonder I felt like crap.


'I have my powers back. The drugs are out of my system!'


All sleepiness vanished. I sat up in bed, and we talked
about our next step. We'd been planning and talking about this forever, it
seemed. But still, this step was crucial. We had no idea of the repercussions
if we failed.


We decided to get some rest and plan our escape for the next
night. We needed all the advantages we could get. We'd have the night guard
disable the cameras and open our doors. Then we'd meet up, "borrow"
the guard's car, and escape.


Simple enough, right? Sure.


***


I woke up vomiting, with fire burning through my gut. My
stomach had doubled in size, and the pain threatened to tear me apart.


Nurse Susie rushed me to another part of the hospital on a
gurney. Dr. Pana met her halfway down the hall, as I moved in and out of
consciousness. Drake worried somewhere deep in the back of my mind, but I
couldn't respond.


Several scans later, and God knows what tests, they gave me
something to ease the pain and relax the baby. She moved inside me, growing,
trying to break free of the confines of my body. I tried to link to her, to
tell her it wasn't time.


Maybe it was. How did I know? This was no normal pregnancy.


Oh, my God, what if they genetically altered her somehow?
What have they done to us? These thoughts consumed me for the rest of the
day, but I didn't have the strength to read minds, and Dr. Pana never left me
alone long enough to try.


Still, I didn't need my powers to know that my baby was
dying, and so was I.


Chapter 22 – Sam


 


We had little time left. I'd only been able to set Drake up
with enough saline to last no more than a week. He'd already used four days'
worth, leaving us three days to escape before the real drugs returned and he
lost his powers again. We couldn't—


I noticed the smell first—a mix of alcohol and baby powder.
Then the crying.


I lay in yet another sterile hospital room. Across the hall,
where the crying originated, was a closed door marked Nursery. Not many babies,
maybe two by the sound of it. A woman in a lab coat entered my room and pulled
the curtain, blocking my view.


'Sam, keep your eyes closed and pretend to be asleep.'


It was Ana, the woman I'd met with Rebeka. I got a closer
look at her before feigning sleep. Her large kind eyes, the color of chocolate,
were genuine and warm—nothing like the doctor's. Her lilting accent—Spanish, I
think—gave her voice a musical quality. Going against all logic and reason, I
liked her instantly.


I hesitated a moment, then opened my mind to explore hers,
hoping she was someone I could trust.


'I know you can hear me, Sam. And I can hear you. We
share gifts, you and I, so listen to me. Do not try anything reckless right
now. You and your baby are in danger. Do you understand?'


I almost had to pinch myself to return to the moment. "Who
are you? Why are you working at this horrible place?"


I could feel that she didn't belong here. This life made her
sick with anger and fear.


'There is more to the story than you can see right now,
but I am a friend. I know you have no reason to trust me, but I'll try to help
you and Drake. He's in danger. They can't control him for long, and once he's
harvested, they'll kill him.'


My heart sank to my feet, waiting to be stampeded by the
cruel world that enslaved me.


'Stay asleep. They're watching us. I know the medication
they put you on to control your powers isn't working. They don't know this,
which is the only reason they allow me around you. I'm the only doctor they
have that can fix the mess they made with these pregnancies, so they have to
let me treat you. Don't despair, child. I was once in your position, a student
at what you call Rent-A-Kid.'


"If you were one of us, why are you helping
them?"


Despite how much I liked this woman, my anger bubbled out.
And why shouldn't it? We'd all had our lives ripped from us, torn apart by
these greedy bastards who only wanted to use us for our powers.


'I know it doesn't make sense, but... please know that I
have my reasons. Unlike you, I didn't have help. If I hadn't stayed on, they
would have killed my children.'


Of course! That niggling sensation of familiarity—her eyes,
her smile. Just like Lucy. The shape of her face—exactly like Luke's. Twins
never happened at Rent-A-Kid. Except them. I probed her mind deeper than
normal, delving into thoughts hidden well beneath the surface. Images flashed
at me: babies born, her fear and love, her holding them and kissing them. Her
losing them.


My own heart ached with her pain, as I watched her story
unfold in my mind. "Luke and Lucy are your children."


Love filled her mental voice. 'Yes. I had them in this
clinic almost eighteen years ago. I was your age at the time. They were allowed
to stay with me while they nursed, but once they showed signs of powers, they
were taken away and put in a special childcare center run by the organization.'


Her children were my best friends. I loved them almost as
much as she did. "They were told they were abandoned at a hospital,
left in the care of social services."


'No. No! I would never have left them if I had a choice.
I love them with all my heart. They keep me going.'


"I know. I saw. I can connect with them, and help
you talk to them."


I'd seen into more than just her mind, I'd seen into her
heart. I had to help this woman. She wouldn't hurt my friends or betray us.
Besides, we were all dead if we didn't find someone to take our side.


'You can do that? You have that much power?'


"With Drake's help, yes. We've done it before. Would
you like to meet your children?"


'Yes, more than anything. But not until you've rested and
recovered. You nearly lost your baby, and would have died yourself. Your body
has been through a significant strain. I can't let you push your powers while
you're in this condition.'


"Is Rebeka okay?"


She worked on me, checking different parts of my body while
we linked. When I asked about Rebeka, her hands fumbled. I felt a small tremor.


'I'm so sorry, but she and her baby died. I tried to save
them, but the bastards wouldn't let me give her the treatment I'm giving you.
They tried to manipulate the genetics of the child, controlling which
para-power it would get. They don't just want to make more paranormal kids,
they want to make kids with very specific gifts.'


Repulsed? Yes, but not surprised. I couldn't be surprised by
anything they did anymore. They were monsters.


"But why? What do they need to do this?"


'I don't know, but these are long-term plans. Perhaps
they've tracked which kids get the most money when rented out, and want more of
those.'


Greed. Always at the heart of this organization.


"Will you help us escape?" Might as well
lay it all on the table.


'If they catch any of us, we'll all be dead. And so will
my children.'


"Ana, Lucy will be eighteen soon. They'll breed her,
and what do you think they'll do with her once they've used her up? Is that the
life you want for her? For your grandchildren? Help us collect enough evidence
to take this place down, and help us escape. Drake knows someone on the
outside—a reporter."


'Do you promise you'll help my children?'


I wanted to help them, but how? I couldn't even help myself,
and I had a baby to take care of. Would I be able to handle it all?


Ana saw my hesitation. 'I know you're scared. I'll help
you and Drake. I know you'll do the right thing when you're free.'


Her cool hand touched mine, a brief moment of human contact
after so much isolation. I tried to stay still, asleep, but I wanted to jump up
and hug her.


She said she'd be back as soon as possible, and left.


***


Then Dr. Pana came in. His evil stank up the room. I allowed
myself to "wake up."


"What am I doing here? What happened?"


He trailed his finger over my exposed stomach, making my
skin crawl. "Come now, Sam, you aren't stupid. You know more than you're
letting on. You're pregnant, but you nearly lost the baby. Once you're stable,
we'll move you to a new room. You're the only expectant mother here at the
moment, so you'll have it to yourself. What you're doing is for the good of
humanity. It's important. We wouldn't keep you here if it wasn't."


Propaganda bullshit!


"I want out of here. You have no right to do this to
me!"


I kept my mental link with Ana, and added one to Drake. We
explained our plan and how she could help.


'This is risky,' Ana said. 'I don't know if it
will work, but I'll help. You're right: doing nothing will only ruin the lives
of more children. It's time, after all these years, to act against them. I have
files—names, dates, information I've been collecting for a long time. Like you,
Sam, I was trained in spying and collecting sensitive information. A mind
reader is rare in the paranormal world. It's why they let me live, and trained
me to become a doctor. I was their greatest asset. But also, like you, their
greatest threat.'


'We need to act fast.' I knew Drake feared losing his
powers again, but he sounded calm. 'I only have two more days of the saline
replacements.'


Out loud, I kept up a forced argumentative conversation with
Dr. Pana—aware of his mental fingers latching onto my mind—while plotting
mentally with Ana and Drake. I confused myself a few times, but we managed to
create the beginnings of a plan.


"What will I do when we escape? What doctor will
know what to do with me and my baby on the outside?"


'I don't know. You will need medical care.'


"Come with us," I begged her. "We
need you. My baby needs you."


'The babies here need me too. They barely survived when
the mothers died. And my children need me. If I leave, they'll hurt them. What
if we can't rescue them in time?'


"But if we escape, won't they suspect that you
helped us?"


'Probably, but I'll have to risk it.'


"Okay, I understand you can't come with us. I don't
want anything happening to my friends. They're the only family I have too, you
know. So we need to make you look innocent."


Drake jumped in. 'We'll have to hurt her, make it look
like we, or I, attacked her to free you. It's the only way.'


"No!" I felt Ana and Drake flinch at my
mental scream. "We can't hurt her. She's risking everything to help us!"


'No, he's right, Sam. It's the only way to make me look
innocent and let you escape. If we don't convince them I wasn't involved,
they'll kill my kids and me.'


As far as plans went, this sucked. I hated always being at
the mercy of these jerk-offs. When did my life so completely fall apart?


"How do I keep my baby safe?"


'I'll give you enough supplies and drugs to care for you
and the baby, and to slow down the growth rate. The medicine will work. Just
remember to take it regularly.'


Our conversation ended, and Dr. Pana took me to my room and
locked me in. Despair rifled through me, shooting darkness and fear into my
heart. I let the pain gnaw at me, tear apart my hope, and when I'd cried every
last tear in me, I made a simple vow: no more of that—time to move forward.


I never got to see the babies, but in my mind, I heard their
cries and the whispered lullabies Ana sang to them to lure them back to their
dreams—the same lullabies she'd sung to Luke and Lucy when they were babies.
Each lilting song broke a piece of my heart when I thought of how Rent-A-Kid
had torn apart their family.


I lived in isolation again, without even the outdoors to
look forward to, this time. Babies filled my dreams and consumed my waking
moments. A part of me resented this newfound responsibility. I didn't want it.
I was only eighteen, nowhere near ready to be a parent. I hadn't even met the
father in person yet.


Ah, get over it. Stop the damn whining and just get on
with it!


***


The next day we prepared for the great escape. It would
happen late at night. Ana had arranged to be on the night shift. She seemed on
the verge of tears, but she held it together. Drake was ready, sneaking in
opportunities to strengthen his body. I was ready... mostly. My body felt
stronger, but my heart raced uncontrollably from fear.


We had one more thing to do before setting out. We linked
Luke and Lucy with Ana.


"Hey guys, sorry I haven't been back to talk to you.
It's been a crazy couple of days, but... um... there's something I want to tell
you about."


'Are you okay? What's happened?' Lucy didn't sound
like herself. The stress of all this dampened her normally bright spirit, which
made me even more determined to get out of here.


"You guys, your mom didn't abandon you. She was one
of us. They bred her and took you away when you were babies. She's here, linked
to you now, and is helping us escape. Her name is Ana."


Silence. And shock. Their thoughts spun in a tornado that
made it hard to keep up.


Ana spoke first. 'My children, I'm so sorry for what
you've been through. I've done everything I can to keep you alive, to make sure
you're treated well. I have loved you all this time.'


'Mom? Are you really our mom?' Luke could not hold
his tears.


'Yes, mijo, I am. And I never abandoned you. They
stole you from me, just like they stole me from my parents.'


Luke's voice was strained. 'Who's our father?'


'I don't know,' Ana said. 'I wish I could tell
you, but I could never find the records. I'm sorry.'


We kept the link open as long as we could. Ana and her
children talked about everything, from favorite movies to their para-powers.
Luke loved that Ana and I shared mind reading. It also accounted for Lucy's
lie-detecting ability. Para-powers were shaped to some degree by genetics,
though that didn't explain how the line of paranormals started in the first
place.


The conversation went on for a long time. Hearing them all
cry and talk at once hurt my head. I wanted to hug everyone.


The craving for physical contact surprised me. Most people
didn't really think about it, normally. I would sit next to Luke and Lucy on
the bed with our legs touching, or we would hug. Other friends would hug me or
put an arm around me. Some level of physical contact was natural, something we
didn't even think about.


But since being here, I'd gotten almost none. Ana would
brush against me when she could, offering a hand of support. Susie tried not to
touch me at all, and Dr. Pana never touched me except in creepy ways that made
my skin crawl.


I'd never realized how much I needed to be touched, and to
touch—to feel that contact with another person.


No one wanted to end the conversation, but we all forced our
goodbyes. Still connected to Ana, I felt the tears flow down her cheek and drip
over the edges of her smile.


'Thank you, both of you. Thank you so much. That meant
the world to me.'


The group link had drained me. Would it affect our ability
to escape? Maybe, but I didn't regret it. That one conversation healed a hole
in my friends' hearts that had been raw far too long. I could see the light in
Ana as well, brightness in an otherwise dark world.


This was real power. Not controlling other people, but
helping to heal their hearts. For the first time in my life, my para-powers
meant something more.


They made me proud.


Chapter 23 – Sam


 


Drake and I linked and commanded the guard to shut down the
camera. Ana had slipped him a little something that would keep him in the
bathroom for quite some time. She locked him in, and Drake and I instructed him
not to leave, even if he started to feel better. Ana snatched the keys from the
guard desk, and came to my room.


She pulled out a scalpel and walked toward me. The hairs on
the back of my neck sprang to attention.


"I'm so sorry, Sam, but I have to do this."


This couldn't be. I didn't believe she would hurt me.


"You have a tracker in your arm. I have to remove it
before we leave this room, or you won't get past the security gates."


My body visibly deflated. Right, the tracker. She
reached for my right arm. I rolled up my sleeve, held it out and gritted my
teeth.


The pain came without warning—sharp, biting. The blade
sliced into me, dug through me, and pulled out. Warm liquid flowed down my
skin. A metallic plop followed.


Ana wrapped my arm. "You're a very brave girl. Are you
okay?"


I moved my arm to test it. The muscle ached, but I would
live. "Yes, let's go get Drake."


She hid the tracker, a thin metal piece, in a drawer and
grabbed a clean scalpel for Drake. I grabbed my backpack with my sketchpad and
secret box tucked safely inside.


When we got to his door, I paused. This was the moment. Our
first meeting. Ana had been kind enough to get me a pair of khaki pants that
fit and a blue sweater that brought out the blue in my eyes. I'd pulled my hair
back in a braid. No makeup, but I hadn't worn any in so long that I didn't
really think too much of it. Still, the butterflies in my stomach turned into
raging bees.


What if the chemistry we had in our minds didn't translate
to our bodies? What if he looked at me and ran away?


Ana, reading my mind, tugged me to the door with a motherly
smile. My heart clenched at the thought that Lucy and Luke should have basked
in that smile over the last eighteen years. The injustice of it all renewed my
motivation.


She opened the door and Drake stepped forward, and for that
moment, the world stopped spinning and time stood still.


In my imagination, he hadn't been so tall. Tall and
muscular. His blond-highlighted hair lay casually messy, and his crystal blue
eyes held me in a long stare. He'd found a way to shave, and the chiseled
strength of his jaw made my knees weak.


When he smiled, warmth filled my stomach.


"Sam."


That was it, just one word, but he made it sound like it
held all the secrets of the universe. His voice was deeper, huskier, than it
had been in my mind.


"Drake, it's really you."


He reached for my hand. "It's really me."


When his skin touched mine, lightning danced between us.


He pulled me close, breathing in the scent of me as our
bodies touched. I nearly cried right there in his arms, just being held,
feeling him. I never wanted to let go.


But I had to. We sighed and reluctantly pulled our bodies
apart, though we clutched each other's hands as often as we could.


He held his arm out to Ana, having heard our thoughts, and
she carved the tracker out. He didn't flinch, just held my gaze and smiled, as
if she hadn't jabbed a sharp object into his bicep.


Ana wrapped his arm, and led us through a maze of hallways
and rooms. They knew Drake could control minds, which would explain why she led
us to the door. Her alibi.


She gave Drake her car keys and the keys from the guard. 'In
the trunk, there's a blue backpack with a small memory stick in the inside
pocket. It also has money, clothes, and supplies for you both—medical supplies
for you, Sam, a laptop computer, and a cell phone that's not traceable. You'll
also need the guard keys to get out the back way, through the locked gates.'


Even though I wanted out of this hell, I couldn't stomach
the thought of what we had to do next. They mustn't suspect her of anything.


Damn pragmatism.


Drake looked miserable. "I'm so sorry, Ana. Thank you
so much."


Ana sat on the floor against the wall so she wouldn't fall,
then smiled. "Just do it, mijo. It's okay. I'm tougher than I look.
Just make it believable."


He released the super strength his muscles carried before
punching her in the side of the head.


I cried out as she slumped to the floor, feeling his fist as
if I'd suffered the blow.


Chapter 24 – Drake


 


Drake cradled Ana's head so she wouldn't fall to the floor,
and positioned her in the most comfortable way possible before looking at Sam.
He waited for anger, but he saw only love in her eyes.


He reached out and ran his hand through her silky hair.
"I'm sorry."


Her eyes spilled over with tears, but she didn't pull away
from him. He sighed in relief when she gripped his hand with as much desperate
need as burned in him.


"I hate this, Drake, but we had to. Now let's get out
of here before we're caught."


An ache eased in him. He had a new guardian angel, a soul who
accepted him, shadows and all.


Drake was guiding Sam toward the door when a voice from the
stairs froze them in place. "What the hell are you doing down here? Stop
right there."


The security guard aimed his gun at them. How did he get
out?


As soon as he'd thought the question, the answer arrived.
Dr. Pana followed behind the guard with an evil grin spread across his face.
"You two are not going anywhere." His calm, quiet voice was more
terrorizing than if he'd been wild with rage.


A haze of compulsion settled into Drake's mind as Dr. Pana
hijacked his powers and took control of him. He wanted to scream for Sam to
run, but his mouth wouldn't open and he didn't know if she could hear him
mentally anymore.


Sam's face turned hard. "Let go of him, Dr. Pana. Now!"


The clutches on Drake's mind released and he gasped in
relief and pain.


Dr. Pana's face twisted in anger. "How?"


Sam still held center stage, so Drake used that moment to
creep forward, ready to tackle the doctor.


Sam grinned. "You underestimated us."


'Drake, he can only use one power at a time. We have to
keep him off balance.' Her voice floated through him like a cool breeze.


He took that opportunity and lunged, tackling the doctor to
the ground.


Sam screamed. "The guard!"


From the corner of his eye, Drake saw the guard turn and
point his gun at him. Time pushed against him like a viscous liquid, and he
couldn't move fast enough to stop the inevitable.


The guard's trigger finger twitched.


Drake braced for the impact of a bullet.


But no gun fired. The guard's eyes glazed over and he threw
the gun down the stairs.


Sam had intervened, but in letting go of the doctor's mind,
she'd opened up the window he needed to seize Drake's mind again.


Under compulsion, Drake moved away from the doctor. Inside,
his will fought the clumsy control the doctor exerted, but couldn't break it,
and he recognized in that moment the energy of the man who had kidnapped him
from his surfing contest.


Of course, Dr. Pana had been behind it all. Fury raged in
Drake, seeking an outlet but finding none. His muscles flexed and pulsed,
bulging tight against his jeans and shirt, coiled and ready but unable to
strike.


The guard made for his gun, but Sam intercepted him and
kicked the gun farther away, then latched onto Dr. Pana's mind again and
released Drake from the control.


"You did this to me. You took everything from me."
His fist landed in the doctor's gut and sent him flying down the hall, where he
lay struggling to breathe.


Drake stalked forward, ready to finish off the doctor, but
the guard pounced on Drake and wailed at him with ineffectual punches. Though
no match for him in strength, the guard was small and fast, and Drake's
counterstrikes landed on air.


A foreign energy infiltrated Drake's body as he fought the
guard, and siphoned off his extra strength. The guard's punches bit deeper into
his body and filled him with unexpected pain. Each blow disoriented him
further, until his vision spun with flashes of light.


Drake raised a heavy arm and swung, but missed again.


The doctor groaned, healing himself with Drake's power, then
pulled a gun from his pocket and aimed at Sam.


"No!" Drake's powers crashed back into him and
renewed strength burned through his veins and flooded his muscles. His fist
slammed into the guard's face and knocked him into the wall. His body slumped
over and blood leaked out of his mouth.


With every ounce of will left in him, Drake focused on the
doctor, but the doctor fought Drake with his own mind powers... and pulled the
trigger.


Two pops reverberated through the hall. Sam screamed and
Drake unleashed more fury than he'd ever felt before.


Images of his New Daddy flashed through his mind. The gun in
the doctor's hand lifted and pointed toward his chin.


"Shoot yourself, Dr. Pana. Don't miss."


Sam's voice cut through the pulsing vibrations in his ears.
"Drake no! Don't do it! Don't become one of them."


Drake looked to her, tears welling in his eyes. "I
can't lose you, Sam. I lost them. I can't lose you too. I'm sorry."


The doctor's face contorted in fear and rage, but his finger
obeyed Drake's will and pulled the trigger. Just like the childhood memory,
blood and brain splattered the wall and the doctor's body fell to the floor
like a bag of sand.


Chapter 25 – Sam


 


I heard the gun explode in slow motion. Everything went
silent, or really loud. I couldn't tell—like when water is so hot it feels cold
for a moment. My ears rang as I went numb and fell to the ground. Blood covered
me, and my arm stung.


Drake's mouth moved, but I couldn't hear what he said. Rage
overtook him, and he turned to the doctor. He broke from my mind and unleashed
all his power.


Dr. Pana brought the gun to his own chin. Time slowed. The
doctor's finger tugged against the trigger.


"Drake no! Don't do it! Don't become one of them."
The words didn't reach my ears. Maybe I only spoke in my head. Nothing made
sense. I couldn't move. Something pinned me down.


Drake looked to me, tears in his eyes. "I can't lose
you, Sam. I lost them. I can't lose you too. I'm sorry."


My mind filled with Drake's. His pain became mine, his
memories my memories. We existed as one in that terrible moment.


The doctor's head exploded in a splash of blood and brain.


I blocked the image of him from my mind, and my connection
to Drake snapped shut. The guard still lay unconscious in the corner, and Ana
lay like a dead weight against me.


I shifted her, and screamed. A crimson gash covered her
abdomen. I tried to move my arm and flinched. Blood covered my right shoulder.
Two bullets—one in her, and one that just grazed me. She must have moved at the
last minute, and thrown herself in front of me.


She'd saved my life.


This plan was supposed to be simple. How could this happen?


My hearing returned as I choked on my sobs. I held Ana and
rocked her, stared at her, willing her to wake up. I waited for that movie
moment when she would open her eyes and tell me it was okay, that it was best
this way. When she would make me vow to help her children and all the other
kids in this hellhole.


That moment never came.


I was robbed of those last words, that final connection.


Images of Gar's lifeless eyes plagued me. Two deaths.


I looked at my bloodstained hands and cringed. I would never
wipe my soul clean from this.


"Sam, we have to go now. I'm sorry, but we don't have
much time to get out of here. Are you okay? Is our baby okay?"


I stared at Drake, still in a daze, and nodded mutely as he
moved Ana's body off of me. "We can't leave her here. That's not
right."


"I know, but we have no choice. We're the only hope
left to save her kids. She'd want us to go."


"No! I'm not going to leave her here. Her kids deserve
to know where she's buried. She deserves some respect. I will not leave her in
the hands of these monsters! Not like I left Gar."


"Please, Sam, listen to me. For the sake of our baby,
we have to go. Please!"


"I can't. I just can't. The babies. Ana. I can't."


I sat on the floor, crying, clutching her body in my arms,
unable to move, unable to think past the grief that ate away at my soul. She'd
given everything for her kids, and for us. Her whole life had been a sacrifice
for others. I had just reunited her with her children, gave my best friends
their mom back. Now, because of me, they'd lost it all.


Sobs tore out of me. My body shook as my tears spilled onto
her lifeless face.


***


'Sam, I am so sorry to do this, but I have to. Sam, you
will get up and come with me to the car. You will move quickly.'


My mind emptied. Only a compulsion to do as the voice
commanded remained. My body moved reflexively as an unknown arm helped me up
and guided me out of the building. Distant alarms sounded, but the compulsion
was all that mattered.


I saw the guard and what was left of Dr. Pana as if looking
through murky waters.


A thread of anger uncoiled inside me. I despised him. I
despised them all. If I could burn the whole building down, I would. These
thoughts rose up like bubbles from some buried mind, but I could do nothing but
walk forward and get in the car.


We found the blue Honda where Ana said it would be. Drake
pulled the backpack out of the trunk, and we jumped in. He drove.


The compulsion disappeared, my mind cleared, and all the
memories and feelings flooded back to me. I felt violated, mentally raped.
Drake couldn't make eye contact with me, and I couldn't speak to him. My rage
wouldn't allow it.


I thought about the babies. What would happen to them? Ana
had been the only one who loved them and gave them what they needed. We had
destroyed so much tonight—so many lives, so much hope.


My arm throbbed in pain and practicality gradually took
over. I checked the bags, trying to focus. Good Ana, she'd left us a first aid
kit. I disinfected my bullet wound and wrapped it awkwardly with gauze, also
replacing the wrecked bandage Ana had put on me.


"Do you want some help with that? I can pull over
and—"


"I can do it myself!"


"Sam, I'm sorry. So sorry. But you would have died. Our
baby would have died. I couldn't let you stay there!"


I screamed, "You could have used your physical
strength! You could have carried me if you had to. You didn't need to use mind
control on me. On me!"


"There was no time. You would have fought. You were
injured. And you're pregnant! What would you have done in my situation? Huh?
Would you have let me die so I wouldn't get mad at you? Would you have held
that ethical line at the expense of my life?"


I refused to look at him or answer.


We drove in silence while I counted our cash. Drake looked
over at the money. Ana had left us several thousand dollars, at least, and that
didn't count the money I'd squirreled away in my secret box.


He finally broke the silence. "We should dump this car
and get something else. The plates are traceable."


I finally looked at the GPS. We were in Montana. I hadn't
been far off in my guesses, assuming my school was near the hospital.


We drove in the middle of nowhere, in the middle of the
night, in the middle of Big Sky Country. We cruised the long, winding country
roads, the only sign of life an occasional road sign.


Drake set the GPS for his apartment in Venice, California,
but programmed it for back roads until we could get a new car.


"When and where should we get a new car? I don't see
any dealerships around." I did not want to speak to him, but logistics had
to be handled.


"As soon as possible. First we should swap the plates
with another car. That will buy us time until I can get us to a car lot."


"Fine."


It took us a while to pass anything resembling civilization,
but we finally found a parking lot full of cars outside a truck stop. I stayed
in the car while Drake made the switch. My first night of freedom and I was
already an outlaw. Great.


We kept driving.


I dozed on and off, in pain and sickened by what had
happened. Ana's dead face flashed every time I closed my eyes. We drove for
hours that first night, stopping for gas and food as infrequently as possible.
I stayed in the car, not wanting to alarm anyone with my bloody clothes.


Ten hours of driving exhausted us both. I was surprised we'd
stayed on the road so long, after the adrenaline crash from our escape. We
pulled into a small motel. I wasn't even sure where we were; everything looked
the same after so many miles.


Drake checked us in with cash from the bag.


As soon as we walked into the room, I threw my clothes into
a trash bag and jumped into the shower, scrubbing until my skin turned red and
raw. I couldn't wash away the memories, but at least I could wash away the
blood.


As I washed, Shakespeare's Macbeth ran through my mind:


Out, damn'd spot! out, I say!—One; two: why, then


'tis time to do't.—Hell is murky.—Fie, my lord, fie, a
soldier, and


afeard? What need we fear who knows it, when none can
call our


pow'r to accompt?—Yet who would have thought the old man
to


have had so much blood in him?


So much blood, indeed. Blood spilled for me.


Drake took a shower after me. He came out wearing the sweats
and t-shirt Ana had left him. I sat on the double bed in my own sweats and
t-shirt and looked through the backpack. The bandaging on my arm slipped. I
couldn't get it to stay.


He came over and rewrapped it. We didn't speak. I couldn't
even look him in the eyes, but the graze of his skin against mine sent shivers
through my body.


We each had clothes to sleep in, undergarments for a few
days, and one pair of pants with a few different shirts and sweaters.


I booted up the MacBook and found the memory stick, while he
counted the cash.


"Sam, this is $20,000. How could she even have this
much money?"


"They probably paid her, right? I mean, they thought
they controlled her with her kids, so why wouldn't they pay her? Or maybe she
found a way to steal from them. Even better."


I shut up, remembering that I wasn't speaking to him.


It was a lot of money, but without jobs, or IDs, or
anything, it wouldn't last long. Still, my eyes filled with tears. Ana had
given us so much, and paid for it with her life. And we'd left her there to
rot.


The baby kicked, and Drake noticed me holding my stomach.


He sat next to me and swallowed hard. "Can I feel
her?"


I nodded and put his large hand over the bump, and she gave
another good, strong kick.


He smiled and looked in my eyes. "We got out. We saved
her. And we will make it through this. Together. I'm so sorry about what I did,
Sam. I swear I'll never do that to you again, but I couldn't let you die!"


Tears rolled off my cheek and onto my shirt. He wiped one
away with his finger. I was furious with him, but why? If I could use these
powers for what I considered the greater good, why couldn't he? He probably did
save our lives. We had to get out of there, and he was right: I would have done
the same thing to him if it meant saving him and our baby.


Part of me wanted to stay angry, the part that feared the
loss of control, but I was too tired to keep fighting with the only person in
the world on my side. I leaned toward him, to put my head on his shoulder, but
hesitated. Each moment suspended itself in blown glass—so beautiful, so
fragile.


As if sensing my uncertainty, he wrapped his arms around me,
and I melted into him as though my body had been made for his.


"Don't ever do it again," I said into his t-shirt.


"I won't, I swear." He held my eyes with his. His
breath touched my face and smelled like the mint of his toothpaste.


In that moment, as if sensing my desperate need, or maybe
reflecting his own, he leaned into me.


Fire grew between us and poured through us.


The blaze reached our lips as they brushed together, gently
at first, soft and tender. Then his tongue split my lips. The taste of his
mouth, my fingers digging into his back, his hand sliding into my hair as he
pulled me closer—with the ebb and flow of this newfound passion, a craving
flared to life deep within my body, something new and forbidden. He traced a
line of kisses on my cheek.


I willed time to stop and suspend us in this moment forever,
like those blown glass memories.


It didn't feel like a first touch or first kiss, but rather
like we'd been apart for too many lifetimes and had finally found each other
again. My body recognized his intimately. We fell into each other naturally and
without hesitation.


I finally felt home. Free. Safe. Loved.


The computer beeped, reminding us we had work to do.


Drake pushed it away. "It can wait until morning. Now,
you need rest, and I need to hold you."


How could I argue when all I wanted in the world was to be
wrapped in his arms all night long?


I thought my tears had gone for good, but that night I cried
myself to sleep again. This time, my tears fell on the strong shoulders of the
man I loved. He held me all night, avoiding my injured shoulder. Words were
still too much for us after all the shock, but the contact kept me from falling
apart.


***


We woke early the next morning and looked through the
computer files, which contained compelling evidence—addresses, pictures, secret
documents. Everything we'd need to expose Rent-A-Kid.


Drake grabbed the cell phone and made a call. "Brad,
this is Drake. Call me back at this number. It's urgent. I'm in trouble."
He hung up.


Money and clothes covered our bed. I thought of Ana and.... Oh
God, I have to tell Lucy and Luke.


I didn't want to, not after everything. My head split in
half.


But we had to.


Drake agreed, and we made the link.


And I had the worst conversation of my life.


Their mother's loss shocked and saddened Lucy and Luke.
They'd lost more than just a person they'd only talked to once. They'd lost an
idea, a dream of how life might have been. They also feared for their future,
understandably so. I had to get them out and protect my baby. I didn't know
how, but I would find a way.


We dressed, packed up, and hit the road early, still worried
about being followed, or reported, or killed. Minor things.


I took the medicine Ana had left me, and told my baby to be
good and stay put for a while longer.


We drove and drove and drove, at last finding a used car
lot. We ditched Ana's car and bought the cheapest vehicle that looked like it
could go the distance. It didn't help that Drake had no ID. It did help that
this guy didn't want to report everything to Uncle Sam. They shook on a deal,
and we left with our new ride.


We aimed to get to California by that night, and head
straight to his apartment.


I leaned back in my seat and admired Drake as he drove.
"What do you think Brad will say about all this?"


"Honestly, I don't know. He's always looked for the
next great story, but really has been stuck at the newspaper equivalent of
middle management. He gets some local stuff, but nothing hard-hitting. He wants
to make his mark, but so far he's just barely making rent."


"Maybe this will be the big break he needs."


"If anyone listens. I have a feeling it won't be that
easy to bring down this organization."


Yeah, a group like this didn't cave just because some kids
showed up with a memory stick and a story. Still, someone had to listen, to see
the pieces that didn't add up and want to investigate further.


If his friend couldn't get our story out into the world,
we'd find another way. I had sketches, sensitive information on top government
officials, and no identity. That proved something, didn't it? I didn't just
make myself disappear. Someone, somewhere, would have to believe us.


Drake squeezed my hand. I turned on the radio and shuffled
through the many Christian and country music stations, settling on a Dixie
Chicks song. I sang along and tried to forget about my life for a while.


Drake glanced at me. "You have a beautiful voice."


"Thank you." I hesitated. "Drake, I know what
I want to name our baby." The thought had been percolating in the back of
my mind since the night before, but I wasn't ready to speak about it. Until
now.


"I'm pretty sure I don't need to read your mind to know
what it is."


"Ana." We said her name together. As a prayer. An
offering. A promise.


"Sam, I want you to know... I love you. I know I didn't
say it last night, but I do. I always will."


"I love you too."


Right on cue, Lonestar's "Amazed" came on.


"I WANNA SPEND THE REST OF MY LIFE... WITH YOU BY MY
SIDE... FOREVER AND EVER...."


I sang, he listened, and we went to meet our future
together.


---END OF BOOK ONE---
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Chapter 26 – Sam


 


The warmth of Drake's lips against mine sent butterflies
spiraling through my stomach. His strong arms tightened around me just enough
to make me feel safe without stealing all the air from my lungs. I rested my
cheek against his chest and breathed in his unique scent—part campfire, part
wind. Everything about that moment in our bed felt right... until the
butterflies in my stomach turned into angry bees bent on killing me.


My legs itched as if unseen bugs crawled through them; I couldn't
keep them still. Hot and cold, my body fluctuated between extremes as I opened
my mouth to speak, but my throat refused to comply.


"Drake!" My mind called to him even as my
body pushed away from his.


He held onto me and refused to let me crawl into my own
misery. "Sam, what's wrong?"


I tried to speak out loud, but couldn't. "I don't
know. Something is happening to me. Something isn't... right."


Drops of sweat trickled down my forehead and stung my eyes.
I shivered and clutched at Drake. My hands wrapped around his taut muscles as
if trying to absorb their strength.


His hand dropped to my swollen belly, and he switched to our
mind link. 'Is it our baby?'


My mental whimper made me cringe, but I couldn't help it. My
body had been invaded by aliens. I wanted to tear my skin off and crawl out of
myself. A ball of anxiety grew in my chest, smothering any of the peace I had
felt just moments before. "It's not my stomach, it's everywhere. Like a
poison or... Ahhhh!"


The pain that ripped through me swallowed up all thoughts of
words. If I hadn't already been lying in bed with Drake, I would have crashed
to the floor. A vague need clawed at me—some unnamable craving that made no
sense to my mind, but which captured the needs of my body.


Some thing was missing, and its absence sent my
nervous system into chaos.


Drake covered me with a blanket, and pressed his cool hand
against my head as he brushed long, sweaty strands of dark hair from my eyes.
"I'm really freaking out here, Sam. You're pale, clammy, and you can't stop
shaking. I don't know what to do. I think I should take you to the
hospital." The skin around his blue eyes tightened in worry.


I spoke through chattering teeth. "You can't. Baby.
Experiments. They might take me away."


I couldn't summon enough clarity to tell him why this was
such a bad idea. I'd spent my whole life in a lie. The people who'd raised me
as a paranormal spy, for hire to the rich and powerful, had given me everything
any girl would ever need to live comfortably. Then they burned my artwork,
killed my mentor, impregnated me against my will and held me prisoner.


If it hadn't been for Drake, I'd have never gotten out. As
it was, two people died trying to help me escape.


Drake and I met telepathically, after they kidnapped and
imprisoned him at my school. We fell in love before ever meeting in person.
Through him, I had learned not only to read minds, but to control them—a gift I
often wished I could give back. But it had saved us.


We were free, but hunted.


We couldn't go to a hospital, where we might be reported or
discovered. It was too risky.


I didn't realize he'd gone until he came back with a cool
washcloth and pressed it against my forehead. "If you aren't feeling
better soon, we’re going to the doctor’s. I'll do whatever it takes to keep you
safe and get you out of there, if it comes to that." He towered over me,
his spiky blond hair disheveled from our recent make-out session that now
seemed so long ago.


My body shuddered, and not just because of my symptoms. Whatever
it takes could mean a lot of things to Drake, including—but not limited
to—physical violence and total mind control. The darkness of his paranormal
talents scared me and seduced me in equal measure.


***


Time held no meaning as my mind darted in and out of
memories. Past and present collided to create a full-sensory collage out of my
life: playing hide-n-seek with my best friends Luke—who always cheated by
walking through walls when he was about to be caught—and Lucy; Mr. Caldrin
critiquing my sketches and offering ideas to make them more realistic; targets
changing faces, blending into the same person, their thoughts rippling through
my mind like waves. Through it all, a demon stalked me from the shadows of my
memories, never quite showing its face, but crouching, waiting.


And then I dreamed....


***


The needle plunges into me, tearing through skin in one
small, sharp poke. Yellow fluid drains from the vial and into my veins.


I float outside my body, above a younger version of
myself sitting on the hospital bed. My brown hair is longer, a child's cut with
blunted bangs and pigtails. My blue eyes look brighter, more innocent.
"Why do I have to get this all the time? What does it do?"


Dr. Sato also looks younger, though very old to my
child-self, her Asian features smooth and pronounced, her white coat and
stilted accent forever the same. "You not get it all the time. Only every
three months. It vitamin. It make you strong and healthy. Make you feel
good."


I struggle to slip into her thoughts, but they're all
mumbo-jumbo, the sounds foreign and harsh to my young mind. I haven't yet
learned many other languages, just one or two common ones. Her Japanese dialect
is not common, and no amount of mind reading will change the fact that I cannot
understand her words. Trying only gives me a headache.


Then it's okay. I don't mind not knowing, not hearing her
thoughts. All is well.


Time slips forward and again I'm in a hospital bed, only
this time I'm older... and unconscious. My legs are spread. My sleeping form
does not move.


A male doctor I've never seen sticks something inside me—


I scream. And scream. And scream.


No one hears.


***


"Sam. Sam!"


Fingers dug into my shoulders, pulling me from my dream
fragments. Ghostly hands clawed at my mind and tried to carry me back into my
nightmares, but Drake's hold on me didn't waver. His mind probed mine; my
consciousness had no choice but to wake up and take control.


My throat cracked when I spoke. "How long have I been
asleep?"


He sat at the edge of the bed and kissed my head. "A
few hours."


"I feel worse than before I slept, like I ran a
marathon with a hangover."


The right side of his lips curved up in his signature half
grin. "You've never had a hangover, so how would you know?"


I smirked. "I don't have to get drunk to know the
aftermath doesn't feel so great. Intelligent people learn lessons without
having to make all the mistakes. Unlike some, who think that chugging beer
through—what do you call those things? Beer hats?—is a genius thing to
do."


"That's the last time I tell you any of my
secrets."


"Uh... I can read your mind."


"True. Speaking of reading minds... yours was screaming
at me while you slept. Then you actually screamed. What were you dreaming,
Hon?"


Only bits and pieces of my dream remained–the terror, the
invasiveness–but no real details. Something nudged at the back of my memory,
though, an important piece of the puzzle that my subconscious mind needed me to
remember.


"I think I'm hungry. Or thirsty. Or... something."
What? What did I need to feel better? I resisted the urge to scratch the skin
off my restless legs, but it was so hard. Everything ached. Everything had a
wrongness about it.


Drake left to get me food. I forced myself out of our
Queen-sized bed and made my way to the bathroom we shared with Brad. Sharing a
bathroom with two men was not the highlight of my new life, but we were lucky
Brad had a place for us at all. He'd even kept all of Drake's stuff when he
left their old apartment and rented this one. I would forever be grateful to
Brad for standing by Drake the way he had all these years.


I wiped down the sink with a piece of toilet paper, erasing
evidence of men who brushed their teeth like children, and splashed warm water
over my face. My symptoms were all so muddled—pregnancy and illness duking it
out for supremacy in my miserable body. Dizziness. Restless legs. Nausea.
Anxiety. Shakiness. Those all seemed new. Well, not the nausea, but what
had once been run-of-the-mill had turned into a Code Red vomit fest. Not
normal.


Time for Google.


When Drake returned with a turkey sandwich, a salad and
water, I sat propped-up in bed with the laptop on my legs.


My search results revealed a lot of random diagnoses.
Adrenal insufficiency. Environmental allergy. Hormone imbalance—very
likely, all things considered. Unknown pathogen—thank you,
Google, that's very useful.


The one diagnosis that kept popping up again and again was
the one that scared me the most, and made the most sense.


Drug withdrawal.


Chapter 27 – Drake


 


St. Michael's Catholic Church occupied the entire corner of
Naples and Coeur D'Alene Avenue in a quaint neighborhood of Venice, where kids
played ball on the street and women sold Tamales from their pushcarts on the
corner. Typical Southern California.


The church had been Drake's fifth foster family's
contribution to his life. He didn't remember the family all that much—they all
blurred together after awhile—but he did remember this church and Father
Patrick. It had been too long since Drake visited the old priest. Now he needed
him more than ever.


Sam and Drake escaped the clutches of Rent-A-Kid just over a
month ago, and for the last two weeks, Drake had stood by and watched as Sam
suffered. She'd grown gaunt and pale, and lost too much weight, especially with
their baby growing inside of her. She shook all the time, and cried when she
thought he wasn't looking. Drake had seen people come off meth... and that's
what Sam looked like.


He hadn't taken her to the hospital. She was too scared they
would keep her for drug use while pregnant, or something. Drake knew he could
get her out, no problem, but she didn't want him using his powers that way.


If he couldn't use his gifts to protect his child and
girlfriend, then what was the point of having powers at all? He didn't
understand Sam's problem with using para-powers that were a part of them. How
could it be wrong if it's how they were born?


He pushed the large, wooden carved doors in and stood for a
moment, letting the silence and holiness of the place rest over him like a
shawl.


As if psychic—and Drake had long suspected he was—Father
Patrick shuffled down the aisle with arms wide open. "Drake, my boy, it's
been too long. Too long. I've been worried for you."


The old man, a good foot shorter than Drake, wrapped his arm
around the taller man and gave him an affectionate squeeze.


"I've sensed some darkness around you, boy. And I've
been saying my prayers."


Drake followed him down the aisle and through a side door
into the priest's office. "I could use your help, Father."


"It's not my help you need, but our Lord Father's
help." He smiled and sat behind his desk. "Yes, I know, you don't
believe in all this, but that doesn't mean He doesn't believe in you." He
waved his hand dismissively. "Never mind all that. What can I help you
with?"


A plump woman, dressed in an orange muumuu that matched her
hair, opened the door and peeked her head in. "I'm so sorry to interrupt,
Father, but I thought I heard...." Her voice trailed off as she made eye
contact with Drake. "...and I did! Drake, look at you, such a big boy.
Where have you been?" She pushed into the room and kissed Drake on the
cheek, then lowered her voice to a conspirational whisper. “You know that young
man who was injured a few months back? Thought you might like to know he’s
doing very well, very well indeed. And don’t worry, your secret’s safe with
me.”


Mrs. Maypol hugged him so hard a normal person might not
have been able to breathe. He smiled big and hugged back, more gently so as not
to crush her.


He looked to the priest and to Mrs. Maypol. These people had
been his family growing up. Whenever he could sneak away from whatever foster
home served as temporary residence, he came here. He’d come by a few months ago
to help with the garden, but ended up exposing his powers when a three thousand
pound angel sculpture pinned a man to the ground and nearly killed him. Shortly
thereafter, the Rent-A-Kid organization had taken him and held him captive, but
he knew that no one here had betrayed him.


"It's good to see you, Mrs. Maypol. I've been out of
town for awhile, but I've missed you all too."


"Well, I'll leave you to your talk. I just had to say
hi!" She bustled out as quickly as she'd bustled in.


The priest settled his eyes on Drake. "You're in some
kind of trouble, I suspect?"


Drake debated how much to tell him about what he'd gone
through. Trust wasn't the issue; he didn't want to put Father Patrick in danger
if anyone should come looking for him. They might not find his connection to
this church, but he couldn't risk it.


"I'm not even sure I should have come here. It could be
dangerous, but I didn't know who else to talk to. Father, you know how I've
always been... different?"


The priest chuckled. "Yes, different. That's one way of
putting it. I seem to recall a young Bishop who will never return to this church
because he believes it is haunted and that his soul became possessed one Sunday
while doing a guest sermon."


Drake laughed. He hadn't thought about that day in many
years.


***


At ten years old, Drake was just starting to test the limits
and boundaries of his powers. When the Bishop yelled at one of the other kids
for not kneeling properly during the Sacraments, he became the perfect target.


The man stood at the front of the church, full of pomp and
arrogance, proclaiming God's intention that even the poor give of their last
dime to further finance the Armies of God. It irritated Drake that this man,
who knew nothing of the people here, would drain his foster family of what
little they had out of misguided guilt.


Time to play a little prank.


As the Bishop droned on... "To any who hold back even
the smallest penny of abundance, everlasting misery shall surely follow you for
your lack of faith and lack of support...." Drake slipped into the
Bishop's oily, weasely little mind. "And so we petition you as Christ
petitioned His followers, to give until it hurts, for only then will
you...." –and Drake was in— "...dance the hokey pokey in
heaven."


A murmur of surprise started like a wave through the packed
congregation. When the Bishop actually started doing the hokey pokey, bursts of
guilty laughter hiccupped throughout the crowd.


Father Patrick, sitting on stage behind the Bishop, looked
straight into Drake, and the ten-year-old understood in that instant... the
Father knew.


***


"That was how we met." Drake closed the memory
back up, putting it away carefully in his mind. He didn't have many happy
memories, but those he did, he guarded fiercely.


"A day I shall forever cherish," Father Patrick
said. "And between you and me, that pompous Bishop deserved a bit of humbling.
But, back to the point of it all: yes, you are different."


"There are more of my kind. Not exactly like me,
but with different abilities. All kinds of powers, things you wouldn't believe
if you saw!"


The priest's eyebrow arched up in surprise. "How
many?"


"I don't know exactly, but an entire school's worth,
and younger kids in another facility. They're using them, doing horrible
genetic experiments, and... I've fallen in love with a girl. Sam is her name,
and she's pregnant with my child. I'm going to be a dad, and... the kicker
is... we've never even...." Drake hesitated. "We've never known each
other in the Biblical sense," he finished.


The priest laughed full belly at that. "You can use the
word, boy. Sex. I'm a priest, not dead. I'm familiar with the word. As to the
rest, I need to give this some thought."


Drake fidgeted in his chair. "Do you think I'm
crazy?"


"No, but this is a lot to take in. I'm not surprised
that there are others with special gifts. History, and my own life experiences,
prove that, whether through supernatural or genetic intervention, some people
are blessed with incredible powers. But an organization that would exploit
these children, use them and experiment on them? This is the highest level of
unholy. They must be stopped."


"We're trying to work out a plan. Sam's friends are
there. We need to rescue them."


Father Patrick reached over and patted Drake's hand. "I
can't imagine what you're going through, Son, but you're not alone. We have
resources that can help. I know the Church doesn't have quite the political
reach it used to, but we still have some influence. Whatever I can do, I
will."


"It's such a relief to finally talk to you about this.
I've been so alone in it all, and now I'm about to be a father. I've never even
known a real father in my own life. All this other stuff aside, how am I
supposed to take care of a child?"


"That's an entirely different conversation, Son. It
won't be easy, but it isn't for anyone. You're loyal and loving and your child
will feel that, even when you make mistakes. And you have your church family to
help, always."


Drake nodded. As usual, Father Patrick nailed it on the
head. No one knew him like this man did, and no one Drake knew had more wisdom
and insight. "There's more. Sam is really sick. I think this organization,
in addition to impregnating her, also drugged her and all the kids there. She's
going through major withdrawals. I'm worried about her, and about our baby, but
she won't let me take her to the hospital. She's scared they'll take her away.
But I can protect her. I can get her out. Only, she doesn't really approve of
my 'special abilities.' At least one of them. I love her, but when I'm around
her, I feel like something inside me is bad. Do you think what I can do is
evil?"


The Father didn't answer for many, long, silent minutes.
They ventured out of comfortable silence and into a twitching kind of quiet
that forced Drake out of his chair so he could pace the room. When the priest
finally did speak, the direction of the conversation surprised Drake.


"Do you remember the story of Joseph and his ability to
decipher dreams into prophesy?"


"Yeah, his brothers were jealous of him and sold him to
slavery, but he used his gifts to garner favor from the Pharaoh. He became very
powerful."


"His gifts were often considered in the realm of
sorcery. In fact, many gifted prophets in the Bible went against the norm of
the day."


"But I'm not a prophet. I control people's minds.
There's a big difference."


"You were born to be who you are, my boy. Every gift
has a dark and light side. It's a tool. The morality or immorality isn't
inherent in the tool, it's in how you choose to wield it."


"So what do I do? How do I help her? When we were
escaping the center... something happened. A woman who was helping us died. Sam
wouldn't leave her, but we had to get out of there. Sam had been shot and was
in shock. I didn't have time to think, I just acted... and I controlled her to
get her to the car. I don't think she's forgiven me, even though she says she
has. Was it wrong to do that?"


"Only you know if what you did was right or wrong. As
for Sam, it's a very hard thing to lose control like that. Try to see it from
her perspective. Don't give up, Drake. And know that I'm always here if ever
you need me."


The priest pulled a rosary out of his desk and handed it to
Drake. "Take this. I know you don't use it in the way I might suggest to
others, but let it be a symbol of the love I hold for you, the son I never
had."


Tears filled Drake's eyes as he reached for the gift.
Precious gems of emerald, ruby and sapphire alternated to create a beautiful
pattern that led to a silver crucifix, with the anguished Jesus hanging from a
cross. Drake always wondered why Catholics focused on the torture and pain of
the crucifixion, while Protestants focused on the empty cross of the
resurrection. Father Patrick had explained once. 'The crucifixion is a
reminder to us of the Lord's sacrifice. For while others focus on the
redemptive nature of humanity, we choose to focus on the redeemer Himself, so
that His sacrifice is never in vain.'


The priest handed him a tissue. Drake wiped his eyes and put
the rosary in his pocket. "Thank you, Father. It means more than you
know."


"Come, I will walk you to your car, and you can tell me
more about Sam."


They took the long way, walking around the pristine church
grounds, strolling between rows of colorful flowers and lush trees sprinkled
with angelic sculptures that looked as if they played hide 'n seek. Drake had
said more than he intended. The old priest always did have a way of getting him
to open up.


Father Patrick turned to him when they arrived at the car.
"What do you plan to do now?"


"I don't know. Wait until Sam gets better, then figure
out the next step. Her friends are still trapped there. We need to figure out a
way to get them out."


"And what will you do with so many children and teens
if you do free them? Where will they go? With whom will they live?"


"Honestly, we haven't thought that far ahead. We've
kind of been reacting more than planning so far."


"Do you have a few more minutes? I'd like to show you
something."


Drake nodded and followed Father Patrick back into his
office.


He moved aside a picture of the crucifix and revealed a
safe. "I had a sense, some time back, that we would need this, though I
didn't know why or when." Father Patrick pulled out a thick envelope and
handed it to Drake.


"What's this?"


"Open it and see."


Drake sifted through the papers: A deed to 100 acres of land
in Washington, and the blueprints for what looked like a mansion.


Drake sat, stunned. "What is this?"


"It's for the children you rescue, a place for new
beginnings. It can be anything you want, including a live-in school for your
paranormal friends."


"This is incredible. How did you—?" Drake looked
at the man who had practically raised him. "You seem awfully prepared for
something you knew nothing about until a few minutes ago."


The priest's blue eyes sparkled with mischief. "What
can I say? I was a Boy Scout."


"Right... and it has nothing to do with how you always
seem to know things you shouldn't?"


"My boy, I have no idea what you're talking
about."


"I should introduce you to Sam. She's good at reading
people."


The priest laughed and hugged him. "I'd love to meet
her. I have nothing to hide from your mind-reading girlfriend." 


"Thank you, Father. You've given me hope when I was
ready to give up."


"Never give up, Son. There is always reason to
hope."


Goodbyes were hard, but Drake needed to go someplace and
think. He needed to process all this new information and figure out what it
would mean for him and Sam.


He was pulling into a parking spot at the beach before it
occurred to him that he'd never told the old priest what para-power Sam had. So
how'd he know she could read minds?


Chapter 28 – Drake


 


Drake inhaled the cool, salty beach air and sank his toes
into the warm sand. The crashing waves of the Pacific Ocean always calmed his
mind, but not this time. He dropped his shoes onto the sand and rolled his
cargo pants up past his calves, so he could feel the sharp bite of the cold
water over his feet.


The sun hovered over the ocean, ushering in another day.
Surfers dotted the watery landscape; Drake longed to be one of them, lost in
the Zen of the wave, no other care or concern but that one moment of bliss.


His life had changed too much for surfing to bring him any
peace. That day so many months ago changed everything. He'd been primed to win
the regional Venice Beach Surfing Competition—next stop, Hawaii. Brad had
warned him to keep a low profile, but surfing was too important to him, so
Drake competed. 


And he'd paid.


***


In a perfect moment of synchronicity and connection, the
wave broke and wrapped around him in a watery cocoon from which he would emerge
reborn. In that state of bliss he didn't notice Max cutting him off, didn't
feel the pull of the current until his board threatened to spill him into the
depths of the ocean.


With paranormal strength he steadied himself and kept his
feet under him. A look of surprise flashed across Max's face before he directed
his attention to the wave that also threatened to engulf him.


The men rode their boards to shore and were greeted by
hundreds of voices cheering their success.


To anyone watching, they had both just scored a serious
victory. Even the judges wouldn't be able to tell that Max had cheated and
tried to sabotage Drake.


Words mattered little to him, but Max had just declared war.


Drake shoved Max to the sand using a touch more than normal
strength, just enough to sting. "What the hell, man? Are you so desperate
to win, and so afraid of me, that you would cheat?"


Max's eyes turned cold, but he pushed himself up and stared
at Drake. "I don't know what you're talking about, but do that again and
I'll make sure you're disqualified from the final round."


A group had formed, drawn into the drama. Drake passed his
board to Brad and stormed off toward the showers to cool down before he blew it
for good.


The warm sand squished under his feet, and the hot sun
blazed down on his head.


He stripped off his wetsuit and stood under the showers,
letting the warm water wash away the sand, salt and anger. Today could change
his life forever; he just needed to keep his cool and ignore Max.


He'd been so absorbed in his rage, he hadn't noticed the
buzz of warning under his skin that someone was watching him.


By the time he felt it, it was too late.


Something stung his shoulder.


He reached around and pulled out a dart. His thoughts
swirled around in his head and his recent clarity gave way to a jumble of
incoherent ramblings.


"Dude, are you all right?"


A voice spoke to him, but male or female, he couldn't tell.
His vision blurred and he slumped onto the wet cement, the now cold water
spraying over him until it ran out of time and stopped.


"Drake, you'll be okay. Come on, boy."


Another voice he didn't recognize. He reached out with his
mind to stop whoever was touching him, but nothing happened. His power didn't
work. Then he felt it, the compulsion to obey directed at him as someone
siphoned his powers from him.


When hands pulled him away from the familiar noises, he
tried to fight with his muscle.


"Damn it, he's still too strong. Get him to the van,
quick."


"Don't worry," one voice said to the other.
"Drake, you will relax and walk quietly to the van with us. You will not
put up a fight or make any noise."


He nodded, stood and walked forward.


Before Drake could process anything more, a painful whack to
his head sent him tumbling into darkness.


The leader yelled at whoever had hit him, and then Drake
lost consciousness.


***


That day had been life-changing, just not they way he'd
hoped or imagined.


Drake wondered if his blood still stained the block of
cement his attackers had used to bash in his head that day, after hitting him
with a tranquilizer gun from afar. Overkill, much? They hadn't underestimated
his strength, at least.


Still, not all was lost. The priest's words gave him hope.
They could form a plan. They had help. They were not alone.


But how did the priest know so much? Was he really psychic?


A shout from behind pulled him out of his thoughts.
"Drake!"


Kylie the Beach Bunny, as she liked to be called, hadn't
changed a bit. Bits of a silver string bikini hugged her curvaceous form as if
it were painted on. Her bleach blonde hair cascaded down her shoulders in artificial
curls. Pretty much everything about Kylie was artificial, actually. Drake could
not for the life of him remember why he'd ever hooked up with such a shallow
creature.


Drake hadn't turned around all the way when Kylie slipped
her slender arm around his waist and pressed her body against his back.


His skin crawled at her touch.


She leaned in close to his ear, her voice a contrived
throaty whisper. "I've been missing you, Drakey boy. Nobody has ever had
the stamina you do."


"Drake?"


Oh, shit.


Drake turned to face the last person he wanted to see in
that moment.


Sam.


Chapter 29 – Sam


 


I couldn't breathe. My heart sank to my feet and waited for
death to extinguish its last few remaining beats.


Drake stood there with a gorgeous Victoria Secret model-type
wrapped around him like one of those little monkeys on the Discovery Channel.


A chemical reaction in my brain wiped out any thought or
reason, and before I could stop myself, I knocked the woman to the ground using
mind control. Her perfect yoga ass hit the sand, and her face contorted into a
comical mask of shock and disbelief.


Drake looked... proud? Ugh. Not the reaction I wanted from
him.


He reached out for my hand. "Sam, it's not what it
looks like. She showed up and... it just... nothing happened. Nothing was going
to happen. I swear to you." 'Read my mind. You'll know I'm telling the
truth.'


I did. Not everything I learned helped the situation—like
the fact that he'd slept with this tramp before he met me. But I also felt his
revulsion. He couldn't stand her touch or her presence, and wanted nothing to
do with her.


That made two of us.


And yes, he was proud of me for using mind control on her. I
squished the little demon of contention that threatened to make a bad situation
worse. This wasn't the time or place for Drake and me to debate the moral
ambiguities of our powers.


Not taking the hint, the woman stood up, brushed herself off
and inserted her fake double-D's between me and my man. Was she stupid? I
can destroy your mind if I choose to.


Drake barely controlled a laugh when he caught my thoughts.


I scowled at him. He was so not off the hook for
this.


Drake brushed the woman aside and wrapped his arm around my
shoulder. "Kylie, this is my girlfriend, Sam."


Kylie's face dropped, but then she looked down at my belly.
A smirk crept onto her pretty, silicone-injected lips. "Ah, I see. Trap by
baby. That explains it." She poked her finger into my shoulder. "You
think this little bundle of joy will hold Drake down? It won't. You can't give
him what I can, in or out of the bed. It's only a matter of time before he
comes crawling back to me."


My face went hot from rage. I pried open her mind without
any of my usual subtlety and ripped into her thoughts like a college kid
tearing into a bag of potato chips.


She squeezed her eyes shut as if in pain. I didn't care.


'Why is he with this shapeless loser when he could have
me? He didn't find out about me and Brad, did he? Is that why he stopped coming
around?'


"He didn't need to know you screwed his best friend to
drop you. You never meant anything to him."


Kylie's eyes got so big I thought her eyeballs would pop
out. Drake looked from her to me and back to her. "You and Brad?
Seriously?"


"How could she know? Nobody knew. How?"


Drake's face turned to stone, but he kept his arm around me
while he addressed her. "Just leave, Kylie. Leave me alone. I don't ever
want to see you again."


I couldn't tell if Drake had coerced her using mind control,
or if she'd left because of the tone of his voice, but at least she was gone.


I slumped in Drake's arms and fought the tears welling up in
my eyes. "I'm a horrible person."


What kind of hypocrite am I? I can't get over Drake using
his powers against me to save my life, but I'm apparently more than willing to
use mine against his old girlfriend. I basically mind-raped her, and for
what? Because she had her hands on my boyfriend? Because she looks better in a
swimsuit than I do?


I hung my head in shame as my tears threatened to betray me.


Chapter 30 – Drake


 


Drake turned Sam to face him. "No, you're not horrible.
You're human and she was being a bitch. I'm so sorry you had to go through
that. What are you even doing out here? Shouldn't you be in bed?"


"I'm feeling better. Or at least I was. I think the
worst is over. I’m guessing it’s withdrawal from those new 'vitamin' shots they
gave us." 


Vitamins. Right. The drugs those bastards had given
Sam’s best friends, Luke and Lucy, had turned them into mindless puppets, but
Drake and Sam had undone the damage using their combined para-powers. The same
drugs had made Sam physically sick, but hadn’t compromised her mental
abilities. It made sense that they were still in her system.


Her eyes peeked open, revealing the dazzling blue that took
his breath away each time he looked at her. Her cheeks had pinked a bit, and
the dark circles under her eyes had begun to fade.


"I'm not shaking as much, and I ate a whole egg this
morning."


He smiled. One egg wasn't enough, but it was a lot more than
she'd been able to keep down lately. He'd take any small victory at this point.


Sam reached up and pressed her lips against his. The kiss
ignited all the passion he'd been keeping bottled up since he and Sam met in
person.


Patience had never been one of his virtues, but with Sam it
was different. He couldn't rush her or force her into being with him before she
was ready.


She'd been through so much, and while he craved her body in
ways that making out just didn't satiate, he'd promised her, and himself, that
he would wait until she felt comfortable. But with skin so milky and soft, hair
so smooth and rich, and eyes that seduced him with every glance, it was getting
harder and harder to keep his hands to himself.


He was beginning to sympathize with Joseph, Mary's betrothed
in the Bible, except Sam was carrying Drake's child, not God's. And
still, they'd done nothing more than kissing and some touching. Drake wondered
what Father Patrick would say about this. He'd probably be amused that Drake,
who believed in nothing, would draw parallels to himself and Joseph.


"Earth to Drake. You still here?"


"Sorry. I was just thinking about how beautiful you
are."


Sam dropped her head and pulled away. "Yeah, right. I could
just read your mind, you know."


"What's wrong?"


"Nothing. It's just... I worry that if I don't... you
know... with you soon, the next time some girl rubs up against you, you won't
be able to resist. And then I'll lose you forever."


Drake pulled her against his chest and held her tight.
"Sam, I love you more than I've ever loved anyone in my whole life.
Nothing could ever keep me from you. You don't need to worry about that. Ever.
Okay?"


She nodded against his chest, but didn't speak.


"Hey, I've got an idea. We're already here at Venice
Beach, and you've been wanting to take a tour of the place, so why don't we
walk around? I'll buy you an ice cream and introduce you to the freakishness
that is Venice. What do you say?"


Finally, a smile. He held her hand and led her into the
crowd, praying that no other surprises awaited them.


Chapter 31 – Sam


 


An ocean breeze tempered the warm sun as we walked by the
many displays and shops in Venice. The crashing waves in the distance and smell
of seawater relaxed me in a way I hadn't anticipated. Looking around at the
diversity that was Venice Beach, I could understand its appeal to Drake. Here,
people from every walk of life came to hang out. Here, we could easily get lost
in the crowd.


We walked over to an ice cream stand, and Drake bought me a
mint-chip cone. Even this close to winter, Southern California still had warm
days.


His phone beeped. He pulled it from his pocket and responded
to a text as he explained, "Brad. He'll be here in a minute. Sounds like
his day sucked."


We sat on a bench and enjoyed our ice cream in silence.


Brad approached and slouched onto the bench next to us, his
long legs extended out in front of him. "They practically laughed me out
of the office when I tried to pitch them the story of paranormal kids being
rented out by an evil organization. Oh, hey, Sam. You're looking a lot better.
How do you feel?"


"Good, thanks. I think I'm over the worst of it."
I licked a bit of melting ice cream from my cone.


Drake's arm tightened around me, avoiding the
not-quite-healed bullet wound on my arm, a souvenir from our escape. I scooted
closer to him. Even without our mental link, he felt the shift in my energy at
this news.


"We'll just have to go to plan B," he said.


We didn't have a plan B, and everyone knew it.


Brad rolled his eyes but remained silent.


This level of hopelessness wouldn't get us far.


"There's got to be another way to bring our story to
the world," I said. "Look at how much we've already done. Drake and I
escaped Rent-A-Kid. That, in itself, is a miracle. Granted, we had some major
setbacks in the process."


My hand rested on my bulging belly. My baby. Our baby,
Ana.


Our baby's namesake consumed my thoughts. My best friends
never even knew they had a mom until moments before her death, let alone one
who loved them so much. Now they'd never know her. She died helping us escape
the clinic....


***


Ana lay against me, pinning me to the floor.


I screamed. A crimson gash covered her abdomen. I tried to
move my arm and flinched. Blood covered my right shoulder. Two bullets—one in
her, and one that just grazed me. She must have moved at the last minute, threw
herself in front of me.


She'd saved my life.


This plan was supposed to be simple. How could this
happen?


My hearing returned as I choked on my sobs. I held Ana and
rocked her, stared at her, willing her to wake up. I waited for that movie
moment when she would open her eyes and tell me it was okay, that it was best
this way. When she would make me vow to help her children and all the other
kids in this hellhole.


That moment never came.


I was robbed of those last words, that final connection.


***


...I pushed those thoughts away, before I spiraled back into
the pit of depression I had been living in for the last two weeks. No time to
dwell on the dead. I had to stay focused on the living, and on how to keep them
that way. 


Drake squeezed my hand. 'We'll keep our baby safe. I
promise.'


"I hope so. It's just hard to believe it when I
don't see a way out of this. We don't even exist to the rest of the world. At
least I don't. How are we going to protect our daughter if we can't even take
care of ourselves?"


'First, you need to fully recover. Then we'll make a
plan.'


Brad cleared his throat and ran a tanned hand through his
hair. "Hey, guys, it's great that you two lovebirds have the whole
telepathic connection going on, but maybe you could talk out loud for those of
us who don't have para-powers?"


I smiled. "Sorry. Bad habit."


"I know. I just feel like the third wheel around you
guys sometimes." He stood up and paced on the grass in front of us. Both
Brad and Drake were tall, but where Drake had bulk and major muscle, Brad was a
lanky beanpole topped with unruly brown hair.


He continued. "What do we do now? I still think the
best way to stay safe is to get the story out—to let the world know what's going
on and get some support and protection on our side. I thought, after working at
the paper for a year, they would've at least heard me out. But they said if I
want to write fiction I should dump journalism and become a novelist."


I reached out to pat his hand. "Ouch. I'm so sorry,
Brad. That sucks."


"Yeah, Bro," Drake said, "I know how
important your job is to you."


I squeezed Drake's hand. "I still think we should go to
the police. It's not like we live in a third world country. The police are the
good guys, right?"


"In theory," said Brad. "But you're talking
about paranormal powers and secret organizations. They could just as easily put
you in a mental institution."


"But we can prove we have these powers. They
don't have to take our word for it. They can test us. Then they'd have to at
least listen to our story."


"Then they'd just put you in a lab."


Drake nodded. "I don't disagree with you, Bro, but I
think it's worth a shot. I'm not a fan of the system, but maybe we can get some
support. If not, we leave. We haven't committed a crime and we're not a danger
to our selves or others, so they can't keep us against our will. If all else
fails, I get us out and no one remembers we were there."


I shifted under Drake's arm. "You know, Brad, I thought
Drake would be the cynical, can't-trust-authority one. Not you."


Brad frowned. "If you guys really want to risk it, I
have a contact in the department from my Crime Watch days. We can talk to him
tomorrow."


A huge weight lifted off my shoulders. If we could get support
from the authorities, we had a chance at success. "In the meantime, I
still think we should get our story out there. And I have an idea. Brad, you
could use your blog."


"Sam, my blog gets all of twenty hits a day, if I'm
lucky. That's hardly enough to gain us huge support."


"But anything can go viral at any moment. We just need
a little luck and an interesting story."


We stood and walked down the sidewalk littered with
displays, homeless people, street performers and shops. I thought about Gar, my
Rent-A-Kid bodyguard who had died trying to help me escape. He had a little
girl out there, Serena, with powers to heal. His wife was probably in hiding,
but if I could find her, maybe she could help us get the story out.


Or maybe not. She wouldn’t want the world knowing about her
daughter. The power to heal was special, but dangerous. If Serena used her
gifts too often, she would die.


We needed to find our own way of convincing the world to
believe us.


Brad fidgeted with his phone as if it held the answer to reaching
the masses. "I’ve been working on building my social media following, and
this is a compelling story. I guess it can't hurt, and there's nothing
else I can think to do at this point."


He searched his phone for something then smiled. "It does
have a recorder app. Want to do a quick interview right now?"


"Um, sure, I guess."


He clicked the record button. "What's the first memory
you have of your childhood, Sam?"


Drake's body pressed into me—or mine into him, I couldn't
tell—as I thought back to my earlier years. "I don't know if this is my
first memory or not, but I was young, four or five years old, and my teacher
was asking me a question...."


***


"Hello, Sam, what are you drawing?" Mrs. Rosewood
asked.


"It's a mommy and a daddy with a little girl."


"Are you the little girl?"


"No. I don't have a mommy and daddy."


"That's because you are a very special little girl,
with very special gifts." 'So awful that these kids are taken so
young... no family... alone... breaks my heart.'


I touched her hand. "Don't let your heart break, Mrs.
Rosewood. I'm okay. I'm not alone. I have you."


"Sam, did you just read my mind?" Mrs. Rosewood
pulled her hand away.


"I don't know what that means. You said it was awful,
that I was alone and your heart was breaking. Don't be sad. I'm not."


***


"...Mrs. Rosewood rushed out of the room, and the next
day I was moved to a different class. Looking back, I don't understand. I was
already at Rent-A-Kid—that's what we called it. They knew I could read minds. I
guess this teacher just wasn't prepared for it. It freaked her out. After that,
I learned to tell the difference between thoughts and speech. I only responded
to what people said."


Brad nodded. A mime started to follow us while we walked. He
pantomimed swinging one arm while holding his phone up, then mimicked Drake's
arm around me. At another time, I might have laughed—he captured the nuances of
their body language perfectly—but my mind was too distracted. He shrugged
dramatically and moved on to another group when we ignored him.


"No wonder you and Drake bonded. He's had similar
experiences."


Catching Drake's eye, I smiled and blew a kiss at him. He
leaned down to make it real.


"What experiences did you have?"


'There's a funny story about a Bishop that I'll tell you
later. But there was other stuff too, like that time I beat up one of my foster
dads when he was beating on his wife and the other kids. It's impossible to
live a normal life with power like this, no matter how hard you try.'


Brad nudged us, and we nearly toppled over like dominoes.
"Get a room, guys."


Drake punched Brad's shoulder, though I could tell he held
back considerably. After all, a true punch would send Brad flying across the
sidewalk and would probably break his arm.


Brad retaliated with his own punch, and the boys were
suddenly running around me like toddlers.


"Hey, guys, you're making a scene."


They straightened themselves and lowered their heads.
"Sorry, Sam," they said in unison.


I laughed and swatted each of them in the arm. "Back to
the questions now?"


Brad cleared his throat and reset the recorder that he'd
dropped. "Right. So, Sam, you can read minds, and you just recently
learned to control minds. Which power do you like best or find more
useful?"


"I don't like using the mind control, but reading minds
isn't as fun as it sounds either." Drake tensed next to me, but I refused
to acknowledge the discomfort inherent in this topic.


"Why don't you like being able to control minds? I
think everyone would want that power."


"It makes me feel dirty. When...." I looked at
Drake, then looked away. "When it was done to me, I realized how it felt
to be powerless. I'd never want to make anyone feel that way."


But I had, just a few minutes ago, and for the pettiest of
all reasons. What did that make me? Self-loathing clawed at my soul. A part of
me would always be tainted by this immoral power. A power Drake also shared—and
embraced. If I hated myself for what I could do, then what did I feel for the
man I loved?


Drake caught my eyes, and I could see him waging his own internal
war. Neither of us said anything about our run-in with Kylie, but it weighed
heavily on us both for different reasons. Drake, I knew, wanted me to embrace
my new powers and use them to protect myself and our baby. I wanted him to find
other ways of handling conflict. I feared we would never resolve our
differences, and it worried me. This power had always been a part of him; by
rejecting the power, was I also rejecting the man?


Brad broke the uncomfortable silence. "Okay, what are
some of your friends' para-powers?"


"My best friend, Lucy, is a human lie detector. She's a
pain in the butt to be around sometimes."


Brad laughed. "I can't imagine what that's like."


I stuck my tongue out at him, then continued. "Her
twin, Luke, is also my best friend. He walks through walls, or anything solid.
There are teens and kids with all kinds of powers—super strength and mind
control like Drake, fire starting, the ability to freeze things,
seduction."


Brad's eyes perked up. "Seduction, huh? Is this a sexy
girl, by chance?"


"You are such a man. Yes, she's sexy. No, you can't
date her. She's a bitch."


"Okay, what else?"


"Hmm... teleporting, floating in the air,
levitation—just about anything you can imagine."


"What's the worst thing you ever had to do for
Rent-A-Kid?"


Five years of assignments, of spying on people with my
"gift," rushed through my thoughts. The worst thing? How do you pick
out the worst from a sea of awful?


Images of Tommy flooded my mind. Poor, sweet, innocent
Tommy, stuck with a father whose thoughts alone had plagued my nightmares for
months. The things he did to those little girls.... I shuddered.


"I was once sent to get dirt on a guy's business
partner. Turns out the dirt was dirtier than anyone had imagined."


I told them about that last assignment, how I'd stood up to
a client and gotten a black eye for my efforts. My thoughts drifted to Tommy
and his family. Tommy's father now served time in prison, but the money had all
been his mother's. Their wealth was intact but their family had been destroyed.


Now that I was free, I wanted to check on him as I had
promised.


The sun beat down on the back of my neck and arms, and I
could practically feel the vitamins soaking into my pale skin.


We walked past a large table with ceramic art pieces on it.
I held up one of the sun and moon interlocked. "I've always loved this
symbol. Wouldn't this make a cool tattoo?"


Drake raised his eyebrow but said nothing. I winked at him
and we continued our walk.


"Hey, check it out." Drake laughed and motioned to
a man with a sign hanging around his neck. Kick My Butt for $1.


I couldn't help but grin. "Seriously? He lets people
pay him to kick him?"


"Yo, Drake, you should do it. It'd be the last
ass-kicking he ever asked for." Brad eyed the guy and clicked off his
recorder.


I was all talked out, and I wanted to enjoy at least some of
this mostly miserable day.


"Leave him alone, you guys. Must be hard enough being
him." Something else caught my eye. "Oh, let's go in there." I
pointed out a big sign that read, "Venice Beach Freakshow, featuring a
five-legged dog, a super tall man, a tiny little woman, a show in which another
man swallows a flaming sword, and more."


We crammed into the small room and watched each
"freak" demonstrate their unique abilities. The guy who shoved an
entire sword down his throat impressed the boys.


"Maybe we should join the Freakshow. We might
finally find a place to fit in. You could be the World's Strongest Man, and I
could be the Mind Reader!"


Drake smiled. 'You know, I actually thought about it when
I was younger. Nearly approached them too, but didn't really want to be the
center of attention like that. I just had this nagging fear someone would find
me if I did.'


"Obviously not an unjustified fear." I
thought of how they did eventually find him, capture him, and keep him locked
up and powerless like a dog.


'Don't be so sad. I'd go through it all again if that's
the only way I could've found you.'


We had a total tourist moment, taking pictures with the
World's Tallest Man and the World's Shortest Woman before joining the stream of
pedestrians again.


My worry about the world eased away, and I found myself
feeling normal, just enjoying a sunny afternoon at the beach with my boyfriend.


"Dude, is that really you?" A tall, lanky guy with
sun-bleached hair jogged toward Drake with a surfboard in hand. "Man,
where the hell have you been? You disappeared after the competition, and no
one's seen or heard from you since. Dude, you were primed to win that day. What
gives?"


Drake plastered a smile on his face and bumped fists with
the guy. 


Brad's smile, at least, seemed genuine. "Rick, how the
hell are you?"


"Hey, Brad, haven't seen you out on the waves lately.
Busy with the writing? Making national headlines?"


"Something like that."


Rick looked at me. "And who's this?"


Drake stood protectively by me. "This is my girlfriend,
Sam. Sam, this is one of my old surfing buddies, Rick."


I shook Rick's hand. "Nice to meet you."


His eyes drifted to my belly then back up. "You too.
How long have you and Drake been together?"


Before I could answer, Drake interrupted. "A while. And
yes, the baby's mine. I'm going to be a dad."


Rick's eyes grew big, but he composed himself quickly and
slapped Drake on the back. "Congrats, dude. That's awesome. You'll make an
epic father. You can teach your little dude how to catch the perfect
wave."


A glow lit in me as I imagined Drake holding our child on a
surfboard, teaching him or her the secrets of the ocean.


"So what happened to you guys?" Rick asked.


"I ran into some trouble that day at the competition.
It's a long story."


"Well, you're back now, and at least that ass-wipe Max
didn’t win. We should hang, catch some waves. You game?"


"Would love to, but my surfboard is trashed, and I
don't have the cash to replace it right now. Besides, I've got some pretty big
things on my plate. I'm just giving Sam the tour before we head home."


"Too bad, man. You were the best of us. Oh, funny I
should run into you. A few days ago, two big guys in black came by looking for
you at the surf shop. Got a bad feeling about them. None of us had seen you, so
we couldn't tell them anything. Not that we would have. What's going on, man?
You got yourself some trouble of the bad kind?"


I slipped into Rick's mind. "Do you remember what they
looked like?"


I didn't listen to his answer. Instead, I memorized the
images he pulled forward so I could draw them later.


Chills ran down my arms. "People have found us?
Already?"


'Guess so. Shit. I'm sorry, Sam. We never should have
come back to my old stomping grounds.'


"It's not your fault. Where else would we have
gone?"


"Hey, thanks for telling me, Bro. Appreciate it. But
we've got to get going. Can you do me a favor and pretend you never saw me
today? I don't know what these guys want from me, but I have a feeling it's
nothing good."


Rick slapped Drake on the back and fist-bumped Brad.
"Take care, man. I never saw you. Peace, Bro. Nice meeting you, Sam. Take
care of my boy."


Rick walked away and soon became engrossed in conversation
with two girls in bikinis who seemed very interested in his surfboard.


Once Rick was out of earshot, Drake said, "I think it's
time we head to the police. We need to at least try."


I nodded. "Okay, let's go."


I ignored the smells tempting me from the shops. My stomach
rumbled. Now would be the time I got my appetite back.


As we rounded a building with a large mural, the hairs on
the back of my neck stood on end. A man dressed all in black stared at me from
the corner. He didn't avert his gaze when we locked eyes. A chill traveled down
my spine, and the baby kicked hard into my ribs. I grabbed Drake's and Brad's
hands and pulled them around the corner and out of sight.


"Someone is watching us."


We hustled back to the car. I scanned minds to see if we
stuck out to anyone, but didn't find anything. The man was gone. Had Rick made
me paranoid or was someone really following us?


"Sam, who did you see?" Drake asked once we were
safely in Brad's car and headed toward the police station.


"Male. Black pants and shirt. Bald, but not old—his
head looked shaved to the skin. Brown eyes, I think."


Brad glanced at me. "Could you draw him?"


"Yes." I grabbed my purse, pulled out my sketchpad
and pencils. The supple leather brought back memories I tried hard to push
aside. Instead, I closed my eyes and pictured the man in my mind. After a few
minutes, a sketch of him covered the paper, detailed enough so any of us could
recognize him.


"I can't believe how fast you did that. You are
good!" Brad said.


"I told you, Dude, she's incredible. You should see
some of the sketches she did of me before we'd even met in person. They're
amazing!"


My face flushed at the compliments, but then the memories
returned, and my heart sank into my gut. I missed Mr. K, my mentor and art
teacher. The evil Dr. Pana had killed him and destroyed all of my artwork,
including a painting that could have made my career in New York. My mind
drifted to the life I should have had. Had the Sarah Lawrence College art
program really accepted me? What would they say if I called to check on my
application? Any chance my tuition was actually paid?


I mentally kicked myself in the head. Of course not,
dummy. Rent-A-Kid never intended for me to leave the medical clinic. Why
would they shell out money for an education I'd never use? At least that
bastard Pana was dead.


My old dreams were just as dead, and I needed a new plan,
one that included Drake and our baby and, apparently, Brad. They loved it here,
but did I? I wasn’t sure if I wanted to stay in this area. I’d always had my
heart set on New York. The constant sun and Barbie Doll girls walking around
didn't bother me... much. Maybe that would change. My pale skin and brown hair
didn't exactly scream local, either, but whatever. If I couldn't handle being
different from everyone else, I had bigger problems than hair color and lack of
pigmentation.


I could get used to it here. The perfect weather, scent of
salt-water and ever-present sound of crashing waves soothed me, even if I
didn't love everything about Southern California. Like the sagging palm trees
with their bloated hula skirts that lined the streets. Why did people like
them so much? Palms had to be the ugliest trees ever.


Drake nudged me from the backseat. "What are you
thinking about?"


"Can't you just slip in and find out for
yourself?" I countered, more harshly than I'd intended.


He softened his voice. "Sometimes I like to have actual
conversations."


"Thank you," said Brad. "Someone is finally
considering my feelings in all this."


"Yeah, dude, because it's all about you," said
Drake.


"Palm trees," I blurted out.


"Palm trees?" They both spoke in unison.


"Yes. Horrible, ugly, abomination of nature palm trees!
That's what I was thinking about." 


Drake laughed. "Here I thought it was something
serious."


"This is very serious. Have you seen those
things?" I gestured to the outside, where they all lived, hundreds of
eyesores littering California's coastline.


At Rent-A-Kid, we had real trees: pines and aspens
and Douglas firs, trees that stood tall and proud and filled the air with the
heady scent of woods.


I missed my life there at times, as strange as that may have
seemed. Life had been good, at least the parts that passed as normal for my
friends and me.


I glanced down at the sketch in my hands. The scary man's
eyes stared at me as if trying to read my mind.


Nothing felt normal anymore.


"Drake, I think it's time we tried to link to Luke and
Lucy. We need to tell them what's going on."


"Are you sure you're strong enough? Last time it took
you days to recover, and you've been sick for weeks."


"I know, but I have a bad feeling about all this. We
need more information."


Chapter 32 – Lucy


 


The large man in the dark suit glared at Lucy. "Tell me
about her friends. Who did she hang out with? Who would she contact on the
outside for help?"


Lucy crossed her arms over her chest and gave him her worst
evil eye. Such a stereotype, as if he'd just walked off the set of Men in
Black. He just needed the sunglasses to complete the look. "I've told
you everything. Sam didn't know anyone on the outside. None of us do. How would
we? As for her friends—we were it, and really only out of pity. She was a total
loner. We felt sorry for her."


Mr. Black—Could that seriously be his real name?—was
the new "Head Grunt" at Rent-A-Kid. His brown, high-and-tight crew
cut screamed ex-military, as did the way he stood at attention and wore his
suit as if it were a uniform. He towered over her, probably going for the
intimidating look, his beady brown eyes staring at her over his crooked nose.


He slammed his meaty fist on the table. "Look,
smartass, I've got a guy questioning your brother. I may not have super powers
like you freaks, but I will find out if you're lying."


Lucy didn't flinch. "Luke will tell you the same thing.
We hung out with her once in a while, to make her feel better. Yeah, she was
our friend, but we didn't know she was planning to escape. I thought she was in
New York. Why isn't she in New York, by the way? Why did she need to escape at
all?"


The man reached for the gun in his holster, then moved his
hand away when he saw Lucy watching him. Lucy waited for him to answer, to say
anything.


His voice hovered on the brink of a scream. "I'm asking
the questions here, not you. Who is her outside contact? She must have one.
Tell me now!"


Lucy grumbled in frustration. He had to actually answer a
question for her lie-detecting para-power to work. Either he knew that and
avoided giving her what she needed, or he was just a pain in the ass naturally.
She suspected both. "You can yell at me all you want, Mr. Black. I can't
tell you what I don't know. Would you rather I make something up just to get
you off my back?"


Behind her, a door opened and closed. Lucy turned.


The man who'd been sent to interrogate Luke stood with a
creased brow, sweaty pits, and a frown that made Lucy fight back a laugh. It
looked as though he'd had as much luck with her twin as Mr. Black had with her.
Bummer.


The two men stormed out of the room, taking copious amounts
of testosterone with them.


Lucy leaned back with a tight smile and twirled her long
dark ponytail around her fingers. She stared at the blank wall in front of her,
unsurprised when Luke walked through it.


"That was fun!" His grin, so boyish and sweet,
reminded her of their childhood, when they still had hope for a better future.
Luke switched to their made-up secret language. "Oh cheer up, Sis. I'm
sure Sam is fine. She'll contact us when she can. She just needs to rest a
bit."


"I know. I just miss her like crazy. I miss her pale
little face haunting the halls!"


Luke's head perked up like a puppy. "They're coming.
Catch you on the flip side, Sis." He faded back into the wall, leaving
Lucy alone in the stale room.


Mr. Black and his sidekick came back in, looking even meaner
than they had before.


He growled at her with the face of a bulldog. "You and
your brother have been less than helpful, but we have to let you go. However,
know this: if you are hiding anything, it won't end well for either of you. Got
it?"


Lucy stood and gave a mock salute. "Yes, Sir.
Permission to return to my dorm, Sir."


Mr. Black balled his fists and looked about ready to swing.


Lucy knew she should feel fear, but couldn't muster it. Her
world seemed more like a dream than reality. How could she be scared of a
dream?


Before it could get ugly, Sidekick not-too-roughly ushered her
out of the room.


Luke waited in the hall. The tasteful Tudor-style furniture
of the office building had been cleared out shortly after Sam and Drake had
escaped a month ago, replaced by a tacky military-like set-up to house the new
grunts: metal desks and filing cabinets that lacked any class, footlockers for
supplies, and wire cages that held weapons under lock and key. It looked like
an old G.I. Joe board game had thrown up on their campus—grown men turned into
war-playing boys.


There had been guards at the entrance before, but nothing so
overt as now. They'd infiltrated her school like swarms of annoying ants,
crawling all over the once pristine grounds and replacing the guards she'd
trusted—even Old Charlie. He’d been like a grandfather, if her grandfather had
been Chuck Norris and Jackie Chan rolled into one. It sucked.


Lucy ran her hand over the chrome desks as they walked out,
thinking back to the rich mahogany wood that had once sat there. Why take out
all the nice furniture? The grunts could've at least pretended to fit in.


She had a theory that they needed this set-up to convince
themselves they were real men doing a real job. Because holding guns on a
school full of kids and teenagers is so brave.


A guard let them out of the building, and bright sunlight
blinded her. Two hours of interrogations was two hours too long.


Luke slung his arm over her shoulders. "You
hungry?"


"Starved!"


They walked the winding paths to The Hub, a place that had
once, not so long ago, been festive and fun. Despite the onslaught of ugly from
their new "guests," the cobbled walking paths and perfectly manicured
lawns, shrubs and trees refused to give up all of their Oxford-like charm. The
cold season had sent its calling card early this year, in light dustings of
snow, and the campus looked like a winter wonderland.


Lucy and Sam had loved this season. The campus came alive
with lighted Christmas trees, choirs singing and festive decorations that lined
walkways.


Lucy didn't think this year would be very jolly.


All the shops in The Hub remained open for business, but
with armed guards lining the cobbled sidewalks, it didn't attract as many
students as it once had. Still, they needed food, and the cafeteria had closed
about halfway into their little chat with the Men in Black.


A bell jingled as they walked into Café Amour—an
ironic name given the campus's very un-loving environment—and took a
seat by the window. As busy as they'd been with classes and getting used to the
change of regime, they hadn't been to the café since before the 'invasion.' It
was nice to return to something semi-normal.


They sat at their usual table in the corner. The café
boasted a French theme, with black and white photos of the Eiffel Tower lining
the coffee colored walls.


"So, did you catch him in any lies?" Luke asked.


They'd been speaking in their made-up language more in the
last week than in their entire lives combined, it seemed.


"No. He didn't offer any information, probably so he
could avoid lying."


"Luce, you could've asked him a question and watched
for signs. You should be a natural, like in that show Lie to Me."


"Ha! I'll work on it. Sucks that they canceled that
show."


A skinny blond waitress came over to take their order.


Lucy closed the menu she'd been holding without looking in
it. "Where's Amy, the girl who used to work here?" She noticed a new
face behind the counter as well. A disturbing thought came to her. "And
the rest of the staff?"


The waitress looked up from her pad and Lucy gasped at the
vacant, deadened eyes that stared back at her. "They're gone. New
management. What can I get you?"


Lucy found her voice and placed her order. "Hot turkey
sandwich with mashed potatoes and a Coke, please."


"And I'll have—"


The blond interrupted Luke. "Sorry, we don't have hot
turkey sandwiches anymore—or Coke. Read the new menu."


Luke and Lucy both opened their menus, actually reading them
for the first time in about a year.


The menu had been redone, and had only three choices:


Peanut Butter and Jelly Sandwich $7.99


Cold Turkey Sandwich $9.99 


Bottled Water $3.99


Lucy glared at the girl. "What the hell kind of crap is
this? You're overcharging us for this?"


The waitress backed away and raised her hands. "Don't
blame me. Talk to the people in charge. We can only serve what they give
us."


Lucy and Luke shared a glance, then got up and walked out,
slamming the door behind them.


Lucy's deliberate steps quickened into an angry run. "I
can't believe this crap, what the hell is going on here?"


Luke kept easy pace beside her. "I don't know, but
things are going from bad to worse. Whatever trouble Sam and Drake caused by
escaping, I think it's just the beginning."


The headmaster's offices sat in the center of campus in a
converted mansion that might have graced an early twentieth-century English
landscape. It retained its old world dignity despite the slew of guards
hovering around the main entrance like bored flies.


The head fly stepped forward as they approached.


"State your business."


Lucy slowed her breathing enough to scowl at the man.
"You've got to be kidding me. We need to speak to the headmaster.
Duh." She gestured at the building.


"He's not available."


Luke flexed his muscles—trying to look badass, Lucy
assumed—and stepped forward. "He has an open door policy. He can't be
unavailable."


"What is the nature of your request?" asked the
drone in black.


Why so much black? Lucy wondered. Like guards gone
Goth around here. Ugh. "I'm hungry." Lucy pushed her petite frame
into his personal space. "And the food here has turned to shit. Overpriced
shit at that. We need to talk to the Headmaster. Now."


"All administrative and campus-related questions must
go through the new headquarters."


Lucy frowned. "You mean that sorry excuse for a bunker
with all the Men in Black wannabes? No way." Had Headmaster Higgins
become someone's puppet?


Speak of the devil. The headmaster himself walked by,
catching Lucy's eye as he did.


She shoved the guard aside, who stumbled in surprise.
"What's going on, Headmaster? Why can't we talk to you? Why the food
change and all the guards?"


The headmaster fidgeted with his briefcase. His normally
impeccably tailored suit was wrinkled and frumpy. Deep lines marred the dark
skin of his face, and dark bags hung under his eyes.


"I can't talk about it, Lucy, I'm sorry." He
wasn't lying. Whatever he meant by "can't" was truth to him.
"Just do what they say." He walked away, leaving them surrounded by
angry guards.


Luke dragged her out and steered her toward their dorm room,
located in another mansion on campus, built in similar style to the
headmaster's offices but on a smaller scale. "Well?"


"He's not lying. And he's in trouble. Something really
bad is happe—"


A voice erupted from the loudspeaker. "ATTENTION
STUDENTS. CURFEW IS NOW 9 P.M. BE IN YOUR DORMS BY 9 P.M."


Luke stared at the sky as though the man behind the voice
would magically appear there. "That was succinct."


"Yeah. Let's get out of here. We need to start thinking
of a plan."


***


The twins shared a suite on the floor lovingly referred to
as the Creepy Crawly Ward. They'd just made it to their door when two of the
younger students, a freshman and a sophomore, approached them.


Lucy couldn't remember their names or para-powers, but like
all the Rent-A-Kids, she did recognize them from around campus.


"Luke, Lucy, I'm glad we caught you. Can we talk in
your room?"


Luke raised an eyebrow. Lucy shrugged. They opened their
door and let the boys into their spacious common room.


Luke flopped into a recliner and gestured to the overstuffed
couch. "You guys can sit. What's up?"


The freshman shook his head once and stood in the middle of
the modest room, twitching as though a bug had crawled up his pants. His friend
stood next to him with his eyes shut and lips pressed into a tight line.


Lucy leaned against the couch and cleared Luke's dirty
clothes off it, but didn't sit down. Her stomach grumbled loud enough for the
whole room to hear.


The freshman spoke to the floor. "I'm Gary. This is
Greg. Umm... well, a few of us were wondering... since, like, you were, like,
best friends with Sam—you know, the girl who escaped—that maybe you'd like to
join us in a Freedom Fighter meeting tonight." Only after he'd gotten all
those painful words out did he finally attempt eye contact, albeit briefly.


Luke's face hardened and he shot Lucy a warning look.


She nodded. Best play it safe. "You know our rooms, everyone's
rooms, are under surveillance."


The boy smiled and nodded to his friend. "Greg disrupts
electrical waves and can manipulate surveillance equipment. Right now, anyone
listening will hear a loop of silence until we're done. They'll also see an
empty room."


Lucy was impressed despite herself. "What are the
Freedom Fighters?"


Gary's voice dropped to a barely perceptible whisper.
"A group of students are coming together to, you know, fight back, and...
escape."


The last word floated on the air so gently, Lucy wasn't sure
whether she'd really heard it or only imagined it. How could they possibly
escape with the campus under heightened security? If it was impossible before
Sam and Drake got away, it was even less likely now. No, they weren't stupid
enough to get involved in something that crazy. It would be suicide.


The boy's brown eyes turned into saucers, pleading with
Lucy. "Will you at least come to the meeting and see what it's
about?"


She looked at Luke, whose face had an odd expression of rage
and mania. Did he want to do this? Not happening. No way, no how.
She crossed her arms and held her ground.


Which was why she was so surprised when later that night she
found herself sitting in the middle of a group of Freedom Fighters planning
their great escape. Suicide mission indeed.


Chapter 33 – Sam


 


The police station did not match the image I'd conjured from
my mind. Maybe too many Law & Order reruns had corrupted me. The
attractive Spanish style structure with warm honey tones reminded me more of a
country club.


Brad took the lead when we walked in, telling the clerk whom
we were there to see. Drake and I sat on a bench against the wall and waited.


'Are you nervous?' he asked.


"Yes. What if they don't believe us? What if they
lock us up?"


He squeezed my hand. 'Even if they don't believe us, we
aren't committing any crimes. Don't worry, we'll be fine.'


Brad sat down on the other side of me, sandwiching me
between the two of them. "My contact is on the phone right now. It'll be a
few minutes."


I clutched at my purse. Despite the class of the building,
the police station still teemed with some interesting characters.


A guy dressed as an attractive woman sat across from us,
tapping his—her?—foot impatiently and holding a bag to his chest.


A woman wearing nothing but an elastic, red body suit, with
so many holes it revealed more than it covered, walked by in handcuffs,
escorted by a young officer in uniform. She stumbled on her stilettos, but I
caught her arm and helped her back up.


She gave me a blank, glassy-eyed stare. 'Need some...
gotta get some... body aches... hurts... burning... pain... need to get out of
here....'


Her sunken cheeks and emaciated form made me shudder.
Before, I might have passed judgment, but now I understood what it was like to
come off something like that. Granted, my addiction had been forced on me, but
detox would have been very hard if I'd had access to the drugs my body craved.


"Oh shit!" The guys exclaimed in unison. Two elbows
jabbed me at the same time.


"Hey, watch it!"


Drake's face fell. "Look at the television, Sam. We've
got to get out of here."


I looked, and immediately wished I hadn't. My face stared
back at me from a picture taken at Rent-A-Kid earlier that year. A perky
newscaster smiled as she read from the teleprompter. "Sam is a troubled
runaway who escaped from an institution early last week, and is mentally
unstable, delusional, and considered dangerous. She is in need of medication
and treatment immediately. If you see her, please call this hotline at
1-800-555-1211. There is a $10,000 reward for any leads that result in her
apprehension."


Drake grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the building. The
Southern California heat hit me hard after being in the air-conditioned office.
My stomach lurched, and I spun toward the manicured lawns to empty it. God,
I hate throwing up.


Brad cleared this throat. "We've got to go. Can you
walk? We need to get to the car before anyone sees you."


***


I paid little attention to the rest of the world as we
drove. My mind went numb. Too much had already happened that day; I just
couldn't think about another thing. I needed a bath, a toothbrush and a nap.


Which is why I didn't sense the intruder when we pulled into
the carport at Brad's apartment.


Or when we walked upstairs to his unit.


The broken-in door got my attention though.


***


Drake immediately stepped in front of me, shielding me from
the apartment with his body. He spoke to Brad through clenched teeth, "Get
her out of here!"


'Go back to the car with Brad. Get as far away as you
can. I'll contact you when it's safe.'


I grabbed his arm and shook off Brad, who was trying to lead
me back down the stairs. "Come with us. I don't want you going in there
alone, Drake. Please!"


'I'll be fine, but I can't focus if I'm worried about you
and our baby.'


Glass shattered in the apartment. I jumped and nearly fell
off the stair. My heart beat through my chest, and I wrapped my free hand
protectively around my stomach.


Drake needed me, even if he didn't see it. If we combined
our powers, we could control whoever was in the apartment without anyone
getting hurt. He didn't have to do it alone.


No! I didn't want to default to using mind control.
The ethics may have gotten murky after my fight with Drake, and I wasn't ready
to swear it off entirely, but using that power made me feel sick—especially
after what had happened at the beach with Kylie.


Instead, I linked to the mind of the person in the
apartment.


It was like hitting a brick wall. The impact physically
rocked me, causing my foot to slip on the stair behind me.


Brad caught me around the waist. "Careful there."


"Thanks." The handrail became my lifeline as I
steadied myself and tried to figure out why my powers weren't working.


Brad stood behind me, his hand still on the small of my back
in case I decided to forget how to stand again. His thoughts washed over me. 'Wish
I had powers... useless here... can't even help with the story... least she
didn't fall....'


My powers weren't the problem; it was the person in the
house. Were they immune to me? That had never happened before.


"Drake, I can't read his mind. It's like trying to
walk through a wall."


'I can't use my mind control on him either."


My stomach dropped. "You tried mind control?"


'Of course! I wasn't going to risk anyone's safety if I
didn't have to.'


His argument made sense, but still....


"What are we going to do now?"


'We aren't going to do anything. I'm going
to go in there and beat the shit out of this guy while Brad takes you somewhere
safe.'


"I'm not loving this plan."


'Can you think of a better one?'


I couldn't and he knew it, so I reluctantly followed Brad
down the stairs and watched the apartment swallow Drake.


My resolve to do the smart thing lasted all of sixty
seconds. As soon as I heard screams and crashing sounds, I lost it and ran back
to the stairs.


Brad chased me. "Hey, Sam, you can't go in there!"


I rushed up the steps. "I can't let him do this alone
either. What if there's more than one person? What if they're armed?"


"Yeah, what if? And how will you stop them, especially
if your powers don't work?"


"The old fashioned way," I said.


"What's that?"


We stood at the door. I looked at Brad. "I'll throw
something at their head."


"Great. And here I thought we were walking into a fight
unprepared."


I ignored his sarcasm and peeked into the apartment.
Upturned furniture littered the floor like a child's playhouse, but no Drake.
Someone grunted, followed by a loud thud.


"They're in your room." I headed down the small
hallway. On the way, I picked up an upturned lampstand, minus the lampshade.


"That's your big plan? Hit the bad guy in the head with
a lampstand?"


"Yes, this is my big plan. At least I have a
plan!"


Brad looked around and found a baseball bat that had fallen
out of the closet. "My plan." He swung the bat around.


I nodded, and we approached his bedroom.


"Drake, we're in the hall. Are you okay?"


Nothing.


"Drake?"


"He's not responding to me. What do we do?"


Brad looked at me, then the door. His brown eyes turned to
small slits. "Stand back."


He made a loud "Hiya!" sound and crashed through
the door swinging his bat.


I flanked his side, straining to see inside the tiny room.


He made contact with something that sounded like a
watermelon.


My stomach quivered in protest, given that Brad didn't tend
to keep watermelons in his bedroom. I didn't want to see, but had to look.


Drake and Brad stood over a body whose head had seen better
days. His face was an unrecognizable mess of purple and blue lumps with a split
lip and gash in his cheek oozing blood. 


I rushed to Drake, who had a swollen eye and bloody lip, but
otherwise looked okay. "Any serious injuries?"


"None for me. He's not so lucky." He wrapped his
arms around me, and I leaned into him.


"Is he dead?"


Brad checked his pulse. "No. Heart's still working.
What do we do with him?"


Drake untangled himself from me and searched the man's body.
"We need to figure out who this guy is and who he's working for."


"Is there really any question about who he works
for?" Who else but Rent-A-Kid would even have us on their radar, let alone
want us dead? "Why didn't our powers work on him?"


The body moved, then groaned. The guys jumped back. Brad
raised his bat.


I formed a mental link with his mind again. This time, no
brick walls. 'Pain... shit... gonna be busted....' And more of the same.
People in a lot of pain were often hard to read, less coherent and more focused
on... well, the pain.


"I'm in his mind. His defenses are down."


Drake made eye contact with me. "We need to find out
what he knows, and we need to do it quick. Others might come looking for
him."


Crap. How was I supposed to take a moral stand against this
power when there were so many exceptions?


Drake and I linked, and our powers amplified. Heat rushed
through my body as we slipped into our attacker's mind.


Drake gave the guy a command. 'You will tell us
everything you know about who sent you and why.'


The man refused to talk, or even think, about the
information we needed. He shouldn't have been able to resist Drake's
persuasion.


I pushed my own power into the command, strengthening it.


Still nothing. Drake frowned at me, confused.


I shrugged. "I have no idea why this isn't
working."


A rush of heat exploded in my belly. I cried out and doubled
over in pain. Our mental link intensified and the man spasmed, his body arching
off the ground. A small glass wall I hadn't known was there cracked in the
man's mind.


He cried out in pain, "The Seeker. He wants you. Tracks
you, using us. Not safe." 


We tried to coerce more information out of him, but he
collapsed into unconsciousness. His mind reeled with wild images I couldn't
make any sense of.


"Guys, I think that's all we're going to get from
him."


Brad and Drake nodded, but didn't relax.


I stared at the body. "It's hard to tell with his face
so…you know…but this looks like one of the guys who asked Rick about you,
Drake. He has a partner somewhere. So... what do we do with him?"


Drake moved around the room. "We have to pack and find
someplace safe. We'll leave him here. Someone will eventually find him, or
he'll regain consciousness and make his way back to his boss."


"Dude," Brad said, "my name is on this lease.
I'm in so much trouble."


"For what?" Drake asked. "He broke into your
house. You didn't do anything wrong. Besides, we have to get out of here. We're
all in danger now. I need to get you two to a safe place so I can go after the
Seeker."


"Wait, what?" My head popped up. "Do you
intend to go after the Seeker alone? No way. Unless by 'alone' you really mean
with me, then yeah."


"Sam, we have to find out who this guy is and what he
knows. It's the only way we can stop these assholes from taking kids like us,
and from doing genetic experiments and God knows what else. Plus, you're sick
and pregnant. It's too dangerous."


"I'm stronger than I look. What makes you think you can
do this by yourself? You wouldn't have been able to crack this guy's mind
without me. These are just henchmen. You're going to need me when we meet their
boss. The Rent-A-Kids are my friends, the only family I've ever known. I'm
going, and you can't stop me."


Brad stepped in between us. "Sam, he's right. You're in
no condition to go chasing after these guys, alone or with Drake. You could get
yourself or your baby killed."


Drake nodded. "Then we're agreed—"


"And Drake, she's right. You can't go running off like
the Lone Ranger either. We need a plan. We need to regroup and figure out the
next step. But first, we need to pack and get the hell out of here before my
neighbors call the cops, or this guy's partner shows up."


Drake frowned, then gave a curt nod. It wasn't exactly a
gracious concession, but it would have to do.


I wasn't feeling too gracious myself, but it was hard to
argue with Brad's logic. It wouldn't hurt to get somewhere safe and at least
talk about the options.


The three of us scurried around the apartment packing
computers, medication, clothes, money, all the supplies and information Ana had
given us.


When we had finished, we stepped out onto the porch.


"Should I lock it?" Brad asked.


"No," Drake said. "Close the door, but don't
lock it. We can call the police to report a break-in. Say we're the neighbor or
something."


Brad nodded and closed the door.


I scanned the area around us as we walked to the car,
worried someone else might be stalking us. "We still have his partner to
worry about, and the guy I saw at Venice Beach."


"I know," Drake said.


Brad sighed. "Great, more people to run from, or
attack."


Drake chuckled. "Nobody said we'd be boring
houseguests."


Brad groaned and tried to flip him the finger while carrying
several bags. It looked painful.


I almost cracked a smile.


We loaded up the car and got in. I took the front seat while
Brad drove.


Drake sat in the back. "So where now?"


Brad revved the car and pulled out of the driveway. He
merged into traffic on the busy street and headed to the nearest freeway
entrance. "I know a place we can go. It's out of the way and can't be
traced back to me if anyone starts digging."


"Sounds perfect," I said.


"Well, almost. Just one problem."


Drake leaned forward. "What's that?"


"It's a cabin in the woods. My old journalism professor
retired there. We'd have to let him in on your secret."


Drake sat back, and I leaned my head against the cool
window. After a lifetime of secrets and lies, telling strangers about my
abilities didn't feel natural. Could we trust this professor? Would he put us
at greater risk?


Chapter 34 – Lucy


 


"You're asking the wrong questions," Lucy said to
the crowd of Rent-A-Kids huddled around her in an unused classroom. She stared at
a poster of Einstein to collect her thoughts, and hid her nervous hands under
the teacher's desk she sat behind. "It's not just a question of whether we
can break through the guards and high-voltage gates. The real question is what
are we going to do once we're out? We're in the middle of nowhere. None of us
have any forms of identification. We don't have cars, money, or contacts on the
outside. How the hell are we supposed to survive out there?"


Dozens of hopeless eyes stared up at her. She hated to burst
their bubble, but they had to face reality. She looked to Luke for support, but
even he frowned in disappointment. Did he really think they had any chance at
all of escaping? That the "Freedom Fighters" would survive?


Gary, the boy who had recruited Lucy and Luke, and the
apparent leader of the rag-tag team, stared down at the ground. He flicked a
coin up into the air and used his power over metal to spin it in hypnotic
circles.


Lucy held in another outburst. The kid had never even gone
on an assignment. He'd only arrived from the elementary ward at the sister
facility a few weeks ago. She looked at Luke again, begging him with her eyes
to make some sense. What was he thinking, going along with all this?


Gary cleared his throat and attempted eye contact with the
wall behind Lucy. "We have to do something. Sitting here waiting for them
to decide our fates isn't a plan."


She'd have agreed if a plan wasn't already in place: Sam
would get help. But she couldn't tell this group that—no one but she and Luke
could know Sam's plans—so how could she convince them this was a fool's errand?


"Okay, how would you do it?" she asked.


The other teens perked up.


Wally spoke first, "We'll use our powers to create
diversions. If we organize our whole team, we can do this. We may not have as
many people as they have soldiers, but we have para-powers. That should count
for something, right?"


Lucy looked around the classroom. She knew some of the teens
by name, others by sight. Laura, a girl from her calculus class, smiled at her.
They'd been friends in the lower grades, but had since grown apart. Still, she
liked Laura and didn't want to see her get hurt in this stupid plan that wasn't
even a plan.


A girl of about fifteen spoke up. "My name's Lisa. I
can hover above ground, and I'm learning to fly. We have a lot of powerful
paranormals in this room and there is a way we can use these collective powers
to escape. I know our ideas may not seem very thought-out yet, but that's why
we need you two. You've got more experience in assignments, and you have
friends on the outside. With your help we can do this."


"You don't understand," Lucy said. "My
friends escaped, yes, but in the process, someone very important to us was
killed. Do you get it? They killed her!"


She pounded her fist on the desk in frustration. "And
they weren't trying to free an entire school. Do you think we'll all make it
out alive? We won't. Some of us will die." Her voice escalated to the
point of yelling. "Are you ready to carry that burden, to watch your
friends die because you sent them in to disarm a guard or start a fire? Do you
have any idea what you are doing? You don't know the first thing."


Luke put an arm around her shoulders as she fought the sobs
building in her chest. No one moved or even breathed.


Lisa wiped a tear from her face. "You're right. We
don't know what we're doing, but we can't just sit here and wait. We have to do
something. I'm sorry you lost someone close to you. But, yes, I am
prepared to die." Lisa looked everyone in the room in the eyes. "What
about all of you? Are you prepared to do whatever is necessary to take this
place down?"


Lucy held her gaze the longest, weighing the truth of her
words and intentions.


"Am I lying?" Lisa asked.


"No. But that doesn't mean this is a good idea."


"Right now, it's the only idea we have. But with you
and Luke on the team, maybe we can think of something better."


One by one, each person affirmed they were ready to
sacrifice everything to fight Rent-A-Kid. Lucy paid close attention, but
couldn't catch anyone in a lie.


It still didn't change her mind. She looked to Luke for
support, but he didn't make eye contact. At that moment she wished she could
read minds like Sam, or talk to Luke mentally. She needed to get him alone
before he agreed to this mess.


"I need to think about all this, okay? And talk to my
brother." Lucy shot Luke a warning look. Do not speak, Bro. We need to
talk first.


He got the message and nodded once sharply.


Gary smiled. "We're having another meeting on Thursday.
You could come then. Maybe you'll be ready?"


That gave her two days to convince Luke this was a mistake.
She hoped it'd be enough.


"Yeah, okay, we'll be back then."


The collective group seemed to relax. Gary fidgeted, and his
coin dropped to the ground. He held his hand over it, but nothing happened.
Lucy looked around the room. Richard, a fire-starter, had been playing with a
small fireball all through the discussion—something he'd gotten in trouble for
more times than she could count. He too stared at his hand in confusion. No fire.
Others shifted nervously and whispered to each other.


Lucy turned to Luke. "Lie to me."


"What? Why?"


"Just do it."


"Okay fine. Um... I love broccoli."


Nothing.


Lucy couldn't tell he was lying. Normally a pressure would
build inside of her and buzz in her head when someone lied. This time, nothing.
And she knew Luke hated broccoli. The emptiness inside her shook Lucy to the
core. Without her power she was... ordinary, useless. Bad enough to have a
passive power like lie detecting, but to lose even that terrified her.


"Luke, something's wrong. I can't use my powers. Can
you?"


He looked around, finally seeming to notice that others were
having problems. He walked to a wall and tried to put his hand through, but it
hit the surface like any other normal hand. He raised his voice to be heard
above the rumbling. "Can anyone use their para-powers?"


A chorus of "No's" started around the room.


Luke tried again. "Raise your hand if you can
use your para-power."


Everyone looked around. No one raised their hands.


"Has this ever happened to anyone before?" Lucy
asked.


More "No's."


Before a full-fledged panic could start, the loudspeakers
crackled to life. "LUKE AND LUCY, PLEASE REPORT TO THE HEADMASTER'S OFFICE
IMMEDIATELY."


Lucy's heart skipped a beat. Luke's brow furrowed in concern
and he balled his fists at his side. Were they in trouble? Did the headmaster
know about the meetings? Or about the failed powers?


"Come on." Luke pulled her up, then addressed the
rest of the group. "Everything will be fine. You should all go back to
your rooms and pretend nothing's happened. We'll see you at the meeting on
Thursday, if not sooner."


The twins walked out of the classroom and made their way to
Headmaster Higgins's office. Lucy knew they were thinking the same thoughts,
feeling the same fears. Talking would be pointless.


***


They sat in the plush waiting room for what seemed like
hours. Lucy spun her finger in her hair, over and over. Luke stared at the
wall, probably wishing he could just walk through it and into Headmaster Higgins's
office without permission.


Ms. Bradley clicked away at the computer, ignoring them—as
usual.


"How much longer do you think?" Lucy asked.


"He should be out shortly," she said without
looking up.


Truth or Lie? Who could tell anymore? Lucy stood and paced
the room while humming off-tune. Maybe she could annoy Ms. Bradley into
hurrying this process along.


She earned an evil look from the secretary, but nothing
more.


Finally, Headmaster Higgins buzzed for them to go in. Ms.
Bradley stood to escort them.


"I think we can find our own way. But thanks for being so
helpful." Lucy didn't even try to keep the sarcasm from her voice.


Luke and Lucy sat in expensive leather seats in front of the
headmaster's giant mahogany desk. It defined him as much as his tailored
pinstripe suits, and shiny shoes as dark as his skin. Lucy cleared her throat
impatiently.


Higgins looked up, as though he'd just noticed they were
there.


Luke's mouth gaped open in shock.


Lucy inhaled the bitter words on her lips.


Higgins had aged ten years since they saw him just the other
day. His hollow cheeks and sagging red eyes made him look sickly.


"Are you okay?" Lucy asked. She knew better than
anyone that people never answered that question honestly. Would her powers work
now?


"No. Not really. As you've undoubtedly noticed, things
are changing around here, and it's been very stressful."


Damn, I didn't expect him to tell the truth. I need a way
to see if my powers are working.


"But that's not why I've called you in here,"
Higgins said. "I have an assignment for the two of you."


Lucy's jaw dropped. "I thought assignments were on hold
for a while."


"They were, but this just came down from way higher up
than me. It's important, so we need a seasoned team to take it on. You two are
the best we have."


Luke tensed his shoulders, but reached for the file Higgins
dropped on the desk. He shuffled through the papers as Lucy strained to see
over his shoulder.


After a cursory skim he handed the stack to Lucy. "You
want us to infiltrate a Russian lab and steal research material? Why? What's so
important that this has to be done now?"


"The why isn't your concern. Your only job is to
complete the assignment and bring back the necessary information."


Lucy looked up from the files. "Is this even a real
assignment? Or are we being punished because we hung out with Sam?"


She tried to tap her powers, but couldn't be sure they were
working. Luke nudged her and brushed his hand through the desk. His powers
worked. Hers should too, right?


"You're not being punished. We need you in the
field."


Lucy frowned. If her powers were working properly, then he
was telling the truth. Something didn't feel right about any of this, however.
"Our powers stopped working today for a few minutes. We don't know why.
What if this happens while we're on assignment? Has this happened to anyone
else?"


She had to risk some exposure to get answers. Besides,
losing powers on a job could be deadly, and Lucy wasn't ready to die just yet.


"You'll get a full exam in the clinic before you leave.
I'm sure everything will be fine."


Truth, and lie. Nothing was fine.


"When do we leave?"


"You have a week. All the documents and IDs are being
prepared. In the meantime, go about your normal schedule."


Lucy scoffed. "Normal? In this war zone? Yeah
right."


Higgins's shoulders sagged. "I'm sure things will get
back to normal eventually."


Lucy felt a pressure build in her body, and her head buzzed.
Higgins had lied.


Chapter 35 – Sam


 


"Couldn't you tell this Higgins guy was lying to you
the whole time?" Brad asked.


Outside our car, the hills and mountains changed only in
their angle, moving in and out of shades of green. My brain hurt from answering
his questions. How could I explain to someone something I didn't even
understand myself?


"First," I said, "that's not how mind reading
works. People's thoughts are really complicated, and they don't always come in
words or follow linear patterns. Second, even though my best friend is a human
lie detector, no, we never caught him in a lie. Toward the end of my stay,
after Drake was captured, Higgins's thoughts disturbed me, but until then I had
no reason to suspect anything."


Drake took a deep breath in the back seat and shifted his
body to get more comfortable in his nap. I wished I could fall asleep, but Brad
had too many questions. 


Brad glanced at me briefly, then fixed his eyes back on the
winding road. "So seventeen years, and you never thought they were lying
about what happens when you leave?"


Shame filled me. I should've known. What good was a freaking
mind-reading spy if she couldn't catch on to the biggest secret of all?
"No. I told you, it wasn't like that. We were treated well. We had
everything we ever needed, and the organization was careful. I really believe
that most of the staff and faculty didn't even know the full truth. I assume
that those who did know were never allowed around us."


"Then how did you figure it out so fast? I mean, Drake
shows up and boom, all your trust is gone?"


"Not just boom. First, the fact that he'd been kidnapped
was enough to give me pause. We'd never seen anyone brought to Rent-A-Kid
against his will. Second, and this is just a theory, I think Drake messed
things up for them."


Brad slurped his soda and put it back in the cup holder.
"How so?"


I gripped the armrest of my car door tightly, relieved when
both of his hands were back on the wheel. This road did not look forgiving with
its twisty, sharp turns and steep, midnight dips into nothing. "Just the
way the whole situation was handled. Getting me pregnant so fast, Drake's being
held at Rent-A-Kid at all, the random thoughts I caught running through
people—it was sloppy, and they don't strike me as sloppy. Something happened to
derail their plan. What exactly? I don't know."


Brad's mouth tightened into a grimace. I resisted the urge
to slip into his mind. My brain needed a break.


"Okay, but wh—"


"Stop!" I raised my hand as though it could defend
me from his questions. "I know you have a story to write, but can we save
the third degree for later? I'm exhausted."


The muscles in his face softened, and his grip on the
steering wheel loosened a fraction. "Sure, of course. I'm sorry, Sam, I
don't mean to push you. I'm just trying to understand. My readers, assuming I
get any, will be wondering the same things. But we can pick up some other time.
We should be getting to the cabin soon, anyway."


I rested my forehead against the cool glass window.
"What's he like, your professor?"


"Professor Shaw is... well, you'll see soon enough.
He's a character."


His soft smile told me more than any words could have. I
looked forward to meeting this man.


***


I stiffened in momentary panic, unsure of how much time had
passed. Then I remembered the car, Brad, the cabin, and the muscles in my
stomach unclenched. I massaged the kinks in my neck with one hand while wiping
my eyes with the other.


"How long was I asleep?" I asked Brad.


"Only about thirty minutes. We're almost there."


Drake shifted in the back seat, and I sensed his
consciousness waking. 'I missed you.'


"I'm right here."


'I know. I just miss touching you.'


Drake reached through the gap between the seats to take over
rubbing my neck.


Brad pulled the car into the dirt driveway of a large log
cabin that sat in a copse of trees.


My stiff muscles protested as I stretched. "Are you
sure it's okay to show up without calling?"


"He can't be mad at surprise visitors when he refuses
to keep a phone."


I couldn't wrap my mind around why a grown man, who'd spent
half his life as a journalist and the other half teaching, would want to
seclude himself from the world so thoroughly.


I looked around the property. Majestic pines soared to the
sky, their brown needles littering the forest floor. The log cabin looked more
spacious than I'd expected, with large windows on every wall. "This place
does have indoor plumbing, right? Because I'm so not squatting outside."


Brad stopped the car and opened his door. "Yeah, it's
got plumbing, and electricity. Just no phone. Don't worry. Let's go."


Drake somehow beat me to my own door and opened it before I
could even touch the handle. He offered his hand, and I placed mine in it,
relishing the warmth of the contact. The guys grabbed the bags, and we walked
up a few wooden steps to the front door. The smell of pine assaulted me as we
approached.


Brad knocked once, rang the doorbell and waited.


My throat dried up and my stomach danced with angry bees as
I imagined this man's reaction to our ludicrous story. If he really didn't have
a phone, maybe we could run before he called the cops. But if he didn't have a
phone, would he have internet? We still needed to get that blog viral.


My cotton shirt clung to my body as sweat crawled down my
back despite the cold. What if Professor Shaw wasn't even home? Then what would
we do?


Before I could create an alternate plan, the door opened,
revealing a fit man in his sixties with a full head of white hair gracing his
head like a halo. His clear blue eyes widened in surprise, but not anger. I
immediately slipped into his mind to monitor him, despite how shaky I felt.


'Good to see the boy. Looking a bit thin. Wonder what
stories await from these three.... '


His thoughts were benign, nothing to panic about. Yet.


Brad and the professor hugged, then Brad turned to us.
"Professor, these are my friends, Drake and Sam. We, um, need your help.
Can we come in?"


The professor opened the door wide and stepped aside.
"Of course."


We followed him into a spacious, entirely civilized living
room with a deep, overstuffed couch, two armchairs, and a large coffee table
that actually looked like an ottoman.


Professor Shaw followed my eyes. "That table belonged
to someone famous once. Be damned if I can ever remember who. Paid enough for
it, though!"


"You have a lovely home," I said.


"Thank you. Now why don't you and Drake go sit down and
make yourselves comfortable. Brad and I will get some drinks and snacks."
He looked to Brad. "Come along."


The guys dropped the luggage in the corner, and Drake and I
sat on the couch while Brad and the professor disappeared into what was
presumably the kitchen.


'Well?' Drake asked.


"Well, so far his thoughts are of normal things.
He's happy to see Brad, loves him to death, actually, and he's curious about
us. No red flags yet."


'Okay. Don't exhaust yourself though. You shouldn't read
him until you have to.'


"I know. I'm fine."


'Right.'


Drake put his arm around me, and I sank into him, grateful
for his strength.


Clanking noises came from the kitchen, then both men walked
through the swinging door carrying trays with sandwiches, fruit, juice and
water.


They set their trays on the famous ottoman, and Professor
Shaw waved his hand over the food. "Please, help yourself."


I greedily loaded my plate with food, and poured a glass of
water. I hadn't realized how hungry and thirsty I'd been.


Professor Shaw let us eat in silence, but once the last
crumb had been licked off my lips, the questions began. "So tell me. What
kind of trouble are you in and how can I help?"


I froze. We'd told Brad our story, but he'd grown up with
Drake. He knew this stuff existed. And yeah, we were about to spill it all on
Brad's blog, but I didn't have to sit face-to-face with doubters and haters.


Drake squeezed my hand. 'It's okay. If you hear anything
off in his thoughts, we'll leave. We can overpower him physically or mentally.
He can't hurt you.'


I knew he meant that to be comforting, but it had the
opposite effect. Professor Shaw didn't deserve to be "overpowered."
We'd barged in on his life, uninvited and unannounced. How could we consider
punishing him for not buying our story?


All eyes in the room were on me, which I guess made sense,
but I didn't have to like it. I took a deep breath and tried to still my
shaking body. It didn't work.


Professor Shaw's kind, understanding eyes held mine.
"Just start from the beginning. I don't bite."


So I did. I'd have thought that retelling my story would be
easier. If anything, my vocal chords, as if working against my will, were more
reluctant than ever to give up my secrets. All my life, I'd been told that if I
revealed them to the wrong person, everything would be screwed.


I talked for nearly an hour. No one so much as breathed too
loud.


My sweaty hand clutched Drake's cool palm. "So, that's
the story. Whoever is after us is very dangerous. We didn't know where to go or
what to do. Brad said we should come here."


No one spoke for several minutes.


A fly buzzed past my ear, startling me so bad I jumped and
broke the silence with a chirp. I felt the blood rush to my face. "Sorry.
Nerves."


"Who wouldn't be nervous after all you've been
through?" said Professor Shaw.


'Poor girl. Can't believe she's been through so much. She
must be exhausted.'


My eyes flicked to him. "Professor, you believe me?"


He harrumphed. "Please call me Bernard. And yes, I
believe you."


I couldn't help but grin. "Bernard Shaw. Really? As in
the famous Irish playwright and novelist?"


He smiled. "Yes. Actually, George Bernard Shaw, but
I've always gone by Bernard. My parents had a sense of humor."


"A fool's brain digests philosophy into folly, science
into superstition, and...."


"...art into pedantry. Hence University
education," Bernard finished. "One of my favorite quotes."


So far, I liked him.


My brain pounded from the lengthy connection. I rubbed my
head.


'Sam, pull out. If any red flags pop up, you can go back
in, but you're going to kill yourself.'


"Okay, for now. I just don't want any more
surprises."


The pressure eased as I slipped out of the Professor's mind,
and I enjoyed the solitude of my own thoughts. "Why do you believe me?
This story is preposterous. Don't you want to at least test us? Have me read
your mind?"


"All right, what am I thinking?"


Drake frowned at me, but I slipped in and out just fast
enough to grab his thought. 'Brad needs a girlfriend. He's wasting away as a
bachelor.'


"Ha! Really? Brad, apparently the good professor here
thinks you need a girlfriend to fatten you up. Though I have to say that
assuming the girl will feed him is a bit sexist."


Brad sat up straighter. "I do not need a girl in
my life right now. Are you kidding me? How would I even see her?"


He made eye contact with me, then turned his head sharply
and looked at Bernard. "I know you're open-minded, but I didn't expect
them to win you over so quickly. What aren't you telling us?"


Bernard picked up his coffee cup and took a sip. "I
spent a lot of years writing for some pretty big publications: Newsweek,
U.S. News & World Report, The New York Times and L.A.
Times. As an investigative reporter, it was my job to uncover the stories
no one else could break. Once, when I was young and cocky, I landed on
something I knew would be Pulitzer material, only I kept hitting dead ends. Not
just normal, contacts-dried-up, leads-too-scared-to-talk dead ends, but
literally—people kept ending up dead. All accidents, of course, unrelated to me
or my story, but my gut told me there was more to it. I didn't take the hint. I
kept prying."


He put his mug down and pulled up his flannel shirt,
revealing a fairly toned stomach for an old guy—and a nasty, familiar-looking
scar.


"You were shot." I rubbed the still-healing bullet
wound on my own arm.


Brad's eyebrows shot up. He'd obviously never heard this
story.


I asked the question I already knew the answer to.
"What story were you working on?"


He looked me straight in the eyes. "I'd met some very
powerful people who, in exchange for not having their names plastered all over
national headlines, offered me an interesting story about kids with paranormal
abilities who are rented out as spies."


My mouth dried up in an instant. I couldn't swallow. I
grabbed my water and chugged it. Clients who broke Rent-A-Kid's confidentiality
agreement faced serious harm. Though, it did make sense that someone would
spill the beans eventually—especially if a famous reporter had serious dirt on
them, and they needed to shine the spotlight on an even bigger story to protect
themselves.


Bernard continued, "Of course, I didn't believe them at
first. They would have said or done anything to keep me from printing what I
knew about them. But they had proof. They'd kept videos, pictures, and other
records of the kids they hired. I looked through it all and.... What if it was
true? The evidence was damning, but that could have been faked. So they agreed
to hire a kid spy and let me see the powers firsthand."


I perked up. He'd met someone from my school? "How long
ago was this?"


"Oh, I don't know, eighteen years ago. I met a girl who
could move objects with her mind. I wouldn't have believed it, but I witnessed
it with my own eyes. I started asking around, using contacts to dig up dirt on
other wealthy and powerful members of our society. Not everyone used this
service, but I found two more who had and were willing to trade information to
keep me quiet.


"I can only assume I was getting too close, because one
day my house was robbed of all my research, and I was shot and left for dead.
On that same day, someone killed all three of my contacts. It took me months to
recover physically. I lost the trail and could never figure out how to pick it
back up. After that, I tried going back into journalism, but had lost the
appetite for it. That's when I started teaching. So yes, Sam, I believe
you."


I exhaled hard, expelling the pent-up pressure in my lungs
in one great whoosh. I didn't know what I had expected from the professor, but
this punched me in the gut.


Drake shifted on the couch. "Maybe coming here was a
bad idea. If you're already on their radar, we could be putting you in a lot of
danger."


"I'm tired of hiding. This is the story that got away,
and I'll be damned if I'm going to let it get away again. I'll help you kids as
much as I can. Consider this your home while we figure out what to do next. I
still have some powerful connections here and there. Sam, if you'd like, I can
take a sample of your hair and find out what drugs you were given."


"That'd be great. I'm over the worst of it, but I hate
not knowing what was done to me. This test... it's confidential, right?"


"Yes, your identity will be protected."


Bernard went over to his desk and pulled out a small vial.


I plucked a few hairs from the root and handed them over.


He slipped them into the vial and filled out a form.
"I'll have these picked up right away. We should have an answer within a
day or two."


He looked at Brad. "And you, what have you done with
your writing career since last we spoke?"


Brad found something fascinating to stare at on his shoe.
"Been trying to carve a niche for myself in journalism, like you taught
me. It's not an easy world to break into."


How sad for him to feel disgraced in front of his mentor,
I thought. "Brad does have a thriving blog, though, and he's using that to
get our story out. He's going to be famous soon."


Brad smiled at me as his body relaxed.


"I may be an old man, but even I know the internet is
quickly replacing print media. Hell, it's replacing print everything. I'm proud
of you for sticking with it, Brad. Let's take a look at this blog of yours and
see what we can do to spice it up. It's time I got my story out there
too."


Brad beamed at the professor and grabbed his computer bag.
They went to the dining room table next to the living room and sat
shoulder-to-shoulder.


Bernard shouted back without turning to us. "Spare
rooms are down the hall and to the right. Bathroom is on the left. Make
yourself comfortable. Food's in the kitchen."


I stood and stretched. "Thank you."


His only response was a grunt as he focused on Brad's
articles.


***


After two days with the professor, I knew my instincts had
been correct. Not only was he helpful to Brad and his blogging ambitions, but
he and I enjoyed long talks about ethics and the world of para-powers.


"So, you don't think powers are inherently right or
wrong?" The mug warmed my hands, and the tea did the same for my insides.


In a look that I had come to recognize as his "thinking
face," Bernard's eyes glazed over. "No, I don't. However these powers
came to be, they are tools like any other."


Father Patrick had said much the same to Drake, I knew. I
looked forward to meeting the man who had been like a father to him. When Drake
told us of the priest's property and his willingness to help us, it changed
everything. We now had a real chance to rescue my friends.


I took a sip of my tea and savored the spices on my tongue
before I responded. "Criminals often argue that they are born that
way—sociopaths and serial killers in particular. By your reasoning, anyone without
a conscience can do whatever they please, right?"


"I'm not suggesting a moral free-for-all just because
you have paranormal abilities. I am suggesting that the power of mind control
is not inherently evil, as you seem to believe. There are situations when it
can be used for good."


"But who decides what's good and what's not? Doesn't
everyone think they are on the side of good, that their actions can be
justified? How will we survive as a society if we don't have clearly defined
rules about para-powers, especially if me and my friends are indicative of a
new trend in human evolution?"


Brad ran into the living room waving around his laptop.
"Hey guys, my numbers are way up! Sam, I got 500 hits yesterday from our
interview. Lots of comments too. Most people think it's some fiction thing, but
at least they're reading. I think you're right—we should do a vlog too. You and
Drake would be very convincing on video."


I smiled, proud my new friend was finding success.
"Right now?"


He grinned like a kid in a candy shop. "If you don't
mind."


"Sure, let me just shower and put on some make-up. If
this does go viral, I don't want to look like road kill."


***


The hot water scalded my body, turning my pale skin red.
Voices from the past collided in my mind as I considered what I would say in
Brad's video. Thoughts of trusted teachers, of past clients, of the students
and their memories, rolled through my brain like tumbleweeds in a windstorm. Gar
and Ana. Dead. Serena and Tommy, two children whose lives had been ruined because
of me.


Professor Shaw—Bernard—had nearly died trying to uncover the
truth about Rent-A-Kid. They'd kidnapped Drake. They'd impregnated me against
my will, which felt like a form of rape... maybe worse. The violation weighed
heavy on me, my only consolation being the connection Drake and I had formed.


However it happened, this baby belonged to us. But what
about all the other girls who were used in this way and died because of it?


It would be hard to get people to believe, but we had to
find a way to make them listen. If only Drake and I had more obvious powers,
which we could showcase on film. But then, with editing and special effects,
nearly anything could be faked.


Maybe we could show off Drake's strength? So much power,
physically and mentally, in one person. Despite the heat, my body broke out
in goosebumps, and I shivered.


Once my fingers and feet had pruned, I shut off the water
and stepped out of the steamy shower. I wiped down the mirror and wrapped a
towel around my body, my swollen belly exposed through the slit. I stared at
myself in the mirror.


Were the eyes truly windows to the soul, as people said?
What did mine say about me?


The light purple crescent moons under my bloodshot eyes said
I needed more sleep, at least. I pulled my brush from my overnight bag and ran
it through my long wet hair, then pulled out a blow dryer and did my best to
make it look presentable.


The red blouse and black slacks for my film debut draped
over the toilet. The buttons on the pants almost didn't snap; it would be time
for new clothes soon.


Lost in thought, I didn't see Brad until I smacked into him
and dropped my bag. "Oh, sorry!"


He picked it up before I could. "You okay?"


"Yeah. Feel better after a shower."


"You looked a million miles away, and sad. But... also
beautiful. I mean, the red, it's a good color on you. It'll look good on film.
So, um, what's up?"


"Just thinking about everything. Worried."


He put his hand on my arm, his body heat fighting the chill
on my skin.


"The interview can wait, if you want." His mouth
turned down in worry.


"No, it's okay. I'm—"


Pain stole my words from me.


I doubled over, clutching my belly even though it felt as if
knives had impaled my head. Distant eyes bored into me. Someone else's
consciousness moved into my mind, seeing into my life.


I screamed and squeezed my eyes shut, pushing back against
the invader.


Hands on me. Voices around me.


Couldn't focus. Couldn't respond. Couldn't think.


Can only fight.


Chapter 36 – Lucy


 


"You have to be prepared for anything." Mr.
Lancaster walked up and down the aisles and made eye contact with each person.
"If you depend too much on your power, that power becomes a liability. The
key to success is adaptability and improvisation. That is what we will be
practicing today."


Lucy wondered if her teacher knew about the problems kids
had been having with their powers. His lesson seemed awfully timely.


After Mr. Lancaster walked past her row, a paper airplane
hit Lucy in the back of the head. She turned to see Darren smile impishly at
her and float the airplane back to his own desk. He mouthed, "Sorry."


Before Lucy could respond, Mary leaned over and whispered,
"I know about your little Freedom Fighters. You guys think you're so cool
with your secret meetings, but you're all idiots if you think you can take on
Rent-A-Kid. It's only a matter of time before you get caught."


Lucy had mixed feelings herself about their success, but
hearing Mary's attack brought out her mama bear instincts. "You shallow,
sex-obsessed twit, you know nothing about—"


"Lucy, care to share with the rest of the class?"
Mr. Lancaster and everyone in fifth period stared at her.


"No, I'm sorry."


"Then please keep your mouth closed and your ears open
while I'm talking. Someday, this just might save your life."


"Yes, sir."


Mary snickered beside her, and Lucy wanted to claw her eyes
out. Instead, she kept her head forward and her ears, as Mr. Lancaster said,
open.


"Here's the scenario." The teacher walked to the
whiteboard and drew the layout of a building. "There are a group of
innocent people in a building, and terrorists are holding them at gunpoint.
Without using powers, how would you get in and save them? You can use any
technology or weapons you can think of, just no powers."


Willy raised his hand, and the class groaned collectively.


"Yes, Willy."


He pushed his glasses up onto his nose and answered in his
I-know-more-than-all-of-you-combined-and-isn't-this-just-so-obvious voice.
"This is simple, Mr. Lancaster. I'd hack into the camera surveillance and
reroute the feed so they didn't see me sneak in. Then I'd memorize their
positions, throw a flash grenade to blind everyone, and proceed to shoot every
terrorist from memory, starting with the one closest to the victims."


"Willy, you really need a girlfriend, my boy." Mr.
Lancaster ruffled Willy's mop of red hair affectionately and continued pacing
the room. "Anyone else?"


Darren raised his hand. "A peaceful outcome would be
best for all parties. The terrorists presumably want something, so I'd find out
what and try to negotiate. That way, no one gets hurt."


Lucy didn't disagree with Willy or Darren, but believed both
had underestimated the enemy in this scenario.


Mr. Lancaster pointed to Mary. "What about you, how
would you handle it?"


All the guys in the room zoomed in on the blond who played
with her long hair and looked slightly confused. "Um... well, I would do
something to, you know, get their attention. I mean, my powers work all the
time. Why would they stop working? This doesn't make sense. Even if I lost my
power... well, look at me." She gestured to her tight dress and curvy
figure. "I'd just seduce them into surrendering."


Lucy rolled her eyes, as did every other female in the room.
The men were too entranced to think clearly.


The question troubled Lucy, who didn't know how she would
handle the situation even with her power. Detecting lies could come in handy
with hostage negotiation. She'd be able to tell whether they lied about
releasing the prisoners.  As for a full-on attack, what would she do?


She had an idea. "Mr. Lancaster?"


"Yes, Lucy."


"I think everyone had good ideas." She shot a
glance at Mary. "Well, almost everyone. But I don't think it would be that
simple. We'd have to work as a team to succeed. Alone, we'd each just
fail."


Mr. Lancaster clapped his hands and smiled. "Very good.
You all are good lone rangers, but you also need to learn how to work together.
Situations will come up where, even if you have access to your powers, you
won't win on your own. There's power in numbers when each person's gifts are
used well. Remember that."


Lucy made eye contact with the teacher and held his gaze.
Did he know about the Freedom Fighters? Was he somehow endorsing what they were
doing?


He turned away and addressed the class. "You're
dismissed, but stay alert. I'll be doing surprise attacks at random. Be ready
to defeat me without the use of powers... and preferably without serious bodily
injury either. I'm just an old man, after all."


The hallway filled with teens hurrying to their next class.
The squeak of sneakers on the linoleum floor, and the smell of the boy's locker
room across the hall, brought back so many memories for Lucy. She missed Sam
and wished they were together again. She thought Sam would have liked Mr.
Lancaster's class today.


Gary approached as she made her way to the lockers.
"I'm going to see if Darren will join us. Telekinesis could be very
powerful. Have you and Luke decided if you're in. We really need you
both." His hazel eyes begged her like a puppy dog looking for a treat.


She stood her ground, though, unwilling to sign on to this
crazy plan that was doomed to failure. "We're talking about it, but it
still looks like a suicide mission to me, and I kind of like being alive."


The headmaster's voice startled Lucy. "What are you doing
out of class, young lady?"


She spun around, heart pounding. Neil stood behind her.
"Hey, Lucy, what's up?"


"Were you doing Higgins's voice again? You freaked me
out."


He laughed. "Sorry, I just can't help it. I love the
look on everyone's face when they think they're about to get in trouble for
something."


Lucy punched him in the arm. "You're terrible, you know
that?"


Greg walked up and took Gary's hand.


"Oh, Neil, this is Gary and Greg, friends of mine.
Guys, this is Neil. He can mimic any voice around. It's incredible."


Gary stared at her.


Right, Neil would be perfect, but I'm so not going there
until I've decided where I stand on all this. She shook her head sharply.


Gary sighed and pulled Greg closer to him. "Hey, Neil,
we're getting a club together. You know, something where we can practice our
powers and talk about politics. You in?"


"I hear ya, Gary, but I don't know. Sounds risky,
given... everything. I'll think about it, okay?" He turned to Lucy.
"You and Luke are in?"


Lucy shuffled her feet. She didn't want to ruin Gary's
efforts, but she wouldn't lie either. "Um, we're thinking about it."


"Got it. Well, like I said, I'll give it some thought
but.... "


Gary's shoulders slumped. "Yeah, sure, I understand.
See ya, Neil."


"Bye Gary. Lucy. Be careful."


Neil left the three of them with dejected looks on their
faces.


Lucy stomped her foot, then blushed at how petulant she must
look. "How do you expect to succeed if you can't even recruit
people?"


Gary rolled his eyes. "That's why we need you and your
brother. If people see you two involved, they'll be more likely to join."


"And then we'll be responsible for leading more
kids to their death. I don't want that on my conscience."


"Then you're conscience will have to carry the weight
of what's to come. It's not going to get better here. You'll see."


Greg pulled his hand from Gary's and put his arm around his
distraught boyfriend.


She looked at the both of them, still trying to make a go of
their relationship despite everything going on. "Look, I'm sorry. I don't
mean to fight with you. I’m just really stressed right now. But we're the lucky
ones, you know? You two are lucky to have each other. I'm lucky to have my
brother. I feel bad for those who have to go through this alone."


When the three of them arrived at Lucy's locker, Mr.
Lancaster jumped out from behind a door and grabbed at Lucy. She immediately
spun him around, kicked his legs out from under him and pinned him to the
ground.


"You'll have to do better than that, Mr.
Lancaster." She helped him up and dusted off her knees.


"You're a natural at martial arts, aren't you Lucy? I'm
glad you can take care of yourself. That will serve you well in the days
ahead."


Before she could ask what he meant, he had walked away.


She grabbed her books from her locker, and walked with Greg
and Gary to their next class. "I wonder what that was about."


Greg, who didn't talk much, looked thoughtful. "Perhaps
Mr. Lancaster has hidden loyalties. We should keep an eye on him."


Chapter 37 – Sam


 


Sharp spikes pierced my mind as I pried my eyes open.


Drake's voice drifted in and out as his hand squeezed mine.
"Sam, you okay? What happened, Honey?"


My vision focused. The frown lines on his forehead worked
overtime. What happened? I was standing in the hallway, bumped into Brad,
then—


"Oh my God, Drake, someone was in my head!" My
body shook from the memory. I scanned the mental energies of everyone in the
house, but nothing felt unusual. Aside from a pounding headache, my own mind
also felt normal—well, as normal as it ever got.


"What do you mean? Like the way we talk?"


"No, like someone tried to spy on us through me. Felt
like they were tearing apart my brain with a knife."


"Are you okay? Is our baby okay?" His blue eyes
glistened with spent tears. I'd never seen Drake cry before.


"I think so. My head hurts, but otherwise I feel
normal. Help me up?"


He kept a hand on my shoulder. "Shouldn't you
rest?"


"I want to make sure my body still works."


He nodded and supported my shoulders as I sat up. The world
spun, then settled.


"I'm fine. How long was I out?"


"About two hours," Drake said. "I've been
worried sick. Brad wanted to take you to the hospital, but I knew you wouldn't
like that. I didn't know what to do, Sam. I've never felt so.... Even when I
was powerless, I didn't feel like this."


He leaned in and kissed me. The soft warmth of his lips, the
scent of his breath, brought the rest of my body to life. Heat spread through
me, but I ignored it. Bad timing.


Our kiss ended abruptly when Brad opened the door.
"Sorry. Didn't know you were awake."


Drake pulled back slightly, but wrapped his hands around
mine. "It's okay, come in."


Brad closed the door behind him. "You look
terrible."


"Gee, thanks. Just what every girl wants to hear."


"So what happened?" Brad sat in a chair in the
corner.


"I think I was mind-jacked."


Brad's brow wrinkled in confusion. "Mind-jacked? Is
that even a real thing?"


"It is now. Someone hijacked my mind, tried to spy on
us from my eyes."


"Shit, man, that is seriously messed up." He
leaned forward in the chair, his hands clenching and unclenching. "Are we
in danger? Do they know where we are?"


I shifted under my blankets. "I don't think so. I
pushed them out before I fainted. They didn't see much, but they might have
gotten something from my memory. Depends on how powerful they are. Then again,
I don't know the address here, so maybe they can't find us anyway. I just don't
know."


"Maybe we should leave," Drake said.


Brad crossed and uncrossed his feet. "Where else could
we go at this point? We still need to get our story out and find some help.
Bernard is helping me with that. Maybe we should talk to him and see what he
thinks."


"See what I think about what?" Bernard stood in
the doorway, his face etched with worry lines. "I'm glad to see you conscious
again. These boys have been running around like headless chickens. We were all
very concerned for you."


Drake helped me sit up again so I could see everyone while I
explained what happened to the professor.


"This is concerning," he said. "They have some
pretty heavy para-powers on their side if they were able to get into your
brain. We'll have to give this more thought. In the meantime, I have some
information you might find interesting."


He sat down in a chair opposite Brad and crossed his legs.
"I got an email about the hair sample I sent in for testing. You had
copious amounts of drugs in your system—a designer drug, actually, that is a
blend of several narcotics. The length of your hair showed that the drugs have
been in your system for years. Your entire hair follicle had traces of
it."


"So that means they've been feeding me drugs for as
long as I've had my hair?"


"Basically, yes."


"What drugs?"


"It looks like a blend of opiates, something resembling
meth, and something else the lab has never seen. I speculate the effects of
this drug would create a slight euphoria, augmenting the organization's ability
to use subtle coercion, and perhaps environmental controls, to keep all of you
kids happy and unquestioning about your circumstances."


Brad cleared his throat. "So, in plain English, what
you're saying is they drugged the kids to keep them happy and complacent,
right?"


The professor mock-scowled at Brad. "More or less,
yes."


His words relieved a guilt that I didn't realize I'd been
carrying. "So I'm not just a gullible idiot for believing them all these
years?"


"You were never that, even without the drugs."


"Then why did I believe Drake when he started
questioning things about my life?"


"I thought about that, and I suspect it is a
combination of the hormones released in your system from the pregnancy and good
old-fashioned love. The chemical and emotional connection you and Drake formed
likely changed your physiology enough that you were able to think through the
drugs. It looks like the vitamins you received every three months were really
drugs, and they probably wore off around the time you went into
withdrawals."


 "That means all my friends are still getting drugged
up." I placed a hand over my belly. "What about the baby? Wouldn't
this be bad for the baby too? Drake, we need to link to Lucy and Luke and tell
them what's happening. We can't put this off anymore, not even for my
health."


He frowned, but didn't argue. Smart man.


The professor gave a pointed look to Brad and walked out of
the room.


Brad jumped up from the chair. "Right, we'll just go
work on the blog some more. You two talk to your friends."


He closed the door behind him, leaving Drake and me alone.


Drake brushed stray strands of hair from my forehead.
"Are you sure about this? Opening yourself up could give whoever is
tracking you more access."


"I hadn't thought of that, but you'll be in there with
me. Together we're pretty strong."


"Okay, but if anything goes wrong, we get out and shut
down the link. Agreed?"


"Agreed."


We held hands and closed our eyes. The physical contact
helped strengthen our focus, making the link more powerful.


The universe expanded and time stood still. Drake and I
merged into one thought, one heartbeat, one breath. At this level of
connection, direct thoughts were no more necessary than they would be with
one's self. Every secret, every hidden corner, every nuance of memory lay open
and transparent. This level of intimacy required complete trust—nothing could
be held back.


Our collective mind pulled from memory the mental signatures
of Luke and Lucy, as distinct as fingerprints, as familiar to me as their
voices. We slid in gently; unlike my mind assault on Kylie, this wouldn't hurt
them. It merely expanded their capacity to "hear" beyond the range of
their ears.


'Sam? Is that you?' Lucy's mental voice carried her
signature enthusiasm for life. I had missed her more than I allowed myself to
acknowledge. All my love for her and Luke carried forward in my thoughts as
images, emotions, memories.


Just as all their worry and fear crashed into me.


Luke and Lucy were in trouble.


Chapter 38 – Lucy


 


It didn't take as long as Lucy expected to fill Sam and
Drake in on the changes at Rent-A-Kid. Rather, the shock on both ends took the
most time to process.


Lucy's skin crawled at the thought that the school had
force-fed her and Luke and everyone here drugs their whole lives. What kind of
long-term damage would their bodies suffer? And poor Sam, going through
detox and withdrawal while pregnant—how awful! Lucy wished more than
anything she could be there for her friend during all this, instead of stuck
planning a rebellion.


Luke's mental voice broke through her thoughts. 'So what
do we do about this Seeker dude?'


"Drake and I will need to figure out a way to track
him. He must be somehow connected to your power problems. Nothing else makes
sense at this point. When you go on your assignment, can you figure out a way
to email us photos and a layout of the security at the school? Mark off which
buildings are off-limits, where the soldiers are stationed, that kind of thing.
We'll find a way in as you guys plan a way out. A two-pronged attack on them
may be our best bet. Lucy, can you hack into the school and see if you can find
anything useful?"


'I can try. Security is pretty tight these days. We'll do
our best to get that information to you while we're on assignment. It's going
to be risky, but we can't sit around waiting for them to do more experiments on
us.'


"I have to go now. My body is still weak, but I'll
check back in with you guys as soon as I can. Be safe. I love you both."


'Love you too, Sam. Drake, take care of her.'


'I will,' Drake said.


They were gone. Lucy's head suddenly felt light after
sharing it with three other people. She didn't know how Sam survived it,
bumping into every thought someone else had. Lucy would have gone crazy and
started slapping people to get them to mentally shut up.


She sat up straighter on the couch in their suite, and
reached for a glass of water. "This just gets better and better, doesn't
it, Bro?"


Luke stood and paced the room, his brow furrowed in worry.
"Still think the Freedom Fighters group is worthless?"


"I don't know. I can't see it working, but it doesn’t
look like we can totally count on Sam either. We may have to do something, but
I'm not sure the Freedom Fighters are the way to go." The campus
loudspeaker buzzed. "Oh, crap. We're late for class. Hurry!"


They grabbed their book bags and raced from the room before
the hall monitors could cite them for tardiness.


Outside, a crowd had formed around the center circle, where
punishments were handed out for citations. In the past, Higgins handled these
issues privately in his office, not as a public display of power like this.


Luke and Lucy paused to see what the commotion was about.


The voice of their new god, Mr. Black, boomed from a
megaphone. "Classes have been postponed in order to mete out punishment to
a student who felt he was above the rules. Assemble at the circle as witness to
his crimes, or suffer your own consequence."


One of the Freedom Fighters stood bound and gagged in the
center.


Lucy couldn't remember his name, but recognized him from the
meeting. She hoped they hadn't snagged him for rebel-related infractions.


Mr. Black continued. "This boy was caught using his
powers in an improper location without permission. Punishment has been set at
five lashes to the back." 


The crowd gasped. First, no one had ever prevented students
from using their para-powers anywhere they liked, as long as they didn't hurt
anyone else. Second, the punishments for citations had usually been some kind
of manual labor. One girl had been forced to clean a bathroom with a toothbrush
when she was caught making out with her boyfriend behind the bleachers, but
nothing like this....


Mr. Black set the megaphone down and stood before the crowd
with a whip in hand. An evil smile curled up his face.


Silence descended on them as everyone held their breath,
waiting to see what would happen next.


He flicked the whip and a scream filled the air around them.


Lucy imagined wild animals made a similar sound when caught
in traps.


The entire crowd of students shuddered with each lash. Guys
who never showed emotion in public wiped tears from their eyes. Girls sobbed.


Lucy got angry. Really angry. So angry she would have given
anything in that moment to have a more proactive power, like fire or
telekinesis. A human lie detector was only useful in certain circumstances.
Right now, she wanted to hurt them in a more immediate way.


Gary had been right. She might not want the death of
students on her conscience, but she couldn't allow this to happen either. Many
would fight whether she and Luke helped or not, but maybe with their knowledge
and training, more would survive.


It was time for another Freedom Fighters meeting.


***


That night, Lucy stood in front of a different crowd. The
brutal punishment, rather than force obedience, had inspired more rebellion.
More students than ever had joined the Freedom Fighters. Lucy vetted each one
with questions, designed to make sure there were no spies in the ranks, and
that each person was prepared for what might come.


Namely, death.


"Has anyone heard how Mike is doing? I can't believe
they beat him like that."


A girl, Desirai, raised her hand. "I slipped into his
dreams before I came here. He's in a lot of pain but he'll be okay."


Ah yes, a dreamwalker. Lucy made a note to talk to
her soon. They could use someone with her gifts to weaken the enemies for the
main assault, and to coordinate plans with Sam and Drake.


"Thank you, Desirai. Please, keep an eye on him. And
see me later, if you're free. I have some ideas I'd like to talk to you
about."


The girl's large eyes glowed with pride. She'd probably
never been on assignment. Most of their group had no field experience at all,
but it didn't matter; they would have to learn now, or die.


"Luke and I are being sent on assignment. I don't know
why, but we shouldn't be long. In the meantime, catalogue every power we have
access to. Recruit new members, but carefully! We don't want anyone
getting caught at this stage. As soon as Luke and I are back, we'll
attack."


***


Three days and two parkas later, Lucy and Luke got the call.


Next stop: Russia.


Chapter 39 – Drake


 


Sam's words floated in and out of Drake's head like
feathers—important feathers, he knew—but still... the curve of her lips seduced
him more powerfully than the sounds coming out of them.


"Drake, you're not listening." Sam pulled away and
adjusted her shirt to cover her belly.


"I'm sorry. You're just too distracting." He
pulled her close and kissed her again, hungry for her touch.


She pushed him away and got out of bed.


"Come back. I'll behave."


"That doesn't appear to be possible for you right now.
Besides, I promised Brad we'd do his video today. I have to get ready."


Drake clamped down on the prick of jealousy that insinuated
itself into his heart like a virus. First, Brad had slept with Kylie. Now, Brad
spent more time with Drake's girlfriend than he did.


His pregnant, virgin girlfriend.


He loved her like no one else in the world could, and he
trusted her—having access to her thoughts made that a no-brainer. Right now,
they needed to focus on getting their story out to the world—an enraged group
of citizens could effect a lot of change, and give them the edge they needed
over Rent-A-Kid. This organization flourished in the shadows, but Drake bet
they wouldn't be so cocky when the spotlight of the world shown on them.


They also needed to find the Seeker and rescue Sam's
friends.


She'd never agree to stay at the cabin, in safety, while he
tracked the Seeker. That didn't mean he wouldn't push for it, but he needed
another plan in case she didn't let him go. He needed to keep her and his
unborn child safe.


He rose from bed and stretched his long form, then dropped
to do some push-ups and sit-ups. His super strength didn't mean he had a
get-out-of-working-out-free card. He still had to stay in shape and keep up his
endurance. After all, Sam may have been eating for two, but Drake was fighting
for three.


After a quick shower, Drake joined Bernard, Brad and Sam in
the living room.


The professor had set up some impressive video equipment and
a mock stage on which to film.


"What's all this?" Drake asked.


Brad checked the lighting and adjusted some settings on the
camera. "We want it to look professional. Okay, here's the plan. It'll be
hard to do a mind-reading test with Sam, because that's too easy to fake.
Instead, you're going to do a strength demonstration, Drake."


Sam's long hair flowed down her back in curly waves, and a
red blouse brought out the color in her cheeks and lips. Her blue eyes popped
with whatever makeup she used. Drake preferred her without all that face paint,
but he had to admit she rocked the look.


He kissed the top of her head. "You look great,
Babe."


Brad took his place on the other side of Drake, and left the
professor behind the camera. "Drake, you need to lift us both, and make it
look easy."


"It is easy, Dude. Lifting you two isn't the problem. I
just have to be careful not to hurt Sam."


Brad scowled. "Or me, I hope."


"Or you. But she's carrying my child, so if one of you
has to get dropped on your ass, guess who it'll be?"


"Yeah, I get it. I'd drop me too if I had to
choose."


He tinkered with a few more settings. "Good. Okay.
Ready? Action."


Brad posed in front of the camera and stared at the little
green light blinking on and off. "Is it working?"


The professor chuckled. "Yes, go ahead."


Brad cleared his throat and fidgeted with his hands.
"Right. Okay. Um. So, if you've been following my blog lately, you know
I've made some pretty wild claims about some friends of mine who escaped a
secret organization using paranormal powers. I have here Sam and Drake. Sam can
read minds, but how do you prove that on air? But Drake here, he can not only
control minds, but is ridiculously strong. That's much easier to demonstrate,
so here we go."


Drake looked to Brad for the go-ahead, then put his hands
out for each of them to step onto. When they had their feet on his palms and
their arms on his shoulders, he lifted them from the ground until they had to
bend over to keep from hitting their heads on the ceiling.


The professor sucked in his breath. "Astonishing."


Drake didn't break a sweat. He lowered his arms slowly to
keep them from toppling off, and reached for Sam to steady her once back on the
ground.


Brad stepped forward with wobbly legs. "There you have
it, folks. What normal man could do that without so much as a blink? Want to
see more? Follow us."


Brad walked around and took the camera off the stand, and
ushered Drake outside. Everyone else trailed after the camera.


"Now Drake will do another demonstration of his inhuman
strength. Drake, can you please go lift that car?"


Drake's mouth curved into a half smile. Would Brad think of
nothing to challenge him?


He reached under the belly of the Ford Taurus and lifted it
as anyone else might lift a skateboard. Even Sam stared wide-eyed, mouth agape,
as he stood there holding the car over his head.


After the strength demonstration, Brad interviewed Sam and
focused on the pregnancy and her escape. Drake sat next to her and held her
hand, but had little to contribute to the conversation until the end.


"And Drake, when you and Sam were finally about to
escape, what made you decide to use mind control on Sam?"


Drake's blood pressure shot through the roof. Was Brad
trying to start a fight?


"I had to protect her and our baby. I had no other
choice."


The interview ended.


Drake stood and clenched his fists. "Brad. Kitchen.
Now."


They faced each other over the center island where knives
and a cutting board lay. Brad eyed them warily, but he must've known Drake
didn't need weapons to eviscerate him.


"What the hell, man? Are you trying to drive a
wedge between Sam and me? Trying to get us to fight so you can swoop in on
another one of my girlfriends?"


Brad took a step back and raised his arms in retreat.
"What are you talking about? Of course not. I love you and Sam. No way do
I want to cause problems."


Drake's blood surged in his veins. He slammed his fist down
on the island, scattering the knives. "You slept with Kylie. She may not
have been the love of my life, but what were you thinking?"


Brad's mouth dropped. "How do you even know about
that?"


"So, you don't deny it? We ran into her on the beach.
My girlfriend reads minds. You do the math."


"Did Kylie happen to think up what happened before I
slept with her? Or the circumstances?"


"Does it matter?"


"Yeah, I'd say it does. You had been gone for weeks, no
word—I thought you were dead, man. I was out drinking, she bumped into me, and
after too many shots, stuff happened that I barely remember. You'd already
dumped her. You were gone, and I was miserable." Brad's shoulders slumped
forward. "You really getting pissed at me for this?"


Drake paused. Kylie meant nothing to him; she never had.
She'd been a temporary escape from his insane life, and he was a status symbol
for her. No surprise that she'd seduced Brad.


"Whatever. She's nothing. But Sam means everything to
me and it's already tense between us right now. Your questions aren't
helping."


Brad walked around the island to stand by Drake. "I'm
sorry. It's just, I know what people like to read. This stuff sells, and right
now we need major hits. I didn't mean to mess things up for you."


Drake held Brad's stare. They'd been best friends for, well,
forever. Brad had risked his life, his job, and walked away from his home to
help them.


"We're cool, man. You're right. It doesn't matter.
Sorry I'm so messed up right now. I'm just... angry. I hate feeling this
powerless. At least you are helping Sam in some way. What am I doing but
sitting around making sure she eats? We need to go after the Seeker. I can't
afford to wait for something bad to happen."


"So what are you going to do?"


"If Sam won't stay behind while I hunt, then I'll have
to go without telling her."


Chapter 40 – Sam


 


When I woke up from my nap, the house felt almost empty—at
least empty of the chatter and movement of four people—and a scent from the
kitchen made my stomach rumble and mouth water.


The talons of sleep clung to me as I used the restroom and
changed out of my sweats. I'd been sleeping a lot lately, but it seemed to help
with the drug withdrawals and pregnancy.


Drake stood in the kitchen with a skillet in hand. He smiled
when I entered the room. "I wanted to surprise you with a date night.
Things have been... tense... between us. I thought we could use some time
alone, so Brad and Bernard left us the house for a while."


Candles and a vase of yellow lilies—my favorite—turned the
ordinary kitchen table into a romantic getaway. Butterflies danced in my
stomach, and I didn't know whether to laugh or cry. I loved Drake so much, and
I craved some time with him, but I hadn't known how to make it possible with
life so crazy.


"This is amazing, Drake. I love it. Thank you."


He pulled out my chair and encouraged me to sit as he
brought out our meal: a spinach salad with chopped pear, goat cheese, roasted
pine nuts and raspberry vinaigrette, followed by baked swordfish, asparagus and
fresh biscuits.


He sat across from me. "I thought we could use some
time together. Also, it's a celebration, of sorts."


"Oh? What are we celebrating?"


"While you were sleeping, Brad's video went viral. Like
tens-of-thousands-of-hits-viral. It's amazing, really. I didn't think it could
be done, but you two did it."


He seemed sad despite the good news. I reached over to touch
his hand. "We couldn't have done it without you. It was your sexy muscles
that made it happen in the end."


Drake flexed, and I fake-swooned and laughed. It felt good
to laugh, to flirt, to be with him alone.


I wished it could last.


But each bite of our dinner took us further away from each
other.


Our conversation reminded me of how two strangers on a first
date acted in movies. Why couldn't we talk like normal people?


Drake cleared the table and brought out raspberry sorbet for
dessert.


I took a small bite, and the sweet tangy raspberry flavor
aroused my taste buds. "Thank you, this is really delicious."


"I'm glad you like it." He ate his in silence.


"Drake, what's wrong with us? Why can't we find things
to talk about anymore?"


He put down his spoon. "I don't know. Maybe because our
whole relationship has been focused on problems, we've never learned to just
have fun together."


What he said made sense. First we had come together to
escape, and now we were on the run with a baby on the way. This was actually
our first date.


He stood and my heart fell. Was he giving up already?


"Why don't we watch a movie together? We can relax,
cuddle, and just enjoy each other for a few hours."


My heart lifted once more. How could I think he'd give up on
us? He'd never do that. "I like that idea. What do you want to
watch?"


His eyes twinkled mischievously. "I was thinking X-Men?"


"I can't believe you remember that!" We had
watched that movie once before, sort of. Luke and Lucy had come over to console
me while I got over what I thought was the flu, and we watched it together.
Drake had "watched" along with us in my mind. It was my favorite
movie ever.


He started the movie, then sat on the couch and held me.


I snuggled into his chest and enjoyed his heady scent.
"Wouldn't it have been awesome if Rent-A-Kid had been run by Professor
Xavier? What a cool place to grow up."


He kissed the top of my head. "Yeah, I wish you'd had that
life. You've had to go through so much."


"At least I have you, now. That makes it all worth
it."


When the movie ended, we headed back to our bedroom and
resumed cuddling.


Only cuddling led to kissing and kissing led to touching
and....


I pushed Drake away and fought against the warring feelings
in my body. On the one hand, a heat stirred in me that only he could quench. On
the other, fear and panic took over whenever we got too close to crossing that
line.


"I'm broken." Tears fell off my cheeks, and I didn't
bother wiping them. "I'm sorry you got stuck with me. You should be with
someone who can... who is more experienced and less traumatized by the thought
of sex. I just—I can't get the thoughts of what they did to me out of my head.
It's so hard, Drake. Whenever we go too far, something switches in my brain and
my whole body reacts in panic."


"Sweetheart, stop. I love you and only you. I wouldn't
change anything about you—except if I could destroy Rent-A-Kid and your pain, I
would. There's nothing wrong with you. What you're feeling is totally normal,
considering what you've gone through."


"You're not mad?"


"No. Never." Drake sighed and moved his body
away—just a fraction of an inch, but enough to relieve the sexual tension that
had built between us.


Relief and disappointment surged in me. This is what I
wanted, right? No pressure until I'm ready. So why does it feel like I'm losing
him?


 "Just know that whatever happens, I love you. Never
forget that, Sam, okay? Whatever happens."


Chapter 41 – Lucy


 


Four hours in a helicopter with Mr. Black rated as one of
the worst experiences ever for Lucy—and that was only the part she was
conscious for. Nobody had told them they'd be lugging around the deadweight of
Head Goon on this assignment. When the helicopter finally landed on the roof of
a super-secret—and weren't they all super-secret—facility in Russia,
Lucy and Luke scrambled out so fast they nearly tripped over each other.


Frigid air whooshed around Lucy, whipping her long, dark ponytail
into her face. She tucked her hair into her jacket and nudged Luke in the ribs.
"Ladies first, Bro. Or have you forgotten all your manners?"


"Desperate times call for desperate measures."


Mr. Black stepped out behind them and growled.


Again.


If they'd been playing a drinking game each time he growled,
Luke and Lucy would have both been sloshed thirty minutes into the trip.


A Russian scientist in a crisp white lab coat greeted them
with a handshake. He raised his voice over the roar of the helicopter blades,
his English stilted but clear. "I am Dr. Koslov, the head scientist here.
Follow me, and I will show you to our lab."


The helicopter rotors slowed to a stop as Dr. Koslov led
them through a rooftop door and down a flight of stairs into the lab.


Lucy and Luke kept pace with the group, acting as
"bodyguards" for Mr. Black. He had legitimate business here, but their
mission was to steal information without alerting anyone.


The scientist pushed open another door at the bottom of the
stairs. "I should warn you that there was a terrible accident some time
ago, and many genetic anomalies have been discovered. We have both animals and
humans who need cures or treatments. Please, do not be alarmed."


A tiny creature that looked as though a tarantula had
crawled into the skin of a dog gave a half-bark, half-screech as Lucy walked
by.


She jumped back and bumped into the scientist. Do not be
alarmed? Right.


Row after row of disfigured beasts straight out of a horror
film stared at Lucy with horribly aware eyes: a cat with two heads, a bird with
lizard skin. Lucy had never seen anything like this place, and hoped she never
would again—though she wouldn't be surprised if it ended up in her nightmares.


Down the next hall was a series of sterile rooms with glass
walls. Her stomach heaved at the site before her. Humans with hideous growths
and animal-like mutations filled rows of hospital beds.


Alone in a stark, empty room, her nakedness exposed to any
prying eyes, sat a woman with long brown hair and a normal human body. She
stroked herself as if scratching at a persistent itch. Then Lucy noticed the
thin lines of blood flowing down her arm, and the sharp cat claws that sprang
from her fingertips. The woman looked up and locked eyes with Lucy: cat eyes,
green and glowing with a preternatural awareness.


Lucy shivered.


She wanted to look away, to think of anything else, but the
gruesome mutations drew her attention like the proverbial train wreck.


A small boy, no more than nine years old, ran around his
room on all fours, his back facing the group. He turned around and barked—with
a snout and face of a dog.


In the last room, a large man, burly like a gorilla, stood
silent in the corner, watching them with a keen intelligence. He could have
taken on the Incredible Hulk and Superman together and won, unless it was a
beauty contest. Large flaps of skin hung from his tall, bulging body like
peeling wallpaper. A bulbous nose sat to the side of his asymmetrical face,
creating a Picasso effect that Sam would have loved to capture on paper.


To the world, he was a monster, but when she looked into his
eyes, she did not see a monster.


Behind that mask lurked a human being full of fear and
sadness.


Dr. Koslov gestured to the patients. "The human victims
are the most heartbreaking, especially the ones who must be kept in cells for
their, and our, safety. Please beware of this section, with the metal doors.
These are no longer humans, but mutated beasts with an instinct to kill."


Before they reached the meeting room, Lucy noticed a thick,
steel door to what looked like a vault. "What's in there?"


She paid close attention to the answer, alert to any lies,
though so far the scientist had spoken only truth.


"That is the most dangerous room in this entire
building—a highly radiated area. It would kill any human being who entered
it."


"Why is it here if no one can go in?"


"We are able to use it for our research without
entering."


True—as far as it went. Lucy couldn't pin down any specific
lie. The scientist wasn't forthcoming with the details, but there was
definitely more to this place than an altruistic desire to help the beings
broken by an accident.


Two large doors at the end of the hall revealed a
standard-looking conference room with a long table down the center.


Mr. Black glared at Lucy and Luke. "I'm going to my
meeting now. You two will wait out here until I'm done. Then we'll leave."


Without waiting for their response, he turned and stomped
into the room. Dr. Koslov spared a glance at them before he shut the door.


Time for the real assignment.


Another scientist, who looked young enough to be a
Rent-A-Kid himself, escorted Luke and Lucy to a waiting area. "If you need
anything, just let someone know."


Luke made himself comfortable on one of the chairs.


Lucy clutched at her bag. "Is there a bathroom
anywhere?"


The young scientist, whom Lucy couldn't help but notice was
very tall, blond and sexy—for a lab rat—pointed her down the hall and to the
left.


She smiled, thanked him and started walking. She poked her
head into offices until she found one that looked like it would stay empty for
a while.


The door lock clicked behind her, and she settled into the
desk chair and turned on the computer. She wished Sam could have helped with
the Russian, as human language was never Lucy's strong suit. The zeros and ones
of computers made more sense to her.


No time for walks down memory lane. She worked fast
to hack into the surveillance system, feed a streaming loop into the live
broadcast, and give Luke the okay to move forward with the assignment. She set
up her screen to show three different images: the camera loop the guards would
see, the specific camera Luke showed up on, and the real camera feed throughout
the grounds.


"Luke, your ears on?"


"Loud and clear, Lucy Lou."


"Don't call me that. Listen, I'm in the system. Time to
get moving. Mr. Black is offline right now. We'll hear if he decides to join
us, so be ready."


"You got the scoop on where this super computer is
we're supposed to hack?"


"I'm working on it, but first I need you to slip
through the walls and spy on that meeting Mr. Black's in."


She could hear Luke fidget with his pack, even as she
watched him on the camera. "Luce, that's not the game plan. We don't have
much time as it is. You really want to waste precious minutes on something that
might be nothing?"


"I hope you can hear my dramatic sigh over here.
Nothing is nothing when it comes to these people. Just get in, record
some of it, and get out. I need time to find the computer, anyways."


"Fine, but don't say I didn't warn you."


"Yeah, yeah. Go! I've got work to do."


Lucy's fingers flew over the keyboard as the seconds ticked
away. Luke had a point. They had precious little time to complete this mission,
and it required all their skill and focus. Playing double agent risked
everything, but they had to do it. Knowledge equaled power at this stage in the
game, and they needed all the power they could get. What business did
Rent-A-Kid have here, and what role did the mutated creatures play? With all
the genetic experimenting going on, Lucy believed they were somehow connected.


Images of a whip tearing across Mike's back flashed in her
mind.


The Freedom Fighters depended on them for a plan. She
wouldn't fail.


When she gave the go-ahead that no one was watching, Luke
placed himself inside the wall to spy on the meeting. The special microphone on
the recorder should pick up all sounds in the room.


The images on the computer cycled in and out, each a live
feed of a different part of the building.


Come on, baby. Where are you?


There you are.


Lucy zoomed in on one live feed—a secure room surrounded by
guards and scientists.


"Luke, we have a problem. The room's surrounded. No way
I can get you in without creating a distraction."


"That goes against orders, Sis."


"Ask me if I care. I'm not risking your life for some
orders."


Luke slipped out of the wall and went back to his original
seat. "Meeting's ending early, Sis. They're about to leave. Get me to the
computer."


"Head left, then right down the corridor. I'll talk you
through it."


Her earpiece buzzed. Mr. Black's frequency stirred to life
and his voice boomed in her head, "Have you secured the data?"


Lucy scanned the cameras to find Mr. Black in the bathroom
washing his hands. Proper hygiene is important after all, when you're
ruining people's lives.


"I'm getting Luke to the computer, but it's surrounded.
Permission to create a distraction."


"Denied. They must never know we've been here."
Mr. Black's signal shut down. He was gone, for now.


The cameras showed Luke hiding in an empty office, waiting
for Lucy to give him his next set of instructions.


"Luke, a guard is passing the office you're in. Don't
come out."


"This could be my chance to steal a uniform."


"No. It's too dangerous." Screw Mr. Black and
his orders.


Lucy pulled up the emergency systems control panel and found
the fire alarm. She clicked a button, and a screech sounded in all the rooms.
Personnel throughout the building cleared out of the hallways, including those
around the room housing the supercomputer.


Luke wasted no time. He walked through the walls and entered
the secure room, then attached a portable wireless server to the computer.
"You should be up and running now."


Lucy's laptop filled with encrypted data. She transferred
all the information to a disk, and then created a second disk that she intended
to keep for herself.


Mr. Black buzzed back in. "Did you get it?"


"Yes, but it's heavily encrypted. I can't even make
sense of this mess."


"Shit. Okay, I have to clear out of here with everyone
else. That mistake will cost you. Get Luke and kidnap Dr. Koslov. He'll tell us
what we need to know. Make your way to the second extraction point past the
hill."


"Are you kidding me? We are so not kidnapping someone
for you. You've got to be out of your mind."


"Listen to me, you little freak. You'll do this or you
and your brother will suffer pain you can't even imagine. Those mutations you
saw? That'll be you, only worse. Now get the damn scientist and get to the
helicopter."


The signal cut out before Lucy could retort. "Luke, did
you catch all that?"


"Yeah."


"What do we do?"


"I'm not letting him hurt you. We find the
scientist."


Lucy felt her stomach heave for the second time that day.
When had doing what must be done to save everyone become such a murky line of
evil?


"Dr. Koslov is still in the building. He's by the
northwest exit."


Luke ran through the halls until he reached the group
standing in line to evacuate. A guard had to inspect each person before they
could leave.


"Luke, I'm going to make a way for you. Get your night
vision goggles on."


Lucy killed the lights and lost all visual of her brother,
but she could still hear him as he grabbed the scientist and pulled him into an
empty room.


"We have to leave here together. Don't try to fight me,
because if they don't think they can use you, they will kill you."


Lucy turned the lights back on, so everyone could evacuate
safely. Luke popped his head through the wall to check the hall.


Dr. Koslov gasped. "You're one of them. From the
Organization."


"Yeah, I'm one of them, and if you have any sense at
all you'll do what I say. I wasn't kidding when I said they'd kill you. They'd
kill us both. Now you and me are going to get out of here fast, got it?"


The scientist shook with fear. "I cannot go out there
with you. There are snipers trained to shoot any threat to the security of this
facility—especially during an evacuation. We cannot allow scientists to leave
with sensitive research. They will kill us faster than your people will,
sadly."


Luke looked into the nearest camera. "Can you get us
out, Luce? And still get yourself out?"


"Easy as pie."


Lucy reviewed all the possible exits and gave them
instructions about which one presented the fewest obstacles. Once they were at
the door, Lucy instructed them to wait.


"Guard patrol. Give it a sec. Now, go!"


They ran.


Someone knocked on the door of Lucy's office. To answer
or hide. Always the question in moments like these. Today, I'm in the mood to
answer. No time to hide and wait.


She unlocked the door, swung it open, and before the guard
knew what hit him, she hit him. Hard. And a lot. There was some kicking
involved too. Like a ninja, Lucy rendered the guard unconscious and dragged him
into the room before anyone noticed a thing.


At least that's how she imagined it happening. In reality,
the guard got in a few lucky hits before she was able to knock him out. Still,
same results.


She limped back over to the computer and found her brother
and Dr. Koslov running from cover to cover on the path she'd given them.


The scientist kept looking behind him in panic. "They
are going to catch us. We will never make it. You do not know. You cannot
imagine what they are planning. It goes so far beyond what they have done with
you kids. So much bigger than that. The virus—"


The scientist tripped and fell. A beam of light panned over them
and stopped. The loud crack of a rifle sounded and the scientist slumped over,
a pool of blood spreading in the snow around his head.


Luke launched himself past the gate and behind a wall.
"Lucy, you need to get out of there. I'm looping myself into the cameras
with my computer. I'll find my own way out and meet you at the helicopter.
Hurry! And be careful."


"You too, Bro. And just for the record, this assignment
sucks sweaty feet."


Lucy packed up her equipment, secured her pack on her back,
and retraced the hallways to where she'd first come in. Dammit! I didn't
send Sam the information she needed. Good thing I planned a backup. Her
heart pounded with fear and adrenaline. Must make it out alive became
her mantra.


As she passed the caged human mutants, one slammed his hand
against the glass wall and sent her flying through her skin.


"I sorry to scare you. I do not mean to frighten. I can
see into you. You are not like the others, with tests and experiments. Your
soul is pure and you have power, like me. We are kin, you and I. Will you free
me?"


"Um, yeah, I think I'll pass on that. Aren't you likely
to kill me?" Dr. Koslov had said the mutants were dangerous.


"There are secrets I can get you, secrets only I can
find, in the room with the bad lights. It will help you. I will help you.
Please."


"Bad lights? You mean the radiation room?" Lucy
pointed down the hall. "That room?"


"Yes. Bad room. But powerful toy they keep in
there."


"Will you harm me in any way?"


He stared deep into her eyes. "No. I not harm you
ever."


Lucy knew he spoke the truth, and she couldn't deny her own
curiosity. This "toy" could be the key to what the Rent-A-Kid was up
to, or it could help the Freedom Fighters in their quest. Either way, she had
to know. She pulled out her computer and tapped into the security system, then
located his cell and unlocked it remotely.


She stood back, on the defensive, as the man-beast stepped
out of his cage for the first time in who knows how long. He placed each foot
in front of the other tentatively, as if testing to see if the floor would hold
him.


"I thank you, Girl, for freeing me."


She nodded and let him take the lead so she could keep an
eye on him. He hadn't lied to her, but that didn't mean she would let her guard
down. Still, something about his eyes, his soul, pulled at her. He was more
than he seemed, and her heart broke at the life he'd been forced to live.


They reached the radiation room, and he stood before the
door. "Stand back. I open it."


She stood on the other side of the room. Just as she opened
her mouth to protest that the door was too big for him to open alone—it must
have weighed a ton, made of solid metal—he pushed the door in and closed it
behind him.


Within minutes, he returned with a small metal sphere in his
hand. "I know not how it works, but much power in it. You take it to help
you."


She reached for it, but pulled back. "Is it safe? If it
was in a room with radiation, will it hurt me?"


"It safe. It protected."


He spoke the truth. She paused, uncertain, and looked into
his eyes. "Lie to me," she commanded.


"I do not understand?" His bushy eyebrows
scrunched in confusion.


"Tell me something that isn't true, that, you know, is
a lie."


"I could not lie to you." Again, he held out the
sphere.


Her body burned to take it, to study it and know its
secrets, but she had to be sure her powers were working. She had to be sure she
could trust him.


"I just need to test something. Please?"


"Okay, if it make you feel better. A lie: I have been
free my whole life, and happy."


The lie washed into her mind like a poison and her head
buzzed with it. Her powers worked, and she could trust him.


She reached out and accepted the sphere from him.
"Thank you." The cool metal tickled her skin and sent goosebumps
running up her arm. She examined the sphere, but found no opening or button of
any kind. Nothing about its appearance indicated its use, but it pulsed with an
energy that warmed her.


"What's your name?"


"Name?"


"Yes, what do they call you?"


"I have no name. They give me number."


Lucy slipped the device into her jacket pocket. "Well,
I have to call you something. How about Adam? Do you like that name?"


He smiled. "Yes. Adam. I Adam. I like."


 He grabbed a discarded lab coat to hide himself, and they
headed through the long, vacant hall toward the nearest exit.


"Luke, you around?"


"I made it through and am waiting for you. Did you
seriously free a mutant?"


"You have to meet him. It's not what you think. Talk
later, getting close to exit."


Lucy pulled Adam behind a vending machine. "Crap. A
guard at the exit door. If I fight him, it could alert others to where we
are."


"You not need to fight. You have power to compel. Truth
and lies... all slip easily from tongues when you around. Talk to him. Tell him
to lie. Tell him hard in your mind and with your lips."


"What are you talking about?"


"You see lies, yes? You can also make lies. Shadow
power exists in everyone. Use it now."


Luke shouted in her ear. "Don't do it, Luce! You don't
even know this guy. He could get you killed."


"Yes, but so could fighting the guard, or not leaving
the building, or leaving the building. Honestly, my staying alive options are
pretty slim. What else can I do?"


Lucy left the relative safety of the vending machine and
walked the last steps of the hall to the guard, nerves rattling around in her
stomach like grenades about to go off.


He saw her and raised his gun.


Everything inside her screamed Run! But she forced
her legs forward.


Adam moved to fill the space next to her, a calming presence
despite the potential danger.


The sphere in her pocket hummed, and warm energy filled her.


She held up her hand. "Excuse me, but you need to tell
your buddies out there to let me and my friend through. Tell them we are staff
who got stuck in a locked office and are just now finding our way out."


He cocked his gun. "What the hell, lady? I'm radioing
you in."


He pulled out his radio. "Delta Leader, do you read me?
I have...."


Lucy held his eyes and with force of will repeated her
instructions.


His eyes glazed over. "...two staff who didn't make it
out in the first sweep. Hold all fire. Repeat, hold all fire."


Lucy and the mutant walked through the door, just inches
from the guard. Lucy's skin crawled but she kept moving.


Outside, the cold and darkness blanketed the landscape. She
shivered, but didn't have time to let her eyes adjust. Instead, she relied on
the surveillance lights to guide her way over the large field, toward the
outside gate guard and past the snipers.


They were almost there. Just a few more feet.


She couldn't believe it had actually worked. She'd always
wanted a more active power, and now she had one.


 Luke's shout turned her excitement to fear. "Lucy, get
down!"


Guns exploded around them. She and Adam dove into the
nearest bushes, and placed as many trees between them and the bullets as they
could.


Luke's voice crackled in her ear, "I just heard over
the radio, one of the snipers got a look at the mutant. Tell me where you are.
I'll get you out of there."


Lucy gave Luke their position and listened as he explained
the path they should take.


The cold Russian night bit into her skin as they scurried
from tree to tree.


They were ten feet from the gate. So close. A helicopter
waited for them just past the hill.


They ran as hard and fast as their legs could pump.


But no one could outrun a bullet.


Lucy prepared for the impact even as she ran. She fought the
paralysis of fear. Unseen harbingers of death chased her, intent on cutting
into her body and tearing her apart.


Nothing happened.


The air around her thickened and quieted into an eerie
silence. She paused long enough to turn around. A bullet hovered mere
centimeters from her left eye.


Luke stood beyond the gate, his forehead wrinkled in
concentration. "Get out. I'll protect you."


Guards swarmed from the outlying buildings like hungry
flies. A spray of bullets screamed toward them, the sound muted by the force
field Luke had created. He blocked them all. It was as if the bullets were
stuck in a thick plaster.


"Luce, I can't hold on much longer. Too hard to keep
them all away. Please, hurry."


Lucy grabbed her friend's hand and tried to run with him
through the gate.


He stopped her. "Thank you, Girl, for freeing me. For
those moments, I had air in lungs that was mine alone. Remember me as I will
you."


He leaned down to kiss her cheek, his floppy skin
surprisingly soft, then ran toward the guards with a thunderous growl.


The guards focused all their firepower on the mutant.
Bullets hit him, but he did not fall.


Lucy screamed and started chasing him, but Luke ran through
the gate and dragged her away. 


She yelled at Luke and pushed him. "No, he needs us. We
have to help him."


"We can't, Luce. We'll all die if we go back."


Adam's voice shook the field. "Go, Girl. Must go."


A guard charged Adam and he tossed him aside like a ragdoll.
They emptied their guns into him, to no avail. He ripped through their
defensive lines, knocked them unconscious, twisted their guns like a clown with
a balloon animal.


His roar filled the dark night—part human, part beast.


Lucy couldn't pull her eyes from the amazing creature.


Finally, Luke's arm tugged at her, and she allowed him to lead
her to the landing pad outside the facility. She barely noticed the bullets
still whizzing past their heads.


The helicopter rested on an empty field over a hill.


Luke buckled them both in. As the chopper lifted off, Lucy
sobbed until she hiccupped, unable to stop.


A few minutes later, the pilot handed Lucy a phone. She took
a few deep breaths before answering. "Hello."


"Did you get it?" Mr. Black growled.


"Yes. But Dr. Koslov was killed. The data is
useless."


"You little bitch. You have no idea how royally you've
messed up. I'll deal with you and your brother when you get back."


Lucy handed the phone back to the pilot and slumped against
Luke, who put his arm around her. "It's going to be all right, Sis. We'll
figure it out."


She slipped her hand into her jacket pocket and rubbed the
smooth contours of the strange sphere. Another wave of tingling heat coursed
through her.


Maybe it would be all right after all.


Chapter 42 – Sam


 


My thoughts had finally calmed and my eyes had just closed,
when Brad called to me from the living room. "Sam, check this out!"


I sighed, pulled myself out of bed and went to him.
"What's up?"


He looked up at me from his computer at the dining room
table. "Sorry, were you sleeping?"


"Almost."


He pointed to his computer screen. "I thought you'd
want to see this right away."


The email had been sent fourteen minutes ago from an account
I'd never seen before.


This message is for Sam and Drake. You aren't alone in
your fight against the organization you call Rent-A-Kid. We can help. We will
be in touch.


No signature.


"Can you trace where this came from or who sent
it?"


He looked at me as if I'd asked him to make his computer
float. "Um, no. I'm a writer, not a computer hacker. I know how to type.
That's about it."


"We need Lucy. I haven't talked to them since they left
on assignment. I hope they're okay. Have you received anything from them yet?
She was supposed to email us information about the school and security?"


"Not yet. I'll let you know as soon as I get
something."


"What do you make of this email? Who could it be?"


"I really have no idea. In the morning, we can ask the
professor. Maybe he'll know something from his research days." He shrugged
and gave me a lopsided grin. "For now, we should go to bed. I didn't
realize it's nearly 1 a.m."


"Yeah, I'm wiped. Hey, have you seen Drake? He's not
home yet and I can't reach him by cell."


Brad dropped his eyes. "No, no idea."


He was hiding something from me, but his mind opened up at
the slightest touch: 'Can't believe he actually did it. Left without telling
anyone. Where the hell does he think he's going?'


My body coiled tighter than a snake ready to strike.
"Drake left? What are you talking about? Where did he go?"


Brad closed his laptop and turned to face me. "I'm sure
it's nothing. It's just... earlier today he was worried and upset. He wanted to
do something, to track the Seeker, but he didn't want to hurt you. He made an
offhand remark that he should leave without telling you, but I didn't think he
was serious."


I balled my fists and paced the floor. "Oh my God. No,
he wouldn't do this. He wouldn't go off on his own, would he?"


Brad shrugged. "I honestly don't know. He's used to
being a lone ranger. He might have."


My stomach hit the floor. Rabbit-like palpitations clutched
my heart. He can't be gone. It's just... no... not possible.


Something pushed at my mind—an aggressive presence whose
signature I recognized from the mind-jacking. I'd vowed not to be caught
unaware again, and had wired my mind with a booby-trap I'd taught myself a long
time ago. When anyone tried to connect with my mind, it triggered a wall that
crashed down to protect me.


I sent out tendrils of thought to explore the presence
lurking just outside my mind. Emotions and impressions swam through me.


Vast. Powerful. Lonely. And... illness… death.


A small surge of sympathy tempered my anger for a moment,
but then the presence crashed into me again, cracking my walls and sending me
to my knees. I used every ounce of power I had to fight it, and sent out a plea
to Drake.


A moment—or maybe an eternity—later, his strength flooded
me. 'I'm here. I'll help.'


Together, we sent a full frontal assault on my attacker. The
pressure abated for a moment, but came back stronger, more powerful than ever.
I grabbed my head and screamed.


An unfamiliar voice swam in my mind, calling to me. 'Sam.
Sam!'


His voice trickled into my soul, seducing me.


Drake howled. 'Leave her alone!'


His power, his strength, surrounded me and
protected me. I dug into the recesses of my powers and pulled out more, letting
it build inside me until I had enough. With Drake's support I slammed into the
Seeker's mind and pushed him out.


Relief filled me.


And Drake was gone.


"Sam. Sam!" Brad's panic subsided. "Are you
okay? What happened? That mind-jacking thing again?"


"Yes. It's gone now, but it got through my walls. Just
a bit, but... I don't know, he might have seen something. We should warn the
professor."


Brad ran to Bernard's room to wake him.


I stumbled to the kitchen for a glass of water, and rested
my head on the cool kitchen counter. "Drake, we need you. Come
back."


No answer.


Loneliness swept through me, filling up every part of me
with a wretched hopelessness. I couldn't do this without him. My ever-growing
child kicked against my ribs and reminded me of how powerless I really was. I
couldn't fight anyone alone, couldn't risk the baby.


Fat, hot tears fell from my eyes and formed a puddle on the
counter. Why keep fighting when I can never win?


I searched my mind for what the Seeker might have siphoned
from me. Did he know where we were now? Would he track us?


Brad and the professor might be in danger because of me, and
I didn't have time to wallow in my own grief.


Bernard put his arms around me and guided me to the living
room couch. "Sit. Rest. We'll figure out what to do."


Both he and Brad were dressed. I looked down at my flannel
pajamas and sighed. My head hurt so badly.


Bernard checked the windows. The only interruption to the
silence of night was a chorus of crickets singing to the moon. He sat down next
to me and held my hands. "How much do you think they saw?"


"I really have no idea. My defenses were good, but the
Seeker is very strong. I couldn't push him all the way out until Drake helped.
Now Drake is gone again and I don't know what to do."


Bernard looked to Brad. "Make sure all the doors are
locked and the alarms are set. When Drake comes back we'll make a plan."


I closed my eyes against more tears. "What if he
doesn't come back?"


The professor squeezed my hand. "He'll come back. Trust
me."


The couch cushioned my aching body, and my exhaustion caught
up with me. I closed my eyes.


***


A scream.


I jolted awake. Was I dreaming? A nightmare?


I sat alone in the living room. Something crashed in the
kitchen, and another scream rang out.


Not a nightmare.


We were under attack.


What could I do? For all of my martial arts training, I'd
never been especially good at it. Lucy always kicked my butt. Add to that my
pregnancy, and the fact I'd used up all my strength earlier, and I was pretty
useless in a fight—at least physically.


I hid behind the couch and peeked around the side, mentally
scanning the house. The professor and Brad fought someone in the kitchen. Their
thoughts spun wildly through my mind: pain, fear, anger, protectiveness toward
me and my baby.


I tried to push into the attacker's mind, but he forced me
away like bug repellent.


Another scream.


I pushed harder. Bright red light shot through my mind as
pain swirled in and out. My head spun, held together only by sheer will and the
hands I pressed to it.


A splinter of an opening grazed my mind. Little by little, I
wiggled my way through the enemy's defenses until I found the pulsing center
that protected him. With one great heave of energy, I attacked.


His thoughts rushed into me in such a jumble that I couldn't
understand anything, but I could feel the kill instinct and knew my friends
didn't have much time. It would be so easy to wrap my will around his and force
him to stop.


I hated my hypocrisy even as I forced him to his knees and
pried his fingers off the bloody knife in his hand.


It was too easy.


The man sucked up my energy like a dry sponge in water. I'd
never felt anything like it. Something fed on my power. I tried to pull out, to
release his mind, but a sticky coil had wrapped itself around my mind. I was
stuck.


This connection would kill me if someone didn't beat him or
knock him unconscious.


My feet carried me to the kitchen. Everything around me took
on a blurry, Monet-like quality—not my favorite artist. But wouldn't it be
fun to paint the house with all the swirls I see right now? What? I'm losing
it. I need to stay focused.


Brad lay on the floor, covered in blood and bruises. A large
knife stuck out of the professor's chest. The world felt far away; even my
emotions hovered just out of reach.


A void grew in me, a dimness that brushed away the colors of
life in small strokes, leaving only grey.


The man in black looked at me. His eyes bugged out as though
something pushed at them from the inside.


He fought my control with a power not his own. The Seeker.


I blasted questions into his mind. "Where is he?
Where is the Seeker? How do we find him and destroy him?"


'I can't tell you.'


"Then I'll find out for myself."


I dug—past his recent memories, past his thoughts, into the
locked doors in the creepy corners of his mind.


There, as from a disorganized filing system, I extracted
bits and pieces of what I needed.


Then my powers failed completely.


Chapter 43 – Sam


 


It helps to have a superhero boyfriend when your own super
powers die.


Drake smashed through the kitchen door just as the man in
black picked his knife up off the floor and raised it above my chest.


Drake crashed into him.


I sat paralyzed while my boyfriend unleashed a rage unlike
anything I'd ever seen.


A fist into the man's skull, crashing through bone and
brain.


A foot through his guts, splashing intestines onto the tile
floor.


Bloody shreds of body parts, no longer human, covering the
kitchen.


Bile rose in my gut, and vomit forced itself out to mix with
the gore.


Brad stirred, and relief filled up the parts of me not
mesmerized by the horror.


He was alive.


I crawled over to him, puddles of blood staining my pajama
knees. "How badly are you hurt?"


"I don't think anything's broken."


The professor still hadn't moved. His chest rose in shallow,
rapid hiccups, and blood pooled around the knife stuck in his chest.
"Brad, you have to call 911. Now!"


Brad pulled a cell phone from his pocket and dialed.


The blows of Drake's fists slowed and finally stopped, and
the man with more power than any one person should have, slumped to the floor.
"I should've been here. I thought I could protect you better if I left.
I'm so sorry, Sam."


An instinct to comfort him warred with the revulsion I felt
for what he'd just done.


The bloody kitchen and dead man on the floor overwhelmed my
emotions, however. "The cops and ambulance will be here soon. What do we
do with the body... what's left of it?"


Drake stood, walked to the sink and ran water over his
hands. "We need to get out of here, before they come."


I looked up in surprise. "No! I'm not leaving Bernard
until we know he's okay. He risked his life to save me tonight."


Drake dried his hands. "Then don't make his sacrifice
worthless by staying and getting caught. He'd want us to leave."


Brad closed the cell phone and stared at us, his pale face
lined with tears. "I can't stand the thought of leaving him, but I have to
agree with Drake. Sam, I knew him best. He would want you to be somewhere safe.
We need to leave, now."


I glared at Drake. "Are you going to use mind control
on me if I don't?"


He dropped his head. "No. I'll stay with you, and we'll
both get taken in. We won't be able to go after the Seeker. We won't be able to
free your friends or the other kids. But I'll stay with you if you want."


My heart cracked into a million tiny pieces. How could I
choose between them and our dear professor, the man who'd spent countless hours
discussing philosophy and morality with me? I felt his pulse. His heart still
beat, rapid but strong. The knife appeared to be closer to his shoulder than
chest, nowhere near his heart.


My mind flashed to Ana, to her still, dead form.


Too many people had died for this. I had to stop Rent-A-Kid,
once and for all.


"Let's go. I don't like it, but you're right. We have
to stop the Seeker, and I know where he is."


Chapter 44 – Lucy


 


Mr. Black threw Lucy against the white brick wall in an
interrogation room. Before she could clear her ears of the buzzing, his fist
crashed into her cheek and sent an explosion of pain through her head.


She raised her leg to kick him, but fell back, too dizzy and
disoriented to stay on her feet.


He yelled, but it took a moment for Lucy to make sense of
the words. "You little piece of shit. You put this whole operation at risk
by disobeying orders!"


Another fist. A kick. Every part of her body swelled under
the torment.


"You also put my job at risk, and that is not
tolerable. They have let you little shits run around doing what you want for
too long. Well, not under my watch."


Blood filled her mouth. Tears streaked her face. Her lungs
expanded and collapsed only with an effort that took all her strength.


There had to be a way to fight him.


She willed him to lie, to get on his walkie-talkie and say
he needed backup. Anything to distract him.


Nothing happened.


Just more punches, more slaps, more kicks.


She fell to the floor.


She pushed again.


Mr. Black didn't stop.


She tried to sit up, but couldn't. She wrapped her arms
around her head and let him beat her.


"Get up. Get up and fight me, you bitch."


He kicked her ribs, and sharp bites of pain spread through
her. She screamed out, but still couldn't move.


She spat on his shoe—the only way she could fight back.
"Kill me if you think that'll make you a real man." She coughed. So
hard to get air. "Such a hero, beating up kids. Your family must be
proud."


He leaned over and spat in her face. Rather than enrage him
further, her taunts seemed to calm him.


"I'm not going to kill you, bitch. It wouldn't make a
difference. You're not going to be here long anyways."


He smiled like the oily bastard he was, and left Lucy lying
on the ground, broken and bloody.


No one helped her. No one cared.


Time held no meaning. She slipped in and out of
consciousness. Darkness had fallen by the time she finally managed to stand and
walk—Mr. Black had taken her to the interrogation room early in the day.


Lucy wished real life came with a soundtrack as she stumbled
to her dorm. For this scene, she would've played something by Clint Mansell,
one of his beautiful instrumental compositions suited a miserable walk home.


Imaginary music filled the air around her. She tried to hum
with it, but couldn't spare the extra breath.


She entered her suite and collapsed onto the couch.


***


"Luce? Lucy? Oh my God, what happened to you? Who did
this?"


Luke stood over her, but he was blurry. No, wait, her eyes
didn't work. Why wouldn't they open all the way?


"Lucy, don't move. You're hurt, bad. Just... stay
still. I'm going to get the nurse."


Darkness came again. Fists—so many fists—slamming into me
again and again. Her dream cry turned real when hands pressed into her
bruises, jolting her awake.


A calm voice soothed her. "Shh. It's okay. I'm giving
you something to help. It's experimental, but it should have you right as rain
in no time."


Images flickered in and out of her mind until cohesive
thought returned to her. When she opened her eyes again, and fully, she saw
Luke asleep on the floor next to the couch.


"Luke, wake up."


He sat up and hugged her as he might hug a butterfly.
"You look a lot better. That drug could make them a fortune in the
professional boxing circuit."


Lucy laughed, and it didn't hurt as much as she had
expected. Like being kicked in the ribs rather than stabbed with a knife—now
that's improvement!


Luke brushed a stray hair out of her eyes. "Who did
this to you?"


"Mr. Black. It was payback for botching the
operation."


Luke balled his fists and hopped up. "I'm going to kill
him, right now. I'm going to smash his face in until it isn't a face
anymore."


"Bro, believe me, no one wants to bash his skull in
more than me, but we can't. It'd be a suicide mission, and then we'd lose all
chance of helping our friends." She reached for his hand and pulled him to
sit next to her. "It's time for another meeting. Do you think you can do
that shield thing again? You know, the way you blocked the bullets with your
new power? Because I have an idea."


***


Lucy wore her black eye and not-quite-healed bruises in
front of the group like badges of honor.


When the room quieted, she began. "It's time. We can no
longer stay within the walls of this school and survive. Look what they did to
me." She gestured to her bruises. "When have we ever been beaten for
the way we completed a mission? And look at our school? We've become prisoners.
We have to act fast and hard, take them by surprise before they have a chance
to prepare for us.


"Luke, can you come up here?"


Luke met her at the front.


"There's more to our powers than we realize. You all
know my brother, Luke, and his para-power of walking through walls, right?
Well, I'd like you to see something." She turned to Gary, already prepped
for this demonstration, and nodded her head.


Gary flicked a penny at Luke, and Luke raised his hands. The
penny stopped in midair, held there by some unseen force.


The students gasped, and whispers rippled throughout the
room.


"As you know, he's never been able to do that before. I
think it's connected to his original power, but its inverse—a shadow power.
Luke can separate the molecular structure of something in order to pass through
it. Now, he can enforce that same structure outside himself, creating barriers
and fields. We discovered this while on our assignment. In addition to detecting
lies, I can now coerce someone to lie. I have a theory that each of us has a
shadow power to complement our normal para-power. We just have to tap into it
and practice it. Then, we will be twice as strong."


Everyone in the room smiled openly. For the first time in a
long time, hope filled them. The shift in energy was palpable. Her mind flashed
to Adam. They owed him so much and they would never know it.


"We need a bigger meeting place, somewhere secret where
we can train and improve our powers."


A girl stepped forward. "I could start looking. I know
this school well. Someone once showed the blueprints of the entire campus, and
I have a photographic memory."


Lucy frowned. "What's your name?"


"Linda."


Gary nudged Lucy and whispered to her. "She's been a
close friend of mine for a long time. We can trust her."


Lucy nodded but still had to check. "Linda, can you
come up here for a second?"


Everyone watched as Linda approached. She was a slight thing
with eyes too big for her head. Lucy softened her tone. "You're new.
Everyone has to pass a lie detector, just to be safe. It's not personal."


Some of the tension eased out of her. "Oh, right. Gary
told me about that. Sure."


After a few questions, some standard, others new, Lucy
trusted that Linda wouldn't betray them.


"Great. Everyone, consider what your shadow powers
might be, but don't get caught practicing them. We aren't safe here anymore.
We'll reconvene when Linda has found us a spot."


***


Lucy eyed her computer with evil intent, but resisted the
impulse to throw it through the window. After all, it wasn't her computer's
fault she couldn't crack the damn code on the damn disk she'd copied from her
damn assignment.


The scientist had said something about viruses. Were they
creating some kind of biological warfare to wipe out humans? A virus to infect
people with para-powers? A virus to control those with para-powers? The
possibilities were endless, which was why she needed to crack the code.


She stretched her back and stared out her window at the
moon. The campus looked so peaceful at night; it reminded her of life before
the men in black turned it into a prison.


The sphere in her pocket pulsed with energy of its own. Lucy
took it out and examined it again, tossing it back and forth in her hands.
There didn't appear to be a way to open it or use it—no buttons or triggers.
Still, some power surged through it, and Lucy could feel the same power rushing
through her own body.


The sphere mesmerized her and drew her in. It unlocked her
mind's secrets—


"Lucy!"


The sphere slipped from her hand, and she glared at the
interruption. Gary stood at her door with Greg beside him. "Sorry to bug
you, but we found a place to train. It's perfect."


Anger filled Lucy with a ferocity she'd never felt before.
"Haven't you ever heard of knocking?"


The boy's head dropped. "We... did. You didn't answer,
and I thought you'd want to know, because of the timing and everything."


The web of emotion weighing her down vanished. She shook her
head to clear it. "No, of course. I'm sorry, I'm still recovering from my
injuries and I get a bit grumpy. You did the right thing. Let's get Luke and
head over."


Lucy leaned over while the boys turned to leave, and grabbed
the sphere. She shoved it back into her pocket and followed them out.


***


The walk through campus at night was a risk, but Greg kept
the surveillance off of them. It was too late to call a meeting, but they could
at least set the place up.


Linda and a few other Freedom Fighters met them at The Hub
and took them to an abandoned building that, before the soldiers had moved in,
was going to be refurbished as a new gym.


A guard with a flashlight approached, and they all ran into
the main doorway. Larry, a guy who could generate light, used his shadow power
to shut down the guard's flashlight.


The guard slapped the useless metal against his palm, then
swore and headed back in the direction he'd come.


Linda led them through the gym area and into a corridor none
of them had ever noticed before. "There's a secret passage here, a door
that leads to a basement. It's perfect for us. No one ever goes down
there."


The basement gave them plenty of room to practice, and even
had smaller rooms off to the side for the more dangerous para-powers.


Lucy brushed some dust off a chair, but didn't sit.
"This is perfect, Linda. You did an awesome job."


They spent the next hour moving boxes and throwing away
random bits of wood and trash. Then they set up some basic practice areas
before they headed back to their dorms.


Luke grabbed her shoulder as they crossed the quad.
"What's up, Sis? You've been distracted all night."


"I'm just thinking. What did Mr. Black mean when he
said we wouldn't be here long? There are obviously bigger plans at work, and I
want to know what they are. I wish the meeting you recorded in Russia had given
us more information. It's all so confusing."


"Yeah, I've listened to it a thousand times, and I
still don't know what it means—only that Rent-A-Kid isn't the only organization
at play here. They talked about the IPI as if it was the enemy, which means it
might be an ally for us, but who knows? We don't even know what IPI stands for,
much less whether they really can stand up to whoever's in charge here."


A guard approached them and shone his flashlight in their
faces, destroying their night vision. "Curfew is in ten minutes. What are
you two still doing out?"


Lucy pursed her lips. "If it's in ten minutes, then
we're not breaking any rules, and therefore it's none of your business."


Luke elbowed her in the ribs. "What my sister means to
say is we're just out for some fresh air and a jog. We're heading back to our
dorm now and will be there before lockdown."


The guard grunted like some wild pig. "Hurry up,
then."


They jogged back to their dorm, and Luke pulled on Lucy's
ponytail. "You trying to get us busted."


"No, I'm sorry. It's just so irritating, these stupid
wannabe soldiers thinking they can boss us around. I hate them."


"I know. We'll figure a way out of here. Somehow."


***


Ms. Fenkle's computer class used to keep Lucy's
attention—she was, after all, the most advanced student. But, like everything
and everyone, Ms. Fenkle was affected by the school's change of leadership. Her
normal lessons were replaced by rote assignments a chimp with a typewriter
could do.


Lucy had the distinct impression this new regime didn't
actually want them to learn anything useful. Even more troubling was that she
had no idea what they wanted the students for, or why they kept up the charade
of an education.


She missed the days when school was fun, when she and Sam would
pass notes in class and talk about boys and compare powers, when life made
sense and they didn't have to worry about death and pregnancy and being beat
up.


When the bell rang, Lucy hustled back to her dorm. The
loudspeaker voice had strictly forbidden fraternizing in the hallways—or
anywhere else for that matter.


That didn't stop Mary from flirting with Darren.


When Lucy walked past them, Mary pushed her aside.
"Watch it, freak!"


In the past, Lucy would have had a witty retort to throw her
way, but it didn't matter anymore. Mary, with her stupid games and her stupid
flirtations... Lucy didn't have time for it. She had bigger worries.


To Lucy's surprise, Gary came out of his physics class and
approached Mary. "Have you given any thought to our new club?"


Mary flipped her hair back and turned on enough charm—AKA
para-power—to make most boys sweat. But Gary had a boyfriend, so Mary didn't
get far with him, much to her obvious chagrin.


"Do you really think I want anything to do with you and
your stupid little group? I am way too cool for all that and wouldn't be caught
dead with you!"


Gary ignored her attitude and turned his attention to
Darren, who focused on levitating a rock by his foot. "Darren, what about
you?"


"I've got to agree with Mary on this one, but not for
the same reasons. I just think you're fighting the wrong people. Rent-A-Kid
keeps us safe. I know it's gotten a lot worse around here, but it's to protect
us. Who knows what the rest of the world would do if we were discovered?"


Lucy left them and continued back to her room. Mary's
refusal didn't surprise her—she would always look out for herself and no one
else—but Darren's response was concerning. How many other students felt they
were better off trapped here than out in the world, free?


***


The rest of the week came and went in a blur of para-power
practice sessions.


Luke and Lucy stood in the training arena with dozens of
other students, each practicing their shadow power. Lucy focused on her brother
and compelled him to lie.


"At night I like to wear ladies underwear and dance
around singing show tunes." Luke's face turned bright red as the room
erupted in laughter.


"Lucy, I'm so going to kick your butt for that."
He held up his hands.


Lucy tried to move, but the air around her had thickened and
held her prisoner. When she opened her mouth to talk, another draft of air
tightened around her jaw, so she could only grunt.


"Now who's laughing, Sis?" Luke released her and
she mock-punched him. She was happy they could all laugh and enjoy something,
if only for a few days.


In the corner, one kid screamed. Desirai looked up.
"I'm sorry. I think I should stop practicing. Giving waking nightmares to
people is going to send everyone into therapy."


Okay, she thought, maybe it wasn't all enjoyable.
"I know some shadow powers are scarier than others, but we all need to
strengthen these muscles if we want to defeat the people who are keeping us
prisoner."


Each night, after everyone had retired to their rooms, Lucy
found herself again mesmerized by the powerful sphere she'd acquired in Russia.
A rush of calm flowed through her whenever she focused on the soft light that
sometimes emanated from it.


The next day during training, the loudspeaker came to life.
"LUKE AND LUCY, REPORT TO THE HEADMASTER'S OFFICE RIGHT AWAY."


Everyone stopped practicing and looked to her and Luke.
"We'll be fine. Let's call it a day for now and meet up tomorrow. Just go
to your rooms and stay out of everyone's way."


Lucy spent a lot of time telling everyone how fine it would
all be, and almost no time believing it herself. Her sense of foreboding
increased as she and Luke crossed the campus.


The headmaster's office had changed very little compared to
the broken man sitting behind the desk. "Thank you both for coming. I'm
afraid you are being requested for another assignment, something urgent that
can't wait."


Luke's face hardened into granite. "You cannot be
serious. Have you seen my sister's face? She still hasn't recovered from the
last assignment, thanks to your head goon. He beat her nearly to death, even
after she completed her assignment and brought back what was asked for. If it
hadn't been for the clinic's miracle drug, she'd still be bedridden right
now."


The flesh of Higgins's face sagged off his skull like a man
being stripped of his skin. "This is beyond me. I am only relaying the
message. It's just an assignment like any other. Do it and be back in no
time."


Lucy tried to read him, but something prevented her. She
knew her powers were working, so something must have been protecting him.


She needed to assess what was truth and what wasn't. This
whole situation felt very off.


Higgins had tells like anyone else, so Lucy focused on his
body language and the inflection of his voice. She also tried to read the micro
expressions in his face. Luke had been right. After all these years of seeing
the difference, she should be able to tell when someone was lying—even without
her powers.


Lucy leaned forward. "I can't go on another assignment.
I'm still having trouble breathing at times. What happened to your policy of
not sending kids out unless they passed the health screening? There's no way
I'd pass one now."


Higgins shifted in his chair, looked down at his hands and
fidgeted with his tie. His left eye twitched a fraction when he looked up at
her. "It's going to be fine. You'll be back before you know it."


He'd lied. She was sure of it.


She recalled her conversation—well, beating—with Mr. Black.
He'd said she and Luke would be leaving and not coming back.


This was no assignment. They were being sent off to breed.


***


"We're being sent away, and this time it's for good, I
think." Lucy let the news of their impending departure settle on the
Freedom Fighters before she continued. "Higgins said the news came from up
above. We have no choice. Luke and I think that because we are the oldest and
most experienced, they're sending us off to begin the breeding process, and to
get us away from you."


Gary, who had become much more confident since his first
timid introduction, stood. "Then we bump up our plan. We need to act now,
before they take you away. We've all been practicing hard and our para-powers
are strong. We can take out many of the guards. We can escape."


The crowd cheered, but Lucy raised her hand. "Believe
me, I wish I could get gung-ho about that idea, but I can't. We're not ready.
They have weapons and training we can't compete with. They'd destroy us if we
tried now. Many of us—maybe all of us—would die. We need a stealthy, clever
plan, something that would stand a chance at succeeding."


"There's no time for that, Lucy. If we don't do
something before you leave, then we really are screwed."


Lucy leaned against the wall and crossed her arms over her
chest. Hopelessness settled on her like a dark cloud. "I don't know what
we can do. Even when our powers are working properly, something's protecting
them. I couldn't tell if Higgins was lying the other day, and when Mr. Black
beat the shit out of me, I couldn't make him lie. We have no chance if our
powers don't work."


The door at the back of the room opened, and Mary sashayed
in with her red dress and designer heels.


Lucy pushed off the wall and faced her. "What are you
doing here? This is a private meeting and was supposed to be secret."


"Oh now, you need me, and you know it. I can help with
your little Mr. Black problem. I can seduce him into helping us."


"Right. What makes you think your powers will work on
him?"


"My powers are chemical, hormonal. Something protecting
his mind won't protect him against me."


"And why would you want to help? I thought you wouldn't
be caught dead with us freaks."


She walked through the room, running her fingers over the
boys' shoulders and leaving a trail of drooling teenagers in her wake.


"I just got the notice. I'm to go on assignment in a
few days, but obviously, in this Hitler-like lockdown, that's just a ruse to
get at my stellar genetics. Who wouldn't want to breed me, after all?
Why they're chasing after Sam and her sub-standard genes I'll never know."


"You are such a bitch." Lucy blocked Mary from
taking center stage. "But you're right. They're going to stick a bun in
your pretty little oven, so I guess we're all on the same side now."


Lucy turned to the group. "Listen up. What Mary's
saying makes sense. They want to weaken the ranks by taking those of us with the
most experience. Gary, you were right, now is the time to fight. And I have a
plan...."


Chapter 45 – Mr. Black


 


The girl lay in the hospital bed, her eyes closed to the sun
shining in from the bedside window. Her blond hair fanned out around her face
like angels' hair.


Mr. Black sat in the chair beside her bed and took her
mangled hand, gently massaging the deformed muscles and tendons that caused her
so much pain. Her good eye opened and looked at him.


"Daddy! You came." Her voice danced in the air
like fairy laughter. She smiled with half her mouth, the other side of her face
crushed in on itself and unmoving.


This is what fate or genetics or whatever you wanted to call
it had done to his little girl. While those monsters were off flaunting their
para-powers, his beautiful child had been fighting for her life since the
moment she was born.


A fight she was destined to lose.


"Did you bring me any new books, Daddy? I've read all
of the other ones twice already."


"You're a smart girl. The smartest I've ever met. Of
course I brought you books. A whole bunch of them."


He pulled out a bag filled with books and put it on the
dresser next to her bed. "But I suppose you will finish those by the time
I come again tomorrow."


She giggled, then coughed. A goblet of bright red blood
dribbled down the front of her gown. "Daddy?" Tears flowed down her
face and her body shook.


Mr. Black hit the call button for the nurse, and held his
daughter to him as he fumbled for a napkin to wipe her mouth and gown.
"It's okay, Sarah. It'll be all right."


Her trusting eyes bore into his heart and squeezed until he
couldn't breathe.


"Nurse! Doctor!"


A nurse poked her head in the door. "Is everything
okay?"


Anger boiled up in him, but he pushed it down to protect his
daughter. "No, everything is not okay. She's coughing up
blood."


The nurse didn't look surprised. "It happens at this
stage. I'll give her some medication to ease her pain, and then get the
doctor."


Rage and fear shook his voice. "What do you mean at this
stage?"


"I think it's better if you speak to the doctor."


She left before he could question her further.


Sarah slumped in his embrace, her little arms wrapped around
his neck. "Am I dying, Daddy? Is it time?"


"No, Honey, you'll be fine. I'm not letting you
go."


Her grip loosened, and her eyes fluttered closed. "I'm
so tired, Daddy. Can I take a nap?"


He lowered her onto her pillow. "Of course, Baby. You
sleep. I'll come back tomorrow."


The sobs couldn't be contained any longer. He locked himself
in his daughter's private bathroom and splashed cold water on his face.


"Laura, why did you have to leave? Our girl needs you.
I need you. I can't do this alone. I never could."


The doctor called for Mr. Black from outside the bathroom.


He dried his face and met the doctor in the hallway.
"What's happening to Sarah? Why is she so much worse?"


"Her body is failing. I'm sorry, but we knew this would
happen. As she ages, her internal organs are eating themselves in an attempt to
survive. She won't make it much longer. All we can do is keep her as
comfortable as possible."


Mr. Black balled up his fists. "How long? How long do I
have with her?"


"There's no way to know for sure, but I'd say a few
weeks at most."


He slammed his fist into the wall. "And is there
nothing you can do? No cure or treatment we could try?"


"Sir, please calm down. And no, there's nothing that
can be done. Barring a miracle breakthrough in genetic testing, there are no
cures for this disease."


A dim hope took root once again in his soul. "A miracle
breakthrough?"


The doctor pinched the bridge of his nose and grimaced.
"Wrong choice of words. There is no miracle forthcoming. You must accept
the fact that your daughter is dying. I'm sorry."


Mr. Black stalked out of the room. He would not accept that outcome.
He would get his daughter her miracle.


***


"Forgive me for saying so, but your methods seem
excessive compared to the threat posed by these kids." The Headmaster sat
behind his desk and tried to look authoritative, but Mr. Black knew Higgins
lacked the authority to have the bathroom cleaned, let alone to challenge his
disciplinary choices.


That didn't stop the bastard from running his mouth, though.
"These paranormal children are the heart of our organization. They're the
reason we exist at all. They must not be so broken and terrified that we can no
longer use them effectively. That boy didn't have to be whipped. You could have
found another way."


Dark shadows filled Mr. Black's vision. "These kids,
as you call them, are freaks of nature. They're self-righteous pricks with
superpowers who think they're better than everyone else because of some genetic
defect. You've let them get away with murder for too long. They need to be
taught some manners and respect, and that's what me and my men are doing."


Mr. Black put the full weight of his own power—the real
power that came from combat and weapons training—behind his stare. "My job
is to keep this school safe. These kids lack discipline and have dangerous
abilities. Accidents are bound to happen, and it would be a shame if one of the
faculty members got hurt, don't you think, Mr. Headmaster?"


The color drained from Higgins's face. He looked down in
defeat. "I understand."


A hard smile curled Mr. Black's lips upward. Some people
are just too easy to break.


Shouts filtered into the office from the courtyard outside.
Mr. Black jumped up and pulled the shades.


Two kids stood face-to-face, as though dueling. One was
dressed in all red, and had even dyed his hair red, and held a ball of flames
in his hand. The other wore blue and played with a ball of ice.


A tall boy stood just outside the dueling area and raised
his voice so that all the kids gathered around could hear.


"Some say the world will end in
fire,


Some say in ice.


From what I've tasted of desire,


I hold with those who favor fire.


But if it had to perish twice,


I think I know enough of hate,


To say that for destruction ice,


Is also great,


And would suffice."


Mr. Black couldn't believe what he was seeing. Were these
kids really about to duel to a Robert Frost poem?


Flame and ice clashed between them. The crowd screamed.


Mr. Black and the Headmaster ran from the office into the
courtyard.


"Fight! Fight! Fight!" The crowd chanted at the
top of their lungs. They formed such a tight circle that Mr. Black had to pull
out his gun to get their attention.


The gun distracted the ice boy just as he deflected a
fireball—only the fireball didn't fizz out as planned. Instead, it careened
into the crowd and lit a young girl's hair on fire. The chanting ended abruptly
and the kids began scattering to their classes or dorm rooms.


The ice boy having already disappeared into the crowd, Mr.
Black aimed his gun at the fire boy. "What the hell is going on
here?"


Instead of cowering, the boy flared another fire ball in his
hand. "You can't do anything to me. I have power you can't even imagine,
and I'm sick and tired of this crap you're putting us through."


Mr. Black cocked his gun. "You think you can hurt me
before I pull the trigger. Try it."


The boy's fire winked out.


"I'm glad we understand each other. Now, are you going
to pull something like this again?"


"No, sir."


"Good." Mr. Black lowered his gun and let the boy
turn around and leave.


Damn kids. They never learn. Think they can just do what
they want, when they want.


The boy had only taken a few steps when the gun went off.
The bullet slammed into the back of his head, splattering blood and brain
matter onto the sidewalk.


The few kids who remained screamed and ran away.


Higgins bent behind a bush and vomited.


Mr. Black waved to the guards around him. "Clean up
this mess, and take the girl to the clinic for medical attention."


Someone grabbed his arm on his way back to the office.


Higgins's face contorted in horror and rage. "How could
you do that? What were you thinking? You just killed that boy in cold
blood."


"I meted out justice to someone whose power could
destroy others. He could've killed that girl, or don't you care about her?
Look, Higgins, I know you have a soft spot for these kids, but you have no one
to blame but yourself. If you hadn't let them run wild, they wouldn't be
rebelling like this. I don't tolerate fools, regardless of their powers. And I
can guarantee you one thing: no one else will be dueling on my watch."


A disheveled guard rushed over to them. "Excuse me for
interrupting, but Mr. Black, the Seeker would like to speak with you in his
chambers."


"In person?" Seeker's powers scared the shit out
of Mr. Black, not that he would admit it to anyone. Still, he avoided
face-to-face meetings when at all possible.


The guard shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. "Um,
yes sir."


"Very well."


He turned and walked as quickly as he could without actually
running.


Tension poured from Higgins as clearly as the sweat dripping
from his face.


Mr. Black shoved Higgins out of the way. "Now if you'll
excuse me, I have a lunch date."


***


Footsteps clicked on the tile floor. Mr. Black waited in a
room that was entirely dark. His foot tapped the floor in time to the person
who walked the hall.


A sliver of light appeared as the Seeker entered and sat in
a chair across the room. "I trust you had a nice meeting with our
illustrious Headmaster?"


Mr. Black couldn't make out any of his features—that was the
point of the darkness, he assumed. Well, one of the points. "It was fine.
How's the hunt for Sam and Drake going?"


"We have them in our sights. They should be our guests
shortly."


"Care to define what you mean by 'shortly?' I'm trying
to keep this school safe and in lockdown, but it would help if I knew what was
happening."


He heard the Seeker shift in his chair. "You need not
worry about my business. Focus your attentions on your own job. You seem to
have a problem keeping order among the children. If any more escape, you are
done here."


"I've got it under control. These kids had too much
freedom under Higgins, but soon they will not question my commands." The
darkness set Mr. Black on edge. He rested a hand on his gun, ready to use it
should something unexpected happen.


"And this is your idea of maintaining control? To whip
and shoot children? They are young. They do not deserve such treatment."


"You want to put a group of incredibly powerful kids in
one place, train them to use their powers, and expect them to stay in line?
It's insane. They're dangerous, and they have to know that someone bigger and
stronger can stop them. My sources say they're planning something. A group
called the Freedom Fighters has formed, led by those twins you just sent on
assignment. They're the most dangerous of all. They're experienced, good at
what they do.... Mark my words, they're planning a rebellion, and we can't
allow it."


"There are many pieces to this puzzle that you are not
privy to, Mr. Black. Know your place and keep to it. Soon, we will have Sam
with us. Combined with the encrypted data you secured in Russia, we will have
the two most dangerous weapons in the world. We will be unstoppable."


That thought frightened Mr. Black. No one should have that
much power, especially not genetic mutations who considered themselves the next
evolution in mankind. He would destroy them if he could, but he needed them too
much. "Do you have family? Kids, siblings?"


The Seeker's laugh filled the dark room. "I have an
interesting family tree, one with many divergent branches. Sadly, I do not know
my family well—a circumstance I am working to remedy as we speak. I do know
that family should be cherished. I was sorry to hear of your wife's accident.
We have not spoken of it, but know that I feel your loss."


Loss, misery and shock warred in Mr. Black's heart. The
night of his wife's death played through his mind in Technicolor....


***


"Do you want the cheap wine, or the cheap beer?"
Laura's smile lit up the run-down convenience store. She held up the choices
and posed with each like a magazine model—and her beauty rivaled any model ever
to grace those glossy covers.


Mr. Black wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her
to him. Her lips tasted of mint gum. He kissed her deeply without shame or
modesty.


Laura put the alcohol back on the shelves. "Guess we
don't need libations to celebrate, do we? I think this new job of yours will be
just what we need to cover Sarah's medical expenses. I can quit my job and stay
home with her. Things are finally looking up."


Sadness filled her bloodshot eyes. The dark circles spoke of
the many sleepless nights she'd stayed awake with their daughter while he
worked graveyard.


The curves of her body, the soft honey-colored hair flowing
down her back, her womanly scent—all distracted him from the two teenage boys
who entered the store.


He didn't see their guns until they pointed one at the cash
register and one at his wife.


He didn't react in time to save her. The gun thundered and
his wife fell dead at his feet.


***


...The Seeker's hand on his arm startled him out of his
thoughts. 


"I am sorry. I had no idea."


"You were in my mind?" The violation rankled Mr.
Black, but he forced himself to feign a calmness he didn't feel.


"You projected that memory so forcefully, I had little
choice in the matter. I understand better why you reacted the way you did today
with the boy, but I do not approve of killing these children. I have plans for
them that your puny, normal mind cannot comprehend."


Pain shot through Mr. Black's head. He moaned and fell to
his knees. Tears streamed down his face.


"This is only a sample of what I could do to you if I
so chose. Get control of these children, without death or permanent
injury, or you will spend the rest of your life so miserable you will wish you
were dead. Are we clear?"


The pressure eased as fast as it had started. Only a
low-grade headache remained, but Mr. Black ignored it and got back into his
seat.


He seethed internally but kept his voice level and calm.
"Yes, we are clear. If I can do this... if I can keep the kids in line,
without killing any of them—"


"Or permanently damaging them."


"Right, or that.  Will you help me with
something?"


"If I can. What is it you seek?"


A dash of hope. A seed of luck. 


"A miracle."


Chapter 46 – Lucy


 


The silver sphere glowed brighter each day. Lucy pressed it
to her chest as she sang along with the music playing gently through her
earphones. She hid the sphere in her pocket when Luke knocked and walked
through her locked door.


She sent a pillow flying in his direction. "Dude,
privacy."


Normally, Luke enjoyed a good pillow fight, but he let this
one fall to his feet. He frowned. "We're being summoned. The guards are
here to take us to our 'assignment.' They're in the living room, waiting."


"What? We're supposed to have the rest of the week.
They said Sunday, and it's only Wednesday."


"What can I say? They're here now. Time to go." He
then used sign language—something they hadn't done since they were kids—to tell
her they needed to get away and activate the Freedom Fighters' escape plan.


She nodded and grabbed her jacket and backpack.


Before they left the dorm, Luke and Lucy turned on the two
men escorting them.


With a front snap kick, Lucy disarmed one guard and planted
her foot into his face with a side kick. He fell to the floor just as Luke
finished off the other guard.


They picked up the guns, dragged the bodies to a utility
closet and locked them inside.


Their actions synched perfectly after years of training
together. Luke smiled and dusted off his hands. "You haven't lost it. Good
job, Sis."


Lucy massaged kinks out of her wrists. "We need to get
Gary and the gang for the first phase of the plan."


While the mandatory dorm time sucked, it did make it easy to
find people. They split up, gathered the team, and regrouped in the meeting
room.


Greg closed his eyes for a moment, then nodded and opened
them. "We're clear. All systems are looped so that they can't see
us." He reached for Gary's hand. "Be careful. Don't do anything
stupid."


They hugged, and Lucy thought again about how many people
would be hurt or killed, no matter how well their plan went. Her shoulders
slumped. The responsibility of leading such a team weighed heavily on her.


Mary cleared her throat. "This is all very touching,
but can we please go? I was in the middle of painting my toes and now they're
all smudged."


Lucy rolled her eyes and searched the small crowd for
Neil—their secret weapon. "Mary, honestly, it's freezing out there. You're
wearing boots. No one gives a crap about your toes."


Gary smirked.


A minute later, Lucy, Gary, Mary and Neil headed out to
start phase one of their escape. Luke stayed with the rest of the group to
initiate the second phase. "Good luck, Sis. See you soon."


"You too. Be safe." Lucy led her team through
campus to find Mr. Black.


Though it wasn't yet past curfew, unless they had good
reason to be out, this many kids together would alert the guards that something
was going down. They stayed in the shadows and avoided direct routes, taking
paths through bushes and off the cobbled walkways to avoid detection.


Mr. Black liked to patrol this time of day to catch any
stragglers who hadn't made it to their dorms. He'd be around somewhere.


Lucy glanced at her watch. "He might be getting a snack
at the guards' break room."


Gary fidgeted with the zipper on his jacket. "How will
we get there without getting caught? Maybe this isn't such a good idea."


Lucy scowled at him. "You're the one who
recruited me, remember? Luke and I would be leaving right now if not for
this plan, so we do it now or it doesn't happen. We just have to be
careful."


A cold breeze blew through the four of them huddled behind
the Student Center. Lucy shivered and zipped up her jacket. She peeked around
the corner to the break room just across the corridor, but they had no other
places left to hide. They'd be exposed for at least sixty seconds, assuming Mr.
Black was even in there.


"We're just going to have to run for it," she
said. "Head straight to the back door of the building. We'll sneak in that
way and look for Mr. Black. Most of the guards should be at their posts right
now, so we shouldn't run into anyone else." She peeked around one last
time. "It's all clear. Ready? One, two, three—run!"


Lucy pumped her legs as fast as they would go. She could
hear the breathing of the others beside her as they crossed the corridor and
made their way to the back of the building. Her heart slammed against her chest
in rapid beats. Her stomach cramped, not from running but from nerves and fear.
If they were caught, it would all be over, and it would be her fault for leading
them into this.


Just as they approached the side of the building, a guard
walked out the front door, presumably coming off break. Lucy pushed herself
around the corner just in time to avoid notice, with Gary, Neil and Mary right
behind her. They pressed themselves against the wall and held their breath.


Footsteps clicked outside like the sound of gunshots. Lucy
tensed. Were they getting closer? The footsteps stopped, a pause so long, Lucy
thought she might die. Then, click, click, click, the guard walked away
from them and into the night.


The breath she'd nearly choked on whooshed out of her mouth.
"We need to get to the back door."


They followed her to the door, one seldom used by the
guards. She turned the handle, but it was locked.


"Gary, little help."


The air around them sizzled with little currents as Gary
worked his magic on the metal lock. The door popped open and the four of them
walked through.


No one so much as breathed on the walk through the long
corridor. At the corner, where it turned into the main break area, they
stopped, and Lucy peered around.


Mr. Black sat at a table alone, reading a magazine and
drinking a soda. Her sweaty palms left a streak of moisture on the wall, and
she nearly fell forward into the room when she lost traction. Neil caught her
by the jacket and pulled her back.


They had to get close to Mr. Black. She waved for them to
move forward when he rose and walked into the men's room a few feet from the
table.


Perfect.


With no other guards around, the four walked into the men's
room.


Lucy hoped Greg still had control of the cameras; otherwise,
they'd have guards all over them in seconds.


Mr. Black's feet peeked out from the middle stall. Lucy
nodded to Mary, who presumably started leaking pheromones or something.


When Mr. Black came out of his stall, his eyes had a
glazed-over, lustful look that made Lucy want to puke. "What are you— Who
are—"


Mary sashayed over to him with her come hither look.
She ran her finger over his cheek and lip. Her voice came out as a purr.
"Don't worry about them, just focus on me. I'm here to make you very
happy."


Lucy stifled her gag and focused on the mission. "We
should ask him about the other kids—the babies and little ones. We need to know
where they are before we escape, so we can rescue them next."


Gary checked his watch. "Just hurry. Greg can't keep
his powers going for long. We need to get to the command center."


Lucy faced Mr. Black. "Where are they, you son of a
bitch? Where are you guys keeping the other kids?"


His eyes didn't waver from Mary's body. "Nowhere
important. Nowhere with such a view."


Lucy raised her hand to slap him but Mary grabbed it.
"My thrall will only work if he's focused on me. Now, can we go? I'm
bored."


Disappointment surged through Lucy. How would they save the
other kids and shut down Rent-A-Kid for good? She wished they'd had more time
to plan this out.


They led Mr. Black to the command center right next to the
break room. Two guards stopped them at the gate. "Sir, you know we are not
permitted to allow unauthorized personnel back here."


Gary flicked a finger, and the soldier dropped his gun. Mary
used the distraction to whisper in Mr. Black's ear.


The thumping of Lucy's heart could be heard in other
countries. Their entire plan hinged on getting into the command center. If Mary
couldn't get Mr. Black to do what she wanted.... Lucy didn't want to think
about that scenario.


Mr. Black addressed the men. "I have been instructed to
interrogate these students in a secure location. The Seeker himself issued
these orders. Do you dare question him?"


The Seeker's name had the intended effect. The guards
stepped back and allowed them through.


"Take a break, boys. This is top secret, and I need you
out on patrol making sure no other kids create problems."


They entered the control room and discovered a third guard
still on duty. When he saw Mr. Black, he snapped to attention.


Lucy cursed herself for not getting better intel on this
location. She raised an eyebrow at Mary, who nodded and leaned into Mr. Black
again, rubbing her body against his just enough to entice him.


The guard in the room stared slack-jawed at the scene in
front of him. No one moved for several long moments as they waited for the
guard to follow the command. He adjusted his gun, setting everyone there on
high alert. "Sir? What's going on? Do you need help with these
students?"


"No, I just need time alone with them to ask some
questions."


He looked from Mr. Black to Mary, then back again. With
skepticism in his voice he asked, "Are you sure, sir?"


Mr. Black's arrogance still claimed the stage, even under
Mary's spell. "Yes, I'm sure. Do you dare question me?"


Lucy remained still and waited to see how this would play
out. The guard headed to the door as if to leave, but moved his gun a fraction
of an inch toward the group.


It was enough for Lucy.


She whipped Mr. Black's pistol out of its holster and
knocked out the guard with a blow to the head.


Gary backed up and covered his mouth. "Holy crap. Did
you kill him?"


"No. He's just unconscious. Neil, you're up."


Neil had the unique ability to mimic any sound at all,
including any human voice. He got on the radio and, in the voice of Mr. Black,
spoke to the guards. "Units One, Two and Three, there's been a schedule
change. Please report to the main headquarters for further instructions."


Neil went down the list of snipers, guards and patrol units,
until he'd sent everyone to the main headquarters, where another team would set
fire to the building and trap them in. Once they'd eliminated that threat, Gary
could use his metal power to tear apart the gates, and those who wanted could
escape in the chaos.


"Neil and Gary, go get the others. Mary, keep Mr. Black
happy." Lucy didn't want to think about what that would entail.


Lucy took control of the main computers and permanently looped
the cameras so Greg could take a break. With their abilities fading in and out,
they needed to do as many things without powers as possible.


Luke arrived a few minutes later with a team ready to
collect supplies and initiate phase two.


A metal case on one wall housed weapons and other fancy
equipment. Luke called to Gary. "You ready?"


Gary held up his hands and pushed them apart as if he was
swimming. As he did, the metal on the doors pried themselves apart. Luke smiled
and handed out guns and earpieces to the team leaders.


Lucy walked over to Luke. "Guns? Really? I'm not sure
that's such a great idea."


Gary cocked his weapon and practiced levitating it with his
powers. "We need them, especially if our powers give out or the guards
fight us. Not all of us can beat them up. We have this one chance to escape,
and we can't blow it."


Luke shrugged. "I don't disagree with the kid, Sis.
We're not inviting these guys out for a tea party, we're inciting a rebellion.
We need weapons."


"All right. Luke, you and your team start a fire in the
main HQ where all the guards are. Man, you've got to love the military mindset
of obeying orders without question. Gary, you back him up and attack any guards
that try to escape."


When everyone had cleared out, Lucy pulled up a chair next
to Mr. Black and his lap-warmer, Mary.


"I need him to tell me where the other facilities
are."


"You are just no fun," Mary purred.


"Come on, Mary, we don't have much time."


"Fine." She rubbed her leg up and down his and
massaged his arm. "Mr. Black, tell us where the other kids are,
please."


"They're not here. But they're not far."


"Mmmhmmm... that's a good boy. What else can you tell
us? An address perhaps?"


Mr. Black stared at her chest and opened his mouth to
answer, then snapped it closed. His head jerked, and he pushed Mary off his lap
and onto the floor.


Lucy's earpiece came to life. "Sis, you ready for the
fire?"


Lucy saw Mr. Blacks' eyes clear and knew something had
happened.


Mary's panicked crawl across the room confirmed it.
"Lucy, my powers, they're gone." She huddled in a corner and
shivered.


Lucy whispered into her mouthpiece. "Luke, stand down.
Something's wrong."


Mr. Black stretched himself to full height and laughed.
"Do you really think I'm that stupid, that I didn't know your plan? I knew
you'd try something, which is why I had the Seeker implant part of his
consciousness in my mind. Disgusting, I know, but necessary to make sure you
couldn't use me for your scheme."


Was that even possible? Could the Seeker really do that?
Sam had said he was powerful, but—


Lucy couldn't tell if he'd lied.


In that moment, she knew they'd all lost their powers.
Things were about to fall apart quickly.


Outside, soldiers issued orders to those in their command.
Lucy could hear the groups fanning out across campus. She remembered all the
students with guns and imagined what would happen if they used them.
"Gary, stand down. Abort plan. We screwed up. It's too late. You need to
get everyone back to the dorms."


Through the window, Lucy saw a man dressed in a white robe
lead a group of soldiers toward the control room. The man seemed more god or
angel than human. His long white hair touched his waist and he had pale, nearly
translucent skin. He wore dark glasses, though it was night, but had no trouble
navigating the path.


Gary's voice crackled in Lucy's ear, rousing her from the
reverie that had settled over her. "It doesn't matter. We have to attack
now. If we die, we die, but we can't give up and let them win."


"Gary, please, don't start shooting. Our powers are
gone. We will all die—and it does matter. If we live, we have tomorrow
to fight. If we die, it's over for good."


Soldiers crashed into the control room brandishing guns.
They parted like the Red Sea when the man in white moved through them.


He spoke with a voice of honey and wine—sweet and
intoxicating—and Lucy knew he was the Seeker.


"Please, lay down your weapon and surrender peacefully.
There's no need for this kind of uprising amongst friends."


Tension filled the room. Lucy prayed to any god who would
listen that none of her team tried to play hero and take out a guard or the
Seeker.


Then, the last person in the world Lucy expected to take up
the hero role walked up behind the Seeker. Mary grabbed a chair.... 


...and swung it at his head.


The Seeker didn't turn to face his attacker, or even move at
all, but Mary screamed.


She dropped the chair and clutched at her head as if someone
were frying her brain. She collapsed to the floor in a heap, and stayed there,
motionless.


Neil screamed and ran out of the building.


Without a command, the guards fired on them.


Lucy ran to the window with the intention of breaking it and
jumping out. Have to get to Luke. Have to regroup.


Luke's voice called out in her earpiece. "Lucy! What's
happening?"


She opened her mouth to answer him, but something bit her
shoulder. She reached her hand around to swat at it and discovered blood. A lot
of it. All hers.


The room collapsed in on her, and then darkness took her.


Chapter 47 – Sam


 


The dingy motel room had two double beds with cheap, ugly
comforters on them, two dressers, a television, and a desk with internet
hookup. As uncomfortable as it looked, the promise of sleep enticed me. My baby
kicked against my ribs and pressed down on my bladder.


"This is your stop, Dude," Drake told Brad.


We were about an hour from the Rent-A-Kid site. Drake and I
would leave in the morning to take down the Seeker and help my friends escape.
Brad would work with Father Patrick and anyone else he could find, to help us
once we got the kids out.


Brad nodded and pulled out his computer. "What if you
don't make it? Then what?"


"There's no Plan B. If we fail, get the hell out of
here and stay off the radar, got it?"


Despite the non-smoking request, the room smelled of stale
cigarettes, booze and sex. Maybe a shower with a lot of fruity shampoo would
get the stench out of my nostrils.


Hot water had a soothing effect on my body, but did nothing
to wash the gore and blood from my mind. Drake had killed a man. He'd done it
right in front of me. How could I ever look at him the same again?


By the time I had finished my shower, my body had nothing
left to give. I collapsed on the bed next to Drake.


"Feeling any better?"


"I feel cleaner, which is a step up from being covered
in blood."


His face fell. The pain in his eyes compelled me to reach
for his hand, but my heart kept a distance I didn't know how to bridge.


"Hey, guys, you're not going to believe this."
Brad held up his laptop and flinched in pain from the movement. He had showered
after me, and now all of his bruises were at least clean. "Someone donated
$500,000 through my website to help us rescue the kids. And I've got emails
from large scale media outlets who want in on the story."


He smiled like a kid at Christmas. "There are thousands
of responses. This is amazing."


Drake sat up. "Maybe we should wait to attack. We could
muster up some backup, go in with guns blazing?"


My forehead wrinkled in worry. "Maybe. I don't know. We
should check in with Luke and Lucy before we cancel our plans." Postponing
our assault would give me and my baby time to recover. It would be safer,
smarter, and likely more successful.


But a shadow of doubt nagged at me.


Drake massaged the tension out of my shoulders. I tried not
to pull away at his touch. His bloodied knuckles had already started healing,
but the memory of fists pounding into bone and flesh would haunt my dreams for
a long time to come.


"Why don't we connect with them in the morning before
we leave? It's late, and you're exhausted. Expending that kind of energy right
now is probably not the best idea."


He had a point. "Okay. Set the alarm. First thing
tomorrow we move forward with our plan."


Brad shut down his computer and unpacked his clothes for
sleep. "What plan would that be? Do we have a real plan?"


"Sure we do," I said. "We go to the
Rent-A-Kid center, and... improvise based on what we discover when we get
there. What could go wrong?"


My attempt at humor was met with frowns from both men.


"I'm going to bed now. See you guys in the morning."


Drake tucked the covers around me and kissed my cheek.
"I've got to make a call to Father Patrick and let him know what's going
on. I'll be back in a minute."


He took his cell phone and left the room.


My body screamed at me to sleep, but too much had happened.
I needed to know what Drake would say to his confessor, and his mind was so
familiar I could easily slip in without him knowing.


I pushed aside the guilt with memories of the hamburger meat
Drake had made of the man who attacked us. I had to know if I could trust him.


The conversation played out in my head as clearly as if I
too were a part of the call.


'Father, forgive me for I have sinned.' Drake's voice
sounded broken, lost.


'What is it, Son? What's happened?'


'I killed a man today. He was a bad man who would have
killed Sam and our child, but still... I beat him until he couldn't even be
recognized as human. Am I going to hell?'


'You don't believe in hell.'


'But you do. Father, I'm losing Sam. I can see it in her
eyes. That's the worst kind of hell there is for me. What do I do?'


'You keep loving and keep fighting for what's right. You
give her the honesty and intimacy that has always been denied to you—and you
let her make her own choices.'


Silence stretched on and I had to fight my own emotions so
they wouldn't bleed into Drake's awareness. He hurt so much. I wanted to reach
out to him and comfort him, but I didn't know how.


'Unless I can talk Sam out of it, we will be attacking
tomorrow. We need your help.'


My concentration faded. I couldn't hold onto the
conversation. Exhaustion claimed my body and blissful nothingness claimed my
mind.


***


I float outside myself, through the door and into the
world beyond. Darkness claims me like a lover, each star a song for my soul.


A girl meets me under the light of the moon. She too
hovers in between realities. Her long brown hair flows around her as if she
were a mermaid swimming in the sea.


Her kind, brown eyes spark recognition. "I know you,
don't I? From somewhere? Another life, perhaps?"


She smiles with heart-shaped lips and takes my phantom
hand. I'm surprised that I can feel her skin, her touch, as if she were real.
As if any of us were real.


"Yes. I am Desirai. We went to school together,
before you left. I'm a Dream Walker. Lucy has been captured and I need to tell
you what's happening at the school."


Lucy. My best friend in the whole world. How I've missed
her. How I've longed for her presence through all this insanity.


"Is she hurt? Is Luke?" I am surprised by these
feelings of panic in my ether body.


"They're fine, but not for long. Come, I must show
you."


I let her lead me to the Rent-A-Kid center. What had once
been home now looks like a prison. I'm saddened by the armed guards and
reinforced fences, by the beauty they have destroyed. "What's happened
here? This is worse than I thought."


"That's not all." She takes me to the center,
and bodies appear. Kids I had gone to school with. I realize we are not in
present time, whatever that might mean. We are in no time. She is showing me
the past.


A new man, scary and big, with a gun at his side, takes a
whip and.... How can this be? He tears the skin off the back of a young boy.
"No!" I scream, but no one turns to look at me. He doesn't stop.


"They can't hear you. It's a memory, nothing more.
Come."


We leave that horrible scene. The boy's tortured face
will forever haunt me, I know.


We come to another place on campus, outside the
Headmaster's office. Two boys prepare to duel. I smile. Duels had always been
fun, though sometimes a little dangerous. What mischief are they causing now?


Fire and Ice. Robert Frost is recited. As is the
tradition in our duels, there must be a recitation of poetry or literature to
thematically inspire the duels. It's my favorite part. And this is one of my
favorite poems.


But something goes wrong. They are interrupted by the
tall, mean man. The gun is in his hand.


And....


No. Oh my God, no. The boy. The fire boy. He's dead. No!
I knew him. I had class with him, and now his brains are splattered all over
the sidewalk.


"Is this real? This can't be real."


"I'm sorry, but it is. We need your help. Can you
come? The Seeker, he's killing us. He controls us and takes away our powers.
We've already failed once at escape. We need you and Drake."


"We're coming. Hang on to hope. We'll be
there."


***


Dawn lifted the veils of night from the sky and awakened me
before the alarm. I shook Drake awake. "We have to go. No time to wait.
Kids are dying."


I just hoped we wouldn't be next.


Chapter 48 – Lucy


 


The Seeker's voice drifted into Lucy's dreams. Why was she
dreaming of the Seeker?


Consciousness played hide 'n seek with her mind until a
dull, throbbing pain in her shoulder brought her back to reality.


"I trust you are comfortable enough? I knew you would
want your wits about you, so I had the doctor give you a smaller dose of pain
medication than normal. Please, let me know if it is not enough, and I shall
have more brought to you. I apologize for the trigger-happy fools who shot you.
They have been dealt with."


Lucy pulled herself into a sitting position on the bed. The
Seeker sat in a chair next to her. "Where am I?"


"These are my personal chambers. I wanted to supervise
your care personally."


A candle on the side table lit the room with a soft glow,
but cast the Seeker in shadows. "Why's it so dark in here?"


"I exist in the shadows of the world." He offered
just the hint of a grin. "I am delighted you have woken. Can I get you
anything before we talk?"


Lucy swallowed and ran her tongue over her fuzzy teeth.
"Water, please."


"Of course." The Seeker poured a cup from the
dresser next to him and handed it to her.


The cold, pure liquid washed away the remnants of medication
coating her mouth and fogging her brain.


"My brother, Luke, is he okay? Was he hurt?"


"Your brother is unharmed." He waved his long
fingers in the air as if to shoo a fly or dismiss a thought. "So let's get
down to business, shall we? It hurts me that the students I work so hard to
protect are destroying everything we've built here. Tell me, Lucy, why are you
and your friends rebelling?"


"You really think I'm going to give up our secrets to
you?"


"I am not interested in your secrets, only your
motives. I want to understand how this has happened. It was not in the plan,
and it perplexes me." His eyes glowed an unnatural white, and he curved
his lips into something that looked like a frown, but lacked any humanity.


Lucy couldn't tell if he was lying. Either her powers had
been shut down again, or he could block her. She would have to assess him the
old-fashioned way.


"You have spies in every corner of this school. How can
you not see why we'd rebel? We aren't safe here anymore. You had my best friend
impregnated against her will and locked up. She escaped, and now you and your
goons are torturing, whipping and killing students. Why would you do this to us
and claim to want us safe and happy?"


All her frustration, all her fear, boiled over. She knew she
should have stopped talking, forced herself to calm down, but the words poured
out of her, louder and louder, until she was all but screaming. "You treat
us like property, like a weapon to be used and discarded. We've made this
organization millions of dollars, maybe more, with our talents, and now you do
this to us. We're not weapons. We're human beings. Those are just kids out
there, and now one is dead!"


The Seeker nodded. "I agree. This has all gotten out of
hand. You have no idea how... valuable you all are. I wish we could all live
free in the world, at peace and happy, but the people out there are not ready
for what we can do."


His long fingers gripped the glass of water next to him as
if it was a neck to be choked. He took a sip and set it back down. "I
loved someone once, deeply. She too wanted a normal life in the world. There
are groups whose sole purpose is to destroy us. They killed her, but only after
torturing and raping her. People are afraid of us. They use our services, yes,
but deep down they loathe us for our power. They will never allow us to be
their equals, ever. If we hide in the shadows like nightmares, it is only until
we can claim our rightful place in the world."


Lucy flinched from the pain and adjusted herself in the bed.


The Seeker stood up and fluffed her pillow for her.
"This school was created as a haven for kids with para-powers. The
assignments became necessary in order to fund all that you see here, and
further research into our gifts. The breeding program, while controversial, is
needed to keep our race alive. Without it, the world would run us into
extinction. Besides, we don't want children born god-only–knows-where, with
dangerous powers they can't control. Don't you see? None of this is meant to
hurt you, Lucy, it's meant to help you, to help all of us."


The Seeker held Lucy's eyes during his speech. Everything
about his body language suggested that he spoke the truth, but her judgment
clouded with the rage at his justifications. "All this sounds so sweet
coming from your lips, but you're talking about rape, essentially. Forced
breeding, killing babies through accelerated growth treatments—how can you
justify any of that?"


He face contorted into that of a monster, and his voice was
so icy cold it could shatter windows. "A regrettable necessity."


And just like that, like a demon transforming back to
something akin to human, he was himself again. He brushed off his white
garment, though nothing had stained it. "We are using safer methods now,
and what we have learned will help us better protect you and our kind. Without
these sacrifices, our enemies would even now be hunting us down one by one and
exterminating us.


"I know Mr. Black slated you for the breeding program,
and it will not happen. That was a mistake. You and Luke are needed in other
ways. You are incredibly valuable to this organization. You could be great
leaders among our kind, a Queen and King to the masses of paranormals looking
for safety and guidance."


Lucy fought the fogginess of her brain, as his words lulled
her like a dream. She allowed her anger to feed her clarity, to keep her alert
despite his masterful manipulations. "So I'm too good for breeding, but it
was okay for Sam? And Drake? And why aren't the students told? When they're old
enough, why aren't they given at least the chance to live in the normal world?
We've trained our whole lives to blend in and control our powers. Don't you
think we could make it work if given a chance?"


"These anti-paranormal organizations are powerful. We
need to stand together. We need to grow our strength, or they will destroy us.
We'll be forgotten, wiped from history."


"But isn't that what you're doing to Drake and Sam?
You're trying to kill them and erase their memory from our minds."


The Seeker cackled. "I would never kill Sam or Drake. I
want only to help them—more than you could possibly understand."


The world toppled and turned once again at the Seeker's
words. Lucy tried to rub her headache away, but it persisted, just behind her
eyes. "Help them? Seriously? You have a very unfriendly way of helping
people. You might want to work on the whole how-to-win-friends-and-influence-people
thing. There's even a book on it. You should check it out, and stop getting
advice from Hitler's diaries."


Nothing seemed to rile the Seeker. He smiled at her and
offered her more water. "You have fire in you. Spunk. I like that. I am
glad Sam picked you for her best friend. She is going to need both of us, in
the coming months. Her baby's powers will increase. Without my guidance, those
powers will drive her mad. That is why I seek her."


"Oh my God, what kind of baby did you put in her?"


"Her baby is the hope for our race. Without her,
paranormals will stand no chance in the coming storm."


"I can't tell if you're lying, without my powers, but
my instincts say you're being honest. If all you've said is true, then remove
the lockdown and get rid of Mr. Black. Stop beating kids and shooting them.
Turn this back into the school we loved before you got here."


"Come now, Lucy. After Sam's escape, rebel meetings
started occurring. Other students started breaking rules, trying to escape. You
didn't know what was best for you. We had to implement a stricter policy to
protect the students. We had to keep all of you on campus, away from those who
would kill you. But you persisted. The harder you push, the harder the
organization has to push back, for the safety of everyone."


"So if we stopped the rebellion, then things would go
back to normal?"


"No, not normal."


Lucy scowled. She knew this was all bullshit, but his next
words surprised her.


"Better than normal. It's clear to me now we should
have been honest with you all along. No more lies, no more cover-ups. I will
personally make sure that everyone knows the truth."


"I want to believe you, but you've blocked my powers.
If you're being honest with me, why not let me confirm what you've said?"


The Seeker chuckled. "I blocked you so that you would
listen to me as a human being. I wanted you to look into my eyes as we talked,
and assess at a basic human level if you could trust me. We are still people,
you and I, and we deserve the courtesy of simple human interactions. You can
feel what is right and wrong without your powers. We tend to rely too much on
our extraordinary gifts, and not enough on our most remarkably ordinary
talents."


The candle by the bedside flickered out and left them in
darkness. Lucy reached over, lit a match, and the candle came to life once
again.


The Seeker continued. "I can see that this is hard for
you. If it makes you feel better, I will drop my protection and you can test
me."


Lucy perked up at this. She'd gotten better at trusting her
instincts, but with so many lives on the line, she'd much rather have her power
to help her.


"First, I shall lie. Hmm... what shall my lie be? I
have only three toes on one foot and one of the toes knows how to sing and
dance to Irish limericks."


Lucy smirked. "I didn't expect you to have a sense of
humor."


"Yes, people seldom do. I have unexpected depths, you
know. All right, I assume you felt the lie in that, as I do not, in fact, have
limerick-singing toes."


"Yes, I felt it."


The Seeker then repeated everything he had said about
wanting to help her and Luke, about his care for Sam and Drake and his sadness
about the recent tragedies.


"I have arranged a memorial for the boy who was killed.
I know you dislike Mr. Black, but his job is to keep all of you safe, and he is
good at what he does. As for you and your brother, there is no assignment. You
are free to go back to your dorm, but I would recommend checking in at the
hospital to get some medication. You'll likely need it. I've enjoyed your
company, Lucy. I hope you will consider all of this carefully."


Moments later a guard came and escorted Lucy out of the
building. The Seeker actually let her go, and gave her a lot to think about in
the process. Could it be that Darren was right when he refused to join the
Freedom Fighters? Were they safer here than anywhere else?


On her way back to the dorm, the warmth of Lucy's sphere
washed over her. Her thoughts spun, conflicted and confused. If there were
organizations bent on destroying her kind, would they even be safe if they
escaped, or would she be leading these kids from bad to worse? They'd have no
money, no identification, no resources, and no way to protect themselves. Then
what would they do? Where would they go?


The honey-and-wine voice of the Seeker filled her veins,
pulsing through her like a second heartbeat, enticing her and drawing her
closer—but another, darker power kept her from succumbing.


She pulled the sphere out and clutched it, letting the cool
metal ease the feverish state of her body.


The Seeker was good, but not as good as he thought.


Chapter 49 – Drake


 


Drake crouched in the dark Montana wilderness and rubbed his
hands to keep warm. Sam shivered beside him despite the many layers he'd
insisted she wear. This part of the country had skipped fall altogether and
gone straight to winter. An early snow dusted the land around them and
enveloped them in the kind of silence only the cold could usher in.


Sam held up the drawing she'd made from her dream. Her teeth
chattered as she spoke. "There are guards by the front gate, and guards in
and around each building. The Seeker is likely located in what was once the
main office. We need to get in and find him."


"I have a plan for that." Drake knew she wouldn't
like it, but he could see no other way. "We take control of the guards'
minds and pretend to be prisoners. They'll take us directly to the
Seeker."


Sam didn't reply, but Drake could practically hear her mind
as she tried to think of any solution other than mind control.


"It's better than fighting our way through," he
reminded her.


She flinched and pulled away from him.


His heart sank. It was bad enough that she would never
forgive him for beating that man, but he had to battle his own self-loathing as
well. He would do anything to protect his family—even if that condemned him in
the eyes of the one he loved most—but it did little to ease his conscience.


"Sam, we won't hurt them. We need a way in, and this is
the easiest and safest way for all."


"What if they're like the men who came after us, and we
can't use our powers on them?"


"I'm going on the assumption that the Seeker can't
control everyone all the time. It made sense he would protect the minds of
those he sent after us, but he probably doesn't waste energy on every guard here.
It's a risk we have to take."


Sam stood and stretched. Each day her stomach grew, the baby
inside getting stronger and bigger. Drake caressed and kissed her belly before
he rose to lead them into danger.


Dressed all in black, they blended into the night, but they
couldn't silence the crunch of snow underfoot, no matter how stealthy they
were.


Before they exposed themselves, Drake and Sam linked minds
and took control of the two men on patrol.


Drake commanded them mentally. 'When we walk up to you,
take us through the gates safely and show us to your leader, the one called
Seeker. Alert no one else to our presence. Deflect any inquiry about us. Act as
though we're captured, but defend us with your lives if it comes to that.'


The compulsion waned with the last statement as Drake felt
Sam pull away, repulsed by the thought that these men might die for them.


They maintained their mental control and approached the
guards. Drake stepped in front of Sam, to protect her if things went wrong.


The guards' glazed eyes stared at him, offering no
resistance. Without waiting for further commands, they led Drake and Sam
through the electrified gates and onto the school grounds. This early in the
morning, few staff or students were up and about. They walked to the main office
without conflict or question.


Uneasiness stirred in Drake. He'd hoped for easy, but this
was too easy.


The guards guided them to a white door and turned to leave.
Drake mentally stopped the guard closest to him and compelled him to give up
his gun.


"Drake, what are you doing? We don't need guns. We
aren't killing anyone."


'I'm not taking any chances, Sam. If we can't use powers
on this guy, then bullets will have to do.'


With gun in hand, Drake turned the knob on the door. While
still connected mentally to Sam, he sensed her scan the room. They found no
trace of another mind.


The darkness temporarily blinded them. Drake felt Sam reach
for his hand. "Something doesn't feel right."


A flick of a match startled them both. The soft illumination
of a candle revealed the Seeker, dressed in a flowing white robe, with long,
pale hair, sitting in a chair. His translucent skin and fragile body reminded
Drake of a vampire.


The Seeker smiled at them and lit a few more candles.
"You will have to forgive the low lighting. My eyes have become very
sensitive as of late, and anything more than candlelight is simply
intolerable."


Sam stepped forward from behind Drake. Her voice didn't
quaver at all as she addressed their enemy. "You're the Seeker,
then?"


"Of course. And you are Sam, and Drake. I cannot tell
you how long I have been waiting to meet you both. You have no idea what this
means to me, to have us all three here together. You have proven very clever at
evading my men, and quite deadly, though they deserved it. They were never
meant to harm you, only bring you in. No matter, the easiest solution was
simply to lure you here of your own volition. And you have arrived just in
time. This is so lovely."


He rose and glided with unnatural grace to light more
candles around the room. A loveseat sat across from the Seeker's chair.
"Please, sit. Let us discuss matters of great importance."


Sam sat on the edge of the couch, so Drake sat next to her,
poised to attack at the smallest hint of provocation.


Sam cleared her throat. "We aren't here to talk. We're
here to rescue our friends and all the other kids you're holding prisoner. And
you're going to help us."


"Honestly, Sam, I am offended by the use of that word,
'rescue.' It implies such vulgarities. This is a place of safety and learning,
a place where children with extraordinary powers can learn to use their gifts
without fear. I cannot let them into the world where they would pose a threat
to others, as well as themselves—not yet, anyway. It would be the epitome of
irresponsibility to do so."


Drake aimed his gun at the Seeker. "We're not giving
you a choice in this, freak. You will help us, or you will die."


The Seeker laughed and dismissed Drake as if he were a
misbehaving child.


"Come forward, my pet. Let us show your friends who has
the power here."


Drake turned in confusion as a woman walked out of the
shadows.


Sam gasped. "Mary? What are you doing here?"


Mary didn't answer. Her lifeless eyes and stiff body seemed
poised for another command, but held no free will.


Sam had told Drake about Mary, and he'd harbored little
sympathy for the bully who had made her life miserable.


Sam's rage erupted. "What the hell have you done to
her, you bastard? Release her right now. You're hurting her. Her mind—I can
feel your powers eating it away."


Curious, Drake allowed his power to seek out her mind, but
the pain became too much and he pulled back.


The Seeker frowned slightly. "I thought you would be
pleased. After all, is this not the girl who tormented you throughout high
school? Now she will never harm you again."


Drake and Sam linked together and reached for the Seeker's
mind, but they hit an impenetrable wall.


"Your powers will not work on me. And now, your powers
will not work at all."


Drake's heart pounded against his chest. He reached for
Sam's mind, but found nothing. He couldn't compel or seek the mind of anyone.
One look at Sam proved she had lost her powers as well.


Drake stood and cocked his gun. The Seeker nodded, and Mary
cat-walked over to Drake. Heat exploded in his body, every muscle and nerve
ending crackling with awareness. The room zeroed in on Mary, her smell and heat
and the expectation of her touch.


"No! I won't be seduced by you." Drake turned the
gun toward Mary, but Sam kicked it out of his hand.


Tears clogged up her throat. "You can't kill her. She's
only acting on his command."


Drake gaped at Sam, shocked that she'd just disarmed him of
the one weapon they had against the Seeker. Rage exploded in him. He pushed
Mary out of the way and charged at the Seeker, bent on beating him until he
could never hurt another soul again.


Before he could move two feet, the Seeker tore through his
mind until all Drake could experience was pain.


Never-ending pain.


Chapter 50 – Lucy


 


The nurse handed Lucy a bottle of pills. "Take one
every four to five hours as needed for pain. Come back in if you notice any
puss or infection forming around the wound, or if the pain spikes suddenly or
the stitches tear. Do you have any questions?"


Lucy shook her head. "No. Thanks."


She stuck the pills in her backpack and brushed her finger
against the metallic sphere. The gentle thrum of energy filled her and eased
the pain in her shoulder better than any medication could.


At least a dozen students filled the waiting room as Lucy
made her way to the front door. Most of them had sought treatment for some kind
of injury after a run-in with the guards from the night before. Lucy reflected
on her conversation with the Seeker and wanted to talk to Luke about it. While
the Seeker's rhetoric made sense, the reality was less convincing.


Before Lucy reached the door, Mr. Black entered alongside a
young girl on a stretcher. He held her disfigured hand with such gentleness
that Lucy had to follow him to learn more.


After all, know thine enemy is a basic tenant of the art
of war, is it not?


Mr. Black spoke to a doctor. "I need her closer to me
in these final stages. The other hospital said she might not last more than a
few weeks. You have to buy her some time."


"We can make no guarantees. I've never seen anyone
recover from such severe degeneration."


"Just keep her alive for as long as you can, okay?
She's all I have, and I won't give up my little girl without a fight."


The knowledge that Mr. Black had a daughter startled Lucy.
Of course he had parents—did they know what evil they'd spawned—but a wife and
child? That required empathy, compassion, and some capacity to love, none of
which Mr. Black seemed to possess. Yet this young girl, with her beautiful and
disfigured form, argued otherwise.


As if she didn't have enough conflicting thoughts, now she
had to factor in a human Mr. Black, one who hadn't been spewed out of hell—a
demon in human form.


The doors to the private clinic swung closed, and Mr. Black
and his daughter disappeared.


Lucy left the hospital and immediately ran into Luke and
Gary.


Luke embraced her in a gentle bear hug that avoided her
shoulder and arm, which hung in a sling for protection. At least it was her
left arm. "I'm so glad you're okay. How did you escape the Seeker?"


"He let me go. He wasn't that bad, actually."


Both guys looked at her like goldfish with their mouths
agape.


"Don't look at me like that. You weren't there. I'm
just saying there's a lot we don't know about what's going on."


Gary swatted the air as if to make her words go away.
"I don't care about any of that. We have to get out of here. Now's the
time to try again. We can get out, no problem, as long as the Seeker isn't
around to block our powers. If we move fast, we're free."


"I don't know, guys. I'm still in a lot of pain, and I
can't help but think that we're partly to blame for all this. If we didn't keep
pushing the boundaries, they wouldn't have to get so strict. Maybe things will
get better if we just chill for a while and see what happens. Luke and I won't
be going on assignment, or to any breeding facility, and the Seeker has
promised to come clean with all their plans soon. We just need to give them a
reason to trust us."


Luke frowned. "Did you knock your head when they shot
you? Look around, Luce. No way are they going to lighten up. The lockdown has
only gotten worse. We rebelled because they started all this, not the
other way around. How many more kids do you want to see die before we do
something?"


The loudspeaker buzzed to life before Lucy could respond.
"ATTENTION ALL STUDENTS. THERE IS A MANDATORY ASSEMBLY IN THE HUB CENTER
TO MOURN THE LOSS OF A STUDENT. PLEASE ATTEND IMMEDIATELY. NO ONE IS EXCUSED
WITHOUT VALID MEDICAL REASONS AND A NOTE FROM THE DOCTOR."


The three of them headed toward the Hub.


Luke offered to carry her backpack, but she declined.
"I heard they cremated Kyle and his ashes will be here today. Everyone is
really shaken up."


A crowd formed around the center where a small stage had
been erected. A few teachers were present, including Mr. Lancaster, who gave
Lucy a meaningful look, though she didn't know what meaning it held. Mr. Black
stood on the stage, next to a table holding an urn, and directed students and
guards. He held his gun as if ready to fire at any moment, and Lucy worried
he'd get trigger-happy.


The guards formed tight circles around groups of students,
and kept them pinned to location like insects on a collector's board. When a
boy fell out of line and tried to join another group, a guard pistol-whipped
him and brought him back to formation.


Lucy swallowed a bit of vomit that rose in her throat.


She'd understood the Seeker's intention and ideas, but
nothing had changed—and it wouldn't change unless they did something.


Her black eye still throbbed from the beating Mr. Black had
given her, and her freshly shot shoulder pulsed with a painful reminder of how
students were treated here.


Whatever Mr. Black and the Seeker cared about, it wasn't the
students. Rent-A-Kid may have been well-intentioned at one point, but their
methods got one kid killed and had seriously injured countless others. There
had to be another way, a better way that didn't involve holding them prisoner
and treating them like cattle.


Her brother and Gary were right. They couldn't wait for more
kids to die. They had to escape now, today, and Lucy knew how.


The sphere in her backpack sent a surge of warmth into her
and gave her strength. The pain in her shoulder disappeared, and she discarded
her sling.


Before she could be pulled into formation, she slipped through
the crowd toward Mr. Black. Once close enough, she grabbed a gun from one of
the guards.


And held it to Mr. Black's head.


The entire crowd fell silent in shock.


Chapter 51 – Sam


 


Drake hadn't regained consciousness yet, and I couldn't stop
crying. If I hadn't kicked the gun away... if we had done things his way....


But he would have shot Mary. She may not have been my
favorite person in the world, but I didn't want her dead, or zombified.


The Seeker left us in the same dark room, with only the
flicker of candle light to see by. One door led to a hallway, but I'd heard him
lock it as he'd gone. No windows, no other way out, and no furniture save the
chair and loveseat. I'd spent the first thirty minutes calling for help, but no
one who cared could hear me.


My powers flitted in and out, but even when they worked I
couldn't connect to anyone. The entire school thrummed with the Seeker's energy
and mental signature. Power like that scared the hell out of me. The influence
he had over the men he sent to capture us paled in comparison to what he
controlled here.


I had no idea how we would ever escape.


Drake groaned, and I squeezed his hand. Tears choked my
throat and left wet lines down my cheeks. "Are you okay? Drake, I'm so
sorry. You have to believe me. I need you. Our baby needs you. Please wake
up."


"Sam? Oh, my head. Feels like a Mack truck ran me over,
then backed up and did it a few more times for fun."


I helped him sit up and move to the loveseat. "What did
he do to you?"


"Blew up my head. At least that's what if felt like. I
can't use my mind powers. Can you?"


"No. On and off, but no one around here is open. His
power... Drake, it's unparalleled."


The Seeker's voice startled us both. "Why thank you.
That is the highest compliment coming from one such as yourself."


I hadn't heard him come in. The man was like a phantom. Did
he have powers that we didn't even know about?


"Drake, I am so glad you are awake. It is time the
three of us got to know each other—a family reunion, if you will."


I clenched my teeth. "We are not a family."


The Seeker frowned and feigned injury. "Your words
hurt. My dear Sam, we have more in common than you know."


He sat in his chair and adjusted his white robes. Did he
wear them for dramatic flare? "I have been looking forward to this day
since you each were born. Drake, you came first, obviously. I was only a young
boy then, just starting kindergarten, but my powers had already manifested. Oh,
the things I could already do at such a tender age. My father, he couldn't have
been happier to have a son with such talents, but.... Well, let us just say
there is always room for improvement. So, he began research to create
Sam."


Fear settled in my stomach like a brick. "What do you
mean, create me?"


"Why, Sam, you are the most remarkable of all genetic
experiments. You have our father's DNA, but you were lab-made. They used all
the best bits of science they could find, I must say. They gave you power,
health, longevity, beauty and brains. You are Father's perfect creation."


I could feel all the blood in my body rush to my feet. My
face tingled with shock. "Are you saying that I'm... a test tube baby? And
you're my brother?"


"Oh, that is just the beginning. You see, the woman in
whom I had been implanted, my mother...." He spit the words at her
as if they were poison. "She was in love with someone else. After she had
given birth to me, she went on to get pregnant, without permission, with one of
the doctors who worked in the labs. Drake, you were that baby. She snuck you
out when you were an infant, and you disappeared into foster care. Father
killed her, of course, but he could never find you—not until a few months ago.
Admittedly, that was a clever plan of hers, to lose you in the bureaucracy. Do
you have any idea how impossible it is to track anyone there? A real headache,
I'll tell you."


What? Had I somehow slipped into a Twilight Zone
episode? "You're insane. Truly, one-hundred-percent crazy."


The Seeker smiled and shrugged. "Perhaps, but it does
not change the fact that I am telling you the truth. And do not worry about
your relationship and your baby. There is absolutely no blood relation between
the two of you. We made sure of that before breeding you together. Was that not
a brilliant pairing? It was my idea. Father was quite pleased... until you two
escaped. Now, that was not very sporting, after all we had done for you. But
all's well that ends well. Here we are now, right where we were meant to be.
Sam, you carry the most powerful human being to ever walk this Earth, right
there in your belly. Mary, mother of Jesus, should have been so lucky."


Nightmarish memories that weren't memories flashed through
my mind. Bile rose in my throat, and I ran to a corner to vomit out the limited
contents of my stomach. If I never threw up another day in my life, it would be
too soon.


A cold hand rested on my arm. I looked up, expecting to see
Drake, and looked into eyes so pale they might not have had any pigment at all.
The Seeker stared into me, and I felt him probing at my mind.


"This is a family business, Sam, and you and Drake are
family. Granted, your boyfriend is more like the redheaded stepchild, but
still, he has his uses. Together, there is nothing we could not do. You know
only a tiny portion of what you are capable of. I can teach you, guide you,
give you everything you need to fully utilize your gifts. We can be gods among
men, Sam. We will rule the world."


He grabbed me, and his eyes blazed with a holy fervor. But
something felt off about him, besides the whole being crazy thing. Something
was draining his energy and power. Through his touch I could sense a poison
crawling through him, eating him.


Crimson drops fell onto his robe. Blood.


"Your nose, it's bleeding, and... what's wrong with
your eyes?"


A pink tint lined the corners of his eyes, as though he'd
applied pink eyeliner. He pulled away from me and backed out of the room.
"I must go. Think on what I have said. We shall talk again."


My powers crashed back into me, and I linked with Drake. 'We
have to get out of here, now. I know the Seeker's weakness. He's dying.'


Chapter 52 – Lucy


 


With all eyes on her, Lucy had to act fast. She pulled Mr.
Black to her. "Call off the guards, or I'll blow your head off."


In the last few days, Lucy had become more violent than ever
before in her life. Necessity dictated her actions. Still, after years of
assignments targeting some of the worst creeps imaginable, she'd never had to
fight, disarm, or threaten so many people. What had her world come to?


The sphere in her backpack pulsed, and she felt Mr. Black
reach for the Seeker. "Call him and I pull the trigger. You don't have to
be a human lie detector to know I'm telling the truth, do you?"


"I know you're a scared girl who's trying to play
grown-up, and you've never killed anyone in your life. You're not about to
start now."


Lucy cocked the gun, relishing the power of it in her hand.
Then she aimed and fired.


The bullet sank into the cement just an inch from Mr.
Black's left foot. He bellowed like a lion and jumped away from the sound.


Mr. Black nodded to the guards. "Get away. Do as she
says, you assholes."


Lucy thought about what to say to these kids who'd been
drugged and manipulated for years. "Do you remember what life here used to
be like? The idyllic peace we enjoyed before this invasion?"


Many heads nodded.


"It was all a lie. Even now, there's a drug coursing
through your veins designed to make you, to make all of us, complacent and
docile. They would have you believe we need them to keep us safe, but our lives
mean nothing to them. Like you, my best friend was promised a life of college
and friends, but what she ended up with was a forced pregnancy. When she
escaped, they hired guns to trail her. What does your future hold if you
stay here?


"I didn't know Kyle well, but I had him in many of my
classes. He was a good guy, an innocent, like you. This man blew his head off
from behind." Lucy jammed the gun deeper into his back.


"That's not justice. That's murder."


Her voice carried through the crowd, escalating with each
word. "We have to act now, to stand our ground and say 'No more' to this
tyranny, 'No more' to abuse and murder. We have to break free from the
artificial bonds this school has enslaved us in. Who's with me?"


Silence hung in the air like a dying balloon. Not a single
student stirred from their spots or raised their voice in protest.


A guard in the crowd raised his gun and walked toward Lucy.
"Drop your weapon, or I'll be forced to fire. Don't make this worse than
it already is."


Lucy shook her head, pressing her gun against Mr. Black's
skull.


The guard took aim....


And his gun floated up into the air.


Darren stood behind him, arms extended and rage etched on
his face. "Kyle was my best friend, and you bastards killed him."


He raised his arms, and the guard rose up into the air. Then
with a flick of his hands, Darren slammed the guard into a tree. The man fell
to the ground, limp.


The silence that had paralyzed everyone present broke. All
around, students attacked the guards with their own brands of para-power. One
soldier cried and crumbled to the ground, another turned to ice, and another
became permanently entangled in a tree root.


The guards who could get away shot into the crowd without
regard to where their bullets landed.


Lucy had to get everyone off the school grounds.


She tightened her grip on her prisoner. "Let's go, Mr.
Black. We're going to open up the main gate and celebrate a new kind of
Independence Day today."


Chapter 53 – Sam


 


'How do you know he's dying?' Drake paced in front of
me.


"I felt the death in him when he touched me. We
don't have much time. Can you break the door down?"


'Yes, but what then? I'm pretty sure this whole building
is heavily guarded.'


I slumped into the couch. The recent revelations of my and
Drake's births left my head spinning. The Seeker was my brother? And
Drake's brother? I pictured our family tree and imagined my branch hovering
dangerously close to Drake's.


"This family thing—it's a bit creepy, right? It's
not just me?"


Drake sat next to me and held me in his arms. I rested my
head on his shoulder and for a moment allowed myself to get lost in his warmth
and comfort.


'No, not just you. This is definitely off the charts.
But, good news, we aren't actually related. So, there's that.'


"Yeah, I guess. Of course, we are related to
the Seeker. That's bad enough. And— Oh crap! My father is the evil mastermind
behind this whole organization. Isn't that what the Seeker implied? Daddy
Dearest is behind all this? Oh my God, Drake, does this make me
evil?"


'You, my love, could never be evil. It's a choice, not a
birthright. You are who you choose to be.'


Those words sounded good, in theory, but in reality I was a
designer test tube baby, made from God-knew-what bits and pieces. Those parts
could have been custom-made, Grade-A evil, and I'd never know until it was too
late.


"Drake, I don't know how long we have before he
clamps down on our power. I wish I knew what to do to fix all of this."


He sat up and held my eyes with his. 'I have an idea, but
I'm not sure you'll like it.'


"What?"


'Mary. We mind-jack her and use her to escort us out as
though the Seeker had ordered it. We find Luke and Lucy and help them with
their get-out-of-jail-alive plan.'


"You're right. I don't like it."


'Can you think of anything else? Anything we can do to
save your friends, and not die in the process?'


Unfortunately, I couldn't. I thought about what the
professor and Father Patrick had both said about morality. Could mind control
be just a tool, to be used for good or evil? And if Mary was already under the
control of the Seeker, couldn't this actually benefit her in the long run?


"Okay, we can try it, but carefully. We don't know
what damage he's already done to her."


With the mind link already in place, we scanned for Mary. I
knew her signature and found her easily—she was just outside our room.


I expected a wall to block us out, but she had something
else going on inside her mind. Rather than a shield to keep others out, what I
felt was more like an energy source attached to her mind, growing into it.


It meant the difference between a demolition and brain
surgery. It also meant a seriously high risk to her and us.


'We have to at least try, Sam. We have no other way out.'


"I'll see if I can pry the other energy off her mind
without damaging her, but if it looks too dangerous, we're pulling out."


Tendrils of power brushed against mine. Rather than bash my
way in as I normally would, I surrounded each tendril with my own power and
ever so gently brushed it aside.


The whiplash slammed into my mind so hard I nearly tumbled
off the couch. Pain pierced through my eyelids and blurred my vision.


Mary's mind remained unchanged.


"Drake, I can't do this. That thing is attached to
her for good. We could kill her, or ourselves, trying to get it off."


'Let me try, just once. I'll be careful.'


He used the same approach, but instead of picking pieces to
pull away, he created a cocoon around the entire power source before pulling
back.


Blinding white light. Fierce and fiery pain. "Drake,
stop! You're killing her."


'I'm nearly there, and it's our last hope.'


I could feel pain flood his brain, but he ignored it,
unwilling to let go.


"No. You can't. She's innocent. We can't risk
it."


He didn't stop.


I felt her mind splinter into fragments.


Her pain swam through me. Her confusion and fear, her anger
and her hopelessness—it all hit me.


Heat flared in my belly. I felt my baby's power activate and
merge with mine, pushing away my own pain and compounding my power until it
swelled bigger and stronger and brighter than ever. No longer in control or
fully aware, I knew only that I had to save Mary, an innocent, from being
destroyed. Too many had already died to save us.


My power coiled inside me, coalescing into one great ball of
unfathomable force, and I knew I could no longer pull it back, no longer stop
what I had started. It needed a release, a command in which to dissipate, and
so I gave it the only one I had to give. "Drake. Stop, now!"


As though someone had taken scissors and severed the connection
between us, my mind emptied of everyone but myself. A loneliness I could have
never imagined swept through me and settled into my heart, cracking it into
shards of pain. I slumped forward and cried out.


Drake tumbled forward off the loveseat, and his head hit the
floor.


My mind probe revealed no trace of Mary, and when I tried to
connect with Drake, I couldn't.


And not in the power-on-the-fritz way.


Somewhere inside me, somehow, I knew.


I had destroyed his power permanently.


And he would never forgive me.


Ever.


Chapter 54 – Lucy


 


"You'll never get away with this. You have no idea what
kind of power you're messing with." Mr. Black's voice grated on Lucy's
last nerve.


She jabbed him in the ribs with her fist. "Shut
up."


Students marched toward the front gate, following her and
Mr. Black.


Like an avenging army of gods, they destroyed everything in
their path. Gary pulled a metal and glass building apart, and threw it into a
crowd of guards who'd aimed their guns into the crowd.


Luke followed behind Lucy as close as he could, worry and
fear lining his face. She could feel the field of power her brother formed
around her for protection.


Another group of guards surrounded the students and fired.
Luke raised his hands and conjured a giant force field against the bullets.


A warm glow of power pulsed from the sphere in Lucy's
backpack. Though no one else appeared to notice, the students around her lost
the weariness and fear that had plagued them since their earlier attempt to
break free. They stood taller and stronger, their energies renewed.


Gary stood next to Luke, who dropped his shield for a split
second, and sent the bullets flying back toward the guns that fired them. The
group of guards fell, killed by their own bullets.


A guard that had managed to slip inside Luke's field charged
Lucy. Gary used his power to fling the soldier's gun to the side, but his aim
was off and it crashed into a propane tank and exploded in a shower of fiery
light. The guard flew back from the impact and landed, unconscious, to the
ground.


Lucy shook uncontrollably even as she tried to press the gun
to Mr. Black's head. Everywhere around her the world erupted in chaos and
death. Righteous revolutions were supposed to be victorious and moral, not
bloody and horrifying.


The kid with ice power, Larry, ran to the flames from the
explosion. He held his hands to the fire, but nothing happened.


What little confidence the rebel students had diminished
with their powers. No one had any, and so went their tactical advantage.


A cold emptiness filled Lucy where once the sphere had
warmed her. It no longer pulsed. Like all the powers around her, the sphere was
blocked.


Mr. Lancaster and a few other teachers intervened to defend
the students as the guards rushed in to beat them. Like true cowards, they only
bullied and abused the defenseless and weak, preying on those who couldn't
fight back.


Some students panicked and ran away from the gates. Others
wrestled with the guards, or threw rocks in misguided attempts to defend themselves.
Before Lucy could react or respond, a young girl, no more than thirteen, fell
to the ground in a lifeless heap. Carey. She had the power to make things grow,
and now she lay dead with blood pooling around her.


And more followed. For every student who stood fighting,
another lay dead at their feet.


Lucy screamed as bullets that had been held by Luke's force
field now shot through the air and hit their targets. "Luke! Get out of
the way!"


She pulled her gun away from Mr. Black long enough to take aim
at a guard firing at them. Her bullet found its target, eliminating one threat
but leaving so many others. She pressed the gun back into Mr. Black before he
tried to get away, and repressed the fact that she had just killed a man. She
didn't have time to let the horror of it all hit her.


Mr. Black sneered. "Still think you're going to escape,
bitch?"


Lucy may have underestimated the Seeker's powers, but she
refused to give up.


She forced Mr. Black to walk the last few feet to the gate.
Guards lay beaten on the ground or had already fled their post.


"The party's not over yet, you bastard. We're still
getting out of here, and I still have a loaded gun to your head."


Chapter 55 – Sam


 


The distance between us had never been so vast. Oceans and
countries could settle in the space and we'd still have room to move.


And to cry.


What felt like hours had passed, and the tears kept coming.
Blame the hormones or the whole being captured thing, but none of that mattered
anymore. Every few minutes, with the tenacity of an OCD victim, I tested my
mental link with Drake.


Nothing.


He breathed with a steady rhythm on the floor. I couldn't
move him, and he wouldn't move himself. He didn't sleep, he didn't talk, he
didn't do anything except lie there. No amount of coercion could get him to so
much as look at me.


But I couldn't give up. "Drake, it might not be
permanent. I mean, everyone's powers are spurting on and off. It could be
temporary. Please, just say something."


Finally, he moved into a sitting position. "Don't you
think I can tell the difference? It's like you tore a limb from my body or
removed a vital organ. It's not inactive. It's gone. Completely gone, Sam. It's
not coming back."


His once loving eyes had hardened over with anger. His features
no longer resembled the man I loved.


I kicked the wall in frustration. I was so done with this. The
Seeker will tell me what I want to know—no more nice Sam.


The Seeker's mental signature blared forth like a beacon of
light to ships lost at sea. I used my most commanding internal voice. "We
need to talk."


His mental voice sounded amused. 'We are talking, little
sister.'


"In person."


The silence lingered beyond what was comfortable, but I
waited.


'I shall send someone to escort you.' 


On the last syllable of his thought, the door to our room
opened and revealed a guard. 'Please do not harm him. You will not be able
to reach his mind, but trying would only do to him what was done to poor Mary.'


Guilt sloshed inside my gut like sickness, but I ignored it,
or tried to, until I saw her.


Mary lay crumpled by the door, blood oozing from her nose
and ears.


What had we done? I had destroyed Drake to save her, and
still I had failed.


I stumbled at the sight, and the guard caught my arm and led
me through the building and into the library. This room, too, had only
candlelight for illumination. With so many books lining the walls, I would've
thought they'd avoid the whole fire thing.


My eyes adjusted in increments to the low lighting, until I
could see the Seeker sitting in an overstuffed chair with his feet propped up
on an ottoman. I took the seat across from him, my spine rigid with fear.


His voice had an ethereal quality to it. "You have been
crying. Are you hurt?"


He closed his eyes. A presence, like a ghost or a cold wind,
swept through my mind and was gone before I could block it.


"No, not hurt. Not physically, at any rate. You have
had a falling out with my brother. Let it not worry you, my dear. Time heals
all wounds, even those of the heart."


I held his pale gaze. His face betrayed his illness; I
would've seen it even if I hadn't felt it in him. Sunken cheeks and dark
circles around his eyes—death stalked him.


"I want to know everything. Tell me about our...
father." The word stuck in my throat, but I forced past it. "And
about this organization. Why are you doing this? Why are you hurting so many
kids?"


"Hurting? My dear Sam, we are saving these kids from a
life of testing and scorn, from a society that does not appreciate the genetic
advances of our kind. As I told your friend Lucy—"


"You talked to Lucy? What did you do to her? Is she
okay?"


"I did nothing but speak with her. She is a remarkable
girl with amazing gifts of her own. I can see why she is your best friend. I
explained this all to her, or the parts she needed to know, at least. She is
not family, so I could not tell her everything. But you, my dear, you are
primed to help our father run the next generation of this Organization. We are
the next evolution of humans. That baby you carry is key."


As if on cue, she kicked inside me. My hand hovered over my
belly protectively. "What do you mean, she is the key?"


"Have you not figured it out yet? Genetic mutations
such as ours are natural, but flawed. We are at the forefront of a shifting
genetic pool from which Darwin's fittest will emerge. But we are no longer at
the mercy of unseen gods to propel us forward. We now have the god of science
to speed along the process. We have discovered a way to breed out the
weaknesses of our kind, and breed into them the best of all powers.


"You were our first successful venture, but we knew we
could do better. Combining the genetic material of our father, you, me, Drake,
his mother, and some extra ingredients for fun, we created your child, the
being you call Ana. What a quaint name, by the way. A lovely way of honoring the
woman who helped you escape. Quite a nuisance that was, but it is in the past.
We shall think nothing more of it."


The Seeker's madness had escalated to grandiose ambitions of
taking over humanity, and yet our father stood at the head of this insane
scheme. Was he even madder than the Seeker? What kind of genetic material had
shaped me and my child?


I tried to keep my voice calm, to choke back the tears that
threatened to consume me. "But you hurt kids. You impregnate girls against
their will, and then watch as they die when your experiments go wrong. Now,
kids at school are being whipped and shot in the back of the head. You're
harming the paranormal population more than society would have. You are the beast
you claim to want to protect us from."


He lowered his head. "It is a shame you feel that way.
We are so close to the final piece that would save us all. Your friends
retrieved a valuable weapon in our fight for freedom. Combined with you and
your child, we will be invincible. We cannot allow any rebellion, not when our
rightful place in the world is at our fingertips. We must maintain control. Do
you not see? Our methods, though severe, are all for the greater good."


I softened my voice. "Is this the legacy you want to
leave when you die?"


He looked up and his eyes widened in shock. "How do you
know that? I have not allowed you access to those thoughts."


"It wasn't hard to figure out. The nosebleed, your
frailness... and I can feel the presence of death on you. What are you dying
from?"


His laugh held only bitterness. "I was not so fortunate
as you in the genes. My powers are great, but they have come at a great price.
My brain is eating itself. Even if I stopped using all of my powers, I would
not live long. So I have done what I can to further the cause until I could
pass the reigns to you, my sister."


His unnatural calm returned. "Are you beginning to see?
This is why we risk lives in genetic experimentation. Too many para-powers kill
their hosts. Many of your friends will not survive past their twentieth
birthday. But we have made advances, and with you and your baby's help, we can
save the others and breed new children."


My universe tipped and rebalanced. Everything I knew,
everything I'd experienced now needed an entirely new labeling system. Right
and wrong had ceased to be black and white. It had balled up into so many
shades of gray that I couldn't decipher anything anymore.


Could evil be justified by good intentions? Or was that
truly the road to hell, as the saying went? My hand went to my belly. My
thoughts went to Ana and the professor and Mary and Drake. No, evil is never
justified, no matter the intention.


"I understand what you're telling me, but there has to
be a better way. Having the right motives doesn't justify what you're doing. Do
you have any idea what kind of violation you are perpetrating on these girls
when you impregnate them?" I moved closer to him and held his eyes.
"Help me, brother. Help me set this whole business back on course. We can
give these kids real freedom, not this tyranny you've created. We can create a
new environment for them, one where they won't be beaten and killed and
experimented on against their will."


The only way he could see, the only way he could truly know
what he had done was to show him, to make him feel what I felt. I had to merge
with him the way I had merged with Drake, but to do so I had to become
completely vulnerable.


I hesitated. My sweaty hands clenched and unclenched. As
much as I wanted it to, time did not stand still for this. It moved inexorably
forward, carrying the safety of my friends with it.


Without further thought, I reached for him, opened myself
and allowed him to merge completely with me.


Every memory, ever fear, every tear I'd cried and all my
broken dreams, even every joy—I poured them all into the light of his
consciousness.


The betrayals and the pain, both psychical and emotional,
threatened to engulf me, but still I poured. Still I opened.


My first kiss with Drake, the feeling of love between us
when finally we met in the flesh.


My terror and fear at discovering I was pregnant.


Drake's hands, covered in the blood of the man the Seeker
had sent to hunt us.


My hope and joy when I read my acceptance letter to Sarah
Lawrence.


The loss of realizing I would never have any of that life
that I'd spent years cultivating in my mind.


Ana, dying in my arms—for me.


I fed him the thoughts and fears and memories of others—of
Mary as her mind collapsed, of Luke and Lucy when they lost their mother, of
the countless Rent-A-Kids whose lives he'd taken away.


He fell to the floor and curled up into a ball. His pleas
were neither mental nor verbal, but I understood nonetheless.


'Please, stop. It hurts. So. Much. Pain. Stop.'


"I'm not trying to hurt you out of spite. I need you
to see the real effects of what you and your father have done. I need you to
understand it's not worth it, not the way you are doing it."


Being open at this level created a two-way link. Just as he
had access to my emotional and mental dump, so too could I feel and see his.


Fear of death colored everything. He had always been valued
by his father because of his para-powers, and now those very powers were the
cause of his death.


He feared his father's disapproval, his withdrawal of love
and pride. He craved family and connection, friendships not driven by fear,
greed or compulsion.


In that moment, I saw past the enemy and into the man….


***


A small boy sits alone in a dark, locked closet. He cries
and cries, but no one comes. He knows he must perform. He must find the other
minds like his—minds with special gifts. "The darkness will force you to
focus," his father had said.


Has it been hours? Days? He doesn't know anymore. Filth
and urine stick to his cramped legs. He tries to find them, tries to see where
the others are.


And one appears, like a star in the night. He sees the
other mind. "Father! Father! I did it. I know where one is."


A hand grips him and pulls him out. His eyes can't open
in the light, and his legs don't work, but he tries to tell what he saw.


The hand crashes into his face and sends him across the
floor. His father's voice fills the room. "That's not enough. Find more.
We need more."


And so he does….


The boy is older now, a teenager with a love of his own.
She has red hair and freckles he likes to trace with his fingertip.


Myra. Myra who can calm oceans, who can also calm his
soul.


They sit at the Hub, eating and laughing and talking.
It's her birthday, and they want to sneak off campus to see the real world. The
boy knows he can do this; his father has made sure he is powerful enough to do
anything, even though he pretends to be a normal paranormal kid at the school,
like everyone else. Only Myra knows his true identity.


But the memory is corrupted, and the sky rains down blood
as the boy cries and holds the broken, dead body of his love.


A door stands at his side. The door to memory. The door
to truth.


He can't open it, but he must.


He walks through the door and sees his father, holding
the bloody knife that killed his Myra.


***


The connection broke and both the Seeker and I fell to our
knees.


He whimpered. "No. No, it can't be. Not my father. No,
No!"


We stared at each other, and I knew he remembered. His
father had killed Myra, not some secret organization that hated paranormals.
His father had manipulated him and wiped his memory of the knowledge, so that
he would work for the good of the cause.


I reached out to touch his hand. "I'm sorry. I'm so
sorry."


He wiped the tears on my cheek that I didn't know were
there. "How could I forget? How could I let him do that to my mind?"


I opened my mouth to answer. "It's not—"


A fire alarm rang in the distance. Tendrils of smoke crawled
in under the door of the library.


The Seeker's eye grew wide. "The building is burning
down. We have to leave, now."


My mind tumbled with thoughts of my safety and care for my
child, then landed on the most burning fear of all.


Drake.


"He's locked in a room" I said, "and won't be
able to get out. He's still hurt from what happened to him."


"There's no time. For the sake of your child, you have
to leave."


I had to choose? My life for Drake's?


I couldn't live with either outcome.


Chapter 56 – Lucy


 


Lucy shoved Mr. Black into the guard shack that connected to
the main gate, and forced him to sit down. She explored the small cubicle-like
area. It had been designed for two men on duty, with two chairs, a computer
console, the gate keypad, a speaker, and a garbage can with empty cans of soda
and trash from vending machine junk. She used one hand to hack into the system
while she kept the gun pointed at Mr. Black.


Everything she tried created an error message. Sweat beaded
on her hand holding the gun, but she couldn't stop to wipe it—couldn't give Mr.
Black an edge.


She slammed her fist on the small desk in frustration.
"How do I open the gate?"


Mr. Black shrugged. "You need a password, and I'm not
giving it to you."


She waved the gun in front of his face, then aimed it at his
forehead. "You do realize I still have a gun, right? I mean, I'm more
deadly with this than with my para-power."


His laugh lacked any humor. "You think I care if you
kill me? The only thing that matters is my daughter, and if I help you and your
friends escape, she'll die. So go ahead, pull the trigger."


Without her powers, Lucy had to rely on her instincts once
again. She hated this feeling of uncertainty and emptiness, but she'd seen Mr.
Black with his daughter, and knew that connection was real. The daughter was
the key to getting him to cooperate.


"I'm surprised at you, Mr. Black. You've obviously had
some military training, been around the world a bit. I'd think you would know
when you're being played. These people pride themselves on being genetically
superior to everyone else. Do you really think they'd give you the cure for
your daughter's illness, even if they had it?"


His lips twitched slightly.


"We—my friends and I—are this organization's idea of
the perfect human specimens, and still they've lied to us, imprisoned us and
impregnated many of us. You really think they're going to treat you and your
daughter any better? If they were going to save your daughter, they would've
done so by now."


Her words settled into him, but she could see the fight
behind his eyes. "You think I'm going to listen to you, Bitch. You don't
know what I can do, what they've promised me."


"You're right, I don't. But I know it's all lies. Why
would they help someone they think is inferior? Have they done anything but
barely keep her alive? Have they given you any reason to think you can trust
them?" She stepped back from him, but kept her gun aimed as she leaned
against the desk behind her. "You're an ass, but you're not stupid. Think.
Whose side do you want to be on now?"


Outside, guns fired, people screamed, friends died. Lucy
hovered on the brink of irrational behavior, struggling to keep herself calm
while Mr. Black thought. And thought. And thought.


She shoved the gun against his head again. "My friends
are dying and I'm losing patience. Decide."


Lucy could see as he reluctantly accepted the truth of her
words, a truth he very much did not want to believe. Letting go of the lie
meant letting go of the last hope his daughter had to live. A small twinge of
empathy floated through her, but it changed nothing. Too many were already paying
for his indecisiveness.


"If I let you out, are you going to shoot me?"


"No, Mr. Black. I'm not you. If you open these gates,
I'll help you get your daughter out of here."


"Sure, like I would trust you. I know you want to
punish me for the things you think I've done. Why would you help me?"


"First, I'm not going to let your daughter suffer alone
in there. She needs you and she's a true innocent in all of this. Second, I'm
not a monster."


"Fine. The password is 4321978."


Lucy raised her hand and began typing in the numbers, but
something in the shift of his eyes and the shuffle of his stance stopped her.
"You're lying."


His eyes widened. "You have your powers back? But
how—"


"No, I don't. But as someone once told me, humans can
tell right from wrong, even without powers. I assume a false code will trip
some kind of security shut-down? Nice try, but you need to give me the correct
code, or things are going to get ugly here. I'm not going to let all of these
students die for you."


Mr. Black nodded and typed in the correct code. "I
underestimated you."


Lucy laughed as the gates rolled open.


Chapter 57 – Sam


 


Time ticked by in my head with each heartbeat. Save myself
or save Drake?


That would have been easy to answer. The real question was
much harder. Save Drake or save our child?


I jumped for the door. "I can't leave him to die. We
have to go find him." My mind could only hold one thought: Drake is in
trouble.


I should have made room for a few more thoughts—like
doorknobs hot enough to brand a human's skin.


A scream tore out of my throat, and I pulled back my
blistered hand. The Seeker tsk-tsked and tore a piece of cloth from his white
robe, but his hands fumbled and shook. He tried again, though the pained
expression on his face showed that the effort cost him. "Here, use this as
a bandage."


"How are we going to get out?" Panic gripped my
heart. I reached out to find Drake, but he existed as a black hole in the
universe—invisible to me and my powers. Instead, I hunted for Lucy's mental signature.


'Fire! Must run. Sam... Sam? Help us. Our powers don't
work. The guards will kill us.'


"You have to release your hold on my friends. They'll
be killed by your guards if you don't. Do you really want to sacrifice our kind
on the altar of... what? Your father's vision? The man who abused you, killed
the only woman you loved, and then wiped your mind clean? We don't have time
for you to digest all of these new memories. Now's the time to choose, Seeker.
Whose side are you on?"


A single tear fell down his perfect, pale cheek. "You
do not understand. I am dying."


"I know."


"And this hold, it is a double edged sword. The use of
my powers is killing me, but the exchange of power, of energy, is also keeping
me alive. If I let go completely, I will die much sooner. My power will drain
from me. I will be gone."


I wiped the tear from his face and linked with his mind. "I'm
so sorry, for everything you've been through. Sorry you had to endure such
brutalities from the man who should have protected you. Sorry your powers have
been abused. Sorry we couldn't be the happy family you wanted. And sorry you
are dying. But many more are dying out there. My friends. My family. I need
your help."


 Blood dripped from his nose and ears, just like Mary. His
eyes squinted in pain, and he fell to his knees in front of me.


"I have released them all. Guards, students...
everyone. My mind has not been my own in so long. I had grown accustomed to the
myriad of thoughts, emotions and voices that created a symphony inside of me.
Now I am so alone. So empty. A void comes for me, to devour me. Even now, I
feel my power flowing out and dissipating into nothing."


He looked up with eyes that reminded me of a hurt puppy.
"What do I do now, Sam? Who am I if not the Seeker? Who will I be when I
am no longer here? The darkness. I have walked in the dark for so long, but
always it was filled with the bright stars of others like us. Now,
nothing."


He chose this moment to have an existential crisis? I
grabbed his hand with my good one and pulled him to his feet. "You're not
dead yet. We'll worry about that later. First, we need to get Drake and get out
of here. Is there an emergency exit to the library? Or a fire extinguisher? A
huge room full of paper must have at least an extinguisher."


I let the Seeker's hand go and ran from wall to wall, and
found what I needed by the checkout desk. In the movies, they always bashed out
the glass window of a fire extinguisher case with their elbow. That didn't
sound fun to me, or my elbow. I looked around and grabbed the biggest, heaviest
book I could find. I shielded my eyes while I smashed the glass and freed the
fire extinguisher from its case.


Our emergency medical training course had covered the use of
these, but my hand throbbed so much I couldn't get a grip on it. "Hey, you
know how to use one of these things? I can't manage it one handed."


The Seeker took it and moments later a stream of white suds
coated the door. He used his robe as a glove and turned the handle, then
sprayed more suds into the hall. "Follow me."


He turned left. We needed to be going right, toward the room
Drake and I had been held. "You're going the wrong way. Drake!"


"He will get out on his own. We will get caught up in
the fire if we go that way."


He tried to pull me toward him, but I broke free. "I'm
not leaving him."


I turned and ran down the hall.


The Seeker sighed and followed behind me. "You are a
very stubborn girl, but, very well. We will try to get to Drake."


Guards ran past us, toward the exit. They glanced at us but
didn't stop.


We turned a corner, almost to Drake's room, and faced a
hallway full of flames. The heat hit my face in a gust of smoke and fire. The
Seeker sprayed enough white foam to clear a path for us to run through. Well, I
ran. He stumbled and nearly pulled me to the floor. I grabbed him and helped
him through. My jacket caught fire, and I pulled it off and threw it to the
floor before it burnt through my clothes and skin.


Tears sizzled down my face. The door to Drake's room slumped
to the side, the hinges almost completely torn off.


My voice cracked from smoke inhalation. "Drake!"


The room was empty save for the candles that still burned in
the haze. "He's not here. We need to find him."


"He is probably already outside. Let us go."


This time I let him lead me away. If only I could have
connected telepathically to Drake. I hated the emptiness I felt without his
presence. For months, we'd been joined in the most intimate of ways, and now he
was gone, leaving not only a void in my mind but a hole in my chest.


Flames chased us from both sides of the hall as we searched
for an escape route. The extinguisher sputtered out its last white stream.


We rushed to the nearest office and closed the door. The
room boiled with the rage of the fire, and filled with smoke so thick we both
gagged.


I took a chair and threw it at the window, and glass
shattered outward. We were on the second floor, but we could climb down the
fire escape.


The room cooked and simmered, full of energy about to erupt.
The Seeker's white robe had turned gray with ash, and his pristine skin looked
sallow. The walls crackled as the heat blistered paint.


"Come on, we need to climb through the window." I
reached for the Seeker just as the ceiling above me crashed down.


The weight of his body, slight though it was, propelled me
out of harm's way. I stood and brushed myself off. "Wow, that was close.
Thanks for—"


Only a fraction of life remained in his eyes. A beam from
the ceiling pinned him to the ground, and a metal disk impaled his abdomen.


I reached for his hand. Tears streamed down my face.


"Sam, you must get out. I was dead before we met. Do
not mourn me. Save your friends. Save your baby." He coughed and blood wet
his lips. "I... I am sorry for what I have done to you, for what our
father has done to you. He has plans, Sam, big plans, and dangerous weapons.
You must stop him before it is too late."


His hand went limp in mine. His eyelids flickered closed.


"No. Please, I can't lose anyone else. Stay alive and
help us. We'll find a cure for you. Just don't die. What are his plans? What is
our father going to do? I need your help."


"Too late. One last gift for you. Come... closer."


I leaned into him. He pressed his lips against my brow and a
powerful jolt electrified my mind and body. Blackness swirled around me and the
world faded out for a moment.


His voice brought me back. "Sam, you now have what you
need, and my powers have not all been lost. It is time... for me... to go. Did
I make it right? My whole life I tried to do what was right, but right became
so wrong. Was this the right thing, Sam?"


Sobs shook my chest. How could life flip on its axis so
dramatically that I would mourn the man I considered my most deadly enemy just
a day ago?


I knew so little of life and love and truth.


"Yes, you did it right."


His lips turned upward. "Good... bye... Sister. I am
glad... I did not die... alone."


Chapter 58 – Lucy


 


Mr. Black squinted at her. Lucy could tell he expected her
to run through the gates and never look back. Instead, she lowered her weapon
and dragged him toward the hospital.


Fire had spread throughout campus, carried on the winds and
trees. Every few minutes, an explosion ripped through the air.


Three guards approached. "Sir, step aside, and we'll
eliminate the girl."


"That won't be necessary, men. I have control, and
she's my prisoner now." Lucy felt his finger poke into her back as a mock
gun. "You go on ahead and I'll catch up to you later."


Another explosion shook the ground, and the guards ran toward
it.


The clinic had also caught fire. Patients were evacuated
through the front, some in wheelchairs and others on beds. Medical personnel
bustled about, trying to keep the patients calm.


Mr. Black approached the nurse Lucy had seen him speaking to
when they'd admitted his daughter. "Where is she? Where is Sarah?"


The nurse clutched at her clipboard. She didn't seem to
notice her soot-covered clothes and disheveled hair, only the needs of the
patients. "Please, calm down. We're trying to get all the patients
out."


Mr. Black brushed her aside and lunged for the front door.
Lucy followed him in.


"Sir, you're not allowed in— That's off limits.
Sir!" They both ignored the shrill voice of the nurse.


Patients clogged the passageways as they made their way
through the halls.


They found her in a bed outside her room, where she'd been
abandoned in the hallway. Poor girl. Lucy couldn't imagine how anyone
could leave a terrified child alone like that in the middle of a fire.


Mr. Black lifted his daughter out of bed. Her eyes fluttered
open, and her face lit up in the biggest smile Lucy had ever seen.


Sarah threw her arms around Mr. Black's neck. "Daddy,
you came for me! I told them you would, and you did."


"I will always come for you, Sweetheart, but right now
we have to get out of here."


Lucy grabbed a blanket and covered the slender child.


Mr. Black nodded in thanks.


They turned to leave the way they had come, but found the
hallway blocked by a hungry inferno of flames.


Lucy thought back to her sneaking around when Sam had been
kept here against her will.


"Follow me, I think I know another way out." She
led them down one hallway and found a door to the outside.


The three of them crashed through it just as the building
collapsed around them. They ran for the campus gate Mr. Black had opened
earlier.


Lucy tried to ignore the bodies littering the walkways. She
couldn't help them all—not now, not this way. But one body stopped her abruptly
and she let out a choked cry.


Mr. Black shifted the weight of his daughter in his arms.
"What the hell? We've got to go, now!"


"It's Higgins." She ran to him and dropped to her
knees to check his pulse. Still alive, but barely. "Headmaster Higgins,
are you okay? Can you hear me?"


His eyes flickered open. "Ah, Lucy, you must leave. All
of you must leave. Terrible things are happening."


"Yes, I know. Here, I'll help you. Come with us."
She went to lift him but he moaned and pushed her away.


"It's too late for me. I tried to help, tried to do
what I could. I'm sorry. I failed you all." He grabbed her hand and pushed
something into it. "Get what you need and leave. End this."


His breathing slowed. Then stopped.


"Mr. Higgins! No!" Her cries ricocheted around her
and inside her.


Mr. Black kicked the back of her feet. "He's dead,
we're not. But we will be if you don't move your ass."


She looked in her hands, a key ring and a note with
passcodes written on it. She shoved them into her pocket next to her sphere,
and ran with Mr. Black toward the gate.


Staff and students all struggled to get through and out of
harm's way. Mr. Lancaster seemed to be in charge, organizing the students and
teachers, getting them out safely, or as safe as he could.


When they arrived, Luke was there waiting for her.
"Sis, what the hell? I've been worried sick. And why the hell is he not
dead?" He pointed to Mr. Black.


"Long story. Let's get out of here."


Before they could escape, a dozen guards surrounded their
small group.


One guard held up a megaphone. "Everybody freeze."


Lucy looked to Mr. Black, still carrying his child. He
stepped forward. "Stand down, men. I have this under control."


"With all due respect, sir, we no longer take orders
from you. You have been compromised."


Sam, where are you. We need you. We're in trouble.


Without further warning, the guards raised their guns to
start firing into the crowd.


A surge of power pulsed through Lucy. Her sphere came alive,
which meant.... "Luke, put up your field. Our powers are back."


He held up his hands and the air condensed around them. The
bullets had stopped mid-air, just inches from their targets.


Lucy expelled her breath, and she and her brother led
everyone toward the gate.


Lucy's mind opened to another presence. Sam.


"Lucy, I'm here. I'm coming."


Chapter 59 – Mr. Black


 


His daughter's form lightened, as if part of her were already
leaving him. He refused to let her go so easily. "Someone, help! I need an
ambulance. My daughter is dying."


He hated to use that word, that horrible, awful word that
meant this world would lose its brightest star.


Two medics from the local hospital arrived to help him.
"Please, bring her to our ambulance. We'll get her to the hospital."


At the ambulance, an EMT said, "Sir, your daughter's
pulse is weak. We need to move her now. She might not even make the trip to the
hospital."


Lucy touched his arm. "I hope your daughter gets
better. You did the right thing, helping the students get out. I hope you know
it."


He'd already forgotten about Lucy. He couldn't believe she'd
actually followed him into a burning building to save his daughter. For a
moment, guilt surfaced over how he'd treated her, but then his daughter
coughed, and the moment passed. Nothing mattered but Sarah, and anything, or
anyone, who interfered with his ability to care for her would suffer.


"If my daughter dies, someone will pay."


He stepped into the ambulance after his daughter. The EMT
reached to close the door, but Mr. Black put his hand out to stop it.
"Lucy."


She turned and looked up at him.


"The other kids, they're in a facility in Utah."
He pulled out a piece of paper from his pocket. "Here's the address. Don't
let these guys get too powerful. It won't be good for anyone. And... thank you
for helping Sarah."


He pulled the door closed and sat next to his daughter.


Her labored breaths came at fewer intervals, despite the
oxygen attached to her.


Yes, if she dies, someone will pay.


Chapter 60 – Sam


 


In the last moment of his life, a bright glow rose from his
chest and out through the window. Was it his soul? A final burst of energy from
his powers? I didn't know, but whatever he'd been, the Seeker died to protect
someone else.


It was a noble deed, and that's how I'd remember him.


The climb down the fire escape tore at my burned hands until
the pain threatened to overwhelm me. The view from the window showed me a
school fallen into chaos. My dorm would be completely engulfed in flames soon.
Bodies of students and guards littered the once peaceful walking paths, and
para-powers sparked everywhere in conflict.


A group of students moved toward the front gates, which had
miraculously remained untouched by the fire, but not for long. I needed to get
down there and find Lucy and Luke... and Drake.


Just thinking his name carved another hole in my mangled
gut.


The ground rose to meet me faster than expected, as I slid
down the last ladder of the fire escape. I stumbled onto my knees, tearing my
pants and leaving small marks of blood on the cement. I hobbled along through
more than just a trace of blood smeared across the campus walkways.


I joined a swarm of students heading for the front gates.
"Drake! Drake!"


Bodies pushed me forward, and I couldn't tell one person
from another. No one looked familiar, and yet everyone looked the same.
"Luke? Lucy?"


"Luce, where are you? I'm stuck and can't see
anyone?"


'Sam, oh my God, we've been worried sick about you. Get
to the gates. We're about to get out.'


I imagined a single file line as we all walked off campus
and into the world. Leave it to Lucy to plan something far more dramatic.


The entire perimeter of the fence pulled itself out of the
ground and flew into the forest. In another display of power, the brick wall
beyond the metal fence crumbled to dust.


Teens of all ages screamed and cheered and ran from the
school that had become worse than a prison.


But where were they going? Brad should've been here by now
with backup. I needed to get to Lucy and Luke and help organize the students.


I locked on to Lucy's mental signature and pushed through
the crowd, following her link.


We reunited just outside the old fence line. All around us
fires burned, things exploded, and people laughed and cried.


I wrapped my arms around my best friend and added my tears
to the mourning. "You're safe. I'm so glad you're safe."


"You too, Chica. Where's Drake? We've got to get out of
here."


My sobs came harder.


"What did I say? What's wrong?"


"I lost Drake. I can't find him."


"What do you mean, you lost him? He's not a puppy.
Can't you use your link?"


I gave her the Reader's Digest condensed version of
what happened.


"Oh my God, I'm so sorry, Sam."


Luke came up and wrapped his arms around both of us.
"We'll find him, but first we need a what-do-we-do-next plan. We have
that, right?"


"Yes. Let me see what I can find."


With my two best friends both hugging me, I reached out my
mind and scanned our area. Something had shifted in me since the Seeker had
kissed my forehead. Some space I hadn't known existed now opened up, but I
didn't know what it meant, and I didn't have time to explore it.


A mass of consciousness lumbered toward us, and one familiar
signature. Brad had brought the cavalry.


"We're going to be okay. Brad's coming with help. I
need to try and connect to all the students and create some order."


Normally I would have needed Drake for this kind of power,
but I didn't have him anymore, at least not in that way. Maybe not in any way.


I sat down to steady myself, and let Luke and Lucy guard me
as I reached out to every mind around me. Not all were students and teachers.
Many of the guards survived. I could feel their confusion and fear, like
zookeepers whose animals had escaped—that's how most of them saw us.


The students were scattered everywhere, but most realized an
escape from a secret facility in the middle of the forest needed more thought
than just running. It didn't take as much power as I'd imagined to connect with
everyone.  I offered a gentle push for them all to listen and respond.


"I am Sam. I escaped once and have come back to
help. Friends are coming with vehicles and supplies, but I need you all to come
to me and stay calm and orderly while we sort it all out. Guards, look around.
Your leader is dead. You've lost, and more of you will die if you don't walk
away."


The fighting stopped, and they came. Not as zombies, but as
free members of society, though society didn't even know they existed.


As if on cue, icy rain broke from the heavens. It poured
down so hard, it subdued the fires and eventually put them out.


When Brad and his people arrived, Luke, Lucy and I had
organized everyone into groups with team leaders and jobs. Some groups were
assigned to clear buildings and retrieve the bodies of the dead and wounded.
Other groups were responsible for gathering research material and secret
information, using the codes and keys Higgins had given Lucy to access the
safes.


So much loss of life. And who could say for sure where the
lines of good and evil lay? No single person was all one or the other. So how
did we decide which actions to place on the scale of good and evil?


I chose to look at how they'd spent their last moments of
life.


***


The familiarity of Brad's embrace sent me into another round
of tears. No one had seen Drake, and his body hadn't been found.


"We'll find him." Brad took off his jacket and
draped it over my shivering shoulders. "In the meantime, there's someone I
think you should meet."


An elderly priest in cleric robes got out of the car and
came to me. "You must be Sam."


He held out his hand, but I reached over it to hug him
instead. "Father Patrick, it's so good to finally meet you, but you
shouldn't have come here. It's still very dangerous."


The father's smile was infectious, even in the midst of such
bitter sadness. "Do not worry for me. The Lord is my keeper and He alone
decides the time and place of our reunion, does he not? But I'm not here to
give a sermon. We've brought buses for the kids, and I have a safe haven for
them lined up until we sort all of this out."


I marveled at all he and Brad had done, but a man and woman
dressed in suits walked up to us before I could thank the priest.


The man held out his hand to me, and I shook it. "I'm
Agent Morrison, and this is Agent Simmons."


I raised my eyebrow at Brad. He'd involved law enforcement?
I couldn't decide if this was really great news, or really dreadful news.


"Sam, these are the people who sent the mysterious
email. They work for a secret arm of an intergovernmental agency created, in
part, to stop Rent-A-Kid from becoming too powerful: IPI, International
Paranormal Investigations. They helped us put together the resources we needed
to get your guys out, and they want our help in taking down the entire organization
from the top."


Agent Morrison's mind opened up instantly to my mental
touch. 'I know you can read my mind, Sam, so you'll know I'm telling the
truth. We're here to help. We can discuss all the details later. In the
meantime, we're taking your friends and fellow students to a property owned by
the Church and run by Father Patrick. We assumed that would be a more
comfortable solution for all of you while we get to know each other?'


I nodded and called to Lucy. I could read minds, sure, but
sometimes a lie detector is better to have around. For me to tell if someone
was lying, I had to dig. She knew instantly.


She walked over with Luke in tow. "Can you read these
guys for me?"


We had both agents make several statements of intent about
what they planned for us and whether they intended to hurt us—intentionally or
otherwise.


"They're on the up and up. We've got some seriously
injured kids here. Did you guys happen to bring any medical personnel with
you?"


Agent Simmons got on her walkie-talkie, and within a minute
or two several ambulances drove up with E.M.T.s ready to get to work. I'd never
seen so many vehicles around our school.


One medic noticed my hand and pulled me away from the group.


Lucy stayed beside me as the woman had me sit on the back of
her ambulance, where she unwrapped my makeshift bandage. "This is a pretty
bad burn. How'd it happen?"


I told her, leaving out all the painful details.


Lucy arched her eyebrow.


"I'll tell you later, Luce. Just know, the Seeker is
dead."


Her eyes filled with tears, which I did not expect. "I
believe you. We have so much to talk about."


"How far along are you?" The medic palpated my
stomach and held a stethoscope to it.


"Um... I guess I'm... four months along. I'm not
sure."


"You look big for only four months. Are you sure?"


Lucy glared at her and the woman shrugged. "You'll need
to have a full psychical as soon as possible. And regular prenatal
appointments, if you want a healthy baby."


Somehow prenatal appointments hadn't been high on my list of
things to do with people trying to kill or imprison me, but I promised I would
follow up.


She smeared ointment on my hand and wrapped it in clean
gauze. "This is a third-degree burn. You need to get it checked out
immediately."


I promised, and headed back onto the school campus.


Lucy grabbed my arm. "Where you going, Chica? We need
to get out of here."


"I have to find Drake. He's not with any of the
students, so he must be on the campus. He could be trapped or hurt. I have to
get to him."


"Okay, but let me at least get Luke to help."


I waited while she found her brother.


The three of us searched every room, every hallway, every
soggy, burned-out area. No Drake.


My feet and hand and... just about every part of me hurt so
much, but I couldn't stop. Waterlogged, frozen to the bone despite Brad's
jacket, and nearly delirious from exhaustion and pain, I kept looking.


Luke pulled me into another hug. "Sam, we've got to go.
He's not here. Not anymore."


Some of the buildings had been burned so badly. There might
be remains....


Brad's new government friends promised to launch a full
investigation and sort out the bodies, but they made it clear anyone not alive
and accounted for had likely perished in the fires.


I would never accept that story.


Drake was not dead, and I would find him.


He had to know. He had to understand.


The Seeker gave me one last gift before he died, and while I
didn't know what it all meant, I knew one thing clearly.


I could restore Drake's powers.


Chapter 61 – Sam


 


Winter winds howled in the distance as we crowded into the
abandoned cathedral. Father Patrick had found this sacred place for us to honor
our friends who had fallen—a place off the grid, for those who still had
nightmares of being captured and imprisoned.


IPI had needed the remains for autopsies. No bodies meant no
burials, so we decided to have a mass memorial service instead.


Each day my baby grew bigger, and my black dress now
stretched to the point of almost tearing. I rested my hand on her as she
wiggled around inside me.


Drake's body had not been found, alive or... the other.
Everyone assumed the fire consumed him, but I could feel in my heart, if not my
mind, that he still lived, somewhere. He just chose not to come home to me, to
us—which was almost worse.


I understood his reasons, to a degree, but couldn't forgive
him for abandoning me while pregnant with our child, nor could I forgive myself
for what I'd done to him.


Brad, Luke and Lucy slid into my aisle and flanked me in a
show of friendship and support. Greg and Gary also joined us in our row. I'd
gotten to know them a bit, since our escape, and was impressed by how much they
had done for the cause. They gripped each other's hand tightly in shared grief.
I envied them that connection, that intimacy.


Everything had changed, even my friends. I suppose I had
too. Our carefree days had ended the moment Rent-A-Kid kidnapped Drake and
impregnated me.


Father Patrick stood at the podium to begin the service.
"Each of you has lost someone you loved or cared for. The loss of a human
life is never an easy burden to bear, and the loss of so many young lives is
nearly impossible to comprehend. We all come from different spiritual practices
and beliefs, but today we are unified in our grief, and in our celebration of
the lives of our friends and loved ones."


Organ music played in the background as the priest talked
about sacrifice, justice, and right and wrong. My mind wandered to the night we
all escaped and the Seeker died. I racked my brain for any sign I could have
done something differently, something that wouldn't have resulted in Drake
leaving.


Many photographs lined the front of the church: kids I'd
grown up with, teachers who'd shaped my education in small and large ways,
Higgins, with his no-nonsense approach to everything, Mary, with her toothy
grin—her death lay especially heavy on my soul.


But others weighed even heavier.


Though Mr. K hadn’t died in the breakout, his picture had
been included. He’d been a part of this from the start, he’d tried to protect
me and save me.


And Gar, my fierce protector. He’d been more than he seemed,
but weren’t we all? No one could find a picture of him, so I’d drawn one from
memory. I’d tried to capture the one and only smile I’d ever seen on him.


They'd insisted Drake's picture be put up with the others.


I refused to look at it, refused to believe he was dead.


But one picture, one loss, I carried in my heart alone, to
grieve in private. Only Lucy came close to understanding my sadness at the
Seeker's death.


The service ended, and Lucy held my unburned hand as we left
the building. A familiar profile caught my eye. I turned, but he was gone
before I could be sure.


Still, in my heart I knew.


Drake had been here.


He was alive, and I would find him.


Chapter 62 – Drake


 


Drake slipped out of the church before anyone could spot him,
Father Patrick's rosary clutched in his hand as though it could somehow save
him. Seeing Sam nearly tore his chest apart. He wanted to touch her so badly,
to talk to her and hold her and tell her everything would be okay, but he
couldn't.


How could he go to her a broken man, with nothing to offer
her or their child? Until he could mend himself and his shattered mind, he had
nothing to give them. They were better off without him.


He knew he spun these lies to protect himself from his
cowardice, but he didn't care. His mind held a tentative grasp on reality these
days—the destruction of his power had robbed him of some of his mental
faculties as well.


He couldn't let Sam or her friends see him like this.


***


Drake drove until the tremors took over his body once more.
He stopped at a gas station and locked himself in the bathroom. Whatever
sickness or poison had laid claim to his body, his body pushed it out through
both ends, leaving him weak as a kitten and unable to move.


Each day, his symptoms became more extreme.


Fear and anger battled in him like two demons fighting for
control of his body. He leaned his head against the cool bathroom tiles and
tried to fill his mind with something—anything—other than Sam.


He had to get his powers back, one way or another.


---END OF BOOK TWO---
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Chapter 63 – Lucy


 


Twilight descended on the world outside their airplane,
casting long grey shadows into the sky. The moon hung heavy in the night, a
large glowing orb that looked as if it had been dipped in powdered sugar. Lucy
tried to focus on Agent Morrison's briefing, but the pulse of the sphere in her
backpack seemed stronger with the full moon present. The power seduced her into
quiet reflections.


Luke jabbed her in the ribs with his elbow.


"Ow, that hurt." She rubbed the sore spot and shot
mental daggers at her twin brother.


"Sorry, Sis, but pay attention. What's the matter with
you?" His blue eyes studied her, and she knew it was a loaded question.


She hadn't told him about the sphere she'd discovered in
Russia, before they'd escaped the Rent-A-Kid center. It just hadn't come up.
Normally, they told each other everything, so this omission weighed heavy on
her.


His eyes bore into hers, and she turned away, flicking her
long brown ponytail at him. "Sorry, just got distracted by the moon."


Morrison scowled. "You two ready to focus? We have a
lot to cover here."


This mission was important. The older kids had escaped
Rent-A-Kid's evil clutches, but the babies and young kids remained prisoners,
and Luke and Lucy had teamed up with International Paranormal Investigators,
IPI, to rescue them. It had taken some strong-arming, but Lucy had obtained the
address from a reluctant Mr. Black before she and Luke had escaped. After he'd
beaten her near to death, Lucy harbored no warm fuzzies for the man, but at
least he'd come through in the end. Also, Lucy and Luke knew more about
Rent-A-Kid than any of these agents.


The fact that they were martial arts experts, that she was a
computer hacker and human lie detector with some cool shadow powers, and Luke
could walk through anything, and now, could change the molecular structure of
something—like when he'd saved everyone from a cascade of bullets by thickening
the air—made them uniquely qualified.


About to set out on their most important assignment yet, it
wasn't the money that drove them and their co-workers this time, it was the
mission.


Morrison cleared his throat and flexed his biceps as he
adjusted himself in his seat. He'd looked distinctly government when they'd
first met after the break out, with his black suit, black tie and black
briefcase. Seriously, did he take his wardrobe style from the movies?
Now he looked military, in camouflage and combat boots.


"As I was saying, the compound is heavily guarded and
we have to be careful. They could use the kids as hostages if we blow our cover
too soon." He handed them photos of the perimeter that showed walls,
fences, guards and cameras everywhere. "Also, count on some snipers that
you can't see. We'll drop the two of you into the water, where you'll swim past
the fence. If you don't see an opening, use the underwater torch in your packs
to cut through. Then, when it's fully dark outside, sneak into the compound and
disable guards as needed. Lucy, once you're in, hack their system and take over
any surveillance."


Luke flipped through the pictures. "What will I be
doing?"


Agent Morrison pointed to a building in the center of the
compound. "That's the generator. If Lucy, for some reason, can't get in,
you'll need to shut it down manually. But only as a last resort, got it?"


Luke nodded.


"Once you've done that, you need to plant sleeping gas
in the ventilation system. This will knock out everyone inside and, hopefully,
give us a chance to rescue the children while also keeping them safe. Luke,
you'll open the gate and our backup team will arrive to extricate the children
and take the staff and guards into custody."


It sounded simple enough, but Lucy's field experience had
taught her that plans often went awry in the trenches. "I thought sleeping
gas is dangerous, and hasn't been used since that 2002 Moscow theater hostage
crisis."


Morrison looked up from his file, surprised.


Lucy didn't know if she should be flattered or insulted.
"We have been doing this awhile, Agent Morrison. Rent-A-Kid may be
a lot of things, but they aren't stupid. We're well trained and well
educated."


He put the files back into his backpack and zipped it up.
"I can see that. And you're right, that form of sleeping gas hasn't been
used in a long time, but our organization created a substitute a few years ago.
It's completely safe and top secret. The gas will be visible, and most will
think it's smoke from a fire. We need to shut down the fire alarm before it
goes off and they start to evacuate."


What other top secret weapons and gadgets does IPI have?
Lucy's thoughts were cut short when Morrison handed her and Luke black
backpacks.


"These are waterproof. Inside you'll find the sleeping
gas grenades, computers, a change of clothes and supplies, and a tank-less
breathing system that will attach to your vests and allow you to breathe the
oxygen directly from the water."


"From the water?" Luke appeared puzzled.


Morrison looked at her brother as if he were a student not
paying attention in class. "Yes, from the water. You know... two parts
hydrogen, one part oxygen."


It was Lucy's turn to be impressed. She examined the device
and then attached it to her wet suit. They'd provided her with a
top-of-the-line laptop for hacking, but she pulled it out and set it aside.
"I need to use my own computer. I can't risk working on a new system while
in the middle of an assignment."


"That goes against regulation. We know the quality of
our own tools. I'm not comfortable sending you into a hostile situation with an
unknown."


Lucy rolled her eyes and pulled out her own computer from
her backpack. The sphere pulsed softly and she palmed it and dropped it into
her new pack before showing the agent her computer. "This is
top-of-the-line. Even you don't have a better model with more power. It's
fully customized and programmed for me, specifically. I'm not going in
without it. And for the record, I'm not under your regulation. I'm not your
agent. You and your agency are working with us. Let's keep that clear."


Luke snickered beside her, and Morrison made a face as if
he'd bit into a lemon.


Lucy didn't say another word, just waited for the agent to
make a move. How far would he push her?


He opened his mouth to speak, but his phone buzzed.
"Yeah...... oh, yes, sir....... I understand, sir.... Goodbye." His
face twitched in annoyance, and he grabbed the IPI-issued laptop and put it in
his own pack.


Interesting. Had someone just given him an order to
allow her to use her own computer? She'd been certain he was going to make an
issue of this. That meant the higher-ups had them bugged and were keeping an
eye on them.


Based on Luke's expression, he'd made the same connections.
They'd have to talk about this later.


Morrison handed them parachutes. "We can't get too
close to the base without revealing ourselves, so you'll have to jump. Once
you've completed your mission, use the orange flair gun provided to alert us.
Agent Simmons will bring a task force through the gate and get everyone out. If
you run into problems, use the red flare gun, and her team will bust through
the gate and attempt to offer aid."


Attempt to offer aid. That sounded so reassuring.
Not the most foolproof plan. They'd tried to negotiate, but couldn't make
contact with the head of Rent-a-Kid—Sam's father. They'd even captured a
hostage—the leader of the compound—but still, no one responded to them.


Luke tightened a strap around his chest and stood to make
sure all his equipment was secured properly. "What if we're captured,
what's Plan B?"


Lucy wondered that as well, as she readied herself for the
jump and the mission.


"We have the compound's leader. We're hoping they will
trade, if you're caught."


Lucy stood, mouth agape. "Your big plan is to try to
trade a guy no one appears to want, to rescue two powerful paranormals? And you
think this is a good plan?" She couldn't believe this lamest plan
ever. If they were captured, it would never work.


"I never said it was a good plan, but it's the plan we
have. Moral of the story? Don't get caught."


Right, don't get caught. "Let me talk to
him."


Morrison looked up from his own preparations.
"Who?"


"The hostage. If he's on the plane, let me talk to him.
I have some experience with interrogation. Maybe I can get him to tell us
more."


No one could lie to her without her knowing. Surely she
could break this guy and remove some of the risk from their mission—make it
more likely she and Luke would survive.


The IPI agent pressed his lips together and scowled.
"Technically, since you're not an agent, you're not allowed near the
prisoner."


She crossed her arms and glared at him. "This is our
mission. We're the ones risking our asses to save these kids. We're the
ones who will be left behind if it tanks. I don't give a damn about protocol. I
want to talk to this guy, now. If you want our help on this, that is."


IPI's plan could not succeed without her and her brother,
and the agent knew it. They could do things no one else could. It wasn't even
just their para-powers, though that gave them an edge no one could compete
with. They'd been in training for this, or completing these types of missions,
their whole lives.


Lucy didn't back down as Morrison struggled between towing
the company line and blowing the mission, versus giving her what she wanted.
She wished she could borrow Sam's power for just a moment and read the guy's
mind.


Sam. Is she okay? Is the baby okay? Lucy couldn't
afford too many thoughts for her best friend. She had to focus on the mission,
and on getting home safely, so that she could be there for the birth. If she
wasn't already too late.


Morrison stood and walked to the back of the plane.
"You coming?"


Score! She winked at Luke, who grinned like a fool,
and followed Morrison to a locked bathroom.


"You've got him locked up in there?" She hoped it
wasn't like in the movies—the captive sitting on the toilet without pants,
chained to the plumbing. Not that she wanted the guy crapping his pants, but
she didn't need to see his junk, either.


Morrison waved his hand around and laid on the sarcasm.
"Do you see many options for a secure containment here?"


"Guess not. He's got clothes on, right?"


The agent rolled his eyes and opened the bathroom door to
reveal a bald man with tribal black tattoos over his head and around his
eyes—fully clothed—on the toilet. His hands and feet were handcuffed together
and a rope around his waist secured him to the plumbing. His black eyes bore
into hers over a silver strip of duct tape.


Lucy reached over and yanked it off, pulling more than a few
whiskers from his short black beard and mustache. She spoke before Morrison
could throw a fit. "I can't question him if he can't talk. Now, if you'll
excuse us, I don't think we have room for a party in here."


She shouldn't push so many of Morrison's buttons, but it was
just too easy—an ...entertaining distraction.


Morrison left and Luke took his place. He gave her the look,
the one that said, "Shut up, Sis, I'm not leaving you alone with this
guy."


Luke had her back, and there was no one in the world she
trusted more.


Time to get this party started. "Hello, and
welcome to the hostage tour. I'm Lucy, your tour guide. And this is Luke.
What's your name?"


Her attempt at levity fell flat on the man whose eyes looked
dead.


"Beleth." His voice came out like black oil, low
and deep.


Lucy knew enough mythology to know that name.
"Beleth... that's the name of a demon or fallen angel. What? Parents
didn't like you?"


The power of the large man, a block of solid muscle,
surrounded Lucy and pushed against her almost viscerally. It wasn't a
para-power, just his physical presence and energy holding her in its grip. She
tried to shake it by baiting him. To no avail.


"Okay, no chit chat. Fine by me. Look, we can help you.
We can offer you security, freedom, even protection, if you help us free those
kids. I just need to know what we're up against. Who's guarding them? How many?
Does anyone have para-powers? What's the best way in? That kind of thing. Just
information. You don't need to do anything else."


Drake would have been mighty useful about then. He could
just compel the guy to tell them everything, if he hadn't been stripped of his
powers and then abandoned Sam and their baby. Damn him.


Beleth didn't twitch a muscle as he spoke, his face and body
as solid and still as granite. "You're a fool if you think that you can
stop what is happening, if you think you can stop paranormals—those gifted with
power. We won't let you destroy us."


Lucy listened with her own power and knew he believed
everything he was saying. To him, it was the truth. "My brother and I both
have para-powers, and yet we're working with IPI to help these kids. Would I be
working with them if they were trying to destroy paranormals? We're trying to
help, to give people a fair life, to give them freedom. The children in that
facility don't deserve to be kept prisoner and used."


A pocket of turbulence shook the plane and jerked Lucy from
her feet. Before she could crash into the wall of the small bathroom, Luke used
his para-power to solidify the air around her and catch her.


Once steady, she smiled at him. "Thanks, Bro. Owe ya
one. Guess we're getting some weather. Great."


Beleth seemed unaffected, and continued speaking in his
commanding voice. "What will happen to them once they are free? Will you
release them into a world that would reject them as freaks and use them to test
and experiment on? And what will happen to the powerless? Children with no
control will create chaos everywhere they go. Some have powers that are benign
and harmless, but what of those who are dangerous? Can you imagine the
headlines? Angry ten-year-old sets fire to entire class. Overactive toddler
freezes her teacher to death. Three-year-old throws temper tantrum and destroys
an entire apartment complex. You really want to be responsible for that kind of
damage?"


The Seeker had given Lucy a similar speech before they revolted
and broke free of Rent-A-Kid. Before he'd died saving Sam. He, like Beleth,
truly believed that paranormals needed guidance and protection, for the safety
of everyone. Lucy didn't disagree with the premise, merely their methods.
They'd impregnated her best friend without her consent, and experimented with
genetics, not to mention drugging them into compliance.


Luke shifted behind her until he stood next to her—a cozy
arrangement in the cramped quarters. He spoke to Beleth. "They will be
protected, and given a new home. They won't be a threat to themselves or others
and they won't be used and experimented on. We will protect them."


Beleth's laugh came out bitter and harsh. "So that's
it? Those kids are just trading one facility for another. IPI just wants them
for their own experiments. With you, they'll be lab rats. With us, they have
purpose, a greater mission in life. We do what we must, and make the hard
choices for the greater good of our kind. You're being used and you don't even
know it."


Lucy's blood pressure spiked as she thought of all the ways
Rent-A-Kid had manipulated them. "Your organization ruined my best
friend's life. You killed our mother, killed one of our guards, and destroyed
so many lives I can't even count. People, good people, are dead because of your
'greater good.' How dare you claim that you're better than IPI or anyone
else. How dare you stand behind some grand purpose to justify the abuse you
perpetrate. The ends, even if I agreed with them, do not justify the means you
use to obtain them." She stepped closer, fighting the urge to beat the
crap out of this guy.


He finally moved his head, just enough to stare into her
eyes. "Those deaths mean nothing compared to what we fight for."


Her hand flew at him as if powered by its own force. Her
palm stung at the force of the slap. His head didn't even budge at the force,
nor did his skin show signs of the impact. He remained unflappable, and Lucy
burned with anger.


In the same cold voice, Beleth spoke. "Aren't you the
reckless one? Certain times call for being still. If you can't quench the
flames that burn within you, they will consume you."


Is this guy seriously giving me Zen advice? Whatever.
If he wouldn't give her the information she needed, they'd do it the hard way.


They'd had tougher assignments. Like their recent Russian
adventure—genetic experiments, shootings, and... Adam. He'd been one of their
mutations—part man, part beast, but the heart of a true friend. He'd run into a
spray of bullets to save her.


She didn't need crap from this guy. She'd do it her own way.


She turned to walk away, but Beleth's next words stopped
her. "You're not so different from us. When the time comes, you'll do what
it takes. When hard decisions have to be made, you'll make them."


Lucy whipped her head around. "No. I'm nothing like you
and your kind. I'll make the right decision, or none at all."


Beleth dropped his head. "Sometimes there are no right
decisions, and you are left with the lesser of two evils."


More turbulence threw Lucy off balance once again. Before
Luke could use his para-power to steady her, Beleth's arms reached out, his
hard muscles stopping her fall against the sink. Thunder shook the plane and
flashes of lightning lit up the windows. Lucy used Beleth's body to balance
herself and stand again. His skin was cool under her hands, his gaze
unwavering, and with each flex of his muscles, his tattoos came alive and
seemed to crawl over his skin like living ink.


Lucy removed her hands from his body and nodded her head.
"Thank you."


A small smile touched Beleth's lips, and Lucy wondered what
secrets lurked behind his dark eyes.


The plane shuddered again, and as Luke and Lucy turned to
leave, Morrison approached them. "We have a problem. The plane is slowing
down... on its own. The pilot can't do anything about it."


With a skipping heart, Lucy looked out the window. The storm
that caused the turbulence was in full rage and the plane appeared to have
stalled in midair. The power of the sphere pulsed like her own heartbeat,
faster and faster as Mother Nature whipped them around. The increased frenzy of
the sphere was Lucy's only warning that powers beyond nature had hold of the
plane. She gasped as the tail of the plane tilted up as if on a string that
someone jerked.


"Hold on!" Her warning was too late, as everyone
on board slid toward the front of the plane. She held tight to a chair, but
gravity forced her to let go and she crashed into Luke.


Morrison looked almost comical as he tried to right himself
and regain control of his team. "Everyone, just stay calm as we figure out
what's going on."


Before the agent could follow through on his plan, the back
hatch of the plane, where they would have parachuted from, screeched open as
metal twisted and snapped apart. The cabin pressure quickly changed and pulled
at them.


A panicked pilot hollered from the cockpit. "I've lost
all control of the plane and there's a helicopter hovering above us."


Everything clicked for Lucy as she looked into Bethel's
eyes. "Paranormals. They're attacking the plane."


Bethel's head dipped slightly to acknowledge her words.
"Now is the time for stillness."


As if on command, men in black poured into the cabin, some
carrying guns, and others... she guessed they didn't need guns. That worried
her even more.


Agent Morrison pulled his own gun and aimed it at Beleth's
head. "This is what you're here for, right? Him? Don't move or I'll blast
his brains out, I swear."


One man stepped forward from the group, a baseball cap on
his head, and raised his hands.


Lucy felt the sphere pulse as energy flowed off of him. His
pale eyes took in the group, and she knew he was the true threat. "Be
careful. He's the telepath that brought down the plane. He's very
powerful."


The man's eyebrow twitched. "Perceptive."


Morrison didn't waiver, and Lucy found herself finally
impressed by the man. "Don't even think about it. As soon as I feel this
gun budge, I'll pull the trigger."


Lucy pushed through the wind assault to face the man
directly. "What's your name?"


He looked almost amused as he answered. "Robert. And
you?"


"I'm Lucy," she said, then gestured to her
brother. "This is Luke. We're paranormals too. There's no need to attack
us. We're not your enemies. But I can assure you, Agent Morrison will pull the
trigger if you use your power. Are you willing to risk Beleth's life?"


Robert hesitated, then waved his hand. The room tensed in
anticipation, and beads of sweat dripped down Morrison's face, but his hand
held steady. Lucy prepped for the onslaught of power, but instead, the other
soldiers lowered their weapons.


The room let out a collective sigh. At least, those on the
receiving end of the weapons and power.


Lucy looked over to Beleth, relieved that his life had been
worth something to these men. A glint of black, something shiny like oil,
caught her eye. The transformation happened so fast. One second, his tattooed
hand rested by his side, the next, it extended into some kind of blade.


"No!" Lucy tried to dive toward Beleth, to stop
him, but the cabin pressure did not allow for a fast response. At least not for
her.


Beleth had no problem navigating the space. No problem using
his sword-hand thing to slice through the air, and into flesh and blood and
bone. No problem slicing Agent Morrison's gun hand clean off.


Time moved in slow motion as Morrison stood, stunned, not
seeming to realize his hand had been amputated. He looked down, his face
paling, and clutched his wrist. Bright red blood poured from the space where
his hand used to live, and he slumped to the floor.


Lucy couldn't make sense of what she was seeing. Breaking
out of Rent-A-Kid had resulted in plenty of bloodshed, but this... this looked
almost fake. So much blood, so bright and sticky, like the stuff they use for
movies.


Beleth, unfazed, walked to Robert, his black sword changing
back into a hand. "What's our location?"


Robert handed him a gun. "We're near the base,
Sir."


Lucy couldn't believe they could have a conversation like a
man wasn't bleeding to death in the corner. She pushed through the cabin,
ignoring the threatening glares of the soldiers, and reached for Morrison. She
pulled off her belt and tied it around his wrist. He didn't speak, but stared
at her with eyes that were losing their spark.


A soldier raised his gun and aimed it at Lucy.


Luke screamed. "No!"


Beleth put his hand up. "Not those two," he said,
pointing to Luke and Lucy. "Kill the rest."


The sound of bullets filled the small space. Lucy screamed.
Luke stood very still, channeling his power. The sphere pulsed stronger.


And the bullets stopped in mid-air.


The soldiers ceased fire and Beleth turned his attention to
Luke. "Interesting."


Luke seized the moment. "Why kill them? Just leave. You
have what you came for. There's no need for more bloodshed."


Beleth commanded that stillness as he stared at Luke.
"Someday you will understand. One can never leave a cancer to
spread." He flicked his wrist and the soldiers open fired on the IPI
agents and crew, carefully avoiding Luke and Lucy.


Luke threw up another shield, and the bullets once again
stopped mid-air, even as more joined them.


The pow-pow-pow of a hundred bullets deafened Lucy's
ears. More and more bullets cluttered the air, stopping at Luke's shield point,
but Lucy could tell Luke's energy was draining. The bullets shook, wavered,
pushed forward as if fighting against the shield. Luke wouldn't win the fight
for long, she knew.


With another flick of Beleth's fingers, the shooting stopped
as suddenly as it had started. He addressed Luke. "Join us. If you come
peacefully, we'll let the crew live."


Agent Morrison stirred under Lucy's hands. His eyes
sharpened to focus. "No! Luke, Lucy, don't go with them."


Before Lucy could register the movement, Beleth raised his
gun and shot Morrison in the head, silencing him. Lucy choked back a sob.
"No. What did you do?"


Beleth spoke as if she hadn't said anything, as if he hadn't
just killed a man. "What is your answer?"


Seriously? He thinks we'll go with him now?


Luke had the same idea. "We're not going anywhere with
you scumbags. Ever."


Beleth sighed without any melodrama, then nodded once.
Robert lifted his hand. The sphere thrummed again and Luke flew through the air
and was pushed into the airplane wall. His limbs spread apart and Lucy could
hear cracking.


"Leave my brother alone!" She looked to Beleth,
then Robert, but they did nothing to stop.


She looked back to her brother. His mouth opened in a scream
of pure agony, but no sound emerged.


Beleth gestured to Luke. "Your brother's lungs are
collapsing. If Robert releases him soon, he will not suffer permanent damage,
but wait too long and he won't recover. Consider your choices carefully,
Lucy."


His fingers bent back, pushed to near breaking by the
invisible force that controlled him. His limbs twisted in unnatural ways. Lucy
tried to run to him, to help him, but a force stopped her, paralyzing her and
forcing her to watch her brother be tortured to death.


She couldn't move toward Luke, so she moved to the side,
grabbing Morrison's gun from his detached hand, fingers slipping on the blood.
She lifted it, aimed and shot Robert in the chest.


Luke collapsed to the ground and groaned in pain.


Lucy shook and dropped the gun as her body went into shock.
The plane shifted down, and Lucy slid across the floor.


Robert was dying and could no longer suspend the plane in
the sky.


Beleth and his men grabbed onto seats to steady themselves.
Soldiers and IPI Agents fell. Everyone drew guns, shooting at each other. Lucy
knew Luke was too exhausted to stop the bullets. More people died as the plane
tilted in the sky, suspended by metal cables attached to the helicopter above.


Robert writhed on the floor, the bullet to his chest killing
him slowly. Lucy didn't want to watch, but couldn't seem to pull her eyes from
the scene.


Beleth knelt next to his dying friend, his voice low but
still commanding. "Robert, you have served us well and now, your mission
has come to an end. Rest assured, your family will be well cared for, and you
will be missed."


Robert grunted, unable to speak, but nodded his consent to a
fast death.


Beleth placed his gun under his friend's chin. A tear, shiny
and black, leaked from Beleth's eye as he pulled the trigger, and that one
bullet sounded louder than the hundreds that had come before.


Lucy's stomach lodged in her throat as the plane plunged
forward more, the cables attaching it to the helicopter above stretched beyond
capacity. Bethel looked at her, not with anger or despair, as she'd expected,
but with that same stillness that so aggravated her.


His voice boomed in the cabin. "You've made your
decision."


A flicker of doubt plagued her. Had it been the right one?
She looked around at the dead men, agents and soldiers piling up at the back of
the plane as it hung from the sky. How could this have been the right choice?
But giving in, going with them, that wouldn't have been right either.


Bethel's words from earlier haunted her. "Sometimes
there are no right decisions."


The plane shook and strained against the cables, until one
snapped, jerking the plane into a twisted limbo in the sky.


Bethel let go of his seat and allowed himself to fall toward
Lucy, grabbing her. He yelled to the only soldier who survived the massacre.
"Get the boy."


Lucy shoved against his rock hard chest. She might as well
have pushed against a brick wall. He wrapped his arms around her and locked her
in a death-like grip, a mockery of a loving embrace. She couldn't move,
couldn't fight him, couldn't escape. He pulled her to the hatch, presumably
trying to get her onto the helicopter above them before this plane crashed and
burned.


Luke struggled with his own captor. He made more headway
than her, marginally. Their circumstances didn't allow for much in the way of
true fighting, and Luke remained exhausted after his torture.


The men made it to the hatch, cables hanging and waiting for
them to attach themselves so they could be pulled to the helicopter.


Lucy couldn't let them capture her and her brother. This
could be the only chance they had to escape; once they were onboard the
helicopter, it would be near impossible with the level of para-power and
manpower Beleth controlled. She thought fast, assessing her tools. Their
parachutes were still attached, as were their tank-less breathing systems and
backpacks. Below them, the ocean swirled and consumed the world. The dark sky
beckoned like a black hole into nothing.


Still, better than the alternative. With her
crazy-suicidal-probably-will-die-trying plan in place, Lucy waited until Bethel
released her in order to hook her to the cables. When his partner did the same
with Luke, Lucy tackled her brother... and pushed him out of the plane.


She held him tightly as they dropped into the night. Luke
returned her grip and smiled. Such a guy!


"Hope you have a plan here, Luce. Not that I don't love
a good adrenaline high," he said through the rush of wind and the sting of
rain.


Breaths came in small, shallow pulses, but at least they
were free.


"Um, Sis, we've got company."


Lucy looked up, and nearly choked on the rain when her mouth
fell open in shock. Bethel had jumped out of the plane in pursuit. Head first
like a rocket, and gaining ground. What the hell? He isn't wearing a
parachute. Is he insane?


He sliced through the sky as fluidly as his sword had sliced
through Morrison's hand. How could he catch up so fast?


Lucy's heart raced as she tried to think of something,
anything to slow his pursuit. She caught Luke's eyes, and he nodded,
understanding.


Lucy counted. "One...."


She could see Bethel's face, but not his eyes. Something
black, like small wings, sprouted from his back.


"Two...."


Closer.


And... when the whites of his eyes came into view....


"Three!" Lucy clutched Luke tighter.


Luke's body stiffened as he focused his power. The sphere
pulsed frenetically. Luke put up one hand and....


Beleth slammed into the field Luke had created, and
ricocheted off it like a bouncy ball against a wall.


Luke and Lucy continued to fall. If they hadn't been in a
race for their lives, Lucy would have enjoyed the descent. She loved skydiving
and parachuting, but this was not for sport. Still, she couldn't help but
embrace the freedom of soaring through the sky, unfettered from reality. She'd
have given anything to have this para-power: the power of flight.


Lightning flashed, tearing Lucy from her joy and
illuminating the bright sky with another vision: one of a black silhouette with
wings.


She acted fast, flipping downwards while Luke helped open
her parachute. It slowed them down, temporarily.


A current of wind drove through them, sending the parachute
in conflicting directions. They began to fall too fast. The water beneath them
rose up like a giant mouth. If they hit it going this fast, they would drown,
pulled down by the ocean and their parachute.


"Luke, make a wall of air beneath us, but not thick. To
slow us, not stop us."


Luke nodded and held out his hand. He looked so tried, so
weak, but he raised his hand and focused his power.


Panic filled her even as she pushed it away. Oh-my-God-oh-my-God-oh-my-God....
The ocean rushed up to them, water sprayed them, and Lucy prepared for what
could be the end.


Chapter 64 – Steele


 


It all came down to him.


When his son had died he knew he'd have to finish the plan
alone. But then his son, the Seeker, had been weak, unable to go the distance.


Mr. Steele could—and would.


He looked down at the body lying on the bed. They were all
just bodies to be used and tested. They meant nothing except for what they
could give him. This body had been badly damaged, but there was one who could
fix it.


He motioned to the guards standing by the door of the
hospital room. "Send her in."


A petite ten-year-old with long auburn hair glared at him
with fire in her green eyes, and stroked the snow white cat in her arms.


The room crowded around him with so many people, but he
ignored the sensation. Soon enough he'd be alone in his cavernous rooms, after
he handled this.


He pointed a long finger at the cat. "What is that
thing doing here?"


The guard on the right stepped forward. "She wouldn't
leave it. Said she couldn't heal without it. You told us not to hurt her, so it
seemed the easiest way to get her here."


"And the mother?"


"Dead."


The scowl on the girl's face collapsed into tears.


Mr. Steele knew what grief looked like on others, and found
the expressions to be clichéd and useless. He prided himself on his control,
and counted his blessings that he didn't have to suffer in the sludge of human
emotional excrement.


Before Mr. Steele could order the cat's execution—both to
rid himself of the nuisance, and to punish the girl for her display of
tears—the body on the bed convulsed. A fly buzzed around its head, as if
waiting for a decomposing treat.


He gestured with impatience. "Never mind about the damn
cat. Girl, use your para-powers to fix this." He spat the last word out as
a curse.


When the girl didn't move, the guard shoved her forward. She
dropped her cat, which landed on all fours, the demon that it was, and hissed
at him.


He kicked at the cat, but it avoided his black boot and
scurried under the bed.


The girl trembled and looked even smaller without the white
fluffy buffer. "I... I can't. I'm not strong enough."


Mr. Steele kept his voice calm and even when he responded.
Anger was just another emotion, after all. "You haven't even tried. I
think you're much stronger than you give yourself credit for. Besides, if you
don't, I'll rip your kitty apart with my nails and eat its heart while you
watch. Then, I'll do the same to you."


An idle threat, as he cared nothing for the heart. No, what
he wanted—what he needed—existed solely in the brain. That's where the real
treasure awaited him—the real power.


***


Cerebrospinal fluid: the key to all his research. Located in
the subarachnoid space and the ventricular system around and inside the brain
and spinal cord, this fluid contained something very special in those with
active and dormant para-powers—the blueprint for specific powers and the code
to activate them.


With the right cocktail of drugs, he could forcibly activate
dormant powers in a subject.


And with the right procedure, he could syphon that fluid
from a paranormal and use it to enhance another person's para-power.


He almost had it, but he needed to do a few more experiments
before he became his own patient, and the most powerful paranormal to ever
live.


The girl who stood before him would make an excellent test
subject, but he needed her to do this first.


Snot and tears leaked down her puffy red face.


Disgusting.


Another convulsion from the body.


"Do it. Now."


The girl nodded and sobbed again, but did as she was told.






Chapter 65 – Serena


 


Serena tried to swallow her tears and keep her sobs buried
deep in her chest, but her heart hurt so bad.


Angel hid under the bed, but Serena knew her cat wouldn't
leave her. That was the only thing that kept her from falling to the ground in
a heap of sadness.


The bad men had taken her from her new home, the place her
mom had taken her to when her dad disappeared.


Serena knew her dad's job was dangerous, but she never
thought he would die and not come back to her. She missed her dad so much, and
now her mom....


***


"Serena, run!" Mom screamed as the bad men
grabbed her.


It happened so fast, it didn't seem real. One loud bang
and her mom slumped on the floor like a doll.


Serena cried and ran to her. "Mom, Mom, get
up!" She banged on her chest and covered the hole in it with her hand to
stop the blood.


"No, Mom, don't leave me. Come back. No!"


But she didn't come back. She stared at Serena with big
dead doll eyes.


Serena opened herself to her power and let the white
light flow into her. She would save her mom. She would bring her back.


Then the bad men grabbed Serena and said she couldn't use
her power. They took her away from her mom, too far away. Her power couldn't
work that far.


Angel ran up to her and meowed in sadness. Serena lifted
her up, staining the cat's white fur red. She pretended it was marker, and that
her mom would come in and get mad at her for making a mess, and Serena would
clean it up and be so happy.


But it wasn't marker, and her mom didn't come.


The bad men... they would hurt Angel, she knew. So she
lied. "I can only use my powers with my cat. If you take her, my powers
won't work."


They were stupid. They didn't know, so they let her keep her
Angel.


Of course, they wanted her powers. Mom and Dad had said
she could never ever tell anyone about what she could do, because then someone
might try to hurt her.


Someone must have told.


Mom and Dad were dead, and she'd be dead soon too. Would
they wait for her in Heaven? Would Angel come too?


***


Serena wished she was in Heaven, and not here with these
horrible men. The baddest man of all stood tall, and when he smiled she could
tell that he didn't have a soul. He would never get into Heaven.


At least her parents were safe now. But she wasn't, and
neither was Angel.


She'd have to use her powers, and she could die if she did
what the evil man asked. But she would die if she didn't try.


First, she had to slow down her heart. It felt like a crazy
hummingbird was trying to peck its way out of her chest. Her dad used to take
her to watch the birds. They'd had such fun taking pictures and drawing
sketches of them.


No, she couldn't think of her dad, or her mom—only her
power. Otherwise it wouldn't work.


She focused and breathed and let her body get really still.


When the warm light flowed into her, she smiled. In that
moment, no matter what happened, everything was connected, and it would be
okay. She let that peace settle into her, and her hands got so hot she had to
let it out before it burned her up.


She hovered her hands over the person dying on the bed. In
Serena's mind, there was no male or female, only a glowing body of light, but
this person's light was nearly gone.


She didn't know if she could light it up again, but she did
her best. Light and power poured out of her like fresh orange juice into a
crystal glass.


The soul in need sucked up her light and heat, but it didn't
help. It was like pouring it down the drain.


A wave of dizziness hit her and she pulled her hands back in
fear.


The evil man's voice cut through her haze. "Don't
stop."


She pictured him eating Angel's heart, and put her hands
back out. More light drained from her. More heat and energy sucked into the
person beneath her.


More and more and more.


Serena could feel her own life force draining to keep up the
healing.


She heard someone cry out.


Then her world faded to black and... nothing.






Chapter 66 – Steele


 


The body on the bed moaned and cried out. All signs of
injury had faded away—or at least most signs. Enough for Mr. Steele's purposes.


On the floor, the girl lay inert, her chest still.


The para-power she wielded could prove valuable in the
future, and he prided himself on keeping all of his tools in the best possible
shape. "Take her to the doctor and make sure she is given the best care
possible. I want her alive. Are we clear?"


If only he could remove the side effects of her healing
power, he might take it for himself. He cursed the scientists, who took too
long. If his son had lived longer, if he'd been able to keep the best parts of
The Seeker's powers and leave the rest, he could find all of the kids he needed
and he wouldn't be in this position.


The guards nodded while one lifted her in his arms and left
the room. The cat darted out from under the bed and followed them.


Mr. Steele focused his attention on the body and waited with
the patience of a man who had no conscience.


When its eyes opened in panic, Mr. Steele dove into its
mind.


Implanting false memories required careful attention to
detail. The memory had to align with the rest of the subject's experiences. To
manipulate someone into action based on a false memory required even more skill
and care—something he prided himself on.


First, he rummaged through his mind in search of a memory of
equal importance that he could sacrifice—another kink in his power, which he
intended to fix once he perfected his formula. Eventually, he'd be able to
implant memories without payment with his own, and erase memories without
carrying them around in his own mind. Mr. Steele relished the promised freedom.
While he didn't have to suffer the indignities of any emotions attached to
memories, he did not enjoy the experience of other people's lives in his mind.


He had no idea how his daughter, Sam, could stand to read
minds all day long. To be exposed to so much... humanness.


Once he selected his memory, he held it in the Sphere of
Transfer, as he called it. Then, he began to remake the memory into what he
wanted his subject to believe was its own.


The art of memory making required his full focus. He tweaked
smells and sounds, adjusted what stood out and what faded into the background.
When the memory was nearly perfect, he added the missing piece, the part that
was hardest for him to create, as he had no experience of his own from which to
draw.


He had to add emotion.


It took two hours to get it just right. Once the memory was
ready, he pushed it out of the sphere and into the subject's mind, allowing it
to find its place amongst the other memories organically.


If Mr. Steele had done his job right, and of course he had,
this memory would compel his subject to bring him his granddaughter when she
was born.


That child's cerebrospinal flu would contain the purest,
most powerful para-powers he'd ever created, and those powers would be his.






Chapter 67 – Sam


 


I stand in a white gown made of silk and lace and look over
a canyon with no way to cross. My feet are perched on the edge, toes hanging
over the deep abyss of red and gold with clouds billowing below me.


In this world of dreams, I consider jumping and letting
the clouds catch me in a puffy bed of cotton, but I don't.


A force pulls at me. On the other side of the canyon a
girl reaches for me.


Her silky auburn hair floats behind her in the wind.
Though she is far away, my eyes zoom in on her like binoculars, and I can see
each heart-breaking tear as it slides down her cheek.


Her voice breaks through the clouds and sends them
scattering like scared mice. "Please, help me."


"Where are you? What happened?"


Something pulls her from behind, pulls her away from me.
She cries out again. "Please!"


"What's your name?"


One last cry and she is gone, but her last word hangs on
the wind. "Serena."


I fall to my knees and sob. Serena, Gar's gifted
daughter. Her father had died trying to save me and now I must repay the debt.
I must save Serena.


My dream changes and I sit in a dark attic, chained to a
bed. No! I don't want to be here. No!


The Seeker, my brother—his memories pull at me. His
powers flow in me and crash into my mind, straining and cracking me.


He knew how to find Serena before he died. And now his
father, our father, knows.


I must save her.


I need to wake up.


The dream locks its teeth into me like a rabid bulldog,
but I fight it and push away.


Harder. Fight harder.


The dream teeth tear through my flesh, and still I push.


Like getting stabbed in the stomach, carved apart from
the inside. Pain pins me to my unconscious world like a bug stuck on a board as
part of a collection.


It rips me apart. My body is turned inside out and
something spills from my body and onto my bed.


***


I jerked awake in my bed, flushed with sweat and stinking of
fear, but the pain of my dreams continued to torture me. Gasping and wracked in
pain, I hollered for someone, anyone to help.


Who would come? Drake? He wouldn't come. Drake had left me
and our baby and wouldn't be back. I thought I'd accepted that, moved on
without him, prepared myself for life as a single mother. Now, with the moment
of birth so close, my mind latched onto thoughts of him, and I hated myself for
still needing him—hated that I felt so alone.


Luke and Lucy were on assignment. How I wished Lucy were
here. "Someone, help! Please. I'm having my baby."


Susie burst through the door to my bedroom and surveyed the
scene. We both looked down toward what must be the stain of fluid between my
legs, but my expanded stomach blocked my view.


Tears fell down my cheeks as I locked eyes with her.
"My water broke?"


She nodded. "Looks like Ana is coming early."


I shook my head and closed my legs tight, as if I could keep
her safe in my belly by force of will alone. "Lucy needs to be here.
And... and Drake."


Her blue eyes widened in sympathy. "I know you're
scared, honey, but I'll be with you the whole time. I promise."


A flush of calm flowed through me. The scent of snicker
doodles baking filled the air, and I surrendered to feelings of safety and
happiness.


Father Patrick had brought Susie to us when we first moved
into the Washington mansion and started a new school for kids with para-powers.
Susie, a former nun and a doctor, had her own para-powers, though she didn't
call them that.


I clutched the peace she brought and held it close to me.
"Thank you."


"You're welcome. It's important to stay calm, for you
and the baby. Okay?"


I nodded.


"I'm going to get some help and get you to the clinic
so we can see how you're both doing. I'll be back in just a second."


She left me alone with my thoughts, and memories of my
dreams. My powers had grown since our rescue and escape from Rent-A-Kid.
Whatever the Seeker had done to me or given to me before he died, I could now
sense other paranormals and locate them—sort of.


I wasn't very good yet, and we'd only found two kids in the
last few months using my gifts, but those gifts were growing. Mostly, it
happened by accident—in dreams, like the one I'd just had.


Another contraction rocked my body. I practiced my breathing
and rode it out, like a wave, as Drake would say.


Drake.


I couldn't bear to think of him, and I couldn't bear not to
think of him. Carrying his child created a bond between us. He'd become a part
of me in a very visceral way, sharing his thoughts and memories, talking to him
through my mind, then finally touching him, kissing him, feeling him in my
arms. In trying to save Mary, I'd destroyed his powers and destroyed us. His
presence once filled something inside me, but now a giant hole pierced my heart—and
not in some poetic, metaphorical way. The pain ate through me like hungry
piranhas; it kept me up at night, and made caring about anything a chore
beyond my ability to complete.


For all that, it hadn't made a damn bit of difference. Mary
had still died.


I'd forced myself through the motions for what seemed an
eternity, but time marched on whether I wanted it to or not, and I found myself
smiling again, laughing again, enjoying my art again. I'd even applied to a
local college for the fall. It had been almost three months since the night
Drake left, and my heart had started to heal, but going into labor cracked open
that freshly healed wound in my soul.


I existed within myself alone. I thought Poe wrote that in
something, but maybe not.


Whoever wrote it, they nailed my feelings exactly. Before, I
existed within myself, but never alone. Now, despite the thoughts of others
swirling around my head, nothing ever penetrated into me.


I was alone.


***


Susie waited for me in my room, as I came out dressed in clean
pajamas and feeling much better. Sometimes a good cry helped ease the
heaviness. Now that my mind had cleared of sleep, and my emotions settled from
the dream of Serena, it seemed I could do this, even alone. And really, I
wasn't so alone. Many people had stepped up to help me prepare for school and
motherhood—more support than most mothers would ever have, for which I was
grateful.


She draped a blue robe over my shoulders. "Ready?"


"Yes." No. Maybe. How about terrified? A
human being was about to push herself out of me. How ready could I possibly be
for that?


But the baby didn't care if I was ready or not. She
was ready, and nothing else mattered.


We walked down the halls of our new home. It was early
still, and the other students and staff woke up slowly, reluctantly greeting a
new day. They stumbled out of their rooms to use the bathroom and get ready for
classes.


Greg and Gary were the first to see me and make the
connection. Gary smiled and squeezed my hand. "We'll come by soon and
check on you."


Their new puppy, an Italian Greyhound named Eddie who liked
watermelon and was a huge hit with everyone, ran playfully between their legs.
He nipped at my heels, begging for a rub, but I couldn't bend down to
accommodate. Greg noticed my discomfort and lifted the pup to me.


I rubbed the little guy's belly. "He's adorable. Can I
keep him?" Everybody asked them the same question, and they always laughed
and shook their heads. I handed Eddie back and picked up on thoughts from Gary
that worried me. "Is Mr. Jock still giving you a hard time, Greg?"


He looked away and Gary scowled, so yes. Didn't need to read
minds to see that one.


"I'm sorry. Is there anything I can do?" Before
they could answer a contraction stole my voice. I doubled over in pain and
hands gripped my arms to keep me from falling.


Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.


An eternity passed and finally I could stand again.


Greg smiled at me. "I think you have enough to handle
right now. Don’t worry about me. I'll be fine."


I couldn't help but worry. They had been instrumental in
helping Luke and Lucy lead the rebellion to destroy what used to be my home.
Greg could manipulate any surveillance system, and Gary could control
metal—coveted para-powers to be sure, but not enough to keep them safe from
narrow-minded bullies.


They each hugged me and I continued my walk of fame down the
halls.


A few others whispered heartfelt comforts as we passed.
Robyn saw us and came over to hug me. "You're going to do great!" Her
green eyes shone with sincerity. "I'll be there to help as soon as I get
something to eat. I'm dying for some chicken nuggets."


For breakfast? Well, not for me to judge.


She'd been a rock the last few months, helping in so many
ways.


It seemed this walk to the clinic would be my coming out
party, in a manner of speaking. By the time we arrived, everyone in school knew
the baby was coming.


Brad walked down the hall quickly, and stopped to hug me.
"I just heard. Got here as quickly as I could. You okay?"


I didn't know how to answer that. Brad had been Drake's best
friend their whole lives, and had helped us both when we escaped the
Rent-A-Kid's evil baby-making clinic. He'd been indispensible as a friend, and
a huge support to our cause with his blog, which grew in popularity daily.
Still, I wanted his best friend, not him. He knew it too, but did his best to
be there for me and the baby during this whole ordeal. "Yeah, I'm okay.
And I'm so glad you're here. Just... you know, cover your eyes if bits are
exposed." I cringed at the thought of people, even Susie, seeing so...
much of me.


He chuckled and put his arm around me. "I'll make sure
no one looks."


We walked to the clinic together, and I tried to smile as
more well-wishers passed by, but their thoughts swirled through my mind. They
were worried about me and the baby, and more than a few wondered if the baby
would even be normal.


No one knew what to expect when Ana arrived. She was a
mystery to everyone, but to me... I didn't even know. She was just mine. Mine
to love and protect and raise. Mine.


But she should have been ours. Oh, Drake.


I set aside all thoughts of him as Susie led me to the bed
I'd be using for the labor. After a full exam, she smiled. "You're eight
centimeters dilated, Sam. She's coming soon."


That meant... well, yeah, that meant things down there were
preparing for a baby to push through. Oh boy!


Where the hell are Luke and Lucy? I need them!






Chapter 68 – Lucy


 


The sun beat down on Lucy's face, hot and bright. Something
stung her cheek and she slapped herself without meaning to. That woke her up.
In a panic, she opened her eyes and looked around.


Where am I?


Memories trickled into her... the dark water rushing to meet
them. Fear, panic.


Luke's power held out just long enough. Their drop through
the sky had slowed, allowing them to hit the water with less force.


Both conscious now, they released each other. Luke worked to
unhook Lucy from her parachute before the mass of sinking nylon pulled her down
to the bottom of the ocean.


Lucy looked up, searching for Beleth, the man named after a
fallen angel, the man who could change his body into anything, and even add
wings. But the night did not yield its secrets to her.


Only the light of the full moon prevented them from drowning
in darkness.


"Luke, we have to swim. There must be a shore somewhere
close. Robert told Beleth we were near the base, so we have to be near
land."


Luke grunted, probably too tired to speak.


She listened carefully and thought she detected the sound of
lapping waves. That must mean a shore. With one arm over the other, she pushed
her tired, cold body to swim, grateful that they'd at least been wearing their
gear when all this happened.


Luke swam by her side.


Lucy's backpack weighed her down, making each stroke harder,
but she refused to let it go. The sphere in her pack pulsed softly, sending her
a warm, glowing energy that kept her from freezing in the icy water.


Luke lagged behind, drained by the use of his power and the
torture he'd endured.


She reached out for him. "Come on, you can do it. I
think I hear the shore."


"What's it saying to you?"


"Haha, you're so freaking funny. You should save your
strength for swimming."


Rain beat down on them and the water surged and fought
itself, fed by the energy of the storm.


Muscles burned, eyes grew heavy, but still they pushed.


When Lucy felt the solidness of earth under her feet, she
nearly passed out in relief, but they could still drown in this water.
"We're almost there. You can walk now."


Luke stumbled and she caught him and helped him to shore.
They collapsed on the wet sand, too tired to find shelter or food.


Too tired to do anything but pass out.


***


Crystal blue waters lapped against the pale sand. To Lucy's
left, a rocky cliff jutted into the water and a water fall fell from it,
filling the quiet morning with the sound of water splashing. Inland, a forest,
or maybe jungle was a better word, blocked her view of anything beyond, filling
her vision with trees that created a canopy over the land. To both sides of
her, the watery edge curved around, making her think they were probably on one
of the smaller islands in Hawaii. Though she'd traveled the world many times
for assignments, she'd never been to Hawaii. This wasn't exactly how she'd
envisioned her dream vacation.


Luke groaned and sat up, joining Lucy in her survey of their
surroundings. "Morning, Sis. You survive okay?"


She stretched out her body and mentally scanned all
important parts to make sure she hadn't sustained any serious injury.
Everything hurt, but nothing felt injured. "Yeah. Sore, tired and thirsty,
but I'll live. What about you?"


He'd had it worse, and Lucy worried about the dark circles
under his eyes and how pale his face had gotten. Even his bright blue eyes had
lost some of their spark, and now looked washed out and tired.


"I'll be fine. But yeah, I'm thirsty as hell."


Nothing like swimming through salt water and running for
your life to dehydrate you. The more Lucy thought about water, the more she
craved it. How long could someone survive without water? Her survival teacher
had said they could live without water for maybe three days, under optimal
circumstances. She considered the state of her body and the level of
dehydration she already suffered from.


Yeah, no. I won't make it three days. And by the
looks of Luke, he had even less time.


No matter, as she didn't intend to be stranded that long,
and they could surely find some fresh water somewhere.


She rose to her feet, grunting under the pain of exhausted
muscles, and pulled Luke up. "Time to hunt for water."


The walk gave them both a chance to explore the island and
stretch their bruised and tired bodies. Lucy led them towards the waterfall
she'd seen, in hopes that it was fresh water and not salt. "It looks
pretty close, maybe a ten- or fifteen-minute hike?" Her wetsuit clung to
her in uncomfortable ways, but she was loathe to change into clean clothes
until she could rinse the salt and sand from her body.


An hour into the walk, she began regretting her choice to
hike in the wetsuit.


Another half hour and they finally arrived at a small lake
fed from a waterfall above, and the lake in turn fed the waterfall she had seen
from shore. For a moment, she forgot about her thirst and admired the beauty of
her surroundings. The water caught the sun and shimmered like liquid crystal.
The rocky shore of the lake had a colorful assortment of rocks that, when wet,
shone like gems.


They approached and looked into the lake, at their own
reflections.


Lucy wasn't vain, but even so, she shuddered at the mess
that looked back at her. Her long hair had turned into a nest of tangles that
any bird would be happy to lay eggs in, which might not be so bad; at least
they'd get some food out of it.


Luke nudged her. "Just ten or fifteen minutes,
huh?"


She stuck her tongue out at him, then realized how dry and
thick it felt. Her thirst crashed into her and she plunged her hand in the cool
water and drank greedily.


Once they both had their fill, Lucy told Luke to turn his
head while she peeled off her wetsuit and plunged naked into the water to rinse
off the sweat, dirt and salt. She would have given a kidney for a bar of soap
and some shampoo, but she sucked it up and did her best, then got out and sun
dried in a private spot behind a rock while Luke took his turn in the water.


Her pack included khaki cargo pants, an IPI t-shirt, and a
sweater. She slipped into the clean clothes and dug through her pack to find
her cell phone and walkie-talkie.


Luke, who'd already rinsed and dressed, frowned at her.
"Who are you going to call? Everyone's dead."


Lucy refused to think about that, focusing instead on the
mission. "Not everyone. Someone in HQ must know where we are or what to
do. Someone must be monitoring the lines."


She tried the walkie-talkie first, but only heard static.
None of the channels worked. Next she tried her iPhone, but it didn't get a
signal. She flipped through the pages of her apps, as if Apple made an app for
"Escape from a deserted island." With a deep sigh and shoulders
slumped, she turned the phone off to preserve batteries, and stuck both useless
pieces of technology back in her pack.


Now satiated by the water, a desperate hunger clenched her
stomach. "I'm starving. We need to find something to eat."


"Don't think there's fast food here, Luce."


She smacked her brother in the arm. "We'll find our own
food, smartass."


He rolled his eyes. "Right. With what, handmade spears
and bows?"


"If we have to. I have no intention of starving to
death, do you? Besides, we can look for berries or fruit. Something to tide us
over while we figure out our next step."


He sulked and didn't reply, but he followed when she stomped
off.


Lucy didn't know what his problem was, but he'd better get
with the program or she'd have to kick his ass.


They retraced their steps into the jungle, heading along the
shore as much as they could to avoid getting lost in all the trees.


While Lucy and Luke had both been trained in outdoor
survival, so much depended on knowing the unique plant life of the area. Which
berries would kill you, and which would save you? Which roots were edible and
which would make you sick? Lucy had never been that interested in it, so she
retained only bits and pieces of the training.


"We should stick to eating fruits or vegetables that we
recognize, so we don't poison ourselves by accident."


"Wouldn't want that."


Normally, Luke was sarcastic or funny or witty... but though
his words were pure Luke, his tone was more like angsty emo teen. Nothing like
her brother's normal disposition. It had been a hard day and a half, but he
needed to snap out of it and focus. Nothing would be gained by sulking.


Lucy ground her teeth to keep from saying something she'd
regret later, and put her attention back on the jungle. What looked edible?
Nothing. She couldn't imagine putting anything in her mouth that lived in this
damp, stinky place. Maybe they could try fishing, or maybe hunting would be
better. Catch some meat, roast it over a fire. She'd had to skin an animal
before—not fun, but she could do it to placate the gnawing hunger in her gut.


The jungle moved around her like a living thing. Bugs
scuttled through the thick layers of leaves and mulch under her feet. A few
flying scoundrels bit at her. At least they could find a ready meal on the go,
she thought, as she slapped herself silly in an effort to kill them.


After another two hours of hiking through the dense foliage,
Lucy collapsed against a tree. "I need to rest. I'm dying."


Luke sat next to her, shoulder to shoulder. The warmth of
his body felt comforting and familiar. Whatever weird thing he had going on, he
was still her twin and best friend. She was glad not to be alone.


She nudged him playfully. "If we don't find food soon,
I might just have to eat you."


He tried to laugh, but it came out sounding broken.
"Sure. Go ahead and try. Besides, I've got too much muscle, I'd be chewy.
You, on the other hand, have some nice soft spots right there." He poked
her in the stomach and she squealed.


"Did you seriously just call me fat? You're such a
dork. I'm not fat. My abs are tighter than yours."


The banter would have been comforting, if it hadn't felt so
forced. She wanted her normal brother back.


Her sphere pulsed softly, the first time she'd felt it all
day, and the vibrations of power soothed her. A stillness descended on her, and
she wondered if this was the stillness Bethel had spoken of.


The moment shattered at the sound of something above her
head. On a branch sat a giant.... It looked like a butterfly, but about five
times bigger than any she'd ever seen. It had large soft wings colored in a
swirl of jewel tones, and it looked right at her.


She nudged Luke and whispered, "Check it out. A
freakishly large butterfly. Catch it!"


"I'm not catching it. And besides, that's not a
butterfly, it's a moth. Butterflies have skinny antennas, while moths have
furry ones, like that."


"And since when do moths have colorful wings? Huh,
smarty pants?"


"It's not a butterfly, and what do you want it for,
anyway?"


"I don't know. Maybe we could cook it. It's huge."


"Seriously? You want to eat some kind of weird moth?
What if it's poisonous? Thought we were only eating things we recognized?"


"You're the big bug lover, and you said it was a moth,
so you recognized it. And I'm hungry. People eat bugs. It's not unheard of. Did
you know that apes share a very similar genetic makeup to humans, and that if
humans ate more like apes, they'd be much healthier? Well, apes eat a lot of
green leafy vegetables, but guess where they get their protein?"


Luke shrugged.


"You're not going to guess? Fine. I'll tell you anyway.
They get it from bugs found in their greens. Bugs like this one. I'm not saying
we should start serving it for dinner at home, but for now, when we're so
depleted from using our powers, being attacked, jumping from a plane, swimming
through an ocean and passing out on a deserted island, yeah, I think we need to
get some protein in us however we can. And since you are apparently too chewy,
it's Bug Brunch time."


The lecture exhausted Lucy, but she wasn't going to let
their only chance at food escape. She reached up into the trees and tried to
catch it. It stared straight at her, as if it knew what she was thinking, and
then fluttered away, stretching its long, beautiful wings as it flew. It was
even bigger than she'd first thought, and its wings glittered in the sunlight.


Luke also watched as it flew away. "Weird. You're
right, that's not like any moth I've ever seen. It kind of looks like an
Attacus Atlas, but even those don't get that big. They have beautiful wings,
but not in jewel tones—more maroon to tawny. Besides, they're only found in the
tropical areas of Southeast Asia. I have no idea what that was, but it was
amazing."


Hunger pangs made it hard to think, but a part of her was
glad she'd failed at catching the creature. Something so beautiful should not
be torn from the world. Then again, beauty wasn't the only criteria of worth.
One of the most amazing beings she'd ever met would not be considered beautiful
by any stretch, but he should never have been torn from this world, either.


Adam. A tear slid down her cheek as she thought of
her friend. They'd only known each other briefly, but he'd died to save her.
He'd been part of that horrible lab in Russia, where creatures that were part
man, part beast spent their lives in locked rooms, stared at and poked and
prodded by scientists. But Adam had been special. He'd been her friend.


Luke wrapped his arm around Lucy's shoulders. "You
thinking about Adam?"


She nodded. "How'd you know?"


"Sam may be the only mind reader, but I know you like I
know myself. Maybe better sometimes. Think our butterfly was a mutant?"


She sniffled and wiped a stray tear. "Don't know.
Maybe. Or maybe you don't know bugs like you think you do."


Luke ruffled her already messy hair. "Them's fighting
words, Sis."


The jungle creaked around them and Lucy stood and smiled,
grateful for the distraction of her brother. "Sorry, I only fight guys who
can give me a real challenge."


Luke stretched his long, lean body, like a panther, then
pounced. Lucy shrieked and ran from his mock attack, leading them deeper into
the jungle.


Their games were short lived, as neither had the stamina to
keep up, but the dark mood that Luke had been carrying seem to have lifted, and
Lucy relaxed and linked arms with him as they walked. No more doom and
gloom—time to get serious about the food business.


The sun caught the glint of something metallic in the
ground, and Lucy bent to examine it. She pulled a bit of metal from the mossy
ground. Its jagged edges looked torn apart.


She handed it to Luke, who examined it and said,
"Hmm... guess there are humans here somewhere. Or were. Wonder what it's
from."


They kept walking over a small hill, and discovered the
source—the plane they'd jumped from the night before.


Luke's breath hitched and his body turned hard and still.
"Let's get out of here. I don't want to be here."


The plane had nearly broken in half, now sewn together by a
few random bits of metal—like some kid's toy that got dropped and stepped on.


But it was real, and there would be dead bodies on it.


Lucy wanted to flee, to get away from everything the plane
represented and all the memories it called to the surface. But pragmatism won
out. Or hunger. She needed food, and the plane had food. She shoved down all
memories and insecurities, and put up an emotional wall that allowed her to
stay focused.


"I'm not leaving without food. Plus, there might be a
way to contact someone, a radio or something. It could be our only chance to
get help."


She walked toward the plane, slowly, waiting for Luke to
catch up. For several long moments, he didn't move. When she was about to turn
around and coax him, or drag him, with her, he finally took a step and broke
the creepy statue stance he'd been sporting.


She relaxed once he walked beside her.


The center of the plane lay open like a gutted fish. They
stepped over the debris, choosing each step with care, and entered. It was well
past noon, probably close to two or three in the afternoon, and the bodies had
been decomposing since the night before. The smell gagged them both and forced
them to cover their noses. The humid heat of the jungle—the worst possible
environment for preserving a body—accelerated the decomposition.


Lucy couldn't afford to vomit, not with an empty stomach and
just a bit of water. She took small, shallow breaths and ignored the stench as
best she could.


Agent Morrison's body lay crumbled up in a corner, as if
he'd been a used piece of paper tossed aside. His severed hand lay several feet
from him, his blood brown and flaking. Lucy pushed back the memories of that
moment and silenced the guilt that threatened to overwhelm her. She wished she
could have stopped it, could have saved him. She wished there'd been a better
choice to make.


Robert's dead body haunted her. His head had been blown away
by Beleth, but she'd inflicted the real damage. He'd left her no choice. He would've
killed Luke.


She turned away and focused on locating the fridge. It was
in the front of the plane. On her way, she spotted Luke's pack, with all his
gear, and picked it up.


Luke still stood on the edge of the plane, staring at her as
if she were a stranger.


No time to deal with him right now. "Here."
She tossed his pack at him, and on reflex, he caught it. "Might need that
stuff."


The mini fridge presented its own challenge. A dead guy
still clutched the handle, which he'd probably grabbed when the plane started
to tilt. She'd have to pry his hand off to open it.


Dear God, this is gross.


She gripped the stiff, cold hand of the dead man and, one by
one, peeled back his fingers. The body blocked the fridge when she tried to
open it, so she braced herself and pushed him away a few feet. By then she was
panting and dizzy.


Thanks for your help, Bro. Sheesh.


It contained sandwiches, drinks, and a few bottles of
alcohol. To the side of the fridge, a few cans of food lay scattered about. She
opened her pack and stuffed the food into it, then slung it back over her
shoulder. The weight of the pack nearly toppled her over, but she righted
herself and made her way to the cockpit.


She'd hoped to find a radio or way to communicate to someone
for help, but the cockpit was destroyed. The nose of the plane must have hit
the ground first, because it had crushed in on itself, leaving little to
explore in the control panels, and leaving the pilots buried under the debris.


Unable to endure the smell any longer, and seeing no point
to a more comprehensive search, Lucy made a beeline back to Luke and into the
fresh air. She slammed her pack into his chest, hitting him with more force
than necessary. "Could've used some help there, you know. Thanks for
that."


Before he could reply she stalked off, back into the jungle
and away from the plane.


Luke caught up with her as he looked through the backpack,
but he didn't say anything.


The grumbling in Lucy's stomach forced her to stop and sit
somewhere so she could eat. She pulled the pack away from him and rummaged
through it. "Found some sandwiches and drinks." She tossed the
sandwich and a coke at him and looked for her own.


Luke turned the sandwich over in his hand, then sniffed it
and tossed it aside. "It's rotten. Egg salad doesn't keep well without
refrigeration."


Right, the fridge lost power. Damn it.


She set down her own sandwich and pulled out some cans of
stew. "These should be fine. They even have a pull lid. At least something
went right."


Luke didn't reach for the can she offered him. He kept his
arms crossed over his shoulders. "How long's this going to last us? A day?
Two if we nibble?"


Great, grumpy Luke is back. "What the hell, Bro?
Where's the logic here? You're not going to eat the food we have, because we
don't have enough to last some unspecified period of time? We need food now.
We'll eat a bit to gain our strength back, and save some for later. We need to
survive while we look for a way to escape. Unless you have a better idea!"


Frustration mounted as her normally cheerful brother scowled
at her. He didn't budge, or eat, or respond to her questions. Her hand clenched
the rotten sandwich next to her and she threw it at his face. Bits of rotten
egg salad squished through the plastic wrap and splattered onto his face.


"What's your problem?" His muscles tensed in anger
as he used his shirt to wipe his face.


Her suppressed anger at Luke's behavior bubbled up to the
surface. She stood and paced in front of him, jabbing her finger at him to make
her point. "You're my problem. Ever since we got stranded here,
you've been moody and depressed—no help at all. I'm the one who found us water,
and food, and all you do is mope around and complain. No, I don't have all the
answers. I don't know where we're going to sleep tonight or what we'll eat in
two days, but I'm doing my best to make sure we survive."


“Survive?” Luke's voice shook with disdain. “You know who
didn’t survive? Those people in that plane. You killed a man yesterday, and
you’re acting like nothing happened.”


A sob choked in her throat. Was he seriously mad at her for
killing Robert? "He was torturing you. I saved your ungrateful life."


"I wasn't dead yet. There were other choices."


Lucy sunk to the ground, despair clawing at her. She
couldn't erase from her mind the way Robert's eyes had looked as he lay dying,
but she also couldn't get over the way her brother had screamed as Robert tore
his body apart with his powers.


She hadn't known a better way to handle it.


Luke pawed through her backpack and pulled out a bottle of
Rum. "I'm outta here. Meet you back at the beach later."


And with that, he took off, leaving her alone in the middle
of the jungle so he could go drown his sorrows in alcohol.


Nice, Luke. Real classy.


They'd fought lots of times—all of their lives, really—but
never like this. Disbelief fought a war in her mind with memories of her
brother. This wasn't like him, but she couldn't do anything to fix Luke right
now.


She had bigger problems—like making sure they survived,
finding a way out, and finishing their mission.


After all, they still had some kids to save.






Chapter 69 – Drake


 


Drake slugged another mouthful of cheap vodka and waited for
the burn to dull his pain. The abandoned apartment building he'd holed-up in
stank like shit and piss and vomit, but he didn't care. He sat on an old
mattress with his back against the wall and watched the void where a door had
once hung.


Every second of existence tore at him until even alcohol
couldn't bury the feelings. The place in his chest where his powers had once
lived now felt empty, like the core of a rotten apple. Even when Dr. Pana had
tied him to a hospital bed and drained him of his powers, he hadn't felt this
helpless. There, he'd known it would end. His powers hadn't been destroyed, just
blocked. He hadn't felt empty, just useless.


He'd been so naive to think it couldn't have gotten any
worse.


Sam was out there somewhere, fighting to keep their baby
safe while her father still hunted her. And what am I doing, loser that I
am? Running away. What good am I without my powers? I couldn't keep them safe,
so they were better off without me.


The lies he told himself did nothing to silence the guilt.


When he'd drained the last drop of vodka from his bottle, he
smashed it against the wall, and left his hiding spot to search for more. He
counted the money he had left: five dollars and some change. What the hell
could he buy with five bucks? Nothing strong enough to get the job done, that
was for sure.


The moon hung heavy in the sky as Drake walked the empty
streets. He couldn't remember the last time he'd seen the sun. It seemed a
lifetime ago. Memories of warm rays and the splash of cold salt water haunted
him. Vampires lived like this for centuries, outcasts relegated to the shadows
of life. Drake finally understood why these beings fascinated so many people.
Their plight gave form to the empty death that lived inside him.


A homeless man's cough brought him back to the present. The
man sat against a garbage dumpster, tucked under a newspaper blanket. Drake
didn't care about the smell or the trash; he only noticed the paper bag-wrapped
bottle in the man's hands.


He mustered as much authority as he could now that he'd lost
his powers of mind control. "I'll give you five bucks for that
bottle."


The man looked up at Drake and back down at the bottle. His
face looked like an ancient map that had been written on so many times the
lines all blurred together. He smacked his lips, took another swig and then
held the bottle out with a cackle.


Before Drake could take it, the man yanked it back and
rubbed his fingers together in the universal sign for money.


Drake sighed and pulled out the last of his cash.


They traded at the same time, and the man cackled again as
he stuck the money into some hidden compartment in his clothes.


The bottle felt light. Too light. Drake tilted it to his
lips, but only a drop of amber liquid fell into his mouth. Rage fed him as he
threw the bottle to the right of the man's head.


The man cried out as jagged bits of glass flew into his face.
Drake lifted his fist to punch him, but the man held up his arms and squealed.
Fear filled his eyes, and his lips smacked together. When his mouth opened,
Drake saw why the man didn't speak.


He had no tongue.


Drake's anger drained out of him in a flash, and he slumped
against the trash bin. Could he really beat a helpless man because he'd stolen
five dollars?


The man pulled out the money and gestured for Drake to take
it back, but Drake ignored him and ran down the street and around a corner.


He pushed his body to run as fast and as hard as he could.
Lack of food and too much alcohol had made him slow—weak—but he didn't stop.
His lungs burned, his muscles weakened to the point of collapse, but still he
ran.


He turned down an alley and stopped. Three men beat a
scrawny blond-haired boy to the ground.


The biggest man, inked up like a gangsta and wearing pants
too big for him, punched the kid in the face and screamed, "You better
give me those vials, you piss-ant little shit, or I'll beat you until you can't
walk. That drug is worth more than your life, so hand it over."


His two lackeys circled the boy, kicking him and egging on
their leader.


The boy cried and curled into a ball. He couldn’t have been
older than twelve. "I don't know what you're talking about. I don't have
anything."


Another punch. "Yo, my homey here saw you. So don't be
lying to us. We got to account for all those vials, and you don't even know
what you got messed up in. Those drugs, they seriously mess people up—like,
superpowers and shit. I'm not letting some piece of shit like you stop me from
doing my job. Hand 'em over."


The boy couldn't take it much longer, but Drake wasn't a
superhero anymore. Still, this drug had him curious. Could there be a drug that
brought out para-powers?


He charged in, pushing back the three gangsters and pulling
the kid out of the way. "Run!"


The fight was a blur. Drake had neither super strength nor
mind control. His basic skill and strength bought him a few minutes, but in the
end the street thugs overwhelmed him.


After too many blows to count, they left him lying in the
alley, bleeding and aching with broken ribs. Drake coughed, and blood spewed
out of his mouth. Maybe worse than just broken ribs.


He pulled himself to the wall and tried to sit up, but the
pain stopped him. Every move seemed to cause a new break or tear in his
now-fragile body. Before he could make it to the wall, a new kind of darkness
wrapped around him, and he faded into nothing.






Chapter 70 – Sam


 


I'd expected labor to be different. I knew it would hurt,
but the length and boredom surprised me.


The contractions came like clockwork—each more painful than
the last—but I didn't know what to do with myself in between. Sketchpad in
hand, I'd already drawn everyone who walked into the room. I drew every day to
prepare for the art program at the University of Washington, if they accepted
me—and if they gave me a scholarship, since I'd lost all the money Rent-A-Kid
had promised me.


Robyn arrived as promised and read to me from some book,
though I couldn't concentrate at all. She gave up after a while and turned on
the television.


Is this what women did during labor? Watch Friends
reruns? Click. Click. Click. Something decent had to be....


My hand froze. An image of Drake filled the screen.


What is Drake doing on television? Here I was, trying
not to think of him, and the Universe shoved him in my face.


A man and woman sat in overstuffed chairs and argued about a
video playing in the background. Brad's video blog. The woman scoffed.
"Clearly this has been doctored. Our government would not allow people
with powers like this to run around making home movies."


The man frowned. "You really think a government that
can't even rein in normal criminals has any control over this? You're more
naive than you look."


They continued to argue, and all I could do was stare at
Drake's bulging muscles as he lifted a car over his head. Did Brad know his
vlog had made the news and talk show circuit?


The man held up newspaper clippings and shoved them at the
woman. The camera zoomed in on the headlines. "Angry ten-year-old sets
fire to entire class.... Overactive toddler freezes teacher to death....
Three-year-old throws temper tantrum and destroys apartment complex."


The pretty woman sneered. "Those are sensationalized
headlines from tabloids. There's absolutely nothing newsworthy there. That
stuff isn't even possible. You've been watching too much X-Men."


Drake's body stood suspended in time while they argued, his
smile secretive and intimate. He'd been smiling at me when Brad had shot this
moment. I remembered what I'd been thinking, the way Drake had kissed me....


I clicked off the television and slumped into bed, fighting
tears. I tried not to think of Drake, but couldn't push him out of my mind. He should
have been here. I hated the thought of our daughter being born without him.


My thoughts wandered, and for a moment, I could have sworn
that he really sat there beside me. My throat clogged with tears.
"Drake?"


His form solidified, and confusion passed over his features.
I reached for him, my tears finally forcing themselves free. "Drake."


But, no. Just Robyn.


"I'm sorry, Sam. I didn't mean to. Your projections of
him were so strong, and I'm still getting control of my powers."


Oh my God. Robyn had turned into Drake for a split
second. She was a shapeshifter and chameleon, but new to the para-power game.


The urge to ask her to turn into Drake again all but
overpowered me. But it wouldn't really be him, and it would only tear apart my
heart even more. I had to move on and accept my life as a single mother, and
not cling to the illusion of what could have been.


"It's okay, Robyn. I understand. How are things going
with your studies and para-powers?" Maybe talking about someone else would
take my mind off of my own problems.


She smiled. "Thanks for understanding. They're going
well. I'm obviously still learning to control it, but I'm able to shift more
easily."


Our new school had settled into a routine fairly quickly. We
all needed something that felt normal, and classes and assignments seemed to
help. Still, the loss of many students and teachers—those who had died during
the rebellion and escape—lingered over our days like a fine mist, settling on
us all from time to time.


At least Robyn seemed happy with her new boyfriend, Norm.
Being around them, or around Greg and Gary—or pretty much any couple—made me
crumble. But I didn't begrudge them their joy, glad that someone had it.


My contractions increased in duration and frequency, and all
talking ceased. I could only focus on my body and the birth. When the cycle of
pain drove me to tears over and over, Susie joined us in the room, called for
support, and prepped me for full-on labor.


"Haven't I been in labor the whole time?" It sure
as hell felt like it.


Her cool hand rested on my forehead for a moment. "Yes,
but now we're at the end. The baby's ready. This is when we get serious."


If what I'd been feeling wasn't serious, I didn't want to
know what serious was.


Another contraction burned in me and ripped away all
thoughts. The pain gripped me and rode me hard. How did women ever do this more
than once?


I linked minds with my baby. She didn't have words, but I
sensed her nonetheless. "Ana, baby, it's not time yet. Please, wait a
little longer."


Ana didn't listen. She pushed her way through my body as if
she were clawing her way out.


Oh my God, what if she really does have claws? The
thought made me nauseous, but surely Susie would have caught that in the
ultrasound. It struck me as ironic that the evil nurse from the Rent-A-Kid
clinic that had imprisoned me shared a name with the amazing woman who helped
me now.


"Susie, this hurts so bad! I can't push again. I just
can't."


"You have to, Sam. We have to get her out. Just breathe
and... push!"


I pushed through the contraction, struggling to breathe.


Then another consciousness settled into me. I felt him
there.


"Drake."






Chapter 71 – Drake


 


When consciousness finally came, it took its time and
wrapped Drake in a gauzy, white cocoon. Pain moved in next, slowly, bringing an
awareness of each part of his beaten body. Nothing made sense. Images and
memories and thoughts jumbled together in his mind.


Where am I? What happened?


He cracked his eyes open and found another set of eyes
staring at him—brown eyes in a small, swollen face. The boy. He'd tried to save
the boy, and had gotten his ass kicked.


So much for being a superhero.


The boy scooted back when he saw Drake's eyes flutter open.
"Are you crazy, mister? They could'a killed you."


For some reason, Drake found that funny, but when he tried
to laugh, sharp spikes pierced his lungs. All humor vanished. "They looked
like they were killing you. What did you take from them?"


The kid's eyes jerked back and forth like a hunted animal.
"I didn't take nothing, yo. I swear it."


Each breath, each word, felt like it was stealing another
moment of life, but Drake had to know about the drug. "Well, they sure
think you did. Look, kid, I'm not going to hurt you. Do you think I'd get
myself nearly killed just to pick up where they left off?"


The boy tugged on his torn, dirty shirt. "Guess
not."


"Okay, then. So we agree. I'm not going to hurt you.
Why don't you try telling me the truth?" Years of living with the
knowledge that people would do whatever he wanted had given Drake a certain
confidence. Even if the loss of his powers had shaken that confidence, his
charisma still encouraged people to answer him. "If you're in some kind of
trouble, I might be able to help you. But you have to trust me."


The boy's eyes swelled with tears as he moved closer.
"It's my mom. She's, like, real sick. And I heard this drug might give
her, or me, some extra... I don't know... powers. Maybe it would help her. I
didn't know what else to do."


Could it be? "Do you have the drugs with you?"


The kid shook his head. "I hid 'em. You know, in case
they came after me."


Drake sighed in relief. "Good job. Very clever. Now,
listen carefully. I do have certain powers. And if you can get me some of those
drugs, I can heal myself and help you and your mom, okay?"


The boy frowned. "You ever done 'em before?"


"No."


"Then how do you know? You playin' me, man? Trying to
steal from me?"


"Kid, what would have happened to you if I hadn't
fought those guys?"


He looked down. "Dunno. Probably be dead."


"Right, so maybe I am trying to help? What's
your name?"


"Toby."


"Toby, I'm Drake, and I really can help you. But you've
got to get me that drug, okay?"


Toby nodded and took off down the alley. Drake tried to
stand, but his legs wouldn't hold. He desperately hoped this drug would bring
back his powers. It seemed unbelievable, but he would grab at any straw to
protect his family again.


Pockets of time blurred together as Drake faded in and out
of consciousness. The pain, so sharp at first, ebbed—still there, but not such
a big deal. He wondered if he was dying, but had a hard time caring either way.
The only things that kept him tethered to the pain—to life—were Sam and their
baby. If he died, he would never be able to help them, and Sam would forever
think him the worst kind of human being for abandoning them.


Toby finally returned, and Drake fought through the numb
lure of death's call, despite how desperately he wanted his miserable life to
end.


The kid handed him a vial full of blue fluid. "I only
got three. You try one and we'll see what happens."


"Do I just drink it?"


"Man, I don't know. Maybe. I ain't never seen no one
take it, just heard about it."


What do I have to lose? Drake emptied the vial into
his mouth and swallowed.


Nothing happened. He slumped down in disappointment. Too
good to be true.


Just as he was about to tell Toby that the drug was
worthless, something buzzed in his gut. The rotten emptiness in his chest
tingled with life, as if worms were crawling through him. He groaned and rolled
onto his side.


Toby's voice came at him like radio waves that he could see,
feel and taste. "What's happening, man?"


Drake opened his mouth, and tiny fairies with glittery wings
flew out, giggling. He giggled with them, caught up in their merriment. Had the
worms in his heart turned to fairies? Very cool.


Fire and ice burned through his veins, so hot it was cold,
or so cold it was hot. He couldn't tell. He looked down at his arm and saw a
green glow pulsing through him, leaking out of his skin. Everything came alive
and the world exploded with color.


Motes of dust in the air danced and shined and waved and
winked. Toby's exhaled breath lapped on his lips like blue waves on the ocean,
and Drake found himself surfing on each gust, hanging ten on the iridescent
waters.


His power hit, full and hard, making his body jerk and spasm
as it knitted itself back together. He saw how close he'd come to Death's door,
and waved. Death hid, spying through his peephole, then flipped Drake the bird
and stalked off, sickle in hand, leaving him to heal alone.


When his body gleamed with new skin and tissue, and his
bones and organs were good as new, he felt the presence of another—one so
familiar, yet so far apart.


Sam.


Her fear and pain tore at him. She needed him, but he was
too far away, too lost in his own living hell.


"Drake, our baby's coming. Drake!"


'Sam, I'm here. I'm sorry, Baby. I'm here.'


"How? How's that possible? Drake, wait, I need to
tell you something—"


She screamed out, and he felt the pain, felt the baby
pushing out of her. Felt the fear and joy and fear again.


He heard other voices around her, filtered through her own
mind and awareness.


They told her to push, to stay calm, to breathe.


He said the same, sending her his strength, his healing, his
power.


Then panic arose. The baby! What were they saying? He
couldn't hear. Sam faded out. She moved farther away from him, away from the
world. He knew what that meant. He couldn't let that happen.


'Sam, no! Don't go. Fight, dammit. Fight! Take my power.
Take my strength. Whatever you need from me, take it. Keep yourself safe. Keep
our baby safe.'


"Drake, I need you. I miss you. Why did you leave me
and— Ah!" She whimpered in pain like a kicked puppy.


He focused, sending her more and more until the last drop of
his power poured into her, and he felt their connection breaking—


"It's a girl, Drake. Ana's here."


She was gone.






Chapter 72 – Lucy


 


The sharp blade dug through the soft wood, slicing the final
branch off the long tree limb. Lucy stood and tested it—perfect height and
weight for a walking stick. She took a quick inventory of her bag: a computer,
useless for now; tear gas, not especially helpful at the moment; a baseball
cap.


An image pushed into her awareness: Robert had worn a cap
like this. Her mind replayed the moment when the bullet tore into his chest,
and his cap flew off his head as he fell to the ground. She pushed the memory
down, burying it with the others.


No time for that now. Must focus. Must survive.


She put on the cap, needing the protection from the sun, and
continued her inventory of the bag. The phone and walkie-talkie still didn't
work. She had one more bottle of alcohol, useful if they needed to clean a
wound; her water bottle, now almost empty; and one more can of stew, which was
Luke's.


A cacophony of sounds created a symphony in the jungle. It
was beautiful, in its own way, though Lucy didn't want to consider too closely
what kinds of creatures were making those sounds. She focused instead on the
bigger picture as she packed up her supplies and began her hike. The trees, the
sky, the sound of the ocean in the distance—if she hadn't been stranded, she
might have enjoyed this place.


First stop: she needed to find the waterfall again, or
another source of fresh water, and refill. Then she'd look for food. How hard
could it be to find something out here?


Whatever strength she'd derived from the canned stew waned
as the hours passed. She couldn't find the waterfall they'd been to earlier. In
fact, she couldn't find anything that looked familiar. No matter how far she
went, everything looked the same. She'd never been the best at outdoor
scouting. Her strengths lay in computers and hand-to-hand combat. Missions that
required breaking in—infiltrating a secure area and neutralizing a threat, hacking
into high tech computer systems—that's what she was good at. Hunting and
foraging? Not so much.


She tried to remember what Mr. Hatler had said about finding
your way back to camp and foraging for food. The information was in her brain
somewhere, if only she could access it. In the meantime, she kept walking and
walking and walking. Her tired legs and sore body begged for rest, but she
couldn't stop without finding water. She'd saved a drop of water in her bottle,
but it would do little good. It served merely as a psychological tool to make
her feel like she still had some left.


Just as hopelessness started to win over perseverance, Lucy
pushed through another set of trees and into a clearing. Energy surged through
her at the sight of a river, and she ran to the water, praying it was fresh.


At the first sip, she smiled and sank her hot, sweaty face
into the welcome cold. She drank her fill and refilled her water bottle, hoping
that she could find her way back here from her rendezvous point with Luke.
Given the greenery around the river, maybe she could also score some food. Once
food, water and shelter had been taken care of, they could focus on getting off
this island and back to their assignment.


She closed her eyes and rested against a rock, her hand dipping
into the water as she daydreamed about food. It took all her strength not to
eat her brother's stew, but after drinking himself into a stupor, he was going
to need food and water more than she.


Stupid idiot. You don't get drunk and dehydrate yourself while
stranded with no food and water. I should kick his ass.


It was easier to be mad at Luke. Lucy couldn't afford the
alternative: being scared out of her mind. He'd never acted like this before.
He'd always been there for her, no matter what. She couldn't lose her brother
in this. Besides Sam, he was all she had.


She shook herself and sat up. Time to look for food. Resting
wouldn't help if all she did was worry. In the lake, a pair of eyes rose just
above the surface and stared straight at her.


Oh, wow! An alligator. Or is it a crocodile? What's the
difference?


This time her memory served up something useful. An
alligator had a wide, U-shaped jaw, while crocodiles usually had a longer, more
pointed jaw. A crocodile's fourth tooth on its lower jaw stuck out over their
upper lip, while an alligator's stayed in its mouth. Crocodiles had a special
gland in their tongues that could get rid of excess salt, so they tended to
live in saltwater habitats. Alligators had these glands too, but they didn't
work as well, so they preferred fresh water. Both were carnivores who tore
their prey apart.


The creature lifted its head—U-shaped jaw, no tooth, and
definitely in fresh water. Alligator.


Lucy tensed to run, but one last bit of information stopped
her: people ate alligator, she was pretty sure.


She drew her knife and took a fighter's stance, then
considered her opponent and shook her head. A knife wouldn't work. She'd be
alligator food before she could even get close enough to do damage. Her martial
arts skills were useless here, too. But what if she couldn't find any other
food? Maybe a spear would give her the distance she needed, but it would have
to be heavy and sharp to even dent the thick skin.


She found a few sticks, but none that would really work. The
wood was too soft, or too thin. She looked at her walking stick. Maybe if she
tied her knife to it? Nah, it would still be too dangerous, and she would lose
her only weapon.


My gun! Duh! Can't believe I forgot about that. She
pulled it out of her holster and aimed at the creature in the water. The right
shot could take him down immediately. Then she'd have to get him out of the
water, because....


Does he have friends? Her hand wavered. Didn't
matter; she had to risk it. For meat. For life.


She held her arm steady, body straight. The alligator held
her gaze, unafraid, unaware that she was about to end his life.


End his life. Again.


How many deaths would be on her head when this was over?
Would the alligator feel pain? Would it die fast or slow? Could she eat a
creature that she'd made suffer?


Her arm lowered, her body refusing to do what her mind tried
to convince it was right. The alligator blinked, then sank back into its watery
home as if it had all been a test, and he her teacher. Had she passed or
failed? She didn't know.


Her stomach growled, proving that on some level she had
failed. Hunger chewed through her, gnawing at her insides.


The sun lowered. It would be dark soon, and she had to get
back to camp, but what would they do without food?


She walked downriver toward what she now knew was the ocean,
and spied a group of trees that looked familiar. She searched, thinking they
might be banana trees, but all she found were fat green leaves that would
surely look appealing to some creature, just not her—not without a high-speed
blender and some strawberries.


She kept walking, frustrated and starving, and finally
stepped onto the sandy beach. She wasn't too far from camp, but far enough to
require a short rest. She leaned against a tree, giving in to the despair and
loneliness that had been fighting her all day.


Salty tears leaked down her face. She missed her bed at the
mansion, and the other kids, and of course Sam. She'd hoped to be there for the
days leading up to the birth of Ana. She was just so lonely—a longing that
Luke's presence couldn't fulfill. She wanted to share herself in a way she
never had, to find an intimacy she couldn't get from Luke or Sam. She wanted
what Sam had with Drake.


Well, before he became a douche bag and left her. Better
to be alone than fall in love with an asshole.


At least she didn't have to suffer the kind of pain Sam was
going through. She couldn't even imagine that agony. Still, the comforts of
home, the friendships and showers and food—she missed these things.


Will we ever get off this damn island and back to our own
life?


Something hit the side of her head and shattered her
thoughts. "Ouch!" She put her hand to head and saw blood. "What
the hell?" It didn't seem too severe, just a bit of a lump and some
dizziness.


She drew her gun and looked around, and couldn't decide
whether to laugh or curse when she saw her assailant. A coconut lay a few feet
away, a bit of her blood smudged on its surface. Attacked by fruit. Real ni—


Fruit?


That refocused her. Coconuts were a complete nutrient. She'd
heard that coconut meat and milk, blended with a banana, came very close to the
nutritional make-up of mother's breast milk. She had no idea how she knew
that—probably something Sam had said in all her motherhood reading—but still,
mother's milk was the perfect meal. Even without bananas, coconuts could get
them through this ordeal quite nicely.


She grabbed the one that had attacked her and studied it.
How the hell was she supposed to get it open? She slammed it against a rock,
and milk splashed all over her, along with bits of shell and meat. Using her
knife, she dug out the soft insides and ate what she could. Once she'd
finished, she identified more in the tree. If she could get them down, she and
Luke would have plenty of food while they worked out a plan.


Hope blossomed in her.


She sheathed her knife, pulled out her sweatshirt and spun
it into a tight rope, then wrapped it around the tree and used it to shimmy up
to the top.


The climb went slowly, with her feet slipping a few times,
but eventually she got high enough to cut down several coconuts. When a small
pile rested under the tree, she climbed down and shook out her sweatshirt, then
created a carrier and stacked a load of coconuts in it.


She couldn't carry them all, but what she had would get them
started, and she could come back for more when they got hungry. The tree sat
close enough to the river that this would be a good "cafeteria" for
them.


The coastline wound its way west, and Lucy followed the
setting sun toward the original location where they'd washed up. It was time to
make camp and get some food in Luke.


She arrived fifteen minutes later, puffing and just about to
lose her grip on the sweatshirt carrier. No sign of Luke, so she found dry wood
and started a campfire. The crackling fire and cool ocean breeze made it easy
to pretend she was just camping on the beach, something they'd done for
training a few times.


To pass the time, she took out a few coconuts and used trial
and error to figure out the best way to open them without ruining the food—or
her clothes. After a few more epic messes she finally got it. First, she
drilled a small hole into the shell, to drain the milk into a large leaf or to
drink straight from the coconut. Then she carved a line around the top, and cut
it open so they could eat the meat inside.


Happy with her accomplishment, she called for Luke, hoping
he was nearby and would come eat with her.


He didn't answer.


What if something had happened to him? What if he'd gotten
sick and passed out? Worst-case scenarios filled her mind. She used the fire to
make a torch, grabbed a coconut—he had to be starving by now—and stepped out
into the darkness.


She stuck to the path they'd walked that morning, not sure
where else he might be, and not wanting to explore the whole jungle in the
dark. The hill loomed before her, with the crash site on the other side. She
didn't want to go there again, but something pulled at her. The sphere pulsed
softly. She'd almost forgotten she had it, but the reassuring warmth gave her
strength, and she walked over the hill and toward the plane.


Luke sat on a rock near the crash site, drinking a bottle of
rum.


Lucy rushed to him, tears in her eyes, angry and sad and
relieved all at once. She took a breath, about to yell at him for leaving her,
when she saw the heartbreaking sadness on his handsome face.


"Hey, Bro, I found food." She held out the
coconut.


He looked up, but didn't smile. "Nice."


He didn't take it, so she sat next to him and cut it open.
"Here, you need something in you besides rum. Try it."


Luke stared at it as if it was poison, but then his hunger
and thirst kicked in and he snatched the coconut and sucked it dry.


She showed him how to open it up so he could get to the
meat. "I have more back at camp. Plus I saved your stew. But for now, drink
my water. You need it."


He took the bottle and drank greedily.


"So, I know where we can get more food and water. Now
we can focus on our mission. We still have all of our supplies. The base camp
can't be far from here. It could even be on this island. It's huge and we've
barely scaled the surface of it. We should at least try."


Luke shrugged. "Maybe."


Lucy's temper flared despite her resolve. "Maybe?
What's that supposed to mean?" She stood up and faced him. "If we
don't do anything, Rent-A-Kid's going to do the same thing to those kids that
they did to us. Is that what you want?"


Luke threw the empty coconut against the plane, where it
thudded loudly. "Well, our life wasn't so bad, was it? We had our own
rooms, a bunch of cool shit. I had a sixty-inch television screen. Sixty inch!
How am I supposed to get something like that now? Hmm? Maybe what we had wasn't
the best, but it was pretty good. Better than getting killed." His voice
broke and he stopped talking.


Lucy heard the tears in his voice. She knew he didn't really
prefer their life at Rent-A-Kid over this, not after they'd killed their
friends and teachers, impregnated Sam, and experimented on them. No, something
else bothered her brother. "It's not your fault. What happened on that
plane, what happened to those people—Rent-A-Kid did that, Beleth and his team.
Not you! You can't blame yourself." She sat and put her arm around him,
but he shrugged her off.


"It is my fault. Morrison died because of us. Because
of me. If I'd held that shield, I could have saved him. I could've stopped
those freaks from shooting everyone."


Lucy grabbed his hand, refusing to let him push her away
again. "They knew the risks when they accepted this mission. Even if you
hadn't been on that airplane, Rent-A-Kid would've still attacked it, and
everyone would still have died. Except then, there'd be no one left to complete
the mission."


Didn't he see? They had to finish what they started. They
owed it to those kids and to the agents who died for this mission.


Luke's breathing calmed, and he shook his head. "But I was
on the plane." He stood and walked away. "I'll see you back at camp,
Sis."


She stood to follow him, but sat back down. He needed space,
for now. She regretted dragging him into the plane. He hadn't been ready for that.


She dropped her head. I should've been more
understanding, but still, he has to get his shit together. I can't do all of
this alone.


Those kids needed them, and she needed her confident brother
back.


So she'd give him his space for a bit. Then she'd sit him
down and tell him that it was time to move forward. He had no choice. Neither
of them did.






Chapter 73 – Drake


 


Drake opened his eyes, and Toby was once again staring at
him, this time in awe. "You did it, man. You healed yourself. I have to
get this to my mom!"


Drake shook his head to clear his mind as the kid ran off. Sam.
My baby. I have to get to them.


Then another thought jolted him: the boy believed the drug
would heal his mom. "Toby, wait!"


But it was too late. Toby had already reached the street and
turned right, presumably toward his house.


Drake needed more of the drug. For that brief moment while
the drug worked in him, he'd been whole again, and he'd heard Sam.


First, he had to stop Toby. The drug wouldn't work the same
way for his mother, and Drake didn't know what damage it could cause a person
who didn't have para-powers.


With full strength back, he ran after Toby. He turned right
and searched the street. The boy turned left a few blocks down, so Drake
sprinted to catch up. He skidded around the corner just as Toby entered a
beaten-down shack a few houses up.


He hollered again, "Toby!"


Either the boy couldn't hear him or didn't care. Probably
both. Toby thought he held a magic cure for his mom, but dread gripped Drake's
heart. Only one person could create a drug like this and distribute it to the
streets in hopes of finding other paranormals: Sam's father. And he wouldn't
care about the casualties.


Drake ran harder, nearly out of breath by the time he
reached the house.


The door hung open, so he stepped in. "Toby, where are
you?"


No sound.


"Toby?"


The house looked as if it had been ransacked by gangs.
Graffiti stained the walls, the furniture lay toppled over and cut apart, and
the smell of vomit and mold permeated his senses. He dashed into what he
assumed was either the bedroom or bathroom, and found Toby and his mom on a
stained mattress on the floor.


He fell to his knees.


Blue liquid stained their lips. They each clutched an empty
vial. The mother held her son in a final embrace as they lay there, still and
lifeless.


"No! Damn it, no! Why?"


He rummaged around on the floor, looking for anything that
might save them, but found nothing. He shook their bodies, did mouth to mouth,
used all his first aid training, but dead was dead, and they didn't come back.


This blue drug, a savior to him, was a death sentence to
anyone without powers.


Grief choked him, but he didn't have time to wallow in it.
He had to act fast, to figure out what to do next. What should he do with their
bodies? Whom could he call? How would he even call? He'd seen a pay
phone outside, but did he want to get involved with this—illegal drugs and two
dead bodies?


Just as Drake rose to leave, Toby's hand twitched.






Chapter 74 – Sam


 


I push the truck back and forth on the living room floor,
then slam it into the block. "Vroom, vroom, watch out!"


I'm me, but not. I look down and see the body of a little
boy. I'm in his mind, in his memories, not my own.


Around me, beautiful things hang on big walls. The
furniture is fancy, the kind kids aren't supposed to sit or play on.


Someone comes into the arched glass doors that lead to
the foyer. The little boy knows what a foyer is, though he thinks the word is
funny.


A man walks in, tall and handsome. He's holding a baby.


I—or rather the boy in me—jump up, excited. "Is that
her? Is that her?"


The man smiles. Something about his smile makes me—the real
me—shiver. But the boy I live in doesn't seem to notice. He's focused on the
bundle of pink blanket.


The baby wiggles and the man holds her out. "This,
Son, is your baby sister. Isn't she beautiful?"


I nod. "Maybe when she gets older we can play
together." I can't wait to play, to have a little sister.


The man shrugs. "Maybe." He looks at the baby
again. "Isn't she perfect?" He holds her in front of a window and the
baby almost seems to glow. "She may be the one."


"The one what, Daddy?"


"Oh, nothing. Don't worry about it. I have to put
her down for a nap. Your mother will be home soon, and I want to show her the
new baby. You stay here and play."


The boy doesn't listen. He follows his daddy up the
staircase, too full of excitement to stay still. "Which room will she
sleep in? Can she sleep with me? I don't mind sharing."


"She won't be staying here, Son. No. She has another
destiny ahead of her."


The boy looks again at his little sister. She's so cute,
with soft dark hair and big blue eyes. He wants to hold her, but knows his
daddy won't let him.


His daddy looks at the baby and smiles. "She's the
key. One day, she'll solve everything."


***


I woke up, heart beating through my chest, a fine sheen of
sweat covering my body. What a freaky dream. Something told me it was a
scene from the Seeker's life, but what did it mean?


A niggling of foreboding nudged me, and I panicked. My
baby! Where is my baby?


I looked around and saw her in the arms of the last person
in the world I expected to see.


Mary stood, cooing and staring at Ana, unaware that I was
awake. She murmured to herself. "She's so beautiful."


The words echoed my dream, and a shiver ran up my spine.
"Mary, give her to me."


The light from the window lit up Mary and the baby like an
image of Christ with his virgin mother. The comparison almost made me laugh. Mary,
a virgin? Yeah right.


Mary had changed. Burn scars marred the once flawless skin
down the side of her neck, but her golden hair was perfectly styled, as usual.
She paid little attention to me. I sat up and was about to use my powers to
force her to bring me my baby, when she finally looked up and handed Ana over.


Love washed through me in waves as I stared at my daughter.
I never knew anyone could feel this way about another human being. I'd loved
her while I carried her to term, but nothing like this. This little
cherub-faced girl with big blue eyes had stolen my heart. If only Drake could
be here to see her, to fall in love with her himself.


"I love you, Ana. I'll be enough for the both of us, I
swear." Only then did I realize Mary was still standing there, watching
me. I'd seen her die. "How are you here, Mary? We thought you
were...."


"Dead? Yeah, I've gotten that a lot since I've been
back. I didn't die, no thanks to all of you who just left me there.
Fortunately, IPI found me, and I had the distinct pleasure of recovering in
their dreadful facility. You would not believe how miserable it was."


I couldn't believe she'd survived what Drake had done to
her. Did she remember? "What happened to you?"


"I'm not really sure. They think I got caught in a
fire. Well, they know I got caught in a fire." She fiddled with her hair
until it covered her neck—a gesture that looked practiced. "But they think
I hit my head and lost some of that time right before. So, yeah, not
sure."


Guilt invaded my happy moment. Should I tell her what really
happened? Would she do something to me or my baby if she knew that Drake almost
killed her trying to free her from the Seeker's mind control? Maternal instinct
warred with my sense of right, but in the end, maternal instinct won out. I
wouldn't do anything to jeopardize the safety of my child.


The door opened, and Brad walked in. He smiled and gave a
little wave to Ana. "How's the cutest baby in the whole world? Huh?"


His presence made me feeler safer, especially with Mary back
so suddenly. "I love how we all sound like such goofballs around a
baby." I offered him Ana, though it pained me to part with her, and he
took her and made goo-goo sounds.


"I'm so glad you came through this okay, Sam. We were
all worried for a while."


Susie had said I'd nearly died giving birth. But all I remembered
was.... "Drake. I felt him. He was here with me, giving me strength
somehow. I think he's the reason I lived through it."


Brad's face hardened, then softened into a goofy grin for
the baby. "But he doesn't have his powers. Maybe you were delirious with
the medications?"


"No, I don't think so. Even Susie said I was slipping
away, then all of the sudden I called out to Drake and my body started to heal
itself. Those aren't my powers. Those are—were—his. Do you think he could have
gotten his powers back?"


The thought saddened me. If he did have his powers, then why
hadn't he come home? Maybe he'd never forgiven me for what I'd done to him. But
if so, why did he save my life? He'd sounded sad, in trouble.


Most of our friends were mad at him, Brad especially, though
Luke and Lucy weren't big fans at the moment either. They didn't understand.
They hadn't been there to feel how the loss of his powers had stripped him down
to nothing. And I'd done it to him. I'd never forgive me either, so I couldn't
blame him for being upset. But I did blame him for abandoning his
daughter—inexcusable regardless of how he felt about me.


Susie popped her head in the room. "Sam, can you handle
a few more visitors?"


Everyone kept telling me to rest, but I felt surprisingly strong
and healthy. I needed to get up and stretch, to start doing something.
"Sure, send them in." After this visit, I would insist that everyone
stop treating me like a sick patient. Ana was healthy, and I felt better than
ever. Literally, I felt stronger than I had since I got pregnant.


Father Patrick, Bernard and Desirai came into the room.


Father Patrick spoke first. "Hello, Sam, I hope you
don't mind. Is this too much right now?"


I smiled at the old priest. Drake's absence must have broken
his heart. They'd always been close. He'd been the only father Drake had ever
known.


I gestured for them to come in. "Not at all. I'm so
glad you're all here. I'm going stir-crazy in bed all the time."


Brad showed Father Patrick the baby, and he lovingly held
her, after waiting for a nod from me. So odd that this little life was now my
responsibility. I had to make sure to feed and change and care for her. I
decided who touched her and who didn't. Mary should never have held my baby
without permission. I'd have to talk to someone about making sure no one ever
touched Ana without my permission again.


Bernard, whose full name was George Bernard
Shaw—seriously—now led all academic studies at the new school. He'd likely
become the new Headmaster. He'd also taught and mentored Brad in college, and
the two were still tight. He'd been instrumental in helping us rescue our
friends after we escaped Rent-A-Kid. He'd also been the one to encourage me to
reapply to school, and had written a glowing letter of recommendation.


He smiled at Ana. "She came a bit early, but looks
healthy as a horse."


Um, okay.


"And at least this means you'll have more time to
recover before starting school in the fall."


"If I get accepted, you mean. IPI gave us all
backgrounds, but a school could still find a lot missing."


Bernard pulled something from his pocket. "Why don't
you find out right now?"


He handed me a thick packet from U of W. Thick—that
meant...! I tore through the envelope while the group passed Ana around, happy
to be the object of so much love.


My throat thickened as I scanned the introduction letter.
"Oh my God! I've been accepted. And the art department wants to meet with
me in two weeks to review my complete portfolio. They might give me a
scholarship."


Everyone cheered and hugged me. Des stood by the door as if
scared to come in. I gestured to her, and she joined the group.
"Congratulations on your college acceptance."


I beamed. "Thank you. Two weeks. Crap, that doesn't
give me a lot of time to put together a portfolio. The fire destroyed all my
work. Plus, I have the classes here to teach, and taking care of a
newborn—"


"Don't worry about classes." Bernard cut me off.
"Your job here is secure. This is your home, and we take care of our own.
We'll all help with Ana. Just focus on getting that scholarship."


Desirai nodded. "If anyone can do it, you can."


Murmurs of agreement filled the room. I hugged the
acceptance packet and squealed, then reached for Des's hand. "It's good to
see you. I thought you were still in recovery from your injuries."


She'd suffered some burns and cuts during the Rent-A-Kid
escape, but appeared to be doing very well. "I'm all healed up. Do you
mind if I hold your baby?"


"Please do. She loves meeting new people."


I couldn't read my daughter's mind as I could others', because
she didn't have the mental development. Her thoughts were more instinctual,
more connected to her moods and her energy. And I didn't have to dip into her
mind like I did with others. Ana was always a part of me.


Brad stood by Des, his arms around her. I didn't have to
read their minds to know that love was blooming between them—it had probably
started when Brad had helped nurse the injured back to health.


I was happy for them, even if it did cut into my heart to
think about love at all these days. But with my dreams finally becoming a
reality, sadness would not pull me down. A new life awaited me, and I would
live it to the fullest.


"Have any of you heard from Luke and Lucy?" I
asked.


Bernard took the baby from Father Patrick and cuddled her.
"They're still on assignment. IPI hasn't reported in for a while, so we
don't know how it's going."


I looked at Des. "Could you connect with their dreams
and see how it's going? If you're well enough?"


She blushed, and Brad squeezed her shoulder.


They are so cute together.


"Sure, I can try."


"Thank you. And tell them about Ana, if you can. They'd
want to know. They are the godparents, after all."


"I will."


Mary slipped out of the room. Relieved that she'd finally
left, I relaxed and enjoyed the presence of my friends. But my dream, from
before Ana had been born, still unsettled my thoughts. Serena needed help.


There must be some way to better use my gifts to find
these kids.


Des placed Ana back into my hands, and I kissed her head. As
much as I wanted to help all the kids out there who needed me, the little girl
in my arms needed me most. It was time to be a mother.






Chapter 75 – Lucy


 


The stone skips over the water, one-two-three-four-five,
before it drops into the river. "Take that, Bro! Bet you can't beat
it."


Luke laughs and flicks his own stone out, but it falls
after only four skips. "Guess you got me that time. You're pretty bad-ass,
Sis. I still remember the look on our teacher's face when you flipped him over
in the hall after he faux attacked you. He underestimated you."


"People often do. It's my secret weapon." Lucy
stretches out on the bank of the river and lets the sun warm her skin.
"It's nice to have a day off from classes. Think Sam is having fun at her
art workshop?"


She doesn't see him, but she can tell her twin rolls his
eyes. "Sam plus art equals massive fun for her. She probably doesn't even
know the rest of the world exists right now."


The water laps at her bare feet, cool and inviting. She
slides her bare legs deeper into the water and kicks up, splashing Luke.


"What the hell. Not cool, Sis. Not cool at
all." But he says it with a huge grin and splashes her back.


"Can't we just stay here? I don't even want to deal
with Mary tonight. She's such a bitch!"


Luke flops down and looks up at the canopy of trees.
"She's... yeah, she's not great, but she's not so bad. I mean, her power
doesn't affect me, so it's not such a big deal. I'm un-seducible."


"Ha! Right! Well, by her at least. But I recall some
seduction happening with Carey, and with Elizabeth."


"Sister! Not at the same time, at least. Give me
some credit."


"Fine, not at the same time. Still, you're quite the
lady's man."


Luke sits up, touches his finger to his chest and makes a
hissing noise. "With hotness like this, how can the ladies resist?"


Lucy rolls her eyes, but enjoys the teasing—a perfect
moment on a perfect day. Can life get any better?


Another wrist flick and she sends another stone into the
water. It skips a few beats, then hits something emerging from the lake. Uh-oh.


An alligator's head surfaces, its eyes staring into Lucy.
She's seen it somewhere before, knows it somehow. But that makes no sense;
she's only ever seen alligators in books and television.


"Um, Luke, we gotta get out of here. We have
company."


She grabs her brother, her heart pounding in her chest.


The alligator swims toward them. It wants them. It's
taking revenge. They must run.


Luke stands there, staring at the creature as it
approaches. The scene reminds Lucy of a horror movie. The killer's movements are
slow and methodical, yet he still catches his victims. How does the killer
always catch up?


"Luke, what the hell? We have to move, now!"
She pulls at him again, but it's as if he's planted in cement.


The alligator's mouth opens, revealing its sharp, blood-stained
teeth. It will rip them apart piece-by-piece.


Luke's voice comes out low and monotone, like a zombie.
"What's the point? What's the point of any of it?"


His hopelessness crashes into Lucy, pulling her down with
him. No! She can't let him go. She grabs his arm and uses all of her
strength to dislodge him from whatever is holding him.


The alligator approaches. Its mouth gapes wide.


Lucy can almost feel the sharp tips cutting into her skin...
but no, not hers. Luke!


"Luke!" she screams. Tears stream down her
face.


The alligator grips Luke's foot between its massive jaws,
and blood spurts out. The alligator grinds Luke's ankle until it's red and raw
with bits of bone sticking out.


Luke does nothing—says nothing—as the alligator pulls him
into the lake.


"No, no, no, no!" Lucy can't process this, can't
believe this. It can't be happening. She sobs and looks around for a weapon—something,
anything, to stop the monster from stealing her brother. She can't say killing,
can't face that. No, Luke's not dead. He's just underwater, waiting for her to
save him.


Suddenly a gun appears in her hand. Perfect. She searches
for the alligator, but the lake ripples placidly. Finally, a bit of tale
splashes up. Lucy sees the beast in the water, and aims at where its heart should
be, trying to avoid the mouth and her brother. She shoots, over and over,
emptying her gun into the water.


The alligator disappears.


Her heart races faster and faster. She can't breathe,
can't think. All she can do is react. She splashes into the shallow water and
calls out, "Where are you? Luke? Please! Splash or something!"


She pauses to listen. The river is still and deathly
quiet. No, not deathly. She won't use words like that. Not with Luke down
there. But then the water bubbles as something slowly surfaces. "Luke?
That you?"


Fear surges through her. If it's Luke, she needs to grab
him before he drowns. If it's the alligator, she'll die.


She's willing to risk it. She moves forward, set to either
run or grab.


Her breath hitches. A hand. "Luke!"


She darts forward and grabs him, and starts pulling him
to shore. His hand feels cold, too cold. She can't get his head above water.


His whole body floats up, pale and ghostly.


She drags him in, not seeing—refusing to see—the rest. But
she can't look away, or deny what's right in front of her.


Luke. His chest full of bullet holes.


Dead.


Lucy killed him.


She screams.


***


Lucy jolted awake. A dream. It was just a dream.
Relief poured through her.


A familiar voice called to her. "Lucy, Lucy." She
responded to it, cautiously, moving slowly to assess her whereabouts. Her
subconscious trusted that voice.


Desirai lay next to her. They both rested in a large,
comfortable bed in a fancy house.


The mansion.


"Des, it's you!" Lucy gave her a hug. "Oh my
God, I can't tell you how happy I am to see you. I don't even know what's going
on! I've had the craziest dreams! First, Luke and I were stranded in this crazy
jungle, and then Luke was killed by an alligator. I'm just so glad to be
home."


Desirai smiled sadly. "Lucy, you're still dreaming. I
brought you here to show you something."


Lucy frowned. Right. Des is a dream-walker. She'd
given Sam important information about Rent-A-Kid security once, before they
took down the whole facility.


So, what part was real? Not Luke dying; that couldn't be.
Looking back, none of the dreams seemed especially desirable. They were all
nightmares, so where was her body?


The dream world Desirai created felt so warm and happy, Lucy
didn't want to ever leave.


Des smiled. "I finally found you. How are you?"


What to say? "I'm good, I guess. We're on our
mission to save the kids, right?"


Des nodded. "Yes."


"Okay then, I guess we're still working out the details
on that." Why did it feel so hard to distinguish reality from dream? This
inability to access her own life scared Lucy more than all of her scary dreams.
Well, almost more.


But Lucy couldn't stay scared in Desirai's dream world; too
much happiness and joy lived there.


Des reached for Lucy. "Come, I have something exciting
to show you. You're going to love it."


Lucy couldn't imagine what it could be, but she allowed the
girl to lead her through a door and into a brightly lit room full of life and
golden light.


Several people stood around a bed. Is someone sick? No,
that wouldn't be happy.


Desirai pulled her forward, and Lucy saw.


Sam lay in the bed holding a baby.


"Oh my God, Ana was born." Tears stung Lucy's
eyes.


The baby gurgled and then opened her eyes and smiled. She
had Sam's smile, and blue eyes that matched both of her parents'.


"Sam, your baby is so cute. She's beautiful." Lucy
reached out to touch the baby's cheek, but her fingers slid right through. She
pulled back, scared and sad.


"This is just a dream," Des said. "A memory,
really. My memory. I'll show you what I can."


Disappointment surged through Lucy, but she felt grateful to
have this, at least, since she couldn't be there for the birth.


"Sam did such a great job. And she felt your love and
support the whole time."


Desirai showed her flashes of the birth. Lucy's heart
skipped when Sam's vitals slipped, but she and the baby had both survived and
were now doing well. That was all that mattered.


The baby gurgled again, and everyone in the room oohed
and ahhed. Lucy spotted Des, the memory-Des, standing by the bed with
Brad's arm around her.


"So you and Brad...?"


"Yeah, we're together. Totally unexpected but really
incredible."


"I'm really happy for you." A twinge of jealousy
aside, Lucy wanted Des to be happy. She'd just hoped... well... Brad was hot
and nice and really talented. She'd been hoping to spend more time with him
when she returned from this mission, but it looked like that wasn't going to
happen.


The baby cooed again, and Lucy looked back at her. So tiny
and fragile. She and Luke had to complete their assignment and destroy
Rent-A-Kid for good. They couldn't let anything happen to Baby Ana or any of
the kids.


"Have you shown Luke yet? He needs to see this."


Luke needed to focus, and maybe this would help.


Des shook her head. "No, I'll connect with him next. I
can only do one at a time."


Mary stood in the doorway, hidden partially by the frame.
"How is Mary here? She's dead!"


"She survived. We just found out. I'm as surprised as
you are."


Something shifted. The room faded and a man's voice, quiet,
raspy and old, broke through. "Wake up, Lucy."


It sounded familiar. "Who is this?"


"Wake up," the voice repeated.


Lucy looked around but couldn't see anything. "Where
are you?"


"Wake up, Lucy. Your brother needs you." The voice
melted away, and Sam's room reappeared with all its colors and sounds.


Desirai reached out. "What happened? Are you
okay?"


Lucy shook from fear. "No. Something's wrong. I need to
wake up. How do I wake up?" Panic gripped her. Luke!


Des looked around in alarm. "I don't know. I mean...
you can... I've heard that when you die, you wake up."


"I thought it was when you die in your dream, you die
in real life?"


Des shook her head. "No. Not true."


Okay, I can do this. "You're sure."


Des looked scared, but nodded.


Lucy walked to the open window. They were on the third
floor.


Des looked out. "That's not high enough to kill
you."


"It is if I land on my head."


She jumped headfirst out the window.


***


She jolted awake. Again. Was this real or another dream? She
didn't know anymore, but she had to find her brother.


She lay in their camp, where she'd fallen asleep the night
before. The dark sky dumped buckets of rain on her. She should've slept under
shelter like Luke, but it had been a perfect night, and she liked the warmth of
the fire, which Mother Nature had now drowned.


Lucy grabbed her gun and ran toward Luke's shelter.


He lay still on his makeshift bed, asleep.


Something stood over him. A figure.


Lightning flashed, and her eyes focused.


Beleth reached for her brother, and Lucy aimed her gun.






Chapter 76 – Lucy


 


"Get away from my brother." Lucy's finger pressed
against the trigger, ready to pull it if Beleth so much as twitched wrong.


But he didn't move. He maintained that annoying stillness
and appeared to be thinking of something. "Don't do anything hasty, Lucy.
I have a proposition for you."


Right. Like anything he could offer her would make a
difference. The Seeker had tried that approach once. It didn't work then and it
wouldn't work now.


She inched closer and shouted at Luke. "Wake up! Wake
up." When he didn't move, she kicked him in the leg. "Come on,
Luke."


Luke moaned but still didn't wake. The smell of alcohol
seeped out of his pores and gagged Lucy. Drool pooled by his chin.


If all the girls could see him now. She was half
tempted to use her cell to capture this moment on camera. She would have too,
if for no other reason than to remind Luke what he looked like when he drank,
but she couldn't afford to take her eyes off of Beleth. The Show and Tell
lesson would have to wait.


"No need to wake him," Beleth said, "I just
wish to talk."


Uh-huh. Sure. "Okay fine, I'll bite. What's your
offer?" She wasn't interested, but the more information she had on him,
the better.


Beleth walked around Luke to stand closer to Lucy.


Her finger twitched, but she didn't pull the trigger. Why
didn't she? She told herself it was because she needed the intel he could
provide, that it had nothing to do with fear of shooting another person.


"This isn't my offer," he said. "This
offer... comes from Mr. Steele." He looked at her as if this name should
have significance.


"Who's he?"


Beleth tilted his head. "Your sworn enemy and you don't
even know his name? He is your friend's father—the reason you never knew your
mother."


Lucy made the connection. The bastard in charge of
Rent-A-Kid, and father to both Sam and the Seeker. But Beleth was wrong on one
account, she had met her mother, briefly, through Sam and Drake, just before
her mother was killed by Rent-A-Kid. Now she knew she wasn't interested.


Words fired out of her mouth like acid. "And what could
he possibly offer me that I'd ever be interested in?"


"Control." Beleth whispered the word.
"Control over all the madness. You grew up in the organization. You've
carried out the assignments. No one knows what it's like better than you. Mr.
Steele wants what's best, but he's uncertain. He hasn't been through what you
have. You can give him that knowledge."


"So what, I go work for him? Not happening."


"You become my second in command," said Beleth.
"You decide how the children are raised."


"Bullshit."


Beleth didn't respond, didn't move at all, and Lucy wondered
if it could really be possible. If they really put her in charge, she could
make things so much better. And it could happen, couldn't it? The Seeker
had told her how he wanted things to be better, and he truly believed it. Maybe
Lucy could do what the Seeker couldn't. But....


"Why me? There has to be someone else."


Beleth seemed to think about it. "You're an asset Mr.
Steele can't afford to lose."


"Am I? I thought he lost me already."


Beleth cocked his head. "Has he? There are many things
Mr. Steele wants, Lucy, many things you are unaware of. We are puppets after
all, all pieces in the same game."


She didn't like feeling like a piece in someone's game, and
her instincts didn't trust this at all. Even the Seeker, who'd really believed
he was helping, had been misguided and had ruined so many lives. She didn't for
a second believe that Mr. Steele had pure motives, but she knew Beleth was
telling her the truth about everything. So far.


"Shut up. I refuse the offer."


"Of course. You play your own game. What will you do
instead? Spend more days on the beach drinking coconut milk? Your instincts are
right, Lucy. Mr. Steele does plan to use the children. You could buy them some
time, maybe save them, if you act."


Fury swelled up in her veins. She would save the children.
She could have saved them already if her stupid brother wasn't acting all
depressed. She focused her anger on Luke. It was his fault they still hadn't
done anything to save the kids.


Something Beleth had said stopped her. "What did you
mean... buy them some time?"


Beleth stared at her.


Lucy shook the gun and yelled. "Tell me!"


"The school, the assignments, were never the
organization's goal. Collecting powers was. In a month, most of the children
will be dead, and Mr. Steele will be the most powerful paranormal to ever walk
this Earth." Beleth turned around and began to walk away.


Lucy stood, shocked. Her mind tumbled over itself as it made
connections. The experiments. Adam. Creatures getting powers, changing. Where
were they getting these powers? Likely, from other paranormals. Paranormals
like the kids being raised at Rent-A-Kid.


So the breeding....


Oh my God. "He's breeding paranormals to steal
their powers? That means...."


Sam. Her baby, Ana. He wanted the baby for the powers.


No! Beleth couldn't leave. She could use him.
"Stop."


Beleth stopped walking, turned his head back to look at her,
then started walking again. "You have two days to accept this offer, or
you will die. Your choice."


Without thinking, Lucy rushed forward and attacked Beleth.
She holstered her gun; she needed him alive. As she approached him, he dodged
and grabbed her arm, then flipped her onto the ground.


Lucy fell into the mud, but quickly rolled backwards and up,
clumps of the sticky brown mess clinging to her like shit. She spun into a
roundhouse kick aimed at his face, but he blocked and lifted her leg, tipping
her to the ground. She pulled her leg in, went with the momentum and rolled
into a somersault, then jumped up and aimed lower. If she could kick his knee
in, she could break it, thus rendering him immobile.


Her leg swung out but once again he blocked.


Round and round, with each kick and punch she threw, he
blocked and knocked her off balance. She'd never fought anyone so strong, so
skilled and so fast.


She couldn't predict his moves by watching his torso, like
she could with other fighters. He was lightning fast and impossible to
anticipate.


Still, she refused to give up. He was good. Too good. But
she could beat him. She had to.


With another leap, she surprised herself by landing a side
kick into his chest and knocking him to the ground.


Using a kick-up, he pushed off his hands and jumped up
before she had time to register that she'd knocked him over. No time to think.
She had to keep fighting.


Another kick. Another punch. Lucy kept attacking, furious
that nothing she did impacted this guy at all. He was like a wall.


No matter what she did, it didn't seem to matter in the
bigger picture. In that moment, her whole life felt as futile as that fight.
They fought Rent-A-Kid, but now look where they were. They escaped, but they
still weren't free. There were more prisoners. More problems. It was never
going to be enough. Nothing they tried to do would ever end this.


Lucy lost focus as her hopelessness took over. She attacked
off-balance, and with a small flick of his wrist, Beleth sent her into the mud
again, this time pinning her with his foot on her chest.


This was it. The end. Lucy hoped she'd done enough to make
way for someone else to finish the battle against Rent-A-Kid.


"IPI will stop you." She surprised herself,
unafraid in the face of death. She felt calm.


Beleth dropped down, pinning Lucy with his knee instead of
his foot.


The air in her lungs dwindled. His bulk was too much for her
petite frame.


He didn't sound angry when he spoke, just certain. "IPI
is responsible for so much blood. Now they seek to erase their past. They will
fall, before the end."


She gasped through the pain. "What past?"


Beleth increased the pressure on Lucy's chest with each
sentence. "Who do you think first noticed the paranormals, first contained
them when their powers lost control? Who do you think first experimented on
them to better learn what they are?"


As Beleth finished, he lifted his knee, and Lucy inhaled
deeply, each breath sending spirals of pain through her bruised ribs. She
coughed as air flooded her lungs.


Could IPI really have done all of that? Could they have been
like Rent-A-Kid?


Beleth towered over her. "You have a strong spirit,
stronger than most I've known. I do not care for Mr. Steele's offer, but I do
agree with him that you are an asset not to be wasted, so I'll make you my own
offer. Agent Simmons has set up a base on the other side of the island. She
appears to be your reinforcements. Likely, you know her. She's been with IPI
since nearly the beginning."


Lucy knew her, of course. She'd been with Morrison when they
showed up to help the Rent-A-Kids after they broke out of the school, and
Beleth was right, she was her reinforcement.


Beleth looked straight into Lucy's eyes. "Kill her. And
I'll let all the children go and spare your life... and your brother's."






Chapter 77 – Drake


 


Toby's finger twitched. Could that happen after death? It
did in movies sometimes, but what if....


Drake hurried over to the small boy and checked for a pulse.
Nothing. Defeat settled into him, but just as he was about to pull his hand
away from the boy's neck, he felt it. Small, sporadic, but definitely a pulse
of life.


"Toby, wake up. Toby, can you hear me?"


The boy moaned and coughed weakly, but didn't open his eyes
or acknowledge Drake in any other way. He needed to find a phone, call for
help. He searched the beaten down house until he spotted an old rotary phone in
the kitchen.


Who uses these anymore? He picked up the receiver,
but it was dead. Toby's mom probably hadn't paid the bill in a long time, by
the looks of things.


Outside! He'd passed a pay phone down the street.
Drake hated to leave the kid in such a state, but he had to get medical help
immediately.


The run to the pay phone seemed to take hours, but in
reality only took about three minutes at most. The graffiti-decorated phone
booth looked as abandoned and out of service as everything else in this
neighborhood, but Drake couldn't allow himself to believe that the phone didn't
work. It had to. When the dial tone on the other end confirmed his hope,
he sighed and hit 9-1-1.


The nasally voice of a woman bored with her job greeted him.
"This is the 9-1-1 operator, what is the nature of your emergency?"


"I need an ambulance right away. A boy and his mother
OD'd on some drugs. I think she's dead, but he's still alive, though
barely."


Drake searched for street signs and relayed his location as
best he could. Then, despite the empty pleas of the emergency operator to
"stay on the line until help arrives," Drake hung up and ran back to
the house, praying to long dead gods that Toby was still alive.


The house smelled of desperation and hopelessness, but
hadn't begun to stink of death. That would happen soon enough. Still, a house
whose occupant lay dead inside had a certain feel to it, an emptiness and
sadness that a vacant house didn't have. Drake didn't want to walk back in, but
he had to. Toby needed him.


He argued with himself that this didn't concern him—wasn't
his business. But despite his fall into darkness, Drake couldn't turn his back
and walk away—no matter how strong the urge.


Toby reminded Drake of himself as a child—lost, alone,
abandoned by the world. If Drake hadn't found Father Patrick, who knows what he
would have become? He laughed sardonically at the thought when he realized the
truth.


This. I would have become what I am right now.


Thinking of the old priest pushed him into action. He shoved
open the door that no longer had a handle or latch, and entered the misery of
this family's life. When he went back into the bedroom, he half expected to see
Toby still and lifeless again. He didn't expect to find him gone.


The dead woman lay alone on the stained mattress, arm lying
limp to her side.


"Toby, are you here?" Drake searched the small
house quickly. No Toby.


What the hell? Where could he have gone?


Nothing looked disturbed. In fact, the bed still had an
impression where the boy had lain. He reached his hand out to touch the
mattress, but jerked back in surprise when his hand touched something that
wasn't there.


As if in reaction to being touched, the air shimmered and
Toby's body appeared where Drake's hand had been. The boy sighed and his
eyelids fluttered, trying to open.


Drake's jaw opened in shock. Toby had survived because he did
have a para-power, and his mother clearly hadn't. This created a whole new
problem for them both. If the boy kept flickering in and out like that, there was
no way Drake could explain any of this. What would he tell the paramedics when
they arrived? Should he lie about his involvement? He certainly had no
intention of copping to illicit drug use—a one-way ticket to jail.


His choices didn't look promising, with no money, no
identification, no address. He was a nobody in the system, a lost soul too far
off the radar for anyone to care, but a prime suspect to pin a death and
almost-death on. If they tested his system, what would they find? Would he test
positive for drugs?


Toby's breathing steadied and he stayed visible, which
relieved Drake. The waiting sent him pacing the house looking for something to
distract him. He couldn't help the boy, or his mom. He considered moving Toby.
Waking up wrapped in the arms of his dead mother was probably a harmful
experience for a kid, worthy of some serious therapy.


With that decided, Drake easily lifted the underweight boy
and carried him to the living room, and set him on the shabby couch. Drake sat
next to him, watching his chest move up and down rhythmically. The couch faced
a small, old fashioned television that probably didn't work, but Drake figured
it was worth a try. He needed a distraction. What was taking them so long,
anyways? This zip code probably didn't rate high on the response time
charts—the city of lost souls and nameless faces.


He clicked the ancient relic on and smiled when it actually
got a signal, but his pleasure was short lived when he realized it only got one
channel, which currently featured a news story that Drake almost ignored, until
he saw a picture flash on the screen of a vial with crystal blue liquid in it.
They were talking about the drug.


Drake turned it up and sat back down to watch. The
newscaster was live on the scene of a wealthy home, with a Chanel-wearing woman
crying into a handkerchief. "My boy, he just went crazy. He started
throwing things at us, things he couldn't possibly have lifted on his own. I
don't understand what's going on. Then, he just disappeared. Someone took my
baby!"


It flashed to another scene, with another woman sobbing. She
looked angry and sad. "My girl died, and lots of others have died as well,
and the ones who have... side effects... they go missing. But if they aren't
blond and white, this country doesn't give a crap. One white kid goes missing
and the media suddenly pays attention. What about the dozens of kids on our
streets who have died or been kidnapped. Why has no one paid attention
before?"


Sirens blaring in the distance alerted Drake to the
paramedics. He turned the television off and filed the new story in the back of
his mind for later review. Now, he had to focus on his own story, and on not
getting in trouble.


When the paramedics arrived with two police officers, Drake
knew he had little chance of escaping this situation unscathed. They came in
armed, weapons in hand, and uncompromisingly antagonistic against Drake.


"Put your hands on your head and turn around,
now!"


Drake bristled at their tone and the implications, but he
followed their orders. "Officer, I'm the one who called you. I found this
kid being beaten up by some drug dealers, and I cut in to save him. Then he ran
off. I was worried about his health after taking such a beating, so I followed
him. By the time I got here, his mom was dead and he was barely breathing. It
looks like they took some drugs of some kind. I called you immediately."


The other officer had disappeared into the back room.
"Found two vials, it's the same stuff. Proceed with caution."


Drake tried to turn around, but the cop holding the gun on
him would have none of it. "Don't move or I'll shoot, do you hear
me?"


Drake knew his rights better than most. Raised in foster
care, he had to know them to survive. "Are you charging me with something,
Officer? Because if you aren't, I'd like to go. I was just trying to be a Good
Samaritan." He had no intention of leaving Toby, but he couldn't let them
know he cared one way or the other.


"You're not going anywhere until we sort this all
out."


"What charges are you holding me on? You can't detain
me without just cause."


"Son, you were found in a known drug neighborhood, with
a dead woman and her dying son. We've got plenty to hold you."


This wasn't going as well as Drake had hoped, but he would
have played along a little longer if they hadn't started handcuffing Toby and
strapping him to a gurney, and not in the 'trying-to-protect-the-patient' way.


Drake's frustration hardened into anger. "What the hell
are you doing to him? He's just a kid and he's sick. He's not a criminal."


"He took illegal drugs, and probably killed his mother.
That makes him dangerous, and a criminal. That also makes you his accomplice.
You're both coming with us."


Oh shit. Again, Drake tried to keep his cool. Two
cops and two paramedics did not make for the best of odds.


His cool lasted about thirty seconds, until the damn idiots
leaned in to duct tape Toby's mouth closed.


What the hell? No way.


He whipped around and kicked the gun out of the cop's hand,
then attacked him. In a flurry of fighting, Drake didn't last long—not after
they tasered him, then beat the crap out of him. He didn't notice the pain; all
he could focus on was Toby's taped mouth and his increasingly shallow breaths
as he struggled to get air into his lungs.


Toby's body faded away, disappearing into nothing as Drake's
consciousness also faded to nothing. His last thought was filled with the
regret of yet another mistake, which had surely destroyed another innocent.






Chapter 78 – Lucy


 


The fire crackled and sent sparks into the dark sky. Like
fire fairies in a children's book, they flickered into the air and danced on
unseen currents. Soon, the sun would peek its head over the ocean and send rays
of light onto the island. Until then, Lucy sat and warmed her hands by the
fire, hoping the heat would burn out the dampness in her clothes from the rain
the night before.


She held her sphere in her right hand and admired the way
the flames danced off the silver. It pulsed steadily, doing more to calm her
than the fire.


Beleth, ever the enigmatic, had stretched his black wings
and flown off after his parting instructions. What Lucy wouldn't give to fly.
She had no way of capturing him, no way of defeating him, no way of digging up
the seed of doubt he'd planted in her heart.


Would killing Agent Simmons really save all of those kids?
She couldn't believe she was even considering it. Why did Beleth want the agent
dead? Did it matter? Wasn't one life worth the lives of so many innocent
children?


Another coconut cracked open under her knife. She grimaced
and forced herself to eat the meat, and vowed that once she was off the island,
she'd never eat anything with coconut in it... ever again. Ever!


She was tempted to hunt for more food, but Luke still lay
passed out on his makeshift mat, and she didn't want to leave him in such a
vulnerable state, despite how pissed off she was at him.


Her mind spun with choices and questions. She needed more
information, but had no real way of acquiring any. Beleth clearly had his own
agenda, whatever that was. IPI may have had some dark secrets of its own, but
she'd never seen anything to indicate she couldn't trust them. Still, those
kids needed to be saved. What was she willing to do to make that happen?


A small pile of coconuts sat at her feet. She picked up one
and stared at it, then pulled off her baseball cap and put it on the coconut.
It almost looked like Robert. She placed it a few feet away from her, then took
her gun out, made sure the safety was on, and pointed it at the coconut.


Images overlapped themselves. The coconut turned into
Robert, the way he'd looked just moments before she'd shot him. Could she do
it? Could she shoot Robert again if she had to?


The vision expanded, to her brother splayed against the wall
of the plane, his body stretched beyond endurance by Robert's power. She
shifted and pointed her gun at her sleeping brother. If she hadn't shot Robert,
then she would have been responsible for Luke's death.


Lucy pivoted back and forth between the Robert coconut and
Luke, each becoming a potential target. Two choices, neither of them right or
good, but a decision had to be made, and Lucy had made it. Beleth was right:
she would make the hard choices in the end. Her gun landed on the coconut.


"Pow-Pow!" She made mock shooting sounds and
imagined the coconut blowing up; imagined Robert as he fell to the ground,
dying. Yes, she'd do it all again, if she had to. She'd do it to save Luke.


Agent Simmons was a different matter. Robert had been
killing her brother, so shooting him had been in direct defense of another
life. As far as Lucy knew, Simmons was not a threat to those kids at all.


She's one of the good guys, right?


After what Beleth said, Lucy couldn't be sure. Beleth hadn't
been lying when he said IPI was trying to rewrite its past, that they'd been
responsible for the original experiments on paranormals. But just because he
believed it, didn't actually make it true. The inherent flaw in her power: she
could only tell when someone was consciously lying. If they believed something
to be true, but were mistaken, her powers were useless.


If IPI really did start all of this, then she'd gone from
working for one bad to guy to another. Lucy aimed her gun at the silver IPI
logo on her backpack and mock fired. The question burned in her mind: who did
she have to kill to save those kids?


Luke groaned loudly, interrupting her thoughts. She shoved
her gun back into its holster and resumed eating her coconut.


"Oh God. My head!" He sat up and clutched his
skull as if it would fall off without the aid of his hands. "What the hell
happened last night? Oh... I had the most amazing dream. Desirai came and
showed me Sam's baby. Little Ana was born and so cute!"


Lucy dropped the coconut and took out her knife to stab into
the ground, not bothering to hide the irritated edge in her voice. "Yeah,
I saw it too. She dream-walked."


"Cool. Wish we could have been there." Luke
stumbled toward the fire and sat next to Lucy. "You okay? You seem—"


"I'm fine."


"Right. That sounds all kinds of fine. Even if I didn't
know women so well, and know you most of all, I'd cry bullshit on that
one." He threw his arm over her shoulder and squeezed. "What's really
going on?"


"Seriously? I can't believe you even have to ask after
yesterday. What's wrong is you got so drunk last night you passed out. And when
I needed you, you weren't there."


"Needed? What do you mean needed me? What
happened?"


Lucy stoked the fire and added more branches into it,
pulling out of Luke's arms to do so. "You're right. I didn't need you. I
saved your sorry ass all by myself."


"Saved? From what? Luce, tell me what the hell's going
on."


"Beleth. He showed up last night. And you were passed
out drunk, so I couldn't run, or leave or go after him."


"Beleth was here?" Lucy could tell his hangover
made thinking hard. "What happened? Where is he now?"


"I fought him off. Kind of. I mean, he's like a
machine. I've never fought anyone so... skilled before. He flew off before I
could capture him or get help. If you'd been awake, maybe we could have
captured him. Maybe we could have actually gotten some answers."


Luke dropped his head and his shoulders slumped. "Damn,
Luce, I'm sorry. It was a one-time thing. Won't happen again, I swear. Never
again."


She threw another piece of wood into the fire and watched it
sizzle, much like the blood boiling in her veins at that moment. "One-time
thing? You've been no help since we got here. You've done nothing but mope
around feeling sorry for yourself. Do you know what it's been like for me to
figure out how to keep us alive, all the while having to deal with your
shit?"


"Nah, that's not true." He looked away, unable to
meet her angry gaze. "I helped you look for food. We found that moth
thing."


"Right, you were so helpful with that. Thanks a bunch,
Bro." Lucy stalked off and started packing what food and water they could
take with them.


"Where're you going? Why you packing?" Luke didn't
get up to help.


Figures. "I know where the IPI base is. It's on
the island, on the other side. We'd better get going now so we can cover as
much ground as possible before nightfall. You should eat and drink. We'll fill
up on water before heading out. I've just been waiting for you to wake
up." She threw the last line out there as a jab, and hoped it stuck him
somewhere tender.


"Wait, what? How do you know this? I was only out for
the night."


She moved around the camp, putting out the fire, picking up
her clothes that she'd laid out to dry. "Beleth told me. You'd better
start packing. I'm not waiting for you, so hurry up."


"And you believed him? What if he was lying? Sounds
like a trap, if you ask me."


"Well, you know what? I didn't ask you, because you
were passed out. And in case you'd forgotten, I am a human lie detector. He
wasn't lying and it's not a trap. You coming or not?" She wouldn't have
really left him, but she hoped he thought she might. She was done with all this
crap from him.


He nodded and stood, still wobbly.


Lucy sighed and handed him water and the can of stew she'd
saved for him—the can that had tempted her beyond sanity all night long. She
hadn't eaten it despite her anger, knowing he'd need it after all that
drinking.


Luke drank an entire water bottle of water, then ate the can
of stew in a few giant bites, and consumed three coconuts.


Lucy stood on the edge of their camp, pack secure on her back,
and tapped her foot impatiently. When Luke finally joined her, she pivoted
without a word and stomped off toward the lake so they could replenish their
water before a long day of hiking.


***


"If you complain about your headache one more time,
I'll pull out my gun and use your head for target practice. I swear to God,
Luke." She slapped her walking stick against the trees for added impact as
she walked through the dense jungle.


Their hike had become an endless montage of trees, bugs, and
Luke's complaints. Lucy felt sticky and coated in sweat. Her baseball hat clung
to her moist hair, and she wanted desperately to take it off, but didn't want
to burn. Her back ached from her pack, laden with the extra food and water.


Luke had been a miserable companion the entire day. He
pouted, complained, and generally slowed her down. What little patience she had
was gone.


For the first part of the day, they'd tried to stick close
to the shore, but they eventually reached the cliffs and had to veer deeper
into the jungle.


Like being on a jungle-inspired treadmill, Lucy didn't feel
like they'd gained much ground, but they'd been walking since sunrise and the
sun was now setting over the mountains. Darkness descended quickly in the
jungle. Too quickly.


Lucy stopped and looked around. The area was mostly flat,
with some good dry wood for making a fire. "We need to stop and set up
camp, get a fire going before we can't see anything anymore."


Luke slumped to the ground without a word, and Lucy sighed
and started collecting wood for the fire. He finally joined her, just as she
had nearly finished building the fire.


Once it blazed to life, they sat and sipped at their water.
At least coconuts were in abundance, and the milk from them kept them hydrated.
They ate their coconuts in silence. Lucy pretended it was a cheeseburger and
fries, but the fantasy only made her hungrier.


Luke slurped out the last of the milk from his and cracked
it open to work on the meat. "So, did you see that Brad and Des are
together? That's awesome."


Perfect, just the conversation Lucy needed to feel even more
miserable. "Yeah, I saw. I'm happy for them."


Loneliness ate into her, and it wasn't just Luke's recent
distance that made her feel this way. She'd felt it for awhile, but hadn't
wanted to acknowledge what it was, or maybe she couldn't acknowledge it.
Sometimes the hole in her just felt... so hollow, and identifying the piece
that fit it was impossible.


A branch snapped in the jungle and jerked Lucy back to her
surroundings. She whispered, "There's something in the trees."


Luke did nothing to conceal his voice. "Whatever.
Probably some animal. Nothing to worry about."


"Maybe. But even if that's true, then that's dinner.
Something other than coconut. I'm going to check it out."


Luke didn't offer to come, which hurt her, but she ignored
the feeling and grabbed her gun and knife. She walked quietly and heard more
branches snap. It could be something big. She hoped the gun and knife would be
enough. Her stomach rumbled with the promise of hot meat but the sphere in her
pocket pulsed and her instincts made her cautious. It might not be an animal
after all.


Another snap, closer this time.


She rushed forward, fast but careful, closer and closer to
the sound.


Then she stopped.


In front of her stood a young man around her age, dressed in
black, with black hair streaked with some kind of light highlight.


He had a submachine gun pointed at Lucy.


She had her pistol pointed at him.


They locked eyes.


Around them the jungle seemed to fall silent, as if holding
its breath to see what would happen next. Or maybe that was just Lucy.


As they stared at each other, Lucy studied him more closely,
focusing on the details of his face, despite the darkness surrounding them. His
chiseled jaw was locked in focus, and his green eyes seemed to study her just
as intently as she studied him.


A woman came up behind him carrying a flashlight. The tall
forty-something woman with sandy blonde hair brought mixed feelings for Lucy.


Agent Simmons smiled. "Lucy! Oh, we've found you."
She gestured to the guy with the gun. "Agent Riley, stand down. She's with
us."


Agent Riley lowered his gun, and Lucy did the same as
Simmons embraced her.


"We're so glad to see you. We saw the plane go down and
hoped you'd all made it to the island, so we put together a search party
immediately. Where is everyone? Where's Agent Morrison? All communications have
been down. We didn't even know if anyone survived, but you did!"


More IPI Agents surrounded Simmons as she talked. They
smiled and said hi to Lucy. Everyone looked relieved to find her.


Lucy didn't want to tell them the truth. She didn't want to
be the one to take away their hope, but she had to. "My brother, Luke, is
close by. But... we're the only one's who survived. Agent Morrison, and
everyone else, is dead. Beleth and his team killed everyone. We barely
escaped."


Simmons frowned as Lucy explained what happened and gave
them directions to the crash site—to the best of her ability.


Silence hung in the air when she finished her story.


Simmons wiped a stray tear from her eyes. "He was a
good man. All the agents on that plane were."


Lucy didn't know what to say to that, so she nodded.
"We have a fire going. It's over here." She turned and started
walking.


Simmons, Riley and the others followed her back.


Luke looked up from stoking the flames. "Interesting
choice for dinner. I was expecting something more edible."


Agents settled around the fire and Lucy gestured to the lead
agent. "You remember Agent Simmons."


"Sure, hi. Glad you found us. We've had a hell of a
time out here."


Once everyone was settled around the fire, Simmons spoke.
"We've been searching for survivors for two days, but it's a big island,
as you know. We've run across some interesting finds here—creatures that don't
look normal."


"Same with us," said Luke. "We saw a moth
that didn't look like a normal moth—giant, with glittery bright wings. There's
something unnatural about this place. Makes finding food hard."


Agent Simmons pulled out her pack and handed Luke and Lucy
some jerky and dried fruit. "I know it's not much, but it should give you
some strength. What have you been living on?"


Lucy nudged her brother. "I tried eating Luke, but he's
too chewy. Mostly coconuts." She pointed to their pile by the tree.
"Help yourself if you get hungry or thirsty. Just don't smash them against
a rock. It's messy."


Agent Riley chuckled and Lucy took that opportunity to get a
better look at him. The highlights in his hair were silver and his eyes glowed
like a cat's in the firelight. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach, and it
took her a moment to realize that she was attracted to him, which made sense
given how handsome he was. At second glance, he looked a few years older than
Lucy, but she didn't mind. She thought she'd like a man a bit older than her,
someone who knew what he wanted in life.


While Simmons continued to fill them in on reports from IPI,
Agent Riley sat quietly. Lucy wondered what he was thinking, and wished she
could just dip into his mind like Sam and find out.


"Tomorrow we'll head back to base and reassess the
mission," said Agent Simmons as she stood and stretched. "Tonight,
let's get some sleep."


As the agents set up their sleeping bags, which Luke and
Lucy both eyed with envy, Hunter walked away from the group.


Lucy followed him with her eyes as he found a clearing in
the trees and stood staring at the moon. His lean, muscular frame didn't look
relaxed against the backdrop of night. He looked poised to fight, and she found
that oddly stimulating. She could imagine sparring with him, feeling her legs
around his waist as she flipped him, or he flipped her, their bodies pressed
together. She blushed at her own thoughts and swatted herself mentally. Must be
jungle fever or something, because that was just not like her.


Simmons nudged Lucy with her elbow, startling her. "Go
talk to him. He won't bite."


An image of his teeth nipping at her neck made her grateful
that the heat from the fire and a sunburn could explain her red face. Biting...
didn't sound that bad... but no.... "What? I can't just—"


"Don't worry about it." Simmons shoved Lucy up.
"Once you get him talking, he'll do all the work."


Inspired, Lucy tiptoed forward and stood beside the agent.
She'd never been shy before—not even close—but she had no experience with men.
Boys with crushes, sure, but Agent Riley was not a boy with a crush. He was all
man.


She was nervous as hell, but refused to cater to that
weakness. "Hi. I'm Lucy."


He offered his hand, warm and soft and strong, and they
shook. He towered over her, a bit taller than Luke. "Hunter Riley."


Lucy giggled, then covered her mouth with her hand. Why?
Why did I giggle at his name? That's so stupid. She had to admit that his
name made her weak in the knees. He could hunt her anytime. Oh my God.
What's wrong with me? She had to stop thinking like a cheesy romance novel
and focus on work.


"So," asked Hunter, "how do you know Agent
Simmons?"


"Agents Simmons and Morrison helped me and my friends
out after we escaped from... the place we'd been living. You should know, I'm
not like other people."


She'd never had to explain herself to someone before. On
assignment she had to keep her powers secret, and at Rent-A-Kid everyone
already knew. Living this new life, in the real world, would be a challenge.
She would have to be careful about who she trusted with the truth of who she
was.


Hunter chuckled. "What, do you have powers or
something?"


She assumed she could trust him. After all, Simmons knew
about her. That's why she and Luke were here. "Well, yeah, actually.
That's exactly what I have."


He raised an eyebrow. "Powers? Really? Are you going to
start shooting lasers out of your eyes? Should I back away?"


He scooted away from her in mock horror and she giggled. God,
why does he keep making me giggle like a moron? "No. No lasers, though
that'd be kinda nice sometimes. No, I can tell when people are lying."


"Seriously?" His face fell. "I think you and
I can't be friends then."


What? Is he serious? Lucy tensed, but her head
buzzed. He was lying. "I—"


"Relax. I'm joking. But seriously, I can't be around you."


Another lie. "Why? Do you lie a lot?"


"Sometimes. Sometimes I like to."


And another. She could play along—see where this was
going. "Really?"


He shrugged. "Well, it's a free country. I like to
exercise my rights."


Lucy's head buzzed and she crossed her arms over her chest.
"You're lying."


"What, it's not a free country?"


She almost stuck her tongue out at him, but caught herself.
This wasn't Luke. "No, you said you lie a lot. You don't."


"You sure? I mean, I just lied, just now. How—"


"I'm sure."


"Okay. See this whole you-being-a-lie-detector thing,
this isn't going to work."


"Well fine, then I'll just leave." Lucy turned
away, done with the games.


Hunter grabbed her arm and stopped her. "No, don't. I'm
joking. I know about your powers. I know who you are. You're fine. We're
good."


Lucy focused on his hand, and a tingle of heat passed
through it and into her arm. She wanted to explore that feeling and see where
it led, but she pulled away and searched for something else to say that didn't
sound totally lame and awkward. "You have cool hair." Oh sheesh.
Good one, Luce. Very original.


"Well, thank you. My mother was actually the first to
die my hair like this."


Another buzz in Lucy's head. "She was not."


"Yeah. She didn't love me."


Another lie—based on how the power felt in her, she could
tell if someone was lying maliciously or in a teasing way. He was teasing her.
Lucy laughed. "You talk a lot but say very little."


"I... yes. Sometimes I do." Hunter's lips curved
down a fraction and he looked at his watch. "It's late. We should probably
get some rest."


"We... yeah, probably." Lucy was exhausted after
hiking from sun-up to sun-down, but she didn't want to leave.


Hunter smiled and walked away, back toward the fire and his
sleeping bag.


Oh to share that with him tonight.


Lucy scolded herself again and focused on the moon, now
waning from the full moon a couple nights before. Soon, they'd be back at the
base. Soon they could continue with their mission. And soon... she'd get to
spend more time with Hunter.


Another buzz filled her body, and this time it had nothing
to do with a lie. At least she hoped it didn't.






Chapter 79 – Sam


 


Ana fussed as I held her on the changing table with one hand
and pulled her dirty diaper off with the other. "Oh, baby, I love you
tons, but you stink!"


How could something so small and cute create such a noxious
mess?


My cell phone rang, but I'd left it on my bed, which I
couldn't reach from the changing table. A few wipeys later, and Ana gurgled and
smiled, content to suck on her bottle in her crib.


I dashed to the bed and grabbed my phone, just as the call
went to voicemail. I punched redial. "Mrs. Beaumont!"


"Hi, Sam, I just wanted to let you know we landed
safely and are on our way to your house. Tommy wanted to speak with you."


"Oh, sure. I'm glad the trip went okay."


She fumbled with the phone, and then Tommy's voice came on
the line. "Sam! We're almost to your house. Mom says it's just an hour
more. She said I should sleep since it's the middle of the night, but I can't.
I'm too excited. I can't wait to see you." He lowered his voice to almost
a whisper. "Mom's been real sad, Sam. She smiles and doesn't say anything,
but I can feel it in me, like having to sleep in a wet, cold blanket. Can you
help her?"


Poor Tommy. Reading minds had its own burdens, but I
wouldn't want to be empathetic. He had a hard life ahead of him, weighted down
with the emotions of others. Maybe we could teach him how to control it, how to
shield himself and discern between his own feelings and others. Father Patrick
had shared horror stories of empaths who used drugs and alcohol to numb the
pain. None of them lasted long without help.


"We can help you both," I said. "I can't wait
to see you."


He handed the phone back to his mom, who sighed. "I
don't know what to do, Sam. I can't protect him from my fears and worries
anymore, and it's eating away at him."


"That's why you have us. We'll find a way together, I
promise."


We said our goodbyes and I pulled out my sketch book to
distract myself while I waited.


Time stretched on and after awhile I couldn't stand being
alone. I checked Ana, who slept soundly, and turned on her baby monitor, then
hooked it to my jeans before leaving my room to roam the house and see who else
might be awake.


In a group this size, someone could almost always be found
in the kitchen, and a cup of tea sounded good, so I headed there first.


It didn't take long for company to arrive. Darren walked in
and yawned. "What are you doing up?"


"Tommy's coming tonight. I can't sleep."


"Oh, right! I forgot. That's cool. You must be excited
to see him again."


"I am." That assignment plagued me more than any
other. If Tommy had been a girl, he would have been his father's prey. Instead,
he had become a different kind of victim of Mr. Beaumont's sick perversions.
I'd done the right thing, turning him in to the FBI, but I'd destroyed their
family in the process. Now I hoped I could help them rebuild their lives.


"Do you mind if I join you? I couldn't sleep
either."


I gestured to the chair next to me and smiled. Darren had
become a good friend in the last few months and I appreciated the company.


Ana cried just as the tea kettle hissed.


Darren walked to the stove. "I'll make us tea if you
want to get her."


I thanked him and went back to my room. Ana fussed and cried
in her crib and I lifted her and rocked her. When she still didn't calm, I
sighed and brought her to the kitchen with me.


Two cups of chamomile sat on the table, steam wafting
through the kitchen. Ana didn't settle down, and I didn't want to risk drinking
hot tea with her squirming in my arms. I looked longingly at the cup while I
rocked her.


Darren laughed. "Why don't you drink, and I'll rock her
for a bit?"


I passed the baby to him. What could it hurt? She instantly
calmed down as he hummed a nonsensical tune and rubbed her back from top to
bottom. He had a gift I coveted.


"How'd you do that?"


"A trick I learned while on assignment once. Babies get
gassy and that's often the cause of their fussiness. Rubbing their backs this
way helps push the gas out and makes them feel better."


My eyes widened as I took in the total Darren package. I
hadn't looked at another guy in that way since Drake left, and I still couldn't
go there entirely, but in that moment I realized it might be possible to move
on. Someday. There were other men in the world—attractive talented men with
good hearts.


I sipped my hot tea and watched Darren. With a nod from me
he took her back to my room and came back to join me.


"That was impressive. You're good with kids."


"Thanks. I like them. I like working with the younger
kids here, teaching them and helping them. I hate that all the little ones and
babies are still trapped. I hope Luke and Lucy are close to freeing them so we
can bring them home."


Home. He and Mrs. Beaumont both used that word, and for the
first time I realized this place really had started to feel like home. We still
had growing pains as we worked out training schedules and class times, not to
mention the cramped living space, but that shift had happened when I wasn't
looking. What had been a safety net to fall back on had turned into something
so much more, and people I'd known all my life at arm's length had suddenly
become family.


The kitchen clock, an old antique Father Patrick had
brought, chimed twice. They should have been here by 1:30 a.m. I checked my
phone, but no one had called, so I reached out and opened myself up to my new
gifts—and a powerful darkness swarmed me. An urgency filled me, images flashing
in my mind. The dream of Serena played itself out in front of me, but instead
of the girl, it was Tommy's hand that reached for me, his voice that pleaded
for me to help him.


I jumped up from my seat in a panic. "Something's
wrong! I just felt Tommy, and he's in trouble. I have to go to him."


"Sam, calm down. Do you even know where they are?"


"They were on their way here from the airport. I'll
follow the route. Will you watch Ana?"


"You shouldn't go alone. Get ready, and I'll find Susie
to help with Ana, okay?"


I nodded and ran to my room. Ana slept peacefully. I kissed
her head and realized this would be the first time I left her with anyone. I
paused and stared down at her beautiful cherub face. Maybe I should take her
with me. No, she'd be safer here.


Reluctantly, I left her side and slipped shoes and a jacket
on, then grabbed my purse.


Susie stood by my door when I looked up. "Darren said
you needed help?"


I filled her in on what I'd seen, and she nodded and took
the baby monitor. "I'll take care of her, and I'll let Father Patrick and
Bernard know what's going on. You two get going and keep us informed. I have my
cell phone on."


She hugged me and her calm filled me even as the panic
fought to hold on. "If anything happened to him, I'll never forgive
myself."


She stroked my face in much the same way I had just done to
Ana. "Whatever happens, it's not your fault, and you're not alone in
this."


Darren arrived, and I squeezed Susie's hand, then followed
Darren out of the mansion and into the night.






Chapter 80 – Lucy


 


More walking through the jungle. How fun.


At least now Lucy had something more interesting than bug
bites and Luke's mopey attitude to distract her. Hunter walked a few feet ahead
of the group, his long muscular legs never tiring. Hers felt like gelatin
molds, but from all the walking or from the sexy agent, she couldn't tell.


Agent Simmons joined Lucy as they walked. "Well, how'd
it go with Hunter last night?"


Are we seriously having girl talk? "It went
okay. It was short. We had to get some rest for today. He seemed... nice."
Nice. Such a lame word.


She didn't really know if he was nice—only that he was nice
looking. She refused to be one of those girls who fell for a pretty face that
just white-washed a total jack-ass underneath. She could ogle, but she would not
fall until she knew he deserved her.


The bright sun beat down on them, and Lucy once again
thanked her genetic pool that she hadn't been born as pale as Sam. She'd be a
lobster by now.


Simmons nodded with understanding then called out to Hunter.
"Agent Riley, scout ahead with Lucy. Make sure we don't run into anything
unexpected."


Hunter nodded, and Lucy smiled and mouthed 'thank you' to
Simmons before taking her place by Hunter. It seemed so long ago that Lucy sat
with her coconut and gun and considered whether she was capable of shooting
Simmons. Beleth had been wrong. That wasn't the only way to save the kids, and
Simmons didn't deserve to die.


Lucy walked with Hunter and tried to match his long
footsteps, but her shorter legs couldn't keep up without going into splits.


He noticed her dilemma and slowed down slightly, allowing
her to catch up. "Sorry. I walk too fast for most."


She didn't want him to cater to her; she could walk just as
fast as he could. To prove it, she picked up the pace and moved faster to make
up for the difference.


He laughed, but in a friendly way, and shifted his pack to
sit more centered on his back. What looked like the hilt of a sword stuck out
of the unzipped corner.


"Do you have a sword in your backpack?" Because
that's what all the girls used for pick-up lines these days. At least the sword
wasn't in his pants. That would have been a much more awkward conversation for
sure!


He grinned. "Yes, I do. They can be useful in certain
situations."


Lucy's heart skipped a beat at his charming grin. Then
another image broke through, one that made her heart race for all the wrong
reasons: Beleth's hand turning into a sword, slicing the hand off Agent
Morrison. Lucy was all too familiar with the advantages of a sword, especially
if it grew from your body.


Hunter stopped. "You okay? You look pale. Don't like
swords?"


"Not that. Just, how Agent Morrison's hand...."


"Right, sorry. I forgot. I know that sounds horrible
but...."


"Not at all. It's not burned into your memory the same
way as mine. But no, actually I love swords. I'm trained in them myself. I had
a really cool one, back at my old dorm. Not sure what happened to it after we
left." She assumed they would get a chance to recover some of their
belongings after escaping Rent-A-Kid, but IPI had confiscated everything for an
unspecified period of time.


"Would you like to hold my sword?" He asked the
question with a gleam in his eyes.


Lucy burst out laughing. At least she didn't giggle again.
"You did not just say that. But, um, yeah, I'd like to hold your
sword, Agent Riley."


Hunter grinned and unzipped his backpack, pulling out
something surprisingly small. He held it out to her, and noticed the
disappointed look on her face. "Expecting something bigger?"


She smirked at his continued play on words. She had a
lifetime of training in verbal and physical sparring; he was no match for her.
"They say size doesn't matter, but I disagree."


Hunter, who apparently hadn't expected her response, choked
on his own comeback and unsheathed the sword, then placed it in her hand.
"You have to stroke it a certain way to make it bigger."


Oh my God. She wrapped her hands around the black
hilt and admired the gleam of silver that reflected the sun. Strange
hieroglyphics or symbols of some kind were carved into the blade. She'd never
seen any metal like this. It looked incredibly sharp, and the tip wasn't
diamond-shaped like many swords. It was more like a katana, but with a straight
edge instead of curved. And it was surprisingly light.


Hunter wrapped his large hands around hers, and twisted them
to the right and up. The sword extended to full length.


Lucy gasped. He'd been right; the sword grew, but she
couldn't figure out how. "Who made this? I've never seen anything like
it."


She pulled away from Hunter and took a fighting stance,
doing a series of movements she'd learned from her weapons instructor. The
sword seemed to pulse with power, enhanced by the pulsing of the sphere in her
pocket. She became one with it, moving in the fluid, graceful way of a deadly but
beautiful hunter.


Hunter spoke, breaking her focus. "You're amazing. No
one's ever handled my sword with such skill."


Neither laughed at the clear sexual innuendo, because this
time he wasn't joking. She could see the awe in his eyes.


It almost pained her to return the sword to travel size and
give it back.


Hunter noticed her look of despair. He draped his arm over
her shoulders and leaned down to whisper in her ear. "Something tells me
that's not the last time you'll get to dance with my sword. Cheer up."


A flush of heat rose up from Lucy's stomach. She ducked out
from Hunter's arms and wagged her finger at him as she started walking down the
path again. "Do all the girls fall for that line?"


A smirk played across his lips. "Most of them,
yes."


"I'm not most girls. It takes more than a shiny sword
to impress me. Don't get me wrong, it was very impressive." She flashed
her own smirk. "You never answered my question. Who made it and what's the
metal it's made of?"


Hunter sighed as if her questions were such burdens.
"You're right, I didn't answer your question. That information is
classified top secret, and you, Miss Rivera, don't have the clearance."


Lucy would have argued with him, if he'd been lying. The
sword clearly had some kick-ass technology behind it. That only made her
desperate to know more.


Damn Sam for not being here, she'd just pry the knowledge
out of his mind. The thought of Sam connecting so intimately with Hunter
made her a bit jealous, and she chastised herself for being so silly. First,
Sam would never make a play for a guy Lucy liked, and second, Lucy had no claim
to Hunter.


She did want to get to know him better, though. "What
brought you to IPI?"


"Why not? I get cool toys and get to kill monsters.
Plus I get to meet beautiful women with kick-ass super powers."


"More deflection, I see. So I take it there are a lot
of beautiful women with kick-ass super powers at IPI?"


He winked at her. "Well, only one. And she's not
actually at IPI—yet."


"Cute. What makes you think I'd ever join IPI, or that
they'd even want me. I tend to be a bit of a rebel."


"Really? I hadn't noticed."


Liar. "How long have you worked with Agent
Simmons? You two seem close."


"She trained me. She's almost like a mother to me, but
don't tell her that. She'd freak. Basically, I wanted to serve the best, and
she's the best."


As they walked, Hunter told stories about his training with
IPI and Simmons. He painted a picture of a tough but fair woman who was strong
and wise, and definitely not a pushover. "Once, in training, this other
recruit boasted that he could kick her ass because she was just a girl. She
challenged him to hand-to-hand combat, took him out in ten seconds flat, and
had him scrubbing the bathrooms with his toothbrush for a month."


"Wow, a bit harsh, don't you think?"


"Maybe. But he never insulted another female agent or
instructor again, and neither did anyone else in that group."


Lucy found herself liking and respecting Simmons even more.
"How long have you been an agent? You look young."


He smirked. "I get that a lot. I haven't made many
friends, with such a rapid advancement. Really, it's because of Agent Simmons'
training, and of course, because I'm so incredibly talented, naturally."


"And modest. Let's not forget that."


"No, we mustn't forget my modesty. It's my most
charming quality, after all."


Lucy couldn't help but return his smile.


They'd been walking so long, lost in each other's banter,
that they hadn't been paying attention to the sounds in the jungles until they
heard a crash.


Lucy jumped. "Something's out there. Let's go
look."


"I love a woman who walks toward potential
danger."


She ignored his comment—at least she pretended to—and crept
up to a huge fallen tree that a car could've driven through, had there been a
pathway. It reminded her of the giant redwoods in California. They peeked over
to see what kind of animal was causing such a ruckus, and Lucy nearly fell over
at the sight.


Hunter rested his hand on her lower back, and while she
didn't need it there for support, she liked how the warmth of it traveled
through her body. But even a touch from Hunter couldn't distract her from what
stood before them.


Huge, giant, enormous animals. No, not animals. They had
hard shells with bright emerald patterns on them. Some had scary looking horns
protruding from their face—a top and bottom horn that curved upward with
teeth-like notches on it. They looked like....


"Beetles." Hunter spoke in a whisper.
"They're beetles, I think. Only... giant!"


Giant was an understatement. Four of them, each twice the
size of a mini-van, foraged in a clearing.


Lucy studied them more closely and recognized something
about them. "My brother is a big bug expert. He had a book once that he
couldn't stop talking about. Everyday he'd insist on showing me pictures and
filling my head with useless bug trivia. I remember a beetle, a Hercules
beetle, I think they're called, that looked like these. Obviously not as big,
and these are more brightly colored, but otherwise they're similar. If I
recall, they're actually harmless. They eat rotten fruit."


"You're a surprising woman, Lucy." He moved his
hand up her back and to her shoulder. "We need to get back and tell the
others about this."


He turned to go, but Lucy didn't move. "Wait. I want to
get closer, to see them better."


"Are you nuts? We have no idea what they'd do. Besides,
the others need to be warned."


Lucy ignored him and crawled forward, scaling the dead tree
and slowly approaching the beetles.


Hunter cursed as he climbed the tree and joined her.
"You need to stop and think. This is dangerous and reckless."


She pointed out one beetle in particular, who looked
different than the rest. "Look at him. Look at those colors—blues and
purples. Do you think he's the leader or something? He looks bigger than the
others too."


Although, at their size, it all became a neck-straining
blur. Lucy took another step to get closer. She wanted to see their horns, and
to examine the shell of what she assumed were the females. She stepped on a
twig, and it snapped. The sound seemed to fill up the valley, and the giant
beetles all paused in their scuttling and looked at her.


Hunter tensed beside her. "Shit. Let's go."


Lucy pulled out her gun and aimed at the creatures, but
couldn't pull the trigger. A loud horn blasted.


"Lucy, come on." Hunter grabbed her arm and pulled
her toward the log and over it.


She holstered her gun and let Hunter lead her away.


Had the beetles made that sound? They must have, because
they charged after Lucy and Hunter like a stampede of angry elephants.


Just as Lucy's foot cleared the log they'd climbed over, it
moved. The beetles were ramming into it.


She and Hunter ran faster, harder, pushing themselves to get
back to the group and warn them. The ground under their feet rumbled like an
earthquake. A root snagged her foot and she tripped, but caught herself
mid-fall and kept running. The foliage thickened in one place, making it harder
to run. Hunter pulled out his sword and hacked through the web of green bushes
and branches to give them an easier clearing. Trees shook around them as they
finally approached the other agents and Luke.


Lucy screamed through heavy breathing. "Run! Run
now!"


The agents looked confused, but the horns blared again and
the ground thundered. Everyone turned and ran with Lucy and Hunter.


Luke caught up with them. "What the hell's going on,
Sis?"


The beetles broke through the shrubs they'd run behind, and
now everyone could see what they were running from, including Luke. "Oh
shit. Not good."


One of the agents tripped and fell on a rock, scraping his
knee bad enough to draw blood. Simmons helped him up and pushed him to run.
They came to a fallen tree in their path, with no way around. The scrambled up
and over it, helping each other in the process. The beetles caught up with
them, rolling the tree trunk out of the way as the last agent cleared it.
Surrounded by the giant creatures, they found themselves at a dead end against
a boulder.


Right or left? Lucy grabbed Luke and pulled him
right. Hunter followed them.


The other agents, led by Simmons, weaved to the left to
avoid one of the beetles, who slammed into the boulder head first and fell
over, stunned. The other beetles learned from their fallen comrade, and one
chased the agents while two followed Lucy, Luke and Hunter.


The terrain became rocky and uneven, making the running
harder, but they pushed through. Sweat dripped down Lucy's face and into her
eyes. She swiped at it and forced her body to move faster. Another drop of
sweat stung her eyes and she closed them on reflex without slowing. Strong
hands wrapped around her chest and pulled her back.


"Stop. Look." Hunter held her against his body.
She could feel his heart race against her back.


When she stopped, he dropped his arms from her chest to her
waist, but didn't let go. She looked down and realized he'd just saved her from
running straight off the cliff.


She took a step back, and his body moved with hers.


"Good. You okay?" He turned her around and
examined her.


"I'm fine. Thank you."


She noticed Luke scowling at them from a few feet away. Whatever.
He could be Mr. Mopey if he wanted; she was done with it. Besides, she didn't
need his permission to get to know a guy.


They heard the beetles approach. "We have to decide
where to go. We can't just keep running."


She eyed a log that created a bridge to the other side of
the cliff. Below them, way below them, a furious spray of water assaulted sharp
rock. "We could walk across that. They wouldn't be able to follow."


Luke shook his head. "No way. That's crazy. That thing
isn't stable."


Down the trail, the largest blue beetle crashed his body
through a few trees. He'd be there soon. They had to hurry.


"Give me a better idea." Without waiting for a
response, Lucy climbed onto the log and started crossing to the other side.
Beneath her, water surged and crashed against rock. But it was a long way to
that water. She looked back toward her destination and focused on that.


Just like driving, you had to keep your eyes on where you
wanted to go, because your car, or in this case, your body, would naturally
travel in the direction you were looking. Much like life, actually. Whatever
you focused on the most was what you manifested.


Hunter immediately joined her on the log, followed by a
sulking Luke. They were half way across when the beetle approached the log and
rested its front legs on it.


The log shook. It couldn't withstand the pressure of the
three of them plus the beetle.


"Luke, we're going to have to jump. You need to slow us
down, like you did before."


"No, Luce. I can't. Keep going. We can make it to the
other side."


Before Lucy could respond, the log tipped to the side and
Lucy jumped off.


Hunter and Luke fell off the log as well, and the three of
them fell toward the dangerous and rocky water.


Her heart pounded and the world spun. "Luke! You have
to slow us down!"


Nothing. They didn't slow, and Lucy braced for the impact
that could kill her. Hunter reached out his hand and she grabbed it, squeezing
it tight as she closed her eyes.


With mere seconds left before impact, the air around them
shifted and thickened.


Luke is doing it! But wait... They were still falling
too fast. "Luke!"


Water rushed up to meet Lucy. She stared into Hunter's green
eyes, and he didn't let go of her hand as they crashed into the water and
everything went black.






Chapter 81 – Sam


 


Darren drove through the darkness. This far into the
countryside, no streetlights showed us the way, and the headlights of our car
only illuminated so much.


I punched redial over and over, desperate to reach Mrs.
Beaumont, but she didn't pick up. I tried to force my powers to guide me to her
and Tommy, or at least tell me what had happened, but they refused to bend to
my will. Instead, they mocked me with a sense of looming disaster without
giving me any tools to fight it.


Darren frowned. "Maybe ease up on the phone. It doesn't
seem to be helping."


I dropped it in my lap and sighed. "Nothing is helping.
Nothing is working. Where are they?"


We drove along the route they would have taken to get from
the airport to the mansion, so we'd have to find them one way or another—unless
they'd gotten lost. Or something worse. My stomach cramped, and I forced away
those thoughts.


Darren turned on the radio, presumably to distract me. A
country love song filled the car, and though it wasn't
the-song-that-could-not-be-named—I so did not need reminding of that
drive with Drake, as we fled our fate and headed to California together—it was
close enough to bring tears to my eyes.


Drake. Any small thing could tear that wound open again.


Sensing the change in mood, Darren flipped off the radio.
"Sorry, just thought some music might help."


I swiped at an errant tear. "No, it's okay. Just
emotional. It's the hormones. And worry."


"I understand. I get it, Sam. You've been through hell,
and now you're worried about Tommy. None of us will ever understand what it's
been like for you. You saved us all from that fate and now you have to live it
alone. I'm so sorry." He touched my hand briefly, then pulled back, as if
unsure how to offer comfort without stepping into something more than
friendship.


"I'm glad no one else has to experience this. And
everyone has been very supportive. It's not so bad." Even as I said it, my
heart cracked open, and a sob escaped.


All of the fear and anguish and loneliness and misery poured
out of me. I hadn't cried since Ana had been born, not wanting to saddle her
with that emotional baggage so soon, but this awful fear for Tommy and his
mother released all my pent-up grief.


Darren reached across the seats and put his arms around me,
using his powers to keep the car steady, and I turned his shirt into a wet mess
of tears. He didn't speak, didn't tell me to stop crying. He just let me be
until my sobs turned to hiccups, and I could finally breathe again.


I used my sleeve to wipe my eyes. "This is embarrassing.
Maybe I should've come alone. I'm clearly not sane enough to be around other
people."


He wiped the hair out of my face. "That's why you
shouldn't be alone, Sam. You need your friends."


A familiar tension built between us, and it scared me.
"Darren, we are friends, and I'm so grateful. More than you could
know. But that's all I can be right now. Please understand."


He smiled, his hazel eyes full of compassion. "I'm not
going to lie, Sam. I've had a crush on you since we were kids. If we could ever
be something more, I want it, but now is not the time. Just know that I'm here
for you, as a friend, or... more."


His strength and warm presence tempted me, but my heart
wasn't mine to give away. Not anymore, and maybe not ever. Still, I had no idea
he'd felt that way for so long. Suddenly all the little things in our past
presented themselves in a whole new way—the time he'd shared his lunch with me
when Mary had splattered mine into my lap, the way he'd always shared school
supplies in class. We'd never talked much, so I didn't know him well, but he'd
been a steady presence in my life since kindergarten.


I'd always thought of him as a kid, but the man sitting
before me gave me a new perspective. Neither of us was a kid anymore, and for
better or worse, the dynamics of our relationship had changed. I didn't know
what to say or how to respond to his declaration.


Before I could come up with something, a vision slammed into
me.


'Sam! Sam! Help me, Sam! They're coming for me. Sam!'


Tommy called for me, but I couldn't see him the way I
sometimes saw the other kids—one of the new powers the Seeker had given me. I
only saw a ball of light that represented Tommy.


'Hurry, Sam. I don't have long.'


"Sam, what's going on? What do you see?"


"It's Tommy. Someone's coming for him. We have to
hurry."


He pulled his arm away and clutched the wheel. The car
lunged forward. "Do you know where he is?"


"He's close, or was. We need to keep an eye on the
road."


Haunted trees cast strange shadows in the headlights, their
normal beauty taking on a sinister glare. Monsters seemed to lurk there in the
dark.


My stomach clenched in fear and future grief. Whom would
I mourn tonight? For evil stalked me, and I wouldn't face the morning
unscathed.


Twenty minutes later, the flicker of dying headlights by the
road confirmed my fears. "Stop!"


Darren slammed on the brakes. Before the car could even
settle, I flew out and ran to the side of the road, using our own headlights to
navigate the treacherous terrain.


"Sam, slow down. We don't know what's down there."


But I knew. Her mind, slow and sluggish, called to me.


'Sam, they took him. You have to save my baby. Please.'


"Darren, help me. She's in the car!"


The car had toppled down a steep embankment and landed on
its side. Darren used his telekinesis to pull off the driver's door and lift
Mrs. Beaumont out.


I cried, feeling helpless and scared. "Where's Tommy?
Darren, find Tommy!"


"Sam, she's the only one in there. I'm sorry." He
laid her on the pavement next to us and called 9-1-1.


I sat by her, holding her hand, while her chest heaved in
unnatural rhythms and blood gurgled from her mouth. Something had partially
smashed her face in. "Just hold on. Please, hold on. Help will be here
soon."


A tear, laced with blood, trickled from the corner of her
eye. She couldn't speak, but she could think. 'Men in black ran us off the
road. Took Tommy. Save him. He needs you, Sam. Please.'


"I will. I swear it. I'll find him." The grit of
the road bit into my knees as her blood soaked my hands. More blood. I'll
never be free of the stains.


In her final moments, her mind burst open, showing me
everything about her life—Tommy, and her ex-husband, the pedophile I'd exposed
on my last assignment. She'd already seen the monster in him, and had been
ready to act when I came. She knew about my para-powers long before I went
public, and had contributed the large donations that had helped me and my
friends reestablish ourselves once we'd all escaped Rent-A-Kid. I owed her so
much.


With her dying breath, she passed the care of her son into
my hands.


My bloodstained, shaking hands.






Chapter 82 – Drake


 


Toby runs, disappearing into the trees.


The house crackles with flames, and the heat of the fire
burns Drake's skin and eyes. He runs after Toby, but no matter how hard he
pushes himself, Toby is always just out of reach, taunting him. Drake pushes
forward.


He has to stop what's about to happen, but the forest erupts
into flames and a tree falls, pinning him to the ground. His ribs crack and
pierce his lungs. Pain drives him mad, but still he reaches for Toby.
"Don't go. You're not safe."


A man in black seizes the boy and takes him away.


Toby screams as Drake pulls on a power he doesn't have
anymore. He can't move the tree. Can't heal himself. Can't breathe. He will die,
and so will Toby.


***


Drake jerked awake, unsure of where he was, or why. The jail
smelled of vomit and body odor, and his cot had seen better days. He hadn't
been forced to share a cell with anyone... yet—a small but cherished blessing,
given the look of the other detainees.


A guard with a shabby goatee and too much gut shoved a
cafeteria tray into his cell. "Breakfast."


The food, if it could be called that, smelled like day-old
garbage, but Drake shoved it into his mouth without thinking. He needed his strength—what
little he had—and couldn't waste any chance for nourishment. His sorrows had
made him mopey and lethargic. Now, people needed him, and he had to get his
shit together.


The guard flicked on a television that faced the cells and
left.


Drake would have preferred silence. A Law & Order
rerun played in the background as he thought about his options, which pretty
much amounted to nothing. He had no money, no lawyer, no chance in hell of
getting out of this mess.


He snapped back to attention when Law & Order
disappeared, and a newscaster in a smart blue suit appeared with the words
"Breaking News" on the television.


She held a microphone to her face and gestured to the scene
behind her—a fenced-off area heavily guarded by military personnel. "The
CDC has set up a quarantine zone in the middle of the city to investigate a
rash of disturbing behavior in youth everywhere. They have refused all requests
for comments, and in a formal statement, denied any connection between the
outbreak and a new street drug known as "Blue Power," which has many
worried about distressing side effects, including death and unusual abilities.
Though the CDC denies the connection, our sources confirmed that any known user
of the drug is being held in quarantine. Could this be the start of chemical
warfare? Many people are asking that very question."


Toby. That has to be where they're keeping him. Drake
recognized the area, but had no idea how to break in and save the boy with so
many armed guards, not to mention the fact that the Center for Disease Control
had jumped into the fray. In fact, he needed rescuing himself.


Drake's shoulders slumped and his head fell into his hands.
He'd officially hit rock bottom, and saw no hope of climbing out of the hole
he'd thrown himself into. In that moment, he would have given anything to go
back in time and change his path. He'd have stayed with Sam, powers or no. He'd
have been there for her and their baby. He wouldn't have been such a coward and
made her face all of it alone.


He wouldn't have run away.


Mr. Goatee came back and pulled out his keys. "You have
a visitor."


Sam? No, couldn't be. How would she even know he was
here? But then, how would anyone know he was here? Maybe Sam had found
him somehow, after their connection. Maybe she could save him from himself once
and for all, and he could be the man she needed.


Drake followed the guard to a small interrogation room.
Reluctant hope surged when the door opened, then burst when the tall man
sitting at the table stood and smiled. "Mr. Davis, it's a pleasure to
finally meet you in person."


The man nodded, and Mr. Goatee left, which was highly
unusual given Drake's status as a supposed psycho killer.


Dressed in a high-priced pinstripe suit, with dark hair and
striking blue eyes, the man had an air about him, as if expecting obedience in
all things. He gestured with a manicured hand. "Please, sit. We have much
to discuss."


Drake couldn't imagine what the man wanted, but he sat,
curiosity overcoming his disappointment at not seeing Sam. "Are you my
lawyer?"


"Not your lawyer, per se, but I am here to help. I
think we can do much for each other, if you're willing to engage in a symbiotic
relationship, so to speak."


What the hell is this guy talking about? Something
about the way the man moved—the graceful and fluid motion, the air of
authority—tickled the back of Drake's mind. Also, the eyes.... Where have I
seen those before? "Who are you?"


The man smiled coldly, devoid of all emotion. "The
question isn't who am I, but who are you? Do you know how you came to be what
you are?"


A veiled threat tinted the man's words, but it didn't scare
Drake. It only made him more cautious. "I don't know what you're talking
about."


"Oh, let's not play coy with each other. We have a
history, even if we've never met in person. Do you not recognize me?" He
closed his eyes and stayed so still he might have fallen asleep.


A low buzz filled Drake's mind, as though someone had broken
in and started digging through his memories. The Seeker. Drake and the Seeker
were brothers, spawned from the same mother. And Sam and the Seeker had shared
a father....


Drake lurched to his feet, knocking his chair back.
"Get out. Get out, now!" He lunged, intent on beating the man to
death on the spot, consequences be damned, but an invisible force pushed him
back.


"Come now, Drake. Did you really think I'd show up
without some kind of protection? Now that you know who I am, shall we get down
to business?"


Drake ground his teeth and shot daggers at the man across
from him. "I will never make a deal with the devil who destroyed Sam's
life."


Mr. Steele smiled his creepy smile again. "You might
change your mind when you hear what I have to say." He pulled a vial of
Blue Power from his jacket pocket and set it on the table between them, then
sat back without saying anything.


Drake seethed with anger. Who is this asshole to come in
here and treat me like some crackhead desperate for the next hit?


It won't work.


"I have more. More than you can even imagine. This is
the street variety. It's meant to separate the wheat from the chaff, as the
Bible would say. But this...." He pulled out a vial of purple liquid.
"This is the real deal. It lasts longer and is more powerful. You won't
get the high you got with the blue version. You'll just get all of your powers
back in full force. Isn't that what you want? To be powerful again? Think of
what you could do with strength and mind control. Think of all that you could
accomplish. No one could stop you."


"I'm not interested." A lie. He was interested.
The drug pulled at him. He'd be whole and could finally protect Sam, but at
what cost? "What do you want from me?"


He'd tried to make his voice sound aggressive and uncaring,
but the shift in Steele's expression told Drake he'd failed. Steele knew he had
set the hook.


"I need your help. We have a situation that requires
your unique skills."


Drake crossed his arms over his chest and glared. "To
do what?"


"Why, to help me recruit and collect other paranormals,
of course. Someone with your abilities would have no trouble getting the job
done."


Drake couldn't believe what he was hearing. Does this
jackass really think that after everything he's done, I'll help him kidnap
kids? "You're insane if you think I'd ever do that."


Steele shifted gears. "Do you know how you lost your powers?"


He nodded, but didn't speak.


"You think you do, but really, your unborn child
absorbed them. They are trapped in her. I can help you get them back for
good."


Go anywhere near my daughter, and I'll kill you.
"Not interested."


"I can get you out of here, Drake. How else would you
save your little friend? You have nothing, and you know it. I can give you
power, money and freedom. I can even give you Toby. All you have to do is help
me."


Shit. He couldn't do this. He couldn't choose between
one child's life and hundreds.


Drake shook his head. "Still not interested." He
expected to see Steele show some signs of frustration at not being able to gain
the upper hand, but the man remained cool and calm—almost gloating.


"Very well. If I can't entice you, perhaps I can coerce
you. There's one more thing you don't know, and I think it will be the tipping
point for you."


Steele pulled out his phone, punched some buttons on a
screen, and held out a picture.


Drake's heart stopped. He screamed in anger and thrashed at
the shields holding him away from Steele.


The man just sat there, victory in his eyes. "When
you've finished, we'll talk about what you can do for me."






Chapter 83 – Sam


 


Sirens blared. Darren held me as my shoulders shook and tears
streamed down my face. I couldn't pull my hands off of Mrs. Beaumont's body,
but I had to find out what happened to Tommy. She'd shown me the faces of the
men who'd taken him. I planned to draw them and make everyone memorize the
pictures—and then we would hunt them down, kill them, and get Tommy back.


The paramedics and police arrived, and Darren fielded their
questions, but they still insisted on speaking to me. One man draped a blanket
over my shoulders and pried me away from Mrs. Beaumont. "Come on, we need
to put her on a stretcher."


Darren took over, leading me to the tail of an ambulance
while a cop prepared to take my statement. I told him a creative version of the
truth: they were friends, coming to visit. When they didn't arrive in time, I
got worried and came looking for them. We arrived and found her here, dying.


"Did she say anything about who did this, or where her
son is?"


What could I say? The medical report would show she couldn't
speak at the time of her death. "No, she didn't speak at all."


"Do you know anyone who wished her or her son harm?"


Other than a psychotic paranormal human trafficking ring
led by my sadistic father? "No. Her husband was arrested not too long
ago for pedophilia. I doubt he's involved, but that's the only scandal I know
about in their family."


The officer nodded and took notes. "Thank you,
Sam." He handed me his card. "If you can think of anything else,
please call."


"Who will be handling her... remains?"


"We'll attempt to contact next of kin or her attorney.
I'll be in touch as we have more information."


He turned away, dismissing me, but I didn't know what to do.
Should we just leave?


Darren thought so. He ushered me to the car and buckled me
up, and we headed for home.


An emptiness filled me, making me numb to the small nagging
at the back of my mind. I couldn't think past getting home, cleaning this blood
off me, and finding Tommy. I pressed myself into the vastness beyond my own
body and reached for him, but his mental signature only flickered, then blinked
out. I couldn't hold onto it long enough to track it.


Again that emptiness goaded me. What had I missed?


We arrived home, parked and walked into the mansion. A
lifetime had passed since we'd left, and still the house slept. Susie sat in
the kitchen, waiting for us. She saw my face, saw the blood, and tears flowed
down her cheeks.


She opened her mouth to speak, but I cut her off. "Did
she wake up?" I needed to hold my child.


"Not a sound." She handed the baby monitor to me
and squeezed my hand, honoring my unspoken request for silence.


I nodded and walked down the hall toward my room. What
must it do to a mother, to watch her only child be kidnapped while she lies
helpless, dying? The thought chilled me, and in one horrible moment I
realized what I'd been missing. Ana. The soft but familiar buzz of her mind in
mine, the constant presence that alerted me to her moods and needs—it was gone.


I broke into a sprint, fear filling me as I slammed open the
door to my room and flicked on the light.


She should've cried, squealed with indignation at the bright
light that woke her, but she didn't make a sound. I reached into her crib,
pulled out the bundle inside, and held a pile of blankets shaped to look like a
child.


I shook my head, staring at the blankets in my hands, now stained
with Mrs. Beaumont's blood. "No. No. No!" My frantic search of the
room revealed two things: her diaper bag was missing, and someone had turned
off the baby monitor in her room.


"Susie! Darren!" My screams filled the mansion. I
tore through the minds of everyone in the building, searching for guilt, for
answers. "Where is Ana?"


I fell to my knees, sobbing, realization hitting me in the
gut. Ana's kidnapping had been planned. Mrs. Beaumont had tried to tell me.
She'd heard them talking. They took Tommy so I would leave the mansion, so I
would leave Ana.


And now, my daughter's life was in danger.






Chapter 84 – Drake


 


The emptiness in Drake grew as he realized what his life was
about to become. Steele had his daughter. How did that happen? Where was
Sam?


"Your daughter is safe, for now, but only if you do
what I ask. Are we clear?" Steele's lips peeled back in a wicked smile.
"As a token of my generosity, I'm still going to give you the other things
you want. You'll get the drugs and your freedom—I'll even let you have Toby—but
you have to break into that quarantine and free any paranormals who are healthy
and showing signs of powers. Free them, and nothing will happen to your baby...
for a while."


Drake nodded. What else could he do? He couldn't let Steele
hurt Ana, and he couldn't stop the bastard if he was stuck in jail. Maybe if he
played along he could get close enough to Steele to find a way to defeat him.


"How do I know you're telling the truth? That could be
a picture of any baby." Drake clung to this last line of hope,
knowing it would likely drown him in the end. Steele didn't seem the type to
use false threats.


The two vials of drugs, one blue, one purple, still sat in
the center of the table. Steele nodded. "Take one. Connect with Sam. Find
out for yourself if what I say is true."


Sam. Oh God, she has to be going crazy. Why didn't Steele
take her too? Drake grabbed the purple vial and hoped Steele hadn't lied
when he said it wouldn't make him high. He needed to stay in control right now.


He poured the liquid down his throat and waited. Within
moments, fire raced through his muscles. The room brightened and dimmed, and
awareness exploded in his head. He felt the base of his power grow—all his
strength and abilities.


He drew on his mind control and pushed into Steele's mind
with every ounce of strength, but an impenetrable wall blocked him.


"Of course, your powers won't work on me. Only a fool
would come here and make himself vulnerable in that way. But rest assured, they
do work."


Drake searched for the familiar imprint of Sam's mind,
scared of what he would find when he did.


'Sam?'


Her grief slammed into him through the connection—Steele
hadn't lied.


"Drake, it was you before, wasn't it? This is real?
How?"


'A drug. It's a long story. What's happened?'


"He has her. My father somehow got to Ana. I'm so
sorry. I thought she was safe. Oh, Drake, what are we going to do?"


'He's using the baby against me, Sam. I'm the one who's
sorry. I abandoned you because I was weak. But I swear, I will get her back and
I will destroy this man once and for all.'


"I need you, Drake. I need to get Ana back."


'I'll find a way to get to you, Sam. Wait for me. I'm
coming.'


The connection faded, and Drake looked at Steele.
"Fine. I'm in. But first, get me the hell out of here."


Steele grinned, shaking his head just a fraction.


Drake hoped the man couldn't read minds like his daughter.






Part Two – The Different Names of Love





Chapter 85 – Lucy


 


"Lucy, wake up! Lucy!"


That voice. She knew that voice.


"Lucy!"


The same voice had warned her when Luke was in danger. Her
eyes popped open and the voice stopped. Sunlight blinded her briefly, and as
her vision returned, she wiggled and stretched each body part to assess the
damage, surprised even to be alive. Her entire body ached as though a truck had
run into her—repeatedly—but everything seemed to work as it should. She pulled
herself up, abs screaming at the effort, and blinked to clear her vision.


Maybe I have died and gone to paradise. Lush
green trees dipped into a crystal blue lake. Flowers like she'd never seen grew
around the edge, absorbing the water and sun. She plucked one and examined it—a
bright, bluish-purple blossom shaped like a star, with silver glitter in its
petals. It smelled like rain. Another flower transitioned through all the
colors of the rainbow and was shaped like a heart. If she hadn't been in so
much pain, she'd have thought she was dreaming.


A white mist drifted over the water and revealed that the
same flowers that grew next to the lake also floated on the surface, as if
growing from the water.


Then she remembered her brother and Hunter. Oh God!
She dropped the flower and looked around frantically. Hunter lay washed up by a
boulder. She ran to him.


"Hunter! Hunter, wake up!" His face was pale, but
his chest moved at a steady rhythm. "Hunter!" She caressed his face
and fought the tears that choked her throat.


A hand reached up and grabbed hers. Hunter's eyes peeled
open. "I knew you cared."


She exhaled the breath she'd held in and punched his chest.


"Ow! What was that for?" He sat up, but didn't let
go of her hand.


"You scared me. That's what." A renegade tear slid
down her cheek, and Hunter used his free hand to wipe it off.


"Don't cry. I'm okay. Are you?"


She nodded, angry at her vulnerability. "Luke! We have
to find him."


Hunter stood and helped her up. He still didn't release her
hand, and she didn't pull away.


He's alive. She didn't want to let go in case he
somehow disappeared again. The physical contact gave her strength and made her
feel less alone in this crazy, messed up situation. Having to be the strong one
all the time had worn her out. It was a relief to have someone else to share
the burden.


They found Luke on the other side of the boulder. He'd
already sat up and was picking sticks and twigs out of his hair and off of his
clothes.


Seeing the state he was in, Lucy imagined how unattractive
she must have looked at that moment. In a total girl freak-out, she would have
given anything for a bathroom, clean clothes and a proper shower. She didn't
even want to think about how she smelled.


She knelt next to Luke, and Hunter joined her, still
attached to her hand. "You okay?"


"Yeah, sure." Luke glared at Hunter, but if Hunter
noticed, he didn't let it bother him.


When Luke tried to stand, he groaned and leaned on Lucy.
"My ankle is sprained or something."


Lucy helped him to the boulder so he could sit.


Hunter examined his leg. "Don't take the shoe off. The
swelling will get worse and you won't be able to get it back on." He
pulled a bottle of pills from his pack. "Here's some ibuprofen. Should
help with the pain and swelling."


Lucy found a large, sturdy branch and used her knife to
create a walking stick for him. Fortunately, the waterproof backpacks strapped
to their backs meant that they still had all their gear. They would have been
screwed had they lost their supplies.


After Luke downed the pills, Lucy handed him the walking
stick. "Your ankle isn't too bad. You should be better soon."


"It shouldn't have happened at all! Jump off the log?
Are you crazy? Did you even think?" Luke shot his words at her like
bullets.


She stepped back, into Hunter, who once again grabbed her
hand. "What other choice did we have? I saved us. You should've slowed us
down more. You did before."


"Well, I couldn't. I've only done that once. Why would
you even think...?" Luke took a deep breath. "Forget it. What were
those things, anyway? They looked like Hercules beetles, but—"


"Huge?" Lucy offered helpfully.


"Yeah. What's going on here?" Luke stood and
tested his ankle with the walking stick.


Lucy grinned up at Hunter. "Told you they were
Hercules."


Luke cut her gloating short. "Your plan wouldn't have
worked, anyway. In case you don't remember, Hercules beetles, if that's what
they were, can fly. Crossing the log wouldn't have helped."


Lucy ignored him. They'd had no other options, and neither
of them had offered any better ideas. He can stuff it! "I wonder if
Rent-A-Kid's been experimenting here. This isn't normal."


Luke shook his head and limped away. "Damn, I don't
need this shit."


Whatever. They had to get moving anyway, and figure
out where they were and how to find their team. Lucy reluctantly let go of
Hunter's hand and pulled some water from her pack. She drank her fill, refilled
her bottle in the river, and returned it to its place.


The guys did the same, though Luke had moved away from them
to do it.


Weeping willow trees lined the lake and filled the valley. I
didn't know they could grow in the jungle. She loved weeping willows, and
walked deeper into the valley through the long branches, feeling as though
caught in a dream or a fairy world.


Hunter caught up to her. "You just couldn't resist
staring at the big shiny bug, could you?"


"Shut up." This was no time for arguing, even
though she could tell he was just teasing. At least he hadn't given her a hard
time in front of Luke. Still, it's not like either of them has stepped up to
make a decision.


"Okay. It's just that I've heard that women are
attracted to shiny objects. It was interesting to see it in reality."


Lucy's lips twitched, but she refused to smile. "You're
horrible."


"Thank you. I try to be. It's one of my best
traits."


"I thought that was modesty."


"That too. I have many."


Lucy climbed over a rock, and she and Hunter waited for Luke
to catch up. She had a hard time staying still. Something deep in the jungle
pulled at her, as if leading her somewhere. Her sphere pulsed, stronger than
ever.


She distracted herself with the banter. "If this is
your best trait, I don't want to know what your bad traits are."


Hunter nudged her shoulder and pierced her with his eyes.
"You never know, you might like my bad side." He winked, and she
stuck out her tongue. "You are entirely unpredictable sometimes. I love that."
He laughed. "So, fearless leader, where are we going?"


How could she explain something she didn't understand?
"Just... trust me."


"You know, my father always used to ask, if your friend
jumped off a log... excuse me, I mean a bridge... would you jump too? I always
answered no, naturally. So I think what happened back there demonstrated my
trust in you. I'm no lemming."


Lucy thought about how many times he'd followed her without
question, never hesitating when she ran into danger—or put them in danger. Even
when he questioned her choice, he didn't let her go it alone. Wow. She'd
just met him, but they'd already built a basis for trust. It made sense, from a
psychological standpoint. In life-and-death situations, bonds could form much
faster and deeper than in the context of everyday life. That's why soldiers
formed such tight-knit friendships—and why in storybooks two people who'd just
met could fall in love in impossible situations. The chemicals that these kinds
of circumstances released in the brain lent themselves to intimacy and trust.


Lucy just hoped that whatever was developing between them
could withstand real life too, not just crazy-stuck-in-a-jungle life.
"Thank you for trusting me and standing by me."


Hunter pulled her close. Her chest pressed into the hard
muscles of his torso, her body conforming to his. Would he kiss her? She'd
exchanged her share of sloppy kisses behind the bleachers at school, had played
at having a boyfriend from time to time, but none of them had made her pulse
race and heat explode in her like this.


With his face just a few inches from hers, Hunter spoke in a
husky voice. "I'll always stand by you. You're not alone here. I swear
it."


His declaration stole her breath away. He was only referring
to their assignment—all bets were off once they got out of the jungle—and she
wasn't naive enough to believe he'd made some grand, life-long vow, but her
heart fluttered all the same.


He cupped her face with his hand and traced a line down her
jaw with his finger. "You're an amazing woman, Lucy. I've never met anyone
like you."


She didn't know what to say to that, so she just stared deep
into his green eyes.


Luke crashed through the bushes with all the subtly of an
ox.


Hunter pulled away, and Lucy sighed in disappointment.


They started to walk again, but the shrubs thickened the
deeper into the jungle they went. Hunter pulled out a large knife and grabbed a
branch.


"No!" Lucy put her hand on his arm to stop him,
but it was too late.


The knife sliced into branch, and a loud groan filled the
jungle.


All three of them froze.


"Well that wasn't freaky at all," Hunter said.


Lucy pushed down his arm. "Don't cut anything. This
place... it's alive."


Reluctantly, Hunter put away his knife and continued
walking. "Can I step on anything then?"


Lucy ignored him.


"Anyway," he continued, "where are you
leading us, my—"


Lucy shushed him and pushed aside a curtain of weeping
willow branches, though some of them appeared to move by themselves, and
revealed the biggest weeping willow Lucy had ever seen. It sat in the center of
a meadow that was surrounded by clear water and covered in flowers. A patch of
dirt created a path to the tree.


Something landed on Lucy's hand. A large, beautiful firefly
glowed bright yellow, like a mini sun. More of them floated in the sky,
illuminating the mist that shrouded this place in mystery and magic.


Hunter took Lucy's hand, and the firefly flew off, leaving a
smudge of glowing light on her skin. He ran his thumb over the spot, as
mesmerized by it all as she was.


Through the darkening leaves, the bugs flew and mist
gathered, creating the effect of floating lights in a magical garden.


In a whisper that only Hunter could hear, Lucy said,
"Are we dreaming? This place is amazing."


"Lucy... Lucy...." The voice in her
head returned, familiar and deep. "Hunter, do you hear that? Someone
calling my name?"


He shook his head, his brow wrinkled in concern.


She led him down the trail, and Luke followed. The voice
seemed to come from the tree.


Lucy crept slowly along the dirt path, fireflies still
hovering around her. Beside her, large, colorful fish in greens and reds jumped
in the water and splashed her as if playing.


Luke lagged behind, and not because of his ankle.


He's been lagging behind ever since we came to this
island.


His voice startled the fireflies around her. "You sure
about this, Luce?"


Hunter squeezed her hand, a silent sign that he believed in
her, even if her brother didn't.


She continued forward without replying. As she reached the
long branches of the weeping willow, the fireflies surrounded the tree. She
pushed through the branches, though once again most of them moved by
themselves.


Lucy felt like she'd entered a secret world. A few stones
sat by the trunk, and massive roots pushed through the earth in places.
Beautiful flowers grew from the branches and swayed as if to silent music.


She walked closer, needing to see the trunk. The bark formed
some kind of pattern, something she should recognize. Then the pattern moved
and she realized it wasn't carved into the tree, it was growing out of the
tree—the same color as the bark. She traced the contours of it with her mind,
playing connect the dots as she did as a child. A head... arms... a body...
and....


Oh my God. Lucy and Hunter gasped at the same time.


"Lucy," the voice whispered, this time out loud.
"You have found me."


The face in the bark moved, and opened its eyes.






Chapter 86 – Lucy


 


Hunter pointed his sub-machine gun at the tree, but Lucy
stopped him. "Wait."


The tree's mouth moved as it talked. "It's been a long
time. When I first felt you on the island, I couldn't believe it. But it's you.
You're here."


Lucy studied the face. The hawk nose and twitch above the
left eyebrow—harder to see when carved into bark, but still there. The face,
the voice... and he knew Lucy.


It all came together in a flash. "Mr. Krevner?"


"Yes, it's me and," Mr. K looked up at the tree he
was attached to, "a little more."


Lucy could barely process this. "What happened?"


Mr. K hesitated. "After Sam went on assignment, Rent-A-Kid
reassigned me to a new facility. I refused to go, so they bagged me during the
night, dragged me out to a helicopter and brought me here. Or near here. I
became one of their—"


Luke, who had just now caught up, pushed through the
branches and stopped. "What is that?"


"Look at him, Luke. Look closely."


Luke studied the tree as carefully as she had, and his eyes
popped open. "Mr. K?"


"It's good to see you, Luke."


Luke stepped forward and stood next to Lucy. "What
happened?"


Mr. K sighed, an exaggerated movement for a tree. "It's
a long story."


Luke pushed for more information. "I bet, but
how—"


"No," Lucy interrupted. Talk of the past—a past
rather forgotten—made for a solemn reunion. "Not right now." She
turned back to Mr. K. "It's good to see you."


Mr. K nodded and smiled.


Hunter kept his gun lowered, but ready. "So, anyone
want to fill me in here?"


Lucy faced Hunter. "Mr. K was a teacher at our old
school, and our best friend's mentor, actually. While Sam was away on
assignment, someone burned down the art studio, destroying all her art, and Mr.
K disappeared. Our headmaster said he quit, but I could tell he was
lying."


She looked back at Mr. K. "We thought you were dead.
The doctor who experimented on Sam said he killed you. It broke her heart. If
it's any consolation, we had a lovely memorial in your honor."


Mr. K frowned. "I might as well be dead. But that's
neither here nor there. I'm glad I wasn't forgotten, and I'm so sorry to hear
about Sam's work. I didn't know that. That last painting she created was the
finest piece I've ever seen. Tell her I said so. And tell her to never give up
on her art. She's a genius."


Tears filled Lucy's eyes, but she nodded. She feared Mr. K's
words would open up an old wound in Sam, but maybe it would also help heal it.


Mr. K cleared his throat and changed the subject. "So,
tell me. How did you get down here?"


Hunter pointed at Lucy. "She saw a shiny bug."


She smacked his shoulder. "Hey!"


"Then," added Luke, "after said bug chased
us, she made us jump off a cliff."


Mr. K looked confused. "So let me get this straight.
You guys ran away from a tiny bug, and decided to jump off a cliff, in order to
avoid this creature?"


All three of them fidgeted in embarrassment and spoke at
once, "Oh no." "It was a big bug." "Huge."
"Enormous." "As big as... well, almost as big as you."


Mr. K chuckled. "Ah, the beetles. They wander this
place as well. I would not bother them again, for they'll remember you."


Lucy gritted her teeth. "Bugs can remember people? They
won't come hunting for me, will they?"


Luke shook his head. "Not usually."


"As you saw, these are no normal creatures." Mr. K
closed his eyes for a moment. "But they will leave you in peace, if you do
the same."


Lucy rubbed her chin. "But, if you're... stuck here
like this, how do you know so much about the beetles?"


Mr. K rustled his leaves. "The same way you know when
someone's looking at you. The same way you can feel when someone's dragging
your energy down." He looked at Luke, then back at Lucy. "We're all
interconnected. Though, I suppose physically, I'm connected more than
most."


He wiggled his legs that flowed into the tree. A gentle
breeze blew through his branches and a look of peace settled on Mr. K's barky
face.


Lucy couldn't imagine being trapped like that, unable to move.
"Does it hurt?"


"At first it did, but now, not much. I think most of
the pain is phantom pain, from thinking it should hurt because I can't walk.
But really, I'm so fused into the tree that I've become the tree in many
ways."


"You were the voice in my head," Lucy said.
"You told me to wake up when Luke needed me."


"Yes. I thought you earned that hint."


Hunter looked around. "Speaking of hints, do you have
any idea where we are?"


"In a valley at the center of the island."


"A valley? That's great. How do we get out?"


"You don't."


Hunter shook his head. "There's no way out?"


"There's a way out," said Mr. K.


"Great. What is it?"


"I'm not telling you."


Hunter grabbed his head, sighed, turned around and mumbled.
"Great. The tree is telling me it won't tell me something. I'm talking to
a tree, and it won't talk. Man, I'm going crazy." He walked out, past the
branches.


Lucy wanted to follow him, but needed to find out more from
Mr. K. "Why won't you tell us?"


"Because it wouldn't do you any good. If you're going
to find the way the out, you'll do it yourself."


Okay, so not helpful. Lucy had liked Mr. K as
a teacher, but even then he could be cryptic. Looks like he hadn't changed that
much, after all. "Any tips?"


Mr. K paused to think about it. "Yes. Take it easy. You
three have been through some crazy things these past few days. Have a break.
Clear your minds. That sort of thing."


"Okay then." Luke turned and hobbled out, avoiding
eye contact with Lucy. "I'll go set up camp."


Mr. K called out, "Don't you start any fires near me,
young man, or I'll whip you with my branches."


Lucy chuckled. "I should probably go help them."


"Yes. But first, how's Sam been?"


"Um... She's been good. She just had a baby."


"Really? I did not see that coming."


No," Lucy agreed, "none of us did. They used
her—Rent-A-Kid used her—but she's fine now. We all escaped. So I understand
what it's like to be used and experimented on. Some of it, at least."


She stepped closer to Mr. K and almost reached out to touch
him, but stopped herself. The act felt too intimate, too violating.


Mr. K noticed and nodded. "Thank you. We'll talk more
about my story later. But for now, why'd you insist on climbing onto that
log?"


Lucy shrugged. "I don't know. It felt like the right
thing to do."


"Ah. Instincts are a wonderful thing. I'd like you to
do something for me, Lucy."


She shifted, suddenly uncomfortable. "Okay. Sure."


"I want you to sit down."


She found a rock near Mr. K, but asked before sitting on it.
"Is this okay?"


"Yeah, it's okay."


She sat down.


"Now, just sit still for a while."


"How much of a while?"


"Two minutes."


"Okay." That's hardly anything. Easy peasy.
She stilled herself.


"Close your eyes."


Lucy did.


"Now relax."


She released the tension in her muscles and breathed deeply.
I can totally sit still. Not a problem. Time passed slowly, and her body
twitched, but she forced it still. Her nose itched, and she tried to ignore it,
but it consumed her whole attention. She forced herself to focus on something
else—the breeze through the trees, the smell of the flowers. Her mind spun in
circles, looking for anything to grab onto for a distraction. Her body, bored
from inactivity, tried to rebel, but she wrestled it under control.


Mr. K's deep voice broke through her thoughts. "You're
holding your breath."


Oh, right. Lucy exhaled and inhaled, reminding
herself not to stop. How much longer? She started counting in her head,
but she didn't know how long she'd already been sitting there, so she didn't
know how long to count. Has it been two minutes yet? She opened her eyes
a little bit, to peek at Mr. K, but something else had grabbed his attention.


She finally counted to two minutes, which meant she'd been
sitting still for even longer than two minutes. "Okay. That's been two
minutes, right?"


Mr. K chuckled. "I didn't realize we started counting.
At what point were you sitting still?"


"What? That whole time I—"


"Lucy, you fidgeted like a schoolgirl whispering in
class. Your thoughts blared like a noisy trumpet. Do you think that's
still?"


She harrumphed and crossed her arms, knowing she looked like
a petulant two-year-old, but not caring. "No. I guess not." Stupid
stillness. "I'll try again."


Luke called out from the valley. "Lucy, we could really
use your help with camp."


She jumped up, grateful for an excuse to move around, be
active. "I gotta go help. I'll see you soon, Mr. K."


"I'll be here. Not going anywhere." He chuckled at
his own comment, but it was laced with sadness.


Lucy ducked out, eager to escape his presence. But he's
everywhere, isn't he? She'd find a way to conquer that whole sitting still
thing, just as soon as she found a way out of this valley.






Chapter 87 – Sam


 


I sat in the kitchen with Father Patrick, Bernard and
Darren. Susie had gone to tend to multiple students who'd woken up with
headaches. I tried to feel bad that I'd hurt my friends, scared that I could
have destroyed their minds if Susie hadn't calmed me and encouraged me to let
go, but I only felt emptiness and fear—a deep, clawing, painful, gut-wrenching
fear that felt like it would rip me in two.


I'd showered off Mrs. Beaumont's blood and dressed in clean
clothes, going through the motions as my mind spun, trying to piece together
the puzzle of this night.


"Are you sure you heard Drake?" Bernard's kind
eyes drooped with fatigue. "Stress can play tricks on us, make us think
things that aren't real."


I sighed. "Yes, it was Drake, I'm sure of it. He came
to me while I was showering and said my father, Steele, is behind Ana's
kidnapping. But Steele had to be working with someone here, so I need to
interview everyone immediately, starting with Mary."


Darren rested his hand on mine, then pulled it away. Ever
since Drake had contacted me, there'd been an awkward gap between us that
probably wouldn't go away. Drake had always stood between us, but now he
presented a visceral reality.


He was coming to Washington, and he'd help me get our
daughter back. Maybe then we could be a real family—a simple life with Drake
and Ana. It seemed the stuff of fantasy, based in a reality that didn't exist,
and maybe couldn't exist.


"Drake doesn't know anything?" Darren loved Ana.
He'd been doing little things for her since she was born, and it occurred to me
that he probably thought we could be together, given time. Was his heart
breaking too? Would any of us ever find happiness?


Lightning crackled outside. A storm brewed to match my mood.


Father Patrick had left numerous messages for our contact at
IPI but hadn't heard anything. Desirai had tried to find her via dream walking,
but apparently babies didn't dream the same way adults did, so even if she
found Ana, it might not tell us much. We'd accounted for everyone at the
mansion, and no one had seen anything out of the ordinary. Susie had no idea
how someone could have gotten to Ana from outside the house. She'd been taken
from her crib in my bedroom and just disappeared.


We live in the middle of nowhere. How the hell could
someone come onto our property, kidnap my kid, and vanish without a school full
of paranormals seeing something? Anything? I would tear apart minds, if
necessary, to find the answers.


My reaction frightened me. I had been protective of Ana
during the pregnancy, but I'd always held my powers back out of moral concerns.
I realized that holding her in my arms, feeling her tiny fingers wrap around
mine, the sweet smell of her skin after a bath—all of this had bonded me to
her.


I would do anything for her, ethics be damned. Mamma
bears have nothing on me.


Bernard and the others wouldn't let me conduct a full-on
mind raid tonight, not with everyone still in pain from my recent mind probe.
They did, however, concede on waking Mary and bringing her down for a talk,
after I told them about her standing in my room with the baby after the birth.


She appeared in the hall, a practiced look of indifference
on her face. "What?"


I walked up and slapped her hard. "What did you do to
my baby, bitch?"






Chapter 88 – Steele


 


Mr. Steele sat in the center of a large empty room. It had
only one chair, and natural lighting that bounced off the all-white soundproof
walls. A soundless cooling and heating system kept the temperature at a perfect
65 degrees.


Nothing can touch me here.


Beleth chose that moment to walk through the door with a
scrawny boy in tow.


Correction, nothing should be able to touch me
here.


"What do you want? Have we finally made tangible
progress with our experiments?" Mr. Steele had little patience left for
the fools in his employ. If they couldn't master this after so many years, he'd
kill them all and find someone who could.


"The side effects are still a problem. The lab needs
more time before you can attempt an extraction from the baby. If you try now,
the baby will die, and you will not get the powers you desire."


The stillness of the giant man unnerved Steele, though he'd
never admit that to anyone. How any being could embody such calm, he didn't
know, but someday he would own Beleth's powers and finally understand.
"What of the new specimens?"


"We pulled those who had useful and active para-powers.
The undesirables are in a separate facility, awaiting your word." Beleth
clutched the hand of the sniveling child next to him.


Why bring that rodent into my sanctuary? The child's
large brown eyes stared into Steele, but he turned his gaze back to Beleth.
"Sell them to the human traffickers. The girls can be sex slaves, the
boys... well, they can too. Whatever you get for them, use that to make more
Blue Power. We need more bodies to experiment on."


The air in the room shifted, and Beleth's mouth turned down
in a slight frown. "There are other uses for them, other means of
releasing them."


"None that will pay so high a price. Are you getting
soft on me, Beleth? Do you no longer believe in our mission to empower humans
and raise up the enhanced as rulers?"


Beleth said nothing for a moment, then pushed the boy
forward. "He was slated to go out with the other disposables, but I
believe his para-power could be useful to you."


"Step forward, boy. What's your name?"


"Tommy Beaumont."


"And what is this para-power that Beleth seems to think
is so special?"


"They said that I'm an empath, that I can sense
emotions."


Steele didn't know whether to laugh or curse. "And what
do you sense in me?"


The boy's eyes widened. "Nothing. There's nothing in
you. It's all black." He shivered, weak and afraid.


Steele sickened at such a pathetic excuse for humanity. To
think he had been like that boy once—shoved into lockers, too weak to defend
himself against his own father's fists, too powerless to leave. Never again.


He turned on Beleth. "What makes you think I'd want a
heightened sense of people's feelings?"


Steele had never been able to intimidate Beleth, who now
held his gaze without fear. No matter how many memory modifications he'd
performed on the dark man's subconscious mind, he couldn't break him. He'd find
a way, eventually.


"To read a person's deepest feelings and desires is
great power, Steele. If you dismiss that, you are more short-sighted than I
thought."


"Get rid of him. He goes with the others."


Beleth moved forward, as if to object.


Nerve endings twitched as Steele fought to maintain control
over Beleth. He didn't have the power to beat the larger man in direct combat,
so he couldn't risk losing the small edge he had with his mental compulsion.
How he hated feeling powerless.


Before he'd been modified with para-powers, Steele had hated
his life as a nobody, worthy only of the bullies' attention. But science had
gifted him with a new life and a new start. The program they'd been a part of
had been pulled, but he and Beleth continued the work they'd started so long
ago. Back then, Beleth didn't balk at what they had to do to enhance humanity,
but Steele had seen a change come over his former partner. That meant he had to
complete his preparations soon, before Beleth broke free of his control and
altered the course of their undertaking.


Steele's power held, and Beleth stepped back, ready to do
what he was told.


No matter, for even had Beleth broken free, Steele kept
another ace in the hole, one which nobody knew about: his daughter.
"What's the status on Drake?"


"He is free and will likely attempt to free the boy. I
don't understand why you haven't sent guards for him. You know he's going to
head straight to Sam, first chance he gets."


Drake. So like his mother. Strong, stubborn and willful. If
only the Seeker had been blessed with more backbone, he might have survived.


Mr. Steele smiled. "And how do you know that's not
exactly what I want?"






Chapter 89 – Lucy


 


As Lucy meditated, her mind buzzed with thoughts.


Finding a way out of the valley proved more difficult than
she'd thought. They'd built a camp, and spent hours exploring the clearing, to
no avail. They did, however, find some of the tastiest fruits ever, as well as
savory vegetation that worked well in a stew. Mr. K had been instrumental in
helping them find food sources that were safe.


Lucy's mind wandered, the scent of rainbow flowers, as she
called them, stimulating a recent memory with Hunter.


***


In the distance, the setting sun glinted off the hard shells
of the beautiful beetles. Lucy felt no compulsion to chase them. Not after last
time.


She stood alone under a tree and let her mind wander. So
many small decisions had led her to this moment. For better or worse, Lucy's
life began to feel like a series of impulsive leaps, none of which actually led
to what she expected. She'd been instrumental in leading the resistance at
Rent-A-Kid, but so many had died. Could she have done things differently? Could
she have saved more of them?


The scent of honey and rain and sweet perfume filled the air
around her. Hunter stood next to her, holding out a star flower.


Lucy took it and inhaled deeply. "How do you sneak up
on me like that? You're so quiet."


His I'm-not-going-to-tell-you grin should have irritated
her, but it didn't. Not much, at least. She enjoyed how mischievous and
charming it made him look.


"I'm a secret agent. It's in my job description to be
stealthy."


"Uh-huh. Thank you for the flower. It's
beautiful." Of all the amazing and magical things they'd seen since
entering this Wonderland, she liked the star flower most, with its deep blue
petals and diamond sparkles. But how did Hunter know that?


A slight breeze caressed his disheveled black and silver
hair, and a faraway look crossed his face. "I always liked making wishes
on stars as a kid. I thought...." He shrugged in the self-conscious way of
a man not used to intimacy. "I thought this could be a wish for you."
He plucked it from her hand and slid it behind her ear, then he leaned forward,
his face inches from hers.


She braced herself for a kiss that never came, at least not
as she'd expected it to. His soft lips brushed so gently against her forehead
she could have imagined it.


"It looks lovely in your hair."


With a snort that totally broke the mood, Lucy laughed.
"Yeah, sure. My nasty hair that hasn't been washed with real soap in who
knows how long!"


"Doesn't matter. A beautiful woman is a beautiful
woman, no matter what her hair looks like."


***


Mr. K's voice popped her memory like a bubble. "Earth
to Lucy."


She opened her eyes and sighed. "Sorry. I tried, but
it's so hard not to let my mind wander."


The leaves around her rustled in what sounded like laughter.
"You actually did surprisingly well. A full five minutes of inner
stillness before your boyfriend took over your thoughts."


"He's not my—"


A branch slapped her gently. "Hush, girl. I have eyes
and ears everywhere. Call it what you want, I know what it is."


"Fine. Whatever." She scowled on the outside, but
glowed a bit on the inside in a teenage-girl-crush way that made her want to
throw up a little.


Time to focus on something else. "I think I can
go longer. I'd like to keep trying." If being still would make her
stronger, more focused, and more capable of finding a way out and rescuing
those kids, she'd master it, no matter how hard.


"I know you're anxious to progress in this, but right
now I want to teach you something new. Meditate again, only this time, instead
of focusing inward, I want you to focus outward."


Lucy closed her eyes again, but didn't know how to start.
"What do you mean?"


"Pick out each sound. Identify what each is. Become one
with all that is around you. Let it become a part of you."


She smiled. This would be way easier than trying to still
all her thoughts.


She centered her breath and relaxed her body, then allowed
her mind to sense the world around her. A slight buzzing, soft at first, became
louder the more she focused on it. Probably a firefly. She followed the sound
as it flew through a world that must seem far different than what Lucy
experienced.


Footsteps pulled her from the buzz. Hunter or Luke?
She listened more deeply. It was Luke. A soft scuffle accompanied each step.
His limp sounded different than Hunter's walk.


The more attention she paid to the sounds around her, the
more they exploded into her consciousness. The sway and crackling of Mr. K's
branches, the scurry of tiny bugs under the rocks, the sound of the waterfall
in the distance—the world felt smaller and bigger, louder and quieter.
Impossible to explain, but so alive and present.


"Good." Mr. K's brown, bark-like eyes looked
straight into her. "Excellent. Do you feel the difference when you open
up?"


She nodded. "Yes, but I don't know how to describe
it."


"It's about expansion verses contraction. You, and
quite honestly most humans, spend all of your time contracted. Like a roly-poly
bug or a snail stuck in its shell, you crawl into yourself and shut yourself
off from the world. From that vantage point, everything looks isolated and big
and scary, and you think you have to defend yourself. But, when you expand, you
realize how connected things are. Life becomes much friendlier as you realize
that you are not alone. Does that make sense?"


It did, sort of, but thinking about it made Lucy's head
hurt. She understood it for moments, like glimpses into eternity, but they were
fleeting. Intellectually, it eluded her.


Mr. K shook himself, and flower petals fell from his
branches and onto her head. "It's not something you can use your brain to
understand. You have to feel it in your body, in your soul. Only then can you
learn and grow. And... only then will you succeed at your mission."


That got Lucy's attention. "At freeing the kids? Or
getting out?"


"At everything, Lucy. At life."


Lucy's stomach grumbled so loud, it startled a white bird
with gold-accented feathers that pecked at the rock next to her.


Mr. K shook with a deep laugh. "Looks like it's time
for you to eat. One of the perks of being a tree, I receive constant
nourishment through the sun and soil. No hunger pains for me."


"Yeah, I'm starving. Didn't realize how long we'd been
here. Time flies when you're meditating. Ha!" Normally time seemed to
stand still, so Lucy appreciated the change. "See you later!"


The branches parted as she ran toward the camp they'd set
up. Mr. K had taught them how to weave the weeping willow branches into tight,
basket-like huts that they lined with layers of leaves to sleep on. In the
center of the camp, they'd built a fire pit, which they'd taken solemn oaths to
guard carefully, lest the sparks injure Mr. K or any other plant life around
them.


Luke sat by the fire pit with his foot resting on a bed of
leaves, and Hunter leaned against a tree and carved a stick into a point.
Several other pointy sticks lay in a pile by his feet.


"Hey, guys, I'm starving. I need food!" Lucy's
pants hung loose around her hips—and she'd been petite before the start of this
trip. All of her curves would disappear if she didn't get something of
substance into her.


Luke offered her a small bunch of blood-red berries.
"They're delicious."


Lucy shook her head. "I know. All the fruit has been
exceptionally yummy. Whatever experiment created this place, it's pretty much
paradise. But I need meat—thick, juicy, hot, protein-packed meat. I can't live
on berries and plants. I'm not a rabbit!" She turned to Hunter, and her
stomach flip-flopped—and not from the hunger. "Hey Hunter, want to
hunt?"


"Haha. Yeah, I've never heard that one before. But, to
answer your not even remotely witty question—yes, I'd love to."


She pointed to his stack of wood. "That for
hunting?"


He shrugged. "Hunting. Weapons. Whatever we need."


"Cool. I'll stick to my knife and gun this time, but
good to have a backup. My bullets won't last forever."


Luke stood and wrapped the berries in a leaf. "I'm game
to go too."


"Sorry, Bro, you need to rest and let that foot
heal."


"I'm fine. I swear."


Hunter slapped him on the back. "Next time, once you're
healed. We've got it covered today."


Lucy and Hunter headed into the forest, leaving Luke
standing there like a rejected puppy. Lucy felt bad, but he'd never be able to
keep up, let alone hunt prey, and they couldn't afford for him to further
injure himself. He'd need to be fully recovered for the mission, once they
figured out a way to escape.


They pushed through brush, dodging vines and hanging
branches.


Hunter made a sound that reminded Lucy of a cat hiss and
flicked a leaf away from his face. "Green, green and more green. I'm sick
of it. I hate the color green."


"If it weren't for the vampire bugs bent on sucking me
dry, I'd love it. It's pretty. Besides, your eyes are green."


"Yeah, so? Doesn't mean I have to like the color."


His eyes were the most beautiful shade of green she'd ever
seen—like priceless emeralds—but she held her tongue. No sense in looking even
more like a love-sick teenager. "So what's your favorite color?"


He whacked at another branch. "Black."


"Black's not a color."


"Fine, Miss Picky. Brown."


"Seriously? Nobody likes brown." Talk about the
most boring color ever.


"Brown is a great color. The earth is brown. Chocolate
is brown. Aren't girls supposed to love chocolate? Besides, your eyes are
brown, and they're pretty gorgeous."


Well, that was sweet... and kind of gag-inducing. The
conversation started to sound like a scene in a romance novel with sparkly
vampires, and a horrible thought hit her. What if he was the kind of guy who
read sappy romances and used those lines to hit on girls? The idea was so
preposterous she laughed out loud.


"What's so funny?"


"Nothing. Just wondering how you became such a ladies'
man."


"That's easy. I was born this way. It's all natural,
baby."


Yeah, right. "What's your favorite food?"


"Pizza, the meat lover's kind. What, are we playing
twenty questions here?"


Another mosquito—fortunately not giant-sized like some of
the other bugs in the valley—landed on her arm and prepared for a meal. She
squashed it and wiped away the splattered blood. Wonder whose blood that
belonged to? "No. I'm just trying to learn more about you. You don't
talk about yourself or your past much."


"You'd like me to, wouldn't you?"


"Well, yeah."


Hunter stopped, and Lucy bumped into him. He caught her
around the waist, but then pulled back to look at her. "Let me ask you a
question. Do you like talking about your past?"


Lucy considered. She'd never had to talk about her past
before, to anyone. "Actually, no, I don't."


Hunter's pupils dilated and his green eyes looked even
brighter. "We're not our past, Lucy. It influences us, sure, but even then
we choose how it shapes us. One guy can grow up with alcoholic parents and
become one himself, while another guy raised in the same family dynamic becomes
a therapist who helps hundreds conquer their addictions. The past is just a
collection of shady memories strung together by emotion. Nothing more. The choices
of the moment make us who we are, not what happened to us as children. We are
the values we choose to live by in the present. The past isn't important beyond
the lessons we learn from it."


He locked eyes with her, as if trying to tell her something very
important with just a look. "You won't learn anything real about me by
exploring my past. You'll get to know me better by observing the kind of man I
am now."


She wondered if he had secrets he was ashamed of, but then
decided it didn't matter. His words made sense. She couldn't be judged by the
life she'd lived at Rent-A-Kid. That life didn't define her, or speak to all of
who she was on the inside. At least, she hoped it didn't. But her choices, they
did speak to her character. What would her recent choices say about her?


They broke through the thick foliage and neared a cliff that
reached high into the sky. Lucy craned her neck and looked up. "Maybe we
could climb out?"


She didn't have to see the look on Hunter's face to know
that climbing was preposterous. Even if they'd been skilled mountaineers, they
would have found it impossible.


Hunter grabbed her hand and led her to the left, walking
along the cliff face. "Maybe we'll find a way out of the valley if we
follow this far enough."


She squeezed his hand. "Maybe, but doubtful. The answer
is likely more complex, otherwise why wouldn't Mr. K just tell us?"


"Not sure. Maybe he's just messing with us because he's
lonely and doesn't want us to leave. Can you imagine what it must be like for
him here?"


To her horror, Lucy realized that she hadn't given much
thought to what Mr. K's day-to-day life was like, with no one to talk to, no
way to leave. "I don't think he'd deliberately keep us here. He's not like
that."


Hunter responded sadly, "You don't know what people can
become if put in the right—or wrong—circumstances. Desperation is a powerful
incentive."


She did know what people could become, having
experienced some pretty scary shit, but she refused to believe that of Mr. K.
She focused instead on following the cliff as it curved ahead of them. It
didn't lead to an exit of any kind, but it did put them on the edge of a small
lake fed by a waterfall. Lucy had an overwhelming urge to jump in and get
clean. Her body odor and greasy hair made her want to crawl out of her own
skin, especially with Hunter so close.


"Check it out. Nature's shower. I need to get clean,
will you stand watch?"


He waggled his eyebrow in excitement. "I'd love to
stand and watch! Better yet, I could use a shower myself."


She swatted him in the chest. "You're not watching or
joining. Now turn around and look elsewhere."


"You can't boss me around. You're not my boss. You're
not even an agent."


"Maybe not, but I'm a lady. And thou shalt not gaze
upon me. Also, I can kick your ass—and don't think I won't if I catch you
peeking."


Hunter's snicker followed her as she made her way to the
water. She reached to pull off her shirt, but turned first and waved her arm.
"Shoo. Go occupy yourself some other way. Keep an eye out for killer ants
or something."


"Fine."


He mumbled something about "women" and
"tease" and "torture,"' but Lucy chose to ignore him as she
undressed and slipped into the cool water. All of her muscles relaxed as she
let herself float and soak. Her body drifted toward the waterfall, and she
found a place to stand under the pouring water that washed the filth from her
body.


But the water cleansed more than her body. Her mind latched
onto the conversation she'd just had with Hunter, and she thought about her
past choices and experiences: Sam impregnated and taken to the clinic while
Lucy stood by, helpless to do anything; her mother, Ana, dying at the hands of
Dr. Pana while Lucy once again did nothing; the force-fed drugs at Rent-A-Kid
that kept her complacent and numb.


Adam escaping from his prison only to die moments later. The
Seeker attacking Mary's mind during the first failed escape attempt at
Rent-A-Kid.


Mr. Black beating Lucy so badly she nearly died.


Lucy shooting Robert, killing him.


All of her sins, her fears, her helplessness... the water
pulled it from her like a baptism. Each new moment meant she could take a new
path, a new way to live. She couldn't change what had happened, but she could
decide how it shaped her present and future.


She ran her hands through her hair and over her body,
cleaning herself as best she could and enjoying the lightness she felt with the
release of so much guilt and fear. She didn't know if she could sustain this
internal freedom, but she would try.


When her fingers began to prune, she realized Hunter might
get worried. She could have scaled the rocks back to shore, but without shoes
on, she chose to enjoy the swim instead. For the first time in a long time, she
felt happy, but still very hungry.


Once her foot found the bottom, she yelled, "No peeking,"
and climbed out to retrieve her clothing. One sniff, and she wished she could
wear anything else. Putting on dirty clothes seemed to defeat the purpose of a
bath. Still, she couldn't walk around naked, so she pulled her shirt and pants
over her damp body.


Something moved on the rock next to her—a lizard about the
size of her arm, if she included its tail.


The creature looked at her, then scurried over the rocks and
behind the waterfall, where it sat, scales shimmering like hidden jewels. She
guessed that lizard, if cooked long enough, would probably just taste like
chewy chicken.


With a salivating mouth, she zipped and buttoned up, then
laced-up her shoes, grabbed her gun and knife, and stalked off after what could
be dinner. No point calling Hunter. The lizard would be gone by then. This
should just take a sec.


Water splashed off the rocks, spraying her with droplets and
making footing slippery, but she continued until she stood behind the
waterfall. A giant cavern loomed before her, carved into the sharp black rock
of the cliff. The walls glinted, smooth and dangerous, like obsidian. The
lizard slithered over part of a rock that jutted from the wall, then stopped
and stared at her.


Adrenaline raced through Lucy as she pulled her knife out
and eyed the reptile. From the corner of her eye, she spotted another lizard
about the same size scurrying into a dark corner. Two would be good, especially
with three of them to feed, but she focused on the one in front of her first.
She could go after the other one later.


A deep breath, and she pounced. The lizard darted away, but
she grabbed its tail. Yes! Oh crap. The tail hung from her hand, still
wiggling despite having detached from the rest of the reptile.


"Ew!" She tossed it aside and watched it slither.
Tailless, the lizard scurried deeper into the cave, as did the other one that
had been waiting in the shadow. Another section to the cavern must open out
back there.


She followed them into the dark, when a roar erupted from
the blackness.


A pair of yellow eyes ringed in red came into view. Big
eyes. A huge lizard emerged, bigger even than the beetles, its head and body
filling the cavern. It reared back, exposing a pulsing red chest. Lucy could
almost feel the beat of its heart beneath the skin. Hard green scales covered
the rest of the reptile, making it look impenetrable.


The beast fell onto its stomach and hissed, looking pissed.
Lucy suddenly realized why. The little ones—if they could be called little—must
have been its babies. And when momma ain't happy, ain't no one happy. Least of
all Lucy.


She jammed her knife into its sheath, pulled out her gun and
aimed at the thing's chest, though she didn't have the same line of fire as a
moment ago. The lizard's large eyes drew hers into a trance she couldn't break
free of.


Just pull the trigger, Lucy. You can do this. Come on.
Just shoot. This isn't Robert. It's not the alligator. It's not your brother.
It's something that wants to kill you. Just shoot it, damn it!


The gun wavered in her hand, her trigger finger tightening
and releasing as if uncertain of which command to obey.


In that hesitation, the lizard charged at her through the
cavern. Lucy fired—her finger taking over on instinct—over and over.


It pulled back onto its hind legs and moaned, the sound
echoing from the walls. Lucy didn't stop firing until her gun ran out of
bullets.


The lizard dropped its head and stilled.


Lucy sighed in relief and swiped at a tear running down her
cheek. She'd done what she had to do to survive.


A twitch caught her eye. Lizard tails could twitch after
they'd been severed, but did whole dead lizards also twitch?


Maybe or maybe not, but she was pretty sure they didn't get
up and pounce!


Lucy shrieked and jumped out of the way just as the very not
dead lizard leaped at her. With a pounding heart, she sprinted over the rocks
and through the waterfall.


Hunter stood on the shore, looking for her. "Lucy,
what's wrong? What's that sound?"


"Hunter, no. Run!" She stumbled over rocks.
"Run, now!"


He didn't move. "What? What are we—"


The lizard burst through the waterfall, spraying them both
with droplets.


"Oh, crap." Hunter grabbed Lucy's hand to help her
over a rock, and they both took off at full speed.


They'd almost reached the forest when the lizard jumped over
their heads and landed in front of them. They stopped. Lucy's heart pounded in
her chest, and fear surged through her. The lizard whipped its tail at them.


Hunter pulled at Lucy and screamed, "Roll."


She somersaulted under the tail, and Hunter did the same.


Another sweep of the tail and another roll.


They couldn't keep this up. "Maybe we could run it off
a cliff."


"We're in a valley," Hunter reminded her. "No
cliffs."


"Right. Lose it in the forest?"


The deadly tail nearly clipped Lucy in the shoulder. She
fell to the ground, panting.


Hunter nodded. "Let's try."


Once the tail swept around again, they tried to skirt around
the beast and run toward the forest, but the lizard stood on its back legs and
slashed at them with sharp claws. Lucy dove to one side and Hunter to the
other.


Hunter stood just as the lizard's tail lashed toward him.


"Hunter, no! Watch out."


Lucy's warning came too late. The tail sent Hunter flying
into a tree. A sob broke through Lucy's lips as she ran toward him. Just as she
was about to reach him, the lizard struck.


Pain. Pain like nothing she'd ever felt before flared across
her back. She'd been shot, beaten, left for dead, but nothing hurt like this.
It burned as if someone were pouring acid down her spine.


The ground crashed into her face. Her shirt dangled off her
body in bloody shreds. A sticky wetness spread across her back and over her
arms. Everything blurred and moved in and out of focus.


"Lucy! Oh my God, no!" Hunter's voice seemed far
away, but he stood close to her, lean and tall and strong.


She wanted to reach for him, to hold him, but she couldn't
move. Why didn't he come to her?


His eyes changed—his pupils turned into slits and the green
in his eyes glowed with fire. Muscles coiled, and he ran and jumped toward the
lizard.


Lucy tried to stop him, to warn him, only she couldn't talk
through the pain.


Hunter dodged the lizard's tail and claws with such speed
that Lucy thought she was blinking in and out of consciousness. The reptile
took another swipe at him, claws dripping with Lucy's blood, and Hunter hit the
ground and slid beneath its legs. Lucy had the random thought that he'd be
really good at baseball, especially stealing bases.


He jumped up behind the lizard with such grace that he
almost flew, and drew his sword from his pack. It extended into full size and
cut off the lizard's tail in one clean cut.


The beast's roar filled the valley, and it spun with a
viciousness that scared the hell out of Lucy, but Hunter dodged and stayed low.
When the lizard turned back toward him, he jumped on it the way a cat might
jump onto a fence—so fluid and graceful.


He scurried toward the reptile's head and raised his sword.
Just as he was about to impale the lizard's brain, it shook its head and sent
Hunter flying forward, over Lucy, where he landed with a thump.


No no no no no! No one could have survived that. No one.


Lucy cried, and the lizard locked its gaze with hers and
stalked forward, ready to finish what it had started.


She tried to crawl away, but couldn't move. Her hands felt
swollen and slow as she reached for her gun. Blood pooled around her, leaving
her dizzy and weak.


The lizard charged with another roar, and Lucy knew the end
had come. She didn't want her last thought to be of a giant, mutant, tailless
creature bent on killing her, so with the last of her strength, she forced
herself to turn toward Hunter—the man she might have fallen in love with, given
just a little more time.


Instead of his crushed body, she saw him running toward her,
sword in hand. As he approached, he leaped into the air in a way that no human
would have been capable of, and landed in front of her right as the lizard's
mouth opened to eat her.


The sword glinted in the sun as he thrust it into the
beast's pulsing red heart.


The earth shook as the lizard crashed to the ground with a
moan. Then it was still.


Hunter pulled his blade free, wiped the blood onto the
grass, and minimized and re-sheathed it. He did it all so fast, Lucy could
barely track his movements before her eyes closed.


She heard him approach. "Lucy. Oh Lucy."


Her shirt hung in tatters, and somewhere in her mind that
should have bothered her, but she didn't care. And Hunter, for once, didn't
notice.


He pulled off his own shirt and draped it over her chest,
then lifted her in his arms and carried her back toward camp.


With each step and bump, the pain tore into her, but she
refused to make a noise. "Hunter...." She tried to speak, but
couldn't finish the sentence. Everything seemed so far away, so....


Hunter looked at her, his eyes normal now. "You'll be
okay. I'll make sure of it."


Her eyes closed, and she smiled. She believed him, and
despite the burning, never-ending pain, warmth flowed into her—not just from
the sphere this time, but from something else. Someone else.


She felt Hunter's presence inside her as she surrendered to
the darkness.






Chapter 90 – Drake


 


The purple liquid coated Drake's throat as it made its way
down and through his body, recharging the small spark of power still buried
deep inside of him. His strength surged, muscles firing up, and the cobwebs in
his mind cleared away to give him greater focus. No high accompanied this dose,
unlike the blue drug, but he relished the natural high that came with his
powers.


The truck he hid in shook, and he braced himself against the
metal walls. They should be near the quarantine area now. He'd easily found a
truck heading in with supplies. A small sip of the drug had been enough to give
him the power to compel the driver to let him in the back and forget about him.


They'd been on the road for about thirty minutes. Canned
goods rattled around him, and Drake took a deep breath and willed his body to
relax. He wanted to jump out of the truck and hitch a ride to Washington to be
with Sam, but he had to help Toby first. The CDC had announced that, tonight,
they'd move everyone from the quarantine zone to a more secure location—a more secret
location.


Drake had to get Toby out now. He owed the boy that much.


The truck ground to a halt, and Drake tensed again,
listening to the voices outside. He'd known they'd probably inspect the trucks
as they came in, but the interruption still unnerved him. He moved to the door
and waited, prepared to do what it took to avoid detection. If he had to hurt
them... well, he hoped that wouldn't happen.


The door slid open, and light from the sunset filled the
space, nearly blinding Drake. Two armed military guards held automatic rifles
inches from his chest. Their eyes widened in surprise, but Drake slipped into
their minds and took control.


'Close the door and tell your superiors that no one is in
here.'


They stepped back, ready to do as instructed, and Drake
realized his mistake. They'd have to check the truck before they could clear
it.


'Enter the truck.'


Someone at the gate called out. "Is everything
okay?"


'Tell him everything is fine.'


A guard obeyed. "Yeah, just checking the truck.
Everything's fine."


The guards walked in and stood on either side of Drake,
completely ignoring him. They scanned the canned food and walked out. "It
looks good," one of them said. "Send it through."


They closed the door, covering Drake in darkness once again.


He sat back down and let out a sigh of relief. The truck
revved back up and drove into the quarantine zone. Just a short drive and
they'd arrive at the building where most of the kids with powers were being
held.


The truck sped up, and Drake's senses pinged. Something
about his control over the driver felt off. Tires screeched outside. The truck
shuddered and lost control, tilting to one side and crashing Drake into a wall
of cans. He held on as the truck skidded down the street.


Shit! He shouldn't have let himself get distracted.
People under compulsion weren't as aware, and any attention at that moment
could spell disaster. He kicked the door open and slid out the back.


The post-apocalyptic look of the city surprised him. Crowds
of dirty, homeless people huddled in groups. Some ran toward the crash,
attracted to any form of human pain and suffering. Others hesitated, perhaps
scared of the army, or perhaps beyond caring about anything anymore.


Litter lined the streets, as though people had given up
taking care of their city. Dark clouds settled in the sky like unwanted
houseguests, unusual for this part of California, but certainly fitting the
mood of the place.


The truck he'd hitched a ride in had crashed into another
truck while going through an intersection. The other truck had a smashed
fender, but hadn't toppled as they had. At least few cars travelled the street,
and no one appeared seriously injured.


Drake opened his mind and strengthened his connection to the
driver. 'You will forget you ever saw me.' With that done, he slipped
into the crowd. No one seemed to notice or care about his presence. The drivers
interested them more.


Protesters rallied to "Free the Children" at a
large hospital a few blocks down. Though, to call them protestors created a
much cleaner, more organized mental image than what Drake witnessed. A ragtag
group of humanity, staggering under the weight of their own fear, had made one
last ditch effort to retrieve their loved ones in the hospital, carrying signs
that could have said "Will Work for Food" instead of "Free the
Children."


That must be where they're keeping Toby.


Drake jogged over and pushed through the desperate mass of
people camped near the equally desperate mass of protestors. He couldn't figure
out who all these people were or why they had come. Had more drugs been
released into the area somehow? Drake had assumed Blue Power was only a street
drug, which would have limited the demographic exposed, but the scene in front
of him led him to believe that more than just drug users had been infected.


Someone screamed in the distance—guys in white hazmat suits
pulled an old man into a truck.


Drake fought an impulse to save the guy. He didn't have much
time before his own powers waned, and Steele had only given him a handful of
vials and a large stack of cash. The purple drug lasted longer than the blue,
but they still faded after time. He had to conserve. He needed the vials to
help get Ana back, and each one he spent here put his own child at risk.


Besides, maybe the old guy's in danger, or a danger to
others. Maybe he needs to be handled that way. He didn't know and didn't
have time to find out.


Seven armed guards stood sentry at the entrance of the
hospital—whether to keep people out, or keep patients in, Drake couldn't tell.
Probably both. Controlling all of them at the same time would be
difficult—maybe too difficult.


Shit. Maybe if—


"You there, don't move." One guard raised his gun
and aimed at Drake.


Drake put his hands in the air as the crowd backed away from
him.


The young guard stared vacantly at him through black
wire-rimmed glasses. "Come with me," he said, and led him down an
alley and out of sight.


Good. The compulsion Drake planted had worked. 'Now
take off your uniform.'


The guard stripped down to his boxers and handed over his
clothes.


Drake changed into the guard's uniform, grabbed his ID—he
and the guard looked close enough alike that Drake thought he could pass at a
glance—took his weapon, and released him.


'Somebody robbed you. You didn't see who did it. You will
forget me completely.'


A twinge of guilt interrupted Drake's flow. The solider
would probably catch hell for this, but what else could he do? Sick of the
"ends justify the means" argument he'd fed himself so much lately, he
purged it from his mind and walked toward the building, flashing his ID on the
way. It only took a small nudge from his power for them to glance past his face
and let him through. The guise saved him from burning his drug on full mind
control.


Stepping into the hospital was like entering a different
world. Clean, polished floors and brightly lit corridors greeted him. In
contrast to the dirt and chaos outside, uniformed military nurses and doctors
went about their business with the calm ease of routine. Just another day at
work.


Drake approached the front desk. "I've been sent to
check on a boy. His name is Toby, and he was brought in last night."


A petite redhead shuffled her papers and clicked her mouse
to open something on the computer. Her green eyes flicked up to Drake and back
to the screen. "He's on the third floor, room 312, but he's quarantined.
They're moving him in fifteen minutes."


Drake had to hurry. "I've been sent to guard his door.
Don't let anyone without authorization come up before he's moved."


"I haven't heard anything about that. I don't know if I
can...."


Damn it. He did not want to control this girl. She
couldn't have been older than eighteen, and probably didn't even know what was
going on. But he couldn't afford to mess this mission up. He prepared to nudge
her mind.


She spoke first. "Let me see your ID."


Drake held it up, covering most of the photo with his
fingers, his powers ready in case she demanded to see more.


"Okay. Thank you." Her shoulders relaxed. "Go
ahead."


"Thank you." Drake sighed in relief.


He wished he could set the girl at ease, and even thought of
using his powers to soothe her or to get her to look for another job, but
something stopped him. She reminded him of Sam, a young girl pulled into
something she didn't understand or want to be a part of, her innocence stolen
from her. He didn't want to steal her choices. Maybe after this, her life could
go back to normal. He hoped so.


Maybe there's still hope for me and Sam. Maybe.


Drake took the stairs two at a time, not wanting to get
trapped in an elevator if his cover was blown. The third floor looked much like
the rest of the hospital, sterile and bustling with routine activity. He
checked the room numbers as he walked the hall, his attention pulled into each
room he passed. One grabbed his attention more than the others. A little girl,
maybe six years old and tiny, lay strapped to a bed and hooked to a mass of
tubes that probably kept her unconscious and drugged. Whatever power she possessed,
they didn't want her awake to use it.


These people were not equipped to help these kids. Why
hadn't IPI intervened to take over this operation? Surely this would show up on
their radar. Drake suppressed the urge to rush in and whisk her away. He couldn't
help every kid here. He could only help Toby. But as room after room revealed
another kid in need of help, Drake wondered why Toby deserved help and they
didn't.


Is it because he was lucky enough to meet me first? No,
not lucky. Unlucky.


Toby had been unlucky enough to cross paths with Drake and
drink a drug that made him sick and killed his mom. Drake should have stopped
him, but he'd been too late. He felt responsible for Toby. That was the only
difference.


As he continued down the corridor, he knew with more
certainty that Steele had another method of introducing drugs to these kids
beyond what they'd acquired on the street.


Drake heard people talking in hushed voices behind the door
of one room. He peeked in and saw a soldier talking to a doctor. "Are you
sure all of the drugs have been removed?"


The doctor twisted a strand of gold hair that had fallen out
of her bun. "Yes, but now we have to replace everything. The drug was
found in pills and intravenous medication in every hospital in this area. Even
in the blood packs."


"Shit. What kind of sick freaks would do this? How
could they even do this? Don't worry doctor, just let us know what you need.
We'll work with the CDC and other hospitals to get you supplies."


The soldier moved to the door and Drake walked away. Someone
had planted the drugs in the hospital, meaning Steele had infected thousands of
people. That meant a lot of deaths.


God, all of those kids. He already knew Steele was
the worst kind of monster. Now, he just had to figure out a way to stop him.
Steele would pay for all of the pain and death he'd caused.


Drake arrived at Toby's room and found him strapped to the
bed, drugged. A clock on the wall said he had ten minutes left—not long to get
out of here. He closed the door and unstrapped the boy, taking care to avoid
the bruises he still had from the beating he'd taken. He pulled out the needles
of the IV and shook Toby gently to wake him, but he didn't respond.


Drake was going to have to carry him. But before he could
take Toby, he had to make a call.


He pulled out his phone and dialed. "Steele, I'm in.
There are guards on every floor."


"Remove them for me. Permanently."


Steele hung up, and Drake wanted to slam his fist into the
wall. He didn't want to follow this order, but he had to prove his worth to
Steele in order to get close enough to stop him for good, and to avoid
suspicion as he made his way to Sam. If he showed no worth at all, Steele would
kill him. That was certain.


He lifted Toby and carried him into the hall.


The soldier who'd been talking to the doctor walked toward
them. "Excuse me, where are you going with that boy?"


Drake tapped into his compulsion. 'Take your gun and
point it to your head.'


The soldier's eyes blanked out, and he raised his gun to his
head.


Drake stared at his eyes. This man didn't want to be here.
Like the girl downstairs, circumstances beyond his control had brought him to
this impasse, had screwed up his life. He just happened to be in the wrong
place at the wrong time.


Drake tried to derive some level of comfort from this. He
had to do this to get out and get back to Sam and their baby. He was
responsible for them, just as he was responsible for the boy in his arms.


Remove them for me.


It'd be easy. First, the man before him would shoot himself,
and Drake would collect his weapon. Then, like the Reaper himself, Drake would
haunt the halls, bringing swift death to all he encountered. He'd have to take
another dose or two of the purple drug—no way around that—but Steele would
replenish them if he did a good job. And Drake would do a good job. He'd leave
no one standing.


Remove them for me.


Steele might even give Drake his powers back if he handed
over all of these children. He'd said he would, eventually. Already, the drugs
slipped from Drake's body, stealing away his powers. How good it would feel to
be his old self again, to be the man Sam loved. It'd be easy to be that man
again.


Remove them for me.


Drake mirrored the man before him, forming a gun with his
fingers, bringing it to his head.


Another scene superimposed itself over this one. He and Sam
fumbled with the locked door in the Seeker's room, Mary outside. He'd been
willing to kill her to save them. He'd been willing to kill an innocent
person—and he was willing again. And look where that had gotten him.


Sam hadn't allowed it, and for good reason.


They both had great power. Drake had always thought she was
being foolish, too scared to defend herself and do what was necessary. But
now.... I'm so sorry Sam. I should have listened.


He finally understood. She hadn't been scared to do the hard
thing. She'd been scared of what this power could do when misused.


'Lower your weapon.'


The guard followed Drake's instruction.


Steele would never trust him, but Drake would not kill these
people. He could use his para-powers to do good. He'd helped Sam develop mind
control so they could escape the clinic that would have destroyed them. But
Drake saw that they could also be abused—by the Seeker, by Steele... by him.


Father Patrick had once said these powers were gifts, and
that they didn't define him. They didn't make him good or bad. Rather, it was
how he used these gifts that defined him.


What Drake had been about to do, regardless of the reason,
was evil. He could no longer walk that path, not caring about the consequences,
out to get what he wanted—even if what he wanted was good.


He had an idea.


Drake shifted Toby to one arm and pulled out two more purple
vials. If he took these, he'd only have two left—around an hour of powers. Not
enough to fight Steele.


He downed one vial, then the other. Power surged through
him—stronger, bigger, more amplified than ever. His mind expanded and muscles
stretched his skin almost painfully. He reached out, connecting with the
soldiers and doctors, the girl downstairs, all of them.


'Leave, now. Leave and don't look back.'


Steele wouldn't kill the kids with powers, but he would kill
the others. This should keep them alive, at least.


Personnel shuffled out, and Drake followed, carrying his
charge.


His phone rang.


"Is it done?"


"Yes."


"Are they dead?"


"No. You didn't say to kill them. You said to remove
them, and I did. They've all left the building and won't be coming back."


Silence.


Steele inhaled sharply. "That must have cost you quite
a bit of drug. You won't be getting anymore. You know that, right? You've let
me down, Drake. I'm disappointed in you. I'll be in touch."


The phone went dead, and Drake walked into the crowd as
black trucks pulled up and men in black rushed into the hospital. Some already
wheeled the kids out on stretchers.


Drake wondered how the trucks had gotten there so quickly.


Perhaps they'd already taken up positions in the zone. Mr.
Steele could have had other people on the inside, even people in the Army. It
seemed likely. Maybe he just didn't have anyone with enough authority, or
capability, to clear the whole hospital.


Until Drake joined his team.


He slumped against the railing, Toby's body heavier than
before. The drugs were fading, pulling his powers with them. Only a small
amount remained, and he had no idea of how to get more. He couldn't have saved
Toby without his powers, and he wouldn't be able to help Sam without them
either.


He hoped that he hadn't made a bad situation worse by
helping Steele. At least he'd saved Toby from whatever fate Steele had planned,
but what about the rest of the kids? What would happen to them now?


The sun had set, and Drake walked into the crowds of
homeless people, losing himself in the shuffle.


One man stood out to him. He hadn't moved to find out what
was going on; he just sat in a corner, sipping from a bottle, lost in his own
misery. A hat lay on the ground at his feet, a hopeless plea for money. Drake
thought of the homeless man he'd nearly beaten to death for five dollars.


How? How have I fallen so far?


He stopped, pulled some cash out of his pocket, and threw it
into the man's hat.


The homeless man didn't speak, just nodded.


Drake nodded back, a silent affirmation of solidarity in a
hostile world.


Then he walked away, boy in his arms.






Chapter 91 – Lucy


 


The crisp air smells like apples baking, as Lucy leans
against a rock and enjoys the sun on her skin. She doesn't want to keep talking
about their assignment in Russia, but she knows they have to.


Luke nudges her shoulder. "I don't know, Sis. I'm
not sure if we made the right decisions. How can you even know what the right
decision is when you're in the middle of it like that? Maybe if we'd done
something different, the scientist would have lived. Maybe even Adam would have
survived. How can we know?"


Their special valley hums with the magical chirping of
birds that shouldn't exist. Somewhere across the rolling green hills, Mr. K
pulses with life inside the earth.


Lucy pulls Luke's hand into her own. "We can't do
this to ourselves. We did the best we could with what we knew at the time. The
past is over—we can't change it. We have to look forward."


He pulls his hand away. "That's a cop-out. With that
attitude, no one ever takes responsibility for their own actions. What if we
didn't do our best? Or what if we did and it just wasn't good enough? We weren't
ready. They should've sent someone else."


"That wasn't our call to make."


"I know, but we still chose to go. We could have
said no. Maybe by being there, we made things worse."


Lucy throws a rock into the water and it skips twice
before sinking. That feels familiar, but she isn't sure why. "And maybe
things would have gone worse without us. Have you thought of that? Maybe more
people would be dead if we hadn't been there."


Luke shrugs and chases her rock with his own. "I
just hope we're making the right choices, because sometimes it doesn't feel
like it."


The water fills with flowers and Lucy dips her hand in to
play with a rainbow flower. This valley is so peaceful, so perfect. She lifts
the flower from the water and admires the many colored petals all working
together to create the rainbow effect. The simplicity and beauty impresses her.


She looks up to show Luke the flower and sees something
in the water coming near him. A pair of eyes peeks out, cutting a path through
the flower-strewn lake. Again, a sense of deja vu clutches at her,
filling her with dread. Is it an alligator in the water?


Her heart races in panic, though she's not sure why. "Luke,
there's something behind you. Run!"


Luke smirks at her but doesn't move. "Why?"


This is too familiar, but she doesn't understand. She
moves toward her brother and is about to tackle him, to push him away, but eyes
rise from the water and she sees it's not an alligator. It's a giant lizard.
She's seen it before, but where?


Green scales glisten in the sun, and its heart pulses
under its skin like a living ruby. With unparalleled speed, the lizard dives
forward and snatches Luke with its claws, pulling him back into the water.


"No! Leave him alone!" Lucy's screams fall
flat. She dodges the tail as it swings around to smack her.


She draws her gun and fires, over and over again. Pow-Pow-Pow.


Bullets imbed themselves in the flesh of the lizard, and
it roars and groans, spinning viciously, looking for something to attack.


Lucy doesn't stop firing. She empties her clip into the
beast.


The lizard roars again and flings Luke at her. His body
soars through the air and hits a tree, falling limp onto the ground.


"Luke. Luke!" Lucy rushes to him, eyes locked
on her twin, his pale face now coated in blood, a small hole—a bullet
hole—carved into his temple.


"Oh, my God, what have I done? What have I done?"
She can't take her eyes off her dead brother, though she can hear the lizard
approaching her from behind.


Her body refuses to move, refuses to pull away from Luke.
Even when she feels the beast take up the space behind her. Even when she feels
its hot breath on her neck. Still, she cannot move.


Cannot turn, or fight, or flee.


Goosebumps run down her arm and a cold sweat covers her skin.


Sharp teeth impale themselves in her neck and shoulder.
Pain. So much pain.


Then nothing.


***


Not nothing. More pain. Why did everything hurt so much?
Lucy pushed herself up from her stomach and collapsed back to the ground, too
weak to move and in too much agony to try again. A breeze stung her raw and
exposed back and she yelped in shock.


With her cheek pressed against leaves, she saw Luke's feet
approach her. The gut-wrenching fear from her dream drained out of her when she
realized he was still alive—that it hadn't been real.


He crouched down so she could see him better. The dark
circles under his eyes hadn't been there before, and worry lines marred his
complexion. "You're awake. I'm so glad. I thought... well, never mind. I'm
just so glad you're okay. If anything had happened to you, I'd...."


Tears stung her cheek at the sight of her brother so upset.
Had she really been that injured? Images of the lizard flashed in her mind—the
pain as it tore through her back, Hunter slaying it and carrying her back to
camp, the pulsing of the sphere and the warmth.


"Where's my pack? I need it."


"Hey, Luce, this is no time to go marching into the
jungle again. You can barely move. You have to heal."


"I know. I'm not going anywhere. I just need it, okay?
Can you get it?"


"Sure, if it'll make you feel better." He stood
and walked a few feet, then came back and placed the pack by Lucy's hands.


The pack pulsed with life from the sphere, and Lucy craved
the feel of the cool metal against her skin, but she couldn't take it out with
her brother standing right there. Still, the pulsing warmth comforted her and
took the sting out of her wounds.


Luke sat cross-legged a few feet from her so she could see
his face even while on the ground. His skin looked pale, and dark circles
loomed under his eyes. "It's amazing how fast your wounds are healing.
When Hunter carried you here, your back looked like ground meat. Mr. K taught
me how to make an herbal remedy to help, but still, you healed quite a bit in
just the first few hours."


"Must be the magic of this place. Maybe the herbs you
used had superpowers." Or maybe it's the sphere. "Where's
Hunter? Is he okay?"


"Resting. He's been asleep almost as much as you."
Luke adjusted his long legs, trying to make them fit in the small tent. "I
managed to get most of the story out of him before he collapsed, though.
Sounded pretty terrifying." His eyes clouded with tears but he shook his
head and blinked. "I'm sorry I wasn't there."


Lucy reached for his hand, despite the pain pulling at her
skin. "Don't blame yourself. There was nothing you could have done.
Besides, I told you to stay here."


"Yeah, but I didn't have to listen."


"Of course you did. You have to respect your
elders."


He dropped her hand and laughed. "Don't even start.
Wouldn't want the elder to run out of breath."


"Wouldn't want to make the baby's head hurt from all
the big words."


"Whatever. Get some rest, old woman. If being born one
minute before me counts as old."


A new warmth filled her. Not the kind brought on by the
sphere, but the kind that only lighthearted banter with her brother could
bring. She'd missed this side of him and was so glad he was back.


"I am kind of tired." She closed her eyes.


The deep voice of Mr. K filled her mind. "Lucy, I'm
sorry about what happened. If I'd been listening more, maybe I could have
warned you. I'd—"


"It's okay," Lucy said. "It's not your fault.
Thank you for helping Luke figure out the herbal mixture. It's really
helped."


"You're welcome. I'm glad you're back."


"Me too."


The talking exhausted her, and she needed to sleep, but the
pain throbbed and poked at her relentlessly. An idea formed, and she wondered
if she could minimize the pain with the meditation she'd been practicing. With
a deep breath—as deep as she could get without tearing at her back—she relaxed
her body and focused inward. The pain throbbed in her like a living thing, so
she visualized it getting smaller and smaller. Soon it faded just enough that
she could sleep.


Dreams haunted her—memories of past assignments, visions of
abnormal creatures attacking her. She woke on and off, sleeping in small
increments, never really aware of how long she'd been unconscious or what time
of day it was. She missed Hunter and worried about him. He came to her in
dreams, but she needed to see him in person. When she woke next she asked Luke
about him.


"He's still sleeping. Would you like me to wake
him?"


"No. Thanks. He needs to rest, I guess. I hope he's
okay." What's wrong with him?


She'd been the one torn up by the lizard, not him. But he
did exhibit some pretty impressive acrobatics. Unless she'd imagined it all.
And the change in his eyes.... She'd have to ask him about all of that once he
woke.


In the meantime.... "Luke, I'm bored. Entertain
me."


He bowed with over-the-top exaggeration. "As you wish,
m'lady. As it so happens, I've been practicing something that I think you will
find quite entertaining."


Lucy adjusted herself so she could see him without
stretching the skin on her back, as her brother sat crossed-legged in front of
her.


He raised his hands and his eyes glazed over with a far-away
look.


The change happened so subtly, Lucy didn't know what she was
looking at, but then she saw it. Little droplets of water formed in front of
them, from the air. They multiplied until the air shimmered with drops
everywhere.


"If I focus, I can shift the molecules just a bit, keep
the air liquid instead of solid. And I can...." He spread his hands apart
and the droplets divided, making hundreds of tiny tears in the air. When he
dropped his hands, the water burst like fireworks and turned back to air.


"That's amazing!" She smiled at her brother, so
happy he to see him actively engaged in his powers again. Maybe mopey Luke was
really gone for good.


"Thanks." He grinned like a kid at Christmas.
"It's what I did when I slowed us down as we dropped from the plane. I
made the air more viscous, closer to liquid. Maybe even a little liquid at the
end, so it's like we sank instead of fell."


"Cool." For an instant, jealousy clawed at Lucy.
She wasn't a jealous person by nature, but she did covet more active
para-powers. Since Luke had discovered his shadow powers, they'd been very
useful, whereas she felt like her powers weren't that helpful most of the time.


He'd discovered them on their Russian assignment, and that
had enabled them to teach the other students at Rent-A-Kid how to tap into
theirs. That was the assignment she and Luke had been talking about in her
dream.


Doubt nagged her. Sure, it had only been a dream, but
clearly her subconscious was trying to tell her something. "Do you think
we're the right people for this mission, Luke?"


"What do you mean?"


"Do you regret that we agreed to help IPI?"


He took so long to reply that Lucy had almost fallen asleep
again when he finally answered. "No, but I do wonder if we could be doing
more good somewhere else. Maybe if we were back at the mansion, helping those
kids out, helping Sam and her baby. It's just... I feel like we're stuck here,
like we can't move forward."


It had felt that way to Lucy, like something had pulled them
to this magical valley and now wouldn't release them. Even her own mind
betrayed her in moments of complacency. Every second they weren't looking for a
way out was a second they didn't have.


"We will get out of here and find a way to complete our
mission. Saving those kids in that facility is too important."


"Yeah, I just wonder if we're needed. IPI has a bunch
of agents, and Hunter seems pretty capable. If there are any more like him, I'd
say their odds against Rent-A-Kid are pretty good."


"Maybe." She thought about Hunter and wondered if
there were others like him. Didn't matter. Lucy had to believe that what they
were doing was important. She had to believe that her role mattered in all of
this, otherwise it was all for naught. "All this talk has wiped me out.
I'm sorry, Bro, but I'm crashing again."


Sleep stole her away before her brother could even reply.


The next time she woke up, she felt remarkably stronger,
though still bruised and sore. Still, the improvement gave her the courage to
try and stand. She needed to see Hunter. Something felt off about his
recovery... and hers.


Every muscle protested as she pushed herself onto her hands
and knees. Tears ran down her cheeks and her back felt like it was ripping open
again, like a silk dress that was several sizes too small. No telltale trickle
of blood dripped down her back, so she rocked onto her heels and into a sitting
position. When the dizziness faded and her breathing returned to normal, she
took the last challenge and pushed herself to stand. After a few more deep
breaths, she was sure she wouldn't pass out. Well, mostly sure, as another wave
of dizziness threatened to topple her over.


A long-sleeved, button-up, black IPI shirt had slipped from
her body when she stood. She reached for it, wincing from the stretch, then
pulled it against her bare chest and inhaled Hunter's scent. Woodsy and wild,
the scent made her stomach flip-flop. She slipped the shirt carefully over her
shoulders and buttoned most of the middle buttons, grabbed the sphere out of
her backpack and slipped it into her pocket, then left her make-shift tent to
search for the man who had saved her from her own recklessness.


All the tents were made from large green leaves layered over
strong but flexible branches, which they'd braided together and secured to the
ground. Luke and Hunter had conspired to place Lucy's tent in the center,
presumably to keep her safer. She'd scoffed at their overprotective maleness,
but deep down appreciated the gesture—though she'd never tell them that.
Especially Luke.


She tiptoed into Hunter's tent and gasped when she saw
him—pale and hollow, as if something were sucking the life from him. While
she'd been healing at lightning speed, he'd clearly taken a turn for the worse.
On auto-pilot, determined to be closer to him and get a better look at the
damaged he'd sustained, she took another step, snapping a twig under her foot.


Hunter's bright green eyes peeked through thick lashes, and
he smirked. "Hey."


"Hunter! You okay? You look like—"


"Shit? Yeah, I know. Don't get too close. I'm starting
to smell like it too."


Lucy ignored that comment and knelt by his side. His body's
warmth and scent wrapped around her like a familiar quilt. "Thank you for
what you did."


"It was nothing. I'm just glad you're okay. You are,
right? Okay?" He locked eyes with hers, then pulled away to scan her body.


Heat rushed to her face under his attentive gaze, but she
knew he was just checking for injury. "I remember you carrying me back to
camp. That must have been tricky, with my back shredded. Is that why you're so
tired now? Because of carrying me?"


"Well, you were pretty heavy."


"Oh, thanks." No girl wants to feel fat in
front of her man. Lucy rolled her own mental eyeballs at that whole
sentence, but still couldn't deny it was true.


Hunter grabbed her hand and stroked it. "Not like that.
You were heavy from your wounds. Energetically, it was like I could feel them
myself, like I'd been the one injured. I got so tired, so fast. I'm surprised I
made it to camp with both of us. I must have been in shock, or more injured
than I realized."


A vague memory tickled at the back of Lucy's mind. There was
a missing piece to the puzzle, but what? He'd felt her wounds, and she'd healed
faster while he got worse. She remembered the pulsing, warm and strong as he
carried her. She'd thought it was the sphere, but then thought it was Hunter.
It felt like Hunter.


She clutched her pocket, and felt the comforting pulse of
the sphere calm her heart and steady her pulse. Hunter. The Sphere had
fed on him to heal her. It all made sense, in a horrible way.


While she healed, Hunter had paid for her mistakes. And Luke
was still paying too. His foot hadn't improved as much as it should have.
Everyone she loved was getting hurt because of her.


What the hell am I doing? "I... I'm not feeling
good. I have to go."


She stumbled out of the tent as Hunter called out to her,
asking what was wrong.


The valley hummed to her in its subtly layered voice. All
around Lucy could feel the inhale and exhale of the earth, as it breathed out
their destinies. But none of it made sense anymore.


She slumped into a rock and fought her tears, so sick of the
sopping mess of emotions she was becoming. The sphere pulsed more strongly in
her pocket. She pulled it out and stroked it, embracing the calm it always
offered, trying not to think of the price it required.


Mr. K's deep voice filled her mind and shattered her calm. 'You
should not rely on the sphere, Lucy.'


Oh my God. Lucy froze in shock. No one knows about
the sphere. No one! Not even my brother. But Mr. K had been in her mind, so
of course he'd find out. How could she have overlooked that small detail?


A ball of dread formed in her gut as she looked toward his
tree. The leaves opened like a curtain, creating a path for her.


Against her own instincts, she walked the short path to the
enclave of Mr. K's tree to talk to him in person. "I don't rely on it. It
just makes me feel better sometimes."


"There's nothing wrong with feeling good. Nothing wrong
with getting some help, either. But if you're right about what that sphere did
to Hunter, then you have to be careful."


Irritation flared in her. "The sphere saved my life. If
I didn't have it, I'd be dead."


An upper branch rustled and a bird flew out, chirping out a
much-too-happy tune given the current conversation. Mr. K ignored his long tree
limbs and stayed focused on her. "I understand. You just have to be
cautious. We all do. Perhaps if the others knew, they could help you understand
its powers."


Her heart skipped a beat. "I can't tell them."


"Why not?"


"They wouldn't understand it, or me, or why I need it.
They'd want to test it or get rid of it or— "


"Relax. No one is going to take it from you. But you
have to consider Hunter's safety, your brother's safety."


Now, indignation. I'm just a veritable plethora of
emotions, aren't I? "I do."


"Then tell them."


Stubbornness. "I can't."


"You won't!" roared Mr. K, with much more power
than he'd ever spoken before. His branches stood more erect, and shook as if
angry. "Stop making excuses. You're like a child, playing games instead of
doing your homework, justifying all of it."


She crossed her arms and had to restrain herself from
stomping her foot like a petulant child. "I don't have to justify
anything. I don't have to explain anything to you."


Mr. K's branches slumped forward and the whole tree seemed
to sigh with sadness. "No, you don't."


Lucy nodded and turned to leave.


Mr. K didn't seem to mind talking to her back. "But I
will not allow you to jeopardize Hunter and Luke. If you won't tell them, then
I will."


"No!" Lucy yelled and turned back around
viciously. The sphere pulsed in her hand and began to glow, softly at first,
then brighter and brighter, as if to match the rage that grew in Lucy herself.
"You will not tell them. And if they ask about it, you will lie and say
you know nothing of the sphere. Because you'll mind your own goddamn
business."


Mr. K's branches swayed as if disconnected from him, and his
large eyes took on a glazed, trance-like look. "I will not... tell
them," he repeated. "I will lie. I know nothing of the sphere."


What? What's he doing? Lucy looked at the sphere in
her hand. It glowed bright and strong. What the hell? In a rush, the
euphoria disappeared and she dropped the sphere with a shriek. The glow faded
from bright to nothing in seconds.


Mr. K jerked his branches as if waking up from a dream.
"What? Lucy, are you okay?"


She plucked the sphere from the ground and hid it before he
could focus on her. "Yes, yes, I'm okay." She had tried to sound
confident and happy but feared it came out more emo-scared-girl.


Mr. K didn't meet her eyes when he spoke. "It's
late."


"Yes, I have to go." Lucy's heart raced as she
hurried out of the tree's shade and made her way back to her rock.


She sat down on her rock and cried with abandon—no more
holding back, no more pretending to be okay. Nothing was okay and she knew it.
Who had she become that she would use her shadow power on Mr. K?


He would lie for her. He would do what she said.


Because she'd given him no choice.






Chapter 92 – Drake


 


Visions flit in and out of his mind in a jumble of
chaotic and ominous warnings—kids lined in a hospital, crying out for help,
tearing apart their skin to claw out of their restraints; himself as a child,
helpless and abused, beaten by the foster parents the state trusted to care for
him.


Then, he grows up, and he isn't helpless anymore. The
face of that man flashes before him—the way his lip curls up in a sneer as he
beats his wife and child; the way they shrink in on themselves to escape the
punishment.


Drake, now initiated into his power, catches the man's
fist mid-air and throws him against the floor, then beats him until he can't
walk or speak or move.


Then the dream changes, and he's back with Sam the night
they were captured by the Seeker, the night he lost the love of his life.


The Seeker rears up at him and morphs into a giant
snake-like monster, his huge mouth stretched open, sharp teeth gleaming. "I
am your brother," it hisses, before that mouth wraps around Drake and
swallows him whole, crunching into his bone and twisting him inside out.


Drake woke, startled and with a head full of cotton balls.
The use of that much drug-induced power had stripped him of any natural
strength he had left, so they'd found a nice hotel and holed up while he slept
it off. Good thing Steele had been more generous with the cash than the drugs.


When he peeled his eyes back, Toby leaned into his face and
grinned, just as he had after Drake had woken up from his Blue Power-induced
high. "Good morning."


"Thanks, good morning to you too." Drake sat up
and stretched his aching body. "How long have you been up?" Toby had
still been passed out when Drake settled them into the hotel.


The boy looked around vaguely, then shrugged. "A few
hours. Three, maybe."


Drake checked the time on the clock by the bed. 5:00 p.m.
His stomach chose that moment to announce its hunger. "What kind of food
do you like?"


Toby grinned. "Pizza. Burgers are good too. Why? Are we
going out?"


Drake reached for the phone on the nightstand. "No.
We're staying in. I'll call room service."


"Wow. Thanks." The kid's grin stretched wider
across his face, and he looked around the room as if taking it in for the first
time. "You must be pretty rich, yo."


Drake ordered them cheeseburger sliders—whatever those
were—and soda, then replaced the receiver. "This isn't my house. It's just
a hotel."


"Exactly!" Toby flopped onto the other bed in the
room.


Of course. Toby had probably never stayed at a hotel.
His house had definitely been a dump, so his mother couldn't have made much.
She may have even been on drugs, by the looks of her, probably Meth. Not that
Drake could judge. Look at all he'd done.


He looked at Toby more carefully and noticed his red, puffy
eyes, as if he'd been crying for a long time. The boy had been through hell and
back the last couple of days, and now he was alone in the world. Even his
shitty mother must have felt safer than being totally abandoned. He'd have a
lot to process in the coming weeks, and it wouldn't be easy.


Nature reminded Drake that it had been awhile since he last
used the bathroom. As he pushed his sore body out of bed, he noticed Toby was
still wearing his dirty shoes on the bed.


"Toby, get your shoes off the furniture." He
hadn't meant to sound quite that stern, quite like foster fathers of the past.


"Well, fine. You don't have to say it like that."
Toby pulled his shoes off and threw them to the side.


"Now, put them in the closet," said Drake.


The boy rolled his eyes but did as he was told.


As Drake walked toward the bathroom, Toby grabbed the remote
for the television.


Drake stopped and turned to him. "You should ask before
you use the TV."


Toby just shook his head as if it made no sense to him at
all. "Why?"


"We only have one room," Drake explained. "The
TV may bother me, so you should ask. It's polite."


Another eye roll. "Fine. May I use the TV?"


"Yes."


"Sheesh man, you're wound tight." Toby hopped back
on the bed, turned on the television, and started scrolling through channels.


Drake used the bathroom, then went out onto the balcony and
breathed in the fresh air while looking out over the city and the ocean. The
wind blew through his hair and calmed him. As he relaxed, he found himself
piecing together his dreams. Sam. He'd lost Sam. How would she react when he
came back? Would she hug him? Hit him? Or would she just leave him once they
found Ana, as he'd left her?


His heart sank into his gut and he brushed the thought from
his mind. Their love could be mended. He could make things right with her. He
would make things right with her. They'd been apart before, and they'd gone
through so much together; surely they could bridge the gap between them this
time.


Of course, this time was different. Drake had left her. He
deserved whatever anger she felt toward him, but he hoped that she could
forgive him.


He turned back to watch Toby lying on the bed. He'd settled
on some show that sounded like CSI, maybe. One of the CSI shows anyways. It
shocked Drake to really consider the fact that there was a kid in his room, a
kid under his care. He wondered if this is what it would be like with Ana when
she got older. He tried to imagine her at Toby's age. She'd looked like Sam,
but with a few of his features too. Strong, but delicate. He pictured her with
dark hair like her mother's, and blue eyes like both of her parents. She'd be
the most beautiful girl ever, and her smile would light up Daddy's world.


He needed to be with Ana, needed to be there for her as she
grew up, for her first crawl and first steps, her first words and first dance
with a boy. He could teach her to surf and play guitar. He'd love her and give
her the best of everything, the best of himself.


But what did he know about being a good parent?


Toby sat on the bed, sadness still swimming in his heart, the
loss of his mother so fresh.


Yet Drake could think of nothing comforting to say or do.
What would a father say in a time like this?


He'd never had a father to show him, at least not his own
father. The Seeker had told him his father had been a doctor, someone who ran
off with his mother before she'd been killed. What had they been like? What
kind of person would he be if they hadn't put him in the system and left him
there? Would he have been the kind of man who would have stayed with Sam and
his baby, if he'd been raised by a family who cared?


Drake looked back toward the ocean, and then toward the city
lights. His father could still be out there somewhere. Why hadn't he tried to
find Drake? He'd left him, but Drake wouldn't be that kind of father.


Besides, he'd had someone to give him the wisdom of a
parent. Father Patrick had raised Drake to know what to do, even if he didn't
see the priest as often as he would have liked.


He walked back into the room and sat next to Toby. He
thought about putting his arm over the boy, to offer comfort, but decided
against it. "Are you okay?"


"What?" Toby asked, as if he wasn't listening,
though Drake was sure he heard.


"Are you—" Drake stopped himself. Of course Toby
wasn't okay. Crap. "Do you want to talk about what happened?"


Toby seemed to think about it. "Nah." He turned
his attention back to the show.


"We're going to drive to Washington tonight. It'll take
two days."


"Why?"


"I have... friends there." Drake wondered if that
was true anymore. "They'll take good care of you."


"Thanks, but I don't need them."


"I'm sorry, Toby, but you need someone to look after
you. You can't just live on the streets."


"Why not?" The boy turned to face Drake. "I
spent most of my time out there anyway. It's not like my mother did much to raise
me."


Drake understood that, remembered the times when he hated
coming home to parents that felt nothing like parents. Still, he needed them.
Kids needed someone.


"If you stay on the streets, it's only a matter of time
until someone finds you, calls social services. Then you'll be in the system,
thrown around from one home to another."


"Hmm. That sucks."


"Yeah, it does. Trust me on that. If you come with me,
you'll get a caring home, and people who'll understand you. Understand what you
can do."


Toby's eyebrow popped up at that. Then he raised his hand,
and looked at it, watching it fade away into nothing, as if someone poured
invisible paint on it. "It freaked me out, at first. I couldn't see myself
in the mirror." He pointed at the mirror in the room. "So I wanted it
to go away, and it did. I can control it, I think."


"It's a lot to take in, but you have powers. We both
do. That's why I healed. That's why you turn invisible. Pretty crazy,
right?"


"Pretty cool," said Toby, as he disappeared
completely.


"Toby?" The mattress shifted in the bed and he
could tell Toby stood up. "Where are you?" Drake got up, a feeling of
butterflies in his stomach. "That's enough, Toby." Something pinched
his back. "Oww." He heard Toby laughing and turned around.


Toby reappeared looking very puckish. "Man, this is
going to be fun."


Drake's face couldn't decide whether to smile or scowl, but
the smile won out. "So, what do you think about Washington? They have a
big mansion and everything."


That got his attention. "Mansion, you say? That's like
a big house, right?"


Drake nodded.


"Then Washington may be pretty good. Right now, I
figure I should stick with you."


"Me?"


"Yeah. I mean, you saved me, didn't you? That's why I'm
here. I remember them strapping me down to a bed, putting a needle in my arm,
making me sleepy. Then I wake up here and see you passed out. So you saved me,
man. Right?"


Drake nodded again, amused by Toby's enthusiasm.


"You're like a hero, yo."


His amusement faded. "No. Trust me, I'm not." Even
Sam would agree with him on that.


"Of course a hero would say that," said the boy as
he pounced around on the bed. "I can be your sidekick."


"Don't need one."


"Every hero thinks that at first. But they always
learn, eventually."


Drake was about to argue some more when someone knocked on
the door. He opened it to the smell of food. A man in a white apron wheeled a
small table in and left them two silver dome-shaped plates. Toby and Drake sat
down to eat, each anxiously pulling off the cover to reveal the world's
smallest cheeseburgers.


Toby started laughing. "Man, no wonder there's lots of
skinny rich people if you all eat like this."


Drake laughed with him and scarfed down his burger in one
bite. He wiped his mouth, sucked down some soda, and stood. "Time to pack
up and get going. We've got to get to Washington as fast as possible, but
first, let's grab a real dinner and pick you up some clothes that aren't
covered in holes. How's that sound?"


"Awesome!" The kid jumped up and down and whooped.


They checked out, stopped for a very filling Mexican dinner,
and each picked up a few changes of clothes and backpacks at the store. With
the cheap car Drake had picked up using Steele's cash, they started their drive
to Washington.


The sun set and Toby, finally clean and full, fell asleep in
the front seat.


So far, they were in the clear. Steele hadn't called yet, so
he must still trust Drake. He must not know Drake was on his way to Sam. But it
would be a temporary reprieve. He'd call eventually, and if Drake didn't
answer, or didn't do what Steele wanted, then Ana would pay the price.


They had to act fast to put an end to it all so he could
bring his family back together and be the kind of father he'd always wanted.


A sign to the right of the freeway caught Drake's attention,
and he pulled off to follow it. Before he saw Sam again, he had one more stop
to make.






Chapter 93 – Lucy


 


The sound of pigs mating woke Lucy. No wait, did I just
dream that or hear that? She wiped sleep from her eyes and took a moment to
relieve herself and freshen up, then did a light stretch routine to keep the
skin on her back from shrinking as it healed. She wished for some lotions or
creams to use. Maybe she could find some aloe vera plants, or ask Mr. K if
there was an equivalent around here that would help. She really didn't want
horrible scars across her back forever—especially from a lizard.


Now a wolf mark, that would have some dignity. But
lizard? Didn't the Native Americans believe that if you were scarred by an
animal and survived, it became your animal guide? She wasn't sure, but she
really didn't want to get stuck with a giant mutant lizard for hers.


On a patch of sand near the water, Luke and Hunter sparred
with each other—the source of the grunting that had woken her. Topless and in
shorts, with their bare skin reflecting the sun and white waves crashing on the
smooth beach, they looked like a PlayGirl Calendar photo shoot. But one of
those hot bods belonged to her brother, so it didn't quite have the same impact
on Lucy that it might have had on others.


They moved a bit slower than normal, with controlled speed,
but still.... "Aren't you two supposed to be resting from your
injuries?"


Hunter shrugged, and the muscles in his chest flexed. Lucy
flushed at the sight of it, and he smiled a lopsided grin, as if he knew what
she was thinking. "We were."


"We might have healed," said Luke.


Hunter winked. "Only one way to find out."


He hopped around like a boxer, back and forth between the
balls of his feet, fists up and ready, and made a few jabs at Luke. His
natural, fluid grace was almost animal-like, yet despite his grin and playful
attitude, Lucy knew the lethal speed and ferocious skill that lurked
underneath. He was a natural fighter, and had been well trained.


But then, Luke was no amateur, either. He dodged the jabs
easily enough, and didn't seem to be favoring his foot—much.


Lucy sat on the grass and studied them, noting the small
tells they both had that revealed where the next attack would come from. This
was her specialty. Rarely could she overpower an opponent with strength, but
she was fast, skilled, and could read a fighter like the Sunday Times. Maybe
her lie-detecting abilities gave her a heightened sense for it, but wherever it
came from, it made her just as dangerous as the two hopping around in front of
her. She smothered a smile at the thought of sparring with Hunter.


Weeping willow branches rustled and shifted in the still air
around her. Through the parting curtain, Mr. K filled the valley with his
booming voice. "Who you rooting for, Lucy?"


Luke guffawed and took a swing at Hunter. "Her brother,
of course."


Hunter ducked and brought his right fist up toward Luke's
jaw in a powerful uppercut. "Pfft. If she had half a brain, she'd root for
the better of us two. That's me, naturally."


The fist missed Luke by a fraction of an inch. He cocked his
head. "So the question is, does she have half a brain?"


"Oh thanks, Luke," Lucy huffed and crossed her
arms. "You helped me make my decision. I'm rooting for Hunter."


Hunter pumped his fist. "Woohoo! That's my girl."


Mr. K smacked us all with his branches. "Wait, wait,
wait. Is this fight with para-powers or without?"


Luke jabbed Hunter in the gut in a mostly friendly way.
"The bastard has no powers."


Lucy felt Hunter's eyes on her, and her brow wrinkled in
thought. She doubted his lack of powers—there was more to him than he let on.
Still, she didn't say anything. Not without proof. Besides, he probably had a
reason for not telling anyone.


"Okay," Mr. K said. "No powers? I'm going with
Hunter."


Luke scowled. "What?"


Hunter laughed.


"Come on." Mr. K whipped his branches around and
knocked them both gently in the head. "Let's get this show on the road.
Hunter, show this kid why he shouldn't have skipped class back in the
day."


Hunter saluted. "Yes, Sir."


"Lucy and I have placed our faith in you."


Lucy nodded. "Yup." She shifted uncomfortably and
battled the guilt she felt about last night. Mr. K either didn't remember
anything that happened, or this was his way of smoothing things out between
them. Either way, she'd play along for now.


"Ready," yelled Lucy, with a finger raised in the
air like a gun, "set, go!"


They resumed their fight.


Hunter and Luke both jabbed at each other, clearly just
feeling each other out. From the set of their eyes, Lucy could tell that the
fight had gotten serious.


Tired of the quick jabs, Luke took the fight to the next
level with a right cross that just missed Hunter's chin.


Hunter blocked a series of aggressive blows, but refrained
from counter-attacking, trying to figure out Luke's patterns.


Luke must have noticed because he changed up his style,
relying more on kicks now.


Hunter blocked low, then threw a few jabs back, but didn't
really connect.


"Come on," Luke swung wide, trying to taunt him,
"is that all you got? The old woman and the tree will be
disappointed."


"If I could walk," Mr. K said, "I'd be over
there right now, kicking your ass."


Luke threw a few more jabs but spared a glance at Mr. K.
"Stick to drawing."


Hunter blocked, but Luke didn't let up in his attacks—jab,
punch, uppercut—a relentless push to tire Hunter out and land a blow. His
persistence paid off with a direct punch to Hunter's cheek.


Lucy winced as if he'd hit her. "Ouch." She could
imagine the pain all too well and hoped it didn't bruise. It would be a pity
to mar such.... oh blah! This isn't some sappy romance novel. Besides, a guy
with some bruises could also be hot. She put her mind back on the fight and
not the one sexy fighter.


Luke continued to rain blows, but as he tired, he began to
favor his uninjured foot, based on the subtle shift in his body weight.


Even through Luke's relentless attacks, Hunter seemed to
compose himself and gain strength. His back straightened and shoulders squared
as he dodged blows with more speed. Ten points to Luke for enthusiasm, if
nothing else—though he did keep impressive form. They circled each other, and
Luke's limp became more pronounced. Hunter could take advantage of that—trip
Luke, or get him off balance. Luke had to be getting tired after his jackhammer
approach.


But Hunter didn't do any of that. He just kept pulling his
punches.


Uh-oh. Lucy figured out Hunter's tactic. Luke was
getting too comfortable, too complacent. When he leaned in for another punch,
Hunter countered by blocking and then landed a hard punch on Luke's ribs.


Luke stumbled back, and braced himself against a rock to
keep from falling.


Mr. K didn't miss the chance to taunt Luke. "Ooh, the
tree thinks that hurt. Maybe I'll draw a picture of the big bruise you'll get
on your face."


Luke laughed it off, then focused and charged Hunter.


He tackled him, and they tumbled to the ground. Luke put
Hunter in an arm lock, but Hunter gave Luke one good kick in the ribs, and
knocked him off.


They both scrambled to their feet. Luke charged again, but
Hunter countered and scored a hit on the chest.


Luke retaliated with a pair of vicious kicks.


Hunter dodged one, but the second swept his leg and planted
him face-first in the dirt. He spat and wiped his mouth. "Is this
what you eat, Mr. K? I feel sorry for you." Hunter hopped back onto his
feet, again adapting a purely defensive posture.


Lucy felt the fatigue radiating from both of them. This had
gone on too long; they needed to end it.


Something about Hunter's stance shifted, and a new heat came
from him. He closed his eyes as if meditating.


Luke attacked with the last bit of speed he possessed.


Hunter dodged to the side and opened his eyes. He'd clearly
seen Luke's bad leg, and could have easily tripped him up and won, but he
didn't. He just stood there.


Luke, oblivious to the subtle exchange, twisted and landed a
hard punch on Hunter's jaw.


Hunter fell to the ground and stayed down.


Mr. K counted, "One, two, three, four...." all the
way to ten. Hunter pushed himself up, but stumbled back to the ground.
"Knockout!" Mr. K shouted, then added, "Rats. I rooted for the
wrong guy."


Luke's face split into a huge grin, full of cocky arrogance,
and he raised his fist in the air like Rocky.


Lucy clapped and whistled. "And the winner is... Luke
Rivera." Hey, it's a win-win. My brother or my boyfriend. Well, wait,
not boyfriend per se... ah crap.


Hunter stood—without any trouble at all, Lucy noticed—and
shook hands with Luke. "Good fight, bro."


Luke grasped his hand. "Same here, man. You sure know
how to move. I needed that. Thanks."


Neither was too worse for the wear, though both had their
fair share of bruises. A dark purple circle had already formed on Hunter's jaw,
and, as Lucy suspected, this only added to his hotness. She shook her head. What
is wrong with me? And speaking of, what's the deal with Hunter? He didn't have
to take that abuse. He could have won. So why'd he let Luke kick his butt?


Lucy stood and walked over to the guys. "I want
in."


"What?" Luke frowned. "You serious?"


"Yeah, I need the exercise." She stretched and
flexed to prove her point.


"You're still healing, though."


"So are you. I'll be okay."


Luke cocked his head, then shrugged. "I suppose we
could." He lifted his fists.


Lucy laughed and held up her hands in mock surrender.
"No. There's no way I'm facing the champion. I'm not that
okay."


"Whatever you say, Sis." He moved aside and bowed
dramatically to Hunter. "She's all yours. Don't bruise her, or I'll whoop
your ass again."


Hunter shook his head. "My father taught me never to
hit a lady."


Lucy stuck her tongue out and danced around him, throwing
mock punches. "Come on. Or did your father also teach you to be a
spineless wimp?"


Luke laughed. "Don't worry, man. She's vicious. I
wouldn't blame you for not fighting her."


Perfect! Her brother gave Hunter just the push he
needed to fight—though it was never really a question. He wanted this as much
as she did. His body relaxed as he considered his options, and Lucy couldn't
help but taunt him just a bit more. "Besides, I don't fight like a lady, so
don't worry about hurting me. And ignore my overprotective brother. I'm not a
banana. I don't bruise as easily as some."


His eyes turned into slits, and Lucy knew she had him.
"You asked for it," he said in a low voice, and then sprang at her.


Lucy swayed side-to-side, dodging the blows with minimal
effort. "You're not even trying. This is sad."


Hunter moved fast but without the same passion that he had
with Luke—or maybe with a different kind of passion. He swung at her again, an
open-palmed smack that struck only air.


"They say the turtle wins the race, but you haven't
even made it to the event yet."


Hunter harrumphed and muttered something about stubborn
women, then finally whipped a series of blows at her in quick succession.


His torso gave away each move, and her muscles responded
reflexively, blocking easily as he attacked. A trickle of sweat ran down
Hunter's chest, and Lucy couldn't keep her eyes off of it.


"You're pretty good," he said with a mischievous
grin.


"Thanks."


"I wonder what else those hands are good for?"


Just what she'd been thinking about his hands. She blushed,
then scowled at herself for being so silly.


Before she could retort, her brother butted in. "Watch
it. Or it'll be my hands you'll be worried about."


Oh, Luke, stay out of this. I can take care of
myself. "My hands are skilled at many things. Not the least of which
is putting cocky boys in their place."


Another jab. "That may be, but I'm no boy. Perhaps you
need to be reminded of that." He kicked, and she dodged, but not fast enough.
His foot grazed her shoulder.


Crap. Damn him for getting me all flustered. Focus, Luce.
She just had to concentrate and be patient. Hmm... that's a thought.


She relaxed, and breathed in to steady herself, just as she
did while meditating. Only this time, instead of focusing inward, she focused
on Hunter.


Her energy connected to his, and she felt his every
movement, every breath, every flex of muscle.


His right hand flicked back—his giveaway. No one else would
have noticed it, but she had caught it while he fought Luke.


She moved a fraction of a second before he punched, sliding
past his hand. She used his momentum against him, wrapping her leg around his
and tripping him, and used her arm as leverage to throw him to the ground. Lucy
dropped onto him and pinned his chest with her knees close to his throat.


Her ponytail fell against his cheek as she leaned in to
whisper in his ear. "I could have crushed your windpipe."


She felt his heat against her body, his heart beating so
close to hers, the mint on this breath that he must have chewed that morning.
They both breathed hard, exhausted and exhilarated at the same time.


Hunter's green eyes were wide, taking in everything.
"Yeah, I think we have a technical knockout here. Luke, your sister
pretended to kill me."


"Good," said Luke as he munched on berries.
"I hope she uses her imagination more often."


Hunter grabbed Lucy's hips and flipped her over,
immobilizing her beneath his long, hard body. He leaned and mimicked her own
whisper. "Always take the kill shot when you get the chance, otherwise you
could end up on the bottom."


Before she could say something stupid, like the bottom
didn't seem that bad either, he rolled off and helped her into a sitting
position. Their hips and shoulders pressed together, and neither moved away.


He nudged her. "That was a good move."


"Watch your right hand. You pull it back right before
you punch."


"Thanks."


"It's a small tell, but it's still there." She
added in a whisper, "Kind of like my brother's leg."


"Really?" Hunter kept his face void of expression.
"I didn't notice."


"You let him win," Lucy insisted. "Thank you.
I haven't seen him that happy in a while."


Hunter brushed a stray hair from her face. "He'll be
back to normal soon. You just have to be patient, no matter how badly you want
to kick his ass."


She nodded and stifled a sigh of regret when he pulled his
hand away from her face. "I know. I need to be more patient in everything,
it appears. I just miss my old brother and want him back. But today really
helped with that. Speaking of being patient, when are you going to tell me the
truth?"


"Depends on what I'm telling you."


"How you jumped, when the lizard attacked me."


He smiled. "Ah, that. It's not really hard actually.
You just bend your legs, flex, and push up."


She punched him in the shoulder. "You know what I
mean."


An ocean breeze brushed against them, and Hunter looked out
to the horizon with faraway eyes. "You two are not the first paranormals
IPI's worked with. There's not many of us, though. As I said, I advanced
through the ranks due to my natural talents, which I wish were more helpful
right now. We need to find a way out of here." He stood up and held his
hand out to Lucy.


She gripped it but didn't move to stand yet. "What's
your para-power?"


He lifted her, then wagged his finger. "Keeping
secrets." And with that totally unhelpful answer, he walked away.


Frustration burned in her, tempered only by the knowledge
that she had her own secrets—like the sphere. Really, they hadn't even known
each other that long. Maybe she was blowing their whole relationship out of
proportion.


Luke sat under a tree and scowled at her. "If you can't
share it with the whole class, you shouldn't be sharing at all."


Lucy rolled her eyes. "Grow up, Luke."


She walked back to their camp, sore from the sparring, but
in a good way, and irritated at Hunter and herself. She stopped short when
Hunter packed up his backpack and headed toward the forest.


"I'm going to go look for a way out. You two still need
to rest. I'll be back late."


He was gone before Lucy could protest. Talk about mood
swings!


She shot Luke a questioning glance, and he shrugged.
"No idea. Maybe he just needed some alone time. But hey, at least that
gives us a chance to hang."


And another mood swing. Luke looked entirely too happy to
have Hunter gone.


***


Hanging involved all sorts of fun. They ate berries and
found giant spongy mushrooms that made great trampolines. They laughed and
talked about nothing important, and Lucy tried not to think about Mr. K or how
she'd betrayed his trust by using her powers on him. Using Luke as a
distraction helped.


As the sun set, they lay side-by-side on a mushroom and
watched the sky turn dark.


Silence settled gently between them, but broke apart like
ice when Luke sighed. "Hunter told me about the lizard, which I assume was
giant from the claw marks on your back. He said he killed it. How?"


They'd avoided talking about Hunter all day. Lucy didn't
want to reveal anything about his powers, but the number of secrets she had
kept from her twin weighed on her. "With his sword. It's high-tech."


Luke pursed his lips. "Yeah, that's not normal. He's
definitely not telling us something, Luce. I don't trust him."


This was exactly why she didn't want to talk about Hunter.
Luke couldn't see straight when it came to him. She'd hoped the sparring match
would have helped them bond. Guess not. "What is there to
tell?"


Luke shrugged. "Who made that sword? Why does he have
it? Why'd he get so tired after he brought you back?"


Lucy felt bad about that. Hunter's exhaustion was her fault,
but she couldn't admit it to Luke. More secrets. More lies. "You'd be
tired too if you fought that lizard. And the sword is probably some
high-ranking IPI tech. Maybe he's like James Bond and has his own Q."


"Maybe. But he doesn't strike me as the James Bond
type. And besides, we're on their top-priority mission right now, and I didn't
get a fancy sword."


"Maybe they ran out." She didn't keep the bite
from her response.


"Maybe they're hiding things from us, Luce."


"Or maybe, since we're not actually agents, they don't
tell us everything. Why would they?"


He continued talking as though she hadn't spoken.
"Think about it. IPI. International Paranormal Investigations. What
paranormals? Us? If they've known about us for a while, why didn't they do
anything?"


"Maybe they couldn't. Most of the kids at Rent-A-Kid
would have died to defend it a year ago—you among them."


"Or maybe IPI isn't so different from Rent-A-Kid."


"What?"


He sounded like Beleth with talk of experiments and hidden
agendas. She wondered if she should tell Luke more about that night.


No, not now. He's already too agitated. "They
haven't done anything to make me doubt them. And Hunter's done nothing but help
us."


"Oh, well, I know you like him."


"No... well, yeah, maybe, but it's not just that. He
saved me, Luke. If it wasn't for Hunter, I'd be dead."


Luke swallowed and nodded, clearly thinking about life
without Lucy.


A shrub rustled and.... Speak of the devil. Lucy's
heart did a little dance as Hunter emerged from the forest, and she slid off
the mushroom, trying to look less excited than she felt.


Hunter didn't notice her, though. He walked straight toward
Mr. K.


She caught up with him and grabbed his arm. "Did you
find a way out?"


Hunter shrugged her off, the heat of his anger practically
burning a hole in her hand. "There is no way out. Cliffs surround this
entire goddamned area!" He plodded into the enclave to yell at Mr. K.
"Liar! You didn't want to tell us the way out, because there is
none."


The bark of the tree peeled open to reveal Mr. K's eyes.
"I didn't want to tell you the way out because you wouldn't be able to
manage it, boy. I felt you kill that lizard, felt the earth shudder as a life
slipped away. You had no consideration, no prayer for the creature before you.
You were just a machine doing its work, a switch going off, an instinct taking
over—your instinct to kill."


Hunter's muscles tensed and his face turned to stone. Lucy
stepped forward, prepared to calm him if he snapped, but he relaxed his
shoulder, turned away and nodded to Lucy. "If I'm a killer, then why's she
alive?"


He turned and stormed off.


Mr. K's bark face could register little emotion, but it did
look angry in that moment, and his branches jerked and slapped around like live
wires. "Stupid boy!" He locked eyes with Lucy. "Be careful
around him. I've felt his rage. He burns it like fuel."


Hunter? Really? She'd never seen him angry before.
Sure, he made an art of deflecting, but that didn't translate to rage. Lucy
left the enclave, and found Hunter on the shore staring at the moon.


She rested a hand on his arm. "You want to talk?"


"You have anything new to tell me?"


"Well, no." She dropped her hand and stepped away
from him.


"You know a way out?"


"No. I just want to talk. You don't have to be so
angry."


His body shuddered, but he didn't turn to look at her.
"No? Then what am I supposed to be? Happy? Happy that for every day I
spend in this valley, hundreds of children suffer out there? Happy that I get
to spend all of my time with you, talking to you, falling in—" He paused.
"I am happy here. I don't want to leave, but there are people out
there who need me. All I can think of is spending another minute with you. Why
can't I think about anything else?" His face fell in sorrow and confusion,
and he shook his head as if clearing his mind.


She pulled him around to face her. "I understand. I
feel this pull to stay as well. I don't know whether it's... this," she
waved her arm between them, "or something in this valley." On
impulse, and because she needed to, she wrapped her arms around him and hugged
him.


He stiffened, then relaxed into her and rested his chin on
her head. "We've spent nine days in this valley."


Nine already? Lucy had lost track of time during her
recovery. Beleth had said the kids only had a month to live. One month, and
we're stuck in a valley with no exit. What can I do? This is just too
much. All of it. She tightened her arms around Hunter, comforted by his
strength and nearness.


His hands ran up her back, careful to avoid her injuries,
and his lips moved against her forehead as he spoke. "And each day, I've
thought of kissing you."


Her breath caught in her throat. He'd spoken her own
thoughts. She leaned back to look him in the eyes. With all the horrible events
that had taken place, all the bad that had happened, Hunter had been the only
good.


More than good. "Then what are you waiting
for?"


She wanted to protest the departing warmth as his hands
moved off her back. But then he cupped her face and leaned in. The mint of his
breath mixed with hers, and all else fell away as their lips touched.






Chapter 94 – Lucy


 


Hunter's kiss made every other kiss she'd experienced the
equivalent of being slobbered on by a dog. His soft but firm lips, his body
pressed against hers, his scent and taste, the way his fingers wove into her
hair when he deepened the kiss—all of it sent Lucy's senses spiraling.


With a sigh he pulled away and stroked her face.
"You're so beautiful, you know that? Not just on the outside, but inside
too. I've met a lot of women in my life, but none that compare to you."


Lucy didn't like thinking about Hunter with "a lot of
women," but nothing could shake her from her happy high. She shivered in
the night air, and he wrapped his arms more tightly around her while she rested
her head on his chest. Night had fallen, but she didn't want to leave his arms.
She wanted to be closer, to explore these new feelings, but....


"It's late. We should get some sleep."


He released her slowly and stepped back. "We should.
You're right."


Neither moved or broke eye contact.


"Goodnight." Lucy's throat didn't want to form the
words.


"Goodnight."


She pulled herself from his gaze by force of will, and left
him to stare at the moon while she went back to camp.


Luke waited for her, a dramatic frown on his face. He spoke
in their secret language, as if the trees would betray their secrets. Well,
maybe one might, but she doubted it. "Lucy, are you sure about this?"


Great. Just what I wanted to talk about after the most
perfect kiss ever. "Sure about what?" She wasn't about to make it
easy on him.


Luke rolled his eyes. "You know. Him. The
I-like-to-stare-at-the-moon-and-am-so-sexy-with-my-green-eyes-and-silver-hair
him."


She sat by the fire and stoked it with a stick. "He has
a name."


Luke sat by her. "I know. Just, don't you think you
should take it a little slower?"


"How slow? It's not like we just met."


"Well, it kind of is. You've only known each other for
a few days. How much do you really know about him?"


"I know enough. Okay?"


"Not okay. What's enough? Do you know where he was
born, or where he grew up? Do you know anything about his life until now?"


"Oh, sorry, Mom. I didn't realize I had to ace a test
on a boy before I could date him."


"You don't. I just thought we agreed there's a lot we
don't know about his past. What if—"


Lucy spun on him with her stick, anger ablaze in her eyes.
"What if what? He did something horrible? What about my past? What about
how from the age of six Rent-A-Kid trained me to spy on people and kill them if
I had to? What about the assignments where I helped the corrupt avoid jail and
screw each other over? What about how I helped an organization that rents out
kids to the highest bidder, then uses them as baby factories?"


The fire next to them flared up, as if in response to her
rage. How dare her brother hold anyone else's past in judgment over them?


Whatever Luke had been about to say, he wisely changed
gears. His voice softened and he put his hand on her shoulder. "We didn't
know those things at the time. It's not our fault."


That argument failed to impress her. "We should have
known. Maybe instead of sitting around, spending all of our assignment money,
we should have noticed who we were helping. We should have asked more questions
about why we were helping them, too."


"We did ask, Luce. We asked, and we escaped and we
helped free the others. It took a while, sure, but they drugged us so we'd
believe their bullshit answers."


Blah blah blah. She crossed her arms and pulled away
from his touch. "Another reason. Another excuse. I'm tired of them, and
I'm just plain tired, so goodnight." She stood and walked to her tent,
then paused. "And regarding Hunter, I don't have to explain myself to you.
You're not responsible for me."


Luke's voice trailed after her. "Then who is? The
teachers back at Rent-A-Kid? Our parents? Wait a second, we never knew our
parents, except for that one conversation with our now-dead mother. Yeah, that
relationship lasted long. So tell me. Who's been watching your back all these
years?"


Lucy ignored him and kept walking, but her heart ached. He
wasn't wrong, but he wasn't right either.


"Fine. Whatever," Luke said. "I'm tired of
looking after you, anyways." The wind carried his final words to Lucy.
"I'm tired of seeing you get hurt."


Like the story of the princess and the pea, Lucy couldn't
get comfortable on her bed of leaves. She tossed and turned and tried to fight
the sadness that plagued her. Why did Luke have to ruin such a perfect
night?


She'd finally found a guy who understood her in a way no one
else had, someone who made her feel strong and beautiful and alive, someone
whose kisses set her body on fire. And her brother had to stick his damn nose
in and suck all the joy from her experience. Her twin was only looking out for
her, and yes, he'd always had her back, but she'd grown up and could make her
own decisions. She didn't need his approval to date a guy. Granted, she didn't
know a lot about Hunter, but that was the point of dating, right? To get to
know someone better? Besides, her instincts were rarely wrong about people, and
her para-power confirmed that he hadn't lied to her. Hunter was the kind of guy
Lucy wanted to be with—strong, smart, sexy, caring and committed to his work.


Her mind drifted back to the kiss, to the feel of his lips
and his arms wrapped around her. She couldn't wait to see him again tomorrow.
Hopefully Luke would go back to normal. They'd had such fun today, and she
didn't want to lose him to his brooding, mopey double. Why couldn't he just
trust her and give Hunter a chance?


A soft pulsing filled her body with warmth. She reached into
her pocket and took out the sphere. It glowed with a comforting light and
immediately calmed her—until her argument with Mr. K popped into her mind. Did
he remember what she did to him? If so, why hadn't he said something?


Damnit, I have to talk to him. She hated this guilt
and unease.


With the sphere secure inside, she strapped the pack to her
shoulders and made her way to Mr. K's mini Garden of Eden.


Mr. K smiled as she approached, but his branches slumped and
wilted. He looked tired. "Lucy, I'm glad you came over. Sorry about
earlier. I shouldn't have given Hunter such a hard time."


His apology made her feel even worse. "You were both
upset. It's understandable."


"Just because it's understandable doesn't make it
right."


She nodded. "You're right, it doesn't. Look, Mr. K, I'm
sorry about last night. About... what I did to you."


Mr. K looked into her for several long seconds before he
spoke again. "You did what you felt you needed to. I understand."


Lucy's lips twitched into a wry grin. "Just because you
understand, doesn't make it right. I lost control and compelled you to lie.
That's not me."


His branches shook as he chuckled. "Let me tell you a
story, Lucy. Take a seat. This is a long one."


The boulder next to Mr. K had become her customary seat
while visiting with him. An indent fit her perfectly as she sank into her spot
to listen.


As he spoke, Mr. K's branches swayed in response to his
mood. "The day after they took me from Rent-A-Kid, I woke up strapped to a
bed, needles and wires jabbing out of my body, tape over my mouth. This man
came in, dressed up in white with a blue mask, like a doctor, and introduced
himself as Bill. Then he injected me with a serum."


Lucy shuddered, remembering her own injections at the hands
of Rent-A-Kid—injections to keep her complacent and happy, injections to prime
her for pregnancy.


"It hurt," Mr. K continued. "It hurt like
acid being pumped through my veins, and they didn't give me any pain medication—that
would've messed up their tests. After Bill finished, he gave me a pat on the
head, said 'Good job' like I was his dog, and left. It took hours, but the pain
eventually went away. Next day, Bill came in and gave me another injection. I
groaned, pulled, twisted—tried anything to get out of those straps, to ask what
I'd done. Why me? Bill gave me another pat on the head, another 'Good job,' and
left. He did this for days, always the same routine. 'Hello, Mr. Krevner. Good
job, Mr. Krevner.' And all the while I kept thinking, 'Do you realize that
you're hurting another human being? Do you even care?' As time went on, the
pain built. First, I occupied myself with thinking up escape plans, but nothing
worked, so I stopped. As far as I could tell, Bill's tests showed no results,
and I began to think that I was going to spend the rest of my life locked in
that room. Then, one night, I thought of something else."


Lucy could see where this was headed, but she remained
still, feeling Mr. K's pain. His branches whipped back and forth in agitation
as the story continued.


"Bill came in and began his daily routine. And all the
while I imagined myself ripping off my straps, jumping out of the bed, and
beating his face bloody. Then I would escape. It didn't calm me down when the
pain seared my body, but breaking out of those straps, punching Bill's face
in—that helped. Day after day passed without change, until finally I started to
feel the serum pulsing through my veins. A gray tint spread through them, and
my muscles bulged against the straps, burning my arms and chest. Whatever Bill
had given me, it was working. So that night, I showed him the results of his
experiments.


"He came in, 'Hello, Mr. Krevner,' lifted the needle as
he walked over to the bed, and leaned down for the injection. My hand shot out
and clasped his throat. I'd torn the straps off my arm with my new-found
strength. I leaned up, and the rest of the straps broke away. That's how strong
they'd made me. With a flick of the wrist, Bill tumbled into a corner. I headed
for the door, but something hit me on the back, and I spun around without
thinking, swinging my arm. My hand hit Bill, who had come at me with a chair,
across the face, and he flew back. His head hit the bed with a crack, and he
collapsed on the ground, silent.


"I'd broken his skull. Before that moment, I'd never
even so much as gotten into a fight at grade school. I knew guards would show
up any minute, so I ran out of the room. Shouts and footsteps followed me and
corridors spun like a maze. Finally, I found a window, the ocean spread out
below, as a squad of guards rounded a corner. With nowhere else to run, I
jumped.


"With my new strength, I swam for hours—swam until I
reached this island, though I didn't know it was an island at the time. I thought
I'd reached the mainland, so I walked inland. Over the days, my skin hardened.
My fingers grew longer and my hair grew thicker. I didn't know what Bill had
done to me, but I'd worked with paranormals before. Had he turned me into one?
Why? I'd pissed off Rent-A-Kid, and thought they'd been punishing me with the
serum, but they'd actually been experimenting, trying to create something
new—something else. I saw my reflection in the water one day and never looked
again. At one point, I had to cross a river, so I walked in, and the current
swept me away. Something was different. I floated to the top, felt lighter in
the water, but couldn't get out before the waves threw me down a waterfall.
Eventually, I drifted to shore—here—and managed to drag myself onto a patch of
grass and fall asleep. When I woke up, I couldn't move."


Lucy's eyes filled with tears as she looked at Mr. K's body,
how it had become the tree, how his skin was now bark. How he'd never be human
again.


"My feet had dug into the earth. My toes had turned to
roots. I struggled for hours, but the soil only gripped me harder. That night,
I imagined escaping, but could only think of Bill.


"I'd killed him."


The whipping of branches slowed to a soft sway as Mr. K's
voice lowered. "You could argue that I didn't mean to, that it'd been an
accident, or even that it'd been self-defense. You could say it wasn't me. But
deep down inside, I wanted to kill that man. I wanted to squeeze the life out
of his eyes. You could say whatever you like, but that was me. Still is.


"Hell, I can change. I hope so, anyway. But honestly,
if I were to see Bill again, I wouldn't just kill him. I'd hold him down with
my roots, drive a sharp stick in him every night, and say, 'Hello, Bill. Good
job, Bill'—and I'd enjoy it."


Lucy shivered at the cold, hard rage in Mr. K's voice, made
so much worse by the fact that she identified with it. Those bastards had
tortured him beyond imagining, and instead of helping him, she'd used her
powers against him too. What kind of person did that make her?


She walked up to him and hesitated. Finally, she put a hand
on Mr. K's trunk, touching him for the first time. Then she leaned in closer
and hugged him.


Branches wrapped around her as he did his best to hug her
back. "You can change, Lucy, but never pretend you're not yourself. When
you pretend, your actions will always be for someone else's benefit, and change
will never come."






Chapter 95 – Sam


 


I sit in the backseat of a car, strapped in tight, and
play with my Transformer. It's me, but it's not. The body I wear belongs to the
Seeker. Steele sits at the steering wheel, hands clenched tight as he drives.


The boy I embody clutches his—my—blankie close, tears in my
eyes. "Daddy, where are we going?"


"To our new home, Son."


"Isn't Mommy coming?" Sadness fills me.


"No."


"Why not? She didn't do anything, Daddy. Is this
about the broken vase? I'm the one who did that, not Mommy. Don't blame
her."


"No, it's not that. Your mother betrayed me.
Betrayed us both."


"How?" I'm confused.


"She had another child, another son." I feel
Steele's rage.


"I don't understand, Daddy."


"She had another baby with another man. She loved
them more than us."


Stunned, my eyes leak, I—the young Seeker—cry and cry,
inconsolable.


"Don't worry, Son. I swear one day I'll get her
back."


***


I woke with a start, again unnerved by the Seeker's
memories. Steele had been talking about the Seeker's mother... and Drake's
mother. He said he'd get her back. Did he find her and kill her? The Seeker had
told us that his father killed his mother for betraying him.


And now he wanted Ana. Would he kill her too, after he'd
gotten what he wanted? Both Drake and the Seeker had grown up without their
mother. Of course, I had too, but then I didn't have a mother at all, only a
test tube. That thought made me sick to my stomach, as if I were missing a
vital cord to humanity.


Now a mother myself, and I had to protect my baby.


My anger once again flared at having to wait to start the
mental interrogations of the mansion's residents, but I had no choice. I tried
to sleep, but the green glow of the clock kept me awake.


Finally, morning arrived, and I could begin. Bernard had
offered to call everyone into the gym, so I could scan them all at once, but
that wouldn't have worked for me. A large group of people in close proximity
produced a lot of white noise. Better to hunt them down one by one, when they
were less likely to be on guard, which would help me to access what I needed.


Besides, I already knew who was guilty: Mary. I clutched the
list of names that Bernard had given me, and went off in search of the bitch
who'd made my life hell since that first day of kindergarten, when she dipped
my pigtails in green paint and ruined my new dress. She'd denied any
involvement last night, but I hadn't scanned her. Now was my chance to prove
that she'd taken my daughter, and to find out why and where.


Halfway down the hall, it occurred to me that I had no idea
where Mary was staying. She'd arrived during the delivery, and I hadn't seen
her since that day she came to my room and held Ana.


Norm darted around the corner, and I flagged him down.
"Hey!"


He stopped, shuffled his feet and avoided eye contact.
"Hey, Sam, you doing the mind scanning now?"


"Yeah, starting with Mary. Do you know where I can find
her?"


"Um, not really. She keeps to herself mostly. Pretty
quiet, these days."


"That's a change. Okay, thanks. Where are you
heading?"


He perked up. "The new gym. They finally finished it,
and it's awesome. It's indoors and attached to the mansion. I'm playing
basketball with some of the guys."


"That's cool."


My thoughts stuck on what he'd said about Mary. Back at
Rent-A-Kid, she'd roamed the halls looking for prey, and cementing her place as
Queen Bee. One time, I'd sat in her seat in the cafeteria by mistake, and she
showed up with her posse and bullied me out of it. I didn't do a great job
standing up for myself back then, so I'd fled like a scared mouse.


What change had caused Mary to go into hiding, rather than
re-establish herself as Her Royal Bitchiness?


Norm cleared his throat nervously. "Um, so, can I go
now?"


"Oh, yeah, sure. Have fun and good luck."


He hurried off, flying instead of walking, and I continued
down the hall to the cafeteria. Darren sat alone in the corner, which wasn't
unusual. He spent most of his time alone, especially since Kyle died. Well,
since Mr. Black had shot him for dueling with another student.


I hadn't seen his death myself, but I couldn't imagine the
horror of watching my best friend get shot in the head. I'd been so
self-absorbed lately, that I'd never even asked him about it, but that would
have to wait for another time. I avoided Darren, and instead headed toward
Robyn, who was still eating.


Robyn looked up from her plate as I sat beside her. Her mind
buzzed with the same nervous energy as her boyfriend Norm. "Hey, Sam, have
you eaten?"


"Yes, Susie brought me something before I could even
escape my room. She rightly assumed I would skip breakfast if given a chance.
Hey, do you know where Mary's room is? I need to talk to her about Ana."


Robyn sighed and looked relieved. "Yeah, I helped her
settle in when she first got back, though I wouldn't go out of my way to help
her again."


"Why not?"


"She borrowed a blanket for that first night and still
hasn't returned it."


"Sounds like her. Why not just go get it back."


Robyn shrugged. "I don't know. I just don't want to
make a big deal out of it, you know?"


I nodded, totally understanding. I used to feel the same
way, willing to do anything to avoid confrontation with Mary, scared of what
she would do in retaliation. But her bullying had to stop. "Clearly it's
bothering you. You should tell her you need it back."


"Yeah, maybe later." Which meant never.


Well, I couldn't push her if she wasn't ready.


Robyn finished eating, still looking nervous and tapping her
foot excessively.


I was about to ask her what she was so scared about when a
rush of hateful thoughts hijacked my mind. I ran into the hallway, with other
students on my heels, and found the former school jock, Curtis, pounding Greg
in the face. Curtis and his friends laughed and made jokes, calling Greg
"fag" and "homo" and other vile names.


Intent on stopping it, I stepped forward, but Gary pushed
past me, yelling like a wild banshee.


Before he even got close enough to hit the guy, Gary used
his control over metal to swing open the lockers and bash Curtis in the face.
Then he pounced and started punching and hitting Curtis relentlessly.
"Don't you ever touch him again. Ever!" he screamed, bloodying
Curtis's nose.


The scene brought back another image: Drake had beaten a man
to a bloody pulp with his bare hands. The fact that he'd been capable of so
much violence had scared the crap out of me for a long time, and I couldn't let
Gary become that.


"Gary, that's enough." Other hands, Greg's hands,
broke through and helped me pull the guys apart. Curtis lay on the ground,
groaning. I had half a mind to kick him in the groin myself, but enough was
enough. "Someone get Susie."


Gary brushed me aside and focused on Greg. "Are you
okay?"


He gently examined the cut over Greg's eye, but Greg pulled
his hands away. "I'm fine. It's just a scratch."


Susie charged down the hall and sent a wave of calm across
the students. "What happened here?"


Gary glared at Curtis and pointed his finger. "That
asshole and his friends beat Greg and called him a bunch of homophobic
names."


Susie looked at Greg. "Is this true?"


He just nodded, his eyes sad.


Susie pointed to two kids. "You two, help Curtis to the
clinic. Greg, you should come too, so I can take a look at your eye."


Curtis and his friends left, and Gary and Greg moved to
follow, but Susie stopped them. "Not now, Gary. Cool down first. You can
come by later for some bandages for your hands."


The crowd dispersed reluctantly, and Gary hugged Greg.
"I told you... we shouldn't stay here. It's the same old thing." His
thoughts careened as he walked away. 'Thought this place would be better.
Just want to live somewhere without judgment of any kind. Want to leave but
Greg doesn't want to. Can't leave him.'


I hoped he wouldn't let that anger eat too deeply into him.
That wouldn't end well for anyone.


Soon, only Robyn and I remained in the hallway. "Thanks
for waiting," I said. "Now, where's Mary's room?"


***


An hour later, and I had to admit Mary didn't do it. It was
a painful admission, since I'd pinned all my hate—and hopes—on her, but aside
from a few cloudy spots from when the Seeker controlled her mind, and the part
where Drake had almost killed her, she had nothing to hide. Given what she'd
been through, I almost felt bad for her, especially since some of it had kind
of been my fault. Her terror at waking up in the IPI treatment facility, scared
and alone, had particularly chilled me.


Mary sat on her bed, arms crossed. "You
satisfied?"


I nodded and stood to stretch. Her room surprised me, too
tiny for a roommate, and nearly monastic in its plainness. A red blanket
hanging from the bed provided the only dash of color—and that probably belonged
to Robyn.


I was about to leave, but paused. "I'm sorry for slapping
you." The words almost stuck on my tongue.


She shrugged. "No big deal. I would have slapped
myself. I deserved it."


No argument there. She'd been a mega-bitch to everyone since
forever. But seeing her now, alone in the dark, so self-conscious about the
scars she carried from the fire, I pitied her. "Are you okay?"


"I'm fine." She scooted back on her bed and put a
pillow on her lap. "Things are really different now."


"That's true. I sometimes wonder if it was easier at
Rent-A-Kid. Life had been simpler, before we knew the truth." Mary's
bullying notwithstanding, I'd enjoyed my life there, before Drake and the baby
and all of this.


"We can't go back to ignorance, and I'm not sure we'd
really want to. But knowledge carries its own burdens." She looked up at
me as if waking from a trance. "Good luck, Sam. I really do hope you find
who took her. She's a sweet baby."


The vivid memory of Ana, rather than the idea of finding
her, sent me into a spiral of hurt. I missed her so much I couldn't stand it.
The knowledge that, if I broke down and gave into the pain Ana would pay with
her life, kept me moving forward.


Anger boiled in me. Mary had been my prime suspect. If not
her, then who? No one else at Rent-A-Kid had it in for me—that I knew of. Was
it Norm or Robyn? They'd acted weird, but I couldn't imagine my friends
betraying me like that. I decided not to scan them until I'd checked the rest
of the school. Hopefully, I'd figure out what happened before I even got to
them.


After checking off Mary's name, I scanned the list and
started from the top.


Five hours later, only a handful of people remained, all of
whom were close to me. Nobody else had hidden anything of relevance. One guy
had smoked pot the week before, and a girl had made out with her boyfriend when
she was supposed to be in Algebra, but that hardly qualified as suspicious
activity for a group of teenagers, paranormal or not.


Bernard, Father Patrick and Susie had insisted that I scan
them, and while they all had very interesting pasts, they knew nothing about
Ana and felt horrible about her kidnapping.


I stopped and stared at my list. Which friend's mind would I
violate first? As I weighed my options, Susie put her arm around my shoulders.
Her calm spread through me in waves, but even she couldn't touch the cold fear
at the center of my being.


"How are you holding up, Sam?"


I slumped into her shoulders. "Honestly, I'm a wreck.
Drake promised he'd be here, but he's not. No one knows anything about Ana, so
now I have to probe my friends. And when Drake does get here, I'm not sure
it'll make a difference. We had a lot of problems to work out anyway, and his
leaving didn't help. His ability to control minds has always made me
uncomfortable, and even after learning it myself, I hardly ever use it. In
fact, I haven't used it at all since Ana was born. He has no trouble taking
over other people, though, or beating them to death, and I just don't know if I
can trust him. At this point, I don't know if I can trust anyone."


Susie pulled me closer. "You can't let your mistrust of
one individual destroy your trust in all of mankind. Who should be believed?
Who should be ignored? It's a test, a personnel dilemma. Some may pass your
test, and some may fail, but they will do so individually."


I understood that, but still had to ask, "And if one
has already failed?"


Her compassionate smile made the world seem a kinder place.
"Everyone deserves a second chance to make things right."


"I'm not sure I can let him. I'm not sure he can make
things right, no matter what he does."


"You must have faith, my child. Without faith, there is
no trust. No one is beyond redemption."


***


Brad and Desirai sat in an empty classroom, heads bent over
a computer.


"Hey guys, what are you working on?" I hated to
interrupt them, but best to get the interview out of the way. My list of people
had become distressingly short, adding to the desperate fear I'd felt since Ana
disappeared. Only force of will allowed me to put on a neutral face and try to
interact like a normal human being.


Brad rose and hugged me. "Are you okay? Any luck?"


I shook my head. "Sorry, but you guys are next. No one
else has known anything so far. It's not that I think you would hurt
Ana...."


Desirai came up behind Brad and hugged me as well.
"Nonsense. You need to do this. We understand. Don't worry about it,
Sam."


Yes, this needed to be done, but what would happen later,
when everyone realized I'd seen into their most private thoughts and secrets?
No one liked being around someone who could do that. It had been hard enough
before, when everyone could pretend to forget about my abilities, but they
couldn't pretend anymore. Would I have any friends left when this was over?


A scan of Desirai's and Brad's minds revealed what I'd
expected. They didn't do it, they didn't know anything about who did, and they
were happy and in love. Also, their short story idea was pretty awesome, and I
told them so.


Brad smiled. "Thanks! But, um, sorry we couldn't be
more help."


Ha! Now people were apologizing for not being the bad
guy. This seriously sucks.


I wanted to duck out of there and continue my search, but I
was also a friend and needed to act like one. Even though the scan had already
revealed the answer, I asked, "What have you been up to, Brad. Anything
exciting?"


He grabbed Desirai's hand, and a twinge of jealousy shot
through me, but I kept my fake smile plastered onto my face. "Well, yeah,
actually. I've been thinking of interviewing paranormals, like for television
and radio, putting a spin on what we can do, getting it out into the world so you
guys don't have to hide anymore."


"I think that's a great idea. If anyone can do us
justice, it's you."


"Thanks, but I'm not sure about it yet. The world may
not be ready to know about you guys, and I don't want to put any of my friends
in harm's way by outing you. I'm talking to Father Patrick and Bernard about
it, and we'll be talking to some of the other people with para-powers to see if
it's the best idea. When you've found Ana, and this is over, I'd love to talk
to you about it too."


"Sure. Let's talk later. Have fun writing your
story."


Next, I went in search of Greg and Gary, who were playing
chess in the rec room. "Hi, Greg, how's the cheek? I'm so sorry about what
happened earlier."


He shrugged. "I'm fine. Douchebags will be douchebags,
no matter where you are."


Judging by Gary's frown, he didn't have such a nonchalant
attitude about it.


"If it's any consolation, Bernard had a serious talk
with Curtis. He won't do it again."


Greg snickered. "Yeah, we'll see. Don't worry about me,
Sam. It looks bad, but really, I'm fine. I just have some big decisions to
make."


I nodded and wondered if one of those decisions involved
leaving. Where would they even go? The world didn't know about paranormals yet,
and from what I'd seen in the news, gay relationships weren't exactly embraced
by the mainstream public either. The real world would target them on two
fronts. But, it was their decision, not mine. Greg's power to mentally hack
into and take control of electronics wouldn’t raise as many eyebrows as his
partner's power over metal. They could probably hide their abilities, but how
long could they hide so many parts of themselves for the sake of fitting in?
Would they even want to?


They consented easily enough while I scanned their minds. No
information about Ana, but, as suspected, they were considering leaving. How
hard it must have been for them to be judged for their love. People were so
stupid sometimes. What did it matter whom a person loved, as long as it didn't
hurt anyone else in the process?


Two more checks on my list, and then I went in search of
Norm and Robyn. This interview made me the most nervous, as they clearly had
something to hide, and part of me dreaded learning any more secrets about my
friends.


They cuddled on the couch in the media room, watching a
comedy. Made sense; Norm had always been a funny guy, quiet until you got him
on stage, but then he could make anyone laugh. He'd been a favorite in our
talent shows at Rent-A-Kid.


But today neither laughed at the shtick on television. God,
it couldn't be them, could it? That just doesn't make sense. "Um,
guys, it's time. I need to scan you."


Robyn looked at Norm, and he nodded. "Before you begin,
there's something we want to tell you."


My skin turned cold and clammy. This was it. Were they about
to tell me what happened to my daughter? Oh God. I clutched the list of
names in my hand so hard it tore.


Robyn burst into tears. "We're pregnant!"


My shoulders slumped and my body released all the tension it
had been carrying. Relief and disappointment battled for control of my heart.
On the one hand, I was glad my friends hadn't betrayed me. On the other, if
they'd known something, I might be closer to getting my daughter back. Damnit!
I'm getting nowhere.


Robyn bit her lip and had a hard time looking me in the eye.
Of course, she'd just revealed something huge.


"Wow." I hesitated. "Sorry, it's just a lot
to take in. How long have you known?"


Norm took Robyn's hand. "About a week. We didn't plan
it. We were careful and everything. It just—"


Happened. Oh, the irony. I'd never even had sex and
gotten pregnant. Rent-A-Kid students had gotten knocked up before, but then
they'd disappeared. We were told they'd withdrawn from the program for their
own safety and the safety of their babies. I now suspected Rent-A-Kid just
considered them breeding bonuses.


"What are you going to do?"


"We don't know yet," Norm said. "You're the
first person we've told."


Which explained the serious case of nerves they'd sported
all day. They knew I'd find out when I probed their minds. "You might want
to tell Father Patrick. He could help you figure things out."


Norm nodded, but Robyn continued biting her lip, even as she
spoke. "I'm just so scared. What are people going to think?"


Didn't that very question worry me, but for different reasons?
"Honestly, people are going to think whatever they think. You can't
control it. Just do what's best for you guys, and the baby."


"I'm sorry," Robyn said. "I should have told
you earlier. I hated acting all secret-ish around you."


I patted her hand. "Don't be. I understand. It's a
difficult thing."


Norm nodded. "Yeah, I'm not even sure if I can be a
father."


Becoming a parent had also scared me. Still did, but
the bond I felt with my daughter trumped any of those insecurities. "If
you decide to have this baby and raise it, your love for him or her will take
over. It's not easy and I'm certainly no expert, obviously." Since I
lost my baby shortly after giving birth. "But the parenting instinct
does kick in. The rest you learn as you go, from trial and error, from those
who know more than you, from books."


They settled back into the couch, their tension dissipating.
Norm smiled. "I think we're ready for the scan now."


The scan revealed the same gaps as everyone else, and
nothing relevant to finding Ana.


I stood to leave. "You can always talk to me, guys. I'm
here for you."


***


The last name on my list was the person I wanted to scan
least: Darren. He obviously hadn't taken the baby because he was with me when
she disappeared, but he might know something, and no one else remained.


After asking around, I found him sitting on the porch,
watching the rain and using his telekinetic powers to float a handful of leaves
around in the air.


He scooted over to give me room to sit with him. "I
didn't think you'd scan me, since we were together when it happened."


"I know, but I can't leave any stone unturned. Are you
mad?"


He shrugged but didn't look at me. "Maybe I should be
offended. After all, how could I have had anything to do with this? But, nah,
I'm not. I get it."


Unbidden, his thoughts started flowing into me. Snippets of
memories, bits of conversation, an idea he'd been contemplating.


"You should do it," I said.


"Do what?"


"Sorry, I heard what you were thinking about. You
should start the club. People need to share their feelings and talk about
what's going on, and you can make it a bully-free zone for anyone who wants to
be there. It's a great idea. How come you haven't told anyone about it?"


"I just wasn't sure if it mattered, really. I'm not
going to run the club, though. I don't want to be in charge of people."


His fear of leadership would be his downfall. Darren had a
lot to offer, but he needed to speak up more. "I can relate to that. I'm
the same way, but sometimes we have to step out of our comfort zones to really
make a difference. You could be a great leader if you let yourself."


"Hmm... maybe." He didn't look convinced.


"It's true. You have good ideas, Darren. Don't be
afraid to speak your mind. If you don't, who else will? I bet Greg and Gary
would really love your club, and others would as well. Everyone feels
disconnected and lonely, but something like this club could bring people
together in a powerful way."


He smiled and nodded, but his thoughts saddened me. 'Says
I should speak up, but tried that. Told her my feelings, and she rejected me.
No point.'


He'd always been so sweet to me; I wished it could've gone
differently between us. Maybe if he'd spoken up sooner—before Drake and the
baby—but now it was too late. Even if I never trusted Drake again, I doubted I
could ever love someone else.


I dug deeper into his mind and saw the place where his grief
lived, where he mourned the loss of his best friend. He'd never expressed the
depth of his pain—not to me, not to anyone. "I'm sorry about Kyle. I
didn't know him well, but he seemed like a great friend."


"He was. He always made me laugh." His voice
thickened. "I get it, you know? What it's like for you with Drake gone.
It's almost the same for me, in a way."


True. We'd both lost someone close to us. But Drake was
still alive, and we had a baby together. I thought about Susie's words. Maybe I
could find a way to forgive him, to let him redeem himself. He hadn't died like
Kyle. We could still make things right.


"I miss him so much," I admitted. "I never
thought he'd leave. I thought we'd raise our baby together. And Ana, I have no
idea who took her. No one remembers. What do I do now?"


Darren put his arm around me, and I didn't pull away.
"It'll be okay. You have people here who care for you."


Maybe. No one cared about Ana the way I did, except
maybe Drake. He should have been the one holding me, the one I shared my heart
with.


But he still hadn't shown up. So where did that leave me?


***


Out of leads and out of time, I searched my phone for Agent
Morrison's number. Luke and Lucy would be with him, and maybe they had
information that could help. The call went straight to voicemail, and I left an
urgent message begging him to get back to me immediately. I then called Agent
Simmons.


She answered on the third ring. "Agent Simmons
here."


"Hi, this is Sam. Sam Smith. We met the night of the
Rent-A-Kid escape."


"Sam. The mind reader, right?"


"Yes. I'm calling to see if you've heard from Luke or
Lucy. My baby's been kidnapped, and I need to know where Steele is keeping all
the young kids and what the status is on the mission."


Her silence stretched out, punctuated only by her irregular
breathing. She spoke, her voice hesitant. "Sam, I'm sorry to tell you, but
there was an accident. Their plane went down on an island in the Pacific. They
survived the crash, but in the course of rescue operations, we lost them again.
We're not sure if they're still alive."


I nearly dropped the phone. This couldn't be happening.
First my baby, now my best friends? "I want in on the mission. Tell me
where to meet you."


"It's not that simple, Sam. We'd have to train you,
teach you the protocols. Luke and Lucy prepared for this. We can't bring a
civilian in at the last minute. It's a danger to both you and my team."


"Just tell me where the base is, then. Where are they
keeping the kids? He had to have taken Ana there."


"No doubt you're right, but I can't release that
information to you. I'm sorry. I'll call you if we hear more."


"But—"


She hung up on me.


I seethed and ground my teeth in anger, resolving to connect
to Ana and Tommy and all of those other kids. I would make my powers work. I
would find them, and I would rescue them, with or without IPI.






Chapter 96 – Lucy


 


The day dawned bright and cheerful for Lucy, who felt
well-rested and optimistic for the first time in a long time. She pulled the
braid out of her hair, brushed it out as best she could, and re-braided it down
her back. Short hair wouldn't have been so difficult, but she wasn't about to
hack off her hair out here. She'd wait until they got home, and she could go to
a real stylist.


After grooming, she walked to their campfire and found
Hunter lost in thought. "Good morning."


He grinned and winked. "Good morning, Lucy."


Luke popped from behind a bush, wrapped his arms around her
and swung her around. "Happy birthday, Sis!"


She laughed at his antics, then frowned. "What? It
can't be."


He gave one last rib-cracking squeeze, then let go and
counted on his hands like a grade-schooler. "Yep. It's the first, second, third,
fourth day of June. We are now, officially, adults."


Lucy stood, stunned. How had she lost track of that much
time? "No way."


"Way. At least, if my phone's correct. I keep checking
it from time to time to see if there's a signal." He pulled it out and
showed her the date: June 4.


The days had blurred by, even before they left for this
assignment. Between setting up the new school, nursing the injured back to
health and coordinating with IPI to initiate this mission—which had taken
forever—she'd long ago forgotten about her birthday. And of course, some time
had gone missing here in the valley, like when the lizard nearly killed her,
and she'd passed out for days.


"Guess you're right, Bro. Happy birthday."


Lucy squeezed her twin tight, and he whispered in her ear.
"I'm sorry for last night. I was a jackass. Forgive me?"


She would have forgiven him for anything, just to have happy
Luke back. "Of course. Love you, Bro."


"Love you too, Sis."


She pulled back and sized him up. Did he look older?
Did she? "So, what should we do?"


Luke bowed deeply and flourished his hands. "Well,
because you're my sister, and I love you, and because I've been a bit of a
screw-up lately, I made breakfast for everyone."


"Oh, cool!"


Luke walked toward Mr. K's alcove, and Lucy followed.
Hunter's hand slipped to the small of her back, and he turned her body toward
his. "Happy birthday, Lucy." He gave her a simple, sweet kiss that
held the kernel of passion she'd felt last night. Then he held her hand as Mr.
K's branches parted for them to reveal a beautiful breakfast.


On a flat rock, Luke had arranged a smorgasbord of
tantalizing treats. Using giant leaves as platters, he had piled up mounds of
colorful berries and fruits, freshly cooked meat and coconuts for drinks. They
sat around the rock.


Mr. K swayed, as if to music only he could hear. "I
heard someone's getting old. Happy Birthday, Luke and Lucy."


"Thank you," they said in unison.


Hunter stared at the food, and his stomach growled loudly.
"Thanks, Luke, and Happy Birthday, you two. You know, I'd like to make a
toast." He lifted a coconut. "To Luke and Lucy. I'm so glad I met you
guys, even if it was in a dirty smelly jungle full of blood-sucking bugs.
You've been great friends, and though I haven't known you long, I've seen the bond
you two possess. It's honest, painful at times, but so worth it. And I
appreciate that you've let me into your tight circle. Thank you. Truly, thank
you. As vicious mosquitoes suck the blood out of you, may you have a wonderful
future."


Mr. K hit some of his branches against the ground, clapping.
Luke joined in too.


Hunter sat back down. "Okay, okay, everyone, just drink
up and forget how I embarrassed myself just now."


Everyone laughed and dug into their food. Lucy bit into the
meat and sighed. "Bro, this food is to die for. Seriously. So good!"


"Thanks, Luce. Do you want to know where I got the
meat?"


Both Lucy and Hunter shook their heads. "No!"


Luke rolled his eyes. "You guys are wusses. Don't
worry, it's not moth."


"Okay, I'll bite," said Hunter. "What is
it?"


Luke grinned. "I found a pigeon, or it kind of looked
like a pigeon—a bird, anyway. I used a handmade slingshot to bring it down,
then cooked it over the fire."


Hunter shoved another piece into his mouth, and Lucy picked
up a bite and sniffed it. "I just hope it's not mutated and causing some
crazy reaction in our system right now."


Mr. K's branches shook. "I think you're safe. Enjoy
your birthday meal."


Lucy looked at Hunter, then Luke, as they started talking
about bugs and reptiles. She smiled and popped a berry into her mouth. It was
so good to see them getting along. She just hoped it was sincere and not an act
to make her feel better on her birthday.


The three of them finished up the food and leaned back, full
and happy. Luke clapped his hands once to get everyone's attention. "Lucy,
we have to do our song."


Oh, crap. She glanced at Hunter then shook her head.
"No. Not now."


Luke pouted. "Yes now. We have to. It's
tradition."


Hunter nudged her shoulder. "I want to hear it."


Mr. K swatted her head with a branch. "So do I."


"See? It's three against one." Luke made his puppy
dog eyes. "Please, Luce? For me?"


She shrugged in defeat. "Fine."


"Yes!" Luke pumped the air like he'd won something
big. "Okay, ready? One, two, three."


Lucy cleared her throat and sang "La, la, la, la,
la," in counterpoint as Luke started in on the melody. "Happy
Birthday to you. Happy Birthday to you. Happy Birthday, dear Lucy. Happy
Birthday to you." His rich tenor voice spilled into the valley, carried on
the wind like a sigh. When Luke finished his part, he sang counterpoint while
Lucy did the "Happy Birthday, dear Luke" part. She sang contralto,
and their voices wove together like a musical tapestry. She sang pretty well,
but Luke had the real gift.


They sang the last "Happy Birthday" in two-part
harmony. When they finished, everyone sat still, mesmerized.


Hunter broke the silence by clapping, a look of awe on his
face. "Wow. If Bon Jovi ever did a Happy Birthday cover, that'd be
it. Scratch that, they'd do a cover of your song, and it wouldn't be
half as good."


Luke bowed. "Thank you." He punched Lucy lightly.
"See? I told you we should have started a band."


"Was that before or after we started going on
assignments?" asked Lucy in a sarcastic but playful manner.


Mr. K clapped with his branches. "Impressive! Luke, now
I see why you kept taking those music courses instead of art. You've actually
got some talent, young man."


"Thanks, Mr. K, I appreciate it. Now, who wants to have
some fun?"


Hunter and Lucy raised their hands. Mr. K raised a limb.


Luke rubbed his hands together and grinned devilishly.
"Perfect. Mr. K, would you please?"


"Certainly."


Mr. K's branches moved away, revealing the lake. As Luke
started undressing, leaving only his boxer shorts on, one of the branches came
down in front of him.


"What are you doing?" asked Lucy.


"Just watch. Mr. K and I worked this out late last
night." The branch moved itself into Luke's hands. He grabbed it and held
on tight.


Mr. K gave it a tug. "Ready?"


Luke nodded. "Ready."


"Here we go." Mr. K yanked on the branch and swung
it out over the lake. He spun it back and forth, and circled it around, pulling
Luke through the air like Tarzan. Luke let go with a loud "Yahoo!"
and did a cannon ball into the water.


He surfaced a few moments later, laughing. "Woo! That
was awesome. Who's next?"


Lucy jumped up. "Me! I'm going."


Hunter grabbed her by her waste and pulled her toward him.
"No way. I am." They laughed and wrestled their way to the tree, but
Lucy got to the branch first. She looked down at her clothes and wondered how
much she should take off. She shrugged and pulled off her pants.


Luke splashed her. "Lucy, keep your clothes on!"


"You're a hypocrite. I'm not going in there with all my
clothes. Besides, how is this any different than a bikini? Huh?" She
kicked her pants to the side, deliberately avoiding Hunter's gaze, and left her
tank top on. She grabbed the vine, and Mr. K tossed her into the lake.


Hunter undressed to his boxers and followed.


They spent the rest of the morning diving, splashing and
swimming in the lake, and taking turns on Mr. K's branches. In the early
afternoon, Lucy crawled out of the water while Hunter and Luke wrestled and
tried to drown each other.


She relaxed on a rock, letting the sun warm her body. A
sound behind her caught her attention. She gasped. The giant beetle that had
chased them into the valley stood there, its green shell glittering in the sun.
Lucy stayed calm, taking slow, deep breaths and using her meditation techniques
to suppress her panic. The bug looked at her, and they held each other's stare.


Does it remember me? She held her breath, waiting for
it to stampede her, but it never came. The beetle broke eye contact and walked
away.


Her shoulders slumped in relief, and a while later the boys
emerged from the lake to dry off. They thanked Mr. K and walked back to their
campfire. Lucy tried very hard not to stare at Hunter's six-pack abs and ripped
body. He wasn't huge and bulky, like a professional weight lifter. His muscles
were all lean and defined, and oh-so-sexy. She caught him checking her out a
few times too, and she tried to hide her blush.


After they'd dried out by the fire, Hunter opened his pack
to get a change of clothes.


Luke gestured to the sword sticking out of the pack's main
pocket. "So how'd you get that sword?"


Hunter froze, and Lucy wondered what kind of misdirecting
excuse he'd give them this time.


Instead, Hunter pulled out the sword and stared at it.
"I inherited it from my father."


Lucy hadn't been expecting a truthful answer. So is
the sword some IPI tech? "Was your father an agent?"


He shook his head. "No, I think he helped them out
sometimes though, like a consultant. He knew a lot about paranormals, and spent
considerable time researching what he didn't know. Honestly, he didn't open up
much about this stuff. Didn't want to get me involved, I guess."


"But you got involved anyway?" Obviously.


"I wanted to help people. IPI gave me a chance. Agent
Simmons recruited me, trained me, sent me out into the field."


Luke studied the sword in Hunter's hand. "What happened
to your father?"


Lucy wanted to know too, but she didn't want to push him too
hard.


Hunter didn't speak for several moments. "He's gone. A
serial killer stabbed him."


Tears sprang into Lucy's eyes. "Oh, my God, I'm so sorry."
She reached over and placed her hand on his, wanting to hug him and comfort
him, but the timing wasn't right.


Hunter squeezed her hand and continued. "I inherited my
father's stuff, after.... Most of it is locked up in storage somewhere, but I
kept this sword."


Even Luke looked sympathetic. "Sorry, bro, I didn't
know."


"It's fine. It happened a long time ago." He
passed the sword to Luke. "Want to check it out?"


Luke's eyes lit up and he took the sword. "I thought it
was bigger."


Hunter and Lucy both laughed, and Luke raised an eyebrow.
"Am I missing something here?"


Lucy showed her brother how to make it bigger.
"Cool!" He stood and did some mock sword play with it.


They enjoyed the rest of the afternoon, and as the sun set,
Luke brought out one more birthday treat: a bottle of Rum. He took a swig and
offered it to Lucy.


She started to shake her head, then paused. What the
hell! She grabbed the bottle and took a swallow, then passed it to Hunter.


Luke enjoyed the bulk of the bottle, and as the fire started
to die out, so did Luke. He switched his phone on briefly for the time.
"Birthday's over, Luce. But it was fun, right?"


A false confidence overlaid the desperate plea she could
hear in his voice. He seemed so vulnerable in that moment.


"It was the best birthday ever, Bro. You did an awesome
job." She helped him stand and walked him to his sleeping pad, where he
collapsed, a silly grin on his face.


"I love you, Luke. Thanks for making this day so
perfect."


He reached for her as she stood to leave. "Luce, you're
my best friend, you know that? I'm sorry I made you handle so much alone since
we got here. I promise I'll do better."


She kissed his head. "It's okay. We always have each
other's back."


Hunter stood by the fire, the flames giving him a very wild
look.


Lucy's heart lurched as she approached, and something lower
burned in her.


He reached for her hand. "Now that your brother's
asleep, I have a surprise for you."


"A surprise?"


"Yes. You and I are going on a date."


"A real date? Where are we going, to the other side of
the fire pit?"


He tweaked her nose. "Funny." He pulled her away
from the fire. "Follow me."


They neared Mr. K's tree, and his branches moved aside to
reveal a fairly large raft.


Hunter bowed. "Lady, your chariot awaits."


"Wow, Hunter, this is impressive." She walked up
to examine it. "When did you make this?"


"During my lonely late nights. Your birthday needed
something special."


"No. You couldn't have known about my birthday."


"Luke knew. The tree read his mind, and then told
me."


Some more branches moved aside, revealing Mr. K in the back.
His voice rumbled out to them. "You're welcome."


Lucy grinned from ear to ear. She'd never been on a real
date before, and this one was extra special. How many girls had their first
date on a handmade raft in a magical valley with a super-hot secret agent?


"After you, m'lady." Hunter helped Lucy onto the
raft and then joined her. It tilted a few times, but steadied itself as he
paddled them off the bank and into the water.


The warm evening air pulsed with the scent of honey and
roses. Fireflies filled the sky with their bright twinkling and lit the
couple's way as they floated on the cool water strewn with flowers. The
crescent moon completed the picture, and Lucy wished this moment could last
forever. She dipped her hand in the water, and something glowed along the trail
left by her fingers. The beauty and magic of the valley made it easy to forget
the evil that had facilitated its creation. They floated along, and nothing
else existed but her and Hunter and the magnificence around them.


He cupped her face and kissed her deeply, and the pressure
of his lips and feel of his hands sent her heart fluttering like a hummingbird.
He pulled away and reached for his backpack. "I have something else for
you."


"You've already given me so much. What more could you
have?"


He pulled out a wreath of star flowers. At night, they
glittered as though sprinkled with pixie dust. She bent her head so he could
place it on the crown of her head.


"Thank you. This is beautiful."


"And now for your real present."


She looked around and laughed. "Isn't all this real?
Although I could almost believe I'm dreaming all of it."


"Nope. You deserve so much more than a raft and a few
flowers. But since you'll have to wait until we complete our mission and get
back to civilization to get a proper gift, I have one more thing for you."


"Okay, what's that?"


"Answers. For tonight only, I'll answer any question
you have for me as honestly as I can. Unless the answer would break any
confidentiality agreements I'm bound by."


Wow! She never expected this. "Fair
enough." She thought about it. Before, a dozen questions would have leaped
from her tongue, but the power of the night had done strange things to her.
"Okay, first question. What is the exact nature of your para-powers?"


"That one's easy. I'm extra agile and extra strong.
Basically, most of my senses and abilities are heightened."


"Oh! Show me!"


Hunter shook his head. "Nope. You've seen enough, I
think."


Without warning, Lucy giggled and pushed against him, trying
to knock him into the water. His eyes widened, but at the last second, he
jumped over her and landed lightly on the other side of the raft, balancing
shakily. Lucy tipped to the side, leaning out over the lake, but Hunter grabbed
her and pulled her close.


"Did you have any more questions?"


Deep in her mind, Lucy knew she did, but she couldn't think
of them at the moment. He kissed her, and his hand ran up her back and into her
braid. The kiss lasted longer than any kiss she'd had before.


Finally, she pulled back, out of his embrace, afraid that
she'd lose this chance to get to know him better. She rapid-fired questions at
him, on the alert for any lies. His favorite movie: Shutter Island. His
favorite food: seafood, particularly lobster. His favorite book: Forgive Me,
Alex by Lane Diamond—with the added, "I can't wait for the
sequel!" His favorite date spot: this lake.


Awwww. Much of it was trivia, but she started piecing
together his life from these shared bits of information.


"Not many people know this, but I was actually adopted.
The man I call my father found me when I was an infant and took me in. My
parents had abandoned me. My adoptive father raised me as his own, and when he
was killed, something died in me, too. It's why I joined IPI, to find his
killer." Hunter kept his eyes on the moon as he spoke, but then turned to
look at Lucy. "I've never shared this with anyone else."


Her mind clicked. "The serial killer who killed your
father.... He was a paranormal?"


Hunter nodded, but didn't speak.


She squeezed his hand and rested her head on his shoulder.
"Did you ever find him?"


"Not yet, but I will someday."


The mood grew somber as they drifted toward a grassy shore.
He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. "Want to get off and
stretch?"


"Sure."


Vines grew thick around them, creating a secret paradise.


They held hands as they walked into a grassy knoll, and then
lay down to stare at the moon and the stars filling the night sky. Hunter
rolled to his side and propped his head up with his hand. "What are you
thinking about?"


"Just wondering what life will be like when we get out
of this mess. Are you with me because I'm literally the only woman
around?"


He kissed her. "Lucy, even if hundreds of naked women
were walking around this place, I'd only have eyes for you. Granted, our
circumstances probably brought us together faster than had we met in our real
lives, but that doesn't make what we have any less real. And when we go back,
we'll find a way to be together, if that's what you want."


She tried to imagine life with Hunter. Would she stay at the
mansion in Washington, or go to Washington, D.C. with him? What would she do
with her life? Where would she live? So many questions to sort through, but
looking into his green eyes she knew that she wanted to be with him, no matter
what.


"So, does this mean...?"


"It means I've fallen in love with you, Lucy. As crazy
as that sounds, it's true. And if you'll have me, I want to see where this
leads."


Her heart swelled with warmth. She'd never felt this way
before, never known this kind of love before. That empty place inside her
filled with something new, and a tear trickled out of her eye. "I love you
too, Hunter."


When they kissed again, it had a new edge to it, something
deeper and more meaningful. The walls around their feelings had crumbled under
the declaration of love, and they willingly laid themselves bare to each other.


Hunter's hand moved under her shirt, and she welcomed the
advance. She wanted to give herself entirely to him, wanted to know what it
felt like to make love to someone for the first time. Curiosity had driven her
previous sexual experiences, more so than passion or desire. With Hunter, the
passion and desire took over, making her body a slave to his.


He paused long enough to look her in the eyes. "Are you
sure?"


She nodded. "I want to be with you, Hunter. I need
you."


They lost themselves in each other's embrace. Skin on skin,
flesh on flesh, they became one.






Chapter 97 – Sam


 


The wind blew icy raindrops into my window, as if tiny
bullets assaulted the mansion. I considered going outside just so the rain
could blend with my tears and hide the evidence of my mourning. At least the
thunder camouflaged the sounds of my sobs. I had failed at everything.


First I'd failed to save Mary without destroying Drake, then
failed at helping Tommy and saving his mother, and finally failed at keeping my
own daughter safe. Somehow, my bastard of a father had gotten to her, and I
couldn't figure out how or when, or even why. I knew he wanted her, but had no
idea what he planned to do with her once he got her. What was his end game?


I fantasized that somehow, once the sun came out and the
rain stopped its incessant hammering, Ana would reappear, and I could hold her
in my arms and never let go. Another sob racked my body, one of her baby
blankets pressed to my face to absorb the tears. Oh God, Ana. I'm so sorry,
baby. If you can hear me, or feel me, I'm here. I'll find you, I swear it.


My sketchbook lay open in front of me, images of Ana
everywhere. I flipped through the pages, and a new wave of tears formed as
Luke's and Lucy's faces assaulted my heart. I couldn’t lose them all. I just
couldn't. On the next page, Drake stared back at me with those sexy eyes and
chiseled features. Even a black and white sketch made my stomach do flip-flops.


Well screw him. I tore out the page, crumbled it up
and threw it across the room.


I needed someone who would be there for me and my baby, not
a coward who would run away when things got hard. Where was he now? He hadn't
called, hadn't shown up as promised. He'd broken my trust again. I wished Luke
and Lucy were back, safe. We would celebrate their birthday with a big cake and
a fun party. They could sing their awesome song, and I could paint them a
beautiful portrait to commemorate their adulthood. I'd have someone to talk to.
Maybe it would even stop raining.


But they weren't here, and I couldn't stand another moment
of being alone in my head—well, as alone as I could be with other peoples'
thoughts flowing around in there.


Darren could offer comfort—had offered. "I'm
here, night or day, if you need to talk," he'd said. I'd nodded, knowing I
couldn't take him up on that offer.


But I had to do something other than sit here, moping and
crying, while my daughter and all the people I loved most stood in harm's way.
For two hours, I'd tried to channel my new powers, but all attempts to connect
with Ana and Tommy fell flat. Their mental signatures eluded me, and I felt so
empty and alone without my daughter.


I needed someone to talk to, someone who'd do whatever it
took to help me. Darren. He'd already done so much, already proven how far he
would go to help me and Ana.


Oh, what the hell. I'm not seducing the guy, just asking
to talk. I set the sketchbook aside and headed to Darren's room the next
hall over.


I paused in front of his door, fist poised to knock, but
couldn't complete the action. No matter how I justified it, he would take this
as a sign of hope for us, and a relationship didn't seem likely given my
current state. Was that really fair to him?


It didn't matter. I needed an ally who would help me save my
daughter.


Decision made, I braced myself again to knock, but before my
fist hit the door, it opened, and Darren stood there, smiling.


His smile faltered at my puffy, bloodshot eyes. He opened
his arms, and all of my resolve faded as I gave in to the comfort he offered.


No more tears would come, but I let go of the last of my
self-pity with my cheek pressed against his chest.


I looked up at him, ready to tell him of my plan, when he
leaned down to kiss me.


My body froze as I tried to decide whether to pull away or
see what it felt like to kiss another man.


A knock at the front door made my decision for me. I pulled
away. "Someone's here. It could be about Ana."


He nodded and followed me out of his room, the heat between
us fading in the cold hallway.


I opened the front door, and my jaw dropped in shock.


Drake stood on the porch, dripping wet, looking every bit as
wonderful as the first time I'd met him.


I slapped him in the face, hard. "How could you leave
me?" My response shocked me, but all the tension and fear and anger sprang
free of my heart now that it finally had a target.


He didn't stop me or defend himself, which very well might
have saved his life in that moment. As quick as lightning, my anger turned to
grief and relief, and those tears that I'd only recently pushed below the
surface rose up to swallow me.


Drake pulled me into his arms, and I couldn't help but hold
him close. To have him here, to finally hold him and lean on him—it was too
hard to stay mad through all that.


When my tears died down, Drake wiped my eyes. "I love
you, Sam, and I'm so sorry I ever left you and our child. I screwed up in the
most unforgivable way, but I'm back now, and I'll never leave either of you
again. I swear. Can you forgive me?"


I pulled out of his arms and stepped back enough to gain
perspective. Could I forgive him? Would he hurt me again? "I will," I
decided. "I will forgive you, but not yet. I'm not ready. It will take
time."


Darren coughed lightly behind me, intruding on what might
have been an intimate moment if I hadn't been on the verge of kissing him a few
moments prior.


Drake's face fell like a kicked puppy, but he nodded.
"I understand. Let me show you, Sam, that I'll be here for you
forever."


What could he show me while standing on the porch dripping
rain into the house?


But then he got down on one knee.


Oh crap. No. Not now. It's too soon.


He pulled something out of his pocket and held it out to me.
"Sam Smith, will you marry me?"






Chapter 98 – Drake


 


"No."


Drake shook his head as if that would make her answer
differently. Her refusal hung in the space between them, building a wall even
as he stood helplessly by. He'd screwed up, but he'd come back and wanted to
make it right. They belonged together, Didn't she get that?


She frowned. "Drake, I'm focused on one thing right
now: getting our baby back. I can't think of you or our future."


He squeezed her hand and pulled her closer. "Then don't
think. What do you want? Right now?"


She pulled away. "I want Ana back. I want to find out
what happened to my friends, and I want to save Tommy. That's what I want right
now."


Her cold, hard stare made him wonder whether any chance
remained to be together. He pushed the ring box into her hand, but she made no
move to open it. "Just take the ring. Keep it with you as a symbol that
I'm here for good."


She looked at the box, then back at him. "Are you here
for real? Will you help me get Ana back?"


"Yes." He meant it. Nothing would pull him away
from his family again.


She opened the box, and her sharp intake of breath made him
smile. The silver antique-style band dotted with diamonds would look beautiful
on her hand. She didn't need to know where he'd gotten the money to pay for it.


"Thank you." She pulled off a silver necklace and
strung the ring on it, then reattached the clasp. He hated that she didn't wear
it on her finger, but maybe it had been too much to hope that she'd forgive him
so quickly.


The wind blew a fresh wave of cold rain onto the porch, and
they both shivered. Drake looked behind him, then into the house, and noticed
the man standing behind Sam, frowning at him. "May I come in?"


She moved aside and gestured to the hall. "Yes, of course.
I'm sorry, you must be freezing."


"There's one more thing. Wait here." He ran to the
car, fetched Toby, ran back to Sam, and briefly explained how he'd acquired his
wannabe sidekick.


"Toby, introduce yourself."


The kid smiled, offering his hand as he introduced himself,
just as Drake had taught him.


Sam raised an eyebrow, but smiled warmly. "Nice to meet
you. I'm Sam. Come in."


Toby turned to Drake as they walked into the mansion.
"Yo, now I see why you want to marry her. That chick is fine."


***


Sam made Drake a bed on the couch in the game room, while
Bernard found Toby a room with another boy his age. Toby wandered over to a
shelf of video games. Drake thought about the boy and his new roommate, and
could only imagine how two kids from such different worlds would get along.
Still, Toby needed to acclimate, and sharing a room was the best way to do it.


Sam looked from his bags to the couch. "If you're
staying, we'll find something more permanent tomorrow. You'll have to share
with another guy. We don’t have enough rooms yet for people to have their
own."


Ouch. He'd assumed they'd share her room. Then again,
he really thought she'd be more excited to see him. I'm such a fool.


"Have you guys had dinner?"


Toby shook his head.


"Let's go to the kitchen, and I'll make something for
you." She led Toby out, leaving Drake to follow if he wanted.


He chose to find Father Patrick instead. He'd never needed
his old mentor more. If anyone could help him figure out how to fix things with
Sam, it was the old priest.


Father Patrick hadn't been sleeping, despite the late hour.
A leather-bound book lay face down on his desk, and his reading glasses perched
on his head. "At my age, you barely sleep at all," he said as he
brought them both a cup of tea. "I missed you, my boy."


"I missed you too. It's good to see you again. How have
things been going?"


They sat at Father Patrick's desk. Hundreds of books lined
the walls of the room, which served more as an office than a bedroom, and made
the twin bed tucked in the corner seem out of place.


The old man sipped a bit of tea and smiled. "Life here
is going well. I've been helping Bernard establish a curriculum for the kids,
and we're looking at options for expanding our quarters, since this place is
getting too cozy for comfort. But let's save the chitchat for later. What's
troubling you?"


"I screwed up royally. I should've never left. Sam's
never going to forgive me, and I've lost everything I ever cared about."


"Don't be too harsh on yourself, boy. We all make
mistakes. That's how we learn. Let's look at this more closely. First of all,
why did you leave?"


Drake blew on his tea and took another sip to give himself a
chance to think. "I thought we were done. We'd been having arguments about
my powers, about mind control specifically. She didn't want to use it on
anyone, not even to protect herself. I disagreed."


"Do you still feel that way?"


The aromatic blend of herbs from the tea filled the air, and
he took a deep breath. "Yes. Like you said, my powers aren't inherently
good or evil. I used them to protect us, and it felt right."


Father Patrick nodded.


Drake waited another moment, hoping for some validation, but
when none came, he continued. "Right before I left, I think Sam would have
agreed with me. She realized mind control could be used for good."


"Then your argument was over. So what drove you
away?"


The truth, the real truth. Could he
admit to his shallowness? "She took my powers, even after everything I'd
done for her."


The priest steepled his fingers, nonplussed by this revelation.
"How did you feel?"


"Angry. I didn't understand why she'd betrayed me, but
now I realize she'd stopped me from making a huge mistake." From
killing Mary. "But at the time, I just couldn't see it."


"And so you left, feeling betrayed by the person you
love most of all. It's no easy thing. Did you remain angry after you
left?"


He hadn't thought about that. "No."


"Then why did you not return?"


"I'd lost my powers. Without them, what help could I
be?"


"You were gone awhile. Did you work?"


"A little, at first, but I wasn't much use to
anyone."


Father Patrick chuckled. "I'm no psychologist, but I
believe they call that an inferiority complex."


Inferior? Yes, that's what I felt.


"What changed? What brought you back?"


"I got these." Drake showed Father Patrick two
purple vials, the last ones he had left. "They give me my powers back,
temporarily."


Father Patrick raised an eyebrow. "And how did you
procure this potion?"


Drake didn't want to say. He'd literally made a deal with
the devil. "I acquired them from Sam's father, Mr. Steele." He then
told the priest everything that had happened from the time he'd met Toby until
he'd arrived at Sam's doorstep, including his deal with Steele.


Father Patrick took another drink of tea. "What will
you do next time he calls?"


"I hope to have Ana back by then."


"And if you don't?"


"I will." He didn't have a choice, and couldn't
even consider the other options.


Father Patrick sat in silence for several minutes, rubbing
his chin. "You face both an internal and an external challenge. If Sam
loses the baby, she may never recover. But even if you save Ana, can you, my
boy, accept yourself?"


Drake nodded. "I accept what I did."


"And who you are?"


He clutched the vials tightly. "Yes."


The old cleric finished his tea, and his eyes glazed over in
a faraway look. "When that is true, you'll be together again." He
looked back at Drake, his eyes clearing. "There is greatness in your
future yet. But to achieve your full potential, you have to let go of who you
think you are, and embrace the truth of yourself."


"I don’t understand."


"In time, you will. Look into yourself, boy. What
defines you? What gives your life meaning? Is it that purple drug? Is that the
full extent of your worth? If that were true, we wouldn't be talking. You have
to look deeper."


"Where did you get your powers?" Drake hadn't
intended to ask that question, but once it popped he didn't take it back.
"You have powers. I've always known it. How? If we were bred for powers,
where did yours come from?"


"There are many mysteries in the world, son, more than
the mind can fathom. The doings of humans are but a microscopic fraction of the
whole. Now, if you'll excuse me, we should both get some rest."


Drake stood and said goodbye. Just as he was about to close
the door behind him, Father Patrick stopped him.


"Drake, what will you do when the vials run out?"


"I'll get more."


"And if you can't?"


"I will."


Again, he had no choice. He'd find a way to get more drugs,
or get his powers back forever. Then he'd save Ana, and Sam would want to be
with him again.






Chapter 99 – Sam


 


Drake's proposal had rattled me, and Darren couldn't look me
in the eye as he slipped off to bed. I could tell Drake hoped to sleep with me,
but I refused to even allow the question to come up. He had no right to waltz
back into my life and expect so much from me, not after everything he'd put us
through.


Sleep evaded me for hours, until emotional exhaustion pulled
me into slumber.


A voice on the wind haunted my dreams, and a vision gripped
me, tearing me from my room and throwing me into the space between. Images
overlapped each other, beaches and trees and a compound with kids. Tommy
screamed for me, and another presence settled in my heart once again.


Ana had found me, and now I knew how to find her.


I leaped out of bed, heart pounding as I sent out a group
text. "Meet me in the library in thirty minutes. I know where Ana
is."


***


Around me sat the people I trusted most at the school: Brad
and Desirai, Greg and Gary, Norm and Robyn, Darren, Father Patrick, Bernard,
and of course, Drake. Toby had wanted to come, but I couldn't let him. He was
too young and this was too dangerous.


We sat in an empty classroom, closed to the students.
Everyone waited for me to speak.


"I'm going after Ana. I know where she is."


Bernard nodded. "At the facility Luke and Lucy are
assigned to take down, yes?"


"Yes."


Father Patrick wrinkled his brow. "But we don't know
where it is. Lucy had the address and handed it over to the IPI agents the
night of the escape."


I smiled. "My new powers finally kicked in while I was
sleeping. I connected with Ana and Tommy. I felt them and saw where they
were—at a compound on one of the islands in Hawaii." I pulled out a map
and pointed to a small cluster. "Right there."


Norm raised his hand as if we were in class, then lowered it
when we all looked at him. "Sorry. Habit. But wouldn't Luke and Lucy still
be on the assignment? Aren't they working that angle?"


"Yes, but I spoke to Simmons. Their plane went down.
They're alive, but missing." The words tore out of me, but I stayed
strong, firm in my resolve.


Desirai bobbed her head. "I haven't been able to find
them in my dreams."


Greg spoke for the first time. "Have we heard anything
more from IPI?"


Bernard shook his head. "We've left more messages, but
they are clearly giving us the run around."


Father Patrick ran his hand over the rosary I knew he had
tucked in his pocket. "So you want to interfere with an IPI investigation,
break into a secure clinic, and steal your baby back?"


"Yeah, basically."


He nodded. "This will be dangerous, and it could
sabotage whatever IPI is doing."


I knew they'd argue this, but I couldn't back down.
"Luke and Lucy are missing. Almost everyone in this room has powers that
would help." I pointed to each of them in turn. "Darren is
telekinetic. Greg can infiltrate surveillance equipment. Gary has control over
metal. Des can dream walk and send nightmares to people. I can read and control
minds. Norm can fly. Robyn can take on the shape of anyone. And Drake has accessed
his powers as well: strength and mind control. We would be an asset, not a
liability."


Bernard entwined his fingers in a way that let me know he
was at least considering my idea. When he disagreed, he made small fists.
"What's your plan?"


"First, we find Luke and Lucy, and work with them to
take down the clinic and rescue the kids. If we can't find them, we rescue the
kids ourselves."


"We?" Bernard arched a brow.


I stood and paced the room. "Yes. That's why I'm asking
for your help. By myself, this is a long shot. But together, we can do it. We
each bring a valuable power or skill to the table. It would be like our old
assignments, only we'd be working together. Who's with me?"


Drake twitched, ready to get up, but Darren beat him to it.
"I am." He walked over and stood by me.


Uh-oh. I so did not need the male pissing contest
now, but by the look on Drake's face, one was coming soon.


Drake walked over and put his arm around me, as if claiming
me, like a dog marking his territory. "We'll bring our baby back."


I appreciated his sentiment, but not the possessiveness. I
shrugged his arm off and moved away.


Gary stood. "Whatever the plan, you've got me."


"Me too," Greg said as he stood next to his
boyfriend.


Brad jumped up. "You know you can count on me." He
didn't look at his best friend, but Drake was trying to catch his eye. Drake
had a lot of people to mend fences with.


Desirai grabbed his arm. "No, Brad, don't go. You don't
have any powers."


Bernard nodded. "I have to agree, Brad. Besides, I need
you here. I can't run this place alone, especially if everyone else is
leaving."


Des rubbed his arm. "I'll stay with you." She
looked to me. "I hope that's okay, Sam."


I had assumed as much, anyway. "Of course. You can
check up on us in your dreams."


Brad sat back down, though he didn't look happy. "Just
be careful, guys."


Robyn stood, with Norm right behind her. "We're coming
too."


No one else knew about the pregnancy, so I couldn't say
anything, but I slipped into her mind. 'Sam, if you're listening, and I'm
pretty sure you are, you have to let us come. Our para-powers can be really
helpful. I'll be fine. I'm not that far along, and honestly, we need to take
care of those kids and your baby first.'


I didn't argue with her because, as selfish as it was, I
agreed; they were too powerful to lose.


We had a strong group together, and I was just about to
start talking about a plan, when someone knocked on the door. "Let me
in."


I sighed. "It's a private meeting, Mary. Go away."
She may not have been guilty of anything, but I still didn't like her.


She didn't listen. Shocking. "I know what you're doing
in there, Sam. Let me in." She knocked more aggressively.


Drake turned to the door. "Want me to get rid of
her?"


"No, I'll handle it." It seemed everything he did
irritated me today. I walked to the door and opened it. "Mary—"


She shoved her way in and interrupted. "I know why
you're having a meeting. You're going to go track down the sick bastard that
stole your baby. I want in."


I hadn't expected that at all. "Mary, you don't have
to."


She showed me the burn scars running up her neck. They
weren't nearly as bad as they were in her own mind, but I still had to stop
myself from flinching. "Those bastards did this to me. Let me come. I can
help."


I wanted to say no, but even Mary deserved to take down the
people who'd hurt her. And as much as I hated to admit it, she was one of the
best field agents we had.


"Okay."


She smiled and followed me back to the group. A few eyebrows
rose in shock, but no one said anything.


"She's coming too. Mary can be very useful, when she
wants to be." I felt a little bad for that last part, but whatever. She'd
done so much worse.


Norm, who preferred to fly everywhere these days, raised his
hand again. "How are we getting there?"


Father Patrick stood and walked over. "I can help with
that. During my younger years, I had a fascination with flying. Naturally, I
procured a pilot's license. And I may know of a friend with a plane."


The old priest was just full of surprises, even for me, and
I'd spent considerable time in his mind. "Thank you."


Bernard looked at each of us and laughed. "Nine
companions. So be it. You shall be the fellowship of the ring."


Everyone joined in the laughter, though I did hope it ended
better for us than it had for that fellowship. I watched each person who would
be helping me get my daughter back and save the other kids. Could I trust them?
Mary had spent years doing everything she could to ruin my life. Drake had
abandoned me when I needed him most. The others... well, they'd been
trustworthy enough. But Darren... would his feelings for me sour when they went
unrequited? Would that jeopardize the mission?


Susie had said that without faith, there is no trust. So I
chose faith in hopes that I could learn to trust, and that it wouldn't be
betrayed.






Chapter 100 – Lucy


 


Lucy opened her eyes to a bright morning. The grove of trees
they'd fallen asleep under the night before shaded her from the harsh light of
the sun, and had probably kept her more delicate parts from getting sunburned.
Hunter's arm tightened around her, and she sighed deeply and rested her head on
his bare chest, enjoying the feel of his heartbeat thumping against her cheek.


He kissed the top of her head. "Good morning,
Beautiful."


She smiled and titled her head to kiss him.
"Morning."


Her body ached, but in a very satisfying way. They'd spent
the night tangled in each other's bodies, and Lucy had never slept better,
but.... "Oh, crap, Luke's going to freak!"


She jumped up, realized how naked she was, and blushed from
head to toe as she scurried to find her clothes. "Don't look!"


Hunter sat up, clearly unashamed of his own naked form—and
for good reason. "Nothing I didn't see last night."


Lucy tore her eyes off of his body and focused on buttoning
her pants and getting her shirt on. "Last night was dark. This—" She
waved her hand. "—is far too much exposure."


He laughed, lunged for her and pulled her back down to the
ground, then pinned her with kisses. She struggled, albeit half-heartedly, then
submitted to his mouth.


She pushed him off. "Ugh, I need to freshen up. I feel
icky."


"Icky? Is that a technical term?" He still made no
move to dress.


If she'd had a pillow she'd have thrown it at him. Instead,
she walked to the water with the intent to drink and clean up, but it looked a
bit murky for her taste. "I'm going to find some fresh water for us. I'll
be back. You--" She eyed him pointedly. "—should get dressed.
I don't want Luke thinking we were both eaten by wild animals."


She walked past the trees and found a small stream that
looked clean enough. She drank deeply, then filled up their water bottles and
splashed cool water on her face. A bird landed on a nearby branch and sang a
sweet song to greet the morning.


The note soured with thoughts of her brother. She shivered,
afraid of facing him. But why? He could be an ass, but he wanted her to be
happy, and it's not like she was a virgin before this. Luke knew she'd fooled
around a bit at school, and had never really cared that much, so why would he care
now? Especially when she actually loved this guy?


At the thought of Hunter her knees turned to jelly, and she
sat on a rock and daydreamed about his kisses and his arms around her. She
thought about their future, playing through scenarios of them traveling
together or going dancing. She wondered if he was a good dancer. Given how well
he used his body, she'd have been surprised if he wasn't.


So Luke will be happy for me, right? She tried to
convince herself that she had nothing to worry about, but she couldn't help it.
She was scared of what he'd say when they arrived back at camp, just like she
was scared of telling him about the sphere. Would her brother try to ruin her
happiness? Would he try to take her sphere or break her and Hunter up?


Lucy hated hiding anything from Luke, so it was time to fess
up—about everything.


She made her way back to Hunter, but stopped. Everything
felt too still, too quiet. Hunter should have been packing up, making some kind
of noise, but she didn't hear anything. A shiver of fear trailed up her spine.
On instinct she reached for her gun, but she'd left it and her pack with
Hunter.


She moved closer to their camp. "Hunter?" No
response. Crap.


Wind blew across the valley, carrying Mr. K's voice with it.
"Lucy.... Run, Lucy!"


Oh, God, something bad did happen. She couldn't leave
Hunter in trouble.


At full run, she reached the grove of trees where they'd
docked.


Hunter stood in the center, but he wasn't alone. Beleth's
large hands were wrapped around his mouth and throat.


No! Not Hunter. "Let him go!"


Beleth tightened his grip. "You haven't completed our
deal."


No, wait, I'm not out of time yet. She counted
backwards. It had only been a few weeks. She had a month. "I still have
time."


"A little, but you've wasted much, spending days in
this valley." Beleth's black eyes stared at her. "I wondered what
occupied you, but now I understand." He squeezed his arms tighter around
Hunter's throat. "He's pretty, isn't he? Consider this a reminder of your
mission."


He released Hunter and threw him to the ground. In the next
instant, his hand extended down into a blade, and with one little push, a drop
of blood formed on Hunter's neck.


She watched helplessly as her boyfriend choked and coughed,
struggling to breathe.


"No!" Fury wrapped itself around that one word and
Beleth stopped.


Slowly, Lucy walked forward, as if stalking a wild animal.
If she could just get her gun, maybe she had a chance. She looked around for
her pack, but Beleth noticed.


"What are you hoping to find?" He lifted up his
other hand from behind his back, revealing her pack. "This?" He
tossed it away and the sphere rolled out of it.


Both Hunter and Beleth registered surprise.


Hunter scrambled back a little, holding his throat.
"NA-1?"


NA-what? Oh crap. This is so not good.


Beleth turned to Hunter. "You know this object?"


Hunter nodded. "A Russian experiment intent on
amplifying the nervous system, increasing a person's control over their
body."


Beleth smiled, slow and cold. "Correct. As I recall,
IPI had been the first to work on the concept... with limited success. The
Russians brought the project to completion. Your girlfriend stole it."


How could Beleth have known that? Only Mr. K knew she had
the sphere, and Lucy was sure he hadn't told anyone.


Beleth continued, walking closer to Hunter, eyeing the
sphere on the ground as if he wanted to pick it up but couldn't. "It's
unfortunate that she did not tell you of it. Perhaps it would have saved you
now." His hand turned into a black spike aimed at Hunter.


Lightning reflexes gave him an edge in this game, and Hunter
rolled away, dodging the attack. The spike hit the ground and cracked.


Beleth attacked again, while Hunter hopped up to his feet
and dodged each new assault. He shot the spike out again, but Hunter dodged it
and the spike hit the rock, shattering it.


Lucy eyed the sphere. If only she could get to it, perhaps
it could give her more power. How else could she defeat Beleth? He'd kill her
in a heartbeat. She couldn't stop him, except... he wanted her alive.


"If you harm him, I'll never complete our deal!"


"I don't think so. You still have a brother nearby. If
you want him to live, you'll follow through." Beleth turned to Hunter,
formed his hand into a giant sword and charged. "This one's death will
remind you to hurry."


Instead of dodging, Hunter jumped toward his own pack and
grabbed his sword. In a flash it extended to full length and he blocked Beleth,
locking their blades.


Beleth pushed against Hunter's sword. "I know you,
Simmons' dog. You fear to leave your master's leash."


Hunter leaped back, breaking the lock.


Black spidery legs grew from Beleth's back, and he attacked
Hunter and Lucy at the same time.


Lucy fought as best she could, trying to tackle Beleth and
give Hunter a better target, but Beleth lashed out to cut Lucy with his blade
hand.


Hunter threw himself between Beleth and Lucy, blocking the
blow and using his sword to cut into Beleth's chest.


Blood trickled out of his skin. He growled and attacked
Hunter, slashing at his leg and leaving his own trail of blood. "You seem
to care quite a bit for this girl. I must say I'm surprised, and I'm not easily
surprised." Beleth stepped back, assessing the two of them. "I think
I'll let you live, but on one condition: you must help Lucy fulfill her task.
This will require you to choose your loyalties. How much do you love your new
girlfriend?"


Beleth kicked the sphere over to Lucy, and again she had the
distinct impression that Beleth wanted to hold it, but couldn't.


"This sphere may prove useful to you, Lucy, but you
should know that its construction is flawed. It pulls out the darkness in
people, and leeches onto them for life. Keep it for now, but I'll be collecting
it from you before this is over." He gritted his teeth, as if the words
were hard to say.


The spidery legs in his back reshaped themselves into wings.
"Don't trust Simmons. Do what I've said within the next five days. If you
don't, the devastation and death will be blood on your hands." With that,
he took flight.


Lucy held the sphere to her chest, unwilling to meet
Hunter's eyes, wondering if she'd just ruined everything good in her life.






Chapter 101 – Lucy


 


The beautiful morning turned grey as Beleth vanished into
the sky. Heavy clouds threatened to break open and shower rain on them.


Lucy turned to Hunter, whose leg bled into the earth, and
crawled over to him. "I'm so sorry. Are you okay? No, of course you're
not." She held up the sphere. "I could heal you with this. It's how I
healed so fast after the lizard attack."


He grabbed her wrist and pushed the sphere away without
touching it. "Get that thing away from me. Don't you get it? It's
dangerous."


"No, you don't understand. I know how to use it."
She pushed the sphere onto his leg and focused. The pulsing energy flowed
through her, but... it felt off—tainted, somehow.


Hunter moaned and gasped for breath. Wasn't it healing him?
No, it was draining him of energy and giving it to Lucy, just like last time.


She pulled it off of him and examined his wound. It had
gotten worse, the blood flowing faster.


"What the hell did you do to me?" He glared at her
in anger.


She shrunk back and looked down. "I'm sorry. I didn't
mean to hurt you. I was just trying to help."


"You have to get rid of that thing. I can't believe
you've been keeping it in your backpack like some toy. That's a classified and
deadly piece of technology that IPI has been looking for. How did you even get
it?"


Through her shock and fear, she told him about her
assignment in Russia, and about Adam and how he'd given it to her. Her heart
broke as she realized he'd never be okay with her keeping it, because she could
never get rid of it.


Mr. K's voice floated on the wind again. "You've got
company."


Luke ran up to them, out of breath and looking scared.
"Where'd he go? Where's Beleth? Mr. K said you guys were in trouble."


Lucy looked up toward the sky. "He got away, again. I'm
okay, but Hunter is hurt."


"Damn it, I should have been here to help you both...
just like I should have been there last time with the lizard. What are you guys
doing this far out, anyway?" He looked around, noticed their packs and the
raft, and his expression changed as it all clicked into place for him. He
glared at Hunter. "You slept with my sister? What the hell?"


Before Hunter could say anything, and honestly she didn't
know what he would say given how angry he was at her, she spoke up. "I'm
an adult, Luke. Who I sleep with is my business, not yours."


"Fine. Whatever. You two need to get back to camp, now.
Lucy, help your boyfriend walk." Luke stalked off.


Neither of them spoke as Lucy carried their packs and helped
Hunter walk back. She stuffed the sphere in her pack, and Hunter noticed but
didn't say anything where Luke could hear, though his frown spoke volumes.


Once Luke was out of earshot, Hunter started in on her.
"You going to tell Luke, or should I? Maybe together we can convince you
to drop this thing and leave it alone."


"Why do you think you have the right to tell me what to
do? Neither you nor my brother is my boss. It's my life and I can do what I
want. The sphere has helped me more than you could possibly know. It's how we
discovered our shadow powers and how we escaped from Rent-A-Kid. Without this
thing, I'd probably be knocked-up as a breeder in some clinic right now. Is
that what you want?" She turned her shadow power on and pushed into
Hunter's mind. "You will deny any knowledge of this to my brother."


As soon as she said it, her gut tightened into a knot and
she knew she'd messed up big time.


Hunter's face fell. "I thought we had something
special, Lucy, that we were building a trust between us. I shared so much with
you, but now, I'm just not sure where we stand."


He limped away on his own, leaving Lucy crestfallen and
miserable.


As if to add to her mood, large drops of rain fell from the
sky, drenching her. She pulled the sphere out of her pack and clutched it close
to her. The pulse that once comforted and soothed her now felt hollow and fake,
like a drug that promised escape but only landed her in a bigger pile of shit.


In the tree beside her, a spider web swayed in the wind and
hung heavy with water drops. She stared, transfixed by the elegant pattern
woven by the spider. Another gust of wind tore through the masterpiece and, in
a heartbeat, ripped a hole into it, shredding what must have taken hours of
hard work to create.


Just as she had torn a hole in the fabric of her life, with
choices made in the heat of the moment—forcing Mr. K and Hunter to lie for her,
carrying around something that was clearly causing harm to those she loved. Her
choices had hurt others.


Lucy swore to fix her mistakes and make right what she had
ruined.


First thing, she needed to get rid of the sphere. Even the
thought of that sent a spike of pain through her heart, but she didn't care.
She couldn't keep ignoring her problems and using the sphere to make everything
feel better.


As the rain poured down on her, she walked next to a tree
and lifted a large rock from the earth. Bugs and worms crawled out from under
it, and she nearly lost her nerve, but she refused to make another excuse. She
squinched-up her face in disgust and kicked as many of the bugs away as she
could, then used her bare hands to dig a hole. The sphere pulsed in her pocket,
and she brought it out, relief and euphoria rushing into her at the contact.
She pushed the sphere into the ground and covered it with dirt. Heaviness
weighed down her body with each movement, but she endured, committed to
carrying out this task.


Once she'd buried the sphere, she lifted the rock and
prepared to drop it back into its spot, but a wave of agony racked her body.
The rock fell from her hands, and she landed on her knees and cried out. The
pulsing of the sphere no longer sent her energy; it now sucked the life out of
her. Rain poured over her face and clouded her vision. She swiped at her eyes
and stood again, refusing to give in.


Again, with rock heavy in hand, she leaned over the new
grave, and again her body convulsed in pain. But she wouldn't cry out for
Hunter, nor for Luke; this was her mess, and she had to clean it up alone.


Once again she picked up the rock, and fought through the
pain as she dropped it over the sphere. As soon as the rock landed, the pain
stopped. She collapsed in relief, but it was a brief respite. She wasn't done
mending fences.


Back at the camp, Hunter sat alone in the rain.


She fought the compulsion not to speak to him, and sat down
next to him. "I'm sorry. I never should have used that on you without your
permission, and I should have told you about it a long time ago. I'm going to
tell my brother the truth, after we get done talking."


Hunter looked at her, his face still hard and angry.
"I'm glad to hear it."


"Also, I got rid of it. After you left, I buried it
under a big rock. It nearly killed me, but I did it. It's gone now. Can you
forgive me?" Tears stung her eyes.


He reached for her hand and held it in his. "I'm glad
you did the right thing. I'm sorry I got so upset, but you scared the hell out
of me. I don't want to lose you, Lucy, and I can't stand the thought of
something like that hurting you."


They sat like that for several minutes, before Hunter stood.
"I need to get some rest. I'll see you later, okay? We'll talk more."


Before he could walk away, Lucy grabbed him and kissed him
with everything in her. He didn't respond at first, but then his body spoke for
him. He pulled her closer to him and deepened the kiss, until they were both
left panting.


Lucy traced his lips with her fingers. "We aren't done
yet, but there's one more person I have to apologize to."


Hunter kissed her nose and let her go. "We were never
done, Lucy. I still love you. That never changed."


Soaking wet and feeling hungry and tired, Lucy went in
search of Luke and found him sitting on a log. She sat next to him and noticed
that the rain wasn't coming down quite so hard anymore. The sky cleared enough
to show them a dazzling image of the sun reflected in the water, creating a
magnificent rainbow—a symbol of new beginnings and second chances.


Luke scooted over on his log so Lucy could get more
comfortable. "How you feeling, Luce?"


"I'm fine. Hunter's still hurt, but I think he'll be
okay too. Listen, Luke, I'm sorry I blew you off earlier. You're right, you have
been the one and only person who's always had my back, ever since we were
kids. Even Sam hasn't been there for me the way you have. What Hunter and I
have, it's special. I don't regret being with him last night, and I need you to
accept that. He's saved me and protected me multiple times, putting his own
life in danger in the process. What more proof do you need that he cares for
me?"


Luke nodded. "Do you love him?"


"Yes."


"Does he feel the same?"


"Yes."


Luke turned to face her. "I just don't want to see you
getting hurt. But you're right: he's been good to you. I'm not sure why it's so
hard for me to trust him. Maybe it's just hard to trust anyone right now,
considering all the things we've gone through, you know? There's a whole world
out there we haven't even seen, not as free citizens. Just don't rush into
anything."


"I'm not. I mean, I know my own heart, and I am
an adult now. You don't need to keep protecting me."


He threw his arm around her shoulder. "That 'aint never
going to change, Sis. You'll have to live with it."


She smiled and leaned against him, then sat up straight as
she prepared to tell him one more thing. "Luke, there's something else you
should know."


He listened as she explained how she found the sphere and
what she'd used it for. "I don't know why I never told you. It wasn't
deliberate—at least, I don't think it was—but it kind of grew and grew, and
then I was scared you would want me to get rid of it. But—" She held up
her hand before he could speak. "I already did. It's gone. I told Hunter
too. I'm done with it."


"Thanks for telling me. I won't chew you out since it
seems like you've had enough of that today."


She laughed. "Thanks."


They threw rocks at the pond and watched them skip away.


"Luke, there's one more thing I need to tell you. We
need to leave the valley, and I think I know how we can do it."






Chapter 102 – Serena


 


They called it a room, but Serena had seen movies and knew
this was where they sent bad people. A room would have a pretty bed with a
window and curtains and a dresser with clean-smelling clothes. Instead, she had
a stinky, lumpy cot with a scratchy brown blanket that she hated. She didn't
get a window, let alone curtains, and they made her go potty in an ugly pit in
the corner. It smelled so bad she almost threw up a few times, but tried very
hard not to, because then her mouth would taste like vomit... and they wouldn't
let her have water.


The pressure in her belly increased and she knew she
couldn't hold it any longer, so she crawled over to the pit to "do her
business," as they said on television. She couldn't even do it in private
since she didn't have any doors, just bars. Angel meowed and rubbed against her
when she was done, trying to comfort Serena, but she couldn't be comforted. Her
life had turned into the most horrible experience ever, and she couldn't
believe it was real.


A man in black came down the hall to let everyone out, so
they could spend time in the common room or play outside. The other kids walked
in a straight line but none of them spoke, because if they did, the guards
would hit them with sticks. One boy had a broken arm because he didn't stop
talking.


In the common room, a few kids gathered around to watch
television, but most of them sat at tables and waited for the list to be read.
The man with the beard came in at the same time every day, and called out the
kids who would be taken away. The D's always got called. They were so lucky;
they got to leave.


This time, a new man came to call out the names. He was the
biggest man Serena had ever seen, with one of those small beards that didn't
cover the whole face, and black tattoos all over him that looked like a tribal
one her daddy had. He'd said it represented the old ways, but she didn't know
what those ways were. Serena slunk back behind the other kids and held Angel
close to her. She wished the other man would come back.


He called out the names, but of course Serena didn't get
called. She was an A, and A's never got called. All of the kids had been put
into a group, designated A, B, C or D, but no one knew what the groups meant.
Serena wished she were in group D, since they got to leave more than anyone
else.


Unlike the other guard, who looked satisfied when he
finished calling the names, this man looked sad, like Mommy sometimes did when
she had grown-up stuff to worry about. Maybe he was sad the kids were getting
to leave.


Fifteen D's were lead away by the men in black. Finally the
second list was read. This list was never as long, only one to three kids,
depending on the day, and usually C's, though sometimes B's—almost never A's.


A boy next to her leaned over to whisper in her ear. "I
think they get a special vacation. It's like winning the lottery. They're so
lucky."


Serena looked at his shirt. He was an A, too. They were both
unlucky, it seemed. They never got picked for the vacations or to leave. This
time, seven names were called by the man with the tattoos and the funny beard,
more than ever before, but still Serena's name wasn't included.


Once the kids were escorted away, everyone else ran out to
the playground for their "Outdoor Activity." Serena sat on the
sidewalk, away from the other kids. She would have liked to play tether
ball—she'd been good at it at her old school—but the big kids took over the
courts and beat up anyone who tried to play.


One boy, a new kid, went to sit on the benches. Big mistake.
A few older kids pushed him to the ground and kicked him, then took his seat.
His knee started bleeding, and he seemed to be trying hard not to cry. He got
up and walked away.


Serena felt sorry for him and patted the sidewalk next to
her. "You can sit with me."


He hesitated as if scared she would bite, then sat down.


She couldn't say anything about her powers—that wasn't
allowed—but she put her hand on his knee and let a small spark travel through
her hand.


His eyes widened as the scrape disappeared and his knee
healed.


She put her finger to her mouth. "Shhh... don't
tell."


He nodded and smiled. "Thank you. What's your
name?"


"Serena. Yours?"


"Tommy. I just got here, but I don't like this place. I
miss my mom. She got hurt, and they took me away. I don't know what
happened."


His mom was probably dead, but Serena didn't want to say
that. "I'm sorry. They hurt my mom too. She's... well, I don't want to
talk about it. Nobody likes this place, but at least you're a D. Means you'll
get to leave, eventually. That's good." Angel walked up to them and
purred. "Hey, here's my cat, Angel. She likes you."


Tommy smiled and petted the white ball of fluff. Then his
face dropped into a frown. "I don't think D's get to leave, though. I
heard the man with the tattoos talking to another man. They said the kids they
took away would be sold as slaves."


Serena felt sick again. "Are you sure? Maybe you
misunderstood or something? It has to be a mistake."


Besides, Serena planned on leaving tomorrow, and she had a
plan of how to do it, though she didn't tell Tommy. He'd get to leave anyway,
but she'd been watching and she figured out the only A's that got to leave were
the ones who had gotten in trouble. First they were sent to their cells, then a
few days later, they would be called. Maybe they didn't want kids here who were
troublemakers and it was easier to let them go. Whatever the reason, Serena
could make trouble, and she would.


The perfect moment arrived when the tattooed man called them
back in. She ran out of line and kicked him as hard as she could. Well, she
tried to kick him, but he twisted so fast and pulled her behind a corner where
no one could see them. She wanted to scream for help, but who would help her?


He stared at her with his dark, horrible eyes. "What
are you doing?"


"Let me go!" She kicked and punched her small
fists. "I'm not afraid of you." She opened her mouth to scream, not
caring who heard, and he put a large hand over her face to quiet her.


His grip tightened. "Listen carefully, girl. You do now
wish the others to see you behaving like this. Understand?"


She didn't respond.


"Understand?" he asked again, with more of a growl
behind his voice, like a wild animal about to be let out of a cage for a hunt.


She'd seen that on television too. She nodded.


The moment he let go of her, she bit into his hand so hard
it hurt her jaw. He pulled her away from him and she kicked at his legs.
"I do want them to see me, so they'll let me leave. I'm not afraid
of you. I hate you!"


That last part she added because she'd heard other kids say
it. She'd heard worse things too, but her mom would have been upset if she'd
said more than that. Even saying "I hate you" was probably not okay,
but she thought her mom would understand, under the circumstances.


The man grabbed her so fast she didn't see him move, covered
her mouth again, and pulled her down the hall. "You're going in a
cell."


Yes! Her plan had worked. Soon they'd let her go.


The other guards followed the tattooed man as he threw her
back into her stinky cell. When the guards left, the tattooed man leaned in and
frowned, not in a mad way, but in a sad way, like before. "I'm sorry for
all that has happened. I shall order the guards to forget this matter. Do not
act out again! I might not be there to save you next time."


He left and Serena slammed her small hands against the bars
and cried. She wanted them to remember so they would release her. Now it would
never work.


Angel snuck into her cell through the bars and cuddled up
with Serena that night, as she tossed and turned and tried to sleep.


The next day, Serena couldn't hide her sadness when they let
her out to hear the next set of names called. First the D's were called by a
different man in black—lots of names, but not Tommy, so he had to stay too. A
new guy, a scientist in a white coat, called out the second set of names—eleven
names, more than ever before. Something had changed, and it scared Serena.


She looked around at how few of them were left: mostly A's.


The man spoke. "Tomorrow, no names will be called. We
have what we need."


Serena dropped her head, knowing she'd never get out now.


He adjusted his glasses and looked back down at his list.
"Oh, we have one more name. Serena Stevens."






Chapter 103 – Lucy


 


Lucy stood before the giant beetle, careful to stay calm.
Sunlight flickered off its jewel-toned shell and made it look like a beetle
pendant made of emeralds and sapphires. A really huge pendant. For a giant.


Stay focused, she admonished herself.


This idea had come to her during one of her meditations with
Mr. K, when she'd been able to connect to other living things in the jungle.
She now silenced her mind to the clatter that usually consumed her, and focused
inward first, allowing the calm to flow through her, and ultimately out of her
and into the world around her. The energy of the beetle buzzed in her mind like
another presence, non-threatening and at one in its world.


A gentle breeze lifted a strand of hair off of her sweaty
neck. She took a step toward the beetle, and then another. It looked at her and
shifted its great body slightly, to back away a fraction. She didn't pause, but
didn't speed up either, keeping her concentration calm and focused. She lifted
her arm.


And the beetle kicked its legs.


Lucy backed off and stilled herself, letting her breath slow
down her body. I won't hurt you. The beetle responded, planting its legs
and lowering its head. Lucy pressed forward, smiling. When she reached arm's
length, the beetle clanked its jaws and reared.


"No, it's okay." She met the beetle's eyes.


Fear resided in them, but it seemed to melt away. The beetle
stepped forward.


She reached a hand up and laid it on the creature's back.
Its hard shell felt smooth and almost metallic, warmed by the sun. With that
touch, their energies blended and Lucy could feel the emotions of the beetle—fear
and curiosity, then after several long moments of sharing that intimate space
of connection, trust.


Now came the tricky part. She reached for a crevice in its
shell to grab onto, and swung her leg over its body and around its head, until
she straddled its neck. It fidgeted, but a soothing breath of calm from Lucy
settled it. The horns made excellent handles and felt sturdy enough.


She could tell from their connection that she wasn't hurting
him, and that it too had tapped into her emotions. The beetle had a similar
energy to Mr. K and the other beings in this magical place that were not
natural. She theorized that Mr. K had fed the earth and water with his roots,
and animals ate from his tree, so whatever genetic alterations he'd endured had
affected this whole area. More proof that we really were all connected, and
that you couldn't mess with one thing without altering so much more.


Using images and emotions, Lucy projected to the beetle
where she wanted to go. At first, nothing happened, but then it started to move
forward, first slowly, then a bit faster. She imagined stopping, and the beetle
stopped. Next she projected an image of them moving backward, but the beetle
sounded its horn and refused to budge.


Okay, it doesn't like going backwards.


When she felt sure she understood what to do, she urged it
forward, moving faster until she could barely hang on. Adrenaline rushed
through her as she realized that this might not have been the best idea. What
if it didn't stop? What if it dropped her on her ass? Still, the rush of the
wind and the speed and excitement pushed aside any doubt, and she smiled and
hung on for the ride of her life.


She pictured it flying, and they left the ground. The wings
extended, humming in the wind, sun glistening off its back as they pushed their
way through the sky with more grace than Lucy would have thought possible for a
beetle.


When they turned into the grove where Lucy and the boys
camped, she exhaled a sigh of relief. The beetle slowed to a stop in front of a
gaping Luke and Hunter.


Lucy laughed. "You guys look like guppy fish trying to
catch dinner.


Once Luke got past the shock, Lucy could tell he was torn
between Christmas morning bug boy excitement and concern for his twin who sat
atop a giant beetle. "Lucy, what...?"


Hunter had no hesitation. He was 100% worried. "What
the hell are you doing? Trying to get yourself killed?"


She slid off and mentally thanked the beetle and asked him
to stay. She felt its tension and nerves, being so close to the guys, so she
showed it her plan and led it to a pile of rotten fruit she'd hidden away. It
ate lunch while she went to explain the plan.


"He's our way out. He can fly us back up to the island
and to where the others are waiting. We've run out of time and we have to save
those kids."


Luke kept looking from Lucy to the beetle and back.
"How'd you do it? How'd you train it?"


"I didn't train it. I connected with it through
meditation and it agreed to help us."


Hunter raised a skeptical eyebrow. "It agreed to
help us? Did you get that in writing?"


She mock punched him. "Don't be a downer. Do you have
any better suggestions for escape?"


He didn't say anything—because they all knew he had no
better ideas. None of them did. This was the only way.


Mr. K's branches slumped, and Lucy could feel sadness pour
from him. "Guys, I have to go talk to Mr. K. Can you pack up our stuff and
get ready to go?"


Resigned, Hunter nodded.


Luke was already sneaking up to the beetle to get a closer
look.


Lucy grinned at him, then sobered when she thought about Mr.
K. His branches wrapped around her and caressed her in hugs as she approached
him. "You heard?"


"Yes. I felt the moment you connected with the beetle.
Seems I taught you too well, and now you're going to leave me."


For the first time, she felt the buried secret. He'd known
she could do this and hadn't told her. "How could you keep this from me?
You said there was no way out."


"I said that if I told you the way out, you wouldn't be
able to do it. And you wouldn't have. You had to learn these lessons before you
could have done what you did."


That made sense, but still.... "I knew how to do this
for a few days now."


"I'm sorry. I should have told you then, but I can't
stand to be alone again. Having you three here has made my life so full and
happy. The thought of this empty valley, void of any human interaction, is just
too much."


She couldn't imagine what it would be like to be left behind
like this, to have to live this way forever. "I understand, but you need
to know that there are more lives on the line than just ours—kids and babies
who need saving. We can't stay." She caressed his bark cheek and wondered
if tree people could cry.


"I know. I've been the worst kind of selfish. You must
go, and I'm so proud of you for figuring it out on your own."


"You know, Mr. K, you're the one who taught me that
none of us is ever really alone. We're all connected."


He closed his eyes. "And so the student has become the
teacher." When he opened them again, they seemed brighter than before.
"Will you tell Sam that I miss her, and that I'm sorry about what
Rent-A-Kid did to her? Tell her I would have done anything to protect and help
her."


Lucy didn't want to think about having to tell Sam what had
happened to Mr. K. Then an idea occurred to her. Sam could pick up on thoughts,
and Lucy had learned to focus her energy to connect with other beings. What
if...?






Chapter 104 – Sam


 


Drake sat beside me, and Darren sat in the next row up. Both
kept trying to engage me in conversation, and neither could take the hint that
their efforts to claim me—like a prize won at a fair—didn't interest me.


I rested my forehead against the window and regretted
picking the inside seat. The flight to Oahu, Hawaii, had so far been a
miserable experience, and I gave serious consideration to locking myself in the
bathroom.


"Guys, I'm—"


Before I finished my sentence, my mind filled with another
consciousness. It felt similar to the way the Seeker had hijacked me before,
but more familiar and gentler.


Darren reached over the seat to touch my hand. "Sam,
are you okay?"


Drake had my other hand. "What's wrong, Babe?"


I pulled my hands free and listened to the voice in my head.


'Sam, can you hear me?'


"Oh, my God, it's Lucy. Be quiet."


"Yes, I can hear you. Are you okay? How are you
doing this? Where are you?"


Lucy laughed inside my head. 'One question at a time.
"How" is a long story, so I'll tell you later, as I'm not sure how
long I can hold this." Where" is also a long story, but I'm okay, and
so is Luke. We're going to be back on track to saving the kids soon.'


"Lucy, listen. Steele—that's my father's name—he
took Ana. I think she's there with the other kids. We're on our way to you and
will be there to help. Luce, he has my baby!"


'Oh God, Sam, I'm so sorry. Don't worry, we'll save her.
She'll be okay. I've grown close to an IPI Agent who will do everything he can
to help us, and he has some serious skills. But listen, there's someone here
who wants to talk to you before we lose this connection.'


Another awareness filled me, this one more expansive and
wild, and tinged with familiarity, but I couldn't place it—until he spoke.


'Sam, it's me: Mr. K. I'm so sorry I couldn't protect
you. I heard about the pregnancy and your baby being taken. I'm sorry.'


Tears filled my eyes. "What are you doing with Lucy?
What's happened to you?"


'No time for that now. She'll explain it all after this
mess is done. But Sam, I need you to know something. You're the best of the
best. I've never met anyone in all my life with your talent for art. You see
into the soul of the world and capture it on canvas. Don't ever stop. You have
much to give with your art. And don't become so hard inside that you lose that
view of the world, no matter what they did to you. Stay open to life. Stay
bendable, like a reed in the wind. Otherwise, they win. Don't let them mold you
into themselves. Stay true to you in all you do. I also wanted to say goodbye
and tell you I never left you there on purpose. I never would have done that to
you.'


Recent events had hardened me, but I needed to be
hard to rescue my daughter. Nothing else mattered until I had her back. But how
I longed to embrace his wisdom and find a normal life to settle into.


"Oh, Mr. K, what happened to you? I missed you. I
thought you were dead. And, I was focusing on my art, but now, all that matters
is my daughter. I have to save her. I don't know who I'll be when this is over,
but I promise not to give up."


Lucy and Mr. K pulled away, the connection weakening. "Goodbye,
Mr. K," I said. "Lucy, we'll be there soon."


Tears streamed from my eyes as the connection closed. I
ignored both Drake and Darren as Mr. K's words rolled through my mind. Could I
ever open myself to the world the way I had before, or had that part of me died
when Rent-A-Kid took my innocence?






Chapter 105 – Lucy


 


Lucy swiped at the tears on her face and knew that Mr. K
would be crying too, if he could. "I'm sorry I couldn't hold onto the
connection longer. I'm surprised I was able to do it at all."


"There's much we can do when we stop believing things
are impossible."


She wrapped her arms around Mr. K's trunk and hugged him.
"I'm going to miss you. When this is over, maybe we can find a way to dig
you up and transport you to our property in Washington."


The idea seemed to cheer him, and he smiled. "I'd like
that. In the meantime, would you do me a favor? Would you take a seed of mine
and keep it with you?"


"Of course. I'd be honored." She plucked from his
branches a small purse of the tiny seeds, and secured it in one of the leg
pockets of her cargo pants. "I'll keep them safe and plant them back home.
Then, when you come, it'll be like having family there."


His branches swatted her gently, and he laughed a low, sad
laugh. "Yes, that sounds fine."


Luke called from their camp. "All packed up, Luce. Time
to go."


He and Hunter came through the branches to say their own
goodbyes to Mr. K.


After they did their manly tree version of hugging, Mr. K
smiled. "Luke, keep up the singing and take care of your sister. You're
turning into a fine man that I'm proud to have known. Hunter, it's been a
pleasure to meet you. Take care of our Lucy, and know that someday your quest
will end, and a new one shall begin."


His words puzzled Lucy, but Hunter nodded solemnly, so she
didn't pry. It probably had something to do with Hunter's quest to avenge his
father's death.


The three of them walked to the giant beetle. It had
finished all the fruit and lay contentedly in the sun. With backpacks strapped
on, they climbed aboard and held tight as the beetle walked, then ran, then
finally flew.






Chapter 106 – Drake


 


"Sam, what happened?"


Sam just sat there, eyes closed, saying nothing. Tears ran
down her cheeks.


Drake wanted to shove Darren out of the way, but that
wouldn't end well for anyone.


Sam's eyes opened, and she scowled at them both. "Back
up, guys. I'm fine. Lucy communicated with me." She looked at the group
that had formed around the three of them. "I don't know where they are,
but the mission's finally back on track. She knows we're coming. I also talked
to an old friend." A slight smile played across her lips. "Anyway,
once we get to Hawaii, we'll work with them to create a plan."


Drake tried to make eye contact, but she refused to look at
him. He fought down his anger. What did he have to do to win back her love and
trust? At least she had good news and wasn't under mental attack.


"I'm glad they're okay," he said, "and that
we'll have help when we get there. Even with all of our powers, pulling this
off without casualties is going to be tricky. The IPI team and the twins will
get us into the compound, but I'm still not sure how we're going to defeat
Steele. Sam, maybe we can link and fight him like we did Dr. Pana? That might
be enough, if we can get past his shields. I don't know."


She shrugged and looked away.


Gary and Greg went back to their seats and talked quietly.
Robyn and Norm held hands and stared out the window, lost in thought. Mary sat
alone reading a book. And Darren sat as close as he could get to Sam without
sitting on her lap.


Drake made another attempt to engage her in conversation.
"So, did Lucy have anything else to say?"


She shook her head and continued flipping through the
magazine in her hands. "Nope. It was a short talk. Hard to keep the
connection going."


"Ah." What else could he say? Should he apologize
more? Talk about his time in jail? Was any of that appropriate right now? Probably
not. Sam was clearly only focused on Ana, and rightly so, but Drake
couldn't help but wonder what would happen when this was all over.


He settled for the basics. "I'm going to get a
sandwich. Would you like something to eat?"


She started to shake her head, but then her stomach
grumbled. "Um, sure. Thanks."


That should have made her laugh, or at least smile. Drake
didn't recognize this new Sam, so hardened and focused. Did I do this to
her?


He walked to the fridge. The sandwiches were stacked in two
rows of five each, and they all looked the same, so he grabbed two off the top,
and two sodas.


They ate their food in silence, and he wondered if she was
thinking of him at all, or if Darren had become more important to her than he
realized. He'd been gone for a few months, and a lot could happen in that time.


Sam finished, and he collected her trash and stood. "Do
want anything more to drink?"


"No, thank you." She leaned her head against the
window and closed her eyes, so he left to find a garbage bin and grab another
drink for himself.


He felt eyes on him as he walked down the aisle of the
plane. Sam's friends didn't trust him and didn't want him here. Their anger and
fear smothered him.


He shook it off, opened the refrigerator, and noticed only
seven sandwiches where there should have been eight. Weird. He hadn't
seen anyone but he and Sam eat one. He shrugged and went back to his seat,
wishing Brad had come. The two of them could have had fun. Maybe I just have
to make friends with the people here. Getting Sam's friends to like him
might help win her over.


What would he do after they saved Ana? Stay at the mansion
and help out at the school? He thought about his surfing and how much he missed
the ocean. It would be hard to give all that up. He could do a little surfing
in Washington, but nothing competitive—not unless he traveled a lot. But he
couldn't keep leaving. He had to be there to raise Ana. Whether Sam wanted him
back or not, he would not abandon his daughter. He might be a crappy dad now,
but he would learn.


He could take Ana to the beach and to parks. They would go
biking and surfing together as she got older. But in his mind, his presence
felt superimposed, like a Photoshopped version of his life. Not like the real
him, the screwed-up lost cause.


His eyes got heavy as he thought about it all, and he faded
into sleep.


***


He's in a burning building. Toby runs from him, and Drake
knows it's his fault. Something he did to the boy made him run. He almost
catches up when a wooden beam falls on Drake and pins him to the ground.


He reaches for his last vials, but purple stains his
pocket. He licks the liquid off his fingers, desperate for even a fraction of
his power, enough to push away the wooden beam and save Toby. He's useless
without his powers.


Nothing.


The beam crushes Drake's lungs. He pushes against them,
but the effort is futile.


Beyond Drake's reach, Toby runs, but flames rise up
around him. The boy's screams are terrible as the fire consumes him, while
Drake lies there—trapped, useless.


***


The plane's wheels hit the ground and jolted Drake awake. In
a panic, he looked around as if he'd lost something: Toby. Toby was fine; he
was back at the mansion, but something tickled the back of Drake's mind.


Sam smiled, and though it wasn't a big smile, it made him
feel better. Darren still did his best to hold her attention. Not cool,
Dude. Norm sat with Robyn again, his arm around her. The others slept or
read.


Once the plane came to a complete stop, they all filed out.
Sam, Father Patrick and Drake were the last of the passengers to leave. As
Father Patrick followed Drake out and closed the door, it jammed and something
squeaked.


The tickle in the back of Drake's mind finally made sense. The
missing sandwich. "Toby, you better appear right now."


***


The beauty of the Hawaiian beaches would have comforted
Drake, if he weren't so mad. He gripped the steering wheel in both hands and
counted backwards from ten. Sam sat beside him, with Toby in the back. The
travelers had broken up into groups and rented a few cars. Drake wondered if
Sam had only come with him because of Toby.


He eyed the boy in the rearview mirror. "I told you to
stay at the mansion."


Toby's shoulders slumped. "I remember."


"Then why'd you sneak onto the plane?"


The boy crossed his arms and glared. "I don't have to
listen to you."


Another deep breath. "Toby, this is
dangerous—getting-killed dangerous. I don't want you to get hurt." He
remembered his dream, and it made him shiver.


The kid rolled his eyes, like he knew so much at his ripe
old age. "I won't. Besides, it's you who needs help. A hero needs his
sidekick."


"I'm not a hero."


Sam covered her mouth to suppress a grin.


Well, at least something made her smile.


"Of course you are," Toby said. "You save
kids for like a living. You're awesome. You're a hero."


"And yet, my sidekick doesn't listen to me. I must not
be a very good hero."


The kid opened his mouth, then snapped it shut, a thoughtful
look on his face.


At least that shut him up for the time being.


They drove the rest of the way in silence, leading the
caravan. Norm, Robyn, Greg and Gary had one car, and Father Patrick took Darren
and Mary. Drake knew enough about Mary to be glad Darren had gotten stuck with
her. They were supposed to have a van that would fit everyone, but the rental
car agency had screwed up the reservation, which Drake didn't mind one bit.


That night, they would stay at a hotel as close to the
Rent-A-Kid base as possible, but beyond that, he didn't know what to expect.


Tall palm trees swayed in the breeze, and he thought about
his time with Sam in California, before they'd saved her friends. She'd hated
the palm trees in Venice, but otherwise seemed to like it there. The trees did
seem to fit in better here. Drake had always wanted to go to Hawaii, but wished
he'd come under different circumstances. The waves called to him, but he
ignored them. He had to find his daughter first, and kill the man who took her.


They arrived at the hotel and settled in, Drake, Sam and
Toby sharing a suite. Toby had a lot to learn about manners after spending so
much of his childhood on the streets, so Drake made the rules really clear.


"We need to keep this place clean, okay? So take your
shoes off while in the room, don't call room service without permission, and
don't take anything in the hotel without permission—even the bottled water. It
all costs money. Okay? Oh, and don't leave!"


Trying to keep an eye on a kid who could turn invisible at
will was a nightmare. Drake hoped he'd never have to deal with such things with
his own daughter.


Oh God, what if she can use mind control as a baby? That
would be worse. His only consolation was that it took a few years for para-powers
to manifest, so they'd have time to figure out how to handle that.


He looked back to the boy, who hadn't said anything.
"Toby, do you understand? This is important."


Toby saluted. "Yes sir. Do I have permission to use the
bathroom, sir?"


"Right now?"


The kid stood at rigid attention. "I really need to
take a shit, sir."


He couldn't help but chuckle at that. "Fine."


Sometimes Toby acted like a kid, and sometimes like a
teenager. Guess he must be at that age. What do they call them? Tweens?
It sounded scary.


Sam grinned. "You're cute with him."


"Me?"


"Both of you. You're almost like father and son. At
least, that's the way it is in the movies."


He'd never had a father, but neither had Sam. She probably
had less understanding of family than he did. At least he'd had foster
families, for better or worse, and Father Patrick. But if that made him the
expert on families, they were in trouble.


Talk about one dysfunctional family. Poor Ana will grow
into a very interesting person. We'd better save up for therapy.


"So what's the plan? How do we get Ana back?"


Sam had been pacing the room and finally sat on the bed, her
back stiff and posture unyielding. "We wait an hour for Lucy to contact
me. If she doesn't, we go ahead on our own."


Drake didn't like waiting, but he didn't like going ahead
alone either. Still, he'd do whatever it took.


Toby came out of the bathroom, and Sam stood again.
"I'm going to take a shower." She grabbed her bag and closed the door
behind her.


Drake stepped outside and leaned against their door. The
smell of saltwater and the sound of waves washed over him. Once again he wished
this had been a fun getaway for him and Sam, rather than the worst kind of
rescue mission.


A few minutes later, Darren strolled over, which didn't
surprise Drake. "Hey, I was just coming to check up on you guys and see
how Sam's doing."


Sure you did. "We're fine. Sam's fine.
Thanks." Drake blocked the door.


Darren stepped back. "I didn't mean any disrespect.
She's my friend and I know this is hard for her."


"Cut the bullshit, Dude. I know your game. Let me make
this clear: Sam is mine. Back the hell off."


Darren smirked. "Is she? Because it didn't look that
way on the plane. She can barely look at you. You left her at the worst
possible time. You broke her heart, and now you're acting like you own her. You
didn't see her fall apart and put herself back together. You weren't the one
there for her these last few months. Do you really think she's going to want
you back when all of this is over?"


Drake wanted to punch him, but couldn't—and not just because
of Sam. Darren was right. What if he'd screwed up things too badly? Clearly
nothing he'd done since coming back had been right. Sam could barely stand
being around him, and would probably avoid him even more if not for Toby.
Still, Darren had no business getting in the middle of the situation.


"Sam and I have been through hell and back. We didn't
let anything stop us—not the fact that we were miles apart, nor the fact that
she hated my powers. Through all of that, I had her love. What do you
have?"


"I'm not the guy who left her and her baby. You're the
bad guy here, Drake. It's time for you to see that."


Darren walked away and Drake slumped against the door.


Have I truly passed the point of redemption? Could be....






Chapter 107 – Lucy


 


Wind whipped Lucy's ponytail into Hunter's face, but he
didn't seem to mind as he held her tightly around the waist. Even Luke didn't
pout when placed behind Hunter. He was just happy to ride a beetle.


The sun warmed her face and arms as they flew higher and
higher. If only we could fly like this every day, free as a bird.


Hunter hollered, trying to be heard over the wind, "My
ass is getting sore from this shell!"


Lucy smiled. Nothing could bring her down. Not even a sore
derrière.


Seeing their magical jungle from this height put everything
into a new perspective, and she was shocked to realize how many memories she
already had of the place. They passed over the spot where the lizard had
attacked her and Hunter, and the grassy knoll where she and Hunter had spent
the night together. She saw Mr. K and felt a twinge of sadness, but promised
herself that she'd find a way to help him. And then they flew past the spot
where she'd buried the sphere. The emptiness of not having it clawed at her,
but she pushed it away, happy to be rid of something that had hurt people she
loved.


They climbed into the sky, exiting the valley and flying out
over the ocean to return to the main island. After several minutes, the giant
tents that formed IPI's makeshift headquarters for this mission appeared below,
complete with field hospital and everything they'd need to take care of the
kids, once freed.


As they descended toward the base, guards aimed their rifles
at the giant beetle. Lucy hadn't even thought of what it would look like to
storm into camp like this. Why wouldn't they shoot at the beetle after
what happened?


Fortunately, no one shot, likely because Simmons arrived and
started waving and pointing.


The beetle landed with a powerful thud that traveled up
Lucy's spine. A group formed around them, some looking scared and others in
awe. The three castaways slid off the beetle.


Simmons walked up and hugged Lucy. "You travel in
style, girl." She shook hands with Luke and Hunter. "We were worried
about all of you. We thought the beetles had you for lunch, but apparently you
domesticated them."


The beetle twitched and turned around, looking for a way
out.


"He's more of a friend," Lucy said, "and I'd
better say goodbye. All these people make him a bit nervous."


She led it away, then looked into its eyes and rubbed her
hand over its face. "Thank you." Her gratitude flowed into it, and
she wondered if this is what the ancient Native Americans felt when they
communed with nature and spirit guides.


The beetle flew off, glinting like a jewel, and Lucy headed
back to Simmons, determined to waste no more time. "We have work to
do."


***


Simmons loomed over Lucy, Luke and Hunter as they debriefed
her about everything they'd encountered since their disappearance, including
Mr. K. The experience reminded Lucy of being back at Rent-A-Kid during a
lecture.


"Is there anything you can do for him?" she asked.


"I'm afraid not." Simmons paced in front of them.
"But once we take down Rent-A-Kid, we may learn more about what they did
to him. We may find a cure."


A cure? Lucy supposed that for Mr. K, anything to
transform him back to normal would be considered a cure, but the sneer in
Simmons's voice made it apparent she thought all paranormals suffered from a
disease—that they all needed to be cured.


Simmons continued. "We need to act as soon as possible
to take down the center. There's been movement, and if we wait any longer, we
could lose some kids. If you two are ready—"


"We are." Lucy made a fist.


"Good. We start at nightfall. Do you remember the
plan?"


"Yes. Cut through the underwater fence under the cover
of darkness. Hack into the cameras. Get Luke to the main ventilation system.
Use the sleep grenades. Then signal you and your team, who will evacuate the
kids." It'd be difficult. Complex. "Sam and her team will be helping
with the evacuation."


Simmons's face puckered, but she didn't say anything; Lucy
had made it clear that Sam's team wasn't optional.


Beleth's deal popped into Lucy's mind: kill Simmons, and
he'd let all the children go. It would be so easy—just draw her gun next time
she had Simmons alone, and put a bullet in her head.


So easy. And so hard.


Lucy couldn't kill an innocent woman. Why would Beleth want
her dead? Her of all people? Did he simply want to stop the operation? And
would he even be able to release the kids? Surely, his proposal was a
trick.


But maybe it was something more.


Simmons continued to stand over them, using that subtle
psychological play to establish dominance, a white board behind her showing
their plans. Lucy shuddered, as Simmons was like one of the teachers at
Rent-A-Kid—using them, and smiling through it all.


The calm Lucy had maintained during their flight evaporated
in the heat of her anger.


Luke touched her hand. "You okay, Sis?"


"Yeah, just tired." And angry. Angry at
Rent-A-Kid, angry at Beleth, and now, angry at Simmons. They all connected; she
just couldn't see the pieces yet.


She touched Mr. K's seed in her pocket and focused on her
meditation techniques, cooling her anger.


Hunter spoke up for the first time. "Agent Simmons, I
would like to accompany Luke and Lucy Rivera on this assignment."


Simmons pinched her nose as though she had a headache.
"Very honorable of you, Agent Riley, but we'll need you with the retrieval
team."


Hunter frowned, but didn't argue.


Things had been a little off between Lucy and him since
she'd tried to heal him with the sphere. They hadn't talked or touched as much,
except for when she kissed him back in the valley. The beetle ride had given
them a chance just to be near each other, and the fact that he wanted to join
them on the mission gave her hope that they could mend whatever had torn in
their relationship.


Figures that Simmons would keep her favorite out of harm's
way, especially considering Luke and I might not make it out alive.


Hunter was a big boy, and didn't need to be kept on such a
tight leash. His rank in IPI may have bound him to do as Simmons said, but Lucy
had no such constraints.


"Excuse me," she said, "but Hunter should
come with us. Luke may need help getting to the main ventilation system."


Simmons glared at Lucy, then relaxed. It happened so fast,
that Lucy almost missed it. Almost. Simmons had another side she kept wrapped
up tight, and Lucy needed to crawl under that veneer to see what she was really
like.


Simmons smiled at Luke. "I'm sure you'll do fine on
your own, right? You don't need Hunter to help you accomplish your mission, do
you?"


Bitch! Lucy thought all was lost. Luke already had
issues with Hunter. No way would he admit to needing the guy's help.


Luke frowned and shifted in his seat, but didn't object
right away. She wondered if he was thinking about their conversation about
being the right people for the mission. Was he doubting himself again?


Luke's face hardened, and he looked Simmons in the eye.
"We need Hunter."


Lucy leaned back in her seat, finding a new depth of respect
for her brother. She should have known he wouldn't let pride get in the way of
a mission, especially when kids' lives were at stake. If having Hunter helped
them get out alive, Luke wasn't going to turn that down.


"I understand, but your original orders never included
Hunter."


Luke stood. "Our original orders didn't include a lot
of things, like losing our whole team and getting stranded on an island. It
also didn't have a high chance of success, and with so many lives at stake, we
can't take that risk. Remember, Agent Simmons, we're not your agents, but we do
have the best chance at saving those kids. I realize that now. You have to send
us, because even though we might fail, anyone else wouldn't make it past the
gates." He looked at Hunter and smiled. "So you'll give us Hunter.
You'll give him to us because we need him."


"I sense an or at the end of that
statement." Simmons stared Luke down, or tried to, even though she
had to look up.


"Or we'll go ahead without you. Because you, Agent
Simmons, are not needed."


That shut her up. Luke was right. Back at the crash site,
mopey Luke had spoken Lucy's own fears: why were they doing this? Were they the
right people? Now the old Luke—no, the new Luke—with fire in his eyes
and steel in his tone... the new Luke made things clear. Their place wasn't
back at the mansion, or back at Rent-A-Kid. Their place was right here, right
now. This was what they were meant to do.


Simmons sat down. "Fine. Agent Riley, you will
accompany Luke and Lucy Rivera on this assignment."


Lucy smiled in relief. Her brother had been right about
another thing: they did need Hunter. But the part about Simmons not being
needed, not being important; something told her that part was very wrong.


***


Lucy tossed and turned in her cot—better than sleeping on
the floor, and she got an actual sleeping bag, but she still missed her real
bed. Her muscles ached and bones cracked as she stretched and tried to
relax—"tried" being the key word there, "failed" being more
accurate. Sleep had eluded her for hours, despite her utter exhaustion. She'd
decided to rest up before their all–night mission, but knowing the dangers she
faced, and that she might not live through tomorrow, kept her awake no matter
how many meditations she did.


She'd connected with Sam, and they'd made a plan, which
helped them all feel more optimistic about the outcome. So many lives were at
stake—not just nameless lives, but Ana, Tommy and Serena. Lucy hadn't met them,
but she knew how responsible Sam felt for them. They couldn't afford to fail,
so they planned.


Sam and her party would join Simmons and the extraction
team. They'd wait for the signal, then use their powers to get as many kids out
as possible, including Ana, Tommy and Serena. Lucy couldn't imagine Sam's worry
right now, how she must be feeling with her newborn baby out there, kidnapped
by a psychopath. Lucy couldn't even imagine losing Luke, and a baby had to be
harder than even a twin.


What if they didn't make it? What if they failed?


Tight balls of anxiety coiled up in her gut, and she reached
for her pack out of habit, then stopped. No sphere.


Screw it! I don't need the sphere. I'll deal with my own
emotions.


Hunter came to mind, and all those emotions swirled around
inside her. She wanted to connect with him before they walked into what could
be a blood bath.


Well, that's one problem easy enough to solve.


Careful not to wake the others, Lucy headed to Hunter's
room. If she couldn't sleep, she might as well make the best of things.






Chapter 108 – Sam


 


A pair of agents had picked us up an hour ago, and we'd
taken a truck, a speedboat, and another truck to get to the IPI base. It turned
out to be a veritable city of huge, heavy-duty tents that housed armored
trucks, cars, offices and medical facilities. The agents dropped me and my team
off in front of what looked like the main communications hub.


Inside sat makeshift desks with computers, maps, and groups
of soldiers huddled together discussing strategy.


Agent Davis held up his hand. "Stay here. Agent Simmons
will join you soon."


Yeah, not happening. I pushed past Davis, whose
thoughts had mostly focused on Mary's tits the whole ride here, and walked up
to a group of agents who looked like they knew what they were doing. "I
need to see Simmons right away."


One guard glanced at me, mentally brushed me off as some
weak and insignificant girl, and turned back to the map in front of him.
"She's busy."


"I understand." I grabbed his wrist and twisted it
hard, bringing him to his knees. "Now, may we please see Agent
Simmons?"


The other guards surrounded me, weapons raised. Their minds
were on alert, focused on my every movement but unsure as to whether to shoot
or not without orders.


Agent Simmons walked up from behind them. "Weapons
down. She's with us, more or less."


A few months had passed since I'd seen her last, and even
then only briefly, but I didn't hesitate to penetrate her every thought and
memory while we talked. Most centered on the plan, wondering whether Luke, Lucy
and Hunter would succeed. She worried especially about Hunter. Seemed the twins
pissed her off.


Good for them. "Are Luke and Lucy in the water
already?" I knew the answer before she had a chance to answer. "No,
they're not. Okay, I want access to surveillance."


I let the guard go and walked toward a guy sitting in front
of a bunch of computer screens. He hovered between standing and sitting,
looking as though trying to do both at once.


Simmons scurried after me. "Now wait a minute. You
don't give orders here."


I stared her down, no longer the timid, soft Sam of a few
months ago. "My daughter is missing. I'll do anything to get her back.
This is less an IPI mission than it is our operation, with your assistance.
After all, if you guys had gotten better intel, we wouldn't be in this position
at all."


And I would never have had Ana. I brushed the thought
aside. However she came to be, she was mine now, and I'd die to protect her.
"Still need convincing? Look around."


The guards held their weapons low, firing nervous glances at
my team, who stood behind me, ready to attack should the need arise.


"You have no idea what the nine of us are capable of,
but I can tell from the thoughts floating around me that your people don't want
to find out."


Simmons scowled at the agent still stuck in limbo.
"Give her your seat."


He stood, relieved, and offered me his chair. I sat and
examined the equipment.


They had eyes on the Rent-A-Kid compound, but none up close.
A wall surrounded the perimeter, and a tall guard tower rose above it. Beyond
that, buildings were scattered over several acres and made up the living
quarters and work space. Guards patrolled on foot, and all the buildings were
well lit.


Simmons cringed, but asked, "Do you need access to the
comm system as well?"


"Nope, I got it. I'll know what's happening before you
will."


She rolled her eyes and stormed out of the tent.


I tapped my head, then reached out with my thoughts to find
Lucy's mental signature. "Hey, Luce, we're set up."


'Sam! I'm glad you made it. We're about to drop into the
water. Don't worry, we'll get Ana and all the kids. Failure isn't an option,
especially now that you guys are here.'


"Good. I'll monitor you mentally, and we'll be ready
to send aid if needed. Be safe. And hurry."


Norm stood beside me, watching the beeping monitors and
surveillance. "So, what do we do?"


"We wait for an orange or red flare. Then attack."


Robyn stood at his side. "What do the colors
mean?"


"Orange means they succeeded. Red means they're
screwed. Doesn't matter. I'll know before they even fire one."


I handed control of the chair back to the nervous agent, who
kept his distance from me—smart man—and walked out of the makeshift office in
search of Simmons's tent.


Simmons sat at a small table checking her weapons. With
practiced movements, she broke down and reassembled her 9mm in a matter of
seconds.


Her obvious display didn't faze me. I could destroy her in a
heartbeat, and I would if she interfered with rescuing my daughter. But for
now, she could be useful. "You have expertise—expertise I need—but you
must do as I say."


She laughed without humor and lifted a large needle off the
table. "Do you know what this is? It's a very special drug that strips
paranormals of their para-power. Do you and your friends think you'd be so
special without those powers? No. You'd be nothing. Less than nothing."


She stood and walked toward me, expecting me to flinch or
back away. She'd have to live with disappointment.


"So, why should I listen to you, when I have
this?"


I took a step closer to her, my face inches from hers.
"Because I know who you are, and I know what you've done."






Part Three – What Lies Beyond





Chapter 109 – Lucy


 


Lucy perched at the door of the airplane and stared down at
the black ocean, reflecting on all that had happened since the last time she'd
stood on a plane, ready to jump. It seemed a lifetime ago. At least this time
they knew the location of the base and wouldn't leave a trail of dead agents
behind. The wind whipped through her hair, and she searched the night sky for
any sign of Beleth. He was out there, somewhere.


She hadn't killed Simmons—though she'd been tempted at times
just because the woman pissed her off—and that meant the deal was broken. Whatever.
Let Beleth do his worst. I have a job to do.


Hunter came up and kissed her. They didn't speak, but they
didn't have to. Earlier that day, they'd said all that needed saying, with
words and touch.


Without hesitation, she jumped, free-falling into the
darkness, relishing the feeling as the seconds ticked by in her head. When the
timing was right, she opened her parachute, her body jerking as the silk panel
unfolded and cut into her descent.


The guys opened their own parachutes above her.


She hit the icy water and immediately flicked the
quick-release on her chest strap, loosing the chute into the ocean so it
wouldn't drag her down.


A few moments later Luke and Hunter splashed down and did
the same.


They all slipped underwater and pulled out their breathing
devices. Once Lucy had adjusted to breathing through the plastic nozzle
strapped around her face, she turned her underwater light on and swam toward
the fence that guarded the perimeter.


It was a massive thing that reached all the way to the ocean
floor, a barrier to both divers and submersibles. Lucy wondered if the kids
ever got to swim in the ocean, taunted by a freedom they couldn't have, still
locked in by wires.


Coral grew around the fence, its beautiful texture and color
mesmerizing. Her brother slipped through the metal using his para-power, while
Hunter pulled out the torch and burned a hole in the fence wide enough for Lucy
and him to swim through


The black water surrounded them, Lucy's light giving only a
few feet of visibility. She imagined something moving out there, a predator
stalking them. "What if there are sharks out here?" she said through
the comm system.


Hunter swung a light in her direction. "Don't worry,
we're almost there, and it wouldn't be able to get through the fence unless it
has Luke's powers."


Isn't there some rule that sharks are especially
dangerous at night? She gripped her gun, knowing it would work underwater
if needed, and followed Hunter through the fence.


As they approached shallow water, they shut off their lights
and surfaced, peeking out over the water to get a visual on the compound. A
small building sat close to the beach, guarded by one patrolman. If they'd come
by land they would have faced a large fence with a guard tower and
who-knows-how-many guards, but by water they had immediate access. In the dark,
the shadows of the buildings peppered the lush Hawaiian foliage. There'd be
cameras everywhere, using thermal vision to spot any movement. The cool water,
combined with their wetsuits, saved them from detection, but once on land, the
effects would dissipate. They'd have to get to the building and take out the
patrolman quickly.


They waited for the guard to turn away, then slipped onto
the shore. Lucy snuck up behind the man in black and knocked him out silently.
She pulled him behind the building and sat him against the wall, as if he were
resting. It wouldn't stand up against close scrutiny, but it would have to do
for now.


"It's clear," she whispered to the guys.


They rounded the building and found the door, in a hurry to
get in before the cameras picked them up.


Lucy turned the knob, but it was locked. "Crap. Luke,
you want to unlock it from the other side?"


He dashed through the door. Time ticked by so much faster as
they stood, vulnerable.


"Shit. It's jammed." Luke's muffled voice came
through the door.


Hunter pulled out his sword. "Let me try. Move
away."


Lucy heard Luke step aside, and Hunter shoved his blade into
the door knob, all the way through it. He pulled open the door and grinned.
"Ladies first."


"Impressive."


Inside, one man slept on a bunk bed, murmuring as he turned
on his side. Hunter pulled a cloth from his pack and covered the man's face for
three seconds, then released. "That should knock him out for a few
hours."


Luke raised an eyebrow. "Why didn't I get one of
those?"


Hunter shrugged. "I don't think Simmons likes
you."


Well, no one can argue with that, Lucy thought.


They shrugged out of their wetsuits, and Lucy set up her
laptop on the small desk. She plugged into the local intranet and hacked into
the facilities' programs.


First, she looped the cameras. "Luke, go get that guy
outside and bring him in here. Take Hunter to help carry him."


As they left, she checked the main gate access. It would be
tough, but she could open it from here if she had to. That would help Simmons's
agents get in faster—or get out faster, if it came to that.


She flipped through the live camera feeds and found the main
ventilation system, a centralized plant located in the main building. For such
a small compound, they had a big system. She shuddered when she realized it
probably helped control certain experiments, which made her think of Mr. K and
what they'd done to him here.


They'd hit all their objectives, but Lucy couldn't help but
feel that she'd missed something obvious. She looked at her computer, examined
all the feeds, and everything looked fine.


The guys returned with the guard and laid him on one of the
beds. Hunter shrugged off his extra-large pack and dropped it beside the desk.
He must have used his para-strength to swim with that thing. He strapped his
sword to his back and a pistol to his hip, and slung his rifle over his
shoulder.


"Packing enough heat?"


"Can never be too prepared." He winked.


She grinned like an idiot, then focused back on the
computer.


Luke stood over her. "Did you find the ventilation
system?"


"Yep. I'll guide you using the cameras. Just do as I
say."


Luke rolled his eyes. "This isn't exactly my first
rodeo, Sis. I think I know what I'm doing by now."


Before they walked out the door, Hunter kissed her again.
"You going to be okay?"


"I can handle myself. Don't worry. Now go! And be
careful."


The boys left and made their way to the main building.


A buzzing filled Lucy's head, and she felt another presence
settle in. 'Sam?'


"Hey, Luce. Status report?"


'We're in. Won't be long before the guys set off the
sleeping gas in the vents. As soon as they do, I'll open the gate so you guys
can drive straight in, okay?"


"Thanks. I'll be in touch."


As Sam shut the connection, Luke's voice came through the
headset. "We're in the main building."


She checked the cameras. "Go right... keep going... now
stop. There are two guards down the next corridor."


"Got it covered, Sis." Lucy watched the screen as
Luke walked through a few walls and popped up behind the two guards, then
knocked them out with chops to their necks. He grabbed their IDs and started
undressing them.


"Hunter, Luke needs help."


Hunter rounded the corner, and together they secured
themselves two uniforms and IDs. Hunter looked good in the form-fitting black
clothes.


"I like these. We need some at IPI," he said.


Lucy chuckled. "Fashion later, boys. Keep going down
the hall. You're getting close. Shortcut through the hangar to your left."


The guys entered the hangar, and Luke pointed to something.
"Wow. Did you see this, Luce?"


She saw what looked like a cross between a tank and a
helicopter.


"It's an AH-64 Apache," said Hunter.


Luke whistled under his breath. "Seriously
badass."


Lucy noticed rocket pods and cannons hanging from what
looked like a pair of stubby wings. That thing looked dangerous. "I hope
we never have to go up against it. If they'd sent that in to rescue Beleth,
we'd be mincemeat right now."


She scanned the rest of the hangar, which held a much bigger
plane, probably the one they used for Beleth, and another helicopter with less
armor, but still big.


Hunter showed off more of his knowledge. "The other
chopper's a Boeing CH-47 Chinook. It's used for transport."


Luke looked up. "Hey, that's a pretty fancy roof. Looks
like it might open."


Lucy's fingers flew over her keyboard until she found what
she was looking for. "Okay, looks like I can open the roof if we need, or
even keep it closed, depending."


Again, something tugged at her memory, as though she'd
forgotten or overlooked something, but she couldn't put her finger on it.
"All right, guys, time to move on. When you get out of the hangar, head
west."


They followed her command and found themselves face-to-face
with two guards just outside the door.


"Oh crap, guys. I'm sorry. Just stay calm and act like
you belong."


They straightened their backs, and Luke saluted as they
passed. Neither guard paid much attention to them.


Once they'd cleared the guards, Luke looked into one of the
cameras. "What the hell happened, Sis? You nearly got our asses
fried."


"Sorry. The helicopters distracted me. Won't happen
again."


Fewer cameras inside prevented her from getting a full read
on the building, but everything looked good from what she could see. "Go
on in, but keep your wits. There are a lot of dead zones I can't get eyes
on."


Hunter made a thumbs-up sign. "Roger that, Babe."


Babe? Seriously? We need to talk about nicknames.


In the heart of the building, she had only one camera with
which to watch them. "Guys, I can't see much. Again, please be
careful."


This made her nervous, but they were so close. If they could
get the sleep grenades into the main shafts, they'd be almost home free. After
that, Simmons's strike team would barrel in with reinforcements, they'd save
the kids and the baby, and all go home.


Sucks to be stuck at a desk. Lucy pulled the laptop
onto her lap as she tilted back and forth on her chair, her nervous energy
making this part of the job difficult. She wanted to be out there with them,
but they needed the tech support.


She gripped the bottom of the computer and felt a tiny bump
underneath. Her heart thudded as she turned her computer over to examine it.


"Oh shit. Guys, it's a—"


Too late. A large figure emerged from the shadows, blocking
Hunter and Luke's exit.


Beleth.


He looked at her through the camera. "I'm sorry."


Hunter drew his rifle and fired, but Beleth jumped forward,
and a black-as-oil shield grew around him, surrounding him in a ball. The
bullets bounced off, impotent against whatever protected him. Beleth crashed
against a wall and the shield exploded, erupting into giant spider legs that
sprouted from his back.


One leg shot forward, yanked the rifle from Hunter's hands
and broke it in half.


Luke pulled his own pistol out and fired, but Beleth's arm
transformed into a black shield and blocked the bullets.


Lucy choked on her fear, and debated whether she should go
help them. Would it just make matters worse? What could she do against this
beast? The two men she cared for most in the world were powerless against him.


She should have known. The small oval stuck to her computer
was a tracker. Beleth must have planted it the night he stood over Luke. She'd
led him right to them.


A black streak lashed from Beleth's back and caught Luke by
the leg, tripping him. Lucy put her hand over her mouth to keep from screaming.
Beleth used his spider legs to jump high into the air. A blade grew from his
hand as he flew, heading straight for Luke's throat.


Just before it beheaded her brother, Hunter jumped forward,
his sword extended, and blocked Beleth's attack.


Lucy reached out in desperation.


'Sam! Help! We're in big trouble!'






Chapter 110 – Sam


 


"We're coming."


Lucy's fear and panic filled our connection. 'Hurry! Luke
and Hunter are stuck in a room with this guy. Sam, I've never seen anything
like him.'


I jumped up and went in search of Simmons, who sat behind a
desk in her office. I explained to her the situation. "They're in trouble.
We need to move now."


Simmons touched a button on her headphones. "Lucy,
what's your status?"


I pulled them off her head. "I told you what their
status is. We need to hurry."


She stood and stared me down with venom in her eyes.
"If they haven't placed the sleeping gas, we can't move."


"They won't be able to place the damn sleeping gas
without our help. They're trapped. We have to move now."


"No." Simmons flicked her finger and the soldiers
around her clutched their weapons. "We can't jeopardize everyone's safety
to save them now. If they get captured, we'll negotiate a release."


I walked out of her office and toward her tent, which
Simmons didn't expect by the look on her face as she scurried after me. I
pocketed the needle she'd threatened me with and grabbed a pistol. "We're
going in after them."


'Over my dead body... this little bitch is not taking
over my mission... I'm going to get my revenge on that asshole if it's the last
thing I do.'


Before she could speak, I interrupted her thoughts.
"I'll kill my father. Then you'll have your revenge."


She didn't back off, but she didn't interfere either.
"I won't be responsible if you fail. No one will come to rescue your
team."


My team had followed me over to the tent and crowded in
around us. "Then stay out of our way." I turned my back on her to
address my friends. "Arm yourselves. We're going in."


Drake and Darren took rifles. Gary found a grenade launcher
and stocked up on ammo, while Robyn and Mary chose pistols. Toby reached for a
machine gun, but Drake swatted his hand away.


I'd stayed in Lucy's thoughts, to keep tabs on their
situation as I handled Simmons. Lucy still had the cameras looped, so if they
could get in quietly, no one would know, not even this Beleth, who, for
whatever reason, hadn't raised the alarms himself.


As we started to head out, I stopped and spun to face
Simmons. With my finger on her chest I hissed at her. "If you do anything
to jeopardize our mission, I will expose your plans. I will expose who you are.
Then... I will kill you."






Chapter 111 – Man in Black


 


Tyler Miller sat in his small command station, overseeing
the gate. He scanned the screens in front of him and clicked through the
different cameras. Everything looked fine.


Ned patrolled below, looking out for people sneaking around
near the walls. It barely ever happened, but every now and then some stupid
kid, or a few teenagers, would get curious and see if they could climb the gate
or hop over it from a tree. Never worked, but couldn't let the little bastards
get away with trying it, either.


He propped his legs up on his desk and noisily slurped his
large cup of coffee, glad that at work, his wife couldn't bitch at him for
being too loud. A man should be able to drink a damn cup of coffee however he
wanted. How else was he supposed to cool it down?


His favorite part of the job was the time it gave him to
write his novel. All the other guards hated the boring night shift, but like
most writers, he was a night owl. He also liked that it gave him a reason to
sleep all day and avoid his wife.


The blank page of his notebook stared at him like a living
thing. Oooo, that's good. I should write that shit down. He grabbed his
pen and made notes, then returned to his novel. Sal, his main character, had to
get past a large wall. He tried climbing a tree but fell and busted his head.
Tyler described the head wound in exquisite detail, sure that his readers would
love that. He sure knew how to paint a picture. He used up three whole pages of
tiny writing on that one bit, proving that the jerks in his community college
class didn't know shit about quality writing.


Footsteps outside his door alerted him to his boss, Mac, a
big guy who walked like the weight of the world rested on his shoulders. Oooo,
I need to remember that too.


Mac pushed open the door. "How are things?"


"Good." Tyler scanned the screens again, left to
right, clicking through the cameras. Same pattern each night.


Mac sipped his own coffee, but somehow made less noise than
Tyler. "Okay, don't screw up tonight. Tomorrow's going to be big."


Hell, yeah, big. Tyler was up for promotion and would
finally be able to buy that sweet laptop he'd seen at Walmart. No more pen and
paper for him—though he did secretly crave the sound of a typewriter as he
pounded out the greatest novel ever. But no one used typewriters anymore. He
heard he could buy an app for his computer that would simulate the sound of
one, which could be cool. He'd have to look into it.


Mac walked out, grunting about something or other, and Tyler
relaxed and looked up at the sky. Being in the mini tower gave him a nice view
of the stars. He loved the quiet of the night and feel of the breeze. He pulled
out his notebook to describe the night, an exercise one of his teacher's had
taught him.


Ned, the night patrolman, called out from below, ruining
Tyler's mojo.


Damn! He usually had more peace.


"Hey, I got something here."


Shit. Tyler hoped that something wasn't trouble. He
looked down and saw a girl standing by Ned. "Hold on, I'm coming
down."


He descended a cramped set of stairs and opened the door.
Ned and the girl looked up at him. She had brown hair and blue eyes. Something
in his lower regions tightened as he thought about how pretty she was, but
fraternizing with the patients here would get his ass booted for sure, so he
kept it in his pants. Mostly. He might make another exception for her.


She shook as if scared, and stared at him.


Ned grabbed her arm and pushed her forward. "I found
her wandering around." He paused, as if expecting a response. "I
should bring her in."


Tyler looked her up and down and licked his lips. "She
try to get over the wall?"


"Yes." Ned nodded. "She... um... was climbing
a tree."


Tyler shook his head. "Teenagers. All right, wait a
moment." He climbed back up to his tower, typed his password into the
controls, and the gate opened.


"Thanks," Ned shouted as they walked in.


Tyler sat back down again, repositioned his legs on the
table, and grabbed up his notebook. He wrote a few descriptive paragraphs about
the blue-eyed girl, stuff he could never let his wife see.


Ned had seemed off tonight, had been awfully polite, and
hadn't even called the girl a bitch—which was his favorite word.


Wonder what was up with him? Maybe he needed a raise
too. Whatever.


He'd followed his orders, and now his promotion was secure.
Mr. Steele had told him that a brown-haired girl with blue eyes would come
tonight, and he'd told Tyler to let her in. So he did.






Chapter 112 – Sam


 


The rough hand of the guard pushed me through the gate and
past the guard in the tower. Once we'd cleared his line of site, the man before
me shifted and morphed, his hair growing longer, body trimming down, and shape
twisting... until he was a she. Robyn leaned over, short of breath, and fear
for her unborn baby tweaked my conscious. Maybe she shouldn't have come; we had
no idea what her particular para-power would do to her child, but she'd wanted
to, and I didn't want to stop her.


I needed her to find my own child. Selfish, but there it
was.


Darren had knocked out the real guard and hidden him outside
the gates. I'd been ready to mind-control the guy at the gate, but he hadn't
put up nearly the fight I'd feared. In fact, he seemed to know I'd be coming,
or someone who looked like me, but then he was so lecherous I wanted to vomit.
He was probably just glad to have fresh meat to chase.


Didn't matter; we'd made it, and now it was time for the
next phase. Since Lucy was the only one I could effectively connect with in a
two-way conversation, I used my ear piece to contact Norm. "We're in. Start
bringing everyone through."


The two of us waited behind a secluded building, and within
a few minutes Norm flew over the fence carrying Gary. One by one he went back
and retrieved another team member, until we were all together again. Norm flew
Toby in last, and Drake frowned and crossed his arms. What were we going to do
with the boy, leave him alone at the hotel? Besides, we'd all been training to
do missions by his age, and Toby had spent his life on the streets, so he knew
how to watch out for himself. It was interesting, though, seeing Drake so
protective.


Robyn had shifted back into a guard to do a quick scan of
the area, and came back to report. "There are a few guards patrolling the
main facility."


I nodded. "We'll use mind control to make them look the
other way."


Drake pulled out a purple vial and drank it. "I'm on
it."


I sighed. He shouldn't waste what little of that he had on
something I could have done, but he seemed anxious to prove himself helpful. I
couldn't blame him; I wanted to do everything I could to find Ana.


I took the lead as we walked down a path to the main
building. We passed a few guards on the way, but Drake took care of them. A
quick scan of their minds proved they had been compelled to forget ever seeing
us. I wondered vaguely if people ever dreamed of the memories they lost due to
mind control.


Once we reached the main building, I linked to Lucy. "We're
in. Robyn will be leading the team to help you."


Robyn tapped her ear, to make sure her comm piece worked.
"Lucy?" Her voice quavered a bit. She was the most nervous of the
group, but that could work in her favor, make her more careful. Hopefully, it
wouldn't freeze her at a critical time.


"Lucy will tell you where to go. She can see you."


Robyn nodded. "What about you?"


"I'm going after Ana and Steele."


Drake stepped forward. "I'm going with you."


Then Darren, naturally. "So am I."


Toby turned himself visible and was already standing by
Drake. "And me."


I rolled my eyes. Boys.


"Look, I appreciate the support, but Drake and I will
handle this. The rest of you, get Luke, Lucy and the other IPI agent to safety.
Save our friends."


Robyn responded to something only she could hear—had to be
Lucy giving directions—and she waved and turned left, with Norm by her side.
The others followed her, though Darren kept looking back over his shoulder like
a lost puppy waiting for me to call him back.


I hated to admit it, but I was glad Drake was with me. If
anyone could come close to caring about Ana as much as I did, it would be her
father, and he was powerful, especially with access to his para-powers.


As we walked, I reached out with the powers the Seeker had
downloaded into me. Bright dots of light floated in my mind as I connected to
the hundreds of paranormals in the buildings. Narrowing my focus, I sought the
one signature I knew better than anyone's: that of my daughter.


And where Ana was, so too would Steele be.


Her energy pulled me forward with a string of light that had
attached itself to me. The light led me up a flight of stairs and to a door.


I stopped. "He's in there."


I looked at Drake, his handsome face hardened, and finally
understood the part of him that had always eluded me, the part that would do
anything—anything—to protect someone he loved. In that moment, and to
some degree in many moments leading up to that, we shared the same
determination. Nothing would stand in our way as we rescued our daughter.


"We attack him together. We don't let him hurt our
baby."


Drake nodded, but his brow wrinkled. "I've tried mind
control on him before, and it didn't work. What if that happens again?"


I held up my pistol. "Then I use this."


I pushed the door open, and we walked through it and into a
giant steel room full of containers. My mind was in shock, and it took a few
seconds before I could comprehend the scene around me. It felt surreal, like
waking up in a twisted Twilight Zone episode or a bad sci-fi movie.
Viscous blue liquid filled each container. Inside them, men and women, even
children, floated in the fluid, suspended in limbo. Some of them had mutated.
Hundreds of these containers lined the room, spanning multiple levels.


At the back, Steele stood in front of a giant computer,
staring at a complex display of data on the screen.


The light tethered to me reached into a tiny crib that looked
more like a test tube. Is this where I was born? Or made? The thought
made me shiver.


Steele turned, unsurprised by our presence, and walked
toward us. "Hello, Daughter."


I lifted my hand, unlatched the safety, aimed straight for
his chest, and pulled the trigger.






Chapter 113 - Lucy


 


Robyn and her team ran at full steam, no longer worried
about discretion, their images casting a malicious glow against a black
backdrop broken only by long shadows. Their heavy breathing filled Lucy's head
and reminded her of a prank caller in a horror movie.


She shoved that mental nightmare aside and directed them
through the compound. "Go through the hangar. Hurry!"


Flicking back and forth between cameras, Lucy monitored the
team, and the duo of Hunter and Luke, who trembled with exhaustion from their
ongoing battle with Beleth, even as bruises swelled on their body and blood
trickled from wounds. Black blades extended from each of Beleth's hands, and
the clank of metals, as Hunter fought him off with his own sword, reverberated
through their comm units. Luke bobbed from one foot to the other, waiting for
an opening to get to the vent and unleash the sleeping gas in his pack. The
clash of steel and the shuffle of steps, the grunts of those fighting—these
sounds sat suspended in their own world, seemingly disconnected from the scene
in front of her, like a badly dubbed Japanese movie.


A slash from Beleth's blade created a crimson line on
Hunter's arm, and Lucy's heart dropped into her stomach. She squinted,
imagining the cut, like fire, on her skin. She wanted to ask if he was okay,
but knew she shouldn't distract him from the fight.


Instead she switched to Luke's comm. "You have to help
him!"


Luke pointed to the crushed remains of his pistol, courtesy
of Beleth. "I can't. No weapon."


Lucy nearly clawed through the computer screen in
frustration. "Use your powers."


After a brief hesitation, he nodded and ran up behind
Hunter, shadowing him as he raised a force field up to block Beleth's spider
legs and sword attacks. Lucy could tell that they were not in synch. Luke's
shield blocked Hunter's strikes as often as Beleth's, and they couldn't seem to
find a rhythm that worked. Had the stakes not been death, their clumsy dance
might have been almost comical.


Another click back to Robyn. They were almost at the door. Hurry.
Hurry. Please hurry.


Another click. Sam and Drake had gone to find Ana and
Steele. Just as she zoomed in on the correct camera, she saw them slip into a
room and disappear from her radar. She searched, but could not find a camera
for that room. It either didn't have one, or it was totally blocked from her.
She sent a silent plea that they would be careful and successful, then focused
her attention back on Hunter, Luke, and their friends.


Robyn stopped at a junction. "Left or right?"


Lucy looped through camera feeds. "Left."


They ran down empty hallways.


Beleth continued his fight against Hunter and Luke, and the
screech of metal filled the air.


Sam and Drake were off her radar. Why was it so quiet? Why
hadn't Beleth raised the alarm and alerted the whole compound of the breech?


And why had he said he was sorry? That man wasn't what he
appeared, but she didn't know what to make of him. The tracking device that
she'd removed from her laptop sat on the table, and Lucy looked from it to the
guard's soda can and back, then dropped the device in the soda, letting the
acid eat it away.


She watched the screen helplessly as one of Beleth's spider
legs caught against Hunter and threw him against a wall, exposing weaponless
Luke.


Hunter tumbled to the ground and lay still, even as Lucy's
heart sped up.


Luke scrambled away, but Beleth stopped him. "Fight!
Fight me."


Huh? It wasn't as if they were filming for a pro
wrestling show. Why didn't Beleth kill him then and there? Not that Lucy was
complaining, but she didn't like having an enemy she didn't understand.


Luke's breathing came through the comm harsh and jagged,
full of fear. His face glistened with sweat.


Lucy kept her voice low and calm. "Luke, you can do it.
I know you can. Don't give up, Bro."


She had to stop before her own panic filled her words, as
she watched Hunter slumped into a heap in the corner, unmoving. He had to be
just knocked out. No way he could be dead. Her mind refused to consider the possibility.


Tension built as Beleth stalked the silent Luke, who acted
as if he hadn't heard either of them. Beleth seemed almost hesitant, resigned
in his task, as though he didn't really want to kill Luke.


Lucy yelled at her brother. "Damn you, don't give up.
There's something more going on here, and I need your help to figure it out.
Get up!"


Beleth towered over her brother. Oh, God, no. "Fight
me. Or will you do nothing? Will you sit by and watch, like you sat by while
they killed your mother?"


Why was he taunting Luke? None of this made any sense. They
hadn't even been there when their mother died; they'd still been at Rent-A-Kid,
under lock and key.


"No, I'm not just going to sit by and watch." He
reached into his backpack and pulled out a smoke grenade, then launched it at
Beleth.


As fast as Luke had been, Beleth, as always, was faster. He
dodged the grenade and it bounced off the back wall and clanged to the ground
behind him. He lurched forward, to get out its way, but got caught in the green
fumes as it exploded.


Luke put his gas mask over his face and ran across the room,
but Beleth grabbed at Luke's backpack and yanked it away as he choked on the
gas.


Lucy could see from the monitors that the gas was
dissipating too quickly. In a room that size, it just wasn't enough, but if
Luke used more he wouldn't have enough to complete the mission, if that was
even a possibility anymore. "Luke, screw the mission. Just get yourself
and Hunter out of there."


Leaving his pack behind, Luke scurried across the room and
grabbed Hunter's sword, steel ringing as he slid it off the floor. "I have
to finish this. I will not let anyone down again."


Like two bulls in a stadium, Luke and Beleth charged each
other.


Long spider legs reached for Luke's neck, even as sharp blades
lashed at his torso, but Luke dodged and rolled into a somersault. He erected a
force-field around himself.


Beleth's blade hit it and ricocheted off, and the giant man
fell hard to the ground. The combination of the fight and the gas seemed to
finally be affecting him, at least marginally. He recovered a fraction slower,
but still so much faster than a normal human. With a look of desperation in his
eyes, he pleaded to Luke, "Use the sphere."


Lucy's heart skipped a beat. Why would he bring that up
now? What would using the sphere do?


Luke shook his head. "Nice try, but Lucy got rid of
that booby trap in the valley."


Did Beleth want Luke to drain his own life energy? If that
was the case, it was a convoluted way of accomplishing what he'd had many
opportunities to do himself.


This clearly enraged Beleth. He roared and looked more like
an animal than ever before, the sound of his voice filling the large space.
"Leave!"


What? Yes, dummy, leave. She couldn't figure out why
Beleth was giving her brother an out, but he'd better take it.


Luke raised Hunter's sword and crept closer to his pack.
"Never!"


Damn fool, still trying to complete the mission.


Beleth turned away from Luke and walked to Hunter, still
slumped over, unconscious. "Then he will pay for your decision."


What? Oh God! This just kept getting worse and worse.
Lucy wanted to run and help, but she wouldn't make it in time. Why hadn't Robyn
arrived yet? Lucy wanted to check on them, though she'd given instructions
already, but she couldn't pull her eyes from the screen.


Luke had to help Hunter. Why wasn't he moving? She looked to
Hunter and to the vents. Shit! This was Luke's only chance to get the
sleeping gas into the vents, but if he did that, Hunter would die. If he
didn't, those kids would die.


Luke stood, paralyzed.


Panic gripped her voice. "Do something! Now!"


Beleth moved closer to Hunter, each step a loud thud, his
muscles straining as if fighting himself.


If Luke didn't move soon, he'd lose his chance to do
anything, and Lucy would lose Hunter and her brother.


Luke whispered something. "Sometimes there are no right
decisions."


That sounded familiar. Beleth... he'd said that in the plane
when they'd first met. Now it had come full circle.


Luke sprang to action and ran toward Hunter.


Lucy cried in relief.


***


Luke darted through the room and struck at Beleth's neck
with the sword, but Beleth turned and blocked with one blade while
counter-attacking with the other. His blade stopped in mid-air, humming with
tension.


Beads of sweat formed on Luke's face as he focused on
Beleth, holding him with power.


A new look crossed Beleth's face. Pain twisted his usually
calm features. The blade jutting from his hand started to crack. Beleth
groaned, and the blade shattered, the pieces clattering like glass.


Beleth roared in pain and pulled away, but Luke stayed
focused and erected an entire barrier around the man, then shrank it until it
became tighter and tighter. Lucy could see the iridescent reflection of the
shifting matter even through the cameras.


Beleth coiled into a ball, then his muscles bulged and he
burst free of the force-field, tearing the air with a sound like thunder. His
breathing came out harder than before. "Nice trick."


Luke staggered back from the exhaustion of pushing his
para-powers so hard, but didn't give up. "Here's another."


One of Beleth's spider legs jerked forward with a crack, as
if Luke had him on a string and had tugged. He must have been forcing a shift
in the molecular structure. A brutal tug-of-war ensued, until the spider leg
ripped off entirely. Beleth roared again, and for a moment Lucy believed her
brother might actually win this battle.


Then Beleth's last blade extended and he plunged it into the
ground, snapping the concrete tile like a board of wood. That made no sense,
and then—


Lucy screamed, "Luke, move!"


He hopped backward just in time to avoid the blade that came
up from the ground to split him in two. It nicked his leg instead, and he fell
to the ground, the air knocked out of him.


Beleth crawled over to Luke using his spider legs, the
strain of his recent battle showing in his tight, pain-filled eyes, but not in
his speed.


He got closer to Luke, who wheezed on the floor and clutched
his leg, when the door burst open and Robyn and her team stormed in.


Beleth's eyes widened in surprise. Darren flicked his hand
and sent a table flying at Beleth, who tumbled back. Robyn, Norm, Mary, Greg
and Gary held guns on him, but Beleth responded without hesitation, pushing his
blade into the ground again.


Luke waved his arms. "Everyone move!"


The team moved back, but the blade didn't attack from below
as expected. Instead, it came up under Luke's pack with all the sleep grenades,
pierced it, then changed into a mallet shape and slammed back down, crushing
all the contents. Green gas exploded out, enveloping them.


Lucy screamed into the comm. "Get your masks on and get
out of there."


That was it. They'd failed. But what about Sam and Drake?
And their baby?


She radioed Simmons as the green vapor filled the room and
blocked the camera. "We need to evacuate, now."


"Is the mission complete?"


"No. The grenades are destroyed."


"Shit! We'll send in armored trucks. Get near the gate.
But first, Lucy, did Agent Riley leave his pack with you?"


"Yes." Lucy felt a panicky sickness in her gut as
she lost all visual of her friends and Hunter—still stuck in the room with
Beleth.


"Good. Go to the pack and open it."


Lucy didn't want to leave the computer, but she couldn't see
anything now, so she dropped to the side of the bed and unzipped his bag. Wires
connected to a device that looked like....


She stepped back and gasped.


"A bomb."






Chapter 114 - Sam


 


Drake pushed the gun in my hand and the bullet went wide,
missing Steele and hitting a tank, creating a thin blue line of liquid down the
side. I stared at my fingers and then glared at Drake. "What the
hell?"


"I... Sam, I'm sorry." He held up his hands, as if
he'd never seen them before, as if they'd just done something horrible, which
they had.


I scanned his thoughts, probing deep. Why did I do that?
What's wrong with me? I don't understand why my body reacted without my
control.


Neither one of us had a clue as to what was going on, but at
least he hadn't betrayed me. Which left one person.


Steele. He flashed a smug smile from across the room.


I tried to slip into his mind, but it had something like a
firewall around it that I couldn't crack. Instead, I dove back into Drake's
thoughts and tried to meld with him like we used to. "We need to
attack, now!"


'I can't. I don't know why, but something's wrong.'


Steele drew a pistol and aimed it at us. "I'm sorry if
things aren't going according to plan."


And yet, he didn't sound sorry. Go figure. I didn't
wait for him to react, just aimed my gun again and pulled the trigger,
except... I didn't pull the trigger. I lowered the gun and dropped it. I
couldn't do anything else, almost as though....


I turned to Drake, fear and betrayal smothering me.
"You controlled me?"


Drake's faced dropped in confusion and sadness. He didn't
understand.


"It's not his fault," explained Mr. Steele.
"He's been programmed to protect me." He looked to Drake. "When
we met, you thought I scanned your memories. I did much more than that. I
altered your thoughts, your deepest, most subconscious, basic, primal thoughts.
You'll protect me, because that's what your mind has been conditioned to
do."


'No, can't be right. I can't do this. I won't do this. I
love Sam and Ana. I won't hurt them.'


I stood in shock. So this was why Steele had let Drake out
of jail. He didn't need him to kidnap kids, he wanted him right here, right
now, to deliver me to him and protect him from me all at the same time.


I knew it wasn't his fault, but it didn't matter. "You
should never have come back."


Drake dropped his head. "I'm sorry. I wanted to do the
right thing, to make up for my mistakes." He bent over to pick up the gun,
then tried to point it at Steele. The strain of his muscles, the sadness in his
eyes, expressed his agony as he cried out and dropped the weapon.


"If you can't help me, than you're a liability." I
turned and kicked him hard right between the legs.


He collapsed on the ground, groaning with his eyes closed.


I scrambled for the gun, but....


Steele moved faster, and pulled the trigger.


A bullet grazed my leg, and I collapsed on the floor, the
pain tearing into me. I tried to reach the gun on the assumption that Steele
wouldn't kill me, since he apparently needed me for something. My finger
brushed against the metal, and just as I was about to get a grip on it, a giant
foot covered in black, sharp obsidian-like rocks stepped on the gun, crushing
it.


I looked up at a man who was more beast than man. Red tissue
clung to his body as if his skin had been stripped. His misshapen and building
muscles stretched to the point that it looked painful. Down his right arm and
shoulder more obsidian covered him, moving up his back and neck and covering
his head, like a shell. Red shorts that would have been huge on anyone else,
dug into his skin, though he didn't appear to notice.


His eyes, however—those small, beady eyes—looked so
familiar. His face, his features.... I knew him. Well, I had seen him in Lucy's
mind. "Adam?"


They'd done something to him, but I never forgot a face.
Lucy thought he had died saving her. but Steele clearly had gotten to him
first.


I slipped into his mind and tried to read his thoughts, but
he barely had any. He wasn't blocked or shielded, he was empty. I switched to
mind control, and pushed my will onto his to get him to help me.


Nothing happened.


I couldn't even feel the coil of power inside me anymore. I
shot mental daggers at Steele. "What did you do to my powers?"


He shrugged. "I have no idea what you're talking
about."


Truth or lie? Would Lucy be able to tell? I thought about
it... the power I'd never had before, that had only come about while I was
pregnant with Ana and connected to Drake.


Ana. Oh God. I hadn't used mind control since Ana was
born. I hadn't needed it. Did I lose my power when I gave birth? Was I just
borrowing Ana's power—a power she inherited from Drake? That would explain why
I'd never presented with this ability before. I knew there was another piece to
this puzzle I had to figure out, but I couldn't place it. Hopelessness consumed
me. My power was gone and I had no defense against Steele, Adam or Drake.


Steele's cold voice cut into my misery. "Pick her up,
Grunt."


Adam—I refused to call him Grunt—picked me up with one hand,
like a giant would pick up a child. His hot breath settled on my face.


"Bring her to me," Steele said.


Adam followed the command, not thinking, just obeying. A
Grunt indeed.


"What have you done to him?"


"I rescued him from a meaningless existence."
Steele walked over to a little table with a coffee pot on it and poured himself
a cup. The harsh aroma tickled my nose. His voice lacked any emotion or empathy
when he spoke. "After your friends created that debacle in Russia, I had
to eliminate that facility, destroy an entire corporation. No one believed that
our visit and the death of their lead scientist, not to mention a breech in security,
were coincidental. I found Grunt hiding out in the mountains, the perfect
specimen for my own experiments. Studying him gave me all the info I needed on
human enhancement." He sipped his coffee. "Eventually, I was even
able to surpass the Russian scientist's brilliance and make some
modifications."


Grunt stopped in front of Steele, still holding me. I felt
like a rag doll, and his grip started to cut off blood flow and air to my body.


Steele gestured to a crib. "Would you like to see your
baby?"


All discomfort forgotten, I spit in his face. "Why do
you want her?" I heard Drake moving around behind me and prayed he didn't
make this situation worse than it already was.


Steele took a napkin and dabbed at his mouth as if we were
at a freaking tea party. "She's the key. You both are."


I remembered my dream, the Seeker's memory of me being
brought home as a baby. Steele had said I was perfect, that I was the key.
Apparently, I wasn't perfect enough, if he still needed Ana.


He walked over to the crib, picked up my Ana and cradled
her. She fussed and cried, but he ignored it. "With Grunt, I was able to
enhance powers, even transfer them successfully, but only the basic ones:
strength, speed, physical manipulation, appearance. The powers this baby
possesses are beyond that, the next evolution of paranormals."


I wanted to dig out his eyes with my fingers and pull out
his trachea. How dare he touch my baby? How dare he use her like this? I
struggled against Adam, trying to escape, but he was too strong and my leg bled
and hurt. Still, I wouldn't give up, not with Ana just a few feet away, crying
for me. I could feel her fear and confusion, her dislike for the man who held
her.


"You better hope she is okay, because if you have
harmed even a hair on her head, I will make your death long and painful. You're
going to die either way, but I can make you wish for death, Steele, and I
will." The words may have sounded like empty threats, but I had a mother's
conviction on my side. I wasn't bluffing.


Drake joined the fray by running toward Steele, who pointed
his gun at Drake. "I've made some alterations. Don't make me make
more."


Drake froze. 'What's the use? I can't even hurt him or
allow him to be hurt. Useless. It's over. I've failed.'


No, failure was not an option. I wiggled in Adam's hand.
"He's hurting me."


Steele looked up, as if he'd forgotten I'd been dangling
there. "Of course. Grunt, put her down."


Adam did.


And I made a mad dash for my baby. It had all clicked. When
I'd taken Drake's powers, we'd been touching, and I transferred them to Ana. If
I could reach her, maybe connect with her in the same way, I could shut down
her powers so that Steele could no longer use her. Would no longer need
her.


I yelled to Drake. "Run!" I hoped he would escape
as I tackled Steele, who dropped his gun as I touched my baby.


But just as we connected, something shot up from the ground
and attacked me. The tiles from the floor popped up, rising like a ceramic
tidal wave and separating me from Steele and my baby.


"No! Ana!" More tiles popped up, creating a prison
around me.


Drake had run, but toward me rather than away. A tile shot
at his chest, knocking him back, but he kept moving forward.


Steele pulled the baby away and nodded to Adam. "Good
work, Grunt." To me he smiled. "It's not time for you to hold your
baby yet."


And then that final puzzle piece came together, and I knew
what he wanted us for. I turned to Drake. "Run! Get out of here! I'll be
fine."


Drake stood, hurt and exhausted but refusing to leave. His
thoughts jumbled together—memories of the three of them together, pain, regret,
love. He wouldn't abandon them, even if it killed him. A stain of purple formed
around his pocket and his thoughts revealed that the last of his drugs had
shattered when the tile hit him. He had no more power. He couldn't help if he
stayed; he'd only get himself killed.


Another tile flew at him, but something pulled him out of
the way. A form shimmered in the empty space.


Toby! Dear, wonderful Toby. "Get him out of
here. Now! Please!"


The invisible boy pulled at Drake and tried to get him to
the door, but Toby was a small kid and didn't have the strength to physically
coerce Drake to do anything, especially when Drake resisted.


Tiles flew at them and Toby helped Drake dodge them while I
slipped into his mind. He had just enough power left to connect with me one
last time. "You have to go. If you don't, he'll capture us both."


'I don't care. I can't leave you ever again. I promised.'


"I know, but I need you to, Drake. Don't you
understand? He'll kill you. He doesn't need you, but Ana and I do. We need you
to save us, but you can't do that here, right now. I've finally figured out his
end game. He wants me to take Ana's power from her... and give them all to him.
If you don't leave, you'll be dooming us all to death after he gets what he
wants. Go! Go so you can save our daughter. If you love me at all, go!"


He and Toby left.






Chapter 115 - Lucy


 


"Arm the bomb," said Simmons. "You'll have
fifteen minutes to get out, more than enough time."


Lucy sat in front of the weapon with its tangle of wires,
frozen. How could she do this? "There are still children in the facility.
Sam's been captured." She shook her head, tears streaming down her face.
"We can't detonate this."


Simmons's voice rattled, harsh and uncaring on the other
end. "Sam is gone, and in a few days, those children will be dead as well,
killed or mutated. This is our only chance to stop Steele before it's too
late."


Lucy remembered Beleth's words, about all of the kids being
killed in about a month. Simmons was right, but Beleth had also told Lucy he'd
let the children go, if she killed Simmons. Right now, that seemed a better
option. She thought about that moment on the island when she weighed the cost
of one life for many. Now that one life wanted her to destroy many, including
her best friend and her best friend's daughter.... "No."


"Don't you dare disobey this order! If you do, you can
forget about evacuating. Do you understand me, Agent?"


Lucy scowled. "Oh, I understand perfectly. But I'm not
an agent, remember?" She turned off Simmons's access to her comm, walked
back to the computer to get eyes on Robyn, and tried contacting her.


Green smoked still filled the room, and she heard coughing.
Soon everyone would be asleep. She grabbed her backpack and was about to leave
to help them when the smoke started pulling back, condensing. In the middle
stood Luke, using his powers to pull the gas together.


Lucy smiled. "My badass brother. Nice job."


He formed it into a small cloud in front of him, and she
could see her friends awake and alive, though still affected by the smoke.
"Thank God you guys are okay. You need to get out of there. Someone grab
Hunter. Head for the hangar." They'd get out of here with or without
Simmons.


Darren and Gary moved to help Hunter while the rest of the
team headed toward the door. As the smoke cleared, Lucy could see Beleth on his
knees, wounded and tired, but still awake and too close to Hunter.


Beleth tried to intercept Gary, but his spider legs wouldn't
move. Luke had used his power to keep Beleth in place, while containing the
gas. He facial muscles twitched and his jaw clenched from the pressure. He
groaned in pain, but held on.


Using his para-power, Gary pulled metal pipes from the wall.
Water sprayed everywhere as he threw the pipes at Beleth, knocking him down.
Then he and Darren carried Hunter out at a run. Luke followed and was about to
close the door when a black tail swept him from the side.


Lucy's pulse raced. "Luke, to your right!"


He twisted, and swung Hunter's sword, cutting off the tail.
Black ooze dropped from it and the tip fell to the ground and squirmed, like
the lizard tail Hunter had cut off. Then Luke released the gas, letting it fill
the room, and ran out, leaving Beleth.


As the camera once again filled up with green, Lucy
suppressed an urge to cheer for her brother. They still had so much to do
before they would be safe. Like find Sam. She tried to connect with Sam
mentally, but couldn't feel her at all. Had someone blocked her? What if Sam
had been captured?


She clicked through all the cameras in search of her, and
saw Drake running out of the room he'd entered with Sam. Someone else was with
him, a kid. That must be Toby, the boy Sam had mentioned. An alarm went off in
the distance, startling her. This whole mission had gone to hell. Drake didn't
have an earpiece so she couldn't tell him about their plan to meet at the
hangar. She'd have to find him herself. First, she used her laptop to open the
hangar roof, then she grabbed her bag, the can with the tracker, and her
laptop, and left the building at a run.


She left the bomb next to the still sleeping guard. Unarmed.


As she ran across an open area, a guard closed in behind her
and yelled at her to stop.


Shit! She slowed down, but kept walking. Would he
shoot? It seemed unlikely. The guard walked faster to catch up. "I said
stop, miss." He reached for her hand to physically restrain her. "You
have to—"


She grabbed his arm, pulled him into a hold, and knocked him
unconscious by hitting a pressure point at his neck. Then she resumed her
search for Drake.


The alarm blared through the night, loud and annoying. Red
lights lit up the building in seizure-inducing blinks. She stopped at an
intersection. Left or right? She couldn't remember, and panic filled
her. She tried to calm her mind and focus, but footsteps coming from the left
decided for her. It could be Drake. It could also be another guard, but she'd
take the gamble.


She ran left and found Toby supporting Drake as they walked;
he'd been hurt.


"Where's Sam?" She was out of breath but still
ready to do what she had to.


"The bastard took her."


No! "We have to rescue her, then get the hell
out of here." She walked past Drake but he reached for her arm. "No,
it's too late. We can't beat them right now."


Fury burned in her at his cowardice. "So your great
plan is to abandon her again. You're really good at that, aren't you?"


He didn't shy away from her words, but embraced them.
"I deserved that, but listen to me. You'll know if I'm lying. I would die
for her, if I thought it would help save her and Ana. I would kill for her, if
I thought I could get them out right now. But if we go back in, he'll kill us,
and Sam and my daughter will have no one left to save them. We have to regroup
and figure out how to defeat Steele."


Nothing buzzed in Lucy's head. He'd spoken the truth, but
the thought of leaving Sam here alone made her sick. Her shoulders slumped, and
she imagined her face looked as depressed as Drake's did in that moment.
"You're right. Let's go. The sooner we get out of here, the sooner we can
get them back."


They rushed through the halls which were blessedly free of
guards—also free of any kids, though they probably couldn't get out of their
rooms on their own. The thought of them in there—helpless, scared, alone, pawns
in Simmons's games—seriously pissed her off.


They reached the hangar and Lucy opened the door for them.
Robyn and her group were already entering the helicopter—not the kickass one,
but the regular one—the Boeing CH-47 Chinook.


Armed guards surrounded them, firing bullets that got stuck
in the air, blocked by her exhausted brother. Darren and Gary used their
para-powers to attack the guards with parts from the hangar—pipes, tools,
anything metal or movable. Guards dodged as these airborne objects accosted
them. Some of them lost their guns, dragged away by Gary, but others didn't.
Were they using something else? Carbon fiber maybe? They held their weapons
close, dashing from side to side. Darren could levitate any material, but not
easily if it kept moving, and not with the same force as Gary.


"Let's move!" Lucy ran to the helicopter, Drake
and Toby at her heels.


She wished they could've gotten the attack chopper, but the
guards blocked that option. Luke fell to his knees, and she knew his power
wouldn't hold out for much longer. The team climbed in, and Lucy helped Luke
up.


"Get in. You can't hold this much longer."


He shook his head. "If I stop, we won't make it. The
shield will break and we'll get sprayed with bullets."


Lucy called for Darren and Gary. "Help him. Take them
all down."


Gary looked around. "We can't. There's nothing big
enough."


"That plane. It's big enough. Throw it at them."


Gary's eyes widened. "I can't move that. I'm not strong
enough."


Darren frowned. "Neither am I."


Lucy wanted to swat them both on the head. Had they learned
nothing during their Rent-A-Kid escape? "Work together. You can do it if
you combine powers and work together." She braced herself at the entrance
of the chopper, ready to help Luke in as soon as the threat had been
neutralized.


Darren and Gary focused, and for several long seconds
nothing happened. Then the plane started to skid, grinding into the asphalt
with a shriek as it moved. The guards noticed it coming toward them, and
stopped firing long enough to run, but the boys didn't let up. The plane
accelerated and slid into them, crushing them and knocking them out of the way.


Lucy grabbed Luke and pulled him in. "Take off,
now!"


Norm sat at the pilot's seat and clicked a bunch of controls.
They'd all had the training, but he'd been the best, taking his required
courses and turning it into a hobby.


They put on their headsets and Norm started the engine. The
main rotor whirred to life and lifted the helicopter into the air.


As they were about to clear the hangar, Beleth tore through
the plane that had stopped the guards and sprinted towards them. One more
second, and he would have ripped their chopper apart. The man couldn't be
stopped.


Lucy spoke to Norm through the headset. "Take us to the
island across the channel, to the IPI base."


She moved through the small space to find Hunter lying on
the floor, still out cold. She surveyed his body, this time too worried to take
note of her own attraction. His arm had a jagged scratch, but not as bad as
she'd thought. She ran her hand through his hair to check for bumps, but he
felt fine. She hoped there was no internal damage. Why hadn't he woken up yet?


"Guys." Norm's voice came through the comm system.
"We should have gone with the other helicopter."


"We couldn't," said Greg. "The guards blocked
it."


Mary looked toward Norm. "Why?"


"Because it's following us."


Lucy looked out. The terminator helicopter chased them, and
she'd bet all her money that Beleth was flying it. "Take him out,"
she told Gary and Darren.


They looked.


"We can't," said Darren. "He's too far."


"That thing doesn't have missiles, does it?" Greg
asked.


Norm turned his head to look at them, then looked back
toward his control panels. "Actually, that thing has—"


A missile flew at them from behind.


Lucy yelled. "Block it, now!"


Gary and Darren focused and the missile bumped to the left
and missed their chopper by a hair's breadth. It crashed into the island in
front of them, exploding into flames and lighting up the dark sky.


Lucy wiped sweat from her brow with a shaky hand.
"Don't let any of those get close." They'd come so close to dying in
that one moment, and if they died, so would all those kids, and Sam.


Mary twisted her hair in a nervous but familiar gesture.
"How do we take the damn thing down?"


Lucy said, "Norm, anything you can do?"


"Not unless you have a bomb I can attach to it."


Bomb. Weapons. Lucy looked around the military
helicopter but didn't find any. "Norm, get to the IPI base. They'll have
anti-aircraft missiles." She hoped that was true as she said it, and that
they wouldn't use those missiles on Lucy's helicopter.


The base came into view, and another missile veered off
course thanks to the dual power of Gary and Darren. It exploded in the air,
shaking the helicopter. Lights blared at the IPI base, and agents rushed
outside and aimed their weapons at Lucy's team.


Norm picked up the radio. "Don't fire. This is— Shit!
The missile took out our communications array." He smashed the silent
device against the floor.


Bullets sprayed from the IPI base, and Lucy turned to Drake.
"Use mind control on them to make them stop."


"I can't. I broke my last vial." His voice was
angry and sad.


No wonder he couldn't fight harder to save Sam. She
understood; her particular para-power didn't give her an advantage in that kind
of situation either.


Another missile launched at them, this one friendly fire
from the base. Damn them!


The guys deflected it, but Gary cursed. "We can't keep
this up if we're getting shot at from both sides."


Robyn looked to Norm. "We need to land."


He nodded and lowered them closer to the base.


Another missile and another near miss startled them, this
one from Beleth. This time it nearly hit the base.


Kinda serves them right for firing on their own people.


Luke stood. "No time to land. We jump."


Lucy looked at her brother. "Are you sure?" She'd
made him use his power when they jumped off the log. He hadn't been ready, and
he'd gotten hurt. She didn't want to do that to him again.


"I'm sure." He walked up to the open door. "Everyone
jump. I'll slow us down."


Robyn backed up. "Are you crazy?"


Norm called out to her. "Wait for me, Babe. I'll jump
with you and catch you after everyone else is out."


Luke and Lucy looked out the door. Two missiles headed their
way.


"Jump!" yelled Luke. "Jump now!"


Lucy held onto Hunter, and they all jumped. As Norm flew off
with Robyn, the helicopter exploded into flames, sending a heat wave after
them.


Hunter gripped her hand as they fell, and she turned to see
his eyes open. Guess the fall brought him back. Air ripped at their
faces as they fell faster and faster. They neared the base, but Luke hadn't
slowed them down.


She hollered to him. "Anytime now, Bro!" At the
rate they were going, they'd become road meat soon.


The air solidified under her and she slowed suddenly at
first, then gradually, allowing her and the others to descend at a safer pace.
She looked for her brother through their air-bound team. He looked pale and
shaky, but he was doing it.


Lucy hit the ground first and Hunter landed next to her. She
rolled into the fall and suffered only a few scratches. Somewhere nearby, the
helicopter crashed and exploded.


Armed agents approach them, and Lucy faced them with hands
in surrender. "It's us. We're the good guys."


They recognized her and lowered their weapons.


She pointed to the sky where Beleth's helicopter still
chased them like a pit bull with a bone. "We need to take that one
out."


Before the agents could respond, Beleth fired on them.
Agents fell to the ground, dead. Tents burst into flames. Everyone ran to the
base.


Hunter looked to Lucy, and she smiled, even as they ran for
their lives. At least he was alive.


Lucy targeted an agent who looked in charge. "Hey,
what's your name?"


"Agent Mark."


"See that helicopter up there? It's going to kill us
all if we don't destroy it."


The agent looked into the sky. "We're out of anti-air.
I've called in reinforcements."


Lucy sighed. "We don't have time for that. The whole
base will burn in minutes." She turned to Gary and Darren. "Is it
close enough now?"


They held up their hands and focused, but nothing happened.
"We can't. Too high. Sorry, Luce."


Another missile hit nearby, releasing a torrent of fire and
force, and she flew back, punched by an invisible wall. Everything went quiet,
that eerie silence when the world had been muted but you could still see the
action. She fell to the ground.


Hunter reached for her. "Are you okay?"


Speaking hurt. "Yeah, I'm fine."


Luke looked toward her, saw that she was okay, then ran
forward, past Gary and Darren and to the edge of the cliff overlooking the
valley. He raised his hands out, the tendons in his neck knotting up as his
muscles strained, sweat breaking out on his face.


The helicopter started to waiver and hover, suspended in
place, the air shimmering around it. It shook, like a tree unwilling to uproot,
the metal groaning as it leaned forward.


Luke let out a roar.


And the propeller ripped off.


As the helicopter tumbled down past the cliff and out of
sight, everyone stood speechless, and silence reigned.


Her brother fell to his knees, and she ran to him and
grabbed him.


"I'm okay, Sis." His voice wobbled. "I'm
okay." He leaned into her, closing his eyes, and passed out.


Lucy looked over the jungle as the rage of the fire consumed
it. Her spirit opened and she connected with the life in the jungle and valley.
She felt as the trees died, heard the screams of the animals, lived their
suffering with them.


Luke lay limp in her arms. Tears flowed down her face. She'd
failed them all. It was too late.


The wind brought a familiar voice to her.
"Lucy...." It was Mr. K. "It's never too late for change."


She choked back a sob as she realized the awful truth. Mr.
K's valley was burning with the rest of the jungle. That's what she was
feeling. Her shoulders shook from grief. "Mr. K, I'm so sorry. I was
supposed to save you and bring you home."


His trunk burned and his branches turned to ash.


She felt it all, and it tore out her heart.


"Don't be sorry, Lucy. Life never ends, it only
transmutes into something new."


She hiccupped. "I left you all alone."


"Someone wise once told me that we're never
alone." Mr. K echoed Lucy's words back to her.


"What can I do?"


"Breathe. Concentrate."


Lucy tried to quiet her erratic breathing and calm her
pounding heart.


"And don't apologize, Lucy. You gave me something I
thought I'd never have again. You gave me friendship." His last words hung
on the wind. "Thank you."


The fire burned through her soul, and Mr. K was gone.


The tears came. Then the rain joined her tears, and silenced
the anger of the fire. In those droplets she felt Mr. K, and though she
grieved, she knew he'd been right, that matter never died or disappeared.


It just changed form.






Chapter 116 - Lucy


 


Simmons handed Lucy a cup of tea. "I'm sorry. I was wrong.
We'll get your friend back, I promise." She'd been making similar such
statements to each of us since we arrived.


Now we all sat in Simmons's office, each of us with a black
IPI mug in our hands. Luke looked about ready to pass out. Darren and Drake sat
as far away from each other as possible, both looking miserable. Robyn and Norm
held hands, as did Greg and Gary. Mary sat off by herself, and Lucy had been
surprised by how unassuming she'd been on this trip. Toby sat with Father
Patrick, who'd flown back to the island with Simmons. A few agents stood behind
the group.


Hunter sat next to Lucy, and she desperately wanted to hold
his hand, but not with this weird version of Simmons standing over her.


Lucy knew Simmons was lying.


Simmons wasn't sorry. She wanted to blow up all those kids
and Sam.


Lucy just couldn't figure out why. Hunter had told her the
bomb was for destroying the facility after everyone had been rescued.


"No," she'd told him. "Simmons wanted me to
arm it with all the kids still inside."


He'd shaken his head. "You must have misunderstood her.
Simmons wouldn't do that."


"Really?"


"She practically took me in. She wouldn't kill the
kids."


And yet she had given the command. Hunter was blind when it
came to Simmons, and Lucy wondered if the lead agent had taken him in for
selfish reasons none of them new about.


Simmons moved on, offering sweet words to everyone as she
gave them their tea. "It'll be okay... you did your best... we'll get Sam
and your baby back, Drake."


She got to Luke last. "I heard about what you did with
the helicopter. Let me tell you, that was the most impressive display of power
any of our agents have ever seen." All the agents were talking about Luke
like he was a hero.


He didn't look happy, though, just sad and tired. He nodded
and drank his tea.


Simmons walked to the head of the room, in front of her
board, just like before. "We need a new plan."


"We need to go on the offense, now." Lucy set down
her cup. "The man with the black tattoos, Beleth, warned me that Steele
would eliminate the children in a few days."


Simmons nodded.


Lucy hated agreeing with the damn woman, but they had to act
fast, before Sam was... no, Sam would be okay. Drake had told her that Steele
had plans for Sam. That made her shiver.


Norm raised his hand, then lowered it awkwardly. "What
haven't we tried?"


The room filled with a long silence. No one had an answer.


Hunter pulled something from his pack—something small, round
and silver.


No freaking way.


He held up Lucy's sphere. "We haven't tried this."


Lucy stood up and stared down at him, hands on her first.
"You dug it up?"


Hunter lowered his eyes, too ashamed to make eye contact
with her. "It's years ahead of our time. I knew it could be useful in the
right hands."


Ah, of course! "But not my hands, apparently."


Simmons took her notebook and slapped it against the desk.
"Stop! Agent Riley, is that...?"


He nodded. "NA-1."


Simmons took the sphere from Hunter, admiring it as though
it were the greatest treasure ever. "This is what we need. Luke, you can
use this."


He crossed his arms over his chest. "I don't want
to."


"It will enhance your powers," said Hunter.
"I held it briefly, while I fought Beleth. My strength must have risen
ten-fold."


Luke chuckled, probably at the fact that Hunter finally
admitted to having para-powers, at least to Luke.


Simmons held the sphere in front of Luke. "You can use
this to defeat Steele."


Luke sipped his tea. "If we infiltrate the facility
again, go after Steele directly, sure I'll use it."


"No." Simmons stared at the sphere, then looked up
at us again. "We have no time for that. We need to target the facility
itself."


Luke bristled. "Excuse me?"


"You tore apart the helicopter. Tear apart the
buildings. Crush Steele under his own devices."


"And everyone else in there." Luke stared at her.
"I won't do that."


Father Patrick interrupted. "We cannot condemn all
those children. And what about Sam and Ana?"


Simmons snapped and paced the floor, tossing the sphere back
and forth between her hands. "If we don't act now, Steele will become the
most powerful paranormal ever. Then we will never stop him."


"I still won't do it," said Luke.


Simmons sighed. "You have no choice." She motioned
to her agents. "Take them away. They have all disobeyed orders,
endangering this operation."


The room became charged with tension and Hunter stood.
"You can't."


Gary held out his hand over a metal desk. "Don't come
closer, or I'll—" his face fell and he shook his hand as if it was
defective.


Oh, God. Oh, shit. Oh no! I turned to Luke. "Lie
to me."


"I love Simmons."


Nothing. No buzz, and that was most assuredly a lie. Luke
tried to push his hand through his chair, and instead smacked it against the
metal.


Lucy looked down at her tea and dropped the mug onto the
floor, where it shattered.


The agents moved in, restraining everyone. Lucy fought, as
did the others, but the tea hadn't just stripped them of their para-powers, it
had weakened them physically. She was about as effective as a kitten fighting a
pit bull.


The room spun and Lucy's head felt wobbly. She looked at
Hunter, whose face registered betrayal and anger.


Simmons ordered her men. "Get that drug out of Luke's
system. And give him something to make him more... complacent."


That bitch.


Simmons didn't want their help; she was arresting them. And
because of Hunter... well, because of the sphere, she would force Luke to kill
hundreds of children. That would destroy him.


Robyn cried and Drake raged. Father Patrick slumped in his
chair. Agents pulled him up and dragged him out of the room. Simmons didn't
want their help.


Luke continued his protests. "I won't do it."


"Oh, I think you will." Simmons walked up to Lucy,
who was being held by two agents. She lifted Lucy's chin up harshly and then
squeezed her neck. She winked at Luke. "I know you will."






Chapter 117 - Drake


 


Drake sat in a pen under the harsh light of the sun,
surrounded by his friends. Well, they weren't really his friends, and Luke and
Sam were missing from the group. Lucy looked as miserable as he felt.


Long metal poles had been dug into the ground and erected
with wires to keep them together. A guard stood outside with a gun poised and
ready. Robyn wept softly as Norm held her. Greg and Gary held hands and stared
out at nothing. Mary slumped in a corner by herself. Hunter and Lucy huddled
together and whispered back and forth animatedly.


The only people who had stayed near Drake were Father
Patrick and Toby. How could these animals lock up a kid and an old priest?


Father Patrick placed his hand on Drake's. "Don't give
up, Son. The light shines brightest after the darkest hour."


"I just need to get Ana and Sam back." He'd
already told everyone about what happened to Sam, and how Steele had altered
his mind. They hadn't judged, not really, but Drake felt responsible. If he'd been
strong enough, Steele wouldn't have been able to control him in that way.
"I came back to help, and all I did was make things worse."


"Not so," the old priest insisted. "Evil
prospers when good people do nothing. You've taken a stand. The doings of this
group are not your fault. I've always seen greatness around you, and I know you
have a higher calling. You are meant to give something incredible to the
world—you and Sam both. Don't give up now. You just have to think—" He
gestured to the cell. "—outside the box, as it were."


He'd tried, but without his para-powers, what good was he?


Enough of that. That's what started this mess to begin
with. Drake refused to sit around feeling sorry for himself. Plenty of
people without para-powers beat fate and survived against all odds in
extraordinary situations. If they could do it, so could he.


He felt the drug still in his system, pushing him to
weakness, so he did the only thing he knew to do: he dropped to his hands and
did as many push-ups as he could. Before losing his para-power, he'd always
kept in top physical shape. He'd been a fool to let go of that after everything
happened. No more. With or without powers, Drake would be the best version of
himself he could be. He'd save the woman he loved and their child. He wouldn't
let them down again—even if Sam never wanted to be with him again, he'd be
there for her and Ana in whatever way they needed.


Sweat soaked through his shirt as he pushed himself. After
fifty, he stopped and rested, pulling off his shirt to dry off the moisture.


In the corner, Toby sat, quiet and sad. If it hadn't been
for that kid, Drake would probably be dead now.


He walked over and sat next to the boy, wrapping an arm
around him. "Thank you. This time, you saved me."


Toby scowled. "So what? Like it helped. Your girlfriend
got captured. And you didn't tell me you had a baby. Man, that blows. They got
both your girls. We need to bounce from this shithole, yo!"


"You're right. We do." He stood and walked to the
tall bars. They weren't thick. If he had his para-powers he could snap them,
but he didn't, so it was time to think outside the box. "You know what
else you were right about?"


"What?"


"Every hero does need a sidekick."


Toby smiled. "See, the hero learns."


Drake smiled as an idea came to him, one inspired by
watching too many Jackie Chan films. "You don't get it. You're the hero,
Toby." He looked down at his sweat-soaked shirt. "Hey, Mary, come
over here?"


She glanced side to side, then walked toward him. "What
do you need me for?"


"I need your shirt."


She stepped back, clutching her silk clothing. "No way.
I'm not undressing... here."


Drake grinned. "You can have my shirt. Don't
worry."


She paused, then slipped her blouse off and snatched up
Drake's shirt, putting it on in a split second.


"Thank you." Drake rubbed the blouse over his
body, covering it in sweat, then spun it into a coil and tied it around two of
the bars.


This just might work.






Chapter 118 - Lucy


 


Lucy looked up from Hunter and stared at Drake. What's he
doing?


He wrapped Mary's shirt around two bars and started
twisting. It took Lucy a second, but she almost laughed when she figured out
the reference. She'd seen that in a Jackie Chan movie. He'd peed on his shirt
and then did what Drake was doing to pull the bars in the cell together in
order to escape. She really hoped he hadn't peed on Mary's shirt.


Didn't Myth Busters prove that it didn't work?


But it was working. Drake's muscles bulged and rippled in
the sun as he twisted harder, bending the metal to his will. He looked
surprised that he'd made progress. He gestured to Mary. "Come over here
for a sec."


She didn't look thrilled as she sauntered over to him. They
talked quietly, then Mary sashayed—there really was no other word for how she
moved her hips and stuck out her breasts—over to the other side and whistled to
the bored guard. Even without powers, Mary was a force of nature. Her breasts
heaved in her tight shirt as she flipped her long blond hair away from the side
of her neck that wasn't burned.


In what was almost a purr, she asked, "Could you please
bring me some water?" She fanned herself dramatically. "It's so hot
in here."


Coming from anyone else, that whole move would have been
laughable, but Mary was a pro. She had the guard panting like an obedient dog.
He grinned and bobbed his head, then scurried away to do her bidding. What
power she wielded even without para-powers.


Lucy looked to Hunter to see if he was as enthralled with
her as everyone else, but he was looking at Lucy. She flushed under his gaze
and focused back on Drake, who continued to work on the bars.


He looked up. "I need some help."


Lucy was about to offer when Hunter stood, pulling off his
shirt. "I got it."


"Thanks, but I can't use your shirt. Silk's better.
Just help me twist." Together, they worked the bars apart, to create a gap
big enough to slip through. Lucy locked the image in her mind of the two very
sexy men shirtless and flexing their muscles. She wasn't at all interested in
Drake, but she had to admit, the picture her mind took of them could have sold
calendars.


Their small gang gathered around while the guys pulled, and
Mary kept a lookout for the returning guard. The rest had joined Simmons and
her team for the baby massacre.


It made Lucy sick.


Drake looked up at her as he twisted the metal. "As
soon as we get out, we find your brother."


She nodded. "They'll be on the coast."


At least that was what her instincts told her. If the sphere
could make Luke ten times stronger, he'd be able to destroy the facility from a
long distance, and Simmons would want to act fast with minimal risk of failure.
Hopefully, that meant the coast, and that they hadn't gone back to the
mainland.


"I'm sorry," said Hunter, again—directing the
apology to both Lucy and Drake this time. "I shouldn't have kept that
thing."


"It's okay." Drake pulled tighter, grunting from
the effort. "We all make mistakes." He stood back to examine the
hole. "Let's go."


Norm paused and gripped Robyn. "What if we all get shot
on sight?"


Drake's face hardened as he stepped out of the cell.
"We won't."


Lucy followed, then ran toward the coast, her friends coming
up from behind.


She'd already let Sam and Mr. K down. She would not let Luke
down, too. He'd always been there for her, always looked out for her. She
remembered the day she'd told Luke about the sphere. They'd sat on the log and
thrown rocks into the water. He hadn't been angry at her for withholding the
truth. He'd even accepted Hunter, eventually. Her brother never judged her for
her flaws, and had been the one constant in her life, the one truth amidst a
sea of lies. It was her turn to take care of him.


Along the shore, on a hill overlooking the water, Simmons
stood surrounded by agents. Luke wavered beside her, looking stoned. Next to
him, a tall piece of wood, like an altar or pedestal, held the sphere.


It pulsed and glowed and Lucy could feel its pull, but it no
longer attracted her like it once did. Now it made her think of death and
heartache. She had to get to Luke, but how? They had no weapons, no powers.


They crept closer, hiding behind rocks and bushes.


Simmons was making a speech. "Today, we end a tyrant.
Today, we end this war." She waved her fist in the air like some crazed
Nazi.


Her men gave half-hearted affirmations of 'yes', but Lucy
could tell they didn't want to do this. They wanted a better way. What kind of
person could kill innocent children and not feel guilt or grief? What kind of
person could celebrate that? She wished she'd taken Beleth up on his offer and
killed the bitch when she had the chance, but that would have made Lucy into
someone like Simmons, and she never wanted to become that person.


Gary came up behind her. "We should wait until he
starts to use the sphere. They'll be distracted and we'll have the upper
hand."


It made sense, but Lucy couldn't let Luke start. She stepped
out of cover and ran toward the hill, then stopped at the base and screamed.
"Stop!"


Everyone turned to look at her.


Simmons hissed. "How?" She gestured to the other
agents. "Get her. Take her back to the pen."


They didn't immediately jump at the command, reluctant to
carry out the act, but they were trained to follow her orders. Just as one
neared Lucy and was about to lay a hand on her, Hunter charged out of the brush
and tackled the man.


The rest of the team followed. They didn't have their
para-powers yet, but the drug's weakening effects were wearing off, and they
all had been trained to fight.


The agents had guns, putting Lucy and her friends at a
disadvantage, but they didn't raise them.


Hunter tried to rally the agents. "Don't do this. There
are children in there. Don't let her do this."


"Silence him!" Simmons glared at a pair of agents,
who moved to pin Hunter down.


He fought well, but they were outnumbered.


Lucy used the chaos to her advantage, and ran up the hill
where her brother stood next to Simmons and Agent Mark.


Luke frowned at her and wobbled. The drugs must have made
him easier to persuade.


Simmons commanded her agents to stop Lucy, then shoved Luke.
"Start, or she will die."


He didn't move, and Lucy kept running.


Simmons yelled, "I am giving you a direct command from
your superior officer. Shoot her now. Shoot her, or you will all be held up on
charges for disobeying a direct order."


Still, the agents refused to shoot a girl in the back. Lucky
for Lucy.


She reached for Luke. "Don't do it. Don't—"


A blast of gunfire deafened her and she fell to one knee,
blood pouring from her leg.


Simmons had finally gotten to one agent, and more were sure
to follow. Group-think at its best.


"Do it, Luke. Now!" said Simmons. "Or my
agents will keep firing."


"No! Luke, you can't. Sam's in there, and her baby. All
those kids. Think about what you're doing." Lucy hobbled forward,
determined to stop him.


Tears filled his eyes and he put his hand on the sphere. The
glow brightened and his body tensed. He looked toward the facility on the
horizon.


Why didn't he just use his power to destroy Simmons? To end
her? He'd been drugged and he was worried about Lucy; he couldn't think
straight.


Lucy pulled herself up and walked through the pain.
"Please, Luke, stop. I'll be fine. Don't do this. Listen to me!"


He didn't listen. He focused, pain crossing his face as his
body hunched in. The sphere was draining him of his life as he reached across
the ocean with his power.


"It's killing him." Lucy screamed at Simmons,
"Are you mad? You have to stop this!"


An insane gleam lit up her eyes. "Shut up! Don't
move."


Lucy continued walking. She wouldn't let this monster kill
her brother, or turn her brother into a murderer. More shots rang out. Another
bullet crashed into Lucy's shoulder, then her arm. She stumbled, pain riding
her, blood pouring from her, but she didn't stop. She couldn't.


Hunter cried for her. "Lucy, don't!"


The world clouded over in her mind, the pain taking up
residence in her like a parasite. She ignored it and kept walking toward her
brother. He had to see her, had to listen.


"Shoot her. Kill her," said Simmons.


Another shot, but it missed. Even through the haze, Lucy
could tell the agents were losing faith. They weren't trained to brutally
murder an unarmed woman.


She walked on, fighting more pain than she ever knew a human
could endure, not even sure how she was still walking, but she refused to stop.


Simmons screeched at her agents to keep shooting. They did,
but the shots went wide.


Lucy was grateful, for one more, and she might not have been
able to get back up.


Someone flinched from Simmons's heat. He fired and hit Lucy
in the foot.


She fell and cried out in pain.


Simmons stood over her, holding a gun. "Stop now, girl,
and your brother may yet live."


Lucy looked up, blood gagging her mouth. She tried to talk
but choked on the coppery life force. On the brink of death, Lucy could feel
how close Luke was to being drained entirely, and Simmons didn't even care.
Over the horizon the wall of the facility crumbled.


Simmons smiled like a sociopath. "Stay down, girl. If
your brother dies, he'll die a hero."


Lucy looked up at Simmons, gathered the last remaining
strength she possessed, and pushed off the ground. Agony. Pain. The taste of
blood. Death sinking into her.


But she stood.


Simmons sneered. "You bitch." She raised her gun
and aimed, and someone grabbed it from her.


Agent Mark put Simmons in a stronghold and pointed the gun
at her head. "Don't move. You're being relieved of command, and are under
arrest for actions in violation of the IPI Code of Ethics." He grabbed the
sphere and pushed it to the ground, out of Luke's hands.


Lucy smiled and collapsed. Dream visions came to her, of
their life together. Her brother was safe. She could rest now.


Luke glanced at her, his head wobbly, his cheeks hollow.
"Lucy?" He groaned, and something sparked inside him, lighting up his
eyes. The sphere shook in his grasp, as he pulled it off the ground and pushed
it towards Lucy, muscles straining in his arms.


"Lucy, Lucy!" Tears flowed down his face and he
caressed her cheek.


Warmth stole over Lucy and a bright light glowed in the
distance. She knew that glow meant safety, love, peace. She wanted so badly to
follow it, but Luke wouldn't let her. "Thanks for watching over me,
Brother." She closed her eyes and followed the light, and let it wrap her
in a perfect feeling of bliss.


But something pulled her out of that embrace, something cold
and sharp against her skin. A foreign power invaded her, one she recognized.


"Hang in there, Sis." Luke held the sphere against
her. "This thing healed you once. It can do it again."


Energy flowed into her, knitting her back together, but it
pulled from Luke. She tried to move, to push him away, but she couldn't do more
than beg through the blood in her mouth. "No. Don't."


Luke smiled through his tears. "I told you, Sis, I'd
always look out for you."


She smiled back, but didn't want him to be hurt. Please,
Luke, don't sacrifice yourself like this. Her words couldn't find their way
out of her body, and she sobbed inside at the loss of his life.


Then another life force filled her, and she felt the
pressure of someone else's hand. Hunter.


He stood over her, clutching the sphere with Luke. "We
said after we got out of the valley, we'd be together. You can't leave me
now."


Hunter. My Hunter. She didn't want to leave him, but
it wouldn't be enough. Now she would kill them both. She was too close to the
edge. It would take too much energy to bring her back from the brink—to heal
her body.


Except, instead of draining them, more energy joined.
Another hand held the sphere to her body. Agent Mark.


He smiled. "I should've stopped her sooner. You're a
hero, and we don't let hero's die if we can help it."


Soon more hands joined together, forming a human ring around
her—other agents, and her friends. The combined force of their life and energy
filled her like a drug, healing the wounds that threatened to steal her from
the world. Internal organs regrew, and a white light infused her in radiant
love. She opened herself to it, like she had in the valley, and allowed herself
to connect with them all, to become one with them in a way she never had
before. She saw for the first time how interconnected everyone was, how joined
they were to each other. The warmth in her grew and she closed her eyes. The
other light still called to her, and it would have been easy to go to it, but
this new light surrounded her now.


A soft breeze filled the air with the scent of star flowers.
An echo of Mr. K's voice rippled on the wind. "You have more to do in
this world, more lessons to complete. Choose the harder path for the greater
reward."


A tear fell down her cheek as she considered all the people
who had given of themselves to save her.


Two roads. The easy one or the hard one? To sleep, or to
wake up to more?


Lucy opened her eyes and gasped.






Chapter 119 - Steele


 


Steele examined himself in the full-length mirror and
adjusted his silk tie. The Italian pinstripe suit fit him like a glove, and his
polished leather shoes shined, but his eyes still looked tired with dark
circles framing them. Last night he'd worked non-stop to complete the last
critical piece of his project: altering Sam's mind.


The simple alterations he'd made to keep her from contacting
her friends had proven effective, though she fought constantly. He'd never met
a more stubborn specimen, pushing at every turn, weakening his control on her.
A few times she nearly managed to connect mentally with someone else. He'd had
to maintain non-stop vigilance to keep her under his control, and he paid for
that today, but nothing could ruin what he had planned.


The eyes were a problem, a show of weakness. He grabbed his
makeup bag and lightly powdered the dark rings. The cameras would pick up any
flaw, and he couldn't allow that.


Someone knocked on the door.


Another dab on the left eye. "Enter."


Beleth walked in, with a presence that controlled a room.
Steele hated that presence.


He faced the man, who also looked tired. "Were you
successful?"


"No. They escaped back to the IPI base."


"How unfortunate. You would have had a particular
interest in one of them."


Beleth raised an eyebrow at that. A rare site: getting him
to show any curiosity or interest.


Steele said nothing more. There had been a time when they
would have shared truths and secrets. That time was long past. Now, information
was a weapon, and Steele used it better than anyone. "Is everything
prepared?"


"The conference room is ready. Grunt is in
position." Beleth paused, his voice strained as he continued. "You
have yet to give the order to start Operation Harvest. Would you like me to
begin?"


Beleth had never agreed with experimenting on children, but
he wasn't in charge. Still, sometimes he would push, sometimes he was a
problem, so Steele had been cautious.


"No need. I've handled it."


Beleth took a step forward, his fist curling. "Has it
begun?"


"It has been completed." Steele motioned to the
balcony. "See for yourself."


They walked out to the balcony. Below them, hundreds of
children were being led out of the facility, dressed in rags and chained
together in lines. They looked pale, hollow and weak.


Beleth clutched the rail. "No. What will happen to
them?"


"Some will be sold. Some will be gifted. They have
served their purpose." Steele reached into his pocket and drew out a
syringe with purple liquid.


He could almost feel the energy pulsing through it. He had
extracted powers from dozens of kids, picking the best ones, compiling them in
this syringe. Some kids he had left alone, like that girl with the healing
powers. He'd used her to heal his daughter, and he still hadn't discovered how
to take away the side-effects. That didn't matter. He'd have all the powers he
needed.


He admired the miracle in his hands. "Years of work,
and I finally have my chance."


"So do I." Beleth slapped the syringe out of
Steele's hand and it flew over the balcony.


Steele reached for it, but it slipped through his fingers
and landed below, shattering into pieces and staining the cement a purple hue.


Beleth collapsed, sweating.


That much defiance should have been impossible for him. How
could he have broken from Steele's control that long?


"You will never have what you want," Beleth said,
his voice weak and raspy.


Steele loomed over the man. They had been partners once,
working towards the same goal. How had things come to this? Beleth no longer
shared Steele's ideals, but Steele had known that for a long time, so he always
planned for contingencies.


He pulled another syringe from his pocket and wagged it in
front of his old friend. "Did you really think I made just one?"


With the drug he'd manufactured—the one on the streets—he
could amplify powers. By mixing it with the powers he extracted, he was able to
make over a hundred syringes' worth. Nothing would stop him now, not even
Beleth.


Beleth looked shocked by the syringe, but didn't speak.


Steele leaned against the railing and looked out at the
children trudging away, grateful once again that he had no empathy or silly
emotions to hinder him from realizing his full potential. The problem with
humans, and most paranormals, was that they let their feelings destroy any
chance of success they could have in the world.


"You would have been my right hand," he said,
"dealing out justice in this cruel world."


Beleth scoffed. "I would have been the hand that wiped
your ass."


"Yes, and you still will be. Go to the IPI base. Bring
Simmons to me. Kill the rest."


Beleth's mouth twitched as if to speak, but he couldn't. He
didn't have the reserve left to even disagree, especially as Steele tightened
his control over the man. Even delaying the order pushed at his limits. Steele
could feel the walls crumble, another soul that he'd crushed and owned, just
like he would Sam.


"I think you will find someone there of particular
interest." Steele smiled. "I wonder if you'll recognize him, before
you kill him."


***


Steele walked into a large conference room dominated by an
oval mahogany table and chairs. A camera had been set up across from the head
of the table, and was set to interrupt network broadcasts worldwide with his
demonstration. The richest and most powerful men in the world sat around the
table, dressed in their power suits, ready to hear what he had to say.


He greeted them each individually, shaking their hands.
"Each of you have been valued customers of my organization. You've paid
good money for the services of my paranormals, and because of you, I have been
able to complete the experiments that will change the world."


He sat at the head of the table.


Gregor Vetrov, a corrupt Russian politician, stood to
address him. "Why the camera, Mr. Steele?"


"Because we are making a statement, my friends. A
statement to the world."


The red light clicked on to show that it was recording. A
few of his guests fidgeted in discomfort and furrowed their brows in worry.
They had no vision, no balls to embrace the future, but he would teach them.


Steele faced the camera. "Citizens of this great
planet, welcome. You may not know me, but that's about to change. We are
standing on the precipice of a new era for humanity. For years, those with
paranormal powers have lived among you, walking in the shadows as dirty secrets
to be shunned, because the world wasn't prepared for us, for what we could do.
They would turn on us in jealously. So we worked in the shadows, growing in
power and strength, in part by working with respectable gentleman such as those
present with me, people who understood progress, who understood evolution. But
now, the time has come for paranormals to make themselves known. Now we have
the resources to defend ourselves. Now we even have the resources to share our
powers with those worthy of such an offering."


With a flick of his wrist, Steele motioned to the guards to
lay a small box in front of each of his guests.


"A gift to you, my friends. Open it."


Henry Dollinger, a client who once had Sam as his assigned
paranormal, pulled out a purple vial from the box. "What is this?"


"The future of man," said Steele. "Drink from
those vials, and then you shall have powers as well."


Several held up the vials, but none drank.


Dollinger sniffed it. "I've heard of this stuff. The
news says it's given some people powers. But they also say it's killed
others."


"The drug on the street is unrefined." Steele
lifted a vial and gazed into it. "People have not been using it as
intended." A bit of a spin, but all's fair in war. "What you
have before you is a guarantee."


"And what do you want from us in return?" asked
Gregor.


"Your support and your resources. Our governments, our
politicians, have carved out a nice little hole for themselves, in which they
spend their wealth in excess, and from which they shun others, letting them rot
in the dirt." Steele remembered sitting in the mud, rain pouring over him,
because the government had taken his house and his car—before he had powers,
when he had been weak.


"This substance—" He held up the drug.
"—gives everyone a chance at success."


Gregor did not look convinced. "If this substance is
for everyone, how does it help us?"


"The paranormals will need leaders, guardians."


Dollinger continued to stare at his vial. "Steele, I
don't know about this."


"I do." Gregor put the vial back in its box and
closed it. "It's insane. You want to give a weapon to the poor people of
this world. Understand, I have nothing against them. Those of you who know me,
know that I have struggled to rise from a low place myself. I remember the good
people that helped me, but I also remember the scum, those who threw away their
lives and abused those of others. Leave them in the dirt where they
belong." He spit through his lips to emphasize his point.


Steele ground his teeth. He'd feared they wouldn't
understand. "You are just like the corrupt men of which I speak, Gregor.
You've grown cozy in your position, fearful of change."


The old Russian shrugged. "Change is not always
good."


Dollinger put his vial down as well. "Revealing
paranormals may not be wise. People will rise up, like you said, and it won't
end well. I mean, you're talking about starting a war."


"With no army," added Gregor.


Steele smiled at that. He pushed a button on his table, and
turned in his chair. The wall behind him opened up, revealing a balcony,
showing one side of the facility. He stood and walked toward it.


The others, out of curiosity, followed. Their eyes widened
in shock as they witnessed what lay below.


"I think things will end well, indeed." Steele
gestured to his army. "Meet my Grunts. I have hundreds of them, all
genetically engineered and at my command. They are unstoppable."


At their head stood Grunt-1 dressed in red armor. Steele
telepathically commanded them to cheer, and they immediately began a low war
chant.


Gregor once again disrespected him by spitting at his work.
"You are mad. These are beasts. I will not be a part of this."


Steele sighed and turned to face the businessmen, and the
camera. "Do all of you agree with Gregor?"


Too scared to speak, to man-up to what was right, they
backed away.


Steele shrugged. "Then perhaps I am mad."


He injected the serum into his arm and collapsed to his knees,
a high filling him, his muscles straining, his veins pulsing. Pain filled his
body, cut at him like tiny razors lined with poison. His muscles grew,
stretching his skin, ripping parts of his suit as he tore his way into a new
body—a bigger, stronger, more powerful body. Bigger even than Beleth. Energy
flowed into him, easing the pain, fading it into nothing. A small price for
such a great reward.


Silence filled the room and the Russian gasped. "What
have you done to yourself?"


Steele looked at his hands, which were redder than usual,
pulsing with blood and energy. "Evolved."


He lifted his hand and, with invisible threads of power,
threw Gregor across the room and pinned him to the wall. The world would be
watching, and would now see true power.


Everyone froze as Steele walked forward, getting used to his
new body. With a mere thought, he floated off the ground and hovered forward,
looking at each of the men. "You will join me." He looked at the
camera. "You will all join me!"


Then he roared, holding his hands out, and pushed everyone
at once against a wall, as if they were no more than cotton balls. He twisted
his finger and focused, and ice flooded their bloodstream, freezing them from
the inside out, until they were encased in ice. The pain drove them mad. They
screamed and begged for release, but with another flick he froze their mouths
shut.


They would join him, indeed. He landed back on the ground
and walked out of the room, levitating the camera with his powers so that it
trailed after him, to document the new world order he was about to create.


He entered a dark cold room and observed his daughter,
sitting tied to a chair and bruised up. Force had been required to keep her in
line. She'd been troublesome, but no longer. He now had the power to take
complete control of her.


Power burned in him and he entered Sam's mind, tearing
through the veil of her thoughts and memories like cutting through a heavy
canvas wet with rain. She screamed through the duct tape on her mouth, and he
relished the pain that rushed through her. She fought him, using her mental
powers to ram against the walls he'd built around his own mind, to counter his
efforts.


It shouldn't be this hard. He had the power now, but he
needed her baby's power, and only she could provide that. He ripped at her mind
again, shredding through fragile thoughts, this time like silk in the wind.


Again, she got the upper hand and crashed through his wall,
leaving a hollow, sick feeling in its place. Pain filled him, and he dropped to
his knees and held his head. He didn't want her in his secrets, knowing his
thoughts, so he kept tearing.


Piece by piece he cut through her defenses. She squirmed as
he rearranged her memories and reprogrammed her mind. He had to use many of his
own memories, trying not to sacrifice vital knowledge in the process. He
wouldn't have done this for just anyone, but she was the one. She was worth it.


Once he had the last piece in place, he'd gain the baby's
powers and never have to alter thoughts again to gain control of someone.


One more piece and he'd be done. He ripped.


She pushed back. He could tell she knew it was the end, as
he forced his own thoughts into her. 'This is your purpose. This is what you
were created for.'


Her laughter filled his mind. "Tell my friends I say
hi—when they come to kill you." Her mind pulsed and fired out one more
rush of power.


She broke through his block and connected to another mind.






Chapter 120 - Lucy


 


The valley hums with life as Lucy skips through a field
of star flowers. Butterflies dance around her, landing lightly on her shoulders
as she soaks in the bright warmth of the sun.


A beautiful weeping willow stands before her, its long
branches swaying in the breeze. She moves through them, expecting to see Mr.
K's impish tree face, but the tree is just a tree.


"Lucy." Someone calls her name, the familiar
voice carried on the wind.


She turns around and sees Sam. "Are you really here,
Sam?"


"Yes and no. My thoughts are here, and you've
projected an idea of me into your dream. But the thoughts are real." She
seems more ghostly than the real Sam.


"Are you okay? What happened to you?" Lucy
steps forward, closer to her best friend.


"I'm fine, but I don't have much time. There are
things you need to know about Simmons." She walks the rest of the way
toward Lucy and raises her hand.


"Besides the fact that she's a bitch? Okay, tell
me."


Sam shakes her ghost head. "No, I need to show
you." She touches Lucy's chest and teleports her to another time and
place.


***


Lucy stood in a lab, present but not, a spectator to someone
else's memories.


A much younger Steele—she recognized him from Sam's
thoughts—sat at one of the tables, typing on a laptop. Complex equipment and
glass vials and bottles lined the walls and tables of the sterile room.


The door to the lab opened and Beleth walked in, looking no
different than he did now. "I got your message. Are you certain of
this?"


Steele didn't look up from his screen. "Yes, the tests
have been 100% safe on rodents. I'll be fine."


"But—"


"No buts, my friend." Steele stood and clasped
Beleth's shoulders. "Today, we make history."


Beleth nodded and walked away to set up the camera
equipment.


Steele shrugged into a white lab coat with a familiar symbol
on the front right pocket. Lucy zoomed in mentally to see it more closely, and
gasped when she read it: a black circle with white IPI letters in the middle.


They worked for IPI?


Before she could recover from that revelation, the door
opened again and a young and vibrant Simmons walked in carrying a bottle of
champagne.


They all knew each other?


Simmons smiled at them, her blue eyes brighter than now, her
skin smooth and hair soft and full.


Steele smiled when he saw her, then walked over and took the
bottles from her and kissed her on the cheek. "Thanks for grabbing the
drinks, Honey."


Honey? Kisses? Lucy didn't understand what she was
watching, but she knew it was important.


Beleth watched Steele for a moment longer than appropriate,
but Steele didn't notice. "You have quite a wife."


"Quite a wife, indeed," agreed Steele.


He sat in front of the camera, and Beleth hit the record
button.


After citing his name and date, Steele explained the
experiment. "This is an attempt to enhance the capabilities of the mind
through genetic alteration. Based on early animal trials, we feel that it is
ready for human testing." He tapped his foot and smiled, then pulled a
vial of green liquid from his pocket. "Known as TDI3, this drug should
alter the very fabric of my DNA and create enhanced abilities hitherto only
known in rare cases of humans."


He uncapped the needle and plunged it into a vein in his
arm, then dropped the vial and leaned forward in his chair, groaning in pain.


Simmons rushed forward and put her arm around him.
"Honey, are you okay? What happened?"


Steele gasped and tried to speak. "I'm fine. I'm—"
He roared in pain again, shaking in his chair.


Simmons tried to help him sit up, but Steele pushed her away
and fell out of his chair.


Beleth had left his place behind the camera, and crouched by
Steele without touching him. He looked at Simmons. "Get the
antidote."


She nodded, grabbed a blue vile from the table next to her,
and offered it to her husband.


"No!" he yelled, still on the floor, groaning.
"This will work."


Simmons pushed the vial at him. "It's not worth it. I
can't lose you."


"It will work." He turned away from the antidote.
"It has to."


He yelled once again, a loud screeching howl, and everything
faded away for Lucy.


***


Lucy entered another vision, this time in a hospital.


Simmons lay in a bed holding a baby while Steele beamed over
her. Flowers and balloons filled the small room.


Steele reached for the child. "He's so beautiful."


Joy filled the room, and Lucy realized this had to be the
Seeker. It was hard to reconcile the man who had caused so much pain with this
innocent child before her, but in the end, the Seeker had redeemed himself,
helping to save Sam and all of them. This child had his whole life ahead of
him. It broke her heart to know how much he would suffer at the hands of his
sociopathic father. How did they get from this happy family moment to that?


"Now that I've had the baby," said Simmons,
"I can start testing again. I'm sure the new serum you made will
work."


Steele frowned, then wiped it from his face with a fake
smile. "Yeah, it just might."


She slapped his hand lightly, forcing optimism into a moment
where Lucy could tell she felt none. "Come on—twenty successes, all
attaining useful powers. It'll work. Hmm... I wonder what my powers will
be?"


Steele handed the baby back and looked away, an unmistakable
look of regret on his face.


***


Lucy blinked and found herself in the foyer of a very nice
house. From another room came the sound of breaking dishes and furniture thrown
against walls. Steele walked through the front door, then ran to the kitchen,
and Lucy floated after him.


The room looked as if a tornado hit, but it was only
Simmons, tear-streaked, filled with anger, her body a battering ram intent on
destroying everything in her path.


Steele grabbed her, gently pulling her into a hug. "Baby,
what's wrong?"


She sobbed into his chest, slamming her small fists against
it. "None of it worked. None of the stupid bullshit serums worked."


"It's okay." Steele crushed her to him and ran his
hand down her hair, trying to soothe her. "The next formula will be
better. You can try again."


She pushed him away. "I've been trying for years. I
can't have powers. Admit it, I can't. I know you think so. I've seen it in your
eyes."


He looked down, real sadness on his face. "I'm trying
my best, Honey. Beleth and I will get it right, eventually."


"No you won't." She stormed out of the room and
ran crying through the house.


A small boy crept from behind the corner, a frown on his
face.


***


Simmons flapped a folder in Steele's face. "What's
this?"


They were at the lab again. It looked the same, but Simmons
and Steele looked older, more world-weary, with wrinkles spreading from their
eyes


"It's just something I've been working on." He
grabbed for the folder.


She pulled it back, holding it out of his reach. Her face
reddened in rage. "Just something? You're trying to make a baby. A
freaking baby! What, the one I gave you wasn't good enough?"


"No. I love our son." His voice stayed cold,
collected, lacking the emotion he'd had in the earlier visions. "I'm
experimenting to see if powers can be altered through genetics."


"Do you have to experiment on yourself?" She
practically spit the words at him.


He looked past her, as if not seeing her. "You know I
always test something before I use it on other people."


"Don't do this." She threw down the folder.
"If you love me, you won't do this."


He picked up the folder and kept his voice soft. "I'm
doing this because I love you. I'm doing this because it will help me give you
powers of your own."


***


In another, much larger and more sophisticated lab, Steele
sorted through papers as other doctors worked around him, checking in with him
from time to time.


Simmons came up behind him and wrapped her arms around him.
"It's late, Baby. It's time to go home."


Steele didn't look up from his work. "After I pair a
few more subjects together."


She stroked his chest and kissed his ear. "It can wait.
Please come home with me."


He unwound her arms from his body and moved away from her.
"You know the Russians have made tremendous progress in their experiments.
This can't wait. There's really a lot of potential in this breeding program. We
can weed out the useless powers, strengthen the useful. IPI will have agents
capable of handling anything."


Simmons stepped back, her face crestfallen. "Okay, sure.
I'll see you later then."


He waved dismissively. "Bye."


***


Next Lucy landed in one of Simmons's memories. She didn't
know how Sam kept all the thoughts and past deeds of everyone straight in her
mind; Lucy was already reeling from the information overload.


Once again she was in their foyer. Simmons returned home
from a night out, dressed for a date, but Steele wasn't there. Beleth sat on
the couch in the living room watching a movie and cuddling with a sleeping boy.
Simmons paused to watch them, a shy smile on her face.


Beleth noticed her and got up, taking the Seeker into
another room to put him to bed. When he came back, Simmons hadn't moved. The
soft glow of the television flickered in the background as they stared at each
other.


Beleth stepped toward the door. "I should go."


Simmons nodded. "Thanks for watching him."


"I thought you'd be out later."


Lucy could tell they were both stalling, and held her
breath, waiting to see what would happen next.


"He didn't show up. Had to work again." She
dropped her purse on the hallway table.


Beleth sighed. "I'm sorry. You look lovely."


He walked toward the door, but Simmons grabbed his hand and
stopped him. They held each other's eyes for a long moment, then moved in for a
forbidden kiss.


***


Simmons came to the house, looking for Steele, carrying
several bags with her. "Honey, I'm home!" She smiled, eager to see
her husband.


Steele walked down the stairs holding a baby.


Simmons dropped her bags. "No. How could you?"


His face remained cold, impassive as he reached the bottom
of the stairs to stand in front of her. "Now, don't be rude. Say hi to
Sam."


"I'm not saying anything to that thing," she
practically hissed.


The bundle in his arms wiggled and a small cry escaped.
"But she's our daughter. Don't you love her? Don't you love me?"


"Of course, I love you, but you've taken things too
far."


"Really." Steele dropped the mock
lightheartedness. "I've taken them too far? You're the one who's been away
for over a year on a secret assignment with IPI. That's an interesting amount
of time, don't you think. Enough time to give birth to a child and then recover
before coming home."


He rocked the baby in his hands, cooing at her.


Simmons tensed and backed away. "How?"


"I read Beleth's memories," said Steele. "It
was obvious something was going on. Now I know. So, where's the baby?"


"I won't tell you."


Steele roared and raised a fist at his wife. "Where is
he?"


She shrank back, whimpering, but her voice stayed strong.
"You'll never find him. Read my memories if you want. It won't help you.
He's gone."


"Oh, I will find him. That I swear to you."


***


At his lab once again, Steele looked over reports on the
breeding program. Some babies showed amplified powers, but others showed a
decrease.


Lucy's thoughts melded with his.


He needed a new approach, and needed to expedite the
process—perhaps more growth hormones. If the babies grew faster, he'd get a lot
more done, and would be able to experiment more with transferring powers
between paranormals.


Simmons walked in. "Steele?"


Steele's jaw stiffened, but he didn't look up. "We have
nothing left to discuss." He slammed a folder down. "I thought I made
that clear."


She crossed her arms over her chest. "I'm not here for
you."


Steele turned to find her and Beleth standing in the
doorway.


Simmons took a step in. "The program is being shut
down."


He stood. "What? You're not serious."


"I'm sorry, Steele." Beleth walked in, but left
the door open behind him. "IPI no longer considers this laboratory a
worthwhile investment."


Other agents rushed in and began collecting documents, files
and computers from the lab.


Steele looked around frantically, grabbing his own papers
even as the agents took them from his hands. "How can you agree with
this?" He threw his hands up and gestured to the lab. "We started
this together, the three of us."


"And we're ending it." Simmons kept her voice
calm, but Lucy could hear the strain behind it. "Paranormals were only
meant to be enhanced agents. We've accomplished that. There's no need to keep
experimenting."


Steele started laughing, a bit like a mad man. "You
selfish bitch. You can't stand being normal, can you? Can you?" he yelled
the last part, pacing the room in a rage.


She stepped back from him. "Calm down."


He knocked a pencil holder across the room. "I don't
think I will."


The other agents noticed the argument and a few came to
stand beside Simmons. She nodded her head. "Restrain him."


They grabbed Steele and dragged him away. He didn't stop
yelling even as they pulled him through the door. "You can't stop progress,
Simmons. You can adapt or die."


***


Steele gripped the steering wheel so hard his knuckles
turned white as he sped down the highway in the darkness.


The Seeker sat in the back, holding his favorite toy and
crying. "Why are we leaving?"


"It's your mother's fault, Son. She loves someone else
more than us, but we'll get her back. I promise you that."


The boy's sobs followed Lucy into the next memory.


***


Simmons arrived in an old, dark warehouse, clutching a note.


Meet me at the warehouse at
midnight,


Steele


The lights turned on, revealing Steele standing in the
center of the empty room, holding a handgun. Beleth slumped in a chair beside
him, drugged.


An empty chair sat next to Beleth.


Steele gestured to it. "Thank you for coming. Please,
have a seat."


Simmons didn't move. "What have you done to him?"


He pointed his gun at her. "I said have a seat."


She walked to the chair. "What have you done with the
rest of the infants?"


"Relocated them to somewhere IPI won't find them."


She stopped walking to look at him. "It's not too late.
You can still turn yourself in. I'll make sure IPI doesn't press charges."


The madness in his eyes—the sheer psychotic glare--flashed
as he once again indicated that she should sit. "Don't worry about them.
Tonight is about you. Tonight, you get to decide whose side you're on."


"Did Beleth decide?" She lowered herself to the
chair and looked at Beleth, who seemed to be regaining consciousness.


"I'll admit: I nudged him in my direction. Mind
alteration has its uses, after all, but it's never as pleasing as truly earning
someone's loyalty. Do I have your loyalty, my dear?"


She hesitated, considering her options, then straightened
her shoulders decisively. "I'm tired of you sick freaks."


"So be it." He looked at Beleth, who now sat
straighter and more alert in his chair. "Choke her until she's
unconscious."


Beleth moved quickly, placing his hands around her neck.


She squirmed, struggling, then pulled something from her
pocket—a small detonator. She pushed the button and the side of the warehouse
exploded, sending wood and metal and fire at the three of them.


A giant piece of metal hit Beleth, forcing him to release
Simmons. She rolled away, and ran for the door.


Shards of wood hit Steele, sending him to his knees in pain


As Simmons ran away, the roof started collapsing, and a
giant beam fell down.


Steele hopped around it, avoiding the impact, but it fell on
Beleth. He tried to push it off, but in his drugged state he couldn't dislodge
it alone.


Steele had disappeared in the flames of the explosion.


Beleth extended his hand toward Simmons, who had already
reached the door. "Please. Please help me."


She paused and looked at him, her face hardened. "It's
over. No more paranormals will be created. As for the ones left... you can burn
in hell for all I care." She walked out the door and let the flames
consume him.






Chapter 121 - Lucy


 


Lucy woke up, startled. She'd expected to land in the middle
of another shocking memory, but instead found herself back at the IPI base in
Hawaii, sleeping in a cot. Pain throbbed through her body, not the mind-numbing
piercing pain of being shot—she was quite through with being shot at!—but the
post-healing ache, which made her wish she could sleep until it was over.
Still, given that she'd nearly died from multiple gunshot wounds, she was
grateful to be doing as well as she was.


Luke walked into the room carrying some water and smiled
when he saw her eyes open. "You're awake." He came to sit by her,
grabbing her hand in his. "I'm so sorry, Luce."


"It's not your fault. Simmons did this." That
bitch.


Simmons had been Steele's wife. Lucy could hardly believe
all those memories; they painted such a dysfunctional picture—Steele trying to
get Simmons powers, Simmons resenting that she couldn't get any, until both of
them were driven to obsession.


In those flashes of the past, there must be something she
could use, but first she had to talk to the bitch who'd done all this to her.
"Where is she?"


His eyes looked tired, dark, his body sunken in a bit.
"Locked up in the same pen she kept us in."


"I need to see her." Lucy tried to sit up, and
fell back in bed from the pain of her muscles stretching.


"You need to rest. You almost died." Luke massaged
her hand, concern in his eyes.


"We all almost died, but I'll be fine." She stood
up despite the pain.


Luke helped her stand and made her drink some water first.
Once she finished he looked her over and nodded. "Okay, but before you go,
there's something you should see."


"What?"


"Follow me." Luke led her into the next room in
the tent, where several agents sat around a television set.


On the screen a big—no, giant—man stood surrounded by rock
and shrubs, as if in a crater. His muscles bulged as if they had a mind of
their own and his skin glinted red.


It took Lucy a moment to recognize him. "Holy crap,
that's Steele?"


He spoke to the camera. "By nightfall, the military
forces on this island will be annihilated, and its authority will belong to
you, my people. Those of you brave enough to rise up, come to Diamond Head."


A sound, like a missile, shook the camera. He looked to the
sky, then back at the camera. "Oh, and do not attempt to stop me. Anyone
who tries will fail. Here's a demonstration."


He backed away and the camera tilted up, showing the sky.
When a missile came at him, everyone in the room held their breath,
anticipating the moment Steele would finally be destroyed. But the missile
stopped right in front of him, then spun around and flew back into the sky and
straight at the jet that had launched it. The jet exploded live on camera, and
crashed into the water below.


Lucy's heart thumped as she thought about the life lost in
that crash. The whole world had just watched an American soldier die.


Steele walked back into view. "As I said, you can't
stop me. Just in case you missed it, let me show you one more example of my
indestructible power." He turned and lifted his hands. A jet hovered into
view, as if Steele was levitating it. It neared the ground, shaking, then it
ripped in two and both pieces flew off screen.


Lucy stumbled into a chair, sick to her stomach as Steele
turned back to the camera, his face close-up once again. "If you send a
bigger bomb, like a nuclear missile, I will redirect it at a major city. It's
time to stand up, people. Human beings have evolved and your government has
kept it a secret. I think you deserve the truth. I think you deserve a chance
against your oppressors. You know what I offer. Come to Diamond Head."


The camera swiveled away from him as he spoke. "I have
things to do. In the meantime, enjoy watching these corrupt politicians and
greedy business men squirm."


On the screen, a group of businessmen, all dressed in
expensive, tailored suits, were chained to pillars of stone, their mouths
sealed shut with duct tape. Below them a fire burned, casting flames over their
bare feet. They flinched and tried to pull away, but couldn't.


Lucy dropped her head and stared at the floor. Are we
already too late? Is it over? Have we really lost to that psychopath?
"What happened to the children?"


Hunter walked in from around a corner, having caught the
last of the show. He also looked pale and hollow, like he had after the sphere
drained him when she was attacked by the lizard. He sucked down half a bottle
of water before he spoke. "They're being transported out of the facility.
Likely, they'll be sold into slavery."


She stood. "We have to stop them."


He came and wrapped his arms around her. "IPI's on it,
but the transports are protected by paranormals, and not regular ones either.
They seem enhanced, like Steele, and more beast than man."


Her mind flashed back to Russia, their assignment that led
to the discovery of an encrypted disk. She'd thought Steele planned on
releasing some kind of virus into the world—biological warfare. She'd never
been able to crack the code, and neither had IPI, but it all clicked together
as she replayed recent events in her mind. Not a virus, but a drug to mutate
genetics, to bring about enhanced powers. If she'd been able to break into the
disk, they could have stopped this before it started.


She leaned into Hunter. His arms felt good around her sore
body and she hugged him back, happy he was alive, so grateful that he had saved
her, and more determined than ever to finish this mission.


Luke pointed to the television. "He showed them on the
video."


She looked into Hunter's green eyes and wished they could be
anywhere else, talking about anything else, but they had a job to do, friends
to save. "What about Sam and Ana?"


"He hasn't gotten to them yet." He rubbed her
back. "It seems to be his grand finale."


So they still had time. "Has Drake seen this?"


He kissed her on the nose and released her so she could sit
back down. "He's already gone. He and the rest left on a helicopter a few
hours ago. Steele made his location pretty clear."


Yes. Diamond Head. A large 500,000-year-old volcano
crater sat on Oahu, just outside of Honolulu, surrounded by buildings. All
those people were in danger. Why that spot? For dramatics? She needed to be
there. "Why didn't you two go?"


Agent Mark walked over to them. "They were almost as
passed-out as you were." He patted Lucy on the shoulder.


Of course, Luke and Hunter were the first to touch the
sphere. They must have given up most of their life for her. That would have
cost them, big time.


She touched Mark's hand. "Thank you, by the way."
She looked around to all the agents in the room. "Thanks to all of you.
You saved my life, and my brother's."


Mark looked down for a moment, then made eye contact.
"We should have stopped the crazy bitch sooner."


"You did what you felt was right. I know how hard it is
to accept the fact that someone you trusted isn't who you thought. Trust
me." She thought about her memories as she formulated a plan. "Did
Drake take the sphere?"


Luke shook his head. "No. Too dangerous. The thing
almost killed me, even if it did save you."


Knowing that the sphere was nearby comforted her, though she
didn't know why. She didn't feel the same draw to it that she used to, but it
could still be useful. She'd been able to harness its power for quite awhile
without harming herself.


In the meantime, she knew something of more immediate use.
"I think I know a way of stopping Steele, but first I have to talk to
Simmons."


***


The pen stank of mud and piss. Simmons sat in a corner on
the floor, looking quite the mess. Her hair hung in strings around her face and
her clothes were covered in gunk. Lucy thought she'd feel happy or vindicated
seeing Simmons in this condition, but she just felt sorry for the stupid bitch.
It shocked her, though, to go from the memories of a young, hopeful Simmons to
this angry, jaded monster that she'd become.


Lucy walked up the to pen. "Steele wants you
back."


Simmons smacked. "So you finally figured it out,
huh?"


She nodded.


Simmons hung her head. "You're wrong though. He'd love
to see me dead."


"Sam read his mind and sent me his thoughts. He wants
you back. Have you seen the TV?"


Simmons snarled, but the expression only touched her lips.
"That bitch told you about my past?"


"She just showed me the truth. I understand now. Steele
wronged you." Kinda.


A feint smile. "He did, didn't he?"


"Yes. So have you seen the TV?"


Simmons shrugged. "Someone told me about it."


A fly buzzed around Lucy's face and she brushed it away. It
landed on Simmons, who didn't flinch. Damnit, Lucy couldn't afford for Simmons
to shut down right now. "That demonstration he's doing out there,
broadcasting it to the entire world... it's for you."


"No, it's for him. Everything he's ever done has been
for himself." Still no emotion, no response. The fly sat there nibbling
its feet, or whatever flies did.


Ugh. She needed to sympathize. Lucy lowered herself
onto the balls of her feet, refusing to sit on the dirt. "I saw how he
mistreated you, how he hurt you."


She had to bite her tongue to keep from bringing up all the
monumental mistakes Simmons had made. That wouldn't help her cause, right now.
She breathed and remembered her lessons in the valley, to stay calm and focus
on the task without letting her emotions make her rash or stupid.


What would Simmons want more than anything? Not to be with
Steele again, clearly, but.... "Would you like to hurt him back?"


For the first time, Simmons looked up. "It's too late
now." But a glimmer of hope sparked in her eyes.


Lucy used it. "No, it's not. You can defeat him."


Simmons laughed—a cold, hard gesture that didn't reach her
eyes. "He's more powerful than ever. How could I do anything to
him? I'm powerless."


Lucy wanted to smack her for being so stupid and selfish,
for thinking that people only held value if they held power. Instead, she
dangled a promise in front of her. "You give him what he wants. And then
you give him this." Lucy held a syringe out, the one she got from the
armory, filled with the drug that took away para-powers.


Simmons looked at the needle and then looked up at Lucy and
smiled. This time it reached her eyes. "I'll do it."


Before Lucy could enjoy the small victory, and the hope that
came with it, something large dropped from the sky and crashed into the ground,
remolding the earth into a crater. She and Simmons looked up, and both gasped.


Beleth.






Chapter 122 - Drake


 


From Drake's view in the helicopter, Diamond Head looked
like a giant crater surrounded by buildings. He hadn't expected there to be
green shrubbery scattered throughout the volcano, but it made sense considering
how long it had been inactive. In the broadcast, Steele had been on the summit
above the observation platform, presumably because it offered the best view for
offense and defense. Since Steele's plan involved Sam giving him Ana's powers,
they both had to be there, and Drake had seen extra vials of the drug he needed
to get his para-powers back.


Fighting him head-on would be suicide, especially without
his powers, but that was why he had a team. "Darren, you'll lead the
attack against Steele while Robyn and I go after the drugs and Sam."


Darren crossed his arms. "I'll go after
Sam."


"I know you have... feelings for her." It pained
Drake to say that. "So do I. But this isn't about us. It's about her, what
she needs right now. I don't have powers. You do. You need to lead the strike
team against Steele."


Darren scowled and clenched his fist, then released it.
"You'd better get her back."


"I will. We need to be careful. Darren, your powers
won't be enough to take Steele down, not with what he's become, but you can
distract him from a distance, which is more than any of us can do. Even if I
had my powers, unless I could crack his mind, I wouldn't be able to do that. So
create a big enough diversion, for long enough, that he stays engaged."


Each member of the skilled team possessed useful
para-powers, and all were armed with weapons and vials of the drug that would
eliminate Steele's powers.


"Greg, Gary, Mary, Norm—keep your eyes open for a
chance to strike. If we can disarm him, we can take him down." Drake made
eye contact with each person in the helicopter. "This can work, guys. It
has to. Sam and Ana need it to. But it's bigger than that, even. What Steele is
doing will not only end the lives of a lot of people, but will result in a
world that will never accept paranormals for what we are. He's already killed,
used and abused so many children in his quest for power. We can't let him
succeed. I don't know what he's planning with an inactive volcano and the
world's attention, but let's not find out, okay?"


Norm lowered the helicopter to prepare for a landing.
"We're all going to die."


Drake slapped him on the back. "Way to keep it
positive, dude."


They couldn't land on Diamond Head directly, for risk of
Steele pulling them out of the sky, and they couldn't get too close, since the
U.S. military had created a perimeter around the volcano to keep civilians from
getting in—their way of 'maintaining control' of the situation.


Yeah, that's clearly working so well.


The two teams split up to accomplish their missions. Darren
and his group would use Mary to seduce their way in and challenge Steele
directly, while Drake and Robyn snuck in from behind to power-up and save Sam
and Ana.


Though the military had done their best to evacuate the
area, locals still pressed in to see what was going on. Some watched the live
footage on their iPads and iPhones even as they tried to catch a glimpse of the
madman live in action.


Robyn and Drake closed in on the scene, pushing people away
to get close. As they approached, a homeless man dressed in rags snuck under
the caution tape and made a run for it.


Two soldiers in camo tackled the guy to the ground and
dragged him away.


Was he trying to join Steele to get access to power? Drake looked
around and realized a lot of the people he'd assumed were locals looked very
poor and lost, beaten down by society. Steele offered them hope and power, so
of course they'd come to collect.


Robyn transformed into a solider and pushed through the
tape, holding Drake by the arm.


One of the soldiers on duty stopped them. "What are you
doing, bringing him in?"


Robyn, looking like a soldier herself, shrugged.
"Orders from top. I heard he's got some information."


The soldier used his radio to ask his commanding officer,
but no one responded. "They're probably in a meeting. Okay, go on. Any
damn information sounds good right about now."


The tension drained from Drake as Robyn smiled and escorted
him deeper into the military camp. Tents, soldiers and tanks littered the area
adjacent to the tuff cone that created the symmetrical crater. Doing any of
this without power gave Drake a serious headache. He'd spent his whole life
able to walk in and out of anything with the use of his para-powers, and being
vulnerable when so much was at stake scared the crap out of him.


All the soldiers stared at a new element added to the U.S.
Monument—a giant stone wall made from jagged rock pulled up from the earth by
the Grunts that Steele had created. Another barrier, and they still had a
forty-five-minute hike up the crater.


Robyn, still in soldier gear, whispered to Drake. "How
are we going to get there?"


He shook his head. There hadn't been time to wait for IPI to
coordinate with the upper echelon of the government in order to give non-agents
clearance. Not to mention the fact that the U.S. military didn't actually know
about IPI, at least not officially, and certainly not the ground crew. IPI's
agents in charge had been Simmons and Morrison, and one was in jail and the
other dead. They were scrambling to get their shit together, just like everyone
else.


Drake and his teams were on their own. "We need a
distraction or...." He motioned to a heavily armored vehicle. "Or
something distracting. Get in."


They climbed in the truck, with Robyn in the driver's seat,
since she still looked like a solider. "What's next?"


"We drive straight at the wall."


She dropped her hands from the steering wheel and one
covered her stomach.


Drake hoped she wasn't going to be sick on him.


"Are you crazy?"


"A little. When your baby gets kidnapped, it does tend
to make you nuts."


A thoughtful, sad look crossed her face. She rubbed her
stomach again, then clutched the wheel and nodded. With a push of the gas
pedal, they revved up and built up speed.


Outside, soldiers around them yelled for them to stop, but
Drake pushed her to go faster.


Robyn accelerated, heading straight for one of the gaps in
the wall.


Someone or something moved in front of the truck to block
them. Drake recognized him, the red Grunt, the one who had helped Steele
capture Sam. This could actually work out to their advantage—or not.


Only one way to find out. "Head straight at
him."


Robyn did. Sweat poured down her face and she flickered back
and forth from herself to the solider, probably losing control of her powers
with fear and focus.


The Grunt stood his ground, then kicked down. The earth in
front of their truck pushed up into a cone.


Robyn steered to the side, barely avoiding the rock. More
pillars burst from the earth, like teeth clasping for food. One hit the side of
their car, throwing them off track. They almost tipped over.


Drake hollered, "Step on it! Keep moving fast!"


Robyn put the pedal to the metal, and they stormed the
Grunt, dodging teeth of stone.


The beast roared and punched the earth, ramming it forward
in another cone.


Robyn turned, but the side of their vehicle slammed into the
rock and they lost balance. With such a top-heavy truck, they fell to the side
and rolled upside down. The sound of crunching metal and smell of gas and dirt
filled the truck as Drake slammed into the side of the window, shattering it.


When the truck settled and they stopped moving, Drake
unfastened his seatbelt and reached for Robyn. "Are you okay?"


She cradled her left arm and winced. "Yeah, I'm okay."


"You don't look it." He looked behind him,
ignoring the pain in his neck and body.


The Grunt walked toward them.


"We're out of time. You have to shift." He pushed
against his door, but the thing jammed.


"Okay, okay." Robyn closed her eyes and focused. Her
body grew bigger, shifting into something less than human, but then she lost it
and became herself again.


"Come on, come on!"


"I'm trying. It's not that easy." She took a deep
breath and tried again.


A giant read and black hand ripped open Drake's door and
tried to grab him, but something else pulled Drake out of the way, out through
the other door: another Grunt, a grey one. Intelligence sparked in its eyes.


"Robyn."


She smiled, but a smile on a Grunt was not a pretty site. It
made the beast look hungry for human.


The red one walked around the vehicle, noticed Robyn, and
looked her up and down quizzically. She held Drake like her prisoner and they
both stayed still, waiting to see what would happen.


He moved closer and sniffed the air around her. Drake hoped
Robyn smelled like a Grunt too.


The red one leaned in, licking his lips. Hot breath sprayed
against Drake's face; it took all of his will to stay still.


Apparently satisfied that another Grunt—Robyn—had Drake
under control, the red one stood up straight and walked away.


They both breathed a huge sigh of relief.


Robyn shook from nerves. "Holy shit that was
close."


They began their long hike up the crater. According to
Drake's brief research, they first had to travel over an unpaved trail up
uneven rocks—about two hundred feet. They would then have to go through a
tunnel and up another three hundred feet. Finally, there would be a small
lighted tunnel to a narrow spiral staircase—a hundred and twenty feet—until
they reached the inside of the observation platform.


The near-hour of hiking didn't tire Drake out as much
physically as it did emotionally. Every second that ticked by he thought about
Sam, and what Steele was doing to her and their baby. It killed him not to be
doing something more.


Once they finally came through the spiral staircase, Drake
found the place he needed, an old military bunker with a flat roof and green
walls. Down the mountain, slits opened up the earth, exposing the lower levels
of entrenchment. He'd seen it on TV, as Steele showed off his supply of Blue
Power—all contained within that bunker, guarded by a dozen Grunts.


They needed another distraction.


As if fate were finally helping them, a loud rumble came
from down below. A piece of the stone wall had exploded, tossing up a storm of
sand and dirt. Darren and his team must have been creating the distraction
Drake needed. Perfect timing.


The Grunts all turned and started moving across the cone to
intercept the intruders. Drake hoped they could handle the Grunts and Steele,
but he had to focus.


They entered the now-empty bunker and descended a set of
stairs to a lower, bigger level, full of steel cabinets and medical supplies.
They tore through drawers and shelves to find the case of drugs.


He hit the jackpot at the very back in a corner cabinet.
"Robyn, check this out!"


She came over and looked over his shoulder. Inside were five
purple vials. He pulled them out, one by one, and clutched them in his hand.


Footsteps approached from outside. Drake opened a vial and
had it ready to swallow if he needed to fight a Grunt. He only had five
vials—no more than five hours worth of powers if not overused—and he didn't
know what else they would face, so he had to use them with caution.


The door opened and....


Sam entered.


Drake nearly dropped his vials, but he closed the one as Sam
approached him. He stood up and walked to her. "Oh my God, Sam, I've found
you. We have to get out of here, now."


She smiled, then slapped his hand.


Stunned, Drake watched as all of the vials fell to the
ground, shattering. His heart and hope shattered with them.


He looked back at Sam, whose eyes looked glossed over and
void of feeling.


"Not yet." She held out her hand. "My father
would like to see you."






Chapter 123 - Lucy


 


The guard who had been assigned to Simmons's detail jumped
up as soon as Beleth landed, and pulled his rifle out. If Lucy had blinked she
would have missed what happened next, but as it was, she couldn't pull her eyes
from the scene. Beleth's hand extended into his deadly black blade and pierced
the guard in the chest, killing him instantly.


Lucy clutched the serum and turned away from Simmons, who
stared at Beleth.


"So you've come. I thought maybe you wouldn't, but I've
been wrong about many things, it seems." Simmons faced Beleth through the
bars. She straightened her back, looking him in the eyes. "Make it
quick."


Beleth placed his hand between the bars, and it turned into
a black claw with three long fingers. They grew apart, and the bars twisted and
bent until she had space to crawl out. "I would, but you know another
moves my hand." The claw retracted and changed back into a blade.


He moved past Simmons and walked toward Lucy, jerking his
body as if fighting himself. Lucy had never seen him so disjointed; usually he
had a grace and fluidness that none could match. Even his face strained against
itself, as if fighting another power inside him—probably Steele's.


"You broke our agreement." He slowed down, but it
evidently cost him as he groaned against the effort.


Lucy faced him, wondering what would happen if she ran.
Would he catch up to her or keep fighting the power in him? "I couldn't
kill an innocent."


Beleth looked sad. "She's not innocent. None of us are.
Not anymore."


A replay of those memories flashed through Lucy's mind: all
the horrible things Simmons had done. "I know, but now she's not a threat.
She can help fight Steele."


"It's too late for that." He shook his head.
"I've been sent...." He gagged as if he couldn't force himself to
finish what he wanted to say. "I've been...." He continued to
approach Lucy, very near her now.


She braced herself, serum ready in hand. If he tried to grab
her, to take her away like before, she would inject him with the syringe and
take away his powers.


He took another step, then extended his blade and aimed it
for Lucy's gut.


She dropped to the ground, dodging his attack by a hair's
breadth.


He then brought his blade down on her, an attack that would
slice her in two, but he bounced off an invisible shield.


The cavalry had arrived. Lucy had planned for this
eventuality and had a team in wait.


Luke stepped out from behind a building, concentrating as he
held the force field to protect Lucy. Agents emerged from behind him,
surrounding Beleth with rifles.


Of course, he could just fly away, but Lucy suspected he
actually couldn't, not until he'd accomplished what he'd been sent here to do.


Hunter joined Luke, sword raised in defense.
"Surrender, Beleth. It's over."


Lucy scrambled to stand next to Hunter, inappropriately
turned on by how hot he looked with sword in hand, taking command. Bad Lucy!
Focus!


She focused back on the threat. Beleth looked around as if
trying to find a way to leave but knew that he couldn't. He curled in on
himself and a protective ball of black oil grew around him, like a hamster
ball.


Hunter yelled to the agents. "Fire!"


Lucy wanted to look away, for Beleth hadn't chosen this;
she'd seen it in the memories and on his face. Everything he'd done, he'd been
compelled to do by Steele.


Their bullets dug into the oily shield and it shrunk in on
itself, compressing tighter and tighter. It looked like their bullets might
actually break through. Then they stopped firing to reload, and the ball began
to expand, like a balloon about to pop.


Lucy screamed, "Get down!" and pulled Hunter down
with her.


Beleth's shield exploded outward, throwing all the bullets
back at the agents at high velocity.


Luke managed to erect a shield around himself, Hunter and
Lucy at the last minute, but the other agents got hit with their own arsenal
and collapsed to the ground.


The three of them stood shocked, taking in the carnage: ten
agents dead. Lucy's heart broke when she saw Agent Mark among them. The fire of
hatred burned through her grief. Steele did this. He used Beleth to kill them
and will kill others. They had to stop Beleth so they could deal with Steele,
but stopping him meant killing him, and she hated the idea of another victim of
Steele's madness dying at her hands.


Hunter picked up the sword he'd dropped during the blast.
"Lucy, get back."


His face hardened in rage, and Lucy realized that the fallen
weren't just agents; they were his friends, people he'd trained with and done
assignments with. He too had lost much during this assignment.


In synch for once, Hunter and Luke looked at each other,
nodded, and attacked.


Both of Beleth's hands turned into blades and he countered,
spinning and ripping through the air.


Luke threw up a force-field, deflecting the blades, then
spun out of the way as Hunter lunged from behind.


Beleth blocked, and his spider legs erupted from his back
and wrapped around Luke and Hunter, encasing them.


Oh, my God, no!


Yet something was off, not going the way Beleth had planned.
His eyes bulged as his legs began to spread apart, wider and wider until they
snapped all the way back, forced open by Luke's force-field. Luke's arms
strained from the use of his power, but he pressed on, side-by-side with
Hunter.


Lucy rushed over to one of the dead agents and pulled a
rifle from his hands, trying to ignore the bloody, lifeless bodies everywhere.


Hunter and Luke fought, Luke blocking, Hunter attacking,
just like they had back at the Rent-A-Kid facility, except this time they
worked together, as one.


Lucy aimed at Beleth, but couldn't get a clear shot, not
even close to one. She couldn't help them like this, but there was something
she could do.


She ran as fast as she could to the small tent that housed
the sphere, and retrieved it from the box. It immediately filled her with
warmth, wrapping her body in ecstatic comfort and taking away all her pain.
She'd forgotten how good it felt, but she had no time to waste on reflection.
The sphere pulsed in her hand, like a purring kitten happy to be home again.
She sensed that it wanted to connect with her, to bond with her.


She lowered it and ran back. Please don't be too late.


She reached the prison area just as Beleth walked toward
her, holding Simmons in his spider legs. No. Did he kill Hunter and Luke?


Beleth rushed at her, no longer appearing slowed by his
battle against Steele's control. Lucy twisted away, but he grabbed her ankle
with one of his spider legs and threw her against the ground. His eyes flashed
to the sphere in her hand, and he hesitated.


"Lucy, I...." He stopped again, unable to say the
words.


Was he trying to apologize again, this time for killing her?


Instead, he wrapped his tail around Simmons. "Our
agreement."


He still wanted her to kill Simmons. Was it for revenge,
because she'd left him in that warehouse to suffer under the whim of a madman?


"She's not a threat anymore. What does killing her
accomplish? I know she hurt you. I know this isn't your fault, but there has to
be a way to break Steele's hold on you." Could he tell her? Help her to
save him?


"She can't live." Maybe he couldn't respond to the
rest—wasn't allowed to. "I will not allow her to be in a position of power
at IPI, or at Steele's side."


"Why? Because of jealousy? She's no longer in power at
IPI. She's been arrested. She can't hurt anybody now."


Beleth chuckled without humor. "Simmons has been with
IPI a long time. She has deep connections there. Do you really think anyone
here has the authority to overrule her?"


"Of course they do. She was about to kill a whole
building of innocent children and she'd gone crazy. She was going to kill me
and Luke. We have witnesses, agents who will testify."


"Most of whom are dead. The others... they will not
matter. Steele is rising in power. He has taken down billions of dollars in
military aircrafts and cost the lives of many. Do you think IPI will think what
you did was noble? You think any government agency wouldn't choose the lives of
the world over a building full of kids? You need to wake up to reality. Even
the U.S. Government, the supposed leader in human rights, would sacrifice the
innocent for the bigger picture."


No. That can't be right. I don't believe that.


Beleth shook his head. "For all your skills, you are
still so naive."


In a very cruel and twisted way, his logic made sense.
Simmons would use her clout, and the events that occurred after she was taken
in, to prove that she'd been right all along, and that we'd screwed up. She'd
win, and then she'd use her power to end paranormals—out of jealousy, out of
fear—when she had no more use of them.


Lucy remembered Simmons's words from the vision. "As
for the ones left... you can burn in hell for all I care."


She understood now why Beleth had wanted Simmons dead all
along. How much of this could she have avoided by killing Simmons earlier? But
what kind of person would she have become if she had?


"She'd never join Steele. I can use her and
then...."And then what? Kill her?


Beleth walked towards Lucy. "Like I said, it's too
late."


Then his tale whipped back around a tent and dragged Hunter
out. He pulled Hunter against his chest, blade to neck. "Kill her, or
watch him die."


Lucy hesitated. The choice between Hunter and Simmons would
be an easy one, even if that act did send her down a dark road. But that wasn't
the choice she was forced to consider.


Without Simmons, Lucy had no way of getting close enough to
Steele to stop him. He wanted Simmons, and she could strip him of power and end
this all. If Lucy saved Hunter, how many more would die for her choice? If she
saved him, and they lost their only chance to take Steele down, would any of
them survive?


"You've been commanded to kill us, haven't you? To kill
us and bring Simmons back."


He couldn't answer her, but his eyes could not hide the
truth. He was about to snap. He couldn't resist his compulsion much longer, but
he at least wanted Simmons dead first—a small victory, maybe his last.


"This should be an easy choice for you," he said.
"The man you love or the woman you hate."


She did love Hunter. Oh, my God, I love him so much.
Even when he'd kept her sphere without telling her, she loved him. He'd fought
to save her life, willing to give up his life to the sphere to do it. He'd
saved her so many times, and more than that, he'd filled her with something
she'd never had before, something pure and beautiful.


She pointed the gun at Simmons, finger on the trigger.


Simmons raised her hands and backed away. "Lucy, please
don't do it. I can help you. I can help those kids. Your best friend and her
baby—they'll die without me."


Bitch. Stop talking. Her hand shook from the stress.
What should she do? There were no right choices here. None.


"Lucy." Hunter's eyes pleaded with her. "We
need her. Both of you, run now!"


Sam. Ana. All those kids. She looked at Hunter, his
green eyes glowing with his power, slitted like a cat. She needed him, wanted
him, couldn't be the reason he died.


Her gun shook again, and she steadied it and pulled the
trigger a fraction, staring into Simmons's eyes. They filled with tears and her
lip trembled. To kill someone in cold blood, even to save another.... Could she
do it? Could she risk what that would mean to her friends and to the world?


There had to be another way.


She locked eyes with Hunter, and he nodded.


She said a quick, silent prayer... and threw the pulsing
sphere at him.






Chapter 124 - Drake


 


Drake stared at the broken vials on the floor as they leaked
purple fluids in the hairline cracks in the cement floor. His entire plan
depended on those drugs. He stuck his hand in the liquid and sucked it off his
fingers, hoping even a small bit would give him some powers. A spark moved
through him, looking for a foothold, but died out before it could flare to
life.


The emptiness returned, and with it, hopelessness.


Sam. What had Steele done to her? He'd clearly taken
control of her mind, made her his puppet. With this drug Drake could've
mind-controlled her, tried to save her and Ana. Now he had nothing. No hope of
saving them.


Sam sneered at him. "So pathetic."


Drake couldn't argue with her on that.


Her black boot nudged him none too gently. "Get
up."


He faced her but didn't stand. "Sam, you have to fight
this. He doesn't control you."


Her face contorted into fear, then concern. "Drake...."
Her voice penetrated his mind but then disappeared, along with any
recognition or awareness. "You're right, he doesn't control me. I follow
my father because he is right. Power should go to the people who deserve it,
not scum like you."


"Sam, that's not—"


She kicked him in the groin hard. Pain splintered his mind
in half, and he had the passing thought that Ana may be the only child he'd
ever have after that damage.


Sam didn't seem to care, and it killed him to think he might
have lost her forever.


"I said get up."


Drake groaned and pulled himself up. From the corner of his
eye he saw Robyn, still in Grunt form, charge Sam.


Electricity filled the room and a zap of light sent Robyn
tumbling backward into the wall.


Sam waved her finger like a pre-school teacher—a scary,
psycho pre-school teacher. "Nah, ah, ah. Misbehavior will not be
tolerated."


What the hell? How was she able to do that?
She didn't have that kind of power, unless.... "Steele gave you more
powers."


Sam's macabre smile grew. "Aren't you a clever boy? He
did give me powers, temporary ones only, but that will change once I make Daddy
proud. Although, even with all this power, it's nice to have backup." She
pulled a gun from her back. "Move."


Drake walked toward the door, but Robyn glared at Sam and
stood her ground. "I'm not going."


Sam laughed. "What? Poor, stuttering
I'm-too-scared-to-get-my-blanket-back Robyn is finally standing up for herself?
This is good."


"You won't shoot me," Robyn said. "We're
friends."


Sam pursed her lips as if considering it, then lifted her
gun and shot her friend in the arm.


Robyn screamed and fell back, crying, blood running down her
arm.


Drake pulled off his outer shirt and wrapped it around her
arm, unable to process the fact that the woman he knew and loved could be
turned into the monster that stood before him.


Sam blew on her gun like an actor in an old western, and
grinned. "You give yourself too much credit, Robyn. You were never really
my friend. I just felt sorry for you. You got pregnant by accident and still
came on this assignment. How stupid is that?"


Drake looked at Robyn, who sobbed in his arms and shook from
shock and pain.


She didn't deny the pregnancy. She just cried louder, then
took a few deep breaths and spoke. "I don't care what you think, you crazy
bitch. Give me my friend back."


Sam's smile disappeared and she aimed the gun at Robyn's
head.


'Please, don't do this, Sam. You've got to be in there,
don't!' Drake willed her to hear him, to listen—willed the real Sam
to put a stop to this.


Sam slid her finger over the trigger, licked her lips, then
dropped the gun to her side. "Don't upset me again." She crooked her
finger at Drake. "Let's go, pretty boy."


Drake stood and helped Robyn up, and they followed Sam out
of the bunker and to the center of the crater. Below them, cracks in the earth
sent an eerie red light through the rock and shrubs.


Isn't this supposed to be dormant?


There shouldn't be any volcanic activity here, but then
Steele was playing with powers no one understood. Who knew what he planned to
unleash?


As they walked, Drake wondered if he'd gotten through to the
real Sam buried in Steele's puppet. Did she pull back from shooting Robyn
because he'd asked, or was he just looking for something that didn't exist
anymore?






Chapter 125 - Lucy


 


The sphere flew through the air toward Beleth, who stared at
it, his face stuck between wanting to touch it and wanting to run from it. As
it neared him, he stepped back, letting Hunter loose to catch it.


Lucy wondered why Beleth couldn't touch the sphere. What
would it do to him?


Hunter ignored the glow of the sphere in his hand and went
on offense, attacking Beleth with his sword. They locked blades and Hunter
growled at him. "I've beaten you once."


Beleth pressed forward, attacking. "Yet here I
am."


When had Hunter beaten him? Of course. Hunter must have
been the one to capture him in the first place. Lucy wanted to smack herself
in the head for never even considering how Beleth had been brought down when he
was their prisoner. So, if Hunter did it once, they might have a chance. For
the first time since she fought this invincible foe, Lucy had hope that they
could actually win.


She could feel the power of the sphere influencing Hunter,
making him stronger and faster. He landed a kick that sent the giant man flying
through the air as if he were a tennis ball. She suppressed a cheer.


Hunter fought as he spoke, never missing a beat. "Lucy,
help Luke."


His voice came out harsh, breathless. "Get Simmons and
get into the helicopter."


She paused, heart clenched in fear as he fought for his
life, for all their lives.


He growled at her. "Go!"


She ran past them, scrambling to find Luke. He lay near the
pen, limp, barely moving. Small cuts on his arms and legs trickled blood. Rage
and worry bubbled inside Lucy. Beleth may have been a good person, but no
one hurt her brother. She shook him gently.


He coughed and struggled to stand.


"Thank God, you're okay." She hugged him, and when
he groaned, she backed away. "Sorry."


His smile twitched with pain. "Help me stand?"


She nodded and pulled him up.


The fight continued behind them, her boyfriend paired
against a foe almost impossible to beat. What if Beleth had let himself get
captured the first time? They could have been set up in order to take out the
team sent to save the kids.


Which would mean Beleth is still unstoppable.
"Hunter, I'm not leaving you."


Beleth's spider legs erupted and attacked, but Hunter moved
with lightning speed, chopping off three of the legs with one stroke, then
twirling around and kicking Beleth in the back. "I'll be fine. You need to
stop Steele."


She hesitated. Once again she had to choose between two
horrible choices: stay and risk losing this chance against Steele, or leave and
risk losing Hunter. How many more times would she have to live in this
suspended realm of needing to take two opposing actions?


She had to stop Steele. Hunter could take on Beleth with the
sphere; she needed to believe that, or she'd never do what she had to do.


"Okay." She relented, and helped Luke walk as they
went to find Simmons and track down Steele.


When Beleth noticed them leaving, he redirected his attack
toward Lucy. He jumped at them, using his spider legs to move extra fast.


She pulled her brother aside and guarded him with her body,
but before Beleth landed, Hunter jumped, moving even faster through the air.
With an impressive flip, he landed in front of Lucy. His slitted cat eyes glowed
an inhuman green. When Beleth was within reach, Hunter jumped straight at him
and plunged his blade into Beleth's gut. They both fell to the ground, Hunter
landing on his legs with a feline grace, while Beleth fell onto his back,
clutching a wound that bled a black oily substance. What kind of paranormal was
he?


Hunter waved at Lucy without taking his eyes off Beleth.
"Go. I'll finish this."


She turned to obey, but doubt plagued her heart. Beleth's
death would not be justice, it would be tragic. He hadn't chosen this course;
he'd been coerced and controlled by Steele, then left to die by Simmons.
Another shitty choice in a series of shitty choices. She hated how pragmatic
she'd become in the face of death.


They caught up with Simmons, who ran with them into the
jungle. She clearly didn't want to be anywhere near Beleth.


As if they'd crossed into another dimension, Beleth and
Hunter felt suddenly far away.


The helicopters should be just a little farther ahead. Luke
paled and hunched over as he walked.


She carried more of his weight. "We're almost
there." He stumbled and nearly fell, but she caught him.


"I'm so tired." He swayed in her arms, his skin
clammy and cold.


The cliff fell away beside them, and the valley below was
mostly ash now. Mr. K had burned down there, all because of Steele. They would
stop him.


Lucy touched the seeds she still had in her pocket. "We
can do this." She whispered to Luke, "For Mr. K."


He nodded, and put one foot in front of another, doing his
best to stay upright.


They moved so slow, she didn't know how they were going to
make it.


A rustling sound rose from the bushes to her left, and a
bright blue light flashed from the glint of the sun. The giant beetle with the
unique markings that had helped her before moved through the trees. She smiled,
grateful that he'd survived the fires.


Simmons stopped and frowned at her. "Hurry up."


Lucy scowled at the bitch, and couldn't believe she'd ever
liked the snake of a woman. "Shut up before I change my mind."


Simmons smiled a calculating smile. "You need me."


"You're right. I do." She propped Luke up, walked
to Simmons, and punched her in the face. "But I just need you alive.
Remember that."


The bitch clutched her nose as blood poured out. "Mmm
nosssse."


"Yes. Now stay quiet." Lucy pulled her brother up
and pushed them faster, until they made it out of the forest and found the
helicopter, as well as the rest of the base.


One of the few remaining agents who hadn't been killed came
running out to meet them. "Are you all right? What happened?"


Lucy took command of the situation. "A paranormal
attacked the other side of the base. We have to get to Diamond Head."


The agent nodded. "Take the helicopter. I'll warn the
others."


He ran back to the base as Lucy, Luke, and Simmons got into
the helicopter. Lucy dropped her twin into a seat and crawled to the front to
pilot, and halted. The controls had cracks through them. She flicked switches
in a desperate attempt to make them work, but nothing turned on.


No. No. No. No. She banged her hands against the metal.


"What's wrong?" Luke slurred his words like a
drunk.


"Beleth." She tried to keep the hopelessness out
of her voice. "He must have done it before he came to get Simmons. He...
he disabled the controls."


Her blood boiled with fury. With her friends in danger and
those kids in trouble, she was tired of feeling useless, tired of failing at
everything she did.


"It's okay, Sis," Luke said. "We'll figure
out a way."


Lucy nodded but didn't really believe it. Steele had spun a
web, intricate and tight, and though she'd hoped to find holes in it, to find a
weakness, she always ran into a dead end.


Steele had been too clever: using Beleth to stop Lucy and
Luke, using Drake to get Sam. Everything was connected.


Everything is connected. An idea grew in Lucy's mind.
She calmed herself and focused, as Mr. K had taught her, and let the frantic
thoughts fall away. This has to work.


Outside, the agent they'd seen a moment ago came running to
the helicopter, pulling her out of her meditative state. He waved frantically
and pointed into the trees, as if warning them.


A streak of black flew through the air, crashing into the
agent and sending them both flying out of view.


Lucy swore under her breath, jumped out of the helicopter,
and ran to check on them.


The agent crawled on the ground, struggling to breathe.


Beside him lay Hunter, the sphere rolling away from his
outstretched hand. He pulled himself up and looked at Lucy, sorrow in his eyes.
"I'm sorry. I thought I could beat him."


Her heart thumped so loud it nearly deafened her, as they
all looked to the jungle.


Beleth walked out from the trees, his wound healing with
each step.


Hunter struggled to stand, using his sword for support.
"That black blood of his fixed-up the wound, and he fought as if all new
and shiny. We have to leave, now."


Lucy nodded and picked up the sphere. She passed it to
Hunter, who tried to take it, but then dropped it, looking even more exhausted.
It drained him. She picked it back up and stared at it, and another
thought hit her. I still have the serum.


Beleth's wings erupted from his back and he dove up and
forward, closing the distance.


"Distract him," Lucy commanded Hunter.


Luke straightened his back. "I'll help too."


He still limped, but his eyes burned with determination, and
Lucy didn't argue. She pulled a protesting Simmons with her, running farther
away, toward the cliff.


Beleth landed in front of Hunter and Luke, the earth beneath
his feet shifting and cracking. "I'll make it quick." Not a boast,
but a mercy offering. His hand formed into a blade, his wings still out, and he
struck at the two men.


Luke threw up a shield, defending against the blows—one blow
after the other. They were too wounded and too tired to really fight.


Lucy left Simmons near the cliff. "Wait here, and don't
let him get you." Probably unnecessary. If nothing else, she could
count on the woman's own self-preservation to keep her alive.


She ran back toward Beleth, making sure to stay behind him.
If she could catch his wing with the serum, they could win this.


The agent who'd been knocked away finally stood and drew a
hand gun, circling Hunter and Luke and aiming at Beleth.


A black tail whipped out from behind Beleth and tripped the
guard. When he retracted it, Hunter jumped forward and cut off the tip. It fell
and squirmed on the ground like the lizard tail.


The agent scrambled back, sweat breaking out on his face,
and unloaded his gun into the beast of a man.


Beleth hopped away, releasing Luke and Hunter.


Lucy backed away as well, making sure to stay behind him.


Beleth thrust his hand-blade into the earth again, and Luke
screamed. "Move!"


Everyone jumped away, except for the agent, who took aim at
Beleth as the blade pierced through the earth below him and impaled him through
his chest. Blood trickled out of his body and mouth as Beleth pulled his blade
back, and he fell to the ground, dead.


Lucy's stomach turned with bile. Somewhere in the back of
her mind a macabre scoreboard ticked off one more body count to add to the
horror tally of this mission. Innocent lives lost—too many, and too morbid, to
count.


She inched closer, moving in on Beleth as her brother grew
weaker with each blow. Hunter charged, his face a mask of fury after watching
another friend and colleague murdered—fury that would turn to grief when this
was over. So much grief.


This was her chance, her one shot while he was distracted by
Hunter's blade and Luke's powers.


She sped up, nearing Beleth and his squirming piece of tail.
It moved, withering, totally grossing her out, but she ignored it and raised
the serum, ready to stab him in the back.


Before she could land the blow that could save them all, the
piece of tail, squirming on the ground, leaped at her face like an acrobatic
jelly fish, and opened up like a web. It covered her face, her eyes lost in
darkness.


She screamed and reeled away, stabbing at the thing with the
syringe. When that didn't work, she dropped the syringe and clawed at it with
her hands, trying to rip it off as she instinctively walked backward, fleeing
from something attacking her.


"Lucy!" Her brother cried out, but it sounded so
far away.


Her face burned as if acid had been poured onto it. Was the
thing eating her? Oh, God. She fell backward, landing hard on her butt,
and shooting pain splintered off from her tailbone. She grabbed her knife and
tried cutting the black thing off her face, worried she would cut into her own
flesh, not knowing where it ended and she began.


Then it fell off.


Her face burned in pain. The world was too bright. She
touched her cheeks, expecting to feel raw flesh and bone, blood and gore, but
it felt fine, normal.


A shadow loomed over her. Beleth.


She had to stop him. She looked around for the syringe, but
it lay too far away, draining into the earth. She'd been a fool, and in her
moment of panic she'd lost the only useful weapon they had to defeat him and
get away.


Luke and Hunter lay on the ground, maybe dead. No.
She couldn't think that. Never. Everyone she loved could die: Luke,
Hunter, Sam and her baby. The people she loved more than anything in the world
would all die if she failed.


And she had.


Beleth leaned into her, then looked up at Simmons. "Is
it them?"


Lucy didn't understand. Were they who?


Simmons didn't respond.


Beleth asked again, resigned. "Are they ours?"


"No," said Simmons. "It was a boy. A boy with
blonde hair."


Beleth nodded.


Lucy suddenly realized....


That night, when Beleth and Simmons had kissed, they'd
conceived a child. That child, a boy with blonde hair, whose mother had been
married to Steele—that child had been Drake.


Everything is connected. Lucy looked at Beleth.
"I know your, son. He's a good man." She couldn't believe she was
saying this.


Drake had made a lot of mistakes, but in the end, he really
was a good man. He wanted to save Sam and his baby. He'd come back to do the
right thing. Didn't everyone deserve a second chance to do the right thing?


"He'd want you to fight this—this control Steele has
over you. He'd want to be able to get to know you."


Beleth's face softened a bit, and for one fraction of a
breath, a tear appeared in his eye. His voice came out soft, sad, resigned.
"Thank you. If we meet again in another life, I hope it will be different.
You are the kind of person the world needs."


He raised his blade, his hand trembling from the effort of
fighting his orders for so long, his face caught in desperate agony, and....


Something large landed behind Lucy, shaking the ground and
moving the wind.


Beleth backed away.


She looked behind her and smiled, already knowing what she'd
see. The beetle, her friend, stood over her, lowering its horn, facing off
against Steele. She had called for his help when the helicopters had been
broken, and he had come.


Everything is connected.


A large horn rang out and the beetle charged.






Chapter 126 - Steele


 


Steele sat in the lotus position, his massive power
uncoiling out of him and drilling deep into the earth. Heat rose from below,
raising his body temperature and covering his body in a slick sheen of sweat.
All around him, Diamond Head cracked open like an egg being prepped for an
omelet. The earth caved in on itself, leaving small walking trails weaving
through the pulsing lava that had come to his call. Magma rose higher, building
slowly, pulled from its thousands of years of slumber like a monster of old.


He basked in the power it took to command nature to his
will.


"What have you done?"


Steele opened his eyes and stood, facing the boy—now a
man—who had ruined his family. Drake stood before him, Sam at his side, with
another girl, her face familiar but unimportant.


His eyes returned to Drake. "I'm glad to have you back.
Soon our entire family will be reunited."


He rubbed his fingers at that, anxious for Simmons to
arrive. The power in the baby called to him, but he couldn't unleash it without
her. He marveled at this draw, this need he had to be with her. He'd squashed
all human emotion, prided himself on his inability to know or understand that
messy realm, in which so many people lived and died, in their pathetic lives.
Even as a child, he'd never understood it.


But Simmons... she ignited something in him, and he knew
that his powers and reach and influence would be greater with her by his side.
So he cultivated patience. Too much time had gone into these plans to rush it
now.


Drake, whose temper controlled him, scowled at Steele.
"You're no family of mine."


Drake wasn't his child, true. It galled him to know that his
wife had betrayed him with his best friend, that they thought him so stupid, so
easily duped by their sniveling lies. So he'd made it his mission to find
Drake, and with a poetic timing he couldn't have planned had he tried, he'd
found Drake just as the boy was about to live his dreams of surfing.


The plan had been to kill him, to end the life that had
ruined his, but when he discovered Drake's extraordinary powers... well, he
couldn't snuff out the life of one so great—not until he'd acquired those
powers for himself.


But what justice, what pure poetry, to breed the daughter
Simmons hated with the son she gave up to protect. A twisted justice to her
betrayal.


Now, the baby of these two carried more power than any
paranormal ever had. And Steele had taken revenge on the two people who
betrayed him. Beleth would live the rest of his life having never known his
son, and this baby—what Sam could do with its powers—would bring Simmons back
to him, where she belonged.


Sam smiled up at him; her coerced adoration disgusted him,
but served his purpose. "Did I do well, Daddy?"


He walked to her and combed her hair with his hand.
"Yes, dear, you made your father proud."


The contact didn't please him, but it reinforced his hold on
her. She hadn't had the powers he'd hoped for, but she was the key to getting
them, just as he'd always known she would be.


He returned to his location on the cliff, concentrating
again to raise the magma even higher.


Drake raised his voice to be heard over the boiling rage
beneath them. "In your broadcast, you said you were doing this for common
man, for the people like those living on this island. If that's true, then why
erupt the volcano?"


Clever boy, just like his mother. "When the
demons of this volcano are ready, I will send it over the side of the mountain
and let it tear a scar through the land. It will burn through everything as it
makes its way to the harbor."


Drake's jaw dropped in shock. "You'll burn the entire
island."


It felt good to finally share his plan with someone who
could see the bigger picture. "People will die, naturally, but I've given
them a chance to join me. It's time for the next step. These things must happen
for the greater good."


Drake stared past Steele, no more questions on his lips.
Perhaps he had finally seen the futility of fighting it.


Behind Steele, an explosion erupted and he flew forward,
shards of metal, plastic and rock piercing his body. Pain stung him, but he pushed
it aside—nothing his body couldn't handle. He looked up to where Drake had been
looking.


A kid stood with a grenade launcher over his shoulder, and
several others flanked him. One boy levitated, throwing rocks at Steele, which
he easily dodged. The same boy called out orders. "Toby, move to the
flank. Gary, find some metal. Greg, Mary, get behind cover. Norm, get above
him."


Another boy nodded and jumped into the air, flying straight
for Steele.


Paranormals. Kids that must have grown up in my facility.
Steele headed toward them, sorry that it would have to end this way for them.
He'd given them their powers, sheltered them and trained them. They could have
been his agents, helping him form a new world order, but instead they had
rebelled, forcing him to create the Grunts.


Now, he'd have to kill them. Such a waste.


He lifted his hands, and the earth around them began to
shake.






Chapter 127 - Lucy


 


The beetle attacked Beleth, pushing him back with its horns.


Lucy used the distraction to check on Luke and Hunter. Both
had been knocked out, again. She worried about permanent damage after so many
attacks. Purplish bruises had formed on Luke's face, and on Hunter's stomach,
where his shirt had been pushed up.


"Guys, wake up. We gotta get out of here." She
nudged them each and cajoled them to wake. The sphere had fallen from Hunter's
hand, and she grabbed it and slid it into her pocket.


Beleth and the beetle had taken to the air, tumbling through
the sky in an acrobatic aerial battle. Jaws snapped at blades. Claws tore into
muscle. Beleth struck the beetle's shell, and Lucy felt it in her gut. It was
willing to die for her, and she couldn't stop it, only try to get away in time
to stop Steele and save her friends and the other kids.


There was still a way they could all make it out alive.
Maybe.


Hunter groaned and sat up. "Lucy, are you okay?"


She nodded and caressed his face, also starting to bruise.
"I am, but you look like hell. We have to go." She turned to her
brother. "Come on, Luke."


He looked worse than Hunter, pale and sunken into himself.
He'd used too much power, drained himself too often. He groaned. "Luce,
did we win?"


She helped him up. "Well, we're not dead yet.
Let's count that as a victory and get the hell out of here."


They followed the edge of the cliff until reaching a
waterfall. Simmons followed silently, still nursing her broken nose and
shooting daggers at Lucy.


The waterfall plummeted into jagged rocks below. Jumping
would not end well for them. Near the waterfall, a thin piece of rock rose,
like a column sticking up from the cliff, thinner through the middle. They
might be able to jump to it and climb down, but even at optimal health, that
could be disastrous. And no one in her rag-tag crew was at optimal anything
at the moment.


Another spasm in her gut; the beetle had taken another hit.
She couldn't let it die for them. This wasn't the beetle's battle.


She edged near the waterfall, her toes hanging off the
cliff. "We jump. Luke, I know you're tired, but try to slow us down as
much as you can."


Simmons balked. "I'm not jumping down there. Your
brother can barely stand on his own two feet."


"Fine. Stay here and die. I really don't care
anymore."


Hunter held her hand and leaned in to kiss her. "I love
you, Lucy. You're the bravest woman I've ever known."


Simmons frowned at them, but Lucy ignored her.


As they prepared to jump, the beetle fell from the sky and
landed in water beside them—flipped on its back, gashes and dents in its shell.
It twitched, still alive but hurt.


Beleth dropped from the sky behind them, turned his hand
into a giant hammer and lunged it forward, throwing Luke, Lucy and Hunter over
the cliff.


Simmons remained behind with Beleth.


Hunter landed on the thin column of rock, using his
para-powers to navigate the tricky balancing act.


Lucy grabbed on to its edge, the sharp rock cutting into her
hand.


Her brother fell into the waterfall and disappeared into the
white mist.


Her throat thickened and she let out a loud sob. "No!
Luke!"


Grief, weariness and pain gripped her. The blood from her
cuts mixed with water on the rock to make it slippery. A strong hand gripped
her wrist and pulled her up. Hunter. She struggled to right herself, and shot
an angry glare above.


Beleth stood at the edge of the cliff, his expression a mix
of grief and anger. "I'm sorry for your brother."


Luke. God, no, Luke. He couldn't be dead, but looking
down, she didn't know how he could have survived.


Beleth may have been under Steele's control, but he was too
dangerous a weapon to let live. She stepped forward, ready to end him once and
for all, when the small piece of rock tilted under her feet, the midsection
breaking from the weight of two bodies.


As if on a macabre see-saw, they balanced their lives on
either end of the column as it tilted back and forth. Neither of them could
move for fear of toppling them both into the rocky water. They locked eyes,
fear filling Lucy, but not for herself.... She'd nearly lost Hunter too many
times already.


"Don't move," she said.


She had split-moment visions of their lives together in the
real world, where they didn't always stand at the edge of death: going to the
movies, or out to eat; walking hand in hand down the street as they browsed
shops.


His eyes reached across the distance and held her as if in
an embrace. "Lucy, you need to get off. Run and jump, fast!"


"No! You'll fall to your death."


His green cat-like eyes, and handsome face with its boyish
charm; the way that one shock of hair with the silver streak always fell out of
place and into his face; his long fingers and strong hands—she absorbed these
details, memorizing each bit of him, and then put him back together as the
whole man who stood before her. The man she loved and could not lose.


He grinned, but his eyes were sad. "I messed up with the
sphere, betraying you to steal it, but I'm not going to mess this up. I'm
sorry."


He ran away from Lucy, forcing the column to tilt down in
his direction, forcing Lucy to run toward the shore and jump, forcing her to
leave him to the fall alone.


She ran and jumped to the cliff's edge.


As Hunter fell, he called to her. "Catch!"


She turned and caught his sword, flying hilt-first toward
her, and without another thought—because she couldn't let her mind anywhere
near thoughts about Hunter and Luke—she lunged at Beleth with every ounce of
anger and rage and fear she could summon.


He parried and countered, but instead of blocking his
attack, she tilted her blade, allowing his to glance off. She pushed and
slashed, cutting his arm and his shoulder. He cried out in pain as black blood
dripped from him. She focused, narrowing in her senses, ignoring everything
else, and watched his every move as she counterattacked. Lucy looked for the
most minuscule tell, and danced with him like a shadow, always there but always
out of reach.


Still, Beleth didn't waver, didn't slow.


But she did. The adrenaline pounding through her body
wouldn't last forever. The reality of pain awaiting her on the other side of
this battle weighed in on her with each raised blade. He drove her back as her
muscles shook from fatigue.


Beleth pushed her closer to the waterfall, attacking, but
then his one tell appeared, his one opening—that moment as he pulled one blade
back before the other swung at her.


She slid past the attack, moved around him with lightning
speed, and shoved the sword in his back and yanked it free.


He groaned as spider legs erupted from his spine, grabbing
her, pulling her.


They both fell from the cliff and into the waterfall.


Water filled her mouth and she choked, trying to find her
way to the surface. Her lungs burned as she forced her body to swim out from
under the torrent of water slamming into her. She made it to the shore,
breathless and dripping, and pulled herself to land, still clutching Hunter's
sword. The sphere pulsed in her pocket, warming her, healing her. It had to be
what had kept her alive after the fall.


Mist surrounded her, and all stood quiet save the sound of
the waterfall pouring into itself. She moved forward, peering through the white
spray.


A figure approached.


She stood guard, pulse racing, wondering what new threat
she'd have to face, assuming Beleth too had survived the fall, when....


"Luke!" She ran to him.


His eyes opened into slits, blue peeking through as he
swayed on his feet. He didn't respond to her or look at her.


She reached for him, but something moved through the water,
toward him—just as in her dreams. Luke. Stalked. Attacked. Dead.


No!


Black oil surfaced, rushing along the split in the water,
and Beleth emerged covered in his tattoos, seeming to move with the mist.


"Luke, behind you!"


He blinked and turned slowly—too slowly—and his eyes
wandered.


Could he see her? Could Beleth? Or did the mist shroud her
in white?


Beleth gave no hint. He trudged through the water toward
Luke—quiet, like Death doing his silent work.


Lucy raised her sword, hoping to throw it, maybe hit Beleth
in the neck or chest, but she might hit Luke, and she'd lose her only weapon.


She mustn't be rash. She had to calm herself, still her
breathing, and think.


Beleth closed in on her twin, bladed hands raised and ready
to strike.


Mist swirled around her, moving inside her. The sphere
pulsed stronger, calling out to her.


Beleth had moved away from the sphere, and yet had been
simultaneously drawn to it. He'd asked Luke to use the sphere on him back at
the facility. Beleth had been trying to fight Steele's control this whole time.


What if—


Lucy moved fast, tackling Beleth and pushing them into the
water. She grabbed onto him, sphere in hand, and pressed it against his arm.






Chapter 128 - Drake


 


They didn't stand a chance against this powered-up version
of Steele, who used the earth they stood on as a weapon against them. Rocks and
sharp obsidian attacked the small group, injuring many. Drake blocked Robyn and
tried to protect Sam, but nothing flew at her. Darren cried out in pain as the
rocks bit into his skin, and Gary tried to run to Greg, to protect him, but
Steele pushed at them with an invisible force that immobilized them. Stone rose
from the ground and encased their arms and legs, turning them into partial
statues.


Norm buzzed through the air, using his own body to block
rocks that flew at Robyn, blood staining through his shirt and dripping down
his arms as Robyn screamed at him to stop. Steele floated into the sky and
tackled him to the ground, then used the rock trick to tether him in place.
Mary and Greg had no chance, their para-powers of seduction and the ability to
manipulate electrical waves were not effective in hand-to-hand combat, and
their weapons did nothing to damage Steele.


With most of the team already shackled to the ground by rock
and stone, Steele turned, looking at something no one else could see, and
grabbed at the air, his hand clutching a now-visible throat. Toby materialized,
gagging, and dropped the syringe in his hand as Steele flung him to the ground
and imprisoned him with the others.


Drake stood with Sam and Robyn. The rest of their team had
failed. They'd all been fools to think they stood a chance against Steele.


Steele brushed a patch of dust off his shoulder, and stood
victorious on his smoldering volcano, his gloating smile enraging Drake. With a
flick of his wrist, Steele pulled the hovering camera closer to him, no doubt
to use this as an example to the rest of the world of what he could do. He had
created his very own, twisted reality television show, paying for his fifteen
minutes of fame with the blood of his victims. Phones and iPads and televisions
and computers all over the world would make him the most famous person on the
planet, and his destructive exploits would be forever immortalized in film.


His display of power, combined with his careless disregard
for humanity, would make him the ultimate villain and superpower.


Drake couldn't even imagine what more Steele would be able
to do, if he also got Ana's abilities.


Before Steele began speaking, a black shape fell from the
sky and landed in front of him, shaking the ground and causing Drake's friends
to whimper in pain.


Sam's gun still held steady on him, her eyes cold and empty.
If she hadn't been supercharged, he could have taken her, gun or not. But with
those extra powers, he wouldn't get close enough to touch her before she threw
him off the crater.


Drake recognized the man with the wings. He'd seen him once
before, when they escaped the compound.


The man pulled in his wings, revealing Simmons beside him,
clutching her bloody nose.


"I worried you had failed me," Steele said,
"but it seems I underestimated you, Beleth. Well done. Thank you for
bringing me my wife." He held his hand out to Simmons.


Drake was stunned. My wife? So Simmons was... she was
his mother. How is that possible?


"Welcome, my dear. What happened to your nose?"
Before she could respond, he brushed the question aside with his hands.
"No matter. I have many great plans for you. Come." Steele gestured
grandly, like a politician showboating. "Let us implement the final stages
of my plan."


Simmons stepped closer to her husband.


Drake's heart beat double-time as adrenaline rushed through
him. He had to stop this, but how? He called out to Sam with his mind, begging
her to break this connection, to fight, but she stayed frozen and empty, gun
held tight.


As Simmons approached Steele, she slipped a needle out of
her sleeve and held it behind her.


Hope flared in Drake. Was this a set up? Could she take away
Steele's powers?


Unaware, Steele played his role. "Bill, please bring
out our honored guest for this auspicious event."


From a man-made cave that Steele must have erected, a man
emerged holding a baby carrier.


Ana.


"Simmons, I have something for you, that which you have
always wanted. Your son and my daughter have created the perfect child, and Sam
has the ability to transfer power to you—to us—from Ana. When this is complete,
you and I will be the most powerful paranormals to ever live. We will rule the
world, and none will stop us."


Simmons's hand clenched and she hesitated.


Uh-oh.


Beleth looked from Simmons to Steele, as if he wanted to say
something but couldn't.


"Will you, my dear, stand by my side, and let us forget
the past and move on to the future?" Again, he held his hand out.


She paused and looked around, then slipped the needle into
her pocket, smiled, and accepted his hand.


Drake dashed forward. "No! You have to fight him. I am
your son, the boy you gave up to save. Would you now allow him to kill my
daughter, your granddaughter, so that you can have power?"


Surely now that she knew, she wouldn't choose Steele. Who
could make that kind of choice?


Beleth looked up, eyes wide, and moved closer to Drake.


Simmons shrugged. "I'm sorry, but I gave you up a long
time ago."


She didn't look sorry. She looked cold and calculating, but
not empty like Sam. No, she knew exactly what she was doing, and chose it
anyway.


Beleth growled at Simmons and moved to reach the baby.


"How could you?" Drake squeezed his fist. For the
first time in his life, he was glad he'd never known his mother.


Steele held out his hand. "Sam, come to your child. It
is time."


She walked away, taking her eyes off of Drake, and walked
near the cliff and to Ana. When she looked at their daughter, a single tear
fell down her cheek. Her face softened for just a moment, and her voice crashed
into his mind—desperate, pleading. "Drake, please, you need to stop me.
I don't care about myself. We need to stop Steele."


What was she asking? 'No. I can't hurt you.'


"You must. I'm sorry, but for our friends, for our
baby, you must. Please!"


She slipped away, back under Steele's control.


Drake rushed forward and tackled her, throwing them both off
the cliff. They fell toward a ledge, and Drake knew they wouldn't survive the
fall. His heart pounded, but in the last few seconds of life, he had to tell
her one last thing.


He held her tight and kissed her forehead. "I'll love
you forever."


He braced for death as they neared the ground, and....


They started to slow down—slower and slower.


He cried out. "No!"






Chapter 129 - Lucy


 


Lucy gasped as Sam and Drake fell over the cliff.


Luke ran past her, holding his arms out, and used his power
to slow them down. Lucy followed, dashing out from behind a large pile of
rocks, and watched as they landed safely on the ledge. Well, maybe not so safe.
Sam's mind was still under Steele's control, so Drake wasn't safe yet. None of
them were.


Lucy ran forward, the heat of the magma pulsing under her
feet, nearly melting her sneakers.


She called out to Luke and Hunter. "I have to get the
sphere to Sam."


They followed her.


Lucy kept an eye on Steele, but he didn't notice them. He
levitated toward the cliff.


Beleth lunged at him, catching him by the shoulders and
throwing him in the other direction. "I wish you'd burned in the
fire."


Steele frowned in puzzlement, then smiled. "You saved
me from that warehouse. You must have hated it. But, I see you've found a way
to break my powers. Impressive, though it did take you years."


"It was worth it." Beleth advanced on Steele. His
eyes glowed in rage, but also in triumph.


Steele flexed. "I'm the stronger one now."


"We'll see." Beleth's wings flapped and he rose
into the sky, followed by Steele.


Lucy couldn't pull her eyes from the fight, even as she
tried to find a way down to Drake and Sam. They fought in the air, twisting and
turning as they clashed. Steele punched Beleth in the chest, and the tattooed
man shot through a cloud, his black wings crumpling as he fell. Before he
crashed into the ground, they popped open like a parachute, and Beleth dashed
forward, his hands melting into blades. He collided with Steele and they
exploded upwards, tiny specks beside the sun.


The sphere had worked. As Lucy had hoped, it broke Steele's
hold on Beleth.


***


The sphere burned under Lucy's hand as she pushed it into
Beleth's arm. Pressure built, like a tidal wave growing bigger and bigger,
until it breaks and drowns everything in its path. Lucy felt the moment the
sphere broke through the hold on Beleth.


He screamed in pain, or maybe relief, and slumped
down—shaking, tears pouring from his eyes. "I'm free. I'm finally
free." He surprised Lucy by pulling her into a giant bear hug and crushing
her to his chest. "Thank you. Now, we must destroy Steele and save the
children he seeks to use."


Lucy looked at Hunter and Luke, both of them injured and
exhausted.


Beleth noticed, and gestured for the sphere. With it, he
healed them both without drawing on their energy like it had when Lucy tried.


If they had more time, she would ask him more about how
he did that when she couldn't, but they needed to hurry if they had any chance
of stopping Steele.


Her thighs burned as she clenched them together to stay
straddled on Buzz—Lucy decided her friend needed a name. Luke and Hunter rolled
their eyes at her, but she stuck with Buzz, and the beetle seemed to like it.


Hunter's arm wrapped around her as Buzz followed Beleth
in the bright blue sky. They must have made quite a view to anyone who could
see them from land—three people riding a giant beetle, and a tattoo-covered man
with black wings sprouting from his back like a bat, carrying a reluctant
Simmons, who still played a big role in their plans.


They should have just left the bitch.


Diamond Head had become a fire pit, gray cliffs jutting
from the earth like sticks smothered in ash, smoke roaring from the crevices in
between. The sky above rippled with heat, and islands of stone floated amongst
the lava below, their edges glowing like embers. Grunts, like ants, ran from
the crater and massed near a wall of stone to the south. The others, military
and civilians, could not see the welling flames, and so they stayed nearby and
surrounded the burning mountain. Poor creatures. They gleaned what they could
from their phones and TVs.


***


Lucy descended a path near the cliff, still running toward
Drake and Sam. She turned, slipping and almost falling over the edge and into
the lava. Hunter caught her by the waist, his hands slick with sweat from heat
and probably nerves. She spotted Drake and called to him, but he didn't turn,
didn't hear her.


They were too far away. A chasm of magma separated them,
with no way across.


No sign of Sam yet, either. Drake must have been chasing
her. He ran away from Lucy, and soon he'd turn a corner and be out of sight.


She had to get him the sphere, if she could just get close
enough she could throw it. "Drake!"


Still nothing.


Luke stopped behind them. "Guys, there's a Grunt behind
us. A big red one."


Lucy turned and saw the beast. The red muscles on its arms
pulsed, obsidian rock covering nearly half its body, crimson armor covering the
rest. She looked into the Grunt's eyes, and gasped, shocked by the familiar
gaze. "Adam?"


The Grunt flared its nostrils and stampeded forward.


Was she imagining it, or was that really Adam? If it was,
Steele had altered him, turned him into another pawn, and that enraged her in a
whole new way.


Hunter turned and pulled his sword. "The Grunt is
mine."


"Don't kill him." Lucy gripped Hunter's shoulder.
He nodded, and she turned back to the gap of lava.


"Luke, make a bridge."


"What?"


"Make a bridge over the lava."


Hunter looked to where she pointed and shook his head.
"That's crazy."


Lucy ignored him and pleaded with Luke. "Do it."


He nodded, focused, and created a shield that would act as a
bridge. It was nearly translucent save a slight shift in the air, like a
rainbow one could almost see.


She placed one foot in front of the other, carefully finding
her way over the bridge.


The shield wavered beneath her feet. "Drake!"


This time he heard her and turned. "Lucy!"


She moved forward as Hunter fought Adam behind her, and as
Luke struggled to hold the bridge up. "You need to use the sphere. Hold it
against Sam, and it'll reverse Steele's mind control."


"Lucy!" Luke's voice strained with tension.
"You need to get off the bridge now. I can't hold it any longer."


She turned to see Adam moving past Hunter and coming for
Luke. She couldn't turn back, not until she'd gotten Drake the sphere. She ran
forward, even as the bridge cracked under her feet, and tossed the sphere at
Drake, then fell through the hole and straight toward the bubbling pool of
magma.


Her breathe came out in jagged hiccups as she tried to
scream, then a stone slab flew under her feet. She fell hard on it, and rolled
onto her back.


Adam stood above, looking down at her. A tear fell from his
eye. "You gave me freedom." He flexed and pushed the earth up around
him, imprisoning himself in that spot. "I won't let myself hurt you."


Adam, you're not lost—not yet. She still couldn't see
Drake, but hoped he'd caught the sphere. She yelled to him, "Go get our
Sam back!"






Chapter 130 - Drake


 


Drake caught the sphere and sprinted without pausing. Sam
ran from him, no doubt trying to get back to Steele. He needed to find her
first, but with her extra powers she was faster and stronger. He ran along the
cliff, as if the trail were a rim around the stone—a very thin rim near rising
lava.


The path curved before him, and Sam darted around a corner,
disappearing from view.


He pushed his body to run faster. The heat built around him,
warming his feet past comfortable. Another turn and there she was, still
running, but closer. He pushed to reach her, but she turned and threw him back
with a gust of power.


He hit the ground hard, and rocks tumbled down on him,
crushing his arm.


Pain spiraled through his arm and shoulder. The rock pressed
harder, as if alive, pushing his arm further, trying to twist and break it,
grinding down the skin.


As he struggled to free himself, Sam smiled, waved like a
school girl, and ran away giggling.


Even without Sam powering it, the rock, more like a boulder,
was impossible for him to move. He pushed and pulled and tugged at his arm,
screaming from the pain, clenching his teeth against it, but nothing worked.
Without his powers, he was useless. Toby had been wrong, Drake was no
superhero.


He needed the drugs, but he'd lost even those. How could he
ever think he'd succeed at this? Toby and Sam flashed in his mind. "I'm
sorry. I'm just not the man you want me to be."


The memory of another voice flashed in his mind: Father
Patrick's. "Can you accept who you are?"


The Father had known something like this would happen; maybe
he'd even foreseen it. He'd known Drake would lose the drugs, lose his powers,
and still the priest had held to his faith in the man Drake was, and in the man
Drake could become—a husband and a father.


He snapped into focus, and refused to wallow in self-pity,
letting it drown him once again. His arm, stuck at a terrible angle, bent
backwards. He couldn't move it unless he could twist it at an odd angle to
dislodge it. There was one way, but....


Crap!


Drake pulled his arm and then immediately pushed. A snap. A scream.


He shivered from the pain as he pulled his dislocated arm
through the small space under the rock. Once free, he fetched the sphere,
grateful it hadn't fallen off the cliff, and jogged forward clutching his arm.


Sam hadn't made as much progress as he'd expected, or it
hadn't taken him as much time as it seemed to free himself, because she was
climbing a steep part of the path just ahead of him. When she saw him, she
jumped back down, a sharp piece of stone in her hand like a knife. She'd lost
her gun in the lava when they fell, but she still had powers.


He considered his options. She knew martial arts, but she
wasn't the best at it. He could street fight, but he'd always relied on his
super strength, which he didn't have anymore. He tried to reach out with his
mind, to connect with the real Sam, but he hit a wall. Still, he pushed
mentally, hoping Sam could still hear thoughts, whether under control of Steele
or not.


'Sam, please listen. I love you so much. I know I've
screwed up past the point of redemption, but I'm here now and forever, for you
and our daughter. I'll never let anything stand in the way of being the best
father I can be. I'd do anything for either of you, even if that meant letting
you go to live a life without me. That won't stop me from being there for Ana,
for you, but I realize I can't force you to love me again. Just know that I
never stopped loving you. Never. Fight this, Sam. I know you can. Fight him!
Don't let him use our child to destroy more lives.'


Real Sam didn't come back. Psycho Steele-Sam still ran
things, and she was pissed. Wind blew in all directions, like a tornado,
throwing rocks and debris at Drake.


He pushed forward, clutching the sphere, suffering the blows
and cuts as he moved closer to her. "Sam, I love you. If I die from this,
know that I never blamed you."


He charged her with the sphere as she held the dagger up and
readied it to plunge into his gut.






Chapter 131 - Steele


 


Steele punched Beleth hard in the chest. His fist throbbed
in a pleasantly painful way as Beleth fell from the sky.


Steele smiled, relishing the victory as if it were a fine
wine to be savored. Finally, he could stand against Beleth and defeat him in
hand-to-hand combat without using tricks and mind manipulations to subdue him,
though it had been gratifying to see Beleth come crawling when he thought
Simmons set up the meeting in the warehouse. How easy it had been to drug and
take control of Beleth, but Steele wanted the physical power, too.


Finally, he no longer had to bend to the will of someone
bigger and stronger than himself. Women would always fall for the strongest
man; they were genetically hardwired that way. Simmons had been no exception,
but now Steele was the strongest, and Beleth was nothing. Now she would only
ever want him.


She waited for him below, and he flew down and landed near
her. She touched his arm. "Are you okay?"


He looked at Beleth lying on the ground, twitching, his wing
broken, and smiled. "I'm good. In fact, I'm better than ever."


Now he just needed Sam. He could still feel her mind, as she
drew closer. He offered his arm to Simmons. "It's time."


She grinned like a child as he led her to the baby carrier.
"I've waited so long for this."


"I know." He patted her hand. "I never
forgot."


Sam emerged from over a cliff, dragging Drake. "I'm
back daddy. Sorry for making you wait." She came closer and dropped Drake
to the ground. A wound in his stomach seeped into the ground. It looked fatal.


Steele checked Simmons's face, but she either hadn't noticed
or didn't care. Excellent.


"My daughter." He raised his arms. "The time
has come for you to complete your purpose."


Sam flashed her one hundred-watt smile and walked over to
Ana. Steele couldn't stop shaking from anticipation as she reached for the baby
and held her. Power thrummed around her, and her head snapped back, eyes going
wide.


Steele licked his lips, ready to receive the power. Simmons
vibrated next to him, desperate to finally live her dreams. His drug-induced
power was nothing compared to this perfection.


After several moments of hushed silence, broken only by
Drake's groans, Sam relaxed, looked at her baby, and put her down.


Unable to contain himself any longer, Steele rubbed his
hands together. "Come, hurry my daughter."


She walked forward with slow, measured steps.


He grew impatient but forced himself to maintain his calm.


Sam stopped in front of them. "Lock hands."


He grabbed Simmons's hands tightly and smiled at her.


Sam moved close to him, closer than he would have liked, but
this was too important to quibble over personal space. She leaned in. "I'm
happy for you, Father. You're getting what you deserve."


"Yes." An unexpected tear welled up in his eye,
and even more unexpected, he didn't care.


For once, the emotion of a moment didn't disgust him. He'd
been nothing without these powers. He couldn't keep his wife. He couldn't keep
his son's love. Nothing—not the man they wanted, nor the man they needed—but
now he would be. He would have all the powers he needed. He would be a husband,
and a father.


"Do it."


Sam smiled, and plunged a syringe into his neck.






Chapter 132 - Sam


 


My hand shook as I pulled away from Steele, who howled in
anger and reached for the needle in his neck.


He threw himself at me, but I kicked him, pushing him back.


Simmons stood in shock, but not for long. She bared her
teeth at me like a feral dog. "You bitch!"


Her screech sent spittle running down her chin as she
attacked me. She'd had training, but so had I, and her emotions made her
clumsy. I pulled her to the side, kneed her in the gut, then chopped the side
of my hand into her neck and knocked her out.


Steele crouched on his knees near a ledge. Lava bubbled up
around him, but despite the heat, he shivered. "I don't understand. My
plan was perfect. Perfect!"


The slimy residue of him lingered in my mind, and it made me
sick. "It had one flaw. You should never have messed with my baby."


His face filled with rage, and he clutched the needle in his
hand and lunged at me.


I dodged him, and as he regrouped for another attack, he
tripped backward and fell over the edge.


His fingers grasped the ledge, turning red, then white as he
hung on for his life. He tried to pull himself up but fell back. "I'm too
weak. Help me. I can't without my powers. I can't."


I hesitated. What kind of person would I choose to be? Would
I let him fall into the lava, to die by his own machinations, or would I save
him? I took a step forward. He deserved to die, but he was powerless now, and I
couldn't turn away. He would pay for his crimes, but not this way.


I reached for his hand, but it slipped away before I could
grasp it.


My father fell into the bulging cauldron his own hate had
created.


The lava consumed him into its burning center, cooling and
hardening even as it did, as Steele's powers vanished along with his life. The
red heat blackened into obsidian swirls that looked like melted black crayon.
Throughout the crater, the volcanic activity shifted, hardening and going
dormant once again.


Steele had died, but my heart had no place for sorrow. He'd
never been my father, only the genetic blueprint for part of me.


I ran back to Drake, my true family.


He groaned in pain and bled all over me as I shushed him and
combed his hair out of his face. "It'll be okay." I pulled out the sphere
that he'd saved me with, the sphere that, according to his thoughts, could also
heal.


"I'm so sorry I hurt you, Drake. So sorry." I held
it to him, and an electric shock ran through me as energy poured into him. I
choked on my tears. "Drake, stay with me."


He smiled. "I'm here. I said I'd never leave you again.
Even if you stab me, you can't get rid of me that easily." He tried to
laugh at his own lame joke and coughed up blood.


I willed the sphere to work faster. "You didn't leave
me, you're right. You came for me." I couldn't believe it—the man he'd
become in such a short time.


Even after everything I'd said and done, he'd stayed. He'd
been willing to die for me in order to save me. His thoughts and memories
flowed into my mind as I held him, playing a movie of everything that happened
while I'd been under Steele's control—how he'd put aside his fight with Darren
to help me; how he'd just wanted the best for me, even if that meant letting me
go; how he'd still be the man he needed to be, even if I didn't choose to stay
with him.


Susie had been right: trust could be earned back.


I just wished he hadn't had to almost die so many times for
me to see it. "I trust you, Drake. I trust you with my life, and with
Ana's."


I pulled the chain I wore out of my shirt. "Look."


He opened his eyes, and I slid his engagement ring off the
chain and onto my finger. "Yes, I will marry you. So don't die."






Chapter 133 - Lucy


 


Lucy sat on a rock next to Luke and threw pebbles into the
lava. Her mind couldn't quite settle on the fact that they'd won. For real. All
the bad guys were either dead, turned good, or in custody. Emotions bubbled in
her, like the lava below her had, and she couldn't decide whether to laugh or
cry, or both.


Everywhere she looked, IPI agents ran around doing something
useful, but Lucy couldn't move. Hunter had called in IPI support, and they'd
finally listened once they heard about Steele. Darren and his team had been
freed of the rock prison and were being treated for injuries. The businessmen
Steele had hung over lava were in custody, awaiting arrest and indictment of
some kind.


Panic filled the streets of Honolulu, according to reports
she'd overhead—ironic that they would freak out after the threat had been
neutralized. Diamond Head would never look the same. Its guts had been exposed
by the expulsion of power, and instead of dirt and shrubs littering the top, it
now showcased a sea of hardened ballast, the cooled black lava that remained
from the fiery hell it had been not so long ago.


Two agents pulled Simmons away. Her face contorted in a mix
of madness and rage and she screamed out obscenities, followed by denial.
"They disobeyed my orders. They were helping Steele. It's all a trick.
I've been framed!"


She kicked, punched, and even bit one of them, but they
finally got her into the helicopter and cuffed to the seat.


Lucy sighed in relief.


With Steele defeated, IPI believed Sam's story, especially
after she showed them images of what happened with her through some new mind
trick she'd learned. That, and the fact that everyone backed her story, and
Simmons had clearly gone mental, was enough to convince them.


Once Steele died, his powers over others perished with him.
Adam towered above an agent who looked scared out of his mind but dutifully
took his statement. Adam was clearly doing his best to appear non-threatening,
but nothing he did helped the agent any.


Lucy laughed at that, but wondered what would happen to him
and the other Grunts now.


Sam had rescued Ana as soon as she'd saved Drake's life, and
now the three of them huddled together away from everyone else. Drake still
looked beaten up and exhausted, but he'd be fine. It was nice seeing them
together as a family. Drake had really stepped up when it mattered, and Lucy admitted
a begrudging but growing respect for the guy.


The familiar comfort of the sphere in her hand pulled Lucy
back to her current dilemma. She stroked the cool metal and stared at its glow.


Sam had returned it to her, but Lucy hadn't wanted it.


She'd pushed it away. "It's dangerous."


Sam pushed it back. "It's a tool. People are the
danger."


So now Lucy sat and contemplated what to do with the sphere.


She turned to Luke. "What do you think we'll do
next?"


He tossed a pebble onto the hard lava. "I don't know,
Luce. I'm done saving the world for awhile, but I know this work is in our
blood. It's who we are."


She nodded. If they hadn't been there, all those kids would
have been sold instead of rescued by IPI when the Grunts stopped following
Steele. Sam and Drake would likely be dead. Hell, the whole world would
probably have gone into World War III, with Steele and Simmons leading the
charge.


She couldn't believe she'd ever doubted this mission.


She felt Beleth before she saw him, his wings fluttering in
the air. "Wait here, Bro. I'll be back." She stood with the sphere in
hand and walked away, past the jutting cliff.


An IPI Agent walked by with a cuffed man that she
recognized—the man who had brought Ana out.


Bill. She stopped the agent. "I need a word with
this one, for just a sec."


The agent looked around, then looked back at Lucy and
nodded, shoving the guy toward her.


"You're Bill, yes?"


The man stuttered and nodded.


"Any other Bills work here?"


"N-no."


"Good." She raised her knee and slammed it into
his crotch, then pulled back and kneed him in the gut. She held his shoulders
as she did, pushing hard, then leaned in closer to whisper in his ear.
"That's for Mr. K. I'm going to make sure you are kept in a very special
place after this, as payment."


The agent stood wide-eyed as Lucy shoved Bill, who whimpered
and slobbered and couldn't stand up to walk properly, back to him. "He's
all yours. Make sure he gets extra special accommodations, will you?"


The agent nodded and pushed Bill ahead of him and toward the
others, and Lucy resumed her walk to the edge of the cliff.


Beleth stood there, smiling. "Thank you for setting me
free. You could have killed me." He still had the unearthly calm about
him, but now it soothed rather than aggravated.


She'd learned a lot from him, from Mr. K, from this whole
experience. "You had plenty of chances to kill me as well, but you held
back. I think that makes us even."


"Yes, it does. You're not the same girl you were when
we first met. The fire in you is still hot, but it is tempered by a new
stillness. Never let that go." He turned away from her, his wings
fluttering.


"Are you leaving?"


"Yes. IPI is no longer my place."


"Where will you go?"


He shrugged. "Somewhere far away. Away from the
memories."


She understood and wished she could do the same. So many
memories. "Have you told your son, Drake?"


He shook his head. "No. This isn't the place. I must
give him time to recover, then I shall come to him. In the meantime, I have
other things to attend to."


"Then I'll see you again?"


He hesitated. "Yes, you will."


She looked at the sphere in her hand and knew with certainty
what she had to do. She tossed it to Beleth, who caught it mid-air. "Use
it well."


He nodded and took to the sky. "Thank you."


She watched him go, until the sun hurt her eyes, and then
headed back to Luke, who sat with Hunter, Sam and Drake.


Hunter reached for her hand and pulled her to his side.
"They're already covering it up, trying to make it look like a terrorist
attack. As if people have never seen a terrorist attack. As if all terrorists
have powers."


She stroked his hand. "People have seen Steele use his
powers on the TV."


He shrugged. "Special effects."


"You think they'll buy it?" Were people really
that gullible?


"Some will: those who would rather not worry about it.
Others won't, but they'll forget in time. And a few will have more fodder for
their conspiracy theories."


Sam looked at the baby in her arms. "Doesn't sound too
bad."


"Yeah, except that they'll blame us for it, the ones
who remember. The first time they find out about paranormals, and they find
them trying to destroy the world, killing innocent people." Hunter shook
his head.


"Brad was telling people about Rent-A-Kid though,
showing them we could be good," said Sam.


Luke nodded. "And people will really want to listen to
him after this."


Hunter didn't look convinced. "Yeah, but he'll have the
government against him, and IPI. He won't get far."


Lucy looked at Ana. What kind of world did she want her
God-child raised in? They were finally free; she didn't want the world hating
them. She looked around and spotted the camera equipment that Steele had used.
It still blinked a red light. Might it still be on? Still linked to the TV
channels?


She stood and pulled Hunter up with her. "Perhaps we
just have to help Brad out."


"How?" Sam looked in the direction Lucy pointed
and smiled. "Should we tell them?"


Lucy touched Mr. K's seed in her pocket. He had taught her
not to hide secrets, not to hide in order to make things easier.


She nodded. "It's time. Let's give the world the right
story to believe."


Sam looked down at Ana again and whispered something that
Lucy could barely here. "Without faith, there is no trust." She stood
with Lucy. "Let's do it."


They reached the camera and Luke, Hunter, and Drake checked
the controls.


"Ready?" asked Lucy, offering her hand.


Sam shifted the still sleeping Ana to her other hand and
clutched Lucy's. "Ready."


Drake smiled. "Action."






Chapter 134 - Drake


 


Drake tugged his suit on over his shoulders and adjusted his
bow-tie for the tenth time. He wiped his sweaty palms on his pants and paced
the room. Outside his window, the sun shone on a perfect summer day.


"Dude, relax. You're going to sweat through your
tux." Brad held Ana and cooed her, then placed her back in her crib.
"She's changed and fed. She should last the service."


"Thanks. I owe you."


His best friend smiled. "Yeah, you do. She had a
seriously stinky diaper. What are you feeding that girl?"


Drake laughed, amazed that he had so many people around him
who cared for him and his little family.


Toby plopped on an overstuffed couch in the sitting room,
and started to pull his feet up, but before Drake could chastise him, he
corrected himself and dropped them to the ground. Drake smiled at him and Toby
gave a lopsided grin, then turned away.


Drake messed with his tie again, and Brad sighed and walked
over to help him. "You know, I'm no longer pissed at you."


Brad had been busy with interviews with paranormals,
exposing more secrets in the Rent-A-Kid organization. They'd had to keep quiet
about IPI's involvement, but they were able to tell everything else. Hunter's
promotion had helped grease the wheels on all of that. Now, Brad was back for
awhile, and Drake was happy to have his best friend again.


Drake smiled at him. "Really, why is that?"


"Because you made me your best man. Only a very
intelligent sort of fellow would do that." Brad finished with the tie and
patted his chest. "Now don't touch it, and if you need to wipe your sweaty
hands, use a towel. You're staining your pants."


Drake chuckled, and in a private guy moment, reached out and
hugged Brad. He felt like a beer commercial. "I love you, man."


Toby jumped up. "Yo, it's almost time."


Drake looked in the mirror again. "Right, just give me
a sec, guys, okay?"


Brad and Toby looked at each other, shrugged, and left the
room.


Drake sat down on the floor in the lotus position and took
deep breaths. Lucy had been teaching him some of her techniques, and he found
that he quite liked meditation. He also found that he and Lucy actually got
along well, and had developed a routine of meditating early in the morning
before anyone else got up. It helped him center himself, and gave him a peace
that nothing else could, especially in the absence of surfing.


When he'd first told Sam he didn't want his powers back, he
didn't know what that would feel like for him, long-term. He only knew he
wanted Ana to have everything he could give, and he didn't want to take any
chances in taking them away. Now he realized that the empty feeling he'd had
without them hadn't been because of his powers at all, but because he wasn't
dipping into the right source for his strength. With Lucy's help, he found that
there were many kinds of strength, and he could now feel the energy of everything
around him running through him when he focused.


A knock at the door interrupted him, but he'd settled enough
for now. He rose. "Come in."


Father Patrick entered. "How are you, Son? I just
wanted to see if you needed anything."


Drake hugged the old priest. "Thank you. I'm okay, I
think. Is she still here? Does she still want to marry me?"


Father Patrick chuckled. "Of course, she does. You will
make a beautiful family together. I'm very proud of you, Drake. So very
proud."


The large window behind him opened and a draft blew in,
along with Beleth.


Drake froze, ready to take the offensive if needed.


Father Patrick put a hand on him. "It's all right, boy.
He means us no harm."


Beleth nodded to the priest and stepped forward. "I
knew your mother. When she had you, I thought you were the most precious thing
in the world. I begged her to keep you, but she decided, for your protection,
to give you away and tell no one."


In that moment, everything clicked for Drake. "You're
my father?"


He nodded. "Yes. I just recently found out. I'm so
sorry you had the life you did, but I'm happy to know that you had people who
loved you, and who looked after you."


Drake didn't know what to think or feel. "Why are you
here?"


"I've done many things I regret, but now I have the chance
to make them right." He walked toward Drake. "I have a gift for you,
if you'll accept it."


Drake hesitated, but Father Patrick winked and nudged him
forward.


"I accept."


"Then kneel," said Beleth.


Seriously? Drake would have felt sillier, if the
moment hadn't felt so solemn. He knelt.


"Drake, son of Beleth, you have a history and lineage
you cannot imagine. Someday you will know the truth of your past, but for now I
give you a small gift that is rightfully yours as my heir." He touched
Drake on the head, then pulled off a ring from his finger and handed it to him.
"Take this, son, as a piece of your history."


The gold ring shone with intricate winged patterns on the
sides and a striking blood stone in the center. He slipped it on the ring
finger of his right hand, saving his left for his wedding ring.


When Drake stood, his mind buzzed with new sensations,
almost like thoughts, or like the presence he felt when he could control minds,
but he realized they weren't thoughts, they were emotions. Father Patrick
emanated calm, peace and joy. Beleth felt guilt and relief, pride and love.


Then a vision overtook him, and he saw Ana crawling from her
crib and falling on her arm, breaking it. His eyes flew open and landed on
Ana's crib.


She still slept.


He didn't know what to make of these new gifts. They weren't
powers that could help him much, like his old ones, but he realized that if he
could sense emotions, he could help a lot of other people.


He held his hand out to Beleth. "Thank you."


"You're welcome." Beleth turned to Father Patrick.
"You're on the right path, priest. Don't let them stop you. Something big
is coming and the world will need what you know and see."


He turned back to Drake, who had no idea what he meant.
"I must leave now, but I'll be watching."


"Wait. I want to ask you things—"


"Later. Right now, you have a wedding to get to."
Beleth flew out the window, and Ana cried.


Drake turned and ran to her, catching her just as she was
about to fall out of her crib, and onto her arm.






Chapter 135 - Sam


 


The scent of roses filled the air, and white lights twinkled
by the hundreds in the trees around them. White rose petals created an aisle
between two rows of chairs.


I waited at the back, fidgeting with my long white dress.
Lucy and Robyn walked ahead, stepping in time to the music, looking beautiful
in blue satin. Lucy carried Ana and Robyn carried her own bulging belly full of
baby. My hands shook so bad I looked like I was trying to strangle my bouquet,
but Drake stood at the end of my walk, waiting for me, so I took the first
step, willing myself not to fall on my face in high heels.


Luke and Bernard had both offered to walk me down the aisle,
but it felt right to go alone. No one had to give me away. I was my own person
now, and I gave myself freely to Drake.


Father Patrick smiled kindly as I approached, and Drake and
I held hands. We stood under the weeping willow tree Lucy had planted with Mr.
K's seed. It had grown faster than nature allowed, and held an energy that
reminded me of my mentor. I missed him so much, but this tree—his
tree—helped ease that pain.


"Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join
this man and this woman in holy matrimony...."


The words blurred in my head. All I could see were Drake's
eyes. All I could feel were his hands, and all I could think about was our
family, how we were finally together forever.


We slipped rings on each other's fingers and then kissed
each other into wedded bliss. The tree around us swayed without any wind to
carry its branches, and yet they flowed around us, creating a halo effect.


Our friends all cheered as we marched down the aisle, hand
in hand, married. The party moved to an open area where we had food and drinks
under tents, and I tossed the bouquet. I expected Lucy to catch it, the way she
and Hunter kept eyeing each other, but Mary actually grabbed it from the air,
to my utter shock. On this day, of all days, I had no animosity for her. She'd
paid her dues, and we all deserved a second chance.


Luke got up on the makeshift stage and cleared his throat.
"We have a first dance for the newlyweds. If you please."


I smiled as Drake held out his hand and ushered me to the
dance floor. I smiled even bigger when I heard the song: Amazed by
Lonestar.


Drake held me in his arms. We locked eyes. As the music
started, I sang the first few lines. "Every time our eyes meet, this
feeling inside me...."


"You have a beautiful voice."


"Thank you."


"I think I'm going to like being married to you, Mrs.
Davis."


"I think I'm going to like it too, Mr. Davis."


He dipped me and I laughed.


After a few more dances, I needed to find a place to stow
the evil high heels from hell. I sat at a table and slipped them off just as
Brad arrived clutching his briefcase.


"I'm so sorry to do this on your wedding, but I just
got the paperwork in for the property in Hawaii, if you could just sign real
fast?"


I took his pen and scribbled my name. Sam Davis. I knew it
was trendy for women to keep their own name, but Smith was a made-up name, not
mine. Davis at least had a history.


Brad closed the folder. "Thanks, Sam, this is going to
be so great for all the kids."


The one good thing to come from being related to Steele: he
had millions from his Rent-A-Kid operation, and Hunter had convinced IPI to
release all of it to me as his only living heir. I was so rich I'd never have
to worry about money again, and neither would any of these kids.


Robyn walked up holding her belly. "Sam, Ana's awake
and needs changing. I can do it, but if you'd rather I didn't, after
everything, then...."


I sighed. Robyn had walked on egg shells since Steele died.
All of our missing memories had returned, and Robyn realized she had been the
one to kidnap Ana and deliver her to Steele. She, of course, was not to blame,
but she still worried every time she got near Ana. All I could do was reassure
her it wasn't her fault. If I had any inclination to judge her for what had
happened, I just thought about the horrible things I'd said and done, and knew
that neither of us had any choice.


"I would really appreciate it if you could care for
her, Robyn. Honestly."


She smiled and fluttered away to change my daughter.


Bernard walked up and hugged me. "Congratulations, Sam.
You look beautiful."


"Thank you."


Drake came back and handed me some juice.


Bernard sat next to me. "I wanted to talk to you about
school."


"You know I missed my interview. I mean, I obviously
don't need financial help, but I missed my chance to be accepted into the art
program." Money or no money, I still wanted desperately to study art, but
I'd have to wait another year.


"I made a call. They can squeeze you in next
week."


"Thank you, so much." Tears sprang to my eyes.
"But there's just no way I can complete a portfolio by then."


"Well, a few of your friends have a surprise for
you."


Dozens of my classmates lined up, and the first one to
approach was Curtis, the kid who'd beat up Greg. "Sam, I know I'm an ass,
but a long time ago, you drew this portrait for me and... well, here you
go."


He handed me a painting I'd done of a tree in the fall, because
he'd remarked that he loved the colors. His thoughts also surprised me as I
looked from him to Greg. They'd made up, and he'd come out of the closet, with
Greg's and Gary's help.


I looked at the painting, tears in my eyes. "Thank you.
This means a lot to me."


One by one, every portrait I'd ever painted for my friends
was returned to me with a short story of how I'd touched their lives. By the
end, I was silently blessing whoever had invented waterproof mascara.


Even Tommy walked up, a small stack of papers in hand, with
Serena beside him. The kids we'd rescued had gone home, if they had homes.
Those who didn't now lived here. Tommy handed me the papers. "You made
these for me when we first met. I hope they help you go to school, though I
don't know why you want to go to more school when you don't have to. Adults are
weird."


I looked at the papers and laughed even as tears streamed
down my face. Every crazy make-believe animal he'd asked me to create for him
and draw would now be a part of my permanent portfolio.


I hugged him so hard he squealed. "Sam, can't
breathe."


I released him. "Sorry. This is just so amazing, Tommy.
Thank you." I held his hand in one hand and reached for Serena's hand.
"I love you both so much. I'm sorry you've had to go through such hard
times, but know that you have a family here with us."


Serena's cat Angel ran by in a streak, chasing a barking
Eddie, who had a piece of watermelon dangling from his mouth. Our resident dog
and cat had a love/hate relationship with each other. Eddie loved Angel, and
she hated him, at least on the surface. When she thought no one was looking,
she'd snuggle up to him and sleep. The two were favorites among the children
and adults alike.


Greg walked up to the stage and asked for everyone's
attention. "Sam, without you and your bravery, we'd still be locked up in
our lives, oblivious to what we were about to endure. You're the bravest person
we've ever met, and you deserve to live your dreams. We will all be here for
you to help with Ana, and anything else you need, so you can go to school and
become a famous artist."


The entire school cheered as I sobbed tears of joy. Drake's
arms wrapped around me and I beamed at my friends, so happy to finally have a
real home and a real family.






Chapter 136 - Lucy


 


Bodies pressed together, swaying on the dance floor, as the
four friends watched. Hunter and Mary approached Luke, Lucy, Sam and Drake.
Lucy's heart fluttered when he smiled at her.


He held up five envelopes made of thick parchment, and
handed one to each of them.


Lucy looked at hers. "What's this?"


He smiled. "Open it."


On the inside was a single sheet of paper with her name and
the words, "You've been selected," with the IPI logo embossed on the
back. She looked up. "Really?"


He nodded. "IPI wants you all to join us in Washington,
D.C. You'd attend college at the IPI Academy and be full agents with pay,
benefits and a free education."


Lucy looked at Luke and they shared a twin moment. Sam and
Drake handed the envelopes back.


Sam smiled. "Thank you, Hunter, we're honored, but our
place is here with our baby and this school. We're retired."


Hunter didn't look surprised. "I figured, but we wanted
you to know it's an open invitation, if you ever change your mind."


Mary clutched her envelope. "Well, I'm in. I need a
change of pace, a fresh start."


Lucy paused. She hated leaving Sam and Drake and Ana, but
she knew where she belonged, and she knew Luke agreed. "We're in."


Hunter beamed and twirled her around, then kissed her on the
lips.


She laughed and pulled away. "Just don't get too cocky,
mister. I'm not accepting to be with you. I'm accepting because I'm a damn good
agent and you need me."


"I'm not going to argue with a woman who can save the
world and still look this good when it's done."


He held her close to him, their bodies pressed together and
fitting so perfectly. This was their second dance together, and now they had
real music, but nothing would ever compare to their first night, their first
date.


Her life fell into place, and everything finally felt like
it would work out for the best. Sam and Drake looked deliriously happy dancing
together, but Luke looked bored, sitting alone. Lucy was about to pull away
from Hunter to dance with her twin for a song, when he got up and walked to
Mary, who also sat alone, and ushered her to the dance floor. Wow. The
one guy she couldn't seduce had asked her to dance. Lucy smiled at that despite
her not-so-loving feelings toward Mary.


Even Adam looked happy, swaying to the music. He'd been
staying at the mansion, enjoying the quiet life. The world may have known about
paranormals, but they weren't quite ready for Adam living amongst them yet. The
other Grunts had stayed at the compound and taken it over, content to live
their lives in peace.


After a few more dances, lemon-filled cake and food, the
limo pulled up for Sam and Drake. Everyone threw rice at them and cheered.
Darren used his powers to make the rice hover and dance in the air. He'd
handled Sam's wedding well, all things considered, though Lucy hoped he'd find
someone who would love him as much as he'd loved Sam.


The evening settled on them quietly, and Hunter pulled her
away from the crowds. "Walk with me?"


"I'd love to."


Arm in arm they strolled down a trail, as the sun set over
them, drenching them in the hues of another day ending, leaving them with the
promise of a new day yet to come.






Chapter 137 - Sam


 


One more stroke of red and—done! My cramped fingers
reluctantly released the paintbrush as I admired my husband on the most
beautiful beach in Hawaii. The painting wasn't the masterpiece I'd lost in the
fire, but maybe it was better. It had a certain kind of beauty that had been
lacking in my old work, a stillness that I hoped to bring to people when they
looked at this new work.


Drake walked over and wrapped his arms around me. "It's
amazing." He kissed my cheek. "You're amazing."


I turned my body into him. Our new summer home was still
being built, so we had chosen to stay in a private beach house for our honeymoon.
Already I loved married life, and my husband, though I missed Ana, who had
stayed with Robyn and the gang in Washington.


Robyn had cried when I asked her to be the primary care
person, showing her that I did, in fact, trust her.


We had plans, wonderful plans—art school in Washington;
summers in Hawaii, with Drake teaching the kids to surf; a life of following
our dreams and doing what we loved.


Drake nuzzled my neck. "You're happy. I love feeling
you so happy."


His new powers were still untapped, unexplored, and it was a
lot for him to take in, but I was so proud of how well he'd adapted. "I
love you, my husband."


"I love you, my wife."


He lifted me up and I squealed as he carried me into our
bedroom and dropped me onto the bed.


"Now, what were our plans today?"


I pulled him closer to me and covered his mouth with mine,
as I showed him exactly what our plans were for the day, and for the rest of
our lives.


---THE END---






Discussion
Guide


 


FORBIDDEN MIND


 


1. Forbidden Mind begins with
Sam completing a painting for an art contest. All of her hopes and dreams
depend on her getting into a great art school, but her plans change when she
finds out that the people who run her school have been lying to her. Could you
relate to Sam's plight as she fought to discover the truth of her life? Have
you ever felt like the life you'd been living was a lie? Did you handle it
differently then Sam?


 


2. Rent-A-Kid uses teens to
make a lot of money as paranormal spies. This is a form of human trafficking,
though they seem to live a nice life until they turn eighteen. How do you feel
about humans used and sold like tools? Can you think of other ways our society
does this to people everyday?


 


3. Sam and her friends never
had cause to question their lives before Sam's art studio was burned down and
she met Drake. Do you think you would have questioned more had you been raised
in the same world as them? What areas of your own life do you take for granted
just because that's what you're used to?


 


4. How do you think growing
up without any parents or family structure has affected the Rent-A-Kids? Do you
think they would be scarred by this lack, or is this made up for by the fact
that they had teachers and each other?


 


5. On Sam's assignment to spy
on Mr. Beaumont, she breaks a few Rent-A-Kid rules. First, she threatened a
client. Then she reported Mr. Beaumont to the authorities rather than just
leaving the information with her client. Finally, she gave Tommy a picture of
them together and took a camera that didn't belong to her. How do you feel
about her actions in this section? Do you think she acted with moral authority
or that she was wrong for what she did? 


 


6. Throughout this book, Sam
breaks several rules and ultimately escapes from her captors. Would you have
done things differently? Is it ever okay to break the rules? How do you know
when it's 'right' to break rules and when it's 'wrong'? 


 


7. Sam and Drake meet
telepathically before they ever meet in person, but she comes to trust him
quickly. If you and your friends all had paranormal powers, would you be
freaked out if someone started communicating with you mentally? Would you trust
them? Would you tell your friends and try to get them to help you figure out
what is happening?


 


8. Do you think people have
to meet in person before they can really fall in love? Did you find the romance
between Drake and Sam believable? Why or why not? Would it change your opinion
if you knew the author met her husband online and they fell in love before they
ever met in person?


 


9. In the book, Sam is
impregnated against her will and without her knowledge in order to breed
stronger paranormal babies. Some have likened this to rape. Do you think the
two are the same? Why or why not? If not rape, how would you describe this kind
of violation?


 


10. Sam and Drake both have
very strong powers. Sam can read minds and Drake can control minds. Which power
would you prefer? Do you think it's unethical to read or control minds? Would
you feel violated if someone did that to you?


 


11. Sam and her friends
believed they needed Rent-A-Kid to keep them safe from a world that wouldn't
understand their gift. What do you think? Do you think our society and world
would accept people with different abilities, or do think mass fear would put those
with special powers in danger? Can you think of other examples of how people
who are different than the status quo are treated?


 


12. When Sam is released from
the hospital, she is expected to attend her going away party. She acts like she
doesn't know what's happening while trying to plan what to do with her friends.
Would you have been able to keep up pretense, or would you have challenged your
captors before they took you away? What else could Sam and her friends have
done to try and escape?


 


13. Sam confides in her
guard, Gar, as they are leaving Rent-A-Kid and he becomes an ally in trying to
help her escape. Would you have trusted him in that moment? Would you have been
wiling to put his life at risk in asking him to help you? When he dies, Sam feels
guilty, like it's her fault. Do you think his death is her fault, or is the
fact that he made his own choice enough to absolve her? How much should we try
to protect or control others in order to keep them safe?


 


14. When Sam realizes that
Ana is Luke and Lucy's mom, she works out a way to reconnect them. When Ana
dies, once again Sam feels guilty. How do you think she handles her guilt? What
do you think this will change in her as she moves forward?


 


15. When Sam and Drake are
escaping, Sam refuses to leave Ana, even though she's already dead. Drake uses
mind control on her so that he doesn't have to physically move her and risk
hurting her or the baby. Sam has a hard time forgiving Drake for this. How
would you feel if the same thing had happened to you? Do you think it was wrong
of Drake to control her in that way, or were his actions justified because she
could have died otherwise?








 


FORBIDDEN FIRE


 


1. At the beginning of
Forbidden Fire, Sam becomes very sick and finds out she's been drugged her
entire life in order for Rent-A-Kid to control her more easily. How would you
react if you found out you'd been drugged against your will on top of
everything else? Would you still feel guilty for your actions, even if you had
no control of them because of the drugs? (I.e. not questioning your
circumstances… )


 


2. Drake never had a family,
and the only father figure he had was the old priest. With Sam pregnant, Drake
struggles with his responsibilities of fatherhood, afraid that he won't be the
man his child needs. What do you think makes a good father, or healthy family?
What could Drake do to prepare for life as a father? Do you think his
para-powers help him or hurt him in this regard?


 


3. Back at Rent-A-Kid, Luke
and Lucy must adjust to a whole new regime as familiar faces are replaced by
impersonal guards. Still, they refuse to tell Mr. Black anything about Sam. How
would you have handled being questioned by authority in this manner? Do you
agree with the revolt that started because of these changes?


 


4. Sam can sense someone is
following them, and when they discover their apartment has been broken into,
Drake leaves her to attack the man inside. Do you think Drake used too much
force in subduing this man? What about when he killed the man who was about to
kill Sam? Were Drake's actions justified, or do you think he should be held
responsible for that death? Is it ever okay to take another person's life? If
so, when?


 


5. Sam can control minds now,
but she doesn't like to do it. Do you think she should be using her powers
more, regardless of her personal ethics, in order to keep herself and her
family safe? Or do you agree that those powers shouldn’t be messed with?


 


6. There are several villains
in this book: The men who are after Sam and Drake, Mr. Black, at the Rent-A-Kid
school, and ultimately the Seeker, who is controlling everything. At first,
they all seem evil to the core, but Mr. Black and the Seeker have their own
stories that have made them who they are. Did discovering more about their past
change your feelings about them? Did it allow you to relate to them better?


 


7. Were you surprised to
discover that Sam and the Seeker were related? How do you think this changes
Sam's role in Rent-A-Kid and the bigger picture? Would that information have
inspired you to think differently about your situation, if you'd been her?


 


8. When Sam, Drake and Brad
are with Professor Shaw, he reveals his own involvement in trying to discover
the secrets behind this organization. Does his desire to drop out of the public
eye and become a reclusive make sense to you? Would you have responded
differently had that happened to you?


 


9. At Rent-A-Kid, Mr. Black
kills one young man when he discovers them dueling with their para-powers, and
he beats up Lucy for failing at her mission. Given how powerful these teens
are, and how dangerous their powers could be if they ever lost control, do you
think there was any justification to his behavior? How else could he have
handled the situation and still kept control of the school?


 


10. While in Russia, Luke and
Lucy discovered a secret lab with some mutated creatures. Lucy befriended Adam
and he saved her life and gave her a gift of the sphere. How do you feel about
this friendship? Would you have trusted him in her position? What do you think Adam's
motivation for helping her was?


 


11. When Sam and Drake are
captured, Drake wants to push to break the Seeker's control over Mary. When he
puts Mary at risk, Sam fights him and breaks the link, but also destroys
Drake's powers in the process. Would you have risked your relationship to save
someone who had spent years torturing you at school? Do you agree with Drake,
that it was worth the risk to push Mary like that?


 


12. In the end, Drake
disappears and leaves Sam and the unborn baby. What do you think his
motivations were for leaving? Could you relate to him and his loss, or did you
feel more strongly for Sam?


 


13. In the process of
breaking free of Rent-A-Kid's control, Sam and her friends lose everything:
their home, their belongings, other friends who perished in the fight. Was
their fight for freedom worth so much loss? Why or why not?








 


FORBIDDEN LIFE


 


1. Each character in this
book is put into a situation where they have to make some tough decisions that
test their own moral compass. Which choices did you agree with? Which did you
disagree with? Discuss (or consider) some examples of these choices.


 


2. In Forbidden Life, some
'bad' guys become 'good' guys, and some 'good' guys become 'bad' guys. What
does this say about the nature of evil? Does this make morality ambiguous? Can
you relate to the motivations behind the choices of Mr. Steele, Agent Simmons
and Beleth? Who did you relate to the most?


 


3. Beleth didn't have a
choice when Steele took control of him. Drake also found himself controlled by
Steele at one point, and sabotaged Sam's attempt to kill her father. Should
they be held responsible for their actions under these circumstances? Why or
why not?


 


4. Lucy used her powers to
keep Mr. K from telling her friends about the sphere. IPI used their influence
to keep the truth of paranormals from the public. Were these choices right or
wrong? Is it ever okay to censor others or prevent people from learning the
truth about something? Did Mr. K have the right to tell Luke and Hunter about
the sphere? Does IPI have the right to decide who knows about paranormals and
who doesn't?


 


5. Sam is ready to give up on
Drake. He betrayed her too deeply and she didn't know if she could trust him
again. Susie offers her wisdom that people deserve second chances to win back
trust. Do you agree with this? Do you think Sam was right in ultimately
forgiving Drake and marrying him? Can people change and redeem themselves?


 


6. Hunter's past is not
revealed much in this book. He doesn't believe it's relevant to who he is now,
and he encourages Lucy to judge him by the man he is today, not who he was. Do
you agree with him? Do you think the past is only useful in regards to how it
shaped us, but isn't worth talking about beyond that?


 


7. Lucy used the sphere to
calm herself down and ultimately it became a crutch that disallowed her from
facing her own problems. Is it better to avoid problems or face them head on?
What are some ways other characters in this series avoided their own problems?
Was it affective for them to do this? What were some consequences of their
behavior in this regard?


 


8. Steele has been set up
throughout the series as the big bad guy behind Rent-A-Kid. What did you
imagine his motivation would be before reading the final book? Were you
surprised by the truth of his past and why he made the choices he did?


 


9. Many character in this
series are seduced by the lure of power. Steele began this whole enterprise so
he wouldn’t feel weak and bullied. Simmons betrayed her people and her mission
for the chance to get the para-powers she'd always wanted. Drake made a deal
with the devil and used untested drugs to reclaim his own power. Why do you
think people are so motivated by power? What is the lure? What does this power
gain them? What do they lose by pursuing power at all costs?


 


10. There are some young kids
in this book who are given a heavy burden. Toby is a young boy who was thrust
into the streets at an early age and forced to survive. Tommy lost his parents
and had his innocence stolen from him. Serena also lost her parents and had to
face real life monsters. All three kids fought Rent-A-Kid in their own way.
Were they too young to be involved in this war? Was there a way they could have
avoided it? What does it say about society that at such a young age children
are used, abused and abandoned so regularly?


 


11. When Drake lost his
ability to use his para-powers he felt useless and incomplete as a human being.
What makes a human valuable and worthy? Is it what they can do or who they are?
Is who we are determined by how 'useful' we are?


 


12. Drake transforms quite a
bit in this book as he faces himself without powers and comes to grips with
never having them again. When he meets his real father, Beleth, at the end of
the book, Beleth gives Drake new powers. What kind of person do you think Drake
will be with his new powers? How might these very different, and more passive
powers, shape who he is and who he becomes?


 


13. Steele believes he won't
be respected or found valuable without his powers. He and Drake have a similar
arch, but they handle it much differently. How do you feel about the choices
Steele made? If he'd succeeded in getting the level of power he wanted, do you
think he would have finally been truly happy? Why or why not?


 


14. Sam changes as she faces
the loss of her daughter. She must become the kind of person who isn't afraid
to make hard choices and do what must be done to save Ana. Do you see these
changes in her as positive or negative? Are there times when it's justified and
morally acceptable to break the rules? How are her choices different from the
choices Simmons or Steele made?


 


15. Mr. K was presumed dead
until Lucy, Luke and Hunter found him in Hawaii. Had he not perished in the
fire, he would have spent his life trapped as a tree. Was his death a blessing
for him? Would you have wanted to live as a tree?


 


16. Everyone in this trilogy
was at one point or another forced to break the rules to do what they thought
needed to be done. Some of these choices we'd consider 'right' and others 'wrong.'
When was it right for a character to break the rules? When was it wrong? How do
you determine when it's right or wrong? Does that make morality subjective? If
so, how can society function if so much is left to individual discernment? 






TOP SECRET: IPI Paranormal Profiles


 


SAM SMITH





Real Name Sam (no last name)


Aliases Sam Smith


Height 5'6"


Weight 120


Eyes blue


Hair brown


Age 18


Threat Level Least Concern


 


Para-Level (1-10)


 


 7-A strong, powerful para-power with influence over
others. (Ex. Mind reading, memory shaping)


 


Classified: Forbidden Mind:


 8-A very strong, very powerful para-power or
ability. (Ex. Mind control.)


 Para-power(s) Mind reading, mind control


Occupation Rent-A-Kid spy/artist


Place of Birth test-tube experiment manufactured in
Rent-A-Kid lab


Relationship Status Married to Drake Davis


Known Relatives The Seeker, Mr. Steele


Group Affiliations Rent-A-Kid


Base of Operation Hawaii/Washington


History Reads minds. Was raised in a secret schools
for paranormals and rented out as a spy. Artist of note.


First Appearance: Forbidden Mind (Forbidden Trilogy, #1) 


Resources on this paranormal: Learn more about Sam
and the Rent-A-Kid organization with Forbidden Mind, Forbidden
Fire and Forbidden Life, by Agent Kimberly
Kinrade. Pathways, Christmas Lites II


 


OTHER RESEARCH AND FILES:


 


From Sam:


This is what my official profile at IPI (International
Paranormal Investigations at http://IPIAcademy.com) says. Like that's
all that matters about me, how powerful I am, what's my threat level, what can
I do.


This is all that mattered to Rent-A-Kid too, though I didn't
know it at the time. They used me as a spy, rich people spying on other rich
people so they could all get richer. Whatever. You want to know the real me?
Look at my best friends, Luke and Lucy. Look at my art work. Talk to my
boyfriend. They can tell you the important stuff.


Like, I love art more than anything. I love painting and
drawing and going to museums. I'm a total geek about it and could spend days
and days in a studio or museum just absorbing colors and shapes and images. My
favorite movie is X-Men, for obvious reasons. (Come on, you know it's funny!) I
totally hate Palm Trees. Seriously, they're the ugliest trees in the
world and I don’t know why people like them.


I'm sometimes shy and often end up on the wrong side of a
bully's attention—mostly Mary, she's such a witch. (Not a real witch, just, you
know, witch with a 'b'.) I'm working on standing up for myself more though.


I'm really loyal to the people I love and would do anything
for them, and I can't wait to go to Sarah Lawrence and study art.


So this is just a little about me, but you'll never really
know me if you don’t spend some time with me.


And sadly, you'll never know me as well as I will know you.
I can read minds after all, and I know what you're thinking right now!


 


~Sam








 


DRAKE DAVIS





Real Name Drake Davis


Height 6'1"


Weight 200


Eyes blue


Hair blonde


Age 19


Threat Level Moderate Threat


 Para-Level (1-10)


 8-A very strong, very powerful para-power or ability. (Ex.
Mind control.)


Para-power(s) mind control, super strength


Aliases NA


Occupation surfer/surfing instructor


Place of Birth unknown/Classified


Relationship Status Married to Sam Smith


Known Relatives Beleth, father/Agent Simmons, mother


Group Affiliations


Base of Operation Hawaii/Washington


History The product of an affair between powerful paranormal
and human, put in the child welfare system and raised in foster homes. Abused.


First Appearance: Forbidden Mind


Resources on this paranormal The Forbidden Trilogy








 


LUCY RIVERA





Real Name Lucy Rivera


Height 5'4"


Weight 110


Eyes brown


Hair brown


Age 19


Threat Level Minimal Threat


Para-Level (1-10)


 4-A more highly advance para-power above human power,
useful and active, can sometimes affect others, but in limited ways (lie
detecting, seduction, walking through walls)


Para-power(s) Lie detecting, compulsion to lie


Aliases too many to name


Occupation IPI Agent and student at IPI Academy, former
Rent-A-Kid spy


Place of Birth unknown


Relationship Status dating Agent Hunter Riley


Known Relatives Luke Rivera, twin brother


Group Affiliations Rent-A-Kid, IPI


Base of Operation Washington, D.C.


History born to a doctor at Rent-A-Kid and raised in the
facility whole life. Hacker and martial artist.


First Appearance: Forbidden Mind


Resources on this paranormal: Forbidden Mind, Forbidden
Fire, Forbidden Life, Blood of the Fallen, Tears of the Fallen, Flight of the
Fallen, Pathways, Christmas Lites II


 


OTHER RESEARCH AND FILES:


 


From Lucy:


If you lie to me, I’ll know. I always know. Which is why
it’s so shocking to me that I’ve been lied to my whole life and never knew
until now.


My name is Lucy. I was raised in the Rent-A-Kid dorms, a
secret school where kids with special para-powers are rented out to the highest
bidder for spy work. Think X-Men, meets Dark Angel and Alias with a dark twist!


It took my best friend Sam meeting a strange boy who can
control minds for us to start uncovering the truth. Sam reads minds, so I guess
she always knows when people are lying too. Which, by the way, is most of the
time.


Jaded? Me? Well, wouldn’t you be if you were dumped at a
hospital with your twin brother when you were a baby and picked up by this
place?


Yeah. You would.


But still, I have Sam and my twin Luke. We’ve always been
there for each other.


I had serious reservations when Sam started mind linking
with Drake. He had her questioning everything we ever believed. Not a healthy
way to live if you ask me. But I gotta give him some credit. My shy little
friend finally started getting herself a backbone! Score one for Drake.


It kinda sucks though, cuz they have to go through some
serious hell to be together. I mean, literally, they spend the early part of
their relationship in each other’s minds! No thanks! I’d rather have the flesh,
ya know? But whatever. It worked for them. Mostly.


Except for the fact that our eighteenth birthday does not
offer us the freedom we had always believed and been promised.


Oh no. Not even close. In fact, quite the opposite. It’s
disgusting really, what they do to us—to those like us. Human exploitation,
just because we’re different. So what if I make you uncomfortable because you
can’t lie to me as easily as you might some? Stop the damn lying and you’ll be
fine!


But, humans are humans. And it seems a shadow side of the
human condition that we’re so anxious to enslave each other and use each other
for profit.


Someday I will find the people behind this whole operation
and wipe my ass with their money—after I destroy everything they’ve built.


 








LUKE RIVERA





Real Name Luke Rivera


Height 6' 


Weight 190


Eyes blue


Hair brown


Age 18


Threat Level Minimal Threat


Para-Level (1-10)


 6-A strong para-power that can influence others or
environment (ex. Molecular manipulation, control of metal, fire power, ice,
control of electronics, influence others to lie)


Para-power(s) walk through walls, change molecular structure


Aliases too many to count


Occupation IPI Agent, student at IPI Academy, former
Rent-A-Kid spy


Place of Birth unknown


Relationship Status dating many girls


Known Relatives Lucy Rivera, twin sister


Group Affiliations IPI, RAK


Base of Operation Washington, D.C.


History born to a doctor at Rent-A-Kid and raised in the
facility whole life. Martial artist and bug expert.


First Appearance: Forbidden Mind


Resources on this paranormal: Forbidden Mind, Forbidden Fire,
Forbidden Life, Blood of the Fallen, Tears of the Fallen, Flight of the Fallen,
Pathways, Christmas Lites II








 


MARY CUNNINGHAM





Real Name Mary Cunningham


Height 5'7"


Weight 125


Eyes blue


Hair blonde


Age 18


Threat Level Least Concern


Para-Level (1-10)


 4-A more highly advance para-power above human
power, useful and active, can sometimes affect others, but in limited ways (lie
detecting, seduction, walking through walls)


Para-power(s) seduction


Occupation IPI IPI Agent, student at IPI Academy,
former Rent-A-Kid spy


Place of Birth unknown


Relationship Status seduces every man she meets


Known Relatives none


Group Affiliations IPI, RAK


Base of Operation Washington, D.C.


History abandoned as a child, raised in RAK, used for
seduction


First Appearance: Forbidden Mind


Resources on this paranormal: Forbidden Mind,
Forbidden Fire, Forbidden Life, Blood of the Fallen, Tears of the Fallen,
Flight of the Fallen, Pathways, Christmas Lites II


 


OTHER RESEARCH AND FILES:


 


Brad's Blog—Paranormal Interview with Mary Cunningham


 


Hi, I'm Brad, the independent journalist who brought you the
internationally sensational story of the Rent-A-Kids.


For those new to my work, let's back track a bit. When my
best friend, Drake, went missing, I knew someone had discovered that he had special
'powers.' Basically, he can control minds and he's freakishly strong. Try being
best friends with a guy like that who's also an award-winning surfer.


Anyways, I don’t want to go into all of the details, but he
found out there are a lot more people with para-powers in the world than he
realized.


This led to my current assignment: Interviewing these
extraordinary teens and reporting their stories to you, so that they won't be
exploited by secret organizations anymore.


Today's interview is Mary. I recorded her conversation and
transcribed it as best I could.


<Sound of recorder turning on. Shuffling of papers>


Brad: "Hello, Mary, thanks for agreeing to speak
to me."


Mary: <her voice a low purr> "You're
welcome. I know you've been interviewing the others, and they have probably
painted me in a most unlikable light—as a bully or a flirt—so I figured I'd
need to tell my side."


Brad: "Well, actually, we didn't really speak
about you—"


Mary: "Whatever. Listen. I know all the girls at
school hate me because I can seduce any man I want."


<Mary brushes a blond spiral of hair off her neck and
crosses her long legs.>


Brad: <clears throat> "Yes, well,
be that as it may… um," <shuffles papers to look for questions>
"So, you're para-power… "


Mary: "Seduction, obviously." <Mary
pushes her chest out, exposing extra cleavage and licks her red lips.>


Brad: "Right. Obviously. How is this power
useful for assignments, when Rent-A-Kid rented you out to the rich?"


Mary: "Men are more willing to give up their
secrets while under the thrall of a beautiful woman. And my powers allow me to
manipulate a man to such a degree that he loses all reason and will do whatever
I say." 


Brad: <flaps hands over face to cool off>
"Yes. I can see how that would be useful. And how that could make friendships
with other girls hard."


Mary: "That’s not the only thing it makes
hard."


Brad: <chokes on own words and darts out of the
room>


So, you can see how well that interview went. Mary is
definitely one-of-a kind, and she's just one of hundreds of teens kept prisoner
and sold for their unique powers. And don't mock me about this interview.
Women, you wouldn't understand, but any man in my position would have been
lucky to last that long.


<Realizes how that could have sounded and flees.> 








 


HUNTER RILEY





Real Name Hunter Riley


Height 6'3"


Weight 198


Eyes Green


Hair Black and Silver


Age 23


Threat Level Minimal Threat


Para-Level (1-10)


 3-A useful power that's an amplification of normal
human abilities. (Ex. Super strength. Super speed. Anything that's an extension
of a normal ability, just better.)


Para-power(s) super speed, strength, and agility


Aliases NA


Occupation IPI Agent


Place of Birth NA


Relationship Status In a relationship with Lucy
Rivera


Known Relatives NA


Group Affiliations IPI Academy


Base of Operation IPI Academy/Washington


History Had a father who worked with IPI and was
murdered by a serial killer. Joined IPI Academy and trained with Agent Simmons.
Was the best of his class.


First Appearance: Forbidden Life


Resources on this paranormal: The Forbidden Trilogy


 


OTHER RESEARCH AND FILES:


 


Brad's Blog—Paranormal Interview with Hunter Riley


 


Brad here for another edition of Brad's Blog, where I
interview paranormals and give you a taste of what is like for them. 


With me today isn't a Rent-A-Kid victim like the others…
this guy actually works for IPI, International Paranormal Investigations, and
spends his life tracking paranormals to either save or… not.


Without further ado, I give you Agent Hunter Riley.


B: Hunter, I hear the girls are really excited about
your role in all of this. I imagine its hard to be a secret agent when you get
so much attention everywhere you go.


H: My love life is my concern and no one else's. Next
question.


B: Well, I hear you and Lucy are pretty close now,
you have nothing to say about that?


H: No.


B: <sigh> Okay then, let's talk about your
past. How did you first get involved in IPI?


H: My dad was killed by a serial killer. He'd been
involved in IPI and when he died, I wanted to do something that mattered. I was
young but well-trained. Agent Simmons took me in and made me even better.


B: About Agent Simmons, I've heard troubling—


H: I'm not talking about her. Next question.


B: You aren't a very chatty guy, are you?


H: Words are overrated. I prefer action.


B: No doubt. Well, how about telling us something
about IPI. 


H: We're a top secret international organization that
tracks paranormals, to keep them safe from humans and humans safe from them. I
can't tell you anything more or I'd have to kill you.


B: You're… er… kidding right? Lucy said you had a sense
of humor.


H: <crosses arms and raises eyebrow>


B: Okay then. Moving on. Do you have paranormal
abilities?


H: I keep secrets.


B: Right. It seems you can do more than that.


H: <stares at Brad without blinking.>


B: Okay. Um… did you ever find the person who killed
your dad?


H: Not yet. But I will.


B: Was he a paranormal.


H: That's classified. You don't have clearance.


B: Lucy told me about your sword, can I see it?


H: No.


B: Why not?


H: Next question.


B: Is there anything else you can tell us about what
happened when you joined with Luke and Lucy to save the younger kids still
trapped by Rent-A-Kid?


H: The mission fell apart. There were pieces of the
puzzle that we didn't know about. I can't say more than that. It's—


B: Classified. Right. Got it. You'd have to kill me.
Well, thanks for taking the time to talk to me. You're quite the open book.


And there you have it, folks. The oh-so-chatty Hunter Riley.






Tell Me No Secrets by Sam Smith and Drake Davis


 


Sam Says


 





 


Reading minds isn’t as glamorous as you might imagine.
First, everyone’s pretty much freaked out around you. No one wants to make eye
contact, because they subconsciously think they can avoid detection that way.
(It doesn’t work, by the way.) And everyone has thoughts that they would never
want anyone else to know about.


Even you.


Think about it. How many times have you judged someone
harshly, or thought something naughty or totally inappropriate or had a random
urge to smack someone (or worse)? Most of us never act on these thoughts. In
fact, 90% of them flitter through our consciousness so fast, we aren’t even
fully aware of them.


But I am.


I hear those things you don’t even like to acknowledge in
yourself. They dance around in my head like a song on repeat. I can’t ever rid
myself of your darkest perversions. Is it any wonder Luke and Lucy are my only
friends and I’ve never had a boyfriend?


Until Drake.


He’s unlike any other guy I’ve ever known, and not just
because he has inhuman physical strength and can control people with his mind,
every guy I grew up with at Rent-A-Kid had some para-power. No, it’s who he is
on the inside.


He’s fearless and accepts me 100% for who I am. He isn’t
scared of my powers and he doesn’t try to hide who he is from me. He let me in
to his most intimate secrets and laid himself bare for me to judge.


It’s hard, though. I have mixed feelings about the whole
mind control thing. Our roles are reversed, you see. While he accepts me, I
find myself scared of his power. But I’m working on it. Together, we face some
big challenges.


The place I’ve considered home my whole life may not be what
it appears. They’re up to something evil, and only with Drake by my side will I
survive.


His strength gives me strength, and I love that about him.


We are so connected, even though we’ve never met in person.
I know that sounds crazy, but you’ve got to understand, we’re in each other’s
minds all the time! We probably knew each other better in the first week than
you will ever know your lover. You don’t know what your partner is thinking,
not really.


But I do. I know Drake from the inside out, and it’s because
of that total transparency and connection that I know I can trust him.


I don’t always like reading minds, and it’s made my life
lonely for a long time. But with Drake, this ability has freed us from the fear
and worry that other couples must feel. With him, everything makes sense.
Everything fits. He fills something inside of me that I didn’t even know was
empty.


Now if we can only figure out what’s going on so we can get
out of this alive, we might have a shot at happily ever after.


Wish us luck.








 


Drake Says


 





 


You don’t expect anything good to come out of being
kidnapped, especially on the day I was set to win a major surfing contest. Dude,
it seriously sucks!


How they got the jump on me, I’ll never know. It’s kind of
embarrassing. I can control minds and kick ass, so how’d this happen?


Well, all I can say is I’m glad it happened. I know, that’s
crazy, right? But I’d never have met Sam if some blockheads hadn’t wiped me out
on Venice Beach that day. Also, we kind of need each other to get out of this
seriously F’d up situation, so…


Maybe fate?


But there’s more. She’s special, different. The last girl I
hooked up with, let’s just say she was more of a one-nighter that got out of
hand. Sam’s a girl I could see spending every night with, forever. No, more
than that. Sam’s the girl I can’t imagine my life without.


I can’t even tell you how painful it is to be stripped of my
powers and held captive, knowing some of the things they’re doing to Sam. You
don’t even want to know what I’m doing to do to those bastards when I get my
strength back. If you’ve got a weak stomach, you might want to turn your head.


I’d kill for her and I’d die for her. But most of all,
I’d live for her.


I know she’s not thrilled with the mind control thing, but I
also know that when she looked into my soul, when I opened up my mind to her
and gave her access to every memory, every pain, every misdeed and violent
act–she embraced it all without flinching.


I’ll never find another girl like her. She’s stronger than
she thinks, and she’s kind and good all the way through. She cares about others
and feels things deeply. She cries at sad movies and makes me feel things I’ve
never felt before.


I love her, and I never thought I’d ever love or feel loved
again. I mean, my best friend Brad, you know, cares and stuff. He’s a dude
though. And Father Patrick, he’s like a dad to me. But it’s not the same.


With Sam, life has a whole new meaning. With her I know I
can do anything, be anything.


So I have to find a way to get us out of this. I will not
let them hurt her, and there will be hell to pay when this is over.






Questions & Answers with Author Kimberly Kinrade


 


What inspired you to write this series?


The concept for the book first came to me in a dream many
years ago about a girl named Sam who could read minds and was raised in a
secret school and rented out as a spy to the rich and powerful. I made a few
notes about my dream and put it away for a long time, then pulled it out last
fall when I wanted an idea for a short story. 


It obviously didn't stay just a short story, and so Forbidden
Mind, the first draft, was written in a week. The world developed quite a bit
from there as I thought about how something like Rent-A-Kid would have been
created and what the bigger plans for something like that would be. Each book
in the series expanded the world and the characters, and now that the last book
in the trilogy is out, it's clear that these three books only reflected a small
bit of the world that wants to be created.


So next year my husband, Dmytry Karpov, and I will be
writing a new trilogy, The Fallen Trilogy, that expands this world with
a new plotline, new cast of characters, and some favorites from the Forbidden
Trilogy as well. It's a standalone series from Forbidden, but fans of Forbidden
will really enjoy the new direction of this spin-off trilogy, I hope!


 


What was most challenging about writing The Forbidden
Trilogy? Easiest?


The hardest part for me is outlining. I prefer to just
write, but with an increasingly complex series, I had to be really careful that
I didn't write myself into a corner. So I have adopted the outlining process
kicking and screaming. The easiest part for me is the actual writing. Once I'm
in the flow, it's like I'm dictating a story being told to me. 


 


Which characters or situations surprised you during the
writing process?


I was surprised at how strong Lucy's voice became during the
course of the series. She has her own POV in Forbidden Fire and even
more in Forbidden Life, and now she's going to have her own series with
her twin!


 


Some say YA books have become "too dark." How
do you feel about this in general and in regards to your own books?


I believe there's a difference between teen novels and YA
novels. To me the term Young Adult clearly indicates an adult, 18+, whereas
teen books would be for the 12 to 13+ crowd.


Given that, I don’t think it's a problem to have dark themes
in YA, since that age group is presumably mature enough to handle it. Even
younger teens deal with dark issues in their lives, to sugar coat it and expect
that they won't be able to handle those realities in their books is to
underestimate what their real lives are like. They deal with bullying, school
shootings, pregnancies, drugs and so much more.


And not only that, but most classics that are required
reading have some pretty dark themes and mature subject matters. Murder,
adultery, abuse, racism, slavery—these are all present in books that are
required reading for youth.


As far as the Forbidden Trilogy goes, it does get darker
with each book, and there are mature themes at play, which is why I don’t
consider it a young teen book as much as a young adult book. However, as the
saga continues, future books will be listed as adult to avoid any confusion,
though I still think they will be very appropriate for most of the 18+ YA crowd
to whom they are written.


 


If you could have any power, what would it be?


I'd want to be able to tell if people are lying, like Lucy.
I don't think I would enjoy mind reading like Sam, that's just TMI, ya know?
But lie detection? That would rock.


 


After writing paranormal/fantasy books for every age
group, have you found an age category that you prefer?


You know, I love them all for different reasons. My
children's books, The Three Lost Kids series, are so fun for me,
especially since they're based on my own girls and I get to talk through the
plots with them and teach them the process as I write them.


YA gives me a chance to tackle fun coming of age themes, and
the adult paranormal books I have coming out soon (which are still more YA, but
YA has taken to meaning teen or younger, and I wanted to write books that were
more focused on the actual young adult, rather than teen, so now I'm calling
them adult) give me freedom to write more adult themes that are becoming more
difficult to explore in YA.


 


Do you have plans to write in other genres?


I am taking a pen name, Daring Davenport, to publish adult
romance with more sexual content. My first book in this pen name, Seduced by
Innocence, launches Jan. 15th. While I’m obviously not hiding my
pen name from the public, because I write for children and YA as Kimberly
Kinrade, I wanted to make sure any book I wrote with sexually explicit adult
content was clearly different, so nobody too young stumbled on it by accident.


 


If they made a movie about your life, who would you cast
to play you?


Kimberly Williams. Not only does she have my name, but
people used to say I look like her. Not sure how true that is, but she'd be
awesome!


 


What do you want your readers to get from your novel?


First, I hope they are absorbed by the characters and their
plight and feel pulled into this world. I want them to be entertained, but also
to be challenged to think about some of the themes present in the books. Themes
of good and evil, right and world, morality, the value of human life, love,
family. 


 


When did you first realize that you wanted to be a
writer?


I joke that I was born with ink in my veins and magic in my
heart. I've been writing since I was a young girl, and actually started selling
my short stories and poetry to family and friends when I ran out of teeth to
sell to the Tooth Fairy. (True story!)


I was a journalist while in college, working for pay on the
student newspaper and for more pay for a large daily newspaper in Los Angeles,
California.


While I did start working on a novel in college, and I wrote
a few screenplays and plays, I didn't start focusing exclusively on my fiction
until a few years ago. Non-fiction writing, ghostwriting, and journalism always
took up all my time and paid the bills more immediately then writing books, but
my real passion is writing novels and I'm so glad I can finally do that full
time.


 


If you could travel back in time, where and when would
you go and why?


Egypt, 1370-1330 BC, because I would want to be there when
the Egyptian Pharaoh Akhenaten and his wife Nefertiti turned Egypt on its head
by proclaiming it a monotheistic government during their religious revolution.
There's so much intrigue and mystery about that time. What happened to
Akhenaten? Where did Nefertiti come from? Did she really rule Egypt alone after
her husband's death, before King Tut was pushed into power? I would love to go
there!


In fact, I'll be writing in this time frame, about these
people, for the prequel of The Reluctant Familiar. The Reluctant
Familiar is set to come out in September, 2013 and after that, sometime in
2014, I'll be writing The Egyptian Queen. I'm really excited about it. 


 


Has your family always been supportive of your writing?


Yes. I'm so lucky, especially when I hear stories from other
authors whose family won't even read their books. My parents have encouraged my
writing since I was a child. While most parents admonish their kids to
"Quit that writing and get a real job," my parents always said
"Quit that job and focus on your writing."


Also, I married my writing partner, so you can't get more
supportive than that. We're even co-writing a series of books together. And I
based another series on my children, so they love my books!


 


What do you do when you’re not writing?


You mean that's a real thing? Time when I'm not writing? Lol
Well, if I'm not writing, I'm usually thinking about writing, or plotting my
next book, or editing, or reading.


For non-book related activities I enjoy cuddling with my
kids, playing with my kittens (or cuddling with my kittens and playing with my
kids) and cuddling and playing with my husband. ;)


 


In the Forbidden series, you show us that people have
choices, not all of which are black and white. The issue of morality and ethics
plays heavily in your books.  Did you plan for your books to touch base on
these issues?


I knew that as the story evolved it would touch on issues
that challenged people to think about good and evil, right and wrong and the
kinds of choices we are all faced with. In Forbidden Life, the final
book in the trilogy, each character has to face their hardest choices and
really look at what they've done and who they are. 


I like books that make me think, even as they entertain, and
while I'd never want anything to be heavy-handed in my books, I think it adds
extra dimensions and layers to the story when the reader is stuck in a moral
dilemma right along with the character, trying to decide what the right choice
is.


 


Will you continue to write in the YA genre, or will you
crossover to adult paranormal books also?


I have plans for both. Because the Forbidden Trilogy gets
pretty dark and deals with some heavy themes, many people feel it's borderline
for YA. While I disagree and believe YA is actually for 18+ crowd of young
adult, and teen books are entirely different, I want my books to be appropriate
to the age group. 


So my next book, Sunrise & Nightfall, will be
adult paranormal romance/historical fantasy (and it's based on a character in
the Fallen Trilogy and co-written with my hubby Dmytry Karpov), and the Fallen
Trilogy, while starring Luke and Lucy and still very YA in some of the themes,
is going to be classified as adult so we can dive deeper into some themes that
might not be appropriate for younger teens, but will still appeal to YA
readers, I believe.


I do have another series launching late next year, The
Reluctant Familiar, and it's a teen book/YA, so it'll be fun for readers of
all ages. I'm really excited about that one!


 


If the Forbidden Trilogy could be made into a movie, who
would your dream cast be?


Sam: Britt Robertson from Life Unexpected, though
she'd have to dye her hair brown.


Drake: Paul Wesley from Vampire Diaries


Lucy: Vanessa Marano from Switched at Birth


Luke: Taylor Lautner from Twilight


Hunter: Ian Somerhalder from Vampire Diaries


 


Do you have a favorite film? Which one?


The Princess Bride, if I had to pick one. When I was
in Jr. High, I competed in fencing, and this was our team movie. We used to
practice based on the choreography of the epic fencing scene in the movie.


Inconceivable. "You keep using that word. I
do not think it means what you think it means."






The Forbidden Trilogy Playlist


 


FORBIDDEN MIND


Beach Boys - Surfin
USA


Butterfly Boucher - I
Found Out


Natalie Merchant - My
Skin


Linkin Park - Numb


Muse - Undisclosed
Desires


Muse - Resistance 


Lonestar - Amazed


Butterfly Boucher - To
Feel Love


Nickelback - Far Away


 


FORBIDDEN FIRE


Candlebox - Youth in
Revolt


Kevin Martin & The Hiwatts - Enemy


Fun - We Are Young


Linkin Park - Burn It
Down


Adele - Set Fire to
the Rain


Linkin Park - Waiting
for the End


Muse - Uprising


Linkin Park - Shadow
of The Day


Rufus Wainwright - Hallelujah


 


FORBIDDEN LIFE


Clint Mansell - Requiem
For A Dream Lux Aeterna FULL ORCHESTRA


Evanescence - My
Immortal


Bruno Mars - It Will
Rain


Evanescence - Lithium



Giovana - Another Love
Like His


The Wanted - Gold
Forever


Muse - Starlight


Lonestar - Amazed


Linkin Park - Somewhere
I Belong


Linkin Park - What
I've Done


The Red Jumpsuit Apparatus - Your Guardian Angel
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About the Author


 





Kimberly Kinrade was born with ink in her veins and magic in
her heart. As a child, where others saw shapes in clouds, she saw words. But she
was also an entrepreneur at heart. So when her business arrangement with the
Tooth Fairy ended, she went pro by writing her fantastical stories and selling
them to all her neighbors.


Fast forward… um… many years and many college degrees later…
and she is now a published author after a long career as a journalist and
freelance writer. 


Though she has written in many genres and fields, she's most
passionate about the world of the paranormal and fantasy where she writes
award-winning books for children, teens and adults.


When Kimberly's not writing, editing and writing some more, she
runs Daring Books Design &
Marketing with her husband.


Kimberly lives with her three little girls who think they
are princess ninjas with hidden supernatural powers, her two dogs who think
they are human, her two cats who think they are gods (and probably are) and the
one man who is her husband, soul mate and writing and business partner.


Find her at www.KimberlyKinrade.com


On Twitter: @KimberlyKinrade


On Facebook: /KimberlyKinrade


And subscribe to her newsletter for special perks. For a fun
fan-based experience, check out IPIAcademy.com
and become an Agent-in-Training with International Paranormal Investigations.


~~~~~


If you enjoyed this book, consider supporting the author by
leaving a review wherever you purchased this book. Thank you.
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Lexie World
(The Three Lost Kids Special Edition Trilogy - Illustrated)


Bella World
(The Three Lost Kids Special Edition Trilogy - Illustrated)
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(The Three Lost Kids Special Edition Trilogy - Illustrated)


 


The
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The Three Lost Kids & Cupid's Capture *
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LEXIE WORLD


By Kimberly Kinrade


Book 1 of The Three Lost Kids Special Edition Trilogy
is now available at Evolved
Publishing.


~~~~~


...Each time I put my foot down, it sank deeper into
trash. The crunch and grind of it all sounded like monsters coming to eat me.


"Oh my goodness!" The crunching and grinding
got louder. So loud, I knew it couldn't be just us.


My hands shook and my feet stopped working right. I
didn't want to look behind me.


Then something smacked me in the back of my head! My eyes
got all cloudy with tears.


I looked behind me. Big mistake....


~~~~~


In the first book of the enchanting children's special
edition trilogy, The Three Lost Kids, Lexie and her sisters discover Lexie
World, a beautiful world that's being destroyed by Garbage Goblins. To save the
world, Lexie, her sisters, their faithful dog TayTay, and their new Unicorn
friend must travel over the Waters of Waste, climb the Mountain of Lost
Clothes, and retrieve the Mirror of Ice.


Through the journey, 5-year-old Lexie learns about courage,
and about how to care for the earth.


With exquisite full color illustrations by Josh Evans, this
lower-grade chapter book will engage readers from 4 to 9 years old in its magic
and fun!








 





BELLA WORLD


By Kimberly Kinrade


Book 2 of The Three Lost Kids Special Edition Trilogy
is now available at Evolved
Publishing.


~~~~~


...A large presence settled behind me. I knew without
turning around what I would find, but still I turned....


...and faced the Dragon.


~~~~~


Bella is tired of getting blamed every time her sisters lose
something. It's not her fault they misplaced something important, so why does
everyone assume she took it? It makes her blood boil that no one appreciates
all the things she does to help and protect people. Sometimes her anger makes
her do things she regrets later.


When she, her two sisters, and their dog TayTay find a
watery portal to Bella World, they're surprised to discover a town ravaged by
Dragon attacks. But not all is as it seems, a lesson Bella learns when they are
sent to stop the Dragon.


Together, Bella and Emerald the Dragon learn to control
their Dragon Fire, make amends to those they have wronged, and in the process
find the appreciation and acceptance they'd sought all along.








 





MADDIE WORLD


By Kimberly Kinrade


Book 3 of The Three Lost Kids Special Edition Trilogy
is now available at Evolved
Publishing.


~~~~~


When a girl at recess bullies Maddie and takes her favorite
bracelet, she decides she's never going back to school again. She's too scared
to stand up for herself or tell her teacher.


But that afternoon, she and her sisters—along with her dog,
TayTay—stumble into Maddie World through a cardboard box, and find that even
Fairies have bullying problems.


The Lava Fairies and Bubble Fairies are at war, and now even
once nice Fairies have been mean bullies, locking the Three Lost Kids up in the
dungeon. 


Madelynne and TayTay escape, but can't free the other two
until the retrieve a precious necklace that once belonged to the Bubble
Fairies.


To save her sisters and make peace between the two Fairy
factions, Madelynne must first face her own fears and learn to stand up for
herself even when she's scared, but without becoming a bully herself.








 





THE THREE LOST KIDS &


THE DEATH OF THRE SUGAR FAIRY


By Kimberly Kinrade


This special holiday edition Three Lost Kids
chapter book is now available at Evolved
Publishing.


~~~~~


I scrunched up my eyes in an attempt to see. “Why do you
sound like you’re in another room? You’re going the wrong way. You have to walk
to us.” The darkness was so complete, like a black room with no light. “Okay,
on three, we’re all going to scream. Someone will hear us. Mom and Dad are for
sure caught up by now. One, two, three!”


“Help!” We screamed as loud as we could, over and over.


When we couldn’t scream anymore, our throats too sore, a
flickering of light came back on and the skeleton waved at me. “Welcome to the
haunted house, where guests stay forever and the dead linger on to play.”


~~~~~


Join the Three Lost Kids for another adventure as they’re
attacked by Sugar Bugs, face their fears in Cavity Cave, and battle giant Gummy
Bears, all to save a dying Sugar Fairy who holds the fate of Halloween in her
hands.


Can the girls learn to work together, each using their
strengths to save the day, or will their fighting trap them in Sugar Land
forever?








 





THE THREE LOST KIDS &


THE CHRISTMAS CURSE


By Kimberly Kinrade


This special holiday edition Three Lost Kids
chapter book is coming November 26, 2012 from Evolved
Publishing.


~~~~~


…We pulled, and the rope tightened, wrapping around
Santa’s feet and yanking him upside down to hang from our tree.


“What on earth?” He shook and swung and tried to pull
himself up, but his belly kept getting in the way.


If we hadn’t been so desperate, I would have laughed.


When he saw us, he reached out. “Kids, help me! I’m
stuck.”


I kept my distance. “I’m sorry, Santa, but we have to
stop Christmas, and this is the only way.”…


~~~~~


Christmas every day sounds like the best thing ever to Bella
and her sisters, but when a special Wishing Stone grants her heart’s desire,
The Three Lost Kids discover the curse hidden in the wish.


Now they have to stop Christmas no matter what—even if that
means ending up on Santa’s Naughty List.


Will the girls learn the true meaning of Christmas and find
a way to break the curse? Or will they be stuck in their self-created Jingle
Bells Nightmare forever?
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